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1
All the head could do it did,
fixed landmarks, set purposes,
gave everything its own nature and place,
answered for each: how? why? when?
*
All the heart can hold it held,
pain in shadows, and in hordes
beauty, longing, tears—clasped hands—
all imploring: how? why? when?
This limit has no end.
2
The forest rustled, ominous …
I listened with foreboding.
Even over my cradle
the rustling spread its wings.
*
The dark rustling settled in,
and rustles in me always—
as if in mourning for it
I’m forbidden any joys.
3
A small flake of snow,
silence, silence,
drifts past the window,
silence … silence …
*
As if it were waiting,
silence, silence,
as if contemplating:
silence, silence!
*
My heart, why beat so?
Silence, silence!
Peace waits for you—
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silence, silence …
4
A mild winter evening
dressed in dark silk;
through the mist a star
glimmers, then sleeps.
*
The heart stirs briefly,
then it, too, grows calm:
it has become one
with the winter evening.
5
A shepherd leads out his herd:
clink, clank! a black cow goes first.
Clink, clank! is heard through the forest
and meadow and pasture respond.
*
Even this early a trumpet
in the distance plays: toot, toot, toot.
By the riverbank rank grass smells,
past that a forest, a stone wall,
by which a road passes
to town, and into the trees—
*
a pathway for the eye.
A neighbor with a cart-full
lights his pipe.
He’s back from the mill.
*
In his white hat, a miller
walks past the millwheel.
*
But in the field a farmer
walks over rich black soil—
and look! over sown seeds.
6
A lonely pine rises green
over the land.
Oh, pine, isn’t it dull to stand
so alone?
*
Past it the post-boy rides
across the land,
oh is it also dull to ride
across the land?
*
And the post-boy comes and toot-toot-toot!
he blows
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his horn, and the pine also answers,
toot-toot-toot!
*
“Oh, hello, my friend! How do you do!”
“Hello to you!”
Isn’t it dull over the land—across the land—to be
so lonely?
7
It must be somewhere, the original harmony,
somewhere in great nature, hidden.
Is it in the furious infinite,
in distant stars’ orbits,
is it in the sun’s scorn,
in a tiny flower, in tree-gossip,
in heart-music’s mother-song
or in tears?
It must be somewhere, immortality,
somewhere the original harmony must be found:
how else could it infuse
the human soul,
that music?
8
Were I a poet,
I wouldn’t sing of you—
I’d have other things to do:
I’d sing of immortality,
I’d sing till I’m extinguished.
*
Were I a poet,
I’d surely sing of you!
I’d take the beautiful weather,
I’d take the stars in the sky,
I’d take the radiance of dawn and dusk,
I’d take the whole world,
I’d adorn it with your beauty
I’d sing till I’m extinguished.
There’d be for me no higher aim!
9
Swallow, where did you catch your twittering?
I caught it under the blue sky,
I caught it in spring sunlight,
swooping across a valley,
under the eaves of a peasant’s cottage,
from the table of an orphaned child.
10
“Eternal Glory!”—
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Thus proclaims the pulpit.
“Eternal Glory!”
then replies the choir.
And beyond open windows,
in the blue sky,
a lark, the song’s tracer, arcs
now up, now down.
11
It murmurs—the pine forest—across the land
a freedom song without end,
and all around and high above,
over the skies and under the skies
its song stirs.
*
I look, I cannot utter a word,
my heart is full of happiness without end.
I don’t utter a word, nor want to.
Why should I? It cannot be restrained.
I shout it out.
12
Waves, where do you hurry
purling in a creek,
brinking toward the sun,
lisping against the flowery bank?
*
We hurry to the sea,
we dance in golden sunlight,
running blue under the sky,
disappearing in a mist.
13
From the willow,
melting ice dripped,
from the alder
wet snow slipped.
*
High on the air came a cry:
I hear, I hear!
I’m coming, I, the spring,
I’m coming, I’m coming!
14
“Don’t push me so hard!”
said one wave to another.
“Why do you always push me?
Leave me alone!”
*
“I’m not pushing anyone,
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I am being pushed.
The sea is full of us,
my opposition is futile.”
15
Drab sand and empty field,
sky gray with cloud;
walking I reach the forest
where the woodland path starts out.
*
The green velvet of pines,
a lonely path through the wood;
a blue-green spruce,
a golden birch.
*
A golden birch,
a blue-green spruce!
The moor has fallen
into autumn’s embrace.
16
A gust roused the waves,
leaves blew into the water,
the waves were ash-gray,
the sky tin-gray,
ash-gray the autumn.
*
It was good for my heart:
there my feelings were ash-gray,
the sky tin-gray,
ash-gray the autumn.
*
The breath of wind brought cooler air,
the waves of mourning brought separation:
autumn and autumn
befriend each other.
17
The last tiny
white autumn blossom
has bloomed, humble,
at the bed’s border.
*
The first tiny
white flake of snow
silently lights
upon it.
*
It lights silently
upon it:
the last for the first
6

its death bed.
18
A fir sapling,
finger length,
sprouts through moss
in the garden.
*
I come to watch,
to watch the tiny person:
watch this small friend,
finger length.
*
Snail in the moss,
butterfly on the root,
beetle beside the root,
inchworm near the root:
*
they have gathered
at the fir’s root,
to move together
into winter shelter.
*
I myself would like
to join them there;
theirs is truly
a peaceful family.
19
A pine crackles with frost,
a fir creaks, shivers in sleep …
The air sprinkles crystals,
dawn bloodstains the east …
A smell from the north—smoke from a fire!
An animal cries out in the dawn light!
Wolf, elk, deer moan,
waiting for sunrise.
Occasionally ice cracks,
then the forest hushes under hoarfrost …
Dawn bloodstains the east …
20
Snow drifts, I sing,
I sing a sad song,
gusts swirl the snow,
pains dizzy my heart.
*
Snow drifts, I sing,
I sing a sad song,
snow drifts at the fence,
pain piles up in my heart.
7

*
Snow drifts, I sing,
I sing a sad song,
I sing until in my grave
I am buried under snow.
21
I came from town. Snowfall.
Not a job to be found.—
Snowfall. My feet are tired.
I was hungry, hungry.
*
No path ahead, no light.
Already it was late.
But look! a little fire, not far,
flickering there.
*
I knock and I enter—
kindness opened the door.
A daughter takes out fresh bread,
warm bread—a miracle!
*
Hot sauna, plus that sweet smell.—
I was hungry.— “Maybe,
stranger, you’d like some bread?”
She tore a piece for me.
*
A thick hunk of warm bread!
Nothing could taste more sweet!
Warm bread and a warm heart,
the mother’s hospitality.
*
“Where are you from, stranger?
Where headed? What of your wife?”
I came from here, I go there,
wanderer my whole life.
*
“Have you brothers? sisters?
Are your parents still alive?”
I’m alone. Truth is bitter,
my family are dead.
*
“There, there, now. There, there.—
The biggest is still a chick,
I have four little ones,
awakened by our talk …”
22
A mouth, as old
as a clod of earth,
and the face in thought
so peaceful.
8

*
And the face in thought
so honest,
so quiet, painful
and wordless.
*
So honest, so quiet,
so earthy,
so clear, so just
and so golden.
*
It’s my mother,
my clod of earth,
it’s my mother,
my nugget of gold!
23
A blizzard races a blizzard,
dark the sky and dark the land.
It is dear to me, very dear,
the eye would bear no better.
*
And the field is black and anxious—
it is the past of our parents:
six hundred years have gone,
not a single star can be seen.
*
Six hundred years have gone,
not a single star can be seen:
it is dear to me, very dear,
the mind would bear no better.
24
You, oh my fatherland,
are like ancient Israel,
the Israel of the prophets,
you follow that ideal.
*
You stand beside the road
that wanders to Moab,
and from atop a mountain
look out across Amon.
*
You flirt with Edom
and court Assyria
and you lust for the gold
of the king of Syria.
*
You are tormented
exactly like Israel.
May the creator of all
protect you and guide.
9

25
Our room’s ceiling is
black, black with layers of smoke,
its spider-webs and soot host
the cricket and the roach.
*
Impossible to say
what it has heard and seen,—
since pain casts a shadow,
since it changes its expression.
*
It’s seen its share of weeping,
and heard many quarrels,
so much, so much suffering,—
God have mercy on us.
*
As is true of our time,
our room’s ceiling is black:
as if it writhed in chains,
if only it could speak.
26
Though your country be dark for a long time
and your burden heavy to bear,
though you never reach,
never reach the blue shore of your desires.
*
Still may a star glitter in the sky above you,
still may a flower blossom over your grave,
and your thought and your mind
one day pulse from the breast of your kindred
*
and move and create and spread
and lay beautiful roads;
it may build the house of your kindred
and echo down generations, one to another.
27
It flies from flower to flower,
it flies to the hive;
when a thundercloud threatens,
it flies to the hive.
Thousands will fall on the way—
still thousands will reach home.
They will carry suffering and care
and fly to the hive.
*
Thus soul, oh soul, in hard times—
how you yearn for the homeland;
at home or in a foreign country:
10

how you yearn for the homeland!
Let a deadly wind blow against you,
let a deadly bullet meet you,
you forget death and suffering
and hurry toward the homeland.
28
I would take a flower chain—
I would bind you with it,
I would bind you with it,
oh unhappy Estonia!
*
I would take the blue sky,
I would take the bright sun,
I would take the sunset glow, the dawn—
I would bind you with it.
*
And I would take love,
I would take faithfulness, honesty
and I would bind you with it,
my dear homeland.
*
And I would take a blood chain,
I would take my brother’s heart—
and I would bind you with it,
you, unhappy Estonia.
29
Yesterday I saw Estonia:
I saw hovels, saunas,
I saw cases and bags,
in the field, stacks of stones—
yesterday I saw Estonia.
*
Yesterday I saw Estonia.
Farmhouses in ruins.
Oh how faint its paths.
Juniper and alder brushwood.
Yesterday I saw Estonia.
*
Yesterday I saw Estonia.
All brushes and undergrowth,
a place of ugliness and sleep,
a dream-world of darkness and quiet—
yesterday I saw Estonia.
30
With you I am tossed on waves,
with you I am a parched desert palm,
a poor ship struggles against threatening waves,
a poor palm in the dunes hangs its head,
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I am a house shaken by storms,
a flower bent down by storm winds.
*
Without you, a morning with no dawn,
without you, a night with no borders,
without you, I am a spring with not a single flower,
without you, a tree with not a single leaf,
I am a sky with not a single star.
Without you, I am a misty day, a blind eye.
Without you, I am a sleepless night,
without you, labor is futile.
Without you I am a tear not brought by pain,
without you, I am an animal born to no one.
*
Fatherland!
With you I am unhappy,
without you unhappier still.
*
Every true heartbeat
burns me to ash,
tosses me down to death,
every true heartbeat.
*
Every true heartbeat
for you, oh Estonia,
takes my life
for you!
31
Like a secret mistress,
my dear homeland,
you are not to be
mentioned in public.
*
When sometimes in secret
my thoughts go to you:
then they condemn it,
the whole world is conflicted.
32
Oh friends, I would not say
that I am so ill.
Nor would I say—
that I am completely well.
*
I am well to the point
that the people around me
itself so faulty, so ill—
sees its own faults in me.
33
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Take from beauty ultimate beauty
and from truth ultimate truth,
if you must—take from falsity ultimate falsity
and from grace ultimate grace,
from the good ultimate good
and from femininity tenderest tenderness
and take from pain ultimate pain—
and the final trial of suffering!—
Light up such a fire,
lift up yourself and others.
34
The dawn has many proverbs,
stars a thousand lessons,
winds bring medicine against illness,
flowers ease sadness,
offer soft bandages for the heart,
bindings for memory:
who else has so many helpers—
human, why is your mind so cold?
35
Don’t worship me—
no, truly, never do that!
A painful misunderstanding
would certainly result.
*
They are terrible, my songs,
terrible the heart that beats in me,
as terrible as my fate—
no, never worship me!
*
Better to worship those
who have grown up in the light,
garlanded with science,
whose work is clear and bright.
*
And if there are none such,
just imagine how they would be,
joining all virtues together—
no, truly, don’t worship me!
*
Join all virtues together
imagining our ancestors,
their dear, dear graves—
your own father and mother:
*
then perhaps you’ll find one
for your maturity
who can adorn the youth,
no, truly, don’t worship me!
13

36
The sky was copper above me,
the earth a parched, shining iron;
and I myself walked around
like a staggering, living corpse!
37
Oh heather, oh blossom,
such a bleak, bleak autumn.
Though my mind suffers gloom
you still tenderly bloom,
oh blossom!
*
Oh heather, oh blossom,
sadness is my burden:
there’s love, there’s death, there’s autumn—
your eye, cerulean—\fn{Deep blue in color like a clear sky}
oh blossom!
38
A blizzard races a blizzard,
neither can defeat the other:
now one pulls ahead,
now it is behind the other.
*
I watch until my eyes tire,
the mind’s world enters my thought:
a blizzard races a blizzard,
neither can defeat the other.
39
A titmouse flies to my window,
white under its neck, its belly yellow;
it picks, putters, wisely spies
inside—it’s a habit of titmice—,
white under its neck, its belly yellow.
*
It sharpens its beak, alertly watching:
poor little bird, alone in winter.
To think it I could scarcely, scarcely dare,
when another with open wings
comes flying!
*
They watch me with malignant joy,
look around, start, fly away.
I follow them with my eyes.
I think: with open wings it came flying—
and the other, too!
40
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I was ill, they wanted
to cool my heart with ice;
I was ill, my heart was heated;
my thought bent toward the homeland.
*
Ill. With ice my loved ones
wanted to cure me,
but ice did not cool me,
my heart beat even hotter.
*
If ice could cool blood,
illness and heat disappear:
then I would better not exist—
you’d be rid of that ill man!
41
In the morning I stepped outside,
and returned in distraction,
all my previous life dead,
and myself reborn.
*
All of life was confined
in chains, in iron,
something had intervened
to impose isolation.
*
So I die daily,
I die perpetually,
and my heart repeatedly
flags, sorrowfully.
*
So I awaken
every morning, reborn.
Then I die yet again.
I awaken, transformed.
42
When I was small,
a sound rang in my breast.
*
And as I grew,
the sound in my breast gained force.
*
Now this sound has almost buried me,
under it my breast has been ruined.
*
This sound is my life and my soul,
for them the earthy circle has narrowed.
43
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I am a gypsy’s daughter,
I go from one village to another.
I have pearls in my hair, gold on my breast,
I myself am hungry—and homeless!
*
I have no fatherland,
I don’t know who my parents were.
I have pearls on my head, lice in my hair—
my beauty deserves resounding praise!
*
I am praised by poetry and by song—
two homeless gypsies in the world:
they themselves have nothing,
and a gypsy has nothing, either.
44
What made me glad at home,
what made me sad at home:
I don’t know, I don’t understand—
my mother loved me.
*
What made me glad at home,
what made me sad at home,
made me sad, made me glad:
my mother loved me.
*
I search for the voice that soothed
and the love that blessed.
But voice is fleeting as sound—
love didn’t last.
*
Yet again a the voice sings.
Love stays always young
and the sun shines, as loving
now as in centuries gone.
129.42 Excerpt from Women Of Marrakech\fn{by Leonora Peets (1899-after 1988)} Tallinn, Harju County, Estonia
(F) 32
1. Apparitions
… Night had slipped into the house. For a while it roamed around in the guise of twilight, rapidly blurring all
objects. Then it quickly swallowed the room and the minaret-studded city outside.
It was raining. Between the rills that crisscross the window pane, I could see the dark opening of Djemaa elFna, soundless and abandoned. It usually teemed with humanity, resounded with drumbeats, and wrapped itself
into the sultriness of sun and the smoke of burning oil. Now it gaped in the dark like a huge drained pool. The
small stalls bordering the square were shut—no customers were expected while this rain continued. Only some
sellers of mint still crouched in the middle of the square, sheltered by mats and tattered burlap. Acetylene gas
flames flickered on their stands, casting wavering reflections on the puddles.
The falling rain made a soft murmur. A cat meowed plaintively. A beggar sheltered in a nearby wall niche and
intoned a long-drawn-out verse of the Qur’an. His voice rose and fell eerily in the silence of the night. The verse
was repeated with racking persistence, unceasing—as if the homeless man who uttered it had lost all sense of time
and place. I tried to read by the light of a kerosene lamp, but the beggar’s wail ground into my ear.
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I made a sudden involuntary start. Thuds could be heard on the wooden stairs leading from the street to our
flat, then as well the soft sound of heelless slippers touching the steps. Grabbing the lamp, I hurried into the hall.
“Who is it?”
A stack of bed-sheets heaved itself up the stairs. On the lower steps further white and black figures pottered
about, faces all covered. The first one finally reached me.
“A-ah!” The panting bundle of sheets sounded a sigh of relief, as if wishing to say “Thank God!” Then more
composedly:
“Peace be with you!” Where had I heard this voice before?
A henna-stained hand with a brownish pattern appeared from under the sheet and energetically pulled the kerchief away from the face. I recognized the junior wife of the overseer of city mosques—a recently-wed young
woman perennially kept under seven locks.
There was no time to recover from my astonishment before the next figure crawled up to my feet, all tangled
up in her haik, the large sheet worn by women in public. This was the senior wife’s daughter. Would the third
bundle, still stuck on the stairs, be her sister? I went down, stretched out my hand, and pulled her up into the hall.
And now three little monks were clambering up, the hoods of their wet burnouses drawn deeply down on the eyes
—brothers of the two girls. However, I looked in vain for the adult male escort, without whom such ladies should
not go into the street even in broad daylight, not to mention at this late hour. The young wife bit her lip, and her
restless glance wandered around:
“Is the tbib at home?”
No, the doctor, my husband, was not at home.
A sigh of relief. Only when they were all seated in the living room did I realize how nervous the young woman
was. Her beautiful face had red blotches, her luscious and rather large mouth twitched, and the anxiety in her eyes
was enhanced by kohl, an antimony eyeliner. I kept wondering to myself about the unusual visit, the time chosen
for it, and in particular the lack of an escort.
“Who escorted you here?”
“We came by ourselves.” Sensing the need for further explanation, the young wife added with feigned casualness:
“Sidi Mustafa, my husband, went to Rabat, on business. I was alone, so I decided to come and see your European style of life.” As if pressed for time, she impatiently ordered:
“Show me around in your house.”
Why test her patience? I got up with the lamp:
“Come.”
Eagerly poking about, the visitors followed. Silently they looked at every piece of furniture, timidly touching
various objects with just a finger. We had barely entered the bedroom, when someone behind me emitted a shriek:
the senior wife’s elder daughter was recoiling with horror toward the door. Her outstretched finger pointed to
something in front of us:
“What … what is that? How horrible! Allah help me!”
That turned out to be a chair over the back of which the tbib had left his coat spread out. I sympathized with
the girl: for her a high-legged chair was exotic enough, but superimpose on it a garb with pipe-like sleeves, and it
became really sinister.
“Holy prophet! What ghastly gadgets you keep around,” the girl grumbled. “Crouching like an afarit, a head
spirit! I am really scared to move around in your house.”
To calm their excited mood, I took them to the kitchen. This room was tiny, compared to the vast cooking
section of the overseer’s house. Yet it had one special attraction: a tap, which at a single turn spouted all the water
one could wish. Such an innovation might well meet with the disapproval of the members of the Marrakech guild
of water-carriers, who draw the vital fluid from city wells and take it to the households in goatskin pouches, but
my visitors liked the idea. They fooled around with the jet of water, laughing and taking turns rinsing their hands.
The young wife’s amazement reached a climax when we reached the lavatory. She pulled the handle of the cistern eagerly and repeatedly, not wanting to leave such an interesting place.
On our return to the living room everyone was feeling cheerful. The young matron, in particular, had become
sunny and talkative. Yes, everything was great in this European-style house. It was very pleasant to be on such a
visit. Moreover, what a funny experience they had on their way! Laughing gave her hiccups, as she talked about
it.
“There are many houses here side-by-side, and I didn’t know which was yours. I tried the house next-door, and
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an unknown woman met me, and said she was the dentist. I shouted: ‘No, no, it’s not you I want,’ and keeping her
away with my arms, I ran away. What a lark!”
They all bent double with laughter.
“It’s too bad that you came in the dark. In daylight the whole Djemaa el-Fna and half the city can be seen from
my window. Next time, come during the day.” The young wife’s mood darkened at once:
“I can’t come then.”
“But you did come today. What would hinder you from doing it again?”
“Today Sidi Mustafa was away.” She continued emphatically: “Oh, it is so boring. Nowhere else to go but
inside the house or on the roof terrace. House or roof, roof or house …”
“So your husband does not even know that you came here.”
“No.”
“Would he allow you to come?”
“No.”
“Not even in daylight?”
“No.” The favorite wife of the supervisor of the mosques pierced the floor with her defiant glance and muttered through clenched teeth:
“But I came, never mind the consequences!”
Anxiety overwhelmed the room. The senior wife’s elder daughter shifted on her chair, looked at me pleadingly, and her voice trembled:
“You won’t tell father of our visit, will you?” I promised to be as silent as the grave, and she said,
“Baraka-laoufik! Thank you.”
This gratitude seemed so deeply felt that I began to appreciate the seriousness of the situation even more clearly. The spouse of a highly-placed husband had arbitrarily left her home at night, enticing with her the co-wife’s
daughters and sons—something unheard-of and shameful …
“But Lalla Rahalia?” I cautiously diverted the conversation to the senior co-wife. “Did she not wish to come
with you?” There was a sly smile on the young wife’s lips.
“Sidi Mustafa took Lalla Rahalia to the countryside, a week ago. A message had come that her father was
dying.”
Even death sometimes came at just the right moment …
“But won’t the servants give the show away?” I pressed on. She made a disdainful pout.
“Do you imagine they’re not afraid of the whip? Besides, I told them we were going to pray at the tomb of
Abdelaziz the saint. Once we were in the street we got a taxi and rode to your neighborhood; the boys knew the
location. To be on the safe side, we walked the last part of the journey. I had this clever plan figured out a long
time ago! The rain was a special stroke of luck: there’s no one in the streets.”
“So you will not even go to the saint’s tomb?”
“We will drop in on our way back.” The lady lowered her voice, as if afraid of being disrespectful to the saint,
something that could bring untoward consequences such as discovery of her escapade.
“Would your esteemed husband allow you to go to the mausoleum?”
“No.”
Even to pray, one had to go in secret, with the servants conniving … What would the master say, if he heard
about his wife’s adventure? In my mind’s eye the lean face of elderly Sidi Mustafa looked stern … Suppose the
boys suddenly dropped a few tell-tale words … I turned towards them:
“Are you capable of keeping your mouth shut?”
It was a marvel how dead serious they could look. A nod affirmed that their lips would be sealed, come what
may. I was present at a conspiracy. I was in a land where people know how to keep silent. One of the boys held
the handle of a brass kettle. What was this for?
“To take holy water back home, from the mausoleum. Quite a few of the servants have tooth-aches. Fadel, you
haven’t lost the candles, have you?”
The youngest boy fingered his fluffy burnous, and reassured the matron. Placing my hand on Fadel’s stomach,
I could indeed feel two thick sticks.
“What color are the candles for the saint?” I asked. “Are they plain or decorated?”
“One is green, and the other—”
I will never know the color of the other candle, because the boy stopped half-way through the word he was
speaking. The apartment stairs were creaking under someone’s steps. In a flash the boys pulled their hoods over
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their faces, and the women covered their heads with haiks. I knew those footsteps. Calm yourselves, my dear
guests, the newcomer is none other than the tbib.
Tbib? The boys did not have to be afraid of him. They had seen him before, in their own home; they had even
shaken hands with him. The doctor had also treated the leg wound of the younger daughter, but the overseer of
mosques had not shown the tbib his elder daughter, not to mention his favorite wife.
Like grown-up men, the boys boldly let their hoods drop on to their shoulders. The younger girl’s face reappeared more slowly, and her elder sister had let her face drop so low out of fright that she seemed in danger of falling off the chair.
The young matron’s hands parted the protective sheet to either side of her face, wondering at the tbib. How
was it that a male person could appear in the midst of women without asking permission? When the doctor held
out his hand, a blush covered her face. But she accepted the hand greeting, and even dug the elder girl in the ribs,
as if calling her to order. The smile on her lips showed that her composure had returned, and soon she even looked
rather coquettish. As the conversation with the boys turned to the saint, the lady’s energetic nature asserted itself.
Authoritatively, though stammering slightly, she took command of the conversation:
“Oh, yes, the saint’s grave is just at the place where the thick chain blocks the street. That chain prevents Jews
and Christians from setting foot on hallowed ground. It isn’t there for nothing. Once a French soldier crawled under the chain as a joke and do you know what happened? He dropped dead!”
“Isn’t the lady afraid to move around in the streets at that late hour?” the tbib asked.
The young wife again wore the air of a cold-blooded gang leader. No, she was never afraid. She was able to
read the Qur’an! Once when her husband was away, footsteps had been heard on the roof. Thieves, perhaps! She
immediately seized a sheep-slaughtering knife and rushed to the rooftop, along with the boys. No one was there:
maybe it had been the cats. Another time she spent half the night on the roof terrace, out of sheer boredom, watching the late passers-by. The next day she had a tremendous headache.
“That’s what the night spirits did to you,” the others said, but she never saw a single spirit. Throwing her head
back so that her earrings and golden frontal adornment tinkled, she declared:
“I am not afraid of the djnun, the spirits!”
“Say immediately: besmellah rahman rahim—in the name of the gracious and merciful Allah!” The frightened
girls raised their arms in a warning gesture. “Say it right away, if you don’t want a terrible mishap to strike us.”
“In the name of the gracious and merciful Allah,” the young matron mumbled the formula for use against
spirits, but quickly and haughtily added,
“Still, I am not afraid of them.”
The impiety of their father’s wife made the other members of the family ill at ease. Silence reigned. The rain
beat on the window panes with renewed vigor. The young wife sat listening to it, but all at once she stood up and
commanded:
“This is a good time to leave. Let’s go!”
They immediately started off, fumbling with their clothes. Scarves were hurriedly knotted in front of their
faces, the haik corners heaped on top of their heads. May Allah’s peace remain with the tbib’s house!
After the crowd on the stairs, there was only silence outside the house. Night and rain swallowed up the six
conspirators.
The claws of the wind were grasping at the clicking window frames. Rain rustled down. I suggested to myself
that I had been teased by apparitions, while all the time the favorite wife of the overseer of the mosques was actually passing the evening at home—in quiet and in prayer, her doors locked and bolted.
2. Children
We sat cross-legged on the carpets spread out in the garden—four guests and Sidi Maati, the garden’s owner.
The place of honor naturally belonged to the eagle-faced caid Omar, still fiery-eyed but with his ox-like neck
already bent by age, and his black beard sprinkled with white. His secretary sat next to him, an unassuming middle-aged man with a bloated white face. The tbib and I completed the group.
We formed a circle round a shiny brass tray with teapots and glasses, in the shade of a tall apricot tree. Water to
irrigate the garden flowed cool and quiet in the shallow watering ditch nearby. The hot sun drew forth aromas
from the mingled mint, clove, turnips and geraniums sown under the pomegranate trees around us.
Caid Omar leaned sideways on the cushion and turned his head, which was wrapped a cabbage-like turban. He
asked the doctor in a half-whisper:
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“Tbib, would you have any tonic medicine for me?”
He winked slyly at the tbib, as if to indicate that the question had a deeper meaning. I understood, and was not
much surprised. Polygamy often produced a feeling of reduced virility among Moroccan men, especially the
wealthier ones, and we often found that those in their fifties, but sometimes only in their thirties or even younger,
turned to the doctor for advice and medicines, more often the latter. One might listen to sensible advice, but then
to go and apply it to one’s daily life was bothersome and unpleasant.
Caid Omar, too, wanted some medicine. He would not be put off by a high price for the drugs, much less by
their mode of application, even if that was injection. As an old warrior he was certain he could withstand even
that. And he was absolutely convinced that such a medicine was known to the Nazarene (Christian) doctor from
abroad. Oddly enough, the tbib’s answer missed the point, shifting attention to utterly trivial, unimportant side
issues:
“How many wives do you have?” The caid shrugged his shoulders:
“Three legal ones.” And added proudly:
“All of them white.”
“But how about concubines and … the black skinned ones?” The tbib was on the point of saying “slaves,” but
officially this category had been abolished, hadn’t it?
“Ah, how about the negresses?” The caid burst out with a hearty laugh, drawing out the “ee” sound. “The negresses, you said? Should I have counted them? They come and go.”
The caid dismissed the matter with a gesture of his hand. What a funny question. Why keep track of anything
so trivial …
Then Maati, the host, jumped to his feet with unexpected agility. Shaking the train of his several long robes, as
if to rid himself of fleas, he shouted:
“See, that’s how many women the caid has!”
At this buffoonery everyone gave a loud chuckle. The caid, flattered, graciously nodded assent.
“And how many children do you have?” the tbib inquired.
“Nine.”
“Is that all? With all those women?”
The caid threw back his head and after almost choking with laughter, he finally just managed to utter the
words:
“Thirty … are … dead.”
I could not understand why the thought of thirty dead children could cause the father such mirth. Turning to the
caid’s secretary, I asked how many children he had. He replied,
“Four.”
“And how many are dead?”
“Thirteen … I believe …”
This man’s mouth was also turning up at the corners, and he was fighting off the temptation to laugh. It seemed
that the tbib was a bit green … The physician brought his fist down on his knee:
“Damn it, what sort of a country is this? What’s the point of your women going through childbirth so many
times if you don’t know how to raise your children to adulthood? Haven’t I all too often seen, during my stay
here, how you feed infants tea and oil? In winter, you cover yourselves with one woolen burnous on top of
another, but as for the children, you fold their shirt trains up to their chests and have them crouch on stone floors
with bare buttocks. Let me tell you, gentlemen, that out of every hundred infants in my country only a few die.”
“Is that so?” the men exclaimed as with one voice, their eyes open wide. But almost at once a smirk appeared
on the caid’s face, and he observed jovially and a bit teasingly:
“Sure, after all, you have only one woman for every man. Hence the number of children is bound to be small,
and this has scared you into learning how to take better care of them than we do. But look, tbib,” and the caid began to chuckle again:
“At home I have a whole legion of those women. If one started laying out their sleeping mattresses here, side
by side, the line would reach this orange tree over there. And every single one of them absolutely wants to bear a
child. Do you get the hang of it?
“Well, one tries to oblige as one can, and so those children come about. They are born, they perish, according
to the design of the Almighty. It is not up to us. Allah gives, Allah takes.” He continued in a more earnest vein:
“In this world parents receive children on loan only. When Allah wants to have his loan returned—blessed be
his name. Still, some children do reach Adulthood …”
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3. The Couscous Of The Dead
When we settled in Marrakech in 1929, I was told that some old women would stealthily disinter corpses in the
cemetery for mysterious reasons.
I refused to believe it. Having come from Estonia, with a European way of thinking, I could not countenance
such acts. Such tales had to be invention, a fantasy of the Arab mind—maybe widespread in oral folklore, but
lacking any basis in fact.
Some years later, in 1935, I happened to glance at the local newspaper and was startled. In a matter-of-fact
style, the police were reported as having caught two women in the act of busily digging up a body in a graveyard.
So these macabre happenings actually went on. It said so, in black and white.
I continued to be puzzled. Why should anyone want to mess around with corpses?
In a roundabout way, I sought information from those Arab acquaintances with whom we had established a
certain tie of friendship. I received no satisfactory response, but soon became convinced that the oasis city of Marrakech hardly sheltered a single person unaware of the practice. People were evasive about the reasons—they
merely expressed awe at the perpetrators’ stout-heartedness. Those reckless ones were not afraid of Aisha- Qandisha, the ogre who roamed the cemeteries at night. Taller than a man, she had a woman’s torso, a camel’s legs, and
a bloody wound beneath each eye. Her eyes glowing like coals, she pursued all humans, but was particularly fond
of catching men.
I began to look at cemeteries more attentively. When passing by, I would sometimes step over the crumbling
wall and walk among the mounds. The Moroccan graveyards were—and still are—treeless and bushless patches
of desert. Skies glassy with the glowing sun made cemeteries look like mazes of trash piles or junk heaps dug up
by moles. No human hand ever cared for those haphazardly scattered mounds, and no flower ever decorated them:
why be concerned about earthly remains destined by Allah to decay? Only some of the most recent barrows had a
tilting tile stuck into the ground at either end. Bodies were buried only a few spans deep, usually without a coffin,
wrapped in cheap muslin. Nothing of value could be sought or found on them.
As I gradually became familiar with the nuances of Arabic, my ear started to catch such strange comments as:
“Mohammed is going like mad after Lila, the dancing girl. She must be feeding him kneecap.” Another time:
“What else could Mustafa have died of but swallowing a ground tooth? And it happened right after he brought
a new wife into the house, a really young one, in addition to his first wife.” More frequently, it was said:
“These ashes are extremely potent against such and such an ailment—unfortunately they are also expensive.”
But I also overheard whispers:
“As soon as he had finished eating his dish of couscous, his guts were contorted by cramps. They probably
stretched him out right next to the one whose hand had rolled the couscous granules.”
Finding a single missing letter may solve a crossword puzzle, and a single word made me grasp, one day, the
meaning of all these disparate utterances. Add the word “corpse” to the teeth, kneecaps and ashes, and you had the
answer—one sought help from the dead against ailments of body and of soul.
Dead bones were to repel disease, and to help ward off witchcraft, widely practiced in Morocco at that time.
This practice was usually harmless, but there were many serious consequences too. Polygamy bred intrigue and
quarreling among the wives, each of whom was on the look-out for her own interests and those of her children.
Small wonder, then, that the more potent cures were brought in from the graveyard, when every other means had
failed to soothe despair and rage.
Due to the shallowness of the graves, it wasn’t actually very difficult to pull out a few bones. One only had to
be sure to pick an old grave where the sun had baked the bones through the thin covering of earth to a state of
brittleness. The kneecap could easily be extracted from between the thighbone and the shinbone. It was also rather
easy to crush it into powder in a mortar. The kneecap was harmless. Burned to ashes, it was suitable for
controlling disease and regulating love affairs.
The tooth was more dangerous. At times, it could kill. Pound and crush it as you might, its enamel would not
completely disappear. If swallowed, the slightest amount of these tiny splinters could cause lesions in the
intestines, causing pain and eventually even death.
But why was the speaker’s voice hushed into a whisper, at times, when mentioning couscous in my presence?
Why was it called the “couscous of the dead”?
Foolishness. Couscous is the Moroccan national dish, a tasty food made of semolina and flour rolled together
on a tray, using the palms of the hand and slowly adding water until larger granules form. What could this have to
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do with the dead?
In time this question was cleared up too. The granules of the “couscous of the dead” were to be rolled not by
living hands, but by those of a relatively fresh corpse. Deadly cadaver toxins were thus absorbed.
*
My newly acquired knowledge was to be supplemented almost at first-hand. While visiting the market in
Gueliz, the European quarter of Marrakech, I could not help noticing an unusual couple: a uniformed French
captain and his Arab common-law wife, Lalla Fatima. I knew neither of them personally, yet I had come to hear
quite a lot about this lady. Fate had put me in a house next to that of Lalla Setti, who was Lalla Fatima’s bosom
friend. Arab blood also flowed in Lalla Setti’s veins, and she too was an unwed live-in companion to a French
official.
How clever she was! Lalla Setti was supremely adept at bossing her man around. With her unsophisticated
natural instincts, she discovered and defused all dangers that could beset her in European surroundings. And she
had provided against a rainy day by taking a lover of her own race.
My relations with Lalla Setti were those of good neighbors. We often offered each other a glass of mint tea.
Lalla Fatima was casually mentioned in many of our chats, but one day I found Lalla Setti in a state of feverish
excitement: the captain had turned Lalla Fatima out of his house.
“But why?” I asked. “He even has a daughter by this woman.”
The story that followed was extraordinary. Incensed by what had happened, but also proud of her own success
based on wise and skillful handling of her mate, Lalla Setti forgot prudence. In her confusion she trusted me with
a most intimate secret about Lalla Fatima.
It seems that the captain’s relations with his mistress had got markedly worse some time ago. All Lalla Fatima’s expedients had failed: he was turning ever more impatient and bad-tempered. Having tried everything else,
Fatima finally resorted to the ultimate remedy—to use the dead as a means of instilling submissiveness in the officer. With her mother, she stole off to the cemetery in the dead of the night. They scraped the dirt off a newly
buried body, and then lifting it up into a sitting position, they momentarily dressed it in the captain’s uniform
jacket. But inexplicably the corpse’s coolness, thus stored in the coat, was of no use in cooling down the captain’s
soul. The act produced a contrary effect: the captain went utterly wild and turned both Lalla Fatima and her
daughter out of his house.
The very next day I met the captain in the street. My feet gave a jerk, and blood rushed into my head. He
walked wearily, and the look on his face was obtuse. Was the uniform coat he was wearing the one that had had
the macabre baptism? Like some learner-driver irresistibly mesmerized by oncoming headlights, I could only look
at that coat. I moved towards it until, at the last moment, disgust made me swerve to one side.
“If you only knew!” I felt like shouting at the captain.
Fighting down nausea, I rushed home with my burden of secrecy. Later I heard that the captain had moved to
France, where he was stricken with paralysis and soon died.
*
About a year later I made the acquaintance of yet another nightly visitor to graveyards, although I did not
know it at first. Lalla Hedda immediately aroused my interest. She was still quite young, with a very fair complexion and a pleasant face, but some indefinable melancholy seemed to weigh her down. Although her smile was
warm, her eyes remained sad.
I met Hedda in a friendly Moroccan home, where she used to drop in and assist the mistress of the house in
working on wool. Her job was to wash the matted sheep wool of old sitting mattresses, pluck it loose, and refill
the ticks with clean wool. I wondered why a Muslim woman was doing such furniture work; as a rule, it was the
job of male Jews to handle those long and heavy sitting mattresses. One day, while Lalla Hedda was working
there, plucking tufts of wool apart in her usual withdrawn manner, I could not resist asking the hostess about Hedda’s background.
“She’s without husband or child.”
That was odd. Why would such a comely woman stay single, when ugly women, and even those with deformities, had procured a husband, making full use of the prevalent custom of not letting the groom see the bride before
the wedding night?
And then the mistress of the house told me. Listening, I felt as if the words came directly from Hedda herself,
at the only time when this human being had gathered enough courage to open her tormented heart to my
hostess. \fn{In conformity with this sentence, I have added quotation marks where appropriate to the remainder of the text in this
chapter; they do not appear in the original, except for the words spoken by Lalla Tammou and Larbi, and which I have set apart in single
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quotation marks, in conformity with normal rules of English grammar. I have also done this in chapter five, where only the words spoken
by the Cadi and his secretary, Sidna Shih, are placed in quotation marks: H }

*
“You know well, honorable mistress, that I am without kin. As a child, I was picked up from the street, during
the Great Famine, by the widowed Lalla Tammou, so that I could run errands for her. As I grew up, I became her
companion. My foster-mother evoked in me obedience and respect, which was not without fear. No one knew
herbs better than she did. Making use of their beneficial or poisonous properties, she brewed remedies for various
purposes. She dealt in witchcraft too, which is why I dreaded her. People came from far and near to seek her help,
and the thump of the door-knocker frequently echoed in our patio.
“Although two living rooms led off this patio, one of them was usually locked up. This was not done to spare
the sitting mattress with its new multicolored muslin cover; Tammou’s chest of valuables was in there. It felt sinister, and I kept away from it. The chest contained potent materials like aloe and myrrh for subduing spirits, and
coriander and leather shavings for conjuring demons. It also contained human hair, bits of nails, and urine—and
even more efficacious ingredients out of which Tammou knew how to brew a sensational love potion by adding
the right amount of finely-pestled Spanish flies.
“At times my mistress would send me to work with Ba’aba Bohbot, a Jew who was buying up huge amounts
of herbs to sell them overseas to the Christians. To clean and screen these herbs, the Jew needed many hands,
especially in the spring, when the donkeys carried in entire loads of orange blossoms and rose buds, and when the
poppy flowers were heaped high in the storage shed.
“At home Lalla Tammou made me pestle strange mixtures in a mortar, and after dusk I had to pay strict attention not to step accidentally over the mortar. Lalla Tammou gave me a stern warning about that. You can well
understand, honorable mistress, what untold misfortunes I, a parentless child, could suffer if I strode over all that
witchcraft.
“Lalla Tammou was often away from home. At times she even vanished at night, leaving me alone. I was
scared and anguished when that happened.
“When I had started to grow up, a new family moved in next to us. Their eldest son was called Larbi, and there
was no handsomer young man in the world. He had a friendly look, and when he laughed his teeth flashed like
chunks of sugar on the grocer’s counter. I observed him through a door that I held scarcely open, as he strode to or
from work, his bearing calm and self-assured. Although his job was irrigating the fields beyond the city walls, he
wore city clothes. Once he removed his turban to rewrap it, and I noticed that the top of his head was not sha-ven
clean: he followed the new fashion of letting the hair grow.
“One day, coming from the public baking oven, a bread board with the hot loaf balanced on my head, I wanted
to open our house door, but the corner of my haik got stuck round the knocker. The loaf almost fell off. As I
grabbed the bread board with both hands, my haik unwrapped itself, uncovering my face. At that very moment the
neighbor’s door flew open, and Larbi almost bumped into me.
“He saw my naked countenance! Utterly ashamed, I escaped into the house. Yet from that day Larbi was different. It was odd how we now seemed to encounter each other more frequently, and I felt as if he was now
keeping on the lookout. Then, as we passed in the street, he whispered:
“‘Oh gazelle! The light for my eyes!’
“His voice, hot and sweet like mint tea, made my body glow. I began to hope that he might marry me, because
his mother addressed me with increased kindliness. Pointing at me with her finger, she said meaningfully to Tammou:
“If my son wants to buy our own country’s wheat, be it so!—even if it be but barley.”
“Rumors flew that Larbi was saving for bride purchase money. My joy knew no bounds, and I was eagerly
waiting for the matchmaker.
“A haughty and corpulent lady, the oldest of the three wives of Berra’ada the merchant had become Lalla Tammou’s most steadfast client. Tammou prepared charms for her to guard against her co-wives’ evil eye. I once went
with my foster-mother to the cemetery around noon. With her she took the merchant’s slippers, one filled with
grain, the other with salt. After pouring the contents on a mound and placing the slippers on top of it, Tammou
kept circling the grave, spinning around herself and wildly waving her arms. As we went away, we left the slippers behind. I was quivering all over, thinking about the merchant. From now on he could no longer make love
with his two younger wives—the grip of the dead had drained his bodily strength.
“Lately that merchant’s wife had become worried again, and her visits became more frequent. Then Tammou
announced that we had to go to the graveyard once more to deal with the merchant—this time for good.
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“The fateful day arrived. Already in the morning, my foster-mother made preparations, piling all sorts of stuff,
even food, into the basket. We left in the late afternoon. To my astonishment, Tammou attached a short-handled
hoe under both her caftan and mine, and, after we had gone out through the city gate, she led me to a place quite a
long way from the cemetery. We sat down in, the shelter of some dense bushes and ate the bread and the dates we
had brought with us. Only when night fell did Lalla Tammou initiate me into her plans, and I became filled with
anxiety, as if someone had squeezed my entrails.
“I was to help her dig up a girl who had been buried only the day before. I was not to resist or even hesitate.
Now I understood why Tammou had left home several days in succession: she had kept watch outside the city
gate for a funeral procession to pass by.
“We did not leave the bush until past midnight. There was no sound. A new moon lay over on its back, and one
could easily find one’s way about by its faint glow. I was scared stiff, and walked close to my foster-mother. We
stepped over the low graveyard wall, and then, stumbling in the maze of graves, we tried to make our way
towards the dark mass of some date palms.
“Reaching the trees, Tammou searched until she located the mound—she had memorized where it was. Higher
and more fresh than all others, anyone could tell that it was a recent one.
“We took our hoes out from underneath our clothes, and on harsh command from Tammou I started striking
the mound along with her to get the earth away. We soon reached the smooth surface underneath. In spite of the
darkness Tammou found the contours of the actual pit. Its width towards each end was as usual—one span plus
four finger-widths—and around the center it corresponded to the width of an adult person. It did not take much
effort to shovel the gravely dirt out of that narrow ditch, since the grave had not yet settled. Soon my hoe banged
against something hard—one of the bricks which were laid in two rows, tilting against each other and forming a
sharp-ridged roof over the body. We put down our hoes and, kneeling, continued tossing the dirt out with our bare
hands.
“Removing the first brick was hard work, but the others came out easily. The whitish shimmer of the shroud
was now visible, and the sight struck me with horror. Up to that point I had worked away as if I was in a daze, but
now I stiffened, and a brick fell from between my fingers, landing on the corpse with a dark thud.
“‘May Allah punish you with fever!’ Lalla Tammou hissed.
“The roof over the corpse’s head we left intact. Tammou cautiously lowered her legs into the pit, next to the
shins, and barely had room to stand on one leg. From her bosom she pulled out a candle which she lit with a
match, passed it all over the length of the body, and then directed the flickering light into the niche at the head.
The human shape, wrapped in muslin, was wedged into the grave, lying on its right side, so that it looked towards
Mecca. I was brought to my senses by Tammou’s shouting for the rope. She pulled it through underneath the
corpse’s shins, then she tied a knot and threw one end to me.
“‘We’ll soon have her out!’ she mumbled, climbing out of the pit on all fours. ‘She found favor with Allah:
look how loosely she fits into the grave. There was no need to force her in. Now we just have to keep pulling!’
“Our joint efforts made the body start to move. The smoothness of the palm-leaf mat at the bottom of the grave
made it slide more easily. However, the last part of the operation was complicated by the fact that the corpse had
been placed on its side. Again Tammou went down into the pit, and tried to turn it over on to its back. The ditch
was so narrow that she barely succeeded, and then only because the girl was so small. We battled away until the
legs surfaced. Tammou jumped into the pit a third time. Gasping from the strain, she heaved the corpse while I
pulled at it by the legs. At last we made it, and the shrouded corpse was spread out at the edge of the grave like a
serpent in its sheath.
“I was at the end of my strength. Panting and shivering all over, I closed my eyes and sat down with cold sweat
on my forehead. But there was little time for resting.
“‘Up you get!’ Tammou snapped, and I staggered to my feet again.
“Tammou had cut the shroud on each side, and pulled out the girl’s hands—I stared at them with an
indescribable sense of ghastliness, for they were not as one would expect a corpse to be, but gruesomely yellow. A
woolen thread round the wrists denoted a bride. Finally it occurred to me that the yellow was caused by saffron, a
solution used by those who wash corpses to rub over the hands and faces of virgins.
“‘Come on!’ Tammou said hoarsely. ‘Help me to sit her up!’
“Lifted up by the shoulders, the corpse insisted on bending forwards, and it would have dropped back into the
pit if Tammou had not pushed it to lean against me.
“‘Hold her up!’ she hissed, piercing me with her vicious glance. ‘May leprosy attack your heels if you let her
go!’ I did not doubt the seriousness of the threat or the potency of Tammou’s curse.
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“The torso pressed with a leaden weight against my chest. Its icy cold came through my clothes, and into the
very marrow of my bones. The stench was sickening. I wanted to jump up and run away, but Tammou had already
placed the sowing tray in the corpse’s lap, thrown in one fistful of couscous and another of flour, and sprayed
water from a bottle over the top. Seizing the arms she began to revolve these lifeless hands in circles, against the
bottom of the tray. They rustled softly.
“How long did the preparation of couscous granules last? I have no idea because I was on the verge of fainting
when Tammou finally allowed me to set the body down. I pulled my hands away so quickly that the corpse
crashed on its back, and the sweat cloth unraveled itself, revealing the face—which was a grisly saffron yellow.
My knees were bending, and I felt as if my feet were growing roots to stay forever in that graveyard.
“Then a diffuse distant buzz roused me from my stupor. Tammou and I listened: there was no doubt it was
human voices. By now we could also hear the sound of steps—and see the silhouettes of three men moving
straight toward us. Were they some irrigators of the fields returning home from the night shift and emboldened by
‘safety in numbers’ to take a short cut through the cemetery?
“They stopped. Had they been disturbed by something? Had the faint glow of the candle deep down in the pit
given us away? After hesitating a moment, they came on towards us. We panicked.
“‘Push!’ said Tammou, ‘push that offspring of dogs into the pit!’
“We shoved with all our might, and down it went, head first and half-bent. Tammou pushed two candles into
my hand:
“‘Light them!’
“She grabbed a hoe, covered it with her white haik, and lifted it high above her head. With the other hand she
held the two candles in front of the haik. I got it: this object was to represent the fiery-eyed demon head turning
Tammou into the high-necked Aisha-Qandisha. In this guise, she reeled towards the intruders, and two of them
immediately turned on their heels and ran. The third, more courageous, stood his ground. I heard him pronounce
the formula to repel demons:
“‘Besmellah rahman rahim!’
“I knew this voice! Where had I heard it before? Allah, Allah, it could not be … Yes, it was Larbi.
“Once more, Larbi implored God for help. Fear overcame him. The bogey woman was all set to drag him
away, and satisfy her lust right there among the mounds. Never again would he see his home and his mother. The
bogey would bury him alive in this graveyard.
“‘A tool made of steel!’ The thought flashed simultaneously through my mind and Larbi’s. Cutting steel—the
only way to defeat Aisha-Qandisha!
“It all happened fast as lightning. In a few bounds Larbi rushed up, something whistled through the air, and
Tammou’s fearful scream resounded through the cemetery. Struck down, she howled like a dog caught under a
cartwheel. Her voice too must have sounded somewhat familiar, because Larbi stepped closer.
“‘You!’ he cried, appalled. ‘Lalla Tammou!’ The two neighbors stared at each other.
“‘So it’s you, you damned bastard!’ Tammou bawled.
“‘Curses to you! May a bullet strike you! May your guts be torn to pieces! You interrupted my work, and you
cut my hand off with your spade!’
“‘And what are you doing here?’
“‘May hell’s fires parch you!’ Tammou writhed in pain. ‘What was I doing? I was turning a child round in the
right position. It had been buried carelessly, face down and so its mother could not bear other children. Out of the
goodness of my heart I came to readjust that child—and now you have killed me. Curse you!’
“But Larbi went to the pit. His glance took in the adult body, and the couscous tray—it was all as clear as
daylight. At one swoop he tore off my haik. His face was hard and grim. Kicking the couscous aside, he jumped
into the pit, and set the corpse on its side.
“‘Pull the legs straight!’ he told me, and his words were like whiplashes.
“And then the most horrible event of all …
“In my haste to obey Larbi’s command, and confused as I was, I stepped over the grave.
“At once the consciousness of my terrible position pierced me like a red-hot skewer. Astride above an open
grave, worthy mistress! Happiness was now to be excluded forever from my life.
“There was no more point in pouring my heart out to Larbi—explanations and reconciliations were of no use
when I could not any longer make a fitting wife for him, or for any other man. Striding over the grave had turned
me barren. No child could ever be conceived in my womb. Never.
“Larbi quickly filled in the pit and left. We hobbled home, I burdened by the basket full of tools and by my
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tormented soul, and Tammou moaning and nursing her hand. The very next night I fled and sought shelter with
Ba’aba Bohbot’s wife to serve her in exchange for a crumb of bread. Living among the Jews—that’s where I
learned the wool trade.
“Lalla Tammou’s hand shriveled away. Now she begs on street corners. And how could I, a minor slave, avoid
the fate that Allah had assigned to me? Faced with the inevitable, I can only say: humans cannot escape the alternation of day and night, nor can they escape death. Let us be submissive to Him.
*
I should supplement the notes I made at that time by mentioning two much later events.
Despite the fact that the graveyard walls had been raised higher and guards had been hired, a newspaper in
Marrakech reported in 1959 that a corpse had been dug out. The same year in March a human skeleton used for
anatomy lessons at the French high school in Casablanca vanished from a classroom without a trace.
*
Are we entitled to react with contempt to such happenings?
For we follow in the footsteps of those who use corpses for magic by exchanging our dimmed corneas for
those of the dead, and by acquiring their hearts and other organs.
4. The Baths
The invitation to the baths came when we had finished rubbing Lalla Hnia’s congested chest with the pharmacist’s ointment. The job had kept us all busy, starting with the tbib and ending with half-a-dozen female helpers.
The cadi’s dominant wife had a cold.
“It smells good,” noted Lalla Hadoum, the cadi’s second wife, who knelt in front of the patient. She pulled
Lalla Hnia’s rolled-up caftans still higher over her face and inhaled deeply from the spicy unguent.
The co-wife’s pretty sixteen-year-old daughter Lalla Nafissa squatted on the rug, helping to support the patient. She turned to her mother, revealing all her bright teeth in a smile:
“It smells wonderful now, but what if later it starts to smart and smolder like fire?” Becoming serious again,
she tenderly kissed the mistress’s hand:
“Allah be merciful to you, Lalla Hnia!”
But there was no time for conversation. It was November; the spacious and lofty women’s chamber was chilly,
and the doctor urged us to hurry. Nafissa’s younger sister dashed out with a black servant girl, and at once they returned, one with an earthen chafing dish and the other with a rough bath towel. Two black and two white hands,
covered with rings, held the towel briefly over the glowing charcoal to warm. Then the helpers quickly wrapped it
around Lalla Hnia’s barrel-like torso.
The cure soon brought results. The wheezing and gasping Lalla Hnia hardly had time to free her head caught in
the skirt flaps, lift herself up in to a sitting position, and put on her gold-embroidered belt when the smoldering
skin made her shoulders twitch. Her face puckered, she rose and waddled out of the room in all her impressive
width without word.
The cadi had of course monitored the whole process of the cure, smugly crouching on a sitting mattress near
the door. Now he smiled as if freed from anguish, struck his gray beard in a characteristic genial move of his
white hand, rolled his ponderous body to one side so that he could lever himself up with his elbows, and said:
“Allah be praised. Let’s go and have tea.”
He beckoned us to follow him to the men’s chamber on the opposite side of the patio, where three men, with
the hoods of their loose white robes pulled over their turbans, were waiting: the cadi’s grown-up son, his bro-ther
—a gaunt, mild-mannered merchant—and his swarthy, youngish secretary Sidna Shih. They sat cross-legged,
except for the cadi whose corpulence forced him to leave his legs stretched out straight. This pleasant and venerable gray-bearded man with his pinkish face and his thick embroidered socks had something about him of a Santa
Claus.
When we had finished sipping two of the traditional three glasses of tea, the cadi put his empty glass on the
rug at his feet, tightened the chaplet with wooden beads around his wrist, and waddled ponderously to us, settling
himself like a sack next to me. His talk was brief:
“Monday evening you will come to the baths with us. Take your servant with you.”
We were speechless with surprise—that we, Christians, were being invited to go to the baths with Muslims!
Didn’t every tourist handbook spell it out:
“Non-Muslims are warned not to cross the threshold of baths and mosques.”
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Humbly heeding this advice, I had always skirted the open portals of the city’s holy places and baths (which
were also under the jurisdiction of the mosques’ administration), squinting at them only out of the corner of my
eye so as not to desecrate them with my direct glance. And now this proposal!
We accepted with thanks. Only gradually did our thoughts crystallize into concern: how would it turn out?
Might the other patrons of the baths not chase us out with boiling water, as had recently happened to a Jewess
who had furtively tried to share the Arab warmth? And how hygienic was it, given that the washing was said to
take place in floor-level togetherness? As if sensing our concern, the cadi reassured us:
“There will be no one apart from my household. I have reserved the baths for the whole night. They will bring
me the key towards the evening.”
Discussing the situation later at home, my husband and I agreed that our friend the judge had not acted with
rashness but rather had wisely taken everything into account. Although he was prepared to demonstrate his friendship toward us, he was not oblivious of his salvation either. Ramadan, the great Muslim fasting period, would
begin on Tuesday, the very next day after the invitation date. Thus the issue of whether it was sinful to bring
Christians to the baths melted away: the fast would cancel out all of the cadi’s errors and sins, and one more or
less on our account would not matter. Our servant Lalla Fatna was overcome with joy and pride, and with worry
over preparations:
“Allah help us,” she moaned. “How can you go to the baths when you are stark naked? There is not a single
fota in the house. What will you put around you?” And the enterprising Lalla Fatna stuck her feet in her slippers,
rushing off to buy fotas, those large rough towels which are wrapped around the loins in the baths.
On Monday evening a whole pile of accessories was heaped in front of us: fotas to cover our nakedness, basins
for water, kerchiefs to cover the head, sheets for stretching out on the floor and other sheets for drying ourselves,
two footstools for sitting, and of course the indispensable perfume bottle and pestled cloves to scent our hair. I
myself contributed a nice pink soap and an Estonian bathing sponge I had kept as a souvenir from my own homeland in the north. We set out for the cadi’s house fully kitted out.
His patio was already in darkness. I joined the women in their chamber lit with a chandelier. At the opposite
end of the elongated patio the men’s chamber was also lit. The side chambers were dark: why waste electricity on
a bath day?
The men immediately set out for the baths, wandering from the host’s chamber into the patio and vanishing
into the hallway. They were headed by Ali, a square-shouldered black carrying a mountain of mattresses and rugs
on his head. Bought as a slave in times past, he now had a respected position as door guard and the buyer of food
for the household.
Men had priority for baths as for everything else. We women had to wait for our turn.
The baths were not far away and seemed to be large, given the extent of the outer wall. This wall actually
started at the judge’s door, descending around the corner to a vaulted passage and ending on a small but noisy
plaza. The baths had two doors: one for men, one for women. Men entered from the plaza through the public
lavatories, which in fact constituted the vestibule of the baths.
Unashamedly, I once cast an eye in there: a spacious cemented courtyard with an elongated pool in the center
and open compartments all around. The plaza itself was lined with barber’s shops which had nets in place of
doors. When leaving the baths, men could have their heads shaved clean with a knife, and the barber could also
rewrap collapsed turbans. The women’s entrance was a narrow and half-hidden door in the archway, but it was
still out of our reach. We had to wait.
I inspected the women in the room. About ten of them were sitting or stretched out along the wall: some live-in
relatives, servants with concubine status, the widows of the cadi’s two brothers, and the door guard’s wife. There
was also the nurse, an old black woman with a cheerful wrinkled face, who at different times had lulled all the
cadi’s children to sleep. Which of those women were coming to the baths, and which preferred staying at home?
Mine was the place of honor between the two wives, facing the door which stood wide open. On my left Lalla
Hnia looked as if she were sitting on a throne; she was the real ruler of the house, firmly in charge of all the
twenty-five members of the household, including in some ways even the cadi himself. The middle-aged Lalla
Hadoum on my right had a fair measure of black blood, and in contrast to Lalla Hnia this second wife was light of
foot and reacted quickly in conversation. She had a lively mind—and a Singer sewing machine. The younger
women crowded in one end of the room, heads together: Lalla Hnia’s only daughter and Lalla Hadoum’s two.
Their hair was unbraided—clearly in preparation for the baths. Tiny Miriam, the cadi’s niece, was skipping
around the room in a satin gown which reached to the floor. She was also bound for the baths, since the hundreds
of tiny braids that usually formed a pattern on her head had been unraveled.
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The roomful of women waited in silence. A quarter of an hour, half an hour and longer passed, and yet no one
felt the urge to talk. What was the point of pulling thoughts out of one’s brain when one was busy waiting? Since
childhood they had been trained to wait; this was a habitual way of passing the time.
Yes, waiting was something the people in this country knew how to do in an exemplary way, with full selfcontrol. And when they felt like it, they could fall asleep at a moment’s notice. I recalled being told of prisoners
who could shorten their dull existence by sleeping away half the day in unperturbed peace of mind.
Lalla Hnia still had her cold. She coughed incessantly beside me and wiped her dripping nose. A pink blanket
covering her log-like legs kept slipping off and she had to pull it up again—but this was not easy, given her size.
Her fingers could barely reach to grasp the hem of the blanket, and the effort made her mouth sink into her pasty
double chin.
But wasn’t this the pretty Lalla Douzha, the newly-wed spouse of the first wife’s son, entering from the patio?
She bowed down to her mother-in-law, kissed her, greeted me, and sat very quietly near the door. Lalla Douzha
was not coming to the baths; she was covered with gold, a row of bracelets adorning her plump white arms, and
with a pair of golden earrings. Her velvet-flowered blue dfina dropped lightly to the ground, covering her rosecolored broadcloth caftan.
But why had the mischievously gay Lalla Douzha been behaving lately as if her mother-in-law’s presence
petrified her? I could guess the reason: she had now been married for several months, yet there was no child on
the way. Her mother-in-law’s reproaches must rankle with her.
Incredibly, it was Lalla Hadoum and my servant Lalla Fatna who broke the silence. Their talk was about the
quantity of cloth needed for caftans. Lalla Fatna felt ignorant in this area and profited from the opportunity to
garner some useful tips. Measuring caftan tails with their arms, they discussed and calculated, the onlookers
following their conversation lazily through half-closed eyelids.
It was a chilly November evening and I had followed the example of the others and pulled my legs up under
me. Yet, stubbornly, both sides of the lofty door were kept open. To pass the time, I looked around the patio. The
arched doorway leading into the men’s chamber carved a bright picture out of the surrounding darkness: a plastered wall high above, the red rug below, and the multicolored band of the wall panel and the sitting mattresses in
the middle. The marble of the patio shone dimly, and banana leaves cast flickering shadows on the wall. The
fountain in the center faded altogether into the darkness, its existence suggested only by the luminous edge of the
basin.
A cat skulked along the path, and with one bound, it dissolved into the dark bushes. For how much longer
would I have to go on counting the black and white tiles in the patio? Like the others, I shrank down and leaned
my head against the wall.
*
The patio was suddenly pervaded by the chatter of voices: the men were back. Wrapped in burnouses, they
returned to the opposite room. Only the cadi’s son, perspiring and red in the face, rushed past us to give orders to
the kitchen. Woman servants immediately hurried to the men’s chamber with tea kettles and platters. It was our
turn to go to the baths. To my surprise, Lalla Hnia stood up first.
“Besmellah! In the name of God,” she intoned and seemed to give the departure signal by pulling the rug
which had covered her legs up over her head.
A large collection of haiks surrounded me in the patio; some had come from our room, others from the kitchen,
others from heaven knows where. Lalla Douzha stayed behind, leaning against the door frame. Like a religious
procession we walked slowly to the street. In the archway a glow of fire reached us from a low door, and I looked
in. Far down at the bottom of a cavernous cellar human forms moved like dark shadows in front of the opening of
a blazing furnace—piles of palm leaves were used as firewood.
“This is the furnace room of the baths!” Lalla Nafissa shouted.
We reached the women’s door. Ali had escorted us, carrying a huge key; he turned it in the keyhole, and the
wooden-hinged door creaked open.
I stood before a long dim passage. Falling onto the whitewashed wall, high up on my left, small rectangles of
light seemed like giant-sized data tables filled with a shadowy script. These were projected by small oil lamps
burning behind spiral-patterned grids in niches built into the wall. Further along, the passage faded away into the
dark. Its sloping floor had steps at intervals so that I could only go forward one step at a time.
Suddenly we came to the end of the right-hand wall: we were in an astonishingly spacious church-like hall—
was this no more than the center of baths? A decorous fountain was surrounded by towering columns shielding
rush mats which glimmered on the floor along the walls.
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The servants were already heading for the mats. This must be the dressing room, since haiks were dropped and
nimble fingers started removing the remaining clothes. Brown shadows soon slipped past me, vanishing behind a
side door; it must lead to the washing area.
Brrrr … it was too cold here for undressing. I tried to make out whether this place was an open patio such as
the one found at the center of all Moorish homes. Casting a probing eye upwards, I found it was covered. Phantasmal contours high above showed curves and jags: the central part, supported on columns, was crowned with a
splendid dome of carved wood. These baths, I found, were ancient—they had been in service for 645 years.
The cadi’s wives and daughters had settled in a compartment set aside by a partition and lighted with a brighter lamp. Mattresses and cushions brought along from home made it seem tiny. It was here we were to get undressed. The thin dfina was pulled over the head, followed by the broadcloth caftans. In cold weather two of these
were worn one on top of the other. The high-collared white cotton petticoat or overall came off next, leaving only
long-sleeved singlets and dark thick baggy trousers with embroidered lace; these were tight below the knees and
formed hundreds of folds at the seat.
At this stage of déshabillé the Lallas looked very much like their men. The trousers were next to go; you then
wrapped a fota around your loins.
The marble floor felt as cold as a skating rink. I tiptoed to the threshold of the washing room, my shoulders
and even my nose covered with the fota. The heavy door thumped behind me. I expected steam; was it so thick
that nothing else was visible?
But there was no steam at all. High up in the wall niche, the anemic rays of a minute oil lamp could not disperse the shadows of the long narrow vault which I had to cross sideways. Its left end looked like the entrance to a
dark tunnel, and the room was bare, except for an open basin like a trough adjoining the lamp-lit wall. The surface
of the flowing cold water had a leaden gleam that made us shiver.
“Come, move on!” Lalla Nafissa was escorting me. “This room is used for washing only during the summer
heat.”
We entered another vault, as long as the previous one but much wider. The high arched ceiling was supported
by a row of three columns. Here, too, a tiny light quivered high up in a hole in the right wall. I began to grasp the
basic floor plan: the larger dimension of the washing rooms corresponded to the side of the adjoining covered
patio where we undressed, and the flickering lamps were the same ones I had observed earlier from the hallway.
The second washing room was also bare and empty, but there one could already detect the stuffy scent of the
baths: a mix of tepid warmth, the scent of oil, and a hint of perspiration from previous customers. On we went
through the next door. Another vault, narrow like a tongue, but at last—thank God!—warm and cozy. I must be
catching up with my hosts, judging from the rattle of pails and the muted buzz of conversation. Nafissa pulled
open the fourth door.
“Yu-yu-yu!” The greeting whoop of the door guard’s wife resounded throughout the vault. I was received with
laughter and shouting as I slowly made my way among bodies stretched out on the dimly-lit floor. Hands took
hold of my fota.
“Go, sit down there!”
“No, come and stretch down right here!”
The washing room looked like a dark watercolor painting after someone had gone over it with a wet sponge:
the contours were diffuse and the colors smudged. Vague human forms walked, sat or reclined. The floor was full
of voluminous wooden buckets with rope handles, not quite of the kind used in Estonia and Finland for saunas.
My servant Lalla Fatna touched my shoulder and pointed to the footstool she had brought along:
“You can sit on that.”
“No!” This was Lalla Hadoum herself.
“Not on the stool but on the ground. The floor is warm.” She was not used to being contradicted and pulled me
beside her on the sheet. Lalla Hadoum was right: the floor was wonderfully warm. Further away the servants
milled around, returning buckets full of water. That wall must have had warm and cold water outlets, maybe even
taps fixed to the end of pipes.
Used to the Estonian sauna, I looked in vain for the furnace. The air was dry. Of course, this was a Turkish
bath where heating comes up through the floor. We were sitting right above the same furnace I had seen earlier
from the street. It was like sitting on top of a volcano, hoping there would be no eruption, but having seen how
baths were built, I did not need to worry. The rugged brick vaulting above the fire was topped by a ten-inch layer
of salt, over which lay a layer of lime—the floor—which had been pounded to a mirror-like smoothness. Insulated
from the fire by three protective layers, I was not so much being cooked as wallowing in blissful comfort.
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Such idling is an agreeable occupation, but it was time for washing. I produced my aromatic pink soap and politely offered it to Lalla Hadoum. Hesitantly, she accepted it, sniffed at it once, and put it on the floor far away
from her. I offered the scorned object to other people, but surprisingly no one would take it—I only got apprehendsive glances. No problem. If they do not like it, I do! So I dipped the soap in water, built up foam in my
sponge, and got set for rubbing myself, when Lalla Hadoum clutched her fingers around my wrist. Her alarmed
eyes close to my face, she exclaimed:
“Drop it! I tell you: put it away right now!”
What was troubling her? Were baths not meant for washing?
Without further ado Lalla Hadoum snatched the soap from my hand and threw it into the furthest and darkest
corner. She then seized my sponge and it followed the same trajectory. Then, after rinsing her hands, she snapped
at me, partly scolding, partly admonishing:
“You may die if you rub your body with that stuff. Don’t you know that such soap is poisonous?”
For a while I was dumbfounded. Then I felt angry: damn it, my sponge from Estonia! I certainly would not
give up such a precious memento, but would get it back, using a tiger’s boldness and a serpent’s guile—not now,
but later.
“Use that!”
Lalla Hadoum threw something which fell rattling at my feet. I lifted up a stone, rather a flat piece of brick.
Was I supposed to scrub myself with this?
Lalla Hadoum shook her head as though she were dealing with an imbecile. She called a servant girl, who
came and crouched in front of me. She placed my leg in her lap, immobilizing it with her iron grip. Then she started to work on my soles with the brick, as if it were a grater. So this was the purpose of the brick! I pulled my leg
away:
“Just a moment! I’d rather do it myself.”
And so we kept scraping soles, be they our own or someone else’s. This is an essential task for those whose
heels have become hard as horn from wearing heelless slippers. Nafissas’s sister seemed to be the laziest among
us; she lay on her stomach, enjoying the moment to the full with one servant working away at each of her feet.
Suddenly I became conscious of the heat: the temperature in a Moorish bath is oddly deceptive, heating you up
imperceptibly as if by stealth. My body was wet all over, with the perspiration trickling down my shins. Now I
understood why they started with the sole-scraping: this is a lengthy task, and meanwhile the skin can steam.
What had been the effect of the heat on the first wife’s cold? Lalla Hnia and her daughter were hidden in the
darkness, with servants thronging around them.
Nafissa explained that the female bath attendant had now finished massaging Lalla Hnia’s aching muscles. She
would usually do the same to all the women in the party, but today there was no time. I vaguely sensed rather than
actually saw the first wife’s whitish contours; the tiny lamp, its light like the eye of a mouse, was faithful to its
task, casting such a miserly light that one’s nakedness was concealed. Looking at another’s naked body is sinful
and has been so since the creation of the world. Noah’s two sons in the Old Testament knew it already; when they
saw their drunken father snoozing half-naked, they approached him backwards to cover him up with a cloak. That
command of Allah was still obeyed in those baths.
However, the incitement of the Evil One made me keep my eyes wider open than usual, and I could not help
but notice some mysterious activity in progress. Stealthily, as if ashamed, the women were passing round a small
bowl, and applying its mushy contents to the hair in the armpits and elsewhere with a wooden spatula.
“That horrible zerneeh,” Nafissa’s sister cursed and whined. “It starts smarting right away. It brings my skin
out in blisters, without fail.”
“But using a knife is no better, with all the stubble it leaves,” her mother quieted her. “Just try rinsing it off
quicker.”
They did not offer me the bowl. The Christian had no business with the customs and requirements of Islam:
people must not have any hair anywhere except, for a woman, on her head for beauty and, for a man, on his chin
for dignity.
Only now did the actual washing begin. All the matrons and young ladies were stretched out on the floor, each
attended by a servant. So this was why so many servants were brought along. There was one for me too.
I cast glances towards my soap and sponge—where were these friends of mine? The servant who washed me
did not need them; she did the job with a light round piece of palm wood covered with a net. She started scrubbing me competently and forcefully, from the neck down to the feet, skimming off the epidermis which had become easy to remove after soaking in sweat. The task was completed rapidly and without leaving a single scratch,
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because the piece of wood and its cover had been previously softened up in water. After being rinsed with a bucketful of water, I was left sparklingly clean.
The heat was getting to be too much. Lalla Hnia and some others retreated to the cooler antechamber, and the
rest gradually followed. The nurse waddled past me, holding the happily squeaking Miriam by the hand. She was
broad in the beam—the fota had slipped off and trailed behind her. Heedless of God’s command I looked straight
at her: she must have been like her parents, black slaves imported from the Sudan. Her stout body was oddly thin
at the waist; her long drooping breasts reached her stomach. The massive buttocks had a peculiar shape—high and
flat-topped; they combined with her back to form something like a chair. Had not all the babies in the cadi’s
family fallen asleep astride this back, tied around her body with their noses pressed against her protective back?
I waited impatiently for the room to empty so that I could execute my secret plan of retrieving the sponge. I
pretended to be the last out, then at the door quietly turned back. Like a thief I slipped into the darkness of the
vault where the sponge must have landed. I had to be quick before anyone could spot me. Moving around on my
hands and knees I raked the floor with my fingers: it had to be somewhere. At last—luck was with me—I felt the
sponge, slipped it into my fota, and hurried back to the other room where my companions were busy washing
their hair.
“You really don’t want to leave the heat.” Lalla Nafissa laughed at me, and her teeth of milky whiteness shone
in the semi-darkness.
“Come, sit down in front of me and give me your head.”
She personally applied a natural shampoo, a clay called rassoul, to my hair, using a brass container full of the
substance. At home that morning the crumbling clods of rassoul had been tied up in a rag and left soaking in
water until they disintegrated into a sludge. This was poured into a flat dish, and human palms had rubbed out all
sand grains and stone splinters. Now Lalla Nafissa smeared my hair with this sticky brown mush. Then she added
water and scrubbed it thoroughly. Finally she started the rinsing, tossing one bucketful of water after another at
my head so that I could scarcely breathe. But the girl knew her job: my hair would not become soft like silk unless
the last traces of rassoul were removed.
As water carrier we had a tiny black girl of about six, lean but muscular. Her matted stack of hair was still dry.
Everyone else was finishing up, but she had not even had time to wet herself, being at everybody else’s beck and
call. As she brought us water, she stared at me with wide-open eyes as if I were a boa constrictor. Like others, she
had heard stories that the bodies of Christians were made differently from those of Muslims, and she was now.
looking for evidence.
Suddenly, a thunderous noise reverberated from the vaults—someone was pounding on the door with fists. It
seemed that the cadi had sent Ali to tell us to hurry: the men wanted to start eating.
Everyone was now in a flurry—the master’s orders had to be obeyed without delay. After the last hasty rinsing,
we donned our fotas and rushed back to the chilly central patio to dress. The younger ones still found time to
gather around me, and I gave a rapid explanation of every piece of clothing I put on. Astonishment was written in
their faces: why didn’t my shirt have sleeves? Panties produced loud chuckles: did these qualify as pants? Allah!
Lalla Hadoum should sew you a decent pair, using three meters of cloth! The bra passed from hand to hand and
seemed to meet with some approval. Still the door guard’s wife asked me why I had bought the bra merely as an
empty shell, without those pink breasts she had seen it draped over in the shop window of a Christian. As she
spoke, she was dousing her head copiously with rose water from a bottle.
But the real gust of laughter came at the sight of my stockings: who could have believed that those flimsy
things could be of such grotesque length! The general conclusion was that my clothing was scanty and deficient.
“You poor thing! Let’s at least make sure your head is kept warm.”
Lalla Hadoum felt sorry for me and combined two kerchiefs into a turban, so tightly bound that I could hardly
move my head. Lalla Hnia was already up.
“Let’s go!” she ordered curtly. The others fell clumsily in line, and it was back to the corridor and then into the
street.
*
The men had been slumbering half-sitting and half-lying. But sleepiness had changed into impatience. I was
asked to join them and received the indispensable refreshments of someone freshly returned from baths: a glass of
chocolate milk and a peeled egg richly covered with pestled cumin. As a non-Muslim guest I then joined the men
for the dinner eaten from a common dish. After dinner, as his secretary was plugging fresh mint leaves into the
teapot, the cadi yawned and announced:
“The baths were pleasant, Allah be praised. Now Those Others can have the bath chambers for the rest of the
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night.”
“Those Others”! This was the indirect designation for ghosts. Did the judge really still believe in them? I hazarded a question:
“Do they still exist nowadays?”
“Can there be any doubt?” The secretary taxed me, looking somewhat annoyed:
“The Qur’an does not lie. Besides, I have seen them myself.”
“Please tell me,” I insisted.
“It is well known that they are especially fond of baths. Once I went there late in the evening when the daytime
customers had left. I locked the outer door and began to wash myself. Suddenly I saw a man rushing past me into
the furthest chamber. I did not pay attention to him until it occurred to me that I had locked the door. At the same
moment the man returned, crossed the floor again without saying a word, and vanished the way he had come.
What else could it have been but a spirit? I felt as if hot tar had been poured over me. I left the baths as quickly as
I could.”
“Yes, there are more bad ones than good ones among them,” the cadi mumbled wrinkling his eyebrows, and
his fingers began dashing over the beads of his rosary.
As we left, we shook the cadi’s hand with sincere thanks. An Estonian and a Moroccan had washed together in
the baths. It was like American Indians smoking the pipe of peace.
Dropping in to the women’s chamber to say good-bye, I found that the mattresses had been laid out to form a
single large circular bed. They lay along the walls like mummies, the feet of one up against the head of another,
each with her haik pulled snugly over the head and covering the whole body. I retreated and slipped out through
the piece of cloth hung over the door.
5. Woman’s Cunning
Sidna Shih, the cadi’s secretary, assumed a meditative pose, cross-legged and with his head slightly lowered.
He closed his eyes for a moment and then started in a soft voice:
“Allah akbar! God is great. Once a Moroccan scholar decided to make a study of woman’s cunning. The task
was complex, but he expected to succeed. He intended to write up his results as a book which would be welcome
and needed by all Moroccan men,”—here Sidna Shih hesitated, glanced slyly at the tbib, and smirked—“and
probably by the European men as well.
“The scholar intended to lay bare the soul of a woman and penetrate its most secret recesses. He intended to
attack with special tenacity her intrigues, which were like a tangled ball of yarn, with no perceivable beginning or
end. Woman’s cunning schemes all too often deprived men of their peace of mind. Yet women always managed to
avoid the blame and look as if they were in the right. Despite their power and wisdom, men became entangled in
the invisible net knotted by their spouses and could find no reason to chastise them.
“The results were to profit the scholar himself first of all. Up till then he had avoided the chains of marriage,
but with his study completed he could admit one or even several wives to his household without any worry, along
with their servants. He would be safe: they would not be able to undermine the foundations of his domestic tranquility, and they could not darken the philosopher’s existential firmament with their cunning.
“So far so good.” (Sidna Shih gave a cough and pushed his turban further back from his brow.)
“The scholar locked himself into his house and set to work. Soon the whole city knew about his project, and
every male heart was filled with hope. Passersby would automatically walk more softly as they reached the sage’s
door, and drivers of donkeys would desist from their coarse shouts so that no unnecessary noise would penetrate
over the wall into his patio and disturb him in his work.
“The scholar spent long hours on the pillows, pondering the soul of woman. He would walk in the patio without noticing the fresh blooms of the mimosa. The crisp evening air smoothed his forehead, and the stars above
him stimulated his flights of thought.
One day, as he was taking his customary walk in the shadow of the patio walls and his glance was raised to the
evening sky, something startled him. The figure of a woman wrapped in a haik was leaning over the edge of the
flat roof above his head. Before the scholar had time to regain his composure a sweet voice reached his ears:
“‘Peace be with you, O scholar! May Allah pour some of His wisdom into you at this evening hour.’ Then she
pulled herself sharply back from the edge and was gone.
“The scholar shook his head with dismay. What behavior! What moral degeneration! Of course, after dusk the
city’s flat roofs belong to the women, but how impudent it was to look into another household’s courtyard and
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furthermore to address a male stranger!
“Yet it happened a second time the very next evening. Again the woman made her melodious greeting, and as
she rearranged her haik, her henna-decorated hand and snow-white arm emerged from the folds of white cloth.
“On the third evening the scholar was surprised to discover that he was actually waiting for her. He even
smiled back at the woman’s greeting and no longer condemned her. The woman said:
“‘Please forgive a feeble woman who, driven by admiration, dares to strike with her humble glance your brow
shining with glory. Oh, do tell your slave what is stirring in your noble head and what thoughts are visiting your
high-minded brain?’
“‘I am studying the reasons behind woman’s cunning and intrigues.’
“‘Allah is great and mighty! O scholar, has your arduous and venerable inquiry already brought results?’
“With Allah’s help I have made good progress and soon hope to conclude my study, O daughter of the faithful!’
“‘May Allah compensate you for your pains sevenfold!’ the stranger exclaimed enthusiastically, and vanished.
“She came again and again, and from one evening to the next the scholar’s response became warmer. Then the
day arrived when he proudly announced to her:
“‘I have completed my study. Every single aspect is clear to me.’
“‘Allah be praised!’ the woman cried, and she—”
(Sidna Shih’s easy-flowing account suddenly came to a halt. His expression became oddly helpless. Casting a
covert glance toward the cadi, he swallowed and, gathering his courage, quickly blurted out the rest.)
“Yes, the woman … the woman pulled the veil off her face.”
(Having got over this awkward sentence, Sidna Shih’s swarthy face became enlivened, and the corners of his
mouth turned upwards in a chuckle. He made a sound like a hiccup.)
“The woman was … so fair … so beautiful …”—he started to search for adequate terms—“her countenance
was white like milk, her eyes were shining stars, her mouth like a field poppy. Her smile, so full of modesty, was
sweet like the scent of orange tree blossoms. Never before had the scholar seen such beauty and charm.
“‘Who are you?’ he asked. ‘I want to marry you. Tell me who is your father, and I’ll immediately dispatch the
matchmakers.’
“O scholar, have I really found grace in your eyes? I would be thankful merely for being allowed to serve you
as a slave. My father is a well-known tea and sugar merchant, and he lives only a few houses away. But be forewarned, O scholar, that taking me in marriage will not be a simple task. My father is proud of my beauty and will
not easily accept just any suitor. When he hears that you are a scholar rather than an immensely rich merchant he
will cunningly try to convince you that I am the ugliest girl under the sun. But don’t be deterred and don’t tire
before you have his consent and you have both signed the marriage contract in the cadi’s presence.’
“The very next day the scholar sent the matchmaker woman to the tea merchant, and the father’s reaction was
as predicted. He declared his daughter the ugliest being under the sun, and only after the greatest perseverance by
the matchmaker did he finally consent to give her in marriage to the scholar.
“The wedding day soon came. At nightfall the scholar entered his betrothed’s chamber. There she was sitting
under a thick veil, that gazelle to put all other gazelles to shame. With a single pull the bridegroom removed the
veil—and froze, staring at the maiden as if someone had hit him over the head. Facing him was the ugliest woman
the earth has ever supported.”
(Sidna Shih covered his face with his hands as if he himself had received the blow. Then he continued in an
incensed tone.)
“Yes, that was awful. Gloomily the scholar waited for the seven-day wedding to come to an end. He was racking his brains as to how he could get rid of this repulsively ugly wife. But had not the bride’s father given him
plenty of warning? Under what pretext could he now ask for a divorce? As he was thus sitting and worrying in his
patio at dusk, he suddenly heard again the familiar greeting from the roof. The scholar jumped on his feet in rage,
all set to launch the most vicious epithets to the face of that false woman, but the maiden beat him to the word:
“‘I realize you are angry with me and think I am depraved. Yet it’s all your own fault. How could I suppose
that you would still take my words at face value after you had completed your investigation, and everything about
woman’s cunning was crystal-clear to you? But now, honored scholar, you must get rid of that ugly wife pretty
quick.
You don’t see any way out? But it’s all very simple. Tomorrow morning you both don beggar’s clothes and
start begging for alms in the souks. When people wonder why a renowned scholar and the daughter of a wealthy
merchant should go and beg, you simply answer:
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“‘“I married a girl much too ugly, and now I have lost all pleasure and happiness. Begging will help to dull my
pain.”’
“‘You will see how quickly you get rid of your wife.’
“Put to shame but glad to find some way out, the scholar did not wait a single day before going out to beg with
his wife. The wife’s wealthy father heard about his daughter’s humiliation and sent her word to return to his
home.
“After that, the scholar married the most beautiful and most cunning of them all. He burned his manuscript and
announced publicly that no man alive is sufficiently wise to cope with the secret schemes of women. Great is
Allah’s power!
Now the cadi spoke:
“In the name of Allah the mighty and merciful! Allah’s blessing be with all the listeners and story-tellers!
“Once there lived a judge who always decided in favor of women. Regardless of whether the man or the
woman was the guilty party, the woman always triumphed at the end. Women would beg at the court and weep
imploringly, while men would demand their rights heatedly and sometimes even overbearingly. Finally, the cadi’s
own wife decided to educate her spouse regarding woman’s cunning skills of make-believe.
“It was the cadi’s custom to invite his friends over for dinner every week on the holy day of Friday. One Friday afternoon, as he returned home from prayer at the mosque, a disagreeable surprise made him stop and frown:
no preparations whatever had been made to receive the guests! The patio was unswept and rubbish was lying
about. The main room had no rugs, and the cushions on the sitting mattresses were in disarray.
“The cadi dashed to the women’s section of the house and found his wife sitting by the patio wall and breastfeeding her son. No servant was to be seen, and when the cadi looked into the kitchen he saw to his dismay that
the coals were cold. The ashes in the hearth were gray, not red.
“The cadi angrily raised his voice. Why are his orders suddenly being disregarded? Has the shitan, Satan,
struck the lady of the house with blindness? What excuses can he now make to his friends? How can he cleanse
his person and his house of this unheard-of shame?
“As if fed up with the master’s reproaches, the cadi’s wife suddenly got up, hurried to the well, lifted up the
child in her hands, and hurled him down the well. She turned and shouted at him:
“‘Do you think I was sitting idle? You could see for yourself that I was breast-feeding. But since you did not
like it, I threw your son down the well.’
“With a cry of despair, the cadi ran to the well, but it was deep and narrow like a pipe. He could only see the
black glitter of water far below, and no trace of the child. Imploring Allah’s assistance he rushed out and went to
the house of his wife’s parents to tell them that their daughter had gone mad.
“When the cadi returned in the company of his father-in-law and some male relatives, he thought he must be
dreaming. The patio was sparkling clean, and the main room floor was covered with multicolored rugs. Going to
the women’s quarters in astonishment, he found the women’s patio and the kitchen full of bustling servants.
Dishes in clay containers were lined up in ranks next to the well, waiting to be served, and on the tray the teapot
covered with a veil gave off an aroma of mint. The cadi’s wife came smilingly to meet him, their little son in her
arms.
“‘You have gone mad yourself,’ the father-in-law said, and one could see from their eyes that his retinue shared
his opinion. The shitan’s servants had succeeded in blurring the cadi’s mind.
“When the gorgeous dinner was over and the guests had left, the cadi continued to ponder how the evil spirits
had been able to make him their plaything to such a degree, projecting to his mortal eyes such wild false images.
At that moment his wife stepped in front of him, bowed deeply, and said:
“‘Master, I beg for your forgiveness. It is not that Allah has empowered Those Others to blur your clear
thinking. It was I who just wanted to demonstrate to you how a woman can cleverly fool a man, even if he be a
cadi.’
“Now the cadi understood his wife’s wisdom. From that day, no woman ever succeeded in influencing him
with sighs and tears. They were no longer pronounced right when they did not deserve.
“El hamdulillah! Praise be to God.”
6. The Seventh Wife
News of the wedding of this girl of twelve reached me at the home of Lalla Zohra as we were drinking the
traditional mint tea. I was on one of those low sitting mattresses lining the walls and turning the long, narrow
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Moroccan room into a single comfortable sofa under a rather high ceiling. The attentive hostess had heaped
behind my back a whole pile of cushions, some of them in rectangular velvet pillowcases packed hard with sheep
wool and others in small round muslin covers.
Sitting cross-legged in the oriental fashion for a long time proved extremely tiring for someone from Europe,
so when the servant girl left, I relaxed and stretched my legs out on the rug. There was no longer any risk of her
tripping over my feet with her steaming brass kettle, from which from time to time she added water to the teapot.
Lalla Zohra, who was small and thin, sat facing me, cross-legged in her ample green gown. The conversation
waned as the dusk slid into the room. Lalla Zohra seemed to fall into deep thought. The shrill calls of the swallows could be heard from outside; at sunset in Marrakech, these birds always cruised in dense flocks. Downstairs
the servant was hustling around in the patio, clanking her buckets and humming. The spirals of the window grid
made a sharp silhouette against the background of a yellowish evening sky. The window faced an off-white house
wall with a similar small gridded window.
The house of Lalla Zohra’s husband was no different from all others in the city: one of those lidless clay boxes
in which the Moroccan man hides his women and his home life. It is a rectangular well of two stories, with all
windows directed on to the internal patio.
Shadows were rapidly filling the room. Suddenly Lalla Zohra announced:
“Ben Ahmed is going to marry. He’ll marry Fadila, Lalla Zubida’s cousin. You know Ahmed, don’t you?”
I certainly did—a tall, young and wealthy merchant with gold eye-teeth, who drove his own car—but I knew
Lalla Zubida even better. She was the first Moroccan woman I had known, a simple young wife of innate intelligence who had become my friend. But I did not know Fadila, or even her family.
“How old is she?”
“Fadila is twelve. Ahmed is about thirty. But you know, he paid seven and a half thousand francs for the girl.
Of course, for someone like him that is not a large sum.”
“Has Ben Ahmed seen Fadila?”
I could not help asking such a silly question. It so rarely occurred that a suitor saw his future wife before the
wedding night, but still … Ben Ahmed had modern views.
“He hasn’t.” Lalla Zohra laughed: “They are an odd couple. Part of the groom should be chopped off and added to the bride.” But then her voice betrayed concern:
“Fadila will be the seventh woman Ben Ahmed has married. He divorced the first six. He changes wives fast.
His latest one was Bentshinbou, a chikha known all over the town. You must have heard of this professional dancer.” Lalla Zohra laughed again, but this time in a peculiar way:
“Well, I am myself a seventh wife. Over the twenty years before my time, Sidi Moktar married four maidens
and two women who had been married before. With the first one he had a daughter, who died. But he has been
married with me for a full eleven years.”
In the darkness I could not see Lalla Zohra’s face, but her words indicated contentment. She had presented Sidi
Moktar with four sons; Allah had recalled two, but the two others had survived. Sidi Moktar would never divorce
the mother of his sons.
*
It must have been entered into my Book of Fate that, as the sole Christian among orthodox Muslims, I was to
partake in the wedding celebration of a complete stranger, an Arab woman called Fadila.
The invitation was brought by Lalla Zubida, wrapped in her white haik and carefully veiled. She explained
with an air of importance that the wedding would take place in her house, since she was a close relative of the
bride whose parents’ house was too small for such a great occasion. I wondered why the feast was not going to
take place in the groom’s sumptuous house.
That would come anyway, but later, she said. Why so? Very simple: at first the bride’s parents with their relatives and friends would celebrate their daughter’s leaving the house, while Ben Ahmed would spend his last days
as a bachelor in the convivial company of his friends. Thus the celebration would start simultaneously at the
bride’s and at the groom’s house. When Fadila was taken to the groom’s home on the wedding night, new feasting
would start there.
“How long will the celebrations last?”
“Not less than seven days.”
“And when and where should I come?” Lalla Zubida bowed to me ceremoniously, pressing her hand against
her chest:
“Fadila’s parents send the tbib and you their greetings. Allah’s blessing be with both of you. Let both of you
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come to my house Thursday at noon.” She reassumed her everyday style:
“It’s true this is the men’s day. But in your case,” she added somewhat apologetically, “it hardly matters.”
“The men’s day?”
“Well, yes. As you know, women cannot expose themselves to the gaze of male strangers, so they meet separately on Friday. But you can come on Thursday as well, since you are a roumia, a Christian woman.”
*
On Thursday the sun was shining almost exactly on the tops of our heads as we walked to the wedding house,
not far from the Djemaa el-Fna square where the noonday heat had thinned out the crowds. The open-air performances had not yet begun. The snake-charmers, acrobats and magicians were in the cool of their homes; vendors
were dozing behind their stacks of pots and piles of oranges, peering at us sleepily from under their turbans,
which they had pulled down over their eyes.
Heading from the square into the souks, we only had to walk a few dozen yards through the bazaar under its
roof made of reeds, before turning into derb Znaktarahba. This narrow side street was probably one of the most
animated places in Marrakech. Dust, raised by humans, donkeys and camels treading the unpaved earth, mixed
with tiny flecks of straw and hung between the walls as a reddish haze. One of the walls contained the door, covered in sheet-iron and only five feet high, of Lalla Zubida’s house.
We hardly had time to rattle the iron ring before a boy shouted at the top of his voice, “Ashkoun?” (Who is it?),
and Zubida’s half-brother Abdallah opened the door. We knew we were expected, since he did not rush off to
announce us but seized our hands and started guiding us through the somber passage that led to the central patio.
“Be careful not to trip up,” he said. “Here are some steps—one, two … careful! One, two, three … We have so
many people here … one more step … and musicians.”
The spacious cemented patio was gleamingly clean. Rugs hung on the surrounding walls, their color adding to
the verve of a festive occasion, and another rug was spread in the middle of the patio for the musicians. Each of
the four walls had a tall double door, and the bride’s father came dashing out of one of these—a lean middle-aged
man, thin-lipped and with a sparse beard. He wore a brown djellaba. At the threshold he retrieved his slippers and
put them on, then hurried forward to meet us.
He was followed more leisurely by Lalla Zubida’s husband, a rather swarthy man with a Turkish hat made of
white felt. He had regular features on which a perpetual smile seemed to play.
After thorough greetings, reciprocal bows, and invoking Allah’s blessings, we were led into one of the rooms.
The tbib and I sat on the mattresses and found that we were the only visitors in this chamber. The male relatives
and family friends seemed to be congregated in the room from which the master of the feast had come out a little
time before. It hummed with voices and by the threshold were a good number of yellow slippers. Soon we were
holding those fragrant glasses of sticky sweet mint tea. After once more wishing us all the earthly goods conceivable, the bride’s father left the room, leaving only Lalla Zubida’s husband.
The musicians started playing, cross-legged and holding a violin vertically on the knees. There were five of
them, all middle-aged. One was blind, and he abandoned himself to the music, transported by the rather hoarse
sounds produced by the rounded violin bow. The drummer inclined his head, wobbled his body, and tilted his
large thundering drum like a sowing tray. The youngest man pressed a derbouka under his arm—a small hourglass-shaped clay drum. Above the rhythm sounded the clatter of a tambourine.
Where, I wondered, was the bride?
I looked up towards the gridded upper-floor windows. Was she observing her own marriage festivities? One
more day, and she would be living in a strange house belonging to a man she had never seen before.
A female figure slipped into the room, her head and shoulders wrapped in a kerchief. Lalla Zubida’s face
emerged. She laughed and greeted the tbib and me.
“Oh, today there are men everywhere in the house. It’s difficult even to move around.”
“You must have a lot of work on your hands. I feel sorry for you.” She made a comic face and waved her hand
in the air so that all her silver and gold bracelets tinkled:
“The whole house is upside down! I only slept a few hours.” I immediately got to the most intriguing point:
“How is the laroussa, the bride? Can one go and greet her?”
Lalla Zubida looked at me in astonishment, as if I had mentioned someone completely irrelevant to the
situation. Her eyes seemed to say that only foreigners could make such requests. But, all the same, she nodded.
“Come along,” she said, wrapping herself again in the kerchief. “I’ll take you to the laroussa.”
I followed her. A spiral staircase close by took us to the second floor and the balcony which today was in use
as a kitchen. About ten older women squatted on the floor next to a maze of pots, chafing dishes, basins, pies, and
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roast chickens. Veiny arms were raised toward me:
“Marbabbik! Welcome! How are you?”
“So-so, not so bad,” I responded in the required way, shaking the women’s hands and then kissing my right
index finger.
“So you want to see the bride? Well, she is right here, our little dove, our pomegranate blossom.”
Only now did I notice the little bundle huddled against the wall. Cautiously I lifted the hem of the gray cloth
covering her. A young girl, no—I should rather say a child—sat cross-legged with head lowered. Her not exactly
beautiful face was pale, with eyelids swollen as if she had just been crying. Tasty morsels were heaped in front of
her: chicken wings, honey-cakes, almonds. But the laroussa’s hands rested in her lap, the palms turned upwards.
The delicacies were untouched.
Why did I suddenly recall a picture from the past: the door of the physician’s consulting room in our home
opened and a tall young man wearing a Turkish hat and a light blue bournous stepped out. He had dark glasses,
and he flung the flap of his bournous over his shoulder with a sharp movement as he approached the stairs. It was
Ben Ahmed, the bridegroom …
Would his seventh wife find grace in his eyes? Would Fadila conquer the heart of that man?
I pronounced the customary greeting:
“May Allah bestow health on you!”
Fadila slowly raised her head and cast a shy glance at me. She was cross-eyed. My need to say something
positive and encouraging to her was almost a physical one. I groped for words.
“Ben Ahmed is a handsome man. You will be happy.”
“Allah!” the old women joined me in a comforting chorus. “You will be happy. We all have gone through it.
We were merry. But today you must nonetheless weep as much as you can. This is every bride’s duty, and it
brings good luck later in life.”
“Let’s go and eat now,” Lalla Zubida said to me. As we descended to the patio she touched my arm and asked:
“Do you want to see the bride’s mother? She’s right here.”
Both parts of the double door leading to the room next to the stairs were closed. One entered through a smaller
door, barely the height of a man, built into the larger door—a frequent feature in the Moorish building style. A
multicolored cloth covered the door opening. The small, high-ceilinged room had plastered walls, and the whole
floor was covered with trays and flat dishes heaped full of cakes and biscuits: dark brown stork’s nests dripping
with honey, “gazelle horns” with almond filling, and pies made of puff pastry. In the middle of this fragrant pile
gleaming with oil, a light-skinned woman, still quite young, sat cross-legged in front of a sizzling chafing dish on
which she cooked these sweetmeats. A firm line round her mouth and a penetrating glance indicated vigor.
This was Lalla Habiba, the bride’s mother. We exchanged greetings, and she told me to follow Lalla Zubida
into another room where the tbib already sat.
The feast now began at once. We gathered around the circular foot-high table and washed our hands.
The most important dish was served first: bastila, a delicate meat pie round and large like the table on which it
stood. The mystery of its contents was solved only by digging a narrow furrow with one’s fingers, which one then
allowed to deviate neither to left nor right, boring towards the pie’s center. The thin crust broke under the probing
fingers and crumbled with a slight crackle into layers thin as tissue paper, exposing a sweet almond filling. Then
the fingers dipped unexpectedly into onion puree, and then one’s way was blocked by the tiny wing of a dove, and
then successively bits of egg, chicken liver, legs of doves and chickens, and more almond filling. The sweet and
the salty combined with spices made bastila extraordinarily delicious—the greatest achievement of the Arab
culinary art.
The bastila was followed by chicken without which even the most spare of feasts would be unthinkable. Preparing chicken with various mixtures to yield countless nuances of taste is a Moroccan specialty. This time three
differently prepared chickens, all fried till they reached the right golden brown, were served together: one with
olives, one with marinated lemon peel, and one with saffron.
It would be impossible to end such a feast with the stomach only moderately full. The chicken was followed by
two tajines or stews: first cinnamon-flavored mutton with the inevitable sugared onions, and then beef with beans.
Hot fat crackled as the tajine dishes were heaved in front of us.
In contrast to the bastila, one had to proceed cautiously, starting with the vegetables at the surface. If one’s
curious fingers tried to burrow into the interior of the dish, they would have to be withdrawn in a flash—such was
the heat.
During the whole feast the musicians played without stopping—their music was like arabesques, with the
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sound sliding, intertwining and separating again, never delaying and never forming melodic elements of the kind
familiar to Europeans.
When the spit-roasted lamb appeared, accompanied by small dishes of spices, the musicians added song to the
instrumental music. The rhythm steadily grew faster and more ardent. The singing rang loud and shrill, with vigorous instrumental support.
Then suddenly there was silence. The music seemed to have stopped in the middle of a phrase. The players sat,
looking indifferent as if they had never had anything to do with music. You could have heard a pin drop.
Everyone knew that this was the climax of the feast. It ended with tea. Lalla Habiba’s cakes were heaped in
front of us in a huge pile, that somehow reminded one of the European folk tale of having to eat a passage through
a mountain of sweet things in order to reach home. Abdallah, the boy who had opened the door to us, had been
sitting on the rug at our feet, having wrapped himself in his white tunic.
“The musicians will soon be leaving now, and the feast will be over,” he said plaintively, and the small tuft of
hair left unshaven at the top of his head quivered.
*
It was three o’clock when I hurried toward Lalla Zubida’s home, this time alone. As on the day before, I rattled
the iron ring at the door and groped through the half-dark hallway. Lalla Zubida and the bride’s mother came
across the deserted patio to meet me.
“Why have you come so late?” they asked. “All the other guests have been here since morning.”
I was taken to the room where the men had had their feast the day before. Five or six women were stretched
out at full length on the sitting mattresses along the wall. My entrance disturbed their sleep, and they slowly sat
up, yawning. One of them, fat as a barrel, puffed as she propped herself up and seemed to speak for the rest of
them:
“Ah! It’s you, tbiba. How are you? Come and sit here.” She pulled me to her side. “Why didn’t you come
earlier? We have already eaten.”
The word “eaten” explained their slumber. Which one of us would not have felt exhausted after such an
enormous and over-nourishing meal? European etiquette does not apply in Morocco. If the honored guests feel
their eyelids becoming heavy, they are welcome to lie down, arrange a pillow, and sleep. May Allah bless their
digestion! Thus the siesta indicated that the celebrations were in full swing.
My round-eyed neighbor inspected me from top to toe, and there followed a number of questions. In contrast
to the rest, who quietly arranged their clothes and assumed a dignified sitting position in line with Arab good
breeding, the fat matron wanted to know why I wore a hat and what I had in my purse. Her questions became
more and more intimate. Her flabby face was thick with makeup, and when she laughed one saw that her tongue
and gums were parched brown with walnut-tree bark. A black line drawn with kohl on the inner edge of her brows
gave her an insistent look.
The other women also used makeup, but more moderately. Everyone was festively attired. Pink, green and
yellow broadcloth caftans were covered with silk and muslin dfinas or gowns. Wide gold- or silver-embroidered
leather belts had large gold or silver buckles decorated with red gems. Colorful silken kerchiefs exposed the
forehead with the glittering metboua, a round ornament with pendants. One young and very beautiful woman in
particular was richly adorned and seemed to belong to a wealthier class.
As on the day before, I was concerned to know where the bride was to be found. Now that there were only
women in the whole house, would she still be sitting on the balcony? I asked bluntly:
“Where is the laroussa?”
There was no answer, but everyone’s glance turned towards an embroidered lace curtain in an isolated corner.
Was that where the laroussa was hidden? Encouraged by a hand gesture, I rose and peered behind the embroidery.
Fadila was huddled up on a mattress. I only saw the back of her gold-stitched velvet gown. Isolated tufts of her
henna-dyed copper-red hair fell on her shoulders. The girl was pressing her face against the wall.
“Fadila!” I called out to her.
Mutely she turned her head. Without raising her eyes she offered her hand. I held it in my palm: it was now
decorated with an intricate design. The thin henna script, reddish brown as if drawn with iodine, covered everything like a glove. Her finger tips and nails were fully dyed brown. Yes, during the night the bride had undergone
the henna procedure. An old woman proficient in the art had been invited, and by candlelight she had applied the
henna patterns to the bride’s hands and feet. Patiently she had dried her handiwork till dawn over a chafing dish,
careful to avoid touching the hands and legs that were sticky with the henna mush so as not to blur the design. The
end result was a delicate and graceful lace pattern.
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“Why is Fadila segregated from the others?” I inquired.
“Why, she’s a mere girl! Let her get married—then she’ll be entitled to sit with us wives. Furthermore, she
must be sheltered from the evil eye,” the fat lady said. She went to the bride, sat beside her, and patted her on the
shoulder.
“Oh, little daughter, are you already craving for the entrance of Ben Ahmed?” She laughed out loud. “Believe
me: your heart will soon leap with joy like a gazelle in the desert.”
The bride’s head sank still lower so that the white nape of her neck could be seen between the tufts of hair. But
the fat lady did not bother with the laroussa’s feelings and continued in the same immodest vein. I looked towards
the other guests: how were they reacting? They sat motionless, without smiling, and with demure eyes. Probably it
was customary to cheer up the bride with such talk. And Fadila had cause to be cheerful. Fate had not assigned her
a groom in his seventies, but rather a young and attractive one.
I returned to my earlier seat facing the open door. Meanwhile, more women had appeared in the patio. They
must have been slumbering in other rooms. The number grew steadily until several dozen of them were congregated in the open space. They stood around conversing, carrying odd bundles of clothing, and ambled across the
yard from one room to the other, dragging their heelless slippers. Lalla Zohra whisked by in a pink caftan. Some
removed their kerchiefs and rearranged their hair. My companions, too, left the room.
I was left alone and after a while began to feel conspicuous and out of place. Were they preparing to go home?
Had the wedding feast ended? Just as I had made up my mind to get up and say goodbye, the beautiful young matron whose adornments had particularly caught my attention returned, followed by an old black woman with a
bundle of clothes. Without a word the young wife seized the silk shawl from my shoulders. She smiled comforttingly at my puzzlement, pulled her heavy-fringed shawl from her head, and dropped it in my lap:
“Here, take mine!”
And since I did not know what to do with it, the servant tied it at my head in such a way that the parting of the
hair could be seen and the fringe fell on the shoulders. The matron opened the bundle, taking out a still more
elaborate caftan and a gayer dfina than the ones she was wearing. With the servant’s help she changed clothes.
Did she intend to cover her head with my shawl? O, unobtrusive European shawl! Despite your contemporary stylishness, who would have cared about you in that country of flaming colors? A sparkling brocade scarf was pulled
from the bundle and tied at her head. Then they both walked out, leaving me alone again.
They were preparing for something to happen—but what? Where was Lalla Zubida whom I could ask? I would
hardly be able to find her, since she had so much to do and manage. Would she be on the upper floor?
Holding my neck stiff because of the shawl’s tendency to slip off, I stumbled up the steep stairs and found her
indeed. Squatting, she held a small glass to Lalla Zohra who was powdering herself. The two friends concentrated
on making up as if it were a sacred rite. Lalla Zohra no longer had her pink caftan but a light blue one delicately
covered with a white silk dfina. Add the gold jewelry, and she was like a princess. Lalla Zubida nodded to me:
“Wait a little. You will be given other clothes too. Too bad you don’t have any jewelry. Now it’s too late to go
and borrow them from the Jew. We all borrow them. The laroussa included. But now go downstairs.”
What else was there for me to do but retrace my path and sit and wait on the sofa. It did not take long before
the black woman returned carrying on her arm a yellow caftan and white dfina with yellow flowers.
“Get up!” she ordered.
When I was on my feet, a wide-sleeved floor-length caftan was thrown over my European-style dress. The
Moroccan caftan has its buttons in front like a coat, but there are forty or fifty of those pea-sized buttons formed
from the curls of an ornamental cord, running down the length of the caftan. Braid and patterns made of decorative cord further adorned my broadcloth caftan. The dfina was sewn to fit the caftan. Its skirt portion had three
loosely-falling flaps allowing the caftan to be seen, and forming with it a harmony of colors. This mass of stuffs
was held together with a leather belt stitched with yellow silk.
“Holy Sidi Larbi!” the old Negress fretted, trying to fix the buckle. “How slim you are! Why don’t you eat
more? It doesn’t look pretty when a woman isn’t stout.”
Silently, I accepted the reproof. She was right: two people of my size would have fitted inside that belt. I cast a
furtive glance towards the patio. Where could this fleshy woman be whose clothes I had been given and to whom
I so sadly failed to measure up? I did not feel comfortable in those garments.
As I crossed the threshold to the patio, the clanking of the iron ring at the outer door reverberated throughout
the house.
“Ashkoun? Who is it?”
A few minutes later four figures, seeming like bunches of white blankets, emerged from the tunnel of the vesti39

bule. Hidden in the folds of their haiks, they carried musical instruments which they now set on the floor. They
dropped the haiks near the wall and plucked the scarves from their faces. Four chikhas were at the disposal of the
patrons.
But how could a Moroccan dancing girl start her work without drinking mint tea? All four of them were soon
squatting around a tray, while the ladies of the house and their servants laid out the rugs in the patio. The long
sitting mattresses were dragged out from the rooms to enclose the carpeted area, and the guests immediately occupied them.
In no time the women had formed themselves into what looked like a motley wreath, so densely packed that
there wasn’t a single spot left for me. The group had by now become amazingly large, maybe as many as thirty. I
finally found a vacant spot at the threshold of the room where the bride was, and those close by courteously
helped me to slip through.
All the women sitting there had exchanged their earlier festive gowns for ones that were more festive still.
Their faces, so carefully made up, were dead-serious. A few vigorous beats on the derbouka drum gave the chikhas the signal. The tambourine began to chirp. One of the singers started on a high note with the introductory “In
the name of the graceful and merciful Allah!”
She drew the words out, swooped to a lower pitch, then leapt high again, and ended suddenly on a screechingly
high note. The other singers joined in, accompanied by the droning and jangling music. The song first gave thanks
to Allah, then developed into a praise for the household, and finally into a love song.
Two of the chikhas were past middle age, their halcyon days long past. One of them, snub-nosed and apathetic,
seemed to be the troop leader. The red cheeks of the other reminded me irresistibly of Estonian farm women. Full
of vivacity and humor, she smacked her lips as she played, winked suggestively, shook her shoulders, and burst
into guffaws when the comments of her companions reached her ears. Some youthful freshness of voice was injectted into the quartet by a pretty girl of about eighteen. The fourth chikha was tall and thin, with two protruding
yellow teeth.
The chikhas rested—they sipped tea, lit cigarettes, and warmed the derbouka skins over a chafing dish. The
guests sat quietly, without exchanging a word. Some furtively slipped their hands inside their belt as if looking for
something. Suddenly the oldest chikha stood in front of me.
“It is inadmissible to attend a wedding feast without makeup. Allow me to beautify you.”
As fast as lightning, she produced a lipstick from her bosom, licked it over, and lay a thick red layer on my
mouth.
There are moments in life where one’s mouth drops open out of surprise—mine did so then, not just out of
astonishment but revulsion also. While looking for my handkerchief I glanced at those around me: grave nods
approved of the chikha’s act. To wipe off the lipstick would be an open insult to the bride, so I pursed my lips and
sat still.
Singing began anew. The most gaunt of the chikhas stepped into the middle of the circle, holding a narrow
scarf in front of her. She slung it around her neck, arched herself, and threw her head back. She dreamily scanned
the audience with half-closed eyes, her lips drew into a smile, her foot beat the ground, and she started a kind of a
heel-and-toe dance step. Suddenly her body seemed to become two separate parts with lives of their own. The upper part became rigid, while the lower shook from the rapid movement of the feet. The soles pattered incessantly
in one place, at times appearing to bounce up as if from a trampoline. The skirt tail suddenly began to float, to
crinkle, and finally to undulate smoothly. Within this whirl the dancer herself seemed passive and motionless.
The feet stopped with a thump. Skirt waves rose high, crossed, and dissipated into a mere wrinkled hem. The
dancer stepped in front of the bride’s mother, and now her broad belt went into motion. Lifted by the belly, it rose
to just under the breasts before falling back. Then again it rose, with the belly describing circles—once, twice, and
a third time. The chikha turned her back to Lalla Habiba, and now her buttocks rose and fell in a circle, also three
times. Some more patter with the feet, and the chikha sank on one knee and extended her palm toward the bride’s
mother.
Slowly and with dignity, Lalla Habiba stuck her finger tips within her belt, produced a crisp new five-franc
note, and placed it in the open palm from where the dancing girl whisked it to her bosom.
The same dance was repeated in front of every woman: three belly circles, three buttock circles, some foot pattering and, going down on one knee, the suddenly ungainly chikha would seize her five francs.
“Take it!” the women’s somewhat disdainful air seemed to convey. “Take the money and show us your art—to
us virtuous wives who are not like you.” And the chikha seemed to reply ironically:
“OK, I’ll dance for you in honor of the bride and my own sake, to earn money. But don’t you forget, little
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sisters, that I also have more passionate dances with which I can seduce your husbands …”
Now it was my turn to be danced to. A faint smile spread to all faces and even about the chikha’s lips a look of
benevolence appeared. To dance for a Christian! What a joke! My waist was adorned with a broad and thick belt,
and behind it was enough space for a whole sack of money, but alas! There was only yawning emptiness. Where
could I find a five-franc note? Lalla Zubida rushed to my rescue.
“Take these … This is from the tbiba!” she called to the dancing girl as she dropped a few coins into her palm.
When the chikha started to inspect them, Lalla Zubida added sternly:
“That’s plenty for you! The tbiba is a roumia. She came to the wedding without knowing our customs. Get on
with your dance!”
A few more rounds for the remaining guests, and the chikha returned to the wall. Her fingers rattled the derbouka, and her rusty voice joined in with the song of her companions.
*
It is imprudent to invite a Christian to a wedding. The djnun, the spirits of the house whom one may never
trust, can be dangerous for the bride. They can be held at bay with the word of God, but how would a Christian be
able to deter their insidious schemes when he or she does not practice fasting and obeys none of the other commands of Islam?
While the singing and dancing went on, twilight had descended on the patio. The square patch of sky above
was still blue, but with a tint that announced nightfall. White shapes shimmered above the roof edges: the women
of neighboring houses, attracted by the music, were joining in the celebration in their own way. Even as the
dancing continued, some of the bride’s relatives had slipped past me to her room. Now Lalla Habiba went there
too. The disappearance of the bride’s mother behind the curtain at her daughter’s door turned the company oddly
restless. Suspense filled the air.
Suddenly the patio rang from shrill deafening screams: yu-yu-yu! This metallic-sounding whoop is produced
by a rapid tongue oscillation from one corner of the mouth to the other. Not everyone can acquire the particular
skill necessary to produce it, but every house has some practitioners. Here, too, it was indispensable for triggering
the climax of the celebration.
Three women simultaneously rushed out from behind the curtain and made their way between me and my
neighbor, carrying lighted candles in tall brass candelabra. The curtain was pushed aside, and four women came
out carrying a large round brass tray on their heads. The laroussa was sitting on it. They headed towards the patio.
And then it happened as fate had foreseen.
Right as she passed me, one of the carriers stumbled and lost her balance. The tray tilted threateningly above
my head. The bride’s hands clasped convulsively at the rim of the tray. She was going to fall … For a second we
all held our breath. Then the stumbler righted herself—the laroussa was saved. How could I have suspected the
momentousness of the event—that stumbling at a Christian forbode ill for the bride?
The laroussa reached the center of the circle of seated women. The yu-yu-yu gathered new strength. My eyes
focused on Fadila, squatting cross-legged on the tray, completely covered by an airy kerchief. Lalla Habiba
stepped proudly up to her daughter, and with a majestic gesture pointed to the gorgeous golden crown she wore—
to which the audience responded with an appreciative yu-yu-yu. Next, the mother pointed to a nearly hand-sized
golden charm with a red stone pendant her daughter wore on her chest; a stormy yu-yu resounded again. None of
the bride’s ornaments was missed: thick gold bracelets on both wrists, the row of rings on her fingers, the French
louis d’or at each ear. And so that the guests might appreciate this splendor better the carriers rotated the bride
three times in the candle light.
Fadila kept her eyelids lowered and looked lifeless. She was carried back to her room. The last day of her maiden life was about to end. Only a few preparations remained, and then before dawn Ben Ahmed’s car would stop
at the door. The moment Fadila entered the car her life would be torn into two parts. The first part—her carefree
childhood—would be irretrievably gone.
We sat silently in the twilight. Were the women’s thoughts delving into their own past history? Did they remember the day when they had sat on the tray? Fate had allocated to each person her particular role.
Candles were lit in the patio. The guests rose. Night was at hand. It was time to go home! The master and the
household were waiting there. Some further tajines were carried into the open space, and we gathered round them
without delay. Steam arose from the earthen basins. We ate hurriedly. Candles flickered, casting reflections from
the ornaments on to the women’s arms, heads and chests. We ourselves remained in the shadow: only the gold
seemed to live.
I slipped in alone to bid the laroussa farewell. The room was dark. The light of the candles in the patio dimly
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illuminated Fadila. All ornaments—her own and those borrowed from the Jew—had been removed. The bride was
curled against the wall, asleep. She slept the all-forgetting sleep of youth.
*
The morning after the wedding night, servants brought the young wife a breakfast cooked by her mother. Lalla
Habiba herself could enter her son-in-law’s house only three days later, and when she did she took several tajines
with her. She was allowed to stay there till the end of the wedding celebrations—the evening of the seventh day.
At that point all women had to leave Ben Ahmed’s house: his mother, aunts, friends and female relatives.
How did Fadila feel in her new home? From time to time I heard news of her from Lalla Zubida, who as a
neutral person was allowed to visit Fadila a couple of times. The young wife was bored, she said. The house was
certainly nice and large, but there was apparently mistrust between her and the servants. After all, they had
already seen six wives before her come and go! For the time being she could not offer her help in the kitchen: that
would have been against custom.
Ben Ahmed was seldom at home. When he did return, he often brought friends with him, and then the young
mistress of the house had to flee to its farthest recesses to escape the men’s glances.
In times long gone by, Ben Ahmed’s father had bought a female slave from the Sudan, and as this woman had
got older she gained command of the household. It was she who gave orders to the servants and kept an eye on the
young wife.
Fadila did not trust her; in spite of an insipidly sweet manner, she immediately realized that the old black
woman considered her a nobody. Hadn’t Fadila by chance overheard a whispered conversation between the black
woman and a servant sent to her by Bentshinbou, the chikha? When she heard how young Fadila was, hadn’t
Bentshinbou made plans to resume her old place in Ben Ahmed’s house?
Fadila appreciated the visits she received from Lalla Zubida. It was so heartening to see her older friend’s
good-natured, perennially smiling face, and through her Fadila heard news of her former home. She brought with
her something of what had been Fadila’s past.
Ah, one could envy Lalla Zubida—her husband allowed her so much freedom. She had even been to the movies, and had sat with the tbib in the Christian café where they played such strange music. Yes, Lalla Zubida was
clever and bold.
Just over a month had passed since the wedding when Fadila’s mother became critically ill. I heard of it
through Lalla Zubida, and went to see her, as elementary politeness dictated.
Poor Lalla! There she lay, surrounded by sobbing women, whose diffused lament was pierced by her cries of
pain:
“Sidi Larbi! Holy Sidi Larbi, hear me!” Special smoke to deter evil spirits pervaded the room.
“Allah akbar! God is the highest of all,” the other women said to comfort the sufferer, and kissed her hands
and sweaty brow. My eyes sought Fadila, but she was not there.
“It’s too early for Lalla Fadila to leave her husband’s house,” Lalla Zubida whispered. “She hasn’t even been
to the baths yet for the ablution ritual—so how could she come here? Do you see that old black woman at the
other end of the room? That’s the one who runs Ben Ahmed’s household and watches over Fadila. She is here in
place of the young wife.”
How ugly she was. Sensing that we were talking about her, she bared her teeth in a smile. Her snub-nosed face
had something malicious about it indeed. Lalla Zubida once more brought her lips to my ear:
“You know, Fadila is pregnant! D’you realize?”
No, I did not quite realize.
*
Fadila’s mother recovered from her sickness. At our next encounter with Lalla Zubida I did not fail to ask after
the health of the newly-wed wife.
“She’s no longer pregnant,” was the brief answer. “They secretly had her drink some drugs.” I recalled the link
between the black woman and Bentshinbou, the chikha.
When two months had passed since the wedding the young wife was allowed to leave her husband’s house for
the first time, and accompanied by the black woman she paid the obligatory formal visit to her parental home.
Fadila was no longer that small girl who would run barefoot to the store, a piece of calico thrown over her face
and shoulders, to buy mint or candles for her mother. As Ben Ahmed’s wife she was escorted by a servant and
walked at a measured step in high-soled embroidered slippers, an embroidered kerchief covering all of her face
above and below the eyes. Her haik was as white as snow, and she used both hands to keep it somewhat off her
face to see her step.
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Meeting the family was refreshing. Her mother and aunts could finally ask her the most burning questions.
“Have you menstruated?”
“No, I haven’t.”
So Fadila was pregnant, after all—indisputably pregnant. The secretly brewed herbs had proved ineffectual.
“El hamdulillah! Praise be to Allah!”
*
Another month went by. On the surface Fadila’s life looked satisfactory, but then something completely unexpected and crazy happened: Ben Ahmed returned Fadila to her parents’ home! He cast his wife out, as they say.
The marriage contract remained in force.
Might this man take Fadila back? Did he perhaps intend to contract other marriages meanwhile? Who could
answer such questions?
The angry father was in a fury: who dared to offer such an insult to a respected citizen like himself! Who and
what was that Ben Ahmed, after all? Of course, he himself would have gone sooner or later to retrieve his daughter. He had come to realize a long time since that Ben Ahmed, despite his wealth, was an unfit match for Fadila.
He lacked good sense: wasn’t he even known sometimes to drink French anisette, in contravention of the holy
command against alcohol? Only such a half-wit could repudiate a wife who was with child!
That Fadila was pregnant was an article of faith to her mother, and all their relatives joined her in that certainty. Who had so beclouded Ben Ahmed’s sound judgment as to make him commit that unheard-of deed: casting off
a wife who was going to bear his son?
Having thought the situation out, Fadila’s father saw another possibility: perhaps Ben Ahmed did not even
know of his wife’s pregnancy! Given Fadila’s self-effacing character and the modesty that went with her extreme
youth, this was surely possible. This had to be the answer: the husband didn’t know. His wife’s pregnancy had to
be announced to Ben Ahmed through the female grapevine.
Because he had not succeeded in getting an heir out of six wives, he would want Fadila back at any cost when
he heard about her condition. But the father would not be so dumb as to yield to that; let the wealthy Ben Ahmed
first pay a good sum in compensation. When the child was born, the cadi would settle the matter, and Fadila, in
full glory, would resume her role in running Ben Ahmed’s household.
Meanwhile Fadila’s life continued between the four walls of her parents’ home, and to outsiders it appeared
calm. Day followed day with the usual chores, as before. It was just that a new dwelling was rented, bigger and
handsomer than the previous one. Custom demanded that the young wife should have a room of her own, and the
more spacious house was also in line with the family’s new standing. A son would be born, a name-giving ceremony would be held, and it was so cumbersome to have all the celebrations at someone else’s home. That it would
be a boy they all took for granted.
Fadila’s looks had meanwhile changed appreciably, and for the better. She was still pale, and still slightly
cross-eyed under those heavy lids, but her childish expression had become more mature and intelligent. She now
had more curves, and her arms and legs had become fuller; yet her attitude remained the same. She was sparing of
words in the presence of visitors, and sat upright in their midst, hands in her lap and eyes downcast, although she
seemed to follow the conversation closely.
When I happened to address her, she would tilt her head and smile shyly, which gave her face a charmingly
soft expression.
But she preferred to keep busy with chores. Her bare legs would move in even steps over the tiles of the patio.
With the caftan tail stuck into her belt, her legs could move more freely and her knee-long bag trousers were
exposed. The rolled-up gown also made her hips appear wider, and a striped scarf serving as an apron further
added volume.
What did she herself think of this whole affair?
No one bothered to ask her.
Time passed.
*
One afternoon Lalla Zubida was again visiting me. We sat and looked out the window—these gridless European windows appealed to her. My visitor’s face sank in the sparse curtain behind which the Djemaa el-Fna plaza
buzzed and seethed. Suddenly she exclaimed, pointing at a man in a light blue burnous riding a bicycle:
“Look! There is Ben Ahmed, Fadila’s husband. Just think of it: he has already found another wife.”
“When did he marry?”
“They say he went to the cadi for the marriage contract three days ago. And you know whom he took back?
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Bentshinbou!”
“Does Fadila know? What does she say?”
“Oh, she cannot be happy. You know, Ben Ahmed has repeatedly sent Rahalia, that inveterate gossip, to
Fadila’s father with gifts and pleas to return her. Only last week he sent the message:
“‘Why do you refuse to let your daughter return? Am I not wealthy enough? Can’t I feed a wife and child?’
The father’s stubborn answer was:
“‘You are wanting in good sense, and because of that Fadila will stay in my house until the birth of her child.’
“But now that Ben Ahmed has married the chikha,” Lalla Zubida resumed, “Fadila’s return is not so simple
any longer. Such a chikha you know, she has no family background; she is like”—Lalla Zubida’s hand made the
motion of throwing something up towards the ceiling—“she’s nothing at all, you know. Fadila is young and naïve,
and an experienced chikha could well seize the reins of the household, and even get Fadila out of the way for
good. But of course the birth is no longer far off—a mere two months—and then Fadila will be basking in
everyone’s good opinions.”
*
It was the eighth month of Lalla Fadila’s pregnancy. In another few weeks, the child would arrive.
One morning three women wrapped in haiks were standing at the tbib’s door. As they lowered their veils in his
waiting room, well-known faces emerged: an anxious Lalla Habiba, a calm Lalla Zubida, and a bashful Lalla
Fadila.
What had happened? It did not look good. The waters had broken the previous evening, and a premature birth
might take place at any time. The tbib’s help was needed.
The physician examined the patient. He turned serious, shook his head, and asked the mother to come in from
the waiting-room. And then those horrible words bored into Lalla Habiba’s ears:
“There is no child!” Thunder-struck, Fadila’s mother leaped from her chair:
“What?”
“There just is no child. There never was. Fadila is still too young.”
For a moment Lalla Habiba just stood staring. Then, seeming calmer, she sat down again. Had they come all
this way just to hear such idle talk? The mother sighed and turned again to the tbib:
“All right, have another look—a better look—and tell us whether she will give birth today or whether it will
take longer.” Before the tbib could answer, Fadila interrupted in a clear voice:
“It seems I haven’t got a child.”
This was too much for Lalla Habiba, who jumped up again, grabbed her veil, tied it to her face, and pulled the
haik over her head.
“Come!” she ordered her daughter. “Get Lalla Zubida from the other room. We’re leaving.”
Lalla Zubida was benumbed by the physician’s diagnosis. Helplessly, she looked from Lalla Habiba to the tbib
and then to Fadila. Lalla Habiba did not leave her time to think.
“We are leaving,” she repeated and made for the door. Dazed, the others followed her.
When they reached home, Lalla suddenly thought: the kubla! Let the wisest of all midwives be summoned
right away, the one who worked as a trusted consultant for the cadi.
The kubla, the old experienced kubla, arrived and the young wife was examined again. The kubla smiled:
“Those foreign doctors! Allah smites the Christians with blindness. Let the entire house be calm! Of course
there is a child. But he is sleeping. He will come into the world when the time is ripe, sooner or later. Isn’t it common knowledge that children sometimes go to sleep in the womb? Some have slept for as long as twenty years
and are then called “twenty-year-olds” right at their birth. The honorable cadi himself can attest to that. The child
doesn’t yet make himself felt, but Fadila is no longer menstruating—therefore the child exists. Now patience, only
patience, faithful ones!”
When the kubla left, several handsome banknotes were crumpled up in the knot of her head-cloth, and the meal
she ate that day was the tastiest she had eaten for a long time. She had honestly fulfilled her task. Lalla Habiba,
the doting mother, once again had her peace of mind.
*
Another month went by. Lalla Zohra announced a feast—the same Lalla Zohra from whom I had first learned
of Fadila’s existence. It had been a long time since she had last had a special reason for throwing a party—all her
sons had been circumcised, and it would be a long time before they married. Therefore she had her hands and feet
decorated with henna. It would be a disgrace for her husband, Sidi Moktar, not to invite female relatives and
friends to celebrate such an auspicious event.
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I had hardly entered the room when I noticed Lalla Habiba among the other guests. As I held out my hand to
her in greeting, everyone eyed us curiously.
It is so pleasant to be a guest in a Moroccan home. The hosts have only one prescription: let the guests relax.
Let them spread themselves, lean on the cushions, and listen to the love stories flowing from the record player
rented for the occasion. They must not tire their brains with such a complex and tiresome endeavor as conversation! As we all gave ourselves up silently to the present moment, Lalla Habiba cleared her throat in a bellicose
way and turned toward me:
“And how is the tbib?”
“Thank you for asking, and may Allah bless you. He will be here himself soon.”
“Is that so?” Then Lalla Habiba announced in a loud triumphant voice: “Lalla Fadila will soon be giving
birth!” She lifted her arms in an arc and intertwined her fingers, forming a broad circle in the air in front of her
belly:
“Her belly is like that!”
Now the whole company had witnessed how Lalla Habiba had scored off the tbib!
The tbib’s voice could be heard in the patio. The women peered through the gridded window to catch a glimpse
of the subject of their discussion. The physician did not come upstairs, but went towards Sidi Moktar’s room.
After a while I went below to offer greetings to the host. Lalla Habiba followed me.
“Ah, how are you?” the tbib asked her good-humoredly. The host had already encircled his seat with tea tray
and cakes. “And how is Lalla Fadila keeping?”
The mother was not in a hurry to answer. Respectfully she kissed Sidi Moktar’s shoulder, sat down next to the
tbib, and crossed her legs under her glittering festive gown. Hands on hips, she finally announced:
“Fadila will soon give birth!”
“Is that so? And may I ask to what she will be giving birth!” Lalla Habiba’s eyes flashed:
“To a child!”
She clenched her fists and humped her back. She glared menacingly into the tbib’s face:
“I will personally bring you the child to see! Look, with those very hands I will bring him!” she shouted
heatedly and shook her fists. The tbib’s voice sounded grave as he shot back:
“All right, bring me the child. But you had better make sure you do not bring me another woman’s child,
because then I’ll take action!”
Lalla Habiba’s arms went limp, and she looked blank. Then she slowly pulled herself up and left the room.
Had the tbib’s words hit the mark? Had the mother begun to doubt her capacity to wait serenely for her daughter to give birth—an event which had been delayed indefinitely? The city had plenty of babies available for a
small amount of cash, to speed up the action and ensure Fadila’s happiness. As a mother, wasn’t it her duty to
safeguard her daughter’s future? How had that foreign doctor ferreted out her inmost thoughts?
*
And again weeks passed. No child was born. The circle of Lalla Habiba’s acquaintances became ever more
excited. They split into two camps: some hinted that the foreign doctor might possibly be right, while others believed the kubla. There were even those in whose opinion Fadila had been with child and had given birth in the
physician’s office—and the childless tbib was supposed to have appropriated the baby himself.
However, all the factions agreed on one thing: that this confusion had been caused by the bride stumbling at a
Christian on her wedding day. The djnun, those sinister beings, had immediately made use of this peculiar incident to blight Ben Ahmed’s and Fadila’s life together.
*
Lalla Fadila squatted at the chafing dish in her father’s home and made pancakes out of bread dough. I sat on a
carpet corner facing her and watched the cakes expand in the sizzling oil. Fadila removed them from the heat with
slow and sure moves, and folded them over several times. At once she pulled the skillet off the fire and asked me:
“Do you sometimes meet Ben Ahmed?”
“Once in a while.”
Why had she asked that question? How did Fadila feel about Ben Ahmed? Had she perhaps fallen in love with
him?
“Lalla Fadila, tell me: do you love him?”
She replaced the skillet on the fire and spread the dough on it. Then she looked at me squarely:
“I want Ben Ahmed. I want him badly.”
“But didn’t he beat you, as everyone says?”
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“He never did.” Fadila raised her head, looked around to make sure she would not be overheard, and said in a
low voice: “When you see Ben Ahmed, tell him that I want him and his house.”
“But …” I stuttered, “are you willing to cohabit with the chikha?”
The bottle with oil clattered against the floor:
“I hate Bentshinbou! Tell Ben Ahmed to divorce her! And then I’ll go back. That is how I want it.”
I could not convey Fadila’s message. less than a week later, Ben Ahmed had an accident; he drove his car into
a telegraph pole.
Ben Ahmed was no longer among the living.
*
Don’t cry and be sad, little Fadila! You are still very young. All your life, all your best years, are ahead. As
soon as the mourning period of four months and ten days is over, some new suitor will come to bring you happiness, and your life will flow into a proper course.
Allah akbar! God is the greatest of all. Nothing happens to a person unless it has already been inscribed by
Him in that person’s Book of Fate. Allah alone gives and takes, at His own pleasure.
7. Mourning The Court Councilor
The air was especially luminous and softly fresh on that morning in early summer. The sky was still a clear
blue and had not yet wrapped itself in the warm noonday haze. In the souks the sun shining through the sparse
roof of reeds made a pattern on the well-swept ground like a checkered rug. I was on my way to the house of
Sherif Abdelaziz. Every patch of sunlight on which I stepped seemed to say:
“The sherif is dead!”
I would never again meet this sympathetic gray-haired acquaintance of mine. The former court councilor of
sultan Moulay Hafid, a major figure of a past era in Morocco and a man of high intelligence with a refined sense
of humor, had died the previous day.
Turning the corner at the mosque I slowed my pace. I was in a walled passage somewhat wider than the average for Marrakech, which showed I was near the end of my journey. At a bend further down the street the mosaic
basin of a public fountain glittered in the morning radiance. Today the sherif’s house door in the wall on my left
was wide open. Some figures in burnouses were leaning against the door frame. Ali, the door guard, rose and
came to meet me. His coffee-colored face had a gray look, and his eyes were red with weeping.
“Slema,” he said, in greeting (“May peace be with you”). He pulled me into the dark hallway decorated with
daggers and rifles; it was filled with a crowd of men. Sunshine emanated from the patio, where the flowers were
as bright as ever. But the high double doors of the surrounding rooms were all shut, except for one room where a
white silk cloth hung in the doorway. Behind that curtain Sherif Abdelaziz was presumably lying on a rush mat
covering the floor, all hidden in funeral drapes.
Because he had died in the evening, he could not be buried the same day. Thus he had spent his last night
above the earth in a completely deserted room, with a candle at his head and a clay pitcher by his side: his soul
might still yearn for a drop of water.
He belonged not to men any longer but to Allah, and he was to be taken to the cemetery that very morning. In a
spacious niche at one end of the patio, where till recently the sherif had liked to recline and read while listening to
the fountain, a group of brethren of the Aissaoua sect, packed close together, were singing in a monotonous drawl.
I passed the room where the dead man lay and pulled open the parlor door. Two rows of women facing each other
cowered on sitting mattresses, all clothed in white. Only her deep sighs enabled me to distinguish Lalla Fatna, the
young widow. The condolence formulae that I had memorized at home seemed superfluous. She wiped her eyes:
“See, he was expected to recover, but now he’s dead.”
The widow sighed once again, accompanied by a chorus of lament. I stretched out on a mattress.
In this large warm room death did not look so very horrible. The sparse rush mats attached to the outside of the
arched white- and yellow-paned windows softened the light. The rhythmic chant from the patio had a soporific
effect. The women sat motionless, with haiks drawn over their heads or slipping off to the shoulders. The ladies’
white fingers clasped handkerchiefs while the dark hands of the black servants clutched the folds of their scarves.
They were like Mary Magdalenes frozen in postures of sorrow. Behind the green window mats, roses glowed, begonias flamed, and the almond leaves shone as if varnished. Behind the bushes the brethren of various sects
would take turns in their chanting, but the sound was continuous.
Lalla Fatna sat with closed eyes, her white mourning gown massed up around her. Her hair and forehead were
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carefully wrapped in a white scarf tied at the chin in a knot becoming to a widow; it made her look like a nun. She
leaned her cheek against her hand, and all at once snoring sounded through the silent room; the preceding heavy
hours of night had taken their toll of her.
According to the messenger who brought me the sad news, the sherif’s brother had pronounced the confession
of faith loud and clear in the ear of the dying man. He had then waited for the soul to depart, and closed the eyes:
a corpse left with the eyes open was believed to invite new deaths in the house. The rooms and the patio had filled
with women’s crying. Lalla Fatna had at first stood near the body as if petrified, but then, as the reality sank in,
she ran out of the room sobbing, threw herself on the ground in the patio pathway, and scratched her face with her
fingernails. The sherif’s brother had shouted:
“Allah is great! Praise be to Allah!”
The clamor had attracted the women of the neighborhood. The news spread like wildfire, and soon the house
was full to bursting with women, all shouting and wailing. The death chamber was soon cleared of all furniture.
The long sitting mattresses were dragged out, and the wall mirrors were covered over with drapes. The floor was
washed with large amounts of water, one bucketful after another being thrown down.
The corpse washers had arrived, bringing their wooden frame with holes made in the bottom. As required by
custom, the water kettle was put on a fire in the street, next to the house door. After the body had been washed, all
its orifices were plugged. Pieces of cotton dipped in rose water were placed on eyes, ears, and mouth.
Meanwhile, five meters of white cotton fabric had been brought from the souks and torn to pieces out of which
trousers, shirt, and even slippers were formed for the corpse. A kerchief was wrapped around the head, and a piece
of cloth inscribed with a verse from the Qur’an was placed on the forehead. Then the rest of the sherif’s body was
wrapped in cloth. Before tying the shroud finely pestled rose petals, incense, and cloves were poured in it.
The gravedigger had come to take the exact measurements. The tolbas (praying brethren) had chanted verses
from the Qur’an throughout the whole night. Lalla Fatna’s father had stroked her hair:
“Why are you crying? Instead, say, ‘Allah be praised’!”
*
How many times had I been in this room, conversing happily! Today the mattresses on which the women sat
were bare, their velvet covers removed, and the small cushions missing. But the rest of the room was not in a
mourning mood. The high ceiling, where countless blooms were painted on a black background, haughtily extended its chandelier. The wall had a broad band of blue mosaic at the height of the mattresses, topped by glittering
brocade fabric and, still higher, a beautiful collection of paintings and ancient Chinese plates. The fireplace,
flanked by carved and gilded glass cases, looked cold and aloof. In a corner an ebony wardrobe, richly covered
with nacre intarsia\fn{Mother-of-pearl inlay.}—it had once been the property of King Alfonso XII\fn{ 1857-1885, King
(from 1874)} of Spain—made an impressive sight. Shelves and showcases were full of the vases which the sherif,
an enthusiastic collector, had picked up on his journeys. Cherished by their owner, they now looked forlorn.
Lalla Fatna was quite a wealthy widow. Being childless, she was entitled only to one-eighth of her husband’s
inheritance, but on the day before his death the sherif had declared in the presence of witnesses:
“The house with everything in it must go to Lalla Fatna.”
The aged sherif was so very fond of his young wife. But could this uneducated child of nature sitting next to
me appreciate all these art treasures? Did Lalla Fatna realize what an extraordinary inheritance had fallen to her?
Hardly. No history or geography lessons had piled names and dates into her virginal mind. Like a child fond of
pictures, she enjoyed the flowers and birds on the vases, but the dragon on the Chinese plates was bad, nasty,
repellent.
The funeral chant outside the room came to a halt. A long single line of burnouses flickered through the window mats as they rose and withdrew. A new line took its place without delay, and the chant started anew, with the
vigor of well-rested throats. It kept to a single note. How gloomy it was! Among the women one could only hear:
“Allah … Allah …”
Lalla Fatna, you who doze here, what will be the form of your future life? The age-old traditions of your country and creed have already determined who will be your future life companion: your dead husband’s brother, who
will also inherit the major share of the sherif’s wealth. Your time of widowhood will pass, those four months and
ten days during which, as if entombed yourself, you must not leave these rooms. When you go to the public baths
to shed your mourning gown, when you dress up and invite your relatives and friends to the feast—will you not
feel the need to laugh and be young again? Won’t even your brother-in-law seem an acceptable mate then? Fate
has designed for you a gracious path of life, Lalla Fatna.
The widow was awakened by the creaking of the door. A servant girl led in a voluminous figure whose dark
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eyes in the slit of her face cover searched around. Finding the mistress of the house, the newcomer threw her arms
around her, and exclaimed:
“Oh, my daughter!”
Then, with a torrent of lament, she threw herself at Lalla Fatna’s feet, but her intense sobbing soon became a
forced wail. The other women did not remain idle bystanders: they lamented and wiped their eyes. When the newcomer crouching on the rug finally quietened down, a crumpled old face emerged from her kerchiefs and surprisingly soon took on an air of indifference. The old woman fumbled about on all fours for a few steps, then pulled
herself up and quickly took a seat at the low window, her nose pressed against the glass with curiosity.
The howling dirge outside the window, with its single note, tore at the ear-drums and drilled into the brain. At
last it made a final loop and stopped. But what wonderful music was bursting out now? A high-pitched male voice
started a melodious song, accompanied by the sound of heavy panting in a three-quarters rhythm.
“The derkaouas,” the old lady mumbled, as she looked through the window. The word passed through the
room, like an echo from mouth to mouth:
“The derkaouas!”
Was a mystical bird suddenly gliding over our heads in the room, its wings casting a pall over us? The widow
shuddered and opened her eyes. Sleepily she smacked her lips, then woke for good. What? Already the derkaouas
were singing? That meant that her husband, the sherif, was leaving his home. Leaving his house and his wife,
never to return. Lalla Fatna jerked her head back. A wild hooting moan emerged from her throat.
Something compelled me to make my farewells. I felt it was indecent for me, belonging to an alien creed, to
distract the women at this hour in the expression of their emotions. As I left the room, I was confronted by a
strange sight: two rows of men faced each other, bending and rising like automatons. This was the source of that
ghastly panting, produced by the mechanical compression and dilatation of the lungs.
It was time to glance for a last time towards the white curtain, where people were bustling—the mokhaznees,
the pasha’s gendarmes in their red-tufted caps. Government representatives were also here to take their part in the
former court councilor’s funeral.
I knew what would follow after my departure. A few more minutes of that strange song, then the body would
be placed on the bier. Because he was a sherif, a descendant of the Prophet Mohammed, he would be covered by a
green velvet cloth. The last journey of Sherif Abdelaziz would begin. As if they were afraid of being late at the
cemetery, the pallbearers followed by mourners would proceed at a brisk pace, chanting the credo in time with
their steps:
La-ilah-illa-Allah,
Mohammed rasoul Allah!\fn{There is no god but Allah, and Mohammed is His prophet.}
The chant continued uninterruptedly all the way to the cemetery. Carried on the heads of the two bearers, the
sherif too seemed in a hurry.
Back at home, meanwhile, the wailing Lalla Fatna was wallowing in the dust, accompanied by the women’s
loud ritual hooting. Once custom had been satisfied, the crying had to stop. The time for lament was over, and
those who continued to weep and bawl would be fighting Allah. Allah is the one who gives and takes, so why
should the mourners be obstinate?
Furthermore, the domestic tasks awaited. The large round tables were carried out into the patio. The men
would soon return from the cemetery, and neighbors and relatives already stood at the door with refreshments for
them: hot tea and coffee, and bread with butter and honey.
In the evening the sherif’s friends and male relatives would gather to commemorate him at a funeral supper,
including couscous. Some twenty tolbas would be present to chant and pray. The dishes were prepared at the relatives’ homes, since for two days no fire could be lit in the sherif’s house. There could be no laundering for seven
days.
In the early morning of the third day women would go to the grave, the widow excepted. They would take
along bread and dried figs to distribute to the poor at the cemetery. On their way back they would buy meat and
vegetables to prepare tajines, and then it would be their turn to commemorate the deceased.
Our friend Sherif Abdelaziz was resting in the dry soil of Marrakech. No flowers decorated his grave. In Marrakech they say: flowers will wilt. The dead cannot see or smell them. The dead belong to Allah and His laws. All
earthbound concerns have fallen away like a dirty cloth. Why take such garbage as flowers to the grave?
The Arabs smile, sympathetically and rather disapprovingly, when they see Europeans taking fresh flowers to
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the graves of their loved ones in the European quarter of the city. …
1920
52.313 A Summer’s Painting\fn{by Lilli Promet (1922-2007)} Petseri, Petserimaa County, Estonia (F) 8
The blue bus disappeared beyond a bend in the road, leaving a trail of dust sky high. Dark red primrose bushes
were in violent bloom on both sides of the road. Juniper grew on the plain and closer to the sea were the feathery
ferns.
The young man pulled up a stalk of grass and headed towards the village.
Cows with bloated stomachs were trudging homeward, searching eagerly for every blade of grass. A ram
moved away from the huddled flock of sheep, nuzzled the stranger’s hand and continued on his way.
The youth stopped the shepherd girl. She was wearing slacks, her fair hair was tied in a pony-tail.
“What a beggar he is,” she said, looking at the ram. “The boys from the shop have spoiled him.”
“Can you tell me where Matilda’s house is?” the stranger asked.
“Matilda’s house?”
“Yes.”
“Oh,” she said vaguely. Then she looked him over and giggled. Suddenly she frowned and dashed off. Her bare
feet flashed on the rocky road, her pony-tail bobbed up and down. The cows had got into a potato field. The girl
scolded and chased them along the furrows. Then she turned to the stranger, waved and shouted:
“It’s the blue house!”
The village lay in a small bend of the bay. From the shore the calm sea resembled a lake hidden among towering trees, and the opposite shore could be seen quite clearly. Both sides of the street were lined with firs, birchtrees, mountain ash and wooden houses. Some of the houses had porches facing the sea, others faced the road. In
each yard there were apple trees, rows of potatoes, phloxes and dahlias, at each gate there were mongrels with
drooping tails, mean, cowardly and cunning creatures.
The door to the blue house was locked. The stranger sat down on a bench by the wall, lit a cigarette and looked
out towards the sea. In the light of the late afternoon it was silent and pale, nearly white. There were moths flitting
about in the grass and flies buzzing among the warm stones of the shore. A morning-glory vine was growing right
out of the damp sand and seaweed, clambering up the nettles to wind itself around the picket fence. Large pink
dahlias, so big and so pink that they seemed artificial, nearly touched the roof.
And then …
The old woman carried a rake and a watering-can. Her steps were silent, she wore a silk shawl, she had a thin
face with a sorrowful mouth. But her eyes were friendly. The youth snuffed out his cigarette and rose to greet her.
“They say you have a room to spare.”
“I have a whole house to spare,” she replied.
“My name is Luigi Toomapoeg,” the young man said and bowed. “I’m a student.”
“Everyone calls me Matilda. You can call me Matilda, too.” She lay the rake under a bush near the porch and
set the watering-can beside it. Then she untied a knot in her handkerchief, took out a key and unlocked the door.
“I was at the cemetery,” she said. “I hate untended graves.”
*
She asked the youth to wait in the parlor until she had fixed up his room and made the bed. Then she put on an
apron and began her house-cleaning quickly and efficiently.
“You can bring in your things now.”
“All I have is this briefcase and my paint-box.”
“Just a briefcase?” Matilda sounded doubtful.
“I don’t need much. After all, it’s summer.” He seemed pleased at the thought that he was not encumbered by
anything save a briefcase.
The young man sat down and folded his hands on his knees like a model child who would never touch anything without permission. Yet his eyes touched on everything: the impossible number of crocheted cloths on the
tables, couch and armchairs. The two paintings, one of a ship-wreck, the other of a bouquet of roses, the potted
asparagus fern and the worn, dull old grand piano.
“Do you play?” he asked Matilda, when she appeared on the threshold carrying two pillows.
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“Me? Oh, no. Our Miss Amora used to play.”
“Did she play well?”
“I’m not one to judge. But she always had to be made to practice.”
He rose, having noticed something that wanted closer inspection. It was a ship in full sail in a bottle.
“That’s a very fine piece of work.” Matilda nodded.
“It’s Mr. Assor’s Bluebird.” After he had gazed at it for some time she said:
“Your room is ready now.”
She led the way, opening the door for him. The sea filled the entire window, the white sea of evening. Luigi
gave the rocking-chair a push and said admiringly:
“This is wonderful!”
“It’s the best room in the house. It’s Amora’s room.”
“Is that her?”
There was an enlarged tinted photograph on the wall, a portrait of a blue-eyed, thin-lipped, curly-headed girl in
a sailor dress.
“She’s dead,” Matilda said.
*
Matilda had long since left the room, but Luigi still stood at the window looking out at the sea. However, the
enchantment of being alone in the little room had passed. He shoved his briefcase under the bed and decided to
have a look at the village.
It was a damp, calm evening. Boys were washing their feet in the sea, women with blue lips and blue hands
who had been out berry-picking were returning from the woods. Luigi stopped to light a cigarette. The shepherd
girl passed by, turned and said:
“Well, did you find the blue house?”
“Yes.” She was wearing a dress now and her arms and neck were bare.
“You look nicer like this.”
“Like what?”
“In a dress.”
“Don’t you dare stare at me like that!” the embarrassed girl said angrily.
“Why not?” She became still more embarrassed.
“Do you want to see a movie?” she asked suddenly.
“Is there a cinema here?”
“Certainly.”
“I would like to go if someone would show me the way.”
“You can’t get lost here,” she said with a shrug, tore a leaf from a bush and walked back with the young man.
A group of men were sitting and lying on the grass, enjoying their Saturday evening. A pottle passed back and
forth among them. A ram stood in the middle of the group, loudly demanding his share.
“Remember him?”
“Who?”
“It’s the ram you saw today. He was brought over from the state farm to improve the stock. But you know.”
“He’s been hitting the bottle.”
“Yes.”
They continued on their way, laughing and stumbling along, for there wasn’t really a road to speak of, just a
jumble of rocks and stones that lead to the village club-house. The tall straight pines creaked from the effort of
holding up the pale moon.
“Isn’t it beautiful here?” the girl said.
“I haven’t had a chance to look around yet.”
“Our village has a poetic soul. After you’ve lived here awhile you’ll see what I mean.”
“I’ve come here because of the sea. That’s what interests me most.”
“Even more than people?” They passed two women chatting over a fence. One seemed to have come straight
from the cow-shed, the other had an apronful of pea pods.
“Are you going to the movies so early?” the woman holding the peas asked. There was a sly smile on her face
as she looked at the stranger. She was obviously dying to know who he was, but all she said was,
“Do you know if the picture’s any good?”
The club-house was crowded but the doors to the auditorium were closed, for the mobile cinema had not yet
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arrived. Some boys were playing ping-pong, girls were chatting in undertones. All of them were nicely dressed
and neatly combed and had a tendency to giggle.
“Where are the fishermen?” Luigi asked.
“There’s a run of sprat,” the girl explained. “There hasn’t been such a run in a long time. They’ve fulfilled their
quota, and now the money’s just pouring in.”
“I see you’re a very practical girl.”
“What did you think?” She sounded angry. “You know the way now, I hope you’ll have a nice time!”
“Wait!” he grabbed her hand. “I don’t want to stay here alone.”
“You’re not a baby.”
“But I’d love to pretend I was so I could hold your hand.”
“Sure you don’t want me to take you home when it gets dark?”
“I wouldn’t mind.” She laughed and said:
“What’s your name?”
“Luigi. What’s yours?”
“Heidi.”
“At least I’ll know what to call you now when I think of you.”
“What did you call me up to now?”
“The girl with the flock.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“It’s too long,” he said, trying to get out of the fix. “It suits you.”
“What?”
“Your name.”
“My grandmother named me. She named all her grandchildren.”
“How many does she have?”
“Lots! Grandma always says it wasn’t Mr. Assor who was king of the coast, but that she was, the poorest and
the richest woman. She had fourteen children, but you lose count when you start on the grandchildren.”
“Well!”
“Honestly.”
*
The short squat movie operator untangled some wires and carried the equipment into the club, while a crowd
of boys followed him expectantly. When everything was ready he established himself by the door selling tickets.
Everyone crowded in, taking their favorite seats. When everyone was finally seated, the operator turned off the
lights.
The familiar atmosphere of the inside of a movie theater with its large white screen up front drawing all eyes
towards it was very pleasant. One wished to see something fine, something that would leave pleasant memories
through the long, dark, windy autumn evenings.
Luigi wanted to take the girl’s hand.
“Shh!!!” she hissed angrily.
The film was interrupted many times, both when the reels were being changed and for other, undisclosed reasons. Once the sound track went dead. The actors opened and shut their mouths like fish cast upon the shore.
The lights went on, the boys stamped and whistled, and an old woman named Juula shouted for everyone to
hear:
“Bumbler!” The movie operator jumped up on to the stage.
“It’s the motor, you know. Something’s broke,” he explained. “You’ll have to wait a few minutes.” He then
disappeared for half an hour.
“He’s gone to grease the motor,” someone suggested with a chuckle.
Everyone laughed. But old Juula was quite indignant. Imagine, the picture had stopped right in the middle of a
kiss!
“He did it on purpose. His girlfriend ditched him and she certainly knew what she was doing. That fellow can
never make the motor work without greasing it,” Juula said loudly. Everyone laughed again.
“A fine husband he’ll make! He and that ram are both drunks.” The operator finally returned, fiddled around
with the camera, bounded up on the stage again and announced:
“It still doesn’t work.”
The people filed out of the club, walking right into the evening. They were not angry, but this was not a matter
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of being undemanding or of not liking the movies. They were always like that, easy-going, kind-hearted people of
the coast, and that devil of a movie operator knew it.
The waves lapped gently at the shore, the cries of invisible gulls filled the air. As they walked along the rocky
path Heidi let Luigi hold her hand.
“Who’s that boy walking with you?” old Juula asked as she overtook them.
“Oh, he’s from Matilda’s house,” she added scornfully.
“Is Matilda related to Mr. Assor?” Luigi asked when they finally came to a stop in front of the blue house.
“She was one of his servants. She stayed on to look after the house.”
“Who’s that old lady?” Luigi said, pointing after Juula.
“My grandmother.”
*
Luigi spent the next week going to sea with the fishermen and wandering up and down the shore with his
paint-box. He was searching for windswept expanses and towering waves, sheer cliffs and weathered pines.
A storm raged for two days, tearing up trees and toppling fences.
“That’s why the gulls were crying over the forest,” Matilda said.
“Is that a sign of a storm?”
“Certainly.”
“I saw a seagull flying over a potato-field, heading towards the woods. It was laughing. I could hear it cry haha-ha three times. Exactly three times. And it sounded sort of sarcastic. Can you explain that? Two days later it
was flying towards the woods and laughing again. What could it mean?”
Matilda pondered this a moment.\fn{To judge from the following text, something has fallen out of the dialogue at this point:H }
“Oh, yes! She was very generous!” Matilda twittered happily. “Every Christmas she had us bake beans and
bread, we made sausages and headcheese and she would give them all to charity. She always said: ‘The Lord has
given to me, and I give to the poor.’”
Indeed! If not for the poor, who would eat the bread of the rich?
Matilda filled a basket with pansies she had just dug up and picked the largest of the dahlias. Then she put on
her black silk shawl and locked the door.
“Everyone here keeps their doors and windows open,” Luigi said. “Don’t you trust your neighbors?”
“That’s not it at all.” She sounded embarrassed. “No one was ever robbed here.”
They walked side by side down the sunny road. On the one hand were the meadows overgrown with juniper,
on the other was the blue sea of summer.
Fishermen on bicycles overtook them on the road. They were coming back from the sand bar with the morning’s catch. Luigi greeted them all and each saluted him in turn. He could have sworn they were mocking the two
odd travelers, though there was not a hint of a smile on their stern, weather-beaten faces. And yet, they were too
serious to be true.
“When you’ve been entrusted with the care of other people’s things, you’re more concerned about their safety
than about your own things,” Matilda said. His question had nettled her.
“But isn’t it your house?” Matilda watched the cyclists pedaling away in their high rubber boots and finally replied without much conviction:
“It’s mine.”
Luigi did not press the matter. Everything shimmered in the heat, the ash trees drooped, shedding dry leaves as
in autumn, their berries wrinkled.
“There’s an awful lot of lilac here,” Luigi finally said.
In the spring the coast there, as everywhere else in Estonia, resembled a gray strip of stone fences surmounted
by a mass of lilac foam. This was a land of sandy roads and soft grasses, of few flowers and cold spring winds.
“It snowed in the end of May this year,” Matilda said, happy to have found a new topic of conversation. “The
apple trees bloomed very late, and the bird-cherry blossomed so quickly we hardly noticed it.” She stopped and
pointed into the distance.
“See? That’s the church spire.”
An old avenue of trees, a long green corridor, sheltered them from the heat for a while. Beyond were .the golden fields of wheat and farther still the tall dark pines.
“All this used to belong to the landlord,” Matilda said. “It was the Von Dahl estate. All those stone buildings,
and the park.”
“Whom does it belong to now?”
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“They\fn{Probably the Communist authorities are meant; Estonia was occupied by Soviet Russian authority from 1940-1991:H }
gave the estate over to a children’s home.”
Matilda stopped, set down her basket of flowers and adjusted her shawl.
“I used to come here when I was a girl. We dug potatoes and did other odd jobs. I know every corner of the estate, every path and every tree. In the winters Juula and I used to ride our sleds right along the edge of the sea.”
“Were you friends?”
“Yes, we used to be friends.”
“Not any more?” Matilda picked up her basket and walked on.
“Life brings people together and then separates them,” she finally replied. “At first, I went to sea in the boats
with the fishermen, like Juula. And then I went into service with Mr. Assor’s family. We’ve been strangers ever
since.”
“Didn’t she like Mr. Assor?” Matilda shrugged.
“Juula quarreled with everyone she ever worked for. She would never let anyone push her around. But I’m not
like that. I can’t talk like that. I think that’s why Juula hated me.”
*
It was a small stone chapel, whitewashed inside and out. Someone’s dog was whining near the gate. The dog
was very old and half-blind. There beneath the branching lindens and cedars were the even rows of graves in
which the fishing folk and former fishing kings now slept. There were crooked crosses which marked the small
graves of children. There were stone crosses shaped like shamrocks half-buried in the ground, their Estonian or
Scandinavian inscriptions covered by moss. There were simple stone slabs ravaged by time and expensive marble
monuments with sorrowing figures and heavy iron chains to adorn them. Here, close by the pounding surf in the
shadow of the great trees were monuments to those who had found their graves in foreign lands or on the bottom
of the sea.
The tin staccato of the bell clapper called the faithful to worship.
Matilda weeded a grave and replaced the limp daisies with fresh pansies. She put some of the dahlias on Amora’s grave and the rest on young Assor’s.
“The young master died and was buried in Switzerland, but they put his cross and monument here.”
Just then the pastor drove up. He had on a light sports jacket and carried a folder under his arm. As he jumped
out of his car Matilda hurried towards the chapel.
The doors were wide open. About a dozen old women were sitting in the pews. Birch branches used to adorn
the interior for Whitsun still framed the aisle. The dry yellow leaves rustled.
Luigi entered and looked at .the altar paintings. There was one of Christ kneeling among the blooming rosemary, laurels and myrtle. Higher up was the large carved wooden Von Dahl’s coat-of-arms. The gold had become
tarnished with time and the Prussian blue was dull. The plush on the railings was moth-eaten. The bouquet of
fresh flowers on the altar resembled a short-handled broom. After a close look at the interior Luigi went out and
sat down on the grass beside the dog.
The sun was bright outside. From the chapel came the singing of old women in black shawls, sitting in wooden
pews among the fragrant, rustling birch branches. The organ found little support in their lifeless voices and
seemed very lonely.
“Well, how was the sermon?” Luigi asked on the way back. Matilda shrugged.
“The pastor spoke about X-rays. He said faith should shine through your soul like X-rays. I didn’t find it very
inspiring. Before our pastors used to speak of God and the women always wept. Before God used to look into
your soul but now they have X-rays. Everything’s changed. Everything is different now.”
*
The gray stone cemetery wall ended. They passed the clumps of flowering tumbleweed that grew beside it. A
solitary sharp-winged gull soared over the heat-drenched trees, crying fitfully.
“Matilda, why did they hang Von Dahl’s coat-of-arms above the picture of Christ? Were the barons more
important than God?”
“Is it really higher? I’ve never noticed it.”
“We often pass without noticing things.”
He had never tried to influence Matilda’s concept of time, people and God, but now he suddenly felt very sorry
for this lonely old woman. It was like leaving a person on a deserted isle. Yet, what could he do? Nothing.
“Don’t you have a family?” he asked, looking ahead at the road. “A husband or children?”
“No. Never had any. Perhaps God did not wish it so,” she said regretfully. “When I went into service I knew a
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young man. His intentions were honest and he proposed to me.”
“Was he a seaman?” Matilda nodded.
“Yes. He was a boatswain on a merchant ship. But the mistress had her first child then and she didn’t want me
to go out with him. She said that only a pure girl could take care of her child. Jaak waited for me for several years,
but he finally married a girl from another village. I was so miserable I wanted to hand in my notice immediately.
But my mistress gave me so many presents I felt obliged to stay on. She begged me not to leave, because she was
expecting another child. I was just like one of the family. The mistress used to say:
“‘I never have to worry when 1 leave Matilda the keys, the house and the children.’”
“And you stayed on?”
“Yes. I was very much attached to the children, though I certainly had a hard time with them. They say the eldest, Alexander, is a very important man abroad. Young Assor died of tuberculosis in Switzerland when he was
sixteen, but he looked all of twenty and knew all about drinking, cards and women. He just threw his life away.”
“What about Amora?”
“Amora was still living then. The Assors had tuberculosis in the family. Amora caught it. She became so mean
she would cough right into other people’s plates at the table. She began to hate everyone: her mother, me, and
everybody who might go on living after she died. But I was sorry for her. Towards the end she was so thin I could
carry her around like I did when she was little.
“Once, when I was looking at the calendar on Mr. Assor’s desk, I suddenly realized I had lived in their house
for twenty-seven years. I never noticed how my life just slipped by. Where was I to go then? Who would take
me?”
They walked on in silence, each lost in his thoughts, passing the former estate, the tall, pointed trees of the forest, the fields, the meadows overgrown with juniper. Soon they reached the wild raspberry patches, and then the
village and the seashore came into view. They caught up with the flock and the shepherd girl and the noonday sun
turned everything to gold in Luigi’s eyes.
*
The nights became clear and cold, as in autumn. The full moon hung in the sky. In the mornings the potato
plants would be covered with hoar-frost, but the days were still hot, flies buzzed everywhere, and the water lapped
lazily at the shore.
Heidi was sitting on a large rock, posing for Luigi. He was painting her portrait against a backdrop of juniper
and the flock.
“You said you’re not interested in people and that you came here only because of the sea,” Heidi reminded
him.
What could he say? The sea was deep and full of mystery, it was full of change and whims, it drew him always. Yet, people were much deeper, far more mysterious than the sea.
“That was long ago,” he explained.
“But now you think I’m more interesting than the sea, is that it?” Heidi asked mischievously.
“I’m not so sure about that yet. But I want everything to be clear,” he added with a smile. “I discover something new every day.”
There was last evening, for instance. He had visited Heidi’s house and found her leafing through a fashion
magazine. With her was Maia, a neighbor who cleaned the fishermen’s nets in the morning and was the village
dressmaker as well. Old Juula took an interest in the magazine.
“What’s supposed to be stylish now?” she asked Maia.
“The A-shape,” Maia said.
“Well, then, make her an A-shape. Heidi’s no worse than the other girls.” Alma, Juula’s youngest daughter, invited everyone to tea.
“Come on,” Heidi said, tugging at Luigi’s sleeve. Juula’s many grandchildren, gathered in her house for the
summer holidays, were sitting round the table.
“Wash your hands before coming to the table!” Alma scolded the smallest boy.
“I washed them.”
“No, you didn’t!”
“Yes, I did! Here, feel them!” Alma touched his hands. Indeed, they were still wet.
“I didn’t dry them on purpose.” Juula looked at. her daughter crossly. Then, turning to the boy, she said:
“Sit down, soldier.”
Luigi recognized him. It was Ulo, who had so recently been whining near Matilda’s house because he wanted
54

to be a soldier, not a spy. The other boys couldn’t have cared less, but his grandmother knew what he wanted.
Juula’s children had always trembled at a stern glance from their mother, but she was putty in her grandchildren’s hands, believing quite sincerely that no better children had ever lived.
“Is the dress for your trousseau?” Luigi asked. Heidi giggled. Her grandmother said,
“Heidi is going to Tartu.”
“What for?”
“To study. Haven’t you heard of Tartu University?”
“Go on, look for your Big Dipper, I’ll take the bus to Tartu, so you needn’t worry,” she snapped.
*
The rains had come. Water poured off the roof, nothing could be seen through the window—save the endless
rivulets of rain. The sea, which had been so shallow in dry weather, now splashed up against the threshold.
Matilda’s pink dahlias turned black from the wind and the rain.
The men of the village were fishing in the coastal waters. There was no catch, there were only torn nets. Once
they pulled up a net full of ugly bullheads. Matilda was lucky enough to buy a small sig which she salted.
“It’s not a very good sig,” she said unhappily. “The men will lose a lot of time because of the rain. At least
they’ve fulfilled their quota for sprats.”
How mistaken Luigi was to have believed that her dahlias were her chief concern in life!
Luigi spent many days painting in his room. Matilda would tiptoe to his door and then tiptoe away again. He
knew that in his absence she came in and looked at his watercolors. He knew she wanted to talk to him, but when
he looked at her expectantly she said nothing. Sometimes she would not speak to him all day.
In the middle of the night the rain ripped a large piece of tar-paper off the roof,
“Everything’s falling apart, but I can’t do anything about it,” Matilda wailed.
Luigi climbed to the roof and nailed down the paper. The sea was churning and foaming below. Matilda stood
unhappily by, supporting the ladder.
“What do you need such a big house and so much trouble for?” Luigi asked after he had put away the hammer.
“I don’t need it at all,” she said wretchedly. “The collective farm offered to buy it long ago. They’d give me a
smaller house, but I can’t do it. I don’t dare.” She wiped up the wet tracks on the floor, sat down at the kitchen
table, leaned her cheek on her hand and stared out at the rain.
“When the mistress left she told me to take good care of the house. She said that when times changed and Mr.
Assor returned, the house was to be in good order. I promised her I’d look after it.”
“Then it’s not your house after all, is it?”
“How do I know?” Matilda sighed. “They transferred the deed to me. The papers are in the desk drawer. You
can look at them if you want to.” But Luigi was not interested in the papers.
“Well, whose house is it, yours or Mr. Assor’s?” Matilda was confused by his questioning.
“I don’t know. I can’t think straight any more.”
*
After a long period of rain the sun came out and dried the wet meadows, but this was no longer the hot sun of
summer. Now the booming of the sea, so cold and threatening, reminded one of autumn. Flocks of birds were preparing for their journey south, the orchards were fragrant with the smell of apples.
Luigi was painting Matilda’s portrait from memory, a portrait of a worshipper dressed in a black silk shawl and
an old-fashioned blouse, the one her mistress had given her when Amora was confirmed. The portrait showed her
holding several pink dahlias.
Matilda was pottering around the house. Her eyes were red from tears shed during the night. Luigi asked what
the matter was.
“Nothing,” she replied.
Towards evening Heidi dropped in for a visit. This was the first time she had come to his room, though he had
asked her many times. She sat on the window-sill, swinging her legs, looking at the watercolors that were spread
out on the floor and hung on the wall.
These were sketches and studies, landscapes and portraits of fishermen Heidi had known all her life. The artist
sat back in an armchair, waiting for her comments.
“Is there any hidden meaning to them, or at least a title?”
“Perhaps.”
“What will you call the painting of that drunkard of a ram?”
“The Imported Improver of the Stock.” Heidi laughed. She liked the game.
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“What about Petersell the movie operator?”
“That will take some thought. Perhaps He Who Treats His Duties and Responsibilities Lightly.”
“The ram or Petersell?”
“It fits them both.”
“What about my grandmother’s portrait?” Luigi scratched his head.
“I don’t know. Queen of the Coast, or Portrait of a Woman.”
“Oh, that’s Vlo!”
“It’s called The Soldier.”
“What about the girl with the pony-tail?”
“Acting Shepherdess.”
“And Matilda?” Heidi asked in a whisper.
*
“What will you call my portrait, young man?” Matilda asked the following morning as she poured out his milk
with a shaking hand. Luigi cleared his throat and said reluctantly:
“The Servant of the Dethroned Gods.”
“So,” Matilda said. That was all she said. At dinner the food was set on the table but Matilda was nowhere to
be seen.
“She’s offended,” Luigi thought uneasily.
That evening there was a timid knock at the door and Matilda came in “for a moment.” She seemed very excited, her cheeks were flaming. She had apparently intended to start from afar and approach the subject calmly, but
was unable to control her emotions and came immediately to the point.
“That’s why you painted me as if I’m a shadow from the next world. I know, don’t deny it. You’re an educated
man, you know how to paint people’s pictures and the sea, but you don’t understand my soul.”
She wiped her eyes. Luigi said nothing. She wiped her eyes again.
“I know you think I’m wrong.”
“I never said that,” he replied evasively.
“You didn’t say it, but that’s what you think. I’ve felt it every day, ever since you came to live here. We might
never meet again after you leave, but I wanted to tell you … to tell you that when I speak to you, and it doesn’t
matter what we’re talking about, I always know that in your mind you’re arguing with me and that you despise me
for having wasted my life.”
*
It was clear and cold the morning Matilda left the door unlocked and went to see Luigi off to the bus stop.
“Look, it’s autumn already,” Matilda said and sighed. The young man’s departure would take something important out of her life, yet something would remain.
“I wanted to ask you not to put that name on my portrait.”
“All right, I won’t.”
“What will you call it?”
“I'll call it Matilda, a Former Fisherwoman.”
“Oh, thank you, Luigi,” she said and her voice shook. “Come back every summer, whenever you want to.”
“But what if Mr. Assor returns, then what?” he said and laughed mischievously.
Matilda looked at him fondly. She liked him when he laughed.
Heidi came walking up to the bus stop with her grandmother.
The driver was putting the last few suitcases into the baggage compartment. Luigi and Heidi rushed to take
their seats. Suddenly Juula seemed to remember something very important. She rapped on the window and shouted:
“Your gold medal!”
Heidi looked embarrassed.
“Why didn’t you take it?” her grandmother shouted, trying to make herself heard above the running motor.
Heidi pressed her face against the glass and shouted back:
“I might lose it!”
“What?” Her grandmother could not make out the words. Just then the bus roared off. Two hands waved to
those left behind. Then the bus disappeared beyond the bend in the road. Matilda was the first to speak.
“It’s a good thing there’s no rain.” And Juula replied,
“Yes, it’s good it’s so dry.” And both of them looked so embarrassed one might have thought they had ex56

changed a tender confidence not meant for the ears of others.
128.115 Border State\fn{by Tônu Õnnepalu (1962-

)} Tallinn,

Harju County, Estonia (M) 39

1
What was it you said again?—
“You have a strange look in your eyes, like a bystander observing the world. You’re not French, are you?”
Yes, I think that those were your first words, Angelo, as you emerged from that vacuously bright sunshine, like
an image appearing on white photographic paper when it’s immersed in developing solution. I have waited in the
hellish glow of a darkroom and watched over a shoulder as a special pair of hands performed witchcraft above the
murky liquid. The point at which the picture first emerged, that brink of development, fascinated me even more
than the shoulder and the hands …
That, by the way, was so long ago, in another century, in a forgotten country. But they must have been familiar
with Daguerre’s\fn{Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre (1789-1851), French painter and the inventor of the daguerreotype, the earliest
widely-practiced form of photography.} discovery. I remember the developing tank quite clearly.
I’ll tell you about that century and country eventually, and about the hands that lost their seductiveness with
time. Everything in sequence! There is so much to tell you. That is, to write you, because I promised to write you.
I promised to put everything down gradually, from beginning to end, if I can find a beginning and an end.
You are a stranger I may never again meet. You have come from the other side of the world and know nothing
of what I am about to tell you. I could lie, could fabricate whatever my heart desired!
It was at random you talked to me in that town. No, not quite at random: you chose me because you were sent
to question me, and now you have no choice. I never tried telling anyone all this before because people always
think they know everything. They prejudge. You won’t prejudge, Angelo.
I don’t know whether you even exist. Pardon my poor French, by the way. I only dare to write you because I
know you too are not French. You’re nobody special, no one in particular. That’s the only reason I dare turn to
you. You in turn must think it is I who appeared from nowhere, from the bottom of the ocean, or the other side of
the moon, from Bosnia-Herzegovina, or from an apartment filled with the suffocating stench of an indoor privy, in
a small town beside a river in Eastern Europe, from behind a stack of firewood.
*
Where did I come from, my crime and I, Franz and I (“France?” you said, because I pronounced it badly. No
not France, but Franz. By the way, he was half French, half German, from Strasbourg, where we met), my
grandmother and I? I saw her in a dream yesterday … Yes, I saw my grandmother and a cat called Milvi. Actually,
they are both dead, although I’m not sure about Milvi. She disappeared. Maybe she’s still prowling the
neighborhood, and who can ever be sure about my grandmother!
*
As you see, I have a hard time finding a beginning. And yet I don’t have much to do here except think about
this letter. I walk through empty, blank days, briefcase in hand, carrying photocopies of the poems my old men
have written (that’s my “work;” I’ll tell you about it later) and a pocket edition of Madame de Sévigné’s\fn{ Marie
de Rabutin-Chantal, Marquise de Sévigné (1626-1696), French writer. } letters. I walk through Montsouris Park, where lateflowering double jasmines are still blooming. I stop under the cedar of Lebanon, smell the resin, and dive into the
underground world of the Metro. I meet ghosts there as well as people …
Actually, I’m constantly thinking about my testimony, because I will have to testify. I weigh the trifling words
I have to say about myself as a human being, about my trivial crime in a world …
If only I knew where to begin, then there would be no problem! Should I start with what I saw a long time ago,
in that other century, through the first-floor window of that prefabricated apartment house, the window that
Grandmother never allowed to be opened? Or with Amsterdam, that sweet, crime-ridden city? Or with the garbage bin that I threw the newspaper into, the one with Franz’s name printed in big fat letters? Should I start with
what was, or what is, if what is still is, this vertigo, this blindness, this blinding sunshine!
Yes, sunshine. If I am to start at random, then I’ll start with sunshine. I yearned for sunshine. I had a passion
for sun, and it was following this passion that brought me to this town where so much of the world’s beauty and
wealth is gathered, so many gifts of the sun, as well as ugliness, pain, and want, which even gold and jewels
cannot hide. Ultimately, to the town where you appeared before me, from out of nowhere, so that I could tell you
my story.
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My story! Just like the fairy tale told in bygone days beside a cozy fire. A story that also had neither a beginning nor an end but was unhurried and grisly, where one would encounter wolves that killed, snakes that talked,
and fairies.
But you did not emerge from the blizzard into a flickering light. Nor are you a gray-bearded old man. On the
contrary, you are young and desirable. You are my mirror, my double and opposite. You emerged from the cool
Sunday sunshine that engulfed the strollers who had stopped to window-shop, or who stood as though entranced
on the terrace of the café; unreal figments of light, summoned by the senseless pealing of the bells of Saint Eustache or Notre Dame or Saint Merri. You emerged from that Sunday void which has followed me since childhood,
the flatness of light at noon, which tastes like the wafer of an ice-cream cone. You emerged from the adjacent table where you had sat all along, but I hadn’t noticed you because the sun was in my eyes. You emerged suddenly
from the corrosive developing solution, still a little hazy, but already exciting me. You put your beer mug on my
table, looked me in the eye, and said …
*
So, it was to find sun that I came from “up North,” as they say here. I come from a country where the sun is as
rare as a diamond, an incredible gold coin that is examined in the light and tested by biting before it’s accepted as
genuine. In the autumn the sun is stashed with potatoes and rutabagas in cellars. When it’s brought out in the
spring to be aired in the yard, it has a poisonous odor, like that of white potato sprouts. That odor fills the yard all
the way to the woods.
The woods! Beyond the yard there is always a dark, cold woods. Vitamin-starved children go there in May to
look for the bitingly sour little yellow leaves of wood sorrel. They stuff themselves with these so that their eyes
glow in the shadows of spruce trees, just like eyes of wild animals.
When a person senses death nearing, he gathers his last strength and drags himself into the woods to lie down
on the hardened roots of spruce trees, where even lichen doesn’t grow. Browned needles cover the ground and
keep the iciness of winter alive throughout the summer. Decomposing slowly, they exude a bitter cold smell of
death. It’s said that out there human souls turn into tiny birds called tom-thumbs. They are always chirping away,
very faintly, in the spruce trees. But no one has ever seen them. What happens to the physical remains is never
mentioned. Does it matter? Animals probably drag the bones away.
Those who value life don’t venture into the woods. They hold their souls too dear. They work the rocky earth,
tearing their nails to shreds. The soil there is either too loamy, too arid, or too marshy, and by autumn it may
reluctantly yield a little rye, some potatoes, and hay. Those will have to last throughout the winter, until the sun’s
laborious return.
On two sides this country is surrounded by a shallow, rocky sea, which during winters is covered with a tight
lid, just like a keg of fermenting sauerkraut. Lighthouses send out warning signals in the fog, but ships still run
aground. They succumb to temptations of death, which are very powerful there.
On the third side the border is closed by a great lake from which large, red-bearded fishermen catch tiny, silvery fish as their primary sustenance.
The fourth side, the sunny side (the route by which I escaped), adjoins a series of impoverished, dark countries
that helplessly bemoan their stillborn histories.
“The Lord on high, the czar afar,” that’s what used to be said there. Always was and always will be said, as
long as there are speakers, because by the time the Lord’s word reached those parts it had become a pitiful
mumble, like orphan’s tears that flooded the countryside in the autumn so that roads became impassable, muddy
quagmires. The czar’s orders never brought them anything but misery and conscription.
*
Of course, Angelo, all this geography is just a dream, a fantasy, because such a country doesn’t exist. In reality,
all countries have become imaginary deserts of ruins where crowds of nomads roam from one attraction to the
other, sweeping over nations, skipping like fleas from continent to continent. Oh well, I probably just invented
this country, on the spot, just for fun. Nevertheless, it does exist on maps, just like other countries that, if I may
say so, have long ago become pointless and chimerical but still cling to their places on maps. Countries exist only
on maps, just like money exists only in bank accounts. People are ready to spill blood for their place on a map.
Blood would be like a final seal, proof that everything is more than just an apparition.
And so it is! Everything I have told you is true, the sorrel leaves as well as the death wish, at least just as real
as bank accounts and maps, without need to be sealed in blood. It’s also true that I come from a town that is as
unreal as this city here, only the spookiness of my birth town (what an expression!) is more obvious, not veiled by
the sensuous tumult that is present on these avenues at night, by the honeyed light of café terraces, or by the dark,
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moist glances the phantoms in this town exchange as they drift past, if not through, each other on the boulevards.
The town from which I fled—headlong yet looking back, like so many others who have escaped from there—
is a gray cluster of forsaken houses by the edge of a bleak landscape. When it first appears from behind flat fields
and willow brush, it can easily be mistaken for the camp of some nomadic tribe, something that will be folded up
the next day in order to move on, so that by midday only trampled grass and horse dung remain. Dawn is near. It’s
time to start moving. The new millennium is approaching. Roll up the tents and get a move on!
As one gets closer, the camp impression of course disappears. Then a stranger would be more likely to notice
the potholes in the streets and the occasional gray, half-burned houses. The sea breeze blows bitter, salty sand in
one’s face, and plump, white seagulls shriek high in the sky. They land only to fight over fish entrails on top of
garbage bins and to disperse white strips of paper and plastic over the yard. Those threaten to fly off as well but
remain after all, entrapped by the houses.
During day time people sell Baltic herring from wooden crates on street corners, tiny, cold fish whose wideopen red eyes glare at the March sky. On the next corner one can buy fake American cigarettes, made in Poland,
and Chiquita bananas, which are generally considered the symbol of the coming new prosperity.
In winter it turns dark already in the early afternoon, and then people lurch along icy pavements from one rare
street lamp to the next, hardly seeing each other’s gray faces. But after seven or eight o’clock the streets rapidly
empty of vendors as well as pedestrians, and then only some old hag will startle you as she appears from behind
an arcade and with the help of a flashlight offers to sell you roses as red as blood. If you buy, the bouquet in your
hand may turn out to be frozen clods of earth. But if you don’t buy, then the hag will disappear the next second,
and you’ll never see her again.
*
But when it’s June, night may never arrive, and then, on streets empty of humans, only trees rustle beneath the
sparkling sky. In that town trees grow tall and wild. No one ever trims them. Black-currant bushes thrive in
neglected backyards right in the center of town, poisoning the white nights with their sweet scent.
The only carriers of transcendence in this town at night are trams, brightly lit, half-empty cars swaying through
the darkness or the gloomy dusk, swinging as they make the curves, splitting the night air with the wail of
screeching wheels.
Early this spring, just before I fled, I lived in one of the gray houses with the peeling stucco, in a high-ceilinged postwar apartment where a window looked out on a tram stop. I often watched the late trams from there.
They would arrive, open their doors. No one would exit, no one enter. A few figures might be dozing in the blue
neon light inside the cars. Then the doors would fold shut and the tram disappear from my sight as if it had disappeared from the face of the earth. Occasionally someone did exit. The person I longed and waited for occasionally
exited the tram. And then February passed and I no longer longed for him. But he still came, as if mocking me,
and maybe he’s still coming, breathing his hot human breath even today on the dirty stone walls of the stairwell. I
don’t know, because one morning I myself stepped into a tram and rode away, to leave that dying century, to
commit my crime under the sun, to meet you, and to give this testimony:
*
Believe me, Angelo, my movements were calm and precise. My hands didn’t shake. I didn’t feel in the least
that what I was doing was dramatic or momentous. I was observing myself with fascination, even excitement, like
a movie or, more accurately, like a dream, because my dreams are often like movies where I simultaneously observe myself and participate in the action. I actually remember it as though it were a movie, and I have no feelings
of regret. Possibly just a shadow of regret, tinged with doubt, that it was not a movie, not even a dream.
Sometimes crime reports in newspapers (which I always read with a lot of empathy) say,
“At that moment the decision was made which later led to tragic consequences.”
The decision! It happened the moment I opened Franz’s refrigerator to look for the bottle of tonic water, the
moment the bulb lit up the inside of the refrigerator to shed a soft glow on that altar of food. The care with which
everything had been packaged! The extravagance of tastes! Yogurt with so many varieties of fresh fruits! Pâté de
foie gras! Fresh, crisp lettuce! Cooked ham iridescent in wrapped plastic! Bottles that instantly misted over, like
the shy but eager glances of virgins.
At that moment I knew exactly what I would do, and I sensed a sharp, powerful twinge of pleasure. That kitchen had always challenged me to defile it, but I had repressed the urge until then. That hallowed place! The walls
were spotless, cream-colored off-white. The mane-finished stainless-steel sinks sparkled. There was always hot
water from the tap. The microwave timer chimed like tiny altar bells in the hands of choirboys. Dishes were
stacked and dried on dishwasher racks every morning, as though food had never soiled them. And finally, the re59

frigerator with its soft glow, the heart of it all, the storage place for the sacred host. That kitchen with its absolute,
clinically clean functionality always gave me this feeling of immense respect mixed with a sense of unearthliness.
I admired the porcelain and stainless-steel surfaces as I stroked them. I never detected a single defect, and I felt
pleasure in the faint lemony smell of the dishwashing liquid. But at the same time I had this urgent desire to deface it all, to expose the chaos that lay beneath those surfaces, always on the brink of exposure: dirty cracks
covering the walls, mud and blood bursting from the pipes, acrid smoke coming from the microwave, shattered
shards filling the dishwasher, the decomposed head of a corpse stinking up the refrigerator!
At that moment I heard the sparkling and joyous Allegro of one of Mozart’s symphonies coming from a compact disc in the living room. The CD player had been turned down, and it seemed that this pure sound, free of any
distracting noises, was being exuded by the walls and carpets, just like the softly dispersed light from the lamps.
And as I opened the refrigerator door and still sensed the ever-present faint smell of death, all of a sudden I had
this crazy, violent wish that the joyous sounds of the Allegro would be deafening, that the light would be blinding,
and that nothing would ever diminish the orgy of sun and death.
And at that moment I knew I had to do it. With one blow I had to spoil it all, at once, and I knew exactly how I
would do it.
*
But first, my dear Angelo, in terms of both chronology and relevance, perhaps one ought to start with those
other crimes, from the beginning, those that keep being repeated like monotonous refrains throughout one’s life.
Yes, I have to remind myself about what happened in that distant, unreal century before I stepped on the tram and
departed. By the way, the day I left was a Good Friday. The previous day’s sleet storm had covered the street with
a sheet of ice on which a cold April sun was playing gruesome havoc. This made the hammer blows that nailed
living flesh to the cross an indisputable fact. At the same time it reaffirmed the finality of everything that had
begun: there was no way back.
So now I’d like to describe for you some views that were seen through a more or less forgotten window, to
recall some dreams in which an entire little life was depicted totally as well as figuratively.
Who wouldn’t want to do just that? Everyone would, because what would be sweeter than finding a victim,
cornering him, and then bringing out one’s little tale … To lay on a counter one’s life, one’s wishes, dreams,
crimes, and complexes; perhaps someone would be interested, for half price, for free! See, this is my story, repeat
it just like this, in memory of me:
“I …”
I’m not actually sure I want to tell this story; perhaps I’d just as soon listen to someone else’s. Yes, if there
were a voice that would speak, an unbroken voice that would tell me its story, would quiet me, lull me to sleep,
relax me. Either a celestial or a temporal voice, the main thing would be that it wouldn’t stop, would just keep on
talking.
It’s to fill the silence that I talk. A silent world frightens me, and then I start talking. I take it upon myself to
play the world’s role and to fill the silence I cannot stand, which no one can stand. That I am sure of, no matter
what they say.
In other words, I will tell my story. But what story? I don’t have a story. As far as I can remember, nothing
much ever happened to me. My life has always been one and the same. All right, I do remember landscapes,
rooms, and people, but my own life has been within them as in an empty room: a few trivial pieces of furniture
that could be found anywhere, day and night that alternate there like everywhere else, the differences in light
during different seasons, wallpaper that fades with time … What color was it again? I can’t remember!
Have you been to the Orangerie? There’s a painting by Matisse there called The Boudoir; a room that has seen
lots of sunshine so that everything looks very bleached, faded: only a few rose, yellow, and pale blue lines. I
would gladly be one of those in that picture, either one, the one who stands at the window or the other who dozes
with a cat in his lap, half slouched in the armchair.
*
No, of course something does occasionally happen to me, very occasionally: an occasion. For example, when I
met you. Then I start. It’s as if I were awakened from a dream. I flinch. I rub my eyes. But it’s already fading. Memory can’t catch the dream, can’t reclaim it. It’s already far and in a fog. It’s already beckoning from the opposite
shore where the sun is making itself a soft bed, where everything faded even before it began.
*
Landscapes … Angelo, I ought to be able to describe at least one of the landscapes that has made me stop, that
has enclosed me in its sweet prison and has made me who I am.
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My favorite landscape, my ideal place, would be the following: a totally flat grass-covered seashore, empty as
far as the eye can see. The grass would be bent close to the ground by an unrelenting wind. The colors would
change according to the weather, the season, and the hour. Sometimes it would be dark blue and glistening robustly, at other times reddish yellow and arid, as if about to flare up, but never actually flaming. The skies would be
circling in an absentminded carousel. Rain, flapping its resplendent lapels, would pass in a festive procession,
letting its pricey coattail drag along in the dust, only to depart nonchalantly over water. At night an idle moon
would shine, or if no moon, then stars would chirp in the grass like crickets who have lost their way. Rarely a
flock of wild geese would appear out of the early morning mist to alight and gorge themselves before a hurried
departure for faraway shores …
I haven’t seen such a landscape yet, but I would gladly be the grass on that waterside meadow, low grass, stiff
from salt, with tiny, light green flowers that would happily yield the golden dust of pollen to a constantly cool
wind, letting itself be fertilized by the same wind with love from similar flowers, inheriting a gentle ripeness as a
crowning glory. Grass, born from the most basic yearning for sun, ready for submissive death.
But being human and not turning into grass during this lifetime, I would at least like to live on such a flatland
and to trample on such stubborn grass according to human laws. In any case, in the end the grass will be the winner, will outlive us as well as our daydreams, and will one day fling its arrogant triumphal song toward the sky.
(My longing to share in the kingdom of plants is actually a yearning to be accepted as a winner, one of the
strong ones. I’m ready to betray my miserable race and to sell its warm blood for some sweet, intoxicating nectar!)
There should be at least one building on this seaside meadow, perfectly white and cube shaped, only one room
with a window in each direction—north, south, east, and west—so that day and night could move through it
freely, without obstruction, without getting caught in corners where old shadows, melancholia, and bitter dust
might have gathered. In such a place I would wake with a song every morning, exactly at the point of dawn, and
every evening I would fall asleep immediately, because the joys of the day would have exhausted me.
*
Oh! I can already see your gentle ironic smile! Truly, forgive me, I have already deviated from the truth, first
by telling you about landscapes that have never been nor ever will be rather than the ones I’m familiar with. And
second, I distorted even these dreams. Because to that dream of cleanliness I should right away add another, actually shout out another, its twin brother, not even its opposite—what opposite? its mate, its skin and parasite—that
other lust, the lust for mud and dirt (but even grass sprouts out of dust and decay), an irresistible urge to be soiled
and befouled, raped and pawed, to wallow in the warm lap of pleasure and pain, to taste whether your seed,
Angelo, may be just as sweet as the grassy nectar!
*
If there’s anything in my life that I remember well, it’s the day I went to buy tickets for Amsterdam from the
Gare du Nord. Franz and I had agreed that we would meet at a church in Amsterdam, so a few days earlier I went
to the Gare du Nord to buy tickets. It was some kind of holiday, the second day of a long weekend. I clearly
remember people’s alarmed looks. They didn’t know what to do with themselves. Everyone was outside jamming
the sidewalks to lécher lei vitrines, as they so aptly say here (according to Robert’s dictionary: “to view store windows closely and with great pleasure”).
Right, it must have been Ascension; I looked it up on the calendar. In that distant era in the lost country where I
once wandered, the village women used to say (they are probably still saying) that even grass does not grow on
Ascension. That’s how holy the holiday is. That’s when the shutters of heaven are open, so those who die on that
day will go directly to heaven.
Oh, Angelo, if only I had met you before that cold and foreboding Ascension Eve! Then everything would
have gone differently. I would not have gone to the Gare du Nord to buy those tickets, because you would have
invited me to an expensive restaurant where the waiters would have been attractive young men who would have
poured the wine like novice priests. The Ascension Day sun would have sparkled above the terrace, imbuing all
creation with a feeling of ultimate frivolity.
But no, the time for you to appear was not yet ripe. The heavenly shutters were firmly closed as I stood in line
at the Gare du Nord ticket counter, waiting to receive my fate, stamped, numbered, and paid for. All that had to be
done before getting on was to have the tickets punched.
How strange that I should remember that day so vividly. For example, I remember that the Romanian girl was
begging in the Metro again. She has an elongated girlish body, thin as a match, and a long, thick braid. Every day,
in the same monotonous voice, she keeps repeating her Christmas verse to essentially the same audience:
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“Messieurs-dames, I’m a Romanian refugee. I have two little brothers. Neither my father nor my mother has
work. They get no welfare. Give a few francs or restaurant vouchers so that my little brothers can eat … Thank
you in advance …”
She recites this verse, always in the same accent, making mistakes in the same places. I wonder whether she
even understands what she’s saying. Then she walks through the car extending her thin arm, jiggling two coins in
the palm of her hand. I’ve never seen her get anything. She is as ugly as girls her age often are, not cute in the
least. Why would she arouse anyone’s sympathy?
At the next station the Romanian girl changed places with an old man who announced that he was a Yugoslav
refugee and played this wistful song on his accordion, utterly mechanically and indifferently. It may have been the
only tune he knew. Meanwhile his son went up and down the cars in time to the music, shaking a plastic cup for
donations. They didn’t get anything either, but they probably collected something during the length of the day.
I no longer give anything. At first I didn’t know how to refuse, especially when I was solicited directly on the
streets. How could I say I didn’t have anything when I had money in my pocket? Now I know. Never look them in
the eye but shake your head. Anyway, they don’t bother me anymore like they used to. That was terrible. They
would spot me from the other end of the street. Those beggars could smell easy prey from afar!
From the newspaper stand at the Gare du Nord I bought a copy of Liberation, and it was good that I did, because the line behind the window was long and the black man just ahead of me took at least fifteen minutes to buy
his ticket. I don’t know where he wanted to go. Newspapers are really thick here. They are good for helping time
pass. After you’ve read the paper, the evening is a lot closer.
I remember a big headline on the front page:

L’ASCENSION DES CONTRÔLES D’IDENTITÉ.
To pass time and out of professional habit, I actually started thinking how I would translate this elegantly
cynical headline into that distant peasant vernacular that I’m translating the old men’s poetry into. I couldn’t do it!
By the way, yesterday I saw what that Ascension Day newspaper had written about: police were body-searching addicts lolling around the Beaubourg, colored people who looked down-and-out, presumptive hoboes, and
other suspicious-looking types. I felt a vague elation when I marched past. Oh, if they only knew the kind of fish
that was just then slipping through their net! No one is looking for me, by the way. Nothing happened after all. I
threw away the newspaper with Franz’s obituary, and my documents are in order. True enough, I did go to Amsterdam without a visa. The French police checked passports on the return trip, but they had nothing to say, even
though it was an East European passport. They held it at a distance as though it were a monster they’d never seen
before, as if it might bite them or spray foul liquid on their uniforms.
So on that Saturday in May I was standing in the ticket line at the Gare du Nord. I had studied the electronic
signs above the ticket windows very carefully before getting in line. I have a fear of being in the wrong line, or in
the wrong place. I don’t feel secure even when I’m in the right place. You can never be sure that your standing
there is actually permitted. The sign above the adjacent window indicated that the cashier would close for lunch at
one o’clock, and it was already after one, but people were still confidently lining up. Quite an uproar started when
the cashier tried to close the window. They would have attacked her had they been able to catch her, but because
they couldn’t, they almost started attacking each other instead. All demanded their rights!
People here are simply used to feeling that they have rights. I can’t help it, but to me this seems very strange. I
myself wouldn’t mind at all belonging to these righteous ones, to be able to fill my shopping cart at the Auchan
supermarket once a week with mountains of bottles of mineral water, heaps of toilet-paper rolls, detergent, pâtés,
cheeses, and bran breads, to berate the cashier at the Gare du Nord. But it’s probably too late for me to start now.
It would be pointless at this juncture. I don’t think my rights would last very long, and will even theirs last forever?
On the way home a white woman, about seven months pregnant, maybe even French, was begging in the Metro, and she was given money, because she gave an impression of demanding. Even she had assumed this right!
Another thing I remember from that day is that when I got back to the hotel, or boardinghouse, I bought two
tokens and started the wash in the washing machine. I ate what I had bought from the Arab. I ate too much and
fell asleep, and when I awoke I actually would rather have been dead.
But I couldn’t be dead, because the ticket for Amsterdam was in my pocket. Consequently, I had to go to Amsterdam before dying, so that all crimes, everything that had been predestined, would happen after all.
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I even remember the dream that I had that day. We were burying a boy who was supposed to smile in the coffin. They pulled up the corners of his mouth and then hurriedly pulled a white sheet over him, but when they
peeked under one end, he giggled hideously several times, and in the end he got tired and ran off from the coffin.
*
A lot of time has passed in the interim. Doesn’t this sentence sound absurd? Passed where? And how much is a
lot?
It was yesterday. It was just now. It was five years ago. I don’t remember. Anyway, I haven’t written you in the
interim. I just read what I had written and it seemed childish but factual. That’s how it went. It always went like
that. Just as I have written, without believing it myself. I’ve written it as if in a dream, in a delirium, and
somehow, later, it has all happened. Or have I made it happen? Or have others made it happen?
I write you letters that I never mail. The letters that I do send you are actually shortened translations of those
others, inadequate and bad retellings. I don’t really know what I’ve written you. As soon as I have mailed your
letters, I totally forget them. Sometimes I study the sheets that were under the papers I wrote on. The traces made
by the ballpoint pen and by my hand are barely visible. I recognize words that to my knowledge my hand has
never written. But nothing remains of the letters I actually write every day, the ones I feverishly inscribe on the
memory track of this machine. Not even slight traces of those remain. They are so light! They only exist as a kind
of numerical probability, which I don’t understand at all. They can fade in a moment, or I can erase them.
Just as what happened with Franz. The phone rang in his apartment, but he didn’t pick up the receiver. I stood
there, but I didn’t take the receiver either, because it could only have been for him. Someone was expecting him to
answer as he usually did, but he no longer answered. The calculation was wrong; instead of “one” there was
“zero.” That phone probably still rings occasionally, unless it’s been disconnected. Someone is still counting on
the likelihood that the receiver will be picked up and that the telephone will be answered. Not everyone reads
newspapers.
And I’m counting on the likelihood that these letters will be saved on the disk: that I have lived and have spoken.
*
Amsterdam. I ought to be able to describe it, but what can I remember about it? Have I ever been there?
There’s no proof of it, no photo (I don’t take pictures on trips; when I do, I leave the films undeveloped and throw
them away after a few years), not even a train ticket in the side pocket of the duffel bag. I checked, because that
would have helped refresh my memory.
And yet, I did look out of a train window. Yes, I remember exactly. There was a wide meadow divided into
squares by intersecting ditches, which were full of water. There were cows corralled on one square. I don’t know
how they got there or how they would leave. I couldn’t see a bridge, and they obviously couldn’t jump over the
ditch because they had grazed this square quite bare and it looked terrible, with yellowish-green stubble interspersed with flashes of soil. The tufts of green were uneven, like scalp that was turning bald after an illness. One
cow was up to her knees in the ditch and was hungrily chomping on grass closer to the edge of the water where it
looked more nourishing.
Next came a clump of alder brush with leaves that glistened luxuriously in the sun, and then a fat man, sitting
and fishing by the side of the ditch. He’d parked his small, white car right at the edge of the field. I wonder whether he caught any fish.
Anyway, that must have been Holland. I was utterly charmed by the plainness of the landscape. I must have
looked out the window the entire trip, and I certainly returned by the same route, because I remember that I saw
the same wind-machine twice, or something like it, with wings. It was rusted and slanting and obviously no longer
moving with the wind.
See, I’m starting to recall things. Now I do remember. I remember all too well! I even sent a postcard from
there. Yes, it was a picture of a bicycle leaning against a bridge handrail, and I wrote on the back,
“Greetings from a town where Europe bids herself goodbye to heave anchor and to go west or to East India, to
Sumatra, to Celebes, to Tierra del Fuego, wherever.”
The main thing, to go far away. And yet she never leaves. The goodbye wave remains forever hovering in the
air. The anchor sinks back with a rumble and this ancient Europe still sits there, in front of her brick house by the
edge of the canal, where a few old chairs have been put out for the evening, and the view has turned a bit misty
from beer or slightly hazy from some Far Eastern drug, which someone tried to sell me as soon as I got off the
train. A musty smell rises from the canal. Leaves rustle on trees, and suddenly you’re startled by the sound of a
bicycle bell behind you. You jump to the side and he whirs by, one of those speedy apparitions in this town, grin63

ning sweetly, probably on his way to the scene of some crime.
Exactly, to the scene of a crime! What else is there for those who missed the Great Adventure: a bitter regret
that they can no longer go native or elephant hunting, temple raiding, and setting villages ablaze. This quiet but
eroding bitterness drives them to crime, day by day. They’re like sleepwalkers. They sit in front of their houses
and drink beer, or, wearing ties, they go to their offices or walk with their children in the park. But if you suddenly call them, they fall down, reach for a pistol, throw a bomb!
*
I do remember the sweetness. We, Franz and I, were sitting by the edge of a canal. It was evening and the sun
was shining along the canal straight in my face, making me drowsy and sleepy. The red wine we were drinking
and the paprika-spiced food that made our mouths burn were having the same effect. The restaurant was Italian,
and every fifteen minutes some clocks in a nearby bell tower played a long piece. This was a kind of vaguely melancholy tune which was almost, but not quite, a melody.
Franz had removed his dark glasses. It was an out-of-the-way place, and no one besides us was sitting on the
patio. Even though the sun was shining in my eyes, I still saw that Franz was staring at me with this misty, selfdemeaning look that I hate. I can’t stand it. It’s too degrading to be loved. Just then a waiter came to the table, a
curly-haired, dark-eyed Italian boy, true to type. I looked him in the eye and he snickered as though we were sharing a secret. Franz’s chair was at the edge of the canal. If I had stood up and given it a slight push he would have
fallen in, flailing his arms. That’s what I was thinking as I looked at him and smiled: how his arms would flail
helplessly in the air and how he would fall into the water. And then how the Italian boy and I would kiss in the
back room of the restaurant. How we’d divvy up Franz’s money, because he had just put his wallet on the table. I
didn’t really want his money (but would the Italian have kissed without the money?). Wanting the money was
really more to fulfill the expectation: to be a genuine and real East European, to finally betray the martyr-like trust
that Franz had shown me.
Franz himself started on this topic. Emboldened by the wine, he started on his favorite theme, about hypocrisy
and the relativity of moral values. He knew all about this, because twenty years earlier he had researched the topic
as a young graduate student, had wowed students from good conventional families who had stared at him in openmouthed amazement.
A very conventional Dutch couple, middle-aged, dressed expensively but without taste, had seated themselves
at the other table near the canal. Franz said,
“I’m sure that what they would really like to do is push each other into the canal.”
*
Franz only had himself to blame, isn’t that right, Angelo? I was thinking, Why did he have to choose me? at
that restaurant by the canal as I studied him from across the table (squinting my eyes, as if because of the sun).
This elegant, intelligent Franz, who was graying at the temples but who still had a youthful body that he exercised, scented, pampered, and dressed in smart, expensive clothes. It always reminded me of the mummy of that
young pharaoh we had gone together to see at the Louvre. Why did he choose me as his victim when he could
have chosen anyone, any beautiful boy or girl from among his students? I’m sure there are fools even today! But
no, he chose me, an East European, because who else would have listened as reverently to his rebellious tirades?
Who here would have given a hoot about his philosophy, which was based on delights of deconstruction, or about
any philosophy, for that matter? Here, where everything has been discarded long ago! Even his most diligent
students at Strasbourg probably thought he was a weird prehistoric creature and listened to his lectures only to
pass exams, to get ahead in life, and then put their earphones back on and listened to U2.
And me? I never let him know that I had a Walkman and U2 tapes. That would have been much too painful for
him. As a true East European I sat bright-eyed and listened to his outrageous ideas about freedom, about
Foucault \fn{Michel Foucault (1926-1984), French philosopher, who attempted to demonstrate that basic assumptions normally
understood as permanent truths about human nature and society change over time } and Derrida.\fn{Jacques Derrida (1930-2004),
Algerian philosopher, the founder of the School of Deconstruction, whose work challenges the normative assumption that the written or
spoken word can be unconditionally accepted at face value, and that language is in fact in a state of constant tension and flux, thus causing
both its written and spoken forms to be composed of multiple layers of meaning whose interpretation at any moment is by nature open to
many conclusions.} Why not? Especially for the promise of a delicious supper in the luxurious ambiance of ancient

Europe. I listened as a courtesan listens to her client, as a prostitute! All Eastern Europe has become a prostitute.
From governments and university professors on, to the last paper boy, they are all ready to listen to wonderful
speeches about democracy, equality, whatever you please, whatever the customer wishes! As long as he pays.
We’re intelligent. We’re not primitives! On the way back from Amsterdam to Paris a black man sat across from
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me, in a suit and tie, with a big belly hanging over his belt. He was very talkative, announced right off that he was
from Cameroon and lived in Gabon (or was it the other way around?), that he was a businessman and had been to
Milan, Hamburg, and Amsterdam and was going to Marseilles by way of Paris, and that he had lived in a four-star
hotel.
“La vie est très chère à l’Europe! Très, très chère, ouh!” he exclaimed, chortling and smirking in disbelief.
It was supposed to be a lot cheaper in Africa and he planned to go back there fast. He looked out the window
and expressed the opinion that Holland was a terrible dump, nothing but water everywhere.
“There aren’t any wild animals here, are there? It must be a poor country!”
In Brussels he wanted to open the window to take some pictures, so he could show them at home that he’d
been to Brussels. But the windows didn’t open in that train. It was air conditioned. For some reason the air conditioning had been turned off toward the end of the trip, and by that time everyone was ready to open windows.
There was no air and it was hot.
No, we are enlightened. We know all about Europe. We have even read Foucault. We wouldn’t be caught dead
keeping our money in the legs of our socks like that black man from Cameroon or Gabon did. He had large square
pads in the legs of both navy socks, and when he bought a Coke from the vendor he fished out a wad and removed
a one-hundred-guilder bill.
We keep our money in breast pockets or even in banks. But all this doesn’t help. I see East Europeans at the
boarding house all the time, by the way. There are so many of them here, a wide variety, Poles, Czechs, Romanians. I can spot them from far away, and whenever possible I take a different path in the park or go into different
cars in the Metro. They do the same, because East Europeans hate each other.
*
Anyway, I didn’t push Franz into the canal. The bell tower played many times between the appetizers and the
dessert. The wine went to my head. It was a 1986 vintage, and I thought about the spring of 1986 when those
grapes must have been growing somewhere in Italy but when I was still walking in total innocence in an entirely
different century, in an old rural cemetery, where tilting iron crosses and stone pillars slumbered among junipers
and lilac bushes, with inscriptions such as I AM NOT DEAD BUT ALIVE (at the time I was trying to believe that I
had faith in God’s benevolence). That cemetery must still be in those boonies where from winter through half the
summer the church is as cold as a grave, and where on Whitsundays birch twigs are brought indoors for the sweetness of their scent. I like to think that there are still people there today who worry about fodder for their cows and
about their fishing boats, people who smile pleasantly as they accept money from Swedish tourists, as though they
were doing a big favor, and so they are.
*
I can remember more: when the sun disappeared behind the houses and the water in the canal turned dark, the
Italian brought some flaming ice cream to the table.
*
I’m not sure about anything anymore: is all this true? Did I really sit opposite that African from Gabon or
Cameroon in the compartment of the express train and watch people on their knees on that amazingly flat field,
pulling up tulip bulbs? And did the old woman in her colorful cotton skirt, hunched over and in a hurry, really go
around the corner of the farmhouse to fetch green onions for the meal or to check that the hens weren’t up to
mischief?
Or was I one of them? Was I one of those kneeling under that blazing sun on the field, scraping the dusty earth
with my nails?
*
The first landscape I remember, the one I can always give as proof of having lived, is actually more sky than
landscape: a piece of sky with tops and branches of pine trees framed by a window.
Grandmother and I are sitting and eating at the table. The kitchen window is just high enough and the pavement just close enough to the wall that, although we live on the first floor, when we sit at the table we can’t see
the passersby on the street. Every now and then Grandmother complains,
“Who was that?”
She senses that someone has gone by, either toward Friendship Avenue or “toward the vegetable store,” but she
has not managed to crane her neck in time to see who it was. I have to get up then and look.
“It was that Klauberk lady, Grandma.” (Grandmother calls her “Old Biddy Klauberk,” but I’m not allowed to
call her that, even though that’s what I think. On her mailbox it says Senny Glauberg.) Or I say,
“The fish lady.”
65

The fish lady is a lady in my opinion because she has a silver-fox collar on her jacket. Years later she will develop gangrene in one leg and it will be said that she sits in her wheelchair and drinks, “so that it won’t hurt,” and
it’s supposed to smell in her room.
When it’s not Old Biddy Klauberk or the fish lady, it’s “the Russian from below” or “an unknown person.” The
worst-case scenario is when Mad Milvi passes. She has epilepsy and may come in and announce that tomor-row is
Palm Sunday, but it’s better that she doesn’t come in, at least in Grandmother’s opinion, because she could fall
down right there on the kitchen floor and start to foam at the mouth. That I would like to see, but otherwise Milvi
doesn’t interest me. I’ve seen her many times already, and she’s always the same: puffy cheeks and thick black
hair.
The sky that can be seen from the kitchen window is never one and the same. Sometimes Grandmother puts
her spoon aside and says,
“Well, what do you see from there? What a bad habit this child has, always looking out the window during
meals. Eat, your food will get cold and then you won’t want it.”
What did I see from there? It seems that I saw all the faces and landscapes of my life, and there was nothing
for me to do but to see them again and to recognize them. Of course the food has gotten cold long ago, ready to be
thrown out, but now there’s no one to remind me of it. So I continue, as though I still had something to see or to
expect.
*
Nor did I push Franz under a tram, although that would have been easy because the trams in Amsterdam have
nothing in common with those primitive clattering trams in my hometown. In Amsterdam the trams are as ghostly
as the cyclists. They appear around corners silently, give a signal at the last moment, and then slip across the
bridge as if nothing had happened.
During nights in that hotel room I would awaken to hear Franz moaning in his sleep and grinding his teeth, and
I knew I should feel sorry for him, that by just taking his hand I would calm him. But I could never bring myself
to do that, because his unconscious suffering stirred me to feelings of aversion, as if it had been my own suffering.
Revulsion prevented me from falling asleep. It was just turning light outside and blackbirds were starting to sing
in the trees lining the canal, and someone was always shouting in Dutch on the streets. Someone crossing the
bridge was laughing loudly, and someone was whispering right outside the window.
Only when the first tram signal sounded the beginning of day and the sun appeared did everything quiet down
all at once. Even Franz lay still. Suddenly I was prepared to forgive him everything. The revulsion passed and was
replaced by sleep.
*
What else do I remember? The sight-seeing boat gliding over the darkening waters of the canal. More
accurately, the water gliding past the sides of the boat. The water and the peculiar houses that seemed to pass in a
festive procession on either side. Their eaves were decorated with mystical figures, marble monsters or gods, still
illuminated by the glow of the evening sky.
Then suddenly the boat entered the sea. Waves beat against the sides and the figures of gods were replaced by
a wild and open sky. A huge wave came and washed us down to an underwater world, where we now are.
Or am I here alone? Was it only me the wave took along? Only I who disappeared into the silent depth, while
Franz and the other people stayed swaying on the surface? Or was it he instead who slipped into the depth, leaving the world God knows where?
Where do I even get the notion that this Franz existed as a person? Perhaps he was an underwater figure?
Strasbourg also has canals, and they are somehow connected with those in Amsterdam. I saw a ship in Amsterdam whose home harbor was Strasbourg. Maybe Franz decided to go home by a more direct route?
But no, he was more likely to have been an aerial figure, born from the air conditioned air in the Palace of
Europe. For me that’s where he first materialized, handing me his card and urging me to call him in Paris on
weekends. That’s when he’d be there. Actually, I had seen him earlier, during the week. He had chaired the seminar for East European translators where I had been struggling with feelings of sleepiness, suffocation, and bouts
of perspiration. I had been afraid that I would never escape from that horrible mausoleum, where ghosts in ties
glided along corridors, plastic fish in an unreal syrup of power, the denser spots in an absolute rarefaction. One
needed only to break the aquarium, to shatter the dome.
For me Franz was also one of those marginally real figures whose condition for visibility seemed to be an air
conditioned environment, that eroding gas which eventually dissolves flesh of all reality. Had I met him on the
street I would have been startled, as though meeting a ghost. But I stuck his card into my pocket, and that fated
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him to develop bones and ligaments which I was fated to become familiar with through skin and flesh, like in an
anatomy lesson. And I was to discover with amazement that a European, one of those flawless ghosts that hovered
around me here, was nothing more than an ordinary, miserable, live human being.
And at some point he wasn’t even that. At some point he would just be printer’s ink in the morning newspaper,
which was discarded as trash by the evening.
*
Today I lay on the bed half the day smoking and thinking about the kind of clothes I’d like to wear. The weather outside was cold and gray. The wind blew, and the branches of the ash tree swayed behind the window. The
room was dark. I like this hotel, or boardinghouse. It’s a place to disappear into. I may as well be at the end of the
earth. Imagine, the chest of drawers here is mahogany. The bed on which I’m lying is also mahogany, with knobs
and a headboard. This room could easily belong to the nineteenth century, just as I could easily belong in the
nineteenth century. Hopefully the nineteenth century will soon arrive. Hopefully I won’t have to wait long.
At first I thought about clothes from that period, but I couldn’t really imagine much beyond the ones I’d seen
at the movies yesterday. This mute woman had some kind of circular rib frame under her dress and a whole array
of petticoats and bodices and I don’t know what. It took her a long time to take them all off, and there was one
scene where she was wearing all these clothes and the rib frame as she crawled in mud and lianas, trying to flee
from a man.
Next I thought about fashionable summer clothes for myself—pale sea blue and coral-colored silk with coralred buttons, pale linens, and glowing, blood-red silk embroidered with poisonous flowers. Always linen and silk,
silk and linen! And sunglasses. The cologne would be Le Globe. That’s not very fashionable anymore, but it’s
reminiscent of cypresses and rhubarb at the same time. And to go along with all this there should be a guy in sunglasses, with selfishly lusting lips, arrogant in his silver-colored sports car. I’d let him drive me to the Cannes
Film Festival and there I’d drop him, despite his begging and pleading. There, there are bigger fish for me to
catch.
Only the film festival finished yesterday. Anyway, I’m too late for that, and what would be the point of it all?
The film I saw yesterday got the best film award or something like it at Cannes—The Piano.\fn{An Academy Awardwinning film, released in 1993. } At the end the piano was lying on the ocean floor, in absolute silence. That reminded
me of Franz or of myself, deep beneath the water, in complete silence. And in darkness.
*
Actually, Franz once bought me a silk shirt, silver gray, a fashionable color, but I don’t especially like it—
pretty standard medium-priced department store stuff. At first I was impressed with everything in store windows
here. Now I’ve come to realize that almost all is trash, garbage. In the windows on Rue Saint-Honore you can see
some quite beautiful things, but one vest there costs a fortune, and that makes you no longer want anything. I’d
rather wear sackcloth or old Baltika-manufactured rags. The people I least want to look like are the East Europeans I see here. They buy themselves some horrible outfits on the Boulevard Saint-Michel and then prance about in
them as if in seventh heaven! Even if they got hold of some Arabian oil sheik or some wealthy old émigré Russian
Jewish lady who would dress them from head to toe in Versace or Rabanne clothes, I’d still recognize them, because they wouldn’t know how to wear these clothes. Something would always give them away! Me as well.
Next I thought up some far-out clothes for myself. First I’d shave my head and pull on a big flaming-red wig.
I’d put tiny round gold-rimmed glasses on my nose. My coat and pants would be dark green velvet, and I’d paint
the nail of my second finger dark green to match. I’d wear a gold ring with a huge emerald. The collar of my dark
purple shirt would be closed by a spider-shaped clasp of gold and diamonds. I’d wear boots with gold buttons. I
wouldn’t show myself during the day. In the evening I’d sit in the third row of the Opera, all alone, and I’d yawn
insolently. I’d leave in the middle of the performance to pick up my lover in the Metro. He’d be a drug addict, thin
as a skeleton, with huge black eyes. He’d probably have AIDS, but I wouldn’t care about that. We’d still share the
same needle.
*
Next I thought about a more practical dress, in case I lived with Franz, like he wanted me to. I’d wear it in that
hallowed kitchen, and the automatic washing machine would always be washing it until nothing would remain.
One day I’d go to the market to buy bananas, stark naked.
*
When you call me you always finish by saying, “Je t’embrasse.” That is, of course, when D—— is not close
by. You always say it as though you were really kissing me, and that is even better than an actual kiss. What’s in
real kissing, after all? But not everyone can say it like you do. I myself am amazed that I’m not at all jealous of D
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——, whom I haven’t seen, of course, nor do I want to see. Maybe I don’t even love you. That’s entirely possible. In that case, I love this not being in love. I want to talk to you. And that’s what I’m doing. And in doing that,
I slowly distance myself from the real world.
Many things have already become small and insignificant. I’m amazed how I could ever have assigned them
such importance. Yesterday on the telephone you said,
“Je suis nul.” I answered,
“J’adore ta nullité, Angelo.”
I said that this was as good as it gets. And after that we were silent for at least a minute. Not even the sound of
breathing could be heard. As if the words had become reality and there were two nothings at either end. Can you
imagine a Frenchman who could be silent for an entire minute on the telephone?
Angelo, I adore your nothingness. I’m sick to death and tired of all those people who are something.
*
Remember, I told you on the phone that I’d been to the museum. After I had thought about all those fashions
and was becoming nauseated from smoking, I forced myself to get up (Grandmother would always say, “Well,
force yourself to get up from there”) and become active. I took a shower and dressed in that silver-gray shirt,
which is not so bad after all; a colorful dark purple necklace would go well with it, the kind they wear nowadays,
especially if one had a tan. I’ve been broiling myself by the pond in the Montsouris Park. There are others there,
all sorts of flesh in the embrace of hot humid air. Sometimes I don’t know which I find more seductive, a solitary
jogger or the flowering tree that he’s running past.
Next I debated whether or not to carry along my dark green briefcase, the one with the gold knobs, to give the
impression that I was terribly official, was going to the library to take notes for my dissertation. Or to go emptyhanded, as though I were available and independent, but my night of course would be occupied, don’t even think
otherwise! The briefcase was another present from Franz. He didn’t have such bad taste after all, rather the contrary.
In this city everyone dresses to be observed—all except those recent arrivals from the real world, as you were,
Angelo, and they are watched even more closely. Smiling that gently depraved smile of yours, you once suggested that I should get a little involved with voyeurism, as a sideline.
“Les Parisiens, ils sont tous un peu voyeuristes,” you said.
You needn’t have suggested that because I’ve been involved with it from the moment I came here. For example, the Metro is very suited for it. Everyone there is spying on others, especially when the car isn’t crowded. You
need a certain distance. Yesterday, when I was coming home, a well-dressed young executive sat opposite me, a
tall boy with wavy hair, insolent eyes, and full lips. I thought about how I’d kiss them and stared at him in a moment of absentmindedness. Just then he turned his head, bent his neck so that his lips touched the shoulders of his
light green cashmere jacket, and with a rapid flick of his tongue picked up some imaginary crumb, just as animals,
dogs or cats, do. He got off at the same stop as I and, carrying his briefcase, disappeared into one of the office
buildings.
I finally left my briefcase at home but brought along some flimsy black covers, as if to hide important documents! In a word, I dressed to go to the museum.
To the museum! I wonder where I suddenly got that idea? I do after all have a free pass, so why not use it? I’m
not a big museumgoer, by the way. In my opinion, pictures in museums are all alike, and there are always obviously far too many of them. I think museums are almost as odious as department stores. The only difference is
that you don’t buy things in museums, although tourists with their cameras at the Louvre are almost as feverish as
those shopping at Leclerc. What to take, what to leave?
Still, one can run into more relaxed characters at museums, and when they’re examining paintings one can
observe them without being disturbed. And often there are unexpected window niches where it’s fun to sit down
briefly to look out. So all in all, museums aren’t bad. They’re OK to visit.
In Amsterdam Franz and I went to museums. I distinctly remember one particular picture. It was something
contemporary, a large canvas, painted completely full of red flames.
At the center of this fire a very realistic terrified rabbit was fleeing from a man with bulging eyes who was
chasing it with an outstretched knife. The title was Rabbit for Dinner. Franz couldn’t understand why I burst out
laughing. I on the other hand couldn’t stop. We were forced to leave the museum. I think he resented me for that,
because he had paid for admission, after all.
But yesterday I went directly to the Louvre. Quite original, don’t you think? I walked about aimlessly for quite
some time and was beginning to tire. The seventeenth-century framed classical murals go on endlessly; so many
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torsos, faces, and motions, but nothing actually happens, just like on the street or in music videos, which I like to
watch whenever I can.
In other words, I was starting to look for the exit (that’s not as easy as it sounds; you can easily get trapped in
there, just like in department stores) when I suddenly noticed a familiar face.
You may be familiar with Gilles or Pierrot by Watteau.\fn{Jean-Antoine Watteau (1684-1721), French artist.} I remembered it from way back. At one time a reproduction of that picture had been published in The Children’s Art
Calendar. It hung on the wall of our apartment for an entire month. I was already in high school then and was
allowed to hang calendars above my desk. Grandmother hated that picture, but by that time she was already too ill
and too weak to enforce her will. I would probably have obeyed her and would have turned the page, as if August
had never occurred (yes, I’m pretty sure Gilles was on August). But now she just complained,
“Why is he standing there like that, hands hanging at his sides? And what’s the creature that’s looking up from
there, a wild boar? That’s not a real painting!”
I actually sympathized with Gilles. We were like coconspirators, and I would very much have liked to comfort
that boar-like creature. He had such an infinitely sad face. I even saw him in my dreams.
But yesterday I stood in the museum hall and waited until the crowd of German tourists dispersed from in front
of that painting. A guide was explaining something to them, pointing to different details with a pointer. Interesting, what could he be explaining, I thought, the meaning of it all? They know everything and I still know nothing.
Don’t know the meaning of anything. There were several additional small, strange paintings by Watteau. Some
were almost unpleasant, ugly and unearthly. One was titled Indifferent, a semi-floating creature with an indefinable, dissipated expression. I was aware that long tracts have been written about this picture. I actually know quite
a few things.
I finally managed to get to look at that Gilles in peace. I didn’t really feel anything special. I had arrived somewhere, from an apartment in a prefabricated apartment house, which stank of Grandmother’s medicines because
no windows could be opened to let in air, to this city, to this picture whose copy had hung in that apartment. In
that apartment I had actually dreamed that I would flee to Paris one day, would walk along the boulevards, would
sit in cafés, would smile at people who would smile at me, and no one would be able to reach me there, not
Grandmother, not the teachers, not my own life. Now I was here in this unfriendly city, full of tourists, suffering
from heat, lying in my den until midday, not knowing what more to dream about. I could not even bother to dream
about anything anymore. And I didn’t escape from anything either. Everything came with me—my life,
Grandmother, the stuffy apartment of my childhood, whatever.
Still, it’s easier not to have a need to dream, for example, that someone loves me. At one time I dreamed about
that obsessively. I didn’t dream about anything else. And in the end, what was it all about? As Grandmother would
say, only worry and misery. With time I’m beginning to see more and more how right she was.
*
Angelo, if only it would have been like this! If only I could really have stood quietly and hopelessly like this
Gilles, hands at my sides, eyes wide awake. If only my inner recalcitrance and struggle would cease. If only this
horrible mute bellowing would have stopped resurfacing from somewhere deep within me!
If only I would have been able to stand there and look at that picture with total indifference, the picture that
once hung on the wall of Grandmother’s apartment. If only I hadn’t squeezed my eyes shut because I couldn’t
bear it all. Just as there, a hundred years earlier, always and forever there, in the high school lavatory where I had
run to from class and closed and latched the door. Where I pressed my face against the painted green veneer, my
mute face. I made no sounds in that stench. I scratched at the obscenities-covered wall, without knowing exactly
why, the C grade for my essay, or the weird boar-like creature, or my own terrible flesh, or because Grandmother
would die soon, or because my own ungainly limbs would someday have to take shape and become desirable, or,
even sadder, because I’d become an adult and would do adult things, would betray and kill and forget, while at the
same time I’d still be silently bellowing in that stinking high school lavatory at the end of the corridor, at the end
of the earth.
*
As you know, I’m not really here to lie in bed, to wander around museums, or to write you letters I don’t mail.
I’m here to sit in the library, to read postwar French poems, to compile them into an anthology, to then translate it
into a language this poetry cannot be translated into. An international foundation has given me a grant to do this,
within the framework of East European cultural integration. I’ve done a little of this work, sat in the library and
integrated. I’ve stared at the ceiling (actually there is no ceiling at the Beaubourg, there are pipes). I’ve stared at
people, and also read some poetry. They wrote miles of poetry here during the postwar years and published it on
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beautiful thick paper. Bad, senseless poetry, simply gibberish that no one has been reading for a long time. Except
maybe someone like me, someone else who gets paid to do it.
Still, a few very good lines can be found among the rest. Maybe all this work was written to obscure those few
good verses, so that finding them wouldn’t be easy.
Franz didn’t understand how I could say that what I am doing is senseless. I suppose it really isn’t. They pay
me. It’s my work. Franz had worked and sweated all his life, had read Nietzsche\fn{ Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche (18441900), German philosopher.} and Kierkegaard\fn{Søren Aabye Kierkegaard (1813-1855), Danish philosopher.} and Foucault, had
explained all this to students, all about the inexplicability and senselessness of the world, in order that they would
succeed in life. That was his work, which he must have performed diligently, otherwise he wouldn’t have gotten
as far, become a well-paid professor. Later I learned how to use this veneration of work to my own advan-tage. I
would open up the collected works of some poet, turn the pages as if I were reading, and then I could be sure that
he would leave me in peace and I would be free to think my thoughts.
Glory to work! Every morning on my way to school, as I sat squeezed between fat women on the trolley, I
would pass that slogan on the walls of a factory. It is probably still there, because it was set into the brick wall
when they built the factory.
Today, a thin, bespectacled woman, well dressed and fortyish, sat beside me in the library. She was reading
Kafka,\fn{Franz Kafka (1883-1924), Czech novelist.} her brows wrinkled, her lips tightly pressed, making notes as she
read. Her ballpoint pen flew over the white paper with amazing speed, and the sheets filled one after the other
with careful, readable, delicate handwriting. She was working on her dissertation. I didn’t once see her change her
expression or look up from her work. At six she glanced at her watch, collected her Kafka notes, and went. The
workday was done.
Of course, not everybody at the library is as industrious as she. Even today a girl who was sitting there, opposite the Kafka woman, was looking around, chewing her fingernails, looking angry. She put her head on the desk,
closed her eyes, and heaved a heartrending sigh. Afterward I saw from her books that she wasn’t from here, she
was Russian.
*
How I love beautiful packages, clean streets, and the comforts of life! I love this world here, I even loved
Franz and his meek work ethic. But then I would wish that hidden in the breast pocket of my improbable dark
green velvet coat would be a tiny bomb, and that as I left the Opera in the middle of the performance I would
forget it under the seat. The explosion would claim many victims.
But no, I don’t really want to harm anyone. I don’t want anyone to suffer. I want everything to vanish painlessly into the air, everything, department store goods, paintings in the museum, the crowd that enters and exits
the door, vanish like nothing at all and I along with that nothing at all.
Actually, it’s good that I have my old men, those postwar poets. Yes, most of them have either died or, if alive,
are as old as the hills. They still sit amid their books and keep writing. They spite their bladder disease and
publish a new collection of poems every year, until death takes them as well. By the way, I’ve noticed that when
they were young they wrote about death all the time, but now they don’t talk about it any more. You won’t find a
word about prostate glands, spleens, or atherosclerosis in their poetry. Those sources of suffering!
Still, they do help me pass the time. I sit in the library and drink desiccated poison from their ancient lips, hone
my ears to catch the whispers of the dead.
And occasionally I do hear something, something that comforts me, that eases that constantly constricting
leash around my neck; these few verses, for example:
et des guitares hébétées
se couchent tard
entre l’amour et l’amiti\fn{and the languid guitars | go to sleep late | between love and friendship }
I’m sending you these verses, Angelo, as a goodnight kiss, because it’s very late. It’s night and dark.
*
Sunday. That means that there’s no mail delivery and there’s no reason for me to go down to the mailbox. I’m
not expecting anything, nothing at all really, not even my bank balance notice from the Société Genéralé
Otherwise, I do go down there many times a day. The mailboxes have glass lids so that I can already see from
the stairs if my box is empty. But I still go closer to be sure: empty. Then one day there may be a whole bunch of
letters, from my mother, from a friend, the one whose hands once performed magic above the developing tank and
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whose handwriting I don’t recognize, the one I had completely forgotten, although I obviously must have sent him
a postcard from here, how else would he have gotten my address? For some reason letters like to arrive in
bunches. God doesn’t like regular distributions. Even pouring his spirit on the apostles was accomplished in one
fell swoop.
At the very bottom there’s yet another thick envelope, a long and strange letter from you, Angelo. I keep
reading and rereading it, never tire of reading it. That’s the advantage of letters we never receive.
Mailboxes … Who more than I knows the luscious titillation that makes my fingers tremble as they fumble
with the lock on the mailbox, the lock on that temple of sin.
But now I should describe another landscape for you. This time it’s neither a sky nor a bay, but a road. A road
that leads to some mailboxes, beyond a barren hill, beyond maple trees, crossing under the sky.
*
By now I think I’ve mentioned a pair of hands several times, hands that once conjured the outlines of bodies
and objects from noxious developing solution and white paper, and whose written lines I no longer recognize
today. Those hands, whose movements once enraptured my glances, long ago, in a darkness that has since disappeared, belonged to a young clergyman. Yes, a minister, a black-robed man! Now you can understand my untimely allusions, my temporary eloquent sermonizing. It was all his, from there, from those times, that lost century in
which I lived, which perhaps I most belong to.
That’s where my adventure with religion all started, dear Angelo. Yes, it (religious adventure! loss of faith!)
probably seems highly unlikely to you, and it is unlikely in this world in which all further appeals have become
impossible. But there, in that frozen period of time, in that country behind the stacked firewood, the one from
which I slipped away, it was still possible, even probable.
And I cannot remain silent on this, because this is a part of my crime. It’s from here that the footprints lead to
the mailbox, to the road that went by the maple trees, the one I promised to tell you about.
*
I remember that when I entered the church, it was cold, dark, and empty. Outside it was spring, and inside a
grave-like frigidity prevailed. But this grave was not entirely empty. Some figures, wrapped in shawls, were
crouching in the center pews. They were in the shadow of the tall backrests. That’s why I didn’t notice them at
first. Were they dozing or were they dead? No, they moved, because someone moved up above, someone who had
been kneeling at the pulpit and who now emerged and spoke in a somewhat hollow voice,
“Now hear the words of God …”
A bony, winter-weary face, the collar of the clerical robe too large for the pliant, boyish neck, and that hollow
voice, like the voice of someone practicing a speech in front of the mirror. Actually, he was talking to himself. He
spoke to the dead whose pews were empty and to those few living whose dulled ears no longer caught the twitter
of earthly voices, to those who opened their songbooks but no longer honed their hearing to the squeaking of the
broken organ because their ears were already attuned to the song of the grave, the light seductive murmur of dust.
Then the one at the pulpit caught sight of me—a live being who had come from outside to penetrate his cold,
peaceful chamber—and he lost the thread of his sermon.
In other words, I was soon sitting behind his back in the dark, inhaling the odor of his clerical sweat. And soon
I was peeking over his shoulder to see the developing tank, hotly awaiting the miracle, the developing outlines of
the miracle emerging from his hands.
You see, Angelo, from the beginning I have confused everything. I loved the hands of a human as if they were
the hands of God, and I expected love from them, which was not human. I knew from the start that I was knocking on the door of the impossible, that it would never be opened, that the border was solid even though it might
have appeared to be transparent, that the miracle would not occur. But I was enchanted, enthralled by the solitude,
the pious senselessness that surrounded him in that icy church, in that deserted century from which all people
whose legs could carry them at all had long since fled.
Besides, we conversed. At least I spoke. I needed someone who would listen to me. Honestly, I can’t remember that he ever spoke. Was he even real? Yes, he was. He walked beside me and listened to me that summer and
even beyond, when I, alone at last, passed the maples, crossed beneath the sky on the way to the mailbox from
which I expected a revelation, some sign of salvation.
Those years now seem to have been my life’s most beautiful. I was so totally convinced of my unhappiness
and had the time to wallow in this unhappiness. I didn’t have many other obligations. I had been forced to resign
my teaching job, of course, because I had shown myself too frequently in that damp, stone-walled cave, that
indescribable den of evil. Times were still like that then. But I didn’t really expect anything of the world. The
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sweetness of my misery sufficed. Viewing myself as a victorious martyr, I exited the civil servant’s office, and
like an infatuated monk moved to an abandoned rural pastorate where the stone walls remained dank and cold
throughout the summer but still failed to dampen my fever. I had to withdraw as far as possible, to as isolated a
spot as possible, to oppose the worlds oppression with my own; to be as far away as possible from the hands that
changed liquid to pictures and wine to blood. My fever could reach its peak only from a distance; fever which I in
turn transformed into words, faltering but steaming letters I wrote from that discarded pastorate, from that century
that had since been declared wasted.
Those letters were my sweet sacrifice, my revenge on a world that always repaid me with silence. They were
filled with the venom of jealousy. Because I was full of jealousy. I was jealous of his books, his clerical robes, the
wooden figure of Christ whose poor wooden feet he so devotedly gazed on, even those hoary women between
whose lips he inserted the consecrated bread during Easter Thursday communion, the thin insipid wafer whose
floury taste has aroused me ever since, just as the taste of semen. I would have wanted to be the one and only
surrogate for all those things, to have been the only one to taste that hopelessly unleavened bread!
That’s how I discovered the mailbox for myself, the magic box with which one could easily transform the
world into an imaginary place. Alone in an empty room I could put anything I wanted on paper. No force could
stop me. As a final act, I would wipe my tongue across the strip of glue on the envelope, press my hand as the
ultimate seal on the next sweet lie, and carry this heavy gift to the altar, to the counter in the post office, always
covetously with my own hands, without ever trusting any mediators, least of all the mailman, who was a drunkard
and could easily lose my precious message in the woods. I wasn’t bothered by the possibility (totally likely considering my correspondent’s occupation) that the letters would be opened and read in some office. Indeed, this
increased the excitement.
And every evening I went on a pilgrimage to the mailbox, which was about half a kilometer from the pastorate.
The mailboxes were by the side of the road.
For occasionally he wrote back, rarely sent a postcard or a few lines. But that was enough for me, because one
condition for the gods’ existence is the letters we write them, not their response to ours. Where is he now, the god
of those times? I’ve heard that he’s gone to America, but he may just as well have died, because I haven’t corresponded with him for a long time now.
Now I correspond with you, Angelo. After all, I have to go through those motions which I learned at one time,
have to follow step by step the road that I then contrived.
Maybe I’m confusing something? That was so long ago, the time and the distances have become opaque. It
may be that I didn’t even write him. It all seems too real. I may even have been married to him at the time I
watched his hands over his shoulder, those hands which tried to endow worldly images with visibility. That would
have been more ingenuous, although I don’t quite know how that would have been possible. But as Grandmother
used to say, who knows about those marriage problems,
“Who knows!”
In that marriage, would I have been the man or the woman? Who’s to say? Especially when dealing with
clergymen and priests. What’s really hidden under that clerical robe, the pious black gown?
I once tried on his robe, secretly, in the antechamber, and felt my body beneath it. I found this aroused me.
Anyway, those letters made me feel almost pregnant. During midsummer, in the evening when I used to walk
to the mailbox, large fleshy cows, milked and content, would be ruminating by the road. Cumulus clouds that had
gathered by the alder tree grove seemed to drip with a senseless desire, so much that it hurt. Swallows almost
touched my hair …
Those trips to the mailbox were the only moments during the day that I observed the sky and sensed the
heavens communicating with me about the beauty of unfulfilled expectations, the sadness of lengthy journeys.
As I passed them, I would observe the maple trees. There were three, and they stood rustling sensuously and
ponderously, since autumn had not yet robbed them bare. Sometimes on August evenings I would stand beneath
them in the warm dusk and let myself be enveloped by their rustling, so as to fully savor the pleasure of the pain.
*
As a lover Franz was wonderful. I think that’s how it’s usually put. Anyway, he wasn’t one of those drowsy
types we have in the North. I enjoyed sex with him; I was so wild with passion that I even surprised myself. And
then, I started despising him more than ever. I don’t know what it was, why I loathed him like that. His pathetic
expressions, his hairy hands.
Sometimes on the street, in the Metro, I sense that I’m the object of a dark, hot Latin gaze, and then I yearn to
be held by those hands, yearn to press myself against that hairy bestial chest. When that happens I usually assume
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an especially severe and impenetrable expression or, even better, hide behind my sunglasses. I had some sunglasses made at Lissac’s, you know. Prescription glasses, because I’m blind as a bat without them, and now I love
them. I can look right at those dark, moist eyes and see the gaze become confused, turn helpless as he sees me
looking right at him but can’t see my eyes. And then I pretend to continue reading.
But this is what happened to me yesterday. I went to look at the pictures at the Orangerie. There are a couple of
small Matisse interiors there, you know, the one titled The Baudoir.\fn{Henri Émile Benoît Matisse (1869-1954), French
artist.} The sunshine through the window has, over a long period of time, reduced the room’s visibility to almost a
nothingness. Faded it away, leaving only a couple of faint blue and pink lines, nothing more, just a breeze that
billows the half invisible curtains.
I always wish I could be in one of those Matisse rooms, be that weightless figure of light, the one standing near
the window of the boudoir, or the other, the one dozing, slumped in the easy chair …
Oh, but I think I already wrote you about that picture. I’m starting to repeat myself, already! I had been feeling
happy for no reason since morning. When I exited the Metro at the Place de la Concorde, a shower had just ended.
The square was still wet. Water ran into gutters. The sun came out, and the linden trees in the Tuileries gardens
glistened luxuriantly. Their new growth was already quite high. Spring is over. Walking down the stairs in the
direction of the fountains, I was thinking: how enormous the world is and how boundless its secrets! How boundless are my own secrets, let alone all that may still develop and become reality, and I wished I could live for at
least a thousand years.
Have you ever been in the Tuileries gardens and observed how different the flower beds are? Usually flower
beds in parks are full of large, showy flowers: roses, begonias, fuchsias, salvia. (Every summer around Saint
John’s Day, Grandmother would take begonias to the cemetery. Sometimes we’d keep them in the apartment
briefly and I would secretly taste the sour petals filled with reddish juice.)
But the flowers in the Tuileries are more like dry weeds: monkshoods, poppies, cornflowers, snapdragons,
dwarf carnations, daisies, and such, just like those by the porch at Grandmother’s half brother Ernst’s place in the
country. The flower beds in the Tuileries have probably been left there by mistake, remnants of that bygone, naïve
world, like the paintings by Renoir\fn{Pierre Auguste Renoir (1841-1919), French painter.} and Matisse, from the nineteenth century, from my world. They spread their bitter smell in the center of Paris. It makes you want to look
around to make sure that the chickens haven’t gotten into the garden, to give you a legitimate reason for chasing
them. A large black cloud appeared from the direction of the Place de la Concorde (hay sheaves should be covered with large plastic sheeting, which billows and glitters in the last rays of sunshine against the darkening sky). I
fled from the park to take shelter under the archway of the Rue de Rivoli and watched the torrential rain and hail
pelt car roofs. The wind tore loose a black sign from the wall of the Louvre and carried it high into the sky, a malicious harbinger of joy!
I had stopped in front of the window of an antiques store, and as I turned around I noticed a man and woman
making a purchase just then. They were both young and unbelievably stylish, a la 1960s. The woman, actually the
girl, had an innocent, powdered, doll-like face and artificially curled hair. One wide lapel of her tight-waisted
jacket was decorated with plastic, fake-gemmed flowers. Her slacks were tight around the buttocks and flared at
the legs, and she laughed gleefully as she spent the man’s money. The man in his dark-framed glasses looked
exactly like some innocent philosophy instructor from the Sorbonne, leaning toward Maoism but secretly enjoying the comforts of life.
Of course, everything there was terribly expensive, and I thought that a billion miles separated the people in
that store from me. For them I was as distant as the begging Yugoslav war refugee who was crouching with her
child by the column on the street. Knowing that made me even happier.
*
But I meant to tell you a story, not describe flower beds and people. The story, at least something resembling a
story, happened later, after the park and the downpour. I went into a bar, one of those bars, because my feet were
tired and I didn’t feel like going back to my room yet. Not that the thought of a long, lonely evening frightened
me. That doesn’t disturb me any more. But sometimes I enjoy observing the unhappy flesh that awaits its salvation in those bars. Besides, I wanted to toast the beginning of my new life. Yes, I had the feeling that something
new was about to start, a departure, or something like that (of course, no sooner has one arrived than one realizes
that every place is just the same as the previous one).
Sometimes when I have been in coffee shops and hungrily observed people, I’ve had the feeling that they
avoid me like the plague. I dress properly and am not ugly, and yet if there is any room at all elsewhere, it has
seemed that no one ever comes to sit at a table next to mine!
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Last night I didn’t stare at people that much, only from a distance and nonchalantly, like at landscapes. If I
smiled, then only to myself. When Grandmother used to beat me with the sewing machine strap because I had
talked back to her (we had an old Singer sewing machine, one with a foot pedal, that had been with Grandmother
in Siberia), she wanted me to cry, but I never did. I would gnash my teeth together and think, I’m not going to die!
Exactly that—I’m not going to die!—and that’s exactly what I told myself as I lifted a glass of milk to my lips in
that bar.
Yes, a glass of milk. You know, of course, that it’s very fashionable to drink milk in bars nowadays, and I like
that. There’s something indescribably malicious in it; to lift a tall glass of cold milk, which costs fifteen francs, to
your lips. That’s a total escape from all those disgusting glasses of cow’s milk that I was forced to drink, especially on the farm at Grandmother’s half brother Ernst’s place. Warm, just-milked milk! Flies used to buzz around the
lukewarm burners of the stove in that kitchen! No, this expensive, sinful milk has nothing in common with cows
or with anything that’s supposed to be sensible. What a triumphant feeling I had as I drank it. Oh, they haven’t
vanquished me, not Grandmother, not Franz, not anybody. I’m the one who vanquished them. I’m not going to
die!
That’s when the man who was sitting at the table next to mine leaned toward me and said,
“Please, would you smile for me?”
I shrugged my shoulders and smiled. Why not? Have you noticed, Angelo, that people are often like that? If
you’re unhappy, then they run from you like from a mad dog, it’s catching! But if you’re happy and don’t worry
about anything, then you attract them like flies to honey, like leeches.
No, this Frenchman wasn’t a leech. Quite a pleasant person in his mustard-yellow coat, Lacoste frames, and an
expression that reminded me of a beaten dog—you know, a scar that couldn’t be hidden by sunglasses or by the
expensive clothes. Something had happened to him. Something in him had broken at some time, and now he was
asking me whether he could sit at my table.
“Mais pourquoi pas.”
Really, why not? I didn’t care whether I sat alone or whether there was someone to talk with. His name was
Jean-Claude, a good French name. I said I was Swedish. You know, I couldn’t be bothered starting to explain
where the country that I came from was, etc. When they hear you’re from Eastern Europe they look on you with
pity and speak with hollow words, as if you were a dead relative.
To this he replied that he was “très européen” and favored doing away with borders. I reminded him that right
now they’re starting to reestablish borders. (I enjoyed reiterating such newspaper stories.)
“Unfortunately, yes, but that will only be temporary; in the end I’m sure democracy and Europe will win.”
He said this with a flat, sort of studied optimism. I felt as though I were talking to a child and should be careful
not to say anything that might frighten him. Even a word such as “Amsterdam” scared him. He said they’d gone
too far in liberalizing laws in Holland, because everything has sensible limits, after all. He ordered some more
milk for both of us and asked me to remove my glasses.
“Veux-tu enlever tes lunettes?”
This sounded like a desperate assault, an attempt at assault. I did as he wished, thinking (and this thought made
me want to laugh) that this is for the glass of milk, although I’m sure he didn’t have the audacity to think that.
And I thought further, how much does he think it worth for me to take off my clothes? But I took off my sunglassses and smiled at him, and he kissed me and I had no objections. He kissed me tenderly and his eyes were moist
with desire.
In other words, he finally asked me whether he could drive me home. I knew what was implied, but I feigned
naïveté and agreed with an expression that the question only implied the choice between the Metro and a car. In
the street he kissed me again and tried to stick his hands in my pants, but then I suddenly didn’t want it anymore. I
withdrew and looked into his pathetic eyes once more, those that just a minute ago had aroused me. Now they
made me laugh. I burst out laughing; he didn’t understand when I said, You know, Jean-Claude, I have to go now.
“Mon ami m’attend.”
He looked like a child whose toy had been pulled from his hands. I felt sorry for him and turned to go, then I
looked back; maybe I would have gone with him? But he had disappeared as if without a trace.
*
Oh, I felt so light, so on top of things! The night air was warm. I enjoyed breathing as I walked to the Metro
station. There was a little time before the last train, and I was so happy that I was by myself and that I didn’t need
anyone. You know, Angelo, how sweet it is to leave someone and to run away.
*
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Last night I dreamed of Grandmother again. In this town, so far from home, I have no protection from dreams.
They’re like houses with open doors: anyone can wander in, even those who are dead and obviously forgotten. I
have obviously not forgotten Grandmother, but in yesterday’s dream I saw a boy I used to love—platonically, of
course—in high school. Actually, I myself wasn’t even aware of it. In poems that I secretly wrote in my journal,
which should still be somewhere, so that it could be checked, I’d write, “You, who don’t love me …” and things
like that.
In my dream I was in bed with this boy, hugging him. It was exactly him. I knew it, although his body resembled Franz’s a little, only slimmer. I don’t think I’ve even thought about him for many years, and if someone
would have asked me his name the night before, I wouldn’t have been able to reply. But now I have the feeling
that I’ve just seen him as a young, slight high school boy (he may already be a paunchy paterfamilias). It was so
real, here, on this bed. As if everything I had ever desired is bound to happen, even if in a dream. I cannot die
before!
Grandmother was also young in that dream, although I didn’t know her when she was young. She was young,
then suddenly old, and I knew in my dream that she was dead, and that was somehow disgusting. The entire
dream was a little disgusting. A nightmare. Grandmother was showing me some kind of book. I wanted to see it in
the worst way, but whenever I started looking at it, she’d pull it away because it was supposed to have lewd pictures. She said,
“Whenever I let a man come near me, that sure made his day.”
That, by the way, was how she used to talk when she was alive. She made me swear that I would never have
anything to do with “such things.” She used to admonish me to “keep away from women.”
“Once she has a child hanging on her, she’ll start demanding money.”
I was surprised, because at the time I couldn’t imagine what business I would have with women.
I think I ought to have a headstone made for Grandmother’s grave. Maybe then she’ll leave me in peace and
not bother me in dreams. I’ve always intended to do that, but the money has always been spent before I’ve
reached the stonemasons. She’s buried in a cemetery on the outskirts of the city. In my opinion, it’s a horrible
place, masses of graves crowded under trees, each decorated with some kind of contraption, with withered flowers
in water that’s turned green and slimy in glass jars.
I even cried at the funeral. I felt so sorry for myself, for my miserable life, which seemed to have taken on a
finality, a never-changing status. By the way, she wasn’t my real grandmother. She was my mother’s stepmother
and had brought Mother along from Siberia. Mother was actually Polish or something like that. No one knew
exactly, and Grandmother never talked about it. One story, which I remember from God knows where, was that
Mother was actually the child of Grandmother’s lover, only by another woman, a Pole who had died in Siberia.
Maybe I thought this up myself, or saw it in a dream. Anyway, I don’t know what my nationality really is or why I
write these letters in this strange language. Sometimes it seems to me that I no longer understand this language. It
seems so funny, so absolutely unimaginable! Really, I don’t understand anything. How could I translate it into
French? How to make myself understandable to you?
But then again, I have the feeling that I don’t understand and have never understood any other languages,
either, only that one. That’s how I live, with only half a language.
*
I have tried to do everything just the opposite from what Grandmother taught me, at first out of spite, and then
out of habit. I forgave her everything long ago, long before she died, when I held her frail, yellowed hand and she
weakly squeezed mine, clung to it as though it could pull her back from death’s door. Suddenly she was in my
power. She was afraid of me, begging me, this onetime powerful and frightening grandmother. It was easy enough
for me to forgive her!
But doing just the opposite, that was somehow ingrained in me by then. For example, we hardly had any
books, and the only newspaper we subscribed to was the Peoples Voice, which Grandmother made me read out
loud to her after I had learned to read. She pretended to believe what it said. I too was supposed to believe it. She
hoped that this would ensure that she wouldn’t be deported to Siberia again and that my future would be more secure as well. There were long, confusing sentences, which twisted my tongue and made me thirsty, words whose
meaning I didn’t know. But I liked Comrade Brezhnev.\fn{ Leonid Ilich Brezhnev (1906-1982), General Secretary of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (1964-1982). } He was like a big, friendly grandfather with his bushy eyebrows, and I
was always happy when he was off fighting for peace again somewhere in India because I was terribly afraid of
war. Grandmother always said,
“Come what may, the main thing is that we don’t have war again.”
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Her farm had been destroyed by a bomb during the war, and all her relatives had perished in the fire. Because
of that, she temporarily lost her mind. A doctor had told her to walk against the wind, against a moderately cool
wind, and that helped her. I have tried it myself, and it really helps.
That’s how it is, to do the opposite. I swallowed books in the school library. Everything they had, starting with
Treasure Island and ending with War and Peace. Later I learned French, to read even more harmful books, and
somewhat later I started translating books. That was during the period when I was married. That is, when I went
to the mailbox every evening, pregnant with expectations. At first translating became a pastime, a change from
letter writing, which was also a form of translating: translating from one dead language into another. Eventually it
became my work. And now I’m at the point that it seems Grandmother may have been right when she said books
are nothing but empty gibberish.
You know, Angelo, after you have dissected a novel word by word and put it together again, only then do you
see what a ridiculous puffery this literature really is. Words mean nothing. It tickles me when I see them on the
screen of my laptop, these feather-light squiggles. But I can’t do without them. I’m sending them to you now,
Angelo. Heaps of words, deluges of words, hopelessly, unbelievingly, but still secretly hoping: hoping that there is
some power of enchantment in my hopeless gestures that I myself am incapable of recognizing.
Sometimes I’m so tired of all this, all this madness, Grandmother, rebelling, men and women, words, and
translating. I’d like to get out of all this for once, to breathe easily.
I sense that escape is not impossible. One has only to learn the code. How complicated could it be? Sometimes
looking at a child, I feel he knows it. He knows but won’t tell me. Children never reveal their secrets.
Late last night, as I was riding home on the Metro, after that incident with Jean-Claude, a French mother sat
across the aisle from me with her two children. She was thin, with huge eyes. Deep lines furrowed her face. The
children were thin but very beautiful. I find very robust, fleshy children slightly disgusting, but these were exactly
the kind I find attractive. The girl, maybe three, was sleeping with her head in her mother’s lap, and the boy was
alert and on guard, his huge eyes wide open. It was already a quarter past one in the morning. The girl’s legs
twitched in her sleep and I thought, Just like dogs’ legs do. The mother looked at me as if thinking the same
thought, and she gave me a kind smile and even said,
“Le petit chien.” The little dog.
They got off before me. The woman awakened the girl, but she didn’t start to cry or anything. With the same
big eyes, she bravely took her brother’s hand.
The three went into the night and the morning, and I wondered, Where?
*
Another thing happened in Amsterdam. Franz and I went to look at a church. It was very old, and the entire
floor consisted of gravestones so that it actually resembled a roofed graveyard. The ceiling was made of wood,
brown aged boards, just like the bottom of boats, like the bottom of a boat turned upside down and viewed from
below. That spot, by the way, used to be part of the sea.
The ceiling seemed very light, as if it could easily be pushed up when the time came for the dead to rise from
beneath their stones and to step into the boat. Enough time here, time to push off to new harbors!
Soon, quite soon. Franz and I roamed about that empty church, trampled over the gravestones just as others
had trampled on them before, and lost sight of each other. I don’t know whether that church is used anymore or
whether it’s just a museum. There was an admission fee, two heavy copper coins that dropped onto a ceramic
plate. The girl who was selling admission tickets curled her lips disdainfully, in what was supposed to be a smile.
I thought,
“She may be one of the building’s dead, passing time by charging money of the living.”
In the center of the church some large white sheets had been mounted for an art exhibit, and pictures from
Indonesia were on display. Wild-looking gods with blue and yellow mouths smiled brazenly at the naïveté of Europeans who believed in resurrection. It was behind one of those sheets that it happened. I was standing there with
my back to the sheet, studying a wooden figure of the Mother of Christ that had been moved to a corner. “Studying” is the correct term because her face looked somehow familiar. Typically faces of the Virgin are doll-like and
nondescript, but this one seemed to be deep in thought over something, despite the fact that she didn’t actually
have a face. The pink and light blue paint was almost entirely peeled away from the wood; only the corners of the
mouth and the eyes were still painted. Perhaps that’s what gave her this expression. It was as though she had just
come with her little one from the other room where they were talking nonsense. Now she had closed the door
behind them and was looking out the window and was smiling to herself: to the empty sky, to the rose behind the
window. I was just looking at this statue from the corner of my eye (because there was nothing to be seen if one
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looked straight ahead) when I felt that someone had stopped next to me. I thought it was Franz who had crept up
on me to demonstrate his learning. I gave him a forced smile and realized that it was a strange man.
He was dressed as a cleric, in black, and held a black, wide-brimmed hat in his hand (I thought, “The church
must be active after all,”) He had a pale, round face that could have belonged to a twenty-year-old just as well as
to a forty-year-old, and his eyes were pale, and it seemed that the slanting sunlight was passing right through
them. I immediately assumed a defensive position because I thought he might take me for an easy prey, would tell
me some sweet tale, and then ask for a donation. He started,
“I’ve seen you here often.”
He spoke in a stilted but correct French that reminded me more of Latin. I replied that this was utterly impossible.
“You must have confused me with someone else. Monsieur, I’m here for the first time, and I’m not from this
town or even from this country.” In response to this last comment, he asked a strange question.
“But do you know where you are from?”
Something about him irritated me. Maybe his face, which seemed to slip away. There was nothing to take hold
o£ I answered angrily that of course I know, why wouldn’t I? From Eastern Europe.
“Nations are born and destroyed, and there are many worlds, and you must pass through them all, for there is
no escape anywhere.”
He giggled unctuously and tapped with his bamboo cane on the gravestone he was standing on.
I was already starting to feel a little strange. I looked around to find Franz, and at that moment the strange man
disappeared from my side, as if he had gone through the sheet. It had been in constant motion in the light breeze. I
saw Franz far away, wandering, cane in hand, over the gravestones toward me. He seemed to come and come,
over months and years.
Later we walked along streets and long canals. There was little besides prostitutes in display windows. Fleshy
women in underwear behind glass, knocking angrily on windowpanes when men passed, like titmice who search
for bacon rind in the winter. Only those in the windows were on the inside. And then the bells of the church we
had just visited started chiming, and kept on chiming, and didn’t want to stop.
In the evening we ate spaghetti in a restaurant. I didn’t have much of an appetite. The servings were too big.
There’s always more here than one can eat, and that made me lose my appetite entirely.
But Franz ate heartily. He adored spaghetti, only he knew it wasn’t healthy and would make him fat. He was
always concerned about his weight, about his small round belly, which kept threatening to get bigger. And so he
devoured the spaghetti with the gluttony of a sinner, like a desperado who was heading for disaster. His lips were
red from the tomato sauce. He stuffed the long, slimy noodles into his mouth and would probably have wanted to
augment the sensual experience by my putting a hand in between his legs. But he didn’t dare suggest that.
*
Today the weather is autumnal; the leaves on the ash tree behind the window are turning inside out in the wind.
The tree is like an animal that’s having shivers up and down its spine. In this kind of weather I’d like to eat apples
and read novels, to put my teeth into the white flesh of the next apple (the entire porch would be filled with their
melancholy aroma) and to avidly turn the pages in expectation of new murders. I really ought to close the porch
door because it would already be cold outside, but I wouldn’t bother. I’d just pull the wool blanket tighter around
my legs.
*
I went and bought myself three apples from the Arab at the corner, one red, one green, and one yellow. It’s ludicrous here. You get into a mood for something and you can make it happen. Just take five or a thousand francs
from your pocket and you no longer know what to do with your life.
I cut the red apple in half. It exuded a sticky, watery juice and a slightly stale smell. These are actually last
year’s crop. They have been stored for almost a year, and though they may look fresh, they taste of death. I’m
thinking that apples that have been put in tombs with mummies must smell a little like this. Here they are even
more advanced than the Egyptians in the skill of mummification. Here people don’t even start to smell after death,
because everything they’ve eaten is so clean and sterile. They take two showers a day and wash themselves with
soap and water.
At least that’s the impression I got from Franz, although I don’t know what happened. His body stayed after I
had gone. I let the door click shut and went straight down the stairs.
The aimless ringing of the telephone kept echoing in my ears. I went out, onto the street, into the air and the
breeze!
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*
In other words, despite the fact that they cost six francs ninety centimes per kilo, the apples I bought had nothing in common with those apples on the porch that I had been thinking of. If they reminded me of anything, it was
of the apples that Grandmother sometimes bought before Christmas from the grocer across the street. There used
to be long lines to get those, and people said they were “from Poland” or “from Hungary.” Of course those had
looked more shopworn, as if the mean-spirited women in heavy overcoats who waited in those lines had used
them for pummeling each other to pass the time.
Grandmother would always buy two kilos and put them on a tray with gingersnaps. Every evening she would
halve one and we would eat it between the two of us. I would finish my half fast, but Grandmother would suck
hers the entire evening, and my mouth would water. They had a slightly bitter taste and left a strangely tart feeling
in the mouth, more like rowanberries, those Polish or Hungarian apples. No more would be bought all winter
because they were expensive, three rubles a kilo, and Grandmother got seventy rubles pension per month. We had
to live off that. Mother contributed sometimes, when she remembered.
I used to anticipate the day that the apples on the tray would be finished, because then New Year’s break would
be over and I would go back to school and wouldn’t have to sit in our one-room apartment all day listening to
Grandmother reminisce about her Siberian experiences. Those were always one and the same, five variations that
she never tired of. I had to pretend that I listened to her. See, I even deceived you, Angelo. I seduced you with my
devoted expression of listening. Actually, I may not even have heard what you were saying. I may have been
examining your face instead, memorizing it. A person needs something to remember, after all. While pretending to
listen to Grandmother’s stories about Siberia with an attentive expression, I would simply be thinking about other
things, for example: When would my mother come? Or how do people know what they are saying? Or, if I found
a kitten, I’d hide it in the bathroom and would feed it until it grew big, and then there would be no recourse,
Grandmother would have to resign herself to having a cat. Occasionally Grandmother would catch me and slyly
ask,
“Now what was it I was saying?”
And when I said, “Grandmother, about how that man wanted to kill you and make you into soap,” but she had
been talking instead about how they had been towed down the Lena River and those who had frozen to death had
been thrown to the wolves, then an argument ensued:
“You don’t listen to me at all!”
In the end she would beat me, especially when I was stubborn and refused to apologize.
Now there is nothing to do with the apples I bought from the Arab. I’ll eat them, of course. All my purchases
fall flat. In stores I often start wanting things. Everything always looks so good in shop windows, on mannequins.
But when I get home, it’s nothing but junk. It’s as if someone had exchanged it!
*
Instead, I recall some other apples. Cold, sensuous-smelling autumn apples, which I stole during my university
days.
What all I remember now! I did indeed attend a university at one time, in a very small town by a river, behind
the woods. The university had thick walls and a plastered ceiling. They taught astrology, graphology, and dead
languages there. Usually it was autumn beyond the windows. Clouds that reminded me of intricate wrought iron
would waft in the sky. The bell in the town hall tower would strike on the hour, and when people crossed the
wooden bridge, it sounded ominously thundering.
In the evenings I too crossed that bridge. I too wore a long gray overcoat with its collar raised and a student’s
cap pulled over my eyes, because there was always a biting wind blowing along that river. I would walk fast,
almost run, to distance myself from the terror of the university’s disciplinary punishments, to crawl into the safe
haven of my dormitory room in one of the dilapidated, tilting, brown wooden houses.
Behind this house were vegetable beds, with rotten potatoes, and some ancient apple trees. One of those grew
directly behind my window. It did not belong to me or to the landlady. But at night it was easy to crawl out the
window to feel for apples in the cold, wet grass, and then to quickly go back to examine one’s find by the lamplight.
There I ate those apples. I had no money with which to buy any from the store. I read Dostoevsky\fn{ Fyodor Mikhaylovich Dostoyevsky (1821-1881), Russian author.} and stopped going to class. In the end I started having dreams about
an angel, every night, a slim, black angel who just stood at the foot of my bed and did nothing else. That vision
was so unearthly yet so sweet that I wanted nothing more. Ever since, I find the smell of apples arousing.
*
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The dean finally started looking for me, and I went back to attending classes. But I no longer understood what
was happening. At one point I started to cry during a lecture because I was thinking about Count Myshkin. Angelo, did you ever read The Idiot?
*
As you can see, nothing actually happened in Amsterdam, nothing remarkable, anyway. I simply spent a few
days there at Franz’s expense, gradually hating him more and more. An ordinary, mundane deception which
wouldn’t warrant even a mention in the newspaper or any words at the damnation on Judgment Day. After all,
Franz was involved in it all just by chance.
One’s day-to-day life involves constant deception, after all. I live a life that doesn’t interest me, say things I
don’t believe, spend money that isn’t mine. Who does it belong to, by the way? Who owns my life? To whom has
it been pawned? To heaven or hell, to the European Bank for Development and Reconstruction, about whose dubious machinations Franz so enjoyed talking?
You know, I have the feeling that just as I’m spending money that doesn’t exist, I’m living a life that doesn’t
exist. My actions, my days, are only make-believe, and yet they continue. The automated teller at the bank does
not refuse me money. It just whirs for a few moments and a hundred- or a two-hundred-franc bill appears between
its jaws. I pull it out before it changes its mind, and leave, like a thief.
But sweetbrier is blooming in Montsouris Park right now. A young couple had themselves photographed by the
sweetbrier today. And tulip trees, there are two tulip trees by the pond. I had read the name earlier in some books
and had imagined something grand and festive with huge red tulip blooms. Actually the flowers on tulip trees are
quite small, greenish white. The tulip trees Latin name (on a green metal sign) is Liriodendron Tulipfera.
The strange thing is that I don’t want anything. I don’t need anything or anybody. I don’t miss anyone, even
you, Angelo. Of course, the reason I don’t miss you is because I talk to you all the time; I probably couldn’t do
that if you were here.
To me, the notion that someone is missed, that someone’s proximity and services are required and demanded
by someone else, seems horrible and sinister. It’s so good to be alone. Not to talk nonsense with anyone, to sit by
the pond in Montsouris Park and to observe the voiceless birds, ducks and geese who do their thing, twist their
necks and hiss angrily over pieces of white bread.
I like to prowl in out-of-the-way places where few others wander, for example, the hall at the Louvre where
they exhibit pictures of the museum’s history. Hardly anyone ever goes there except a guard who sits there and a
crazy Englishman who carries a copy of A Walk in the Louvre (London, 1993) and is studying the exhibit. Americans storm past there in droves. The same goes for Russians, Poles, Japanese, and Czechs. To see the Mona Lisa!
And why not, quite a beautiful boy!
I once prowled in the history hall. They have great pictures there, for example, a painting titled The Reopening
of the Great Hall (1947). That looked familiar. It was similar to pictures in my onetime history book or in a book
of colored photos I had looked through once in a schoolroom of that ancient country.
Some kind of cardboard optimism, fake and genuine at the same time, made people from that postwar era all
look somewhat alike, wherever they may have been. This is probably considered embarrassing. I hadn’t seen pictures like that anywhere in a long time. They must be kept in storage somewhere, waiting their turn, those redcheeked survivors of 1947 who seem to be saying,
“Well, enough killed. Now let’s taste some of life’s other pleasures.”
Tell me, Angelo, whisper in my ear so that no one else can hear, doesn’t history give you the creeps? Not just
that throats have been slit, and are still being slit, but that this is of absolutely no consequence, that man will put
up with immense suffering, immense!
*
By the way, the linden trees in the Tuileries gardens are in bloom right now. Only the bees are still missing.
Someone had even collected linden blossoms. A bench had been dragged under the tree, and there were footprints
on it. The blossoms collected in a paper cone had been discarded in a nearby trash bin. Maybe this person simply
had the urge to pick blossoms. It may have reminded him of something, of some other time, or of the story “The
Collection of Linden Blossoms.”
*
Another thing I like is personal museums. These are also seldom visited, and in such museums the dead person’s belongings are so peaceful! Books lying “opened” on the desk are no longer disturbed. No one moves the
china elephant to the left of the china Virgin. Her place is on the right. There may even be a little garden or empty
yard behind the window. No one is ever there. The dead person’s view must not be spoiled. If there were anything
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in the yard, then maybe a child’s toys lying deserted on the grass, yellows and pinks. Only the clock would still
tick. A somnolence always comes on there. One would like to lie down on the bed that looks as if it had just been
made, although no hand may have touched it for weeks. But one can’t, there’s a rope pulled across the doorway.
*
Remember, we talked about house museums on the telephone. You spoke about the Thomas Jefferson museum
you had visited in your home state, Virginia. You told me Thomas Jefferson’s bed was in an alcove between two
rooms. There people could say they slept in either room, fell asleep in one and woke up in the other. The bed was
right on the border between the rooms.
*
At first I was totally enthralled by Franz’s Paris apartment. It was on Île Saint-Louis with a view of the river.
Can you imagine! The European Union paid generously for his living quarters in Strasbourg, and he lectured in
Paris as well.
“This apartment is the only luxury I allow myself,” he told me.
That was a couple of days after we had returned from Amsterdam by separate trains (that had been Franz’s
suggestion) and after Franz had been to Strasbourg. We were walking along the little street that halves Île SaintLouis lengthwise. A store was still open, and there a dead pheasant was hanging head down, its colorful feathers
glistening by the glow of the lamp. The storekeeper stood by the counter rubbing his hands; he seemed happy to
have such a bird.
The door of the house was big and heavy, like a church door, but it closed behind us with a quiet click. The
inside was totally dark; only the red signal on the light switch glowed like a wolf’s eyes, and I had the feeling we
were being trapped in a box and the lid had been locked with a click! I hurried to the switch and turned the light
on. The thing I fear most is being trapped, having no way out.
We went up a wooden staircase to the fourth floor. The steps had a flat polish and creaked. Franz opened the
door with two keys. The locks were well oiled and turned easily. We slipped in and there we were, at the place the
crime would occur.
By the way, it’s strange that neither that first night nor during the entire week that followed did I ever meet
another soul in that stairway or corridor. According to Franz, the concierge lived in the adjacent house. I don’t
remember that I ever heard any sounds from the other apartments; only the fact that the garbage bins filled up
indicated that there must have been other people living there. But I didn’t pay that any attention then; I’m used to
places in this town that are deserted, seemingly too soon and too fast. But later I thought about it and came to the
conclusion that it was likely that no one ever saw me come or go. Just as though I too had become prematurely
invisible in that soundless house!
Franz’s apartment was actually one large room. The kitchen formed its own spacious niche (but I’ve already
described the kitchen for you) and the bathroom was separate, of course, lined in black tile, decorated with golden
sphinxes, pharaohs with their wives, and lotus blossoms.
The room was very high. A wooden balcony had been built at one end, a mezzanine, with the bed and more
bookshelves, in addition to all those which covered the lower walls. A staircase led to the mezzanine, and if one
stood at a certain point, one could only see the water in the river, where clouds would be swimming during the
day, or the next, or the next to the next day.
That night I went up and down that staircase many times. I adore living quarters with staircases. There’s something dramatic about them. In the theater someone often descends the stairs in a robe or with the hem of a gown
trailing down the steps, stops halfway, with a hand grasping the handrail, and says something that breaks the
scene. For example, “There he is.” Or “I’ve had enough!”
Everyone on stage starts to move and to complain, but the hero remains immobile on the steps and observes
the goings-on from an elevated position, because it’s always the hero who descends the staircase where he has
formulated his sinister thoughts. The maid never comes down the stairs but always through a door deep in the
stage, or just from the side of the stage, to announce that dinner will be served.
Franz came from the kitchen and in a hollow, theatrical voice announced,
“Madame est servie!”
He was picking up on the role-playing because I had just come down the stairs and said in an equally cavernous voice,
“Death stalks this house—open the windows!”
We were wild that night, as if in a fever, and the wine we drank raised the fever to an even greater pitch.
*
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Can you imagine, Angelo, I have always dreamed of glass furniture. Franz had a table, a bench, and a column,
all made of glass, and the foot of the column was made of a spiraling column of glass discs. I found fingerprints
on the glass and took a paper towel from the kitchen to clean them off, because glass has to be spotless. Then I
found some more and I rubbed and polished, and Franz couldn’t understand what was wrong with me. Until I realized that one can’t get glass like that clean. As soon as you touch it or put a plate with food on it, it smears again.
People shouldn’t live in houses with glass furniture. That made me sad, and I lost my good humor. I threw the
paper towel into the garbage bin and pressed a huge hand print on the glass tabletop. Then we went to bed,
because what else was there for us to do?
*
Grandmother used to curse whenever they cheated her out of ten kopecks at the grocery store (at least she
thought they had cheated her) or when the bums shouted at night on the roof of the house next door and threw
bottles down on the street so that shards scattered:
“The end is near, the end is near, what else!” I once asked her what “the end” was. She said,
“The end of the world.”
She didn’t explain further, only ordered me to read the Peoples Voice out loud for her. There they talked about
the struggle for peace, which Comrade Brezhnev was carrying out in India or some such place, and that reassured
me because the end couldn’t come while we were firmly marching on the road to peace and progress.
But there were times when planes flew low and the house would shake and a terrible bang would follow
somewhere. Or it would suddenly turn dark outside, someone with a terrible voice would curse in Russian on the
verandah of the opposite house and someone would push garbage bins over with horrendous clattering. Then I’d
squeeze my eyes shut tight so as not to witness the end of the world.
After a while I would have to open my eyes again, because how long can you keep them shut, and I would find
that the world was no more ended than before, that it continued as deviously as ever. Potatoes were still being sold
at the vegetable stand across the street at six kopecks a kilo, “but half are ready to be thrown out right away.” The
sun had emerged, and overweight women in flowered polyester dresses, shopping bags in hand, were marching
toward the trolley stop with determined expressions.
*
I often dreamed that it was war, like in the films we went to watch with the class. I’d be crawling under shells
and everything around me would be burning. Finally a shell would strike me, and I would wake and listen to whether Grandmother was breathing or was dead. Sometimes she breathed with a whistle and snort, but other times so
quietly that nothing could be heard. Then I’d creep to her bed and think that she was dead, that everyone was
dead, and that I’d been left totally alone in the world. But up real close you could see she was still breathing. Badsmelling breath came out of her mouth.
Sometimes that wasn’t enough to ease my mind. I’d start thinking that the world had ended after all, but they
were hiding it from me, that Grandmother wasn’t my grandmother at all, that my classmate Alo wasn’t my classmate, that even Mother wasn’t my mother, that they were all witches (that’s exactly what I thought, they were
witches), and that they only made believe I belonged with them. Then I’d cry under the covers because I’d feel so
sorry for myself I alone had survived in a world that had ended. I felt even sorrier for the poor world, which didn’t
even exist anymore.
*
One morning I spoke to Franz about this. We were in bed and the sun was shining outside on the Seine. Reflections from the water were jumping around on the ceiling. We could hear the constant noise of the traffic on the
opposite shore. The smell of the river—and even more intensely, the bitter smell of car exhaust—entered through
a window that Franz had opened earlier. The bells of a church on the island were chiming, but they were barely
audible. A ship passed on the river and threw the jumping light reflections into a total dither.
Franz listened to me quietly and then said that he had had almost exactly the same thoughts as a child. Even
later, when he’d been a first-year student in Paris in ’68, he’d pulled up stones from the ground, had seen cars
burning, and had enthusiastically thought that the end of the world was really coming. But no end had come, not
the world’s nor anything else’s.
I pressed myself close to Franz, and it seemed to me that the entire house was drifting downstream with the
river, that we were the only humans in that house, and that soon we’d come to a waterfall or to the sea.
At coffee Franz talked about the idea of an end, and the hysteria associated with the end of the millennium.
Europe would not be experiencing it for the first time, but one couldn’t reconstruct the thoughts of people who
had lived in the years 999 or 993.
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I don’t know whether one could even find out what a person sitting on the Metro is actually thinking as he
travels through the underground, both hands tightly clasping the parcel on his knees, on his daily way home from
work.
*
You know, Angelo, I have always been overwhelmed by the beauty of the world, wherever I may encounter it.
I have never been able to resist it! It could be just a passing glimpse out of a train window, the most ordinary little
path that meanders along vineyard-covered hills, or yellow tea roses dropping petals as they lean against the fence
of the railway station, some ordinary street corner with its Bistro sign, or the bound volume on the counter of
some bookstore. And people, the way that they can be fiery and ethereal at the same time! Poor me, I’m totally
incapacitated by this. Strength drains from my limbs. My arms become weak. Just as when I saw you for the first
time, Angelo, I was immediately overwhelmed by your beauty.
The maid just came. Every morning around ten-thirty, her quiet knock sounds: knock-knock! She’s always
cheerful, this pen black woman.
“Bonjour, Monsieur! Maintenant, ou tout à l’heure?”\fn{“Good morning, sir! Now, or in a little while?”}
Right away, why not; meanwhile I can read yesterday’s Le Monde in the lounge downstairs, something about
Bosnia-Herzegovina, about AIDS, about the alarm caused by the turn of the millennium, hunger or war that has
besieged different places around the world.
When I return to my room, the floor is still damp. It’s not painfully clean, by the way. Grandmother would
have called this kind of floor washing “licking!” Floors were supposed to be washed down on one’s knees, not
with a mop at the end of a broom. Still, following the black woman’s visit, the room seems to be flushing from
cleanliness. There’s a fresh newspaper in the wastebasket ready for new trash. The chest of drawers has been
dusted.
And the bed! Even if I would dedicate all my strength and energy to the task, I could still never get the bedcovers as smooth. It’s as if no one had ever slept in the bed, or lived in this room! One immediately gets an urgency to wallow in it, so that such pristine surroundings won’t make one feel too unworthy.
I now understand that servants are more for looks than for comfort. Today even the rich don’t have many servants. Instead of beauty they prefer simplicity and functionality in life. Healthy teeth in preference to diamonds,
safe cars rather than rare marble. But people in the seventeenth century had no choice. There was little they could
do about aching teeth and death, and so beautification became the only virtue in their disappearing days.
Take, for example, gold, silver, and gems, or silks and velvets. Today these are hardly even valued, but I’ve
seen the French royal treasury in the Louvre. There, there’s an entire collection of dishes carved from semiprocious stones. I can’t even imagine how they were crafted. They have been hollowed out of single pieces of stone,
with walls so thin that occasionally rays of light gleam through veins and lines in the rock formation.
For example, there’s a chalice made out of dark green nephrite on a gold pedestal decorated with rubies; amethyst jugs resembling clusters of lilac blossoms on June evenings; dishes of rose- and gray-streaked agate; jugs
from different colored jaspers, green, dark red, and a yellow resembling murky river water; an inkwell from
silver-speckled black jasper; decanters carved out of large crystal blocks; a tray of dark blue lapis lazuli on a gold
pedestal.
Also the earrings belonging to Empress Josephine,\fn{ Joséphine de Beauharnais (1763-1814), first wife of Napoleon
Bonaparte.} huge tear-shaped pearls; or the jewels of Queen Hortense\fn{ Queen of Holland, mother of Napoleon III (18081873).} and Queen Marie-Amelie, covered with dark blue sapphires. Not to mention the huge diamonds, which are
transparent but brilliantly blinding at the same time, preventing any entry into the glittering worlds hidden within
them.
There is no entry to them anyway, because all these jewels are in glass cases, hopefully even in bulletproof
glass cases. At one time they belonged to someone. Now they’re called national treasures. And really, who would
drink the vineyards’ gift from those nephrite chalices? Who would dip a pen into a jasper inkwell? And then, what
words would such a person write?
But I think those glass cases will soon be smashed because the temptations of beauty have not disappeared.
And those nephrite, jasper, and crystal dishes will also soon be smashed.
*
You know, there was not much beauty in the country from which I came.
One of those I loved there, a poet, an unwell man, half mad and crippled, who shuffled for shelter from one
stranger to the next, even he has said “It is not beautiful” about this country.
But yet, when I walked along the road by the fields, past the maple trees, past the mailboxes, across the high82

way, and even beyond, past the next field where the road submerged into the woods, among the spruce (on
October days it was semi-dark there, and one could smell the aroma of mushrooms touched by frost), even
beyond the spruce forest, along some deep muddy ruts, until the path became sandy and rose to a plateau where a
pine forest began, up to a small clearing, actually a flat spot where the pines were sparse, which was covered with
dense level heather, and which traces of sun still reached on autumn days, I would always stop on that spot, with
my feet in the sand—like the pines—and I’d think, How magnificent this world is!
But then another thought would come, to shadow, to darken, that first thought: The end of the world. Oh, I
would have wanted to put my arms around his neck in this clearing, to hold him, to protect him, to shelter him
with my slight body over his, just as I would like to shelter you, Angelo, only my arms are so short!
*
I couldn’t resist the temptations of Franz’s apartment, the glass furniture, the book spines, the slender crown of
the poplar tree, which constantly shivered in the wind behind the window.
When Franz suggested that I stay there while he was in Strasbourg (and that week he had to go to Geneva as
well), then I finally agreed, even though initially I had protested, because I knew right away that no good would
come of it. I had a foreboding of doom and tragedy.
You must never stay in places you find tempting—where the world’s beauty is stalking to ensnare you in its
glittering trap. These one should only pass through or pass by, pretending disinterest. As soon as you pause, you
are lost. Then the switches are already in the brine. You have succumbed to temptation, and temptation always
leads to crime. The world’s beauty is always baiting to be destroyed.
But here they already know how to set traps. They are masters at this. Every common fruit merchant knows
how to arrange his oranges so that they leave the impression of holding the key to all of life’s pleasures!
So I stayed on in that apartment. Franz went to Strasbourg and to Geneva. It was a dream week! I didn’t go to
the library at all. Some days I lay on the bed in the mezzanine and browsed through books, half asleep, napping
occasionally, waking occasionally, the distant sounds of the city in my ears, sleep at times withdrawing, at times
approaching.
For example, I remember a dream that was totally realistic and took place in that same room. The doorbell rang
and I opened the door to a turquoise-eyed beggar. I prepared fried potatoes for him and cut up some pickles to go
with them. On eating, he was grateful, but still very dignified. Then he looked at me with his blue eyes—this time
they were dark blue—and, smiling sweetly, said,
“It’s nothing, we’re all mortal.”
Now where would I have found potatoes to fry in that apartment? There were no potatoes there, not to mention
pickles. Did I even live in that apartment, or was it all a dream? In that case, the dream was too long and too realistic. I remember the view on the river, the kitchen, the dead pheasant that hung in that store with its colorful
wings spread.
I awoke from that nap strangely jaunty and ready for action, and I stormed outside. I wandered along the
streets. Sat in a café, but only long enough to drink a glass of water, and continued down to the water’s edge.
Pushed my way amid the crowd flowing down the Rue de Rivoli and ran into a museum. Concentrated self-consciously on the subject matter of some hyperactive painting, trying to identify the figures according to the explanations given in the sign on the wall next to the painting: the emperor, the empress, the mother of the empress, the
pope … running past the next pictures without actually seeing anything.
At one point when I was running around like this, I happened on a group of my countrymen. I recognized them
from a distance, even before I heard them talk. They were standing in front of the window of Samaritaine and
were criticizing the display, while secretly lusting for it, lusting for all the merchandise and wealth that their poor
eyes were seeing for the first time.
Actually it was I who was standing there, looking at the window display. You know, if you’ve ever stood in
front of those windows, you may pretend that you’re above it all, but you’ll stay there forever. But it’s too pathetic, too meaningless, to write about. One ought to write only about things that have at least a smidgen of literary
quality, a trace of noble suffering, not about East Europeans dressed in jogging suits and running shoes, stopping
in front of the opulent window displays in this city.
In short, I fled from them. I turned down a side street and almost ran, to avoid seeing myself in front of a store
window lusting after those rags. I had no idea about the direction I was going, but suddenly I found myself on Rue
Saint-Denis, where the air is thick with the smell of burning oil and charred meat. There they sell hot dogs and
hamburgers every few steps. That’s where the prostitutes hang out.
I like those girls. They stand absolutely still. They don’t hassle, don’t knock on windows like in Amsterdam,
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because they’re forbidden to proposition clients. It’s strange. She stands there, a man comes, they make a deal,
and later she stands there again. It’s a challenge, an insult to any idea of time passing, to any idea at all. Oh, I feel
for them; after all, I am one of them, though they wouldn’t accept me as such, not even they.
Aware of where I was by now, I continued along Rue Saint-Denis, without any idea where I was heading. I had
no intention of going anywhere, but when I saw the door of a church open to the street, I stepped inside. It was
unintentional, simple, just a place to take shelter. The smell of charred meat was making me nauseated.
Believe it or not, there wasn’t a soul in that church. It was completely empty. The sun was slanting through the
highest windows. There were cane-bottomed chairs, cubic meters of silence, and a smell like that found in houses
that have been uninhabited for a long time and that no one intends to return to.
I recognized this smell. One spring I had gone by the road that I wrote you about, through the woods and beyond, until I came to a clearing where a deserted house stood. It was without windowpanes or doors, a gray log
farmhouse, very typical of those parts. I went in, and there was the same smell. The fire under the stove had not
been lit all winter. No one had looked out the window or noticed that a blazing sun was riding in the sky, throwing sparks across the heavens, and that everywhere young green blades of grass were pushing up through the
earth. A terrifying hymn to life was rising deafeningly through the previous year’s fog.
Inside it was damp and dark. The roof had leaked, but the walls were still standing. Soon they too would fall
prey to the grass. And the silence. The screaming of birds, high in the sky, reached there only as a faint echo.
I stood at the window of that deserted house and looked out on the blinding day, which was a thousand miles
away, and there, very far, went I, young and lithe, my lips red, my clothes white, through green grass until I disappeared between the birches.
*
The humidity is terrible. My shirt is sticking to my back. It’s impossible to concentrate. It’s threatening to rain
at any moment, to thunder. But nothing happens. The sky remains hazy and tree leaves glisten heavily.
It’s Sunday today, and I went to Versailles. It was stuffy on the train. I don’t know why the windows in these
trains don’t open. The palace courtyard at Versailles was like the bottom of a stewing pot in which some exotic
dish was being cooked from a mixture of Japanese, German, and East European tourists. I went with the flow,
through the palace, through the king’s bedroom, and through many other empty rooms. Pictures hung on walls
and people traipsed through, all with the same facial expressions, earth and stones. And outside, beyond the windows, the fountains sprayed water toward a pale sky in the stifling heat.
I didn’t even go to the park but fled in the opposite direction, along the tree-lined avenue that goes through the
town. There it was shady and empty of humans. Only in one place some men were playing boule. The balls fell
with dull thuds and always raised small columns of dust, which remained hovering in the air. These men were big
and sturdy. When a solitary woman walked past them through the sunshine on the street, they ogled her and
laughed among themselves.
*
Angelo, why on earth did I stick my nose into the world of humans? I ought to have stayed where my place
was, in the world of plants, in Eastern Europe, in the stuffy apartment of my childhood where Grandmother’s
plants luxuriated on the windowsill.
As soon as humans and their desires come into play, only trouble and misery ensue. I followed Franz because I
wanted to see what it would be like to be human, to live like a human being. That was my terrible crime that
won’t be forgiven. I went along with the game, but passively, without believing in it. And now see what happened! Sometimes when Grandmother was irritated by my helplessness, she muttered,
“Oh Lord, there’s no way this one will survive!”
And I didn’t. Grandmother was right in everything.
*
Serious things make me laugh. For example, when the water is turned off. Once in that apartment with the
glass furniture there was no water; Franz was still at home. It may have been Monday. It turned out that everyone
had been notified about this in advance. A repair had been scheduled and that’s why the water was turned off, but
Franz had thrown the notice into the wastebasket without reading it. No one reads all the junk that arrives in the
mail. When I was alone, I read almost everything—only the pamphlets, of course. I didn’t open envelopes. Those
pamphlets peddled all sorts of goodies, trips to various islands, castles in the mountains, insurances against every
imaginable accident …
In short, no water came from the tap, just a dry, gurgling sound, and Franz totally lost his cool. He had been
ready to take a shower. He started telephoning and demanding that the water be turned on right away. He called at
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least five different places before he found the one who explained the problem and told him that the inconvenience
would be corrected in three hours, at the latest. Sorry to have caused a problem.
This amused me no end. I told Franz that at one time, in that other country, in the little town by the river, I had
lived for three years in a house that had no indoor plumbing, that water had to be brought in with a pail from a tap
in the yard. The pails were soon covered by a layer of rust from all that water.
Franz looked at me with an angry expression. He had already settled down and knew what the problem was,
but he still couldn’t take a shower. He looked at me as if I were intentionally telling him this to irritate him. Suddenly his face lit up. He had discovered my lie.
“But the toilet, how did you go to the toilet then?”
In the yard behind the house, I explained, and that I had only learned to use a water closet here. That at first,
when all the water came in with that terrible roar, it had frightened me!
That seemed to excite him. I became a stinking primitive in his eyes, someone he had caught in the jungle and
tamed. He wanted to drag me into bed and was much more callous than usual, and I found this sudden show of
meanness arousing. Actually, of course, the toilet in Grandmother’s apartment did have running water. It was a
recently built prefabricated complex. I enjoyed sitting there, and I used to go to the toilet even when there was no
need. There it was warm and quiet. The outside world was far and removed. One could latch the door from the
inside with a hook. One couldn’t stay there too long, though, for then Grandmother would become suspicious and
come and bang on the door:
“What are you doing in there so long?”
I’ve had a weakness for clean white toilets ever since. It’s so safe there. All signs of life have disappeared, as if
by magic. Not even smells remain. One doesn’t think about bloodletting and butchering there. The unfortunate
people of the seventeenth century had no such safe havens. In Versailles I didn’t see one toilet or shower amid all
those bedrooms. Louis XIV couldn’t even dream about modern conveniences. Fleas and filth pestered the contemporaries of my dear Madame de Sevigne, the same for Madame de Lafayette,\fn{ Marie Madeleine Pioche de la Vergne,
Comtesse de La Fayette (1634-1693), French novelist. } who was always sickly, and for the somber La Rouchefoucault,\fn
{François, Duc de La Rouchefoucauld (1613-1680), French epigrammatist and moralist. } who often tried to entertain the sickly
one.
But as to the rust-covered pails, that was true. I didn’t lie to Franz about that. As a student in that university
town with the wrought-iron-like clouds, I did live in a house where the privy was down the hall and the stench
made my eyes water. That stench stuck to clothes, and sometimes even now I seem to smell it, even though I discarded all my clothes from those days long ago.
*
The evening brought relief after all. A few drops of rain fell with a rustle on the leaves of the ash tree. The
shower never materialized, but the wind turned cooler and I decided to ride to the center of town to walk by the
river. After that week on Île Saint-Louis I’ve developed the habit of walking near the lower docks in the evenings,
near the edge of the water where the wind blows along the river and poplar leaves rustle overhead. In the dark
hardly a soul is there and I don’t run into people, not even lovers kissing. Sometimes seeing them makes me sad. I
wonder why.
Now I’m back from my walk. My feet are tired but my head is clear. It’s past midnight, but I’m not sleepy and
will write you a few more lines, to take advantage of this short respite, because tomorrow will surely be so hot
again that it will be impossible to think or move.
*
It’s strange that I so often run into children in the Metro during such late hours. Even today, a huge, meanlooking white woman came on at the very next station (her lips were surprisingly narrow and bloodless in contrast
to her fleshy face), and a little black boy was hanging onto her. The woman settled in opposite me and with a short
bark ordered the child to sit with her because he had absentmindedly wandered on. I wondered whether the child
was adopted.
The little boy sat under the window beside me and, smiling shyly, started looking around. In his hands he held
a plastic flowerpot in which a little flower was growing. Actually, on closer inspection, the flower hadn’t been
planted. It seemed to be the top of some bigger flower, like a daisy, that he had stuck into some gray soil. It
seemed that they were coming from the country, or from the suburbs; they had bundles and bags. The boy placed
the flowerpot on the window ledge and looked at it tenderly, he touched the soil, which was rather dry, from a
park or flower bed, with his fingers. Clearly he intended to start growing this flower at home and had placed his
hopes in this. The daisy was starting to droop quite visibly, because it had no roots.
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*
I don’t know what this thing called love is. Do you, Angelo? You’re supposed to know everything. It’s talked
about so much, and it seems one should be chasing it in order not to waste one’s life.
Did I love that person whose letters I went to look for in the mailbox, past the maple trees, underneath that sky,
those letters that never arrived?
Once he himself arrived with the evening’s express bus, that apparition of the Great World whose passing I had
witnessed every evening, but this time it didn’t whiz by but stopped obediently at the end of the grass-covered
path that led to the pastorate, even though it was not a scheduled stop. He knew how to sweet-talk everyone, even
drivers of express buses.
What did we do during this much-longed-for visit? We walked in the woods. It was October, cool and dusky.
I’d secretly look at his face from the side. It was a very ordinary face, a little bit ragged, filling out already, just
entirely typical of those parts. We didn’t really have anything to talk about. Finally it started snowing, fine powdery snow, on the dormant grass, on the spruce trees, on our hair. I pretended that my hand accidentally touched
his. His skin felt cold and lifeless. I could just as well have touched the bark of a spruce tree. I didn’t write him
anymore after that visit. And I just left the pastorate. Suddenly it was no more than he was, a discarded old house
where the dead slammed doors and argued about their shares of the inheritance, about everything that had long
since turned to dust.
And my adored correspondent? All that fascinating emptiness in which I had discovered him (on that bright
spring day, in the grave-cold church) had disappeared. That grave was truly empty now, but empty without any
kind of fascination, just as the churches here, empty old houses that people from all over the world traipse through
for some reason. His fussing over youths who were studying to be confirmed, his blessing of flags, everything
seemed hilarious to me.
Suddenly he reminded me of an old woman who was airing all sorts of old rags that ought to have been burned
much earlier. I didn’t understand how he hadn’t noticed that the century in which we met had been discarded as
trash long ago, discarded along with everything else. He whose hands’ power of enchantment I so admired at one
time, how was it that he hadn’t noticed that he ought to flee, even if it meant he would be naked and bloodied?
At least I escaped from there, from the place where I had to carry water up the stairs in pails and where, in the
spring, the earth behind the window smelled as if at any moment it had a great secret message to declare. I
exchanged the apartment Grandmother had left me for the one from which I watched the trams pass. Behind the
tram stop was a half-finished building. Concrete columns and two big cranes stood in the open sky, always in the
same position, because historical events had occurred in the interim and many building projects had been stopped.
Franz once enthusiastically told me that I came from a country where history was being made on a daily basis.
He claimed to envy me because nothing much was supposed to happen here, in these still waters, anymore.
They’ve talked about a crisis for five years, but no one is supposed to know what that means or where this crisis is
supposed to come from.
“At least in your country something real is happening,” Franz used to sigh.
I assured him that one can do very well without reality and history being made. It’s even a lot more comfortable. But for him not to worry, for the day will probably come when the cranes will stop here, too. Why build
houses, after all?
So I sat in that postwar building, in the high-ceilinged apartment, and looked through those dingy windows
(you can wash them as much as you like, windows there are always dirty) at trams stopping, and the sun, which in
the winter set at exactly the same spot between the immobile cranes and the concrete columns at around three
o’clock. I could witness this historical panorama only when G—— was not at home, because when he was home,
then we either fought or went to bed. He is five years younger than I, and he stubbornly claimed to love me.
Whenever anyone tells me that, it makes me want to run away, because the person who says that invariably has an
expression that demands at least three drops of blood, if not your life, in return.
I constantly kept telling him that I did not love him and not to talk about it. But he was stubborn. He had taken
it into his head and he just kept repeating,
“I cannot live without you.”
On the other hand, physical closeness binds one in a certain way, regardless of words or anything else, and
with this G—— I didn’t feel myself so alone. Besides, I had my translations, which were going quite well and
which helped pass the time and made me worry less about everything. I even felt strong enough to want to be
totally alone, to wake up singing in the mornings and to start working, to go out occasionally, to visit people, to
imagine some impossible love …
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Actually, at that time I was secretly in love with someone else. I had seen him only once, socially, and had only
exchanged a few words with him. I’d heard he’d gone to live in Sweden, so there was no danger of my running
into him. I kept seeing him in my dreams.
I told G—— to leave, but he wouldn’t, kept insisting that he loved me and couldn’t live without me, etc. Then
I bought a puppy so that he could take it for walks, to get me off his mind. But he always left the puppy in my
care. Once, when I was gone, he even took it to his mother’s place. She naturally hated me, so she came and,
figuratively speaking, threw the puppy in my face. In reality she couldn’t do that because the dog was quite big by
then, with drooping ears and sturdy paws. It was called Bear. Nor could the mother hit me, even though she may
have wanted to, because then the dog would have bitten her. It loved me. With dogs it’s even worse than with
humans. You can tell them whatever you want to and they still look at you with that terribly faithful expression.
In the end it was G—— who hit me, and I hit him back because I thought he would kill me. That very day
Bear jumped on a spike, which pierced his chest, and I had to spend the day running around to vets getting him
shots. In the evening at the tram stop I saw the person I had often seen in my dreams. He was there with his wife
and infant daughter. His wife was young and beautiful, and they seemed very happy.
*
Do you recall the Sunday evening when we visited your friend Jean-Pierre? That was exactly two months ago
today. So it’s been exactly two months since we met, because it was that Sunday. You asked whether I’d like to go
with you to a friend’s, because you had to go there. If I had time and wouldn’t mind, we could have a cup of tea at
Jean-Pierre’s … Well, you know I always have time and no objections.
This Jean-Pierre is the strangest person I have met in this phantasmal city, at the end of this century. I always
recall his Barbie dolls as I move among people on the streets, in the museums, in the Metro … They were so quiet
on those shelves, wearing clothes Jean-Pierre himself had sewed. Some were naked, painted gold or silver.
Remember, he told us he was working on a composition entitled Barbie in Prison as Joan of Arc just then. The
prison was already finished, glued together. And you asked,
“But the horse?”
Of course there was no horse, because who would put a horse in prison? Joan went to prison without a horse.
He was very businesslike, this Pierrot. He served us strawberries with yogurt and explained that there was no
point in buying fruit from street vendors even if it costs less. So many people may have touched it that it would
probably spoil faster. The difference in price is illusory.
His Barbie dolls, on the other hand, were extraordinarily realistic. He had photographed them in various poses:
Barbie’s birthday (I wonder how old she was; I didn’t think to ask); a burglar has intruded into Barbie’s apartment
and wounded her with a knife, blood everywhere; Barbie’s burglar being guillotined; a whole series of photos of
Barbie’s funeral; Barbie in a casket amid roses, the mourners, the tomb …
Jean-Pierre explained that he had submitted his photos to Barbie magazines but they wouldn’t be published
because they did not meet the standards for the ads. We looked at one such magazine, published in the United
States. There was a story there about a terrible crime. A thief had broken into the house of a famous millionaire
Barbie collector and had set the house on fire on leaving, to destroy clues (he had no interest in the Barbie
collection, only money and valuables). There were about ten thousand victims, some rare and very valuable.
*
I also remember that Jean-Pierre played a CD of nature sounds: bird songs, cuckoos calling, distant cowbells,
the babbling of a brook.
I recalled this visit to tell you about the dream I had today. I saw in my dream that I was a Barbie doll and that
the French police stopped me on the street and asked for my passport. I showed them my Soviet passport, which
is outdated. The police told me it was only valid in public toilets and ordered me to undress. I took off my clothes
and didn’t mind. I felt very vindicated to have tricked the police because beneath the clothes was this cool, chaste
doll’s body made of plastic.
*
Today I lay underneath a linden tree in the park and stared at the sky. There was a bed of roses nearby. Roses
fall apart so fast in this heat. I listened to petals dropping one by one, without a break. Maybe all this happened in
the sky. There was a cloud …
It seems that I have very little to tell you. I almost don’t want to talk any more, even with you, unforgettable
Angelo. This testimony of my life as a human person is coming to an end. My voice has become so weak that the
girl in the bakery can hardly hear me. I have to point to the bread with my finger. Pretty soon she won’t see me,
either. I won’t be able to go there anymore. Grass doesn’t grow in bakeries. Grass grows elsewhere, by itself
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*
Living alone in Franz’s apartment, I awoke every morning to the sound of the garbage truck. Cars were
continually passing on the narrow street next to the river, and occasionally some would stop in front of the house.
Yet it was always the garbage truck that awoke me around seven in the morning. The sun would already be up,
and a bird would be singing in a tree by the river.
It seemed then as if the city had suddenly fallen silent; only the garbage truck droned in front of the house. I
listened with my heart pounding as the garbage collectors dragged garbage bins across the yard. They’re on
plastic wheels. Then the truck started to whine angrily, and a bitter diesel smell entered the room through the open
window. These trucks have built-in compactors for compressing garbage. I’ve seen it. After whining for a short
time, it drove off. Only after several moments did the sounds of the city reemerge, the endless flow of cars on the
opposite shore. An ambulance or fire truck honked incessantly somewhere when it was caught in traffic. A big fat
bird (Uncle Ernst would call it a wild dove) calling from amid the sounds of the forest in the middle of a long
bright day can call and call, without ever being able to escape from that forest or from that great prison of summer.
Sometimes I dozed off again, but as a rule I didn’t fall asleep any more after the garbage truck. I’d get up and
start the coffee machine. I threw the previous day’s coffee along with the filter into a garbage bag, which would
rustle quietly. It would be a Franprix or Monoprix plastic shopping bag, or some other blue or pink plastic bag, in
which I’d brought home fruit from the Arab. Franz had told me he never purchased garbage bags (you know, the
black ones). He too was slightly Green, favoring ecological awareness.
While the coffee was dripping into the carafe, I’d sit by the window and light the day’s first cigarette. Sometimes I wouldn’t draw more than a single puff. I’d look into the tiny little yard, which only kitchen windows
seemed to look out on. Anyway, the shutters were always closed. The garbage bin down in the shade, which the
sun didn’t reach even during midday, was bright green, empty again, and expectant. Later I’d tie the garbage bag
into a knot, sealing all evidence of my life within it—yogurt containers, plastic mineral-water bottles, grapefruit
peels, cheese containers, deodorant sticks that I’d tired of. Then, carrying this featherweight little bundle in my
hand, I’d creep into the yard and drop it into the bin. Sometimes it would still be totally empty, and when I lifted
the lid, a faint sour smell would rise. Yesterday’s garbage. The powerless stench of death, of erased life.
The following morning I’d be on the alert again, on the lookout for the garbage truck. The garbage collectors
had to come through the front door and pass by the landing in order to reach the bins. The front door closed. Steps
echoed. I waited. Were they coming up? What if they had orders to take the residents along as well?
In brief; humans aren’t necessary for garbage production anymore. Machines work just as well. Display items
on shop counters doze in the alluring glare of artificial light, dreaming of garbage bins. Automatic teller machines
hum silently. Money is circulating. Lights in offices turn off during lunch hours. There is nothing to remind us of
humans anymore, just as there is nothing to remind us of yesterday’s garbage.
*
I’m sitting and glowering at the telephone. The telephone is a small white thing on the wall, with an innocently
drooping cord. It looks as though it’s totally unaware of what is going on. It doesn’t deceive me, of course, but
neither can I catch it red-handed. I glower at it for hours, until it becomes a white dot in the empty distance. Your
voice, Angelo, should come from somewhere out there to inform me of the court’s decision. I don’t want to be
caught sleeping. That’s why I’m on my guard.
Behind me there’s an open window, and when the telephone has just about dissolved in my vision and the
voice seems to have started on its way, I suddenly hear the fluttering of wings behind me, the sounds of running
and laughter, which rattle the treetop like hail. I start and turn around. Outside the day is bright behind the window. Nothing out of the ordinary is to be seen on the ground or in the sky. That’s when it rings.
Just as it rang that time in the apartment on Île Saint-Louis. When everything was over. When silence ensued.
Only Mozart’s symphony, the Adagio by now, continued to be exuded from the compact disc, packing the silence
in its translucent plastic. It had happened so fast. Suddenly he had been caught in the grip of his pain. Suddenly he
noticed nothing beyond it. Suddenly he had collapsed around the last reality of his world. And then he had let go
even of that. I was alone in the apartment, alone with the silence. The plastic was suffocating me. Mozart’s symphony didn’t let me breathe. I had the feeling that I was paper-thin and hollow inside, that I would soon dissolve
into the pale evening outside the window, into the emptiness hovering above the river.
That’s when the telephone rang. That ringing restored some feeling of weight. I felt my flesh once more, my
heart, which had started to beat wildly, the sweat that was dripping down my back.
The telephone rang a couple of times and then started talking. The automatic answering machine was on. The
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voice talked cheerily and confidently, but I couldn’t understand a word. I only felt the constantly increasing pressure of my body on the floor. Then came a quiet click and a few short signals. Everything was quiet once more. I
had the irresistible urge to listen to that chipper voice again, and again. It came from the world of the living and it
had restored my flesh. I would have wanted to crawl into that voice, just like an oyster into its shell.
I crept to the telephone, pressed the message button, and listened to the voice on the machine, the voice that
had been human a few moments earlier, which asked calmly and confidently that it be called back at number such
and such. Asked that he call back, he who had just let go of his pain. I listened to that pleasant, carefree voice
many times, demanding the impossible without a moment’s hesitation. In the end this calmed me. That which had
happened a few moments earlier had happened years earlier. I emptied both glasses into the sink, let the water run
a little. Then dropped the glasses into the garbage bag, tied it in a knot, took it in my hand, and rapidly walked out
the door, out of the house, on the street, far away.
I don’t know how far I walked. Anyway, it seems it was far enough because they haven’t caught me. Nor will
they. I’m sitting here in my room. The telephone is ringing. I grasp the receiver, but it’s not you, Angelo. It’s the
wrong number. He asks for someone whose name I’ve never heard, who may have lived here before me.
Sometime, when I’ve left this place (I’d like to be going already even though I haven’t received my certificate
yet, but so what, so what if I don’t finish?), they may call and ask for me, and someone may answer that he has
never heard such a name. Or the telephone may ring in an empty room. The world is full of telephones that ring in
empty rooms and automatic answering machines that repeat words meant for the dead.
*
You know, yesterday I bought a mango from the Arab and ate it. I had looked at those fruits on his counter for
a long time but had never dared to buy one because I’d never tasted a mango before. Inside, close to the pit, it
smells a little like resin, like spruce trees on very warm days when they melt like candles in the sun. Otherwise
they’re bright yellow and sweet. That mango reminded me that I should continue to follow the sun, that I haven’t
arrived yet. I realized that today as I left the house and crossed the white graveled square, which shimmered from
heat. I went as always, head bent, sweat dripping from my forehead, resigned to the hot air.
The sun here is hot but not harsh enough. There’s still a softness in the heat that penetrates the smog and
torches roses and the metal on cars.
This mango came from the Ivory Coast. In short, I should go to Lisbon. There’s a poem by Pessoa\fn{ Fernando
Pessoa (1888-1935, Portuguese poet)} that says “sunshine is, only in Lisbon;” I think about it constantly. I should go to
Lisbon to check it out.
Have you read Pessoa? I know that if I asked you this on the telephone, you would answer that you were totally ignorant, that you haven’t read a book in your life. Who knows? Maybe you really haven’t. Maybe it’s not just
a boast. That would be something!
I, for example, am a victim of books. I’ve written some poetry, bad, of course. Everyone there wrote poetry. It
was a national hobby, like soccer in England. They also read it, and poems were ascribed much more significance
than they actually had. That was another mistake of Eastern Europe in the nineteenth century.
*
Pessoa has two more verses like that:
Deserts are vast, and all is desert,
mistakes excepted, of course.

*
You’re right, Angelo, one is forced to deceive more and more every day. Once you’ve started on the road of
deception, there’s no turning back; the deceit has to grow so that people believe it, so they won’t dare call it deception, that would be “too horrible.”
I love deceivers, clear-eyed deceivers, like you, Angelo. Sweet scoundrels who deceive knowingly. I’d like to
be accepted as one of them.
I especially liked what you told me about your work. Is it really true that as a coffee expert you know absolutely nothing about coffee? That you just charmed those directors with your arrogant gaze? That you just sip from
the cup they give you, smack your lips, put on a thoughtful mien and after a meaningful pause let drop from your
deceptive lips,
“Lemon.” Or
“Sour vanilla.” Or
“Rancid.”
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And sales directors of firms revise their documents, change agreements; faxes whirl angrily, ships set out; in
Africa or Latin America one poor community is hit by famine, the other by an economic boom.
And you, my angelic, insolent friend, are introduced to new sales directors as the “eminent botanist.”
Franz should have been a little more blatantly deceptive; that would surely have saved him. I couldn’t tolerate
the way he always accentuated the positive.
For example, he owned stocks, which he had inherited from his parents. I discovered this accidentally when I
caught him poring over stock prices in the business section of the newspaper, his nape bent like a monk’s at
prayer. I asked what he was studying and he, somewhat embarrassed, answered, prices of his stocks.
“But anyway, they’re going down,” he added quickly, as if to offer an excuse. It turned out that his family
owned a “certain” part of some business that made warplanes, among other things.
“But the civilian production is increasing constantly, hopefully especially now, in the new world order when
there’s less of a demand for warplanes,” he assured me. Owning these stocks apparently didn’t agree with his
otherwise leftist leanings, but in the end he claimed that it didn’t really matter who owned the stocks, that it would
not make any difference.
I was surprised that he would try to justify himself and asked whether he didn’t find warplanes beautiful.
Didn’t he enjoy imagining how everything would be bombed to smithereens with his planes one day?
He made a face at this kind of talk, as if I had shown him something disgusting, and told me I was talking
nonsense.
I tried to turn it into a joke, but I understood that I had crossed a boundary and that there were things one didn’t
discuss even jokingly. He had insisted that everything was not a joke.
I wonder what everything is then, if it’s not a joke. I wonder what it meant when I read Franz’s name with the
word “suicide” in the newspaper. It stated this as a fact. Like a juicy fact, by the way, because a prominent
politician had just committed suicide, and everything that smelled of suicide was a tidbit for the papers. That’s
probably why no one became suspicious. Everything was so routine.
2
Yes,\fn{This section is prefaced by the following selection from a letter written by Madame de Sévigné to her daughter in 1672:
“Let’s not talk about that trip anymore, my poor darling, it seems we haven’t done anything else for a long time, and now it’s becoming
tiring. Like long yawns that exhaust pain, overlong expectations deplete all happiness.” } hoping is like an illness. It seems to me
that I have finally improved, that I no longer hope, that I’m ready to feel pain again.
The heat has passed for now. I went for a walk in the park this evening. What coolness! I was wearing only a
light silk shirt and sensed this blessing with my entire body. Just like back in the North during summer evenings
when you’re coming home somewhere along a rural road. You’ve stayed too late. The sun has dropped beyond the
woods. It’s close to midnight, and you can feel the damp coolness of the meadow through your cotton shirt.
*
Today was the Feast of Corpus Christi. I watched a procession at the nearby monastery, a pathetically small
crowd with pictures and church banners. An old man carried a wooden figure of Christ on the cross. It was
obviously too heavy for him. The crucifix was very realistic. The wounds and blood looked genuine and made me
want to cover them with plantain leaves, to make the fever finally pass.
There were very few people in the park today compared to those stifling evenings when the air would barely
move across the pond, only some stray souls. Today was too cold for taking walks! The few who were there were
probably my coconspirators, my kindred. It’s quite probable that they also paused by the cedars of Lebanon,
where it smells of resin, or let the shadows of the beech tree caress their limbs, or pressed their vanishing faces
into the blossoms of the late-flowering jasmine, in hopes of finding sweet sedation.
A man was sitting on the bench, straight as a tulip, reading a book.
My dear Angelo, isn’t it true that plants yearn for the sun, even though unrelenting sun makes their blossoms
wither and urges seeds toward ripening and death? On the other hand, rain and coolness give them relief; let them
stretch their stems, let them drowsily close their crowns and spread their leaves ever wider.
*
You can see that I haven’t managed to go anywhere yet, and I have little left to write to you. But I don’t know
how to stop writing. I can’t imagine what it will be like when I no longer talk to you. At some point, after all, one
has to find an ending, once the beginning was found. Even if it takes force. The ending may involve force.
What do I do? I walk through my long, empty days where no one and nothing await me. I let myself be
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dragged up the escalator to the Beaubourg library, where I find a line. I don’t intend to stand in line, because lines
for me have the smell of moldy, smoked sausage. Grandmother used to send me to stand in line for sausage,
whenever the store sold it at the reduced state-fixed price.
“Go get a place in line, I’ll come in half an hour,” she’d say.
It was boring and stifling waiting in line. People in the back would push forward, hoping that by doing so they
would ensure that some would still be left by the time their turn came. Later that smoked sausage would sit in the
refrigerator forever. Grandmother cut only very thin slices. I was forced to eat it even though it was disgusting. It
was like Holy Communion, only instead of bread, it was meat, tough and moldy on the sides.
“One can still eat it,” Grandmother said. “What’s the harm in mold? We can wipe it off!”
So I ride down again with the escalator. People’s heads are moving past me in the upward direction, not downward as before. I’m wearing a Walkman, listening to Handel, Bach, or U2; I’m deaf like that nineteenth-century
woman in the film, and dumb besides. I’m afraid to look at my watch, afraid that it’s still too early. To deceive the
watch I go to the Louvre where heads again move past me, the stone heads of Greeks and Romans long dead.
One place to escape from time is in bookstores, small ones that don’t have too many books. Actually, there are
too many books even in these, but not depressingly too many as in the FNAC.\fn{ Fédération Nationale d’Achats des
Cadres (National Shopping Federation for Managers) a large French retail chain selling cultural and electronic products (founded in
1954)} In those smaller stores one can take some volume at random and read it, a book that somehow catches

attention: by its title, or the author’s strange name, which may be reminiscent of something, or the picture on the
front cover …
There is no literature anymore, there are just single books that arrive in bookstores, just as letters, newspapers,
advertising pamphlets arrive in mailboxes. Someone tells his story in these, expresses his thoughts, invites others
…
It’s totally irrelevant whether one reads or does not read these books.
World literature! That sounds just as hollow as “peace-keeping force.” Some kind of world literature may still
exist in the brain of some well-intentioned literature professor in Eastern Europe.
I particularly enjoy amateurish novels that have been published by some back-alley publishing house. Sometimes after reading entire chapters of them in those bookstores, I feel carefree for the rest of the day, as if some
unhappy soul had held my hand and hesitatingly told me about all his suffering, and I had nodded understandingly: Yes, exactly, you know, it’s just the same for me!
Books in bookstores are still new and clean, unread in any case. Strange flesh hasn’t touched them yet. There
they are light and random, not like in libraries, where they weigh on shelves and may at any moment fall through
ceilings, thick and grease-stained reminders of those disgusting words:
Mandatory Literature!
Ignorant Bumpkin!
Our History!
I hate libraries! What would I look for there? Pretend to be some distinguished aristocrat? Deny the old Singer
sewing machine strap, the Peoples Voice, and the bedbugs that crawled out from behind the wallpaper torn loose
from the paneling to fatten themselves on my blood every night?
When I leave the bookstore it has started to rain. The wind is cold and mean, bending trees. As far as I know,
this kind of weather is appropriate for June only in the country I came from. I have brought the weather along
from home and have unwrapped it, just like the meat pastries that were brought along on trips. Food from home
always had to be brought along whenever Grandmother and I visited her half brother and his wife in the country.
That happened once or twice a year, and those were the only trips we ever took. Nor did I ever go anywhere by
myself, only on class excursions in the spring.
I waited for those trips for months:
“How many more days to Uncle Ernst’s birthday?” I would pester Grandmother. If it had been up to me, we
would have gone right away, without waiting another minute, by the first train, hands in our pockets. But Grandmother prepared thoroughly for leaving home. The day before, she would bake pastries filled with meat, to take as
a present for her half brother (“Who would go empty-handed?”) and also to eat on the trip. One absolutely had to
take food for trips, although in my opinion we could just as well have bought meat-filled pastries from the diner at
the station. Grandmother disdained those, but I yearned for them and swore to myself that when I grew up I’d
always buy meat pastries from the diner at the station.
“Who knows whether they’re edible,” Grandmother doubted.
No, food always had to be brought along. The trip could drag on, last for days and weeks, could end up God
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knows where! I guess Grandmother had her own experience with trains. She never took her kerchief off in the
train or unbuttoned her coat, even though the compartment may have been warm. And she kept the bundle with
the meat pastries and her medicines on her lap the entire trip. The train ride to the country took some three hours.
The distance was barely a hundred kilometers, but the train was slow, with wooden seats (it was called the
“wooden” train). It stopped at all the stations, sometimes in the middle of spruce forests, other times in the middle
of birch forests, to let out mushroom hunters wearing jogging pants and carrying plastic pails.
In the meantime I pestered Grandmother for meat pastries. I wasn’t hungry, but just to pass the time. Eating
was part of those trips to the country. As far as I can remember, the main activity there was eating, and talking
about eating. Granduncle’s wife had a cow, and she would give me fresh milk:
“Drink heartily, you don’t get this in town!”
“That city milk is nothing more than blue water, doesn’t even stain the bottle,” my grandmother agreed. I
noticed that she praised everything there. We got our potatoes for the winter from Ernst.
Basically our diet was sauce and potatoes. Cow’s milk made me nauseated and gave me diarrhea. I would poke
at my plate and embarrass Grandmother. I was amazed by how much sauce and potatoes Ernst and his wife managed to eat. They would say,
“Let’s eat up and go pick potatoes. First let’s bring the horse from the collective farm.”
That meant. that I would go along with Ernst and later rattle on the wagon on the boring, dusty road among the
alder brush. Mainly it was boring in the country and I would immediately start yearning for the city, for our apartment and my school, which wouldn’t be in session yet.
I always yearned to go to the country, but there time passed even more slowly. Actually, all I had wanted was
to get away. The days were even longer in the country than in the city. Thick grass and alder brush grew everywhere. One always had to look out not to step in cow dung. The only fun thing was sleeping, because I was made
a bed from two easy chairs pushed together, and I pretended that it was a ship that would take me far away. Fast,
so that the days and years would just flash by.
I could use such a ship even now. A ship that would take me through life at a faster pace, so that my watch
wouldn’t frighten me anymore.
Or a ship that would at least take me far from Ernst’s potato patch, where I’m still standing today, my hands in
my pants pockets, watching the wind rustle potato plants, without knowing what to do next.
*
Still here. It’s raining. The leaves of the ash tree startle with a downward motion whenever a raindrop hits
them: the keys of a mute piano. I bought a bottle of cheap wine from the store. Pour some into a plastic glass and
stir in sugar, otherwise it’s too sour. This slowly deadens the pain, hides it under a warm numbness that starts at
the feet and creeps upward. There is no pain, by the way. I just made that up now, to amuse you, to sound more
literary.
I hate writing essays. But I think I already mentioned that. I think I’ve really said all there is to say. What then
should I do now? Wait? Life passes so slowly. If I could close my eyes, doze, in your nearness, your warmth, until
it’s over …
What am I saying? I disdained the closeness and warmth I was offered, now I have to be content. What more
do I want?
Do I want my face to be gilded, to be wrapped in fragrant creams and placed in a stone casket that no voice
could penetrate? Like that Egyptian boy I saw today at the Louvre (one can go there because it doesn’t rain on
one’s head). He had been removed from the casket, by the way, and had been put into a case for viewing. One can
never be certain. Even graves are opened to let the world’s inhabitants march through.
*
At the Louvre a mattress caught my eye. I had to touch it to be sure: marble. It seemed too soft, as though the
stone statue were resting on real upholstery. The mattress was eighteenth-century work, the figure antique.
Different centuries’, different eras’ idea of sleep, different conceptions of softness, all brought together. The name
of the statue was The Sleeping Hermaphrodite. From the hall it looked exactly like a woman, but up close and
examined from the other side it was a man. I observed the dilemma one couple was having.
“But it’s intentionally made like that!” scolded the man.
“Do you think so?” doubted the woman.
*
I didn’t want what I was supposed to have wanted. When Franz returned from Strasbourg and Geneva (it was
another long weekend, Whitsunday I think, yes, Pentecost), he asked me what my plans were. My fellowship
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would soon be ending, but he could easily arrange for me to stay on, a kind of “extension” (he omitted to add that
then I would be entirely beholden to him). I surely wouldn’t want to return “there,” would I?
I answered that I wasn’t planning anything. Maybe I’d go back; how did I know? I must have looked rather
listless and passive, because Franz became angry and started yelling at me. He grabbed me by the shoulders and
shook me. As I was being shaken I thought resignedly,
“Do what you want with me.” The day was hot. I was half asleep. He shouted,
“You’re crazy! No normal person would refuse what I’m willing to give you, but you want to go back there …
there … there!” (He never did find the right word.)
That’s when I suddenly woke up, when it became clear to me that I had to bring this to a close, that none of
them would ever catch me and that I would never want what I was supposed to want. At the last moment I would
always slip out of their hands!
I was no longer apathetic. I looked Franz in the eye and said,
“No, of course I won’t go back there.” He didn’t understand right away. I had to repeat what I had said. Then
he smiled tenderly, hugged me almost like a brother, and asked to be forgiven.
“Forgive me. I lost my cool. But you know, I couldn’t stand your expression, such total lack of willpower. It
wasn’t even … human.”
All of a sudden he was tender and calm, this Franz. Things were going the way they were supposed to. The
world’s order had slipped but now had been restored. I went into the kitchen to make gin and tonics.
Did I mention that he occasionally took some drops for his heart? Nothing serious, just to ease the fear of
death. Once he’d told me,
“It’s a harmless tonic, homeopathic medicine actually, totally without any taste, by the way. But if I took just
half of this bottle, I’d be dead.” The thought agitated him. Because he then added,
“I tried it once. They revived me. It made no sense.”
I went to the refrigerator and opened the door.
You already know what followed. Almost. I added the entire bottle of heart medicine into one glass of gin and
tonic. The other had just gin and tonic.
*
This is the last letter I am going to write, Angelo. I’m not sure I even want to write you anymore. You seem
distant, even a pointless fantasy. But still, I started this testimony once and I better finish it. Testimony? I’ve read
bits and pieces of what I’ve written. Is there even a shred of truth in it? The truth is rather that I found these letters
on a computer disk, in the Seine. Yes, like in reeds where they used to find babies who had been left in baskets to
flow downstream with the river. Like they find people who have drowned in this river even today.
It was late. The night was warm, almost suffocating. The huge city was having difficulty breathing and was
turning from side to side in its sweaty bed. I wandered over bridges and along quays. Finally, like a sleepwalker, I
descended to the lowest quay by the water’s edge at the end of Île Saint-Louis, by the Sully-Morland Square.
That’s where the river suddenly turns wide and wild, where it’s dark because the city lights don’t reach that far. In
the distance a Metro train crossed the bridge, like a phantom. It came from the underground after all.
I stood by the water’s edge, not really thinking anything, barely noticing the coolness rising from the river.
Whispers sounded in the park. Someone disappeared into the bushes. Someone moaned, either from pain or from
pleasure. Someone whistled piercingly on the bridge. I was in a daze from the heat and the emptiness of a day that
had been too long, from the sensuous night wallowing around me. I was staring dully at the oil slick glowing in
the water when suddenly I saw a hand, a white, seemingly dry hand extending something toward me. I didn’t have
time to think. I reached for the hand. I wanted to grab the hand, to pull, or to be pulled. I don’t know which. It
seemed a command as well as an invitation. I reached toward the water, almost lost my balance, grabbed the hand,
but found only this slim package in my fist.
The hand was gone. Another Metro train was crossing the bridge, in the opposite direction. A gust of wind
rippled the water and suddenly sobered me, though I’d only had one bottle of beer. I don’t remember what time it
was by then. . .
My Writer, I have tried to find you in this town, have chased after you along platforms in the Metro. But on the
escalators when you have looked back, your face has been that of an indifferent stranger. I have sat in cafés and
tried to penetrate beyond the sunglasses, but some gesture by the object of my observation has always revealed
my mistake: it has not been you. I don’t even know your name, and that’s why in my thoughts I started calling you
by the name of your—and my—beloved correspondent. You did call him your mirror and your double, didn’t
you?
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Besides, angels can be of either gender. Unfortunately, they show themselves to us very rarely. And even then
our awareness of their presence is always only after the fact. He was here, something changed, nothing is the
same anymore. But there is no way for me to get back to that moment, and if there were, would I even recognize
myself there any more?
How many times have I gone back to that quay by the water’s edge, the spot where the river suddenly becomes
wide and wild, and where in the distance the Metro trains cross the bridge, riding through darkness as though
through water, as if the world were submerged in water, on the other side, not here where we belong? I look at the
surface of the water as if it were a boundary behind which the real world begins. I wait for your hand to extend
from the water, at least for circles to form on the surface, as a sign that I have permission to come.
But nothing happens. Only a breeze ripples the water and makes the tall trees rustle above my head. Someone’s
moans, whether from pain or from pleasure, mingle with the rustling. Someone’s piercing whistle sounds from the
bridge even though not a soul is there. Someone’s passion is being satisfied. Someone falls dead on grass that was
just moistened by the seed of another. The flesh all around me is willing, Angelo, but there is no spirit anywhere.
*
It just remains for me to forward this final letter to you. I don’t want to keep anything to myself now that you
know everything anyway. The letter is the following:
A long time has passed in the interim, a week or even more. Anyway, many letters and notices had accumulated in
my mailbox. I sat on the bed and read them in about ten minutes. This seemed to exhaust the time I had been absent.
Nothing, ten minutes.
And yet it was I who walked beneath the stars, along the road between the villages, lost, and the wind carried with it
the smell of sea and of hay. Exactly, the smell of sea and hay. That certainly was not imagined. But perhaps I remember
even that from some other place, from there, from the lost century? Just as the village store where I sat beside the
empty crates on the steps, next to the empty highway, underneath a warning light which lit up my unfamiliar hands?
No, in any case it could not have been there, because there you don’t see stars in June. Nights are too light. And
there, there are no highways.
Yes, once I stood by the side of an expressway, a four-lane highway. You’re not allowed to stand there. Humans
have no place there. Even cars are allowed to stop only if the driver senses his death nearing. I was standing on the
edge of the highway. The sun was scorching my already burned face and cars were whizzing by. I couldn’t be bothered
lifting my hand to stop them. I thought they couldn’t see me, because the sunlight was too bright.
There was a field next to the highway, full of poppies, and a woman was pulling grass by the edge of the field. Her
gray skirt had been rolled up. That may have been a thousand years ago. The field was billowing and glimmering. She
put the bundle of grass down, straightened herself up, and raised her hand as a sunshade, to look at something. What?
Cars on the highway, which were dashing into the shimmering sun like insects into the fire? Could she see them? Or to
look at me? I was standing on the boundary. I could not be seen by either the flying phantoms who were melting in
their own speed or that woman who was gathering grass for her animals’ evening fodder. The day was already drawing
to evening. The woman had sturdy brown legs, and the poppies touched the edge of her rolled-up skirt.
I once saw the words “border state” in a newspaper. That was how they labeled the country from which I came. It
was a political term. Very appropriate, by the way. A border state is nonexistent. There is something on one side and
something on the other side of the border, but there is no border. There is a highway, and a field of grain with a
farmhouse under tall, thirsty trees, but where is the border between them? It’s invisible. And if you should happen to
stand on the border, then you too are invisible, from either side.
I never got to Lisbon, by the way. The car that picked me up near Paris turned into a side road, drove in the other
direction, and I went along, west, in any case toward the sea.
That’s where something strange happened to me, as if I had been ill before but now became well. Where? Was it in
that village hotel where the church bells started pealing right next to my ear the moment I opened the window, on the
other side of a totally empty square? No, not there, not yet. That was probably where I started on the actual road to
recovery, loosened the reins, hoisted the load onto my back and discovered that it was so light.
Along with the villagers I even went to the mass those bells had announced. It was nothing significant or important,
just a small step on the road that I had started; content and resigned all of a sudden, ready for anything. Really, nothing
special. A few light blue and pink virgins, a priest who spoke with a habitual sweetness, and some weird wooden jaws,
which glowered beneath the ceiling. The song they sang there admonished people to not be afraid and to “dance on the
heels of God.” The priest was the same man who had accosted me in that old church in Amsterdam, the same blue-eyed
beggar for whom I had fried potatoes and cut pickles in my dream.
I sat at the back, apart from the villagers. A man, neither old nor young, around forty, sat in my pew. He held his
hands in his pocket and his mouth tightly closed. Only when they memorialized the dead did he seem to liven up. He
was probably there because of someone who had died; either his wife or his mother. Most likely his mother because he
was that kind of rural man, large and robust, someone who may have lived with his mother and now had no one to talk
with, least of all with God.
That was on Saturday evening. Afterward I walked along a small road that led from the church to the sea. Roses,
heavy with flowers slightly drooping from the days heat, with leaves already perking up in the evenings coolness, were
leaning against white garden walls. Then came a field of dense, thick wheat; rows of flowering potatoes, already in
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shadows cast by pine trees; voracious cows on a hillside.
Then, one morning I was on my way toward the lighthouse. It was on an island far in the sea, beyond which one
couldn’t go. And the lighthouse in turn was at the tip of the island. Beyond it were only wild cliffs and breakers, the site
of shipwrecks.
The sun woke me in my hotel room at six o’clock, as soon as it had risen on a naked world The hotel was an old
building, the last one, high above the harbor where boats at low tide ended up on mud; as though they never intended to
move again. The clothes closet in my room had three doors. The center door was a mirror. In the evening I had studied
myself in this mirror and then crept out on the stairs. Everyone in the house was already asleep. At regular intervals a
strange light kept flashing in the window of the stairwell. At first I didn’t realize what it was, but after reaching to look,
I saw it was the beam from the lighthouse, twirling in proud circles through the air.
The morning sunlight immediately brightened the window, and I was glad to have the chance to visit the lighthouse. It was still cool outside, thick dew on the ground everywhere. The hotel steward was putting umbrellas up on the
patio. A woman in her tiny garden was already bending over hydrangeas and rhubarbs. That was at about the last house,
with white and blue shutters, next to a vast empty expanse. As I passed her she straightened up. It was the same woman
who had said “Little dog” in the Metro, the same woman I had seen beside the highway picking grass from the field. I
greeted her, because it seemed strange to pass without speaking, and she greeted me back and smiled kindly, kindly and
indifferently, and then she bent over her flowers again.
One of the windows was open, and I caught a glimmer of the drowsy secret that rooms hold in mornings. A cat was
sitting on a windowsill, licking herself. The lighthouse was still a long way away but already visible in its entirety.
Actually, there wasn’t very much at the lighthouse. Low gray grass, with yellow flowers, bending with the wind.
Enormous red-colored rocks. Some sheep.
Maybe there was something else. I don’t exactly know. Anyway, I can’t tell you more, not even you, dear Angelo.
It’s my secret.
Now I’m back in the city, since the day before yesterday; or whenever it was. Five hundred kilometers on the
expressway in an open car is as good as four hours in the same spot in the desert. There were traffic jams outside Paris.
I didn’t realize before how small this city with its pleasant cafés and boulevards actually is, just a little tourist village.
The real city is out there where the corrugated steel and concrete reinforcements are heated by an insolent sun. Commercial centers to which heavy trucks haul new goods. Traffic jams where people die every day; in heat and exhaust
fumes, on their way to vacations or homes or department stores. The garbage dump lies waiting at the very end.
I’m out of money. In a small town near the sea, where I had ended up, an automatic teller machine swallowed my
card. The street was totally empty. It was noon. The sun was shining and the shutter of the automatic teller window
silently slid shut. I thought to myself, It’s finished.

The Cathedral of Alexander Nevsky, Tallinn, Harju County, Estonia
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The Cathedral of St. Mary, Tallinn, Harju County, Estonia

The Church of St. Nicholas, Tallinn, Harju County, Estonia
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The Kärdla Church, Kärdla, Hiiu County, Estonia: two views
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The Church of St. Michael, Jõhvi, Ida-Viru County, Estonia: two views
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The Palamuse Church, Jõgeva, Jõgeva County, Estonia: two views
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The Church of the Holy Cross, Paide, Järva County, Estonia: two views
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The Church of St. Mary Magdalene, Haapsalu, Lääne County, Estonia: two views
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The Church of the Holy Trinity, Rakvere, Lääne-Viru County, Estonia

The Church of the Transformation of Our Lord, Pärnu, Pärnu County, Estonia
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The Church of St. Mary, Põlva, Põlva County, Estonia: two views
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The Church of Mary Magdalene, Rapla, Rapla County, Estonia: two views
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The Church of Kohila Manor, Rapla County, Estonia, which “goes back to at least 1438” (so W)

The Cathedral Church of St. Isidore, Valga, Valga County, Estonia
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The Church of St. Laurence, Kuressaare, Saare County, Estonia: two views
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The Church of St. John, Tartu, Tartu County, Estonia: two views
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The Church of St. Paul, Viljandi, Viljandi County, Estonia: three views
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The Church of St. Catherine the Great, Martyr, Võru, Võru County, Estonia

The Jõõpre Orthodox Church, Jõõpre Village, Pärnu County, Estonia
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The Church of St. Nicholas, Võru, Võru County, Estonia: two views
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