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HEAVEN

	(2000)

	

	

	Tus ojos me recuerdan
las noches de verano.
                A. Machado

	
  

  

  

	Rosaries and Flick-Knives

	
A Hundred Years Later

	(Madrid, June ’98)

	No, you look, look at all the life here, look as much as you want.

	 Look at the cities filled with slaves, with wretched men.

	I am just a student of philosophy

	about to do the state exam, who spends his summer reading, 

	slowly, all of your books.

	I never went to Germany, although I did learn Greek – 

	but I forgot it; I forgot it because I had to find a way

	to earn a living: now it is thinking that supports me. 

	And I am here, in a room,

	facing your thousands of words, words that no one believes in, 

	ruined words, words that will help me, if I remember them well, 

	to win a spot as a teacher in a provincial school

	somewhere in Spain, in a country that you – I’m sure you had your reasons –

	that you did not care to visit, to know, to travel across, to put your finger into.

	No, believe me, there are no Spanish geniuses 

	in this philosophy textbook.

	I was in your country once, years ago, on a package tour:

	my whole life has been done on the cheap, but I loved it like you said

	we should love all that flows from us

	in a constant exhalation; and I was not fooled,

	and rejected all vice, all drugs, the sandals the slave wears.

		The world, the world you fell in love with, is over: 

	nature is a ruined old dame, melancholic,  

	stinking and unpleasant;

	the mountains threw out their guardian angels, who died; 

	life itself lost the will to live, and is sick,

	bedridden in a nursing home.

		A hundred years have gone by and you have not returned, you will never return;

	you fucked up there, but knew you would fuck up: like a leisure-class 

	anarchist, like a raving bourgeois who inhales

	a new, pagan and seditious immortality.

		And tell me if that is not in itself the drama: you left

	and have no reason to live again, trapped in the lie that is death; 

	how clumsy our desires are, and our thoughts, and our theories, 

	and the hours we spent on the hard thought that leads

	to a single enormous utopia; and time went by, and your life went by as well.

		And my life goes by, less stressed than yours, which is why I am here, today,

	moaning about it. The Greeks came to you, the arrogant-in-will, 

	the death of God… and women, all of them in love with your cruel talent,

	and you felt them up with the rough hand of Dionysus;

	and then there was the pure disdain for everything that came before you,

	everything derived from the most perfect minds of the past; 

	but what about me? What is left for me

	apart from your work in paperback editions, with underlinings 

	where I thought I found something important: ideas that, tomorrow –

	if I am lucky and they ask me about you

	rather than about Aristotle, or Aquinas, or even poor old Kant – 

	I’ll have to explain as though I were hard-working, prudent, honourable?

	
Rosaries, Flick-Knives

	I took a trip to Lourdes in France, in July ’98;

	that radiant time, days of cold beer and wretched lovers 

	on the Paris highway.

	                                   There are no casinos in Lourdes,

	but there are a hundred hotels for the pilgrims who come to pray and beg,

	like me, for a long life, bullish health, and for the Virgin 

	to make a mistake and allow the irreverent sinner

	the cure of his soul, or his body, or of both at once, 

	together in their platonic marriage.

	Lourdes is the mall of every temple, the place

	where they sell rosaries, flick-knives, unhappy souvenirs, 

	blue virgins, two-way mirrors which pretend to show 

	the incarnation of the Holy Ghost – in classic bad taste 

	and with a mysticism proper to a Spanish raffle –

	cloaks, prayers, speeches, holy water and the whole range 

	of famousLa main couronnée-brand knives,

	as well as a horrible Tour de France bumper sticker.

	Your hand can brandish a rosary or a flick-knife.

	I saw many priests in soutanes, young priests, handsome ones, 

	African priests, now very numerous: this black priest,

	with his thick-framed glasses, full of hope, his lips set hard 

	as Christ’s own martyrological gaze;

	black priests in the service of the white invader’s religious frenzy. 

	Black priests have always restored my faith in Rome.

	Tal vez haya hoy un milagro, someone said, in the Spanish 

	of Latin America, that miracle-saturated, ragged land.

	And at seven on the dot the procession of wheelchairs: 

	Canadians, English, Italians, French, Poles, Russians;

	a whole rich, thoughtful and crippled world, searching here 

	for the last fount of hope and fantasy.

	Baseless hope is the true structure of our lives.

	 I ate in a McDonald’s, because there is a McDonald’s in Lourdes: 

	a goodly burger and chips, and a glass

	of Coke with ice, thirty-five

	francs the lot; I ate alongside nuns, postulants, novices and believers.

	 I, a man alone, one hand on my hamburger,

	the other holding a large yellow chip, thin-cut and rather overcooked; 

	an absurd tourist, a guy who travels

	to the moral limits of this great white world: your hand can brandish 

	a rosary or a flick-knife, or perhaps both at the same time.

	In my hotel room, with its view of the river of greenish water 

	that smells of incense – everything in Lourdes smells of incense, 

	of cruellest illness, of conservative romanticism,

	of the nineteenth century, of the works of Chateaubriand, 

	of sacristies with their golden shadows,

	of sin and ecstasy,

	of plus-size girdles designed specifically for nuns, 

	of sackcloth bras for the novices,

	of sweaty cassocks, of friars’ sandals, 

	of omelettes and boiled cod,

	of beds which when their sheets are turned back smell of death, 

	of all souls, of all saints –

	in my hotel room I lay on my damp bed all that I bought in those shops

	that look so much like those of the Costa Dorada:

	a cheap and jazzy rosary, and a La >main couronnée flick-knife,

	 the pride of the collection, the showiest,

	the longest, the widest, the most expensive,

	on which I have spent my last two hundred francs.

	They say that the one who has been cheated draws all his misfortune

	 from a single, worn-out and repetitive archetype, a single face;

	his own face, I would say, seen over time,

	the nightmare of being alive, the happy nightmare of a much-loved life.

	I hope it makes me suffer so much that it turns into God Itself.

	I open the balcony in the Hotel Bernadette:

	a white balcony whose shutters seem to presuppose a farewell ballad,

	and I recall everything I have been and I don’t know where I’ll travel tomorrow,

	when this August night is the equal of my desire and my prayers, 

	because I too am dying out – I know all too well I am dying out – 

	but this voluptuousness, unhealthy, average, exhausted, monastic, 

	which sucks the air and the holiness from all that burns and is alive, 

	and this city which postulates and sleeps on its knees,

	and this Machiavellian essence of Christianity and all the idols, 

	this liturgy of flick-knives and rosaries which will die with me,

	and this whisky which I drink almost madly as the dawn brightens, 

	and these blows to the heart:

	they all tell me that my sins,

	my underhand behaviour, my petty avarice and my stubborn sacrilege,

	the idol which dwelt in me and which vanished like a self- acknowledged traitor,

	the pain, my pain, my old suffering, so tired and so separate, 

	these days, these years, this moving from village to village, alone, dreaming –

	old man in a threadbare robe where the world’s flowers 

	hang so wretchedly,

	and sometimes not so wretchedly but rather divinely or at least happily –

	all these years travelling through Aragon, wearing Ivan the Terrible’s face,

	all of this time has at last turned good, pure and noble,

	or majestic and innocent, very beautiful, very cold, very much like Ulysses

	tempted by the sirens with their round buttocks and black mouths…

	And with the consciousness of a man who has drunk

	too much for an evening alone by himself, I fall onto my bed, 

	naked as a bride on her wedding night.

	And it is in fact July, in what is still the greatest summer of my life.

	
Macbeth

	This morning I got on the ferry that runs to La Gomera 

	from Santa Cruz de Tenerife; I sat at the deck

	bar and started on the Campari and the olives,

	and after a while I was completely hammered; a Scottish woman

	– scruffy and heavily made-up, around 40, fat inches of cleavage, 

	showing off her beautiful dark balanced breasts –

	sat down to drink with me; she studied Spanish

	at Madrid University, she said, and stuck out her tongue 

	as she did so; ‘Where is Scotland?’ I asked,

	to which she replied, ‘And where’s your cock?’ 

	And we switched from Campari to gin,

	and after a while I spoke to this Scottish woman:

	an inspired screed in Spanish, which she did not understand at all:

	Blessed is everything that lies beneath the water, 

	from the shipwreck to the rhinestone necklace

	that fell into the sea in an act of loving carelessness.

	The book of my life lies also beneath the waves,

	kept there by some rusty enchantment;

	there, with the fish and coral, the seaweed and darkness.

	The Scot laughed and took off her shorts

	and was left wearing just her pants as though they were

	a bikini, come on, take off your pants I said, let’s leave the deck,

	 take them off, and she took them off, and in a corner of the boat, 

	in a little room full of overalls and an empty

	bucket, we screwed like two drunks without scruples,

	but with the good fortune and skill to get stuck into one another, 

	and afterwards, I took her earrings and threw them in the sea, 

	and she took my wallet and said you’re a sad sack of shit,

	those earrings were made of gold and worth ten dicks like yours, 

	and she took from my wallet the ten banknotes I’d been keeping 

	to be able to eat alone on the island, drink gin in some bar on the beach.

	The kingdom of God is decorated with the gold

	all the best men have brought Him,

	I smoked a lot that night and was coughing; I went from dive 

	to dive, and at dawn there was only warm beer left;

	you look like a renegade saint, or else a beggar, one of my listeners said.
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