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A pretty girl’s
portrait with a hopeless expression won the contest. Eyes of
unusual colour, like dark grapes. Very beautiful, very unhappy, in
a word, irresistible!

No wonder the
girl’s picture won first place. Tragic beauties are captivating,
Renata concluded wryly.

Some people say
life is a novel. Renata was inclined to believe that in novels from
southeast Europe women most often destroy themselves one way or
another or someone precipitously removes them from the scene.
Sometimes because of jealousy, but most often in order to clear
space for the main character, a man looking for other tragic
beauties.

Renata’s
portrait took second place because of ‘the enigmatic facial
expression’ and the ‘rich inner life’ the photo conveyed. That’s
how Bernarda explained it. Bernarda, her friend from abroad
…difficult to pin down which country she really belonged to,
considering her rich biography. A few months before, she had asked
Renata to pose for a photo for a contest. And now she had brought
the developed and framed photo of her friend as a souvenir.

Renata felt
goose pimples. She recognized in the portrait the mildness of her
mother’s features and the restlessness of her sister’s eyes.
Astonishing! How the genes reproduce themselves! Until recently she
had taken the view that all individuals are unique, but now she had
come to realize that that was probably a delusion.

Looking from a
distance her own face made her laugh: a plump, puffed up, frog-like
little woman with almost unnoticeable, yet definitely visible,
signs of middle age. At least she wasn’t annoyingly ordinary, even
if her dress code was understated. Her linen jacket only slightly
showed her waistline. It wasn’t a great idea to button it with that
one button in the middle! A modest low-necked red blouse under the
jacket revealed a chain with a heart-shaped pendant.

From up close
she was more presentable, closer to her real self: pale complexion,
medium stature. In a moment of not very flattering candour, one of
her friends confessed that he sometimes felt like stroking her
hair, without any erotic or improper overtones, as if she were a
house pet. She was not sure if that was a compliment.

The left side
of the photo was too bright, the right was in shadow. So there was
an impression that one eye was following everything that was
happening or about to happen. The other eye was barely visible and
seemed to be closed. Perhaps the shadow obliterated it, or turned
it so that it looked inward instead of outward.

Yet her eyes
were not where her secrets lay. In the photograph, the enigma of
her personality resided in the palms of her hands, or in the fact
that they were hidden beneath her sleeves. This was an intentional
ploy by an expert photographer, not a beginner’s mistake in
handling the camera. The photographer had cropped the portrait on
purpose just at the cuffs of the jacket. The photo did not reveal
whether Renata’s fingers were red after dish-washing. Or if they
were well manicured or soft from the caring application of
hand-cream. Were the fists beneath her sleeves clenched? Or did the
fingers clutch the cuffs in a child-like way? Were the fingers
spread open in wonder, as if to say: Goodness, I’m alive! For
heaven’s sake, we are all alive here! Imagine, we are alive and yet
every single moment someone dies somewhere!

Bernarda sipped
sour-tasting strawberry juice, explaining how her exhibitions were
to take place in various cities, there were too many to count… Her
retro square-shaped trousers covered her black ballet shoes. The
shoes were rarely still as she moved about restively, pushing back
her thick fringe as she did so. The hair over her forehead
sheltered her small darting eyes, which would otherwise have been
too inhibited to look freely and openly at the wonders that were
all around. She waved her hands about as she spoke. Her appearance
did not in any obvious way reveal the fact that she was a
psychologist who had developed a second career as a world famous
photographer.

Renata nodded
in encouragement. Perhaps ten years earlier she would have been
cheered up by the thought of going away somewhere, the farther the
better. Now, it was too late; she was no longer seeking excitement;
she was avoiding it. And why would she need such a thing? She had a
comfortable minimum, a secure teacher’s job, a little apartment, a
dog… And her long-time boyfriend … who had been seen, recently,
playing a bit too often with his engagement ring, taking it off,
putting it on, innocently toying with it. Quite innocently.

Renata and
Bernarda met five years ago. They go to the theatre together and
visit exhibitions. Renata really wanted to do this small thing for
her friend, and pose for a photo even if the price was to see
herself as she really was: a chubby little woman with wide open
ebony eyes. The clear, smiling eyes betrayed a person who thought
fast, not to realize this or that ambition but to earn more free
time for day-dreaming.

Renata was
pleased – even entertained – that her photographer-friend saw in her an extraordinary
personality, and that she hadn’t sold her photo as some sort
of illustration for a newspaper article on How to Overcome Obesity,
How to Deal with Urinary Incontinence, How to Respond to Itchy
Private Parts…

“Thank you very
much, Renata, for agreeing to pose for me,” said the photographer,
sitting on a chair, tapping her feet. “But something tells me that
you should also be a bit more grateful to me,” she suddenly stopped
moving.

“I beg your
pardon?”

“Indeed, you
didn't say a proper thank you to me. And I hope it is clear how
much I have done for you. Don't look at me like that! Surely you
understand that it was me – and only me – who understood from the
beginning that your face has the capacity to preserve light. What a
mysterious extravagance of nature – a diamond!”

“Auugh! Really?
No more, no less, a diamond!” Renata rolled her eyes.

Bernarda
crossed her legs and continued seriously:

“You know, a
piece of coal is nature's unsuccessful attempt to create a diamond!
Well, your face could have stayed a mere lump of coal if I hadn't
patiently waited for the moment...“she pushed back her fringe and
smiled suggestively – the moment when magma from your inner self,
under the pressure of feelings, threw out a glistening jewel. That
unrepeatable expression on your face!”

Realizing that
Renata had decided to give up further comment, Bernarda
continued:

“That seemingly
girl-next-door face of yours conducts and insulates at the same
time, and it turns in a micro-second into a perfect crystal! Yes, a
diamond.” She was holding Renata's portrait and she spoke as if she
were speaking of a third person. The exalted Doctor
Frankenstein!

“Where does it
all come from, Bernarda?!” Renata couldn't listen any longer. “You
are praising me in order to earn praises for yourself! Frankly, I
find that utterly narcissistic!”

“Maybe it is. I
suppose about a third of all the people in my life are
narcissistic, another third are paranoid, and the rest you can
classify as you wish. Renata, my dear, I'm being serious. I really
think this is the best photo of my career so far.”

“Still, this
supreme achievement of yours won second, not first, place?”

“It's only
natural the men on the jury found the other girl's face really
pretty. Trust me if I tell you that yours is a photographic
diamond, and not an ordinary one, but a pink one.”

“Oh, is it
really?”

“Yes, a pink
one. One in a million! Its mystery resides in the fact that we
don't know how its colour came about. Green, yellow, blue diamond,
there's an explanation for each of them. Pink is the colour of
secrets.”

To wander away!
And urgently! At least in her imagination! That was Renata's tried
and tested response to things that were incomprehensible or
unreasonable. Suddenly she remembered a classmate from high school
in Sarajevo. The previous day she had met him in the city centre.
She wondered whether he would like this photo which had won so much
praise. Hardly! He had been the best looking boy in the school and
now he looked haggard. OK, many years had passed, a bad peace and a
worse war, and this now... Yet, she felt somehow let down. Why had
he appeared at all on that chilly day in that crowded place if he
was going to look like that! What was the point of destroying
people’s illusions, especially if they had once been fond
illusions! Who knows how she might have looked to him, if he had
noticed her! As it was, she turned her head away, smiling and
pretending not to see him.

She remembered
a recent meeting with her first love in a street nearby. Lean,
blond, he was walking, as first loves usually do, with some other
girl. When he laughed, Renata spotted emptiness in the space
reserved for tooth No.4 and his mouth betrayed a certain blackness.
Most probably those old-fashioned fillings, white at the front, and
dark behind. He hugged a thin girl with greasy (or maybe with too
much gel) red hair. The girl’s whole appearance seemed to say: Why
are you looking at me? Don't you see at once how this kind of man
suits me completely? They laughed heartily together. Renata gave
them a cheerful wave by way of greeting, and the man waved back
automatically. Still laughing, his black teeth visible.

***

Unlike others
of her generation, Aida looked incredible. Incredibly the same.
Almost nothing had changed about her. Long, blond hair, slim
profile, shining, expectant blue eyes. Even now, when she was
nearing forty years of age.

A rare diamond
... amazing! She’s the diamond, not me. A wonderful caprice of
nature... thought Renata, under the influence of Bernarda's way of
describing things. She admired Aida, even if she felt that
something was wrong about that preserved beauty.

The sitting
room in Aida's new apartment was pristine as always. The brown
armchair and sofa covers seemed almost to breathe fresh air. The
brown tablecloth was spotless, not the trace of a stain or a crumb.
Renata was grateful for the tray on which her friend presented her
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