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ISSN 1020-6604
PROLOGUE

In 2009 the United Nations Society of Writers (UNSW, or Société des écrivains des Nations Unies, SENU) celebrates twenty years of demonstrating that there is plenty of literary talent in all branches of the UN Secretariat. Yearly salons with poetry readings in all UN official languages (and in several non-official, including Berber, Czech, Dutch, Esperanto, German, Italian, Japanese, Latin, Quechua and Vietnamese), combined music and poetry events, guest readings by UN New York and Vienna colleagues, multimedia events and regular publications have characterized the club’s activities.
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UNSW/SENU was launched on 14 August 1989 by Sergio Chaves (Argentina), Leonor Sampaio (Brazil) and Alfred de Zayas (USA). Over a capuccino at the Press Bar of the Palais des Nations, it was suggested giving the name Ex Tempore to the proposed journal, since staff contributions were to be crisp, uncomplicated, impromptu, and as far removed as possible from the UN jargon of resolutions and reports. 

We wanted to prove that we could write not just bureaucratic stuff, but valid, enjoyable, enthusiastic, entertaining, melancholic or soul-searching stories – the stuff of literature. The most boring part of our adventure was drafting and amending the statutes and getting our own ISSN number. 

On Friday, 23 January 2009, the annual Ex Tempore Evening was held. As in previous years, colleagues gathered for an informal literary and musical event, accompanied by a talented flutist, attended not only by UN staff but also by members of inter-governmental and non-governmental organizations.  Among others, we commemorated the 250th anniversaries of the birth of both Robert Burns and of Friedrich von Schiller in 1759.  On Friday 14 August 2009, the 20th anniversary of the founding of UNSW/SENU was duly celebrated with champagne and poetry.
At the UNSW/SENU general assembly, held on 23 September 2009 at the Palais des Nations, David Winch was elected President;  Carla Edelenbos was reelected Vice-President; Janet Weiler was reelected Treasurer, and Ngozi Ibekwe was elected our new Secretary. UNSW/SENU entertains synergies with other literary clubs including P.E.N. International, the Société génévoise des écrivains and the Geneva Writers Group.




Alfred de Zayas, Editor-in-chief
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UNSN/SENU members Jacqueline Simon, Irina Gerassimova and Aline Dedeyan at the champagne garden party on 14 August 2009
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Presenting Raymonde Morizot’s latest book L’Autobiographie chez Voltaire at the Ex Tempore Evening 

Essais

Essays

  


Ensayos
VERTIGE DE L’AMOUR


à Alain Bashung* (décédé le samedi 14 mars 2009)

Une ombre plane sur le reflet de la chanson française. Un somnambule dans la démesure du désir, un funambule assoiffé par la course des étoiles. La chaleur humaine se dégage de la tombe surréaliste de ce dernier jour que plus rien ne retient. Le champ d’évolution de la comète précède la tendresse argileuse de la main. Par-dessus bord, les restes humains dans l’océan de l’imprudence se répandent sur la noblesse des volutes. Le coquelicot creuse son sillon virginal dans la terre inconnue d’une existence mélancolique. Le rêve berce l’ivresse de la ligne blanche entre les tensions de l’accouchement et les visions des armées insolites. Pudeur effrontée qui élève l’enfant-fleur dans son linceul d’émotions contagieuses. Dehors, les facettes du bijoutier indiffèrent la clarté consciente de la nuit. Visage sublime d’un rayonnement obscur. Sombre, excentrique, solitaire, fantastique, l’innocence de la liane s’enracine dans l’inconscience de l’enfance. 

La poétique de la voix est une lettre rimbaldienne pendue au sein d’une orchestration océanique en mouvement. Les épaules déposées sur de funestes molaires accrochées à des parchemins brûlants consument la densité intérieure de l’enveloppe. Les paroles volent dans les bras magnanimes d’un hymne aux abymes d’une adolescence féminine. Air de piano, cordes acoustiques sur les turbines d’un accent terrien venu d’outre-tombe. 

Une carte postale se dépeuple et le vide submerge la forêt d’icones invisibles. Le reboisement abreuve de plaisirs l’effervescence bestiale de la sève sur des lèvres asséchées. Si j’avais un avion, j’en ferai une feuille avec des notes bleues et des champignons atomiques. La poésie effraie les économes et dilate les attroupements de percepteurs chétifs. Entre l’adversaire du ridicule et les starlettes hermétiques au langage du beau s’infiltre dans l’instant fragile des pucelles dévergondées l’abat-jour d’une fenêtre nocturne. Le silence est la tristesse féérique d’une terre devenue insubmersible sur la sensualité de ses courbes insolites. L’avalanche de maux se déverse dans le labyrinthe hypocondriaque de l’éphémère décolleté en v. 

Partout, des écrivains et des poètes sur les trottoirs des échos sans voie. Sur les pavées de nos écrans satinés la joie de mourir baigne ses ailes dans l’encrier d’un voile noir. La passion et la douleur sanctifiées roulent sur le moteur des autoroutes qui chantent de ville en ville. Les copinages artistiques à genoux devant la partition polaire des actionnaires chevauchent la séduction trempée d’un corps altéré. Sur l’autre rive, la spirale monocorde d’un peintre chinois grave l’immanence sur l’univers de la pierre.

D’un la à un bas, l’écume lisse sa chevelure lunaire à travers les aromes d’un équilibre sonore. Des idoles sur des braises équivoques surfent sur la souffrance d’une mélodie éponyme. Consolation d’egos abusés et de jolis bébés abandonnés par une idylle à l’envers de la virtuosité. L’audace de la libellule couchée sur le dos de l’imagination des nuages dessine l’horizon du vertige de l’amour. Les couleurs emportées dans une mélopée en noir et blanc s’adonnent à l’histoire stellaire. Les lices et les roses cherchent un trait d’union dans l’espace-temps d’une filmographie indolore. La mort se revendique du dedans ; le souffle ignore le long soubresaut du nénuphar et du bilboquet. L’esprit glisse entre les doigts, il tend des cordes sur un pont suspendu entre mers alléchantes et cavités abandonnées. Dans les cratères d’une jonquille bleutée l’acné du bateau ivre fabrique l’âme suprême d’archipels. Sur une estrade surannée, un cœur tangue entre sécheresse et romance d’un dimanche ombragé.
 
        Nicolas-Emilien Rozeau, OHCHR

*Alain Claude Baschung (1947-2009), chanteur, écrivain, compositeur, interprète français, inhumé au cimitière Père Lachaise à Paris
http://alainbashung.artistes.universalmusic.fr/
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Les narcisses du poète
Un cheval blanc de Camargue


Ce n’est pas celui du célèbre roi de France Henri IV qui fut assassiné au prix de la tolérance religieuse. Ce n’est pas davantage le magnifique coursier de Gandalf-le-Blanc précédemment nommé Gandalf-le-Gris avant son passage purgatoire par l’obscurité dans Le Seigneur des Anneaux. Je parle d’un modeste cheval camarguais comme il y en a tant, aussi blanc que les taureaux sont noirs dans cette belle région, cette dernière race animale m’intéressant beaucoup moins.   


Lorsque je suis récemment retournée en Camargue dans un endroit que j’avais aimé il y a quelques années, je fus attristée de constater que le pré qui était habité par Marius et César, deux gentils chevaux qui n’étaient pas blancs du tout, avait été transformé en parking... Les noms humoristiques des héros de Marcel Pagnol immortalisés par Raimu et Pierre Fresnay m’avaient rendu ces animaux inoubliables, je n’omettais pas de leur rendre une visite quotidienne munie de quelque friandise et j’ai été rassurée d’apprendre qu’ils étaient en villégiature dans le sud-ouest de la France où l’été leur est moins pénible... J’ignore pour quel motif ils sont partis  sans leur superbe compagnon blanc comme neige dont je fis plus tard la connaissance d’une manière particulièrement insolite.  


Réveillée une nuit à 3 h. du matin sans parvenir à me rendormir, je décidai de sortir admirer le ciel étoilé en écoutant les cigales et je fus bien récompensée par la rencontre de ce superbe animal aussi éveillé que moi à une heure où humains et animaux devraient dormir. Il semblait s’ennuyer seul au milieu d’un autre enclos et fut ravi de recevoir mon étonnante visite nocturne. Il poussa la politesse ou la curiosité jusqu’à venir me saluer par-dessus la clôture et fut bien déçu de constater que ma main était vide des gourmandises qu’il espérait ; dépité, il  se contenta du contenu de sa mangeoire auprès de laquelle je me trouvais. Je ne suis certes pas aussi douée que Robert Redford dont les talents convainquent presque dans L’homme qui murmurait à l’oreille des chevaux, d’autant plus que je ne suis pas même une modeste cavalière ! Ce cheval portait le nom de Jazz qui était moins suggestif que celui de ses deux compagnons absents. Ce qui ne l’empêchait pas d’être aussi aimable que beau et notre étrange conversation sous les étoiles me fit l’effet d’un sourire du ciel. 


Inutile de dire qu’il me fut facile de trouver le sommeil à mon retour dans ma chambre et je donnerais bien volontiers la recette de ce genre de promenade nocturne à tous les insomniaques du monde mais les conditions préalables étant particulièrement difficiles à réunir... celle-ci pourrait s’avérer inappropriée voire cynique parce que rappelant trop nos tristes conditions de vie citadine ! A mon très grand regret, je  ne sais pas grand chose de la plus noble conquête de l’homme que je me contente d’admirer lorsque mon chemin croise le sien. 

      


 



         Raymonde Morizot, retraitée BIT 

Baroque:  Style in the Age of Magnificence       

In 2009 an exhibition Baroque, Style in the Age of Magnificence 1620-1800, at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, provided a unique opportunity to discover the fascinating world of Baroque and Rococo.  It borrowed a number of important pieces from National Trust Properties that helped delve deeper into this age of extravagance and learn more about the beautiful gardens, decorative arts, architecture and social history of Baroque.


The exhibition conjured up the majesty of Baroque interiors with a range of objectives including works by Rubens and Bernini as well as furniture from Louis XIV’s Palace of Versailles. It explored one of the central concepts of Baroque, the ‘total work of art’, through which painting, sculpture and architecture come together to create an overwhelming and magnificent experience, designed to engage the senses and celebrate divine and royal power.


Baroque was the first style to have a significant global impact. It spread form Italy and France to the rest of Europe. Then it travelled to Africa, Asia, and South and Central America via the colonies, missions and trading posts of the Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch and other Europeans. The style was disseminated through the worldwide trade in fashionable goods, through prints, and also by travelling craftsmen, artists and architects.


Chinese carvers worked in Indonesia, French silversmiths in Sweden, Italian furniture makers in France. Sculpture was sent from the Philippines to Mexico as well as to Spain. London-made chairs went all over Europe and across the Atlantic. The French royal workshops turned out luxury products in the official French style that were both desired and imitated by fashionable society across Europe. But Baroque also changed as it crossed the world, adapting to new needs and local tastes.

Style in the Age of Magnificence  


Baroque was the leading fashionable style in Europe for a hundred years from the mid 17th century. The period saw not only the establishment of powerful European empires ruled by absolute monarchs but also the growing enthusiasm for art by the wealthy Roman Catholic clergy, especially the Cardinals and Archbishops who were also temporal rulers.  . It was opulent and impressive, dramatic and moving, but also very serious in its purpose. Baroque artists and designers worked in many media and art forms, from painting and sculpture to architecture, interior decoration, gardens and the ephemeral world of theatre and public events. 
The patronage of the Roman Catholic Church was fundamental to Baroque. Promoted by generations of popes, cardinals, priests, missionaries, worshippers and lay-patrons, the style spread to the four corners of the globe. Baroque architecture was pioneered in papal Rome by Pietro da Cortona, Gianlorenzo Bernini and Francesco Borromini. The new style was vigorous and imaginative but never out of control. Borromini’s oval ground plans were based on a dynamic geometry of triangles and circles.  The same geometry lay behind the city plans of Baroque Rome.

 
Human figures played a leading role in all the various art forms, from painting and architecture through to musical instruments and tableware. Allegorical, sacred and mythological beings took over the whole work, turning it into a drama in which the actors strove to convey particular messages and to engage the emotions of the viewer. These figures were put into the service of both faith and dynastic ambition - in emotionally wrought religious paintings, and in heroic portraits of rulers, their heads held high above a mass of billowing drapery.


Throughout Europe, politically significant occasions were marked with public celebrations. These occasions had real national and international importance. Rituals such as coronations or state funerals marked regime change. Celebration - of royal birthdays and marriages, military victories and visits by foreign dignitaries - drew attention to new developments in the nation’s public life.


Music was central to public and domestic life in the Baroque. Baroque music is formal, highly celebrated, richly decorated. It voices the power and wealth of its patrons, just as it fills the spaces of Baroque architecture. Popes and emperors could express their splendour, in church and palace, with the spectacular performance by hundreds of musicians of works commissioned for the venue, or state occasion. 

          The exhibition featured The First Global Style, Art and Performance, Architecture and Performance, Marvellous Materials, The Theatre, The Square, Sacred Spaces, Secular Spaces. Supporting events included talks, conferences and a special series of concerts by students and professors from the Royal College of Music. 
Ita Marguet, ILO retired

Note:  Acknowledgement is given to the brochure Baroque Style in the Age of Magnificence, Victoria and Albert Museum, London, 4 April - 19 July 2009. This text follows a visit to the exhibition in May 2009.
  Robert ‘Rab’ Burns: 250th anniversary of his birth


Known as the Ploughman poet, the Bard of Ayrshire and often in Scotland as simply “the Bard”, Scotland’s favourite son was born during a storm that partially collapsed his parents’ ramshackle Ayrshire farmhouse and almost killed the whole family.  He was the eldest of seven children born to tenant farmers, William and Agnes Burness.

 Marking his humble birthplace, the thatched cottage in Alloway, Scotland, is now a public museum. An inscription reads “Burns Cottage Robert Burns the Ayrshire poet was born in this cottage on the 25th Jan. A.D. 1759 and died 21st July A.D.1796 age 37 and a half years”.
Robert ‘Rab’ Burns

The Bard” had many claims to fame not least his poems and old Scottish songs which he collected. The poet and lyricist was an inveterate ladies’ man and had several affairs.  He was a romantic in the era of Enlightenment and wrote about things close to his heart including his work, his love life and the community in which he lived.  He began as a farmer and had other jobs before writing. The stunning Ayrshire scenery and romantic countryside of Dumfriesshire contributed to the inspiration of his best loved work.

Growing up in rural Ayrshire, he suffered from an untreatable rheumatic condition that contributed to a recurring sense of suicidal despair, and eventually led to his early death. He led a hot-blooded life of libertinage and scandal and his love of the lassies produced poetry, songs and epistles brimming with tenderness, beauty, anguish and joy.  In his short life he fathered around a dozen children to at least four different women. 


Burns struggled hopelessly with the commitment required by marriage and the principle of one true love. He began courting Jean Armour, his future wife, whom he married in 1788, with whom he had nine children but remained in every sense a ladies’ man. He strode the country lanes and town squares of his youth like a stage. His intelligence, his flair for music and dancing, his formidable education and striking good looks engendered a flamboyant personality and dandyish appearance tempered by a masculine earthiness and self-deprecating wit. 

            The list is long but some of his best known poems and songs include Tam O’Shanter, Holy Willie’s Prayer,  Address To A Haggis , Auld Lang Syne,  My Luve is Like A Red, Red Rose and To A Mouse. 
 Auld Lang Syne is sung at New Year celebrations around the globe while special songs and poems are recited via the ritual of Burns Suppers held in Scotland and elsewhere. The tradition was started some years after the Bard’s death by a group of friends and acquaintances who wanted to honour his memory. Burns Suppers have been part of Scottish culture for about 200 years. The format is time honoured and its ritual includes bagpipe playing, a toast to the lassies and a recital of Burns famous poem To A Haggis.
Scottish national poet
From 1786 until 1788 he was a leading figure in Edinburgh society. During a prolonged stint in the capital to get a second edition of his poetry published and boost his profile, he joined a men-only drinking club and came up with an obscene drinking song whose ribald verse went down a storm with its gentlemen members. He also bedded women and wooed many with his personalised verse and romantic walks around Holyrood Park.

Robert Burns became the Scottish national poet.  Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish dialect (1786) won him immediate fame. His poems and songs range from love lyrics to broad humour and scathing satire of the period.  He collected and wrote numerous songs for The Scots Musical Museum (1787-1803) and Select Scottish Airs (1793-1818).


In later years his return to farming was a failure and he took up the drudgery of excise work in Dumfries where he died and was buried at St. Michael’s Kirkyard, Dumfries. Jean Armour’s last son was born on 25 July 1796, the day of “the Bard’s” burial.


Historians, genealogists and Burns biographers have written about the influences on “the Bard’s” life and work. Views and commentary about him still appear and he remains celebrated into the twenty-first century. Many organizations around the world are named after Burns as well as a number of statues and memorials both at home and abroad.  He is commemorated with special stamp issues and on Scottish money notes.  


In 2009 he was be specially honoured in Scotland and elsewhere. The Royal Mint issued a commemorative money coin featuring a quote of Auld Lang Syne and there was a special stamp issue of “the Bard” for the 250th anniversary of his birth. 
Homecoming Scotland 2009

Robert ‘Rab’ Burns is celebrated around the world at this time of year. In 2009 over 300 events and festivals are taking place across the country to revel in Scotland’s rich culture and achievements
An inspirational programme of events and activities was designed to encourage the extended family around the globe to come “home”. It aims to encourage Scots, people of Scottish descent and those who simply love Scotland to come “home” to Scotland and join in a year-long celebration of Scotland’s culture, heritage and Enlightenment.

       … Happy Birthday Rab from all of us in gratitude and love …
Ita Marguet, ILO retired.

Note:    Acknowledgement is given to all sources used in preparation of this text. I attended a concert in Glasgow on 18 January celebrating “the Bard” at the Celtic Connection festival 2009.  This text is dedicated to my brother, Sean, who died in Glasgow on 5 January 2009. 
Timeless Dates

I’m eating a date. I have just bought two hundred grams from a man in a little stand not far from Jaffa Gate, in the Old city of Jerusalem. He has been there ever since I can remember; perhaps with less hair, but always showing the same smile and asking the same question: « What can I give you today my beauty? » 

His gift is that he sings what he sells. His stand boasts a heaping mound of ancestral dried fruits awaiting like offerings to life: apricots, pineapples, plums, figs and dates alongside crunchy pistachios, pecan nuts and almonds and also red, yellow, green, brown and black spices. Fresh sugarcane has just arrived. I look at the exotic shapes and I learn exotic words: halva, cardamom, lokum. Delicious sounds, colorful tastes, delightful memories. 

« Here are your dates », he tells me with his oriental accent so familiar to me. « Something else my beauty? » he continues hastening his words so that he can catch up with his smile.

« That’s all for today », I say, acknowledging his warmth. « God bless you then », he adds as he gives me back the change.

I walk into the Old city. I sit on holy stairs and climb holy towers. Everywhere there are signs, plaques, inscriptions indicating hallowed places and sacred events; holy dates. Timeless dates. I’m eating a generous and pulpy date. It is sweet, it holds my joy, it caresses my palate. My tongue turns into a velvet date. A tender date, without age. Its flesh contains mine. For a moment I sense the embodiment of infinity. If only that sensation would remain for a while.

I take a deep breath, inhaling perfumed and painful stories from the Jerusalem walls. I enter David Street and follow through Ha-Shalshelet Street, one direction but two worlds traversed by the same line: on one side the Jewish quarter, on the other the Moslem quarter. I feel divided as the city but I feel at home. 

As I continue walking through the narrow streets of the souk, I play with the date seeds that I keep in my pocket. One side of the seed is wrinkled, the other side is plain. I hear the corrections of my English speaking friends. « It is not a seed but a pit ». I explain to them that I prefer to call the pit a seed because it is closer to the Spanish semilla, simiente, semen; I can't avoid the presence of my mother tongue. 

The truth is that I am searching for meanings: date, datte, dátil, from Latin dactylus, dedos, doigt; fingers to write, to hold, to plant. When I search for meanings, I find roots, origins, a family of words; a family of wishes and hopes. 

The date skin disintegrates in my palate and the meat vanishes. The hardness of the pit confronts the imperfections of my mouth. I savor it until it tastes of nothingness. I remove the naked pit hidden behind my lips. I contemplate it. I wonder if we have met before. 

True, as a child I did not like to eat dates. Not because of their taste but, because of their shape. At school we called them cockroaches. When dates were served on holidays, we made all sort of jokes and got goosebumps all over. We were still kids but we were already like little Kafkas fathoming the metamorphosis of life.

I take the pit in my hand: it is scented and a bit sticky. The surface is humid. Its essence wears a secret consistency. I recognize our similar intimacy. With gratitude, I bite one more, one more date forever in me.
I reach the crowded Damascus Gate where fresh figs and dates, oranges and grapes are displayed at the entrance like a magical carpet to heaven. Several elderly women sit on the ground  next to  their baskets filled with fruits. They seem to be the guardians of a treasure, crowned by the souvenirs of ancient feasts. Something about them reminds me of the first women on Earth: Sara, Deborah, Dalila, Rachel, Queen Saba, Rebecca, Fatimah, Esther, Miriam reunited, holding each other along the never ending serpentine of life. 

Via Dolorosa, The Cardo, Armenian Orthodox Patriarchate, Qattanin Market, lines of souvenir shops are selling colorful carved ceramic plates depicting biblical scenes with date palms, olive trees, fig trees; all witnesses of the old past, sentinels of the breathing present. 

I leave the Old City of Jerusalem and drive south, traveling along the road to the Dead Sea. An exuberant date palm plantation is surrounded by the unspoiled desert. Perfect rows of ancient trees, one after the other standing straight, supporting the world. Nests of dates hang from the tree tops, radiating generosity and abundance. The sap, at the height of its serenity, irrigates with wisdom the deeply rooted trees facing the Dead Sea banks. I can hear dialogues between heaven and earth, their echoes and prayers meet discreetly here: at the lowest point of the planet. No life is born in these waters but nevertheless the silent salty sea modestly bestows life for people searching for its miraculous healing powers. 

Dates palms, Dead Sea, travelers along the same path. Sweet and salty, two transcendental voices at the lowest point of the planet awakening my consciousness. 


The heat is almost white, transparent. The summer is at its summit. Summer wind beneath my knees, desert wind testing my presence, breaking my skin calling for pleasure. I wish to penetrate the date plantation to steal an embrace from a tree but the barbed wire halts my spontaneous wishes. I stay outside, I behold in detail each date palm ignoring the arrival of the sunset hiding its sunbeam behind its shadows. Right then, I promise myself to collect all the seeds- sorry - all the pits of all the dates I will eat in my life.

I eat still another date, having just bought another two hundred grams. Later, I keep my promise to preserve the pits. One by one I place them in a glass jar. Pits piled in a pit. They lay one upon the other as naked, undernourished bodies, huddled together unable to protect themselves from certain death. A growing mound of tiny bodies shrunk by time gradually fills the empty space of eternity; reminding me to always remember my ancestors’ souls buried in a pit.

Dateless pits, containing my flesh, containing my bones.
Marlyn Czajkowski Zaiden, consultant UNOG 

THÉÂTRE




THEATRE


TEATRO
FANTAISIE POÉTIQUE A DEUX VOIX EN BORD DE MER


LUI

Malheureuse que faites-vous là ?

Ne savez-vous donc pas

Qu’il est interdit,

Interdit,

Formellement interdit,

De prendre des galets

Sur la plage en hiver ?

ELLE

Mais nous sommes en été

Et je ne récolte ici

Que quelques coquillages :

Des bleus,

Des bruns,

Des gris,

Des verts…

LUI

Interdit !

ELLE

Et si vous m’aviez vue

Chapeauté mais dévêtue

Que m’auriez-vous dit ?

LUI

Interdit !

ELLE

Et si j’avais construit

Un beau château de sable

Que les vagues mourantes

Viennent doucement frapper

Jusqu’à ce que,

A sa base rongée,

L’édifice s’effondre

A nos pieds ?

Que m’auriez-vous dit ?

LUI

Interdit !

 LUI

Je dois m’en référer à ma hiérarchie.

Il se fait tard et le ciel brûle.

Voyez venir à pas de loups le châtiment !

Avancez !

Avancez !

ELLE
Pourquoi devrais-je obtempérer ?
LUI

Avancez !

Avancez !

Qui n’avance pas recule.

ELLE

Et s’il me plaît de reculer

Finalement ?

LUI

Interdit !

Interdit !

Interdit !

Observez donc le firmament !

Les étoiles, le jour,

Ne se montrent jamais,

Mais il pleut sans arrêt

De la poussière d’en haut.

Contentez-vous de ces choses infimes.

ELLE

Comme les larmes,

Comme l’oubli,

Comme les grimaces

Que l’on fait pour

Se voiler la face ?

LUI
Et comme ces jeux débiles

Que nous jouions petits,

Quand nous nous prenions

Pour ce que nous n’étions

LUI

Accomplissez  votre destin Madeleine, 
naviguez !

Inventez-vous une  destination,

Consultez  de la documentation, 

Évitez la damnation…

Récapitulez ! 

La pluie pourra cesser, la mer se calmer.

ELLE

Défigurer la planète puis

Remodeler son profil. 

Réinventer des idéologies subtiles.

Changer de billets, de coiffure, 

De costumes-cravates

Et  de vagabondages 

D’un cerveau bien ordonné.
LUI

Taisez-vous ! 

Les étoiles disparaîtront

Dans des trous noirs.

L'esprit deviendra proton, neutron,
hadron… 

Eux seuls, le sauront, le diront. 

Ils  s'approprieront l’autre  autrement,

A l'heure du crash, du flash, 

Du cash…

ELLE

Et du blush ! 

Brillantissime ! 

Accès instantané ! 

LUI  
Ni couleur,  ni odeur 

Ne seront les mêmes 

Dans le  chaos de l’univers.
S’en mettre plein la bouche,  plein l’esprit! 

Ingurgiter,  régurgiter, 

En poussant des petits cris !

ELLE

Go man, go ! 

AGADIR

 CAST OF CHARACTERS

Agatha, an English secretary retired from an international organization 

Abdul, a Moroccan student and part-time tourist guide

The action takes place in Agadir and Essaouira, Morocco, over six New Year days in the early 21st century.

ACT  I

Scene 1
31 December, late evening.  Agatha, in a thin dressing gown, is sitting in a hotel armchair. She has a cigarette in one hand and a large whisky in the other. There is a TV with the sound turned low, but she cannot concentrate so addresses the audience. 

Agatha:  Marry in haste, repent at leisure. That's what they say. 

They may be right.  I don't know. I'm single.  Always have been. But I can say: "Book a holiday in haste, repent at leisure." This trip was clearly a mistake. I didn't take the time to think about it. I was too hasty. And now I'm here, and it's too late. 

I only booked yesterday, you see. It was 30 December, and I suddenly knew I didn't want to be at home for New Year's Eve. Christmas was bad enough, with all the jollity and parties and presents and bad television and kissing and hugging and being festive. I couldn't bear any more "holiday season".  So I booked a last-minute holiday.

The travel agent told me I was very lucky: there was still availability on a special offer from Lyon for Agadir, which was the kind of place that attracted other single people, so I'd find company. (I didn't tell him that was what I was hoping to avoid.)

For some reason I was attracted by the fact that Agadir starts with the first three letters of my name: Agatha. I've never liked the name. But my mother was a fan of Agatha Christie, so she insisted. (My friends - what friends I have - call me Aggie.)  

Anyway, I told the agent OK to Agadir. Too hastily, as I said. Not just because I shouldn't have been so impressed by the name. But also because I should have read the small print. Because although holidays from Lyon are usually much cheaper than from Geneva, the offer didn't seem so good at all after he'd added the airport taxes, the fuel premium, the reservation fee, the extra charge for last-minute booking, the Saturday flight surcharge AND the compulsory New Year's Eve gala dinner, which meant that of course I was not escaping the festivities.

And naturally there was also the single supplement, which makes me specially cross. It seems so unfair. Why should I pay more for my holiday than people who can automatically afford more because they are half of a couple - with two incomes and only one home to pay for between them?  

On top of that, the Swiss franc is much weaker against the euro than it was. 

I almost wish I'd asked Monica to come.  ... 

But only almost.  I wouldn't want to share a room with her again, even if it would have made the holiday much cheaper. When we went to Djerba two years ago, after Dennis died, she always kept the light on when I wanted to sleep. And when she finally put her book down she would drop off immediately and start snoring. Not to mention that she took ages in the bathroom and covered most of it with her pots and potions. Or that she kept on about how much she missed Dennis.

Anyway, here I now am in the Hotel Royal Mirage, Agadir. I've got a room with two single beds and a view from a tiny balcony of a building site and large crane. (OK: and the Atlantic if I look sideways.)

As for the single people I was told to expect, maybe the agent was thinking of the kind of man who comes to Morocco for the coffee-coloured boys. There are two men  who arrived on my plane who I think might fall into that category: a rather fat little bald chap with glasses and a young man with sultry looks, tweedy clothes and a cravat that look really out of place. They weren't sitting together on the bus from the airport - perhaps they'd had a tiff - but it became clear at the "gala dinner" that they are a twosome. So they don't even qualify as singles.

There is also a strange unshaven man in a multi-coloured cardigan. About 50, I'd guess. I heard him speaking fluent French at the reception, but he's reading a book in English about Voltaire. In any case, he seems a bit out of place in the Royal Mirage.

I could have struck up conversation, I suppose, because I often go to Voltaire's home town. Ferney.  Ferney-Voltaire. It’s just across the border from Geneva, and it has a good market on Saturdays.  But he clearly wants to keep to himself. He even had his head in the book at the gala dinner just now. OK, the food was mediocre, and the entertainment lousy, but I think he could have made a bit of effort on New Year's Eve. 

Anyway, never mind. He's not my type. He's probably a teacher or something. And I've never actually read any Voltaire. And then there's the dreary skinny old woman with no buttocks who doesn't use any makeup. She has long grey hair tied back in a bun like a grandmother.  

I say "old woman", though I suppose she’s no older than me.  But they'd better not think they can plonk me down at the same table as her for the rest of the week.  At least I try. I have blonde hair and a stylish cut.  And if people are rude enough to ask, I tell them I'm 49. ... They can believe me or not. I don't care. 

Anyway, there we all were for the compulsory New Year gala dinner, each with a party bag of hats and whistles and masks they handed out as if we were kids. (I didn't want to go, of course, but I was hungry and I wasn't going to throw all that money down the drain.) 

Mr Cardigan was the first to leave. He's obviously not the partying sort. I don't blame him, really. The belly dancer had finished, and we were back to some tuneless wailing to an electric piano from a local in cheap Western clothes. (Surely he could have taken the trouble to put on a djelaba?)  

Anyway, I'm glad Mr Cardigan did leave, because that made it easier for me to make my excuses a few minutes later. I drank up my wine and signed my bill. (The waiter tried to make me sign for a whole bottle, but I soon corrected him on that.) I wished everyone Bonne Année and said I was sorry to leave them before midnight but I had a small malaise.  Useful French word, that. Then I retired to my room and my duty-free. 

Thank God for duty-free. At the hotel's prices, except at happy hour, I'd get less than two whiskies for what I paid for a whole litre at the airport. So now I'm watching people celebrate the new year on German television with the sound turned down. (No English channels here, and for some reason I can't stomach the French ones.) 

I've got a stiff glass of Bell's in my left hand. And a fag in my right. 

I started smoking and drinking the day I retired from the World Health Organization. 

Just to show them.

BLACKOUT

Scene 2

Morning of 1 January.  Agatha is sitting in the hotel breakfast room.
I was the first down today. I suppose everyone except me and Mr Cardigan was partying until the early hours. The breakfast room is rather a mess. Not surprising, I suppose, as they held the gala dinner here. The loudspeakers are still in place. And some of the party hats.

The room is really rather horrible when you look at it. Perhaps that's one reason the atmosphere was so bad last night - apart from the fact that the place was half empty. 

The floor is some kind of imitation marble and the ceiling is propped up by four huge ugly pillars covered in  bronze-coloured mirrors. It's all cold and shiny when it should be warm and welcoming. I suppose this was the modern style when the hotel was built. It used to be a Sheraton, apparently. Now it's showing its age, slumming it with cheap package tourists. Like me. You can tell a hotel's going downhill when there's nothing in the mini-bar. They don't trust people like us not to shovel all the nice little bottles into our bags and leave without paying.  

There's quite a lot of staff around to look after breakfast, even though it's quite early on New Year's Day. More staff than clients, at the moment. They could be clearing up the mess from dinner, but I suppose that's done by different staff. No job flexibility.

As usual when there are too many staff, the service is poor because they are busier talking to each other than wondering if their clients want a cup of tea or coffee.  They did notice me when I arrived, though - just enough to try to stop me sitting near the window. That was a table for four, they said. I insisted, because I wanted some light to read the leaflet on the excursions that Samir handed out at his "welcome reception" yesterday afternoon.  I mean, they didn't need to put me on one of the small badly-lit tables-for-single-people when the place was empty. 

Perhaps I'll confuse the front desk by suggesting they reduce the number of staff to improve the service. They won't understand, of course. I've already complained about my zapper twice in both English and French. I took it down yesterday as soon as I arrived because it didn't work, and they promised to change the batteries and bring it back to my room within half an hour. They didn't, and they still haven't.  I have to kneel on the floor and fiddle with little buttons behind a flap in the front of the telly.

Usually I like buffet breakfasts in hotels, because I can fill up for the day and skip lunch. And stick to my Atkins diet by eating bacon and eggs and sausages and cheese. But this place is big on bread and jam and croissants. The French influence, I suppose. 

And there are chapatis, or whatever they're called, made on the spot by some poor woman dressed up in traditional costume. 

There is no cheese or meat of any kind. The only thing I can eat is scrambled egg. Thank god it's not dry and congealed like it so often is in hotels because of the hot lamps. So I've had two big bowls of scrambled egg, three cups of tea and two cups of coffee. (Getting the tea and coffee took some effort, I can tell you. I don't know why they couldn't leave me some flasks to serve myself.) 

I always start with tea for thirst before proceeding to coffee to get the bowels moving. But I'll have to be careful, because all those eggs will be very "binding", as my mother used to say. I'll eat a pile of salad this evening. If there is any.

I've read Samir's sales leaflet, looking up the places it mentions in the book  Monica's daughter lent me when she drove me to Lyon. The book has sections for "gay and lesbian travellers", ecological tourism, that kind of thing. Not really my style. But the authors seem to know what they are talking about, and would clearly regard me as stupid for coming to Agadir. The place is on their list of Morocco's 10 "lowlights". 

Apparently, all the old city was destroyed by an earthquake in 1960. So now there's nothing but ugly new buildings, a beach, lots of hotels, cafés with menus in German, French and English, and a big souk on the edge of the town. 

I don't mind a bit of beach, but I hate bazaars. I know bargaining is part of their culture, and I know things are still cheap for us even if we end up paying more than they do. But I absolutely can't bear people trying to cheat me while saying they are my friend, that they are giving me a special price, and so on. It's always the same spiel. Give me fixed prices any day. If I want a special price, I'll wait for the sales in Geneva.

Well, it's my own fault if I'm in Agadir. I should have read up on the place. Now I'll just have to make the best of it. Either by sitting on the beach or by the pool for a week, with some Bell's in my hipflask, or by taking some trips. 

Samir's leaflet lists a lot of places starting with a "T": Tiout, Taroudant, Tassila, Tafraout, Tiznit ...  And there's Marrakech, where I wouldn't mind going again, because there was a lot of stuff to see apart from the souk. But Marrakech is a long way, the trip leaves at 5.45 in the morning, and it is very expensive.  In fact, all the excursions are expensive.  Perhaps that's why they sell holidays in Agadir: so that you spend a lot of money to get out of the place.   

Monica's daughter's guidebook actually mentions the high cost of organized trips from Agadir and says you can visit the same places much more cheaply by public bus or taxi. That sounds more like something for young people with backpacks than for someone my ... than for someone like me. But I'll think about it and talk to Samir - though I guess he won't be very pleased if I don't buy any of his day-trips. 

And I won't sign up to any of Samir's evening excursions either. Why pay good money for a soirée berbère in a village miles away, or a lobster evening in the hotel next door, when I can get dinner anyway as part of my holiday?

BLACKOUT

Scene 3

1 January, early evening. Abdul is sitting at a cheap desk studying. He is wearing a t-shirt and jeans. He puts his pen down and turns to the audience.

Abdul:  Samir just called to ask if I was free to look after a difficult English client   who arrived yesterday from France. She didn't want to go on any of the trips he sells, and he’s suggested she might enjoy herself more with a local guide. I should meet her at the hotel to talk about a programme. If we agree, I could work for 25 euros a day, plus expenses and tips, for as many days as she wants until she flies back next Saturday. He would expect five euros a day commission. And - he said with a leer - much more than that if she pays me to work nights. 

Samir makes a big thing of how he helps me out, even though he's my cousin. He knows I need the money for my studies, and because my mother needs medicine. But if he were really concerned he wouldn't demand commission when he gets me jobs as a guide. He can't understand why I don't give up studying to work as a holiday rep, as he has. He says there's far more money in tourism than teaching. And far more fun. 

By fun, he means sex with some of his "pax". (Which is short for passengers or clients.) That's also what he meant about "working nights", even though he knows I would never do that kind of thing. I may not pray five times a day, but I do try to live a clean and honourable life.

So I was very shocked when Samir told me he had sex with foreigners – especially  when I realised they gave him money. I asked him if he didn't feel he was disgracing the family by prostituting himself. He said quickly that it wasn't like that. He didn't really sell sex; his clients just gave him "presents". 

It began eight years ago in Tangiers, where he was studying to be a teacher. He started chatting with some backpacking girls from Denmark to practise his English. In the evening he took them to a place in the souk to smoke kif, and the talk got round to sex. Samir felt rather out of his depth. But the girls were liberated types who said they were fed up with their Danish "new men" being too passive in bed. They were interested in "trying out" some Moroccan men, who they had heard were "very hot".  One thing led to another and the Danish girls had initiated him one at a time over the next few days. They showed him what they wanted, and after they left he started practising his new skills with other Western women.  

Samir never went back to college. He got a job with a tour company and moved first to Marrakech and then home to Agadir. And he sometimes "works nights" with his female "pax". He says the only hard thing is making clear that he is doing them a favour. Otherwise the women expect him to give them a present. 

Samir keeps trying to persuade me to follow his example. And he doesn't just mean giving up teaching. He says it is unhealthy for someone of 21 not to have an outlet for his sex drive, as he calls it. And that I can't expect sex from the kind of Moroccan girls I could introduce to my mother.  (He's right about that, of course.)

He says I should forget the Koran and realise that life is a simple matter of market forces. (Samir used to study economics.) There is a demand, he says, for handsome young men like him and me, and the great thing is that we can supply that demand in a way that mixes business with pleasure. What's more, he says, isn't it rather flattering that European women will give generous presents to Moroccan men for hotter sex than they can get at home? 

I asked him once how he deals with women he doesn't find attractive in any way. Aren't the women who come to Agadir rather older than the backpackers he met in Tangiers?  And what about the European men who come to Morocco for sex? Samir clammed up at that point, and told me to get back to my prayer-mat if that was my attitude. He was only trying to help.

That's what he said today as well, when he rang to offer me work with the Englishwoman who doesn't want to buy his excursions. But he knows how I feel about what he calls fun, so I presume he offered me the job because he doesn't think she's looking for extracurricular activities. His snigger about night work was just a nasty little jibe.

Anyway, at five o'clock I reported to Samir at his desk in the Royal Mirage. (I had swapped my jeans and trainers for a djelaba and sandals. Tourists seem to think we know more about places if we're dressed like that.) Samir phoned his client's room, and she came down. He introduced us - her name's Agatha Wilkins - and we moved to a couple of sofas to discuss a possible programme.

Mrs Wilkins seemed a bit tense and worried. She’s fairly old, I think, though it can be hard to tell with Europeans. She was wearing the kind of T-shirt and shorts that you don't expect to see on an old person, but her face is quite lined. She's not thin and not fat, but she would look better in looser clothes. Her hair is straight and blonde - real or not, I can't tell. It is cut fairly short, but long enough to flap when she moves her head.  She smokes. Perhaps that's what's given her wrinkles.

A waiter - in a fez, of course, to be "authentic" - asked if we wanted anything to drink. I suggested a glass of "Moroccan whisky", which is what guides tell tourists we call mint tea. She said she had some proper Scottish whisky in her room, and that we could have our little discussion over a glass of that on her balcony if I liked. I said the hotel would not like me going to her room. She seemed puzzled for a moment, then seemed to understand. So we ordered two glasses of mint tea, the one for her without sugar. 

After some introductions - she said she works for an international organization in Geneva; I told her I am studying to teach English - we got down to business. She said she was interested in seeing Agadir with a local. And perhaps, if we got on well the first day, in taking a couple of trips later in the week. Samir had said my fee was 25 euros per day, but she knew that the local tradition was to bargain: would I accept 15?

I replied that - unlike in the souk - Samir's prices were fixed. And that some of my fee would go to him as commission. She seemed surprised about that, but also relieved I wouldn't let her bargain. We decided on a "try-out" for tomorrow. I would come to the hotel at 9.30 to show her the real Agadir.

I thought about Mrs Wilkins as I walked home. I don't understand why women her age go on holiday by themselves. If she's a widow, why didn't she come with a friend?  Was she really concerned about money, or did she feel obliged to haggle because she thinks you always have to bargain in Morocco? Is she really interested in seeing Agadir with a local, or just in finding a cheap alternative to Samir's excursions? If that's the case, I can't expect much in the way of a tip. But at least I'll be earning something before term begins. And it should be good for my English.

Scene 4

Agatha’s hotel room. 

Agatha:  I think that was a good idea of Samir's. I liked his cousin. If Abdul is his cousin. Everyone I've ever met in this kind of country seems to have brothers or cousins ready to sell you things you don't want at so-called special prices.  

Anyway, Abdul seems nice. He's polite, he speaks good English, and he's not over-familiar. He's got honest eyes and lovely long fingers with well-kept nails. I liked the way he drank his tea. I think I'll enjoy being shown around by him. It will be better than lying on the beach or sitting by the pool the whole week. And it should work out cheaper than being talked at in French over a microphone and waltzed round sights far too quickly on the way to "workshops" that sell tourist rubbish on which the guides get commission.  Even if he insists on 25 euros a day.

After meeting Abdul I sat on my balcony with a whisky. It was happy hour downstairs, and perhaps I could have gone to the bar to get to know some of the others. But it would be hard getting into conversation, because most of them are couples. In any case, I won't be going on any trips with them, so why bother? And why pay even happy hour prices when I've got a bottle in my room?

Monica thinks I worry too much about money. After all, she says, I do have a pretty good pension from WHO, so I must be better off than most people my age.  But I'm careful, and don't like spending more than I have to. It's probably because I saw how my parents had to struggle when I was a child after the war. I see it as a virtue not to throw money around, and I know my mother would agree. 

My mother would also have had a big breakfast this morning so as not to need lunch. But she wouldn't make sandwiches and slip them sneakily into her handbag, as some women do. And neither would I. That would be stealing.

Anyway, I'm not going to take any criticism from Monica. She's got a large widow's pension from Dennis and her own pension from when she left WHO  after he died.  I wouldn't be so careful if Dennis had married me instead of her. ... And I wish she would stop mentioning my age. She's only two years younger than me.

After my whisky, I went down promptly to dinner at seven. I was quite hungry. The blackboard outside the dining room announced an "international buffet". I was the first one there, and this time I didn't mind them putting me on a small table at the back because it was already dark outside. 

I started with soup. It was labelled "fish soup", though it contained no visible trace of fish and certainly didn't taste of it. Then I had a plateful of salad. Thank goodness for that. I won't get blocked up. And then I had some kind of chicken stew. It was all pretty tasteless, but not downright unpleasant. There were various kinds of sticky cake for dessert, but Dr Atkins doesn't allow me desserts, and there wasn't any cheese.  

So that was dinner.  Except for the wine. That's one little luxury I do allow myself: half a bottle of wine with dinner. I'm not going to buy mineral water, because the hotel charges a ridiculous amount for that. I'll drink water in my room that I've bought from a shop next to the hotel for five dirhams for 1-1/2 litres.  But I shan't skimp on the wine.

Not that it's easy to order wine. First you have to attract the attention of one of the staff to get a drinks menu. But that person won't take the order. You have to wait until you can distract a wine waiter from his conversation with another member of staff. Then he takes the order and goes away. And then, if you're lucky, he comes back with the bottle. You don't even sign at the same time. You have to do that at the end of the meal. It's all incredibly inefficient.

Just like the reception. After breakfast I asked them to fix my fridge so that it can make ice-cubes to go with my whisky. (There aren't any bottles for it to keep cold, but it's wired into the wall and the freezing compartment is so iced up that there's no room for the ice-tray.) They promised it would be fixed by lunch-time. But of course it wasn't. And I still haven't got my zapper back, despite asking again twice.

I'll complain about that on the comment sheet at the end. Not that they'll pay any attention. They probably put them straight in the bin. Although once I did get a nice letter from a hotel manager offering me a free bed and breakfast for two so that he could show me how they had acted on my comments. Of course I wasn't going to go back all the way to Majorca to take him up on that, but it was a nice gesture. 

All in all, though, it's not been a bad day. I haven’t done anything exciting, but I'm feeling more relaxed. I've looked round the facilities. I've gone for a walk on the beach (which is big but a bit scruffy). And I've tried out a lounger by the pool. I had thought I might go swimming, but Samir says the pool is unheated and very cold. Apparently the sea is warmer, for some reason, but I'm not sure if I feel like going in there. It could be nasty underfoot, or there might be jellyfish. And of course I've also met Abdul and sorted out what to do tomorrow. 

Scene 5
Morning of 2 January. Abdul, wearing "Moroccan" clothes, addresses the audience.

Abdul:  I like working as a personal guide. It's much easier than groups, where someone always wanders off, needs a toilet or holds everyone up to haggle for souvenirs. You make less money with just one person or a couple, but you get to know the people and can talk about life in their countries.

That was even true today with Mrs Wilkins - or "Aggie", as she now wants me to call her. I'd feared that she wouldn't be easy. But the day went very well. 

She was smoking in the foyer when I arrived, reading the kind of guidebook I didn't expect from a package tourist. But she obviously hadn't read the "dress code" section, as she was exposing more flesh than they like to see in Agadir - especially on the body of a middle-aged woman.

We said hello, and I asked her if she still wanted to do what we had decided: a visit to the souk. She hadn't wanted to go to there until I told her it was next to the main fruit and vegetable market. And I had promised that I would not introduce her to any friends or relatives who would try to sell her carpets or jewellery. 

She still wanted to do that, so I explained gently that some locals might be offended if she did not cover up more of her legs, and all of her shoulders and upper arms. I must say she took this quite well, and went quickly up to her room to change into a long cotton skirt and long-sleeved blouse. She looked much better like that.

[Agatha enters, dressed as described above, and the two take a few steps together before stopping in separate pools of light, or on high stools, a few feet apart.]

We left the hotel and turned right along Boulevard Hassan II, past the row of tourist hotels. The weather was bright and warm, and Aggie said she was pleased to be away from the snow and ice in Geneva. 

I think she must be quite a lonely person. She was very keen to know more about me. How old was I? How many brothers and sisters did I have? Where did I live? .... The usual kinds of questions. She seemed to need to talk. 

I want to know how old she is, whether  she's been married, how much she earns, and so on. Luckily, tourists make allowances for us being impolite. For example, French people don’t mind Moroccans calling them tu, even if they expect to be addressed as vous at home. No doubt they excuse us our lack of politeness on the grounds that we are more primitive and don't know any better. 

So after answering Aggie's enquiries about me, I said it was my turn. Why had she come on holiday by herself on a day which is so important where she lives?

[Gradual transition to dialogue from individual monologue]

Agatha:   I told him I’d never really enjoyed Christmases or New Years; and that in any case I didn't have much family any more. Or at least no family that I wanted to spend time with. Not since my mother died. And that although my friend Monica had invited me to spend New Year's Eve with her and her daughter, her husband had died two years ago and it would be less fun without him. In any case, we were no longer as friendly as we were.

Abdul:  [to the audience]  That sounded interesting.

[to Agatha]  Why's that?

Agatha: [to the audience]  Well of course, I couldn’t tell him he had no right to ask. I'd been asking him questions, after all. But why should I tell him?

[to Abdul]

Well it's not really your business, Abdul. And it's a long story. Do you really want to know, or are you just making conversation?

Abdul:  I really want to know. People live so differently in Europe. A Moroccan woman your age would never travel abroad by herself.

Agatha:  What do you mean, a woman of "my age"?

Abdul:   Well, I mean a woman you would expect to be married.

Agatha:  You mean, a woman you would expect to be married.

Abdul:  I'm sorry.  Did your husband die too?  Are you a widow?

Agatha:  I've never been married.  I never wanted to.

Abdul:  You never wanted to?!

Agatha:  No. … Well ….  It's not so much that I never wanted to. Rather that I didn't want anybody who wanted me.  Or that I couldn't marry the person I wanted to.

Abdul:  Why not?

Agatha:  [getting a little upset]  Abdul!  It's really rather private. 

Abdul:  I'm sorry.  I didn't want to be nosy.

Agatha:  It's alright. ... Well, OK.  He was married.  It was someone I worked with.  I was his secretary.  We were quite close ... Very close... Especially after his wife died.   

Abdul:   If his wife died, why couldn't you marry him?

Agatha: Well, we stopped working together. He got promoted and started working with someone else. He wanted me to move to his new department, but the secretaries for Directors are a higher level than I was, and anyway they said I was needed in my old job to show the new boss the ropes.  And so he started working with someone else. A friend of mine. Someone a bit younger.  And suddenly he married her.  [Puts her heads in her hands.] .... Even though I would have been so much better for him. I would have looked after him. ... And now he's dead!  [She bursts into tears.] 

Abdul:  [to audience]  I didn't know what to do. It's difficult for us to touch women.

[Approaches, touches her arm, extracts a handkerchief from his djelaba. Suddenly Agatha seizes hold of him and starts sobbing with her head on his shoulder.]

BLACKOUT
Scene 6

Agatha’s hotel room, that evening.

Agatha:  I made a bit of a fool of myself with Abdul. He got me all stirred up about Dennis.  But he was very good about it. Quite comforting, really. He took me to a café and we had a mint tea until I felt ready to carry on. And he paid, which was nice of him. He said he often gets very sad when he thinks about his father. Apparently he was killed last year on a building site.  For a tourist hotel.

After the tea we had a good walk to the market. It was quite a long way, but the weather was bright and it was good exercise.  We passed the King's palace, which was a huge place between the road and the sea, with freshly-painted sentry boxes.  Apparently the King has a palace in every big city. Abdul says he comes to Agadir every summer to go jet-skiing in the bay. 

That's another reason I don't intend to go in the sea. I don't like the idea of some mad person zooming across the bay and running me over. I wonder what would happen if the King cut up someone with his royal jet-ski. Nothing, I presume.

There was a huge McDonald’s opposite the palace. I thought that was a bit odd. The Queen would never allow McDonald's to build a drive-in near Buckingham Palace or Sandringham. I asked Abdul if he thought the King sends his servants across the road to buy a Big Mac when he's tired of couscous. That made him laugh. .... His face is lovely when he laughs.  I get the feeling he doesn't laugh very often.

Abdul:  [standing at the side of the stage]

Tourists always want to talk about our King.  Is he popular?  Does he have all the power, or does he just shake hands and smile like the Queen of England or the King of Spain?  

I don't like talking about that. It's not respectful. But I thought it was really funny when Aggie asked if the King might send out to McDonald’s. I suppose she meant it as a joke. ...  She looked at me very strangely when I laughed.  But she seemed pleased that I found the idea funny.

Agatha:  After the palace, the walk was not what you could call picturesque. The road was wide and rather boring, the pavement was scruffy, and the buildings grey and concretey.  Not very Moroccan, if you know what I mean. Not the kind of buildings you go on holiday to see. 

Abdul:  It’s true that Agadir is not as picturesque as Marrakech. There is little to interest tourists apart from a sandy beach and some cheap shopping.  ("Agadir? - Rien à dire!", I heard a French tourist say into his phone.)  But I like my home city. 

Agatha:  I didn’t mind it not being pretty, though, because the weather was good, and it was nice chatting to Abdul. It was rather sad, of course, because things are hard for him since his father died. They didn't get any compensation for the accident, and his mother is not very well. So she needs money from Abdul - even though he is studying to be a teacher. … I do hope he is not stringing me a story in the hope I will give him some money. But I don't think so. He really does seem to be a nice honest boy.

The market is opposite a big dusty car park which Abdul says is where you take "collective taxis" to various places. He asked if there was anywhere particular I wanted to visit.  I said I'd think about it, after seeing how today goes. But I know already that I want him to take me on a trip or two. I like talking to him. Is it wrong to feel cheerful because someone else is worse off than you?  I'll try to make him laugh a bit more. He’s got a very nice smile. And nice teeth.

Abdul:  Aggie really enjoyed the markets. Especially the fruit and vegetable sections, the poultry stalls, and the hardware stands, where nobody tried to sell her anything. The stallholders don't bother to try to sell tourists 10 kilos of oranges or five cauliflowers. Or chickens slaughtered and plucked before their eyes. Or plastic buckets. Aggie was happy taking pictures. Boys sitting among huge piles of vegetables, trimming them for sale. Mountains of fruit. And so on. 

And she really liked the spice stalls, with all their coloured powders carefully smoothed into cones. ...

Agatha:  Like coloured slagheaps, they were. .... Red and orange and brown and yellow. And lots of strange knobbly things.  Ginger I recognised, but nothing else. Very picturesque. I hope my photos come out. 

But then the sales talk started. They think tourists will buy spices. And of course some do. And some even use them when they get home. But I don't do much cooking. It's too much trouble just for myself. And anyway I'm not sure I would buy a shovel-full of powder which has been sitting out in the open like that for goodness knows how long. There might be insects in there. … Perhaps I could have bought some as a present for Monica. …

On one stall they got a bit fresh. "Deutsch, français? Where do you come from? ... Oh, English! English nice people! David Beckham. Tony Blair. Elton John. .."  Did I want some "Moroccan viagra for women", the guy asked.  I didn't know viagra was for women, I replied. Oh yes, the man said. For women too. It makes you "climb the walls": I should try it. I don't need that, I said. 

Abdul:   Aggie seemed rather offended. That surprised me, because I thought Europeans were very laid back about such things. Even the older ones. I’ve seen them shrieking and laughing and nudging – and buying the stuff “just to try it”. … I wonder what Aggie meant when she said she didn’t need it.

Agatha:  The bazaar was absolutely huge – row upon row of stalls selling shirts and jeans and shoes and children's clothes. Most of it was just modern European style,  not Moroccan. Except for the women. Most of the women wear traditional clothes, while the men wear Western trousers and trainers. There were very few stalls selling ceramics and lamps and brass and all the other stuff that tourists usually take home. Which was fine by me. ... But then I tripped over a step.

Abdul:  And her sandal strap broke and she sprained her ankle.

[Abdul comes from the side of the stage and the scene is acted out, although each  character continues to address the audience.]

Agatha:   Not a bad sprain, but it was painful to walk. Anyway, Abdul took charge very efficiently. He picked up the broken shoe and helped me hobble to a little cobbler's stand nearby. I sat down on a low stool, and Abdul showed the sandal to the cobbler. I asked the man how much it would cost to mend. He said he would do the job, and then I would decide. That’s just the kind of answer I hate. But Abdul told me not to worry, so I calmed down and decided I would rely on him to make sure that I got a good price when the sandal was repaired. 

Abdul:  And then I knelt in front of her and asked where it hurt.

Agatha:  I showed him. 

Abdul:  I’d never touched a woman’s feet before.  But I thought I could help.  "May I ...?"

Agatha:   ....he asked.  I nodded.  And he put his two brown thumbs next to each other where it hurt and started making gentle circular movements which became slowly firmer and firmer.  … He has beautiful fingernails.  

Abdul:   I did what my mother did to me when I jumped off a wall and hurt my foot.  I sent energy through my fingers into the part that was hurting. I could feel a lump just below the outside bone of her ankle, and I massaged it back into her foot. …  

Agatha:   He just pushed the pain away.   The pain just disappeared.  My foot felt burning hot.  It was … lovely.  

Abdul:   She actually has quite pretty feet. And pretty toenails.

BLACKOUT

Scene 7

Late afternoon the next day, 3 January. Agatha addresses the audience, standing or perched on a high stool.

Agatha: After that I called it a day. I could have gone on, after Abdul’s treatment, but  I felt a bit churned up and unsettled. It was a bit wasteful, because I was paying Abdul for the day, and I couldn’t really pay him less if it was me who was giving up. But I told him I’d decided to spend the rest of the day at the hotel. He’d been very good, and I’d liked being with him, but could we go now?

First we had to pay for the repair. The cobbler had done it very well. I’d watched him take the sole apart, and re-glue and re-sew all the straps. So how much did I owe him, I asked. He told me to give him what I thought. Oh how I hate answers like that!  I asked Abdul to help me decide. He told me to give what the repair was worth to me. 

At first I thought that was a stupid answer.  I said: “No, I want to know what it costs.” Because of course prices are so much lower in Morocco than in Geneva. But then he said I should think more of what the service was worth to me than what it would cost a Moroccan. So I bit my lip and handed over the equivalent of about 15 francs. That could have bought me a new pair of sandals in the market, of course, but nothing at all  in Geneva.  I was happy and the cobbler was happy. That's the way it should be.

[Aggie puts on her sandal.]

I could have walked by myself, because he had really cured my sprain, but Abdul offered me his arm and I took it. I pretended to limp, so that people wouldn’t think it strange. He felt very strong. I felt very good.

As soon as we got out of the market, Abdul stepped into the road and hailed a little green taxi. He got in the back with me, and soon we'd arrived at the hotel for less than the cost of a single bus ride in Geneva.

He’s quite a gentleman, Abdul. He got out quickly so that he could open my door and help me out. He gave me his hand, and again I felt heat pouring into my body from his. It was really quite a lovely feeling.

I took it easy in the afternoon by the pool. My foot was fine after Abdul's treatment, but I still felt rather shaken up. Never mind.  I enjoyed myself. 

Usually I find it quite hard to spend time doing nothing. I always feel I should be cleaning or tidying. Or reading. Or doing something enriching. I start feeling guilty. My mother used to say that we only have a limited time on this earth, and that it was a sin to waste any of it. But is it a sin to lie back and enjoy the sunshine and the sky? Well I don't care if it is, because it certainly made me feel good.

And it felt good seeing Abdul again this morning. He arrived at 10.30 as arranged, and he came with a small bouquet of flowers! 

[Abdul enters with the flowers and acts out what is described.] 

He'd also brought a little bottle of oil for my ankle. I told him it was better already, but he insisted I remove my shoe and sock. So I did what I was told. And I don't know what the oil was, but it felt wonderful. The heat from his fingers went right up my legs. ... That boy has got such clever hands. He could make a career as a masseur.

Then we set off for our day. First of all Abdul took me to the fort, which we would have visited yesterday if I hadn't had the problem with my foot. Across the mountainside is a huge inscription in Arabic to the glory of Allah. Abdul said it was written on top of thousands of houses that had been buried by the earthquake. This made me rather queazy. But the view of the bay from the top was really splendid. I took deep breaths, looked up and down and around, and felt ... very strange and excited. 

Abdul:   She closed her eyes, raised her head to the sky, and opened her arms high and wide. The wrinkles disappeared from her forehead ... She looked almost young.

Agatha:  ... And I took Abdul by the hand. 

Abdul:  ... And she took me by the hand.

Agatha.  I felt close to him.  There were thousands of dead people under our feet. But somehow that made me want to hug him and kiss him in full view of the sky and sea.

Abdul:  And then she dropped my hand, gave me a funny look, and said "What next?"  [Pause.]  I took her to my mother's.  ... I do that sometimes with private tourists.  They like the idea of visiting a "real Moroccan home". My mother sits them down, serves them  tea and little things to eat, and smiles. They smile back, take photos, and leave behind a few coins or small notes. 

Agatha:  He hadn't told me he was going to take me to where he lived. We simply arrived in front of a little house to be welcomed by a rather ill-looking woman. We sat on little stools in a tiny front room, and she left Abdul to make me mint tea. He remembered that I don't take sugar.  His mother - I presume it was really his mother - came back a few minutes later with a tomato and onion salad, some kind of home-made chapati (or whatever they call it), and six oranges still with leaves on.  

That was tricky for me. Dr Atkins doesn't allow me any bread, and hardly any tomatoes. And oranges are a definite no-no. But I decided to taste a bit of each out of politeness. Abdul would have been offended if I had refused. His mother didn't speak French or English, but she tried to make conversation by gesturing and by using Abdul as an interpreter when necessary. She pointed at my ankle. Abdul must have told her about that. I said that Abdul had solved the problem with magic hands he must have got from her. She smiled, and said that Abdul was a good boy. He would make someone a good husband. Abdul seemed to blush at having to interpret that.

Abdul:  It was a mistake taking Aggie home.  My mother got completely the wrong idea. She’s nearly blind, so she did not see how old Aggie is. But I was surprised. I didn't think she’d want me to marry a foreigner even if she were my age. I told mother to stop that kind of talk, and Aggie that it was time to go.

Agatha:  I didn't know what to do. Should I leave some money? Would she be offended if I did? Would she be offended if I didn't? I decided to leave a 10-euro note discreetly under a mat on the table. I don't care if it was too much. The woman looked ill, and I don't mind helping to pay for some medicine.

Abdul:  There is a shopping centre for tourists near our home, so I took Aggie there. Fossils, crystals, robes, cheap jeans and CDs, perfumes sold in plain bottles to the formulas of famous names. But Aggie wasn't interested, so I took her to the beach.

Agatha:  I asked why his mother seemed so keen for him to get married. I supposed it was because she just couldn't wait to get grandchildren. Abdul went quite quiet before saying finally that she knew she was going to die soon and wanted to be sure that he had someone to look after him. That put rather a dampener on the atmosphere.

Abdul:  But then Aggie started enjoying the beach. She took off her shoes and started paddling along the shore, stepping on the sand just where it met the waves and watching as the sea came in and removed all trace of her footprints.

Agatha:  And I remembered something that my brother and I used to do at the seaside; something my mother always scolded us for.

Abdul:  She knelt down, away from the waves but where it was still a little damp, and started piling up sand to make what looked like a shallow closed coffin pointing down towards the sea.

Agatha:   "Come on, Abdul, you make one too," I said.

Abdul:  I didn't know what she was doing, but I did as I was told, so there were soon two coffin-shaped sandcastles side by side. ... Aggie was smiling and laughing and enjoying herself like a child.  And then I saw that she had started sculpting the coffin into the shape of a woman, feet pointing towards the waves. A naked woman. 

Agatha:  "And you must do a man," I told him.

Abdul:  I didn't want to make a naked man, so I did sort of sand sculpture of myself lying flat on my back in my djelaba. I thought the face turned out quite well.

Agatha:  I think Abdul was a bit shocked by my naked woman - especially when I used some pebbles for the nipples and tummy button, and some seaweed for the pubic hair. He was too shy to do a naked man, so he spent a lot of time doing the head - which really looked quite like him - and then simply smoothed down the rest of the pile in the shape of his robe. Then he planted his sandals to serve as feet.

Abdul:  She laughed at what I did with my sandals, but said I was cheating. 

Agatha:  "That's too easy," I told him.  "Michelangelo didn't hide  David under a dress."  ... I don't think Abdul had heard of Michelangelo. But he got my meaning.

Abdul:  "Come on," she said. "I want to see his body."  I felt really embarrassed, especially as the head was a sort of self-portrait. If I started scraping off his clothing, it would be like undressing in front of her. She would be seeing my body.

Agatha:  He was really reluctant. So I took the lead and started patting the sand into shoulders and chest. "Come on, Abdul," I said. "You start at the bottom."  

Abdul:  So I removed the sandals and started to shape feet out of sand, which is not very easy unless you spread them out each side like a duck. And then I moved on to the calves.

Agatha:  I gave him really strong upper arms, and found a few small bits of grass for under-arm hair.  ... I wonder if Abdul is a hairy man or a smooth man. ...

Abdul:  Aggie seemed to really enjoy herself on the chest. And then she spent a long time on what she called a "six-pack".  She also seemed to be breathing fast and getting a little pink. I decided this game was getting out of hand. So I spread some more sand over the middle of the body and smoothed it left and right into what I said was a towel.

Agatha:  "Oh no you don't," I told him. "You're not getting away with that!" He was chickening out. He hadn't even finished the legs.

Abdul:  She was getting really steamed up. She crawled round to the legs on all fours and started on the thighs. And then suddenly I realised what she would do next. I had to stop her.  "OK," I said. "Let's give him swimming shorts."

Agatha:  "No, he's not wearing shorts!" I shouted. And I thrust my hands between the legs and started to mould a penis and balls.

Abdul:  "No no no! You mustn't do that," I cried.

Agatha:  And he got up, kicked the sand figures until they were completely destroyed and walked off in fury. "Abdul!  Abdul!" I cried. "I'm sorry.  Please come back."  But he didn't.   I was left all by myself on the beach.

BLACKOUT

 ACT  II

Scene 1   Morning of 4 January, Agatha’s hotel room.

Agatha:  I sat on the beach for more than an hour, hoping Abdul would come back.  I felt a bit stupid, because I didn't have a beach mat or anything to read. But no Abdul.  I suppose I'm ashamed of myself.  I shouldn't have teased him.  Perhaps he's a bit sensitive about such matters. I just got a bit carried away. I didn't realise he was about to blow up. ... He normally seems so calm.

In the end I walked back to the hotel and sat by the pool until dinner with too much whisky and too many fags.  When Samir opened his desk, I told him what happened – more or less - and asked him to apologise to Abdul for me. I do hope he's not too offended.

Abdul:  I've never lost my temper with a client before.  But I was just so shocked. How could she start shaping ... private parts ... on a body attached to my head?  And she seemed so, well, excited. ... 

I wonder if she has ever had sex. I suppose she has. I've read that most people in the West are not virgins when they get married. So I suppose a lot of people who don't get married don't remain virgins either.

Anyway, Samir rang me last night to ask what the hell was going on. Apparently Aggie had just gone to him and asked him to say sorry for her. She hoped I would work with her today, and looked forward to seeing me at 10 o'clock. (Looks at watch.)  That's about now.

But I do have some pride.  I told Samir to tell her I had decided to do some studying today, but that I will come go to the hotel at 6 o'clock to get my money. If she apologises, and wants to see me tomorrow, then we can arrange that then. If not, then we shall just say goodbye. 

The funny thing is, I dreamt about Aggie ... It’s rather embarrassing. I don't now how old she is exactly, but she is much much older than me, and she's not very beautiful. … But it was a ... [looks down, embarrassed] ... very ... sexual dream.  She and I were rolling around naked in the sand. She put her hands between my legs ... and pulled me into her. It felt absolutely wonderful. ... I wonder if it feels like that in real life. If it does, I can understand what all the fuss is about. ... 

Anyway, I woke up with stained sheets. I washed them myself just now when my mother went to the market. ... And now I wish I had agreed to work for Aggie today.

Agatha:   Abdul is obviously in a huff. He told Samir he would come to the hotel for his money this evening, and we could discuss then whether he should work with me again before I go home. I've got to amuse myself today. Monica's daughter's guidebook says I should experience a local hammam, with massage and everything. The hotel one is very expensive. So I'll get an address from the concierge.

[Pause.]

I wonder why he got so upset. I thought we were getting on so well. ... I suppose it's because I was getting a bit naughty.  

...
I haven't had sex for quite a while. Years, in fact. I went a bit wild after Dennis married Monica. And I did have a few unsatisfactory encounters through some Lonely Hearts ads. But I haven't had anything at all in that direction since that Irish consultant on smoking got me tipsy in the pub. Kieran, that's what he was called. And that must be ... ooh ... nearly five years ago. A wonderful advert for WHO he was!  Smoking and drinking and unsafe sex. ....

But spending time with Abdul has somehow stirred all that stuff up. ... Of course, it would be ridiculous to think of going to bed with him. I'm old enough to be his mother ...  [calculates ...] ... his grandmother.  ... Oh my god!  In any case, even if he's gorgeous and I would like to go to bed with him, there's no way he would want to go to bed with me. I mean, I keep myself smart, as I said, but my body's not what it was. Why would he want me when there are so many beautiful young girls around?  I mean, he's handsome and attractive, and he must have had girlfriends at his age ... Mustn't he?  ... Unless he's … gay!  

Oh dear. I wonder if that's it. I read somewhere that it's illegal in countries like Morocco - even though there must be a lot of it about. I mean, it's not just cultural, is it? Whatever that French prime minister woman said about English men. There must be gay men everywhere. Some men are born like that. ... 

That must be it. That's why Abdul got so upset. I'll have to apologise. I've got nothing against gays. The ones I know are very nice.  And of course I'm the first to understand why they are interested in men's bodies rather than women's…. It's men who are interested in women that I don't understand. 

BLACKOUT

Scene 2   Around 5.45 p.m. the same afternoon. Agatha is in her hotel room with a glass of whisky.

Agatha.  Ooooh!  I had an amazing afternoon.  The man at the reception - who still hasn't got my zapper or my fridge fixed, and can’t understand why I’m getting  impatient - gave me the card of a great hammam, and I took a little taxi there all by myself. He told me to mention his name. (Which presumably means he will get a commission.  But why not?)

It wasn't really a totally local place like the book recommends. It seemed to be for  wealthy locals and Germans, to judge by the notices. They even took credit cards and had a hairdresser's. But actually I was pleased it wasn't too authentic. It meant I didn't feel so stupid when they had to show me the ropes. I was quite relieved about that.

I decided to go for the full monty. Steam bath, scrub, "relaxing massage" … the works. It wasn't as cheap as I’d expected, but it was much less than at the hotel. And anyway I haven't got Abdul to pay for today, so I thought I’d treat myself. ... Oh, Abdul.  He'll be along soon.  I do hope he'll agree to take me somewhere tomorrow. ...

Anyway,  the people at the pay desk gave me a pile of little sachets and towels, a thin sort of gown, and a scrubbing glove, and introduced me to a young woman called Fatima who pointed me in the right direction and looked after me. 

The first bit, after getting undressed and handing in all my clothes at a desk, in a sort of cloakroom, was getting hot and sweaty in a little round steam room and pouring metal bowls with really hot water over your head.  There were two other women in there - one of them German, I think, and another a younger local. I was glad to see that their bodies were far from perfect, too. So I didn't feel too shy about hanging up my gown and joining them completely naked. Not a stitch!

After about 20 minutes, Fatima took me to the scrubbing area. That was a much bigger circular room where several other women were sitting round the edge scrubbing  and sluicing themselves. Fatima introduced me to my scrubber, a rather large woman of about 40, I’d guess, who didn't speak a word of French or English. I handed over the glove and a sachet of goo they'd given me at the cash desk.

The first bit was no problem. She lathered me all over in a firm and pleasant way. But then she started scrubbing. My god she was strong! When she got to my breasts - which I think are still a good feature, and not in bad shape - she pulled each nipple and scrubbed above, below and to each side. They're a little bit tender now. 

When she arrived between my legs she paused. I realise now that she was waiting to see if I wanted to handle that part of my body myself. But I was a bit slow on the uptake, and  just smiled.…Then she rinsed off the mat and gestured me down onto my side. I felt like one of those huge women with holes in by Henry Moore.  

And then she sort of leapt astride me and started stretching and pulling and pushing and twisting me into all sorts of positions and knots. I thought my spine would snap. Finally she slapped me on the thigh, got me back on my feet, emptied some more pails of water over me and indicated that the torture was over. 

Then Fatima appeared and led me back to where I’d left my clothes. I assumed that was the end. But no. I was led upstairs to a room with sofas and a small bar and several cubicles. Of course! I hadn’t had my "relaxing massage" yet. 

And when I had it, it really was. ... Relaxing, I mean. Two very pretty girls in white  helped me out of my gown, and took turns to massage beautiful-smelling oil into me. Firmly, but not too firmly, and at the same time very gently. There was soft music in the background, and it all felt so peaceful that I dozed off several times. It was wonderful. When it was over, I got dressed and sat in one of their sofas sipping mint tea. (It took some time for them to understand that I can only drink it without sugar, but they finally got it.)

Well, that was my afternoon. I left the girls good tips - even the one who had tortured me - and came back here feeling like a new woman. All clean and naked and sensitive and ... well, vulnerable.  And somehow young.  And now I’ve got to meet Abdul in reception.  

Abdul:  Aggie was all pink and glowing when I met her. She told me she’d just come back from a hammam, and that she felt like "a peeled grape". I'd never heard the expression before, and asked her whether that felt good. "Oooh yes," she said. "I feel all tender and clean and juicy."  She was smiling in a very happy, calm way, and didn't seem as wrinkled as on previous days. And she wasn't smoking.

Agatha:  I told him straight away that I was sorry for offending him yesterday by what I had done on the beach. I’d only meant it as a bit of fun.

Abdul:  [to audience] For some reason that reminded me of what Samir means when he talks about "fun".  It gave me a prickly feeling between the legs.

Agatha:  And if that kind of fun is not your cup of tea, then I'm sorry. It takes all sorts.  I've got nothing against homosexuals.

Abdul:  What was she talking about homosexuals for?  

[to Aggie]:  Why are you talking about homosexuals?

Agatha:  (realising that she might have made a mistake or gone too far)  

No reason! Just an example. I just wanted you to know I'm broadminded…What I mean is, I'm really sorry if I offended you. 

Abdul:  I accepted her apology. She seemed genuinely sorry.

Agatha:  So will you take me on an excursion tomorrow?

Abdul:  She told me that she'd been reading her guidebook and wanted to go to Essaouira, which sounded really special.  Could we go there?  I said that Essouira was very beautiful, but quite far. The best way would be by a collective taxi from near the market. It would cost a little more than the public bus, but be much faster.

Agatha:  So that was settled. I'm looking forward to that.

BLACKOUT

Scene 2   Essaouira, lunchtime 5 January.  

Agatha:  Essaouira is aMAZing. We've just had a fantastic lunch for hardly any money.  And Abdul has gone to find a hotel for us!   

That's not like me at all. I wouldn't normally pay for a hotel room when I've already got one paid for. But Essaouira is so beautiful that I couldn't bear staying only two or three hours before starting back. And Abdul says he will be able to find somewhere for only a few euros. All I'll have to do is buy a toothbrush and some toothpaste.  I haven't got a change of underwear, but what the hell? My mother wouldn't approve, but so what? I'm not a child. If I want to wear dirty knickers, I'll wear dirty knickers. And if I don't want to wear dirty knickers, I'll wear none at all!

I think Essaouira is bringing the barriers down between me and Abdul. Actually, it was the taxi that did it. You see, each car starts up only when it has found six passengers, on top of the driver. The cars are only made to take four passengers at the most. But they put two people in the single seat, and four jammed up in the back. 

At the taxi park, drivers were shouting out the names of various destinations. We found one where a man crying "'Souira" had already lined up four passengers. One woman covered almost totally in black had already claimed the window seat on the left, while two young Moroccans in jeans and an old man in a djelaba were hanging around waiting for the rest of the passengers before getting in. Abdul spoke to the driver and negotiated the front, which seemed to disappoint the young men.  

Abdul got in first, to the right of the driver, trying to leave me as much of the main part of the seat as possible. And I pulled the door in after me and leant as hard as I good against the window. But as soon as the driver started the car, he insisted that Abdul squeeze up against me so that he could get to the gear lever. So Abdul made some room by putting his right arm around my shoulder over the back of the seat. That felt a bit odd, at first. But I soon got used to it because I had to. There was no choice. And of course I didn't worry that it was inappropriate because I'd decided that Abdul was probably gay. 

After we'd got out of Agadir, we started going quite fast. And then the road began winding as we went round and over the hills along the coast. There were a lot of hairpin bends which the driver took quite fast. And of course that pushed us together back and forth - first towards the door, and then towards the driver. At first we both tried not to lean too heavily on each other, but that's agony on the muscles. And then I thought to myself "Sod it, Aggie! Relax! You're on holiday!"  I put my mouth against his left ear and whispered: "I think it will be more comfortable if we go with the flow."  I stopped trying not to lean against him, unclenched my tummy muscles and let gravity - or centrifugal force (or whatever it is) - push my body into his. 

I don't know what he understood by “going with the flow” - and I'm not quite sure what I meant by it, if I'm honest - but there was a definite reaction. He sort of nuzzled up to me and blew on my neck in a way that made me feel quite certain that he is not gay.

Abdul:  It was really strange. She suddenly put her lips against my ear.  It was quite ... well, I think "erotic" is the word.  By chance I was thinking of the dream I had last night... She said something about going with the flow. And - I don't think I imagined it - she gave my ear a little kiss at the end of the sentence.  That made my hairs rise all over my body. I looked at her.  I couldn't focus because we were so close, but I could see that she was smiling. I leant my head on her shoulder, and she put her left hand on my right knee.

After that I stopped trying to prevent myself leaning into her. ... In fact, when we turned a corner I deliberately held onto her with the arm that was around her shoulder and put my head against hers. 

Agatha:  There was a definite reaction from the other people in the car.  I'd thought they were all asleep. Or senile, or concentrating on the driving, or murmuring passages from the Koran. Or being sick. (One of the young men had vomited into a plastic bag, which made the car smell disgusting..) But I felt their eyes boring into Abi and me. The driver started shooting us dirty looks.  ... 

Abdul: When we arrived at the taxi park in Essaouira, Aggie was asleep on my shoulder, her left hand on my right thigh. I woke her gently. She seemed quite dopey, kissed me on the cheek, said "good morning!", got out of the car, and stretched. Actually, it wasn't morning any more, but I didn't say anything.

Then another taxi drew up, and spilled out its passengers. One of them was wearing a multicoloured sweater, and had a book in his hand. Obviously not a Moroccan. He seemed to recognise Aggie, because he gave half a wave to her and said "hello". He was by himself, and seemed to want to get her attention, but she ignored him. 

Agatha:  It was Mr Cardigan from the hotel, and it seems he's English. But I didn't want to talk. I had sunglasses on, which made it easy to pretend not to recognise him. Though of course I could hardly not recognize him, because he was still wearing that multi-coloured zip-up thing he never seems to take off, however hot it is. Anyway, I was with Abi. I didn't want to waste time with anyone else.  

Abdul:  She took my hand, and we walked to the old town.

Agatha:  "This is pretty ugly," I said. "I hope it isn't all like this." He told me not to worry. I'd soon see.  And I did. It's fantastic, Essaouira. You turn a corner, go through a gate in the city wall with donkeys tied up outside, and there you are. There's a long main street with stone flagstones and little shops either side.  And then you come to squares and open-air cafés and white walls and green shutters. And a castle with ramparts next to the sea. And sea-gulls. And this lovely seaside smell. 

Abdul:  The first thing we did was walk to the port and the fort. I told Aggie the battlements had been used by Orson Welles to film Othello. She seemed impressed - perhaps because she didn't think a Moroccan would know about Orson Welles or Shakespeare. Well, I suppose most Moroccans wouldn't. But it's the kind of stuff that tourist guides have to learn. 

Then we ate at one of the outdoor restaurants near the fish market. Tourists often get ripped off, because the staff persuade them to throw in a lobster or other expensive stuff and then exaggerate the weight. But they didn't do that to us because I was there. She ordered some white wine and insisted that I have a glass. I don't drink, and told her I preferred water. But she wanted to show me how good it was to drink white wine and eat fish in the fresh air. After all, she said, wasn't it hypocritical for Morocco to make good wine and expect its population not to drink it? So I had a glass. It tasted strange at first, but it's true, it was good.

Aggie really enjoyed the meal. She said she’d never tasted fish so fresh. She squeezed up next to me on the trestle bench, threw back her head to catch the sun, and said she wanted to stay the night and go back tomorrow. Could I find a cheap hotel? Would I be able to stay too, or would I have to go home to my mother?

I said I wouldn't mind staying the night, but that I wouldn't need a hotel room as I had a friend who would put me up. I could find her a cheap room, but she mustn't expect anything like the place in Agadir.  Aggie said she'd prefer me to stay in the hotel with her. Separate rooms, of course. She would pay.  

Agatha:  "You go off and book us some rooms while I sit here and enjoy the sun," I told him. And he did.  He got up, smiled and me, and told me he'd be back in 15 or 20 minutes.  He looked so handsome as he walked off. ...

But no, I must stop getting stupid ideas about Abi. He's a clean-living boy who couldn't possibly be interested in me.  I should know better at my age.

BLACKOUT

Scene 4    Later that afternoon.  Abdul and Agatha address the audience from opposite sides of the stage..

Abdul:   It was very easy to find rooms. I know the concierge at the Hotel Atlas at the back of the old town. I told him I was accompanying an Englishwoman and that I wanted one good room with a good-sized bed and facilities and a simple single room nearby. He raised an eyebrow enquiringly, but I said quickly I was just working for her as a guide. He gave me the rooms very cheaply and told me he would charge Aggie the price that was pinned up on the doors. We would share the difference. This is normal practice in my business, but somehow I didn't want to play that game with Aggie.

Anyway, I went back to the open-air restaurant, where she was drinking a coffee and smoking, and took her to the hotel. Her room was very simple, but she was delighted by the view over the sea. And she tested the bed and said it would be fine.

Agatha:  It wasn't exactly a double bed, but it was certainly not a single bed. It was what I suppose you call a "queen-size". I felt surprisingly pleased about that.

Abdul:  And then I showed her around Essaouira.  The ramparts, the squares, the art galleries, the carpet shops, the wood workshops. ... 

Agatha:  We went into a kind of tunnel through the houses from the main square to the ramparts, and on the left hand side there was a shop with sculptures of this beautiful wood - from roots, the man said. Most of the pieces were simply polished shapes that were just beautiful in themselves. But some of them had the shape of  loving couples. Shoulder to shoulder, embracing, hip to hip. I've never really gone for that kind of art. It's often rather kitschy. But these pieces were really beautiful and sensuous. There were price labels – something you don’t see very often in Morocco - and the prices seemed reasonable. I asked Abi which one he liked best, and it was the same one I liked. So I bought it. Without bargaining. Then I took it back to the hotel, polished it with toilet paper, and put it on the little table near the window in my room.

Abdul:  It was getting late in the afternoon, so I asked Aggie whether she needed me any more. I thought I could go to the mosque and see my friend Mohammad.

Agatha:  That took me by surprise. I was shocked. I hadn't counted on him wanting to amuse himself this evening. And I certainly didn't want him to go. I wanted to go shopping with him. I wanted to buy him a present. I wanted to have dinner with him.

[Agatha turns to Abdul and addresses him directly across the stage.]

Please stay with me, Abi. If it's about money and your time, of course I'll pay you for the evening. Would 10 more euros be alright?  ...[A bit desperately] Twenty? Twenty-five? Double time for evening work?  [She laughs nervously.] But I'd like you to spend the evening with me.

Abdul: [to the audience] This was a terrible misunderstanding.  I didn't want any more money.  And I didn't want her to think I did. If she wanted me to stay with her, I would. But what made me shudder was the phrase "evening work". That reminded me of Samir's "night work". I'm almost sure she doesn't want to "buy" me like that. But I don't even want to think of Aggie in terms of money. ... 

And she called me "Abi"! … That's what my father used to call me.

Agatha [continuing to implore Abdul from the other side of the stage]

And I need your help to buy a toothbrush and toothpaste. ... And a djelaba.  

Abdul:  I explained quickly that I didn't want any more money, that I would happily spend the evening with her if she wanted, and help with her shopping. But if she didn't mind, I would appreciate some time to visit the mosque and say hello to my friend. So that's what we agreed. We went shopping. And we agreed to meet for dinner. I know a place I think she'll like.

[Abdul leaves the stage.]
Agatha:  I should have been a bit more thoughtful, of course. I should have realised he might want some time of his own. I wonder if he really wants to go to the mosque. But I'm glad it wasn't about money. Even though I would be happy to give him more. He's been so good and kind. We got the toothbrush near the main square, and he helped me buy a white djelaba in a shop on the main street for what seemed like a good price. I can use it as a nightdress, and it will be a nice souvenir.  As I could find my way back, and he was near his friend's house, we parted there and agreed to meet at eight.  On my way to drop off my djelaba, I bought Abi a present.  I can dress up like a Moroccan, and he can look like an American cowboy.

After that I walked to the ramparts, because Monica's daughter's guidebook says Essaouira is famous for the sunset from there. There were a lot of tourists with cameras. And it's true. It really is very beautiful. The changing colours of the sky, the blues, the greys. Then the orange sun slipping into the sea, then the blaze of red lighting up the clouds. And the seagulls overhead. It was magic. I felt like crying. And I wish that Abi had been there with me.

After that I walked slowly back to the square and wrote a postcard to Monica at a cafe. I’ll get back before it will, of course, but never mind. Now I'm going to have a shower and get ready for dinner. Abi's taking me out. Well, I shall be paying. But he will be taking me there, and I’ll think of the dinner as a present from him to me.

BLACKOUT

Scene 5   Agadir, evening the following day, 6 January.

Abdul on a stool,  downstage left.

Abdul:  We met at the hotel at eight. Aggie was wearing the white djelaba. She said she’d taken a shower and hadn't felt like getting back into her sweaty clothes. She twirled round and asked me how she looked. She was almost girlish. I took her to the restaurant of Mohammad's friend, where there are cushions and low tables and candles.  The food was good. She made me drink wine. But that's not what I shall remember about last night.

Agatha:  He was so handsome in the candlelight. His teeth were so white. I asked him if he had a girlfriend. He said he wasn't going to look for a girlfriend until he had finished his studies and become a teacher. Perhaps, he hinted, until after his mother dies and he inherits her little house. He asked me how old I was. I said that was not a question you asked a woman. I was as old as I felt, and today I felt like teenager.

And then with the wine, I started thinking about being under the same roof as Abi. I had told him to get two rooms, of course, but now I was now imagining us in the same room. ... On the same bed.  … That thought was rather exciting.  It gave me butterflies in my tummy and a lump in my throat. But it was also rather frightening, because although I was sure he would have a wonderful body underneath that djelaba, I know that mine is, well, well past its prime. The contrast would be a bit sad. For him, of course. But also for me.  I've never had to feel apologetic about my body when I've gone to bed with men my own age. Because their bodies have usually gone to seed far more than mine…
Anyway, I can't remember what we ate. My mind was not on my food. We drank. Probably quite a lot. And I made sure that Abi drank too. I paid with my credit card without checking the bill. And then we went back to the hotel. I took his arm.  We got our two keys at the reception desk and walked up the stairs.  Our rooms were both on the second floor.  Mine was 26 and his was 22. He was just starting to say goodnight and arrange what time we would meet the next morning when I told him that I had bought him a present, and that we should have a nightcap in my room.

Abdul:  I couldn't say no.  Perhaps I didn't want to.  So we went to Aggie's room.  It was quite awkward, because there was only one chair and the bed.  I stood by the window, caressing the sculpture she had bought.   

Aggie got a glass from the bathroom and poured some whisky from the little flask in her shoulder bag. "There's only one glass," she said. "We'll have to share. Cheers!"  She took a sip and passed it to me.  I'd never tasted whisky before, and at first I choked. But Aggie patted me on the back, and it was alright. A big warm feeling came over me.  Then she gave me my present - a denim shirt.

Agatha:  And I sat down on the chair and said he must try it on. 

Abdul:  I said I couldn't put the shirt on top of my djelaba. 

Agatha:  I said of course not. You must take off your djelaba.

Abdul:  I looked at her, and I could see her nipples pushing through the white material. And then some words came out of my mouth just by themselves: "Only if you take off yours."

Agatha:  I will, I said.

[The following action should be acted out.]

Abdul:  And I lifted my djelaba over my head and stood there in front of her in only my shorts. I held the djelaba in front of me to hide my excitement.

Agatha:  He was so beautiful I wanted to cry. His broad chest and flat muscular belly.  I didn't dare show him my body with the light on. But my father used to say that every woman could be Marilyn Monroe in the dark. So I stood up, flicked off the light switch near the door [BLACKOUT], 
removed my djelaba and walked towards Abi with nothing on.

Abdul:  She kissed me on the lips and pressed herself against my chest. She pulled my hands away from my djelaba, so it dropped to the floor, and placed my right hand on her left breast. She told me I was over-dressed…And we fell on the bed.  Her body was hot and soft.

Agatha:  His body was hot and hard.

Abdul:  So it happened. Aggie and me.  I'm not a virgin any more. I had "fun" with one of my clients. ... But I'm not ashamed.  It wasn't like that.  It wasn't like Samir.  It wasn't for money.  It wasn't dirty at all.  It was heaven. 

Agatha:  It was heaven.  

PAUSE
Agatha:  I'd never been to bed with a virgin before.  He came too quickly, of course. But it didn't matter. It was so nice. And that was just the first of ... well, who's counting? It was the best tumble I've ever had. Not because of any special technique. You can't talk about technique with a virgin, even with a quick learner like Abi. But because he opened himself so much to the experience…. I felt young again.

And he enjoyed my body. My body, with all the rolls and sags and wrinkles I haven't been able to keep at bay. Even in the morning, when the light seeped through the shutters and I couldn't hide in the dark. He ran his lovely hands all over my body… he said. And he whispered "Thank-you, Aggie. Thank you Aggie, dear."

Thank you, Abi, I said.

Abdul:  When it got to late morning I went to the room I should have slept in to wash and mess up the sheets. I wanted to make the hotel think I had slept there. It was too late, because I could see the maids had already been round. But then I thought, so what? I don't care what people think. What do they know? So I went back to number 26, where Aggie was putting on the trousers and blouse she had worn yesterday.

Agatha:  And he said "no", I must wear my white djelaba again because he wanted to wear the shirt I’d bought him, and he couldn't wear it under his djelaba. He'd have to borrow my trousers. 

So I pulled off his djelaba and there was his body again, with its shiny tight skin and the energy and beauty of his youth.  I was going to start helping him into the shirt, but he locked the door again and said he wanted me to take off the trousers now. And then he undressed me ... with such tenderness and care. It's years and years since anyone has undressed me.  And we made love again. Dear Abi. 

Abdul:  And after that she buttoned me into the shirt, button by button, I put on her trousers, which looked just fine, and we checked out. I carried the plastic bag which had contained her djelaba but which now held my djelaba and Aggie's blouse. We held hands, and we ignored the expression of the man at the desk.

Agatha:  We gave our keys back, had a coffee in the square, and went for a walk on the beach. We didn't talk.  I didn't play in the sand and embarrass Abi. We just walked along the water holding hands. I didn't care who was watching, or what people thought. Or what my mother would have thought ... We could have spent more time in Essaouira, but suddenly I knew it was time to get back to Agadir. And I sensed that Abi felt the same. I bought us kebabs from a stall in the square and we walked out of the city to the taxi park. 

I couldn't believe my eyes when I saw Mr Cardigan among three people waiting next to a car to Agadir. He half-raised a hand but I ignored him again and told Abi to say that we would pay for three seats so that he and I could each have a proper seat in the back. A little old lady could be comfortable with us. I sat on the right hand side, and he sat in the middle. Mr Cardigan was squashed up the front with an old man. Abi and I held hands all the way, saying nothing.  

Back at the hotel, we went inside to settle up. Samir was there, asking cheerily if we had had a good time. "Yes thank-you," I said. "Abdul's a very good guide." I paid Abi all I owed him, adding a bigger tip than I’ve ever given anybody. I wrote down my address, and Abi gave me his. I don't know if we'll ever be in touch.  And then I said goodbye to the man with whom I'd just spent the happiest night of my life.

[The goodbye may be acted out.]

No kiss. No hug. Just a handshake.  A professional thank-you. And a smile. A real smile, looking into each other's eyes.

[Abdul leaves the stage.]

Tomorrow I fly back to Lyon. Monica's daughter will pick me up. I'd better buy her a present. 

Six days ago I regretted coming to Agadir. I thought I'd been too hasty. I've changed my mind.

Agadir. "Aggie dear".   ...  That's what he said. Abi.

BLACKOUT
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David Lewis, European Broadcasting Union, formerly WHO,
reading his poem “Here and There” (published in Ex Tempore XVIII) at the 20th anniversary party of the United Nations Society of Writers, on 14 August 2009 

RÉFLEXIONS 
REFLECTIONS

REFLECCIONES
Mémoire du Corps
Je n’ai pas l’habitude, sauf cataclysme, de traduire de la littérature. La littérature se ne traduit pas. La littérature se vit ; surtout la Poésie. Traduire de la poésie est une tentative  d’assassinat. Il faut la lire, dans l’autre langue, en public, dans un silence imposé. La dire lui restitue toute sa splendeur, dans les deux langues : la source et la destination. Un voyage aller retour dans la Beauté. Mais à chaque impératif son exception. Je n’ai pu résister à voler ces mots d’un livre écrit en Arabe*. Un texte qui m’a bouleversé, qui m’a explosé dans la figure, de part et d’autre dans le livre, telle  une kyrielle de bombes à retardement. Ce livre parle d’Algérie, d’amour, de souffrance, d’exil, d’endroits, de solitude, de mort et surtout d’une patrie à jamais perdue. Une patrie qui vit en nous, une patrie que nous gardons d’elle l’image du dernier jour avant notre départ.

" Je veux t’aimer ici , dans une demeure bâtie telle ton corps, une demeure conçue comme une maison andalouse. Je veux fuir avec toi ces villes construites comme des boîtes, loger ton amour dans une demeure qui te ressemble, suivant les courbes de ta féminité arabe. Une demeure où se cache derrière ses arcs, ses rondeurs et ses dessins mon souvenir premier. Une maison où le jardin sommeille dans l’ombre d’un citronnier géant, un citronnier qui ressemble à ceux plantés par les Arabes dans leurs demeures andalouses. Je veux m’asseoir à tes côtés, comme je reste ici devant ce petit ruisseau où nagent des poissons rouges, te contempler, surpris. Je sens ton corps comme je respire l’odeur du citron vert avant de mûrir. Toi mon fruit défendu. Devant  chaque arbre, je te désire.  "
---

* Extrait traduit de l’Arabe de "Mémoire du Corps" - Ahlem Mosteghanemi- Dar Al’Adab - Beyrouth - 1988

---

Alec Caire, UNION POSTALE UNIVERSELLE
*****************************************************************************
He elegido las estrellas

que me guían

He soplado el humo

que adormece

Tengo fe

Feliz me lanzo al firmamento
No debe el ritual sacralizar  lo que es ya

sagrado por su inmovilidad y su silencio, eso no

quiere decir que no tenga que humanizarse el

frío de las piedras

Sergio Chaves, UNOG retired
Potentials

Said the sage:


You prospect and you mine


at horrendous cost


for the fuel to produce


your futilities,


while the endless deposits


beyond your mind


lie longing to be exploited.

Eye for an eye



It’s none too nice



to be seen for who we’re not,




to see ourselves, in the eyes of others,



warped, misconstrued or belittled..



And isn’t it less pleasant yet,



not to be seen at all?



But we, do we go to the bother



to see those others for who they are,



before we lay on labels?

Plea from the ego


Ever seeking to be recognized


by those we do not recognize


as competent to recognize


what we reckon we deserve


to be recognized for.


A strange way to waste


            large layers of life! 

Meanwhile


It is interesting to notice, as time trickles by,


how what is important grows more so or less.


Priorities spring from the seeds we have sown 


and colour those to come.


It is not we who are ageing:


we are now, and ageing is happening


─ more or less achingly


more or less gracefully


as we wait to discover


that nothing is everything,


and the other way round.

Angling for honesty



At times we need to sleep alone,



at times with the other (or another).



A delicate dilemma at times!



What does the Law of Importance have to say?



It all boils down to a question of respect:



not to respect the other or others



more than oneself,



yet not to show more respect for oneself



than to others.



A careful balance to keep us on our toes!



And we alone are responsible



for how we choose to experiment with life,



while knowing deep down we have no say




over how life chooses to experiment with us.

The Will and the way



Making my Will,



taking stock,



the hands stand still



on the racing clock.



So much stuff



to be returned



to time, plus enough



that will just be burned.

Marriage


It’s important for me, dear, after all these years,


not to know you.


If I thought I did, you would just be the thought


 ─ describable, posed, encased in a frame,


instead of the floating mystery

  
you are to me.

Whence the lotus?


The work abides: the painting, novel, opera…


Then what if we come to learn that its begetter


was devious, dissolute, twisted?


Is it important?  Should such facts detract


from the impact we’re willing to welcome?


Should the product not plead on its own behalf?


For the spirit may opt for improbable exponents.


The soil is what it is, and produces what it does.


One can’t resent a pumpkin for thriving on a dung-heap.


True.  Yet the uplift tends to be more special


when the messenger matches the beauty of the message.

Transitions


How important is it in the autumn of our days


to keep pace with events and latest trends,


with the prophecies of pundits


and the fads of the grandkids?


How useful to fume or even fret


over where technology is taking us?


What if we stopped looking forward or back,


and emitted an uninhibited YES


to the singing of Spring,


the lushness of our Summers,


the pauses of Autumn


and the witherings of Winter?

Count me in!



Each of us is born



with a longing to belong:



to a creed, a clan,



a flag, a gang,



a party, a team,



a  leader, the cream…



It lends a sense of identity,



an illusion of security.



The price?  The private, the solitary search



to belong to ourselves, to the universe. 

Till Kingdom come



Whether Jesus can save us



I’ve reason to doubt,



if we seek the Kingdom



somewhere without.



But wouldn’t it please us



if we could save Jesus



from those who claim



to speak in his name?

Pride


He chose death as better than losing face.  Was he Japanese?  Italian?  Whatever his identity, he lived up to his ideals.


Where at this time is the face he was trying to save?

Dispossession

 
It’s empty-handed we enter this world,


ready to receive what life has to offer.


It’s empty-handed we take our leave,


for death requires no offerings


beside ourselves.


The hand remains prisoner of everything it grasps,


and all we ever held in our hands


has already slipped through our fingers.
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David Walters, UNOG retired, at the Ex Tempore evening
Communions !

Hors communication
Dans l’instant d’une vie,

L’on devient abandon.
« Garde-Barrière »

D’une main tendue

L’unique secours…

Car

Heureuse barrière

Tévitant l’abîme.

Les chemineaux

Mus par solitudes

Sur des trottoirs nus

Tant de pas vaincus

Et d’amours perdues.

Plume à la mer

Afin qu’exulte ma vie

J’ai mis mère-majuscule

Au début de chaque vers.
Grand Soleil

Au bord du chemin 

Joyeux tournesol

Chante et virevolte

Dorant le matin.

Chaque jour

Lorsqu’on naît jeune

D’un tout on déjeune

Jamais on ne jeûne.

Paix

Ton nom restera

Gravé sur la pierre

Telle une prière

Que l’étoile pare.

Roger Chanez, UNSW/SENU

PURPLE COWS
Conference menus always offer scrambled egos.

In the battle of egos dignity is the first casualty.

Being is immeasurably more than doing.

Art turns the inaudible into music, reveals the invisible, makes mysteries intelligible.

Art is social in its very essence: it communicates, shares, deranges, inspires. It breathes being.

Museums are not just our past – they also suggest our future.

Sub specie aeternitatis (Spinoza) humans are admittedly ephemeral. Sub specie vitae, however, we are very much here and now -- hic et nunc– and that is metaphysical enough!

Ephemeral is not irrelevant – it is all the more precious!
It is relatively easy to find confirmation for a pet theory or hypothesis. What is crucial is to test the logic of competing theories and conscientiously look for refutation.
Intelligence of the heart is at least as important and intelligence of the mind.

Changing the world is a challenge. Changing oneself is a responsibility.

Imagination is more fruitful than knowledge.

It is more important to deepen than to lengthen life, more existential to pause than to rush by.

A shockingly new idea, a controversial new perspective, an uncomfortable new paradigm first meets with fierce opposition, then with marginalization and silence, finally it is accepted as self-evident.

Freedom is the choice to swim with or against the current. Swimming only with the current misses out on a world of exciting options. Freedom means adventure, even at the risk of drowning. 

Mothers tend to know what makes their children tick, but children take their parents for granted and seldom understand what drives them -- until they themselves become parents.

Aging means many things – among them losing all persons one used to look up to -- and suddenly realizing that younger people may now be taking us as role models, a responsibility we would rather not have. 

A life encompasses many lives but only one ego.

Let ugliness be.  It helps us appreciate beauty.

Ugliness surrounds us, but who needs to focus on it?

Luxuries are indispensable for art – and for human existence.

Certainties invite inertia. Contradictions liven up debate.

Historiography demands a commitment to chronology and context.  Some historians, however, delight in anachronism and out-of-context judgments.  This is a form of fiction in the guise of non-fiction.

Safe historians indulge in “liturgical history” – i.e. they declaim the litanies of accepted facts and avoid new questions and new perspectives as the devil avoids holy water.

A reasonable person neither cares nor worries about one’s place in history – more important is to ensure day by day that one’s conduct is honourable.

There are many kinds of reality:  Objective reality is what is.  Subjective reality is what we perceive reality to be.  Collective reality is what our group imposes on us. Selective reality is what the media feed us.  Virtual reality is what sophisticated hardware and software let us experience. Desert reality is what may happen to us when we are politically incorrect.  Reality television is a fraud.  True reality is also that internal garden that every day we tend. 

Plagiarist maxim: Pereat qui ante nos nostra dixerunt– perish those who have articulated our ideas before us.

A true leader is neither subject to blackmail nor tempted by bribes.

Broken porcelain in dreams is felicitously whole when you wake up.

Dreaming of insomnia is preferable to counting sheep in the hope of falling asleep.

Phantasies inspire as long as they remain phantasies. If we dare to try to make them real, they gallop away.

Some suffer from the megalomania of vanity others from the megalomania of masochism.

When all is said and done – your’re still you, she is still she, and you both have your separate dreams.
There is more poetry in hunger than in eating.

Hunger is hope.

Beauty is a joy in itself, even if out of reach.

We take possession of beauty by internalizing it.

Ask first what you really want, and only then how to get it.

Fate sets the stage.  It is up to us to improvise under the limelight.

Truth is not volition, but vision.

Duties strengthen rights by linking them to the structure and mechanisms of society.

Charity is not pity – but often a form of delayed justice.

Religion does not cause wars – but rather politicians who abuse religion.

More wars have been launched by atheist totalitarianism than by religious fanaticism.

Short term profit is a form of theft.

Solitude within society is spiritual poverty.

Reason is informed and invigorated by faith.

The myth of the self-made man may end up like the myth of Ikarus.

Fate here, fate there – and serendipity for the alert.

We all live under a common sky and fail to discern the common horizon.

Living under the same roof does not imply having the same taste for wine.

It is a human right to be able to say “go away”.

Life without trivia would be more mathematical – and less poetic.
Whereas conflict will always be with us as an intrinsic element of human relationships, solutions can and must be found by peaceful means only. Let's agree to forget the farce of the so-called “just war” theory, which more often than not is but a cloak for predator aggression. The world does not need any more “just wars” – nor for that matter what is referred to as “negative peace” i.e. the absence of war.  What humanity urgently needs is positive peace -- which necessarily means harmony and justice. Si vis pacem, cole justitiam. 

Vanity in its many manifestations can be a powerful creative force. Absent a developed sense of self-esteem, narcissism, love of one’s family, and the yearning for eternity -- the great pyramid of Giza would not have risen. Without it no Mausoleum of Halicarnassus, no Pantheon of Marcus Agrippa, no Trajan victory column, no triumphal arch of Septimus Severus, no Hagia Sophia, no "Forbidden City" without the Emperors of the Ming Dynasty, no Medici tombs by Michelangelo, no St. Basil's Cathedral, no Taj Mahal in Agra, no Versailles (1661), no Invalides (1676), no St. Petersburg on the Neva (1703), no Arc de Triomphe, no Woolworth Building in New York (the "Cathedral of Commerce"), no Shanghai World Financial Centre, no Burj Dubai skyscraper . 


Property is a legal fiction to describe certain powers of disposition over material things
Property in rem is subject to taxation; property in personam is chattel slavery. "Ownership" is ephemeral, since we can exchange, dispose of or otherwise lose property, and after death we "can't take it with us!". Even in our lifetime, the idea that a human being “owns” a tree appears rather implausible. One may carve a sweetheart's name on a oak, one may chop down a conifer and make a chair out of it, but one never really owns the tree.                                       


No one has the “right” to be a billionaire. Great fortunes are made thanks to the existence of a market – which is not an individual achievement, but rather the result of collective action by many generations and the sustained effort by society at large.  Whoever benefits from the marketplace owes it to the rest of society to share the profit with the collectivity. This is done by philanthropy -- and progressive taxation.

The human rights industry is an eminently human institution – including flaws. It knows little compassion, trades in rights as in commodities, speculates, caters to lobbies, closes its eyes when required, applies rights à la carte, interprets human dignity selectively, and is generally quite happy with itself.

Axiom: it is easier to destroy than to build. Corollary: it is easier to build up an office than to get rid of it when it has become obsolete. Once entrenched, bureaucracies are indestructible – vested interests ensure their transformation and longevity. 

Some human rights are undoubtedly universal – such as the right not to be subjected to torture, not to be detained unlawfully, not to be treated arbitrarily.  Other human rights have a regional or cultural component, such as the right to education.  Let us not impose our system of education on the indigenous of the Amazon.  They have a more fundamental human right:  to be left in peace.

“Justice” is mostly a subjective concept. Objective justice entails taking all perspectives, paradigms, facts, circumstances, pre-history, consequences, proportionality etc. into account. Only God can do this.

Forgiveness is a nobler religion than the obsession to attain “justice”.

The “fight against impunity” is often a cloak for cheap revenge, or an attempt to distract from one’s own crimes.

Impunity is preferable to endless conflict, because punishment does not equate with justice, nor does it break the vicious circle of reprisals. Continued conflict only generates more injustice. That is why the general amnesty clause in the Peace of Westfalia (1648) was not a bad thing. 

Retributive justice is hardly justice when it only reflects the top-dog/underdog syndrome. Restorative justice offers greater credibility and sustainability if it is based on the recognition of root causes, the mutual acknowledgment of errors, and is future-oriented, inspired by a genuine reconciliation paradigm. 

A good teacher trains his students in the art of thinking independently, how to ask questions that are avoided, how to pierce the veil, how to navigate through unchartered waters, how to recognize root causes, how to break the silence when historians and journalists fail in their responsibility to all of us.

“An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” (Exodus 21:23-21:27) has evolved and allows other, less destructive interpretations.  If someone loses an eye in a brawl, society has the responsibility to ensure medical care and post-traumatic rehabilitation, as well as appropriate punishment of the guilty party.  A positive interpretation of the rule is also possible: a good deed should be answered by a good deed: If I give you my vision, you give me your vision; if I give you a smile, you give me a smile.  If Cuban doctors perform free eye operations on destitute patients in Latin America and thus give them vision, governments can reciprocate by giving visibility to the good example – and following it. 

The so-called lex talionis or law of retaliation goes back to a bad translation from the Greek talios, which means “similar” or “equivalent” (Aeschylus) and not necessarily reprisal or revenge (Nemesis).  More properly, it entails the principles of reciprocity and proportionality.  The ius talionis clearly prohibits over-reaction.

Bad counsel ultimately is worst for the counsellor.

There is but a short step between envy and hate.

The Sermon on the Mount was intended to break the vicious circle of violence that the lex talionis implies.  If people would only reread Mathew V!

The Cross is undoubtedly more symbolic (and more aesthetic) without the martyred body of Christ.  Because of the resurrection the Cross is a symbol of life, not of death.
It takes some effort to actually sin.   Most of the time we just  err – more or less badly.  

Saints never aspire to sainthood – they stumble into it.
Solitude in mountaintops invites dialogue with divinities.
Spirituality is more essential than liturgy.


AdeZ, OHCHR, retired 

SHORT STORIES
NOUVELLES
                                   NOVELAS
АЛЕКА И АЛЕКС
В тот сентябрьский день он приехал на пляж Таннэ довольно поздно. Часов в шесть вечера. Начинало смеркаться. Обычно в это время там уже никого не было. Погода была еще довольно теплой, но купальный сезон давно закончился. Алекс подошел к лавочке, на которой любил иногда сидеть и смотреть не озеро. Он очень скучал по морю. В детстве и юности он проводил каждое лето в доме у деда в Нормандии. Боже мой, как давно это было! Ему скоро исполнится столько лет, сколько было его деду, когда они в последний раз были у него в гостях. 

Лавочка стояла под огромной раскидистой ивой, ветви которой ниспадали к самой воде. Алекс увидел, что на ней кто-то сидит, хотел повернуться и уйти. Но что-то заставило его подойти поближе. Он уже потом понял, что. Поза сидевшей на скамейке женщины. Удивительно красивая и в то же время очень естественная. Женщина полулежала на скамейке, опершись полусогнутой рукой о ее спинку. Как на оттоманке. Ее длинные черные волосы красиво разметались по плечам. Эта изящная женская фигура под водопадом зеленых веток ивы  была настолько живописна, что просилась на полотно художника-романтика.

Алекс подошел поближе, ему очень захотелось увидеть лицо незнакомки. Он почему-то был уверен, что оно должно быть интересным. Когда, услышав его шаги, жещина обернулась, он понял, что не ошибся. Лицо было под стать позе и фигуре – ярким и запоминающимся. Как у мадонны с картины Мунка из музея в Женжене, где он проработал столько лет. Только, пожалуй, женщина на лавочке была моложе, совсем девчонка. И  выражения у них были разные. У мадонны – страдающее, а у незнакомки – искаженное испугом. А тут еще Барди – подбежал к лавочке и давай тереться о нее боком. Была у него такая манера. Алекс решил, что девушка испугалась собаки. Все-таки Барди  - пес здоровый. Не все же знают, что колли чаще всего совсем не злые, даже наоборот – ласковые.

· Не бойтесь, он совсем безобидный, старый. Расчесываю его редко, вот он и чешется обо что ни попадя, - неловко начал он извиняться. 

Видя, что девушка вскочила и собирается уйти, Алекс попытался ее остановить.

· Что вы, что вы, я сейчас уйду, сидите. И извините, ради бога, что я вас так напугал.

Но она уже встала и шла по направлению к нему. Даже не шла, а почти бежала. К тому же Алекс увидел, что она едва сдерживает слезы. Он совсем растерялся и попытался преградить ей дорогу.  

· Стойте, куда же вы, я же сказал, что сейчас уйду, - опять повторил он. - Понимаю, у вас свидание, но я не собираюсь мешать, - от неловкости он стал многословным и говорил первое, что приходило в голову.

· Пропустите меня, - сказала девушка и вдруг разрыдалась.

Алекс не знал, что делать. Они стояли друг против друга. Девушка даже не делала никаких попыток перестать плакать. Наоборот. Ее плач все больше напоминал истерику. Алекс взял ее за руку, подвел к скамейке, усадил и, достав из кармана платок, протянул ей. Она долго еще не могла успокоиться, а когда затихли рыдания, то Алекс увидел, что ее всю трясет, как от холода. «Вот разнервничалась, видно парень не пришел на свидание. И пожалуйста – уже трагедия.» - подумал Алекс. А вслух сказал:

· Вам холодно? Разрешите предложить вам чашку чая. Здесь рядом, в двух шагах кафе. Пожалуйста, не отказывайтесь. Я чувствую себя виноватым. Я так вас напугал. Очень прошу, пойдемте..., - предложил Алекс, сам удивляясь, зачем он это делает.

Он думал, что девушка откажется или, во всяком случае, ее придется долго уговаривать. Но к его удивлению она сначала внимательно посмотрела на него, как будто пытаясь что-то понять, а потом утвердительно кивнула.


В кафе, находившемся прямо на берегу озера, они сели не в павильоне, а за столик на улице, подальше от яркого света. Алекс решил, что так лучше, ведь лицо у девушки было заплаканное. Пока ждали официанта, Алекс исподтишка рассматривал незнакомку. Во всем ее облике было  что-то то ли неопрятное, то ли чрезмерно богемное. «Цыганка!» - осенило Алекса. «Конечно. Вон и одежда у нее какая-то помятая и несвежая. А потом эти длинные черные волосы... Конечно, цыганка. Может, она на лавке спать собиралась. От табора отбилась, что ли...». В это время девушка буквально впилась взглядом в соседний столик, заставленный тарелками. «Голодная!» - понял Алекс. 

· Не знаю, как вы, а я проголодался что-то. Сейчас самое время поужинать. Раз уж мы здесь, не откажитесь составить мне компанию, - как ему показалось, он удачно замаскировал предложение накормить ее. 

· Если вы действительно хотите, я согласна. Только вы сами закажите что-нибудь, на ваш вкус, - впервые с момента встречи девушка заговорила. 

Голос у нее был низкий и сильный, немного гортанный. Говорила она по-французски неплохо, но с явным акцентом.

· Кстати, давайте познакомимся, - и Алекс назвал свою фамилию.

· Алека, - ответила девушка.

· Интересное имя, я никогда такого не слышал, - удивился он.

Алекс надеялся, что девушка скажет, откуда она. Хотя после того, как она назвала свое имя, у него почти не оставалось сомнений в том, что перед ним цыганка. Но Алека промолчала. Тогда он попытался поддержать наконец-то начавшийся разговор.

· Знаю, что есть мужское имя – Алеко. В детстве мне дед читал одну поэму, в которой так зовут главного героя.

· Да, у Пушкина в его «Цыганах».

· Надо же, вы знаете. Вы что, русская? А я, честно говоря, думал, что цыганка. Хотя, действительно, ваш акцент мне показался знакомым.

· Да нет. Я из Сербии. Просто мой отец преподавал литературу в школе и очень любил Пушкина. Когда мама ждала ребенка, он надеялся, что будет сын, и решил назвать его Алеко. Ну а когда родилась я, то никак не хотел по-другому. Мама еле его уговорила назвать меня Алека, ведь это похоже. Такое женское имя есть в Греции. Происходит от имени Александра.
· Вы знаете, мы ведь с вами тезки. Потому что меня зовут Александр. Ну, на французский манер – Алекс. Кстати, Алеко, как вас хотел назвать отец, – тоже ведет свое происхождение от Александра. Вы ведь, наверное, знаете, что Пушкина  звали Александр, и ему очень нравилось это имя. Вот он  и придумал для своего героя новый сокращенный вариант

· Надо же, я и не знала. Значит, нет такого имени – Алеко. Это фантазия Пушкина?

· Ну, точно на этот вопрос я затрудняюсь ответить. Рассказал мне все это дед. А сам я, каюсь, не только о Пушкине, но и вообще о России мало что знаю. Разве что вот русский язык до сих пор хорошо помню. Хотя это тоже не моя заслуга, а деда. Он всю жизнь со мной только по-русски говорил...

· А вы что, русский? Вроде не похожи… 

· Да нет, я француз. Но, как говорится, русских корней. Как вы, наверное, догадались, дед был русским. Но он еще молодым уехал из России.

· А почему? Из-за революции?

· Нет, это было еще до того. Он учился на инженера. И решил продолжить образование в Германии, в Гейдельберге. Там тогда много русских училось. Ну а когда война началась, первая мировая, он как раз у своих знакомых гостил во Франции. В общем, не смог он тогда в Россию выехать, а потом революция... Семья его вся погибла, денег у него не было. Хорошо еще, что он в университете изучал стекольное дело и просто из интереса научился стекло выдувать. Пришлось ему всерьез освоить профессию стеклодува. У него к тому же руки золотые оказались. Так и вышло, что русский стал основателем довольно известной во Франции династии стеклодувов. Или как теперь принято говорить, художников по стеклу.  Но что-то я заболтался. Вам все это, наверное, и неинтересно вовсе... А вот и еду несут.

  Больше за время ужина не было не произнесено ни слова. Да он и не пытался отвлекать девушку от еды, которая поглотила ее целиком. Если сначала она еще пыталась делать вид, что ест лишь за компанию, то очень быстро перестала его стесняться. Глядя на нее, Алекс вдруг вспомнил совершенно забытое, как ему казалось русское выражение, которому его научил дед: уплетать за обе щеки. Было такое впечатление, что девушка изголодалась. «Странно, только что рыдала, наверняка, из-за несостоявшегося свидания, но это не отбило у нее аппетита. Да, вот она изменчивая женская натура», - с невольным осуждением подумал он.


Когда они вышли из кафе, было уже совсем темно. Алекс, уверенный, что Алека тоже приехала сюда на машине, направился к парковке. Девушка шла рядом, но как-то неуверенно. Ему вдруг пришло в голову, что, возможно, она приехала с другом, поссорилась с ним, тот уехал, бросив ее одну на пляже, и теперь она не знает, как отсюда выбраться. Оттого и сидела на пляже такая расстроенная. Правда, он  тут же отбросил эту версию как маловероятную. Надо быть уж совсем подлецом, чтобы бросить вот так свою девушку одну и уехать. 

· Вы на машине? Если нет, я с удовольствием вас подвезу, - на всякий случай все-таки предложил он.

· Алека остановилась, посмотрела на него внимательно. Потом как-то странно улыбнулась и решительно  направилась к его машине. 

· Вы где живете? В Женеве? Куда вас отвезти? – пришлось самому спросить Алексу, когда они выехали с парковки на шоссе.

· А нигде, - в ее голосе слышался явный вызов.

· Как нигде? Не в Женеве?

· Нигде! Я, кажется, ясно сказала! – теперь уже даже со злостью ответила Алека. – Вот сегодня рассчитываю у вас переночевать.

· У меня? – растерялся Алекс.

· Да, а что нельзя? У вас семья или как?

· Нет, я один живу...

· Я так и подумала. Так в чем же проблема? Ты меня поил, кормил, - перешла Алека вдруг на ты, - давай и дальше занимайся благотворительностью. Да не бойся, за мной дело не станет...

Последнюю фразу девушка произнесла с какой-то деланной улыбкой и совершенно фальшивым, так не идущим к ее страдальческим глазам голосом. Алекс еще больше растерялся. Что делать?
 Встретив девушку на пляже и пригласив ее в кафе, он делал все, не задумываясь. Каждое последующее действие естественным образом вытекало из предыдущего. Но сейчас ситуация поменялась. Все то, что там, на пляже, выглядело небольшим довольно забавным приключение, грозило превратиться во что-то большее, еще непонятно во что, но явно совсем ему ненужное. Происходившее начинало раздражать его, тем более, что пора было принимать решение.

Везти ее домой? Не бросать же ее одну на обочине загородной и пустынной ночной дороги. Не далее как полчаса назад, предположив такое, он сам назвал подобный поступок подлостью. Ну что же, ничего страшного. Переночует, комнат у него достаточно. А завтра отвезет ее, куда скажет. Наверняка она где-то живет, просто сегодня почему-то не хочет туда возвращаться.


Приняв решение, он больше не колебался. Вскоре они были в Женжене. Молча вошли в дом. Алекс отвел девушку в бывшую спальню Марты, дал комплект постельного белья, показал, где ванная, пожелал спокойной ночи и пошел к себе. Ему хотелось побыстрее очутиться вновь одному, успокоится. Он покормил Барди, подлил кошке молока в миску и лег. Но спать не хотелось. Он так привык быть в доме один, что присутствие постороннего не давало расслабиться. Он поневоле прислушивался к тому, что происходило там, за стеной. 


Алека сидела на кровати в раздумье. Решимость, пришедшая к ней, когда они вышли из кафе, таяла на глазах. Неужели начинать все сначала? Ведь от этого она бежала из Парижа. Ну а какой выход? Она уже месяц в Женеве и едва не померла с голоду.  На работу никто не берет. Жить негде. Да и кто возьмет? У нее же никаких документов. Паспорт остался у Зденко. А без документов ни работы, ни квартиры не снимешь. Хорошо еще у нее кое-какие сбережения были, и она смогла их с собой прихватить, когда удалось, наконец, осуществить свой план. Хотя никакого плана и не было. Была только решимость вырваться из этого ада, пока ее окончательно не сломали и не довели до состояния, когда уже все равно. Как? Ну они нашли бы способ. Кого не удается деньгами соблазнить, того угрозами и побоями ломают. А еще проще на иглу посадить, как с Анной сделали. С ней поступили бы также, когда она надоела бы Зденко. Господи! Неужели он таким и раньше был? Да нет, не могла же она негодяя полюбить. Она столько лет его знала. Конечно, он всегда любил верховодить. И деньги любил. Но чтобы до такой степени... Нет, просто когда случаются трагедии, такие, как у них в Косово, ни для кого это даром не проходит. Люди страдают. И страдания их меняют. Кто-то человечнее, добрее становится. А большинство, как это ни печально, звереет. Как Зденко. А ведь она этого сразу и не заметила. Почувствовала, что он жестче стал, замкнулся еще больше, но решила, что это естественно в той ситуации. Даже жалела его еще сильнее. Ведь у него одного из первых дом сожгли. И брат его старший тогда исчез. Все думали, что его убили и переживали за Зденко. Он ведь один остался. Их родители давно погибли, разбились на машине, возвращаясь с моря. Так что они оба сироты. Может, поэтому еще и сошлись. Когда он ей предложил бежать из Митровиц вместе, она обрадовалась, дура. Так он ей все расписал. Париж. Друзья, которые там давно живут и им документы сделали. Даже работу подыскали. И все у него было уже продумано и организовано. Ехать она должна была с группой из трех девушек, ей незнакомых. Якобы, на гастроли, ансамбль танцевальный. Их даже на скорую руку обучили паре танцев. Они еще во время репетиций, идиотки, веселились. Смешно им, видите ли, было. Да, посмеялись они потом в Париже. Так посмеялись над своей глупостью, что все глаза выплакали. Но деваться было уже некуда. Документы у них сразу же отобрали, якобы, для оформления новых, французских. Потом отвезли куда-то за город, поселили в доме, из которого до ближайшей дороги топать и топать. Ну, и начали обрабатывать... Ей было все-таки не так тяжело. Зденко поначалу ее только сам пользовал, ну и еще с братом делился. Брат его, оказывается, давно уже в Париж перебрался и весь это бизнес по вывозу девушек из Косово наладил. Он в Париже, а Зденко в Митровицах. Так на пару и работали. Ну, конечно, не без подручных. Здорово у них там все было организовано, ничего не скажешь. Девушек они так вымуштровывали, что все были как шелковые. А что, интересное сравнение. Шелковый бизнес. Девушки в роли шелкопрядов. Главная сложность – найти и завезти. А потом сиди и присматривай, как они для тебя шелковую нить прядут. Скорее даже золотую, судя по тому, как шикарно жил Зденко со своим братом. Она была несколько раз у них на вилле под Парижем. Последний раз там она и услышала случайно разговор между братьями, который и заставил ее бежать в тот же вечер. Когда она вышла на кухню – ее попросили вина принести, она забыла спросить, какое вино открыть, и вернулась. Но уже подойдя к гостиной, услышала, что братья говорят на повышенных тонах. Хотела было уйти и сама решить, какое вино принести, как вдруг услышала свое имя.

· Ты долго еще собираешься Алеку при себе держать? Сколько можно! Не надоело? Девок других что ли не хватает? –  Иван, старший брат, был явно раздражен.

·  А тебе что, денег мало? Тебе надо и ее на панель пустить? Мы так не договаривались! – Зденко вроде бы возмущался, но голос его звучал не очень убедительно.
· Договаривались— не договаривались, а надо. И не в деньгах дело. Ты что, не видишь, каким она зверем смотрит. Того и гляди укусит. А еще хуже – сбежит и донесет куда надо. А уж она-то немало и видела, и знает.

·  Да никуда она не сбежит. Любит она меня.

· Как был ты дураком, так и остался. Любит она его. Может и любила когда. А теперь, когда здесь всего насмотрелась... Да после того, как мы с тобой ее трахаем на пару регулярно... Ты что, совсем придурок или только прикидываешься? Или тебе, может, кажется, что французы тебе спасибо скажут, когда узнают, каких танцовщиц и певичек ты им из Косово поставляешь?  

· Ну, хорошо, хорошо, я согласен, делай как знаешь. Только чтобы я ее больше не видел. Отправь ее куда-нибудь. Пусть это будет не в Париже.

· Ладно, подумаю. Вчера мне Богдан звонил, у них там в Марселе девиц не хватает. Уступлю ему твою красотку, пожалуй. Богдан ее быстро приструнит. Вот где бизнес, так бизнес. Портовый город. Матросов полно. Спрос всегда превышает предложение. 

Из гостиной раздался гогот. Алеке пришлось закрыть рот рукой, чтобы удержать поневоле вырвавшийся вскрик. Хорошо, что братья смеялись. А то бы услышали, не дай бог. Чем бы это тогда кончилось... А так она успела вернуться на кухню, собраться с силами и как ни в чем не бывало выйти в гостиную. Что-то, конечно, братья все-таки заметили. Да и не такая она актриса, чтобы суметь веселиться как ни в чем не бывало. Попробуй заниматься, пусть не любовью, но даже сексом с двумя придурками, когда ненависть к ним просто перехватывает горло, не дает вздохнуть. Она заметила, как Иван, думая что она не видит, посмотрел на брата и многозначительно кивнул в ее сторону. 

· Ты чего такая сердитая, - внимательно посмотрев на нее, спросил Зденко.
· Да не сердитая, а голова с утра болит, - удалось выдавить ей из себя.

· Устала ты. Поедешь на днях в Марсель, отдохнуть тебе надо. Я все устрою, - и он взглянул на Ивана, который улыбнулся ему одобрительно.

Вот во время этой поездки в Марсель она и сбежала. Во время одной из остановок на какой-то станции, когда парень, которого приставили ее сопровождать, отлучился, чтобы купить сигарет, рванула из вагона, выскочила на перрон. Подбежав к зданию вокзала, поняла, что выход в город для нее закрыт. Ее провожатый как раз там расплачивается у киоска за сигареты и сейчас, повернувшись, увидит ее. Единственное, что ей оставалось – это либо идти обратно, либо вскочить в поезд, стоящий у перрона, где она находилась. Естественно, она выбрала второе. Поезд, как выяснилось, шел в Женеву. Вот так она и оказалась в Швейцарии. 


И что теперь? Делать то, от чего она сбежала. Ублажать этого швейцарского старика. Конечно, это лучше, чем обслуживать матросов в марсельском порту. А другой выход есть? Опять завтра оказаться на улице, а дальше что? Ну, положим, ей повезет, и она раздобудет денег на проезд до Косово. Даже, предположим, доберется до Митровиц. Она узнавала: есть поезд, идущий из Женевы через Венецию, Словению, Хорватию в Сербию. Сможет пересечь все эти границы без документов. Доберется до Белграда, и там уж до Митровиц – рукой подать. Ну, и что ее ждет там? Дом родительский она продала. Зенко убедил, чтобы денег набрать на проезд и на первое время в Париже. Документами обзавестись – тоже проблема.

 Алека вспомнила свою предотъездную эпопею. Собираясь в Париж, она решила восстановить и взять с собой свидетельство о рождении, которое давно потеряла. Казалось бы, чего проще? Пойди в церковь, где тебя когда-то крестили, найди книгу регистрации и получи справку. Но не тут то было. Книги албанцы сожгли. Подумали и решили – чего мелочиться. Сожгли и церковь. А потом, чтобы уж совсем невозможно было доказать, что здесь издавна жили сербы, уничтожили на кладбище и все сербские могилы. Вот и получилось, что следов ее самой и ее родных  в Митровицах не осталось. А была когда-то известная семья. Ее дед был очень уважаемым человеком в городе. Его несколько лет мэром выбирали. Улица была названа его именем. Но название улицы давно изменили. Если кто будет лет этак через сто писать историю Митровиц, то, пожалуй, напишет, что там испокон веков только албанцы и жили. Чужая она теперь на своей родине, не более желанная визитерша, чем здесь, в Женеве.

Что же ей остается? Надеяться на чудо? Но сегодня ей и так крупно повезло. Встретила этого старика. Здесь, в Женеве, никто ни на кого внимания не обращает. Все в себе. Все замкнутые, холодные. Как и сам город, а вернее снежные вершины, которые его окружают. А старик, по всему видно, добрый. И внешне ничего. К тому же кровь в нем есть славянская, родная. И живет один. Чего ей еще надо? Может, он приютит на время, а там видно будет. Алека вздохнула, а потом собралась с силами, встала с постели и пошла в соседнюю комнату.

Когда она вошла, ей показалось, что старик спит. Во всяком случае, он не пошевелился. Но лишь она приблизилась к кровати, он резко приподнялся.

· Вам что-то надо? – его голос звучал испуганно.

Алека, ничего не отвечая, медленно стала раздеваться.

· Вы что?- голос звучал испуганно.

· Ну как же! А зачем, спрашивается, ты меня к себе притащил! – от смущения Алека говорила грубо и пыталась держать себя развязно.

· Не надо! Идите, пожалуйста, к себе. Я вас очень прошу. Ничего этого не надо.

Войдя в свою комнату, Алека с силой захлопнула за собой дверь. Ничего себе! Да он выгнал ее! И чего он о себе воображает. Нужен он ей, как же! Хотела ему же услужить, а ее выставили за дверь как собаку. Собаку… Он ведь сам похож на собаку. На свою. Когда она увидела их там, на пляже – большую худую лохматую колли и старика – ее сразу поразило как они похожи. Старик тоже высокий, худой, костистый с вытянутым очень узким лицом, вдоль которого свисают седые вьющиеся волосы. Хотя не такой уж он и старик. Просто немного горбится и лицо какое-то нерадостное. Это его и старит. А потом, он только кажется суровым. Когда там, на пляже, она заплакала и он приобнял ее, ей так хорошо стало, спокойно. Ладно, будь что будет, пусть он ее опять выгонит, но она здесь сидеть одна не может. 


Когда Алека опять зашла к нему в комнату, Алекс сделал вид, что спит. Девушка тихо постояла около кровати. Сначала он услышал, как она раздевается. Потом почувствовал, как скрипнул матрас, а затем ощутил за своей спиной тепло чужого тела. Алекс напрягся, но девушка лишь придвинулась чуть-чуть поближе и замерла. Так они и лежали довольно долго, оба напряженные и прислушивающиеся друг к другу. Но постепенно напряжение исчезло, стало легко и уютно. Потом Алекс, услышав ее ровное дыхание, понял, что Алека заснула. А он еще долго лежал, прислушиваясь к тишине, наполненной ее тихими вздохами, и ни о чем не думал. Под утро заснул и он. 


С тех пор так и повелось. Утром они что-то делали по дому, ездили вместе за продуктами. Днем они много гуляли. Дом Алекса был одним из последних на улице, которая вела прямо на поля за Женженом. 

Они проходили мимо соседней виллы, на воротах которой ее владельцы почему-то посадили большого, почти в натуральную величину, муравьеда, сделанного из металла. Этот муравьед очень нравился Алеке, она всегда подходила и гладила его по черному, отполированному до блеска металлическому панцирю. Потом они еще немного шли по улице и выходили к ферме. Там их всегда встречала огромная лохматая собака, больше похожая на снежного человека, каким его изображают в детских книгах. На лугу перед фермой важно прогуливались три ламы. Они прекрасно чувствовали себя в компании лошадей, разведением которых занимался хозяин. Когда-то он поехал по делам в Перу – надеялся привезти оттуда какую-то особую породу лошадей. Лошадей он действительно привез - светло-серых длинношеих с необычно выпиравшей холкой. Но заодно прихватил и жену – коренастую черноволосую круголицую женщину, удивительно молчаливую и работящую. Она прожила в Женжене уже много лет, но все еще очень скучала по родине. Наверное, поэтому муж и привез ей в подарок из Перу нескольких лам, которые стали еще одной местной достопримечательностью. Иногда Алекс и Алека заходили на ферму. Алекс выпивал рюмочку вина с хозяином, а Алека шла покормить лам, которые стали совсем ручными и брали еду прямо из рук. Но чаще всего они просто садились на скамеечку, стоявшую за полем с пожухлыми подсолнухами, которые уже не поворачивали почерневшие головки к солнцу. С этой скамеечки открывался чудесный вид на городок, почти весь потонувший под кронами огромных столетних развесистых лип. Весной их медовый запах наполнял весь город. А за липами виднелось озеро и цепочка гор за ним. В ясные осенние дни была прекрасно видна и снежная громада Мон-Блана. 

Алека полюбила бывать и в музее. Алекс с наслаждением рассказывал ей историю каждой вазы. Он показал ей и свою любимую картину – “Мадонну” Мунка. Но теперь ему уже не казалось, что она так уже похожа на женщину, изображенную художником. С лица Алеки исчезло то страдальческое выражение, которое когда-то и сделало их особенно похожими. И на нем все чаще и чаще появлялась улыбка, преображавшая ее лицо и делавшее его еще более молодым, почти совсем детским. Да и радоваться она умела всему, как ребенок, - хорошей погоде, вкусным круассанам, новой розе в саду, вылезшей утром из бутона. Иногда Алека ездила проветриться в Женеву, но никогда долго там не задерживалась. Вечерами они читали, смотрели телевизор. 

А ночью, когда он уже лежал в постели, в темноте она приходила к нему и ложилась рядом. Расстояние между ними все сокращалось и сокращалось и вскоре они уже засыпали, тесно прижавшись друг к другу. Но обычно Алекс долго не мог заснуть. Он наслаждался тем странным чувством, которое вдруг накрыло его, словно одеяло, когда Алека впервые не просто легла рядом с ним, а обняла его. Он ощущал всю ее, но то, что он при этом испытывал, совершенно не было похоже на возбужденное желание, которое раньше иногда охватывало его, когда он лежал рядом с обнаженной женщиной. Просто каждая клеточка его тела от соприкосновения с ее кожей ощущала тепло, негу и, пожалуй, радость. Может ли тело радоваться? Наверное, нет. Возможно, это радовалась его душа, но ощущал он это кожей. Только сейчас он понял смысл выражения, которое всегда казалось ему очень странным: “avoir quelqu’un dans le peau”
. “Интересно, а как же это выражение переводится на русский?” – подумал Алекс. – “Вроде бы ничего похожего нет. Въелась в кожу? Так не говорят. Есть только что-то про печенку. По-моему, въесться в печенку? Но это ведь означает что-то плохое. Надоел человек, что ли. Надо будет посмотреть в словаре. ” Подумав, он решил, что переводить французское выражение надо так: запала в душу. С одной стороны, причем здесь душа? Но с другой – чего удивляться. У русских душа всегда при чем. Без нее ни шагу. И не только они сами в это верят, но и других убедили в том же. Не случайно даже иностранцы, говоря о русских, вечно вздыхают: “Ах, эта загадочная русская душа!”

А что же его душа? Она была полна нежности и счастья. Алекс и не помнил, когда еще он был так счастлив, как в эти минуты, слагавшиеся в часы, когда они лежали, прижавшись друг к другу. Вновь и вновь он пытался понять, а был ли он когда-либо счастлив с женщиной? И не мог ответить утвердительно на этот вопрос. Он точно знал, что был счастлив, когда работал. Это даже не воспринималось как работа. Сам процесс создания ваз всегда делал его счастливым. Как это ни банально звучит, он жил работой. Хотя почему банально. Не так уж много людей могут похвастаться тем, что живут на работе, а не пережидают часы, которые они вынуждены проводить там. Да, это редкость и большое счастье. И, наверное, справедливо, что у него не было другого – счастья любить и быть любимым. Слишком много было бы для одного. А что же с ним происходит сейчас? Разве он любит Алеку или она его? С Алекой все понятно. Она просто устала от нелюбви, страха, несчастий и чуть-чуть успокоилась и пригрелась около него. А он, что же он нашел в ней? А разве это можно объяснить? Скорее всего нет. А если попытаться? Какая-то химия. Последнее время об этом много писали. О притяжении и отталкивании магнитных полей людей. О совпадении или несовпадении химических компонентов… 

Насчет загадок химии он и сам может порассказать. Сколько раз бывало начинаешь окрашивать стекло, добавишь то, что по науке требуется, а выходит не стекло, а скучная серая глина. А иногда вдруг случайно добавишь чего-то – и вдруг все ожило, заиграло, засветилось. Сам стоишь и удивляешься – надо же, как здорово получилось!

Что-то, наверное, похожее и у людей. Невозможно точно знать, что получится. И ничего тут не поделаешь. Вот ведь с Николь они прожили вместе двадцать лет. А чуда так и не произошло. Когда-то он, наверное, любил ее. Наверное… Странно, разве он сомневается в этом? Нет, конечно. Но это было так давно, что осталось только в памяти ума, но не в памяти сердца. Его пленило в ней то, что в молодости она светилась и переливалась всеми оттенками белого: белокурые волосы, кожа цвета чайной розы, нежная розоватость ногтей и губ. Даже глаза, будто лишенные зрачков, смотрелись как две огромных отливающих серым жемчужины. Она вся была похожа на стеклянную статуэтку, но сделанную не из хрупкого и прозрачного хрусталя, который ему никогда не нравился, а из матово-перламутрового стекла Лалика, так восхищавшего его тогда. Но она была и холодна, как это стекло. Каждый раз, когда ему только казалось, что она собирается дотронуться до него, он весь напрягался. Их так называемая супружеская жизнь сводилась к пятиминутному сеансу быстрых соприкосновений двух скорее отталкивающих, чем притягивающих друг друга тел. Да и то происходило это раз в месяц, не чаще. 

С Мартой тем более… Если он и спал с ней изредка, то об этом даже и вспоминать неинтересно, настолько это было очевидным удовлетворением изредка возникавшей физической потребности.


А с Алекой все по-другому. Иногда они лежали, обнявшись, часами. И не спали. А просто разговаривали о чем-то. Или просто молчали. Отогревали друг друга. Он – ее замерзшее от невзгод тело и уставшую от несчастий душу. А ей удалось разморозить его сердце. В ней столько тепла и жизненной силы,  что небольшая их часть перелилась в его сердце и разбудила его.  Конечно, так оно и есть. Ведь в свою работу он вкладывал душу и ум. Но сердце его никогда ничем и никем не было затронуто. Даже дети были ему в общем-то безразличны. Он умудрился не заметить как они выросли и разъехались, кто куда. Теперь от них  лишь приходили открытки на Рождество и Пасху.


Он очень удивился, когда однажды  понял, что она пробудила не только его сердце. Почувствовал себя страшно неловко и резко отодвинулся. Побоялся испугать и оттолкнуть ее. Но она уже догадалась, что произошло. Удивилась правда. Это он понял по тому, как она посмотрела на него на следующее утро. Но на следующую ночь  сама прижалась к нему и первой начала ласкать его. Он пытался остановить ее, но она просто закрыла его рот поцелуем. Первый поцелуй в его жизни, от которого так сладко напряглось все тело и закружилась голова, что уже не хотелось ни о чем думать.

На следующий день она уговаривала его поехать с ней в Женеву. Но он боялся растерять в городской толпе и суете то удивительное чувство, которое поселилось в его душе. И потом ему казалось, что он просто светится от радости, и это невозможно не заметить. А в его возрасте такое свечение просто неприлично. И еще ему хотелось побыть наедине со своим счастьем, похолить его и полелеять. 


Приехала она раньше обычного, и он сразу же понял: что-то произошло. Но попытался сделать вид, что не заметил ее необычного возбуждения и не стал ее ни о чем расспрашивать. Она сама заговорила об этом после ужина.

· Я встретила в городе Анну.

· А кто это?

· Девушка из Сербии. Она работает на Зденко. И сюда в Женеву с ним приехала. Рассказала, что он меня повсюду ищет и страшно зол на меня.

· Ну и что? Что из того, что она тебя встретила? Ты же ей не сказала, где ты живешь?

· Нет, конечно. Но все равно. Это конец.

· Зачем пугаться раньше времени. Это же твоя знакомая. Разве она плохо к тебе относится? Почему ты считаешь, что Анна расскажет Зденко о тебе?

· Да она мне сама сказала, что обязательно доложит ему,  что я в Женеве. Анна всегда мне завидовала. Ну, тому, что я со Зденко. Она мечтала занять мое место. Он ей нравился еще в Сербии. А потом – это же совсем другая жизнь. Ей уже не придется спать с кем ни попадя. Одно время ей даже удалось заинтересовать Зденко. А потом почему-то он дал ей отставку. Так она решила, что это я его настроила против нее. Она просто возненавидела меня и не скрывала этого. Так что у нее теперь прямой шанс со мной расквитаться. 

· Но это еще ничего не значит. Ведь они не знают, где ты. А Женева хоть и не такой большой город, но все-таки найти человека, о котором ничего не известно, очень сложно. А тем более, ты и не в Женеве. Надеюсь, после встречи с этой своей знакомой ты была внимательна? Она за тобой не могла проследить?

· Не знаю...

· А как ты добралась до вокзала? На автобусе?

· Нет, я сразу взяла такси. А что, неправильно?

· Да нет, ничего страшного... А на вокзале, ты ее не видела?

· Я не знаю... Как ты не понимаешь, я была так расстроена и напугана, что думала лишь об одном – быстрее уйти и добраться  домой. Боже мой, какая же я дура! Может, она следила за мной!

· Да нет, успокойся. Вряд ли... Это не так просто. Ты бы ее заметила. А потом, для нее главное – это доложить Зденко, показать, как она ему предана. А заниматься слежкой – это уж не ее дело.

Алека успокоилась, и больше за весь день о происшедшем не было сказано ни слова. Вечером Алекс сказал, что хочет написать пару писем, и отправился в свой кабинет. Надо было обдумать ситуацию. Хотя он и успокоил Алеку, ему самому было ясно, что нельзя исключать и худшего варианта: Анна проследила за подругой. Если ей действительно не терпелось выслужиться перед Зденко, то в голову вполне могла прийти мысль самой выследить подругу. И сделать это было нетрудно: тоже взять машину, доехать до вокзала, купить билет, сесть на тот же поезд и выйти на той же станции. Вряд ли она решилась идти до самого дома. Но достаточно уже того, что она будет знать, где живет Алека. А найти ее в Женжене совсем не сложно, городок маленький, и все на виду. Тем более, что народ давно уже чешет языки насчет них с Алекой. Следовало что-то предпринять. И срочно. Решение пришло довольно быстро.

Весь следующий день ушел на подготовку задуманного: надо было дозвониться до Франца и договориться обо всем. Его не пришлось долго уговаривать. Слишком многим он был обязан Алексу. Франц пришел к нему в подмастерья совсем мальчишкой. И всем, чему он научился и чего достиг, он был обязан старшему другу. А потом Алекс сразу же сказал, что деньги на жизнь Алеки он в тот же день переведет на его счет. Было решено, что Франц приедет за Алекой завтра же – нечего рисковать и откладывать. Франц после того, как перестал работать, поселился в своем родном городе на юге Баварии. Езды от его городишка до Алекса всего-то часа четыре, от силы пять. К тому же он знает контрольные пункты между Швейцарией и Германией, где никогда не проверяют документов – пограничники там уже давно не стоят.  Так что через границу он Алеку перевезет, в этом можно не сомневаться. А потом Франц обещал сделать ей вид на жительство. И ему можно верить. Его старый приятель никогда не любил слов на ветер бросать. К тому же у него полгорода родни. Его семья там испокон веков живет. 

Вечером Алекс обо всем рассказал Алеке. Сначала она и слышать не хотела, чтобы без него ехать в Германию к незнакомым людям. Но он убедил ее, что ему нельзя уезжать. Во-первых, так он сможет узнать, разыскивает ли ее кто-то или нет. Во-вторых, если ее разыскивают, а они уедут оба, то легче будет узнать, куда они отправились, так как Алекса в этих местах все знают, и он не сможет уехать незамеченным. Они договорились: если все будет в порядке и их тревога окажется ложной, то через пару недель он приедет и заберет ее обратно.


А потом была еще одна ночь. Ночь, когда они не только согревали, но и любили друг друга. Вторая и последняя. Хотя тогда еще ни он, ни она не знали об этом. Правда, сейчас Алексу казалось, что они оба это предчувствовали. И не столько любили друг друга, сколько прощались друг с другом. Может быть, так всегда любят перед расставанием? Он не мог ответить на этот вопрос. Он слишком мало знал о любви. Но этой ночью он понял, как бывает трудно, почти невозможно, разжать объятия. И еще узнал, что такое страх потерять человека, которого ты любишь. «Какое счастье, что я узнал этот страх так поздно», - подумал он. Это был даже не страх. Скорее, какое-то тяжелое предчувствие. Описать, что ты чувствуешь, когда понимаешь, что, возможно, обнимаешь любимую последний раз, наверное, может лишь великий писатель. Алекс не был писателем. Поэтому в эту ночь он просто подумал: если ее не будет рядом с ним, как же ему-то жить дальше?


После ее отъезда Алекс каждый день ездил на пляж в Таннэ.  Приезжал, ставил машину на маленькой стоянке около кафе, шел к той скамейке, стоящей у самой воды, где он тогда увидел ее первый раз, садился, смотрел на озеро и вспоминал. 

Тогда, когда он увидел здесь Алеку, вода была почти настоящего антрацитного цвета. Не глубокого черного, а с легким налетом голубизны и сероватости - тона, в какой была окрашена его последняя ваза. Франц тогда еще удивился.

· Ты чего это такую траурную вещь сделал? Кто ее купит? 

Он правильно все понял, его старый приятель. Алекс как раз и хотел сделать траурную вазу. В память о только что умершей Николь.

Он долго бился над секретом этого стекла. Похожего на драгоценный жемчуг южных морей. Пожалуй, впервые в жизни практичный Франц оказался неправ. Вещи из этого стекла имели огромный успех. Именно Алекс  и ввел моду на черное стекло. Как позднее ювелир Мовад – на черные бриллианты. Он мог бы тогда здорово разбогатеть. Но ему это было неинтересно. Он был мастером, а не подельщиком. Так же как его отец и дед. Они жили в Нанси – городе, история которого, как и история его семьи,  связана  со стеклом. По вечерам дед любил потягивать зеленоватый абсент - привычка, от которой он не отказался до самых последних дней – и рассказывать о тех временах, когда Нанси воистину был столицей стекла. Дед работал у Огюста Дома, которого боготворил. Он и сам был Мастером с большой буквы. И мог бы встать вровень с теми, кто создал славу стилю арт нуво и арт деко. 

Но его погубил абсент, который он где-то доставал, хотя его уже давно запретили продавать во Франции. Своему пороку дед умудрился найти эстетическое объяснение. Кивая на развешенные по стенам его дома репродукции Домье, Эдуарда Мане, Дега, Пикассо, заявлял, что это единственный напиток, достойный художника. И невозможно было ему доказать, что изображая любителей абсента, эти художники вовсе не обязательно сами следовали его примеру. А недавно Алекс подумал, что по-своему дед был прав. Французские живописцы  как будто сговорились прославлять “зеленую фею”, как в свое время называли абсент. Если посмотреть на их полотна глазами современного потребителя, то присутствие на картине рюмки абсента равнозначно пропаганде этого напитка. Как на рекламных афишах. 

Дед и отца пытался пристрастить к абсенту. Но тот заявил, что не может пить напиток, больше напоминающий расплавленное стекло Леца. И правда, у Леца  зелень стекла может быть то желтовато-болотистой, то – бутылочно-изумрудной. И абсент, в зависимости от того, какие травы добавят в него – а добавляют туда не только полынь, но и кориандр, ромашку, петрушку и даже шпинат – тоже меняет цвет. А когда дед уж совсем доставал отца, тот говорил, что название напитка происходит не от латинского названия полыни – “ artemisia absinthium”, а от греческого же слова “apsinthion”, что означает “непригодный для питья”. После этого дед на некоторое время оставлял отца в покое. «Надо будет все-таки попробовать дедовский напиток”, - подумал Алекс. – “Его, вроде бы, уже реабилитировали. Доказали, что он не так вреден, как считали раньше.»

Отец тоже был знатоком своего дела, но до деда ему было далеко. Про Алекса говорили, что он делал вещи не хуже, чем дед. Может быть, смог бы сделать и лучше. Если бы не та дурацкая история. Почему это произошло? Чья вина? Наверное, его. Но что теперь гадать. Спасибо, еще легко отделался. Лишь пальцы после того ожога потеряли гибкость и чувствительность. Это произошло вскоре после смерти Николь. Так что та ваза оказалась то ли посмертным подарком Николь, то ли прощальным подарком себе. Ведь работать в мастерской он уже больше не мог. Хорошо хоть устроился преподавателем в стекольную школу там же, в Нанси. 

Вообще в его жизни как-то все просто устраивалось, без особых усилий с его стороны. Умерла Николь. Остался один с двумя детьми. Сын уже школу кончал, а дочери только двенадцать лет исполнилось. Но тут же появилась Марта. Она была подругой Николь. Как-то пришла помочь по хозяйству и осталась. Она сама захотела остаться. Ну, а он? Ему было все равно. Конечно, с женщиной в доме легче с детьми управляться.  

А потом Лотар Нойман позвал его в Женжен. Коллекция стекла, которую он собирал много лет, так разрослась, что ему нужен был помощник. Алекс с ним познакомился, когда тот со своей женой Верой приезжал к ним в мастерские по каким-то делам. Алекса им представили как лучшего специалиста по многослойному стеклу. Выяснилось, что Нойманы его отца знали и о деде наслышаны были. Они и уговорили его сюда в Швейцарию перебраться, им помогать. Позже, когда Лотар умер и Вера в память о муже музей открыла, он в музее начал работать. 

Когда же это было? Лет пятнадцать назад. Ну да, в конце семидесятых. Ему тогда как раз пятьдесят исполнилось. Отпраздновал он свой юбилей в Нанси, а потом они с Мартой все распродали – только коллекцию ваз он сам лично упаковал – и налегке сюда перебрались. Сначала квартиру недалеко от музея снимали. А вскоре он и дом купил. Тогда ведь большая семья была. А потом? Когда дети разъехались и Марта умерла, зачем ему был нужен этот дом ? Ведь один остался. Разве что коллекцию хранить.

Вазы еще дед начал собирать. Тогда, в начале века, все это мало кому нужно было. А сейчас все с ума посходили: “ Арт нуво!, арт деко! Ах ты! Ох ты!” Разохались. Деньги какие-то безумные платят за фальшивки. Бедный Эмиль Галле! Видел бы он, в каком количестве штампуют безликие подделки, на которых ставят его имя. А ведь еще в пятидесятые годы можно было настоящего Галле буквально за гроши купить. Сейчас от их  коллекции уже мало что и осталось. Большая ее часть в том же музее Нойманов, а кое-что и в Женеве, в музее Арианы. Когда ему поначалу деньги нужны были – на дом, на обзаведение – он многое продал, особенно Лотару. Наверное, Нойманы и сюда-то, в Женжен, позвали его работать, надеясь потом уговорить коллекцию продать. Они ведь давно о ней знали. Еще в Нанси приходили смотреть, все восхищались.  Так что его коллекция, возможно, тогда помогла ему работу найти.

Алекс еще не знал, что когда придут те, кого он ждал все эти дни, его коллекция, пожалуй, спасет ему жизнь.

Они пришли через три дня после отъезда Алеки. Ему надо было давно еще одну собаку завести. Помоложе и позлее. От Барди все равно никакого толка нет. Он и молодым-то был совсем ласковым. Никогда на чужих не лаял. Так, иногда только, больше для вида, чтобы лакомство получить. Но боялся он брать еще одну собаку: а вдруг та с кошкой не уживется? Барди с кошкой всегда прекрасно ладили. Кошка – это наследство Марты. После ее смерти Алекс хотел от нее избавиться, кому-нибудь отдать. Но не смог. Уж больно красива. Сибирская порода. Глаза зеленые. Только цвет не желтоватый, как у многих кошек, а салатовый, когда она в хорошем настроении и цвета морской волны, когда в плохом. А шерсть... Она вообще переливалась всеми цветами радуги. Палевый, сиреневый, голубой – каких только тонов там не было. Имелась еще одна причина, по которой он не хотел расставаться с котом. Совершенно такую же кошку дед изобразил когда-то в начале века на вазе, которая сделала ему имя. Эту вазу так и назвали «Кошка». Дед за нее на выставке в Парижском салоне в 1914 году премию получила. Ему тогда всего двадцать лет было. Эту вазу с чем только не сравнивали. Писали, что по тональности она напоминает палитру лондонской туманной серии Моне. Она действительно переливается всеми цветами радуги, а в центре морда кошки, смотрящей на вас такими вот удивительными зелеными глазами. 

Слава богу, хоть эта ваза осталась. Она же не здесь в гостиной стояла, а наверху. Он как раз вытирал пыль в шкафу, где она стоит, перед тем, как все это случилось. Когда те двое пришли, он спокойно открыл дверь. Они совсем не были похожи на бандитов, эти два молодых человека. И вели они себя  сначала так вежливо. Извинились за беспокойство. 

· Мы журналисты, из Белграда, - они даже сказали название газеты, естественно, ничего ему не говорившее. - Хотели бы встретиться с Алекой, - вот тут он, естественно сразу же насторожился.

· А вы откуда ее знаете? – стараясь не показать своего волнения, поинтересовался он.

· У нас общие друзья. Знаете, здесь ведь сербы из Косово стараются друг другу помогать. Вот нам и рассказали о ней. 

· Почему именно о ней?

· Ну, у нее очень типичная судьба. А мы как раз готовим большой материал о том, как непросто складываются судьбы людей - беженцев из Косово. Надеемся привлечь внимание к этой проблеме. А Алеке тоже многое пришлось пережить.

· А зачем она вам сейчас понадобилась?

· Да надо бы уточнить кое-что о ее жизни в Париже...

Вот этого им не надо было говорить. Если у Алекса к этому времени еще и оставались сомнения в истинной цели визита, то после упоминания Парижа они отпали.  Он знал, как Алека болезненно относилась к своему парижскому прошлому, и был уверен: она никому о нем не рассказывала.

· Что именно вы хотели бы узнать? Дело в том, что Алеки здесь нет. Может я вам смог бы помочь, мне ведь тоже многое известно.

· Нет, нам надо именно с ней поговорить…

· Ну, тогда я вряд ли чем могу быть вам полезен, - сказал он поднимаясь и давая понять, что разговор закончен. 

· А где же она? 

· Представления не имею. Вы же ее знаете. Она человек независимый. Сегодня здесь, завтра там. Пожила у меня и уехала, - он  все еще надеялся, что ошибся и сейчас журналисты, извинившись за беспокойство, удалятся. 

· Так, значит, не знаешь где она, - процедил сквозь зубы, переходя на ты, тот, что был постарше и посолиднее. – Ну что же, придется вспомнить. Мы так отсюда не уйдем, не надейся.

Алексу он почему-то сразу же показался похожим на жирного наглого ворона, как тот, которого он когда-то увидел во дворе Тауэра. У него были длинные зачесанные назад напомаженные волосы, длинный острый нос, а тело с выпирающим пузом было затянуто в черный облегающий свитер. “Типичный мафиози из плохого американского боевика, - еще подумал о нем Алекс”.

· Ну. что будем с ним делать? – спросил мафиози-ворон, обращаясь к тому, что явно ходил у него в подручных. – Бить? Так он сразу душу богу отдаст. Хиловат больно.

· А где его жена, дети? – спросил второй. – С ними можно было бы пообщаться... Тогда, небось, сразу заговорит.

· Да у него никого нет. Кому он нужен, пенек гнилой. Поэтому он и змеюку эту пригрел.

Ворон даже не подозревал, насколько близко было то, что он сказал к истине. «Только еще неизвестно, кто кого больше согревал, - подумал Алекс. И вдруг спазмом сжало сердце: ему померещилось, что этот вот жуткий тип подсматривал за ними. Может быть и ночью. «Да нет, не может быть, - тут же успокоил он себя, - тогда бы они ее сейчас не разыскивали. Господи, о чем я волнуюсь! – удивился он. – Меня сейчас пристукнуть собираются, а я переживаю, видел ли кто, чем мы тут занимались.»

· Слушай, давай-ка его дом спалим, - предложил помощник. 

· А что? Неплохая мысль, – одобрил ворон. - Уж дом-то тебе дороже какой-то девки? – не столько спросил, сколько констатировал он, обращаясь к Алексу. – Не захочешь же ты всего своего добра лишиться!  

И вот тут Алекс совершил ошибку. Он невольно взглянул в сторону шкафа, стоявшего в гостиной, за стеклами которого переливались, светились, сверкали, истекали красотой остатки коллекции – три вазы. Но какие! Все три были уникальны. Он не смог расстаться с ними, даже когда его дела были совсем плохи. Решил, что пока жив, еще на них полюбуется, а уж музею оставит их в дар по завещанию. Вот этот его взгляд и перехватил один из бандитов.

· Слушай, а вот тем вазам цены нет, - сказал вдруг тот, кого Алекс обозвал про себя подручным и кивнул в сторону шкафа. – Я в здешнем музее на экскурсии был, еще когда в школе учился. Так у него в шкафу такие же вазы, как там. 

· Ах, вот оно что... – ухмыльнулся ворон. Мы оказывается 

· коллекционеры...

Продолжая издевательски улыбаться, он подошел к шкафу, открыл его дверцы, поцокал языком и взял самую большую вазу. Она была создана в мастерской Арги-Руссо, у которого работал дед.

· Ну так как, будем вспоминать, где Алека? – спросил он и небрежно повертел вазу в руках.

У Алекса перехватило горло. Он невольно протянул руки к вазе и шагнул вперед, пытаясь схватить ее. Но тут подручный подставил ему подножку. Алекс упал и, падая, зацепил вазу. Он даже не понял, что упал. Единственное, что он видел и слышал – это было замедленное, как при специальных съемках, падение вазы: вот она в воздухе, вот сделав красивую дугу, соприкасается с полом, а вот уже он сам лежит на полу среди разноцветной мозаики. У самого лица он увидел большой кусок стекла, на котором светился, переливался всеми оттенками красного цветок мака. Алекс закрыл глаза. Он не мог этого видеть.

· Ну что? Вспомнил? Или тебе еще помочь? – раздраженно спросил ворон и пнул его ботинком в бок.  – А ну вставай! Нечего разлеживаться. Будешь говорить?! Ах, так... А ну открой глаза, сволочь! Смотри сюда! 

Он взял вторую вазу. Галле. Ее купил отец. Это была его любимая вещь в доме. Ваза действительно была хороша. Огромная коричневая стрекоза с зелеными вытаращенными глазами как будто присела на минутку отдохнуть. Стрекоза полетела в стену. 

· Будешь говорить, ублюдок!? – ворон явно впадал в раж. 

· Да я же правду вам говорю, я не знаю где она!

· Ну, негодяй, ну падла. Ты так, а я тогда вот так!
И об стол была разбита третья ваза. Рассказывают, что идея посадить на вазу улиток, пришла в голову Антонину Дому, когда он увидел как живая улитка, почему-то оказавшаяся в ателье, залезла на дожидавшуюся обжига вазу. Когда Алекс был маленьким, то был уверен, что на вазе, стоящей у них в шкафу дома, сидят настоящие улитки. Ему стоило большого труда удержаться и не сделать того, что хотелось: открыть дверцы, вытащить вазу, отковырнуть улиток и выпустить их на волю. 

Алекс чувствовал, как помимо его воли из глаз текут слезы. И то, что он заплакал на глазах у бандитов, расстроило его едва ли не больше, чем то, что он  потерял такие дорогие для него вещи. Даже не вещи, а символы. Символы жизни его, отца и деда. И он уже даже со злостью и удивившим его самого упрямством сказал еще раз.

· Не знаю я, где она, и знать не желаю.

После этого он уже мало что помнил. Вернее помнил, что оказался на полу, и его начали колошматить ногами с двух сторон. А потом, как сквозь туман, услышал, что кто-то стучит в ворота. “Наверное, соседка. Она хотела вечером занести что-то починить”, - подумал он и после этого провалился куда-то в пустоту.

Когда он очнулся, было уже темно. Шевелиться было тяжело, каждое движение отдавалось болью во всем теле. Он кое-как встал. Зажег свет. В комнате был разгром. Пол был весь в осколках разноцветного стекла. «Как панно Тиффани”, - пришло на ум сравнение. – “Можно собрать все осколки, склеить и действительно получится удивительная картина». Он наклонился и поднял с пола маленький коричневый комочек. Это была одна из улиток. Она оказалась совсем не поврежденной. «Надо же. Вот и осуществилась моя детская мечта. Остается только пойти и выпустить ее в сад», - подумал Алекс.

И тут он увидел на столе большой лист бумаги. Послание. От бандитов. Он взял его. Большими буквами – так, что он смог прочитать даже без очков –было написано: «Поживи. Пока. И вспомни. Придем скоро. За тобой следят, так что не вздумай дергаться. Все равно достанем. Ты уже убедился. Мы так просто не отпускаем. Ни друзей, ни врагов.»

“Так, значит они вернутся. Наверное, их звонок спугнул. Это всего лишь отсрочка”, - понял Алекс, прочитав записку. С трудом передвигая неслушавшиеся ноги, он добрался до кресла и рухнул в него. “Сколько же у меня времени? Я думаю, немного. Дадут очухаться, а завтра возьмутся за меня снова. Да, наверняка завтра. Им же не терпится ее разыскать: боятся, вдруг она кому не надо про их лавочку все расскажет. Нет, им растягивать удовольствие не резон.”
И тут он вспомнил надпись на  одном старом здании в Женжене. Он как раз проходил мимо него сегодня утром. На его башне находились солнечные часы. Над ними по-латыни было написано: “Ultima latet”. Алекс часто раздумывал, как лучше перевести эту надпись, и сейчас вдруг понял: она может означать только одно: “Последний час сокрыт от нас”. Конечно! Так оно и есть! Тогда становилась понятной и вторая фраза под часами по-французски: “Il est plus tard que tu le crois”.
 Прямо все про него. Разве он мог предполагать еще несколько месяцев назад, что так все закончится в его жизни. А теперь, когда он знает, уже поздно что-либо предпринимать. Или не поздно…

С колокольни церкви, находившейся рядом с музеем, донеслись удары колокола. “Так, семь часов. Не так уж много времени осталось. Ночь. Надо собраться с мыслями и решить, что делать.” Но мысли собираться не хотели, а разбегались во все стороны. А скорее всего их и не было вовсе. Была лишь боль, тоже разбегавшаяся, растекавшаяся по всему телу – от головы до кончиков пальцев на ногах. “Эх, взять бы и помереть вот сейчас. И все. Какой тогда с меня спрос. Но ведь не помрешь. Они знали, что делали. А вдруг будет еще больнее… Тогда не выдержу. Что же делать?” Алексу показалось, что он отключился  лишь на мгновение, но очнулся от того, что на колокольне пробило  восемь раз.
Звон… Колокольня… Церковь… Эти три слова вновь и вновь возникали в голове. Он вспомнил сеанс гипноза, в котором когда-то участвовал. Там, гипнотизер держал в руках металлических шарик, раскачивавшийся на нитке, и заставлял смотреть на него. Так вот. Эти три слова, как тот блестящий шарик, качавшийся туда сюда перед глазами, помогли сосредоточиться. Возможно потому, что все три напоминали об одном и том же – об Алеке. На скамейке за церковью они так часто сидели по вечерам. В это же самое время. Алека всегда замолкала, когда слышала звон колоколов. Она говорила, что он ее успокаивает. Кажется, что ничего плохого не произошло, ничего вообще не случилось. Все по-прежнему. Сначала он не понимал, о чем это она. А потом понял. Последние годы в Митровице почти не звонили колокола. Потому что их разбили. Или хуже того, сравняли с землей сами церкви. В лучшем случае переделали их под мечети. В этом не было почти ничего странного. Так делали иноверцы всех эпох во время вторжений в города христианской веры. Что было слабым утешением для Алеки. Но он и не пытался ее утешать. Сначала он хотел просто ее накормить и дать возможность поспать в нормальных условиях. Вернее, эти мысли тоже пришли позже.
А что же было вначале? Пожалуй, желание защитить ее. Ну, конечно, именно это желание возникло у него тогда на пляже. Наверное, поэтому все так просто и ясно для него теперь. Ведь если его не будет, то как они узнают, где Алека? Никак. Он обязан защитить ее. И имя у него такое, что обязывает… Ведь Александр означает защитник. Вот он и оправдает свое имя.

Главное, чтобы Франц не пытался ему звонить и узнавать, что случилось. Как это сделать? Опять поможет ваза. Ведь у него наверху в спальне осталась еще одна. Та самая «Кошка». Франц, тоже собиравший стекло, всю жизнь восхищался ею. Один раз, после той аварии, Алексу пришлось много потратить на лечение, у него возникли проблемы с деньгами и он рассказал об этом Францу. Они сидели тогда в маленьком уютном баре в Нанси. 

· Послушай, я знаю, ты не захочешь взять у меня деньги просто так. Давай сделаем вот что. Я куплю у тебя твою «Кошку». Я так хотел бы иметь ее. Я давно все думаю, как предложить тебе это. Готов заплатить любую сумму, которую ты сочтешь необходимой, - предложил вдруг Франц.

· Ну уж с «Кошкой» я не расстанусь никогда, - сказал тогда Алекс. – Разве что после своей смерти. Давай сделаем так. Я завещаю ее тебе. 

· Да ты что, я готов заплатить за нее, - пытался возразить Франц.

· Нет, решено. Все равно мои дети в этом ни черта не смыслят. Уж пусть лучше она достанется тебе. Ты-то хоть понимаешь, чего она стоит. Так что придется тебе теперь ждать моей смерти, - рассмеялся тогда Алекс.

· Хватит, пошутили и довольно, - не понял или не захотел понять шутки Франц. – Может, я раньше тебя умру. Не настолько ты старше. И вообще, хватит об этом.

Но Алексу тогда страшно понравилась мысль завещать вазу Францу. Может быть, конечно, сказывались три кружки пива, которые он к тому моменту выпил. Но  друг решил не отступать

· Решено и обжалованию не подлежит. Сегодня же напишу в завещании: как только умру, пусть вазу отдадут тебе. Так что знай: как получишь «Кошку», значит, я помер и это мой тебе прощальный привет с того света, - и он опять рассмеялся. Идея показалась ему ужасно забавной.

Поэтому теперь Алекс не сомневался: получив вазу, Франц поймет, что с ним произошло. А к тому же в посылку с вазой можно и письмо положить, да и доверенность на получение денег с его вклада. Доверенность он еще в тот раз приготовил, когда отправлял Алеку в Германию. Но тогда она об этом и слышать не захотела. А теперь деньги Алеке понадобятся. Ведь не может же он пойти с утра в банк и перевести деньги Францу.  Это все равно, что указать бандитам: вот там и ищите Алеку. И на почту он не пойдет. Он просто сейчас вазу упакует и попросит соседку отправить. Она часто для него разные поручения выполняла. А он ей в саду помогал и по дому, если что починить надо было. Так что его просьба удивления не вызовет. А ее кто же заподозрит, даже если она на почту пойдет. 


Через час, когда церковный колокол пробил девять раз, все дела были сделаны. Письмо Францу написано, доверенность приложена, ваза тщательно упакована и отнесена соседке, которая обещала завтра с утра первым делом отправиться на почту и сделать все, как просил сосед. 


Алекс вернулся в дом, взял на кухне упаковку снотворного, оставшегося еще от Марты, и поднялся к себе в спальню. Но когда он лег на кровать, то вдруг понял, что не сможет сделать этого здесь. Ему в голову пришло странное слово: осквернить. Да, именно так. Ему не хочется осквернять место, где совсем недавно ему было так хорошо. Интересно, откуда пришло это слово? Согласно канонам греческих трагедий любовь и смерть неразделимы. Он немало насмотрелся их за свою жизнь. Николь читала только о любви. И читала все подряд. Поплакав над «Макбетом» Шекспира, она могла тут же пустить слезу, прочитав очередной опус Барбары Картланд. Шекспир, Гете, Бальзак, Мопассан. Все они писали о любви. И у всех у них любовь и смерть тоже шли рука об руку. Было бы вполне в духе романтических историй умереть здесь, на этой кровати. “На ложе любви”, если выражаться романтическим стилем. Романы о любви Николь пыталась даже подсовывать ему. Но он их никогда не читал. А вот в театр жену ему приходилось сопровождать. Выбор пьес она всегда оставляла за собой, и все они тоже были о любви. Наверное, и слово “осквернять” пришло оттуда. Последний раз вместе с Николь в каком-то провинциальном театре они смотрели очередную трагедию. Это была как раз греческая трагедия. «Алькеста» Еврипида. Как созвучно это имя имени Алеки и его имени. Алькеста, Алека, Алекс... Странно... И даже действие античной драмы перекликается с тем, что происходит с ним сегодня. Только там женщина – Алькеста приносит себя в жертву во имя любви. 


До чего он договорился! Видете ли, в жертву он себя приносит! Да никакой здесь жертвы нет. Просто трусость. Не хочет он мучиться. Ни от боли. Ни от жизни без Алеки. Был бы он посильнее или поумнее, или помоложе, возможно, придумал бы что-то пооригинальнее. А так собирается сделать именно то, что совершали герои, над которыми он всю жизнь подсмеивался. Смеялся, смеялся – вот и досмеялся...

Господи, о чем он думает! О какой-то ерунде. А о чем он еще должен думать? Об Алеке? Но ведь о чем бы он ни размышлял, он все равно на самом деле думает только о ней. Она присутствует во всех его мыслях и рассуждениях. Он даже постоянно видит ее. Он может смотреть вокруг и видеть сад, шкаф – да что угодно, - она все равно где-то здесь. Ее лицо – перед его глазами. Он постоянно чувствует ее рядом с собой и говорит он именно с ней. Это так странно. Такое ощущение, будто Алека была в его жизни всегда. А не вошла в нее три месяца назад осенним вечером, встав со скамейки на берегу озера.


И тут Алекс понял, что ему делать. Он встал, оделся потеплее – на улице декабрь, ночи уже по настоящему холодные. Сунул снотворное в карман, а заодно прихватил маленькую бутылочку воды – надо же будет чем-то запить таблетки. Тщательно запер дверь дома. Вывел машину из гаража, выехал за ворота. Остановился. Запер ворота. Постоял несколько минут молча, снова сел за руль, выехал из города и на перекрестке свернул в сторону указателя, на котором было написано “Таннэ”.

Natalia Beglova, UNOG

Le Château

      La Porsche s’arrêta net devant la porte, soulevant une gerbe de graviers. L’homme appuya sur la télécommande et la grille métallique se leva. Un grincement rauque des pneus, et le voilà chez lui. Le château engloutit son anonymat. Il balança les clés sur un meuble – un secrétaire original style Louis XV. Il jeta sa veste par terre. La vague d’un vert olive foncé se découpait sur le tapis persan rose à fleurs. Sa chemise de soie noire la suivit. Il se posta devant le miroir. Le carré cristallin lui renvoya son visage fatigué. Deux grands yeux bleus, un front haut, des cheveux courts poivre et sel, une barbe tout aussi grisonnante, un nez grec, deux lèvres épaisses. Le teint hâlé de son visage ne parvenait point à dissimuler ses nombreuses rides. L’homme leva la main qu’il passa sur sa poitrine. Les poils de celle-ci vieillissaient également, mais les muscles étaient encore fermes. Il sentit la colère lui brûler les tripes. La retraite. Il y avait toujours du boulot pour les professionnels : médecins, juristes, écrivains, professeurs, présidents. Jusqu’à l’âge de quatre-vingts ans. Marchands de quatre saisons. Pourquoi pas pour les tueurs à gages ? Il était convaincu qu’à l’échelle mondiale, comparés à d’autres métiers, ils n’étaient pas nombreux. Si tant est que quelqu’un puisse penser à faire une pareille statistique. Se tournant vers le passé, il se mit à compter. Vingt-trois meurtres. Point de remords. Non. Tuerait-il encore ? Oui. Pourquoi ? Il l’ignorait. Depuis qu’il avait commencé – il n’avait que dix-huit ans –, il ne trouvait toujours pas de réponse satisfaisante à cette question. L’argent ? Non, ce n’était nullement la cause : le goût de l’or n’était venu qu’après. La première fois, ce fut à titre gracieux. C’est le chasseur qui dominait en lui. Les souvenirs et les sentiments s’étaient vite retrouvés aux oubliettes. Il avait peine à reproduire la vérité. Le conflit qui avait opposé les Faucons noirs aux Corbeaux de l’enfer l’amena à prendre la décision de tuer. La jeunesse, c’est la jeunesse. Pas de pitié. Le choix s’était abattu sur lui. Il l’accepta de manière naturelle… ou peut-être voulait-il faire ses preuves. Il se procura une arme. Il alla en boîte durant un mois, jusqu’à ce qu’il fût persuadé qu’il pouvait même se repérer les yeux bandés sur chaque centimètre carré du bâtiment et des alentours. Pendant les vacances d’été, il quitta la cité universitaire de Boulder où il retourna inaperçu un samedi soir. Les Corbeaux de l’enfer furent décapités dès que leur caïd fut sorti prendre l’air en compagnie de l’une de ses ballerines blondes.

      Il ne remit plus jamais les pieds à la cité universitaire. Il conduisait tout simplement. Au sud. Toujours plus au sud. Il traversa la frontière. Sans téléphoner. Il suivait uniquement les journaux qui disaient que monsieur et madame de la Croix-Yves recherchaient leur fils. La récompense promise à celui qui le retrouverait augmentait d’année en année, s’arrêtant enfin au chiffre de dix mille. Les parents lâchèrent prise. Lui aussi. Les choses étaient allées trop loin. Il s’était senti faiblir une seule fois : lorsque The Daily Post avait annoncé la mort de son père. Violant son principe, il but deux verres de vin. La boisson le rendit mou. Aussi composa-t-il le numéro de sa mère. Sans attendre le signal, il raccrocha… 
      À présent, il regardait d’un air inquisiteur son « moi » dans le miroir. Il aimait les miroirs : ses sauveurs durant toutes ces années. Témoins de ses confidences. Il n’avait besoin ni de médecins ni de prêtres ni d’amis. Ni même de maîtresses ? Si. Pas pour longtemps. Entre deux meurtres. Les sentiments n’étaient pas inclus dans l’addition de son métier1. Il aimait les putes. Mais pas les professionnelles. Il détestait payer pour une partie de baise. Il y avait toujours une beauté qui était prête à une aventure avec lui.
      Il décida cette fois d’aller voir Judith. Une femme intelligente, et en même temps un peu bête, puisqu’elle caressait l’espoir de le prendre dans son piège. Qu’importe. La passion de Judith lui procurait un sentiment particulier de chaleur. Comment la tuerait-il si on le lui ordonnait ? Lui tendre une embuscade eût été banal. Il ne pouvait se dévoiler que devant elle. C’était la meilleure de toutes les femmes qu’il avait eues. Il la tuerait sans être payé. Excité, il sortit de la salle de bains en courant et il enfila la chemise en soie et la veste en laine d’un vert olive foncé. Il alluma le moteur de sa Porsche. Il prit en une heure et quart la distance jusqu’à Ivoire au bord du lac Léman qui d’ordinaire prenait deux heures de route. Peine perdue. La femme n’était pas chez elle. Quelle pute ! Elles étaient toutes des putes. Où était-elle allée ? Peu importe. Il fit demi-tour. C’était un solitaire et il devait l’être jusqu’au bout. Il menait une vie secrète depuis des années. Il variait les pays. Les continents. Il était persuadé qu’il était le tueur au cœur le plus froid. Il ne tenait pas de journal ni de répertoires codés. Des notes exprimant des envies suicidaires. Il retenait tout, au moindre détail près. Y compris le recrutement. L’homme. Quand et où ce dernier l’avait aperçu, cela demeurait la seule inconnue de l’équation. Une année après l’« événement », il sortit de sa planque à Veracruz et pénétra, brûlant d’envie, dans le bar d’en face. Il avala d’un trait le premier verre de whisky. Il en commanda un autre. Pendant qu’il attendait sa commande, l’homme s’assit près de lui. Il ne l’avait pas vu arriver. Peut-être voudrait-il quelque chose. Il n’était pas vraiment grand de taille. Autour de la cinquantaine. Il portait des lunettes. Véritable professeur. Sa première impression de l’inconnu, c’était sa voix maîtrisée : « Cela vous intéresse de… » Son futur employeur était convaincant.
      Oui, cela l’intéressait. N’était-ce pas le chasseur en lui que ces mots avaient interpellé ? Ou plutôt n’avait-il aucun moyen de reculer ? La formation suivit. Les souvenirs obsédants !
      Il appuya sur l’accélérateur. Les souvenirs passaient en trombe, tout comme la voiture. Des visages, des photos. Il les détruisait après en avoir fait la connaissance. Or, il aurait pu faire tout un album de famille. Eux et Lui. Vraiment. Si tant est qu’il ait bien connu quelqu’un : c’étaient ses victimes. Il devait les étudier et les reconnaître sans les avoir vues auparavant. Étudier leurs habitudes, leurs faiblesses, leurs forces, leurs perversions. Jusqu’à ce qu’elles deviennent une partie de lui-même. Magnifique !
      Il arriva au Château. Ces derniers temps, ils ne remarquait plus l’herbe ni le jasmin ni les pins. Peut-être parce que le message concernant la fin l’avait retrouvé là. Il n’était pas aussi inattendu. Le jour J devait bien arriver. Mais il se sentait vide. Depuis lors, deux années avaient passé, sans qu’il ait pu trouver un sens, une raison, une motivation pour continuer à vivre. Tuer la voix qui donnait les ordres ? Il lui aurait fait plaisir de jouer au chat avec le propriétaire de la voix. Mais voulait-il vraiment ? Il avait vu de tels films mais il trouvait leur scénario fade. De plus, ses deals avec ses commanditaires avaient toujours été honnêtes.
      Il s’étendit sur son lit, avant d’éteindre la lampe. Oui. Un solitaire. L’envie physique avait disparu. Il n’avait pas faim. Ni soif. Il allait éprouver la même sensation pendant de longues nuits blanches encore. Cela l’effraya. Il compta sur ses doigts les choses qu’il pouvait faire. Alors, la vision obsédante du passé lui revint en mémoire. La maison qui se dressait, solitaire, dans un fantomatique village d’à peu près deux cents maisons réduites en cendres. Peu importe où c’était. Cela pouvait être en Sierra Leone, au Rwanda, en Tchétchénie, en Bosnie, au Kosovo. L’homme avait été pris en otage voici douze mois déjà. Les négociations sur sa libération menées par le gouvernement avançaient. Encore une semaine d’attente avant le délai final, et il serait libre. Mais cela déplaisait à quelqu’un. Peu importe : on contacta ses commanditaires qui le contactèrent de leur côté. Il accepta la commande. Il se moquait des détails. De plus, ce n’était pas difficile. Le prisonnier était épuisé au terme de tous ces mois passés au pain sec. Le tueur au regard perçant, qui apparaissait dans les fentes de son masque, flingua le Colonel. C’est seulement après qu’il examina la pièce, furtivement. Le prisonnier devait être un romantique. Un paysage tropical fraîchement peint ornait l’un des murs chaulés. Au-dessus du lit paré d’une couverture militaire usée, un message entouré d’un cœur tracé au charbon, attira son attention : « L’amour est éternel. » C’est donc ainsi que l’homme avait survécu. En rêvassant. Maudits mensonges ! Tout était faux : les rêves, les attentes, les illusions. Ils l’écœuraient. Ils le rendaient fou de rage. Quoiqu’ils fussent ceux d’un autre. Il braqua à nouveau le Magnum sur le cadavre. Ça alors ! Quel culot ! Le Colonel reçut deux balles de plus pour avoir été un rêveur…
      Ensuite, les souvenirs finirent par fatiguer le tueur. Il ferma les yeux, essayant d’oublier. Ou de se disculper. Il se donna encore un peu de temps. En vain. Ce n’était pas la première fois qu’il s’efforçait de le faire. Alors ? Il releva l’arme d’un geste travaillé. Mais cette fois, il la braqua sur sa bouche. Un instant avant d’appuyer sur la détente, il pensa, angoissé, que personne ne lui avait commandité ce qu’il s’apprêtait à faire.  



      Petia Vangelova, UNHCR

OLYMPIADE

Tango evening on the terrace of the Olympic museum in Lausanne. 

Dancing on concrete, surrounded by reflecting pools, the Mt. Blanc in the distance, Lac Léman at our feet. The Olympic rings, connoting excellence, inscribed on the wall at our back.  There we were, amateurs all, drawn by the lure of soulful music and the dancers' embrace.

The men at the outdoor milonga seemed mostly of the decent sort, partner-oriented and courteous, but it was the women who caught the eye. 

Tanned and toned, in a mini sheath, the belle of the evening was a highlighted blonde, who gave the impression that she could navigate ocean waves with the same beach bunny chic that won her this evening's contest as queen of the figure eights.

A fresh-skinned athletic wonder took to her toes in her upscale running shoes, a firey individualist went headlong through tango paces despite a wounded leg, an overweight mama in pumps blithely defied the laws of gravity. 

Also present was the obligatory spike-heel gang, ranging from the doyenne - a rail-thin socialite - to the stunning recent graduates of the local lycée. And holding their own were the sixties-somethings: a determined enthusiast, wrinkled and wiry-legged, but dancing circles around the younger girls, and a handsome grandmother dancing with calm assurance in the doting arms of "Pop".

Sitting on the sidelines and observing, were the two Marias, a fresh-faced nature woman from America and a gentile linguist  from Spain, plus Sylvia from Argentina and Lausanne, who exuded a lovely blend of friendliness and dignity. A demure university professor took a seat near by and chatted pleasantly while she waited  for her chance to dance.

On the eastern horizon, the sky turned suddenly troubled. Soon white high-charged streaks electrified the lake. Our mood turned troubled as the winds blew the storm our way. Overhead, white sheets stretched across the blanket of cloud and the first premonitory drops began to fall. The majority of male dancers declared they would stand firm but the consort of goddesses - Hecate, Hera, Athena, Artemis, Demeter and Persephone, prevailed upon them to take cover from heaven's wrath. 

We fled, up further still, to under a fragile tent, arriving just before Zeus sent his terrifying bolts crashing down. The timorous among us shivered in our chairs, fearing the worst but not daring to leave, whereas the fearless resumed their dancing. 

And, through it all, the tangos played on.
 Karin Kaminker, UNOG
Turkish Delights
If you want to meet nice people, go to Turkey. If you want to meet everyone, bring children. I once went with my family to discover Istanbul.

The Grand Bazaar of Istanbul is one of the shopping wonders of the world. Beginning as a small market in the 15th century during the reign of Mehmet the Conqueror, it now boasts thousands of shops spread over a maze of winding streets and alleys. Step inside this mythic labyrinth, complete with mosques, fountains and wells, and you step back in time. Throngs of people ebb and flow along the arcaded passageways. Intoxicating smells of spice and coffee mingle with sweat and perfume. The bustle of commerce echoes through the halls. Merchants prowl in front of their shops, smiling like a clowder of Cheshire Cats, ready to pounce.

Merchandise swells from every nook and cranny. Colourful hand-made carpets and kilims, leather goods, glazed tiles and pottery, gold jewelry, belly-dancing outfits, alabaster statues, soaps, glassware, cezves (copper pots for brewing Turkish coffee) and more.

“Hallo Sir! Yes sir! Hallo! Where are you from?” The voice of the big man booms above the din of the market.

“Canada!” I shout back over people jostling this way and that.

“Ah, Canada. You are welcome here,” he replies from behind the wooden stall groaning with the weight of ceramics, trinkets and other mementos.

“Thank you.” I hope the conversation ends there.  Not that I am an unfriendly sort, but my wife, two daughters and I have spent several hours shopping and it is starting to feel like one of Turkey’s famous whirling dervishes is spinning round and round in my head.

“Please, sir. We have very nice souvenirs from Istanbul. I make you good price,” the merchant continues, gesturing toward his wares.

Sighing and shaking my head, I lift several bags as high as I can. “I’m sorry,” I say. “We really have everything that we need and then some. Your stuff looks great, but we’re just on our way out.”

“OK, OK. No problem.” The affable merchant smiles and steps out from behind the counter. He is coming around for another sales pitch, and I fear he will offer what will be my fifth glass of sweet apple tea that afternoon. I wonder which will burst first, the plastic bags in my hands or my bladder.

But I need not worry. Like almost every other Turk we have met during our trip, he merely wants to say a proper hello to my wife and, in particular, my daughters.

Standing beside and towering over us, the big merchant clasps his hands and beams, “Ah, you have beautiful family. Beautiful daughters.” Bending down to face my then five-year old, Kristen, nose to nose, he confirms his observations, “You are beautiful.”

Whenever we travel, I remind my girls not to expect things to be the way they are at home, to respect what is different, and to try to learn something from the experience. I also ask that no matter where we go, they learn at least three words in the local language: “Hello,” “Please” and “Thank you.”

And so Kristen knows exactly how to respond to the compliment. After a quick glance at her mother and me, she looks back at the big man, brown eyes to brown eyes, and says “çok tessekur ederim” – “Thank you very much” – in accented, but completely understandable Turkish.

For a moment, the merchant seems puzzled, as if his brain cannot register the response. But then a smile of what can only be described as pure joy spreads across his face. “She speak Turkish?” he asks, somewhat incredulously. And then, without waiting for an answer and rising to his full height, he bellows, “She speak Turkish!”

In a flash, he turns to my eldest, Alexandra. “You are also beautiful.”

Alex knows there is only one thing to do. “çok tessekur ederim,” she replies grinning ear to ear.

“Aha!” the big man explodes. “She speak Turkish also!”

He calls over a friend from a nearby stall and begins to gesticulate and speak full speed. I can only make out one word – Turkçe – but I get the idea.

Our merchant friend comes back to the girls and beams, “I make you present!”

“That’s very kind, but it’s not necessary,” I interject.

“I know is not necessary,” he replies, “But I want to make present.”

And cutting off all debate, he goes to his stall, pulls down two pairs of wool slippers and offers them to the girls. “For your foot,” he instructs them. But he is only warming up. He runs back to his merchandise and instantly returns with two cloth purses. “For you to put things in,” he says. Spinning around he goes back to his kiosk one last time and comes back with two blue and white ceramic amulets guaranteed to ward off the evil eye. “For to keep you safe,” he declares as he hands them over.

My girls just stand there, eyes wide and mouths open, as the presents are heaped upon them. I am convinced that they are thinking: Maybe Santa Claus doesn’t have a red suit and white beard after all. Maybe he has olive skin, a big black moustache and speaks Turkish.

I fish out some Turkish lira from my pocket. “Please, let me give you some money,” I offer.

“No,” he replies, “I no want money.”

“No, really,” I persist. “Let me pay you something for all this.”

With a quick movement, the big man gently, but firmly, places his hand on my arm and pushes the proffered money aside. He speaks solemnly, “I said I want to make present. If you pay me, it will not be present. Your daughters speak to me in Turkish. That is enough.”

And then I understand. The great Sufi teacher Hazrat Inayat Khan wrote that words that lift the soul are more precious than jewels.

Putting the money back in my pocket, I look at the big man and nod. There is only one thing I can say: “çok tessekur ederim.”

John Zimmer, WHO
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Poetry of ruins, Tyre in Phoenicia, UNESCO world heritage site
West meets East

     She was ravishing and, as I was about to find out, Burmese.

     Why I was here in the library of this international agency was clear:  to check up on some technical terms for a translation.  But she ─ when she should by rights be musing amid bamboo, plucking plaintive strings on an ancient instrument in the shade of an even more ancient pagoda?
      Back then in the ‘fifties, there was no mass travel.  No need to wander far afield to pass for exotic.  A mere Brit in rural Spain could bring whole villages out in wonder.  In these international outfits we were more blasé.  But even here her presence was arresting.

      She flounced down the step-ladder, shimmering in the silks of traditional dress, balancing aloft a weighty work of reference.  Why in heaven would the next best thing to a fairy-tale princess be saddling herself with statistics?

      My curiosity got the better of my discretion ─ call it shyness if you like.  Where was she from?  What was she doing here, here of all places?

      She replied, eyes turned downward, in demure, precise English.  She was on a Fellowship, completing a thesis in econometrics.  I nodded knowingly enough to fake some familiarity with the field.

      Exchanging biographical platitudes, we landed on the topic of her Buddhist upbringing.  A chance for me here to let on casually that I too had a modest pull in that direction.  At once here gaze moved up to my face.  My existence was being acknowledged.

      Thus spurred, and seeing it was getting on for midday, I took the plunge and invited her for lunch.  A hint of hesitation, and she assented.

     With such an exquisite escort alongside, could I settle for less than the Vieux Manoir?  It was more crowded than I had expected.  We were guided ─ as I stole a glance to see if anyone was around who knew me, hoping there would be, but there wasn’t ─ to a table set for three, to share with an elderly gent concealed behind a wing of chicken and newsprint.

      The exchange was stilted over the hors d’oeuvre, thoughtful chewing feeding the gaps.  She smiled away the wine-waiter, respecting, I guessed, the Precept about intoxicants. The waiter pointed his gaze on me.  I read it as saying, ‘You, at least, will honour our celebrated cellar!’  But he mastered his features when I reluctantly ordered fruit juice.                                            

      During the main course, even without a glass or two, the conversation began to warm up, especially on broaching the notion of sila, the Five Precepts of moral behaviour.  We found ourselves agreeing they were more practical and universal than the Judaeo-Christian Ten Commandments, and might serve as ethical common ground for people of all persuasions.  So far, so good.  Getting off to a high-flying start! 

      Then out of the blue something snapped.

      She fidgeted in her chair and again looked down.  Her remarks diminuendo’d, in frequency and volume, obliging my own to falter.

                                                                                                                                             How had I goofed?  What lack of finesse unwittingly committed?  What pea beneath the mattress had the princess detected?

      I instructed the waiter to bring the bill with the coffee.  At that point, the elderly gent, without so much as a nod in our direction, stood up to leave.  Rising to follow, a big, shaggy shepherd dog, whose presence neither of us had suspected, lumbered out from under the table.

      We gaped, speechless before this canine cause of our discomfiture.

      I figured it was up to her to clear the air, hopefully turning the incident into one big joke.  Instead, on some implausible pretext, she left her coffee, me and the restaurant in dainty, but hasty steps.

      A few days later at the cafeteria, my fellow translator Harrison came sidling up to me.  “A real stunner I saw you leaving the building with last Tuesday!  Thaï?”

      “Burmese.  I’d met her that morning.  Research fellow.  Do you also find it odd to call women ‘fellows’?”

      “Particularly ones like that!  Did you, er… did it lead anywhere?”

      His tone was matter-of-fact, but his eyes were full of fiction.  “To an unceremonious walkout on her part.  Didn’t even drink her coffee.  I did.  Needed a double dose!”  I briefed him on what had gone on.  

      Well, for Chrissake!  All she had to say at the outset was, ‘Sir, please quit playing footsie under the table’ ─ no doubt less colloquially.”

      “Oriental women aren’t conditioned to talk up like that.  With them, it’s more… non-verbal.”

      “So she could have given you a hefty kick ─ to hear the yelp of the dog.”

      “Too genteel.”

      “But once the dog had let the cat out of the bag, so to speak, couldn’t she just have giggled and apologized?”

   “It’s again an oriental thing.  You know, not wanting to lose face.”

   “Especially such a pretty one!  Good for us to be plain-speaking westerners, eh?”

  David Walters, UNOG retired

The Gingerbread Man

When Dudley Brooks reached sixty-five and was obliged to retire from the Whitley Research Institute the structure of his life seemed to fall apart. For a period the Institute had offered him an occasional consultancy but as these became rarer, and the tasks less challenging, he found he had overmuch time on his hands, felt unwanted and irrelevant, and was somehow unable to cope.

Brooks’s work had involved research on yeasts and yeast products and he’d become something of an authority in the field. Yeasts were not merely his occupation but were an overwhelming passion, to the extent that his apartment was crammed with books and papers on the topic, odd items of laboratory equipment, and flourishing cultures in Petri dishes.

When his 30-year career ended he thought he’d be able to continue to work independently, but without the authority and prestige of the Institute behind him his international connections diminished and he found it more difficult to keep abreast of new developments.

Yeast is generally associated with baking and brewing, but the more than 1,500 documented species of the fungus are widely employed in a myriad of food-processing and industrial applications.     

Dudley lived alone. He was a shy person and as he grew older had acquired some of the behavioural characteristics of certain elderly people who live solitary lives. He was particularly prone to the little quirks and indulgences that might be corrected by a partner, but when left to themselves can develop outlandishly like exotic weeds.

There were the little grunts and murmurings that erupt from interior rumination, but more inhibiting to Dudley’s limited social relations was the bird-like tic that disconcerted those meeting him for the first time. Instead of replying immediately to a question, he would pause to give it his concentrated consideration, cock his head to one side, close one eye and fix his interlocutor with an exophthalmic stare from the other. As Dudley’s married sister Susan remarked, “He’d make an excellent Ancient Mariner.” 

Susan was as outgoing and practical as her brother was introverted and dysfunctional, and once a week she had him join Harry and herself for dinner. It was at one of these meals that she was struck by the changes that had occurred since his retirement.

For years he’d habitually left for work early, crossing the city smartly on foot through its many parks. He returned the same way in the evening, sometimes making a detour to a supermarket, café or restaurant. He took no special interest in food but did manage to eat a balanced diet and this together with the daily exercise kept him healthy and trim. But no longer being obliged to wake early, he had taken to watching late-night television, or reading long past midnight and sleeping-in the next day. 

Stepping out later “to get some air” he found that the parks were alive with other pensioners, mothers with small children, and people walking their dogs. He preferred the early-morning tranquillity and the evening calm and so tended to remain indoors during the day, emerging only when strictly necessary.

The effects of this new regime soon became apparent: an abdominal bulge, paler complexion, and flabbier physique. “You can’t go on like this,” said Susan. “You need to get more exercise. Now that you’ve got the time, you should take up a sport.”

“Sport doesn’t interest me,” he replied curtly - a statement that was perfectly true. Moreover, lacking information about sport he was unable to discuss sporting events, which meant that occasional conversations with strangers rarely extended beyond banalities about the weather.

“What about chess then? It’s not a physical sport but it would at least get you out to a chess club.”

“They’re too competitive, and when they’re not  parading their egos they’re spouting abstruse theories about white squares and black squares that take all the fun out of the game. My sessions with Arnold are challenging enough - particularly as his wife keeps on chattering when I’m trying to concentrate.” 

Susan wasn’t easily thwarted. “All right then. What about getting out and about and writing something? You just need to watch what’s going on around you and put it down on paper. You must have written thousands of pages on your precious yeast buds, so why not write something about humans?”

“It’s hardly the same, is it? As you know very well.”

“Of course it isn’t, but you could at least give it a try. What have you got to lose?”

It wasn’t long afterwards that Dudley was seated as inconspicuously as possible in an evening class where people were improving their writing skills. As the lessons proceeded he managed to complete the exercises successfully and to acquire a number of useful techniques.

Then came an assignment that was really challenging. The class was asked to write a complete short story. It should contain at least two convincing characters and be sustained by conflictual tension. It would be of publishable quality. Literary journals were named.

Dudley felt immediately out of his depth. What had been a learning experience, in which he’d been agreeably surprised by his apparent progress, had suddenly confronted him with an impassable and humiliating obstacle.

How had he let himself become so involved? His world was literal not literary. He felt utterly blocked, uninspired and incapable of making a start.

But like his sister Susan, Dudley did not give up easily and it annoyed him that he’d come so far and yet was unable to continue. He felt frustrated and  angry with himself, and remained awake in the small hours unable to sleep without the help of pills. The sense of failure became overwhelming and although he thought about little else he was utterly unable to invent a satisfactory story.

The next time he visited Susan she noticed a further change, but this time it was one of which Dudley himself was unaware. She drew his attention to a curious mark that had appeared at the back of his neck. It was a highly pigmented area in the shape of a small doll that stood out vividly against his pale skin. There was a distinct head and chubby little arms and legs. Susan jokingly dubbed it the Gingerbread Man, but told Dudley it should be seen by a specialist.

When Dudley eventually arrived in his consulting room the dermatologist first examined his entire body surface, every small bump and blemish, before scrutinizing the strange mark. “As far as I can determine,” he said, “there’s nothing to worry about. With age, the skin changes. It’s an odd phenomenon, I agree, but superficial. I suggest that we simply leave it alone and monitor it for a time. It may well disappear as rapidly as it arrived. As you suggest, the origin could be your perceived stress but it would be difficult to prove a causal link.” 

The next time Dudley saw Susan, she had a gift for him: a Shantung silk scarf. “Yes, I know you think it’s too smart for you but the colours go well with your other things. As the Gingerbread Man bothers you so much it’s the best way to hide him.”

“Well, thanks. Anyway I’ve given up on the writing business so he might go away by himself. Any other suggestions?”

“I’m not a bloody oracle you know. But it all boils down to your interests. What are you really interested in - apart from yeast?”

“Nothing much, I suppose.”

“Well, what about other fungi?”

“What do you mean?”

“Mushrooms and toadstools for example.”

“Never thought about them much.”

“Then why not give the Mycological Society a try? Apparently they’re very active. As well as hearing lectures by experts they go off on jolly field trips to collect specimens. Not the same as yeast of course but not completely unrelated either.” 

Susan knew a member of the club and arranged for Dudley to be accompanied to the next meeting. He went along with little enthusiasm and some trepidation but soon discovered an impressive mycological library and a variety of enthusiasts of all ages, including some as idiosyncratic as himself. 

What followed was unsurprising. As he made new acquaintances, Dudley’s confidence returned. He began to stride briskly through the city parks whatever the time of day, retrieved his former waistline, and completed an article for publication in the Society’s journal. 

In the case of the Gingerbread Man however, it was a different story - but one that gave Susan much satisfaction. Like an old trouper whose public appearances have long been forgotten, he lingered on bravely for a while then simply faded away.

Carl Freeman, UNOG, retired                            



Todo comenzó aquel soleado fin de semana en Cartagena de Indias, ciudad turística por excelencia y patrimonio de la humanidad, fundada por don Pedro de Heredia en 1533.  Ese día se encontraba atafagada de turistas por ser víspera de las tradicionales fiestas novembrinas cuando se escoge a la reina de belleza nacional.

Muchos extranjeros rubios “ojiazules” parecía que se hubieran puesto cita allí; la romería de gente en las calles, en las playas y en los hoteles era sorprendente.  Las negras locales entusiasmadas las seguían ofreciéndoles camisetas típicas, gafas y sombreros para el sol, masajes, -incluso con la devolución del dinero si no quedaban satisfechos-  cremas hechas con cuantas hierbas con nombres exóticos existían o se los inventaban, para ganarse algunos dólares. “Donde fuerzas no bastan, basta la maña”.  Ellas siempre se salían con las suyas.  A las turistas también se les “pegaban”, como chicles de esos que no abandonan nunca los policías de las películas americanas, ofreciendo sus servicios como expertas peluqueras en trencillas agarradas con cintas y bolitas plásticas de diferentes colores y terminadas en florecitas que les garantizan duran más que una primavera en flor.   No sé de dónde sacan pelos para hacer las trencillas porque las hay a las que sólo se les ve algunas finas hilachas en sus cabezas, y de allí les cuelgan las florecillas.  Es como si por arte de magia sacaran cabellos de donde solamente colgaban un par de mechas.  En general el turista  siempre acaba dejándose convencer.  Al finalizar su largo y arduo trabajo de peluquería las expertas negritas tratan de cobrar el doble porque con su  inglés muelle: “misx you lookt nice” al tiempo que agregan algún refrán en español que la clienta no logra comprender, tal como “el que quiere marrones aguanta tirones”.  “Five dollars”.  ¿How much? – responde sorprendida la clienta.   -Oye hermana (los nativos se tratan con familiaridad entre ellos aunque no se hayan visto jamás) –qué quiere decir la rubia con eso? – “hombe”, (dicho costeño) yo creo que ella lo que quiere es imitar al perrito que trajo, “oite”?, ella dijo “jau” –o sea que aulló- y “mach” debe ser el nombre del perrito, porque el perrito enseguida meneó la cola y se desperezó de las tres horas que estuvo más dormido que una momia – ah, como aman a sus animalitos las gringas.  Hasta se entienden entre sí…  Finalmente la turista les paga lo pedido y encaminándose hacia la playa la recorre para lucir sus complicadas trenzas.  Las dos negritas reciben los cinco dólares y salen apresuradas a buscar la próxima clienta.


Jenny estaba exhausta por el calor del sol pero vino a pasar algunos días de vacaciones y quería disfrutar al máximo del mar y del sol.  Había estado recostada en la arena viendo cómo las olas que a lo lejos parecían gigantescas y que viniendo de quién sabe dónde en una carrera precipitada, llegaban mansamente hasta donde estaba ella.  Jenny cerrando los ojos, protegidos con gafas oscuras, imaginaba nostálgicos mensajes enviados en botellas vacías desde lejanas islas por algún náufrago.  Algunas veces las olas llegaban sólo hasta su tobillo, otras hasta las rodillas y algunas más atrevidas inundaban suavemente todo su cuerpo dejándolo cubierto de una fina y diminuta arena, que ella acariciaba con los ojos cerrados.  Pasadas algunas horas, cuando quiso levantarse no fue nada fácil.  Su tía Julia que no la perdía de vista vino en su ayuda y con la misma agua del mar la ayudó a desembarazarse de la arena pegajosa.


La tía Julia, que era una solterona seria y desconfiada de los hombres, se desvivía por el bienestar de su sobrina, siempre la llevaba con ella cuando salía de viaje, pues debido a la edad casamentera de Jenny nunca quiso dejarla sola, aun cuando no era nada fácil convencerla aunque demandaba mucho gasto. Había prometido a su hermano viudo, en su lecho de muerte que cuidaría de su única hija.  Además, abrigaba la esperanza de que un hombre rico se enamorara de Jenny y pudiera así irse a vivir con ella y disfrutar de la gran vida que siempre había soñado para las dos.


Pero no sólo la tía la observaba.  Había alguien más que acechaba.  Era un apuesto mulatito vendedor de pomada “milagrosa”, de esas que, según él pregonaba, quitan manchas, celulitis, venas várices, quemaduras solares, dependiendo de lo que él hubiera visto en la piel de la bañista.  Para eso acechaba, para ofrecer su mercancía sin temor a fracasar. En vista de los argumentos expuestos y a la insistencia y sencilla labia, la tía Julia terminó comprando la pomada preparada con “patente en exclusividad” -según el vendedor- con el aceite de caracoles de colores, de esos que deben lanzar gritos lastimeros que sólo ellos sienten cuando se les extrae las entrañas para preparar el mejunje, que según él decía, era único en su género.

Tal era la labia y la osadía que usaba nuestro pequeño vendedor para acercarse al cliente, mostrando unos dientes perfectos y blancos a la vez que hablaba con los gestos de las manos, cuyas palmas como las de sus pies eran rosadas, contrastando con el negro azabache de su cuerpo finamente pronunciado y que ya comenzaba a mostrar los músculos de su raza a pesar de ser todavía un mozalbete.  Sus ojos estaban rojos de tanto hacer guiños al Astro Rey con quien tenía que convivir a diario.

El método usado para vender es raro que falle e incluso algunas veces hacen la demostración del producto con tanta delicadeza e interés, al tiempo que cuentan un poco de su vida y de los milagros que hacen para sobrevivir.  ¿Quién se niega a ayudar a esta gente, tan simpática y sencilla?

El negro cartagenero tiene una larga historia desde el siglo XVII cuando los conquistadores “importaron”, por toneladas, esclavos negros del Africa descargándolos en el muelle cartagenero.  Esta ciudad fue una de las bases principales de la colonización y su sitio, y tenaz defensa en 1815, le valió el merecido título de Ciudad Heroica. 


Jenny, a insistencia de su tía comenzó a aplicarse la crema en las fuertes quemaduras solares.  Había que usarla. Para algo la tía Jenny había hecho esa inversión y nada perdía al complacerla, además sentía que todo el cuerpo le ardía y hasta parecía tener fiebre.  Ambas se fueron a descansar, pues tendrían que preparar sus maletas para el regreso a la Capital.  Quedaron sumidas en profundo sueño.

Pasadas unas horas empezaron a aparecer pequeños bultos redondos y rojizos en la piel de Jenny.  No le prestó atención pensando que serían los primeros síntomas que conducirían al éxito total y que su piel sería aún más suave.


No habían pasado mucho tiempo cuando Jenny encontró en su cama cientos de diminutos caracoles de diferentes y llamativos colores.  Pálida y como loca corrió a contarle a su tía, quien tuvo que “ver para creer”.   Pero su tía no perdió la calma, y además, cómo iba perderla: tendría que sacar partido a la situación.  Era una ocasión para enriquecerse.  Había llegado la hora de sacar provecho de su sobrina: vendería caracoles de llamativos colores.  Los colocaría en la pecera grande de las legendarias tortugas, que ocupa la mitad del inmenso salón familiar.  Al fin y al cabo las tortugas que había heredado de su bisabuela sólo dolores de cabeza le causaban y era mucho trabajo cuidarlas o pagar a alguien para que lo hiciera cuando salía con su sobrina en vacaciones.  Por fin había un buen motivo para deshacerse de ellas.  Además, ya había invertido parte de su vida cuidando tortugas, desde ese día en que su caprichosa bisabuela tuvo la ocurrencia de conocer las maravillas del mundo y traer algún recuerdo de esos largos viajes. Había estado en las Galápagos y en el viaje de regreso adquirió dos tortugas recién nacidas, según le dijo el astuto vendedor descendían de una legendaria tortuga nacida allí. (Luego se enteró que el mismo vendedor había vendido varias crías de tortuga utilizando la misma historia, a otros viajeros).   De todos modos, decía su abuela, era un recuerdo del viaje y no cesaba de contar y recontar lo que le había oído decir al guía: que esas hermosas islas están situadas sobre la línea del Ecuador, a unos 1.000 kilómetros de la costa americana del Pacífico y puestas allí por caprichos del mar que quería desprenderse de la suciedad rocosa y las fue vomitando hasta formar las Islas. Eran rocas desnudas que unas sobre otras forman una altura hasta de 200 metros, después una flora de cactus y líquenes, más arriba una vegetación escasa, y algunos bosques con conos volcánicos en su interior...   Bisabuelita, por favor –siempre la interrumpía su nieta-, ya me sé la lección de memoria. Ya sé que en total son unas 13 islas, 17 islotes y 47 rocas, que suman casi 8.000 kilómetros cuadrados.  Que antes se llamaba Colón y…. por favor, después me vuelves a contar la historia que tengo que ocuparme de tus tortugas.  Anda hija, “hoy por mí, mañana por ti”.

Las tortugas crecieron mucho y asimismo se fueron reproduciendo.  Ya habían pasado por tres generaciones.  La tía Julia estaba ensimismada en el recuerdo de su bisabuela cuando de ese letargo la despertó Jenny con sus gritos desesperados al verse rodeada de tantos bichos.  Corrió a su encuentro y la consoló con tiernas palabras y con la promesa de que se harían ricas muy pronto.  La convenció para que guardara el secreto hasta que dejaran de reproducirse los caracoles, que sería un corto tiempo.  Se harían ricas las dos, serían la envidia de las mujeres y habría muchos jóvenes a los pies de su sobrina. Y por qué no… ella también estaba soltera y no es porque no le hubieran sobrado pretendientes, pero todos pobres y por eso había preferido permanecer soltera… hasta ahora.


La producción de caracoles iba haciéndose cada día más lucrativa.  Todos los poros de Jenny estaban hinchados para la procreación y la pecera estaba tan llena como el estanque del patio, en el cual también se criaban perezosas tortugas, incluso algunas con los colores de la bandera nacional y otras hasta con dos cabezas que comían por tres.

La tía Julia no cabía de la felicidad por el éxito obtenido con la venta de los caracoles de colores.  Se vio forzada a buscar a dos personas para atender a todos los compradores, mientras su sobrina en su alcoba encerrada producía y producía y ella cantaba y cantaba mientras despachaba caracoles de colores: “cada minuto caracol pon y tendrás dinero por montón”… y repetía y repetía lo mismo “cada minuto caracol pon y tendrás dinero por montón”.  Así animaba a Jenny a seguir su inesperada tarea.

El pueblo donde vivían era habitado por gente sencilla y buena, que en general cuidaban de las haciendas de gentes muy ricas que vivían en la ciudad.  Allí había nacido Jenny y allí había crecido.  Amaba esas tierras y el campo, amaba el diario moler de la bestia que daba vueltas y vueltas para extraer el guarapo de la caña de azúcar.  Le gustaba ver cómo se retorcía la caña y cómo le gustaba sentir su olor y se deleitaba con su sabor.  Imaginaba que la caña debía sufrir mucho, como ella cuando la castigaban por no estudiar, era como si fueran hermanas del mismo sufrimiento.  Y ella, Jenny, no había dejado de sufrir desde que perdió a su madre y después a su padre.  Ahora seguía sufriendo más que nunca atada a esa cama porque ella, como la caña, también estaba exprimiendo su cuerpo poco a poco y resignada se abandonaba a su suerte.

Pasado algún tiempo las ventas iban disminuyendo cada día.  En el pueblo la gente se estaba hastiando de consumir tanto caracol en todas las formas y comenzaban a preguntarse cómo hacían para importar tantos si no veían ningún cargamento llegar.   Esto preocupaba a la tía Julia.  Qué hacer?  No podía abandonar a su sobrina ahora: ella era la fábrica.  Estaba en sus monólogos mentales cuando se le ocurrió regresar a Cartagena a buscar al mulato que le había vendido la crema para proponerle un gran negocio.  Podían poner una fábrica de pomada.  Claro, el negrito, que tenía el secreto le colaboraría, al final no era tan mala idea puesto que si volvía a tener el mismo efecto… la intención había sido buena. Hizo el viaje. Efectivamente encontró a nuestro personaje.  Después de mil rodeos y de prometerle mucho dinero le contó el verdadero motivo de su visita.  No hubo ninguna sorpresa para el joven pero no podía aceptar tal ofrecimiento porque precisamente ese era su negocio.  El tenía una familia en la cual las únicas dos mujeres, como Jenny también eran productoras.  La sorpresa y el desconsuelo de la tía Julia fueron totales.   No acertaba a encontrar una solución a lo inesperado.  Brotaron algunas lágrimas de sus ojos.  El joven que era noble y de un alma que hacía contraste con su color, trató de abrazarla para consolarla.  En esos momentos no marcó la diferencia de razas, pero ella sí… y lo rechazó.  ¿Cómo se atreve este joven? (pensó ella…). Él se retiró precipitadamente al ser rechazado en esa forma.  No comprendía cómo una persona que venía en busca de ayuda y lloraba podía rechazarlo así.  Qué se creía esa señora desteñida, que él, el mejor vendedor de pomadas de caracoles de colores de toda la región iba a consolarla por su linda cara, o qué… acaso le cruzó a ésa la idea que él, el mejor vendedor de pomada de caracoles de colores iba a proponerle algo indigno para él?.  No, él no pensaba dañar su raza.  El era puro y puro seguiría. Sólo quería consolarla. Y siguió alejándose precipitadamente del lugar, con su orgullo herido.


La tía Julia no se había percatado de la súbita desaparición  del joven sino unos minutos después. ¿Dónde se había metido? Lo buscó, al principio con la mirada, pensando que estaría cerca.  Al no verlo se desesperó y empezó a preguntar por él a cuanto vendedor en la playa y en sus alrededores veía.  Nadie lo había visto ese día.  Pero… cómo era de tonta, ni siquiera conocía su nombre. ¿Y por qué le contestaban que no le habían visto si ella lo describía pero… todos eran casi iguales.  En qué lío se había metido. ¿Qué hacer? ¿Cómo iba a poner fin a la producción de caracoles?  Por una vez en su vida estaba arrepentida de haber obrado tan impulsivamente porque comprendió que él se alejó ofendido.


Por fin encontró a dos de las nativas que hacían las trencillas y en tono casi suplicante les preguntó si conocían al mulato. (Empezó a describirlo con lindos y exagerados calificativos por temor a ofenderlas y entonces que no podría encontrarlo).  Enseguida le dijeron dónde podría hallarlo, ellas la llevarían al sitio pero primero tendría que hacerse las trencillas porque luciría más bonita.  Vale diez dólares –agregaron mirándose con picardía. ¿Qué podía hacer?  Manos a la obra.


Las seguía camino arriba por calles totalmente desoladas y empedradas y al llegar a una humilde choza hecha de barro y con techo de palmas, las dos amigas se detuvieron señalando la entrada a la tía Julia, al tiempo que le decían:  ahí vive él y se llama Francisco Williams pero le dicen “Pachi”.  Ésta dudó si entrar o regresar al ver tanta miseria junta, pero el recuerdo de su sobrina la hizo sacar fuerzas.  Ahora sólo pensaba en la salud de Jenny.  El hacerse ricas pasó a un último plano.   Entró, lo encontró sentado en un rincón sacándole las entrañas a los caracoles.  Se quedó mirando al más próximo a ella que le mostraba su largo y arrogante cuello con los inmensos ojos bien abiertos y rojos, tal vez de tanto llorar al presentir su suerte, parecía implorar piedad.  La miraba con sus dos antenas derechas y fijas, atentas al perdón.  La tía Julia no pudo reaccionar ni hacer el más mínimo gesto porque en ese preciso instante la afilada punta de la diminuta navaja tuvo la respuesta que de un solo tajo terminó con la corta vida del pobre animalito.  Miró a su alrededor y vio que habían muchos más esperando su desgracia y que estaban amontonados formando cerros y cerros de pilas, y regadas por el suelo cientos y cientos de cajitas vacías.   Pachi, al notar su presencia, se puso inmediatamente de pie y antes de que ella pudiera reaccionar o decir algo, él se le adelantó: -ya le dije, gringa, que no puedo hacer nada, se lo juro.  Eso no le pasa a todo el mundo.  Tal vez si se acuesta desnuda bajo el sol, en la playa vuelva a ser como antes  –¿Estás seguro Pachi?- La tía Julia lo trató con familiaridad para evitar que desapareciera otra vez de su presencia. –Bueno señora gringa, lo que pasa es que como dicen que “un clavo saca otro clavo”… La tía Julia se dio cuenta que no podría sacar nada en claro de allí y que no podría forzar al joven a hacer algo que él mismo no sabía remediar.  Salió, no sin antes preguntarle a Pachi, sin ningún rencor pero sí con un tono comprensible y amable, cómo regresar al hotel.  –No se perderá usted gringa, ellas –dijo señalando a las dos negritas que aún estaban fuera- la pueden acompañar.


La tía Julia quiso alejarse.  No podía seguir presenciando tamaña crueldad.  Pero dio media vuelta –Pachi  ¿por qué le pasó a mi sobrina y tú dices que eso no le pasa a todo el mundo? –Mire señora gringa- sólo nos pasa a los Williams y ya le dije: a mis hermanas también. ¿De dónde cree que salen mis caracoles?.  Estamos condenados a que todas las mujeres Williams, por muchas generaciones, tendrán que cargar con esa cruz.  Es el precio por haberse burlado uno de nuestros antepasados, de un hombre santo que trató de salvarnos a muchos esclavos del estado de postración a que nos habían sometido.  Por eso le dije que no puedo ayudarla. –¿Y quién las condenó a tal sufrimiento?  No veo por qué tienen que pagar justos por pecadores. –Pachi la interrumpió- tengo dudas, no recuerdo bien el nombre pero creo que lo llamaban Pedro y que su apellido era Claver.  Oiga gringa, ¿no será que algún antepasado de la señorita, su sobrina, estuvo alguna vez en el Africa?  La tía Julia le dio la espalda y salió despavorida de allí. Oía la risa burlona del joven hasta que se pudo alejar lo suficiente.


Ya más calmada en una hamaca del hotel cerca a la playa, la tía cerró los ojos para retroceder en el tiempo y se ensimismó recordando su vida de joven estudiante interna en un colegio de monjas.  No era una lumbrera pero sí recordaba un poco la historia de ese Pedro Claver a quien los Williams había sometido a burla.  No podía ser otro.


El padre Claver fue un clérigo catalán, que como otros clérigos de su época, se horrorizaba ante el espectáculo abominable del desembarco de esclavos, que traídos del Africa eran vomitados en las playas de Cartagena.  Él, en forma silenciosa pero efectiva, no con los sentidos sino con el alma, en lo que le permitían sus posibilidades económicas y sobre todo de acceso a los sitios en donde no se le llamaba, se ocupaba amorosamente de los esclavos.  No buscaba aplausos ni aureolas.  Las buenas obras las practicaba a diario, sin recompensas, con pequeñas obras en el diario vivir de los esclavos, con prueba de amor desinteresado que se prolongó por toda su vida.  Sólo con el correr de los siglos su obra se vino a comprender y valorar.


Recordaba que las monjas le contaban que el padre Claver se flagelaba y también lamía las llagas a los negros.  Recordaba además que le decían que de la celda que ocupaba en el convento salían terribles golpes, y que tenía, además, un silicio por todo el cuerpo de la cintura para arriba, como un hombre armado o como si le amarrasen un fardo.  E incluso que hasta en los dedos de los pies llevaba silicio.


Es muy complejo lo de las llagas.  Se concluye o supone que el padre Claver intuyó el poder curativo de la saliva, rica en glóbulos blancos.  Como hacen algunos animales que sanan algunas heridas con la lengua.  Tal vez el padre Claver quiso demostrar a los negros que no todos los blancos eran malos y que si él que era blanco y cristiano, no todos los blancos podían ser malos y por tanto los negros no sintieran desconfianza para abrazar la fe cristiana.

En fin lo que hay que destacar es que el padre Claver hizo en vida, en Cartagena, lo que ningún otro hombre blanco hizo por los negros:  los curó, los redimió y evangelizó y su entrega a ellos fue total.


La tía Julia aún seguía ensimismada, recordando en la hamaca bajo unas palmeras cerca a la playa, en un sitio exclusivamente para sus huéspedes, y haciendo un resumen mental de todo lo que ella había oído de las monjas del internado y leído sobre el padre Claver, cuando sus pensamientos fueron interrumpidos por las dos negritas que antes la acompañaron de regreso a su hotel.  –Señora gringa, cuál es su nombre?.  Ella se sobresaltó, tan lejos estaba en sus recuerdos.  -Me llamo Julia y no soy gringa.  Hablo español y… pero, por qué tengo que darle explicaciones a estas… y cerró los ojos para volver a retroceder en el tiempo hasta que cayó la tarde y pudo apreciar el soberbio espectáculo del sol besando al mar e introduciéndose en sus entrañas fue desapareciendo lentamente hasta que un manto oscuro lo ocultó del todo.  Ella regresó al hotel.


-Tía, tiita, dónde estoy? qué me ha pasado? –era Jenny que acababa de despertarse- -oh Jenny, gracias a Dios, cómo te sientes? –tía y los caracoles, ya no… por favor tía, ayúdame –pero Jenny, cuáles caracoles?  Llevas dos días en bajo cuidados médicos en el hotel.  Has estado delirando todo el tiempo con fiebres muy fuertes. – Entonces, no me ha pasado nada, tía? díme…quieres decir que estoy bien, que todo ha sido un sueño, un delirio?. – Claro, estás bien.  Nada ha pasado.  Pasaste mucho tiempo recibiendo el sol.  Por la noche estabas delirando con mucha fiebre y el servicio de urgencia del hotel te envió aquí, a la enfermería.  Tenías una fuerte insolación.


Jenny no pudo contener las lágrimas, pero esta vez eran de felicidad.  Todo había sido un sueño, una horrorosa pesadilla. –tía, por favor, perdóname, he tenido sueños horribles y tú estabas allí. –hijita, mi sobrinita linda, no tienes nada de que hacerte perdonar… “los sueños sueños son”.


Los médicos dieron de alta a Jenny.  Ya podía viajar regresar a su casa en avión.  Todo el peligro había pasado.


Al llegar al aeropuerto para abordar el avión, una voz juvenil gritaba: señoras gringas, señoras gringas.  Las dos voltearon al tiempo.  Era el negrito, el Pachi de la realidad y del sueño.  Les traía un ramito de flores silvestres de las únicas que pueden encontrarse en el inclemente clima de 30 ó 33 grados de Cartagena.  Jenny palideció.  No podía ser posible. –Cómo te llamas? –le preguntó-  Me dicen “Santi ” pero mi nombre es Santiago, Santiago Rojas, y ajustó: Me dijeron en el hotel que usted estuvo enferma, con insolación y por eso le traje estas flores.  Las recogí yo mismo en un sitio en donde no hace tanto calor porque crecen a la sombra de unas palmeras. Y a usted –dirigiéndose a la tía, le traje una pomada de caracol porque la que me compró no creo que le alcance para usted y para la señorita.  Sabe, también es buena para la insolación… y es un regalo, para que no me olviden.


Ambas se echaron a reír y dieron a Santi, al mismo tiempo, un cariñoso beso en cada mejilla.  Señoras, por favor –era la azafata-, el avión está próximo a salir, deben apresurarse si no quieren perderlo. Santi se alejó de ellas para que pudieran correr hacia el avión.  Ya dentro, tendrían tantas cosas de que charlar.  Las tortugas de la abuela estaban esperándolas.


Desde el mirador,  Santi las despedía con la mano, y una suave gota de rocío corría por sus mejillas.  Siempre había soñado con viajar en un avión para conocer la capital y cuando alguien conocido se iba, él no podía dejar de asomar unas lágrimas.  Algún día realizaría su sueño.

La tía Julia y Jenny, ya instaladas en el avión, no dejaban de comentar sobre las maravillosas vacaciones, si no hubiera sido por la bendita insolación de Jenny, pero... volverían en las próximas vacaciones y claro, traerían un lindo regalo para el simpático Santi.





Rosa Montoya de Cabrera, OHCHR retired
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poetry of hungry tortoises

Poèmes

Poems
Poemas
الزمن يبحر 

يـبحر بي 

الزمن

فى وجد

يستبق عبثا 

حدود الزمن 
تمر سويعات   

ترقب إطلالك 

كخرير ماء

يتململ 

في وحشة المساء 
لا سكون 

ولا جمال 

يهدئ من روع الغياب
مضى أم لم يمض الزمن   

لا شيء بعدك 

يحد من  السفر فى المكان
قرب أم بعد المكان

كيف يسكن لي الليل 

دون غفوة البنفسج 

في جفونك ؟ 

ومتى يحط بي السفر 

لأجدك يا مهجة القلب

تقطعين سفر الزمن 

في انتظاري ؟
Alex Caire, Union Postale Internationale

Le temps navigue

Le temps m’embarque dans un élan 

Qui anticipe vainement les limites du temps
Des heures passent 

Je languis de ta présence

Tel un fil d’eau qui s’ennuie 

Dans la solitude du soir 

Aucun silence,  

Aucune beauté
N’atténue le désarroi de l’absence

Que le temps passe 

Ou ne passe, 

Rien après toi 

Ne limite le voyage dans l’endroit 
Que tu sois proche ou loin,

Comment la nuit peut-elle se rendre 

Sans le sommeil des violettes dans tes paupières ?
Et quand le voyage s’arrêterait-il 

Pour te retrouver 

Parcourant le temps à m’attendre ? 

Que le temps passe 

Ou ne passe, 

Personne après toi 

Ne limite le voyage dans l’endroit

Inédit 

Extrait de Sérail
Tous droits réservés 

Horus Editeur – 2009
Alex Caire, poète et critique littéraire francophone d’origine égyptienne
Les discriminations de la Nature ou la raison des choses

Le Démiurge a, il me semble, écrit

Mon destin dans la poussière

Et le vent a soufflé, il le recouvrit.

L’existence m’a offert un séjour

Dans son somptueux hôtel nommé Terre

Tandis que furent à mes soins les frais du séjour

Et pour y parvenir, il faudrait de l’argent,

Il faudrait tant d’autres choses encor

Qu’il y avait même le démon avec ses chaînes

Qui m’offre le pouvoir, l’argent et l’or

Afin que mon séjour sur terre

Soit heureux, agréable et rempli de passion,

A la condition expresse que je lui laisse

Mon âme et mon corps.

Le Destin fait de moi un enjeu

Que je sois riche, que je sois malheureux,

C’est à croire qu’il s’amuse

En sachant qu’au bout, c’est lui qui emportera la mise.

Mais moi, qu’est-ce que j’obtiens ?

Toute mon existence, paraît-il, était fait

Pour le plaisir du démon et du Destin.

Il y a un cependant qui n’offre rien

Il y a l’autre qui m’offre en tout et pour tout :

La lumière du jour dans l’éclat du soleil

Qui resplendit au petit matin.

Devrais-je me fâcher

En dépit du chagrin qui remplit mon existence

Ou bien heureux parce que content

De mon sort ?

Je ne comprends rien devant les discriminations 

De la Nature. Que dire des laids et des beaux ?

Il y en a qui réussissent

Parce que la vie est une aventure

Ici, il y a des riches, il y a des pauvres.

Il y a des bien-portants et des malades.

Il y en a qui ont de la chance

Qui ne connaissent jamais la souffrance

Et puis, il y en a qui rampent et qui triment

En ayant comme seul bien de la malchance

Et de la douleur

Mais, qui ne pouvaient que rêver au bonheur

Sans jamais le frôler, voir le tenir dans leur main.

Et puisque dans les mystères de la vie

Je ne comprenais rien

J’assimile à de la discrimination

Les bienfaits et les méfaits de la Nature.

Et qu’encor pour mes offenses,

Je dois demander pardon,

Et que grand est le Destin,

Car, c’est lui qui a le pouvoir de faire et de défaire

Et puis, lui seul connaît la cause

De chaque chose.

Michaud MICHEL, UNOG
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Poetry of camelias

La danse des morts
Le rythme des mots qui fait danser la vie

réveille les morts pour qu'ils dansent aussi

tous en cadence touchés par la grâce

ils hurlent en choeur un chant dégueulasse

qui serait même beau s'il nous faisait moins peur

mais de trépasser il n'est pas encor l'heure

le chaos dansant mystère malaise

pas même un souffle ma bouche de braise

Le chaos dansant le cerveau qui bruisse

je ferme les yeux mystère malaise

je ferme les yeux que nulle ne puisse

pas même un souffle ma bouche de braise

y lire mes pensées cruelles ou tristes

indifférence seul je te résiste

le cerveau qui bruisse le chaos dansant

je ferme les yeux et je serre les dents

Quand j'ouvre les yeux lumière fournaise

ton regard trouble mes pensées limpides

concupiscentes perplexes lucides

pas même un souffle ma bouche de braise

le rythme des mots qui fait danser la vie

silence des morts mais ils dansent aussi

rêves musiques sensuelles lubriques

pulsent paroles anciennes magiques

Halet mehobar mündurlur me la sund

surli tezunür kurlivol ma let münd

à l'intérieur se lève un guerrier des temps

son souffle renaît parmi les mille vents

barluf tayame gedola tsedoyün

hamif geyedin mirdayeb râdir sun

tu reviens à moi tendresse merveille

et comme autrefois j'embrase le soleil                Antony Hequet, UNSW/SENU
      La part du Temps
L’insaisissable, au travers duquel

chaque jour je passe

et qui transforme en souvenirs

les images qui me construisent

je ne pourrai le posséder.

mais sa présence en moi s’affirme

pour tout le chemin

que sans m’arrêter je parcours,

ô temps, compagnon de voyage

dans la mouvance des saisons !

Avec le Temps

Tu appartiens au temps,

tu n’est jamais son maître

c’est lui qui te possède

ayant barre sur toi.

Il n’est pas le remède

qu’on emporte avec soi,

afin qu’il nous défende

des drames de la vie.

Il t’entraîne avec lui

jusqu’au jour trop certain

où tu prendras congé

de ce monde prècaire,

le temps qui nous contient

depuis le premier jour,

témoin sans parti pris

de tout notre parcours. 

La Ronde

Une inquiète poussée de sève

vient provoquer parfois

la soif de l’avenir

établie dans un cycle

qu’accélère sans cesse

ce monde trop pressé-

Le calendrier toujours prompt

agite à chaque instant

la folle ronde des années,

mais dans sa prudence le temps

se garde du futur :

a durée d’un jour est d’un jour.

Le calendrier
Il n’allait pas se plaindre
de la lenteur avec laquelle

les jours enfin se dérobaient

à l’impatience vaine

d’un calendrier sans merci.

Il acceptait d’avance

leur passage si nonchalant

dans le temps où ils se résorbent,

cette succession d’heures

d’une étrange indolence,

si précieuses pourtant

pour qui en sait le prix,

et savourait avec ferveur

ces instants tout pleins de mesure

qui le laissaient vivre au présent.
La persistence

Avant nous

après nous

avant la vie qui nous empoigne,

après la mort qui nous attend,

la persistance inexplicable

du temps,

son silence qu’illumine

la présence immémoriale

de Dieu.  
Roger Prevel, UNWTO, retired
Deux œufs

C’est toi le blanc

C’est moi le jaune

Et nous nous marierons

Notre joie se mesure à l’aune

De l’amour que nous nous vouons

Ron

Ron

Petit patapon

Dépêchons-nous

Dépêchons-nous

Et surtout échappons

A la brouille des œufs qu’on casse

Mais le sable coule

Et le temps passe

Il est trop tard

Nous cuisons

IN FAECIBUS MUNDI

Timebam ne veniret

Illa nigra lux

Illa desperatio unica

E tenebris coeli nata

Hodie timeo ne veniat

Illud tempus nobis incognitum

Quod dies irae deorum dicitur

Cur mihi dicis 

Metum semper vivere

Praefetus quia 

Natus sum

In faecibus mundi






Jacques Herman, UNSW/SENU

APPEL DE PHARE

C’est un phare qui veille, unique,

Au bord des terres habitées.

Je le transporte avec moi-même

Car je suis son élan de pierre

Au long des vagues déroulées.

Une lame, encore une lame

Se jettent à mon assaut constant,

Venues du fond de l’horizon

Où se battent les vents contraires.

C’est l’océan des voix humaines 

Plein de passions inassouvies.

Le monde en moi, et moi en lui,

Dressée au bout du promontoire,

Avec mon couteau de lumière

Qui tranche les ombres et moissonne

Les éclats d’âme ourlés d’écume

Sur les brisants, à l’infini.
LA   CO – NAISSANCE

Relier au lieu de disjoindre.

Penser du bien de l’Autre

Pour inverser la spirale,

L’enchaînement d’actions faussées

Qui se déroulaient à l’envers.

Le monde alors se reconstruit.

Une nouvelle réalité

Emerge du chaos.

Le bien suscite d’autres biens

Sur son élan exponentiel.

C’est une naissance à l’endroit,

Une renaissance collective,

Une reconnaissance générale

Et, au final glorifié,

Une co - naissance planétaire.

Luce Péclard, UNSW/SENU
GONE

The fig tree came alive

this morning with the smile of you

carried over

in a breeze of scent

Green pearls of fruit

amber light upon your shoulder

while you caress to choose

Ancient as gone

yet I saw you

in my mirror

And the tear from the tree

white as love

forever pure

KISSING THE WIND

You are pure wind

A caress of air

That makes trees smile

paint of light

I am a shape of sand

That you fashion when you move

And the smile I stole

From those trees

is the feel of you at dusk

rapid

as my perfect dream.

Francesco Pisano, UNITAR

Sowing seeds 

grow, seed of apple,

in the land of adam.

grow into something exquisitely grand & beautiful.

tell me, does the apple seed know

it will grow 

into a tree, 

and bear fruit and have leaves?

does it really know?

i don’t think so…

so grow,

seed of apple,

in the land of eve,

into something grand & beautiful. 

strawberries

the houses are all falling down,


but i smell strawberries in your hair,


isn’t that weird?


who cares about the poetry?


nobody writes good poetry anymore.


nobody listens anymore.


or maybe, people are just too busy


to listen.


actually,


it surprises me 


that i can still smile.


maybe it’s because i know 


that all the houses are falling down,


and all the trains are crashing,


and all the bills and coins and coffee beans


are piling up,


getting lost and being shitted


or shat (whichever you prefer),


that is, being useful:


consumed in the business world


where the dog always eats the dog.


so smiling,


i lick my lips with the taste of sweet.

it keeps me alive, darling,


your hair,


like strawberries in the air.

a stab at self-definition

wouldn’t it be great if all you had to do in life

was smile and dance? 

and that your first love

was always enough?

and that your children rebelled 

only when you were wrong?

wouldn’t it be great? 

– but getting to know yourself – 

sometimes can’t make the connections



(gotta make time stop to go on).

so move at the speed of light to the time when you were born – where is the line 

between imagination and experience?

there’s almost none: walk into the wardrobe;

transgress from life to life;

the moon is in your hands again –

see, there, it drips silver rabbits –

all the beauty and all the pain:

must we classify them? (yes) (no)

getting to know yourself is the most difficult thing

because you’re everything, 

and anything, you choose to be.

define me?

good luck.

airports

the points of convergence.

so many people – 

coming from here,

going there,

stopping over,

just passing through –

so many stories, pictures, postcards, etc…

o.k.

enough already.

let’s just be frank about it.

we’re all on our separate voyages;

some are lucky enough to know 

their destinations (or so they think).

we’re all tourists and travelers,

looking for something, anything,

hoping to find buried treasure.

it makes sense,

this strange link between us, i mean.   

here there coming going,

flying landing,

carrying luggage and souvenirs,

passing each other briskly,

trying to get through customs first.

Hendrik Garcia, Mission of the Philippines

 Word from the beginning




Some countries have a Motherland,




others a Fatherland,




but every tongue it seems




has a mother one.




Indonesians speak bahasa ibu,




and pygmies must inherit their intricate inflexions




from melodious Mums…




My own tongue mother,




first heard in ancient murmurings




from my mother of flesh




and shared today, each in their way,




with a billion siblings,




is a  language as new as its latest variations,




yet as old as the Saxon hills.




I celebrate a lifelong incestuous affair




with a word-womb enveloping both ovum and seed.



May you guide me into writing




what I need to read!


Miss Wilson's legs

I never  knew her Christian name

(in those days first names were always Christian

even Moshe Birnbaum's, my classmate)

and  anyway teachers we only knew

as Mr. Mrs. or Miss Whatever

if they hadn't been dubbed with a nickname

She taught us to write essays 

and to get our spelling correct

Her Shakespeare lessons went mostly over our heads

but only there in Miss Wilson's class

was I glad my desk was in the front row

Although she was old  - around thirty I guess

to my precocious twelve -

her beauty was only slightly marred

by that beauty-spot 'twixt cheek and chin

and her somewhat unassuming bust

But her legs made up for everything 

She taught us grammar while I on the sly

was getting the hang of passion

how to tell metaphors from similes

as I sizzled inside

at the glimpse of her stocking tops

those legs

ah Miss Wilson's legs so sleek

so silkily sheathed  which she crossed 

uncrossed re-crossed beneath her table

curving around 

enveloping 

squeezing

my early rising sap  

Her voice was silky too and once she said

my essays were good

that I had a way with words

little suspecting

I would never forget...

Were she still alive she'd be ninety-ish now

so I guess Miss Wilson has been laid to rest

her Christian name displayed in stone

and her legs interrèd with her

 David Walters, UNOG retired

I    Ancient and modern

See how the sky is wide, the water clear,

How dust gives birth to olives, fruit of peace;

Know now why men and beauty flourished here,

Why wisdom’s culture first took root in Greece.

The ancient sun still bright, I breathe the air

And see the working earth, the water’s flow,

And then at night in softer, shady glare

I glimpse the light that day can never show.

Though sturdy stocks must have a clouded view 

(In clarity and fire they cannot last)

Like Icarus, Greeks gazed beyond their due, 

So jealous time now melts their marble past.  

Still, without clouds as islands in the sky

I’ll try to swim the stars where comets die.

II    Mycenae

Mycenae’s walls preserve the guilty queen,

The headless lions are dumb to say the way,

The beehive tombs ignore his death unclean,

But Agamemnon’s song can sound today.

For I have trod in Agamemnon’s cave,

And I have seen the glory of his race,

So I can hear the music of his grave

And still can look on Agamemnon’s face.

But if one day a shining mask is found

By modern men who poke and peer and pry,

Three thousand years protected by the ground,

Defaced and stilled the mythic man will die.

And deaf they’ll call corrupted ashes King,

Though dust nor old and beaten gold can sing.

III
Delfi

Thy hallowed path, like Oedipus, I tread,

Dear Delf, of Ancient Oracle the shrine.

(Though dead the generations of thy bed,

The mystic found of wisdom still is thine).

Encircle-crouched above the craggy split

Where magic fumes the Sybil did entrance,

Twice wast thou built and twice was lit

The secret flame, equivocating dance.

While cypress spears on rounded spur sky-point

And shade thy gem in native circus palm,

Apollo rays thy noble scree anoint -

Against the weals of time a worthy balm.

Oh Delf, knowst thou a happy fate for me?

Can I tap happiness by trust in thee?

IV     Epidaurus
Asclepios himself could never cure

The monumental tundra of its pain;

The sacred rocks, preservers of the pure,

Are now dispersed on Epidaurus’ plain.

But still the serpent’s sting has power to heal

While yet the theatre’s pit remains intact;

This mountain stage presents the planet’s weal

And purges by the pain it must enact.

The lucid parables the poets wrote

Are magnified, and ancient whispers roar;

A needled dropped inside the compassed jaw

With poignant force relays the antidote.

The focussed fury of the human soul

Is stilled and silenced in this tragic bowl.

V    Journey to an island
The surging ship constrains the sea to flow,

And now the water’s furies mount and break,

The rollers clip and kiss, and melting know

The joy of infant cropping as their wake.

Engendered bubbles leave the parent throng

And love their liberation with a cry,

They seam the blue and writhe to silver song,

And now their poem done they float and die.

So let me live, while young to heave and foam,

To rise and ride conception’s broken crest

And then to throw my seed and stillness woo;

For marble-veined I too will seek a home,

Surviving sensual Dionysus’ test

Serene and blue and sky-reflecting true.

VI    Kreta

O ruggy isle of Crete, with mythic charm,

Who infant Zeus suckled in your caves,

How can your power inwardly alarm,

You mystic cradle lapped by Grecian waves?

Enigma-still you sleep, a world entire,

Your borders mist and fur in humid haze,

A labyrinth not just on Minos’ pyre,

For every plain and mount can me a-maze.

Though black-sail fated, Theseus went free,

As bull-victor he followed homeward call,

But you released my soul and captured me,

In greater freedom now to be your thrall.

O Ariadne, key of Knossos’ pride,

Your thread will bind me tight, with you my bride.
VII    Athinai

O Parthenon, inspire me with your wit,

Your marble silhouette against the blue,

To light in words this spot Apollo-lit:

Let me define you with my stylus too.

A hundred generations since you rose

In perfect pillared splendour, shining lime,

Have raised their heads and found their close

While greater still you grow through march of time.

Serene on Athens’ mound, unstirred by rage,

A ruined beauty tried which will not fade,

You have a timeless wisdom born of age:

What years have robbed is more than well repaid.

You are mo re lovely than a summer’s day,

You know eternal life amid decay.

VIII    Laced in golden blood

The blood-yolk sun goes down on Corinth’s plain

And shadows quicken as the evening falls;

The moon will wax and pale-veined columns wane

While honey melts the mountain fortress walls.

At dusk the stones are washed by liquid time,

One day is done but years can live again.

An ancient tragic mime dictates the rhyme

Of constant lines which gild the lives of men.

Yet on the hill where Sisyphus was lord

The crimson struggle with the rock goes on:

I try to crown with words the peak adored, 

Although, anaemic, all their power is gone.

When petrified the sunset glow is cold:

My verse can fashion only Midas gold.

IX    Siamese twins

I am the shadow twin of him who knows

Almighty love which seeks and never finds

Harmonic chords, the never-fading rose,

The golden ring which fits but never binds.

His soul loves marriage so that he unties

Each bond he makes when he discovers there

A flaw;  forgiving yet, he must despise 

A modulation from the tonic air.

His love a crystal flower on fragile stem,

He bows his head to kiss the stony ground;

Ungrateful, it will not reflect the gem,

Rejects the tender, leaves the thorns uncrowned.

So he with aching charge regrets his birth

Till death is borne and love can find its earth.

X    Les cadavres de mes jours

The stench of rotten flesh infects the air,

In vain to breathe afresh I turn my head,

For crippled bodies fester everywhere,

I lie among the dying and the dead.

Above and at my side they taint my view

And underfoot they shift, deceitful sands;

They haunt my night and curse the morning dew,

Abuse me as they soil and nail my hands.

In blind blue eyes my shaded past lives on

Like skin I cannot shed, persistent dross;

No serpent I, for me no scales are gone –

An ancient seaman, then, with albatross.

The vision clears and sears the steaming haze:

About me hang the corpses of my days.

XI     Green fingers
My youth was brown and cracked for want of use,

My arteries were hard before their time

My mind was scoured and stiff from self-abuse,

My tongue was dry, my mouth could only mime.

My eyes would shine, but glinting steel, not love,

My limbs were nailed on adulthood still-born:

A raven envying the cooing dove,

I robbed myself and took the cross’s scorn.

But now my empty chest is filled to last,

My poverty is drowned and at your feet;

With liquid balm you heal my dusty past

And rusty nails give way to arrows sweet.

Endowed by you no-one can steal my part,

Now you and green are living in my heart.

XII    Wooden heart

In March I carved out names into the tree,

The letters interlocked to our embrace,

But now your bud from mine has sprouted free –

Alone the growing symbols interlace.

With autumn’s word our apple-tree will fruit

(Its crop was seeded passionless in Spring)

And here and there its pippy brood will root

And swell and grow while nested couples sing.

One day my apple tree will stem its scar,

The bark will close, the letters cease to be,

But then perhaps the saplings near and far

Will bear the cut and write of you and me.

And if the trees can breed this lover’s pain

Perhaps your wound as well might weep again.

XIII    Bitten by the bark

Why do I still look up into the leaves

And fell the sinews straining in my heart?

Why can’t I equal what the tree achieves

And heal the wound we felt from Cupid’s dart?

That March I carved our names into the tree

So deep that it should know our love would last,

But still the knife writes deeper into me

What for the wooden tree and you is past.

Each Spring the trunk sees new rings begin

And through the Summer feels new harvest grow,

But my regrets don’t gain a thicker skin –

They swell and circle with the sappy flow.

Each knotty bough evokes your olive face

And memories of us I can’t efface.

XIV    Sixth sense

I long to see you with my hungry lips,

I yearn to hear you in a tight embrace,

Yet I can’t smell you with my fingertips

For distance is the master of your face.

But if your absent heart can’t beat with mine,

And if our limbs can’t couple and caress,

Then let my verses interlace, entwine, 

And verbally our mutual love express.

And if the words in conjugation fail,

And cannot consummate the love we bear,

Then see them as a sober smoky trail

Of flames now gone and flames we’ll always share.

So, though our wanting bodies cannot clutch,

Perhaps at least in spirit we can touch.

David Lewis, European Broadcasting Union, formerly WHO 
   POETRY OF SILENCE

Poetry of silence, poetry of sound
Poetry of darkness, poetry of light
Poetry of summits, poetry of ground
Poetry of sunrise, poetry of night.

      Love of poetry is poetry of life.

Poetry of blue sky, poetry of cloud (1)
Poetry of sunset, poetry of dawn
Poetry of hermit, poetry of crowd
Poetry of red deer, poetry of fawn.
      Love of poetry is love of life.

Poetry of forest, poetry of field 
Poetry of valleys, poetry of hills
Poetry of sowing, poetry of yield 
Poetry of harvest, poetry of mills.

       Love of poetry is life on wings.

Poetry of desert(2), poetry of lake
Poetry of seagull, poetry of flock
Poetry of drizzle, poetry of flake (3)
Poetry of river, poetry of rock.(4)

       Love of poetry is life that sings.

Poetry of fountain, poetry of fire
Poetry or marble, poetry of wood
Poetry of piano, poetry of lyre
Poetry of choir, poetry of mood.

      Poetry is fond of dappled things. (5)

Poetry of laughter, poetry of tears (6) 
Poetry of treetops, poetry of roots
Poetry of sorrows, poetry of cheers
Poetry of blossoms, poetry of fruits.

      Love is poetry – as love is life.(7)
TWO RED CHIPS

Just two red chips...

not garnet -- not ruby.

Just plain cheap glass

small, poorly shaped

-- blood red, Bohemian --

But boy could they chatter

-- nearly holler! --

on the ends of her earlobes.

Disarming accessories

for her power-suit outfit

of civil servitude,

Like two little stoplights

stopping up normality,

flashing strobe-like

-- spellbinding --

A tiny, loud

declaration

of sensuality

catching her man’s eye

so stunningly

he could only barely

hear himself think.

Karin Kaminker, UNOG
THE LIGHT DOVE

By changing moonlight

a dove shape forms

on the dark side

of the massive oak.

Its feathers are the twilit leaves.

My mind is troubled

but I sit here transfixed.

In the clear, windless night,

the dove's outstretched

wings are still.

The moon lifts its silver

veil of cloud.

The dove nods its head

briefly towards me.

On its chest

a bright patch shines:

Seek me  ... Peace.

Karin Kaminker, UNOG

Lighting the Way

Tomorrow is not a given,

We all have but limited time.

Each day is a blessing,

We are constantly in our prime.

Some have longer roles,

Some barely a line, or a sigh.

For no one knows the meaning

Of why we’re born, why we die?

Many assume there’s an explanation,

In something reassuringly mystical beyond,

That all will be revealed later,

Once from the earth we abscond

That there’s a hell and a heaven,

And for some limbo in between,

An eternal spiritual wonderland,

Where souls roam free and serene.

In a light at the end of the tunnel

It’s certainly comforting to believe,

What if it’s only the express train of time

Hurtling at us, the sceptics, stoics and naive.

To imagine that there’s hope and clarity,

Not just termination of existence, and a non-state,

That by clutching at metaphysical straws,

We can somehow escape our mortal fate.
Equipped with reason, feelings, and the will to survive,

We can transcend our existential plight.
By asserting our dignity and solidarity,

Life’s absurdity we can defy and carry the fight.

Live prudently on the extended credit of time,

With its variable interest rates and unknown span.

Dispense with nonsense and the ubiquitous sham.
Head up, and do the best that you can.
Do not simply follow blindly,

Self-appointed shepherds who salvation proclaim,

But who lead gullible flocks to slaughter,

And impose mental servitude, regardless in whose name.

Make the most of it while it lasts,

The here and now before the final goodbye.

Say yes to love, and no to hate.

Live a good life: you have only one try.
The light or darkness is not what lies beyond,

But what we leave behind.
In the remembrance of our deeds and stance,
Of our contribution to humankind.
On Life’s Voyage

Moored temporarily again,

Among other anxious souls

That wait in port as best they can,

Sheltering from the turbulent seas

And storms of life.

I know that I must soon venture out again

To battle the treacherous currents

Waves and shoals

In the flimsy vessel given me by fate,

And already damaged by the incessant work of time.

Without a navigator’s compass and a map,

Relying merely on a sailor’s instinct and hope,

And the sun and other distant stars,

To guide me home, wherever that is.

Meaning full and meaning less

This is your time, your life,

You can wish otherwise, or pretend

That you’re too busy too notice,
That you suffer too much, or are on the mend.
But without giving it meaning,

You’re no better than the industrious ant,

The blood-sucking mosquito,

Or sun-seeking plant.

Driven by instinct

And the will to survive,

To know what questions to pose,

Is the key to your very own life.

Bohdan Nahajlo, UNHCR
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Poetry of tulips 

Fragments

in my garden grows an Euonymus tree

its wood once used for spindles

though dreaded by country folk

for its poisonous crimson berries

and a fetid smell when bruised

in my room stands a spinning wheel

engraved with a wedding date

carved for a bride two centuries past

now a flimsy cast-off heritage

polished by family fidelity

I have no memory of the woman

who turned her flax to thread

no memory of the antique fear

that gave my tree its name

Euonymus mother of the Furies

yet I seek some consolation

for a loss of  myths and fairy tales

those beacons of our world

shattered by sleepless gods

fragments still spinning in my brain

Jo Ann Hansen Rasch, UNSW/SENU 

Landmarks of Love

when she knew her mind was clear

she committed to memory

waving kelp plants  coastal flax

black-backed gulls in abundant skies

green waves curling like apple peel

over an empty beach

and with her index finger

she traced her lover’s eyebrows

and told him

one last time

they were her distant hills

he kissed her inner thighs

while crayfish chattered

beneath his undulating boat

rising with the tide

in that far away harbour

today she remembers

how his beard tickled

her skin  his salt-caked lips

sealing grains of love

on her heart’s translucent map

Jo Ann Hansen Rasch, UNSW/SENU

DIÁLOGO A DISTANCIA CON DAVID HUERTA

SOBRE LA SEGUNDA PERSONA

I.

¿Quién soy, tú? ¿Quién

eres, yo? ¿O eres, tú,

y yo soy? O incluso

tú es él y yo es ella o él

soy yo y ella tú. Exceso

y majestad, dices. 

¿No será indigencia

de nuestra condición

pequeña


desnuda en su

deriva ciega? Lenguaje

es comodín supletorio y

sus doncellas Gramática

y Sintaxis tapones que

detienen la sangría

del ser. Y eso si es que

alcanzamos a brillar

unos instantes de luz

negra. La segunda

persona no es menos

quimera que la primera,

tropos aleatorios inter-

cambiables. Lo arcaico

sí es la voz, aquel primer

vahído humano o el

segundo, el proferir

poético, el que se dice

balbuceo, onomatopeya

o soplo que no queda

en los libros, que nos

cae del cielo en forma

blanca, líquida o dura:

granizo, agua lustral.

II.

El otro, el otro. Yo es

otro, dijo el joven poeta 

que murió en el desierto.

El otro el mismo, dijo

el poeta ciego que soñó

haber muerto coronel

peleando en la pampa.
Lo Otro, el Otro, dijo el 

analista del lenguaje, 

príncipe de la alteridad. 

Tú empero dices ese tú 

que recibe tu abrazo y oye

tu palabra en su piel, tú

vulnerable como yo, tú

blanco de tu amor y de

su ira, ése que te mira

y te toca, irreductible

a teoría o teorema: la

segunda persona así

apropiada o apropiable,

predadora, posesiva o

posesa, domadora y

domesticable, tuya, mía. 

Con suerte, todos somos

o hemos sido una vez

la segunda persona de

algún yo narcisista.

III.

Las personas del verbo

se disfrazan y juegan

a las sillas musicales…

el que fue a Sevilla

perdió la cabeza y ya

no será más el mismo

aunque vista el propio

pronombre. Ausente

de todo ramo, y por

tanto eternamente

reubicable, la flor de

Mallarmé fue la ideal

persona de su verbo,

invisible, acomodaticia.

IV

A cada cual su segunda

persona, la que ha creado

para sí, no necesariamente 

la que se merece (¿quién?)… 

Maria Elena Blanco, UNOV, retired
ABANDONADOS

Muertos no son los que yacen en tierra sepultados,

muertos son todos los que en vida sufren,

son aquellos que cuentan las horas y los días

y quisieran llenar con su cuerpo una tumba vacía.

El alma destrozada, el cuerpo sin aliento,

entregados a la resignación sin contar el tiempo,

el tiempo que transcurre sin sentirse útiles,

sin sentirse amados y de todos abandonados.

No solamente son prisioneros los que están en una celda,

también lo son aquellos que al aire libre están encadenados,

acorralados por el desamor de quienes los rodean,

rodeados de egoísmos, posesivos y sin amigos.

Parodiando el pensamiento de esos seres digo:

¿cómo quieres que me sienta si yo no soy yo?

Soy un ente que camina sin saber a donde ir,

soy un ente que piensa sin poder expresar ideas,

un ser viviente que vive muerto en vida.

CEGUERA DE AMOR – II-

Cuando todo se oscurece en nuestra alma,

Cuando ni el brillo del Sol logra  animarla,

Cuando parece que el Mundo terminó para nosotros

Y llega una mano bondadosa que se nos tiende

Sentimos que hemos perdido el tiempo

Que debimos creer más en el amor.

Que la ceguera y la pasividad nos envolvió.

Llega la claridad tan ansiada,

El Sol comienza nuevamente a brillar

Y el alma que parecía dormida

Comienza también de amor a temblar.

Rosa Montoya de Cabrera, OHCHR retired 

Caballo de Troya

Recuerdo que podía abandonar esto que soy
verme desde fuera y encontrar tanta sombra
era la inspiración perfecta para cazar sueños

los esperaba lejos de mí dentro de la luz

y cuando se acercaban a la trampa de ojos cerrados

a descansar de ser tanto en tan poco

los atrapaba contándoles tristeza

yo

era una red en la arena

todos se quedaron en mí

ahora soy el Caballo de Troya

y estoy esperando que Dios abra la puerta.

El Silencio que une

Te puede parecer extraño el que te pida un milagro

en la misma poesía que da cobijo a mis dudas

pero hay tanto más importante perdido entre nosotros

que no permanecer tan solo de mi lado

es serle fiel a lo que no creemos propio

necesito tocar lo que el tiempo ha imaginado de ti

para poder creer que amamos a otros

entre tu distancia y mi lejanía

y si los pensamos felices

podremos encontrarnos y no decir nada.

Espacio/Tiempo

Voy a viajar al futuro hasta llegar a este instante

para culminar la aventura de la inspiración

mucho antes del pensamiento que la trajo

desde el ayer matemático

al ahora del olvido.
                                               Luis Aguilar, UNSW/SENU 
       Herbst

~

Denn immer, immer wieder kommt ein neuer Herbst.

Der Herbst kommt mit allen Farben -

er versinkt unbemerkt im Dezember ganz still und leise.

Er symbolisiert am besten unsere Reise.

Er ermahnt uns, langsamer zu leben.

Es ist kein Verkriechen, es ist ein Zusichkommen - 

der Herbst ist Gottes Geben.

Gelblich rote Bäume, die Farben verschwommen.

 

Diese Zeit lässt uns langsamer leben, remember,

der Herbstwind weht von vorn wie er kann - 

von zwölf Monaten sind es nur vier bis Dezember,

die der Mensch zu Hause in sich kehren kann.

Der Herbst ist das ungeschriebene Recht,

das Recht auf Langsamkeit und Stille - 

das Frühjahr ist nicht mehr weit, 

drum werde bitte leise, oh Wille !

Immer,immer wieder kommt ein neuer Herbst,

warum nur - muss nur alles vergeh`n

warum nur -  bleibt nichts besteh`n?

Damit wir ins uns geh`n ...muss der Wind weh`n.

Christian Schulz, UNSW/SENU, former intern at OHCHR
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Windvang heet een molen
In het brede mooie polderland.
Veilig achter dijken in Zuid-Holland
Staat de oude korenmolen.
Met tweeentwintig meter vlucht
draaien wieken in de blauwe lucht.
De molenaar kijkt uit en glimlacht
Want vandaag is goede Windkracht

De molenaar verheugt zich
Op Aeolus, maar gezellig
Is de zeewind niet altijd.
Van stormwind heeft hij geen profijt

Hij luistert altijd naar Aeolus’ roep,
want met zijn onvoorspelbaarheid
Heeft onze molenaar steeds strijd,
Maar hij doet waardig zijn beroep.
Malen, langzaam malen naast de kerk,
Het carilljon zingt zacht van zegen.
Rustig draaien is het dagelijkse werk
Orare-laborare is de spil van leven.

Een Molenstichting is sinds kort hier eigenaar.
Gelukkig is daarom de molenaar,
Het Goodereede molenonderhoud is zeker.
Toch de Wind als ook het leven blijft onzeker.                        AdeZ, OHCHR, retired 

	


TRANSLATIONS

TRADUCTIONS

TRADUCCIONES
欢畅的歌
德: 阿尔弗雷德.萨亚斯
译:  瞿则诚
悠扬的钟声，
小鸟的啼唱。
习习的清风，
早晨的阳光。
这一切虽属平常，
却使我心情舒畅。
暮春四月，
白桦树披上了绿装。
蔚蓝的天幕下，
是油菜花金色的海洋。
秋天里，
微风吹拂，
天高气爽。
即便冬天来了，
也有那皑皑白雪，
让我尽情观赏。
自然的景色使我心情欢畅。
波涛如涌，
浪花飞扬。
我驾驭着风帆，
贴着水面轻航。
大海使我心情欢畅。
飞鸟归林，
暮色苍茫，
远处万家灯火，
大地张开了眼睛千百双。
夜色使我心情欢畅。
摸着她纤纤的素手，
望着她温柔的目光。
心爱的人儿依偎在我的身旁，
爱恋使我心情欢畅。
在D 大调的和弦中，
我忘却了人生的忧伤。
喜悦像亮晶晶的音钟，
轻轻地叩打着我的心房。
音乐使我心情欢畅。
我想静下来，
细细品尝这欢畅的时光。
可是突然间，
它却稍纵即逝，
我的欢畅又变成了忧伤。
过去了，
消失了，
这欢畅的时光，
怎么还能让我细细品尝 !
欢畅为什么这么快就转变为忧伤?
你太短了，太快了，
我那失去的欢畅!
我真想让你多停留一会，
欢畅的时光 ! 
你是那么美好，
叫人永久难忘 !
我多么希望，
所有的欢畅都永远存在，
万世其唱 !
也许瞬间就是永存，
因为记忆可以使欢畅永不消亡。
而未来更让无限向往!
 




出处:白花园
(translation of poem “Beglückt”, published in the Shanghai poetry magazine Baihuayuan, No. 1, 2003, pp. 11-13)


BEGLÜCKT *

Beglückt
durch kleine Dinge:
Glocken, Vogelgesang und Helligkeit,
Fliederduft und eine leichte Brise.

Beglückt durch Buchenblätter, hellgrün im April (1),
durchs gelbe Rapsmeer unterm tiefen Blau.
Beglückt bei einem unerwartet warmen Herbstwind (2),
bei schneebedecktem Dächern, den Sternen auf der Hand.

Beglückt am Meer
in tosender Brandung,
wenn das Salz ins Gesicht spritzt
und sich die Masten neigen.

Beglückt im Abendrot
wenn Lerchen schwirren (3),
und die tausend Augen
unserer Stadt erwachen.

Beglückt durch einen Blick
des so geliebten Auges
durch die Berührung ihrer Hand
und ihre Gegenwart. 

Beglückt, begeistert und beseelt 
von innerer Musik, vom klaren Klingen des Kristalls.
Beglückt vom himmlischen D-dur Akkord (4),
als Schwermut sich in Freude wandelt.
Beglückt und doch bestürzt,
wie rasch vergeht das Glück.
Festhalten möcht ich ihn,
und genießen diesen Augenblick....

Vorbei, verklungen, schon Vergangenheit.
Wie sollte ich am Glückesmut festhalten?
Zu Wehmut wird der Nachklang meines Glückes:
Zu kurz, zu schnell, vorbei.

Wie gern möcht ich dem Augenblick gebieten:
“Verweile doch, du bist so schön!" (5)
Und dennoch: mehr als nur verweilen,
denn alle Lust will Ewigkeit-- will tiefe, tiefe Ewigkeit! (6)

Vielleicht verbirgt der Augenblick
die wahre Ewigkeit:
denn die Erinnerung verewigt jede Lust,
uns künftig tiefer zu beglücken!
*Rendered happy. Contentment is not derived from wealth or luxury but from simple things – idea borrowed from Joachim du Bellay’s “Heureux qui comme Ulysse”, where the poet takes pleasure not in le marbre dur of Roman palaces but in the ardoise fine, not in the mont Palatin but in “mon petit Liré”, his native village. 
1.Hermann Hesse “Frühling”, put to music by Richard Strauss.
2.John Keats, To Autumn.
3. Joseph von Eichendorff, “Im Abendrot”, the last of Richard Strauss’ Vier letzte Lieder.
4.Beethoven's Ninth Symphony rises from the third movement adagio in D minor to the triumphant D major choral of the fourth, exulting with the human voice, soloists and choir thundering Schiller's Ode An die Freude.
5.Goethe, Faust II, Grosser Vorhof des Palastes, Fünfter Akt, Vers 11581-82.
6. Nietzsche, Das Trunkne Lied: "O Mensch! Gib Acht!" from  Also Sprach Zarathustra, IV Teil. Gustav Mahler, Symphony Nr. 3 in D minor, IV Movement "Was mir die Nacht erzählt".
Alfred de Zayas, OHCHR retired
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Poetry of harvest. Mont Aiguille 2087 m in the French Vercors chain, seen from the village of Chichilianne in September 2009
L’inno al lago della speranza

È da questo lago di speranza che vi scrivo,

simbolo da tempo di lunghi felici esili.

La nuova generazione passa davanti a me,

fiera dei suoi nuovi successi e conquiste,

mi fa sentire gaudioso e mesto parimenti:

quella barca veleggia in libertà sotto un sole che ci abbaglia,

solitaria però lo fa, aspettando di trovare una compagna.

Erra da una sponda all’altra del bacino,

e lo fa con il bello e brutto tempo,

ma senza mai perdere la luce della speme.

La direzione del vento spesso cambia sul nostro lago

e quello che è vento può spesso divenire

l’alba di un giorno soleggiato.

The paean to the lake of hope
From this lake of hope I am writing to you,

symbol for a long time of extended happy exiles.

The new generation is passing in front of me,

proud of its new successes and conquests,

makes me feel equally blissful and mournful:

that boat sails in liberty under a sun that blinds us,

solitarily it does it though, awaiting a new companion.

It wanders from one shore to the other of the basin,

and it does this in fine and bad weather,

but without ever losing the light of hope.

The direction of the wind often changes on our lake

and what is wind may often become

the sunrise of a sunny day.

Alla ricerca della calma speranza
Gente che va, gente che viene,

siamo veramente alla ricerca di un traguardo nuovo,

o siamo inquieti per quanto ci attiene

e pronti a cambiare vita per un mondo che non trovo,

disposti a sacrificare ogni certezza a noi data con affetto?

E questo atteggiamento incalza in tutti i nostri giorni

con ansia, ambizione, agitazione, paura,

frenesia, frastuono, ripudio,

terrore, opprobrio

e preterribile rancore

finché là

…

affetto,

stima, gioia,

accoglienza, silenzio, calma,

convinzione, tranquillità, modestia e atarassia

alla luce di quel monte così calmo

siamo esausti, ma felici con noi stessi

e ritroviamo i nostri cari compagni di ventura

con cui ci consoliamo e domandiamo:

“Perché non ci siamo accorti e partiti molto prima?”

La risposta non conosciamo,

ma certo è che assieme ripartiamo…


À la recherche du calme espoir

Gens qui s’en vont, gens qui arrivent,

sommes-nous vraiment à la recherche d’un nouveau but,

ou sommes-nous inquiets pour ce qui nous concerne

et prêts à changer vie pour un monde que je ne trouve pas,

disponibles à sacrifier chaque certitude qui nous est donnée avec affection ?

Et cette attitude nous harcèle tous les jours

avec anxiété, ambition, agitation, peur,

frénésie, vacarme, répudiation,

terreur, opprobre

et extrême rancœur

jusqu’au moment où

…

affection,

estime, joie,

accueil, silence, calme,

conviction, tranquillité, modestie et ataraxie

en voyant ce mont si calme

nous sommes épuisés, mais heureux de nous-mêmes

et nous retrouvons nos chers camarades

avec lesquels nous nous consolons et demandons :

« Pourquoi nous nous sommes rendus compte et partis plus tôt ? »

La réponse nous ne connaissons pas,

mais c’est sûr qu’ensemble nous repartons…
La rinascita
Ed eccoci qua al bivio della vita,

dopo che molti hanno visto la gioia atterrita.

Senza luce era questa giornata infinita,

ed ora ci attende una scelta inaudita:

trovare la forza per il balzo sull’altopiano della vita.

Là il mondo ci sorride e rasserena,

ci affida il dono della grande temperanza.

Là il mondo ci accoglie e istruisce senza alcuna pena,

dove ci dona la virtù del giudizio a distanza:

vi prego di restare in Paradiso con la massima costanza…

 La renaissance
Et voici-nous au carrefour de la vie,

alors que beaucoup ont vu la joie terrifiée.

Sans lumière était cette journée infinie,

et maintenant un choix inouï nous attend :

trouver la force pour faire un bond sur le haut-plateau de la vie.

Là-bas le monde nous sourit et rassérène,

nous confie le don de la grande tempérance.

Là-bas le monde nous accueille et instruit sans chagrin,

nous donne la vertu du jugement à distance :

je vous prie de rester au Paradis avec la plus grande constance…
Pietro Rabassi, UNOG

Latin maxims - in Czech, Dutch and English

Fama crescit eundo (Vergilius, Aeneis 4, 175) Het gerucht groeit aan
naarmate het rondgaat. The rumour grows as it goes. 

Pověst (fáma) roste jak se šíří.

Felix sua sorte contentus (Horatius, Satiren 1,1,1,) Gelukkig hij die
met zijn lot tevreden is.  Happy the man who is content with his fate.
Šťastný je muž, který je spokojen se svým osudem.

Dum spiro, spero.  Zo lang ik adem, heb ik hoop. As long as I breathe,

I have hope. Dokud dýchám, mám naději.

 

Habent sua fata libelli (Terentius, De litteris, 1286) Boeken hebben
hun eigen lotgevallen. Books have fates of their own. 

Knihy mají své osudy.


Lacrimna nihil citius arescit (Cicero, De inventione, I, 56, 109).
Niets droogt sneller op dan een traan. Nothing dries faster than

tears. Nic neuschne tak rychle jako slzy.

Lex dura, sed lex.  Een harde wet, maar een wet.  A hard law, but law

nonetheless. Tvrdý zákon, ale zákon.


Libera sunt nostrae cogitationes (Cicero, Pro Milone, 29, 79) Het
staat ons vrij te denken wat we willen. Our musings are free. 

Naše myšlenky jsou svobodné.


Misere utile dulci (Horatius, de Arte poetica, 343) Het nuttige met
het aangename verenigen. To combine the necessary with the pleasant.

Spojit nutné s příjemným.


Ne quid nimis (Terentius, Andria 61) Niets te veel. Nothing too much.
Ničeho příliš.
Manus manum lavat (Seneca, Apocolocyntosis).  De ene hand wast de andere. One hand washes the other.  Ruka ruky myje.  
Oldrich Andrysek, UNHCR
Gaza

27 December 2008 – 17 January 2009

men women and children 

clenched fists and clattering teeth

cold dark apartments 

tears rolling on hollowed cheeks 

torn limbs crushed viscera 

mixed with twisted metal 

and grey dusty rubble

men in aviator glasses drones

F-16s Apache helicopters 

masters of the latest technology 

smart missiles whooshing 

precision bombs lighting 

fires of hatred in the wretched 

and the dispossessed 

finding one day stuck 

on store windows parked 

cars and street signs bits and pieces

of skin flesh and bone that men 

in skullcaps silently pick with tweezers

putting them in plastic bags

to bury them in the same grave

separate in life but in death united

the killer and the killed 

the oppressors and the oppressed 

caught in the same knotted net

that is the ultimate reality

no power no glory

we are all the same family

Zeki Ergas, UNSW/SENU

Translation into Esperanto

                                                GAZAO


     viroj virinoj infanoj
     premitaj pugnoj klakantaj dentoj
     malvarmaj mallumaj apartamentoj
     larmoj rulantaj sur kavaj vangoj
     shiritaj membroj krakintaj visceroj
     miksitaj kun tordita metalo
     kaj griza polva rubo

     viroj kun aviadistaj lensoj glisoj
     F-16 Apache helikopteroj
     mastroj de plej lasta teknologio
     fajnaj misiloj siblantaj
     trafaj bomboj lumantaj
     fajroj de malamo en la mizera
     kaj la deloghigita

     trovanta tuttagan herson
     sur la montrofenestroj parkitajn
     ałtojn kaj stratsignojn disere kaj pecojn
     da hałto karno osto kiujn viroj
     kun vertochapo silente plukas pinchile
     metante ilin en plastajn sakojn
     por enfosi ilin en la saman truon

     separe en vivo sed en morto kune
     la murdinto kaj la murdito
     la subpreminto kaj la subpremito
     kaptite en la sama plektita reto
     kiu estas la ekstrema realo
     nek povo nek gloro
     en sama rondo familia

                      Zeki Ergas, UNSW/SENU

L’empreinte du Phénix
Née d’une onde pure
Dans les siècles des siècles

Et traversant les monts

Les forêts épaisses et profondes

Beaucoup plus profondes que la nuit

Ta source inspiratrice charrie jusqu’à nous mêmes

Ton énigme mystérieuse...

Aux confins de l’horizon

À la poussée des bourrasques de haute pression

S’emballe

Un chaos de nuages pourris et décomposés

Quand fait irruption la pluie aux cheveux épars.

Ton visage affectueux n’est pas encore découvert

Mais il n’est pas possible qu’on ne te reconnaisse

Absolument impossible

Qu’on te laisse écoulé dans le fil de l’oubli

Surtout, ce teint d’azur

Comment ferions-nous pour l’expliquer?

 

2

Ce teint d’une fraîcheur suave

Ce teint ravissant de semis de riz

Ce teint d’une exquise tendresse

Ce teint candide de regards d’enfants

Ce teint des vaguelettes sereines

Aux équinoxes d’automne

Ce teint évocateur de la mémoire

Ce teint d’une ardeur

D’une vivacité expressive

Comme l’Esprit de tes inspirations

Le souffle merveilleux de ta Muse.

 

3

Des fleurs d’espérance

Tu souhaites que les fruits naissent

Les écarts d’injustice

Tu exiges qu’on les réduise

Tes paroles adressées

On les entend d’un commun accord

Tes œuvres écrites

Nous les percevons avec émotion

Les faits que Tu déplores

Nous les souffrons véritablement.

 

4

N’ayant pas achevé tes chants d’exhortation

À l’unité harmonieuse

Ton sang innocent déborde du cœur transpercé

Inonde nos poitrines oppressées

Ma parole! j’invoque ton nom pour toute ma vie

J’élève ma voix pour louer la Fraternité.

 

À chaque poignée de main qu’on se donne

À chaque pas de la porte que Tu franchis

À chaque coup d’œil que Tu lui confies

Quel attachement incite la vie souffrante

À t’adorer avec ferveur!

 

Tu apparais dans un isolement complet

La mèche de feu au sommeil inquiet

Veille assidûment dans la nuit tardive

Au cœur de la ville en état de siège

Au couvre-feu

La ville close

Enserre les secousses de la sphère

Terreur! La vapeur fumante en fureur!

 

Ton Esprit poète 

Va tout droit dans la cellule obscure

Embrasse la Passion

Et exige le droit de parler

En son nom

Tout en recréant ce monde en ruines

Et réduisant à moins l’ombre des ténèbres.
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Ton intelligence est descellée

De son chuchotement

La source lointaine se fait entendre

La flore, croit-on, a bien deviné

Que Tu es en train de renouveler

Le Printemps.

 

Par sa violence

Il te dépouille de tout

Le tourbillon effréné!

Sauf, de l'amour de la Tolérance

Qui sert d’édifice aux arches d’alliance

Pour la communion.

 

Les laves bouillonnent sous tes pieds

Un nuage de gaz toxique monte

Suffoquant

Sans faille, Tu te tiens avec rigueur jusqu’au bout

Tout seul, cloisonné au cœur de l’âme

Inflammable.
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L’Homme qui se révèle en Toi

Vit pour un certain univers extraordinaire

Des ruines

Qui avaient enseveli de multiples générations

Des vestiges

Enfouis et disparus dans les temps anciens

L’Homme est né inconnu

Comme une étoile sans nom.

D’un point de rencontre des regards perplexes

Hostiles ou opposés

L’Homme s’évertue à la recherche d’un confluent

Pour tous les fleuves. 
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Des hématomes livides plombent tes paupières

Tu dors une nuit infinie...

Sous le dôme paternel qui couvait ton enfance

Quel est donc cet oiseau mythique

Aux ailes blanches majestueusement déployées

Qui renaît de ses cendres

Et sautillant parmi les rocs noirs superposés

Dont la vision accable, sans désemparer, notre imagination?

Nulle trace de reptiles

Divinement

S’érige au-dessus des montagnes invisibles 

Le très haut, le magistral dolmen de l'Homme

Ô Phượng Hoàng! Ô Phượng Hoàng!

Tes compagnons, l’un dans les bras de l’autre

Nous nous lions dans un serment de fidélité

Même au dernier soupir

Coude à coude, nous nous appuyons au pied du mur.

Le tronc s’est abattu

La ramée, effondrée

Le foin, tour à tour, s’enflamme!

D'un air grave, pas à pas, s’en va

Le feu sacré de ton Cœur.

On comprend, au fond, pour quelle raison

Ta poésie fléchit sous les grappillons de fruits verts

Flétris de chagrin.
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Sur l’immensité des mers, la nuit historique de l’Exode

Surnagent à la dérive

On ne sait combien de radeaux de souvenirs.

Le sort est exposé comme une corde tendue

Au-dessus du gouffre

Où le torrent fougueux découvre son tréfonds

Sournois et dangereux.

Il brise, sans pitié, les membres

Qui se débattent en délire

Il déracine, avec rage, la souche.

Que de l’Espérance éclose l’ultime rejeton 

Dorénavant et à perpétuité!
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Sur l’étendue incommensurable des océans des lendemains

L’homme enjambera à pas de géant

Bien plus imposants que les vagues immenses

L’homme grandira et se développera comme le vent

Qui déferle la voile de toute son envergure.

Quoiqu’il arrive

Ton Esprit poète devrait exister 

Aussi longtemps que possible

Hardi et persévérant

Comme le passeur au gouvernail.

Sans doute

Notre postérité ne parviendra pas à apercevoir

Tes yeux clair de lune

Tes yeux illuminés d’étoiles

Ayant dévoilé la voie

Et ouvert grand la porte

De la forêt dense de brouillard.

Sans doute

Noyé sous la tourmente de sensations violentes

L’avenir assoupi d’extase

Ne percevra pas le bruissement de la source

Qui vient de reprendre son rythme enjoué

Et battant sa mesure spontanée

Pour faire chanter l’automne.

 

Les feuilles d’or et le chatoiement de l’Astre du jour

Ondoient sur les ondes berceuses...

La saveur de l’Amour que Tu as destiné à l’homme

Jusqu’à jamais, personne ne pourrait l’épuiser

De même que ces statues et statuettes transies de marbre

Qui nous entourent

Car ton sang poète n’arrête point de se réchauffer

Et ton Cœur sensible, sans discontinuer, palpite

Palpite... jusqu’à nos jours.
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Chacun de nous dans ce pèlerinage

Se baisse pour baiser cette terre

Pour recueillir, tout en douceur, chaque grain de caillou

Pour s’interroger sur chacune des empreintes de pieds

Sublime! Voici le chapelet de jade

Qu’un certain premier venu a oublié.

Tout le long de la ligne frontière

Séparée des chemins sanglants

La haine, en secret, s’acharne

À multiplier ses tranchées.

Bienheureux, nous, les derniers arrivés

Nous ne pouvons retenir nos émotions

Et ne saurions que prononcer les paroles discrètes

Des nymphéacées

Dont les pétales éclos font vibrer chaque perle rose

De l’aurore naissante.

 

Des ombellifères odorantes couronnent

Ton front pur

Très humbles, nous nous prosternons

Pour te rendre grâces.

Est-il vrai que Tu es mort?

Ô Phượng Hoàng! Ô Phượng Hoàng! 

S’il est vrai que Tu es mort

Lequel donc de tes messages

Lequel donc de tes poèmes

Nous laisses-Tu comme preuve?

Dans le temps

Les forêts et les montagnes étaient verdoyantes

De nos jours

Pourquoi sont-elles, toutes, flétries et jaunies?

Or le corps inanimé assoupli

A été affectueusement porté 

Par le courant d’eau vive, argentée..
Dấu Tích Phượng Hoàng
1
Thoát thai từ một nguồn nước trong
Xa hàng trăm thế kỷ
Băng qua rừng núi dầy hơn đêm
Chở tới chúng tôi niềm bí ẩn
Cuối chân trời
Đám mây rữa nát
Lồng lộn triều gió cao
Mưa xõa tóc
Khuôn mặt thân yêu
Chưa tìm thấy
Không thể quên không thể buông trôi
Nhưng màu xanh đó chúng tôi làm sao giải thích.
 
2
Màu xanh màu thơm mát
Màu lá lúa non
Màu xanh màu thắm thiết
Màu mắt trẻ con
Màu sóng giữa hồn thu êm đềm
Màu xanh màu trí nhớ
Màu ấm áp như hồn thơ Anh.
 
3
Những bông ước mơ 
Anh chờ kết trái
Khoảng cách bất công
Anh đòi rút ngắn
Những điều Anh nói
Chúng tôi đều nghe
Những thơ Anh viết
Chúng tôi đều cảm
Những gì Anh khóc
Chúng tôi đều đau.
 
4
Viết chưa xong bài thơ hợp nhứt
Máu trào tim ngập ngực chúng tôi
Xin suốt đời gọi tên một người
Đòi lên tiếng ngợi ca bằng hữu
 
Ở mỗi bàn tay Anh nắm bắt
Ở mỗi ngưỡng cửa Anh vượt qua
Ở mỗi cái nhìn Anh trao gởi
Cuộc đời bất hạnh thêm thiết tha  
 
Anh xuất hiện từ nỗi cô đơn
Ngọn đèn khuya khoắt còn thao thức
Giữa thành phố giới nghiêm nhốt kín
Địa chấn hãi hùng bầu khí điên.
Thơ Anh đi thẳng vào ngục tối
Ôm đau khổ đòi quyền nhân danh
Xây dựng lại thế giới đổ nát
Thâu nhỏ nữa hình thù bóng đen.
 
5
Trí não Anh mở khóa
Giọng suối xa thì thầm
Cỏ cây như cũng hiểu
Anh sửa soạn mùa Xuân
 
Tước đoạt Anh tất cả
Trừ tình yêu bao dung
Con trốt ngoài tầm với
Bắc nhịp cầu cảm thông
 
Bùn chuyển động dưới chân
Hơi bốc lên ngạt thở
Anh cố thủ một mình
Giữa vách hồn nhạy lửa.
 
6
Con người ở trong Anh
Sống cho thế giới nào khác
Từ những đống gạch ngói chôn giấu nhiều thế hệ
Từ những phế tích chìm khuất trong thời gian
Con người sinh ra như một vì sao không tên
Từ chỗ gặp gỡ những tia nhìn đối nghịch
Con người đi tìm hợp lưu cho mọi dòng sông.
 
7
Máu bầm tím mi mắt Anh ngủ đêm vô tận
Dưới mái nhà ủ kín tuổi ấu thơ
Hồn chim nào giương đôi cánh trắng
Nhún nhảy giữa những phiến đá đen chồng chất
Đè nặng mãi óc tưởng tượng chúng tôi
Không có không thấy giống bò sát
Trồi lên từ mấy ngọn núi vô hình
Ngôi mộ một người uy nghiêm cao vút
Phượng Hoàng ơi Phượng Hoàng ơi
Đồng đội ôm nhau thề kết nghĩa
Lúc chết cùng đứng sát chân tường
Thân trút cành ngã xuống
Đám cỏ khô luân phiên bùng cháy
Nặng nề từng bước lửa tim
Chúng tôi thừa hiểu vì sao
Thơ Anh oằn những chùm trái xanh sầu héo.
 
8
Trong vùng mênh mông đêm lịch sử biển khơi
Nổi trôi bao nhiêu chiếc bè kỷ niệm
Số phận căng ra đâu khác sợi thừng
Dưới đáy vực cuồng lưu
Phô tấm lòng nham hiểm
Bẻ gãy những cánh tay
Giãy giụa như mê sảng
Nhổ bật những rễ cây
Hy vọng búp cuối cùng nở ra vĩnh viễn.
 
9
Trên đại dương bát ngát của ngày mai
Con người sẽ đi những bước dài hơn sóng
Sẽ lớn lên như gió mở cánh buồm
Nhưng thơ Anh phải còn có mặt rất lâu
Can đảm và kiên nhẫn như tay lái
Có thể con cháu chúng tôi không kịp trông thấy
Đôi mắt sáng trăng đôi mắt lấp lánh sao
Đã mở toang hết lối ngõ vào rừng sương mù
Có thể dưới trận bão tuyết cảm xúc
Tương lai sẽ chìm đắm trong mê ngất
Không nghe rõ dòng suối chảy ra
Vừa gõ nhịp
Hồn nhiên
Để mùa thu ca hát
 
Lá vàng và ánh mặt trời bồng bềnh trên làn ru
Hương vị tình yêu Anh dành cho loài người
Có thể đời sau không ai uống hết
Cả những pho tượng lạnh ngời cẩm thạch
Đang vây quanh chúng tôi
Vì máu thơ Anh không ngừng hâm nóng
Trái tim còn rung động đến hôm nay.
 
10
Mỗi đứa chúng tôi trong chuyến hành hương này
Cúi hôn từng lớp đất
Nâng niu từng hòn sỏi
Tra hỏi từng dấu chân
Xâu chuỗi ngọc kẻ nào tới trước đã bỏ quên
Dọc giới tuyến các con đường máu
Thù hận lén đào thêm hầm hố
Cầm không đậu lòng người tới sau
Chỉ biết thốt ra lời bông hoa thầm kín
Rung rinh từng giọt sương mai hồng
Mùi cỏ thơm trán Anh tinh khiết
Chúng tôi đồng quì xuống chịu ơn
Có thật là Anh đã chết
Phượng Hoàng ơi Phượng Hoàng ơi
Nếu thật sự Anh đã chết
Thông điệp nào bài thơ nào Anh để làm tin
 
Rừng núi xưa xanh biếc sao bây giờ vàng úa
Thể xác mềm dòng nước bạc vừa ẵm đi.
    
Nguyên Hoàng Bảo Việt, UNSW/SENU

Version française par Mme Hoàng Nguyên
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Poetry of blossoms 

We invite you to subscribe to Ex Tempore and support the United Nations Society of Writers. The  membership  fee  is  Sfr 35  per  year.   Please  fill in the form below and send it to:

Alfred de Zayas,  zayas@bluewin.ch or David Winch, dwinch@unog.ch, 
Please send your membership fee or generous donations directly to EX TEMPORE's account with UBS, branch office at the Palais des Nations, account  No. CA‑279-100-855.

Membership is open to active and retired staff and their spouses, fellows and interns of the United Nations, specialized agencies, CERN, Permanent Missions and Observer Missions, Inter-Governmental Organizations, NGO's and the Press Corps.

Membership Form: 

Name:

..............................................................

Organisation/Room No/Ext.

..............................................................

Address:

..............................................................

..............................................................

Phone:

..............................................................

Date:

..............................................................

The Journal's 2010 issue shall be dedicated to the general theme:  music as international language. The Editorial Board invites literary efforts of general interest, short stories, science fiction, humour, poems or aphorisms in any of the UN official languages (or in other languages accompanied by a translation into a UN language).  Please send these to the Editorial Board  electronically in format Times New Roman, 14 p to:  zayas@bluewin.ch, dwinch@unog.ch, cedelenbos@ohchr.org or the Editor at extempore.unsw@gmail.com
See  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Society_of_Writers
and  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ex_Tempore_(journal)
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Ex Tempore authors after a successful public multi-media event at the Palais des Nations
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La soirée littéraire “Ex Tempore” – toujours en janvier!

EX  TEMPORE                   Vol.  XX  2009
UNITED NATIONS SOCIETY OF WRITERS

VOLUME   XX  2009






ELLE


Pas !


Pour ce que nous n’étions





LUI


Pas !





ELLE


Pas …Pas si fort, pas si vite. 


Pas du tout…


Ne pas se jeter à l’eau…


Revenir…


Non, 


Ne pas revenir sur ses pas! 








LUI 


Ne pas rêver, ne pas chahuter.


Ne pas plier,  


Faire du texte


Phrases maudites…





ELLE 


Sous les lumières aveuglantes 


D'un ciel vide, 


Des secousses


Diurnes et  nocturnes.





LUI


Arrêtez de gémir !


Continuez 


Sans  cracher, 


Marcher, onduler


En zigzag, en travers, 


En périphérie.   





ELLE


Patauger,   parcourir,  pavoiser,


Parachever, surfer


Sur  ce qu'on a voulu 


Ou n’a pas voulu dire  


Ou faire !  








LUI


Ecraser le passé, 


Ne foncer vers nulle part, 


Prendre un virage lambda 


Dans un paquebot bleu,


Ou un chalutier crevé. 


Travestir les mots pour dire la vérité.





ELLE 


Dansez, dansez !  


Artistes, créateurs, 


Acrobates, 


Funambules et pirates.





LUI


Jouez, jouez ! Regardez ! 


Touchez  celui ou  celle d’en face,


Là,  à côté, à proximité !


Ne tirez pas! 


Ne  les jetez pas 


Dans le champ des  assommés !  





ELLE


Exact. Exit. Pulsions sauvages,


Généreuses.


Du face à face, 


Oui, oui, da, da, da, cher ami…


T’es encore là ?





LUI 


Et toi, t’es encore ici ?  


Et la nave va !





ELLE


Va la nave !  





ELLE ET LUI


C’est ainsi ! 





LUI


C’est fini ! 





ELLE


Ou presque…








Poetry of cyclone, poetry of calm�Poetry of tempest, poetry of breeze�Poetry of willow, poetry of palm�Poetry of passion, poetry of peace. (8)


    Poetry is music, poetry is flame.


Poetry of perfume, poetry of smoke�Poetry of pauper, poetry of king�Poetry of sovereign, poetry of folk�Poetry of winter, poetry of spring.


     Poetry is season, poetry is breath.


Poetry of old man, poetry of youth�Poetry of deacon, poetry of pope�Poetry of fiction, poetry of truth�Poetry of promise, poetry of hope.


     Poetry is image, poetry is space.


Poetry of giant, poetry of worm (9)�Poetry of nuance, poetry of whole�Poetry of substance, poetry of form�Poetry of body, poetry of soul.


     Poetry is beauty, poetry is truth.(10)





William Wordsworth, Daffodils


Thomas Stearns Eliot, The Wasteland


Robert Frost, Stopping by woods on a snowy evening


Rainer Maria Rilke, Quatrains Valaisans


Gerard Manley Hopkins, Pied Beauty


Alfred Lord Tennyson, Tears Idle Tears


Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Sonnets from the Portuguese


Wilfried Owen, Anthem for doomed Youth


Edgar Allan Poe, The Conqueror Worm


John Keats, Ode to a Grecian Urn�


		AdeZ, OHCHR retired








ELLE


Mais alors,


Mais alors,


Que m’est-il permis de faire


En attendant que je trépasse,


Que tournent les aiguilles


Sur le cadran de mon calvaire ?





LUI


Il n’est pas interdit


De compter les goélands qui passent,


Mais il faut les compter à voix basse


Pour ne pas déranger


Mouettes et cormorans


Qui font gonfler le ciel


En poussant de grands cris


Dont ils détiennent l’exclusivité.





ELLE


Qu’on en finisse !


Jetez-moi donc à la mer !


Dès la vague première


Je me noierai !





LUI


Interdit !





ELLE


Enfouissez-moi 


Dans le sable froid !


J’ai toujours rêvé


De mourir ensablée.





LUI


Interdit !


ELLE


Pour me faire plaisir,


Pleurez alors comme une Madeleine,


Une Madeleine pleine


De haine


Et d’acrimonie ;


Pleine d’elle-même aussi.


Pleurez jusqu’à


Ce que vos yeux soient taris !


C’est un ordre !

















Aline Dedeyan, UNOG  et Jacques Herman, UNSW/SENU�performed at the Ex Tempore evening 23 January 2009








� Буквально: “иметь кого-либо под кожей”. Переводится как “очень любить кого-либо” (фр.) 


� “Уже поздно!” (фр.)
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