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‌Historical Preface


to the Luminous Novel


I’m not sure what exactly the origin was, the initial impulse that led me to attempt the luminous novel, although the beginning of the first chapter says expressly that the impulse arose from an obsessive image, and the image is clear enough to allow the reader to believe this statement. I myself ought to believe it unreservedly, because I have a very strong memory of both the image and its obsessive quality, or at least its recurrence over a long enough period to have suggested the idea of obsession.


My doubts relate more to the fact that now, when I look back on that time, another completely different image occurs to me as the source of that impulse; and judging by this image, the initial impulse arose from a conversation I had with a friend. I’d told this friend about an experience of mine that had been extremely transcendental, and I’d told him how difficult it would be to turn it into a story. According to my theory, there are some extraordinary experiences that can’t be written about without becoming denatured; it’s impossible to set them down on paper. My friend insisted that if I wrote it just as I’d told it that night, I’d have a beautiful story; and that not only would I be able to write it, but that writing it was my duty.


In fact, these two images don’t contradict one another, and they’re even both supported by an attentive reading of the first lines of that first chapter – an attentive reading that I undertook just now, before beginning this paragraph. It seems that the opening of the novel contains both elements, but they don’t mix, because I didn’t yet know, when I started to write, that I was writing about that transcendental experience itself. I talk about the obsessive image, which relates to a particular arrangement of the items I need for writing, and later, separately, I talk about a parallel desire to record certain experiences I describe as ‘luminous’. It takes me a few more lines to wonder if what I’d started writing because of the first impulse wasn’t actually that other text I’d been wanting to write. But there’s no mention of my friend, which strikes me as unfair – although he’s no longer my friend, and from what I’ve heard is going around the place bad-mouthing me. It’s very likely that at that moment I’d completely forgotten my friend’s suggestion, authorisation or demand, and was quite convinced that writing that story was something I wanted to do.


I find it surprising that now, after all this time, I can see the cause-and-effect relationship so clearly: my friend encouraged me to write a story I knew would be impossible to write, and he imposed it on me as a duty; that imposition remained, working away in the shadows, rejected outright by the consciousness, and eventually it began to emerge in the form of that obsessive image – and all the while it was cunningly erasing its tracks, because impositions invariably generate resistance. To remove that resistance, the imposition coming from outside me disguised itself as a desire coming from within. Although, of course, the desire already existed, since something had made me tell my friend the story I told him; maybe on some secret, subtle level I knew my friend would find a way of obliging me to do what I thought was impossible. I thought it was impossible then and I think it’s impossible now. It being impossible wasn’t reason enough not to do it, as I knew full well, but the prospect of attempting the impossible made me feel very lazy.


Maybe my friend was right, but for me things are never straightforward. Now I see myself, in my imagination disguised as a memory, simply writing the story I’d recounted to my friend, exactly the way I’d recounted it, and watching it fail; I see myself ripping to shreds the five or six pages the story would have taken up, and this could even be a genuine memory because I have a sense of having written that story once before, though there’s no longer any trace of it among my papers. And that’s where the obsessive image must have come from, showing me the way to arrange myself in order to write it successfully, and it’s also where the desire to write it must have come from, only by then it was transformed into a desire to write about other transcendental experiences, laying them out like a staircase in order to reach the story I wanted to write, or felt I should write, the one I might have written and destroyed. What I mean is that probably, deep down, I understood that the failure of my story was due to the lack of anything around it, the lack of any context to set it off, or of a particular atmosphere created by a vast array of images and words, which could reinforce the effect the anecdote was meant to have on the reader.


This was how I came to make life difficult for myself, because that context, that atmosphere and all those images and words were carrying me in unexpected – though very logical – directions. These processes are explained brilliantly in The Interior Castle by Santa Teresa of Ávila, my patron saint, but obviously it’s not enough for anyone to have the processes explained: you have to experience them for yourself. Experiencing these processes is how you learn about them, but it’s also how you make mistakes and lose your way. I think that in the chapters I’ve retained of the ‘luminous novel’, the way is lost at the very beginning, and those five lengthy chapters are nothing but an energetic attempt to find it again. An energetic attempt, yes, and even a worthy one, especially if we consider the circumstances that accompanied it, surrounded it, and eventually left it mutilated.


The thing is, I had to be mutilated as well, and I was. Most of the actions that shaped the circumstances of my beginning the luminous novel had to do with my then-future gallbladder operation. Once I’d accepted that the operation was inevitable, the first thing I did was talk to the surgeon about postponing it for as long as possible, and I managed to get an extension of a few months. In those months, I finished four books I’d been putting off for a considerable time, and I also launched myself into the furious writing of those chapters of the luminous novel. It was clear I was very afraid of dying in the operation, and I always knew that writing that luminous novel was an attempt to exorcise my fear of death. I also tried to exorcise my fear of pain, but I didn’t manage. I was more successful with my fear of death. I can’t claim to have gone calmly into the operating theatre, because I was still very frightened of the pain, but the idea of death no longer scared me after I’d written those first five chapters (which actually turned out to be seven). My fear of death comes back every now and then, especially when I’m enjoying myself, but I went into the gallbladder operation, in that respect, with my head held high. At the same time, the idea of death had been a useful incentive to work, against the clock, like a thing possessed. I was able to put my affairs in order, or at least to put my writing in order while disregarding everything else. It was during that time that I accumulated a debt, which for me was considerable, and that debt was what then took me to Buenos Aires, to work.


The definitive mutilation didn’t come, then, on the day of the operation, but the operation itself was a significant mutilation, since I was left without a gallbladder, and worst of all I ended up secretly convinced I’d been castrated. A long time afterwards I freed myself from this secret conviction – and at the same time, the secret stopped being a secret – in a dream. In this dream, the doctor who’d sent me to the surgeon returned my gallbladder to me in perfect condition, inside a jar. The gallbladder, whose real form I’ve never known, in the dream looked a lot like male genitalia. Things had come full circle.


At first, I did everything I could to avoid having the operation. The doctors were categorical, but then doctors are always categorical, especially surgeons, and everyone knows that surgeons are paid a lot of money for operations. I once read something about this by Bernard Shaw, with which I fully agreed: he said it was absurd that the person who decides whether or not an operation is advisable is none other than the surgeon who’ll be paid a hefty sum to carry it out. But the truth is that I was suffering more and more often from gallbladder infections, which left me feverish and worried about dangerous after-effects. Eventually, the message reached me by means of a book – it’s astonishing how every time I’m facing a difficult problem, the information I need appears at exactly the right moment. I was browsing through some books, as I often am, in search of detective novels, on the sale tables outside a bookshop on Avenida 18 de Julio. Suddenly a title caught my eye, seeming to twinkle in the light: DON’T OPERATE UNNECESSARILY, the book was called, and if it wasn’t called that it was called something very similar. It wasn’t cheap, and I didn’t have much money at the time. All the way home, I was weighing up whether or not I should buy it. Buying new books (this was a new book, even though it was on one of the sale tables), and, what’s more, books that don’t belong to the detective-novel genre, is a long way from my usual principles and habits, not to mention my economic capacity. But I was still thinking about the book when I got home. The next day it was the same. In the end I made up my mind, went back to the bookshop and picked the book up again, but it occurred to me that I didn’t necessarily need to buy it. I looked at the contents page and saw there was a chapter devoted to the gallbladder. The rest of the book didn’t interest me. It wasn’t a very long chapter. I’m an extremely fast reader. Glancing over my shoulder and seeing no shop assistants paying much attention to what I was doing, I nonchalantly opened the book, like someone flicking through the pages whilst deciding whether or not to buy it, and turned to the first page of that chapter. Everything was resolved in the first few lines. The chapter began by saying that gallbladder operations are some of the only operations that really are necessary. Then it gave some advice about not operating if you don’t want to – different methods of attempting a neural control of the bile ducts, to let gallstones come and go at will without getting blocked in the sphincter of the duct, and other things like that – but it concluded by saying that having gallbladder trouble is like having a ticking time bomb inside you that could explode at any moment and require an urgent operation – which, of course, is hardly the safest kind. I closed the book, left it in its place on the sale table and went home pondering my acceptance, which was already a done deed.


I wrote that luminous novel by hand, and when I finished a chapter I typed it up on my typewriter, making minor changes and corrections in the process. One chapter was originally written on the typewriter. And there was one chapter I didn’t think was very good and destroyed, but, as the reader who gets that far will see, I soon have regrets and include a summary of it in the replacement chapter; I must only have destroyed the copy, though, because I evidently then retype the original and put it back where it was. But I also kept the summary in the chapter that followed, which complicated the numbering of the chapters. I’m not entirely sure at what stage in the interminable edits the five surviving chapters ended up in the form they’re in today (the two destroyed chapters disappeared without trace); I was carrying this truncated novel around for sixteen years, and every so often I’d embark on a new set of corrections that added or removed things.


In the year 2000 I received a grant from the Guggenheim Foundation to carry out a final edit of those five chapters and write the nine chapters necessary to finish the project. The edit was completed, but the new chapters weren’t written, and the comings and goings of the year I spent enjoying the grant are written up in the prologue to this book. During that period, which lasted from July 2000 to June 2001, all I managed to produce was a story called ‘First Communion’, which almost became the sixth chapter of the luminous novel but didn’t quite: I’d changed my style by then, and many of my views had changed as well, so I kept it as a stand-alone story. It continues the luminous novel, in a sense, but it certainly doesn’t complete it. The prologue, too, the ‘Diary of the Grant’, could be seen as a continuation of the luminous novel, though only in terms of the subject matter.


I thought about collecting all the related material together in this book, and including my Diary of a Swine and Empty Words alongside it, since these texts are also, in a sense, a continuation of the luminous novel. But that struck me as excessive, and in the end I decided to focus exclusively on unpublished texts. It’s still lacking – it will probably forever be lacking – the series of chapters that weren’t written, among them the retelling of the story I told my friend, which gave rise to the luminous novel.


I was right: the task was and is impossible. There are some things that can’t be written about. This whole book is the testimony of a monumental failure. The system of creating an environment for each luminous event I wanted to describe took me down dark and even sinister paths. In the process, I underwent countless moments of catharsis, recovered many fragments of myself that had been buried in my unconscious and managed to do some of the crying I should have done long ago, and it was without doubt a significant experience. Even now, I find the text moving and therapeutic to read. But the luminous events, once written down, cease to be luminous; they disappoint, they sound trivial. They’re out of reach of literature, or at least of my literature.


I believe, ultimately, that the only light to be found in these pages is the light that the reader will give them.


M. L., 27 August 1999 – 27 October 2002










‌Prologue


Diary of the Grant










‌August 2000


Saturday 5, 03:13


Here begins the ‘Diary of the Grant’. I’ve been trying to do something like this for months now, but systematically avoiding making a start. The aim is to set the writing in motion, no matter what it’s about, and keep it up until I’ve got into the habit. I have to associate the computer with writing. The most-used program needs to be Word. This will mean taking apart a series of cybernetic habits that have consumed me for the past five years, though I shouldn’t think of it as taking anything apart, but rather as putting this together. Every day, every day, even if it’s only a line to say I don’t feel like writing anything, or I don’t have time, or to make any other excuse. But it has to be every day.


I almost certainly won’t manage. Experience has taught me that. And yet I find myself hoping things will be different this time, because the grant is involved. I’ve already been sent the first half of the money, which will be enough to keep me until the end of the year in a reasonable life of leisure. As soon as I knew for certain I was getting the grant this year, I began more or less clearing my schedule, getting rid of some things altogether and spacing others out, so as to leave very few days each month when I have any commitments at all. You see, a life of leisure takes time to arrange. It doesn’t come about just like that, from one moment to the next, simply because you have nothing to do. At the moment my instinct is to fill every gap, devoting all my free time to stupid, pointless activities, because, almost without realising it, I have become like those people I always look down on: intensely afraid of my own selfhood, of being alone with nothing to do, of the ghosts in the basement pushing at the trapdoor, eager to poke their heads out and give me a fright.


One of the first things I did with this half of the grant money was buy myself a pair of armchairs. In my apartment it used to be completely impossible to sit down and rest; for years now I’ve had my living space set up like an office. Desks, tables, uncomfortable chairs, everything there to encourage work – or playing on the computer, which is a kind of work.


I had the electrician come and change the position of the plug sockets so I could move the computer out of sight, out of the central area of the apartment; I’m typing this now in a little room by the bedroom, and in the central area, where the computer used to be, there’s now a strange armchair, very soft and springy, its fabric a lovely greyish blue. The two or three times I’ve sat in it, I’ve fallen asleep. You relax, you can’t help but relax, and then, if you’re at all sleep-deprived, before you know it you’re dead to the world and dreaming. But this armchair is another thing I’ve been avoiding. As for the second one, I haven’t sat in it at all yet, except to try it out. It’s the kind known as a bergère, with a tall, rather hard back that makes it just right for reading. I only really intended to buy one armchair, but when I was testing them both out in the furniture shop, switching back and forth between the two, I realised it wouldn’t be that simple. One chair was perfect for reading; the other was perfect for resting and relaxing. In one, you can’t possibly read: it gets uncomfortable and your back ends up crooked and sore. In the other, you can’t possibly relax: the hard backrest means you have to sit up straight and pay attention, which makes it ideal if you want to read. For many years now, I’ve only ever read at mealtimes, or in bed, or in the bathroom. Admittedly, I’ve also been steering clear of this armchair. But its time will come, just as the time for this diary has come.


I was able to begin it today thanks to my friend Paty. Some time ago I told her about Rosa Chacel, whom I discovered by chance at a second-hand book sale. I thought Memoirs of Leticia Valle was an extraordinary novel and lent it to all my witch friends, because I was in no doubt whatsoever that Doña Rosa was a genuine witch, in the good sense of the word. Paty is one of my witch friends, and of course she loved it. In return, a few days ago she left me a Rosa Chacel book I hadn’t heard of with the caretaker downstairs, Money Box: The Way There. It’s the first part of an intimate diary (if you can call it that, since Doña Rosa Chacel doesn’t give away many intimate details), the second part of which is called Money Box: The Way Back. Paty emailed to explain that she’d sent me the book to help with the grant, since Rosa also received a Guggenheim fellowship at one point and all the ins and outs of the experience are recounted in the diary. In fact, even before reaching the part about the grant, which comes halfway through the book (and I have most of the second half yet to read), I noticed that this diary was inspiring me and making me want to write myself. I’m amazed at how much Rosa and I have in common. Impressions, feelings, ideas, phobias, discomforts; all very similar. She must have been an insufferable old woman. There’s a photo of her on the back cover; she looks surprisingly similar to Adalgissa (I’ve never known how to spell that name; I think there’s an H in there somewhere. Perhaps: Adalghissa), whom we used to call ‘the fat aunt’ when I was a boy. She was actually my great-aunt, the sister of my maternal grandfather. But the difference between Rosa and the fat aunt is the way they look at you; although Rosa’s eyes are partly hidden by her round spectacles and slightly drooping eyelids, you can see the powerful intelligence of the brain behind them. The fat aunt, in contrast, was not very intelligent.


Saturday 5, 18:02


Today I woke up filled with enthusiasm about this diary, very keen to get started and thinking of all kinds of things I wanted to discuss; however, it’s now six in the evening and I’m waiting for a friend, who’ll be ringing the doorbell at any moment, and until a minute ago I hadn’t written a single word. Instead, I’ve been playing a card game called Golf on the computer. I think food is what always leads me astray; today it was breakfast, but I realised last night that it’s often after my dinner-lunch that my flights into alienation really take hold. As soon as the digestive process begins, my conscious, volitional self evaporates to make way for that rebellious escapist who wants nothing more than to fall into a trance over absolutely anything at all. It’s definitely worse at night; I can’t do anything to stop it, and it goes on almost until dawn.


Today I also woke up determined not to reread what I write here, or at least not very often, so this diary really is a diary and not a novel; that is, to remove the need for continuity. I realised straight away that it will still be a novel, though, whether I like it or not, because these days a novel is practically anything you can put between a front and back cover.


There goes the lift. Now the bell. My friend is here.


Saturday 5, 22:28


My friend came, my friend left, I played a round of Golf, had lunch-dinner, and then for the first time I sat down to digest my meal in one of the armchairs. Every other time I’ve tried this armchair out I’ve fallen asleep. Today was almost no exception, but I just about managed to stay awake. I listened to D’Arienzo butchering a few tangos on Radio Clarín, from fairly far away because I still haven’t arranged things so I can have the record player in the new living room. As I sat there I remembered a dream I had this morning, and the memory of the dream made me do something I’ve been senselessly putting off for about a month: telephone my recently widowed friend Jorge. I think calling him is so hard because of how painful I find the memory of my friend Elisa, his dead wife, even though I have evidence that she’s perfectly content where she is now; after all, it’s well known that the pain we feel at other people’s deaths comes from the implicit reference they make to our own, although why the idea of one’s own death has to be so frightening is something I still haven’t got to the bottom of. In my case it probably relates to my fear of the unknown, of finding myself deprived of all the reference points I so rely on. Dying must be like leaving the house, something I find it increasingly difficult to do, but without the hope of ever returning home. Perhaps, in my unconscious, the image forms of my dead self as a kind of rootless and disconsolate ghost who can’t find anywhere it belongs, just as I haven’t found anywhere I belong in life. Since non-existence alone can’t frighten us because there would be nothing there to frighten, it might be that we’re scared of death because we see it as another birth; and indeed, faced with the prospect of being born a second time, well might we clasp our heads in our hands and cry, ‘Oh, no! Not again!’ Not that I have any great complaints about life; far from it. I just wish I hadn’t always suffered from such a terror of the unexpected and the unknown, all the time, even when I’ve had no real reason to think there’s anything nasty in store.


I spoke to my friend. Among other things, we said we’d meet up in about a week’s time, since for me the week beginning tomorrow is already looking quite complicated. So is the week after, in fact, because I keep complicating it by arranging to meet up with people; for example, I spoke to Julia yesterday, and we also agreed to see each other that week. Julia is an old friend, though not as old as me, and needless to say, that isn’t her real name.


I can’t remember exactly what was going on with my friend Jorge in the dream; I know we were talking, sitting together in a semi-enclosed space a bit like the structure we used to call ‘the gazebo’ when I was a child, which was attached to the house my grandparents had by the seaside. The roof looked like it was made of branches – living branches, I mean, still part of the tree – and the walls were also formed of a kind of vegetation, though I seem to remember there being some mesh there as well, like chicken wire. There were two ways in: one, a kind of narrow door by the boundary separating my grandparents’ land from the neighbours’ (this door may just have been a hole in that wall of foliage that we – that is, my cousins and I, skinny children who could slip through all kinds of unlikely apertures – had forced open), and the other broader, almost the width of the gazebo itself, on the left, like an extension of the side of the house. What a terrible description; I’m sure it’s completely impossible to understand.


Sunday 6, 00:09


I was interrupted by a minor incident caused by the strange behaviour of a program I made on the computer (in Visual Basic, to be precise) to monitor when I take my medication (for the curious reader: I’m taking antihypertensives, in the form of half a 20-milligram tablet twice a day; and antidepressants, in the form of one 150-milligram tablet every day. I started taking the antidepressants a month ago, not because I thought I needed to take antidepressants, but because they were widely advertised as a major help with giving up smoking. I haven’t stopped smoking, at least not yet, but I have discovered that I needed to take antidepressants because I was depressed and didn’t realise it). The program closed, disappeared from sight and uninstalled itself without completing its function. And it’s a good thing it did all that then, when I was alert and able to see what had happened. I checked through the program and found the error: as usual, the computer was right and I was wrong. I think I’ve fixed it now, but I’ll only know for sure tomorrow evening, because I don’t want to go changing the clock on the computer.


But I wanted, and still want, to write about the dream involving my friend Jorge, which took place somewhere similar to that gazebo from my childhood, though it wasn’t exactly the same. As I said, we were sitting and chatting about something, I don’t know what. There was another character: a naughty child, a mixture of various characters who either are children or suffer from infantilism, since at times he seemed like the embodiment of my old friend Ricardo, that diminutive individual who was the inspiration for Tinker in my novel Nick Carter. Anyway, this boy in my dream, among other annoying things, had thrown a key ring full of keys over his shoulder into an expanse of nothing but sand and weeds: a gratuitous, unjustifiable act of rebellion. Worst of all was the fact that, originally, the person who threw the keys had been me. Then I split off into an adult who was horrified at this child’s behaviour. I must have created the child character to hide the fact it had been me all along. At some point later on I thought about looking for the keys, but I don’t remember doing it; I do remember how lazy I felt at the thought, knowing that they wouldn’t be easy to find, half-buried in the sand and hidden by the weeds. However, not long afterwards I had the keys in my possession. When that child character threw them away, I wondered how he’d manage to get back into the house. I suppose that was part of my strategy of dissimulation. I’m glad I got them back, because they had a strong sexual symbolism. When I got them back, or realised I’d got them back, they were already in my pocket; I took them out and examined them carefully. I was surprised to see there were various keys, a considerable number; the key ring divided them into two groups, one of which was like an extension of the other, connected to it by a little chain. There was also a strip of dark-green paper, attached to the key ring without any purpose I was able to work out.


The presence of my friend Jorge in that dream made me decide to telephone him, and I’m glad I did, because it was one of the things I’d been putting off indefinitely for no valid reason.


The other thing I’ve been putting off, and which I continue putting off, at least so far, is shaving. My beard is far too bushy and my mouth fills up with bristles when I eat, which I find intolerable. But I don’t just want to trim it, because then it would look too neat, too intentional, when in fact letting my beard grow this long wasn’t a deliberate choice; I simply let a lot more time pass than I should have done without shaving. By now it would be very difficult, very arduous, to get rid of my beard, and my face would be left itchy, red and burning until at least the next day. But I have to do it. And I will. Very soon.


Sunday 6, 17:20


Absolutely zero interest in writing today. I woke up already feeling a bit crooked, i.e. with that unsteadiness I’d forgotten about and which must therefore relate to my blood pressure, since it went away when I started taking the medication last month. Why it came back today in spite of the medication I have no idea, unless it’s something to do with my routine. My doctor told me not to take the tablets in the early hours of the morning; I’m supposed to take them by midnight at the latest. But this means I can’t space them out enough; there’s meant to be twelve hours between them. My plan is to take the first at eleven in the morning and the second at eleven at night. But I’m never awake at eleven in the morning, so I normally end up taking the first at two or three in the afternoon. The next one then gets pushed back to 11.30 p.m., or midnight, but that leaves a gap of more than twelve hours until the next: fifteen or sixteen hours even, which could be why it doesn’t have the same effect. I’ll have to think about going to bed earlier … ha.


Well, I’m still crooked and I don’t feel like writing. Chl will be here soon (which is a whole other story that ‘isn’t for telling here’, as Rosa Chacel says in her diary every so often, always leaving you wanting to know more); she’s bringing me a pea stew she made at home. Chl makes wonderful stews, but she says this one didn’t turn out very well; apparently the peas are a bit hard. Still, I’ll have to eat it anyway, because for too many days I’ve been living on meat alone (and tomatoes with garlic); the diet doesn’t bother me as such, but all the meat is a bit frightening.


Monday 7, 02:31


Today it’s still yesterday. By which I mean that the day I began on Sunday still isn’t over, even though the date has changed. I have no idea how to sort out the chaos of my sleeping hours. A few days ago my doctor offered to put me in touch with her colleague, a psychiatrist who specialises in treating addictions and other behavioural disorders from a behaviourist approach. I thought this sounded interesting, since at sixty years old I’m not sure I have the energy for any more of the psychoanalytical approach, which, what’s more, was no help at all with this particular disorder a few years ago (though it was very helpful in other ways). This psychiatrist also had the advantage of being contactable via email; one of the major obstacles created by my disrupted sleeping hours is the difficulty in communicating with people at what they consider a reasonable time. I wrote to him, briefly explaining this difficulty and requesting an appointment some time after 7 p.m., the later the better. He answered right away; when I woke up the next day and began my routine by checking my email folders, the reply was already there. He told me, very politely, that his last appointment slot was at 6.30 p.m., and offered me some dates in the near future. I didn’t like the way he presented his schedule as something preordained, as if he were explaining a genetic characteristic that no one in their right mind would expect him to be able to change. As if he’d said: ‘I have one leg shorter than the other.’ Or could it be that his own behavioural disorders cause him similar difficulties to the ones mine cause me? And if so, have his behaviourist techniques not helped him to correct those disorders?


But there was more: he explained that he was attaching some .doc files to his email with forms for me to fill in before our first meeting, so he could ‘get on with the diagnosis’. I didn’t like the sound of this either. I can’t get used to the idea of someone reaching a diagnosis without having had any direct personal contact with their patient whatsoever. I don’t want to be categorised like that, and to encounter someone when I go along for the first appointment who’s already formed an idea of what I’m like, an idea that won’t easily change. The doctor would see his diagnosis and not the person I am.


I read the questionnaires, and while I was reading them I composed my responses in my head. The questions addressed a multitude of personal topics and referred to my life history from birth to the present day. Each one had only a limited space for the answer, and yet each one deserved a response that was almost infinitely long, or at least spanning a volume or more, and not the slim ones either. For example: your relationship and its problems. Which relationship? All of them? Wow … Please describe in five lines the problems with every relationship you’ve ever had. He might as well have set the questionnaire out as one of those multiple-choice exams. There were also questions about professional matters: how do I get on with my bosses, with my subordinates, etc. Bosses? Does anyone have a boss in this world? And subordinates? God forbid. In other words, I saw how the whole thing was shaping up: therapy for builders, office workers and executives. If you don’t fit into one of those categories, it’s because you’re mad. There must be something wrong with you if you’re a free person.


The questions were very well formulated. As I answered them in my head I saw my whole life parading past me at full speed, and plenty of things popped up here and there to explain why I have the disorders I do. After the initial shock, I realised that the things I’m fighting against as if they were disorders, without managing to overcome them, are not in fact disorders at all but admirable solutions I’ve been devising, unconsciously, in order to get by. This is an excellent definition of my disorders: they’re the result of all that’s happened in my life, and more than that they’re the price of my freedom. Two plus two equals four. Thank you, Doctor. I replied to him, explaining that our schedules were incompatible but that he’d nevertheless helped me a great deal with his questionnaires, which may not have resolved my behavioural disorders but which had at least made me feel more tolerant of them. That doesn’t mean I won’t go on trying to correct them, at least in part. I’m not asking to start going to bed at midnight and getting up at eight; I’d be happy with getting up at eleven and going to bed whenever I do. And, speaking of which, it’s now three in the morning. I should probably stop writing, turn the computer off and begin my bedtime routine before I get engrossed in something stupid all over again and the next thing I know it it’s gone eight.


But I wanted to say that Chl’s stew is delicious. I’d rather she gave me sexual satisfaction like she used to, but no, she gives me stew. Well, she also gives me good company and plenty of affection for a few hours each week, so I can’t complain. Today we went for a walk and stopped in a boliche for a coffee. I hadn’t left the house in days and was feeling a bit light-headed. Going out helped; I made slow progress, but on the way home the unsteadiness left me and I stopped feeling crooked. In fact, I felt good. I almost let out a few whoops of contentment right there in the street. Afterwards, Chl took a bus home, and I went back to my apartment and played Golf and had another plate of stew. Luckily, and thanks to Chl, the day turned out all right. It stopped seeming so grey and infected, and I stopped feeling at odds with myself. If only there’d also been some sex …


I still don’t understand why I threw the keys away in my dream and then got them back again. This dream is part of a long series that began when I started taking the antidepressants; they’re all seaside-town dreams and happen in similar places, always at night, and always surrounded by vegetation. In one of them I even found myself driving a car with total competence, though a few manoeuvres I made left me worried I couldn’t control it – especially when I challenged some friends in another car to a race to wherever we were going. I got there first, of course, but I have no idea why I challenged them like that, let alone why I was driving a car. I don’t even know how to start an engine.


Monday 7, 16:58


I just came across these lines in the book by Doña Rosa Chacel (or should I call her Aunt Rosa?), about a certain source of suffering in her life:




I try hard to overcome it through narcotics: films and books. How well I understand people who turn to drugs! These ones I use seem harmless, but they’re not. That is, as soon as one uses them to that end, they turn out to be as destructive as the others, because the destructive thing is removing oneself from reality. It doesn’t matter what poison we use to numb the senses: the effect of numbing them is the same.





Replace ‘films’ with ‘the computer’ and they could be my own words.


In this part of the book, Aunt Rosa has begun talking a lot about her dreams; and, as if I were going through a parallel process, I came across the lines quoted above just after beginning the day with some reflections on my own dream (the one about the boy throwing the keys away). In the interpretation that eventually occurred to me, you can see the connection with the topic ‘drugs’.


In one back and forth in my reflections, it suddenly struck me that the child’s intention when he throws the keys away is to make it difficult for himself to return. I think about it in the dream: ‘How’s he going to get back in later?’ And now I see that the keys are the keys in more than one sense of the word, and that on throwing them away my intention is to hide them – but not too much. It’s more about slowing things down; concealing them for a bit but not losing them completely.


This means that the keys to my unwanted behaviours, such as my addiction to drugs like the computer and books, are there, almost in sight, but the small and tiresome task still remains of hunting for them in the sand, among some tufts of grass. In the dream I get the keys back, but then I examine them as if I didn’t quite recognise them.


I think the meanings are nice and clear. Now that I’m proposing a ‘return’ to myself and my writing, and resuming a novel I left unfinished more than fifteen years ago, the dream tells me I won’t be able to manage it without the keys to myself, which I myself had hidden. I didn’t hide them very well – I didn’t bury them in the unconscious – but I’ll have to dig for a while in the subconscious sand before they appear, and then, when they do appear, I’ll have to do a bit more work to untangle them.


Tuesday 8, 04:54


I’ll be brief: today (I mean yesterday and what we’ve had of today so far, of course; my day) was long and difficult. It’s almost five, I’d already turned the computer off when I remembered about this diary and turned it back on again, and meanwhile my waist hurts and the garlic is repeating on me. I spent most of the day playing Golf, believe it or not. I think I’ve explained before that it’s a kind of solitaire. And worst of all it’s a mindless game, almost entirely down to chance. On average, you win about one round in every hundred. I also did some inappropriate things that I don’t want to write about here (including making some improvements to a recent program of mine in Visual Basic). So I’m still hiding the keys, the keys to myself; I’m still putting off confronting the thing that will allow me to do what I want to do.


Today I woke up crooked again; that is, insecure and somehow unstable. I called my doctor and she came to see me – a spontaneous offer on her part. But she didn’t find my blood pressure too outrageously high, and she also carried out several very funny neurological tests; I myself added the standing on one leg test, which is used for proving you’re not drunk. It could be the stuffy, stormy weather; it could be a particular strain of flu everyone’s getting this year. It could be a problem with my right ear, which is blocked. And it could also be simple madness. Or not so simple, come to that. Good grief.


Later on, my daughter came. In this ‘Diary of the Grant’ I should record that I’d put aside a tiny portion of the money for her, and she was coming to collect it. She happened to turn up with her current partner, whom I hadn’t met before. He seemed like a very odd person. I don’t mean he seemed particularly bad or unpleasant, just odd. My daughter’s almost at the end of her pregnancy. My fifth grandchild. Good Lord.


According to her, my cousin Pocho cured his high blood pressure by eating garlic. I started eating garlic a few months ago, a little each day, and it’s become a kind of vice or compulsion. It could be that my body sensed it needed garlic. Now I’m going to carry on eating it, safe in the knowledge of its therapeutic qualities. Maybe I should eat more: an entire clove per day. But my stomach has never been good with garlic, which is why I went most of my life without eating it. And now perhaps it’s too late.


I’m still encountering strange similarities between Aunt Rosa and myself. I’m not sure how we can have so much in common, when our personalities are completely different and even opposed. Maybe we only overlap on a particular, somewhat mystical or magical plane. In the diary of hers that I’m reading, and that led me to start a diary of my own, among the countless trivial details there are a few reflections that leave me speechless. For example, something I began writing once and stopped, about the relationship between sex, eroticism and mysticism. Anyway, my waist is killing me. I’m going to bed. Tomorrow I have work. This is a week of work, in fact: workshops on Tuesday, Thursday and Friday, ‘live’, and on Tuesday and Wednesday virtually. Shit.


Tuesday 8, 23:42


Just to record that Flaco has died. I was woken by the telephone at who knows what time of the morning; it went to answerphone and I could hear Lilí’s voice, as strident as usual, or more strident than usual, demanding I pick up. I took no notice, of course, and tried to go back to sleep, but I didn’t quite manage, and nor did I manage to wake up. I don’t know how long afterwards the phone rang again, and I heard Lilí’s voice again, and this time I did pick up because I was feeling more awake and I could tell it was important. She said she had bad news, and I thought: ‘Ruben.’ But no, it was Flaco. Completely unexpected.


Now, luckily, I’m able to recover my thoughts from before the shock. In that half-awake state, I saw that my mind had been working away mysteriously as I slept, and now it was delivering an answer. The phrase appeared in my mind: ‘Key number one: my mother’s death.’ And indeed, that must be one of the keys the child threw into the sand in my dream a few days ago. I found that death very painful for many reasons; it filled me with guilt and fear for a long while afterwards, years, even, though in bursts rather than all the time. Fortunately, in a therapeutic setting, I managed to get back the memory of my mother as she was in life, and of many of her good qualities. I was glad, and said to the therapist: ‘I’ve stopped seeing my mother as a pile of bones, and now I can feel her living presence within me.’ Then I had a few relapses, during one of which I was able to talk to Chl about it all, and the next day my mother had completely vanished from my thoughts. It was a great relief. Still, the topic was never really closed, and today something made me see that. I began thinking about how much I missed my mother, or a mother, because for many years she was the person who enabled me to ‘reset’, as it were; when I felt overwhelmed for some reason, or I couldn’t see a way forward, or I had something to sort out, I’d go and visit her in her seaside town and stay for as long as I needed to, usually a week. The first thing I did was go to sleep; even if it was early in the afternoon, I still went to sleep, at least for a couple of hours. I put my need for sleep down to the bus journey, but that wasn’t it; I’d simply been sleeping badly for days and days, and the protective presence of my mother allowed me to relax and sink into a deep slumber. I’d emerge from those two or more hours of sleep as if I’d been drugged, with my brain completely muddled, and then, very gradually, I’d begin the exchange of news with my mother. Often I had to slow her down so she didn’t come out with all her information at once. I’d sleep a lot over the following days as well, and then the point would come when I wanted to return to my Montevideo apartment, and off I’d go. It’s years since I’ve had anyone to look after my sleep like that. And not only my sleep, but also my food; I had nothing to do and nothing to worry about when I was there, beyond eating and sleeping. That’s exactly what I need right now. I’ve been needing it for a long time, but only today do I see and feel it so clearly: I have no way of resetting because I’m always meant to be doing something. And the point is: I’m not sleeping well, and I haven’t slept well for ages. Trying to relax doesn’t work for me either; I can’t control my mind. I don’t know where I’d get a mother from at my age, but I could at least try; someone to watch over me while I sleep and provide me with food for a few days is just what I need for this ‘return to myself’ that I’m trying to bring about.


In the afternoon I went to do, or attempt to do, some shopping. I wanted a couple of little round metal tables to put next to the armchairs, for example. It’s not that I’m getting addicted to buying this sort of thing for the house; it’s necessary, as is the floor lamp I didn’t manage to find today. The idea is to set the place up for reading and relaxing, and for reading I need a suitable light source. The floor lamps in the shops are very expensive, but they’re also very low. I need something a little higher, because I have to use a very bright light, and if it’s too close my head gets hot and I start feeling unwell. A light that’s too concentrated and too white on the paper is no good either; it affects my eyes. I need something very similar to the main light, but a little closer to me and a little less diffuse. Well, that doesn’t exist, so I’ll have to invent something as usual; my solutions are generally effective, but most of the time they’re not very aesthetically pleasing and look like signs of eccentricity. They’re not, though; they’re the practical solutions of a poor man who has to work with what he’s got.


Oh, and: I’m not feeling anything. About Flaco’s death, I mean, but also in general. A few hours ago I started to worry about this lack of emotion, of any hint of feeling at all: this nothing. It means I’ve gone back to my usual tactics; submerging, burying anything I don’t like deep under the surface and pretending it doesn’t exist. There’s always a high price to pay. But I don’t know how to summon the emotions.


Thursday 10, 02:13


Just showing my face in this diary. A strange day; not a bad one, but I don’t really know what I did. Yes, I remember I had to go up the stairs (four floors) because the lift was being repaired. I’d gone to convert some dollars to get a bit of small change, and on the way I paid my phone bill. The tables I bought were delivered from the Bazar Mitre. I felt a bit worried when I saw them. Metal, black, low, to go next to each armchair. For my ashtray, book, glasses and coffee. Am I becoming frivolous? Have I been spared from frivolity for all these years simply because I was poor? But no, I don’t want to worry about that. The tables were necessary, just as the armchairs were necessary. I’m beginning to think about myself, though it’s a bit late in the day for that. About the return, the return to myself. To what I was before the computer came along. Before Colonia, before Buenos Aires. I think this is how I’ll gain access to the luminous novel, if such a thing is even possible. A few months ago, during the summer, before hearing back about the grant application, I had to use the I Ching for the first time in twenty-five years. I was plunged into a terrible confusion about what I should do, torn between carrying on as I was and trying to go back to what I used to be. Sometimes I thought trying to go back would only make things worse (and maybe I was right). Anyway, the I Ching never fails; it answered me with a hexagram called ‘The Return’, told me I’d come into a considerable fortune and showed me the right approach (though now I’ve forgotten what it was) (I’ll check).


I checked. The only line that suggests danger is the sixth, which shows the subject confused by the idea of the return. Precisely the state I was in. In other words, at that very moment I stopped being confused and decided to return, nobly, like the subject of the fifth line. The process that produced this hexagram also produced another complementary one, thanks to a moving line. The complementary hexagram was called ‘The Joyous’. All this made me think I was going to get the grant.


Anyway, it wouldn’t do to become frivolous. I won’t buy any more tables. I think I have almost all the furniture I need now, though there’s still something missing. I’m not sure what. A shelf of some kind, somewhere convenient to store the things that are currently spread across all the tables and flat surfaces in the apartment. And maybe in the summer I ought to install air conditioning; I wouldn’t go through what I went through last summer again for anything. People say it was unusually hot, but I think things can only get worse. We’re all going to die burnt to a crisp. If you ask me, the Earth is heating up much faster than people say it is, and they’re not telling us because they don’t want us to panic. Every year it’s worse. The summer that’s just gone almost sent me over the edge. Complete annihilation. All I did was escape and escape and escape endlessly into the computer.


What else happened today? Ah yes, yoga class. Half an hour, because the teacher was late. Since we only had half an hour, she tried to cram in too many exercises and made me do them too quickly. By the end I was exhausted. Now I’m tired and I’m going to sleep. I fell asleep in the armchair earlier, with a full stomach. Now I can go to bed. Exceptional: it’s just gone two in the morning.


I was forgetting to mention that I’ve also been sorting out the virtual workshop yesterday and today. And now I remember, too, that when I was out I went to the bookshop across the road to ask them to order some books by Rosa Chacel. I finished Money Box: The Way There and thought it was wonderful. The other day, I was searching for Doña Rosa online; 365 results that included her name appeared, but not one of them had any useful information, whether biographical or bibliographical. If the bookshop can’t get hold of anything by her, I’ll see if Marcial can send me something from Spain. I find it inexplicable how much I identify with this writer. Everything suggests I shouldn’t: the century, the culture, the interests (at least, the visible ones), the personality, the gender. And yet I’m drawn to her not because she’s so different to me, but because she’s the same. I identify with her. I want to know more about her and read more of her work. All of it, if possible. It’s ages since I’ve been this excited about an author.


Because I’d finished that book and didn’t have anything else I felt like reading, I went to the second-hand bookstall on the corner of my road and, after looking through everything, found eight little detective novels from the Rastros series. Forty-eight pesos. They’re probably awful, but I’m going to read every single one. The first one I chose has a promising title (goddamn it): Everyone Must Die. I didn’t choose it for the title, though, but because it’s the earliest of the set of eight, in a series that got worse and worse as it went on. I saw the title after I’d already chosen it on the basis of its number.


It was freezing at the bookstall. When I was leaving, I asked the bookseller: ‘How do you put up with the cold?’ He smiled and answered right away: ‘Oh, I put up with it. It’s the customers who don’t.’ And he made a sweeping gesture towards the deserted tables. ‘You looked through everything, but other people aren’t like that; they don’t stick around.’


It’s gone three in the morning. And tomorrow I need to be up early: I’ve got a workshop at 4.30 p.m. I hope I have time for breakfast.


Friday 11, 04:14


Every other Thursday I have an intense day of writing workshops: session one, 4.30 p.m.; session two, 8.15 p.m. This is Uruguay, so the four-thirty workshop starts closer to five, and today there was a lot to read, so we didn’t finish until a quarter to seven. A gap of an hour and a half before the beginning of the next workshop; and I have to wash the coffee cups and the glasses, have my lunch-dinner, order the shopping from the supermarket, telephone Chl, make another batch of coffee, brush my teeth …


Working with these groups always wears me out. It’s now almost half past four in the morning, and I’m shattered. I need to make a final effort and go to bed. My back’s aching. My back’s been aching for days. Ever since I began this diary, I think. The two may or may not be connected.


I like my students, I like the workshop. I wouldn’t want to do it every day … Twice a month is all right. Usually it’s once a week, but this year I had to change it because of the grant. I need free time. I still haven’t managed to get much of it. I’m still running away from the vague anxiety I feel whenever there’s any leisure on the horizon. It’s horrible, that vague anxiety.


There’s not much else you can say about a working day.


Saturday 12, 03:55


I’m exhausted. Today, the editing workshop; it’s only four students, and only one workshop, today (yesterday), i.e. Friday; and yet it takes more energy than the two workshops yesterday (Thursday), where there are more students. It’s true that my tiredness has been building up since yesterday; but still, in the editing workshop, I have to exercise a lot of sensitivity, with my ears, eyes and mind fully alert. I won’t deny that I enjoy it, but it leaves me exhausted, and that always has unpleasant consequences; any slight progress I’ve made with my sleeping hours, late-night meals and everything else is cancelled out. What’s the name of the guy who had to push a rock up a hill? I don’t have a single functioning neurone left.


He was called …


I went to get a cigarette. Ninety minutes without smoking: not bad. But I was playing Golf. Sisyphus. He was called Sisyphus. I remembered while I was getting the cigarette.


Working days: luckily they’re over. Now I have a clear, free week ahead. Only to an extent, though, since a lot of people are coming to see me. Always this habit of having visitors one at a time. Why not have several in one go? It’s never occurred to me before. But they won’t like it. Everyone wants the same thing: the private, confidential chat. They talk about what’s going on with them. If there’s someone else there too they won’t talk. There’s also Chl, who doesn’t want to see anyone; when she visits, it has to be exclusive. It’s the same with Julia, I suppose; she says she only wants to listen to me talk. Not because of my voice, but because of what I say – or so she believes. She has an incredible memory; most women have that kind of memory, which records and keeps to hand even the most minor details. Yesterday, Julia told me over the phone that a girlfriend of mine once married another guy, and I sent her a Paco Ibáñez CD as a present. I’d scratched out all the other tracks with a knife so that it only played one: the one where he sings the Quevedo poem about Lord Money being a powerful gentleman – ‘Poderoso caballero es don Dinero’ and all that. I heard the story as if for the first time. Then I thought I could remember it, but at this stage in life it’s impossible to know what I really remember and what I just believe I do. As Julia was telling me the story I was forming the images in my head, and later I didn’t know if I was remembering something that really happened or just those recent images. It’s the same with everyday events. I think: ‘I’m going to do such-and-such a thing,’ which is then registered with total precision in my memory, in full detail, just as if I’d done it. Then I realise that no, I didn’t do anything, I just imagined it. It must come down to my habit of thinking in images. Which means I’m never sure of anything. Medication, for example. I think about taking a tablet, and it’s as if I’ve already taken it. I made a program on the computer that reminds me, with a little beep, when I have to take each tablet, and it goes on beeping until I take it and click a button that says ‘Medicine taken’. When I click that button, the beeping stops, the visual information is no longer displayed, and a note is added to a file with the name of the medication and the day and time it was taken. Even so … sometimes I press that button before I take the tablet, and then get distracted when I’m about to take it and end up doing other things instead. Later the doubts creep in, and that’s why I’ve had to get used to keeping another record, on paper, of the number of tablets I’ve taken; that way, by counting the ones I have left, and knowing how many I started out with in total, I know whether I’ve taken one or not.


I ought to get my visitors used to coming at the same time. Although I don’t think I could get used to it myself. If there are three of us rather than two, any sort of depth would be lost. It’s only natural. And when there’s no depth I feel awkward. Except with Chl, who spends most of the time chatting away about trivial things. She does it on purpose, because she thinks she shouldn’t be so deep all the time, that it’s not good for a person. She’s right. So she talks about trivial things and I listen with rapt attention, because I like her very much, whatever she does and whatever she says. And then I also talk about trivial things, and it really is a way of relaxing. Of course, afterwards I have to throw myself into some complicated program on the computer, because my mind flounders if it’s not doing something complicated. The mind is like a set of teeth that has to be chewing all the time.


Within a fortnight, then, I’ll have my period of leisure, or of the pursuit of leisure. I hope I manage it more fully than I did last week. I think I’ve made some progress, and this diary is itself a sign of progress. I might not be writing anything worthwhile, but I’m writing, I’m at least moving my fingers over the keyboard and worrying a little about the coherence of the discourse, though I’m not paying any attention to the form. I’m writing more or less what comes to mind (which can be written down). I’m a long way from being able to confront my grant project; I don’t even want to think about that, not yet. I want to come to it naturally. Through my leisure time. Through a genuine need to write it.


Sunday 13, 05:35


Look at that, it’s half past five in the morning. A terrible day, really awful, whichever way you look at it. Some extremely irritating digestive upsets; I’m worried because I think the antidepressants are poisoning me. Cold weather. I didn’t go out today either. Frustrations with the program in Visual Basic: I wanted to improve my medication reminders, and I didn’t succeed. Lots of time on the computer, working on the program and playing games. Brief visit from my doctor: at least my blood pressure is finally normal. Visit from Chl; for a moment it seemed the heavens were about to open, but no. I need to stop hoping, but I can’t. It’s the way I am. And the most annoying thing of all is that the most annoying thing of all is my frustration with the program in Visual Basic.


Monday 14, 03:03


Now we’re into 14 August, that cursed date. It’s always a tough day to get through. I hope it’s less painful this year.


My previous day: Sunday, brightened up in the evening by Chl and her stew and her milanesas, and her patience in taking me out for a walk and a coffee nearby. The woman’s a saint. It’s very strange, this business with Chl. I can’t decide what her role is: girlfriend, daughter, sister, friend? Not a lover any more, but in a way, yes, a lover as well.


But I don’t feel like writing anything else; it’s 14 August. One 14 August, my father died. Twenty years later, on another 14 August, my mother died.


Tuesday 15, 05:53


The fourteenth is over, thanks to the dialogue with the computer and thanks to Chl. I finally figured out how to do that procedure in Visual Basic that hadn’t been working. I spent all day on it, but now it’s almost perfect. It still has one tiny defect … which I don’t know if I’ll be able to fix. The funny thing is that this procedure isn’t an important part of the program; the program still worked, even with this imperfection, and besides, it’s not something that’s used very much, if at all. Now it’s still imperfect, because it has this defect, and I won’t be able to rest until I can fix it properly. It’s almost six in the morning. The sun’s coming up, or maybe it’s up already. It was a rainy day, absolutely disgusting. I didn’t leave the house. You could say it was a lost day, but I have yet to find out what a gained day would be.


Wednesday 16, 01:10


Today, a visit from my recently widowed friend. Terrible anguish (on his part), which I absorbed patiently over the course of a few hours. Many things rising to the surface. At times, old-people conversation: illnesses, fears, real and imaginary ailments. He brought me a present; a good-sized photo in a frame showing Avenida 18 de Julio and the London-Paris building, where my father worked for most of his life. Lots of people on the pavements and even in the street; the odd few vehicles, Fords by the looks of it, the square ones. I imagine it was taken in the 1930s, maybe before. The men are wearing hats.


Exquisite (as Archie Goodwin would say in the Rex Stout books, in Macho Quevedo’s translation), that stew of Chl’s. I’ve just tried it for the first time, since the milanesas yesterday made me forget all about it. Even so, after the plate of stew today, a milanesa. Milanesas: something I’ve never known how to make, much as people have tried to teach me. They always and invariably turn out wrong. The breadcrumbs come off the meat when I fry them.


I woke up extremely late (Chl on the phone, exhorting me very charmingly to reach out my hand and pick up the receiver; I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. She tried again a bit later, and that time I was able to get out of bed). I woke up with a very clear, simple idea of how to fix the procedure that yesterday seemed so difficult, or impossible, to perfect. But I couldn’t get to the computer all day, not until after my lunch-dinner. Then I finished it off in the space of half an hour. Impeccable.


And the grant? I imagine some impertinent reader, the sort there inevitably is, will be thinking: ‘Did they give this guy a load of cash just so he could play Golf (and Minesweeper – a new habit) and entertain himself with Visual Basic? Outrageous. And he calls it a “diary of the grant”.’ Reader, relax. It will take me a while to change my ways. Just today, when I was nodding off in front of the computer after finishing that program, I had to send out the evaluations for the virtual workshop, as I do every Wednesday in the early hours. The ‘real’ workshop last week drew me out of my incipient leisure time, or at least the vague anxiety that precedes it, and afterwards I didn’t sit back down in the armchair; I ended up glued to the computer for all these days. I can’t help it. Today I feel like I’m getting closer. Besides, Visual Basic is a bridge leading back to my lost self; when I feel the need to write programs, it’s because I’m detaching myself from the games. After some satisfactory programming, writing seems more within reach; I’m in a better position to do it. As I noticed some time ago, the language of programming seems to be a necessary transition point between a state of what you might call dependency and one of greater mental freedom. In programming there’s a lot of space for creativity; it’s not like a game, where you’re a passive, almost idiotic instrument, moving senselessly and more or less mechanically, guided only by conditioned reflexes. Still, games and programming are both ways of escaping the vague anxiety; the programming absorbs my mind even more than the games do, and often, like yesterday, I’m still thinking about how to solve a problem by the time I get into bed, and I turn it over in my mind while I sleep; it’s as if through these problems I set myself I can even rein in my dreams. Whatever it is, when the cycle’s complete I feel much more prepared to continue my pursuit of leisure time, to get through the vague anxiety. I think about having workshops again next week, and I want to postpone them, even though they’re enjoyable. I’m worried about never escaping this Sisyphean game; the rock being pushed up the hill and the rock rolling back to the bottom, over and over again, over and over again. And this week I didn’t leave much room for manoeuvre; as I’ve already mentioned, I’m expecting visitors, one per day. That’s something I really should cut down. I’ll try to make this the last week in which I spend my free time socialising, at least as intensively as this. Much as it frightens me, I need to win back my solitude – if I really do want to go on with the novel, that is. But at the back of my mind there’s a conviction that I’ll manage, and almost certainly within the time frame.


As per my original plan, I haven’t reread what I’ve written in this diary so far. But I’m very curious, and I suspect I might change my plan at any moment.


Virtual workshop: one exercise I’ve devised asks the students to choose an object that’s fairly complicated but not very large (during the in-person workshops I suggest a small handmade wooden box, which a girl gave me a long time ago, as a possible object; the box has things stuck to the lid, like screws, a ring, etc.). The exercise involves sitting comfortably and taking some time to handle the object, familiarising yourself with it by touch and paying no attention to what it looks like. The task then is to write a description of the object based on these tactile impressions. My students have chosen all kinds of objects in their time, but never anything like what this particular student chose, a girl who writes very enthusiastically and very well, with plenty of imagination and sensitivity, and whose exercise I read and evaluated today: her object of choice was a penis, and her text included a description of it becoming erect. It’s incredible how, with this topic, she managed to write a beautiful, delicate and even poetic text. My students never cease to amaze me.


The Word 2000 spellchecker has some very strange characteristics. Try as I might to master it, I find it completely impossible. It often doesn’t recognise words related to sex, like for example ‘penis’, which was marked as unrecognised when I spellchecked this page just now before saving. Nor does it accept ‘tits’ or ‘orgasm’, and the strangest thing of all is that, if I try to add the word to the dictionary, it tells me it can’t be done because the dictionary’s full. Which isn’t true, because then a different word it doesn’t know appears immediately afterwards, and I can add that to the dictionary with no trouble at all. Stranger still is that it allows me to add some other words, like ‘fanny’.


I didn’t shave today either.


Thursday 17, 01:44


A difficult day, with weak muscles and, in the afternoon, a terrible cramp in my right arm. I put it down to the medication, but my doctor says it’s not that. According to her: probable psychological causes + lack of exercise + bad posture at the computer (and spending too much time with my arm outstretched to move the mouse). She might be right, but I wasn’t 100 per cent convinced. I generally react to medication in strange ways, especially if I take it the way I am at the moment, i.e. regularly and for an extended period of time. I’m now definitely allergic to aspirin, and I’m getting there with the intestinal antiseptics as well; I have to miss one in every two because otherwise I have an allergic reaction. Of course, there are also sound psychological reasons for my mental state to be manifesting in physical ways, especially in relation to a few people having died recently, and my friend’s visit yesterday, and our conversation about illness and death.


It all began when I woke up; I had a pain in my left hip, perhaps because of the way I’d slept, lying on my left side and with my hip bone pushing my flesh into the mattress, which is made of rubber and therefore fairly hard; but it could also have been what people call an ‘articular’ pain. That thought sent me over to the exercise bike, which I hadn’t touched in far too long. When I tried to get going, the bicycle felt very heavy (which might have been accurate, since the tape that regulates the tension and apparent weight seemed to make a louder noise than usual when I braked), but it was also hard to move the handlebars, which are naturally very ‘heavy’ (a series of pistons produce the ‘weight’ by means of the air that’s compressed when you move them). Anyway, the point is that I couldn’t do much exercise because I got tired very quickly. I gave up. The cramp I got a few hours later could also have come from the effort I put into moving the handlebars. But the really worrying thing is definitely my lack of energy. After breakfast I went to the pharmacy to have my blood pressure checked, and it was more or less fine; at least, it wasn’t too low, which I’d thought it might be. My doctor came over in the evening anyway. Since she found my blood pressure normal, she said I could halve the amount of medication I’m taking for a few days and see what happens. My yoga teacher had come before that; I didn’t want to take the class, because my muscles were feeling so weak. And then, just as she was about to leave, after chatting for a while, I got that horrible, excruciating and thoroughly alarming cramp. My teacher attributed it to the medication, which, according to her, uses up a lot of potassium, so that you need to take extra potassium to make up for it (my doctor says this isn’t true any more; that medicine these days doesn’t have that side effect). My teacher was on her way out when I began complaining and voicing my distress; fortunately it was my right arm, since if it had been my left the panic would have been too much for me. She decided then to do a mini reiki session, and applied her hands to the painful area. I don’t know if it was the effect of the reiki or if the cramp had run its course of its own accord, but the pain gradually subsided. It felt like a battle between the yoga teacher and the pain. The pain would try to advance, then it would stop, then retreat, and then it would gather its strength for a new offensive; but in the end it began to give way, and when it wanted to come back it didn’t quite manage; it just made a few half-hearted attempts. Finally it disappeared once and for all, though it left that part of my bicep feeling tender.


That, plus some more errands I did around six in the afternoon (I bought, among other things, toner for the printer and a different brand of yoghurt), and another telephone call from Felipe, listing the books he’s going to lend me, then the usual phone conversations with Chl, and that was my day. And a bit of playing on the computer, of course, but nothing major.


Going out to run the errands made me feel good. I need many more outings like that. It was possible because yesterday I went to bed earlier and went to sleep earlier and so today I was able to get up earlier; you could still see a bit of sun by the time I went out. I didn’t enjoy it as much as I’d hoped because I was in a hurry; my doctor was due to arrive soon (although she then postponed her visit until the evening) and I had to get home quickly. When I went past a bookshop on Avenida 18 de Julio, near my house, my eye was drawn almost automatically to a pile of books with a sign on top saying ‘10 pesos’ (around a dollar), and the first one I saw was by John le Carré, new and in a nice edition. I thought a customer must have put it there by mistake after rummaging around elsewhere in the shop, but, intrigued, I retraced my steps, went over to the book and picked it up: the same price was written in pencil on the first page. I entered the bookshop and approached the counter, which was at the far end. I asked the cashier whether it was possible that the book cost just ten pesos, and she answered unenthusiastically: ‘It’s possible.’ A chubby girl, apparently disillusioned with life and in particular with her job, this last point being entirely reasonable on her part. I bought the book, and then I lent it to my doctor. I hope she brings it back, because I want to read it too. Le Carré isn’t one of my favourites, but he’s good, very good. The book is called Smiley’s People, and I’m not certain I haven’t read it before. It doesn’t matter, though: even if I have read it, I forgot all about it a long time ago.


And no, I didn’t shave.


Saturday 19, 04:27


Tired, with no desire to write. Julia’s visit in the afternoon; strong emotions. Chl, in the evening. The same. I was left overexcited and had to play on the computer, then I answered a long and very well-constructed list of questions from an Argentinian reader who wants to publish my responses. Today I continued my intensive socialising; first Felipe, who brought me some books, then Gabriel, to discuss literature and life, and then Chl, to eat. A very active day, too, with a few changes around the house, as if the momentum of the move is returning slowly after stalling more than a year ago, when Chl went on her trip. I’ll have to explain that further, because sometimes I forget the fateful repercussions of that trip. But not today; I’m tired, jotting things down for no apparent reason, but I must do it. I want to read this diary. I’m still holding out. Needless to say, I didn’t shave today either. But I did arrange for the two pairs of sandals to be mended, which I’ve been putting off for more than a year (since the fateful trip, etc.). Maybe the antidepressants I’m taking to help me stop smoking, which aren’t helping me stop smoking, are doing me good. Livening me up a bit.


I also want to make a note, before I forget again, and for when I read back over this diary, that I need to discuss pornography. I once wrote that I detested it, which was true; but now I’ve accrued something of a collection of pornographic photos, so I really ought to explain myself (have my tastes changed? Be patient, reader; I can’t discuss anything effectively today. It’s all notes, notes).


Chl woke me from a deep and dream-filled sleep around midday, precisely to tell me about a dream of her own, which she left recorded on the answerphone because I didn’t have the strength to pick up. Maybe it was telepathic jealousy that made her call, because she woke me from a dream in which I was feeling very much in love with a woman. She was an unusually attractive woman, though not eye-catching; an ordinary housewife, though something about her made her terribly attractive to me. I was in her house, and she lived with her husband, a pleasant but rather distant character, neither controlling nor communicative. When I realised the unbearable love I felt for this woman, her husband was in the back garden; I approached her and said: ‘I have to tell you something. I admire you—’ ‘And you love me,’ she broke in, finishing my sentence. She took it all quite naturally and didn’t ascribe it much importance. That’s when the sound of the telephone wakes me up, and I try to cling onto the feeling, so necessary, so immensely necessary. It’s been such a long time since I felt anything at all, and the slight ache from the feeling of love is like a treasure. I wanted to hold onto it, to hold onto it forever, but I could feel it dissolving; soon I couldn’t recall the image or the psychological presence of that extraordinary woman, and eventually everything was lost, except the memory of that small fragment of a dream that had been much, much longer.


Sunday 20, 00:55


As I write this, Chl is asleep in my bed; this hasn’t happened for months. I’m waiting until I’ve digested my last meal of the day, and then I’ll go to bed myself. Even when she’s asleep she doesn’t lose track of time, and if I’m not by her side at a reasonable hour she doesn’t like it, which might be one of the reasons she stopped sleeping here. In other words, I can’t delay too much; it’s still a reasonable hour for now, but soon it’ll stop being one. There won’t be any sex, of course, but there will be that pleasant sensation of not being alone, and of being in the best possible company; fortunately, at my age, my sexual urges are fairly limited, and it’s not too difficult to go without.


She’d already fallen asleep when the sound of the telephone woke her. I answered; I don’t really know why, because I never answer the phone when I have guests, but I did. Chl was probably annoyed because I shut the door to speak; she’ll think I didn’t want her to hear me, and in a way that’s true, though I didn’t close the door for that reason but rather because I didn’t want to disturb her with the conversation, if there was going to be any conversation. And there was; it was none other than Julia, worried she’d left a bad impression on her last visit, during which she severely questioned my current lifestyle. She called me, among other things, a robot. She’s completely right, and I told her so. I wasn’t annoyed by what she said, because in a sense it’s a confirmation of what I think myself, and discussing the matter with someone else, someone as well intentioned as Julia, helps me a lot. It seems more and more obvious that if I don’t manage even a slight return to the person I used to be, the novel won’t get finished.


Last night, and when I got up today, I mean immediately after getting up, without having had breakfast, without even having got dressed, I made a macro (a Macro?) in Word that lets me – as usual, at the press of a button – collect all the files that make up this diary, however many there are, into a single file (called ‘master document’). Creating this procedure is a sign that I’m becoming increasingly interested in reading what I’ve written here, and that I’m getting ready to print it, since I try not to read on the screen, which is bad for the eyes and doesn’t provide the same kind of reading experience as letters printed on white paper.


Why on earth did I eat so much? The digestion is still going on, laboriously and very slowly, as usual. I hope this isn’t a bad experience for Chl, that it doesn’t put her off sleeping here again.


This afternoon we went for a walk, though it looked like a storm was brewing; a boiling hot day, like summer (and the caretaker turned the heating on anyway; even now that it’s off again, the apartment is still revoltingly stuffy). We didn’t go very far because walking was such hard work, but we managed to see two exhibitions, one of which was a truly awful one in the Subte; the other, in the MAC, included some interesting things and one spectacular thing: a drawing in charcoal and some sort of colour, of a staircase going down (I realise staircases don’t go up or down, and that instead you can use them to go either up or down, but in that drawing the staircase is going down). The artist was Espínola Gómez. And when we were leaving we saw him – Espínola – talking to a lady. I wanted to say hello, to express in some way how much I’d admired that drawing, but my shyness held me back. Actually, I think it was both our shynesses combined, Chl’s and my own, that held me back; if I’d been by myself I might have done it, since I do lots of things like that these days. But Chl is very shy, self-effacing even, and she might have felt awkward if I’d tried to communicate with the maestro, or at least that’s what I was afraid of. So I hesitated, and we left in silence.


Needless to say, I didn’t shave today either.


Sunday 20, 16:29


It was the same all night long. A very peculiar thing: I kept dreaming I was awake, feeling fully aware of my body lying in bed, the contact of my body with the mattress and the weight of the duvet making my legs uncomfortable, the presence of Chl to my right, the noises from the street, the summery heat of these stormy days … until all of a sudden I’d hear Chl’s voice: ‘You’re snoring’ – and I’d wake up, surprised, very surprised indeed that it was possible for me to snore while I was awake and not realise it. Then, in the morning, I finally fell into a deep sleep, and of course when I woke up I saw that Chl had left, silently, as she usually does. I phoned to apologise for keeping her awake with my snoring, but she assured me she’d slept perfectly well and that those interruptions in her sleep hadn’t disturbed her at all. However, she’s feeling depressed and has muscle pain.


Dreaming I’m awake, as I discovered some time ago, seems to be a normal part of my entry into sleep. It could well be that my resistance to falling asleep, which lasts into the early hours of the morning, is still there even once I’m lying in bed with the light out, so that ‘sleep’ itself, so to speak, tricks me into thinking I’m awake in order to make me fall asleep. I discovered this mechanism through various chance interruptions in the process, but I never believed it could go on for so long; it seemed more like an ingenious way of moving me from wakefulness to sleep, and that when ‘sleep’ noticed I’d dozed off it would abandon the ruse and begin to produce less realistic dreams. Now I suspect that what happened last night was that my sleep never got any deeper because I was aware of Chl by my side, and therefore afraid of falling into a deeper sleep and snoring; she hates it when I snore. Meaning that ‘sleep’ had to prolong its tricks so I could rest, even if I didn’t manage to sleep deeply.


Today, Sunday, is the beginning of my week ‘of work’. Yesterday was the end of my week ‘of leisure’, which appears to have been wasted because I made such intensive use of it to see friends and sort out various practical matters, steering clear of the vague anxiety but also of any kind of genuine leisure. But I don’t think it was a waste, because it all worked in favour, it seems to me, of what I’m calling ‘my return’ – especially seeing Julia. In every conversation I have with Julia, even in some phone conversations, I learn things about my past that I’d completely forgotten. Julia’s memory is unaltered, at least when it comes to details like these. For example, I don’t have the slightest recollection of anything that’s ever happened with Julia outside my apartment, except for one time when we went to a seaside town, and another time when we went to a different seaside town. But then I learn that we also went to the house of some friends, and that Julia’s daughter came too. Sometimes when people tell me one of these stories from my past it sounds familiar, and I gradually recover some of the images, at least, or an impression that yes, it happened; but I don’t have any memory whatsoever of that visit. I have no idea why I’ve erased it so meticulously, but it could be that an infinite number of things have been erased from my brain in the same way, perhaps simply because of the deaths of groups of neurones, and certainly because of a lack of mnemotechnic practice. Julia seems to live buried in the past, constantly reliving everything that’s ever happened to her. I don’t think I have the mental capacity to relive things like that. Sometimes, but very rarely, I try to relive a particular part of my life; the one I feel drawn to most often, though still very infrequently, is my Buenos Aires period. I try to remember my walks through the streets, and I try to remember the street names. It’s hard work, and I can almost never do it as well as I’d like.


Now I ought to confront the vague anxiety, but I also need to tidy up my computer. I’m extremely behind with the regular cleaning of files, and the email programs, for example, have become slow to open and close because I’ve accumulated so many messages. I need to compress the emails and save them onto disks, and then delete them from the hard drive. The same goes for other groups of files that are accumulating unnecessarily and slowing all the processes down.


It’s that or the vague anxiety.


Monday 21, 04:47


Here I am at five o’clock on Monday morning, coming to the end of my Sunday. Always the same nocturnal addiction. Always unshaven. But today it struck me that I might be putting off shaving because I can’t remember ever having had a beard this long, or at least this white, and I thought I’d like to have my photo taken with it before I shave. So now at least I have an excuse for not shaving: I’m waiting for Juan Ignacio to come and take a photo of me. I spoke to his mother – my doctor, that is – tonight, who by the way found my blood pressure perfectly normal (14/8), despite having halved my dose of antihypertensives, and despite the fact I’m putting a bit of salt on my tomatoes (I hope she took my blood pressure right). I was saying that I have an excuse, but I don’t know who I’m meant to be making excuses to, since most people I know think the beard really suits me and I shouldn’t shave it off; the women are all unanimous on that count. The excuse must be for myself. Maybe also for the readers of this diary. I’m embarrassed about deciding to shave and then not doing it. And I decided to shave because my beard is annoying me, and my moustache is also annoying me, since it gets in my mouth when I eat. And when I drink yoghurt. My beard ends up streaming with yoghurt. And I’ve noticed that people who don’t know me look at me with a certain distaste, because my beard is very untidy. And since I don’t dress very well, and my clothes are a bit ragged and grubby, I think the overall impression is that of an old beggar. Buying the armchairs was fun, for example: the shop assistants weren’t particularly keen at first. I must have looked like a homeless guy, pretending to test out the armchairs when really he just wanted somewhere comfortable to sit. But be that as it may, the fact of deciding to shave and then not actually doing it makes me feel uncomfortably powerless, as do these all-nighters and my addiction to things on the computer. What’s more, I never even decided to grow this beard; I simply went on and on not shaving, out of the same feeling of apathy or whatever it is, or because there’s always something more interesting to do. It’s an unplanned beard; uncultivated, unlooked-after. And I’ve also acquired the habit of rummaging around in it with my fingers; if I’m talking to someone, for example, my fingers will be poking out here and there among the hairs the whole time. It’s a very pleasing thing to do, because it feels as if I’m stroking a woman’s pubis. But the fact that said pubis happens to be on my own chin makes it a rather suspicious habit, at least to my mind. Is this why I’m not shaving? Is it a kind of auto-eroticism? The lack of feeling in the hairs is a point in my favour, because the sensation of stroking something that’s not part of you makes it more excusable. It makes it a kind of contraband auto-eroticism. I should think about this more carefully. But I won’t.


Today my contact with Chl was exclusively telephonic. She stayed at home, depressed and with muscle pain, reading in bed. When we talk on the phone she falls into these long silences, which I call ‘the plates shifting’. It’s not the least bit entertaining, but it’s hard to say goodbye and hang up because I feel she needs that form of communication; although she doesn’t speak, she’s communicating her unease to me, sharing it, by means of those silences. I try to be patient. I even find it moving. When she gets depressed she seems very fragile, and somehow it does me good that she calls me, if only to communicate her silence, and that she needs to share her abysses with me.


I was having a bit of a tidy-up of the files on the computer, particularly in the email programs. Now they’re much nimbler, opening and closing immediately. But I need to keep cleaning the hard drive; there’s loads and loads of rubbish.


Monday 21, 21:15


Waiting for Chl, though she’s not definitely coming. It’s stormy outside. I can see the lightning through the window. I remembered noticing a few days ago that Chl was looking at me strangely; it was as if she hated me, which sometimes happens when she’s depressed. It’s not that she hates me personally; it’s a generic hatred of the world in general and human beings in particular. Often, in those states, she goes quiet, and it’s obvious she’s holding things back that she ought to say out loud; sometimes I’m able to make her speak, though often I’m not, and it turns out she’s bearing unjustified grudges. I point out that they’re unjustified, that she’s misinterpreted some word or gesture, and then she laughs and relaxes, and feels better. This time she wasn’t especially depressed, but she was quiet, with that strange look in her eye, and with all the appearance of having something to say and not saying it. I asked her if it was a look of hatred.


‘No,’ she answered, very decisively. And after a pause, she added: ‘It’s a calculating look. I was wondering if you were a good idea.’


Monday 21, 22:28


I broke off because Chl arrived. Now she’s gone. It seems very significant that I began writing knowing I was almost certainly going to be interrupted. I don’t remember doing anything like that in many, many years. It would be excellent if I were losing my phobia of interruptions, which has led me to put off writing – and ultimately never to write – entire novels. I’m seeing it as a good omen, or at least an important precedent.


So, Chl had said: ‘It’s a calculating look. I was wondering if you were a good idea,’ and I burst out laughing. Of course I’m not a good idea, and I’m glad she’s begun to realise as much. It must be one of the results of the therapy.


When our relationship began, I took for granted that it wouldn’t last long. She warned me that, in her previous relationships, the day had always come when she woke up and felt as if the relationship had absolutely nothing to do with her, at which point she ended it abruptly. I prepared myself for that. But I didn’t prepare for what actually happened; this gradual cooling of the relationship in strictly sexual terms, but nothing more; we still see each other regularly and talk on the phone several times a day, and when we’re together I can feel the great affection she has for me. It’s strange, very strange, and I don’t know how to deal with it. Sometimes I despair and think: ‘It’s over; we can’t go on like this,’ but they’re momentary wobbles that I regret after a few minutes. I know I’d miss her very much and that everything would be far more difficult without that affection, without that generally cheerful and vivacious presence which time and again has turned a dark day into a happy one. Nevertheless, things are moving towards a separation; and they’ll carry on doing so as long as the therapy continues to work. But I don’t want to keep preparing myself for a future which, experience suggests, never turns out the way you expect. Better just to let things happen.


Tuesday 22, 17:11


Big news. Two tangos I didn’t know with Pugliese, on Radio Clarín, and one was even instrumental. I didn’t catch the title, but I heard the name of the composer: Ruggiero. Have they updated their music collection?


Today I woke up later than ever; technically I was woken up by Chl with her usual phone call, but for some reason (I always suspect sexual escapades) she didn’t ring until 3.30 p.m.


Even so, I stayed in bed a bit longer. It’s still raining. I can still hear the sound of distant thunder. I was deep in a disturbing dream; not a nightmare, but one of those maddening dreams where nothing is ever resolved, full of trivial details and at the same time with a terrible weight of meaning.


A long, long dream, in what I call ‘real time’, built on minutiae; I always forget those plots, the way I forget everyday occurrences, as if they weren’t worth filing away in my memory. At one point I had a conversation with a young man who could have been Juan Ignacio, about undertaking some kind of action, making something happen, but then I found that the bulb in a floor lamp was broken; broken, not burnt out, as if someone had smashed it. I was very annoyed, because it meant someone had broken it and left it like that. The lamp hadn’t changed shape, it hadn’t exploded or shattered, but part of the glass was missing. And there were problems of some kind, I don’t know what, with another sort of light, which stopped us carrying out our plans. This left me feeling indignant and disheartened.


Then I was in the street, still with the young man nearby, and there were lots of people getting ready for a car journey. My parents were among them; I knew this even though I couldn’t see them and wasn’t sure exactly where they were. Some neighbours had offered to drive us. The journey, according to a map I consulted, was fairly long; we had to cover around two hundred miles. The name of a seaside town – La Paloma – was hanging in the air, but I’m not sure if we were starting there and had to go back to Montevideo or vice versa, or if we had to go to both places. The street was in a city I didn’t recognise, but wherever it was, I was settled there; I had a house, or at least I lived in a house where my things also were. This collective house move wasn’t a surprise, but I wasn’t prepared for it either, as if no one had told me exactly when it was scheduled to take place. I realised I hadn’t packed my suitcases or anything, and suddenly I remembered I had some jars in the freezer containing something medicinal, something I needed. I asked the youth to run and get them while I tried to work out which vehicle I was meant to travel in. I went over to a dark-coloured truck, which was full up and had its doors shut; a round-faced boy I recognised was sitting on the back seat, between some other people. I asked him something. He gave an unsatisfactory answer. In the end I thought I’d better go by bus, since I couldn’t find a single car with people I knew in it and a space reserved for me. The neighbours organising the move were an elderly, Jewish-looking couple. They seemed very keen to get going right away. The youth who had supposedly gone to look for the jars didn’t come back. I wondered which bus to take, what time it would come, where I should wait for it. That’s when the phone woke me up.


For some reason, I associated this dream with one I had many years ago, whose crystal-clear meaning I was unable to see until my therapist explained it to me (some kind of party in my old apartment on Calle Soriano; loads of people milling around in the corridors and bunches of flowers all over the place; there were some men at the door who’d brought some circular flower arrangements and wanted to hang them on the landing. I moved among the people in my apartment and nobody paid me any attention; it was as if they couldn’t see me. I spoke to them and they didn’t answer, but not in an aggressive way; they simply ignored me. My therapist made me see that it was my funeral).


Considering that I associated today’s dream with that other, older dream, maybe the ‘travellers’ in it are travellers heading towards death. I can’t see my parents because they’re dead. I need to join them … but I’m not ready.


I think the novel I’m trying to finish because of the grant was originally written to exorcise my fear of death. And now comes this string of deaths among my friends. The topic is in the air …


Wednesday 23, 03:42


A working day; one private student, then the evaluations for the virtual workshop. I think it’s stopped raining; the streets look dry, but it’s still cloudy. I hope I manage to leave the house tomorrow. I haven’t been out for days. I hope I can get to bed a bit earlier, too … On Thursday I have workshops all day, starting at 4.30 p.m. Tomorrow is Wednesday.


I’m going to stop saying I haven’t shaved (but it’s true, I haven’t shaved). At the very least, I can say I still haven’t had the photo taken.


Today my cigarette intake rose a bit. The effect of this medication, the antidepressant, is strange: first it doesn’t seem to do anything whatsoever, then suddenly one day there’s a considerable drop in my cigarette intake, and another day I can’t taste cigarettes at all and smoking is profoundly unsatisfying; then my intake rises again, but it doesn’t seem to reach the same levels as before. We’ll see what happens on Thursday; it’ll definitely go up a lot, because of the workshops. Working is very bad for me. Though in another sense it’s good for me.


Chl is still making progress with her therapy; it’s interesting to see how she’s opening up to topics that she used to be very closed to. These days she talks easily about things that were once completely off limits, or too painful to address. She told me on the phone that today she attacked the therapist (attacked him verbally, that is). A positive development. But then she regretted it, or at least she was worried about it. She feels sorry for people too easily. She always puts herself in the other person’s place and suffers over things they probably don’t care about at all.


As for me, I was left stewless and milanesa-less because of her depression at the weekend. But she gave me a slice of a spinach and ricotta pie she’d bought; really good, really well made, with a really good flavour.


I played lots of card games, both last night and today, though less so today. Last night I spent hours playing a game called Pipe Dream, which involves building a pipe out of separate pieces that appear one by one, and all the while the water is travelling through it. You have to make as long a pipe as you can before the water spills out of the end. It’s a bit like Tetris. Now I’m going to play some more, trying not to fall into a trance, and soon I’ll go to bed. It’s almost four.


Wednesday 23, 06:12


I don’t know if any readers take an interest in the date and time markers at the top of each section of this diary; when I read other people’s diaries, it’s as if those markers don’t exist. Still, the time on this particular page shows that the sun’s about to come up, or is already coming up. I’ve turned on the computer, which I turned off a few minutes ago after playing and playing that stupid Pipe Dream game like a fool until I ended up with cramp in my arm and hand. But I didn’t want to go to bed without recording the thoughts that engulfed me as soon as I turned the computer off and dragged myself into the kitchen to make a coffee – an essential preparatory stage every time I go to bed – because it occurs to me that those very thoughts might be what I was trying to escape when I started playing on the computer in the first place.


I know they don’t have any scientific validity, but things like this, like the thing I’m about to describe, seem convincing to me, especially when they’re more the general rule than the exception; they happen to me very, very frequently, and they leave me feeling deeply uneasy, whether I like it or not.


It turned out that the student who came today, or rather yesterday, the ‘private student’ I mentioned a few hours ago, had brought along her attempt at the task I’d set the previous fortnight. The task was to write down the story of a dream, simply and with no literary pretensions, and then, in the second stage, to try to write a story based on that dream, removing any signs that it was a dream and presenting it to the reader as a realistic story. Or indeed coherent, rather than realistic. It could be a fantasy story, if it follows the rules of fantasy. It’s not important to tell the story of the whole dream, either; you could even write a story based on associations produced by the dream, beginning from an image or scene, but above all trying to recreate the atmosphere of the dream, focusing on what it’s like rather than what happens.


And so my student brings me an account of her dream, not a very recent dream but not from very long ago either, and then attempts to make it into a story as per the assignment. She doesn’t manage, because she sticks to the plot of the dream too closely and simply retells it with more details; it’s fairly well written, but she doesn’t get rid of the signs that it’s a dream. This, however, doesn’t matter to what I’m going to say next. In my student’s dream, she walked through a graveyard, entered a house, looked at a few things, and then went home. There she found her family all together, talking about her – saying bad things about her. Then she notices they’ve messed up her bookshelves and gets annoyed. She storms back to where her family are and tells them off; she shouts at them and even grabs one of her brothers by the collar and gives him a shake. No one responds; they ignore her; they all look like sleepwalkers. The last sentence of the story says that she couldn’t bear the situation, and ‘I disappeared’.


I pointed out the obvious fact, which is that in the dream she’d died and become a ghost. She hadn’t realised this; at the time, not even her therapist had interpreted the dream that way. I told my student about the dream that I, coincidentally, had written about today, involving my wake, and suggested she turn her text into a ghost story told from the point of view of the ghost. It’s not an original idea; it’s been done before, probably more times than I’m aware of, but in this case it seems to be the most authentic way of telling the story. She was very impressed. And so was I.


As always in these situations, I wonder: did I remember that dream of mine (about my wake) because of a genuine association with the dream I had this morning, or did I telepathically pick up on the essence of the story my student had written? But in this particular case, the association is more direct, more powerful. I’m almost certain it’s that. I can’t prove it, but, as I was saying, these things happen time and again, to the extent that I can never tell whether what I’m thinking, or what occurs to me, has arisen from within my own mind, or if it comes from elsewhere, from another mind. And so I find myself thinking again about the boundaries of the self, and the tangibility of what we call the ‘individual’. I remember a quotation I read a while ago, which was attributed to Einstein (I’m quoting from memory, of course): ‘Seeing ourselves as separate individuals is nothing but an optical illusion.’


Thursday 24, 03:43


I was sitting in the armchair, the one for lounging in, after my dinner-lunch, when I began to feel an overwhelming need to go and play games on the computer. ‘I mustn’t do it,’ I told myself. ‘Why do I think these things are necessary?’ I tried to resist. Then I had a sudden realisation; ‘Goddammit,’ I said out loud, and I got up and came to sit at the computer and played Pipe Dream followed by Golf. What I’d realised was that the vague anxiety was about to make an appearance, and that I couldn’t devote myself to exploring it because the process would inevitably be interrupted tomorrow (today), workshop day. I like my workshops and I’m very fond of my students, but that’s not the problem; the problem is being interrupted while I’m in the process of exploring the vague anxiety. The other day I proved I can write if I want to, even when I know I’m going to be interrupted. I can write this diary, at least, since I don’t have to concentrate too hard on it; I barely use any imagination, and the writing follows the largely erratic comings and goings of my thoughts. Maybe if I tried to write a story or a novel it would be different, and the fear of being interrupted would hold me back completely. Anyway, the point is that it’s impossible to explore the vague anxiety if there’s any threat of being interrupted, let alone if I’m certain that an interruption will definitely come – and a prolonged interruption at that, since I have two workshops and they take me all day. This is the moment in the Sisyphean process when my rock inevitably goes rolling down the hill. Tomorrow (today), i.e. Thursday, workshops; and the day after I’ll be tired and overexcited, with the unconscious up to its usual tricks, and there’ll be no space for the vague anxiety; Saturday will be about the same, alleviated by the likely presence of Chl, though that presence is, ultimately, another interruption, and to hell with the vague anxiety. That’s why I swore out loud and sat down at the computer, resigned. By then I knew what was going to happen, though I didn’t think it would be so extreme: I was playing for about four hours. Pipe Dream, as I’ve discovered, is a dangerous game, because it’s so exciting; it’s a game of speed, against the clock; the water comes oozing down the unfinished pipe, and you have to do your best to make the pipe longer, and sometimes you don’t find the right piece in time and you lose. This means that the muscles in my arm and hand that operate the mouse become far too tense, which probably also raises my blood pressure. I noticed this and switched to playing Golf, which is more relaxed because there’s no time limit, but it’s still a stupid game, completely stupid. Although it takes a certain amount of reasoning, the result is always down to chance, and at the end of the day it’s no different to tossing a coin in the air and betting on one of the sides. And my arm still ends up bothering me, because I play automatically and fall into a trance, forgetting to relax my muscles. Sometimes I remember and relax them momentarily, but then a few minutes later I’m tense again and haven’t even realised. And so the hours pass, and all the while I’m thinking, ‘I mustn’t play any more, I mustn’t play any more, it’s tiring me out, it’s idiotic,’ but on and on I go. No doubt I’ve undone all the positive effects of my yoga class, which was excellent today, though my teacher’s face was swollen because she has an infected molar.


Before my yoga class, after getting up very late and having breakfast and doing the things I had to do, and while the maid, who comes on Wednesdays, was here, I also played some games, and that’s how I ended up not going shopping. There are lots of things I need from the supermarket, but when I finally came to my senses the teacher was ringing the doorbell and I couldn’t even put an order in over the phone. Once again, my sleeping hours are making life very difficult. Tomorrow I have to be up early, i.e. no later than 2 p.m. I’m going to request a wake-up call from the phone company, and Chl’s going to ring me as well, which is more effective because she talks and shouts into the answerphone until I pick up, if I’m in a fit state to pick up. But because she sometimes forgets to wake me, and after all, she’s under no obligation to do so, I make use of the wake-up call service and programme two calls, half an hour apart, because the first one only registers faintly, distantly, or I don’t hear it at all; and yet, even if I don’t hear it, something within me does, because I always hear the second one, meaning that some part of me is awake by then. Anyway, tomorrow, or rather today, I’ll have to hurry if I want to be ready when it’s time to open the door at four thirty; sometimes I end up having everything arranged with just seconds to spare, and there have been times when I’ve been late and had to sort out the living room in front of one of my students. It’s not a big problem, but I don’t like them seeing me do it. It’s about image, I think; as if I were afraid they’d lose respect for me.


Today I left Pablo a message and he called me after my yoga class. He told me about a lot of what happened to him in Mexico, in relation to Flaco’s funeral. I learnt things I would never have suspected, like for example that Flaco was very sentimental (his son’s word) and had a big box where he carefully stored all his children’s letters and other reminders of them, including school exercise books and things like that; and all in perfect order, meaning that as well as being sentimental, Flaco was very orderly. He didn’t seem it at all. He also kept my letters (which ones? I don’t remember writing any letters to Mexico, or maybe I do, once) and copies of the letters he sent me (again, what letters? Has my memory devoured those as well? But I’m almost certain that there wasn’t more than one letter from him in all the many years he spent there). Pablo also gave me a more accurate account of his death; a death foretold, what’s more, first because his doctorly instinct wasn’t mistaken, and second because he seems to have made a fairly conscious decision to consider his life over, as did my other friend who recently passed away. Not long before it happened, Flaco had put some of his affairs in order, for instance by increasing his insurance premium in favour of his Mexican children; and, what’s more, he’d announced that he was going to die. And apparently he didn’t go to bed that night, as I’d been told, but sat down in an armchair instead. He said to a neighbour that it looked like a heart attack because he could feel a tingling in his left hand, and that there was no point calling the emergency services; he’d prefer to carry on chatting with her, or rather listening to her talk. It was in this armchair, and not in bed as I’d previously heard, that he drank his little glass of brandy, and that was where he stayed. It’s very good that Pablo and his siblings resolved to go to Mexico as soon as they heard about his death; as I told Pablo, that’s the sort of thing I never do, ever, and then afterwards I pay a terrible price. They experienced a funeral with mariachis singing. They saw their father’s students crying their hearts out, and all in all, they returned to Montevideo with a far more positive image of their father. Still, Pablo is upset, and shaken. I remembered the death of my father, which happened when I was about the age Pablo is now, and I remember that I was much more frightened than I was sad. Sadness about death is something I don’t really understand; or rather, I understand that it’s sadness for oneself and not for the dead person, whom there’s no reason to feel sorry for – it’s sadness about what you no longer have, about the things you didn’t say or do, about real or imaginary guilt. And the fear – as I decided to explain to Pablo, believing it might do him good to think about it a little – was because while my father had been alive, in a magical way he’d served as a kind of shield protecting me from my own death. He was the one who had to deal with death, not me. And as soon as he wasn’t around any more, I was left face to face with that good lady. Without a shield.


And then my friend who lives in Chicago rang; she’s visiting Montevideo and has brought me some chocolates. She has a migraine, she’s had it for days, and on top of that she’s been bitten by a tick. I’m seeing her on Friday afternoon. Then Julia called and explained at great length all the discoveries she’s made about herself through spending time with me; amazing lucidity for a woman who’s normally all over the place. Her explanations included a difficult confession, something that upset her modesty, but she went ahead with it anyway, and afterwards she was in very high spirits. I wonder how this friendship of ours will turn out; it’s moving a lot of things in both of us. I don’t think there’s much chance of resuming our old romantic past. What’s more, I don’t think a sexual relationship with a woman of that age would work very well. I wouldn’t work very well, I mean. I’ve always been attracted to women who are younger than me, and now I’m attracted to women who are a lot younger than me, which is why I don’t think the diagnosis of arteriosclerosis is entirely mistaken.


I’ve been forgetting to mention something that I don’t want to lose sight of. I was too lazy to turn the computer on again yesterday, after I’d already turned it back on once to write something or other and then turned it off again, but I would have liked to make a note then. For the second time, I heard the tango ‘Derecho Viejo’ by the Julio De Caro orchestra on Radio Clarín. Who knows where they found that record; it’s extremely rare, and I was completely unaware of its existence. Don Julio De Caro, whom as a teenager I had the honour of meeting in person when he was passing through Montevideo on his honeymoon. He’d married a woman who was very, very fat, and a similar age to him. I don’t know how old Don Julio would have been then, but I don’t think he can have been less than sixty. A charming man, and a musical genius. According to the experts – and it’s easy to verify this by looking at his discography – De Caro invented tango, or tango as we know it today. Just as Gardel showed how to sing tango as it’s sung today. De Caro and his sextet showed how to play the tango of the Guardia Nueva; they paved the way for Pugliese and Troilo and even Piazzolla, and all the others. My first contact with De Caro was in the Tristán Narvaja market. As a boy of fifteen I used to go there and look for old records, the old shellac 78s, and sometimes I found marvellous things. On one of those occasions, I found a record called ‘El Monito’ – the little monkey – by the De Caro sextet. The man at the stall played it on a gramophone and made me listen; I was instantly transfixed. That tango, that sextet, made me feel something I’d never felt before. It has exactly the same effect today. It’s a kind of extreme nostalgia for something I’ve never experienced, the sort of nostalgia that sends you into violent fits of sobbing, and yet paradoxically it’s also joyous. Like some other records, ‘El Monito’ included a few words, a dialogue as crazy as the sextet’s crazy bohemia, and this was my first encounter with surrealism. ‘Monito, do you want some coffee?’ said a voice, maybe the voice of Don Julio himself. ‘No,’ the little monkey replied. ‘Why not?’ the first voice asked immediately. ‘Because my shoes have fallen apart,’ the second answered.


Well, they played ‘Derecho Viejo’ on Radio Clarín. The first time I heard it I couldn’t believe my ears; I didn’t know which orchestra it was. Initially I thought of Osvaldo Fresedo, because I could hear a harp, or a vibraphone, but then all kinds of wind instruments came in, a clarinet or oboe by the sounds of it, and almost certainly a trumpet, plus lots of strings. The speed wasn’t very typical of Fresedo, either, and nor was the energy, or – I can’t think of a better way to put it – the balls. It was strange and powerful, very powerful. I would never have dreamed it was De Caro, because I’m not a big fan of De Caro’s orchestra; it seems too formal, it’s missing the light-hearted, playful and terribly nostalgic madness of the sextet. But this orchestra, weighty as it was, had much of the sextet’s agility and feel. Suddenly, almost in the final bars, I heard a sound that couldn’t be anything other than the ‘De Caro sound’; a way of striking up with a phrase, something sudden and violent, with those scraping strings, which I’d only ever heard in De Caro. In spite of being alone, I exclaimed: ‘De Caro!’ – a few seconds before the announcer said the same thing, though without my surprise or excitement. I heard it again last night. It’s a freak of nature, a carnival, a pastiche, a murga … I don’t know what it is, but it’s magnificent. I’ve never heard a tango like it. When was it recorded? Are there other tangos played in the same style? Where were – where are – those records? (A little earlier, they’d played something horrible by Juan de Dios Filiberto. Another string orchestra … but so stupidly absurd, so cheaply pretentious; such bad taste, such paucity, such lack of imagination.)


And it was gone seven in the morning, I think, when they played a tango by an orchestra which at some moments sounded sublime. Charlo was singing, a young Charlo, meaning that it must have been Canaro. But a musical Canaro, with none of his usual stiffness and heaviness. And towards the end, a surprise: a violin that could be none other than Cayetano Puglisi. No one but Puglisi could achieve that quality, for which the only possible word is ‘sublime’. I often listen to D’Arienzo only to see if there’s a little phrase, at least, of Puglisi – who, as they say, had it and never let it go; and when that violin comes in, D’Arienzo is erased and everything is magical for an instant.


Friday 25, 06:20


And just like that, it’s almost 7 a.m. I knew this would happen. The workshop. All day long, the workshop. It was satisfying; my students are excellent. But it tires me out, it tires me out and then afterwards I don’t want to go to sleep for hours and hours. At least I wasn’t messing around with games; I was working intensively on a macro – or Macro – in this very program, Word, considerably improving on what I did the other day, with the aim of putting together a master document for this diary. I also, before that, printed out everything I’d written until yesterday, which must mean I’ve made up my mind to read it. I haven’t read it yet. I’m curious. I want to know if there’s anything interesting here, anything that might be interesting to a reader other than myself. Why? It’s not that I want to pull the wool over the Guggenheim Foundation’s eyes and present them with this diary instead of the project; what’s more, the Foundation have expressly stated that they don’t want me to present them with anything. They just want to know what I’ve spent their money on when it comes to the end of the year. And what’s even more, I WANT to finish the project; it’s just that I haven’t yet reached that point, and I still have a long way to go, I think, before I do; but when I get there, and get there I shall, I’ll do the work quickly and well. I believe in myself. I just have to stop putting off the act of confronting and overcoming the vague anxiety, overcoming it and reaching my life of leisure; it’s all as simple as that. As simple and as painful. Dear reader: never dream of mixing your writing and your life. Or rather, do; you’ll have your fair share of suffering, but you’ll give something of yourself, which is ultimately the only thing that matters. I’m not interested in novelists who grind out their four-hundred-page doorstoppers with the help of index cards and a disciplined imagination; the only information they transmit is empty, sad, depressing. And deceitful, since it comes disguised as naturalism. Like the famous Flaubert. Pah.


I’m amazed this country isn’t overrun with writers. Many of my students write far better than I do. And yet they don’t keep up a constant output, they don’t make the things they write into books, they’re not interested in being published, they don’t want to be writers. They’re happy to share their experiences with the other students in the workshop by reading out their texts. They all have other work. No one wants a life of starvation or poverty. They’re probably right. It’s a shame things have to be this way, that it’s impossible to get by as a writer here with any dignity at all. Meanwhile, my own publishing project has stalled. I don’t know what the problem is; it’s just not going anywhere. I ought to take charge of it personally, but I don’t want to; I don’t want to acquire a single complication. At least, not in the year of the grant. I need to arrive at full-time leisure, which I still can’t bring myself to do, but I need to. And now I need to go to bed, because in a few hours my friend who lives in Chicago is coming to see me. Chl’s also coming, and she says she’s made me some milanesas.


Saturday 26, 07:24


Just look at the time. I’m off to bed right this minute. I’ll explain later.


Sunday 27, 05:51


The rock goes on rolling down the hill. I didn’t recover after the workshop on Thursday, and now we’re into Sunday and it’s almost six in the morning. On Friday, a national holiday, I got up at around 5 p.m.; at half past six, my friend from Chicago was due to arrive. She came on time and began telling her anecdotes one after another, while I gradually fell into a trance. Her stories are very vivid and at times very entertaining; it’s a shame she never manages to write them down, even though she’d be perfectly capable of it. At 11.30 p.m. I started feeling ill, as if I was going to faint, and all of a sudden I realised I hadn’t had lunch; I’d only eaten an apple while my friend was eating some pork ribs and potatoes I’d given her. When I got up with great urgency to prepare a tomato with garlic and bread as quickly as I could, and leave a steak out to defrost, I realised I’d also been completely oblivious, until that moment, to the fact that my bladder was about to burst. As I ate the tomato, and then the steak, and then drank a coffee, my friend carried on with anecdote after anecdote. She left at half past one in the morning, and I suddenly felt emptied of myself. I hurried to the computer and played and played until who knows what time, and of course on Saturday I got up late again, and now here I am at six in the morning, and soon I’ll go to bed and then get up very late all over again. This can’t go on; somehow or other I have to find the way back, if not to normality then at least to a reasonable schedule. Luckily Chl came today, and not only did she bring me milanesas but she also joined me for a walk, and for something to eat in a bar on 18 de Julio. I hadn’t left the house in a week and it felt good to be out, like my blood was circulating again. After eating, we went to check the sale table in the Feria del Libro bookshop and found a few interesting things. We walked home as well, very tired by then; the weather is horribly humid. Chl’s young, but she got tired, too, because she’d done a lot of walking already, making the most of the sunny afternoon that I completely missed. She thought about staying the night, but in the end she went home. I didn’t insist that she stayed, partly because I know it’s totally pointless; when she makes a decision, it’s very difficult, impossible even, to change her mind. And partly because I know that if by some strange twist of fate I do convince her and she decides to stay after all, she’ll most likely end up in a bad mood. Last Saturday she stayed the night of her own accord, but even though it had been her choice she was in a bad mood when she arrived; I’m sure she forced herself to spend the night, and that was what put her in a bad mood. She forced herself because she wants to overcome her phobias, or at least the behaviours she thinks are irrational, but she shouldn’t force herself, because irrationality has its reasons, and as long as you don’t uncover them, and sometimes even if you do, irrationality goes on doing its thing one way or another. She tried to convince me that tomorrow she really would spend the night, but I asked her not to make any promises. If she comes, and stays over, wonderful, but she shouldn’t feel obliged, because today she was exuberant, cheerful, beautiful, I’d almost even say happy, and it would make me sad to see her depressed tomorrow, or in a bad mood, because of something to do with me.


I asked Chl to read what I’ve written of this diary so far. The other night I printed it out, read part of it and got quite bored because it’s so fresh in my mind and everything in it feels far too familiar; I wanted a second opinion, to see whether it’s worth carrying on with. It’s true that Chl is also implicated, as a character in the diary, so her judgement won’t be entirely objective, but she’s a good reader and very balanced in her assessments, and I thought she’d make an effort at objectivity. And she’s completely frank, too; she’d never twist her opinion just to please me, because she knows things like that don’t end well. In short, she read it and found it interesting; I heard her laugh in a few places, which is a good sign. Her opinion has encouraged me to continue and leave my own assessment until later on, when I can read it with more distance, and when I’ve forgotten a bit of what I’ve written.


I ought to record at least a few of my friend from Chicago’s anecdotes (the poisoned tick, the real-estate business), but they wouldn’t be as funny because I can’t tell stories the way she does, and the comedy is mostly in the way they’re told. Anyway, I have my own way of being funny, but I use it for my own things. I’m very jealous of a writer like W. Somerset Maugham, whose The Razor’s Edge I’m currently reading. He can retell stories he’s heard in great detail, and he can even imagine those details, invent them, using some story sketched out by a friend as a starting point. He’s an excellent writer, though for some reason underrated. I used to underrate him myself, in fact, perhaps because he was too successful, and because his narrative style is fairly unassuming. I remember at home we used to have several of his books, which were fashionable when I was a child or a teenager, and I even came across copies of those same books in my bookselling days, though I never once decided to read them. And it’s very likely that if I had read them back then, they wouldn’t have interested me at all. When you’re young and inexperienced, you look for dramatic plots in books, just as you do in films. With time, you come to see that the plot has no importance at all; and that the style, the way the story is told, is everything. Because of this I can watch the same film or read the same book innumerable times, even a detective novel whose ending I remember perfectly. All I’d read by Maugham was Ashenden. I read it for the first time when I was in Buenos Aires and as a result of my interest in spy novels – an interest that Graham Greene in particular had awakened. I found the book entertaining, but very inferior to Greene. Then I read it again a few years later, not many, and found it a bit more interesting. And very recently I read it again, and I liked it even more. It made me want to try Maugham’s other books. Now I’m enjoying The Razor’s Edge enormously; a book that’s been so underrated, and so unfairly, for so many years. I suppose I’ll have the same experience with countless other things. It’s difficult to spot one’s own prejudices, which take root in the mind in a strange and inexplicable way, accompanied by a certain sense of superiority. Those dwarves settle in like absurd dictators, and we accept them like revealed truths. Very rarely, because of some accident or chance occurrence, we find we have to reconsider a prejudice, argue with ourselves about it, lift a corner of the veil and peer through the gap at how things really are. In those cases, it’s possible to uproot them. But the others are still there, out of sight, carrying us foolishly in all the wrong directions.


What I’m saying is that I’d like to write with the same serene pleasure as Somerset Maugham.


Monday 28, 05:56


Without touching the ground. It’s always six in the morning. At least I’ve cut my nails (my fingernails) and washed the dishes, which had formed a disgusting pile. A rainy day, as usual. Chl didn’t come, though I could tell from her voice over the phone that she was still in a good mood despite the rain. I thought about lots of things I wanted to write in this diary, but I didn’t write anything. I spent all day distracting myself with the computer. A new program I downloaded from the internet; something I’d been searching for unsuccessfully for months, and the one I found is pretty good. No new emails, except for a couple of exercises from students. Not that I write to anyone myself, of course. Dozens of unanswered emails. Today was the beginning of my week of leisure, but there was no leisure; as you can see, I’m on the run from the vague anxiety. My friend from Chicago took some photos of me on Friday. If they come out, they’ll be horrible, with flash. Yesterday Chl told me my beard has been longer than this before and just as white, and showed me a magazine that had published the photos. But I was much fatter then. A fat man with a beard and a thin man with a beard are very different things. Still, I didn’t shave, in spite of the photos and Chl’s demonstration. My back hurts.


Tuesday 29, 00:23


Today I put a few blank sheets of paper in a pile on the dining-room table, along with a pen. I turned the computer off and went to the dentist, intending not to turn the computer back on for the rest of the day and to write my diary on those sheets of paper. I came back from the dentist ravenously hungry. Chl arrived as I was making dinner and sat with me while I ate. Maybe because I was hungry, or because I got cold when I went out, or both, or something else I’m unaware of, I was … not exactly in a bad mood, but distant and not very polite, as if the most important part of me was elsewhere. I don’t mean I was rude to her, but I wasn’t nice to her either. When she left, I turned the computer on and played Golf. Now I’m writing on the computer. The sheets of paper remain blank.


The truth is, I’m still feeling strange. Is the unpleasant effect of the antidepressants finally kicking in? My previous experiences with other antidepressants tell me this is very likely, that I need to be on my guard. Even if these are a new kind … My previous experiences led, at one point, after a few weeks, to my beginning to feel a kind of separation or otherness, like I was splitting in two. I stopped taking them right away and didn’t try them again for years. I’d be very annoyed if I had to give these ones up, because they’ve definitely done me good over the almost two months I’ve been taking them, and the original purpose – the anti-cigarette effect – remains the same. Even if I haven’t stopped smoking, my relationship with cigarettes has clearly changed. On many days I’ve smoked less than usual, and on some days much less. It seems there’s a general downward trend, and it’s not impossible that one day I might be able to reach zero cigarettes, or perhaps a more reasonable number like four or five per day. Now that I think about it, it’s not just today I’ve been feeling strange; it’s a process that began some days ago, when my will disappeared almost entirely, and, as this diary records, or should record, since then I’ve been surrendering too much to the games on the computer and going to bed later and later: the opposite to before. Unless there’s something else, something I’m still not aware of. Maybe there were a lot of those rainy days, when I didn’t go out; today the sun was shining, albeit in a pale and watery way, and the cold was extreme. I felt fine when I was outside; the cold didn’t bother me, my lungs didn’t feel under attack and, most importantly, I didn’t have those terrible pains in my chest. The absence of those pains confirms my diagnosis of gastric reflux, because when I went to the dentist today I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. I had breakfast at around 4.30 p.m. and left for the dentist at a quarter to eight.


I have a debt to this diary, or rather to myself, which I’m finding difficult to pay, more out of laziness than embarrassment. I realise I can’t go on talking about my computer addiction, especially the games and the VB programming, without also mentioning the time I spend online searching for pornography. I feel particularly uncomfortable because some years ago I wrote in a book: ‘I detest pornography,’ and I feel even more uncomfortable when I think that someone might remember that statement and assume I was lying when I said it. I need, then, to explain that I wasn’t lying, and I also need to stop hiding this facet of my addictions; hiding it is an attempt to disguise the fact that my behaviour contradicts that statement. When I wrote what I wrote, my words were an accurate reflection of my thoughts and feelings. It’s not that nowadays I feel or think exactly the opposite, or that old age has loosened my strict morals, or that I’ve gone completely senile (although we can’t entirely rule that out). As for the strict morals, I’ve never had any, at least not when it comes to sex. My rejection was purely and exclusively visceral, an immediate feeling of repugnance, with no intellectual or moral filters.


Some time after I wrote that about pornography came the beginning of my video phase, my video addiction, which intensified when I stopped smoking around 1993. During that period I watched a few porn videos and found that my feelings of revulsion had softened somewhat, though I still had to close my eyes during certain scenes. Around the same time I read something by D.H. Lawrence on the subject and felt I agreed completely with the essence of his thought: the detestable thing about pornography is that it degrades human beings, stripping them of all spirituality and turning them into material objects to be manipulated. Those are my words, not Lawrence’s, but it’s what I remember having understood.


I didn’t persevere much with the porn videos, though I did become a fan of one particular actress, who had an ample bosom and a very sweet expression and seemed utterly different to all the other women in those films. Her way of acting, of being fully present in the scenes, however lubricious, in a sense contradicted Lawrence’s thought and my own. She never lost her humanity or the presence of that spirit which can be glimpsed in people’s eyes. But she didn’t feature in very many films, so I soon lost interest.


Then came the computer, the internet and email; the end of 1995. As soon as I was able to surf the Web I set about looking for photographs of naked women, and I became an enthusiastic collector. In the process I often stumbled onto porn sites, where I looked through lots of photos without adding them to my collection; I only kept a small number, a very small number, because they contained extraordinary women. Since you can’t conduct a search for naked women without inevitably ending up on porn sites, it could be that I’ve now encountered so many of these scenes that I’m getting used to them, becoming immune, considerably diluting my initial distaste. But, strangely, my feelings of distaste and disgust came back, and come back, in full force at the sight of some scenes, the kind that very much do match what I’ve called ‘Lawrence’s thought’. Often the woman is objectified, turned into a thing to be manipulated, and that kind of scene still makes me feel repelled, disgusted and angry.


Japanese girls were my great discovery. As well as their intrinsic qualities, they often have great artists working on their behalf, who not only avoid reducing them to objects with no spirit, but also enhance everything charming about them.


When I’d amassed a collection of around a thousand photos, I suspended my costly internet searches and forgot about the whole thing for a long time; rarely, if ever, did I look back at the photos stored on the disks. I think I found searching for them more exciting than looking at them, and, to be honest, something very similar is happening to me now.


I still need to write about my relapse in 1999, but I’m tired of writing and I’m going to play a bit of Golf, if the reader will permit me.


Tuesday 29, 05:58


Yes, once again it’s six in the morning. But at least I didn’t go on the internet. I wonder what I have been doing all this time.


Tuesday 29, 19:22


I still haven’t started writing by hand. I just deleted all the games from the hard drive, after copying them onto ZIP disks first. I can play them from a ZIP disk, and I definitely will, but the disks aren’t stored anywhere near the computer. In fact, they’re in another room. Which means that when I want to play, I have to overcome my laziness and get out of my chair, and experience suggests that my laziness is generally more powerful than my habit of playing games. Although that’s not exactly it; really, what happens is that I often play because I have the game to hand, and if I don’t have it to hand I can reflect, ask myself if I really want to play a game or if I’m giving in to an automatic reflex. Because the computer generates automatic reflexes; it’s an automaton, and if you spend too much time around automata, after a while you become one yourself. A robot, as Julia quite rightly called me. Speaking of Julia, I haven’t heard from her for a few days. I’d call her if my hours weren’t so out of kilter that I can only make phone calls at very inappropriate times. When I’ve finally finished whatever I’m doing and am free to communicate with people, everyone’s asleep.


I didn’t write any more about pornography yesterday. I felt far too lazy, and today I realise why: because it’s a very complicated subject, and will involve me doing some historical research and remembering some things I’d rather not remember. I don’t think it’s a suitable topic for a diary, but it’s part of the current contents of my mind, and I have to address it, whether it’s suitable or not. I have to address it, I realise, because it’s bound up in this laborious journey towards my ‘return’, and maybe it’s pointless to wait for the vague anxiety, which has already come and gone; it seems I’ve now entered the realm of specific anxieties, and this is a case of specific anxiety, which is why I need to make the effort to discuss it. Objective: clear a path towards my life of leisure and the novel I want to write, which currently seems very far away.


Tuesday 29, 19:45


Yes, it’s definitely a difficult subject. I broke off to make a coffee, and while I was in the kitchen I did some work in the dairy industry. I’m making my own yoghurt, and it was time to unplug the yoghurt-maker and pour the contents of each glass into a jar. I’ve been making yoghurt since last week, when I discovered that the cause of my gastrointestinal troubles was the low-fat natural yoghurt made by a very well-known brand. It was probably full of E. coli or something similar. This happens every so often; a variation in the quality of the yoghurt, which at times I think is due to in-house sabotage. Sometimes it’s the taste, which reminds me of the smell of mothballs, and sometimes it’s that it’s extremely sour. Sometimes it’s wonderful; there’s nothing like the taste of natural yoghurt. But I can’t find other brands that suit me; they all contain sugar or sweeteners or pieces of fruit or artificial flavourings. There’s one other brand, which comes in large glass jars, and it’s a good natural yoghurt; however, I think they use ascorbic acid as a preservative, or at least it tastes like they do. That would normally be fine because it’s vitamin C, but as it happens, synthetic vitamin C gives me haemorrhoids. So I decided to make my own yoghurt, at least for the time being, while I wait for the well-known brand to stop causing me trouble. I ought to make a complaint, but I’m not the sort of person who does that. Besides, I might be wrong. I should ask a laboratory to analyse the yoghurt, but I wouldn’t know where to start. I expect if I was right and the yoghurt really was contaminated, it would be public knowledge; there are plenty of very enterprising people out there who take charge of these things. They go to the doctor, track the origins of their digestive disorders, make complaints and so on. But it’s not my style. My style is making my own yoghurt. The first batch didn’t go well at all, since I used a yoghurt that tasted of vanilla and artificial sweeteners as a base. It was disgusting. My yoghurt turned out marginally less disgusting and I was able to drink it; but it didn’t taste good. From that first batch of home-made yoghurt I made another, which went a bit better, because there was only a slight trace of the vanilla flavouring left; but the consistency wasn’t so good; it was too runny. I could drink it fine, though, and last night I began the process of making a third batch, which I imagine will turn out perfectly. I still haven’t tasted it, because I don’t like drinking yoghurt at this time of day, and besides, it’s still warm.


Back to the difficult subject … My relapse into searching for pornography last year, I mean. I’ll need to go back to some earlier events. Towards the end of May ’98, I met Chl, and then, around the middle of July, our romantic relationship began. This made the atmosphere in the house where I was living unbearable, because the woman who at the time was my wife didn’t look kindly on this new relationship, even though by that point she and I were merely living under the same roof and our relationship had ended around two years before. Little by little a kind of war was gathering force, becoming more and more terrible, erupting into torturous everyday scenes, and in the end there was nothing for it but to move in with some friends who knew about the situation and had invited me to stay. I planned to be in that house for ten days; I didn’t leave for six months.


I’ve skimmed over what I called that ‘kind of war’ because it affects the privacy of another person, my ex-wife, with whom these days I have a very good friendship. It took me a lot of work to get to this stage, but I think it was worth it, because despite the various ways she’s incompatible with me when it comes to life as a couple, she’s a wonderful woman. I don’t want to go into my own suffering in those months, either, which was made bearable only by the magic of Chl; I’ll simply say that one fine day I realised my ex-wife was right to be hurt, and I put a stop to all our arguments and waited for time to soothe her pain and heal the wound. This realisation came to me by means of a dream, which I can’t remember very well right now.


(I went to look in my dream files, and luckily I found it. I’ll take the liberty of copying it out here. The date is 28 July 1998, meaning I had this realisation before moving out, and I was mistaken when I thought it was afterwards; I should say, then, that this realisation didn’t help me avoid the war.)


‘I come running into a very large room where several women can be seen lying on the floor, on mattresses with white sheets, although they’re not fully covered and their bare legs are in view. There are three to my right, near the entrance, and I pass them quickly; in front of me is a fourth woman, in the same position, only in the middle of the room and not with her head by a wall like the others. I’m running along, carefree, and I think I jump over this fourth woman so I can carry on going, but then comes one of those inexplicable things that happen in dreams, perhaps a slip of the mind, because I don’t actually jump and instead I pause one step away from the woman and see that she has a big lump on one leg, as if she’s been horribly injured. Strangely, this lump is rectangular in shape; it looks like a brick. She speaks to me; she said I did it to her when I ran past. I’m taken aback, because I didn’t even realise I’d touched her and hadn’t felt a thing, but she insists. She tells me I hurt her head, too, and points to a place near her eyes and the bridge of her nose. “They had to operate,” she said, and I was stunned. She explains, or rather I’m somehow able to visualise, that she’d had to have a kind of round, grey stone removed which had been lodged in the place she was pointing to.


‘I wake up and immediately understand that the woman is [my ex-wife], and that the unconscious is showing me how I really injured her with my careless, hurried crashing around (and indeed, the way I came into the room backs up the idea of a “crash”). It also makes particular reference, I think, to psychological damage, rather than just momentary emotional upsets.


‘That woman in the dream made me understand that I’d hurt her because she spoke calmly and didn’t try to blame me; her way of speaking was purely informative, and even friendly. There was no emphasis of any kind, nothing that could have seemed like an accusation. She allowed the information to speak for itself, and me to be the judge of my own behaviour, leaving me with no opportunity or reason to be defensive. As a result, the feeling of regret generated by the dream is still with me, and it’s taking a long time to dissolve.’


Then I moved into my friends’ house and stayed for six months. Now I’m going to have lunch. To be continued.


Wednesday 30, 23:30


Half past eleven at night, and I’m tired. I’m not going to bed because I have a full stomach. My full stomach could be what’s making me tired; I often find myself feeling sleepy after my lunch-dinner these days. I should have more meals throughout the day, and lighter ones. I might also be particularly sleepy today because I had a yoga class; although really it wasn’t exactly a yoga class, since there was a bit of witchcraft mixed in as well. My yoga teacher sometimes behaves like a kind of healer; this time it was because I shocked her with a description of my deranged sleeping hours. Yesterday, by which I mean today, I went to sleep at ten in the morning. It’s madness, completely ridiculous. I stayed up reading in order to finish the last, or what I think is the last, Hannibal Lecter novel. I find it odd that a character like him is a kind of hero for me. It must be because he eats the really bad people, the ones you spend the whole novel hating. When these people – generally smug, corrupt, good-for-nothing bureaucrats – appear, I think: ‘Please let Doctor Lecter eat this one,’ and he never disappoints. I also find it strange that I can read something so full of gruesome, horrifying scenes so calmly, when I normally find that sort of thing deeply upsetting; I couldn’t handle Ellroy, for example. He made me feel intensely, physically sick to my stomach, and psychologically sick as well, for days afterwards. I swore I’d never read him again. It’s a shame, because Ellroy writes very well and is very talented; a shame he’s a genuine psychopath who uses his talent to spread his horrible illness. Consuming one of his novels is like swallowing a bucketful of shit. Harris, however – the creator of Doctor Lecter – doesn’t have the same effect on me. The scenes are gruesome but less believable, less vivid; the tone of it all verges on the comical, as in the Tom and Jerry films. Jerry can blow the cat to smithereens with a firecracker, but you laugh, you don’t feel any pain. It’s not quite like that with Harris’s novels, but it’s similar; the unreality is too blatant.


And before that, I was online looking for more material, thanks to a very interesting recent discovery. There are web pages devoted to women with particularly well-developed breasts, and best of all they offer fairly long videos, of several megabytes each. I don’t want to spend too much on my phone bill, but this month I’ve been very restrained. I made a program that shows me, whenever I connect to the internet, how much I’ve spent so far and the projected cost for the whole month, and over the past few months I’ve managed to stick to the limits I set myself. Since we’re in the last days of the month, I can spend a bit more without the predicted total cost changing too much, and yesterday I took full advantage of this. Still, I don’t download the longest videos and instead look for more moderate ones. In general, the free samples of porn videos are less than 200K, which means they only last a few seconds. But that’s where my other recent discovery comes in: among those sites full of sizeable busts, I found an advert for a site that lets you edit videos, and yesterday, as well as browsing the internet, and before I turned my attentions to Doctor Lecter, I used the program to stick some shorter, fragmentary videos together to make longer ones. With the same program, I was able to modify a few videos, making my own montage; I deleted some parts and moved others around, to end up with videos that were better put together from an artistic point of view, and, why not, from an erotic point of view as well. After all these procedures I ended up more or less falling for a beautiful stripper, who not only has reasonably generous breasts, but also beautiful facial features and an intelligent gaze. I highlight these virtues because women with ample bosoms, at least the ones I’ve been able to download from the internet, most of the time are real monsters; their breasts are monstrously large, bordering on the unpleasant or even laughable, their faces are ugly, and there isn’t the slightest glint of intelligence in their eyes. Despite the abundance of videos, there aren’t many I’m interested in downloading, and even among the ones I’ve downloaded there isn’t much beauty to speak of; I downloaded them more as curiosities. But that stripper is something else. I feel a real affection for her. You could even say I love her.


I know I didn’t finish my story about Chl, which was where the explanation of my relapse into searching for pornography began, but the topic upset me a little and I think I should continue more slowly. I’ll return to it, of course, because it’s necessary; but not today. Speaking of Chl, yesterday she didn’t come to see me, and I went to her house instead. She didn’t come today either. She’s having problems at home that I shouldn’t go into here so as not to make her family easily identifiable, but these problems are why she decided to stay at home yesterday. I went over in the evening and sat drinking coffee with her while she had her dinner. Then I came back to do some work. Although it’s my week of leisure, on Tuesday nights I still have to send out evaluations and new assignments for the virtual workshop. There aren’t many students left, so it’s not much work, but it gave me an excuse to stay awake until the crack of dawn, since whenever I work I have to reward myself with some fun afterwards. This isn’t something I apply deliberately, like a system, but it’s what always happens. There’s an utterly unhinged creature inside me that knows no limits, and few things excite it more than work. Doing some work sends it into a frenzy, and then it spends hours rolling around in whatever fun it can find. Taking the games off the hard drive helped me to avoid playing those games, but I played at other things instead, like searching the internet and editing videos. Well, it’s a step up from the robotic games I was playing before. I hope I can keep those under control. And I hope I can get to sleep as soon as I’ve finished digesting my food. By the way: what I’m trying to digest is an exquisite plate of stew; I came back from Chl’s house last night with a Tupperware container full of pea stew, a real delight. I still have some milanesas in the freezer, too. What more could I ask for?
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