
        
            [image: Cover Image for Dark Back of Time]
        

    
        
            [image: Missing Image for Digital Brand Page]
        

    
        Table of Contents

        
            Dark Back of Time
        

    
        ABOUT THE AUTHOR

        Javier Marías was born in Madrid in
            1951. He has published ten novels, two collections of short stories and several volumes
            of essays. His work has been translated into thirty-two languages and won a dazzling
            array of international literary awards, including the prestigious Dublin IMPAC award for
                A Heart So White. He is also a highly practised translator into Spanish of
            English authors, including Joseph Conrad, Robert Louis Stevenson, Sir Thomas Browne and
            Laurence Sterne. He has held academic posts in Spain, the United States and in Britain,
            as Lecturer in Spanish Literature at Oxford University.

        Esther Allen is a professor at Baruch
            College, City University of New York. She has translated a number of books from French
            and Spanish, including the Penguin Classics edition of José Martí:
                Selected Writings. In 2006, the French government named her a Chevalier de
                l’ordre des arts et des lettres.

    
         

        I believe I’ve still never mistaken
            fiction for reality, though I have mixed them together more than once, as everyone does,
            not only novelists or writers but everyone who has recounted anything since the time we
            know began, and no one in that known time has done anything but tell and tell, or
            prepare and ponder a tale, or plot one. Anyone can relate an anecdote about something
            that happened, and the simple fact of saying it already distorts and twists it, language
            can’t reproduce events and shouldn’t attempt to, and that, I imagine, is why
            during some trials—the trials in movies, anyway, the ones I know best—the implicated
            parties are asked to perform a material or physical reconstruction of what happened,
            repeating the gestures, the movements, the envenomed steps they took, the way they
            thrust the knife to become the accused; they’re asked to simulate seizing the
            weapon once again and delivering the blow to someone who, because of it, ceased to be
            and is no more, or rather to empty air, because it isn’t enough for them to say
            it, to tell the story impassively and as precisely as possible, it must be seen, and an
            imitation, a representation or staging of it is required, though now without the knife
            in hand and without the body—sack of flour, sack of flesh—to drive it into, this time in
            cool detachment and without racking up another crime or adding another victim to the
            list, but only as pretense and memory, because what they can never reproduce is the time
            gone by or lost, nor can they revive the dead who are lost within that
            time and gone.

        This indicates an ultimate mistrust of
            words, among other reasons because words—even when spoken, even at their crudest—are in
            and of themselves metaphorical and therefore imprecise, and cannot be imagined without
            ornament, though it is often involuntary; there is ornament in even the most arid
            exposition and frequently in interjections and insults as well. All anyone has to do is
            introduce an “as if” into the story, or not even that, all you need to do is
            use a simile, comparison or figure of speech (“he was acting like a jerk,”
            “she flew into a rage”—the kind of colloquial expression that belongs to the
            language more than to the speaker who chooses it, that’s all it takes) and fiction
            creeps into the narration of what happened, altering or falsifying it. The time-honored
            aspiration of any chronicler or survivor—to tell what happened, give an account of what
            took place, leave a record of events and crimes and exploits—is, in fact, a mere
            illusion or chimera, or, rather, the phrase and concept themselves are already
            metaphorical and partake of fiction. “To tell what happened” is
            inconceivable and futile, or possible only as invention. The idea of testimony is also
            futile and there has never been a witness who could truly fulfil his duty. Anyway, you
            always forget far too many moments and hours and days and months and years, and the scar
            on a thigh that I saw and kissed every day for years during its known and lost time. You
            forget whole years, and not necessarily the least important ones.

        Yet in these pages I’m going to place
            myself on the side of those who have sometimes claimed to be telling what really
            happened or pretended to succeed in doing so, I’m going to tell what happened, or
            was ascertained, or simply known—what happened in my experience or in my fabulation or
            to my knowledge—or perhaps all of it is only consciousness that never
            ceases—as a result of the composition and circulation of a novel, a work of fiction. It
            certainly isn’t anything momentous, nor is it serious yet, or pressing, though it
            may be entertaining to the curious reader who is willing, on principle, to accompany me;
            and for me it has the diversion of risk, the risk of narrating something for no reason
            and in almost no order, without making an outline or trying to be coherent, as if I were
            telling it in that fickle and unpredictable voice we all know, the voice of time when it
            has not yet gone by or been lost and perhaps for that reason is not even time; perhaps
            time is only what has already happened and can be told, or so it appears, and that is
            why time is the only thing that is ambiguous. That voice we hear is always fictitious, I
            believe, and perhaps mine will be too, in these pages.

        I am not the first writer nor will I be the
            last whose life has been enriched or poisoned or only changed because of what he
            imagined or made up and wrote down and published. Unlike those of truly fictional
            novels, the elements of the story I am now embarking upon are entirely capricious,
            determined by chance, merely episodic and cumulative—all of them irrelevant by the
            elementary rule of criticism, none of them requiring any of the others—because in the
            end no author is guiding them, though I am relating them; they correspond to no
            blueprint, they are steered by no compass, most of them are external in origin and
            devoid of intention and therefore have no reason to make any kind of sense or to
            constitute an argument or plot or answer to some hidden harmony, and no lesson should be
            extracted from them (nor should any such thing be sought from real novels; above all,
            the novels themselves should not want it)—not even a story with its beginning and
            suspense and final silence. I don’t believe this is a story, though, not knowing
            how it ends, I may be mistaken. I do know that the beginning of this
            tale lies outside it, in a novel I wrote some time ago, or before that (in which case
            it’s even more amorphous), in the two years I spent as an imposter in the city of
            Oxford, teaching entertaining but on the whole quite useless subjects at its University
            and observing the passage of a previously agreed-upon period of time. Its ending must
            also lie outside it, and will surely coincide with my own, some years from now, or so I
            hope.

        Or it may happen that the ending survives
            me, as almost everything that arises from us or accompanies us or that we bring about
            survives us; our intentions last longer than we do. We set too many things in motion and
            then leave them, and their inertia, weak as it is, outlives us: the words that replace
            us and that someone occasionally remembers or passes on, not always confessing to their
            provenance; the letters smoothed flat, the bent photographs, the notes written on yellow
            paper, left for a woman who will sleep alone in the aftermath of wakeful caresses
            because we leave in the middle of the night like a scoundrel who is just passing
            through; the objects and furniture that served us and that we allowed into our homes—a
            red chair, a pen, an image of India, a toy soldier made of lead, a comb—the books we
            write but also those we buy and read only once or that remain closed on the shelf to the
            last and then carry on somewhere else with their life of waiting, hoping for other eyes
            more avid or more placid than ours; the clothes that will go on hanging among mothballs
            because someone may insist on keeping them, for sentimental reasons—though I don’t
            know if there are mothballs anymore—the fabrics fading and languishing in their
            airlessness, each day more oblivious to the forms that gave them meaning, the scent of
            those forms; the songs that will go on being sung when we do not sing or hum or listen
            to them; the streets that shelter us as if they were endless hallways
            and chambers that pay no attention to their ephemeral and inconstant residents; the
            footsteps that cannot be replicated, that leave no trace on asphalt or are quickly
            erased on dirt, those footsteps don’t stay behind but depart with us or even
            before us in their harmlessness or their venom; the medicines, our hurried scrawl, the
            cherished photos we display, which no longer look back at us, the pillow, our jacket
            hanging from the back of a chair, a pith helmet brought back from Tunisia in the 1930s
            aboard the ship Ciudad de Cádiz, it belongs to my father and still has its
            chin strap, and the Hindu lieutenant made of painted wood that I’ve just brought
            home with some hesitation, that figurine will also outlast me, or may. And the
            narratives we invent, which will be appropriated by others who, in speaking of our past
            existence, gone and never known, will render us fictitious. Even our gestures will
            continue to be made by someone who inherited them or saw them and was unknowingly
            mimetic or repeated them on purpose to invoke us and create a strange, momentary and
            vicarious illusion of our life; and perhaps there will remain, isolated in another
            person, certain of our traits which we will have transmitted involuntarily, as
            affectation or unconscious curse, because features can bring luck or misfortune, the
            eyes verging on Oriental and the mouth as if sketched on with a pencil—“beaky lip,
            beaky lip”—the chin almost cleft, the broad hands, a cigarette in the left one;
            I’ll leave no feature to anyone. We lose everything because everything remains
            except us. And therefore any form of posterity may be an affront, and perhaps any
            memory, as well.

    
         

        I am going to commit a number of affronts here
            because I will speak, among other things, of several dead men, real ones, whom I did not
            know, thereby becoming a kind of unexpected and distant posterity for them; I will be
            the memory of them though I have never seen them and they could not have foreseen me in
            their time, now gone: I will be their ghost. Most of them never set foot in my country
            and didn’t know my language, though one did, a man of whose death I have no
            record, Hugh Oloff de Wet, who was in Madrid the year I was born in Madrid, and long
            before that had been on the point of dying before a firing squad here. He had also
            killed people here, and in other places, before then and after. And there is someone
            else who, on the contrary, was born in my own house, in the same bed, I imagine, that I
            would be born in much later.

        It is always said that behind every novel
            lies an episode, however pallid or tenuous or intermittent, in the life or reality of
            the author, though it may have been transfigured. This is said as if in distrust of the
            imagination and the inventive faculties, and also as if readers and critics needed
            something to hang onto, to keep from falling prey either to the strange vertigo of that
            which is absolutely invented and without experience or basis—as if they did not want to
            feel the horror of something that appears to exist as we read it, that breathes and
            whispers and sometimes even persuades, yet has never been—or to the
            ultimate absurdity of taking seriously what is only a representation, as if they were
            struggling against the lurking awareness that reading novels is a childish pastime, or
            at least inappropriate to the adult life that is always gaining on us.

        Among my novels, there is one that granted
            its readers this consolation or alibi in greater measure than the others, and not only
            that but also invited them to suspect that whatever was recounted in it had its
            counterpart in my life, though I don’t know if that life, in its turn, is part of
            reality or not; perhaps it won’t be if I tell it and I’m already telling
            part of it. In any case, this novel, entitled Todas las almas or, in English,
                All Souls, lent itself to the almost absolute identification of its
            nameless narrator with its named author, Javier Marías, also author of the present
            narrative in which narrator and author do coincide and I no longer know if there is one
            of us or two, at least while I’m writing.

        Todas las almas was first published
            by a company whose name is best forgotten in March or April of 1989, eight years ago now
            (March is the month that appears in the book, but Eduardo Mendoza generously presented
            it in the famous Madrid bar Chicote on April 7th, a very notable day for other reasons
            as well), and a simple glance at the author’s bio on the inside flap of the first
            edition yielded the information that I had taught at Oxford University for two academic
            years, between 1983 and 1985, just like the Spanish narrator of the book, though it
            mentions no dates. And it’s true that the narrator held the very position I held
            in my own life or history, of which I have retained some memory, but like many other
            elements of this and other novels I’ve written that was only a loan from author to
            character. Little of what is recounted in the book coincides with what I experienced or
            learned in Oxford, or only the most incidental things that have no
            effect on the course of events: the muffled atmosphere of that reserved and aloof city
            and its atemporal professors who harbor so many illusions about their occupation and so
            few about their lot in life (their perennially usufructuary spirit); the very orderly if
            dimly-lit antiquarian book stores that I—every bookseller’s dream come
            true—visited with gloved hands and eyes on the alert; the baleful and preoccupied
            beggars, great numbers of whom move through the streets in the evening, seething over
            some remote or imagined insult, with never a destination or goal or apology; the
            frantically pealing bells of the neighboring and perpetually empty churches of St. Giles
            and St. Aloysius, still stolidly calling out to the faithful of other, more credulous
            centuries, souls who no longer exist but who, because of those bells, may not have died;
            the derelict Didcot train station in its yellowish night of languid streetlamps that
            seemed ready to bid a final farewell with every flicker of their resigned, exhausted
            insomnia; a young, fair-haired woman there, in a raincoat and pearl necklace, smoking a
            cigarette and tapping out with her English feet in their low heels and buckles the
            remembered rhythm of a music no one else on that platform of nocturnal stragglers could
            hear; the daylight suspended for hours in the spring, making the wan sky come to a halt
            or persevere; a gypsyish flowerseller who stood across from my house on Sunday mornings
            in her leather jacket and high boots and long tresses that looked as if they were made
            of black rubber, I called her Jane in my book while her name in life was Anne, Anne
            Joseph, and she lived in nearby Reading with its famous gaol and was married to a Mr.
            Hyde, Anne Joseph Hyde at the age of nineteen, whether it rained or snowed or the wind
            lashed at her humble, foil-wrapped flowers and she had to pull her zipper all the way up
            and tuck in her chin, she was there, and she must be thirty-one years old now, if she’s still there, or in the city of Reading with Hyde;
            and the very ancient and frail porter with the diaphanous gaze who wished everyone a
            good day from his lodge at the Taylorian where I worked and taught my classes, I called
            him Will in the book, in whose pages I often spoke to him though I never did in life, in
            which he was named Tom, or never beyond an occasional cheerful greeting, and now
            I’ve learned that Tom has died and therefore they both have died, Tom and Will;
            it’s strange to have had a closer acquaintance with the porter named Will who
            never existed, or not in flesh and blood, and to feel greater sadness at his death,
            merely represented in paper and ink—or not even that, because the end of the novel
            specifies that “Will, the ancient porter … is still alive”—than at
            the death of the real Tom whose real name wasn’t Tom, either, but Walter, as I now
            see in a letter written by him on June 5, 1984, when I was there and sometimes
            encountered him, his blue eyes full of wonder and one jovial hand raised, at his post at
            the Taylorian which by then was only honorific: he was allowed to sit in the lodge
            sometimes so he would feel useful and not lose the thread of continuity, so he could
            play at still being a porter; in old age as in childhood we are deceived and we play and
            things are hidden from us, or perhaps that happens at any age. He signs the letter
            “Walter Thomas (Tom),” the other name in parentheses in case the professor
            he was writing the letter to didn’t recognize his real given and family names, the
            masters are often unaware of the family names of those who serve them, or who only stand
            and wait, as in Milton’s line. Tom writes without commas, in a hand that is quite
            steady and very legible for his age, and says he has spent seventy-three years as an
            Oxford porter and for that reason has recently participated in three morning radio talk
            shows broadcast by a local station, and a year before that appeared on a television
            program entitled Return to Oxford (“many of the
            professors were very pleased said I was very good”). “I’m starting to
            get a little old 93,” he adds, and explains how after serving for three years in
            the Royal Flying Corps during the First World War, he was a porter at Queen’s
            College and then for a long time after that at All Souls—All Souls itself (and I never
            knew that until now), or Todas las almas as the book was called in Spanish in a
            literal and inexact translation—from where he retired at the age of seventy. He mentions
            Sir Arthur Bryant, whose manservant he was at Queen’s and who was always telling
            him he should write a book. “He’s dead now,” he says of the historian
            who surely never bothered to write the history of Tom, “but he was a man it was a
            pleasure to work for,” he observes with the docility of one who was always a
            servant and perhaps because of that felt himself to be replaceable and secondary, not
            even a witness. “Good luck professor,” that’s how Tom takes his leave,
            Tom whom the recipient of the letter now made public calls “the most obliging man
            in Europe.” “Good luck professor,” is therefore also how the gentle
            and proud porter Will takes his leave of me, Will whom I invented or made up and who
            assigned me different names in his continuous travels through time—Dr. Magill and Dr.
            Myer and Mr. Brome, and Dr. Ashmore-Jones and Mr. Renner and Dr. Nott, and Mr. Trevor
            and Mr. Branshaw—for none of what I now know about Tom contradicts or refutes my
            fictional Will, who spent each day believing he was in a different year of his long life
            and for him, therefore, all of time was present or had returned and nothing was past or
            lost time that cannot be reproduced. He reproduced it without effort of will and so, to
            his good fortune, none of it was ambiguous to him. Who knows what living year of his
            journeyings he was in when death caught up to him, from what youthful or mature or
            elderly moment of his long existence he thought he was departing, what
            miserable or happy day. Perhaps his wife was still alive for Will on the day that
            brought his fragile body to a halt, his wife who had died long before in real time, our
            time, which he had abandoned, and perhaps he thought he was making a widow of the person
            whose widower he had been for so many years. I was told about Tom’s death by his
            nephew John, also a porter at the Taylorian who no doubt inherited the post, though the
            inheritance didn’t extend to his looks: John was a tall, corpulent man with his
            hair parted down the middle and the doughty moustache of an old-fashioned boxer,
            apparently tolerant of the weaknesses of others but with an excess of questionable
            humor, as I will describe later. He left his job not long ago: his Uncle Tom was spared
            the distress.

        
            [image: Missing Image]
        

        So only the scenery was real, and not even
            that: it was a skewed Oxford, a replica seen from my imaginary or false perspective, the
            fabulizing viewpoint of someone who spends a single night in a legendary hotel that will
            not record his insignificant, pretentious presence alongside that of the famous people
            who once slept or lived there, or perhaps killed themselves or were killed, lending the
            establishment that distinction: the room is closed off, and now tourists will only look
            in. Just incidental things, I said, when it is so difficult to know what will turn out
            to be incidental or fundamental once our book or story or life is over and has become
            known or past time which cannot be reproduced. Or maybe the book can, each time
            it’s read, but no, each reading changes it, though none of them rewrites it.

        Real, too, was the aspect of the novel that
            struck many readers as the most novelistic and fictitious, pure Kiplingesque invention,
            pure make-believe on my part: the story, told tentatively then, of the ill-fated,
            calamitous and jovial writer John Gawsworth, the incredible king of Redonda who never saw his kingdom but sold it several times and had himself
            called Juan I, and whose real name was Terence Ian Fytton Armstrong, two photographs of
            whom I printed and described in that book and print here once again to jog the memories
            of those who have read that novel and introduce them to those who haven’t and so
            will need to familiarize themselves with his face and his various names if they are
            going to stay in touch with these pages and go on turning them. For of that man I shall
            have to speak, and quite a lot, since I now, in a manner of speaking, have him in my
            home. Or rather, though he’s dead—and the second photo isn’t of him,
            exactly, but of the death mask that Hugh Oloff de Wet made immediately in incongruous
            homage to one who left the world a beggar—he lives on in me a little, if that can be
            said of someone who died twenty-six years ago without ever having had the faintest
            notion of my existence.
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        I have before my eyes a copy of his death
            certificate, dated 1970, and of his third and final wedding license, dated fifteen years
            earlier; he married a widow five years older—he was forty-three and she forty-eight at
            their wedding—and both copies were placed in my hands by the granddaughter of that woman
            who was widowed and married and widowed again, a blonde Englishwoman named Maria,
            without the accent, of course, but the same name as my Andalucian grandmother whom I
            never knew, María Aguilera, who must have laughed when she found herself married to
            a blithe and reckless widower whose last name was Marías and she became virtually a
            declension: María de Marías. The first certificate says that Armstrong—in
            death he was no longer Gawsworth, or not to the doctors, and perhaps by then he
            hadn’t been Gawsworth for some time—died in Brompton Hospital in London’s
            Chelsea district and gives the medical causes for his decease. In the box marked
            “Profession,” a civil servant named Vinten or an informant
            named Lewis wrote, “A poet,” and on the next line, under the heading
            “Qualification,” they added that the body had to be buried, “in
            consequence,” and so it must have been. Nevertheless, my house in Madrid is the
            place where the strange, unhappy spirit of the poet king of Redonda still draws breath
            and holds out against disappearance or stillness and refuses to declare the party over,
            and it is also the place where his handwriting lives on, which is to say, his voice that
            speaks. Or that will speak later, because it isn’t yet the moment for you to hear
            it, though that time will come as I go along writing these lines and turning these pages
            myself.

    
         

        But none of the real human beings I have
            mentioned were among those who first became aware of my novel because none of them knew
            Spanish or my name or that I was a writer, and they may not have been people who read
            much, with the exception of the bibliophile and bibliomaniac Gawsworth or Armstrong, but
            he had died on September 23, 1970—I had just turned nineteen three days earlier—and
            could never have foreseen me. And though De Wet did know Spanish, who knows what became
            of him, his life span is not known to us, his traces have been lost.

        As I explained in a 1989 article titled
            “Who’s Writing,” the nameless narrator of All Souls—who, if
            memory serves, is called only “our dear Spaniard” or “the Spanish
            gentleman” by the other characters—on returning to Madrid after his two years of
            false exile or privileged emigration in Oxford, appears in the novel married to a woman
            named Luisa and father of her newborn child, which was demonstrably not my situation, my
            case or anything that has ever happened to me. There has never even been a significant
            or lasting Luisa in my life. That alone ruled out any absolute identification of
            narrator with author, and, by extension, of any other character with any real person I
            might have known or come into contact with during my stay. Still, the rest of what the
            narrator related could have happened to me or been witnessed by me. I could state and
            declare, as I’ve often done and am now doing again, that almost
            all of it was invented except for the setting and some minor personal experiences that
            are transformed in the book, that none of the characters had a counterpart in anyone who
            exists or once existed, and, more specifically, that none of them was the portrait or
            caricature of any of my British colleagues on the Faculty of Medieval and Modern
            Languages, of which the Sub-Faculty of Spanish, to which I was attached, was part.
            Though in fact there’s no reason to believe anything I state or declare, even if
            there does exist a credulous and unjustifiable tendency to believe the statements
            authors make in regard to their books. (I realize, even as I point this out, that
            I’m involuntarily putting into question the veracity of whatever I say here, and
            will go on saying, but I’ll have to run that risk and appeal to that credulity in
            spite of everything: attention will be paid or will not be, I’ll be heard out or I
            won’t, and there is no reason to do so: there are no two ways about it,
            that’s all.) What I cannot and will never be able to do is demonstrate that the
            events of the novel did not happen to me in my life, since it is always
            impossible to demonstrate that you have not done something or committed some
            crime if the opposite is presumed, from the start, to be the case, a thing all dictators
            know very well. To go no farther than Spain itself, that was the judicial policy of the
            Franco regime, as soon as the war was over and for the long term. A neighbor, an enemy,
            a rival, an envious colleague, a friend would accuse someone of various crimes, the
            direr the better, and on the strength of that alone the person would be arrested and
            tried, or, rather, made the center of a show trial, and his accusers would tell him,
            “Go ahead and prove you didn’t kill, or inform, or loot, or rape,”
            knowing full well that it is almost impossible to prove anything in the negative. And
            that is what happened to María Aguilera de Marías’s youngest son, my
            father, of whom it was alleged, among other imaginative things, that
            during the war he had been a “contributor to the Moscow newspaper
            Pravda,” and—to my undying envy—“a voluntary companion to the
            bandit Dean of Canterbury.” I must confess that I would pay a handsome bribe or
            incur almost any shady obligation in order to see myself brought up, just once in my
            life, on charges so outlandish and archaic. I haven’t yet managed to find out much
            about the wartime role of this “bandit” who was known as “the Red
            Dean” or “el Deán Rojo,” and whose real name was the
            Reverend Dr. Hewlett Johnson, as if he were an Oxonian, and in fact he received his
            doctorate in theology at Oxford in 1904, at Wadham College, which is not entirely
            unknown to me. Of the little that I know about the Dean, the most striking facts are
            that he was the first to break through the naval blockade of Bilbao in 1937 and that he
            was seventy-two years old when the conflict broke out and seventy-five when it ended, a
            commendable age indeed at which to engage in banditry in a foreign country and risk his
            neck setting sail from Bermeo in a French torpedo boat, dodging mines and Franco’s
            warships to reach San Juan de Luz without mishap, in addition to whatever other feats or
            felonies he carried out with his voluntary companion, whoever that was, and of course it
            was not my father, nor, by any means, the Archbishop of Canterbury, who saw no
            alternative but to issue a statement in 1947 to let it be known that his Dean was
            speaking and acting only for himself, far beyond the cathedral’s limits, and that
            the Archbishop had no responsibility for what he might say or do, “nor the power
            to control it.” The Red Dean of Canterbury, an indomitable, impervious Russophile
            and apologist for the Spanish Republic, must have emerged unscathed from his escapades
            in and around the Iberian peninsula since he lived to be ninety-two, almost as long as
            my peaceable porter Will, also a combatant albeit in a different war.
            But because of the Red Dean and his involuntary companionship, I narrowly risked not
            being born, given that in 1939 the firing squad was the most common and frequent fate of
            those denounced by cunning and patriotic friends, and if my father went only to jail and
            no farther it was due to luck and my mother’s tenacity—they didn’t know then
            that they would marry each other—rather than to any lack of ill will on the part of the
            two men who informed against him. And if I hadn’t been born, so what? Too many
            people are born and it’s as if it never happened and they never existed; there are
            so few whose memory is preserved, and so many who die quickly as if the world
            didn’t have the patience to witness their lives and was hurrying to be rid of
            them, the effort made in vain and the diminutive footsteps that leave no trace, or only
            in the sharp-edged memory of the one who taught those feet to take steps and made the
            mistake and the effort, a costly and superfluous luxury that is expelled from the earth
            at once like a breath, without even a chance to be put to the test. And so what, if no
            one were born, ever.

        So with respect to the scant degree of
            autobiography in my book, the only thing that was demonstrable in the negative was that
            I did not then and do not now have a wife named Luisa, nor, in fact, a wife by any name,
            and still less a child who was then a newborn, and who, if he had existed and was not in
            vain, would now—horrors—be seven or eight years old, a little thug or who knows, worse
            still, maybe a little know-it-all who ought to be run out of the country. (I might not
            have been a good father.) But even that was attributed to me by people who knew little
            about me and nothing about my private life.

        At the time, I was teaching courses on
            translation theory at the Universidad Complutense in Madrid, an accidental thing that lasted four years—I never thought seriously of dedicating
            myself to the long-suffering profession of teaching, plagued with subterfuge and
            intrigue—following several vagabond years not only in Oxford but also near Boston and in
            Venice. I was not fond of the Spanish university milieu and its many pettinesses so I
            took advantage of the evening classes in order to avoid all faculty life and appear only
            when absolutely necessary at the gloomy university, half-empty, its lights dimmed,
            already taken over by the cleaning ladies who at those hours feel themselves to be in
            charge of the day’s residue and shoo away or give orders to the professors and
            students, as they gave orders to the passengers and railway workers in the station of
            Didcot, or in that other station in Mestre, near Venice, where I spent part of one night
            cast out and wrapped in mist. I gave my classes, which were improvised in the taxi on
            the way there, and left as soon as they were over, at nine or ten p.m., depending on the
            day, so there was hardly any scope for fraternization with the students or networking
            with my colleagues, and almost no one knew anything about me that wasn’t more or
            less public information. And there, not long after Todas las almas came out, I
            had my first warning—or perhaps it was the second—of how everything my narrator spoke of
            and said, from start to finish, might be ascribed to me. A group of students—most of
            them women—was waiting for me one night outside the classroom to consult me on various
            matters, to which I imagine I must have improvised some response, and as I walked
            through the hallways with my inappropriate briefcase made of hard black plastic with a
            blue handle, surrounded like some idiotic politician among his handlers and journalists
            (I’ve noticed that professors, real, daytime professors, very much enjoy having
            their students flock around them as they walk, and it amused me to imitate them for
            once), one young woman, out of the blue, asked me solicitously,
            “How’s the baby?”

        “What baby?” I said,
            surprised.

        The student was very sure of herself.
            “What other baby would it be? Yours.” I think she employed the polite form
            of address—el suyo—but she may have said el tuyo; I always addressed
            the students formally as usted, but they would use the intimate
                tú with me at the drop of a hat, though only outside of class; the
            change could happen in a matter of seconds, as if they were unmasking me. And they
            weren’t all young, some were older than me and all of them had graduated from
            college; my courses were at the level of the doctorate that I didn’t and still
            don’t have. More than once I considered enrolling in my own courses and becoming
            my own student just to get the credits (I would have played it safe and given myself
            only B’s, and I would always have addressed myself as usted).

        “Mine?” I said in alarm. I still
            hadn’t caught on. “What baby of mine? I have a baby? Believe me, this is the
            first I’ve heard.”

        At that point the other students worked up
            the nerve to join in, perhaps feeling defrauded, I mean, as if they were victims of a
            fraud.

        “But you say so in your novel, the one
            that’s just come out,” they protested, as if producing an embossed
            guarantee.

        “Ah.” And I was silent for a
            moment, and stopped in that hallway dominated by the world-weary cleaning ladies (hand
            on hip during a pensive pause) who were drudging away with their misbuttoned housecoats
            and their stringy mops. I wondered if I should make amends and certify the reality of
            the baby in the presence of those young women, and therefore the reality of Luisa, my
            storybook wife, as well. Of course I might have divorced her by then, perhaps because
            she was jealous, for instance, or because she was short-tempered or
            nosy or talked too much, or because she was a neglectful and agonized mother, the
            marriage was a big mistake, perhaps I would have kept the child. (Or she might have left
            me, because I was overly withdrawn and mysterious.) Finally, as I started walking again,
            I told the truth. “But that isn’t me, it’s the novel’s narrator,
            I’m not married and don’t have any children, or any I know of. And I think
            I’d know.”

        “But you were in Oxford,” one of
            them objected.

        A single undeniable coincidence (the
            book’s jacket influencing the book itself) sufficed to ascribe all the rest to me,
            I thought, and that struck me as far too elementary a reaction from readers who were
            college graduates, most of them students of literature in various languages.

        “Yes, and what does that have to do
            with it?” I answered.

        “So it isn’t true?” a
            student insisted. “Because we were all convinced you had a small baby.” I
            remember she said “convencidas todas” in the feminine—“we
            women were all convinced”—perhaps not so much because of the large number of women
            in the class, always the case in literature classes, as because the discovery had been
            discussed only among those of her gender. And on the face of one of those female
            students I thought I noticed an expression of contentment at hearing that I was not
            married. Nothing to feel boastful or conceited about, given that all the world’s
            professors, male and female, enjoy what could be called “the podium effect,”
            due to which even the ugliest and most squalid, horrible, tyrannical and despicable
            among them arouse spurious and delusional passions, as I know all too well. I’ve
            seen dazzling women barely out of their teens swooning and melting over some
            foul-smelling homunculus with a piece of chalk in his hand, and innocent boys degrading
            themselves (circumstantially) for a scrawny, furrowed bosom stooped over a desk. Those who take advantage of this podium effect are generally
            contemptible, and they are legion. What I didn’t understand, though, was the
            contentment of that student whose colors were the same as my briefcase (eyes blue, hair
            black), because she, in any case, was married. Perhaps it was a purely literary
            satisfaction, and she was happy to confirm that what she had read as a novel was indeed
            a novel.

        “So they talk about me,” I
            thought, “and they took the trouble to buy and read my book right away.” As
            we walked on, more and more lights went out behind us, as if they were waiting
            impatiently to see the back of us in order to shut down for the night, and the cleaning
            ladies didn’t count. Or maybe the cleaning ladies could do their jobs in the dark,
            with their eyes closed, as if they were dreaming the work from somewhere else. Maybe
            from Mestre or Didcot, it’s hard to alter the course of our destinies once
            they’re underway, if we don’t know they are our destinies.

    
         

        Not long before or after that I would receive
            or had received news of the novel’s initial reception in the city of Oxford. My
            former colleagues on the Sub-Faculty were more or less aware that I was working on a
            book set there, but had only the sketchiest notion of it and didn’t know whether
            it was a novel, a thinly veiled true account, or some sort of vague memoir. The only
            person who had grounds to know anything more was my good friend Eric Southworth, of St.
            Peter’s College, with whom I often exchanged letters, then and now. The head of
            the department, Professor Ian Michael, of Exeter College, who frequently visits
            Madrid—drawn here by his medieval research, his weakness for bullfighting, his
            historical and streetcorner fact-finding errands for the crime novels he writes under an
            angelical pseudonym, and his rash taste for or curiosity about the underworld and
            aspiring criminals—was also kept somewhat abreast, and only what those two had managed
            to convey would have been of general knowledge among the faculty.

        But then again, no. On one of my visits
            subsequent to the expiration of my contract—it must have been in the summer of 1987,
            after spending nine soporific days at a literary seminar in Cambridge with Ishiguro, the
            agreeable Vikram Seth, P.D. James, the late Angela Carter, David Lodge, the antediluvian
            Wesker and others, all of us roused from sleep during those cloistered days only by the
            critic George Steiner—I complied with my tradition of paying a visit to
            an elderly retired professor I used to drop in on once a month during my Oxford years
            and whom some have wanted to see represented in the character in All Souls
            named Toby Rylands, and therefore I shall call him Toby Rylands here as well, using his
            supposed fictional name to refer to someone who neither was nor is but may well end up
            being fictional. I’ve always had great admiration and respect for this professor,
            and beyond that he was amusing, an intelligent, astute man, guileful and learned and so
            suggestive as to be almost enigmatic. By suggestive I mean not only that he sparked the
            imagination with his imposing presence, his slow intensity and the studied
            intermittences of his speech, but that he continually suggested deplorable events in his
            past, remote, semi-clandestine activities and associations that were improbable and
            theoretically improper for a university professor, without ever embarking on a story.
            According to the publicly available biographical notes (so I’m not committing any
            indiscretions), he went by the last name of Wheeler before he began using the name he
            now uses, his mother’s maiden name; he was born in 1913 in Christchurch, New
            Zealand, which did not prevent him from becoming more of an Oxonian than any other
            member of the congregation (which is the term used for the entire corpus of professors
            or dons) I ever met; the biographical summaries state tersely that he enlisted in 1940
            and at the end of that year was assigned to the Intelligence Corps or Information
            Service or Secret Service, adding that between 1942 and 1946 he performed “special
            duties in the Caribbean, West Africa and South East Asia.” However, these facts
            were of no use to me when I sat down to portray the fictitious Toby Rylands, someone
            quite different from the person he was and is, for during the period when I saw the real
            man most often I was unaware of them (one does not think of consulting
            biographical entries, if they exist, on a person one sees frequently), and the man
            himself, as I’ve said, never recounted anything in full about his possible
            inclement or adventurous days, but only allowed them to be glimpsed.

        On one occasion, for example, he murmured,
            “Once I had to entertain and keep my eye on a crown prince, for weeks.”

        I would wait for a tale to ensue, sensing
            that this sentence was the preamble to some strange and diverting story that would be
            well worth hearing out. And, at the silence that followed—Rylands broke off, as if to
            ponder whether he had done well in proffering what he had just proffered and whether he
            wanted to recount the episode or keep it to himself—I tried to cajole it out of him:
            “Oh really? What was that like? They mustn’t be very interesting,
            princes.”

        Then he passed his immense, peaceable hand
            over his wood-hewn cheeks as if it were all suddenly coming back to him at once, and
            that were enough, and perhaps, as he remembered it all, he came to see the story he had
            been tempted to confide in me as unnecessary.

        “Hmm,” he said, like so many
            people in Oxford, where much mumbling is done. “Hmm.” And his eyes glittered
            with recovered youth.

        I persisted. “What sort of prince was
            he? European, African, Russian?”

        “He was indeed a prince. A most
            delightful prince. He drank a lot and I had to go along on his binges. That’s why
            I can hold my drink. This sherry does not convince me, I’m going to tell Mrs.
            Berry not to bring me any more of it.” And he lifted the glass to his pencil-thin
            lips, thus putting an end to his precarious incursion into the past, or at least to the
            spoken and witnessed part of it. I know the English word he used was
            “binges.”

        I made the fictional Rylands a former spy with
            MI5, the most famous of the British secret services, and I mentioned wartime missions he
            was said to have carried out in Martinique, Haiti, Brazil and the islands of Tristan da
            Cunha, all of it according to Oxford’s indefatigable rumor mills. These were
            things I made up, that was all; they may have been suggested by his incomplete allusions
            during our conversations, for I knew nothing at that point about the biographical
            information in the public domain.

        Nevertheless, the identification between the
            two Rylands was understandable, up to a point, because in order to describe the
            fictional character I selected and embroidered upon and shifted around certain physical
            attributes of the real person, which must have been what led superficial readers into
            confusion. The novel says, “He was a very large man, enormous, really, who still
            had all his hair, white and undulant—a mound of whipped cream—on a statue’s head,
            always well dressed, with more vanity than elegance (bow ties and yellow sweaters, a
            rather American look or that of a student from bygone days) …” “His
            almond-shaped eyes made the greatest impression; each was a different color, the right
            one olive oil and the other pale ashes, so that if you looked at him from the right you
            saw a sharp expression that was a touch cruel—an eagle’s or perhaps a cat’s
            eye—while if you looked at him from the left the expression was contemplative and
            serious, and straightforward as only a northerner can be straightforward—the eye of a
            dog or perhaps a horse, the two most straightforward-seeming of animals; and if you
            looked at him head-on you met two gazes, or rather two colors in a single gaze, which
            was cruel and straightforward, contemplative and sharp.” “As for his laugh,
            that was the most diabolical thing about Toby Rylands: his mouth barely moved, only just
            enough—horizontally—so that beneath his fleshy, purplish upper lip a
            row of small, somewhat pointy but very straight teeth appeared, perhaps a good imitation
            by a well-paid dentist of the set that age had deprived him of. But what was most
            demonic about that short, dry laugh was not the sight of it but its sound, for it was
            nothing like the customary (written) onomatopoeias, all of which rely on the aspiration
            of the consonant (whether it be ha-ha-ha or heh-heh-heh or hee-hee-hee, or even ah-ah),
            no, in his case the consonant was distinctly plosive, a very clear alveolar
            ‘t,’ as the English ‘t’ is. Ta-ta-ta: that was Professor Toby
            Rylands’ chilling laugh. Ta-ta-ta. Ta-ta-ta.”

        And the unmistakable laugh of the real
            Rylands was indeed like that, as was he himself more or less, though he didn’t
            have fleshy lips or eyes of different colors, but two eyes of so Nordic a blue they
            seemed almost yellow under direct sun or electric light, a vigilant gaze or, more
            precisely, eyes that lay in ambush, that seemed to be forming an opinion even when they
            looked distracted or sleepy or absent, thinking for themselves without the mind’s
            intervention, judging. He was one of those individuals who never demands or remonstrates
            but before whom you often feel yourself to be deficient in some way, if you
            haven’t entirely abandoned the reflexes of youth; such people make no reproach and
            do not manifest their discontent, yet you feel forever on the verge of incurring their
            silent disapproval. This effect isn’t easily achieved; it does not depend on
            one’s bearing or manners or wealth or pretensions, or even on the kind of enraged
            reprisals that in the course of my life I’ve seen from certain social-climbing
            businessmen when they were crossed: contemptible, insecure people who inspire no respect
            and need to convince themselves of their eminence, crushing anyone they can, anyone who
            is weak, to ceaselessly renew their always scanty confidence (in my younger days, I once
            had an editor who was like that, I left him with revulsion and without
            a second thought, his face would go red and his eyes drifted obtusely, he was unable to
            pronounce a sensible or complete word, sluggish in thought and speech, bewildered when
            his exploitative will was thwarted—he started out in the black market, they said;
            I’ve also known writers of the same ilk, despotic and full of complexes, any
            disagreement shakes them to the core or shatters them). In fact there’s no need,
            nor is it possible, to do anything extraordinary to produce in others this intimidation
            and desire for recognition, or at least acceptance. Toby Rylands achieved it without
            much effort, though he did seek it: with his occasional terseness, his sharp-edged voice
            that took advantage of old age to sound an occasional note of affliction and make itself
            dramatic, his eyes that were interpretative when he listened and also when he spoke, as
            if there were no give and take in conversations with him and you were exposing yourself
            at every moment, when you spoke and when you were silent, when you were telling your
            story and when you were waiting as he was holding forth. He was, moreover, reputed to be
            quite unscrupulous—ruthless, actually—in punishing enemies or those who simply offended
            him, and for him these were punishments, not acts of vengeance; enlightened men do not
            take revenge. It was rumored that on one occasion, upon learning that a university in
            the United States was about to offer some succulently lucrative position to an
            ungrateful or insufficiently obsequious disciple of his, the tactic he came up with to
            keep this from happening was to accuse this disciple, sotto voce, of
            coprophagy, no less, which sufficed to make the moneyed Southern puritans cancel the
            nauseating contract, apparently without even wondering how Rylands could be in
            possession of such reliable information on practices and activities which, if they truly
            exist (and I doubt they do; these are figments and affectations of
            literature and cinema), would certainly never be spoken of openly by anyone, still less
            in the city of Oxford where almost nothing is overlooked and what isn’t known is
            created or invented. Had he actually said this, Toby Rylands’ shrewdness would
            have been considerable, even Mephistophelian, since he chose a stigma about which no one
            would ever dare question the defamed man, thus forestalling all possibility of denial or
            defense. How dangerous credible voices are, authoritative voices, voices that never lie,
            as if waiting for the day when the time has come and it is really worth the trouble, and
            then effortlessly they persuade us of the most far-fetched or poisonous things. It may
            be that my own voice is becoming one of these, with age and some of what I’ve
            written, though most of it is fictional. But still I don’t lie.

        And so I was only concerned with the
            possible reactions of three people to the as-yet-untitled book I was writing, which I
            referred to as “the Oxford novel” in my letters to Eric Southworth or
            Daniella Pittarello around that time. I made so bold as to guess what my Oxford friend
            Eric might think when he read the book and it caused me little apprehension, outside of
            his strictly literary assessment; and I saw no threat, either, in the probable reaction
            of Ian Michael, with his jocular, carefree outlook and his utter lack of piety,
            he’s the opposite of a stuffed shirt. As for the rest of my colleagues, more
            severe in appearance and more zealous on behalf of the good name of their profession,
            the University, and Oxford itself, I imagined that having dedicated a good part of their
            lives to teaching literature (even if it was Spanish or Latin American literature) they
            would be able, without doubts or difficulties, to distinguish between a work of fiction
            and a memoir or an essay, and not be upset by any brash digression or comical
            exaggeration or fabulation of mine with
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