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“A short, tersely written novel that distances and invades us at the same time. Powerful themes and powerful writing that do not let you off or let you down”


SUSAN HILL, Lady


“It is movingly described and all too believable. Tyszka’s remarkable novel is poised and human … Tyszka is a perceptive, original writer. He has brought an unusually sophisticated understanding to a wonderfully intense, little novel. No sentimentality, no polemic, just emotion at its most resonant”


EILEEN BATTERSBY, Irish Times


“The Sickness is a calmly paced novel unafraid to linger in scenes long enough to realize their potential, but never so long that they become tedious … Tyszka can reduce his through-lines to something resembling the first principles of a systematic philosopher … The Sickness is refreshingly clean in its storytelling yet very complex in character”


ANDREW FUREY, Times Literary Supplement


“Alberto Barrera Tyszka distils an eerie fable of identity from a hypochondriac’s psycho-drama and a looming family crisis”


BOYD TONKIN, Independent


“A small masterpiece … Many things are beautifully observed in this book … I assumed at first that the book was written by a doctor, that Alberto Barrera Tyszka was ‘one of us’, the highest compliment I could pay him”


THEODORE DALRYMPLE, British Medical Journal


“More than holds its own in terms of tone, character and storytelling. The philosophy within the story is well pitched, gentle and suggestive, and despite the sinister and sceptical undercurrents, does not preach, but questions belief by provoking opinion on topics around medicine, illness, pain and death”


RENÉE ROWLAND, Skinny


“A provocative, artfully wrought novel”


VIVIENNE NILAN, Athens Plus


“Part of this novel’s beauty comes from its eloquent portrayal of how even the most prepared among us can be overwhelmed or ambushed by disaster … One can read this book as an investigation of a nation’s psyche as it endures a sickness that leaves no-one untouched”


GUILLERMO PARRA, author of Caracas Notebook


“Written in direct and lyrical prose, The Sickness promises to place Tyszka at the front rank of new Latin American writers, and, in its poignant dissection of middle-class malaise and familial dynamics, establishes him with a claim to be the Venezuelan Ian McEwan”


Booktrust Translated Fiction


“A believable, sensitive meditation on love and loss … an engaging, readable exploration of death and dying … veering from the poignant to the comic and back again … Tyszka’s great skill is to evoke an emotional response from a series of lightly sketched but nonetheless highly believable epiphanies”


VAL NOLAN, Irish Examiner
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THE SICKNESS





I


“Are the results in yet?”


No sooner are the words out of his mouth than he regrets having spoken them. Andrés Miranda wishes he could catch the question in mid-air and send it back where it came from, hide it away again beneath a silence. But he can’t, it’s too late. Now all Andrés has is the chief radiologist’s face, his lips a knot in the middle of his mouth, his dark eyes like two stains, as he offers Andrés a smile of strained sympathy and hands him a large brown envelope. The radiologist says nothing, but his very expression is a judgement: multiple lesions suggestive of a metastatic disease, for example. That, more or less, is what the knotted lips are saying. Medical people rarely use adjectives. They don’t need to.


“Are the results of the C.T. scan in as well?”


The radiologist shakes his head and shifts his gaze to the corridor.


“I was told they were being sent direct to you.”


Andrés feels strangely embarrassed, as if both of them were making a tremendous effort not to upset the fragile balance of the moment. He thanks his colleague and makes his way back to his office. No-one has told him as much, he hasn’t even seen the X-rays, he hasn’t been shown the results, and yet he knows that his father has cancer.


Why do we find it so hard to accept that life is pure chance? That is the question Miguel always asks before any operation. There they all are wearing green gowns, gloves and surgical masks; the white light of the operating theatre seems to float on the cold air-conditioned air. And then Miguel picks up a scalpel, looks at Andrés and asks: “Why do we find it so hard to accept that life is pure chance?” Some of the nurses dislike this as a prelude to an operation. Perhaps they realise that it’s not exactly a good way to start, almost a prior justification in case anything should go wrong. Andrés is sure this isn’t so, for he knows Miguel well; they’ve been friends since they were students. There’s no cynicism in that question. It seems, rather, an expression of self-compassion, a kindly prayer; a way of recognising the limits of medicine in the face of nature’s infinite power or, which comes to the same thing, the limits of medicine in the face of illness’s infinite power.


As soon as he goes into his office, as soon as he closes the door, he begins to tremble. He feels as if, suddenly, his body were breathing differently, making different sounds and movements, as if he bore inside him some helpless, stumbling creature, as if he were giving birth to a disaster. He hurriedly makes his way over to the chair behind the desk and sits down. He’s still holding the envelope. Inside are two chest X-rays. Bluish photos, harsh, sharp transparencies. His father’s body transformed into a blurred drawing in which, however, death is all too cruelly clear. Andrés feels afraid, even though this isn’t a new fear: it’s been there for years, stalking him. It must be the same fear which, for no reason and yet so often, leaps out at him from his own shadow. It’s the anxiety that weighs on his chest some nights, preventing him from sleeping. We’re probably all born with such a fear, which is as vague as it is overwhelming. It wanders about inside us, not knowing where to go, but never leaving us. It prepares itself, trains itself, waiting for the right moment to appear. It’s an omen, a voice that doesn’t quite know yet what it has to tell us. But it’s there, an indecipherable, incomprehensible sound, an insistent drip-drip, an alarm call. He’s been hearing it for years, running away from it, trying to frighten it off, but never succeeding. Now, that anxiety has taken on a shape: the face of the radiologist, with its evasive, resigned expression. Andrés has seen it too many times before. He himself must have worn the same expression on more than one occasion. It’s the illustration that accompanies a bad diagnosis, the first instalment of an expression of condolence. Is he ready for this? He’s not sure.


The phone rings. It’s Karina, his secretary. She tells him his father is on the line again, asking if he can speak to him.


“Am I so ill that you don’t even want to talk to me?”


This is his father’s opening line. Delivered in a jokey tone, of course. Andrés recognises the nervousness that lies behind. It’s a classic strategy. Many patients opt to use it, positioning themselves on a thin line where everything is simultaneously half jest and half serious; they try to act normally, when, in fact, they’re terrified and haven’t stopped thinking, not even for a second, about the possible result of their tests. They’ve spent hours pursued by the fear of mortal illnesses; they’ve felt an odd twinge in every movement they make; they’ve seen suspicious blotches where before they saw only skin. Then they go to the doctor, trying to look strangely natural: they smile, but appear to be on the verge of tears. They ask questions like the one his father has just asked.


“I didn’t phone you earlier because I’ve only just seen the results of your tests,” Andrés says.


“And?”


“In principle, everything’s fine,” he says, touching the sealed edge of the envelope.


“In principle? What the hell does that mean, Andrés?”


“Calm down, Dad. I’m telling you that you’re fine.’


“You’re telling me that, in principle, I’m fine: that’s rather different.”


Andrés is perfectly familiar with this stage too. Generally speaking, patients need to squeeze every word, wringing out its most precise meaning, with every nuance washed away. They want to clear up any doubts, even about punctuation. A patient always suspects that he’s not being told the truth or at least not the whole truth, that some information is being withheld. That’s why they insist on delving desperately into everything, even language. In this case, though, his father is right. Andrés said “in principle” because he hasn’t yet looked at the X-rays. Why doesn’t he take them out now, why doesn’t he open the envelope and study them? What is stopping him from looking at those results?


The radiologist’s face hangs like a balloon in his office. Hospital corridors tend to be full of such balloons. They drift slowly through the air, identical, tenuous bits of plastic on which are painted frowning brows, grave mouths, sober looks: all the outward signs of helpless resignation. It’s a ceremony, a clinical protocol. Hospitals are places through which one passes: temples to farewells, monuments to partings.


“I said ‘in principle’ because I still don’t have all the results. The ones I’ve just been given are fine.”


“Which means that …”


“That there’s nothing to worry about, Dad,” Andrés says, interrupting him, already embarrassed. He can’t stand lying for any length of time. “Go out for a walk, have a coffee somewhere with your friends. Everything’s fine, really.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, I’m sure.”


There is a brief silence. A tense, unbearable pause. Andrés wants to hang up. He can sense that his father is still uncertain, still in doubt. He can imagine him in his apartment, sitting on the arm of the green sofa beside the phone, gripping the receiver, thinking. Suddenly, Andrés feels as if he were poised above a chasm of nothingness, a precipitous drop. They’re suspended for a moment not in silence, but in the void, until:


“You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?” His father is speaking from his very bones, in the harsh but intimate voice with which all bones speak. “Andrés,” he goes on, “if there was something seriously wrong with me, you wouldn’t ever hide it from me, would you?”


Andrés has a hedgehog on his tongue. His throat fills with pineapple rind. Despite himself, his eyes well up with tears. He’s afraid his voice might fail him. He makes a huge effort to speak.


“I would never deceive you, Dad,” he says at last, with as much conviction as he can manage.


“That’s all I wanted to hear. Thank you.”


Dear Dr Miranda,


I trust you will remember me. It wasn’t easy to get hold of your e-mail address. If you knew what I’ve been through to find it! But that’s another story. What matters is that I’m here now, writing to you. Not that I like the fact. I’ve never felt comfortable writing. It’s not me, it doesn’t feel right, I don’t know where to put the words or what to say. But in a way, circumstances are forcing me to write. I have no other option.


I need to see you urgently, Doctor. I’m desperate. For three months now, something very strange and mysterious has been going on. When I call your office, I’m told you’re not in or can’t come to the phone. If I ask to make an appointment, the person at the other end says “No”, she can’t do that. And she won’t explain why either. I’m sure you know nothing about this situation, nothing at all. You would never treat me like that, but if that’s the case, who is responsible for all this? And why?


This is the reason for my letter, Doctor. It’s the only way I have now of asking you for an appointment. My situation remains the same, with my health deteriorating by the day. Reply directly to this address. Please, trust no-one else. I need to see you as soon as possible.


Thank you for your attention and, as I say, I’m here, waiting for your reply.


Ernesto Durán


Blood is a terrible gossip, it tells everyone everything, as any laboratory technician knows. Hidden inside that dark fluid, stored away in little tubes, lie murky melodramas, characters brought low or sordid stories on the run from the law. When his father fainted, Andrés insisted on him having a whole battery of blood tests. His father protested. He tried to make light of the matter. He preferred the term “dizzy spell” to “fainting fit”, and insisted on this almost to the point of absurdity.


“It was just a dizzy spell,” he kept repeating, blaming it on the humidity, the summer heat.


It was, according to him, the fault of the climate rather than an indication of some physical ailment. But the truth of the matter is, he had collapsed on the floor like a sack of potatoes in front of the woman who lived in apartment 3-B. They’d been talking about something or other – neither of them could remember what – when suddenly his father collapsed, and the neighbour started screaming hysterically.


“I thought he’d died. He was so pale! Almost blue! I didn’t want to touch him because I was afraid he might already be cold! I didn’t know what to do! That’s why I started screaming!” says the neighbour.


A few seconds later, his father, once he’d recovered consciousness, had tried to calm her down and reassure her that everything was fine, that nothing very grave had happened. Perhaps he had told her, too, that it was just a dizzy spell. Nevertheless, that same afternoon, the neighbour phoned Andrés to let him know what had happened.


“The old busybody!” his father grumbled when Andrés arrived to pick him up and drive him to the hospital.


While the nurse was taking the blood samples, Andrés suddenly noticed that his father had grown smaller. It had never occurred to him before to notice his size, but seeing his father there, arm outstretched, eyes fixed on the ceiling, so as not to have to look at the needle, it seemed to him that his father had become shorter, had lost height. Javier Miranda is a fairly tall man, almost five foot ten. Tall and slim, with a rather athletic build. He always walks very erect, as if his body didn’t weigh on him at all. Despite his age and the fact that he’s gone grey, he looks cheerful and healthy. His curly hair has won out over any incipient baldness. His skin is slightly tanned, the colour of light clay. His eyes are brown too. He’s never smoked, only drinks occasionally, goes for a walk every morning in the park – Parque Los Caobos – avoids fatty foods, has fruit and muesli for breakfast, and every night eats seven raw chickpeas as a way of combatting cholesterol. “What went wrong?” he seemed to be asking himself. He had sidestepped time rather successfully. Everything had been going relatively well until, one afternoon, that inexplicable fainting fit had stopped him in his tracks. It was that brief wavering of his equilibrium that had brought him to this place and abruptly transformed him into this weak, wounded, small – yes, smaller – person. The words “Sickness is the mother of modesty” came unbidden into Andrés’ mind. They appear in Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy, published in 1621. It’s required reading in the first term of medical school. The quote bothered him though. It struck him as not so much sad as stupid; behind it lay the desire to make of sickness a virtue. He looked at his father again. Isn’t sickness a humiliation rather than a virtue?


Up until now, his father’s health had only ever succumbed to the occasional common cold, and a brief urinary infection two years ago, but that was all. He enjoyed enviably good health and, so far, there had been no other worrying signs. Andrés, however, had a bad feeling. The whole situation produced in him a peculiar sense of apprehension. With no evidence on which to base that feeling, he thought for the first time that the worst could happen, that it might already be happening. It irritated him to feel hijacked by a mere hunch, to be taken hostage by something as irrational and unscientific as a bad vibe. His father glanced across at him. Andrés didn’t know what to say. It suddenly struck him as pathetic that the fate of a sixty-nineyear-old man could be summed up in just four tubes of dark fluid, O Rh positive. What would his father be feeling at that moment? Resigned? Ready to accept that he was reaching a preordained destiny, that this was a natural conclusion to his life; that now he was entering a stage when people would stick needles in him and when he would inhabit a world dominated by the aseptic smell of laboratories? He again looked hard at his father and was filled by a frightening sense that it was no longer his father meekly putting up with being pricked, touched and bled, it was just a body. Something apart. An older, more vulnerable body in which his father’s spirit writhed in protest. Spirit was an odd word. Andrés hadn’t used it in ages. He felt that he was using it now for the first time in years.


The two of them. For almost as long as he can remember, it has been just the two of them. His mother died when he was ten. For almost as long as he can remember, Andrés has been the only son of a widower, of a strong man capable of struggling with terrible grief, with great loss. His mother died in an air crash, on a flight from Caracas to Cumaná. The plane was airborne for only a matter of minutes before it nose-dived. It was a national tragedy. The work of the rescue team was hard and, for the most part, fruitless. A special room was set up in the Hospital de La Guaira, where the victims’ families could try to identify what little was left: a foot, half a bracelet, the crown of a tooth … His father returned from the hospital that night, looking drawn and ashen. He talked for a while in the kitchen with the other members of the family, then picked up his son and left. Andrés already knew what had happened. Despite his aunts’ attempts to protect him, he had managed to elude them and, in secret, had watched the events on television. When his father, his eyes red from crying, went to enormous lengths to soften the news he had to give him and told him that Mama had gone away on a long, long journey, a journey from which she wouldn’t come back, Andrés, still confused, fearful and bewildered, simply asked if his mother had been on the plane that had fallen into the sea. His father looked at him uncertainly, then said “Yes” and put his arms around him. Andrés can’t be sure now, but he thinks they cried together then.


For a long time, Andrés used to dream about his mother. It was the same dream over and over, with very few variations: the plane was at the bottom of the sea, not like a plane that has crashed, but like a sunken ship; it was quite intact, sleeping among the seaweed and the fish and the shadows, which, like cobwebs, danced across the dull sand. Inside the plane, a large oxygen bubble had formed on the ceiling. It was a very fragile bubble that was slowly shrinking. His mother was trying to swim along with her head inside the bubble so that she could breathe. She appeared to be the sole survivor, there was no-one else, only fish of different colours and sizes that cruised past her with an air of extraordinary, almost bored serenity. It was odd, but in the dream, his mother was wearing a swimsuit and shoes – an orange two-piece swimsuit and a pair of black leather moccasins.


As time passed, his mother grew more desperate. Several times she struck the ceiling of the plane, making a distant, metallic sound, like a tin can being dragged through the sea. She peered out through a window onto nothing, only dark water, a liquid penumbra no eye could penetrate. The sea had no memory, it destroyed everything too quickly for that. Then his mother, beside herself, almost suffocating, beat harder on the ceiling of the plane and cried out: “Andrés! Andrés! I’m alive! Come and get me out of here!”


When he woke, he had usually wet himself and was trembling. Even when he got out of bed, he still felt himself to be in the grip of the dream. It would take him almost a minute to get out of that plane and escape from the bottom of the sea, and stop hearing his mother’s cries. His father proved a tireless warrior on his behalf. He patiently helped Andrés to defend himself against those enemies. He was always there, on the edge of the dream, waiting for him.


These memories crowded into his mind as he watched his father in the lab. Did he perhaps have the same presentiment? Andrés would doubtless prefer him not to. When you’re nearly seventy, he thought, a bad omen is like a gunshot. At that age, there are no more deadlines, there is only the present.


The nurse removed the needle and handed Javier Miranda a piece of cotton wool soaked in hydrogen peroxide. He pressed down hard on the place where the needle had gone in and glanced at his son as if pleading for a truce, as if asking if they couldn’t just get up and leave. Are the monsters of old age as terrible as those that assail us when we’re children? What do you dream about when you’re sixty-nine? What nightmares recur most often? Perhaps this is what his father dreams about: he’s in a laboratory, in the bowels of a hospital, surrounded by chemicals, sharp implements, gauze, and strangers all repellently dressed in white; yes, he’s in the bowels of a hospital, looking for a tiny bubble of air, so that he can breathe, so that he can shout: “Andrés! Andrés! Get me out of here! Save me!”


While Andrés was driving his father home, he tried to avoid talking about the subject. It wasn’t easy. His father kept muttering bitterly to himself. He claimed that the tests were a complete waste of time, that the only thing they would show was that his cholesterol levels were slightly raised, if that. Certainly nothing more, he insisted. Andrés dropped him off at the door to his apartment building. As he was driving away, he could still see his father in the rear-view mirror. There had been a time when he had considered having his father move in with them, but had feared that family life might become a nightmare for everyone. Mariana got on reasonably well with his father, and his children had a lot of fun with him, but those were only sporadic encounters, occasional trips to the cinema or to a park, to a restaurant or to a baseball game. Day-to-day life is a different matter, a far more demanding exercise. And yet, at that moment, while he could still see him, a diminutive figure in the rear-view mirror, he again considered the possibility. Sooner or later, if you were an only child, you had to pay for your exclusivity. His father had no-one else. If, instead of standing in the corridor, talking to the neighbour, he had been alone in his apartment, it could have been really serious. For a second, Andrés sees the scene with hideous clarity: his father goes into the kitchen to turn off the gas under the coffee-pot, he bends over, loses consciousness and collapses. In the same movement, in the inertia of the fall, his head drops forward, propelled by the weight of his body. It strikes the edge of the stove, then the handle on the oven and, finally, the tiled floor. The green veins in his forehead are swollen and tense. His nose is broken. His right eye looks slightly sunken and there is blood on his right cheekbone. There’s more blood above his right eyebrow. He could have broken a rib: perhaps, when he comes to, he won’t be able to move or call anyone. The water is boiling. Soon there will be the smell of burnt coffee.


That night, Andrés would have liked to make love with Mariana. Not for any special reason and without even feeling any particular desire for her, but he needed to have sex. It was a need, a furious longing to be on top of her, penetrating her, without thinking about anything, without saying anything, just following the urgent pistoning of hips, the rise and fall. But he didn’t know how to approach her. He wasn’t in the mood to seduce her and felt ashamed to say what he really wanted. Women don’t understand that for men sex is sometimes a sport, one they can practise at any time, at any moment and with anyone. Masculinity is too basic, too simple. The love ethic tends to be feminine.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OEBPS/images/9780857387639.jpg
WINNER OF THE HERRALDE PRIZE

SICKNESS

ALBERTO BARRERA TYSZKA

“Powerful themes and
powerful writing”
SUSAN HILL









OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
=
MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS -LONDON





