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O, Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us whottw you. Amen.



Dedication

On 29th May 2002, just hours before | put the fimg touches to this book, | visited the
Grotto in Lourdes, in France, to fill a few bottlegh miraculous water from the spring.
Inside the Basilica, a gentleman in his sevenads t® me: "You know, you look just like
Paulo Coelho.' | said that | was Paulo Coelho. Mla@ embraced me and intro-

duced me to his wife and grand-daughter. He spbkeedmportance of my books in his
life, concluding: 'They make me dream.' | havemfteard these words before, and they
always please me greatly. At that moment, howevett really frightened, because |
knew that my new novel, Eleven Minutes, dealt vaithubject that was harsh, difficult,
shocking. | went over to the spring, filled my bes$t then came back and asked him
where he lived (in northern France, near Belgiung moted down his name.

This book is dedicated to you, Maurice Gravelindgve a duty to you, your wife and
grand-daughter and to myself to talk about theghithat concern me and not only about
what everyone would like to hear. Some books makeéream, others bring us face to
face with reality, but what matters most to thehauis the honesty with which a book is
written.



And, behold, a woman which was in the city, a sinaad when she knew that Jesus was
sitting at meat in the Pharisee's house, she bt@rghalabaster cruse of ointment.

And standing behind at his feet, weeping, she bégaret his feet with her tears, and
wiped them with the hair of her head, and kisseddw®t, and anointed them with the
ointment.

Now when the Pharisee which had bidden him saleigpake within himself, saying,
This man, if he were a prophet, would have percewlko and what manner of woman
this is which toucheth him, that she is a sinner.

And Jesus answering said unto him, Simon, | hawgesdat to say unto thee. And he
saith, Master, say on.

A certain lender had two debtors: the one owed five

hundred pence, and the other fifty.

And when they had not wherewith to pay, he forgdesn both. Which of them therefore
will love him most?

Simon answered and said, He, | suppose, to whoforgave the most. And he said unto
him, Thou hast rightly judged.

And turning to the woman, he said unto Simon, Senst this woman? | entered into
thine house, thou gavest
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me no water for my feet; but she hath washed miyvié@h her tears, and wiped them

with her hair.

Thou gavest me no kiss: but she, since the tinaenlecin, hath not ceased to kiss my feet.
My head with oil thou didst not anoint: but thisedimath anointed my feet with ointment.
Wherefore | say unto thee, Her sins, which are marg/forgiven; for she loved much:
but to whom little is forgiven, the same lovethildit

Luke

7"37-47



For | am the first and the last

| am the venerated and the despised

| am the prostitute and the saint

| am the wife and the virgin | am the mother anel daughter

| am the arms of my mother

| am barren and my children are many

| am the married woman and the spinster

| am the woman who gives birth and she

who never procreated | am the consolation for #ia pf birth

| am the wife and the husband

And it was my man who created me

| am the mother of my father

| am the sister of my husband

And he is my rejected son

Always respect me For | am the shameful and thenrfiagnt one
Hymn to Isis, third or fourth century BC, discovelia Nag Hammadi



Once upon a time, there was a prostitute calledavigait a minute. '‘Once upon a time'
is how all the best children's stories begin anosiitute’ is a word for adults. How can |
start a book with this apparent contradiction? 8ate, at every moment of our lives, we
all have one foot in a fairy tale and the othethie abyss, let's keep that beginning.
Once upon a time, there was a prostitute calledaMar

Like all prostitutes, she was born both innocemnt awirgin, and, as an adolescent, she
dreamed of meeting the man of her life (rich, hanas, intelligent), of getting married
(in a wedding dress), having two children (who vebgtow up to be famous) and living
in a lovely house (with a sea view). Her father @wdgravelling salesman, her mother a
seamstress, and her hometown, in the interior aziBrhad only one cinema, one
nightclub and one bank, which was why Maria wasaghoping that one day, without
warning, her Prince Charming would arrive, sweepdfieher feet and take her away
with him so that they could conquer the world tbget

While she was waiting for her Prince Charming tpes, all she could do was dream.
She fell in love for the first time when she wasveln, en route from her house to



school. On the first day of term, she discovered $ine was not alone on her way to
school: making the same journey was a boy who limdter neighbourhood and who
shared the same timetable. They never exchangedla sord, but gradually Maria
became aware that, for her, the best part of thevedse those moments spent going to
school: moments of dust, thirst and weariness, thighsun beating down, the boy
walking fast, and with her trying her hardest tefxeip.

This scene was repeated month after month; Maha, vated studying and whose only
other distraction in life was television, begamish that the days would pass quickly;
she waited eagerly for each journey to school antike other girls her age, she found
the weekends deadly dull. Given that the hours pase slowly for a child than for an
adult, she suffered greatly and found the daysofatong simply because they allowed
her only ten minutes to be with the love of he Bind thousands of hours to spend
thinking about him, imagining how good it would ibéhey could talk.

Then it happened.

One morning, on the way to school, the boy camtsuyer and asked if he could borrow
a pencil. Maria didn't reply; in fact, she seemaitther irritated by this unexpected
approach and even quickened her step. She hguktafied when she saw him coming
towards her, terrified that he might realise howchahe loved him, how eagerly she had
waited for him, how she had dreamed of taking hisdy of walking straight past the
school gates with him and



continuing along the road to the end, where - peepld there was a big city, film stars
and television stars, cars, lots of cinemas, anehailess number of fun things to do.
For the rest of the day, she couldn't concentratikeey lessons, tormented by her own
absurd behaviour, but, at the same time, reliebedause she knew that the boy had
noticed her too, and that the pencil had just lzeaxcuse to start a conversation,
because when he came over to her, she had natiaele already had a pen in his
pocket. She waited for the next time, and durirgg thght - and the nights that followed -
she went over and over what she would say to hitil, she found the right way to begin
a story that would never end.

But there was no next time, for although they cargd to walk to school together, with
Maria sometimes a few steps ahead, clutching allgarieer right hand, and at other
times, walking slightly behind him so that she cbgaze at him tenderly, he never said
another word to her, and she had to content hesslfloving and suffering in silence
until the end of the school year.

During the interminable school holidays that folkxdy she woke up one morning to find
that she had blood on her legs and was convinaeavak going to die. She decided to
leave a letter for the boy, telling him that he haen the great love of her life, and then
she would go off into the bush and doubtless Hediby one of the two monsters that
terrorised the country people round about: the welfeand the mula-sem-cabega (said
to be a priest's mistress transformed into a mutiedmomed to wander
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the night). That way, her parents wouldn't suféer much over her death, for, although
constantly beset by tragedies, the poor are allwagsful, and her parents would
persuade themselves that she had been kidnapped/églthy, childless family, but
would return one day, rich and famous, while theent (and eternal) love of her life
would never forget her, torturing himself each #@ynot having spoken to her again.
She never did write that letter because her mathere

into the room, saw the bloodstained sheets, smhedsaid:

‘Now you're a young woman.'

Maria wondered what the connection was between the

blood on her legs and her becoming a young womatrhdr mother wasn't able to give
her a satisfactory explanation: she just saiditive&s normal, and that, from now on, for
four or five days a month, she would have to weanething like a doll's pillow between
her legs. Maria asked if men used some kind of talstop the blood going all over their
trousers, and was told that this was somethingahigthappened to women.

Maria complained to God, but, in the end, she getduo menstruating. She could not,
however, get used to the boy's absence, and kapiry herself for her own stupidity in
running away from the very thing she most wantdtk d@lay before the new term began,
she went to the only church in town and vowed ®ithage of St Anthony that she
would take the initiative and speak to the boy.

The following day, she put on her smartest dress,tbat her mother had made specially
for the occasion, and



set off to school, thanking God that the holidagd finally ended. But the boy did not
appear. And so another agonising week passed sinatifound out, through some
schoolfriends, that he had left town.

'He's gone somewhere far away,' someone said.

At that moment, Maria learned that certain thingslast forever. She learned too that
there was a place called 'somewhere far away'thiaworld was vast and her own town
very small, and that, in the end, the most intarggteople always leave. She too would
like to leave, but she was still very young. Nekieless, looking at the dusty streets of
the town where she lived, she decided that onesdayvould follow in the boy's
footsteps. On the nine Fridays that followed, sftk tcommunion, as was the custom in
her religion, and asked the Virgin Mary to take aemy from there.

She grieved for a while too and tried vainly tadfiout where the boy had gone, but no
one knew where his parents had moved to. It begaaedm to Maria that the world was
too large, that love was something very dangerodslaat the Virgin was a saint who
inhabited a distant heaven and didn't listen taptiagrers of children.
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Three years passed; she learned geography andmadite she began following the
soaps on TV; at school, she read her first erotigamine; and she began writing a diary
describing her humdrum life and her desire to eepee first-hand the things they told
her about in class - the ocean, snow, men in ts;kelagant women covered in jewels.
But since no one can live on impossible dreamsasibewhen their mother is a
seamstress and their father is hardly ever at hahe soon realised that she needed to
take more notice of what was going on around hiee. sSudied in order to get on in life,
at the same time looking for someone with whomcshed share her dreams of
adventure. When she had just turned fifteen, shenfeove with a boy she had metin a
Holy Week procession.

She did not repeat her childhood mistake: theyethlbecame friends and started going
to the cinema and to parties together. She alsoatbthat, as had happened with the first
boy, she associated love more with the personanabkghan with their presence: she
would miss her boyfriend intensely, would spendreamagining what they would talk
about when next they met, and remembering evegnskethey had spent together, trying
to work out what she had done right and what slledoae wrong.
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She liked to think of herself as an experiencechgowmoman, who had already allowed
one grand passion to slip from her grasp and wheovithe pain that this caused,! and
now she was determined to fight with all her mifgintthis man and for marriage,
determined that he was the man for marriage, @nl@nd the house by the sea. She went
to talk to her mother, who said imploringly: 'Budyre still very young, my dear.' 'You
got married to my father when you were sixteenr' idether preferred not to explain that
this had been because of an unexpected pregnamtgpashe used the 'things were
different then' argument and brought the matiex tlose.
The following day, Maria and her boyfriend went éowalk in the countryside. They
talked a little, and Maria asked if he wanted &vél, but, instead of answering the
guestion, he took her in his arms and kissed her.
Her first kiss! How she had dreamed of that momAnt the landscape was special too -
the herons flying, the sunset, the wild beautyhat semi-arid region, the sound of distant
music. Maria pretended to draw back, but then shieraced him and repeated what she
had seen so often on the cinema, in magazinesrai/ oshe rubbed her lips against his
with some violence, moving her head from side ¢ shalf-rhythmic, half-frenzied.
Now and then, she felt the boy's tongue touchdwthtand thought it felt delicious.
Then suddenly he stopped kissing her and asked:t'au want to?"
; Eleven Minutes
What was she supposed to say? Did she want to8udée she did! But a woman
shouldn't expose herself in that way, especialiytoder future husband, otherwise he
would spend the rest of his life suspecting thatmsight say 'yes'tnat easily to anything.
She decided not to answer.
He kissed her again, this time with rather lesk@siasm. Again he stopped, red-faced,
and Maria knew that something was very wrong, hetwas afraid to ask what it was.
She took his hand, and they walked back to the timgether, talking about other things,
as if nothing had happened.
That night - using the occasional difficult wordchese she was sure that, one day,
everything she had written would be read by sometses and because she was
convinced that something very important had hapgherste wrote in her diary:
When we meet someone and fall in love, we havensesthat the whole universe is on
our side. | saw this happen today as the sun wemhdAnd yet if something goes wrong,
there is nothing left! No herons, no distant musa@, even the taste of his lips. How is it
possible for the beauty that was there

only minutes before to vanish so quickly?
" Life moves very fast. It rushes us from heavehat) in a matter of seconds.
The following day, she talked to her girlfriend$i€ly had all seen her going out for
a walk with her future



'betrothed'. After all, it is not enough just torea great love in your life, you must make
sure that everyone know; what a desirable persaraye. They were dying to know what
had happened, and Maria, very full of herself, faat the best bit was when his tongue
touched her teeth, One of the other girls laughed.

'Didn’t you open your mouth?'

Suddenly everything became clear - his questiandisiappointment.

'What for?'

"To let him put his tongue inside.’

'What difference does it make?'

'It's not something you can explain. That's justhpeople kiss.'

There was much giggling, pretend pity and gleedelihgs of revenge amongst these
girls who had never had a boy in love with themrilaretended not to care and she]
laughed too, although her soul was weeping. Shethgccursed the films she had seen
in the cinema, from which she had learned to cheseeyes, place her hand on the man's
head and move her head slightly to right and beft,which had failed to show the
essential, most important thing. She made up thieqteexcuse (I didn't want to give
myself at once, because | wasn't sure, but nowaliseethat you are the love of my life)
and waited for the next opportunity.

She didn't see him until three days later, at &para local club, and he was holding the
hand of a friend of hers, the one who had askedlbeut the kiss. She again
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pretended that she didn't care, and survived th@iend of the evening talking with her
girlfriends about film stars and about other Idoays, and pretending not to notice her
friends’ occasional pitying looks. When she arriiedhe, though, she allowed her
universe to crumble; she cried all night, suffei@dthe next eight months and concluded
that love clearly wasn't made for her and thatvsasn't made for love. She considered
becoming a nun and devoting the rest of her lifa kind of love that didn't hurt and
didn't leave painful scars on the heart - loveJEsus. At school, they learned about
missionaries who went to Africa, and she decidad tiiere lay an escape from her dull
existence. She planned to enter a convent, sheclgdirst aid (according to some
teachers, a lot of people were dying in Africa)rkeal harder in her religious knowledge
classes, and began to imagine herself as a mo@graaiht, saving lives and visiting
jungles inhabited by lions and tigers.

However, her fifteenth year brought with it not ptte discovery that you were
supposed to kiss with your mouth open, and that Isyabove all, a cause of suffering.
She discovered a third thing: masturbation. It lesygel almost by chance, as she was
touching her genitals while waiting for her motb@come home. She used to do this
when she was a child and she liked the feelingl, wme day, her father saw her and
slapped her hard, without explaining why. She néwegyot being hit like that, and she
learned that she shouldn't touch herself in frémdter people;
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since she couldn't do it in the middle of the dtesel she didn't have a room of her own
at home, she forgot all about the pleasurable sensa

Until that afternoon, almost six months after tieler mother was late coming home,
and she had nothing to do; her father had just gom&vith a friend, and since there was
nothing interesting on the TV, she began examihigigown body, in the hope that she
might find some unwanted hair which could immediabe tweezered out. To her
surprise, she noticed a small gland above her gagime began touching it and found that
she couldn't stop; the feelings provoked were mmgtand so pleasurable, an her whole
body - particularly the part she was touching bexzéense. After a while, she began to
enter a kind of paradise, the feelings grew inristiy, until she notice that she could no
longer see or hear clearly, everythin appearec tiniged with yellow, and then she
moane with pleasure and had her first orgasm.

Orgasm!

It was like floating up to heaven and then paracdiguslowly down to earth again. Her
body was drenched in sweat, but she felt compielfdled and full of energy. If that was
what sex was! How wonderful! Not like in erotic

magazines in which everyone talked about pleasuteseemed to be grimacing in pain.
And no need for a man who liked a woman's bodyhladtno time for her feelings She
could do it on her own! She did it again, this timmagining that a famous movie star
was touching her, and once more she floated upradse and parachuted down

12
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again, feeling even more energised. Just as shalveas to do it for a third time, her
mother came home.

Maria talked to her girlfriends about her new disany, but saying that she had only
discovered it a few hours before. All of them - dpeom two - knew what she was
talking about, but none of them had ever darediserthe subject. It was Maria's turn to
feel like a revolutionary, to be the leader of ¢gmeup, inventing an absurd 'secret
confidential game, which involved asking everydmeirt favourite method of
masturbation. She learned various different teakesglike lying under the covers in the
heat of summer (because, one of her friends asteredweating helped), using a goose
feather to touch yourself there (she didn't yetvkmehat the place was called), letting a
boy do it to you (Maria thought this unnecessang)ng the spray n the bidet (she didn't
have one at home, but she would try to as soohasisited one of her richer friends).
Anyway, once she had discovered masturbation arddd a few of the techniques
suggested by her friends, she abandoned forevéddheof a religious life. Masturbation
have her enormous pleasure, and yet the Churchesetenimply that sex was the
greatest of sins. She heard various tales frometeame girlfriends: masturbation gave
you spots, could lead to madness or even pregnalesertheless, despite all these risks,
she continued to pleasure herself at least oncee&k wisually on Wednesdays, when her
father went out to play cards with his friends.

At the same time, she grew more and more inseaounerirelationships with boys, and
more and more determined

13



to leave the place where she lived. She fell irlavhird time and a fourth, she knew
how to kiss now, and when she was alone with hgiriemds, she touched them an
allowed herself to be touched, but something alwegiswrong, and the relationship
would end precisely at the moment when she wastbatehis was the person with

whom she wanted to spend the rest of her life.rAft®ng time, she came to the
conclusion that men brought on] pain, frustratsuffering and a sense of time draggin
One afternoon, watching a mother playing with &y year-old son, she decided that she
could still think about husband, children and adewith a sea-view, but that she would
never fall in love again, because love spoiled @ang.

14

and so Maria's adolescent years passed. She gettrepand prettier, and her sad,
mysterious air brought her many suitors. She wahtah one boy and with another,

and dreamed and suffered - despite her promiserself ever to fall in love again. On
one such date, she lost her virginity on the baek of a car; she and her boyfriend were
touching each other with more than usual ardowrpthy got very worked up, and she,
weary of being the only virgin amongst her groupri@inds, allowed him to penetrate her.
Unlike masturbation, which took her up to eavers Hurt her and caused a trickle of
blood which left a stain on her skirt that took sge wash out. There wasn't the magical
sensation of her first kiss - the heronsying, tnesst, the music ... but she would rather
not think about that.

She made love with the same boy a few more timégwgh she had to threaten him
first, saying that if he didn't, she would tell Hather he had raped her. She used im as a
way of learning, trying in every way she could tadarstand what pleasure there was in
having sex with a partner.

She couldn't understand it; masturbation was mes$ flouble and far more rewarding.
But all the magazines, the
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TV programmes, books, girlfriends, everything, ABSOE EVERYTHING, said that a
man was essential. Maria beg; to think that shet image some unspeakable sexual
problem, so she concentrated still more on henesugh for a while, forgot about that
marvellous, murderous thing called Love.

From Maria's diary, when she was seventeen:

My aim is to understand love. | know how alive It fghen | was in love, and | know that
everything | have now, however interesting it migaém, doesn't really excite me.

But love is a terrible thing: I've seen my girlfiats suffer and | don't want the same thing
to happen to me. They used to laugh at me and nocence, but now they ask me how
it is | manage men so well. | smile and say nothbegause | know that the remedy is
worse than the pain: | simply don't fall in loveitideach day that passes, | see more
clearly how fragile men are, how inconstant, inse@nd surprising they are ...a few of
my girlfriends' fathers have propositioned me, Ilug always refused. At first, | was
shocked, but now I think it's just the way men are.

Although my aim is to understand love, and althougtiffer to think of the people to
whom | gave my heart, | see that those who touchedteart failed to arouse my body,
and that those who aroused my body failed to tongtheart.

16
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She turned nineteen, having finished secondaryadchind earnd a job in a draper's shop,
where her boss promptly fell

in love with her. By then, however, Maria knew htowuse a man, without being used by
him. She never let him touch her, although sheat&ays very coquettish, conscious of
the power of her beauty.

The power of beauty: what must the world be likeugly women? She had some
girlfriends who no one ever invited at parties ¢roamen were never interested in.
Incredible though it might seem, these girls plaiz@dyreater value on the little love they
received, suffered in immencely when they werectep and tried to face the future
looking for other things beyond getting all dresspdor someone else. They were more
independent, took more interest in themselvespagh, in Maria's imagination, the
world for them must seem unbearable.

She knew how attractive she was, and althoughasieéyrlistened to her mother, there
was one thing her mother said that she never fofigeauty, my dear, doesn't last." With
this in mind, she continued to keep her boss atsdength, though without putting him
off completely, this brought her a considerablea@ase in salary (she didn't know how
long she would be able to string him

17



along with the mere hope of one day getting her lo&d, but at least she was earning
good money meanwhile), also paid her overtime forkimg late (her boss liked having
her around, perhaps worried that if she went agittnishe might find the great love of
her life). She worked for two years solidly, paidney each month to parents for her
keep, and, at last, she did it! She saved enougteynim go and spend a week's holiday
in the place of her dreams, the place where filch B stars live, picture postcard image
of her country: Rio de Janeiro! Her boss offereddavith her and to pay all

going to one of the most dangerous places in thédwone condition her mother had laid
down was that she had to stay at the house ofsirctrained in judo. "

Eleven Minutes

The truth was quite different: she didn't want amgjcanyone at all, to spoil what would
be her first week of total freedom. She wanteda@wderything - swim in the sea, speak
to complete strangers, look in shop windows, andrbpared for a Prince Charming to
appear and carry her off for good.

'What's a week after all?' she said with a sedecile, hoping that she was wrong. "It
will pass in a flash, and I'll can be back at work.

Saddened, her boss resisted at first, but finakégpted her decision, for at the time he
was making secret plans to

expenses, but Maria lied to him, saying that, sslee> ask her to marry him as soon as
she got back, and he didn't

ant to spoil everything by appearing too pushy.

aria travelled for forty-eight hours by bus, chetketo a

'‘Besides, sir,' she said, 'you can't just leavesf&emp hotel in Copacabana (Copacabana!
That beach, that

without some reliable person to look after it.’

'Don't call me "sir"," he said, and Maria saw ia face something she recognised: the
flame of love. And

ty ...) and even before she had unpacked her Bag<Cabbed the bikini she had bought,
put it on, and despite the cloudy weather, madgegstt for the beach. She looked
surprised her, because she had always thought hiefitlae sea fearfully, but ended up
wading awkwardly into its interested in sex; antl s eyes were saying the exact
opposite: 'l can give you a house, a family, soro@ey No one on the beach noticed that
this was her first your parents.' Thinking of tiéufe, she decided to stc >ntact with the
ocean, with the goddess lemanja, the the firanegiturrents, the foamine waves and, on
the other

hand,

She said that she would really miss the job, asagetolleagues she just adored working
with (she was careful not to mention anyone inipaldr, leaving the myst hanging in the
air: did 'colleague’ mean him?) and r

aters.

No one on the beach noticed that this was her3imtict with the ocean, with the
goddess lemanija, the aritime currents, the foamiages and, on the other de of the
Atlantic, with the coast of Africa and its lions,n&h she came out of the water, she was
approached by a oman trying to selling wholefoawtigaches, by a “ndsome black man
who asked if she wanted to go out
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promised to take great care of her purse and hadfitlb him that night, and by another
man who didn't speak
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a word of Portuguese but who asked, using gestifidse would like to have a drink of
coconut water.

Maria bought a sandwich because she was too embad o say 'no’, but she avoided
speaking to the two

strangers. She felt suddenly disappointed withdierdow

that she had the chance to do anything she wantedis

she behaving in this ridiculous manner? Findingjoo

explanation, she sat down to wait for the sun toeout

from behind the clouds, still surprised at her menrg

and at how cold the water was, even in the heightimmer.

However, the man who couldn't speak Rt

reappeared at her side bearing a drink, which feseuxf

her. Relieved not to have to talk to him, she driduek

coconut water and smiled at him, and he smiled .baftkr

some time, they kept up this comfortable, meansgyle

conversation - a smile here, a smile there - dmélman

took a small red dictionary out of his pocket aattisia

strange accent: ‘'bonita’ - ‘pretty’. Semiled agal

however much she wanted to meet her Prince Charrhing

should at least speak her language and be sligbtigger.

The man went on leafing through the little book:

‘Supper ... tonight?’

Then he said: 1

‘Switzerland!' |

And he completed this with words that sound like th

bells of paradise in whatever language they ar&espo

'‘Work! Dollars!

Maria did not know any restaurant called Switzedlan

and could things really be that easy and dreanugsisd!

20
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1 filled? She erred on the side of caution: "Thaoilk very much for the invitation, but |
already have a job and I'm not interested in bugimg dollars.'

The man, who understood not a word she said, wagiigg desperate; after many more
smiles back and forth, he left her for a few misuaed returned with an interpreter.
Through him, he explained that he was from Switzetl(the country, not a restaurant)
and that he would like to have supper with hegruter to talk to her about a possible job
offer. The interpreter, who introduced imself as gierson in charge of foreign tourists
and security in the hotel where the man was staydded on is own account:

'I'd accept if | were you. He's an important impirés looking for new talent to work in
Europe. If you like, | can put you in touch withnse other people who accepted his
invitation, got rich and are now married with clhdd who don't have to worry about
being mugged or unemployed.’

Then, trying to impress her with his grasp of intional culture, he said:

'‘Besides, Switzerland makes excellent chocolatdchaeses.'
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Maria's only stage experience had been in the &aksy that the local council always
put on during Holy week, and in which she had hadk-on part as a 'aterseller. She
had barely slept on the bus, but she was exciteddogea, tired of eating sandwiches,
wholefood or therwise, and confused because shet #idbw anyone and needed to find
a friend. She had been in similar situa-
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tions before, in which a man promises everything) gimes nothing, so she knew that all
this talk of acting was just a way of getting heterested.

However, convinced that the Virgin had presentadath this chance, convinced that
she must enjoy every second of her week's holiglag,because a visit to a good
restaurant would provide her with something to &kut when she went home, she
decided to accept the invitation, as long as therpmeter came too, for she was already
getting tired of smiling and pretending that shaldaunderstand what the foreigner was
saying.

The only problem was also the gravest one: shaalithave anything suitable to wear. A
woman never admits to such things (she would firgdsier to admit that her husband
had betrayed her than to reveal the state of hetrafae), but since she did not know
these people and might well never see them adagnfedt that she had nothing to lose.
'I've just arrived from the northeast and | havgattthe right clothes to wear to a
restaurant.’

Through the interpreter, the man told her not torwand asked for the address of her
hotel. That evening, she received a dress theofikehich she had never seen in her
entire life, accompanied by a pair of shoes thattrhave cost as much as she earned in a
year.

She felt that this was the beginning of the roasllsid so longed for during her
childhood and adolescence in the sertao, thazilBan backlands, putting up with
the
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constant droughts, the boys with no future, ther o honest town, the dull, repetitive
way of life: she was ready to be transformed ih@oprincess of the universe! A man had
offered her work, dollars, a pair of exorbitantkpensive shoes and a dress straight out
of a fairy tale! All she lacked was some make-ug,the receptionist at her hotel took
pity on her and helped her out, first warning hetrto assume that every foreigner was
trustworthy or that every man in Rio was a mugger.

Maria ignored the warning, put on her gifts fronaten, spent hours in front of the
mirror, regretting not having brought a camera g in order to record the moment,
only to realise that she was late for her date.r8bed off, just like Cinderella, to the
hotel where the Swiss gentleman was staying.

To her surprise, the interpreter told her that loelled not be accompanying them.

'Don't worry about the language, what matters istiwer or not he feels comfortable with
you.'

'‘But how can he if he doesn't understand what #iying?"

'Precisely. You don't need to talk, it's all a digesof vibes.'

Maria didn't know what 'vibes' were; where she cémom, people needed to exchange
words, phrases, questions and answers whenevemiieyBut Malison - the name of the
interpreter-cum-security officer - assured her thaio de Janeiro and the rest of the
world, things were different.

'He doesn't need to understand, just make himatesdse. He's a widower with no
children; he owns a nightclub
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and is looking for Brazilian women who want to watkroad. | said you weren't the type,
but he insisted, saying that he had fallen in Mith you when he saw you coming out of
the water. He thought your bikini was lovely too.’

He paused.

'But, frankly, if you want to find a boyfriend hengou'll have to get a different bikini; no
one, apart from this Swiss guy, will go for itsiteally old-fashioned.’

Maria pretended that she hadn't heard. Mailson went

'l don't think he's interested in just having adfiti fling; he reckons you've got what it
takes to become the main attraction at his clulcddfse, he hasn't seen you sing or
dance, but you could learn all that, whereas beiauiggmething you're born with. These
Europeans are all the same; they come over hergvagine that all Brazilian women

are really sensual and know how to samba. If lezlsiss, I'd advise you to get a signed
contract and have the signature verified at thesSwonsulate before leaving the country.
I'll be on the beach tomorrow, opposite the hatglou want to talk to me about
anything.’'

The Swiss man, all smiles, took her arm and indt#lhe taxi awaiting them.

'If he has other intentions, and you have too, themormal price is three hundred
dollars a night. Don't accept any less.’
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Before she could say anything, she was on her wé#yet restaurant, with the man
rehearsing the words he wanted to say. The cor@nsaas very simple:

'Work? Dollars? Brazilian star?'

Maria, meanwhile, was still thinking about what theerpreter-cum-security officer had
said: three hundred dollars a night! That was tuf@! She didn't need to suffer for love,
she could play this man along just as she had &g &t the shop, get married, have
children and give her parents a comfortable lifdqai\did she have to lose? He was old
and he might die before too long, and then she avbalrich - these Swiss men obviously
had too much money and not enough women back home.

They said little over the meal - just the usualr@atge of smiles - and Maria gradually
began to understand what Maflson had meant bysvilbbe man showed her an album
containing writing in a language that she did nab\; photos of women in bikinis
(doubtless better and more daring than the onéatievorn that afternoon), newspaper
cuttings, garish leaflets in which the only wore skcognised was 'Brazil’, wrongly
spelled (hadn't they taught him at school thatas written with an V?). She drank a lot,
afraid that the man would proposition her (aftéralen though she had never done this
in her life before, no one could turn their noseatithree hundred dollars, and things
always seem simpler with a bit of alcohol inside yespecially if you're among
strangers). But the man behaved like a perfecigman, even holding her chair for her
when she sat down and got up. In the end,

25



she said that she was tired and arranged to maedmithe beach the following day
(pointing to her watch, showing him the time, makihe movement of the waves with
her hands and saying 'a-ma-nha’' - ‘tomorrow' - skxwly).

He seemed pleased and looked at his own watchiljppoSsviss), and agreed on the time.
She did not go to sleep straight away. She dredhstdt was all a dream. Then she
woke up and saw that it wasn't: there was the diegsed over the chair in her modest
room, the beautiful shoes and that rendezvous ®behach.

From Maria's diary, on the day that she met thesSwian:

Everything tells me that | am about to make a wrdegsion, but making mistakes is
just part of life. What does the world want of nid&es it want me to take no risks, to go
back where | came from because | didn't have theage to say 'yes' to life?

| made my first mistake when | was eleven yearswlten that boy asked me if | could
lend him a pencil; since then, I've realised tlmabstimes you get no second chance and
that it's best to accept the gifts the world offwa. Of course it's risky, but is the risk
any greater than the chance of the bus that tatvk-&ght hours to bring me here having
an accident? If | must be faithful to someone ansthing, then | have, first of all, to be
faithful to

26


User
Highlight


myself. If I'm looking for true love, | first hawe get the mediocre loves out of my
system. The little experience of life I've had tegght me that no one owns anything,
that everything is an illusion - and that appliesraterial as well as spiritual things.
Anyone who has lost something they thought wassHerever (as has happened often
enough to me already) finally comes to realise tiodhing really belongs to them.

And if nothing belongs to me, then there's no pwiasting my time looking after things
that aren't mine; it's best to live as if today evtre first (or last) day of my life.
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The next day, together with Mailson, the interpretemsecurity officer and now,
according to him, her agent, she said that shedvacdept the Swiss man's offer, as long
as she had a document provided by the Swiss cdasiilae foreigner, who seemed
accustomed to such demands, said that this wasisimgée wanted too, since, if she
was to work in his country, she needed a piecepépproving that no one there could
do the job she was proposing to do

- and this was not particularly difficult, giverathSwiss women had no particular talent
for the samba. Together they went to the city egrand the security officer-
cuminterpreter-cum-agent demanded a cash advarsm®asas the contract was signed,
thirty per cent of the five hundred dollars sheereed.

‘That's a week's payment in advance. One weekygdarstand? You'll be earning five
hundred dollars a week from now on, but with nowt#idns, because | only get a
commission on the first payment.'

Up until then, travel and the idea of going far ssad just been a dream, and dreaming
is very pleasant as long as you are not forcedity@ur dreams into practice. That way,
we avoid all the risks, frustrations and difficaltji and when we are old, we can always
blame other people -
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preferably our parents, our spouses or our childfenour failure to realise our dreams.
Suddenly, there was the opportunity she had beeagerly awaiting, but which she had
hoped would never come! How could she possibly del the challenges and the
dangers of a life she did not know? How could sl é¢ behind everything she was used
to? Why had the Virgin decided to go this far?

Maria consoled herself with the thought that sh@adchange her mind at any moment; it
was all just a silly game, something differenteth her friends about when she went back
home. After all, she lived more than a thousandrkétres from there and she now had
three hundred and fifty dollars in her purse, stoinorrow, she decided to pack her bags
and run away, there was no way they would evebbeta track her down again.

In the afternoon following their visit to the cofate, she decided to go for a walk on her
own by the sea, where she looked at the childhenyslleyball players, the beggars, the
drunks, the sellers of traditional Brazilian artia(made in China), the people jogging
and exercising as a way of fending off old age ftineign tourists, the mothers with their
children, and the pensioners playing cards atdherd of the promenade. She had come
to Rio de Janeiro, she had been to a five-staauestt and to a consulate, she had met a
foreigner, she had an agent, she had been givessar of a dress and a pair of shoes
that no one, absolutely no one, back home couldlesee afforded.
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And now what?

She looked out to sea: her geography lessons ¢éolthht if she set off in a straight line,
she would reach Africa, with its lions and junglel of gorillas. However, if she headed
in a slightly more northerly direction, she woultdeup in the enchanted kingdom known
as Europe, with its Eiffel Tower, EuroDisney andaheng Tower of Pizza. What did she
have to lose? Like every Brazilian girl, she haathed to samba even before she could
say 'Mama’; she could always come back if she di#ta'it, and she had already learned
that opportunities are made to be seized.

She had spent a lot of her life saying 'no' todhkito which she would have liked to say
'ves', determined to try only those experiencescslé control - certain affairs she had
had with men, for example. Now she was facing thlemown, as unknown as this sea
had once been to the navigators who crossedst she had been told in history classes.
She could always say 'no’, but would she then sgi@ndest of her life brooding over it,
as she still did over the memory of the little walyo had once asked to borrow a pencil
and had then disappeared - her first love? Shel@wlays say 'no’, but why not try
saying 'yes' this time?

For one very simple reason: she was a girl frombteklands of Brazil, with no
experience of life apart from a good school, a kastvledge of TV soaps and the
certainty that she was beautiful. That wasn't ehamigh which to face the world.

She saw a group of people laughing and lookingeatsea, afraid to go in. Two days ago,
she had felt the same
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thing, but now she was no longer afraid; she wetat the water whenever she wanted, as
if she had been born there. Wouldn't it be the sankgirope?

She made a silent prayer and again asked the liginy's advice, and seconds later, she
seemed perfectly at ease with her decision to ga@because she felt protected. She
could always come back, but she would not necéggpi another chance of a trip like
this. It was worth taking the risk, as long asdheam survived the forty-eight-hour
journey back home in a bus with no air conditioniaigd as long as the Swiss man didn't
change his mind.

She was in such good spirits that when he inviedolat to supper again, she wanted to
appear alluring and took his hand in hers, bunimaediately pulled away, and Maria
realised - with a mixture of fear and relief - that

was serious about what he said.

'‘Samba star!" said the man. 'Lovely Brazilian sasthd Travel next week!

This was all well and good, but ‘travel next weg#s out of the question. Maria
explained that she couldn't take a decision witliosit consulting her family. The Swiss
man was furious and showed her a copy of the sigarttact, and for the first time she
felt afraid.

‘Contract!" he said.

Even though she was determined to go home, shdeatktm consult her agent Mailson
first; after all, he was being paid to advise her.

Mailson, however, seemed more concerned with seduciGerman tourist who had just
arrived at the hotel and

32



who was sunbathing topless on the beach, convithegdBrazil was the most liberal
country in the world (having failed to notice tlsite was the only woman on the beach
with her breasts exposed and that everyone wasgher rather uneasily). It was very
hard to get him to pay attention to what she wgsga

'‘But what if | change my mind?' insisted Maria.

'l don't know what's in the contract, but | suppbsemight have you arrested.'

'He'd never be able to find me!'

'Exactly. So why worry?'

The Swiss man, on the other hand, having spenhiivelred dollars, as well as paying
out for a pair of shoes, a dress, two suppers andus fees for the paperwork at the
consulate, was beginning to get worried, and swesMaria kept insisting on the need to
talk to her family, he decided to buy two planéis and go with her to the place where
she had been born - as long as it could all bdwedan fortyeight hours and they could
still travel to Europe the following week, as agte®/ith a smile here and a smile there,
she was beginning to understand that this was éifle documents she had signed and
that, when it came to seductions, feelings andraot#, one should never play around.

It was a surprise and a source of pride to thelsmah to see its lovely daughter Maria
arrive accompanied by a foreigner who wanted toentet a big star in Europe. The
whole neighbourhood knew, and her old schoolfrieasled: 'How did it happen?’
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'l was just lucky.'

They wanted to know if such things were always leajpmgy in Rio de Janeiro, because
they had seen similar scenarios in TV soaps. Maoiald not be pinned down, wanting
to place a high value on her personal experienddtars convince her friends that she
was someone special.

She and the man went to her house where he haoded keaflets, with Brasil spelled
with a 'z', and the contract, while Maria explainledt she had an agent now and intended
following a career as an actress. Her mother, gabimdiminutive bikinis worn by the
girls in the photos that the foreigner was showiag immediately gave them back and
preferred to ask no questions; all that matteresl tivat her daughter should be happy and
rich, or unhappy, but at least rich.

'What's his name?'

'Roger."

'Rogerio! | had a cousin called Rogerio!

The man smiled and clapped, and they all realisatlite hadn't understood a word.
Maria's father said:

'He's about the same age as me.'

Her mother told him not to interfere with their dgater's happiness. Since all
seamstresses talk a great deal to their customdracmuire a great deal of knowledge
about marriage and love, her advice to Maria wis th

'My dear, it's better to be unhappy with a rich rttzan happy with a poor man, and over
there you'll have far more chance of becoming drappy rich woman. Besides, if it
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doesn't work out, you can just get on the bus amdechome.'

Maria might be a girl from the backlands, but steswnore intelligent than her mother or
her future husband imagined, and she said, sinogbgtprovocative:

'Mama, there isn't a bus from Europe to Brazil.iBes | want a career as a performer,
I'm not looking for marriage.’

Her mother gave her a look of near despair.

'If you can go there, you can always come backn@aiperformer, an actress, is fine for
a young woman, but it only lasts as long as yoak$p and they start to fade when you're
about thirty. So make the most of things now. FBotheone who's honest and loving,
and marry him. Love isn't that important. | didolte your father at first, but money buys
everything, even true love. And look at your fatheg's not even rich!

It was bad advice from a friend, but good advicerfra mother. Forty-eight hours later,
Maria was back in Rio, though not without first lreymade a visit, alone, to her old
place of work in order to hand in her resignatiad & hear the owner of the shop say:
'Yes, I'd heard that a big French impresario watdedke you off to Paris. | can't stop
you going in pursuit of your happiness, but | wgoid to know something before you
leave.'

He took a medal on a chain out of his pocket.

'It's the Miraculous Medal of Our Lady of the Grac8he has a church in Paris, so go
there and pray for her
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protection. Look, there are some words engravedratrthe Virgin.'

Maria read: 'Hail Mary conceived without sin, pfay us who turn to you. Amen.'
'Remember to say those words at least once a daly..A

He hesitated, but it was getting late.

... if one day you come back, I'll be waiting f@u. | missed my chance to tell you
something very simple: | love you. It may be towlaow, but | wanted you to know.’
Missed chances. She had learned very early ontiwaaimeant. 'l love you', though, were
three words she had often heard during her twembyyears, and it seemed to her that
they were now completely devoid of meaning, becdlusg had never turned into
anything serious or deep, never translated inss@ng relationship. Maria thanked him
for his words, noted them in her memory (one néwews what life may have in store
for us, and it's always good to know where the gemey exit is), gave him a chaste kiss
on the cheek and left without so much as a backwgiarmte.

They returned to Rio, and within a day she hadoassport (Brazil had really changed,
Roger said, using a few words in Portuguese antl @ lgestures, which Maria took to
mean 'before it used to take ages'). With the beMaflson, the security offlcer-cum-
interpreter-cum-agent, any other important purchagse made (clothes, shoes, make-
up, everything that a woman like her could want).
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On the eve of their departure for Europe, they weiat nightclub, and when Roger saw
her dance, he felt pleased with his choice; hecleerly in the presence of a future great
star of Cabaret Cologny, this lovely dark girl witar pale eyes and hair as black as the
wing of the grauna (the Brazilian bird often evokgdocal authors to describe black
hair). The work permit from the Swiss consulate vesxly, so they packed their bags and,
the following day, they were flying to the landafocolate, clocks and cheese, with

Maria secretly planning to make this man fall imdawith her - after all, he wasn't old,

ugly or poor. What more could she want?
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She arrived feeling exhausted and, while stilhi@ &irport, her heart contracted with fear:
she realised that she was

completely dependent on the man at her side - atienb knowledge of the country, the
language or the cold. Roger's behaviour changdaedsours passed; he no longer made
any attempt to be pleasant, and although he hael meed to kiss her or to fondle her
breasts, the look in his eyes grew more and matarmt He installed her in a small hotel,
introducing her to another young Brazilian womasasd creature called Vivian, who
would be in charge of preparing her for the work.

Vivian looked her coolly up and down, without tleas$t show of sympathy for someone
who had clearly never been abroad before. Insteadking her how she was feeling, she
got straight down to business.

'Don't delude yourself. He flies off to Brazil whemer one of his dancers gets married,
something which seems to be happening more and freayeently. He knows what you
want, and | assume you do too: you're probablyilgpkor one of three things -
adventure, money or a husband.’

How did she know? Was everyone looking for the sdrnmg? Or could Vivian read

other people's thoughts?
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‘All the girls here are looking for one of thoseeth things,' Vivian went on, and Maria
was convinced that she really could read her thsughs for adventure, it's too cold to
do anything and, besides, you won't earn enougo wif travelling. And as for money,
once the cost of room and board has been dedyatet, have to work for nearly a
whole year just to pay for your flight back home.’

'But...’

'l know, that isn't what you agreed. But the tnstkhat, like everyone else, you forgot to
ask. If you had been more careful, if you had rb&dcontract you signed, you would
know exactly what you were getting yourself intechuse the Swiss don't lie, they just
rely on silence to help them.'

Maria felt the ground shifting beneath her.

'‘And as for a husband, every time a girl gets radrrihat represents a great financial loss
for Roger, so we're forbidden to talk to the custanlf your interests lie in that
direction, you'll have to run great risks. Thistignpick-up place, like in Rue de Berne.'
Rue de Berne?

'Men come here with their wives, and the few tdanigho turn up get one whiff of the
family atmosphere and go looking for women elsewhkpresume you know how to
dance; well, if you can sing as well, your salail} increase, but so will the other girls’
envy, so I'd suggest that, even if you're the biegfer in Brazil, forget all about it and
don't even try. Above all, don't use the phone.'Wepend everything you earn on it, and
that won't be much.'

'He promised me five hundred dollars a week!'
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'Oh yeah.'

From Maria's diary, during her second week in Seviend:

/ went to the nightclub and met the dance direstos comes from somewhere called
Morocco, and | had to learn every step of what Whe has never set foot in Brazil -
thinks is the samba. | didn't even have time tovecfrom the long flight, | had to start
smiling and dancing on the very first night. Thare six of us, and not one of us is happy
and none of us knows what we're doing here. Themes's drink and applaud, blow
kisses and privately make obscene gestures, hiig #safar as it goes.

| got paid yesterday, barely a tenth of what weeadr the rest, according to the contract,
will be used to pay for my flight and my stay hekecording to Vivian's calculations,
that will take a year, which means that during tivae there's no escape.

And what's the point of escaping anyway? I've gudy arrived. | haven't seen anything
yet. What's so awful about having to dance sevghtsia week? | used to do that for
pleasure, now | do it for money and fame; my legs'ttache, the only difficult thing is
maintaining that fixed smile.

| can choose either to be a victim of the worldwradventurer in search of treasure. It's
all a question of how | view my life.
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Maria chose to be an adventurer in search of treasshe

put aside her feelings, she stopped crying eveglgtnand she forgot all about the person
she used to be; she discovered that she had emolljgbwer to pretend that she had just
been born and so had no reason to miss anyonéngeebuld wait, now what she
needed to do was to earn some money, get to kn@eaiintry and return home
victorious. Besides, everything around her was VikeyBrazil in general and her own
small town in particular: the women spoke Portuguesmplained about men, talked
loudly, moaned about their working hours, turnedaip at the club, defied the boss,
thought themselves the most beautiful women inntbidd, and told stories about their
Prince Charmings, who were usually living miles gwawere married or had no money
and so sponged off them. Contrary to what she imagjined from the leaflets Roger had
brought with him, the club was exactly as Viviarllsaid it was: it had a family
atmosphere. The girls described on their work pisras 'samba dancers' - were not
allowed to accept invitations or to go out with thestomers. If they were caught
receiving a note with someone's telephone numbdr trey were suspended from work
for two whole weeks. Maria, who had expected
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something livelier and more exciting, graduallyaled herself to succumb to sadness
and boredom.

During the first two weeks, she barely left the tolirag house where she was living,
especially when she discovered that no one spakiahguage, even if she said
everything VERY SLOWLY. She was also surprisedearh that, unlike in her own
country, the city in which she was living had twifetent names - it was Geneve to
those who lived

there and Genebra to Brazilians.

Finally, in the long, tedious hours spent in heaBnTVless room, she concluded:

(a) she would never find what she was looking fahe couldn't express herself. In order
to do that, she needed to learn the local language.

(b) since all her colleagues were looking for tame thing, she needed to be different.
For that particular problem, she as yet lacked batblution or a method.

From Maria's diary, four weeks after arriving inn@ge/Gene bra:

I've already been here an eternity, | don't sppakanguage, | spend all day listening to
music on the radio, looking round my room, thinkaigput Brazil, longing for work to
begin and, when I'm working, longing to get backhe boarding house. In other words,
I'm living the future not the present.



One day, at some distant future date, I'll get icket home, and | can go back to Brazil,
marry the owner of the draper’'s shop and listehe¢amalicious comments of those

friends who, never having taken any risks themsglgan only see other people's failures.
No, | can't go back like that. I'd rather throw relyout of the plane as it's crossing the
ocean.

Since you can't open the windows in the plane dimever expected that. What a shame
not to be able to breathe in the pure air!), | @iél here. But before | die, | want to fight
for life. If | can walk on my own, | can go whereudike.
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The following day, she enrolled in a French couhseg was run in the mornings, and
there she met people of all creeds, beliefs and,agen wearing brightly coloured
clothes and lots of gold bracelets, women who aéwagre a headscarf, children who
learned more quickly than the grown-ups, whenaidth have been the other way round,
since grown-ups have more experience. She feltjonden she found out that everyone
knew about her country Carnival, the samba, fogtaat the most famous person in the
world, Pele. At first, she wanted to be nice andri®al to correct their pronunciation (it's
Pele! Pel£!), but after a while, she gave up, stheg also insisted on calling her Marritf,
with that mania foreigners have for changing aleign names and believing that they
are always right.

In the afternoons, so as to practise the langusmetook her first steps around this city
of two names. She discovered some delicious ch@acheese she had never eaten
before, a huge fountain in the middle of the lawew (which no one back home had
ever touched), storks, and restaurants with fiegdgalthough she never went inside, just
seeing the fire blazing away gave her a pleasatinfgof wellbeing). She was also
surprised to find that not all the shop signs atilsed clocks; there were banks too,
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although she couldn't quite understand why thenme we many for so few inhabitants,
and why she rarely saw anyone inside them. Shele@chowever, not to ask any
guestions.

After three months of keeping a tight rein on hiégework, her Brazilian blood - as
sensual and sexual as everyone thinks - madeite fieard; she fell in love with an
Arab who was studying French with her on the samgse. The affair lasted three weeks
until, one night, she decided to take time off gndand visit a mountain on the outskirts
of Geneva,; this provoked a summons to Roger'se#fgsoon as she arrived at work the
following day.

No sooner had she opened the door than she wasaiuyndismissed for setting a bad
example to the other girls working there. A hystarRoger said that, yet again, he had
been let down, that Brazilian women couldn't betid (oh dear, this mania for making
generalisations about everything). She tried tglhim that she had had a very high fever
brought on by the sudden change in climate, butrthe would not be persuaded and
even claimed that he would have to go straight badkrazil in order to find a
replacement, and that he would have been far bafteutting on a show using Yugoslav
music and Yugoslav dancers who were far prettidrfanmore reliable.

Maria might be young but she was no fool, especiaiice her Arab lover had told her
that Swiss employment laws were very strict amigesthe nightclub kept back a large
part of her salary, she could easily allege thatwhs being used for slave labour.
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She went back to Roger's office, this time speak&agonable French, which now
included the word 'lawyer’. She left with a fewuhs and five thousand dollars in
compensation - a sum of money beyond her wildesirds

- and all because of that magic word 'lawyer'. Nt was free to spend time with her
Arab lover, buy a few presents, take some photdseo$now, and go back home in
triumph.

The first thing she did was telephone her mothegighbour to say that she was happy,
had a brilliant career ahead of her and that tiva®no need for her family to worry.
Then, since she had to leave the room in the bogtthuse that Roger had arranged for
her, she had no alternative but to go to her A@driend, swear undying love, convert
to his religion and marry him, even if she had awone of those strange headscarves;
after all, as everyone knew, all Arabs were extigmealthy and that was enough.

The Arab, however, was already far away, possiblikrabia, a country Maria had never
even heard of, and, deep down, she gave thanke tditgin Mary because she had not
been obliged to betray her religion. She now heshgaonable grasp of spoken French,
enough money for her return ticket, a work perraiadasamba dancer' and a current visa;
so, knowing that she could always go back and nteryformer boss, she decided to try
to earn money with her looks.

In Brazil she had read a book about a shepherd wisgarching for his treasure,
encounters various difficulties,
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and these difficulties help him to get what he w@ashe was in exactly the same position.
She was aware now that the reason she had beeissisinwas so that she could find her
true destiny, as a model.

She rented a small room (with no television, bt lsad to live frugally until she began
earning lots of money), and the following day, ®drdoing the rounds of the agencies.
They all told her that she needed to get some gsaigal photos taken, but this, after all,
was an investment in her career - dreams don't abmap. She spent a large part of her
money on an excellent photographer, who spoke litilit was extremely demanding: he
had a vast selection of clothes in his studio dedposed for him in various outfits, sober
and extravagant, and even in a bikini of whichdhly person she knew in Rio de Janeiro,
the security officer-cum-interpreter-cum-former agéailson, would have been proud.
She asked for several extra copies and sent thieto loér family with a letter saying

how happy she was in Switzerland. They would afiklshe was rich and the owner of

an enviable wardrobe, and that she had been tramstointo her town's most illustrious
daughter. If all went to plan (and she had readighdooks on 'positive thinking' to be
convinced that victory was assured), she wouldrbetgd by a brass band on her return
home and would try to persuade the mayor to haaguare named after her.

Since she had no permanent address, she bougHiike ploone, the sort that use pre-
paid phone cards, and in the days that followee vgdited for job offers. She ate
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in Chinese restaurants (which were the cheapediltamass the time, she studied
furiously.

But time dragged, and the telephone didn't ringh@osurprise, no one bothered her
when she went for walks by the lake, apart frorava dirug-pushers who always hung
around in the same place, underneath one of tdgdsithat connect the lovely old public
gardens to the newer part of the city. She begaloubt her looks, until an excolleague,
whom she bumped into by chance in a cafe, toldhsrit wasn't her fault, it was the
fault of the Swiss, who hate to bother anyone, @mather foreigners, who were all afraid
of being arrested for 'sexual harassment' - a gneeented to make women everywhere
feel worse about themselves.

From Maria's diary, one night when she lacked theage to go out, to live or to
continue waiting for the phone call that never came

spend today outside a funfair. Since | can't dftorfritter my money away, | thought it
best just to watch other people. | stood for a lttmg by the roller coaster, and | noticed
that most people get on it in search of excitemaumtthat once it starts, they are terrified
and want the cars to stop.

What do they expect? Having chosen adventure, dhivthey be prepared to go the
whole way? Or do they think that the intelligentthto do would be to avoid the ups and
downs and spend all their
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time on a carousel, going round and round on tl&?sp

At the moment, I'm far too lonely to think aboutég but | have to believe that it will
happen, that | will find a job and that | am hees&use | chose this fate. The roller
coaster is my life; life is a fast, dizzying ganife is a parachute jump; it's taking
chances, falling over and getting up again; it'simaineering; it's wanting to get to the
very top of yourself and to feel angry and diss$i@iswhen you don't manage it.

It isn't easy being far from my family and from tla@guage in which | can express all
my feelings and emotions, but, from now on, whenéveel depressed, | will remember
that funfair. If | had fallen asleep and suddenbken up on a roller coaster, what would
| feel?

Well, | would feel trapped and sick, terrified ofegy bend, wanting to get off. However,
if | believe that the track is my destiny and t@ad is in charge of the machine, then the
nightmare becomes something thrilling. It becomexcly what it is, a roller coaster, a
safe, reliable toy, which will eventually stop, bwhile the journey lasts, | must look at
the surrounding landscape and whoop with excitement
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Although she was capable of writing very wise thasgshe was quite incapable of
following her own advice; her periods of depresdiename more frequent and the phone
still refused to ring. To distract herself duriftg$e empty hours, and in order to practise
her French, she began buying magazines about ttedepbut realised at once that she
was spending too much money, and so she lookeatiéanearest lending library. The
woman in charge told her that they didn't lendraagazines, but that she could suggest a
few books that would help improve her French.

'l haven't got time to read books.'

'What do you mean you haven't got time? What atedgng?'

'Lots of things: studying French, writing a diaand ...’

'‘And what?'

She was about to say ‘waiting for the phone to,rimg she thought it best to say nothing.
'My dear, you're still very young, you've got yaunole life ahead of you. Read. Forget
everything you've been told about books and jued.fe

'I've read loads of books.'

Suddenly, Maria remembered what Mailson the secafftcer had told her about 'vibes'.
The librarian before her
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seemed a very sweet, sensitive person, someonewght be able to help her if all else
failed. She needed to win her over; her instincs vedling her that this woman could
become her friend. She quickly changed tack.

'‘But I'd like to read more. Could you help me cleoesme books?"

The woman brought her The Little Prince. She stidgafing through it that same night,
saw the drawings on the first page of what seemde ta hat, but which, according to the
author, all children would instantly recognise aake with an elephant inside it. 'Well,

| don't think | can ever have been a child, theime' thought. 'To me, it looks more like a
hat.' In the absence of any television to watchk,atcompanied the prince on his
journeys, feeling sad whenever the word 'love’ apga for she had forbidden herself to
think about the subject at the risk of feeling &lat However, apart from the painful,
romantic scenes between a prince, a fox and atleséook was really interesting, and
she didn't keep checking every five minutes thatitattery in her mobile phone was still
fully charged (she was terrified of missing her bigance purely out of carelessness).
Maria became a regular visitor to the library, whshe would chat to the woman, who
seemed as lonely as she was, ask her to suggestomoks and discuss life and authors -
until her money had nearly run out. Another two kegeand she would not even have
enough left to buy her ticket back to Brazil.
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And, since life always waits for some crisis to urcbefore revealing itself at its most
brilliant, the phone finally rang.

Three months after discovering the word 'lawyed after two months of living on the
compensation she had received, someone from a ragdety asked if Senhora Maria
was still at this number. The reply was a coolgloehearsed 'yes', so as not to appear too
eager. She learned that an Arab gentleman, whoeaarkthe fashion industry in his
country, had been very taken by her photos andegaotinvite her to take part in a
fashion show. Maria remembered her recent disaprpeints, but also the money that she
so desperately needed.

They arranged to meet in a very chic restaurare.f8nd herself with an elegant man,
older and more charming than Roger, who asked her:

'Do you know who painted that picture over thet&s?a Miro. Have you heard of Joan
Miro?'

Maria said nothing, as if she were concentratinghenfood, rather different from that in
the Chinese restaurants where she normally ateneke, she made a mental note: on
her next visit to the library, she would have tk &8 a book about Miro.

But the Arab was saying:

'This was the table where Fellini always sat. Da lgnow his films at all?’

She said she adored them. The man began askingpmatni@g questions and Maria,
knowing that she would fail the test, decided testraight with him:
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'I'm not going to spend the evening pretendingai. y can just about tell the difference
between Coca-Cola and Pepsi, but that's abouthibught we came here to discuss a
fashion show.'’

He seemed to appreciate her frankness.

'We'll do that when we have our after-supper drink.

There was a pause, while they looked at each atheh trying to imagine what the other
was thinking.

‘You're very pretty,’ said the man. 'If you comeamg have a drink with me in my hotel
room, I'll give you a thousand francs.'

Maria understood at once. Was it the fault of tteelel

agency? Was it her fault? Should she have foundnoué about the nature of this supper?
It wasn't the agency's fault, or hers, or the mahis was simply how things worked.
Suddenly she missed her hometown, missed Brazkediher mother's arms. She
remembered Mailson, on the beach, when he had omewtia fee of three hundred
dollars; at the time, she had thought it funny, more than she would have expected to
receive for spending the night with a man. Howeaéethat moment, she realised that she
had no one, absolutely no one in the world shedctalk to; she was alone in a strange
city, a relatively experienced twenty-two-year-dddif none of her experience could help
her to decide what would be the best response.

'‘Could you pour me some more wine, please.’

The Arab man filled her glass, and her thoughtgeltad faster than the Little Prince on
his travels to all

those planets. She had come in search of adventoresy
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and possibly a husband; she had known that shedvemal up getting proposals such as
this, because she was no innocent and was uskd teatys of men. She still believed in
model agencies, stardom, a rich husband, a fashiigren, grandchildren, nice clothes,
a triumphant return to the place where she was.&a dreamed of overcoming all
difficulties purely by dint of her own intelligenceharm and willpower.

But reality had just fallen in on her. To the masusprise, she began to cry. He did not
know what to do, caught between his fear of cauaiegandal and his instinctive desire
to protect her. He called the waiter over in ortdessk for the bill, but Maria stopped him.
'‘No, don't do that. Pour me some more wine andgushe cry for a while.'

And Maria thought about the little boy who had akke borrow a pencil, about the
young man who had kissed her and how she had kephbuth closed, about her
excitement at seeing Rio for the first time, akibet men who had used her and given
nothing back, about the passions and loves loagaloe way. Despite her apparent
freedom, her life consisted of endless hours speiitng for a miracle, for true love, for
an adventure with the same romantic ending sheséaw in films and read about in
books. A writer once said that it is not time tbanges man, nor knowledge; the only
thing that can change someone's mind is love. \Whiasense! The person who wrote that
clearly knew only one side of the coin.

Love was undoubtedly one of the things capable of
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changing a person's whole life, from one momerihéonext. But there was the other side
of the coin, the second thing that could make admbeing take a totally different

course from the one he or she had planned; andviistalled despair. Yes, perhaps love
really could transform someone, but despair didabemnore quickly. What should she
do? Should she run back to Brazil, become a teaftferench and marry her former boss?
Should she take a small step forward; after allias only one night, in a city where she
knew no one and no one knew her. Would that onlat imigd that easy money mean that
she would inevitably carry on until she reacheaiafin the road where there was no
turning back? What was happening here - a greairtyopty or a test set her by the
Virgin Mary?

The Arab was looking around at the paintings byhJdao, at the place where Fellini
used to have lunch, at the girl who took the caat$at the other customers arriving and
leaving.

'Didn’t you realise?"

'More wine, please,' said Maria, still in tears.

She was praying that the waiter would not come awerrealise what was going on, and
the waiter, who was watching it all from a distanwat of the corner of his eye, was
praying that the man and the girl would hurry ug gay the bill, because the restaurant
was full and there were people waiting.

At last, after what seemed an eternity, she spoke:

'Did you say a thousand francs for one drink?"
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Maria was surprised by her own tone of voice.

'Yes,' said the man, regretting having suggestiedtite first place. 'But | really wouldn't
want...'

'Pay the bill and let's go and have that drinkaatryhotel.'

Again, she seemed like a stranger to herself. Wppthen, she had been a nice, cheerful,
well-brought-up girl, and she would never have sokke that to a stranger. But that
girl, it seemed to her, had died forever: beforelag another existence, in which drinks
cost one thousand francs or, to use a more univars@ncy, about six hundred dollars.
And everything happened as expected: she wenetaitib's hotel, drank champagne,
got herself almost completely drunk, opened hes,legited for him to have an orgasm
(it didn't even occur to her to pretend to have tmed, washed herself in the marble
bathroom, picked up the money, and allowed hetkelfuxury of a taxi home. She fell
into bed and slept dreamlessly all night.

From Maria's diary, the next day:

| remember everything, although not the moment wheade the decision. Oddly
enough, | have no sense of guilt. | used to thingirts who went to bed with men for
money as people who had no other choice, and re@a& that it isn't like that. | could
have said 'yes' or 'no’; no one was forcing metet anything.
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walk about the streets and look at all the peapid, | wonder if they chose their lives?
Or were they, like me, 'chosen’ by fate? The hoiisemho dreamed of becoming a
model, the banker who wanted to be a musiciandéméist who felt he should write a
book and devote himself to literature, the girl wirauld have loved to be a TV star, but
who found herself instead working at the checkow supermarket.

| don't feel in the least bit sorry for myself.rastill not a victim, because | could have
left that restaurant with my dignity intact and pyrse empty. | could have given that
man sitting opposite me a lesson in morality adrio make him see that before him sat
a princess who should be wooed not bought. | cbale responded in all kinds of ways,
but - like most people - | let fate choose whichteol should take.

I'm not the only one, even though my fate may petautside the law and outside society.
In the search for happiness, however, we are aklegone of us is happy - not the
banker/musician, the dentist/writer, the checkoutagtress, or the housewife/model.
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So that was how it worked. As easy as that. Theeeass in a strange city where she
knew no one, but what had been a torment to heengesy, today gave her a tremendous
sense of freedom, because she didn't need to expeself

to anyone.

She decided that, for the first time in many yeah® would devote the entire day to
thinking about herself. Up until then, she had gisvBeen preoccupied with what other
people were thinking: her mother, her schoolfrieings father, the people at the model
agencies, the French teacher, the waiter, theridracomplete strangers in the street. In
fact, no one was thinking anything, certainly nlobat her, a poor foreigner, who, if she
disappeared tomorrow, wouldn't even be missed éytiice.

Fine. She went out early, had breakfast in herlusafa, went for a stroll around the lake
and saw a demonstration

held by refugees. A woman out walking a small ddd her that they were Kurds, and
Maria, instead of pretending that she knew the answorder to prove that she was
more cultivated and intelligent than people midimk, asked:

'Where do Kurds come from?'

To her surprise, the woman didn't know. That's whatworld is like: people talk as if
they knew everything, but if
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you dare to ask a question, they don't know angtHahe went into an Internet cafe and
discovered that the Kurds came from Kurdistan, me&xistent country, now divided
between Turkey and Irag. She went back to theilakearch of the woman and her dog,
but she had gone, possibly because the dog hdddyap after half an hour of staring at
a group of human beings with banners, headscamesic and strange cries.

'I'm just like that woman really. Or rather, thatlsat | used to be like: someone
pretending to know everything, hidden away in myna@itence, until that Arab guy got
on my nerves, and I finally had the courage toteaythe only thing | knew was how to
tell the difference between two soft drinks. Washecked? Did he change his mind
about me? Of course not. He must have been amaneyllzonesty. Whenever | try to
appear more intelligent than | am, | always lose @ell, enough is enough!

She thought of the model agency. Did they know vitwatArab guy really wanted - in
which case she had, yet again, been taken forla twchad they genuinely thought he
was going to find work for her in his country?

Whatever the truth of the matter, Maria felt leksa on that grey morning in Geneva,
with the temperature close to zero, the Kurds destnating, the trams arriving
punctually at each stop, the shops setting out jeeellery in the windows again, the
banks opening, the beggars sleeping, the Swisg doiwork. She was less alone
because by her side was another woman, invisilslgaps to passers-by. She had never
noticed her presence before, but there she was.
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She smiled at the invisible woman beside her who

looked like the Virgin Mary, Jesus's mother. Thawam smiled back and told her to be
careful, things were not as simple as she imagikkdia ignored the advice and replied
that she was a grown-up, responsible for her oversabas, and she couldn't believe that
there was some cosmic conspiracy being hatchedstdar. She had learned that there
were people prepared to pay one thousand Swisssffanone night, for half an hour
between her legs, and all she had to decide oeandkt few days was whether to take
her thousand Swiss francs and buy a plane ticlak foethe town where she had been
born, or to stay a little longer, and earn enougbe able to buy her parents a house,
some lovely clothes for herself and tickets talad places she had dreamed of visiting
one day.

The invisible woman at her side said again thatgkiweren't that simple, but Maria,
although glad of this unexpected company, askeadieto interrupt her thoughts,
because she needed to make some important decisions

She began to analyse, more carefully this timeptssibility of going back to Brazil.
Her schoolfriends, who had never left the town thveye born in, would all say that she
had been fired from the job, that she had nevettihadhalent to be an international star.
Her mother would be sad

never to have received her promised monthly sumafey, although Maria, in her
letters, had assured her that the post office meistealing it. Her father would, forever
63


User
Highlight


after, look at her with that 'l told you so' exmies on his face; she would go back to
working in the shop, selling fabrics, and she waukry the owner - she who had
travelled in a plane, eaten Swiss cheese, learmettk and walked in the snow.

On the other hand, there were those drinks thathated her one thousand Swiss francs.
It might not last very long - after all, beauty olgas as swiftly as the wind - but in a year,
she could earn enough money to get back on heafekteturn to the world, this time on
her own terms. The only real problem was that stie'ttknow what to do, how to start.
She remembered from her days at the ‘family nigbtavhere she had first worked that a
girl had mentioned somewhere called Rue de Beméact, it had been one of the first
things she had said, even before she had showwhese to put her suitcases.

She went over to one of the large panels that edodnd everywhere in Geneva, that
most tourist-friendly of cities, which cannot béarsee tourists getting lost. For this
reason the panels have advertisements on onergidaaps on the other.

A man was standing there, and she asked him ihbe/kvhere Rue de Berne was. He
looked at her, intrigued, and asked if it was tineet she was looking for or the road that
went to Berne, the capital of Switzerland. No, ddafia, | want the street in Geneva.
The man looked her up and down, then walked oftfiouit a word, convinced that he was
being filmed by one of those TV programmes thaigti¢lin making fools of people.

Maria studied the map
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for fifteen minutes - it's not a very big city -cafinally found the place she was looking
for.

Her invisible friend, who had remained silent wislee was studying the map, was now
trying to reason with her; it wasn't a questiommafrality, but of setting off down a road
of no return.

Maria said that if she could earn enough moneytbark home, then she could earn
enough to get out of any situation. Besides, ndrieeopeople she passed had actually
chosen what they wanted to do. That was just adfdde.

'We live in a vale of tears,' she said to her itesfriend. 'We can have all the dreams
we like, but life is hard, implacable, sad. What gou trying to say: that people will
condemn me? No one will ever know - this is just phase of my life.’

With a sad, sweet smile, the invisible friend disegred.

Maria went to the funfair and bought a ticket floe toller coaster; she screamed along
with everyone else, knowing that there was nodaaber and that it was all just a game.
She ate in a Japanese restaurant, even thoughdstteudderstand quite what she was
eating, knowing only that it was very expensive faling in a mood to indulge herself
in every luxury. She was happy, she didn't neaslai for a phone call now or to watch
every centime she spent.

Later that day, she left a message with the agenttyank them and to tell them that the
meeting had gone well.
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If they were genuine, they would ask about the psidf they were procurers of women,
they would arrange more meetings.

She walked across the bridge back to her littleramd decided that, however much
money and however many future plans she had, sh&lwefinitely not buy a television:
she needed to think, to use all her time for tmgki

From Maria's diary that night (with a note in thangin saying: ‘Not sure’):

| have discovered the reason why a man pays famam: he wants to be happy.

He wouldn't pay a thousand francs just to havergasm. He wants to be happy. | do too,
everyone does, and yet no one is. What have logose if, for a while, | decide to
become a ... it's a difficult word to think or ewgrite ... but let's be blunt ... what

have | got to lose if | decide to become a prositar a while?

Honour. Dignity. Self-respect. Although, when Irtkiabout it, I've never had any of
those things. | didn't ask to be born, I've newenfd anyone to love me, I've always
made the wrong decisions - now I'm letting life idedfor me.
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The agency phoned the next day and asked abophtites and when the fashion show
was being held, since they got a percentage ofygobr Maria, realising that they knew
nothing about what had happened, told them thafthb gentleman would be in touch
with them.

She went to the library and asked for some booksitadex. If she was seriously
considering the possibility of working - just foyaar, she had told herself - in an area
about which she knew nothing, the first thing skeded to know was how to behave,
how to give pleasure and receive money in return.

She was most disappointed when the librarian teldlnat, since the library was a
government-funded institution, they only had a feshnical works. Maria read the index
of one of these books and immediately returneithéy said nothing about happiness,
they talked only about dull things such as erectmametration, impotence, precautions ...
She did for a moment consider borrowing The Psyatnobf Frigidity in Women, since,
in her own case, although she very much enjoyeajg@bssessed and penetrated by a
man, she only ever reached orgasm through masiombat

She wasn't there in search of pleasure, howevewdk. She thanked the librarian, and
went to a shop where she

67



made her first investment in that possible careemiing on the horizon - clothes which
she considered to be sexy enough to arouse mesi‘s.dehen she went straight to the
place she had found on the map. Rue de BerneeAbthof the street was a church
(oddly enough, very near the Japanese restaurarevghe had had supper the night
before), then some shops selling cheap watcheslaokl, and, at the far end, were the
clubs she had heard about, all of them closedagthtbur of the day. She went for another
walk around the lake, then - without a tremor obamassment - bought five
pornographic magazines in order to study the kinthiog she would have to do, waited
for darkness to fall and then went back to Rue ée8. There she chose at random a bar
with the alluringly Brazilian name of '‘Copacabana’.

She hadn't decided anything, she told herselfak just an experiment. She hadn't felt so
well or so free in all the time she had been int3svland.

'I'm looking for work,' she told the owner, who waashing glasses behind the bar. The
place consisted of a series of tables, a few sofasnd the walls and, in one corner, a
kind of dance floor. 'Nothing doing. If you wantwrk here legally you have to have a
work permit.’

Maria showed him hers and the man's mood seematptove.

'‘Got any experience?"

She didn't know what to say: if she said yes, halvask her where she had worked
before. If she said no, he might turn her down.
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'I'm writing a book."

The idea had come out of nowhere, as if an in@siice had come to her aid. She saw
that the man knew she was lying, but was pretenidiroglieve her.

'‘Before you make any decision, talk to some ofatier girls. We get at least six
Brazilian women in every night, that way you camdfout exactly what to expect.'

Maria was about to say that she didn't need anicadrom anyone and that, besides, she
hadn't come to a decision just yet, but the manat@hdy moved off to the other side of
the bar, leaving her on her own, without even agyla water to drink.

The women started to arrive, and the owner callext some of the Brazilians and asked
them to talk to the new

arrival. None of them seemed very willing; fearcompetition, Maria assumed. The
sound system was turned on and a few Brazilianswomge played (well, the place was
called 'Copacabana’); then some Asiatic-looking om@ame in, along with others who
seemed to have come straight from the snowy, ramarduntains around Geneva. She
had been standing there for nearly two hours, natthing to drink and just a few
cigarettes, filled by a growing sense that she aedmitely making the wrong decision -
the words 'what am | doing here?' kept repeatireg amd over in her head - and feeling
increasingly irritated by the complete lack of net&t on the part of both the owner and
the other women, when, finally, one of the Branilgirls came over to her.

'What made you choose this place?’
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Maria could have resorted to that story about ngita book, or she could, as she had
with the Kurds, with Miro and with Fellini, simpkgll the truth.

"To be perfectly honest, | don't know where totstaif | want to start.’

The other woman seemed surprised by such a framct @nswer. She took a sip of what
looked like whisky, listened to the Brazilian sahgy were playing, made some
comment about missing her home, then said thag teuldn't be many customers that
night because a big international conference bleeld near Geneva had been cancelled.
In the end, when she saw that Maria still hadftf #he said:

'Look, it's very simple, you just have to sticktwee basic rules. First: never fall in love
with anyone you work with or have sex with. Secaihah't believe any promises and
always get paid up front. Third: don't use drugs.’

There was a pause.

'‘And start now. If you go home tonight without hayigot your first client, you'll have
second thoughts about it and you won't have theagguto come back.’

Maria had gone there more for a consultation, tesgme feedback on her chances of
finding a temporary job. She found herself confeahiby the feeling that so often pushes
people into making hasty decisions - despair.

‘All right. I'll start tonight.’

She didn't mention that she had, in fact, stareedderday. The woman went up to the
owner, whom she called Milan, and he came ovealiotb Maria.
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'Have you got nice underwear on?'

No one - her boyfriends, the Arab, her girlfrienfds,less a stranger - had ever asked her
that question. But that Was what life was likehattplace: straight to the point.

'I'm wearing pale blue pants. And no bra," she dgtevocatively. But all she got was a
reprimand.

‘Tomorrow, wear black pants, bra and stockingsirigakff your clothes is all part of the
ritual.'

Without more ado, and on the assumption now thatdeetalking to someone who was
about to start work, Milan introduced her to thstmef the ritual: the Copacabana should
be a pleasant place to spend time, not a brothel.nfen came into that bar wanting to
believe that they would find a lady on her owrarfyone came over to her table and
wasn't intercepted en route (because some cliegns wxclusive to certain girls’), he
would probably say:

'Would you like a drink?'

To which Maria could say yes or no. She was freghtwose the company she kept,
although it wasn't advisable to say 'no’ more trace a night. If she answered in the
affirmative, she should ask for a fruit juice cauktwhich just happened to be the most
expensive drink on the drinks list. Absolutely noofol or letting the customer choose
for her.

Then, she should accept any invitation to dancestMbthe clientele were familiar faces
and, apart from the 'special clients’, about whendid not go into any further detail,
none of them represented any danger. The policéhendDepartment of Health
demanded monthly blood
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samples, to check that they weren't carrying amyaléy transmitted diseases. The use of
condoms was obligatory, although there was no vahecking if this rule was or wasn't
being followed. She should never, on any accountse any kind of scandal - Milan was
a respectable married man, concerned for his repntand the good name of his club.
He continued explaining the ritual: after dancitiggy would return to the table, and the
customer, as if he were saying something highlgioail, would invite her to go back to
his hotel with him. The normal price was three heddand fifty francs, of which fifty
francs went to Milan, for the hire of the tableriak to avoid any future legal
complications and accusations of exploiting sexXiftancial gain).

Maria tried to say:

'‘But | earned a thousand francs for ...’

The owner made as if to move off, but the otherzBiemm woman, who was listening in
to the conversation, said:

'She's just joking.'

And turning to Maria, she said in clear, loud Pguese:

'This is the most expensive place in Geneva. Ndwe¢hat again. He knows what the
going rate is and he knows that no one pays a dmolfsancs to go to bed with anyone,
except, of course, the "special clients”, but ahiyou get lucky and you have the right
gualifications.’

Milan's eyes - later, Maria found out that he wa&goslav who had been living there
for twenty years - left no room for doubt.
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‘The price is three hundred and fifty francs.’

'Right,’ said a humbled Maria.

First, he had asked about the colour of her undarwmw he was deciding how much
her body was worth.

But she had no time to think, the man was stilliisg instructions: she must never accept
invitations to anyone's house or to a hotel thdtleas than five stars. If the client had
nowhere to take her, she was to go to a hotelddc@e blocks from there, and should
always take a taxi so that the women who worketiénother clubs in Rue de Berne
didn't get to know her face. Maria didn't beliekestlast reason; she thought that the real
reason was that she might get an offer of bettekiwg conditions in another club. She
kept her thoughts to herself, however; arguing abiwiprice was bad enough.

'I'll say this again: just like policemen in the viws, never drink while on duty. I'll leave
you now, it'll start getting busy soon.’

'Say thank you,' said the other Brazilian womaRantuguese.

Maria thanked him. The man smiled, but he had rofigished his list of
recommendations:

'l forgot something: the time between orderingialdand leaving the club should never,
under any circumstances, exceed forty-five minutesd in Switzerland, with clocks all
over the place, even Yugoslavs and Brazilians eash to be punctual. Just remember,
I'm feeding my children on your commission.’

She would remember.
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He gave her a glass of sparkling mineral water wigice of lemon in it - a drink that
could easily pass for a gin and tonic - and askeddwait. Gradually the club began to
fill up; men came in, looked around, sat down agirtbwn, and immediately one of the
women would go over to them, as if they were aamypvhere everyone has known each
other for ages and as if they were just taking tometo have a little fun after a hard day
at work. Every time a man found a partner, Mariaega sigh of relief, even though she
was now feeling much more comfortable. Perhaps# because it was Switzerland,
perhaps it was because, sooner or later, she Viiodl@ddventure, money or a husband, as
she had always dreamed she would. Perhaps - sHerdudealised - it was because it
was the first time in many weeks that she had loeg¢mt night and to a place where there
was music playing and where she could, now and, tiegr someone speaking
Portuguese. She was having fun with the other gmdsind her, laughing, drinking fruit
juice cocktails, talking brightly.

None of them had come up to her to say hello evisth her success in her new
profession, but that was perfectly normal; aftérskle was a rival, a competitor,
competing for the same trophy. Instead of feeliagrdssed, she felt proud - she was
fighting for herself, she wasn't some helplessgrerShe could, if she wanted to, open
the door and leave that place for good, but shddhvalways know that she had at least
had the courage to come that far, to negotiatedasuliss things about which she had
never in her life even dared to think. She waswuitam of fate, she
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Eleven Minutes

kept telling herself: she was running her own rigksshing beyond her own limits,
experiencing things which, one day, in the sileoicker heart, in the tedium of old age,
she would remember almost with nostalgia - howebsurd that might seem.

She was sure that no one would approach her, amortow it would all seem like some
mad dream that she would never dare to repeashiohad just realised that being paid a
thousand francs for one night only happens onadigps she would be better off buying
a plane ticket back to Brazil. To make the timespasre quickly, she began to work out
how much each of the other girls would earn: ifytvent out three times a night, they
would earn, for every four hours of work, the e@l@nt of what it would have taken her
two months to earn at the shop.

Was that a lot? She had earned a thousand francs fo

one night, but perhaps that had just been begsmhmk. At any rate, an ordinary
prostitute could earn more, much more than she dvewér earn teaching French back
home. And all they had to do was spend some tinaebar, dance, spread their legs and
that was that. They didn't even have to talk.

Money was one motivation, she thought, but wasahatOr did the people there, the
customers and the women, also enjoy themselvesnire svay? Was the world so very
different from what she had been taught in schdof@u used a condom, there was no
risk. Nor was there any risk of being recognisedibyone; the only people who visit
Geneva - she had been told once in her French-classe
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people who liked going to banks. The majority o&#lans, however, enjoy shopping,
preferably in Miami or in Paris.

Three hundred Swiss francs a day, five days a weésrtune! Why did those women
keep working there when they could earn enoughmoath to go back home and buy a
new house for their mother? Or had they only beerking there a short time?

Or - and Maria felt afraid of her own questiond they enjoy it?

Again she wished she could have a proper drink €etfampagne had helped a lot the
previous night.

"Would you like a drink?'

Before her stood a man in his thirties, wearinguhgorm of some airline.

The world went into slow motion, and Maria had asseof stepping out of her own body
and observing herself from the outside. Deeply emakaed, but struggling to control her
blushes, she nodded and smiled, knowing that frahrhoment on her life had changed
forever.

A fruit juice cocktail, a bit of talk, what are yaloing here, it's cold, isn't it? I like this
music, oh, | prefer Abba myself, the Swiss areiflyclot, are you from Brazil? Tell me
about your country. Well, there's Carnival. You Blian women are really pretty, you
know.

Smile and accept the compliment, perhaps withgh#i shy look. Back to the dance
floor, but all the time keeping an eye on Milan,odometimes scratches his head and
taps his wristwatch. The smell of the man's cologne
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she realises quickly that she will have to get useall kinds of smells. At least this is
perfume. They dance very close. Another fruit juioektail, time is passing, didn't Milan
say forty-five minutes maximum? She looks at hetctvahe asks if she's expecting
someone, she says a few friends of hers will Geiagrin about an hour, he invites her
back to his hotel. Hotel room, three hundred aftd fiancs, a shower after sex (intrigued,
the man remarked that no one had ever done thatd)eft's not Maria, it's some other
person who's inside her body, who feels nothingy miechanically goes through the
motions of a ritual. She's an actress. Milan haghiaher everything, even how to say
goodbye to the client, she thanks him, he too faetevard and sleepy.

She doesn't want to go back to the club, she warge home, but she has to go back to
hand over the fifty francs, and then there's arratien, another cocktail, more questions
about Brazil, a hotel, another shower (this tineecamment), back to the bar where the
owner takes his commission and tells her she cathgee aren't many customers tonight.
She doesn't get a taxi, she walks the length ofd@uBerne, looking at the other clubs, at
the shop windows full of clocks and watches, atdimerch on the corner (closed, always
closed ...) As usual, no one looks at her.

She walks through the cold. She isn't aware ofréezing temperatures, she doesn't cry,
she doesn't think about the money she has earneds s a kind of trance. Some people
were born to face life alone, and this is neithaody
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nor bad, it is simply life. Maria is one of thoseople.

She begins to try and think about what has happeatedonly started work today and yet
she already considers herself a professionagstié she started ages ago, as if she had
done this all her life. She experiences a strapgsesof pride; she is glad she didn't run
away. Now she just has to decide whether or noatoy on. If she does carry on, then
she will make sure she is the best, something ab@éver been before.

But life was teaching her - very fast - that orilg strong survive. To be strong, she must
be the best, there's no alternative.

From Maria's diary a week later:

I'm not a body with a soul, I'm a soul that hass#ble part called the body. All this week,
contrary to what one might expect, | have been monscious of the presence of this
soul than usual. It didn't say anything to me, didnticise me or feel sorry for me: it
merely watched me.

Today, | realised why this was happening: it's b&asrh a long time since | thought about
love or anything called love. It seems to be rugraway from me, as if it wasn't
important any more and didn't feel welcome. Butdbn't think about love, 1 will be
nothing.

When | went back to the Copacabana the second, nigfais treated with much more
respect -
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apparently, a lot of girls do it for one night, lmain't bear to go on. Anyone who does,
becomes a kind of ally, a colleague, because shemderstand the difficulties and the
reasons or, rather, the absence of reasons fandnaliosen this kind of life.

They all dream of someone who will come along aw®lis them a real woman -
companion, lover, friend. But they all know, frohetvery first moment of each new
encounter, that this simply isn't going to happen.

| need to write about love. | need to think and

think and write and write about love - otherwisg;, soul won't survive.
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However important Maria thought love was, she ditdforget the advice she was given
on her first night and did her best to confine ltwé¢he pages of her diary. Apart from
that, she tried desperately to be the best, to@éhof money in as short a time as
possible, to think very little and to find a goahson for doing what she was doing.
That was the most difficult part: what was the realson?

She was doing it because she needed to. This vgasi@ttrue - everyone needs to earn
money, but not everyone chooses to live on the msuaf society. She was doing it
because she wanted to experience something newhatayasn't true either; the world
was full of new experiences - like skiing or gosggling on Lake Geneva, for example -
but she had never been interested. She was ddiegatuse she had nothing to lose,
because her life was one of constant, day-to-dastrixtion.

No, none of these answers was true, so it wastéstget all about it and simply deal
with whatever lay along her particular path. She &dot in common with the other
prostitutes, and with all the other women she haann in her life, whose greatest dream
was to get married and have a secure life. Thosedan't think like this either had a
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husband (almost a third of her colleagues wereietjror were recently divorced.
Because of that, and in order to understand hesdwedftried - as tactfully as possible - to
understand why her colleagues had chosen thisgsiofe

She heard nothing new, but she made a list of theponses. They said they had to help
out their husband (wasn't he jealous? What if driieephusband's friends came to the
club one night? But Maria didn't dare to ask thgsestions), that they wanted to buy a
house for their mother (her own excuse, appareatigoble, and the most common one),
to earn enough money for their fare home (Colongidhais, Peruvians, Brazilians all
loved this reason, even though they had earnedgbnooney several times over and had
immediately spent it, afraid to realise their drg¢atm have fun (this didn't really tally

with the atmosphere in the club, and always ratsgfathey couldn't find any other kind
of work (this wasn't a good reason either, Switaelwas full of jobs for cleaners,
drivers and cooks).

None of them came up with any valid reason, anshgostopped trying to explain her
particular Universe.

She saw that the owner, Milan, was quite rightone ever again offered her a thousand
Swiss francs for the privilege of spending a fewrsowith her. On the other hand, no
one ever complained when she asked for three hdraaré fifty francs, as if they already
knew or only asked in order to humiliate her, ontea to avoid any unpleasant surprises.
One of the girls said:
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'Prostitution isn't like other businesses: begiamearn more and the more experienced
earn less. Always pretend you're a beginner.’

Maria still didn't know who the 'special clientsk; they had only been mentioned on
the first night and no one ever spoke of them. Gallg, she picked up the most
important tricks of the trade, like never askingso@al questions, smiling a lot and
talking as little as possible, never arranging eetranyone outside the club. The most
important piece of advice, however, came from gifib woman called Nyah:

'When your client comes, you must always groari @su were having an orgasm too.
That guarantees customer loyalty.'

'‘But why? They're just paying for their own satctfan.'

'No, that's where you're wrong. A man doesn't ptoé/e a man by getting an erection.
He's only a real man if he can pleasure a womad.ifAlme can pleasure a prostitute, he'll
think he's the best lover on the block.'
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And so six months passed: Maria learned all thessary lessons, for example, how the
Copacabana worked. Since it was one of the mogrsiyge places in Rue de Berne, the
clientele was largely made up of executives, whib permission to get home late
because they were out ‘having supper with clielig'these 'suppers' could never last
longer than eleven o'clock at night. Most of thegpitutes who worked there were aged
between eighteen and twentytwo and they stayedyerage, for two years, when they
would be replaced by newer recruits. They then rddgehe Neon, then to the Xenium,
and the price went down as the woman's age werangpthe hours of work grew fewer
and fewer. They almost all ended up in the Tropkoahsy, who accepted women over
thirty; but once they were there, they could onistjearn enough to pay for their lunch
and their rent by going with one or two studentiag (the average fee per client was just
about enough to buy a bottle of cheap wine).

She went to bed with many men. She didn't care ¢ldwhey were or how they were
dressed, but whether she said yes or no dependeovothey smelled. She had nothing
against cigarettes, but she hated cheap aftershaliese who didn't wash or whose
clothes stank of booze.
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The Copacabana was a quiet place, and Switzerlasguwssibly the best country in the
world in which to work as a prostitute, as longyas had a residence permit and a work
permit, kept all your papers in order and paid ysugial security; Milan was always
saying that he didn't want his children to seenbisie in the tabloid newspapers, and so
he was as strict as a policeman when it came tpitkkg@n eye on his 'employees’.

Once you had got past the barrier of the firstewosd night, it was a profession much
like any other, in which you worked hard, foughtt thie competition, tried to maintain
standards, put in the necessary hours, got arbgssid out, complained about your
workload, and rested on Sundays. Most of the pgutet had some kind of religious faith,
and attended their respective churches and massdsheir prayers and had their
encounters with God.

Maria, however, was struggling in the pages ofdiary not to lose her soul. She
discovered, to her surprise, that one in everydhents didn't want her in order to have
sex, but simply to talk a little. They paid for thar tab and the hotel room, and when the
moment came for them both to take off their clotltles man would say, no, that won't
be necessary. They wanted to talk about the pressifiwork, about their unfaithful wife,
about how lonely they felt, how they had no onéatk to (something she knew about all
too well).

At first, she found this very odd. Then, one nigifite went to the hotel with an arrogant
Frenchman, a headhunter for top executive jobsdldeher this as if he
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were telling her the most fascinating thing in ¥arld), and this is what he said:

'Do you know who the loneliest person in the waslél The executive with a successful
career, earning an enormous salary, trusted by thbbgve and below him, with a family
to go on holiday with and children who he helpswith their homework, but who is

then approached by someone like me and askedItbeifty question: "How would you
like to change your job and earn twice as much?"

‘'The executive, who has every reason to feel waameichappy, becomes the most
miserable creature on the planet. Why? Becausasiedone to talk to. He is tempted to
accept my offer, but he can't talk about it towak colleagues because they would do
everything they could to persuade him to stay. &f&tdalk about it to his wife, who has
been his companion in his rise up the ladder ofss® and understands a great deal about
security, but nothing about taking risks. He ctallt to anyone about it and there he is
confronted by the biggest decision of his life. an imagine how that man feels?"

No, that man wasn't the loneliest person in thddvddaria knew the loneliest person on
the face of this Earth: herself. Nevertheless,areed with her client, hoping to get a
big tip, which she did. But his words made heriseaihat she needed to find some way
of freeing her clients from the enormous presshiey &ll seemed to be under; this meant
both improving the quality of her services and¢hance of earning some extra money.
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When she realised that releasing tension in thecsadd be as lucrative as releasing
tension in the body, if not more lucrative, shetsthgoing to the library again. She
began asking for books about marital problems, lpspgy and politics; the librarian

was delighted to see that the young woman of whioerhsid grown so fond had stopped
thinking about sex and was now concentrating orenmaportant matters. Maria became
a regular reader of newspapers, especially, whassilple, the financial pages, because
the majority of her clients were business execsti&he sought out self-help books,
because her clients nearly all asked for her ad8be read studies of the human
emotions, because all her clients were in some &ireinotional pain. Maria was a
respectable, rather unusual prostitute, and aftanenths, she had acquired a large,
faithful, very select clientele, thus arousing émvy and jealousy, but also the admiration,
of her colleagues.

As for sex, it had as yet added nothing to her iifeas just a matter of opening her legs,
asking them to use a condom, moaning a bit in tpe fof getting a better tip (thanks to
the Filipino woman, Nyah, she had learned that nmgpoould earn her another fifty
francs), and taking a shower afterwards, hopingttiewater would wash her soul clean.
Nothing out of the ordinary and no kissing. Forastitute, the kiss was sacred. Nyah
had taught her to keep her kisses for the loveeofife, just like in the story of Sleeping
Beauty; a kiss that would waken her from her slumla@d return her to the world of
fairy tales, in which
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Switzerland was once more the country of chocolaaeis and clocks.

And no orgasms either, no pleasure or excitemeritet search to be the very best,
Maria had watched a few porn movies, hoping to pigkips for her work. She had seen
a lot of interesting things, but had preferredtodary any of them out on her clients
because they took too long, and Milan was happibsh the women averaged three men
a night.

By the end of the six months, Maria had sixty tremgsSwiss francs in a bank account;
she ate in better restaurants, had bought a TVneher watched it, but she liked to have
it there) and was now seriously considering movmg better apartment. Although she
could easily afford to buy books, she continuedgdo the library, which was her bridge
to the real world, a more solid and enduring wo8He enjoyed chatting to the librarian,
who was happy because Maria had perhaps foundfadrayand a job, although she
never asked, the Swiss being naturally shy andebs¢a complete fallacy, because in
the Copacabana and in bed, they were as uninhjlpatgdl or neurotic as any other
nationality).

From Maria's diary, one warm Sunday evening:

All men, tall or short, arrogant or unassuminggridly or cold, have one characteristic in
common: when they come to the club, they are affidié more experienced amongst
them hide their fear by
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talking loudly, the more inhibited cannot hide tHeelings and start drinking to see if
they can drive the fear away. But | am convinced, tvith a few very rare exceptions -
the 'special clients' to whom Milan has not yetdadticed me - they are all afraid.

Afraid of what? I'm the one who should be shakihg.the one who leaves the club and
goes off to a strange hotel, and I'm not the ortbk thie superior physical strength or the
weapons. Men are very strange, and | don't justrttemones who come to the
Copacabana, but all the men I've ever met. Theypeahyou up, shout at you, threaten
you, and yet they're scared to death of womeny.d@érhaps not the woman they
married, but there's always one woman who frighteam and forces them to submit to
her caprices. Even if it's their own mother.
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appear confident, as if they were in perfect cdrafahe world and of their own lives;
Maria, however, could see in their eyes that theyevafraid of their wife, the feeling of
panic that they might not be able to get an eractimat they might not seem manly
enough even to the ordinary prostitute whom thesevpaying for her services. If they
went to a shop and didn't like the shoes they lwadjht, they would be quite prepared to
go back, receipt in hand, and demand a refund.y&hdeven though they were paying
for some female company, if they didn't manageetoaa erection, they would be too
ashamed ever to go back to the same club agaimnbetaey would assume that all the
other women there would know.

'I'm the one who should feel ashamed for being lenbarouse them, but, no, they
always blame themselves.’

To avoid such embarrassments, Maria always triguitanen at their ease, and if
someone seemed drunker or more fragile than uslialvould avoid full sex and
concentrate instead on caresses and masturbatich always seemed to please them
immensely, absurd though this might seem, sinceg ¢bald perfectly well masturbate on
their own.
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She had to make sure that they didn't feel ashaiitexke men, so powerful and arrogant
at work, constantly having to deal with employemstomers, suppliers, prejudices,
secrets, posturings, hypocrisy, fear and oppreseited their day in a nightclub and
they didn't mind spending three hundred and fiftysS francs to stop being themselves
for a night.

'For a night? Now come on, Maria, you're exaggegatit's really only forty-five minutes,
and if you allow time for taking off clothes, magisome phoney gesture of affection,
having a bit of banal conversation and getting skdsagain, the amount of time spent
actually having sex is about eleven minutes.'

Eleven minutes. The world revolved around sometttiad) only took eleven minutes.
And because of those eleven minutes in any onetyfeem-hour day (assuming that they
all made love to their wives every day, which isgodly absurd and a complete lie) they
got married, supported a family, put up with scremnkids, thought up ridiculous
excuses to justify getting home late, ogled dozémsmt hundreds of other women with
whom they would like to go for a walk around Laker@va, bought expensive clothes
for themselves and even more expensive clothethéarwives, paid prostitutes to try to
give them what they were missing, and thus susdeaneast industry of cosmetics, diet
foods, exercise, pornography and power, and yehwlney got together with other men,
contrary to popular belief, they never talked ab@saimen. They talked about jobs,
money and sport.
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Something was very wrong with civilisation, andvaisn't the destruction of the Amazon
rainforest or the ozone layer, the death of thalpanigarettes, carcinogenic foodstuffs or
prison conditions, as the newspapers would have it.

It was precisely the thing she was working withx.se

But Maria wasn't there to save humanity, but teease her bank balance, survive
another six months of solitude and another six Im®of the choice she had made, send a
regular monthly sum of money to her mother (who thaitled to learn that the earlier
absence of money had been due to the Swiss pastido less efficient than the

Brazilian postal system), and to buy all the thisge had always dreamed of and never
had. She moved to a much better apartment, wittratdreating (although the summer
had already arrived), and from her window she cgelel a church, a Japanese restaurant,
a supermarket and a very nice cafe, where shetasetdand read the newspapers.
Otherwise, just as she had promised herself, itangisestion of putting up with the same
old routine: go to the Copacabana, have a drinkaagi@nce, what do you think of Brazil,
then back to his hotel, get the money up frontehalittle conversation and know
precisely which points to touch - on both body andl, but mainly the soul - give some
advice on personal problems, be his friend for &alhour, of which eleven minutes
would be spent in opening her legs, closing hes kel pretending to moan with
pleasure. Thanks very much, see you next weekieygaty manly, you know, tell me
how things went next
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time we meet, oh, that's very generous of youydaity there's no need, it's been a
pleasure to spend time with you.

And, above all, never fall in love. That was thestnonportant and most sensible piece of
advice that the other Brazilian woman had given before she disappeared, perhaps
because she herself had fallen in love. Becauseedible though it may seem, in just
two months of working there, Maria had had sevpraposals of marriage, of which at
least three were serious: the director of a firmafountants, the pilot she went with on
the very first night, and the owner of a shop splestng in knives. All three had
promised 'to take her away from that life' andit@der a nice house, a future, perhaps
children and grandchildren.

And all for eleven minutes a day? It wasn't possiBlfter her experiences at the
Copacabana, she knew that she wasn't the onlyrpeutso felt lonely. Human beings can
withstand a week without water, two weeks withadd, many years of homelessness,
but not loneliness. It is the worst of all torturdéee worst of all sufferings. Like her, these
men, and the many others who sought her compamg, alletormented by that same
destructive feeling, the sense that no one elsb@planet cared about them.

In order to avoid being tempted by love, she keptheart for her diary. She entered the
Copacabana with only her body and her brain, whiak growing sharper and more
perceptive all the time. She had managed to peeshexelf that there was some
important reason why she had come to Geneva aretlar@in Rue de Berne, and every
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time she borrowed a book from the library she wadiomed in her view that no one
wrote properly about the eleven most important t@swf the day. Perhaps that was her
destiny, however hard it might seem at the monteniirite a book, relating her story,
her adventure.

That was it, her adventure. Although it was a fddein word that no one dared to speak,
and which most people preferred to watch on thevisibon, in films that were shown
over and over at all times of the day and nigtdt thas what she was looking for. It was
a word that evoked deserts, journeys to unknoweegladle conversations with
mysterious men on a boat in the middle of a rip&ane journeys, cinema studios, tribes
of Indians, glaciers and Africa.

She liked the idea of a book and had even thoughtide: Eleven Minutes.

She began to put clients into three categoriesExterminators (in homage to a film she
had enjoyed hugely), who arrived stinking of dripketending not to look at anyone, but
convinced that everyone was looking at them, danpemly briefly and then getting
straight down to the business of going back torthetel. The Pretty Woman type (again
named after a film), who tried to appear elegaettigmanly, affectionate, as if the world
depended on such kindness in order to continuéniiion its axis, as if they had just
been walking down the street and had come inteltlieby chance; they were always
very sweet at first and rather uncertain when tpayto the hotel, but, because of that,
they always proved even more
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demanding than the Exterminators. And lastly, tlvesis The Godfather type (named
after yet another film), who treated a woman's baslyf it were a piece of merchandise.
They were the most genuine; they danced, talkerrgave tips, knew what they were
buying and how much it was worth, and never lettbelves be taken in by anything the
woman of their choice might say. They were the amlgs who, in a very subtle way,
knew the meaning of the word 'Adventure’.

From Maria's diary, on a day when she had her genal couldn't work:

If I were to tell someone about my life today, btsbdo it in a way that would make
them think me a brave, happy, independent womahbiRh: | am not even allowed to
mention the only word that is more important thiae ¢leven minutes - love.

All my life, | thought of love as some kind of veltary enslavement. Well, that's a lie:
freedom only exists when love is present. The pevdoo gives him or herself wholly,
the person who feels freest, is the person whoslovest wholeheartedly.

And the person who loves wholeheartedly feels free.

That is why, regardless of what | might experiemt®or learn, nothing makes sense. |
hope this time passes quickly, so that | can resmyeearch for myself - in the form of a
man who understands me and does not make me suffer.
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But what am | saying? In love, no one can harm aaysse; we are each of us
responsible for our own feelings and cannot blaomeeone else for what we feel.
It hurt when I lost each of the various men | fellove with. Now, though, | am
convinced that no one loses anyone, because novameanyone.

That is the true experience of freedom: havingniost important thing in the world
without owning it.

97



Another three months passed, and autumn camed éseddate marked on the calendar:
ninety days until her return journey home. Evenmythinad happened so quickly and so
slowly, she thought, realising that time exist$wo different dimensions, depending on
one's state of mind, but in both sorts of timeddbrenture was drawing to a close. She
could, of course, continue, but she could not fotige sad smile of the invisible woman
who had accompanied her on that walk around thes k@ling her that things weren't
that simple. However tempted she was to continaeglrer prepared she was for the
challenges she had met on her path, all these mdinihg alone with herself had taught
her that there is always a right moment to stopetbing. In ninety days' time she would
return to the interior of Brazil, where she wouldyla small farm (she had earned rather
more than she had expected), a few cows (BrazihanhSwiss), invite her mother and
father to come and live with her, take on a cogpleorkers, and set the business in
motion.

Although she believed that love is the only trupesience of freedom, and that no one
can possess anyone else, she still harboured et sliesire for revenge, and this formed
part of her triumphal return to Brazil. After sati
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up the farm, she would go back to her hometownrmaakle a large deposit in Swiss
francs at the bank where the boy who had two-titrexdwith her best friend was working.
'Hi, how are you? Don't you remember me?' he weald She would pretend to be
trying hard to remember and would end up saying ti@ she didn't, she had just come
back from a year in EU-ROPE (she would say thiy g&wly so that all his colleagues
would hear). Or, rather, SWIT-ZER-LAND (that wolddund more exotic and
adventurous than France), where they have thebbegs in the world.

Who was he? He would mention their schooldays.v@&héd say: 'Ah, yes, I think |
remember ...", but from her face it would be ctéat she didn't. Vengeance would be
hers, and then it would just be a matter of workiagd, and when the farm was doing as
well as she expected, she would be able to dewstlfi to the thing that mattered most
in her life: finding her true love, the man who Haskn waiting for her all these years, but
whom she had not yet had the chance to meet.

Maria decided to forget all about writing the baakitled Eleven Minutes. Now she
needed to concentrate on

the farm, on her future plans, otherwise, she weuld up postponing her trip, a fatal risk.
That afternoon, she went off to meet her best -caiyl

- friend, the librarian. She asked for a book attl@aising and farm administration. The
librarian said:

"You know, a few months ago, when you came herkimgofor books about sex, | began
to fear for you. So
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many pretty young girls let themselves be sedugatidillusion of easy money,
forgetting that, one day, they'll be old and wéMe missed out on meeting the love of
their life.'

'Do you mean prostitution?"

‘That's a very strong word.’

'As | said, I'm working for a company that impoatsd exports meat. But if | had to
become a prostitute, would the consequences berggrave if | stopped at the right
moment? After all, being young inevitably means mghknistakes.'

‘That's what all the drug addicts say, that yotipase to know when to stop. But none of
them do.’

"You must have been very pretty when you were yeuagd you were brought up in a
country that respects its inhabitants. Was thatughdor you to be happy?’

'I'm proud of how | dealt with any obstacles in hfg.'

Should she go on, thought the librarian. Yes, wbiy the girl needed to learn a bit about
life.

'l had a happy childhood, | studied at one of testlschools in Berne, then | came to
work in Geneva, where | met and married the mawed. | did everything for him and
he did everything for me; time passed and he ceti¢hen he was free to do exactly
what he wanted with his time, his eyes grew sadmrause he had probably never really
thought about himself all his life. We never hag aarious arguments or any great
excitements, he was never unfaithful to me andwveagr rude to me in public. We lived
a very ordinary life, so much so that, without a jo
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do, he felt useless, unimportant, and, a year, lagedied of cancer.’

She was telling the truth, but felt that she miglthaving a negative influence on the girl
standing before her.

'l still think it's best to lead a life without gurises,' she concluded. 'If we hadn't, my
husband might have died even earlier, who knows.'

Maria left, determined to learn all about farmi&gace she had the afternoon free, she
decided to go for a stroll and, in the upper péthe city, came across a small yellow
plague bearing a drawing of a sun and an inscripti®oad to Santiago'. What did it
mean? There was a bar on the other side of the apadsince she had now learned to ask
about anything she didn't understand, she resdtvgd in and ask.

'I've no idea,' said the girl serving behind the ltavas a very expensive place, and the
coffee cost three times the normal price. Sincehsttemoney, though, and now that she
was there, she ordered a coffee and decided ta$hemext hour or so learning all there
was to know about farm administration. She opehedbok eagerly, but found it
impossible to concentrate - it was so boring. luldde much more interesting to talk to
one of her clients about it; they always knew hasttio handle money. She paid for her
coffee, got up, thanked the girl who had served leéra large tip (she had invented a
superstitious belief according to which the mora gave, the more you got back), went
over to the door, and, without realising the impode of
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that moment, heard the words that would changevéorieer plans, her future, her farm,
her idea of happiness, her female soul, her maleoaph to life, her place in the world.
'Hang on a moment.'

Surprised, she glanced to one side. This was &cesge bar, it wasn't the Copacabana,
where men had the right to say that, although tben@n could always respond: 'No, I'm
leaving and you can't stop me."'

She was about to ignore the remark, but her cayigsit the better of her, and she turned
towards the voice. She saw a very strange sceeelikg on the floor, with various
paintbrushes scattered around him, was a longéhgoeng man of about thirty (or
should she have said: a boy of about thirty? HetduMwad aged very fast), who was
making a drawing of a gentleman sitting in a chaith a glass of anisette beside him.
She hadn't noticed them when she came in.

'Don't go. I've nearly finished this portrait, afdllike to paint you as well.'

Maria replied - and as she did so, she createlinthéhat was lacking in the universe.
'‘No, I'm not interested.’

"You've got a special light about you. Let me astedo a sketch.’

What was a 'sketch'? What did he mean by 'a spegliél? Besides, she was vain enough
to want to have her portrait painted by someone agpeared to be a serious artist. Her
imagination took flight. What if he was really
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famous? She would be immortalised forever in atpagrthat would be exhibited in Paris
or in Salvador da Bahia! She would become a legend!

On the other hand, what was the man doing, sureaibg all that clutter, in an
expensive, perhaps usually crowded cafe?

Guessing her thoughts, the waitress said softly:

'He's a very well-known artist.’

Her intuition had been right. Maria tried not teshher feelings and to remain calm.
'He comes here now and again, and he always baimgsportant client with him. He
says he likes the atmosphere, that it inspires hais, doing a painting of people who
represent the city. It was commissioned by the thalh'

Maria looked at the subject of the portrait. Agdna waitress read her thoughts.

'He's a chemist who apparently made some realyluggnary discovery. He won the
Nobel Prize.’

'Don't go,’ said the painter again. 'I'll be firaghin five minutes. Order what you like and
put it on my bill.'

As if hypnotised, she sat down at the bar, ordarednisette (she wasn't used to drinking,
and the only thing that occurred to her was to otide same as the Nobel

prizewinner), and watched the man working. 'l dogfresent the city, so he must be
interested in something else. But he's not realhittype,’ she thought automatically,
repeating what she always said to herself, eveesshe had been working at the
Copacabana; it was her salvation, her
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Eleven Minutes

voluntary denial of the traps set by the heart.ikigieleared that up, she didn't mind
waiting a while - perhaps the waitress was righthpps this man could open doors to a
world of which she knew nothing.

She watched how quickly and adroitly he put thesfimg touches to his work; it was
apparently a very large canvas, but it was alelip, and so she couldn't see what other
faces he had painted. What if this was a new oppiayt? The man (she had decided that
he was a 'man’ and not a 'boy', because otherivsseauld start to feel old before her
time) didn't seem the sort likely to make that kaigproposal just in order to spend the
night with her. Five minutes later, as promisedhhbd finished his work, while Maria
concentrated hard on thinking about Brazil, abautbrilliant future there, and her
complete lack of interest in meeting new people whght jeopardise all her plans.
‘Thanks, you can move now," said the painter tacki@mist, who seemed to awaken from
a dream.

And turning to Maria, he said simply:

'Sit in that corner and make yourself comfortablee light is wonderful.'

As if everything had been ordained by fate, aswi@re the most natural thing in the
world, as if she had known this man all her lifehad already lived this moment in
dreams and now knew what to do in reality, Marzked up her glass of anisette, her bag,
and the books on farm management, and went ouletplace indicated by the

105


User
Highlight


man - a table near the window. He brought his esisthe large canvas, a series of small
glass bottles full of various colours and a padtatigarettes, and knelt at her feet.
'‘Now don't move.'

‘That's asking a lot; my life is in constant motion

Maria thought she was being terribly witty, but than ignored her remark. Trying to
appear natural, because she found the way thean&ad at her most discomfiting, she
pointed across the road at the plaque:

'What is the "Road to Santiago"?'

'It's a pilgrimage route. In the Middle Ages, peofsbm all over Europe would come
along this street, heading for a city in Spain,tiBgo de Compostela.’

He folded over one part of the canvas and preparedrushes. Maria still didn't know
quite what to do.

'Do you mean that if | followed that street, I'ceetually get to Spain?’

'Yes, in two or three months' time. But can | jask you a favour? Stop talking; it will
only take about ten minutes. And take that packdfythe table.’

‘They're books,' she said, slightly irritated by &uthoritarian tone. She wanted him to
know that he was kneeling before a cultivated womdro spent her time in libraries not
shops. But he himself picked up the package anmkdla unceremoniously on the floor.
She had failed to impress him. Not, of course, shatwas remotely interested in
impressing him; she was off-duty now and would dameseductive powers for later, for
men who would pay handsomely for her efforts. Whthler
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striking up a relationship with a painter who miglet even have enough money to buy
her a coffee? A man of thirty shouldn't wear his ba long, it looked ridiculous. Why
did she assume he had no money? The waitress itbldesaas wellknown, or was it just
the chemist who was famous? She studied his clathieshat didn't help; life had taught
her that the men who took least care of their afgmea - as with this painter - always
seemed to have more money than the men in suitseand

'What am | doing thinking about this man? Whatnes¢s me is the painting.’

Ten minutes of her time was not such a high pogeaty for the chance of being
immortalised in a painting. She saw that he wastpeaj her alongside the prizewinning
chemist and she began to wonder if, after all, baldvwant some kind of payment.
"Turn towards the window.'

Again she obeyed unquestioningly, which was naildike her. She sat looking at the
people passing by, at the plaque with the nambatfroad on it, thinking about how that
road had been there for centuries, how it had gedvprogress and all the changes that
had taken place in the world and in mankind. Peshiaywas a good omen, perhaps that
painting would share the same fate and still bdisplay in a museum in the city in five
hundred years' time ...

The man started drawing, and, as the work progdesse lost that initial sense of
excitement and, instead, began to feel utterlygmécant. When she had gone into the
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cafe, she had been a very confident woman, capdiohaking an extremely difficult
decision - leaving a job that earned her lots oheyo- and taking up a still more difficult
challenge - running a farm back in her own courittgw, all her feelings of insecurity
about the world seemed to have resurfaced, a linprostitute can allow herself.

She finally worked out why she was feeling so unimotable: for the first time in many
months, someone was looking at her not as an glojeceven as a woman, but as
something she could not even comprehend; the ¢lekescould come to putting it into
words was: 'he's seeing my soul, my fears, my litpgmy inability to deal with a world
which | pretend to master, but about which | knasthing'.

Ridiculous, pure fantasy.

Tdlike...'

'Please, don't talk," said the man. 'l can see Kglirnow.'

No one had ever said anything like that to her t@efd can see your firm breasts’, 'l can
see your nicely rounded thighs', 'l can see intheuexotic beauty of the tropics’, or, at
most, 'l can see that you want to leave this Il me set you up in an apartment'. She
was used to comments like that, but her light? iianean the evening light?

"Your personal light," he said, realising that ditn't know what he was talking about.
Her personal light. Well, how wrong could he beattimnocent painter, who obviously
hadn't learned much about
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life in his thirty-odd years. But then, as everyémews, women mature more quickly
than men, and although Maria might not spend séssphights pondering her particular
philosophical problems, she knew one thing: shendichave what that painter called
light" and which she took to mean 'a special gl@ke was just like everyone else, she
endured her loneliness in silence, tried to justierything she did, pretended to be
strong when she was feeling weak or weak when sisefeeling strong, she had
renounced love and taken up a dangerous professibnow, as that work was coming
to an end, she had plans for the future and regbeist the past, and someone like that
doesn't have a 'special glow'. That must just bemMaiy of keeping her quiet and still and
happy to be there, playing the fool.

Personal light, indeed. He could have said somgtlise, like 'you've got a lovely
profile'.

How does light enter a house? Through the openawsdHow does light enter a person?
Through the open door of love. And her door wasnitefy shut. He must be a terrible
painter; he didn't understand anything.

'I've finished," he said and started collectinghigthings.

Maria didn't move. She felt like asking if she abake the painting, but that might seem
rude, as if she didn't trust what he had done.dSityi, however, got the better of her; she
asked and he concurred. He had painted only her fidooked like her, but if, one day,
she had seen that painting, not knowing who theeheds, she would have said

109



that it was someone much stronger, someone fal'light' she didn't see reflected in the
mirror.

'My name's Ralf Hart. If you like, | can buy youadiner drink.'

‘No, thank you.’'

It would seem that the encounter was now takingdiySoreseeable turn: man tries to
seduce woman.

"Two more anisettes, please," he said, ignoringasaanswer.

What else did she have to do? Read a boring bookt dé&rm management. Walk around
the lake, as she had hundreds of times beforaallotd someone who had seen

in her a light of which she knew nothing, and oa Ylery date marked on the calendar as
the beginning of the end of her 'experience’.

'What do you do?"'

That was the question she did not want to hearmiestion that had made her avoid
other encounters when, for one reason or anotberesne had approached her (though
given the natural discretion of the Swiss, thisgeaged only rarely). What possible
answer could she give?

| work in a nightclub.’

Right. An enormous load fell from her shoulders] ahe was pleased with all that she
had learned since she had arrived in Switzerlaskipaestions (Who are the Kurds?
What is the road to Santiago?) and answer (I woik mightclub) without worrying about
what other people might think.
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'l have a feeling I've seen you before.’

Maria sensed that he wanted to take things furdred,she savoured her small victory;
the painter who, minutes before, had been giviggieand had seemed so utterly sure of
what he wanted, had now gone back to being a rkarahy other man, full of insecurity
when confronted by a woman he didn't know.

'‘And what are those books?'

She showed them to him. Farm administration. The ma

seemed to grow even more insecure.

'‘Are you a sex worker?"

He had shown his cards. Was she dressed like #itpte® Anyway, she needed to gain
time. She was watching herself; this was begintongrove an interesting game, and she
had absolutely nothing to lose.

'Is that all men think about?’

He put the books back in the bag.

'Sex and farm management. How very dull.’

What! It was suddenly her turn to feel put on thetsHow dare he speak ill of her
profession? He still didn't know exactly what she though, he was just trying out a
hunch, but she had to give him an answer.

'Well, | can't think of anything duller than paimg; a static thing, a movement frozen in
time, a photograph that is never faithful to thigimal. A dead thing that is no longer of
any interest to anyone, apart from painters, wiegpaople who think they're important
and cultivated, but who haven't evolved with thet éf the world. Have you ever heard
of Joan Miro? Well, I hadn't until an Arab in a
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restaurant mentioned the name, but knowing the rtadmet change anything in my life.’
She wondered if she had gone too far, but thendin&s arrived and the conversation
was interrupted. They sat saying nothing for a &HMlaria thought it was probably time
to leave, and perhaps Ralf Hart thought the sameb&fore them stood those two
glasses full of that disgusting drink, and that wasason for them to continue sitting
there together.

'Why the book on farm management?’

'What do you mean?"'

'I've been to Rue de Berne. When you said you wbike nightclub, | remembered that
I'd seen you before in that very expensive placedn't think of it while | was painting,
though: your "light" was so strong.’

Maria felt the floor beneath her feet give way. Hu first time, she felt ashamed of what
she did, even though she had no reason to; sheverasg to keep herself and her
family. He was the one who should feel ashameduofgyto Rue de Berne; all the
possible charm of that meeting had suddenly vadishe

‘Listen, Mr Hart, | may be a Brazilian, but I'vedd in Switzerland for nine months now.
I've learned that the

reason the Swiss are so discreet is because ey la very small country where almost
everyone knows everyone else, as we have justwdised, which is why no one ever
asks what other people do. Your remark was botppirapriate and very rude, but if your
aim was to humiliate me in order to make yoursedf better, you're
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wasting your time. Thanks for the anisette, whdisgusting, by the way, but which |
will drink to the last drop. I will then smoke ageirette, and, finally, I'll get up and leave.
But you can leave right now, if you want; we cdnaive famous painters sitting at the
same table as a prostitute. Because that's wimat y@u see. A prostitute. I'm a prostitute
through and through, from head to toe, and | dmaré who knows. That's my one great
virtue: | refuse to deceive myself or you. Becaitisenot worth it, because you don't
merit a lie. Imagine if that famous chemist ovesrthwere to find out what I am.’

She began to speak more loudly.

'Yes, I'm a prostitute! And do you know what? #&t me free - knowing that I'll be
leaving this godawful place in exactly ninety dayse, with loads of money, far better
educated, capable of choosing a good bottle of wittt my handbag stuffed with
photographs of the snow, and knowing all there isntow about men!'

The waitress was listening, horrified. The cherseémed not to notice. Perhaps it was
just the alcohol talking, or the feeling that s@bre would once more be a woman from
the interior of Brazil, or perhaps it was the shegrof being able to say what she did and
to laugh at the shocked reactions, the criticak$othe scandalised gestures.

'Do you understand, Mr Hart? I'm a prostitute tigtoand through, from head to toe -
and that's my one great quality, my virtue!'
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He said nothing. He didn't even move. Maria felt tenfidence returning.

'‘And you, sir, are a painter with no understandihgour models. Perhaps the chemist
sitting over there, dozing, lost to the world, ealty a railway worker. Perhaps none of
the other people in your painting are what theyrsdecan't understand otherwise how
you could possibly say that you could see a "spégla” in a woman who, as you
discovered while you were painting, IS NOTHING BBTPRO-STI-TUTE!

These last words were spoken very slowly and laubiye chemist woke up and the
waitress brought the bill.

‘This has nothing to do with you as prostitute, Wwith you as woman.' Ralf ignored the
proffered bill and replied equally slowly, but gtlye "You have a glow about you. The
light that comes from sheer willpower, the lightsoimeone who has made important
sacrifices in the name of things she thinks areotgmt. It's in your eyes - the light is in
your eyes.'

Maria felt disarmed; he had not taken up her chgke She had wanted to believe that he
was simply trying to pick her up. She was not a#ovto think - at least not for the next
ninety days - that there were interesting men erfdle of the Earth.

"You see that glass of anisette before you?' he areriNow, you just see the anisette. |,
on the other hand, because | need to be insidgteuay | do, see the plant it came from,
the storms the plant endured, the hand that pitkedrain, the voyage by ship from
another land, the
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smells and colours with which the plant alloweelitso be imbued before it was placed
in the alcohol. If | were to paint this scene, luMbpaint all those things, even though,
when you saw the painting, you would think you wlexeking at a simple glass of
anisette.

'In just the same way, while you were gazing ouhatstreet and thinking - because |
know you were - about the road to Santiago, | eaiyour childhood, your adolescence,
your lost, broken dreams, your dreams for the &jtand your will - which is what most
intrigues me. When you saw your portrait ...'

Maria put up her guard, knowing that it would beywéifficult to lower it again later on.
"...I saw that light ... even though all that wa$doe me was a woman who looked like
you.'

Again that constrained silence. Maria looked atv&ich.

'l have to go in a moment. Why did you say thatiséboring?’

"You should know that better than me.’

'l know because it's my job. | do the same thingrgwday. But you're a young man of
thirty ..."

‘Twenty-nine.'

... young, attractive, famous, who should be gg#xd in things like that, and who
shouldn't have to go to Rue de Berne looking fongany.'

'‘Well, 1 did. 1 went to bed with a few of your ceddigues, but not because | had any
problem finding female company. The problem lieghwne.'
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Maria felt a pang of jealousy, and was terrifiede $eally must leave.

‘It was my last try. I've given up now,' said Ralfarting to pick up the painting materials
scattered on the floor.

'Have you got some physical problem?’

'No, I'm just not interested.’

This wasn't possible.

'Pay the bill and let's go for a walk. | think & &6 people feel the same, but no one ever
says so. It's good to talk to someone so honest.'

They set off along the road to Santiago, whiclt fitsnbed and then descended down to
the river, then to the lake, then on to the moumstaio end in some distant place in Spain.
They passed people going back to work after lunadthers with their prams, tourists
taking photographs of the splendid fountain inrtiddle of the lake, Muslim women in
their headscarves, boys and girls out joggingefalhem pilgrims in search of that
mythological city, Santiago de Compostela, whiclgiminot even exist, which might be a
legend in which people need to believe in ordegite meaning to their lives. Along this
road walked by so many people, over so many yeamst that man with long hair,
carrying a heavy bag full of brushes, paints, cararad pencils, and that woman, slightly
younger, with her bag full of books about farm ngaraent. It did not occur to either of
them to ask why they were making that pilgrimaggetber, it was the most natural thing
in the world; he knew everything about her, althosge knew nothing about him.
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Which is why she decided to ask - now that hergyoNas always to ask. At first, he
reacted shyly, but she knew how to wheedle infolonadut of men, and he ended up
telling her that he had been married twice (a @dor a twenty-nine-year-old!), had
travelled widely, met kings and queens and famatss, been to unforgettable parties.
He had been born in Geneva, but had lived in Madwdsterdam, New York, and in a
city in the south of France, called Tarbes, whia@smwt on any of the usual tourist circuits,
but which he loved because it was so close to thentains and because its inhabitants
were so warm-

hearted. He had been discovered as an artist wheras

only twenty, when an important art dealer happédnedsit a Japanese restaurant in
Geneva decorated with his work. He had earned @f lmioney, he was young and
healthy, he could do anything, go anywhere, megbra@ he liked, he had known all the
pleasures a man could know, he did what he mosyedjdoing, and yet, despite
everything, fame, money, women, travel, he was pphaand had only one joy in his
life - his work.

'Were you very hurt by women?' she asked, realiairance what an idiotic question it
was, straight out of some manual entitled Evergihvomen Should Know If They Want
to Get Their Man.

'No, they never hurt me. | was very happy in bothmarriages. | was unfaithful and so
were they, just like any other normal couple. Thadter a while, | simply lost interest in
sex. | still felt love, still needed company, baks

* o« but, why are we talking about sex?"
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'‘Because, as you yourself said, I'm a prostitute.’

'My life isn't very interesting really. I'm an atiwho found success very young, which is
rare, and even rarer in the world of painting. dldgpaint anything now and it would be
worth a fortune, which, of course, infuriates thiéics because they think they are the
only ones who know about "art". Other people thia& got all the answers, and the less
| say, the more intelligent they think | am."

He went on talking about his life, how every weekwas invited to something
somewhere in the world. He had an agent who lind8larcelona - did she know where
that was? Yes, Maria knew, it was in Spain. Thismglealt with everything to do with
money, invitations, exhibitions, but never presduran to do anything he didn't want to
do, now that, after years of work, there was adstemand for his paintings.

'Do you find my story interesting?' he asked, aisdvbice betrayed a touch of insecurity.
'It's certainly an unusual one. Lots of people wdiKe to be in your shoes.'

Ralf wanted to know about Maria.

'Well, there are three of me, really, dependingwie I'm with. There's the Innocent Girl,
who gazes admiringly at the man, pretending tariq@eéssed by his tales of power and
glory. Then there's the Femme Fatale, who pounceleomost insecure and, by doing
so, takes control of the situation and relievesitioé responsibility, because then they
don't have to worry about anything.
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And, finally, there's the Understanding Mother, whoks after those in need of advice
and who listens with an allcomprehending air toistothat go in one ear and out the
other. Which of the three would you like to meet?'

You.'

Maria told him everything, because she neededtteas the first time she had done so
since she left Brazil. She realised that, desptesbmewhat unconventional job, nothing
very exciting had happened apart from that wedRicand her first month in
Switzerland. Otherwise, it had been home, work, éonork - and nothing else.

When she finished speaking, they were sitting iotlaer bar, this time on the other side
of the city, far from the road to Santiago, eackhein thinking about what fate had
reserved for the other.

'Did | leave anything out?' she asked.

'How to say "goodbye".'

Yes, it had not been an afternoon like any othke. f8lt tense and anxious, for she had
opened a door which she didn't know how to close.

'When can | see the whole painting?’

Ralf gave her the card of his agent in Barcelona.

'Phone her in about six months' time, if you'rl stiEurope. The Faces of Geneva,
famous people and anonymous people. It will belatdd for the first time in a gallery in
Berlin. Then it will tour Europe.’

Maria remembered her calendar, the ninety daysémadined, and the dangers posed by
any relationship, any bond. She thought:

119



'What is more important in life? Living or pretendito live? Should | take a risk and say
that this has been the loveliest afternoon I'vasjpeall the time I've been here? Should |
thank him for listening to me without criticism antthout comment? Or should | simply
don the armour of the woman with willpower, wittettspecial light”", and leave without
saying anything?'

While they were walking along the road to Santiagd while she was listening to
herself telling him about her life, she had bedrappy woman. She could content herself
with that; it was enough of a gift from life.

'l come and see you,' said Ralf Hart.

‘No, don't. I'll be going back to Brazil soon. Wavk nothing more to give each other.’
'l come and see you as a client.’

‘That would be humiliating for me.

'l come and see you so that you can save me.'

He had made that comment early on, about his laockerest in sex. She wanted to tell
him that she felt the same, but she stopped hersbé had said 'no’ too many times; it
would be best to say nothing.

How pathetic. There she was with the little boyiaganly he wasn't asking her for a
pencil now, just a little company. She looked atdwen past, and, for the first time, she
forgave herself: it hadn't been her fault, butfendt of that insecure little boy, who had
given up after the first attempt. They were childamd that's how children are - neither
she nor the boy had been in the wrong, and that gawa great sense of relief, made her
feel better;
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she hadn't betrayed the first opportunity thathiéel presented her with. We all do the
same thing: it's part of the initiation of everynman being in search of his or her other
half; these things happen.

Now, though, the situation was different. Howevenwncing her reasons (I'm going
back to Brazil, | work in a nightclub, we hardlydwm each other, I'm not interested in sex,
| don't want anything to do with love, | need tare how to manage a farm, | don't
understand painting, we live in different worldgg had thrown down a challenge. She
wasn't a child any more, she had to choose.

She preferred to say nothing. She shook his hadaa the custom there, and went
home. If he was the man she wanted him to be, hadwvwt be intimidated by her
silence.

Extract from Maria's diary, written that same day:

Today, while we were walking around the lake, altrg strange road to Santiago, the
man who was with me - a painter, with a life eyiifferent from mine

- threw a pebble into the water. Small circles @ppée where the pebble fell, which grew
and grew until they touched a duck that happendx toassing and which had nothing to
do with the pebble. Instead of being afraid of thatxpected wave, he decided to play
with it.

Some hours before that scene, | went into a cafedma voice, and it was as if God had
thrown a
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pebble into that place. The waves of energy touttotld me and a man sitting in a corner
painting a portrait. He felt the vibrations of tipetbble, and so did I. So what now?

The painter knows when he has found a model. Th&amam knows when his instrument
is well

tuned. Here, in my diary, | am aware that therecaréain phrases which are not written
by me, but by a woman full of 'light'-, | am thabman though | refuse to accept it.

| could carry on like this, but | could also, likee duck on the lake, have fun and take
pleasure in that sudden ripple that set the wateking.

There is a name for that pebble: passion. It camsed to describe the beauty of an earth-
shaking meeting between two people, but it isst fhat. It's there in the excitement of
the unexpected, in the desire to do something reghfervour, in the certainty that one is
going to realise a dream. Passion sends us sitralguide us through our lives, and it's
up to me to interpret those signs.

| would like to believe that I'm in love. With

someone | don't know and who didn't figure in mgnd at all. All these months of self-
control, of denying love, have had exactly the aggif@oresult: |1 have let myself be swept
away by the first person to treat me a little difatly.

It's just as well | don't have his phone numbeat tidon't know where he lives; that way

| can lose
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him without having to blame myself for another reg®pportunity.

And if that is what happens, if | have already losh, | will at least have gained one very
happy day in my life. Considering the way the wasldone happy day is almost a
miracle.
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When she arrived at the Copacabana that nightdsetlere, waiting for her. He was the
only customer. Milan, who had been following hég lvith some interest, saw that she
had lost the battle.

'Would you like a drink?' the man asked.

'l have to work. | can't risk losing my job."'

'I'm here as a customer. I'm making a professipraosition.’

This man, who had seemed so sure of himself tiatrafon in the cafe, who wielded a
paintbrush with such skill, met important peopladan agent in Barcelona and doubtless
earned a lot of money, was now revealing his friggihe had entered a world he should
not have entered; he was no longer in a romanfeaathe road to Santiago. The charm
of the afternoon vanished.

'So, would you like a drink?'

| will another time. | have clients waiting for n@night.'

Milan overheard these last words; he was wronghsldenot allowed herself to be caught
in the trap of promises of love. He neverthelesadeoed, at the end of a rather slack
night, why she had preferred the company of amwd, a dull accountant and an
insurance salesman ...
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Oh, well, it was her problem. As long as she p&ddommission, it wasn't up to him to
decide who she should or shouldn't go to bed with.

From Maria's diary, after that night with the oldm the accountant and the insurance
salesman:

What does this painter want of me? Doesn't hesedtiat we are from different countries,
cultures and sexes? Does he think | know more about

pleasure than he does and wants to learn somdtomgme?

Why didn't he say anything else to me, apart fidbmhere as a customer'? It would have
been so easy for him to say: 'l missed you' ofyeajoyed the afternoon we spent
together'. | would respond in the same way (I'mmadgssional), but he should understand
my insecurities, because I'm a woman, I'm fragite when I'm in that place, I'm a
different person.

He's a man. He's an artist. He should know that

the great aim of every human being is to understia@aneaning of total love. Love is

not to be found in someone else, but in ourselessimply awaken it. But in order to do
that, we need the other person. The universe oakesisense when we have someone to
share our feelings with.

He says he's tired of sex. So am |, and yet netthas really knows what that means. We
are allowing
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one of the most important things in life to diee-$hould have saved me, | should have
saved him, but he left me no choice.
L
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She was terrified. She was beginning to realisedftar long months of self-control, the
pressure, the earthquake, the volcano of her sasilshowing signs that it was about to
erupt, and the moment that this happened, she wave no way of controlling her
feelings. Who was this wretched painter, who migéll be lying about his life and with
whom she had spent only a few hours, who had nmhied her or tried to seduce her -
could there be anything worse?

Why were alarm bells ringing in her heart? Becalsesensed that the same thing was
happening to him, but no, she must be wrong. Ratt list wanted to find a woman
capable of awakening in him the fire that had alnbosned out; he wanted to make her
into some kind of personal sex goddess, with pecisl light' (he was being honest
about that), who would take him by the hand andwshion the road back to life. He
couldn't imagine that Maria felt the same indiffere, that she had her own problems
(even after so many men, she had still never aelievgasm when having ordinary
penetrative sex), that she had been making platsvény morning and was organising a
triumphant return to her homeland.

Why was she thinking about him? Why was she thimldbout someone who, at that
very moment, might be
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painting another woman, saying that she had aiadeght’, that she could be his sex
goddess?

'I'm thinking about him because | was able to talkim.'

How ridiculous! Did she think about the librariaN®. Did she think about Nyah, the
Filipino girl, the only one of all the women who ked at the Copacabana with whom
she could share some of her feelings? No, shetdfimd they were people with whom
she had often talked and with whom she felt corafuet

She tried to divert her attention to thoughts ovhmt it was, or to the supermarket she
hadn't managed to get to yesterday. She wrotegalédter to her father, full of details
about the piece of land she would like to buy t thauld make her family happy. She

did not give a date for her return, but she hinked it would be soon. She slept, woke up,
slept again and woke again. She realised thatdabk &bout farming was fine for Swiss
farmers, but completely useless for Brazilianseytivere two entirely different worlds.

As the afternoon wore on, she noticed that thengaeke, the volcano, the pressure was
diminishing. She felt more relaxed; this kind oflden passion had happened before and
had always subsided by the next day - good, herewse continued unchanged. She had
a family who loved her, a man who was waiting fer and who now wrote to her
frequently, telling her that the draper's shop exgsanding. Even if she decided to get on
a plane that night, she had enough money to buyadl &arm. She had got
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through the worst part, the language barrier, dineliness, the first night in the restaurant
with that Arab man, the way in which she had pedtedaher soul not to complain about
what she was doing with her body. She knew whatlream was and she was prepared
to do anything to achieve it. And that dream ditl by the way, include men, at least not
men who didn't speak her mother tongue or liveenifometown.

When the earthquake had subsided, Maria realiseavab partly to blame. Why had she
not said to him: 'I'm lonely, I'm as miserable as are, yesterday you saw my "light",
and it was the first nice, honest thing a man &b t® me since | got here.’

On the radio they were playing an old song: 'myekdie even before they're born'. Yes,
that was what happened with her, that was her fate.

From Maria's diary, two days after everything heiimed to normal:

Passion makes a person stop eating, sleeping, wgprigeling at peace. A lot of people
are frightened because, when it appears, it dehediall the old things it finds in its path.
No one wants their life thrown into chaos. Thawtsy a lot of people keep that threat
under control, and are somehow capable of sustamimuse or a structure that is
already rotten. They are the engineers of the segded.
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Other people think exactly the opposite: they sudex themselves without a second
thought, hoping to find in passion the solutionaltaheir problems. They make the other
person responsible for their happiness and blaera for their possible unhappiness.
They are either euphoric because something mangehas happened or depressed
because something unexpected has just ruined auegyt

Keeping passion at bay or surrendering blindlyt toathich of these two attitudes is the
least destructive?

| don't know.
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On the third day, as if risen from the dead, RalftHleturned, almost too late, for Maria
was already talking to another customer. When akehsm, though, she politely told the
other man that she didn't want to dance, that sieewaiting for someone else.

Only then did she realise that she had spent #teHeee days waiting for him. And at
that moment, she accepted everything that fatepleed in her path.

She didn't get angry with herself; she was haplpg,could allow herself that luxury,
because one day she would leave this city; she khisviove was impossible, and yet,
expecting nothing, she could nevertheless haveythmeg she still hoped for from that
particular stage in her life.

Ralf asked her if she would like a drink, and Masked for a fruit juice cocktail. The
owner of the bar, pretending that he was washiagsgis, stared uncomprehendingly at
her: what had made her change her mind? He hopgdsbuldn't just sit there drinking,
and felt relieved when Ralf asked her to danceyWere following the ritual; there was
no reason to feel worried.

Maria felt Ralf's hand on her waist, his cheek peésto hers, and the music - thank God -
was too loud for them to talk. One fruit juice ctaikwasn't enough to give her
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courage, and the few words they had exchanged dxaal \eery formal. Now it was just a
guestion of time: would they go to a hotel? Woulleyt make love? It shouldn't be
difficult, since he had already said that he wastérested in sex - it would just be a
matter of going through the motions. On the othard) that lack of interest would help
to kill off any vestige of potential passion - shidn't know now why she had put herself
through such torment after their first meeting.

Tonight she would be the Understanding Mother. Ralft was just another desperate
man, like millions of others. If she played hereralell, if she managed to follow the
rules she had laid down for herself since she bagaking at the Copacabana, there was
no reason to worry. It was very dangerous, thotighiing that man so near, now that she
could smell him - and she liked the way he smelladw that she could feel his touch -
and she liked

his touch - now that she realised she had beemgddr him - she did not like that.
Within forty-five minutes they had fulfilled all éhrules, and the man went over to the
owner of the bar and said:

'I'm going to spend the rest of the night with Hdélrpay you as if | were three clients.’
The owner shrugged and thought again that the Bxazjirl would end up falling into

the trap of love. Maria, for her part, was surptisghe hadn't realised that Ralf Hart knew
the rules so well.

'Let's go back to my house.'
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Perhaps that was the best thing to do, she thoAghbugh it went against all of Milan's
advice, she decided, in this case, to make an éroep\part from finding out once and
for all whether or not he was married, she wous dind out how famous painters live,
and one day she would be able to write an artaiénér local newspaper, so that
everyone would know that, during her time in Eurcglee had moved in intellectual and
artistic circles.

'What an absurd excuse!" she thought.

Half an hour later, they arrived at a small villaggar Geneva, called Cologny; there was
a church, a bakery, a town hall, everything irpitsper place. And he really did live in a
two-storey house, not an apartment! First reacti@really must be rich. Second
reaction: if he were married, he wouldn't dareadhls, because they would be bound to
be seen by someone.

So, he was rich and single.

They went into a hall from which a staircase aseednd the second floor, but they went
straight ahead to the two rooms at the back tlekdd onto the garden. There was a
dining table in one of the rooms, and the wallsen@owded with paintings. In the other
room were sofas and chairs, packed bookshelved]mwvang ashtrays and dirty glasses
that had clearly been there for a long time.

'Would you like a coffee?’

Maria shook her head. No, she wouldn't. You caedttme differently just yet. I'm
confronting my own demons, doing exactly the opigosf what | promised myself |
would do. But let's take things slowly; tonight play the
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part of prostitute or friend or Understanding Matheen though in my soul I'm a
Daughter in need of affection. When it's all oubgn you can make me a coffee.

‘At the bottom of the garden is my studio, my séildre, amongst all these paintings and
books, is my brain, what | think.'

Maria thought of her own apartment. She had noegaed the back. She did not even
have any books, apart from those she borrowed thentibrary, since there was no point
in spending money on something she could get &&. ffhere were no paintings either,
apart from a poster for the Shanghai Acrobatic @revhich she dreamed of going to
one day.

Ralf picked up a bottle of whisky and offered heyiass.

'No, thank you.'

He poured himself a drink and swallowed it dowmire - without ice, without time to
savour it. He started talking about intelligenttys, but, however interesting the
conversation, she knew that he too was afraid @twilas going to happen, now that they
were alone. Maria had regained control of the sitna

Ralf poured himself another whisky and, as if heenaaking some utterly
inconsequential remark, he said:

'l need you.'

A pause. A long silence. Don't help to break thiahse, let's see what he does next.

'l need you, Maria. Because you have a light, altfmol don't really think you believe me
yet, and think I'm just trying to seduce you witly mords. Don't ask me: "Why me?
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What's so special about me?" There isn't anythpegial about you, at least, nothing |
can put my finger on. And yet and here's the mystétife - | can't think of anything
else.’

'l wasn't going to ask you,' she lied.

'If 1 were looking for an explanation, | would sale woman in front of me has managed
to overcome suffering and to transform it into stinmey positive, something creative, but
that doesn't explain everything.'

It was becoming difficult to escape. He went on:

'‘And what about me? | have my creativity, | havepaintings, which are sought after by
galleries all over the world, | have realised mgain, my village thinks of me as a
beloved son, my ex-wives never ask me for alimangnything like that, | have good
health, reasonable looks, everything a man coulit waAnd yet here | am saying to a
woman | met in a cafe and with whom | have spertafternoon: "l need you." Do you
know what loneliness is?'

'1do.’

'‘But you don't know what loneliness is like whemywave the chance to be with other
people all the time, when you get invitations eveight to parties, cocktail parties,
opening nights at the theatre ... When women avaya ringing you up, women who
love your work, who say how much they would likehmve supper with you - they're
beautiful, intelligent, educated women. But somajipushes you away and says: "Don't
go. You won't enjoy yourself. You'll spend the wdaoight trying to impress them and
squander your energies proving to yourself how genu charm the whole world."
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'So | stay at home, go into my studio and try talfihe light | saw in you, and | can only
see that light when I'm working.'

'What can | give you that you don't already hagb®'asked, feeling slightly humiliated
by that remark about other women, but remembetiagtie had, after all, paid to have
her at his side.

He drank a third glass of whisky. Maria accomparhied in her imagination, the alcohol
burning his throat and his stomach, entering hesdstream and filling him with courage,
and she too began to feel drunk, even though sih@titauched a drop. When Ralf spoke
again, his voice sounded steadier:

'l can't buy your love, but you did tell me thauyknew everything about sex. Teach me,
then. Or teach me something about Brazil. Anythjasgt, as long as | can be with you.'
What next?

'l only know two places in my own country: the toWwwas born in and Rio de Janeiro.
As for sex, | don't think | can teach you anythibign nearly twenty-three, you're about
six years older, but | know you've lived life vangensely. | know men who pay me to do
what they want, not what | want.'

''ve done everything a man could dream of doinilp wne, two, even three women at the
same time. And | don t think | learned very much.’

Silence again, except that this time it was Matia's to speak. And he did not help her,
just as she had not helped him before.
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'Do you want me as a professional?' 'l want youdw@aw you want to be wanted.' No, he
couldn't have said that, because that wedgely what she had wanted to hear. The
earthquake, the volcano, the storm returned. Itge@isg to be impossible to escape her
own trap, she would lose this man without everlydadving him.

"You know what | mean, Maria. Teach me. Perhapiswilbsave me, perhaps it will save
you and bring us both back to life. You're righ&ynh only six years older than you, and
yet I've lived enough for several lives. Our expedes have been entirely different, but
we are both desperate people; the only thing thag® us any peace is being together."’
Why was he saying these things? It wasn't possiloie,

yet it was true. They had only met once beforeywidhey

already needed each other. Imagine what would maippe

they continued seeing each other; it would be thgas!

Maria was an intelligent woman, with mamonths

behind her now of reading and of observing humadhkin

she had an aim in life, but she also had a soutwéhe

needed to know in order to discover her 'lighte Slas

becoming tired of being who she was, and althowgh h

imminent return to Brazil was an interesting chagje, she

had not yet learned all she could. Ralf Hart wazaa who

ad accepted challenges and had learned everytmidg,

n°w he was asking this woman, this prosituthis

nderstanding Mother, to save him. How absurd!

Other men had behaved like this with her. Many of

them had been unable to have an erection, othdrs ha
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wanted to be treated like children, others had g&tthey would like her to be their wife
because it excited them to know that she had hawlasty lovers. Although she had still
not met any of the 'special clients’, she had direfiscovered the vast universe of
fantasies that fills the human soul. But they wadte@ised to their own worlds and none of
them had said to her: 'take me away from hereth®montrary, they wanted to take
Maria with them.

And even though those many men had always lefivitermoney, but drained of energy,
she must have learned something. If one of thenréwlty been looking for love, and if
sex really was only part of that search, how walld like to be treated? What did she
think should happen on a first meeting?

What would she really like to happen?

'I'd like a gift," said Maria.

Ralf Hart didn't understand. A gift? He had alrepdid for that night in advance, while
they were in the taxi, because he knew the rittvddat did she mean?

Maria had suddenly realised that she knew, attfoahent, what a man and a woman
needed to feel. She took his hand and led himan#oof the sitting rooms.

"We won't go up to the bedroom,' she said.

She turned out almost all the lights, sat downhendarpet and asked him to sit down
opposite her. She noticed that there was a fitearroom.

‘Light the fire.'

'‘But it's summer.'
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'Light the fire. You asked me to guide our stepsgbt and that's what I'm doing.’

She gave him a steady look, hoping that he wouddhagee her ‘light’. He obviously did,
because he went out into the garden, collected saood still wet with rain, and picked
up some old newspapers so that the fire wouldltEymtood and get it to burn. He went
into the kitchen to fetch more whisky, but Maridlea him back.

'Did you ask me what | wanted?"

'No, | didn't.’

'Well, the person you're with has to exist too.nklhof her. Think if she wants whisky or
gin or coffee. Ask her what she wants.'

'What would you like to drink.’

'Wine. And I'd like you to keep me company.'

He put down the whisky bottle and returned withottlb of wine. By this time, the fire
was already beginning to burn; Maria turned outféve remaining lights, so that the
flames were the only illumination in the room. Sfehaved as if she had always known
that this was the first step: recognising the offegson and knowing that he or she was
there.

She opened her handbag and found inside a peraghgolight in a supermarket.
Anything would do.

"This is for you. | bought it so that | could natlewn some ideas about farm management.
| used it for two days,

| worked until | was too tired to work any morectintains some of my sweat, some of
my concentration and my willpower, and I'm givitnga you now.'
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She placed the pen gently in his hand.

'Instead of buying something that you would likdheve, I'm giving you something that
is mine, truly mine. A gift. A sign of respect fttve person before me, asking him to
understand how important it is to be by his sidewhhe has a small part of me with him,
which | gave him with my free, spontaneous will.'

Ralf got up, went over to a shelf and returnedrytiag something. He held it out to
Maria.

‘This is a carriage belonging to an electric tsehl had when | was a child. | wasn't
allowed to play with it on my own, because my fatbad it had been imported from the
United States and was very expensive. So | hacatbumtil he felt like setting up the
train in the living room, but he spent most Sundestening to opera. That's why the
train survived my childhood, but never gave me laagpiness. I've still got all the track,
the engine, the houses, even the manual, bec#&agkd train that wasn't mine and with
which | never played.

'l wish I'd destroyed it along with all the otheys | was given and which I've since
forgotten all about, because that passion for deistm is part of how a child discovers
the world. But this pristine train set always redgmme of a part of my childhood that |
never lived, because it was too precious and it much work for my father. Or
perhaps it was just that whenever he set the tyaime was afraid he might show his
love for me.’

Maria began staring into the fire. Something waspleaing, and it wasn't just the wine or
the cosy atmosphere. It was that exchange of gifts.
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Ralf turned to the fire too. They said nothingtdigng to the crackle of the flames. They
drank their wine, as if it didn't matter that theajid nothing, did nothing. They were just
there, together, staring in the same direction.

'l have a lot of pristine train sets in my life fogaid Maria, after a while. '‘One of them is
my heart. And | only played with it when the wodet out the tracks, and then it wasn't
always the right moment.’

'‘But you loved.'

'Oh, yes, | loved, | loved very deeply. | loveddseply that when my love asked me for a
gift, I took fright and fled.'

'l don't understand.’

"You don't have to. I'm teaching you because llgeavered something I didn't know
before. The giving of gifts. Giving something ofedsmown. Giving something important
rather than asking. You have my treasure: the pgmwhich | wrote down some of my
dreams. | have your treasure: the carriage ofim, tpart of your childhood that you did
not live.

'l carry with me part of your past, and you cariihwyou a little of my present. Isn't that
lovely?'

She said all this without blinking, and without guse, as if she had known for ages that
this was the best and only way to behave. Shagjuty to her feet, took her jacket from
the coat rack and kissed Ralf on the cheek. Ratf ¢Hd not make any move to get up,
hypnotised by the fire, Perhaps thinking aboutdtiser.
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'l never understood why | kept that carriage. Nado1it was in order to give it to you
one night before an open fire. Now the house fiagitser.'

He said that the next day he would give the reshefracks, engines, smoke pills, to
some children's home.

'It could be a rarity, of a kind that isn't madey amore; it could be worth a lot of money,'
said Maria, but immediately regretted her wordsatMaasn't what mattered, the point
was to free yourself from something that cost Joeart even more.

Before she said anything else that did not quitenetwith the moment, she again kissed
him on the cheek and walked to the front door. ks still gazing into the fire, and she
had to ask him softly if he would open the doorHer.

Ralf got up, and she explained that, although sk glad to see him staring into the fire,
Brazilians have a strange superstition: when ysit gomeone for the first time, you
must not be the one to open the door when you Jdémaause if you do, you will never
return to that house.

‘And | want to come back.’

‘Although we didn't take our clothes off and | dictome inside you, or even touch you,
we've made love.'

She laughed. He offered to take her home, buteflised.

"'l come and see you tomorrow, then, at the Capana.’

'‘No, don't. Wait a week. I've learned that waitisghe most difficult bit, and | want to
get used to the feeling,
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knowing that you're with me, even when you're nobty side.’

She walked back through the cold and the darkha$ad so many times before in
Geneva; normally, these walks were associatedsaitimess, loneliness, the desire to go
back to Brazil, financial calculations, timetablasstalgia for the language she hadn't
spoken freely for ages.

Now, though, she was walking in order to find h#érs¢e find that woman who had sat
with a man by a fire for forty minutes and who vial$ of light, wisdom, experience and
charm. She had seen that woman's face a long gmendnen she was walking by the
lakeside wondering whether or not she should delvetself to a life that

wasn't hers - on that afternoon, the woman hadibliesad smile on her face. She had
seen her for a second time on

that folded canvas, and now she was with her agdia.only caught a taxi after she had
walked quite a way, when the magic presence had,deaving her alone again, as usual.
It was best not to think too much about it all asonot to spoil it, so as not to let the
beauty of what she had just experienced be replagedhxiety. If that other Maria really
existed, she would return when the moment was.right
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An extract from the diary Maria wrote on the night was

given the train carriage: i

J

Profound desire, true desire is the desire to bgeclo someone. From that point onwards,
things change, fl

the man and the woman come into play, but what m

1 happens before - the attraction that brought thém

together - is impossible to explain. It is untoutlesire in its purest state.

When desire is still in this pure state, the maah /e woman fall in love with life, they
live each moment reverently, consciously, alwagglyeto celebrate the next blessing.
When people feel like this, they are not in a hutingy do not precipitate events with
unthinking actions. They know that the inevitabli# tnappen, that what is real always
finds a way of revealing itself. When the momennes, they do not hesitate, they do not
miss an opportunity, they do not let slip a singlggic moment, because they respect the
importance of each second.
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In the days that followed, Maria found herself onoare caught in the trap she had tried
so hard to avoid, but she felt neither sad nor eored. On the contrary, now that she had
nothing to lose, she was free.

She knew that, however romantic the situation,ame Ralf Hart would realise that she
was just a prostitute, while he was a respectest attat she lived in a far-off country

that was in a state of permanent crisis, whilevedlin paradise, with his life organised
and protected from birth. He had received his etloican the best schools, museums and
art galleries of the world, while she had baretydihed secondary school. Dreams like
theirs never lasted long, and Maria had enoughrexpee of life to know that reality
usually chose not to fit in with her dreams. Andtttvas now her great joy: to say to
reality that she didn't need it, that she was mgéo dependent on what happened in
order to be happy.

'‘God, I'm such a romantic'

During the week, she tried to think of somethingtth

would make Ralf Hart happy; for he had restoreddoa

dignity and a 'light’ that she thought were losefer. But

The only way she had of repaying him was with thieg he

thought was her speciality: sex. Since there wts tb
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inspire her in the routine at the Copacabana, shildd to look elsewhere.

She again went to see a few porn movies, and &gand nothing of interest in them,
apart, perhaps, from the varying number of peaplelved. When films proved of no
help, she decided, for the first time since shedragled in Geneva, to buy some books,
although she still didn't see the point in cluttigrup her apartment with something which,
once read, had no further use. She went to thedhogpkshe had seen when she and Ralf
had walked down the road to Santiago, and askib@yfhad any books about sex.

'Oh, loads," said the shop assistant. 'In fasgeims to be all people care about. There's a
special section devoted to the subject, but ingbsiut every other novel you can see
around you there's always at least one sex scehethét it's hidden away in pretty little
love stories or discussed in serious tomes on huahaviour, it appears to be all anyone
thinks about.'

Maria, with all her experience, knew that the womeas wrong: people wanted to think
like that because they thought sex was everyomésedsle concern. They went on diets,
wore wigs, spent hours at the hairdresser's dreagjym, put on sexy clothes, all in an
attempt to awaken the necessary spark. And whatemaa? When the moment came to
go to bed with someone, eleven minutes later itallasver. There was no creativity
involved, nothing that would lift them up to parseti the fire provoked by the spark soon
burned out.
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But there was no point arguing with the young blmeman, who believed that the
world could be explained in books. She asked tditeeted to the special section, and
there she found various books about gay men, lesprains revealing scandals in the
church, illustrated books showing oriental techemjall involving extremely
uncomfortable positions, but only one of the tiileterested her: Sacred Sex. At least it
was different.

She bought it, went home, tuned to a particulalorathtion that always helped her to
think (because they played such calming music)neg@ehe book and noticed various
illustrations, showing postures that only a cirpasformer could possibly hope to
achieve. The text itself was very dull.

Maria had learned enough in her profession to ktiawnot everything in life is a matter
of what position you adopt when making love, arat #imy variation usually occurs
naturally, without thinking, like the steps in anda. Nevertheless, she tried to
concentrate on what she was reading.

Two hours later, she had come to two conclusions.

First, she needed to eat supper, because she gatlliack to the Copacabana.
Second, the person who had written the book cleartierstood nothing, absolutely
nothing about the subject. It was just a lot of gnpeory, oriental nonsense, pointless
rituals and idiotic suggestions. She noticed thatauthor had studied meditation in the
Himalayas (she must find out where they were)nadtte courses in yoga (she
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had heard of that), and had obviously read widetye subject, for she kept quoting
other authors, but she had failed to learn whategaential. Sex wasn't theories, incense,
erogenous zones, bows and salaams. How did thedrpéx woman) have the nerve to
write on a subject which not even Maria, who workethe field, knew in depth. Perhaps
it was all the fault of the Himalayas or the need@¢amplicate something whose very
beauty lay in simplicity and passion. If that wontauld get away with publishing and
selling such a stupid book, perhaps she should genously again about writing her
own: Eleven Minutes. It wouldn't be cynical or falsit would just be her story.

But she had neither the time nor the interestng®eled to focus her energies on making
Ralf Hart happy and on learning how to managera.far

From Maria's diary, just after abandoning the bgpbook:

I've met a man and fallen in love with him. | allesvmyself to fall in love for one simple
reason: I'm not expecting anything to come of know that, in three months' time, I'll be
far away and he'll be just a memory, but | couldt@nd living without love any longer; |
had reached my limit.

I'm writing a story for Ralf Hart - that's his nanien not sure he'll come back to the club
where |

work, but, for the first time in my life, that dogsmatter. It's enough just to love him, to
be with him in

150



my thoughts and to colour this lovely city with Isigeps, his words, his love. When |
leave this country, it will have a face and a nané the memory of a fireplace.
Everything else | experienced here, all the diffies | had to overcome, will be as
nothing compared to that memory.

| would like to do for him what he did for me. I"been thinking about it a lot, and |
realise that | didn't go into that cafe by chameajly important meetings are planned by
the souls long before the bodies see each other.

Generally speaking, these meetings occur when achra limit, when we need to die
and be reborn emotionally. These meetings arenggitir us, but more often than not,
we avoid them happening. If we are desperate, thatigze have nothing to lose, or if
we are full of enthusiasm for life, then the unkmongveals itself, and our universe
changes direction.

Everyone knows how to love, because we are all natinthat gift. Some people have a
natural talent for it, but the majority of us haeee-learn, to remember how to love, and
everyone, without exception, needs to burn on thdite of past emotions, to relive
certain joys and griefs, certain ups and downsd| th&y can see the connecting thread
that exists behind each new encounter; because iharconnecting thread.

And then, our bodies learn to speak the language
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of the soul, known as sex, and that is what | dae @ the man who gave me back my
soul, even though he has no idea how importans by life. That is what he asked
me for and that is what he will have; | want hinb®very happy.
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Sometimes life is very mean: a person can spensl, @aeks, months and years without
feeling anything new. Then, when a door openshagpened with Maria when she met
Ralf Hart - a positive avalanche pours in. One mutmgou have nothing, the next, you
have more than you can cope with.

Two hours after writing her diary, when she arriaavork, Milan, the owner, came
looking for her:

'So you went out with that painter, did you?'

Ralf was obviously known at the club - she hadisedlthis when he paid the rate for
three customers, without having to ask the pricatidMmerely nodded, trying to act
mysterious, but Milan took no notice; he knew {tifesbetter than she did.

'Perhaps you're ready for the next stage. Thesgeeaal client of ours who has often
asked about you. | told him that you're not experéel enough, and he believed me, but
perhaps now is the moment to try.’

A special client?

'What's this got to do with the painter?'

'He's a special client too.’

So everything she had done with Ralf Hart had dliyea
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been done by one of her colleagues. She bit hanlipsaid nothing; she had had a lovely
week, and she must not forget what she had written.

'Should I do the same thing | did with him?"'

'l don't know what you did; but tonight, if somearféers you a drink, say no. Special
clients pay more; you won't regret it.'

Work started as it always did. The Thai women atltegether, the Colombians adopted
their usual air of knowing everything, the thre@aB8lans (including her) looked absently
about them, as if nothing could ever surprise teragst them. Apart from them, there was
an Austrian, two Germans, and the rest were tedltypwomen with pale eyes who came
from the former Eastern Bloc countries and who gsvseemed to find husbands more
quickly than the others.

The men began to arrive - Russian, Swiss, Gernllaof, them busy executives, well able
to afford the services of the most expensive prdss in one of the most expensive cities
in the world. Some came over to her table, butk&pt her eye on Milan, who shook his
head. Maria was pleased; tonight, she wouldn't baepen her legs, put up with smells
or take showers in sometimes chilly bathroomssladl had to do was to teach a man
grown weary of sex how to make love. And when $ioaight about it, not every woman
would have been creative enough to come up withstioay about the exchange of gifts.
At the same time, she was wondering: Why is it,thating experienced everything,
these men want to go right
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back to the start? Not that this was her concextgrg as they paid well, she was there
to serve them.

A man came in, younger than Ralf Hart; he was gmaldhg, with dark hair, perfect teeth,
and wearing what looked like a Mao jacket - nojtiet a high collar and, underneath, an
impeccable white shirt. He went up to the bar, wh®th he and Milan turned to look at
Maria; then he came over.

"Would you like a drink?'

She saw Milan nod, and so invited the man to sirdat her table. She ordered a fruit
juice cocktail and waited for him to ask her to canlThen the man introduced himself:
'My name is Terence, and | work for a record comnypgarEngland. Since | assume I'm in
a place where | can trust the personnel, | takk@stwill remain entirely between you and
me.'

Maria was about to start talking about Brazil, betinterrupted her:

'Milan says you understand what | want.’

'I've no idea what you want, but | know my job.’

They did not follow the usual ritual; he paid thi, ook her arm and they got into a taxi,
where he gave her a thousand francs. For a mostemtemembered the Arab man with
whom she had gone to the restaurant full of fanpaustings; it was the first time she
had received the same amount of money, and insfeadking her feel glad, it made her
feel nervous.

The taxi stopped outside one of the most experstels in the city. The man greeted
the porter and seemed
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totally at ease in the place. They went straightouipis room, a suite with a view over the
river. He opened a bottle of wine - possibly a rantage - and offered her a glass.
Maria watched him while he drank; what did a righpd-looking man like him want
with a prostitute? Since he barely spoke, sheaatamed largely silent, trying to work
out what would make a special client happy. Shevkimat she should not take the
initiative, but once the process had begun, shdate® be able to follow his lead as
quickly as possible; after all, it wasn't everyhtithat she earned a thousand francs.
'We've got plenty of time,' Terence said. 'All three in the world. You can sleep here if
you like.'

Her feelings of insecurity returned. The man ditlseem in the least intimidated, and,
unlike her other customers, he spoke very calmé/kirew what he wanted; he put on the
perfect piece of music, at the perfect volumehim perfect room, with the perfect
window, which looked out onto the lake of a perfeity. His suit was welltailored, his
suitcase was there in the corner, very small, be dlways travelled light, or as if he had
come to Geneva just for that one night.

'I'll sleep at home," Maria said.

The man opposite her changed completely. An iayt giame into his hitherto
gentlemanly eyes.

'Sit there,' he said, indicating a chair by thekdes

It was an order! A real order. Maria obeyed andllpénough, she felt excited.

156



'Sit properly. Back straight, like a lady. If yoordt, I'll punish you.’

Punish her! Special client! In a flash, she undedteverything, took the thousand francs
out of her bag and put it down on the desk.

'l know what you want,' she said, looking deep ihimse cold, blue eyes. '‘And | won't do
it.'

The man seemed to return to his normal self antbhkl see that she was telling the
truth.

'Have a drink of wine," he said. 'l won't force youdo anything. You can either stay a
little longer, if you like, or you can leave.’

That made her feel better.

'l have a job. | have a boss who protects andsmst I'd be grateful if you didn't say
anything to him.’

Maria said this without a hint of pleading or sgify in her voice; it was simply how
things were.

Terence was once again the man she had first nthengentle nor harsh, just someone
who, unlike her other clients, gave the impress$iat he knew what he wanted. He
seemed to emerge from a trance, from a play trdhsbarcely begun.

Was it worth leaving now and never finding out theh about this 'special client'?
'What exactly did you want?'

"You know what | want. Pain. Suffering. And a grdaal of pleasure.’
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'Pain and suffering don't normally go with pleasuvkaria thought. And yet she
desperately wanted to believe that they did, and thake a positive out of her many
negative experiences.

He took her by the hand and led her over to theloxwn on the other side of the lake they
could see a cathedral spire. Maria rememberedmagsihen she had walked the road
to Santiago with Ralf Hart.

'You see the river, the lake, the houses and thechR? Well, it was all pretty much the
same five hundred years ago, except that the @s/deserted. A strange disease had
spread throughout Europe, and no one knew why sty people were dying. They
began to call the disease the Black Death - se@dr/because of mankind's sins.
‘Then a group of people decided to sacrifice thérasdor the sake of humanity. They
offered the thing they most feared: physical paimey began to spend days and nights
walking across these bridges, along these stigedsing their own bodies with whips
and chains. They were suffering in the name of &@udi praising God with their pain.
They soon realised that they were happier doirgytttan baking bread, working in the
fields or feeding their animals. Pain was no lorggeause of suffering, but a source of
pleasure because they were redeeming humanityitsosms. Pain became joy, the
meaning of life, pleasure."'

His eyes grew cold again. He picked up the moneyhsid put down on the desk,
separated out one hundred and fifty francs andhmse in her bag.
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'Don't worry about your boss. Here's his commissamd | promise | won't say anything.
You can leave now.'

She grabbed the money back.

‘No!'

It was the wine, the Arab man in the restauramtvtbman with the sad smile, the idea
that she would never ever return to this wretcHadqy the fear of a new love that was
coming to her in the shape of a man, the letteheetanother telling of a wonderful life
full of job opportunities, the boy from her childtdwho had asked her for a pencil, the
struggles with herself, the guilt, the curiositye tmoney, the search to discover her own
limits, and all the missed chances and opportwmidaother Maria was there now: she
was no longer offering gifts, she was offering ledrap as a sacrifice.

'I'm not afraid any more. Let's carry on. If ne@gsyou can punish me for my
rebelliousness. I've lied and betrayed and malighedrery person who protected and
loved me.'

She was entering into the spirit of the game. Shg saying the right things.

'Kneel down!" said Terence in a low, chilling vaice

Maria obeyed. She had never been treated thisamayshe didn't know if it was good or
bad, only that she wanted to go forward; she desktw be humiliated for all she had
done in her life. She was entering a role, becomaidgferent person, a woman she did
not know at all.

"You will be punished because you are uselessusecgou don't know the rules and
because you know nothing about sex, life or love.'
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While he was speaking, Terence was transformedwuovery different men. The one
who was calmly explaining the rules to her andahe who made her feel like the most
miserable wretch in the world.

'Do you know why | am doing this? Because themigreater pleasure than that of
initiating someone into an unknown world. Takingnsmne's virginity - the virginity not
of their body, but of their soul, you understand.’

She understood.

‘Today you can ask questions, but the next timenihe theatre curtain goes up, the
play will begin and cannot be stopped. If it doegpsit is because our souls are
incompatible. Remember: it is a play. You musth®egerson you have never had the
courage to be. Gradually, you will discover thati ywe that person, but until you can see
this clearly, you must pretend and invent.'

'What if | can't stand the pain?’

‘There is no pain, only something that transfortsalfiinto delight and mystery. It forms
part of the play to say: "Don't treat me like thatu're really hurting me." As is: "Stop, |
can't take any more!" In order to avoid dangeHe.broke off at this point and said:
'Keep your head down; don't look at me!’

Maria, kneeling, lowered her head and stared atidioe.

... in order to avoid this relationship causing aerious physical harm, we have two
code words. If one of us says "yellow", that metias the violence should be decreased
slightly. If one of us says "red", it must be stegmt once.’
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You said "one of us" ...

'We take turns. One cannot exist without the otherpne can know how to humiliate
another person if they themselves have not expsgcehumiliation.’

These were terrible words, from a world she didkmmiw, full of shadow, slime and
putrefaction. Nevertheless, she wanted to go ar bbhdy was trembling with fear and
excitement.

Terence placed his hand on her head with unexpéetel@rness.

‘That's all.’

He asked her to get up, not particularly kindlyt bot with the same brusque aggression
he had shown before. Still trembling, Maria putham jacket. Terence noticed the state
she was in.

'Have a cigarette before you go.'

'‘Nothing happened.’

'It doesn't need to. It will start to happen in yeaul, and the next time we meet, you will
be ready.’

'Was tonight worth one thousand francs?"

He didn't reply. He too lit a cigarette and theydhed the wine, listening to the perfect
music, savouring the silence together, until themat came to say something, and when
it did, Maria was surprised by her own words.

'l don't understand why | want to step into thissl’

'One thousand francs.'

'No, that's not the reason.’

Terence seemed pleased with this response.

''ve asked myself the same thing. The Marquis al#eS
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said that the most important experiences a marmaaa are those that take him to the
very limit; that is the only way we learn, becaitsequires all our courage. When a boss
humiliates an employee, or a man humiliates hig Wit is merely being cowardly or
taking his revenge on life, they are people whoehaever dared to look into the depths
of their soul, never attempted to know the oridithat desire to unleash the wild beast,
or to understand that sex, pain and love are aléme experiences.

'Only those who know those frontiers know life; Ring else is just passing the time,
repeating the same tasks, growing old and dyingowit ever having discovered what we
are doing here.’

In the street again, in the cold again, and adganhdesire to walk. The man was wrong, it
wasn't necessary to know your own demons in oaml&ndl God. She passed a group of
students coming out of a bar; they were all happysightly tipsy, they were all good-
looking and bursting with health; soon they woutdsh university and start what people
call 'real life'. Work, marriage, children, telews, bitterness, old age, the sense of
having lost many things, frustrations, illnessathiity, dependence on others, loneliness,
death.

What was happening? She too was looking for thegaawhich to live her 'real life’;

the time spent in Switzerland, doing somethinglsm never dreamed of doing, was just
a difficult phase, the kind of thing everyone gtde®ugh at some time or another. During
this difficult
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phase, she frequented the Copacabana, went witHaneroney, played the Innocent
Girl, the Femme Fatale and the Understanding Mottegsending on the client. But it
was just a job, which she did with total professism - for the sake of the tips - and
minimum interest - for fear she might get used.t&he had spent the last nine months
controlling the world around her, and shortly befshe was due to go back to her own
country, she was finding that she was capablevafitgpwithout demanding anything in
return and of suffering for no reason. It was dgafhad chosen this strange, sordid way
of teaching her something about her own mystehieslight and her darkness.

From Maria's diary on the night following her firsieeting with Terence:

He quoted the Marquis de Sade, of whom | know mgthapart from the word 'sadism’.
It's true that we only know each other when we comeagainst our own limits, but it's
wrong too, because it isn't necessary to know éhiny about ourselves; human beings
weren't made solely to go in search of wisdom abe to plough the land, wait for rain,
plant the wheat, harvest the grain, make the bread.

| am two women: one wants to have all the joy, jpesand adventure that life can give
me. The other wants to be a slave to routine,rolydife, to the things that can be
planned and achieved. I'm a
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housewife and a prostitute, both of us living ia #ame body and doing battle with each
other.

The meeting of these two women is a game with gsnisks. A divine dance. When we
meet, we are two divine energies, two universelsdiag. If the meeting is not carried
out with due reverence, one universe destroysttier.o
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She was back in Ralf Hart's living room, with tive fthe bottle of wine, the two of them
sitting on the floor, and everything she had exgrered the previous night with the
English executive just a dream or a nightmare eddmg on how she was feeling. Now
she was searching once more for her reason fowglivar, rather, for the kind of utter
surrender by which a person offers his or her haadtasks for nothing in return.

She had grown a lot while waiting for this momeste had finally discovered that real
love has nothing to do with what she imagined, ihatith a chain of events provoked
by the energy engendered by love - courtship, esrgagt, marriage, children, waiting,
cooking, the amusement park on Sundays, more \gagtting old together, an end to
the waiting, and then, in its place, comes youbhus's retirement, ilinesses, the feeling
that it is far too late to live out your dream ttugs.

She looked at the man to whom she had decided/éohgirself, and to whom she had
resolved never to reveal her feelings, because siteatvas feeling now was far from
taking any definite form, not even physical forme seemed more at ease, as if he were
embarking on an interesting period of his life. s smiling and telling her
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about his recent visit to Munich to meet an impatrtauseum director.

'He asked if the painting about the faces of Geneamready yet. | said | had just met
one of the principal people | would like to paiatwoman who was full of light. But |
don't want to talk about me, | want to embrace yalesire you.'

Desire. Desire? Desire! That was the point of departhis evening, because it was
something she knew extremely well!

For example, you awaken desire by not immediatahding over the object of that
desire.

‘All right, then, desire me. That's what we're dpiight now. You are less than a yard
away from me, you went to a nightclub, paid for seyvices, and you know you have the
right to touch me. But you don't dare. Look at in@ok at me and imagine that perhaps |
don't want you to look at me. Imagine what's hiddeneath my clothes."

She always wore black to work, and she couldn'ewstdnd why the other girls at the
Copacabana tried to look provocative in their lavt-@dresses and garish colours. It
seemed to her that it was more exciting for a rhahe dressed like any other woman he
might meet at the office, on the train or in thei$® of one of his wife's friends.

Ralf looked at her. Maria felt him undressing hed ahe enjoyed being desired like that -
with no contact, as if she were in a restauraistamding in a queue at the cinema.
'We're in a train station,' Maria went on. 'I'mrn&teng next to you, waiting for a train, but
you don't know me.
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My eyes meet yours, by chance, and | don't lookyawWau don't know what I'm trying
to say, because, although you're an intelligent, roapable of seeing the "light" in other
people, you are not sensitive enough to see whatight is illuminating.’

She had learned about 'theatre'. She had wanted to

forget the face of that English executive as quied possible, but there he was, guiding
her imagination.

'My eyes are fixed on yours, and | might be wonugto myself: "Do | know him from
somewhere?" Or | might just be distracted. Or Ilmhige afraid of appearing unfriendly;
perhaps you do know me, and so | give you the litevfethe doubt for a few seconds,
until it becomes clear either that you really dowrme or that it's a case of mistaken
identity.

'‘But | might also be wanting the simplest thinghe world: to find a man. | might be
trying to escape an unhappy love affair. | mighhbging to avenge myself for a recent
betrayal and have gone to the train station lookang stranger. | might want to be your
prostitute just for one night, to do somethingeliéint in my otherwise boring life. |
might even be a real prostitute on the look-outdork.'

A brief silence; Maria had grown distracted. She Wwack in that hotel room,
remembering the humiliation - 'yellow', red , paimd a great deal of pleasure. That
encounter had burnt her soul in a way she didiketdt all.

Ralf noticed and tried to take her back to thentstation.
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'In this meeting, do you desire me too?"

'l don't know. We don't talk. You don't know.'

She grows distracted again. The 'theatre’ ideeoiamy really very helpful; it draws out
the real person and drives away the many falselpedmo live inside us.

‘The fact is that | don't look away, and you dé&ndw what to do. Should you approach?
Will you be rejected? Will | call the guard? Or itevyou for a coffee perhaps?’

'I'm on my way back from Munich,' Ralf Hart saithdehis voice sounds different, as if
they really were meeting for the first time. 'I'nirtking about a collection of paintings on
the many personalities of sex, the many masksaple wear in order never to
experience a real encounter.’

He knew about the 'theatre'. Milan had said thabbe

was a 'special client’. An alarm bell rang, but seeded time to think.

‘The director of the museum said to me: what ategang to base your work on? | said:
On women who feel free enough to earn their livimaking love. He said: That won't
work; we call such women "prostitutes”. | said: &ithey are prostitutes; I'm going to
study their history and create something moreledalal, more to the taste of the
families who visit your museum. It's all a questarculture, you see. Of finding a
palatable way of presenting something that is etrservery hard to take.

"The director insisted: But sex is no longer a tabit's been so over-exploited that it's
difficult to produce any new work on the subjecald: Do you know where sexual
desire comes from? From our instinct, said thectiire Yes,
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| said, from our instinct, but everyone knows tlittw can you make a beautiful
exhibition if all we are talking about is sciendefant to talk about how man explains
that attraction, the way, let's say, a philosopheuld explain it. The director asked me to
give him an example. | said that if, when | cauiijiet train back home, a woman looked
at me, | would go over and speak to her; | wouldtkat, since we were strangers, we
had the freedom to do anything we wanted, to lweadl our fantasies, and then go home
to our wife or husband and never meet again. Aed,thn the train station, | see you.'
"Your story is so interesting it's in danger ofikd desire.’

Ralf Hart laughed and agreed. They had finishedomtiée of wine and he went into the
kitchen to fetch

another; and she sat staring into the fire, knowvhgt the next step would be, but, at the
same time, savouring the cosy atmosphere, forgedtbout the English executive, and
regaining that sense of surrender.

Ralf filled their two glasses, and Maria said:

‘Just out of curiosity, how would you end that gterth the museum director?’

'Since | was in the company of an intellectual olvd quote from Plato. According to
him, at the beginning of creation, men and womerewet as they are now; there was
just one being, who was rather short, with a baaty @ neck, but his head had two faces,
looking in different directions. It was as if twoeatures had been glued back to back,
with two sets of sex organs, four legs and foursarm

169



‘The Greek gods, however, were jealous, becauserdature with four arms could work
harder; with its two faces, it was always vigilanid could not be taken by surprise; and
its four legs meant that it could stand or walklforg periods at a time without tiring.
Even more dangerous was the fact that the creadéwo different sets of sex organs
and so needed no one else in order to continuedaping.

'Zeus, the supreme lord of Olympus, said: "I hapéaa to make these mortals lose some
of their strength.”

'‘And he cut the creature in two with a lightnindthbthus creating man and woman. This
greatly increased the population of the world, atdhe same time, disoriented and
weakened its inhabitants, because now they hagkiwls for their lost half and embrace
it and, in that embrace, regain their former sttientipeir ability to avoid betrayal and the
stamina to walk for long periods of time and tohstand hard work. That embrace in
which the

two bodies re-fuse to become one again is whataleex.'

'Is that a true story?"

'‘According to the Greek philosopher, Plato, yes.'

Maria was gazing at him, fascinated, and the erpea of the previous night had
vanished completely. She saw that the man befarevée full of the same 'light’ that he
had seen in her, entirely involved in telling heattstrange story, his eyes alight now not
with desire but with joy.

'‘Can | ask you a favour?'

Ralf said she could ask anything she wanted.

'Is it possible to know why, after the gods hadtspé four-legged creature in two, some
of them decided that the
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embrace could be merely a thing, just another legsitransaction, which instead of
increasing people's energy, diminished it?"'

"You mean prostitution?’

'Yes. Could you find out if, in the beginning, seas something sacred?’

'If you like," replied Ralf, 'although it's not sething I've ever thought about, nor, as far
as | know, has anyone else. Perhaps there isnlitargture on the subject.’

Maria could stand the pressure no longer:

'Has it ever occurred to you that women, in paléiGurostitutes, are capable of love?’
'Yes, it has. It occurred to me on that first dalien we were sitting in the cafe and | saw
your light. Then, when | decided to offer you a aigoffee, | chose to believe in
everything, even in the possibility of you returgime to the world | left a long, long

time ago.’'

There was no going back now. Maria, the teacheadee to rush to her own aid,
otherwise she would kiss him, embrace him and asknlever to leave her.

'Let's go back to the train station,’ she said. r@ther, let's come back to this room, to the
day when we sat here together for the first time you recognised that | existed and
gave me a gift. That was your first attempt to entg soul, and you weren't sure whether
or not you were welcome. But, as you say in yoarysthuman beings were once divided
and now seek the embrace that will reunite thenat Thour instinct. But it is also our
reason for putting up with all the difficulties weeet in that search.
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'l want you to look at me, but | want you to takeecthat | don't notice. Initial desire is
important because it is hidden, forbidden, not peech. You don't know whether you are
looking at your lost half or not; she doesn't knaithher, but something is drawing you
together, and you must believe that it is true gorieach other's "other half".'

Where am | getting all this? I'm drawing it up frdhe bottom of my heart, because this
is how I always wanted it to be. I'm drawing upshelreams from my own dream as

a woman.

She slipped off the shoulder strap of her dresthaoone part, one tiny part of one
nipple was exposed.

'Desire is not what you see, but what you imagine.’

Ralf Hart was looking at a woman with dark hair avehring dark clothes, who was
sitting on the floor of his living room, and waglfof absurd desires, like having an open
fire burning in the middle of summer. Yes, he wolite to imagine what those clothes
were hiding; he could guess the size of her breastshe knew that she didn't really
need the bra she was wearing, although perhapsasht® wear it for her work. Her
breasts were neither

large nor small, they were simply young. Her eyasegnothing away; what was she
doing here? Why was he encouraging this absurdyetans relationship, when he had
no problems finding women? He was rich, young, fasp@ood-looking. He loved his
work; he had loved women whom he had subsequeratyied; he had been loved. He
was someone who, according to all the rules
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and norms, should have been able to shout out Ibachappy-'

But he wasn't. While most of humanity was scralgbfor a piece of bread, a roof over
their head and a job that would allow them to liwéh dignity, Ralf Hart had all of that,
and it only made him feel more wretched. If he kedkack on what his life had been
lately, he had perhaps managed two or three dags Wa had woken up, looked at the
sun

- or the rain - and felt glad to see the morningt happy, without wanting anything,
planning anything or asking anything in exchangear from those few days, the rest of
his existence had been wasted on dreams, bothdtedtand realised - a desire to go
beyond himself, to go beyond his limitations; he kpent his life trying to prove
something, but he didn't know what or to whom.

He looked at the beautiful woman before him, whae @igcreetly dressed in black,
someone he had met by chance, although he hadeebefore at the nightclub and
thought that she seemed out of place. She had askeid desire her, and he desired her
intensely, far more than she could imagine, butaisn't her breasts or her body, it was
her company he desired. He wanted to put his arousd her and to sit in silence,
staring into the fire, drinking wine, smoking thecasional cigarette; that would be
enough. Life was made up of simple things; he waarwof all the years he had spent
searching for something, though quite what he tidrow.

And yet, if he did that, if he touched her, all uabbe lost. For, despite the ‘light' he could
see in Maria, he wasn't
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suure she realised how good it was for him to bhdryside. Was he paying? Yes, and he
would continue paying for as long as it took to \war, to sit with her by the lakeside and
speak of love, and to hear her say the same things best not to take any chances, not
to rush things, not to say anything.

Ralf Hart stopped tormenting himself and conceattatnce more on the game they had
just created together. The woman before him wdsg;rige wine, the fire, the cigarettes
and the company were not enough in themselveshankind of intoxication, another
kind of flame was required.

She was wearing a dress with shoulder straps; sBgavealing one breast; he could see
her skin, more dark than pale. He desired her.é$&ed her intensely.

Maria noticed the change in Ralf's eyes. Knowiraj #he was desired excited her more
than anything else. It had nothing to do with theanatic formula - | want to make love
with you, | want to get married, | want you to hareorgasm, | want you to have my
child, I want commitment. No, desire was an enjifede sensation, loose in the air,
vibrating, filling life with the will to have somking - and that was enough, that will
carried all before it, moved mountains, made her we

Desire was the source of everything else - lealigrgcountry, discovering a new world,
learning French, overcoming her prejudices, dregroirhaving a farm,
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loving without asking for anything in return, fagji that she was a woman simply
because a man was looking at her. With calculdedess, she slipped off the other
strap, and the dress slid down her body. Then sb&luner bra. There she was, with the
upper part of her body completely bare, wonderirgeiwould leap on her, touch her,
utter vows of love, or if he was sensitive enouighpty to feel sexual pleasure in desire
itself.

Things around them began to change, all sound piesapd, the fire, the paintings and
the books gradually vanished, to be replaced biné &f trance-like state, in which only
the object of desire exists, and nothing else [oirtant.

The man did not move. At first, she felt a certgliyness in his eyes, but that did not last
long. He was looking at her, and in the world & innagination, he was caressing her
with his tongue, they were making love, sweatirigging to each other, mingling
tenderness and violence, calling out and moanigether.

In the real world, though, they said nothing, neitaf them moved, and that made her
even more excited, because she too was free tio wat she liked. She was asking him
to touch her gently, she was opening her legsystsemasturbating in front of him,
saying the most romantic things and the lewdesg#)ias if they were one and the same;
she had several orgasms, waking the neighboursnwéke whole world with her cries.
Here was her man, who was giving her pleasure @ndyith whom she could be the
person she really was, with whom she could talk
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about her sexual problems, and tell him how muehvesbuld like to stay with him for the
rest of the night, for the rest of the week, far thst of her life.

Beads of sweat began to appear on their forehétaglas the heat from the fire, one said
mentally to the other. But both the man and the aoin that room had reached their
limit, exhausted their imagination, experiencecetbgr an eternity of good moments.
They needed to stop, because if they took one stefe the magic would be undone by
reality.

Very slowly, because endings are always more diffitian beginnings, she put on her
bra and hid her breasts. The universe returned twormal place, the things around them
re-emerged, she pulled up the dress that had falleat her waist, smiled and very
gently touched his face. He took her hand and poego his cheek, not knowing for
how long he should hold it there, or how tightly.

She wanted to tell him that she loved him. But that

would spoil everything, it might frighten him oronse, might make him say that he
loved her too. Maria didn't want that: the freedoinmer love depended on asking
nothing and expecting nothing.

'‘Anyone capable of feeling knows that it is possitol experience pleasure before even
touching the other person. The words, the lookgcaltain the secret of the dance. But
the train has arrived, we each go our separate.Wwagppe to be able to join you on this
journey to ... where?'

'‘Back to Geneva,' replied Ralf.
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'‘Anyone who is observant, who discovers the petisen have always dreamed of,
knows that sexual energy comes into play beforeeser takes place. The greatest
pleasure isn't sex, but the passion with which firactised. When the passion is intense,
then sex joins in to complete the dance, butnierger the principal aim.’

"You're talking about love like a teacher.’

Maria went on talking, because this was her defemeeway of saying everything
without committing herself to anything.

'‘Anyone who is in love is making love the whole ¢ineven when they're not. When two
bodies meet, it is just the cup overflowing. They stay together for hours, even days.
They begin the dance one day and finish it the,r@xt such is the pleasure they
experience - they may never finish it. No elevenutes for them.'

'‘What?'

'l love you.'

'l love you too.'

'I'm sorry, | don't know what I'm saying.'

'‘Nor do I’

She got up, kissed him and left. This time she egehe front door herself, since,
according to the Brazilian superstition, the owoiethe house only has to open the door
on the first occasion that a guest leaves.
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From Maria's diary, written the next morning:

Last night, when Ralf Hart looked at me, he opemeédor, as if he were a thief; but
when he left, he took nothing from me, on the canytrhe left behind him the scent of
roses - he wasn't a thief, he was a bridegrooringsme.

Every human being experiences his or her own dasisepart of our personal treasure
and, although, as an emotion, it can drive peopi@yagenerally speaking, it brings those
who are important to us closer. It is an emotioosem by my soul, and it is so intense
that it can infect everything and everyone arourd m

Each day | choose the truth by which | try to live&y to be practical, efficient,
professional. But | would like to be able alwayshmose desire as my companion. Not
out of obligation, not to lessen my loneliness, lxetause it is good. Yes, very good.
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On average, thirty-eight women worked at the Copaca on a regular basis, but only
one of them, the Filipino, Nyah, was what Maria Vdoconsider a friend. Women stayed
there an average of six months minimum and thraesy@maximum, because they would
either get a proposal of marriage, be set up astass, or no longer pull in the clients,
in which case, Milan would delicately ask themit@ifsomewhere else to work.

That is why it was important to respect each oshdientele and never try to seduce men
who always headed for a particular girl as soothag came in. Apart from being
dishonest, it could also be very dangerous. Theigue week, a Colombian woman had
quietly taken a cutthroat razor out of her pockédced it on the glass being used by one
of the Yugoslav girls, and said, in the calmestates, that she would mark her face if
she persisted in giving in to the advances of taoebank manager who was a regular
customer. The Yugoslav said that the man was aafyeat and that, if he chose her, she
couldn't really say no.

That night, the man came in, greeted the Colomiaiman, but went over to the
Yugoslav's table. They had a drink, danced and/'tigoslav winked at the Colombian
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a provocation too far in Maria's view), as if sayifSee? He chose me!’

But that wink contained many unspoken things: heselme because I'm prettier,
because | went with him last week and he enjoydakitause I'm young. The Colombian
said nothing. When the Yugoslav came back, two i@aier, the Colombian sat down
beside her, took the razor out of her pocket anden@acut on the Yugoslav's face, near
her ear. It wasn't a deep cut, and it wasn't dangebut it was enough to leave a small
scar to remind her of that night. The two starigtitmg, blood spurted everywhere and
the frightened customers fled.

When the police arrived, wanting to know what wasg on, the Yugoslav said that she
had cut her face on a glass that had fallen fraedf (there are no shelves in the
Copacabana). This was the law of silence, or wlhalah prostitutes like to call omerta:
any problem to be resolved in Rue de Berne, frore to death, would be resolved, but
without the interference of the law. They madertbgin laws there.

The police knew about the omerta and could sedlieavoman was lying, but they
didn't insist - arresting someone, trying them dreh keeping them in prison would cost
the Swiss taxpayer far too much money. Milan thdrke police for their prompt
response, but, he said, it was all a misunderstgnali else a rival nightclub owner trying
to make trouble.

As soon as they left, he asked the two women nobmee back to his club. After all, the
Copacabana was a
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family place (a statement Maria found hard to grasp had a reputation to keep up (this
left her still more intrigued). There were no figlthere, because the first law was to
respect another woman's client.

The second law was total discretion, ‘just likenasS bank’, he said. This was largely
because, there, the women could trust the cligrts,were selected much as a bank
selects its clients, based on the state of therentiaccount and on personal references.
Mistakes were occasionally made; there were a &w cases of nonpayment, of girls
being threatened or roughed up, but in the mangsyeahad spent struggling to create
and develop his club's reputation, Milan had becamexpert at recognising who should
or shouldn't be invited in. None of the women kreswactly what these criteria were, but
they had often seen some well-dressed man beidgttat the club was full that night
(even though it was empty) and that it would béthe following nights too please don't
come back). They had also seen unshaven men dress&slial clothes being
enthusiastically invited by Milan to a glass of siagne. The owner of the Copacabana
did not judge by appearances, and he was alwalys rig

It- was a good working relationship, and seemegliibParties involved. The great
majority of the clientele were

married, or held important positions in some conypamnpower - Some of the women
who worked there were also married and had childrehwent to parents' evenings at
their children's schools, but knew that they ramisk of
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being exposed; if one of the other parents turnedtuhe Copacabana, they would be
compromised too and so could say nothing: thabve bmerta worked.

There was comradeship amongst the women, butieatghip; no one talked much
about their lives. In the few conversations shelied Maria found no bitterness, guilt or
sadness amongst her colleagues, only a kind afrason, and a strangely defiant glint
in the eye, as if they were proud of the way theyfionted the world, independently and
confidently. After a week, any new arrival was ddesed a 'fellow professional' and
received instructions always to help keep marriagegt (a prostitute cannot be seen as
a threat to the stability of the home), never toept invitations to meet outside working
hours, to listen to confessions without offeringogamnion, to moan at the moment of
climax (Maria learned that everyone did this, lnattthey hadn't told her on her very first
day because it was one of the tricks of the tradeay hello to the police in the street, to
keep her work permit up to date as well as anythehlecks, and, finally, not to probe
too deeply into the moral or legal aspects of vat was doing; they were what they
were, and that was that.

Before it got busy, Maria could always be seen wittook in her hand, and she soon
became known as the intellectual of the group.rat,fthey wanted to know if she was
reading a love story, but when they saw that thekbavere about dry-as-dust subjects
like economics, psychology and - recently - farrmagement, they left
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her alone to continue her researches and her akitegtin

peace.

Because she had a lot of regular clients and becsheswent to the Copacabana every
night, even when it wasn't busy, Maria earned iitan's confidence and her
colleagues' envy; they said she was ambitiousgamoand thought only about earning
money - the last bit was true, but she felt likeig if they weren't all there for the very
same reason.

Anyway, remarks like that never killed anyone -\theere part of the life of any
successful person, and it was best to get usdwto,trather than let herself be diverted
from her two goals: going back to Brazil on the s#to date and buying a farm.

Ralf Hart was in her thoughts from morning to nigbtv, and for the first time she was
able to feel happy with an absent love - althoughdightly regretted having confessed
her love, thus running the risk of losing everythiBut what had she got to lose, if she
was asking for nothing in exchange? She rememberacher heart had beat faster when
Milan mentioned that Ralf was - or had been - ighelient. What did that mean? She
felt betrayed and jealous.

It was normal to feel jealous, although life haalgiat

her that it was pointless thinking you could owioter

person - anyone who believes that ist jdeceiving

themselves. Despite this, she could not stop Heraging

these feelings of jealousy, or of having grandliettual
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thoughts about it, or even thinking it was a probfragility.

'The strongest love is the love that can demorsitafragility. Anyway, if my love is

real (and not just a way of distracting myself, @lemg myself, and passing the time, that
never seems to pass in this city), freedom willoegar jealousy and any pain it causes me,
since pain is also part of the natural process.ofrywho practises sport knows this: if
you want to achieve your objectives, you have tphepared for a daily dose of pain or
discomfort. At first, it's unpleasant and demotingt but in time you come to realise that
it's part of the process of feeling good, and tlwermant arrives when, if you don't feel
pain, you have a sense that the exercises aremighthe desired effect.’

The danger lies in focusing on that pain, giving farticular person's name, and keeping
it always present in your thoughts. Maria, thanld@wad managed to free herself from
that.

Even so, she sometimes found herself wonderingevhemwas, why he didn't come and
see her, if he had found that whole story aboutrdia station and repressed desire
stupid, if he had gone away forever because shedradssed her love for him.

To avoid beautiful thoughts turning into sufferirstpe developed a method: when
something positive to do with Ralf Hart came in& head - and this could be the fire
and the wine, an idea she would like to discush hiitn, or simply the pleasurable
longing involved in wanting to know when he woulshte back - Maria would stop what
she
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was doing, smile up at the sky and give thankdé&ing alive and to be expecting
nothing from the man she loved.

On the other hand, if her heart began to complagughis absence or about things she
shouldn't have said while they were together, sbeldvsay to herself:

'Oh, so you want to think about that, do you? Aght, then, you do what you like, while
| get on with more important things.'

She would continue to read or, if she was outvetld focus her attention on
everything around her: colours, people, soundpeaally sounds, the sound of her own
footsteps, of the pages turning, of cars, of fragimef conversations, and the unfortunate
thought would eventually go away. If it came baiele fminutes later, she would repeat
the process, until those thoughts, finding thenmeselccepted but also gently rejected,
would stay away for quite considerable periodsroét

One of these 'negative thoughts' was the posgibilinever seeing him again. With a
little practice and a great deal of patience, sheaged to transform this into a ‘positive
thought': when she left, Geneva would have the éh@man with old-fashioned long
hair, a child-like smile and a grave voice. If same asked her, many years later, what
the place she had known in her youth was like csludd reply:

'Very beautiful, and capable of loving and beinggld.’
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From Maria's diary, on a slack night at the Copaoab

After all the time I've spent with the people whame here, | have reached the
conclusion that sex has come to be used as sod@kdrug: in order to escape reality,
to forget about problems, to relax. And like alligs, this is a harmful and destructive
practice.

If a person wants to take drugs, in the form of @ewhatever, that's their problem; the
consequences of their actions will be better ors&@lepending on the choices they make.
But if we are talking in terms of making progresdiie, we must understand that ‘good
enough' is very different from 'best'.

Contrary to what my clients think, sex cannot becpsed at any time. We all have a
clock inside us, and in order to make love, thedsaon both clocks have to be pointing
to the same hour at the same time. That doesrpenagvery day. If you love another
person, you don't depend on the sex act in ordieelayood. Two people who live
together and love each other need to adjust théshafitheir clocks, with patience and
perseverance, games and 'theatrical representatiotithey realise that making love is
more than just an encounter, it is a genital 'exc#ra

Everything is important. If you live your life inteely, you experience pleasure all the
time and don't feel the need for sex. When you lsaxeit's
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out of a sense of abundance, because the glasa®iso full that it overflows
naturally, because it is inevitable, because yeu@sponding to the call of life, because
at that moment, and only at that moment, you héleevad yourself to lose control.

P.S. I have just re-read what | wrote. Good gtief!getting way too intellectual!
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Shortly after writing this, and when she was prejgafor another night as Understanding
Mother or Innocent Girl, the door of the Copacabapaned and in walked Terence, the
record company executive, one of the special dient

Behind the bar, Milan seemed pleased: Maria hadlisappointed him. Maria
remembered the words that simultaneously said sthrand so little: ‘pain, suffering,

and a great deal of pleasure’'.

'l flew in from London especially to see you. Ilveen thinking about you a lot.'

She smiled, trying not to look too encouraging. lidae had failed to follow the ritual
and hadn't asked if she wanted a drink, but jusi@an at her table.

'When a teacher helps someone to discover somethmgeacher always learns
something new too.'

'l know what you mean,' said Maria, thinking of RMart and feeling irritated with
herself for doing so. She was with another cliant she must respect him and do what
she could to please him.

'Do you want to go ahead?'

A thousand francs. A hidden universe. Her boss heatder. The certainty that she could
stop whenever she
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chose. The date set for her return to Brazil. Tiheroman, who never came to see her.
'‘Are you in a hurry?' Maria asked.

He said no. What was it she wanted?

'I'd like my usual drink and my usual dance, antisoespect for my profession.'

He hesitated for a moment, but it was all parheftheatre, dominating and being
dominated. He bought her a drink and danced withthen ordered a taxi and gave her
the money while they drove across the city to traes hotel. They went in, he greeted
the Italian porter just as he had on the night firsymet, and they went up to the same
suite with a view over the river.

Terence got up and took out his lighter, and ohgntdid Maria notice that there were
dozens of candles arranged around the room. Hedtaghting them.

'What would you like to know? Why I'm like this? &eise, unless I'm very much
mistaken, you really enjoyed the other evening penstogether. Do you want to know
why you're like this too?"

'l was just thinking that in Brazil we have a sigtigion that you should never light more
than three things with the same match. You're especting that superstition.’

He ignored her remark.

"You're like me. You're not here for the thousaraeh€s, but out of a sense of guilt and
dependency, because of your various complexesnsedurities. That is neither good nor
bad, it's simply human nature.’
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He picked up the remote control and changed charseeleral times until he found the
TV news and a report on refugees trying to escapara

'Do you see that? Have you ever seen those progearimimwhich people discuss their
personal problems in front of everyone? Have yankie a newspaper kiosk and seen
the headlines? The world enjoys suffering and pHEnere's sadism in the way we look at
these things, and masochism in our conclusionviieadon't need to know all this in order
to be happy, and yet we watch other people's tragehd sometimes suffer along with
them.'

He poured out two glasses of champagne, turnetheftelevision and continued lighting
candles, in contravention of the superstition Maad mentioned.

'As | say, it's the human condition. Ever sinceweage expelled from paradise, we have
either been suffering, making other people sufferatching the suffering of others. It's
beyond our control.’

From outside came the sound of thunder and lightrarhuge storm was approaching.
'‘But | can't do it,’ Maria said. 'lt seems ridicusoto me Pretending that you're my master
and I'm your slave. We don't need "theatre" to 8ntfering; life offers us more than
enough opportunities.'

Terence had just finished lighting the candlespitked one up and placed it in the
middle of the table, then served

the champagne, and caviar. Maria was drinking duick

thinking about the one thousand francs in her bagut
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this stranger who both fascinated and frightenegddred about how she could control her
fear. She knew that, with this man, no night woaNdr be the same as another; she could
not intimidate him in any way.

'Sit down.’

His voice alternated between being gentle and adin@n. Maria obeyed, and a wave of
heat swept up her body; that order was familiag, felt more secure.

'It's theatre. I've got to get involved in the play

It was nice being ordered around. She didn't havkibk, just obey. She asked for more
champagne, and he brought vodka; it went to orezld Imore quickly, loosened one up,
and went better with the caviar.

He opened the bottle; Maria was more or less dngpkione, while she listened to the
thunder and lightning outside. Everything was cinirsgpto make the moment perfect, as
if the energies of the skies and the earth we@sliswing their violent side.

After a while, Terence took a small suitcase ouhefwardrobe and placed it on the bed.
‘Don't move.'

Maria sat motionless. He opened the suitcase anddot two pairs of chrome metal
handcuffs.

'Sit with your legs apart.’

She obeyed - impotent out of choice, submissivalrse she wanted to be. She saw him
looking between her legs, he could see her blankspaer long stockings, her thighs, he
could imagine her pubic hair, her sex.

‘Stand up!
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She leaped up from her chair. She found it hastand straight and realised that she was
drunker than she thought.

'Don't look at me. Lower your head, respect yousterd

Before she could lower her head, she saw a slemgierbeing removed from the suitcase,
then cracking through the air, as if it had a ¢ifets own.

'Drink. Keep your head down, but drink.'

She drank another one, two, three glasses of vddka.wasn't just theatre now, it was
reality: control was out of her hands. She fele légn object, a mere instrument, and
incredible though it may seem, that feeling of sigsmn gave her a sense of complete
freedom. She was no longer the teacher, the onanghroicts, consoles, listens to
confessions, the one who excites; before the awesmwer of this man, she was just a
girl from the interior of Brazil.

‘Take off your clothes.’

The order was delivered abruptly, without a flickédesire, and yet, nothing could have
been more erotic. Keeping her head down as a $iggverence, Maria unbuttoned her
dress and let it slip to the floor.

"You're not behaving yourself, you know.'

Again the whip cracked through the air.

You need to be punished. How dare a girl your ageradict me? You should be on your
knees before me!

Maria made as if to kneel down, but the whip brdwghup short; for the first time it
touched her flesh - her

buttocks. It stung, but seemed to leave no mark.
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'Did | tell you to kneel down?'

'‘No.'
The whip again flicked across her buttocks.
'Say, "No, sir!™

Another stinging whiplash. For a fraction of a setat occurred to her that she could
either stop this right now or else choose to gough with it, not for the money, but
because of what he had said the first time - thatgnly know yourself when you go
beyond your limits.

And this was new, it was an Adventure, and shedcdatide later on if she wanted to
continue, but at that moment, she had ceased tloebgirl with just three aims in life,

who earned her living with her body, who had metam who had an open fire and
interesting stories to tell. Here, she was no and,being no one meant that she could be
everything she had ever dreamed of.

‘Take the rest of your clothes off. And walk up alwdvn so that | can see you.'

Once more she obeyed, keeping her head down, sagitregword. The man who was
watching her, still fully dressed and utterly impiag, was not the same person who had
chatted to her on their way here from the club wias a Ulysses who had travelled from
London, a Theseus come down from the heavens namr invading the safest city in
the world, and who had the coldest heart on e&tik.removed her pants and her bra,
feeling at once defenceless and protected. The evhgked again, this time without
touching her body.

'Keep your head down! You're here to be humiliateciubmit to my every desire, do
you understand?"
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‘Yes, sir.'

He grabbed her arms and put the first pair of hafison her wrists.

"You're going to get a good beating. Until you fetr behave yourself.'

He slapped her bottom with the flat of his handrislaried out; this time it had hurt.
'Oh, so you're complaining, are you? Well, | hatvewén started yet.'

Before she could do anything, he had placed adeaihg on her mouth. It didn't stop her
speaking, she could still say 'yellow' or 'redt he felt now that it was her destiny to
allow this man to do whatever he wished with had there was no way she could
escape now. She was naked, gagged and handcuffed,ogka flowing in her veins
rather than blood.

Another slap on her buttocks.

'‘Walk up and down!'

Maria started to walk, obeying his commands: 'stapn to the right', 'sit down’, ‘open
your legs'. He slapped »er again and again, whetieedeserved it or not, and she felt
the pain and felt the humiliation - which was monense and more potent than the pain
- and she felt as if she were in another worldylmch nothing existed, and it

was an almost religious feeling: self-annihilatisabjective and a complete loss of any
sense of Ego, desire or selfless!le She was vernangtvery aroused, but unable to
understand what was going on.

'Down on your knees again!'
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Since she always kept her head down, as a sighasfience and humiliation, Maria
could not see exactly what was happening, but stiead that in that other universe, on
that other planet, the man was breathing hard, watnwith wielding the whip and
spanking her hard on the buttocks, whilst shehfetself filling up with strength and
energy. She had lost all shame now, and wasn'ebedrabout showing her pleasure; she
started to moan, pleading with him to touch het, imstead, the man grabbed her and
threw her onto the bed.

He violently forced her legs apart - although shevk this violence would not actually
harm her - and tied each leg to one corner of &t Now that her wrists were
handcuffed behind her, her legs splayed, her mgagijyed, when would he penetrate her?
Couldn't he see that she was ready, that she wamtsdve him, that she was his slave,
his creature, his object, and would do anythingitered her to do?

'Would you like me to take you further still?’

She saw him place the end of the whip handle aghersvagina. He rubbed it up and
down, and when it touched her clitoris, she lokstahtrol. She had no idea how long
they had been there nor how many times she haddpegrked, but suddenly she came
and had the orgasm which, in all those months, mkz®, hundreds of men had failed to
give her. There was a burst of light, she felt Bémntering a kind of black hole in her
soul, in which intense pain and fear mingled wittak pleasure, pushing her beyond all
previously known limits and she moaned and screamed
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Eleven Minutes

her voice muffled by the gag, she writhed abouthenbed, feeling the handcuffs cutting
into her wrists and the leather thongs bruisingdmiies, she moved as never before
precisely because she could not move, she screasnaelver before because she had a
gag on her mouth and no one would be able to heraiThis was pain and pleasure, the
end of the whip handle pressing ever harder agherstlitoris and the orgasm flooding

out of her mouth, her vagina, her pores, her dyasskin.

She entered a kind of trance, and slowly, very Blpghe began to come down; there was
no whip pressing between her legs now, just swestathed hair, kind hands removing

the handcuffs, untying the leather thongs aroumdihkles.

She lay there, confused, unable to look at the Ine@mause she was ashamed of herself, of
her screams, of her orgasm. He was stroking heahdi he too was breathing hard, but
the pleasure had been entirely hers; he had noyemhja single moment of ecstasy.

Her naked body embraced that of this fully clothesh, who was exhausted from
shouting orders and keeping tight control of thieagion. She didn't know what to say,
now to continue, but she felt safe and protectedabse he had invited her to go to a
place inside herself that she had never known bgfar was her protector and her master.
She started to cry, and he waited patiently uhgllsad finished.

What did you do to me?' she asked tearfully.
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'What you wanted me to do.'

She looked at him, feeling that she needed himetasgly.

'l didn't force you or oblige you to do anythingyrmid | hear you say "yellow"; | had
only the power you gave me. There was no obligatiorblackmail on my part, only
your will; you may have been the slave and | theterabut my only power was to push
you in the direction of your own freedom.'

Handcuffs. Leather thongs around her ankles. A Hagiliation that was more intense
and more potent than any pain. And yet - he wategight - the feeling was one of total
freedom. Maria felt full of energy and vigour andsasurprised to see that the man
beside her was utterly exhausted.

'Did you come?’

'‘No," he said. 'The master is here to drive theestmn. The pleasure of the slave is the joy
of the master."

None of this made sense, because it wasn't thetwaas in stories, it wasn't the way it
was in real life. But here in this fantasy worldesvas full of light, while he seemed
opaque, drained.

'You can leave whenever you want,’ Terence said.

'l don't want to leave, | want to understand.’

‘There's nothing to understand.’

She got up in all the beauty and intensity of hekaaness and poured two glasses of
wine. She lit two cigarettes and gave him one efrth the roles were reversed, she was
now the mistress serving the slave, rewarding loimHte pleasure he had given her.
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'I'll get dressed and then I'll leave, but, fitst,like to talk a little.'

‘There's nothing to talk about. That's all | wantead you were marvellous. I'm tired now
and | have to go back to London tomorrow.'

He lay down and closed his eyes. Maria didn't kifdve was just pretending to sleep
and she didn't care; she smoked a leisurely cigaaed slowly sipped her wine, with her
face pressed against the window pane, looking toiliedake opposite and wishing that
someone, on the other shore, could see her like timked, replete, satisfied, confident.
She got dressed and left without saying goodbya waas not bothered whether she
opened the door or he did, because she wasn'trairehe wanted to come back.
Terence heard the door close, waited to see ivshid come back, saying that she had
forgotten something, and only after a few minutieshe& get up and light another
cigarette.

The girl had style, he thought. She had withstdadwhip well, although this was the
oldest, the most common and the least severe gfithshments. For a moment, he sat
remembering the first time he had experiencedrtheterious relationship between two
beings who want to be close, but can only be smftigting suffering.

Millions of couples out there practised the arsaflomasochism every day, without even
realising it. They Went to work, came back, commpéai about everything,
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insulted their wife or were insulted by her, felietched, but were, nonetheless, tightly
bound to their own unhappiness, not realising #iflat would take was a single gesture, a
final goodbye, to free them from that oppressicerence had experienced this with his
wife, a well-known English singer; he was tormentgdealousy, he made scenes, and
spent whole days dosed up with painkillers, whadgts hopelessly drunk. She loved
him and couldn't understand why he behaved like Healoved her and couldn't
understand his own behaviour. It was as if the gdbat the one inflicted on the other
was necessary, fundamental to life.

One day, a musician - whom he had always thougas efry strange, because he
seemed so normal in the midst of all those exatapte - left a book behind in the studio:
Venus in Furs by Leopold von Sacher-Masoch. Terstarted leafing through it and, as
he read, he began to understand himself better.

‘The lovely woman took off her clothes and pick@dauong, short-handled whip. "You
asked for it," she said, "so I'm going to whip ydl©h, yes," murmured her lover,
"please, | beg you.™

His wife was on the other side of the glass scregrearsing. She had asked them to turn
off the microphones that allowed the technicianksten in to everything, and they had
done so. Terence was thinking that perhaps shenalaisg a date with the pianist, and
he realised that she was driving him mad, but & asif he was so accustomed to
suffering now that he could not live without it.
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I'm going to whip you,' said the naked woman inlthek he was reading. 'Oh, yes,
'please, | beg you.’

He was a good-looking man, and a force to be resttavith in the record company, why
did he need to lead such a

life?

Because he wanted to. He deserved to suffer betifribad been so good to him, and he
wasn't worthy of all these blessings - money, resgame. He felt that his career was
leading him to a point where he would become depeinon success, and that frightened
him, because he had seen a lot of people plummat tine heights.

He read the book. He started reading everythingplid find about the mysterious union
between pain and pleasure. His wife found the \8deowas renting and the books he
was hiding from her, and asked him what it wasbtut, was he sick? Terence said no,
it was just research he was doing for a new coMeen he said nonchalantly:

'Perhaps we should try it.'

They did. They began very timidly, using the masubey found in porn shops.
Gradually, they developed new techniques, took tdivities to dangerous limits, and
yet they felt that their marriage was even strongbeey were accomplices in something
hidden, forbidden, proscribed.

Their joint experience was transformed into artytibreated new outfits - leather with
metal studs. His wife went on stage wearing bontsasuspender belt and Wilelding a
whip, and the audience went wild. Her new recorat $b the top of the charts in England
and went on

triumph in the rest of Europe. Terence was surgrise
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how young people accepted his personal fantasiperéectly natural, and the only
explanation he could find was that it provided aangeof expressing repressed violence
in an intense but inoffensive manner.

The whip came to be the group's logo and was rejgextion T-shirts, fake tattoos,
stickers and postcards. Terence's intellectual ¢hexve him to track down the origins of
all this, so that he could understand himself lpette

These origins did not lie, as he had told Maridghwhose penitents trying to drive away
the Black Death. Ever since the Dark Ages, maruhdgrstood that suffering, if
confronted without fear, is his passport to freedom

Egypt, Rome and Persia all shared the notion thadmcan save his country and his
world by sacrificing himself. Whenever there wagreat natural disaster in China, the
emperor was punished, because he was the divikigythly representative. In ancient
Greece, the finest Spartan warriors were whippe @nyear, from morning till night, in
homage to the goddess Artemis, while the crowdditgem on, calling on them to
withstand the pain with dignity, for it was prepagithem for the world of war. At the
end of the day, the priests would examine the wewmdthe warriors' backs and use
them to predict the citys future.

The priests of the desert, in an ancient, fourthttagy Christian community that grew up
around a monastery in Alexandria, used flagelfatas a way of driving oUt
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demons or of proving the futility of the body irethpiritual search. The history of saints
was full of similar examples St Rosa running thitotige garden, letting the thorns tear
her skin, St Domingos Loricatus whipping himselésynight before sleeping, the
martyrs who voluntarily offered themselves up &lawv death on the cross or being torn
apart by wild animals. They all said that pain, ®ntastered, could lead to religious
ecstasy.

Recent, unconfirmed studies indicated that a pdardkind of fungus with
hallucinogenic properties grew in the wounds anged visions. The pleasure was so
intense that the practice soon left the monastandsconvents and spread throughout the
world.

In 1718, A Treatise on Self-flagellation was puibéd, which showed how to achieve
pleasure through pain, but without harming the b@dythe end of that century, there
were dozens of places in Europe where people wepaped to suffer in order to attain
joy. There are records of kings and princesseshdaotheir slaves whip them, until they
found that another kind of pleasure - albeit modeagisting and less gratifying - was to
be found not only in being whipped, but also idiaiing pain.

While he was smoking his cigarette, Terence too&rgain Pleasurable pride in knowing
that most people would be unable to understand datas thinking.

It was better to belong to an exclusive club tockhi

the chosen had access. He remembered again how the

sacrament of marriage had been transformed intmtrecle

203



of marriage. His wife knew that he visited Genewathis purpose and she didn't mind;
on the contrary, in this sick world, she was glaat ther husband got the reward he
wanted after a hard week at work.

The girl who had just left the room had understewdrything. He felt that his soul was
very close to hers, although he wasn't yet readgltan love, for he loved his wife. But
he liked to think that he was free and could dredi new relationship.

All he had to do was to get her to attempt the aext most difficult stage: the
transformation into SacherMasoch's 'Venus in Fthre'Dominatrix, the Mistress,
capable of humiliating and punishing without pifyshe passed the test, he was ready to
open his heart and let her in.

From Maria's diary, when she was still drunk onkebdnd pleasure:

When | had nothing to lose, | had everything. Whstopped being who | am, | found
myself.

When | experienced humiliation and total submissiamas free. | don't know if it was

all a dream, or if it only happens once. | knowt thean perfectly well live without it, but

| would like to do it again, to repeat the expeciento go still further.

| was a bit frightened by the pain, but it wase'bad as the humiliation, and it was just a
pretext. When | had my first orgasm in many montiespite
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all the many men I've been with and the many dfiethings they've done with my body,
| felt - is this possible? - closer to God. | rentmred what he said about how the
flagellants, in offering up their pain for the saion of humanity, found pleasure. | didn't
want to save humanity, or him or me; | was justehe

The art of sex is the art of controlled abandon.

A
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It wasn't theatre this time, they were in a reahtistation, at Maria's request, because she
liked the pizza you could buy there. There was ingtkvrong with being a bit wayward
sometimes. Ralf ought to have come to see herahdefore, when she was still a
woman in search of love, an open fire, wine andredeBut life had chosen otherwise,

and today she had got through the whole day witbaaé having to make herself
concentrate on the sounds around her or on themresoment, simply because she
hadn't thought about Ralf; she had discovered otlwee interesting things to think about.
What was she to do with this man beside her, whoeeding a pizza he probably didn't
like and who was just passing the time until themaot came for them to go to his house?
When he had come into the club and offered hemk,dshe had thought of telling him

that she wasn't interested any more and that hddfiod someone else; on the other
hand, she had an enormous need to talk to s°mdmrng e previous night.

She had tried talking to one or two of the oth@rspes Wno served the 'special clients’,
but none of them tell her anything, because Maaa taright, she

lea

rned quickly and had become the great threat in the
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Copacabana. Of all the men she knew, Ralf Hartth@®nly one who would understand,
because Milan considered him too to be a 'spelaltt But he looked at her with eyes
alight with love, and that made things difficuttiwas best to say nothing.

'What do you know about pain, suffering and plea®ur

She had once again failed to keep her thoughtsrseH.

Ralf stopped eating his pizza.

'Everything. And it doesn't interest me in the téas

The reply had been instant, and Maria was shodks. she the only person in the world
who didn't know everything? What kind of world wass?

'I've confronted my demons and my dark side," Ralfit on. 'I've been to the very depths
and tried everything, not just in that area, buh@ny others too. On the last night we
met, however, | went beyond my limits through desirot pain. | plunged into the depths
of my soul and | know that I still want good thingsany good things from this life.’

He wanted to say: 'One of those good things is youplease, don't go down that path.’
But he didn't have the courage; instead, he calliexi and asked the driver to take them
to the lake shore, where, an eternity before, ttael/walked together on the day they first
met. Maria understood the request and said nothieginstinct told her that she had a lot
to lose, although her mind was still drunk on wivadl happened the night before.

She only awoke from her passive state when thesheshthe gardens beside the lake;
although it was stil summer, it was already stgrtmget very cold at night.
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'What are we doing here?' she asked, as they gof the taxi. 'It's windy. | might catch
acold.'

'I've been thinking about what you said at thentsaation, about suffering and pleasure.
Take your shoes off.'

She remembered that once, one of her clients Hamtldse same thing, and had been
aroused simply by looking at her feet. Would Adweatnever leave her in peace?

'Ill catch a cold.’

'Do as | say,' he insisted. "You won't catch a dolee're quick. Believe in me, as |
believe in you.'

For some reason, Maria realised that he was tigiriglp her; perhaps because he
himself had once drunk of some very bitter watet @was afraid that she was running the
same risk. She didn't want to be helped; she wagyhaith her new world, in which she
was learning that suffering wasn't a problem anyen®hen she thought of Brazil, of the
impossibility of finding a partner with whom to skahat different universe, and since
Brazil was the most important thing in her lifeedbok off her shoes. The ground was
covered in small stones that immediately tore tmrksngs, but that didn't matter, she
could buy some more.

‘Take off your jacket.'

She could have said 'no’, but, since last nigls,hsid

gotten used to the joy of saying 'yes' to everglirat came

her way. She took off her jacket, and her bod{,v8drm,

took a while to react, then gradually the cold lretgaget to her.

She can talk and walk at the same time."
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'l can't walk here, the ground's covered in stones.

'Exactly. | want you to feel these stones, | waeht to hurt you and bruise you, because,
just as | did, you have started to associate soffevith pleasure, and | need to tear that
out of your soul.’

Maria felt like saying: 'There's no need, | like lihstead, she began walking slowly along,
and the soles of her feet began to burn with the @od the sharp edges of the stones.
'One of my exhibitions took me to Japan, just whesas immersed in what you called
"pain, suffering and pleasure”. At the time, | tbhtuthere was no way back, that | would
go deeper and deeper down, until there was nothihg my life but the desire to punish
and be punished.

‘After all, we are human beings, we are born flljailt; we feel terrified when

happiness becomes a real possibility; and we digimgto punish everyone else because
we feel impotent, ill-used and unhappy. To paydoe's sins and be able to punish the
sinners, wouldn't that be delicious? Oh, yes, wdntle

Maria was still walking, the pain and the cold weraking it hard for her to concentrate
on what he was saying, but she was doing her best.

'l noticed the marks on your wrists today.'

The handcuffs. She had put on several braceletsguise the marks, but the expert eye
knows what to look for.

'‘Now, if your recent experiences are leading yotake that step, | won't stop you, but
you should know that none of it has anything tonskh real life.'
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‘Take what step?’

'Into pain and pleasure, sadism and masochismit@aflat you like, but if you're sure
that's the right path for you, | will be sad, i#member that feeling of desire, our
meetings, our walk along the road to Santiago, Yight. | will treasure the pen you gave
me, and every time | light the fire, | will remenmb@u. But | will never again come
looking for you.'

Maria felt afraid; she felt it was time to recatattell him the truth, to stop pretending
that she knew more than he did.

'What | experienced recently - last night, in fastas something I've never experienced
before. And it frightens me to think that | couldlpfind myself at the very limits of
degradation.’

It was becoming difficult to speak - her teeth welnattering and her feet were really
hurting.

'My exhibition was held in a region called Kumaaad one of the people who came to
see it was a woodcutter," Ralf went on, as if dnhdeard what she had said. 'He didn't
like my pictures, but he was able to see, throhghpiaintings, what | Was experiencing
and feeling. The following day, he came to my hated asked me if | was happy; If |
was, | should continue doing what | liked. If | vss| should go and spend a few days
with him.

'He made me walk on stones, just as | am makingdypatoday. He made me feel the cold.
He forced me to understand the beauty of pain,@xbat the pain was imposed by
nature, not by man. He called this shu-gen-do,rga aecient practice apparently.
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'He told me that | was someone who wasn't afrajplaai, and that was good, because in
order to master the soul, one must also learn sienéhe body. He told me, too, that |
was using pain in the wrong way, and that was bed.

‘This uneducated woodcutter thought he knew meb#tan | did myself, and that
annoyed me, but at the same time, | felt proudhitiktthat my paintings were capable of
expressing exactly what | was feeling.'

Maria was aware of a sharp stone cutting into bet, fout she could barely feel it for the
cold, her body was growing numb, and she could prfollow what Ralf Hart was
saying. Why was it that in God's holy world men &enly interested in showing her
pain. Sacred pain, pain with pleasure, pain withla@axations or without, but always pain,
pain, pain ...

Her cut foot stumbled on another stone; she smeth&rcry and continued on. At first,
she had managed to maintain her integrity, hercseitrol, what he called her 'light'.
Now, though, she was walking very slowly, with bb#r stomach and her mind
churning: she felt as if she were about to throw3e considered stopping, because
none of this made any sense, but she didn't.

And she didn't stop out of respect for herself; shald stand that barefoot walk as long
as she had to, because it wouldn't last all her Ahd suddenly another thought crossed
her mind: what if she couldn't go tbe Copacabanatomorrow night because
she had injured feet, or because of a fever brooglty the flu that would

212



doubtless install itself in her overexposed bodg@ Bought of the customers who would
be expecting her, of Milan who so trusted herhefmoney she wouldn't earn, of the
farm, of her proud parents. But the suffering sdmve out all such thoughts, and she
kept placing one foot in front of the other, longjifor Ralf Hart to recognise the effort
she was making and to tell her she could stop ahtigr shoes back on again.

He seemed entirely indifferent, distant, as if thexe the only way of freeing her from
something she didn't as yet really know about, $bimg she found very seductive, but
which would leave far deeper marks than any harsicaAfthough she knew he was
trying to help her, and however hard she triedadogward and show him the light of her
willpower, the pain would not allow her any thougjhtoble or profane; it was just pain,
rilling everything, frightening her and forcing herthink that she did have limits and
that she wasn't going to make it.

But she took one step.

And another.

The pain seemed about to invade her soul now addromne her spiritually, because it's
one thing to put on a bout of theatre in a five-btatel, naked, with vodka and caviar
inside you and a whip between your legs, but itiseganother to be cold and barefoot,
with stones laceratng your feet. She was disorikrdiee couldn't think of a Single thing
to say to Ralf Hart; all that existed in her

Iverse were those small, sharp stones that forimeé&@ath between the trees.
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Then, just when she thought she was about to giyehe was filled by a strange feeling:
she had reached her limit, and beyond it was artyeggace, in which she seemed to
float above herself, unaware of what she was fgelivias this what the penitents had
experienced? At the far extremity of pain, she thadovered a door into a different level
of consciousness, and there was no room now fahangybut implacable nature and her
own invincible self.

Everything around her became a dream: the illdidgn, the dark lake, the man walking
beside her, saying nothing, the occasional coupléar a stroll, who failed to notice that
she was barefoot and having difficulty walking. Sién't know if it was the cold or the
pain, but she suddenly lost all sense of her owdylamd entered a state in which there
was no desire and no fear, only a mysterious - tmwid she describe it? - a mysterious
peace. The pain barrier was not a barrier for $teg;could go beyond it.

She thought of all the people enduring unaskediffering and there she was, bringing
suffering upon herself, but that didn't matter amyre, she had crossed the frontiers of
the body, and now there was only soul, 'lightirlof void, which someone, some day,
called Paradise. There are certain sufferings wtachonly be forgotten once we have
succeeded in floating above our own pain.

The next thing she knew, Ralf was picking her ua jautting his jacket around her
shoulders. She must have fainted from the coldsbetdidn't care; she was happY' she
hadn't been afraid - she had come through. Shadidtumbled herself before him.
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The minutes became hours, she must have gonesjoisidis arms, because when she
woke up, although it was still dark, she was im@amn with a TV in one corner, and
nothing else. White, empty.

Ralf appeared with a cup of hot chocolate.

'‘Good,' he said. 'You got to the place you needegtt to.'

'l don't want hot chocolate, | want wine. And | wamgo downstairs to our place by the
fire, with books all around us.'

She had said 'our place'. That wasn't what shelaauhed.

She looked at her feet; apart from a small cutetheere

just a few red marks, which would disappear inva fe

hours' time. With some difficulty, she went dowmnsta

without really looking around her. She went anddsatn

on the rug by the fire - she had discovered thatativays

sit good there, as if that really was her 'plac¢he house.

The woodcutter told me that whenever you do some

amount

of physical exercise, when you demand the maximum

from your body, the mind gains a strange spirisiggngth,

which has to do with the "light" | saw in you. Widhd

you feel?'

felt that pain is woman's friend.'
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‘That is the danger.’

'l also felt that pain has its limits.'

‘That is the salvation. Don't forget that.’

Maria's mind was still confused; she had experiéribat ‘peace’ when she had gone
beyond her own limits. He had shown her a diffekemdl of suffering that had also given
her a strange pleasure.

Ralf picked up a large file and opened it up imfrof her. It contained drawings.

‘The history of prostitution. That's what you askeel for when we met.’'

Yes, she had, but it had only been a way of ma&onyersation, of trying to appear
interesting. It was of no importance now.

‘All this time, I've been sailing in uncharted watd didn't think there was a history, |
thought it was just the oldest profession in theléyas people say. But there is a history,
or, rather, two histories.’

'‘And what are these drawings?'

Ralf Hart looked slightly disappointed at her agpaidack of interest in what he had said,
but quickly set aside these feelings and went on.

‘They're the things | jotted down as | was readiagearching, learning.’

‘Let's talk about that another day. | don't wanthiiange the subject today. | need to
understand about pain.

"You experienced pain yesterday and you discoviradt led to pleasure. You
experienced it today and found peace. That's whydlling you: don't get used to it
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because it's very easy to become habituated;vesyapowerful drug. It's in our daily
lives, in our hidden suffering, in the sacrifices make, blaming love for the destruction
of our dreams. Pain is frightening when it showgetl face, but it's seductive when it
comes disguised as sacrifice or self-denial. Orazdige. However much we may reject
it, we human beings always find a way of being vaieiin, of flirting with it and making

it part of our lives." 'l don't believe that. Noeowants to suffer." 'If you think you can live
without suffering, that's a great step forward, dar't imagine that other people will
understand you. True, no one wants to suffer, @bagarly everyone seeks out pain and
sacrifice, and then they feel justified, pure, desg of the respect of their children,
husbands, neighbours, God. Don't let's think abmttnow; all you need to know is that
what makes the world go round is not the searcliplEasure, but the renunciation of all
that is important.

'Does a soldier go to war in order to kill the ey@mlo, he goes in order to die for his
country. Does a wife want to show her husband happli she is? No, she wants him to
see how devoted she is, how she suffers in ordeatee him happy. Does the husband
go to work thinking he will find personal fulfilméthere? No, he is giving his sweat and
tears for the good of the family. And so it goes gons

give up their dreams to please their parents, pgugwe up their lives in order to please
their children; pain and suffering are used toifyshe one thing that should bring only
love.'
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'Stop.'

Ralf stopped. It was the right moment to changesthigect, and he started showing her
drawing after drawing. At first, it all seemed ratltonfusing: there were a few outlines
of people, but also scrawls and scribbles, geomshapes and colours. Gradually,
though, she began to understand what he was sdgoguse each word he spoke was
accompanied by a gesture of the hand, and eackehlaced her in the world which, up
until then, she had always denied she was partalling herself that it was just one stage
in her life, a way of earning money, nothing more.

'Yes, | discovered that there is not just one Iystd prostitution, but two. The first one
you know all too well, because it is your histoppta pretty young girl, for reasons
which she has chosen or which have chosen hedetethat the only way she can
survive is by selling her body. Some end up ruhiagons, as Messalina did in Rome,
others become legendary figures, like Madame duyBstill others chase after adventure
and misfortune, like the spy, Mata Hari. But thganigy never have their moment of
glory, are never faced by a great challenge: théyalways be young girls from the
interior in search of fame, a husband, adventurewho end up discovering quite a
different reality, into which they plunge for a #mand to which they become
accustomed, always believing that they are in cbaimd ultimately unable to do
anything else.

‘Artists have been making sculptures and paintargswriting books for more than three
thousand years. In just
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the same way, throughout all that time, prostithige carried on their work as if
nothing very much ever changes. Would you likeriow details?’

Maria nodded. She needed time in order to undedstbout pain, although she was
starting to feel as if something very bad hadheit body during that walk in the park.
'Prostitutes appear in classical texts, in Egypti@noglyphs, in Sumerian writings, in the
Old and New Testament. But the profession onlytestiaio become organised in the sixth
century bc, when a Greek legislator, Solon, settafe-controlled brothels and began
imposing taxes on "the skin trade". Athenian bussngen were

pleased because what was once prohibited becarale Tég prostitutes, on the other
hand, started to be classified according to howhmrax they paid.

‘The cheapest were the pornai, slaves who belotogige owners of the establishment.
Next came the peripatetica, who picked up her tdienthe street. Lastly, the most
expensive and highest quality, was the hetaerdethale companion, who accompanied
businessmen on their trips, dined in chic restasraontrolled her own money, gave
advice and meddled in the political life of theyciAs you See' what happened then still
happens now.

in the Middle Ages, because of sexually transmitisegases ...'

fear of catching a cold, the heat of the fire cgssaw to warm her body and her soul ...
Maria

didn't

want to hear any more history, it gave her a sense
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that the world had stopped, that everything wasdendlessly repeated, and that
mankind would never give sex the respect it deskrve

You don't seem very interested.’

She pulled herself together. After all, he wasrtta to whom she had decided to give
her heart, although now she wasn't so sure.

'I'm not interested in what | know about; it jushkes me sad. You said there was another
history.'

‘The other history is exactly the opposite: sagmedtitution.’

She had suddenly emerged from her somnolent stdtevas listening to him intently.
Sacred prostitution? Earning money from sex andtyjable to approach God?

'The Greek historian, Herodotus, wrote of Babylofildey have a strange custom here,
by which every woman born in Sumeria is obligedeast once in her lifetime, to go to
the temple of the goddess Ishtar and give her bodystranger, as a symbol of
hospitality and for a symbolic price.™

She would ask him about that goddess later; perstagsvould help her to recover
something she had lost, although just what thatskhasdid not know.

"The influence of the goddess Ishtar spread througtne Middle East, as far as Sardinia,
Sicily and the Mediterranean ports. Later, durimg Roman Empire' another goddess,
Vesta, demanded total virginity or total surrendierorder to keep the sacred fire burning,
the women serving her temple were responsiblenitiating
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young
men and kings on the path of sexuality - they sang

rotic hymns, entered trance-like states and gasie dtstasy to the universe in a kind of
communion with the divinity.'

Ralf Hart showed her a photocopy of some anciamdywith a translation in German at
the foot of the page. He read slowly, translatiagreline as he went:

'When | am sitting at the door of a tavern,

l, Ishtar, the goddess,

Am prostitute, mother, wife, divinity.

| am what people call life,

Although you call it death.

| am what people call Law,

Although you call it Delinquency.

| am what you seek

And what you find.

| am what you scattered

And the pieces you now gather up.'

Maria was sobbing softly, and Ralf Hart laughed; \ital energy was returning, his
'light" was beginning to shine a8ain. It was bestdntinue the history, to show her the
drawings, to make her feel loved.

No one knows why sacred prostitution disappearex® it had lasted not centuries,
perhaps, but for at least millennia. Maybe it wesedse or because society changed its
rules when it changed religions. Anyway, it no

longer exists, and will never exist again; nowadaysn
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control the world, and the term serves only to tar@astigma, and any woman who steps
out of line is automatically dubbed a prostitute.’

'‘Could you come to the Copacabana tomorrow?' Réiftdunderstand why she was
asking this, but he agreed at once.

From Maria's diary, after the night she walked f@okin the Jardin Anglais in Geneva:
| don't care whether it was once sacred or noA\THWHAT | DO. It's destroying my
soul, making me lose touch with myself, teachingtha pain is a reward, that money
buys everything and justifies everything.

No one around me is happy; the clients know theyparing for something that should
be free, and that's depressing. The women knowthibgthave to sell something which
they would like to give out of pleasure and affectiand that is destructive. I've
struggled long and hard before writing this, befaceepting how unhappy and
dissatisfied | am - | needed and I still need tlllout for a few more weeks.

But | cannot simply do nothing, pretend that eveinyg is normal, that it's just a stage, a
phase of my life. | want to forget it, | need todo- that's all, | need to love.

Life is too short, or too long, for me to allot neyisthe luxury of living it so badly.
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It isn't his house. It isn't her house. It isn'a@&t or Switzerland. It's a hotel, which could
be anywhere in the world, furnished, like all hatadms, in a way that tries to create a
familiar atmosphere, but which only makes it sedrtha more impersonal.

It isn't the hotel with the lovely view of the lak@d the memory of pain, suffering and
ecstasy; it looks out onto the road to Santiagouge of pilgrimage not penance, a place
where people meet in the cafes along the roadpdeseach other's 'light’, talk, become
friends, fall in love. It's raining, and at thisne of night, no one is walking there,
although they have for years, decades, centupeshaps the road needs to breathe, to
rest from the many steps that trudge along it edesy

Turn out the light. Close the curtains.

She asks him to take his clothes off and she dwes t

Same- Darkness is never absolute, and as soom agd®ebecome accustomed to it, she
can see the man's silhouette, outlined againgatheest of lights coming from who
knows where. The last time they met for this puepabe left only part of her body
naked.

She takes two carefully folded handkerchiefs, wiiakie been

washed and rinsed several times to get rid of the
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slightest trace of perfume or soap. She goes ovieimt and asks him to blindfold himself.
He hesitates for a moment and makes some remack @@aous hells he has been
through before. She says it's nothing to do witt,tehe just needs total darkness; now it
is her turn to teach him something, just as yeaieh taught her about pain. He gives in
and puts on the blindfold. She does the same; hevetis not a glimmer of light, they are
in absolute darkness, and they have to hold handsder to reach the bed.

'‘No, we mustn't lie down. Let's sit as we alwaysfdoe to face, only a little closer, so
that my knees touch your knees.’

She has always wanted to do this, but she nevewhatishe most needed: time. Not
with her first boyfriend, or with the man who peraged her for the first time. Not with
the Arab who paid her a thousand francs, perhapsmgdor more than she was able to
give him, although a thousand francs wouldn't beugh for her to buy what she wanted.
Not with the many men who had passed through hay,beho have come and gone
between her legs, sometimes thinking about therasebometimes thinking about her
too, sometimes harbouring romantic dreams, somstinginctively repeating certain
words because they have been told that that is mbkatdo, and that if they don't, they
are not real men.

She thinks of her diary. She has had enough, sheswiae remaining weeks to pass
quickly, and that is why she was giving herselftic man, because the light of her own
lov
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lies hidden there. Original sin was not the app&t Eve ate, it was her belief that Adam
needed to share precisely the thing she had tdstedwas afraid to follow her path
without someone to help her, and so she wantelai@ svhat she was feeling.

Certain things cannot be shared. Nor can we bé&ajfdahe oceans into which we plunge
of our own free will; fear cramps everyone's stilan goes through hell in order to
understand this. Love one another, but let's iyabtpossess one another.

| love this man sitting before me now, because hdbpossess him and he does not
possess me. We are free in our mutual surrendexed to repeat this dozens, hundreds,
millions of time, until | finally believe my own wds.

She thinks about the other prostitutes who work\wir. She thinks about her mother
and her friends. They all believe that man feelsrddor only eleven minutes a day, and
that they'll pay a fortune for it. That's not tr@eman is also a woman; he wants to find
someone, to give meaning to his life.

Does her mother behave just as she does and ptetbagie an orgasm with her father?
Or in the interior of Brazil, is it still forbiddefor a woman to take pleasure in sex? She
knows so little of life and love, and now - withrheyes "nndfolded and with all the time
in the world, she is discovering the origin of exbing, and everything begins where and
how she would like it to have begun.

Touch. Forget prostitutes, clients, her mother laexd

ner» now she is in total darkness. She has spentltble
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afternoon wondering what she could give to a maa hdd restored her dignity and
made her understand that the search for happis@ssre important than the need for
pain.

| would like to give him the happiness of teachimg something new, just as yesterday
he taught me about suffering, street prostitutelssacred prostitutes. | saw how much he
enjoys teaching me things, so let him teach majegmie. | would like to know how one
reaches the body, without going via the soul, patienh, orgasm.

She holds out her hand and asks him to do the saneewhispers a few words, saying
that tonight, in this no-man'sland, she would hke to discover her skin, the boundary
between her and the world. She asks him to touchdéeel her with his hands, because
bodies always understand each other, even whea doulot. He begins touching her,
and she touches him too, and, as if by prior ages¢nthey both avoid the parts of the
body where sexual energy surfaces most rapidly.

His fingers touch her face, and she can smellgusiht of ink on them, a smell that will
stay there forever, even if he washes his handsstras and millions of times, a smell
which was there when he was born, when he sawrkidree, his first house, and
decided to draw them in his dreams. He must betaldenell something on her hands too,
but she doesn't know what, and doesn't want tolesiguse at that moment everything is
body, and the rest is silence.

She caresses and is caressed. She could stakyisikernight, because it is so pleasurable
and won't necessarily en
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in sex, and at that moment, precisely because the&m@ obligation to have sex, she feels
hot between her legs and knows that she has besetm&Vhen he touches her there, he
will discover this, and she doesn't know if thigied or bad, this is just how her body is
reacting, and she doesn't intend telling him tigee or there, more slowly or more
quickly. His hands are touching her armpits now, lthirs on her arms stand on end, and
she feels like pushing his hands away, but it fgetsd, although perhaps it is pain she is
feeling. She does the same to him and noticeghbagkin in his armpits has a different
texture, perhaps because of the deodorant theyusethbout what is she thinking of? She
mustn't think. She must touch, that is all.

His fingers trace circles around her breast, lik@aimal watching. She wants them to
move more quickly, to touch her nipples, becausdghimights are moving faster than his
hands, but, perhaps knowing this, he provokesetsgakes an age to get there. Her
nipples are hard now, he plays with them a lieiled that causes more goose pimples,
causes her to become hotter and wetter. Now heveng across her belly, then down to
her legs, her feet, he strokes his hands up and tewinner thigh, he feels the heat, but
does not approach, his touch is soft, light, amdathter it is the more intoxicating.

She does the same, her hands almost floating aver h

in touching only the hairs on his legs, and sheféets

the need when she approaches his genitals. Suddtaslgs

if she had mysteriously recovered her virginityjfashe were
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discovering a man's body for the first time. Shectees his penis. It is not as hard as she
imagined, and yet she is so wet how unfair, butlmay man needs more time, who
knows.

And she begins to stroke it as only virgins knowHhiecause prostitutes have long since
forgotten. The man reacts, his penis begins to gndver hands, and she slowly increases
the pressure, knowing now where she should touohe it the bottom than at the top,
she must wrap her fingers around it, push the Is&ak, towards his body. Now he is
excited, very excited, he touches the lips of lagina, still very softly, and she feels like
asking him to be more forceful, to put his fingaght inside. But he doesn't do that, he
moistens the clitoris with a little of the liquidpring from her womb, and again makes
the same circular movements he made on her nipptes man touches her exactly as
she would touch herself.

One of his hands goes back to her breast; it sgetpod, she wishes he would put his
arms around her now. But, no, they are discovehedgody, they have time, they need a
lot of time. They could make love now; it would the most natural thing in the world,
and it might be good, but all this is so new, skeds to control herself, she does not
want to spoil everything. She remembers the wieg thrank on that first night, how they
sipped it slowly, savouring each mouthful, how &eit warming her and how it made
her see the world differently and left her moreate and more in touch with life.

She wants to drink that man too, and then shemayef forever the cheap wine that you
gulp down and that
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makes you feel drunk, but always leaves you witleadache and an empty space in your
soul.

She stops, slowly entwines her fingers with hig sbars a moan and would like to moan
too, but she stops herself, she feels heat sprg#aioughout her body; the same thing
must be happening to him. Without an orgasm, tleeggndisperses, travels to the brain,
not letting her think of anything but going all they, but this is what she wants, to stop,
to stop halfway, to spread the pleasure througiwihete body, to allow it to invade her
mind, renewing her commitment and her desire, regjder virginity.

She gently removes the blindfold from her own egted removes his too. She turns on
the bedside lamp. Both are naked; they do not sthiégg simply look at each other. | am
love, | am music, she thinks. Let's dance.

But she doesn't say anything: they talk about sbimgtrivial, about when they will next
meet, she suggests a date, perhaps in two dags'Hensays he would like to invite her
to an exhibition, but she hesitates. That wouldmygpztting to know his world, his

friends, and what would they saY, what would tHagk.

She says no, but he realises that she really wausty yes, and so he insists, using a few
foolish arguments, but which are all part of theaathey are dancing now, and in

the end she agrees, because that is what she Waulthey arrange where to meet - in
the same cafe where they

met that first day? No, she says, Brazilians arg ve
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superstitious, and you must never meet in the sdaoe where you first met, because
that might close a cycle and bring everything tead.

He says that he's glad she doesn't want to cleggé#nticular cycle. They decide to meet
at a church from where you can see the whole aitg,which is on the road to Santiago,
part of the mysterious pilgrimage that the twolah have been on ever since they met.
From Maria's diary, on the eve of buying her tidkatk to Brazil:

Once upon a time, there was a bird. He was adosttedwo perfect wings and with
glossy, colourful, marvellous feathers. In shoetWas a creature made to fly about freely
in the sky, bringing joy to everyone who saw him.

One day, a woman saw this bird and fell in lovenwitm. She watched his flight, her
mouth wide in amazement, her heart pounding, hes skiining with excitement. She
invited the bird to fly with her, and the two trdteel across the sky in perfect harmony.
She admired and venerated and celebrated that bird.

But then she thought: He might want to visit fanmibuntains! And she was afraid, afraid
that she would never feel the same way about dmr dird. And she felt envy, envy for
the bird's ability to fly-

And she felt alone.
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And she thought: 'I'm going to set a trap. The tiex¢ the bird appears, he will never
leave again.'

The bird, who was also in love, returned the follmywday, fell into the trap and was put
in a cage.

She looked at the bird every day. There he wasobect of her passion, and she showed
him to her friends, who said: 'Now you have evengtyou could possibly want.’
However, a strange transformation began to takeeplaow that she had the bird and no
longer needed to woo him, she began to lose intéeFhae bird, unable to fly and express
the true meaning of his life, began to waste awwal/las feathers to lose their gloss; he
grew ugly; and the woman no longer paid him angraibn, except by feeding him and
cleaning out his cage.

One day, the bird died. The woman felt terribly aad spent all her time thinking about
him. But she did not remember the cage, she thaugkitof the day when she had seen
him for the first time, flying contentedly amongisé clouds.

If she had looked more deeply into herself, sheldvbave realised that what had thrilled
her about the bird was his freedom, the energysoivings in notion, not his physical
body.

Without the bird, her life too lost all meaninggdan

death came knocking at her door. 'Why have you

come?' she asked Death. 'So that you can fly once

Ore with him across the sky,' Death replied. 'lfiyo
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had allowed him to come and go, you would havedceued admired him even more; alas,
you now need me in order to find him again.'
232
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She, started the day by doing something she hareéd over and over during all these
past months: she went into a travel agent's andtiauticket to Brazil for the date she
had marked on her calendar, in two weeks' time.

From then on, Geneva would be the face of a marosied and who had loved her. Rue
de Berne would just be a name, a homage to Svatzd'd capital city. She would
remember her room, the lake, the French langulhgesrazy things a twenty-three-year-
old woman (it had been her birthday the night befdes capable of - until she realises
there is a limit.

She would not cage the bird, nor would she suduyegb with her to Brazil; he was the
only truly pure thing that had happened to herird bke that must fly free and feed on
nostalgia for the time when he flew alongside sameegise. And she too was a bird;
having Ralf Hart by her side would mean remembefangver her days at the Pacabana.
And that was her past, not her future.

She decided to say 'goodbye’ just once, when thmenbcame for her to leave, rather
than have to suffer every time she thought: ‘Soeor't be here any more'. So she
played a mind on her heart and, that morning, shiked around

Geneva as if she had always known those streeishith
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the road to Santiago, the Montblanc bridge, the bhae used to go to. She watched the
seagulls flying over the river the market tradatgrig down their stalls, people leaving
their offices to go to lunch, noticed the colouddaste of the apple she was eating, the
planes landing in the distance, the rainbow inctslemn of water rising up from the
middle of the lake, the shy, concealed joy of pasbg, the looks she got, some full of
desire, some expressionless. She had lived fohyn@agear in a small town, like so many
other small towns in the world, and if it hadn'ebdor the architecture peculiar to the
place and the excessive number of banks, it coaNe been the interior of Brazil. There
was a fair. There was a market. There were housswiaggling over prices. There were
students who had skipped a class at school, oexitigse perhaps that their mother or
their father was ill, and who were now strolling e river, exchanging kisses. There
were people who felt at home and people who fe#i¢m. There were tabloid
newspapers full of scandals and respectable maggfon businessmen, who, however,
were only ever to be seen reading the scandalsheet

She went to the library to return the manual omfaranagement. She hadn't understood
a word of it, but, at times when she felt she twed €ontrol of herself and of her destiny,
the book had served as a reminder of her objestilite. It had been a silent companion,
with its peach yellow cover, its series of graghd, above all, it had been a lighthouse in
the dark nights of recent weeks.

Always making plans for the future, and always tipssed by the present, she thought
to herself. She felt
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had discovered herself through independence, desépa2, pain, and back again to love
- and she would like things to end there.

The oddest thing of all was that, while some ofwerk colleagues spoke of the wonder
or the ecstasy of going to bed with certain mea,tsdd never discovered anything either
good or bad about herself through sex. She hadate¢d her problem, she could still not
have an orgasm through penetration, and she hgdnsgd the sexual act so much that
she might never again find the 'embrace of recamiit as Ralf Hart called it - or the fire
and joy she sought.

Or perhaps (as she occasionally thought, and dserstfathers and romances all said)
love was necessary if one was to experience pleasured.

The normally serious librarian (and Maria's onkgifid, although she had never told her
so) was in a good mood. She was having a bitettarehinvited her to share a sandwich.
Maria thanked her and said that she had just eden.took a long time to read this." 'l
didn't understand a word.' Do you remember whatasked me once?' No, she didn't,
but when she saw the mischievous look in the otlenan's face, she guessed. Sex.
know, after you came here in search of books orstigect, | decided to make a list of
what we had. It wasn't much, and since we needuocate our young people in such
matters, | ordered a few more books. At
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least, this way they won't need to learn aboutiséixat worst of all possible ways - by
going with prostitutes.'

The librarian pointed to a pile of books in a carradl discreetly covered in brown paper.
'l haven't had time to catalogue them yet, butd &auick glance through and | was
horrified by what | read.’

Maria could imagine what the woman was going ta saybarrassing positions,
sadomasochism, things of that sort. She had lettdrer that she had to get back to
work (she couldn't remember whether she had talglne worked in a bank or in a shop
- lying made life so complicated, she was alwaygdtting what she had said).

She thanked her and was about to leave, when liee woman said:

"You'd be horrified too. Did you know, for examplleat the clitoris is a recent
invention?'

An invention? Recent? Just this week someone hathéal hers, as if it had always been
there and as if those hands knew the terrain thexg @xploring well, despite the total
darkness.

'It was officially accepted in 1559, after a do¢teeald® Columbo, published a book
entitled De re anatomica. If was officially ignorédr fifteen hundred years or tn
Christian era. Columbo describes it in his bookaagretty and a useful thing”. Can you
believe it?"

They both laughed.

‘Two years later, in 1561, another doctor, GabBakopio, said that he had "discovered”
it. Imagine tha « Two men - Italians, of course odmow about such things.
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- arguing about who had officially added the cigdo the history books!

It was an interesting conversation, but Maria didrint to think about these things,
mainly because she could already feel the juicesgifig and her vagina getting wet just
remembering his touch, the blindfolds, his handsimgover her body. No, she wasn't
dead to sex; that man had managed to rescue ma&slifjood to be alive.

The librarian, however, was warming to her subject.

'Its "discovery" didn't mean it received any magspect, though.' The librarian seemed to
have become an expert on clitorology, or whatelvat $cience is called. 'The mutilations
we read about now in certain African

tribes, who still insist on removing the womanghtito sexual pleasure, are nothing new.
In the nineteenth century, here in Europe, theyevsgitl performing operations to remove
it, in the belief that in that small, insignificapart of the female anatomy lay the root of
hysteria, epilepsy, adulterous tendencies andisteri

Maria held out her hand to say goodbye, but thailian showed no signs of tiring.
'Worse still, dear Dr Freud, the founder of psyctadgsis, said that in a normal woman,
the female orgasm should move from the clitorih@®vagina. His most faithful

Freud went further and said that if a woman's sktyua

asure remained concentrated in the clitoris, tlas winfantilism or, worse, bisexuality.
and yet, as we all know, it is very difficult todean organism through penetration. It's
good to have sex with
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a man, but pleasure lies in that little nub discedey an Italian!

Distracted, Maria realised that she had that proldegnosed by Freud: she was still in
the infantile stage, her orgasm had not moveddw#gina. Or was Freud wrong?

'‘And what do you think about the G-spot?'

'Do you know where it is?'

The other woman blushed and coughed, but managsa/to

'As you go in, on the first floor, the back window.

Brilliant! She had described the vagina as if itreva building! Perhaps she had read that
explanation in a book for young girls, to say tihdomeone knocks on the door and
comes in, you'll discover a whole universe insidaryown body. Whenever she
masturbated, she preferred to concentrate on tgroGrather than on the clitoris, since
the latter made her feel rather uncomfortablegaglire mingled with real pain, rather
troubling.

She always went straight to the first floor, to baek window!

Seeing that the librarian was clearly never gomgtop talking, perhaps because she had
discovered in Maria an accomplice to her own lesuslity, she gave a wave of hand
and left, trying to concentrate on whatever nons@asne into her head, because this was
not a day to

think

about farewells, clitorises, restored virginitieS® spotsfocused on what was going on
around her - bells ri dogs barking, a tram rattlvgr the tracks, footstep » own
breathing, the signs offering everything under
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She did not feel like going back to the Copacaband,yet she felt an obligation to work
until the end, although she had no real idea wéiiyer all, she had saved enough money.
She could spend the afternoon doing some shopiailking to the bank manager, who
was a client of hers, but who had promised to helpmanage her savings, having a cup
of coffee somewhere, sending off the clothes thatldn't fit into her suitcases. It was
strange, for some reason, she was feeling ratkdepsahaps because it was still another
two weeks before she would leave, and she needget through that time, to look at the
city with different eyes and feel glad for what ¢$ta&l experienced there.

She came to a crossroads where she had been hsinfitede before; you could see the
lake from there and the water spout, and, on thpdaement, in the middle of the public
gardens, the lovely floral clock, one of the citgysnbols ... and that clock would not
allow her to lie, because ...

Suddenly, time and the world stood still.

What was this story she had been telling hersetfesthe orning, something about her
recently restored virginity? The world seemed frgzeat second would never end, as
face to face with something very serious and venyartant in her life, she could not just
forget about it, she could not do as she did wehrhght-time dreams, which she has
promised herself she would write down and whendicer.
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'Don't think about anything! The world has stoppéthat's going on?'

ENOUGH!

The bird, the lovely story about the bird she hast yritten - was it about Ralf Hart?
No, it was about her!

FULL STOP!

It was two o'clock in the morning, and she wasédroin that moment. She was a
foreigner inside her own body, she was rediscogengr recently restored virginity, but
its rebirth was so fragile that if she stayed thé&reould be lost forever. She had
experienced Heaven perhaps, certainly Hell, butheenture was coming to an end.
She couldn't wait two weeks, ten days, one wedle needed to leave now, because, as
she stood looking at the floral clock, with tousisaking pictures of it and children
playing all around, she had just found out whysis sad.

And the reason was this: she didn't want to go back

And the reason she didn't want to go back wasHftHRat, Switzerland or Adventure.
The real reason couldn't have been simpler: money.

Money! A special piece of paper, decorated in sengofours, which everyone agreed
was worth something - and she believed it, everymtieved it - until you took a piece
of that paper to a bank, a respectable, traditjdrighly confidential Swiss bank and
asked: 'Could I buy back a few hours of my lif&®,"madam, we don't sell, we only
buyMaria was woken from her delirium by the sourstreeching brakes, a motorist
shouting, and a smiling °
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gentleman, speaking English, telling her to stegklzato the pavement - the pedestrian
light was red.

'‘But this can't be exactly an earth-shatteringaliscy. Everyone must feel what | feel.
They must know.'

But they didn't. She looked around her. People welking along, heads down, hurrying
off to work, to school, to the employment agenoyRue de Berne, telling themselves: 'l
can wait a little longer. | have a dream, but tleen® need to realise it today, besides, |
need to earn some money.' Of course, everyone sihokéer profession, but, basically,
it was all a question of selling her time, like exane else. Doing things she didn't want
to do, like everyone else. Putting up with horrip&ople, like everyone else. Handing
over her precious body and her precious soul im#mee of a future that never arrived,
like everyone else. Saying that she still didnithanough, like everyone else. Waiting
just a little bit longer, like everyone else. Wiagiso that she could earn just a little bit
more, postponing the realisation of her dreamswagetoo busy right now, she had a
great opportunity ahead of her, loyal clients wherewvaiting for her, who could pay
between three hundred and fifty and one thousartéra session.

And for the first time in her life, despite all tgeod

things she could buy with the money she might eavho

knows, she might only have to work another yedre- s

decided consciously, lucidly and deliberatédy let an

opportunity pass her by.

Maria waited for the light to change, she cros$edstreet and paused in front of the
floral clock; she thought of
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Ralf, saw again the look of desire in his eyeshanrtight when she had slipped off the
top half of her dress, felt his hands touchinglireasts, her sex, her face, and she
became wet; and as she looked at the vast coluwatef in the distance, without even
having to touch any part of her own body, she hradrgasm right there, in front of
everyone.

Not that anyone noticed; they were all far too busy
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Nyah, the only one of her work colleagues with whglme had a relationship that could
be described as friendship, called her over as as@he came in. She was sitting with an
oriental gentleman, and they were both laughing.

'Look at this," she said to Maria. 'Look what hentgame to do with him!

The oriental gentleman gave a knowing look andl,sstiiling, opened the lid of what
looked like a cigar box. Milan was watching frordiatance in case it contained syringes
or drugs. It did not, it was something that everdiga't know quite what to do with, but

it wasn't anything very special.

'It looks like something from the last centurylics®laria.

It is," said the oriental gentleman indignantlys ‘'over a hundred years old and it cost a
fortune.'

What Maria saw was a series of valves, a handtetré Ircuits, small metal contacts and
batteries. It looked like the inside of an ancietio, with two wires sticking out, at the
ends of which were small glass rods, about theiteiss o°f a finger. It certainly didn't
look like something that had cost a fortune. Howg work?'

had

L
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Nyah didn't like Maria's question. Although shestad Maria, people could change from
one moment to the next and she might have her eyeioclient.

'He's already explained. It's the Violet Rod.'

And turning to the oriental man, she suggestedttiegt leave, because she had decided
to accept his invitation. However, the man seenmedsed that his toy should have
aroused such interest.

'‘Around 1900, when the first batteries came ongontiarket, traditional medicine started
experimenting with electricity to see if it couldre mental illness or hysteria. It was also
used to get rid of spots and to stimulate the skau see these two ends? Well, they
were placed here,' he indicated his temples, famdattery created the same sort of static
electricity that you get in Switzerland when thesavery dry.’

Static electricity was something that never hapgendsrazil, but was very common in
Switzerland. Maria had discovered it one day wHenapened the door of a taxi; she had
heard a crack and received a shock. She thougfat tast be something wrong with the
car and had complained, saying that she wasn'gdoipay the fare' and the driver had
insulted her and told her she was stupid. He vgas;rit wasn't the car, it was the dry air.
Ane receiving several more shocks, she began &wrbetouching anything made of
metal, until she discovered 1 supermarket a brasbkecould wear that discharge
electricity accumulated in the body.

She turned to the man:
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'‘But that's really nasty.’

Nyah was getting more and more irritated by Mar@earks. In order to avoid future
conflicts with her only possible friend, she kept arm around the man's shoulder, thus
leaving no room for doubt as to who he belonged to.

'It depends where you put it,’ said the man, laughi

loudly.

He turned the little handle and the two rods seetoédrn violet. He quickly placed
them on the two women; there was a crack, buthbekswas more ticklish than painful.
Milan came over.

'Would you mind not using that in here, please.’

The man put the rods back inside the box. Nyaleddize moment and suggested that
they go straight to the hotel. The man seemed raisappointed, since the new arrival
seemed far more interested in his machine than the

woman who was now suggesting they go back to Hisl.nde put on his jacket and
stowed the box away inside a leather briefcasengay

‘They've started making them again now; they'veitmecquite fashionable amongst
people in search of sPecial pleasures. But youlidford ones like this in rare medical
collections, museums and antique shops.'

Milan and Maria just stood there, not knowing wttasay. Have you ever seen one
before?'

Not like that, no. It probably did cost a fortuheit he s a top executive with an oil
company ... I've seen mod”rn ones, though.'

'What do they do with them?'
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‘The man puts them inside his body ... and thes tiekwoman to turn the handle. He
gets an electric shock inside.'

'‘Couldn’t he do that on his own?"'

"You can do most kinds of sexual activity on yowng but if they stopped believing that
it was more fun with another person, my bar wouwddgnkrupt and you would have to
find work in a greengrocer's shop. By the way, yspecial client said that he would be
here tonight, so make sure you turn down any atffers.'

'Oh, I'will, including his. | came to say goodbyen leaving.’

Milan appeared not to react.

'Is it the painter?”

'No, it's the Copacabana. There's a limit to eveng;, and | reached mine this morning
when | was looking at that floral clock near thkda

'‘And what is the limit?'

‘The price of a farm in the interior of Brazil. m&w | could earn more money, that |
could work for another year

- after all, what difference would it make?

'‘Well, I know what difference it would make; | walibe caught in this trap forever, just
as you are and the clients

the

are, the businessmen, the air stewards, the tsdents, the record company executives,
the many men | have known to whom | have sold mmgtand which they can't sell to me.
If | stay another day, I'll be here for anotherryaiad if | stay another year, I'll never
leave.'

Milan nodded discreetly, as if he understood améawith everything she had said,
although he couldn't actually
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say anything, for fear of infecting all the othelggwho worked for him. He was a good
man, and although he didn't give her his blessiegher did he try to convince Maria
that she was wrong.

She thanked him and asked for a drink - a glaghampagne, she couldn't stand another
fruit juice cocktail. She could drink now that skasn't working. Milan told her to phone
him if ever she needed anything; she would always/élcome.

She made to pay for the drink, and he said it wathe house. She accepted: she had,
after all, given that house a great deal more trendrink.

From Maria's diary, when she got home:

| don't remember exactly when, but one Sunday tegdrdecided to go to church to
attend mass. After some time, | realised that | wwdke wrong church - it was a
Protestant church.

| was about to leave, but the vicar was just bagmhis sermon, and | thought it would
be rude to get up at that point, and it was alvksing, because that day | heard things |
very much needed to hear.

He said something like:

'In all the languages in the world, there is the

same proverb: "What the eyes don't see, the heart

doesn't grieve over." Well, | say that there ian't

°unce of truth in it. The further off they are, the
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closer to the heart are all those feelings thatrwéo repress and forget. If we're in exile,
we want to store away every tiny memory of our sotftwe're far from the person we
love, everyone we pass in the street reminds tiseof.

‘'The gospels and all the sacred texts of all r@higiwere written in exile, in search of
God's understanding, of the faith that moves whpelaples, of the pilgrimage of souls
wandering the face of the Earth. Our ancestorsdiknow, as we do not know, what
the Divinity expects from our lives and it is ouittbat doubt that books are written,
pictures painted, because we don't want to fordpet we are - nor can we.’

At the end of the service, | went up to him andhitesd him: | said that | was a stranger in
a strange land, and | thanked him for remindingima¢ what the eyes don't see, the heart
does grieve over. And my heart has grieved so nthel today I'm leaving.
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She picked up her two suitcases and put them obetigthey had always been there,
waiting for the day when everything would come nocead. She had imagined that she
would fill them with presents, new clothes, photggrs of snow and of the great
European capitals, souvenirs of a happy time wherhad lived in the safest and most
generous country in the world. She had a few nethek, it was true, and a few photos
taken in the snow that fell one day in Genevadpairt from that, nothing was as she had
imagined it would be.

She had arrived with the dream of earning lots ohey, learning about life and who she
was, buying a farm for her parents, finding a hashand bringing her family over to see
where she lived. She was returning with just enaughey to realise one of those
dreams, without ever having visited the mountaint avorse still, a stranger to herself.
But she was happy; she knew the time had comefo st

Not many people do.

She had had only four adventures - being a dancar i

cabaret, learning French, working as a pndstiand

falling hopelessly in love. How many people candiad

exPeriencing so much excitement in one year? Ske wa
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happy, despite the sadness, and that sadnessnaagiea it wasn't prostitution, or
Switzerland or money - it was Ralf Hart. Althoudteshad never acknowledged it to
herself, deep down, she would like to have maried that man who was now waiting
for her in a church, ready to take her off to sisdiiends, his paintings, his world.

She considered standing him up and getting a rocarhiotel near the airport, since the
flight left early the next morning; from now on,ey minute spent by his side would be
a year of suffering in the future, for everythingescould have said to him and didn't, for
her memories of his hands, his voice, his lovingpsut, and his stories.

She opened one suitcase and took out the littheagarfrom the electric train set that he
had given her on that first night in his house. Blo&ed at it for a few minutes, then
threw it in the bin; it didn't deserve to go to Bitaand it had proved useless and unfair to
the child who had always wanted it.

No, she wouldn't go to the church; he might askseenething about tomorrow, and if
she was honest and told him that she was leavangiduld beg her to stay and promise
her everything in order not to lose her at that raotnhe would openly declare all the
love he had already shown to her during the tineg thad spent together. But their
relationship was based on freedom, and no othéoseelationship would work -
perhaps that was the only reason they loved edwdr,diecause they knew they did not
need each other. Men always take offence when aan@ays: 'l need you', and Maria
wanted
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take away with her the image of a Ralf Hart who wtsrly in love and utterly hers, and
ready to do anything for her.

She still had time to decide whether or not to gd meet him; at the moment, she
needed to concentrate on more practical matteesidgiked at all the things she couldn't
pack and which she had no idea what to do with.d&lc&ed that the owner could decide
on their fate when he came to check the apartmmehfaund all the household appliances
in the kitchen, the pictures bought in a seconddhaarket, the towels and the bedclothes.
She couldn't take any of that with her to Braargrthough her parents had more need of
them than any Swiss beggar; they would always rérer of everything she had risked.
She left the apartment and went to the bank anedaskwithdraw all her money. The
manager - who had been to bed with her in the{set that this really wasn't a good
idea, since her francs would continue earning ma@amelyshe could receive the interest in
Brazil. Besides, what if she were mugged, that wanéan months of work wasted.

Maria hesitated for a moment, thinking - as sheagdndid

- that he really was trying to help. However, afttecting a moment, she concluded
that the point of the money was not that it shdaddransformed into more paper, but

into a farm, a home for her parents, a few catittalot more work.

She withdrew every last centime, put it in a srbalj she had bought specially for the
occasion and attached it to a belt beneath hdnedot
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She went to the travel agency, praying that shddvoave the courage to go through
with her decision. When she said she wanted ta gifferent flight, she was told that if
she went on tomorrow's flight, she would have tange planes in Paris. That didn't
matter - all she needed was to get far enough &waythere before she had second
thoughts.

She walked to one of the bridges and bought aoreEam, even though the weather had
started to get cold again, and she took one lagtd Geneva. Everything seemed
different to her, as if she had just arrived anddeel to visit the museums, the historical
monuments, the fashionable bars and restaurasteddl how, when you live in a city,
you always postpone getting to know it and usuatigl up never knowing it at all.

She thought she would feel happy because she vilag lgome, but she wasn't. She
thought she would feel sad because she was leawity that had treated her so well, but
she didn't. The only thing she could do now washted a few tears, feeling rather afraid
of herself, an intelligent young woman, who hadrgtreng going for her, but who
tended to make the wrong decisions.

She just hoped that this time she was right.
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The church was completely empty when she wentid,she was able to examine in
silence the splendid stained-glass windows, Itnflmutside by the light of a day washed
clean by last night's storm. Before her stood aptgroross; she was confronted not by
an instrument of torture, by the bloodied body dfyang man, but by a symbol of
resurrection, in which the instrument of torturel thast all its meaning, its terror, its
importance. She remembered the whip on that nigtitumder and lightning; it was the
same thing. 'Dear God, what am | saying?'

She was pleased too not to see any images of isgffeaiints, covered in bloodstains and
open wounds - this was simply a place where peggtieered to worship something they
could not understand.

She stood in front of the monstrance, in which eyst

the body of a Jesus in whom she still believethoalth she

had not thought about him for a long time. She tkdeln

and promised God, the Virgin, Jesus and all thetsahat

whatever happened that day, she would not change he

mind and would leave anyway. She made this promise

cause she knew love's traps all too well, and kinew

y they can change a woman's mind.

shortly afterwards, she felt a hand touch her sterudnd
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she inclined her head so that her face restedeohahd.

'How are you?'

'I'm fine," she said in a voice without a tracenkiety in it. 'I'm fine. Let's go and have a
coffee.’

They left the church hand-in-hand, as if they were lovers meeting again after a long
time. They kissed in public, and a few people shetn scandalised looks; but they both
smiled at the unease they were causing and aesieed they were provoking by their
scandalous behaviour, because they knew thatcintfeose people wished they could be
doing the same thing. That was the real scandal.

They went into a cafe which was the same as albthers, but that afternoon, it was
different, because they were there together andusecthey loved each other. They
talked about Geneva, the difficulties of the Frelaiguage, the stained-glass windows in
the church, the evils of smoking - both of them katband hadn't the slightest intention
of giving up.

She insisted on paying for the coffee and he aedefithey went to the exhibition and
she got to know his world: the artists, the richovitioked richer than they actually were,
the millionaires who looked poor, the people disoug things she had never even heard
about. They all liked her and praised her Frenuoby tasked about Carnival, football,
Brazilian music. They were nice, polite, kind, aharg.

When they left, he said that he would come to thb that night to see her. She asked
him not to, she had the night off and would likerteite him out to supper.
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He accepted and they said goodbye, arranging to abéés house before going to have
supper at a delightful restaurant in the littleaguin Cologny, which they had often
driven past in the taxi, and where she had alwayst@d to stop, but had never asked to.
Then Maria remembered her one friend and decidgo to the library to tell her that she
would not be coming back.

She got caught up in the traffic for what seemled #n eternity, until the Kurds had
(once more!) finished their demonstration and #@ws could move freely again. Now,
however, she was the mistress of her own timejtagidn't matter.

By the time she reached the library, it was justialbo close.

'Forgive me if I'm being too personal, but | havanyone else, any woman friend, | can
talk to about certain things,’ said the librarigrsaon as Maria came in.

She didn't have any women friends? After spendargahole life in the same place and
meeting all kinds of people at work, did she re&lye no one she could talk to? Maria
had found someone like herself, or, rather, likergone else.

'l was thinking about what | read about the clgari'

Didn't she ever think about anything else!

It's just that, although | used to enjoy sex wity dsband, | always found it very difficult
to reach orgasm

during intercourse. Do you think that's normal?'
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'Do you find it normal that there are daily demeoatbns by Kurds? That women in love
run away from their Prince Charming? That peopéadr about farms rather than love?
That men and women sell their time, but can neugribback again? And yet, all these
things happen, so it really doesn't matter whalielve or don't believe; all these things
are normal. Everything that goes against Naturainggour most intimate desires, is
normal in our eyes, even though it's an aberratidghod's eyes. We seek out our own
inferno, we spend millennia building it, and afédirthat effort, we are now able to live in
the worst possible way.'

She looked at the woman standing in front of hel, &or the first time, she asked what
her name was (she only knew her surname). Her maameHeidi, she was married for
thirty years and never - never! - during that tinael she asked herself if it was normal
not to have an orgasm during intercourse with lisbhand.

'l don't know if | should have read all those tlshBerhaps it would have been better to
live in ignorance, believing that a faithful husbdaan apartment with a view of the lake,
three children and a job in the public sector wadk¢hat a woman could hope for. Now,
ever since you arrived, and since | read the fiostk, I'm obsessed with what my life has
become. Is everyone the same?’

'l can guarantee you that they are." And standeigrb that woman who was asking her
advice, Maria felt hers to be very wise.

'Would you like me to give you details?'
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Maria nodded.

"You're obviously too young to understand theseghi but that's precisely why | would
like to share a little of my life with you, so thatu don't make the same mistakes | did.
'‘But why is it that my husband never noticed myocis? He assumed that the orgasm
happened in the vagina, and | found it really,lyedifficult to pretend something that he
imagined | must be feeling. Of course, | did expece pleasure, but a different kind of
pleasure. It was only when the friction was onupper part ... do you know what |
mean?'

'l know.'

'‘And now | know why. It's in there,’ she pointedatbook on her desk, whose title Maria
couldn't see. 'There are lots of nerve endingsdbahect the clitoris and the Gspot and
which are crucial to orgasm. But men think thatgieation is all. Do you know what the
G-spot is?’

'Yes, we talked about it the other day,' said Magli@ping into the role of Innocent Girl.
'As you go in, on the first floor, the back window.

‘That's right!" And the librarian's eyes lit upusgyou ask how many of your male friends
have heard of it. None of them! It's absurd. Bst as an Italian discovered the clitoris,
the G-spot is a twentieth-century discovery! Sdomili be in all the headlines, and then
no one will be able to ignore it any longer! Hawmiyany idea what revolutionary times
we're living in?'

Maria glanced at her watch, and Heidi realised shatd have to talk fast, in order to
teach this pretty young
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woman that all women have the right to be happyfalfifled, in order that the next
generation should benefit from all these extra@djrscientific discoveries.

'Dr Freud didn't agree because he wasn't a wonm@rsarce he experienced his orgasm
through his penis, he felt that women must, theegfexperience pleasure in their vagina.
We've got to go back to basics, to what has alwgayen us pleasure: the clitoris and the
G-spot! Very few women enjoy a satisfactory sexe&dtionship, so if you have
difficulty in getting the pleasure you deserve,ret suggest something: change position.
Make your lover lie down and you stay on top; yolitoris will strike his body harder
and you - not he - will be getting the stimulus ymed. Or, rather, the stimulus you
deserve!

Maria, meanwhile, was only pretending that she wéstening to the conversation. So
she wasn't the only one! She didn't have a sexoalgm, it was all just a question of
anatomy! She felt like kissing the librarian, aa jigantic weight had been lifted off her
heart. How good to have discovered this while shs still young! What a marvellous
day she was having! Heidi gave a conspiratorialesmi

‘They may not know it, but we have an erection idee clitoris becomes erect!'

‘They' presumably meant men. Since this was sudhtiamate conversation, Maria
decided to risk a question:

'Have you ever had an affair?’

The librarian looked shocked. Her eyes gave ofineok sacred fire, she blushed scarlet,
though whether out

of rage or shame it was impossible to tell. After a
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while though, the battle between telling the trotlpretending ended. She simply
changed the subject.

'Getting back to our erection, to our clitoris, gwu know that it became rigid?"

'Yes, I've known that ever since | was a child.'

Heidi seemed disappointed. Perhaps she had juet neticed. Nevertheless, she
resolved to go on:

'‘Anyway, apparently, if you rub your ringer rounigwithout touching the actual tip, you
can experience even more intense pleasure. SmtakeMen who do respect a woman's
body immediately touch the tip, not knowing thastban sometimes be quite painful,
don't you agree? So, after your first or seconeenter, take control of the situation: get
on top, decide how and when pressure should béedppind increase and decrease the
rhythm as you see fit. According to the book I'adiag, a frank conversation about it
might also be a good idea.'

'Did you ever have a frank conversation with youstand?'

Again, Heidi avoided this direct question, sayihgttthings were different then. Now she
was more interested in sharing her intellectuakerpces.

"Try to think of your clitoris as the hands of adt and ask your partner to move it back
and forth between eleven and one, do you undergtand

Yes, she knew what the woman was talking aboutdahalt entirely agree, although the
book wasn't far from the truth. As soon as she aeratl the word 'clock’, though,

M

Maria glanced at her watch, and explained thahside
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really come to say goodbye, her job placement loatecto an end. The woman seemed
not to hear her.

'Would you like to borrow this book about the dlig?' ‘No, thanks. I've got other things
to think about at the moment.’

'‘And you don't want to borrow anything else?' 'No. going back to my own country,
but | just wanted to thank you for always havirgpted me with such respect and
understanding. Perhaps we'll meet again some time.'

They shook hands and wished each other much hagspine
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Heidi waited until the girl had left, then thumpie desk. Why hadn't she seized the
opportunity to share something which, the way teingre going, would probably go to
the grave with her? Since the girl had had theageito ask if she had ever betrayed her
husband, why had she not answered, now that sheis@s/ering a new world in which
women were finally acknowledging how difficult itas to achieve a vaginal orgasm?
'Oh well, it doesn't matter. The world isn't jubbat sex.'

No, it wasn't the most important thing in the woihdt it was still important. She looked
around her; most of the thousands of books suriiagriter were love stories. It was
always the same: someone meets someone, fallganltgses them and finds them again.
There are souls speaking unto souls, there ar@ndigtaces, adventures, sufferings,
anxieties, but very rarely anyone saying: 'Excuse sir, but why don't you try acquiring
a better understanding of the female body?' Why'timboks talk openly about that?
Perhaps people weren't really interested. Men walw@ys go looking for novelty; they
were still the troglodyte Unter, obeying the reproiive instinct of the human race.
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And what about women? In her personal experieheedésire to have a good orgasm
with one's partner lasted only for the first fevagge then the frequency of orgasms
diminished, but no one talked about it, becauseyaveman thought it was her problem
alone. And so they lied, pretending that they fothvedr husband's desire to make love
every night oppressive. And by lying, they left@thvomen feeling worried.

They turned their thoughts to other things: chitgdreooking, timetables, housework, bills
to pay, their husband's affairs - which they tdieda holidays abroad during which they
were more concerned with their children than withnbselves, their complicity, or even
love, but no sex.

She should have been more open with that younglBrazvoman, who seemed to her
an innocent creature, old enough to be her daugimerstill incapable of understanding
what the world was like. An immigrant, far from hepworking hard at a boring job,
waiting for a man she could marry, and with whora sbuld fake a few orgasms, find
security, reproduce this mysterious human race tla forget all about such things as
orgasms, the clitoris or the G-spot (which was ahbgcovered in the twentieth century!!).
Being a good wife, a good mother, making sure tixa® nothing lacking in the home,
masturbating occasionally in secret, thinking alsmrme man who had passed her in the
street and looked at her longingly, Keeping up apgeces - why was the world so
concerned with appearances?
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That is why she had not replied to the questioavéHyou ever had an affair?’

These things go with you to the grave, she thoudét.husband had been the only man
in her life, although sex was now a thing of theoge past. He had been an excellent
companion, honest, generous and good-humouredjahdtruggled to bring up the
family and to keep all those who worked with hinppp. He was the ideal man that all
women dream of, and that is precisely why shestelbad when she thought of how she
had one day desired and been with another man.

She remembered how they had met. She was comikgiose the small mountain town
of Davos, when all the train services were inteieddor some hours by an avalanche.
She phoned home so that no one would be worriadgiia few magazines and prepared
for a long wait at the station.

That was when she noticed the man sitting nexetpdlong with his rucksack and
sleeping bag. He had greying hair and sunburney akid was the only person in the
station who didn't seem concerned about the abs#rasgy trains; on the contrary, he
was smiling and looking around him for someoneatk to. Heidi opened one of the
Magazines, but - ah, sweet mystery of life! - hggsehappened to catch his and she didn't
manage to look away quickly enough to avoid him icgnover to her.

Before she could - politely - say that she readtgaed

to finish reading an important article, he begatatk. He

told her that he was a writer and was returningnfeo
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meeting in Davos and that the delay would meanrhissing his flight home. When they
got to Geneva, would she mind helping him find &l

Heidi was watching him: how could anyone be so diakabout missing a plane and
having to wait in an uncomfortable train stationiluimings were sorted out?

The man began talking to her as if they were a&hfis. He told her about his travels,
about the mystique of literary creation and, toln@ror, about all the women he had
known and loved in his lifetime. Heidi merely noddend let him talk. Occasionally he
would apologise for talking so much and ask hdelichim something about herself, but
all she could say was: 'Oh, I'm just an ordinamgpe, nothing very special.'

Suddenly, she found herself hoping that the traonlad/ never arrive; the conversation
was so enthralling; she was discovering thingsshathad only encountered before in
fiction. And since she would never see him agdie, got up her nerve and (quite why
she could never say) began asking him about ssbpégarticular interest to her. Her
marriage was going through a rough patch, her meheas very demanding of her time,
and Heidi wanted to know what she could do to nfakehappy. The man offered her
some interesting explanations, told her a storydmin't seem very comfortable talking
about her husband.

‘You're a very interesting woman,' he said, sometkiat no one had said to her for years.
Heidi didn't know how to react; he saw her embamant and immediately started
talking about deserts,
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mountains, lost cities, women with veiled face®are midriffs, about warriors, pirates
and wise men.

The train arrived. They sat down next to each otlwed she was no longer a married
woman who lived in a chalet looking out over thieeland had three children to bring up,
she was an adventurer arriving in Geneva for st fime. She looked at the mountains
and the river and felt glad to be sitting besidean who wanted to go to bed with her
(because that's all men think about) and who wagydas best to impress her. She
wondered how many other men had felt the samephbuhom she had never given the
slightest encouragement; that morning, howeverwbidd had changed, and she was
suddenly a thirtyeight-year-old adolescent, dazblethis man's attempts to seduce her;
it was the best feeling in the world.

In the premature autumn of her life, when she thogge had everything she could
possibly want, this man appeared at the trainastatnd walked straight into her life
without first asking permission. They got off atr@ga and she showed him a hotel (a
cheap one, he said, because he should have lefhtraing and didn't have much money
on him for another night in exorbitantly expens8witzerland); he asked her to go up to
the room with him, to see if everything was in ard¢eidi knew what to expect, and
nevertheless, she accepted his proposal. Theylshdbor, they kissed each other with
wild abandon, he tore off her clothes and - deall!Gdie knew all about the female body,
because he had known the sufferings and frustsabbso many women.
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They made love all afternoon and only when evefetiglid the charm dissipate, and she
said the words she would have preferred not to baick

'l must go home, my husband's expecting me.’

He lit a cigarette and they lay in silence for & faoments, and neither of them said
‘goodbye’. Heidi got up and left without lookingckaknowing that, whatever either of
them might say, no word or phrase would make angese

She would never see him again, but, for a few hoarhe autumn of her despair, she
had ceased to be a faithful wife, housewife, lowvimgther, exemplary public servant and
constant friend, and reverted to being simply a wom

For a few days, her husband kept saying that saes different, either happier or
sadder, he couldn't quite put his finger on it. ek later, everything was back to normal.
'What a shame | didn't tell that young woman,' tsleeight. ‘Not that she would have
understood, she still lives in a world in which pkpare faithful and vows of love are
forever.'

From Maria's diary:

| don't know what he must have thought when he egée¢he door that night and saw me
standing there, carrying two suitcases.

'‘Don't worry," | said. 'I'm not moving in. Shall wge to supper?’

He didn't say anything, just helped me in with mgdage. Then, without saying 'what's
going onV or
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'how lovely to see you', he simply put his armsuatbme and started kissing me and
touching my body, my breasts, my crotch, as if &aé been waiting for this a long time
and was now afraid that the moment would never come

He pulled off my jacket and my dress, leaving mkegla and there in the hall, without
any ritual or preparation, without even time to sdnat would be good and what bad,
with the cold wind blowing in under the front doare made love for the first time. |
thought perhaps | should tell him to stop, so watcould find somewhere more
comfortable, so that we could have time to exptbesimmense world of our sensuality,
but, at the same time, | wanted him inside me, beehe was the man | had never
possessed and would never possess again. Thayisoebld love him with all my

energy, and have, at least for one night, whatd\cer had before and what | would
possibly never have again.

He lay me down on the floor and entered me beferad aroused and ready, but the pain
didn't bother me; on the contrary, | liked it liteat, because he obviously understood that
| was his and that he didn't need to ask permiss$iasn't there in order to teach him
anything or to prove that | was more sensitive orerpassionate than other women,

| was there to say yes, you're welcome, that ht@d been waiting for this, that | was
pleased about his total disregard for the rulehiagecreated between
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us and that he was now demanding that we shouddiided solely by our instincts, male
and female.

We were in the most conventional of positions —underneath him, with my legs
spread, and him on top of me, moving in and outlenHooked at him, with no desire to
pretend or to moan or to do anything, just wantmgeep my eyes open so that | could
remember every second, watch his face changindnamds grabbing my hair, his mouth
biting me, kissing me. No preliminaries, no caresse preparations, no sophistication,
just him inside me and me inside his soul.

He came and went, quickening and slowing the rhystopping sometimes to look at

me too, but he didn't ask if | was enjoying it, d@se he knew that this was the only way
our souls could communicate at that moment. Théhrhyncreased, and | knew that the
eleven minutes were coming to an end, and | waihieah to last forever, because it was
so good - ah, dear God, it was good - to be posdes®sd not to possess! And we had our
eyes wide open all the time, until | noticed thiabiae point we were no longer seeing
clearly any more and we seemed to move into a dsrmenn which 1 was the great
mother, the universe, the beloved, the sacredipresof the ancient rituals that he had
told me about over wine and beside an open fisawl that he was about to come, and his
arms gripped mine, his movements increased in sitien
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and it was then that he shouted - he didn't moawljdn't grind his teeth, he shouted. He
yelled. He roared like an animal! A thought flashledugh my mind that the neighbours
might call the police, but it didn't matter, anf&lt immense pleasure, because this was
how it had been since the beginning of time, whnenfirst man met the first woman and
they made love for the first time: they shouted.

Then his body collapsed onto mine, and | don't khow long we stayed there, our arms
around each other; | stroked his hair as | had @mhgonce before, on the night when
we locked ourselves up in the darkness of the moteh; | felt his racing heart gradually
slow to its normal rate; his hands began delicateiyove up and down my arms,
making all the hairs on my body prickle.

He must have had a practical thought - the weighiobody on mine - because he rolled
over, took my hand, and we lay there staring upeateiling and the chandelier with its
three light bulbs lit.

'‘Good evening,' | said.

He drew me over so that my head was resting onohast. For a long time, he just
stroked me, and then he said '‘Good evening' too.

‘The neighbours must have heard everything,' |, sentdknowing quite what to say next,
because saying | love you' at that juncture disha@ke much sense; he knew that already,
and so did I.
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‘There's a terrific draught from under the doag,5shid, when he could have said: '‘Good!
‘Let's go into the kitchen.’

We got up and | saw that he hadn't even takenisffrbusers, he was dressed just as |
had found him, only with his penis exposed. | pytjatket over my bare shoulders. We
went into the kitchen; he made some coffee-, hekeahtwo cigarettes and | smoked one.
Sitting at the table, he said 'thank you' withéyss, and | replied 'thank you too’, but our
mouths remained shut.

He eventually got up the courage to ask aboutufteases.

'I'm flying back to Brazil tomorrow at midday.'

A woman knows when a man is important to her. Aemmapable of that kind of
realisation? Or would | have to say: | love yald, like to stay here with you', ‘ask me to
stay'.

'Don't go." Yes, he had understood that he couldrsst to me.

| have to. | made a promise.'

Because, if I hadn't, he might think that this \egjoing to last forever. And it wasn't; it
was part of the dream of a young woman from theriot of a far-off country, who goes
to the big city (well, not that big really), encdears all kinds of difficulties, but finds the
man who loves her. So this was the happy endirdj the difficult times | had been
through, and whenever | remembered my life in
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Europe, | would end with the story of a man passtely in love with me, and who

would always be mine, because | had visited his sou

Ah, Ralf, you have no idea how much | love yothihk that perhaps we always fall in
love the very first instant we see the man of aeadhs, even though, at the time, reason
may be telling us otherwise, and we may fight agfatimat instinct, hoping against hope
that we won't win, until there comes a point whanallow ourselves to be vanquished
by our feelings. That happened on the night whealked barefoot in the park, cold and
in pain, but knowing how much you loved me.

Yes, | love you very much, as | have never loveatlagr man, and that is precisely why |
am leaving, because, if | stayed, the dream woetine reality, the desire to possess, to
want your life to be mine ... in short, all thertgs that transform love into slavery. It's
best left like this - a dream. We have to be canghat we take from a country, or from
life.

"You didn't have an orgasm,’ he said, trying tongjeathe subject, to be careful and not to
force the situation. He was afraid of losing megj aas thinking that he still had all night
to make me change my mind.

(No, I didn't, but I had an enormous amount of plea.’

'‘But it would have been better if you'd had an engdoo.'
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| could have pretended, just to please you, butdanit deserve that. Ralf Hart, you are a
man in the most beautiful, intense sense of thelwoou've supported me and helped me,
you've let me support and help you, without thezidp any humiliation on either side.
Yes, it would have been good to have an orgasm, didn't. But | loved the cold floor,
your warm body, the force with which you entered me

| went to take back my library books today, andlibearian asked if | talked to my

partner about sex. | felt like saying: Which parth&/hat sort of sex do you mean? But
she didn't deserve that; she's always been so soveed.

'I've really only had two partners since | cam&tmneva: one who awoke the worst in me,
because | let him and even begged him to. The otieryou, who made me feel part of
the world again. | would like to be able to teachu yhere to touch my body, how much
pressure to apply, for how long, and | know you iddake this not as a criticism, but as
another way to improve communication between outssd he art of love is like your
painting, it requires technique, patience, andyaladl, practice by the couple. It requires
boldness, the courage to go beyond what peopleetionally call "'making love".'

The teacher in me was back, and | didn't want thatRalf knew how to take control of
the situation. Instead of agreeing with me, haistthird cigarette in less than half an

hour and said:
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'Firstly, you're staying here tonight."'

It wasn't a request, it was an order.

'Secondly, we're going to make love again, but W& anxiety this time and more desire.
And finally, I'd like you to understand men betieo.’

Understand men better? | spent every night witimthehites, blacks, Asians, Jews,
Muslims, Catholics, Buddhists. Didn't Raltknow that

| felt lighter; 1 was so pleased that the conveosahad shifted into being a discussion. At
one point, | even considered asking God's forgissraad breaking my promise. But
reality returned, telling me to remember to preseny dream intact and not to fall into
destiny's traps.

'Yes, to understand men better,' said Ralf agaging the doubtful look on my face.

"You talk about your female sexuality, about hejpme to find my way around your
body, to be patient, to take time. | agree, butihascurred to you that we're different, at
least in matters of time? You should complain tal@bout that.

'When we met, | asked you to teach me about seause | had lost all my sexual desire.
Do you know why? Because after a certain age, es&xyal relationship | had ended in
tedium and frustration, because | realised howatlifif it was to give the women | loved
the same amount of pleasure they gave me.'

| didn't like the sound of 'the women | loved', bégigned indifference and lit a cigarette.
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didn't have the courage to ask: show me your bBdywhen | met you, | saw your light,
and | loved you at once, and | thought that, & #tige in my life, | had nothing to lose
by being honest with myself and with the woman htea to have by my side.’

My cigarette tasted delicious, and | would havedilim to offer me some wine, but |
didn't want to break the thread of the conversation

'Why is it that men only think about sex, insteddaing as you did with me and finding
out how | feeir

'Who said we only think about sex? On the contrasyspend years of our life trying to
convince ourselves that sex is actually importants. We learn about love from
prostitutes or virgins; we tell our stories to wheewill listen; when we are older, we
parade about with much younger lovers, just to ertovothers that we really are what
women expect us to be.

'‘But do you know something? That's simply not ti¥e understand nothing. We think
that sex and ejaculation are the same thing anghwagust said, they're not. We don't
learn because we haven't the courage to say wdhean: show me your body. We don't
learn because the woman doesn't have the courage:tthis is what | like. We are stuck
with our primitive survival instincts, and thattet. Absurd though it may seem, do you
know what is more important than sex for a man?’
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| thought it might be money or power, but | saidihmag.

'Sport. Because a man can understand another buatysWe can see that sport is a
dialogue between two bodies that understand edhr.bt

‘You're mad.’

'‘Maybe. But it makes sense. Have you ever stopp#drik about the feelings of the men
you've been to bed with?'

'Yes, | have. They were all insecure. They werafadid.'

'Worse than afraid, they were vulnerable. They ‘tlicially know what they were doing,
they only knew what society, friends and women theles had told them was important.
Sex, sex, sex, that's the basis of life, screanadivertisements, other people, films,
books. No one knows what they're talking aboutc&instinct is stronger than all of us,
all they know is that it has to be done. And thidu.'

Enough. | had tried to give him lessons in sexrdeoto protect myself, now he was
doing the same, and however wise our words - becaash of us was always trying to
impress the other - this was so stupid and so uwaf our relationship! | drew him to
me because - regardless of what he had to sayvanaifl thought about myself - life had
taught me many things. In the beginning, everythwag love and surrender. But then the
serpent appeared
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and said to Eve: what you surrendered, you wiklddat is how it was with me - | was
driven out of paradise when | was still at schaoll ever since then, | have been trying
to find a way of telling the serpent he was wraihgt living was more important than
keeping things to yourself. But the serpent walstrand | was wrong.

| knelt down and gradually took off his clothesddrsaw his penis there, sleeping and
unresponsive. This didn't seem to bother him, dadsed the inner part of his legs,
starting at his feet. His penis slowly began tgoesl, and | touched it, then put it in my
mouth and - unhurriedly, so that he wouldn't intetphis as: 'right, get ready for action!
- | kissed it with all the tenderness of someone wkpects nothing in return, and for
precisely that reason | got everything | wantezhw that he was getting excited, and he
began to touch my nipples, circling them with higyérs as he had on that night of total
darkness, making me want to have him again betwselegs or in my mouth or
whatever way he wanted to possess me.

He didn't take off my jacket; he had me lie facevards, with the upper part of my body
bent over the table, and my feet still on the fldde penetrated me slowly and
unhurriedly this time, no longer afraid of losing pbecause, deep down, he too had
realised that this was a dream and that it wowéhg$ be a dream, and would never
become reality.
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At the same time as | felt him inside me, | was @@ his hand on my breasts, my
buttocks, touching me as only a woman knows hovenTlrknew that we were made for
each other, because he could be a woman, as heowasnd | could be a man, as when
we talked or when we initiated that joint searchtfe two lost souls, the two missing
fragments needed to complete the universe.

As he simultaneously penetrated and touched nedt, thiat he was doing this not only to
me, but to the whole universe. We had time, tereksmnd mutual knowledge. Yes, it
had been good to arrive carrying two suitcaseslyréaleave, and to be immediately
thrown to the floor and penetrated with a kindexdrful urgency; but it was good too
knowing that the night would never end and thatehen the kitchen table, orgasm
wasn't a goal in itself, but the beginning of teatounter.

He stopped moving inside me while his fingers wdrigeickly and | had one, two, three
orgasms in a row. | felt like pushing him away, flee pain of pleasure is so intense that
it hurts, but | resisted; | accepted that this Wwaw it was, that | could withstand another
orgasm or another two, or even

more ...

... and suddenly, a kind of light exploded inside. inwas no longer myself, but a being
infinitely superior to everything | knew. When liiand took me to my fourth orgasm, |
entered a place where
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everything seemed at peace, and with my fifth arghknew God. Then | felt him
beginning to move inside me again, although highead still not stopped, and | said
'Oh God', and surrendered to whatever came nextyétheor Hell.

It was Heaven. 1 was the earth, the mountaingjdbes, the rivers that flowed into the
lakes, the lakes that became the sea. He wasitlgdaster and faster now, and the pain
was mingled with pleasure, and | could have shaahri't take any more’, but that would
have been unfair, because, by then, he and | wer@erson.

| allowed him to penetrate me for as long as iki{dos nails were now digging into my
buttocks, and there | was face down on the kit¢hbte, thinking that there wasn't a
better place in the world to make love. Again theak of the table, his breathing growing
ever faster, his nails bruising me, my sex bedtiangl against his, flesh against flesh,
bone against bone, and | was about to have anothasm, and so was he, and none of
this, absolutely none of this was a LIE!

‘Come on!'

He knew what he was saying, and | knew that this the moment; | felt my whole body
soften, | ceased to be myself- | was no longeetistg, seeing or tasting anything - | was
merely feeling.

‘Come on!'

And | came at the same moment he came. It wagwvéerlminutes, it was an eternity, it
was as if
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we had both left our bodies and were walking jdyfthrough the gardens of paradise in
understanding and friendship. | was woman and im@myas man and woman. | don't
know how long it lasted, but everything seemeddaitent, at prayer, as if the universe
and life had ceased to exist and become transforme@domething sacred, nameless and
timeless.

But time returned, | heard his shouts and | showti¢d him, the table legs beat on the
floor, and it didn't occur to either of us to wondaehat the rest of the world might be
thinking.

And suddenly he withdrew from me and laughed;tirig} vagina contract, and | turned

to him and | laughed too, and we embraced asnére the first time we had made love

in our entire lives.

'Bless me," he said.

| blessed him, not really knowing what | was doihgsked him to do the same, and he
did, saying, 'blessed be this woman, who has lowech'. They were beautiful words,

and we embraced again and stayed there, unabieleystand how eleven minutes could
carry a man and a woman so far.

Neither of us was tired. We went into the livingno, he put on a record and did exactly
as | had hoped: he lit the fire and poured me seme. Then he opened a book and read:
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A time to be born, and a time to die; A time torpaand a time to pluck up that which is
planted;

A time to kill, and a time to heal,

A time to break down, and a time to build up;

A time to weep, and a time to laugh;

A time to mourn, and a time to dance;

A time to cast away stones, and a time to gatloerest

together; A time to embrace, and a time to reffilam

embracing;

A time to get, and a time to lose; A time to kespd a time to cast away;

A time to rend, and a time to sew;

A time to keep silence, and a time to speak;

A time to love, and a time to hate;

A time of war, and a time of peace.

This sounded like a farewell, but it was the logstifarewell | would ever experience in
my life.

| embraced him and he embraced me, and we lay dovine carpet beside the fire. |
was still filled by a sense of plenitude, as ifaldralways been a wise, happy, fulfilled
woman.

'What made you fall in love with a prostitute?'

| didn't understand it myself at the time. But Itheught about it since, and I think it was
because, knowing that your body would never be raioee, | had to concentrate on
conquering your soul.’
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'Weren't you jealous?”

"You can't say to the spring: "Come now and lasbag as possible."” You can only say:
"Come and bless me with your hope, and stay asdsngu can.™

Words lost on the wind. But | needed to hear

them, and he needed to say them. | fell asledmuwdth | don't know when. | dreamed,
not of a situation or of a person, but of a perfuhs flooded the air.
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When Maria opened her eyes, a few rays of sun agreng in through the open blinds.
''ve made love with him twice," she thought, loakat the man asleep by her side. '‘And
yet it's as if we had always been together, anlddagealways known my life, my soul, my
body, my light, my pain.’

She got up to go to the kitchen and make some&ofieat was when she saw the two
suitcases in the hall and she

remembered everything: her promise, the prayehallesaid in the church, her life, the
dream that insisted on becoming reality and logmgharm, the perfect man, the love in
which body and soul were one and the same and ichvgheasure and orgasm were
different things.

She could stay; she had nothing more to lose, amljlusion. She remembered the poem:
a time to weep, and a time to laugh.

But there was another line too: 'a time to embrand,a time to refrain from embracing'.
She made the coffee, shut the kitchen door andggzhfor a taxi. She summoned all her
willpower, which had carried her so far, and whiedis the source of energy for her 'light,
which had told her the exact time to leave, whi@swrotecting her and making her
treasure forever the memory of that night. She got
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dressed, picked up her suitcases and left, hogjamst hope that he would wake up and
ask her to stay.

But he didn't wake up. While she was waiting fa thxi outside, a gypsy was passing,
carrying bouquets of flowers.

'Would you like to buy one?"

Maria bought one; it was the sign that autumn hraslesd and summer had been left
behind. It would be a long time now before the ¢afdes were out on the pavements in
Geneva and the parks were full once more of pesipdding about and sunbathing. It
didn't matter; she was leaving because she hacegtodeave, and there was no reason
for regrets.

She got to the airport, drank another cup of coffieg waited four hours for her flight to
Paris, thinking all the time that he would arriteaay moment, because at some point
before they fell asleep, she had told him the twleer flight. That's how it always
happened in films: at the last moment, when the amois just about to board the plane,
the man races up to her, puts his arms aroundnigekiases her, and brings her back to
his world, beneath the smiling, indulgent gazehefflight staff. The words 'The End'
appear on the screen, and the audience knowdrttratthen on, they will live happily
ever after.

'Films never tell you what happens next,' she thgugying to console herself. Marriage,
cooking, children, ever more infrequent sex, tleeavery of the first note from his
mistress, the decision to confront him, his prontise
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it will never happen again, the second note frowtlaer mistress, another confrontation
and this time a threat to leave him, this timertten reacts less vehemently and merely
tells her that he loves her. The third note frothied mistress, and the decision to say
nothing, to pretend that she knows nothing, bechasaight tell her that he doesn't love
her any more and that she's free to leave.

No, films never show that. They finish before tkalrworld begins. It's best not to think
too much about it.

She read one, two, three magazines. In the englatimounced her flight, after almost an
eternity in that airport lounge, and she got onplame. She still imagined the famous
scene in which, as she fastens her seatbelt, sleeddand on her shoulder, turns round
and there he is, smiling at her.

Nothing happened.

She slept on the short flight between Geneva and.Fahe hadn't had time to think
about what she would tell them at home, what ssbe/would invent, but her parents
would probably just be happy to have their daugbéek, and to have a farm and a
comfortable old age ahead of them.

She woke up with the jolt of the plane landingakied for a long time, and the flight
attendant came to tell her that she would hav&amge terminals, because the flight to
Brazil left from Terminal F and she was in TermiQalBut there was no need to worry;
there were no delays, and she still had plentynod tand if she wasn't sure where to
go, the ground staff would help her.
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While the passenger loading bridge was being pptaoe, she wondered if it would be
worth spending a day in Paris, just to take son@qgraphs and be able to tell people
that she had been there. She needed time to thible, alone with herself, to bury her
memories of last night deep down inside her, sbgha could use them whenever she
needed to feel alive. Yes, a day in Paris was aglkent idea; she asked the flight
attendant when the next flight to Brazil was, i gtecided not to leave that day.

The flight attendant asked to see her ticket amtitbat, unfortunately, it didn't allow for
that kind of stopover. Maria consoled herself wviita thought that visiting such a
beautiful city all on her own would only depress.I&he was still managing to cling on
to her sang-froid, to her willpower, and didn't wemruin it all by seeing a beautiful
view and missing someone intensely.

She got off the plane and went through the secahigcks; her luggage would go straight
on to the next plane, so she didn't have to batitérthat. The doors opened, the
passengers emerged and embraced whoever was Waitithgm, wife, mother, children.
Maria pretended not to notice, at the same timeleong her own loneliness, except that
this time she had a secret, a dream, which woukkrhar solitude less bitter, and life
would be easier.

'We'll always have Paris.’

The voice didn't belong to a tourist guide or tava driver. Her legs shook when she
heard it.

'‘We'll always have Paris?'
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'It's a quote from one of my favourite films. Wouwldu like to see the Eiffel Tower?'

Oh, yes, she would, she would love to. Ralf waslingl a bunch of roses, and his eyes
were full of light, the light she had seen on tirat day, when he was painting her while
the cold wind outside had made her feel awkwaroktgitting there.

'How did you manage to get here before me?' shedashkerely to disguise her
amazement; she wasn't in the least interesteceiariewer, but she needed a breathing
space.

'l saw you reading a magazine at Geneva airpoduld have come over, but I'm such an
incurable romantic that | thought it would be bstatch the next shuttle to Paris,
wander about the airport here for three hours, wotise arrivals screen over and over,
buy some flowers, say the words that Rick sayssdéloved in Casablanca and see the
look of surprise on your face. And to be utterlyesthat this was what you wanted, that
you were expecting me, that all the determinatiad &illpower in the world would not
be enough to prevent love from changing the rufédkedgame from one moment to the
next. It's really easy being as romantic as peopllee movies, don't you think?'

She had no idea whether it was easy or difficuit, she didn't honestly care, even
though she had only just met this man, even thaokigyh had made love for the first time
only a few hours before, even though she had oeénbintroduced to his friends the
previous evening, even though he had been a reguthe nightclub where she had
worked,
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even though he had been married twice. These vatrexactly impeccable credentials.
On the other hand, she now had enough money ta liaryn, she had her youth ahead of
her, a great deal of experience of life and a grelgpendence of soul. Nevertheless, as
always happened when fate chose for her, she tihomgte again, that she would take
the risk.

She kissed him, utterly indifferent now to what peps after the words 'The End' appear
on the cinema screen.

But if, one day, someone should decide to telldtery, she would ask them to begin it
just as all the fairy tales begin:

Once upon atime ...
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Afterword

Like everyone else - and in this case | have ndnggiabout generalising - it took me a
long time to discover the sacred nature of sexyblyth coincided with an age of
enormous freedom, great discoveries and many easestich was followed by a period
of conservatism and repression - the price to ek fpa extremes that brought with them
some very harsh consequences indeed.

In that decade of excess (the 1970s), the writemdr\Wallace wrote a book about
censorship in America, describing the legal sheyars involved in preventing the
publication of a book about sex: The Seven Minutes.

In Wallace's novel, the contents of the book whnotvokes the discussion about
censorship are merely hinted at, and the subjes¢xadality itself is rarely mentioned. |
wondered what that banned book would be like; geshaould have a go at writing it
myself.

However, in his novel, Wallace makes many refersoehis non-existent book, and
this necessarily limited the task | had imaginedeed, made it impossible. | was left
with just the title (although I felt Wallace had deaa rather conservative estimate of the
time involved, and so decided to increase it) diedidea of how important it was to treat
sexuality seriously - like many writers before me.
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In 1997, after a lecture | gave in Mantua, Italwent back to my hotel and found that
someone had left a manuscript for me in receptimw, | never normally read
unsolicited manuscripts, but I did read that ottee-true story of a Brazilian prostitute,
her marriages, her problems with the law, and heous adventures. In 2000, when |
was passing through Zurich, I met that prostitutaewn professionally as Sonia - and
said how much I had liked what | had read. | sugggeshe send it to my Brazilian
publisher, who, however, decided, in the end, agublish it. Sonia was living in Italy at
the time, but had travelled up on the train to nmeetin Zurich. She invited us - myself, a
friend and a female journalist from the newspadekBwho had just interviewed me -
to go to Langstrasse, the local red light distiiclidn't know that Sonia had already
forewarned her colleagues of our visit, and to nmpsgse, | ended up signing several of
my books, translated into various languages.

At that point, | had already decided to write absex, but | still didn't have a plot or a
principal character; | was thinking of somethingainumore along the lines of the
conventional search for sacredness, but thatteidibngstrasse taught me something: in
order to write about the sacred nature of sexag necessary to understand why it had
been so profaned.

In conversation with a journalist from the Swissgazne, L'lllustree, | described that
spontaneous booksigning in Langstrasse, and he\arfaing article about it. The result
was that, at a book-signing in Geneva, several
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prostitutes turned up to have their copies of mgiksaduly signed. | was very struck by
one of them in particular, and afterwards - with aggnt and friend, Monica Antunes we
went for a coffee that turned into supper thatédrmto other meetings in the days that
followed. Thus was born the connecting thread elvBh Minutes.

| would like to thank Anna von Planta, my Swiss lmher, who supplied me with
important facts about the legal situation of ptosgis in her country. | would also like to
thank the following women in Zurich (using theirms de guerre): Sonia, whom | met
for the first time in Mantua (who knows, maybe aag, someone will publish your
book!), Martha, Antenora and Isabella. And in Genéagain using their noms de
guerre)-. Amy, Lucia, Andrei, Vanessa, Patrick, fEise and Anna Christina.

Many thanks also to Antonella Zara, who allowedtmase passages from her book, The
Science of Passion, in certain sections of Madi@py.

Finally, I must thank Maria (nom de guerre), whavriives in Lausanne with her
husband and her two lovely daughters and who, dwamious meetings with myself and
Monica, told us her story, on which this book isdxh

Paulo Coelho
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The Alchemist

Poulo Coelho

Every few decades a book is published that chatingeléves of its readers forever. Paulo
Coelho's The Alchemist is such a

book. With over 27 million copies sold worldwidehd Alchemist has already achieved
the status of a modern classic.

This is the story of Santiago, an Andalusian shephey who dreams of travelling the
world in search of a treasure as extravagant agaeyfound. From his home in Spain he
journeys to the exotic markets of Tangiers and themthe Egyptian desert, where a
fateful encounter with the alchemist awaits him.

The Alchemist is a transforming novel about theeasal wisdom of listening to our
hearts, learning to read the omens strewn aloa@ lffath and, above all, following our
dreams.



By the River Piedra | Sat Down and Wept

Paulo Coelho

By the River Piedra tells the story of Pilar, adependent and practical yet restless
young woman, who is frustrated by the daily griidiiversity life and looking for
greater meaning in her life. Pilar is transformeck¥er by an encounter with a childhood
friend, now a mesmerising and handsome spirituiadher - and a rumoured miracle
worker - who leads her on a

journey through the French Pyrenees, a magicaktzpe that has been home to holy
visions and miracles through the ages.



The Fifth Mountain

Paulo Coelho

Fleeing his home from persecution, 23-year-olddBlijakes refuge with a young widow
and her son in the beautiful town of Akbar. Alreatiyuggling to maintain his sanity in a
chaotic world of tyranny and war, he is now for¢ted¢hoose between his new-found
love and his overwhelming sense of duty.

Evoking all the drama and intrigue of the colourftlaotic world of the Middle East,
Paulo Coelho turns the trials of Elijah into areiméely moving and inspiring story - one
that powerfully brings out the universal theme$aoiv faith and love can ultimately
triumph over suffering.



The Pilgrimage

Paulo Coelho

On a legendary road across Spain, travelled byipigjof San Tiago, we find Paulo
Coelho on a contemporary quest for ancient wisdims journey becomes a truly
initiatory experience, and Paulo is transforme@ver as he learns to understand the
nature of truth through the simplicity of life.

The Pilgrimage has a very important place in thekvad Paulo Coelho, not just because
it is the first of his major books, but becauséhef way in which it expresses the
humanity of Paulo's philosophy and the depth ofkkerch.



The Valkyries

Paulo Coelho

This true record of an exotic odyssey is a profowndk that will enchant and thrill the
reader.

Haunted by a devastating curse, Paulo is instrunydds mysterious spiritual teacher to
embark upon a journey to find and speak to hisdjaarangel in an attempt to confront
and overcome his dark past. The Valkyries is a @iimg account of this journey, which
takes him, with his wife Chris, on a forty-day quiego the searing heat of the Mojave
Desert.

At once a modern-day adventure, a metaphysicdehaith self-doubt and fear and a
true story of two people striving to understand anether, The Valkyries is ultimately a
story about forgiving our past and believing ouufe.



Veronika Decides to Die

Paulo Coelho

Veronika seems to have everything she could wishShe is young and pretty, has
plenty of attractive boyfriends, goes dancing, &aseady job, a loving family. Yet
Veronika is not happy; something is lacking in liier On the morning of November nth,
1997, she decides to die. She takes an overdadeaqfing pills, only to wake up some
time later in Villete, the local hospital. Thereesl told that although she is alive now her
heart is damaged and she has only a few daysgo.liv

This story follows Veronika through these intenagsias, to her surprise, she finds
herself drawn into the enclosed world of VilletéeSegins to notice more, to become
interested in the other patients. She starts thveepast relationships much more clearly
and understand why she had felt her life had nanmegaln this heightened state,
Veronika discovers things she has never reallyatbherself to feel before: hatred, fear,
curiosity, love - even sexual awakening. Againkbdds, she finds she is falling in love
and wanting, if at all possible, to live again ...



The Devil and Miss Prym

Paulo Coelho

A stranger arrives in the small mountain village/edcos. He carries with him a
backpack containing a notebook and eleven gold bErg€omes searching for the answer
to a question that torments him: are human beingsssence, good or evil? In
welcoming the mysterious foreigner, the whole gédadecome accomplices to his
sophisticated plot, which will forever mark theirds.

In this stunning new novel, Paulo Coelho's unupuailagonist sets the town a moral
challenge from which they may never recover. A ifzeting meditation on the human
soul, The Devil and Miss Prym illuminates the rgadif good and evil within us all, and
our uniguely human capacity to choose between them.



Manual of the Warrior of Light

Paulo Coelho

Manual of the Warrior of Light is an invitation &ach of us to live our dream, to
embrace the uncertainty of life and to rise to noegtown unique destiny. In his
inimitable style, Paulo Coelho helps us to discdlaerwarrior of light within each of us.
With inspiring short passages, we are invited tbdbank upon the way of the warrior: the
one who appreciates the miracle of being aliveptieewho accepts failure, and the one
whose quest leads him to become the person he voabés



For the latest information on
Paulo Coelho, excerpts from his
books and exclusive competitions,
visit our website.



