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At the end of daybreak …


AIMÉ CÉSAIRE


Notebook of a Return to the Native Land, 1939


 


To Dany Charles, my nephew,


who lives in Port-au-Prince





PART ONE
Slow Preparations for Departure






The Phone Call





The news cuts the night in two.


The inevitable phone call


that every middle-aged man


one day will receive.


My father has died.







I got on the road early this morning.


No destination.


The way my life will be from now on.







I stop along the way for breakfast.


Bacon and eggs, toast, scalding hot coffee.


I sit by the window.


A sharp sun warms my right cheek.


A quick glance at the paper.


A bloody image of a car wreck.


Death is sold anonymously in America.







I watch the waitress moving


among the tables.


Busy with her rounds.


The nape of her neck is sweaty.







The radio is playing this country song,


the story of a cowboy


unhappy in love.


The waitress has a red flower tattooed


on her right shoulder.


She turns and gives me a sad smile.







I leave the tip on the newspaper


next to the cup of cold coffee.


Walking toward the car I try to imagine


the loneliness of a man facing death


in a hospital bed in a foreign country.







“Death expires in a white pool of silence,”


wrote the young Martinican poet Aimé Césaire


in 1939.


What can anyone know of exile and death


when they’re not even twenty-five?







I get back on Highway 40.


Little villages numb with sleep


along the frozen river.


Where are they all hiding?


The invisible people.







The feeling of discovering


virgin territory.


For no good reason I take


a country road


that will set me back by an hour.







A vast land of ice.


It’s difficult for me


even after so many years


to imagine the shape


next summer will take.







Ice burns


more fiercely


than fire


but the grass remembers


the caress of the sun.







There are, beneath this ice,


hotter desires


and sharper impulses


than in any other season.


The women here know it.







The men sweat for a living and


the first to open his mouth is a sissy.


Silence is the rule of the forest


if you don’t want to be surprised by a bear.







He nurtured silence so long


that emptiness took hold of him.


The man became a dry branch


that cracked in the cold.







Hunger brings the wolf out of the woods


and drives the woodsman home.


He nods off, after his bowl of soup,


by the fireplace.


His wife tells him what they said on the radio.


It’s always about war and lost jobs.


So go the centuries in these northern villages.







It’s easy to talk when we’re warm,


and binding old wounds.


The wounds we’re ashamed of


never heal.







I always panic when


I can’t hear another human sound.


I am a creature of the city.


My rhythm is the staccato heels


of a woman coming up behind me.







I have lost all direction.


Snow has covered everything.


Ice has burned away the smells.


The realm of winter.


Only a native can find his way through this.







A big bright yellow truck roars past.


The driver, happy to finally


meet someone on the road,


blows his horn wildly.


He’s heading south.


I’m driving into the luminous north


that blinds and enchants me.







I know at the end of this road


a bearded man full of gentle fury,


surrounded by a pack of dogs,


is trying to write the great American novel.







Hunkered down in the sleeping village of Trois-Pistoles


on the edge of the frozen river,


he is the only one today who knows how


to dance with ghosts, madmen and the dead.







This bluish light


sweeping the river


swallows me up in a single breath.


The car begins to skid.


I recover just in time.


To die amid beauty


is not granted to the petit bourgeois man


that I am.







I am aware of being in a world


completely different from my own.


The fire of the South crossing


the ice of the North


produces a temperate sea of tears.







When the road is straight like this,


ice on both sides,


no clouds to help


me find my way under the noonday sky


so completely blue,


I can touch infinity.







I really am among those northern people


who drink till they go mad


dancing a broken jig.


They scream obscenities at the sky


and are astonished to find themselves alone


on a giant sheet of ice.







The feeling of driving


through one of those


cheap paintings hanging


above the fireplace.


Landscape within the landscape.







At the far end of the dirt road,


her feet not touching the ground,


that little girl with the black hair


and the fever-colored yellow dress is dancing.


The one who has lived in my dreams


since the summer I was ten.







A quick glance at the gauges


to see how much gasoline is left.


A breakdown on this road


means certain death.


Magnanimous, the cold numbs before it kills.







The dogs are fighting under the table.


The cats playing with their shadows.


The old goat grazing on the carpet.


The master of the house has gone into the woods


for the day, the old housekeeper tells me.







I turn back as I go out the door


and see the cats tearing apart


a fat manuscript that has fallen from a shelf.


The housekeeper’s indulgent smile seems to say


that here animals come before literature.







Returning to Montreal.


Tired.


I stop by the side of the road.


A quick nap in the car.







Childhood wells up behind closed eyelids.


I wander beneath the tropical sun


but it is cold as death.


The need to piss wakes me up.


A burning sensation before the liquid spurts out.







The same emotion every time


I see the city in the distance.


I take the tunnel under the river.


We always forget that Montreal is an island.







The low-angled light on the smokestacks


above the Pointe-aux-Trembles factories.


The melancholy headlights of the cars.


I make my way to the Cheval Blanc.







The afternoon drinkers have gone.


The late-night ones haven’t shown up yet.


I love this brief moment


when no one is around.







The guy next to me is stretched out on the counter


mouth open and eyes half closed.


They serve me my usual glass of rum.


I think of a dead man whose features


have yet to come together in my mind.








On the Proper Use of Sleep





I got home late at night.


I ran myself a bath.


I always feel at home in water.


An aquatic animal—that’s what I am.


Césaire’s water-warped collection on the floor.


I dried my hands before reaching for it.







I fell asleep in the pink bathtub.


That old fatigue


whose cause I pretend not to know


carried me off


toward uncharted territories.







I slept for an eternity.


That was the only way


to return incognito to the country


with my momentous news.


The night horse that sometimes


I ride at noon knows the path


across the desolate savannah.







Galloping across the mournful plain of time


before discovering


that there is in this life


neither north nor south


father nor son


and that no one


really knows where to go.







We can build our dream house


on the slope of a mountain.


Paint the shutters nostalgia blue.


Plant oleander all around.


Then sit at twilight to watch


the sun sink so slowly into the gulf.


We can do that in each of our dreams


but we’ll never recover the flavor


of those childhood afternoons spent


watching the rain fall.







I remember I would throw myself on the bed


to try to calm the hunger


that devoured me from within.


Today, I sleep


to leave my body


and quench my thirst for the faces of the past.







The little airplane passes steadily


through the great hourglass


that erases the tape of memory.


Here I stand before a new life.


Not everybody gets to be reborn.







I go around a corner in Montreal


and just like that


I find myself in Port-au-Prince.


Like in some teenage dream


where you’re kissing a different girl than the one


you’re holding in your arms.







To sleep and awake again in the country I left


one morning without looking back.


A long reverie made up of unrelated images.


Meanwhile the bathwater has grown cold


and I find I’ve developed gills.







This lethargy always hits me


this time of year


when winter has settled in


and spring is still so far away.


In the midst of the ice at the end of January


I have no more energy to continue


but it’s impossible to turn back.







I’ve started to write again the way


some people start smoking.


Without admitting it to anyone.


And with that feeling I’m doing something


that’s not good for me


but that I can’t resist


any longer.





As soon as I open my mouth, vowels and consonants pour out in a disorderly mess and I have stopped trying to control it. I discipline myself enough to try writing, but after a dozen lines I stop out of exhaustion. I need to find a way that doesn’t demand too much physical effort.


When I bought my old Remington 22, a quarter century ago, I did it to adopt a new style. Tougher, more intense than before. Writing by hand seemed too literary. I wanted to be a rock ’n’ roll writer. A writer of the machine age. Words interested me less than the sound of the keyboard. I had energy to burn. In my narrow room on Saint-Denis Street, I spent all day typing feverishly in the dark. I worked, the windows closed, bare-chested in summer’s furnace-room. With a bottle of cheap wine at my feet.




I return to my trusty pen


which never lets me down.


At the end of a cycle of overwork


we always return to what seems


most natural.







After all these years


there is practically nothing spontaneous left in me.


Yet when the news was announced over the telephone


I heard that short dry click


that can make your heart stop.







A man accosted me in the street.


Are you still writing? Sometimes.


You said you weren’t writing any more. That’s true.


Then why are you writing now?


I don’t know.


He went off, offended.







Most readers


see themselves as characters in a novel.


They consider their lives a tale


full of sound and fury


for which the writer should be


their humble scribe.







There is as much mystery in getting close


to a person as in moving apart.


Between those two points


stretches stifling daily life


with its string of petty secrets.







From which end will I take this day?


By the rising or the setting of the sun?


These days I’ve been getting up


when the sun is going down.







First I need a glass of rum


to dissipate the passion of malaria,


the fever I sometimes confuse


with the energy of life.


I won’t fall asleep until the bottle


is lying on the wooden floor.







When I smile this way in the shadows


it’s because I feel lost


and no one in that case


will make me leave


the pink bathtub


where I curl up in a ball,


a round belly filled with water.








Exile





This morning I picked up the first black notebook


that tells how I came to Montreal.


It was the summer of 1976.


I was twenty-three.


I had just left my country.


Thirty-three years living


far from my mother’s eyes.







Between the journey and the return,


stuck in the middle,


this rotten time


can lead to madness.







That moment always comes


when you stop recognizing yourself


in the mirror.


You’ve lived too long without witnesses.







I compare myself to the photo


of the young man I was before the departure.


The photo my mother slipped


into my pocket just as I


closed the low green gate.


I remember all that sentimentality


made me smile back then.


Today that old photo is my only


reflection to measure passing time.







Sunday afternoon in Port-au-Prince.


I can tell because even the plants


look bored.


We are sitting, my mother and I,


on the gallery, in silence, waiting


for darkness to settle over the oleander.







In the yellowed photo


I am paging through


(no doubt with moist palms and pounding heart)


the summer issue of a woman’s magazine


with girls in bikinis.


Next to me, my mother pretends to sleep.







If I didn’t know then that


I was going to leave


and never return,


my mother, so careworn


that day,


must have felt it


in the most secret part


of her body.







We’re stuck in a bad novel


ruled by a tropical dictator


who keeps ordering


the beheading of his subjects.


We scarcely have time


to escape between the lines


toward the margin that borders the Caribbean Sea.







Here I am years later


in a snow-covered city


walking and thinking of nothing.


I am guided only


by the movements of frigid air


and that fragile neck ahead of me.







Intrigued by the strength


that girl has, so determined,


confronting the harsh


and frigid winds that bring


tears to my eyes


and whirl me around like a dervish.







A child sitting in the middle of the stairway


waits for his father to take him to the arena.


From his sad look I can see


that the game has already started.


I would have given anything


to miss a game


and spend the afternoon watching my father


read his paper in the corner café.







I know that house with a cat in the window.


To enter you have to put


the key in all the way


then draw it back as you turn it


gently in the lock.


The stairs begin to creak


at the eighth step.







A big wooden house.


A long bare table


with a basket of fruit at the end.


On the wall a display


of black-and-white photos


that tell the story


of a man and a woman


in the blaze of love.







A little squirrel climbs the tree at top speed


turning its head in my direction


as if inviting me to follow.


The pale light of three a.m.


when teenage girls walk the streets


on stiletto heels that will break their backs


before they reach thirty.





That girl in the green miniskirt and the cracked lips gets paid at dawn in cocaine cut with baking soda just before the cops come by then she sniffs the stuff right there to face the cold stares of the proper ladies in purple curlers keeping an eye on their brats from the window.


It’s rare that I’m in more of a hurry than a squirrel. But that’s the case today. The animal is amazed that this passerby doesn’t want to feed or play with it. No one’s taught it that it’s just a poor squirrel living in an ordinary neighborhood park. Social classes might not exist among animals. But ego does.




I wait for the café to open.


The waitress pulls up on her bike


despite the cold.


She grabs the two piles of papers


the young delivery boy left earlier


in front of the door.


I watch her go about her business behind the bay window.


Her movements are precise and driven by habit.


Finally she opens the door.







I go in for my first coffee and


read the morning’s editorials


which always make me furious.


She puts on heavy metal at top volume


but she’ll change it to Joan Baez


when the first customers show up.





I always stop in at the bookseller’s next door. She’s at her post behind the counter. Her features are drawn. Winter is not kind to her. She’s about to go to Key West to see a writer friend who has been living there for the past years. Literature, like organized crime, has its networks.




The reader’s bent neck as he stands at the back.


His left profile.


Clenched jaw.


Intense concentration.


He’s about to change centuries.


Right before my eyes.


Without a sound.







I always thought


that books crossed


the centuries to reach us.


Then I understood


seeing that man


the reader does the traveling.







Let us not trust too much in that object covered in signs


that we hold in our hands


and that is there only to attest


the journey really did take place.





I go back to the café next door. The waitress signals that someone has been waiting for me. After Joan Baez, it’s Native singer Buffy Sainte-Marie’s turn. I’d completely forgotten the appointment. I beg to be pardoned. The young journalist asks me coldly whether she can record our conversation. I tell her yes, even though I know that the point of conversations is to leave no trace. She works for one of those free weeklies that litter the tables of the local cafés. T-shirt, jeans, tattoos, roseate eyelids, sparkling eyes. I order a tomato salad. She goes for a green salad. Sometime in the 1980s, we moved from the culture of steak to the culture of salad in the hope it would make us more peaceful.


The machine records. So really, you’re just writing about identity? I write only about myself. You’ve already said that. It doesn’t seem to have been heard. Do you think people aren’t listening to you? People read in search of themselves and not to discover someone else. Paranoid, perhaps? Not enough. Do you think one day you’ll be read for yourself? That was my last illusion until I met you. You seem to me different in reality. Why, have we met in a book before? She gathers up her material with that bored look that can ruin even a sunny day.


The only place I feel completely at home is in this scalding water that warms my bones. The bottle of rum within reach, never too far from Césaire’s collection of poems. I alternate mouthfuls of rum and pages of the Notebook until the book slides onto the floor. Everything is happening in slow motion. In my dream, Césaire takes my father’s place. The same faded smile and that way of crossing his legs that reminds me of the dandies of the postwar days.




I have studied that photo of my father for so long.


His well-starched shirt collar.


The mother-of-pearl cufflinks.


Silk socks and shined shoes.


The loose knot of his tie.


A revolutionary is above all a charmer.







The weatherman is calling for twenty-eight below this morning.


Hot tea.


I am reading by the frosted window.


Numbness fills me.


I lay the book on my stomach.


My hands together and my head thrown back.


Nothing else will happen today.







This sunbeam


that warms my left cheek.


A child’s afternoon nap


not far from his mother.


In the shadow of the oleander.


Like an old lizard


hiding from the sun.







Suddenly I hear that dull sound


the book makes as it falls to the floor.


The same sound that


the heavy juicy mangos of my childhood made


as they fell by the water basin.


Everything brings me back to childhood.


That fatherless country.







What’s for sure is that


I wouldn’t have written this way had I stayed behind.


Maybe I wouldn’t have written at all.


Far from our country, do we write to console ourselves?


I have doubts about the vocation of the writer in exile.








The Photo





A man sitting in front of a thatched hut


with a peasant hat on his head.


A plume of smoke rising behind him.


“That’s your father in the countryside,”


my mother said to me.


The President-for-Life’s henchmen were looking for him.


Distant as it is,


that picture comforts me even today.







When it’s noon and I’m too hot


in these tristes tropiques


I will remember my walk


on the frozen lake, near the cabin


where my friend Louise Warren


would go to write.







Cats play on the porch


without concern for passing time.


Their time is not ours.


This kitten slips


into the shadows of my memory.


White socks on the


waxed wood floor.







I’ve lost track of myself.


Memories run together in my mind.


My life is just a small damp package


of washed-out colors and old smells.







It’s as if an eternity had passed


since the phone call.


Time is no longer cut


into fine slices called days.


It’s become a compact mass with a density


greater than the earth’s.





Nothing beyond this imperious need to sleep. Sleep is my only way of dodging the day and the obligations it brings. I have to admit that things have been falling apart for some time now. My father’s death has completed a cycle. It all happened without my knowledge. I had just begun picking up the signs that warned of this maelstrom and already it was carrying me off.




Images from deep in childhood


wash over me like a wave


with such newness


I really feel I am seeing


the scene unfold before me.







I remember another detail


from that picture of my father


but so tiny that my mind


can’t locate it.


All I can recall is the memory


of a moment of pleasure.





I remember now what made me laugh so much when my mother showed me the photo of the peasant in the straw hat. I was six years old. In the left corner, a chicken was scratching at the ground. My mother wondered what I thought was so funny about a chicken. I couldn’t explain what I felt. Today I know: a chicken is so alive it moves even in a picture. Compared to the chicken, everything else looks dead. For me, my father’s face can’t begin to move without my mother’s voice.





The Right Moment





This moment always comes.


When it’s time to leave.


We can always hang around a little,


say useless goodbyes and gather up


things we’ll abandon along the way.


The moment stares at us


and we know it won’t back down.







The moment of departure awaits us by the door.


Like something whose presence we feel


but can’t touch.


In reality, it takes on the form of a suitcase.







Time spent anywhere else than


in our native village


is time that cannot be measured.


Time out of time written


in our genes.







Only a mother can keep that sort of count.


For thirty-three years


on an Esso calendar


mine drew a cross over each day


spent without seeing me.
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