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for Isobel Gregory



The author’s fears...
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Another loveless month is coming to an end.

If a man stops loving will he forget how to love?

I don’t know...

I’m scared.

I don’t know and I’m scared...

Scared of what?

What don’t I know?

Something.

Something.

~
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ROOT BEER, SAMOSAS, and alien underground facilities. Or rumours of alien underground facilities.

What’s going on here?

Saul is going down the rabbit hole. Actually, he’s digging the rabbit hole and he wants company, maybe someone to hold the light for him.

He’s been doing this for quite a long time and I keep on following him down the rabbit hole, but what will we find at the end of it?

A couple of books by Jim Marrs on top of the coffee table, a small cigar, half-smoked, dangling on the ashtray. Ash on the table, aliens in the air.

“An underground facility exists under Archuleta Mesa,” Saul says. “The aliens are here, different species of aliens in different parts of the world, and some of our leaders know about it. And if anyone tries to tell the world about it that same person quickly gets erased. Eliminated. Killed. Got it?

“Do you really think that Philip Schneider killed himself?”

I nod and write down some notes. But notes for what? A crazy sci-fi novel?

I’m not a science fiction writer, am I?

Saul thinks that I am one. Or that I will become one. According to what he says, life is nothing but a sci-fi novel. And the Earth is a planet that is making its way towards extinction at a slow speed. 

And there are aliens living in the Antarctica, underground. Maybe in the moon, too, watching us as we go on with our lives. 

What happened to Saul? 

He got lost, that’s what happened. Or maybe he found himself.

I listen to him, nodding every once in a while. 

I want to write a novel about nothing, not a science fiction novel.

I listen to him, smiling every once in a while. 

And I want to write. But write about what?

A novel about life. 

A lie.

The truth disguised as a lie.

Here we go again.

~
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Adult education, or life, as seen by the author in the third person
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He (I) observes her from behind; her cropped dark hair with a few shades of grey already visible, her strong back. She’s in a bad mood. Again. Michael doesn’t even bother to ask why, what’s going on, what’s the matter, nothing. When she’s like this is best not to say much. A long sigh, from her, from him. A marriage going down the drain at a slow speed, no traffic ahead but it’s going to be a bumpy ride. Tears on the way, lovers waiting on the wings, depression and tears waiting to hold hands with those who carry broken hearts. A bumpy ride, yes. Almost tragic. 

The children are playing in the living room while Michael is putting the final touches to his third volume of the Face to Face books. Titled Clowns, it will be the last book that he will publish on Amazon Kindle for a long time. After that he’ll turn to science fiction. He already has a science fiction novel on the works. Titled The Visitors (but he might change the name later on), it consists of short stories about various characters who inhabit two planets. The idea for that novel came to him one morning while he was standing outside the synagogue’s entrance along with two other friends. Henri, the shul’s guard, was sick so Michael stood outside, by the synagogue’s entrance, with Henri’s wife and another Jewish lad called David, and as he stood outside with his friends he decided that from that day onwards he would write nothing but science fiction. Once Sabbath was over, he grabbed a notebook and wrote a short science fiction story, followed by a longer one, but then he decided to finish typing the third volume of the Face to Face books before giving his time to The Visitors. He brings his laptop to the living room and sits down to write. But first he checks his emails. 

A friend has emailed him, asking if he wants to write his life story. That friend isn’t the first one to ask him that, but why would Michael want to write someone else’s life story? He already has enough trouble writing about his own life, never mind someone else’s life (lie?) story. Liestory? Yeah, that’s what he should name his life story.

Wang Ping brushes past him and heads off to bed. Seconds later, she’s playing games on the phone or posting stuff on Facebook. She has a lot of ideas in her head, great ideas for stories, but she doesn’t write a thing. She’s got a few notes on the side; in her laptop, on notebooks, but the notes remain incomplete, unfinished, unwritten. Such a pity as she really can tell a story. 

On Saturday, at the synagogue, after the service was over, Michael spoke with Santiago for a few minutes. As usual his friend had a book with him. This time he was reading Juan García Ponce, a Mexican writer whose works are yet unknown by Michael.

Turning to Michael, Santiago said, “I should write something too. Maybe a biography. Or maybe you could write my biography.”

Oh no! Not another friend wanting for Michael to write his biography. How do these people expect Michael to write their biographies? Where would he get the time for it?

Daydreaming, he hears Wang Ping puffing. Maybe he should write her biography too. 

Early in the morning he went for a short walk along the city centre. Wang Ping was in a good mood and she said, “Don’t forget to do the ironing.”

“Okay,” he said. He then tried to kiss her but she said, “You smell. And I don’t like your beard.”

He just had a shower. He didn’t smell. And even if he shaved his beard she would still push him away. She does that quite often; the pushing, the shoving, the criticising. He looked at her and said nothing, and then he made his way out of there.

Yes, she was in a good mood. Then again...

She was a strange woman, at times a really cold woman. Too cold for Michael’s taste. But they were married and they had two children together so it wasn’t as if he could just leave, was it? Then again... But he would wait; he would wait until the end.

A bus drove past the small building where he lives. Number 10 bus, heading towards the city centre. 

Michael stood on the street looking at his surroundings, thinking of his life so far, and then he smiled. There was no reason to be sad, no reason to be upset.

He wasn’t...

And he was.

But he wasn’t.

And he was...

He could have taken the bus but a long walk would do him good. And the money that he saved on the bus fare would go towards a cup of coffee.

Twenty minutes later, he was at Starbucks, a Piccino in front of him. The place was almost empty. It was (and still is as he writes this) Sunday and the streets were almost empty.

He felt content. Rested. 

“Thank G-d for the Sabbath,” he thought then and smiled. 

Sabbath was long over but he was still resting, getting ready for Monday and the days to come.

There were two people inside Starbucks, sitting on separate tables, one of them was a young, blonde woman writing on her laptop, the Apple logo visible, two books by her side, one by Lars Görling, titled 491, the other by Édouard Louis, titled The End of Eddy. Quickly, as he often did, Michael wrote down the names of those books in the back of his notebook. He has been doing this for years; writing down the names of books, books that still remain unread (by him), many of them forgotten by then. Once in a blue moon he goes back to one of those old notebooks and sees the title of a book in there, and afterwards he searches for that book. But not all the time. That is to say that not always does he searches for the books.

The young blonde woman was lost in her writing and Michael wondered what she was writing. Maybe a blog, a long email, a Facebook update, or some work. 

He liked that life, a life spent in coffee houses, reading, writing, watching. If he could, he would choose that kind of life for himself, the life of a writer. But he couldn’t choose. He could only wait. So far he’d been waiting for a long time for his dream to come true. Maybe he needed a change of dreams. But do what? Writing was all he could do. He’d been writing stories since he was six-years old. Forty one years had gone past since he’d first written his first story. It was too late to start another dream, wasn’t it? 

A few minutes later, he caught sight of the young blonde staring at him. By then he was lost in his writing, lost in his science fiction stories. The cup of coffee was empty, the café wasn’t yet busy, and he was enjoying the silence. 

The young blonde gave him a long look, her eyes fixed on his, and he realised that he’d seen her before, months ago, at that same café. Months ago, when he first saw her, she was also sitting alone, on a stool by the window, and after ordering his drink Michael sat almost next to her, not because he wanted but because most of the tables were full. On that day, just as he did today, he took out his notebook from one of his pockets and afterwards he wrote for a long time. Months ago, at this same café, the young blonde was drinking her latte and staring at the window, this also taking place on a Sunday, and she took no notice of Michael when he sat close to her, but later, as he wrote, she turned to her left and watched him as he wrote. From the corner of his eye he could see her glancing at him every once in a while, and she seemed to be reading what he was writing. On that morning, months ago, he was writing notes for the second volume of the face to face trilogy (or was it for the third volume?) and he didn’t take that much notice of the young blonde. Later, months ago, when he left the café he saw that she was still staring at him, and when he was standing outside -and she was still at the café- their eyes met briefly, and she looked as if she was studying him, analysing the man standing outside, measuring him slowly. Michael quickly made his way out of there and went somewhere else to get a cake. The cakes at the café were too expensive so he went somewhere cheaper to get a cake. Every once in a while he would treat himself to a cake.

He had a book in his coat pocket, something by Elizabeth Hardwick, and after getting the cake (and eating it outside, as he walked), he went to a gallery (because it was quiet in there) and read for a bit. To his surprise, when he looked up he saw the young blonde woman walking past him, a newspaper and a laptop bag under her arms. She went to another room in the gallery. A few minutes later, Michael put his book away and went home. 

Months later, there they were again, at the café; the young blonde woman and Michael, and he wondered if she had recognised him too. They were strangers and yet they knew one other. She went back to whatever she was doing while Michael went back to his writing. A few minutes later, after putting the final touches to another chapter, he went somewhere else to get a cake. The cakes at the café were too expensive so he went to Greggs. As it was already mentioned, every once in a while he would treat himself to a cake. He had a book in his coat pocket, right pocket, something by Renata Adler, and after getting a cake (and eating it outside, as he walked), he went to a gallery (because it was quiet in there) and read for a bit. 

To his surprise -déjà vu, when he looked up he saw the young, blonde woman, not walking past him, as she had done in the past, but making her way towards him. 

She smiled and said, “Hi.”

Michael nodded and also said hi.

It was quiet in the gallery. The place had just opened plus it was Sunday, and, for Michael, that was the best time to go to the gallery. 

“This almost looks like déjà vu,” she said, saying Michael’s thoughts out loud. 

She was wearing tight dark jeans, flat black shoes, a white shirt, and a long black coat, dressed in a similar style to Michael as he too wore dark jeans, a white shirt, and a long black coat. And blue trainers.

Seconds later, another blonde woman entered the gallery. Short, pretty, a bit on the chubby side, she didn’t even glance at Michael and the other blonde, and headed straight to the first floor.

The young blonde said, “I’ve seen you a couple of times before at the café, and here too. I’ve noticed that you have a bit of a ritual going on. By the way, I’m Jemi.”

Michael stood up and shook her hand. 

“Michael,” he said. 

She had dark brown eyes and long lips. A slim body but a good body. Not too slim. She sat down, and Michael sat down too. 

Jemi said, “I’ve noticed that whenever you’re at the café you’re always writing. Are you some sort of an author?”

Michael didn’t know what to say. 

Was he an author? Or a fraud?

But why a fraud? He did write, didn’t he, even if he didn’t sell that much? 

“Kind of, yes, but I’ve only published a few eBooks on Amazon and a few articles in a couple of magazines,” he said, almost embarrassed by it. 

Jemi smiled and said, “That’s good.”

She then mentioned a couple of authors and a poet that she had met in London, “proper” authors (and poet) who published their books in the old fashion way; paper, hardback, paperback.

She had a “young” voice, the voice of a rebel, a studious rebel, or a spoiled brat, London accent. She looked like a young Stevie Nicks, pre-Rumours era. White skin, really white, as white as Michael’s skin. Long bony fingers. A slim body, yes, but a good body. Not too slim. 

She looked to be around 20-years old and 30-years old. Looking at her, it was hard to tell her age. Twenty? Thirty?

“I’m reading Oe’s Death by Water at the moment and...” she said.

“He’s my favourite author!” Michael interrupted her. His eyes came alive. He sounded like a little child then, not like a forty-five-year old man. Yes, Kenzaburo Oe was his favourite author. And Isaac Bashevis Singer. Haruki Murakami. Philip Roth. Proust. Bolaño. Ma Jian. Henry Miller. Bernard Malamud. And... 

Michael had a lot of favourite authors, but Kenzaburo Oe was his favourite. Kenzaburo Oe and his gentle voice. And Isaac Bashevis Singer...

“Really?” Jemi said, sounding as if she didn’t believe him, and Michael told her what his favourite Oe’s books were, and he also said that Kenzaburo Oe, alongside Henry Miller and Isaac Bashevis Singer, inspired him to use his life as fiction. 

A young Chinese couple walked past them. They looked as if they were friends of Jemi because they greeted her and she greeted them back. 

“What about you? What are you reading?” she asked casually, sounding as if she knew Michael for a long time.

Michael showed her the book he was reading; a book he’d read a couple of years ago. 

“Do you know what? I’ve tried to read Speedboat ages ago and couldn’t really get into it,” Jemi said before tucking her hair behind her ears. She had pretty ears. Small and perfect. 

She then asked him for his surname, or the name that he used as an author, and also the title of some of his books. He was reluctant to write it down, but he needed readers (and he couldn’t find a reason to say no to her) (and he wasn’t going to write a different name) so he wrote his name down, followed by two books that he wrote for the face to face trilogy. He had written others but he couldn’t be bothered to write their names down. She thanked him for it and put the note away, in one of the pockets of her coat, without bothering to look at it. Afterwards she asked him a few private questions; where did he live, what kind of work did he do, etc., and then she said, “I live nearby. Rented accommodation. I share a flat with a friend. She’s gone off to London and only returns on Tuesday.”

She looked him in the eye, fixed him well, and dared him. It was plain to see what she wanted but Michael couldn’t give it to her. She wanted a man, no compromise, no attachment, a lover, maybe a lover for a long time, for the duration of her studies, a lover for the weekend (or for whenever), an older lover and not a student. A man who could keep his mouth shut. Michael was that man, because he could keep his mouth shut, and he wasn’t because he was he was married.

“Far Gosford Street,” she said and he nodded. He knew that street, the area. Yes, it was nearby. Temptation, just a few blocks away. Nervously, he excused himself and said he had to go because his wife and kids were waiting for him. What a cut off!

Jemi kept her cool and smiled, and didn’t get up when Michael stood up.

“Okay. I’ll see you again, soon?” she said. Or asked? Was it meant as a question? Another dare?

Michael had met women like Jemi before. They knew what they wanted and they wanted it on their own terms.

“Probably,” he said shyly. Women like Jemi always made him feel a bit uncomfortable. Of course, she could tell he was married. After all, the wedding ring was visible, but that’s what she wanted; a married man, some poor schlong who would keep his mouth shut. 

He gave her a good look before leaving. There she was; temptation, a devil by other name. So sweet, so young, and so desirable.

She could see the lust in his eyes, the desire, the weakness, but he wasn’t that weak (and he was), and so he kept on walking lest he fell into temptation. 

The streets were a bit livelier by then with lots of students out and about, enjoying their time off, making their way somewhere. Michael crossed the road and made his way home. By instinct, he turned around and saw Jemi on the other side of the road, still staring at him. She waved at him and smiled, and he waved back. And then he kept on walking. 

“The devil has many disguises,” a friend of his once told him at Casa Rocha, a hotel in Portugal. On that night, at Casa Rocha, a young woman made a move on his friend who by then was in a relationship with another woman, and his friend waved the other woman away. Now it was Michael’s turn to wave the other woman away. His heart racing, he made his way home. 

Once home, he reads Psalm 9, and a warm feeling comes over him.

Years ago, he would have listened to temptation, a devil by other name.

Years ago, he was lost, so lost that depression almost took him away.

Now he knows better, a bit better, a bit more, and, just like David, he sings praise to the LORD.

He quickly logs on just so he can write some notes about the encounter(s) with Jemi. Before logging off he also checks his Amazon sales. Someone in the UK bought a copy of all women are mortal. He wonders if it was Jemi. No, it couldn’t have been her. If she bought one of his books the sale would only be shown on the following day. Nevertheless he has sold one book. That is good news. One sale is better than none.

Wang Ping is already in bed, still glued to her phone. Michael puts his laptop away and then gets under the covers. He says hi to Wang Ping but she ignores him. He touches her left leg and she pushes him away, saying, “Leave me alone! I’m doing something!”

He turns his back to her and goes to sleep. That night he dreams of Jemi. He comes in his sleep.
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The phone rings when I’m in the kitchen making a couple of sandwiches for Yaffa. Wang Ping says, “I think it’s your father.”

By the time I get to the phone the call has ended. And it wasn’t my father who was calling. It was my brother Carlos. A few minutes later, he calls me again. This time I get to it on time. It has been more than eleven years since I last saw my brother. Seventeen years since I last saw Mother. A couple of years since I last saw Father. Bit by bit everyone becomes a stranger.

I miss Mother. When I was little she was my best friend, but, bit by bit, we became strangers. Nevertheless, distance didn’t stop me from loving and missing her. Every time I saw Mother my heart would rejoice. Her face and smile always brought joy into my heart. Just hearing her voice over the phone made me happy, but Grandmother always tried (and succeeded) to keep me and my brother away from Mother. My brother Carlos doesn’t seem to remember that. Sometimes I think we lived in different houses when we were being raised even though that wasn’t the case. 

Carlos tells me that Grandmother isn’t that well and then he complains about Mother and Uncle J, and says that he can’t believe they don’t care. But Carlos is wrong; Mother and Uncle J do care, at least I think they do, but how do I make him see that? The problem is Grandmother pushes everyone away.

More than twelve years ago, as I put my bags in the back of a friend’s car and got ready to leave for the airport, and then catch a flight to London, I looked at Grandmother and thought, “You’re going to end up alone in that house, lights off at all times.”

The day Uncle J left Portimão he never went back and I can’t blame him for it. He made a new life for himself in Switzerland, and, for years, he was in touch with everyone, and then one day, out of the blue, he stopped calling and never wrote. Still, even though he was never in touch with anyone, Grandmother praised him to the skies while badmouthing Mother at all times, which I have already mentioned somewhere else, haven’t I?  And then Grandmother wonders why no one’s in touch with her. And what happened to her sisters? They all live nearby but no one ever visits her.

Sartre was right: “Hell is other people.”

Hell is various people.

Hell is greed, indifference.

Carlos sounds tired, hurt because of the indifference, but he is greedy, so greedy. But he is my brother and I love him so much. 

I listen to him as he complains about Mother and Uncle J. Not so long ago Grandmother was the one doing the complaining. Same song, different singer. A short song as Carlos has to go. I wonder then what will be of my brother one day. Will he end up like Grandmother, alone in his personal hell? He’s married but his wife seems careless. Cold. And she’s so greedy. He has no children. Nothing really. Nothing but his walks, a few friends, and a few places to hang out. But he’s happy in Portimão. At least that’s what he tells me. I guess I could be happy there too, and there are days when I actually miss my town, but I have a funny feeling that I will never go back, not even to visit.

I put the phone down and return to the kitchen. Go Insane by Lindsey Buckingham is playing on my MP3. Later, I turn to Wang Ping and tell her about the talk I had with my brother. I feel bad for Grandmother and I would like to see her one last time, but I’m scared. Even now, more than a decade gone past since I left, I’m still scared. 

“I still have nightmares about that place. The same nightmare; I’m trapped in Grandmother’s house and I can’t leave,” I say to Wang Ping.

“You don’t have to go back,” she says. “I think that maybe you should speak with someone about this, about your nightmares, speak to someone who can help you.”

I nod. Yes, she’s right. Sooner or later I will have to speak with someone about Grandmother and about that house of nightmares where I was brought up. And sooner or later Grandmother will cease to be.

I feel bad about it all; about Grandmother’s poor health, her loneliness, and I almost call her, but, as cold as this may sound, I don’t want to hear her voice. I will never forget her, not even when she’s gone, but I must forget it all once and for all. To write about it is not enough. I must do something else, maybe do like Wang Ping says and seek medical help. I don’t care what the people back home (but that place no longer is my home) will say about me if Grandmother dies and I don’t go to the funeral. They don’t know what I went through in that infernal house of hers. Let them talk. And what will Carlos say about me? It doesn’t matter. What matters is that I left hell behind me and found some sort of Paradise. That’s what really matters, at least to me.

A few days later, Carlos calls me again and asks if I’ve spoken to Uncle J. How can I speak with Uncle J when I don’t have his number (and Carlos knows this)?

Carlos tells me that he’s at home with Grandmother.

“I’m taking her to the hospital. She might have to stay in there for a couple of days,” he says. Didn’t he already say that a few weeks ago? I detect nothing in his speech, certainly no worries, no concern, nothing. 

I tell him that I’ve emailed Uncle J and that I had no reply. How come Grandmother doesn’t want to speak with me today? Along with Carlos she’s got more important matters on her mind. Money... Money that Uncle J no longer sends to them because he can’t. After all, he also needs money to survive. Money...

A short brief talk with Carlos. We’ve got nothing to say to one another. I’ve got no money. I’ve got nothing that he wants.

Is life making me so cynical? 

Are dreams tiring me out?

Carlos says bye and that’s it. End of conversation. 

I miss my family back in Portugal and I don’t miss them. I wish I could see them again and at the same time I don’t want to see them. They bring too much baggage with them, too many lies, a lot of jealousy, conflicts, intrigue, and only a bit of love. Too much of the things that don’t matter and too little of what really matters. 

I close my eyes briefly. 

Did I actually die in Portugal and this life I’m living now is nothing but a dream? At times, it sure looks like it. And there are times when I feel as if I’m just a character in a game, some devious game designed by devious, bored creatures. Neither of it would surprise me; both the fact I died and this is a bad dream or the fact that this life is nothing but a game created by some alien beings. Maybe this is the Matrix and I’m the One. Or maybe not.

~
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I PUT ON A PAIR OF black trousers, a white shirt, orange socks, and a black jacket, and then I put on my shoes. I say, “See you later,” but Wang Ping is not even listening to me. Either that or she chose to ignore me. 

We’re living in the age of ignorance, in the Cloud, connected to the world, disconnected from love. Too much technology is making us cold, as cold as the machines we use. Maybe it is our destiny; to become machines, or machine-like. Wang Ping and our son Thomas are already glued to their iPhones, browsing, watching, getting detached from reality. Facebook isn’t real life. Then again, neither is Twitter or Instagram or...

Outside, the sky shows signs of rain. I’ve just finished the night shift and I’m so tired, but I also want to go to the shul. I need to go, to be there, to listen to the words, to pray, daven, sing silently, to myself, to G-d, to my heart. 

I look at Wang Ping one more time but she’s not even looking at me. Lately we completely avoid each other altogether. What a love story. 

A loveless month is coming to an end. A repetition of the previous month. And the one before that. And the one...

I close the door behind me. Briefly, I close my eyes. And then I smile. No matter what is happening in my life right now, I’m still happy for being in England. 

~
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EVERYTHING THAT COULD possibly go wrong went wrong and I found myself in Birmingham New Street staring at a grey sky, cancelled trains; a chance of meeting new people and make new friends gone by, and as if things couldn’t get worse, I felt a dark cloud hanging over me, a heavy dark cloud, a cloud that carried sadness with it, the sadness of the past, an enormous sadness that started to consume me bit by bit, and, to my horror, I found myself crying inside the station, crying in front of strangers. I made my way towards a quiet corner, sat down to use one of those cold metal benches that are inside the station, and then I covered my face so that no one could see my tears. 

I had booked the day off just so I could attend a lunch at someone’s house. A friend of mine had invited me and she said it would do me good to meet some new people, and I gladly accepted her invitation. And when that day finally arrived I was jumping for joy. My depressed-self needed to make new friends, meet new people, but sadly it wasn’t meant to be. 

Ever since I was a child, little things can make me sad and bring me down, and there’s always a dark cloud hanging over me, and just when I think that I’m about to defeat it, the dark cloud always makes a return and it lands on me, or chases me from place to place. Sometimes it speaks to me and calls me bad names, such as idiot, ugly, fat idiot, stupid man, etc. My grandmother used to call me some of those names. These days that privilege is reserved for my wife, but only when she’s upset with me. 

On that cold morning I had slept for less than two hours. I finished work a few minutes before 7am and I got home a few minutes before 7am. After having a Strawberry low fat yogurt, I went straight to bed and was up before 9am. My wife Wang Ping was in the living room watching the news. As usual she said nothing to me. It looked as if the love was gone from our marriage and neither of us had the guts to admit it. My son and daughter were already up and they greeted me joyfully. But not Wang Ping. A long time had gone past since we last had sex and there were days when she looked at me as if I made her sick. To my shame, I must confess that I had masturbated on the previous day. The flesh was weak, and that damn dark cloud was hanging over me, laughing at me. I didn’t felt like laughing but maybe that lunch would bring a smile back to my face. Sadly, it never happened. Or I didn’t make it.

I showered, got changed, cleaned around the apartment, and then kissed my son and daughter, but not the wife, and left. And when I got to Birmingham New Street, I saw that the trains were cancelled, and when I run outside, I watched the replacement bus depart. The next bus would be too late for me to get a lift to the party. I phoned my friend Marcus to let him know I wouldn’t make it on time. He was supposed to get me from another station before 12pm, but I wouldn’t make it on time. By then, due to so many things, especially the wife’s coldness towards me, the dark cloud had taken control of me and I didn’t felt like going anywhere. 

I spoke to Marcus, explained to him what had happened, and he said, “Don’t worry about it. Some other time.” But that train was gone, or it had never arrived, and I’d been left alone with a dark cloud hanging over my head, laughing at me, at my weakness and depression. After crying for a bit, I went to Muji and bought a notebook, and then I made my way to Starbucks. I wanted to write about my sadness and about my struggles as a writer. On my way to Starbucks I saw the streets of Birmingham populated with lost souls; souls that looked as if they had stepped out of Hell or were running as fast as they could towards it. Souls damaged by drugs, by the sins offered by demons.

I walked with my head down, listening to the lost souls as they screamed at one another or at an invisible demon. Maybe they were shouting at their own dark clouds. The smell of coffee greeted me when I entered the café. A lonely blonde in her fifties looked at me and smiled before looking away, at the book she was reading; Sight by Jessie Greengrass. She looked as if she too was under a dark cloud. If I could, I would have asked her to come with me somewhere quiet so that we could talk and even hold on to one another. We could skip the sex; I can live without it, or maybe not. To be honest, there are times when I think I’m asexual (but I’m not), but even though I can live without the sex, I can’t live without love. But for the last few years I’ve been living without it; without the sex and without the love. 

A woman that I know from another Starbucks was sitting at a far end table of that Starbucks with her boyfriend. Not so long ago I’d seen her and her boyfriend at the Pret a Manger in Birmingham New Street station. Maybe they live in Birmingham. She’d dyed her hair pink. 

I ordered my drink and sat at a table facing the entrance. Outside, a gorgeous woman was taking photos of Eden Place and Victoria Square. Her husband and daughter were standing behind her, waiting patiently. I watched them briefly and then I saw the blonde in her fifties exit the café, head down, a look of sadness in her eyes. I wanted to run after her and hold her hand, and then say, “Everything is going to be okay.”

And from there we could go somewhere else, get a room for the day, and then just lie in bed together, holding on to one another, giving love to one another, a touch, some contact, love, love, love. 69,69,69.

Outside, a couple of lost souls were walking up and down the road, looking around, looking as if they were waiting for the next fix; a taste of Hell. I had my own demons to deal with, demons that came in the shape of dark clouds. Invisible demons, but strong and heavy.

I drank a sip of my hot chocolate and then I wrote,

Everything that could possibly go wrong went wrong, and I found myself under a dark cloud.

I was chasing a dream, some sort of happiness (but aren’t we all?), but the truth was I was tired. In the last two weeks, four stories of mine had been rejected by four magazines. I’d also sent a manuscript of mine to a publisher and I was already waiting for the rejection. 

The dark clouds kept laughing at me, saying, “You’re not a writer. You’re nothing.”

I saw Grandmother then laughing alongside the dark clouds. She too used to say I was nothing: “You’re a failure, just like your father,” Grandmother used to say to me quite often, both when I was a child and even when I was an adult. 

I tried to shake those bad thoughts away and went to my happy place. 

I remained at Starbucks for a bit longer, writing. Later, I went for a walk. From the reflexion on the windows shops I saw my fat stomach waiting to burst out of my tight jumper. The dark clouds were laughing at me, spitting rain out of the sky. I thought then, “You can change and fight it, or you can stand still and lose; stand still and lose, stand still and die.”

But I couldn’t die. My son and daughter needed me.

I ended up at Waterstones in High Street where I browsed through Gretchen Rubin’s The Happiness Project, M. Scott Peck’s The Road Less Travelled, which I’ve read many, many years ago, and Sian Williams’ Rise. I was looking for some sort of answer or solution in those books, but the truth is we’re all different and we have to take different paths and maybe write different stories before we can find ourselves. A book by Naoki Higashida called Fall Down 7 Times Get Up 8 caught my attention. I liked the tittle. Yes, that probably was what I should do; fall down how many times were needed and always get up. 

I went up to the top floor where a young woman was reading Helen Vendler’s The Ocean, The Bird and The Scholar. She reminded me of someone I once met. I briefly looked at her and then moved on. 

Everything that could possibly go wrong went wrong but I had to move on and keep on trying lest the dark clouds got me.

I went downstairs and browsed through a couple of books that I wanted to get, both by Japanese authors; the first being Convenience Store Woman by Sakaya Murata, and the other was Territory of Light by Yuko Tsushima. But seeing that my bank account was already overdrawn, I couldn’t afford to buy any of those books. My working hours had increased and still I couldn’t afford to buy a damn book. 

I moved along, out of the shop, and went for a walk. 

By Temple Row West I saw couples walking side-by-side, holding hands, smiling. My time of holding hands and walking side-by-side with the wife was over, but bit by bit I was getting over it. The truth was I was sick of trying, of always being the one who tried to patch things up after an argument. Bit by bit, my love for her started to die, and as sad as it may sound, I was okay with it.

After a long walk I went home. I was tired and hungry, and there was nothing left for me to do in that city. My train to meet new faces and new friends had never arrived. It was time to return home to an unsmiling wife. It was time to get up again, try again. Tomorrow would be a brand-new day, a brand-new start. Or the same old crap.

When I got home the wife and the children were busy on their laptops, connected to the world, disconnected from everyone. She asked, “How was lunch?”

I told her what had happened. She didn’t seem too bothered with it. 

I moved along, from room to room. Then I got connected, to the world, to no one.

~
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LAST NIGHT I DREAMT of Achy. Achy reminds me of my previous life, the life of a failed poet and the smell of coffee and cigarettes and sex in the morning. Sometimes I miss those smells, but I don’t miss that life, not even Achy, although part of me still misses a few places in London. It’s not good to long for the past. If you long for the past it means you’re not happy with your present life. And I’m happy, as happy as a clown can be.

I sit at the table on my own eating toast and drinking coffee. The children and the wife are still in bed, sleeping. Outside, someone is whistling, someone making his way to work. Or home if he happens to work the nightshift. Soon I’ll be at work, dancing to the tune of the fools, a misstep here, a misstep there, a lonely dancer in the dark, a fool amongst fools. Nevertheless, I don’t miss the past. I had nothing in the past. Now I’ve got something, someone.

I do, don’t I?

I don’t, do I?

Before I leave home, I write a poem, or something.

Still at it, poor poet. Still at it.

I dreamt of my sister and I dreamt of my brother.

My sister was laughing.

My brother was crying.

My sister said, “Come with me.”

My brother said, “Go away.”

I didn’t know what to do.

Writing provides me with sanity, with a bit of hope. It always did, especially when I was living at Grandmother’s place.

~
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A BRAND-NEW DAY.

A brand-new morning.

Same old shit.

Last night I slept alone. The wife chose to sleep in the living room rather than sleep by my side. Apparently I make her sick. If only she knew how she makes me feel. 

On the previous night I went to bed before 8pm. I read a few pages of Greg Baxter’s The Apartment before sleep caught up with me. I dreamt a strange dream. In my dream I was being touched by Wang Ping. I shouted loudly, said, “Don’t touch me,” and I heard my own voice even while sleeping. I shouted more than once. Later I dreamt of another woman, a woman with pale skin and thin lips. I felt her lips on mine, her body next to mine. I woke up with the taste of her lips on mine. That’s when I got up. After saying my prayers I went to the living room and saw the wife sleeping on the sofa. She no longer wants to sleep with me. Wang Ping opened her eyes and looked at me. She said nothing. I said nothing. We only feel when we’re connected to our computers, and even then we feel nothing.

But I do feel.

The problem with me is I feel too much.

Later, when I was in the kitchen, she walked past me, looked my way and said, “What?”

Lately she’s been saying what quite often. What is her new good morning. Or it could mean something else, like, “What the hell are you looking at?” or, “What the hell do you want?”

What indeed.

I no longer felt sad. That dark cloud was still there, somewhere, hiding inside me, but I took five deep breaths and let those dark clouds slowly disperse away. They would be back, damn it, surely, and I would have to keep on fighting them.

~
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MY FRIEND PAULA WANTS to become a writer. She says she has lots of ideas. She says she wants to write. 

I told her, “Go ahead. Write.”

We were sitting at a café in Solihull. She had a book by Karl Ove Knausgaard with her. I was reading The Talmud and the Internet by Jonathan Rosen. Paula was on a long break from work. After years of working in an office non-stop, she had taken redundancy and was enjoying life. Recently she had met someone, a man with whom she was taking things slowly. According to her they were both asexual. Nevertheless, they still felt the need for love, for a caring touch. 

Looking at the book she had with her, I said, “Do it like Karl. Write about yourself.”

She shook her head and said, “No. No way. I couldn’t. I couldn’t write about others; about the people I know.”

“So what do you want to write about?” I asked.

She shrugged her shoulders and said, “Fiction, I suppose, but I don’t know where to start.”

“That’s the hard bit; to start,” I said.

I know a lot of so-called writers that don’t write. They go to parties, they work for the government, for the NHS, for the council, they answer calls, they type emails, translate documents, do admin work or whatever, teach, learn, etc., but they no longer write. Or they write as little as possible. Maybe Paula can become one of those writers. 

I told her again, “Just write. Write whatever comes to your head.”

A few days later she changed her Facebook status. She wrote works at writer on profession. So far she hasn’t written a word. That actually reminds me of a line of Speedboat by Renata Adler where she writes that she has met very few writers who actually write.

I’ve met a few too. My friend Viktor is one of them (but at least he wrote two books). And so is Noa. And so is my friend Hugh, a friend with whom I have lost touch with. 

For years Hugh told me that he was planning to write a trilogy of novels based on his life, something along the lines of The Rosy Crucifixion trilogy by Henry Miller, and he had it all planned, book by book, or so he said, detail by detail, every little event, year by year, and he even said that his trilogy would blow away anything that I’d ever written, and I smiled and said nothing. He went on about his novels for a long time, saying how great they were going to be. In the end he never wrote a thing. 

~
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I’M AT WORK READING Minae Mizumura’s A True Novel when the phone rings. It’s been a hectic day and it’s still far from over. Only Patrick and I seem to care about this place. Only he and I seem to do a bit more work than the others (and we don’t do that much but at least we do our job). 

I’m at the other reception away from everyone, a reception that isn’t really a reception but just a security room. To my right a box of Wheat Shreds, next to a book by Danny Danziger called Sub. A copy of Harry Mulisch’s The Procedure in another draw. The book by Danziger and the Wheat Shreds belong to Patrick. This is where we have our breakfast, sometimes even our lunch. This is where I try hard not to fall asleep in the afternoon. Anyway, the phone is ringing. I look at the caller. Grandmother.

The same old song. How does the chorus go? How can I forget it when I’ve been listening to it for decades? She’s dying, or she’s very sick, and she needs money, a lot of it, or Carlos needs money, a lot of it (but what for? He’s working, and so is his wife, and they have no kids!), or they both need money, a lot of it, all of it, today, tomorrow, forever. Yes, I know the chorus quite well, and so I should since I’ve been listening to the same song for quite a long time. In the past I was even forced to sing along, lie along, lie, little child, lie, but these days I no longer sing. I was never that good at it.

I accept the call. Here we go. Time to dance. Time to sing. Or listen. Listen to that same old tune.

“Michael, Michael! How are you?” Grandmother asks, or shouts.

“Okay. I’m okay. How are you?” I say almost boringly, my ears already hurting.

“What? Can you hear me? Can you hear me?” she asks. She does this quite often, the pretending not to hear. “Can you hear me?”

The same old song, month after month. Can you hear it?

“Yes, I can hear you...” I say but she talks while I’m talking. She does this quite often.

“Can you hear me? Michael, can you hear me?” she asks. I sing along. 

A repetitive tune. If only there was a solo somewhere in between by Steve Vai. 

A few familiar faces walk past the reception while I talk with Grandmother. No one smiles. No one acknowledges me. 

Everyone looks so cold and miserable. They’ve got numbers in their heads, in their brains, deadlines to meet, and nothing in their hearts. Poor hearts, the veins that pump up blood have been replaced by wires; wires that connect you to Facebook, Oracle, the Cloud, whatever, and the soul is lost.

Grandmother says, “Oh Michael, I’m not well. I don’t know for how much longer I will last. My life... oh, my life isn’t well.”

She’s been dying since I was five. Actually, from what Father told me, even before that. I’ve been listening to this song for the last forty years. I’m tired. And I’m not. I realise then that I’ve also been moaning for a long time, moaning about Grandmother or about work or about someone else. Maybe is time for a change. Can’t an old dog learn new tricks? Of course it can. Of course I can.

“Have you spoken to your father lately?” Grandmother asks.

One minute she sounds so fragile, almost as if she’s dying, the next she sounds so hard, so aggressive, as if she’s made of stone. I know her so well, all of her tricks, but she forgets that. She thinks that all she has to do is put on a fragile, weak, “dying” voice and we’ll fall for her lies, but a lot of us know her too well. 

I tell her that I haven’t spoken to Father in months but I’m in touch with him on Facebook. But Grandmother doesn’t know what Facebook is. 

“What about your mother? Have you spoken to her lately?” Grandmother asks.

What’s with all these questions? She asked me the same questions last month.

“Yes,” I say boringly as I wait for Grandmother to sing another sad song. Here it comes; the sadness, the tears. You can’t dance to this.

“You must tell them all to keep in touch with Carlos, give comfort to Carlos. Once I’m gone your brother will have no one. You must all help him and keep in touch with
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