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Chapter 1 - A Loyal Friend

	Table of Contents

	Madrid, Monday, November 21, 1977

	Even in her sleep, Cecilia could not escape her sorrow. 

	The distress intruded on her dreams, making her toss and turn, hug herself in a ball and then roll back and forth again. When she woke up, very early, she didn't need to remember anything. Julio had left her. The fear that she was going to lose him forever weighed her heart with a leaden coldness. 

	She went to take a shower. When she finished soaping up, seized by a sudden impulse, she turned off the hot water and let the icy water run down her face, chest and back. The cold awakened her even as it cut into her skin. She remembered how she had often done the same as a sacrifice to God. Now she was doing it for herself, to regain herself, her strength, her steadiness. She was going to need them; a difficult day lay ahead. As she dried herself, she shivered; her skin was red and cold, but she felt alert. The emptiness and sadness were still there, hanging on her heart, but now she had more strength to endure them. 

	While she was getting dressed, her mother knocked on her door.

	“Cecilia, you have a call,” she said softly from the other side of the door.

	Julio! It has to be Julio, to tell me he's sorry for everything he told me last night. 

	She finished buttoning her pants, wrapped the towel as best she could around her bare chest and ran to the living room to pick up the phone. She went into the kitchen.

	It was Laura.

	“Cecilia, I'm sorry to call you so early, but I was worried.”

	“Don't worry, I was already up,” she answered, trying to hide her disappointment. 

	“Yesterday I waited for you at the party until two o'clock. When everyone started to leave and I saw you weren't coming back, I went home… What happened? Did you make up with Julio?”

	Cecilia opened the kitchen door to look into the hallway. No one was there. Apparently, Luis hadn't gotten up yet.

	“No… It ended badly… I guess you know why.” 

	“Yes. I read your brother's letter and saw the pictures. Julio was devastated. I told him to calm down, that I was sure there was an explanation. He got very stubborn, to be honest. We argued for a while, that's why we missed the time to pick you up… I'm sorry, Cecilia, I did what I could, really!”

	“Yes, I know.”

	“Cecilia… is it true that you slept with that guy?”

	“Yes, Laura,” she admitted in a quiet voice.

	“But why? You were so good with Julio!”

	“It's complicated… I can't tell you now.”

	“Yeah, sure… Why don’t we meet this afternoon and you tell me everything?”

	“Okay… Are you seeing Julio today?”

	“Yes, we still have a bunch of things to do to finish our project. We're close to the deadline… So, let's meet later? I'll tell you how things are with Julio.”

	Luis came into the kitchen wearing a robe and a sleepy face.

	“Okay,” she hurried to say. “I'll call you later from the university.”

	She ignored Luis as best she could. It was not the right time to confront him; she needed to concentrate on getting Julio back. In any case, having Luis in front of her was more than she could bear. She finished dressing, put on her coat and left the house without breakfast. 

	* * *

	Julio could not wake up. He was vaguely aware that on the other side of the dream there was a dark, hopeless world that made him want to sink back into oblivion. His mother knocked on the door several times, telling him it was already nine, ten, ten-thirty, asking him if he was sick. He answered no, and that woke him up. He sat up in bed, trying not to remember the previous night. 

	But it was impossible not to do so. Cecilia had been cheating on him. She had been doing it for months, hiding it from him, lying to him. And she didn't even regret it. On the contrary, she seemed proud to have freed herself from one more prejudice, to have taken one more step in her insane erotic revolution. 

	And he barely had a month of freedom left before getting drafted. Cecilia had been his lifeline, and now he’d had to break up with her. 

	He felt the urge to pick up the phone and call her. But no. What for? She would tell him again that she had been sleeping with that guy. And, as if that was not bad enough, getting paid for it. And on top of that, with sadomasochism.

	His mother knocked on the door again. Wouldn't she ever leave him alone?

	 “Julio, you have a call.”

	Of course! Cecilia, calling to fix what was beyond repair. 

	But then his mother added: “It's Laura.”

	Laura! She was the only thing worthwhile left in his life. He put on his robe and walked barefoot to the phone in the hallway.

	“So you had a fight with Cecilia last night,” Laura told him bluntly. 

	“Worse than that. We broke up.”

	“You dumped her? Fuck, Julio, you went too far! There’s got to be a solution.”

	“Not for this, Laura. I tried, really, but it's even worse than what the letter said.”

	“Worse?”

	“Yes. Cecilia confessed everything to me. Turns out she slept with that guy for money. Apparently, he offered her so much that she couldn’t refuse.”

	“Fuck! She didn't tell me that.”

	“Did you talk to her?”

	“Yes, I called her this morning.”

	“And how is she?”

	“She sounded better than you, actually… You sound like you have a hangover. Have you been drinking?”

	“Not a drop! But it's true, I feel awful… It's really over the top, Laura! Fuck, it couldn't possibly be worse! It's not only that she cheated on me, she did it in the worst possible way!”

	“Because she did it for money? Well, you know how desperate she was to get some cash. Especially to pay the rent for that attic you two share.”

	Why does she insist on defending Cecilia?

	“Don't make excuses for her, Laura! You know perfectly well that what she did is unforgivable!”

	“Nothing is unforgivable, Julio,” said Laura quietly. “We all make mistakes.”

	“Yes, but not of that caliber! She prostituted herself to that guy, not just once, but several times. And she hid it from me and lied to me.”

	“Look, Julio, I think you're blowing things out of proportion,” said Laura, but now there was a note of doubt in her voice. “It's normal for you to feel hurt, I'm not denying that, but I think that if you give it some time, you'll start to see things differently.”

	“But how can I see things differently! Things are the way they are; there's no way around that! There's no way to fix this, Laura!”

	His voice cracked as he said it. He hadn't realized he was so close to tears. His mother came out of the kitchen, looking at him worriedly. He wondered whether she had overheard his conversation with Laura.

	“Julio, are you there?”

	“Yes… I can't talk anymore now,” he said, trying to make his voice sound as normal as possible.

	“Why don't you come home and we'll talk about it more calmly?”

	“Good idea. I'll be right there.”

	* * *

	A cold wind was blowing in the street. It had taken away the fog from the night before, but it was whipping her around with unpleasant gusts. Cecilia ducked into a coffee shop and ordered coffee with milk and a croissant. When she finished her breakfast, she went back out onto the street, on her way to college. A winter sun illuminated the buildings with a slanting, cold light, but to her everything seemed gray, melancholy, like the fog of the previous night. 

	Somehow, she managed to concentrate in class by becoming as cold and cerebral as lead. After lunch, she called Laura from the lab.

	“I can't talk right now,” Laura cut her off as soon as she picked up the phone.

	“Why? Is Julio with you?” she asked anxiously.

	“Yes, he is.”

	“Tell him to talk to me, please!” she begged.

	There was silence on the other end of the line while Laura talked to Julio.

	“He says he doesn't want to talk to you… Look, we'd better meet and talk about it calmly. Why don't you go home, and I'll pick you up there? How about five o'clock?”

	“Okay. In the state I'm in, there's no way I can concentrate on studying. I'll wait for you downstairs, so you won't have to park.”

	* * *

	The sun had already set behind the houses in the long fall twilight. The wind was blowing dry leaves, paper wrappers and cardboard cups along the sidewalks, gathering them in whimsical swirls at the corners. People walked quickly, without looking sideways. The cars whizzed down the street. Cecilia buried her hands in her pockets and tucked her chin behind the lapels of her coat.

	Luckily, Laura soon appeared. The red Renault 5 was the only color in the whole city. When she got inside, Laura glowed with her blonde hair, her blue eyes, her smile of carmine lips and white teeth. She was wearing a short green wool dress and white stockings… an attractive outfit that Julio had no doubt liked. She was not at all amused by the idea.

	“Shall we go to Vips on Velázquez?” asked Laura.

	“Yes, wherever you want?”

	The cafeteria was almost empty at that hour. Laura led her to the same round table in the corner where they had had that important conversation several months ago.

	Laura looked at her worriedly, frowning.

	“Why on Earth did you sleep with that guy, Cecilia?”

	“His name is Johnny. It was in the summer, when Julio was away. And Johnny offered me a lot of money if I did it,” she admitted, embarrassed.

	“You did it for money?” Laura exclaimed. “But how could you do such a thing! If you had needed money, you should have asked me for it.”

	“No, Laura! How could I ask you for money? I could never pay you back…”

	“I didn't say anything about paying me back.”

	“But do you know how much money we're talking about? In total, it was forty-three thousand pesetas. Enough to last me the whole year!”

	“Even so, you don’t do that, Cecilia! How could you let a rich man take advantage of you like that?”

	“Johnny's not a rich guy! He's actually a nice guy; we had a great time together. What's the matter, are you going to start giving me a hard time too, like Julio? Because if that's the case, I'm leaving. I can't go through a scene like last night’s again,” she finished, almost in a sob.

	Laura grabbed her arm and smiled at her.

	“You're right, I'm sorry! Don't leave; I'm not going to scold you.”

	“I don't know how I could have done such a thing!” she confessed dejectedly. “Every time I think about it, I feel so ashamed.”

	“Well, it's really not that bad. I've slept with guys for some trifle… And forty-three thousand pesetas is forty-three thousand pesetas! In your situation, with a father who doesn't give you a penny, I understand.”

	“Really?”

	“Of course you do! Come on, why don't you tell me everything? Luis' letter put everything in an unpleasant way and I'm sure that many things are not true.”

	They ordered coffee and sipped it while Cecilia told him about her adventures with Johnny. 

	“What really got me excited was when I found out that he was a masochist like me,” she ended up telling her. “Now I know I'm not a freak. On top of that, Johnny told me about all the sadomasochists people he knows in New York, about the nightclubs, the organizations…”

	“So, are you going to see him again?”

	“No way! I'd like to, honestly, because I had such a great time with him. But I have to prove to Julio that he's the most important thing to me. So, That's it! I'm not going to fuck any other guy. Julio's right, I've become a slut!”

	“I think you both are getting things out of proportion.” 

	“But I did cheat on him, Laura!”

	“Yes, but between you two, it's different, because you had an agreement, didn't you? You had slept with Lorenzo… And Julio had slept with me.” She stopped when he saw her frowning. “What's wrong? You're not going to get upset about that again, are you?”

	Cecilia bit her lip, hesitating to confess her fears.

	“It's not that I'm upset, Laura. It's that I'm afraid of you.”

	“Afraid? Why?”

	“Because now that Julio is no longer dating me, there's nothing to stop you from hooking up with him. You're good friends, you're together all the time… and he likes you. He likes you a lot.”

	“But I'm trying to convince him to come back to you!”

	“I don't know why, to tell you the truth! Because you like him, don’t deny it. And now you're not seeing anyone… Really, I don’t get it! All the guys I've seen you with weren't worth a damn next to you. All except Julio.”

	“It's true that I like Julio. But I told you before and I'll tell you again: Julio is your boyfriend.” 

	“Until clearly he's not. One of these days, you will tell him: Okay, since you're not going back to Cecilia, why don't we date?”

	Laura looked at her hurt. Cecilia saw that she’d gone too far. She feared that she had antagonized her.

	“Sorry. You don't deserve my saying these things. I just had to let it out. I couldn't stand to be here talking to you just like that, while I had that fear inside me.”

	Laura took her hand.

	“It was at this very table, don’t you remember? It was here where I promised you that, if we were friends, I wouldn't sleep with Julio again. Well, that still stands,” she smiled. “And now more than ever, because now we really are friends, real friends, aren't we?”

	His emphatic tone surprised her. 

	“So, are you really going to help me get back with him? she asked hopefully. If there was someone with enough power over Julio to convince him, that someone was Laura.”

	“Of course I will!” She squeezed her hand. “I've been trying since yesterday!”

	“And how is it going?”

	“For now, badly, I’m not going to lie to you. I told him, over and over again, that the fact that you slept with that guy is no reason to break up with you. That, after all, he cheated on you with me. But he insists that it's not the same thing!”

	“And he's right, because he told me right away, and I didn't. I kept it from him for months. I even lied to him,” she sank her head in shame.

	“Come on, stop blaming yourself! These things are like that; sometimes we mess up and end up doing the wrong thing. To err is human.”

	“Yes, I do blame myself, Laura, because I'm not like that. I don't tell lies; I don't deceive the one I love. I admitted to Julio that the blame was mine. I ask only that he forgives me, that he loves me again. But he refuses, Laura! Why is his heart so hard?”

	“Because he's having a hard time, too. We'll have to wait a little while for him to get over it and see things more calmly.”

	“Do you think he's going to come back to me? Because I'm not so sure. All this is a huge mess. I've never seen Julio so upset. He looked like someone else.”

	“He says the same thing about you… That he could never imagine you'd do that.” 

	“To tell you the truth, neither could I. I don't understand how I could have done it.”

	“Because you were following the path he had opened for you: exploring sex and sadomasochism. Then Johnny came along and offered you the chance to have an adventure, to learn new things, and you took it. If I were you, I would have done the same, what can I say! Look, girl, now you have to be strong. Crying, begging and blaming yourself won't do you any good.”

	“You're right… You know? This morning when I woke up, I thought the same thing. But it's hard, Laura. I'm terribly afraid that it's really over.”

	“Come on, don't exaggerate! You only had a fight! That happens to every couple. If you only knew how many fights I've had with my boyfriends…”

	“No, this isn't just a fight. You should have seen how he got… He even broke the cane!”

	“The cane? What cane?”

	“A cane we bought at the flea market to hit me with,” she laughed, imagining how ridiculous it sounded to Laura. I don't know why, but it had become very important to both of us. 

	“I understand: when he broke that cane, it was as if it broke your couple… Don't worry, Cecilia, it's just a cane! You'll buy another. That's the least of it, what matters is that you fix this.”

	“I think that's going to take a lot of work!”

	“With that face, it will. Come on, girl, cheer up! Why don't we go out tonight? Let's go dancing! Have you ever been to Pachá?”

	“What are you talking about! It's Monday! Everything will be closed.”

	“Then let's go out tomorrow, okay? We'll find a cool place for dinner and then go to Pachá.”

	“Wow! Whoever doesn't cheer up with you, girl, is hopeless! Thanks for being my friend, Laura. You helped me a lot today.”

	“Do you feel better?”

	“Much better… But now I feel like I need a good cry… Come on, take me home.”

	Outside, the icy wind from the mountains was still blowing. Halfway to the car, Laura grabbed her hand. As they reached the car, Laura wrapped her arms around her waist and pulled her closer. Cecilia felt her body tense, then relax. She buried her face in Laura's neck. It was good to feel the softness of another body against hers, even through the coat. She remembered all the times Julio had held her like this, and sadness filled her chest again. She just wanted to get home and cry in bed for hours. She put her hands on Laura's chest and pushed her away gently. 

	* * *

	Late November, 1977

	The next day, Laura invited her to dinner at one of those expensive restaurants she liked. Then they went dancing at Pachá. 

	Laura invented a game that consisted of seeing who gave the rudest answer to the boys who tried to pick them up. The men approached them alone or in pairs and stuck to them like flies, hiding their shyness with forced smiles. The bolder ones tried to dance between them, which made Laura so furious that she pushed them away. They were not there to flirt, just to be together, laugh and have a good time. 

	Laura was completely devoted to her, never leaving her alone, dancing in front of her, shaking her golden hair, smiling at her with her strawberry mouth and immaculate teeth.

	The days that followed were harder. Sadness accompanied her like a weight on her chest all day long: on the bus, in class, in the lab. 

	Back home, she locked herself in her room and played songs by Cecilia, her namesake singer-songwriter. Often the same song: Canción de amor. She would cry her eyes out listening to it. That song told her exactly how she felt on those dark, cold, late fall days. She was lonely, missing Julio, his sparkling eyes, his welcoming smile, his strong arms, his hands on her body, sometimes caressing her, other times hurting her in the most delicious ways. 

	* * *

	Wednesday, December 7, 1977

	It was a winter day, dreary and rainy. Dirty clouds trailed just above the rooftops, dropping sheets of rain. She tried to analyze some data in the lab, but sadness wouldn't let her concentrate, so she decided to go home early. It was barely after three o'clock when the bus left her near the Plaza de Castilla, but the cars already had their headlights on, laboriously making their way through the rain and the gloom.

	When she got home, she dried her hair and changed her wet pants. Since neither Luis nor his father was home, he sat in the living room listening to music. His mother was fiddling in the kitchen. She put on Cecilia's tape, thinking that if she cried a little while listening to Canción de amor she would feel a little less depressed. 

	A few minutes after the music started, her mother came in. Without saying anything, she sat down at the other end of the couch. She looked sad, too. After a couple of songs, Cecilia began to feel comfortable with her there, so quiet, so respectful of the privacy of her thoughts. She went to sit next to her on the couch and put her arm around her shoulders. His mother stroked her hand without turning to look at her.

	“I really like this record of yours.”

	“The singer's name is Cecilia, like mine. She died last year in a car accident.”

	“What a pity, she sings so well! Cecilia is an appropriate name for her, Saint Cecilia is the patron saint of musicians. I always liked that name, that's why I gave it to you.”

	“Thank you, Mom. I like my name, too.”

	“You haven't seen Julio again, have you?”

	“No,” she said sadly.

	“Why did you do it? Why did you cheat on him?” she said it without any reproach, as if she were just curious.

	“I made a big mistake, Mom. It was last summer. I was alone and overwhelmed with work. Julio and all my friends had left Madrid. I let myself be seduced by a rich man.”

	His mother sighed. They were both silent for a while, not looking at each other. The warmth of her mother's body was comforting.

	“I know you won't understand, but that's what happened,” she added.

	“I do understand you, child. I understand you perfectly. It happened to me too, when I was young. I let myself be seduced by a rich and powerful man,” she said in a quiet voice, as if to herself.

	“Jesus?”

	“No, Jesus was neither rich nor powerful. It was in the middle of the war and we barely had enough to eat. No, what I'm telling you happened years later, when I had already lost Jesus and the war was over. I was dating another man, who was neither rich nor powerful. His name was Vicente, and he was poor, honest and with problems.”

	“With problems? What kind of problems?”

	“Oh, child!” she sighed, “Problems of the kind one had in those days.”

	“I don't understand.”

	“Vicente fought in the war with the Reds,” she explained in a patient voice, as if it were something obvious.

	“Oh, I see! So, Vicente was the one you cheated on?”

	“Yes, the poor guy was so good! He didn't deserve that. But my boss made me proposals and I didn't know how to say no to him. Those were very difficult times.”

	“And Vicente found out?”

	“Yes, I told him myself.”

	Well, now it's going to turn out that mom has more guts than me! She thought bitterly.

	“And Vicente came back to you?”

	“He wanted us to get back, but in the end it didn't work out.”

	“No? But, if he loved you and you loved him… I don't understand. So, what did you do?”

	Her mother jumped to her feet, as if waking from a dream. She looked at her with frightened eyes.

	“What was I supposed to do, child? Those were hard times. I chose my boss, that rich and powerful man… Your father.”

	* * *

	Friday, December 9, 1977

	It was already late at night when she came home from college. She had stayed up late reading in the department library, enjoying the quiet. It was cold outside; her feet were freezing. He decided to take a bath to warm up.

	She took off her sweater and shoes, grabbed some clean clothes and headed for the bathroom. Luis came out of his room as she was walking down the corridor and cut her off.

	“What's the matter, don't you say hello anymore when you get home?”

	She stared at him, not knowing what to do. Ever since he had caused her breakup with Julio, his mere presence filled her with a cold, impotent fury. She had resolved never to speak to him again. She pressed the clothes she wore against her chest and prepared to wait for him to get out of her way. But Luis put two fingers under her chin to make her look up at him.

	“What's the matter, cat got your tongue?”

	She glared at him.

	“No. It's just that I don't want to talk to you anymore. And now get out of my way!”

	“I don't feel like it,” he said, emphasizing his words. “It's about time we talked about this situation, don't you think?”

	“There's nothing to talk about! I told you that day: I hate you. I don't want to be your sister anymore.”

	Luis let out his mocking laugh.

	“Yes? And what are you going to do about it? You're my sister, you can't change that.”

	“From now on, I will not treat you like my brother. The less I see you, the better!”

	That conversation had already been going on for too long. She decided to give up her bath and go back to her room. But when she turned around, Luis grabbed her by the hair.

	“Where are you going, little sister? I’m not finished talking to you!”

	With a tug on her hair, he turned her around. Things were looking bad; Luis was in a nasty mood. She dropped the clothes she was carrying, ready to defend herself. Luis opened the door to her room and pushed her inside. He closed the door behind him.

	That disconcerted and infuriated her. Luis had never dared to do this to her. She rushed at him, trying to push him aside to get out of his room. Luis slapped her, knocking her back. 

	“Dad, Dad! Luis is hitting me!” she shouted in desperation.

	“Daddy, Daddy!” Luis imitated her in a doll's voice. “Daddy's not here, sister! So you're going to listen to me, whether you want to or not!”

	Cecilia put her hands over her ears. It was an absurdly childish gesture, but she couldn't think of anything else to do. She wasn't going to let Luis get away with this. 

	Luis approached her menacingly. She backed up until her bottom touched Luis' desk. Suddenly, he snatched a hand away from her ear and twisted her arm behind her back. He pushed her onto his bed, bending her over the edge and pinning her down by twisting her arm. Cecilia felt tears of helplessness and rage welling up in her eyes. 

	“See? By hook or by crook, you are going to listen to me!” Luis said in her ear, kneeling on the bed next to her. “My letter to Julio only hastened the inevitable. How long did you think you were going to cheat on him before he found out? Better that it happened sooner rather than later.” 

	“I wasn't cheating on him! The night of the photos, I only went out with Johnny. We didn't do anything!”

	She regretted saying it as soon as the words came out of her mouth. She didn't owe Luis any explanations.

	“You didn't do anything… Except going to a hooker’s bar, dressed like one! I've been thinking about it and I just can't explain it, sister. Why did he take you there? What did you do at that place? I can understand you getting horny for a guy with money, even sleeping with him. But why go to a hooker’s bar? That gives me a very bad feeling, sister!”

	Because he wanted to introduce me to Chino. Because it turned him on. Because he wanted to show me that being a prostitute was quite different from what I had done with him. 

	That was the truth. But she would never tell Luis any of that.

	“Answer me, sister! Why did you go there?”

	Luis slapped her bottom. More than the pain, what bewildered her was the ignominy of it. How dare he!

	“Let go of me!” she cried out, struggling. Luis twisted her arm even more, drawing a cry of pain from her.

	The door burst open.

	“What are you doing!” her mother shouted.

	“Don't get involved in this, Mom,” Luis replied in a calm voice.

	Her mother stepped forward and slapped Luis.

	“How do you dare talk to me like that! I am your mother! You owe me respect! And let your sister go immediately!”

	Luis let her go. She jumped to her feet and ran to her mother's side. Luis was capable of hitting her too. If he did, things were going to get difficult at home. But maybe between the two of them they could keep him at bay.

	Luis rubbed his cheek thoughtfully, looking at them. No doubt the same ideas were running through his head. 

	“Very well!” he said at last. “We'll fix this another way.”

	“No way! If you dare to do anything to your sister, you'll have to deal with me! Do you understand?”

	Luis looked at her defiantly.

	“Did you hear me?”

	“Yes, Mom,” Luis finally said.

	Her mother grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her out of there. 

	* * *

	They went together to the kitchen. Cecilia wiped her tears with her knuckles.

	“Are you going to tell Papa?”

	She was surprised her mom hadn't threatened Luis to do so. Her father would be furious with him if he found out what he had done to her.

	“I don't know. What do you think? I get the impression that your brother knows things about you that your father shouldn’t know.”

	Of course! That was the trump card Luis was playing. That's why he’d dared to go so far. If he told her father that she’d been sleeping with Johnny, that she’d gone with him to Angelique, she would be in serious trouble. He certainly had more copies of those pictures to show him. 

	“You're right, Mom… It's better that Dad doesn't know.”

	“Of course, Cecilia… I can see that you have put yourself in a difficult situation. You know that I will help you any way I can, right?”

	“Thank you, Mom.”

	“Is there anything else, child? Other than you sleeping with that guy, I mean.”

	She nodded. The pictures were going to come out, sooner or later. Better tell her now.

	“His name is Johnny… One day, for the fun of it, he gave me some sexy clothes to wear. I enjoyed it. I even went out to the street dressed like that. But it turned out that Luis had found out that I was seeing Johnny and had sent a photographer. Then Luis sent the photos to Julio. That's why he left me.”

	“Oh, my God! How could you think of doing such things?” 

	“It's nothing bad, Mom! Just clothes. Many women like to dress like that.”

	“Yes… And even undressing in public… Because you've done that too, haven't you?”

	She felt like crying again. No one understood her! 

	“I thought you would understand me, Mom,” she sobbed.

	Suddenly, her mother hugged her.

	“I don't know if I understand you, daughter, but you can be sure that I'm on your side. You can trust me.”

	Cecilia relaxed in her arms and cried on her shoulder. Her mother patted her back. 

	“Luis still has those photos, doesn't he?” she said after a while.

	Cecilia nodded.

	“Don't worry, we'll solve that problem when it happens.”

	Cecilia let go and wiped her tears. 

	“Thank you, Mom… You're so good to me.”

	* * *

	December, 1977

	The days of December went by like the beads of a boring rosary, without her anticipated reconciliation with Julio ever happening. Laura told her to be patient, that he needed time, not to burden him, but the precious time between the present and the fateful day when he’d have to leave for the army was getting shorter and shorter. 

	Time is the most inexorable entity in the universe and she did not know whether it was working for her or against her. 

	Laura and Julio finally handed in their end of college project. 

	Her own research project was also finished, in a way. One day she presented her latest results to Alfonso, and he smiled and told her that the time had come to write an article for the prestigious Journal of Physics in which she, Cecilia Madrigal de la Torre, would head the list of authors. At least things were going well in her career.

	Julio did not manage to cancel their attic rent at the end of November. They would have it until the end of the year, although now it was useless. Every time she thought about going to pick up her things, she got a lump in her throat. Finally, Laura made her see that they could not put it off any longer. The attic had to be emptied before the Christmas holidays. Julio didn't want to do anything about it. Laura offered to go in her car to help her carry things away.

	* * *

	Sunday, December 18, 1977

	It was cold and musty in the attic. 

	“So this is your famous attic!” said Laura. “I have been wanting to see it.”

	“As you can see, it's no big deal,” said Cecilia, looking sadly around the room, so small and so full of memories.

	Laura sat down on the bed.

	“This bed isn't bad at all. You guys made it, didn't you?”

	“Julio made it, I just lent a hand. See? There are rings in the corners to tie me down.”

	Laura lay down and stretched her arms and legs to each corner.

	“I see… Once he has you tied up like that, he can do anything to you.”

	“There are even more exposed positions.”

	“Yes? Like what?”

	“Let me show you… Get up!”

	Cecilia lay down on the bed. She lifted her legs straight up, opening them like a V until her feet were next to her head. She pointed her arms toward the corners at the foot of the bed.

	“Julio likes this one a lot… and so do I, actually. It's a very exposed position for fucking. This is another one, see? He ties my ankles to my thighs and then my knees to the sides of the bed, to force my legs wide open.” 

	“I see how this sadomasochism thing can be fun. I'd like to try some of those positions too… Well, not with him! Don't look at me like that!”

	Cecilia got up from the bed.

	“We'd better pack up and get out of here as soon as possible. This place depresses me.”

	Without paying her any attention, Laura approached the post in the center of the room.

	“This beam is interesting. He tied you to it, too, didn't he?”

	Laura leaned her back against the post, stretching her arms toward the rings at the top.

	“Not like that, the other way around, with your bottom out. The feet get tied to the rings on the floor.”

	“Hey, why don't you stand here and let me spank you?”

	“No, Laura. I'm not in the mood for that.”

	“But you like it… And you haven't been spanked for over a month, right?”

	“Oh, don't be a pain in the ass, Laura!”

	She kneeled down at the foot of the bed, where the ceiling was lower, to unplug the boom box. She picked up the cassettes from the floor and put them in the cardboard box. Suddenly, she felt a sharp slap blow on her bottom. She turned around, furious. Laura was holding a wooden paddle in her hand, which she had just taken off the rack of Julio's toys. The smile froze on her face when she glared at her.

	“Oh, I'm sorry! I thought you’d like it.”

	Cecilia lunged at her and grabbed the paddle. Laura took a step back.

	“I'm sorry, I'm sorry!” she said, waving her hands in the air.

	Cecilia kept looking at her defiantly. Her butt burned where Laura had spanked her. Normally, that would have turned her on, but now it only reminded her that she wasn't there with Julio. That maybe Julio would never spank her again. Her anger dissolved into sadness. 

	“Okay, it doesn't matter. But don't do it again, okay? I'm not in the mood for that sort of thing lately.”

	“It's true. How silly of me! You're here, missing Julio and I go and…”

	“Leave it alone, Laura! Come on, help me with the mattress, let's see if we can roll it up and tie it with this rope.”

	They worked in silence for a while. Laura looked serious, as absorbed in her thoughts as she was. 

	“What about the cane?” Laura asked her at last.

	She had not wanted to think about it. She found it where Julio had thrown it, in the far corner of the room. She picked up the two pieces and showed them to Laura.

	“What a pity! What are you going to do with it?”

	“We'll take it with us. I know it's silly, but I don't want to leave it here.”

	“No, it's not silly at all.”

	She put the two pieces of the cane in the cardboard box with the tying and impact toys, which they were going to leave in Laura's apartment. The other box, with the boom box and tapes, would go to her place. Laura would also keep the heater and mattress. The heavy bed frame would have to stay. When they finished packing up, she and Laura sat on the bed, resting before they started to take everything downstairs to the car. Cecilia decided to ask her something that had been bothering her for days.

	“The day after tomorrow is Julio's birthday… Is he going to do something for it?” 

	Laura bit her lip before answering.

	“We are going out to dinner. Lorenzo and Malena are coming. It's going to be a kind of farewell before his leaving for the army. I insisted that he should invite you too, but he didn't want to. If you want, I'll tell him that if you don't come, I won't come either.”

	The idea of all her friends getting together without her hurt her, but Laura's offer gave her comfort. She hugged her.

	“I appreciate it, Laura, but you'd better go. Julio is your friend too, and he needs you. To be honest, I'm surprised that you're on my side.”

	“I'm on both of your sides. You're both my friends. But I'm on your side in the sense that I don't want you guys to break up. I agree with you on that.”

	“But it was me who cheated on him!”

	“Yes, but after what had happened between you, that was no reason to leave you. He took everything too much to heart.”

	“And I lied to him…”

	“Okay, I'm not absolving you. You're no angel, either! What he should have done is punish you severely. Give you one of those spankings, instead of leaving you.”

	“Not a spanking, because I like them and he knows it. But I have thought of other, much more appropriate punishments.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Cecilia looked away. She rubbed her thigh in a nervous gesture.

	“Like no sex… No lovemaking and no masturbation. But I don't see any way to prove to him that I would carry out the punishment. He told me he doesn't trust me anymore, that I'll cheat on him again.”

	“That’s not the worst of it, Cecilia. He doesn’t want to punish you anymore.”

	“But why? That's what I don't understand, damn it!”

	“Because he's been railing against sadomasochism lately. It's not just that he's angry with you, he thinks he's partly to blame for what happened because he's the one who perverted you.”

	“But that's absurd! He didn't pervert me. The sadomasochism thing was decided between the two of us from the start. That day in Perpignan, when he gave me my first spanking, I was the one who asked him to do it… And I was such a prude at the time!” 

	“In the end, it's going to turn out that you're the most perverted of the two of you two! At least you have clearer ideas than he does. Sometimes I think that all that sadism inside him has turned against himself. He's been in a strange mood lately, depressed… I don't recognize him anymore.”

	“What a pity that we both have to have such a miserable time! We love each other so much! If only he'd let me talk to him…”

	“I’ve had an idea of how you can do it, but I don't know if it's going to work…”

	“Yes? I'll try anything!” she said hopefully.

	“I've invited Julio to the New Year's Eve dinner at my parents' house… like last year, remember? You're invited too, of course… So you'll have the chance to talk to him there.”

	“When he finds out I'm going, he'll say he won’t come.”

	“He's already told me he's coming… And he’d better not cancel! Besides, two days later he's going to the army and he has nowhere else to go. He'll come, you'll see!”

	“Well, I hope it works, because it's going to be my last chance.”

	“It has to work. I'll prepare the ground for you when the day gets closer.”

	“It's a good plan. I really appreciate it, Laura. What would I do without you?”

	




Chapter 2 - A Sad Girl on a Sad Night
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	Tuesday, December 20, 1977

	It was pouring when Julio got out of the subway at Puerta del Sol. Luckily, the restaurant where they were going to meet to celebrate his birthday was not far away; he only had to cross Carrera de San Jerónimo and then walk up Calle de Espoz y Mina. Even so, when he finally arrived at the restaurant, the rain had managed to sneak under his jacket and wet his shirt. A waiter took him up to the dining room, which was on the second floor, and seated him at a table for four by the window. He was the first to arrive. 

	It was an old, musty-looking dining room with sturdy dark wood tables. The silver garlands and Christmas balls hanging on the walls did nothing to brighten up the gloomy atmosphere. Julio amused himself watching the rain and the people parading down the street under their umbrellas. 

	After a few minutes, Lorenzo and Malena showed up. 

	Malena gave him a shy smile. Fine raindrops sprinkled her coppery hair. The freckles running down the sides of her delicate nose gave her an air that was both innocent and mischievous. Unexpectedly, he felt envious that Lorenzo had managed to pair himself with such an attractive girl. Although it was still unclear whether Lorenzo and Malena were a couple, roommates, comrades in the communist party, or some complicated combination of all those things. 

	He got up to give Malena a kiss on the cheek and a manly hug to his friend.

	“So, Cecilia is not coming?” asked Lorenzo as soon as he sat down next to him.

	Julio looked at him frowning.

	“No, man. I told you we broke up.”

	“Shame. You made a very nice couple,” said Malena. “She seems deeply in love with you.”

	“That's what I thought. But unfortunately, the reality was quite different.”

	The waiter came to ask them if they wanted anything. Julio ordered a bottle of Rioja. 

	Where has Laura gone? She should have been here by now. I hope she won't make good on her threat not to come if I didn't invite Cecilia. No, we agreed that she would come if I went to her parents' New Year's Eve party. To which, of course, she will have invited Cecilia. 

	“I can't believe she cheated on you, man! That’s not like Cecilia at all!” 

	“She confessed it to me herself, buddy! She started sleeping with that guy while we were in the Alps last summer.”

	“You can't leave a girl like Cecilia alone for that long, dude! We should have brought her with us. Summer makes you horny. Remember what happened in Chamonix. If it weren't for me, that American girl would have bedded you!”

	“Okay, man, if she'd been horny while I was away, I would have understood. Then she tells me when I’m back, we have a fight, and that's that. But she didn't tell me. In fact, she lied to me. And then she saw that guy again when I was already in Madrid.”

	“I'm very surprised that Cecilia would do such a thing. I know her well, you know. There must be something about that guy that's messed with her head.”

	“He’s wealthy. Apparently, he owns a hotel. And you don't know the worst! Cecilia slept with him for money.”

	“Don't fuck with me!”

	“You heard me, man! He offered her a bunch of money and she went straight to bed with him. They had sex at his hotel. That's where Luis, Cecilia's brother, caught them.”

	“That fascist? If I were you, I'd be very careful with that asshole.”

	“He probably did it to stop you from seeing his sister,” said Malena.

	“Of course he did! He had always disliked me. Unfortunately, what he told me turned out to be true.”

	The waiter appeared with the bottle of wine and a ham tapa. 

	“But didn't you say she was the one who confessed everything to you?”

	Julio took a good gulp of wine. The warmth it left inside him relieved the cold that the rain and Cecilia's betrayal had left him. 

	“Sure shed did! But only after Luis sent me some photos of her with that guy… Dressed like a slut!”

	“How could Cecilia dress like a slut?” asked Malena. “I can't imagine her doing that.”

	“She was in tiny little shorts and thigh-high leather boots. Unbelievable!”  

	“Probably clothes that the pimp got her. Fuck, Cecilia's a slut! Who would have thought!”

	Julio emptied his glass in one gulp. Lorenzo refilled it.

	“I still can’t believe it, buddy! I feel like I've been in a nightmare for a month. I can't seem to wake up from it.”

	Laura appeared, unbuttoning her light gray raincoat and shaking the rain from her blonde hair. She had put on a pretty purple dress, white stockings and high heels. Lorenzo shook her hand formally, looking at her with distrust. Malena lowered her gaze shyly, without standing up to greet her with a kiss. Julio remained nailed to his chair, too. Laura gave him one of her radiant smiles and sat down at the table across from him.

	“Sorry I'm so late. Traffic is awful with the rain. And it has become impossible to park here downtown.”

	“Only you would have come to Sol by car!” Julio tried to joke. “You’d have arrived in no time on the subway. It’s only three stops from your place to here.”

	“I thought about it, really. But I'm afraid to go back alone on the subway at night. Pour me some wine, please, so I can warm up. Have you ordered yet?”

	Julio signaled the waiter and they ordered dinner. Lorenzo ordered another bottle of Rioja. 

	The conversation drifted towards the political situation, on which Lorenzo and Laura had opposing positions. The tone between them became increasingly acrimonious. Julio let them argue, while he ate with reluctance and emptied one glass of wine after another. Normally, he would have contributed his own opinions, which, although closer to Lorenzo's than Laura's, were far removed from the Marxist dogmas of his friend. Malena spoke little but, when she did, it was to contribute her dramatic personal experiences in Pinochet's Chile. 

	“You look down, Julio,” said Laura, piercing him with her blue eyes. “Cheer up, for fuck's sake! It’s your birthday!”

	“I'm not in the mood for celebrations… You know why.” 

	“Well, it's all up to you! Cecilia is willing to do anything to get you to forgive her.”

	“How can I forgive her after what she did to me? There are some things you can't forget, no matter how hard you try. It's not what she's done, but what she's become.”

	“What do you mean?” Laura said, looking at him defiantly.

	“That she has become a slut,” said Lorenzo. “Come on, it's as clear as day!” 

	Laura turned her steely gaze towards him.

	“You shouldn't talk like that about Cecilia.”

	“But that's the truth, Laura! I don't know why on earth you're so determined to defend her. She slept with that guy for money and that makes her a whore. She admitted it to me herself. And she doesn't even care! That's the worst of it. How can she make things better if she doesn't realize the gravity of what she's done?”

	“She was always a bit of a tramp,” said Lorenzo. “Remember how she got naked at last year's party. And how she teased me by showing off her tits when we went climbing. I tried to warn you, man, but you two kept pestering me with that ridiculous idea of the erotic revolution.” 

	“Oh yeah? But you took advantage of it when you had the chance, didn’t you?” exploded Laura. “If it bothered you that she was such a tramp, why didn't you say no when she offered herself to you on your birthday?”

	“What happened on your birthday?” asked Malena. 

	Everyone went silent.

	“Cecilia and I made love that day, Chiqui,” said Lorenzo, looking her in the eye. “It was a year and a half ago, before you came home. Julio was there… I didn't cheat on him… Cecilia and he had agreed beforehand that she would do it. It was weird… And I did refuse! Hell, I even locked myself in my room! But you can’t say no to Cecilia when she gets something in her head! She cajoled me, seduced me and, in the end, we ended up doing it.”

	There was silence again.

	“In the end, you ended up doing it,” repeated Laura. “Yes, Cecilia can get very stubborn… But she didn't force you to do it, did she? And you had a great time, didn't you? It was a beautiful gift, a true act of friendship! And instead of thanking her, you throw it in her face. She's a tramp, wow! But not you! You were seduced, you were the innocent victim.”

	“And what about you? Do you think I don't know that you fucked Julio behind Cecilia's back?”

	“Not behind Cecilia's back! With her knowledge and her consent… Until I realized that we were hurting her. And then I was the one who decided to stop. Isn't that true, Julio?”

	“Yes, it's true, man. I already explained it to you at the time.”

	“But then don't blame me when you did the same thing!”

	“I'm really freaking out!” said Malena. “It turns out that you've all been having sex with each other. Julio with Laura. And you, Lorenzo, with Cecilia. But she's a slut and all the rest of you are saints.”

	“That's precisely what I'm trying to say!” said Laura. “That you can't judge Cecilia while ignoring everything that has been going on between us. You have no right to say she's a slut.”

	“Yes, because she did it for money, Laura!” said Julio. 

	“So what? Is that what bothers you so much, Mr. Progressive? Cecilia needed money desperately. So much so that she worked her ass off at night in that fucking bar. I saw her one night, and it really broke my heart to see her working as a waitress.”

	“And what's wrong with working as a waitress?” said Lorenzo. “Listen to the rich girl!”

	“It's as wrong as working as a prostitute,” said Laura. “The same class system pushes women to accept unpleasant jobs, whether as a waitress or as a whore. Isn't that what you communists say, Lorenzo? Only that, as Cecilia found out, the job of a prostitute gets you much better pay than that of a waitress. Fewer hours, less effort, more money! For a sexually liberated woman like her, the decision was a no-brainer. But no! It turns out that sex as a birthday present is great, but sex to free herself from the oppression of her fascist father makes her a stinker. Exploitation is not the only thing that's rotten in this society! What is also rotten is the macho double standard that turns sexually liberated women into whores!” 

	Julio was surprised by Laura’s outburst. It was the same thing Cecilia had tried to explain to him the night they broke up, only Laura had put it much more forcefully. You could tell they had been talking about it.

	“Prostitutes are not liberated women,” Lorenzo tried to defend himself. “They are the most exploited of all.”

	“Enough with the bullshit, Lorenzo!” said Malena. “Cecilia was your soul friend, you told me so many times, and now you turn your back on her and call her a whore? Is that your loyalty to your friends? Will you do the same with me the day I least expect it?”

	Lorenzo stared at her, not knowing what to say.

	“Don't be unfair, Malena,” he came to his defense. “Lorenzo is the most loyal person I know. What he said about Cecilia is because he is loyal to me.”

	“And this is how you show loyalty, stabbing one friend in the back to defend another?” Malena turned to him. “Look, Julio, if you want to leave Cecilia, that's up to you. Nobody can force you to stay with her if you don't want to. But don't disrespect her to justify your prejudices. Because Cecilia is a friend of ours, of all of us sitting at this table, and as her friends we shouldn’t allow you to do it.”

	“Listen to her, Julio! That's what I've been trying to tell you for a month!”

	“Maybe they're right, buddy,” Lorenzo said to him with regret. “Cecilia is a great girl. I love her a lot, man! I'm going to miss her if we don't go climbing with her again.”

	Julio put his hands on the table, as if he were going to get up and looked at his friends. They were the most important thing he had left in the world, now that Cecilia was no longer in his life. If they turned against him, he was lost.

	“Slut or no slut, the fact is that she cheated on me for months. I can't trust her anymore, don't you understand? And I don't have time to fix it, in a few days I'm going to the army. I'm going to be away from her for months. How can you fix such a fucked-up situation? I wish there was a solution! But I don't see it anywhere.”

	Laura reached across the table and took his hand. In his eyes he read a tenderness she had rarely seen in them before. 

	“Trust me, we can work it out, you'll see! I know what you're going through, Julio. I've never seen you like this. You're depressed, don't you see? You spend all day in bed and you don't care about anything. I had to finish our career final project by myself because you weren’t there to help me. And it's not Cecilia's fault. It's the fucking draft, you're terrified! But together we're going to help you, and you're going to get ahead. But go back to Cecilia, because now you're going to need her more than ever.”

	He got a lump in his throat. Tears threatened to overflow from his eyes. He didn't want them to see him cry. Muttering a few words of apology, he got up and headed for the bathroom in long strides.

	* * *

	Christmas, 1977

	The Christmas holidays threatened her like a dark tunnel adorned with stupid little colored lights. Cecilia hated Christmas. It only served to remind her that once, a long, long time ago, she had been a happy child looking with eyes full of wonder at the crèche, the Christmas tree, the sparkling garlands and the colorful balls on the walls. Reminding her that she had had parents who loved her and a brother who played with her. 

	Now Christmas made her feel trapped, alone, in the midst of hostile characters she had once loved but who now looked at her with suspicion, misunderstanding, distrust and even a little fear. 

	So this year she stopped helping her parents put up the crèche and the Christmas tree; she stopped buying presents; she stopped smiling; she stopped chatting. She didn’t care about anything. 

	* * *

	Saturday, December 24, 1977

	At the Christmas Eve dinner, she sat next to her mother, far from her father, in front of Luis and did not speak. Nobody said anything. A record of Christmas carols played in the background, but failed to fill the tenacious silence, which made the clatter of cutlery against plates sound like a fierce battle, in which each one lashed out at thoughts the others dared not express.

	“What the hell is going on here?” her father burst out at last. “Doesn't anyone have anything to say? For God's sake, it's Christmas Eve dinner! When we should feel united as a family, show that we love each other…”

	Cecilia couldn't hide a cynical smile. She snorted with something that would have been laughter if she had felt like laughing. Her father confronted her.

	“What? What's the matter with you? You think what I said was funny?”

	“No, I don't think it's funny at all! On the contrary, it's very sad. But it's hopeless. There's no point in wanting to improvise love one night a year, when the rest of the time we hurt each other.”

	“Come on, child, that’s not true!” said her mother, saddened. “We love each other, even though sometimes we have our little problems.”

	“Little problems!” she said, “You see, that's precisely the problem, that for you it's all little problems! You don't give a damn about how the rest of us feel.”

	“Don't listen to her,” Luis looked at her with disdain. “She's been in a bad mood ever since her boyfriend left her. And on top of that, she blames me.”

	“And for good reason!” She turned to her father. “Luis spies on me all the time and then he uses whatever he finds to hurt me. He even hired a photographer to chase me!” 

	“Of course! Because I saw that you were on the wrong track. You cheated on your boyfriend and that's why he left you. It's your fault for behaving like a slut!”

	Cecilia gave him a withering look.

	“So you're not seeing that Julio anymore?” said her father in a casual tone, refilling his glass of wine. “Well, it's a pity, because he wasn't a bad lad. Pretty smart, although misguided, like all young people nowadays.”

	“So you're okay with Luis chasing me?” 

	“Well, let’s see… Is what your brother says true? Because if it's true, I don't think it's right that you're fooling around with a bunch of guys… I'm not going to allow it, damn it!”

	“Cecilia, you have to be careful not to make your boyfriend jealous,” her mother said, trying to help her. “Because men are very sensitive about this kind of thing. You have to keep up appearances. People are such gossips!”

	 “You haven't answered my question,” insisted her father. “Is what Luis says true? Because, come on, it's bad enough that you sleep with your boyfriend, but if you're also messing around with anyone else, that's just outrageous!”

	Luis gave her a triumphant look. He held all the cards. The only way Cecilia could prove how much he had hurt her was to admit that she had been unfaithful to Julio and that would turn her father against her. She looked from Luis, sly and malicious, to her father, angry and inquisitive, to her mother, condescending and pitiful. 

	She was suffocating at that table. The cloying smell of turkey, hypocrisy and cynicism made her nauseous. 

	She stood up and threw her napkin on the table. 

	“You know what? You can all go to hell, with your family love and your Christmas affection!”

	She left the living room, trying not to cause any more of a scene, sure that her father would follow her to give her a couple of slaps. But no one followed her when she went into her room, took her coat out of the closet and put it on. They were all still at the table when she crept up to the door of the apartment, opened it and closed it behind her without slamming it. Perhaps they thought that without her, they could finally celebrate Christmas Eve happily. Fine. She couldn't care less.

	* * *

	The night was as empty as she felt inside, with no people on the sidewalks, no cars on the streets. The colored lights of a Christmas tree flickered insignificantly behind the occasional window, but a dark fog wove its giant fingers between the buildings, hiding the rooftops, increasing the cold and loneliness of a city that had lost its sky. 

	She walked quickly, aimlessly, with no thoughts in her head, only the rhythmic tapping of her shoes on the sidewalk. She thought of Julio. Was he having a good time, having dinner at home with his parents? Would he ever remember her? 

	Laura would be in Las Rozas, enjoying a sumptuous Christmas Eve dinner with her family. She would like to have her by her side, feel the warmth of her smile, let her take her by the waist, as she liked to do, and smell her hair. But it couldn't be, because Christmas Eve condemned them all to that damn sugary and boring loneliness of family dinners.

	Without knowing how, she found herself in front of a blue and pink neon sign that spelled out an absurdly exotic name in cursive: Angelique. The wooden gate was ajar. Could it be that they were open on Christmas Eve? 

	Without thinking twice, she pushed the heavy door and slipped inside.

	The atmosphere was cozy; the air was warm; the light was soft, and it smelled like liqueur bonbons. Chino offered her one of his rare smiles from behind the bar. The tables were empty, except for one where Marcela, her platinum blonde hair shining like the sun, was talking to a faceless customer. She smiled at her too, as if it were the most normal thing in the world for a girl like her to walk into a place like this on Christmas Eve and turned her attention back to the customer.

	She approached the bar and sat down on one of the high stools with silver legs and black upholstered seats. Chino, without saying a word, chose a couple of bottles from the glass shelves and poured their contents into a cocktail shaker, shook it, emptied it into an umbrella-shaped glass and placed it in front of her. Cecilia looked at it, hesitant.

	“Thanks, Chino, but I don't drink.”

	“Tonight you do, Cecilia,” he said, emphasizing her name. “It's on the house. It's a special drink for a sad girl on a sad night.”

	She looked at him, surprised at how he had figured her out. She picked up the glass and took a sip. She liked it; it tasted sweet and sour. It warmed her heart.

	“How come you're open on Christmas Eve?”

	“This is the first year we've been open. Some customers feel lonely tonight. Marcela and Tatiana get sad because they have nowhere to go. Neither do I. So we're open. You have nowhere to go, either.” It wasn't a question.

	“No. I left home because I couldn't take it anymore.”

	 “Is that why you're sad?”

	There was something about Chino that inspired her to open her heart to him.

	 “Yes… I'm going through a rough patch. My boyfriend found out I had slept with Johnny and broke up with me.”

	It was so easy to explain everything to him! 

	Yi Shen nodded gravely. 

	“And you want to get back with him.”

	“I'm desperate to get back with him. I love him so much! If I lose him, I'm sure I'll never find anyone like him. But we've been apart for over a month now and things aren't getting better. It's been a horrible month! I never thought I could be so sad. I never thought loving someone could hurt so much.”

	 “Love is not what hurts, it's our negative emotions when they take over our lives. Sadness, in particular, can be treacherous. It seduces us with its false sweetness, but if we let it settle in our hearts, it sucks our energy and turns us into weak, helpless beings. We must let it come and go, without resisting it, but also without clinging to it, because it can be very sticky.”

	“Sticky, indeed! I wish I could shake this sadness off! But there's no way.”

	Yi Shen came out from behind the bar and took her by the hand.

	“Come on. Grab your drink.”

	He led her to a table in the corner, where there was less light. He sat down opposite her and took both her hands, squeezing the soft flesh between her index finger and thumb with his thumbs, causing a slight dull ache. He looked into her eyes with a calm, patient gaze. She felt him breathing in a soft yet powerful way. 

	Suddenly, a huge, massive dam that she had unknowingly carried inside her chest broke and overflowed. Tears flowed freely from her eyes, rolling down her cheeks. She cried silently, without sobbing, and her tears were like the gentle winter rain, patient, steady, that cleanses everything. She cried for a long time and Chino did nothing, said nothing, just continued to press that secret spot in her hands and tell her with his eyes to be patient, to wait for the rain to stop. 

	She felt much better. It was curious how fresh and pure the air was in that tiny place, which should have been nothing more than a den of sordidness and lust. The air flowed in and out of her lungs without the slightest difficulty, and for the first time in over a month, since Julio had left her, she didn't feel a leaden weight on her heart.

	“Thank you,” she said simply.

	Yi Shen raised her glass and offered it to her. She drank obediently. This mysterious man seemed to her to be a source of wisdom, an oracle capable of predicting the future.

	“What will happen now, Yi Shen? Do you think Julio will come back to me?”

	“If it's in your karma, he will. If not, he won't.”

	Cecilia laughed at the ambiguity of the answer.

	“Well, I'm really screwed! And what the hell is karma?”

	“Karma is the consequence of your actions. If
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