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The moment John Veiga’s eyes met mine, I regretted my part in deceiving him.

The morning before we met at Madrid-Barajas airport, Alicia had called me at my office under the pretext of asking me to lunch. Even though I felt uncomfortable about this violation of our doctor-patient relationship, I accepted her frequent invitations, more out of a sense of guilt than anything else. This time, however, was not like the others.

Alicia began laying out her hairbrained scheme with an air of conviction and over-excitement that seemed to negate any possibility of contradicting her. Her plan to take on false identities and deceive a certain John Veiga – a stranger to both of us – was riddled with holes, but when I pointed these out, she simply filled them in with new, perhaps even more ludicrous ideas. By the time our meal – a salad to share, and a quattro stagioni pizza each – arrived, the whole convoluted plan had emerged, punctuated by Alicia’s nervous laughter and wildly flapping hands.

‘Will you help me?’ she asked.

‘I’ve already told you, no,’ I replied, annoyed. ‘Look, there are already too many lies in my life, believe me. Anyway, I’d be too stressed out doing something like that. There’s a lot that could go wrong.’

With a faintly irritated look, Alicia took off her coat and laid it reluctantly on the chair next to her. She rested her arms on the table and leant forward, as if letting me in on a secret.

‘My cat died yesterday,’ she whispered and shook her head, as if unable to believe that such a tragedy could have occurred.

I reproached her. ‘You don’t have a cat.’

‘No, but I could have. You’ve got those butterfly specimens pinned on the wall in your office, and you talk about them as if they’re alive: “Oh, look at that one, the shape of the wings, oh, and this one...”’

‘That’s not quite the same thing.’

‘I don’t see what your dead butterflies have got that my imaginary cat hasn’t,’ she said.

We stared out of the restaurant window for a moment, sharing the awkward silence that was my response to her request.

‘Well, it’s not really a cat,’ she continued, quite casually. ‘It’s a cushion, but I was using it as a cat. I stroked it, cuddled it for warmth... You know, things like that. Well, I’ve had to let it go. It was getting old; all the trim was falling off and the stuffing was starting to come out. So, it’s as if my cat had died. Don’t you feel sorry for me?’

‘I’ve never felt sorry for you.’

‘Will you help me?’ she asked again.

‘I’ve already told you, no.’

So, the next day, and without really knowing why, there we both were, waiting in arrivals in Terminal 4, Madrid-Barajas for a certain John Veiga to appear.

‘Hello, I’m Julián Porto,’ I lied.

John Veiga looked at me as if he had just woken up from a lengthy hibernation, and a faint smile of gratitude pulled at the corners of his mouth.

‘You look much younger than I was expecting’, he said. ‘You don’t know what this means to me,’ he added in a strained whisper, shaking my hand vigorously. ‘Finding you has been a blessing; I’ll never be able to repay you.’

The look in his eyes confirmed the gratitude expressed in his words. He wiped away a few tears with the sleeve of his jacket, crumpled from the long journey, and this only increased the unease I felt at the falseness of the encounter. Then John Veiga looked at Alicia, who until that moment had stood in nervous silence at my side. He dropped his little blue suitcase and the two of them collapsed into an embrace that seemed never to end. They kept letting go of each other, kissing each other on the cheek and then hugging again, over and over, until finally I suggested we sit down in one of the airport cafés so that John Veiga could have some breakfast and get reacquainted with the ground beneath his feet.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘The breakfast they gave us on the plane... Let’s just say it wasn’t exactly fine dining. That orange juice isn’t fit to be drunk; it sits in your stomach like a swarm of bees.’

Looking at his face under the lights of the terminal, I could see bluish bags under John Veiga’s eyes, contrasting harshly with his pallid complexion. He had a beard which had grown wild like some abandoned garden, and a shaggy mane of grey hair, long enough to obscure the collar of his shirt. Alicia gazed at John with uncontrolled excitement, squeezing his hand with such force that his fingertips began to take on a worryingly purple hue. Even the least observant witness to that scene would have known straight away that Alicia was trembling all over. She had ordered a glass of water and every time she took it in her skeletal hands it was a herculean effort for her to guide it successfully to her lips. Evidently aware that we were staring at him, and as if he could read my mind, John Veiga remarked that twelve hours was too long to spend on a plane, and that he must be looking the worse for wear.

‘And that’s twelve hours without a cigarette,’ he added.

We laughed at this remark and talked vaguely about the flight, about the rain that was falling in Madrid just then, the anxiety of take-off and landing, and the bored expressions of the flight attendants as they go through the safety demonstration. After this exchange of banalities, John Veiga sighed and looked at the ceiling, his face taking on a mournful expression.

‘You’ve both been so nice to me,’ he said, ‘so I’ve got a moral obligation to be honest with you. I’ll understand if you never want to see me again after what I’m about to tell you. You’d be well within your rights. I’m sorry for not telling you sooner, honestly, but circumstance took that decision out of my hands. As far as that goes, I don’t think I’m totally to blame. Maybe for everything else, but not for that.’

Resting his arms on the table, and tugging occasionally at his whitish hair, John Veiga – by turns crestfallen and euphoric – told us the part of his story we didn’t already know.
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Alicia showed up at my office one afternoon in September, two years before the conversation about the death of her imaginary cat. With a certain wryness she told me that she practised the world’s oldest profession: teaching. For almost twenty years she had been working at a secondary school in a poor neighbourhood on the outskirts of Madrid and, amid the blackboards, the exercise books and the bits of chalk, the exams passed and failed, she had come to the conclusion that the world would never change. There would always be rich people and poor people. There would always be clever people and stupid people, happy souls and those condemned to eternal misery. There was no need for individuals to search out their own destiny; destiny would come for them. This certainty had brought her to a kind of disillusionment, not only with her profession but, perhaps, with the world itself.

The school where she worked was in a deprived area where violence, theft, and drug problems were rife. Alicia complained that even the police wouldn’t go there. Most of the students had suffered adverse childhood experiences. That was what she said: adverse childhood experiences. After deploying that term she had smiled like someone pulled up on a minor oversight. ‘Sorry, it’s just sometimes teachers have to use jargon like that to make our work seem important.’

‘And isn’t it?’ I asked from the other side of my desk.

‘Not anymore. Nowadays we don’t educate so much as domesticate. The kids don’t want to learn, and the teachers don’t have the energy to teach them. What are you more interested in, learning about Aristotle, or smoking a joint? Most of my students would choose the joint, I can assure you... Nowadays, I’m not so sure it’s worth investing all that time and effort into nurturing something in these kids that’s just going to be destroyed by the environment they’re living in, whether that’s their friends, or even their families. Most of human behaviour is learned by imitation, did you know that? And the world around us isn’t exactly edifying.’

‘Every teacher throughout history has said that the students they teach are the worst yet.’

‘Maybe.’

Alicia paused and breathed deeply.

‘But,’ I continued, ‘I don’t think that’s the reason you’ve come here. Am I right?’

While Alicia stayed silent and considered my office décor with undisguised curiosity, I took the opportunity to have a furtive look at what she was wearing. She had on a beige pair of jeans decorated with flowers. They were rather childish for a woman of her age, though they did succeed in giving her a more youthful appearance. Her top was white, tight-fitting, and somewhat low-cut. Her straight, black hair was topped with a rather haphazard bun, as if she had suddenly had to hurry and had tied it at the last minute. She wore no bracelets or rings, just an old necklace with a shell pendant. Her eyes were green, her hands skin and bone.

‘I don’t really know how to put it into words,’ she said suddenly after several minutes of silence.

‘It’s very simple. Just say it the way it feels. That’s the best way to get it right.’

‘You look younger than me. I don’t know if you’ll be able to understand.’

‘I’ve been in this job a long time; believe me, strange as it might seem to you, your case won’t be the only one of its kind I’ve heard.’

‘The thing is, really, I haven’t come here for anything in particular. It’s everything... everything all at once.’

‘See, I told you; your case isn’t unusual. Every patient comes here for the same reason at first: nothing in particular.’

Alicia gave a shy smile and then dropped her gaze to the floor once again, clasping her hands together.

‘I don’t know. Maybe... I don’t know, I feel a bit lonely.’

In pronouncing those last five words, Alicia’s voice slowly broke, like someone collapsing on the shore after swimming for miles and miles. I stayed silent as she suppressed a sob, not wanting to intrude on this moment of vulnerability. When she seemed to have composed herself, I invited her to lie down on the couch. She would, I assured her, be more comfortable there.

‘Don’t worry, Alicia,’ I said, soothingly. Trying to steer the conversation, I asked, ‘Is this the first time you’ve come to a therapist?’

‘Yes. I always thought it was a load of nonsense, the whole psychology thing. Just a way of tricking people, and...’

I offered her a tissue to dry her eyes.

‘So, I have a non-believer in my office, then,’ I smiled.

‘Thank you. Typical; I never seem to have a tissue on me when I need one. I got an advert for your practice in the post. I always keep any flyers that look interesting. Ones that don’t expire, I mean, not special offers or anything like that. I have a lot for takeaways. I know I’m never going to use most of them, but I like to keep them anyway, just in case. I’ve even kept one from a dance school that has a woman belly-dancing in an Asian costume on the front, and believe me when I say I’m not the type to go about wiggling my hips with my belly out. Even so, I keep all these leaflets in a drawer in the kitchen, under the tablecloths and napkins. And it seems yours has come in handy in the end.’

She felt lonely. It wasn’t a rare feeling for her, nothing she wasn’t accustomed to wrestling with. But, in a sudden flash of clarity, she had come to the conclusion that this loneliness was permanent. This knowledge had produced in her a feeling of desolation that, with every fibre of her being, she refused to accept.

Alicia had never in her whole life had a single moment when she didn’t feel that sense of loneliness. It followed her like a shadow, like a second skin, so that, in the end, loneliness became simply one of her traits, like the green of her eyes or the extreme skinniness of her hands. It felt familiar and absurd in equal measure.

She didn’t have a bad life; she had an apartment in the López de Hoyos neighbourhood and a circle of friends – a circle, she stressed wryly, raising one eyebrow – who she met for coffee every afternoon. She liked all kinds of music, and in her library there were over three hundred CDs, and as many books. She read and listened to music, listened to music and read, and on Wednesdays, maintaining a tradition she had started in her youth, she went to the cinema. She always ate alone, and as the years went by and her habits became fixed, she had made the firm decision to live her life without a partner, taking refuge in her books, her music, her afternoon coffee, her morning classes, and her Wednesday movies. ‘And now’, she added, smiling, ‘my Thursday therapist.’

‘I’m completely alone,’ she continued. ‘I don’t even have pets; no hamster, no cat. I don’t think I could stand them dying when the time came. That might seem ridiculous, but there you have it.’ She paused, and adjusted her position on the couch. ‘And on top of that, now I feel helpless. And helplessness feels worse than loneliness. I don’t have a shoulder to cry on, no one to look after me if I get ill, even if I just catch a cold. I don’t have anyone to share a private joke with, no one to cry at the TV with. Every day starts and ends the same.’

‘Sometimes, our perception of these things can be off. All it takes is for there to be something missing, and that becomes our focus. It’s like when you lose a tooth; you can’t help running your tongue over the gap that’s left.’

‘Yeah, I get that. But that’s not the case with me.’

‘What can you tell me about your parents?’

‘I’m an orphan.’ She ran a hand over her hair and breathed deeply. ‘Well, no, I’m not an orphan,’ she laughed. ‘I had parents, but they split up when I was little. I barely remember it. When I was seven, my mother enrolled me in a school run by nuns; a children’s home, really. She would come and pick me up from school in the afternoon and take me to a park nearby. We’d take a walk and she’d ask me how my day had been, buy me a lollipop or some sweets, strawberry ones, and that was it. Then she’d tell me she’d found a job, or that she’d be taking me out of school soon, or that she’d met a decent man who would take care of us. She was always telling me one of these stupid stories. I didn’t believe a word she said, but I pretended I did so as not to upset her. Before she dropped me back at the school, she’d ruffle my hair and squeeze me tight, really tight in her arms, and cover me with kisses.’

‘So what happened?’

‘Oh, well... One day she didn’t come for me. And that was it.’

‘I see.’

‘I waited there, sat on the school steps just waiting for her to arrive, looking around for her like an idiot. The nuns kept telling me to come inside, but I stayed out there for four hours, until it got dark. When I remember it now, and I picture myself sitting there on the steps, waiting, stupidly hopeful, I feel so terribly sorry for myself.’

‘Have you never tried to find her?’

‘No. I never wanted to set eyes on her again. I wouldn’t have anything nice to say to her.’ She looked at her watch, got up slowly from the couch and picked up her coat. ‘That’s time, I think,’ she sighed. ‘I don’t want to go over time in the first session. That wouldn’t be a good start.’

‘Will I see you next week?’

‘As if I have a choice! You’re my Thursday therapist now, remember?’ She smiled. ‘And I’m very disciplined about these things... By the way, you have a very nice office. I like the butterflies you’ve got on the walls.’
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The day everything began to fall apart, John Veiga got up at six in the morning and ate a couple of slices of buttered toast, which he dipped in his coffee. He jumped in his beaten up Chrysler Concorde and headed for Kevin’s Market on the outskirts of Salt Lake City, where he worked as a forklift driver. Overnight, a fine rain had fallen, and the tarmac shone like a skating rink under the streetlights. On his journey he passed a few vehicles with their headlights on and his eyes smarted at the glare. He hadn’t slept well. His joints were stiff, his mouth dry, and there was a slight knot in his back just below his neck.

When he arrived at Kevin’s Market, the lights inside the warehouse were already on. He punched his timecard and said hello to a few colleagues who were standing about yawning, shaking off the early start. He made his way to the changing rooms, opened his locker, and put on his grey overalls with the company logo on the back. When he had finished changing, he jumped in his forklift and started moving boxes and pallets from one place to another, like an obedient worker ant dutifully transporting the remains of some dead animal for the queen’s feast. At around noon he took a short lunch break, eating bolitas de yuca in a little Peruvian restaurant near the supermarket. It was a cheap, clean place where the service was always friendly. After a rather strong coffee, he returned to his forklift and continued picking up boxes and setting them down.

At almost fifty-four, and after eight years of shifting boxes around, John was far from living his dream. Quite the opposite. That job had become his personal hell, but he had resigned himself to it.

It hadn’t always been that way. Before moving to Salt Lake City, he had lived in Biloxi, Mississippi, where he had a restaurant serving international cuisine: a little place with a bar, twelve tables for the customers, and an old but well-maintained kitchen, all decorated with objects from different countries in Latin America, Africa and Europe. It wasn’t much, but it brought in enough money for him to get by rather comfortably. He didn’t aspire to anything more than that. A simple restaurant for a simple life. It even made it into a few American guide books as a recommendation for tourists. He had a little apartment on the floor above the restaurant, with two bedrooms, a bathroom and a kitchen. There, he was happy.

However, lying as they did in the path of Hurricane Katrina, his restaurant and his house had disappeared in the blink of an eye. He found himself living for a month in a hostel the government had arranged for displaced people, with a couple of notes in his pocket and a few changes of clothing. The warnings about Katrina’s arrival had been delayed, and he had barely had the time to grab some clothes and the stamp collection his father had given him as a child, and which he had continued to add to, though intermittently. The insurance company refused to pay out because the circumstances weren’t covered in his policy, so, within a few months – apart from some government assistance that took a while to arrive and a few dollars in savings – he was penniless.

Neither Biloxi nor the surrounding area offered much hope of a new start, so, with the help of a drinks distributor he knew, he moved to Utah to work full-time in a supermarket.

Shortly before the end of his shift, the duty manager called him over from one of the doors at the back of the warehouse.

‘What’s up?’ asked John.

‘I don’t know, John,’ said the manager. ‘The director wants you to go up and see him. That’s all I know.’

John climbed the stairs to the second floor, walked down the long corridor and stood outside the door to the management office. He adjusted his overalls and knocked. The director told him to come in, and gestured for him to sit in the black leather chair in front of his desk. John sat down and looked at the young man, tall and thin as a telephone pole, dressed in a black suit and shiny shoes.

‘Okay, John. A few months ago we received your request to work on the shopfloor in the supermarket, on the grounds, I think, of...’ he said, looking at some papers, ‘back pain. Do you have health insurance, John?’

‘No, sir, I don’t.’

‘I see,’ the director said, frowning slightly. ‘Okay, John, I don’t know how to tell you this... The thing is, we can’t put you in one of the in-store positions. Truth be told, we can’t put you in-store or anywhere else. We’re sorry about it, really, we are. But sales are down thirty-five percent this last year because of the damn recession. Do you follow?’

‘I understand,’ John replied. ‘I’ll wait for a better time.’

The director looked at him for a few moments and then brought his hands together at the fingertips, placing his index fingers over his mouth.

‘I don’t think I’ve made myself clear, John. Forgive me, it’s my fault,’ he laughed. ‘I’m sorry. What I’m trying to tell you is that, unfortunately, we are no longer able to make use of your services.’

John remained silent for a moment, pretending not to understand.

‘You mean you’re firing me?’ he said finally.

‘Well, it’s a temporary dismissal. When things start to pick up...’

‘You’re kicking me out? Just like that... Listen, I’ve been working at this supermarket for eight years, never caused any trouble, always been on time.’

‘I know, John, I know, but it’s not our fault. You might be the first, but there’ll be many others. We’ve got to let eight or nine people go in total if we want to balance the books. It’s hard but, believe me, there’s no alternative.’

‘Well, you don’t seem to be having such a tough time. Those shoes are probably worth what I earn in a month,’ John protested.

‘John, John, John... let’s not go down that road,’ the director interrupted. ‘It doesn’t do either of us any good. I have a lot of respect for you, you know that. I have a good idea of your circumstances and, believe me, it upsets me deeply that I have to do this. But it’s my duty, however hard it might be. It hurts me more than it hurts you,’ he said finally.

‘It hurts me more than it hurts you.’ As he collected his things from his locker and packed them into a box, John couldn’t stop repeating those words to himself. ‘What a dick,’ he said, making his way to the carpark. He threw all his belongings into the back seat of his Chrysler Concorde and headed home.

Once he was inside his apartment, he opened the fridge and took out a beer and slice of leftover pizza from the night before. He put the pizza in the microwave and switched on the TV. He flicked through a few channels and stopped at a sports programme in which two journalists were analysing a match between the Denver Broncos and Chicago Bears from the previous season. Before he could sit down, the microwave beeped. He put the slice of pizza on a little plate, dropped onto the sofa and put his feet on top of the newspapers spread out on the coffee table. When he had eaten, he rested his head on the back of the sofa, turned down the volume on the TV, and fell asleep, exhausted.
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Alicia Ponce listened to music and read, read and listened to music, and on Wednesdays, maintaining a tradition she had started in her youth, she went to the cinema. And now, from six to seven on Thursdays, Alicia came to my office for her therapy session. She never postponed or cancelled an appointment, not during the harsh days of winter, nor in the suffocating heat of Madrid in August. Somehow, she had incorporated me into her life, another cog in the machinery of her rituals, though she confessed she preferred to think of me as her therapist friend, or – depending on which part of the equation came to the fore at a given time – her friendly therapist.
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