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Praise for Disorder

‘Written with a brilliant, rich and fluent prose of musical cadence and poetical fits, this novel achieves the difficult task of unifying the narrative of action with an intellectual reflexion that is spread out through multiple cultural references.’

Cristina Losada, columnist and literary critic, Libertad Digital (www.libertaddigital.com)

‘The protagonist drives us as a cicerone through a Comedy from which the Paradise has been extirpated and which allows us to see the gloomiest corners of a devious, but not tormented, mind, since his lack of sense of guilt only competes regarding intensity with his lack of human compassion.’

Manuel Delgado, analyst, El blog de Manuel Delgado sobre tecnología, gestión de proyectos y negocios (www.manueldelgado.com)

‘This work is rather introspective, with a minimal amount of blood, it focuses on the criminal and on a mental imbalance that Girauta, showing off his creativity, relates to the physical principle of entropy: the principle of disorder. To add fuel to the fire, the figure of Sigmund Freud is also present.’

José Fonseca, literary critic, Hispanidad (www.hispanidad.com)


1. The Call

My father divided men into two groups: those that do what they have to do and those that don’t. It’s not so much that I can still hear him, but that I do still hear him, literally, throughout nights of insomnia. I also hear my own voice coming through a tunnel, crackling, distorted, tinny, accusing him of being arbitrary and cryptic, demanding clarifications. He systematically despises my ‘weakness’, my ‘doubts’, and applies himself to gratuitously espousing his trite dichotomy: the nature of what has to be done doesn’t matter, only whether or not it gets done; that and nothing else, he drives home, is what separates human beings.

I always took that rather banal, or rather brutal, postulation to be a means of telling me I was useless. In reality, everything my father ever said to me while he was alive can be boiled down to: ‘Son, you’re useless.’ What he’s said to me as a dead man hasn’t changed much.

I admit, in a moment of weakness, the idea did enter me that perhaps there had been something of value in his miserable assertions, something genuine and worthwhile, an inheritance I could learn from and had not yet fully appreciated. It was after my first crime. Imbued with a powerful certainty, I felt I was getting payback on an old unjustified debt; I was finally taking control of my life by facing a destiny, which, paradoxically, overwhelmed me. The certainty was of having done just what I had to do. Happy, dad? Likewise, with great intensity, it became clear, once destiny was attended to; of least importance was what I had actually done. Other times I felt a deceitful peace, a sense of reward, and even a dark reconciliation with the man whose name I bear, which is also the name of the city that pursues me: Barcelona. I felt peace every time I had to act. At least until a woman, whose existence I was ignorant of, got in my way.

For reasons of no bearing on the case at hand, I spent Christmas of that year alone, holed up in my apartment on the street of Enrique Granados. From within I coveted the clamour seeping in from without: laughter, rushing, the buzzing of coloured twinkling lights, swarming merrymakers. Nevertheless, I buried my head in a nineteenth-century Russian novel, perhaps in search of misery outdoing my own.

‘A sterile life, Ivan Ilyich’s, and even so, there’s hope!’ I exclaimed, hardly recognising my own voice.

It was Christmas Eve. Half the country was watching the television; I was watching the phone, which refused to ring.

I’ll change over to Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Gogol and Turgenev for something different, true. Passion smouldering in the eyes of Sharon Stone, for instance. But isn’t that still fiction? No, because although she’s fictional, she’s also real. While we’re on the subject, I must confess to missing out on an opportunity I once had to see her in person. Stupid me, I preferred not to experience her in flesh and blood, which is worrisome. It happened in Miami, some years ago.

I was downing a tiny scotch next to some woman with a Venezuelan accent.

‘What do you want, my love?’

Better not get too carried away with the ‘love’ thing, she had been tossing it around with the waiter, the disc-jockey and a beggar just before.

‘I want something Scottish that lasts more than 30 seconds. And you, want another drink, honey?’

‘Alright!’

Now I realise I was young. At the time I didn’t, and thought it was too late for everything. I was in a fashionable bar in the heart of Miami Beach. The owner was a campy Dominican, who around two in the morning would undergo a transformation, whipping out a tambourine to entertain the customers. So anyway, there we were, passing the time with Rubén Blades in the background, when four Cubans in Armani burst into the locale.

‘It’s her, man!’

‘Sharon Stone herself, brother!’

‘She’s with Stallone, ya know!’

‘Who cares about Stallone?’

‘Yeah, that’s right. She was looking at me!’

‘You dreamed of it, man.’

And what did I do? Me who’d dreamt about her so often, who carried and carries her picture in my wallet next to an image of Santa Lucia with an unforgettable look of smiling defiance (Sharon, not the saint), dressed in white and smoking in Basic Instinct. Well, what I do is stay there nailed to my seat, next to the bar not moving a muscle, while everyone else left. The Venezuelan was the first to go, and even the pussy Dominican shot out of there nutty for the glitz.

Me, nothing. Catatonic, focused on the bottom of my glass, studying the little yellow droplets and despising myself for my passivity. No doubt about it, they’re filming out there, and soon the bluish white beams of the spotlights are glaring over the bottles along the wall and projecting before me a fragmented shadow. My own shadow, asking me: why deny yourself the sight of Sharon Stone in flesh and blood (above all in flesh, in all her worldly devilry)? What abject, inopportune and opposing force is immobilising me?

‘What’s the matter? Prefer virtual reality?’ whispers a feminine voice behind my ear.

I answer without turning.

‘I’m sorry, I can’t move. I’m afraid to turn into a pillar of salt.’

‘You already are.’

But now we have to go back to that Christmas, bookish despite myself.

Esteban showed up unannounced in my apartment on the same day as his Saint, the twenty-sixth of December, just when I was figuring to while away the evening’s festivities with Dead Souls for company. So low were my expectations of others, that even when he was pulling out a fine bottle of Recaredo Brut Nature, I was thinking he had come over to pick up a book.

‘The Idiot!’

‘Damn, what a reception.’

‘Sorry, I meant the book.’

‘You can keep it.’

After a few jokey comments, he got serious and started talking about nothing other than endorphins. ‘A rigorously scientific subject!’ There’s Esteban in his chemically pure state, with his big sudden discoveries, the crazy stuff he read, his fleeting obsessions and his irritating need to share them. He went on to a lecture that was only missing slides and a pointing stick. He insisted he’d found the secret to happiness, delivering it with an absurd preamble worthy of a greater audience.

Esteban held himself up as an example of one who had managed to submit those endorphins to the power of his will. He considered his own ‘relaxed and cheery’ face proof of success. His face was in fact the result of a series of shipwrecks. The only salvation was the harmony of the debacle, the congruency between premature wrinkles and the bags under his eyes, the white hairs in his badly trimmed beard, the defeated chin and the asymmetric sideburns. An ad ‘before controlling his endorphins … and after …’ would’ve had him at the beginning.

‘We’re talking about a type of encephalin that …’

‘We are not talking. You are.’

‘We’re talking about substances that the organism synthesises and that are curiously similar to morphine, just without the secondary effects.’

‘Do you give out diplomas certifying course attendance?’

‘Don’t interrupt.’

‘I thought we were talking.’

‘Their distribution in the nervous system is related to the receptors of opiates. They relieve pain and give pleasure through a complex mechanism functioning on the basis of facilitating and blocking, as needed, the communication among nerve cells.’

‘No way.’

‘The most interesting thing is the demonstrated relationship with the immune system. Traditional doctors resist talking about cure through endorphins.’

‘You’re fixing my holidays.’

‘However, there are things to consider; it’s hard to explain; at this point few dare deny the utility of certain alternative treatments as accompaniment to more orthodox approaches. Which leads us to the whole issue of psychosomatics. And I don’t mean psychosomatic illnesses, but rather psychosomatic cures!’

‘Jeez.’

‘Something doctors have to accept against their will.’

‘Les médecins malgré eux?’ (Doctors despite themselves?)

‘Oui, and truth is they don’t know what they’re talking about. I’m saying the real operating principle is endorphins.

‘You have conviction.’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘It’s curious; I thought you were a philologist.’

I fired the poisoned dart at him while lighting up a Davidoff three thousand. Finally, I expelled the smoke cloud through my nose and looked at him with a neutral expression. His left eyelid trembled rhythmically.

‘You’re a philologist too,’ he said after a bit.

‘No, dear. I’m a PhD in Physics who also happens to have a degree in English Philology. And I’m a trained pianist. And …’

‘So what’s your point?’ he asked, interrupting an enumeration that was terribly hurtful to him. ‘I can’t believe you’re doing this.’

‘I admit it wasn’t easy. They don’t give those degrees away.’

‘Let’s get back to the subject, please!’

‘What subject?’

‘The one about narrow viewpoints: you think health is something for doctors.’

‘Health no, illness yes. Though they wouldn’t agree.’

‘Our body is all we have! It deserves more concern than that!’

‘I don’t get you.’

‘Well, the idea’s clear enough, it isn’t sensible to leave it only in the hands of doctors.’

‘Don’t we leave mass in the hands of priests? Bridges in the hands of engineers? Plus all that about ‘the body is all we have’ is a matter of opinion.’

‘You’re dealing with it all day and night.’

‘So?’

‘Well, we shouldn’t be uninvolved, just handing it over to some mafia of organ merchants.’

‘Like your father and brothers?’

‘I won’t let you piss me off. Well, maybe. You’ve already done it! Fuck! I can’t stand the ‘tude doctors get, that cheap aura of omniscience!’

‘Wouldn’t it be better to say ‘that aura of cheap omniscience’?’

‘That cheap aura of omniscience.’

‘Whatever you say.’

‘They don’t even stop to think about how they do things now will seem barbaric in the future. Of course they’re not scientists. A real scientist knows his laws are only hypotheses. Necessarily false, by definition.’

‘Esteban, it was me who introduced you to Popper. And badly, from what I can see.’

‘Man, you’re an asshole. They’re not even humanists, like they used to be, when a doctor was someone well read who listened to the patient with respect, who maintained the dignity of the patient …’

‘I get it,’ I said interrupting him, fed up with the stereotypes and common places. ‘You’re going to tell me how today it’s all different: dehumanised as a result of hyper specialisation, and so on and so forth. Sorry for anticipating your really interesting arguments, but where are you going with all this? That is, if you’re going anywhere.’

‘If doctors don’t listen to their patients, the way you don’t listen to me, if surgeons keep looking at the human body like butchers look at a hunk of veal before slicing into it, then, you know what’ll happen?’

‘Answer yourself.’

‘Soon only people afraid they’re suffering from something really serious will go see a doctor. The rest’ll look to touch therapy, flower essences, colour or music therapy, pyramid power, visualisation, or just the purest and most enduring form of consolation: prayer.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Well, I’m sure all those alternatives, plus reflexo-therapy and acupuncture, what they really do is stimulate the production of endorphins.’

‘This is the conclusion of some empirical study?’

‘I don’t need an empirical study.’

‘I don’t need…! You know what bugs me about you?’ I asked pointing my long, accusing index finger a centimetre from his forehead.

‘…’

‘Your lack of coherence. I hate to say it, but the only thing you’re offering me, apart from the cava, which by the way is excellent, is discourse no less pseudo-scientific than the one you’re criticising. But, yeah, with less to go on. I think you’re still traumatized from not being allowed into medical school like the rest of your family. German philology didn’t really do much for you, but your marks didn’t allow for much else. Now, out of spite, you want to make yourself into a sort of witch doctor.’

‘I think I should go.’

‘The body is your god, Louise Hay your prophetess, and these damn endorphins are your new Holy Grail. But only until next week, when you’ll latch onto something else. You’ve got the nerve to say prayer works because it stimulates some kind of secretion. And I’m telling you, if you insist on reading emotions in terms of endorphins, the least you could do is demonstrate some kind of accreditation as to your knowledge of biochemistry.’

‘Oh yeah, how’s that?’

‘Because then one could at least take for granted a minimum scientific rigour.’

‘Even if the guy’s an asshole?’

‘He’d be an asshole with respect for methodology.’

‘Bullshit! He’d be an asshole inside a rotten system at the behest of corporate wealth and the State.’

‘The ‘State’ as in capital S?’
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