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Note to the reader

Although based on real life in a rehabilitation center, the relationships between the various characters, as well as their personal stories and personalities, are not an exact reflection of that reality; they have been dramatized to add weight and conflict to the plot.






Meditation


I will remain serene in the face of life's challenges. I will return to the silence of my communion with the Higher Power to regain serenity whenever it is lost, even if only for a moment. By all means, I will keep myself calm. I can resolve nothing when I am agitated. I will step away from whatever disturbs me. I will walk on solid ground and not be shaken by emotional turmoil. I will seek what is peaceful and good, and hold fast to it. (“Twenty-Four Hours a Day”) 
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Elohim Becomes a Mixed-Gender Center

The Elohim rehabilitation center for alcoholics had always been a place for men only—until Pedro, the director, received a desperate phone call pleading for help for a woman found drunk in a derelict building.

Pedro initially refused, explaining that the center didn’t admit women. But the voice on the other end insisted so fervently that he finally gave in. There were plans to open a women’s center soon, and she could be transferred there later. For the moment, since they couldn’t house her with the men, she was placed in the small annex to the center—a house that Don Fernando, president of the association, had built in hopes that Pedro’s wife would one day come to live with Pedro at Elohim. Don Fernando, ever shrewd, had wanted to prevent trouble.

The “apartment,” as everyone at the center called it, had three spacious bedrooms, a kitchen, and a bathroom. The director occupied the central room, and the woman was given one of the others. Unfortunately, she didn’t live there long. Alcohol had already caused irreparable damage to her body, and she didn’t survive the fifth night.

She died trembling, but with the peace that comes from having mentally overcome her addiction. Pedro stayed by her side until the very end, offering comfort as she screamed for a drink to ease the pain in her belly. He had once come close to death himself, following a suicide attempt and the delirium tremens that came after it. He understood her suffering all too well.

Despite his outward demeanor, Pedro was a deeply sensitive man. He craved female affection and didn’t do much to stop other women from entering the center—older ones at first, and much younger women later on. Alcohol didn’t discriminate by age or social class; it attacked anyone, anywhere.

Vicenta was going to be a special case, due to both her blindness and her strong will. She looked to be around thirty. Robust and striking, with sharp geometric features, a quick tongue, and a harsh voice, she seemed distant from the world, her eyelids eternally shut.

Since childhood, she had been abused and treated like an animal. Yet she took pride in having risen from filth and foolishness.

At first, Vicenta shared the annex with Consuelo, to whom she grew deeply attached. Later, when Consuelo was discharged, Vicenta lived alone with Pedro until Luisa arrived.

But Vicenta’s instinct to protect what she had begun to see as her own territory made her wary. She didn’t see Luisa as a potential friend, but as a rival. From the start, Luisa’s voice struck her as cunning. That impression only deepened when she heard others in the center refer to Luisa’s “cat eyes”—a nod to their pale green color.

Vicenta didn’t know colors or understand their allure, but the comment unsettled her.

At first, they slept in separate rooms, until Angeles arrived. A former nurse who had left her profession to pursue dance, Angeles was quickly nicknamed “the dancer.” She preferred to sleep alone, so Vicenta had to share a room with Luisa. She hated it.

Being watched during her most private moments infuriated her, but the director had made the decision, and she had no choice but to accept it.

Vicenta could sense Pedro growing distant, and a familiar ache of abandonment crept in. Her instincts told her the worst was coming.

After eight months of sobriety, Vicenta had returned to selling lottery tickets. Though she still lived at Elohim, she no longer attended therapy sessions or had any regular duties. Luisa, by contrast, was responsible for washing and mending clothes, a task the dancer took up once she had overcome withdrawal.

That was when the first clash occurred.

Luisa told Vicenta not to leave her clothes on the floor, but to bring them to the laundry like everyone else. She also mentioned that Pedro had scolded her more than once for leaving her underwear in the bathroom.

Vicenta retorted. It was simply her nature.

She missed Consuelo more than ever—the only person who had ever truly understood her. She often recalled her tenderness and how that had irritated Pedro:

“Consuelo, don’t spoil Vicenta so much. The social worker told me she needs to be treated like everyone else. She needs to eat what’s available and help in the kitchen and laundry.”

To which Vicenta snapped back:

“You don’t like me, do you, Don Pedro?”

“I don’t have anything against anyone,” he answered. “And don’t call me ‘Don.’ I’m as much an alcoholic as you.”

Despite this, Consuelo had kept pampering her in secret. She wouldn’t let her wash dishes or peel potatoes. Only when Vicenta complained of boredom would Consuelo say:

“All right, Vicenta, sit down and peel a few potatoes.”

Thanks to that companionship, she had gradually learned to live among sighted people. On her first day, she had clung to the social worker like a helpless child, begging not to be left there. Later, in the dining hall, Vicenta had felt ashamed, convinced she was making a mess and no one was telling her.

She often regretted ever stepping foot into Elohim—but she knew there was no other choice. Otherwise, the ONCE—the Spanish National Organization for the Blind—wouldn’t have let her keep working.

Before Luisa arrived, Vicenta had enjoyed long evenings talking privately with Pedro in his room. She loved hearing him speak of his life, his dreams. She knew his wife didn’t understand or love him enough to move to Elohim with him.

She also recognized Pedro’s sharp business sense and admired how he was transforming the once-dilapidated refuge into a modest but dignified haven. She knew his story by heart.

But now Luisa was there. Things had changed and there was a new coldness in Pedro’s tone.

Vicenta, by nature distrustful, was certain something was happening. The idea had burrowed into her mind, and she couldn’t shake it.

She began to feel jealous—an emotion she had never experienced before. She had felt resentment and hatred, yes—but not jealousy. Her inner world was turning into an avalanche.

For an alcoholic, that sense of helplessness could lead to relapse—especially now, as the spirit of Christmas began to settle over Elohim like a heavy cloud of loneliness.

Like the other residents, Vicenta got up at eight each morning, though she didn’t eat breakfast at the center. A taxi came for her at a quarter to nine to take her to her lottery kiosk. She wouldn’t return until lunch, usually having sold all her tickets.

She could have stayed for breakfast, but preferred to eat out—“to have real coffee, not barley,” as she liked to say.

Each morning, before getting into the taxi, she heard Manolito’s nasal voice wishing her good morning.

She would reply, “See you later, Manolito! Be good!”

That simple exchange gave her a small sense of comfort. In his own way, he was just as quietly alone as she was.
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Christmas Outings

Manolito had arrived at Elohim after Vicenta and, like her, had never really managed to fit in at the center. He was an early riser, like the sharpest rooster. At the first light of dawn, he’d splash water on his eyes from the courtyard basin, throw on the robe his sister had given him, and set off with dawn at his back, arms spread wide and increasingly unsteady steps toward a small clearing by the roadside.

He loved bullfighting, and there he gave his best passes and most perfect sidesteps. The truck drivers would greet him with deep, throaty honks—half salute, half mockery. Manolito took pride in this distant applause, though he remained impassive, waving an imaginary red cape, jumping and brandishing banderillas to the steady rhythm of the shadow of sharp horns. He kept at his performance, undeterred even by the school buses that passed by, from which children erupted like steam from a pressure cooker, shouting a loud “Bravo!”

That day, however, Manolito wasn’t very focused on his act. He was both agitated and happy because he had sensed the director's willingness to let him go home for Christmas. He had already spent six months at Elohim and dreamed of heading to the old tavern where he always played dominoes with his friends.

There, surrounded by old photos of famous bullfighters, he felt completely at home. More than once, he had slipped into spontaneous verses honoring well-known folk singers— though not always melodic, they were delivered with great flair.

During breakfast, he didn’t speak to anyone. Later, as the other patients began their cleaning duties before therapy sessions, he went to Pedro’s office. On the way, he met Tomas, the language teacher, who had arrived earlier to organize the small center library.

“When are you coming to class?” Tomas asked with a smile, guessing the answer.

“I don’t need to,” Manolito answered boldly. “I already know how to read and write.”

Manolito didn’t participate in any of the center’s activities due to his schizophrenia and other health issues. With the disability pension he received, he covered his expenses. For a long time, he had worked as a gardener on a nearby estate and had even fought in a few amateur bullfights in small arenas.

He pushed open the office door decisively. Pedro was already there, with a glass of black coffee on the Formica kitchen table that served as his desk, a lit cigarette glowing between his fingers like a pulp mill chimney.

“Come in,” Pedro said. “Sit down.”

Pedro was fifty years old, medium height, with sharp features, small deep-set eyes, and a sharp nose, though not quite hooked.

Manolito sat without untying his robe. His large belly hung over the table. His round, ruddy face lit up with eager eyes, waiting for a nod from the director. A mischievous smile tugged at his lips.

“Look, Pedro, you know why I’m here. You told me I could go home for Christmas,” Manolito said, thinking of the tavern.

Pedro looked at him long and hard. He knew that look too well—the hope, the denial, the unspoken craving.

“You know how dangerous it is to go out during these holidays...”

“I know, I know,” he interrupted, “but nothing’s going to happen. I’ve been sober for more than six months, and I’m not going to start again. I’ll come back after the holidays, and besides, I’m eager to see my nephews.”

“You know your sister doesn’t want you in her house.”

Pedro knew this was a lost cause, but had listened out of pity. Manolito was about to turn seventy and had nowhere else to go.

“Alright, you can go for a few days, but be careful what you do.”

Inwardly, Pedro wished Manolito would just stay in his village. The man couldn’t remain at Elohim. He had a severe circulatory problem in both legs and couldn’t care for himself—he even needed help showering. This wasn’t a clinic, and his sister refused to take responsibility. Manolito was violent when drunk. Family rejection was a daily reality, no less painful for the alcoholic, even for someone like Manolito, who seemed detached from the world. Pedro had secretly spoken with his sister about finding a care home, but she had told him he had been kicked out of one and that she was so desperate she wouldn’t lift a
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