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To Nano, in memoriam.




I began this book as an organic impulse: a need at first. I moved through it like a dim tunnel: with fear and determination.

—Óscar Martínez, The Dead and the Journalist




IT’S LIKE THERE’S an animal in the house. Not a clumsy, prehistoric animal, nor a fierce, cornered one, although there’s something of both. The animal is a man. A man who is angry, although it’s not clear why. She, at least, doesn’t think anything that’s ever happened to them can explain such rage. Nothing she has said or done or even felt can justify all that energy that seems to originate in distant mountains or the depths of the Earth. The same mountains and the same cave where, sometimes, words and tenderness come from. At some point that morning, the air shifted. When was the precise moment, which fraction of an inch of bedsheet, which ill-timed touch, which brush by on her way to the kitchen, which expression? She can’t think now. In the thick of battle, oxygen struggles to reach the brain.

The shouts are like spears flying through the apartment. Something very serious must be happening inside the man’s brain, a devastating explosion that transforms his face. The woman sees a pair of eyes, eyes that are, in fact, familiar, narrowed in rage, slits, eyes that only sometimes look at her—they don’t always want to see—and do so with supernatural hardness. She’s tried talking, but her speech dissipates in the shadows. Now she has to scream too, she screams to scream don’t scream at me, screams to scream what are you doing, screams what the fuck is wrong with you and don’t talk to me like that, screams to understand or make herself understood, but her throat fails her, when she opens her mouth what emerges is a rasping wail; if only she were taller, sturdier, more robust. If only she were tiny, a poisonous insect, something that could prick the ever-swelling balloon and make it pop. But she cannot. She paces the apartment, increasingly agitated, uncertain if it’s indignation or fear or both, she can only shake her head, this is not happening to me, and she doesn’t dare yell get out of here, don’t ever come back, with her rasping voice and her tears she still clings to words and reason, as if they were any good to her. The man’s litany grows and grows and she has nothing with which to placate him. He blames her, he barks with irrepressible desperation, and with her daughter away at her father’s house, she enters the girl’s room, begins to dress, watches herself as if she is outside this world, playing a part she has not been assigned. He follows her into the room, but not to watch her or to get the better of her, he wants the suitcase from the top shelf in the closet and pushes her aside to get where he needs, because maybe she has gotten in the way, put herself in his path, what are you doing, what are you doing, I’m getting out of here, he yells, this is intolerable, but what the man spits aren’t really words, but an attitude: contempt. She knows this is all a fiction. She knows that inside of him there is a broken spark plug, something learned in a cave that permits him to perform this agony, this outrage, because all that matters now is the torrent, not the content: what is the meaning behind all of this, what can be salvaged from it? What has happened for her to be there now, what has broken this time? Been unleashed, at any rate. Suitcase yanked down, a jerking of the man’s big arms, an inadvertent bump, her eyes dart in his direction, terrified, how does this fear register in her eyes, what is its shape, its color? What has she done for this to happen, what is he trying to tell her, where does he want to chuck her? She can’t make sense of any of it, because none of it is happening to her, this isn’t her show. But now he’s the one who snaps, because she jerked away, startled, brought her hands to her face, and this simple reflex provokes another attack, is she actually insinuating that he tried to hurt her? How dare she? Is she crazy? You’re fucking crazy, I’m done.

Crazy. Maybe she is crazy but the animal can’t call her that. He can’t call her crazy, the clumsy dinosaur, the injured dog, the uncaged beast, she isn’t crazy, she is deaf, mute, blind, but not crazy. The man drags the suitcase to their bedroom and like a brawny puppet starts picking clothes up off the floor and opening and closing drawers and she, still blind and deaf and mute and still following some rational impulse, goes after him and says come on, that’s enough, what are you doing, what the hell did I even do, just stop, and he, with all the barbarity of the cave, says you’re seriously asking what you did, just leave me the fuck alone, and those words seem to make some sense but she barely hears them because suddenly the man and his big back and his lion’s neck and his shining skin are half out the window as she reaches for him, the open windows, the neighbors, does she think about the neighbors whose windows face the noiseless interior patio, is she afraid he will jump? But there are no neighbors and there is no jump because it’s all part of the ridiculous song and dance and the shouting and she knows, senses, that everything is a big fat lie, a sound effect, a trap door, the asinine and intolerable way the man was taught, long ago, to win a senseless battle, a battle with no beginning, no grounds, no trigger, a battle with no end and no victory, he can’t win what he already possesses, can’t win what he can never have, it is the hollow music of delirium, the empty rumble of power, sordid theater with no body, no words, no stage lights. War for no reason. Just damage. How ridiculous rage is when one has nothing real to fire at the other. Agitation, arms, fugue. She would need a hit of ketamine, a miracle, to go back to the beginning, for him to see her through the hostility; she would need a child’s touch, a universe that didn’t teeter on the head of a pin.

She needs to get out of there right away. She leaves the room, rushes down the hall, through the living room, in her new ghost-skin. Her heart must still be somewhere in her chest, also screaming, splintered. She grabs her purse and leaves the apartment and of course slams the door behind her. In the elevator, she shakes. Her creased face, drawn and red, eyes drooping like plums, the elevator descends to the ground floor, where through the small window in the metal door she sees a shadow, and when she pushes the door open—or did they pull from the other side?—there is a police officer. He is serious, bald, an officer of the law in all his uniformed authority observing her, questioning her. He is here for her. This is happening and, before the shame, it is a chill that hits her. The neighbors have called. And he asks. And he requests her ID and she shows him and he writes down her information. And he asks. And she says something to the effect of it’s just hysterics, a verbal barrage, he didn’t hurt me. She must say this because what can the cop understand about her splintered heart and her guts and the surrealness and deafness and blindness and muteness. He didn’t hurt me. That is the truth. That is exactly what the officer is asking, and nothing else. Is he upstairs, in the apartment? Yes. We have to go up. Can I leave? Yes, you may. She makes her way through the vestibule, four dignified steps down the four marble stairs, and passes another officer, taller, younger, also faceless. Both men get into the elevator. She steps outside and into the square.

One of Madrid’s prettiest. A sloping square tucked against the gray stone walls of a church, packed earth and gravel, and tall, slender trees. The terrace bars are mostly empty and she climbs and climbs and leaves the square behind. She turns onto the street with the church and stops on the corner, stands among the stone and bars and pigeons. She doesn’t know who to call. She shouldn’t call anybody. She can’t explain. She clutches the phone in her hands like a rope that keeps her moored somewhere. It’s hot, it’s two in the afternoon, early July. There’s no one around, just a few tourists occupying the chairs in the shade. She can’t cry anymore. She’s in the middle of the street, in the heart of her city, and there’s nowhere she wants to go. The cops must have done their job, they’re across from her building now, on the other side of the square near the entrance to the gardens. They’re waiting. She is totally unfamiliar with police protocol and the laws of the jungle. She gets a text: Oliva, where are you. The police were here and they wanted to bring me in.

Only a few stalls are still open in the Mercado de la Cebada. It’s only busy on the weekends, when some of the fishmongers sell trays of cooked shellfish, cans of beer and bottles of cider, and the bar across from the big butcher shop makes hamburgers and brochettes where people eat and drink standing up. Midweek, the market is at half-throttle. Upstairs as well as down, whole aisles with closed-up stalls. It’s too big a market now, and feels cold in winter. But in summer, it is a good refuge.

Oliva stops at the delicatessen just at the bottom of the stairs, on the first corner. The man is nice, he always chats to her, his eyes thank her for shopping there. It isn’t her favorite shop, it’s a deli untouched by time: the mortadella is the same bright pink as in her childhood, the salami shines fluorescent, the pepperonis sweat, squeezed between sobrasada and dull hams. Oliva should avoid eating all that. But the man sells an aged cheese that is absolutely delicious, and every time she orders it, he tells her where it came from, who brought it, how long it was cured in the cheese cave, and why it’s more expensive than usual. Oliva listens and smiles and says give me a little more, and the deli man cleans the knife with care and wraps the cheese in slick white paper from the beginning of the last century. Then he complains. He complains that there are a lot of stalls that don’t open on Monday, and that’s not good. No good for customers to come to the market on a Monday and find the two poultry vendors closed, or only a single fishmonger open on the lower level. They can’t coordinate, the man says, and we have to coordinate. This place is dying and we all have to do our part to keep it afloat. For example, if Daniel closes, I can’t close, you can’t leave people without their chorizo. And then there are the weekends, the parties. But we can’t live off that, we rely on our stalls. We have to coordinate our time off, but no, here everybody does their own thing. We’ll lose the market completely one of these days. The deli man has a big round belly beneath his apron, a bald head that shines under the faded light of his cramped little room and a pair of waxen lids covering only half of his sad eyeballs. When Oliva moved to the neighborhood, she always steered clear of this shop because she thought that, from a distance, the deli man looked unpleasant. Nevertheless, she’s fond of him now. She imagines he is single; every time he pontificates, she can’t help but imagine him at home, a small apartment in the neighborhood, high ceilings, curtains hung by his own mother when she was still alive, dark still-life paintings on the wall, and the smell of stew and central heating, she can only imagine him seated alone in an armchair in front of the television, a supper of bread with aged cheese and a fried egg and a few spicy radishes floating in a white dish that isn’t even porcelain but came as a free gift with a pack of yogurts in 1983. She would like to be wrong. Oliva says to him: I’ll die if the market closes. I don’t like shopping in big places. Or in the express shops they decorate in green so people think they’re eating healthy. As she says this, she observes the olives drowning in the pink mortadella in the deli case and she knows it’s impossible to eat healthy. What else can I get you. She doesn’t want anything else but says: I’ll take a little fresh goat cheese, but don’t give me much because nobody at home eats it, it’s just for me. And he grabs the cheese gently and asks, like this? a little more, she replies, and then he weighs it and wraps it and puts the rest back, that’ll be it, I don’t need anything else today, and what do I owe you, four-eighty, I don’t have cash, I never do, I can’t pay with a card here, can I? No, but don’t worry, give it to me another day, no, come on, no, I’ll pay you now, I’ll run and get cash, no, don’t worry, really, pay me tomorrow, or when you come back, or when you remember. Oliva can’t embrace the man, rub his bald pate, give him a few pats on the shoulder, but she tries to smile at him energetically and thanks him, shaking her head. This is why it’s worth coming here. She says goodbye to the deli man and heads for the main aisle, looking for her daughter.

She can’t spot Irena at the moment, but Oliva isn’t worried. She still has to stop at the butcher and then get fruit and vegetables and the girl won’t get lost in the market. Irena always complains when Oliva makes her come along, but then she runs inside, slides down the concrete ramps alongside the stairs and disappears into the aisles. Sometimes she finds the daughter of the couple who own the wine shop, a girl her age, and they play together, hiding in the building’s myriad nooks and crannies. Other times, the majority of them, Oliva can find her by the big window in the corner of the rear entrance, where there’s a huge case with a Playmobil figurine display, war scenes crawling with armies of land and sea, settlements from the Middle Ages, water sports or mind-boggling farms that don’t miss a single detail. Much more than a sophisticated Nativity scene, the display is a model of how the world should be, orderly, quiet, each element a prudent distance from the others. While the butcher is serving her, Irena appears at last. She comes running from the end the aisle and crashes into her mother, roughly throws her arms around her. Her hair a coppery mess, the clips Oliva fastened on either side of her head hanging from her hair, in vain. Mama, can we go see the Playmobils now? Didn’t you go and see them already? I did, but I want to see them again, with you, I want to show you something. Oliva knows that by the time she’s done shopping, she’ll have too many bags, she didn’t bring the shopping cart, a mistake, maybe she thought he would come help her, but no, she’s checked her phone and there’s no sign of him, so she’ll have too many bags and her hands and shoulders will be sore, they’ll have to hurry back, but she tells Irena yes, of course, they’ll go in a minute, but by the time she is carrying the shopping bags with the eggplants, the half a watermelon and the peaches, the onions and potatoes and avocados, when she is laden with bananas and apples and maybe a dozen organic eggs and the little toasts sold by the man at the olive oil stand, she will start to feel anxious and simultaneously very sad, though she will do her best to fight that sadness, because what’s wrong anyway, it’s a morning in late August and she’s shopping at the market alone with her daughter because why should anybody else go with her, she separated from her daughter’s father for a reason, to do things with her daughter alone, and she tries to wave off her self-pity, not entirely successful because she has a lot of bags and because she has been generous with her purchases, she has endeavored to make it so that, after all her effort, her fridge will be full and happy, provisions for the mornings, the middays, the evenings, and her back is sore and she’ll be stiff later if she goes down the hill hampered by so many bags, braking a little after each step, and instead of brushing away her sadness she turns it into a directionless animus that just happens to land on the six year old she has with her, Irena, we can’t right now, can’t you see I’ve got too much to carry, we have to go home, but Mama, you said we were going to see the Playmobils, I know, but you’ve already seen them, but Mama, I want to show you something, every scene has a figure that doesn’t belong there and you have to find it and it’s super fun and, we can’t, Irena, that’s enough, we’ll come another day, look at me, I’m like a mule, can’t you see? I need to get home, we’re leaving. And they do. Grudgingly the girl obeys, but when they pass the bazaar across the street she’ll want to stop and look at the stuffed animals in the window and then she’ll want to check the schedule for the street theater across from the church, in case there is some magician they haven’t seen yet, and when they walk past the stationary store in the square—which, thankfully, is closed—she’ll ask her mother to buy her something, anything, when it opens, some other day, and Oliva will put it off and put it off, no after no, occasionally stopping to rest, setting the bags down and redistributing the weight, checking her phone, still no sign, and at last they will reach their building and she will take the keys out of her purse, open the door, and let the bags drop in the elevator where she’ll inspect her hands and the deep imprint left on her palms by the handles, and now they are home.

Irena runs inside, through the living room then the hallway to the kitchen because she really needs a drink and besides, Oliva promised her that she could have a piece of the chocolate she keeps in the fridge. She knows that nothing has moved in the apartment, that everything is exactly the same as when they left, that’s why there’s been no activity on her phone. The bedroom door is closed, as she left it. Irena shouts: Is Max still asleep? Max, wake up! It’s lunchtime, sleepy head! Oliva heads to the kitchen, schlepping the bags. Shh, Irena, leave him be. Go watch a show. I’ll make lunch. She leans on the countertop, observes their mess from breakfast, hers and Irena’s, everything she left untidied. Now she’ll have to clean it all up and put her purchases away. It’s almost two o’clock. If she could, she would take off all her clothes and enter the closed bedroom, to rest, to sink into the big bed beside the hot body that simply sprawls there, suspended amid dark and distant slumber.

The building’s small vestibule displays marble flooring and varnished wooden beams. Serpentine plaster molding. It doesn’t look stately from the outside, but it’s a nice building, well-kept, influenced by that respectable community of homeowners in the heart of Madrid who are sure about one thing: the capital, where there are the means, should shine. The capital has cool vestibules in summer and warm ones in winter, because one must get home and feel safe from all the nastiness: the ignominious gas bills, the senseless cap on rents, the lines at the public health clinic when the rashes and rheumatism kick off. The marble consoles pave the way. The residents enter the elevator in a different state of mind. Besides the classic touches the building has retained over the century since it was built, generation after generation have also preserved its time-honored customs. For instance, the vestibule is clean as a whistle. A woman with dyed-blond hair wearing a tracksuit and sneakers, immigrated from some Eastern European country, cleans the entrance with care, as well as the stairs, the landings on all five floors, and the elevator with its iron shell and half-length mirror. The doors. The stairs are wood, of course, and as well-varnished as the ceiling beams. Three times a week—Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, to be precise—the woman with the dyed-blonde hair dons her headphones and goes up and down the stairs to scrub and sweep away dust, the mop handle and broomstick knocking against the residents’ doors, but no one is alarmed because they know it’s the woman cleaning, cleaning the pretty shell, cleaning the other side of their closed doors.

There is an interior courtyard, a typical patio for communal use that nobody uses, which is as clean as the banisters and the inside of the elevator. And there is another patio, small and hidden with a lightwell, always dirty, full of dropped clothespins, forgotten pieces of clothing plastered to the floor like cadavers, flowerpots that have tipped into the void. That patio is accessed through an unoccupied apartment that once housed a live-in caretaker. This is the only place where the respectable residents’ association has decided to cut costs, the one privilege they’ve surrendered but not without nostalgia: the tiny old dwelling on the ground floor, the old caretaker’s apartment, now vacant for years. And just as you enter the vestibule, beside the small set of stairs leading to the elevator, a lovely, tall aspidistra in a large pot. Leaves of dark green, a serious green, an in-the-heart-of-the-capital green, hardy and proud. Three times a week, the woman with the dyed-blonde hair dampens a soft, threadbare white rag that was once a sheet or apron, and delicately frees each leaf of dust. The shining aspidistra, tough as the oleanders that line Spanish highways but non-toxic, greets the residents when they enter and bids them farewell when they leave. It also receives the young man with a bulky set of keys who quietly enters each afternoon to perform a grubby but practical task characteristic of the associations of homeowners in central Madrid neighborhoods: to take the building’s communal trash bin, its number painted on the smooth plastic side, and set it outside so that from that moment on—and not a minute earlier—residents can dispose of their rubbish, their recyclable and nonrecyclable trash. This building in the Plaza de la Paja has amassed a sensible cash reserve. Repairs are made in reasonable time. There is a snug silence in the vestibule.

On the second floor, the door to 2B opens. This is one of the apartments on the left, the real homes, which have several balconies overlooking the square. The As and Bs are the nice apartments. The Cs are across the hall, on the right, depending on how you come out of the elevator. They don’t have balconies and their windows open onto the two interior patios. A man and woman come out of 2B, good, decent people, dressed to move their bodies, wearing clothes for disciplined people, ready for their walk. It’s the end of summer and they go out late, it’s after eight. They’ll start their walk much earlier when the days get shorter, four-thirty, sometimes five if he’s dozing in front of the TV and she doesn’t wake him up in time, his mouth open, his thin upper lip stuck to his dentures. They’re going for a walk to move their hunched bodies, so they don’t use the elevator; the climb up and down the stairs counts as part of their exercise routine. Carefully they close the tall, dark door behind them. The door that used to protect a home full of children and is now a relic. But they are still together, he, eighteen years into retirement and she, the captain of a one-soldier platoon. Even more carefully, they make their way down the stairs, precisely, step by step: floor polish is no friend to osteoporosis. They don’t have to speak, they have their operation down pat; she goes first, a bit more agile, a little chubby but still firm around the hips, hair teased and silver, lenses in gold frames, veiled smile, impossible to know what will bring it out or whether it will emerge at all; he at the rear, tall, less poised now, but still paunchless, with almost no hair, elegant in his unsteadiness, bone-quiet and wrinkled. They arrive victorious at the landing and she takes advantage of the pause to verify that everything is, in effect, as clean as it ought to be. And upon rounding the final stretch of stairs, past the elevator in its iron shell, they come across their neighbors from the fourth floor: Oliva and Irena. They’re waiting. Because they live on the fourth floor and Oliva is much too lazy to take the stairs. Irena sometimes insists on going down on foot, but her mother worries that, with her billy-goat gamboling, the girl will slip and fall. They usually take the elevator and there they are, the girl idly chatting, the mother looking at her phone. The husband and wife stiffly greet them. Or so it seems to Oliva. For a moment, she has the sense that they haven’t greeted her at all, that they’ve only examined Irena, looking for lice or trash TV reflected in her bright little eyes, but surely that can’t be right. They must have said good evening, the girl must have said hello, but Oliva, who was looking at her phone, only manages to see their backs as they walk down the steps to the street entrance, the both of them upright and respectable. Oliva has always been a sociable woman, but for some time now, she hasn’t liked to be caught unawares. She feels cold when she runs into her neighbors, especially the ones who live on the well-heeled side of the building. Her own apartment faces the patios. They’ve been living there for months, but they don’t know anyone. She barely hears any noise. She barely greets anyone in the hall, or maybe they barely greet her.

Oliva is in the kitchen, holding a sharp, old knife that could slit a bison’s throat. Her onion-chopping technique isn’t very advanced, the pieces always wind up too big, despite the fact that the blade, if wielded correctly, could slice the bulb into paper-thin sheets. She hacks a few times in one direction, trying to avoid the vapors, and then the opposite direction and, voilà, tosses the onion in the pan heating on the stove. Now it’s time for the zucchini. Once she’s rinsed it and is about to start slicing, Max appears in the kitchen. He came in without saying anything, not shouting an interrogatory hello in his booming voice from the door like usual. Oliva has music on in the kitchen and hasn’t heard him arrive. But his shadow takes up all the space as he moves closer.

Max says hi now, when he’s already behind her, zucchini in one hand and the bison neck-slitting knife in the other. Max’s body is big and inescapable. He embraces her. Oliva always jumps when he comes up behind her like this, but it is only the slightest startling, something that vanishes in a flash between the man’s arms and chest, which are the perfect height for devouring her: Max buries into her neck and one of his arms crosses between her breasts and the other dominates her. As he holds her, Max’s right hand—squeezing, snatching, groping—slips into the waistband of her sweats and also into her panties. Maybe this wasn’t a good time, maybe she hadn’t brushed her teeth yet, maybe everything isn’t as clean as it should be down there. They still haven’t said two words to each other, but Max spreads Oliva’s labia and pushes to where the wet begins. He always knows when and how and in which way to incite and slide. Max’s hands never hurt. Oliva was attempting to make a vegetable soup to have ready when her daughter returned from her dad’s the following day, and she has that zucchini in one hand and the knife that could sever a vein if she isn’t careful. But now she has, in addition, one of Max’s fingers inside her, twisting. Her knees buckle, but he holds her up, and finally Oliva drops what she’s holding and grabs the edge of the counter and stammers that the oil’s starting to smoke, and it’s the man who reaches over and shuts off the burner with his free hand.

This happened often in the beginning. Max would be doing whatever, researching the latest phones on his computer, playing music or cooking, or watching her, listening to her talk about some very important subject and suddenly, out of either desire or imposition, he would take her. He didn’t always finish, he just did what was needed to subdue her, because Max has absolute dominion over Oliva’s body. Once he spit on his hands and rubbed them all over her face. Then her neck, and then her breasts. With no warning, he might press his face between her legs, from the front, from the back, sitting, standing. He could make her orgasm and then kiss her and smile and get on with whatever he had been doing, asking nothing in exchange. This was how it was in the beginning. Any situation could erupt into sex.

He’s done it again today, though by now the beginning is the distant past. He must be in excellent spirits. He takes her to the bedroom. They don’t go together, he takes her. It’s so easy to let herself be taken. He strips her on the bed. It won’t take much to make her explode. It’s the middle of the day, and through the open bedroom window a wedge of sunlight falls on a corner of the bed. The light doesn’t hit their bodies, at work higher up the mattress. Don’t move, he says, and he’s the one who moves, not too fast and not too slow, licking her pussy. Right now Oliva’s entire existence is on the surface of her skin, she smells his shoulders, his broad neck, she bites his chin, his Adam’s apple. The orgasm arrives like a rebellion, inhuman. Through the open bedroom window, the moans escape toward the common patio, the cries of love, painless laments. He will have tried to quiet her but won’t manage this time. His orgasm, however, is silent but it shakes the foundations and it strains them.

Right next door is the El Tío Timón bar. It’s the first establishment on the section of the street that runs down toward Calle Segovia, its terrace extends across the square outside, by the entrance to the Príncipe de Anglona gardens. It doesn’t have to compete with the rest of the tables in the upper part of the square, which each restaurant dresses in different colored tablecloths to mark their respective territories. This bar is the most removed, but anyone coming into the square from the church will immediately spot its tables set out under the two shade trees. There are always lots of people in the bars further up; this one only fills up on weekends, the rest of the time it’s a place for locals, a sacred parish that has remained, for some reason, uncolonized by tourists. The matter of its location is a minor one, what makes it different is its idiosyncrasy. It’s open every day except Monday and Tuesday. The owner and cook is a guy from Extremadura, tall, with bright blue eyes and a dark complexion. He runs a bar in the very heart of a metropolis as if it were a village tavern but also a roadside nightclub and bistro. El Timón feels like a cross between a country inn and a truckstop café, yet it also nurtures exquisite little details—tables decorated with slim miniature jugs sprouting with dried baby’s breath, electronic music playing at three in the afternoon every day of the week, elaborate dishes born of a visceral love of cookery and an exacting clientele—that make it a singular space, cozy and vibrant, where one feels like they are either at home or in the perverse territory of dreams.

She’s come down to El Timón by herself. It’s Friday, aperitif time, she’s decided to take the afternoon off because she still has a few days before her next project is due. Oliva formats books, magazines, catalogs, and manuals on the most ridiculous subjects. She’s been working for herself, from her own home, practically since she finished college. She studied Humanities and she’s a typesetter; her career path is somewhat baffling to her, as if something were missing or she were an imposter, as if it were, to be honest, someone else’s path all together.

Last night had been a good one at home. They had roast lamb for dinner; he prepared the shank as tenderly as his hands move over her flesh. Some thick green asparagus sautéed in the pan and half a bottle of wine. Sex on the couch. Friction when it was time to pick a movie. A movie nobody watched, since they fell asleep fifteen minutes in. Finally, to bed, heavy sleep that lasted past eleven o’clock in the morning. The plan was to get up early, have breakfast, and go to the market together for weekend provisions, then on to El Timón for an aperitif and to waste the afternoon, see if something came up. Oliva is down at the bar because she has faith the plan isn’t completely ruined. It’s impossible to get Max out of bed, Oliva doesn’t usually try, instead, at some point she manages to slip out from his imprisoning embrace, when she’s already been awake too long and realizes he doesn’t plan on getting up. This morning passed almost as usual. After eating breakfast alone in the kitchen, she went to the bedroom to whisper in the sleeping man’s ear: do you remember our plan? it’s getting late for the market. Max snapped something inhospitable, in those matutinal moments a parallel reality cracks open. He said something to the effect of god, you’re so annoying, let me sleep, I don’t feel good, you go to the market, why do we both have to go. In her imagination those interactions leave her with a kind of postwar aftertaste, but sometimes life imposes its will: don’t say anything, make breakfast, shower while he snores, unquiet sleep, his body taking up the whole length of the bed, a leg emerging from a wrinkled clump of sheet. She’s applied matte red lipstick and trusted in the future.

Seated alone at the bar in El Timón, she takes small sips of vermouth while chatting with the waitress, a warm and endearing Andalucian. Her phone rings and it’s him: at first the voice from beyond the grave unsettles her, but there is a trace of the infantile in his tone: are you downstairs? why did you go without me? where are my contacts? Oliva manages to adopt a sweet voice that isn’t hers at all and answers each one of his questions as if speaking to a bewildered chimpanzee. She succeeds: I’m coming down, he says. And when he does, the miracle has been performed. His hair still wet from the shower, puffy eyes impinging on the forest of lashes, shirt collar askew, dark hands pacified, Max smiles at everyone when he walks in the bar, smiles as if he were shy, and comes over to kiss her. In the thick-lipped kiss there is both devotion and a reminder.

Then everything is choreographed. In public, Max and Oliva are two sides of the same coin. She is sociable, simply confident. He has an irresistible magnetism with too many sharp edges: depending on how the light hits him, he is a leader or an outcast. But together, on many occasions they both achieve something like perfection. Enthusiasm, hedonism, the pure hierarchy of pleasure. A contagion that ignites the limitless hours of some days and some nights, when everything is good, when neither of them want to cut the cord, and around them a cosmic symmetry crystallizes. With the first kiss, Oliva pardons the boorish man who spoke to her from bed this morning and behaves as if she too were a different woman, one with no reason to suffer. They order something to drink together, the waitress brings over some freshly made tapas, they banter with the regulars, on their own or as a pair, anything good could happen from this moment on. Occasionally, he—ever the pack leader, clichéd and vehement—hugs her by surprise and flirts with her in front of everyone, whispers lovely filth, promises. No inch of her thighs, her hips, her neck is left untouched by his hands, both move through the bar as if they were alone. They slip upstairs and down, the bathrooms, the bend in the stairwell that leads to them, the doorway out to the street where people smoke, the various corners of the bar, the square tables arranged in the plain room. They don’t sit, they vie for space like a chess match that no one should win, they pass each other sometimes, bump into one another, seek one another out, kiss, even bite, they participate in and provoke conversations that are scattered, sparkling, anecdotal. How they love each other when the river flows.

It’s past lunchtime and they’ve hardly had anything to eat. A few locals have come to try the dish of the day, cocido Madrileño with imaginative touches. They’ve only nibbled here and there, they’ve moved on from vermouth to white wine and are already threatening to order a gin and tonic. Max is splendid, unmeasured in his merry gestures, incisively attractive, attentive, he’s made friends with an Algerian journalist who frequents the bar and they’re in a corner immersed in a conversation about international policy in which neither one will initiate a battle because they are both possessed by camaraderie. When Oliva passes momentarily by him, with no intention of stopping, he pulls her to him, sings her praises to the journalist, kisses her under the ear and whispers let’s call for some coke. Max is happy and he belongs to the bar right now, he would agree to whatever she asked him to do. It’s a shame to waste these moments. Want me to get it? she replies. Do you have cash? I do, we’ll pay our tab with a card. Go on, call.

Half an hour later they lock themselves in the women’s bathroom. They’ve invited the journalist along to strengthen ties and Max gets to work while the other two tell their life stories, then she rummages in her bag for lipstick and applies it in the mirror, carefully, it’s not easy, the liner is starting to fade. The journalist finishes and leaves first. Oliva and Max take a little longer, they lock the door again, maybe they’ve been in there too long and Max gets anxious but Oliva grabs his neck and kisses him, puts her tongue in his mouth, seeks his out, Max offering it to her but only for a few seconds, I’ll fuck you later, he tells her, let’s go, we’ve been in here a long time, Oliva knows he wants to keep chatting to the Algerian at the bar, that he wants to smoke a cigarette and postpone the warmth between them, but with his head still between her upraised palms she arches her brow and whispers: let’s hope you actually fuck me, and then Max’s expression turns sharp and he tilts his head back to escape the woman’s hands. Why’d you say that? Why’d you have to say that to me now? What are you trying to say? I don’t know, she replies, still smiling, but her forehead wrinkles in doubt, I don’t know why I said that, it doesn’t matter. Yes it does, you said it for a reason, Max’s hand already on the doorknob, ready to turn, has there ever been a time I didn’t fuck you when you wanted it? he asks with the door half-open, she zipping up her bag and taking a last look in the mirror, rescuing wellbeing as best she can, and thinks yes, more than once, of course, but she doesn’t say that, and she truthfully doesn’t know how to get out of this, because if she says come on, let’s go, let’s drop it, it could all end badly, but fortunately Max has realized that there are people waiting to use the bathroom and he opens the door completely and escapes up the stairs. He can’t stand arguing in front of strangers.

Waiting just outside the bathroom are a woman and two identical children. Oliva has seen and heard them before, but this is the first time she has had them right in front of her. Neighbors. The kids, at least, a set of blond, green-eyed twins, three or four years old, well-behaved. The woman is brown, short-statured, around fifty, her black hair pulled back in a ponytail and a few gray hairs sprout from her temples. Her dark eyes challenge Oliva, awkward. The kids were about to pee themselves, she says, barely opening her mouth, but showing several straight white teeth. One of the kids is already inside the bathroom and is pulling down his pants at the toilet. Sorry, Oliva manages to say, I didn’t realize. And she goes upstairs too, without a backward glance, trying to recover from the reproach.

Back at the bar with Max and the journalist, who are again engaged in a skirmish both dialectical and ephemeral, Oliva watches the space where the woman with the kids will emerge at any moment. Max acts as if nothing was wrong, puts an arm around her waist in a sign of peace, because he is back in a comfort zone that will last as long as he decides it will. He doesn’t look to see if they’re coming, he might not have recognized them. He doesn’t tend to see anything when he’s running. Oliva takes a few sips of her drink and decides to go out for a smoke. The woman comes up the stairs, a kid in each hand; she grips them as if they might disappear any second, she pulls them but the boys don’t seem to look like they’re being dragged along, the woman’s touch and movements seem natural to them, always available. She must be their nanny. She isn’t Spanish, she’s older, the children are angels fallen from another woman. The woman doesn’t look at Oliva now, glancing away when their eyes meet, from contempt or embarrassment. They exit the bar, cross the street, and since it’s Friday afternoon they head to the Príncipe de Anglona gardens where the twins will chase each other around flower beds and climb trees while the woman watches. Smoking in the doorway, Oliva observes them as they enter the walled garden. At last Max joins her, maybe to make peace for real, peace for what, at what cost, she tells him I think those twins live on the third floor. Why do you care. Kiss me.

HER NAME IS Damaris and she’s from a town near Armenia in Colombia’s Coffee Triangle. She’s fifty years old and she’s been in Spain for a decade. Dama, the twins call her, and sometimes they slip up—or maybe they do it to be cruel—and call her Mama. She only corrects them if their real mother is around, though she can’t help but enjoy the gratifying aftertaste. She looks discreetly at the señora, Ms. Sonia, to see if she’s noticed and finds the woman is looking at her, too, shrinking into herself, possibly wounded, but there’s nothing to be done but tell the boys: Dama, Dama, my name is Damaris. But when she’s alone with them, she’ll answer to Mama. She strokes their little faces, squeezes their little cheeks, claims the name, but is later overcome by a nostalgia that weighs in her chest all day, a durable nostalgia she recognizes as endless and no longer feels the need to cry over.

It’s bath time. The twins have finished dinner, and now they’re glued to the TV in the living room. She sticks to the rules: the boys can’t manipulate her when it comes to the TV. She has to choose the appropriate channel using the remote control, navigate to the kid’s section, and click on whichever cartoons are that week’s obsession. When half an hour has gone by, she turns it off to give them their baths. It’s very important that they don’t watch more than a half hour at night, and they’re only allowed a half hour max after school. Now that they’re bigger this isn’t as much of a problem, but when they were babies, it was hard for her to do the housework if they weren’t kept busy. There are two of them, the father always says, they can keep each other entertained, they have thousands of toys. But it’s not that easy, and when they were younger it was near impossible. They might fight, they might put something they shouldn’t in their mouths, if one had a clean diaper the other needed his changed, and they were always toddling around, clinging to her skirts, asking for something, Dama, Dama, Mama. Tonight, while the boys watched their show, she’d been able to clean the kitchen, stack the plates and cups and silverware in the dishwasher, wash the pan she used to make the cheese omelet, and even found a moment to sit for a minute and quickly wolf down a few chips and an apple. The bathwater is still warm, even though she had to chase them down to get them in. She feels a shooting pain in her back as she leans to wash their little blond heads, they play, splash, laugh, one ends up crying. She feels it still when she finally gets them out of the tub, the water gone cold, come on, Rodrigo, Nicolás, hold still. She never calls them by the nicknames used by their parents, to whom the boys are Nico and Rodri. Damaris prefers to call them by their full names; after all, they are her little princes. She wraps them in their bathrobes, dries their tiny noses, their damp lashes, their wet little ears. Today is Friday and she can take her time. This process is particularly exhausting on weeknights because she must be fast, extra efficient, the boys need their ten hours of sleep. On Friday nights, the parents go out. Occasionally on Saturdays too. They come home after work, sometimes early, sometimes late—depending on if they’ve dined out for lunch with people from the office, or have some social commitment—and spend a little time with the boys after she’s taken them to the park. They shower, dress, primp, and leave at the boys’ dinnertime. They always come back around midnight, sometimes one, and if it’s a special occasion, they ask Damaris to stay the night and sleep in the fold-up bed stored under the boys’ bottom bunk. They go out every Friday unless someone is sick or the green shadows of fatigue have sprouted under the mother’s eyes. They go out every Friday, because according to Ms. Sonia, that’s the only way to keep up a marriage after children. Damaris smiles in response, but her jefa’s advice means little to her.

Nicolás and Rodrigo are the same and different. Nicolás is sweet and cautious, Rodrigo is strong, untamed, but shyer than his brother. There is not much difference in their faces, but she, like their parents, knows where to find it. She’s watched them grow. Nicolás has a tiny mole on his left temple, and his upper lip is plumper than Rodrigo’s, though just as pink. Nicolás also has looser curls. Rodrigo’s hair will be wiry when he’s older, but Nicolás’s could lose its wave and fall straight. She often takes them to the hairdresser, and if it were up to her, she would comb their hair back smartly, showing off their foreheads and the napes of their necks, but their parents like it worn messy, long and all over the place, as if they didn’t have the money to properly do their hair. It’s pointless thinking about it, because they’re boys, but if they were girls, she would braid their hair each morning and decorate their heads with bows and barrettes. They would have perfect, smooth, shiny hair. She does like stroking their silky heads. But if they were actually hers, she would brush their hair as God intended.

Nicolás has been sleeping on the top bunk for the past few months. The parents redid the boys’ room in the spring so they wouldn’t have to sleep in separate beds that were more like big cots. They’re older now and won’t fall out, but the top bunk still has a safety bar, just high enough to contain the boy’s unsettled dreams. His brother Rodrigo doesn’t tend to have nightmares, once asleep he’s out like a light, he’s been like that ever since he was a baby, but he’s afraid of the top bunk, he’s not good with heights, not even at the park. Damaris gets them into their matching pajamas. They dress differently during the day, the mother makes a point of buying them different clothes, though similar in style. Combinable, but not identical. She doesn’t like it when people get them mixed up, in the neighborhood or at school. However, they do have matching pajamas, and Damaris loves dressing them in those. That’s another thing she would do if they were actually hers, dress them like two peas in a pod, so only she would know who was who. She tells them a story, she never reads books to them like their parents. She tells them a tale, a blend of reality and fantasy, a combination of the bedtime stories she told her own children, and sometimes, unbeknownst to the parents, they pray. The boys love it, it’s like a lullaby and they usually fall asleep right away, after asking Damaris to show them the little pictures of saints she keeps in her purse, held together with a rubber band and wrapped in filmy plastic. She sits on a low stool so that both the boys can see her, near the bed but not beside it, otherwise Nicolás, from up top, wouldn’t be able to see the crown of her head, her rounded silhouette balanced on the stubby stool, her shoulders hunched in her brown cardigan. They fall asleep quickly tonight. They fall asleep like two little angels, Damaris thinks. Two little angels. They are much better behaved with her than with their parents, a fact that fills her with pride every day. She knows how to treat them.

Damaris won’t do much in the time it takes for the parents to return. She’ll tidy the bathroom, put away bath toys, wipe up splashed water. She’ll organize the cluttered cabinet under the sink, hang the bathrobes on the special radiator for drying the towels—even though it’s now cool to the touch. She’ll straighten up the coffee table in the living room and fluff the couch cushions, she’ll sweep the crumbs off the floor. Then she’ll sit in one corner of the couch not facing the TV, supporting her back with two cushions to relieve the shooting pains, holding her saint cards tightly in one hand and her phone in the other. If her children are online, she’ll chat with them for a while, but it will be afternoon in Colombia, so they probably won’t answer. Her son will be working and her daughter will have just finished class at the university and probably be hanging out with friends. So she’ll talk to her sister, who is also alone—their mother doesn’t talk anymore, her sister’s husband might as well not be there, and their children have gone to live in Medellín. She’ll give Damaris the news from town and from Armenia, the trials and tribulations of both.

Damaris will be dozing when the parents get back. Smiles, yes, all went well, thank you, I’ll be off now, thank you, Damaris. The father will go straight to the bedroom to get undressed, and while Damaris gathers her things, the mother will tiptoe around to check everything is in order, she’ll go to the boys’ bedroom to see them asleep, touch them with her cool, fine-boned fingers, whisper goodnight, breath smelling of chilled wine, of repentant tenderness. Here, Damaris, ten euros for the taxi. Damaris will take the bill, crumple it up in her palm. But as soon as she’s in the elevator—never in front of the bosses—she’ll smooth it out and slip it into her purse, because she’s not going to use it tonight, since she always walks home, even if it’s one in the morning and raining, even if it’s as cold as hell and the Madrid winter wind whips around her. It’s nearing fall now, and the walk will be pleasant, it’ll let her stretch her legs and back. She’s learned not to be afraid, because the only people she comes across are large groups of tipsy tourists or local drunks, no worse, and they don’t usually even notice her. She’ll take Calle Redondilla toward Calle Bailén, dark and wide, which she will follow downhill to Puerta de Toledo. From there, she will continue on the downward slope until she crosses the wide bridge that stretches over the park lined with poplars and the river that divides the city and then she will enter her very different neighborhood. She’ll circle the Marqués de Vadillo roundabout and slip into the streets of her barrio. Here she sometimes gets a twinge of pain as she walks toward her place, as she nears her door, but she will walk quickly, as always, spent but dogged. All told it will take her forty minutes to reach her bedroom, where on the shelf above the bed, in a small lockable cashbox given to her by her Bolivian housemate, Romina, she will store the extra money. She won’t count it all today; she’s too worn out at the end of the week. She’ll brush her teeth and wash her face, she’ll take her hair out of its tight bun. She knows she looks younger with her hair down, that the strands of gray are less noticeable, but it’s painful, too, to see herself like that in the mirror. In bed, beneath clean, pressed sheets, she will fall into a strange and restless sleep. Sleep that, like everything else, no longer seems to belong to her.

It’s Sunday.
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