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1.



 

“Tedium, that’s what I feel, weight that
invades my soul and devours my willpower. With every minute that passes, it’s
turning into impatience, a gnawing anxiety that constricts my respiration in
direct proportion to my accelerating heartbeat. ‘What’s the matter with you’
‘Nothing.’ ’Why are you sighing then?’ ‘Because I feel like it. Why? Can’t I do
that either?’ Just as well he doesn’t answer. After fifteen years of living
with me, he’s finally understood there are times when it’s better to keep
quiet. Why are you sighing, he asks. He’s got the nerve. He must be completely
oblivious of everything that’s going on around him and very self-centred. Maybe
it’s because he’s a man. Is life really that much easier for men? Obviously he
doesn’t have to worry about cellulite, broken fingernails, hair. As if he wasn’t
lucky enough already, being able to take a piss standing up wherever he wants
to; he doesn’t have to worry like I do about eyebrows, creams, makeup, laddered
stockings, hiding my breasts so I don’t look flighty but not so much that I
look a prude. As long as he’s got that just-out-the-shower smell about him, a
man with dishevelled hair and unshaven chin is sexy. A woman with dishevelled
hair, with no time to wax her legs, is a slattern who ought to be ashamed to
show her face in the street, even if she has that fresh-out-the-shower smell
about her. So why can’t women start work an hour later than men, for example?
That’s what I feel like asking my boss when he gives me that reproachful look
whenever I arrive after nine thirty, with his ironic “Good afternoon! Thanks
for coming.” What’s the matter with me, he asks. Where do you want me to start,
doctor?”


The analyst looked at his wristwatch and
all he said was, “Sorry Vanessa, you’ll have to start at the next session. Our
time’s up.”


“But I…”


“Now Vanessa, you know the rules. Write
down everything you were going to tell me, arrange everything by topic and
we’ll talk in our next session.”


Furious, she grabbed her handbag and coat
and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her. After almost two months
of therapy, she still didn’t understand why they always had to break off the
sessions like this. Just when she was beginning to open up. The first twenty
minutes hardly count. Does anyone manage to pick up a conversation exactly
where they’d left it at the last session? What she felt last week and what she
felt now were two different things. She had to think, organize her ideas, pick
up her notepad and try to remember everything she’d said last time. Plus she
had to try and forget the bad appearance of her analyst. Sweat on his upper
lip, fingernails that needed trimming, check blazer shiny at the elbows, and
yellow teeth. It wasn’t easy.


Some help, he was, costing over two
hundred euros a month. Just thinking about all she could do with that money made
her feel ill. It wouldn’t be so bad if she paid him directly. She could pick a
different doctor, a less expensive one, and spend the rest of the money on more
interesting stuff… But she didn’t have that option. The judge had been very
clear; forty psychotherapy sessions with an analyst selected by the court,
after which she was to undergo a test administered by an independent
laboratory, which would determine whether she was fit to live in society. And
she’d only done eight sessions so far. 


There were days when Vanessa wasn’t sure
if the alternative wouldn’t have been better, four months behind bars. Four
months is nothing, after all. The tedium would be the same, but with one
advantage, she’d be alone. No one to pester her, no domestic chores, no need to
wonder what to make for dinner, no need to look for other peoples’ spectacles,
and none of the brutality of everyday life.


Outside, it was raining with a vengeance.
Great, she thought, so much for my shoes. She flattened herself against the
door of the building to avoid getting wet as she looked for her car keys, which
would have been a good idea if it weren’t for the people coming and going
through the door all the time. Shoving and elbowing, saying sorry, her hand
rummaging in her bag, groping every object in the hope of feeling the metal of
the key or the suede of the key fob. Mirror, coin purse, lipstick, tweezers,
spectacle case, dark glasses, wallet, mobile phone, pills. The rain soaking
through the chamois of her shoes, not just a few splashes, but big dark
blotches she’d never be able to cover up. Another shove from another elbow in
her ribs and it turns out the key was in her coat pocket.


It’s funny how there aren’t more road
accidents, in cities at least. The car is becoming an expression of all the
rage and anguish we accumulate over the course of the day. Our eyes glaze over
as we accelerate away from traffic lights we thought would never change. We
stamp on the brake with the same fury we’d like to stamp on people who drive us
crazy. We honk as if the noise that fills the street was the shout we have to
suppress. We think we’re untouchable, invincible in our metal fortresses; where
we don’t hear the insults, or smell the smell of other people, where the urban
grime can’t infect us.


Vanessa gripped the steering wheel with
the same strength she’d have liked to use on her analyst’s neck. Or her
husband’s. Or that stuck-up blonde’s, the one who didn’t even say sorry when
her carrier bag hit Vanessa’s legs at the entrance to the analyst’s building,
as if she didn’t exist. Bitch! 


She was startled out of her anger by a
knocking on her window. A homeless guy. His filthy, bony hands outstretched,
the joints of his fingers scarred. That was all she needed. She hated giving
money to these people. It was much more convenient to give money to the
institutions that gave them a place to sleep or handed out blankets and food.
But just then, she remembered her shoes. If the rain did so much damage to a
piece of chamois, what did it do to the soul of someone who lived in the
streets? She saw a black stain spreading over the man’s body, his coat
drenched, rain dripping from his beard. Like her shoes, this guy was beyond
repair. She gave him a euro and didn’t care when the car behind her started
honking. The traffic light had been green for more than three seconds.


She drove, not knowing where she was
going. On and on, avoiding all the familiar exits. After two hours she was
running low on petrol and only then did she realize it wasn’t raining any more.
She could turn the windscreen wipers off now. She stopped at the first service
station she found, without wondering where she was. It wasn’t even a service
station; it was just a petrol pump on a deserted back road. She realized she
had fifty-three missed calls on her mobile phone, from her daughter, her
daughter’s school, her husband, her analyst, the lawyer, her mother, Diana. 


What the hell, she thought. What’s so bad
about being out of reach for a couple of hours? What if she was just in the
cinema? Somewhere with no signal? With her phone in silent mode? Was there no
way for her just to disappear? Or make other people disappear? Her daughter,
her husband… or Diana, especially Diana. As if they’d never existed. Not that
she hated them, but sometimes just thinking about them and the routines they
stood for left her feeling suffocated. She often thought about what life would
be like as an orphan, single, with no kids, being able to do what she wanted,
whenever she wanted, with whomever she wanted. Like going to bed with that guy
at the end of the bar or even with the ugly guy from the petrol pump. No family
lunches, no enormous Christmas gatherings, no summer holidays with the whole
house in the back of the car. Spending the money for her daughter’s dental
brace on a holiday in Thailand. Staying in pyjamas all day, without even taking
a shower. Eating chocolate biscuits on the sofa and not giving a shit about the
crumbs. Eating alone. No conversation. Just staring at the wall for minutes on
end, without having to hear ‘What’s the matter?’ What would it be like? To be
free? Absolutely free?
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Every time Diana began to speak,
Vanessa’s brain went click, off like a switch. Her words became a formless mass
of sound, like when you hear the neighbours’ voices in the downstairs
apartment. You know they’re human voices, you can tell whether it’s a man or a
woman who’s speaking, but you can’t make out the words. The trick was not to
look away. If she looked at her and nodded, Diana went on with her incessant
monologue, not even surprised that the person she was talking to didn't utter a
single word. Meanwhile, Vanessa was picturing a tiny Diana, darting frantically
back and forward, gesticulating as if she was drowning, in a setting like an
eighties video game: various platforms separated by ladders and the main
character going back and forth, up and down, running from pixelated monsters
that would destroy her if they touched her.


Diana considered herself to be Vanessa’s
best friend, although Vanessa had never actually acknowledged this to her. They
had been in school together and it was a misunderstanding that had led Diana to
think Vanessa not only liked but also above all needed her. And she’d stuck to
her like a limpet ever since. Even when Vanessa went away to university, Diana
hadn’t let distance or absence affect her ranking. She continued to insinuate
herself into social arrangements and would introduce herself to everyone as
Vanessa’s best friend. Vanessa had never had the courage to tell her the truth:
she found her a dull, conventional busybody. Neither the courage nor the
opportunity for even Vanessa’s mother encouraged the friendship, as she was a
close friend of Diana’s parents and a strong believer in people keeping strong
ties with their roots, in their community. It was Vanessa’s mother who would
invite Diana over for dinner, to sleep over, to go on holiday with the family
so her daughter wouldn’t get bored among all the adults. During all this time
all Vanessa saw was mini-Diana running backwards and forwards in her video
game, while the real Diana stood there spewing her banal chitchat nineteen to
the dozen. If only she could just tell her that when she wrote ‘D you are my
soul mate’ on her physics exercise book she meant David, not Diana... But since
she hadn’t wanted to confess her crush on a boy much older than she was, and
popular too, who would probably only speak to her so she would let him copy
from her during class tests, she had had to endure an entire adolescence of
prattle about how many centimetres your boobs grew every month or how many
people you can kiss without being considered easy. Like some South American
dictator, Diana silenced all the opposition, seized the rank of best friend and
never relinquished her position.


This was a recurrent question in Vanessa’s
conversations with her analyst. Why can't we simply tell a friend we don't want
them in our lives any more? We can tell it to a lover or a partner, someone who
shares our intimacy much easier, but we can’t tell it to a friend. Without them
hating us afterwards, at least. It would be so easy if we could say, “Look
we’ve nothing in common any more. I don't share your values, or your tastes, or
the opinions you express. I really enjoyed knowing you in a certain phase of my
life, it was great while it lasted, but from now on we’ll go our own separate
ways, all right? Don’t call me at Christmas, or invite me to birthday
get-togethers. Let’s leave it at that. It’s been a pleasure, so long.” Then
they would disappear from our lives, without ill feelings, without scenes,
maybe equally relieved to cut the thread of a relationship based on social
obligation. Simple as that. At that point her analyst would frown and scribble
a few more notes in his notepad. Vanessa could imagine what he was writing,
sociopathic tendencies.


So it may appear strange that of the
fifty-three missed calls on her phone, the only one Vanessa returned was
Diana’s. The reason was simple, Diana could spread news faster than Vanessa
could make phone calls. And obviously Diana would fill in all the gaps in the
story with inferences of her own making, answering every question she was asked
without hesitation. But is she OK? –– Yes, she's fine and she’s
feeling great. But where is she exactly? ––– What does it matter?
She’ll be back in two days time. Can I speak to her? – Of course you
can’t. It’s a silent retreat; she can't talk. And what shall we tell Mimi?
– Tell her mummy’s taking a rest on doctor’s orders and she’ll be back at
the weekend to cover her with hugs and kisses. But why didn’t she tell us?
– Well, it must be those anti-depressants she’s been taking; you know how
they can make you have lapses of memory. Diana would plead all this, and more,
just by hearing from Vanessa one statement, “I’m fine, I need a few days alone
to think and I’ll be back at the weekend.”


Would two days be enough to put her
thoughts in order? That would be more than she’d managed in eight sessions of
therapy. Eight long sessions and not for one minute had they managed to lessen,
or even make her understand, this unbearable tedium. Was that life, then? Was
that it?


There was a café beside the petrol
station. It was a gloomy and depressing place, with plastic chairs and tables
and a high counter with a marble top of indefinite colour. At one end, a
yellowed old cash register; at the other, a little display case with dried-out
cakes and a couple of salt-cod fritters swimming in oil. Vanessa went in,
nevertheless. It suited her state of mind. The man at the counter shot her a
quick glance without moving his head, which was turned in the direction of the
TV. There was a football match on. The three or four patrons of the
establishment didn't even notice her come in (must have been an interesting
game). They were sitting in a group, beer glasses on the table in front of
them. It smelled of alcohol. Vanessa sat down near the counter display and
waited for someone to come and serve her. Looking terribly put out, the man
came out from behind the counter and stood waiting for her to order something,
his eyes still glued to the television. 


“What have you got to eat, apart from
those cakes and fritters?” she asked. 


“Telma is there any roast left?” he
shouted into the kitchen. Telma answered with a yes. The man went on, “There’s
roast pork loin with chips, or in a sandwich if you prefer.”


“Can you put it on whole wheat?”


For the first time, the man took his eyes
off the screen, frowning. “What do you think this is, young lady, a bakery or
something? It’s normal sliced bread. But it’s fresh.”


“Then I’ll have a pork sandwich, please.
If you could put a bit of lettuce on it too, please?”


‘”Something to drink?”


“An orange juice, any kind.”


The man returned behind the counter,
dragging his feet, his eyes glued to the football, even when he brought more
beers to the table where the café’s only other customers were sitting. Vanessa
was lost in thought as she watched the cars passing outside. Where were they in
such a hurry to get to? What were the lives of those drivers like? Were they in
a hurry to get home and hug their families? Or were they escaping from a bad
day at the office? Were they happy? Late for some dinner appointment,
definitely a tastier, heartier dinner than a pork sandwich and an orange juice,
any kind.


The match ended. The men gathered at the
counter, discussing the game and the result. Vanessa’s eyes fell on the
cigarette machine. She hadn’t smoked for nearly ten years, but now all she
wanted was a cigarette. She apologized to the man behind the counter for
interrupting the conversation and bought a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.
She went outside to smoke. Ah, how good was that. The flavour and the sensation
were just as she remembered them, the soft caress of the filter on the insides
of her fingers, the cloud of smoke below her tongue, taking it down into her lungs,
expelling it through her lips. A mild dizziness and an acrid taste in the mouth
at first, but by the end of the cigarette she felt like she’d never given up in
the first place. That was when she noticed there were rooms to let above the
café. In the end it wasn’t as bad as all that. At least she’d have a bed to
sleep in, and it would probably be safer and more comfortable than sleeping in
a parked car at a petrol station on a secondary road.


It was the man in the café who rented the
rooms. This time Vanessa felt even smaller when she disturbed him once again
and took his attention away from his football punditry with his friends. 


This was another point she’d have to
discuss with her analyst. Why did she feel bad simply for asking other people
to do what was required of them? If a man has a café, he’s there to serve
customers, not to talk to his friends. The same thing used to happen with her
domestic helps. Whenever she hired them she almost apologized for needing them.
She had the feeling they saw her as a layabout, incapable of keeping the house
tidy on her own. She couldn’t bring herself to call their attention to some
mistake they’d made, let alone ask them to do something out of the ordinary,
like wash the bathroom walls, or mop the balcony. And the worst part was
getting rid of them. Just recently she’d been thinking of dismissing her latest
help. No big deal, as she only came twice a week, but it cost money all the
same; especially because in addition to what she paid her she also had to
replace all the drink the woman threw back on the sly. Whisky, aged brandy,
leftover wine in the fridge, even the packet stuff that’s only good for
cooking, the lot. How could she bring herself talk to the woman about it? How
could she ignore that it took the woman two hours by bus to get there, leaving
three children to their own devices and a chronically unemployed husband who
spent his days chasing down odd jobs? How often she felt like drowning her
sorrows with a bottle of something, indifferent to the floor that hadn’t been
vacuumed for weeks and the extractor hood that was caked in grease.


Vanessa went after the man, her head
bowed, to the room he had picked for her. The man gave her the key and asked
her to pay right away. A lot of people ran off in the middle of the night
without paying. Vanessa handed him the money, offered her thanks, once again
apologized for bothering him, and locked herself in the room. She was nervous
and excited. She felt like a teenage girl who’s run away from home. Alone,
sitting on a bed that creaked with every movement, in a roadside room in a
strange place. Not even the griminess of the room could stop her from smiling.
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They say there’s nothing like sleeping on
a problem. Brain in overdrive? Nervous system out of control? Nothing a few
hours’ rest won’t cure. This wasn’t what happened with Vanessa. She woke up
crying. Big fat tears soaking the pillow. 


The euphoria of freedom she’d felt the
night before had completely disappeared. Now she felt lost, and worst of all,
guilty. How could she have abandoned her daughter again? How could she have run
away without even trying to talk to her husband? Now everyone would definitely
think she was mad. What kind of mother does something like that? All she could
think about was those news stories about mothers who drown their children in
the bathtub or drive off a cliff with their kids in the back. Mothers she found
monstrous, that she fiercely condemned. Was she turning into one of those?


Even so, the idea of running back home
made her feel sick to the stomach. Her daughter’s over-effusive joy, her
husband’s questions, her mother’s reproachful looks, grumbling how it was just
her luck to have a daughter with her aunt’s genes. Her aunt… of course! Her
aunt was her only salvation.


She took a quick shower, avoiding contact
with the shower curtains, which had black specks of mould on them and needed
bleaching. There was no shampoo and the only soap was the stuff in the
dispenser by the wash hand basin, mixed with water to last longer. The towel was
coarse and threadbare after so many years of washing, but at least it smelled
of washing powder. The runaway teenager she’d felt like the night before had
once again become the fastidious adult who’d long lost the habit of places like
these. Fortunately she’d paid the previous night. That way she could dash
straight for the car and drive the distance that separated her from the only
person she could count on.


Vanessa’s aunt lived in a fishing village
a few miles’ drive from town. It was near enough to be a popular destination
for weekend visitors but far enough for its inhabitants to feel untouched by
big-city bustle. Fishermen and their families mainly populated it; since
1970’s, hippies, surfers, Buddhists and the full spectrum of peace-and-love
subculture had taken up residence, too. Children still walked to school
unaccompanied and played in the street with no one to watch over them but the
neighbours. The old men still congregated in the park every late afternoon, no
one locked the doors of their houses, and cars rarely left their garages.
Vanessa had always loved this place, and took years to understand why her
mother never let her spend more than one day in her aunt’s house, even during
the summer holidays. Later, when she could have gone there whenever she liked
without having to worry about her mother’s disapproval, she’d come up against
the reluctance not only of her husband but also Diana, who didn’t like this
simple little village with its barefoot dreadlocked hippies. They preferred
holidays in the Caribbean, those package deals in cramped charter flights, and
hotels with three thousand other guests and five swimming pools with shrieking
children in every one. And so, over the years, Vanessa had only visited the
village briefly, but she’d think of it whenever she sat at a poolside bar in
some resort or other, a ludicrous undrinkable pink and blue cocktail in her
hand, rumba music pumping.


The journey back restored her spirits,
and when she came to the narrow street lined with low buildings where her aunt
lived a smile came to her face. The red door was inviting, like the entrance to
a world the opposite of the one she’d been brought up in. It felt like Vanessa
in Wonderland. She rang the bell, which tinkled loudly, and waited for her
aunt’s high-pitched voice.


“Who is it?”


“It’s me, Vanessa.”


“Come in, dear, come in,” her aunt
answered quite naturally, as if Vanessa had been there just yesterday, when in
fact it was almost a year since she’d last visited.


She climbed the wooden staircase to the
second floor. On her way she met the old lady from the third floor, an
octogenarian who had lived there for as long as Vanessa could remember and had
always looked like an octogenarian. The old lady didn't recognize her,
obviously.


“If it’s to sell me something, I don't
want it, go away!” she snapped.


“No, don't worry, I’m going to the second
floor,” Vanessa answered, making no effort to enter into conversation. She
would have liked to say who she was, asked after the old lady’s health, if
Silvestre her cat was still alive, but her desire to hug her aunt was greater.


When she came to the second floor
landing, she saw the door was off the latch. Just like Auntie. Vanessa’s mother
thought it was inconsiderate not to meet people at the door. It was one of the
things she always moaned about on the journey back to town. That and the fact
the plates her aunt served cake on didn’t match the teacups. Where have you
seen the likes of that for a tea service? Vanessa went in and closed the door
carefully. She’d forgotten about the wind chimes hanging behind the door, as if
to bless those who entered. Or more accurately, drive off the bad spirits that
might arrive with them.


“Hello Auntie!” Vanessa started, making
for the living room.


“Come in, my dear. I’ll be right there,” her
aunt shouted from somewhere inside the house.


Vanessa sat down on the brown velvet
couch covered with cushions of every colour and texture. It was a comfortable
room with a lived-in feel, full of framed pictures and 1970’s concert posters
on wallpaper with a green palm tree pattern. It was a room where you don't feel
you have to ask permission to sit down or take off your shoes, the opposite of
her mother’s house, in other words. Vanessa smiled as she looked around. 


“What are you smiling at?” her aunt asked,
coming in with a Moroccan tea tray.


“Nothing special, I was just thinking how
different your house is from my mother’s. Are you sure you two are sisters?”
she joked.


“Quite honestly, sometimes I’m not so
sure. But mum and dad swore we are” answered her aunt, putting the tray down on
the coffee table. ‘Give me a hug, Sweetie.”


Vanessa loved the way her aunt still
treated her like a child. She let her pinch her cheeks and smudge her face with
her red lipstick, which she wiped off with spit-moistened fingers. Her aunt
hadn’t changed, the dishevelled red-dyed curls, the tunics with gaudy patterns,
the wrists decked with big tinkling bracelets. The wrinkles were there all
right; but her inner radiance made you forget she was a woman well into her
sixties. They embraced warmly and Vanessa burst into tears again. She sobbed
like a child, her aunt stroking her hair.


“Oooh, the state you’re in, my little
girl,” she sighed. “I think we need something stronger than tea.”


She sat Vanessa down in a mountain of
velvet and patchwork and went to the sideboard, from which she produced a
bottle of gin. She tipped a third of the bottle into the teapot, poured two
cups, with two heaps of brown sugar in each, and held one out to Vanessa.


“Just how the Queen Mother likes it!” she
gushed.


Vanessa sipped her drink carefully, its
heat slowly spreading through her body, and soon felt better. Well enough, at
least, to explain to her aunt what had brought her here to visit. Not just the
part about driving and driving the previous evening, anything to avoid going
home, but also how she’d ended up in court, and on the psychiatrist’s couch. 


Her aunt listened attentively, without
judging, without asking questions. When Vanessa had finished, her aunt took her
hands and placed them over her heart and began to intone chants in a language
Vanessa didn’t know. She finished the ritual by snapping her fingers all around
Vanessa and blowing in her face. Vanessa knew her aunt to a certain extent and
wasn’t too surprised about all this rigmarole. She didn’t believe in that
esoteric stuff; wasn’t sure whether it was tribal practice, witchcraft or
rituals from some weird religion, but she didn't think it could do any harm so
she played along with it.


“Good, now I’ve cleansed your aura,” said
her aunt when Vanessa opened her eyes. “Now wait here while I get a charm.” Her
Aunt darted off in the direction of the bedrooms, leaving Vanessa perplexed but
– she had to admit it – feeling a little better, as if the thing
she felt in her heart was a little less tight now. 


Vanessa went into to the kitchen to look
for something to eat, as she suddenly remembered she hadn’t eaten anything
since that tasteless sandwich the night before. She opened the fridge and found
it full of macrobiotic stuff. It looked more like a laboratory than a fridge,
seaweed, tofu, and different kinds of sprouts. Fortunately she found a yoghurt,
soy yoghurt, but yoghurt all the same. As she was closing the fridge door, she
noticed a man on the other side of the door. Bare torso, grizzled hair on the
back of his neck although the crown of his head was almost bald, a bead
necklace. Vanessa started, was just about to scream, when she realized it must
have been one of her aunt's gentleman friends. 


“Hello, you must be Vanessa. I’m Frank.
And I can guarantee you that you will not want that yoghurt,” he said, in a
friendly way.


Vanessa regained her composure, smiled
and closed the fridge door. Only then did she notice that not only was this man
bare-chested but he was in fact bare all over. And at that she was unable to
suppress a little yelp. Why is it that when we see someone in the nude, our
eyes fall exactly on the parts that are best ignored? And worse still, they
stay there. Which in this instance was not particularly pleasant, as this gentleman
was more than just a ‘friend’ to her aunt, and a naked body in its sixties, no
matter how much it’s loved, is never exactly a pretty sight.


“Frank, for goodness sake! Don’t wander
around in the nude when we have a guest,” yelled Vanessa’s aunt, holding out a
towel for Frank to take.


“Ah, sorry, it’s habit,” said Frank,
wrapping the towel around his waist and taking a bowl from the sideboard.


Vanessa wasn‘t hungry any more and
followed her Aunt back to the living room. 


“Darling, I’m sorry about Frank. He loves
to wander around au naturel. But where were we? Ah yes, take this lucky charm.
Wear it around your neck, on your wrist, in your knickers, wherever it feels
best, as long as it’s in contact with your skin. You have a room here at your
disposal, if you need one.”


Vanessa said thanks and finished her tea
in a gulp, trying to shake off the image of Frank in his birthday suit. Her
aunt’s invitation was tempting, but the thought of Frank airing his manhood
around the house in the middle of the night scared her. 


“Does Frank live here, Auntie?” she
asked, timidly.


“Goodness, of course not, he only comes
here for our afternoon lovemaking. At our age no one lives with anyone else, my
dear. Just imagine, putting up with an old man snoring beside me. The trips to
the bathroom in the middle of the night – you know men at his age have
problems with their prostate – and all that morning moaning and groaning
at bones that won’t stretch. No way. Each in his own little house, and we have
fun when we feel like it or when the pains allow us.”


Vanessa sighed with relief and decided to
stay, if only because she had no idea where else to go. She didn’t want to go
home, and even less to another grimy room. Not even a five star hotel would do,
as she desperately needed some human warmth around her, the kind that embraces
without constricting. Now all she had to do was block out the mental image of
her aunt and Frank making love all over the house. 
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The next morning, for the first time in
months, Vanessa felt better. Maybe the cleansing of her aura had worked. Or
maybe it was the cake? She’d got the idea that the cake Frank had made the
previous afternoon, as an offering to dispel the embarrassment, had something
funny in it. It had made her feel light-headed, and happy for no good reason.
The walls seemed to move now and again, and colours were brighter and more
vivid. Now she remembered her aunt being annoyed with Frank and saying
something like “You shouldn’t have made that cake, she’s not used to it.” That
was more or less the point at which the butterflies on the lampshade began to
fly away. Had Frank drugged her? Probably. What do you expect from a Dutch
hippie who’d come here on holiday in 1969 and never left?


Anyway, whether it was the cake with some
kind of hallucinogen in it, or the tea with gin in it, she had slept without
nightmares or sweats and woken up feeling restored. She finally felt she had
the courage to go back home and face up to her life, whether she liked it or
not. What else could she do? She didn't want to take too long, as she imagined
her daughter was anxious for her to return. Children never forget a promise,
and Mimi would surely be watching from the window already, waiting for the
metallic blue of her car to show around the corner.


Her aunt had asked her not to wake her
up. It wasn’t just that she hated goodbyes, but she also needed to rest her
body. Saturdays were very busy in the Sunshine Centre, where she held aura
readings and personal development sessions. She’d left a note on the kitchen
table. ‘Live the world that’s inside you,’ it read. Vanessa folded it and
stuffed it inside her handbag without stopping to think what the words meant.


The journey back to town was quicker than
she’d expected, maybe because there was less traffic on a Saturday morning.
Before rounding the last bend that separated her from her fate, Vanessa pulled
over, to take a deep breath and smoke one last cigarette. She made sure to hide
the pack of cigarettes and the lighter, because in addition to the interrogation
on her sudden disappearance she could do without a sanctimonious lecture on the
evils of tobacco, that socially tolerated drug that’s every bit as dangerous as
the others, and so on. Her daughter was at the window, as she’d expected.


The affection in those little arms
wrapped round her neck comforted her soul. She covered Mimi with kisses and
caresses; sensed her husband observing the scene. She gave him a forced smile.
She didn't even know why. Those sad eyes of his and the love he felt for her
made her feel uncomfortable. They reminded her she didn't feel the same. She
wasn’t even sure she’d ever felt the same. For Vanessa, this marriage was just
a routine; unrelenting and monotonous, while for him it was a blazing passion.
He would look at her with those love-struck eyes as they watched television,
seek her hand under the dinner table, never refuse her anything, even after all
these years together. How many women wouldn’t pay to be loved like that? To
find someone who lived for her, who asked, “What’s the matter?” with genuine
concern? Vanessa felt bad about herself for not appreciating the luck people
said she had. And that only made her detest him more, for making her feel like
that. She got up and gave him a sympathy hug, which was only interrupted by the
screeching voice of her mother. 


“Vanessa! Where have you been all this
time? You must be out of your mind!”


 She felt like shouting, ‘Shut up and mind
your own business,’ but she had been brought up to fear and respect her elders.
Finally Diana arrived to save the day. Vanessa had no idea what excuse her
friend had concocted to explain her absence.


 “Vanessa Darling, how was your silent
retreat? I told your mother you couldn’t call, it’s not called a silent retreat
for nothing after all, but you know what mothers are like, always fretting,
anyway you look great, two days’ rest have done you good, don’t you think she’s
got a bit of colour back? I do. Here, give me a big kiss, mmmmwah! Everything’s
been fine here, same as ever, isn't it? But then you’ve only been gone two
days, it’s not as if you’ve been on a round-the-world trip. Right, I’ll be
getting off home then and leave you all to catch up on things, call me later,
okay? Make sure you do now, byeee!”


 The tension was dispelled, or at least
postponed, by Diana’s gushing and Vanessa played along with it. Trust Diana to
make up a story like that. She apologized for forgetting to mention her
supposed retreat, and especially for not making arrangements for someone to
collect her daughter from school and leaving the poor child to fret. Remaining
at school until only the night warden was the only one left was one of the most
traumatic experiences in the life of a small child. Watching her friends depart
one by one, holding their parents’ hands; looking despairingly to the classroom
door every time the bell rang; seeing the carer with her coat on already,
looking anxiously at the clock, whose moving hands were the only sound; until
the carer left too. Fighting back a growing sense of guilt, Vanessa gave a fictitious
account of the retreat and her fellow participants, amazed at how easily the
lies came to her.


She spent the day playing with Mimi,
avoiding finding herself alone with her husband and ignoring the silence of her
mother, who finally left after lunch. This was a way her mother had always
acted, not speaking to her whenever Vanessa did or said anything she
disapproved of. And not just with Vanessa. The silent treatment had been common
practice when Vanessa’s father was alive too; when he went fishing on the day
their cousins from the north were coming, or when he wouldn’t say who he’d been
out with the previous evening. She’d stopped speaking to her own sister for
years, when she hadn’t worn black to Vanessa’s father’s funeral and then spent
ten minutes weeping beside the coffin as if she was the widow. But Vanessa was
her daughter, the daughter who had never given her cause for concern, had
always been obedient – so obedient she ended up doing a course in
management just to put an end to six months’ silence. On another occasion, when
Vanessa was preparing to get married, her mother didn't speak to her for three
months just because Vanessa had told her she was thinking of doing just a
registry wedding. As usual, Vanessa gave in, and had the big fancy church marriage
she’d always hoped to avoid, complete with preparation programme, with couples
ranging from more-Catholic-than-the-pope to the
we’re-not-Catholic-but-we-think-the-ceremony’s-lovely types. She knew she’d
just have to apologize for existing as usual, and keep acting as if everything
was perfectly normal until her mother came out of her silence, which always
happened suddenly, with no mention of the matter, as if it had never happened.


By the end of the day Vanessa was
exhausted and wished she could eat another slice of that funny cake that Frank
had made. Instead, she called Diana.


“Diana do you got any carrots?”


“Carrots?”


“Yes, I want to make some vegetable soup
and I don't feel like going to the supermarket at this time of day. Can I stop
by your house?”


“Ah! Of course you can.”


‘Carrots’ was the code word that Vanessa
and Diana had used for ‘cigarettes’ ever since their adolescence. Whenever they
wanted to go out for a smoke, they’d call each other up and ask for something
beginning with ‘c’: chemistry notes, cartridge pen, a cheat sheet. Then they’d
meet in the car park outside the post office and smoke two or three cigarettes
one after the other, making up for the hours of abstinence they’d endured at
home. A nice carrot soup seemed like a good excuse to give her husband for
nipping out of the house for a minute. 


When she got to the car park, Diana was
there already. Vanessa felt like she’d gone back in time. Her friend still wore
her hair the same way, the same oversize quilted jacket. Even her posture was
the same, her weight on her right leg and her arms crossed. The last time
they’d met here had been the night before Vanessa’s wedding; or more
accurately, the actual morning of the wedding, as it was three in the morning
and the ceremony was set for nine hours later.


Vanessa hadn’t been able to sleep that
night. It wasn’t just the stress that’s normally associated with the
preparations for a wedding – last-minute adjustments to the dress,
flowers that aren’t quite the right colour, broken-down air conditioning in the
banqueting room – but a constant difficulty in breathing, nightmares that
started as soon as she closed her eyes. 


It was always the same nightmare and
she’d been having it for the last two weeks. Vanessa was alone in her room,
trying on her wedding dress, her make-up on and her hair in place. All the
guests were waiting in the hall for her to come downstairs so they could follow
her to the church. It was an enormous room in an enormous house, and in this
nightmare it was her house, although it was nothing like the house she really
lived in. Vanessa was looking for her shoes. She had everything except her
shoes, and she couldn’t find them anywhere. She looked under the bed, in all
the drawers and cupboards, under the sheets. Downstairs, her mother was
shouting for her and Vanessa was getting more and more flustered, drops of
sweat running down her face and ruining her make-up. Just when she was about to
burst into tears, Diana arrived to save her, with twelve boxes of shoes stacked
in her arms. Vanessa breathed deeply as Diana retouched her make-up and soothed
her with a torrent of encouraging words. Getting her breath back, Vanessa began
opening the shoeboxes to select the right pair. The first box contained red
babouches, those Arab backless slippers with the curled-up tips, the type
Aladdin wore. Nice, but totally inappropriate. The second box contained blue
babouches. The third box contained yellow babouches. Vanessa began to feel
breathless again, the sweat now running down her back too, dampening the silk
of her dress. The eleven boxes she’d opened so far all contained babouches,
each pair a different colour. It was when she opened the last box, this one
containing lilac babouches that Vanessa screamed in horror and awoke from her nightmare.


“What do you think it means?” Vanessa
asked as she lit her second cigarette.


”Nothing, it means you’re anxious like
any bride is, and what you really need is a good night’s sleep, otherwise
tomorrow your skin will be in a state and so will I, when I don't sleep well I
get spots and that’s all I need, I want to get some decent photos taken by your
photographer, it’s not every day we have a professional photographer at our
disposal, and as your bridesmaid I certainly have the right to a quick private session
with him before the bride and groom arrive,” answered Diana.


“Don’t you think it’s a sign? That I
shouldn’t get married?”


“Vanessa don't be silly, do you me? Not
get married? Can’t you really imagine how lucky you are finding a husband like
that, while most of us are still scrabbling around for a man that’s halfway
decent or at least likes us more than he likes beer? A guy with an education,
his own house, that your mother adores, that wants to have children right away,
that gives you presents? Your problem is lack of sleep; you know that? Go and
drink a camomile tea and put some slices of cucumber on your eyes. Your shoes
are in your room, and it was you that chose them, everything will be all right,
and tomorrow when you’re on your way to the Dominican Republic, all happy and
content and married, you’ll laugh at this ridiculous scene you’re making here.”


Vanessa went home, but didn't sleep; the
camomile tea didn’t work, and neither did the cucumber slices. A part of her
was telling her to run away, that this wasn’t the right time to marry, that she
was just twenty-three and had her whole life ahead of her. Another part of her
told her Diana was right, that she shouldn’t be so stupid as to reject
something every woman spent years looking for. Why postpone it, if she was
going to end up getting married anyway, if not this year then the next, and
quite probably to the same man? Marry, work, have children. Wasn’t that what
everyone did?


Ten years had passed since then, and
Vanessa was now certain she should have paid more attention to her dream. The
twelve pairs of babouches probably symbolized all the opportunities she was
giving up by slipping a ring onto her finger too soon. Twelve opportunities for
a different life, one that didn't end up with her sneaking out of the house to
smoke cigarettes.


“So what happened to you then you dizzy
thing? It wasn’t easy making up that excuse about the retreat. Your mum’s no
fool, but don't worry everyone fell for it, except your boss who was absolutely
furious with you; you’re going to have to take him a doctor’s note, but don't
worry I spoke to your analyst’s secretary and she says at your next session
she’ll give you a sick note to hand in at work. It’s all about helping each
other out and I sorted out a problem she had with the Social Security and she’s
eternally grateful for that and when you need a favour from her all you have to
do is ask.”


“Oh Diana, I can't even explain what
happened to me. I was depressed and didn't feel like going home, that’s all.
The next thing I knew I was a hundred miles away.”


“But what were you depressed about, girl?
Aren’t you taking your pills? I really don't understand you. You have a
fantastic life, a lovely husband and daughter, a mother who’s always there to
help you, a stable job, you’ve got your health, what more do you need? Haven’t
you seen how most people live with being unemployed, ill, tragedies in their
lives? If you could only see the people I have to deal with at the Social
Security you’d change your tune. And by the way, when did you start smoking
again?”


“Yesterday.”


“Well that’s something; now I have some
company at least; the discrimination’s getting worse all the time, there aren’t
even rooms for smokers any more, you have to go outside and we’ll see how long
that lasts, one of these days it’ll be banned outside too, the worst time is in
winter or those days when it’s wind and rain; you get soaked through and can’t
even get your lighter to work. See that you don't go and do anything stupid,
Mimi is nearly eight now and these things begin to affect kids. It’s bad enough
you getting arrested in front of her.”


“You think I don't know that? That’s why
I’m beginning to think she’d be better off without me.”


“Don’t say stuff like that, Vanessa! Are
you stupid or what? Don’t make me go and make your husband worried. Or you want
me to go and tell your doctor to increase your medication? You’re tired and
confused, that’s all, why don't you take some time off? We could go away
somewhere the two of us, I heard about this fantastic promotion for Cape Verde,
one week all-inclusive in a four-star resort; what do you think of that? Just
the two of us, together all day long, like it used to be? Sun, sea, cocktails
by the pool.”


Vanessa choked on her cigarette smoke.
One week stuck in a resort with Diana, on an island? She’d rather slit her
wrists. She decided to cut the conversation off and go home before Diana
started getting into the idea. She would have to invent an excuse for coming
home without carrots, but she knew her husband never demanded explanations when
she was having one of her crises; he preferred not to talk about things in the
hope they’d disappear of their own accord.


When she got home, her husband was
working at the computer and Mimi was sleeping like an angel on the sofa. Children
always look like angels when they’re sleeping. She carried her off to bed,
tucked her in, kissed her on the forehead, and when she made to say,
“Goodnight,” it came out as, “Sorry.”



 
















 


 


 

5.



 

Vanessa was a stranger to the maternal
instinct. She had never had it in the past; she didn’t have it now. While other
little girls played with dolls, Vanessa preferred riding a bike, playing tag or
catching worms in the park. Of course, the opportunities to do these things
were rare, as her mother insisted that she played house and dressed in pink,
keeping her indoors where she’d have to endure Diana, so she couldn’t go out
and do her tomboy things. Which only made her hate the thought of nappy
changes, cots, baby food even more.


When she married, and once that phase of
uncertainty and the nightmares of the babouches had passed, she had envisaged a
life full of adventure for the two of them. Travel to exotic places, romantic
dinners, Saturday mornings spent making love. But her husband wanted children,
her mother wanted grandchildren, and society in general didn't understand why a
young and healthy and happily married couple hadn’t started procreating yet, as
God commanded. Vanessa even got babygrows on their first anniversary that was
how bad the pressure was.


She wasn’t too enthusiastic when she got
pregnant; the day she did the test, she’d hoped and hoped she was just late. So
many women have problems conceiving, why couldn’t she be one of them? But no,
she got pregnant right on the first attempt. Her test showed positive after
three seconds. And so did the next five.


Maybe it was divine punishment that made
her feel ill throughout her pregnancy. The more she wished she’d never got
pregnant, the more her unborn child seemed to turn her guts inside out: nausea,
vomiting, cramps, drowsiness, heartburn, constipation, gagging at certain
smells and foods, swellings, headaches, all the stuff the books mention. The
birth was difficult too; long, painful and exhausting, and in the end the child
they placed in her arms was a girl, not a boy like she’d hoped for. That meant
more pink, flounces, ribbons and lace, on top of the inevitable nappies, cots,
and baby food.


Everyone considered her a practical
mother because she didn't get anxious every time her baby cried, didn't run
after her as soon as she was five yards away, and didn’t mind staying at work
until late. They used to congratulate her, saying they wished they were like
her. Perhaps that was why Mimi was such a fast learner. Vanessa knew the truth;
she was simply disconnected from it all. She had never seen the attraction in
motherhood. Even when Mimi was a baby, it was her husband who bathed her,
dressed her and gave her a bottle in the middle of the night. Of course she
loved her daughter, wanted the best for her and all those things, but at the
same time, every new stage in Mimi’s life meant one less possibility of making
her dreams come true, one less holiday, one less dance course, one less trip to
the cinema, one less opportunity to pursue an international career. So she
often simply avoided her daughter. She would pretend to be working at the
computer just so she wouldn’t have to put her to bed or play with her. She’d
spend hours on the Internet, claiming she had an extremely important report to
deliver first thing in the morning. Mimi would shrug, sweetly and with
resignation, which made Vanessa feel bad, but not bad enough to change. The
only way she knew to compensate for the affection deficit was to inundate her
daughter with material things. Maybe it was that, the bad habit that caused the
argument that ended with her spending a night in the police station.


It had happened early in the year, on a
grey day in January. Vanessa had woken up in a bad mood, after a sleepless
night caused by her husband’s snoring. When he drank, he would snore violently
at night, and the previous night he’d had his fill. For Vanessa it had been one
more exciting evening at home, tidying up the kitchen, preparing meals for the
next day, putting one heap of clothes through the washing machine and folding
another heap, helping her daughter with her homework and enduring twenty
minutes on the phone with her mother, who always called when her favourite
series was on TV. 


When she got to the living room she found
he’d left his clothes lying around all over the place (“So I wouldn’t wake you
up getting undressed in the room, (Darling”), the bread lying out of its bag,
the better to turn stale and go straight to the bin (“I made some toast before
going to bed and forgot to put the bread away, sorry,”) crumbs on the floor
she’d mopped the day before (“I’ll Hoover everything before leaving the house,
I promise”). And he hadn’t even taken the rubbish downstairs, which was his
task. 


Later, at the office, her boss was in an
especially irascible mood. He was a profoundly irritating creature. A
mediocrity that risen to a managerial position by bootlicking and servility.
Vanessa could still remember the day the new vice-chairman had taken up his
position. Her boss was all smiles, all ‘your slave at your disposal’,
orchestrating meetings with the new man in the silliest places, like the lift
or the toilets, so he wouldn’t forget his face. When it came to getting some
work done that was for the others; although people who didn't know him
considered him an excellent employee. His secret was always leaving the
computer switched on and his suit jacket on the back of his chair. When he
wanted to leave, he would say, “I’m just going downstairs to the café.” The
worst thing was none of his colleagues could catch him out at his tricks,
because he re-routed his office calls to his mobile phone and always answered,
wherever he was out of his office. If he had to, he’d return to the office,
just to avoid being found out. He would even answer calls during his golf classes,
saying he’d been in the lift on his way to the office and had no signal on his
mobile. These classes were extremely important, as he’d told his superiors he
was an excellent golfer and knew he might be invited to a management golf
tournament at any time. So for a man who’d never held a golf club before in his
life, these classes were a matter of life or death, professionally speaking.


It may seem strange that someone can
progress in his career simply by bootlicking and barefaced cheek. The truth, at
least in Vanessa’s professional experience, was that it worked. Her boss did
actually have a degree from a decent university, although not with the
excellent grade he claimed to have. He did actually have successful
international experience behind him, although the merit lay with his team,
who’d done all the work in exchange for his petrol vouchers. He did actually
carry a pile of papers around with him wherever he went, even the bathroom,
although these papers were in fact print-outs of pages from the sports rags,
which he read from cover to cover with a cocked eyebrow, as if perusing an
extremely important document. The problem, Vanessa concluded, came from above.
Most of the directors, chairmen and vice-chairmen she’d met over the course of
her career were vain types who always wanted to look the best. So they needed
to surround themselves with mediocrities like her boss, people who would never
say no or steal the limelight in a decisive meeting. Functionaries, essential
for maintaining the status quo. They weren’t expected to be brilliant; merely
grateful would do. And giving them minor managerial roles was the best way to
keep them grateful.


So, that morning, the directors had taken
her boss to task, and that meant trouble for everyone. This was one more feature
of his brand of management. Since he constantly had his tail between his legs
when he was dealing with his superiors, he took out his frustration on those
beneath him, instilling a culture of fear that works wonderfully when a
recession is raging and families are up to their necks in debt. Vanessa hadn’t
even put down her coat when he came out with his first smarmy comment of the
morning. 


“Good afternoon, Vanessa, when you have a
moment, if it’s not too much trouble for you, would you mind coming into my
office to do a little work?”


It was 9:36 in the morning, for the love
of God! 


In the canteen, she also had to put up
with ‘the Hellcat’, a co-worker that everyone hated because she liked to put
people in difficult situations just to look more competent in the eyes of
management.


“Vanessa, Darling, you look awful! You
should put some blush on or something. Ah, another thing! As you hadn’t arrived
yet, I wrote that e-mail to Mr. Sousa for you. You know he hates waiting and it
was twenty past nine.”


The rest of the day was no better.
Between having her boss tear three months work to shreds, hearing she wouldn’t
be getting a pay rise this year and her cleaning lady calling her to say she
wouldn’t be coming this week – exactly the week Vanessa had a heap of
ironing that reached to the ceiling – she wondered what else could go
wrong. She looked at her inbox and saw three e-mails from her husband with
‘Answer the phone’ in the subject line. Vanessa called him up and vented her
frustration.


“Sorry, I was trying to stop myself from
throwing a chair at my boss, who as usual doesn’t approve of any idea that
isn't his own and stares at the floor for ten minutes without saying a word and
when he opens his mouth it’s to talk shit and tear everything we present to pieces.
Then seeing as he won’t back down and admit that our solutions were actually
quite valid and sensible, he asks us to re-do the whole job based on the
‘brilliant’ idea he’s just had. It’s if we, a team of six who’ve been working
on this for three months, were so useless that nothing we do is good enough!
But anyway, what did you want?’


“It was just to say I can't take Mimi to
the doctor’s. I have an emergency meeting with some clients at exactly the same
time.”


“Now you tell me?” Vanessa shouted,
ignoring the looks of her co-workers.


“I’m sorry Honey; they just arranged it
and I really can't miss it. If you can’t go, don't worry, I’ll reschedule the
appointment for another day.”


Vanessa took three deep breaths, trying
to calm down. Of course she wasn’t going to reschedule their daughter’s
appointment. Of course she would leave work early, with that cynical smile of
her boss that said, ‘And you still wonder why you’re not getting a pay raise,’
to collect her daughter from school on the other side of town and drive all the
way back across town to get to the doctor’s office. Wasn’t that what mothers
did? Give up everything for their children? Body, sleep, career, identity?


After an hour in a waiting room full of
yelling children and cowed parents, they were finally called. Surprise, Mimi
was overdue for a vaccination. And for Mimi needles were a nightmare. She had
to be mentally prepared in advance and promised a present so she wouldn’t make
a scene. And the scene was much worse when she was taken by surprise, as in
this case. It took an hour to persuade her to uncross her arms and let the
nurse do her work. The demands started as soon as they’d left the doctor’s. 


 “I want my present!”


Vanessa was ready to snap. She hated it
when her daughter acted like a spoiled brat. I want? How about Please? Or I
wouldn’t mind? Or Could I? She knew it was all her fault, for putting up with
that kind of behaviour whenever it suited her. She’d replaced discipline with
toys too many times. But on that day, Vanessa wasn’t going to give in.


“There’s no time to buy presents today,
Mimi. We’ll go tomorrow.”


”Why not?”


“Because it’s after seven and the shops
are closing.”


“But you promised…” Mimi insisted.


“I know I did, darling, and I’ll keep my
promise. But not today, all right?”


“But I didn’t cry even a little bit, and
you said.”


“I know I said, but it’s too late now. If
you hadn't thrown a tantrum for an hour maybe we would have had time. Now we’ll
have to wait till tomorrow.”


“So, why can't we go to the shopping
centre? The shops there are open at night.”


“Mimi, I told you no, please don't
insist, OK?”


The child began to cry quietly with a
forced weeping whose only function is to get on adults’ nerves. Vanessa took a
deep breath and watched the passers-by, nervously tapping her fingernails on
the steering wheel. The traffic light turned red and from the other side of the
street a bookshop sign was shining. Open.


“Mummy look, that shop’s open! You can
buy me a book!” 


“Mimi, I’ve already told you I’m not
going to stop the car to go and buy some stupid book at this time of night, did
you hear me? I’m not going to, and if you keep insisting you won't get it
tomorrow either!”


“Pleeeeeeeeeaase!”


As Vanessa gave no answer to this, the
child insisted.


“Daddy would stop if he was here. You’re
bad. I want daddy. Daaaaaaddy! Daaaaaaddy!”


And that’s when it happened. When she
quite literally lost her mind. As soon as the traffic light turned green, she
pulled the car over to the pavement and made her daughter get out.


“You want your father, do you? Go on,
then. Go to him. Go on, get out of the car and go to him.”


Mimi was speechless. She didn't even try
to answer. She just stood there on the pavement, unable even to cry, watching
her mother drive away at top speed. Vanessa had only meant to scare the child.
Obviously she wasn't going to leave her there in the street. She would drive
round the block, which would take about three minutes, and get her back in the
car. What Vanessa hadn't expected was for a policeman to be in the vicinity,
and although he hadn't seen the incident he did see a child crying, alone at
the roadside. A little girl who like all little girls tells the truth as well
as she can, which in this instance was something like, ‘My mummy left me here
and she went away and now I don't know how to get to my daddy.’


When Vanessa got to the place she’d left
Mimi, a scene was in full progress. The cop had called a patrol car and they
were getting ready to find out whom the child’s heartless parents were. Vanessa
went running up to them and told the cop her story quite matter-of-factly,
emphasizing that she only wanted to give her daughter a fright to put an end to
a tantrum. The cop, who obviously had no children of his own, had no
comprehension of the nervous destruction a creature barely four and a half feet
high can wreak on a healthy, well-adjusted adult. He didn’t see things the way
Vanessa did. He took her to the station where she was charged with neglect of a
minor, as it was nearly half past eight in the evening she had to stay there the
night, until being taken before a judge the following morning. She couldn’t
even look her husband in the eye when he came, in disbelief, to collect Mimi
from the police station to take her home.


The judge who heard her case agreed with
the cop. It was unacceptable for a mother to abandon her child on a public
thoroughfare, exposing her to the risk of kidnapping, sexual abuse, road
accident or irreversible psychological trauma. The sentence was four months in
prison or forty sessions of professional therapy. 


That was why Vanessa now thought her
daughter would be better off without her. It was bad enough having seen her
mother get arrested, without having to be brought up by a mother everyone
thought was mad, just because she’d done something thousands of mothers want to
do when their children start whining in enclosed spaces where there’s no way
out. She had become a bored, indifferent mother who didn't even remember to
warn her when she couldn’t collect her from school; she also thought the
therapy sessions would be more useful to the child than to her.
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Monday morning, nine o’clock, as soon as
the lift doors opened, the heavy atmosphere of the office hit her like a punch
in the stomach. Her head down, Vanessa made her way to her grey cubicle, where
a message from her boss was waiting for her, ‘Come and speak to me when you
arrive.’ As if Vanessa was the type to sneak in and not offer any reasons. She
took off her coat, put down her handbag and went straight to the aquarium, the
name everyone gave to the boss’s office, which was nothing more than a glass
box in the middle of the open-plan office.


“Hello. You wanted to talk to me?”


“Just to tell you you’re up for a
disciplinary hearing.”


“What? What for? If it’s because…”


“Quiet! I’ll do the talking here!” He
shouted. “Missing work on a Friday is unacceptable without a good reason. Do
you think this is some kind of free-for-all? And on top of that you have
someone call in for you, as if it was too unimportant for you to waste your
time on. You jeopardized the status meeting, and that, my dear lady, can't be
justified with a doctor’s note. So get ready.”


Vanessa couldn’t believe this was
happening. She could get a doctor’s note explaining her absence. And anyway,
the status meeting often took place without all of the team members being
present. It was a mere formality, of no great consequence outside the team
itself. She decided not to react. She didn't have the strength to anyway, and
deep down she knew it was all intimidation, meant to scare her and show
everyone else in the office that her boss had real authority. She could feel
her co-workers looking towards the boss’s office, tying to make out what all
the shouting was about.


“Is that all?” she asked, gazing at the
floor.


“No, it’s not all. I want those reports
on the new client on my desk first thing tomorrow morning. See that they’re
here!”


“Anything else?”


“No. You can go.”


Vanessa stood up and went to her cubicle,
which now looked greyer than ever. She put on her earphones with music at full
volume and concentrated on the unenviable task of getting the reports ready by
the ridiculously tight deadline her boss had given her. 


On the other side of the room ‘the
Hellcat’ was leaning against the coffee machine, smiling ironically. As she
passed near Vanessa she murmured, “You’re always scoring points, you are.”
Vanessa couldn’t believe her ears. Why? Why are there people who are only happy
when others are unhappy? Who feels glad to see others make a mess of things?
Don't they have lives of their own? Don't they have their own problems to deal
with? Is it so good to see others suffer? Vanessa couldn’t understand this need
and constantly wondered if she’d done something wrong to be the target of so
much cynicism. 


By six in the afternoon the reports were
far from ready, but Vanessa didn't want to let her daughter down again. She’d
promised to collect her from school to make up for her disappearance. And after
what her boss had told her that morning, two hours’ absence wasn't going to
make the situation any worse. 


“I have to go and get my little girl from
school, but I’ll be back afterwards to finish the reports. See you later.” She
didn't wait for his permission.


In the car, she was overwhelmed by the
urge to take off somewhere. Her car was a like a spaceship that could carry her
off to a different world, a temptation. 
She’d not even worked eight hours and she already felt like it was
Friday. She controlled her impulse and went to collect Mimi.


Her daughter was waiting at the school
gate with a heart-breaking expression in her eyes, her gaze was lost on the
horizon, and Vanessa knew why. It was the uncertainty caused by all those
broken promises of the last few months; Mimi had lost that trust that children
have in their parents, that certainty that they’ll show up, take care of them,
protect them, even when the kids in the playground shout with the malice
typical of their seven years of age, ‘Your mother doesn't love you.’ Unaware
that a long embrace and a few minutes’ genuine attention was all her daughter needed,
Vanessa decided to go and buy her a doll.


The shop was a little out of the way, but
it was worth the detour. It was the shop all little girls dreamed of or at
least all little girls who prefer dolls to worms from the park. The entrance
was done up to look like a doll’s house, and inside everything was on little
girl scale, the chairs, the shelves, the display cabinets. Mimi could hardly
contain her joy at this unexpected detour. Normally she only got to go to that
shop on her birthday, and that was still some months away. The dolls were
prohibitively expensive.


After taking a few minutes to choose,
Vanessa finally made for the checkout to pay for the doll. Now she could leave
Mimi in her mother’s house without feeling too guilty. As she waited while the
attendant fixed all kinds of ribbon to the bag, she heard a familiar voice.


“Ah! At last! My Princess Tata!”


“Oh, how nice to see you. Oh but you
didn’t have to hurry here. We’d have kept the doll as long as necessary, you
know,” answered the attendant with an enormous smile.


“Of course I did,” returned the voice.
“I’ve been waiting months for this moment. I can hardly wait to take her home
and complete my collection. Complete so far, of course.”


“If you’d just like to accompany me to
the checkout, I’ll have your doll all nice and wrapped up right away, as
usual.”


Vanessa froze. She couldn't move a
millimetre. She couldn't even turn round to confirm what her ears were telling
her. But there was no way to avoid it. He came up and stood right beside her at
the counter. She couldn't pretend not to have seen him. What now? How did she
get out of this one?


“Hello boss,” she said timidly.


Now he was the one who was rooted to the
spot. Even in profile, Vanessa could see him blushing. In fact his complexion
was lilac, and Vanessa finally understood where the expression, ‘purple with
shame’ came from.


“Vanessa, fancy meeting you here! What a
coincidence,” he stammered. ‘I came to get a present for my niece; it’s her
birthday tomorrow. If I’d known you were coming here I’d have asked you to
collect it for me instead of coming here myself.”


“Ah, your niece, of course... I didn't
know I was coming either. It was a last-minute decision before taking Mimi
home. But I’m going back to the office just now,” Vanessa said, well aware
there was no such niece. 


“Listen don’t worry about that. It turns
out the report isn't as urgent as I thought. You can hand it in tomorrow during
the day.”


“Really?”


“Of course, off you go home with your
daughter.”


Vanessa returned to her car, trying to
process what had just happened. As soon as she closed the door she had a
laughing fit. Her boss collected dolls? Dolls? He certainly didn’t have a
daughter or niece, and Vanessa recalled seeing a doll brochure on his desk
once. At the time she’d assumed it was junk mail. What was she going to do now?
How could she ever take him seriously? She already had little or no respect for
him as a professional, but this latest development had relegated him to the
level of a fungus. Yet with his sudden change of tack about the report, she
realized this was a card she could play to her advantage. Would he start
treating her better now, she wondered?


The answer, as Vanessa saw in the
following days, was yes. Except now he had a new victim, the young girl with
the plastic-rimmed glasses. Poor thing. Vanessa gave it a month before she’d be
crying in the bathroom every day. She’d seen this film dozens of times now.
She’d found out her boss was a collector of dolls, but that didn’t make things
any easier to endure and every day the heavy atmosphere of the office continued
to hit her like a punch in the stomach.
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“I’d like to take up the topic of your
disappearance again. You didn't want to talk about it at the time. What about
now? Are you ready to talk about it?” her analyst asked as soon as Vanessa
entered his consulting room.


No. She wasn't ready. She really didn't
want to talk about it. Her disappearance was just one thread in the ball of
despair that trapped her. An unhappy episode that only made her feel worse,
guiltier towards her daughter, more distant from her husband. It was the
elephant in the room; everyone saw it but preferred to ignore it and pretend
everything was all right. Except this elephant was growing and growing, feeding
on the tedium and the silence.


“I was irritated when I left here, I felt
like driving,” she answered.


“Irritated or bored?” asked her analyst,
leafing through his notes.


“Irritated, bored, what difference does
it make? It all adds up to the same thing; I’m sick of it all and I need to
change something in my life.”


“That’s a good start.”


“What is? Being sick of it all?”


“No. Deciding something in your life has
to change. Coming to that conclusion is a good start. Now all you have to do is
find out what you want to change.”


“Is that all? Really?” asked Vanessa,
ironically. “Is that why I’m coming here? So you can spout clichés and
platitudes?”


She didn't know where all this
aggressiveness was coming from; it wasn’t the kind to answer she would usually
give, especially not to a member of the medical profession. She shrank back on
the couch, ashamed. The analyst scribbled in his notepad, impassively. She felt
a wave of heat invade her body and took off her coat. 


“Can I open the window?” she asked,
making her way towards it.


“The windows in this building don't open.
But I can turn up the air conditioning, if you want.”


Of course the windows didn't open; this
was a psychiatrist’s practice on the twenty-second floor. There must be plenty
of nutcases with suicidal tendencies. But she could still look out at the
street. The people down below as tiny as ants, going about their lives, their
orderly existences, wasting no time, for time is money and there isn't enough
to go around, so why bother looking or smiling at other people. Where did they
get their energy? Vanessa had lost hers so long ago. The effort it cost her to
get out of bed, put a smile on her face and play the part of mother and
homemaker, the prodigal daughter, the employee who’s grateful just to have a
job, it was all so much there was nothing left for anything else. Something had
to change. Drastically.


“I’m going to leave home,” she said.


Her analyst could scarcely conceal his
surprise. He scratched his head with his long fingernails and cocked his
eyebrow three times in a row, as if it was a nervous tic. Vanessa was surprised
too. The idea seemed to have come to her right in that instant, the moment the
words took form on her lips. Five words that popped out of their own accord and
that now, once uttered, made perfect sense.


“Are you? Isn't that too drastic a
change? Won't it affect your stability?”


“Stability. What’s stability? Living the
same life for over ten years? With the same people, the same routines, the same
job? Look where stability’s left me. I’m here, aren’t I?”


Her analyst went back to his scribbling
and eyebrow raising.


“I can't take any more. That house
suffocates me. As if the walls were closing in on me a little more every day. I
can't even look at my husband any more. I cringe every time he touches me. It’s
a physical reaction, you know? I don't do it on purpose. And it fills me with
despair, because there was times I wanted to stick to him like glue, when I
liked his smell and found the things he said were funny. And not even my
daughter will keep me there. I’ve brought her up, I’ve helped her grow and now
her happiness irritates me instead of giving me inner peace. Always jumping
around, always asking questions, always wanting to tell stories, always being a
child. I’ve never really liked children, you know? Can I smoke?” she asked,
rummaging in her handbag for her pack of cigarettes.


“No Vanessa. There’s no smoking in this
building,” answered her analyst.


“Of course…” And she went on with her
outburst, pacing the floor nervously. “The worst thing is, I know, deep down,
that I do feel some kind of love, in my own way. But the love is so far away I
can't see it. Not now... At the dinner table, while I pretend to be interested
in the conversation, I look for the little things that once made me fall in
love, a smile, an expression, a way of holding a knife and fork, anything. But
I can't find anything. It’s like I was at the table with two strangers. They’re
not my husband and daughter. I don't know them. And I can't keep up the
pretence. It’s because I love them I have to get away. Sometimes love isn't
enough. It isn't enough just now.”


Vanessa felt an enormous calm take
possession of her. Finally she was saying what she didn't even know she felt,
without the weight of guilt, without the shame. Without thinking she was a
monster. She stopped in front of the window, looking at the darkening sky. It
was going to rain and this time she wanted to get wet. She wanted to stand in
the rain until it soaked through her clothes and she felt it on her skin. She wanted
to turn her face to the clouds and drink the raindrops, like she’d done when
she was a kid. There were twenty minutes till the end of the session and she
had nothing else to say, no matter how much her analyst coaxed her. Where was
she going? What did her husband think of this? What will her daughter think?
Vanessa ignored him. For the first time, that one-hour with the analyst felt
too long. She stood there looking down at the street, smiling, proud of
herself, while her analyst observed her discreetly and scribbled frantically in
his stupid little notebook. When she left, she decided she’d walk home. She
could pick up her car the next day. She walked slowly, for an hour, the rain
finally falling, cleansing her soul.
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It wasn't easy, explaining to her
husband. She’d never seen him so distraught. First the shock, turning pale,
hands clawing the sofa and then the anxiety, the laboured breathing, the pacing
around the living room. Ten years of marriage, nearly fifteen years together,
crumbling at the sound of a few words, “I’m moving out.”


“What? Why? Don't you love me any more?”
he shouted. 


How could she explain it had nothing to
do with love? That she needed some time to herself? That she couldn’t be the
person he wanted her to be any more? That she had to go and experience the
world that existed inside of her, like the message on the note her aunt had
left for her, and which she was finally beginning to understand? For all the
arguments she tried to produce, Vanessa knew he wasn’t listening, just like he
hadn’t been noticing the signs all this time, because there had been signs,
subtle, maybe. Not every day, maybe. Mistaken for fatigue or mixed up in her,
‘I’ve got a headache,’ excuses. But signs all the same. Or hadn’t he noticed
when Vanessa evaded his kisses? When she brushed his hand from her leg, or
forced a smile. When she rolled her eyes at the suggestions he made.


The problem with relationships is that
men expect women to give them instructions and women expect men to divine their
thoughts. As if the only function of words were for banal conversations. Men
think that when women want to get something off their chest they call a
girlfriend, and women think that when men need something, they ask. And that’s
when the chasms of silences and unspoken words begin to open up. And that’s
when one them falls into the chasm. 


For Vanessa, this chasm was their
Friday-night outings to the cinema, when she’d rather have sat on a bench in
the park looking at the stars. Their family lunches on Sundays, with her
husband’s parents, uncles, aunts, cousins, when she’d rather have spent the day
in her pyjamas, curled up on the sofa watching a film. Fifteen days’ holiday
wasted in a stupid tropical resort, when she’d rather have gone to a remote
beach much closer to home. She clearly remembered the last time they’d spent
their holidays on one of those beaches, before they’d begun having enough money
to take holidays abroad. Life was simpler in those days. When there was no TV
in the bedroom, when they shared a car and made their own Christmas presents.
When Vanessa was relatively happy. 


Mimi would have been three-years-old that
summer. They’d rented a house in the middle of a nature reserve, a few miles
from a stunning, unspoilt beach. The image that came into her mind was of her
sitting under a red sunshade making cheese and ham sandwiches for their
afternoon snack while her husband and daughter played at the water’s edge. The
rays of sun reflected from the water like a blanket of silver sequins, a
backdrop for Mimi who was pretending to be a ballerina. She would spin round
and round until she got dizzy and fell over into the sand; her giggles echoing
from the cliff that protected that magical place; her husband running after her
and picking her up, covering her belly in kisses. That was the image she’d
clung to for so many years. But even this image was beginning to fade.


   “Nothing’s
definitive. Our love and our marriage aren't definitive, and neither does this
separation have to be,” Vanessa said.


“And what am I supposed to do in all of
this? Wait here for you to make your mind up? Wait for you to find yourself
again, is that it? Shoulder all the responsibility, bring up Mimi, put my life
on hold for an indefinite time, and run the risk that one day you’ll call up and
say in the end it really is definitive and you won't be coming back?”


“I don’t know…”


“Oh you don't know, do you? So who does,
then?”


Vanessa didn't answer. She held her head
down so her husband wouldn't see the tears brimming in her eyes. To cry right
now would be an enormous act of cowardice. She was the one that was causing all
this. What right did she have to cry? 


“Who is he, the bastard?” her husband
asked, his eyes red with rage.


“What are you talking about?” she asked,
taken aback.


“You think I’m stupid? It’s obvious
there’s some guy behind all this. No one moves out and leaves their husband and
their own daughter unless they have someone else.”


“Are you crazy?’ There’s no guy. It’s
nothing to do with that, sex, men, relationships. Don’t you understand that’s
what I’m trying to get away from? I just want to be with myself, for the first
time in my life.”


“So the judge was right, then: you really
have gone mad.”


“Maybe I have…” she answered, defeated.


She’d never thought it would be so
difficult. She’d envisaged a tough conversation, but not her heart being
wrenched in this way. She didn’t want to cause so much pain. She’d never
thought she could cause so much pain. Maybe because, deep down, she’d hoped her
husband would want the separation too. How on earth could he not be sick of
her, of her remoteness, her apathy? Hadn't he ever dreamt of a certain freedom?
Hadn't he complained about her to his friends when they were out drinking? ‘My
wife is a bitch. There are days I can't even look at her. I haven‘t had sex for
nearly a month. One of these days I’ll be unfaithful to her. She’s really
asking for it.’ Why wasn't he one of those men?


They sat staring into space, all talked
out, each of them just sitting there. Immobile. Inert. Awoken occasionally from
their torpor by a passing car, the refuse collection wagon, or the noise of the
fridge that invaded the silence every so often. It was dawn by the time they
went to bed. She went first, trembling. He went next, devastated. Just to lie
down, as neither of them could get to sleep.
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”If you walk out that door it’s for
good.”


Those were the first words her husband
uttered the next morning. His gaze was cold, fixed on the ceiling; perhaps it
had never moved all these hours. His body was tense at her side; both of their
hearts beating fast. 


“I’m not going to wait for you. You have
to choose,” he went on, with a coldness that was new to Vanessa. “But remember
it’s your choice. Yours alone.”


Vanessa closed her eyes and felt the
tears, which she’d stoically held back all night, rolling down her face. She
hadn’t expected this. She knew he was right, but she hadn't expected it. She’d
envisaged him crying, hugging her, telling her everything would be all right,
he’d always be there for her, he’d wait as long as necessary, he’d do
everything to win back her love. She’d envisaged them arranging to keep in
touch regularly, maybe even meet in a café and talk about how things were
going. How stupid! Obviously he wasn't going to do that. People still had their
self-respect, even when they’ve just had their heart broken into a thousand
pieces. And yet Vanessa had made her decision. Nothing would make her go back.
Not even the chance she might lose her family forever.  She packed her bags, spoke to her
daughter, who shut herself up in her room, crying, and called a taxi. 


“I understand your decision,” she said as
she dragged the last suitcase out of the house. “I’m sorry for all the trouble
I caused you.”


He closed the door without answering,
without even looking at her. Vanessa stood there, surrounded by suitcases,
hoping none of the neighbours was watching. She felt physically ill, sick; sick
of herself. A lump in her throat of the deepest anguish, at leaving a life of
so many happy moments behind her, at not having had the courage to make this
decision earlier, at not having realized that this is what happens when we stop
having control over our own destiny. She couldn't go back now. The time had
come to think about her needs and her needs alone.


The taxi arrived. Vanessa looked at the
house for the last time. From the window on the first floor a small hand
appeared and carefully tossed a brand new doll onto the pavement. Vanessa
picked it up from the ground, brushed its dress clean and held it to her chest.
Before telling the taxi driver where she was going, she closed her eyes, took a
deep breath and picked up her phone.


“Auntie, can I move in with you?”


Her aunt’s soothing voice came back at
her:


“I’ve been waiting for you.”
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Looking around her, Vanessa failed to
understand how she’d let herself be persuaded to come here. It was scary.
Thirty-odd people acting as if they’d been brainwashed, all of them were
smiling the same smile and greeted each other with tight hugs, like old
friends, although they’d only just met. Most were wearing pyjamas. Or not
exactly pyjamas, but the kind of clothes they sell in hippie markets: baggy
cotton breeches, shapeless tunics, Jesus sandals. Vanessa tried to keep as far
as possible from them and remain anonymous against the rear wall, in vain. The
monitor from the life therapy session came and took her by the hand and led her
into the midst of the other participants. The class soon began. Zen music, eyes
closed, everyone sitting on the floor. OK, it’s not that much different from a
yoga class, thought Vanessa. But it was.


After a calm start the proceedings turned
more frenetic. First with the ‘Earth Dance’, which the monitor described as
immersion in the soul in search of equilibrium, energy, inner truth. The
participants were blindfolded, so they could see everything with ‘the eyes of
the soul’. The idea was to dance freely, spontaneously. Shake the body, run,
jump, roll on the floor, and make pirouettes; anything went. Vanessa hardly
moved, mainly because she was afraid of falling or bumping into someone. Now
and again she felt a hand pulling her into the maelstrom. It must have been the
monitor. 


Once everyone was seeing with the eyes of
the soul, the class entered the liberation phase. To the sound of I Want to
Break Free by Queen, they were told to shout as loudly as they could, a roar, a
name, a word. The objective was to expel anxieties, unlock energy. Vanessa
shouted, but apparently not as loudly as she was expected to. At least, not
compared with the other participants, who looked like they were auditioning for
a horror film. Some were screaming in a more operatic register, or yelling for
their mother or father. 


“I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU!” the monitor
shouted. “Think of everything that’s blocking you and shout I HATE YOU!
Visualize that feeling, that anguish, and tell it I HATE YOU!”


Vanessa was feeling more and more out of
place, especially when she saw some of the participants crying as they shouted
the words. It was like a cult gathering. The monitor came up to her and seized
her hands, saying, “Don’t be afraid, let your masks fall, shout! SHOUT!”


   Vanessa
hesitated, then let out the loudest, ‘I Hate You,’ she could manage, by
imagining she was really shouting, ‘Get me out of this madhouse.’ The monitor
smiled and gave her a hug before setting off around the room.


The music ended and the participants
slowly recovered their normal heart rate. In the sudden silence of the room,
the reactions of each participant were more evident. Some were breathing
deeply, others were sobbing, and others were mumbling something that sounded
like a prayer. Vanessa merely shut her eyes and hoped the class was nearly
finished. It wasn't. 


‘Now, stand face to face with the person
who came with you, if you came alone, choose a partner.’ 


Before Vanessa had time to look around, a
girl in her early twenties had come up and stood in front of her. She was thin
and fragile and looked as if her recent spiritual awakening required
relinquishing all the habits of her earlier life, including hairbrushes and
showers. 


“Look each other in the eyes and say I
Love You,” ordered the monitor.


Vanessa was finding this less and less
funny. The girl didn't hesitate. She placed her hands on Vanessa’s shoulders
and said, “I Love You,” three times over. Then she was silent, her
honey-coloured eyes staring into Vanessa’s, waiting for her partner to
reciprocate. She had to do it. They stayed that way for two minutes (which for
Vanessa felt like two hours) until a new order came. 


“Now let your partner go and do the same thing
with someone you don't know. Share the love that’s inside you and all around
you, like our original tribe taught us.”


This time it was a woman in her fifties
who approached Vanessa. She had an enormous wart above her upper lip, which
made it difficult for Vanessa to look her in the eyes. 


“Now walk around the room and say, ‘I
Love You,’ to everyone. Look each other in the eyes. Hug each other. Only love
can heal the wounds of the soul.”


From the speakers of the small CD player
came the Ode to Joy. The participants hugged each other and said, ‘I Love You,’
overcome with emotion. The girl with the honey-coloured eyes was convulsed with
tears, hugging another girl with a maternal air. A middle-aged man was down on
his knees, hugging the legs of his partner. Others danced together swaying,
smiling awkwardly. Vanessa tried to go with her feelings. These people looked
so happy with their spiritual exercises. But unfortunately they weren’t
producing the same effect on ‘Vanessa; she felt nothing but an enormous urge to
giggle. 


“Receive the shaman that dwells inside
you. He is being summoned,” the monitor shouted. “And now laugh! Laugh all you
want! I want to hear your laughter! The laughter of children, pure, innocent,
authentic! Redeem your inner child. It lives! Live it!”


Finally Vanessa could let it all out. Not
her inner child, but the laughter she’d been suppressing since the beginning of
the class. The monitor smiled, thinking Vanessa was finally on the same
wavelength as everyone else. Giggling hysterically, everyone held hands in a
circle. They were jumping like little children while Vanessa was trying to
regain her composure, telling herself, ‘Calm down; it’s almost over.’


“And now, on the count of three, run
outside joyfully. And don't forget, the next session is in fifteen days’ time.
Until then, listen to your inner child and live! You are beautiful! You are
magical! You are life! One, two... three!”


 Finally it was over.



 

“Auntie, I can't believe you enrolled me
in something like that!” Vanessa confessed when she got back to her aunt’s
house. 


“Really? Didn’t you like it?” asked her
aunt, surprised.


“How can I put it? NO! It’s not my thing
at all. I know you adore these things Auntie and I have every respect for them,
really I do. But it’s not for me. An aura reading or an astrological chart that
I can get. But these things where everyone has to do what they’re told to,
regardless of how pathetic it is, no thanks.”


“I thought it would do you good to loosen
up. All your energies are blocked.”


“Yes, but I prefer to unblock them with a
bottle of wine, for example, which incidentally is what I’m going to do now.
Care to join me?”


“A bottle of wine, at five in the
afternoon, why not?”


Vanessa was beginning to feel a little
calmer, even after wasting a whole Saturday afternoon in that ridiculous
healing session. A few weeks in the company of her aunt’s good vibrations, and
some time alone, were finally producing an effect, despite all the work at the
office. There was a huge difference between getting home from work and laying
down on the couch reading a magazine or something and getting home from work
and having to make dinner, bathe her daughter and plan meals and stuff for the
next day.


She’d also persuaded Mimi to come and see
her. At first she would only come accompanied by her father or grandmother,
which was an ordeal for everyone. Vanessa’s husband could hardly look at her,
her mother wouldn't speak to her, and Mimi looked at the floor all the time and
answered in monosyllables. But on the third visit things began to improve, and
soon she would be coming to spend the whole weekend with her.


It was the nights which were the most
difficult to bear. It was at night that all her demons, her uncertainties
returned. She knew she had to break free from the past, and little by little
she was succeeding, but she still had no plans for the future. And she missed
her husband’s body, its warmth, falling asleep to the sound of his breathing.
The years they’d spent together wouldn’t disappear in a month, and she didn't want
them to disappear. They were part of the journey. Her journey. 


“What you need is a good fuck,” her aunt
would tell her when she confessed these feelings. “And as luck would have it I
happen to know a boy who’s just right for you.”


“If it’s anyone from the Sunshine Centre,
I’d rather not…”


“No. It’s the neighbour from across the
street. Haven’t you ever seen him? He usually shows off his abdominals at the
window, very cute. He’s a lawyer and single, of course.”


“Cute, a lawyer and single? He’s got to
be queer.”


“He isn't, I promise! In fact he has a
lot of female company. But he seems to lead a crazy life, no routine or
weekends. Not many women can put up with that, can they? But for you, just for
a bit of fun, he’s perfect.” 


“I have to see these abdominals first,”
Vanessa winked.


The idea of getting involved with someone
at this point had never crossed her mind. But divorce was looking more and more
inevitable and her husband was still making it quite clear he wasn't willing to
take her back, even if she wanted (and she didn’t). Maybe her aunt was right. A
no-strings affair wouldn't do anyone any harm. And she was beginning to need
sex. She would pay more attention to that window and to the world in general.
People who sat down next to her in the café, people she passed in the
supermarket or at the kiosk where she bought her cigarettes. We spend our lives
in such a hurry, so self-centred, that we forget the simple act of observing
the life that’s simmering all around us. Looking others in the eye, seeing more
than faces. Maybe that’s why we feel so lonely.
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The following Monday, Vanessa had a smile
on her face as she arrived at the office. She would adopt a new attitude, be
more sociable and outgoing, especially because she’d finally realized, with a
degree of shame and amazement, that in ten years’ working here she’d never made
a single friend.


There were the people she had lunch with
in the office pantry, the people she’d join in a restaurant on the days she
didn't bring her Tupperware with a packed lunch, the people she drank a coffee
with on a mid-afternoon break, but she hadn't actually struck up a friendship
with anyone. Some of the women were too gossipy, mini-Dianas in waiting, the
type you get along with just out of good manners and on days when you need some
good office scandal to keep yourself amused. Others were too staid, the type
that live for their job and can’t talk about anything else. Some were too young
and spoke about music, gadgets and fashions she knew nothing about. And then there
were the übermothers, the ones whose offspring was the only thing that mattered
in life. They were the group that was hardest to avoid, as they knew of Mimi
and were always inviting her to motherly events like sewing classes, music for
babies and crochet. They had no idea Vanessa would sooner stick a fork in her
eye than show up at any of them.


But now she was more available and was in
no hurry to get home, she felt a certain envy about how her co-workers got
along together, healthy and normal interaction between people who spend eight
hours together every day, every month, every year. Exchanging e-mails, sharing
holiday snaps, making arrangements for weekend lunches. Vanessa had a fairly
good idea about the lives of her co-workers, who was single and who was
married, who had kids and step kids, who lived in the city and who lived in the
suburbs, which people left early to go to the doctor or the gym, but that was
all. She’d been so clammed up all these years, and now she felt like a student
joining a new class in the middle of term.


She tried to understand what had brought
her to this point. Was it fear of revealing things too personal in a
professional environment, the risk of damaging her career at some point? Family
and domestic obligations? Some days she used to leave in a hurry because she
had to get to the supermarket or the chemist’s or the laundry. Others she had
to make dinner or make a costume for the school Christmas party. There was
always an excuse for avoiding contact. An excuse that later, on her way home,
turned into regret. Maybe I should have said yes. The worst thing was, she'd
been the same with the few friends she’d had over the course of her life. She
never went to their birthday parties, camping weekends, and class reunions.
She’d let Diana, and then her husband, organize her social life, to the point
that now, when her time was hers and hers alone, she had no one even to talk
to.


Now she’d decided to change this aspect
of her life, Vanessa began to pay attention to the conversation that
circulated, especially when it came from the unmarried contingent, which was
the one she felt most comfortable with. She still hadn’t told anyone she was
separated. It had been difficult enough containing the scandal about her night
in the cells, and she didn’t want to be the target of more water-cooler gossip.
At the time she’d been lucky enough that her boss, challenged as he was in
terms of character, wasn’t the type to encourage talk about the private lives
of those working beneath him. For him no one had a private life anyway, and if
they did they were expected to keep it well out of sight and office hours.


Vanessa felt more and more curious about
these people. They were her age or a little younger, but they could just as
well have been from another planet. They weren’t married, had no kids, some of
them still lived with their parents. They went out at night even during the
week, went backpacking to India and Costa Rica, went to the cinema to watch
documentaries and spent their money on things for themselves. Vanessa was
fascinated. She found out they had a habit of taking an early-evening drink in
an Irish pub at the bottom of the street and one day she decided to put in an
appearance there.


She’d spent hours planning it. She would
have loved to have the courage simply to go up to them during a coffee break
and ask if she could join their group. But she hadn’t. So the best she could
think of was to stride confidently into the pub, pretending she hadn't even
noticed they were there, and casually order a burger. Then, noticing them
sitting at their table, pretend to be surprised to see them and hope they’d be
polite enough to ask her to sit down beside them. Then she’d explain her
presence there with a road accident that was going to take hours to clear up,
so she thought she better eat something before getting back on the road.


Nothing ever goes as it’s planned with
these things, of course. Vanessa could never have planned that when she burst
through the door she’d bump into a passing barman who was carrying a tray with
eight pint glasses of beer destined for none other than her co-workers’ table.
Vanessa froze as a sea of beer washed over the floor and the eyes of the whole
place fell on her.


“That’s what you call a flying entrance,”
said one of the young men in the group. He was new in the company, about
twenty-five, but unlike Vanessa he had the gift of integrating quickly.
Everyone already called him Johnny, as if he was an old friend.


“Sorry, I…”


“Vanessa! What are you doing here?” asked
another co-worker.  “Don’t tell me
you’re finally going to honour us with your presence?”


And that was how Vanessa found herself
sitting in their easy-going company without having to justify or invent reasons
for drinking a beer with a colleague after a long day at work. It was also how
Vanessa set off on a crazy night that included a stop for snacks in a seedy
hole-in-the-wall bar, drinks in a part of town she didn't even know, electronic
dance music in a club with purple walls and mixed bathrooms, breakfast from a
greasy roadside food trailer and two hours’ sleep in the car, which was still
parked in the company garage.


She woke up with someone knocking on the
window, which was where, she now realized, her cheek was resting. A string of
saliva was running down her chin and an unusually bad headache had suddenly
appeared. And the person knocking insistently was none other than the Hellcat’.
Only the boss could be worse. 


“Vanessa! What happened to you?” she
shouted, loud enough to attract the attention of the people making for the
lifts.


“Em, I think I…”


“Ah! Say no more! That alcohol on your
breath’s a dead giveaway, isn't it? I didn’t know you’d become a drunk now as
well.”


And off she flounced with a triumphant
smile on her face, like someone who’s just scored points off an opponent.
Vanessa knew she’d exploit this episode as soon as she could. Like in an
important meeting where she had to shine. This is going to be a long day, she
thought. 


She washed her face with some dried-up
wipes she had in the glove compartment, straightened her hair, touched up her
makeup and drank the rest of the water from a bottle that had been rolling
around on the back seat for over a week. As soon as she got out of the car and
stood up, her stomach turned over and she vomited on the spot, in the middle of
the garage, under the reproachful gaze of a passing director.


After her embarrassment had passed, and
several visits to the bathroom on accounts that were like scenes out of The
Exorcist, she spent the day swilling Alka-Seltzer and Coca-Cola in an effort to
hide her condition from her boss, and swapping knowing looks with her
fellow-accomplices, who were equally hung over but managed, maybe from force of
habit, to disguise it much better. As she tried to concentrate on the Excel
file open in front of her, she couldn’t help smiling. She felt in a
surprisingly good mood, a little euphoric, even. Just one night of excess had
been enough to make her feel alive. To wanted to quit hiding and stop feeling
sorry for herself. She was just Vanessa now, and that was no longer scary. She
wanted more. She wanted to rediscover everything she’d buried inside herself
for so many years. Now she was beginning to understand what her aunt’s words
really meant. Live the world that’s inside you. That was exactly what she aimed
to do.
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Approaching the house that was once hers,
Vanessa suddenly felt anxious. What if Mimi changed her mind about spending the
weekend with her? What if she threw a tantrum and went clinging to her father?
Her anxiety turned to irritation as soon as she saw Diana there in the house.
She stopped the car and sat there observing the scene. What was she doing,
brushing Mimi’s hair? They two of them were talking happily, with the
complicity of mother and daughter. Now her husband went up to them. He was
bringing her a mug of tea. They clinked mugs, smiling. Mimi sat happily, her
legs swinging from the chair.


Vanessa couldn't breathe. Watching this
scene was like seeing her life from the outside. Like those dreams where we
don't know we’re dead and don't understand why everyone is ignoring us. When
she’d made the decision to leave home, she’d thought about something like this
happening. But it was one thing to think about it happening and another thing
to see it, right in front of her, someone taking her place and Diana of all
people.


Diana envied Vanessa’s life. Her parents
to begin with, who where more educated then hers. Her husband, who wasn't a
truck driver like hers. Her house, that wasn't decaying with ugly furniture
like hers. Her job, which was much more sophisticated than hers. Diana could
only see the material goods that embellished the lives of others, and
constantly expressed her resentment at everything she’d never had in her life
with ‘You don't know how lucky you are’. Vanessa could only feel all these
things as a burden. And now she was beginning to get free of them, Diana shows
up to take them, like a starving woman rummaging in a bag of rubbish.


Deep down, Vanessa knew Diana could never
take her place. Not that she didn't want to, but simply because her husband
found her really annoying. Diana was already married, true, but Vanessa was
sure she wouldn't hesitate to trade in her old husband for a new one if it
meant a social upgrade. She’d done much worse already, like sleeping with the
manager of a shop to get discounts on luxury brands, or with a doorman to get
into a trendy club. And it was this certainty that made Vanessa unable to
breathe. 


She gathered her composure, stuck her
chin out and walked up to the door, feigning bulletproof confidence. It was
Diana who opened.


“Hi! Here already? You’re early today,
aren’t you?” She was finishing putting pleats in Mimi’s hair. “You know how it
is, men don't understand these things, they couldn’t tell the difference
between a pleat and a ponytail, and our little girl wants to be all pretty for
Mummy, don't you, Darling? Isn’t she lovely? She chose the dress herself.”


“Yes, Diana, she’s lovely, thank you. Now
if you don't mind, I’d like to be alone with my family.”


“Of course, of course, I was just
leaving, I just stopped by to see if I could see you as your mother told me you
were coming today and I haven't seen you for so long, see if you visit or call
me, the number’s the same, you know? Right then, I’ll be off, I still have to
pick up the bread or Victor will kill me, if he doesn’t have his bread and
butter first thing in the morning he gets unbearable. Bye now!”


And off she went, leaving a brutal
silence behind her as usual, as if someone had suddenly switched off very loud
music.


Vanessa’s husband greeted her from a
distance and went back to the kitchen, avoiding all but the most essential eye
contact. Mimi waited for her mother to approach and only when Vanessa kneeled
down to kiss her did she break into a smile and become her usual bubbly self.
She helped her daughter get packed and carry everything out to the car. When
they were ready, she went back into the house to arrange with her husband what
time she’d bring back Mimi on Sunday.


“I put some boxes with your stuff in the
store room,” he said, coldly. “They can stay there as long as you like, but you
better take a look to see if there’s anything you want to take.”


Ah, thanks, I’ll look on Sunday. I’ll be
here around nine, is that okay? I’ll give her dinner and a bath, you don't need
to worry about anything.”


“Fine. Have a good weekend.” And at this
he closed the door in her face.


Vanessa shivered. She couldn't help
feeling an enormous tenderness for him, and it pained her heart to see how much
he was suffering. She knew him too well. All she could do was wait for time to
lessen his rage. And even, who knows, to allow him to forgive her.


She’d planned a weekend that revolved
around Mimi, with a walk on the beach, ice cream on the esplanade, films with
popcorn and a home beauty session with yoghurt face masks complete with slices
of cucumber. All at the suggestion of her aunt, who had no children of her own
but still knew better than Vanessa how to keep a child happy without having to
spend money on toys. Mimi was fascinated by her aunt’s house. She’d never
imagined adults could live in houses like that full of bright colours and
disorder. It was difficult to tear her away to go for their walk on the beach.


The sand was warm in the spring sunshine
and Mimi ran barefoot after the seagulls, built sandcastles and gathered
seashells to show her father. For the first time in years, Vanessa felt she was
enjoying the time she was spending with her daughter. Like that day on that
other beach, in that other time, when she’d been happy. She smiled to see Mimi
happily jumping and darting around, playing like an eight-year-old child ought
to play, even if that meant getting her dress wet and sand in her pleats. How
had she let so much time pass without enjoying moments like this? How could she
have been so detached from these little things? Was it because she’d missed
them? Because she knew she had less than forty-eight hours to spend with her
daughter?


She was shaken out of these existential
reveries by a form, which blocked out the sun. She looked up and saw the
muscular form of a surfer, silhouetted against the light, making his way up the
beach. His wet suit was unzipped down to the waist, revealing his iliac crest
and some very well defined lower abdominals. He was holding his surfboard in
muscular arms. Vanessa felt a wave of intense heat invade her. And she froze as
she realized the surfer was her co-worker Johnny, the new kid. It was one thing
to fantasize for a few seconds about hot sex with an unknown surfer. It was
another thing altogether when the surfer had a face she knew and was a
co-worker ten years her junior, someone she had to interact with on a daily
basis. But wasn't he cute...


“Well, well, if it isn't Vanessa! I
didn't know you liked surfing,” he said, flashing a smile that gave her palpitations.


“Me, surfing? It’s not my thing at all.
I’m out for a walk with my daughter. Mimi, come here, Darling,” said Vanessa,
calling her daughter to disguise her discomfort.


“Wow, I had no idea you had such a
grown-up daughter! How old are you anyway?”


“That’s not a question you ask a lady,
but I’ll have you know I was a mother at a very young age.”


Mimi was squirming with excitement. So
this was what they looked like, those men that did those impossible stunts on
crashing waves, the type she wasn't allowed to go up to. Her questions tumbled
out in cascades, like any child of her age, and Vanessa could breathe easier
now that Johnny was explaining the principles of surfing to her daughter. She
knew this would end with Mimi asking for surf classes. They said goodbye
cordially, not before Johnny had winked flirtatiously at her and suggested he
could give lessons to Mimi’s mum too. Vanessa smiled, flustered. She hated
getting flustered over a man. Even worse was getting flustered over a man ten
years younger than her. As he walked away, she tried not to look too hard at
his firm, well-toned bottom.


This was the first story Mimi told her
father when she got home on the Sunday evening. Vanessa noticed the profound
displeasure in the look her husband gave her, not because of their daughter’s
enthusiasm for surfing but because Vanessa had already made new friends, male
friends, and surfers at that. She escaped his reproachful look with the excuse
of the boxes in the store cupboard. As she was making her way out she heard
Mimi excitedly telling her father how Vanessa’s aunt had made a vegetarian
lasagne and smoked a water pipe that smelled of apples, just like the
caterpillar in Alice in Wonderland.


The boxes contained what Vanessa had
expected: her notebooks, clothes she hadn't worn for years and others she’d
meant to leave behind, framed photographs of her or the two of them, creams,
perfumes, brushes, the coffee mug he’d given her on one of the many Valentine’s
Days they’d shared, books, even the set of satin bed sheets she’d bought to
spice up their relationship but which her husband said were terribly cold and
uncomfortable. At the bottom of one of the boxes, however, was one thing she
hadn't expected to find, their wedding photo album. The discovery hit her with
the force of a punch. As if her husband was standing in front of her telling
her to take all these memories away with her. That he didn’t want them, that
they were as worthless as all the other workaday stuff he’d collected in the
boxes.


She swallowed with difficulty, grabbed
the album and the sheets and went back upstairs to say goodbye to her daughter,
leaving the boxes where they were. Her husband pretended not to see what
Vanessa was carrying under her arm, although she made no attempt to hide it, as
if to affirm that unlike him she had no intention of wiping out her memories
and pretending that all these years they’d spent together meant nothing. 


She was hurt. So hurt that the same night
she made up her bed with the satin sheets, opened the album on a page with a
portrait of her husband, and masturbated while she fantasized about Johnny, as
if all three of them were together in the room. She wanted to cheat on him with
all the rage she knew he felt towards her. She had to bite her pillow so the neighbours
wouldn’t hear as she writhed sweating and panting. She’d never managed to reach
orgasm on her own before. But like everything else in her life at the moment,
this was a time of new experiences.
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“Obviously I knew he wasn't going to
react well, but to disrespect me like that... As if I’d planned all of this, as
if I’d chosen for it to be this way…”


“Well, and didn't you?” asked her
analyst.


“No, no and no!” Vanessa shouted. “I
didn't choose to wake up one day and feel nothing for my family. I didn't
choose for tedium to possess me to the point of wanting just to stay in bed and
watch the time pass, in the hope that something would happen, that something
would change without me having to lift a finger. But since nothing was
happening after years and years, I had to do something, don't you think? Or
would it have been better to carry on with that charade of the happy family?
Drown my thoughts in something and live my life like a robot. Maybe that would
have been easier for everyone.”


“Do you regret doing what you did?”


“No, I don't. That’s what I see happening
to the people around me. They go with the flow, accommodate themselves to their
routines, even if their routines are killing them little by little. Maybe
they’re afraid. Afraid of being seen as mad for wanting to live life
differently. Look at my aunt. Everyone thinks she’s an old eccentric, very
funny and all that but you wouldn’t want her at your table at Christmas.”


“Are you afraid of ending up like your
aunt?”


“Of course not! What I wouldn’t give to
be even just a little like her. She must be the most well adjusted person I
know, the most at peace with herself and happy. What I’m afraid of is ending up
like my mother. Bitter, always seeing the bad side of things, always
criticizing every way of life that isn't hers, everything that doesn’t conform
to the expected standards. Or like my father, who was profoundly unhappy when
he died.”


“Ah…”


“Ah what? What do you mean with that Ah?”


 “Nothing, nothing, do go on,” said her
analyst, frantically scribbling on his increasingly irritating little notepad. 


Ah? He wasn't going to launch into one of
those disquisitions about how all our problems come from our childhoods, was
he? Something about unresolved disputes with her mother or that her father’s suicide
could explain everything? No way. She was not going to put up with who knows
how many sessions talking about that stuff. In fact she was beginning to get
thoroughly sick of all this bullshit. It never led anywhere. Right now what she
really felt like was going to the Irish pub to see if her co-workers were there
and drink a nice pint of stout with them.


“I’ve nothing else to say.”


She sat there looking at the clock,
waiting for the session to end. Ten long minutes left. Her analyst looking at
her with his beady little eyes. 


Unfortunately, when she got to the Irish
pub there was no one there. It was only six in the evening, but she didn’t feel
like going back to the office. So she went home early, as she couldn’t see
herself sitting in the pub drinking alone. She was putting the key in the door
when she heard her mother’s voice. I must be having a nightmare. What’s she
doing here? She wondered, trying to make out what they were saying on the other
side of the door.


“I always knew you wanted her to be yours,”
her mother was saying. “So why didn't you have a daughter of your own? Go on;
tell me. Wasn’t it enough to try and steal my husband, now you want to steal my
daughter and granddaughter too?”


“You’re not right in the head, really you
aren’t. Drink some tea,” her aunt answered.


“Tea! What’s tea got to do with it? Who
gave you the right to receive her here, provoking a divorce? Just because
you’re an old spinster doesn't mean everyone has to end up like you, you hear
me? I even thought you might try and talk some sense into her. But no, I bet
you were the first to tell her she was doing the right thing, that marriage is
a stupid institution and the right thing to do is sleep around with any old
Tom, Dick or Harry even if they’re married, isn't it?”


At this point Vanessa decided to step
indoors and intervene.


”What’s going on here? Mum, what’s this
scene you’re making? What are you talking about?”


“I’m talking to your aunt, this has
nothing to do with you.”


“How doesn't it? If you’re talking about
me?” Vanessa asked, annoyed.


“I’m your mother, I can talk about you
when I feel like it, and unlike you I’ll never abandon my daughter!”


“It’s my life and she’s my daughter. Stop
sticking your nose where you have no business!” Vanessa shouted. “What gives
you the right to come here with accusations and demand explanations from Auntie
when she has nothing to do with all this mess, the poor thing? You don't talk
to me about it, you haven't even spoken a word to me for over two months and
now you come here acting the protective mother?”


“It’s not for me to speak to you. You’re
the one who should have come and spoken to me, and told me what was going on in
that dizzy head of yours. Instead of leaving home like a tramp, like... like...
a slut!”


“Enough!” her aunt cut in. “Neither I nor
Vanessa have to hear this. Please leave, and don't show up here again talking
this rubbish. When you want to talk like a civilized person the door is open,
as it always has been. Go in peace.”   



Vanessa’s mother shot her sister a look
full of daggers and walked out, slamming the door behind her as hard as she
could. Vanessa collapsed onto the sofa, speechless. She knew her mother was
sour-tempered, but she’d never imagined a scene like this. 


“Oh Auntie, I don’t even know what to
say... I’m sorry about this.”


“Now then my dear, you think I don't know
what she’s like? Since the day she was born.”


“But what’s her problem with you?”


“That’s a long story…”


“I think I need a long story, cause the
state my nerves are in I’m not going anywhere fast.”


Vanessa had always heard that her aunt
was a degenerate, a homebreaker, an eccentric who’d never married, and a
selfish reprobate who’d never wanted to have children. All this she’d heard
from her mother, of course. As she’d always been an obedient child and had no
brothers or sisters, she’d never stopped to wonder why one sister would speak
so badly of the other if weren’t true. But now she’d been living with her aunt
for some time, she wanted to understand where all the resentment came from.


Her aunt stood up and walked to the
bookshelf, where from amid the hundreds of books and ornaments she took an old
photograph album, one of those with a leather cover and gilt letters. Vanessa
had never seen these photographs. They weren't the formal portraits her mother
left on the side table near the door, with her stern-faced grandfather and her
sisters all rigid and erect looking at the camera. These ones showed real
moments, real smiles, and the two sisters doing handstands and hugging each
other affectionately. They really did look like sisters in these photos.
Physically, they could even have been twins, with just a small difference in
height, which was a surprise for Vanessa, as she’d never noticed any physical
resemblance between her mother and her aunt. Her mother was dark, with her hair
always gathered up in a bun, her clothes ultra-conventional and bland in
colour, as if she wanted to dilute herself in the multitude. Her aunt was a
redhead, wore her hair loose and grungy, used outlandish tunics, noisy plastic
gold accessories and red lipstick. It was almost disturbing to see them so
similar, even if it was just in a photo taken fifty years ago.


The last photos in the album showed only
her aunt, who looked more like what she was now, a smiling hippie in gaudy
clothes. No sign of the rest of the family.


After a long silence, Vanessa decided to
ask, “When did my mum stop smiling?”


Her aunt took some time to answer. She
seemed to be choosing the right words to begin a long story with.


“When she wanted a love that wasn’t
hers.”
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After a close and happy childhood, the
two sisters had drifted apart. Vanessa’s aunt, the older of the two, had turned
from an obedient young girl into a hippie, a bohemian adolescent at a time of
enormous social upheaval. Her natural beauty and contagious smile won her a
legion of fans and admirers who sent her flowers, poems and vinyl records. At
the same time her strong personality won her the respect of her parents, who
despite their ultra-conservative outlook knew it was impossible to try and tame
her, and so tolerated the posters on the walls and the extravagant clothing. 


Vanessa’s mother was still a child while
all this was going on, for the two years of difference between thirteen and
fifteen are an eternity at that age. A child who didn't understand why her
sister no longer wanted to spend all her free time with her, as she always had
previously. When she too entered adolescence, Vanessa’s mother began to feel a
certain envy of her sister in addition to the resentment at having been
abandoned. She envied her popularity, her magnetism, and above all her courage
to defy established standards even at the price of severe punishment. She saw
her sister’s attitude towards life as a betrayal of the plans they’d shared
since they were little girls; to marry as soon as they’d finished their
studies, and to live in back-to-back houses where they’d look after their
husbands and their countless children. To get her own back, Vanessa’s mother
did everything she could to be the opposite of her older sister, becoming a
conservative, introverted adolescent who joined her parents in their
disapproval of her sister’s lifestyle.


A few years later, Vanessa’s aunt began
going out with a young university student, a boy from a good background who’d become
a left-wing intellectual and had aspirations for a career in politics. The
young man began to appear at the house on a regular basis, and despite their
conflicting ideologies Vanessa’s grandparents and even her mother took a liking
to him. He was a very well mannered, level-headed young man and was hopelessly
in love with her aunt. 


Vanessa’s mother felt even more envious
of her sister, and resentful that her sister wasn't interested in a very
serious relationship, that she seemed not to see how lucky she was to have a
boyfriend like that at her beck and call.


When Vanessa’s aunt turned eighteen, the
young man decided to ask for her hand in marriage. He was about to finish his
studies, and his career prospects were bright. Despite his liberal views, his
breeding made him do things the old-fashioned way, which is to say he first
asked authorization from the girl’s parents. Vanessa’s mum, hiding in the
kitchen, heard everything. The rage she felt at knowing she would soon be
losing her sister forever overwhelmed her to the point that she didn't speak to
anyone for days.


The parents of the bride were beside
themselves with joy and began preparing a special dinner for the formal
request. 


Vanessa’s aunt had no inkling of what was
going on behind her back. In fact, the last thing on her mind was getting
married. She wanted to travel the world, get involved in political and social
struggle, spread peace and love. She was so far from imagining what was going
on that she wasn't even surprised to find her boyfriend’s parents in her house
on the fateful evening. So it wasn't that surprising that her reaction to the
request – down on one knee and everything – was an enormous hoot of
laughter. Her ‘Of course not’ hit both sets of parents like a bombshell. The
young man was devastated and ran out of the house. His parents turned white and
his mother even fainted.


The parents of the would-be bride were
hysterical. They threw her out of the house on the grounds that if she didn't
want to be a decent woman she couldn’t keep living under the same roof as the
rest of the family. As for the would-be bride, she wasn’t put out in the
slightest. She was even grateful for the push. She went to live in a commune,
taking with her only a bag of clothes and her protest song records. She never
re-established ties with her family again. Her father acted as if she was dead
and forbade her mother from contacting her. Seething with resentment, Vanessa’s
mother thought her father was right and never went looking for her. 


A few weeks after the disastrous evening,
the young man paid a visit to Vanessa’s devastated parents to apologize for the
embarrassment he’d caused them and to announce that he’d enlisted in the army
and was leaving for the war. The father of his ex-future bride embraced him
like his own son, the mother wept and snivelled to see such a good match go
begging and the sister accompanied him to the door, where she told him she’d
like to remain friends and would write to him every day. She would be like a
forces penfriend, one of those women who sent letters to troops overseas to
keep their morale up, although she couldn’t be one officially as she wasn't
twenty-one yet. During the long months he was at war, Vanessa’s mother was like
an anchor for a young man adrift on a sea of unrequited love. She visited his
parents every day, kept the house tidy so everything would be shipshape when he
returned, and wrote him long letters which struck him as childish and naïve
when he read them under a blood-stained sky. And yet the young man grew
accustomed to her blind dedication. He came back a man – all the boys had
died in Africa – and submitted to her orderliness, her calm, her
homeliness. Soon he found himself married to the sister of the girl he loved. A
love that not even all the filth of war had managed to kill, although it had
numbed other feelings.


Vanessa’s mother got used to living with
his demons, all those demons that dwell in a man with post-traumatic stress.
She never demanded anything of him. But she often cried at never being looked
at with anything approaching passion. 


Vanessa’s grandparents died a few years
later and the two sisters inevitably met again. Little by little they resumed a
relationship of kind, marked by a certain distance and by many, many unspoken
words. Vanessa’s birth was the pretext for very infrequent visits, always in a
rather tense atmosphere, as Vanessa’s father was always overcome by anguish and
her mother couldn’t pretend she didn't notice. Only Vanessa’s aunt kept aloof
from it all. In fact she only understood the real extent of her sister’s
repressed feelings on the day of her brother-in-law’s funeral.


 She wept tears of genuine affection and
respect for him, embracing his inert corpse like a distraught widow. For
Vanessa’s mother, this was an affront. Dramatic exaggeration by someone who’d
always liked to be the centre of attention. In a fit of hysteria she drove her
sister out of the church, and stopped speaking to her for three years. Maybe it
had something to do with the fact that when they found his body floating in the
river, he had the letter F carved in his chest. Vanessa’s mother’s name was
Rita.


Vanessa knew the story from this point
onwards. She was fifteen when her father died. She’d seen her mother’s outburst
at the funeral as just an accumulation of nerves, and, accustomed as she was to
her mother not speaking to people when she fell out with them, had never
imagined everything that was behind just one more silence. Finally, twenty
years later, she was beginning to understand. She felt a mixture of shock and
pity. How could she possibly have lived her whole life in a state of
bitterness, unloved, devoted to a marriage that was dead before it started, as
if that was the only possible path for her to take? Even worse was the
intransigence with which she viewed anyone who tried to look for a different
path, like Vanessa’s aunt had done, and like Vanessa was doing now. Would she
rather her daughter remained unhappy, in a marriage as meaningless as hers,
just to keep up appearances? Quite probably, yes. And that was really sad.
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Another week was coming to an end and
Vanessa was already suffering in anticipation of what she’d have to endure on
Saturday. Her husband had decided to throw a big birthday party for Mimi with
all her school friends, with balloons and even an entertainer. Vanessa had said
she’d bring the cake, and although she’d initially decided to order one from
the nearest baker’s, she later let her aunt persuade her to try and make one.
According to her aunt, nothing showed more affection than something we’ve made
with our own hands, whether it was a cake or a drawing on a piece of paper.
Vanessa had taken up the challenge and decided to make a three-tiered cake with
thousands of decorations. She’d always dreamed about getting a cake like this
in her childhood, but every time she asked, her mother gave her a biscuit cake
decorated with Smarties. It was the same every year, except once when it didn't
even have the Smarties. Now that she was going to make something for her daughter,
she wanted it to be something Mimi would remember with joy when she was grown
up. My mother made me this beautiful cake when I turned eight. After two weeks
of tests and trial runs, with her aunt and Frank as the guinea pigs and lots of
wasted icing, she was confident in her abilities. 


Vanessa’s problem was not getting the
melting points right or stopping the icing from cracking, but rather having to
spend the whole day under the cloud of her husband’s disapproval and her
mother’s silence – whom she hadn't spoken to since the sorry episode in
her aunt’s house. Even worse, her in-laws would probably be there too and she
hadn't seen them since Christmas, and the parents of Mimi’s school friends, who
by this time knew about her leaving home and probably thought it was
scandalous. Of course Diana would be showering her with her verbal diarrhoea.
Fortunately her aunt would be coming too, at Mimi’s insistence, who wanted to
show everyone she really did have an aunt who was straight out of Wonderland.


She was very careful with her appearance.
She wanted to make a certain impression on her husband and pretend the
humiliation of the returned photo album hadn't affected her. The cake itself
was a triumph, worthy of a professional, with fondant icing flowers and
butterflies adorning its three chocolate-coated tiers. She had hardly slept so
she could get the job finished on time, but she felt very proud. Her aunt rode
in the back seat all the way, holding on to the precious cake so it wouldn’t
fall apart with the jolts of the road. She was confident. It was going to be a
happy day.


As soon as they arrived Mini greeted them
enthusiastically. The cake was more than she’d dreamed of and the little girl
was jumping up and down with joy. Vanessa felt powerful as she walked into the
house. The first thing she saw was a blonde in a suede miniskirt that revealed
orange-peel thighs, caressing her husband. 


“Vanessa! You’re here at last,” said her
husband with fake enthusiasm. “Allow me to introduce you to Sheila.”


Vanessa could barely conceal her shock.
Two months out of the house and he’d already found a substitute? Or should that
be prostitute? For there was more to this Sheila than a miniskirt and
orange-peel thighs; there was also long red fingernails, peroxide hair with the
black roots coming through, chewing gum that she chewed with her mouth open. At
least that’s what Vanessa saw, for the truth was despite a touch of cellulite
that only the envious eyes of other women would detect) Sheila was merely what
men commonly referred to as a nice piece of ass; huge breasts, full lips,
flirtatious expression and a backside that was a magnet for male eyes.


“Hello Dear! Don’t you remember me?”
asked Sheila, giving Vanessa two smacking kisses on either cheek. “I’m Ruben’s
mother.”


“Ah, of course I remember,” lied Vanessa,
who rarely went to parent-teacher meetings and, when she had to go, kept as
close to the door as possible and took off afterwards before there was any
interaction with other parents.


“Hey, I have something for you,” said her
husband as he walked to the desk and took out some papers. “Sheila, can you
give us a minute? I’ll bring you your special cocktail in a minute.”


Sheila went wiggling out, her big thighs
quivering. Vanessa was lost for words. She was still recovering from the shock
when her husband handed her the papers he’d taken from the drawer. Divorce
papers.


“I’d like you to read everything
carefully and we’ll talk it over later. I was going to send you them by post,
but then I thought it was more polite to give them to you personally, seeing as
you were coming here.” 


“Are you serious?”


“Of course I am. What did you expect?”


“Two months, all you needed was two
months separation and ten years together go down the drain just like that?”


“All you needed was a few minutes, which
was the time it took for you to announce you were moving out. But look, let’s
not discuss this now, I don't want to spoil the party for Mimi.”


“You’re right,” answered Vanessa, as she
stuffed the papers into the bottom of her handbag.


She turned her back on him and went out
into the garden, hoping the sunshine and the children’s laughter would soothe
her spirits. It was difficult not to look at Sheila, who was now chatting away
with Diana, out of the corner of her eye. Vanessa waited long enough to be
certain that Diana had all the information she needed – fifteen minutes
was usually enough – and then summoned her for debriefing.


“Who’s your new friend?” she asked
sarcastically.


“Friend? Vanessa, for the love of God,
don't tell me you’re jealous? You know you’re my best friend and always will
be, don’t you? We’re kindred spirits, remember?”


“Yes, and so what? What do you know about
this Sheila?”


“Well, here goes; Sheila is a property
broker with that agency with the green awning, beside the Italian’s café. Do
you know the one I mean? And she lives near the market, in those brown
apartment blocks, social housing. Not that she’s exactly poor you know, she’s
actually from a middle-class family and used to live in one of those villas
near the pond, but her husband died of leukaemia three years ago and left her
almost penniless and with two young children, you know how the treatment costs
a fortune, and at the time she wasn't working; she couldn't work either because
she had to look after him and take him to one doctor after another, you know
what it’s like…”


At this point, Vanessa switched off.
Firstly because she felt bad about having judged Sheila on appearances when it
turned out she was just a lonely widow with two children to support, who needed
to attract attention. And secondly because when it came to depressing stories
her own life was enough. The pity – compassion factor helped her tolerate
her presence better, but on the other hand she couldn't suppress a certain rage
at seeing her being so flirtatious with her husband.


“She’s a nice bit of stuff for a widow,
isn't she?” It just jumped out.


“Oh Vanessa, how unlike you! What a
spiteful comment to make... I mean I know she’s a bit of a tease, but she’s a
widow after all, not a nun. I think she’s quite right to strut around like
that. You want a woman in her prime to wear black and shut herself up at home
for the rest of her life, like they used to?”


“No, but doesn't she realize I’m here?
Does she have to throw herself at my husband right in front of me, at my
daughter’s birthday party?”


“But Darling, that’s a problem you’re
going to have to face from now on, you might as well get used to it, he’s no
longer your husband in practice, is he? And don’t tell me you haven't had a
roll in the hay with anyone else yet”


“Me? Of course not!”


“Well more fool you, then. You could at
least sleep around a bit now that you’re separated. You especially, that’s
never been with another man. Don’t you feel like experimenting? And while we’re
at it, how can you take it, so many months without sex? I’d go mad; I swear I
would. I’m already crawling up the walls after just a week. Whenever Victor’s
on the road it’s a torment, and that’s basically every other week. So I’m left
to my own devices, aren’t I? It’s like a fever that creeps over my body; you
don't want to know. It’s more than I can handle! And don't look at me with that
expression on your face, you know I love my husband, but some feelings are just
too strong, and I bet he plays away from home as well, if he doesn't he’s daft
like you.”


Another child and respective parents were
arriving and Vanessa used this as an excuse to get away from Diana’s silly
prattle. It was another of Mimi’s friends whose name she didn't know. But she
hadn't come only with her parents. She was followed by her grandparents, her
two twin brothers who looked like terrible pests – to judge by the way
they almost knocked over the cake when they took off running into the garden
– and a young baby who must have been no more than a month old. Vanessa
greeted them as politely as she could, trying to remember a name, something,
anything she could say to conceal the fact she had no idea who they were.


“If you want you can leave the boys here
too, it’s really no problem. Don’t worry, off you go, they’re in safe hands,”
Vanessa said.


“Oh that’s all right, we’ll stay,”
answered the child’s mother. “That way we won't have to go and come back again,
we live quite far away.”


Vanessa tried to hide her amazement. What
made a whole family willingly remain in a children’s birthday party without
even knowing the child’s parents, or anyone else for that matter? Vanessa used
to get a headache just collecting her daughter from parties like these, let
alone staying around to make polite conversation. Didn't they have anything
better to do on a Saturday afternoon?


“Ah… well, in that case, make yourselves
home,” she said, throwing back her glass of sangria in a single gulp.


And make themselves at home was exactly
what they did. The grandparents planted themselves down at the table, each
heaping a paper plate with a pyramid of croquettes, sausage rolls, chocolate
cake, pineapple mousse and jelly; the father made straight for the pitcher of
sangria without a word to anyone, presumably taking his chance to get a few
minutes’ peace from his numerous family; and the mother simply pulled up a
chair, and there in the garden, in front of everyone, children and adults
alike, popped out a boob and began feeding the baby she held in her arms. 


Vanessa took a deep breath and went to
sit beside her aunt, who was playing with the children. She’d never known
anyone with so much patience and love for children. Maybe it was because she
had no kids herself. She’d learned to spread all her love around the children
of others. Vanessa’s mother was spying on them from the kitchen window. Vanessa
decided to go on a peace mission. She couldn’t help feeling sorry for
everything her mother had missed out on in life. All the prejudice that gnawed
away at her mind and prevented her from being happy. She knew there was no
malice in the things she did and said. It was just what she believed. And to
stop believing in these things would be to admit that her whole life had been a
mistake. At the age of sixty, that would be tragic. She hugged her from behind
and whispered in her ear:


“I know you don’t understand or approve
of my decisions, but I want you to know I love you.”


Her mother didn't move. It wasn't her
style to back down, but Vanessa could feel her breathing deeply. When their
eyes met a little later, the look of opprobrium had left them. You couldn't say
the same of her in-laws. All the good manners in the world were not enough to
hide the reproach in their eyes. 


As they didn’t feel comfortable openly
expressing their opinion about the situation, they took their revenge on
Vanessa by being excessively pleasant with Sheila. Vanessa didn't know whether
to laugh or cry. Laugh because she knew Sheila represented everything her
mother-in-law found abhorrent in a woman, especially in view of her father-in-law’s
track record as a womanizer with a taste for just that kind, the voluptuous,
flirtatious blonde. And cry because she could feel the malice in their
behaviour. Why couldn’t they put themselves in her place? Was it so strange to
question the life we lead and look for an alternative that can make us less
unhappy? Was it better to keep a marriage going until all we feel for each
other is hate? And all we see in the other’s eyes is resentment?


“She’s never been the same since her
breakdown, poor thing, and my son did his best to help her but these mental
illnesses… It’s better that way, after all it doesn't do my granddaughter any
good at all, growing up with a deranged mother, does it?” she heard her
mother-in-law whispering to Sheila. Not that whispering is exactly the right
word, for when Vanessa’s mother-in-law whispered the whole world could hear.


She decided it would be better if she
left. The cake had been devoured, parents were beginning to arrive to take
their children home, and her husband had already made it clear he didn’t need
any help tidying up.


On the way back to her aunt’s house,
Vanessa was unable to speak. Only when she parked the car did she finally
manage a question, “Why are people so nasty?”


“Are you talking about anyone in
particular?” asked her aunt.


“No. I was thinking about my
mother-in-law, but lots of other people besides. My boss, that colleague of
mine I told you about who’s always trying to score points off me, Mimi’s
friends’ parents who are always giving me the glance askance as if I was a
murderer or something like that, Diana, who’s not a bad soul but she’s always
so envious of other people’s lives, search me…”


“My dear Vanessa, the most important
thing you’ll learn as you go through life is that most people you’re going to
meet are nasty, dull or envious. Some of them are even all three things at the
same time, which makes them truly unbearable. The only thing that stops any
human being who’s aware of this fact from becoming a hermit is that there’s a
small percentage of people who are the antithesis of all that. In fact they’re
such special people that every instant you spend with them, no matter how
short, makes all the rest irrelevant. And bearable, above all.”


“People like you, Auntie…”


“Oh, my dear... I’m no saint.”


“You are for me.”


Alone in her room, Vanessa fell to pieces
again. After nearly five months of therapy and two away from home, she felt
more lost than ever. She was no longer suffocating with tedium like before, but
she felt less and less sure of the choices she was making. Some days she felt
peaceful and happy with her new routine, with the quality time she was spending
with her daughter, her social life with her new friends, her freedom to make
decisions without having to think about what others needed or wanted. On other
days she just felt infinitely lonely, forsaken, contemned, the worst mother in
the world, frustrated by the mediocrity that surrounded her, especially at
work, and dependent on her aunt for the roof above her head. It was on days
like those she couldn't bear the sight of a couple walking hand in hand or a
family playing in the park or a boisterous, laughing group of adolescents. Even
her aunt’s good mood irritated her. Always with a smile on her face, always
serene, always seeing the good side of things and people. How it got on her
nerves! No one can be so happy all the time. Or can they? No, they can’t. Human
beings are not made for being happy and grateful for what they’ve got. It’s
restlessness that makes the human race progress. At least that’s what Vanessa
always told herself to explain the sadness, which was taking hold of her, to
calm the tears, which fell uncontrollably. 


Then she thought about her aunt’s words,
how most people were nasty, dull or envious. Wasn't Vanessa herself one of
these people? Hadn't she been nasty to judge Sheila, Diana, that family that
showed up at Mimi’s party? And wasn't she dull? If she wasn't, how come she had
no friends? How come her phone never rang? And how many times had she envied
other people? Their lives, their happiness? We all think we belong to the
perfect minority. We all think we’re good, honest, intelligent people. At the
most, we’ll admit to defects like stubbornness, ingenuousness, and impetuosity.
But no one says I’m a terrible egoist or I’m a total bimbo or I’m rather
ignorant. No. That evening, Vanessa didn’t feel part of that small percentage
of people that made the world bearable. She just felt as if she was one more
profoundly insignificant being, insignificant and pathetic.



 
















 


 


 

2. 



 

In the next few days, Vanessa couldn’t
shake off the gloom that enveloped her. Only an e-mail from Mimi with
photographs from the party made her smile. She looked long at each photograph
with mixed feelings, which is how all her feelings had been for some time now.
On the one hand, she felt a certain joy to see a family there, a family that
for better or worse was still hers. On the other she felt a certain relief,
coloured with guilt, at not having to put up with them every day.


“What a nice cake! Where’s that from?”
asked a female co-worker passing behind her.


“It’s the cake I made for my daughter’s
birthday,” Vanessa answered.


“You made that? I don't believe it!”


“I did. It turned out well, actually,”


“I never knew you were good at these
things! How much do you charge for a cake like that? I’d like to have one like
that for my son’s birthday.”


“Err… I don't know, I’ve never sold
them…”


“Think about it, then. His birthday is in
three weeks time.”


When she looked up, every mother in the
room was looking over at her monitor and praising her effusively. She’d never
thought about it, but maybe she could make some cakes like these and sell them.
It would always be a little extra cash, which she could set aside and maybe one
day find a house just for herself. She was grateful to her aunt, and her aunt
had never given her the slightest sign that she was sick of her presence, but
she was beginning to get tired of so much esotericism, all the New Age
philosophy. And above all, the sex in the room next door; her aunt and Frank
were like a couple of adolescents, with the added disadvantage that while
adolescents get it all over and done with in ten minutes, intercourse for these
two took at least an hour. And that was without taking into account the fact
she’d seen Frank in the nude more times than she ought; the last time was when
she came home after a refreshing run and found him in an upside-down yoga
position in the middle of the living room. Head on the floor, feet in the air,
flaccid tackle hanging down. She’d definitely look into the cake idea.


As she found out about prices, quantities
and type of cake, her enthusiasm grew. According to her calculations, if she
made about four cakes a month, began taking public transport to work and always
took a packed lunch, she’d be able to save enough to pay the rent on a small
one-bedroom apartment near her aunt’s house. That was all she needed; after
all, Mimi would only come to sleep over on certain weekends, and when she did
they could always share a bed. Her new plans made her drop her guard, and ‘the
Hellcat’ caught her out. She got another reprimand from her boss for using
company time and resources for her own purposes, and to make things worse she
learned that the new client’s account was going to be transferred to the team of
‘the Hellcat’ – and there was an exemplary, dedicated employee for her.


“But what’s her problem?” Vanessa asked
after three good swigs of stout in the Irish pub.


“Lack of sex, for sure,” answered Johnny.


“No, it’s not. Don’t you know the story?”
asked another co-worker.


No, Vanessa didn't know the story, which
once again reminded her of how out of touch she’d been these last few years.
But she wasn't the only one who didn't know; and she now found out.


Until a few years previously, ‘the
Hellcat’ had been a normal person. She wasn’t exactly Miss Simpatico, but she
wasn't a bad sort either. She was due to be married to her long-term boyfriend,
a big-shot lawyer she liked to show off at the company’s Christmas parties.
They were going to buy a house, they were going to travel around Asia for a
month for their honeymoon, and they were going to have two children. They’d
been going to do all these things for about eight years, but they’d never got
around to doing them and now she was thirty-six. One day she got pregnant, ‘by
accident’. This was her big opportunity. She wouldn’t get her honeymoon in
Asia, but she’d have something stronger to bind their love. Except it turned
out her love was unrequited, and when her boyfriend heard the news he confessed
he’d found someone else, someone he wanted to marry. To get the child off his
back he asked her to move out (the house was his), for he intended giving her
no more than an allowance to cover food costs, and everyone knows how difficult
it is to bring up a child unassisted. Then he defriended her on Facebook and
where have you – a grave insult in the 21st century.


Stunned and distraught, ‘the Hellcat’ not
only had an abortion but also had a fallopian clamp put in, which was basically
an act of self-mutilation, compensation for not being able to put a clamp on
her heart. From that day on she’d made life hell for everyone around her. As if
her failure to find happiness meant that no one else should be happy either.
The only living beings that elicited any feeling from her were her cats, all
twelve of them, according to the latest reports. She rescued them from the
street. Mutilated, in shreds, like she was. 


“Leave her be, Vanessa. She’s an unhappy
woman,” said Johnny.


“Or do like I do,” said the guy who’d
just told the story, keeping up his horror-film voice. “When she really pisses
you off, just remember she’ll be in the news one day: Woman Found Dead at Home
– Month-Old Corpse Partly Eaten by Starving Cats.”


This set the whole company shaking with
laughter. Vanessa forced a laugh, but the truth was she now felt pity for the
Hellcat’. You had to be in a pretty dark place to opt for such a tragic course
of action, and Vanessa knew such places only too well. What if she ended up
like her? And she never managed to rebuild her life? What if she’d thrown it
all away and would one day end up all alone, talking to the walls? At least she
wouldn’t have to worry about cats eating her nose off; she was allergic to
them. Mental note: don’t get any pets while I’m living alone.


Noticing she looked a little upset,
Johnny whispered in her ear, “What are you doing tomorrow night?”


“Tomorrow? Saturday?” she asked. She
didn't want to admit she had absolutely nothing planned. She never did, on the
weekends she wasn't with her daughter. Still, you have to cultivate a certain
mystique and pretend you live a busy life. “I think I have some people coming
over, why?”


“Just that we’re coming into town for a
few drinks; me, those two and a couple of friends of mine, all great folk. I
think you’d like it. Why don't you come?”


“Well, my girlfriends won't be staying
too long after all, so if I don't have dinner I can come and meet you
afterwards,” she lied.


“Great, sounds like a plan! I’ll text you
tomorrow with the name of the place.”


Vanessa smiled and drank off the rest of
her stout in a single go to hide her slight embarrassment. She was embarrassed
because she didn't understand why she’d felt the need to make up the story
about her friends coming over, firstly; and secondly because Johnny’s voice in her
ear had sent a tingle right through her, from head to feet. Her mind was
sending her alarm signals, giving her reasons for not getting involved with
him, beginning with the fact that he was ten years younger than her. Meanwhile,
her body wanted him to stay exactly where he was, sitting with his leg rubbing
against hers.


Sometimes the effort we expend on
pleasing others verges on the ridiculous. And we forget that if someone wants
to be friends with us it’s because they were interested in us in the first
place, even if we had a stain on our blouse or a spot on our forehead at the
time. And even then we’re unable to avoid succumbing to one of the Seven Deadly
Sins, and we spend hours in front of the mirror before a date. 


Vanessa felt like a virgin getting ready
for the evening of her deflowering. She waxed, put on perfume, chose the
sexiest lingerie in her drawer – which after ten years living with the
same man was not exactly anything too sophisticated – and spent an hour
looking at her wardrobe. She could wear her sequin top and jeans, but if they
went to some grungy little bar she’d look totally out of place. With a white
blouse she’d look too thirty-something. And after all, jeans aren’t a good
choice when we want someone to put their hands up our legs. It would have to be
a dress. Would red be too foxy? She didn't want to make it obvious she was
trying too hard, although that’s exactly what she was doing. Probably nothing
will happen and you’ll only end up annoyed with yourself for having wasted so
much time choosing a stupid top, she thought.


When she got to the living room her
aunt’s praise sent her back to square one. “Wow! Look how pretty you are!” That
meant she’d tarted herself up too much. She went back to her room and decided
on the grey dress, some flat sandals, and loose hair. She ran out before she
changed her mind again and drove slowly into town. It wasn't nine yet, so she
had to use up some time so she could pretend she’d been busy until then. At
what she thought was a reasonable time to appear, she drank a vodka miniature
so everyone would think she’d been with her friends before getting there, and
walked into the restaurant Johnny had indicated, pretending not to see him.


With the vodka working on an empty
stomach, Vanessa soon loosened up and got into the spirit of the group.
Fortunately her instinct had been right and Johnny hadn’t invited her just to
be nice. They spent the evening making jokes and light-hearted banter, each of
them inviting a certain physical contact. Vanessa even used the childish trick
of pretending to trip and grabbing on to his arm. In the next bar they only had
eyes for each other. By the time they got to the club they’d lost everyone else
and in the car, as Johnny’s hand wandered up her thighs, Vanessa thanked her lucky
stars she hadn’t worn jeans. She was getting more and more excited, not just
because Johnny really was very, very cute, but also because the whole
atmosphere of the scene, the lust and the steamed-up window, was something she
hadn't experienced since she was a teenager. As she was debating with herself
whether they should do it right there or in a motel, his phone rang. He ignored
the first ring, then the second, but on the third he took the call.


“I know… it’s six in the morning… yes… I
know… I’m out with some friends…there’s no noise cause we’re in the car, we
were just about to go home… right… yes, Dad, I heard you… I’ll be right there.”


He rang off, heaved a sigh and said,
“Sorry Vanessa, but I have to go.”


“What?”


“That was my dad, if you didn't understand…”


“How old are you anyway?”


Johnny didn't understand it was a
rhetorical question and spent the entire journey home trying to explain, while
Vanessa bit her lip with rage. He lived with his parents, and so on and so
forth. His mother wouldn't be able to sleep until he’d got home, etecetera
etcetera. And etcetera etcetera and so on and so forth, and no hotel after all
and blah blah blah. She stopped the car outside the building he’d indicated.
Sitting there in the shadows she saw a curtain twitching on the third floor. As
soon as he got out of the car she took off as fast as she could, her tires
squealing like in the films. She only slowed down a few miles later, pulling
the car onto the pavement to smoke a cigarette and curse life. 


It was two in the afternoon when she
awoke to a strong smell of curry from the kitchen. She couldn’t remember how
she’d got home, but from the window she could see her car, intact and even
neatly parked. At least, it wasn’t taking up two spaces and was parked at a
slightly rakish angle, but nothing too serious. The smell of curry was
beginning to turn her stomach over; just the normal physical symptoms of a
hangover, of course; nothing to do with sexual frustration. She wandered into
the kitchen to drink all the water she could manage. Her eyelashes were sticky
with eyeliner. 


All she said to her aunt was, “So when
are you going to introduce me to this cute neighbour you mentioned a while
ago?”
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Vanessa’s aunt didn’t take long to set up
a meeting between her niece and her neighbour. This time, Vanessa wasn't
expecting much, maybe a half-witted second-rate lawyer, good looking and with
decent abs, but balding and with bachelor ways already. How else to explain a
handsome successful man over thirty-five still being single? If he was
divorced, fair enough, but single with no long-term relationships to his name
would be very strange.


They arranged to meet for a coffee at the
beach bar at the end of the day. When she got there, it wasn't difficult to see
whom she was meeting. Among all the surfers and hippies, he was the only one
wearing a suit, perfect cut, no tie, white shirt with the top button undone,
and Italian shoes. He was drinking a tonic water and absorbed in his iPad.
Vanessa approached him slowly and greeted him with a smile:


“Hello, I’m Vanessa. You must be Miguel?”


“Ah! Hello, Vanessa!” he said, getting
out of his chair. “Yes, I’m Miguel. Great to meet you.” And chivalrously he
pulled out a chair for Vanessa to sit down.


So far so good and cute was putting it mildly.
This guy was hot. He looked like he’d stepped out of a Hugo Boss catalogue,
which despite making Vanessa blush, she continued to find intriguing. The
question was how come no other women had noticed? He had to be a cad, a
heartbreaker, exactly what Vanessa wanted. There was no risk of her ending up
with a broken heart, it was under lock and key and she had no intention of
opening it.


It was a perfect date. The lawyer was
charm personified, handsome, intelligent, and witty. Vanessa let the
flirtatious talk go only so far. She knew exactly what she wanted. Although her
experience with men amounted to ten years with her estranged husband, she
wasn’t exactly naive. She decided not to throw herself head first into things
and they arranged to meet for dinner the following week.


At the office, Vanessa began avoiding
Johnny and the rest of the group. Everyone had realized what had happened,
except the part where nothing had happened, and they interpreted Vanessa’s
remoteness as embarrassment at having gone to bed with a co-worker, and one ten
years younger than her at that. Obviously Vanessa was never going to tell
anyone about some pathetic kid in his twenties who was afraid of his parents
and preferred running off home with his tail between his legs to a night of
raunchy sex with an older woman. Johnny kept trying to speak to her, explain
his situation. He’d invited her to lunch, supper, to smoke a cigarette on the
balcony. He’s texted her, called her private number, her mobile, even at home!
He’d even sent her flowers with a note saying he was in love. At this point
Vanessa had to act. She caught him in the lift and gave him a piece of her
mind.


“Listen, what’s your game? A few kisses
and suddenly you’re in love? I told you I’m not interested in you. It was just
a night’s drinking that ended badly.”


“But Vanessa, how can you deny the
chemistry between us? Think of how I felt when you looked at me – touched
me – that was no lie.”


“Johnny, I know you’re young and maybe
you’ve never really been in love before, but believe me, what happened between
us was not a declaration of love. It was just a reaction caused by too much
alcohol and it’s never going to happen again. Firstly, because I’m never going
to go out drinking with you again and secondly, because I’m old enough to be
your mother. All right, maybe not your mother but your older sister, and I
don't want to get involved with a kid. I have enough on my plate with my
daughter, my divorce and the mess my life is in.”


“But I can make you happy. I can help
you. I want to be with you.”


“Cut that out or I’ll tell everyone what
really happened and I’ll say you couldn’t get it up either!”


“Vanessa, I love you!” he cried, pushing
her against the wall of the lift and kissing her passionately.


At this point the lift opened and Vanessa
found herself face to face with ’the Hellcat’, standing beside one of the
company’s biggest clients. Vanessa slapped Johnny in the face and dashed out
the lift, looking ahead, confidently, keeping her composure, even if she
desired with every fibre of her being to disappear into some hole somewhere.


It was obvious now that her days in the
company were numbered. It was only a question of when ‘the Hellcat’ would
spread the news. Rather than suffer the humiliation of being dismissed she
began to make plans. She made the most of every minute of every break, every
train journey, to organize her cake business, which was beginning to prosper as
news spread over the grapevine (mothers were a powerful and influential group,
as Vanessa was now discovering). The problem was the kitchen. She couldn’t keep
working at her aunt’s place. But until she’d got some money together, it would
have to do. And at her dinner with the lawyer the next weekend she’d ask him
about her rights and obligations in the event she left or got fired. And as for
Johnny, he’d find out what the cold shoulder meant. Finally she had the chance
to use on someone else that powerful, and so familiar, weapon of her mother’s.
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Her phone beeped on the stroke of eight.
I’m waiting outside, read the message. Vanessa had been ready for half an hour.
She had been anxiously smoking one cigarette after another, but she couldn’t go
downstairs as soon as she got his message. She had to make him wait for five
minutes, give the impression she’d had a very busy day and was still getting
dressed. She took one last peep into her room. She’d made the bed with the
satin sheets (which would finally be put to their proper use), lit a scented
candle, and even imposed a certain order in the living room and bathroom, which
was no easy task as her aunt’s house was so full of trinkets and bric-à-brac
that no matter how tidy it was it always looked ready to explode at any moment.


The lawyer was still drop-dead gorgeous,
though more informally dressed this time. He held the car door open for her,
which struck Vanessa as a little excessive and was obviously a habit he’d
acquired from going out with young women and bimbos who are dazzled by the
slightest show of chivalry. Fortunately, Vanessa had (or used to have) a
husband who’d always treated her like a princess, and therefore it was
difficult to impress her that way. In the next few seconds, alone in a strange
car as the lawyer walked round to the driver’s seat, Vanessa felt a sudden
panic. Despite all the desire she’d felt for Johnny on that night she’d rather
forget, she realized this evening was probably going to end in sex. It would be
the first time she’d made love with a man other than her husband, her first and
only boyfriend. What would his body be like? How would he touch her? Would he
be rough? Would he be big? Would he come too soon? Sex with her husband had
become an organic thing; each knew the other’s body so well that everything
fitted together perfectly, effortlessly, their bodies, their breathing, the
rhythm of their movements.


She was unable to relax during dinner,
and later, outside the house, when she invited him to come in her hands were
shaking. She hid them behind her back, hoping he wouldn't notice. To give
herself courage, she imagined Sheila cavorting in her husband’s bed, her
enormous breasts bursting out of a black lace bra. They’d obviously been to bed
with each other already. She let him kiss her as they walked up the stairs.


“Isn’t your aunt here?” he asked, to find
out whether he was really going to get lucky.


“No, she’s gone to some retreat or
other.”


“Good, that way we have all night…”


Panic again. What did he mean by that?
All night? Surely he wasn't one of those insatiable types that wanted sex until
dawn? Vanessa decided to cool things a little.


“Can I get you a drink?”


“Only if I can drink it off of you…”


“Easy now, we’ve plenty time,” Vanessa
said, trying to control her nerves. 


She served two whiskies, although she
didn't like whisky. But it was the only thing in her aunt’s house right now,
except for the evil-looking liqueurs that Frank made. Anyway, she’d always
thought a woman drinking whisky looked sexy. Back on the sofa, the lawyer’s
hands were like tentacles. Wandering all over her body, as if looking for a way
in. Well, that was what this was all about, after all. Vanessa wriggled free
and straightened her blouse, which was already unbuttoned. 


“You’re a little nervous, aren't you?” he
asked. “We don't have to do anything if you don't want to.”


“It isn't that... of course I want to,”
Vanessa answered “It’s just that this is the first time I’ve been with someone
since I separated. That’s all.”


“Are you sure that’s all?”


“No… To tell the truth, this week I met
my ex for dinner to discuss the terms of our divorce. I always wanted to be
free and now I can't bring myself to get out of a doomed relationship. I
thought it would be like having a weight lifted off of me, but all I feel is
anguish at having thrown it all away.”


And at this, without knowing why, she
picked up her wedding album, which was hidden beneath a heap of her aunt’s
astrology magazines. Maybe it was her subconscious; trying to tell the lawyer
she wasn’t some madwoman who’d take any guy home, or some lonely
thirty-something who’d been left on the shelf. She was a respectable woman, who
until recently had lived a normal life. The album was so close at hand, ready
to bear witness to her past, and Vanessa used to leaf through it almost every
evening, looking for those two smiling people. Perfect strangers, they seemed
to her now. So young and stupid, thinking they’d be happy ever after. Thinking
it would be different with them, because with them it was love. 


The lawyer tried to hide his surprise at
this sudden change of status from male on copulation standby to intimate friend
you pour your heart out to over a wedding album, and he even managed to feign
some interest as Vanessa told stories about her wedding day. He was looking
eagerly at her cleavage, trying not to let the ridiculousness of the scene kill
his excitement. Vanessa came to her senses and realized how silly she was
being. Here she was with a gorgeously handsome man who was burning with desire
for her, and what was she doing but showing him a stupid photo album and crying
about the end of her marriage, instead of just jumping on top of him. On an
impulse, she stood up from the sofa, took off her blouse and pulled the lawyer
towards her.


Now she couldn’t do it quickly enough.
His boxers caught in his fly, her hair caught on his shirt button, they stumbling
at the door of her room, the bra Vanessa tossed into the air like an
experienced stripper but which landed on the candles, starting a small fire.
Even so, despite the occasional head-butt here and knee in the balls there, it
didn't go too badly for a first time. It was even pretty good, for Vanessa, at
least and for the lawyer too, presumably, as he soon wanted seconds instead of
fleeing from this madwoman with her wedding album. And he even called her the
next day to make another date. When she put down her phone on that post-coital
Sunday morning, still a little bewildered by what had happened, Vanessa smiled
victoriously, languidly entwining herself in the satin sheets. Then she got up
and moved to the sofa. It was true. Satin sheets were cold and uncomfortable.
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“What a lovely smile, Vanessa; I do
believe I’ve never seen it before” said her analyst as she walked into the
room. 


“Thank you, Doctor,” she answered,
embarrassed.


So was it true, then, that people can
tell when you’re having sex? Was it so obvious? She didn’t feel like discussing
her sex life with her analyst. Not a bit. Talking about her marriage was one
thing, about how she’d been feeling – but sex? No way with this
particular analyst? She’d always found him a little creepy. Who in their right
mind enjoys listening to nutcases banging on about their dysfunctional lives?
Sitting there taking notes on all kinds of perversions, manias, and phobias.
That’s got to have an effect on you. It’s impossible not to take people’s
problems home with you. And the thought of sharing intimate details with him
made her feel very uncomfortable. She imagined her analyst with his sweaty
upper lip and his chubby hands and long fingernails, masturbating in his single
bed, getting off on the exciting details Vanessa had shared with him.


“I’ve been seeing someone.”


“Oh have you? Don’t tell me it’s that boy
you work with?”


“No. He’s still chasing me like a little
fool, but I’ve brought him to heel.”


“So it’s another man then…”


“Yes. He’s a lawyer.”


“Your divorce lawyer?”


“No. But as a matter of fact he could be.
I haven't got a lawyer for the divorce yet. Maybe I should make the most of it.
He might give me a discount, what do you think, Doctor?” Vanessa asked just to
be provocative.


“I don't think anything. You’re the one
who has to make your own decisions. However, maybe you should ask yourself if
this is the right way to start a relationship.”


“What relationship? I don't want a
relationship. It’s nothing but sex.”


Her analyst frowned. He hid his surprise
by scribbling in his irritating little notepad.


“I spent years and years with the same
person, always the same routine, the tedium, the sameness. I didn't get
separated to do the same thing. It’s inevitable, isn't it? Once the thrill has
gone. When the fire’s gone out. Having to think about what to make for dinner,
putting shirts in to wash, getting washing off the line, going to the
supermarket, choosing a film to watch after supper because we’re too tired to
do anything else. But he doesn't want to see a film; he’d rather go to bed and
finish reading some reports. And she doesn't like to watch films alone so she
puts on a soap opera and goes and tidies up the kitchen or some other thing
until she’s tired and joins him in bed, with her back turned to him, and he’s
still absorbed in his reports and never turns off the blasted light. Aren’t
that how all relationships end-up? Eating out, going to the cinema, and walking
in the park; it’s all very well when you’re in love. Then reality sets in and
we remember life is not a romantic comedy and there’s no happy ending.”


There were a few long minutes of silence.
Her analyst was looking at her, as ever. Like a lone naturalist in the middle
of the savannah, observing a wild animal. 


“I’m thinking of leaving my job,” said
Vanessa, breaking the silence.


“You don't say. And would you like to
share the reasons for your decision?”


“I’m fed up. That’s all. Fed up with my
boss, fed up with ‘the Hellcat’, fed up with Johnny, fed up with the
shit-coloured walls, fed up with answering the telephone, fed up with Excel,
fed up with the whole lot of it. I’ve freed myself from the tedium of my
personal life, now I’m going to free myself from the tedium of my professional
life. I’m going to make cakes. I’m going to look for a nice little apartment
near where my aunt lives, with a good kitchen, it can even be a
studio-apartment as long as it has a good kitchen, and I’ll make cakes.”


“Vanessa…” This was the first time in all
these sessions that her analyst had interrupted her. “I don’t usually comment
on the decisions of my patients, not least because I’m here to listen, not give
advice, but in view of the special circumstances which brought you here –
by imposition of a court, I mean, with me required to write a report at the
end, saying whether you’re fit or not to go on your way without professional
help – I have to say that what you’re telling me certainly doesn't count
in your favour.” 


“What do you mean? Isn’t it good that I’m
rebuilding my life, changing the things that make me unhappy, discovering how
to be a better person?”


“You might look at it that way, but you
could also see it as a relapse, a sign of increased emotional instability.
Consider the facts: you change from a mother with a family and a steady job who
happened to have a bad day at work, into a divorced woman who doesn't even want
custody of her daughter, who leaves her job to set up her own business, whose
viability is open to question, and who collects sexual partners because she’s
not interested in any kind of serious relationship. What do you think a judge
is going to think of that?”


Vanessa froze, horrified. It had been a
rough start, but she’d been starting to trust her analyst, and as the weeks
went by she’d begun to reveal things she’d never told anybody. She’d started
seeing him as someone who was there to help her feel better, to give her
support in trying to straighten out her life. But apparently that wasn’t it.
His task was to send her back into society as a mere automaton. Obedient.
Dependable. Numb. So what would she have to do for the judge to set her free?
Go back to her husband? Fight for custody of their daughter? Remarry another
man and live a nice little passive domestic life? All these questions going
through her mind were making her feel dizzy and dizzier still in that she knew
the answers. And no, they weren’t the answers she’d have liked to hear. What
was the worst-case scenario? Being sentenced to more therapy until she was no
longer considered a threat to society? Being locked up in an asylum? Actually
doing the four months’ prison time might have been a better idea? She could
look to her lover for some legal advice, there. 


“Vanessa? Are you listening to me?”


No, she wasn't. She didn't want to hear
any more.


“Yes, Doctor. Scribble what you want.”
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Her affair with the lawyer was getting
serious. When he was at home, they’d exchange signals from their windows, and
off she’d run across the road in the middle of the night to slip into bed with
him. When he was staying in his apartment in town they’d exchange dirty text
messages. There was no time for long conversations and their dinners together
were now a thing of the past, a courtesy, which was no longer necessary. Even
so, Vanessa did manage to ask him a few questions about legal things. And it
had set her mind at rest to learn that they couldn't lock her up in an asylum
and that even if she left her job her savings would be enough to pay the rent
on her little apartment for a few months while she worked full-time on her cake
business. If she had her apartment she could take all the orders that came her
way and even offer her services to local cafés, which usually only sold those
no-frills birthday cakes made of sponge covered with fondant icing and shitty
pastry cream lettering.


The conversation flowed easily as they
got the table ready for some friends of his who were coming to dinner. Vanessa
still didn't want to get too involved, and hadn't liked the idea at first.
Except at the same time she’d loved it that he wanted to introduce her to some friends
instead of just the two of them spending another evening hidden between the
sheets like a couple of adulterers. Then again, it was precisely this aura of
secrecy that gave their affair its spice, and the fact was, until she’d signed
her divorce papers, she really was committing adultery. Not that it weighed on
her conscience. Every time she went to get Mimi she would see Sheila’s car
parked outside, so obviously her husband was getting his fair share too.


The lawyer’s friends were an easy-going
pair. They treated Vanessa as if they’d known her for years, and for the first
time in ages she felt she was part of the group. She wasn't bored, and she
wasn't trying to be someone she wasn't, just to integrate. On the third bottle
of wine the conversation took a salacious turn.


“I wouldn't mind if you cheated on me...
as long as I was there at the time,” the female guest said.


“Darling, you better not say that twice,”
the guy answered, kissing her.


“I’m pretty liberal when it comes to sex
too,” the lawyer said. “If we’re all willing adults, why not, what about you,
Vanessa? You seem to be a pretty open-minded woman…”


Vanessa swallowed drily. She hated to be
put on the spot, especially when the table talk was on intimate matters like
now. 


“I agree with you three. We’re all
responsible for our own lives and that’s nothing to do with anyone else,” she
smiled.


This was her cue to slip off to the
bathroom. Maybe when she came back they’d be talking about something else. Her
reflection in the mirror told her she’d already had too much to drink and had
better stop before making a fool of herself again, like what had happened with
Johnny, for example. Or on the night she’d met her husband. She was surprised
by this memory coming back to her, all of a sudden, after being locked away in
some drawer of forgetfulness for over fifteen years.


She was at a party in the house of some
friends of Diana. One of those big happenings with about fifty people, the type
that kids throw when their parents are away for the weekend. Vanessa had always
wondered how anyone could actually have fifty friends to invite to a party,
when she had no more than five, or to be accurate, three. The host was from the
same football team as Diana’s boyfriend, an aspiring star that never rose
beyond the third division. Vanessa was feeling low at the time; she was
eighteen and had never had a boyfriend. Not only that, but all the boys she was
interested in either paid her no attention or were already taken. The others
were never good enough. She was now placing her hopes in university, where she
dreamed of meeting new, more interesting people. Still, she’d allowed Diana to
persuade her to come to this party, which was going to be full of young sports
types, who were all really cute, and that was better than a night stuck at
home. After an hour at the party Vanessa had realized that the cuteness of the
boys stood in direct proportion to their stupidity or conceitedness, that Diana
was going to spend the night with her boyfriend, and that the best thing to do
was drink so she could endure all these idiots.


The next time she looked at her watch it
was three in the morning, her mother’s deadline for getting home. She knew what
she’d hear if she was late. She jumped to her feet and went to her car. Diana
could look for a lift home with someone else. Only then did she realize how
drunk she was. She couldn't even get the key in the ignition. She was
struggling to get the car started when a boy knocked on the window. Vanessa
rolled down the window.


“Where do you think you’re going?” the
boy asked.


“I have to go… my mum will kill me…”
Vanessa stuttered.


“If you drive in that state you won't
need your mum to kill you. Give me the key.”


“No… I’m fine…”


“Sure you are. Come on, give me the key.”


Without knowing why, Vanessa gave him the
key and moved into the passenger seat. It hadn't occurred to her that he might
be a thief, or a rapist, or a murderer. His voice was so familiar that she felt
safe and protected. She couldn't remember explaining to him where she lived, or
how she’d managed to get into the house without her mother noticing the state
she was in. The next day, she saw that he’d left a note in her car with his
number on it, asking her to call him in the event she was still alive. Vanessa
called him. They met for a coffee, and an hour later she was in love.


She smiled at her memory of these
moments. How true they felt. It hadn't all been so unbearable, after all. There
had been some kind of love there, after all, the simple love of adolescents,
full of hopes and certainties. She missed those times. She wished she could
feel that way again. Would she ever, she wondered?


The lawyer’s friend, who was knocking on
the bathroom door, shook her from her reveries.


“Is everything all right?” he asked.


“Yes… I was just re-touching my makeup,”
she lied, squeezing past him.


“Shame I have to get it all smudged,” he
replied, pulling her towards him and kissing her urgently.


Vanessa pushed him away, disgusted.


“What’s going on? Are you mad? Don’t you
have any respect for your wife and your friend, at least?”


“They don't seem too bothered by us,” he
answered, making to grab her again.


Vanessa looked into the living room and
saw the lawyer and his friend’s wife, half-undressed and entwined on the sofa.
The shock gave her a jolt; only then did she realize the lawyer’s friend had no
trousers on. And his hands were wandering.


“Stop it!” Vanessa shouted.


The three of them looked at her in
amazement.


“What’s the problem?” the other woman
asked.


“Don’t tell me you didn't tell her?”
asked the lawyer’s friend.


“Oh, man, I didn't exactly spell it out,
I just assumed…”


“You assumed what?” yelled Vanessa,
outraged.


“That you didn't mind a little group
sex…”


Vanessa was lost for an answer. She
closed her eyes, wishing she could be transported to some other dimension. But
when she opened them again she saw those three creeps still there in front of
her, looking at her as if to ask, ‘Is she going stay?’ She had no alternative
but to grab her handbag and dash out of the house. She couldn’t go to her aunt’s,
as she’d be unable to avoid seeing the house of ill repute from the window of
her room, so she jumped in her car and started driving, with no particular
destination in mind, once again.


This aimless driving was becoming
therapeutic. As if she was leaving behind all the demons that tormented her.
This time she ended up on a cliff smoking all the cigarettes she had until the
sun finally rose and the daylight dispelled her sadness.
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The holidays came, and with them a
strange nostalgia. Vanessa had always felt nostalgic for summer, even in the
middle of it. She tried to make the very most of the nights when she could go
out without a jacket, the evenings when the sun seemed to linger forever, the
noise of the sunbathers on the beach, for it felt like the grey days would be
back in the blink of an eye. But this time it wasn't her usual summer
nostalgia. It was a pang in her heart. 


Mimi had come to spend a fortnight’s
holiday with her, which meant a return to some kind of family routine. Waking
up every day to the sound of cartoons on TV, having to think of meals, bath
times, bedtimes. Except that now, for the first time in years, this routine
made her feel happy. They would go together to buy bread to make sandwiches for
the beach. Then they’d spend the day on the beach, taking walks to the caves,
having dips in the water and reading under the umbrella. They’d have an ice
cream on the way back to the house. They’d shower and spread cream on each
other’s backs. They’d play cards until they were almost nodding off to sleep.
Vanessa’s aunt joined them when she could, which made things even more fun, and
the more the days passed the stronger the pang in Vanessa’s heart at seeing the
holidays coming to an end, now that she was finally enjoying being a mother.
She felt terrible about all the times she’d thought it would have been better
if Mimi had never been born. But then she felt better to see that after all
Mimi was a happy child who was dealing very well with the whole situation. She
wasn't having nightmares, had stopped wetting the bed and getting complaints
from school. Vanessa didn't want to celebrate too soon or be so blasé as to
think everything was better now, but so far Mimi was turning out to be a
remarkably well-adjusted child. 


Those days of serene pleasure she was
spending with her daughter did Vanessa so much good she even stopped thinking
about the kinky lawyer. Her aunt had been utterly shocked by the story and only
now had she been able to put the pieces together. That’s why he had so many
girlfriends coming and going. Maybe some were just one-night stands he’d found
on the Internet on those sites for perverts, said her aunt, indignantly.
Vanessa ended up laughing to see someone so free-spirited and open-minded get
so worked up about the episode. 


But she got even more worked up, one day
on the beach. It was the time they’d normally go to the caves, but that
particular afternoon Vanessa had felt like staying under the umbrella to finish
the book she was reading, while Mimi took her aunt on a crab-hunting adventure
among the rocks. Lying on her back and absorbed in her reading, she heard a
family pass by her side, the steps of two children skipping and two adults
trying to accompany them. ‘Wait there, let’s go that way,’ said a man’s voice.
It was so familiar that Vanessa looked up to see who it was, only to suddenly
turn onto her belly and hide her head in her towel. When her aunt and Mimi came
back Vanessa looked like a comic book spy. Wrapped up in her towel with her
sunglasses on, her hair concealing one half of her face and her book the other.



“Vanessa Darling, your book is upside
down,” her aunt pointed out.


“Ssshhh! Did you see who that is over
there?”


“Who, who?” Mimi cried.


“Mimi, don't be so noisy. It’s just
someone who works with mummy. Why don't you go and take a dip? I think your
friends are down there.”


As Vanessa distracted her daughter’s
attention, her aunt put on her distance glasses and turned pale.


“That motherfucker!” she shouted.


“Ssshhh! You’ll get us noticed!”


“I’m going to give him a piece of my
mind! Who are those people with him?”


“Sit down, aunt. They’re his children,
and his wife, I imagine, although I’m not sure as she hasn’t opened her mouth
since they got here and she looks half out of it.”


“Children? How do you know they’re his
children?” she asked, unable to believe her ears.


“Because they called him Daddy.”


“But… I…”


“There you go, Auntie. I told you a man
so handsome, successful and uncommitted had to have a very weird secret. And
this particular man has several. A whole family’s worth, and a parallel life of
promiscuity.”


At this her aunt took off down the beach
in the direction of her neighbour. Vanessa would have stopped her, but that
would only have attracted attention, so she let her go and went to join Mimi,
who was playing with some friends at the water’s edge. Camouflaged by the
children, Vanessa tried to make out what was going on.


“You ought to be ashamed of yourself, do
you hear? You filthy beast! And married with kids to top it all! And you come
to this beach to show yourself off, is that it?” her aunt was shouting, to the
shocked amazement of the lawyer and everyone within earshot.


The lawyer, mortified, was trying to calm
everyone down and make Vanessa’s aunt shut up, while his wife, sitting on a
beach chair in her black swimsuit and enormous straw hat of matching colour,
shook with laughter.


“Don’t tell me you’re slipping it to old
women now too? Oh Miguel, your standards are falling, Darling!” she said to her
husband, taking a small metal-plated bottle out of her beach bag and gulping
down the contents.


Vanessa’s aunt turned red and returned to
her umbrella, embarrassed. Although she didn't know if she was more embarrassed
for herself, or for the lawyer, or for his wife. The couple’s children came out
of the water and were surprised to learn they were going home already, just
when they’d set out their pitch. But they were so used to the arguments and
bad-tempered outbursts of their parents that they simply gathered up their
things and set off towards the car, without the slightest sign of protest.
Vanessa kept her distance, watching the family depart. For a few moments she
felt that compared to this family, hers was completely normal. 


Appearances could be deceiving, it’s
true, but surely no one looking at this family could ever imagine the reality,
a lovely and elegant woman, a wealthy, good-looking man, two lovely and
good-mannered children. And the reality was an alcoholic, an adulterer and two
messed-up kids. The question was, whether the wife had become an alcoholic
because her husband was an adulterer, or whether the husband had become an
adulterer to escape an alcoholic wife. One way or the other, those kids had
years of therapy ahead of them. 


Vanessa went and joined her aunt. They
looked at each other in amazement and didn't mention it again. It was too
surreal for words.
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In the second fortnight of the holidays,
time began to drag. The house was too quiet without Mimi, even with Vanessa’s
aunt darting around as ever. Not only was she missing her daughter, but also
Vanessa was haunted daily by the divorce papers, which her husband insisted on
signing. Every time she picked them up they weighed like lead, with that cold
language devoid of any emotion, memory or anything human. Language that left no
room for what really made a marriage. She’d managed to gain another fortnight
with the excuse that her lawyer was out of town and she hadn't been able to
talk to him. But what she really wanted was the courage to tell her husband she
didn't want to sign the papers. It was still too early. Only four months had
passed, and they felt like four days. She still didn't want to go back, but she
didn't want to close that door forever either.


Her plan for the cake business was her
escape. Every day she did sums, made measurements, tried new recipes and looked
for a place. Afterwards, at the end of the day, she’d go for a dip in the sea
and lie and watch the sunset, learning to be alone without feeling lonely. On
her way back home she’d walk through the narrow streets of the village, which
at this time of the evening was full of holidaymakers. The streets smelled of
seaspray and grilled fish. It was on one of these walks that she noticed a
little house with a dilapidated appearance and a To Let sign hanging from the
window. The ground floor seemed to have been a small shop, with a tiny display
window and an aluminium door. The upper floor must have been an attic, as all
it had was the window with the sign hanging from it, the telephone number
already a little faded. Obviously it wasn't a holiday rental, for if it was it
would have been occupied at this time of year. It was equally obvious from the
shabby paintwork and a broken windowpane that no one had lived there for a long
time. How hadn't she noticed it before? It was exactly what she’d been looking
for, shop below, house above. Hold your horses, she thought. It might be a
horrible dump, or in ruins, or maybe no longer up for rent, given the weathered
look of the sign. She wrote down the phone number and went home in a mixture of
excitement and anxiety. 


The next morning she called the number,
which she now knew by heart as she’d spent the whole night awake staring at it.
The old man on the other end of the line offered to show her the house that
same day, and even gave her a price that Vanessa thought was too good to be
true. When she went to see the place her surprise was even greater. The ground
floor had been a baker’s shop. There was an oven, a counter and even an old
cash register. There were broken tiles and bare electrical wires, but nothing
too difficult to fix. At the back of the shop was a door that opened onto the
stairs to the upper floor. Vanessa followed the old man upstairs and almost
yelped with joy when she saw what awaited her. It was an attic all right, but
it was spacious and its little window had an incredible view of the beach. It
had a bathroom with a makeshift shower and there was enough space to make a
living area and a sleeping area. She could even install a kitchenette so she wouldn't
have to use the shop’s cooker to make her meals. As the old man explained all
the uses the room had been put to over the years, all Vanessa could think of
was where she’d put the sofa and what colour she’d paint the walls. She’d have
to do a little renovation work, but all in all this was the place she’d always
dreamed about. All that was missing was the pink awning, a lampshade with
coloured beads and a window full of cakes. And while she was at it she’d
replace the aluminium door with a pretty wooden one. The deal was closed even
before the old man had stopped talking. 


From that day on, Vanessa couldn’t get
back to work quickly enough. She’d felt the same way before, when she’d been
sick of putting up with her husband and daughter all day. But now it was for a
much happier reason. Now she was saying goodbye to ten years of monotony. She
knew it wouldn't be easy letting her boss know of her decision. He hated being
taken by surprise, and her departure would mean one less person to do his work
for him while he pretended to be up to his eyeballs. The outlook for the
company (and the country in general) was not propitious to new recruitments,
and it was highly unlikely they’d put someone else in Vanessa’s place. The
cheapest and most common solution was simply to spread the work of the
departing employee around those who remained, and if they didn’t like it they’d
just have to lump it. By the look of things, it wasn’t just in her company that
this was happening. You could hear people complaining about the same thing
everywhere, in trains, cafés, and supermarkets. More work for less money. More
dismissals and fewer pay rises. More over-qualified people with no alternative
but to leave the country in search of a better life. People who, if they knew
what Vanessa was about to do, would quickly join the list of those who thought
she was mad. How could a person hand in their notice at a time like this? A
time when fear made people keep quiet and wait for better days, and not make
waves if you didn't want to be on the list of the next heads to roll. Fear that
makes people obedient, servile, and grateful for the pittance they’re paid. The
fear that’s taking us back into the Dark Ages.


Vanessa wasn't afraid. She felt
triumphant, and full of enthusiasm for her plans and excited to be in control
of her own destiny. This wasn't the first time her world had fallen apart and
had to be rebuilt brick by brick. It had been much worse the first time; and
she’d survived. That first time was when her father died.
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Her father’s suicide wasn't something
Vanessa would discuss with just anyone. She’d told her husband once their
relationship had started to get serious, and her analyst during her preliminary
assessment. On both occasions she’d summed up the story in a single sentence,
‘My father had post-traumatic stress disorder and committed suicide when I was
fifteen.’ Obviously it was more complicated than that.


Vanessa had been born in a cold,
pointless marriage, but since that was the only life she knew, up to a certain
age the silences at table and the days her father never got out of bed seemed
perfectly normal. Above all, they were offset by the days when he was fine and
took her out to do things. As he had no idea how to keep a young girl amused,
their outings consisted of fishing trips and football matches. So, by the age
of six, Vanessa knew the names of the players of all the major teams, and all
the football jargon. As she was a tomboy by nature, she loved these outings, no
matter how sporadic they were, and they helped her endure those days when she’d
look through the crack in the door and see her father lying in bed with his
eyes staring into nothingness. Vanessa’s mother refused to attach any
importance to her husband’s chronic depression. ‘It’s nothing, it’ll pass.’
‘He’s in a bad mood, don't speak to him.’ ‘He’s just resting, don't disturb
him.’


As the years passed and her mother’s
dismissive remarks accumulated, Vanessa gradually began to understand the
reasons for the bad days. But they seemed as stupid as her history classes, all
the same. (Vanessa had always been better with numbers.) She found it
ridiculous that someone who had survived the war should waste his life like
this. What about the others who never came home? What would they have given for
the opportunity to spend one more day on earth, a blue sky above them, going to
watch a football match hand in hand with their daughter? It was all so long
ago, why did he continue to be like this? Weren't his wife and his daughter
enough to bring a smile to his face? Apparently not and this not grew inside
Vanessa’s heart, souring her relationship with her father. She would talk back,
gave up going to the football with him and made tremendous efforts not to laugh
when he cracked a joke. Even so, she didn't lose the habit of snuggling up to
him in bed on a Saturday morning while her mother was out shopping. On the good
days they chatted and laughed, shared stories and secrets. On the bad days,
Vanessa just hugged him until she felt his pulse slow down.


That Saturday, Vanessa wasn't there to
snuggle up with her father. She’d slept over at Diana’s house, one of her
friend’s famous pyjama parties. Her mother had practically forced her to go, as
Vanessa no longer liked these parties – especially since the films and
board games had been replaced by bottles of booze and talk about boys and
sexual experiences. But she didn't protest too much about going to the party.
Stupid as it was, it was still better than another dinner in silence after a
week where she’d been unable to wrench a single smile from her father. She felt
like hitting him.


“Want to go fishing tomorrow?” her father
asked as Vanessa was finishing packing to go to Diana’s house.


Vanessa wanted to. A lot. They hadn't
been fishing for months and months and it was the favourite outing for both of
them. But she was so irritated with him she said no. 


“I can’t. I’m sleeping over at Diana’s
house and won't be back till tomorrow lunchtime.” 


“Ah…” he sighed, his gaze falling back to
the floor.


Vanessa felt the disappointment in that
sigh, and almost changed her mind. But the urge to punish him was greater. She
wanted him to feel what he was missing by giving up on life. She wanted him to
understand that she wasn't always going to be there for him, that he should pay
some attention to her while he had the chance. She wanted him to realize he had
to try harder. So she slammed the door on her way out, not even saying goodbye.


When she got to Diana’s house she called
home to say she’d arrived. It was a condition her mother imposed, although
Vanessa was fifteen now and Diana’s house wasn't a hundred yards away. It was
her father that answered.


“Hello dad, just to say I got here,”


“Fine, Dear.”


“Don’t forget to tell mum or she’ll have
canaries.”


“Fine, Dear, I’ll tell her.”


“Okay then, see you tomorrow.”


“See you tomorrow, Dear. Kisses,” he
said, and he was dead a few hours later.


When she got home the next day her mother
wasn't in. A neighbour was waiting at the front door for Vanessa to arrive, and
told her that her father had had an accident and her mother was at the
hospital. Vanessa couldn’t believe it. She felt a knot in her stomach and
started shouting, “What accident? Where is he?” She couldn't understand why her
mother hadn't gone to collect her at Diana’s house so she could go to the
hospital too, or why no one would explain to her exactly what had happened. Why
did she have to stay alone in the house?


An hour later, the telephone rang. It was
a friend of the family, offering condolences, “Condolences? What condolences?
My dad isn’t dead! My dad only had an accident and he’s in hospital! My dad
isn’t dead!” Vanessa shouted; blinded by the tears that spilled with every
blink of her eye. 


But her mother’s entrance, escorted by
the neighbours, dispelled all her doubts. Her mother hugged her, sobbing.
“Daddy’s abandoned us, my child. Daddy’s given up on us.” Almost as strange as
hearing these words was seeing her mother crying; a woman of steel,
imperturbable, always in control of the situation, crumbling in front of her.
Vanessa was unable to move. She wanted to break loose of those arms that
embraced her too tightly, but her body wouldn't obey. She was absolutely
focussed on the Why. Why had he given up, why didn't he ask for help, why
hadn’t she gone fishing with him, why hadn't she given him a hug before leaving
the house, why hadn't her mother made him see a psychiatrist, why wasn't she
important enough for him to want to watch her growing up? 


After the funeral and various requiems,
the house gradually got back to normal. The silences at the table continued and
Vanessa’s mother, who by now had gone back to work, invented all sorts of rules
and duties so that her daughter wouldn't stray far from home or fall into bad
company. Curiously, all this rigid discipline made Vanessa more submissive. The
fear of losing someone else prevented her from rebelling. She’d rather have the
rules and duties, even the silences. She avoided school parties and holidays
with friends. She kept thinking if she went out of the house, left her mother alone,
something terrible would happen again. And that explained why, as the years
passed, she’d become a woman with no will of her own. Why she’d followed the
studies her mother had wanted her to follow, why she’d married so young when
her dreams told her not to do it; and why she’d spent so many years doing what
others expected her to do, and never what she really wanted to do. 


The first time her world fell apart,
Vanessa had chosen the path of self-denial. And look where that had got her.
This time she chose the path of determination. She wouldn't let fear paralyze
her. She had to try. If she fell down, she’d fall down happily, without the
weight of all those whys on her conscience.
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“I’ve missed you,” Vanessa said
sincerely.


Her analyst smiled, surprised. The last
few sessions had seen each of them’s trust in the other receding. Vanessa had
clammed up again after her analyst’s insinuations about her bad choices, but
with a month’s hindsight she could see he hadn't been judging her. He was
merely urging her to think before acting. The worst thing was, he was right, as
far as the episode with the lawyer was concerned, anyway.


“How were the holidays? Good?”


“They were great, and yours?”


“You know I can't talk about my personal
life…”


“Oh come on, Doctor! What’s wrong with
talking about your holidays a little?”


Her analyst frowned, indicating it was
better to change the subject. Vanessa shrugged and began talking like she’d
never talked before. She told the story of the lawyer, the ups and downs of the
time she’d spent with her daughter and all the plans she had for the shop. When
she stopped to take a slug from her bottle of water, she felt like Diana. She’d
been talking non-stop for over twenty minutes and they were halfway through the
session already.


“Well well, Vanessa, you’ve a lot to say
today. And what about the divorce? Are you still going through with it?”


“I don’t know... I don't want to…”


“Really?”


“Really… The time I spent alone with Mimi
really made me think about the whole situation. It made me think about my
father.”


She’d spoken the magic word. Her analyst
sat bolt upright in his chair and for the first time looked really interested
in what Vanessa had to say.


“One of the things that hurt me most
about my father’s suicide was the feeling that I wasn't important enough to
him. If he’d really loved me he’d never have left me. He would want to be there
to see me finish school, walk me up the aisle, hold his grandchildren. It took
me years and years to understand the mind doesn't work that way and when
someone isn't well they do stupid and incomprehensible things. But now I find
myself doing exactly the same things with my daughter. I abandoned her; I made
her feel she wasn't special enough for me to care about her. Even if it’s a temporary
situation, until I’ve got everything straight in my head, until I know exactly
what I’m doing, I’ve abandoned her all the same. Maybe one day she’ll
understand me, like I learned to understand and forgive my father. Maybe she’ll
even say I was right and it was better that way that it was good to take a
stand and change the things that were stopping me from being happy. But I don't
know if she’ll forgive me for all the lack of decision and for all the time I
spent at home behaving like a zombie. And that just makes things more
complicated.”


“Why?” asked her analyst, excited by all
these unsolicited confessions.


“Because now I want custody of her; I
can't bear just being with her two weekends a month and having to share her
during the holidays. And I know that’s going to turn an amicable divorce into a
nasty, drawn-out feud. Mutual accord my arse, I don’t even want to get
divorced.”


”Really?”


“Nope.”


“Have you told your husband this?”


‘”Nope.”


”Why not?”


“I can’t.”


“Why not?” he insisted.


‘”Because right at this moment I think he
hates me. He hates me to the point his expression changes when he sees me. As
soon as I arrive at the house, his eyes turn from gentle and mild to dark and
cold. If I try to make conversation he snarls back defensively and the only
thing he asks is if I’ve spoken to my lawyer yet. And that’s where I lose my
nerve. How do I tell him I don't want to speak to the lawyer and it’s still too
early for divorce? He was firm about it, and he’s been firm about it all this
time. When I left home I made a decision that for him is irreversible, and I
have no right to ask him to put his life on hold while I make my mind up. Or do
I, do you think? I haven't decided yet…”


“I don't think anything, Vanessa. But you
think about it and we’ll speak at the next session.”


“Shit! Is there no way we could do
two-hour sessions?”


Her analyst smiled as he put Vanessa’s
file away. That made two smiles. Was this a sign he thought she was better? 


“Ah, I think we’ll begin to wean you off
the anti-depressants, is that all right? I’m putting you on new medication.”


Vanessa’s eyes were shining with
happiness. She was definitely getting better, and her analyst could see it too.
She left his consulting room and felt the warm wind on her face. Life was
finally taking a turn for the better. Now all she had to do was find the
courage to speak to her husband, and her boss, who still didn't know Vanessa
was leaving, and she’d had four days to tell him. It had been a busy
post-holiday working week, and she’d always heard that bad news is best given
on a Friday, so the ‘victim’ has the whole weekend to digest the tidings. She’d
already told two co-workers she was close to of her plans, but only the
following day, a Friday no less, was she going to inform her boss and human resources.
One more problem sorted out.
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When she came into the office Vanessa
sensed that something was the matter. She felt as if people were looking at her
surreptitiously, turning away the next moment. She checked the button of her
blouse to make sure it wasn't undone, her shoes to make sure there wasn't a
piece of toilet roll stuck to them, and her skirt, to make sure it wasn't
caught in her knickers. Then, involuntarily, she ran her tongue over her teeth.
As soon as she put her handbag down on her desk, the phone rang. It was her
boss, asking her to report to his office. This didn't bode well.


When she got to her boss’s office he was
standing there facing the enormous panoramic window, his hands behind his back.
Without turning round to greet her or returning her good morning wishes, he
said, “I heard you’re leaving…”


Vanessa froze. She’d mentioned it to her
co-workers yesterday afternoon, just before she left for her appointment with
the analyst, and her boss wasn't even in the building at the time. Had those
two bitches gone and told him? Or had someone overheard their conversation? One
way or the other, he’d been informed and he’d made his displeasure clear to
everyone.


“I was just coming to talk to you about
that, in fact I wanted to tell you yesterday but…”


“And that’s the way you leave a company
that’s been your home for ten years? Without so much as a by-your-leave?” he
cut in, still facing the window.


“But what do you mean, boss? I was going
to tell you today and obviously I’m going to work out my contract and stay
another month here to put everything in order, copying folders…”


“Oh no you’re not,” he said, turning
suddenly towards Vanessa. “You’re going to clear your desk, go to personnel to
settle up and get out of here immediately.”


Vanessa stood there, open-mouthed. 


“You’re not being serious, are you? So I
come to hand in my notice and…”


“That’s what you think. You’re not
handing in any notice. I’m firing you. There. You’re fired. Now collect your
stuff and get out of here.”


“But…”


“No buts. Close the door on your way
out.”


Vanessa obeyed, stunned. She went to her
cubicle, ignoring the stares of her co-workers, and began emptying her drawers
and shelves. Once the initial shock had passed, she felt a tremendous urge to
laugh. He’s gone mad, she thought. And after all, it was actually better this
way. She’d get a better pay-off and wouldn't have to stay another month
enduring more scenes like these. From the other end of the office, “the
Hellcat’ was smiling triumphantly. It could only have been her who snitched,
Vanessa reckoned. The coffee machine was very close to her desk, so she could
easily have overheard the conversation the previous day when Vanessa mentioned
she was leaving. It was sick and sad. She didn't want to waste another second
thinking about it. Why waste time hating little people? She had a new life in
front of her, a sweet life full of chocolate brownies and lemon icing.


Before she switched off her computer for
the very last time, she sent an e-mail to the co-workers she got on with to
give them the news and invite them for a drink at the end of the day, a
last-minute farewell party. She gave them her personal mobile number and got
several text message confirmations right away. She picked up the bag containing
the few personal belongings she could be bothered keeping, most of them
presents made by Mimi at school, and walked towards the lift without looking
back. When the lift doors opened Vanessa saw her reflection in the mirror. She
looked taller and younger.


She spent her unplanned day off walking
around town. She felt light-headed and slightly euphoric as she walked in
places she hadn't even known before. Everyone at a certain point in their lives
has wondered what it must be like to leave their job, to throw it all in and start
again, but between wondering and doing was a giant step, a step that Vanessa
had proudly dared to make. She ate her lunch on a park bench, sharing her
sandwich with the ducks that waddled around the edge of the pond, and at four
in the afternoon she went to collect Mimi from school to leave her in her
father’s house. Mimi was jumping for joy. She wasn't used to surprises like
these and told stories all the way home. Vanessa felt indestructible. Pity her
husband wasn't at home at the time. It would have been an opportunity for them
to talk. She finally felt she had the courage for that.


At six, she went back into town for her
farewell party. More people had come than she’d expected, including some people
she’d thought wouldn’t appear, like Johnny. Since she’d decided to give him the
cold-shoulder treatment they’d scarcely exchanged as much as a glance, but here
he was, saying goodbye to her. It warmed her heart. The hours passed quickly,
between shop talk and the confessions people only normally make to those who
are going away. ‘I wish I had your courage.’ ‘I’ve thought about it too, but
with two kids I’m afraid to take the risk.’ ‘It served that dickhead right, now
he’ll understand that people can get sick of him and actually leave.’ Vanessa
the self-denier, the timid, the obliging one, the depressive one, was now the
courageous, the determined, and the fearless one. She’d never felt this way
before. She’d spent her life in the background and now, for the first time, she
was the star, the example to follow. Who ever would have guessed?


Her excitement made Vanessa throw off her
inhibitions, excitement and too many beers; with lots of people looking on,
they urged her to make a toast and give a speech. She climbed onto a chair,
which had a soft seat that made her teeter even more in her high heels, and
began her speech, “Dear friends, first of all I want to thank you for coming. I
wasn't expecting so many of you to give up a few hours of your Fridays to say
goodbye to me, especially as I’m aware that I’ve never been your most popular
colleague, or the most participative at least.” Vanessa began, unaware that she
had a glass in her hand that was spilling drink every time waved her arm. “I’ve
dedicated myself to this company for years without even noticing the time
passing. The days, the weeks, the months all ran into one another and the years
went by at the same rhythm; work, holidays, work, Christmas, new year, desires
and resolutions frustrated by more work, holidays again and so on and so on. I
suddenly realized I was in my thirties with a monotonous future ahead of me. I
found I was unhappy, crushed by a tyrannical, incompetent boss who drives
people crazy.”


Some of her co-workers began to laugh,
others looked worried, and all had noticed Vanessa had had too much to drink.
Maybe it was better to applaud now and put an end to the speech. But it was
much more fun to watch things escalate like this. Who doesn't love it when
people make a spectacle of themselves in public?


“Yes, incompetent!” Vanessa went on. “I
don't know why you’re so amazed. Many of you share my opinion and have told me
as much today. So get this. Besides being a mediocrity, a dickhead, our boss is
an avid collector of children’s dolls!”


The company caught its breath in
surprise. 


“Didn’t you know then? Well my friends
I’m giving it to you straight, I met him in the doll shop and let me tell you
that to judge by the look of the shop assistants, he was more than just an
occasional client, quite the contrary. He was buying a doll to add to his already
enormous collection,” said Vanessa, giggling as her audience looked on
speechless. “I can just see his bed, full of dolls, like an eight-year-old
girl’s. I wonder if ‘the Hellcat’ likes them too? Or does anyone still doubt
he’s doing her?”


Johnny, who was still half in love with
Vanessa and didn't want her to make a fool of herself, pulled her by the arm
and asked her to stop it.


“Let go of me!” Vanessa shouted, spilling
more beer. “And now I’m going to tell everything! You’re never going to see me
again. Except the mothers among you of course, I’m counting on you for my cake
business. Tell all your friends, especially the ones that are so obsessed about
throwing the biggest and bestest parties for their lovely little sprogs.
They’re the ones I need. And there’s so many of them, aren’t there? Like the
size of the cake was proportionate to their motherly competence or their love
for their children. But anyway, d’you think the boss and ‘the Hellcat’ do it in
his house, in amongst all the dolls, or at her place in amongst the smell of
catpiss?”


“Vanessa, please, that’s enough,” Johnny
insisted.


“Leave me alone! Whassa matter, you going
to tell mummy and daddy? You be careful, my lad. It’s almost nine in the
evening. Isn't time you were getting off home for din-dins with mummy? Watch
out, she’ll get angry like that last time…”


Johnny seized her by the legs and slung
her over his shoulders and carried her off through the crowd that had gathered
to hear her speech. It was more than the people from the office now, but other
people in the bar who’d become curious with all the uproar. They jeered at
Johnny for depriving them of the spectacle, as Johnny fought his way through
the crowd while trying not to let go of Vanessa, who was waving her arms and
crying for help in between fits of drunken laughter.


When he set her down on her feet a few
yards outside the bar, Vanessa keeled over and began to throw up. 


“I think I better go home,” she stuttered
as she collapsed into Johnny’s arms.


A few minutes later, when some of her
former co-workers came outside to see if everything was all right, Vanessa was
snoring, her head on Johnny’s lap.


“So who’s going to take her home, then?”
one of them asked.


“I can take her, but where does she
live?” asked another.


“She lives out of town with an aunt of
hers, but I’m not sure exactly where” said Johnny.


“Don’t worry, I’ve called her husband and
he’s coming to get her,” said a woman who worked in human resources, coming up
to the group. “It’s the emergency number in her file. Just as well I didn't
delete that e-mail.”


“This is going to be ugly,” said Johnny,
looking worried. “They’ve been separated for months! She doesn't live with him
any more. I don’t even know if they’re on speaking terms.”


“Well, too bad. It’s done now. And he
didn't say no,” the woman answered, curtly.



 

When her husband finally arrived, Vanessa
was still asleep. Embarrassed, he gave his thanks to everyone who’d charitably
stayed behind to look after her, then got her in the car as quickly as he
could. Vanessa opened her eyes, looked at him and stammered, “Hello Darling,”
then fell sound sleep. 


In his rear mirror, her husband saw the
group going back into the bar. They’d had one casualty, but now they were here,
the party would go on.
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When she opened her eyes the next morning
Vanessa had no idea where she was. It was somewhere familiar, she could sense
that, from the smell and the touch and the consistency of the mattress, but in
the darkness of the room she couldn’t make out where she was. She reached over
to the other side of the bed to see if she was alone, and when she realized she
was, she sighed with relief. She wasn't in the mood to face some casual lover
on a hung-over morning after. She fumbled at the bedside table until she found
the light switch and almost yelled with surprise when she found out where she
was. Her husband’s bed, her own bed, technically speaking. How had she got
there?


She threw back the sheet and realized she
was wearing just her knickers and her husband’s pyjama top. Then she remembered
being in his car and saying, “Hello Darling”. But that’s all she could
remember. More accurately, she could remember her farewell party and how she’d
had too much to drink and made some speech, and people were really enjoying
listening to her and then... nothing. There was a gap between that moment and
her being in the car with her husband; then there was another gap between the
car and the next morning. Had they had that talk? Had they slept in the same
bed? Had they had sex?


She tiptoed to the bedroom door. She
opened it a little and was assailed by the smell of toast and milky coffee. It
was such a homely, sweet smell that for a few moments it seemed as if her whole
life from January to the present had been nothing but a strange dream. So she’d
been at home all along, married, happy. She went into Mimi’s room and found it
unoccupied. The bed was made, which meant Mimi hadn't slept there. Maybe her
husband had taken her to his mother’s house so the two of them could be alone
together. So they had had sex then, hadn't they?


She went downstairs slowly. She wanted to
take a look at the house, to see if there were any traces of a party or a big
argument, neither one thing nor the other. Everything was intact and in its
place. As she approached the kitchen she was stopped in her tracks by a voice
she knew only too well. Sheila was leaning against the worktop, sipping a cup
of coffee, all voluptuous as ever. She was ostensibly helping Vanessa’s husband
prepare an enormous picnic basket, but her hands were running down his back as
she purred and giggled seductively. Her children were out in the garden,
playing. They looked like one big happy family, getting ready to enjoy a hot
Saturday at summer’s end. 


Vanessa felt like throwing up. Maybe it
was the alcohol, but this little scene wasn’t helping. She felt confused and
lost. She went back upstairs, took a shower and looked for her clothes, which
she found carefully folded on the chair beside the chest of drawers. She got
dressed, fighting back the nausea that the smell of cigarette smoke in her
clothes caused, called a taxi and knocked on the kitchen door on her way out,
as she didn’t want just to sneak away. 


“Good morning!” her husband said. “How
are you feeling?”


Vanessa couldn't make out what he meant
with that smile of his. Was he being genuinely nice, or was he being sarcastic
to embarrass her in front of Sheila, who presumably knew why Vanessa was there?


“Fine, thanks. I’m off, now. We’ll talk
later. Isn't Mimi here?”


“She’s at your mother’s house. We’re
going to get her now.”


We, Vanessa noted, first person plural.
They were an item now. How sweet.


“OK. I’ll see you later, then.”


“Wait!” he shouted, running after
Vanessa, who was already making for the door. “Don’t you want a lift to your
car? Are you sure you’re all right?”


“I don't need anything, thanks. The
taxi’s already here. Sorry for all the bother. I’m not sure what happened, but
sorry.”


And she rushed out, putting her dark
glasses on so her husband wouldn't see she was crying. Little by little she was
beginning to piece together the events of the previous night. Obviously her
husband had come to get her somewhere because she was too drunk. But she didn't
know whether she’d called him herself, or if someone else had, but who? The
shame of it. To make matters worse she’d ruined his night; because if Mimi had
gone to sleep at her grandmother’s house, it could only have been because he
had plans for the evening, with Sheila, of course; a romantic evening, just the
two of them, with a picnic the next day with her kids and his. And she’d been
thinking of apologizing. And she’d been thinking of asking him to wait. And
she’d been thinking it wasn’t too late for everything to go back to what it had
been before. She was a laughing stock. She’d certainly be the laughing stock of
the day for the lovely new couple. There was no going back. She shrank down in
the seat of the taxi and sent him a text message. When can we meet so I can
give you the papers?


She switched off her phone so she
wouldn’t be humiliated by his reply. It would probably come right away. A blunt
riposte, him suggesting a meeting on Monday so as not to waste any more time.
She knew he was in a hurry, and she now knew Sheila was the reason.


But what Vanessa didn't know was that her
husband had felt an enormous panic at the unexpected call from her co-workers;
he’d taken Mimi to her grandmother’s house so she wouldn’t see her mother
practically comatose from drink. That he’d felt like hitting everyone who’d
seen her in that state, because she didn't deserve to be seen like that. That
he’d very carefully undressed her and laid her down on the bed with her own
pillow that he’d taken from the bottom of the wardrobe and that he’d laid down
beside her, hugging her tightly, stroking her hair until he was sure she was
all right. That he’d kissed her eyelids tenderly and left the room whispering,
“Sleep well, my love.”
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It was Monday before Vanessa had the
courage to switch her phone back on. It immediately began to beep with the
sound of incoming messages, most of them from her colleagues, wanting to know
if she was all right. She called one of them to apologize and to gauge the
extent of the havoc her speech had caused. According to this colleague, apart
from one or two people from the mothers’ contingent who hadn’t liked the way
she’d described them, for most people Vanessa was their new idol. The internal
e-mails were already circulating with jokes and pictures of dolls, and ‘the
Hellcat’ had lost the sympathy of what few people still had time for her. Vanessa’s
revelations had eased the atmosphere, in her former department at least. Every
time the boss shouted at someone, all they needed to do was picture him alone
at home with his collection of dolls. She also learned how her husband had come
to appear on the scene, and how Johnny had been the perfect gentleman. 


Although her phone call had helped defuse
the situation, Vanessa still felt embarrassed at the spectacle she’d made of
herself. And her embarrassment was compounded by her sadness at the inevitability
of her divorce. She’d even lost the will to ask for custody of her daughter. It
would only make her husband hate her more and painfully draw out the divorce
proceedings. She’d rather have a peaceful agreement that allowed her to have
Mimi for more weekends than stipulated in the divorce settlement or collect her
from school in the middle of the week. Her husband’s reply to her text message
was clear, although Vanessa only read the first part of it: Lets sign fri when
u come 2 get Mimi. She never got to the second part: if that’s really what u
want.


Rather than let her sadness overcome her,
Vanessa reminded herself this was the first day of the rest of her life. It was
Monday, and for the first time in years she didn't have to go to that
depressing office. She had a shop, a business and a home to put together. What
was done was done. No point in crying about it. She was the one who’d wanted a
change of life, after all. She was the one who was bored to tears with married
life. Now she had to face the consequences.


She jumped out of bed and went to make a
cup of tea. Her aunt and Frank were meditating in the living room. Naked, but
with their backs turned, thankfully. 


“Vanessa, is that you?” her aunt asked,
looking round.


“Yes Auntie, sorry to disturb your
session…” Vanessa replied, embarrassed, trying not to look at their bodies.


“We were just finishing, don't worry,”
said her aunt. “Shouldn’t you be at work?”


“I should be, only I got fired,” she
smiled.


Her aunt got to her feet, surprised by
the news, and went into the kitchen to hear the details, but not before turning
back to get a dressing gown when she noticed her niece’s reproachful look.
Vanessa poured her heart out for over an hour, little by little relaxing as her
aunt massaged her shoulders. That stool she was sitting on had been there for
as long as Vanessa could remember. She’d sat there eating chocolate croissants
(a delicacy which wasn't allowed in her mother’s house) while her aunt tried
out new styles on her hair. 


“But are you sure he’s seeing this Sheila
woman?”


‘”Of course he is. You just need to look
at them.”


“I don’t know... You want me to read your
cards?”


“Oh Auntie, for goodness’ sake. So you’re
a fortune-teller too, now? You know I don't believe in that stuff.”


“I’m no fortune-teller, but I know how to
read cards. We share our knowledge in the Sunshine Centre,” said her aunt.


“Don’t bother. I prefer to believe what
my eyes tell me. Speaking of the Sunshine Centre, how’s business?”


‘”Vanessa, it isn't a business, it’s a
vocation.”


“I know, Auntie, but it’s your work. Have
more people been attending?”


“Not really. The holiday season is always
better, but then it goes back to the same. It’s enough to survive on…”


“You have to advertise. What you should
really do is open an account on Facebook.”


“Absolutely no way, Darling! I’ve got
enough accounts as it is, I don't need any more expenses.”


“No, Auntie, Facebook is a... Oh, forget
it.” Vanessa remembered her aunt was old school when it came to technology and
anything that used electricity except the most basic domestic appliances. “And
now excuse me but I’ve lots of things to do, especially in the attic so I can
leave you in peace.”


“Don’t be silly. We adore having you
around here.”


“We? But I thought Frank was just a
boyfriend?” asked Vanessa, with a knowing smile.


“He was, but you know how it is, men are
like pets; you try not to get too attached to them, but then you get used to
them and after a while you can't live without them.”


This made Vanessa laugh, and she went to
get her laptop to start work. She was really going to miss the time she’d spent
in this house. There had been stressful times, embarrassing moments, but her
aunt was really like a ray of sunshine on a rainy day. It was impossible not to
smile when you were around her. And it was with a smile that Vanessa set about
the great challenge that lay in front of her.
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With the cold of autumn the town was
quieter now, and the visitors only came at weekends. The streets regained their
characteristic sleepy and easy-going rhythms, but Vanessa couldn't complain
about how things were going for her business. Even after the novelty had worn
off, she’d managed to secure some faithful clients and the orders kept coming
in. Her business was going from strength to strength. 


At night, in her attic suffused with the
aroma of chocolate, Vanessa would sleep on the sofa, exhausted but fulfilled.
She kept drawings of her new ideas and records of new flavour experiments in a
Barbie notebook that Mimi had given her as a present. For Mimi, her weekends
with her mother were a constant party. As Vanessa had to keep the shop open all
day on Saturdays, Mimi stayed with her in the kitchen, playing with leftover
pastry dough. With simple tasks like making baubles, mixing the cake, making
letters with the stencils, a radiant Mimi was allowed to lend a hand with the
‘real cakes’, as she called them. Vanessa loved to see her so absorbed in what
she was doing. She frowned exactly like her father did. Unfortunately, Vanessa
could only have her daughter two weekends a month, and even though she often
collected her from school she was beginning to miss her daughter more and more.


On that weekend in November it was her
father’s turn to look after Mimi, and Vanessa had finally agreed to going out for
the evening with Diana. You can't spend all your time working, you have to
enjoy yourself, Diana kept saying. Vanessa was always inventing excuses to get
out making arrangements with Diana. Since she’d left home, every night out had
ended badly. She’d rather go for dinner at her aunt’s house, or even her
mother’s, than make a fool of herself again. But this time she let Diana have
her way. She needed to feel people around her.


Their company for the evening’s dinner
was women, single and divorced, more precisely, a singleton and two divorcees
or three, including Vanessa. Together they made a fine statistic of the state
of marriage in the twenty-first century. What was wrong with people of her
generation? Were three couples in every four really making a mistake when they
married? Had everyone given up all of a sudden, instead of fighting? Had her
generation grown so accustomed to everything being disposable that it saw a
marriage as one more accessory that one-day would have to be replaced by
something better? As they talked, Vanessa understood it was a little of all of
these reasons. 


One of Diana’s friends had got divorced
because she wasn't prepared to tolerate her husband’s infidelities, which had
begun even before they’d married. 


“At first I thought it would be different
with me, that I’d be able to change him,” she began. “Then I thought he’d
become more responsible and dedicated if he had a child, so I got pregnant. On
the day my son was born, he went out celebrating with a group of girlfriends
while I was lying there in hospital.”


The other divorcee had made the decision
after her third child. 


“He never helped me with anything to do
with the kids,” she confessed. “He would never get up in the middle of the
night, never offer to prepare a bottle when I was up to my neck in things to
do, never learned how to give the babies a bath. His children only existed for
the good parts, for the fun and games and for showing off to his friends. And
then he always put his work first. They might all have been burning up with
fever; he still wouldn't come home early. Now that we’re divorced, when it’s
his turn to have the kids he goes to his parents’ house so his mother can take
care of everything. Nice work if you can get it.”


“The important thing is to remind them we’re
not always going to be there for them,” said Diana. “They have to feel that if
they don't make dinner they don't eat, that if they go out, so do we, that if
they go with other women we can go with other men. And if they like to go on
outings and stuff with their children they also have to like changing their
nappies, it’s a question of training them, like mothers, seriously, they love
their mothers so we have to act like their mothers, nag them, make them tidy
things up, ask them where they’ve been when they get home late, and of course
after all that bitching, spoil them with fantastic sex. They want a mother and
a lover, not a friend to talk to and watch soap operas with.”


“That’s what you say, but you cheat on
your husband when you feel like it,” Vanessa remarked.


“But that’s human nature, we weren't made
to have just one partner, there’s so many good-looking guys out there! Oh yes!
When he’s on the road for two weeks, what do you think I’m going to do?”


“That’s why I’m not getting married,” the
singleton put in. “Anyway, at my age, all that’s left over is divorcees and
nutcases. The divorced ones come with traumas, and children. The nutcases have
more kinks than God knows what, and they don't want to commit, either. Might as
well have a roll in the hay and go home in peace. You’re better off alone than
badly accompanied…”


“What about you Vanessa?” asked one of
the women. “Why did you get divorced?”


Vanessa tried to change the subject. How
could she explain the reasons? She had a husband who was obliging, faithful,
affectionate and looked after their daughter better than she did. It wasn't
easy to explain without people looking at her funny. So she pretended her phone
was ringing and stood up to answer it, and made for the bathroom of the bar
they were in, and washed her face in cold water. What was she doing there, with
a group of sex-starved women who were obviously out on the trawl so they
wouldn't have to go home alone? Vanessa wasn't looking for a one-night stand.
And she didn't want to spend her evenings badmouthing men. She wanted to fall
in love again. To feel butterflies in her stomach and forget to take saucepans
off the heat when she was dreaming with her eyes open. But to judge from what
Diana’s friends were saying, all that was left was divorcees and nutcases. It
was much easier for men to rebuild their lives. Like Diana said, all they want
is good sex and someone to look after them. Women always want so much more.
They want romance and adventure and surprises and flowers and even those blasted
butterflies in their stomach. 


Diana appeared in the bathroom.


“What’s the matter? Are you going to stay
here the rest of the night or are you coming out to enjoy yourself? There’s
this very interesting group of guys that’s just came in, I don't know if it’s a
stag night or a business dinner but they’re all in party mode and they’re
tasty. Come on!”


“Diana, do you think he’s happy?”


“He who?”


“My ex…”


“He isn’t exactly happy. You know he was
crazy for you, and still is, if you want my opinion, and that doesn't pass from
one day to the next, but I think he’s trying to put his life back together,
what do you expect him to do? You’ve got a nerve, so you have... first you dump
the guy, then you sign the divorce and two months later you start worrying
whether he’s happy or not. What do you care?”


“Yes, I know I’m stupid, I had a perfect
life and threw it all away, no need to keep going on about it. Let’s go and
have a drink,” she said, to prevent her friend from launching into one of her
monologues.


She let herself go with the flow. She
pretended she was drinking, pretended she was enjoying herself, pretended she
thought the engineer who’d just been introduced to her was interesting. She
even managed to laugh at the right time, although she didn't even hear half of
the conversation. And at the end of the night she pretended she’d adored every
minute of it, pretended she’d be there the next time, and when she got home she
pretended she didn’t feel alone.
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It was a rainy morning and Vanessa was
busy with one of her creations when the bell above the door tinkled. She’d put
a bell there because she spent most of her time in the kitchen and didn't
always hear customers when they came in and also because she loved the sound.
It reminded her of those gloomy, mysterious bric-à-brac shops with all kinds of
treasures hidden away in remote corners. She wiped her sticky hands on a cloth
and went to the counter, where a man in a grey raincoat was waiting, admiring
the decoration of the shop.


“Hello, can I help?” Vanessa asked with a
smile.


“Is this Vanessa’s Cake Shop?” the man
asked, smiling back.


It was the engineer she’d met on her
night out with Diana. Vanessa was pleasantly surprised. She’d thought that hour
of conversation in the bar had been in vain, and that when he’d realized
Vanessa was in no mood for anything happening he’d continued putting up with
her merely out of politeness. They’d talked about what they did, the latest
music, about how difficult it is to find a nice bar where people can talk
– small talk, in other words. When they were saying goodbye, he’d
promised to come to her shop and buy a cake one day, and that had been all. And
now here he was standing in front of her, with his hair damp from the rain and
a charming smile on his face.


“You got it,” answered Vanessa. “What
were you looking for?”


“Well, I’d like a chocolate cake covered
with strawberries.”


“I’m very sorry, but there are no
strawberries in November.”


“Not even imported ones?”


“We only use seasonal produce here.”


“Surprise me, then.”



 

Vanessa went into the kitchen and started
looking at the available ingredients.


“When is it for, the cake?” she shouted
back.


“Today,” he answered, leaning in the
doorway of the kitchen.


“Today?” It’ll take two or three hours.”


“That’s all right. I have the time.”


Vanessa smiled again and offered him a
stool to sit beside her. They spent the morning in culinary experiments and
good conversation. Vanessa didn’t even notice the time passing and she was
surprised when he invited her out to lunch.


“Don’t you have a job to go to?” she
asked.


“Yes, but I took the day off.”


“Because of a cake?”


“No. Because of you.”


Vanessa didn't want to plunge head first
into yet another affair, so she played hard to get and turned down the engineer
on their next two meetings. She learned that he was divorced, which reduced the
probabilities of him being a nutcase according to the theories of Diana’s
friends, that he had no children and had just spent three years working in
Africa, from where he’d recently returned, which explained why he didn’t have a
girlfriend. On their third meeting, Vanessa had dinner in his house. She took
him a chocolate cake covered with strawberries – imported but organic, as
she made a point of explaining, an exception for a special occasion. The evening
went better than she’d expected. There was no lingerie catching fire on candles
this time, or too much alcohol, or misunderstandings. There was no mad passion
either, but Vanessa had got used to that. Maybe all that passion stuff was an
adolescent thing. Grown-ups make do with a good fuck.


The following weeks were pure romance.
Suppers, cinema, flowers, and long conversations on the telephone; everything
Vanessa hadn't experienced for who knew how many years. She even considered
introducing him to her aunt, then her mother, and finally Mimi – the
hardest step, but one, which had to be made. Mimi must have been more or less
expecting it by now, as her father had a girlfriend and they even did family
things together. If she felt jealous of anyone, it would be of her father, her
favourite parent. Anyway, Vanessa didn't want to cause any more drastic changes
in her daughter’s life. Mimi had suffered enough these last mad six months. 


It was only when she was thinking about
introducing her boyfriend to her daughter that Vanessa realized it was getting
serious. He was talking about introducing her to his parents, too. Like all
parents, his didn't believe their children could be happy living alone, and
what they wanted, more than a son- or daughter-in-law, was a grandchild while
they still had the health to enjoy it. Now she thought about it, Vanessa could
actually imagine going the distance with this guy. But for the moment she was
happy for each of them to have their own lives. And afterwards she’d see how
things turned out. Why make plans and create expectations? One day at a time.
That was her new motto. And it was working, so far.
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It was only when she opened her agenda in
the waiting room that Vanessa realized this was her last session with her
analyst. It was incredible how time had passed, incredible how her mood had
changed over that time. In the first few months, even the room and the walls of
that place had annoyed her profoundly. She’d felt like a child waiting to speak
to the headmaster after committing some terrible misdemeanour. She’d tap her
foot nervously, fold her arms to leave no doubt that she was annoyed, and roll
her eyes every time another patient came up to her looking for a chat. Later
she’d become indifferent to it. And now, at the end, it had begun to feel quite
cosy. She even spoke to the employees and the other people who came and went,
offering them cupcakes and biscuits. Was this the end of her therapy, then? Or
would her analyst suggest that she continue? She walked into his consulting room.


“Good afternoon Vanessa, how are you?”


“Nervous,” she admitted.


“Why nervous?”


“Because this is my last session, isn't
it? And now you have to decide if I’m fit to live in society without clinical
assistance.”


Her analyst burst out laughing, like a hyena.
Vanessa had never heard such a piercing laugh and she was surprised, especially
since it came from a man who never lost his composure and had hardly even
smiled these last few months.


“You really think I’m only going to
decide now? The decision was made a long time ago.”


“So?”


“So what?”


“What’s the decision?”


“I can't tell you. We still have this
session to do.”


“Are you serious?”


“Of course, I’m always serious. So,
Vanessa, what have you got to tell me today?”



 

Vanessa sighed. She was going to have to
sweat it out for another fifty minutes. 


“Well, Doctor, I’m nothing new to tell
you since last week, really. The shop’s still going well, I’ve already got some
orders for Christmas parties, my boyfriend is still showing every sign of being
normal…”


“Define normal,” her analyst interrupted.


“Well, normal is a well-balanced person,
who doesn't have mood swings, who accepts the rules of society, and tries to
integrate and contribute, to society. A person with a job or at least with some
ambitions in that direction, that lives in a house, has a group of friends
and... What else? Someone who isn't a pervert and hasn’t got phobias.”


“So someone with claustrophobia isn't
normal?”


“Of course they are, that’s not what I
meant. I was thinking about psychopaths, murderers, paedophiles, and rapists.
That sort of thing.”


“Do you think you’re a normal person,
Vanessa?”


‘”Yes, I do. I sincerely do.”


“So what have you been doing here for the
last ten months?”


“Proving it. No?”


   Her
analyst smiled and scribbled in his stupid notepad, except lately it didn’t
look so stupid. For some time now Vanessa had been imagining that he didn't
actually write anything in that notepad but simply drew naked women in it as he
listened to the rambling monologues of his patients. It stopped Vanessa from
getting so annoyed with it, anyway. 


“The thing is, Vanessa, I don't like that
word normal. But let’s not go into that just now. I prefer to view people as
mentally healthy. And in my opinion, Vanessa, you are and always have been
mentally healthy. You were confused; you had a mild depression, but nothing
that ninety-nine per cent of the inhabitants of the Western world don't have.
And most importantly, you’ve managed to turn things around with just a few
sessions of psychotherapy. That’s what I’m going to write in my assessment to
the court.”


“Seriously?” asked Vanessa, jumping in
her chair.


“I already told you, I’m always serious.”


“What about the medication?”


“What medication?”


“Don’t I have to keep taking my
medicine?”


“No, Vanessa, you’ve been on a placebo
for the last three months.”


“Seriously?”


“There you go again.”


“Sorry, Doctor, so what now?”


“Now I’m going to submit my assessment to
the court, send an authenticated copy to your home address, and after that
you’re free.”


”Free…”


”Yes, free, but there’s still some time
before the session ends. We can talk, or you can ask me questions.”


“Ah, all right then, first question: are
you married?”


“I can't talk about my private life you
know that. I meant questions to do with your case.”


“Then this isn't a conversation, it’s a
monologue.”


”Yes.”


“Forget it then. I’m in no mood for more
monologues about my life and I’ve nothing to ask. When I do, I’ll know where to
look for the answers.”


 “Splendid.”


Goodbye, Doctor.”


‘”Goodbye, Vanessa, and good luck with
the cakes.”


Vanessa smiled and closed the door behind
her. She said goodbye to the receptionist and walked out brimming with
confidence. She was making an excellent advertisement for the other patients in
the waiting room. Looking at her and thinking, ‘This doctor must be really
good.’


At the street door, Vanessa stopped to
look for her car keys. She pressed herself to the wall, trying in vain not to
get in the way of the people entering and leaving the building. Shoving and
elbowing, saying sorry, her hand rummaging in her bag, groping every object in
the hope of feeling the metal of the key or the suede of the key fob; mirror,
coin purse, lipstick, tweezers, spectacle case, dark glasses, wallet, mobile
phone, pills. More shoving, more elbowing, but nothing that could undo her
smile and, of course the key was in the pocket of her overcoat.
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This was a crazy Friday. She’d woken at
six in the morning to finish her orders and the cake for Mimi’s Christmas
party. Mimi had enthused so much about her mother’s creations that the school
ended up ordering a cake from Vanessa for the big day, an enormous cake for
over a hundred children and parents. It had to be gluten-free, nut-free and
liqueur-free because of all the allergies and foibles of the younger
participants. Vanessa had decided to make it in the form of a snow globe, with
Father Christmas on his sled inside. The glass of the snow globe was an
upturned fishbowl and the base was in the form of an enormous, brightly wrapped
gift. A masterpiece thought Vanessa as she examined her finished work. She
loaded the cake alongside her other orders into her delivery van, which she’d
recently purchased in a part-swap for her car, and set off on a three-hour
delivery round. It seemed like everyone was having a Christmas party. She only
just made it to Mimi’s party on time.


The party included a play performed by
the different classes, and this year it was an adaptation of Dickens’ A
Christmas Carol. The whole thing would last about three hours, what with
parents arriving late and the problems involved in keeping such a large company
of children occupied. The engineer had insisted on coming with her. Now that
he’d met Mimi and they’d got on well together, he wanted to assert his
presence. Vanessa had been delighted that he was coming, not least because she
knew Sheila would be there too – not only as Vanessa’s ex-husband’s new
partner, but also as the mother of two children from the school. They met at
the door, where Vanessa was struggling to lift the cake out of the back of the
van while simultaneously pleading with an impatient security man that she
wasn’t going to park there. She sighed with relief when she saw him. No matter
how much a woman tries to be independent and do everything on her own, sometimes
it feels great to have a knight in shining armour come to her rescue, to park
her van, in this instance.


Inside the auditorium they struggled to
find two places in the middle of dozens of parents, grandparents and aunts and
uncles anxious to see their offspring shining on stage. Others seemed anxious
only for it to end quickly. As she squeezed past a row of legs and people who
didn't think it was necessary to get up to let others get past to a vacant
seat, Vanessa looked towards the stage, where little heads were peeping between
the curtains, anxious to make sure their parents were there. One of these
little heads belonged to Mimi, of course. Vanessa felt hurt at the thought of
all those parties where Mimi had peeped between the curtains, anxious and
expectant, and not seen her, and later she’d pretend to believe her mother had
been there from the start instead of only appearing right at the end, when the
cast was taking its curtain call.


She drove these thoughts out of her mind
and squeezed her boyfriend’s hand, reminding her that this was real; this was
the present moment, and the life she’d chosen and which was making her happy.
Relatively. No point in beating herself up about past decisions and past
depressions. And yet she couldn't help looking for her ex-husband in the crowd.
She hadn't seen him for some time now. They had been spending less and less
time together since the divorce. Usually, when she went to collect Mimi, her
daughter was already waiting at the door, ready to jump in the car; Vanessa
didn't even switch the engine off. They occasionally talked over the phone to
discuss details of their daughter’s life, but little more.


She finally spotted him in one of the
rows in front of her. She felt a quiver in her belly. He looked handsome. The
sad expression, the sallow complexion, was gone. He was slimmer. Vanessa found
this curious, as she’d lost weight too and had started exercising again. Why is
it people start looking after their health after a separation? Like marriage
was a two-way slob pact. As if it was no longer worthwhile maintaining a
certain vanity. We assume our partner will like us no matter how we look or
act. What’s the point of spending two hours in the gym? Women forget to wax;
men stop trimming their nostril hair. Women stop worrying about their grey
hairs instead of rushing to the salon and men start to loosen their belt a hole
or two instead of doing anything about their expanding paunch. Growing old
together shouldn't be like that. Two people who love each other should bring
out the best in each other, not drive each other into a downward spiral of
slovenliness.


When the play finally ended, some of the
parents left the auditorium right away to go and smoke a cigarette and get away
from the shouting; others went backstage to help the children get dressed and
make sure no one left their jacket behind. As it happened, both Vanessa and her
ex-husband went to help Mimi. The little girl jumped into her parents’ arms,
happy and bubbly as ever, before running back to the changing rooms where she’d
left her satchel. They waited for her at the door together, without exchanging
a word, each pressed against the wall to let gangs of hyper-excited children
past. Vanessa found herself squeezed up against her ex-husband and inebriated
by his scent. He’d been using that scent since they’d known each other, an
aroma of wood and citrus fruit. Vanessa closed her eyes and breathed in the
smell. It had awoken an intense longing in her. With her eyes closed, a bump
from a five year-old was enough for to make her lose her balance momentarily
and fall into the arms of her ex-husband. He gripped her firmly. Vanessa turned
to him to apologize, and their gazes met and held. For a few moments all the
excited shouting of the children vanished and Vanessa felt as if everything was
moving in slow motion as their faces drew close together and their lips touched
and came together in a kiss.


Mimi’s voice brought them to themselves,
and they pulled away from each other quickly, acting as if nothing had
happened. But Vanessa was unable to hide her flushed complexion and when she
came to the engineer she had to invent some excuse that being in the changing
rooms with dozens of children was almost like being in a sauna. She took a deep
breath to calm down. There was still the food and drinks to come. She sneaked
off to smoke a cigarette with the excuse that she had to get her phone out of
the car. Her heart was racing. What exactly had happened in there? How could
she look these two men in the eyes now? Worse still, she was going to have to
introduce them to each other. She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned
around, alarmed.


“What’s this then? Having a fly smoke?”
her boyfriend asked.


“What a fright! No, it’s because I don't
like smoking in front of Mimi. I only began smoking after my separation and I
want to quit before she realizes,” she said.


“They’re calling everyone inside to cut
your lovely cake.”


“Ah… so let’s go then,” said Vanessa,
increasingly nervous at having to face her ex-husband after that kiss.


It turned out it wasn’t as difficult as
all that. Her ex-husband was obviously as embarrassed as she was and didn't
stay long, saying he had to get back to the office to catch up on some work the
weekend Mimi was with her mother, and took off. Without saying goodbye to
Sheila, as Vanessa noted with a certain satisfaction. On the way home, she made
an enormous effort to concentrate on what Mimi was telling her. But her
thoughts kept flying back to that sinful kiss. She invented a massive headache
to get rid of her boyfriend, and after putting Mimi to bed; she stood there at
the window, watching the tempestuous winter sea, how it resembled her emotions.
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The rest of the weekend was one long
culinary disaster. Vanessa burned several batches of cakes and biscuits,
overturned various phials of colouring and had to redo icings because the
lettering was shaky. Mimi was laughing. She thought her mother’s clumsiness was
funny, but had no idea why. On Saturday, Vanessa decided to close up early and
go to the cinema with Mimi, and on Sunday she didn't even enter the kitchen,
despite the Christmas orders that were piling up. Instead, she went for lunch
with her aunt, who silently hugged her and smiled when she heard about the
episode of the kiss.


“Haven’t you anything to tell me?”
whispered Vanessa, with one eye on her daughter to make sure she wasn't
overhearing.


”No.”


“But what do you think it means? What do
I do now?”


“You speak to him.”


“Which him?”


“Your ex of course, you need to speak to
him. When you go to drop Mimi off, ask him what happened.”


“I know exactly what happened, and so
does he. What I don't know is how I feel about it.”


“Darling, you’ll know that as soon as you
look at him.”


“You think so?”


“I know so.”


Vanessa’s aunt chubbed her cheeks and
carried the food to the table, where Mimi and Frank were having fun with an
improvised game of Mikado, using their cutlery for sticks. Vanessa remained
leaning against the cooker. The fact was she didn’t even have to look at him.
She knew exactly what she was feeling. When she took Mimi home at the end of
the day, instead of driving on as she usually did Vanessa parked the van and
accompanied her daughter to the door. Mimi gave her father a hug and ran into
the living room, where her favourite programme was about to start on TV.


“She’s all yours. She’s been as
impeccable as ever.”


“Thanks,” he answered, as nervous as
Vanessa. “Do you want to come in?”


“All right then,” she answered, surprised
at the invitation.


They went into the kitchen, where Vanessa
noticed that everything was the same. He hadn't changed a single cup, moved a
single object, not even the things he was always losing his temper with. The
last time she’d been there, the morning after that night, she hadn't noticed
these details. She’d been too fixated on Sheila’s presence and how it had
dashed her hopes of a rapprochement.


She heard the door close behind her and
turned round. There he was. His eyes sweet and gentle like before. Vanessa
screwed up her courage to talk to him about that kiss, but before she could get
her first syllable out he was kissing her again, and even more passionately
this time. If their daughter hadn’t been next door in the living room, they
would have done it right there on the worktop.


“Stay and have dinner,” he asked, kissing
her neck.


“You’re crazy,” Vanessa sighed, making no
effort to struggle free.


“Come on, we’ll speak once Mimi’s gone to
bed,” he insisted.


“I don't think it’s a good idea.”


“Why not?”


“Because we know where it’s going to end,
and there are two other people who don't deserve this.”


“But we’re married.”


“Were married.”


“We still are as far as I’m concerned, I
don't like being divorced,” he said, holding her tighter.


“Stop that,” said Vanessa, gripping him
with all her strength.


“Stay…”


“All right…”


After dinner, once Mimi was sound asleep,
the inevitable happened. They made love with a passion that Vanessa hadn’t felt
for years. They made love with fury, with anguish, as if their bodies were
finally saying everything their mouths had been unable to utter. Why did you do
that? Why did you let me leave? When did you lose sight of me?


Vanessa said goodbye at four in the
morning with one more kiss and hurried out, afraid that some early riser in the
neighbourhood would see her. She wasn't going to get any sleep now, and she had
so much to do. And her adrenalin was still pumping. That was easily the best
night of sex she’d ever had in her life. But as for her feelings, she’d have to
lock those up in a drawer for a few hours until they’d settled down and she
could reason through everything that had just happened.


The following week, Vanessa was tempted
to switch her phone off. On the one side she had her boyfriend insisting that
he come round or they go out for dinner, on the other she had her husband
sending her horny text messages. She couldn't manage the situation, what with
all the orders that were coming in for Christmas and the New Year. But it was
easier to shake her boyfriend off than her husband, who on the following Friday
appeared at the shop at closing time and practically raped her over the
counter.


“Where’s Mimi?”


‘”She’s sleeping at a friend’s house.”


“When are you going to collect her?”


“Tomorrow lunchtime.”


“You have to leave here before I open the
shop.”


“We still have twelve hours... But you
can drop by the house tomorrow night, once Mimi’s sleeping.”


“No way!”


“Oh go on…”


“What about Sheila?”


“What about your engineer?”


“I’m going to talk to him tomorrow.”


“Are you going to tell him?”


“No. I can't bring myself to.”


“You’re like me, then.”


“This has got to end…”


“Why? Aren’t you enjoying it?”


“Immensely.”


“So stop thinking about it. It was you
and your over-thinking everything that got us where we are.”


Vanessa knew this wasn't true. It had
nothing to do with thinking too much or too little. She also knew it wasn't in
her nature to be unfaithful, and to all intents she was being unfaithful to her
boyfriend. They hadn't been seeing each other for long, true, but this was no
way to start a relationship. She had no idea how long these meetings with her
ex-husband would last, or if she wanted them to continue, but she didn't feel
good about the situation. And then there was Sheila. And Mimi. And so many
reasons for not making waves; now that life finally made sense. One thing at a
time, thought Vanessa. And the first thing was to cancel her next date with the
engineer. Poor man, he believed every ridiculous excuse Vanessa gave him. It
was impossible for her to be with him at this moment. It wasn't fair on him.
But just now she was with her ex-husband and it was so good. The engineer could
wait until tomorrow, yet again.


The next morning Vanessa felt more
conscience pangs. These meetings with her ex-husband really had to stop. A
shared life and a divorce just didn't add up to casual sexual encounters where
there was no place for conversation. As her ex-husband was getting dressed,
Vanessa asked, “What are we going to do?”


“About what?”


“About these meetings.”


“Not this again.”


“Of course this. Or do you want to go on
being just lovers?”


“It suits me fine, it’s been the best sex
we’ve ever had, hasn't it?”


“Stop it. I don't just want sex.”


“Wasn’t that why you moved out, to
experience new things and not have the routine of a marriage? There you go
then. You’re experiencing being an adulteress.”


“You know that isn't true. Don't say
that.”


“So what do you want me to say? That I
still love you and want you to come home? That’s what you’d like to hear, isn't
it? Let’s just forgive and forget, is that it? Well I can't tell you that,
because the truth is I don't love you any more. I’ve learned not to love you
these last few months. And most of all I’ve learned how to stop you from
hurting me.”


Vanessa was lost for an answer. She was
shaking at the brutality of his words, and all the truth they contained.


“Come on Vanessa, we’re adults, we have
an adorable daughter, we can be friends. Of course we can. But I’m not going to
let you mess my head up again just because of a few nights of sex.”


“Is that all it was, then? Sex?”


“Yep.”


Vanessa sat down on the bed, looking at
the floor.


“Right, I have to get going; I’m having
lunch at Sheila’s today. And don't you be like that. Call your engineer. He’ll
pamper you and you’ll feel better. When you want another kind of pampering, I’m
all yours.”


He walked out without looking back.
Through the attic window, Vanessa saw him get in the car, pick up his phone and
drive away at top speed. No. It hadn't been just sex. He was lying. He had to
be lying.
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“You’re mad, so you are,” said Diana. “A
man like that, an engineer, a real tasty piece and you’re going to finish with
him?”


“Diana, let it go, will you,” Vanessa
answered, irritated. “It isn't working and that’s all there is to it.”


“But why not?”


“Because we don’t get on well in bed,”
said Vanessa. She hadn't told Diana, and had no intention of telling her, about
what had happened with her ex-husband.


“Ah, in that case, I understand. If it
isn't happening in bed it isn't happening anywhere, that’s why I’m still
married, because in that department at least I can't complain. When are you
going to tell him?”


“After Christmas?”


“You’re terrible, you’re going to keep
his hopes high all over Christmas and then kick him out?”


“Of course I am, that way his Christmas
isn't so bad and he has a good excuse to get drunk at New Year.”


“And where are you going to spend
Christmas?”


“We’re having dinner with my Auntie and
Frank, at some party they’re throwing in the Sunshine Centre and then he’s
going to spend on Christmas day with his family and I’m going to get Mimi for
lunch with my mum.”


“And why isn't your mother having dinner
with you? Is she going to spend Christmas Eve alone at home? Listen, if you
want I can take her to my house, it’s always company for my mother and the pair
of them can sit at the fireside and talk about their illnesses and all the hard
work their children are once they’ve grown up.”


Vanessa hadn’t thought much about it, but
it was true; why leave her mother alone? Obviously she was going to say she
didn't at all mind being left on her own and she’d rather be dead than spend
Christmas in the Sunshine Centre with a bunch of old hippies, but deep down she
was hoping Vanessa would remain with her. A supper just the two of them, like
all those other silent suppers she’d had in her lifetime, wasn't an option. She
decided she’d have to kidnap her mother. She’d tell her they were going for
dinner somewhere special and suddenly they’d find themselves outside the Centre
and there would be no escape, not even a taxi. She still had a few days to make
up some story. She’d say her future-ex-boyfriend was going too. Her mother
would be happy her daughter had finally found a boyfriend. A lonely divorcee in
her thirties brought shame on the woman who’d borne her.


She got rid of Diana, who’d come to the
shop to pick up an order, and concentrated on her work, the only thing that
saved her from regretting that kiss that had brought months of peace and
tranquillity crashing down.
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It wasn't easy on Christmas Eve getting
her mother to get in the car, let alone putting up with her during the journey,
listening to her moaning and threatening to throw herself out of a moving
vehicle. After that it took half an hour to persuade her to enter the Sunshine
Centre. 


“Mum, please. Do it for me,” Vanessa
pleaded. “One hour, we’ll eat and if you’re not feeling all right we’ll leave.”


“Only if you come to midnight mass with
me.”


“Mum, I haven't been in a church since I
got married…”


 “All the more reason, maybe that’s what
you’re needing, knock a bit of sense into you.”


“All right then, I’ll go to midnight
mass,” Vanessa gave in. It was an excellent way of getting rid of her boyfriend
right after dinner.


She’d decided to put an end to it, even
if she stopped the meetings with her ex-husband. At least that disastrous
affair had been good for something, to show her she still wasn't ready for a
serious relationship with anyone. She’d settle everything before the end of the
year. It had been a terrible year, and she wanted to but it behind her and
forget it, enter the New Year with a new spirit, without the burden of old
problems.


The engineer was outside, waiting for
them. Vanessa’s mother perked up a little when she saw him. At least that was
one other normal person here. They went inside, feeling like they’d walked into
Father Christmas’s house, except not in Lapland but San Francisco in the
1960’s. The decor was so overblown and kitsch that Vanessa could scarcely stop
herself from laughing. And not to mention the company, who were all wearing
wizard’s hats, reindeer antlers or crowns of holly. There was mulled wine, vegetarian
snacks and a kind of ersatz cod made out of tofu. There were water pipes, and
incense sticks burning. There was Christmas music played on an Andean flute and
a life-size nativity scene with human figures, with Joseph and Mary played by
the couple that sold macramé handicrafts on the beach. Mary really was
pregnant, and approaching term, and there was no knowing if a real Nativity
wasn’t about to happen. 


Vanessa’s mother wouldn’t let go of her
arm, like if she feared if she did so she’d get lost forever, even though the
centre was no more than seventy metres square. But as time passed and the
mulled wine flowed, she began to loosen up a little and the next thing Vanessa
saw her mother was chatting away with two women, the Tarot reader and the yoga instructor,
and she could almost swear she’d seen her sharing a bong with her aunt. Not
something she would ever have imagined. In fact the two sisters were getting on
so well her mother would have missed Midnight Mass if Vanessa hadn't reminded
her. And knowing that bringing her mother to the Sunshine Centre had turned out
to be the first step towards peace between her and her sister made Vanessa
utterly happy. 


“Thank you for making me come,” said her
mother as they were getting into the car. Vanessa said the same thing later
when they were coming out of mass, shrouded in carols and candlelight. In the
immensity of the church, with all its angels and saints that seemed to smile on
that special night, Vanessa had felt protected. The human warmth of the packed
faithful, the rhythm of the mass marked out by organ and choir, brought her a
sense of calm she could hardly explain. And suddenly she heard a phrase that
awoke her from her state of enchantment. ‘And if I have a faith that can move
mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.’


It was like an epiphany. The tears
streamed down her face as she took each word in. What was she doing? What had
she done? After church she took her mother home, then drove to her ex-husband’s
house, two blocks distant. She parked the car and sat there looking at the
house, trying to divine what was happening behind those half-open curtains.
Mimi would be in her room, pretending to sleep while she played with her new
toys under the quilt. Sheila and her ex-husband would be clearing up the
kitchen; Sheila’s kids playing in the living room. Her father- and
mother-in-law asleep on the sofa, each leaning away from the other; being stuck
with the same person for over forty years was like that, you might as well
sleep to make the time pass quicker.


Vanessa was shaken from her thoughts by a
beep on her phone. It was a text message from her boyfriend. ‘Are you home yet?
Can I visit?’ he asked, with ulterior motives. ‘No. I’m not going home tonight.
Sorry’ she replied switching off her phone when she’d finished so she wouldn't
have to get involved in an exchange of messages whose outcome she already knew.
That was something she’d deal with the next morning. 


She stayed in the car until she saw
Sheila coming out, ushering her sleepy-headed children into the car. Her
in-laws had taken Sheila’s exit as the cue for their own departure and came out
immediately after her, carrying containers with leftovers of cake and Christmas
delicacies (‘Spare and spare alike and we’ll eat the rest tomorrow’). The house
fell silent, the lights on the ground floor went out and her ex-husband went
upstairs. Screwing up her courage and saying to herself over and over as if it
was a mantra ‘If I do not have love I am nothing’ Vanessa rang the doorbell.
Her ex-husband opened the door, surprised.


“What are you doing here at this time?”


“You were lying, weren't you?” she asked,
crying. 


“What are you talking about?”


“The other day at my shop, I know you
were lying. I know you too well.”


“Listen, Vanessa, if you came all this
way…”


“Shush… Don’t say a word,” she asked,
taking his hands. “Let me speak. I know I don’t deserve it, I know I sound
crazy, but I came to say I love you and I want to stay. Please let me stay.”


“Stay? You mean tonight?”


“No. Forever.”


Without waiting for an answer Vanessa
threw herself into her ex-husband’s arms and kissed him passionately. He didn’t
push her away. They kissed and loved and kissed again until dawn was
approaching and fatigue overtook them. 


Mimi woke early the next morning, as kids
do on Christmas day. She went into her father’s room without knocking and stood
there for a moment when she realized her father wasn't alone in bed. Vanessa
raised her head from her pillow and smiled at her daughter, who ran to hug her
like she’d never hugged her before.


“So Father Christmas does exist! I knew
it! I knew it!” she shouted, jumping up and down on the bed.


Happy at her daughter’s excitement,
Vanessa’s hand found her husband’s hand and squeezed it tightly. She didn't
want to let that hand go, ever again. She never wanted to leave these people
again, these people her world made no sense without, for all the adventures and
travels and excitement she experienced. Almost a year had passed since she’d
succumbed to that depression which she’d found so difficult to explain. One
year, in which she’d managed to dump her daughter in the middle of the street,
undo a marriage without a second thought and abandon a career she’d devoted ten
years of her life to. Maybe everyone has moments like these, thought Vanessa.
Moments we feel we’ve made all the wrong choices and need to redo everything to
be happy again. Moments of doubt, tedium, selfishness or mere anguish at life
being too short to experience all the worlds we’d like to experience. But it
isn't always a case of changing everything, as Vanessa had discovered. After
all there’s one thing we can't change, whether we like it or not, the people
our days are built around. And after all, what’s the point of experiencing any
world at all if we have to do it alone?



 


 

The End
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Sample of “Thirty Something – Nothing’s How We
Dreamed it Would Be”



 

Joana


 


Take a good look at me. Stuck here between these four walls,
scrubbing the floor. What have I become? A desperate housewife, just like on
the TV show. High heels, smart dress, impeccable hairdo and rubber gloves that ruin my
nails. All because his lordship André doesn’t think we need a cleaning lady
every day. Well of course he doesn’t; it isn’t him who does the cleaning. I
don’t know what kind of pigsty he was raised in, but he’s too tolerant of dust
on the shelves and finger smudges on the windowpanes. When I told him I’d give
up my job to look after the house, this wasn’t what I had in mind. Sometimes I
wonder if he’s expecting me to turn into his mother. Next thing I know he’ll be
buying me a pinafore and a pair of slippers. No offence to the old lady –
she’s sweet enough – but spare me that fate.


I know it’s just the two of us and the house isn’t enormous, but
even so, the cleaning lady should come every day. “When we have children,” says
he. Well, exactly. If he has his way we won’t have children for another ten
years. “We’re still young, we still have so much living to do”. So much what? He spends his life at the office and at weekends hardly leaves
the computer. I wouldn’t mind if he made some decent money... Well might I
treasure the mink coat and designer clothes I’ve had since I was single,
because if I’m waiting for him to buy me a nice outfit the chances are he’ll come home with something from the clothes section of the
hypermarket. Tightwad.


One of these days he’ll tell me to look after the garden too. But
I refuse to do without my gardener. Perish the thought! And no, the gardener
isn’t one of those handsome brutes that would commit the fantastic cliché of
having an affair with me. (He’s an old man. Very old and very ugly. But he has a way with plants – this place looks like a
botanical garden.) Besides, I’m not the type to have lovers. It’s bad enough
putting up with one man, let alone two or three. I find sex so tiring... Not
that I’m frigid, but no way is sex my favourite activity. Dress up,
dress off, now change position. So much work just for him to fall asleep immediately
afterwards. There are far more pleasant
things to do undressed. A shiatsu massage, for instance. At the Ritz.


Sometimes I wonder if it’s like that with all men. Because André’s
practically the only man I’ve had. I had just the one experience before him,
and one I’m not at all proud of. Especially because that moron will always be
part of my life now, no matter how much I try to forget him, while I probably
didn’t stay in his memory for more than a day. Mummy was right when she said I
should save myself for the right man. But I was eighteen, I’d just started
university and I knew marriage was something that would only happen at the end
of my course – four years later, in other words. Everyone had done it
already; everyone mocked me for saving myself for my future husband.


And then I met an older student at a freshers’ party who swept me off my feet. He began by looking after me;
protecting me from the usual ordeals they put the freshers through. Then he would ask me lots of questions about my life, as
if he was genuinely interested. He wanted to know all about my hobbies, my favourite books, films, songs, he offered me a lift when he saw me at the
bus stop on a rainy day or when there were faculty parties at night, although
his house was in the opposite direction from mine. Above all, he paid attention
to me and made me feel special. He was a posh kid from one of those families
with three surnames. He lived in the smartest part of town and had a red Alfa
Romeo convertible. With the ingenuousness of my eighteen years, I really
thought he could be the man of my life, that we’d get married after completing
our studies and live happily ever after. I fell in love with an intensity I’ve
never felt since. Those butterflies in my stomach when I saw him coming into the
faculty bar, the sleepless nights I’d dream about him, the notebooks full of
hearts, the uncontrollable need to read poetry. Or maybe it was all just an
adolescent daydream.


One day we went out for a drive and he stopped the car on a cliff
with a breath-taking view. He put some smooch music on and looked at me as if I
was the most special woman in the world. I let him kiss me. In fact I let him
do a lot more than that, for the next thing I knew I was down to my knickers. I
asked him to stop; and on that occasion he was a true gentleman. He drove me
home, said goodbye affectionately, and later he sent me an enormous bunch of
flowers I had difficulty explaining to Daddy. I was more enchanted than ever,
convinced that he was ‘The One’. It didn’t take long for me to give him my
virginity, in the apartment he shared with his brothers and sisters. It wasn’t
good, or romantic. He was rough, quick, and selfish. Not only that but I hadn’t
even finished getting dressed and he was already sending me away with the excuse
that his sister might turn up at any moment. I felt dirty and degraded and I
went home to cry. And yet – and I think this happens with everyone who’s
terribly in love – my heart invented excuses for his behaviour, dismissing all the bad things and playing up what little had
been good about it. Either that or I was trying to persuade myself that it
hadn’t been a mistake to give myself up like that.


Meanwhile, the Christmas break came and he said he was going to
Switzerland with his family and wouldn’t be back till January. Not even a phone
call in a whole fortnight, but I kept on believing he loved me, that maybe he’d
been unable to call from the place he was in, that when he came back we’d be
the sweetest couple in the faculty. I already saw myself being introduced to
his family, taking tea in his parents’ mansion. In January, on the first day of
classes after the holidays, he appeared in the bar holding hands with a girl
I’d never seen before. He looked at me without a word, and kissed her in a way
I couldn’t avoid seeing. It was the biggest humiliation of my life. It was also
the day I learned love hurts too much, and I’d rather live without it.


A few years later I met André, and we’ve been together since. This
time I waited quite a while before going to bed with him, and when I decided to
do it; it was more a reward for his dedication than out of sexual desire. I
mean, I liked him, I found him intelligent and good-looking, but I never felt
anything like you could call desire, that thing that stops us from getting to
sleep at night. According to the films the woman is supposed to moan and writhe
in her mad desire to be possessed until she reaches the big O. Unfortunately, I
don’t know what that is. Neither the mad desire to be possessed, nor the big O.
Maybe they don’t even exist. It’s probably just a story they made up to make
women feel insecure. I’ve had erotic dreams (none of which featured André) and
woken up wanting to be touched and maybe make love. But if it happened in a
dream it doesn’t count as sexual desire, does it? And anyway, on the rare
occasions it’s happened, the notion passed as soon as I opened my eyes to André
snoring with his mouth open, saliva dribbling onto my Designers Guild sheets.


I’ve looked for answers to my lack of sexual desire in magazines
and on the Internet. The other day I read an article that had lots of tips on
how to have more pleasure, but all of them involved sluttish lingerie and
masturbation, which is the right word for that nonsense about ‘knowing your
body well’. For
the love of God. I’m not going to start with
that nonsense in my thirties. And where are you supposed to do it? In the shower? In
bed? And what if André notices? The
shame! What’s more, if God had wanted the sex life of couples to be like a porn
movie, there would be at least one passage in the Bible explaining that. No.
I’d rather keep it this way. Sex once a week. He does what he has to do and
that’s that. It isn’t that bad. There are things about him that annoy me much
more than sex. Like the way he always prefers shopping in discount stores, or
the way we only stay at hotels that accept air miles or one of his five hundred
customer cards, or choosing a wine by its price, or taking his own sunshade to
the beach instead of hiring sun loungers, or laughing too loudly, or starting
to talk about football when he doesn’t know what else to say... Lord God give me patience.


Sometimes I wonder how we’ve been together for so many years. I
know there was a time I was a little in love; if not with him, with the idea of
being in love. When he brought me flowers, made me laugh, took me to romantic
restaurants. When I appreciated his aplomb and the feeling of safety he gave
me, mostly because I was already twenty-four and terrified at the thought of
ending up alone. It’s just that the admiration is gone and I don’t see the
appeal in half the things he says or does any more. I’ve also discovered that
marriage doesn’t stop me from being alone.


Well, maybe I’m being unfair. André couldn’t be better as a person and I
know he’ll be a fantastic father to our children. He’s no lout, he dresses
well, doesn’t drink too much, doesn’t embarrass me in public... Oh well. The
problem is, this isn’t what I thought married life would be like. I thought the
romantic dinners would continue and I’d find flowers at the door from time to
time. I thought we’d have friends round for cocktails at glamorous parties
where the ladies wear long dresses. That we’d have a smoking room where we’d
spend hours in conversation, savouring malt whisky and Cuban
cigars; all elegant, like in Mummy’s house. But no, André prefers beer and
hates cigars, walks around the house in flip-flops and lets everyone put their
feet up on the sofa. It’s no use me wearing my best dress to welcome him home,
at the most he’ll change into a shirt instead of a faded old t-shirt. And
what’s more and for my sins, our friends have been practically the same for
years and only dress decently to go to a wedding. Note that I say decently and not elegantly.


If Mummy were still here to see what I have to put up with, she’d
take a fit. Mummy was elegance personified. She was the consummate hostess and
I never saw her with anything but a smile on her face for Daddy. Even when
Daddy got home late at night, there she was, impeccably dressed and made up,
sitting at the dining table, the tablecloth immaculate and without the
slightest crease. How did she manage it? When André’s late I just feel like
dumping the vichyssoise on top of him and calling him an unfeeling egoist.
Mummy used to explain the how and the why of nearly everything she did, from
her mushroom soufflé to that trick for stopping red lipstick from smudging;
unfortunately she passed away before I got to the age where she could give me
some tips on married life.


And this isn’t the image I have of myself when I close my eyes or
daydream. Pale, serious, careworn, with rubber gloves up to my elbows. In my
daydreams I’m always smiling... in Chanel outfits and flying first class.
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