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Gabriela  Babnik's  novel  Dry  Season  is  a  record  of  an  
unusual   love   affair.   Anna   is   a   sixty-‐two-‐year-‐old  
designer  from  Central  Europe  and  Ismael  is  a  twenty-‐
seven-‐year-‐old   African   who   was   brought   up   on   the  
street  where  he  was  often  the  victim  of  abuse.  What  
unites  them  is  the  loneliness  of  their  bodies,  a  tragic  
childhood   and   the   dry   season   or   Harmattan,   during  
which  neither  nature  nor  love  is  able  to  flourish.  She  
soon   realizes   that   the   emptiness   between   them   is  
not   really   instituted   by   their   skin   colour   and   age  
difference,  but  predominantly  by  her  belonging  to  the  Western  culture  in  which  she  has  lost  
or  abandoned  all  the  preordained  roles  of  daughter,  wife  and  mother.  Sex  does  not  outstrip  
the   loneliness   and   repressed   secrets   from   the   past   surface   into   a   world   she   sees   as   much  
crueller   and   at   the   same   time   more   innocent   than   her   own.   Cleverly   written   as   an  
alternating   narrative   of   both   sides   in   the   relationship,   the   novel   is   interlaced  with   magical  
realism  and  accurately  perceived  fragments  of  African  political  reality.    
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Gabriela Babnik: Dry Season
H[FHUSWVIURPWKHQRYHOWUDQVODWHGE\*UHJRU7LPRWK\ýHK
***
+RZ GLG , NQRZ KRZ ROG KH ZDV" :HOO , GLGQ¶W , GLGQ¶W KDYH D FOXH ZKR , ZDV
dealing with or what he wanted from me. Particularly after he fell asleep. I doubt he
did either. These people can be unpredictable. Just when you think you understand
them, they do something unexpected. The taxi driver at the airport for example,
instead of taking me to the market place he drove me to his family home. When I
hinted that I needed the loo, he waited for me at the side of the road, as if from that
point on he was my comforter, my lover and my bodyguard. That was the manner in
which he later introduced me to his family, despite the fact that we had only just met
earlier in the day and that we would never meet again. When I asked him where I
could wash my hands and enquiringly pointed to the right, he nodded. He also nodded
when I pointed to the left. For him there was water in the sky above and in the ground
under his feet. In me he probably saw murky waters so, after much persuasion, fifteen
cups of far-too-sweet tea and endless handshakes and enquiries about the wellbeing of
my family, my children, even my house, he did eventually drop me off outside a large
building named after Gaddafi. I then dragged my case along the street past crazy
drivers throwing up clouds of dust (I arrived in Ouagadougou right at the start of the
dry season; the guide book stated that this was the best time to visit Sub-Saharan
Africa; the rainy season meant impassable roads, mosquitoes, regular blackouts and
similar discouraging prospects), past meat sellers with their hacked chunks of meat
hosting swarms of flies - big, dark, green-bellied flies, past a group of children who
tried to draw attention to themselves with empty rusty ketchup pails that I only later
realized, rather than having any practical purpose, were mainly seen as a status
symbol, past tall, slim women with shiny dark skin, cutting up vegetables in the palms
of their hands.
Under the acacias lining the road halfway to the market place, I placed my
case against a fence and lit a cigarette. As I sat there smoking, it suddenly dawned on
me that this was the kind of contrast I needed. Stepping out of the silence in which I
had been cocooned for the past few months and stepping away from my relationship
with my son which was tearing ± not just tearing but ripping ± me apart from inside.

He was about the age of the young man I was about to meet a few hours after this
cigarette. And lastly, perhaps chiefly, I also needed to get away from my relationship
with my elderly father.
***
I gazed at my own reflection in the glass door and then at Ismael's reflection. Instantly
I understood he was not only prepared for the continuation of our story, but that for
me he was prepared to step from one world into another. Earlier on the staircase it had
not even occurred to me that it was not so much about the colour of our skin or our
age difference, but the fact that we came from entirely different worlds. Ismael was
the product of the African street, to some extent also the burnt grass, the Harmattan
wind and the scorched birds of the dry season. The supermarket we had just entered
was the embodiment of fake prudery and supposed, but overrated evolution. I hoped
that a night and half a day were enough for me to forget where I was coming from and
even where I was going.
***
It is not that I miss certain things in the desert - the girl from Chagall, Millais' stained
glass, Bach's Fugue - but that there are things I do not know how to see. In the
treetops, in the air, on the corner of the house.
I brought a chair down from the hotel room and put it underneath the tree. The
receptionist and I had made an agreement. She showed me the fridge where I could
keep a yoghurt and a bottle of mineral water. It had been a while since I last saw
Ismael. Things had happened in the meantime that we had not shared. I called my
father on my own, telling him I would not be back for a while, that I intended to rent a
house and sit around on the roof from which I will observe the grass fires and the
burning birds flying too low to the ground allowing their wings to catch fire, or the
whirling wind. Some here believe that a woman is born from a whirlwind if only you
PDQDJHWRWKURZDKDUGERLOHGHJJLQWRLWVFHQWUH%XW,GLGQ¶WWHOOWKLVWR)DWKHU± well,
his answering machine. My call set off a deep, soft voice, with dark hair and only a
whisper of silver at the temples, saying that he was unable to answer the phone right
QRZ,KRSHGLWZDVQ¶WEHFDXVHKHZDVVWLOOORFNHGLQWKHJDUGHQ
The previous night had been swelteringly hot and we all expected a downpour.

I stood so that I could see half the house and half the road. Something static and
something vibrant. People rode by on their mopeds, producing clouds of exhaust
fumes. Others clap-clapped along in their flip-flops. I looked down at my own feet. I
preferred to walk around barefoot here and feel the hot reddish earth trickle between
my toes and the cold of the approaching night stroke my ankles, spreading through the
rest of the body as the landscape settles, even the clouds stop moving and the trees
temporarily lose all meaning. I would continue with my description of the loneliness I
harboured within me were it not for the white woman in a printed-pattern, narrow
skirt approaching me from the direction of the entrance. We managed a begrudging
smile as she pulled a supposedly troublesome lock of hair away from her face and I
shyly looked to the ground, though through the corner of my eye I still caught her hips
swaying against the batik which made me think how she wanted to stand out; to not
be just another woman walking past, but something more than that.
I rubbed my foot against the ground as if searching for something, as if at
some point I had lost something on that very spot, something I longed for, though in
reality the only thing I longed for was to see Ismael again. Tall and slim, he would
stand on the opposite side of the road, looking me over. Would he step closer or not?
:RXOG KH VPLOH RU MXVW VD\ ³<RX ZHUH ORRNLQJ DW PH´ , ZRXOG QRW VD\ WKH VDPH
things I said then, but something entirely different.
***
,WZDVQ¶WDOOMXVWYLROHQFe in the village, there were some nice times. Like the period
before the rain. Flies gathered close to the ground, pestering humans, and the clouds
in the sky kept changing like the image on a TV screen. I can tell you that we got the
first TV set in the village in the early seventies, so we were in fact already the second,
third, fifth even, generation to grow up with moving pictures. At first I thought those
blonde white women in the box were manipulated by an invisible hand. That chairs,
tables, carpets, plastic flowers and shiny bowls filled to the brim with various fruit I
GLGQ¶WHYHQNQRZWKHQDPHRIZHUHDOOEURXJKWRQWRWKHVHWDQGZKHQWKH\VDZWKDW
the children gathered in the courtyard at dusk, the hand of the invisible man arrived
just in time to get into position and begin the show. We held our breath, held it so
ORQJ DQG VR GHHS WKDW ZH GLGQ¶W HYHQ PDQDJH WR WKLQN DERXW KRZ RQH VLQJOH KDQG
managed to control all the reflex movements of those football players running

continuously up and down the green backdrop, or how it managed to regulate the
movements of the women pushing their bare chests against somewhat deflated figures
of the opposite sex.
But despite all the forecasts, I must admit that the clouds, the big, almost grey
clouds that filled the entire screen, stupefied me. I would sometimes lie under the
mango tree and stare at the sky. Once I had climbed all its branches, smelt, tasted and
knew literarily its every nook and cranny, I became interested in the view of its crown
from below. I could never understand how the mango tree could branch out so
rectilinearly and provide such a dense, proper shade, just as I never understood who
was moving the clouds up there, sometimes even making them appear on the TV
VFUHHQ0RWKHUGLGQ¶WEHOLHYHLQGod, so she was unable to explain things to me. She
avoided the television completely. She said it was an evil that came from another
world. I had no way of knowing which world.
***
My greatest fear came true. The fear of getting lost. Ismael was not just a warm body
to comfort me at night and sometimes during the day, but most of all my guide. We
KDGJRQHIRUDZDONLQWRZQWRJHWKHUDQG,ZDVQ¶WVXUHZKHWKHU,FRXOGILQGP\ZD\
back on my own. Of course I could not have anticipated that, standing under the Coca
Cola umbrella, he would ask me to marry him, or that after I declined he would turn
around and vanish. The plan that I picked up the dog was fine, had it not been for the
infinite distance between me and the house. What was I supposed to say to the taxi
driver? That I lived next to three trees that burst into purple bloom at the beginning of
the rainy season? That in my rented house the electricity sometimes works and
VRPHWLPHVGRHVQ¶W"+HZRXOGSUREDEO\VD\WKHUHDUHPDQ\VXFKKRXVHVLQ2XDJDRU
what trees are you talking about, Madame? There are many plants here with purple,
reddish or pinkish flowers.
But even after the tro-tro vanished from my field of view, I continued to
follow the road, tripping over discarded chicken bones and sleeping dogs in the
JODULQJEULJKWOLJKW,I,UHDOO\³KDG´WRLQFOXGHVRPHNLQGRIDQLPDOLQWRWKHQRYHOLW
would be a dog. They have a logic of their own. During the night they lie about on the
warm tarmac in groups of two or three. In the day they rarely growl and generally
appear rather frightened and quite obviously hungry. Hunger makes them different.

Hunger prevents them from biting, rendering them shadowy apparitions. I thought of
following one of these dogs, but all they seemed to be doing was moving out of my
way. It seems that since Ismael left I have ceased to be of any interest to anyone, even
as a target for mockery. I kept wondering where all the potential lovers or even
potential thieves went. Of course I now had very little they could steal from me; the
sandals hanging from my waist, my pale skin and some small change stuck in my bra.
***
,GRQ¶WNQRZKRZORQJ0DOLNDQG,VSHQWLQ&RWRQRXDZHHNWZRDPRQWKPD\EHD
year, that whole period is blank to me. Waiting for the end of the school year we lived
with some French woman called Julie Amado. With her hair tied up high, her slender
s-shaped inward curving back, her slow pace, too slow even for her age, that betrayed
her uncertain past or at least her exaggerated tendency towards melancholy, she could
easily have been the elusive woman from Black Street, but after considering the
matter for a while, I decided she was not the same person. Malik could not have had
things under such control and Julie herself seemed to be half mad. She never slept at
night, her huge bed being occupied by cats; she would sit on the chair and put her feet
up on the bed where all the cats, there must have been over twenty, slept amidst plates
of rotting fish.
I never asked Malik how he knew Julie or why we were staying with her. All I
understood was that we were waiting. Malik introduced me to Julie as a friend who
has a way with words and was writing a novel. He even made up a title for it, The Sea

Again or something like that, which excited Julie. She offered me her typewriter, a
huge black antique thing that made an evil noise as you typed and more often than not
mangled the inserted paper. Tens of trees worth of paper went down its elongated
neck and at critical moments when it jammed I jumped from behind the writing desk
and tried to pull out the sheet, carefully at first, but then ever more enraged with torn
ELWV RI SDSHU IO\LQJ DURXQG WKH SODFH OLNH VQRZIODNHV ³:H DUH OLNH WKH VQRZ WKDW
HYHQWXDOO\FHDVHVWRIDOO´,NHSWUHSHDWLQJWRP\VHOIWKRXJK,VWLOOGRQRWNnow why
this sentence came into my head. After a few days the typewriter broke down
completely and the tropical forests were safe for a while. For me this was only the
beginning. Julie began to follow me into every corner of the house, relating her
memories to me. Apparently they were so interesting I was supposed to hammer out a

book of them. I declined, telling her that in reality I do not have a way with words and
that Malik had made this up, but she continued to lean against the wall with her back,
nibbling away at pieces of cheese and a baguette, telling her story. This was how I
found out that she had arrived in Cotonou as a volunteer teacher years ago. When
WKLQJVGLGQ¶WZRUNRXW± that is what she said, I remember exactly ± she left the job.
³'RQ¶W get me wrong, I am still a humanitarian at heart, I help children
whenever I can, I ease their way, without me their suffering would be even greater,
but if you think that once you are in this business, you can just step out, you are
PLVWDNHQ´
The more she talked, the less I understood. Children, eight to sixteen-yearolds, with their hands tied, needing to be accompanied. The official explanation:
transporting minors up for adoption by white couples. (My thoughts: they will
probably be sold into slaverySHUKDSVSURVWLWXWLRQIRUJRRGQHVVVDNHWKHUHDUHQ¶WWKDW
many white couples wanting to adopt a black child!) And who else is involved in the
business? People in the right positions; colonels, bureaucrats, ministers.
At that point I laughed inadvertentO\³:LWKDOOGXHUHVSHFW-XOLHZKHUHGR,ILW
LQWRWKLVOLFHQWLRXVFKDLQ"´
She picked up and started stroking one of the cats rubbing against our feet.
³<RXVWLOOGRQ¶WJHWLW"0D\EH\RXUHDOO\DUHQ¶WDUHDOZULWHU´
This was supposed to offend me, but I was more vexed with being sent to the
market to get fish for the cats. I stood in endless queues in the sticky and unrelenting
sun (at least we are not right at the rock bottom of the ladder of civilization!), and
when I returned to the house and complained to Malik how I could no longer take
this, he patted me on the shoulder and told me to bear it until tomorrow. A tomorrow
he was forever putting off.
How can I describe the state of things in that house? Everything was
absolutely chaotic: you would RSHQDGUDZHUWRWDNHRXWDWRZHODQGLQVWHDG\RX¶GJHW
a meowing cat jumping out. Some cats would leap over the balcony railings, perhaps
in an attempt to escape or commit suicide, but Julie would not have any of it;
screaming terribly she would run downstairs and bring the cat back into the house.
She brought in other stray cats from the street and ended up with over fifty. The good

thing about the house was that I could see the sea from the kitchen window and that I
was able to learn how to use a typewriter. After we came to an agreement, once the
wild beast it was possessed with gave in or it might have been me who gave in, once
the snow inside mixed with blood, I sat at it for days on end searching for the right
letters. I could put it differently: for days on end I tried to remember my own self,
what I was like when I used to wake up next to Anna. I thought about the smell of her
sweat and her soft pink belly. I occasionally stood back and observed Julie, her
inward curving pain-ridden back, her bare, scratched arms, her tongue visible in her
half-opened mouth showing a gentle lining of teeth ± in fact her teeth were probably
her best feature and this was what I focused on, closing my eyes and imagining that
the woman in the house was in fact Anna. Anna, who by now has most likely returned
to her own town, to her drawing table looking out onto the garden.
You will probably ask me what Malik did during this time. Anything I say
would be a lie. Sometimes he disappeared for days on end and when he did show up,
JUHHQLVKEDJVXQGHUKLVH\HVKH¶GVWDUWH[SODLQLQJDERXWWKHYDULRXVSULFHVIRUKXPDQ
RUJDQV³)RUDKHDGZLWGDH\HV\RXJHWWKUHHKXQGUHGIUDQFVPDQZLWKWKUHHKXQGUHG
NLGV\RXNQRZZHWDONLQJVHULRXVFDVK´,WXUQHGDZD\2IFRXUVH,XQGHUVWRod that
Malik had dragged me right into this worse-than-gruesome business. Although, as I
kept telling myself, probably in an attempt to clear my conscience, despite the fact
that I did this only through making up sentences, sentences that were supposed to turn
me into someone more virtuous, I had myself so far not actually done anything. All I
did was listen to the made-up stories of a mad woman and gibberish from the mouth
RIDQ$IULFDQORDIHU³'HP/HEDQHVHDUHMXVWGDPLGVWDWLRQLWDOOVWDUWVZLWGD-ulie
Amado and ends in Saudi Arabya, where you can buy a child heart like a fish on da
market. Dey used to deliver plenty from da Sudan, but wit da war and dat business in
Chad (you know, wit da three hundred kids on da airplane) da trafick stopped. People
like da colonel I told you bout use their position to get in contact with da French
humanitarian lady. Dey used to cut da children up like dey want, but now in Arabya
dey want da kids live. Dey decide which organs to pick. Get dem fresher, no damage,
more PRQH\IRUGDVDSSOLHUVDWWKHVWDUWRIGDFKDLQ´
³:KHUHGRHVDOOGDPRQH\JR")RUGDFDWV"´,DVNHG0DOLNDVZHVDWRQWKH
EHDFKZDWFKLQJWKHVHD³&DQ¶W \RXMXVWJHWPHRXWRIDOOWKLVOHQGPHGDPRQH\WR
UHWXUQWR2XDJD",¶OOJHWRQGDILUVWEXVDQGIRUHYDNHHSP\PRXWKVHDOHG´

³-XOLHQRWWHOO\RX"<RXQHYHUJHWRXWRIGDEXVLQHVVRQFH\RXLQVLGH´0DOLN
JULQQHGDQGSRLQWHGWRDQLQGLVWLQFWSRLQWLQWKHGLVWDQFH³8QOHVV\RXVLWRQDSODVWLF
raft, catch a big fish, a shark even if you want, tie it to da raft and brrrm brrrm swim
DZD\<RXFRXOGEHZLWZKDW\RXFDOOKHU$QQDLVQ¶WLWLQWKUHHGD\V´
,ORRNHGURXQG0DOLN¶VEDFNMXVWWRFKHFNLIKHKDGJDQMDJURZLQJRXWRIKLV
DUVH+HZDVVWRQHGRXWRIKLVPLQG³,IWKDW¶VWKHFDVH,¶GUDWKHUWDNH DEDOORRQ´,
took off my shirt and stepped into the sea. The vast, colourless sea in all its endless
allure. Under these circumstances, the only thing that prevented me from wading out
DQGGURZQLQJRUJRLQJEDFNWRWKHKRXVHDQGNLOOLQJDOORI-XOLH¶VFDts, was the fact
that I could sit at the typewriter, seducing that evil sound from it. I decided I would
not only write a letter to Anna, but dedicate the entire novel to her.

At the nearby news stand I bought myself a packet of cigarettes and a phone card for
calls abroad and, thus equipped, climbed onto the roof of the family house. Now I
know; this was the place from which Ismael stared at the flames of the fires
propagated by farmers during the Harmattan season; it was from here that he observed
the fleeing animals, the burning birds, flying like phoenixes before being devoured by
the flames. This was his place of rest and dreams, but I had this distinct feeling that I
had come up here to say goodbye. I wished to go beyond the fantasy of making love
to a youthful male body, but I failed. I wished to surpass the bitter sadness and the
increasing loneliness, but my investment was unwise. So it was time I left. Besides,
WKHUHZDVOLWWOHSRLQWLQLPSRVLQJRQ,VPDHO¶VDXQWIRUPXFKORQJHU6KHNHSWPDNLQJ
up stories about me to satisfy the curiosity of all the people who kept turning up in the
courtyard. Few believed her; on one occasion an older woman even grabbed hold of
my belly and screamed the worst obscenities of my life into my face. The aunt tried to
console me by saying I should not pay attention to the woman who talked nonsense
but I still knew I should not have overstepped my mark with my feelings towards
Ismael; Ismael was destined for other things.
I entered the phone card PIN into my mobile anG GLDOOHG )DWKHU¶V QXPEHU
Before deciding about anything, before climbing off the roof and leaving the flaming

phoenixes in mid air, I needed to check how things were with Father. Had he written
me off entirely because I confessed I had become intimately involved with someone
here, someone who was a few decades younger than me, or was it because all his
complaints about his debilitating brain were still not enough to make me decide to
return, or was it simply that nothing had changed? The easiest for me to deal with
would be if things were as I had left them. If he were suddenly to display a kind streak
WKDWPLJKWPHDQKHKDGKDGKLVKHDUWRSHUDWLRQWKHQWKHUHZRXOGQ¶WEHDQ\ZKHUHIRU
me to return to.
³$QQD $QQD LW¶V ,VPDHO FDOOLQJ ,VPDHO $QQD «´ , WKought I had fallen
asleep and was dreaming. I had not had a chance to think things through or even light
my cigarette when they called me from below.
³.HHS KLP RQ WKH SKRQH´ , VKRXWHG RQFH , JUDVSHG ZKR ZDV RQ WKH OLQH
³.HHS«´0\PRELOHIHOORXWRIP\ hands, rolling down the metal roof until I could
no longer hear which direction it was falling in, probably onto the ground, onto the
soft, dusty earth that muffles all sounds. Jumping up eagerly I tried to find the ladder
with the tips of my toes. It seemed to take ages for me to reach the ground. When I
finally did, it suddenly dawned on me ± this was that feeling. Did I not resort to
Ismael in an attempt to overcome the realization that instead of being born to live, one
is forever being pushed towards death? Perhaps this was something I read somewhere,
though I have not been reading anything lately. Apart from the lines on the palms of
,VPDHO¶VDQGP\RZQKDQGV
0\KDQGVWUHPEOHGZKHQ,OLIWHGWKHUHFHLYHULQ%DED¶VURRP2QO\DV,GUHZ
back the curtain slightly could I truly comprehend the dark room defined by its
SKRWRJUDSKVDQGDODUJHFORFNDQGQRWLFH%DED¶VUHPLQGHUVRIZKDWKHXVHGWREHOLNH
)RUDZKLOH,GLGQ¶WVD\DQ\WKLQJDQGWKHQ,VXPPRQHGDFDVXDO³+HOOR´
³$QQD$QQDLIRQO\\RXNQHZ «´
Then the line suddenly went dead. I turned towards the door as if I was
expecting someone, as if I was about to see his approaching silhouette but then,
snapping back into reality, I dragged myself over to the corner of the room. My heart
pounded, jusWDVP\IDWKHU¶VKHDUWPXVWKDYHSRXQGHGZKHQKHOHDUQWKHPLJKWQHHG
WR KDYHDQRSHUDWLRQ ,WULHGWR UHPHPEHU)DWKHU¶VIDFH7ZRDUFKHVH[WHQGLQJIURP

his brow, past his aquiline nose towards his mouth. The way he stood under that
chandelier when I brought home my Parisian lover, though he was not yet my Parisian
lover at the time, and the way he stood looking at a piece of meat in the shop. As if
QHLWKHUKDGDQ\WKLQJWRGRZLWKKLP$VLIWKHµEODFNJX\¶ZDVDERXWWROHDYHDQGWKH
meat was about to be wrapped up so all would be as if it had never happened.
:KHQHYHU,ZHQWWRWKHEXWFKHU¶VZLWKKLPDVDFKLOGDWLQ\IUDJLOHJLUO,ZDVDOZD\V
obsessed by the idea that it could be me, Mother or Father hanging in the shop
window. Displayed there, to be hacked away at and bought. Perhaps it was that in my
childhood I was more acutely aware that we are mere bodies with a few faculties.
Later, probably during my time in England, I found out that that Francis Bacon also
saw things in a manner similar to how I perceived them in the most metaphysical
years of my life, associating slaughterhouses with the crucified Christ and animal fear,
something that might well sound sacrilegious. But Bacon was an atheist, so there was
no space for the concept of sacrilege in his world.
The phone rang again. I could hear the ringing inside my head, inside my
body. With everyone outside in the courtyard holding their breath, it all seemed even
more intense. For a brief moment the night, the goats, even the farmers burning the
grass, all fell silent. As I lifted the receiver and instead of that casual hello, uttered
,VPDHO¶VQDPH,UHDOL]HGWKDWRXUORYHKDGODVWHGIRUDVLQJOHGU\VHDVRQ:HVFDWWHUHG
the seed over barren earth where it could never flourish, and without fresh growth I
have the feeling it was all mere coincidence, that I am myself someone robbed of all
purpose and meaning. Bacon would probably say that from this angle, Christ was also
just such a coincidental someone, playing out the game to the very end without any
scope or reason. I tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear. What would my father say
about this?
³$QQD GRQ¶W \RX UHFRJQL]H PH" $UH WKLQJV WKDW EDG"´ ,W ZDV WKH GHHS VDG
voice of an old man who had just had a heart operation. He was someone who still
believed that the cross was not the end of an irrational, purposeless game. Despite his
long forgotten one-time membership of the former Communist Party, he was someone
who still assented to the religious possibility. His membership was used for little more
tKDQFRYHUPRVWO\WRDOORZKLPWRSUDFWLFHKLVDOPRVWERXUJHRLVVROLFLWRU¶VSURIHVVLRQ
during the period of redemptive Yugoslav Communism. So I suspected he believed,
not because he would ever tell me about it, but because it was obvious just by looking

at his face. Most intensely in the two melancholy furrows that extended from his brow
down towards his mouth.
³,WKRXJKWLWZDV,VPDHO´,VXGGHQO\UHSHDWHGKLVQDPH7KHQDPHRIWKHORYHU
who had gone away. The last time I saw him he was standing under the Coca Cola
umbrella, his face shaded from the side, a slight hard-on pressing against his trousers.
It could all have been different, but things being as they were now, a distinct touch of
anger could be sensed in my voice. Besides, with the line engaged, my distant lover
would now not be able to call back even if he wanted to. All we had managed to find
out was that he had gone to Benin. As to where and with what purpose, all remained a
mystery. Though no one dared say it out loud, we suspected that he had followed that
white maggot who will not even allow him to breathe, let alone release him from his
claws.
³, WULHG FDOOLQJ \RX PDQ\ WLPHV EXW , RQO\ MXVW UHDOL]HG QRZ WKDW , DP
VXSSRVHGWRSXWLQIURQW«´
I sighed into the receiver. He had deliberately ignored my harsh response, so
things were still as they used to be, his heart still in place and I could easily return. Or
VWD\IRUDZKLOHORQJHUDQGWKHQUHWXUQ³$UH\RXZHOO"´,DVNHGDIWHUWKDWLQLWLDOVLJK
WKRXJK,GLGQ¶WZDLWIRUDQDQVZHUI stretched out my feet in the corner of the room,
EULHIO\ JODQFLQJ RYHU %DED¶V SKRWRJUDSKV KDQJLQJ RQ WKH ZDOO 7KH VWRU\ RI %DED¶V
youth was not important right now. I placed the receiver against my thigh and thought
DERXW,VPDHO¶VFOHDQGDUNIDFH$IDFHWKDWUHYHDOVµWKDWWUXHWUHDVXUH¶µWKDWOXPSRI
JROG¶µWKDWKLGGHQGLDPRQG¶$V%DFRQRUDQ\RQHHOVHOLNHKLPZRXOGVD\DIDFHLQWR
ZKLFK,JD]HWRILQGDUHDVRQWRFRQWLQXHSHUVLVWLQJZLWKWKLVµFRLQFLGHQFH¶UREEHGRI
all purpose and meaning. In a dream-like state I suddenly grabbed the receiver and,
LJQRULQJ)DWKHU¶VPRDQLQJEOXUWHGRXW³1RZ,NQRZZK\\RXFRXOGQ¶WEHDUJRLQJWR
WKDW EXWFKHU¶V SODFH ,W ZDVQ¶W WKDW \RX IHOW VLFN DV \RX XVHG WR VD\ EXW VLPSO\
EHFDXVH\RXFRXOGQ¶WVWDQGGHDWKWKDW¶VZKDWLWZDVDOODERXWZDVQ¶WLW"´
A moment of silence. Like with the antelopes when they become aware they
are in mortal danger, like with the birds, before the flames engulf their feathers. In
that millisecond, I understood that Ismael and I would have gotten on even as
FKLOGUHQ+HZRXOGVKRZPHKRZWROLJKWDILUHLQWKHGHVHUWKRZWRNLOODFREUD«
QRQRKHGLGQ¶WGRWKLVNLQGRIVWXII,VPDHOZDVDIUDLGRIVQDNHV,PXVWKDYHSLFNHG

that one up somewhere else, the association between Africa and snakes, I mean. I
would show him the place where they slaughtered the pig. We would slip into the
slaughterhouse run by strangers who were so unlike my parents. There was a certain
charm in leaving me alone in the afternoons without even putting the housemaid in
charge of looking after me. I suddenly discovered independence. A screen was raised
between me and all the questions about life and death. But, who knows, perhaps I am
HYHQQRZVWLOODIIHFWHGE\WKHEORRGUXQQLQJRXWRIWKHSLJ¶VKHDG
³$QQD, VKDOOKLUHDODZ\HUWRJHW\RXRXWRIWKHUH«´
I smiled and put the phone down. Were it not dark outside, had I not had to
push past the aunt who kept stretching her neck towards the door pretending to be
listening out for something else rather than my brief dialogue with Ismael and my
cowardly dialogue with my father even once I appeared outside, and had I not just
wanted to go back onto the roof to smoke that cigarette, I would have explained to
Father that my need for the consolation such as I have found in Africa was no small
WKLQJ%XW,KDGWRVD\JRRGE\HWR,VPDHO¶VSODFHRIUHVWDQGGUHDPVVKURXGHGLQWKH
smell of scorched grass and birds burning in mid air. Outside I found my mobile
somewhere between the goat pen and the clay jug from which mostly children drank
the cool water, and climbed back up the ladder onto the roof.

:KHQGLG,VWRSEHOLHYLQJHYHQLQ$UW"$IWHUP\VRQ¶VEUHDNGRZQRURQFH,ZHQWLQWR
the desert? It happened over twenty years ago in the mid eighties in Paris. We sat in a
brightly lit restaurant, me, my Parisian lover, his absent children, two wives, one
deceased and the other still going strong, waiting in the blue house by the sea, and
SUREDEO\DIHZRWKHUSHRSOH,GLGQ¶WNQRZ0\ORYHUZDVLQDSDUWLFXODUO\JRRGPRRG
smiling all the time, dressed in a bright orange tunic and boots with a Cuban heel. We
met outside in the street. I came out from my hotel room where I had spent my day.
All I did before going out was brush my hair and spray on some perfume. He had
probably just unglued himself from his computer or maybe dropped into a bar on the
way. When he turned up I noticed he was holding a walking stick in his right hand
that I could not recall him taking with him in the morning. From a distance he looked
like a clown and there was much of the same in his films, not to mention his
photographs; colour, kitsch, a sense of drama. But when he hugged me and said we

had to celebrate the success of his latest film, I knew there was a time for rejoicing
and there was a time for sorrow.
³+RZ ZDV \RXU GD\"´ , DVNHG UHWXUQLQJ KLV KXJ DQG XVLQJ WKH EDFN RI P\
palm to straighten out the folds of the rustling fabric he wore over his top and
trousers.
,KDGDIHHOLQJKHKDGQ¶WKHDUGPH+HVZDSSHGWRKROGLQJWKHZDONLQJVWLFN
with his left hand and started talking about how he had switched from theatre to
cinematography, how he had managed to leave all the theatricality behind and how,
though he was grateful to Djibril for all the knowledge he passed on to him, he would
surely soon outVKLQHKLP)RUDPRPHQW,GLGQ¶WNQRZZKRKHZDVWDONLQJDERXW± at
the time I had not yet seen the avant-garde film Touki Bouki , my eyes had not yet
HQFRXQWHUHG DOO WKH OLJKW WKDW HPDQDWHV IURP 'MLEULO¶V ILOPV 0D\EH P\ IDWKHU KDG
noticed it, but for some incomprehensible reason he kept quiet about this small detail.
In fact, ever since he started hearing the rumours that I was strolling around Paris in
the embrace of some black man, he hardly spoke to me. Later I reproached him that
here we were talking about a Senegalese, how not all blacks were the same and how
not all came from the same tree, but he just pretended not to hear me. Instead he
PXPEOHG DZD\ DERXW VRPHWKLQJ JRLQJ RQ ZLWK PRWKHU¶V EURWKHU +H KDG VWDUWHG
writing in the papers, literary or art criticism or something, Father was not precisely
sure.
Feeling the brief hug was not enough, I cravingly, almost painfully squeezed
DJDLQVWP\ORYHU¶VERG\$WWKDWWLPHKHKDGQRW\HWWROGPHWREHKDYHLQSXEOLFDVLI
nothing ever happened between us. This was all before those words: if you were ten
or so years older, this thing between us could be dangerous for you. All he had said
was that after the death of his wife I was the only woman to have touched him. And
when at the end of my stay in England I returned to Ljubljana, he even attempted to
follow me. He got as far as Rome where he got stuck cooking pasta for some brunette
for nearly a decade until he decided he needed a house by the sea. So, Senegal. That
was when I reappeared on the scene, not in London this time, but in Paris. He kept
saying that to him Paris meant Anna in Paris, Anna in the wide metal bed, her white
thighs and narrow waist that he could have whenever he wanted and however many
times he wanted, though all this time he had never mentioned that throughout, even

when he was mounting me, groaning away like there was no tomorrow or stretching
his hands towards me in a restaurant, he was thinking of his dark-skinned children
back home.
I would sometimes dream of sitting in the blue house by the sea and, ten years
older than I was, buying fish at the market, shouting and running down the beach with
him running after me in his tunic, trying to catch me, and in the evenings sitting
drawing, transferring the colourful still life on the plate in front of me onto paper.
³,WZLOOQHYHUKDSSHQ´,ZKLVSHUHGPRUHWRP\VHOIWKDQKLPSUREDEO\WRFXW
short his arbitrary monologue that had nothing to do with the two of us. We were
supposed to be going to a restaurant to talk about our relationship, not about his films
ZKLFKGLGQ¶WIHDWXUHPHLQDQ\ZD\RUHYHUZRXOG$V,VDLGLW,PRYHGDZD\IURP
KLP VOLJKWO\ ³:KDW ZH KDYH KHUH LV KHUH +HUH LQ 3DULV DQG RQO\ LQ 3DULV IRUJHW
6HQHJDO´ , GRQ¶W NQRZ ZKHWKHU KH XQGHUVWRRG RU HYHQ KHDUG $W WKDW moment we
were stepping into a brightly lit joint. All the people inside appeared as if from a film;
exaggerated gestures, made up faces, ponderous significance, and if only my lover
had wanted to, we could have easily just rewound the whole scene. The waiter
showed us the table and offered to help us take off our coats. I refused, sat down and
slowly, almost lazily undid my buttons and threw the coat across the back of the seat.
0\NQHHWKHQVHDUFKHGIRUP\ORYHU¶VNQHHXQGHUWKHWDEOH7KLVZDVP\ODVWKRpe to
get him back on my side, to lure him back to us as a pair. Nothing. Emptiness. Maybe
he did hear what I had said and was trying to show his annoyance. When the waiter
approached with a slight bow, my lover began suddenly to talk about Fellini in a
rather animated and mocking tone, entirely ignoring me. He started off by saying how
Djibril was apparently incapable of bearing the burden of life; an otherwise beautiful,
WDOO PDQ EXW IDU WRR PHODQFKRO\ WDNLQJ WKLQJV IDU WRR VHULRXVO\ ZKHUHDV WRGD\¶V
audiences demand entertainment, and then switched to talking about Fellini. Namely
how he thought his latest film was, in all honesty, crap.
,ORRNHGDURXQGWKHUHVWDXUDQW,GLGQ¶WNQRZZKDW,ZDVORRNLQJIRU)DWKHU¶V
hand which could guide me in defending both these two masters of cinema? They
both come from such different worlds, it dawned on me at that point. I then
remembered the photograph of Djibril I must have seen somewhere, his arms, his
large dark arms folded across his chest, his left hand gently supporting his beard,

apparently at the point where it was turning grey. There is something classical in his
figure, something mature, bordering on wisdom even, as he leans to the right towards
the river, though it is not clear whether it is a river or not, all that is visible in the
background is a row of houses with open windows; they could be in Dakar or Paris. It
must have been cold. His jacket collar is turned up to keep out the Dakarian or
Parisian winter. He looks cold, but from the furrows above his eyebrows it seems as if
he is worried about something else apart from the cold, something he is unable to
UHVROYH 8QDEOH WR UHDFK IRU )DWKHU¶V JXLGLQJ KDQG ULJKW QRZ , FRXOG DW OHDVW WU\ WR
ILQGWKHZRUGVLQWKHIDPLO\¶VIOHGJOLQJOLWHUDU\VRUU\DUW critic who swore by realistic
literary trends. My father had told me this with a sort of grunt, and added how the guy
could not even have sworn by these were it not for the material and moral support he
had received from his now deceased sister, meaning my mother, of course. After all,
criticism is more often than not a non-profit activity. I could just imagine him, (not
merely because of the evil tone with which Father related the new phenomenon in the
family), reading through fifty odd novels a year and truly believing in what he wrote
about them, or perhaps sitting on the floor between a wall of books and a filthy sofa in
the flat he was given, scratching his large balls.
³([FXVH PH , QHHG WKH WRLOHW´ , VXGGHQO\ EOXUWHG DQG LQ GRLQJ VR VPLOHG
apologetically at the invisible children sitting at the table preoccupied with chewing
on chicken bones and noisily spitting them out onto the plate. I walked right out into
the street. I found the key to the hotel room in my coat pocket. I must have stuck it
there without thinking about it as we walked down the corridor. I thought even less
about what I was doing as I threw the very same coat over my hand after pulling it off
the back of the chair with a brief turn of my body. It was as if I knew prior to entering
the restaurant that I would have to make my retreat. I also had to turn away because of
the lie. When I lie I can barely stand looking the person in the eye, so I stood up,
grabbed my coat and stormed out. My sudden departure was meant as small revenge
for avoiding all talk about the two of us and moving his foot away under the table.
7KHVH SHRSOH GRQ¶W NQRZ KRZ WR ORYH D IULHQG RQFH WROG PH DIWHU SUHVXPDEO\ DOVR
having a bad experience with dating black men, though I never believed her. Right
now, in my bout of anger, I was very close to agreeing with the generalizing remark.
I made my way to the bank of the Seine, but instead of thinking about what
Djibril might have been wondering about with his hands folded on his chest (it was

the hands that reminded me of that black and white photograph and it is the hands that
I will always remember), I felt much like a well known writer did when, somewhere
in the middle of France in the eighties, he sensed for the first time what he had never
sensed whilst living in Czechoslovakia, not even in the darkest days of the Stalinist
era ± that he had found himself in a post-art era, in a world from which art was simply
disappearing because it was just no longer necessary. I stepped into the light of one of
the streetlamps. Perhaps my father was right: it was better to believe than not to
believe, better to allow for the possibility of religion than look straight into the eye of
Truth, deducing that this was all there was. Paris and Paris again. I pushed up the
collar of my coat, closed my eyes and tried to recall what my son was like as a child,
but all I could think about was the slightly bent penis of my Parisian lover. I knew that
GHVSLWHKLVGHFHDVHGDQGOLYLQJZLYHV WKH,WDOLDQZRPDQGLGQ¶WUHDOO\FRXQWMXVWDV,
will never really count myself) I would still go back to the hotel, get undressed and
wait for him in bed, naked.

