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            Praise for the Nocilla Trilogy

         

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

— Ben Marcus, author of The Flame Alphabet

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

— Mathias Enard, author of Compass

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

— Andrew Gallix, Independent

            ‘Nocilla Experience is the best novel I read in 2016. Thrillingly, incandescently brilliant.’

— Stuart Evers, author of If This is Home

            ‘Fernández Mallo occupies something of a similar position in the Spanish literary sphere as David Foster Wallace.’

— Jorge Carrión, 4Columns

            ‘Like having multiple browser windows open, and compulsively tabbing between them.’

— Chris Power, Guardian

            ‘A wonderful work of avant-gardist fiction – in the line of David Markson, Ben Marcus.’

— Germán Sierra, Asymptote 
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            Everywhere is noise. At any temperature higher than absolute zero atoms vibrate with thermal energy.

            This sets in motion a deep sort of buzzing, one that impregnates matter entirely.’

            — Philip Ball, Critical Mass (2008)

            
                

            

            ‘Like in a documentary, this was our part in the same documentary.’

            — ‘Con las vainas olvidadas’, Sr. Chinarro (2002)
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            AUTOMATIC SEARCH ENGINE

         

      

   


   
      
         

         True story, very significant too, a man returns to the deserted city of Pripyat, near Chernobyl, a place he and the rest of the populace fled following the nuclear reactor disaster 5 years before, walks the empty streets, which, like the perfectly preserved buildings, take him back to his life in the city, his efforts as a construction worker here in the 1970s were not for nothing, comes to his own street, scans the tower block for the windows of his former flat, surveying the exterior for a couple of seconds, 7 seconds, 15 seconds, 1 minute, before turning the camera around so that his face is in the shot and saying, Not sure, not sure this is where my flat was, then gazes up at the forest of windows again and says, not to camera this time, I don’t know, it could be that one, or that one over there maybe, I just don’t know, and he doesn’t cry, doesn’t seem affected in any way, couldn’t even be said to seem particularly confused, this is an important story concerning the existence of likenesses between things, I could have stuck with this man, could have looked into his past, how he was living now, which patron saint’s day he was born on, his domestic dramas, the amount of millisieverts or gamma, alpha and beta radiation his organism had been subjected to in the past, the mutation of his body tissues, even, or probed his involuntary impulse to erase his own footsteps, which has led him both to forget the location of his old flat and not to feel any urge to go in and look over his old belongings, like the slice of Russian cow there in the pan, the table laid for dinner, the unmade bed, the TV off though the power button is ON, the alarm clock still going strong because he’d put alkaline batteries in it, the nuclear-waste container being used as an ashtray, everything precisely as he left it 5 years before, yes, I could carry on tracking this man, but I’m not going to, the truth of the matter is I’ve never been a follower of men, any men, it’s only women I’m interested in, ‘women’ in every sense of the word, the only men I’ve ever been interested in are those who have struck me as both entirely different from and better than me, those I consider ‘cases’, ‘clinical cases’, as the writer Emil Cioran had it when discussing a class of pathologically brilliant person, and it’s in this regard, the ‘clinical case’ regard, that I have always hoped to find in someone those same things that set the Replicant apart, the perfect being, existing on the edge of humanness, not beyond that edge but certainly not this side of it either, exactly on the biological frontier, such thoughts are absurd given that in the end we are all more or less identical, not identical in the way, for instance, that 2 photons are identical, physics tells us photons are indistinguishable, but in the sense of ‘very much alike’, and this is why aspiring to such difference, any hope of ever becoming a ‘clinical case’ oneself, turns out to be an infantile stance, though a desire to be different from other people can still help you to take action, to progress, to work through stress and anxiety, to be, that is, alive in a sense quite different from the ‘being alive’ idea peddled by the bland Eastern philosophies, because stress promotes entropy, disorder, life, and one travels to different countries and sees there very different things flora- and fauna-wise, customs- and appearances-wise, all the things that distinguish races and cultures, and yet, sooner or later, one comes to the undeniable conclusion or formulation of what might even be a law, namely that everything, looked at in sufficient detail, is identical to its counterpart on the far side of the world: zoom in and the leaf of a scrub plant in Sardinia is the same as that of an Alaskan pine tree, the skin pores of a Sudanese person are identical to those of an Inuit, and there really is nothing between a Buddha figure in Bangkok and a statuette of Christ in Despeñaperros, Jaén, and so it is with everything, because of another law both general and true: the tourist goes abroad and identifies with the things he or she finds there only because they call to mind something familiar, something that, without being exactly the same, is somewhat the same, the Replicant from Blade Runner, and all of this has a great deal to do with what we understand by the word frontier, by the overlapping of surfaces, because it would be monstrous to happen upon something absolutely new, it would be nightmarish and unbearable, just as two absolutely identical beings would be, and so we look for arguments to take us beyond this paradox, I love paradoxes, or I don’t love them, that’s stupid, it’s just that without them life wouldn’t exist and the planet would be a wasteland, so, simply, paradoxes are, they exist, full stop, they create conflict between any 2 or more systems, whether living, mechanical or symbolic systems, and this, according to an eminent scientist named Ilya Prigogine, gives rise to what we understand by life, the disequilibrium that pertains in certain places: a paradox is also a form of disequilibrium, we were in a port on a small island to the south of another island named Sardinia, a seafaring village we had come to in the heart of the Mediterranean after three months constantly on the move, constantly looking for the right place to mount the Project, our Project, as we liked to call it, this immense thing that hadn’t so much kept us busy as held us hostage, for years, and all of a sudden I was struck by the resemblance between this place on this island to the south of another island named Sardinia and a Portuguese fishing village, an unremarkable village, but certainly Portuguese, certainly somewhere on the Atlantic, its low houses painted blues and oranges, with faint baroque motifs on the façades, and there next to the dark-wood pier stood a bar-pizzeria with a tavernish sort of look but also a neon sign with a Moby Dick-like galleon being battered by waves, the kind of galleon that features in the kind of epic you know it’s sure to come through unscathed, and she and I went into this bar-pizzeria for something to eat, to watch the ships go by, to watch the bits of paper blow around between the cars parked along the pier, to nothing, sat at a table made of planks easily long and wide enough to seat 20 people, walls covered in ship flags, various instruments of navigation too, all quite strange to me, to both of us, parts stripped from old galleons, the only people who could possibly comprehend such ornaments were specialists, and I said to her then, just as we were sitting down at the varnished pine tables and just as she moved a glass a little to one side to make space for her Marlboros, that I just had a feeling like I was in the Azores, and this surprised her greatly, she did not remove her sunglasses, preventing me from observing the surprised dilation of her pupils, but I know she was very surprised, people like her (from the Mediterranean) have a very deep-seated idea of their native sea being unlike any other sea due to the fact that it gave birth to what we understand as civilized beauty, the Occident, but, though the Mediterranean was certainly the broadband wiring of classical antiquity, even assuming that this was the case its overratedness as a body of water is undeniable, but she and I didn’t talk about this overratedness as we sat down in that bar on that island to the south of Sardinia, rather we talked about what I had said, ‘I just had a feeling like I was in the Azores,’ though the truth of the matter is we didn’t talk about the implications of what I had said, either, because she merely responded with a curt ‘Yes,’ and though she had never been to the Azores she knew the comparison was apt, accurate, I had never been there either but just then, just in that moment in that bar on that small island to the south of Sardinia where we had gone to eat and to watch the ships go by and gaze upon tumbling bits of paper in the pier car park and to nothing, just then an article by the writer Enrique Vila-Matas came to mind, a short newspaper article I had read many years before, a piece about a bar in a port in the Azores, and I now formed my own association between our current location and that place, a bar in which wood perhaps also predominated, I don’t know, a bar, according to the writer, in which sailors who worked transatlantic vessels left messages for one another on a corkboard in the entrance or, when there wasn’t any space left on the corkboard, carved their missives into the wall using penknives, messages not intended for the locals but for other sailors who, they knew, would be stopping in the Azores at some point, years, sometimes, after the messages had been written, as though the true addressees of all these words were not the people but rather, static postman, the Atlantic itself, which acted as real-time sender, recipient and custodian, or so I had thought when reading that newspaper article written by a man named Enrique Vila-Matas, an Azores story and an Azores bar I had recently, randomly, been reminded of by a friend who had been employed to sail a boat from the Caribbean to Mallorca and who, on arrival in the Azores, had called us to say he’d made it that far, that the crossing had gone well ‘to date’, emphasizing the fact that it was the first time he had sailed that route, indeed the first time he’d ventured very far beyond the Bay of Palma, and I remember the line was terrible that day, I asked him about the bar, the bar referred to in an article by a writer named Enrique Vila-Matas in which he said sailors left messages that would take whole years to be read, and my friend said that the bar had been washed away in a storm, then neither of us said anything for a few moments, both waiting with our phones pinned to our ears, I don’t know exactly why he paused like that before launching into his nautical tales again but there was a silence, I’m sure there was, I still can’t explain it, and when I hung up I thought about the messages carved into the very wall of that Azores bar and how, now, they were at the bottom of the sea, but more troubling was the thought of the paper messages pinned to the big corkboard, I imagined first the ink that made up the words and next the paper itself dissolving, how it was happening in that very moment, and how the words written there would make sense on reaching their final destination, the sea, and this came like a revelation to me, the corkboard and all the words it bore taking on a different meaning entirely, a previously unseen meaning, a meaning that breaks through the frontier of that sometimes insipid feeling between us which suddenly, upon disappearance, becomes essential, a dividing line both imperceptible and deep: all of which is to say, on that day in that village on that island to the south of Sardinia, the memory of the article I had read years before about a bar in the Azores, a bar that according to our friend the sailor no longer existed because it had been washed out to sea, had the effect of immortalizing – in a sense singularizing – a bar-pizzeria on an island to the south of Sardinia where we’d gone to eat, to watch papers blown about on the pier, to nothing, because there are objects, things, that act upon other, faraway things like magnetic poles and in so doing confer meaning on them, as Italo Calvino had it: one has to be very careful about the objects one places inside a text because they affect the story like magnetic poles, they attract the plot, become potential focal points for our attention, and the same happens in life, like for example when you go to a country and a tree branch reminds you of another tree branch in some far-off place, or when you look in detail at the skin pores of a Sudanese person going past you on a bus and they seem identical to the skin pores of an Inuit man who passed you the salt in a spaghetti joint in San Francisco once, because in the final reckoning everything, humans included, is or are made up of electrons, quarks, amoral forces that are the only thing stopping us from flying off in all directions, and nothing else, but that day, the day she and I entered that bar on that island to the south of Sardinia for something to eat, to watch ships go by, to watch paper tumbling along in the wind, to nothing, something else happened, something important: we had nearly finished our second course, a local speciality tuna salad, though it seemed like Azores tuna to me, cooked 7 ways and tossed together with green beans, tomatoes and croutons, and my phone vibrated in my pocket, and it was the friend who was watering our plants at home for us, looking after the cat too, a creature he was going to put dried food down for every 2 days, he was calling for a very specific reason, to tell us he’d found the cat dead on the floor outside the bathroom that morning, and I then pretended we were talking about something else before hanging up, I didn’t know how I was going to break it to her, really the cat was hers, it had been her constant companion for 15 years, after a moment I decided it was best to tell her straight, There’s been a problem with the cat, I said, a problem that can’t be solved, I’m sorry but she’s dead, these were my words, and she fell silent for the rest of the day, and though I’d never got on that well with the cat I also felt quite affected, I’ve never liked interfering more than is strictly necessary in whatever an animal happens to be up to, I like to observe them and really just leave it at that, let them get on with it, though a time would surely come when I was going to have to give consideration to phrases like ‘observe them and really just leave it at that’ and ‘get on with it’ – what did that mean – but I was upset and I surprised myself by beginning to reflect on death in general, on my own death to come, the death of people I’m fond of, and thence reflections on thinkers who have turned their minds to death, and the writing they have left behind on the subject, I even thought about the fate of the universe, how ridiculous, thinking about the fate of the universe, come on, followed by my memories of the cat, the way she moved, the look on her cat face when she chased a fly, the way she’d bat the water bowl a few times to check it had water in it, and a photo I once took of her by mistake when I had actually meant to take a photo of a broken window in the kitchen for an insurance claim, everything took on a special significance, for the first time the cat became an entity of its own, she had a personality now, plus a lifestyle [it’s important to construct a lifestyle for oneself], her own autonomous cosmos and her own magnetic pole that began drawing other objects in, endowing them with life, objects heretofore as anodyne as her animal existence, in the same way that those notes on a corkboard in a bar in the Azores held in place by drawing pins had been part and parcel of daily life, were nothing special, and then suddenly, as seawater began to dissolve them, became very different, special [all those drawing pins, as I now imagine them, surely remained embedded in the corkboard, constituting an accidental underwater geography, a kind of map of drawing-pin routes], and when we got home, many months after this trip to Sardinia, the cat’s litter tray was still there, scattering of final poos, its final act, I remember thinking at the time, death – that combustion with its twofold ramifications, the smoke that departs and the ashes that remain – is a mystery, and sets in motion its own special series of coincidences, a couple of years ago, before moving into our current home we lived in a third-floor flat in a very noisy neighbourhood and the woman below us worked in a clothes shop, she was short and had quite a few belly-button piercings that were always on view, rain or shine, and she just loved talking, really, she could talk, I couldn’t bump into her on the stairs without being assailed, 30 minutes minimum and still I’d come away with no clear information about anything, she was married to a guy called Paco, also young and also quite short, quite thin, too, who never said a word but always smiled nicely if you happened to bump into him, the smile of a docile man but possibly tinged with bitterness, too, he was after all someone with a very bad heart, he’d had operations, quite a few, and as a couple they enjoyed watching trashy TV, listening to Mónica Naranjo, that kind of thing, they were happy together, and then one day I stopped seeing him around and soon found out that his cardiac problems had come back and he was very ill, barely 28 and couldn’t leave the flat, couldn’t get out of bed, and one day, in the middle of the day, just after the Tele 5 show El Tiempo had finished, he asked his partner to go down to the local hamburger place, El Perro Loco, to get him a Big Crazy, the works, he said, plenty of everything, which insane request she flatly refused, especially as they’d only just eaten, and he persisted, even cried a little, but no way, she wasn’t budging, and he died that afternoon, and the next day, as though to make up for having not granted him his final wish, she went down to El Perro Loco dressed in black and asked the boy at the till for a Big Crazy, the works, plenty of everything, and as she stood waiting her eye came to rest on the boy’s name badge and it said PACO, just the kind of coincidence I mean when I say I believe in the coincidences generated by death, and when after several months of traipsing around on that island we returned home to the litter tray and the final poos it struck me that, just as the cat had left its final act for us, we had left something important and irretrievable on that island to the south of Sardinia, an island we’d gone to in search of the perfect enclave, the necessary place, for the Project, our Project, as we liked to call it, because the fact that everything resembles some other thing is a universal law, it is the principal on which mimesis rests as has all artistic creation ever since humankind first began interpreting and making the world anew, and if this is true it also holds that all artistic creation is autonomous and even the form that supposedly tacks closest to the real, the documentary, is not real but a kind of realism: it may emulate reality but remains no more than a cut-and-paste job, the product of an edit, a construction, such that it could be said that ‘no creation is reality, but rather a representation of reality and, like all such representations, is a fiction,’ and here we have the very churning mess that art has been thrashing around in for centuries, initially art on its own, until TV talk shows and politics and advertising got in on the act – that said, there are special cases, cases that break the mould, singularities in a sense, things and objects that resemble no thing and no one but themselves, I was 18 when I first worked this out, living in Santiago de Compostela, first year of a physics degree, victim of a certain late punk aesthetic, going around in tight black jeans, my colourful socks on show, red or violet depending on the day, a belt with two rows of silver-stud pyramids and a black leather jacket and a pink Mickey Mouse watch and creeper shoes or ‘buggies’ we’d had sent from London, thick soles on them and buckles, this whole slew of Movida paraphernalia, I also had a black Vespa and a blonde girlfriend, which meant the post-punk spirit as it manifested in me shared tics with both the mods and the rockers, and perhaps it was this that made that deeply artificial postmodern moment so fascinating and so heated, I was living with my older sister, 14 years older than me, I’d go to classes in the morning and study in the afternoons and evenings and I remember marking the passing of my study hours with a histogram I had fashioned to represent the days of the week, and at night I’d go down to a bar in a nearby arcade, the Bergantiños, ill-lit, brown Formica tables and matching chairs, always full of flies, and, for lack of anywhere better in that working-class neighbourhood, a long way from the city centre, and also due to the law of survival that obliges us to adapt our fantasies and hopes to whatever we happen to have at hand, I’d begun to experience the place as homely and special, I’d already read Richard Feynman’s autobiography by this point, Surely You’re Joking, Mr. Feynman!, in which this brilliant physicist talks about a teaching stint at Caltech, and how he decided to ask for the same dessert every day, crème caramel, in order to avoid the unending bother of having to choose a dessert every day, a decision both trivial and maddening, and I, in a humble attempt to imitate this brilliant physicist, this legend, every time I went to the Bergantiños would order a 33cm3 bottle of Coca-Cola, complete with a well-squeezed slice of lemon inside, and I would drink it straight from the bottle, keeping my eye on the pocked yellow of the lemon rind as the Coca-Cola washed over it, and this meant, having resolved the decision of what to drink once and for all, that I could focus completely on the TV or on the conversations going on at the tables around me, practically all of them occupied by toothless solitary old men who mumbled away, sometimes making other sounds, too, all the tables were peopled by such individuals, all except one at the back that was even less well lit and occupied each night by students older than myself, students who were repeating years and still read Workers’ World and talked about the revolution that was always just around the corner, and while I remained impassive in the face of their indelicate aesthetic and theoretical positions, they looked at me as if I were some creature from outer space, just touched down inside their Gulag, but there was still a mutual respect, and the reason they frequented that old man’s bar was simple: the metaphysical communism or communist metaphysics propounded by the landlord, big Xoan, a man in his late seventies who wore a James Dean-style toupee, and who among other things claimed to have been in Berlin in ’71 and that the Wall was a figment of someone’s imagination, and wore a gold hammer-and-sickle sovereign ring on his left hand, and whom I remember asking once whether a hammer and sickle in gold wasn’t a bit of a contradiction, to which he, in his usual tortured tone, said, No, boy, do you understand nothing?, and no more was said on the matter, and who on a different occasion remarked, at length, about the education system going to hell, this being evidenced by the fact that nowadays they referred to water as H2O, and another time, months later, when I had nearly finished my degree, and wanted to know what was coming up on TV one day and saw a newspaper on the table of my peers the neo-revolutionaries, I went over to ask if I could look at it, only to realize – but too late – that the newspaper in question was the Workers’ World, and there was no turning back by this point and I just came out with it, Has that got the TV listings in it? and one of them, glaring at me in my black eyeliner, apparently trying to establish whether perhaps I was making a joke at his expense, exhaled a lungful of filterless Celtas cigarette smoke in my direction and, before the fug had cleared, said, No, brother, no telly listings here, and it was quiet for a moment then, and I went back to my table, back to Miami Vice on the small Grundig set and sips of Coca-Cola, and this was the day, as I sat considering my drink, the dark liquid and the submerged lemon submarine inside, that the thought came to me: this mix of flavours, the flavour inside my mouth at that moment, was unlike anything known to former civilizations, it was unlike any other refreshment, which would always have carried an echo of some fruit or spice, would always be mimetic of something, but not Coca-Cola, it really wasn’t like anything except itself, thus broke with mimesis, the principle that had so utterly dominated in art, in advertising, in talk shows, in the way I dressed, in the way those Workers’ World-reading insurrectionists dressed, indeed it (Coca-Cola) was like something born out of a symbolic void and this struck me as a definitive evolutionary shift, a giant leap, the first truly fictitious alimentary product, and this (Coca-Cola) was the special case I mentioned earlier, the first consumer product produced out of nothing, out of the very need to consume a truly new, wholly unaffiliated object, a nowhere object, pure unadulterated consumerism, like the thing that happens with couples, when you fall for someone and you consume that person and that person consumes you, and then you move on to someone else, and that’s the way it is, madness to try and place it inside some kind of moral framework, especially in an artistic milieu, I’m constantly amazed when artists claim the moral high ground for their work, it takes a really quite remarkable level of arrogance to believe yourself to be the only person in the world who can tell right from wrong, I have always tried to write totally amorally, like Coca-Cola, moral roots unmanifest, maybe this is why I like the US, because, like me, its inhabitants are uncouth, unconnected, unweighed-down by any historical backpack, constantly tourists in their own lives, this is also why I am 100% with the artist John Currin when he says he only needs 10 minutes in MoMA before he’s had his fill, any longer than that and his own progress as an artist is going to be stunted, History’s like a huge supermarket, that’s the way it ought to be viewed, yes, that’s got a ring to it, History as supermarket, I’d get a tattoo of that if I didn’t hate tattoos so much, and this method of telling stories amorally, documentarily, is not something I’ve taken from literature but from a film I happened across in the early ’90s, Japanese director Takeshi Kitano’s Hana-bi, a form of narration in which the only imperative is to follow the way its own language breathes, an idea I then came across soon after in Giorgio Manganelli’s fascinating book Centuria and that was corroborated for me, quite a long time later, the night I met the woman now sitting across from me in a bar on an island to the south of Sardinia that bore a resemblance to a bar in the Azores, when I put a stethoscope that a doctor friend had left in my house to her chest and heard noises in her lungs that I could have sworn were voices, voices issuing out of the void, out of the noise-chaos of her breathing, voices that, I knew, gave me a very clear indication of how to tell a story, without roots, rhizomatically, True enough, I said to her in that bar on that island to the south of Sardinia that bore a resemblance to a bar in the Azores, there are some things that can’t be put inside a story with a plot, sex for instance, I never write about sex, I mean I never write a sex scene in the hope of making a reader feel the most intimate aspect of this sex scene, and not because of any moral imperative, not out of an aesthetic one, either, but just, I said, because it seems absurd to me, sex is like dreams, it cannot be ported into a representational mode, it never comes out well on the page, or on-screen, in either place it ends up being untrue, ridiculous, or naff, or trivial, or laughable, or childish, whichever way you look at it both things are impossible to render in a story for the simple reason that they, sex and dreams, sit at the very border of human experience, places in which we are no longer ourselves, which makes them the most important things we can do as humans as well as the most distant and incomprehensible, this is what makes any attempt to recreate them ridiculous, they can be described, yes, as porn movies do, with a tried and tested integrity, or like a person recounting dreams on the psychoanalyst’s couch, but not recreated, I said, and in this way they’re very much like Coca-Cola, they resemble nothing but themselves, and at that point she, in that bar that bore a strong resemblance to a bar in the Azores, without removing the pop-star sunglasses covering her eyes, said, That being so, it means that Coca-Cola does resemble something other than itself, it resembles sex and dreams, it has this thing you’re saying in common with them, no?, and I, hoping to come up with a more or less convincing counter-argument, changed the subject and, hoping to avoid talking about our Project as well, our great Project, the whole reason we were there, on that island to the south of another island named Sardinia and, as chance had it, in that bar that resembled another in the Azores, the Project we had each been avoiding since the moment we disembarked, this in spite of having thrashed it out very precisely already, in spite of the fact this Project had been the centre of gravity for our lives throughout the entire preceding year, all summer and winter, a centre of gravity around which we merely orbited, drawn this way and that, as a way of not talking about our Project I said something about the days that had preceded this day or, in fact, the months preceding this day, this bar, so similar to one in the Azores, because soon after arriving on the island we had rented a car and gone in search of the perfect spot for our Project, the ideal location for setting our plans in motion, this incredible and sprawling Project that had eventually somehow brought us to this place, so I mentioned something about the place we’d gone to straight after setting foot on the island and picking up the car, a typical summer location, a modest peninsula with a nature reserve along one side frequented by egrets and herons, and, on the other side, beach umbrellas and jet skis and snack bars playing loud music, we’d rented an apartment, offensively decorated and altogether functional, everything you needed, the floors worn away by all the salt and sand, we spent 6 days swimming in the mornings and drinking chilled white wine by night, and not mentioning our Project even once, our whole reason for being on the island, some very intense force field had made us take the easy option, basically lounging about, the horizon was truly calm, like some inverted augur of the Project, our Project as we liked to call it, a project we really were going to have to get to grips with – at some point – but what a time we were having, like birthdays and Epiphany all rolled into one, we made love everywhere, slept late and ate at strange hours, like the days were a succession of moments edited out of a Venezuelan fotonovela, or like something out of a video game, we’d become teenagers all of a sudden, children even, back in the one possible paradise, childhood, when time, yet to impinge on reality, is infinite, that same paradise which as adults we reconstruct every time we have a day off, every holiday, the unruly children we become, this is what we work 11 months a year for, to be children again come month 12, but this regression, so intense, was nothing new for us, we’d been there before, we’d been to Thailand 4 years earlier, a country I hadn’t wanted to go to, quite the opposite, like every country with its own flag it seemed absurd and lacking in interest, and we’d spent a few days in Bangkok before making the 12-hour journey by bus to Chiang Mai, a city of some 200,000 inhabitants in the north of the country, and then, against all expectations and indeed, on my part, conviction, the whole thing had been delightful, a paradise, though this was then followed by another unforeseeable turn, namely a disaster that in one way or another changed how I looked at the world, or certain aspects of it, and that gave rise to a further chance occurrence that outdid the disaster itself, I – I’ve said it before – I’m a great believer in chance occurrences, over time I’ve come to believe that everything important in life happens by chance, for example when, the year after this Thailand trip, I was asked to take part in the launch of a book called La brújula (The Compass), by a writer named Jorge Carrión, and here is an extract of what I read at that launch: 

         
            … now, if nobody minds I’d like to tell a personal anecdote, an anecdote that no one knows about, not even Jorge Carrión, our author; absolutely no one. It took place in the summer of 2004, in July. I am a person who does not like to travel, as my friends well know; and yet in spite of this I made the error of going to Thailand for a month. (Something to point out: a few days before setting off I had begun taking some notes, creative notes, notes I thought of as quite strange, and I had no sense of where they would take me.)

            4 days into this trip, my female companion and I finding ourselves in the northern city of Chiang Mai (incidentally, very Blade Runner-like in ambience: constant rain, tall buildings, market stalls in the street forming what look like shanty towns), on this fourth day, I was saying, a motorbike drove into us as we stepped out onto a pedestrian crossing that might or might not have been there. We were sent flying through the air. We watched as the guy on the bike drove away through one of those picture-postcard shanties. She came out of it with a few bumps and bruises, but I broke my hip, a diagnosis not given by the doctors there, who said there was nothing wrong with me, but via a number of phone calls to friends or family in Spain who were orthopaedic surgeons. They told me to rest and not move at all, just stay in bed, for our remaining 25 days in the country. So it goes, my life delimited to this hotel bed, a window with a view over the city, considerable heat, considerable amount of air conditioning, considerable pain, considerable number of pills, and around the bed bottles of water, the remote control for the TV, and little else. My girlfriend came and went, bringing food from nearby stalls while I gazed out the window, like in Hitchcock’s Rear Window, Jimmy Stewart being brought food and magazines by Grace Kelly. My girlfriend didn’t bring me magazines, because I’d brought some with me, just in case, along with one or two books, books you never read at home but that, excited, stupidly, by the prospect of some new place, you think you might on holiday. Among the magazines I’d brought was the most recent issue of Lateral, a publication I’d written one or two articles for, and it had a ‘Summer Stories’ pull-out. Many of the writers were unfamiliar to me, but when one is a long way from home, and when the immediate future is uncertain, a kind of anxiety kicks in, one partially alleviated by familiar things, like, for instance, a magazine you bought at a newspaper stand in your own neighbourhood that you now look upon with special fondness. As you can imagine, for want of anything else to do, I read those stories in Lateral quite a few times, and I wrote a good deal too, picking up where I had left off with the previously mentioned notes I’d begun making in Spain. It invariably rained between 6 and 7 in the evening, while I read, watched special programmes on Fox dedicated to the history of surfing, and wrote.

            There was one story, by a writer completely new to me, that really stood out: ‘Brasília is the Name of a Blind Cat’. Something drew me to the piece – in spite of the strangeness, the utter plainness of the prose. It described the writer going and staying with some friends in Brasília, and viewing the city from one of the windows in their house (or so I liked to imagine); though the writer did walk the streets, whenever he described anything it was like he was looking through a window, at a distance that was simultaneously tender and scientific; I felt very close to the writer in those moments. I, meanwhile, at my own window, carried on writing, working on the series of notes. It was also in these moments that I realized how happy convalescents are, who get to do nothing. And there was something gratifying in seeing the notes develop and begin to take shape. I ran out of paper and started writing on the little notepads you get next to phones in hotels, and in the margins of my books, and on napkins, and on our return plane tickets, and eventually, as we came to the end of our month there, I saw that I had a novel on my hands – which for reasons irrelevant to this current discussion I called Nocilla Dream, and which is now about to be published. On 28 July I was put on a plane. We left a lot of things in that room, some chewed pens, a short-sleeved orange shirt with BRUCE LEE: A RETROSPECTIVE written on it (I was annoyed), the good-looking Thai maid who came to make my bed each day, blushing all the while, and a couple of magazines, including that special issue of Lateral. Have any of you ever wondered what becomes of the things people leave behind in hotels?

            Time passed, 1 year and 9 months to be precise, when, having forgotten these things and having made a complete recovery, I get an email from someone who says he’s the writer now sitting on my left, one Jorge Carrión, though not how he came across me. He tells me he’s had a book published called The Compass, and would I be able to take part in the Palma launch, this launch, now. I say yes, and when the book arrives I find to my great surprise that this is the same writer whose Brasília short story kept me company at my Thai window, and the piece is actually included in the book, the book we’re launching right now, as well as the fact that it isn’t a short story but a description, a very faithful one, of some time spent by the writer in Brasília. And I thought then what a wonderful thing chance is, and that perhaps, just perhaps, simply to be alive entails a kind of overabundance, a glut…

         

         … and this is the type of chance occurrence I mean, chance occurrences that, like paradoxes and entropy, are the fabric of life, and that run of days in Sardinia, 6 days to be precise, lazy beach days, that wholesale and to-scale reproduction of the childhood paradise had a sort of un-historied flavour, a lightness that came of having shucked off the tradition, the weighty Western backpack I’ve been talking about, seaside-bubble days which due to a kind of law of anti-symmetry seemed all the more eternal the longer the shadow grew of our real reason for being there, looming over our beach towels, lengthening across our pineapple juices, darkening our gin and tonics and our swims and the sex we were having, the thing that had taken us to that island, our mission, our Project, as we liked to call it, about which neither of us had so much as breathed a word since arriving, so one morning, after gorging ourselves on the buffet breakfast, one of us, I can’t remember which, flung the napkin resolutely aside and said, Time’s come, and later that morning I put what little luggage we’d brought in the back seat of the hire car, a Lancia, my leather suitcase, her wheelie one, and her plastic bag containing precisely 107 pairs of recently acquired knickers, and she kept the boot solely for the hard guitar case she’d brought to throw people off the scent, throw people off the scent in the sense that it didn’t have a guitar inside but in fact everything we needed for our Project, preparation for which had consumed and positioned us, to all intents and purposes, outside the world for the whole of the preceding year, a guitar case I’d given her some years before, though it had a guitar inside at that point, a black Les Paul with a white pickguard, a guitar she had never so much as picked up, never played a single chord on, having previously taken a fancy to it when, on a trip from Málaga to Madrid, we’d gone for a drive around Albacete and, stopping at a petrol station out in the middle of a desert of sorts, we heard guitar chords floating out of the little hut occupied by the pump attendant which only stopped when we gave 3 blasts of the horn, at which point a young guy emerged, though close-up he didn’t look so young, bowl haircut, pair of Adidas Campus, and he put the unleaded in for us with a curt, Fill her up?, and she had then gone to the bathroom and, coming by the hut, saw it, leaning up against a Peavey amplifier, black and gleaming in the strip of sunlight from the doorway, she thought it looked very lovely, and when she came back she asked the guy, What’s with the guitar?, and he answered, I make records, with supreme indifference, that was all he said, I make records, and before I had started the engine up again we heard the chords drifting out once more, and eventually they dissipated behind us in the distance, and she, donning her sunglasses [I believe it was on that trip that she bought them], said she wanted one, that was what she wanted for her next birthday, her 34th, and that she wanted a hard case for it, black and waterproof, ‘for when rockers go outside in the rain’ said the man in the shop where I eventually bought it, winking at me, and the interior was lined with purple imitation velvet, and it was the same case she had now, here, containing all the essentials for the Project, our Project, an out-and-out laboratory containing all the utensils we’d been selecting and even designing ourselves with utmost care over the course of the preceding winter, we were the binomial par excellence, the best two-seat sofa anyone could wish to own, and so, without having planned where we were going, still suffering the after-effects of the 6 chemically neutral, carefree days we’d spent, in technical terms flat days, productive, too, and days that were antithetical to our days to come, we set off, and we didn’t mind about this radical change of direction and style, it didn’t bother us, we’d read the Andy Warhol phrase about how it’s crazy to think of an artistic change of direction as a betrayal, and that you should be able to be an abstract artist one week, and a figurative or a pop artist the next – an idea we subscribed to wholeheartedly, as we did to the rest of The Philosophy of Andy Warhol: From A to B and Back Again, for us the very pinnacle not just of integrity but of intellectual profundity, too, a work we considered to be on a par with Voltaire’s Dictionnaire philosophique and Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, and we set off, weirdly, ambidextrously, we drove south, like Bonnie and Clyde drawing their guns, with a Project sweating inside two layers of darkness, breathing that darkness, the darkness inside the hard guitar case sheathed in the further darkness of a Lancia car boot, and this double image, this duplicity, while maddening to me had a soothing effect on her, and soon we found ourselves driving along mountain roads from which we could see the sea but not the point at which it met the land, a hot day, we were gaining altitude all the time but something inexplicable meant that the higher we went the less clear the view out to sea became, blurring the horizon, any ship masts, or indeed the coastline itself, while the vegetation, following the same law of 3’s or perhaps some other, knottier law, became increasingly shaggy but at the same time lower and more scrub-like, and the ground covered in rabbits and shot through with warrens, and at points we would crest what seemed to be the tops of hills but were in fact all part of one vast, high plateau, to all intents and purposes an infinite plateau, yet still we could hear the sea, I think it’s the wind, she said, and then the going became harder still, the road narrowing, tapering away in the direction of hills we’d ascend only, suddenly, to find ourselves coming down the other side, and though it was my first time in that place I felt as though I had seen it all before, and this repetitiveness (a figurative repetitiveness) somehow gave me confidence, and at the same time a certainty that my mind would never slip into the kind of extreme indolence that she and I had been prey to on other occasions because, I thought to myself, I’m the captain of this ship, if I stay strong nothing bad can happen to us, and we spent a couple of hours like this, seeing no houses or buildings of any kind, the landscape unprepossessing, nothing to see, until at one point the road dropped down quite suddenly and we found ourselves in a eucalyptus forest, which surely meant a campsite or some other mark of civilization would be near at hand, and we carried on descending, hairpin after hairpin, for another 10km, until the forest suddenly receded, giving way to some overgrown gardens with broken-down children’s swing sets, sandpits, toys and so on, and we came out in front of a metal barrier, the striped red and white sort that bars your way at borders and customs points, but rusted and broken down, flat across the ground, and the Lancia bounced a couple of times as we drove over it, her breasts bounced, too, not a trick of the light, they bounced, and we found ourselves on a straight stretch of road that led directly to the sea, an empty beach, and to our right along the coast we saw a cement building, very large, out of all foreseeable proportion, a great slab of a building with a rectangular foundation, prismatic, many-windowed, all the windows identical, a building which, when we caught sight of it on the horizon earlier that day, we took to signify rooms for rent and poor hotel food, a place in which to stop and do a logistical rethink of our Project, to make a few final touches and tie up loose ends, but when we came to the building we realized it was abandoned or, rather, in a state of dismantlement; some of the blinds were open, others broken, giving a view of the empty interior, a sunlit skeleton we were able to walk straight into, and part of a huge, graffiti-covered pane of glass still stood in the main entrance, giving back neither our reflections nor any sense of what was behind it, and the windows on the top floors had tongues of soot reaching up towards the roof, surely there had been a fire, a hyper-rational building filled with that same sweet-sarcophagus air you get in out-of-season beachside hotels, then she pointed out something written near the top of one of the side walls, CENTRO RICREATIVO STATALE, XVI E.F in large type, the Roman numerals denoting the 16th year since the inception of the fascist calendar, i.e. we understood that it was a recreational facility for the offspring of Mussolini, the altogether excessive square-footage as redolent of Platonic quietude and Chirico landscapes as the perverse vitality always on show in the exercise of absolute power, the overall effect a question of proportion or, rather, disproportion, and, months later, sitting in the bar on the same island to the south of Sardinia that greatly resembled one in the Azores, where we’d gone for food, to watch bits of paper rolling around between the cars on the pier, to watch the ships coming in, to nothing, minutes before the news of the cat’s death I had said something about proportionality in general, its importance in my own equilibrium, Maybe every unstable person is like that, I said, because of some measuring error, before confessing to a secret mania of mine, a mania that, in spite of our years of cohabitation, she had never so much as guessed at: that I need to sleep in beds that have the same proportions as an A4 piece of paper, with sides correspondingly scaled, It’s the only way to ensure one rests flatly, the only way to deflect nightmares, which are engendered by imbalances between the heights and widths of beds and, by extension, between everything else, and, I said, it’s also the only way I can write, and she laughed at this, in the bar on the island to the south of Sardinia that greatly resembled one in the Azores, because there were still another 2 minutes to go until our friend called to tell us about the cat’s death, we were still unaware, and while she was laughing my mind went back to a moment, months before, when I’d turned the key in the ignition of the hire car again and driven us away from that badly proportioned building, the ‘fascist building’ as it came to be known in our conversations, a building that, like all excessive things, exerted a telluric-aesthetic force on us that in turn made us want to forget it, a force that however turned out to be equal and opposite to our actual ability to do so, the same had happened to us years before with a different fascist edifice, a hotel in Cabo de Gata that was still under construction, right on the seashore, a stepped white building reaching like the prow of a beautiful and grounded ocean liner from the beach up into the terrain inland, the ideal place, clearly, to repair for a year in order to come up with a project like ours, in order to turn it over in our minds day and night, to the point of exhaustion, a place in which to create a project that would outdo the place itself for greatness though, sadly, it was due to be knocked down, owing to pressure from ecologists, a kind of universal law exists whereby all fascist phenomena, if they are to be destroyed, require another kind of fascism, equal in scale, this is the way of things, because there can be neither disputes nor war between two forces that are not idempotent, and we left behind that building erected for Mussolini’s pups, and we never did learn the reason for that old behemoth’s existence, its original function let alone its current-day one, we found no mention of it in any reference books or any of the local maps or history books, or even in any travel guides, nothing at all, though we also didn’t actually put that much into trying to unravel the mystery, and as we drove back down the road everything looked familiar, and that made it tolerable, and we turned onto a different road alongside which the landscape remained the same, as did the distant murmur of the ever-invisible sea, and which led us to an area with beaches similar to the one on which we’d spent our 6 childish days though the land here was more rugged, more dignified somehow, and I commented how the people on the beach looked like wax dolls, and it was here that she, unexpectedly, took the CD case out of her handbag, CD-R’s in the main, and minutes later we were listening to Broadcast, and she half-hummed along as we came by beach stalls and apartments whose balconies were strung with wet beachwear resembling national flags or micro-national flags, and then into a town where we stopped for water and fruit, just that, a mobile cinema had set up there and we saw they were showing a Disney movie that night, I don’t remember which [strange, I now think, never to have seen a Disney movie in my life], and after which, as soon as we had exited it, the landscape was as it had been before, as were we, and we asked ourselves if all the people lying on the beach and otherwise billeted in that town were, like us, looking for places to put on projects, and if they had thought the thing over so much that they’d decided just to stay there forever, maybe they could begin fishing the local waters and live off that, I thought, and then, again, as the voice of a female singer went round and round on the CD, we were hit once more by the unpleasant smell of rosemary and myrtle, 35°C in the shade, the sound – but only the sound – of the sea, we felt tired, the windows were open a crack and cool little gusts bathed our faces, our bruised-looking faces, she was wearing a bikini, a great two-piece she’d bought on a Sunday night in Las Vegas 2 years earlier, a two-piece that encapsulated her fascination for that city, a place she always referred to as ‘so provincial’: there’s always something to be bought and the shops stay open at all hours yet the moment you stray from the main drag, the Strip, that great, city-bisecting seam of concrete and lights, it quickly begins to feel like you’re on a ranch, the neon signs seem tired, the desert sand, or sand-dust, is all over everything, and she took it upon herself to remind me of this while sitting in that bar on an island to the south of Sardinia that greatly resembled one in the Azores, a bar we’d gone into for something to eat, to watch the ships go by, and the bits of paper being blown around between the cars, to nothing, Yes, she said, still not having removed her pop-star sunglasses, just as they say the Mediterranean relies on Neptune sea grass to survive – if one perishes so does the other – if Las Vegas sinks the entire surrounding desert will sink too, all deserts will sink, am I wrong? she said, tell me now, right or wrong?, to which I nodded, while inside I was thinking the Project was beginning to affect her, and that the things she’d been coming out with, while lucid, were becoming increasingly apropos-of-nothing, I don’t know, I drank some of my fizzy water, saw a ball rolling along next to a moored sailboat, saw a one-armed man looking at a seagull, then another one-armed man who appeared to be in a hurry, while she went on making the case that the paradise described in the Koran – that garden promised to all good Muslim boys, full of nicely proportioned females and happiness without The End and a crystalline desert oasis – isn’t in the sky but in Las Vegas, and, not long after, midday came round and we left the bar, now apprised of dead-cat news, and walked along the pier in silence, looking at the ships and the fishing nets and the uneven cobblestones, all of a jumble like the thoughts inside our heads, and we felt part of nothing and nothing felt part of us, a Super-8 movie in which the world vibrated and flickered, and we were the silence, its silence, the silence between one flicker and the next, frame and frame and vibration and flicker, her carrying the hard guitar case in her left hand with all the trappings of our Project, our Great Project as we liked to call it, and me with hands in pockets, very much the redneck, pure redneck, in the words of that Belle and Sebastian LP we’d played to death the previous year while incubating the Project, our Project, neither of us saying a word, not saying a word is important, any creative person knows that, all good paintings and good poems say more in the elisions than in what they directly enunciate, good houses and good scientific theories are the same, silence is the thing they truly rest on, the rhythms of silence [the less said about the so-called ‘art of sculpture’ the better, this being the world’s most ridiculous activity, this and cross-stitching], and out of all the silences the most important one, for me, was the one rendered by a thinker from the first half of the 20th century called Ludwig Wittgenstein [similar to Andy Warhol’s silence after he was shot], who as a closing remark in one of his works said that it would all be for nothing unless, once the reader had got to the end, he or she was then prompted to throw the book away, that the important part came after the work, in the ensuing silence, but there are other, apparently more modest kinds of silences, only apparently more modest, for example when I was a teenager and found it impossible to read comics, I could make neither head nor tail of them, found it impossible to follow the thread, I did buy some and I did try, I even went so far as to sketch out some illustrated stories of my own to see if this might lead me to the secret heart of their mechanism, but it didn’t, and then a friend of mine, an illustrator named Pere Joan, told me the important thing with comics was to know how to read the white spaces between the panels, These silences are what you have to learn to read, he said, they contain everything you need to understand, those were his words, and since then I have been reading comics, I’m no expert, truth be told I know nothing about comics, the one I managed to get on best with was a Manga comic called Aruku Hito (The Walker) which features a man who never does anything and that’s precisely what makes him interesting, his neutrality, he works in an office and spends his free time walking the city in his suit, looking impassively at everything, simply looking, this was the silence, that of a man who does nothing because an entire civilization was already there beneath his feet, pulsating, pulsating, the same silence that had revealed itself to us a number of months before being in a bar so reminiscent of a bar in the Azores as we drove along the edge of some mountainous terrain on our way to a different spot on that same island, a different latitude, hunting for somewhere to mount our Project, her in her Las Vegas bikini, me with a Lucky Strike in my left hand, this too was the distorted silence of the disassembled ‘fascist building’, as we liked to call it, this the silence of the final cat poo there on those scented litter granules, solitary like a beachgoer in winter, yes, something had told us to come here, to look on all these things, to contemplate them, to try to understand the true meaning of the words cat, bikini, death, organism, Coca-Cola, poo, Project, silence, yes, silence above all, if, that is, any of these words have a meaning, but I also realized then that something had made us come here, we had been called, to give us a chance to fathom the meaning of Las Vegas, which, like bikinis, has its nicer parts, the CCTV cameras that watch you day and night, and its not so nice parts, the slot machines stubbornly bolted to the floor, and you arrive in Las Vegas, which is perhaps the best city in the world to live in, with its money-based poetics, its declaration of money as pure poetry in the sense that any coin, no matter how humble, is a kind of meeting point for a million different buying choices, for consumer products and for dreams, just as a stanza in a poem is a meeting point for a million metaphors, for re-readings, this city of labyrinths joined by moving walkways, of CCTV cameras sending thousands of image-residues out into the desert, that dry raddled nothingness, and you realize that something completely different is going on there, completely different from the image you get in the kind of magazines that cater for vegetarian women and family men, yes, Las Vegas can sometimes seem like this pleasingly adulterated consumer product, generator of paradoxes, entropy, life, a bottle of Coca-Cola with a slice of lemon inside, a Proustian madeleine not baked by his maid but manufactured instead, full of preservatives and flavouring, or a bit of bread with Nocilla spread on it, with its thick, material fleshiness, and in that bar on an island to the south of Sardinia I tried to evoke for her the strange period when we’d met, 7 years earlier, a time when I had run aground, eating the kind of stuff that, while it prevented me from sinking, also prevented my boat from making headway, leaving me at once static and ecstatic, only able to see the theoretical structure of things, including of feelings, the skeleton, as though the neon signs and screens and walls of the hotels in Las Vegas had suddenly fallen away and left the pipework and the electric cables exposed, an apparent purity in fact bursting with dust, hairs, grot, rats, chipped-off pieces of coins and insects, this was what my life had consisted of 7 years before, and one day I found myself eating a slice of Nocilla-daubed bread that she had made for me and I thought about the fascination I felt for the sludge going around in the concrete mixer of my mouth, the anti-metaphysical nature of that bolus – which, while it was inside my mouth, lacked any clear centre of gravity – that brown conglomeration which was nothing but a thickly daubed slice of bread, surface, appearance, simulacrum, whatever you want, I said to her in that bar on an island to the south of Sardinia, and which was also residue, excreta, preservatives and flavouring that, by pure paradox, generate life, and this was how, thanks to a slice of bread, Nocilla-daubed, I came to repudiate metaphysics, how my personal evolutionary shift came about, the true leap, because our actions seem analogue, and probably that’s what they’ll turn out to be, but in practical terms they are digital, they proceed intermittently, one comic-book panel at a time, in the in-between silences we sow, leaving them there to help the interpretation, like a two-piece bikini and that gap between top and bottom, like the near-definitive silence inside that bar on an island to the south of Sardinia which was identical to one in the Azores and where we’d gone for something to eat, to watch the ships go by, to watch the movement of bits of paper between the cars, to nothing, a bar in which the one sole truth was strongly present: that we had been floundering during those previous few months, that looking for the perfect place to mount the Project had been a laboured and, I’d almost say, sterile search, like looking for a non-existant TV-viewing guide in a copy of Workers’ World, like going looking for a petrol station in a desert in Albacete and finding a Gibson Les Paul and a waterproof hard case ‘because rockers sometimes go out in the rain,’ said the man who sold it to me, wink, one goes in search of oneself but in a woman only to end up finding one’s opposite, a woman tries to kill some time in the small hours of a Sunday in Las Vegas and ends up the owner of a bikini with a daisy printed on either part of the top, and you’re in a bookshop and you happen upon a book called The Music of Chance, by a North American writer called Paul Auster, in a Portuguese translation, you’re already weighed down with plastic bags, themselves full of recently acquired clothes, and you stop outside a window display and see books written in languages you don’t speak, but still you cast your eye over them, and one jumps out at you, just one, and that’s it, there’s no way out, even though it’s in a language you don’t speak you’re going to have to buy it, your hand has been forced by the fact that this item has been placed on a lectern shaped like a miniature Eiffel Tower and studded with lightbulbs, while at the same time the life-sized lights on the Eiffel Tower crowning the hotel behind you are reflecting off the front cover, you have to buy it even though you know you’ll never read it and it’s likely to spend the rest of your holidays stowed in a suitcase, plus though you know you’re going to leave it behind on the bedside table in your hotel room, unopened, spine unbroken, its unprepossessing title, The Music of Chance, still emblazoned on the front cover, such a schoolboy title, none of this makes any difference, you have to buy it, because suddenly it is the magnetic pole for your desire, you have to buy it even if only out of compassion, solidarity, to keep people in work, to counteract your own egoism, to perpetuate the fungus of mid-desert lights that is Las Vegas, and so when I was out walking those streets not long after midnight and saw that book by that North American man named Paul Auster – both the author and the book were new to me – I had to buy it even if only to keep it on the bedside table until such time as I would be forced to add it to the unread shelf at home, and as I began flicking through it in the shop it initially looked terrible, commercial as anything, but then, on further inspection, I started to see it could perhaps be interpreted as docu-fiction, or something like that, and this is what clinched it, because I’m fascinated by docu-fictions, you’ve got Big Brother, you’ve got El desencanto (The Disappointment), you’ve got El encargo del cazador (The Hunter’s Task), you’ve got Después de tantos años (After All These Years) with the great Michi Panero, Saint Michi, shouting ‘Let them go then! Let them go then!’, you’ve got the Bible of course, all very normal things that, once submitted to the filming and editing process, generate a sort of poetry that belongs to time itself, to silence, that is, to all that is simultaneously sludgy and neutral, this was the reason why, 18 years earlier, I was drinking a Coca-Cola with a slice of lemon in the bottle, and why, in Las Vegas, 2 years before coming to that bar on an island to the south of Sardinia that greatly resembled one in the Azores, I left this book, the Portuguese version of The Music of Chance, on a bedside table in a hotel room, as though waiting for it to say something to me, Portuguese is to all intents and purposes a language I do not know, while in the distance there was the sound of thousands of people standing at the fruit machines, cocktails in hand, people who had lost all sense of time or of its usual scale, day, night, whatever, people who were the waste-products of domestic biologies, and I went on reading this book, the lamp coming briefly on and then off again, the sound of the fruit machines in the background, like someone listening to a song but not entirely understanding it, and from time to time she’d pick it up as well, and read it as slowly as me, neither of us saying a word, just exchanging glances when one or the other, coming to the end of some fragment, put it back down on their respective bedside table, and she would lie pensively down on the bed as though in those silences building herself anew, as though in Las Vegas she were a different person, none of her trademark brilliant lines, the kind she so often managed to conjure at just the right moment, and as she lay there she seemed to have been stripped of both weight and mass, two things still quite mysterious to scientists, because nobody knows why we have mass, not even the theoretical physicists, who are like human machines, creators of the world, know why, they go along postulating the existence of the so-called Higgs boson, responsible, via the complex interactions of fields and quarks, for us having mass, they haven’t yet found this chimerical Higgs boson, but they will, mass is something that has always plagued humans, or at least it always did plague us, given that we knew when we came to the point of materializing our Project, that is, the moment when all of the theoretical architecture, which included not only blueprints but also texts in 12 different languages, apparatuses we ourselves had built, models and calculation programmes, when all of the things inside the waterproof Les Paul case turned into an object that weighed something, that had gravitational force, was for once irremediably, immensely full of mass, there was a chance it would implode under its own weight, a mortal weight for which it, the Project, could never be held responsible, as when a person grows so fat that their internal organs end up collapsing in a black hole, mass and weight are so important that even death cannot annul them, though some people do manage to annul them in life, for example me and her, such light beings, light to the point of buoyancy, that weightlessness, translated into our Project, was at this point inside a guitar case, inside the possibility of one day becoming reality, existed, in other words, as a concept (not-yet-but-possibly-soon-to-be-mass), and so she, in Las Vegas, sprawled on the pyramid-shaped bed inside the Luxor Hotel, itself a gigantic pyramid, while the denizens of the casinos wrung from the slot machines ein kleine nachtmuzik that would carry for miles across the desert, she lay with cigarette in mouth gazing up at the stucco ceiling, small pyramidal stucco blobs, having put aside a book called The Music of Chance, airy, weightless, no material connection with anything, and the cigarette consumed itself inside her body, her extraordinary body, 70% water, 30% smoke, and I could not understand it, how the smoke and water combined so well inside her body, how they combined so well inside the body of any person who, like her, is prepared to face the radical silence of a room in a pyramid-shaped hotel in Las Vegas, the light inside which, having pierced its walls, will never escape, in which even the ceilings in the rooms are made of a kind of stucco comprising millions of small pyramids, as though the ceiling were the brain of the hotel, the brain of Las Vegas, a brain that instead of convolutions had millions of small pyramids, the self-repeating fractal rivalled only in number by the thousands of CCTV cameras in the ground-floor casino ceiling, a camera every metre and a half, I looked at them and thought how strange it would be if suddenly no one were to be watching you, to suddenly exist in the resultant infinite solitude, the sad times such disregard would entail, and 2 years after being beneath thousands of stucco pyramids and thousands of CCTV cameras, travelling around an island to the south of Sardinia, we found all the hotels fully booked and so checked in to an ecotourism place, usually host to couples in their 40s who wore Prada trainers and had come for the bird watching, and we were eating al fresco one evening on a kind of terrace with white plastic tables when the sound reached us of some bulldozers at work between some trees along with the sound of a food blender in the kitchen, a perfect moment, and I passed her the packet of Marlboros and she lit one, and a fairly overweight woman who was sitting at a table with her husband 12 metres away from us, a woman who would happily ingest all manner of fats and thereby put an end to her youth, a woman who was cholesterol through and through, began compulsively wafting her hands and saying, for all to hear, You’re smoking me out! You’re smoking me out!, and it was a no-smoking place but all the same, this woman failed to see that she had destroyed her life to the extent that she no longer had any tolerance for other human beings, she was pure exaggeration, she had become the thing that resembles everything except itself, humankind reduced to a personality-less object, the very opposite of silence or of Coca-Cola, or that book entitled The Music of Chance that we had read in Las Vegas while she lay smoking in silence and made of her body the perfect combination of 70% water and 30% smoke, because that fat pedant woman was ignorant of the fact that smoke and water combine to delicate effect, when added together they form a perfectly homogenous mixture, ignorant of the fact that the 50% water and 50% fat of which her body was made would never mix, being antagonistic, and the crudest kind of antagonists at that – the kind of commonplace vulgarity that we would never conceive or put into practice, by this point we had become the makers of a sophisticated Project, our Great Project as we liked to call it, ours and nobody else’s, and so in Las Vegas we got a copy of The Music of Chance in a language we knew only the rudiments of and read it in chunks, both always in silence, taking it in turns, and then we would smoke and the smoke when she exhaled went up to the stucco-pyramid ceiling, fractals upon fractals, and when she exhaled it hit the dark window overlooking the desert, the desert, I thought, another great project, when a project truly is great, important, universal, it makes no sense to talk about it in terms of success or failure, it exists outside of time, immersed in the sludge of the Great Silence, like those days in Sardinia did for me, her body to the right of mine in the Lancia, her perfect bikini with a daisy on each breast, her blonde hair swaying against her pop-star glasses, all of it existing beyond the purely biological, beyond these people who accumulate not silence but fat, beyond the biology of that compulsive non-smoker who had spoken to us in such Olympian fashion, as though she were exempt from death, as though some new law had been passed, one she was zealously abiding by, that meant all biological processes in her body had stopped, and my girlfriend, extinguishing her cigarette out of respect for this woman’s mental illness, said to me, without taking off the sunglasses and without so much as looking in the woman’s direction, Give her a cause and a few million dollars and bin Laden would be a Boy Scout in comparison, it had a ring to it, she always came out with these kinds of lines, for example in the car a few days earlier as we sped away from the ‘fascist building’, as we had come to call it, as we left behind that dismantled, disproportionate edifice and all the misery contained in its walls and the nearby swing sets, and she said, Pass me the igniter, not ‘pass me the lighter’ but ‘pass me the igniter,’ and it was hours before either of us spoke again after that, not a word about the fascist building, or about any song, or, naturally, about the Project that was the reason we were there, and we came to the beach town where a Disney film was going to be showing and towels were strung from the balconies like the flags of micro-nations, and then carried on to a point where the concrete, with no forewarning from the map, came to an abrupt end and a forest track opened out before us, a very wide and shallow river running across it, no more than a foot deep, the waters red, totally red, but clear enough that, when I stopped the car to take a closer look, the smooth pebbles were visible and among them the total absence of life or vegetation, and I put my hand in the water and decided it was warm, because it was warmer than my hand, there didn’t seem to be any bridges we could cross and when I got back in the car we saw a number of forest tracks on the far side, 4 to be exact, the fan in the Lancia engine started going, and we were feeling stifled, too, sitting still with no air coming in through the windows, so I started the engine and drove us straight over the red river, the wheels bouncing over the uneven stones, and, kicking up a huge dust cloud as we came to the other side, I took us down one of the 4 tracks, one at random, not thinking about it, whichever, like in Las Vegas when we meandered from casino to casino in no particular order, letting the moving walkways take us where they would, which was how she found a bikini in the small hours of a Sunday morning and I the only bookshop in the entire city, and one book in its window display, The Music of Chance in Portuguese, had called out to me from its bulb-spangled Eiffel Tower lectern, a novel that had then led us, more or less directly, to Sardinia, to that Lancia and to that road, a novel that had given us the idea for our Project, a Project whose opening moves, unbeknownst to us, were drawing ever nearer, that moment when you check if the clock’s still working, the time to put aside all blueprints, all apparatuses, all concepts, computers and ideas, the watershed moment at which, to put it one way, the Project would confront the material in the strictest sense, that is if ‘material in the strictest sense’ means anything, the moment incubated in docu-fictions, in Big Brother, El desencanto, El encargo del cazador and Después de tantos años when Michi Panero screams at the camera, ‘Let them go then! Let them go then!’ or in one of the Knight Rider revivals, or, of course, in the Bible, as well as in all the films and TV series that we adored and that had fed our Project, all the things we’d been reading and watching at home, day and night, all winter- and summer-long, things that didn’t strictly speaking breathe ideas into us but were responsible for generating an atmosphere propitious to everything that followed, a small and intimate sanctum, because first of all, before getting sheets of paper out, before reaching for set squares or computer programmes, before plugging in the Mac and devising programmes of our own, before getting the camera ready or any of the many lighters and cigarettes, before we came to propose any of the many hypotheses, some of which were accurate, some not, but in all cases immense, even before the preliminary thoughts came to us of what the project would be, we had to create this intimate bubble and in it look for the little cleft to slip through, an orifice but ultimately a silent rhythm, once we’d found it we would be on our way, and so we stayed home and ordered in pizza, a family-sized pizza from Telepizza, and opened a bottle of chilled white wine, very cold indeed, and turned the lights off and began ingesting films and TV series that were far more than simple films and TV series because everything, all phrases and objects included, thought about or spoken with enough conviction and depth, takes on an importance, can even become transcendent, can create its own aesthetic, for instance if someone sits on the sofa watching daytime TV and says ‘this soup is very good’ it doesn’t mean a thing, but if that same individual says ‘this soup is very good’ while looking the person who cooked it in the eye in the same way you’d look upon some final and definitive explosion, in that case the phrase acquires near-metaphysical profundity, and this was our attitude as we watched those films and TV series, food for our brain, a brain which, without being the Project, was at that time equivalent to the Project, a kind of conductive anti-material inside each of our heads, and as we sat there in silence, utter silence, at home, I was making mental notes of places, connections, expressions, things, all of them concerned with uncovering the cleft through which we would slip in the Project, a Project we had not even envisioned yet, had not even slightly inferred, and we kept this silence up for a number of months before beginning to compare notes, our jottings and often contradictory ideas, before we had our first brainstorming session, which in turn gave way to the first ‘title-deciding cockfight’, a phrase we borrowed from our favourite lower-league football commentator on the radio, but the pieces fitted together of their own accord, speech was more or less beside the point, we simply laid out our respective preparatory work on the living room floor and could see straightaway how little there was to discuss, it was all there, in perfect symbiosis, strange thing, extraordinary thing even, because throughout the entire preparatory year neither of us had said anything about the Project, not even the most tangential allusion, which is to say, incredible as it may seem, neither of us knew what the other had been silently incubating, or of course that the other had any Project in mind, hence how totally extraordinary it was that when we did begin comparing notes, what should we find but the very same Project, 2 takes on that Project, the same obsession that, we then found out, had its inception in Las Vegas, on those nights of mineral silence in which we had read a book called The Music of Chance by someone called Paul Auster before sparking up a Lucky Strike and listening to the sound of thousands of waiters mixing cocktails for thousands of people under the watchful lenses of thousands of CCTV cameras, yes, I mean to say that while we were watching all those films and TV series at home, eating that pizza and drinking that chilled white wine neither of us had the first idea what the other was planning, or about the immensity of the other’s incubation, a thing that was destined to change our lives, and all of this came out in our conversation that day in that bar on an island to the south of Sardinia that resembled a bar in the Azores, Strange, she said, that all this, all these things, can fit inside the case of a Gibson Les Paul, that something of such immensity can be reduced to a few cubic centimetres, to a pill, and then she put her sunglasses back on and adjusted the strap of her bikini top, and it was just then that the mobile phone vibrated in my pocket, news of the cat’s death and everything that brought with it, I was already used to getting projects off the ground, my entire life had been a series of getting projects off the ground and knocking them down again, being a rock climber, being a drummer, being a writer, being a physicist – jack of all trades, master of none – so I think it’s fair to say I’m an all-round average sort of person, something I can never be grateful enough for because, after all, it has allowed me to explore these many different environments, to orbit all kinds of different things, there’s nothing worse than the specialist genius, like that woman at the ecotourism place, bothered by someone smoking 12 metres away, she was a genius whose specialism was healthy living, or, like bin Laden, a genius whose specialism was destroying one thing in order to preserve the thing dearest to her, yes, I was already well-acquainted with projects and with changing course in life but none of it could compare with this, this Project, our Project as we liked to call it, and this was what made my girlfriend so fascinating to me, we were under the same sign, our destinies were the same, we had the same love of ‘imperfect inductions’, like my random selection of one of the 4 forest tracks after we crossed the red river, an imperfect induction: a mental mechanism that allows for the inference of a general law from particular instances, this is the basis of life, imperfect induction, the moment you see 4 forest tracks ahead of you in your Lancia and you establish a law based on other forest tracks you’ve been down in your life, a law you briefly elevate to a sort of infallibility, picking a possibility though you know it probably won’t lead anywhere in particular, and that you know is a lie, disappointment that way lies, you know, but still you go on, just as you know that your phone will vibrate in your pocket one day when you are sitting in a bar strongly reminiscent of a bar in the Azores, a bar you went into for something to eat, to watch the ships go by, to nothing, and you receive word that a life has been snuffed out, a life whose only legacy will be some poo in a scented litter tray, and after that you will walk in silence through this Mediterranean port town and, by dint of a further instance of imperfect induction, you will be prompted to say, This is the Atlantic, and, These are the Azores, and that will be your momentary salvation, and she’s at your side walking through the port with a guitar case in one hand and a cigarette in the other, taking a cigarette from the packet and saying to you, Pass me the igniter, not ‘pass me the lighter’ but ‘pass me the igniter,’ and this too will be your salvation, momentarily, all the literature ever written is forged out of imperfect inductions, the happy undertakings of all-round average people, this is, to put it one way, the raw material, the literary laboratory, and she stops at the end of the pier on that island to the south of Sardinia where there was a bar very much like another in the Azores, and, cocking her left arm, apropos of nothing, throws the guitar case as far as she can into the water with her right, the Project in its entirety, and the guitar case doesn’t sink, being waterproof, ‘for when rockers go outside in the rain,’ as the guitar guy said when he sold me it, winking, and it bobs about for a few minutes until the wake of a passing Zodiac carries it towards the boats moored at the pier, which it eventually strikes, you hear it bumping up against the hulls, and in the end, losing sight of it amidst the boats, you leave, it’s floating away and you know you’re never going to see it again, the pump attendant at the Albacete petrol station said as much, Gibsons are good guitars, as for their cases… they’ll outlast you for sure, and when, months before she threw the case into the port, we crossed the red waters of a river in search of the ideal place for our Project and I picked one of the 4 forest paths at random, she said, Red like the type in Workers’ World, and we both laughed so much we didn’t notice the sky darkening behind us, a storm coming in, we laughed because we suddenly found that to do so turned this inhospitable terrain into somewhere we felt glad to be, somewhere familiar, inhospitable terrains are one of the strangest things, the reason for them, I mean, the reason, unfathomable to me, for the phenomenon whereby mankind, who after all is life, gives up on certain places which are, after all, life, thereby rendering those places no longer habitable, why it is that mankind sometimes abandons houses, buildings, swimming pools, dock moorings, cities entire, perhaps it’s because none of these things exists, because, I mean, things like cities, ports, swimming pools, houses, mankind, nature and even life are figments, pure chimera, verbal representations of other things that are verbal representations in turn, and so on in an infinite chain, this I remember reading years ago in The Monkey Grammarian by Octavio Paz, a dead Mexican, the woman I was living with at the time had gone on a trip to New York, I don’t remember what for, to earn some money maybe, to buy tea towels for all I know, to nothing, we were living in a house in the country with a garden in the English style, semi-wild, at the bottom of which lay a not very large forest, one whose far end I never reached, it was June, already hot, and I could not have imagined the turn my life was about to take, still less the existence of a Project that would take me, 9 years later and with a different woman at my side, to a bar on an island to the south of Sardinia very similar to one in the Azores, and I remember taking a book down from the shelf, The Monkey Grammarian this was, a book I’d owned for a long time but never read or in fact opened, naturally – because apart from The Music of Chance, the subterranean river of whose pages poured into our minds and gave rise to the Project, a Project that was in some way already in there, in the book, waiting for us, and had also been encrypted in such a way that the cup needed only the slightest tilting for its potion to spill – I had hardly read any fiction whatsoever, and so, bored and lacking company, 9 years before, I opened The Monkey Grammarian that June afternoon when the woman I was living with had gone to New York to do I don’t know what, and the first thing I noticed was its strange structure, fairly indefinable, fragments followed by more fragments, prose poem-like things, and I was especially drawn to one in which the resounding claim was made that all words are metaphors, standing in for things that in turn stand in for others, and those others for others still, and so on until one alights upon the arbitrary nature of a no less metaphorical nucleus that will forever remain a mystery to us, which is what I mean when I say I don’t believe in the existence of the words city, port, swimming pool, house, mankind, nature and even life, and this is why I don’t believe that explanation for inhospitable places, places effectively deactivated from the flow of the world, is that mankind has given up on them, or indeed on life, given that these things exist only in language, rather I believe that this deactivation of inhospitable places comes about because they are the rest of the world’s daydream, places that exist in dream and only in dream, I mean, the dreams of the rest of the planet, and as such, they rest in silence, are not accessible by material, as is the case with sex and dreams, not accessible to be narrated, ruins are a special kind of inhospitable place, I think ruins become ruins due to their great symbolic potential before they become ruins, while still inhabited, still standing, their symbolic potential, I mean, is so intense that it forces their abandonment lest the people inhabiting them be destroyed by excess, by an excess of life, and this abandonment precedes the shift into dreams, the shift into inhospitability, in part so that these places will not suffer the same fate as matter and anti-matter, whose strange desire to be together means mutual annihilation, and so they won’t suffer the same fate as couples, who always break up when they become overly charged with a lifestyle individual to them, a style that resembles nothing but itself, yes, couples break up when they are most full of life, of the quotidian, of beauty, plain and boring as this lifestyle, quotidianness and beauty of theirs may be, they break up when they have reached the highest conceivable plane of human existence, indeed such perfection frightens them, they break up and leave behind a ruin, a place whose only existence is in dream, a zone of deep complexity, patterned with fondness and affection, ties that bind, hatefulness, moments of understanding, some objects, experiences, none of which can ever be inhabited again because nobody will experience any of these things again, and this was why she and I knew that once the Project was complete, the Project that had led us to that place after a year’s gestation, of work and study, it would also be the end of us and we would become a ruin, something never to be inhabited again, uninhabited like the terrain we entered after crossing the red river, laughing, when we headed down one of those 4 forest tracks at random and unbeknownst to us a storm was brewing at our backs, Broadcast were still playing, and on we went and after a few kilometres the track sloped down a light incline to a small ravine which looked like the kind of place a river might run through and we soon found ourselves crossing a dry river bed at the far end of which stood a row of dilapidated buildings, vestiges of what seemed to be an old mine, and squashed in among them the remains of a small church and, immediately to its left, a warehouse with bits of iron, broken conveyor belts and cranes protruding from the roof, and on the other side of the church, also hard against it, what might have been the pit workers’ quarters, in toto a ramshackle, amorphous façade or, to put it another way, a puzzle, and we were struck by this because these were precisely the kinds of things our Project was about, and she, without removing her pop-star sunglasses, took her camera out of her beach bag, got out of the car, stood there for a moment studying the situation before walking over to the far side of the dry river, I went next, it was hard going picking our way through all the rocks and bits of scrap metal, she was wearing sandals, we stopped for a few seconds in front of a fortified door, or what remained of it, and she eventually kicked aside the planks of wood and we entered what seemed to be a very dark space after the brightness of the day outside, though there were shafts of sunlight coming in through large holes in the roof, the floor was dotted with these like a black and white leopard skin and, indeed, there was an altar at the back, it had once been a church, ‘Actually the beauty of churches is always a bit like leopard skin,’ she said, ‘with those fangs hidden behind the beauty,’ and to one side, our left, a door led through to a large, semi-covered space which, confirming the glimpse we had caught earlier on, was full of cranes and mining equipment, and on the other side of the church, on our right, a door led through to what had doubtless once been a cafeteria, the long benches and tables still had plates and cutlery on them, and she, in her bikini, her feet covered in small cuts, began shivering, and suggested we leave, ‘I’m cold’ she said, before taking a couple of photos, and the thing was, unlike the click of the camera, which echoed around the space, her voice when she said, ‘I’m cold’ came out without any kind of echo at all, as though, rather than being in that space we were in fact surrounded by a fictitious second-skin or a kind of housing or, say, a solid bubble, something stopping any sounds from getting out, and when we came outside it had grown dark and then we saw the dark looming cloud and hurried back across the river bed to the Lancia and set off again, and I saw how the rearview mirror turned the entire abandoned mine into a toy town, and the rearview mirror, with the rectangular cut-out it made of the scene, put me in mind of comic-book panels and of the white spaces between them, and the importance of those white spaces as the silences that give meaning to the story as a whole and, from there, reminded me of the time, 9 years earlier, when I was on my own because the woman I was living with had gone to New York to try to find some work, to buy tea towels, to do goodness knows what, and I had for the first time decided, decided in any conscious way, that I ought to become serious about my writing, to do it in a concerted way, until then I had only written for myself, the first instance having been while I was studying in Santiago, my fourth year at university I think, when, after reading some Bukowski stories lent to me by a friend, I sat down at a typewriter one night, things were flatlining for me, an unexpected flatline, even I was surprised by my newfound lack of interest in my studies, in my friends, I had broken up with my girlfriend, had been spending days alone in the flat, eating breakfast in front of whatever happened to be on TV at 3 in the afternoon, and not going anywhere, glued to the screen, drinking gallons of black coffee, very black, till sundown, there were two TV sets, a portable black-and-white Zenith from 1967 that my father bought in the US and that gave an extraordinarily clear picture but no sound, and one Telefunken, also portable, from the end of the 1970s which I had inherited from my sister and which had no picture but very good sound, and since they were the same size I put one on top of the other and watched the Zenith while listening to the Telefunken, an aggravating kind of doubleness but one that in time led me to some suggestive conclusions concerning concepts like ‘complementarity’, ‘subdivision’ and ‘cooperation’, as well as some of the rules governing set theory, conclusions and rules I later forgot, only for them to spontaneously reappear 15 years later as essential components of the Project, our Project, and otherwise at that time in my student life solitude had succeeded in infiltrating every aspect of my life, my food chain included, and in that 4th
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