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                                                                                                                                                       Beachcombing  on the edge of time  


Laura’s Memoir
Lapland, February 1998

My mother left her body whilst I was being born. She hovered above her hospital bed, listening to the doctor and nurses trying to pull me out. I was stuck in the birth channel, too deep for them to get to, too low for cercariae. It was then my mother decided to return to her body, and I was born.
Post-natal depression was an unknown concept in those days, but that was what my mother had. Father was useless, could not understand, could not cope, and escaped by drinking and partying with his cronies. At a few months old, I could not cope either. I stopped eating; back to the hospital, tied in the bed by leather belts, bright lights right above my head. I was force-fed for a week then released. 
I remember the feeling of being tied up, not able to move, the sense of imprisonment. Since that time, I've tried to escape any confinement, physical, mental or otherwise. There have been consequences, but I could not stop. It became a part of who I was.
There were moments of joy too, many in fact. The invincible feeling of delight when I cracked the code of crawling for the first time; the speed, sensation of the rough hall mat, stripes in green and grey against my swiftly moving knees. In my euphoria of the newly acquired skill, I hit my head hard on a bathroom door, didn’t stop, turned, and did it again and again, back and forth – occasionally hitting my head again too. This would give an early indication of my nature of handling life for anyone who had eyes to see. Nobody looked.
At the age of three, I escaped from the nearby kindergarten. I have a faint memory of it confirmed by my mother. She had been cooking in the kitchen when suddenly her instinct took over and she rushed to the bedroom window just in time to see me climb over the kindergarten fence. I was determinedly marching with my short chubby legs towards the trafficked highway when mother caught me. I remember her holding me far too tight, angry, and in tears. Yet I tried to escape several times until the kindergarten told my parents they could no longer keep me. 
My parents employed a live-in maid, a girl from the countryside called Amelia. She moved in with us in our apartment in the posh area of Wasastan in Stockholm. Amelia came from a poor area up north where living was harsh and opportunities scarce. Stockholm was a Promised Land and she was convinced that the most important attribute for a woman was to be pretty. Amelia was pretty and spent her time daydreaming. She was to become a film star. Amelia took it upon herself to tell me all the things that were wrong with my looks: my hair was too thin, my mouth too big, my nose too round, my fingers too chubby – new items regularly added. It was confusing; I didn’t quite understand it all, but I became painfully aware that something was terribly wrong with me.
There was one thing I couldn’t escape - missing my dad. He was hardly ever there, but when he was and he was fairly sober, he could be very charming and engaging. He worked in advertising and drinking often started at lunchtime and continued deep into the night. During most nights he kept me awake abusing my mother, mostly verbally, rarely, but it happened, also physically. 
I was desperate for my father's love and attention which caused me to seek love from other male creatures. All my teddy bears were male, as were my cats. My first love, at the age of seven, was Marcus. Marcus was a tough kid, already smoking at the age of eight, and he had mustard yellow trousers. I fell in love with him on a bright white icy winter's day. Marcus jumped on me out of nowhere and washed my face with soft snow screaming into my ear, 'If you tell anybody I smoke, you're dead, girl!'. He was dangerous, and it all was thrilling and exciting. It set a lifelong pattern. 


Copenhagen 1969 - We all are screwed up in our unique ways 

'Don't you want somebody to love; don't you need somebody to love – you better find somebody to love’—a ‘call down’ music from Jefferson Airplane in San Francisco to all the hippies worldwide. I remember listening obsessively to Radio Luxemburg in the dark while my parents were sleeping. This was it. I needed to respond. This new music was like that of the Hamlin flute player calling to the children: hypnotic; you just had to follow that pied piper. So at the age of sixteen, I ran away from home and followed the call to Copenhagen, the hippie centre of Scandinavia. 
As soon as I stepped off the train thrilling excitement filled my being. I saw some long-haired hippies and asked them where hippies hung out. They were on their way to the fountain at the ‘Stroget,’ the walking street, so I joined them and oh my God – so many hippies dressed in jeans, velvet and Indian tunics, hairbands in their long hairs. Music, fluids, bongo drums, and guitar. Also some singing. A stunningly beautiful girl was sensually moving to the rhythm of the bongo drums. When she stopped, without thinking I clapped enthusiastically (nobody else did) and she laughed and blew me a kiss. She sat down by the fountain and somebody passed on a shilom to her. She waved me to join them. That was how Ursula’s and my friendship began.

'Tonight is my night, I can feel it!’ Ursula admires her reflection in the mirror. She brushes the luscious henna-coloured curls that reach way under her blooming young breasts, barely hidden under a thin violet Indian kaftan. She is beautiful, and she knows it. 'Peter told me that the band is going to come to 'Club Revolution' tonight before their concert tomorrow. No fuzz. Guys just want to party a bit and feel the vibe. I have my eyes on the bassist, Dave – he's just too fucking sexy!' 
I am trying to crawl into my red velvet trousers when Tine cries, 'Shit! Shit, shit, shit!!!'. Both Ursula and I rush to her. Tears are running down her cheeks as she dangles a broken sandal in front of our faces. 'It's my third pair this week! These fucking Jesus sandals; I'm sure Jesus wouldn't last a day walking around in fucking Galilee if he had these.' I stare at the dangling sandal in disbelief 'That really is shit. I broke mine yesterday and was planning to borrow yours'. I begin to feel desperate too. 'Revolution' is the hippest club in the whole of Scandinavia, and you could do about anything and everything whilst in there. There is only one rule; you had to have shoes on to enter. 
'I thought you were going to get money for new shoes from the social?' Ursula is back in front of the mirror, putting kajal under her large violet cat eyes. 'Nope, that's on Monday. So what shall we do? Three smoking hot squatters and only one pair of sandals?' Ursula stops admiring her reflection for a second. 'I do need you two as my wingmen so… I know, I go in first, throw my sandals out of the window for Laura and Laura throws them to Tine!' 
And so it was done, and Ursula got her one-night stand with the famous gorgeous bassist - and I, of course, got the money for my fabulous new Jesus sandals on Monday. ‘Summer of Love’ in Copenhagen, and we had no clue.



Nadja’s Story

Before Nadja finally arrives in Nairobi, she walks for days; how many she doesn’t know. She doesn’t remember much, just endless burned okra-coloured dusty roads. Other people are also walking and sometimes somebody offers her food or water. It is as if she is sleepwalking. A toothless woman with dead eyes finds her begging in the streets and passes her on to a man named Josef. ‘This is brother Josef, he’ll look after you... They called him 'Brother Josef', but there is nothing kind or Christian about him. He is a big man, bony with bulging red eyes and red gums and teeth. All day long, he chews kava and drinks cheap whisky. Most of his girls are not yet even sixteen; Nadja is thirteen.
‘You was born a whore and will always be a dirty whore’, Joseph tells Nadja, and she believes him although she isn’t entirely sure what a ‘whore’ is. ‘You are one lucky whore I found you. Just do what I say, and you won’t starve’. Then he rapes Nadja. His huge bony body over her. His breath stinks like rotten meat, he is dripping sweat, and there is an odour of urine around him. He thrusts his penis inside Nadja. Indescribable physical pain takes over her whole being, and she faints. 
Nadja wakes up on a dirty mattress. She doesn’t know how many days she has been lying there. A very slim girl with  enormous brown eyes is sitting in a corner looking at Nadja. ‘I’m Pricilla, ’ she whispers ‘Do you want some water?’’ Nadja nods, and the girl takes a plastic bottle from her leather back and hands it to her. ‘You need to be careful with Josef, you know. Now he just raped you; he does that with all new girls. ‘Test drives’, he calls it. Mind you; he is still going to try to sell you as a virgin. Much more money in that. He also likes to hit us, burn us with cigarettes and all kinds of shit, given the smallest excuse or no excuse at all. Just do what he tells you, give him the money, and stay away from him the best you can.’
Nadja feels dirty, and she feels guilty for being alive. Like a zombie, she steps into a life filled with abuse and drugs. Josef has five girls in his stable. They are all very young, between eleven and seventeen. That is his specialty. Many of his customers are fat Arab men, and they pay well for young flesh.

                                                                           *
When Nadja turns fifteen something happens and everything changes. By this time, she has learned to speak good enough English and some Swahili to get by. It is around noon; the midday sun burns in the cloudless sky. Nadja has just woken up and is half aimlessly wandering  through the streets. Hunger niggles at her. Everywhere are busy cars, people in a chaotic cacophony of movement, noise, smells. Gaudy colours all about; flowers, trees, women's printed dresses and headscarves, fruits and vegetables that the street sellers carry. The air is vibrating with heat and all the Nairobi sounds; laughter, music, arguments, car horns, whistle pipes mixed with animal cries from the market. Despite herself, despite hunger, Nadja’s tired body begins to respond to all that life after a night of abuse. She is still young, so life hasn’t left her completely; she can still enjoy a moment, be in the moment.
A formidable woman in a bright orange dress with tribal patterns and a fascinatingly complicated hairdo is buying roasted nuts from a street seller. Two street bums are circling around her like vultures looking for prey. She is too busy chatting with the seller to notice them. Her basket is half-open, and Nadja can see her purse. 'Watch out, madame!' she screams. the woman turns around, snapping her basket closer to her body. Other people in the street also turn to look and the bums disappear fast. 
'Come here, girl', the woman calls in a loud and commanding voice. Nadja approaches her cautiously.. 'What is your name, girl?' Even though her voice is firm, her eyes are gentle. 'Je suis Nadja', she responds, slipping back into French through sheer embarrassment. 'Speak English, girl! Nadja, you say. I am Aisha. You know, Nadja, I am very grateful to you. I was on my way to the bank with the whole week’s income! I only stopped… Well, the smell of nuts was just too sweet. If those useless idiots had succeeded, I would be in serious trouble! Can I do something for you, girl?' Aisha’s eyes fixed on hers. Nadja doesn’t know what to say, but somehow she knows this is her moment; she cannot just let this woman go. 'Please, madam, please let me just talk with you, please!' Aisha looks at Nadja for a while and then tells her to walk with her to the bank, after which they would have coffee in a café. 
Aisha owns a hair salon in Kibera. Her salon is not just a salon for women to get their hair done; it is a way out for many girls. She provides them with an education as a hairdresser, and they work for her while they learn. Different private donors fund her project, and she is now applying for government funding too. Nadja becomes one of her girls, and for the first time since she can remember, Nadja feels there is hope.
Kibera slum is huge; hundreds of thousands of people live there. The shacks are tiny, mostly built with mud walls, a corrugated tin roof with a dirt or concrete floor. It is not free either, the Government owns the land, and all the shack owners have to pay rent, and they in turn rent to tenants. Some own many shacks and fill them with as many tenants as they possibly can and make lots of money.
Nadja knows Aisha is not like that. Instead of eight, nine or ten people, there are only three girls. Their work schedule is such that all the girls have some alone time too. They keep the place as clean as possible, fetching fresh water from the Nairobi centre (the water in Kibera is mud water, dirty and full of germs). Nadja knows how to read and is learning to read in English. Neither Kayla nor Celeste can read that well, so the girls study together during their few free hours.
One morning Aisha stops in the middle of making Uji porridge and with a distant look in her eyes says, not much louder than a whisper, ’ You know what I dream of, Nadja - an apartment away from dirt, mud, stink, cockroaches, noise... One of those new apartments in Buruburu Estate with proper floors, maybe a patch for vegetables. A proper living.’  Nadja smiles at Aisha thinking how beautiful she looks when she talks about her dream, younger somehow. Nadja has no dreams, only survival.

                                                                        *
Nadja is looking behind the plastic curtain at a large man, black as a desert night, talking with Aisha. Everything about him is round, his bold round head, his belly, large black-brown eyes, lips, nose, everything. Aisha looks tiny beside him; he could just crush her between his fingers. Nadja starts to shake. Maybe this man works for Josef and has come for her…? When the large round man smiles,  Nadja can see one gold tooth amongst the shiny white ones.
Why are you hiding girl’! Aisha shouts after the man is gone. ‘Emmanuel is the kindest man you will ever meet Nadja, you can trust him like you would trust All Mighty. He is a priest, a real God’s man and he also has suffered a lot so he understands. He had to leave Congo, escape with his family – a bit like you my little Dik Dik.’ Aisha glances at Nadja with tender eyes. ‘The war there, you know, just goes on and on. Killing and torturing women and children, everyone. Emmanuel had to leave, they would have killed him and his family. You see Nadja, he knows, you don’t have to be afraid of him. He looks after people in Kibera, collects clothes, food and medicine, and  helps where he can.’ 



Laura’s memoir
Lapland 

My Shame; every time they asked, I felt this shame. My father's nightly verbal diarrhea. Words, so many ugly words. Sticky and smelly words. They stuck to me like tar, and they had hidden poisonous needles. I didn't understand most of them, I just felt how they came from dark, murky forbidden worlds. Words were directed to mom, but I too was diminished. My love for my father was unconditional, so somehow all this was my fault. When the people upstairs asked why do I cry every night, I told them I had nightmares. I was only four years old and responsible; I should not have cried; I needed to protect my father better. My shame, not his.


Laura’s diary: Daniel – Summer 1972 Marbella

Oh my God! Daniel is so beautiful; a Frenchman who played a native American in those Italian westerns filmed in Spain. I saw him the first time at dawn on the beach of Marbella after a night in Club Frisco and the after-party that always followed. Hash, coke, drinks. Live fast, die young. This beautiful man riding on a white horse, his black hair flying; wind, speed, sun, sea. He stopped the horse, blew me a kiss, and rode away. I think I am in Love.
That same afternoon Ursula and I were sunbathing on the beach. I saw a group of young men playing frisbee. 'Could it be... He looked the same, just shorter than on the horse.' I walked closer. Yes, it was him! Their frisbee landed close to the sea. I sprung, he sprung, we both grabbed the frisbee simultaneously. I fell, and he helped me up, and kissed my hand. He is so damn beautiful - noble-looking with a wolf smile, white teeth, golden sparkles in his chocolate brown eyes. He surely is the most handsome pretend Native American in the movies! Drinks later in the old town of Marbella. It feels as if I am possessed, can’t think about anything else but him.
Now we have been together for some days. I don’t get him; he can be so charming, kissing my hand, looking deep into my eyes, calling me his cheri – and then he can flash out, call me stupid in front of others or admire and flirt with some other girl! I feel like I am constantly irritating him; I laugh like a horse, walk like a duck, kiss like a cow. In fact, I begin to feel like a fucking animal farm. I know I’m not as beautiful as Ursula but I have never before felt this ugly. Ursula doesn’t like him and calls him a ‘pretty boy’ in a condescending way. There is an English film director here, Robin something. Ursula says he is gay and has the hots for Daniel. I think Daniel is playing him hoping to get a role. I feel I know nothing anymore. Our sex life is not good and Daniel seems hardly interested. Everybody is smoking hash and popping pills. All-night parties all the time. Lots of rich kids here and lots of drugs.
Daniel is getting more and more moody, at times spiteful, even nasty, really nasty. Days are a blur, a continuous party coloured by Daniel’s manipulative and cruel power games.  I feel like I am going under…

Paris, winter-spring 1973
I am in Paris with Daniel. It is nothing like I imagined. Daniel makes constant remarks that hit me like small poisonous arrows ‘Laura, you’re not beautiful but you pretend to be. Some people get fooled for a while…’ Or ‘Laura you can’t even cook a most simple thing. What can you actually do? Anything?’


Laura’s memoir
 My time in Paris

When I first came to Paris, I only had the address to a café located in Rue St-Denis where Daniel received his post. I didn’t find him immediately and felt quite lost. One of the prostitutes, Celeste, who hung out in the café, offered me a place to stay. She rented a small room with a kitchenette upstairs from the café. Her room was full of lace and pink and fluffy materials, and the air was thick with the smell of sweet perfume. Celeste had several dolls and stuffed animals placed everywhere in the room, watching you with their blank eyes. She was incredibly sweet and pretty with her copper-red long wavy hair. Her frame was tiny and slim, yet her breasts were like footballs. If her skirt had been any shorter, it would have been a belt. Her English was as bad as my French, and I didn’t understand her occupation; sex for sale seemed absurd for an idealistic hippie girl who lived in a ‘La La’ land of free love.
Why Celeste looked after me during my first days in Paris remains a mystery. After I finally met up with Daniel and moved out, we continued to always smile at each other and blew kisses across the floor. The warmth between us was genuine, and that was enough. 
Daniel then parked me at his friend Marcel’s place, where he was also staying temporarily. It was a small one-bedroom flat, and Marcel gave us his bedroom and slept himself on the couch. A large Algerian family lived across the narrow corridor. The scents of spicy cooking and aromatic oils seeped into Marcel’s flat, as did the sound of Algerian music. According to my calculations, approximately nine people lived in a similar-sized flat as Marcel’s; they must have taken turns sleeping! I met some of them coming or going every time I stepped into the corridor. Men looked at me suspiciously, but the women and children always smiled and nodded shyly.
Marcel was an awkward man, especially with women. He wasn’t exactly ugly, but he had an appearance that you would forget no matter how many times you met him. I faintly recall that he was kind of beige and flabby. 
Marcel owned a small shop on the Rue St-Denis that sold hippie clothes. How he managed to keep his shop running is an enigma considering his total lack of social skills; maybe his customers were too stoned to notice much? Every time I was trying on clothes in Marcel’s shop, he tried to take a peek. I wasn’t afraid of Marcel, although he was creepy; I pitied him. Daniel used him like he used everybody if he could. 
Daniel’s friends were not the kind of people I was used to socialising with. Many came from poor backgrounds, lacked education, and wanted to succeed (make money) by any means they could. Daniel was one of them; he just happened to be extraordinarily good-looking and relied on that. 

Then things changed. One evening I tried to interest Daniel in lovemaking but he harshly pushed me away, making sarcastic remarks about my small breasts and clumsy touch before rushing out into the night. He came back three hours later but I didn’t dare to ask where he had been. Daniel fell into sleep immediately but I lay awake feeling hurt and wondering what I was doing with my life and why I couldn’t just leave.
[bookmark: _Hlk152845947]The next morning we had one of our most painful arguments. Daniel was more skilled than ever in making me feel worthless and ugly. ‘You have zero sex appeal Laura, noll. It’s pathetic. You look like a boy, no curves.’ I fled the flat crying and just walked and walked until I accidentally ran into my old Canadian friend, Randy, outside a café in St Michel. St Michel is an old part of Paris, picturesque and atmospheric. During those days, many ‘wanna-be’ artists and musicians gathered in its small cafes, alleys, and cellar clubs. Young people came from everywhere, some talented, many not. Randy was talented. He resembled a large friendly, clumsy dog. Randy had a strawberry mop of blond hair under which innocent round blue eyes gazed out at me adoringly. My Randy; always enthusiastic and throughout kind.
‘Laura, my beautiful girl! What are you doing in Paris?’ Randy lifted me in the air and swirled me a couple of times around. ‘Randy, fancy meeting you here! Put me down, please!’ I laughed as he put me down, loudly kissing both my cheeks. ‘Paris, don’t you just love it! It must be my number one city in the world! The ambiance, people, food, and the music! I feel for the first time I can live fully, breathe, hear, smell, taste – tout le vivre! You know what I mean?’ I didn’t know, but I wished I would. My Paris was Daniel’s Paris; small, pathetic, limited and sad.  
Randy was ‘doing’ Europe when we first met in Copenhagen some years earlier in a club where he played. His instrument was the saxophone and played it extremely well. He often jammed with local, known and unknown musicians. I think he fell a bit in love with me. I was flattered but not interested; he was too kind and too reliable for me. But we remained friends. 
Now Randy was in Paris and spoke, unlike me, fluent French. He was a bumblebee in a summer's garden drinking the nectar of every flower. Randy loved everything about Paris; its bohemian elegance, the vibrancy of passion, and an unapologetic way of enjoying life. He ate, he drank, laughed and enjoyed lively discussions. Parts of Paris are full of history, others are modern, and some are very poor. He loved it all. He saw art, culture, and sophistication everywhere, and where there was a lack of sophistication, he still saw ‘joie de vivre’. Randy also appreciated the common sense of the French as he was practically inclined himself. He avalanched me with stories of all the interesting people; art, music, la revolution! This sounded more like the Paris I had dreamt about. I needed this ‘Paris’ desperately as my survival instinct urged me to distance myself from Daniel before I lost myself completely. 
Later that same day Randy introduced me to Chantal, a stunning woman in her forties who lived in an amazing apartment at Rue de la Honorine. The apartment covered the whole floor and Randy was staying in one of the many rooms. Chantal herself looked like she had just stepped out from an Art Nouveau poster; sharp-cut black bob, Cleopatra eyes, ruby lips, and a glittery hairband. Mostly dressed in decorative silk kimonos, smoking her cigarette in a long carved ivory holder, she floated from room to room in her large apartment, pleasantly chatting about nothing. Chantal knew everybody, and her apartment reminded me of a 1920's salon in Paris. People came and went, food and wine were always available. All night long discussions, music, passion. Chantal had taken Randy under her motherly protection, and she was suspicious of me. “ Cheri, if you break his heart”, she once told me, “I will break you”. I didn’t stay in Paris long enough for any of that to happen.
Finally, I was taking a break from Daniel. This time he had gone too far in his manipulative power games; he brought a pretty English girl with him to 'his’ café as his new ‘amour’. I wouldn’t mind, would I? Free love and all that… He flashed his wolf smile at me, at the same time kissing the poor girl’s hand. I rushed out of the café. It was clear that Daniel was deliberately humiliating me I just couldn’t understand why – why would he want to do that? 
I met with Randy later and he arranged for me to stay at Chantal’s apartment in a small room behind the kitchen. Chantal was not too happy about it but had a hard time saying no to Randy. I think she also figured she could keep her eye on me better if I lived there. 
It was a stimulating and thrilling week, mainly with Randy but I also learned to know many interesting people, artists, musicians, intellectuals. Randy Introduced me loudly and proudly to everyone as ‘my beautiful Laura, a snow princess from the North that has northern magic in her soul.’ I was welcomed with keen interest and it was healing, not only to my bruised ego but deeper than that.
I still found myself somewhat obsessed with my fantasy about Daniel. After all, I had invested so much into this magnificently beautiful man and suffered so deeply, surely it deserved a happy ending? I went to look for Daniel in ‘our’ café close to the red light district. It was, as always, packed with prostitutes, many young and beautiful. 
After my week with Randy, Chantal, and all their friends (that felt like a dream), I once again entered Daniel’s world. I stepped into the café where he entertained his friends. It felt like waking up from an evil spell. I could see the shabby café filled with heavy grey-brown shadows of desperation. The prostitutes were hanging by the bar wearing makeup like a mask. Bottomless empty eyes, too loud laughter. From a distance, they still looked like colourful exotic birds. Celeste was there and blew me a kiss, and I reciprocated. Pernod for breakfast and thick smoke of Gallous permanently lingering, covering the cracks. 
Daniel was sitting by his usual table masked by his pretentious arrogance, reflecting a pathetic sadness of it all. How could I’ve been so blind? So many opportunities got missed because of my obsession with Daniel. I just refused to see how petty he was. His arrogance blinded me to all his faults. He played me. Abusers know how to do it even if they are stupid. In hindsight, I realise that Daniel was rather stupid, but he had the instinctive intelligence of a primitive predator.
 I looked at him, and our eyes met. He knew. I walked out never to return. A few days later I was sitting on a train on my way to Copenhagen.



[bookmark: _Hlk152863191]Conversation with Ursula some years later

‘Ok, so you’ve had few ‘Daniels’, beautiful narcissistic men and now you’re going to marry one?’
‘Jonas is not a ‘Daniel’. He is serious and deep. Solid. He’s studying to become an architect and I continue my social studies. We have a lot in common you know - we like the same movies and music, books. Lots of stuff. We connect. This is different and I’m ready to settle.’
‘Are you sure? I mean he is not bad looking but not really a ‘pretty boy’ either,  I give you that. – But there is something in his eyes that gives me the creeps…
‘Shut the fuck up, Ursula! You just don’t want me to settle cause you never will! How many lovers you currently have?’
‘Three I think. Life is short, youth even shorter so one might as well enjoy it.’
‘You do you, babe. I don’t enjoy that shit anymore.’
‘You never did. You always wanted commitment but went for men who could not commit, not really. Did you ever consider that Daniel could have been gay; sort of your ultimate ‘can never have’ guy?
‘No I haven’t, but yes, that could be. It’s all past now. What I have with Jonas is totally different. So please Ursula, don’t try to spoil it for me!
‘As you wish. If that’s what you want. I really hope it all works out for you.’



Laura’s memoir 
winter in Stockholm 1982

‘You fucking whore!’ Jonas directed the final kick to my stomach as I lay on the floor. ‘Now look what you made me do!’ He fell on the sofa, drunk and exhausted, soon at asleep, snoring. I was just lying there. My nose was bleeding, as was my cheek. This was worse than ever before, more violent. I felt the movement in my womb—the baby. I knew with absolute certainty that I was going to lose the baby. I crawled to the telephone and called 999.
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]Not only did I lose my baby girl; I was told I could never have children. This was the end, the end of everything. My will to live left me. My mother came to collect me. My father was dead, a stroke some years ago. Weeks of haze. Ursula came to visit. I could not talk; there was nothing left to say. I had done this to myself. All my life I had done this to myself, and now my baby was dead.

Nadja – the second escape
Emmanuel visits Aisha’s Salon again and they sit and talk politics; coming Kenyan elections, tribes, Mau Mau rebels in recent history, and Kenyatta - and Aisha's favourite subject; corruption, corruption everywhere. Emmanuel agrees but says there are worse places than Kenya, such as Congo ‘the Heart of Darkness’ he says. ‘Doomed to repeat its dark history since King Leopold, the cruellest colonial governor in known history. Ever since…’ Emmanuel is warming up to his subject and Aisha feels a lecture coming. She doesn’t mind, after all, Emmanuel is a priest, and priests preach. 
Nadja is too young to understand all that Emmanuel speaks, but she loves to listen to his gentle voice and feel his compassionate eyes on her. 
Nadja keeps hearing more about Emmanuel - how respected he is all over Kibera and beyond, how he has the ear of everyone, even the police seem to listen to him. Nadja figures from listening to conversations that Emmanuel was not only respected in Kibera but also elsewhere in Nairobi. He talked to politicians, to the head of the police, and there was very little that mattered that he somehow wasn’t involved with. Emmanuel started a group called ‘Kenyan Men for Positive Masculinity’ where different issues were discussed and acted upon amongst men. That led to a football club for boys in Kibera and to an ‘Aids Information Centre’. These Kenyan men were proud to be ‘modern’ men and helped young boys not continue in their tribal ways of many women, children they can’t support, poverty, and illness. 
Nadja develops an ability to be nearly invisible and listens to gossip and chat in the hair salon. She wants to find everything concerning Emmanuel. She hears that he has established a school for refugee children and a youth education centre. There are orphan children from all the neighbouring countries in Nairobi, many from Rwanda and Somalia. These children mainly spoke French and sometimes a little English. Like Nadja, they ended up as beggars, pickpockets, and prostitutes in the hands of cruel men such as Josef, who ruthlessly exploited them. Nadja is no longer a whore, and it seems like a distant dream to her; all those men and their stinking bodies, black, white, Indian, Arabic. Disgusting male bodies, flesh, sweat, pain, blood. She let them use her body, but she was not there. 

Nadja’s growing interest in Emmanuel doesn’t escape Aisha and she brings it to Emmanuel’s attention. Emmanuel listens, asks questions, nods and they agree that Emmanuel should meet with Nadja.
Aisha is brushing Nadja’s stubborn curly hair with strong strokes. ‘ Auch, you’re hurting me!’ ‘Remember girl, you need to behave. Answer questions, smile, show your best side, speak up. He speaks French so that should be ok. This is your chance, don’t mess it up, Nadja!
Emmanuel picks up Nadja and takes her to the field outside the school and Nadja hears the school children drumming. ‘So, Nadja, ma petite fille’ he says ‘Aisha tells me you are a very bright girl and love to learn. Is that true?’ ‘Mais oui, Monsieur’ Feeling uncertain if Emanuel is to be trusted Nadja flashes an enforced smile as Aisha instructed.
Emmanuel speaks softly about this and that, what he misses in Congo, a particular fruit that grew by the river where their house was before it was burned down. Nadja forgets herself after a while and they engage in a lively conversation about their favourite fruits and food, and many other delightful subjects. 
After a while, Emmanuel asks if Nadja went to school in Rwanda. Nadja feels how she shrinks into a tiny pile. Nobody, she is nobody. She avoids Emmanuel’s eyes. ‘What’s the matter, Nadja?’ Emmanuel asks quietly. ‘You don’t need to be afraid, ma petite.’ He waits patiently watching noisy parrots up in the nearby tree. After a while Nadja whispers quietly ‘I don’t know if I did, I can’t remember. Nothing, I remember nothing.’ Emmanuel pauses for a moment, then, still watching the parrots, says: ‘Yes, sometimes we are protected from remembering something until we are ready. Don’t you worry about that child, it is a blessing.  
They sit in stillness for a bit and then Emmanuel continues to speak: ‘Nadja cheri, Aisha told me that you read fluently French and you are also catching up with your English and you try to teach the other girls how to read. Aisha also told me that you are good with numbers and help her with the salon’s accounts. Do you like numbers?’ Nadja looks up through her eyelashes, still reserved ‘Oui, I do very much, but most of all I like reading.’ ‘So what do you read?’ ‘Aisha has a bible, and I’ve been reading that but it is in English and quite difficult for me. She got me a French book from somewhere and that is about this little boy. It is called a ‘little Prince’ and I love it so much!’ Nadja’s hands are moving in the air like little butterflies, her face animated, and her wide eyes sparkling again. ‘I’ve also told that story to other girls in English and they like it too.’ ‘Mon Diu, mon Diu, Nadja cheri, you are truly a bright girl. It is a gift from God and when one has a gift one needs to look after it. It is like a garden you see, you need to water it. ‘And give it some shit’ Nadja says laughing. ‘Indeed, indeed, nourishment is important too. You see Nadja, you should continue your studies, I think.  I am sure God would want you to.’ To Emmanuel's surprise, Nadja didn’t blink twice. ‘Ok,’ she said. ‘When do I start?’
Again Nadja hides behind the plastic curtain listening to Aisha’s and Emmanuel’s conversation. She knows Aisha would not approve, but how else would she find out what is really going on – it is her life, isn’t it? Nadja learns that Emmanuel had gone to see Josef. Emmanuel doesn’t reveal what happened, but for now, he assures Aisha, Josef will be out of Nadja’s life. 
For the first time in a very long time Nadja feels like something is looking after her. She imagines that her mother and father are blessing her from the heavens and protecting her. Nadja still can’t remember what had happened to her, not until she meets Josef again, for the last time.




Laura’s diary: With Ursula in our favourite bar – Copenhagen 1999 
So today we had this conversation:
Ursula: ‘No more men, I’ve had it! That last asshole was the last fucking asshole, and I will become a nun’ Ursula was ranting and raving and fully aware of the audience in the bar. At the age of forty-seven, she is still stunning, and despite our different lives, we still get together now and again. 
Me: ‘What about the movie contract? I thought you got a leading role in his new movie?’ 
Ursula: ‘Hah! The leading role, my ass! He wants me to play the mother, can you believe that?!?’
Me ‘Well, you are not only a mother but a grandmother….’ And then it goes on:
‘How can you be so cruel! That is entirely different. I don’t look like anybody’s fucking mother. You, on the other hand, could use some nip and tuck. You’re still pretty, but I am afraid you’ve let yourself go… Life in Africa is hard, I presume?’  
‘It is, yes. Not for me especially, but for many, for so many. I wish we could do so much more, be more effective somehow….’
‘Yes, yes – we know you’re a saint. Don’t mind me; I am just a selfish old hag. You know I love you to pieces, and I am proud of you. I’m just so fed up with this shit and getting old is no picnic in this business. Enough of me. When are you leaving again?’
‘On Friday. We met this fascinating man; a priest called Emmanuel. I have a feeling something might come out of it. We’ll just have to see.’
‘Sometimes I wish I had your life!’
‘No, you don’t.’ I smiled at her. We both knew that none of us would ever swap lives with the other. It is a marvel that we even understand each other and have stayed friends during all these years. Ursula is my oldest friend and I love her, even if she drives me nuts. Her obsession about men is ridiculous; she is talented and intelligent, yet she can’t seem to exist for five minutes without a man.  




Nadja’s story
It was late. I was walking to Aisha’s when I heard a muffled cry. It came from the dark alley behind some shacks. I sneaked carefully toward the voice. My eyes are used to darkness; Aisha says I am like a cat and can see in pitch blackness. I saw a dark figure pressing down a smaller one. My nostrils picked up a familiar smell, Josef. Josef raping a girl. She seemed to be a mere child. I picked up a stone. He heard me too late. I saw the surprise on his face when I hit him; I hit him hard. Again and again, I hit him. The smell of his dirty blood. Blood is everywhere. Pieces of bone. I hit him even after it was clear he was dead. I saw the soldiers raping my mom. I saw them killing my brother, my father. I hit, and I hit. Silent tears were running down my cheeks. I hit.
‘Nadja, stop’. The girl was trying to pull me off. It was Mary. One of the younger students at Emmanuel’s school. She was an orphan and only twelve.
‘Nadja, we need to run now. Take that stone with you. We throw it into the river.’ There is no river in Kibera, just open sewage running beside muddy pathways.
I followed Mary. She was a streetwise little thing who had seen far too much, far too early. I was in a state of shock and followed her like a robot. Images after images running through my mind. Rwanda, my beloved family. The genocide.
‘What on earth has happened!? The girl is covered with blood!!’ Aisha screamed when we entered. ‘Shhh’, Mary whispered and explained. Aisha took my clothes. I think she burned them later. Then, she washed me, her warm tears raining over me. ‘ My poor girl, oh my poor, poor baby’, Aisha softly repeated as she gently stroked my shaking body with her washcloth.  
I had a fever for four days. When I recovered, I felt cleansed and strong. Strong enough to grieve for my family, for Rwanda. 
Aisha and Emmanuel arranged my move away from Kibera; it was safer. I was to stay in a tiny room behind the school and clean and cook to cover my costs. I threw myself into studies as if my life depended on it. And it did.


Nadja’s dream
Dancing feet; jumping feet. Children and laughter. Dark earth, green hills. Sun is shining and we run. We run to the river. Old Okombo is sitting there, fishing, as always. He says the best thing in the world is to sit there and catch fish; the second best thing is to sit there and not catch fish. I think he is safeguarding us too. There are no crocodiles in this part of the river – for some reason, they don’t like it, but ten years ago one came and a young woman was brutally savaged. The crocodile was later killed but since then Okombo has been fishing there every day.
We jump into green water, splash and play, swim and laugh. The green river is glittering in the sunshine. My dreams do remember. All is well.




Laura’s memoir
 The Meeting

I met first Nadja in Nairobi’s UN compound. People from all over Africa had gathered to share their visions and concerns about Africa’s future during a three-day conference. Emmanuel brought with him twelve Unilac students, and Nadja was one of them. Students performed a dance they called ‘equality’, demonstrating how both genders helped each other and had equal power. A beautiful young girl moving graciously like a black panther in the middle of the floor caught my eye. The intensity of her presence was hypnotising. 
During the break, I went to introduce myself to her. Her eyes met mine. The mixture of uncovered vulnerability and calculation shook me. I was drawn in and, at the same time, felt I needed to be cautious. This child-woman had experienced things in her young life that were totally beyond my scope. 
Emmanuel told me Nadja’s story (as far as he knew it). It moved me deeply; she was exactly the same age as my daughter would have been if she had lived.  Emotions overwhelmed me and I wanted to help her. During our conversations, she began to call me ‘mummy’. I heard distant alarm bells ringing but ignored them. I gave her some money and brought her booklets from University. We dreamt together of her possible future and what she could study. The sky was the limit. Her English was not good but it was clear that she was exceptionally bright.
I intended to be careful, but clearly, I was not careful enough; Nadja glued herself to me with the neediness of a stray puppy. 
When it was time for me to go back to Sweden Nadja became inconsolable. She cried and she begged me not to leave.  I could see the naked fear in her eyes but this was not a commitment I was prepared for; I felt myself closing off, becoming frozen. 
I had given Nadja my address, and she started bombarding me with e-mails written in broken English. It was obvious she was trying to emotionally blackmail me and I wished the whole thing to wither away. I regretted deeply that I had let it become far too personal. I could hardly read her e-mails, but at the same time, I could not read them. I answered a few, but there were too many and they made me emotionally exhausted. After a while, they just stopped.

From Nadja:
Dear mum Laura,
What’s up Mum l love you so much
Hope you will arrive there safety?
I was very happy with you Mum because you have spoken to me kindly
I’m studying and l have obtained 72% l’m second of all class
Mum l am still seeking how l will learn English also because l have weakness on it
Mum to write to you it gives me the pleasure , happiness and hope
Now l have no problem and l pray for you to be blessed in whatever you do
Mum l am sure that you still remember me is Nadja your baby
Allow me to stop here and l will tell you next time all my history
Love Mum
Bye byeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

My beloved Mum
please receive my cultural hug.
Mumy you not come and then l need you most.
Dear Mum l improve my english now l can speak even to write it.
DEar Mum l have an anxiety to my future life.
you see, what l am studying will take over in Jully and that time l will get my BACHELOR's DEGREE in community Development, but since there in jully probably l will start the street children's life because l have no where to go, no job  yet to survive under the power of imagination.

meanwile Dear Mum, l am unprovided, underprivileged girl, a total orphan.
Dear Mum , meekly, l would like to ask if possible to find for me a scholarship from the good samaritans like you
l want to go on with my studies
l want to go to school like other children of world

Please Mum, reintegrete me in this pitiless world where the golden rule is the survival of the fittest!
Please Mum restore me a hope

l am an eyewitness that you are a Mum of Mercy, full of kindness and care, the cheerfulness, concord and peace is your standard.

Dear Mum, l love you
May God Almighty bless you and keep you in the palm of his holy hand

Yours baby Nadja
thanks

Nadja:

 Dear Mum,
 along time , how are you ? so l take this time to
 wish you a happy Easter
 love you so much Your Nadja

From Laura:

Dear Nadja,

Thank you for your e-mail. I am basically well, but
very busy with work.

Unfortunately I will not be able to come to Kenya in
April, but hopefully later on this year. - In
April/May there will be four other people from
our organisation visiting Kenya and researching ways to help.
I am sure Emmanuel will be able to tell you more, and
I think they might he also visiting Unilac to meet with the students.
So how are you my dear Nadja? How is school?
English? Life...?
Looking very much forward to hearing from you - And very
happy Easter to you too!
Laura

Nadja: 
My lovely Mother,
What’s up Mum?
What’s wrong? You are so quiet! Is because of coldness? 
Don’t worry Mummy l have bought for an efficacy sweater
Love you and miss you so much
Nice time Bye
And a big hug to you
 Nadja

Laura  wrote: 
Dear Nadja
I hope all is well with you, and would love to
hear from your studies when you have a moment.
A delegation from our organisation is
coming to visit Kenya in April. I am not sure yet
whether I will be coming since my work situation is very
demanding during this spring, but I will let you know.
Success with your studies – we all are very proud of you!
With best wishes 
Laura

 Nadja:
Dear mum Laura it is very very nice to hear from
 you again Mum sorry l have delayed to respond you It isn’t me may be you know why
Mum l am ok l am looking where l can learn
English similarly continue my class Mum out of my problems, 
orphan’s tears,challenges, l am normal person 
Mum don’t worry, even cold it is anything it
will happen to you, we pray for you
And we love so much Mum. When you will come
again I will buy you a sweater .
 The studies are going on , then no big problem
 How are my elders (your babies)? Greet them
 You know Mum, l was very proud to my colleagues
 that you have wrote me a letter It was ununderstandable until when 
l will show them an approval Mum to write to me it gives me 
the weight, power you see no my classmate can say me bad
But Mum anything l can hide you, surely l don’t
know my future even if l am studying no where l
will Find a job here, and l look in my background 
no person can take care of me
Mum try to think about it l am waiting for your
advice because that one is a problem that l have
almost
So Mum have a nice time and be blessed
With love byeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

Hallo Mumy, l think you are all right as l wish you every day.
Just Mum, l would like to tell you why l have asked you to push me forward, 
l expect to teach here in UNILAC may be at that time 
it will have the salary for the professors.
so l like to know more about Business and admistration because 
l have learnt the commerce and accountancy in secondary school.
Dear Mumy, do what is possible don't complicate the life, 
l know you love me too you can not wish me the worst thing, 
if it isn't possible also no problem but l wish to still in contact with you
love you Nadja

Dear Nadja

I´m so sorry to read how difficult your future seems
for you and at the same time I feel your strength and
your belief and your strong spirit that has taken you
this far against all odds.
Your suggestion about a letter of invitation, I am
sorry to disappoint you but it is not feasible. First of all
it is very difficult to get a staying permit in a
country like Sweden. Even when people are married and
have family here it is still very, very difficult for
them to get a permit to stay here.
I still strongly believe that your best option is to
find a way to study, any way you can to try to get as
much education as possible. How do they advise you in
UNILAC? Is there any way for you to continue there?
I would  appreciate it if you could let me know more about the
situation where your options to study are concerned.
Wishing you all the strength and wisdom
In support
Laura


Nadja:
My beloved Mum
 please receive my cultural hug.
 Mumy you not come and then l need you most.
Dear Mum l improve my English now l can speak even
 to write it.
Dear Mum l have an anxiety to my future life.
you see, what l am studying will take over in
 July and that time l will get my Bachelor’s DEGREE
in community Development, but since there in July
probably l will start the street children's life
because l have nowhere to go, no job yet to
 survive under the power of imagination.
meanwhile Dear Mum, l am unprovided,
underprivileged girl, a total orphan.
Dear Mum , meekly, l would like to ask if possible
 to find for me a scholarship from the good
samaritans like you
l want to go on with my studies
 l want to go to school like other children ofworld
 Please Mum, reintegrete me in this pitiless world
where the golden rule is the survival of the fittest!
Please Mum restore me a hope


Laura:
Dear Nadja
Thank you for your e-mail. Very sad to hear about
the future difficulties you have to face and I sincerely
and deeply hope and believe that for a young lady of
your calibre life will also present opportunities
and not only difficulties. I don´t currently know if
there is anything I can do to help you, since as you know,
we are not an organisation that does that kind of charitable 
or funding work and we simply don't have
any funds as such. People have told me about their visit to
UNILAC and also how impressed they were about your
contribution! I must admit that I felt very proud
for you and for all the work you have already done -
well done!!!
This from me now. I am very thankful if you let me
know how things are progressing with you.
With very warm greetings and lots of support!
Laura


Nadja:
l am an eyewitness that you are a Mum of Mercy,
full of kindness and care, the cheerfulness,
concord and peace is your standard.
Dear Mum, l love you
May God Almighty bless you and keep you in the
palm of his holy hand
Yours baby Nadja thanks





Farewell; Autumn 2003

Ursula: What the fuck do you mean you’re moving up North? Nobody moves north unless they have to! It’s cold, it’s dark, it’s full of beasts and uneducated people. I mean, I am all for the Sami people’s rights and all that, but you don’t belong there!
Laura: I don’t feel I belong anywhere. I need to do this. I need to find out if there is anything real in me or is it all just one big lie. You know, after Nadja disappeared I haven’t been able to sleep or eat; and yet, I don’t feel anything. Nothing. I feel nothing about anything. I can’t stay like this. This is my last lifeline.
Ursula: Sounds like you’re just depressed. Take a chill pill. In my world, everybody is depressed now and again. Constant existential crises. If you’re not going in or out of crises you won’t have the necessary intensity on stage they say. Or other bullshit like that. Actors’ excuses…
Laura: It’s more than that for me. I really need to go. After Nadja disappeared I’ve been reading through her emails. I feel hollow, dead. It is as if the pain of it all is too much to cope with. It is not just Nadja; it is my mother, my daughter, Nadja – and myself. It all hangs together. I am going, I just wanted you to know. 
Ursula: Ok, ok. I’ll not try to talk you out of it. I get it, somehow. When are you back?
Laura: I don’t know. The only thing I know is I have to go.




Written in white empty spaces

My fourth month here. I feel weightless, timeless. Northern lights light the skies. Living fires dancing through the nights. My mind is empty my senses heightened. I howl with wolves, I dance with Auroras and I talk to the wind. 
These first months were really tough. I was lonely, hollow, and had no escape from the pain and guilt and from that constant static inner noise. Shadow boxing with my ghosts and they seem to beat me in every round. 
I couldn’t even write; just eat, sleep and ski in the endless white landscape until I was so exhausted I could sleep again. I had no sense of time, days, weeks, months. There is hardly any daylight here during this time of the year, but snow, northern lights and stars cause the darkness not to be complete. I find comfort in that; maybe my darkness is not complete either.
Without even first noticing I slowly began to feel more present at the moment. The presence of something mighty here is very tangible and at times frightening. It can make a person feel very small and insignificant. It certainly is doing that to me and my problems and troubles – they too are shrinking in size. 
I have finally briefly met some of the Sami people living in the district. We smile shyly at each other and exchange a few words, mainly about the weather. I discovered that there are 21 different words describing snow. Some people use snow scooters but many are still travelling with reindeer-driven pulkas when not skiing. I would love to know more about them and their ways. To me, they seem not that different to North American or Canadian ingenious people.
I had a skiing accident a week ago. Nothing serious, but I twisted my ankle quite badly and couldn’t continue on my skis. A young Sami man found me just when it was getting dark. He was on his way to his ‘Kota’ in a pulka driven by a reindeer. He told me his name was Aslak and lifted me to pulka and soon I was in his Kota resting on reindeer skins drinking a warm soup. His father came to look at my ankle and put cream that had a strong scent of herbs and a bandage on it. I slept deep and without dreams that night. The next morning Aslak offered me strong coffee with some salt in it and newly fried pancakes with cloudberry jam. We ate in an amiable quiet. After a while, he asked about my wrist and I realised I felt no pain. He told me his father Ivvar was a healer and a noaidi (a Sami word for a shaman) and knew a lot, not only about herbs but about all kinds of matters that I might find interesting. I felt a sense of significance, all my senses awake and alert. A voice inside me whispered ‘now it starts’.

I am learning to listen. Colours are speaking to me, the dancing fires in the sky; deep emerald greens, incandescent violets, fluorescent pinks, and tender yellows. My eyes are listening, my skin, my whole being, open and listening. I have yet no words to translate but I am filled with awe and settlement. Days are still dark but there are few hours of sunlight and the blue shadows on the white canvas of snow are long when the sun suddenly dives beyond the white horizon. All is quiet, still and yet full of vibrancy. 
Sometimes when I visit Ivvar he beats his leather drum in a rhythm alien to me and I fall into a deep trance. When I wake up I don’t remember much but feel like I am being born into a new world, everything seems different, I am different. - With Ivvar I am learning to stay in a continuous state of wonder without rushing to conclusions. I am a witness partaking by witnessing. 
Spring is here. It came like an explosion and its power melted snow and ice in front of our eyes as a blazing sun made the snow crystals spark with silver and the melting icicles in trees at times reflecting all the rainbow colours. 
Why are we humans able to perceive the beauty of it all? What is this ability for? 
I am learning to listen to ‘the Great Mother’ as Ivvar calls the planet Earth. I can feel her heartbeat. I can also feel her pain. Aslak, Ivvar, all these people here, they feel her pain. Sami people believe that everything has a soul and is therefore sacred. They are always very quiet in nature, out of respect so as not to disturb other lives. Their line is very old and they have never been in war. Never. Now their way is disappearing from the face of this Earth and they know it. 
Everything has this magical component called ‘life’, some for a fleeting moment, some longer. It is all life, like a living fire it does its dance, inside a spring flower, a mountain a wolf, a mineral, a human. All one life, rendered to function inside a temporary form. And in the human form. Why? And why can I be conscious about it in a way that nothing else seems to be? And yet, everything else seems to be more fully in it, full in their moment-to-moment engagement.
How integrated and purposeful everything is. Everything also has a healing power to something else, all a weave, a multi-dimensional weave, reaching to stars and beyond.
Ivvar told me how rapidly the situation, not just for Sami people, but for all life is going to get worse. Reindeers will be starving because of global warming. Snow melts then becomes ice upon which the new snow rains and they can no longer reach their food under the snow. Ivvar says the major change is coming, but before it, there will be lots of suffering, and the longer it takes for humans to learn,  the more horrific the suffering for all beings.
I am no longer after final answers, rather better questions. I’ve seen how limiting the need to control life is, how possessive and assumptive. My inner location has changed. I see how the many lives in me need to find their natural harmony of working together and how the outside world reflects how disconnected we are to the natural harmonies of the Earth. I am now ready to beachcomb my past so that I can finally be free, gradually be free from its grip on me. I am thankful to Noaidi Ivvar for his quiet guidance and I feel ready to return to the ‘world’, the other world. Although this world feels much more real to me I know this is not where I belong. Ivvar says that we are here to serve, everything serves a great purpose in its way and style. I now need to find out what is my way to do it.



Nadja; Canada – the interview 

Reporter: So let me get this right; You got a stipend to come and study in the Social Sciences in Ontario?
Nadja: First I came as a refugee. Emmanuel arranged it. I stayed with a lovely family in Toronto and finished high school there.
Reporter: Yes, you told me about that remarkable Congolese priest and his dedicated work. It is quite interesting that you, a refugee from Rwanda are so dedicated to issues concerning Indigenous Canadian People. Why is that?
Nadja: Well, Emmanuel was my mentor and for me, there is only one human race and one planet Earth. Crimes against humanity, wherever they happen, are a concern for the whole of humanity. Having experienced genocide first-hand myself I cannot not respond when I see people, generation after generation suffering its consequences.
Reporter: Why Ontario? I would think that Toronto would have a more pleasant climate for a young woman from Africa and it also has a greater choice of Universities.
Nadja: I became interested in Indigenous people’s situation. Across Ontario, there are more than 130 First Nations communities and it is a home for 23% of all Indigenous people. Also Metis and Inuit but mainly the First Nation. 
Reporter: Yes, yes. Indeed. – But to continue; you and Mary have become quite a symbol for the native people’s movement here in Western Canada. Do you think that the fact that you are not ‘native’ in any sense of the word adds to the cause or might it even be counter-productive?
Nadja: I don’t really think about it that way. If you believe in something, have passion, and are willing to commit to it without minding the cost, I think in the end that is what matters. By the way; she is not called Mary, her name is  Namid and it means ‘Star dancing’.
Reporter: Well I wish you could luck with your movement.
Nadja: It is not ‘my movement’. Thousands of young people from all races are engaged and that number grows every day. The movement is integral with environmental concerns too, so many people are coming together in this – but thank you for your ‘good luck’ wishes.


Later in the Native Reserve

Asin (Rock): So how did it go, Nadja?
Nadja: Such an arrogant, pompous white privileged asshole reporter. I needed to hold myself back not to kick him hard where it hurts! 
Namid: I know how you feel. Oh, how well I know it! But most important now is what is effective. I feel the winds are changing.
Noodin (Wind): Yeah, I feel it too. The wind, listen to the wind! Follow the wind!!!
Aki(Earth): Come down to earth my love, the earth is calling!
Nadja: Yeah, I know, laughter is a medicine from Gods but seriously: what next?
Asin: Yeah, indeed what next? What is there to do that can be done that actually matters? – Remember the prophecies. It is later than we think, our mother is in pain, all life, part of her, suffers. If the human race doesn’t change its ways it needs to go.
Nadja: We need to hope and do, do and hope. If we give up hope then all is lost. 
Aki: Listen to her, people! Well-spoken my little African flower!
Nadja: You ignoramus! How many fucking times I need to tell you; Africa is a huge continent with many, many different countries and peoples. I am from Rwanda, I am a Rwandan flower. Idiot.



Ursula and Laura; café in Copenhagen 2006

Ursula: And you were there for three years! I can’t believe it, It sounds like something out of a book by Carlos Castaneda! Can you teach me that stuff, journeys and all? Did you take ‘shrooms? Micro dosing?
Laura: It wasn’t like that at all. It is difficult to describe, it is such a different world, a different mindset all together. I will in time share as much as I can but let’s talk more about you. You told me you got married for the fourth time. I must have missed one of them. How and who is the new husband.
Ursula: He is young, 21 years younger than me and gorgeous!
Laura: Fine, you have a ’toyboy’ but why do you always need to marry them?
Ursula: Somehow marriage feels like a greater commitment you know. I am not bourgeois, like to live outside the box and occasionally shock people…. ‘But for some reason, I like to get married.
Laura: I don’t know about that commitment bit. If I remember right one of your marriages lasted exactly 26 days...
Ursula: Well it turned out he was gay, so…
Laura: So apart from being young and gorgeous, who is he?
Ursula: He is an upcoming actor, a very sweet boy, Thomas. He always makes me breakfast. Half Jamaican half Danish. Seven sisters. We met when I was filming ‘The Widows’ and he actually had a small role as one of my many lovers.
Laura: “Whole world is but a stage…” So how long have you been married?
Ursula: Two months. You know that ‘The widows’ made lots of money so I am ok. We had a fabulous honeymoon in Jamaica too. It is really good. Many film stars marry younger men. Susan Sarandon as an example. Come for a dinner tomorrow and meet him?
Laura: I’ll let you know if I can. I have a meeting with some environmentalist people here this evening and another meeting with some people from ‘Green Peace’ so it’s a lot...
Ursula: But not in the evening and you do have to eat. - You’re getting involved again? I thought you found it too painful last time and were going to do something different.
Laura: This is different, not so much to do with dealing directly with people on a personal level. I don’t think I have what it takes. I made huge mistakes with Nadja as you know. She paid the price. So now I am hoping to coordinate projects and actions, more behind scenes. Maybe connecting with the UN.
Ursula: You should not be so hard on yourself concerning Nadja. You didn’t know any better; you did your best. 
Laura: But I assumed I knew and I ignored all the advice because I thought I knew better. When I was in Lapland and went through some stuff I saw how it all was not so much about Nadja but  about my own loss and trying to redeem myself
Ursula: You’ve become so serious. Do you ever have fun? What about men – any gorgeous Sami hunks?
Laura: Oh, Ursula. You have gorgeous hunks enough for us both! I have not had any space for stuff like that. If somebody interesting appears then ok, but I’m not gonna look for it.
Ursula: If you do not open nobody will ‘appear’. I always thought you should have got together with Randy, he was perfect for you. But you were so obsessed with Daniel… Ever thought he might have been a closet homo?
Laura: Oh, that’s many lifetimes ago. Yes, it crossed my mind, but I’m not sure. He always had girls around him and was flirting. Mind you it was not that easy to come out those days despite free love and all that.  Anyhow, not that interesting. I’ll try to come for dinner and meet your new ‘hunk’.
Ursula; Do that. You might actually like him, he is lovely – and has lots of lovely friends… 
Laura: You’re impossible!


Laura’s diary; fun factor

Oh my god. I have a lover. I met him at Laura’s dinner. Laura’s apartment is in Christians Hav looking over the sea. A New York style loft apartment filled with modern art and Danish design furniture. Wooden floors and rough bricks on the wall, some painted white others left to be. She has a huge skylight so one can see the stars. It is quite spectacular really. All that money from ‘Widows’ I suppose.
Thomas is actually really nice, intelligent and charming. And young and good-looking, tall muscular but slender Chocolate skin, black eyes, thick eyelids.  He and Ursula seemed to genuinely enjoy each other. Ursula is still one of the most beautiful women I’ve met but much softer now. Maybe it could work with Thomas. Lucas is his friend. A bit older, thank God, so I’m not robbing a cradle. Lucas is not gorgeous like Thomas but he is not bad, dark, carved in stone, a bit jagged. He has a quiet intensity that I find attractive. He makes documentaries about indigenous people and travels a lot. His father is from Chile, a refugee family from Pinochet’s time. He seems to observe everything, be alert, awake, even in his sleep. I feel like a bloody teenager; it's been such a long time since. Just a summer romance but anyways. Great sex and some fun. As Ursula ordered.
Meeting with the environmentalist group again. They are concerned about Greenland and global warming. They showed me a report written in 1970 that calculated we will have run out of time by 2040. Most people don’t seem to be aware at all. I wasn’t before I went to Lapland. Lucas is, and that is one more thing that unites us.
I might go with him to Greenland…

Laura’s diary

I never went to Greenland. I discovered that Lucas was in love with ‘Lucas the saviour’ and I would always come, at best, second. The male ego seems to be both impenetrable and utterly vulnerable. Or maybe I just know how to pick them? The curse of the father perhaps? Or the thousands of years of male dominance… Anyhow, I am tired of this shit; there are more important things to spend my time with. Not to be a ‘waste of skin’ as young people say. From now on Laura, your life will be a function; so much to do, so little time. ‘Laura the saviour’? Hah! - Thank God for my time in Lapland and the sanity and humility of Ivvar. Remember Laura, you’re just the tiniest speck in a vast Universe, way beyond your current comprehension. 


Laura’s diary 2022 

Miracles do happen and strange, unexpected synchronicities. I’ve met Nadja again, on Zoom. I was partaking in the UN conference online for women who are active and concerned about environmental issues; and there she was, confident, articulated, and powerful. My heart filled with pride and relief. I don’t know if she recognised me, so many years have passed, and I am hesitating to contact her. What would I say to her? 



Nadja’s story

‘This woman I used to know back in Kenya has contacted me. I don’t know what I am supposed to do about it, Asin. It stirs up so many painful memories, stuff I haven’t thought about for ages.’ Asin puts a few more logs on the fire. Outside the far-reaching landscape is covered by layers of white icy snow. It is cold, freezing cold, colder than ever before.  Days are short now, only a few hours of daylight yet it never gets completely dark; white reflecting snow crystals, luminescent starlight when clouds don’t cover the sky, and sometimes Northern lights, mostly in purple and green, light up the winter sky. They can hear wolves howling in the distance and the haunting sound of their song echoes in the mountains.  ‘Maybe give it some time and see where it lands in you. Don’t force yourself on anything, just listen to your inner self, the voice inside when all the noise is gone.’ He blows into flames that are beginning to spread and do their dance in the open fireplace. ‘How did you become so irritatingly wise old man’ Nadja smiles at him and strokes the baby inside her belly.




Echo from the Future 

The sand is wet under my bare feet; later, under the hot embrace of the sun, it will become soft and adhesive again. Nadja quietly walks beside me, looking into the distance over the calm, glittering sea. In her sixties, she looks as vibrant and radiant as ever, maybe even more so.
The waters have retreated, and everything has changed. We have changed. What that might mean is not clear yet. Air is different, highly charged yet balming as I breathe it in through my nostrils, through my skin. 
I am an old woman now and have lived many lives. Like a movie, they pass through me, moments, anecdotes seeking for their significance or just to be thrown away no longer relevant or maybe never so. As we walk in settled silence, I am beachcombing my life, and I sense Nadja is doing the same. These days there is very little that needs to be said between us and lots of space to say it.
Nadja is singing softly, a lullaby in Swahili. The pain has passed. We witnessed so much suffering, Nadja and I, but it is all gone now. ‘There are many worse things than death, Nadja says, and I nod. We both know that. Death is natural. Like birth, it comes to us all. Death of a life, a culture, an epoch, even a species. The human species didn’t die; we are still here, not as many as before, but new children will be born. 
I feel my lungs loving the air, embracing the clean freshness, the green energy it gives. I welcome the new hope that vibrates all around me. Small groups of people are quietly gathering by the sea. Peace is within us and all around us, and people are yet to discover life and living in this changed new world.
I am grateful for the life given to me with all its many facets. My time to die will come soon, and I am ready.





                                                                         


























Reflective Essay

Beachcombing On the Edge of Time 

Beachcombing on the Edge of Time is a short fiction piece. The story is about Laura and Nadja, two very different women, born in different decades, one in Scandinavia and the other in Africa. I wanted to explore ( with the help of Laura and Nadja )  how easily we can become victims, puppets on strings, in the hands of life and end up forever repeating patterns that have been set during the formative childhood years. How early childhood traumas can predetermine our choices as if we had no choice at all. 
However, it is also a story of women who grow in self-awareness and political awareness and how they become empowered in the process. Yet ‘Beachcombing on the Edge of Time’ is not only a story about two individual women and their growth and emancipation process. The context of our time is important in their journey from victimhood to independence and maturity -  and to a greater sense of collective responsibility as they actively face the immense challenges of our time. Parallel with the story of Laura’s and Nadja’s storyline there is another story, only indicated at first, about the ever-growing callousness, cruelty, destruction, uncontrolled reactivity, rape and abuse of women, genocide, and finally our collective abuse and destruction of the very planet we live on. 

To give authenticity to Laura’s and Nadja’s experiences during their growth from childhood to old age, their varying levels of education, and the very different cultures they come from, I have created a sort of narrative 'collage', a textual mixed media approach, using a weave of traditional narrative, fragments of dialogues, emails, diary mode, and memoirs. I wanted to exploit the possibilities of a rich and varied textual ‘palette’  that would allow me in economical and simple, vivid ways to include the reader in Laura’s and Nadja’s diverse worlds at the very point when something was happening, over a period of many decades and simultaneously showing Laura’s and Nadja’s internal development. In using the textual mixed media approach I have been inspired by [footnoteRef:1]Maria Semple whose novel ‘Where’d You Go, Bernadette’ I read some years ago. Semple has given the old narrative form known as an [footnoteRef:2]‘epistolary novel’ a whole new dimension: the story is moved forward by the e-mail exchange between Bernadette's enemies, by excerpts from FBI protocols, psychiatric reports, letters from the school and other written pieces of the puzzle.  [1: Maria Semple; Where’d you go, Bernadette]  [2:  Originally an epistolary novel was a narrative written in the form of letters by one or several characters, later       the term extended to other types of documents such as diary entries, newspaper articles, and even later electronic   documents
] 

To reflect the protagonists’ growing maturity and level of awareness I’ve employed different narrative modes. As an example when Laura is living in northern Lapland and having sublime experiences, my text leans towards Romanticism, fleetingly touching lyrical poetry ‘My fourth month here. I feel weightless, timeless. Northern lights light the skies. Living fires dancing through the nights. My mind is empty my senses heightened. I howl with wolves, I dance with Auroras and I talk to the wind.’ 
The dialogues between Laura and Susanne tend to be straightforward, frank, and at times humorous, using expressions we are familiar with in today’s world ‘Shut the fuck up, Ursula! You just don’t want me to settle cause you never will! How many lovers you currently have?’‘Three I think. Life is short, youth even shorter so one might as well enjoy it’.  Laura is writing a diary and later memoirs, hopefully giving a more intimate insight into her life and growth process. 

Laura was born in Sweden in the mid-50s and Nadja was born in Rwanda at the beginning of 80’s. Outwardly the lives of these two main protagonists could not have been more different and yet there are many similarities in how their experiences traumatize them, shape them, and the courage they both need to fashion to be able to cope and finally to not be limited by their past. The story goes through the personal abuse the two women suffer, and the abuse experienced by marginalised indigenous peoples, as foreshadowing the damage perpetrated on the planet. Our fast-changing and challenging times provide a kind of appearing context and the story ends with the prologue set in the future, ‘beyond the apocalypse’. After a major environmental catastrophe, these two women, both now elderly, walk together on the beach, reflecting on their lives as they feel new hope arising about the future, not for them, but for the coming generations.

My research for the story has been both direct and indirect. Events of the story take place in several countries and continents. Laura’s story begins in Stockholm and continues in Copenhagen, Marbella in Spain, Paris, and Kenya. Nadja's life begins in Rwanda, moves to Nairobi, Kenya, and later takes place in Canada. I’ve personally lived in most of those countries so I have some first-hand experience to draw from yet I found myself lacking, especially concerning Canada where I haven’t lived. I tasked myself to watch [footnoteRef:3]Canadian TV series in order to expose myself to Canadian landscapes and get the rhythm of people. I’ve tried to find books and articles that involve Canadian natives and describe some of the conflicts. When I was young I studied Anthropology at Stockholm University and my special interest was native people of America, both South and North. I also studied shamanism during those years and contacted people who practiced it and I’ve made use of those experiences in my writing.  [3:  Canadian TV series: Three Pines, Cardinal, Coroner, Anne with E
   Shamanistic studies under Michael Harmer and a random meeting with a shaman from Canada] 

I’ve followed closely the ever-growing concerns about climate change, ongoing debates, and the constantly changing timelines. partook in the [footnoteRef:4]UN conference in 2022 on Zoom where women from all over the globe raised their concerns and I specifically attended lectures and forums held by Indigenous women from various cultures.  [4:   Indigenous Women Conversation Circle | NGO CSW66 Forum | NGO CSW/NY] 

In ‘Beachcombing At The Edge Of Time’ I’ve given indications of the beginning of the rising tide of grassroots movements. In my indirect research, I have also tried to gain a greater insight into the history and current concerns of [footnoteRef:5]Sami people in the Northern Countries as well as those of Canadian natives. I’ve watched and read news from different parts of the world, I’ve watched YouTube videos, and of course, the enlightening speeches during the online UN conference and I’ve also had my direct research on the field and previous studies to lean on. [5:  YouTube; The Sámi People: A Look into the Indigenous People of Northern Europe] 

Part of my research was to try to better understand the dynamics of genocide so that I could relate to Nadja and the horrific experiences she had been affected by. Although I don’t extensively go into the actual genocide I felt I needed the depth of it for Nadja’s character. My main literary source has been [footnoteRef:6]‘Shake Hands With The Devil – The Failure of the Humanity in Rwanda’ a memoir written by Robert Dallaire. I have never read anything else that brings the truth of the horror, not only what happened in Rwanda, but the human condition as it is outplayed in several locations worldwide. Current world events of course provide plenty of study material. [6:  Robert Dallaire; Shake Hands with the Devil is written about genocide in Rwanda  
   more current examples are Russia/Ukraine and Israel/Palestine             ] 

The ongoing research with a special focus on the needs of this story, has turned out to be a most rewarding process, mainly but not solely to do with the subject matter. I’ve gained a greater, more detailed, and more all-around understanding of causes and consequences concerning the global situation, both politically, economically, and most of all climate-wise. My ability for research has improved as has my appreciation for it.
The book that has been a source of inspiration in my attempt to acquaint myself with Rwandan culture is the beautiful prose [footnoteRef:7]‘Barefoot Woman’ written by Scholastique Mukasonga. Drawing on oral tradition and with a powerful gentleness she weaves a story of how Rwanda used to be, before the genocide of the Tutsis by the Hutus. I wanted that poetic gentleness of Nadja’s tradition also continue to live in her. As an example Mukasonga writes in her loving tribute how her mother tried to teach her how to make her toes to see when you walk in the dark ’when you walk’’ she advised us ‘you have to talk to your heart, because it’s the heart that spreads light all through your body.’ [7:  Scholastique Mukasonga; Barefoot Woman] 

The timeline of the story stretches from the early 1950s to 2040 so the scope is wide. During those decades the ways people express themselves has changed and I try to reflect that in my writing eg. Ursula at the age of seventeen 1969: ‘No fuzz. Guys just want to party a bit and feel the vibe. I have my eyes on the bassist, Dave – he's just too fucking sexy!'  compared to more mature Ursula only some years later: ‘You always wanted commitment but went for men who could not commit, not really. Did you ever consider that Daniel could have been gay; sort of your ultimate ‘can never have’ guy?’ Or a teenage Nadja, not yet mastering the English language writing emails to Laura: ‘My beloved Mum please receive my cultural hug. Mumy you not come and then l need you most. Dear Mum l improve my English now l can speak even to write it.’ The adult Nadja, ten years later, speaks with much greater mastery:’Crimes against humanity, wherever they happen, are a concern for the whole of humanity. Having experienced genocide first-hand myself I cannot not respond when I see people, generation after generation suffering its consequences,’
Laura’s venting and offloading style, when she writes her diary, is very different from her backward cascading and analysing process when she writes her memoirs. Memoirs reflect more her growing awareness and maturity, and her ability to place personal experiences, both internal and external, in a broader context. Other nuances of her come forth in her more meditative and lyrical writing revealing the depth of her open-ended metaphysical contemplations about life.’ I am learning to listen. Colors are speaking to me, the dancing fires in the sky; deep emerald greens, incandescent violets, fluorescent pinks, and tender yellows. My eyes are listening, my skin, my whole being, open and listening. I have yet no words to translate but I am filled with awe and settlement. Days are still dark but there are few hours of sunlight and the blue shadows on the white canvas of snow are long when the sun suddenly dives beyond the white horizon. All is quiet, still and yet full of vibrancy.’ 

In Nadja’s case the protagonist is not the main narrator, rather the form is more of classic and descriptive storytelling. I try to give a growing sense of who she is and who she is becoming by showing glimpses from her childhood before the genocide, the shadow of the trauma that is too painful for her to remember (until she does), the cruelty and then the kindness that she experiences in Nairobi as she slowly comes back to living from her nearly zombie-like numb state.
Expectedly, I had an easier time relating to Laura and Susanne because I could use my own experiences as well as those of others that I’ve known in my lifetime. Nadja was more complicated since I was forced to rely upon experiences ‘by proxy’, but not only from books. Between 2004 and 2008 I spent a lot of time in Kenya and met Rwandan refugees including young girls whose experiences are reflected in Nadja’s. I’ve been involved with UN projects and visited slums in Nairobi so I have some first-hand experience to draw from.
During my academic studies at Lampeter University, I was introduced to many different styles of writing and I am inspired by many writers I’ve read over the years but because of my studies also more able to distinguish, analyse, and use styles employed by those talented writers. I find Margaret Atwood’s language, sharp intellect, and dark humour stimulating and engaging. Her descriptive, sometimes disturbingly visceral, but even then strangely poetic choice of words fascinates and inspires me as a writer to stretch beyond my limitations. Many of her novels also have nearly prophetic qualities. In her novel ‘The Testaments’ the story ends in a future where people are trying to figure out what happened in the past based on these written testaments from three very different women.

Certain notions that have been hammered into us during my years in university such as ‘all writing is rewriting’ and ‘show, don’t tell’ have come alive in a new insisting way when writing this short fiction piece. As an example the sentence ‘Daniel was more skilled than ever in making me feel worthless and ugly became far more effective when I added to it ‘You have zero sex appeal Laura, noll. It’s pathetic. You look like a boy, no curves.’.
The process of writing Beachcombing on the Edge of Time has been both demanding and confronting and triggered me to make, for me, bold choices and - most importantly - begin to discover my own voice as a writer. 
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