
   [image: cover]


   
      
         3

         
            ‘There are certain writers whose work you turn to knowing you’ll find extraordinary things there. Borges is one of them, Bolaño another. Agustín Fernández Mallo has become one, too. This novel, which ranges across the world and beyond it, is hugely ambitious in scope. It’s a weird, recursive, paranoiac, funny, menacing and thrilling book.’

            — Chris Power, author of A Lonely Man

            ‘Charmingly voracious and guided by fanatical precision and wit, Mallo ties the loose threads of the world together into intricate, charismatic knots. This is the expansive, omnivorous sort of novel that threatens to show you every thought you’ve ever had in a new and effervescent light, along with so many others you couldn’t have dreamed.’

            — Alexandra Kleeman, author of Intimations

            ‘Some great works create worlds from which to look back at ourselves and recalibrate; The Things We’ve Seen takes the world as it is and plays it back through renewed laws of physics. Rarely has a novel left me with such new eyes, an X-ray view of the present.’

            — DBC Pierre, author of Meanwhile in Dopamine City

            ‘The most original and powerful author of his generation in Spain.’

            — Mathias Enard, author of Compass

            ‘The Things We’ve Seen confirms Fernández Mallo as one of the best writers in Spanish, with an absolutely unique style and fictional world.’

            — Jorge Carrión, New York Times in Spanish

            ‘A strange and original sensibility at work – one that combines a deep commitment to the possibilities of art with a gonzo spirit and a complete absence of pretention.’

            — Christopher Beha, Harper’s
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            ‘It’s a mistake to take the things we’ve seen as a given.’

            — Carlos Oroza

            ‘Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas any more.’

            — The Wizard of Oz 8
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            PART ONE

         

         Invitation and first day

         There’s so much we take for granted. On the morning of 15 September 2014, as I sat down to write after breakfast, the noise from the road works out in the street made me forget what I was writing about, and something I’d seen on television the previous day came to mind instead: a news item about the fact that one tenth of the earth’s surface has been constantly on fire, through no fault of human beings, for more than two hundred years. A look at a dynamic map of all the fires currently raging on the planet would reveal a multitude of these expanding red zones being carried forth by surface winds, in Africa especially, the continent referred to by experts in the field as the Heart of the Inferno. I found it startling to consider that our human modernity had developed side by side with this incandescent presence.

         Some years ago, a musician friend told me about a long stint he’d once spent in an African jungle. Wanting to make recordings of instances of silence in nature, he had travelled to Lake Tanganyika in Tanzania, the second largest and second deepest lake on the planet. ‘So deep,’ he said, ‘that there’s no oxygen in the waters at the very bottom. They’re fossil waters.’ A helicopter had dropped him off in a clearing in the surrounding jungle with nothing but a tent, a change of clothes and some survival snacks, plus the necessary gamut of recording equipment, all manner of tapes and ambient microphones. He saw no fires burning, or if he did, he didn’t mention them to me, but he did say that, after a month and more of wandering those jungles, what struck him most was the utter absence of silence. The way in which the sounds 12of the natural world got inside his head day and night was something he recounted with genuine unease, and not because the sounds were strident or clashing in any way, but because of their unerring persistence. In the following months, during trips he sought to undertake as consecutively as possible, the same experience played out in the jungles of Brazil, the forests of Alaska and at a polar station a long way south of Patagonia, leading him to the conclusion that silence does not in fact exist in nature; rather it’s a fantasy fabricated by our culture, a concept we’ve simply dreamed up. And this was something my friend couldn’t understand. Or, he understood it, but he refused to accept it. The last I heard, his search for a piece of silence on Earth was still ongoing.

         On that September morning, these and other thoughts were interrupted when I got an email containing the first mention I’d ever come across of San Simón, an island situated in the Vigo estuary in Galicia. The sender was someone who went by the name Rómulo, and I was being invited to take part in the third instalment of a programme called Net-Thinking, the aim of which, from what I understood, was to reflect on digital networks by bringing together both communications professionals and artists who, like me, sometimes use the internet as a space, and a tool, in our work. I had to read the message a couple of times before I remembered where I’d met Rómulo: at the launch of a mutual friend’s book, at which we’d exchanged only a few words. The people participating in the programme, the email explained, would stay in a hotel on the island – attached images showed some fairly smart facilities – and there was mention too of another participant, Julián Hernández, whom I knew both in his capacity as a member of the punk band Siniestro Total and through his literary involvements. Rómulo 13wanted the two of us to take part in a panel discussion. I wasn’t sure at first, but what finally won me over was mention of something that struck me as unusual: the idea was for there to be no audience present, only people watching a live stream that was due to be broadcast on various online platforms. In previous years these live streams had apparently attracted large viewerships, in Spain and Latin America especially. I was at the end of a period of intense work, during which I had barely left Mallorca; a few days on a different island, I said to myself, might do me some good.

         A few hours later I realized I had in fact heard of San Simón before; it was a mystery how I’d managed to forget. In 1995, the journalists Clara María de Saá, Antonio Caeiro and Juan A. González had made a documentary called Aillados, which is Galician for Isolated, along with an accompanying book, both concerned with the years in which this collection of craggy rocks, no bigger than three football stadiums laid end to end, had served as a prison camp, with inmates drawn particularly from people in Pontevedra province who’d opposed the coup that precipitated the Spanish Civil War. I still owned the book; in fact, it had travelled with me from my native La Coruña to Mallorca, accompanying me every time I’d moved house – at least five times – since 1996. The house I now live in is organized in such a way that I can see all of my books at a glance. I keep none in boxes, none stowed away in wardrobes or back rooms, but there are so many of them now – two bookcases, each holding more than three thousand volumes – that it still took a while to lay my hands on it. Remarkably, it hadn’t fallen to pieces, and there were only one or two damp stains on it. I flicked through its collection of photographs and survivor testimonies. San 14Simón was described variously as a place of severe hunger, where people were routinely tortured or lined up against walls and shot, and as actually being easier on inmates than other penal institutions of the day. I went back to Rómulo’s email. The island is currently run by a foundation named Island of Thought. It had a ring to it. Island of Thought vs. Island of Repression, I said to myself. With that, the idea of fifteen people getting together to talk about the opposite of isolation – social networks – struck me as more suggestive still. Fifteen people transmitting ideas across the world from a place of isolation. I went on Google Earth and took a look at the island. It has an unusual shape, like two balls, one large and one small, joined by what in the images appeared to be a bridge spanning a rocky formation covered in green algae. On further inspection, I was reminded of the ground plan of Roma-Fiumicino airport. A connection that filled me with satisfaction, since the full name of Roma-Fiumicino is the Intercontinental Leonardo da Vinci Airport, which in some way bestowed upon the island a Renaissance air. Frankly, I went to bed that night excited about the trip. As always, I fell asleep attempting to conjure four white dots behind my eyelids, four dots that were once upon a time a permanent presence, but that at some point in my life vanished and never came back.

         
             

         

         I took a flight from Mallorca to La Coruña one morning in October, staying in my parents’ house for a few days – only occupied now in summer – before the transit to San Simón. A taxi took me to the town of Redondela, whose docks are the launching point for boats going out on the Vigo estuary. On board, I looked back towards the coast, letting my thoughts drift over it, until, after 15nearly three hours, San Simón suddenly appeared in the water up ahead. The lush greens of the island showed silver under the midday sun. A few minutes later an old, white building with stone foundations came into view, protruding among all the vegetation. Drawing closer to the dock, we saw that a shore boat had been sent out to collect me; I was the last in the group to arrive. A young sailor with blonde hair and sunglasses was at the helm and he gestured for me to pass my suitcase across. We skipped over the waves to shore. The sun was out but the wind remained biting, and I wrapped a heavy raincoat around myself. The island grew in size as we approached, as did the looming white building, some four storeys tall and set on stone foundations, its back wall crumbling directly into the sea. ‘That’s it,’ said the boatman, ‘the hotel.’ I don’t think anywhere in Galicia was better connected to the world at that moment than this island, given the state-of-the-art satellite receivers that had been brought in for the occasion.

         Rómulo was there at the jetty to meet me. The boatman lifted my suitcase out and set off back the way he had come. I wheeled my suitcase behind me along the stone jetty, which was covered in seaweed and still wet from high tide, and we embarked on the climb up some granite steps with restored walls and geometric brakes of shrubs on either side. This brought us out at a gravel esplanade with buildings all around it. One of them, formerly one of the prison’s principal wings, they told me, was to be the location for the Net-Thinking meeting. Next to that was a dining hall with high French windows; inside, two waiters and one waitress, all quite young, were putting chairs out and laying a large table; the waitress was clearly pregnant. There was a chapel on the opposite side of the esplanade. Its door was open, 16giving a view of the room inside, bare save for a stone altar set into the wall, atop which stood a life-size wooden saint. Saint Roch, I was told; he was missing both hands, someone having either snapped or sawed them off, I don’t know which. We were on our way to the hotel, but stopped to take in the conference room. It was quite small, and with its fifteen chairs arranged in a circle it reminded me of a room in a driving school. At the back were three professional video cameras on tripods and two large screens on which messages were going to be shown in real time from people following proceedings on Twitter. ‘We’ve got thousands of followers,’ said Rómulo, ‘people sometimes tweet from the US and Australia, you’ll see. Not to mention the messages on Facebook and other platforms. They come flooding in.’ We returned to the esplanade and went along an avenue of eucalyptus and myrtle shrubs to the hotel, where the room keys had been placed in their respective pigeonhole-like compartments. ‘Help yourself,’ said Rómulo, pointing to my key, which was for room 486. ‘It isn’t a hotel, then?’ I said. ‘It was once, but it went under. Not enough people came.’ ‘So, it’s just us here?’ ‘That’s right,’ he nodded. ‘Nobody will be coming to the island over the next three days and, barring an emergency, nobody’s going to be leaving either.’ A young man with blonde hair came over, and Rómulo introduced him as Javier, the director of the foundation. It was a beautiful place, I said; I’d noticed how well tended the gardens were, while at the same time they’d succeeded in leaving them wild. I asked why the place was so underused – why no residencies for artists, writers, musicians, historians or even scientists? It was the perfect place for all kinds of projects. The money wasn’t there, he said. I see, I said to myself: the political will wasn’t there, 17is what he meant.

         I went up to my room with my suitcase. There was no lack of mod cons, but that did nothing to change the monastic air of the place. My room overlooked the rear of the island. In the far distance you could see Rande Bridge on the mainland, not so dissimilar to Brooklyn Bridge, though in its case steel is outweighed by concrete. A trail commenced below my window and led down to a small stone bridge across the narrow strip I’d seen on Google Earth, connecting San Simón to the other, smaller island. I saw a building on the smaller island, modernist-looking and stuccoed light blue, a single storey high and surrounded by towering eucalyptus trees. In the farther distance a security guard was checking the perimeter, picking his way between some rocks; he had a gun at his belt as well as a truncheon, a detail that always draws my eye. He moved in the direction of the chapel and disappeared down a track. I stepped back from the window and opened my suitcase, not taking my clothes out though; I’ve never seen the point of unpacking when I’m on a trip. From one of the side pockets I took a small chunk of black basalt rock with red mottles on it, like flecks of paint or blood. I’d found it in a ditch next to a road in the north of France years before, and kept it with me ever since as a kind of amulet. I took Aillados from another of the pockets and put it on the table. Knowing my tendency to get bored at conferences, I immediately came up with a way of killing time: I would seek out the locations of the photographs in the book – all of which were from around 1937 – and take my own photos of them as they now were in the present day.

         Everybody was there when I went down, sharing anecdotes from previous iterations of the conference; I was the only one, it turned out, who hadn’t taken part before. 18We set off for the dining room a little before 1 p.m. I asked Javier if the island was inhabited all the year round. When he said that it wasn’t, I said, ‘What, not even the security guard?’ ‘In winter he comes during daylight hours,’ he said. ‘The boat comes to take him back to the mainland at night.’ ‘Who looks after the place at night then?’ Javier, giving a lop-sided smile, said, ‘It doesn’t need looking after at night. It isn’t the kind of place where anyone would want to spend a winter’s night, I can assure you.’

         It was during lunch – octopus empanadas, grilled sea bass and a choice of red or white wine – that I first saw them: a table with fourteen people sitting at it sending out tweets. Every now and then one would look up and say something, but to no reply from any of the others, and they’d instantly go back to tweeting. Next to my napkin was a map of the island split across three panels, with notable places marked along with historical explanations and descriptions of the locations in the current day. This was something that had been apparent from the moment I arrived, that everything on the island was explained by way of a before/after binary. At the first opportunity, I excused myself and got up from the table. I had nearly two hours before the panel discussions were due to start, at 4.30 p.m.

         I grabbed my copy of Aillados and took one of the paths at random, going along with one eye on the book, trying to identify the places depicted in the photographs. It all looked very different now. It was no use trying to orientate by the trees, which had either been chopped down or grown considerably. Similarly, some of the tracks and paths had been cleared, while others were so overgrown as to have disappeared from sight. I decided to change tack: I would focus on one photo at a time, and 19simply walk until I came to the place in question. I passed two of the prison wings, the doors of which I tried but found locked. I hopped over a wall onto the bay, made my way between the rocks I’d seen the security guard navigating earlier on, small crabs scattering and hiding away at my approach. There were no signs of human activity recalling any culture this side of the 1960s, only the remnants of a few boats and pieces of scrap metal, all worn down by sand and sea, and which could just as easily have passed as being five or five thousand years old. I left the coastline and went back towards the interior of the island, coming past a large number of abstract, semi-anthropoid sculptures, which gave me something of a fright. Plaques detailed the names of the sculptors and the construction dates; they were all from the 1990s, when it appeared a concerted effort had been made to renovate the island. I reached the stone bridge that led to the smaller island. A bronze plaque here revealed that although it was part of San Simón Island, it had its own name – San Antón – and had served as a lazaretto in the nineteenth century; during the civil war, any prisoners who fell ill would have been held here. The hinges to the doors at either end were still there, but not the doors themselves. I hurried across, and went on, stepping over inch-high foundation blocks; it was like a to-scale plan of the former installations. I walked around the light blue-stuccoed building: a plaque by the main door informed me that it now housed historical archives. I looked in through a window. Inside, a neat draughtboard of Formica tables and chairs, with cobwebs hanging between them. Each of the tables had a computer on it, and by my calculations these would have been from around 1997, since I was able to make out ‘PC Intel 486’ on the sides of the machines. I turned and 20went down a faint track that brought me out at a seawall, which I followed as far as a clearing with a series of what were undoubtedly graves: rectangular granite slabs of different sizes, tinted green and light orange by lichens, and unmarked. I saw one that was particularly small, seemingly for an infant, though it too bore neither name nor date. Everything on the island had its corresponding information plaque, I said to myself, everything but the graves; the before/after binary didn’t apply here. The wall was pocked unmistakeably with bullet holes, though whether or not from stray firing-squad bullets I didn’t know. I checked my watch: not long left. I hurried back. Crossing the bridge, I leaned over the railing and looked down at the water flowing by. Silvery fish drifted slowly along, not as a unified shoal but each giving the impression of following its own course; they criss-crossed and surfaced singly, and there was no way of telling whether the laws of nature went with them; they looked like sardines to me, but I know nothing about fish so doubtless they weren’t. Crossing the bridge and approaching the buildings I had walked straight past before, I saw that I had come to one of the places in the book. I opened it and found the photograph. Taking out my mobile phone, I lined the picture up and took it. 21
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         I felt like I was looking at two identical rivers, each flowing past me at a different rate.
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         22The talks threw up nothing unexpected. The ideas proposed, most of which were to do with managing the online aspect of businesses, didn’t interest me. Thousands of people did indeed send in messages via Twitter. I remember thinking that people ought to have some idea what they’re talking about before deciding to tweet about it. Thinking my silence might be making the organizers uncomfortable, I decided to offer something up about times when communities, whether human or animal, are isolated for long periods – though not long in the evolutionary scale of things – and a tendency that has been observed whereby the larger animals shrink in size and, by contrast, the smaller animals, everything up to rabbit-size, grow larger. This is what had happened on Flores Island, near modern day Java: the resident humans and elephants had shrunk over time, while the various rodents had begun to grow far larger, gigantic in fact, eventually reaching sizes we in the present day would find shocking. The reason being an innate survival mechanism that’s shared the world over and results in the balancing out of different species. The most disconcerting thing to the anthropologists who found the fossils on which these discoveries were based, I continued, was that though the humans’ brains had shrunk, this did nothing to diminish their intellectual capacities; only their will had been affected. A point came when they began to neglect the most basic aspects of survival, coitus included, ultimately paving the way for the group’s extinction. Everyone listened as I spoke, but when I finished, they sat saying nothing, as though expecting me to go on. A tweet appeared on the screens, written in unmistakably Argentinean Spanish: ‘Go, chavón! So with you on all of that.’ I said all of this, I added, with regards to the isolation that sometimes occurs 23in certain networks, for example in private groups on Facebook, or on networks used exclusively by the military or financial corporations. I think this was my only contribution to proceedings that afternoon. The truth is, I found it intimidating being watched on the internet in that way. Speaking in front of an invisible audience is not something I’m used to. There’s a golden rule: eye speaks with eye (with screens intermediate or not), voice speaks with voice (telephone), text speaks with text (letters, other kinds of written messages), but the mixing and crossing over of different channels is not a thing to be entertained. And in that place, everything was mixed and crossed over. There was a view through the window of the estuary and the mainland beyond. The boats moored there were a single, indistinguishable mass of colour; the one that had left us on the island would have been among them, I thought – phrasing it to myself, I noticed, as though the boat were never coming back. I spent the rest of the time studying the other participants’ faces; I could discern no sign of plastic surgery, either on lips, cheeks or elsewhere, or indeed any of the habitual characteristics you’d expect to find in a sample of twenty-first-century humanity chosen – as this one supposedly was – at random.

         There was still a little daylight, and it wasn’t yet time for dinner, so I decided to take the book on another walk round the island. This time I went in the opposite direction. Leaving the complex, I climbed a steep slope, bisected by what was referred to as the myrtle path: an avenue not more than a hundred yards long, overhung by the myrtles, the tops of which joined overhead, though the early evening sun broke in at ankle height and lit the way. I became aware of layers upon layers – dozens of layers – of matter beneath my feet. I knew 24there were hundreds of bones and hundreds of teeth below me, hundreds of knives and forks, items of clothing and photographs and weapons, and a great many more objects besides that I’d never set eyes on – some that anyway would be unrecognizable to me – but the sensation I had was not of each of those objects singly, but rather the sum of them, a rusty, incandescent magma, a kind of San Simónian earth’s core, a generator of its forward propulsion, or something along those lines, anyway. The myrtle path brought you out at a bandstand whose circular platform led to a set of granite steps, which in turn wound down to a path that sloped away to eventually skirt the edge of the island. Descending the steps, I opened the book and found another match. I took my phone out and took the photograph. I went back to the hotel. It was almost time to join the others for dinner, but I went on my blog and uploaded the photo from the book alongside the one I’d just taken, supplying each with the same caption: ‘Flesh.’
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         And I don’t know why I put that. What I really wanted to say was: ‘The disappearance of flesh.’

         The subject of the disappearance of flesh was on my mind during the dinner, most of which I spent not saying anything to anybody, while everyone else, fewer geeks among them now than at lunch, put down their smartphones from time to time and spoke to one another. I looked at the menu: vegetable tart, veal cheeks with potatoes, fruit salad, red wine, coffee – a list that led me to reflect on the special nature of eating, a process through which it was as though the food, dead when you bought it at the supermarket, came back to life in being cooked. A kind of ritual in which, by the act of eating, we made something sacred disappear forever. I went outside to smoke. I marked out a circle with my toe in the gravel. Through the high windows, I saw the 26others drinking wine, lifting forks to mouths, gesticulating, checking Twitter, and all this that I now see, I said to myself, will also disappear in a matter of minutes, never to return again. When I went back to my seat, they had already brought dessert. Picking up my cutlery, I noticed a folded piece of paper poking out from under my plate. Opening it, I found something written inside: ‘I need help.’ Instinctively I glanced around: nobody seemed to have noticed. I looked behind me. One of the male waiters, quite fat, hair cropped almost to a zero and a trace of the indigenous Latin American about his features, nodded in such a way that I knew for certain it was from him. I neither smiled nor returned the nod, glancing along the table: a heated discussion was taking place about trolls on social media. I put the note in the inside pocket of my jacket and went on eating. When the waiter came over with the coffee, neither of us made any allusion to the note’s existence.

         After dinner, everyone went back to the hotel. Somebody, I don’t remember who, had gone to the effort of bringing gin, tonic and lemons, and gin and tonics were being prepared in the former cafeteria. I was too tired to start drinking, and just had tonic water. To one side, a group was discussing the internet. I said to them that in my view the important thing about the internet was its bodilessness – the fact of it being, in a manner of speaking, one gigantic brain that drifts around the planet without ever encountering the fat, muscles and bones that would tether it to the earth, and that as it drifts it projects all manner of different shadows, which, paradoxically, don’t come about through contact with any kind of body either. Hence the confusion, I continued, concerning everything to do with the net: it’s a primitive organism, still only half-finished, in a phase similar to 27that of the microorganisms that one day clambered out of the water, millions of years before they became the amphibians that were the precursors of the humans of today. Judging by the group’s silence, I don’t believe my intervention convinced anyone in this case either.

         I decided to go for a walk. The breeze carried hints of eucalyptus and the sea. I went in the direction of the chapel, and once I got there kept on going. I soon came in sight of a small prison building, three storeys high. I was approaching it over a rise, putting me at eye-level with the third floor, two of the windows in which had lights on. I was surprised to find myself creeping forward as quietly as I could, before stopping and squatting down. At the nearest window to me, one of the waiters and the waitress were locked in an embrace by the bed, her very large belly hindering their proximity. She closed the curtain, and a moment or two later the shadow play showed the man taking her from behind. In the next bedroom along, the waiter who had left the note for me was sitting on his bed gazing down at the floor, head bowed, elbows on his knees; his head, with the very short hair, resembled the surface of the moon – I looked up at the sky, the moon was full up there as well. I stayed put for several minutes, nothing changed. The sex proceeded so quietly it seemed like a scene from a silent movie; I got up when everything was over. Thinking to go on past the building, I started down the steep slope that led to it. Turning towards the main entrance, I found the waiter I’d seen sitting on his bed moments before, in the same posture but on a small stone bench, and still as porcelain. This stopped me in my tracks. I said hello; I could hardly just ignore him. He offered me a cigarette, which I refused. He apologized for the note, saying that I struck him as a person to be trusted, the only one on 28the whole island, he said, and that he had to tell someone, had to tell someone that he couldn’t take it any more, it was driving him mad, and that if he were to end up doing something he regretted, I could always say he’d warned me, and the note would be my proof. I asked him to be a little clearer, what did he mean exactly, and he pointed at the building behind him, again saying he couldn’t take it any more, that if they went on like this he’d end up doing something he regretted. ‘She’s my wife. You’d be hard-pressed to tell at the moment, but we are married. The very first chance she had, she got it on with that guy. We’ve been here over a week, making the place ready for you lot, and she and him have been at it constantly.’ He started telling me how much he liked his job, serving the food, laying tables, checking dishes, cleaning the limescale off the glasses before putting them out, and cooking and making bread; in Uruguay he had been a first class baker, he knew how to make all different kinds of breads, he said, and at this calmed down somewhat, before coming out with certain things I found unsettling, such as: ‘Life is a layer of soil no bigger than a dirty napkin,’ and ‘God is a dishwashing machine, the big dishwashing machine,’ then adding that in Argentina he’d worked as a pastry chef, and that ‘intelligence is the final barrier to be demolished,’ and that he sometimes felt afraid, very afraid, and that at that particular moment he was ‘on the very cliffs of fear,’ and even these latter statements, though including no mention of dirty napkins or God or dishwashing machines, unsettled me all the same, and then, suddenly addressing me more formally, he said he’d seen my remarks on the Net-Thinking panel, well, he hadn’t seen them directly, but in the kitchens while watching the talk on his tablet as he cooked dinner. ‘It was me who sent the tweet, “Go, chavón! So with you on 29all of that.” Remember, mister? I thought you really hit the nail on the head there. I never knew that about large animals in isolated communities shrinking, and smaller ones growing gigantic, and all because of survival, you could have said “getting bigger” but you said “growing gigantic” and that’s just perfect, perfectly put, the exact same thing’s happened to me, back in Argentina my wife and I had a very active social life, we were always going out with friends, going to dinner, family barbecues, but when the crash happened and we had to emigrate to Spain, leaving all our friends and family behind, we came to form a kind of island together, a big island, because as you know when it comes to people, the smaller an island, the harder it is to inhabit, and in the end, just as you, sir, said during that talk, the strong grow weak and the weak grow gigantic. In the same way, my wife, who was the weak one back in Argentina, is gigantic now, while me, I’m wasting away. The things you said during the talk, sir, made everything clear to me. I’m sorry, I’m crying now, I just don’t know how it’s come to this, would you like a cigarette?’ Again I said no. ‘I met my wife in Uruguay, in Cabo Polonio, which is this beautiful place by the sea, I was twenty-two and had a summer job in a hotel, the only hotel still going there, I was trying to put a little money aside. Paula – that’s her name – who can’t have been more than sixteen at the time, showed up one day with her parents and her younger brother, great little guy he was; I remember taking their bags up to the suite on the top floor, and then seeing Paula go straight through to the living area, picking up the remote control and flicking through till she came to the Savage Nature channel, at which point she takes out a box of felt-tip pens and a sketch pad buried at the bottom of a holdall with their swimming 30costumes in it and, leaving the TV on, she goes down to the pool, finds herself a lounger and puts her headphones in. I go over to her, ask if I can bring her a soft drink, and she, without a word of reply, opens the pad – a big one, A3 – shoves her little brother away, who’s been tugging on her bikini bottoms non-stop to get her to go in the water with him, takes the lids off the pens and starts drawing the hotel. I ask her what she’s drawing, and she doesn’t answer at first, but then, taking out the right headphone, says to me she draws whatever she feels like drawing, and what she feels like drawing at this particular moment is a dream, an eternal dream, that’s how she puts it, “I’m drawing an eternal dream,” and I, having had express orders from the boss to look after these people because they happen to be relations of his, decide to bring her a soft drink, and then Paula goes on to spend the whole rest of the morning and afternoon not moving an inch, immersed in her drawing, and when it comes time for supper and I go up to take their orders, the mother says to me that Paula still hasn’t come back, she must be down by the pool still, and that I should take her a sandwich, and on the TV in the living area I see some animals, similar to reindeer, and they mate very briefly before going their separate ways, and I take Paula her sandwich and see she hasn’t touched the drink, I don’t know what she drank that whole day, nothing I suppose, the pens are scattered all around the lounger with the lids off and her fingers are covered in ink, and I step on one of the pens, a red one, it splits but this doesn’t faze her in the slightest, I know it was red because the ink went all over the sole of my shoe and I spent the next few days going around leaving red marks on the hotel floors, one of the cleaning ladies pointed it out to me and the boss made me go and buy new shoes, the hotel only 31gave you one pair of shoes with your uniform, you had to just get on with it, and so, like I was saying, I take the sandwich out to the pool, music’s still blaring out of her headphones, I don’t know what she’s listening to, something light and very orchestral, probably one of those Sinatra knock-offs, where I come from they’re everywhere, and, taking the plate and putting it on the low table next to her, she smiles at me and, taking out her headphones, says: “I’m going up to watch the birds migrating on the Savage Nature channel,” and leaves her sandwich right where it is. That night the mother calls down to reception asking for a light breakfast to be brought early the next morning, at eight, and so there I am the next morning at eight sharp, and I go in, and the parents and the brother are asleep but not Paula, Paula’s in the living area, sitting in the dark watching TV, the Savage Nature channel, face bathed in the metallic-blue light you get from old Uruguayan TV sets, she looks like she hasn’t been to bed, and some birds, says a voice off-screen, are undertaking a transcontinental migration, they migrate without knowing why they do it, the experts don’t understand it either, there are disagreements over whether climate change is to blame, in reality nobody understands anything, and Paula doesn’t notice me come in, I go away again and not long after that she’s out by the pool once more – see what I’m saying? – she was always out by the pool, there on that same lounger, drawing with all those different felt-tips, and she goes on drawing the outside of the hotel, an ‘eternal dream’, as she’d called it, and inside each of the windows she draws these intricate scenes, but when I take a closer look I see they aren’t domestic scenes, and they aren’t your usual kind of summer scenes either, they’re set exclusively on the moon: each and every one of the rooms has the 32surface of the moon inside it, and an astronaut, the same one, hitting a golf ball, and that’s all, and I say to myself this girl is lo-co, and off I go again, and come evening, when I take them their supper, they’re all sitting together at the table and I witness a family fight, the mother tells Paula she doesn’t want her watching the Savage Nature channel any more, there’s been quite enough avian migrations for one holiday, and that the title itself says it all, that channel is for sa-va-ges, and Paula bursts out crying and runs out of the suite, I finish serving them, it’s a few more minutes before I’m all done, and then I go out and find her on one of the landings, the one between second and first floor, she’s sitting there crying, I ask if she’s okay, though she obviously isn’t, and she tells me she can’t stand her mother any more, calls her a tyrant and says that on top of that she’s had breast implants, more than anything in the world she hates these new breasts of her mother’s, she had nursed at a pair of breasts that didn’t exist any more, they were simply something else now, it was like those new breasts had been a way of blotting her out, the daughter, forever, like a way of blotting out her birth, her first words, her first steps, and, in short, everything that made her the person she was today, and that, truth be told, her mother had done it because she hated her daughter too, and I have no idea what to say to this, the things she’s saying are hardly normal but that doesn’t mean they don’t make sense, eventually I get her to come down to the kitchens with me, I cook a steak for her, one of the staff steaks, not quite the same quality as the food we served guests but, you know, acceptable, and she wolfs it down before asking for a glass of milk, drinking milk with your dinner is for gringos or little children, I say, but that’s what she wants, a glass of milk to wash her steak down, fine, no 33problem, I go get the milk, and then pull up a stool and sit next to her, behind us the frying pan is sizzling, there’s smoke coming off it, I tell her it’s steam dropping into the oil from the extractor hood though in fact it’s cockroaches clambering up the side of the pan and then having no way to get back out again and getting fried, and when she finishes eating I say why doesn’t she come down to my room in the basement, nobody’ll bother us there, and she says, Okay, and the first thing she does when we get there is to turn the TV on, again hammering at the remote until she finds Savage Nature, she then asks me to turn the light off, and we sit in silence watching the birds migrate across the screen, and she says: See, these birds don’t get it either. Don’t get what? I say. They don’t get why they migrate, she says, but they do it all the same, and then she says that what she wants to do is leave, go away, away from her family, and then we kiss; it’s intense, her initiating the whole thing, and we spend the rest of the night making plans for our joint getaway, like the birds, she says, and keeps on saying, like the birds, and this all happened four years ago now, and look,’ he gestured to the building once more, ‘now here I am on this island, getting smaller all the time, shrinking while she and that other rat are growing gigantic, and,’ he says, ‘she’s pregnant, to top it off she’s pregnant, we’re due to have a baby girl in just over a month’s time.’

         He stopped there. Neither of us said anything else.

         I had noticed previously the way people, when at a loss for what to do, take their phones out and start amassing screens with their fingertips. I did this now, while he lit and made short work of another cigarette. Then, as the silence between us began to grow thin, I told him I ought to be getting back. 34

         When I made it back to the hotel everything was in darkness. I took my key from my pigeonhole and glanced into the cafeteria before going upstairs. On the bar, balloon glasses and half-melted ice cubes. The chairs arranged in echoes of the various groupings. For some reason, one I can’t now explain, it felt wrong to go on surveying this empty scene. I went up to my room, opening the shutters as soon as I went in. The swaying branches of the palm tree outside, natural megaphones, amplified the wind. Darkness had swallowed the small bridge and the light blue of the former lazaretto building. I thought about the Intel 486’s on their respective desks, and about their hard disks, deep in a dream that might or might not have been eternal but certainly had no defined end: birds that could no longer migrate, or were dead. In my bed, I leafed through a book I’d brought with me, Physics at the Residencia de Estudiantes, produced by the publishing arm of that institution. After reading ‘Stellar Universe’, a talk given by Arthur Eddington in 1932, which made reference to the Belgian physicist and priest Georges Lemaître, who in 1927 had been the first to mathematically prove the existence of a Big Bang and thereby that the universe was expanding, I turned out the light. I didn’t think I’d have any trouble getting to sleep, but my thoughts then began to tilt in the direction of the island’s perimeter and the sea all around. And I was very nearly asleep, only for the faces of the men and women on the island with me to emerge in my thoughts with such physical presence that I only need have reached out a hand and I would have been able to touch them. I got out of bed. With the light still off, I turned on my computer and started to write: 35

         
            I was in my bed a moment ago, the wind was up, the room full of the sound of the sea, and as I tried to get to sleep I was presented with the faces of the men and women also here on the island; I had the sense they were all sitting around a table, firstly in the dining hall in the former prison but then in other places as well, and they start talking very fast, I can’t keep up with what they’re saying, can’t follow their facial expressions either: images that erupt with just as much force as if they were real. In the group there’s one man, or the face of one man, who isn’t on the island, someone I’ve never seen before, but everyone else in the group knows him, knows his face, and they talk to him as though they’ve known him forever; within a moment or two he’s gone but no one minds, they go on talking as though he were still there. And I feel a strong urge to put an end to them, all of them, every single one. It isn’t about wanting to kill them, no, there’s no ill intent, it’s both more general and abstract than that: a wish just to stop them from existing, nothing more. It doesn’t seem to have anything to do with the island having been a hideaway for the Knights Templar, or the pirate Francis Drake having taken refuge here, or it being a lazaretto in the 1900s and a prison during the civil war, or with the firing squad executions that took place here, or the fact that it later served as an orphanage, or with the unmarked graves, or with the fact that the island is a prison in and of itself. No, this desperate urge of mine for destruction isn’t about any of this, it’s more general, something in the stuff of the island, a feeling that’s linked to iniquity when it comes about for iniquity’s sake: iniquity without reason. And after that I want to put an end to the young man with his sunglasses and sleeveless wetsuit who’s supposed to be coming to get us in the shore boat. Hold him underwater till he literally sleeps with the fishes. So that it’s just me 36here, on my own. Who will dare apportion the blame…

         

         I knew ‘blame’ was the last thing I should write because as soon as I did, the desire I’d been writing about, this impulse to put an end to certain things, immediately went away. I opened the control panel on my blog, pasted this text in the compose field and set it to upload at 4.10 p.m. the following day, at which time we’d all be together for the first session of the afternoon and there wouldn’t be any way of retracting the post. I fell asleep once again trying to conjure the four dots behind my eyelids that had vanished all those years before. I thought I could glimpse one of them a long, long way back in the ocular sphere. It looked like a deep-sea amoeba, a spermatozon racing along, an astronaut lost in interstellar space.

         Day Two

         I was first down for breakfast. Rays of sunlight, not yet warm, poured in through the high windows. I served myself coffee from a thermos, and made up a plate of bread and smoked salmon. Outside, somewhere out of sight, birds were singing. I like this quality birds can have, being so forcefully present in a place and at the same time invisible. I took small sips of the coffee: the roasted flavour took me back to not being allowed it when I was a child. One way of telling whether you feel well in a place – well in the foetal sense – is if you shut your eyes and feel neither hot nor cold, and neither fearful nor fearless. I wished none of the others would join me for breakfast, that they’d somehow been eliminated. Paula, the waitress, came in and asked me if everything was alright, was there anything I needed. There were cuts on her 37wrists that she was trying to cover up with the sleeves of her waitressing outfit. Marta, who worked for the organization, came in and, standing with a folder to her chest, told me she’d spoken to Julián, who’d had something urgent come up in his personal life, and therefore wasn’t going to be able to take part in my panel, but that they’d already found someone to stand in for him. Julián would be back at seven in the evening, by which time the day’s events would be over; they’d arranged for the boat to bring him back to the island. I finished my coffee and said I’d see her in a couple of hours, when the morning sessions were due to begin. I left the dining room through the back door. On passing the Ladies’, the door to which was ajar, I caught sight of Paula standing at the mirror. She had her blouse open, her bra lowered and a cone-shaped suction device on the nipple of her right breast. A see-through tube, milk flowing down it, connected the nipple to a bottle that was also see-through, and half-full of that liquid; she was squeezing a small pump in one hand. She didn’t see me. I went out onto the gravel esplanade and ran into Javier, who was coming out of the chapel. He said he was thinking about renovating it, having the doors reinforced, for example. Some months earlier, somebody, they didn’t know who, had defaced the chapel walls and taken a saw to Saint Roch’s wrists. He said to go and have a look. Though I said I’d seen it the previous day, he wouldn’t take no for an answer. We went inside. The look on Saint Roch’s face was as though he was witnessing something embarrassing. His arms, bereft of the hands, were hollow tree trunks, but without any rings by which to count their age, I thought. A latent discomfort prompted me to suggest we go back out. The echo of our footsteps as we left the building sounded different to those when we’d gone 38in. I brought up the question of artist residencies on the island again. Again Javier said it simply wasn’t possible. ‘To give you an idea of the state of things here, we’re going to shut indefinitely next month, so November onwards. We aren’t going to be shouting it from the rooftops – to be on the safe side – but over this winter, though it could be for longer, we won’t have the gardener, who usually comes once a week, or the security guard, and we’ll cancel the shore boat. We’ll have to hope the funding comes through in spring from the Galician government, or another body. If not, this place will be left to the plants and the rats.’ ‘The rats?’ I said. ‘Do you get a lot of them?’ ‘Not at the moment,’ said Javier, ‘but six months with no human inhabitation and the place’ll be crawling with them. They swim across from the mainland.’ I remembered an article I’d read once about animal rights groups setting hundreds of minks free. The minks had swum across the Vigo estuary as well, landing not far from San Simón at the Cíes Islands, where they settled, eventually laying waste to all vegetation and animal-life. If a group of minks bred in captivity, with their atrophied genetic imperative, had managed such a thing, why shouldn’t the far more worldly sewer rats be able to make it across a strait that was after all a shorter distance? At that moment Mario, one of the symposium speakers, came over. Orange juice in hand, he mentioned an exhibition in the chapel a few years before, a homage to a Galician poet I would surely like, Carlos Oroza – I nodded – and said the opening had been quite something: the walls had been hung with photos from different phases of his life, original editions of his books had been placed around on lecterns, as well as manuscripts in glass cases that the author had made available for the occasion. Once Mario and Javier had gone, leaving me in front of the building, 39I thought it would be a good moment to take Aillados on another tour. Something sent me back in the direction I’d gone the night before, to the place where I’d encountered the unhappy waiter, and after a few minutes’ walk that’s where I found myself. Time, and various renovations, had changed the installations almost beyond recognition, but on looking closely, I knew I’d found another match. Holding the book open in front of me, I positioned my phone to create the same frame for the shot. I took the picture.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         40I heard a voice calling me from behind. It was Nacho, a journalist from Voz de Galicia, shouting down from the slope that the session was about to start. I said I was just coming, and that they should begin without me.

         I can’t remember the rest of the morning very well, even though I took part in one of the panels, but I do remember a tweet coming up on one of the big screens that said:

         We aren’t always aware of the true power of social networks.

         And this seemed far-fetched to me. And, shortly after that one, another that read:

         Reality as refuge. You take shelter in reality to stop people hassling you on Twitter.

         Which struck me as altogether true.

         As soon as the afternoon sessions began, at 4.45 p.m., a look on Mario’s face told me that my blog post had gone out. Mario retweeted it. It wasn’t long before the others were glancing at me too, and further retweets began to appear on the screens ahead of us. It could have been hundreds or it could have been thousands of followers, all across the globe, that went on to retweet it in turn, and soon a thread of comments appeared. Within a quarter of an hour nobody was thinking about the point under discussion, the focus shifted to the thread instead, with opinions shared about my impulse to destroy the island along with all my fellow island inhabitants, who, aware of the thousands tuning in to watch, shifted uncomfortably in their seats. The discussion grew animated, people started talking over one another. Someone decided to turn the air conditioning up. Never had I felt power in its pure state, not as I did in that moment. I know it’s something I ought to feel ashamed of, but I can’t. None of this fallout was premeditated; my destructive impulse had been and was always abstract – and when I say 41abstract, I don’t mean unreal, but rather that it wasn’t fitted to any determined scale or time, like the formulation of an infantile desire, and that’s that. I thought that the net, that great, untethered brain, had found its body at last, a receptacle in which to take bodily form, and that this body was none other than the island. It took in the rocks, the trees, the prison wings, but also the clothes, the weapons, the cutlery and plates and cups, the personal diaries, ink and pens, glasses, shoes, medication, torture instruments, bullets that had hit their mark and bullets gone astray, and bones, above all bones, piled up in geopolitical layers beneath our feet. I had not finished articulating this when Julián appeared in the doorway; as if magnetized, everyone looked his way. The shore boat had just dropped him off, several hours earlier than anticipated. He still had his suitcase with him. This I hadn’t counted on. Julián’s presence changed the conditions of the island so that they were once more the same as they had been the night before when I wrote my blog post, such that, naturally, the effects of the blog post were annulled and destroyed. It put an end to people shifting in their seats, and to the sweats they’d variously broken out in as well, and the online comments projected by my text across various social networks were the shadow of what had occurred. Julián, unaware of the pacifying effect he’d had, stood there in his big glasses saying nothing at all, until proceedings came to an end. Afterwards nobody brought up what had happened – whether out of embarrassment or any other feeling, I do not know.

         The dinner passed without incident. It was the final night and the mood was more relaxed and the red wine flowed more freely. As usually happens when a large number of people sit at a table together, sub-groups of four or so people formed, with a fifth person who flitted 42between the groups and acted as an involuntary link between them. Julián was across from me and Nacho was on my right. Next to Julián was Javier, the foundation director, and next to him was Mario, the digital adviser. For once the discussion wasn’t about the island’s financial straits, but revolved around a story about a nun who in the 1980s had stolen newborn babies from a doctor’s surgery in Madrid and given them to other families. As proof of death, the real parents had all used another baby – the same one, which had been kept in a cold storage room at the hospital. Javier went on to tell us about the island facilities being used as an orphanage in the 1950s. All of this prompted us to comment that, historically, we only ever keep a record of evil deeds. In fact, we only legislate for that which we consider to be pernicious; it never occurs to anyone to legislate for good or happiness. It was as though evil was actually held in higher regard than what’s good. By this same logic, what’s good, with no one keeping an account of it or checking it in any way, is a kind of echo that resounds to the ends of what is known, and its expansion, like that of the universe, will know no limits. And another consequence to this: it makes it pointless, utterly redundant, to ever discuss good, and that has the effect of making it even more invisible. Hence why, contrary to popular belief, it’s revolutionary to speak of good things. So deep were we in these discussions that we didn’t notice the waiter taking away the dessert and bringing the coffee. I turned my cup over, and Mario asked what on earth I was doing, to which I replied that I liked seeing where porcelain objects come from. This one had been made in Sargadelos.

         
             

         

         More gin and tonics followed that night. Somebody had washed up the balloon glasses and straightened the 43chairs. In groups, people talked into the night. In an attempt, I think, to mollify or at least temporarily forget my wish to do away with everything and everyone, I was friendlier to people than usual. I was among the last to leave. Not everyone could fit inside the lift; I took the stairs. Coming to my floor, I was immediately aware of a figure in the darkness of the hallway, and turned on the light to see that it was the waiter, standing outside the door to my room. ‘I was waiting for you,’ he said in a low voice. He had something, or more than one thing, in his hands. ‘We might not get the chance to talk in private at breakfast, so I wanted to give you this now.’ He held out his hands: one held a cookie in the shape of an animal, like a big-bellied dog. ‘I made it myself, earlier on,’ he said, ‘I thought it would be a nice gift for you, something to thank you for the understanding you showed me the other night when I was telling you about the problems I’ve been having. Knowing how to listen is just as important as knowing how to talk. Paula and I made up.’ That was great news, I said after a few seconds’ hesitation, but he really needn’t have gone to all the trouble; I’d just happened to be passing by. ‘There’s lots of different ways to pass by,’ he said, ‘and the way you have of doing it is magical. I don’t believe in magic, but your presence was so timely, you ought to spend your time passing by, or through, places, instead of shut in a room writing novels, just that would do it, you have the power to cure people just by going through a place.’ Blushing slightly, I accepted the cookie, which smelled freshly baked. Again, the shape put me in mind of a dog with a big, or pregnant, belly. ‘I also brought you this, it’s from Paula, she’s very grateful to you as well.’ He handed me a plastic bottle. ‘She wanted to do something creative.’ I unscrewed the lid, the contents smelled of breast milk, 44still warm. I spent a few seconds looking at the two objects, not knowing how to say to him that none of it made any sense. Instead I just thanked him, before excusing myself, saying I didn’t feel very well. He moved off then, not before telling me I’d always have a friend in each of them – and in their daughter-to-be as well. ‘You’ll always have a friend in her,’ he said, before heading down the stairs.

         I went into my room, putting the cookie and the milk down on the table. Getting into bed, I closed my eyes. I hesitated over turning off the light. I picked up the book, Physics at the Residencia de Estudiantes. I tried to read the rest of the ‘Stellar Universe’ chapter, the talk by Sir Arthur Eddington on the Belgian priest Lemaître who, as I’ve said, discovered the fact of the universe’s expansion, but I found I couldn’t get beyond the phrase, ‘There are some stars so dense that a tonne of their matter would fit inside a matchbox.’ I got up, opened the minibar, totally empty, and put both cookie and milk inside. I got back into bed. The rustling of the palm trees served to amplify the noise of the wind once again.

         Day Three: Departure

         Breakfast. The boat isn’t due to come until 12.30 p.m. Julián and I, our heads splitting, decide to deal with the hangover by going outside for some air, taking coffee and cupcakes with us. We set out with no destination in mind. As he kicks pebbles along, I ask if he knows that Venus takes 243 Earth days to rotate about its axis, but only 224 to orbit the sun, which means a day on Venus lasts longer than a year on Venus. No, he didn’t know that, says Julián. We come to the shore. ‘You look like 45the Saint Roch inside the chapel, but with glasses,’ he laughs. ‘At least nobody’s stolen my hands,’ I say, making mine tremble, nearly spilling the coffee. We sit on the neatly sawn stump of a eucalyptus. I start counting the rings but lose count at thirteen. We drink the coffee while still eating the cupcakes. A song starts up. It’s coming from some far-off place, but the acoustics mean we somehow hear it with complete clarity, as though we’re sitting inside a struck note. We both look out across the water. It turns out to be a small fishing boat, low to the water, that’s coming across the strait; the fisherman, I suppose, has a portable hi-fi on board. It’s a rap song, but seeing as I don’t like rap I have no idea which one. I watch as the boat sails past a plinth which, out in the water, stands at least a metre clear of the surface. The day is particularly clear and I’m able to make out a human figure standing on the column, whether of stone or metal I can’t tell; it’s the first time I’ve noticed it. I point it out to Julián. He tells me it’s Jules Verne, a statue of Jules Verne, whose Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea was inspired, in part, by the island. ‘At high tide, the head only just pokes out,’ he says, ‘maybe that’s why you haven’t seen it yet.’ I drain my coffee cup. I’d love another one but haven’t got it in me to go and actually get it. Julián says he’s staying put too. The boat is soon lost from sight, the beats in the rap song mixing, intermingling with the lapping of the waves. The sun is squarely ahead of us now. Julián picks a small stone up from between his feet and throws it out to sea. I do the same, with a slightly larger stone. Neither of us saying anything, we take it in turns to throw stones. Within a few minutes, we’ve joined forces to pick up a rock the size of suitcase; we each take an end, rolling it to the edge before hurling it out into the water. After the splash, it gives off a low, 46muted sound as it sinks to the depths. So it is very deep here.

         ‘Julián’, I say, ‘I’ve a feeling we’re not on the island any more.’

         Solo residency

         When I got back to La Coruña, rather than taking the plane I was booked on to Mallorca, I stayed in the family home which, as I’ve said, is uninhabited at that time of year. I spent a few days working out all the clothes, books, food items, electronics and toiletries I’d need to see me through a minimum of two months on the island. Having dealt with the question of supplies, I contacted a boat hire firm; for the date I had in mind, they only had yachts available. I knew that travelling by car to the coast near San Simón, and arranging a boat from there, would mean someone finding out about my plans before I’d even set off. So, at 7 p.m. on 5 November, the captain of a forty-foot yacht and I set sail from the city port. The Costa de la Muerte treated us kindly: the ocean like a millpond, the night sky clear. Looking back, the coastal towns and villages resembled an uninterrupted, if decaying, set of teeth. I pointed this out to the captain, who pretended to see it as well, and said he’d been thinking the same thing, though I could tell he was lying. I also mentioned the fact I’ve never understood the supposed luxury of pleasure boats or the social status they confer; to me they’re nothing but caravans on water, and not even with the benefit of an ejector button for making a quick escape. This the captain roundly disagreed with. The sun was coming up when, as we passed the town of Ribeira, it started to rain and a west wind picked up, 47tossing the boat around. I went to my cabin.

         I woke at 6 p.m.; the sun broke intermittently between the clouds, we passed the Ons Islands, skirted the Cíes Islands, the captain pointed them out to me, doing so with arm outstretched and forefinger very straight, as though it weren’t obvious what was staring us in the face – a nautical custom, I supposed, come down from at least as far back at Columbus’s discovery of what we today call the Americas. I told him about a summer when I was in my teens, likely 1982, when La Coruña was awash with hippies who had been ejected from southern Galicia’s first ever communal settlement on the Cíes Islands, established a number of years earlier. All ragged and barefoot, they drifted around the cities with blankets on their backs; all they’d ask you for was cigarettes, nothing else. The hippy moment was over by then, punk was in full swing, so nobody paid them any mind. While I was telling the captain this, the occasional flicker of a smile on his face, I thought about the hundreds of old men who, according to what I’d read in Aillados, had been imprisoned on San Simón towards the end of the civil war with barely anything to eat and almost no provisions made for their hygiene. Their days were spent drifting around barefoot, flea-ridden blankets covering their backs, and their hair matted and shaggy since they weren’t allowed a barber. On we sailed, neither of us saying much. It would have been nine in the evening when we got to San Simón; we moored at the jetty on the rear side of the island, the one facing out towards the estuary mouth. I pointed to Venus and asked if he knew that a day on Venus lasted longer than a year on Venus. No, he didn’t, he said, and I added that this is why Venus belongs to another world, an inverse world, or something of that kind; the captain seemed not to be listening. I got 48off with my suitcase, we shook hands, and he waited for me to make it along the small jetty and onto dry land before launching. He bid me farewell with arm held high, again as though pointing to something, but this time something up above us, up in the stars.

         I found my way to the hotel easily enough. The front of the building shone white under the full moon on the far side of the gardens with their scattering of eucalyptus trees. I had brought a sleeping bag with me just in case. I only had to slide my ID card in between lock and doorframe and jiggle it a little for the door to come open. Taking a torch from my suitcase, I shone it on the pigeonholes in reception: no keys. I pulled open the drawers under the counter: propaganda biros, old pads with details of guest bookings, and an old accountant’s calculator, the kind with very big buttons for which I feel a special dislike. Then, in the largest drawer, I found the keys, all thrown in together. Searching through them, eventually I came up with the one for the room I’d stayed in; there was something reassuring in the known quantity of it. With this now in hand, I turned the reception computer on, its screen instantly lighting up. I knew I wanted to avoid having lights on at night – at least in any of the rooms facing towards the mainland and Redondela – but it was a relief to find the electricity on, which would make it far easier to cook and keep warm. I’d also need to be careful with cigarettes; in the dark, the lit cherry can be seen from a distance of a mile. I checked for internet. After trying a few different things, I saw that it was pointless. I checked my mobile phone, but that wasn’t getting me online either. This absence seemed to me a setback, but a liberating one. I pressed the button for the lift, which travelled down from the fourth floor. Just as I stepped in, I thought better of it; 49if I were somehow to get stuck inside, I’d end up dying of starvation. I walked up the stairs with my suitcase, which took some doing, heavy as it was with tins, jam jars and freeze-dried foods; I was panting by the time I got to my room. The key worked first time and I went inside. There was a damp smell. I closed the curtains and turned the torch on. The bed made, new soap, clean towels. The thought came to me that it had been readied specifically for my arrival, but that couldn’t have been true. I then accidentally leaned my arm against the light switch for the briefest of seconds, before instantly returning it to the off position. It took a moment for it to dawn on me: the light hadn’t actually come on. I flicked the switch again, and again, and nothing happened. I tried once more, leaving it for longer this time, but still nothing. I went back down to reception, using the torch to light my way, and took out several keys at random; the lights were not working in the corresponding rooms either. I went back to my room. The crossing had left me feeling exhausted. I took out the small chunk of red-mottled black basalt, the one I’d found in a roadside ditch in the north of France years before; I put it on the table, in exactly the same place as before. I got into bed and fell asleep looking over at it, illuminated in a rectangle of moonlight from the window. The shutters open. The palm tree.

         
             

         

         I spent my first days there acclimatizing, organizing the food, changing the room to make it my own, and going out for walks wearing the camouflage overalls I’d bought so I wouldn’t be spotted from the coast; they were so big on me that when I looked at my reflection in the pond I was presented with an image of a deep sea diver or an astronaut. I cooked my meals in the kitchens, which had 50no food stored in them, only what I’d brought. The birdsong at dusk was deafening. Having found none of the lights working anywhere in the hotel, I spent no small amount of time hunting for a general switch for the whole complex; undoubtedly it had been switched off by the last security guard to leave. I didn’t find it. The trees had shed their leaves, which now lay thick along the footpaths. Here and there I came across palm trees with circular scatterings of dates on the ground around them, pecked at by birds or nibbled by rodents. I went inside each of the wings, and experienced the silence inside all of them as a kind of physical substance, very dense. I’d often stop on the gravel esplanade and contemplate the chapel facade. One day I went in. A small mouse ran up the saint and into the hole in one of his wrists, disappearing inside the arm. I went straight back out again. In the latter part of the day, I’d sit in the hotel foyer, which had magnificent views over the bay, and read one of the many books I’d brought, though usually opting for Physics at the Residencia de Estudiantes, which, I have to admit, I hadn’t finished after two years of carting it from place to place. I happened to have some coins with me, and used these to extract cans of Nestea from the dispenser by the entrance. I’d cast the occasional glance down towards the estuary, almost always still and glassy, and in whose waters the statue of Jules Verne was now clearly visible to me, his head always emerged at some point during that part of the day.

         
             

         

         I crossed the bridge to the smaller island that first week, pausing to take a look at the silvery-backed fish below. Along they streamed in a disparate mass, like the last time I’d seen them. The former lazaretto building, with its light blue stucco and grates on the windows, and only 51one storey high, was accessed by climbing a short set of steps. I had only to nudge the door with my shoulder and it swung open. In the main space, the morning sunlight streamed in, lighting up the cobweb that joined tables, computer and chairs into one single net. I sat down at one of the computers. I pressed the On button and, as is usual with Intel 486s, the purring of the hard disk sounded like a chugging steam engine. At that point I noticed the PC had the same number as my room, 486, and had to laugh. I looked up at the window on the rear of the building, and through it at the bridge and the hotel beyond, the window to my room, the palm tree. Looking at the screen once more, I found Velázquez’s Las Meninas as the screensaver, program icons and folders arranged across it. I got up from the chair and turned on the rest of the computers. Within a few minutes I had twelve screens featuring Mari Bárbola, the macrocephalous dwarf in Las Meninas, staring back at me. I began looking through the computer files, all of which were to do with the running of the prison. One, labelled ‘Origin (36)’, contained scanned pages of the prisoner arrival logs between 1936 and 1939, and of material concerning logistics and housekeeping, along with arrest sheets accompanied by short notes from the respective authorities. For example:

         
            It is my honour to inform you that, in accordance with your orders by telephone, the prisoner has been placed under strict surveillance by us, being removed to the lazaretto and there placed in isolation with a pair of guards posted.

            These measures will continue as long as the prisoner remains with us here and providing no orders from V.S. to the contrary are forthcoming. 52

            Viva España!

            THE INSPECTOR

            Pontevedra, San Simón Penal Establishment, 30 September 1937.

         

         I found little else that day.

         Late the next afternoon I came across a document, a transcription of what appeared to be a prisoner testimony, that I read straight away:

         
            I have been a prisoner here for two years. At the end of my first year, the old men were brought in one day, and what a sorry sight. They were brought over on the Aurora II in lots, there being too many of them to fit all at once. We were nearly eight hundred inmates then, and with the old men we numbered over a thousand. They have been with us a year and more than half have died. They brought no clothes with them, save what they wore and a blanket they were each given on arrival. They sleep in the same place as us, but during the day keep to themselves. They do not address us, or only on occasion to beg some tobacco to smoke, when there is any, which is rarely. In the nights, we all have to sleep cheek-by-jowl on the floor, where we bunk down with neither mats nor any pillows. The damp gets into you down to your stomach. We are so numerous that many are forced to sleep wedged up against one another. I was imprisoned on trumped-up charges. Even the town notary and a priest testified on my behalf, but all counted for nought. We do not know what this legion of greybeards stand accused of. Their treatment serves only to deaden the life in them. There are those who claim them for the fathers and grandfathers of the inmates at Pamplona prison, while others say that, on account of their age, the Regime has deemed them good for nothing 53and brought them here to see out their final days. Not long ago, less than a year, the problem of the fleas began. They have always been a feature, but now there are more. No provision is made for the old men to wash themselves and some, their minds addled, cannot look after themselves. But of course the guards do not make them wash either, to them it is all one. The liveliest among them, the most cussed, go around each day collecting the others’ blankets and exterminate the fleas by boiling them in cauldrons beyond the eucalyptus plants near the bridge, down by the shore. A white foam comes up thickly in the cauldrons they use, the thickness of your hand at least, like lard to look at – it is the nits themselves. They then ditch this water in the sea and in such great amounts that more than once has it been mistaken for the foam of the waves coming in. The fish under the bridge congregate the day long in expectation of this moment, for they eat this foam – this I was told by a guard still with some humanity about him who treats us kindly. The old men are given their food apart, and a bowl to eat it from, and made to line up in all weathers at three cauldrons on the esplanade by the chapel. These old men are nothing but skin and bones, such that their feet barely make a sound as they walk over the gravel. We look out at them from the dining hall; it is a sad sight, but one of the other inmates has pointed out that the less they eat the better it is for us. The queues are so long and they shuffle forward so slowly along the myrtle path that it takes the old men who start at the back of the queue hours to reach the cauldrons. The footpath that encircles the island was made by us, with pick and spade. Keeping it to ourselves we named it Avenida de Teruel since its construction coincided with the Republicans taking Teruel. Once, Prado Castro, one of the officers here, lost his temper because the old men were taking very 54long in queuing for their meal. He flew out of the officers’ wing and kicked over the cauldron, the contents of which spilled across the gravel. A sight it was, all the old men down on hand and knee, eating off the ground. In the dining hall we all stood to get a better view, everyone silent. In the main they appear absent, spittle runs down their chins, they talk to themselves, they walk around waving their arms or with hands deep in pockets scratching their parts, on account of the fleas; they seem bereft of all spirit, or that is what those in charge here believe. Hardly do they talk to one another, as though they cannot see their companions, as though each was already dead and buried. I had the good fortune of completing the first two years of my medical studies at Santiago de Compostela, that was where I was when the soldiers came and dragged me from the lecture hall – I was nineteen years of age – but I have enough knowledge of the human body to tell that these old men are sure to die for want of nutrients, that is if the fleas do not finish them off first. We must make do without bread and milk, but there is far more they make do without. They have no teeth, yet on occasion they are given bones to champ on. These they take with them down to the cove and, placing a blanket on the rocks, crush them all to dust with stones, then drink it down in water. Most do not have shoes. One day they decided to sing together. They congregated in B Wing, the largest of all, for the guards rarely go there, and, according to Gundín, one of our number and formerly a band player in La Coruña, the sound is better in that wing on account of the high ceilings. They sang popular songs, most of these not Galician, since, as I have said, they come from all over. The guards, away in their quarters, at first believed the sound to be coming from a boat bringing officers over from the mainland, one they had been 55awaiting for several days, for they tend to sing when they are on leave and merry with wine, but they looked out to sea and saw nothing. People have told me the guards were even put in fright by these voices. We were resting after the day’s work, we had been rebuilding the cemetery wall that had been knocked down by high seas, and Gundín himself, sitting eating on one of the graves, said we were hearing the angels themselves in song – rarely had he heard a song of such harmoniousness. A few minutes passed, and the guards entered B Wing and beat the old men roundly. Their ire was not that the old men should sing, but by their own having been mistaken. Apparently there was one who, though not dying there and then, succumbed to his injuries a few days later. After that incident we went on to call that wing, The Wing of the Angels. If the guards were to catch wind of this I do not know what they would do to us. The question of coitus is not resolved. We are allowed visits once every two months, but we are forbidden from physically touching our women. The visiting room is inside a lean-to, with a chicken wire grate before you, and then, two metres away, another grate, with the families on the far side. We may not even touch their hands. The guards walk up and down in the part between the two grates. There have been times when the guards have asked to lie with some of the women in exchange for treats for us, such as food or cigarettes. Everyone refuses, everyone except one whose name I will not mention out of respect for the woman, who is a good woman, but thanks to her the husband now boasts fresh tobacco in his pipe every day. Not including the old men, who only leave this place in a coffin, there is much coming and going of inmates between this prison and other ones. Those of us who remain and do not go anywhere can number no more than two hundred. One of the day 56visitors, the woman of an inmate from Redondela, says there are people appearing in the ditches around the town every day, and some of them are men who were taken from here. A month ago, in November, they took fifty men, the strongest – for road building, they said. That is something we have always been threatened with, very hard work it is, and with bad tools, but others say at least it is a way of getting out and having shoes on your feet and decent clothes on your back. For myself, I would rather not leave the island, there is nothing good occurring out there. In any case, the old men, in their hunger, kill rats and take them to eat among the rocks, roasting them over a fire, and on account of this the typhus is now among us too. Now they have put more than thirty of them in the lazaretto. Nobody, the guards included, may cross the bridge. Every other day they put food down for them at the far end of the bridge and lock it from this side. The old and sick stand over there banging on the gate. Only once the guards have gone may they open it and come out for the food. They hurry forward, stumbling over one another, and scuffles break out, all within the confines of the bridge. Sometimes the food falls into the estuary and again the fish, waiting below, get a bite to eat. Other guards go by in a shore boat to make sure none of the old men jump into the water. Not that they could reach the mainland swimming – no man can, the currents across the strait are too strong – but it is all one, they keep watch all the same: there is nothing else for them to do. Most of the inmates are here on account of their ideas, only their ideas. There is nothing worse than ideas and the fickle way they have of mutating. Ideas cannot be seen in the way the pages in this typewriter can be seen, ideas cannot be touched or drawn or captured in a photograph either. Once a year a photographer always used to come by my 57village, Vilagarcía de Arousa, and he took portraits of the families. My father used to recount the man’s tales to us, of his travels far and wide, some of those tales were happy and others were sad, and later he would take our photograph and in our faces you could never tell whether we were happy or sad. A photograph is a thing with a life all its own. Photographs do not depict ideas. Ideas, at best, may be written down, recounted and written down – this is the only way ever to catch a sight of them. I am fortunate, as I say, for I can read, and, thanks to the job I have been given by the assistant to the prison secretary, I have access to this typewriter, which is dangerous, everything being put down here clearly and legibly, but for this same reason typewriters are the best invention there has ever been: whatever you type on them goes on, in ever widening circles, forever after. I prevailed upon them to allow me to bring some poems onto the island, they are the work of a young poet from Granada who goes by the name García Lorca, I do not know if this is his real name or if it is, as is the way among writers and artists, a made-up one. I copied these poems down by hand, using copies that had also been written out, which the head of the Physiology department at Santiago had in his office, naturally with his permission. He had brought them from France, where someone else had let him copy them out. The guards read them but did not understand a word, and this is only the reason they let me keep them. I have underlined them using pencils of three different colours – blue, green and red – the which initially made the guards think the whole thing a secret code, and I a spy, but a guard from Pontevedra with whom I am on good terms, whose name I will not mention so as to avoid compromising him, convinced them that this was not the case, that these poems were trifles, fanciful things I write for my own 58amusement, and so I am left in peace. A few days ago, here in the offices, I found the guard I am friendly with holding the poems, and he told me to come with him. I feared the worst. He led me to the far end of the myrtle path, ordered me to sit down on some rocks, he stood directly behind me so that I could not see him, and said that I, who knew how to read well, should read him one of the poems, any one, and I did. When I finished he was in tears. He said to me: ‘That poet writes very well, it is a shame for your lot that wars are not won by the pen.’ When I was young my mother told me terrible tales of this island, which, seen from the mainland, above all in spring-time, with the trees all decked in green, is a lovely sight, very lovely. Those tales, to a one, made mention of the typhus; the foreign soldiers brought this sickness with them and were quarantined here, I am talking of the nineteenth century or longer ago. The prison has its own photographer. Every now and then, at no fixed intervals, we are given clothes that look presentable and they take photographs of us. I saw them once, they are kept with all the files in B Wing. Any person seeing them would think we are taking part in town festivities. There we are, all smiles, good shoes on our feet, and it fills me with rage to think we will forever be like that, fixed in the photograph, our faces untroubled. I dislike it greatly, and that is what leads me to write this, to make the situation clear, to make it as clear as can be. I would like to make those photographs disappear, or for no person ever to look at them again. The old men are the only ones not included in the photographs, for they are considered as good as dead. At most, general, group photographs are taken of them, all packed together like a herd of beasts, not posed, none of their features in focus, and this has to do with no one even knowing their names, though at the same time they are not assigned numbers 59– even that they are not worthy of. Just yesterday they took a photograph of them outside B Wing, The Wing of the Angels, where they sang together that day. The film is taken off in the shore boat to be developed; I get to see the photographs when they are brought back after being developed in La Coruña, which is where the General Headquarters are – they always want to have a look before bringing them back here. Father Nieto is the worst of them. He wears a gun under his cassock. He says that to kill is not by necessity evil, that God allows for the death of insects during harvest and of the lice on our heads. They took a man and led him out to the wall, I do not recall his name, they meant to kill him. They lined him up against the cemetery wall, to avoid having to transport him once dead. When they shot him he fell to the ground but did not die, and, as he lay dying, Father Nieto went over and began to tap him about the face with his stick, as though he were an animal, and said to him: ‘Die now, you heathen red.’ A ship called the Upo Mendi docked just a few days ago; it is a freighter, very large, larger than four fishing boats put together, and it is said that Basque prisoners are being held on it, and in worse conditions than us, but none of us know for certain where they are from. The idea is apparently to leave it there, anchored a few hundred yards offshore, until it turns to rust and sinks of its own accord, taking all those on board down with it. I do not know how those men on board will be able to bear it on there without committing some terrible act. Time will tell. My friend the guard has told me there are rats on board the size of his forearm. There are those among us who have tried to take their lives. I know of no such cases among the old men. I am certain that these old men do not know they are inside a prison, they think they are in a sanctuary, or gone to heaven or hell already, the 60which with every passing day I feel more convinced there is no telling the difference between. But worst of all is that which cannot be seen: the noise. A noise that comes not from the sea, that is certain, and that keeps us from sleeping. I cannot get used to the waking every two hours and hearing this noise. The guards say they do not hear a thing, but we can hear it very well. Another inmate, Benito, says it is issuing from the earth itself, others say it is the generator for the electric lighting in the officers’ wing; to me it is all one where it comes from, all I know is that thanks to this noise it has been two years since I have slept for more than three hours at a stretch.

         

         It ended there. It said further down that this testimony, the author of which was unknown, had been discovered in 1998 during renovation works; it was found in the cellars of the wing later to become the hotel, hidden behind a false wall. The account, it said, had been typewritten on unbound sheets held inside a tanned leather folder. Most significantly, when the whole thing was taken to the Forensic Institute in Santiago de Compostela, the skin was found to be that of a human, probably a male over seventy years old. I looked away from the screen. I hadn’t eaten all day, but found myself gagging now. I decided to go back to the hotel. I crossed the bridge. A procession of old men crossed behind me.

         I decided to spend what was left of the daylight sitting in the foyer armchairs. I drank the last two Nesteas from the dispenser, which, since I’d used up all my coins by then, I was forced to open with a kick. For the first time I felt an urge to surf the net, to just be online. Not wanting to waste my mobile data, I tried the computer in reception, but as on the first day got nothing. Only then did I try on my phone but that, unsurprisingly, gave me 61nothing either. I kept on trying, over and over, practically pummelling the touch screen by the end. I don’t know how many fingerprints I left on that screen, but far more, surely, than the total number of megabytes I’d been promised when I took out my phone contract. Never had I hated my phone as I did in that moment. I lay down on the sofa, put my feet up and closed my eyes. As I was falling asleep, the thought came to mind: ‘I saw the greatest minds of my generation destroyed by Facebook.’

         
             

         

         It was night when I opened my eyes. Reaching around for my glasses in the dark, I remembered I’d neglected to turn the lazaretto computers off. I went out and saw the lit-up windows, a reddish glow in the distance, and undoubtedly visible in the darkness from the coast. I broke into a run, jumped the hedges, cut along an old path, and, stumbling several times along the way, made it to the bridge, a gust of wind then almost knocking me off my feet before I got up the steps and into the wing. The screens shone with the rusty reddish light that predominates in Las Meninas. I didn’t waste time turning them off one by one, but went straight over to the plug that controlled the power for the whole building and pulled that out instead. It didn’t fall dark straight away. A brief couple of seconds, a brightness falling dim, and Mari Bárbola, the macrocephalous dwarf, giving you a harder stare than ever.

         One night, from the bed, I saw it was beginning to snow outside. I went over to the window, the lights on the far side of the estuary were hidden from sight, the mass of treetops appeared to me a cinema screen as empty as it was vast. In the moment of returning to bed in the darkness, the minibar caught my eye. Strange as it might 62seem, I hadn’t given it the slightest thought since I’d been there. I opened it, thinking there might be a drinks can in there. It took me a few seconds to remember what the objects inside were: the pregnant dog cookie and the bottle of breast milk, both untouched and both exactly where I’d left them two months before. There was no way I’d be picking either of them up. It was then that I felt briefly woozy for the first time, like I was about to disappear. I shut the minibar door, and resolved to leave it that way.

         Back in bed again, I watched the snowflakes falling on the palm tree, and thought how no two snowflakes are the same, but all, without exception, have six points distributed symmetrically around a single centre point. I know that in any place where symmetry is lacking, it’s because, in that portion of planet Earth, the forces of nature are in conflict; eddying river water and human migration flows are such sites of conflict. Thus a snowflake can be called an isolated point, a place in which the forces keeping the crystals from flying apart are not in competition with anything. Snowflakes are bunkers, isolation chambers, unreachable bubbles; these were my thoughts as I lay in the bed, staring blankly out at the precipitate of each and every one of those snowflakes. And this thought concerning bunkers and points of isolation brought with it another in turn: the possibility of the existence of a place where, densely packed together, all the memories of a person are contained: a neighbourhood, a city, a room or street beyond which a person would relinquish their memories, and thereby all awareness, of what had gone before; they’d only need to go back across the threshold of that street for all the instability and turbulence that is memory to be activated once more. This, I believe, is why I didn’t open the 63minibar door again, so as not to re-experience that wooziness, so as not to disappear. So as not to be confronted by such a turbulent portion of the universe.

         
             

         

         For a while after that I spent much of my time scouring the 486s. I found that, save for certain details, the contents of all the computers were the same, logically enough given that all the records on them were official. Aside from this, and due to the layer of snow that settled on the island, I tried to spend the rest of the time in my room. At one point I tried sleeping in another, bigger room, one of the suites, but went back halfway through the night. I realized that, as far as habits go, once a space has been made your own, something begins to grow in all other spaces that I can’t put my finger on but very closely resembles fear. I combed all the prison buildings, lean-tos and basements in search of a mains switch; I never found it. I’d also go to the eucalyptus stump where Julián and I had sat and eaten our breakfast on the last day. This gave me the chance to count its rings; I came up with 75; perhaps the tree had been planted by some inmate or other, I said to myself. The stump was a good place to sit, but I quickly saw that where I felt truly peaceful was the chapel. I would sit, legs dangling off the stone altar set into the wall – a leftover from the days of priests giving Tridentine Mass, backs to the congregation – and Saint Roch at my side. I would light a cigarette and imagine the Galician poet Carlos Oroza’s retrospective, which Mario had told me about. The walls had likely been covered in photographs, I thought, and there would have been display cabinets with first editions, showing the work of one of the godfathers of spoken word, on the same level as Ginsberg, with whom the poet had rubbed shoulders in the 1950s. Indeed, the city of 64New York awarded him the International Underground Poetry Prize – the exact date escapes me. I knew Oroza’s work from his collection A Feeling of Weightlessness in the Air, a few lines from which came back to me. Sitting on the altar, I recited them to the empty space:

         
            
               Today three bridges thought to be identical collapsed

               No one knows why

               No hint of a sign

               It’s a mistake to take the things we’ve seen as a given.

            

            
               When you are talked about

               A feeling of weightlessness in the air.

            

         

         I sat astounded, imagining the people at the opening of the exhibition, talking, drinking, smoking, taking photographs of one another between the Saint Roch statue and Carlos Oroza’s belongings. I would have liked to photograph that event, I thought, or to film it: to have seen the looks on those people’s faces. It’s like when you gather a group together, saying you want a photo, but then press the button to record video instead – they’re expecting a photo, but you press record. Then you watch it back and you fall over laughing, and the people you tricked also find it the funniest thing. An unimaginable number of strange contortions pass over a person’s face in the moments before they’re frozen in a photo. I thought I’d have liked to perform that same trick with the photos in Aillados, to have witnessed what the people in them were saying immediately prior to the capture of those images, the looks they gave one another and the tiny fluctuations of expression just before their portraits were taken; that surely wouldn’t have been funny. It was while sitting on the chapel altar that I saw a second 65mouse run up Saint Roch’s legs and inside one of his hollow arms. I don’t know if it would have occurred to the people who stole those hands that by doing so they were letting out various cubic litres of fifteenth-century air, until then trapped inside the saint’s body. Of those cubic litres, some molecules must be in our lungs. What on earth was it about those hands that moved someone to steal them, who would want a saint’s hands on show in the hallway of their house. Although, it’s also true, I told myself, that anyone who saw the rock I’d picked up in a roadside ditch in northern France would think me quite strange. Something I noticed from reading all those files on the 486s was the sense that they were all discussing the same person. I’m not suggesting they’d all been written by the same inmate, and far less that San Simón had never in fact been home to prisoners or the whole thing the product of some unbalanced mind; no, what I want to get across is that in conditions of isolation, there’s a tendency for bodies and brains to meld together into a single consciousness, into a receptacle for identical reagents, and that, in reality, it is this great unification, to put it one way, which the repressive authority seeks to bring about: to annul all individuality, to make everyone speak as if with one and the same mouth. And so I rejected the possibility of being absorbed by the island and becoming one more inmate, and felt the saint was on my side in that, watching over me. I even went so far as to wonder if the saint’s wooden fingers might have had fingerprints, and if those fingerprints might have matched my own. Peering inside the hollows of his arms again, I saw a primitive cathedral, a high-vaulted cave in the torchlight, like the Neanderthal caves with handprints or sometimes hunting scenes depicted on the walls. Yes, something very ancient resided in that 66wooden body and not only did it pray for me, it was also at work in stopping the island and I from merging. This I think was the definitive reason why I liked sitting on that altar with the saint at my side.

         Around that time, during nights when I laid with numerous blankets over me, listening to the wind as it shook the palm tree outside my window, I envisaged a bird’s eye view of all the hotel rooms with all the beds neatly made, ready for whoever might slip under their sheets, and just the one body occupying this multitude of beds, my own, a kind of doll that had been carefully deposited there. This vision comprised the most intense sensation of solitude I could ever remember having felt. After that I would fall asleep trying to conjure the four dots that used to float behind my eyelids, looking for some company before I fell asleep, but no. And so, resolving to alter my routines, which I thought must be the source of the unease I was experiencing, I decided I’d do something not about the routines themselves but, more radically, about time itself, within which those routines functioned. The idea was to create a new timetable for myself by going to bed an hour later every day, and getting up an hour later; after a month I would have turned the twenty-four-hour cycle on its head. This meant eating breakfast at 8 p.m. or dinner at 10 a.m., a loss of a sense of time I’d never experienced except for in the city of Las Vegas, where, as is well known, the casinos are bereft of natural light to stop you from knowing whether it’s day or night, thereby cancelling out the circadian rhythm altogether, in order that you go on gambling. My San Simón timetable was even more radical than what happened in Las Vegas, because I was creating a Las Vegas inside my own body, all of a casino’s lack of light lodged inside my own body, which prompted in me 67the turbulence of a physical disorder though I wasn’t actually ill. At the same time, I stopped seeing rabbits, birds, rats or any of the other animals I’d become used to seeing around the island – I only saw their tracks in the snow. I didn’t know if this was to do with the creatures’ normal seasonal cycles, or if, being unused to the presence of humans at that time of year, they were hiding from me. I started naming the makers of these tracks – tiger, hummingbird, lemur, wolf and so on – phylogenies that gave rise to a parallel fauna, renderings of the particular island orchard that had begun to flourish inside my mind. And then, looking out from my window early in the morning one day, I saw tracks in the snow that alerted me to the presence of another person on the island. They went in a straight line across the island. After my initial shock, which was considerable, I thought they must be tracks I’d made. But some minutes later, going outside, I saw that this wasn’t so: these tracks, though human footprints, weren’t at all like my own, being far larger and very rectangular, and the tips not pointed. I spent the following days inside my room, shutters closed, listening out carefully for any sound or hint or sign of human presence, which never manifested. And the same thing went on happening, the footprints appearing in the early hours, then to be covered over by the falling snow. I became used to them. After a time, I followed them to see where they were coming from and where they went, finding that they sprung up between the rocks on the small western cove and, keeping to all the most pronounced paths, crossed the island and vanished again among the rocks on the eastern side, at the water’s edge. Anyone would have thought that someone was emerging out of the sea, day on day, walking straight past the hotel and then re-entering the water on 68the far side of the island. I also went down to the lazaretto bridge at times and found these footprints mixed up with rabbits’ tracks, or mixed up with those of birds or rats in the graveyard, and then thought of them as someone might think of an astronaut’s footprints, but not a pioneer astronaut like Neil Armstrong, for example, but an astronaut for the end of something, an astronaut for an ending. I also thought a lot about the handless Saint Roch, and how I would have liked him to be in my room, always at my side.

         On one of these days, while I was eating a 3 p.m. breakfast in my room, with the television on but the sound down, I jumped half out of my seat at a message notification on my phone. When I reached for it and looked at the words on the screen, my heart shrank to half its normal size: ‘It’s a mistake to take the things we’ve seen as a given.’ I sat very still then, as though bracing for something. It was from an unknown number. I tried to send a reply message, I tried other numbers, but, as had been the case to date, there was no signal, and then my heart, already having halved in size, shrank to a quarter of its normal size, as though on the cusp of vanishing altogether. I got up from the chair and left the room. I spent half an hour pacing the hallway outside, rereading the message over and over, I don’t know how many times. I went back into the room. The snowfall had slackened off in the previous hour, the laptop was in sleep mode, the news playing on the television. I remember the dimensions of the screen being such that the female presenter’s face was life-size, and it occurred to me that this was the most true-to-life news programme I’d ever seen. I put the camouflage jumpsuit and my boots on, steeled myself and went outside. I made my way to the snow-covered myrtle path. In the darkness, 69unlike what happens with vision – all detail blending into one single, undifferentiated thing – something happens to sounds to make them more distinguishable, seemingly more distinct from one another. I was able to make out the wind zigzagging across the waters on the jetty side, and, away on the lazaretto, the eucalyptus trees rustling, and a window or door banging in one of the prison buildings, but in among these sounds there was one I couldn’t identify, a constant, uninterrupted hum coming not from the high-tension power cables in the town across the estuary, from which I often saw sparks flying in the night, or from the motor of any boat, or the winter animals burrowing down to be nearer the earth’s warmth. No, it was a sound I’d never heard before, on the island or anywhere else. I carried on walking, passing the chapel, leaving behind the small gravel esplanade, and the noise remained constant, growing neither quieter nor louder. I am not an idiot and neither am I crazy, and I know that a writer of the genre known as magical realism would have argued there was some gigantic magnet secreted somewhere underground, and that a Russian writer of sci-fi dystopias would claim the island as the place where one era was due to come to an end and another, the era of one kind of extraterrestrial or another, begin, and that a realist twenty-first-century Spanish writer would point to this sound as the echo of civil strife that had never properly been laid to rest, and that a French writer from the 1950s would attribute it to the self, or the psyche itself which, like a stomach, goes on endlessly auto-digesting, and an American writing at the close of the twentieth century would say the sound was issuing from a machine, because very near the island, possibly even on the lazaretto itself, a depraved multinational was working day and 70night to create an identical version of this island, but no, really, I am not an idiot and neither am I crazy, and it became clear to me that the ringing in my ears had nothing to do with literature, was not a mirror for anything or a representation either, it was just a thing that was happening. I stopped then, took a breath, and it felt to me that this sound could only be love in its pure state. There was no rational reason for me to think this, yet I knew that for the first time in my life I was in the presence of pure love made manifest, and when I say pure love I mean exactly that: love stripped of all embellishment, a self-propagating love that appears of its own accord. This thought had yet to fully form when I became aware that all of this love was entering my body, starting deep inside, covering every inch of me and flowing out through my feet, as though I were the earthing element for the planet, the earthing element for love in this world, and then I felt afraid, extremely afraid, because, unlike what happens in novels, there was no way for me to put this thing inside a story and thereby to exorcize it. I moved off again, leaving a trail of footsteps alongside those mystery ones, but I couldn’t have been said to be following them; I wondered if everything I’d experienced during my time on the island wasn’t a prologue to the arrival of this noise, which had been coming into being through a chain of infinitesimal moments finally to culminate inside me at this particular moment. I also asked myself if the footprints of that end-of-days astronaut and pioneer weren’t one more manifestation of a love that, simply, I had not known how to interpret. I turned off to the right, down the path that led directly to one of the jetties, and stopped to look at the water. There are those who sing songs to keep fear at bay, which is a way of sweetening it, and others who talk to themselves, 71which is a way of making it rot inside, and others still who look for the scientific origin of fear as a way of making a mere object of it, and understanding the futility of these methods made me feel more afraid still: double fear. I hurried to retrace my steps, and these and other thoughts carried me back to the hotel entrance. I went inside, and the noise dropped away. It would have been 9 p.m. but according to my timetable still morning. I took a cold shower, which, as with vomiting, is unpleasant to go through but makes you feel better afterwards. I resolved to forget about the noise for now, go on with my usual round and simply see what the next day brought. I opened some sardines, which I ate directly from the tin, not putting them on a plate, and on the television saw the closing stages of a weekly review programme, images of an armed conflict, a politician in the onset of Alzheimer’s, a man in a wheelchair lamenting not having stuck to the speed limit. After nearly an hour of calm, I broke out in a sweat, my mouth felt dry, I splashed water over the nape of my neck, left the room, began pacing the hallway, read the text message again: ‘It’s a mistake to take the things we’ve seen as a given.’ Nothing would quell my growing agitation. Not that I was an expert, but I had in the past been a fairly assiduous reader of the Western mystical tradition – Master Eckhardt, St John of the Cross, Angelus Silesius, St Teresa of Ávila – and, according to their writings, they’d all experienced pure love, but for them the experience had been accompanied by overwhelming joy and not sensations of fear, from which I deduced that it hadn’t been pure love these mystics had been presented with but something else, a love enveloped in some kind of literature – no doubt about it. I felt like going up to my room, but my legs refused to carry me there. I then realized that my agitation was due 72to being cut off from the noise outside. I needed that noise. I needed, no matter the cost, to experience that love again. I went and got my video camera, not having taken it out of my suitcase until then, inserted a tape, the only one I’d brought with me, a sixty-minute one, put on my boots and pressed record. I went down the stairs and out into the snow, trying to place my feet in the prints I’d made previously so that my footfall wouldn’t interfere with the pure love sound, which continued to resonate in my every cavity. Keeping the camera straight ahead, at chest-height, I walked to the chapel, and past it, stopping when I got as far as the jetty. The temperature had dropped, the tide was going out and had left curved lines in the sand like the orbits of planets, or as though the waves had been leaping out to sea in stages. It was close to freezing. I looked at the sky: the stars, unlike me, shone without a hint of a tremble. I went back to the hotel the same way I’d come. I opened the door to my room, turned the camera off, sat down. I plugged the camera into the laptop; it took a few minutes to find a program to digitize the tape. The images began to transfer: me going back downstairs and out the main door, where the background noise struck up in the laptop speakers. The snow appeared dark on the screen, but the footprints were white, some of them a nuclear white, which gave the path the look of a night sky flecked with brilliant white stars. The background noise as registered by the camera had the same penetrating quality as the real thing, but was more stop-start, coming in and out. The camera passed by the chapel, went down to the jetty, and the background noise, still stop-start, kept on until the hotel door was arrived at once more, and opened; the background noise then grew quiet and the only sound became that of my footsteps climbing the stairs. The images 73crossed the hotel, my hand reached out to open my bedroom door, and the camera honed in on the table where the sardine tin stood empty beside the laptop. I stopped the playback, rewound the tape, put it inside the camera again and, going out of the room intending to retrace my steps, pressed record. To the chapel once more, the noise just as loud in the background but more stop-start than before, entering my body as though some data were missing, which did nothing to shake my conviction that I was resounding inside a love that was physically completely unadulterated. I was back at the room again within twenty minutes. I sat down at the table, connected the camera again, the tape began to play, and everything was exactly the same as it had been the previous time, same sky of white footprints, same chapel belfry, same curved marks at the tideline and same frozen jetty, followed by my empty chair on entering the room. Only one thing had changed: the background noise was now louder on the tape than it was outside. I disconnected the camera. I still had my waterproof jacket, boots and gloves on from before; I rewound the tape again, pressed record, and again went outside, where, indeed, the noise had grown quieter. I once more retraced my steps, came back, watched the video. I repeated the operation several times over, and progressively the background noise in the recordings became louder, while at the same time growing quieter outside. It was close to dawn when, on my twentieth time out and back, the noise had dwindled completely outside the hotel and could be heard with utmost clarity on the playback. I had to rewind and watch it over again a number of times to be completely sure this wasn’t some aural hallucination. I got up, opened the shutters a little way. The sun was coming up. It should have been my dinner time, but I wasn’t the slightest bit 74hungry. In the daylight, I could see my muddy-snowy tracks, which at certain points went down as far even as the stone below. I put the tape on again; I thought perhaps I now understood: the successive recordings had been having the effect of erasing the sound outside. Such that the world outside the room was being stripped back and the pure love sound, with its pure associated fear, had been distilled in the tape in the form of a love that could be understood, a love with all the normal trappings, a kind of love apt to actually being digested. I had this tape now, I could take it with me and, any time I wanted to have that feeling again, all I needed to do was watch the tape and listen; above all listen. I then remembered the text I’d found weeks earlier on the lazaretto computer, the inmate making reference to a noise that cut through days and seasons and whose origin he had been unable to identify. And it came to me that – yes – the island was now in silence. And, I don’t know how to explain why, but, as though magnetized, as though I myself had become a very fridge magnet, I went over to the minibar and opened the door. Untouched, the pregnant dog cookie and the bottle of breast milk. A wooziness came over me, quickly growing intense. The last thing I remember was tottering over to the bed. From that moment on, for almost a year, all trace of me is lost. A period I have no memory of whatsoever.
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