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   AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
    
 
   This novel is the third installment of Trilogy of Dark Love, which I began in 1999 with A Distant Beach and continued in 2001 with See you in Casablanca. Independent as to plot (they can be read in order if preferred), I have tried to study in each one of them a different aspect of the nature of love. The text presented here contains some changes from the edition published by Odisea Editorial in 2005.
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   To you,
 
   who were companions of my life.
 
   To you,
 
   who never were companions of my life.
 
   To you,
 
   who never shall be companions of my life.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   PART ONE
 
    
 
   LATIN LOVER
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   “Whoever you are, I have always depended on the kindness of strangers.” 
 
    
 
   Blanche du Bois, in
 
   A Streetcar Named Desire,
 
   TENNESSEE WILLIAMS
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   This tale could be a Christmas story if it had a happy ending. For there is no Christmas story without a happy ending. A sad beginning, very sad; cold, extremely cold; maybe snow, solitude, desolation, fir trees covered with gifts displaying their reverberant profiles through the windows of the houses, colored lights illuminating the streets, branches of holly with red berries in shop windows and all that sort of thing, and, of course, a happy ending around a pretty table with candles, a white tablecloth with a lace, an immense roast turkey with cranberry sauce on a tray and the protagonists elegantly dressed, all set to take their seats for the meal ... However, this story doesn’t have a happy ending. It has just now ended in an atypical and vulgar form, next to a highway, along a ravine. It’s what I imagined. I saw him grab the pistol from the bag that was in the back seat of the car. He walks toward me, crestfallen (he doesn’t like to have to do it, I know, but he can’t avoid it: I’m a troublesome guy, I know too many things about his life) and he’s going to shoot me, he will kill me without the slightest regret (I know it, he’s like that, I’m not the first person that he’s killed) and then he’ll leave me thrown there, at the bottom of the ravine, with my body half submerged in the creek and the blood bubbling from my mouth, dyeing in bursts the cold water a scarlet color that is already swirling over my shoulders and my head, while he gets far away from here in the car, in the same car that I rented for him, leaving no trace, with a slight smile on his lips and that expression of innocence and sweetness, so unbearably beautiful, like that day on the bus, when he looked at me with those stateless eyes of his and that amoral candor of people who have never felt guilty of anything, although they have committed the most heinous acts. So this tale is not a Christmas story. No, it’s not. Although it could be, since it has a sad beginning, very sad, and it’s cold, very cold. In fact, it had snowed that morning and part of the snow had still not melted; it still adhered to the marquees of the boutiques, the windowsills, and the gargoyles of the churches, the euonymous bushes in the gardens and the bare limbs of the plane trees, and there were also lights, many lights all over the city: in the windows of shops and department stores, on the balconies of houses, on the facades of hotels and office buildings, in the trees along the avenues and boulevards. It was the beginning of December, but Christmas was already in the air, and I felt very sad, so sad and pitiful the way everyone always, inevitably feels, who is alone at this time of the year, even though they smile and try to hide it or make out like these Christmas holidays don’t mean anything to them. I was sad because my boyfriend had just left me. Something as simple as that. A few days earlier he had handed me the keys to the apartment, after gathering all his things, and had taken off for good to live with another guy. To tell the truth, we had already been separated for some weeks, since he was no longer sleeping at home. He went only to drop off his dirty clothes and take a shower, almost always when I wasn’t there. Sometimes he’d stay a while watching television, stretched out on the sofa, and I noticed his traces, the cushion where he had rested his head, the blond butt of a cigarette in the ashtray, or some hand-written note where he told me somebody had called on the phone. Still, sometimes, Pedro came to sleep at home, but he got in so late and got up so early, or made so little noise, that I was unaware of his presence. I realized it the next day, in the morning, when I saw his unmade bed and some article of his clothing tossed on the floor. Ours was an unreal situation, very irritating and disagreeable for me. I had already stopped loving him. Although I didn’t want to hate him either. But somehow I was feeding a certain resentment against him. I couldn’t forgive him for telling the truth from the beginning, for being so honest with me, nor for treating me with so much respect and consideration. I would have preferred a fight, a violent scene, with insults and all that sort of thing, to get rid of my anger and frustration. I would have preferred him to storm out angry, and that we never spoke again. But no. Pedro behaved properly with me right to the end. He even introduced me to his new boyfriend. He took us out to eat together a couple of times and pretended that we were getting along. I don’t think he even realized the harm he was doing me. So I was glad when he finally gave me the keys and left. But it was from then that I thought about how much I still loved him, how much I needed him. Or maybe it was only love’s inertia. I no longer saw wet towels in the bathroom or cigarette butts in the ashtrays, I no longer tripped over clothes scattered around nor notes telling me somebody had called on the phone. And still, for many days afterward I kept looking for wet towels, cigarette butts in the ashtrays, and notes with phone messages as soon as I came in the house. My work day was eight to three in some offices at City Hall. I had too much free time and when I finished work I went straight home, as I had always done. Nevertheless, the house was now closing in on me and the days were becoming endless. The silence, the darkness that was taking over every corner and the secure knowledge that he was no longer coming to see me terrified me. But I didn’t call my friends and I didn’t put on music or watch television or listen to the radio. I fell into a deep indolence. I gave up my domestic obligations and quit eating at home. I ate only once a day at a bar near the office and on weekends not even that: I would nibble on a magdalena or open a can of sardines, swallowing with difficulty, and wiping all the oil out of the can with a piece of dry bread. I didn’t want to feel sorry for myself and I refused to believe that I was desperate or that I had fallen into some kind of crisis. So when my friend Pruden showed up that Sunday at my house in the middle of the afternoon and said as soon as he saw me, “Fuck, Ramón, you look like shit! What happened to you?”, I didn’t even realize at the time what he was talking about, nor did I understand what he meant. “Okay, okay,” he went on. “Pedro went off with that other ... ”
 
    
 
   I looked at him with no expression as I stood in the middle of the living room, incapable of responding or reacting.
 
    
 
   “But, fuck, it’s not the end of the world, is it? Or do you think you’re the only guy who ever lost your lover? This new guy would have dumped him sooner or later. How old are you? Twenty-eight, twenty-nine? Don’t tell me you think you’re too old to start over!” he added ironically. “Come on, take a shower, put on some decent clothes, and let’s get out of here!”
 
    
 
   “Thirty-one,” I said. “I’m thirty-one.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, yeah? Well, I’m forty.”
 
    
 
   “I was reading ... .” I continued, without much conviction, showing him the volume of Turgenev that I was holding in my hand.
 
    
 
   “So you were reading, weren’t you? Fuck, man, if you could see what you look like!” Pruden looked me up and down with a condescending smile. “This looks like a squatter’s house! I feel sorry for you!”
 
    
 
   I still didn’t react.
 
    
 
   “Wow, I didn’t know it would affect you so much. Go on, put down the book and let’s get you a hustler. It’s just what you need.”
 
    
 
   “Hustler!” I cried with horror. “I don’t want a hustler! I don’t like hustlers!”
 
    
 
   “You’ll like the one I know,” said Pruden. “He’s got a big one. You like guys, right? Well, this one ... .”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said obstinately, “I don’t like hustlers. I want a boy who feels the same as me, who wants me as much as I want him, not a guy who does it for money.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, okay, it doesn’t matter,” said Pruden, snatching the book out of my hand and tossing it on a chair. “Change your clothes and let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Pruden was one of those typical older gay men who live with their mothers. Not very attractive physically, but with money. He didn’t have a lover or pretensions of having one. He owned a ready-to-wear clothing business, a small workshop where six or seven employees worked. From Monday through Friday he devoted himself exclusively to his business and taking care of his mother. However, on the weekends it was his sister who looked after her, and he, freed from this obligation, went out to have fun and stumble around the Chueca district. Pruden felt a special predilection for bartenders, preferably young nelly ones. Because he was a good customer, the boys had no choice but to put up with him. At first reluctantly, as a nuisance, later with resignation, and finally almost with pleasure. Pruden was so persuasive and so patient that they finally came to love him, although only from the habit of seeing him. He waited for bartenders to get off work and he took them for dinner at some of those restaurants that didn’t close all night or to some other gay bar that closed later. He was generous. He always paid for taxis and admission to the discotheques. The boys had fun with him until daybreak, and when he made like he was going to take them to the bachelor pad he had in Malasaña, they simply disappeared. The place where we had just arrived could not have been more sordid and depressing: a tiny bar attended by a little man with glasses who was more than sixty years old and never stopped coughing, three or four drawings of Tom of Finland, photocopied from some book and hung up somehow on the damp and chipped walls, a little stage in one corner, where supposedly, from time to time, some drag queen would have to perform, and where now there were various back copies of Shangay magazine, almost totally dark, stale air, saturated by that odor which is always left behind by frustration and unsatisfied sexual desire, a few hustlers, all of them foreigners in the country illegally, dirty and depleted: Moroccans, Russians, Ecuadorians, Romanians ... and of course the inevitable songs of Cher, Kylie Minogue, Madonna or Mónica Naranjo. At the end of a long and labyrinthine hallway, which led to the toilets, there was a small dark room with a video screen, where they were showing porno films, and two or three booths. All the hustlers seemed quite sad and pitiful. They never stopped casting pleading eyes at the no less sad and pitiful customers. They didn’t dare get close to the bar, since, in all probability they didn’t have enough money to pay for their drinks, and they wandered around the hallways, the toilets, and the back room in hopes that some interested person would apply for their services. I had just drunk the last sip of my beer when the door opened and a boy entered who awakened my curiosity.
 
    
 
   “That one, that one ...” Pruden said in my ear as soon as he saw him, making very expressive gestures.
 
    
 
   The boy passed alongside me without looking at me. He ordered a Coca-Cola from the bartender, paid with a ten-euro bill, and put the change in a slot machine that was next to the bar. Everyone observed him furtively, but he didn’t condescend to look at anyone. A very fat guy, perhaps an old customer, approached him and whispered a few words in his ear, but the boy kept playing, without paying him any attention. Later, when his coins were all gone, he looked casually where I was standing, and our eyes met. Then I saw how extraordinarily handsome he was. One doesn’t meet a boy like that every day. Certainly not. I saw that he was heading back through the hallway to the toilets and Pruden, fearing that someone would get ahead of me, spurred me to follow him. He didn’t have to beg me much. I left my beer on the bar and advanced, timid and nervous, down the hallway. I found the boy stopped by one of the booths. We both looked at each other fixedly in the eyes. Two guys approached that way on the prowl, but when they saw we were ignoring them, they disappeared into the back room.
 
    
 
   “What?” said the boy to me, undoubtedly Spanish. “Aren’t we going to get it on?”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I answered. “How much?”
 
    
 
   “Depends on what you like to do.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I ...”
 
    
 
   “Twenty euros for a blowjob,” he said. It was my understanding that forty or fifty was usual in these cases, but maybe the local rate didn’t allow for more. “Thirty, if you want me to stick it in your ass,” he added.
 
    
 
   “No, thank you. I don’t want you to stick it in my ass.”
 
    
 
   “Well I’m not going to let you stick it in my ass!” he warned.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay. I don’t ...”
 
    
 
   We saw that someone was coming down the hallway and we kept quiet. The boy then opened the door to the booth and motioned for us to go in. The booth was a meter and a half wide and a meter and a half long with a small ledge on the wall that seemed to serve as a seat, a red light in the ceiling, a roll of toilet paper, and a trash can with a plastic liner. The boy latched the wooden door and we stood face to face.
 
    
 
   “You’re very handsome,” I told him, putting my hand on his face. I got even closer to him and kissed his neck, his eyes, and his forehead. I was starting to embrace him, when he pushed away from me for a moment in order to take off his jacket, which he hung on a hanger. I did the same with mine. I embraced him again with all my might. I put my cold hands under his sweater and caressed his waist and his back. He had smooth soft skin. Then I moved my lips to his, but he repulsed me brusquely.
 
    
 
   “Neither the ass nor the mouth,” he said, irritated.
 
    
 
   I backed away from him, not knowing what to do. I saw him unzip his fly and pull out his penis. Still, I didn’t touch it. I moved closer to him again and kept on caressing his head and his back; kissing his neck, his eyes, and his forehead.
 
    
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Javi,” he said, dryly.
 
    
 
   “Is that your real name?”
 
    
 
   “...”
 
    
 
   “How old are you?”
 
    
 
   “Eighteen.” 
 
    
 
   “Really? You look younger. How long have you been doing this?”
 
    
 
   “Listen, mate, why are you asking me so many questions? Does it take you a long time to come?”
 
    
 
   “Well, I ...” I said, and backed away from him, disappointed.
 
    
 
   “If you want me to put it in you, thirty euros,” he insisted.
 
    
 
   “But can you stick that thing in just anybody?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck!”
 
    
 
   I caressed him again, almost without desire. Suddenly he pushed me away and climbed up on the ledge. I didn’t understand why he was doing that until he had his penis exactly in front of my mouth. So that was the function of the ledge, to allow the comfort of the customers when they were performing fellatio.
 
    
 
   “No, no,” I said. “I don’t want to suck your dick. Get down, please.” The guy obeyed me, confused and antagonized. “I want to kiss you.”
 
    
 
   “No, I already told you, not the mouth.”
 
    
 
   “Please,” I insisted. “I’ll pay you more if you let me kiss you. What about forty euros?”
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t like for men to kiss me.”
 
    
 
   “What’s the matter? Fifty euros!” He made a sign of doubt and I knew he was mine. “A kiss is harmless. Besides, it’s your fault for having such a beautiful ... .”
 
    
 
   “Cut the spiel!” he said, repressing a smile. “Why don’t you suck my dick and be done with it?”
 
    
 
   “No, I want your mouth. Sixty euros!”
 
    
 
   “But ... are you going to give me tongue and all that?”
 
    
 
   “Of course.”
 
    
 
   He let out a deep sigh, whether of anger or impatience, tightened his fists, and I thought he was going to hit me. But to my surprise he said, “Okay, kiss me and let’s get it over with!”
 
    
 
   “Thank you! I promise you won’t regret it.”
 
    
 
   “You’re the strangest guy I’ve seen.”
 
    
 
   I looked at him, embattled, still unable to believe it. I thought that I had no right to kiss that mouth, not even if I paid sixty euros.
 
    
 
   “Come on! What are you waiting for? Kiss me!”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” I said.
 
    
 
   I moved my nose close to his and breathed with delight his hot breath (the breath of a man in heat, I thought). I imagined that we were boyfriends, that the two of us were in love, and I began to kiss him softly, very softly, exploring his tongue and his teeth with my tongue, permeating myself with the taste of his mouth, of that fragrance of his, so intimate and personal, while I caressed with my hand his enormous flaccid penis. I ejaculated in a few minutes, not caring where my sperm fell, if it stained the floor or the wall. The guy, like the good professional that he was, handed me the toilet paper, although a little late, and when I gave him his sixty euros, he ran immediately to the toilets to rinse his mouth so as to erase the traces of my kiss. I heard him spit and gargle.
 
    
 
   “Let’s get the hell out of here,” I said to Pruden when I got back to the bar.
 
    
 
   “Already. Was it all right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, very good. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “That guy was pretty good, wasn’t he? Are you going to see him again?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly not!”
 
    
 
   “Wow, so you weren’t satisfied!  Well, if they say that ... .”
 
    
 
   “Once was enough. Never again.”
 
    
 
   “But ... what happened?”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean, what happened? I already told you, I don’t like hustlers!”
 
    
 
   It was December, an icy afternoon at the beginning of December. It had snowed in the morning and the remains of the snow still hung on the bare branches of the trees, on the marquees of the shops and on the windowsills. The whole city dripped. Icicles sharp as knives hung from the gargoyles, the slips, and the balconies, while the windows of neighborhood bars and shops became slowly veiled and covered with frost. It was not the usual picture of Madrid. And now, once night had fallen, a Sunday night, with hardly any vehicles in circulation or people walking along the streets, the whole city became muted, closed in on itself, frowning, like an animal ready to hibernate in its cave of snow. We wer at the stop for the number 27 bus, on the Paseo del Prado, where a crowd of people were waiting, most of them boys and girls who had just come out of some discotheque and were returning to their homes. All of them were screaming, laughing, joking, jumping ... in their insolent eagerness to snub the cold. Pruden and I, however, remained serious and quiet. We both knew each other well to know what the other could be thinking without the need to speak. And he was thinking: “Okay, fine, now I know that you’re passing through one of those crises. Maybe I made a mistake to take you to that hustler bar, but I do what I can for you and I don’t even ask you to thank me. That’s all right. I don’t mind. One day you will.” I, on the other hand, wasn’t thinking of anything, and least of all of him. Pain, when it burns in our hearts, makes us ungrateful and selfish. I only wanted to get home as soon as possible to have a cup of very hot coffee, get into bed, and sleep straight through until the next day. Although I was afraid to unveil myself at midnight, like so many times, and discover with dread that I was alone, completely alone in the house. The bus arrived suddenly and all those boys and girls climbed aboard it in an avalanche, laughing, shouting, playing ... . Pruden and I got on almost at the end and by then there were no two empty seats together, so we sat separately. The bus started up again and we crossed Neptune Plaza. I remember those details very well. I was seated next to a fat guy, somewhat older than I, who occupied not only his seat but also part of mine, requiring me to go half shrunken and with arms folded. It wasn’t his fault. He couldn’t help it. But even so, I felt very uncomfortable. Pruden and I were heading for the Plaza of Castile,  which meant that, if the fat guy was also going that far, I would have to endure that position almost half an hour. I wasn’t sure I could stand it. I looked toward the front for an empty seat, but I didn’t find any. I checked that there were even several passengers standing, without being able to sit down. My eyes crossed Pruden’s and he made a sign of mocking commiseration. I was already starting to resign myself when I turned my sight to the back and I saw an empty seat next to a thin boy in a baseball cap. Without hesitating even a second, I got up from there and sat next to him. The boy was looking out the window at that moment at the Cibeles Fountain. I remember those details very well. I remember each one of the frames of that scene: Pruden then turned his head to look at me, I was looking at that boy, and he, in turn, was looking at the Cibeles Fountain. The boy’s skin was very dark, but not black, and I remember that I thought: “He’s a foreigner. But not Moroccan and not Guinean either ... .” He was not of a specific race, but rather the result of some mixture of races, with a certain Latin component. He wore jeans and a peach-colored sweater, which made a beautiful contrast with his dark face. Over his sweater he wore a brown leather jacket. The cap covered part of his face and I still hadn’t seen his eyes. “He could be Jamaican or Cuban ... ,” I thought. I detected a couple of pustules where his beard was starting to come in.“He has the body of a man, but really he’s almost a teenager,” I thought. I remember all those details. His hands, large and virile, rested sensuously over his groin, one of them almost rubbing his genitals outside his pants and the other grabbing a cell phone. Suddenly he turned his face towards me and, before I could avoid it, caught me in my indiscreet surveillance. His eyes met mine. A chill went through my body as soon as I saw his eyes, those dark impenetrable eyes, which, however, shot me such a sweet look, and I thought: “He must feel very alone, maybe more alone than I, so he’s wanting to talk to someone. Many people, perhaps, probably mistrust him or discriminate against him for being from another country and another race. I have to talk with him. I don’t think he’ll be bothered or reject me, but, if he does, nothing will happen.” I directed a friendly smile toward him, one of those smiles that only a stranger can give to another stranger in a similar situation, and I said:
 
    
 
   “What’s up? Is everything okay?”
 
    
 
   It was one of those phrases that don’t involve or obligate to anything, not even to respond. Even so, the dark boy with the baseball cap smiled at me with a certain effusiveness, which pleasantly surprised me.
 
    
 
   “Okay!” he said. “Fine! Thanks!” It was obvious that he wanted to converse with me, since he continued, motioning toward the outside of the bus: “It’s fuckin’ cold tonight!”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, that it is,” I agreed. I was quiet for a few seconds and then continued: “Maybe in your country ... you’ve never seen snow, have you?”
 
    
 
   “No! Never! Like you said!” he exclaimed. “I never saw snow until I came here!”
 
    
 
   “Well, it doesn’t happen often in Madrid,” I said. “In fact, it hasn’t snowed for several years.” I didn’t want to use up the conversation talking only about the weather, and I shifted to more personal subjects: “Let me guess,” I continued. “You’re ... Dominican ...  Mexican?” He shook his head in the negative. “Caribbean, of course ... Cuban? No, you’re not Cuban. You don’t have a Cuban accent. Puerto Rican?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Ecuadorian?”
 
    
 
   “Venezuelan,” he said with a broad smile, and I couldn’t help being spellbound contemplating his mouth.
 
    
 
   “Wow, so you’re Venezuelan!” I exclaimed. “Well, I suppose there must be a lot of Venezuelans in Spain but this is the first time I’ve ever talked to one. I’m delighted to meet you. My name is Ramón.”
 
    
 
   “Mine is  John Jairo,” he said, and we shook hands strongly.
 
    
 
   I was fascinated by the facility with which I had managed to enter into conversation with that boy. I just couldn’t believe what was happening. I asked him how long he had been in Spain and he told me a year. Was he getting along all right? Well, he couldn’t complain. He didn’t have papers but he had never lacked work. Now he was unemployed, but he expected them to call him soon about a job in Torrelodones. He had been a bricklayer, a gardener,  a waiter, he even stuck advertising flyers in people’s doors.
 
    
 
   “I’ve been everything except a whore,” he said very matter-of-fact.
 
    
 
   “A whore? Do you mean, perhaps, that they’ve offered you work as ... ?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t like it and I don’t do what I don’t like.”
 
    
 
   “Wow! You’re a very upstanding boy!”
 
    
 
   “No, I’m not upstanding. I just don’t do what I don’t like.”
 
    
 
   His cell phone rang at that moment and he turned his head toward the window to talk. I also turned toward the aisle and pretended not to pay attention to what he was saying. He spoke in a very low voice, but even so, I couldn’t help hearing some words: “Yeah, yeah,” “No,” “Of course,” “What?,” “Okay,” “Fine,” “Oh yeah!,” “Agreed,” “No problem ... .”
 
    
 
   When he finished talking he let out a deep sigh and said:
 
    
 
   “A friend ... he has problems with his girlfriend and he’s in a lot of shit.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t see his eyes, now that the visor on his cap was covering them.
 
    
 
   “Oh, yeah?” I said. “And do you have a girlfriend?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, sure, more than a girlfriend, a friend with benefits ... She’s only somebody I fuck.”
 
    
 
   “This boy has things very carefully laid out,” I thought. “He doesn’t beat around the bush.” We were quiet for a few seconds and then I heard him say:
 
    
 
   “And you, are you single or married?”
 
    
 
   “Single,” I responded. “Single with no strings.”
 
    
 
   I tried to smile, but I only managed a strange grimace on my lips. John Jairo seemed to be studying me. I thought: “He knows, he knows ... . Well, better, much better. Let him know. Besides, he’d have to be blind not to realize. Only by the way I look at him ... .”
 
    
 
   “I lived a couple of years with a boy ...” I said, “a flat-mate ... but he moved out not long ago and ... well, what I mean to say is that he changed apartments and that ...” I soon realized I was saying things that I didn’t want to say. I felt stupid and clumsy and I didn’t know how to fix the situation.
 
    
 
   “And now you live alone ...” said John Jairo. It was as if I had just revealed a jealously guarded secret. As if suddenly I was stripped naked and was showing in public a horrible scar.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that’s it. I live alone.” I felt pitiful and ridiculous, but then again, what of it? “Pedro, the boy who lived with me, was a good companion, a good friend. I ... .”
 
    
 
   But John Jairo was no longer listening to me. I saw that he was looking right and left on the avenue like he was seeking some sign among the buildings, trying to locate himself.
 
    
 
   “I have to get off at the next stop,” he said. “I’m going to Cuatro Caminos and it’s around here, I think.”
 
    
 
   I hadn’t thought about the possibility of losing him so soon and I felt terrified. I wanted to keep that boy with me longer, but it was already impossible, and besides, I didn’t know how. For some seconds I was unable to think. Then, without being very sure of the meaning of my words, I said:
 
    
 
   “If you want ... we could get together, you and I ... some day ... to have a beer or two and chat ...”
 
    
 
   John Jairo lifted the visor of his cap and looked at me with a spark of irony, as if to say: “What does this guy think I am?” I suddenly regretted my daring. I thought: “He’s going to reject my suggestion with some excuse to get out of the way.” So I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly when he said:
 
    
 
   “Okay. That sounds like a good idea. Take my phone number. Got a pen?”
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t think so. I’m sorry,” I said. I was desolate.
 
    
 
   These things always happen. Out of the foolishness of the fact of not having a pen you can miss the opportunity of your life.
 
    
 
   “No matter,” he said. “Give me yours and I’ll put it in my cell phone.” I gave him the number and he noted it quickly, since the bus had just arrived at the stop. “Good,” he added, getting up from his seat. “This is my stop.”
 
    
 
   I moved to one side to let him out and he made his way through the people without even turning his head back. He jumped off the bus a split second before the doors closed. I was still amazed and confused, not only by the way I had made friends with that stranger but also by the sudden separation.
 
    
 
   I looked toward the bus shelter among the people but I didn’t see him. The bus started on its way and for a few seconds I hoped I might see him again. But we had already gone our separate ways and he had disappeared. Until, suddenly, I discovered a baseball cap in a hand waving goodbye to me. I also raised my hand. Then I had a complete vision of his face, his hair, his body, his person. I felt a stab of pain. I was hurt by so much beauty. Absolutely distressed, contemplating his figure from afar, I supplicated him in a whisper: “Please, please, call me!” although I knew very well how little good the friendship of that boy would do me.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER II
 
    
 
   Wanting so long to be alone to do all the things that appealed to me, such as listening to my recordings of Brahms or Tchaikovsky or watching my old movies on tape, and now that I could do those things freely without asking Pedro (who, of course, had other tastes and always imposed them on me) I was now incapable of putting on a single record or turning on the television. Therefore whole afternoons went by while I was shut up in the house in complete silence, looking out the window through the branches of the trees, now devoid of leaves and over the roofs of neighboring houses covered with antennas, at the progress of the clouds in the sky, perhaps reading (when I was capable of reading) or dozing on the sofa. It’s not that I liked silence. In fact, I hated it. Or rather, it terrified me. But I was so apathetic that I hadn’t the strength of will sufficient to walk over to the shelf of records and choose one of them, and I had even less strength of will to pick up the remote, push the button, and see any television program. Time passed, therefore, with an exasperating slowness and I was grateful when it got dark, even if it was six in the evening, so that I was convinced that the day was finally over. But the day was never over. It took for ever for morning to come. Again and again I would open my eyes to peer through the darkness at the digital clock on the nightstand. Three o’clock, three-fifteen, four o’clock, four-thirty, five o’clock ... Sometimes I would wake up at three or four o’clock in the morning and know that I wasn’t going back to sleep, so I would stay awake, eyes open in the darkness, waiting for dawn. Then I would tell myself, okay, I had to make a drastic decision about my life: find some vagrant from the street and bring him home to live with me, give up my work, and move away to a distant city. However, the next day I would fall back again into sloth, drown myself in the swampy waters of self-pity, and do nothing.
 
    
 
   No. I’m not ready for this, I said to myself when I heard Pedro calling me from the window of his blue Ford Mondeo. No. Not yet. Besides, this is not a good time for me. I’ll make like I hadn’t seen him and keep walking. Not yet. It was three-thirty in the morning and there I was, looking in the byways and corners of the Chueca for the last bar open, stiff with cold and drunk. It was inevitable that I had started drinking. First at home and then, when I had exhausted my supply of alcohol, in the bars. I discovered that I slept much better drunk and that, moreover, I had a good time. In the bars I could always reconnect with old friends or find new ones. No. Not yet. This is not a good time. I’ll keep walking. Come on, get in the car. No way. No. Not yet. I’m not ready. I’ll take you home. Come on. Get in. No. Thanks. What makes you think I want to go home? Get in. Let’s go to our regular bar. I want to talk to you. I want to ... What regular bar? You and I don’t have any regular bar. Come on. Get in. Get out of here and leave me alone. Get in the car. What’s with you? I thought we were friends. Friends? Okay. If you insist, take me home.
 
    
 
   I had just opened the street door when Pedro put his arms around me and started to cry. He was so sorry that he walked out on me, he said. He was sure he was never going to find a guy like me. And he loved me, he was certain that he loved me! But he didn’t desire me. That was the real reason that he left me. He never dared to tell me plainly because he didn’t want to hurt me. Feeling desire for your partner is indispensable in any relationship. I understood that, didn’t I? However, I was perfect in many other ways. I was the ideal guy, except that he didn’t desire me and you can’t force yourself to feel what you don’t feel, can you? He tried, but ... And he started to cry. He was now sobbing inconsolably, the jerk, the idiot, while he was telling me those painful truths. And on top of that I had to comfort him. On top of it I had to tell him not to worry about me, that he shouldn’t feel that he was to blame for anything. That’s the way life is. What can you do? All the same, his tears did not move me. I was becoming somewhat hardened. Easy, I told him, we can be friends. We’ll always be friends. Love fades, but friends remain. He was still crying. Without a doubt, he was worried about something. He had some problem about which he had not dared to speak. “He’s not crying for me,” I thought. “He’s crying about something else.” And I looked on him with coldness, almost with disdain. That was not the Pedro I had known. It was not the Pedro I had loved. I don’t like guys who cry. At least I hadn’t cried. You and I will always be friends, so don’t worry, I insisted. It’s all right that you don’t desire me. I don’t desire you either. Oh!, You don’t? No. I don’t desire you any more. What did you expect? I can’t possibly desire somebody who doesn’t desire me. And if I had known that before you told me, if I had known that you left me for that reason ... I promise you that I would have left you. You’re resentful. That’s what’s wrong with you. But I get it. No, I’m not resentful. I simply don’t like you. I don’t like you any more. So don’t worry or suffer so much. But we can be friends. Besides, you have another lover, somebody who loves you and whom you love. You desire each other, don’t you? Or finally hasn’t that relationship worked out? Is that maybe why you’re crying? You’re not going to tell me that you broke up? Could that be ...? Fuck! So that’s why you’re crying ... Now I get it. Life is a little cruel at times! But stop crying already. The fact that you like men doesn’t mean that you don’t have to be a man. I still haven’t cried over you. I don’t ever intend to cry over anybody! You’re resentful. That’s what’s wrong with you. But it doesn’t matter. I get it. And I love you. You know that I love you. No, you don’t love me. And I’m not resentful! But I don’t like to see you cry. Come on, come on! And quit hugging me!
 
    
 
   When I got home that night there was a message on the answering machine, although I didn’t discover it till the next day. It was just when I was getting out of the shower, while I was gulping down a cup of coffee, with just enough time to get to work. “It’s Pedro,” I thought. “He called me while I was asleep and I didn’t even realize it.” However, it was another voice that spoke when I pressed the playback button: “Hello, Ramón. It’s John Jairo, the Venezuelan that you met last Sunday on the bus ... Remember? I have the afternoon free and I’d like to have a few beers with you like you said ... But I see you’re not ... Well, I’ll call you another day. Ciao.”
 
    
 
   So the dark-skinned boy that I met on the bus was real, despite the fact that I, during the last sleepless and drunken days, had been putting him in the bottomless pit of one of my dreams.
 
    
 
   There is always a before and after in our lives, a turning point beyond which we are guided forever and irreversibly to our destiny. And that was my turning point.
 
    
 
   But no, this tale is not a Christmas story. It isn’t, although it could be, because it had a sad beginning, very sad, and it was cold, very cold ...
 
    
 
   Pedro, however, soon changed to an unreal entity and passed to form part, not even of a dream, but of a nightmare. He wouldn’t stop calling me, looking for me, hounding me. He reached the point of making passes at me and suggested, in his desperation, that we start over. Poor Pedro! He was so pitiful! I could never imagine that I would stop loving him and that things would take on this appearance. I was cruel to him, I rejected him with no mercy, and that motivated, on his part, a greater interest in me. As one might suppose, we ended up hating each other and doing each other a great deal of damage. It’s unbelievable how these stories repeat themselves, one and a thousand times, with nobody learning his lesson. We have all gone through them and we all make the same mistakes.
 
    
 
   John Jairo called me again three days later, but neither on this occasion did he find me at home, which I regretted very much, since I had contrived hardly to go out after his first call. However, an unavoidable appointment had made it necessary for me to be out that afternoon and I cursed myself for my bad luck. The Venezuelan boy, nevertheless, left me his phone number on the answering machine. I wrote it in my datebook with trembling fingers and, after some moments of doubt and indecision, armed myself with courage and called it.
 
    
 
   To my surprise, his voicemail came on. A whispering voice, emitted as if panting, said: “Hello, this is J.J. ... At this moment... Uf ...! I’m fucking and I can’t come to the phone ... Thanks for your call and have a good day. Ciao.”
 
    
 
   Somewhat startled, afraid I had called the wrong number, I hung up without leaving a message. However, a few minutes later my phone rang and it was John Jairo himself.
 
    
 
   “Hello, Ramón ...? Did you just call?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, but since you were ...”
 
    
 
   “No!” he laughed. “It’s just a joke. I’m at the gym right now. I was just lifting weights and ...”
 
    
 
   “Well, you have a very unusual voicemail.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, it surprises people,” he said with a laugh.
 
    
 
   “And what happens if a respectable lady calls you about a job?”
 
    
 
   “Well, everybody who calls me already knows me. They know I’m ... horny!, as you say here”
 
    
 
   It seemed incredible to me that we were talking with such ease when we were two perfect strangers who had met by chance on a bus a few days before. I said, “Whenever you want, we could go have those beers.”
 
    
 
   “Okay. How about this afternoon?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, sure, but if you’re at the gym ...”
 
    
 
   “No matter. I’ve had enough exercise. We can get together.”
 
   
I waited for him almost an hour and I was feeling very much ill-used, but when I saw the boy’s smile and his honest expression, my good humor was restored immediately.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” said John Jairo, reaching out his hand to me. “I forgot to tell you that we Latin-Americans always arrive late.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, yeah? But I thought that was just a cliché! I took it for granted that you weren’t coming. I was about to take off,” I said, squeezing his hand.
 
    
 
   He wasn’t wearing the baseball cap and, since he was dressed differently today (black pants, denim jacket, and beige sweater), it took me a few seconds to recognize him. His skin, like tarnished copper, was darker in some places than others, which gave him a strange chromatic effect, like the subject of an impressionist portrait. He was taller than I remembered, and, because of the contained vibration of his legs, it seemed that he was preparing some sexual game. Several pimples (slightly more than I had noticed the other day) speckled his beardless face, but instead of marring his appearance, it conferred on him a certain delayed adolescence. He wore his black hair very short and thick, combed back, and his eyes were so dark and opaque that it was hard to guess the direction of his gaze. Be that as it may, the boy’s presence attracted people’s attention the minute he entered the café. I also was starting to attract it by the fact of being with him, but I tried not to let it affect me in the slightest.
 
    
 
   “I am sorry,” insisted John Jairo. “I misjudged the time. Besides, I had to go and change ...”
 
    
 
   “Of course, don’t worry. Not a problem,” I said, inviting him to sit table. “Beer?”
 
    
 
   “Well ... I don’t know. You see ... it’s just that I’ve quit drinking ...”
 
    
 
   “What? But I thought that we were going to have a few beers.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, okay, that’s all right. I’ll have a non-alcoholic beer.”
 
    
 
   “That’s a good one!” I laughed. “I thought ... I thought you really wanted to drink.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve done a lot of drinking up to a few weeks ago. Up to then, this was the only exercise I got,” said John Jairo, moving his hand mechanically up and down with a sympathetic gesture. “Again and again. Always with a glass in my hand. But I fucked up my liver and I had to stop.”
 
    
 
   “Well, in that case ...”
 
    
 
   “I stopped smoking too. Two weeks ago. And now I go to a gym. I’ve started a new life. I want to be in shape. Get a look at this, in only two weeks, what my arms are like. Feel, feel. Before it was a lot more flabby.”
 
    
 
   “Solid iron,” I said after feeling an arm.
 
    
 
   The waiter came over to our table and took our order. He was a young Moroccan. He saw me feel John Jairo’s arm and he shot me an ambiguous look, I couldn’t tell of sympathy or rejection. He wrote down our order and left.
 
    
 
   “Your voicemail surprised me,” I said, just to be saying something, after we had remained silent for a few seconds.
 
    
 
   “I like to fuck,” said John Jairo, smiling innocently.
 
    
 
   “Like everybody else in the world, I suppose.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I like it more. I could fuck all day. I never get tired of fucking.”
 
    
 
   “Fascinating,” I said, blushing. I thought I understood then why that boy walked the way he did, with a certain kind of rhythm in his waist and his legs. Maybe the pimples on his face were the inevitable consequence of his immoderate sexual addiction. “And why did you drink so much, John Jairo, if you don’t mind the question?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Don’t call me John Jairo. I don’t like it. Call me J.J. That’s what my friends call me.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, J.J., so why ...?”
 
    
 
   “It’s a long story ...”
 
    
 
   “... that you’re going to tell me.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know ...” he said in a whisper. “I don’t know ...”
 
    
 
   The waiter showed up with the beers and the two of us kept quiet. The young Moroccan directed finally at me an understanding smile, and I reciprocated with a smile according to the circumstances. I thought: “I’ll have to come to this bar more often.” 
 
    
 
   “I came to Spain for love,” said J.J. when the waiter left. He picked up his alcohol-free beer and tipped the glass carefully. “I came here in search of a woman and I still haven’t seen her, although I know where she is.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds very romantic.”
 
    
 
   “No, it’s not so romantic. I came here a year ago and I still haven’t been able to meet her. For me there’s nothing romantic about it,” he added, taking a swallow of beer with a gesture of bitterness.
 
    
 
   He was eighteen years old and was training as a cadet in a military academy. He wanted to be a professional soldier like his father. In his family there were several soldiers. An uncle of his was also a soldier. From childhood he always wanted to be a soldier. Two more courses and he would have graduated as a lieutenant. He was right now at that point if he had stayed in Venezuela. He liked military life. The spirit of military life. In the world, in society, according to his father, there were only bosses and underlings. Some command and others obey. That’s just how it is. And he liked commanding, being a boss more than being an underling. Although, in the army, you always have somebody over you and you have to obey somebody else’s orders. Before coming to Spain he was very happy. His father and he were friends. Sometimes they would go together to fish or play ball. His Mommy ... oh, how he adored his Mommy. And she, how she spoiled him and took care of him. How his Mommy loved him. He missed her so much. He had a twelve-year-old sister. Raquelita. His only sister. She was already a little woman, Raquelita. So shy, but how stubborn and obstinate. She had the most beautiful black eyes that he had ever seen in his life. He was fortunate to have that family. They provided so many things that most kids his age lacked. Maybe he would have liked to have a brother. Another boy in the family to play with and fight with. That was the only thing he missed: a brother. But otherwise, he considered himself fortunate. Until he met Dora. Then his life changed completely. And now he was miserable. Because of Dora, only because of Dora ... He never knew what love was until he met Dora. Love seemed foolish to him. He always made a joke of love. Women only interested him sexually. He never fell in love with any of them until he met Dora. Then he started to do crazy things. He started to sneak out of the academy at night, to turn rebellious and to commit infractions. Dora was pretty. Very pretty. But that’s not why he fell in love with her, since he had known prettier women with whom he had not fallen in love. Dora was dark-skinned, short, with slanted eyes ... She had four different races. She was South American Indian, African, Spanish, and Chinese. She was also poor, very poor. In her house there lived twelve people, including two grandmothers and an aunt. They were so poor that they didn’t always have enough to eat. So he was helping them. He was giving them money and some things that he snuck out of the pantry at his home. Two of Dora’s brothers lived in Spain and she dreamed also of going to Spain. John Jairo could never get that obsession out of his head. Finally she left and he decided to follow her. It wasn’t easy. He had to fill out a ton of papers and gather money for the fare. He argued with his parents. He abandoned all his obligations, all his former ideals. He no longer gave a fuck about the army. On account of Dora he turned crazy and a drunkard. If only Ramón had met him when he was in the academy. If there was ever anybody that had a soldier’s vocation, it was he. He was simply made for the army. He was one of those guys who love discipline and physical effort. One of those who like to measure his strength against that of other men, to test his resilience, to earn the respect, both of officers and that of privates. He felt at home in the army. And yet, on the other hand, how he had changed since then. Nobody who knew him during that time would have been able to recognize him now. His trip to Spain got delayed. Things got messed up. He couldn’t leave the academy overnight. It took too long to arrange the documents and he and Dora got disconnected. When he got to Madrid he had lost her trail. A month later he found out that she had gone to Mallorca and, by that time, he had spent all his money. His parents, opposed to the trip, had not helped him financially. So he had to go to work doing whatever he could find. He took menial and disgusting jobs just to survive. From a boss he went to being an underling. Worse than that: he had become a servant. A second-class citizen. However, with patience and resignation, he began to save some money to pay his way to Mallorca. He didn’t want to go there empty-handed. However, it was not easy to save. In the beginning he thought he would earn a lot of money. Salaries, compared with those where he had come from, seemed high, but expenses were also tremendous and money disappeared easily. Yes, from time to time, he spoke to Dora on the phone. But every day he found her colder and more distant and he didn’t know what was happening. Or he did know but he didn’t want to know. Every day she told him fewer things. It even seemed that it bothered her to talk to him. He started to worry and get nervous. He had to get to Mallorca as soon as possible. He eliminated almost all of his expenses and in a short time he had saved a lot of money. Enough for the trip. Now he only had to buy the plane ticket. He called to tell her. He thought she would be glad, but, instead of that, she told him that she didn’t love him and that she was living with another man. It was too hard a blow. A blow that left him knocked out for several days. Ten months had gone by since he arrived in Spain, almost a year without seeing her, and he still loved her as much as he did on the first day. He couldn’t resign himself to losing her. However, he had lost her. Desperate, he started to spend money on drunken sprees and wasted everyting in just a few days. His self-destructive madness was such that he finally fell ill and had to go into a hospital with a ruined liver. When he got out of the hospital he quit drinking and set himself to work. He tried to find a goal for his life, to feel like a new human being. One of Dora’s sisters, Gisela, who also lived in Mallorca, had invited him to spend a few days in her home. Gisela had always shown herself opposed to him. She said she didn’t like soldiers because when she was a child she had had a bad experience with one of them and she thought they were all the same. However, at the end she had changed her opinion of him. She admired what he had done for her sister and she loved him. They called each other often. Gisela told him that she didn’t like the Spanish guy that Dora lived with and that she would have preferred him as a brother-in-law. But he no longer loved Dora. No, he didn’t hate her either. He had forgiven her. He didn’t love her, but he needed to see her. He had to see her, even if it was for the last time in his life. Gisela had spoken with Dora and she agreed that they should meet again at her house. But before that he had to heal his liver and build up his strength at the gym. He had always been thin. She had always known him thin, so that, when she saw him again, she would be surprised by his new look. He would go to Mallorca in the summer. He would wear a tight t-shirt to show off his biceps. He was not only strengthening his arms, but also his legs. Feel, feel. Hard, right?
 
    
 
   “Yes, very hard. I think you look great. Super. I’m going to order another beer. Do you want another non-alcoholic? Does it bother you that I’m drinking beer with alcohol?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I can stand it. I’m strong. I have a great strength of will. I don’t like being enslaved by any vice. Only sex. But sex is good, isn’t it? Do you get much sex? I think sex is good. I’m going to have an impressive body by next summer. That’s what they tell me at the gym. I’ll heal my liver, I’ll get healthy, and, when I get rid of these zits ... You know, I’ve had several girlfriends, but I never fell for any of them like I did with her. I like a lot of them, but I only fell in love with her. I fuck a lot of them. Venezuelans, Colombians, Cubans, Ecuadorians ... Fucking is what I’m good at. I never get tired. I can fuck all day. I leave them all very satisfied. Spanish girls? No. I don’t like Spanish girls. They’re frigid. Very cold. It hurts here or there. They don’t enjoy, they don’t feel, they don’t move ... Eventually I want to go back to my country. I want to go back, but not like this. First I have to save some money. I want to buy some land in my country or set up some business there. I can’t go back to the army any more. I no longer like the army. I’m no longer a soldier.
 
    
 
   “Everything you tell me is so romantic!” I said with a sigh.
 
    
 
   “Romantic?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
    
 
   “Why? What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   “Fuck! You came here in search of a girl that you haven’t even seen for a year ... You left everyting for her, but she dumped you and you still love her ... You’re trying to impress her or rekindle her love for you, I don’t know ....”
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t want to ‘rekindle,’ like you said. I only want to see her to be sure that she doesn’t feel the same thing for me as before. I need to see her for the last time. I’ll accept that she doesn’t love me if she tells me to my face. But I’m not going to show up there like some loser, get it? I don’t want her pity. That’s why I have to save. To take her places and all that. You already know that. I came to Spain for her and I have to see her sooner or later. ‘Don’t leave anything half done’ my Dad told me one day and that is also my motto.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER III
 
    
 
   We were walking through Paseo de Recoletos toward Plaza de Colón. The night was cold, but not as cold as that day when we first met. It was almost twelve, not a very favorable hour for walking at this time of the year, and we met very few pedestrians, most of whom shot us sideways glances. John Jairo told me that he was having housing problems. He lived in a house that belonged to some Colombians, a very friendly family. There were six or seven of them all told. And the flat only had three rooms besides the living room, which turned into a bedroom at night. They treated him well, very well, but he didn’t feel comfortable and he had been wanting to move out for some time. It was impossible for him to rent a flat by himself. If only he could have his own room. He was glad to have his own bed, which was a stroke of luck, considering that he hadn’t paid the Colombian family anything for the last two months! At the moment he didn’t have a job, but things were going to straighten themselves out very soon, when he started working at a job in Torrelodones, a suburb of Madrid. They had promised to call him in a week or two.
 
    
 
   We stopped suddenly halfway along the walk, next to a subway station, although neither of us had shown any intention of taking the subway. We stood there, looking at each other in silence, each one waiting for the other to speak the last word of good-bye. I noticed his face in profile and he no longer seemed so handsome. However, perhaps for that very reason, I felt closer in human terms and it stirred some tenderness in me. I remember the restrained movement of his legs, that almost unbearable sensuality of his. I also remember the warmth that issued from the subway entrance, and on the other side, in the square, beyond the leafless branches of the trees, from which hung colored lights (but no, this is not a Christmas story ...), the stony silence of the Columbus statue, illuminated by the spotlights. An old man was walking toward us, from the Plaza de La Cibeles, with his face covered by a brown scarf. I waited for him to pass and then I said: “I’m all alone and I have room to spare. Why don’t you come with me?”
 
    
 
   “Well, I don’t know ...” he said, doubtful, with his head down. At the moment I can’t pay you.”
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” I said firmly. “It’s my house and you don’t have to pay anything. We’ll just share expenses. When you’re working, of course. And you’ll have your own room. The only thing I ask of you is that you don’t bring anybody home. I don’t want to come home and find somebody poking around in my things, understand?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, of course,” said J.J.
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to decide now.”
 
    
 
   “Let me think about it, okay?”
 
    
 
   “The truth is that I hardly know you and that ...” he said with a nervous smile, “but you inspire confidence in me ...”
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” he said, avoiding my eyes. “You do the same for me. Okay. I’ll give you my answer the next time we see each other.” 
 
    
 
   A week went by without my hearing from John Jairo again. Could he have lost my phone number?, I wondered. Maybe he started work and was too busy or too tired to remember me. Finally I gave in to temptation and called him myself. It was mid-afternoon, but, apparently he had been asleep, since it took him a few seconds to remember me or understand what I was saying. Clumsily, I asked him to dinner “in a Chinese or Caribbean restaurant ...”
 
    
 
   “Chinese is better,” he said, stretching.
 
    
 
   I suggested for our meeting the same bar where we had met the first time, but he countered that he didn’t like it very much and suggested a different one. I had no objection and we agreed to meet in one hour at a new place.
 
    
 
   “Don’t be so punctual,” he said sardonically.
 
    
 
   “Of course. Take all the time you need,” I sighed, partly recovering my self-confidence, “as long as there’s beer in that bar ...”
 
    
 
   I got ready quickly, although I knew I had time to spare. No matter how late I arrive, he’ll always be later. I was putting the finishing touches on my greasy hair, when the phone rang. It was he.
 
    
 
   “Say, buddy,” he said, “do you mind if I bring a friend along?”
 
    
 
   “No, of course not,” I said, surprised and alarmed, “but ...”
 
    
 
   “About that suggestion you made the other day ...”
 
    
 
   “I’d rather you gave me your answer later when we see each other,” I cut him off curtly.
 
    
 
   I had no doubt what his answer would be and I preferred to enjoy the uncertainty a little longer. Besides, the suggestion of bringing a friend of his to dinner with us had disturbed me so much that I was beginning to rethink everything from the beginning. For the moment, I would come up with some excuse not to take him into my home, I told myself. The unexpected visit of some family member would be a justification from which there was no appeal. I also decided that I would show up with a friend. I suddenly thought of Danny. Danny, of course! He liked this sort of thing. Danny! Of course, Danny! I called him immediately and explained the situation to him. Danny said he would love to accept, but that he couldn’t stay for dinner, only the appetizer, because he had an engagement later. Danny always had some engagement later.
 
    
 
   “Anyway,” I told him, “I only want you to take a look at him and tell me what you think. It’s very suspicious that J.J. now wants to come with this friend of his ... If you like this friend, you can have him. But don’t get any ideas about J.J.”
 
    
 
   There was no possibility of such a thing happening, since Danny and I had very different tastes. We never liked the same boys, so we laughed.
 
    
 
   Danny was tall, blond, and had blue eyes. He looked Swedish or Danish, although, naturally, he was Spanish, of Andalusian parents. He looked to be about twenty-five years old, in spite of being more than thirty. An unredeemed narcissist, immature and self-centered, Danny lived only to take care of himself. He was obsessed with his body and he didn’t imagine himself, nor could he imagine himself in the future, being more than thirty years old. He admired Dorian Gray more than any other character in modern mythology. He even considered himself a type of Dorian Gray. Before I met him he had had surgery on his nose and his chin and they had injected silicone in his cheekbones, his lips, and his buttocks. There wasn’t a single wrinkle on his face, and even so, he was already thinking of having a facelift, another facelift. His dyed blond hair could pass for natural. As for his eyes, I never found out if the blue of his pupils was natural. Danny regularly waxed or shaved the hair on his chest and his arms. He had declared war on hair. His beardless face had undergone hard sessions with a laser in a skin clinic. Other than that, Danny had a certain aristocratic class. He knew how to wear ample and youthful garments of the best brands, not in a rigid dressy way, but with studied carelessness, with charming naturalness, showing at times, even, somewhat disjointed or shabby, like those bohemian students of the upper class who make a show of pretended simplicity and appear to despise all that which life has given them in abundance.
 
    
 
   Many other gifts adorned Danny’s character: he knew how to converse, he knew how to listen, he knew how to smile, he knew how to sit anywhere (even on the floor, on the arm of a chair, or on the step of a stairway) and be the center of attention. In any gathering everyone inevitably liked him. His savoir-faire and his androgynous beauty impressed above all. It wasn’t even unusual for women to compliment him on the street. Danny had no recognized occupation. He had never lifted a single finger to earn his living. And he hadn’t even finished law school, which he started in those distant times when he was an ordinary boy with an aquiline nose and brown skin. He lived off the income of his parents, not too rich, to be sure, and he spent his life showing off his charm from gathering to gathering, party to party, in which he had become indispensable. Danny could presume to have a slew of famous friends: writers, singers, actors, one of which eventually had become his lover. However, alas, Danny was not happy. He couldn’t be, since he was unsuccessful in love. Women liked him, but men didn’t, or not the ones he liked. Somehow or other, Danny was resigned and he made do with liking himself.
 
    
 
   When Danny showed up at the café, J.J. and his friend still had not arrived. But that waiting time served the two of us to bring our friendship up to date and catch up on gossip and matters of mutual interest.
 
    
 
   Danny knew that Pedro and I had broken up, but not that he had tried to start over with me. This didn’t seem to surprise him (he knew human nature too well). What he didn’t understand was why I had fallen out of love with Pedro.
 
    
 
   “You seem somewhat changed,” he said, observing me with curiosity. “You don’t seem the same as before.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it’s true,” I admitted. “I don’t even know why I don’t love him. Anyway, it’s not my fault. He was the one who left me.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but you’re the type that doesn’t like to change. You always said you hated promiscuity.”
 
    
 
   “It’s not that I don’t love him,” I explained, I simply don’t desire him. I no longer desire him. Especially after meeting J.J. Even you will like him. You’ll see.”
 
    
 
   Danny told me finally that he was hooking up on the Internet, although he still hadn’t found anyone to his liking. He chatted, exchanged photos, and sometimes agreed to a meeting with some boy. He would arrange to meet him in a very high-traffic corner of Sol or Gran Vía, walk by him camouflaged, without being seen, and pass him over, since the boy didn’t appeal to him. He had never liked a single boy! And if by some chance he did like a boy, the boy didn’t like him, of course. No, Danny definitely had no luck in love. He couldn’t stand campy gays. His ideal type was a kind of heterosexual who would quit being one as soon as he met him. Something almost impossible. Besides, Danny couldn’t lower himself or humble himself to the point of trying to seduce somebody. Supposedly there were others who had to make the effort to seduce him or to go after him, even those straight boys that he liked so much, who ceased to interest him the moment they showed their uninhibited heterosexuality; for example, if they casually looked at a girl or if they said they had, or had had, a girlfriend ... So Danny couldn’t stand homosexuals who felt attracted to men, nor heterosexuals who were attracted to women (even when they showed themselves ready, by some morbidity or vice, to have eventual relations with other men). In theory, the perfect boy for Danny was bisexual (he himself often said so), but only when said bisexual had stopped being attracted to women, and had not also converted, in addition, to a homosexual/homosexual, but to a heterosexual/homosexual/bisexual, a species not yet discovered by anthropologists, nor, of course, by Danny.
 
    
 
   Through the window of the café, we saw J.J. coming with his friend, a shorter, darker, and plainer boy than he. J.J. was dressed like the first day and wore a baseball cap. His walk, the grace of his movement, suddenly provoked Danny’s admiration, so seldom given to admire anyone.
 
    
 
   “Wow!” he exclaimed. “That boy is a Latin lover!
 
    
 
   “Yes, but he likes women,” I warned maliciously..
 
    
 
   “But you made a pass at him, and he knows it, right? He knows you’re interested in him. I mean ... isn’t he bisexual?
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe so, but if he is bisexual, he likes women. He’s in love with a girl. He came to Spain looking for a girl. He told me a very romantic story.
 
    
 
   “Sure, sure. Keep him all for yourself, okay?”
 
    
 
   “No, honey, if you like him, he’s for you too. We can share him. You know I’d do anything for you.”
 
    
 
   “Forget it. I’m not interested.” 
 
    
 
   “He says he never gets tired of fucking, women, of course,” I insisted with a naughty grin. “He says he can fuck all day.” He must be a phenomenon. Yes, like you say, he’s a Latin lover. He leaves all the girls crazy.
 
    
 
   Danny observed him now with complete disappointment. That a young good-looking guy would desire a woman or make love to a woman, when there were men as irresistible as he, seemed to him an absurdity and an absolute waste. J.J. had just entered the café when Danny said to me, “You have nothing to fear.”
 
    
 
   “You think? But ... they look like criminals!” I whispered in his ear.
 
    
 
   “Nonsense! Just a couple of poor kids!”
 
    
 
   J.J. and his friend came over to our table. Danny got up to go. He wasn’t about to waste his precious time talking with two vulgar heterosexuals who were even showing off about it.
 
    
 
   “You’re going already?” I asked him, alarmed.
 
    
 
   “You wanted my opinion and now you’ve got it.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but ...”
 
    
 
   At that moment J.J. and his friend stopped in front of us. The four of us stood looking at one another in silence.
 
    
 
   “Danny,” I said. “A friend. He was just leaving ...”
 
    
 
   Danny greeted the two boys courteously and took off, leaving a wake of ambiguity in the atmosphere. The wake that Danny always leaves behind. Nothing stays the same as it was before where he has been.
 
    
 
   “Harrison,” said J.J., “the friend I told you about. The one who was having problems with his girlfriend.”
 
    
 
   “And are the problems resolved now?” I asked as we seated ourselves at the table.
 
    
 
   “No,” said J.J., he got her pregnant. And she doesn’t want an abortion ... She would rather get married, right, mate?”
 
    
 
   “Is she a Spanish girl?”
 
    
 
   “No. Colombian. He met her right after he got here, a couple of months ago.”
 
    
 
   Harrison nodded his head and kept quiet. He didn’t even dare look at me, I supposed out of timidity. Small, dark, plain ... Yes, just as Danny said, he looked like a poor boy, one of those poor boys with no money and no job, who arrive in a foreign and hostile country, who feel out of their natural habitat and don’t manage to adapt. J.J., on the other hand, not only adapted without the need to mimic, but had taken possession of a territory and had set up a fence around it. Bosses are always bosses and underlings are always underlings, in their own habitat or out of it.
 
    
 
   The café was overflowing with people and the waiter didn’t come over to tend to us, so we placed our order at the bar. Orange juice for them, and beer for me. Now at the table, J.J.’s phone rang. He got up without rushing and went outside to talk. There was really too much noise to talk inside. Through the window I could see him gesticulate and talk somewhat irritated, while he moved his legs nervously and kicked the air. I took advantage of the opportunity to initiate some kind of conversation with Harrison.
 
    
 
   “Have you known each other long?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “Sure,” said Harrison with less timidity than I had supposed. “We’ve always lived in the same neighborhood in Medellín. We’re childhood friends.”
 
    
 
   “Medellín?” I said with a fake smile. “But isn’t that in Colombia?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Colombia. Of course.”
 
    
 
   “You’re Colombian?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”
 
    
 
   “But if he’s Venezuelan ...”
 
    
 
   “Venezuelan? No, no. We’re both Colombian.”
 
    
 
   “I thought he was Venezuelan,” I said, somewhat surprised.
 
    
 
   “José Jefferson, Venezuelan? I don’t think he’s ever been to Venezuela! No way! He’s even more Colombian than I am!”
 
    
 
   “José Jefferson ...” I repeated, incredulous. “Medellín ...? Wasn’t that where that famous drug cartel was from? Wasn’t that the most violent city in the world? But ...” At that moment I saw that J.J. put the phone in his pocket and was entering the café. “He likes to be called J.J., doesn’t he?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” laughed Harrison. “J.J. ... But that’s in Spain! I’ve always called him José Jefferson.”
 
    
 
   “You have very curious names in Colombia,” I said as J.J. was coming toward the table. “Very American, no?”
 
    
 
   “It’s because we are American,” Harrison pointed out.
 
    
 
   “Yes, right. I meant ‘North American.’”
 
    
 
   “So J.J. ...” Harrison laughed again. But J.J. shot him a sidelong look as he sat down, and Harrison’s expression quickly became more taciturn.
 
    
 
   “He’ll call you in a little while, said J.J., lifting the juice glass to his lips.”
 
    
 
   “Me?” Harrison let out a sigh. He was almost at the point of asking “Why?” but he stopped and said only “Okay.”
 
    
 
   He picked up his glass of juice and took a little swallow. We three remained in silence without looking at one another.
 
    
 
   “About what you proposed to me the other day,” ... J.J. finally said.
 
    
 
   “Now I have a little problem ...” I interrupted him, without knowing exactly where I was going with my words.
 
    
 
   “... the answer is yes,” said J.J.
 
    
 
   “Thanks, but I ...”  I stammered. “A family member ... A family member is going to come, a cousin .... He’ll spend a few days at my place and ....”
 
    
 
   “That’s no problem for me, mate,” said J.J., guessing, undoubtedly, my fears. “You don’t have to worry about anything.”
 
    
 
   “No, no, there’s no problem. As soon as he’s gone ...” I said to justify myself.
 
    
 
   Then Harrison’s phone rang and he got up so quickly that he almost turned the chair over. 
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to worry about a thing,” J.J. repeated when Harrison went out to the street. I won’t bother you much. I’ll go when you want, whenever you get tired of me.
 
    
 
   “Well, I ... It’s not that ...” I said, getting more nervous. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of you. It’s that ... well, there’s something you have to know, before you can give me your answer. I didn’t tell you the other day, but I ...”
 
    
 
   Harrison started making very expressive gestures to J.J. with his hand and I saw that he was no longer listening to me.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” he said, getting up.
 
    
 
   He headed to the street, and, once there, he grabbed the phone from his friend. He spoke for several minutes, moving from one side to the other and kicking the air, until, unexpectedly, he stopped moving and remained stiff, looking very serious. Harrison, meanwhile, watched him in silence with the same stiffness. Just then a man passed by on the sidewalk and turned his head to look at them, perhaps surprised by something he heard. Almost immediately a red car stopped on a corner and I thought someone had gone to look for them, but it was a false impression, since neither of them took notice of the car. J.J. kept talking a while longer. Finally he returned the phone to Harrison and they both returned silently into the café.
 
    
 
   “We have to go,” said J.J. without looking at me. “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” I said, getting up.
 
    
 
   I shook hands with Harrison and then with J.J. Both their hands were very cold. I couldn’t remember ever touching such cold hands. J.J. looked at me in silence, as if he wanted to tell me something else, while Harrison was already heading for the exit.
 
    
 
   “I’ll call you later,” he said finally. “We can have dinner tomorrow if you want.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, but the next time try to come alone, okay?
 
    
 
   “Okay.”
 
    
 
   “We have to talk.”
 
    
 
   “I accept what you proposed to me,” said J.J. “You won’t have any problem with me, mate. You’ll see.”
 
    
 
    “No. They are not two poor boys,” I thought as I saw them cross the street in a hurry, dodging cars in the middle of the road. “They aren’t what you would call two poor boys.” 
 
    
 
   Pedro was waiting for me in the blue Ford Mondeo that I already knew very well, near the front door of my house. He came running toward me and stopped me in my tracks in the middle of the sidewalk. He looked very pale and he stared at me fixedly.
 
    
 
   “You’re getting to be a bore,” I said with resignation. “What’s happening now? Why won’t you leave me alone?”
 
    
 
   “I love you!” said Pedro with a tremulous voice. He looked dirty and neglected, but I felt no pity for him.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that’s what you told me the other day! But I don’t believe you. Now don’t get melodramatic. It doesn’t suit you. You never loved me. Why are you telling me this nonsense?”
 
    
 
   “I never told you until now, but I do love you,” insisted Pedro. “I didn’t realize it until now. I know that I didn’t behave too well with you. I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “This is all nonsense. You don’t love me. And anyway, as it happens, I don’t like you. And that can’t be forced, can it? You told me that yourself. I no longer desire you. So what can I do?”
 
    
 
   “You’re resentful. That’s what’s wrong with you.”
 
    
 
   “No! I’m not resentful!”
 
    
 
   “And I know you love me.”
 
    
 
   “No! I don’t love you!”
 
    
 
   “I know where you’re coming from and who you’re going out with now,” he said, grabbing me by the arm and stopping me from going through the door. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re making a mistake”
 
    
 
   “So now you’ve started spying on me!” I shouted, offended.
 
    
 
   “It’s for your own good. You don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    
 
   “That’s my problem! And you’re not going to watch me ever again! Do you hear me? I’m not going to let you!”
 
    
 
   “I’ll wait for you,” said Pedro obstinately, backing away toward his car. “I don’t mind waiting. I want you to know that.”
 
    
 
   “You’re crazy!”
 
    
 
   “Sooner or later you’ll realize your mistake.”
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah? You’re the one who’s making a mistake! I don’t love you any more! Do you hear me? And don’t come back here any more! Quit watching me or I’ll call the police!”
 
    
 
   I went in the house furious and irritated, without really knowing why. Because of Pedro, yes, but also because of J.J. (José Jefferson or John Jairo, whatever his name was). I didn’t like what I saw or what I heard. Now it turned out that he wasn’t Venezuelan, but Colombian. Why had he lied to me? And all those calls ... That boy was mixed up in some mess and the last thing I wanted was to get involved in a mess. Besides that, I had stupidly offered him my home and he had taken me at my word. There was no way to stop him now, in spite of all my evasions. At least he still didn’t know my address, I told myself with some relief. Maybe the best thing would be never to see that boy again. Not to call him, and to ignore his calls. Yes, that would be for the best.
 
    
 
   I walked around the living room and the kitchen several times, without knowing very well what do do or where to sit down. I still hadn’t had supper and I didn’t find anything to eat in the fridge, in the pantry, or anywhere. Only stale crackers and a can of sardines. But there wasn’t so much as a piece of bread!
 
    
 
   I had to talk to somebody, I needed to talk to somebody, but I didn’t know who. I thought of Danny, but no. He would be at some gathering, busy being the center of attention. And besides, Danny was so inconsequential. He knew how to listen, yes, he understood problems, sure, his opinions were sometimes quite sensible, but now was not the best moment to speak with him about my problems, and least of all on the phone.
 
    
 
   There was Pruden, of course. Pruden never failed me. But this was not a good time for him either. At this time of day he would be in the living room, watching television with his mother, and he wouldn’t be free to talk. It was better to wait until tomorrow and call him when he would be alone in his office or send him an e-mail and tell him everything in writing, as I had done other times. But I had no appetite for writing. I needed to hear another voice!
 
    
 
   I took a can of beer out of the fridge (at least there was still some beer!) and I sat down on the sofa next to the phone. I dialed Pruden’s number. I put my legs on the table, I opebed the can of beer and took a swallow. I realized then that all the lights in the house were on. Only the television was turned off. It had been ages since I turned on the television.
 
    
 
   “Hi, it’s me,” I said. “Can we talk?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah. My Mom went to bed a while ago. She wasn’t feeling very well tonight and she went to bed a little early.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “Then is it okay to talk?”?
 
    
 
   “Yeah, but I have to talk softly. Tell me.”
 
    
 
   “...”
 
    
 
   “What’s up?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve got problems,” I said. “A lot of problems.”
 
    
 
   “Problems?”
 
    
 
   “Well. It’s nothing. Nothing’s wrong.”
 
    
 
   “What problems?”
 
    
 
   I took a long swallow of my beer and leaned back on the sofa.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know ... I don’t know.”
 
    
 
   “Is it about that boy? The one you met on the bus?”
 
    
 
   “It’s nothing. Nothing’s wrong. Yeah, could be ... And Pedro, who’s getting to be a real pain in the ass.”
 
    
 
   “I think he really loves you, you know?”
 
    
 
   “You think he loves me? Has he been talking to you too? You’re not going to tell me that you’re taking his side?”
 
    
 
   “I saw him the other day. He’s a mess.”
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
    
 
   “He says that he didn’t realize before ...”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I get it. You needn’t go on. I know it by heart.”
 
    
 
   “You should give him another chance, listen to him. If you loved him so much ...”
 
    
 
   “Look. I don’t need any sermons tonight. That’s the last thing I expected from you. Sorry I bothered you! Thanks very much!” I said, slamming down the phone.
 
    
 
   I regretted my behavior immediately, but it was already late. “Now I know I’m fucked,” I thought. “Poor Pruden, what fault did he have?” I took a swallow of my beer and I blanked my eyes, staring into space.
 
    
 
   Five minutes later the phone rang.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, Pruden,” I said. “I’m very sorry. I ...”
 
    
 
   “Allô! Ramón? It’s J.J.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, no!” I exclaimed involuntarily.
 
    
 
   “I told you I’d call you. Remember?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I ...”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry about running out on you. Something came up. A work matter, but we can get together for dinner some other night. Tomorrow, if you want.”
 
    
 
   “What’s your real name?”
 
    
 
   “You call me J.J.”
 
    
 
   “No. I want to know your real name.”
 
    
 
   “It’s a long story. Call me J.J.”
 
    
 
   “Are you from Venezuela or Colombia?”
 
    
 
   “From Colombia. But ...”
 
    
 
   “And why did you lie to me?”
 
    
 
   “Listen, mate, you’ve got nothing to fear from me. Is that what’s worrying you? I only want to work in this country. I haven’t come here to look for trouble.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed, agreed,” I said, calming myself. “But what I don’t understand is why ...”
 
    
 
   “You offered me your home, didn’t you? Why are you changing your mind now?”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t changed my mind. But you don’t know me either. I ... I’m gay, get it? And if you live with me ...”
 
    
 
   “So you’re gay! I knew that already! I’ve known lots of gays in my country. I’ve even lived with a gay guy.”
 
    
 
   “You lived with a gay guy?
 
    
 
   “Yes. But it was a long time ago. I was practically a child.”
 
    
 
   “But you told me that ... Okay, you didn’t want to be a hustler. They offered you a job as a hustler or something like that and ...”
 
    
 
   “Of course I don’t want to be a hustler! I do things for pleasure or I don’t do them. What I don’t want to do is put a price on my body. Get it?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes. I understand. So you lived with a gay guy,” I said with a sigh. “Do you mean that you’re ... bisexual?”
 
    
 
   “I prefer women, but a man doesn’t bother me either, if he knows how to do it.”
 
    
 
   “Would you get it on with me, if you move in here?”
 
    
 
   “What do you think?”
 
    
 
   “Please!” I exclaimed breathlessly.
 
    
 
   “You want me to come over there now? We could fuck till daylight. I never get tired of fucking!”
 
    
 
   “Stop, stop, please!”
 
    
 
   “I realized right away that you liked me, you know?” he said, with the sweetest accent.
 
    
 
   “I’m crazy about you! Did you notice that?”
 
    
 
   “A little.”
 
    
 
   “We’ll meet tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   “Of course. Whenever you want.”
 
    
 
   “Tomorrow, same place as today.”
 
    
 
   “At the same time?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but come alone. We have to talk.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, mate. See you tomorrow.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER IV
 
    
 
   December twenty-second. Thursday. The twenty-fourth is Saturday. Everybody is in the midst of Christmas shopping. Cards, phone calls. Some people have reserved hotel rooms in the Canary Islands, Benidorm, or even the Caribbean. Gifts for a drawing at the office. The idiotic custom of giving and receiving gifts every year. At least there aren’t many of us in our department, some seven or eight, and we know one another perfectly. We know one another’s tastes. Each one knows what makes the others tick. We aren’t very sympathetic with one another, but our corporate solidarity works. Everybody has already bought a gift and has hung it on a branch of the tree or left it on the floor, if it’s a large package. Tomorrow, Friday, each one will pick a gift. They’re like children.  Many of them show curiosity and impatience. Why do I hate these holidays? Yes, of course, there is nothing like a Christmas spirit here. No, nothing Christmassy. But, even so, I have my illusions. Come on! Let’s get a move on! All this has to be clean for when J.J. arrives. I have to run the washing machine, dust, wash that pile of glasses and dishes. Everything has to be immaculate and perfect for when J.J. arrives. Where will he sit? What lighting has the best effect? No, not like that. From here it looks a little frayed and worn out. I’m already tired of that sofa. Pedro always stretched out on that sofa and ... More intimate like that. No. Me here and him over there. I’m tired of the sofa. But I still have to go to the supermarket! Woman’s work is never done! A ton of goodies. Alcohol. Especially alcohol. But also something to eat. There’s nothing here to ... French cheeses, paté, jamón serrano, fruit, yogurt, smoked salmon ... Yes! And tuna roe! And marzipan! And nougat!
 
    
 
   Ah, he’s here. At last. I’ve been waiting here half an hour. But he looks a little serious. Fuck, so he lived with a gay man! Something’s happening. Or not? I don’t know what, but ... That smile seems a little forced to me. I’m already starting to know him. I have a great nose for these things and he’s not fooling me. The cap. How that cap suits him. No, please, don’t take it off! And how he moves his legs. No doubt he’s getting an itch. Pure sensuality. A bump there and it would start ... it would tear him up ... There, he would rip his pants and … Bastard. Ah, how I’d like to run my mouth and my tongue there.
 
    
 
   “Hello.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, look. There’s the waiter. What do you want to drink?”
 
    
 
   “No. Let’s go. I want to introduce you to some friends.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “They’re out there in the car.”
 
    
 
   “But ...”
 
    
 
   “We’ve been waiting for a while.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve been waiting for a while too.” But we had agreed that today you would come alone, didn’t we? “Why don’t they come here?”
 
    
 
   “No. They don’t want to come. You come and I’ll introduce you.”
 
    
 
   “Hold on. I have to pay for this.”
 
    
 
   I’m not going out to the street. I’ve made up my mind. I’m staying here. Much safer. For now I have a few minutes. I’ll see how to resolve this. I hope the waiter takes a long time to arrive, as usual. But no, no way! He’s already here! And he doesn’t even have to bring me change. Shit! That’s the way things happen. I know. Fucking fate. I’ll get up, of course. We’ll go wherever he says. We’ll go out to the street and ... But no. No, I don’t want to go. Let them come here. Or better yet, so they don’t come! Let them get lost! I don’t want to meet them. Why do I have to meet people who don’t interest me? We agree that you’re to come alone and once again you show up with somebody. What is this? Why are you teasing me? Aren’t you and I going to have dinner alone?
 
    
 
   “It’s that white car over there, the one on the corner.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, yeah.”
 
    
 
   I have to be aware of all the details just in case ... It looks like a nice car. Mafiosos always have nice cars. But there are two women inside! Yeah, and one man. Between twenty-five and thirty. All three are Colombian, they look Colombian. Dark, small. But the guy is strong. Small but strong. I’m sure he goes to a gym. And there’s nothing ugly about him.
 
    
 
   “Fermina, Marcela, Benito,” says J.J.
 
    
 
   Several dark hands poke through the window and I grasp them clumsily.
 
    
 
   “Get in,” says J.J., opening the passenger door. 
 
    
 
   “Get in,” insists the guy behind the wheel with an unctuous smile.
 
    
 
   “For what?” I ask, suspicious.
 
    
 
   “We’re going to get something to drink,” says the guy behind the wheel.
 
    
 
   “Where?”
 
    
 
   “Somewhere. Get in.”
 
    
 
   “No!”
 
    
 
   The forcefulness of my refusal leaves all of them surprised and paralyzed. Nobody dares to speak for several seconds.
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you all get out and we’ll have something to drink here?” I counter. “This bar is very nice. You can even get something to eat, if you feel like it.”
 
    
 
   “Okay. Let’s get out, then,” says Benito. “One place is just like another, isn’t it?”
 
    
 
   I sigh with relief. The two women get out of the car laughing and whispering. Once on the sidewalk, heading towards the bar, I notice that they look me over up and down. They like me as much as they like any man. But what are these two whores doing here? They’re the ones that these guys are fucking. Or not. They’re not whores. Maybe they’re nymphomaniacs.
 
    
 
   “But there’s no music here, mate,” says Benito as soon as he walks in the bar.
 
    
 
   “I warned you,” J.J. apologizes.
 
    
 
   “You mean you wanted a bar with music? I ask with false naivety.
 
    
 
   “Of course! Some merengue or salsa! The girls are crazy about dancing!” says Benito.
 
    
 
   “And why didn’t you say so? I’m afraid that here there is only piped-in music. In fact, you can’t hear anything with so much noise. If you want to go ...”
 
    
 
   “No, no. It doesn’t matter. It’s fine.”
 
    
 
   The bar which we entered is one of those cafés that try to imitate English pubs, although without a fireplace or a carpet, nor, naturally, the musty decor of an ancient Yorkshire mansion. It has, to be sure, large windows of smoked glass and it’s full of a mixed and noisy clientele who, instead of beer, drinks Cuba libres or gin and tonic. Why would J.J. come to this place? Why this one and not the one that I suggested? Oh, of course, because of the windows. It has smoked glass windows and from here you can see the outside without being seen. That could be it. Next to the entrance. Of course. All five of us fit. What is it? An aspidistra. Yes, like the one my mother has. They have polished the leaves. J.J., on my left and Benito on my right. Fine. Marcela, the youngest and prettiest, opposite me, next to J.J. But why are you looking at me? Look at him. You’re his sweetheart, aren’t you? Fermina is older than I thought at first. Forty or more, although she could pass for thirty-five. She’s the one who’s fucking Benito. Okay, look at him. Not at me. Fuck! Why? And Benito! All of them are looking at me at this moment! All except J.J., who only has eyes for the lovely Marcela.
 
    
 
   “They’re all my family in Spain,” says J.J., as he takes off his cap and puts it on the table.
 
    
 
   Oh, well, I didn’t know you had family in Spain! You didn’t tell me that.
 
    
 
   “We live in Leganés,” adds Benito. “We came to Madrid to do some shopping ...”
 
    
 
   “Benito is my first cousin and Marcela, my second cousin,” continues J.J. “Fermina is from the same neighborhood where I was born in Medellín and we know each other from there, right, Fermina?” he says, without looking at her, while he hugs Marcela affectionately.
 
    
 
   “That’s right,” says Benito.
 
    
 
   Geez, here’s the waiter. He’s in no hurry now. No, sir. No hurry.
 
    
 
   “And how is it going for you in Spain? Have you had much trouble finding work? Have you got residence permits and all that? Have you made many Spanish friends?
 
    
 
   “No, we’ve hardly made any Spanish friends,” says Marcela, undoubtedly the most expressive of the four. “People don’t trust Colombians. Papers ...? No. Only Benito has a residence permit.
 
    
 
   “That’s right,” he says. “They gave it to me after I was holed up in a church. We were on a hunger strike for several days. They talked about it in the newspapers.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, yeah. I think I read something about that.”
 
    
 
   Marcela and Fermina weren’t there. They’ve got no papers or work. Benito works in a mechanics shop. He’s single. He gets a good salary and he just bought himself a car. Fermina and Marcela worked as domestics and taking care of old people, but now they’re out of work. All the same, they smile confidently. Everything will work out. Life is not easy. They already know that. Nobody promised them a rose garden.
 
    
 
   “If you hear of anything ...” Fermina says to me, taking a sultry drag on her cigarette, “We’d be very grateful if you tell us about it.”
 
    
 
   “At the moment I don’t know of anything, but if I hear of something ...”
 
    
 
   But now it turns out that somebody told Fermina about a job and she didn’t go. That was several days ago. Why didn’t she go?
 
    
 
   “It was too far,” protests Fermina, “and when I realized it, I would have got there late. I’ll go tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   Finally the waiter brings our orders and leaves them on the table. Benito doesn’t let me pay and I have to keep my money. Liquor for Marcela and Fermina. For the men, beer.
 
    
 
   “Do you guys know what happened to me and a girl friend as soon as we got to Spain?” Marcela says, after taking a swallow of her drink. “My God, I thought I would die laughing! We had just got off the plane, very early, around six-thirty in the morning or something like that, and we were so tired that the first thing we did was to go to the coffee shop in the airport to get some coffee. “Two double reds, please,” I said to the waiter. “Two reds?” he asked me, surprised. “Yes,” I said. “Double. Two double reds.” “Of course,” said the waiter. “No problem.” He put down two flute glasses on the counter, took a bottle of wine from the shelf, pulled out the cork and proceeded to fill the glasses to the top. We looked at him horrified, not daring to say anything. In Colombia only coffee is called red. But you guys, in Spain, call wine red. And we didn’t know it! What sort of women would there be that would drink wine in the morning!, the waiter must have thought. We didn’t want to start trouble the minute we got to Spain, so we took the glasses with resignation and, between laughing and choking, my friend and I drank the last drop of wine. Since we weren’t used to drinking so early, we left the airport half drunk. Both of us were laughing our heads off. And I still laugh whenever I think about it.
 
    
 
   Marcela and Fermina ask me questions of a personal nature. They want to know things about my life. I believe they suspect something or that they’re interested in me in some way that’s not quite clear. Benito also looks at me and smiles. He’s touched my leg a couple of times and I think it wasn’t by accident. He’s not good-looking, but he has something. He has .... J.J. is ignoring me. Fine, then I’ll fool around with him to make him jealous.
 
    
 
   It was after eleven when we left the café and headed for the white car that he had parked on the corner. Marcela, Fermina, and J.J. managed to fit in the back seat, J.J. between the two girls, with his left arm over Marcela’s shoulder. I occupied the shotgun seat next to Benito, who seemed very proud to be taking us in his car.
 
    
 
   “It’s time to go back,” he said. “If you want me to take you somewhere ....”
 
    
 
   J.J. remained silent. It was obvious that he no longer had the slightest intention of having dinner with me, as we had planned.
 
    
 
   “Well, if you don’t mind, you could drop me off at my house,” I said, a trifle out of sorts. “Keep going straight and I’ll tell you where.” At least I have food at home, I thought. “Nice car,” I added, roling around in my seat, “and very comfortable.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” agreed Benito, while he was picking a CD. “It’s not bad.”
 
    
 
   At that moment one of those syrupy melodies started to play that the Latins like so much, interpreted by a singer unknown in Spain, but presumably famous in Colombia. Little by little they all joined in an improvised chorus and sang with a certain solemnity, as if it were a patriotic hymn or a popular romance.
 
    
 
   “I’ve been driving cars since I was fourteen or fifteen years old in my country,” said Benito, shouting to make himself heard in the midst of the voices, when we stopped for a traffic signal, “but this is the first time I’ve driven a new car, and besides that, one of my own. In Medellín I worked as a taxi driver.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, did you?” I said. “I don’t have a car,” I said. “I quit driving after I was involved in a minor accident.”
 
    
 
   “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing serious, but since then ...” I said. The voices in the back seat keep us from hearing almost everything that the other was saying, and I’ll wait until a verse is ended. “That seems strange to you, doesn’t it?”
 
    
 
   “No, no, not at all,” said Benito with deference. Then he joined with the other voices and sang part of the refrain, giving me a sidelong glace and a smile. “Sometime if you want ... you know ... if you want to take a trip somewhere ... I’d be pleased to drive you. Any weekend, Whenever you like.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you very much,” I said. “I’ll keep that in mind. You’re very kind.”
 
    
 
   Once again the voice of Benito joined the other voices and all together they kept singing until they reached the final apotheosis, all a monument to cheap sentiment and vulgarity, I thought, unscrupulously. Through the rear-view mirror I noticed the efforts of Fermina to hold back her tears. Even J.J. seemed moved.
 
    
 
   Oh, those Latins!, I thought. They’re so sentimental! And why am I not moved?
 
    
 
   “Here. Let us out here,” shouted J.J. suddenly. “Ramón lives on that street back there.”
 
    
 
   “But I ...” I objected, surprised, since what he said wasn’t true. Nevertheless, something inside me told me it was better to keep quiet.
 
    
 
   “I can take you to the door,” said Benito thoughtfully.
 
    
 
   “No, it’s not necessary,” replied J.J. “It’s right here and it’s not worth the trouble.”
 
    
 
   “All right. As you wish, mate.”
 
    
 
   The white car stopped on a corner and J.J. jumped to the sidewalk with a sport bag in his hand.
 
    
 
   “I hope we meet again soon,” I said, shaking Benito’s hand.
 
    
 
   “Okay. Get him to give you my phone number.”
 
    
 
   Now outside the car, I took leave of the two women with a kiss to each through the window. In a short time, we had warmed to one another and we smiled with sad eyes.
 
    
 
   “I hope you get lucky and find a good job soon,” I said.
 
    
 
   I didn’t have time to hear what they responded, because J.J. grabbed my arm and pulled me away from them with a jerk.
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   CHAPTER V
 
    
 
   “But what’s wrong with you?” I said, pulling away from his hand and looking at him with indignation when we turned the corner. “I don’t need you to push me, and besides, I don’t live here. What the hell is going on? Where are you taking me?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll explain it to you later! Come on! Don’t stop!”
 
    
 
   “But why are you running?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t stop! Move, move!”
 
    
 
   “We had a date for dinner, just you and me, and you show up with somebody ...” I said, almost breathless, while a group of people who had gathered at a movie theater made room for us to get by. The rest of the sidewalk seemed clear.
 
    
 
   “They’re my family. I thought you liked them.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, so they’re your family! Then why are you running away? Why are you lying to them and telling them I live here? And now, where are we going? What ... what’s going on?”
 
    
 
   “Quit talking and run! Turn there, to the right! Somebody’s following us! Haven’t you realized that yet?”
 
    
 
   “How could somebody be following us?”
 
    
 
   “I lied to protect them. They’re not to blame for anything.”
 
    
 
   “And I’m not to blame for anything either! Why are you putting me in this mess?”
 
    
 
   J.J. stopped in front of a gate and said: “Let’s go! In here! Hide!”
 
    
 
   “It’s not open,” I said weakly, seeing how he went on farther. “Oh, wait!”
 
    
 
   “Hide somewhere! Keep away from me!”
 
    
 
   “But what are you going to do? Oh!, why don’t we go in there?” I shouted, pointing to a lighted sign a little farther down.
 
    
 
   We took a quick glance around us and didn’t see anybody or any suspicious car. J.J. nodded with his head. 
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” he said.
 
    
 
   It was a sort of Basque inn or restaurant with a lot of smoke, a lot of people, a lot of noise and the good smell of home cooking. An older waiter, somewhat unkempt, led us to the free table located in a corner, under a branch of garlic and a huge squash that threatened to fall right on my head.
 
    
 
   “Just the place I wanted to bring you,” I said with a sardonic smile. “We had a date for dinner, didn’t we? Come on! Don’t say you aren’t glad! We’ve escaped from danger! Or do you think somebody is still coming to attack us?”
 
    
 
   J.J. shot me a cold look, let out a sigh of dismay and said nothing.
 
    
 
   “Come on, come on! Don’t worry! I continued, very sure of myself. “I know who followed us.”
 
    
 
   “How? What do you know?”
 
    
 
   “My ex-boyfriend, silly. He’s the one who followed us.”
 
    
 
   “Your ex-boyfriend?”
 
    
 
   “Sure, man. The one I told you about. He’s jealous. He left me. He dumped me for another guy, but it didn’t work out and now he wants to come back. He thinks I should be available whenever he wants. He doesn’t know that I too ...”
 
    
 
   “Fuck!”
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
    
 
   “That’s not who it is!”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean, that’s not who it is?”
 
    
 
   “No, fuck! Don’t you get it? He’s not the one who followed us!”
 
    
 
   “Well, all right. You can tell me about it later. For now, let’s eat. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving to death. Have you checked out the menu? What would you like to have? Oh, J.J., that cap suits you so well ...! But, I don’t know ... You realize that we’re in a restaurant ...”
 
    
 
   “I’m not hungry,” said J.J., taking off the cap with a surly attitude. “I don’t feel like eating anything.”
 
    
 
   “But we have to order something.”
 
    
 
   “Order something for yourself. You’re hungry, aren’t you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I don’t want to eat alone. I don’t like to eat alone. And now I’m not so sure that I’m hungry. I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know why we got out of the car like that. You say you want to protect your family, that somebody’s following us! I thought it was Pedro, but if it’s not him, who is it then, and why ...?”
 
    
 
   “All right. Order something to eat. Something for two.”
 
    
 
   “Of course. I’ll order it, but I still don’t know anything. The food is not going to resolve my doubts.”
 
    
 
   “This is neither the time nor the place ...”
 
    
 
   “All right,” I said, making a sign to the waiter to take care of our table.”
 
    
 
   “We’ll talk later at your house,” J.J. concluded with a mellow look. And it was as if he had said: “We’ll make love later at your house.”
 
                 
 
   The dinner was boring and frugal. Very different from what I had imagined. We didn’t have dessert, tea, or coffee, and, after I paid the bill, I asked the waiter to get us a taxi. This took ten minutes, and, in spite of our fears of being seen by the supposed pursuer, it’s certain that we didn’t see anything strange in the doorway of the restaurant when we got into the taxi, nor around my house when we got out of it.
 
    
 
   “You see?” I said to J.J., after opening the door and entering the living room. “Nobody followed us. Maybe it had been my ex-boyfriend, but after I got mad at him for stalking me the other day, he would have kept out of sight once he saw that we were aware of his presence. No doubt that’s who it was.”
 
    
 
   J.J. glanced around the inside of the house with little interest, then he dropped his bag on the floor, took off the cap, and sat down in an armchair. It was then that I truly realized how worried he was and I reached out my hand to his head to stroke his hair.
 
    
 
   “Leave me alone!” he said brusquely. “Don’t touch me!”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “I need to think,” said J.J. “I have to think. I have to make a decision about something tonight.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry.” I insisted, confused and snubbed. “I only wanted ...”
 
    
 
   “I’ve got a very serious problem, mate, and this is no time to ...”
 
    
 
   “I get it. I get it,” I said, flopping onto a chair.
 
    
 
   “No! You don’t get anything! You’re making a joke out of it! You Spanish are all ...!
 
    
 
   “Well, tell me then, what’s going on with you,” I said, furious. “Haven’t I been trying to find out what it is the whole time? But if you don’t tell me anything ...”
 
    
 
   “Somebody wants to kill me. Somebody’s looking for me to kill me. That’s what’s happening! Now do you get it?” said J.J., pressing on both temples with his fingers, as if he were trying to cure a headache.
 
    
 
   A chill ran through my body. I wanted to say something, but I was incapable of speech. I got up from the chair and sat on the sofa, next to him. I had never seen him as beautiful as when he lifted his face, looked into my eyes and said: “I have to kill somebody. I was supposed to do it several days ago. If I don’t kill this guy, somebody else will kill him and then he’ll kill me too. Get it, mate? Now do you get it? I’m a hitman, a fucking hitman, a killer for hire. I’ve got a deal to carry out, and if I don’t kill, they kill me.
 
    
 
   It was almost as cold in the house as it was outside. So I put on the heat and we waited for the temperature to go up so we could take off our jackets. I made coffee, I took it to the table in the living room, and, after drinking the first cup, we both started to chat in a more relaxed mode.
 
    
 
   “But that story about the soldier ... You told me that ...”
 
    
 
   “No. I was never a soldier. I’m not a soldier’s son. I’m a street kid. I grew up in the street. My life has always been in the street. I don’t even know who my parents were.”
 
    
 
   “But in that case, how much was true in that story you told me and why did you tell it to me?”
 
    
 
   “Not much of it was true. I told you what you wanted to hear, mate. You seemed so naive! I realized that I could tell you anything. Actually I told you a story that I was told. The story of some guy I knew.”
 
    
 
   “How was his life like yours?”
 
    
 
   “Not at all. But he came like I did to Spain, after a woman. They killed this guy here, in Madrid.”
 
    
 
   “In Madrid? And another Colombian killed him, I suppose.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Another Colombian. I know him. Or I should say that I knew him. Now that they killed him too.”
 
    
 
   “My God! And that story about Dora? Was there any truth to that story?”
 
    
 
   “Everything I told you about Dora is true. I came to Sapin for her. I came here for love, but she left me and now she’s a hooker in Majorca. She’s not married, like I told you, like I thought myself. She’s a whore. She works as a whore. A guy took her away or he cheated on her. I don’t know ... I’m not really sure what happened. Her sister won’t tell me the whole truth either. That’s why I have to go and see her. I want to see her as soon as I can. I need to talk to her, even if it’s the last thing I do in my life. I don’t want to die without seeing her again. You get it, mate? I need to see her!
 
    
 
   “Yes! I get it! I get you!” I said, moved, putting my hand briefly on his shoulder. “I understand you very well. Believe me. And you’re right: It’s not a romantic story. Not at all. It’s a sad story. Very sad.”
 
    
 
   We kept on drinking our coffee in silence. A little later, I put my cup on the table, looked distractedly at the television, which was turned off, and said: “I can’t believe that you’re really a murderer for hire.”
 
    
 
   I served two glasses of Four Roses neat. J.J.’s with a little water. Mine, straight up. J.J. took a small swallow from his glass, tasted it, and took another swallow.
 
    
 
   “The hell with my liver!” he said.
 
    
 
   I sat opposite him, with my glass in my hand. 
 
    
 
   “You were a street kid, but then ... what about that boy in the car and the other girl ...? They’re your family, aren’t they? I thought street kids didn’t have families.”
 
    
 
    J.J. looked at me several seconds with expressionless eyes. He sighed. I supposed that this was not a pleasant topic for him.
 
    
 
   “I guess I said something stupid. I’m sorry,” I apologized to him. “Don’t talk about it if you don’t feel like it.”
 
    
 
   “My folks died when I was very small,” J.J. said finally, with his sight firmly fixed on his glass. “They killed my dad one day by mistake when he was coming home from work. They mistook him for someone else. And my mom died shortly afterwards in a mudslide. There was a flood or something like that. I only know what they told me. I was three or four years old and I don’t remember them. Maybe my mom a little. My granny took me and I was with her till she died of cancer. As far as I was concerned, my granny was my real mom. She died when I was eleven. I’ve got uncles and aunts, of course, like everybody. I’ve got cousins ... But I don’t know all of them and most of the ones I know, I don’t have anything to do with them either. Why should I? In my cousins’ homes there were a lot of people and I was in the way, I knew I was in the way, that they didn’t need me. They said so themselves. So I started to wander. I started to find my own life. I hung out in the street. I found my life in the street ...”
 
    
 
   Until he met an older homosexual, who took him in and gave him a place to stay for almost three years in his own home. Not only did he feed him and take care of him, he also educated him, taught him to speak, to think, to know how to behave. He passed him off as the orphan son of a poor cousin and treated him as such. In three years he learned a lot from him. J.J. even felt affection for him. He had already become accustomed to that comfortable and agreeable life when suddenly he found himself back on the street.
 
    
 
   “They killed him too?”
 
    
 
   “No. He’s still alive, the old bastard.”
 
    
 
   “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “He got tired of me and threw me out. That’s what happened. He liked little boys and I got bigger ... He found an excuse. He said I stole money to buy myself a motorcycle. But I didn’t steal it. I borrowed the motorcycle. A friend left it with me for a week in exchange for a favor I did for him. I’ve alway liked motorcycles, you know, mate? I’m crazy about speed. See this scar? See it?” He pulled up his sweater and showed me a straight whitish line, that descended from his abdomen to the top of his pants. “And you see this other scar? It was a perforation. This is where a piece of iron went in and perforated my intestine. Another piece of iron got me in the leg. They had to open me up to sew my intestine back together. It was a miracle that I was saved. It happened last summer in Madrid. It was five o’clock in the morning. I was going at top speed. I came off the M-30, turned too quickly to take a bridge and I crashed into the guardrail. It threw me unconscious on the ground, and I woke up several hours later in a hospital. My body was full of tubes and wires. They asked me my name, but I didn’t know. I didn’t have any papers on me and nobody could find out who I was. I like motorcycles, you know, mate?, and I know that, if I get another chance, I’ll go again. But that motorcycle a friend lent me. I didn’t buy it. Somebody else stole the money. Sometimes he brought little kids into the house. He even wanted me to get them from the street. Or maybe nobody stole anything. I got big and he was starting to cast me aside. He invented an excuse to kick me out into the street, the old hypocrite, the old bastard.”
 
    
 
   Later there came a brief period of delinquency and street gangs. A hard period of survival, hunger, and misery. Until he met Dora and she helped him, she restored his conscience, she made him feel human again. No, he wasn’t the one who helped her. It was the other way around. She helped him. He didn’t like to lie, but ... The story of the other guy was similar. He had also come to Spain in search of a woman. There were many similar cases. His was not a special situation. Almost all girls dumped their boyfriends as soon as they got to Spain. A woman wants position, financial stability, and she knows she wont get it from an undocumented boyfriend. In order to get a residence permit or nationality she has to marry a Spaniard. And Dora was ambitious. She knew very well what she wanted. In spite of everything, he was sure that she still loved him. In Colombia she had often helped him behind her mother’s back, she had even found him a place to stay, when he didn’t have a place to sleep, like one time in the home of a widow who lived nearby, with whom, certainly, he slept the first night ... At first he didn’t love Dora. They slept together and he let her fall in love with him. Very curious. Love came later, almost unnoticed, after a quarrel and several days of not speaking. Love took him by surprise. It left him blind and stunned. He had never imagined that was what love felt like. Something so terrible and so marvelous. Something so sweet and at the same time so painful. It was the firt time he had fallen in love and he never wanted to fall in love again. For him love had only one name: Dora. No other woman had been capable of awaking in him a similar passion. He was sure that she still loved him. Something had happened to make her disappear like that, suddenly, leaving no trace, to not want to see him again. A guy had taken her away. He was holding her by force, surely, a guy who was making her work as a prostitute.
 
    
 
   “Your life has been very hard,” I said. “I see that now. But why do they want to kill you? And why do you have to kill somebody? How did you manage to get to Spain? Are you mixed up in some drug cartel or the Mafia?”
 
    
 
   J.J. took a swig from his glass and remained silent for several seconds, without looking at me.
 
    
 
   “Too many questions, mate,” he said finally.
 
    
 
   “Okay. Forget it. And that scar you’ve got on your forehead? How’d you get that? You can tell me about that, can’t you?”
 
    
 
   “Which scar? I don’t have just one. I have several.” 
 
    
 
   “You sure do!” I exclaimed, inspecting his forehead, in which I detected several pinkish marks along the hair line. “What happened?” 
 
    
 
   “You’re not going to believe it!” he said, smiling. “A friend of mine used to split glasses on his head with one blow. He was very good at it, like those Chinese guys who split bricks with their hands and don’t even get hurt. So I wanted to try it one day and I smashed a glass on my head. I broke the glass, yeah, but I almost broke my head too.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck! How could you do that? And you stabbed yourself with the glass!” I said, kissing him on the forehead. “Are you crazy or what?”
 
    
 
   “That’s the kind of stuff that street kids do.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER VI
 
    
 
   It had been a good while since we turned off the lights in the living room, and J.J. was trying to get a peek from the windows, hidden behind the drapes, at the movements in the street.
 
    
 
   “I would really like to believe that it was your friend who followed us,” he said. “I wish it had been, but I’m sure that it wasn’t. What kind of car does your friend drive? What color?”
 
    
 
   “Who knows,” I said, trying to stifle a yawn. “His is blue, but he could have taken his sister’s, which is red, or his father’s, which is gray. He knows I would recognize his blue Ford Mondeo right away azul, and that ...”
 
    
 
   “I’m not about to sleep tonight. Sleep if you want to, mate,” said J.J., sitting next to me on the sofa. “It’s almost four o’clock in the morning. Go on, sleep. Sleep right here, on the sofa, if you want.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said with my eyes closed, lying back and putting out a hand toward him. “But stay close, please. Very close.”
 
    
 
   “I have to figure out what I’m going to do tomorrow,” he said, mostly to himself.
 
    
 
   “J.J.,” I whispered, taking one of his hands, “you haven’t killed anybody, have you?” I began to stroke his hand. It was his right hand, the same hand with which he would have to grab the pistol and shoot, I thought. There was his index finger, The same finger with which he would pull the trigger. “A person like you, capable of so much love, couldn’t kill anybody. I know, J.J., that you’re good.”
 
    
 
   “Sometimes you can kill just for the hell of it,” said J.J., with a sigh. “A friend of mine was killed because ...”
 
    
 
   “Another dead friend of yours? How many people have you seen die, J.J.?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve seen a lot of people die. People right by my side taken out with one shot when they least expected it. Human life in Colombia ain’t worth shit.”
 
    
 
   “What happened to your friend? Why did they kill him? Is this a sad story or a romantic one?”
 
    
 
   “Neither sad nor romantic. It’s an everyday story, like so many others. It was all so fast, like it always is. As soon as you realize that they’re going to kill you, you’re already dead. At least you don’t suffer ... And they’re going to kill this guy no matter what, get it? If I don’t kill him, somebody else will. It’s decided. There’s no way out. Not with them. And it’s decided about me too. They paid my passage. I didn’t have the money to get here. They arranged everything, get it? But with a condition ... Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think so.”
 
    
 
   “In order to see her, in order to come to Spain, I accepted any condition, and now they’re demanding that I keep my part of the bargain. Even if I wanted to, I can’t do anything now. It’s ironic, isn’t it? I’m out of it. Now I’m on the other side. Sooner or later, they’ll be coming for me too. If not today, then tomorrow. I know it. That’s why I’m waiting for them. I promise you that if they kill me, I won’t be the only one killed.”
 
    
 
   “You’re not going to die, J.J.” I said, linking my fingers with his. “You’re strong and brave. You have to live to do great things. You’re not like the others. You belong to the class of bosses ...”
 
    
 
   “Bah! I’m like any other guy. You’re drunk and you don’t know what you’re saying. You like me. That’s all. You’re wanting to suck my dick and that’s why you see me the way you do. However, the brave and the strong often die, and the weak, the stupid, and the cowards survive. That’s the way the world is and you know it. The best ones always die in wars. And it’s the same in life. Go ahead, sleep, sleep ... I’ll stay here. I need to think.”
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t want to sleep,” I said, falling back at last on the sofa, but still without letting go of his hand. “Why do they want you to kill this man? What is it that he’s done?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. Fuck if I know!”
 
    
 
   “Is he Spanish or Colombian?”
 
    
 
   “Colombian, I think.”
 
    
 
   “Then you don’t know him?”
 
    
 
   “Not personally. But I’ve got a picture of him and I know where he lives. Well, I saw him one day from a distance. I know him well enough so I won’t confuse him with somebody else.”
 
    
 
   “You have his picture? Please, let me see it!”
 
    
 
   “No! That’s enough! I don’t want to talk about this any more!”
 
    
 
   “How can you kill somebody like that, for no reason? I don’t understand.”
 
    
 
   “If I don’t kill him, somebody else will. I already told you that. And they’ll kill me too! So we’ll be two dead people. But if I kill him, there’ll only be one dead person. And you don’t want me to die, do you?”
 
    
 
   “No, but I don’t want you to kill either.”
 
    
 
   “Leave me alone!” said J.J., pulling away from my hand and getting up suddenly from the sofa. He started pacing around the living room. I could hardly see the form of his body moving from one side to the other. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me! I must be crazy to talk to you about all these things! You already know too much and that’s dangerous. Do you even know me? Do you have any idea what I’m capable of? No! You only know that you like me! And because you’re gay and you like me you feel very safe with me, don’t you?”
 
    
 
   “There exists what we call the human factor. And you’re human. That’s enough for me.”
 
    
 
   “Bullshit! When people kill, where’s the human factor? Who has pity for anybody?”
 
    
 
   “A lot of people have pity on others,” I said, standing up. “There are murderers for hire, of course, people who do bad things for money, but there are also people who help to save lives and take nothing in return, only out of the desire to do good. Have you ever heard the term NGO? It’s an organization to help people. That man can save his life if you warn him of the danger that he’s in.” All of a sudden I was fascinated with my own idea and I moved closer to him. “Instead of killing him, you could help him get away! And you could get away afterwards to anywhere you wanted! So instead of one or two dead people, there wouldn’t be any! Wouldn’t that be marvelous?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, marvelous! You don’t know what you’re saying! Do you think this is a game? Sooner or later they would kill both of us! These people don’t forgive. They never forgive! Are you crazy? Warn him of the danger! Who knows what this guy has done, what people he’s probably killed? Things are not that simple. My God!” he exclaimed, holding his head with both hands. “How could I have been so stupid? How could I have talked about these things with ...?”
 
    
 
   “Hey, hey! Don’t be sorry you met me! Thank your lucky stars! Right now I’m the voice of your conscience. What’s happening is that you’re refusing to listen to the voice of your conscience. And I’m you’re only possibility. Besides, let’s not get things mixed up, you know what I mean? What does all this have to do with my being gay? You spent three years sleeping with an old pederast and you’re still prejudiced? You’re fuckin’ me!
 
    
 
   “No, you’re fuckin’ me! Besides, that’s what you want, for me to fuck you!”
 
    
 
   We both stayed suddenly quiet, one facing the other, contemplating in darkness the brightness of each other’s eyes (I detected a slight sickly look in his), hearing troubled breathing of our chests and even feeling the accelerated beating of our hearts. Then I suddenly realized that we were complete strangers, that we were alone in my house and that he had a gun in that bag. He kept watching me, merciless, in the midst of the darkness, and I said to myself: What am I doing? What is all this? What kind of mess have I gotten into? 
 
    
 
   Famous for her beauty. The Indian. Now I understand. He’s talking to me about a woman. The Indian? I suppose there must be many Indian women there. It’s like calling a woman from Africa the Negress.
 
    
 
   “Yes, the Indian. No, not all women are Indian. Where I’m talking about many are white. Or mixed race. But the Indian was pure Indian. She lived at the end of the neighborhood, there at the edge, almost in the country, in a hut of bad death. She was married to a hobo, a strange guy and  solitary. They met in the mountains, where she lived with her family, raising goats.”
 
    
 
   “¿Goats or vicunas?”
 
    
 
   “No, goats. There were goats there too. One day the hobo went down to town with her and started working in a bakery. I already told you he was a strange and solitary guy. He almost never spoke to anybody. He went here and there always alone and people said he was a sorcerer. Freddy was my friend, a good guy, Freddy.”
 
    
 
   “But was Freddy the hobo?”
 
    
 
   “No, the hobo was somebody else. I don’t know what the hobo’s name was. You’re not listening. You don’t get what I’m telling you. It’s better if you go to sleep. Forget it.”
 
    
 
   “No, no, please, tell me. It’s just that sometimes I don’t understand you. It might be because of your accent or the way you talk. I’m sorry. Come closer.”
 
    
 
   “No. I’m good here.”
 
    
 
   “Come closer so I can hear you better.”
 
    
 
   “Let me go. Forget about my hand. It’s okay.”
 
    
 
   “What happened to Freddy?”
 
    
 
   “Freddy was very happy. A real joker, as you might say. He was twenty-five years old. Yes, married with two kids, two boys age six or seven. He loved his wife very much and he was very happy. He had his own machine shop and, sometimes, after eating, when he wasn’t very busy, we would sit with him, other boys and me, and we’d play a game of poker. Freddy, good guy Freddy. But then he met the Indian and his life got fucked up. He wasn’t the same person any more. You know what I mean, mate? You get what I’m trying to tell you?”
 
    
 
   Of course I get it. Same as always. The same deal as always. He also changed when he met Dora. And so did I! I changed when I met him!
 
    
 
   “That’s love, you know? Love changes people. It has a lot of power, love. Love is the energy that moves the world. You wouldn’t be here, if it weren’t for love. You wouldn’t be put in this mess if it weren’t for love. You told me so yourself.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I told you ...”
 
    
 
   “And we’re born for love. But many people die for hate (that stupid and unwarranted hate which also moves the world).”
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   “Death.”
 
    
 
   “What would you know about death? It has nothing to do with love.”
 
    
 
   “How many people have you seen die? I’ve seen a lot of people die.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, keep going. What happened with Freddy? What happened with the Indian and the hobo?”
 
    
 
   “He saw her walk down the street. He saw her one day and went crazy for her. We all liked the Indian, sure, but for Freddy it was stronger. He lost his mind for that woman. The Indian was one of those strange and mysterious women. She looks at you and ... you know. You tremble. Your underwear falls off. You know what I’m talking about. Freddy went crazy for her. She cast a spell on him. Sure as anything. She had to be a sorceress too. He became distant, introverted. He stayed away from home and came back quite late. He no longer cared about his wife and his kids. He didn’t show up at the workshop. Sometimes he’d disappear. And his wife started to get jealous. She shouted and cursed. Sometimes she’d go down the street talking to herself. Freddy and the Indian were meeting somewhere. The whole neighborhood knew it, even though nobody had seen them together. Her husband had to go to work at night at the bakery and she was left alone. They said he didn’t know anything, that he didn’t suspect anything. One day we were sitting in the doorway of the shop, sitting around a wooden table. All four of us were playing cards and Freddy used to hang around the place from time to time. He wouldn’t stop fooling around with me, making fun of me. He was slapping me on the shoulders and all that, he moved my chair and would hardly let me play. He was very happy that day for some reason. Freddy, fuck, that’s enough. I was sure he had a date that night with the Indian and that’s why he was so happy. Freddy! He wouldn’t stop kidding around. He was keeping me from concentrating on the game. Freddy, that’s enough, Freddy! So I was glad when I heard a motorcycle driving up to the shop. Now he’ll be busy and he’ll leave me alone for a while, I thought. ‘Freddy Álvarez, the mechanic?’ I heard a boy ask. We kept on playing, we were so absorbed in the game that we didn’t even see the new arrivals. Freddy raised his eyes when he heard his name and then the shot rang out. It was something so sudden that, by the time we realized it, the motorcycle had taken off up the street and Freddy was lying on the ground with a hole in his forehead. A second befor, Freddy was shaking my chair kidding around with me and now there he was thrown away, with a puddle of blood around his head. A woman came out to the street, and when she saw Freddy on the ground, she started screaming. The people from the next houses came out also to see what had happened. Children and women started to scream and cry. How could we have thought that Freddy... Everybody loved him. That’s the way hitmen kill. They usually go two to a motorcycle. One drives and the other one fires the weapon. They ask for the one they’re looking for, and, even before he replies, as soon as he looks up, they already know who he is and they shoot him.”
 
    
 
   “And nobody arrests them? Nobody investigates the case?”
 
    
 
   “What case? You don’t know what you’re saying. That’s Colombia.”
 
    
 
   “Then all those crimes go unpunished forever?”
 
    
 
   “Of course.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck! And how can they kill like that and stay so calm? What kind of people are these hitmen?”
 
    
 
   “They’re street kids. They live from hand to mouth and they don’t care about anything. When they go out to kill, they do it high or drunk. Nobody can do anything like that without taking something. And those boys take something.”
 
    
 
   “What happened with the Indian and the sorcerer? Did he hire the hitmen?”
 
    
 
   “Nobody knows why they killed Freddy. Everybody in the neighborhood loved him. Nobody had anything against him.”
 
    
 
   “But if everybody knew he was involved with the Indian ... or was it his wife who ...?”
 
    
 
   “His wife cried for him a long time.”
 
    
 
   “So she really loved him ...”
 
    
 
   “The Indian was never the same as before. When she went out on the street, at the end of a week, she had already turned completely old and ugly.”
 
    
 
   “Oh come on! This is starting to sound like a story out of García Márquez! If she was young and pretty before Freddy died, she would have stayed that way for a long time, I tell you!”
 
    
 
   “No! Not at all! She turned old and ugly in a week. Everybody could see it. They said the sorcerer had put a curse on her.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, now I get it. If she was old and ugly, no other man would want to go to bed with her, would they? Nobody except him, of course. But why didn’t he put this curse on her before he killed Freddy? If she had been old and ugly, Freddy would have grown tired of her and left her alone.”
 
    
 
   5:40 A.M. J.J. had stretched out on the sofa and sleep or fatigue was also starting to close his eyes, but he didn’t want to fall asleep and he was trying to distract himself by conversing with me. The incident with the hustler amused him and he was laughing heartily.
 
    
 
   “Sixty euros for a kiss!” he says. “How much would you give me for a kiss?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing. One of your kisses I want for free.”
 
    
 
   Silence. This is the moment. What am I waiting for? 
 
    
 
   “If you want something to eat ...”  But why am I talking about food now? Am I stupid or what? “A sandwich of smoked salmon or ham and cheese?”
 
    
 
   “No. I’m not hungry. You Spanish are always eating. I eat very little. Sometimes I go several days without eating and it never bothers me.”
 
    
 
   “Wow! I forgot what a hard-ass you are! Forgive me! Of course, you don’t like anything about the Spanish, do you? So then why did you come to Spain?”
 
    
 
   “Because of Dora. I already told you that.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, yeah, that’s right!”
 
    
 
   “What are you doing there?” says J.J. after a while, as if stretching from sleep. “What’s the matter with you?”
 
    
 
   This is the moment. Now, now.
 
    
 
   “It’s kind of cold. Should I turn the heat up?” But why am I so evasive? “It seems like it’s getting cold here, doesn’t it? Or do you want a blanket?”
 
    
 
   “No. I don’t want a blanket. You know I’m a hard-ass.”
 
    
 
   Now. This is the moment. Now. If I move close to him, he won’t reject me. Yes, I can tell from here. He wants it. Fuck, all I have to do is move closer to him and ... What am I waiting for? Why am I such an idiot that I don’t go for it?
 
    
 
   “Do you want more coffee?”
 
    
 
   “Okay. You too?”
 
    
 
   “No, thanks. I don’t care for any. There’s the thermos. Help yourself.” And now I’m getting antipathetic. Why am I like that? Why?
 
    
 
   “What are you doing there?” says J.J. “What’s wrong with you?” He wants to provoke me.
 
    
 
   “Go to sleep, please. Tell me what time you want to get up and I’ll call you. What’s the point of sitting up watching all night?”
 
    
 
   “No. I don’t want to sleep. I have to think,” says J.J.
 
    
 
   “Think, think ...” I say, taking his hand.
 
    
 
   “And that friend of yours, that ex-boyfriend or whatever ... why does he follow you? What happened between you that he ...?”
 
    
 
   “Bah! He’s a pain in the ass! I don’t give a fuck if he follows me or watches me. He says it’s for my own good. He thinks that he can move me or something like that. Now he says he loves me. But he doesn’t love me, he needs me, which is something very different. He got used to me, or, rather, he’s got no place to go. He can’t go back home to his dad, since, apart from the fact that he can’t stand him, it would be a failure and a defeat for him. He has to live alone, since his other boyfriend dumped him, but Pedro is not the sort of person who knows how to live alone. I know him very well. He needs somebody to lean on. If only his mom were still living ... I met her and she was a good woman. Very affectionate and loving. We got along well from the beginning. His dad, however, is a  homophobe and can’t stand the sight of me. He thinks I perverted his son. I know all that is ridiculous, behind the times, but there are still parents like that. Pedro’s mom, like any other mother, accepted her son’s homosexuality right away, but his father ... not him! “A faggot in my house!” I think he said. “No way! If you’re a queer, you’re not my son!” And he threw him out in the street. I met Pedro by chance the same night that his father threw him out of the house. He was introduced by a friend of mine who had just met him in a bar shortly before and to whom he had told all his troubles. Pruden remembered that I was alone and thought maybe I’d be interested in him. Pedro was twenty-two years old and I was almost thirty. “Listen,” Pruden said on the phone, “I met a guy who’s just your type. His father kicked him out. He left with nothing but the clothes on his back and he’s got no place to go. He’s completely trustworthy. If he weren’t, I wouldn’t be recommending him. Why don’t you take a look at him and then decide? You only have to put him up two or three days until the boy works something out. You know I can’t take him to my place.” I turned up at the bar, led by curiosity, but as soon as I saw Pedro I felt disappointed. I didn’t like him at all. I even think that I disliked him. He did not attract me physically. He wasn’t my type. He had long hair and I like guys with short hair. He was pale and weak-spirited and I like dark-skinned guys who are somewhat cocky, as you know. I didn’t like his bulging forehead either, or his slightly twisted nose. What a responsibility to take on this guy! I thought, and I cursed Pruden for getting me in this fix. Nevertheless, Pedro seemed like a good kid, very serious and formal, and I felt sorry for him, so I took him home. Just out of courtesy, I spoke to him as we were going down the steps to the subway. I said “What a hot night!” or something like that, without looking at his face, since his face displeased me so much that I couldn’t bear to look at it, and he made a comment that surprised me. It was something funny, something with common sense. It wasn’t a stock phrase, but one of those comments that denote sense and intelligence, and at that moment something moved in me and I changed my attitude toward him. He had such a pleasant voice and his words were so sensible and coherent, that I began to listen to him with more and more attention and to appreciate him, if not as an object of desire, at least as a person. And at home, during dinner, Pedro was truly charming. He ate very little and incredibly slowly (I arrived at the conclusion, later on, that he had a biological rhythm different from that of most people) and, meanwhile, he looked at me with sweet eyes, filled with gratitude. He was such an uncomplicated boy and so kind, that I couldn’t help feeling affection for him. During those first days that he was with me, he behaved himself excellently. He helped me with everything and even avoided pestering me with his personal problems. Only if I would ask him, would he tell me some amusing anecdote of his father or his mother and the two of us would laugh. We slept in the same bedroom, and I remember that, during those days, I felt much happier and calmer having him at my side. I still didn’t like his long hair, that much was true. I didn’t like his nose or his forehead either. I didn’t desire him sexually, but he pleased me somehow in other ways. And so several days passed, until he went back home thanks to the intervention of his mother, who reconciled him with his father. I recognize that I felt relief when he left. He was not the boy I had dreamed of being with, I told myself, so I would keep looking. Pedro was a good boy, a good companion, but I didn’t want a good companion, but someone who would drive me crazy with desire. And, all the same, something paradoxical happened. After he went away, I started to think about him. I missed him more and more every day. In the beginning, as a companion and a friend, but later in another way. I started to remember his gestures, his smiles, his way of speaking … until I realized that I desired him physically. Each day his absence became more unbearable. I got to the point of idolizing him and I even thought he wasn’t ugly, but handsome. I told myself that I had to see him again to resolve my doubts and know once and for all If I liked him or not, if he attracted me physically or not. About ten days went by before I dared to phone him, and when I finally heard his voice, I felt such emotion that I said to myself, “My God, I’m in love!” And I was. I was. Now I no longer had the slightest doubt that I had fallen in love with him. He suddenly seemed to me a marvelous boy. The handsomest and most charming boy that I had ever seen. But how was that possible? How could I have thought that about someone for whom I had felt such physical rejection? It’s unusual for taste to change that much. The fact is that I told him that I wanted to see him and he promised to pay me a visit, although he didn’t give me a specific date. I spent one anxious terrible week hoping for him to come. And one day, finally, the doorbell rang and it was him. I almost didn’t recognize him. He had cut his hair and he looked gorgeous. I learned that I was really in love with him! He was the boy of my dreams, I told myself, the boy I had been looking for all my life. I invited him to dinner, we spent a delightful evening, and, when we were finished, I went directly to the point and suggested that he come to live with me. It was not very hard to convince him, since it was what he wanted as well. I don’t know if he really liked me or if he just found me easy to get along with, but what is certain is that we spend two happy years together, really happy, until he met somebody else and left me ... Now I know that he never felt real desire for me. Perhaps I wasn’t his type, although I pleased him in other ways. But he says he loves me. Who knows! When he left me, I sank into the deepest desolation. I thought I was going to die, and all that. I found no meaning in anything, as you know ... Like always ... I let myself go physically. I didn’t eat, I didn’t sleep. Until that day that Pruden came to look for me and took me to the hustler bar, that day that you and I chanced to get on the same bus ... Now Pedro says he loves me. He says that he didn’t realize it until he went away. Maybe it’s true. I don’t know. Perhaps the same thing happened to him that happened to me, but two years later. Although now I’m not sure that I loved him. Feelings suffer these sorts of changes. We can’t control the impulses of our hearts and sometimes we love those who deserve it the least ... But Pedro is one of those people who do deserve someone who loves them. If you know him, you can’t help loving him. And I loved him so much, oh, J.J.! It almost makes me tremble to think of it! Nevertheless, I felt so much rejection for him when I met him, that I almost couldn’t look him in the face because I disliked him so much! But how is that possible? I thought he was ugly and later he seemed so beautiful to me! Sometimes I can’t stop wondering how it’s possible that I loved him so much, to that degree of insanity. I breathed for him, I adored each one of his gestures and movements, each one of his words, the way he slept, the way he walked, the scent he left on his clothes ...! Oh, J.J., you can’t imagine how much I loved him!
 
    
 
   “You loved him, and you love him, mate.” 
 
    
 
   “No. I don’t love him any more. I love you, J.J!”
 
    
 
   “You love him. You still love him ...”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER VII
 
    
 
   7:45 A.M. It’s already starting to get light. J.J. and I are having breakfast in the kitchen. Ham and eggs, toast and butter, and coffee.
 
    
 
   “A car. That’s all I need,” says J.J., dropping the knife and the fork on the plate. “A car and I’ll get out of here. Can you lend me a car?”
 
    
 
   “Eat! Finish your breakfast! You’re going to need your energy for the rest of the day. Who knows when you’re going to eat again.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t feel like eating any more. Thanks. Can you lend me a ...?”
 
    
 
   “No! I haven’t got a car.”
 
    
 
   “Well you have to get me one, mate. I can’t take a chance on catching the bus or the subway, get it? And I don’t want to steal one. Understand what I’m saying?”
 
    
 
   “No. I don’t know how I’m going to get a car. I can’t borrow one from anybody. However ...” I say thoughtfully, “I could ... I could rent one. Would a rental car work?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, sure. That’s what I’m talking about. You rent a car and bring it to the door, or they bring it to the door. I’ll come downstairs, then, if there’s nobody waiting for me, I’ll get out of here. I’ll go far away. You win, mate. I won’t kill this guy. I’ll get out of here and let them work it out.”
 
    
 
   “And what if they’re waiting for you?”
 
    
 
   “Well, tough luck. They’ll pull out their guns and ...”
 
    
 
   “And you’ll pull yours out too, won’t you? But I can’t believe that they’re waiting for you. Nobody followed us. How would they know you’re here?”
 
    
 
   “They might have been watching you for days. Haven’t you seen anything strange? They know that you and I are in contact, that we’ve got something going on, and maybe they’ll control you too. But don’t worry. They won’t hurt you. They’re only after me.”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t detected anything. I can’t believe ...”
 
    
 
   “Those guys are out there, mate, I tell you. Somebody saw us come up last night. I know they’re there. That’s why I need a car. With a little luck, I’ll manage to escape and get out of here.”
 
    
 
   “And after that?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry about the car. I’ll leave it at some train station, in Barcelona or Valencia. I don’t know where yet. The rental company can pick it up from there.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not talking about the car. What are you going to do after that? How are you going to survive?”
 
    
 
   “I’m a survivor, mate. I’ll survive. Don’t worry about me.”
 
    
 
   “Okay. I’ll get the car.”
 
    
 
   “Make sure they don’t follow you. Nobody can know that you’ve rented a car.”
 
    
 
   “Wait a minute,” I say in a sudden inspiration. “If I rent it online, I don’t even have to leave the house, right?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know, I don’t know … Do it however you want, but get me a car.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, I’ll get you a fucking car, but on one condition.”
 
    
 
   “What condition? This is not the best time for ... I don’t think we’re going to fuck right now.”
 
    
 
   “Forget that, will you? What kind of person do you think I am? Do you imagine that I only think about sex? No, no sex at all. Thank you. I only want you to warn this guy so they don’t kill him. That’s my condition.”
 
    
 
   “Are you going on about that again? You’re crazy!” mumbles J.J. crossly. “I’m not doing anything. They’ll kill me along with him, if they haven’t killed him already!”
 
    
 
   “I’ll go and warn him myself then. Don’t worry. All you have to do is give me his photo and tell me where he lives.” J.J. starts pacing back and forth in the kitchen, very nervous and upset. I don’t even know him, I say to myself. I don’t know anything about this guy and I’m playing with fire. Why don’t I just leave well alone? “Give me the photo,” I insist. “Come on, give me the photo!”
 
    
 
   “Lead, that’s what I’m going to be giving you!” he says in a low voice, as if he’s talking to himself.
 
    
 
   “Please!”
 
    
 
   “Lead!” he shouts, pushing me away with a smack.”
 
    
 
   “Give me the fucking photo!”
 
    
 
   J.J. either doesn’t understand what I say or just isn’t listening to me. He looks at me with haunting, vacant eyes. I have the feeling that he’s going to throw a plate at my head or pull a gun out of his pocket and take a couple of shots at me. Even so, he seems to control himself. He heads into the living room and comes back in with a sheet of paper folded in half, on which is printed a poor quality photograph. I almost don’t dare to look at it. It’s too obscene, I tell myself, to see the face of someone who’s going to die when he himself doesn’t know it. Even so, I look at the photo a little sideways.
 
    
 
   “Hey! But there are three people here!” I say, surprised. Then I study the image carefully and I understand. In the center is a dark-skinned man, undoubtedly Latin American, not very tall, about forty years old; on his left, a woman of his same age, surely his wife, and on his right, a boy of ten or twelve years. “Is that him? But he’s got a family! You’re going to leave that woman a widow and the boy an orphan?”
 
    
 
   “Go on!” says J.J., impatiently. “You have no idea what you’re doing! And come back soon! I need a car to get out of here!”
 
    
 
   The man, to tell the truth, has a very unsavory look. His face provokes a certain antipathy. Maybe he was angry about something when they took the photo, a photo he didn’t pose for, but was taken by surprise, just as he was entering or leaving his house, perhaps. The woman and the boy seem frightened. Of course, I say to myself, he looks like a mafioso. But even so, the guy deserves to live like everybody else.
 
    
 
   “I need the address,” I say. “I have to warn him as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   “And what are you going to tell him?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll think of something on the way.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t go inside his house. Talk to him in the doorway when he opens it. Tell him whatever you want and then get the hell out. Don’t let him grab you. Don’t answer his questions. You hear me? If he’s not stupid, he’ll understand right away.”
 
    
 
   “Give me the address.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” says J.J., resigned, while he pokes around in his wallet. He pulls out a small wadded scrap of paper and hands it to me. “Here’s the fucking address!”
 
    
 
   I take a quick glance at the paper.
 
    
 
   “Aluche!” I say. “I’ll be gone a good while. That’s clear on the other side of Madrid.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t take any longer than you have to. I need that car to get away from here.”
 
    
 
   “J.J.,” I say, putting on the jacket and heading toward the door. “Don’t budge from here. Leave the door locked and don’t open for anybody. Don’t even answer the phone! When I come back, I’ll ring the bell three times before I open the door. Don’t mistake me for somebody else and shoot me.”
 
    
 
   It’s almost night when I get down to the street. The cold cuts right through and I walk quickly to the subway. I’m tired and shivering from the long night of watching. I don’t know how I’m going to endure. I try not to look anywhere so as not to invite suspicion. I’d like to turn my head and look at the other corner, toward the interior of that car, but I keep walking ahead, trying to look natural. They’ll think I’m going to work. In fact, I was supposed to go to work today. And at this same time, more or less. But I’m not going to go to work. I’ll have to call in to explain my absence. Friday. Today is Friday, the twenty-third of December. He didn’t just arrive and go. Just one night and then he’s gone. We didn’t even ... I don’t want to think about sex! No, no sex at all. But I can’t stop thinking about sex! And now I’m going to save the life of a guy I don’t know or care about. Who told me to get in such a fix? I suppose I wanted to impress him. That’s it. I wanted to move him with my romantic attitude, with my sense of ethics. A lot he cares! Boys like him are not romantic. They don’t give a damn about ethics. They only know about survival. I’m a survivor. Don’t worry about me. And who knows how many people that guy has killed! The way he looks, he couldn’t have done anything good. He must have held back money that wasn’t his, or something like that. He must have deceived someone. Something about drugs white slave traffic. Oh, J.J., and not even a blowjob! At least a blowjob! Instinctively I catch the same subway line as every other day. Out of inertia, I head for work. But no. I’m going to Aluche. I have to go to Aluche. Unfortunately, I’m already on the train and it has started up. I’ll change direction at the next stop. But no. No way. I’ll go to work. I’ll go to the office, like always, and, if they follow me, they’ll see I’m living my normal life just like always and they’ll leave me alone. Although I don’t believe they’re following me. What nonsense! It’s absurd! For God’s sake! It would be so exciting! But no. What do I have to do with J.J.’s affairs? Who cares about me? Okay, I’ll greet my colleagues briefly and then I’ll leave with some excuse. I’ll leave the building through the back door and then, yes, then I’ll go to Aluche. I’m going to take too long and J.J. is by himself there, locked in. I’m afraid of what I have to do. I’m afraid that things are not going to turn out well. My intuition tells me that something’s going to go wrong, of course, and that I will pay the consequences. Who told me to get involved in things that don’t matter? Who ...? Who told me?
 
    
 
   It’s too early when I get to the office and I don’t see any of my colleagues. Only that guy Fidel, from the main office, one of those boring types who always arrive before anybody else and leave after everybody else, one of those incompetent, uncritical people with no initiative, who appreciate big offices so much. I thought about giving him an oral message for my section head, but I think again and leave a post-it note stuck to his computer screen:
 
    
 
   I have to go to the doctor. I’m not feeling very well. Sorry,
 
   Ramón.
 
   Oh, and Merry Christmas!
 
    
 
   I leave through the garage to the street behind the building. Nobody is waiting for me and nobody follows me. What nonsense! Who would want to follow me and why? I’ll take the subway in Plaza de España. From there I have to change for Aluche. Oh, but first I have to rent a car. I know that there’s a car rental agency around here. I’ll have to sign papers and all that, besides paying for it. But I’ll ask them to take it by the house afterwards. If someone is watching the door, they would see me arrive with the car and nobody has to know that I rented a car, since that would make them suspect.
 
    
 
   Number 132 belongs to a yellow brick building of four or five floors, that looks out on Casa de Campo. Not a bad place. Popular but decent. No noise, no traffic or pollution. Let’s see. Yes. On the paper he wrote “3º, A”. It’s twenty after nine. A little early, perhaps, to go banging on the doors of strange houses.
 
    
 
   There’s no doorman and the building entrance is open. An older woman is wearily scrubbing the floor with a mop and grumbles when she sees my footprints on the wet tiles.
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” I say, as I press the elevator button. The woman runs the mop over my footprints again and doesn’t even answer me.
 
    
 
   The elevator stops on the third floor with the anxious snarl of a wounded animal. That produces bad vibrations in me. Before getting out, I look at myself in the mirror. Bags under my eyes, neither combed nor shaved, I have a disgusting look. Or rather, I look like a hitman. This guy is going to have a hard time believing that I’m there to save his life, instead of killing him. And then I remember: The guy knows already. These things are known. They give advance warning. Nothing is completely undeserved. They always give you a chance to correct your mistake. Death is the final solution, even for mafiosos drug dealers. He already knows, I tell myself, trying to convince myself of it. He knows they’re coming for him. That’s why he looked like that in the photo, that’s why he had that expression of mistrust. Somehow he suspected that his killer was nearby and he seemed to be saying: You don’t matter to me. The woman and the boy know it too. They’re afraid of something, even if they don’t know exactly what, only what this guy might have told them. Their look in the photograph gives them away. They’re showing too much of their insecurity and powerlessness. They know it, they know it. So then, what am I doing here? Why don’t they go away? What are they waiting for? Things are known, they’re always known. J.J. already knows it. He’s clever and he knows it: he hasn’t kept his part of the bargain and he’s on a tightrope. He knows it. But he’s going to escape. I’ll help him. There’s still time. This guy, on the other hand, must be very stupid or very arrogant and thinks that nothing’s going to happen to him. Not to him, he trusts, that’s for sure. It’s always the same. We’re so narcissistic that we believe that none of these bad things that happen to other people can happen to us. Not me, no way, the guy thinks, they wouldn’t dare do that to me. It’s not that big a deal. They know that I’ll settle my accounts with them later, just like I told them. They have to trust my word. They wouldn’t do this to me. No way.
 
    
 
   I ring the doorbell and wait a few seconds. I wait and I wait. I don’t hear anything inside. Silence. Absolute silence. I keep waiting. Two minutes pass ... three. I ring again. Nothing. I have to get out of here, I tell myself. What I’m doing is stupid. They know. J.J. is right. I’m not romantic or sentimental, just a fucking idiot. Everybody helps himself. They know, they know. But I decided to  go forward to the end, and I ring the bell again. I’m an idiot. What am I doing here? Silence. Absolute silence. Maybe they’ve already gone away. I hope to God they have. Maybe they’ve been smart and got out in time. Or maybe all three have been killed. Hitmen don’t care whether they kill one or three. They have no pity for women or children. Besides, witnesses cause them trouble, even more if they scream or cry. One or two more bullets and silence. Absolute silence. Who knows. Maybe all three of them are in there dead. Or maybe they killed them in the street. I should have watched the news last night. I should have listened to the radio this morning. “Three Colombians murdered in their own car. Two adults and a child. The police are investigating the facts. Apparently, it was a settling of scores.” Always a settling of scores. And always, or almost always, they’re Colombians.
 
    
 
   I ring the bell again. I don’t hear anything, but I notice a small flicker in the peephole. Before it was clear there and now it seems that the glass button has darkened. And it’s an eye. I notice an eye looking at me. I notice it and I look at it. I notice the fear in that eye. In this eye that I don’t see, but which is there, without a doubt. I notice it. As I also notice the terror and the insecurity behind the door. And I’m the one who provokes terror and insecurity, I tell myself, with the same terror and the same insecurity.
 
    
 
   “Please,” I whisper, “Open up. I have to tell you something.”
 
    
 
   Silence. Absolute silence.
 
    
 
   “I know there’s somebody there. Please,” I insist after a minute, “open up. I’m Spanish. I’m a friend.”
 
    
 
   This time I start to hear some noise inside. I notice that something is moving within. And, finally, after a soft metal click, I see the door open. It opens slowly and there appears in the shadow a dark-skinned woman, short, with an unkempt appearance. I’m not sure it’s the woman in the photo. Or maybe it is, I don’t know. I thought the other one was younger or prettier. She looks at me with sad and tired eyes and presents me with a deceitful smile.
 
    
 
   “Your husband,” I say, almost in a whisper. “May I see your husband for a moment?”
 
    
 
   “He’s not here. He’s not at home,” she says, stepping to one side, as if to invite me in, although without opening the door all the way. I remain quiet and indecisive, hoping to see what’s happening. “Who are you? What do you want?”
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “He doesn’t know me. But I have to talk to him about something.”
 
    
 
   “About what?” she says, increasing her smile, a smile that seems to me more and more false.
 
    
 
   “Something personal. I want to give him a message. But it’s not important. I ...”
 
    
 
   “You want to give him a message? Who from?” asks the woman, now inviting me in with a gesture.
 
    
 
   “Well,” I say. “He already knows who from. Or rather, he already knows what about. But it ... it doesn’t matter. I ...”
 
    
 
   I have to get out of here, I tell myself. The game has already taken too long. I don’t like this woman’s eyes at all. Besides, I know he’s here, maybe behind the door, listening to every word we say. I don’t like this at all. I’ve got bad vibes. Almost without realizing it, I start to back away. They know. They know. I’m definitely getting out of here. This has already taken too long. I back away. I take a step backward and in the semidarkness I look for the elevator door. Now, now it’s here ... But no. It’s late. A couple of hands grabbed me violently by the neck, while another hand immobilized my right arm behind my back with a chokehold. Those hands, oh, if the squeezed a little more, they would end up strangling me. They drag me quickly inside the house and close the door. They threw something at my head. Some kind of plastic bag. They’ve stuck my head in a plastic bag! I can’t breathe! Everything is extremely unreal and confused. I don’t want this to be the end. But I know I can’t hold my breath very long, with my head stuck in a plastic bag or whatever it is.
 
    
 
   An irrational effort, a blind impulse, an uncontrollable energy, dormant in my genes for generations, suddenly loosens movement within me for the desire to live. Surprised, my captors step back from me for a few moments, unable to hold me, and I start kicking and punching right and left. In the dark, I hit without knowing where or what at everything that surrounds me. I lash out blindly and at times the blow misses, but at other times it connects and I feel my fist on a face, an arm or a chest. I hear chairs falling, pictures, tables ... I hear glass breaking, I hear the loud crash of some metal object rolling on the floor. I thought I had gotten free of all those hands that with so much fury grabbed me before by different parts of my body, four hands at least, but no. They fall on me again. There are six of them. I think there are six. The ones that are back to confine me like shackles on my feet are thinner and smaller, but more daring and obstinate than the others. I struggle to break free of them and I almost make it, when some sharp teeth like those of a rat embed themselves in the flesh of my calf. Fucking kid, apprentice hitman! Something covers my mouth, a hand or a cloth. I’m at the point of passing out from the pain. Already. Now. I think I can get the other leg free. Now. Already. It’s time. I’ll crush him like a cockroach. I’ll lift my leg and I’ll stomp him with my heel. I’m going to get my foot loose with all my might against this glob of flesh that’s stuck to me like a strange parasite when something hits my face, something blunt and heavy, which makes me stagger and which frees me unexpectedly from pain.
 
    
 
   This has happened before, I tell myself. Not to me, but it has happened before. I’ve seen it. Did I just wake up? So I’m not dead. But what’s going to happen now? I’m sitting in a chair with my hands tied behind my back and a sock gagging my mouth. My tongue is swollen. I have a sharp pain in my neck. I can taste blood on my lips and my gums. It looks like I have nosebleed. That hurts too something awful. Oh, yeah, it’s the blow. My leg. Fuck. I’m hurt there. The apprentice hitman sank his teeth in there. My nose is stuffed with blood and I can’t breathe. I’ll try to swallow a little air with my mouth. The taste of the sock is disgusting. Maybe I can get my arms untied. I’ll try. No. Let it go. I’m well tied with the rope. No, there’s no possibility. This has already happened before. I’ve seen this somewhere. And what a mess! More than a family home, this looks like a laboratory or a center of operations. Could I have surprised them at the moment of flight? Have they already gone or are they still here? Let’s see. Oh, yeah. I think they’re still here. Yeah. I hear noises, they’re speaking in a low voice. They’re close by, very close. No, words won’t serve.  They won’t believe me. They can’t believe anything so simple. Now what? Are they going to torture me? How stupid I am. I didn’t have to come. J.J. was right. But how to show them ... Who would do something like this? I’m the bad guy. Without a doubt, as far as they’re concerned, I’m the bad guy. Since good guys ... They’re the good guys, of course! From their point of view, the matter is that simple. And if I’m the bad guy, why would they feel sorry for me? No matter how much I explain it to them, they won’t believe me. They won’t want to listen to me. I’m not going to seem convincing! I don’t even believe what’s happening! It’s so absurd! It’s so ridiculous! And of course they will have seen the photograph that I was carrying in my wallet and the scribbled address ... They take me, if not for the hitman, for an accomplice of him. Who knew! It’s okay. Maybe ... maybe a lie would work better than the truth. But what lie can I make up that would be more convincing than the truth?
 
    
 
   The guy in the photo has entered the room accompanied by the woman. Both of them look at me coldly and in silence, like the slaughterer looks at the pig before finishing him off. I make desperate efforts to work the gag loose. I motion to them with expressive grimaces to free my mouth, but they remain indifferent, watching me for a while. Later, I hear them whisper in a low voice. The woman leaves the room and returns after a while with a knife in her hand. She comes over to me and looks at me with an expression of disdain. No. She’s not going to kill me in cold blood. I think she’s capable, but she’s not going to do it. I hold my breath. What is she going to do? Not my nose, please. Don’t cut off my nose! Is she going to take out an eye? I mustn’t show fear. I mustn’t look at the knife. But I have the feeling that I’m going to faint. I know I’m going to faint. Knives have always terrified me and now ... now I’ve reached my limit. I don’t know if I can stand much more. No. If they’re going to kill me, I prefer not to witness it. But no. Not yet. Is she going to cut open my chest? Stab me in the mouth? Oh, no! In the neck! In the jugular! I watch the woman terrified, while she observes me without the slightest glimpse of pity. But why? What’s happening to them? What have I done to them that they treat me this way? They haven’t even given me a damn chance, I think, and I say as soon as the woman cuts my gag: “Are you crazy or what? Why don’t you listen to me? What is it that I’ve done for you to treat me like this? Untie me at once! Come on! Untie me ...! You’re making a mistake!”
 
    
 
   The guy comes over to me and covers my mouth again, not with a gag but with a brutal punch that leaves me with no desire to speak for a while. I whine. I cry. And finally I manage to articulate a few words in a low voice: “You’ve made a mistake!” I say in a pleading tone. “I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in and I don’t care! I told you that I only came to give you a message!”
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah? And what is this message?”
 
    
 
   This has already happened before. I’ve seen it somewhere, although I don’t know where. The man moves away with his head down, toward the other side of the room, while the woman observes me cautiously with the knife still in her hand. She seems too much like a supporting character in a B movie, I tell myself.
 
    
 
   “Please!” I beg. And I also have the sensation of looking more and more like a supporting character in a B movie. “The message I bring you is that ... it’s that somebody wants to kill you. The hitman who is supposed to kill you really doesn’t want to do it. Well, you’re the one he’s supposed to kill. Not her and the kid. But this boy isn’t a real hitman. He made a deal ... He came to Spain in search of a girl and he made a deal ... It’s a very long story. I don’t understand it myself. But the fact is that he doesn’t want to kill you and that ... I know this is hard to believe, but ...”
 
    
 
   The man picks something up off the floor, some kind of electric cable, he tenses it in his hands and comes close to me studying me with a sly look.
 
    
 
   “What message?” he says softly, with a rictus on his lips that almost looks like a smile.
 
    
 
   “The message I gave you before ... But is you don’t believe me ...”
 
    
 
   “So that’s the message. I see now ... Well my answer is no deal. That’s my answer. When they find your body tomorrow floating in the Manzanares they’ll know what my answer is. Nobody plays games with me and they know it! How dare they threaten me ... My associates don’t take deals like these and they know it!”
 
    
 
   So my body will be the reply. No. No way. Not a chance. This would be the time to demonstrate my dialectic skill, I tell myself, but only an asshole would resort to words when the only thing that works in these cases is the use of force. And I can be a confident dreamer, but not an asshole. This guy’s going to kill me, but I’m not ... No way. This guy doesn’t understand. He thinks he’s teaching a lesson to I don’t know who, and I’m going to be the scapegoat, the sacrificial lamb. But no. No way. I don’t want to. I simply have no desire to die. Without thinking one more second, I stand up with a leap, I throw myself on top of him and I give him a gigantic head-butt. The guy is disoriented for a few seconds. Enough to get him out of my way. The woman, for her part, tries to block my way, attacking me with the knife, but I kick her on the arm and she drops it. Next, I run into the hallway, in search of the exit. I’ve reached the end. Now I only have to grab the handle, open the door, and walk out on the street. But with my hands tied I can’t do it facing forward, so I turn around and that’s when I see the man coming down the hall pointing a pistol at me.
 
    
 
   “No! Not here!” shouts the woman.
 
    
 
   Of course. The neighbors could here the shots. But, besides that, she’s the one who would have to clean up the blood afterwards. It wouldn’t be the first time, would it? And it’s not a very pleasant job. That saves me for the moment. The little boy appears just then and clutches his mother’s skirt. My calf still hurts where he bit me. But he’s only a child and I think: “Even though you’re an apprentice hitman, you shouldn’t be present at this scene. This is only for those over eighteen.”
 
    
 
   It’s time for eloquence. Right now. I say: “I’m not who you think. I already told you that. I only came to warn you. Somebody paid a hitman to kill you, but he ... I don’t know. The thing is he asked me to come and warn you. You don’t have to thank me, but I’ve just risked my life only to save yours and on top of that ... look how you treat me!”
 
    
 
   “Tell your friends there’s no deal. I’ll take care of my affairs with whoever I have to. And tell them not to threaten me.” 
 
    
 
   “What friends? You haven’t listened to what I said! You don’t understand anything! I don’t know what kind of business you’re in and I don’t care! All I know is that somebody paid to have you killed!”
 
    
 
   The man and the woman looked at each other doubtfully and I say to myself: “Is it possible that they still don’t know? Is it possible that they haven’t suspected anything?”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I say, suddenly recovering my self-confidence. “Get rid of that stupid pistol and let me go. If you want to wait here until they kill you ... At least untie these ropes and ...”
 
    
 
   “No. You stay here until we’re gone,” he says. “What better guarantee?”
 
    
 
   “I’m no guarantee of anything!” I exclaim with a sigh of discouragement.
 
    
 
   The guy ducks his head for an instant, eluding my glance, and then he says, “Okay. Sit there and don’t move.”
 
    
 
   “When are you going?”
 
    
 
   “Sit there and don’t ask questions.”
 
    
 
   “Go now! Come on, get out of here! Don’t gather your things! What do things matter? Don’t waste a second and get out!”
 
    
 
   “Okay, pal,” says the guy with a gloomy expression and for the first time he seems human. “You’ll find a way later to get out of those ropes.”
 
    
 
   “I hope you can forgive us ...” says the woman. “Not all Colombians are ...”
 
    
 
   “Shut up!”, the man shouts at her.
 
    
 
   “Please!” I say, falling down with resignation into the chair. “What are you waiting for? Get the hell out of here!”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER VIII
 
    
 
   It wasn’t as easy as that guy had told me to get out of my bonds. Filled wit impotence and furious with myself, I lost a lot of time trying to cut the rope with the sharp edge of the lock. You see things like that in movies and they work. But reality is different. There were knives in the kitchen, although I didn’t dare use them for fear of cutting my veins and remaining forever stranded and bled out in that filthy place. Desperate, I studied all my options and finally decided to leave the house with my hands tied. I would ask for help from any person that I met on the street, I told myself. It was ridiculous, but there I was, on the third floor landing, waiting for the elevator with my hands tied. No, I told myself. I’ll have problems pushing the button. Better if I walk down. And that’s what I did. There was nobody in the entrance. Eleven o’clock in the morning, more or less, I supposed. Now in the street, I felt even more ridiculous. I saw a woman coming with a supermarket bag. I tried to explain my situation to her, I tried to tell her that I had been kidnapped and the poor woman fled, terrified. An old man. He didn’t even stop when I tried to talk to him. Nobody my age. At this hour out on the street one only meets older women or old men. But what’s wrong with the way I look? Why do they flee from me?  It’s not only my hands tied behind my back. No. That’s not why they run away. There’s something else. I’ve got my face and my sweater stained with blood!, I told myself. Of course, that’s it! I went into a small shabby bar, attended by a bald-headed bartender, who immediately shot me a suspicious glance. The three or four customers at the bar turned around suddenly to take a look at me.
 
    
 
   “Please,” I said, “could you cut this rope for me? I’ve been kidnapped, and ... I just got free.” 
 
    
 
   All the customers immediately abandoned their breakfasts: their grilled croissants, their toast with butter and jelly, their chocolate and their churros, their coffee and their orange juice, and began to surround me in silence.
 
    
 
   “Gotta call the cops,” said one of them finally.
 
    
 
   “Yes, of course, but first cut the rope for me, please ...” I pleaded. 
 
    
 
   Everybody remained quite. Then the bartender came over pointing a small knife streaked with grease. I turned around and held out my tied hands.
 
    
 
   “Please ...” I insisted when I saw that he wasn’t reacting.
 
    
 
   “Gotta call the cops,” repeated the same guy as before.
 
    
 
   “How do you know he didn’t escape from somewhere ...?” another one whispered in a low voice.
 
    
 
   “I’m not crazy, if that’s what you’re thinking!” I shouted furiously. “I’ve been kidnapped and I just got loose! If you don’t help me, I’ll report you for failure to ... whatever! I’m sure there’s a law that charges whoever doesn’t help. What are you waiting for? Cut the damn rope!”
 
    
 
   “Don’t be nervous, friend,” said the bartender. “Easy. Easy. Let me see, Give me your hands.”
 
    
 
   That’s when I noticed the small greasy knife opening a path between my wrists, and all of a sudden, a prick.
 
    
 
   “Careful, please!” I exclaimed. “Be very careful! You’re going to cut my veins!”
 
    
 
   “Don’t get nervous, friend,” said the bartender, although he was the one who was nervous. “Nothing happened. Let’s see. There you are.”
 
    
 
   I noticed a couple of somewhat loose jerks, then a stronger one and the rope came loose. I almost couldn’t believe it. I could move my aching purple hands. I studied them with relief and I rubbed them softly, cleaning a drop of blood next to the thumb.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you very much!”
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t look like they treated you very well,” said the bartender.
 
    
 
   “No, they sure didn’t,” I agreed. “They gagged me and they punched me ... I must look a sorry sight, right? Could I use your bathroom? Where ...?”
 
    
 
   “At the back,” the bartender directed me.
 
    
 
   “Gotta call the cops,” said one of the customers.
 
    
 
   “Of course!” I said, and it was then that I decided to hit the road.
 
    
 
   “The bathroom is back there,” pointed the customer when he saw me going in the opposite direction.
 
    
 
   “That’s okay, it doesn’t matter,” I said. “I’ll wash up at home. I’ll find a taxi.”
 
    
 
   “We can call you a taxi on the phone,” said someone blocking my way, while he shot me a knowing glance.
 
    
 
   “Would you like something to drink? How about some coffee?” another customer offered me.
 
    
 
   “Aren’t you hurt? Maybe we should call an ambulance.”
 
    
 
   “It won’t take the police long to get here. Come back and sit down.” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah. Have a coffee.”
 
    
 
   “No!” I shouted. “Thank you very much! I’ll find a taxi in the street. I don’t need anything else. Thank you!”
 
    
 
   Nothing as offensive as a group of kind people, imbued with solidarity, trying to offer you help that you don’t need. More than the desire to help, what moves people like that is morbid curiosity. In the end the only thing they accomplish is to bother, to overwhelm, and to annoy. And to make matters worse, I wasn’t the prototype of the victim: I wasn’t crying, I wasn’t trying to move anyone, I wasn’t feeling sorry for myself, nor did I appear to appreciate their demonstrations of generosity.
 
    
 
   “Who kidnapped you?” asked a small stumpy guy with a malicious look, grabbing me by the sleeve of my jacket-
 
    
 
   “The ETA, of course,” I said with a sardonic smile, breaking free from his hand. 
 
    
 
   “The ETA? I didn’t hear on television that the ETA kidnapped anybody recently. Hold on. Wait a minute.” He grabbed my sleeve again, but I broke free with a strong jerk. “How long were you held captive?”
 
    
 
   “They let you go without paying the ransom?” asked the bartender, still holding the knife in his hand, in an attitude of clear unbelief. “How strange!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, very strange,” said a fat lady with glasses, also trying to grab me by the other sleeve. “Did they hold you in Madrid or the Basque Country?”
 
    
 
   “And what the fuck does all that matter to you?” I said, nudging open a way and heading for the door. “Why don’t you go back to your damn toast or your disgusting grilled croissants and leave me alone once and for fucking all? J.J. is waiting for me,” I added with a beatific expression. “Don’t you understand? J.J. is waiting for me!”
 
    
 
   All their mouths dropped wide open, showing their horrifying tongues and teeth. Not a very agreeable sight to see. However, I decided to be civil and I said, with a gesture of reverence:
 
    
 
   “Thank you, many thanks! You have been very kind, but now do me the favor of leaving me alone and forgetting me. Ciao, and may we never meet again!”
 
    
 
   The next thing I did was to make my way to the street and take off running nowhere.
 
    
 
   I’m one of those fortunate people who always find taxis. Even this time I managed one as soon as I turned the first corner. Even so, when the driver noticed the blood and everything, it was already too late. Stunned, he shifted gears and turned the wheel.
 
    
 
   “They tried to rob me and ...” I said to calm him. “I know I don’t look very good, but ...”
 
    
 
   “You want me to take you to a hospital?”
 
    
 
   “No. Thank you. It’s not serious. I just have to wash my face and change my clothes. I’m not hurt, but my nose ... At the slightest blow, it always bleeds.”
 
    
 
   My explanation did not convince the taxi driver at all. “A junkie,” he seemed to be thinking. “I’ve picked up a filthy junkie. What can you expect in this part of town? He probably spent the night in the park fighting with other junkies. When will I learn? Let’s see if with a little luck I can get out of this with no trouble.”
 
    
 
   “Do you think you have change?” I asked, taking out of my wallet a fifty-euro bill.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know ... I think so.”
 
    
 
   “Ah! No matter. Look. I think I have a twenty. And it looks like I also have a ten!”
 
    
 
   “Well, no, he’s not a fucking junkie,” the driver’s eyes now seemed to say, which I observed with some amusement in the rear-view mirror. “It must be true that they just tried to mug this poor boy. No ... he doesn’t seem like a bad guy, in spite of everything. But they sure worked him over! Anyway, how does he have so much money if they just tried to rob him? Maybe he’s the thief? I gotta get out of this as soon as possible ....”
 
    
 
   “J.J., don’t shoot! It’s me, J.J! What’s the matter with you? Fuck! I told you I’d ring the doorbell three times before I opened it. Put down that fucking gun! Okay? This is not a B movie. Heavens! Fuck!  J.J., enough! It’s me!”
 
    
 
   “And who are you, if I may ask? I don’t know you! Get on the ground, let’s go! Get on the ground or you’re a corpse in two seconds!
 
    
 
   “No, fuck, J.J! What’s the matter with you now? What do you mean, who am I? It’s Ramón! Your friend Ramón! The owner of this house! What a way to welcome me! But what ... what the hell happened? You look a little pale! I’m not surprised, not sleeping all night ...! Are you crazy? Have you lost your memory or what?”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean, what’s happened to me?” said J.J., lowering the weapon. “What happened to you? Have you seen your face? What did they do to you? What did those bastards do to you?”
 
    
 
   “Do I look that bad?” I shouted, alarmed. “I promise you ...”
 
    
 
   “And why did you take so long? Do you know what time it is?”
 
    
 
   “Wow! You don’t mean to say that you missed me!”
 
    
 
   “Where’s the car? Did you get the car?”
 
    
 
   “It’s all arranged. The fucking car is rented,” I said. “You’ve got it paid for a week. You can get pretty far in a week. It’ll be here in half an hour. They’ll ring the bell for us to open the street door and they’ll leave the keys in the mailbox. Are you happy?” 
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” said J.J., putting his hand on my shoulder.
 
    
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said, turning brusquely. Not even a blowjob. At least a blowjob! What a dickhead I am! I thought.
 
    
 
   “I’ll try to make it up to you some day,” said J.J., as if reading my thoughts. “No ... this is not a good time for sex, understand? I ...”
 
    
 
   “And who’s thinking about sex?”
 
    
 
   Drowsy and exhausted, we sat down on the sofa, each at opposite ends, neither looking at each other nor speaking, and we stayed that way a good while.
 
    
 
   “If anything happens to me ...” said J.J., finally, raising his head and looking at me sideways. 
 
    
 
   “What’s going to happen to you?” 
 
    
 
   “Those guys could be out there ... And if anything happens to me ... You know ... I want you to get in touch with Dora and ... Look, write down her phone number. Her sister’s phone number. She lives in Majorca. I want you to call her or go to see her and tell her ...”
 
    
 
   “You’ll see her yourself. Don’t worry.” 
 
    
 
   “Write down her phone number, mate.”
 
    
 
   “Very well.”
 
    
 
   I got up to look for paper and a pen. I put them both on the table and I watched him while he wrote down the phone number. Afterwards, he tore off a piece of paper, gave it to me, and I stuck it in my wallet without looking at it.
 
    
 
   “You know, mate ...? I ... I haven’t been good ...” said J.J., getting up and taking a look at the street through the curtains. “If you knew some things about me, I’m sure that ... I ... I ...”
 
    
 
   “But no! I don’t want to know anything about you! If you’re going to leave, I don’t want you to tell me anything!” I exclaimed. “I’d rather not know anything about you! I already know too many things about you!”
 
    
 
   “Exactly,” agreed J.J. “You already know too many things about me. But there are a lot more things you don’t know, and they’re worse. You couldn’t even imagine ... You don’t know who I am.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, no, of course not! But you don’t know who I am either!” I said with disdain, and my words sounded so grotesque that J.J. showed a condescending smile. “What are you claiming now? Are you going to tell me, perhaps, that you’ve killed many people and that you don’t regret any of it? Are you going to tell me how much money they gave you and how little time it took you to spend it? Do you want to shock me or move me? Or are you going to tell me, perhaps, that you killed for love, that you were drugged or drunk, that you didn’t know what you were doing and that you found yourself involved, without wanting it, in one of those Mafia plots, in a drug cartel, or I don’t know what? But no! You’re going to tell me a terrible story, marked by fatalism and superstition, one of those cheap stories about magical realism, where fantastic things happen; or one of those stories with sad and romantic murderers, with pathetic and sentimental losers, in the style of Dashiell Hammett or Raymond Chandler, those guys who, alas, end up betraying and abandoning their lovers ...! Is that what you’re going to tell me?”
 
    
 
   “No! I’m not going to tell you that! I’m not going to tell you anything!” burst out J.J., with a look of resentment. “You think you’re very clever, don’t you? You think you’re superior. You think you can judge me. But I’m not going to tell you any of that! I’m not going to tell you anything! You don’t have the slightest interest in my life! The only thing I want is for them to bring the fucking car to get me out of here and get you out of my sight as quickly as possible!”
 
    
 
   Wow, you’re really pissed off. Aren’t you? Kiss me! So you’re pissed off. That’s exactly the opposite of what I ... A little melodramatic, isn’t it? Bastard, kiss me! What’s that you say? What are you talking about? He’s going to get violent. Don’t make a fool of yourself. With daring: Kiss me or I’ll kiss you. You won’t be able to escape my kisses one second longer. You’re not going to leave me like this. This is not the best time for ... Those are just excuses, J.J. You’re not going to be able to keep me from kissing you. I’m getting tired of this. With daring: Come on, kiss me! You couldn’t even imagine ... You don’t know who I am. He’s looking at me. What ...? Yes, he is too ... I could fuck all day. We only have half an hour. They said they’d bring the car in half an hour, even though almost an hour has already passed. Hah, look at me! Desire. Always desire. Fucking desire. Now. It’s now. Fuck! I’m going to put my hand there ... I’m going to ... and he won’t pull away from me. No. No. Now. You see? No. See how easy it is? Now, yes, now, now. No, fuck, no, he can’t be ... But if ... Oh, oh! And what a waist! What ... what a scent, his scent! No, I can’t believe it. He ... he ... He also ... I almost can’t believe it. That’s not true. And how tight he squeezes me! That’s not happening. And now I’m going to ... Now, I have to ... Now, now. Fuck! Oh, yes, now. Fuck! Now, now you’re mine. I wanted you, you bastard. Ah, his tongue. What a tongue. There it is. Going in, all the way in. Oh, yes, yes, remove the belt. Quickly. The belt. My God! Can I stand it? What’s all that? No, It’s not possible. Oh, now, you bastard! I’ve got you now, you bastard. No ... no. But what ...? No, please. What ...? No, please, not now. Just a moment, please. No, not now. It’s only a moment. Not now, no...
 
    
 
   “Don’t you hear it? The doorbell’s ringing, mate.”
 
    
 
   “No, fuck no! Not now!”
 
    
 
   “I left the car parked at the corner,” said the guy from the car rental agency through the intercom with a melifluous voice.
 
    
 
   “And why didn’t you leave it right in front of the door?”
 
    
 
   “There wasn’t any place to park.”
 
    
 
   “I know. But, even so, I said you had to leave it in front of the door. Even if you had to double park. Did you not read the instructions? I wrote them very clearly. I thought you people were professionals! I have to take a disabled person and he can’t travel to the corner!”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” said the melifluous voice.
 
    
 
   “What an idiot!” I thought. “How can people like that exist? The human being has degenerated to unimaginable extremes!” I couldn’t forgive him for having frustrated the kiss of my life.
 
    
 
   “Well, bring it to the door.”
 
    
 
   “No ... I can’t,” said the melifluous voice, now almost pathetic. You see ... It’s because ... I already dropped the keys in the mailbox. They said to drop the keys in the mailbox, didn’t they?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but wait a moment. I’m coming down now. Don’t leave the entrance. Stay there inside.”
 
    
 
   “Let it be. I’ll go to the corner,” J.J. whispered to me.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
    
 
   J.J. nodded his head.
 
    
 
   “Look,” I said to the intercom. “You don’t have to move the car. You can go. It’s all right the way it is. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Well it’s just that ... there’s a problem ... you know?” said the voice. “I think I dropped the keys in the wrong mailbox.”
 
    
 
   “What? Which mailbox did you drop the keys in?”
 
    
 
   “Wait while I look ... Let’s see ... Are you ... Antonio Martínez?”
 
    
 
   “No! Certainly not!”
 
    
 
   “Well that’s the name that’s written on the mailbox where I dropped the keys. I ... I ...”
 
    
 
   “That’s my neighbor’s name and I’m not sure he’s even home! How could you have dropped the keys there?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
    
 
   “How could anybody be so clumsy?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Hang on a minute. I’m coming down now.”
 
    
 
   “No!” whispered J.J. “It might be a trap!”
 
    
 
   “What trap? That guy is from the car rental agency.” All the same, it was starting to seem a little suspicious, even to me. “How did this happen?” I asked him through the intercom.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. Really. I made a mistake.”
 
    
 
   “You’re an idiot!” I said, unable to contain my rage.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Has anybody ever told you that you’re an idiot?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Well, all right,” I said, calming myself. “Don’t worry. Those things happen. Nobody’s perfect.”
 
    
 
   “Least of all me. I’m new on this job. Please don’t tell my boss or he’ll fire me.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, okay. Don’t worry. But we have to fix it. Hang on a minute. I’m coming right down to see what we can do. Wait for me there.”
 
    
 
   “I’m going with you,” said J.J.
 
    
 
   “No!”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”
 
    
 
   “No!”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”
 
    
 
   “All right. Do what you want.”
 
    
 
   The guy with the melifluous voice was tall and strong like a baseball player. Not at all like the weakling that I had imagined. I wasn’t sure it was him, until I heard his melifluous voice again.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said as soon as he saw me. “The keys are there, in that mailbox.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. It’s my neighbor’s,” I said. “But he’s not at home now. What can we do?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” answered the guy and he remained quiet, waiting to see what everyone else would decide. He was not the type to offer solutions, but rather one to complicate matters at the least opportunity.
 
    
 
   “You can go,” I said in a derogatory manner. “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of it.” And because the guy stayed quiet, like a fool, in the middle of the entrance, I added furiously: “Go! Go on, get out of here!”
 
    
 
   “All right. If you insist ...” said the guy. But he didn’t move.
 
    
 
   “Let me take a look,” said J.J., walking over to the mailbox. He had his sport bag in his hand and I understood that the moment of separation had arrived.
 
    
 
   “Do you think you could open the lock with a paper clip or something like that? Did I bring you down a paper clip?”
 
    
 
   “A paper clip?” said J.J., giving a tug and yanking the door off the mailbox. “Who needs a paper clip?”
 
    
 
   “Not you, of course!” I exclaimed with admiration. That’s my kind of man!
 
    
 
   “What a beast!” said the guy with the melifluous voice. “He destroyed the mailbox!”
 
    
 
   “It’s your fault!” I said, and I was almost at the point of adding: “Damned idiot!”
 
    
 
   J.J. rummaged through the envelopes and advertising flyers that he found in the mailbox and suddenly pulled out the keys. Without a word, he headed out to the street.
 
    
 
   “What ingratitude! He didn’t even tell me good-bye!” I exclaimed, disappointed. “It’ll be red, I suppose, like I ordered, or did you bring some other color?” I said, just to be saying something.
 
    
 
   “I’m afraid it’s blue. But it’s not my fault, believe me. I ... I only brought the car they gave me. But the model is the same one you asked for: a Volkswagen Seat Toledo.”
 
    
 
   “What? I didn’t ask for a Seat Toledo; I asked for a Ford Ibiza!”
 
    
 
   “Well, that’s not my fault. Believe me. I promise you. Not this time.”
 
    
 
   “But how can this be? What kind of company is this? I thought you were professional!”
 
    
 
   “Maybe there was an icon telling you that the car you chose was already rented, but you didn’t realize it. That happens to a lot of people. In this case the company takes the liberty of sending you another car, unless the customer indicates otherwise. Didn’t you see the icon? It’s a sign like those that say “Do not enter,” very small ...”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what fucking icon you’re talking about! This is the first time I’ve rented a car. Don’t you understand? Fuck! And he took off from here without even a word of farewell!”
 
    
 
   “So one car is just like another!” said the guy with the melifluous voice, although now the voice wasn’t so melifluous, but more cynical, sarcastic, than I would have thought him capable just a minute before. “They all have four wheels and they all get you some place, don’t they? Besides, you’re not the one who’s going to drive it, are you? And from what I see, your little friend is not the type to be grateful for favors ... And by the way, where is this disabled person who was going to get in the car? The boy who ripped the mailbox apart doesn’t exactly look disabled.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, shut up!” I exclaimed, amazed, unable to take any more of his insolence. “Of course. Right. You win. One car is just like another. Of course. Right. The truth is that I can’t even tell one model from another or one make from another. But he can and what he’s looking for out there is a red Ford Fiesta, not a blue Volkswagen Seat Toledo. Get it? Get it?”
 
    
 
   “I get it! Oh, I get it all right!” said the guy with the melifluous voice, now back with the melifluous voice. He was almost on the verge of adding “sweetie”. “So your friend will return when he can’t find the car. Who knows, maybe then he’ll tell you good-bye ...”
 
    
 
   Nevertheless, I was not in the mood to wait for J.J. to return. I knew he was capable of finding the car by himself, even though it was a different color and a different make. J.J. was like that. Some guys are clumsy, limited, stupid, the type for whom everything comes out wrong, and some guys are clever (normally also good-looking and pleasant), wide awake, daring, intuitive, for whom everything comes out right. They’re always in the right place at the right time. It can often be said that they’re born under the right star. God helps those who help themselves and these guys help themselves. J.J. was one of these guys. Although, at times, they’re usually so busy organizing their own destiny (and, without being aware of it, the destiny of others) that they forget to say good-bye to their friends. But that’s because they’re used to people forgiving them everything and following them wherever they go. Those are the leaders. They’re the ones who mark the rhythm of life. And the others, if they don’t want to be left out, if they don’t want to remain on the margins, have to follow them. The thing is that simple. I suppose this is why I went running after J.J. Pure vocation of a satellite. Guys like J.J. create addiction and, when they go away, there is no metaphysical comfort to fill the void that they leave behind.
 
    
 
   By instinct, I headed toward the corner, looking for the Volkswagen Seat Toledo. J.J. couldn’t be very far, I told myself. It was then that I realized that bullets were flying around me, some of them whizzing past my head. “Fuck!” I said to myself. “I’m in the middle of a shootout! And now what?” Yes! What? What do you do in a situation like this? Normally one does not react, one remains in the middle, interfering with the natural coming and going of the bullets, until one of them, of course, by pure chance, cuts through a vital organ and kills you. But no. That was not the kind of death I had imagined. Quickly, I threw myself on the ground for protection from the fire and by chance at that moment the shots ceased.
 
    
 
   “Stop! Police! Stop or I’ll shoot!” I heard someone say in a nearby location.
 
    
 
   I remained quite, expectant, but the police, instead of approaching me, headed off to the other side of the street, so I inched along, squatting, toward a blue car that I saw parked on the corner. I raised my head a moment and I saw J.J. trying to start it. I was very glad to see him safe and sound, but I wasn’t all that sure that he’d be glad to see me.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing here?” he muttered with a sign of rejection, lowering the window. “Go on, get out of here!”
 
    
 
   “This is not the red Ford that I ordered,” I said in an almost inaudible voice.
 
    
 
   “Yes. I can see that.”
 
    
 
   “They sent a different one ... I thought you wouldn’t find it ...”
 
    
 
   Suddenly there were two bursts of fire and some shouts at the end of the street. Somebody had been shot. Next everything was calm. J.J. opened the car door and said to me, “Okay, get in the car. Don’t stay here.”
 
    
 
   I slid onto the seat, curled up into a ball, with my head between my legs. Little by little, the car started to move, slowly, very slowly, so as not to attract attention, and, when I realized it, we had gotten a good distance away. Then I sat up. I looked toward the end of the street and saw that nobody was following us.
 
    
 
   “Those guys were waiting for me out there,” said J.J., “and they suddenly sped up, but so did the police, and when the Colombians drew their weapons, the police fired on them. I think one of the Colombians is dead.”
 
    
 
   “You left without saying good-bye,” I said, settling into my seat. “I’d like to know why, J.J., if I ...”
 
    
 
   “Somebody tipped off the cops,” he continued, without hearing me. “It wouldn’t have been you, would it?”
 
    
 
   “Me? No! I thought we were friends, you know? I know you don’t love me, that you can’t love me, but at least ...”
 
    
 
   “I wonder who would have tipped off the cops,” said J.J., turning sharply, in the direction of the M-30.
 
    
 
   “It was so disappointing to see you go like that, in such a way, without saying good-bye ... I thought we were friends.”
 
    
 
   “Friends?” J.J. looked at me suddenly with a sinister smile. “You don’t know me! I tried to tell you before, but you didn’t want to listen to me! I’m nobody’s friend! I don’t have friends!”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER IX
 
    
 
   I didn’t know where we were heading, nor did I care, although I could sense that we were traveling along a secondary road, through the province of Cuenca or Guadalajara. J.J. drove in silence without speaking to me. He didn’t look at me either and there was a moment when I started to think he had forgotten me.
 
    
 
   “Why ... why are you here?” he said, suddenly becoming aware of my presence. “Why didn’t you stay in Madrid?”
 
    
 
   “You asked me to get in. Don’t you remember?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but ... I can’t take you with me. You have to get out somewhere.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said with dejection. “But where?” And what am I going to do by myself, if I go back to Madrid? Who am I going to spend Chrsitmas with? I thought. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
    
 
   “J.J.,” I said, after a moment’s reflection, “I don’t have anything to do until Monday and neither do you, I suppose. Why don’t we look for a hotel somewhere and spend Christmas there?” J.J. didn’t say anything, and I continued: “Besides, it’s a good idea for you to go with me for the moment. If the police are looking for you, you won’t be able to give your name anywhere without getting arrested, but if I go with you, we can register under my name and nothing will happen, get it? I ... I’ll take care of all the expenses. I’m not rich, as you already know, but I can afford a little vacation ...”
 
    
 
   “Vacation? The last thing I’m thinking about right now is a vacation! I have more important things to do.”
 
    
 
   “All right. If you don’t like my idea, let me out somewhere and I’ll make arrangements to get back to Madrid,” I said, slighted.
 
    
 
   “They’ve got me confused with somebody else,” said J.J., after a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, as if he were talking to himself. “They’ve got me confused with the other man ...”
 
    
 
   “But what really happened? I didn’t understand anything. You say the police were there ... but didn’t they try to arrest you?” 
 
    
 
   “No. Everything happened very fast. I’m not sure what happened either. The police were keeping watch. Somebody tipped them off. Besides, somebody accidentally went by there as I was coming out the door. Yeah, that’s what happened. The police thought they were going for him. All of a sudden the shooting started. I don’t know if a cop got hurt, but the Colombians got the worst of it. One of them was shot down in the middle of the street and it looked to me like he was dead. The other one took off running and it looked like they got him. I think there were only two. The one who was walking down the street I think took a bullet. I ran as quick as I could for the corner, I clicked the remote several times, the door of this car opened, and I got in. The cops had too much to do there, with all those wounded, to pay any attention to me.”
 
    
 
   “Well you sure lucked out!” I said with a sigh. “Are you sure they didn’t get you?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure.” 
 
    
 
   “They didn’t get me either. Even though I was in the middle of the shooting. I felt the bullets whistling over my head. Fuck! I felt death so close! In a certain way, I was excited. But I’m alive! It’s a miracle that I’m alive! It’s a miracle that we’re both alive, J.J.! We should celebrate! It’s a good thing the cops arrived!”
 
    
 
   “Yeah. Somebody called them. They were tipped off and the Colombians were taken by surprise.”
 
    
 
   “They must have thought they were dealing with a rival gang or something like that, don’t you think?” I said, laughing. Were the cops in plain clothes? I didn’t even see them. In fact, I didn’t see anything.”
 
    
 
   “You’re the one who called them, aren’t you?” said J.J., stepping a little harder on the gas. “You’re the one who called the cops. Come on, tell me!”
 
    
 
   “No. It wasn’t me.”
 
    
 
   “Then who was it? You’re the only one who knew they were waiting for me. I don’t like cops. Not here or anywhere. This time they saved my neck. Come on, tell me! It was you who called them, wasn’t it?”
 
    
 
   “No. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but it wasn’t me.”
 
    
 
   “Then who could it have been?”
 
    
 
   “Someone does occur to me,” I said, thoughtful, “but I don’t ...”
 
    
 
   “Who?”
 
    
 
   “No! No way! Forget it! It’s absurd! How could he have known that the hitmen were waiting there?”
 
    
 
   “But who are you talking about? Your friend doesn’t know anything about my life. Unless you’re the one who told him ...”
 
    
 
   “No! I didn’t tell him anything! You saw yourself that I didn’t even talk on the phone with him all night!”
 
    
 
   “But then ... who called the cops? It must have been somebody!”
 
    
 
   “Well somebody who loves you a lot.”
 
    
 
   “Nobody loves me a lot.”
 
    
 
   “Man, your friends ... Benito, Harrison ...”
 
    
 
   “Harrison? No, it wasn’t Harrison. Only women love me. While I’m making love to them. After that, they end up hating me too.”
 
    
 
   What a strange place. So big and so lonely. There’s nobody here. Oh, yes, two people. And the waiter. How cold! Coffee. I’m not in the mood for tea today. “I’m going to stop here for gas, mate. I have to get gas. Can you lend me some money ...?” Yes, of course. I’m going to see how this comes out. “I have almost no cash. I ... But we can pay with a credit card. Although ... Look, I think there’s an ATM over there. And also a restaurant. Do you feel like having a coffee?” What a strange place. He is acting stranger all the time. I don’t trust him. His eyes don’t ... The truth is that I have never trusted him. I don’t know what he’s thinking or what he’s capable of doing. The card. The money. That’s the only thing that ... “I’m going to the rest room, mate. Order me a coffee.” Yes, of course, and then me. I’m going too. But how much? How much? Enough for dinner and gas and the hotel. But where are we going? You can’t pay with a credit card everywhere, especially in isolated areas like this. Or can you? I don’t know. And how far? Or how long? He doesn’t want me to go with him. He’s wanting to dump me somewhere, but he doesn’t know how or ... or ... He needs my money. Oh, yeah. He can’t run off without money.  “Can you lend me some money ...?” Why does he insist on the verb “to lend.” He’s not going to pay it back! But so what? Money is the least of it. Wow, he’s taking too long. Where could he have gone? I can’t see the car from here. He couldn’t have gone off somewhere and started it? The worse for him. I don’t believe it. He won’t get far with no money. But who knows? J.J., I’m not finished ... Don’t go. Damned idiot, the kiss fucked us up! J.J., please. No, it can’t be. He’s gone. He’s already gone. Fuck, he’s not coming back! “Two coffees, please. With milk.” I suppose he wants his with milk. Or maybe he wants it black. Red. Ah, yes, he calls it red. Two double reds! Fuck! But why is he taking so long? What could he be doing? Oh, my God. I should have stayed. I should stay here. Paid for the gas and that’s all. Let him go. But no ... I can’t go back to Madrid tonight. I don’t think there’s a connection from here. This is not a town. It’s only a service station. A rest stop with a restaurant and all that. But very big. And very ... Where are the rest rooms? He went down there, down that hallway, behind that screen. Very American. It seems very American. Please, J.J., come back now, okay? What the fuck ...? J.J., don’t play games with me! “Ah, here you are. I ordered yours with milk. Now I’m going.” Yes, I’m going. I’m taking a piss. Fuck, I need to take a piss right away. Won’t he slip something in my coffee? Some kind of drug, some ... Because he’s dark and has eyes like that, I don’t trust him. That’s all prejudice. All the dark-skinned ones ... witchcraft, superstition. Prejudice. Race prejudice. Racist. Yes. No. I’m not like that. But ... Yes, there he is. There, at the end of the hallway. I don’t see him any more. He doesn’t see me either. And if he goes? And now if he goes? He’s killed more than one. And when you’ve killed once, it doesn’t matter if you keep killing. That’s what they say and I believe it. Killing is a habit like any other. I’ll give him the money. I’ll give him ... He’ll need enough. Would 300 euros be enough? Oh, wow, the ATM won’t give me any more. Enough for the hotel, dinner and the rest. I’ll give him ... What do I care about money? And let him go. I want to be ruined. So I’ll have something to be sorry about. I always wanted to be poor and finally I will be. Poor. But I’m already poor! Where ...? What am I thinking? But I can’t go back to Madrid like this. I couldn’t stand being locked up there all weekend. Christmas, fucking Christmas! And Pedro. Fuck him! He left me. Fuck him! I don’t love him any more. No, I no longer ... I loved him, but not any more ... He had no pity on me. Fuck him! Does he have a record? Are the police looking for him? So this boy is crazy about that girl. No, I don’t like boys who are in love ... I don’t want them if they’re not free to ... Alone. I’m alone. Oh, yes, here. Fuck, what a relief. This is just what I needed. Dickhead. Why ...? Why do people entertain themselves by writing foolishness in urinals? “I eat ass ...” “I eat Moorish ass.”  God, how powerful! But just any Moor? And why the Moors? Fuck, how powerful! I wonder if he pissed here? Would he have read that? There must have been a lot of Moors through here, a lot of Moroccans and Algerians, working in the fields, and maybe some crazy queen was walking behind them. In some construction project or other. They usually come here to ... “I eat ass ...” Moors are dark-skinned ... the asses of the Moors ... Yes, dark-skinned. But what’s special about Moors’ asses? Oh, now, what a relief! Now, here it is. “... the Moors.” And if he’s gone? Sure, sure he’s gone! He took advantage of the situation and made his escape. I’d have to stay here and spend the night. “I eat ass ...” Is some Moor going to come here for this guy to eat ...? No. He hasn’t gone. He couldn’t have gone. Yes. He’s gone. He’s not there. He’s not there. He’s gone, he’s gone! No. It can’t be. Ah, no. He’s here, he’s here! “Coffee’s getting cold, mate.” He put something in the coffee. I’m sure he put something in. But I’ll have to drink it. Even so, I’ll have to drink it. Racist. I’m a fucking racist. No. It’s still hot. “What do I owe you?” It tastes of ... “It’s already paid.” Oh yeah? And now I’ll have to go to the ATM. “Well thanks. But why did you pay?” He’s pretending to be the good guy with me. He’s trying to confuse me with his manners. And now he’s going with me, of course. He’s going to see the number that I punch in. And how do I get rid of him? How ...? And what if he memorizes my PIN? ... Oh, I’m lost. He’ll kill me, he’ll dump my body anywhere along the road. And in the meantime he’ll keep spending and spending. He knows that nobody will report my disappearance. He knows I’m alone and that ... He knows that weeks will go by before anyone thinks to investigate and by that time he will have used up all my money. All the fucking money that I’ve saved since I started working when I was seventeen. Idiot, what an idiot! I’m sure he’s killed others for less. “Ready?” No, I can’t tell him to turn away and not look. I can’t say that to him. It would be rude, a show of distrust or, still worse, of insecurity. He’s got me by the balls and he knows it. “Yes, let’s go.” How cold! And now I have to go to the ATM. How cold! I’m shivering. And my hands are trembling. I’m showing too much fear. “The ATM is over there, mate.” Don’t call me mate. I’m not your mate. Not if you’re going to kill me, bastard. I see it in your eyes. To you I’m just a fucking faggot, a fucking shitty Spaniard that you’re going to kill to steal his money. The only thing you care about is my money, you fuck, so don’t come to me with this claim of mate. “Don’t you have to pump gas?” Let’s see if that gets him away from here. I have to find a way to get him away so I can take out the money. Is it raining or snowing? It looks like sleet. Is that snow falling? “Yes, but I need money.” Of course, fuck, he needs money, but couldn’t he back away a little more? Come on, get out of here, get away and don’t look, fuck. The card. It’s time to stick the card in. I can’t delay it any longer. And he’s not moving! What a guy! Stay there! Right behind me! I’ll try to block his view with my shoulder or my sleeve. But it makes no difference. He’s looking over my shoulder. He’s looking and I can’t tell him ... Fuck! He has no shame. And I’m an idiot. I’m being led to the slaughter without being able to do anything to ... The number. Let him see it. Yes, let him see it. Let him kill me. It’s all the same to me. Pedro, please, Pedro. I should be somewhere with you now, not with this guy. You’re the one I love. I’m sorry. When they find my body ... Oh, and I won’t even have told you that ... Yes, you’ll always hate me, because I didn’t want to listen to you. I rejected you. But he knows it! Yes, he knows I love him. But I don’t know if he’ll forgive me. You’re right. You warned me. You warned me of the danger. You’re so smart and so ... Oh, look how you warned me, but I ... “OK, I’m ready. Let’s go.” Yes, let him get a good look at where I put the money. Oh, but I had more money in my wallet! I could have paid with that! About a hundred euros. And I think I have more in one of my pockets. What a dickhead I am. And he saw it. He saw it all. And besides that he knows the PIN to my card. He saw it, I have no doubt. I’m a dickhead. It’s all the same. I don’t care. I don’t want ... I don’t want to live any longer. I’m tired. Uglier and uglier. Older and more alone. Sadder and more ... Sooner or later, Pedro will leave me. Yes, he will leave me again, and I’ll be left alone and I won’t be able to find anybody else and I don’t want to be like those disgusting guys who go from toilet to toilet, writing graffiti and eating the dick or the ass ... of some Moor. I want to live always with the same person. I want always to love the same person. To be at peace in my own home ... And it’s not easy. No, it’s not easy to find somebody else who ... I’m so tired. Let him kill me, yes, let him kill me. I do not give a damn about life. It’s all the same to me. I couldn’t stand being cooped up at home and spending the holidays there by myself. I’m tired of suffering and feeling so pathetic! Life was not made for me. They didn’t teach me how to live, fuck. Why didn’t they tell me that life was so ...? Of course, mate, make an end of me, mate. Come on, mate, fucking finish me off, mate. But do a good job, mate. Have a little elegance when you deliver the coup de grâce, mate. Do a good job, please. Do it well and quickly, like you know how to do.
 
    
 
   “It seems that we’re in a natural park or something like that. I think this is the place where Owl Creek begins. Or the River Mundo. I don’t know ...”
 
    
 
   “There it says Crow Creek, mate. There was a sign on the side of the bridge.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Crow. Not Owl. I was thinking of An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge ... I heard people talk of these places many times, but I never knew how to get here. Look, it’s snowing! What a beautiful place! So lonely and so sad!”
 
    
 
   “Why sad?”
 
    
 
   “Beauty is always sad, don’t you think? To contemplate it produces a kind of desolation. I don’t know why. You’re afraid to lose it, that somebody might damage it, that it won’t last ... I don’t know. You fear that you won’t be able to capture it, that you won’t be able to give it its true value ... It’s somewhat irrational, isn’t it? Beauty speaks to you of eternity, although you know that this is impossible, since nothing it eternal. Besides, when you contemplate beauty, you feel as if something is breaking inside of you. You feel fragile, useless, superfluous. You suddenly lose the connection with reality. Beauty can provoke even the urgent desire to cry. I cried once contemplating a valley ...”
 
    
 
   And right now I’m on the point of crying contemplating you. Please let me contemplate you. But don’t look at me like that, okay? What dark impenetrable eyes! I never know what he’s thinking. And why are you stopping the car? Oh, yes, there’s some kind of watchtower and the sight must be ... You’re sad too. You’re beautiful, and therefore sad. It breaks my heart every time I look at you. Your beauty hurts me. The hurt that you cause me almost gives me chills. I feel that I could hug you and cry for hours and hours, days and days, and that nothing else in this world could comfort me. Nothing! Not even your kisses could manage to comfort me!
 
    
 
   “Let’s go take a look, mate.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Let’s.” 
 
    
 
   We soon discovered that we were on the edge of a ravine or a small gap, at the bottom of which flowed a creek with cold churning water. It’s a startling vision: snow partly covering the flat ground, some crimson clouds veiling the last sunlight of the afternoon, the wind howling around us, and suddenly, the deep unevenness opening in the terrain, discovered by accident, right here, at my feet. I feel a slight dizziness. I’m almost at the point of losing my balance and falling. I scrape a pebble with my foot and it falls, rolling over the cliff until it shatters on the rock at the bottom. J.J. is right behind me at this moment and watches me in silence. Instinctively, I back up a couple of steps and notice immediately that he has caught my fear.
 
    
 
   Without looking directly at him, I know he has gone back to the car, put his hand in the bag and pulled out the gun. It’s what I imagined.  He walks toward me, crestfallen (he doesn’t like to have to do it, I know, but he can’t avoid it: I’m a troublesome guy, I know too many things about his life) and he’s going to shoot me, he will kill me without the slightest regret (I know it, he’s like that, I’m not the first person that he’s killed) and then he’ll leave me thrown there, at the bottom of the ravine, with my body half submerged in the creek and the blood bubbling from my mouth, dyeing in bursts the cold water a scarlet color that is already swirling over my shoulders and my head, while he gets far away from here in the car, in the same car that I rented for him, leaving no trace, with a slight smile on his lips and that expression of innocence and sweetness, so unbearably beautiful, like that day on the bus, when he looked at me with those stateless eyes of his and that amoral candor of people who have never felt guilty of anything, although they have committed the most heinous acts. Nobody will find my body for months. I’m a sentimental fool. I thought that with me he wouldn’t ... But who am I? The only thing he cares about is my money. I should have stayed in that restaurant. It looked like there was a town nearby. Then I should have gone back to Madrid. But I got in the car, and that was my mistake. I wanted to die. I knew what I was up against. Or maybe I no longer want to die? No. I’d like to know if he was capable ... That’s it ... And of course he’s capable. He is. How stupid I was. But I don’t care. No. I don’t care. I’m tired of suffering and feeling pathetic. Come on, you bastard! What are you waiting for? Go ahead and fucking finish me off! Shoot me! But do a good job, with a little elegance. With that natural elegance that you have. Come on! What are you waiting for? Shoot me now and clear out!
 
    
 
   “J.J.,” I said when I saw him coming with the gun in his hand, I know that you’re going to kill me, but let me tell you ...” I really had nothing to say, or rather, it seemed ridiculous to tell him that ..., because this was the only thing I wanted to say. “Okay, in short, it doesn’t matter ... Shoot me and get it over. I’m not afraid of death. You see?” I said with a nervous smile, trying to hide the chattering of my teeth. I’m braver than I thought. Come on! Shoot! What are you waiting for? Let’s get it over with!
 
    
 
   J.J. stopped in front of me, expressionless, with cold, vacant eyes. I thought: “He’s not going to shoot me. He’s going to push me down into the ravine so it all looks like an accident.”
 
    
 
   “Please,” I said, “Shoot me. Shoot me in the heart or in the head so I die quickly. I wouldn’t like to suffer.”
 
    
 
   At that moment his lips drew a grin of mocking or scorn. He raised the gun and made a strange movement with his hand: instead of gripping it, he palpated it again and again, as if he was calculating its weight. Then, unexpectedly, he took an impulse and threw it cleanly over the creek.
 
    
 
   “It’s over,” he said. “This story is over.”
 
    
 
   “What?” I asked, confused, not understanding.
 
    
 
   “I’ve been wanting to get rid of this weapon for a while,” said J.J., looking at the bottom of the creek. Then he turned his eyes toward me and looked at me carefully with a smile. “But did you ever think I wanted to kill you?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “Well, I ... You seemed so strange ...”
 
    
 
   “Please!” he said with a sigh. “How could I hurt you? How could I hurt the only person who really loved me, after her, the only person that I ...?”
 
    
 
   At that moment something started to move under my feet. Two or three small stones rolled toward the edge of the ravine. I was dizzy and I didn’t dare look down. Even so, I lost my balance. The earth kept falling away under my feet and I knew I was going to fall. Even so, I didn’t want to give in to panic. I made a vain attempt to hold on to something. I stretched out my hands and reached for the air ...
 
    
 
   “Hey, come on, come on! What are you doing?” said J.J., grabbing me at the last moment and holding me forcefully in his arms: “If you fall and kill yourself, what will become of the vacation that we planned together?”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER X
 
    
 
   “Look,” I said, “what a tiny hotel! It’s like a one-family home that rents rooms. And it’s open! There’s smoke coming from the chimney! Please, Let’s stay here!” It was the perfectly hideout to spend two or three peaceful days, such as I had imagined, a suitable place in the middle of a remote and isolated valley, covered with woods. J.J. made no comment and I continued: “It looks like one of those enchanted hotels that El País recommends. It couldn’t have more than five or six rooms. And what views!
 
    
 
   “It’s probably a hotel for couples,” said J.J., reticent.
 
    
 
   “And what are we but a couple?”
 
    
 
   “Okay ... what I mean is ... I wouldn’t like for them to figure out ...”
 
    
 
   “Look our appearance! How can anybody suspect that we aren’t straight? Besides, at Christmas people are tolerant and friendly. Who’s going to think about that? It’s almost night and we don’t even know where we are! I’m not sure that we can find another hotel very easily. No, at least, one so ...”
 
    
 
   “It’s all right. Let’s go there, if you want.”
 
    
 
   “No. We’ll only go there if you also want to.”
 
    
 
   “Good. Let’s go there.”
 
    
 
   “For now, let’s take a look at the bar. I’m sure there must be a bar!”
 
    
 
   “Do you feel like a good hot cup of coffee?”
 
    
 
   “A brandy is more like it.”
 
    
 
   With thick whitewashed walls, rugged windows, and dark varnished wooden doors, strong clay tiles, and high vaulted ceilings, the Hotel Mesana was as cozy on the inside as it seemed from the outside. Some oil paintings, not too bad, with still life or vegetable motifs, and quite a number of gadgets of antique rural life stuck in corners and hallways, served to qualify even more, if that were possible, the rustic atmosphere of the place. As for the furniture, it was from different styles and periods and seemed to come, as if by chance, different periods of antiquity. It was supposed to depict, obviously, an old farmhouse or an old disused mill, converted into a hotel after appropriate remodeling.
 
    
 
   There was nobody behind the small reception desk when we arrived. Only a white cat, on a chair, who was pleased to accept my caresses with a soft purr. A girl of ten or eleven passed through the little hall and when she saw us, she said: “My mom is in the bar. Did you want a room?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said.
 
    
 
   “We don’t have any left. The hotel is full up. Mom, Mom!” she started to shout.
 
    
 
   “You don’t need to call her,” I said, horrified by her shouting. “We’ll just go into the bar. Thanks.”
 
    
 
   The bar was a much larger space than one would have supposed. A fireplace at the back, in which crackled the twisted stump of an old knotty vine, eight or ten tables with wooden chairs of different models and sizes, four windows looking onto the valley on one side, and, on the other, at the bend of a backwater creek, a small bar on the left, next to the door, where a relatively young blonde-haired woman was serving, and, at the far end of the room, a pool table!
 
    
 
   “Wow!” I exclaimed with enthusiasm. “Do you feel like playing a game of pool?”
 
    
 
   “Why not?” said J.J. “But do you know how to play pool?”
 
    
 
   “Naturally!” I said, offended. “What do you take me for?”
 
    
 
   There were three or four customers at the bar and as many others seated at the tables, most of them young. I saw the blonde woman smiling at us and I went over to her.
 
    
 
   “Good evening,” I said. “We were wanting a room, but your daughter told us there weren’t any left.”
 
    
 
   “Yes and no ... The truth is that they’re all reserved,” the woman lamented. “This time of the year we never have any openings. Everything has been reserved since October.”
 
    
 
   “Wow, what a shame! And you wouldn’t know of any other hotel around here? We left  Madrid at noon, we’ve fooled around too much, stopping at different places and now, since it’s night ...”
 
    
 
   “No. There aren’t any. You’d have to go to the national highway ... Although it happens ... But I don’t know if you’d be interested ...”
 
    
 
   “Do you mean you do have a room?”
 
    
 
   “Yes and no. You see, like I said, everything is reserved, but this morning one of our former guests called. His wife is sick ...”
 
    
 
   “So he canceled his reservation, is that it? But then, what’s the problem?”
 
    
 
   “Well, in that room there’s only one bed. A honeymoon bed with a canopy ... All our guests are couples and ...”
 
    
 
   “I told you, mate,” whispered J.J., lowering his head.
 
    
 
   “Oh, well! Is that all!” I exclaimed. “But that doesn’t matter to me. What about you? Does it matter to you?” J.J., blushing, avoided looking at me.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know ...”
 
    
 
   “Well, that’s what’s available,” the woman concluded. “I supposed that ...”
 
    
 
   “If the bed is wide enough ...” I added, looking at J.J. sideways. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes it is,” assented the woman and her face lit up with a maternal smile. “But, why don’t you look at the room first and then decide?”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” agreed J.J.
 
    
 
   “Sounds good to me,” I said. “But first let’s have something to drink, if you don’t mind. I’d like a brandy.”
 
    
 
   “For me a really hot coffee,” said J.J.
 
    
 
   “Very well.” The woman, business-like, took a glass from a shelf and then headed toward the place where there were bottles of brandy. “It’s a very cold night and you must be tired from your journey, am I right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are,” I said, winking an eye at J.J.
 
    
 
   When the woman put the drinks on the bar, I paid the bill and ask for change for pool. I quickly put a coin in the slot, took out the balls and began to arrange them in a triangle.
 
    
 
   “See how nobody suspects anything?” I whispered to J.J. “Nobody is looking at us strangely. I didn’t know you were so fearful or that you had so many preconceptions. Look at it this way, what could be more straight than playing pool? But it doesn’t matter, even if they suspected something, nobody would dare say anything to us. A honeymoon bed! Fuck! I hope that when we get up there you’re not going to fall asleep! And don’t go telling me now that it’s not a good time for ...!”
 
    
 
   “What do you think? asked the woman proudly as soon as she opened the door to the room on the second floor, at the end of the hall. Quite so! There was a huge bed with a canopy. There was also a ewer, a chest, and a mirror in a baroque frame, very old, among curious objects, all of them arranged for daily use and not for mere decoration. The view of the creek almost at the point of overflowing, surrounded by cottonwoods and poplars, was magnificent.
 
    
 
   “Ah, very well,” I said. “But this is incredible! More than a hotel, it seems like a museum of manners or something like that ...”
 
    
 
   “Every room is different,” continued the woman. “Every bed different. Every chair different. There are no two sticks of furniture alike in the whole hotel. And the sheets, the drapes, the towels ... Everything is made by hand. I did it all and I embroidered ... My husband only restored the house. He plastered the walls and painted them, he put down the floors, he installed the bathrooms ... Now he has taken over the management and the kitchen.”
 
    
 
   “You’re not from here, are you?” I said, observing the woman with more and more attention. You came from some city, didn’t you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. How do you know?”
 
    
 
   “It shows. It always shows.”
 
    
 
   “Well,” admitted the woman with simplicity, supporting her hands on her hips, and it was then that I realized that she was pregnant. “We left the city a few years ago. We were both college students and we wanted to live in a quiet place ...”
 
    
 
   “What were you? Two hippies or something like that?”
 
    
 
   “More or less,” she laughed. “Like all the kids from that period. Vicente, my husband, received an inheritance from his parents and we bought this house with very little money, because it belonged to an uncle of his, who was already very old. At first we thought about just living here and getting by on what we could raise in the garden ... We were naive and romantic! But before long we realized that it was impossible to live like that, so we decided to convert the house into a hotel. We worked hard for a couple of years until we finished the remodeling and the hotel started to work ... We’ve been at it fifteen years. This is an eco-friendly hotel. Did you notice the panels? All the energy that we use is solar. We like natural things ... No genetically modified food or anything like that.”
 
    
 
   “Wow, that’s interesting!” I exclaimed. “Or rather, you’re something like two radical ecologists. You left the madding crowd and settled into this small paradise. How I envy you!”
 
    
 
   “Well,” said the woman with a gesture of fatigue, “the country takes a lot of work! And then there are the children! We have three! A woman helps us, but, even so ...! It’s very complicated to raise them and all that! No, paradise doesn’t exist! Besides, there are times when no guest comes to the hotel and we are very alone. When you’re born in the city, it’s hard to get used to the country.”
 
    
 
   “I understand.”
 
    
 
   “How do you like the room?”
 
    
 
   “I like it,” I said. “And you?” J.J. assented with a look. “Of course. We’ll take it.”
 
    
 
   “Very well,” said the woman. “Then here’s the key. Room number 5. Dinner starts at 7:30, within a quarter of an hour. Today we have pumpkin soup. Have you ever tried pumpkin soup?”
 
    
 
   “Mmmnnn! No, but I’m sure it’s delicious. Are you also vegetarians?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. But we understand that not everyone can share our lifestyle, so, if you wish, you can order meat or fish as a second option. We have a large assortment of frozen foods.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you. You’re very kind.” I closed the door from the inside and stood looking at J.J. fixedly. “And now ...” I said, moving closer to him, “now I’m going to kiss you violently.”
 
    
 
   “You must mean ‘urgently’.” 
 
    
 
   “No. I mean ‘violently’. Although I’m also going to do it ‘urgently’. And it’s because I think that love can only be made to you violently. And no excuses count! No, J.J., not now!”
 
    
 
   “We’ll fuck all night if you want,” said J.J., taking my hand and putting it on his fly, while I contemplated his mouth. “But now I have to go for the luggage. I don’t like to leave things outside in the car.”
 
    
 
   “What things?” I protested, hiding a spasm. “I didn’t bring anything! And the only thing that could implicate you, you threw into the creek, didn’s you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but there are still some things out there that I would prefer to have with me. I’m just going for a moment to get the bag. I’m com- ...”
 
    
 
   “No!” I said, choking off his words with my kisses. “Don’t go now! Later!”
 
    
 
   In a few minutes we were naked, making love like crazy men. I had a rapid orgasm as soon as I stroked his ass and felt his penis rubbing against my leg. J.J. bit my ear while he grabbed me forcefully around the waist and I licked his neck. That and the taste of his skin is the last thing I remember, before falling sound asleep.
 
    
 
   I awoke with a start at two thirty in the morning. I groped blindly all over the bed with my hands and didn’t find J.J. Alarmed, I turned on the light. No. He wasn’t there. I jumped out of bed and ran naked to the bathroom. No. He wasn’t there either. I looked out the window and saw in the shadow the waters of the creek and the trees. I went back to bed and wrapped myself in the sheets completely stiff with cold. I couldn’t believe that J.J. would have left. No, not yet. A little while later, I got up again and dressed. I opened the door of the room and took a look out in the hall. Everything was quiet and dark. I crept down the stairs and got to the reception hall. No one was ther. Through the window I scrutinized the place where we had left the car and it wasn’t there! “So he has gone,” I told myself with resignation. But I couldn’t believe it. No, not yet! I went back upstairs to my room. I sat down on the bed. And then I had a presentiment. I put my hand in the pocket and ... the money had disappeared! However, there was something in there. There was a  paper, a piece of recycled paper with the letterhead of the hotel, on which was written, in clear determined letters, the following text:
 
    
 
   I’m sorry I have to go like this, mate, but I don’t love you and I can’t be your boyfriend. I’m not like you. Get it? There’s only one person in the world that I really love and you know who that is.
 
                 The money that I’m taking you can consider a loan. Some day I’ll give it back to you.
 
                 Take care of yourself and I hope everything goes OK.
 
                 J.J.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t sleep for the rest of the night, and when morning broke, haggard and worn out, I went down to reception with the intention of paying the bill and getting out of there as soon as I could. Although I didn’t know how, since I didn’t want to call attention by revealing my personal situation.
 
    
 
   I had supposed that the coffee shop would still be closed, so it gave me a welcome surprise when I saw not only that it was open, but that there were already several people having breakfast. The guests, as usual in establishments of this type, go to bed early and get up very early to go hiking and all that sort of thing. Ecological tourism. The best of all. I thought about how beautiful it would have been to wake up next to J.J. that morning, in that magnificent bed with a canopy, to make love one more time, to take a good shower and then go down for breakfast and take a walk through the surroundings, strolling along the creek or climbing the foothills of a mountain. But no. No way! How could I have been such an idiot to imagine that something like that could happen? I’m not like you. Get it? I can’t be your boyfriend. There’s only one person in the world that I really love and you know who that is. Yes, of course. How could I have been so blind? I didn’t see, or I didn’t want to see that he’s not like me, that he couldn’t reciprocate what I felt. How stupid I was. He lived with a man, yes, but he was a child and perhaps the only thing he did was let the other guy ... But that’s not homosexuality! If you let yourself be touched but you don’t touch or look at the one who touches you, if you don’t desire the one who touches you ..., that’s not homosexuality! And now I understand why ... Somehow, he shied away from my mouth. And he didn’t want to kiss me! He was too kind in letting me kiss him. He didn’t want to hurt my feelings. He can go to bed with other men. Yes. I don’t doubt it. But only to ... And what I wanted was something more. Something that he couldn’t give me. Not sex, but love. True love. Love of comrades. And he ... he only wanted to fuck! Not kiss, nor caress! Only fuck! Stick his dick in some hole! But men don’t give a damn about that! I’m not like you. I can’t be your boyfriend. All right. That’s fine. I understand. Nothing happens. If you can understand my homosexuality, I can also understand your heterosexuality. But I’ve been an imbecile. I let myself be fooled by my own feelings. That boy isn’t even bisexual. He’s only sexual. Fuck! A hitman! A murderer! I even got lucky! lucky that he didn’t ...! Okay. Okay. It was great while it lasted. I’m not going to regret anything. But now ... now what? Yeah, that, what? Right now go back. I have to go back. I have to get out of here. This place is stupendous. I like it. The blonde woman is ... I like her. This place is incredible. I would like to stay, but I can’t. The scenery is ... No, I’m not going to cry over J.J. No. No way. That’s finished. And I would so love to cry! If I stay here ... No. No way. I’ve lost the strength to fight. And I must fight. I must confront reality. The reality of an absurd life and without incentives. Not because I would be that way. No way. These things happen to anybody. But my life is absurd. I’m thirty-one years old and I still haven’t learned how to live. Absurd, yes! Living is not easy, knowing how to live. I don’t know how to live. They didn’t teach me to … I’ve always lived in a cloud. I didn’t ... I’m going to start over. I have to ... Fuck, and today is the 24th of December! Tonight is Christmas Eve! I have to go home and stay by myself inside all night, all weekend ... How am I not going to feel like crying?
 
    
 
   “Good morning!” said the blonde woman, with a friendly smile, after placing on the table two plates of toast, of course made from whole wheat bread. “Did you sleep well?”
 
    
 
   “Marvelously!” I said. “Thank you very much!”
 
    
 
   “Will you be spending Christmas Eve here or will you be going to Majorca after all?”
 
    
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
    
 
   “Your friend asked my husband last night where he could catch the boat for Majorca, but I don’t know if you’re going today or tomorrow. You can keep the room until noon, but I need to know how many guests we’re going to have for dinner.”
 
    
 
   “We’re going today,” I said. “I’ve come down to pay the bill. I fell asleep immediately last night. I’m sorry. I missed the pumpkin soup. I was so tired! The previous night I didn’t sleep at all! And where did your husband say we could catch the boat? In Barcelona, in Valencia?”
 
    
 
   “No. In Denia. It’s closer. You can get there in an hour or two on the expressway.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, great! Wonderful. I’ll tell my friend.”
 
    
 
   “My husband already told him.” She flashed me a sassy smile while she poured boiling water into a teapot, and added: “Well, if you didn’t have dinner last night, you must be hungry! Do you want to have breakfast now or do you prefer to wait until your friend comes down?”
 
    
 
   “No, no. I’ll have breakfast now.”
 
    
 
   “Of course.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, and please get my bill ready ... By the way, can I pay with a credit card?”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   THIRD PART
 
    
 
   CHRISTMAS STORY
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Gabriel having finished, the huge pudding was transferred to the table. The clatter of forks and spoons began again. Gabriel’s wife served out spoonfuls of the pudding and passed plates down the table. Midway down they were held up by Mary Jane, who replenished them with raspberry or orange jelly, or with blancmange and jam. The pudding was of Aunt Julia’s making and she received praises for it from all quarters. She herself said that it was not quite brown enough.”
 
   JAMES JOYCE
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER XI
 
    
 
   Already, already it was starting. Luckily I could catch the train on time. They realized. Yes, I think that ... Luckily that boy brought me this far. But ... Yes, I think they realized. The newspaper, right away. I have to look at the newspaper to see ... Nice boy ... They realized, yes. Very kind. And a nice pickup truck. Wow, and what a disgrace, leaving me dumped out here ... Bastard, bastard! But it’s all right. I’ll get to Madrid at ... at supper time. The headline ... No, there’s no headline. No. Nothing on the first page. So he’s gone to Majorca. Yes, of course, to meet that girl. Dora, his beloved Dora. No. Not on these pages either. And on Christmas, with all its sentimental claptrap ... Nor on the following pages. Nothing. I’m sure the two of them must have reconciled. The Commerce Secretary was fired ... Still speculations about his motives ... not very convincing for the opposition ... If she is kidnapped or confined in some way, he’ll get her free. And if she’s involved in prostitution of her own free will (but who’s involved in prostitution of their own free will?), he’ll forgive her. Although ... when he threw the gun into the creek ... It was as if he wanted to turn a page, erase his past. “This story is ended.” Yes, that’s what he said. Not in the booklet of the City of Madrid either. A very romantic story. A year without seeing her and at the end ... Freed from the yoke ... with no ties ... But without me. No. That’s not it. Another woman murdered. Bastard, bastard! When will ke quit ...? They vanished from there, leaving no trace. And if she loves him ... But why not love him? Who couldn’t love a boy like that? They’ll get back together, they’ll fall in love again, they’ll go to live far away, somewhere, another island perhaps, so some lost corner of the Balearics, where nobody can find them, never again, and where they will be very ... But, at least, that’s what I want to think. No, don’t worry about money, J.J. Consider it my wedding gift. Take good care of yourself and get along well. Aha, here’s the headline:
 
    
 
   THREE WOUNDED IN SHOOTOUT WITH POLICE
 
   Wild shootout yesterday in Madrid, resulting in the wounding in varying degrees of severity of two Colombians and a Spanish citizen. Apparently the police attempted prevent an attack against P.T.M. on the part of two Colombian hitmen, against whom there was an outstanding arrest warrant. The victim was the one who notified the police.
 
    
 
   The victim called the police! No. J.J. didn’t call the police. Although, in theory, he wasn’t the victim, but rather this P.T.M. An who is that ...? No. I don’t understand anything. Did I read the wrong story? I’ll start from the beginning. THREE WOUNDED IN ...  And there was another murder last week ... Also Colombians. A boom in Colombian-related crime in Spain ... What ...? Four years ago there were only 21,000 Colombians and today ... today there are ... some 240,000. Of those, 90,000 in Madrid. Most of them ... Yes, of course, good people. They come to work ... Also criminals, hired kidnappers, drug traffickers, hitmen ... Of all those, some 500. They cause a lot of trouble ... They tarnish the image of the Colombian community in Spain. In one year, between 1999 and 2000, fourteen Colombians were murdered in Madrid ... A year later, seventeen. The main victims of the Madrid cartel ... The Madrid cartel! ... their own fellow countrymen. They don’t usually attack Spanish citizens. But today ... Settling of scores. “Lately it seems that we are in any Colombian city.” says a Colombian resident in Spain. He prefers not to give his name. Like in Colombia ... Teenage hitmen ... Last week they shot from a ... as it occurred last week in a recent murder ... motorcycle. In the door of his ... face uncovered, in full view of all his neighbors. Today’s hitmen wait in a car for their money. Yes, I know. I know. I know they’re there. The cold ... That’s not Colombia. It was very cold this morning. Why hasn’t Colombian crime gone to Germany, France, or Italy? Good question. Very sharp, this journalist. There are important Colombian colonies there too. On February 1, 2002, there were 1,954 Colombians in prison, convicted, or awaiting judgement. Ecuadorians, with a resident population of between 25% or 40% greater and with a similar human and cultural profile ... on the same date ... 162 prisoners. A percentage twelve times lower. Crime coming in from Colombia could convert Madrid into the crime capital of Europe ... In a recent police report it is verified that an authentic interdelictive Mafia is set up in the Spanish capital that some call the Madrid cartel... The Madrid cartel! ... structured in multiple gangs or independent family clans ... Colombian crime is one of the most violent in the world ... In Colombia every year 350 police officers die in confrontations with criminals. 365 days in the year ... almost one police officer every day. In Spain the figure is two dead police officers a year ... Is that all? Is it finished? There’s no more.[1]
 
    
 
   Atocha. This is Atocha. We’re already at Atocha. Two-thirty in the afternoon. No, I’m not going to eat. I’m not hungry. A snack? A little snack and a beer? Yes, a beer! I’m thirsty for a beer. I should really tie one on. Or maybe I’m just afraid to go home? I don’t know what I’m going to find there. Maybe the police have sealed up my door. Some hitman has forced the lock and broken in? Will they think that I ...? Will they want to kill me? This is all absurd. Or is it? But I like to think about it. I like to think that some terrible imminent danger is closing in on me. But it’s better to be in danger than alone and bored. It’s always a comfort to know that somebody’s watching over you, that somebody’s thinking about you, even if it’s just to kill you. No. I don’t mind dying. Come on, bastard, shoot me! No, not you. Let him do it. Come on, finish me once and for all. Shoot me! But do it with style and elegance. That is, like this, looking me in the eye. Come on! What are you waiting for? What nonsense! More than fear of hitmen is disappointment ... Besides, tonight is Christmas Eve and tomorrow is Christmas. I have to make some calls. I have to ... Engagements. Family, friends ... I’m not looking forward to it and I don’t enjoy it. At least I should return the calls on the answering machine (there’ll be more than one). I’m not going to turn the computer on either. No, I’m not going on the Internet. No, not today. I don’t want to go home. It’s too soon. What am I going to do there? It’s not the hitmen. It’s the ... And if I go now, I’ll be cooped up there all weekend and I won’t go out until Monday, when I have to go to ... I’ll walk across Plaza Atocha and keep walking through Paseo del Prado up to Cibeles. Afterwards ... Ah, the number 27! The same bus where I met J.J.! And at the same stop! No. No. It’s morbid. It’s ... but, what ...? He doesn’t love me. Even if he says he loves me, he doesn’t love me! He never ... never loved me. A sexual experience, only one, and too expensive! Three hundred euros! Come on, not even a first-class hustler! Too many problems for ... But I was on the verge of losing my life because of him! Fuck, and how the bullets were flying over my head! No. I’m not going to miss him now. I don’t love you any more! Do you hear me? And don’t come back here any more! I can’t be your boyfriend. I’m not like you. Go fuck yourself! I don’t need you! I don’t love you either! What do you think? You’re resentful. It was nice while it lasted. That’s life. Damn it! The Paseo del Prado. I’ll go up Huertas Street, to Plaza Santa Ana. I’ll slip into the Ideal Cineplex, into one of its theaters. Yeah, that’s what I’ll do. And I’ll spend the afternoon there. A couple of cans of beer and a big bucket of popcorn. To keep my hands occupied. So as not to think. When I come out of the theater, it’ll be night, late, and then I’ll go straight home to bed. With no dinner, of course. What do I care about Christmas Eve dinner?! An awesome plan! Two cans of beer, an American movie ... Bad, action, with lots of violence ... and a big bucket of popcorn ... No, I’m not going to call anybody. Fuck them! Nobody! Not my sister or anybody! I’m fed up with hypocrisy! I always ... No. I never ... Christmas. Fuck them! I don’t need anybody’s affection! Besides that, I’m an atheist, what do I care about Christmas?
 
    
 
   I walked along until I got to the Ideal Cineplex and I kept walking home. It was far, very far, but I didn’t care. I could have taken the metro or a bus, but I didn’t. The longer it took me to get there the better. Much better.
 
    
 
   I crossed Sol, I got to Callao by way of Preciados and I kept going along Gran Vía toward Argüelles. I turned from there toward Cuatro Caminos and I kept walking along Castellana toward Plaza de Castilla ... Walking entertained me. I was afraid of staying quiet. Even though I was already worn out. At least the exercise made me warm. And it kept me from thinking. I made a brief stop in a bar to have a beer and I kept walking. Another half hour walking. And the night was still left! Finally I reached my street and I stopped at the bar on the corner. Even here you could see the inevitable atmosphere of Chrismas! The sickening smiles, the exaggerated and forced friendliness, the overly generous finger food, which I did not want to eat, but which I didn’t dare refuse so as not to seem rude, the fucking Christmas carols, the fucking Christmas tree. Fuck, and on top of all that I have to smile at this jerk of a bartender that I don’t even like and who doesn’t even like me! All this is pathetic. What am I doing here? I ought to go home. What am I doing drinking one beer after another, when I have no desire to drink any more? I want to get drunk, of course, but am I going to solve anything that way? I’m going straight home, as soon as I drink this one. I’m going to bed and sleep until tomorrow. I’m going to waste no time falling asleep. I’m very tired. I did well to walk so much. And besides, I’ve hardly slept for two nights. But I’m going to unplug the telephone so nobody bothers me. Tomorrow morning I’ll start a new life. I’ll go out for a walk. A walk through Retiro? Better through Casa de Campo. An ecological walk. Or down the street. If I don’t destroy anything, I’m being ecological, even walking down the street ... But what ...? Am I stupid or what? What does ecology have to do with ...? Starting on Monday, I’ll begin a new life. Monday. Tomorrow I’ll be too worn down. I’ll make new friends. I’ll go out more often. I won’t be cooped up in the house all day. No way! Starting tomorrow everything will be different. Life ... much more beautiful. I’m still young ... I’ve got a good job ... What am I complaining about? Why do I feel like a failure? A lot of guys would envy my situation. Fuck no, again with the fucking smile, no! What is it with this fucking bartender? Is he drunk or what? He doesn’t like me. I know he doesn’t like me. He’s always disliked me. No, I’m not going to drink any more. Another beer, please. No, fuck, I was just leaving! Yes, in the same glass. I’m quite attached to this glass. And the idiot laughs. He must be drunk. I don’t like him. I have always disliked this guy. Although, now that I get a good look at him, he’s not ugly. I even think I like him a little. No. He’s not bad at all. He has something, he has ... Fuck! But I do like him! I think I like him! I dislike him because I like him! It’s the fucking truth! Or maybe because I don’t have anything to do with him! He’s a little crude. He thinks he’s ... No. Nothing. But who knows? Maybe today. He’s very nice to me today. As he is to everybody. It’s his job and he feels content. He’s content because he’s getting off a little early. That’s it. I’ll keep on drinking beer. If you insist. Cheers! Fuck, but ... he’s a hottie, the bastard! He knows that I ... Yes, he knows. Pedro and I used to come here a few times and he realized. Maybe I ought to make a pass at him. I’m going to ... But no way. Some other day. If he rejects me, it would be an embarrassment to come back here later. Anyway, I should give it a try. But not today. Some other day. Who knows? Maybe it’s easier that I thought. Guys like this play hard to get ... Please, another beer. I don’t even know his name. Paco or Antonio, I think. Yes, Antonio. He slipped by. He didn’t hear me. He’s very busy or else maybe I spoke too softly. Of course. I’m going to get drunk. I’ll sleep better, even though, like always, I’ll get sentimental. I know myself. And I’ll end up crying. Every time I look at that guy I feel like crying. Desire! And to think I didn’t like him! Just like with Pedro. The same thing. First I didn’t like him and then ... But why did I dislike him so much? If I like him, fuck, I like him! Ah, he’s coming, he’s coming this way! Please, would you give me another beer? And why did I say it in such a faggoty tone of voice? No, I can’t help it. And then I say that he can’t tell! A straight guy would never say “Please, would you give me another beer?” He would say: “Hey, a beer!” or maybe: “Another one!” pointing to the glass with a finger. I admire those uncouth heterosexual gestures, but I’m not capable of talking that way. I can’t. Here he comes. I’m getting the hots for him. What a body he has! What a body he must have ... oh, yeah, under those clothes. And his neck, how I would like to kiss him there ... But what ...? And what arms ...! This is on the house. Ah!, yes? Thank you! You have another one too. I can invite you, can’t I? Yes, of course. A beer or whatever you want. A whisky, maybe? No. A beer. I like beer. Same as me. There’s nothing like a good cool beer, right? Cheers! Cheers! And merry Christmas! Merry Christmas! What time are you closing today? Oh, he’s going to suspect ... You’re going before that, you’re closing before that, right? Yes. In an hour, more or less. Oh, look, do you know her? Mamen. She’s my girlfriend. Oh, your girlfriend? My name is Ramón. Hello! I think I know you. I’ve seen you around here before. Yes. I know you too. You used to come in here before with a guy, didn’t you? Yes. I didn’t know you were his girlfriend. Would you like a drink? I’m already drinking. Thank you. Oh, well! Cheers! Cheers! What a day! Unbelievable! So many people! Yes. I’ve had too much to drink. Forgive me if I say something stupid. Do you know what time it is? I forgot to pick up my watch. Or rather, I don’t like to wear a watch. Quarter after five. No! That can’t be! Already quarter after five? Well then I have to go, Mamen. I’m sorry. They’re waiting for me. Let me have my bill, please. What a put-down! So he has a girlfriend! I hope she didn’t notice my disappointment. But I hate her. I don’t want to hate her, but I hate her. For having him as a boyfriend. It’s on the house. Why is that? Today is Christmas Eve ... Yes, but charge me for the others. She seems like a nice girl. And it’s not her fault that I’m attracted to her boyfriend. Let it go. It’s a holiday ... It’s Christmas. But what ...? All this is too much. These things only happen in Spain. Fuck, how can he not charge me for the beers that I drank? No, no, please. Give me the check. Well, I don’t know. How many did you have? I don’t remember. It’s Christmas. People get so sentimental ... Five or six. Don’t you know? It’s all right, pay me for two. There were more. I don’t care. It’s Christmas. You’re a regular customer, aren’t you? Today I have carte blanche to treat customers. Pay me for two. The others are on the house. Well, all right, thank you. So you’re his girlfriend. Well I’m delighted to meet you, Mamen. Mamen? Did you say Mamen? Are you going to eat in his house or yours? In our house. We live together. Oh, very good! That’s awesome! And you’ll do something special. Turkey and all that, right? No way! Something very simple. Neither he nor I like to cook. And then are you going to go out? I don’t think so. Some friends are coming to visit us. We’re celebrating at home. Awesome! I also celebrate at home. With your friend? Yes, yes. She knows I’m gay. Everybody around here knows I’m gay. He does too, and in spite of everything, he’s very kind ... Now, because he was a jerk before, and all because it’s Christmas. I like him. Now that he has a girlfriend and I can’t think about him, I like him. And he didn’t even charge me for half the beers! People are ... I don’t understand it. I ... Well, I have to go. It’s almost five-thirty! They’re waiting for me. I also have guests and I like to cook, so I’ll make something complicated. I ordered Christmas pudding. I have to go pick it up at a bakery. I love Christmas pudding ever since I tried it once in a hotel! It’s hard to find in Madrid. Some places import it. What a fucking liar I am! A lot I care about Christmas pudding! Well, delighted to meet you, Mamen. See you soon. Say good-bye to him for me, please. I see that he’s very busy. See you again. Merry Christmas! Merry Christmas!
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER XII
 
    
 
   Where did I put the fucking key? I’m drunk. Too drunk. I’m going straight to bed. So he has a girlfriend. Now that I like him, it works out that he has a girlfriend. What luck some people have. The bitch. She knew that I liked her boyfriend and even so ... Of course she knew it. They always know it, the girls. But women are so affectionate and tolerant with gays ... He would end up telling me, “I don’t love you and I can’t be your boyfriend.” I’m fed up with all the boys that tell me ... No, Pedro no. But Pedro ... Pedro was ... And he has so much class. Nothing, nothing of ... But he’s not for me. No, not any more. I don’t love him any more. I can’t forgive him for leaving me for the other guy, for telling me that he never desired me. How is he going to desire me now? How is he going to love me, if he didn’t love me for two years? He was kind and all that, but he didn’t love me. He loved me as a friend, not as a lover. Oh, here’s the key. Thank goodness. I was starting to think I had lost it. Three hundred euros, five hundred thousand pesetas! An expensive roll in the hay. And on top of renting the car! Will the rental agency get it back? When the rental is up, I’ll have to call and say that ... that it was stolen? I suppose there’s insurance and all that. But I have to say something if I don’t turn it in. I’m not going to pay for the car. How crazy! How stupid! I’m a fool. Oh, it’s a miracle that I’ve survived. After all, I was lucky. I really believe that. And he really deserved the punishment. What eyes! What a body! What skin! I will never be able to forget the taste of his skin! Or his lips! You never know what can happen to you, if he’s going to kill you or what. But the poor guy, like everyone, also has his little heart. I think he even felt affection for me. He wanted to tell me about his life. He wanted to tell me something ... something more, but I didn’t let him. Why? Why ...? Bah, so he killed someone, that ... Something very truculent. And for what? So I would hate him? That boy was a luxury. Too much for me. I’ll see him again some day. No. I don’t think so. It’s better if I don’t. He’ll have to hide or they’ll ... People like that don’t forgive. I hope they don’t come here. They’ll think that I ... and I ... The Madrid Cartel. Fuck! The mailbox. The fucking mailbox. It looks like they fixed it. Yes, although you can still see where the sheet was bent. What a beast! He destroyed the mailbox! It’s your fault, damned idiot! That’s my kind of man! Who needs a paper clip? No, he’s not disabled. Brave idiot! And that one who was bigger than a baseball player! Who could ...? Who would fall in love with a guy like that? He should be ashamed of himself! Useless! The door is still in one piece, but what’s it like inside the house? No, no, no. I don’t want to go in. I don’t want to see the leftovers from breakfast and all that. I don’t want to see the scene of my solitude and my frustration. My God! What’s going to become of me? P.T.M... But if they didn’t come in through the door, then where ...? P.T.M... Who is this P.T.M? And what does he have to do with J.J.? Oh, no! P for Pedro ... (wouldn’t it be Pedro?) ... and T for ... Torres! Pedro Torres Méndez! No! Of course it’s Pedro! I must have imagined it! How is it that I didn’t fall into it before? And how does he ...? Let’s see, let’s see. Oh, yeah! Of course! He’s the one who called the police! He, the Spanish citizen whom the hitmen were going to attack! That’s what the newspaper says, but that’s absurd. What was he doing there, at that hour of the morning? Was he watching me? Critical, he’s critical! No, please! J.J. said that a guy crossed with him and that guy was Pedro. Of course! He was going toward him. Maybe he wanted to talk to him. Or he wanted to tell him to leave me alone. What do I know? And that’s when he got shot. He got it, instead of J.J. So P.T.M. is Pedro! Pedro, of course! How could I not have realized this before? And he’s in the hospital! The newspaper said “wounds of varying degrees of severity.” Not of varying seriousness, but “of varying degrees of severity.” Then why does the newspaper say he’s the victim, the target of the hitmen? Maybe he said that to confuse the police. Or it could be a misunderstanding, a newspaper’s mistake. Pedro, yes, of course, Pedro! As well as I know him, nothing surprises me. Timid, generous, but at the same time cold and calculating. And selfless ...! Maybe he’s the one who called the police. If he was watching me, he would have seen the hitmen who were also watching the door. Guys like that have no inhibitions any more. Or maybe ... But where ... where would they have shot him? In the chest, no, please! In the head? Oh, no, please! I don’t mind waiting. I want you to know that. Yes, that’s what he said. And I remember very well what I said to him. I said, “I don’t love you any more!, do you hear me? And don’t come back here any more! Quit watching me or I’ll call the police!” Pedro, Pedro.
 
    
 
   The phone was ringing when I entered the house. Without even closing the door, I ran to it and picked up the receiver.
 
    
 
   “Hello!” said a familiar voice. “Merry Christmas!”
 
    
 
   “Pruden!” I exclaimed. “You don’t know how glad I am to hear your voice! And please forgive me ... I’m the one who should have called you some time ago. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for the way I acted the other day. I ...”
 
    
 
   “Forget it. It doesn’t matter.”.
 
    
 
   “Thank you. You are always so kind. Is your mother well?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Thank you. And you, are you well?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Well, but ... Do you know about Pedro?”
 
    
 
   “What are you referring to? Are you two back together?”
 
    
 
   “Then you don’t know! He was wounded in a shootout!”
 
    
 
   “What? Pedro wounded in a shootout? What are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. I saw it in the newspaper. I saw his initials. I’ll tell you the whole thing very slowly later. I’m afraid that Pedro was gravely wounded, you know?, and I ... I ... I don’t know what to do!”
 
    
 
   “Gravely wounded! Does this have something to do with that business with the Colombian?”
 
    
 
   “No. Well, yes, but no ... He’s gone. We’re finished. I don’t know what to do to find Pedro.”
 
    
 
   “Call his father or his sister. Maybe they know something.”
 
    
 
   “No. I don’t think so. He was very much disconnected from them lately. Even so, I’ll give it a try.”
 
    
 
   “And afterwards you can call the hospitals or the police ... Do you want me to do it?”
 
    
 
   “No. No. I’ll do it. I prefer to do it. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “All right, but keep me posted, okay?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, of course. I’ll call you later. Thanks.”
 
    
 
   I closed the door and wandered around for a moment in the house. I wanted to be sure that nobody had come in during my absence, that everything was in order. And it was, or so it seemed. I quickly gathered up some things and took them to the kitchen: the thermos of coffee, a plate with leftover food, glasses, cups, the bottle of Four Roses ... Suddenly I remembered the answering machine. I ran to the phone again. I saw the little red light blinking. Yes, there were messages! I pressed the play button. A recording with no words. I heard noises in the background. Whoever it was had not left a message. Next, a call from Pruden, probably left in the middle of the morning or at noon. And another one from Danny wishing me a Merry Christmas and asking what happened with the Colombians. Danny is very kind to remember me. I would have to call him later. After that, a message from my sister Nuria calling from Oviedo asking me what was going on, why I don’t call her. She left me another message a while back and she doesn’t know anything about me. It’s true, I never called her and I would have to call her now. Regards for Pedro and bla, bla, bla. She doesn’t know we’re separated. Once more, another recording with no voice, this time with no background noise. Pedro? Impossible. He’s in the hospital. Although it seemed to me .... The Madrid Cartel? Maybe they think I know the whereabouts of J.J. and ... But no ... That can’t be. The reality is much more prosaic. How and why are they going to watch me? Fantasies! Perhaps the Madrid Cartel doesn’t even exist.
 
    
 
   Pedro’s sister’s phone, a landline, rings for a while, with nobody picking it up. She’s married and has kids, but nobody’s home. Suddenly I hear the answering machine. But I don’t leave a message. I look up the listing for his father. Will he be there? Will he be out? He doesn’t pick up either. Could he have gone to the hospital? Maybe they’ve all gone to the hospital. Should I call La Paz? Should I call the Twelfth of October?
 
    
 
   I don’t dare call the police. Only several hospitals, but he’s not in any of them. And the funeral homes? No, that can’t be! Nowadays they don’t let anybody die in a hospital after an attack. It’s almost impossible. But if the bullet reached the heart or the head ... No, please! It can’t be! I’m an alarmist! I’m getting hysterical! Pedro is not dead! He can’t be!
 
    
 
   Unable to control myself, I collapse on the sofa and start to cry. Now I know I love him, I tell myself, now I know that I have never loved anybody in my life like I’ve loved him, and that I’ll never stop loving him! I simply can’t imagine my life without him. If he’s dead, I want to die too, I tell myself. What foolishness! I never loved J.J. I only desired him sexually. I had illusions about him, possibly, but that was because I was alone and bored. Maybe I liked him, but I didn’t love him. Love is a very different thing. J.J. was right. “You still love him,” he told me and it was true, damn it! But I didn’t know it. I didn’t want to realize it. I was resentful, it’s true, and in that Pedro also was right. Pride, damned pride. How much harm pride does to us! Nevertheless, he didn’t mind humbling himself. Because of love, surely, since he loves me. He loves me! I don’t mind waiting. I want him to know it. And I, with my stupid pride: I don’t love you any more! Do you hear me? And don’t come back here any more! Quit watching me or I’ll call the police! Pride, damned pride.
 
    
 
   When I awoke, it was already completely night. Not even forty minutes had passed, but I had the sensation of having slept for several hours. Five after eight in the evening. Drunkenness, fatigue, sadness, especially sadness, which greatly exhausts you and plunges you into a deep slumber. I thought I had awakened by myself, but no. After a tense silence, in full darkness, I heard the doorbell. Maybe it had been ringing a good while. Hitmen. The Madrid Cartel. They’re coming to look for me. They want to know where J.J. is. I don’t know, but they’re not going to believe me.
 
    
 
   Groping, hardly seeing anything, I made my way on tiptoe toward the door. I struck lightly the corner of the table with my leg and the noise was inevitable. I tried to cushion it quickly holding down the table, but it was too late. Damn! No, surely nobody could hear outside. Nobody had to know that I was at home. Although, if they had seen me come up ... I kept advancing through the living room, now a little more carefully so as not to bump into any furniture. I came out of the hallway, and, just as I got close to the door, the bell rang again. I trembled involuntarily and I stood paralyzed a moment, almost without daring to breathe. Next, I put my right eye up against the peephole. Darkness. Total darkness. Whoever it was, he didn’t want to be recognized. Bad, very bad. Could there be another eye on the opposite side of the peephole? I tried to make out something on the outside. Nothing. Total darkness. Nevertheless, I heard a noise on the landing. A light went on suddenly and I saw a body from the back going down the stairs. I hitman. He had all the appearance of a hitman. Some friend or some enemy of J.J. But what was he carrying in his arm? It looked like a weapon! Could it be a cop? Then I thought I could recognize certain details of his dress, something ... something very unique to him. His hair, the nape of his neck ... Pedro! Or not? Yes, Pedro! It’s Pedro! But now I don’t see him any more. He’s gone! What was I thinking, a weapon? He’s got his arm in a sling! So he’s not in the hospital! ¡They let him out! Then he only had some minor injury on the arm! Pedro! I opened the door desperately, terrified of missing him, and I ran down after him.
 
    
 
   “Pedro!” I shouted. But Pedro didn’t answer. “Pedro!” I kept running down the stairs two at a time until I got almost to the end, just when he reached the lobby. “Pedro!” 
 
    
 
   Pedro turned suddenly and looked at me with an expression of apology, as if he was afraid to hear, one more time, my reproaches. I was paralyzed on the landing and I studied him, moved and incredulous, trying to hide my joy.
 
    
 
   “I was asleep,” I said. “Come upstairs, if you want.”
 
    
 
   We went up side by side without speaking or looking at each other. As soon as we got inside, Pedro handed me a cardboard box that he had in his left hand.
 
    
 
   “I brought you Christmas pudding,” he said, blushing. “I think you like it, don’t you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!” I said, also blushing. “Thank you very much!” I took the box, but I didn’t know what to do with it, and, after balancing it for a moment, I deposited it on the table. “You’ve been very kind to remember me ... Of course I like Christmas pudding!” I was quiet for a moment and then I added, “But come in, please, come in and sit down. What’s the matter with your arm? You look a little pale! What happened to you?”
 
    
 
   “No. Nothing,” said Pedro, sitting down on the sofa, suspicious and with a certain insecurity but obviously happy to make sure of so positive a change that had come over me. Also happy to be in this house again? “It wasn’t anything. I’m okay. Thanks.” 
 
    
 
   “You sure?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes ...”
 
    
 
   I tried to bring back his confidence with my gestures and words, although at the same time I was making an effort not to be effusive.
 
    
 
   “Then you’re all right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Really.”
 
    
 
   “I’m glad.”
 
    
 
   We both remained quiet briefly, looking each other timidly in the eye. I felt a desire to kiss him, to bring my lips to that beloved mouth, but I held back.
 
    
 
   “Well,” I said, getting up, “it’s time to eat. I don’t have much, but I suppose I could fix something. I’ll take a look in the fridge. You’re hungry, aren’t you? How would it be if, while I make supper, you set the table? Okay, I’ll spread the tablecloth. I don’t want you to force that hand. But you can carry the place settings, the bread and the glasses. Do you think you can?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes. Of course.”
 
    
 
   “Good.”
 
    
 
   “Do you want to have a drink first? Why don’t we have a drink?”
 
    
 
   “Okay ...”
 
    
 
   “It seems a little cold in here. I’m going to put the heat on. Do you want to turn on the television? I’d like to hear the King’s message. Maybe I’m silly, but I like to hear all those nice things that he says at Christmas. Please, make yourself comfortable. May I help you off with your jacket?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. If you like ...”
 
    
 
   “Well, not yet, It’s still a little chilly. I don’t want you to catch cold.”
 
    
 
   I poured two glasses of whisky with ice cubes and water and put one of them in Pedro’s left hand. Next I sat by his side on the sofa, and we struck both glasses together. “Now. Now is the moment to kiss,” I said to myself, but I held back.
 
    
 
   “Merry Christmas!”.
 
    
 
   “Merry Christmas!” 
 
    
 
   “Hey, we’re missing a tree here!” said Pedro, quickly recovering confidence in himself, after taking two swallows of whisky. “We should put up a tree! Is that plastic tree we bought last year still in the box?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think so.”
 
    
 
   “Why don’t we put it up?”
 
    
 
   “If you want ...”
 
    
 
   We both remained unexpectedly quiet for a few seconds, without knowing what to say.
 
    
 
   “I’ve missed you so much,” said Pedro finally, with his eyes glued to his glass.
 
    
 
   “I missed you too,” I said, looking at my glass the same way. “Are you going to tell me what happened to you?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe. But later ... after a while.”
 
    
 
   “All right.”
 
    
 
   We stayed quiet again, looking toward our glasses.”
 
    
 
   “Well, let’s go get the tree!” I exclaimed, after taking another swallow of whisky. “Where would I have put that damned box? I think ...”
 
    
 
   “Now. Now we’re going to kiss,” I thought. “It’s time to kiss. We would have to kiss now.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Pedro, intentionally rubbing his hand against mine. His mouth also got closer and closer to mine. “I’ll look for it. Okay? You fix the supper. Meanwhile, I’ll set up the Christmas tree.”
 
    
 
   Benidorm, April 15-September 16, 2002
 
    
 
   pedro@pedromenchen.com
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
  [1] Figures extracted from the daily newspaper El País, April 7 and August 18, 2002 (author’s note)
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