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			Chapter 1
Fertilization of Orchids

			Behind myths there is always some truth.

			Lara Croft

			Hi, I’m Angelina. I don’t want to start this blog by saying: “Call me Angelina”—that’s already so old-fashioned. Besides, I haven’t read Moby Dick. Actually, I’ve read very little outside the internet. Today David visited me in the hospital, then left right away. I had been waiting so long for his call that when it finally happened, at the most inopportune moment, while I was talking to the doctor, I felt nothing but annoyed. He brought me an orchid and the nurse placed it in a glass of water on the bedside table. I was afraid that David smelled the same as I did, a stench that was sometimes nauseating: of sweat, of sickness, of a closed room. One of my roommates walked around with her IV hanging out, the other sat in her armchair and looked at David with indifference, as if he were an object.

			I’d smelled that same smell before, in the Valdeluz nursing home. There’s something old about hospitals, even when they’re new and shiny, maybe it’s that short stride of the sick, that expression of resignation and exhaustion, like the one my roommate has. But you will never be old, Angelina, you will always smell of perfume, like the one that envelops you when you enter a store in Salamanca or those luxury-brand corners in five-star hotels. It’s a special scent, like the countryside, the forest, happiness; a smell of all the good things in life.

			David approached my bed.

			“You look good, Angelina.”

			“It’s the serum—moisturizes my skin.”

			He sat down next to me. He’d recently changed jobs, was now selling hearing aids and immersed in the world of marketing. It was very important to delve into all the possibilities of new neuroscience applications that most people were unaware of.

			He went on talking for a while, about the odds of getting rich in the emerging hearing-aid market, there were a lot more deaf people than we thought. Then he told me some other news: he had won a Spanish omelet contest. In his spare time he liked to cook and was planning to go on the show MasterChef. All his talking was starting to make me dizzy. I wasn’t interested in hearing aids or MasterChef. I didn’t even find as handsome as I used to; his beauty struck me as bland, like a cold sausage for dinner. To think how much I had suffered for this guy and how little I cared about him now!

			I saw that he was looking sideways at his cell phone, probably to check the time. I took the opportunity to tell him:

			“My dinner will be here soon.”

			“I’ll leave you alone then.”

			***

			Angelina, I hope you don’t mind that I’ve adopted your name. Let me explain everything from the beginning—you still have no idea who I am, even though I know so much about you. But I still think that a life like mine—that of a woman who has never excelled at anything, who will never see her name in the headlines—can still be interesting, even to a star like you. That’s why today I’ve started to write about my memories here on this blog and, if I may be so bold, I’d like you to read it. Everyone matters to someone at some point, don’t you think? I’m sorry if I’m nagging you, but I would so much like for you to know me a little—you’ve just been so fundamental in my life! That’s why I dare to ask for your attention. Please, Angelina, if I have managed to get you to start reading my first post, I ask you not to abandon it. Please read on! Just a few minutes of your time, will you?

			Angelina, I’ve felt for many years that the two of us have something in common—silly of me, I know! I’m well aware that we’ve never met, that the relationship between us is nothing more than a fantasy. I’ll tell you how it all happened: it was the day I read in a magazine that your birthday is the same as mine, the same year and everything. What a coincidence! Two years later my younger sister was born, who died when she was five years old, making me an only child.

			Reading that we were twins, Angelina, is what sparked my interest in you. I started to follow you more closely—I knew by heart the movies you starred in, what your favorite food was, your favorite color, what the men you fell in love with were like. I was so happy when you gave Brad Pitt that $15 million heart-shaped island, and every time you gave birth or adopted a new child, and when you won the Oscar for Best Supporting Actress and all those Golden Globes. You don’t know how proud I was when I found out you were the highest-paid actress in Hollywood or when you embarked on a new career as a director. I just I admire you so much! But I also love you as if I knew you personally, as if we played together when as children and have been friends ever since. I know that you’ve played so many roles, have brought so many different characters to life onscreen, but for a moment, put yourself in the shoes of a girl like me—imagine playing someone vulgar, a woman of your age, born in Madrid. Angelina, I want you to know something of my life too, even if it’s a thousand light years away from yours. You know, we’re both Geminis: theatrical, mutable, gifted, giggly, funny and with a certain duality. At least that’s what the stars say. In reality, our lives are so different, especially when I think of how much you’ve achieved in your life and how unlucky I’ve been in my own. But don’t think I’m complaining. No, Angelina, I’ve been happy so many times!

			If you ever bother to read any of my bog posts, you’ll see that I’d had many joyful moments. And, even though I’m not famous like you, I want to preserve some of those memories, to keep them stored in the cloud. Like the wild wave of happiness that pummeled me the day I met David.

			It was five years ago. Vanesa, my best friend, asked me to go with her to the birthday party of a girl named Eva, a college classmate of her sister’s who was taking advantage of the fact that her parents were away on a trip. Open bar in her garden in Pozuelo. An expensive urbanization in the northern part of the city that has nothing to do with where I live: in Usera, a suburb of Madrid, although we also have a very nice park called Pradolongo.

			“Sounds very posh,” I told Vanesa.

			Vanesa was insistent that I go with her, so there we went, the two of us, in the little hatchback that Vanessa had just bought in installments. We stopped in front of the security booth where guards were posted. A gate flanked the entrance to the garden. Vanessa buzzed in through a video intercom. Eva opened the door: high heels, fresh blonde highlights, professionally-done make-up, a shiny red miniskirt and a black top patterned with with lip prints.

			“She gets all her outfit inspo from Chiara Ferragni’s blog,” muttered Vanesa, who also looked stunning in a pistachio-green Zara pantsuit.

			Suddenly, I felt insecure in my black dress, walking clumsily (the new shoes were already hurting) next to Vanessa along the gravel path in the garden. I remembered something I read in a self-help book (I’m not much of a reader, but I love self-help books): “If you want to seduce someone, psych yourself up to go in for the kill: lift your head a little and think, ‘I’m fascinating.’” The seventeen euros I’d paid for this advice was worth it; repeating it to myself, I was already starting to feel better.

			The smell of jasmine and warm summer fruits heat mixed with my Rose Arabia perfume. Loudspeakers hidden among the trees were blasting Motomami. Rosalía’s voice pierced the air: “Wearing an F for Fendi / dancing to ‘Candy’ by Plan B / That’s how you captivated me / the day I met you.”

			There must have been more than a hundred guests, most of them girls. They were all scattered between the porch and the grassy, uniformed cater-waiters swarming among with trays of drinks. I didn’t know anyone. I grabbed a glass of champagne to calm my nerves. A tall guy approached us, and Vanessa introduced him to me. He was a perfect ten, but when he kissed me lightly on the cheek to greet me, I understood that he had something more than beauty. When I think of the night I met David, I remember our first encounter as if I were drunk—that surge of heat in my face, mixed with that shyness that always gets in the way of these kinds of important moments, that no self-help trick has ever quelled.

			“Do you know you’re beautiful?” he said, looking at me as if he really meant it. “I’d like to dance with you.”

			It was the first time someone has ever said something like that to me, Angelina. I know it’s normal for you to be an object of admiration, but holding hand his hand on the way to the dancefloor I felt like I was walking toward heaven.

			“I can’t stop looking at you,” he said.

			I laughed.

			“Is that the line you always use when you meet a girl?”

			“Only when I like her like I like you. Maybe one in every ten.”

			“That seems more realistic to me.”

			“So what do you do for a living?” he asked.

			“Guess.”

			“Model?”

			“No.”

			“Actress?”

			“Cold, very cold.”

			“Singer?”

			“Ice-cold.”

			“I give up.”

			“I am a nursing assistant in an old folks’ home.

			“Those are some very lucky old folks!”

			I didn’t tell him that my boss didn’t think so—he didn’t even want to renew my crappy contract.

			“And what do you do?” I asked him.

			“I’m a video game producer.”

			His job sure sounded much better than mine. I was sure he’d live in Pozuelo or Majadahonda or Las Rozas, like Eva did. But forgive me, Angelina, I have to stop writing—I can hear the rickety noises that announce the arrival of an assistant with the food cart. Goodbye, my dear. Forgive me for calling you like this. See you very soon.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
Effects of Customary Law; Inheritance

			The past is like a broken mirror. As you put it back together, you cut yourself and your image keeps changing and you change too.

			Max Payne 2

			It’s nine o’clock in the morning on Monday, September 14. My fingers caress the letters on the keyboard of my tablet. I dread the moment when I’m too tired to type. You know how chemo is. But I don’t know, Angelina, maybe it’s from talking to you, I suddenly feel better, like I’m getting my hopes up again. My mother no longer scolds me like she used to, as if I were still a ten-year-old girl instead of a woman over 40, no longer tells me that I’m wasting my life online, dedicated myself to the lives of people I don’t even know. Now she leaves me alone and is sometimes even affectionate with me. Because I spend so much of my time sitting still, I notice things I never noticed before: a fly, a bird, the leaves on a tree in front of my window. One day a salamander came into my room. They say salamanders bring good luck. The attendant shrieked when she saw it and the poor little guy hid under the bed until she left, slamming the door behind her. Then I saw him climbing up the wall, his four little legs clinging to the ceiling.

			***

			David used to quote lines from his favorite video game characters. One I remember: “The course of time is cruel, different for everyone, and no one can ever change it, but the one thing that does not change with time is the memory of your youth “. Back when I was Mari Pili, my family—an ordinary, lower-middle class family—was the most important thing to me. My grandmother worked as maid until she retired; it’s been fifteen years since she died. My mother is a beautician—or an esthetician, as she likes to say. For a while she worked as a masseuse in a nearby gym until she bought a massage table to see private clients, almost all women, for whom she sometimes also does their hair and nails. I’ve often thought that maybe she was disappointed to have a daughter like me. I think that if you were to ask a group of people what I look like to them, most of them would say that I’m nothing special.

			My late sister, however, was very pretty, with a special charm and a permanent smile. In the only photo I have of the two of us, she looks like a little angel, clinging to her Fancy Nancy. You know, Angelina? My face and my body aren’t that bad if you look at them separately, but as a whole they lack harmony. On top of that, I have a tendency to put on weight. I have an undeniably vulgar physique. As you’ll see from the pictures on my blog, I don’t think even the best stylist in Hollywood could do much to improve my appearance. I dress like a housewife who assembles her wardrobe by rummaging through the sales rack at TJ Maxx.

			My father works as a security guard. He’s proud of his job. I don’t think it takes any special qualities to stand by the door of a place that sells food until two in the morning, which is where his bosses have assigned him lately; but he feels like one of Napoleon’s marshals, gearing up for a great battle. You have to fool yourself a little to live reasonably contentedly. And that’s not what some video game character says—it’s what I say. I’m not entirely stupid. Sometimes I think for myself.

			***

			My mom and dad separated more than ten years ago now. I’d be lying if I said that their separation affected me. I’ve followed the breakups of so many artists and actors and other celebrities whose lives I follow, that one more separation—even if it was my parents’—couldn’t surprise me. Besides, if a couple can’t stand each other, the best thing to do is to go their separate ways. Life is too short to suffer more than you have to—I should know, with how bad everything’s been for me lately! And all the awful things I’ve had done to me at the hospital, I’m finally starting to feel better. But back to my parents—neither of them have any money or social skills, though my mother handles herself well with her clients. They’re not bad people—I can’t complain.

			I haven’t had much in the way of an education. At the all-girls Catholic school where my parent sent me, I was an below-average student, although I ended up passing the sophomore year after retaking a few classes. Then I found a job nannying on weekends. The children I nannied used to make a big fuss when I was alone with them. I still remember their moods, how they cried when they wanted something. I’m sorry to say that I didn’t get attached to any of the little brats. I know you’re a great mother to your six children, both biological and adopted, but I was relieved when at the end of each weekend I gave them back to their parents, who were often just as unbearable as their own children.

			After my hysterectomy, the doctor told me that my only chance to have children would be through surrogacy, but the news didn’t affect me too much. Rather, I was happy to think that I would never have children and, consequently, I would never live in fear that I’d lose them to a terrible accident, like we lost Lara.

			***

			Before I got sick, my last job was in a nursing home. You see, Angelina, after my time as a nanny, I was a home health aide until Toñi, the social worker who provided me with patients, offered me a position at the Valdeluz Residence. I did well taking care of the elderly. If you manage not to be disgusted by all the disgusting things you have to do, the rest is easy. It was much better than taking care of children, plus having to deal with their unbearable parents. The relatives of old people are usually grateful to those who take care of them properly, and they’re not afraid of their loved one’s imminent death—unlike the mothers I nannied for who, before leaving for dinner or a weekend trip, would describe in gruesome detail of all the possible accidents that could befall their children that it was my job to avoid.

			My life changed forever working at the old people’s home. It was there that I met Don Ramiro Téllez de Velarde. Don Ramiro was an ornithologist and naturalist. He had been living in Valdeluz for five years, where he was considered one of its most distinguished residents. He was one of the few people who wanted to help me. If nothing else, I’ll always be grateful to him for that. Thanks to his kindness, I managed to improve my personal finances a little and to be disliked even more by some of my coworkers. Especially two of them: Tania, a fat girl with monstrous pimples, and Leila, an uptight fake blonde. Both of them were sharp-tongued, always eager to criticize me or make some nasty comment. I was a regular target of their gossip and envy. But I don’t want to go on telling you about these sad excuses for human beings who had it in for me. At the time, all I wanted was to have a good time every now and again, to enjoy life a little—without hurting anyone, Angelina! Perhaps I’m not as caring as you, but I still have ethics.

			Today marks two years since I stopped working in Valdeluz. Being a caregiver is definitely not my calling. With some exceptions, like Don Ramiro, the residents were often demanding and complained about me to my supervisor: that I had forgotten to give them their pill, that I didn’t pay enough attention to their calls or that I stayed too long in the bathroom. That last one was true because I used to use the mirror above their sink to put on my makeup if I had a date with David, or just to brush my teeth or touch up my hair or put lotion on my hands, which were dry and cracked from so much disinfecting. I don’t know why I tell you all these things, Angelina, but I remember what you said in an interview: that very few people are lucky enough to work in what they love. You are privileged in that, as in so many other things.

			***

			Since I stopped working as a caregiver, I have been able to devote myself to what I am really passionate about, my virtual world, and that’s what I want to go back to when I’m cured. Speaking of which, today I got some good news that I want to share with you: the doctor told me that I can go home early next week because my fever broke and my nausea is gone. And he doesn’t see any problem with me getting a breast augmentation, but I’ll have to wait a year for the wounds to be completely healed. I’m very happy to know that you’ve also had reconstructive surgery, and that everything went well.

			Goodbye, my sunshine. Keep in touch.
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