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About the Author

Martha Medeiros (b.1961) has 26 novels to her name with more than 1,000,000 copies sold. She has a huge readership and is widely respected as novelist, poet and columnist throughout Brazil.

Martha’s genius resides in her ability to speak to readers individually, regardless of age, in language which is fresh and immediate, but also timeless and enduring. She has been considered among the hundred most influential people in Brazil according to Época Magazine and has won awards in both literature and journalism.

Martha lives in Porto Alegre, Brazil, with her two daughters.





About the Book

Martha Medeiros is one of the most influential and admired writers in Brazil. Her genius resides in her ability to speak to readers individually, regardless of age, in language which is fresh and immediate, but also timeless and enduring. Her readership is in the millions throughout the country. Her articles address love, life and art in a simple yet insightful way. She is among the top one hundred most influential people in Brazil.

Martha is the author of one of the most circulated texts on the internet around the world, Die Slowly, published here officially for the first time.

Dies slowly those who do not travel, who do not read, who do not listen to music and those who do not laugh at themselves. […]

We live with the inevitability of death, so let’s try and avoid death in small doses, always remembering that being alive requires a much greater effort than the act of breathing.

From the article Die Slowly.





Dedication

To Nicole, the young girl behind the scenes.
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It was 3rd December 2016 when I came upon a new message in my inbox. It was signed by someone I didn’t know, a Brazilian woman who lived in England, her name was Shayla Bittencourt. She was asking for my address so that she could send me a book. I sent her my address – I’d never refuse a book – and didn’t think about it anymore. On 26th December, the bell rang and on the other side of the door, a beautiful package was delivered to me. As soon as I saw that it was from England, her email came to my mind: It must be the book! Is it modern literature or a classic? I wonder who the author is. Never had I thought it was me. Shayla had translated my articles. And what a translation!

That’s what I love about life – you never know what’s around the corner. Some years ago, my family and I had decided not to exchange presents at Christmas. We already had all we needed and we just wanted to enjoy each other’s company. Yet, there was always someone who would break the rules, but not in 2016. That was the first year that I didn’t get a Christmas present, not a single one. So on that Boxing Day, when I answered the door, I realised: Santa exists!

That’s how Shayla found her way into my living room – not through the chimney, but through my heart. My books had already been translated in to French, Italian and Spanish, but not English, the universal language.

I now have the opportunity to reach a much wider audience, but better than this, I have a new friend. With talent and generosity beyond measure, Shayla has become a huge part of my world. Such is life, with wonders at every turn – keep your eyes peeled.

Martha Medeiros





In an Embrace

Where would you like to be right now?

I keep thinking about the wonderful places I’ve been and which I’d like to return to: a restaurant on a Greek island, several beaches in Brazil and around the world, a good friend’s house, a small village somewhere in Europe, a beautiful country road, a fantastic concert, in a cinema watching the premiere of a long-awaited film, and especially in my bed which no five star hotel can match – you cannot replicate that homely feeling.

I could also list the places I’d rather not be: in a hospital bed, in a queue at the bank, stuck in a lift, stuck in traffic, at the dentist.

So, adding up the pros and cons, the good and the bad, where, after all is said and done, is the best place in the world?

My guess: in an embrace.

Is there a better place for a child, an old person, a woman in love, a disturbed teenager, a patient, or the lonely? In an embrace, it’s always warm and safe. In an embrace, we don’t hear the clock. Time stops, there’s no beginning, there’s no end. It’s where your thoughts and pains melt away.

Is there a better place for a newborn, for a visitor, for someone who’s been fired or hired? In an embrace all is clear, the future safe – we settle comfortably in paradise.

Your face against their chest, hearts beating as one, there’s nothing to ask or be thankful for. In an embrace, no words are necessary – all has already been said.

Where is the best place in the world? In front of a roaring fire reading a good book, among the crowd watching your team score, having a family lunch where everyone is having fun, lying in a field looking at the sky, in bed with the person you love the most?

It will be hard to beat that last one. But where does love begin if not in the first embrace? Some find it suffocating and want to disengage as quickly as possible. Sometimes we need to be out of reach, beyond arm’s length. This wish to retreat is fair, but today allow me to pass it by. As Valentine’s Day approaches, I suggest you book a spot in a warm place, in the embrace you long for.





The Film Club

Until recently, the only David Gilmour I’d heard of was the singer and guitarist from Pink Floyd. That was until another David Gilmour, a Canadian writer, came along with his book The Film Club, where he recounts a true story which happened in his own home.

David has a son called Jesse who, at the age of sixteen, didn’t care about his studies. He was clever but completely unmotivated. Do you know a teenager like that? I thought so. But I doubt that either you or I would have had the courage to do what Jesse’s father did. Realizing that the boy didn’t have the slightest prospect of finishing school without a constant tally of failed exams, David made a proposal: “If you want to quit school, do it. But in exchange, you will have to watch three films of my choice a week with me. Take it or leave it.” He accepted the deal without a second thought.

After that his father spent a few sleepless nights wondering about what he had done. Was this a big mistake? Could he be ruining his son’s future? By now it was too late to go back on his word. From this point on, you’re drawn in and you can’t put the book down.

For an avid movie watcher this book is a tease. Virtually all the films we’ve ever watched, as well as those we’ve missed, are quoted in the text. The story highlights something we already know, but don’t always put into practice: it’s the time we spend with our children which helps them grow, and Gilmour uses this time to his advantage. As Marlon Brando, Clint Eastwood, Sharon Stone, John Travolta and James Dean enter the living room, the discussions about girlfriends, drugs, music, broken hearts, fears and virility begin.

The book is far from moralist or instructive – it’s just a story about a father who was at his wits’ end because he couldn’t get through to his son so he takes an unconventional approach to get closer to him, and help him mature – it’s loving, honest and funny.

Schools didn’t go out of business in any of the countries where the book was published, so teachers can stop holding their breath. But unsurprisingly, it confirms that literature and cinema – and music of the likes played by the other David Gilmour who had nothing to do with this story – aren’t there just to entertain us in our free time, but also to prepare us for life.





Standing Kiss

Once I had lunch with two friends; both had been married for a long time, past their silver wedding anniversary, and still happy with their husbands. We spoke about the highs and lows of long term relationships. As the conversation progressed, one of them made a curious observation. She had no reasons to complain, however, she really missed standing kisses.

What do you mean, standing kisses?

After living together for some time, couples don’t have passionate kisses in the kitchen, or in the hall, or at a party. It’s just a peck when you get home or when you say goodbye. A proper kiss, “that kind of kiss”, only happens when you’re laying together, when foreplay begins. That odd kiss, a kiss without warning, without the promise of sex afterwards, that is, a good lingering kiss, forget it!

We had a good laugh, of course.

It’s been a while since that lunch, but up until today when I see a couple kissing at a concert, or at the airport, or at the beach, I remember my friend’s theory and think: there it is, that remarkable standing kiss – they’re probably not married, or else they’re just back from their honeymoon.

There are people who think that a kiss – not a peck, a kiss! – is too intimate or inappropriate in a public place. It depends; let’s not rush to any conclusions. The rules on this subject are not so strict after all. Let’s see: you leave the restaurant holding hands, walk down the road towards the car, and when you open the door for your wife (yes, your wife of twenty years) you snatch a kiss before she gets in. Why not?

At the beginning of a romance, a kiss, at any time of the day or night, manifests the desire one feels for the other; it’s an unexpected statement of love. Yet, as time goes by, the couple falls into a routine and that old habit of indulging in a kiss anywhere becomes weird. Just imagine, to kiss for no reason in broad daylight! Worse still, on a Monday, with so much laundry to do! Grow up.

Maybe. But who thought it untimely when the goalkeeper Casillas stopped his girlfriend’s interview to snatch a kiss from her out of nowhere? A loving kiss, a kiss for all to see, a standing kiss. At that moment all young girls on the planet, and the not so young as well, let out a sigh, and the men felt proud of his virility. So why not do the same to us at home? Please don’t tell us we’re no Sara Carbonero, that’s no excuse.





We Think We Know

I had never heard of a film called Married Life (2007), perhaps because it never made it to the cinemas. The plot is only ninety minutes, and feels like a classic. I liked it. A man married for many years falls in love with a beautiful girl but doesn’t know how to end his marriage without humiliating his beloved wife. So he decides that it’s best to kill her. Isn’t that the perfect solution? If I were to summarise the film in one line, I’d say: “You never know what’s going through the mind of the person sleeping next to you.”

Do we really know what’s going on around us? We think we do.

We think we know what our children’s plans and ambitions are, forgetting that human complexity is also a trait in those born from us. No matter how close we feel to them, we will never grasp the full breadth of their secret desires.

We think we know what our partners feel for us, based on affectionate words, the loving look in their eyes, their kindness and their company, but does that say everything? We don’t always understand the needs of the person we love – not because they’re hiding their feelings, but because often they don’t understand them themselves.

We think we know what’s best for us. We trust our instincts, but we can never be certain. We think we know how we will confront the reality of our final years, losing our physical strength and good health. We think we know how we are going to deal with this, but how surprised we are when the time comes!

We think we know the thoughts of those who confide in us. We take in every word and feel honoured by their trust. What we fail to consider is that perhaps they don’t mean what they say – it’s just an act to conceal that which survives only within the depths of each of us: the truth.

We think we know how to decode signs, how to perceive moods. We make guesses. Sometimes we get it right, but at other times we don’t have the faintest idea of how people really feel. We think we know what other people think of us. We think we know how to love and live together, we think we know who we really are, until we are caught out by our own actions.

Believing that we know is the furthest we can go in this personal landscape of secrets, whispers, traumas, longings and turmoil. These are feelings we can neither touch nor understand – but we find solace in the belief that we do.





When Prejudice Masquerades God’s Purpose

I support those who publicly stand up against violence, against high taxes that don’t help fund social care, against corruption, against injustice, against global warming; in essence, anything that hinders social development and individual well-being. However, I find it hard to comprehend the outcry, oftentimes furious, against people’s personal choices that don’t affect anyone apart from those concerned, which is the case in same-sex marriage.

How is my life or yours going to be affected if two men or women wish to have the same legal rights offered to heterosexual couples? Are they criminals? In the event that they are able to adopt a child, would it be better for the child to be raised in an orphanage instead of a loving home? Or could it be that this opposition to gay marriage arises from the fear that it will tip the balance for the bi-curious? Now, homosexuality is part of human nature, not a hobby or a trend. Here’s a fact: some people feel attracted to, and fall in love with, the same sex. It has happened since the beginning of time. And if one of our children or grandchildren has that disposition, it will be better for them to live in a society free of such stigma.

Nevertheless, what looks like common sense to me seems to be rocket science to a big part of society, especially to the more religious. I understand the discomfort they feel with the situation, which goes against God’s commandments, but in my humble opinion, I still believe that religion should generate love and freedom. Where’s the comfort promised by religion if it’s used to disseminate guilt and dictate that whoever is different should burn in hell? If the cost of eternal life is to repress those who have done me no harm, I can make do without it. A peaceful life without the hereafter suits me just fine.

I know it’s a bit awkward when I touch upon an issue that puts people on edge. Before long, my mail box will be flooding with reprimands. But allow me the right to some idealism: there’s nothing anyone can do to make homosexuality disappear, it’s inherent to many human beings, and one day it will be accepted without so much dispute. Over your dead body? It will be over all our dead bodies, no doubt. Of course no one needs to applaud what they find shocking, but it’s better to put our energy into fighting against things that can actually harm us than feel threatened by sheer prejudice, which is so conceptual.

It may sound funny, but I think I’m more true to God than many believers.





Caught on Camera

One of the best DVDs I’ve watched this year was Life Through a Lens, a documentary about the career of the American photographer, Annie Leibovitz. I recently had the chance to see all of her work in an exhibition in Paris; the photos she took of her family, her rock phase when she was the chief photographer of Rolling Stone magazine and the pinnacle of her career at Vanity Fair. I consider photography to be an art due to its capacity to capture the soul of the subject and to reveal something to us that the eye may overlook in the moment.

As a child my dad would not let a single event pass without taking pictures: Christmas, birthdays, picnics at the beach. Click, click, click. We would keep still for ages, my brother, my mum and I, three smiling statues, waiting for the moment he would find the best angle, the right focus, the best lighting and only then push the button. At the time, digital cameras were just for the Jetsons.

I have taken many pictures of my children when they were little, and recorded trips, special events and other moments that don’t happen every day, so nothing too out of the ordinary there. And like everybody else, I tend to think that only the way I live is the norm, but normality has changed a great deal lately.

Today, with a mobile phone in hand, you register births, tsunamis, fires, sex, concerts and crimes committed right in front of you, including perhaps, ones committed by you.

I wonder: if you don’t register your experiences and emotions, does that mean they don’t exist? That you no longer exist? It seems like it.

In a catastrophic scenario, I imagine we will soon forget all that hasn’t been recorded on camera. If we want to remember a trip or a party we won’t be able to without a camera. That moment your boyfriend proposed, that walk alone by the shore, a night time swim, that breakfast in bed watching a Charlie Chaplin film, a declaration of love in the middle of the highway – if you haven’t photographed any of this, has it really happened? Can you remember life without cameras?

My last two trips abroad were camera free. I went there and back without taking a single picture. To many this may imply “She didn’t really go”. But I did. Life also happens without evidence.

Returning to Annie Leibovitz: among her photos, you will find the last days of her father and of the writer Susan Sontag – the two people in the world she loved most.

Photos of each in their last agonising moments are included in the exhibition, and on the DVD. Annie Leibovitz is an artist and her lens is her eye. She doesn’t separate her life from her work, yet even with the consent of those photographed, I felt like an intruder into those most profound and intimate moments of life departing. Commendable as a journalistic record, but unnecessary as a personal farewell.

Meaning that, personally, I think there are some moments that are sufficiently strong to embed themselves into our minds and our minds alone.





The Elegance of the Intellect

Anyone can have access to the wonders of technology, but the icing on the cake is still intellect. It’s what everybody frantically searches for.

But where does it hide?

In the human mind. Well, in some of them.

I can’t help but wonder what will become of us if we don’t maintain the already feeble ties with literature, if the school curriculum doesn’t create more space for culture, if everyone keeps communicating with acronyms and is unable to pursue a discussion with reasoning. From generation to generation the access to art, history, and philosophy gets more negligible. The overwhelming amount of information available creates the delusion that we know everything, when in truth we know very little, and our children will know even less. Because, ultimately, who will choose to teach without a decent work place, with a low salary, and with the lack of respect teachers face these days? The better qualified will naturally find better ways to make their living. It’s an appalling risk for society. Without a good standard of education, without the very foundation that forms us as human beings, we will have only mediocrity and superficiality, which by and large, are already abundant.

I know this is a catastrophic vision and there will always be a class of intellectuals. Yet, what we should aim for is the expansion of this class. What defines intellectuals is a contentious issue; however, I’m not talking about highly academic opinions but simply the ability to think.

The fact is we have become an irresponsible society, failing to value any kind of refinement. Knowledge is elegant, to think is elegant, to read is elegant, and this elegance should be accessible to all. To illustrate this, I’ll mention a taxi driver with whom I had a conversation the other day. He told me his views regarding the country’s affairs, of which he had a very good understanding. He expressed his thoughts clearly, used good language and made his point without trying to convince me or anyone else to think like him. He drove safely and was always polite. It was almost uncanny.

That reminded me of an excellent book called The Elegance of the Hedgehog, by Muriel Barbery. The story is about a concierge in a sophisticated apartment building in Paris. Despite her rough appearance and her menial occupation she is passionate about art and culture, and is more knowledgeable than the snobbish majority of the residents. But she fears that any display of learning would cost her her job, so she maintains a conventional façade and does what is expected of her – to be uneducated and uncultivated – therefore enabling everyone to fit into their roles accordingly. She has more than just an engaging mind; she has the elegance of saving her self-important, uncultured employers from the prospect of embarrassment.

We may prosper economically, but how regrettable it will be for us to be a rich nation full of mediocre people.





Love Works in Mysterious Ways

While having dinner with two of my friends one evening, I suddenly felt like I was watching a play I had seen many times before. As usual one of my friends was complaining about her chaotic relationship. She was wondering what she was doing with that foolish boyfriend of hers, etc., etc. She was planning to break up with him again, but we knew all too well the hell she went through when they were apart last time. As I have a thing for dramatic love stories, I was finding it amusing to hear that story again. The analyst in our trio said, “If I were you I wouldn’t break up with him. Sometimes we desperately cling to a relationship only once it falls apart.” Genius!

From that moment on, we started discussing this undeniable truth: in some relationships, his absence feels heavier than his presence. By the way, I believe this is true for both genders. We may question day and night whether our relationship is worth the effort. We wonder if one day we’ll learn how to live with someone so different from us, or if we’ll always be at each other’s throats. Obviously, there’re no answers to these questions. We only ask them out of habit, as a way of guessing what the future holds. But despite having no guarantee that things will work out fine, the relationship survives. Why? Because even though we have our doubts, desire is still there – and so is love. Yet, there comes a day when, during a tough argument, one of us puts an end to it all. Do we now have the long awaited freedom? Not always. Many times, it’s then that our freedom ends entirely.

In spite of her complaints about her disruptive relationship, our friend’s life fell into disarray after each breakup. She would think of nothing else but him. No matter how much she tried to remain detached, her life would revolve around the chaos of his absence. Her thoughts were occupied either with revenge or despair, or getting him back or never seeing him again. Everything she did, she did with him in mind. Only when they got back together – and they always did – would she free herself a little from this emotional turmoil.

I had never seen things from this angle before. I had always thought that this feeling of anxiety was due to a claustrophobic relationship, and peace would only come at the end of it. Alas, love works in mysterious ways.

My friend finally ended her complicated relationship and is now in a stable marriage. That conversation around the table happened years ago, but I’ve never forgotten that paradox that explains the instability and anxiety we get after a bad breakup. Why do we get this urge to put an end to a difficult relationship? What guarantee do we have that life will become easier when we are out of it? Sometimes it’s less painful to stay until we fall out of love. That’s what the analyst meant at the time. Don’t rush yourself into ending something that hasn’t yet finished. Wait until there’s nothing left and then call it quits.





Behind the Counter

I was sunbathing by the pool in a hotel when I noticed a little girl around seven years old; she was watching the waiter serve the guests. When he left I could tell an idea had popped into her head. She fetched a piece of paper and asked her mum and dad what they would like to order for lunch. They each placed their order and the girl carried on in a very professional manner: “And what would you like to drink?” With the orders written down, she disappeared for a moment and then came back with the imaginary meals, with a proud look on her face.

It brought back memories of when I was her age and loved to pretend I was a secretary. Locked in my room I spent the afternoon typing memos, making lists, organising files, smoking one pencil after another, work driving me mad. I also dreamt about being an air-hostess and played pretend shop assistant countless times. My friends and I would get groceries from the kitchen and we’d set up a supermarket in the garden. I, of course, wanted to be the cashier. I’d scan each product, put it in a bag, and give the bag to the customer, always remembering to give the right amount of change with the pretend coins.

I wonder if these days children pretend to be managers, entrepreneurs, presidents – in short, the boss. I don’t think they do. These ambitions come later when they start to be programmed to make money, to have power, to be the top dog. Before the promise of wealth and social advancement sets in, what children really want is to be part of the masses. Children aren’t silly – they know which side has more fun.

I know there are as many girls who want to be supermodels as there are boys dreaming about the life of a footballer – their ultimate goal being fame and fortune. They are tragically misled. But this girl from the pool reminded me that before ambition takes hold, there are still children pretending to be hairdressers, taxi drivers and waiters, professions that seem more entertaining. Playing doctors is quite popular too, I seem to recall…

Which is better: employer or employee? For those of us who have crossed the line from child to adult, there’s no doubt that it’s best to be our own boss – even if achieving a high standard of living and a degree of security requires effort and study. But we also know that money can be a trap. We become hostages to its rules and conventions, we yearn for things we don’t need, but which somehow seem important to have. Once we are at the top, there’s no going back.

The joy of serving others rather than being served doesn’t last. However, as innocence retreats, it’s comforting to know that at least as children we believed in a more hospitable world, not yet overtaken by the difference between giving orders and taking them.





Happy for No Reason

Happiness doesn’t come out of the blue, so when someone says, “I’m so happy,” there’s usually a reason for it. It could be a new crush, a promotion, a long awaited scholarship, the loss of those extra pounds, or some other special event. But there’s always a reason. Of course we hope for this happiness to last as long as possible, but we should not forget that good news fades with time and it’s not advisable to rely on it for happiness.

Let’s say, we’re happy because a new year approaches and hopes are high. Happy because all the bills have been paid. Happy because you’re soon to go on holiday. Happy because you didn’t hurt anybody’s feelings today. Happy because someone paid you a compliment. Happy because your bed is waiting and there’s no better place in the world.

Forget it. These reasons may be trivial, but they are reasons.

Happy for no reason? No reason at all?

Why do we endeavour to be happy in the first place? Searching for happiness can be hell, we all know that; still, it’s not like we’re short on advice for this topic either. And why do we need it? Who is to say we will all get there through the same path?

Personally, I like people who strive to be joyful, who don’t get caught up in the daily dramas of life, thus they don’t torment themselves and others. But here’s the thing: happiness is also possible without “success”; happiness is possible without joy, because happiness is serene. It is a state of awareness. It’s to have the skill to cope with the inevitable. It’s to make the most of unforeseen circumstances. It’s to be astonished by the situation in which you find yourself in and still be able to laugh, understanding it’s a side effect of being alive.

Blessed are those who give themselves a break. Who don’t condemn themselves for not reaching a goal nor for their failures, don’t torture themselves for their contradictions, don’t punish themselves for not being perfect. They only do the best they can.

If we are to master a skill, let it be the skill to free our thoughts from scrutiny, from the need to fit in society and be free at the same time. Acceptance and freedom simultaneously? It’s a hell of an ambition. And it requires boundless energy.

Life isn’t The Proust Questionnaire. You don’t need to tell the world what your qualities are, what your favourite colour is, your favourite food, or what animal you’d like to be. So much obsession with self-knowledge. Enough of self-knowledge. You are what you are, an imperfect being with good intentions who can change their own personal views without the slightest guilt.

Perhaps that’s what it means to be happy for no reason.





The Compact Era

I was on a flight from Rio de Janeiro to Porto Alegre. The man sitting next to me was reading Portrait in Sepia by Isabel Allende. At the end of the flight he closed his book and said to his wife: “To me, books don’t need this many pages. A summary of the story would be more than enough.”

Some people choose a book according to the number of pages in it. As for myself, if there’s something that never intimidates me, it’s a massive book. True, it’s not exactly pleasant carrying something as heavy as a brick around, but that doesn’t affect the enjoyment of reading it. Long books, however, are an exception. In every other respect I am a ‘Compact Enthusiast’.

In cinema, for example, I don’t understand three hour films. It was much better when films lasted two hours, at most; screenings at 2pm, 4pm, 6pm, 8pm. Now, sessions run at the weirdest times: 2:10pm, 5:25pm, 8:50pm, and the thing never ends!

And where do I begin with theatre plays? Honestly, it should be a law – nothing longer than ninety minutes. I like theatre very much, but I also like dinner very much. Even so, I don’t like to prolong my stay in restaurants, neither do I like staying too long at parties, or being away from home and my normal routine. I don’t like anything that exceeds my patience and drains my energy.

Nothing of what I’m saying is worthy of applause, I admit. It’s good manners to take your time, enjoy all there is, let things take their course. In theory, I agree. In practice, less so. I don’t know how to deal with situations that drag on without purpose – especially too many words. I get anxious around people who take ten minutes to say something that could have been said in three, or people who waste hours on the phone and don’t get to the point, or songs that repeat the chorus to exhaustion. I’d cut off about four “…na, na, na, na, na, na, na, hey, Jude…” at the end of the Beatles song. Horror of horrors! Not even the Beatles have been spared!

There is always the orator who loves the sound of their own voice. There are emails longer than a master’s thesis. There are endless doctorates and soap operas. Can anyone explain to me why there are still soaps that last months and even years?

Am I giving the impression that I’m one of those people who never slows down? Who doesn’t enjoy the journey? If that’s the case, allow me to clarify my position. I still relish pleasure and relaxation, and I enjoy the journey. I just don’t want to end up worn out and out of breath.

To prove I’m not a completely lost cause, there are still long things I appreciate, such as friendships, walks, conversations around a table, our lifespan. And good sex, of course.

Now tantric sex, though, is another thing I don’t understand, five hours to reach an orgasm? Don’t people have work to do?





Internet Trolls

I’ve been watching these people for a while and my feelings for them range between repulsion, fear and dismay. But the one that prevails the most is pity. They are trolls and can only express themselves through these demeaning and spiteful comments.

It’s not new but it got out of proportion with the extraordinary reach of the Internet. Previously these mean-spirited people couldn’t spread their malice very far, and their hurtful comments would only be seen by a handful. But now, through social networks, their foolishness reaches such huge audiences that they get giddy. If you select your sources of information wisely you may have been spared. Well done! But, if out of curiosity you want to know how these information sites work, just choose any one and read the comments people leave – it’s really disheartening.

Let’s have a look at two headlines which attracted attention recently, if for only a couple of hours. The first was about a girl who jumped from the Eiffel Tower, in Paris. In a matter of minutes there were 1,581 comments left by these half-witted people, whose sole intent is to gloat over the misfortunes of others. They have no common decency – it was just a mass of nasty comments from an astounding number of miserable people scattered around the world. On the whole, this meanness is stark evidence of unhappiness.

The other headline announced that Venice had its first female gondolier. After centuries of male dominance there was now a woman taking visitors around the most magnificent places in Italy. Naturally this news would not catch the world’s attention as, for example, Michael Jackson’s death, but it’s nice to see women taking another step towards equality. This headline could have brought some praise for the achievement, or even have been ignored, which is also acceptable, but no, these wretchedly unhappy people, having nothing better to do, were quick to express their prejudice with small-minded comments. This goes beyond ill-humour, because these people are actually proud of their stupidity.

If they were few and far in between, there would be nothing to worry about. But this intolerance is widespread and frightening, as there’s no known cure. It portrays the isolation and disrespect of a generation who, hidden behind a digital screen, choose to inflict their misery upon everyone. It’s an unprecedented escalation of universal mediocrity.





When the Real Fun Begins

One of my readers, who had recently seen me on a TV programme, wrote to me saying she was puzzled when I said that a couple should always have fun together. According to her, this was a paradox because prior to that I had said I don’t like big parties and prefer smaller gatherings.

My reader didn’t mention her age but I guess she was about twenty, at the most. She’s at that stage in life where to have fun means to have a wild time. For the record, I like parties; a birthday party, a wedding, a special celebration, albeit with a good break between them. Fine.

It’s just that when I said ‘to have fun’ what I meant, more than anything, was a state of mind. It’s been said that laughter is the elixir of life. I agree. Clearly, I’m not talking about giggling all day without a care in the world. It’s rather an inward laughter, it’s to feel amused by things, including things that didn’t work as well as expected. By now we should know that many things don’t always go as planned.

When the subject of fun arises, young people may think they are the experts, but my theory is that older people are the true masters. Real freedom comes when we’ve finished our college exams, we’ve graduated, we’ve married and had children, we’ve gained professional stability, we’ve separated (that’s optional), and survived it all. Now with nothing to prove to others, or to ourselves, it’s time to pack our bags and travel to places we’ve always dreamt of, New Zealand maybe, and others we’ve never considered, The Atacama Desert perhaps. We may learn a language just because we like how it sounds, Italian of course. We may learn how to play poker, or an instrument, just for the fun of it. We may consider opening our own business.

You might be asking yourselves what has this got to do with having fun with your partner?

It has everything to do with it.

Obviously we need to work a lot to afford all of this, and nothing is better for a couple than to have their minds occupied with their professional pursuits and then be able to enjoy all that life has to offer together.

To have fun is to go to bed early, wake up early, work hard and take risks. Partying is good, yet partying every night is quite sad. It’s life itself, our everyday life, that should be the real party.





The Independent Woman

I was signing my latest book when a tall, elegant, older woman came up to me and said: “I think you’re a phenomenal woman…” Beaming, I took the book she was holding and prepared to write an affectionate dedication. Then she added: “…but I wouldn’t want to be married to you, you’re too independent!”

I distinctly remember the sinking feeling I had when I finished the dedication and thanked her for coming.

How am I more independent than any other woman? Almost all the women I know work, earn their living, defend their opinions and vote for the candidate of their choice. Alright, some don’t like to go to the cinema alone whereas I don’t mind. Only a few lived alone before getting married, as I did. As far as I can remember, almost none of them travelled alone, as I have. And that’s about it as far as independence goes, which, to me, doesn’t seem enough to frighten anybody.

I imagine that in some people’s eyes this so-called ‘independent woman’ looks cold-hearted. Someone who never asks for support, never needs anybody, never cries, never doubts herself, doesn’t appreciate a hug.

When I became old enough to dream about independence, I started eagerly reading Marina Colasanti’s* books. They taught me to renounce dependence and to have my own views about life, and yet to be a loving and sensitive person. Independence is nothing more than the power of choice, to grant yourself the freedom to come and go, to meet your needs and desires and still feel the magic of a love story. Independence doesn’t mean solitude, it means honesty; I am where I want to be, with whom I want to be with.

But do independent women drive men away? Marina Colasanti used to joke, “If that’s true, it will deter the competitive types and those looking for a submissive woman, or those who lack confidence. Not bad at all!”

Unfortunately that older woman is not alone in sharing the idea that independent women are a threat. This idea is not as archaic as you might think. There are still those who believe that being only a pretty face has its benefits. Personally, I can’t see any. I believe female independence is stimulating, joyful, challenging and vital, and a quality that promotes movement and progress in society, among relatives and friends. “I need you” might be a sentence that men hear less and less from us, and perhaps they miss it. On the other hand never before has “I love you” been said with so much meaning.

*Marina Colasanti: Brazilian writer, translator and journalist. She lived in Libya during her infancy, and then moved to Italy where she lived for eleven years.





Is Your Home Happy?

A friend of mine who wanted to buy a house asked me to visit some properties with her. We went to have a look at a few places she had selected, all still occupied. My friend, of course, was focused on the practical side of things – the size of the rooms, the state of the building, which direction the property faced, and the neighbours. I, in the meantime, was just watching how people live.

I’ve read somewhere that there’s only one rule to follow when decorating your home: there should be something that makes you happy everywhere you look. The forgoing is true and correct. There’s not a single object in my house that doesn’t make me happy, either because it reminds me of a trip I went on, or it was a gift from a friend, perhaps it’s been with me through thick and thin, or it brings back good memories, maybe it’s just because it’s fun to look at.

This rule doesn’t apply to one class but to all. Homes can be spectacular but impersonal, with their needlessly extravagant gold taps, expensive, gloomy paintings, and valuable ornaments. They are impressive, no doubt, and must make their owners proud, but I wouldn’t want to live in a place where I could not put my feet on the coffee table.

What makes a home beautiful isn’t the cost of its decoration, but rather how it portrays the people who live in it. That’s what surprised me during those visits: the joyless decoration. A sofa, two chairs, a TV, a hideous ornament on the table… the end. Where were the objects that made them happy? I know that happiness doesn’t require this, but why opt for a soulless home? Nice things make a home welcoming and alive, be it a hut in the middle of nowhere or a fisherman’s house, which is – in many cases –a lot more endearing than a cold penthouse. But mostly, people aren’t interested in the beauty of things and if they try, they get it all wrong, by turning their homes into a showroom where everything looks fake. The result is a decoration disaster. Where’s the touch of nature, wood, flowers, raw materials, and most of all, where’s the sense of humour? How can you be happy in a dreary home?

I’m not judging, I’m simply repeating what I’ve read. If you’re at home now, are you surrounded by things that make you happy? Or is your home just a decently comfortable place to rest and that’s it?

My friend hasn’t found a house yet, but she’s trying to visit empty properties now, where she can better envision how to transform that space into a happy home.





It Will Come to Nothing

Like every mortal, I often find myself in stressful situations – coping with our problems is easier said than done. Yet there seem to be people who are so confident that they make us wonder how they do it. Do you think I know the secret? I haven’t the slightest.

I also waste time reflecting on my problems. I feel envy, I feel bad about saying no, sometimes I think I’m too strict with my daughters, sometimes too lenient, sometimes I feel I fall behind with the world’s affairs, I don’t know what choices to make – all those things that prevent us from having a good night’s sleep.

Since I don’t go to therapy and I don’t sleep enough as it is, I decided to create a personal method to deal with my day-to-day worries. It may sound a bit morbid, but it works. When I trouble myself too much over something, I think: I’m going to die.

I will die, obviously. Everybody knows they will die one day, but we avoid thinking about this unpleasant truth. However, I haven’t been thinking of death as a great tragedy, but rather as a way to relax, and so death becomes, ta-da! – a soothing medicine. In roughly forty years I won’t be here anymore; in the blink of an eye, all my worries will be gone. Nothing of what I feel or think will remain, at least not for me – whatever people will remember of me will be their choice. I will disappear. Vanish. Puff! So why get stressed?

Compared to death nothing is worth the trouble. Back to my worries: Envy. Really? Of whom, and for what? Everybody is going to the grave; nobody will survive to tell the tale. So let’s make the most of what we have. Let’s enjoy the moment and stop gambling on the future. Life is happening at this very moment; the rest is just an illusion.

Despite their love for us, our children will criticise us one day, no matter what. To keep up with the news might be important for our careers, but not necessarily for our well-being. And finally, when it comes to the choices we make, all that matters is how they make us feel now – there’s that magic word again: now! Because soon we and our worries will be history. Even Jennifer Lopez will be history.

Side note: if you are younger than forty, please disregard this article. Before their forties nobody dies. That’s the way of things. Before forty you have the right to all the drama that makes life interesting – honour the first act!

After forty, however, dare to just enjoy yourself and don’t waste time over petty issues. It will come to nothing.





What Are You Thinking?

I was taking part in an event when a young woman came up to me and said: “I’d like to know your opinion about something. When I ask my husband what he is thinking, he always replies that he isn’t thinking about anything. Is it possible?”

“I’ve no idea. But the real question is, do you really do this?” I replied.

In any case, she isn’t alone. We share moments of silence with our sweetheart but love is no defence against insecurity, and that is when silence starts to become uncomfortable. So, to prevent that silence from becoming deafening we pop the invasive question: “What are you thinking?”

This might happen at the most untimely hours; during a car trip, a walk in the park, or even in front of the TV: “What are you thinking?”

I was thinking if the cake will still be good now that I changed the white flour for the whole grain. I was trying to remember if it was Robert Downey Jr. who played Gandhi in the cinema. I was trying to work out how can an elephant, being herbivorous, be so fat.

As Olavo Bilac* would say, "Certainly thou hath lost thy mind."

Our thought is sacred, the only territory free of surveillance, free of judgment, free of investigation; free, free, free. The recreational area of madness. Open space for the imagination. Untouchable paradise. If we are unusually quiet, fine, it’s nice that people around us show that they care by asking if we are upset about something or need to talk. People who care about us notice when our silence is a sign that something is wrong and they try to start a conversation to help out.

But during a car trip when all is well and we are just enjoying the scenery? In front of the TV when we are watching an interview with our favourite film director? This is the silence of peace and quiet; it shouldn’t be broken by suspicion. Yes, it could be that what we are thinking during the car trip is that this relationship has gone too far. Or that the park would be the perfect place for a secret date, preferably with that handsome film director. Yes, it could be.

What are you thinking?

Nothing babe, nothing.

*Olavo Bilac was a Brazilian Parnassian poet, journalist and translator.





The God of Small Things

It’s not easy to hear people say they feel like failures. It’s even worse when said people are beautiful and rich, live in stunning houses, have loving partners, sweet children, successful careers, and travel the world. What’s missing? A life project.

This frustration seems to be common among many men and women who have achieved all they want in life but can’t rid themselves of this feeling of emptiness. What is a life project? For people who already have it all, it could be writing a book, adopting a child, setting up a charity or their own business; in short, something grand. Because all they have is grand: love, health, money and a career. But I believe that this life project so many people search for consists of small things, too small for people used to greatness.

Where can we find this joie de vivre? Closer than we think. Watering our garden. Placing a souvenir at home that reminds us of good times. Reading a book. Walking by the sea, or in the country, surrounded by the beauty of nature. Choosing a picture to frame. Lighting a candle or incense. Relishing a kiss. Admiring the sun after the rain. Choosing an outfit to have dinner with a friend. We can only be saved from frustration by appreciating the ordinary. When we don’t enjoy the trivial, when all of our daily tasks are done by others, when proving to the world that we are happy becomes more important than actually being happy, our needs become absurd. Nothing we achieve will ever be enough if we lose grasp of what “enough” means.

Although this may sound easy, I know it isn’t. Some people are unable to find that inner satisfaction that makes them feel successful just for being at peace with life, despite their troubles.

Some turn to religion. For them it seems the only way to feel complete, but religion often becomes an escape from reality. However, the spirituality we seek is a lot less dogmatic; it’s a human experience of gratitude, without penitence and guilt. It’s gratitude for being here, for being able to find joy in what really matters. There’s nothing wrong with our desire to want, but we mustn’t lose sight of that which is essential.





Inside the Airport

I have not yet figured out how I feel about airports. Nowadays, frustration and weariness, but other than the stress caused by delays, airports fascinate me. I know I’m not alone, otherwise the writer Alain de Botton wouldn’t have accepted to live for a week at Heathrow, London’s major international airport, to write a book on the subject.

The book includes many pictures and observations about this microcosm that stages farewells, meetings, hours of waiting, anxieties and joy. It isn’t a must read, far from it. As all commissioned books, A Week at the Airport: A Heathrow Diary, has a lot of non-essential information, yet it gives us an in-depth look at what goes on in the non-stop world of travel.

When it comes to airports, everyone has a story to tell. I’ve written an article about some of my own experiences before; for instance, when someone almost sat on my lap, revealing to me I had the power of invisibility. I’ve seen a teenager try to open the outside door mid-flight – I know the attempt was useless, but I’d rather not have witnessed it. I’ve been through the disappointment of waiting for the luggage that never came and in turn arriving at my hotel empty handed. Not to mention my encounter with a familiar face while waiting for my flight at Heathrow airport – it was only Harrison Ford! Why didn’t he try to sit on my lap is something that the Almighty has yet to explain to me.

Well, these stories would be in my book about airports, had I written one. In Alain de Botton’s, what I liked most was when he spoke about how we feel when we are searched, when we have to open our luggage, take our shoes and belts off, step through the metal detector; all of this creates an inexplicable feeling of guilt, no matter how innocent we are. I can attest to that. If the whole process takes too long, my hands start sweating and I anticipate the moment they will find weapons or drugs in my belongings. In spite of myself, when they open my passport and look at my picture, I just stare with my best terrorist face hoping they won’t find out my passport is fake! But somehow my anxiety goes unnoticed and they stamp it anyway, not realising that the image on the photo and I aren’t alike. Perhaps deep down this is what fascinates us: when we travel we don’t really look like ourselves. Airports are nothing more than gateways for our foreign selves.





Women Under Pressure

In an interview with Veja magazine, Camille Paglia, the American social critic, said that women are so stressed these days that men are giving up on the idea of marriage. To illustrate the frantic pace we live at now, she asked: “Does anyone remember having a restless grandmother?”

Let’s take this one thing at a time.

Nobody had a restless grandma when they were young because times were different. Grandma would settle comfortably into the role of guardian of the family. Perhaps she was content, or not, who knows. But she wasn’t restless. The question I ask is this: “Would any woman today like to live the life of her grandmother?”

Yet I agree with Camille Paglia when she says that women are too stressed nowadays, even though I don’t believe that men are giving up on marriage. Both men and women dream of happy and stable relationships, but the competition we create gets in the way. We compete with men, with our grandmothers, and even more with ourselves. Perhaps that’s the cause of our stress. We still wish to prove to the world that yes we can.

Women can have it all, we know, but do we really want it all? Where do we draw the line? We can’t work out our priorities any more – everything is a priority. It’s foolish to imagine that we can be the best at everything: best mum, best friend, best daughter, best girlfriend, best wife, best housewife, best body – we’d die of exhaustion.

I suggest that on this International Women’s Day, we give ourselves a break. Enough of talking about women who conceive at 57, who lose 30 kilos in two weeks, who party till dawn, who make money from home, who visit all the continents, who survive tragedies, who tame their hair, who are entrepreneurs, who have dozens upon dozens of pairs of shoes, who find a new love immediately after a breakup, who prepare a meal in ten minutes, who play with their children, who go to premières, who always look young, who recite Shakespeare, who overcome traumas, who do Pilates, yoga, workouts and massage. It makes us feel proud, I know, but so much prowess and self-promotion is unrealistic.

Why don’t we talk about the lovely qualities of men for a change? They deserve to be appreciated for their talents. This would help us relax. With the spotlight turned off us we could be easier on ourselves and perhaps find some of our grandmothers’ tranquillity.





Life Without Stabilisers

I remember that during all the important moments of my childhood, as well as the unimportant ones, my dad was always ready with his camera. Consequently, to this day, every drawer I open at home is packed to the brim with pictures, not including the ones confined to albums and picture frames. Among them there’s one that I’m especially fond of. I must have been five or six. That was the first time I rode a bike with no stabilisers. I peddled around without falling and my dad caught me red handed, all high and mighty, feeling jubilant. The taste of victory was sweet.

If that picture had subtitles it would say: “See?”

The stabilisers are a protection for beginners, a safe way to start when we haven’t yet mastered a skill. Which skill? Any skill. Correct me if I’m wrong: we still use stabilisers.

When someone writes a book, for instance, the stabilisers are the snippets in their head that precede the story not yet written.

When we have a child, the stabilisers are the experiences of our own upbringing; even if questionable, they create a base for our first decisions.

When we fall in love we once again use our past experiences to help us through, even though we know we are heading into uncharted waters.

When we start a new job, the stabilisers are our work experience, which helps in the beginning, but then we have to face the new challenges alone.

There will always be a time when we have to take the stabilisers off. That’s when fear and ecstasy kick in.

To live without them makes everything more dangerous but exciting at the same time, and our vulnerability grows more apparent. We become uncertain of our actions; we don’t know whether we are going too fast or too slow. Beware: if you go too slow, you fall.

It’s important to live without that constant support in order to strengthen our own personality. If we don’t come out of our parents’ shadow we won’t find our own balance.

When do we know we are ready to quit the stabilisers? If we’re talking about cycling, I’d say around five, or six, or seven, maybe ten; that depends on our own personal time and stability.

If we’re talking about life, that also depends. But using them forever prevents us from getting that feeling of achievement, from that lingering sense of joy for having reached our goals independently.

It robs us of that provoking moment: “See?”

Nothing makes us more proud than showing others – and ourselves – how far we can go.





Snow of Polystyrene

Something strange happened to me the other day. Although I’m used to working at home I felt a sudden urge to leave the house, to glide through walls and visit the day outside. I needed to fill my lungs with fresh air, to carry on writing. I had to go to the post office, so I decided to walk the five blocks and off I went.

I managed to get there – just. I was nearly run over by a car, it was a close call. I posted a letter and it was when I stepped into the road that I saw it: a huge bag of polystyrene falling from a truck. The driver went on his way, unaware of the trail left behind. In a matter of seconds, chunks of polystyrene were crushed into small pieces as cars drove over them. The polystyrene shattered again into even more tiny particles, flying everywhere, as if in slow motion, with each passing car. I stopped – there was no way I’d cross the road at this point – I’d get run over in no time. I didn’t feel right. It was snowing in Brazil on a sunny afternoon. Snow of polystyrene.

Any similarity with American Beauty is a happy coincidence. If you’ve seen the film you won’t have forgotten that scene. An empty plastic bag moving in the wind. Nothing but the camera and the bag, dancing in slow motion. Without a doubt one of the most poetic scenes I’ve ever seen at the cinema.

This had the same effect. Flecks of polystyrene like snowflakes swirling above the tarmac on a sunny afternoon in Porto Alegre. The cars speeding past and the polystyrene floating slowly down, unmindful of the city life rushing past. What did it mean?

Nothing.

Hence the strangeness, the beauty. Things without meaning are rare, free events that normally go unnoticed, but if they catch our eye they can make our day. This wasn’t a scene from a film, but a real moment, with no soundtrack. The noisy traffic destroyed the silence, but inside my head, even if only for a few seconds, I could hear the music, enthralled as I was by the snow on the road.

Eventually the polystyrene dispersed and I felt like a fool standing there on the pavement, stunned, as if I had witnessed someone being run over. Metaphorically, that is what happened. I had been run over. Not by a car, but by beauty. I had been a witness to the poetry of an ordinary working day, just when I stopped working.

I walked home and wrote this column with no purpose in mind, but in honour of the snow that wasn’t really snow.





Education for Divorce

I’m reading El Rompecabezas de la Sexualidad (The Puzzle of Sexuality), by the Spanish professor, Jose Antonio Marina. The author finds it worrying that young people are growing up with examples of failed relationships from their parents. He points out that by watching so many couples getting separated, children start losing faith that they will have healthy and harmonious relationships in the future. The dream ends.

I believe him. Marriage is no longer among the top aspirations of many teenagers, partly because they can’t see how married life can bring happiness. If it did, why would so many people get divorced?

Marriage has been under so much criticism lately that we need to react. It’s about time we shed some light on the matter so our children will know there’s more to a relationship than deprivation, boredom and quarrels. There is fulfilment, stability, companionship, intimacy and satisfaction. Married life is pretty good. But how can we make our children believe it when statistics point to a never ending rise in divorce?

Perhaps the only solution is to raise children from an early age to understand that separation can be a part of marriage. Which is to say, when the children ask: “Mummy, are you going to be married forever?” the answer could be: “While we love each other, we will be; otherwise, we will become friends, which is also very good.”

This may sound shocking for someone who made their vows in front of a priest, promising to be together “until death do us part.” However, it’s necessary to reconsider some principles, starting with this oath that sounds more like a punishment than a love affair. It’s time for a reality check: nowadays we live a lot longer, with more information and opportunity, and though it must be reassuring and gratifying to be married to the same person for forty or fifty years, it will be good for the children to know there’s no shame in a relationship that only lasts ten or fifteen. It’s normal.

Normality adjusts itself to new habits. Slowly, but it does. If we insist that true love lasts forever, children will think that adults are inept people who can’t find their soul mates and suffer because of it. Is that what we want for them? That was rhetorical.

To avoid this retreat from marriage, the best way is, as always, honesty. ‘Everlasting’ is meaningless. No one stays in the same job forever, no one lives on the same street forever and no one can promise perpetual stability. If most changes are regarded as progress and improvement, why can’t marriage also be seen in this uncomplicated way, without all the stress?

Frustration is born from unfulfilled expectations. If our children are raised assuming that Mum and Dad will live together forever, then separation will be more traumatic and they will fear failure when it’s their turn.

Moreover if they know from the beginning that adults can – it’s not mandatory – have two or three stable relationships in a lifetime, this new principle will be assimilated more easily and they will progress in their own pursuit of love – which we need for the emotional well-being of us all.





Too Kind

I was given a book called The Art of Being Kind, with the unnecessary subheading: A Person Who is Kind is on the Path to Success – which, in my opinion, somewhat discredits the author, the Swede Stephan Einhorn. Kindness is a way to live with others, not a path to success. What’s this obsession with success anyway? Should success always be our final goal?

The blurb on the back says that a kind person will always have a better chance at being happy, rich and successful. It also says that the book will provide immediate and long-term solutions to those interested in becoming better people. It’s all I’ve read so far and I don’t intend on reading any more. Firstly, because I’ve got a pile of books waiting for me, and secondly, I’m already kind. I didn’t even know that by being kind I could become happy, rich, successful, etc…. I’m kind simply because it’s easier than being rude. It requires a lot less energy. Besides, I don’t see the fun in upsetting people. So far I think this is common sense. What no one seems to see is that too much kindness can, surprisingly, be a flaw – and not a small one.

Obviously we should not be rude to our friends, relatives, colleagues and neighbours, but being excessively kind to everyone can actually put our lives at risk. What would you do, for instance, if you found yourself face to face with the Joker? The lift doors open and there he is, with that disturbing scar on his face, wearing a coat big enough to conceal two side arms, three grenades and a rifle. I imagine you’d have the sudden urge to take to the stairs and disappear. Personally I would walk into the lift, say good evening, and talk about the weather. God forbid he might think I’m judging him on his appearance. Why can’t he be honest, like everyone else?

Say I get in a taxi and the driver clearly has no sense of direction, can’t shift gears, won’t indicate and narrowly misses collisions – it’s not down to me to send him for extra driving lessons. He must have had a stressful day to be driving at full speed – he obviously needs to release his tensions. I won’t reproach him, poor thing. Instead I would ‘suddenly realise’ that I had given him the wrong address and ask him to stop at the next street. I would get out of the car and apologise for my mistake.

Or say a waiter comes too close with a sizzling pan. I’d never ask him to be more careful. He will think I’m a right snob and how rude would that be? What’s a burnt arm anyway?

What if I’m walking down a dark street and I see a group of hooded teenagers, hands buried deep in their pockets, coming in my direction? I’d never cross the road, just imagine how traumatic that would be for them – they might even be my daughter’s friends.

I hope you recognised the sarcasm and get the message: be kind, but not stupid. If hurting someone’s feelings means saving your skin, so be it. Cross the road, use the stairs – get the hell out of there. Success is making it home alive.





Be There!

I didn’t watch the show where David Letterman interviewed Joaquin Phoenix, but I heard about it. Joaquin lived up to his reputation as a bad boy; wearing dark sunglasses and practically ignoring David’s questions, the actor made sure the interview didn’t go as planned. David did his best to coax Phoenix out of his ill-humour, but to no avail. So he ended the interview brilliantly: “Joaquin, I’m sorry you couldn’t be here tonight.”

If someone accepts an interview they should play the game, answer the questions and be polite – if they know how. Interviews don’t promote only the host but the guest as well. It’s a win-win situation. It’s the audience who lose the most when the guest starts to sulk.

Some people support this approach, calling it authentic, but there’s a fine line between authenticity and rudeness. It’s naive to think we can go through life without being sociable. I hope I’m not hurting the authentic camp’s feelings here, but sometimes we all need to put on an act.

I don’t get annoyed easily but I find it disrespectful when someone insists on showing me they’d rather be somewhere else. It can be in a restaurant or at a friend’s house; everybody is having fun until someone starts to sulk. It looks as if they were dragged there against their will, which is true in some cases. People are persuaded to attend events, be it by their parents, by friends, or a partner. Regardless of the reason, and since you chose to come, make an effort. You don’t need to be the entertainer for the evening, but a smile or two won’t hurt.

In a church, kneel. In a football stadium, cheer. At a party, celebrate. Kissing, fall in love. By the shore, undress. Meeting a friend, listen.

Or do it differently if you prefer: in a church, listen. In a football stadium, fall in love. At a party, cheer. Kissing, undress. By the shore, kneel. Meeting a friend, celebrate.

Be there!

If you don’t want to take part that’s fine, keep to yourself, stay at home with your respectable solitude. An honest absence is better than a brooding presence.





Taking the Wrong Turn

It happened in Paris. I had two hours to kill before getting my flight back home. I was all packed and ready to go, so I decided to spend my last couple of hours in Paris walking to Place des Vosges, which was near the hotel. After days of torrential rain the sun was finally out on my last morning in the city. So off I went.

Without a map in hand, I was sure I’d find my way around, it wasn’t my first time there anyway. Alas, my sense of direction failed me and I took a wrong turn. Instead of turning left, I turned right. Further down I did turn left, but then nothing looked familiar. I carried straight on. Would Place des Vosges be just ahead? A few more blocks and another left turn. Strange, I was sure it was around here somewhere. Not that it was a terrible thing to get lost in Paris, but I was getting further and further away from the hotel. Still I kept walking on, and soon there it was, except it wasn’t Place des Vosges, but Place de la République! Without noticing it, I had walked across three neighbourhoods of Paris, Mon Dieu.

I asked for directions of how to get back to my hotel by a different route, or at least a shorter one and was advised to get a taxi. Stubbornly, I decided there was enough time to walk back. Thus I spent the last two hours of my sojourn in Paris; rushing, jumping yesterday’s puddles and constantly looking at my watch. Flustered, I was finally back at the hotel. Unfortunately, in my haste, I forgot the beautiful drawing I had bought. All of this because I took a wrong turn.

I’m talking about two wasted hours, and two hours are nothing in a lifetime. But how many people waste their lives because of a wrong turn, following a path that wouldn’t take them anywhere? A misdirection along the way can make us waste three years of our youth, or miss a career opportunity, or many other chances that could help us move forward in life. We end up moving in the opposite direction of that which could take us to where we want to be. When we move throughout life without a map or asking for directions, we walk around aimlessly, wasting time we don’t have. If life was a holiday in Paris, getting lost would just be an adventure, and in the worst case scenario, we’d just miss our flight back home. But life isn’t a holiday in Paris, and there comes a day when we stare at an old and embittered face in the mirror, the face of someone who didn’t reach their goals, didn’t fulfil their dreams, who got utterly lost somewhere along the way. By then, we can’t go back to the beginning, we can’t redress our slip ups, we can’t find what we left behind. In life there’s no Sat Nav to reassure us we are going in the right direction. All we can do is to choose our path more carefully.





Chronic Dissatisfaction

It is no secret that I have a bit of a crush on Woody Allen, and Pedro Almodóvar as well. So it’s easy to imagine how pleased I was after watching Vicky Cristina Barcelona (2008), at the cinema. This feeling of contentment, though, seemed unattainable to the characters in the film. It’s not surprising: Doug loved Vicky who loved Juan Antonio who loved Maria who loved Cristina who didn’t love anyone. I hope you’re not expecting a happy ending.

The story goes like this: two young American women decide to spend a holiday in Spain. One of them is engaged to an average and unadventurous man and the other is open to whatever comes along. All she needs is an attractive man to show up. And indeed he does – a painter with an unresolved separation under his belt. But despite having his insane ex-wife hot on his heels he decides to try and seduce both girls. Run for your lives!

Yet this isn’t a film about a mismatch, rather it’s a film about a search. This time Woody Allen went beyond himself, with a touch of the boldness typical of Almodóvar, and if I’m not mistaken, there’s something of Truffaut in the script as well. The result is a film that connects with universal unfulfilled desires.

Until not too long ago, as long as you got married and had children, you could fantasise about whatever you wanted. If later in life these fantasies became urges, you’d find a way to deal with them, without fuss, of course. And this is the exact situation which the hostess in the film finds herself in, as a married woman of forty years or so, who loves her husband but dreams of a passionate love affair, although she declares it’s too late for her.

Vicky and Cristina, on the other hand, have time on their side and live in a society that cries out for excitement. The internet, cinema, soaps, magazines, books, music – they all lead us to believe there’s no sense in living a life which isn’t full of excitement 24/7. And where do we find this perpetual pleasure? If we look for it in marriage alone, we renounce the alternatives; but there’s no guarantee we will find what we want if we seize each opportunity that presents itself. And what exactly are we looking for? In a world where everybody appears to be having more fun than we are, we seem to be going after everything we can’t have.

Woody Allen said that he wanted to invoke sadness with Vicky Cristina Barcelona, but despite the melancholic feeling of the film, Allen is charming and funny and manages, as always, to show that our ego wants the impossible – unending intensity. But we don’t learn our lesson and we keep trying.





The School of Life

I heard that the author Alain de Botton was attracting attention with a school that he set up in London, called the School of Life. This is something more ambitious than his books: namely, a course on how to live wisely that teaches day-to-day living in a more practical and creative way, unlike traditional schools, which in the majority teach things that may never be useful.

The project is unorthodox, but interesting. The School of Life wants to make an impact in the way we live here and now, and give priority to more exciting subjects than quantum physics and biochemistry. He designed his school with art, philosophy and good humour in mind, and together with his team, he helps students find answers to their personal questions. Do I really need to be in a relationship? How can I use my time wisely? I hate my job, what shall I do? Where do our political beliefs come from? How can we make the most of our trips to museums, cinemas and theatres? How do we deal with the fear of death? Are all families as strange as mine?

In a breezy description such as this he could be taken for a fraud, but if you’ve read Alain de Botton’s books you will know that he is a master of mixing all kinds of topics – travel, love, architecture – and he finds support for his views in the work of many other writers. He’s found a niche and is using it to good advantage, especially when we’re living through times where having a career and a family doesn’t seem enough to gratify our restless souls. We want more pleasure, more independence, and more beauty. Can college or university help us to achieve this? If self-tuition isn’t for you, Alain de Botton invites you to sit on a school bench and learn with the likes of Proust, Baudelaire, Churchill, Lao Tse and other eggheads, all there to brighten your mind.

I went to his shop near Russel Square where you can find posters and information about the courses, plus a wide range of books selected by The School of Life Bibliotherapy Service. Reading about matters that trouble you can be helpful, and we aren’t talking about self-help books here, but works of literature, philosophy and biography. Perhaps all this is a way of self-promotion, but I like the idea. We are in great need of some reinforcement in our curriculum. Physics, biology, history, maths and other traditional subjects aren’t enough. We also need to become more cultured, learn how to live better with one another and to have a less conservative view of the world around us. And for that we need to make use of these resources – knowing how to live well is also part of a good education.





When God Appears

I have many friends who are believers. One of them, who is like a sister to me, sent me a very poetic email about a Nelson Freire* concert she recently went to. Overtaken by emotion during the performance, she ended the email with the words, “In moments like this, God appears.”

This sentence kept whirling around in my head for a while. It’s true that God isn’t showing up very often these days. Instead, He chooses the moments in which He will appear. Being invisible to the eye, He chooses our emotions. I’m not a churchgoer, but I do appreciate His manifestations, like the arrival of an eminent guest who brings peace to my soul.

When does God appear to you?

To me, He appears through music – and it doesn’t need to be Nelson Freire’s. It can be a pop song that comes on at just the right moment; when I need to reconcile with myself. In an unexpected way, music transcends all my boundaries.

God often appears to me in literature, in transcendent passages barely touched by human hands.

He appears to me when I walk by the sea. About a month ago we had a long conversation with only the waves between us. We get on well amidst the blue, which would be His colour, if He had one.

God also appears to me – and don’t take this as heresy – during sex with someone I love, which is different from casual sex. Please note, I said different; it doesn’t mean it’s any less satisfying.

Right now, I’m listening to ‘My Sweet Lord’ – not sung by George Harrison (may he rest in peace) – but by Billy Preston (may he also rest in peace), and I can assure you the lyrics sound like a lively chat with Him, rock ‘n’ roll and all. Hallelujah.

God appears to me when I cry. When I feel vulnerable and unable to get back on my feet. When a friend calls me from far away and seems to be closer than my next door neighbour. God appears in my nephew’s smile, in my daughter’s embrace, and in my mum’s worries for me – because our mum is proof of His presence.

And when I feel He understands all that, that’s when I know for certain that He really is with me.

*Nelson Freire is a renowned Brazilian classical pianist.





What If…?

Anyone who’s read the disturbing We Need To Talk About Kevin, knows that the author, Lionel Shriver, is an expert in exploring the psychological reasons behind our actions, no matter how trivial they may seem, and in giving evidence that these actions will bring predictable, as well as unpredictable results. In another one of her books, The Post-Birthday World, she tells the story of Irina, a woman in a stable long-term relationship who one day feels an uncontrollable desire to kiss another man. To make matters worse, this man is a friend of hers and of her companionable partner. From then on the book runs two parallel stories, one of Irina’s life if she gives in to her erotic impulse, and another if she represses her desire.

The author could have kept her narration only on how the action of kissing someone for the first time has the power to change everything. But she was smarter, and also explored the fact that leaving things as they are has the power to transform our lives as well. We imagine that if we always stay in the same place, take no action, don’t change anything, we can guarantee a safe future. Fastened in the same seat forever we feel protected from any possible turbulence.

Shush. Quiet. Keep still, and so you won’t awake your inner demons. It’s a strategy, but a flawed one. People around us will always play a part in our destiny. Whether we undergo a radical change or stay in our routines – and here is the troubling point – the world around us will still change our cards in this game called everyday life.

When someone does something socially unacceptable, to kiss another man when they are married, as in this book for instance, anything can happen, including nothing. Some might fall in love, leave their husband, have a passionate love affair, which in turn becomes a nightmare and then try to get back with their husband, who’s now in love with the next door neighbour. Or they will have that kiss but instead of beginning a romance, they will go back home bored and nothing will change. It was just a stupid and meaningless thing of no consequence. But life will bring other surprises, it always does.

Extraordinarily, in spite of all evidence to the contrary, we still think we can predict our future. We make endless plans, we go to fortune tellers and consult horoscopes. But what for? No matter which path we choose there will always be ups and downs. If we look at our lives closely we’ll always ask “What if…?” The other choice could have been better, or worse, who knows. So the best thing to do is to enjoy the choices we’ve made, let them go when it’s necessary, direct and redirect our journey, laugh and cry, believe and doubt, because in the future everything will make sense. Some lives may be sad, others wasted, but in a broader sense no life is worthless.





Getting Past the Greetings

Years ago, when I went to the gym, I sometimes saw a photographer I knew only by sight. I’d say hello, she’d say hello. After a while I started walking in the park instead. Every now and then she walked there too. I’d say hello, she’d say hello. This occasional exchange of greetings just about summed up our relationship.

However, we had a friend in common and when I told her I was going to London she mentioned that her friend Eneida, the photographer, would be there at the same time. She asked if I wanted her email.

To cut a long story short, I wrote to Eneida, who was already in London. “Are you coming to London? Great! Would you like to get together sometime? Perfect!” We exchanged addresses and phone numbers. All that made me think that despite living in the same town, possibly the same neighbourhood, since we kept bumping into each other, it never occurred to me to invite her to dinner. I believe the reason is quite simple: we were strangers to one another. She has her life, I have mine. She has a tight schedule, so do I. No one invites someone to dinner just because they know them by sight, unless it’s a crush, which isn’t the case here.

The case here is this: we are a perfect example of how a foreign country can set home formalities aside. In our town we cling to our habits and relationships, but when we are abroad we relax and naturally feel more open to other ideas, to new habits and to meeting new people – sometimes people we could have met at home, but didn’t see the need to.

When we travel we feel more inclined to take risks, and to experience new things. We contemplate having bacon for breakfast, we go shopping by bike, we sleep on the grass, we eat strange food, we drive on the other side of the road, we use public toilets, we confide in people we have never seen before. Our passports not only admit us to other countries but also other lifestyles, more relaxed than the ones we are used to.

I’m writing this on the Eurostar, the train that crosses beneath the English Channel. I left London this morning and I’m on my way to Paris where I’ll catch my flight back to Brazil next weekend. I have had dinner with Eneida. Whether we become friends or not misses the point; the point is that we are past the greetings, a protocol that rarely goes any further than a brief hello. There are many reasons why I like to travel, but for today the happiness I feel for simply being alive, and the sense of adventure I get, are my top two.





Everybody?

I’ve been meaning to talk about it for some time but I wasn’t sure how to approach the subject. In actual fact, I’m still not sure. It’s about this expression “everybody”. Who is “everybody”? Everybody wants a life of endless pleasure, everybody is driven by sheer greed, and everybody hides behind a façade of happiness. Is it really true that we – me, you, all of us – live off appearances and have superficial lives?

We have this tendency to draw a general conclusion from information we gather here and there, to reinforce an idea that we think is universal. I do that myself sometimes, I generalise to justify my opinion about something. But let’s explore this assumption carefully: Are all women you know consumed by their looks? Are they all throwing their money on the latest facial cream? Are they all like empty shells with no intellect? Not a bit of it. I know many women who are intelligent, who aren’t overly concerned about their appearance, and who don’t torment themselves about looking younger than their age. Likewise, I know many men who are also intelligent, who don’t spend all their spare hours of the day at the gym, and who don’t cheat on their partners. This “everybody” is a fraud. There are still lots of people who haven’t lost sight of their principles and who aren’t willing to be part of this generalisation of a crumbling society.

What I mean is, many of us still favour the simple things in life, many of us don’t resort lightly to plastic surgery and aren’t obsessed about being popular. There are many people who don’t invest all their money in designer clothes and who haven’t been part of any research that claims that everybody is shallow. We are amused by TV programmes, by tabloids, by soaps, yet they aren’t a true representation of the world. They only represent a small fragment of society that needs the spotlight to satisfy its ego. But behind the curtains there’s an ocean of individuals who are free from the pressures of appearances. The real “everybody” is vast, huge. It’s not reduced to half a dozen people who conform to the stereotypes dictated by magazines. Has our ability to think independently and creatively ceased to exist? Not a chance. I refuse to believe that everybody is dull and foolish. I’m not romanticising that our society is diverse, indeed it is diverse.

Enough of insisting on this idea that everybody is self-centred and has no substance, that society is hopeless. There’s a massive number of people out there who enjoy the sunset, who couldn’t care less for pretence and who value peace of mind above all else. Enough of this misconception sold by the media which we are made to take in as if it represents all of us. There are a lot of stupid people among us, but not as yet “everybody”.





The Best Thing That Never Happened

Before the actor Daniel Craig was confirmed as the first blonde James Bond, in 2006, there were rumours that Clive Owen was to play the role. In an interview Owen said that this was the best thing that never happened to him. The more he denied the rumours, the more people talked about him. He played it to his advantage. What he said was so clever that I will leave the handsome actor aside and move on to this question: what’s the best thing that never happened to you?

I think, for me, it happened when I was fourteen. I was going to Disneyland, Florida, with my family and I was so excited that I could hardly sleep. It would be my first time in a foreign country! However, as our departure approached the government added some kind of tax on trips abroad. The dream was over. The brand new passports were put away, never to be seen again. I could hardly sleep, this time with disappointment.

I’d spend the holidays at home. However I knew that some of my friends were going on a school trip to Bahia, in the North-East of Brazil. I thought that swapping Mickey Mouse for the Pelourinho* would be a consolation. It was certainly inexpensive in comparison to Florida. A bus trip to Salvador – unmissable! So I begged and pleaded and got the last place. I was in. The result couldn’t have been better: my friends and I became a lot closer and some of those friendships remain today. Disneyland was the best thing that never happened to me.

I’m sitting here wondering what’s the best thing that never happened to you. Breaking up a long relationship just before stepping up to the altar – not getting married may have been the best thing that never happened to you, for who knows what fate had in store for you instead… Or perhaps you didn’t get that dream job, never received that phone call, never found that something that kept you trapped in the past – was that the best thing that never happened to you? It’s curious to think that where you are today isn’t only the result of what you did, but also of what you didn’t. When we look at life from this angle our perspective changes. We no longer see defeat, which is no small thing in a world where so many cultivate the failures they’ve accumulated in life. Between you and me, to travel from the South of Brazil all the way to the North-East by bus to spend only three days – and find it wonderful – is strong evidence that an open mind makes all the difference.

*Salvador, the capital of Bahia, is known for its iconic Pelourinho neighbourhood, rich with 17th-century colonial architecture and perched above the beaches surrounding Baia de Todos los Santos.





Me

The other day I woke up feeling as if I had an identity crisis: it felt like a hangover, as if I was intoxicated. I needed to figure out what was weighing on my mind. I knew my problem wasn’t excessive drinking, or partying, my excess was myself.

I suspect this has happened to you as well at some point. Sometimes we feel the side effects of this overdose of us. Inescapably, since we are born, we are sentenced to coexist with ourselves. When I think of how long I’ve been stuck with my own presence I’m baffled by how I endure such a clingy relationship. Myself and I, day in, day out, the only relationship which is indeed forever.

I’ve been listening to a Uruguayan band called Cuarteto de Nos. Their lyrics are amusing and sarcastic. One of the songs, Me amo (I love myself), talks humorously about this age of narcissism in which we are living. The character in the song doesn’t listen to anyone and can’t imagine the world without himself. He has many dates, but none worthy of him. He’s in good company, alone. Soy mi pareja perfecta (I’m my perfect match).

Maybe that’s why we get into crisis mode, we assume we are a couple. Only in my case, I’m a conflicted couple: one wants to escape, the other wants to stay; one has one point of view, the other disagrees; one likes solitude, the other wants to love. In essence, I have a rather chaotic relationship – myself and I it seems, are ill-matched.

I think, to have a more balanced relationship with ourselves we need to pay somewhat less attention to that inner voice we have, and recognise we are single and flawed. We can only live more enjoyable lives if we stop being so self-consumed and start looking outside our bubble. We waste far too long thinking about our image, our achievements, and our ego. Until one day we wake up feeling suffocated, sick, discouraged, and without any patience to sustain the act. We get tired of self-imposed expectations, of unrealistic goals, of constantly facing the mirror whilst turning our backs on the world.

The era of narcissism has us spellbound, but as in any relationship, time takes its toll. What are we to do? Perhaps we should forget a little who we are, forget the first person, forget our isolation and think more of what we represent together. I’m tired of so much “me, me, me”, including myself.





With or Without You

We find out what our love story was like when we look at how it ended. The way we put an end to our relationships makes clear the true dynamic we used to have with our partners.

What kind of ending do we hope for? Preferably, none. Everyone wants an everlasting love, so long as it remains fresh, exciting, passionate, untroubled, buoyant and interesting. In a word, a miracle. Since the odds are against miracles, it’s normal that relationships last a few, or many years, and then end. It’s the law of life. We go through hell, but you’ll rarely meet someone who’s never had a broken heart. What can we do to ease the pain? Maybe we need to analyse the ending to understand what we had before.

There’s the so called civilised ending. Both parties realise the relationship isn’t working anymore, so they talk about it, they give it another try, they talk about it again, they drag it along for a few months, they see it’s not improving, they wait until Christmas and New Year are over, they make one last attempt, and then they decide – the end.

It’s dreadful, of course. It’s never easy to pack our cases, divide our belongings, and if we have children make arrangements to see them. Loneliness lurks in our future and frightens us. Our feelings almost falter when we give that last embrace. But it is an ending without bloodshed.

How do people manage such a feat?

Probably because they always listened to each other, because their relationship wasn’t a battlefield, because arguments were exceptions and not the rule. It’s also possible they were led more by tenderness than passion. There’s a clear distinction between love and passion. In any case, despite their pain, their story had an ending worthy of the good times they had together.

Now let’s take a look into the other type of ending. Get the children out of the living room!

This relationship usually ends after hurling insults, despairing cries of “I can’t take it any longer”, floods of tears and an exchange of accusations. Perhaps their love was more intense than that of the couple who separated in a more reasonable manner, but they lost their patience with one another, and also all respect – their relationship reached its limit. But why, after all the tussle, didn’t they try a friendly conversation? Well, they had no idea of what this means. They had always been tormented by jealousy and petty arguments. When this love-hate relationship ends, there come vile comments behind each other’s backs and even plots of revenge. It’s not a pretty ending!

Once I heard a neighbour shouting at his girlfriend on the phone, “I don’t know what to do anymore. I can’t be with or without you.” The fact that the whole building could hear him didn’t seem to matter. Anyhow, I’ve always found this to be a dreadful situation. It’s hard when you only have two choices – to go or to stay – and both feel equally terrible.

When the end is sweet it means you were happy together and there’s nothing to regret. When it’s bitter, it means you had a chaotic relationship and so there’s nothing to regret either. In both cases, the final performance helps us to understand what kind of life we shared and also prepares us for a love that will never end.

In theory.





The Right to Disappear

A few years ago I published an article called The Right to Disappear, where I talked about this need we have to keep in touch all the time when we are away, be it by email, Skype, WhatsApp or whatever. A sort of anxiety that didn’t exist before when we went away on holiday and nobody expected more than a letter, the odd phone call or two, or a post card. It was still possible to feel free and alone, far from all others and closer to ourselves. These days, because of social media, we can’t disappear. We are easily tracked down no matter where we are. It’s an advantage for those who stay at home and miss us, but if we are unable to disconnect even when away, we miss a rare opportunity to do something we often want – to disappear.

I’m bringing this up again because of the strange news I read about France Télécom (now Orange S.A.). In a period of eighteen months 24 staff members committed suicide, not to mention the other 13 who tried without success – maybe success isn’t the right word, but there you have it. I don’t know the details, but what caught my attention was that these deaths were all work related. They were all working under a lot of pressure. As far as I’m concerned this doesn’t justify someone taking their own life – pressure is part of every business in any corner of the world. However, there’s a point to be considered here – the tidal wave of messages that crammed their computers and phones was linked to the stress they were under. It makes perfect sense. Some people can’t tell their personal lives apart from their professional lives. They spend so much time connected to others that they lose sight of themselves.

Blackberry and iPhone, for instance, are dreadful. I know people who wake up at night to check their mail, a compulsive and insane behaviour, to say the least. People get anxious when they are out of reach; they feel left out, as if privacy and solitude means exile. It’s a bitter misjudgement: they only feel alive with the acknowledgment of others, like an empty shell with nothing to be discovered from within.

Obviously there ought to be other reasons for a myriad of these suicides, yet we should reflect on this 24/7 addiction. Whether it arises out of habit or professional demand, we must not lose sight of our right to disappear, to have a healthy break, either when we are away or in our everyday life. All we have to do is to disconnect the internet, turn off our phones and enjoy our own company. Otherwise more people will be jumping off bridges in a final attempt to disappear.





Grow Up and Have Fun

I’ve been away following some premieres of the film Divã (2009), which is based on my book. It’s been great fun – especially as the result is so gratifying! What I love about this film are its clarity and the way it tugs at my heart strings; and alongside that it still manages to provoke me. The main character, Mercedes – played by the talented Lília Cabral – is in therapy and she takes to the clinic many of her uncertainties about life, up until the moment she realises that there’s no way to live life other than with her frustrations; then she relaxes. Taking this into account her analyst suggests she be discharged, to which she retorts: “Discharged? Now that I’m having so much fun?”

I had forgotten about this part in the book and when I saw it on the big screen it seemed crystal clear to me: one of the symptoms of age is to regain our youth – not of the body – for which we can only do so much, but of the mind, so much more significant. Are you really a grown up? So stop whining, stop wishing for the impossible and expecting to be perfect. Stop trying to make sense of everything and working out the pros and cons of every situation. Stop judging others and trying to keep your life under strict control. Just… have fun!

Not that it’s easy. While a well-toned body requires exercise, workouts, diets and close attention to habits, a calm mind needs the exact opposite: to break free of its chains. So stop planning every detail of your life, allow yourself to make mistakes, don’t make too many sacrifices; after all, we all have the same inescapable fate. It’s important to know when to take your foot off the accelerator. Besides, who wants to cross the finish line early? I’d much rather enjoy the journey.

The other day I received an email from an angry and dispirited woman and I thought how hard it must be for her to live life without letting go, trapped in her own pain, without joy. She wasn’t attacking me personally, but expressing her annoyance and hatred for the world. I’ve never met her, perhaps she suffers from depression and is in a difficult situation – I don’t know. But I do know that some people have a fighting spirit that others lack and even the depressed ones don’t give in to bitterness. They are fortunate enough to have a strong survival instinct.

We all have our own struggles, but what makes us fuel them for so long? I believe we get desperately attached to them because if the pain goes away we have nothing to replace it with, so we revolve around it, victimising ourselves to the extreme. Why do we do this to ourselves?

Perhaps to mature means to recognise that suffering and loss are inevitable, but we don’t need to cling to the pain to justify our existence.





Aristocats

I never thought I’d have a cat. In part because I have always lived in apartments, and I thought that if I ever lived in a house I’d have a dog. Therefore, the idea of having a cat was out of the question. When people spoke to me about cats I’d resort to the old clichés: cats are cold creatures, they don’t interact.

Now, in love with my five month old kitten and still living in an apartment, a quote from a certain Wesley Bates comes to mind: “There’s no need for a piece of sculpture in a house with a cat.” I agree; cats are glorious and elegant creatures. Plus, they look adorable nestled among the cushions.

Still, I wanted to get to the bottom of it: why had I fallen in love with a cat against all my prejudices? I started reading some ironic and unflattering quotes about cats. According to Mark Twain, “A cat is more intelligent than people believe, and can be taught any crime"; Francis Galton, "The cat is the only anti-social domestic pet”; Rob Kopack, “If cats could talk, they’d lie to you”; Saki, “A cat is domesticated only up to a point.” That explains it: don’t we all have a thing for the breezing insouciance of the “cat” that walks alone?

It must be great to have a dog: loyalty, companionship, mutual love. I know, I’ve watched Marley & Me. Dogs are nice. It’s just that my favourite dogs were never Marleys; they were more like the Tramp. Remember him? The one who shared spaghetti with Lady. As they eat they get closer and closer, until…! I’d swap those well behaved blonde princes of Snow White and Cinderella for the free and audacious Tramp any day. He was my childhood hero, and now I know why: that dog had the soul of a cat.

I imagine that I’ve just revealed my least noble side here. What about my image as a sensible and mature woman? Ha! I have another side. It took me more than forty years to understand that I don’t need someone who wants to be at my disposal all the time, who spoils me, who adores me, who comes as soon as I call, who invites me out every day. If he is charming, keeps to himself, and is a bit condescending, there’s a chance.

Jeez, it took a cat to make me realise I’m a bad boy’s girl.





How Well it Turned Out for Us…

Women are still paid less than men and so feminists carry on fighting to change this injustice. But now I’m unsure whether this fight for equality is a good idea or not. After seeing the results of a research conducted by Harvard University, I felt inclined to think that we might be better off keeping things as they are. The research, named Schooling Can’t Buy Me Love, confirmed that studying really pays off and women who apply themselves get further in life. Nevertheless, it also shows that successful women have less chance to get married. Men, it seems, aren’t yet prepared to yield the supremacy that their role as the family’s provider bestow on them. Even the more liberal ones who support their wives’ independence get insecure if women become too high-ranking. It’s OK for a woman to earn her own money, but to have a higher profile than her husband? How ludicrous!

Fine. So what are we to say to our daughters? Study, but a PhD is going too far, a cookery course would be more sensible. Have your own opinions when talking to your friends, but at home just nod and smile. Spend your money on clothes, jewellery, and cosmetics, but forget about travel, or the theatre, or books. When you want to express your love, swap “I love you” for “I need you” or “I’m nothing without you”. Men want to be needed, just loved isn’t good enough.

What a muddle the feminists got us into. They encouraged us to think for ourselves, to have self-esteem, and to reach our full potential. Undeterred, we pursued our ambitions believing that this would be great for all concerned. At last love needn’t be a shield to protect us from financial insecurities. It became more genuine as men and women united in the same needs, exposed their weaknesses, shared their anxieties, and sought support from one another. We need each other equally, but some maintain that men only need to be indulged and women only need to be looked after, end of story.

I’d never thought I’d still be writing about it today. I thought men had realised how much they gained by having a real woman by their side rather than a trophy on their arm. I believed that competition had given way to a healthier and more exciting relationship, where everyone could feel proud of their achievements and find support during the setbacks. How naïve of me. It doesn’t work like that, girls. These career driven women out there who don’t cook, don’t iron, don’t do the laundry, aren’t a good example. They think themselves funny and clever with their important jobs and their trips to New York, but in reality they should be pitied, they will end up lonely and will die hugging their laptops, you’ll see…

We’re screwed.





If Only

If only people who fight for a better world knew that every revolution starts from within.

If only instead of victimising themselves, people recognised that they are responsible for everything that happens to them.

If only differences were more naturally accepted and our sole resistance was against injustice.

If only all religions were true to their principles and preached love and peace without interfering in their followers’ personal choices.

If only we realised that everything we do for love – jealousy and possessiveness not included – is sure to bring a positive outcome.

If only different opinions were respected without provoking hate.

If only we chose our clothes and decorated our homes spontaneously instead of being dictated by social standards.

If only we were not so frightened of loneliness and therefore didn’t behave so foolishly trying to avoid it.

If only everyone read good books.

If only people knew that their money is better spent on things like travel and cinema as opposed to endless shopping sprees.

If only we knew how to appreciate a hot dog as much as haute cuisine.

If only we looked at life from a different angle understanding that there isn’t such a thing as an unhappy life but that all lives have unhappy moments.

If only we saw the difference between a fantastic life and a fanciful life.

If only we could realise that the government is there to help us and that we have the right to expect its support.

If only those who lack any sense of humour understood that life is unbearable without it.

If only people weren’t so aggressive just to prove their superiority.

If only our fight wasn’t against age but against stupidity.

If only.





The Extraordinary Women of Our Lives

Every International Women’s Day I try to avoid the victimisation that seems to come with it. I know that women still have many challenges. To reconcile family and career, for example. This is a struggle for many of us, and to achieve it we need the support of the State and of our partners. Happiness requires team work. But women have already proved that they are here to stay. So I won’t use this 8th March to talk about women’s hardships. This year I’d rather put society and family aside and take this opportunity to raise my glass to those who play a vital part in our lives – our girlfriends.

After watching a film as sweet as its title, Caramel, a French-Lebanese production, I had the heart-warming feeling that despite our losses and struggles throughout life – time slips by, our children grow, our hearts are broken – our friends never desert us. As with every film that touches upon friendship and the intrinsic solitude of women, Caramel gives us solace by bringing out our best qualities – our passionate nature, our fearlessness and our good spirits – despite our most regrettable sorrows. Caramel is the story of five women. Layal loves a married man, Jamale is horrified at the prospect of growing old, and will do anything to retain her youth; Nisrine is soon to be married but dreads her fiancé will discover he isn’t the first; Rima is attracted to a gorgeous customer in the beauty salon, and then there is Rose, who has forsaken love to look after her disturbed sister. Each with a different story, every single one of them just like us: conflicted women who can always count on each other.

We need women around us. Friends, daughters, grandmothers, granddaughters, sisters, sisters-in-law, aunts, cousins. We are more complicated than men, but we are also extremely giving and understanding. We quickly overcome life’s adversities and we always have sound advice to offer, be it a good film, a good bargain, or a good recipe. Competitive? Maybe, but that doesn’t stop us from being affectionate, from understanding our shared fears, from embracing each other in moments of pain, from recognising our mistakes and being courageous – we not only defend our own cubs, but those of the pride as well.

We share our virtues and shortcomings and are capable of infinite forgiveness. We’re sweet and sharp at one and the same time, which astonishes and fascinates those around us. It’s true that we fight a lot – we have long nails for a reason. We’re endowed with a capacity to see the beauty of small things. We value true friendship. Someone who we met at school can still be a close friend fifty years later. Likewise, someone we’ve just met, but with whom we clicked immediately, can become our confidante on the spot. We love our men, but married, really, we are to one another.





When We Truly Die

I have recently read Rhyming Life and Death by the Israeli writer Amos Oz. The protagonist, known as The Author, is at a literary event giving a reading from his latest book. As his attention wanders, various stories and scenarios unravel in his mind about those in the audience. We follow his innermost thoughts on a fascinating journey. At some point in his reverie he says something that got me thinking – even after our death we live on in the memory of another. It can be our child, a grandchild, a great-grandchild or a friend. While this person is alive we live on as well. Only when this person dies – the last one to still remember us – do we truly die, forever. We are as dead as if we had never been born.

I’ve been lucky enough to have endured few losses in my life. I lost a good friend twenty years ago, I lost a grandmother to whom I was very close and I lost an aunt who I adored. I often think and dream about them – I search my memory for them, to keep them alive. In a hundred years no one will remember any of them. They won’t have any friends, children or grandchildren still alive – they will be truly dead. Just to think about it hurts me as much as if they were going to die again. People who write songs and books, who make films, break records, will further their immortality. The Pelés, Picassos and Mozarts. Yet, they will always be remembered for their public image, not for who they were in their private lives. No one will remember their voices, their laughter, their caprices. Their fame will survive but they will no longer be missed by those with whom they shared Sunday lunches and nights out on the town.

Someone told me that if I believed in reincarnation none of this would matter. Only, I really don’t. Even if I’m mistaken, what good is eternity if I can’t prove its existence? If I’m a reincarnated beetle or an Egyptian princess from a former life, what difference does it make to me now? I’m guided by my consciousness, not by abstraction. I am who I am now – someone who can be remembered. Speculation doesn’t bring me comfort.

It’s likely that the last person who will remember me, the last one to see my photos and to have good or bad memories of me, hasn’t yet been born. I don’t even have grandchildren yet. When will I truly die? It won’t be after my last breath, but rather after the last breath of that one person who will still love me – or hate me. Hate can equally keep us alive. Enemies and murderers also live through the memories of those who they once hurt.

On this All Soul’s Day I’d like to pay homage to this person – the last human being to remember us. The last one to miss us, to remember our laughter, the way we walked and the way talked. The last one to remember our stories. The last one to say our names. The last one to allow us to live in their memory. Blessed be this person who will keep us alive long after we’ve gone.





The Scheme of Life and Love

I was given a book by Carl Jung, the founder of analytical psychology, in which he talks about that inexhaustible and fascinating topic, namely, love. While reading it, I came across a passage that I found intriguing. He says that a woman’s love isn’t real love – this only happens to men – but is rather the consummation of a life’s desire, which, at times, can be frighteningly unemotional and even lead to self-denial.

Hang on a second! This is serious stuff! I understood from this assertion that only men are capable of genuine and selfless love. Even the pressures of society towards marriage won’t inhibit their search for love. Men will only answer to their truest feelings – if the feeling isn’t there, they won’t simply make do. Men don’t create love when it isn’t there.

For women, love is not an emotional issue – it’s a lot more than that. Together with this latent feeling there’s also our life’s project, which is extremely rational and which needs to be carried forward for us to attain true happiness. Love is a bridge that will take us to other important destinations. Love acts as a catalyst to a state of fulfilment, which, in turn, will fulfil other needs besides our romantic ones.

In short, men are the true romantics.

Women need to find their place in the world. Women need to accomplish their mission – primarily, to have children. Women want to find answers to their inner questions. Women have a great need to complete this project that is our life’s endeavour. As women we take our aspirations very seriously. We are driven by a desire to have all that was promised to us since birth. Love is a path that leads us to greater things – which is a lot more daring and ambitious than to love for the sake of loving. Perhaps our love isn’t true love, but it’s through finding some kind of love that we will define our place as women. Men are already born with their place.

Did Jung really mean that, or have I completely misunderstood him? If I’m right, perhaps true love, for a woman, really only comes with age and maturity, when we have finally achieved what we set out to achieve in the first place. After so much effort women can finally give in to love, for its own sake, as men have always done. Men and women will at last love each other, free of secret anxieties.

I’m going to venture my thoughts a little further here, even perilously so. Perhaps this interpretation explains why it’s normally the woman who asks for the divorce. We’ve achieved our purpose and now we want to experience love in its purest sense, without sacrifice, whereas men only ask for a divorce when they fall in love with another woman, since they’ve been driven by love from the start.

Jung, please forgive me if I misunderstand you, but allow me to fulfil this insatiable desire, to think about love rather than only to feel it. After all, I’m a woman.





Your Highness, The Child

Children’s lack of boundaries is a common topic nowadays. They make the rules, and the parents, ensnared in guilt about their own absence, abide by them. In this reversal of roles, children give the orders and will soon be sending their parents to the naughty step.

According to their teachers we need to start saying no again. Teachers maintain that it’s the lack of boundaries that encourage youngsters to come and go as they please, to drink alcohol and to neglect their responsibilities. But where are we going to find the energy to argue with them? Parents slump on the sofa and all they can think of is that as long as the children leave them alone to watch TV, they can do as they wish.

Some parents excuse themselves by saying that it’s impossible to draw the boundaries, to supervise and guide children, when they have to work all day and are exhausted in the evening. I understand that, it’s really difficult. There’s little doubt that there’s a connection between children having too much freedom and women abandoning their role as full-time mothers to enter the job market. Of course it doesn’t even cross my mind to return to the old days. Society has evolved with the engagement of women, and there’s no going back. What really jeopardises a child’s future is neglect – and many endure it even when the parents are around.

Lack of love is the source of a great number of neuroses, psychoses and bad behaviour. Neglected and unloved children become insecure and fall prey to a great deal of nonsense to regain their self-esteem. There’s no point in throwing a meaningless I love you at them every now and then – children need to feel loved. Showing love goes beyond the odd kiss and cuddle, which is just as pointless as saying no without giving a reason. Love requires explanations: You can’t do this because…, You can’t go because… It takes time – and patience. We need to watch our children’s habits, to note their silences, to show that we care about what they do and what they think. We need to know who their friends are, what they’re interested in, what they fear and why they’re crying. We need to find out if they’re fighting us for attention, or asking us for help. We need to know if they’re risking their lives and need to be stopped. We need to know if they’re hoping for too much or too little, if we are encouraging them enough or expecting more than they can give. We need to share their desires and ambitions. We need to know if life’s demands seem too much for them, if they need to share their troubles, if they feel safe at school, if they’ve been given too much responsibility for their age. It’s hard work, but this is love.





Are You Annoying?

Everyone knows at least one annoying person. Or two. Or half a dozen. We even come to like them; they become characters in the chapters of our lives. It can be a brother-in-law, a friend’s friend, a work colleague. Annoying people are full of good intentions – we can’t deny that. Strangely, it is precisely this abundance of good intentions that makes them so annoying. They are cheerfully over the top – too helpful, too funny, too talkative. Basically they all suffer from the same thing, namely, bad timing.

I’m inclined to agree with a friend who says that he finds it annoying when people put a child on the phone. No matter how much we love that child – maybe it’s our own! – but on the phone, forget it. We try our best to make some kind of conversation, to get some communication going, but it just doesn’t work. Either the child says something completely unintelligible or they won’t say a word. All we can do is to carry on like an idiot at the other end.

Everyone knows how annoying this is. Yet every parent has done it to someone or the other. Why? Because first-time parents are naturally annoying – no one escapes. If they aren’t annoying, they’re seen as being indifferent.

Another annoying thing parents do is to show off endless photos of their babies. When the baby isn’t ours it can be a painful ordeal. All babies look the same, except our own. Now, be honest, how long can you cope when the smartphone comes out with the baby’s photos? A single question about the baby’s health is all it takes. Here, see for yourself!

We know it’s annoying but we tolerate it with half-fake smiles – we know we’ll do the same when it’s our turn, or we have already done it. If it’s over for you, grit your teeth and start smiling. What goes around comes around.

Other ways of being annoying? When someone asks: Remember me? Well, seeing as you’re asking, chances are I don’t. But haven’t we all done it when we wanted someone to remember us? What about stretching out the words to emphasise our meaning? Or when we start our sentences with guess? Guess where I’m going on holiday! Guess who invited me to dinner! Guess who I dreamt about last night!

On that note, is there anything more annoying than having to listen to other people’s dreams?

Now guess my next example! Ha ha ha. Do we really need to add the laughter for people to understand our stupid jokes?

Some more than others, but inevitably we’re all annoying.





Trust in God, But Lock Your Car

Until recently Mike Tyson was still in the media saying mea-culpa for a life time of misbehaviour. I remember when he was accused of rape by Desiree Washington, back in 1991. Apparently, she had gone to his room in the middle of the night, but had a change of heart. Everyone has the right to change their minds before having sex, and their partner should respect their decision, no matter how annoyed they get. But if you have any sense you’d avoid making Mike Tyson mad. At the time, the writer, Camille Paglia, said that Mike Tyson made a mistake, of course, but that the girl had been pretty stupid. She justified her opinion by giving an example: leaving your car unlocked in a deserted street doesn’t necessarily mean it will get stolen, but if it is, you were just as stupid.

That story always comes back to me when I hear someone saying Woe is me! – which is a self-pitying motto. As I listen to their misfortune I almost always come to the same conclusion – they left their cars unlocked. Girls who allow their boyfriends to film them naked, and then find out they’re YouTube stars, boys who drink-drive and wake up in hospital – if they’re lucky. Where’s God? they demand. God is looking for survivors in a tsunami, or comforting those with terminal cancer, because they’re the true victims. They locked their cars, but were still surprised by fate.

The English writer William Ralph Inge once wrote “There are no rewards or punishments – only consequences”. I couldn’t agree more. Bad luck is responsible for only 10% of our misfortune; the rest is up to us. That is true for both our professional and love lives, and for the health of our mind and body. I accept that the government is inept, the law crying out for reform, bureaucracy a sham and that everyday life can be cruelly challenging. Even the weather can turn against us. But either we move on – and reap the benefits – or we stagnate and reap the punishments. Take your pick and accept the consequences. In the end it’s all down to our determination, or stupidity.

So, whether you park your car on a deserted street at night or in your own driveway, lock the door. Don’t enter a room with a brute unless you know what you want. Don’t leave a candle unattended. Don’t grab your boss by the collar if you want to keep your job. Don’t buy chocolates if you’re on a diet. What you give is what you get.

And finally, trust in God, just in case.





The New Minority

It’s a small community, even smaller than the aborigines, who became a minority after the arrival of colonists. The minority of which I speak is being eradicated from the planet, and very few people have noticed. I’m talking about sensible people.

The sensible people’s community has never been officially founded. Their ancestors mated with stupid people and created mixed children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. This cultural diversity would normally be welcome, but unfortunately it didn’t add up to much. This mixed offspring continued to copulate with other stupid people, until unreason became the dominant gene of our species. We were left with just a few pure sensible blooded people.

It’s easy to recognise them. They express themselves in a direct manner and base their opinions on rare and disregarded common sense. They look at a situation from different perspectives before taking a position. They make fair decisions even if they dislike the outcome. They aren’t fazed by their partners’ delusions, preferring to use logic and reason. Are they cold-hearted? That’s what some say. What they don’t realise is what they go through for being misunderstood.

Sensible people act in an obvious way. They know the quickest way to make things happen, but things can only happen when people work together. Alone there’s nothing they can do against the overwhelming confrontation with people who apply themselves to overcomplicate everything. To the stupid majority, directness is always suspicious. What can I say?

Sensible people follow old principles. They value emotion and dismiss pettiness. They don’t waste their time with gossip and rumour. They don’t agree with everything they read or bow to the media, or criticise people they don’t actually know. If they feel compelled to intervene, they will explain their position without resorting to violence.

Sensible people don’t think that abiding by the law is old-fashioned. They’re more interested in living in harmony. Their madness is more sophisticated than that. They sometimes break with some conventions, but with their own private conventions, which won’t affect others. Sensible people aren’t goody two shoes, far from it. They have strong personalities. If things work for them, it is because they focus on achieving their goals rather than wasting their time in meaningless drama and self-pity.

Sensible people live their lives to the full. They understand that it’s better to have a short happy life than a long one full of misery and they make the most of their time. They see that programs such as Big Brother have a certain curiosity value, but they don’t have the stomach for those pointless conversations. It’s the emptiness and the banality being passed down the generations.

A sensible person told me the other day that he used to hang around with creative people who spoke his language, who valued freedom and who didn’t have time for pettiness, but all his friends had moved away. He looked like the last of his tribe, standing there all alone.

Despite the small chance of survival, it is better to die in battle. Sensible people: never surrender.





Cigarettes After Sex

The email was from one of my readers and contained just a link and a single line: I think you will like it. It’s like a breeze coming through the window. I’d normally delete it without a second thought, but some inexplicable force made me open the link. It could be bad poetry, a disgusting image, or, horror of horrors, a fatal virus which could destroy my computer. But what I found was a song by a band called Cigarettes After Sex. Since then I’ve listened to it every single day.

I had never heard of it, but perhaps you have – the band was created in 2008, in Texas, and became more widely known in 2015, in Brooklyn. In any case, my first time was a few months ago. First time seems the right way to put it. Cigarettes After Sex is a rather suggestive name.

The mellow tone of their voices could easily be mistaken for sadness. Now, we only feel sad after sex if we’re not with the one we want. If we’re talking about love, the moments after the act can only be compared to completeness, tranquillity, bliss. Life on pause.

The number of smokers has dropped to an all-time low. The celebrated cigarette after sex stopped being a habit and became a cliché, yet its meaning lives on. The cigarette may be just a metaphor, but relaxation after orgasm is real. Cigarettes After Sex is the musical translation for the semi-darkness of the room, bodies covered in sweat, crumpled linen, discarded knickers, empty glasses. Cigarettes After Sex is life in slow motion, laziness, whispers in the dark, distant sounds coming from a distant planet and when you roll over to look at the person lying next you. Cigarettes After Sex is the moment you rest your head on their chest and take their hand in yours. Cigarettes After Sex is when the clock stops, it’s neither day nor night, the phones are on silent and so are our troubles. It’s a blissful moment when nothing else matters. Cigarettes After Sex is the beauty of nothingness, the pleasure of stillness, the sensuality of what’s just happened.

Like a breeze that comes through the window and leads us to a few minutes of forgetfulness and satisfaction.





The Media Don’t Act Alone

Princesses never die. On the contrary, they live happily ever after. Perhaps this explains the overwhelming commotion caused by the untimely death of Princess Diana. Even I, who had criticized her in the past, was moved by it. As the princess recovered her status as a single woman, the ex-future queen of England seemed to have become once more Diana Spencer, a mature, beautiful and free woman, who accepted the responsibility of her actions and rejected the role of a victim of the Royal Family. Diana was being reborn, but left this world in a premature birth.

As soon as we learned that she was being followed by paparazzi at the moment of the accident, the media was found to be the culprit. According to many, the princess wasn’t killed by excess speed, but by photographers.

This unrelenting intrusion must have been awful. Such lack of privacy prevents celebrities from leading normal lives. Diana couldn’t open her window without cameras coming at her from all directions. She was living in a maximum security prison, yet the sensationalist media shouldn’t be the only one to get the blame. We also played our part on it.

There’s nothing more exciting than other people’s lives, or perhaps you read HELLO! magazine for its erudite content? These others are wealthy. These others are beautiful. These others have affairs, secrets and stories to tell. Even our neighbour’s house, looking from the outside, seems cosier than our own. Living our own lives is tedious. Other people’s lives seem a lot more interesting, and so get all the attention we can give.

As long as people pry in other people’s business we won’t be short of paparazzi. Some are more discrete than others, but all are ready to snap a private moment for our pleasure. We may find this kind of journalism unpalatable, but let’s not be hypocrites. There was a consensus that the photos of Diana, when she still drew breath in the car, wouldn’t surface. It was the least the publishers could do. But how many readers would have boycotted the papers had they published them?

Diana, through no fault of her own, was the perfect victim. She was blond, beautiful and aristocratic, which isn’t normal for mundane life. She was also unfaithful, divorced, and she enjoyed rock music, which isn’t normal for fairy tales. She was a modern princess, a crowned commoner, a fascinating contradiction. She was shy and strong, an extra and leading lady, all at the same time. More than a woman, she was an icon. We were the consumers who made sales take off when she was on the front pages. Life without Diana would be life without Coca-Cola.

Celebrities are consumer items, regardless of their work’s worth. John Kennedy, Madonna, Michael Jackson, the Pope. They’re all in the media spotlight together. Their images sell. Celebrities also benefit, if not financially, then in terms of publicity. Lady Di had a premature death because the driver was travelling too fast. Several conspiracy theories were raised at the time, but the main question remains: Were the paparazzi accomplices? Perhaps, but we voyeurs also played our part in this tragedy.





What Women Want

A baby’s born. It’s a girl! Soon the mother starts dreaming about a brilliant future for her little princess. She will meet a handsome boy, get married and live happily ever after. The girl is still in the crib and is already doomed to be a heart-breaker. Pretty dresses, frills, fairy tales – every woman has the Walt Disney syndrome.

Even the more modern and cosmopolitan ones secretly dream of finding their Prince Charming. Since there aren’t enough George Clooneys to go round, we settle for accountants, marketing directors, mechanical engineers, or simply mechanics. It’s tough. Are they all useless? Not at all. They’re kind, help with the children, work hard and are happy to take us out to dinner. They’re princes in their own way, and we, the improvised Cinderellas, say I do! I do! I do! Yet, deep inside, that pre-ordered dream promised to us in the cradle still demands to be fulfilled.

We want to be rescued from the tower. We want our knight in shining armour fighting dragons, witches and monsters for us. We want him to have sleepless nights thinking of us, suffering for us. We want him to do everything that Leonardo DiCaprio does in his films. We want him to say I love you in the final scene at the airport when he arrives at the last minute and stops us, just in time, from catching our flight.

But love in real life is a lot less thrilling. Saying I love you has become as romantic as Can you pass me the salt? Couples say I love you at the end of a phone call more often than when they see each other. This I love you over the phone comes easily, even after a fight. Are you going to be late? Again? For f*** sake what are you doing every night? Yesterday it was just the same, dammit! I’m not waiting until ten to have dinner, sort yourself out! Bye. Love you too. And they furiously hang up.

Yes, we all know that life doesn’t resemble Hollywood. We know there are only a dozen castles left in the world, and most of them are tourist attractions. We know that today’s princes are a bit bald, wear glasses and have pot bellies. They aren’t heroes and they don’t carry swords, but at least they are real, and most of them would enter a burning building to rescue us, providing the fireman’s ladder reached our floor. It’s not much, but it’s something.

Men rarely fulfil our expectations, but to see them trying is touching. Some bring us flowers, make dinner reservations at fancy restaurants, surprise us with presents and secret holidays. They are smart, charming, bold, brave and hard working. They fight for our love as if they were in battle. What for? All they get is a woman looking out of the window with a dreamy expression, longing for something unobtainable. Please, boys, forgive us our unrealistic expectations.





Surprise!

The work day has ended. Sweat, traffic, rain. You’re literally shattered. After a 10-hour shift all you want is to go home, have a shower and throw yourself on the sofa with HELLO! magazine; ah, such a guilty pleasure. It’s not long now. You park in the drive, get out of the car and walk to the front door. You open it and turn the light on. SURPRISE!

Balloons fly over your head. Banners are taped to the walls. Your favourite song is playing at full blast. Everyone is cheering. Goodbye shower. Goodbye bed. Goodbye HELLO! They’ve remembered your birthday. Forget you’re just an exhausted woman – now you’re The Hostess.

A surprise is an unexpected event. You’re 16. You have your first night, nine months later: SURPRISE! You tell your great-aunt to come and see you sometime, and one Sunday morning she turns up at the door: SURPRISE! Your brother tells you he’s in love. He takes a picture from his wallet. Your future sister in law has a beard and is called Paul: SURPRISE!

A surprise is a jump scare. A heart attack. A booby trap. Some say it’s an unexpected pleasure. Yeah, right. Your boss offers you a pay rise, Brad Pitt moves in next door, Simon Cowell hears you karaoke and makes you the next big thing. Wake up. Surprises like these are as real as Father Christmas.

I much prefer the expected. As The Fox says to The Little Prince, ‘If, for example, you come at four o’clock in the afternoon, then at three o’clock I shall begin to be happy. I shall feel happier and happier as the hour advances. At four o’clock, I shall already be worrying and jumping about. I shall show you how happy I am! But if you come just at any time, I shall never know at what hour my heart is to be ready to greet you…One must observe the proper rites…’

The best surprise is when you surprise yourself. When you achieve something you worked hard for, be it a simple pleasure or a new house. Things that come out of the blue, even when they are good things, may come at the wrong time. We might not appreciate them just because they’re out of place or out of season. Perhaps we’re too busy to enjoy them. Contrary to belief, planning your life isn’t a way to avoid emotion. Rather, it’s a way to leave the door open so it won’t swing back and hit you in the face.

The predictable can be as welcome as an oasis in the desert. If money randomly appears in my bank account I get annoyed. I want a bank statement, I want to know how the money got there, I want to know where things come from. If someone wants to give me a diamond ring, he’d better not put it under my pillow, or inside a pie. Put it on my finger and tell me you love me; that will be just fine. If someone wants to pay me a visit, call me first. If someone wants to buy me a skirt, find out whether I like showing my legs. Learn me. Surprise me by getting it right.





No Time Like the Present

Time is divided between yesterday, today and tomorrow. Yesterday has gone. Tomorrow, who knows? Putting it like that makes it easy to see which is the most important one. The present, obviously. The past is important for the experiences we gain from it and the future is important on a fantasy level, but no one can ever reach it – we’re all stuck in this precise moment.

In this simple view, past and future only exist to mark time on our calendar, as a way to indicate who we were when we were younger and who we will be when we grow up. However, past and future are precisely the time frames that control the planet. The present, poor thing, has no weapons with which to fight against those two superpowers, one called Memory, the other Expectation.

The past is a photo album where the out of focus has no place. It’s an altered reality; to remember it is to forget life’s triviality. Say a date, for example. Two people meet, exchange glances, touch, kiss, talk, smoke, kiss again, disagree, laugh, make promises, sneeze. A week later, this date will be remembered slightly different. The disagreements, the cigarette smoke and the sneezes will be gone. We’ll be left with the kisses, the words, the glances. It was a nice date, but it will be remembered as magic.

You’re enjoying your holidays, but it’s been raining for three days. The place you’re staying at isn’t exactly what you expected and you miss – don’t tell anyone – work! Yet, when you’re back home your memory will embroider those weeks at the beach and you’ll tell everybody what a wonderful time you had. Even heartbreaks have a new meaning once they’re over. All that time you spent contemplating jumping off a cliff was a path to self-knowledge. You’ve learned something. Once the wounds have healed, a broken heart is always enlightening.

The future is another “perfect” idea. Expectation makes us beautiful, wise and wealthy. Somehow we’ll have a better job, earn more money, have a new relationship, and our next summer holiday will be absolutely spectacular. Will it all happen the way we planned? Hardly. Reality will never match the imagination.

Thus the present gets crushed between these two symbolic periods of time – the past and the future – when truly, it should be the star of the show. The before and the after are only abstractions. It’s in the now that the pleasure is real, that our legs falter, that our hearts race, that the embrace is still warm. Life is brief and all we have is this moment. Tic-toc, tic-toc. Time is unforgiving.





Women in Black

Just as with Man in Black we ought to have a blockbuster called Women in Black. The film would be about the invasion of unimaginative women at parties, happy hours and nightclubs. You’ve already seen it, haven’t you?

We can live with being called unoriginal, but don’t tell us we aren’t classy. No woman would dare to have a wardrobe without that all time saviour, the little black dress. In fact, we have several of them. We never know when we’ll need to impress.

Black is always a safe option. As soon as the sun sets, black comes out to play. Shoes, stockings, dresses, tops, coats and skirts take to the streets, making entire towns look like Gotham City. The material may vary – leather, cotton, wool – but the colour of mourning never goes out of style. Why? Because this is war, and black always wins.

First and foremost black wins the battle against broad hips and round bellies; it lengthens our figure and disguises the box of chocolate we stuffed ourselves with in the afternoon. If there’s no time for a crash diet – black! Secondly, it wins the battle against fashion disasters. It’s a lot harder to make a bad style choice when you choose black over pink. When in doubt, don’t risk it. Leave that red, white and blue chequered dress for the next World Cup.

Black suits black, ginger, and blond hair. It suits fair and dark skins. It goes well with patterned scarves, decorative buttons, lipsticks and nail varnish of all colours. It’s appropriate for a rock concert or an opera, for a wedding or a funeral, for those under 15 or over 100. Black’s only enemy is dandruff.

So, where’s the catch? Well, it’s not only you and I who follow this script. With the exception of Lady Gaga, women all over the country wear black to go to restaurants, chic soirées and raves. It has become a uniform and hence it produces the opposite of the desired effect – instead of standing out, we’re camouflaged. A friend of mine flirted with an attractive man in a nightclub once. She got his phone number and called him the next day. She tried to identify herself: I was the one in black. Hmm…

It’s in moments like these that we see the value of a bright yellow dress.





It Takes One

Every now and then I read about famous couples separating after a long relationship. When asked who took the initiative for the break up the reply is almost always a very civilized: It was a mutual decision. One day they woke up and found out, together, that they didn’t love each other anymore. It was 9:24 am. They each took their suitcases down from the attic and set off for a new life. A clean break.

Completely implausible! Not even the greatest authors of romantic bestsellers would come up with such an unrealistic scene. Couples don’t stop loving one another at the same time. It doesn’t work like that. If it did, the word ‘rejection’ would be banned from the dictionary. There’s always one who takes the initiative. Even if things have been awful – even if divorce is the only solution – whoever takes the first step recovers soonest.

Mutual consent only happens when couples first meet. They study each other, they search for each other, and the first kiss always happens with the certainty of reciprocity. From then on it’s party time. Until that moment when both, in silence, start to evaluate the relationship. Their lips still touch, but their minds stray. Each looks at the situation from a different perspective, until one of them says goodbye. The other is left in silent abandonment.

There isn’t such a thing as synchronised separation, and perhaps here lies the greatest pain. Whoever is rejected carries the pain of completely unprepared desertion, and what’s worse, of standing before a future they never chose. When love has fled, their pride is always hurt.

The end of a relationship is always painful – both have to face the sorrow and frustration of a shattered dream. Yet the one holding the reins, the one who had the courage to stop the carriage midway, has their pain diluted by the strength they found in taking the decision. Each agrees to follow their own path, but only one manages to set off. The other is left trying to understand this great chasm that words have now created.

What’s the answer? Be ready and think quickly. He says: “We need to talk.” You say: “No problem, you can have the children on Wednesdays and Saturdays.” He says: “You’re very important to me, but…” You finish his sentence: “…I understand, I’ve fallen in love with someone else as well.” Ah, that’s what I call a civilized ending, not that battlefield of accusation and recrimination. So now you know, if this evening he starts a conversation with “Look, I’d like…” don’t even let the villain finish his sentence. Cut him short with “You can keep the Piazolla CDs, but the microwave is mine.” You can never be too careful. Perhaps he only wants to invite you out for dinner, but who knows.





Locked Out

In the foreword of a wonderful book called Writers’ Houses, Marguerite Duras asserts that the only place where we can feel truly alone is in our homes. In the garden there will be birds and cats, but inside a house we’re so alone that we sometimes lose ourselves.

The book takes the reader into the homes of writers such as Jean Cocteau, William Faulkner, Ernest Hemingway, Knut Hamsun, Marguerite Yourcenar, Hermann Hesse and many others, exploring the ties between their homes and their work.

Writers’ houses are more than homes – they’re their offices, their hiding places, their bunkers. It’s where they assemble their memories, soothe their fears, encourage their ideas and create the necessary solitude. To walk through the door is to step into those scenes created by the author where there are no borders between the real and the imaginary. Even when the author’s home isn’t deeply tied into the stories they write, it’s still a place that arouses respect; as if that desk in the corner of the living room is a kind of altar and not just another piece of furniture.

The English writer Virginia Woolf – who is also in the Writers’ Houses – published, in 1929, an essay called A Room of One’s Own. She asserts that, “A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction.” A nice room with comfortable chairs and fine furniture is said to inspire many writers. It also becomes a place of gatherings, and animated and heated discussions. A place of insight.

I thought about all of this after watching the tragedy of Grenfell Tower, in 2017. As far as I know there were no writers living in the building, but all those homes also had the ingredients with which we make literature: ornaments, photo albums, cots, paintings, comfortable chairs. Suddenly, all those residents found themselves locked out, unable to go back to the stories they had created. They went unpublished, but no less important than the ones in print.

In a sense we write our biographies in our houses. Behind closed doors we make poetry and create novels. Those who became homeless had to find refuge in the homes of neighbours, relatives, friends, or in temporary accommodation. They lost the gift of privacy, which is central to any life story.





Die Slowly

Die slowly those who cling to the same ideas, who repeat themselves over and over, stubbornly denying their own contradictions.

Die slowly those who become the slave of habit, following the same routines day in day out, never changing their pace. They go to the same shop with the same shopping list. They always wear the same label and never risk a new colour. They shrink away from new experiences and people they don’t know.

Die slowly those who religiously watch TV and make it their only companion, who never have time for the theatre or the cinema, or a book, but follow this media blindly without realising that the entertainment and information it brings can also alienate.

Die slowly those who shun passion to live safely and avoid that bundle of unexpected emotions that makes our eyes glimmer, makes us laugh and cry, makes our heart unrestrained – it’s life without living, everything’s black and white, everything’s under control.

Die slowly those who never turn tables, never challenge the rules, who remain unhappy at the same job, who do not risk certainty for uncertainty to follow a dream, or who – at least once in their lives – do not refuse to hear sensible advice.

Die slowly those who do not travel, who do not read, who do not listen to music, who do not laugh at themselves.

Die slowly those who choose to destroy their own self-esteem, drowning in self-pity but refuse to get help.

Die slowly those who do not work nor study; sometimes for lack of support from an incompetent government: social injustices can kill slowly a chunk of the population.

Die slowly those who constantly complain about their bad luck and incessant rain, who abandon their projects for fear of failure before they even start, who do not ask questions so to look smart all the time and those who do not share what they know but keep it to themselves.

Many people die slowly, and that is the most regretful and vile of deaths – because when it does come, people are unable to change in the time that’s left for them.

We live with the inevitability of death so let’s try and avoid death in small doses, always remembering that being alive requires a much greater effort than the act of breathing.
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