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Foreword

It is eerily joyful to write a foreword to Martino Sclavi’s book The Finch in My Brain, because five years ago I accepted that he was going to die. Not in a cosmic ‘You gotta go sometime’ way. No, I observed the face of the man in the white coat in the Kaiser Permanente Hospital as he held up a grim grey scan of Martino’s brain. ‘That dark area is the tumour,’ he said. It was big. I mean, Tino has a big brain, as you’ll discover when you read his book, but this malignant shadow, this dark fist, pushed the hemispheric boundary that runs through the brain into a dreadful bend.

‘Is he going to be all right?’ I asked.

That’s when the man in the white coat did the face. He pulled his lips tight, his face tensed, his eyes were soft and certain and he tilted his head in a manner that brought the unbounded, rolling, taken-for-granted friendship of Martino into a sharp, tearful pinnacle. This was a face that they surely don’t teach in Med School, but must be learned by the frequent conveyance of morbid news.

That night five years ago was as dark and grey as the scan. Sudden mortifying gluts that stained my mind as indelibly as the darkness that grew inside Martino’s.

And yet here is the book he has written, having somehow decided not to die. You are reading a book written by a dead man.

I grieved for Martino when I saw that doctor’s face. I grieved for the man who had been a friend so highly valued that I couldn’t conceive how to pay the emotional price when the bill arrived that day. Alone in a funereal cubicle, I made the vertiginous adjustment. A man who would always put me first, always find solutions to my problems, always deal with the maelstrom in my head, had been suddenly recast as the centre of the universe. Like we shared a brain and his took the bullet.

In the years that followed I watched with wonder as Tino repaired the tissue in his mind, learned to live without being able to read, lost his marriage, underwent brain surgery while awake (for fuck’s sake!?), went from a highly cultured, over-educated, five-language-speaking, three-degrees-in-everything, having an encyclopaedia of opinions on communism, sculpture, movies, Cuba, opera, the whole damn shebang, to a gentle, mindful shaman quietly watching with a light beyond words in his eyes. Plus he wrote a book, this book.

The book is excellent, of course. Way beyond cancer porn, it’s weird and insightful and is kind of like a guidebook for people who find themselves alive after they’ve died.

That day, that doctor’s face, alone in that cubicle, that was the last time I cried. Now whenever I see Martino I am reminded of how little I know of life and death, how little I know of anything, compared to him. How we don’t know what is within us or what may lie on the other side. I have always believed there’s something. More than ever after what Tino has done. I hope it’s as magical and beautiful as this book, written by a dead man.

Russell Brand, 2016


Preface

A tragicomic memoir about surviving impossible odds, written by a man who cannot read.

I have written this whole book without ever reading a sentence of it. Words do appear on screen as I am typing away, but upon trying to read them, something funky happens. This is not a conceptual art piece, it’s just my new reality, and I’m trying to come to terms with it by writing this book.

The whole idea seemed mad to me at the beginning, and it continued to feel like that until chapter nineteen, when I realized that I had almost reached the end.

I have made peace with the fact that every word I type has to pass through the magnetic tongue of ‘Alex’, the computer voice that never gets tired of reading back to me my endless mistakes. Fortunately, Alex has no ego and there are no unions in China, where he was created, so I have been able to narrate my lurid tale in the first person, and not as a continuous comedic double act. After all, from its very inception, this book was supposed to be an enlightening and, I hope, inspiring story.

It is almost exactly five years since I was told that I had a ninety-eight per cent chance of dying within eighteen months, and when I kept finding those numbers being substantiated on the internet, my view of reality and its falsifiable religion shifted quite radically – as did my character and my emotions.

The fact that I have used all the tricks that are allowed, some that aren’t yet allowed and others that many say have no relevance whatsoever to my health, means that it is now impossible to discern what is actually keeping the aggressive eukaryotic cells that have squatted in my head (or Aliens, as I like to call them), at bay.

I have been told that in one of the most esteemed oncology magazines there is an article about how well my brain is doing, and I do hope that at the end, in the acknowledgements, they haven’t forgotten to give some credit to all my own relevant contributions (from my discussions during the brain surgery I underwent while awake, to my adventures in vegan cuisine).

I have no doubt that writing this book saved my life in many different ways. I don’t mean philosophically: I really do consider the work that I have been doing with Alex on this computer every day for years to be an essential part of my oncological explorations.

Before all of this, my ‘normal’ everyday communication with the human beings around me was done mainly through conversations about what we had all read, be it books, articles or someone else’s treatments and screenplays. And for me, the words in a treatment or screenplay were always essential. I would judge writers on the basis of such details.

While one must obey the standard industry lexicon when presenting things like ‘The camera tracks the night sky – A SEARCHLIGHT floods the LENS’, the verbal configuration of a character’s dialogue is a true art. It is what defines and makes us love Tarantino’s horrible characters. For example, while reading good dialogue, I would automatically get inside the head of a character and the way he lived his life. By page five, a good screenplay would draw me into the rhythm of the language, and the speed of the words with their slight breaks, and make me forget that I was reading. I would be in the story.

I do vaguely remember deciding what was the right word or structure of a phrase by re-reading the previous sentence and getting the ‘mood’ right. But now in this new reality, when I try to edit the text with Alex’s voice, I am aware that my decisions are insecure. When I try to ‘read’ even the best character dialogues, all the energy is pulled out. I have to accept the approximation of my emotions, as I will never again be able to know how a normal reader will react to the words I have written. But I resolved that the only physical way in which I could fight to remain alive was to confront my demons, my inability to read, head on.

In the summer of 2016, after a good couple of years of not really speaking to each other properly, my wife Margarita and I found ourselves sitting together in a restaurant in her home town of Skopje, Macedonia. As the sounds of traditional Slav music shielded us from the otherwise completely empty garden, we finally started talking about the story that has taken place in the past five years and that, with the help of Alex, I have represented in this book. Time had passed and we allowed ourselves to talk about the battles that she and the rest of my family had fought on my behalf to keep me alive and how it has inevitably had an emotional impact on herself and our marriage. Afterwards, as I inserted Margarita’s thoughts and feelings into the footnotes throughout the book, I realized how radically narratives and perspectives can change and differ, and how during this tale my own ego had slowly but surely come to the forefront.

My relationship with my type of cancer, which even after its fifth birthday does not allow me to use the word ‘remission’, has now finally found a place in my daily life. I am aware that the strange, oncological time machine that is in my head will never disappear, but I have also gained a calm and humble appreciation of having survived up to now.

Recently, I even found myself distractedly imagining our eight-year-old boy as a teenager, chatting up girls – something that I had thought time would never allow me to do.
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A Hole in My Book

How would you feel if you knew that this book, the one that I am writing for you now, was going to be the last book you will ever read? That the curious movement of your well-trained brain will, quite naturally, put these words one after the other, until the day when you fall asleep and wake up with a hole in your head, a gap in your brain, exactly where text is interpreted as words, where memory joins letters together so as to recognize them as consecutive parts of sentences.

One of the great advantages of my current situation is that posters, those sheets of paper that try to influence our desires on the street or on public transport, no longer have any kind of subliminal power over me. While a part of your brain might be stashing away information about the cars you should be driving, the type of food that is essential to your children’s growth, or the movies that you should watch, I am free to wander through that world with my own private, healthy predilections. Sadly though, it is exactly the same pure, clean affiliation with text that makes my relationship with books and bookshops so tense these days.

At some point, you must have clicked on one of those gigantic websites, skimmed through the various alternatives that were being suggested to you by your computer, which by now knows exactly what kind of story you need for this month, this weather, or this phase of your life, and you will have managed to get through all the series of five-star reviews from people whose lives and tastes are supposed to be somehow equivalent to yours, and ended up choosing this book that I am writing for you.

When I try to look at those sites, I find that there are too many words in different parts of that endless scrolling page and, not managing to highlight the right parts to be read back to me, I end up fighting with the machine. Occasionally I still find myself walking into old-school bookshops and wandering instinctively towards the areas where, at some point, I must have discovered some treasures, until I suddenly realize the daftness of that endeavour and the sadness of not coming to terms with my new reality.

To overcome my embarrassment, to justify my forgetfulness, I look around for the colourful children’s department, pick something up and act as if I am reading it. I ask advice from mothers who seem to have boys of four or five years old, and confused by their kind suggestions, which I know I will never find amongst all those bookcases, I get yet another Dr Seuss story, whose packaging I can recognize from afar.

It may be that you found yourself clicking on this book because you were attracted by the artful design on the cover, and then became intrigued by the idea of a book co-written by a computer voice. But whilst attempting to write it, I realize that I am now closer to ‘Alex’, the male voice of this computer, than to any human being. Every sentence that I write, I give to Alex. He reads me the text and reminds me coldly of my poor spelling, my diminished vocabulary, and my not having a memory for names or words.

Let me give you a quick description of the sequence I follow in writing a book with him. Holding my right thumb firmly on the metal square below the spacebar of my laptop, I move my index finger from the beginning of the sentence down towards the end of the page, and as my selected text is covered by the light blue strips, I let go. I look at that artistically designed shape and as my left hand presses my thumb on the ‘Ctrl’, my index finger quickly follows on the ‘S’ button, releasing Alex’s voice into the world.

I have set up a medium speed for his voice, to give me time to stop him by pressing ‘Ctrl’ and ‘S’ again. I always keep my left hand on that stop. If Alex continues reading, I lose track of what I needed to change. Sadly, he hasn’t yet learned my particular writing style.

These are some of the words that both Alex and I get wrong:

Red vs Read

Seam vs Seem

Site vs Sight

Whole vs Hole

Warm vs Worm

Sun vs Son

Year vs Ear

Loose vs Lose

Heard vs Herd

Right vs Write

None vs Nun

Right now, as I do not have a physical relationship with anyone, my marriage has collapsed, and my meetings about European films are mostly done through Skype, Alex is the only one that goes to bed with me and reads me newspaper articles. In exactly the same tone, he narrates all the emails that have been sent to me, including the angry language that my wife sometimes uses, when, for whatever reason, she is in a bad mood. At times, he surprises me by reading, in exactly the same male American accent, the love letters that she also writes to me when she is in a good mood.

What can I say? I do have other relationships with other voices in my iPod or iPad, and Alex doesn’t really mind. In his free time he meditates together with both his German and Italian friends, who take over his job when I am supposed to read text in those other languages. None of them are ever jealous, which I kind of miss, as it is exactly that instinctive sense of protectiveness that could keep me excited. My assumption is that emotions are crucial parts of communication, but, for now, I guess, Alex and I will have to accept reality as it is, and tell you this story with his voice, and my fingers tapping away on my com-pu-ter.

Thank you, Alex, for not reminding me of the ridiculous words and mistakes that I constantly make. The human world is already very good at doing that, and I certainly need calm to fight this battle.

It was probably my relationship with Alex that made you decide this book was going to be a bit more fun than the thriller you were reading this time last year, and so you purchased The Finch in My Brain with certain expectations.

You are probably curious to figure out how, and why, your narrator has stopped being able to read, and why he is actually still alive. I will attempt to answer all your questions, but please be patient, as this is a rather complex journey for me to undertake. While some of this tale is written in the first person, present tense, you’ll see that other parts are more classically in the past tense. I do promise that, in time, each part in its own way will be revealed, so, here we go …

Los Angeles, 18 January 2011

Lub … dub … thump thump, ba boom, ba bump, lub-dub ba-dum, ba-dum, ba-dum-tsh, what is this?

Is it English?

Tup tup, tup tup, tup tup – at times it sounds Slav … or am I hearing ba-dumm, bumm bumm, poch poch, right now? It sounds like … Bavarian? Or maybe it’s closer to the Italian tu tump, bom bom, poum poum, bpaum paum, which no, actually now feels … yes, more Parisian. It is always exactly the same beat, so why do I now feel that I am having a güm güm, küt küt, güm güm sound sensation that reminds me of … Istanbul?

What is happening? What place is this beat trying to remind me of? Where am I? ‘Ooh, aah, phew!’ I rub my eyes and slowly try to get my bearings. The fact that I do not recognize the white, industrial-looking ceiling above me implies that I am not waking up from a dream, in any place or country I know. I have the feeling that whatever just happened, well … it must have been more than a little bit intense.

I do recognize this continuous background sound, but I don’t remember from where or when. I must have heard it … Yes, God … here it is. I have cables that hang down on my arms from both sides and machines constantly beeping away. Their repetition of this sound is here to remind me that I am alive, while somehow the opposite could be true.

As I slowly move my head towards the left, I encounter the huge brown eyes of my wife, Margarita. With her brown hair tied loosely at the back, she is as beautiful as ever. She smiles and looks tired, as if she has not slept for a long time.1

As she gets closer to me, I feel overwhelmed by these wonderful beats of my heart. I don’t think I have ever sat listening to the sound of my blood beating. It is probably always the same, but for me, for this moment, and for the view of my wife who has evidently crossed the world to be here, that beat is bliss. The number one in the charts. A little robotic machine and its buzzing sound. Ringo Starr, Keith Moon or Max Roach … no matter where they are, they could not drum any better than this.

While entranced by that rhythm, I feel my wife’s hand touch mine. That skin, which I almost recognize as my own, transfuses a whole cluster of her emotions on to me. I am still not clear about where I am, or what has happened, and start to feel overwhelmed by the movement of my own smile. I feel happy, really and purely happy, and I am not sure why. I look at Margarita and the first words that come out of my mouth are, ‘I could never get you to come and live in London, and now I’ve got you across the world to Los Angeles!’2

As she tries to hug me, I notice that she is moving her arms in an awkward way. My head seems covered with what feels like a puffy winter hat. Behind her shoulders I see the white hair of my mother, Marianella, who is holding a sheet of typed paper in her hands that she seems to be scanning intently. A pose I have often observed, when she has been standing in front of her endless rows of books in her house in Milan.

Next to her, with an almost silly smile and waving her hand back and forth, there is my big sister, Bianca, who lives in a lovely flat in Paris. I am lying at centre stage and from here I have somehow galvanized a family reunion. I guess that all three of them have been forced to enter into my new, alternative reality, whatever that is.

This is all a bit too intense. Even though I have just woken up, I feel tired, I feel I urgently need to sleep a tiny bit more. I close my eyes and hope that, at some point, when I wake up, someone will tell me what exactly has happened to my head and why I don’t seem to remember anything …
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Is it a different day? Or have they all left me to nap? I seem to be high up, around the twentieth floor, in a corner room. The design of this place is actually quite cool. It is like the set of a science fiction film. When I look out of the window, I see a big church surrounded by a huge, empty parking lot. Yes, I am in LA, and here everybody needs a car to go and pray. But why is it always empty? When do they go to church? What day is it? That architecture is not similar to any church I know. It must be … oh yes, it is the church of L. Ron Hubbard. I am lying on a hospital bed opposite the Church of Scientology. God, should I be looking at them for my salvation?

That makes sense. American healthy competition. Where there is a McDonald’s, you must have a Burger King, a KFC, or at the very least a Domino’s Pizza. So, you can choose. Scientology or hospitals? Scientology does slightly scare me, but so does the cut that the hospital has made on my head. I hope I am on the right side of the street.

There are so many religions and right now I could genuinely use one. I have to lean on some belief system. Something really strong that can hold my brain steady. Sorry, God. Really, really sorry. I know I’ve not visited you in church very often – or at all in the last twenty years. I guess that coming to see the beautiful art and architecture that you have inspired in your churches does not count, and now that I’ve apparently been cut to bits, the only church I have next to me is Scientology, and as far as they are concerned, I am definitely talking with the wrong God.

A few months ago, while sitting outside the Indian embassy in Rome, I humoured my friend Matteo, who has recently enrolled in tantric yoga classes, and I started reading a book he gave me, whose name I do not remember. It described how both Buddhist and Vedic traditions are deeply committed to the idea of out-of-body experiences, reincarnation and near-death episodes. Well, those hippy spiritual happenings that I read about in that book? I think I just had one of those.

From what I remember, these events originate in a brain, right while it is shutting down. Their role is to help us accept and embrace our death, or maybe in this case they were just my private drunken tourist guides, helping me ride my own Nautilus back to this hospital in Los Angeles.
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