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 At daybreak, I went running. It was my first day in Barcelona—the first one after my 

arrival, at any rate, and I’d learned never to go running immediately after a few intermittent 

hours of sleep in an airplane seat. Years ago, not observing this rule, I’d fallen over a curb in the 

Parisian suburbs where I was staying with a friend and had to limp back to his house to bleed. 

Worse, I upset his mother when, woozy and disoriented, I almost broke a coffee table by sitting 

down heavily on it: she talked about it for years afterwards. Because you can stay upright, I 

learned from that experience, you can’t necessarily conclude you should be running. At least not 

the first day. But after that, runs are recommended. They clear away some of the jetlag cobwebs. 

Too, if you move faster than the people around you, and earlier, you get to feel a bit like 

Superman, swooping around the buildings, even if you stay on the ground. You’re up before 

others too, so it seems you observe them almost from without: you watch them as if from an 

airplane, small creatures going about their business below. Running in a still-somnolent city 

gives you a sense of the whole. I like to look at the whole anthill, not be one of the streaming line 

of ants. It’s the position that’s most congenial to the position of bemused outsider/participant in 

which, the decades have taught me, I feel most at home.  

That first morning, it wasn’t quite day when I left for my run. I ran through the artificial 

light of the shopping streets leading back to the Plaça de Cataluña. I passed a few people walking 

by the shops closed with metal pull-downs and one on a bicycle, then ran across the smaller 
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cobbles where bleary-eyed visitors drew rolling suitcases click click click on their way to the 

airport bus or to their hotel, as I had done the day before.  

On the Rambla, the wide promenade street that sloped gently down to the Mediterranean, 

the graying dawn wasn’t strong enough to turn off the automatic streetlights. I had expected it to 

be deserted at this hour: that’s part of the illusion of power of running at early hours through 

empty streets. Instead, the smooth, wide marble pavement down the center of the street was full 

of groups of clearly inebriated young men, and a few women, singing loudly, hanging on each 

other. For me it was Sunday morning; for them it was the bitter end of Saturday night. Some 

hooted as I ran by or swerved around them. I waved, smiled, or ignored them, depending on their 

tone and whether or not I felt like interacting. Who was invading whose space?  

As I descended the slope towards the sea, the late-Saturday-nighters became fewer: there 

were just a handful of people hurrying to the metro, and I had once again room to run without 

weaving in and out. I picked up my feet around and past the Christopher Columbus pillar, taking 

care not to trip on the curbstones—it had, after all, been a curbstone that had been my undoing 

those many years ago. So far, I thought, so good, though since the last few minutes down the 

Rambla had been downhill, I reminded myself I shouldn’t be getting too cocky. My body was 

only half-accustomed to the time change; probably I was running on adrenaline and shock.  

In only a few seconds here at the base of the Rambla, slowing to decide which direction 

to go in, I could sense the difference in the light, the sun trying to pull itself slowly out of the sea. 

In one direction was what looked like an old-fashioned port building, next to me the re-furbished 

l9th century customs building, all spandrels and statues. I ran by an old-time boat, part of a 

museum the sign said, past more modern sculptures on a sort of raised promenade area, by the 

side of the water. And then I broke free of the smaller shapes and saw, across the main road, the 
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palms silhouetted against the buildings being born again into the strengthening light, their 

facades crystallizing in the rising sun opposite them. It seemed that day was coming to be around 

me, as if I were conjuring the light through my motions. 

 At the end of the sidewalk I curved back into town, taking as my goal the road that led to 

the main park that I’d located to the east of the Barrio Gotico. Somehow I missed the road; later I 

realized I should have turned right sooner than I did. Still, I thought I had a general idea of where 

I was going. In running, goals are approximate, as the point is the run itself. Still, I hadn’t 

realized just how approximate this goal was: after a few quick turns I found myself abruptly, and 

somewhat puzzlingly, in an area I hadn’t seen on any map. It could have been a less commercial 

version of Paris’s Latin Quarter of perhaps the l920s: drabber, with fewer cafes and shops and 

more apartments, though all still shuttered over in the early Sunday morning, their facades with 

blank sectioned curtains of metal where their life would later show, like eyelids opening to reveal 

the animal within. 

 In only a few steps, it seemed—in reality, a small number of blocks that went by 

quickly— I was in a small square. Though, I marveled, it wasn’t square: it was lozenge-shaped, 

as if the street had taken a deep breath that pushed back the buildings: the plaza in the middle 

began and ended gradually at the ends, and was only a slight expansion in the street, perhaps 

trebling its width rather than having inserted into it a full-fledged sharp-edged shape of a proper 

square piazza. Still, it was big enough for wrought iron lampposts, and for benches, now deserted 

in the stage-set before me. The façades, which continued to look French to me, were residential, 

but all silent, each window still blinded by its shutter, the people within asleep. The gray of the 

sky by now was white, but the sun had yet to solidify: everything was perfectly visible, but as if 

only just having crystallized from the darkness. This time and place belonged, it seemed, to me. 
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I was so charmed by the way this street had so unexpectedly taken a breath and gently 

expanded, here on this square with its florid black-painted wrought-iron lamps, its benches in 

which no one sat, this gentle opening between the buildings in which I found myself alone, that I 

slowed to a walk, the better to savor the last diaphanous layers of the night now all but gone, the 

silence, the unexpected blessing of this tiny world that I was merely in transit through and that, 

to others when the sun was up and children played and old people sat on the benches, was home. 

I felt the heat of my chest rising up to my face, the altered sense of my leg muscles walking 

rather than running, felt the puffs of my own breath, the uneven stones under my feet.  

And then suddenly I was aware of something that shouldn’t be there. Perhaps it was a 

faint motion of the air that shouldn’t have been, the sense of another person--and I stepped 

quickly to one side and whirled into the embrace of a tall young man pressed behind me, his 

head protected by a black motorcycle helmet, his feet silenced by white tennis shoes, his arms 

ready to go around my neck.  

I had thrown him off balance by my split-second-too-soon whirl, and his hands flailed at 

the air. Where had he come from? It was as if he’d coalesced from the strengthening light, like 

the façades of the buildings, the iron filigree of the lamps—or ,like the square itself, had simply 

breathed himself into existence. What side street had he been hiding in? I had seen the whole 

square and there was no place he could have hidden. Then there he was, pressed against me, 

ready to strike. 

Strangely enough, my first impulse wasn’t to run or pull away. As if coming up from the 

depths between the arms of someone treading water, I didn’t move backwards. Instead, in an 

instant, I tensed, balled my fists, and began yelling at the top of my lungs, still in this abrupt 

intimacy almost like an embrace. Thankfully, it wasn’t as in dreams, where we find ourselves 
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unable to make a noise and wake moaning, worrying the other person in the bed with us who 

caresses us and soothes us. I was really yelling. 

Perhaps what I was saying wasn’t the most macho thing I could have chosen, but of 

course it all went far too quickly for choice: this was pure impulse. Probably I should have yelled 

“You bastard, I’ll kill you!” Instead, I screamed, over and over, “I have no money, let me go, I 

have no money.” I knew he might not understand but I wasn’t about to yell it in Spanish: part of 

the shock would be a language he wasn’t expecting. I didn’t see a weapon, saw that he was 

almost as tall as I: In the split-seconds of yelling I was able to wonder he would be so daft as to 

try and mug a runner, and a big one at that—was he on drugs, not thinking? I wasn’t at all a 

logical target. My feeling was as much one of disbelief as of threat: what was happening wasn’t 

just abrupt, but senseless, completely irrational. And the world, I still insisted to myself, had to 

be rational.  

At any rate, the yelling and the split-second-too-soon whirl, had done their work, perhaps 

also the English. Abruptly I was aware that he had taken a step back, his hands held up in an 

“okay I give up” gesture. It didn’t register immediately; I continued to yell and stand my ground, 

as if wanting to continue a conversation, make my point, convince him of something: rationality 

should, after all, triumph. Then the import of his gesture hit me and I turned and ran, though 

unhurriedly, cursing as I did so as if merely continuing an interrupted run.  

 What was I feeling? I wasn’t sure. Probably I was feeling rueful, that I could have been 

so stupid—I’d been hearing stories about “watch your purse in the Barrio Gotico” for many 

years—yet still, I thought, I hadn’t been foolhardy. I’d asked in the hotel if it was safe to go 

running, and the man had been reassuring, treating my question as verging on ridiculous. Of 
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course, he’d said: You’re moving. I’d neglected to ask what happened if I momentarily stopped 

running.  

 What was clear to me was that now at any rate, I had to continue running, treat this as 

merely a speed bump, not as anything decisive. I knew that the longer I ran, the less this incident 

would matter, shrinking in size relative to the rest of the run, becoming only one event among 

many others. If I simply continued my earlier project of finding the park, this momentary 

violence averted, this conjuring out of nowhere of someone who wished me harm, would merely 

be a hiccup, a blip. My body was surprisingly cooperative, neither jerky with the nervous energy 

of a rush nor dumping me in an energy bottom-out as it might as a reaction to a stress situation, 

apparently ready for a nice leisurely run.  

So I ran and ran along nondescript but no longer so narrow streets, going by instinct if 

somewhat blindly, telling myself the park had to be here somewhere if I just kept going—and 

keeping going was the point, after all. Façades, more façades, quiet streets, wider than the one 

that had threatened to be my downfall. Their very monotony soothed me. And then abruptly I 

was in a long piazza down the middle of an avenue that had opened up at right angle to the street 

I’d been running on, a great stone expanse like a sweeping away of the buildings, dotted with 

absurdly arabesqued lampposts and marked at one end by a huge brick arc of triumph. Looking 

down, I saw it inclined gently down to what was clearly the very park I had been looking for, 

where I entered the gates and felt the gravel crunch under my feet.  

By now it was full daylight with other people crossing from one side to another, with 

even a runner or two, middle-aged men on their Sunday once-a-week exercise routine. I could 

feel the near attack subsiding to the place of a bubble in a piece of blown glass, still there, but 

imprisoned within. Yet if I let myself go into this bubble, this now-contained world, the 
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questions swarmed: How bad could it have been? Could I have been knocked to the sidewalk 

with bruises, a broken bone, or a concussion, my vacation ruined on its first day? Could I have 

been killed? And then the world around me caught this bubble and froze it once again within the 

solid substance of the world and the motions of my body through them, containing it in the 

domesticated palm trees, the nineteenth-century Medievalesque building now a museum, the 

Victorian greenhouses filled with palms, the paint chipping off onto the panes of glass, and 

cascade fountains where white dolphins spouted water from their mouths in the early morning 

light.  

Later I realized I should have studied the map in my room that morning a bit more: 

exiting the park, I should have gone straight, by the Estacion de Francia. By this point I was 

ready to have the run over, and in five minutes I would have been back at the ornate Correos 

building, my turn to go back to the cathedral and my hotel. Yet never having seen this street from 

the other direction, I didn’t realize it was the right one, and so, on exiting another set of gates that 

were on the side 90 degrees to the one I’d entered, I turned left, curving, curving, following 

railroad tracks—running, running, by now it seemed forever. Still, after another quarter of an 

hour through blank, uninteresting streets, I came up on the opposite side of the square with the 

Correos, and I slowed and walked.  

I had achieved my goal: the sheer length of my run, the endless anonymous streets, the 

parts of the water I’d never imagined, the necessity of locomotion to get back to a shower and 

coffee, englobed and swallowed that moment in the square when suddenly I was aware that 

someone was behind me and had whirled. What if I hadn’t turned? No one would have come to 

my help: the windows, though hovering above me, were covered, the people inside asleep: real 
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life had not yet started, I had been trying to claim for my own this border area with the night, 

something they instinctively avoided. 

I saw again the motorcycle helmet of my mugger, protecting him against what he was 

about to inflict on me; felt the eerie split-second of the sense of nearness of another man, tight 

behind me and ready to do me harm. In the center of the helmet I had seen the small window of 

his face, shrouded in the almost-darkness of the square itself and of the shadow cast by the brim. 

Suddenly, there he’d been there behind me, taking advantage of the fact that we none of us have 

eyes in the back of our heads. Nor did he, the back of his own head cradled in the protection of 

his helmet.  

 What overwhelmed me later in the day, when I allowed my mind to go back to this 

moment, was a consciousness of the directional nature of things. There was a whole blind world 

behind the back of my head. The threat had come to be within this shadow world; only by 

turning did I make it suddenly roar into being. There had been none of the gradual smallness-to-

largeness of the way people usually, gradually, enter our field of vision, the softness-to-loudness 

that announces imminent contact, allowing us to turn so gradually that we are rarely conscious of 

our repositioning to meet the thing we meet. Even the exceptions to this more usual coming-into-

consciousness seem to prove the rule: Oh! We exclaim as we look up to see someone standing 

before us: you startled me! And the other person apologizes; we laugh a heh-heh, perhaps put our 

hands on our chests, and then go back to what we were doing, feeling the thumps of our heart 

subside.  

We teach people these rules, and they know they must abide by them. If the offender to 

the rules is a child, as it frequently is, we explain that this was wrong, they need to knock, or 

somehow make their presence known. Don’t startle me, child! we say. Or: you’re too quiet! 
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Adults know the rules: make some noise as you approach, cough a bit when you’re near the 

room, begin to speak a few seconds earlier than you need to in order to give the other person 

time to re-orient, to come to terms with your presence, to re-assume the face-to position of 

interaction. We deal with the envelope of blindness that surrounds us by stringently enforcing the 

elaborate rules for avoiding it, and allowing people to forget it’s there. In the world of light and 

civilized interaction, we can minimize this blindness, even be unaware of it.  

 This encounter in the otherwise deserted square brought out the fact of the weakness that 

others try so hard to cover up, and generally do, by the simple expedient of leading with their 

area of strength. It’s as if we were all snakes that capture our prey by bringing our fangs around 

to a frontal business position, are feared for our venom and our deadliness, and yet can be 

rendered impotent by a pair of human fingers squeezing us behind the head, a boot on our spine. 

This mugger was the boot on my spine, going for a position of which polite society, normal 

interactions with people, do their best to deny the existence, minimizing them and rendering 

them non-existent, giving us respect, the time to re-orient—so that through years of getting used 

to people avoiding the darkness around us, we come to forget it’s there.  

 The world, I suddenly understood, wasn’t filled with light; it was mostly dark, the night 

merely reclaiming its own, which was the largest constituent of the day—the interleaving of 

blindness, weakness, and darkness that we constantly keep behind us, like a woman re-arranging 

a train and flipping it in a practiced way behind her, so well and so frequently she’s not even 

aware of doing it, the snake re-arranging its body with a flick. Yet our eyes are trained to seek 

this light, and so they simply put behind them the great cushions of night we trail, and usually 

forget. We are creatures that have to slither around so we face one another from the front, we 

establish elaborate rules to hide the slithering, to make sure it can happen in an unproblematic 
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fashion. The clock only starts when we’re in position, so we simply remove from consideration a 

lot of life: we take care to let the other snakes slither around so that they face us head-on.  

 In war, of course, we not only don’t forget this darkness, we use it as the basis of what we 

do. It’s a given that we want to come up behind people. So do muggers. The rules of our normal 

world hide this other world, the world of those who identify weakness in order to exploit it. What 

we therefore tend to ignore, under normal circumstances, is precisely the world in which this 

must be prevented: find the weakness and exploit it.  

In wrestling, if your opponent winces when you put pressure on his shoulder, you do it 

again, rather than excusing yourself and avoiding the spot. Yet with social weaknesses, avoiding 

and excusing is precisely what we do. Good manners consists of avoiding them when they can be 

predicted, and immediately relaxing our hold when we hit one unawares. We avoid talking about 

someone’s divorce, the death of a loved one (unless it seems they want to talk about either); we 

ask questions in ways that allow them to tell their stories the way they want. Not: Haven’t you 

gotten married yet? But: Tell me what’s new. This latitude allows other people the time and 

space to maneuver around to face us, putting behind them once again the world of the blind spot, 

the back of the head—the logical obverse of the world of vision and clarity, the world where we 

are turned toward someone, rather than away, where we face them with our front, not the back. 

Every front implies a back; all vision implies blindness; all order implies chaos.  

 Later the next day, the jet lag massing for another attack, sitting between the sun-struck 

palm trees in the hugely overstuffed leather chairs in the hallway of the Catalan Museum of Art, 

I was once again strongly aware of the world I trailed, the world of darkness, blindness, and 

weakness, and of the way things around me conspired to keep from me the secret existence of 

this world. To begin with, all the chairs here pointed inwards so that people naturally faced each 
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other, and the open space, rather than the walls or a blind alley, giving us the sense of a 

Someplace that we were all part of. Even the orientation of the building, and its construction, 

played to this sense of everything being frontal, frontality meeting frontality. The entrance had 

been at the top of the hill at the top of the sea of steps, not hidden behind the back; the ticket 

window was through the main door, clearly visible; the openings to the medieval galleries were 

off the main hallway, rather than off a hidden back corridor. The whole building was constructed 

so as to make sight, light, rationality, and frontedness seem ineluctable.  

 And, pulling myself up from the chair and entering the galleries with my wave of 

weariness past, I remained aware of the maneuverings, the sheer work, necessary to keeping this 

fiction alive, of all the things we do and take for granted to remain in the light, to hide our 

blindness. Instead of turning naturally toward another person, I now saw myself switching 

around to my back the area of my blindness. I turned my blindness away from the young woman 

sitting on the stool at the entrance, who hid her own area of blindness against a wall, smiled in a 

friendly way as I entered her sphere so as to reassure her the interaction would be problematic, 

presented her my ticket at arm level to meet her sight, which she turned to me, then turned to the 

paintings, whose backs were against the walls, offering themselves for my inspection.  

All motion seemed determined by our maneuvering around the blindness. Before backing 

up from a picture I looked behind me to make sure I wasn’t going to hit someone, and navigated 

around the gallery, trailing the blind pocket, into which the mugger had suddenly materialized, 

like a large bag of air. It seemed to me like the backpacks extending out from the unthinking 

students I saw on the metro in the next few days who turned their bodies as if unaware that their 

reach backwards had now been multiplied, and that every twist of their shoulders translated into 

a swinging arc of heaviness they themselves were unconscious of. The backpacks were a new 
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addition to their blindness, so they were clumsy; the blindness itself, however, is something we 

maneuver adroitly. 

 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein shows a picture of an eye with a sort of balloon coming out 

from it, as if the eye were a pair of lips that had blown it up, and remarks: the visual field is not 

like this. It’s in the context of his saying that the world we see is everything, that if we wrote a 

book called “The World as I Found It” it would include feet, legs, waist, chest, and hands, but 

not the eye itself. If this is not the visual field, it is however an excellent drawing of the bubble 

behind us, a drawing of our blindness, the area into which the mugger had abruptly appeared. Or 

at least his appearance had made clear to me its existence, otherwise so easy to lose from 

consciousness, like the blind spot on the highway into which, occasionally and to our detriment, 

automobiles suddenly pop into view.  

 The sense of awareness of the blind world behind continued through the rest of my time 

in Barcelona. The next day, determined to avoid the dark underground transportation system 

given the strengthening spring up on the surface, I steered a pedestrian course due West, cutting 

across the Rambla that I had seen in the near-dawn, spotted with weaving students hanging on 

each others’ shoulders. Now, in the light of full-fledged day, it was full of stalls that faced the 

direction of the people drifting down the center. To someone such as me cutting across them—

or, as I did briefly, walking down their backs and then wandering a bit (the museum didn’t open 

for a while yet: museums only open in the prime of day)—they too seemed relentlessly 

directional, the people agreeing to stay in front where they were supposed to so as not to see the 

ugly backs with protruding parts.  

Here on the Rambla, the flower shops of the top of the slope gave way to pet shops—

turtles, fish, and lizards—and then to sidewalk artists. These too were directional, both 
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temporally and spatially, with their backs or off time hidden from view, either actually or as the 

result of the fiction produced by what we call politeness: people just knew to look away. They 

were painted mimes who sat (I later realized) all day, and then came back the next day, and the 

next, to collect the Euros put in their pots by the strollers. One was a man who made up like a 

cowboy with his face the same sort of metallic gold as his clothes and hat. I saw him without the 

hat, his face paint ending at the hat line, smoking a furtive cigarette on his break, before re-

assuming his motionless position; two women were angels who re-arranged their hands and their 

wings but put on their costumes in the side street; there was a Death with a scythe. There was 

one I never saw in an “off” moment, out of costume: best of all—how could he (?) do this for 

five minutes, much less all day, and then the next day and the next, I wondered? It seemed to be 

a man without a head, a hat and glasses suspended in the space where a head was. Yet the 

theatrically “well-dressed” body underneath (spats, a black bow tie) periodically moved and re-

arranged itself, its white-gloved hands re-folding or gesturing. Perhaps it was really a small 

woman whose head ended at what seemed to be the base of the neck. Surely no one could crick 

his or her neck so successfully at a 90 degree angle, and hide the bulge under the shoulder of a 

shirt. This was the most directional of these acts made only to be perceived by strollers.  

That morning, I continued across the Rambla down an otherwise featureless street where 

Japanese tourists were lining up to see what little there was to see of the Art Nouveau 

(Modernista, as it’s called in “Castillian”) Palacio Guëll, which quickly became endless t-shirt 

shops, and then commercial before, in ten or fifteen minutes, continuing up the hill. I knew this 

had to lead to the museum hill I’d seen on the map. As the crow flew, it wasn’t far. Only I wasn’t 

in the air, and didn’t fly.  
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Soon the street produced a funicular up the hill, which I had vowed to avoid, and the 

proper street curved off and back down. There was, however, a thin footpath of concrete, 

winding back and forth through the weeds up the hill: clearly this wasn’t the front entrance, and 

because it involved trudging up a steep hill, wasn’t even the way people were supposed to get up 

to the top. But of course, that’s why I liked it: show me the way you’re supposed to do 

something and I’ll find the other way. That’s me, and undoubtedly the source of no small amount 

of my pride. 

 Slinging my jacket over my shoulder—by now it was hot—I continued up. The path led 

up to behind a sort of sports center, or rather its fence, all of which was deserted; I passed a 

woman with a dog whom she coaxed to go pee-pee in the bushes, overgrown with weeds. Still, 

with sturdy shoes, my physical well-being, and certainty of my general direction—which was, 

after all, up—I continued. At the graffiti-covered sports center—abandoned or just in the 

moment not in use?—the path itself petered out and became dirt. Still, there were signs of other 

people before me who, having come to this place, merely continued on, making another path. I 

did this too, conscious all the time that this isn’t the way one was supposed to get on top of this 

hill. Then suddenly I was on a proper road, with a proper bus stop, before a proper building, with 

trees and sidewalks and once again the feeling that the world had been allowed to re-arrange 

itself to meet me face to face. 

Still, it turned out this wasn’t the front entrance to this hill, but merely a stop on a bus 

route: nearby was the Miro Museum, which I passed under the trees. There were no other 

walkers: inside of the bus that one was clearly intended to take, this would have had a sense of 

purposefulness, of connection with the whole which this back way tore from it. Now it was a 

loop of a road next to the dirt path, the broken concrete, the dog peeing in the bushes, the road 
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that ended at the blind back of the graffiti-covered wall. This was my world. When finally I had 

curved around endless shaded loops, following a sign, I came upon a small park where a dozen 

people where doing Tai Ch’i. I asked a man, was this building the Catalan Museum of Art? No, 

he said. That’s—and he thought—the Cartographic museum. Maps, he added. And he pointed 

me in the right direction. Once again I was coming, it seemed, from the side: up one staircase, 

then another, roads leading in several directions—and it wasn’t until some minutes later, 

sweating, that I stood at the top of the steps and surveyed the vast expanse that were meant to be 

traversed in the opposite direction, beholding the axis of front, the fangs of this snake that I had 

crept up on from the back.  

Here was the cascade of steps falling down to the vast exposition expanse, dotted with 

temporary buildings, the huge Venetian belltower, the rest of the Plaça de España that stretched 

beyond, and the whole huge city stretching up into the hills, as if the steps were the water from a 

faucet filling a great bathtub of the city’s buildings. From the side, I had found the front, where 

others came to begin with. In the hotel they’d said, “Take the metro to the Plaça de Espana.” 

That of course was precisely what I didn’t want to do. 

What we’re “supposed” to do: that’s frequently the code word in the world for staying on 

the front side of things, meeting the other snakes head-on. It’s not only physical, with the world 

arranged in patterns where we have to stay on the principal axis, come up on things from the 

correct side, enter the front door, go up the main steps, and sense the path we’re to follow. It’s 

also temporal. Two days later I sat just after sunrise in the Plaça Real off the Rambla, its arcades 

empty and not yet awakened. The restaurants had yet to put out their café tables and chairs, and 

the shop owners stood before half-opened metal shutters with a hose in their hands, making 

puddles of water on the stones that ran into the gutters. I sat in the strengthening sun and watched 
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it all come to life: the sun touch the top of the so-manicured palm trees in the middle, the 

delivery vans of fresh fish and seafood come zipping close to my chair, that was bolted to the 

stones, in order to pull up in front of the restaurants, idle for a few minutes, and then pull away; 

the fountain, splashing over the cast-iron maidens supporting its bowls, all the round of the day’s 

chores beginning, slowly, to turn. I could of course be here, but clearly I wasn’t meant to be: the 

preparations for the ball aren’t the point, only the effect of the princess as she sweeps down the 

staircase. Watching her put on her jewelry and her face is illicit. And hence the source of my 

greatest pleasure. 

I have known since childhood that it’s precisely these backsides of things that I want to 

see, these times when I’m not “supposed” to be someplace; the sense of seeing others get ready 

to present that jibes most closely with my sense of bemused and possibly superior outsidership in 

the world. This is the point of view of the artist, the thinker, the intellectual, part of life but at the 

same time removed from it, ready with reflection or analysis but unwilling to be part of the 

sweating round of the lives led by people for whom the front is the only possible entrance, the 

full-lit day the only time. 

My time of day is not the full-lit day of people going about their daily round. It’s before 

all that, just at sunrise, where each moment changes the light and renders all strange. My place is 

not in the center of things, ascending the main staircase, but rather on the edges, walking through 

the deserted arcades that later will be enlivened with tourists, or sitting to watch the delivery 

vans zip in with the food that, later, unreflecting diners will consume, thinking it simply 

happened to come here. I’m the one who runs where others will later walk on the endless cycle 

of their daily chores, and then slows down for silent squares just after dawn. 
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Yet the mugger reminded me that this is merely the Little League of outsidership: those 

like muggers are the Major League. I am merely playing at tasting the blindness: they live within 

it. My encounter with the person wishing me harm who had purposely used my blindness against 

me reminded me that my intellectual’s pride was hollow. Compared to him, I was the rankest 

amateur. I can’t compete with the real experts, those who not only taste but live within the 

bubble of our weakness, blindness, and darkness, renounce the illusion of clarity and meaning to 

flourish within the irrational world. Though I taste the world of light and clarity at it’s edges, I’m 

as tied to this world as those to whom I play at feeling superior, those who, as a matter of self-

evident course, wait until noon to eat at the tables that will come to fill up my world with noise 

and purpose, the once-deserted arcades of what will later be the full-lit expanse, off limits to 

delivery vans and filled with the sun-struck trees, the tourists, and the splashing fountain, of the 

Plaça Real.  


