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To those who maintain hope when the foundations collapse.


To those who look to the future while preserving the dreams from the past.
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“The only salvation for the defeated is to expect no salvation.”

“Who can deceive a lover?”

“Fate will find a way.”

Virgil
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A flock of swallows flies low; I watch them, intrigued, from my window ―where are they headed? It seems they always go somewhere better; I wish I were like them and could fly with a precise destination. But I have no wings, I don’t dare dive into the void and, if I did, it wouldn’t work out ―I’d probably turn into an albatross, one of those long-lived, melancholic South Sea birds. I imagine them spreading their wings over the unfathomable ocean, traveling thousands of miles in solitude, flying above the waves in their sleep. It’s a rainy spring afternoon, March twenty-first two thousand twenty, poetry day, but the wet pavement, the barren streets and the icy cold air drape my bones in winter. There’s hardly any light by the window, just a dull, faint gray, like a frozen shroud of longing.  

Two weeks have passed; only two weeks and the confinement already chokes me like a prison. Who I am doesn’t matter. I watch the rain beating the glass. The streets are empty, the traffic lights change colors for no one; it’s a ghost city, like a dead twenty-first-century Pompeii. A sense of hopelessness only shattered by the vigorous eight-o’clock applause, when we all look out the balcony to certify that we’re still alive, like isolated vessels at sea.  

It’s a preventive banishment, carefully monitored by cops patrolling the swamped streets in their yellow raincoats and blue caps. The shadow of death walks down the avenues unhindered, it struts in everyone’s mind but nobody crosses its path; its funereal scent is said to linger in the air, on the ground, on the street tiles, on the restaurants’ glassware, on the foyers’ doorknobs. I gaze into the void from my bedroom window in anguish, and yet I cannot see it.  

Yes, it’s been two weeks already. TV newscasters talk about a forced confinement that will last at least a few more months; they speak without looking up, their eyes glued to the sheets they’re reading, as if they didn’t believe the written words, as if the text were mistaken, while the background shows army trucks silently marching in a faraway Italian city, carrying hundreds of mahogany caskets from a church to an industrial incinerator.

It’s weird ―I’m almost grateful for this deadlock, this parenthesis that halts the passage of the seasons and allows me to avoid the long-postponed decisions I must inevitably make. A bizarre fiction, a time-out for reflection, a compelling lie in which to playact, as if nothing had happened during these two weeks, as if my feelings were the same, as if nothing new had occurred at home and life moved on like a fortnight ago. I talk on the phone with my siblings and my mom, confined to their homes a few blocks away; I inquire about their health and hesitantly ask if the archangel Azrael has knocked at the door. I smile when they say no and we recall some of our silly WhatsApp jokes. I play with my kids. I jump, all sweaty, in front of the living room screen, competing with my daughter in a dance video game amid a blaring pop music that crushes the room. My older son and I discuss his little problems ―a brown-eyed brunette at his high school. Yes, we are a family, I’m not alone in this drifting ship. Aurora, my eleven-year-old daughter, plays in a room full of dolls and stuffed animals. At the end of the hallway, Jorge, her teenage brother, hides inside his cave with his deafening music and his computer games. And my wife... My wife and I glance at each other in silence, speechless, looking away when our paths cross, keeping our anger tamed until the end of this inevitable seclusion, this laconic prison that oppresses our soul ―we’ve learned to fake without revolt. She wanders down the halls, we barely touch; our future together has long been decided without words, we’re just waiting for time to pass. 

The COVID-19 virus came from the east. At first, it seemed like a cheap Chinese bazaar or dollar store joke, something far away, at the other end of the world, incapable of hitting our everyday lives. The sort of thing that happens to savages who eat live animals at food markets, something primitive ―that’s what I told myself with my stupid Western arrogance. But a few days later the radio started talking about Italy, my dear Italy; how weird that Rome’s beating heart had come to a stop. A bad fleeting flu that could ruin our planned Easter vacation. What a pity, I was so looking forward to traveling there again; walking its streets, having coffee at Piazza Navona, panting for breath at the top of the Trinità dei Monti staircase and dreamily gazing at the ruins of the Imperial Fora with my kids.  

In Madrid, the streets are crowded and the outdoor cafés exude summertime in the middle of a winter deranged by climate change. What could go wrong? The president of the country reassured us ―we were safe. It’s ironic ―I skeptically hold a glass of red wine that I hesitate to take to my lips. Barely a couple of days later, in an urgent message broadcast to the nation, he decreed the state of alarm and home confinement. It is a war, an unequal battle with an invisible enemy ―the coronavirus has ceased to elicit chuckles. 

In just a few days, a few infinite hours, the world disappeared, a funereal breath expanded like the vortex of a hurricane, spread like a whirlwind of terror: companies shut down, stores were closed, transportation was paralyzed. The only sounds to be heard are the maddened ambulance sirens crossing the city’s main arteries, fast as shooting stars, on the way to saturated hospitals; there aren’t even any ghosts wearing masks and latex gloves on the sidewalks. The only sound to be heard, aside from the rain beating the window, is the collective roaring applause from the balconies at eight o’clock in the evening. Yes, that poignant applause, a comfort shared by neighbors, offered to the healthcare workers fighting on the frontline, but which, in fact, conceals our fear ―we look out the balcony to certify that we’re still alive and encourage and reassure one another.

I wash my hands with soap and sanitizer about ten times a day; I don’t complain ―I’m a meek, responsible sheep. I contribute my microscopic grain of sand as dictated by the authorities ―what else can I do? Perhaps leave my confinement and volunteer at a Red Cross post. Yes, I believe I could do that, help those giant heroes wrestling with weariness and exhaustion by the hospital beds ―a relief for the terminally ill, bulletless cannons in a cruel crusade. I would rise to a new day, I would breathe more easily being useful to others. But I don’t have what it takes, I don’t have the courage. If I did, I wouldn’t be in this confinement, my head turning round and round like a spinning top, reading the same book over and over: the foregone conclusion of my married life, its death foretold season after season, barely holding up on columns that collapse with the first blow of another type of virus, one incubated for a decade ―following a brief Christmas respite, it resurfaced, as prophesied, during the first days of the lockdown. Now, my wife and I are only waiting for the end, tamely, with our hands behind our backs ―the day when the doors of this confinement are finally open. I keep washing my hands with soap and sanitizer, but the stains won’t go away; they stick darkly upon my soul, upon my acquiescent loneliness.  

Right now, the sky has stopped pouring water; the afternoon is still gray, the traffic lights continue changing colors, like zombies, as if they didn’t know what’s happening. There are no cars, no pedestrians, there’s nothing on the dead street. It’s like a scene from a Western film, with only a tumbleweed rolling under a sand blizzard, but we’re still here, confined to our homes, watching the wet streets on a gray spring afternoon.
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The pandemic has already caused over ten thousand deaths and over one hundred thousand people have been infected. It’s not a mere trickle ―it’s a gush falling from the sky every hour, every day, every time I turn on the TV or listen to the news on the radio. Hospitals are saturated, beds pile up in the corridors, there aren’t enough ICUs. The patients’ faces change every morning, after the dead have been removed like contaminated trash bags. Outside, the rain once again falls non-stop and the cold seeps through the bones. It is not spring.

Today is Thursday and I can finally turn off my computer ―my workday has been exhausting. Telecommuting is supposed to be a blessing, to increase your productivity without you leaving your chair. I sigh and shake my head; I take a deep breath and inhale the musty, stale smell of coffee lingering over my desk. I make a bizarre grimace, like that of a galley slave chained to an oar ―one video meeting after another, like a top that won’t stop spinning until the dizziness takes over. My younger daughter peeps in every now and then and laughs, hands over her mouth: “Daddy, it’s like the game of the goose: from call to call and I let the dice run loose,” she teases me, sticks her tongue out and takes off smiling. Her hair, dark as night, is unkempt ―she doesn’t even comb it anymore. I don’t blame her: the confinement is starting to take its toll. At least I can now spend more time with her; it might even be fun if I weren’t handcuffed to those endless computer sessions.

I get up from the chair and go to the window. I keep the curtains open so I can watch the streets from my desk while I’m working; the light outside warms me up somewhat. The streets are empty and dead; the locked-up ghosts dream of one day walking through them again. The twilight looms over the roofs; its beautiful orange color gently kisses the ocher tiles and the exposed brick, as if caressing them. I can’t help a tinge of melancholy; I turn off the light and open the window. The air is fresh, a soothing breeze strokes my cheeks and forehead. Silence reigns in the bedroom; the bed is unmade, as if waiting for a warming touch. On my desk, a cup of coffee, a cigarette and the already disconnected laptop keep each other company; the smoldering embers still gleam in the dark. 

I look out the window and am overcome by vertigo ―it’s a fifth floor and my instinct makes me recoil. The darkening sky is still peach color with streaks of violet. I open my eyes, feeling calm and relaxed. At times like this I look back at my life ―I’m happy, a tranquil joy envelops me. Some days I can almost hear Grandpa’s voice, reminding me that I am a fortunate man. 

Time has passed; I must have been drifting inside my mind, lost in my memories ―the light by the window has vanished. Meanwhile, the rain has reappeared, that rain that has been falling non-stop since the beginning of the confinement. It beats my face, slides down my eyelids and soaks the room, drawing small puddles on the floor. The sky is now a gloomy gray, the traffic lights flicker in solitude, like beacons on top of a cliff, while I stay at my watchtower, gazing at the scene as if from an isolated sailboat. 

I can’t help it. Despite my theatrical earnest, smiling face, I’m once again engulfed by the sense of failure I’ve so often tried to hide. It arrives regular as clockwork, like the rain that now washes my face, hitting me slowly. Not like the faraway church bells I can hear from the window, but like a sand glass, as if time slipped through my fingers when I close my hand, as if only a dusty trace of memories remained, hitting my heart with a nostalgic kiss, with the emptiness that drenches me in tears of rain and which I cannot wipe away. My wife wanders about the next room; I can hear her thoughts.

“A conceited hypocrite, a blind idiot.” That’s the best definition of my husband. Damn him, damn him now and forever! I know him well; after all, we’ve been together for
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