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To my girlfriends.





And to M. Because of us.

























‘The eye is not a miner, says Virginia Woolf, not a diver, not a seeker after buried treasure. The eye floats us smoothly down a stream.’ – Marguerite Yourcenar





‘To be able to say how much love, is love but little.’– Petrarch





‘But what if we are all fictioneers? What if we all continually make up the stories of our lives? […] Our life-stories are ours to construct as we wish, within or even against the constraints imposed by the real world…’– J.M. Coetzee
















INTRODUCTION


I lost an eye, the left one, when I was thirteen.


My mother died in three-and-a-half months, due to ovarian cancer, when I was thirty-eight.



A few years ago I divorced. It would be beautiful to boast that my husband’s gradual distancing was literature’s fault, that it is well known that men, in general, don’t like women who write books. That’s what Marguerite Duras says in Écrire. But no: my husband loved me for many years, and I him, and we were for each other. Despite that, at some point we started not getting what we expected from one another, and that right there became the undertow of our existence. And, yes, that other love, the love of writing, came between us then.



Soon after our ship sunk, I had an adventure. I sought the shelter of a lover’s embrace because a mammography revealed two shadows and because the eagerness this man showed for me (at the beginning I mistook it for love) made me feel special. I was egged on by a desire to soothe my fear, a hopelessness that sought to sweeten my despair, an urgency to channel my fury, a need to break rules, and by my dreams, because I often fall in love with my dreams. I am thirsty for: I am thirsty for butterflies, I don’t know if what I mean can be understood. For now, the shadows in my breast are still. The relationship with that man didn’t move forward either.


Soon, within a year, I handed in my resignation at work. It wasn’t my place anymore. I am a full-time writer for the first time. I make a living as a writer-for-hire.


In any case, this past summer I forced myself to make a decision: I left M. Now I am struggling with the consequences. Sometimes I’m amazed that I can live quite a normal life still.


Other than that, I lost umbrellas, bus passes, bankcards, keys, shawls, earrings…



I haven’t lost any friends though; at least none that I know.


I am forty-eight and like most people I have faced many losses. That is why I started to write this text. I think that writing in the first person will stop time from eating away all of my memories. So I am writing for myself, but for you too perhaps, because maybe you too are someone who has been beaten but not defeated by love.


















THE PRICE OF MY PEARL


My left eye is made of glass. They gave it to me so that my sick eye wouldn’t infect the healthy one, to avoid what they call sympathetic ophthalmia. When they told me that they had to remove my eye I was terrified: it’s not an easy exercise to put aside something you’ve always had and to imagine your face with a fake eye on it, like a scream.


I couldn’t erase two childhood images from my mind: the first one, of the gardener in the park and, the other, of an uncle from my father’s side, because the glass eyes of those two men were exactly like targets, fixed, unmovable, dead. However, they explained to me that how the eye was lost (if by accident or by illness) and how neat the scar was after the extraction had an effect on the overall state and look of the eye socket.


Shotgun pellets took the gardener’s eye out in a hunting accident; in my uncle’s case it was a firecracker and a childhood friend’s trick that did it. ‘Look in the hole in that wall,’ his friend said, ‘there is a coin there, but I can’t get at it… You try.’ My uncle brought his eye close to the wall.


I lost mine to glaucoma. My eye became a twisted red marble. That deformity weighed heavily on my teenage years. Every now and then whispered words would reach me. ‘Such a beautiful girl… it’s a great pity.’ Because of this, irony of ironies, I’ve always been much more despondent about the contours of my waist.


I kept my deteriorating eye until I finished my studies and started work in a Basque school. When I heard the nickname some students used for me I was very hurt, but what can you expect from cruel students.


Early on I had a doubt, an important one since I’m very emotional: whether it would be possible to cry without an eye. I cry easily. Tears are necessary to me, to prove to myself that I am a good person. At the same time, I also like that they provide transcendence to the events I experience. I find them a reliable measure.


The first time I wore my fake eye felt like walking out in the streets naked. But the shame, however, didn’t last.


After weighing my existing preconceptions against the final result, I am pretty sure that I have been lucky with my pearl because, modern prostheses, being individualised, looks rather natural – unlike the old ones.


Be that as it may, when I get in the sack with a man for the first few times I am careful with the eye. Since I can’t control the pressure in my eyelids at all (I don’t like it, but my left eye is always half-open, even when I’m asleep), when I fuck I consciously try to control the eye and close it. Those who aren’t used to it might find it disconcerting that my two eyes don’t behave like identical twins all the time.


















SAVE ME FROM ALL EVIL


I left M.


Since then, I sleep four or five hours at the most. I spend the better part of the night holding on to the edges of the mattress, arms spread crucifixion style. ‘No, that isn’t what the dead do,’ I tell myself, ‘the dead usually rest their hands on their laps.’ I’m jealous of the dead.


Every so often I can’t breathe. I imagine M.’s feet stepping on my breasts.


I need about half an hour to get dressed.


I zigzag around the room like a drunkard; I feel my way around it, hands on walls, as if the ground were about to give way.


The pain in my ribs awakes again (I have a cyst in my kidney that sometimes reminds me of its presence). It’s obvious that, in me, goodbyes and sorrows plait into a single rope when it’s time to cast something or someone off.


I haven’t left the house other than for emergencies since July, only to run the odd errand or for brief visits to my oldies.


They’ve lent me a house in Les Landes. I arrived the day before yesterday. I have inhabited these landscapes before, on Easter holidays, with family. This time I come in secret, in early September, to escape my worries. ‘I can’t anymore,’ I told the owners, a couple, friends of mine.



The villages here are all similar: the town square with its tiled fountain in the middle, the bakery, the tobacconist’s, the glass-fronted bistro and the marble plaque on the side of the church: Morts pour le patrie. It’s only when you leave the centre that a few scattered houses appear, each with its own garden and surrounding pines.




Le Rayon Vert sits on top of a dune. You can hear the roar of the ocean, the rasp of a thousand seashells as they rub and tumble. There is a line of foam on the beach. Bulrush here and there, like silver hair. I found a dead seagull, belly up, eyes turned into yellow lentils. One of its legs was tangled in the metallic net that fences the car park off.



I had to shovel off a mound of sand blocking the front door. I scarcely had the energy to face such a task, but I did it, tears and whimpers notwithstanding. The wind is such in this corner of the world, sand gets in even through the keyholes. You need a shovel at hand, just like other places require you keep snow gloves or insect repellent nearby.


I switched the lights on and nibbled at the sandwich in my handbag while organising my bits.


I have come to write. But the pen in my hand feels like a pickaxe.


I will write, because writing down what I have to tell will give me some sort of sense of immortality (an otherwise ridiculous feeling, by the way). Once again, paper will save me from all evil. A page a day. That’s what I promised myself.


I put my notebook, dictionary, watch, phone and cup of tea (a relaxing infusion of mint, lemon balm and lime blossom) on the table. I drink about half a dozen cups every day now; at night, Trazodone. Nothing soothes the pain.


















THE VARIANTS OF PAIN


I never thought I would experience heartbreak so despondently again (or should I have known that I would?).


When pain is solid, it pulls you downward, like a flat stone that lives in your belly. Your head hangs low. Your weak neck muscles make it impossible to lift or turn it. When you try, if you’re standing, you lose your balance. You feel like you bump into everything as you walk. You bring your hands to your belly then. You whimper, a choked sound devoid of hope, coming from an old animal, a puff of air born in the throat and blown through the nose.


Some other times the pain is sharp; a wire needling in between the ribs. That pain grabs your eyes and throat. It tends to bring tears, that pain, it awakens your self-pity. You wallow in words of despair until you drown in your predicament. When tears turn to hiccups you sit on the bed and remain still, looking at the ceiling, or at anything else in the room, a painting or a chair, until your breathing eases. You cover your face with your hands. You look like a woman in a Hopper painting then. (Harkaitz Cano is right when he says the old man is tired of being rattled in his grave every time we use him to legitimise our decadent, badly-understood melancholy. But oh well, I still find those women are my true reflection.)


Other times the pain is like a punch, if I unexpectedly bump into M., say at the fishmongers, the square or the pharmacy. Suddenly, everything moves very quickly, except him. The background becomes a blur I can barely see because the violence of the thumping in my temples won’t let me look away from M.’s mouth. At times like that, when we exchange a couple of words and go our separate ways, my face hurts like I’ve been slapped.


The worst pain, however, is the claw pain. It scratches the walls of the intestine and they contract. You feel nauseous then, even if you haven’t eaten anything in hours. You run to the bathroom and release bile and saliva. You want to think that in releasing that liquid you release a curse, that through vomit you let go of this undue punishment, because no man deserves such a grotesque display of sorrow. This is more than pain; it’s agony.


This agony swallows me when I imagine M. with another woman. It could be a faceless someone, someone I don’t know, a colleague from work, for example; or a woman from our village, a brunette or a blonde, a thin one; or a young girl, a shameless lass who enjoys telling tales of seducing older men to her friends. I see M. standing, pounding into her from behind. With every shove, the pendant I gave him (a green-grey stone the same colour as his eyes) dances a jig on his hairy chest. When this happens I grab the switch on the bedside lamp and I turn the light off, turn it on, turn it off again, turn it on again, and once again, turn off, turn on, off and on in a vain effort to erase that image.


I would prefer not to have a body. My body is a sack full of broken branches. I would be so much better off in a coffin. It is hard to imagine, unless you’ve experienced it, how heavy the burden of broken love can be.


















LE RAYON VERT


I don’t know why they gave the house this name.



The Green Ray is a book by Jules Verne, it’s based on a real optic phenomena: when the sun hides behind a flat surface, its last rays refract onto the atmosphere in a range of amber-like colours. At the exact instant the sun disappears, the human eye can perceive a green ray.



According to legend, two people who see this ray at the same time will experience a bond of love. Perhaps the previous owners found this spot and thought it would be a good place for a house, in hopes they’d see the green ray. Or perhaps they saw the ray here, and that’s why they built the house. Utter nonsense.


There is an Eric Rohmer film of that name too. It’s been years since I saw it, but I found it a bit underwhelming.


The ground floor consists of one large room, one of those kitchen-lounges. The bathroom is downstairs too, and the junk room. The furniture is clean, no fingerprints in sight. Truly, how quickly we accept to drink from the glasses and sleep in the sheets strangers have just used, even if we hesitate at first, wondering if we’ll find a dodgy stain or a curly pube. It’s obvious that both the curtains and the eucalyptus branches behind the door have been hung only recently.



There are two rooms upstairs. I take the bigger one. The wood panels that run half way up the walls are painted white, like the rest of the room. The bed is against the window (too big, I say, as I caress my breasts). There is a wooden chest at the foot of the bed, a chimney in front, an armchair, and on the shelf, a ship in a bottle, Souvenir des Landes. A kilim rug breaks the monochromy.



It’s warm, almost sweltering. I should remove the seagull before it starts to rot. The sun looks like the inner face of an oyster on the matt sky.














A GLASS EYE IS AN OBJECT


The first artificial eye in history is 4,800 years old. They found it in an archaeological site in the Burnt City, in what was ancient Mesopotamia, near the current frontier with Afghanistan. It was inside the head of a young woman, and was made of tar and animal fat. It has an iris at its centre, and gold rays imitating eye capillaries, less than half a millimetre thin.


It must have been hard for its owner to get used to that foreign object; I know that from experience. If a chickpea in the shoe hurts, a pebble in the eye socket is no nicer. Driven by pain, despair, or plain disappointment, many have taken hammer to eye to smash it.


But if you remove the prosthesis or lose it, scarring may take place, and this has consequences. In fact, it is not recommendable to take the eye out for long stretches, because the cavity tends to contract. In the worst of all cases, you might not be able to get it in again.


It gets harder and harder for me too, because of age. Not because my pulse is feeble, but because of the quality of my skin: the top eyelid is weaker, and as a result the eye’s opening has narrowed; the lower lid has lost elasticity too (like all other parts of the body) and it barely bears the weight of the fake eye. This complicates the process of casting a new eye.


Truth is, the eye needs to be replaced every four or five years: the glass gets cloudy, like sea glass (tears are salty too). Taking into account how important eyes are in a person’s face, experts recommend that the eye be replaced at those intervals: eyes that are used for too long tinge the expression with sadness (like overused feelings). Although they can’t be classified as consumer products, glass eyes have a limited life expectancy.


And regarding the weakening of the skin, I should say that a couple of years ago, to stop the eye from falling out, they stitched the internal corner of my eyelid, like you would to take too-big trousers in at the waist. It was a quick repair. I remember the surgeon caressed my face as I lay waiting on the stretcher before we went into the operating room.
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