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I

didn’t do it to make money. It didn’t start that way, at
least; although I didn’t discount the possibility of proving that it was where the money is. If to write and live
off it formed an equation, it would be possible with the
product I would create. I began the project to amuse myself,
as a kind of scientific affront, to mock aesthetic ideals or
literary heights, and also—why not?—to find out if I could
clear my mind of my erudition, dismiss my skepticism and
unadorned realism, and find a way to lie about happiness.
I knew there were no formulas to achieve happiness and
in any case wanted to explore the problem independently,
invent my own method, without consulting any of those
bestsellers. I wanted to see if I could become a trickster
of certain ploys, techniques, practices, and attitudes that
would transport one to sustained happiness. The difficult
or amusing thing, to tell the truth, was that I had to make
myself naïve again, disguise myself as a man who firmly
believed what he preached; I had to be a believer while
I pressed my fingers to the keyboard and created schemes.
I made fun of myself, but couldn’t reveal the jest, no; the
guide must acquire followers and for that my voice had to
possess the ring of truth that compels others to look in the
same direction as oneself. I would be a shepherd; a guide.
Nothing further from my work as historian, where I seek
sources, question their origins, and develop a documented
thesis. In my new enterprise I wouldn’t appeal to philosophers and even less to writers, who had all been less than
happy. The words would emerge from what I believed others wanted. A single man, I had lived with various women,
then finally settled into that delicious liberty of owning
space, time, Saturdays, and Sundays; my life was that of
a monk with sporadic adventures, most of the time with
students or women I’d met at some gathering.
I had to begin by thinking of the overall approach, or
the central thesis: the daily routine, not extraordinary but
ordinary life, and how, within it, poor heroes of our lives,
we could find an epic dimension. Thus it was that I closeted myself during the afternoons of a month, including
weekends. When my colleagues or my sister invited me
to dinner, worried about my isolation, regressing at fiftyfive years of age, I alluded to the revelatory biography of
notable historians I was writing for high school students.
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I couldn’t deceive them by saying I was having a torrid
romance, an unbridled passion that kept me home all the
time because then curiosity would have made them come
by unannounced one day pretending they were celebrating something, whatever, loaded with wines and cold cuts,
just to find out. When they saw me haggard after a night
of love, they ventured: getting a bit old for this. But this is
not about me; or yes, because when I outlined this idea of
the handbook, when I dedicated myself to executing that
challenging task wherein I dialed back the intelligence
level but left enough to touch my readers without them
discovering the imposter, I did it without knowing if I’d
achieve it or even less what would happen afterwards. If
I’m revisiting this story, it’s because I intend to recover the
persona I possessed when I typed the title of the book on
my screen: Possible Happiness. I didn’t rack my brains to
arrive at it; I knew the word happiness or soul had to appear on the cover to procure a connection with the reader.
The tone and style had to be direct, to speak to them of
an escape route for the dissatisfied. Then I settled on the
initial premise: happiness is in the grocery store. From
that point on I knew it was a matter of setting premises,
introducing them with a convincing presentation, talking
to the reader as if I knew him, getting him to look at me as
a big brother on the page; then to offer a series of propositions and top it off with a corollary. I had to direct myself
to the reader with simplicity and a dose of rare domesticity:
You have to go to the store, it’s inevitable. It doesn’t matter
if you are male or female. In our time the supermarket is
for everyone. It’s a democratic and free space. Have you
thought of that before? At the supermarket you choose
the companions of your week, what fills your refrigerator,
cupboard, and table, what gives you health, stimulates you,
adds zest, and makes the necessity of feeding and bathing yourself pleasant and not only pleasurable but huge,
enormous. The first thing you have to do is dress to go
to the store; none of those worn sweats and tennis shoes,
a baseball cap to hide the fact you haven’t washed your
hair. Second, prepare yourself as if you were going on a
tour, to a meeting with the unexpected. Essential then that
you take time, and of course wear shoes that allow you to
comfortably walk the aisles. Is that too much to ask? Going to the store requires certain virtues, particularly of the
imagination. That is to say: Don’t bring a list. You become
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the slave of a list. While you walk the aisles of spices and
dried fruits, improvise; imagine aromas and flavors. Who
do you want to surprise that week? It’s enough if it’s only
yourself. If the imagination that brings you close to pleasures accompanies you, the trip will be richer. When you’re
in the section of jams and jellies, imagine biting into the
bread with which you seize the day: Will the flavor be
orange? Raspberry? Avoid strawberry, please; we must be
innovative with ourselves. We ought to discover something
new. For example, you can mix two marmalades: apricot
and pineapple. Or, recalling the previous aisle, decide to
add cinnamon to orange. You see? You are a creative being,
a being who enjoys the trip to the grocery store as if you
were on a journey, pondering only the week before you, not
confining yourself in a straight jacket with strict menus and
established rules. Have confidence in your common sense;
you already know your diet needs proteins, less carbohydrates and fats; you already intuit adequate proportions. So
you are armed for the safari of comestibles, your incursion
into the jungle of products to furnish everyday life. You
already realize that happiness is possible only if you find
the extraordinary in the ordinary.
How I relaxed when I found that justification of my
title. The extraordinary in the ordinary was a premise that
could be applied to everything: the daily shower, work at
the office, driving in traffic. You could even initiate procedures whereby you would end up singing a song with
everyone waiting in line to pay their water service fees. To
take it further, you could come up with a poem about water
and recite it, dance it. When I conceptualized that core of
the book, and then went on explaining it to myself, in that
enthusiastic soliloquy, all in second person, it alarmed me
a bit. What would the world think of this? Would it think
I was conveying a voice that spoke to the collective hearing? Impassioned by the oration of my defense of happiness
in the supermarket, amused by my brainstorms that first
day of writing, I hardly stopped to eat a sandwich (product of the imagination that I carried from the dairy aisle
to that of sausages passing by the provocation of coarsely
ground mustard). I had to insist that your example (again
the second person) would give birth to others, or that if
you meet the typical buyer in sweats who moodily pushes
his cart, you could enliven him with phrases suggested
to you by a rapid scrutiny of what he was buying: Have

you considered combining those muffins with a little ice
cream and raspberry jam? The interrogated shopper might
feel intimidated but, I assure you, in time will be grateful
to you. You could confirm it when you meet him again
in the same place at the same time (people usually shop
on regular schedules) and see him smiling, better dressed,
and as he shakes your hand he tells you: Marvelous, my
children loved it and especially because my wife added
sliced bananas. How much nonsense one could write, how
many hours one could spend creating these improbable
situations in which to achieve happiness. The discourse
isn’t complete unless each section ends with a summary
I called “In a Few Words.” In short, well-spaced sentences
I repeated the points about dress, imagination, improvisation, generosity, etc. And then in a box I called “Out of
Place,” a title I hit on the second week (I liked the idea
of the transgression, an innocent transgression), I wrote:
Break your routine, go shopping at midnight; you will see
that the Cinderella effect fails and you’ll leave well dressed
in a fancy coach.
The second week I was enjoying writing the book;
I was seeing life through the words that I supposed could
be in the next section. The idea about testimonials came
to me later, after I had written the sections about the supermarket, the elevator, and the car. I thought a good way
of dividing the book was to start with the time one spent
in certain places that weren’t linked to happiness. Or that
had once been linked to our idea of happiness but had lost
their connection: the bed, dressing rooms, airports, doctors’
waiting rooms. Books that gave love and sex advice, how
to overcome adversity, how to be successful, have friends,
achieve goals, be the best salesman in the world, always
garnished their concepts with the experiences of others.
It was easy to include some fake testimonials like that of
Rosita, squeezed into a crowded elevator that stopped on
each floor when she had to get to her son’s school to pick
him up before they’d charge her for the extra time and
the boy felt abandoned by his mother who worked all day
and carried the blame on her own shoulders . . . And suddenly she transmuted her chagrin, the agitated beating of
her heart that did nothing to change her circumstances,
and focused on the others. She fixed her gaze for a good
moment on those who were in this moving room, who
squirmed under her scrutiny at first, then accepted her

insistent look, that, once discovered, they couldn’t escape
and remained tied to, who knows by what power, men and
women alike. Each of them was summoning that sweetness of a desperate mother, a mother helpless to relieve the
passage of time against her. Rosita was full of tenderness,
overflowing tenderness that welled up in the others and
they all ended up wishing her a good day, rest, joy. Rosita,
Rosita Sánchez, a single mother among many who believe
that after the dozens of tasks they struggle to fit into their
twenty-four hours, happiness isn’t possible. That afternoon
Rosita’s son felt enveloped in his mother’s warmth and
without guilt or anxiety she took him to have an ice cream.
To piece together the rest wasn’t hard. Once you have
designed the format and structure, the pattern can be filled
with the necessary words. I even thought, when I was putting the final point to Possible Happiness, that now I should
write a self-help book on how to create self-help books,
simple instructions for whoever wanted to copy my method
or find his own. You are getting stupid, I told myself that
Sunday morning while making myself some cereal with
nuts and raisins. Writing, especially while falsifying my
beliefs, exhausted me and made me lose my appetite. That
afternoon I wanted to wrap up the time I’d dedicated to
the task of discovering the art of happiness in a tasteless
sandwich, in the office birthday celebration for a fellow
worker, in the unshaven legs of the secretary. I ate the
cereal standing in the kitchen, looking out the window
toward the row of houses where some children skated on
the driveways. There was something in their way of gliding
that made me envious, and for a moment I felt an impulse
to go to the computer and delete the stupid file of a guide
in which I did not believe. But I’m a man of resolution, particularly when I’ve decided to try something. Thus, without
showering, without answering the phone, from time to
time drinking a little wine from the bottle I opened to celebrate the end of that senseless work and because only on
Sundays did I drink a good wine (I’d opened the bottle for
the dinner I’d prepared at midday and continued sipping
from it), I went up to my study. With the sheaf of pages on
my lap, I edited to correct vagueness, typos, devise ways
to highlight the “Out of Place” suggestions and take care
that the last chapter summarized in ten principles how
happiness was possible.
When night had already invaded the room and the
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noise of the children on the streets had ceased, my cynicism disgusted me, or more accurately, I was disgusted
that I was capable of inventing such cheap philosophy.
I felt an urge to weep. An unknown vulnerability: I presumed myself to be in control of my nostalgias and dark
days. No, Possible Happiness wasn’t going to rob me of myself. To overcome the gloom and sleep in peace, in what
I thought was my last battle with that manuscript, the next
day I took it to a publisher, one I knew was successful with
self-help books. I was sure they were avidly waiting for the
poor and credulous dedication of some messiah. I didn’t
match the profile of their authors, so reinventing myself
made me joyful again. I would be Rodolfo, not Adolfo.
Rodolfo had something sonorous and even pretentious,
although there’d already been an Adolfo who believed he
possessed the truth about humanity; Rodolfo didn’t go off
to wars and executions but to romantic lullabies. Rodolfo
Mejía. And I would give him my photo, but retouched
to make him a redhead with a thin mustache. Rodolfo
Mejía would smile, luminous with the truth he’d found,
which facilitated the happiness he now invited others to
share. He was generous, serene. Originally from Obregon.
The great-grandson of Irish immigrants, grandson of a
McCarthy whose last name had been buried. Father of
two, owner of a tire shop. Engineer by profession, happy
by vocation. I noted the rhyme, but didn’t take it out. He
gave presentations in schools, at institutes and businesses
and was working on his next book. That merited a little
glass of brandy to top off the day; that was total happiness,
a sophisticated swindle.
When they called me to publish it, offering a juicy
advance on royalties, and the first edition sold out, I had
demonstrated (and perhaps I would confess then to my
colleagues, out of pure vanity, that I was Rodolfo Mejía)
that one could write a handbook in a month that would
give people the illusion of improvement.

2
I was walking through the vegetable aisle, past those multicolored boxes of dewy lettuces, loud yellow peppers, piercingly green spinach, when I ran into the jitomates. Red,
hydroponic, sunned in Sinaloa, perfectly round. I always
buy tomatoes, but that day it happened that I remembered
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the story of Pérez Gay, where the tale occurred in a supermarket, at the sight of the tomatoes, a story with a lot
of grace that came to me suddenly while I palpated those
red tumescences.
Yes, you do preach by example, a voice assaulted me.
I felt intimidated, as if someone suspected my relationship with tomatoes and the way I hefted them had
something perverse in it.
I didn’t think I would meet you, she continued. Even
less, like this, demonstrating the sincerity of your words,
Rodolfo. Look, she went on, illumined by her discovery,
and wheeled around as girls do to show off their new dresses to their fathers, I dress to go to the store.
She was real, short, redheaded, and as rounded as the
tomato that was still in the palm of my hand. She wore
cropped pants that revealed half her freckled calves (it’s
incredible what one can catch from a fast twirl) and a raspberry blouse finished in lace, or was it the lace of the brassier that peeked flirtatiously from the edge of the neckline?
I see, I said approvingly, gladly assuming the role
of Rodolfo.
I’d come from presenting in a colloquium of studies
in the city, so by pure chance I was wearing slacks and a
tweed jacket.
I imagined you wouldn’t dress like some executive,
being a writer. Can I talk to you about you? It’s just that
having read your book, I feel like you’ve already broken the
ice, given me confidence.
And it was such confidence that in that moment
I abandoned the happiness tomatoes had given me to contemplate the calves and imagine the thighs of my reader. If
there were a second edition, I would add a section about
the evocative potential of supermarkets.
I would add, I told Luisa, (she’d introduced herself,
extending her small, freckled hand) that one must pause at
the product linked to evocation. For me, tomatoes took me
to vacations up north at a ranch in Caborca, to the green
afternoons of the Sonoran desert, to coyotes howling in
the night. I didn’t say I wasn’t the first to unleash the rule
of memory through a taste.
We continued cozily down the aisle, each with a cart,
and when we arrived at checkout, I paid for everything,
practicing and taking to an extreme the principle of generosity and sealing it with, “I invite you to dinner at my

house,” which she accepted with pleasure, flattered because what had been written had come to pass and now
she would tell her friends—she told me naked between
my sheets, while she smeared her raspberry nipples with
white wine, raspberry like the blouse that she had taken off
ceremoniously—that she had met Rodolfo Mejía.
Can I introduce you to them? They have all read your
book, she said between moans of pleasure while my fingers
made gargoyles in her ginger pubic hair.
Keep me a secret, I murmured in her ear.
And I thought immediately that this would also be an
addendum to the second edition. The importance of keeping secrets to reach happiness. It would be an enormous
bother to meet her friends and assume the role of Rodolfo
Mejía completely. I even thought it was strange that she
had recognized me since in the photo I had coppery hair,
a color closer to her own than to mine, and I asked her how
she knew who I was.
You can’t fool me, Rodolfito: redheads have a sixth
sense. We know when color is infused.
Infused? I asked, startled by the term.
Yes, acquired, dyed. My father used to like to use that
word . . . and her eyes became watery, and the brown of
the iris almost green and as she was small, round, and
blushing as a tomato, I embraced her and told her that
she also took me to my childhood wanderings, to the sun
of the desert, and suddenly I began to desire her. Because
she was fragile and spontaneous and because I had won
her with my book and now had no recourse but to not see
her again or to live the fiction.

3
I opted for the latter. Not immediately, of course. I didn’t
permit her to introduce me to her friends and family, nor
to her colleagues at the travel agency. I argued for and defended the need to stay hidden, to keep lovers’ territory as
if it were a permanent transgression. The truth is I enjoyed
more each time the amorous battles in the corners of my
house, her child-woman fragility and the way she quoted
entire sections of my book, hollow sentences of pretentious
truth that at the beginning made me ashamed and now
seemed like pure certainty. Caramba, I thought, that’s me.
For Luisa and for me, I was slowly changing into Rodolfo

Mejía, although she already knew my real name because
she’d seen my mail on the entrance table. I explained to
her shocked face that the publisher didn’t want an author
named Adolfo, with all the implications of that name, that
they had insisted on the red hair and the name Rodolfo,
with an R. Round, she blushed.
You are Rodolfo and I am roundly in love with you.
When Luisa said that the third month we had been
spending time together and going together to the supermarket on weekends, dressed up for a party (our private
party waited for us at home) and I had begun to receive
the juicy earnings of Possible Happiness, the unexpected
had happened. I had fallen in love also, without realizing that love’s tyranny would be brutal because she loved
the author of the handbook and not the imposter. There
hadn’t been a pause when I could laugh at my own precepts; happiness in bed had to be accompanied by ordinary
places, pleasure as territory of the imagination, skin as a
universe that contained everything, coitus as communion
in a temple where the gods whispered in our ears. I was so
in love with the Luisa who loved Rodolfo that I accepted
her proposal. I would write a new guide for falling in love:
Love Is a Tomato, Falling in Love in a Supermarket, You
and I and the Roundness of the Tomato. But the publisher
preferred Guide for Falling in Love (and Staying There).
Luisa added the parentheses and the editors thought it
perfect. I signed the contract and every weekend Luisa
came so that after our sacrosanct practices to obtain happiness in shopping and in bed, I would read her the next
section. She was thrilled because she thought herself both
muse and living example.
Love her defects: fragility is beautiful. It was hardly
an original sentence, and although I was trying to get the
reader to fall into my trap again, the problem was that it
didn’t seem like a false sentence to me. Luisa had wrapped
me up in her small hands, her moist eyes, and her naïve
yearning to admire others. Compared to women with doctorates, independent incomes, and two divorces who were
fooling around with bisexuality, Luisa was a cherry cupcake. She crowned my mischief, mellowed my arrogance,
and exalted my desires. I said corny things to her, the kind
of things that when you say them always sound as if no
one has ever said them before. My little pigeon, my angel,
my sweetheart, my sugar, my baby, my queen. She loved
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that chapter. She added some endearments that made me
jealous: teddy bear, honeycomb. I supposed they’d come
from her personal experience. Little cherry pie, I told her,
softly, and leaned over her right there at the desk to nuzzle
her belly button and taste her intimate raspberry that made
me crazy.
Reveal your fantasies. I knew she’d read this advice in
women’s magazines. Dare to say dirty things, be profane.
Man doesn’t live by poetry alone. When I wrote that and
laughed, amused, I didn’t know it was my last tie with
sanity and humor. After that, and after reading to Luisa
what I had written and finding the dirty phrases that excited us, I entered the realm in which I’m still trapped.
I would write a paragraph and try it with Luisa, crazed
by her candor and willingness to experiment with everything to construct a book together. Finally I found I could
no longer leave the house where I waited hungry for her
caresses, her attentive listening and demands, drunk with
the unstoppable writing of that amorous cookbook I didn’t
want to conclude. It was she who took it to the publisher
and demanded that both our names appear in the contract
I signed without objection. It was she who told my insistent
colleagues I wasn’t Adolfo Mejía, I had another job, and
to please stop bothering me. The same with my sister who
came to knock on the door one day; I greeted her with a
slight shake of my hand from the window of my room. It
was Luisa who finished the book, recapitulating the principles we had formulated over the months; it was she who
signed our names and brought the photographer who took
our portrait together, smiling like Johnny Cash and June
Carter, and it was her love, if we must be fair, that invented
a Rodolfo to her measure and caprice. A Rodolfo who once
was Adolfo who wanted to demonstrate that he could make
others believe happiness was possible. Because in fact he
had achieved it: Luisa was immensely happy and wrote a
handbook of her own.
—Translated from the Spanish by Patricia Dubrava
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