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            Prologue
   

         

         2001 Thingvellir, Iceland

          

         She stopped the car in a small, round clearing at the edge of the lake. The road ran out here, though a path wound its way behind the tree-shaded houses along the ridge.

         We paused a while in the cool, autumnal scent of moss-covered trees and wild water before we made our way up the slope. The path snaked along the fell-side, behind birch trees with their yellowing leaves and grey-green mossy roots. Interspersing them stood the pale rowan trees with their blood-red berries. Below us, the lake opened itself to the horizon.

         Higher up, creeping shrubs emerged between the rocky outcrops lining the slope. A few remaining rock-roses raised their heads and the bushes still clung to faded leaves on their outermost branches. At the edge of the slope a gulley carved its way through the landscape. Above all this the black, craggy fells soared towards the sky.

         She bent down and let her fingers run through the plants nestling between the stones and the trees. Then, straightening up, she opened her hand towards me.

         Two small blueberries lay there, smiling against the white skin.

         The sky above us was almost cloudless and the lake sent its small waves rolling in to the shore in a constant greeting to the rotation of the earth.

         No creatures disturbed the ground and no birds filled the sky.

         Apart from the whistling of the wind, the whisper of the waves and our own footsteps, all was completely still.

          
   

         A coarse shriek broke the silence and two ravens came dancing on the wind over the crest of the fell.

         They sommersaulted through the air, letting themselves fall over the edge of the trees as, with long, slow beats of their black wings, they set their course towards the plain below.

         We heard their calls over the islets and saw them settle on the protruding fell behind the church.

         She pulled her coat tighter and shivered in the wind.

         Far out in the horizon white steam seeped from the mountainsides and rose like drifting snow to the sky.

         The land itself was breathing.

          
   

         I crawled up between the stones until I stood at the edge of the gulley.

         Precisely there, beneath my feet, the continents drifted from each other in their eternal subterranean battle.

         It was too enormous to comprehend and too slow to feel.

         I looked down at her.

         She stood still, hunching her back in the leather-lined coat. Her pale hair escaping the knitted hat and her face turned towards the plain.

          
   

         I followed her glance and could just make out the ridges under the fault.

         More than a thousand years ago her forefathers had gathered exactly there and, without knowing it, they stood on one of the world’s largest fault lines as they created a system which, one day, would gather people in both east and west.

          
   

         She turned to face the wind and called me down.

         As the car passed the white wooden church the ravens took to the air.

         “I would like to tell you a story” I said.
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         1980 Reykjavik, Iceland

          

         Ásmundur was the man’s name. His well-trained body stood straight and tall in the freshly-pressed suit as his hands rested, relaxed, on the edge of the podium and the blue-grey eyes surveyed the audience.

         His face was smooth and calm below the light-brown, opera star hair swirling around his head.

         The subject was The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea - a project that, according to the programme, was of crucial importance for Iceland’s future. The Prime Minister, the host for Liberal International’s themed meeting, had recalled him from New York to report on the status of the on-going talks and their follow-up so far.

         He raised his eyes from the notes in front of him and looked around the hotel meeting room, where rows of neon lights emitted a harsh light over the assembled delegates, briefcases on their laps. The closed curtains cut them off from the view of the fjord and the Esja Mountain.

         He straightened his back, briefly tossed his head and tapped the microphone with his finger.

         Then he started – with no introduction.

          
   

         What was the basis for all international cooperation today? Wasn’t it that all people had a right to self-determination and that all states had the right to pursue prosperity for their citizens? Wasn’t it the right to use ones national resources to the advantage of the people? Wasn’t it the intention that the world should be de-colonized? Wasn’t it the desire to create a system leading to free trade and free cooperation instead of economic exploitation and political suppression? Hadn’t every single one of their countries agreed to this via the UN Treaty?

         He left his questions floating in the air as he lifted a glass of water from the podium. The delegates were coughing and shuffling their feet. He put the glass down and turned to the microphone once again.

         Why shouldn’t we establish the same kind of law for the seas? Where were we heading when states constantly maintained the right not to ratify what they, themselves, had all had a hand in agreeing? Was that what Liberal International meant by global cooperation and democracy?

         I leaned towards my boss and asked if he could explain why Ásmundur was so angry. He told me to pay attention and listen. This was more interesting than all the other predictable contributions put together.

         “This guy actually means it,” he whispered.

         I straightened up and wondered what else you should mean as far as the world order, international justice, de-colonization and the future of the oceans were concerned.

          
   

         Later on, I heard him talk of his country’s dependence on the 200-mile fishing zone versus the greed of other countries for mineral resources deep in the seabed. I heard about the battles with the English ships over his country’s fishing banks, the territorial disputes in the ice-covered waters and the whales, which were now being turned into the holy cows of the sea.

         But I simply couldn’t concentrate – I just knew that there was something I hadn’t understood.

          
   

         Following his contribution he greeted the delegates who approached the rostrum. I followed the boss and stood a short distance away holding his briefcase. I couldn’t get anywhere near Ásmundur.

         But I think he saw me.

          
   

         1981, Brighton, England

          

         Brighton’s two venerable piers, reaching out into the water on either side of the hotel, had lost their imperial splendour. Paint was peeling here and there and the water was eating into their aging, wooden supports. One pier was silent and closed off to the public, while the other still did its best to attract the children and holidaymakers, change loose in their pockets, with blinking lights, roundabouts and Brighton rock.

         Few guests frequented the pebbled beach.

         Instead, they sat along the promenade where the amusement arcades, carved into the living rock under the town, competed side by side with the ice-cream stalls, snack bars, rowing clubs and pubs.

         But even on such a hot summer day it was far from crowded.

          
   

         As opposed to the hotel, where the International Whaling Commission was getting ready for its annual meeting.

         The Indian delegate seemed to have a particularly important message and, as soon as he had seated himself, he waved his white-sleeved arm and his name badge frantically in the direction of the Argentinian Chairman and the English secretary. They hadn’t yet seen him in the brightly-lit hall with its rectangle of microphoned desks surrounded by gold-patterned wallpaper and the faded royal-blue carpet - all illuminated by a crystal chandelier.

         The Chairman stood and rang a small brass bell - silencing the babble of voices. A hand gesture indicated that he had noticed the Indian delegate and his desire to speak. But he would have to wait. A member of the British royal family was present and would formally declare the meeting open.

         The Duke emphasized England’s historic ties to the sea and its special sense of responsibility for its resources. He mentioned the need for a modern society to adopt a new, ethical position in relation to all marine mammals and the need for a more humane attitude regarding which methods of hunting and killing could be permitted. He declared that Britain would give its total support to all such initiatives in all areas of the oceans where Britain held sway. He wished the conference luck with all their aims.

         He left the hall to the sound of a standing ovation.

          
   

         The Indian message that, according to their Head of Delegation, came directly from the Prime Minister was that whales were living creatures and should therefore be treated humanely. It was of utmost important for India to establish this fact.

         So important that, from the outset, the conference should distance itself from the new invention - an explosive harpoon which could cause death in only three minutes.

         Three minutes was far too long to take for a whale to die, according to the Indian Prime Minister.

         Her country, regrettably, therefore had to continue to oppose this behaviour towards one of our fellow creatures with which we one day might even be able to communicate. Whales should, therefore, be totally protected, regardless of species and stocks.

         Furthermore, even the small whales were, and should be, included in this Commission.

         The Prime Minister sent the AGM her best wishes for progress for both the marine animals and the Commission’s vitality.

         The leaders of the various delegations now took turns, their opening presentations drifting over the heads of the drowsy delegates as they studied the mounds of papers which already filled their desk on their arrival.

         Greenpeace made a splash with its colourful campaign material directed against the Soviet harvest of grey whales, which were exempt from the Commission’s conservation regulations, to ensure a continued supply of traditional food for the indigenous Siberian people. But now, as Greenpeace noted, the whales were being hunted and caught using industrial whaling ships and being commercially rendered down to mink feed.

         The Soviet Government denied any breach of the Commission’s terms of exemption.

          
   

         Once the opening speeches were over the press were banished from the hall and were now hanging around, waiting, in the enormous lobby of the classic Brighton hotel.

         The previous week Greenpeace activists had managed to sneak into a factory in Siberia where the grey whales were being processed. They had videoed how the whales were turned into mink feed and then fled from the Russian coastguards in a pale grey Zodiak, reaching international waters by the skin of their teeth.

         An English activist was on his way with the video on his motorbike as members of the organisation spoke together over their walkie-talkies.

         The plan was that the film should arrive during the lunch break, when the Soviet delegation would be obliged to leave the hall and walk though the unprotected lobby.

         That was what the press was waiting for.

          
   

         I left the observers’ platform and walked over to the Icelandic delegation.

         Ásmundur looked exactly the same as he had when I saw him in Reykjavik, though he no longer had the same look of anger in his eyes.

         I greeted him and he glanced at me, not speaking. He then apologised for his rusty Danish and asked me to speak English.

         He couldn’t really place me.

          
   

         Later, during the course of the week, listening in the breaks I heard him explain to the other delegates how important it was that we utilize all the protein resources available in the sea.

         There was a world out there that was starving. Why protect one particular animal in the food chain when we already harvested all the other links in the chain?

         The end result would only be that both the whales and mankind would starve.

         What’s more, who really believed that the campaigns to protect individual species would end with the seals and the whales? What about the elephants? When did the African delegates think that it would be their turn?

         Had they noticed, by the way, that only those species that were irrelevant to the economies of the wealthier countries should be protected? What was the new attitude of the English nobility concerning the ethics of hunting par force?

         Most people listened to him with polite interest and thanked him for sharing his point of view. They would discuss these matters with their governments when they got home. They found his views extremely interesting, gave him their cards and wandered off to the next meeting.

          
   

         On the final evening I found him alone in the darkened bar. He was slumped in one on the round, dark red armchairs, seemingly half-asleep, with a glass of juice dangling between his fingers and his thick head of hair pressed against the back of the chair. Even in that position his dark blue suit was still immaculate.

         I ventured over to him and asked if I could join him.

         He nodded in a friendly fashion with a distant expression in the blue-grey eyes. He closed them again, humming softly while he conducted the air with his free hand.

         After a short pause he asked me if I knew Cavalleria Rusticana. I asked if that was one from the Spanish delegation.

         His eyes glazed over, focused on the far distance.

         “Mascagni,” he said, “Pietro Mascagni composed it in 1890.”

         He straightened up in his chair and looked at me, directly, with his blue eyes.

         “Did you know” he said, “that the Russians share out all the edible meat from the grey whales to the indigenous people before they use all that which would otherwise go to waste?”

         I shook my head. He continued: “Do you know that the Spanish whalers have been bombed by eco-terrorists and don't dare sail out to sea anymore?”

         I shook my head again and he leaned further towards me.

         “Do you know just how big a money machine the campaign to protect marine mammals is for the conservation organisations? Who do you think pays for the poor countries to join the Commission? How do you think they manage to get delegate status for the organisations’ so-called scientists? Why do you think that there are countries here with voting rights when they don’t even have a coastline?”

         He leaned his head back against the chair and stared silently for a while at the white, stucco flowers.

         “England,” he said, “good old England is in the process of preparing a war against Argentina. Do you think it’s to protect the marine mammals around the Falklands and ensure them a new ethic standard?”

         He gave a faint smile.

         “It’s probably the last time we see the present Chairman taking his place in this country. For most of the delegates that particular problem was far more important than anything else at this meeting.”

         He shrugged his shoulders and drank the last of the juice in one swallow. He then leaned forward and patted my shoulder.

         “Learn to read the score,” he said, “because now you are in the land of the hidden agendas.”

         He stood up, the empty glass in his hand, running his eyes over the collection of remaining delegates at the bar. Then he smiled, saying: “This is still a high mass for the whales, and some time they’ll be protected. But at least they didn’t manage to get the small whales under the church this year. They ran into the 200-mile limit.”

         He raised his hand. “Sleep well,” he said.

          
   

         I went outside, smoking a cigarette as I listened to the waves whispering as they swept over the pebbled beach. An inflated whale balloon hung over the pavement opposite while a number of handwritten protest placards lay, abandoned, around it.

         A scooter passed by in the moonlight and the sound of laughter rose from the street below.

         A member of the British delegation came out and stood next to me. He was an older advisor who had spent a large part of the evening at the bar. He swayed slightly in his tweed suit.

         We gazed at the piers. I must have felt the need to tell him that, for me, the view represented the slow decay of the British Empire.

         I shouldn’t have done that.

         “Young man,” he said, “you have completely misunderstood things. There is no change in Britain’s global position. Never confuse our changed priorities with weakness, my man, never. We still rule the waves.”

          
   

         1991, New York, USA

          

         “Mr. Governor,” shouted the large, black man in the group of people who had gathered on the pavement between the dark limousine and the hotel entrance. “What are you going to do for the black people?”

         The tall, blonde presidential candidate, who was on his way through the entrance between two bodyguards, stopped, looked back and, his trained eye registered the number of cameras pointed in his direction and the space in front of the hotel where more and more spectators were gathering. He spotted the man who had asked the question and noted the curly-haired little boy sitting proud and shy on his father’s shoulders.

         He took his hand out his trouser pocket, halted the bodyguard and turned round, walking, smiling, back towards the man, lifting his hand towards the boy. Bulbs flashed and the crowd closed around him.

         I only managed to hear him say: “When I become President….”

         I continued down 52nd street. On the corner of Lexington two men sat in a construction of cardboard boxes and watched TV. A Coke can rolled out to the street. A boy, cap on head and leads in ears, whizzed by on his roller blades and picked it up at full speed.

         As I headed towards the river I thought that I could have shaken the candidate’s hand if I had stood in the right place by the door of the hotel. But, unlike the boy, I hadn’t had the sense to grab the chance when I had it.

          
   

         I took my badge from my pocket and held it up to the guard in the cage. Behind him, I could glimpse the East River under the United Nations building’s concrete park.

         Delegate, it said, to the 4th preparatory meeting for the UN global summit on the environment and development in Rio. He let me through, with a friendly nod.

         I deposited my coat in the wardrobe and glided down on the escalator to the coffee bar in the basement.

         The floor above was taken by the UN General Assembly and the Security Council. There large, clear windows looked out towards the river, art-works decorated the walls and the high ceilings ensured a light and bright atmosphere.

         Down in the basement the windowless, wood-panelled walls had seen better days and the artwork consisted of old yellowed posters.

         The coffee bar was quiet and half-empty.

         I picked up a couple of leaflets. One was about whales. The New Zealand proposal that all small whales should be subject to the International Whaling Commission had also been placed there. No other government had laid anything out.

         I took my espresso and sat down to read.

         Ásmundur sat down in the opposite chair with a mineral water in one hand and a glass in the other. His suit was dark green and his brown leather shoes gleamed with polish. His now-greying hair was thicker than ever.

         He stretched out his hand and took mine in a firm grip.

         “I hear that you’re the one to ask if you want to get the whole story,” he said.

         He had a new post in the Foreign Ministry and had been given different jobs to carry out now. They had passed the summit on to the Department for the Environment and had realised a bit too late just what was going on with the whales. His colleagues had told him about their cooperation with me at previous meetings and he hoped that we could continue with this during the final, deciding meeting.

         “Show me the score, “he said.

          
   

         The working group on marine mammals started on the Monday morning and I waited for him outside the meeting room. He didn’t turn up.

         I hadn’t seen him since the previous week when the group dealing with the utilization of the other marine resources had concluded their meetings.

         During these meetings he had held long, repeated speeches about the increase in the population of the world, the growing global need for protein and the obligation of the member states to harvest the resources in their national waters in a sustainable manner. For the common good of all mankind. His speeches were based on meticulous references to the UN’s own principles and comparisons with matters previously resolved through international agreements.

         The chairman of the group, a long-limbed American career diplomat from Washington, was clearly stressed by Ásmundur’s submissions and tried several times to interrupt him. But the message got through and had bearing on the group’s closing document.

          
   

         The marine mammal group started to gather – but still no sign of Ásmundur.

         We had just settled ourselves around the rectangular table in the narrow meeting room when his colleague from the Department for the Environment turned up and took the seat next to me.

         “Where’s Ásmundur?” I whispered.

         “In Reykjavik,” he answered.

         I looked at him in disbelief. “Has he gone home?”

         He shook his head, leaned towards me, whispering in my ear: “He went home to sing at the Opera. They needed him for the weekend’s performance. He’ll be here again tomorrow.”

         “The opera”, I said, “he’s singing in the opera? Now!”

         He shrugged his shoulders and grinned. “He said it was necessary.”

         The Senegalese chairman cleared his throat, loudly. The meeting started.

          
   

         Ásmundur didn’t arrive until the third day.

         The chairman had already set up an editorial group on the first day and had suggested me as the representative for the Nordic area. This time I had grabbed the chance.

         After that the other negotiators had treated me with the greatest respect and listened intently to my input. They edited their draft text several times, following my suggestions, and we finally reached a compromise.

         The Senegalese chairman offered me his sincere thanks for my constructive input. Following years of implacable meetings concerning the marine mammals he could finally present the plenum with a unanimity nobody had not thought possible.

          
   

         Ásmundur lay stretched out on one of the sofas in the hall with the compromise text in his hand. I told him enthusiastically about the chairman from Senegal who was not really concerned about marine mammals but was really concerned with a career within the UN system. I had used this to our advantage.

         Now I hoped that the result was satisfactory.

         When he looked up his eyes were narrowed, his skin was grey and his mouth tight. I felt ice crawl up my back.

         “They’ve pulled the wool over your eyes,” he said. “Iceland cannot accept this under any circumstances.”

         He paused. “It’s not enough to know the score,” he said quietly. “The art lies in how it is performed. Don’t you understand that?”

         He threw the paper down on the sofa, stood up and left. There I stood, alone in the empty hall, with my newly-bought briefcase hanging heavily from my shaking hand.

          
   

         “Mr. Chairman,” I said.

         The Senegalese chairman glanced up from his conversation with the secretary, who had just finished handing out the transcribed text. He gave me a friendly nod and gave me the floor.

         “Mr. Chairman,” I said again, “I would like to emphasise that my participation in the editorial group cannot be understood to be binding for the other Nordic countries. As you know, Mr. Chairman, I was acting not under a mandate but as a private, Nordic member. I must, therefore, stress that my delegation does not regard the present text to be binding for the other Nordic countries, I should also point out that we now have a number of reservations ourselves as it could cause insurmountable problems for the other countries in the Nordic Council. Thank you Mr. Chairman.”

         The silence was palpable.

         Ásmundur sat opposite me and flipped through his papers, totally disinterested. The Chairman stared at me rigidly, as if trying to convince himself that he had heard wrongly. New Zealand immediately asked for the floor.

         They observed that they hadn’t really wanted this proposal either but that, in the interest of international cooperation, they felt bound to accept the present compromise. The fact that someone had now dropped out was, therefore, not only unheard of, it went against all known rules of diplomacy.

         They demanded that the chairman retained the proposed compromise as the group’s recommendation to the plenum and that they, of course, expected the full backing of both my delegation and all the other Nordic countries I had represented.

         The chairman stared at me, as if turned to stone.

         He then asked me if I really wanted to fly in the face of this consensus, which he had so painstakingly achieved after long and difficult negotiations and which he had already informed the General Secretariat was on the way.

         My stomach cramped. The light seemed to fade and it was as if the stately Senegalese with the pale blue skullcap and the tribal scares on his cheeks grew larger and larger at the other end of the table.

         I looked up at him and nodded weakly. He said he couldn’t hear me.

         Then Ásmundur raised his Iceland badge.

         “Point of order, Mr. Chairman,” he said. “It is my understanding that every single text in these negotiations requires unanimity if it is to be carried further. If only one state objects the entire conclusion is invalid and, instead, the only conclusion must be to note the inability of the international system to work together in this matter. Have I understood it correctly, Mr. Chairman?”

         The chairman nodded.

         Ásmundur suggested that the meeting be postponed until the next day. He thought that a number of separate soundings on a bilateral basis could form the basis for a new text, which would ensure a consensus and thus confirm the chairman’s message to the General Secretariat.

         The Senegalese agreed with his suggestion and postponed the meeting.

         Ásmundur left the room together with the American representative.

          
   

         We sat in the General Assembly’s cafeteria with its view over the water, the bridges and the industrial brick silhouettes

         The group meeting was still suspended and I had just waited, drunk coffee, drunk more coffee and waited.

         Ásmundur had finally arrived and we ate sandwiches and drank coke in the soft easy chairs as the night sky over New York spread its darkness through the windows.

         “The US has sent a new negotiator,” he said. “They’ll take care of New Zealand.”

         I looked at him, puzzled.

         “You didn’t understand what actually happened in the second marine group,” he said “neither did the chairman from the USA. But the American whale negotiator did. I phoned him yesterday. He’s the one who’s coming now.”

         He took a sip of his coke and nodded to a passing member of the Chinese delegation.

         “The text dealing with the oceans is already included in the final document. The plenum has to reject it if is to be altered. They’re not going to do that.”

         He took a bite and stared out over the river.

         “And, according to that text, the United States would actually be obliged to catch whales within their 200-mile limit. Otherwise they would be withholding a potential resource of protein from the world’s starving masses. Their whale negotiator understood that immediately. He’s on his way to prevent the United States having to do that. The marine mammal group will be used to ensure unanimity on exemptions for the United States and others who want to protect their whales. They can’t do that without us. Do you understand what that means?”

         I nodded, without being quite sure. If it was what I thought he should be far more delighted. But he didn’t seem to be. He still seemed to be a bit tired and a little lost.

         So I asked him what he had sung in Reykjavik.

         “Alfio” he said and flung one arm in the air, “Schiocchi la frusta, Ehi là!”

         “Though from what I remember from Brighton,” he added, “you don’t know much about opera.”

         “I know something about jazz,” I said, “it probably fits this town better.”

         We sat quietly for a while and followed the course of the boats through the window.

         “I’ve had enough,” he said. “I’ve already given it ten years of my life while I raced from one meeting to the next, always believing that it was more important than my own private life. I used all my energy on career diplomats and unreliable NGOs. Because I believed that what we created here, in this building, would make the world thank us and adapt its behaviour to suit our regulations.

         He paused and let his eyes roam over the small groups gathered round the tables with their drinks and muted conversations.

         “But it was also too much to expect,” he murmured to himself, turning to face me.

         “Next week the United States will probably say that they are unable to sign the resolution in Rio. If they turn up at all. And in the International Whaling Commission the members will continue as if it never existed. That’s life.”

         He drank the last of his coke and shook his head when I offered to buy him another.

         “At least you won the 200 miles that time,” I said and lit a cigarette.

         He nodded, waved the smoke away and looked at me appraisingly.

         “That’s what they were after again,” he said as he stood up.

         I stubbed out my cigarette. He stretched himself to his full height and left. I didn’t find it hard to imagine him striding the stage in an opera.

          
   

         “Mr. President, Mr. President.”

         The Israeli delegate let his headphones glide down his neck as he called out, waving his badge towards the podium.

         There, the slender man from Singapore raised his round face, pushed his glasses back in place over his nose and looked out over the hall. Behind him, the clock was stopped at precisely 12 o’clock, midnight.

         In reality it was past two o’clock and the new day had begun. But the plenary debate had dragged out and, according to the decision made by the General Assembly, the meeting had to end before the end of the previous day. So they stopped time.

         For, regardless of the fact that the few, totally insoluble items were put shelved until the meeting in Rio, there were still some texts left that some nations’ delegates wished to comment on. They had to cover their backs by explaining their votes.

         The meeting’s President had used his unique skills to weave all parts of the puzzle into one document and reach the necessary consensus. With one exception.

         Israel found that one sentence concerning the right to development could be interpreted as global support to Palestine’s demand for an independent state. This the Israelis called support for terrorists and refused to accept the sentence as it stood.

         One state could fell the complete document.

         Now the entire hall was frozen in this timeless universe as the president ended the debate and read out the joint statement on final document. He turned to face the assembly and said that, unless any of the delegates had an objection, he would declare the document to be accepted.

         Israel’s delegate had raised himself from his seat and frantically waved his name badge.

         The president stood on the raised podium and looked out over the assembly, looking from side to side, twice. Then he picked up his microphone, tapped it lightly and said: “That doesn’t seem to be the case. The final text is now accepted.”

          
   

         In the deafening whispering that followed I slid out of my seat and squeezed my way past to the door. I passed the seats of the Iclandic delegation. They were empty. The Israelis were making their way towards the podium.

         I made my way through the long, dark hallway of folding tables, overflowing with the remains of brochures, leaflets and posters. The stink of cigarettes emanated from the roped-off areas with the battered metal ashtrays.

         The coffee bar, where the Mexican couple had pulled down the shutters and locked the doors hours ago, was empty. The otherwise lively bar was now a white, locked box between the empty seats and switched-off lamps.

         I sank down in one of the black corner seats with their backs towards the hallway, putting my briefcase down on the seat next to me, clutching the final document’s section on marine mammals in my hand. I let my body sink deeper into the seat until the hairs at the back of my neck made contact with edge of the sofa. I held the paper to my face, closed my eyes, smiling, and cried.

          
   

         1994, Geneva, Switzerland

          

         “Are you here again?” said the Norwegian negotiator from the Ministry of Agriculture.

         We stood between the two meeting rooms in the new building.

         Behind him, the café windows opened out to the view of Mont Blanc’s snow-covered peaks.

         I turned and looked at him.

         “What’s happening to the ILO convention?” I asked.

         “We’ve ratified it,” he said, “but Sweden won’t. And what’s going on in Denmark?”

         “Something’s gone wrong,” I replied, “but I don’t know what.”

         The Norwegian shrugged.

         I carried on and took the escalator up to the long, glass corridor between the old and new buildings.

         A Chinese tapestry hung on the wall. Its white castle surrounded by clear blue and yellow tones seemed to move as I passed.

         I felt it following me until I turned the corner into the old building. Here, heavy wooden doors opened out into the meeting room opposite the windows facing the park with its huge metal globe. The varnished surface of the dark wooden floors bore the marks of many years of feet in high heels and polished shoes. Small wooden plaques on each door told what went on behind them.

         A relaxed stream of all nationalities glided past.

         There was plenty of space for all opinions.

         Ásmundur came out of one of the meeting rooms. His hair was now grey and cut short. And he wore reading glasses.

         He was wearing a short-sleeved shirt with a pale blue tie hanging loosely from his neck.

         He was holding a paper in his hand and chatting to a young, almond-skinned girl who clutched a large stack of documents to her round body. He took off his glasses and smiled when I greeted him.

         He told me that the UN had appointed him member of their legal committee. So now he came here every summer and enjoyed it, because the purpose of the committee was to advise the global organization on how to develop the international regulatory environment. A group of architects helping to construct the global society, he said. His wife was down by the lake. He would be joining her to play tennis later. He asked if I felt like joining them for dinner. We agreed to meet at the tennis club.

          
   

         His white tennis gear was just as smart as his suits and his body was tanned by the sun.

         “I stopped at the ministry,” he said, “and I teach at the university now. It was like getting my life back again.”

         His wife was playing tennis on the court in front of us.

         “She’s from Puerto Rico,” he told me, “a psychologist from Harvard. We met in New York”

         “So it wasn’t all bad, then, after all.” I replied.

         He switched his glance to the botanical gardens and pointed to the mountains on the other side.

         “How big an influence do you think the frameworks have?” he asked.

         I didn’t understand him.

         “Really, it’s just the same system here as in New York,” he said, “but, even so, it seems different here. There’s more depth. The people here actually mean it.”

          
   

         We ate fondue in one of the small, cobbled squares in the old town.

         We had wandered along the lakeside promenade with its gilded hotels and the soaring fountain, passed the illuminated floating restaurants and had walked up through the narrow streets of the old town, with their churches, galleries and bookshops.

         People sat everywhere, eating and drinking, reading, flirting, discussing or merely chatting. At one place we could hear the sound of people singing.

         We drank the local wine in large tumblers as he told me he no longer sang opera. It was too demanding. But he still sang to himself and would always thank the opera for what it had taught him about life’s great emotions.

         We broke up and walked beside the castle wall to the newer part of the town. There we fell for the attraction of a bar with neon illustrations on the walls and a Brazillian band spreading samba rythms through the room.

         His wife had gone over to an African standing at the bar while Ásmundur regailed me with stories of salmon fishing and snaps. He stopped talking, leaned towards me, resting his hands on the table.

         “You never let me down in New York,” he said, his voice slurring slightly, “I’ll never forget that. But there was just something you couldn’t understand. That was my fault.”

         The music stopped. His wife and the African came over. Ásmundur was lost in thought with his eyes focused somewhere else in the room. Then he looked at us.

         “I know where we’re going,” he said.

          
   

         Darkness fell as we strolled back to the old town. I walked alongside Ásmundur. His wife followed behind holding the African’s arm.

         He stopped at the head of a flight of steps, where there was a small sign painted with the words “La Danse” between garlands of flowers. The oil lamp at the head of the stairs cast its light down on the steps and he smiled, relieved, as he led the way down.

         It looked like a barrel store with its vaulted brick ceiling and the roughly-plastered white walls. The floor was glazed tiles and the bar was varnished wood with a few stools perched in front. Opposite, were tables in small booths, curtained with green, hanging plants. To the left of the door was a square room where a pair of dark curtains concealed the walls and cellar windows. A gilded mirror stretched from floor to ceiling.

         On the other side of the room the wall was covered with photos of dancing couples in flaring dresses and shiny fabric. The pictures were interspaced with medals and diplomas.

         There were no guests. The chairs were on the tables.

         “Ah” exclaimed the dark-haired man in the red flowered waistcoat. “Monsieur Ásmundur, quel plaisir de vous voir.”

         He ran from the bar and threw his arms around his neck. Ásmundur bent down and enfolded the little man in his arms. He then presented me, the African and his wife.

         “You’ve brought your wife as well,” said the host, beaming, “wonderful. I’ll just call Nasserine.”

         He called out the back, where a curtain of coloured, wooden-beaded cords hid the kitchen. His wife came out with a tea-towel between her hands. Her dress was red, tight across the chest, and the wide skirts fell in folds down to her ankles. She wore a pair of black shoes with high, square heels on her tiny, doll-like feet. Her hair was black as coal.

         She threw the tea-towel aside and opened her arms.

         “Monsieur Ásmindur, le chanteur d’opéra,” she said, with a nasal accent, “and you bring your wife. How wonderful.”

         They were exactly the same height and, and as they stood there in front of Ásmundur, they looked just as small as each other.

         Then they practically leapt to the nearest table and lifted the chairs down on the floor. No, they were definitely not closed. Especially when such welcome company had arrived. The last of their regulars had just left and they were only doing a little bit of clearing up. But the night was young and life is short, so why sleep when one was lucky enough to have such pleasant visitors?

         What could they offer us? Would madam like something to eat?

         Ásmundur stayed at the bar, chatting, as they opened a couple of bottles of wine. I sat at the table together with the African. I could see Ásmundur shaking his head and making a deprecating gesture as the host nodded intently, raising his hands.

         He pointed behind him and I suddenly noticed the huge stereo unit and the shelves of records. I couldn’t see any speakers.

         Ásmundur was still shaking his head as he brought both wine and glasses over to the table. His wife put her arms around his neck. The host rummaged through the records. Nasserine had left the kitchen and stood at the lower end of the bar.

         From somewhere in the room I heard a faint hissing, crackling sound.

         Àsmundur had stopped on the floor somewhere between the bar, the booths and the open room. His eyes were closed.

         Suddently the crack of a whip verberated three times, filling the room with a sound that made us jump. The couple merely smiled, all their attention on Ásmundur.

         We saw Ásmundur spread his arms out from his sides and throw back his head. The music started and filled the room, embracing him as his as his voice flowed over us with a force to make the air tremor and the heavens to open.

         “Schiocchi la frusta. Ehi la! Soffi il vento gelido, Cada l’acqua o nevichi. A me che cosa fa?”

         After the music had left us he stood still for a moment with closed eyes and bowed head. The couple stood with their arms around each other’s waists.

         When he opened his eyes and looked up they started to applaud, uttering small cries of pure joy. As did his wife, the African and I.

         He nodded slightly and walked over to us. His eyes glowed as his wife passed him some wine. Then he lifted his glass, looked steadily at the host and tossed the golden liquid down in one.

          
   

         We were so engrossed in Ásmundur’s stories about all the pictures on the walls and the host couple’s story of a past among the finest dancers in Southern Europe that we hadn’t seen them leave the room.

         She, in particular, had really been something special, he said, because she had been a refugee from Iran and the Shah’s displeasure and, therefore, from a completely difference dance tradition.

         But before they had settled down to run this restaurant they had danced together in competitions throughout the world. And, every time they won, by way of thanks they had danced a special dance which they had created entirely themselves. A dance based on the church choir in Cavalleria Rusticana, he told us, as his eyes lit up once again and he hummed the beautiful melody up towards the ceiling.

         “They made their own score,” he said, looking at me, “and when they danced they moved the world.”

          
   

         Suddenly there they were. Standing in front of us.

         He shone in tight-fitting silk which caressed his body in black and white. She rustled in a red, glittering, tulle dress, edged with silver – a lone, silvered rose in her hair.

         He bowed slightly and, with a wave of his hand, directed Ásmundur to the gramophone behind the bar. They took the floor and waited for the signal from the choir.

          
   

         At the first crack of her heel all was dissolved in glorious rhythm and sound. The dancers lifted themselves from the floor, floating through the tones of the choir as they embraced the song and filled it with movement. Their bodies were as one and, in this swirl of colour and sound, which rose and rose until it enveloped the entire room, they carried us with them into the infinity of art.

          
   

         Ásmundur sat with his arm around his wife’s neck and looked as me, a smile playing on his lips.

         When they stopped he placed his hand on the back of my neck, leaned towards me and, with his face close to mine, whispered:

         “Now do you understand?”

         Gliding out to the open floor under the dimming lights we let the dance carry us away into a endless universe.
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