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José Emilio Pacheco*

he things you must have heard
in the confessional. Father, and
here in the sacristy....You're
young, you're a man. It will be hard for

you to understand me. You don't know
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how sorry I am to take up your time
with my problems, but to whom can I
trust myself if not you? I really don't
know how to begin. It is a sin to find joy
in the misfortunes of others. We all do it,
don’t we? Just look, whenever there’s an
accident, a murder, or a fire. Everyone is
so glad because at least one of all the evils
of the world did not happen to them.
You werent born here, Father, you

did not know Mexico when it was a

small city, beautiful, so comfortable, not
the monstrosity that plagues us now in
1971. Then we came into the world and
left it in the same place, without ever
moving from the neighborhood. We
were from San Rafael, Santa Marfa, or
La Roma. Nothing will ever be the
same....I'm sorry, I'm just rambling,
aren’t I? I never have anyone to talk to,
and once I get started....Oh, Father, I'm

so ashamed, if only you knew, I've never
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dared to tell anyone about this, not even

you. But here I am. I'll feel more at peace
afterwards.

You see, Rosalba and I were born in
buildings on the same street, barely three
months apart. Our mothers were very
close. They would take us to the
Alameda and to Chapultepec together.
They taught us to speak and to walk
together. Ever since we started school
Rosalba was the prettiest, the funniest,
the most intelligent. Everyone liked her
and she was nice to everyone.

It was the same in elementary school
and junior high school. She was the best
student, she got to be the flag-bearer at
ceremonies, she would dance, act or re-
cite on special days. “Studying is easy for
me,” shed say. “I only have to hear some-
thing once to learn it by heart.”

Oh, Father, why are things so badly
distributed? Why did Rosalba get all the
good things and I the bad? Ugly, fat,
dumb, uncongenial, rude, selfish, bad-
tempered. Anyway... You can imagine
what happened to us in high school,

when so few women got that far.
Everyone wanted to be Rosalba’s boy-
friend. As far as I was concerned, you
could throw me to the dogs. No one was
even going to look at the beautiful girl's
ugly friend.

In a small student newspaper they
printed, “It is rumored that Rosalba
hangs out with Zenobia all the time so
that the contrast will make her unique,
extraordinary, incomparable beauty
shine all the more.” Of course, the arti-
cle wasn't signed. But I know who wrote
it. I have never forgiven him, although
more than a half century has passed and
he is an important man now.

It is so unjust, dont you think? No-
body chooses their face.

If youre born ugly on the outside
people find a way for you to become ugly
on the inside, too. At fifteen, Father, I
was already bitter. I hated my best friend
and I couldn’t show it because she was
always good, kind, affectionate to me.
Whenever 1 felt sorry for the way I
looked she would say, “Don’t be silly.

How can you think youe not pretty,
with those eyes, and the lovely smile you
have.” But that was doubtless only
youth. Who doesn't have a bit of charm
at that age?

My mother had grown aware of the
problem. To console me she would talk
about how much beautiful women suffer
and how easily they become lost. I want-
ed to be a law student, even though then
people would laugh at the idea of a
woman meddling in men’s business.
We'd been together all our lives, and I
didn’t have the courage to go to college
without Rosalba.

We still hadn’t finished high school
yet when she married a rich boy she met
at a charity fair. He took her to live on
the Paseo de la Reforma in a very posh
home thats long since been demol-
ished. She invited me to the wedding,
of course, but I didn't go. “Rosalba, what
would I wear? Your husband’s guests will
think you brought your maid along!”

I had such high hopes but from the
time I was eighteen I had to go to work,
first at the Palacio de Hierro and then as
a secretary at the Ministry of Finance. |
was stuck in the apartment I was born
in, on Pino Street. Santa Marfa lost its
turn-of-the-century splendor and got
run down. By then my mother had
already died after terrible suffering. My
father had gone blind from the vices of
his youth. My brother was a drunk who
played the guitar. He would write songs
and yearned for the fame and fortune of
Agustin Lara. My poor brother: all his
life he wanted to be worthy of Rosalba,
yet he was murdered in some dive in
Nonoalco.

We went a long time without seeing

each other. One day Rosalba came up to



the lingerie department, said hello as if
nothing was amiss, and introduced me
to her new husband, a foreigner who
barely understood Spanish. Oh, Father,
believe it or not, Rosalba was more beau-
tiful and elegant than ever, in her prime,
as it were. [ felt so rotten inside that I
would have liked her to drop dead at my
feet. Worst of all, the most painful thing
was that, for all her wealth and beauty,
she was still as kind, as open as ever.

I promised to go see her at her new
home in Las Lomas. I never did. Every
night I prayed to God I would never see
her again. I would repeat to myself:
Rosalba never comes to the Palacio de
Hierro, she buys her clothes in the
United States, I don’t even have a tele-
phone, there’s absolutely no chance of us
bumping into each other again.

By this time almost all of our friends
had moved away from Santa Marfa.
Those who remained there were fat,
saddled with children, with husbands
who shouted at them and beat them and
would go off to fool around with all sorts
of women. It was better to never marry
than to live like that. I never married,
although I wasn't lacking for oppor-
tunities. However down on your luck
you are, there is always someone behind
you, picking up what you discard.

The years passed. It must have been
around when Avila Camacho was presi-
dent, or maybe it was Alemé4n, when one
afternoon, while I was waiting for the trol-
ley in the rain, I spotted her in her big
Cadillac, with an uniformed chauffeur
and everything. The car stopped at the
light. Rosalba picked me out of the crowd
and offered me a lift. She was married for
the fourth or fifth time, incredible as that

may seem. In spite of the passage of time,

thanks to her efforts she was still the
same: her fresh, girlish face, her svelte fig-
ure, her green eyes, her auburn hair, her
perfect teeth.

She chided me for never visiting,
although she had sent me Christmas
cards every year. She told me that next
Sunday the chauffeur would come and
pick me up for dinner at her place.
When we got to my apartment, out of
courtesy [ invited her in. And she accept-
ed, Father, she accepted! Just imagine
how ashamed I was to show her my
home, to her who lived in such luxury,
in such comfort. Although it was clean
and neat, it was the same poky place
that she had known when she was poor,
too. All so old and miserable that I near-
ly cried with rage and humiliation.

Rosalba became sad. She had never
come back to the place she had left. We
talked about old times. All of a sudden
she got to telling me how unhappy she
was. And that is why, Father, and look
whoss telling you this, we must never feel

envious. No one escapes its clutches. Life

is just as terrible for everyone else. Rosal-

bas tragedy was not having children.
Men would catch her eye for a moment.
Then, almost immediately, disappointed,
she would turn to any of the other num-
ber of men who courted her. Poor Ro-
salba, they never left her alone, in Santa
Marfa or in high school or in all those
rich and sumptuous places she went to
later on.

She didnt stay long. She was going to
a party or some affair and had to go
home and get dressed. On Sunday the
driver showed up at my door. He kept
ringing and ringing the bell. I peeked out
the window at him but didn’t answer.
What would I ever do in those rich sur-
roundings? I was the ugly one, the fat one,
the old maid, the spinster, the working
girl. How could I let myself be compared
with Rosalba again? I might be a nobody,
but I have my pride.

That meeting is carved on my soul. If
I went to the movies or sat down to
watch television or to leaf through a mag-

azine, there were always beautiful women
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like Rosalba in them. At work I often
waited on some girl who looked slighdly
like her, and I would be nasty, I would
invent obstacles, look for some way to
humiliate her in front of the other
employees so I could feel, “T'm getting
back at Rosalba.”

You will ask me, Father, what Rosalba
ever did to me. Nothing, really, as far as
I can see. That was the worst thing, what
made me the angriest. Remember,
Father, she was always good and kind to

me. But she ruined my life, she made me
less just by existing, by being so beauti-
ful, so rich, so everything,

I know what hell must be like, Father.
But, even so, people always get what's
coming. That meeting must have been
in 1946. So then I've waited a quarter of
a century. And finally, Father, this morn-
ing I saw her on the corner of Madero
and Palma. At first she was far off, but
then I saw her up close. You wouldn't
believe the sight, Father! that wonderful

body, face, legs, eyes, hair, were lost for-
ever in a tub of lard, bags, spots, wrin-
kles, double chin, varicose veins, gray
hair, make-up, blush, mascara, dentures,
false eyelashes, inch-thick eyeglasses.

I hurriedly went to her and kissed
and embraced her. What had separated
us was past. Everything that came before
didn’t matter now. We would never be
the pretty girl and the ugly one. Now
Rosalba and I are alike. Now old age has
made us the same. \YM
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