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            Praise for Nocilla Dream

            
                

            

            ‘A breathtaking work of innovation and heart.’

            — Stuart Evers, Guardian Best Books of 2015

            
                

            

            ‘An encyclopaedia, a survey, a deranged anthropology. Nocilla Dream is just the cold-hearted poetics that might see America for what it really is. There is something deeply strange and finally unknowable to this book, in the very best way – a testament to the brilliance of Agustín Fernández Mallo.’

            — Ben Marcus, author of The Flame Alphabet

            
                

            

            ‘By juxtaposing fiction with non-fiction … the author has created a hybrid genre that mirrors our networked lives, allowing us to inhabit its interstitial spaces. A physician as well as an artist, Fernández Mallo can spot a mermaid’s tail in a neutron monitor; estrange theorems into pure poetry.’

            — Andrew Gallix, Independent

            
                

            

            ‘Bunstead’s translation of Nocilla Dream is great news not just for those particularly interested in contemporary Spanish literature. It is also simply a wonderful work of avant-gardist fiction – in the line of David Markson, Ben Marcus.’

            — Germán Sierra, Asymptote

            
                

            

            ‘With this bitter-sweet, violently poetic dream, Agustín Fernández Mallo establishes himself as the most original and powerful author of his generation in Spain.’

            — Mathias Enard, author of Zone

            
                

            

            ‘Both wildly inventive and formally structured, Nocilla Dream is a hugely entertaining road trip of a book that manages to wed impish humour to seriousness of purpose.’

            — Peter Whittaker, New Internationalist
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            OUTLAW: Those are salt flats down south.

[Chuckles.] Even a rattlesnake couldn’t get across ’em.

GREGORY PECK: A desert is just a place. A place can be crossed.

            — Yellow Sky (1948)

            
                

            

            WALTER BRENNAN: Where do you hail from?

GARY COOPER: No place in particular.

WALTER BRENNAN: Where you headed to?

GARY COOPER: No place special.

            — The Westerner (1940)

            
                

            

            MICHI PANERO: Be anything you like, just not a pain in the backside.

            — Después de tantos años [After All These Years] (1994)
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         How could I have been the one to come up with the Theory of Relativity? I think it must have been because I was a late developer.

         
             

         

         Albert Einstein
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         Then they found a body floating face up in the lake, and the right eye, the only one it had left, was open and showed no sign of trauma. The volume of the body, due to the water it had absorbed, and to the high density of chemicals in the lake and the different fauna and flora that had formed inside the intestines and other passageways of the deceased, had multiplied by almost 2. Body-sponge. Teabag. In life we absorb the past and we take in air; when we die, we are entered instead by chemicals and organisms, and by things breeding, and by the future – though a future worthless to us now. And then nothing. From the rooftop terrace, the backs of cars can be seen as they advance down the wide one-way street to the waterfront shipyard. They cannot come back along it, nor will they be able to – not one.
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         Sandra flies from London to Palma de Mallorca. Barely 1 hour, the orbit of the Earth on pause. She flicks through the in-flight magazine, British Airways News. Reports on wine production in Ribeiro and Rioja, the latest high-tech architecture in Berlin, mail-order Majorica pearls. A tear falls onto a photo of a Caribbean beach, but the beach has not pricked it from her, and neither has the Caribbean, nor the gravity to which all tears are subject. She looks out the window, looks ahead, sees neither clouds nor earth. Here, the verification of something she already knew: on aeroplanes, there is no horizon.
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         Marc studies the book with care, Philips Agricultural Guide: 1968. An old possession of his father’s that he kept. He glances out at the roof terrace through the door of the hut in which he lives. A shed at the top of an 8-storey building which he has assembled over time using sheets of corrugated iron, oil drums, pulverized cardboard and asbestos offcuts. All put together in such a way that the 4 walls have become mosaics of chopped-up words and icons – La Giralda oil, Repsol lubricants, Drink Pepsi, sanitary ware by Roca. Sometimes he looks at them and, from this welter of logos and brands, tries to discern maps and itineraries, as yet undiscovered traces of further artificial territories. The roof area, which none of the tenants comes up to any more, is criss-crossed by a series of clothes-lines made of wire. Rather than clothes, however, they have pieces of paper pegged to them, each with mathematical formulas handwritten on a single side. When the wind is up [it’s always up] the pieces of paper, seen front-on, form a kind of sea: a tumult of theorems in ink. Seen from behind, the blank sides of the A4 sheets seem closely symbolic of a desert – the closest symbol possible. Watching as they flutter in the wind he thinks, What a fascinating theory. He shuts the Philips Agricultural Guide: 1968, places it on the table, and goes out to take down sheets from the wires numbered 1, 4 and 7. Before going back inside he rests his elbows on the guardrail and thinks about the World Cup we’ve never won, about the fact the flattest things on Earth are train tracks, about the score to Battleship Potemkin which, studied correctly, is a version of Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Purple Haze’. Then he goes back inside the hut, which shakes when he slams the door.
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         Finally, they’ve found the weapons of mass destruction. The dictator hid them inside his body. And there was only one, neatly sown into the lining of his stomach – a capsule, 1cm3, connected to a micromechanism that he could activate via a remote control in his mind. Indeed, by simply focusing on this very precise point in his stomach, and by directing all his pulmonary and intestinal force there through an ancient yogic breathing technique, he could activate that micromechanism, releasing a poison that would kill him instantaneously. As for the mass destruction, that would ensue in a ‘cascade effect’: the wave of chain-immolations prophesied in the Alt Koran to take place at such a juncture, exactly like that other chain reaction known as ‘nuclear’. Christianity, Buddhism, Islamism and techno-secularism: gone in a flash.
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         On the parched brown steppe at the south-western edge of Russia, a huge glass dome reaches into the sky, intended to house all the things a person can imagine as long as the things the person imagines are related to Parchís, an adaptation of the Indian board game Pachisi, the ancestor of Ludo. A block of glass, gleaming supra-photographically, sturdily mounted among immaculate snows and scatterings of rocks. A mirage, it seems. Training areas, lodgings for people taking courses and for the course leaders, spaces for video screenings, computer programming laboratories for sketching out games, gyms for relaxing/focusing before the game, 1 library stocked solely with books about the red pieces, another stocked solely with books about yellow pieces, another with books solely about blue pieces, another with books solely about green pieces, a restaurant and specific diets for the students, 1 canteen for visitors and 2 libraries dedicated to the history of Parchís. The palace is situated on the outskirts of Ulan Erge, a city in the Russian Republic of Kalmykia – north of the Caspian Sea and directly between the recently formed republics of Ukraine and Kazakhstan: a corridor of land shaped like a strangulated tongue. 300,000 Russian men and women live in poverty around this great complex dedicated to Parchís. The outer edges of the palace grounds segue into an expanse segmented by semi-concrete paths, leading to a horizon busy with unconnected telephone masts. The area is often visited by stray mules, which might sleep in an old hut meant for electric transformers, or graze among the radio and television masts placed there long ago. This skin of antennae describes an irregular circle a little over a mile wide around the Parchís palace, though it is unconnected with Parchís; the excellent elevation, the lack of interference and the privileged Eurasian borderland situation simply recommended the region to the Russian government as a place to install antennae, lots of them. The president here, a man named Iluminizhov, came up with the idea of the palace; his passion for the game led him to pour huge sums of his own money bringing the fantasy to life – his own money as in state funds, plus the odd windfall from alliances with Muammar Gaddafi and Saddam Hussein. Such is the depression in the region that even refugees from the Second Chechen War do not linger. The water is not drinkable, and many who avoided death on the battlefield perish here. The peoples native to the steppe were nomads, and aspects of that way of life still pertain; when they find themselves excluded in some way or ejected from a place, or if they run out of ways to provide for themselves, they dismantle their homes, leaving only the foundations, pile the bricks, windows, kitchens and bathrooms into trucks and carts, and move on. But the immaculate Parchís palace has lain empty since it was built, 10 years ago now. No red ribbon was cut, and far less has it seen any use or inhabitation. From inside all you can hear is the battering wind outside. The books line the shelves, programmes are loaded on the computers, the plates in the kitchens are clean and neatly stacked, the meat in the walk-in refrigerators remains intact, the board games are in the display cabinets, the counters and the dice shakers encode hypothetical games. Somewhere a radio plays. A labourer left it switched on.
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         Saigon… shit; I’m still only in Saigon… Every time I think I’m gonna wake up back in the jungle.

         
             

         

         Apocalypse Now, Francis Ford Coppola
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         4-year-old Mohamed Smith was conceived and born in Basra during the US occupation of Iraq. He attends the Anglo-Muslim college which was recently set up by his father John Smith, an ex-marine who tells him war stories, for example about the time they rappelled down from a roof terrace into an apartment where a Sunni fundamentalist cell was alleged to be operating. Sending a low explosive grenade through the window, they hurried back up the ropes to the roof terrace; the blast, lasting a couple of seconds, registered as a light tremor on the flat roof, a vibration beneath the soldiers’ feet that they compared to the sensation an ant would experience if it crossed the skin of a drum that had just been struck. The day was very cold and John had been the one to throw down the rope, which as it unspooled resembled an animate labyrinth. 7th floor, 6th floor, 5th floor, 4th, he smashed the window with his gun and took out the grenade. He was confronted with the sight of a young Iraqi woman cooking on the living room floor; their eyes met, and she didn’t cry or implore him but merely looked at the soldier as one who, aboard an aeroplane, can no longer see the sky, or clouds, or birds, or the sun, only the metallic extension of the 747’s wing shaking under a force that can only be supplied by oneself because there’s no horizon out there, there isn’t anything.
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         Q: Imagine you hear a song for the first time, one you fall in love with straightaway, it’s amazing. What is it that makes the song perfect?

         A: Probably that it’s not very long. The perfect single is 2 minutes and 50 seconds long.

         
             

         

         Eddie Vedder, lead singer of Pearl Jam,

interview by Pablo Gil
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         Antón is a barnacle collector who lives in the municipality of Corcubión, in the province of Coruña, in Spain. Not on the coast itself, but in an isolated spot a mile or so inland, up steep and winding roads – although he still has a view of the sea, can even hear it at night when an onshore wind blows. He is single, 37 years old. The office of the barnacle collector is a curious one. It entails abseiling down the cliff face at the point where the sea is roughest, in certain predetermined spots where the barnacles always breed – the very point where the waves break and the 2 material phases, the liquid and the solid, intermingle, lose definition, become imprecise. When least you expect it, where a moment ago before you were rocks and molluscs, then suddenly all is sea foam and liquid vectors, pure, unadulterated power. A handful of men die every year. But there is a trick. The collectors work in pairs, one of the two staying on the the clifftop counting the waves, in the knowledge that every 10 or 15 small waves will be followed by 3 far larger ones in a row – known to them as ‘the 3 Marys’. At that point he will call down, pull on the rope, and Antón will haul himself back up as fast as he can. Antón is known in Corcubión, and along the Costa de la Muerte, as Professor Bacterium, after the mad professor in the Mortadelo y Filemón comics, because like him he has cranial alopecia, a long, dark beard and a fracture in the middle of his nose, but also because when he was young he constantly carried out experiments on the barnacles, which are very much living creatures. They live, indeed, as nomads do, in a between state, though their particular frontier is the one that divides liquid, solids and gas, and they, clinging to the rocks, are not the ones that move, rather it is the true frontier of the world-made-water that becomes nomadic, coming forward and washing over the barnacles at 3 second intervals, as if they were unaffected by the lack of edges or vertices – the antimatter – that pertains at the limits of all matter, and unaffected, too, by their nearest opposite neighbour being a vertical pole made of ash, of the kind that in New York Harbour gauges the tidal depth in decimals.
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         1922. In front of a Japanese audience, Albert Einstein recounts the moment in which, at the close of 1907, the idea came to him: ‘I was sitting at my desk in the Patents Office when suddenly I had a thought: if someone fell from the roof of a house, they would not feel the force of gravity; they would not feel their own weight. I was overcome. This incredibly simple idea left a deep impression on me, and led me towards the Theory of General Relativity. It was the most fortunate thought of my life.’ Einstein, in coming up with the theory, erased gravity at a stroke. Creating objects, procreating, generating gravitational mass – these are but attempts, failed attempts, to find out the end point of all these forces.
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         John’s eyes met those of the young Iraqi woman again in a Basra market. She was buying groceries, and he was on duty in an armoured car, just getting down from the moving vehicle. When she realised who he was, the half-kilo of red peppers she had just bought fell to the ground; after the last of them, shining in the sun, stopped rolling and turning, she said, Don’t say anything now, I’ll be at El Rachid tonight. El Rachid was a restaurant on the outskirts of the city providing roadside food to truck drivers who covered the petrol route from Kurdistan, and to travelling fruitsellers hawking melons of different kinds – this class of person. John went there late because something told him she would be working in the kitchens, but so late that when he arrived the place was in darkness. He spotted a light beneath a doorway. It led through to a kind of back office which smelled of spices, and when he let himself in without knocking he found her gesticulating in front of 3 men sitting before a circular table. There were bundles of paper on the table covered in formulae that John could not make out. A couple of clone PCs flickered at the back. They all looked up in surprise at this man carrying half a kilo of red peppers in a clear plastic bag. Initially, he thought they must be guerrillas, or related to the military industry in some way, but she immediately blurted out, Don’t get the wrong idea: we’re architects. They were part of a global network known as Portable Architecture, she explained, whose objective was to design and build low-cost, highly portable dwellings, with a particular focus on countries racked by long-term conflicts, and where the populations are forced to live nomadically for protracted periods. She closed by saying: This very building, for example, is prefabricated, a helicopter comes and sets it up just as you see it; it’s a 5-minute job, you put it down anywhere you like. Mohamed Smith was born 9 months later, in the JFK Field Hospital, Basra. There are people who become lost in places no one cares about.
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         Sandra is from Palma de Mallorca but lives in London, in an apartment on Churchill Street, which is near her place of work, the Natural History Museum. She took the job after being told that her research into the Tyrannosaurus Rex would benefit from going to the place where most is known about the creature. She works as an assistant to Clark, the director of projects, and her short stature has endeared her to him. It isn’t true, Sandra thinks, that it always rains in London, though it is always cold and this leads to a sensation of living in a neutral place, a chemically flat place; perhaps this has something to do with the extravagance of Londoners, and why they’re all so troubled. She knows that all the interesting fashion and art originates in London, later going on to Milan or New York to be refined and disseminated. At Camden Market she swapped a colourful diadem bought at a Mallorca beach stall for a black Mod tie emblazoned with the Colgate logo. Do you like it? It’s alright, says Jodorkovski, tugging at her arm as she looks at her reflection in a shop window. In the souvenirs shop at the Natural History Museum, which is next to Sandra’s study rooms, they sell a dinosaur keyring with a compass for a brain. Sandra has always hated the feeling of being disoriented, so whenever she takes the Tube she removes the keyring from her bag and keeps her eye on the magnetic ball; this way she can always tell which direction the train is travelling. People think she must be taking part in an urban game, with teams searching for objects hidden in different places around the city. But what she is searching for is a skin that was lost millions of years ago. Uncovering bones, putting them in order, studying them, that’s easy, she thinks: all you need is a comprehensive sweep of the earth’s surface – so long as you’ve got enough time. The difficult thing is to find the skin of that dinosaur, by now nothing but particles and dust, the dissolved frontier between it and the world, the unfurled mirror of all its experiences, the piece to definitively connect the images accumulated by that beast known as T-Rex with a laptop computer, and with the Colgate logo on her new tie, and with the boarding passes for the Mallorca to London flights, and with her 23-year-old immigrant skin.
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