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Too close together

out of your shirt, PT

The man sits in the gloom of his hotel room, dipping his fountain pen into a
solution in a saucer. He painstakingly draws additional lines to the stamp on a
photograph. He thinks about the ink, how it will dry overnight, he worries
whether it really will be indistinguishable from the original. At least at a precur-
sory glance. Yes, that’s what matters. He lifts the photo to the dying light and
thinks: That’s what matters. Matters enormously. It must look as though nothing
has been changed. As though no-one has been anywhere near this photo.

A woman'’s face in the picture. The woman is young, her eyes glitter, even
the photographer’s inability to take a focused picture could not hide that. This
incompetence angers the man more than necessary. He looks at the picture
and wonders about the lines he has added to the stamp: Has he drawn them
finely enough? Close together enough? He does not ask himself why he is
doing it. As is usual in this kil of story, the face reminds him of another
woman, a woman he has long been trying to forget, naturally.

There comes a cautious, muffled knock on the door; the man gets up, clears
away the passport and the pen, steps to the door and opens it a crack, blocking
it with his foot. Through the sliver of light coming from the corridor a woman’s
face pushes in. The same face, now all in focus, alive, real. The man takes his
foot away, the woman enters. She wraps her arms around him and he puts his
hands on her hips, slowly, almost with restraint, in a gesture he still seems
unaccustomed to.

“Has anyone seen you?” he asks quietly.

The woman shakes her head.

“Did you do what I told you to do at home?”
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Now the woman nods. Her words string along in short, staccato volleys. “I
did. Left a note. Not to look for me. That I'd write. That they’d follow.”

“No baggage. Don't forget, no baggage.”

The woman nods again. “Of course. Of course.”

“Starting tomorrow, you'll be somebody else. Starting tomorrow, it'll be
taken that you, just like everyone else who comes here, have come to look, go
back, and then tell about it. As quickly as possible. And people like that, don’t
forget, travel without baggage.”

“I'm not stupid,” says the woman impatiently.

The man nods. “No, you're not,” he says.

His eyes search her face. You re not, I really hope you're not, he thinks.

“You've got a new name,” he says. “Here, in your passport. Don’t forget it.
Better still, forget everything you've known about yourself so far.”

“Okay,” says the woman. “I'll forget everything. I like that. I like what’s
new. New is good.”

The man nods wearily. He examines his handiwork. It could do with a few
finishing touches, he can see that, but it is too late now. Darkness has blotted
out what's left of the town, and there will be no electricity. Besides, the whole
building shakes with the explosions; his hand could tremble. And in a stamp,
if you examine it closely, it’s the details that count. The nuances.

It’s nighttime. The man lies in bed, staring at the ceiling, imagining the
many possible courses events may take. Thinking about the body of the
woman sleeping by his side. About the days and years to come. He can picture
some sort of bungalow, with plenty of framed photographs on the walls, a door
opening onto a garden, a lot of washing hanging there to dry. The picture is
very vivid, his nostrils even fill with something akin to the smell of home-
cooked soup. The kind of coziness usually found only in old family snapshots.
He wishes for children’s laughter to ring out in the background of the picture,
for letters from abroad. And he feels slumber washing over him.

Then his eyes tingle. Light crawls over him, the dawn is breaking and
everything is different, other smells, sounds, images. But the woman is still
there, asleep, she was not just a dream. It is all true, this woman, this place
that seems so unreal, the patter of gunfire in the hills nearby, the skeletons of
torched houses all around, their departure that is no longer a night away.

He touches her bare shoulder and she opens her eyes.

“Is your mind made up?” he says.

The woman’s eyes betray surprise. :

“I made up my mind a long time ago,” she says. “Long ago.”

“I mean,” he amends, “you haven't changed your mind? Because if you
have ... This is your last chance. You know.”

The woman looks at him for a long time. Then she slowly shakes her head.

“I know this is my last chance,” she says. “I know that.”

As they exit the charred hotel lobby the man looks one more time at the
brownish smudge on the sidewalk in front of the entrance. Though he has
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taken a picture of it over and over, in all kinds of light, it always tells him the
same thing. If only I could, he thinks again, photograph the eyes of the man
who fired the shot, just once, instead of all these drying puddles of blood, then
maybe for once I'd have a different story to tell.

A haze seems to be rising off the pavement. The man hands a folded
hundred-dollar bill to the boy who's poured a plastic bottle of gasoline into his
car tank. The boy shoves the money into his boot, nods grimly, grips his hand
in a handshake, and disappears behind a corner. The man looks after him as
though he has a question to ask. Then he shrugs and tosses the bags with the
cameras onto the back seat.

The way out of town has changed, thinks the man. When he drove in, there
weren’t so many burned out cars. And they weren't all facing in the same
direction. It's changed. So much has changed. Perhaps too much.

The soldier standing by the barricade has unbuttoned his shirt to the waist. He
is smoking. Bending forwards to the car in front of them. The man can hear his
voice as he asks to see the papers. A hand stretches out of the window and the
soldier looks at the passport from afar, with a grimace barely concealing disgust.
The man can see: It's a foreign passport, just like his own. And now hers.

The soldier gestures. The driver in the car up front carefully negotiates the
scattered gasoline drums. The soldier bends over and stuffs the bottoms of his
trouser-legs into his boots. Then he glances at the next vehicle.

The woman in the passenger seat, whose eyes are sunken from months of
hunger and fear, seems as beautiful as the angel of destruction to the man.
Just like the first time he laid eyes on her. The passport is in her lap. The man
wishes he could pull over and check that smudged stamp one more time. He
does not pull over: He knows it is too late.

His colleague. His girlfriend. His wife. What sounds better? Which one sounds
right, so right that the soldier does not need to dial a number and ask if anyone
else knows about her? Because if he has to go into explanations, the story has
several holes in it. Too many. They could just disappear down one of them.

As a matter of fact, thinks the man, he’s gone too far. I'm too old, he tells
himself. I can't focus very well any more. Things have begun to flow together,
the dividing lines are increasingly unclear. It’s time to quit. Step down. Cash
in the savings. Sell the equipment, sort out the negative and positive prints,
put things in order, yes, leave things in order. Prepare for the final hour; next
to an open fireplace, in loose-fitting slippers, poring over a chess problem,
with a sleeping cat in his lap.

The soldier motions for him to drive on. The man smiles. He knows: You
have to smile, then everything’s easier. Beads of sweat trickle down his face.

The woman looks at him through slit eyes.

“I don't like your shirt,” she finally says. “It has too many stripes. Too close
together. No, I don't like it. When we finally get out of this hellhole you'll get
yourself a new one in the first town.”

Translated by Tamara Soban
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Preblizu skupaj

iz tvgje srajce, PT

Moski sedi v mraku hotelske sobe in namaka nalivno pero v
raztopino na kavnem kroznicku. Pecatu na fotografiji dodaja
previdne rte. Premislja, kako se bo prek noéi ¢érnilo posu-
§ilo, spraSuje se, ali ga potem res ne bo mogoce lociti od
prejdnjega. Vsaj v naglici ne. Da, to je vazno. Dviguje foto-
grafijo proti svetlobi in premislja: vazno. Zelo vazno. Biti
mora, kot da ni ni¢ spremenil. Kot da ga ni bilo tu, ob tej
fotografiji.

Zenski obraz na sliki. Zenska je mlada, oéi se lesketajo,
tega ne zapravi fotografova nespretnost pri ostrenju. Ne-
spretnost, ki moskega jezi bolj, kot bi bilo potrebno. Mogki
gleda fotografijo in premislja o ¢rtah, ki jih je dodal peéatu:
jih je potegnil dovolj na tanko? Dovolj skupaj? Ne premislja,
zakaj to poéenja. Kakor je pri takih zgodbah v navadi, obraz
spominja na neko drugo Zensko, na zensko, ki jo, se razume,
moski dolgo skusa pozabiti.

Nekdo previdno, tiho potrka; moski vstane, pospravi potni
list in nalivnik, stopi k vratom in jih, pridrzana z nogo,
nekoliko odpre. Skozi rezo svetlobe, ki pada s hodnika, se v
sobo prerine zenski obraz. Isti obraz, zdaj ves izostren, Ziv,
resni¢en. Moski odmakne nogo, Zenska vstopi. Ovije roke
okrog moskega in moski jo prime za boke, po¢asi, kar zadr-
Zano, tega giba Se ni vajen, kaze.

“Te je kdo videl?” vprasa moski tiho.
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Zenska odkima.

“Si doma naredila, kot sem rekel?”

Zdaj Zenska pokima. Njene besede se nizajo v kratke,
prisekane rafale. “Sem. Napisala sporo¢ilo. Naj me ne iscejo.
Da bom pisala. Da pridejo za mano.”

“Nobene prtljage. Ne pozabi, nobene prtljage.”

Zenska spet pokima. “Seveda. Seveda.”

“Od jutri bos nekdo drug. Od jutri bo veljalo, da si tudi ti,
kot vsi, ki prihajajo sem, prisla, da vidi§, gres, in poves.
Cim hitreje. In taki, ne pozabi, potujejo brez prtljage.”

“Nisem tepka,” re¢e Zenska nestrpno.

Mogki pokima. “Nisi,” ree.

S pogledom potuje po njenem obrazu. Nisi, upam, da res
nisi, si misli.

“Novo ime ima8,” ji refe. “Tu, v potnem listu. Ne pozabi
ga. Pozabi raje vse, kar si doslej vedela o sebi.”

“Dobro,” reée Zenska. “Vse pozabim. To mi je v&e¢. Novo
mi je vée¢. Novo je dobro.”

Moski utrujeno pokima. Ogleduje si svoj izdelek. Lahko
bi Se popravljal, vidi, a zdaj je prepozno. Mrak je prelil
ostanke mesta in elektrike ne bo. In e trese se zaradi
eksplozij; roka bi lahko zadrhtela. Pri peatu pa, ¢e ga
pogledas od blizu, odlo¢ajo nadrobnosti. Ten¢ine.

No¢ je. Moski lezi v postelji, gleda v strop in misli o tem,
kar lahko pride. Premislja o telesu Zenske, ki spi poleg
njega. O prihodnjih dneh in letih. Vidi nekaksno pritliéno
higo, po stenah veliko uokvirjenih fotografij, neka vrata se
odpirajo na vrt, tam se susi veliko perila. Ta podoba je Ziva,
Se v nosnicah mu lebdi nekak vonj po domaéi juhi. Do-
macnost, kakréno ¢lovek najde le na starih druZinskih portre-
tih. Zeli si, da bi®v ozadju svoje slike sligal otrogki smeh, da bi
dobivali pisma iz tujine. In ¢uti, kako ga preliva spanec.

Nato ga v oéeh zagtemi. Cezenj se plazi svetloba, dani se
in vse je drugade, drugi vonji, zvoki, podobe. Vendar je
zenska Se tukaj, spi, ni se mu le sanjalo. Vse je res, ta
zenska, ta kraj, ki se zdi tako nenavaden, pokljanje po
bliznjih hribih, oZgana ogrodja okoliskih his, odhod, do ka-
terega ni ve¢ nobene nodi.

Dotakne se njene gole rame in ona odpre o¢i.

“Si premislila?” rece.

Zenska ga zatudeno gleda.

“Ze zdavnaj sem premislila,” re¢e. “Kdaj Ze.”
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“Ho¢em reci,” se popravlja moski, “si se premislila? Kajti
de si se ... Zdaj je zadnja moZnost. Saj ves.”

Zenska ga dolgo gleda. Nato poéasi odkima.

“Vem, da je zadnja moznost,” rece. “Vem.”

Ko zapuscata ozgano okostje hotela, moski spet pogleda
rjavkasti madeZ na ploéniku pred vhodom. Ceprav ga je
slikal vedno znova, v vsaki svetlobi, pove vselej isto. Ko bi
mogel, spet premislja moski, enkrat slikati namesto vseh
teh susecih se luz krvi pogled ¢loveka, ki je ustrelil, potem,
potem bi bila to morda enkrat druga zgodba.

S plo¢nika se dviguje sparina. Mogki izroca veckrat pre-
ganjeni bankovec za sto dolarjev fantu, ki mu je stocil
plastenko bencina v avto. Fant si zatlaéi denar v $korenj,
resnobno pokima, stisne roko in izgine za ovinkom. Mogki
gleda za njim, kot da bi ga moral 8e kaj vprasati. Nato
zmigne z rameni in vrZe torbo s fotoaparati na zadnji sedez.

Pot iz mesta se je spremenila, premislja moski. Ko se je
pripeljal, $e ni bilo toliko zaZganih avtomobilov. In niso bili
vsi obrnjeni v eno smer. Spremenilo se je. Veliko se je
spremenilo. Morda preve¢.

Vojak ob barikadi je razpet do pasu. Kadi. Sklanja se k
avtomobilu pred njima. Moski slisi njegov glas, kako spra-
Suje po dokumentih. Roka se iztegne iz vozila in vojak od
dale¢, s skremZenim izrazom na obrazu, ki komajda zakriva
gnus, ogleduje potni list. Moski vidi: tuj je, tak kot njegov.
In zdaj njen.

Vojak pomigne. Voznik pred njima previdno zavijuga med
razmetanimi bencinskimi sodi. Vojak se skloni in si potlaci
hlade za 8kornje. Nato se ozre po naslednjem vozilu.

Zenska na sosednjem sedezu, katere oéi so vdrte od me-
secev lakote in strahu, se moSkemu zdi lepa kot angel
uni¢enja. Enako kot takrat, ko jo je videl prvi¢. V njenem
naroGju leZi potni list. Mo8ki si Zeli zapeljati vstran in Se
enkrat pogledati tisti razmazani pe¢at. Ne zapelje: ve, da je
zdaj prepozno.

Njegova sodelavka. Njegova znanka. Njegova zena. Kaj
zveni bolje? Kaj zveni tako, da vojaku ni treba zavrteti
telefona in povprasati, kdo Se ve zanjo? Kajti ¢e bo moral
razlagati, ima zgodba veliko lukenj. Preve¢ lukenj. Lahko
se zgodi, da bosta izginila v eni od njih.

Pravzaprav, premislja moski, je $el predaleé. Prestar sem,
si pravi. Ne morem ve¢ prav izostriti. Stvari so se pricele
prelivati, érte, ki lo¢ujejo, so vse bolj nejasne. Prenehati bi

Sodobnost 2001 | 60




Andrej Blatnik

bilo treba. Se umakniti. Izkoristiti prihranke. Prodati opre-
mo, urediti negative in pozitive, narediti red, res, pustiti
red za seboj. Se pripravljati na zadnjo uro; ob tle¢em ka-
minu, v prostranih copatah, med refevanjem 8ahovskega
problema, s spe¢o macko v narodju.

Vojak mu pomigne, naj zapelje naprej. Mogki se nasmeh-
ne. Ve: smehljati se je treba, potem gre laZje. Po obrazu mu
polzijo tople kapljice potu.

Zenska ga gleda s priprtimi oémi.

“Ni mi véeé tvoja srajca,” konéno rece. “Preve¢ ¢rt na njej.
Preblizu skupaj. Ne, ni mi v8e¢. Ko konéno prideva iz tega
pekla, si bo§ v prvem kraju kupil novo.”

Sodobnost 2001 | 61




