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            For Lola García, my brother Agustín, and Jonás Peiró

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            And they contained accounts of moments that he treasured but could share with no one. Casual glances at young men who had
               come to his lectures or whom he encountered at a concert. Glances that were sometimes reciprocated and then became unmistakable
               in their intensity. While he enjoyed the homage he received in public and appreciated the large audiences he attracted, it
               was always these chance meetings, silent and furtive, that he remembered. Not to have registered in his diary the message
               sent by the secret energy in a gaze would have been unthinkable.
            

            —Colm Tóibín, The Magician
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            Introduction

         
         I’ve been asked to write my autobiography more than once, and I’ve always refused. It’s also been suggested that I let someone else write my biography, but I have always felt somewhat resistant to the idea of a book entirely about me as an individual. I’ve never kept a diary, and whenever I’ve tried, I’ve never made it to page two. In a sense, then, this book represents something of a paradox. It might be best described as a fragmentary autobiography, incomplete and a little cryptic. Still, I believe that the reader will end up getting the most information about me as a filmmaker, as a fabulator (as a writer), and the way in which my life makes things blend together. But there are contradictions even in what I’ve just written: I say I’ve never kept a diary, and there are four texts here that prove the opposite: one about the death of my mother, one about my visit to the Mexican singer Chavela Vargas in Tepoztlán, the account of a pointless day, and “A Bad Novel.” These four texts are snapshots of my life as I was living it, without any degree of distance. This collection of stories (I call everything a story, I don’t distinguish between genres) demonstrates the intimate relationship between what I write, what I film, what I live. 

         
         The unpublished stories, together with a bunch of others, had been filed in my office by Lola García. Lola is my assistant
            in this and many other ventures. She compiled them, extracting them from several old blue folders rescued in the chaos of
            my many moves, and she and Jaume Bonfill decided to dust them off. I had not read them since I first wrote them. Lola had
            filed them away and I’d forgotten about them. Had she not suggested it, it never would have occurred to me to read them after
            so many decades. Sensibly, Lola selected a few, to see how I would react to rereading them. In the isolated moments between
            the preproduction and postproduction of Strange Way of Life, I entertained myself by rereading them. I haven’t tinkered with them, because what I found interesting was remembering myself
            and remembering them as they were written at the time and seeing how my life and everything around me changed after I left
            school with a high school diploma.
         

         
         I have known that I was a writer since I was a boy, I always wrote. If I was certain about one thing, it was my literary vocation, and if there is one thing about which I’m not certain, it’s my achievements. There are two stories about my love of literature and writing (“The Life and Death of Miguel”—written over the course of several afternoons between 1967 and 1970—and “A Bad Novel,” written in 2023). 

         
         I made my peace with some of them and remembered how and where I wrote them. I can picture myself, in the courtyard of the
            family home in Madrigalejo, writing “The Life and Death of Miguel” on an Olivetti typewriter under a grapevine with a skinned
            rabbit hanging from a string, like one of those revolting flycatchers. Or writing on the Q.T. in the Telefónica offices after
            work, in the early seventies. Or, of course, in the different houses where I’ve lived, writing in front of a window.
         

         
         These stories are a complement to my cinematographic works: sometimes they served as an immediate reflection of the moment
            I was experiencing and either became films many years later (Bad Education, certain sequences of Pain and Glory), or will end up doing so.
         

         
         All are texts of initiation (a stage I have not yet finished), and many were born of a desire to escape boredom.

         
         In 1979 I created a character, Patty Diphusa, who is uninhibited in every sense (“Confessions of a Sex Symbol”), and I began the new century with an account of my first day as an orphan (“The Last Dream”), and I would say that in all subsequent writings—including “Bitter Christmas,” where I allow myself to include a set piece about Chavela Vargas, whose indelible voice appears in a number of my films—I turn my gaze inward and become the new character about whom I write in “Adiós, Volcano,” “Memory of an Empty Day,” and “A Bad Novel.” This new character, myself, is the polar opposite of Patty, although we are aspects of a single person. In this new century I’ve become more somber, more austere, more melancholic, less certain, more insecure, and more afraid, and this is where I find my inspiration. The proof can be found in the films I’ve made, especially in the past six years. 

         
         Everything is in this book. In it, I discover that, when I first got to Madrid in the early seventies, I was already the person
            I would become: “The Visit” was transformed in 2004 into Bad Education, and had I had the money, I would have already made my directorial debut with “Joanna, the Beautiful Madwoman” or “The Mirror
            Ceremony” before going on to make the films I have made since. But there are some stories written between 1967 and 1970, before
            I moved to Madrid: “Redemption” and the aforementioned “The Life and Death of Miguel.” In both I can sense, on one hand, that
            I had just left high school and, on the other, my youthful anxieties, my fear of being trapped in a village, and my need to
            get out as soon as possible and go to Madrid. (During those three years, I lived with my family in Madrigalejo, Cáceres.)
         

         
         I have tried to leave the stories as I wrote them, but I admit that I could not resist reworking “The Life and Death of Miguel.” The style felt too prissy so I have tweaked it a little, while respecting the original flavor. This is one of the stories that surprised me reading it again after more than fifty years. I perfectly remembered the premise, to recount a life in reverse. That was the essential and, if I may say so, the original idea. Decades later, I thought that The Curious Case of Benjamin Button had copied my idea. The story itself is conventional and corresponds to the trajectory of my life, which at that time was
            very brief. The important thing was the idea. Reading it again now, I see that the story is really about memory and about
            our powerlessness in the face of passing time. I’m sure I had this in mind when I wrote it, but I had forgotten, and I find
            it astonishing. My religious education is still present in all the stories from the seventies.
         

         
         The radical change comes in 1979 with the creation of Patty Diphusa. I could not have written about this character before
            or after the maelstrom of the late seventies. I picture myself, hunched over the typewriter, doing everything, living and
            writing, at breakneck speed. The century comes to an end with “The Last Dream,” my first day as an orphan. I wanted to include
            this brief account because I am conscious that these five pages are among the best I have so far written. This does not make
            me a great writer, which I might be, were I capable of writing at least two hundred pages of the same quality. But, in order
            for me to write “The Last Dream,” my mother had to die.
         

         
         Besides the relationship between Bad Education and “The Visit,” these stories contain many of the themes that appear in and shape my films. One is my obsession with Cocteau’s
            La voix humaine, which was apparent in Law of Desire and was at the origin of Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown; reappeared in Broken Embraces; and finally, in 2020, became The Human Voice, starring Tilda Swinton. Also in “Too Many Gender Swaps” I talk about one of the key elements in All About My Mother: eclecticism, the mixture not only of genders, but of works that marked me. Not simply Cocteau’s monologue, but Tennessee
            Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire (El Deseo—Desire—is the name of my production company), and John Cassavetes’s film Opening Night. I have appropriated everything that has ever fallen into my hands or flashed before my eyes and made it my own, without
            quite reaching the limits of León in “Too Many Gender Swaps.”
         

         
         As a filmmaker, I was born in the midst of the explosion of postmodernism: ideas come from everywhere, styles and periods
            all coexist, there are no gender prejudices or ghettos. There was no market either, only the desire to live and to do things.
            It was the ideal breeding ground for someone who, like me, wanted to take on the world.
         

         
         I could draw inspiration from the courtyards of La Mancha, where I spent my early childhood, or from the dark room of Rockola,
            pausing, where necessary, in the more sinister areas of my second childhood in the prison-school run by the Salesians. Years
            that were both turbulent and radiant because the horror of the Salesian school was scored to the Latin masses that I sang
            as a soloist in the choir (Pain and Glory).
         

         
         I can say now that these were the three places that formed me: the courtyards of La Mancha, where women made bobbin lace, sang, and bitched about everyone in town; the explosive and utterly free nights in Madrid between 1977 and 1990; and the tenebrous religious education I received from the Salesian brothers in the early sixties. All of this distilled into this volume, together with a few other ingredients: desire not merely as the spur and inspiration for my films, but also as madness, epiphany, a law to which one must submit, as though we were characters in the verses of a bolero. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Visit

         
         In the street of a little town in Extremadura, a young woman of about twenty-five grabs the attention of passersby because
            of her extravagant appearance. It is midmorning, and her getup, in itself flamboyant, seems even more inappropriate in the
            light of day. But she walks imperturbably, paying no heed to the stares of surprised onlookers. The young woman moves with
            supreme poise, as though carrying out a long-standing, carefully formulated plan. Her dress, her hat, and her various accessories
            are identical to those worn by Marlene Dietrich in The Devil Is a Woman when she tries to seduce the high-ranking official into giving passports to her and Cesar Romero. More than an impersonation,
            the woman’s movements perfectly embody those of the famous star. In the context of a small town, this sophisticated yet anachronistic
            spectacle seems utterly surreal and scandalous.
         

         
         The woman stops outside the door of a school run by the Order of Saint Francis de Sales and then saunters into the building with the same self-possession she displayed walking down the street. Without a flicker of hesitation, she moves as though she is intimately familiar with the school. An astonished priest emerges from the porter’s lodge to meet her. 

         
         —What can I do for you, señorita? —he asks awkwardly.

         
         —I would like to see the headmaster —the woman says with devastating artlessness. The priest looks at her, half-terrorized,
            and says without conviction:
         

         
         —I don’t know whether he is here just now.

         
         —I know that he is always in his office at this hour.

         
         Though the young woman’s tone is cutting, her confidence defuses any potential provocation elicited by her words. The priest
            looks her up and down. He does not know what to say. He should not allow her to enter, he thinks, her appearance is positively
            shocking.
         

         
         —The thing is, this is a school for young boys, and . . .

         
         —And what?

         
         —Well . . . you . . . in that dress . . .

         
         —What is wrong with my dress? —The young woman glances down as though worried she might find a stain or a tear in the fabric—.
            Don’t you like it?
         

         
         —It’s not that . . .

         
         —Then what is it? Surely you’re not telling me that the pupils here have never seen a woman?

         
         —Señorita!

         
         She cuts him short:

         
         —Is the headmaster in or not?

         
         —He may not be able to see you right now.

         
         —I have come on a very urgent matter that concerns him as much as it does me. But you needn’t trouble to escort me, I know
            the way. My brother studied here and I often came to visit.
         

         
         Without waiting for a response, she strides through the narrow passageway leading to the courtyard. The priest, alarmed, chases
            after her.
         

         
         —Señorita! Señorita!

         
         —It’s over there, the door on the left, isn’t it?

         
         —Yes, that’s the one. —The dazed priest watches as she disappears.

         
         The courtyard is deserted, today is a holiday so most of the boarding students are out on the town. The few still in the school
            are bookworms or those in detention. The young woman ostentatiously descends the stairs leading from the courtyard and heads
            toward the door indicated by the priest. She gives two or three curt raps and waits.
         

         
         —Come in —calls a voice from inside. Seeing her enter, the monk of about forty-five seated behind the desk cannot conceal
            his amazement.
         

         
         —And who might you be?

         
         —Don’t look at me like that. —The woman smiles confidently—. I’m the sister of one of your former pupils, and I’ve come to
            talk to you on his behalf.
         

         
         The headmaster addresses her timorously, though he is curious to know what this is about.

         
         —Which pupil are you talking about?

         
         —I’m the sister of Luis Rodríguez Bahamonde.

         
         Hearing the name, the monk’s expression changes and he looks at the young woman more intently, paying no attention to her
            appearance, looking only for some resemblance that will convince him that what she says is true.
         

         
         —So, you’re Luis’s sister? —he says excitedly.

         
         The woman nods coldly.

         
         —I was a great friend of your brother. He was not just another pupil to me. —The monk’s words are tinged with evident nostalgia.

         
         —I’ve come to talk to you about him.

         
         —Well, I’m delighted! It’s so long since I last saw him! We were good friends . . . but when the boys leave the school, they
            forget us. I wrote to him once or twice to see how he was doing, but he never wrote back. How is he? I suppose he’s changed
            a lot, he’d be a grown man now. Looking more closely, I see a lot of him in you. You have the same eyes.
         

         
         The woman listens, serious and silent.

         
         —Obviously, given my vocation I never had children myself, but I feel the same duty as any man to protect and educate those starting out in life. —He pauses for a moment. The young woman is staring at him, her eyes never blinking, but he scarcely notices, so engrossed is he in his memories—. Your brother Luis was like a son to me. I am so happy that you’re here. What is your name? 

         
         —Paula.

         
         —I have so many things I want to know. But first, tell me what brings you here.

         
         —I have some bad news.

         
         —What happened?

         
         —Some months ago, my parents died in a car crash.

         
         —Oh, that’s dreadful. I’m so sorry.

         
         The headmaster looks genuinely upset. Ever since Paula stepped into his office, he has been trying to ignore her bizarre outfit.
            He was so delighted by the thought that she was Luis’s sister . . . Now that he has heard about her parents’ deaths, and given
            the icy way in which she relayed the news, her manner seems utterly incomprehensible, particularly her gaudy, deeply inappropriate
            clothing. In order not to make the situation worse, he makes a valiant effort and bites his tongue, and this restraint saps
            from the conversation the warmth he hoped to convey.
         

         
         —As you can imagine, it’s been a terrible blow —Paula continues—. The past few months have been unbearable. But now I’m starting
            to recover the strength to fight.
         

         
         From Paula’s lips, as she stands, sheathed in her opulent dress, the words ring false, but their decisiveness brooks no objection.

         
         —God will help grant you succor. Trust in Him, you are not alone.

         
         The two remain silent for a moment, then the priest asks:

         
         —And Luis, how has he taken it?

         
         —He was with them, no one survived.

         
         —Oh, my God! Luis!

         
         For the monk, this is the worst news he could have imagined. He sits, frozen, at his desk, staring wild-eyed at Paula, yet
            it is not her he sees, but Luis. As he repeats the boy’s name, his eyes well with tears. Paula, stony-faced, looks at him
            impassively. A few moments pass.
         

         
         —I’m sorry. I cared deeply for your brother. I couldn’t have loved him any more if he had been my own son. I watched him grow
            and mature. This is tragic. How old was he?
         

         
         —Twenty-four.

         
         The headmaster is devastated. The news has come as a terrible shock. He glances back at Paula. With each passing minute, her
            clothes seem more outlandish and inappropriate. Moreover, he is irritated by the curt, cold way she is talking about the tragedy.
            How can she seem so utterly indifferent while telling him her parents and her brother are dead? Paula sits facing him. She
            seems above it all, as though even death cannot touch her. What is she hiding behind this mask of arrogance?
         

         
         —I brought you one of the last photos of him. I thought you might like to keep it.

         
         —Oh, yes, of course.

         
         At the outset, the headmaster felt that it was best not to show how deeply he felt about his former pupil until he got to know Paula better, but he needed to talk about Luis so desperately that he had made no effort to temper his comments. Looking at the boy’s sister, he realizes his mistake. Although at the end of the day he has told her nothing that he had not already told the boy’s parents when they came to visit Luis. But they reacted very differently. They were proud that their son was under the wing of the most important man in the school. 

         
         Now, faced with the terrible news and Paula’s icy manner, the monk feels traumatized and uncertain.

         
         —Here —she says—, it was taken shortly before the accident.

         
         It is one of the best photos of Luis’s later years. He is naked, the photo showing him from the navel upward. Luis stares
            out of the photograph as though trying to express his secrets without saying a word. It occurs to the priest that he frequently
            asked the boy to send him a photo, but he never did.
         

         
         —He’s changed a lot, but if I’d bumped into him on the street, I would have recognized him. I can’t believe he’s dead.

         
         Paula responds to the priest’s grief with sarcasm:

         
         —But I suppose death is not as tragic for you as it is for the rest of us.

         
         —How do you mean? —The headmaster does not understand.

         
         —You have God on your side, and that must be a great comfort. I imagine that for priests, tragedy takes on a very different
            significance.
         

         
         The headmaster looks at her as though about to protest, but he bites his tongue.

         
         —Despite our Christian ministry, we are not immune to human suffering —he snaps, feeling irritable and depressed, but he manages
            not to explode and tell this shameless slut a few home truths—. But let’s not talk about that now. Tell me about your brother,
            what he did in the past few years, what he was like . . .
         

         
         —He devoted most of his later years to literature. That was what most interested him. He had no confidence in his work, and
            it’s true that he still had a lot to learn, but he’d already written some very interesting things, even if he wasn’t very
            satisfied with them. We loved each other very much —Paula continues, her expression cold, but harder—. We grew up together,
            I knew him as well as I knew myself, we had no secrets from each other. I came here because I’m sure he would have liked to.
         

         
         Paula carries on, calm but relentless. There seems to be a veiled threat in everything she says. The headmaster feels nervous,
            is unsure what tone to adopt. As time passes, the atmosphere becomes strained and he does not know what to do to avoid exacerbating
            it, because all he wants is for this woman to talk to him about Luis. But, just then, Paula takes out a lipstick and a mirror,
            and before the priest’s astonished eyes, she sensually applies the lipstick. Faced with this grotesque provocation, the priest
            cannot contain himself.
         

         
         —Señorita, don’t you think it’s a little too much?

         
         —A little too much? —She pauses and looks at him.

         
         —All this frivolity.

         
         Paula smiles warmly.

         
         —Oh, I adore frivolity.
         

         
         —Why did you dress like that to come see me? Aside from being out of fashion, it’s ridiculous.

         
         The woman seems unsurprised by the abrupt, unpleasant turn the conversation has taken, and continues to be assertively confident.

         
         —Of course, you’re a monk, so everything from the outside world must seem salacious.

         
         —I have no idea what this is all about.

         
         The priest no longer makes any attempt to hide his disgust.

         
         —I’ll explain why I’m wearing this dress —she says solicitously, as though about to tell a story—. There is a famous movie
            star, Marlene Dietrich, have you heard of her?
         

         
         —No —says the priest grudgingly, wondering where exactly this madwoman is going with this.

         
         —I am a huge fan of Dietrich. In one of her old films, she wears a dress exactly like this, and later in the film she sings
            something like . . .
         

         
         Paula gets to her feet and sings. The priest tries to interrupt, begs her to be quiet, but she pays him not the slightest
            heed and carries on until the end, treating him as one member of an invisible audience she must enchant.
         

         
         —Enough! —mutters the helpless headmaster, who is losing his mind—. Stop this ridiculous performance!

         
         Paula smiles maliciously.

         
         —This is only the beginning!

         
         —Why did you come here?

         
         —To talk about my brother —she says, as though nothing had happened—, and to do what he could not do because he did not get
            the time.
         

         
         —And was it really necessary to come dressed like this?

         
         —Yes.

         
         —Let me tell you that, but for Luis’s memory, I would not have allowed you to say a word.

         
         —The feeling is entirely mutual. I don’t particularly like the way you dress either, but I have not mentioned it.

         
         —You look like a prostitute.

         
         —Well spotted . . .

         
         —I don’t know your intentions, but I’ve tolerated you long enough. Get out of my office!

         
         —Don’t you want to know about my brother? What happened to your curiosity? Let’s be civil. —She waves for him to sit down—.
            I’m going to read you some of his stories. I assume they would interest you. It was here that he first started writing, I
            remember. I still have a poetic essay devoted to the Sacred Heart, for which he received an excellent grade in literature.
            He would have been in the first year of his bachillerato at the time.
         

         
         —Ah, yes, I remember it well. —The priest looks as though he is being shaken like a rag doll—. I taught him literature. He
            had an extraordinary sensitivity for a boy his age. I’m glad he never stopped.
         

         
         —As I said, it was his principal occupation. A book of his selected short stories is about to be published. It is still at the printer, but I brought you an advance copy. 

         
         —This whole thing is absurd! Were it not for your uncanny resemblance, I would have thought it was a joke in poor taste. But,
            despite the circumstances, I am grateful to you for taking the trouble to bring me his writings. I will read them with pleasure.
         

         
         —I am going to read the first couple aloud. They deal with his time here at school.

         
         —Does he mention us?

         
         —Yes, listen.

         
         
            
               Every month, the most diligent pupils—I was almost always one of them—were rewarded with a day off, while the other boys had to stay in school and attend their usual classes. If it was not too cold, we would spend the whole day in the countryside, leaving immediately after breakfast and returning in time for dinner. On such occasions, we were always escorted by a teacher. Most of the teachers considered it a reward too, since they had as much fun as we did. Their only responsibility was to keep an eye on us and ensure nothing happened. Often, the success of these outings depended entirely on the teacher in charge. Some would plan an itinerary, filled with original, entertaining activities. Another used to endlessly regale us with amusing anecdotes and we could never tell whether they were true, whether they were made up on the spot, or whether he had read them in a book, though he always swore that they had all happened to him. 

               
               On the particular day I am going to relate, we were accompanied by Don Ceferino, a priest who was about thirty. It was a beautiful
                  spring day and we went to a nearby mountain, next to a river and some woodland. I didn’t really trust Don Ceferino. He had
                  a certain worldly sophistication that made me keep my distance. I was very pious, and to me, the typical priest was the figure
                  we read about in biographies, a man always about to pray, a man whose eyes were ever fixed on the heavens. The fact that Don
                  Ceferino smiled like an average man made me think that there was something about him unsuited to his vocation.
               

               
               I don’t know how, but I found myself lying next to him on a hillside, in the shade of a tree, in the shelter of the bushes, while the other boys were playing somewhere on the hill. They must have been nearby, but we could not see them. (Only now do I understand just how reckless Don Ceferino was, one of the boys could have reappeared at any moment.) I can’t remember what exactly he was talking about, but it was something that did not matter to either of us. He simply talked in order to fill the silence. He opened a number of the buttons of his cassock, the ones just around his waist, then grabbed my hand and slipped it inside so I could grope him. Trembling with fear and excitement, I instantly withdrew my hand, but he brutally grabbed it. After a pointless struggle I allowed him to use my hand to masturbate himself, feeling simultaneously curious and disgusted. The hair around his penis reminded me of the feel of dry grass in a meadow. Back at school, I could not comprehend what had happened. To allay my fears, I decided to talk to my spiritual director. I could think of no one else I could turn to and tried to convince myself that he would help. 

               
               The following day, after lunch, I went to his room to speak with him. I knocked on the door and from inside he asked who I
                  was and what I wanted. When I told him I wanted to make confession, he said that he was busy and told me to come to evening
                  confession, during benediction (benediction was a religious service we attended every day before dinner). At that time, I
                  was deeply insecure about life. I felt helpless and sought refuge in religion, although it did not entirely fulfill me. But
                  I was so young (ten years old) that, even though I did not feel any religious faith, I managed to persevere. At that time,
                  the conviction that I was in a state of mortal sin was excruciating. The hours before nightfall seemed to drag on forever.
                  I felt as though God would strike me down at any moment. It seemed to me completely logical that I could be struck by lightning,
                  or hurled down a staircase by some invisible force, or that the whole school would collapse and bury me.
               

               
               When at last we went into the chapel, I thanked God that I was still alive, and my terror was assuaged by the sight of the confessional booth. I rushed over and knelt down for a moment to examine my conscience, but I could not concentrate. I went to the front of the confessional and lifted the little curtain that hid the priest so I could put my head in. I assumed that, as always, he would put an arm around my shoulder the better to hear me, and there, embraced and cloaked by the curtain, he would whisper the customary phrases, but that is not what happened. Seeing me in front of him, he turned on the light and . . . I don’t
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