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TO MY MAN
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If the Lord has set you down upon this Earth

and christened you a Hero,

do not kneel or turn your back

on the one who rejoices in you.

The wolves have howled since time began.

Walk bravely, O son of Heaven and Earth,

for that is the only path to becoming a Man,

and she who knows how to love

will also know how to wait.

He wasn't himself anymore. He no longer knew where he was, what he wanted, or how he got there, in that world of nothingness. Lost in the darkness of his own being, he waited for an answer. He did not know the question and was waiting for an answer to it.
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LOVE LETTER (THE FIRST)
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My dear,

You are now a complete stranger to me. After so many years, after so many words of love we have exchanged, you remained my Stranger until the end.

Many times, actually, too many times, I had the impression that no one knew me better than you, that I knew no one better than you, that we were kindred spirits and that we understood each other on a fantastic wavelength, on an undiscovered frequency on which only the two of us could hear anything. But one can easily be mistaken. One easily deceives oneself. I no longer know if I dreamed it all. One thing I know, my dear, you write such beautiful letters. You so easily send me into a state of rapture. Where did you get that talent? For years now, every Thursday I wait for the postman, I lock up my dog because he dangerously hates postmen, and I wait with trepidation. My worst nightmare was always the thought that the postman would not have a letter for me on one of those Thursdays. Do you know that I turned into an ascetic, I could neither eat nor drink, for so long I prayed for God's mercy before each arrival of that utterly ordinary postman, that utterly ordinary letter. Ordinary... Nothing about you was ever ordinary. I wouldn't just lose myself in the ordinary. You were incredibly wonderful and unusual. With your words, you awakened volcanoes in me, caused eruptions. I am ridiculous. How many times did I naively beg you to extinguish those boiling volcanoes within me. And yet, the years pass. From these years, I will have dreams, the most beautiful dreams a woman can dream. In those letters, I was your queen so many times that I feel royal. I deserve it, believe me. Every woman deserves to be someone's queen sometimes, if only briefly, if only in dreams, if only in letters. I will jealously guard your letters. Do not hold it against me. That way I will forever be your queen and that will be my cure for all ailments. For what deadlier disease could a woman like me catch, if not love? If I could, I would etch some of those words onto my very chest with a razor. But, it is as if I have! They are etched into my soul, into my heart which beat and still beats for you. Ah, you ask me what you have done to deserve this? And what have I done to deserve God granting me life? I do not know. I, it seems to me, begged Him not to do it, to leave me in peace, to leave me curled up (in your lap, because there you are not 'You' to me, you are not my Stranger). That, about that other matter, is certainly a story you do not even wish me to mention. It is too abstract for your analytical mind. I have often thought about the practical part of this whole love, so unreal, so full of illusions and vague premonitions. I was afraid my excessive passion might drive you away too quickly. Yes, do not be surprised, I always knew that you would one day withdraw from this and raise barricades between us. I have not been young for a long time. Age (let it be so, although I dislike that word immensely for I believe time should have no influence on divine states) is cursed with experience. A part of my enchanted being nevertheless occasionally sifted through those experiences and feared their conclusions. I am prone to idealization. I am prone to dreaming. I have painted you countless times. There is no black on those paintings. You are the light of all my pictures. Oh, no one will ever love you as romantically, blindly, and infatuatedly as I have loved you (do not be deceived, do not believe in this past tense I have just used).

I have never stopped loving you! Never!

You offended me in that last letter. I probably deserved it. I always exaggerated when feelings were concerned, when the expression of love was concerned. After all, you gave me that nickname, the one that speaks so much of my excessive passion. I will not mention it, I will keep it in my heart, thus unspoken aloud. And I wanted countless times to hear it from your lips. So, of all the women in this world, I am the one who suffers, I who love you to infinity. And those, who deserved in no way to be your company and hear your voice, had that honour countless times. God mocks me! Had I never opened this mouth, this mouth, left empty for me, perhaps I too would have been a tiny part of that crowd who got to have coffee with you, converse, and even inadvertently touch you. You know well that only I have the right to certain touches and God is my witness that it is so.

Eh, mentioning some things really... You were right. I am drowning in words, in tears, in longings, and I have no right to expect anything from you in this decisive moment.

The circumstances into which fate placed us probably did essentially lead to misunderstanding. Perhaps it could have been different. But, to be honest, I would have to admit that I could not swear that I would have remained sober in your company. I simply could not declare that before God, with my hand on the Bible and before judges. No, I could not! You are, therefore, right to threaten me with parting and those insults. It does not matter, in the heat of the moment, in despair, it is all unimportant. You must know that I fell madly in love with you, not because of the photographs you sent me, but because of the words, because of the letters, because of that wonderful mutual understanding into which we both, like clumsy children, unexpectedly fell. I trembled because of everything you did, because of the colour of ink you used, because of the scent of perfume you would lightly put on the letter, because of the decorated first letter of my name, because of the accidental fingerprint of yours, because of the cry that you would cut your veins for me! Oh, for God's sake! I am still crazy about you!

You can hate me for this impossible love. I think on several occasions I was ready to turn my entire life upside down and disappear with you. But that would have been a terrible mistake, obviously. The illusion about me, which you nurtured so beautifully, would quickly disappear. I am, after all, only human, I have never seen queens let alone been one (except in your, noble words, sometimes). I am convinced that you could not be diminished in my eyes by anything. But, is that not such an illogical belief?

I cannot anymore. I have tired myself out writing letters, the most futile I have ever written and the sweetest at the same time. Despite everything, I will try once more to remain in your favour. I beg you, do not despise me for love!!!

Once, long ago, you promised me coffee, a completely ordinary outing of two acquaintances for coffee. If you have deprived me of all else, perhaps you would still grant me that small pleasure someday and with that act calm my mad heart a little.

Forever yours...

Ah, call me what you will! You have given me so many names by now that I truly do not know if this time I will be a queen, a whore, or a beggar for you. May I be damned! Again that volcano begins to simmer.

––––––––
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p.s.

Do you remember? Do you remember France? Do you remember Lisbon? Do you know the name of that café? I will tell you one more thing. Back then I loved you so tenderly that the warmest rain fell over Lisbon. Later, in Paris, I loved you so passionately that the old stove that warmed us so well all those winters melted before our eyes. It is terrible to be when soldiers are knocking at the gate. It is terrible to love when the light betrays you, when you are safe only in your pauper's chambers. In Lisbon, we were not in the same skin but we were in the same soul. Perhaps you will remember after all...
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CLINICAL DEATH (SECOND ONE)
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Something struck him hard in the chest and knocked the breath out of him. Alex felt large tears sliding down his face and immediately plunged into them. An ocean. A deep, blue, and salty ocean. He looked around. Nothing hurt him anymore. He tried to touch his own head. Thick water saturated with salt and oil was streaming through his hair. He saw only flickering light and darkness before him, a magnificent play, a dance of the eternally in love. He felt himself sinking and a halo of white light appearing above him, right over his head. Where the open wound should have been, he felt only a slight stinging from the salt and a quiet, very quiet swelling of a stray grain of rice. He didn't understand what was happening, but he felt a wondrous bliss and a desire to dive even deeper. He couldn't turn around and head down into the sea depths. Something was pulling at his legs. That something had gentle, feminine hands and was grasping his feet. He heard a song. He recognized it. It was the song of the sirens. A whole choir of sirens was singing, calling him into the inky kingdom of oblivion. He tried to look towards his feet to see the creature that was humming while pulling him by the feet, dragging him into a wonderfully warm darkness. The light above him didn't stop dancing, but the flickers carried by the water grew stronger. As if he himself was becoming part of that dance. His gaze somehow reached red hair and an infinity of fiery curls sprinkled with salt, then to breasts whose nipples cut through the water and the dark, to a navel, soft, feminine, and below the navel where a mound was already visible. And then, he didn't know why he was surprised, but the realization struck him that he saw only the large, beautifully rounded rear of a silver fish and its fine scales scattered along the siren's tail. He let it pull him. Only then, realizing he might never be a man again, he surrendered to the force gently pulling him into the depths of the sea. As if foam stuck to his eyes. He saw vaguely, through bubbles, images of life on Earth passing by him.

His head hurt. He was confused. His vision blurred completely. Something smelled of seashells and a summer afternoon. He heard a girl's voice:

"Dimitris, are you okay?"

A little blonde beauty rushed to him and hugged him. He was kneeling, holding his head. He remembered. They had been chasing each other around the fountain and he tripped over a broken, discarded olive branch. He flew and hit his head on a stone protrusion where the water flowed. He looked at his hands. They were full of blood. She was trembling like a twig, frantically tearing her skirt and wrapping that torn fabric around the wound on his head. Tears streamed down her face, quiet like a final fear. She whispered, barely audibly:

"Dimitris, Dimitris, are you okay?"

He pushed his hands past her, towards the fountain, and the water washed the blood from his hands. He grabbed the little girl around the waist, gazed into her blue-green eyes, smiled, and said:

"Adriana, calm down, everything is fine. Just a few drops of blood and a lump. I also scraped my knees a bit, and that's all."
Adriana was still trembling. She tied a knot with the edges of the fabric, knelt down, hugged him tightly, and buried her childish, wet nose in his shoulder.
"I was so scared..." she mumbled through tears.

"Everything is fine, dear! Don't be afraid! A little drinking water and an ordinary stone can't hurt me. For that, this water would have to be the sea, and this stone would have to be a mountain."

"I love you, Dimitris! I don't want to lose you," she said through her sobs.

"Where did you get such an idea? I'm not going anywhere. Did I promise you I would never leave you?"

"You did. Still..."

"There is no 'still.' There is no 'still' when it comes to me. There is only 'forever'."

What does a linden tree smell like in May? What does a linden tree smell like in Dubrovnik? Strange thoughts swirled in his head. He couldn't connect them. He only felt that everything in this or any world was tied together by little Adriana's knot, by those fabric edges torn from her dress. He felt his head. There was nothing there anymore except the crown of a man slowly sinking into the sea depths.

Come with us, young man,

Let us show you the blue edges,

The moment when everything disappears

And a part of you becomes.

Come with us, weary traveler,

Let us find a fragrant resting place,

To lay you in Adrian's lap

One more time.

The sirens were singing. He was crying and no longer knew what was the sea and what were his tears.

"My Adriana, lead me..."

"Dimitris! Dimitris! Dimitris, wake up!" Adriana's faint, distant voice reached him.

He couldn't find the strength to answer. He had sunk into his own silence.
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LOVE LETTER (THE SECOND)
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My dear, this is one of those days when I am haunted by restlessness, when I await Thursday with particular impatience, when in some dreadful doubt I wonder if a day by that name will ever dawn again. I understand, of course, that it is all unnecessary, but how does one escape from oneself? To escape from oneself.

Now, something unexpectedly returns to my memory, something I wish to tell you, my dear. In fact, I have long wanted to share this with you, but somehow I always forget.

Once, as a child, I mastered a relatively simple technique for controlling dreams. I was in love with that boy from the Bensons' villa back then.

Do you remember my dear Benson? Perhaps not...

He, my little Benson, always watched from the villa's window but never came outside. We used to gather on the path below that window and often played hopscotch there before dashing off somewhere. Young Master Benson was always there, watching. Young Master Benson would look straight from the window into my eyes. I would stop, as if hypnotized, and stare at him. I don't know for how long; it felt like an eternity. Now, experienced as I am, I think it truly was eternity, but only certain moments of eternity are gifted to us, and for a reason. Anyway, the chestnut eyes of young Benson would roll beneath my eyelids, and I, staring motionlessly into them, would feel subtle impulses under my skin. Those impulses would spread, like an energy mist, and surround me. Young Master Benson was embracing me, gently, more gently than a mother, he embraced me with his energy. I don't know how long it all lasted, for it seemed to me that some condensed and immeasurable time had passed by us. When I snapped out of it, I remember being frightened, thinking that perhaps my whole life had passed without me noticing, that I had remained there, riveted and petrified before the chestnut eyes of the boy in the window.

It was not so. It was the opposite; the children around me were playing and nothing was different from before that time lost in the universe. An unbearable desire remained in me to keep looking into Benson's eyes and the desire for him to touch me again, to hug me. Day after day, I realized I was living for the time when I would usually go out to play, to see Benson's eyes, which were (Oh, my sweet darling!) always waiting for me in the same place and at the same time. The ritual was the same. Benson and I would stare at each other until we felt our energies take a stroll and embrace one another. In that embrace, we remained for as long as eternity needs to paint itself within us, in a few blinks of an eye, in a few times a few blinks, in the immeasurable flickering of our eyes. Something bound me to Benson like an invisible silk ribbon, a quiet, beautiful, shimmering, unforgettable love. Now I wonder, was Benson truly my first love? Did I have feelings for any boy before Benson? If I did, Benson overshadowed them all. The chestnut from his eyes remained forever rolling within me. I revive that rolling and activate it, even today, just by letting the memory of Benson's pure love surface.

One of those beautiful, spring days, Benson took a violin and played from the window. All the children, however many of us there were, stopped and, as if enchanted, listened to Benson's violin. He petrified us all, enveloped us all in that embrace, and shared a fragment of his pure love with us. We dreamed Benson's dream. And Benson dreamed of playing hopscotch with us, because he was immobile, forever bound to his wheelchair. Oh, Benson, dear boy! If you hear me somewhere out there, wherever that may be, know, dear Benson, that I loved you!

And now I love You the same way I once loved Benson. I meet with You in such an embrace, sometimes of pure and sometimes of naughty love. After Benson's departure, I learned how to dream of him. I would meet him at that crossroads between the real and the unreal, on the thin line where Benson could have healthy legs and run with me, laugh with me, and hug me freely. I was always certain that Benson and I shared those moments. For You, I feel the same. I sometimes rush as if you have snatched me from reality. I rush towards you with my soul and surrender. Oh, how I love you when you do that to me! Every time I almost scream: "Take me more firmly, pull me more strongly, my love!!!"

Sometimes I impose myself, I slip into your bed, I slip into your embrace, and there I calm down, leaning against your warm body, against your warm breath. You press me close to you in your sleep and smell my skin. Do you know, my dear, my Benson?

Oh, it doesn't matter to me if it's possible, if it's true!!! I loved Benson more real than anyone! I love You now more real than anyone! Will that cursed Thursday ever come again, will anything besides these mad dreams and Thursdays ever happen to me? Am I cursed? What is this that wraps around me like an invisible silk ribbon, quiet, beautiful, shimmering, unforgettable? Is it love, my dear?

Forever Yours,

The girl beneath the window.
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CLINICAL DEATH (SECOND TWO)
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He sat in his wheelchair by the window, as he did every morning, wrapped in his house robe, waiting for the maid to bring his breakfast. The soft light of the spring morning gently slid down the closed windows. He was looking at the locust tree beside the path leading to the street. It had run wild and, like muffins dusted with powdered sugar, it shone white and enticed the gaze. The maid entered with a tray. It smelled of sausages with poached eggs besides. Benson frowned. They had just ruined his sweet dream of muffins.

"My dear Master Benson, why such a face? They told me you slept well last night and had no pains."

"Ah! Ah! Ah! If you knew what dream you've just ruined with those fried sausages, you wouldn't speak so. I just had a large white muffin on my tongue," Benson grumbled sadly.

"Have you been dreaming something vivid again while waiting in this chair? It begins to seem to me that the morning sun has a soporific effect on you. Admit it, did you doze off?" teased the maid, Emma.

"Emma, you joke with me, and I am deadly serious!" he sulked. "You can make it up with only one thing."

"What, dear young man?"

"You must convey to our cook, very urgently, that my sugar has dropped below the permitted level and that only white muffins with a bit of lemon and dusted with powdered sugar can save me. Otherwise, I might decide today that life in this chair is absolutely meaningless."

"Oh my! Is that all you dream about, young man? Well, that at least is easy to make real!" laughed Emma.

Just a few hours later, Benson was enjoying white muffins and watching the children playing tag near his house. She was running through his head again. She was so beautiful with that chestnut hair neatly curled and tied with an enormous pink bow. For days, their gazes had been meeting, and he felt that looking at her would never be the same as looking at a bird while it sings, at a mother while she reads a book, at the cook while she arranges pieces of cake on silver trays. She was something else, something newly discovered in Benson's soul. She made him think for a moment that his legs could walk, that they could even run to her. Sometimes her eyes would take him away, as if by some magic, far from this world and this terrible immobility. For some time now, actually since their eyes first met, he couldn't maintain his attention as before and read some book for hours. He would only feel a vague restlessness. This restlessness would begin in his chest and spread through his body like poison. He would be seized by nausea from a mad desire to move his feet, to make his knees dance, to set his thighs in motion. Several times he forcefully hit his atrophied muscles and begged them to give any sign, because he so strongly felt that something in him was moving while they gazed motionlessly at each other. It often seemed to him that her eyes were glued to the glass, that they were enormous and absorbing him into themselves, drowning him in sea depths, luring him far from everything he knew.

"Mother! Mother!" he shouted.

His mother ran into the room, panic-stricken, staring at him.

"Heavens, Benson, why are you shouting so? You frightened me! I thought you had tried to get up again and had fallen," she spoke breathlessly and fearfully.

"Mother, I truly think I could walk if that girl were with me." He pointed through his room window with his hand.

She approached, a sad expression on her face, and gazed into the distance.

"Do you see her! That little one with the chestnut hair and the pink bow!" Benson spoke, excited and nervous simultaneously.
"Benson, you know what the medical board told us after the fifth operation. We have no more options. Only a miracle could set you on your feet after such a terrible accident and such serious operations. Those are serious people who know what they are saying and doing. I have no right to fuel false hope in you, my dear! Let us be happy that you are alive, that you haven't left your mother alone. Let us be thankful to God that your father was a hardworking and thrifty man who left us an estate from which we will live in peace and prosperity until the end of our days. Someday some girl will love you as you are, and you will be happy. Don't torment yourself with such thoughts."
"You don't understand, Mother! Her eyes whisper to me that I can walk again."

"Son..." she tried to say something more, but Benson angrily interrupted her.

"Bring me my violin and leave me alone! I will think more about all this. Still, I would like to meet her."

He played for a long time. He was no longer sure how many hours had passed in that enchantment, in that desperate drawing of the bow. He couldn't even remember what he had played after several hours of agony poured into music. He tried to forget everything: her eyes, his own hope, which until recently he didn't even know existed, his mother's words, so painful and cruel. He wanted to forget everything: the dreams he occasionally dreamed so vividly, in which he ran after his chestnut-haired fairy and called out to her. She was always faster than him and eluded him. He would always wake up tired and listless, as if she had truly exhausted him by running through his mother's gardens. Sometimes, after those dreams, it seemed to him that he felt pain in his legs. That wasn't possible. The doctors claimed he would never be able to feel anything again and that in time his muscles would completely atrophy, that they had no more possibilities to help him
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