The shadow of our quiet hope will stay at home,
Reflected in the eyes of those who remember us.
And life will continue, as our life was once lived,
And, of course, other songs will be sung,
But human hearts, like soldiers of hope
Will again and again both suffer and dream.
Batyr Berdyev
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Preface
It took me a long time to write this introduction to the poems Batyr Berdyev wrote in prison, and not because I am not a literary critic—Batyr was not a poet; he himself wrote that from prison…
Reading through what Batyr wrote, I found it really difficult to find the words to express my feelings of melancholy and despair, along with the feeling of helpless rage. Melancholy and despair at the impossibility of using common words to describe the condition of those who are aware that they are forever-yes, that is basically it: forever immured in a prison cell without any hope of seeing their relatives and loved ones. Helpless rage at concrete people, the current leadership of Turkmenistan--cowardly, base, and cruel. They had every opportunity to end this crime, which the previous regime had started, to stop the inhuman treatment of dozens of people who were imprisoned in total isolation from the outside word, and to stop the suffering of their relatives. However, they have done nothing for these long intervening years; they have not even acknowledged the problem. Because of this, they bear full moral and legal responsibility for this ongoing, cruel, crime.
It took me a long time to pluck up my courage to decide to write about Batyr—and not only about him. Among the disappeared in Turkmen torture chambers are a lot of people I know, including my good friend, Boris Shikhmuradov. That is why I think about them often…
Boris Shikhmuradov introduced me to Batyr Berdyev, who took his place as Minister of Foreign Affairs. We only met a couple of times. I remember him as very sincere, emotionally open person, cultured in his internal, spiritual orientation. One felt in him undissipated energy to act, which he hoped to realize in his home country after several years of working in Vienna.
Of course, Batyr was a romantic…this can be seen by reading from the lines of his prison poetry—tragic, soul searing, and, simultaneously, radiant.
The touch of my lips on your lips,
Your hands on my hands:
Vienna, the Hilton, our meeting
And the Christmas markets.
... My life has not been righteous,
But your holiness has saved me…
Of course, anyone reading these lines in Russian would recall the poetic daring of Sergey Esenin! But, knowing in what moldy, damp, sunless walls these lines were written, you strain your feelings to understand. That daring fills the lungs, lets you breathe, and stirs the memory of an immured prisoner….
Plus, I will say this: I am not sure that the rakish, loving, and tragic Russian poet Esenin could have stayed that way in the conditions in which the Turkmen diplomat Berdyev suddenly found himself to be a tragic, but radiant, poet.
Batyr did not have illusions about his future, although he also did not lose hope for a happy ending. A month after his arrest, on January 7, 2003, he wrote to his beloved wife Bakhar:
I am guilty here before you,
Thrice guilty before our son:
Guilty of orphaning his future,
Guilty of being an inept father,
Guilty that I could not prevent
The pain of unexpected tragedy…
He also wrote bitter words to his only son Rakhmash:
And I haven’t been able yet to tell you
Why Giordano Bruno stepped into the flames,
How genes and protons were discovered,
And how it is hard to live in this world with honor…
I do not know how Batyr’s son grew up. He must have become, in the 15 years since his father’s arrest, a grown man. But, I want to believe that the parting words of his father, “live in this world with honor” were life’s blood to him.
I also do not know if Batyr Berdyev, a well brought up, European style well-educated diplomat in the secular tradition, was a believer, a church-goer, as they say. But I cannot read these lines, written to his wife, without emotion:
God manifests Himself in love. For me, you are love itself, you are a very particle of that divine light of purity of soul, which once flared on this earth, and which is passed from generation to generation not by the mind, but by the heart, not through knowledge, but through feelings; without which the human race would have long ago been extinguished; without which there would be no history and no future.
Someone will say that here an eastern sensuality, imbibed with mother’s milk, guides Batyr’s hand, and will, of course, be right. But, very likely, that would be inadequate. It is possible to love, as it is called, without leaving home, without getting out of bed….and it is also possible while doing things that will make the world better and give it a chance at a future.
We can live our life, create a family, have children, plant a tree, build a house, not knowing who we will become in extreme circumstances, those requiring determination of will, mind, and even—daring, right?
Batyr Berdyev learned that about himself. The price of his life.
And we also know and will remember him, fearless and gentle, smart and strong-willed, loving and beloved, dreaming of a better world for his country.
Arkady Dubnov
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Poems
God manifests Himself in love. For me, you are love itself, you are a very particle of that divine light of purity of soul, which once flared on this earth, and which is passed from generation to generation not by the mind, but by the heart, not through knowledge, but through feelings; without which the human race would have long ago been extinguished; without which there would be no history and no future.
My dear, I don’t think my poetry has any kind of artistic value. I write whichever way I can, often sloppily and naively, but these are my feelings; this is my love for you and Rakhmasha—this is their essence and purpose, which can’t be measured and judged. This is our love.
To Rakhman Berdyev, My beloved son
Remember how the sea just hung there in Jesolo,
And how the old sea foam rose to burnish you,
And how your mother looked at us, and her look
Swaddled us as though it were the mercy of God.
The waves enfolded us and pulled us into the deep,
And we burst out laughing when we tasted the salt.
It was too early then for you to be a man,
But life had already poured out a crazy fate for us.
And on those star-filled Italian evenings,
When the arcade had tired itself out for the night
And you slept to the sound of the water sighing
And let your toy hero fall aside for a while,
Your mother and I would pray: ‘Oh son, be happy’.
Our separation lay out there, beyond the sea,
Hardly visible on the horizon,
And the carefree sounds of the new morning
Would draw us away again, under the rainbow umbrella.
We drank deep of that time, the wine and the sunset;
We enjoyed it all, like the gifts of the sea.
But somewhere the staccato chords of separation,
Unknown to us, were already sounding.
All this is in the past now; this has already happened,
And the prison guards already stand between us.
Fate has washed us with its salt tears
And separated us, condemned us to years of waiting.
Forgive me that things have turned out strangely,
Not as we had dreamt, not as we had wanted;
Forgive me, when mama cries in secret,
Or lies on our bed and holds you in her arms.
Forgive me, that I will not be near you
When you have your first fight and rip your shirt;
Forgive me, Rakhmasha, that you will not be able,
When things are hard, to look me in the eye.
But the days will pass quickly, and the nights we are apart
Will be engulfed in hope’s boundless ocean;
You and I will hold your mother in our arms
And rock her quietly and tenderly.
I know this will happen, that someday, maybe not soon;
I will clasp you to me hard, like a brother.
But now you must be a rock for your mother to lean on;
Sooner or later you had to become a man.
16.12.2002
To My Bakharochka
This Room at Night
The light burns monotonously—
No sunrises or sunsets—
Just like a tedious French horn.
Unceasing, day and night.
At night all sounds seem louder
From the corridor, where the guards are.
It would be better if I could dream you,
But insomnia is a wounded animal
That whines quietly in the heart;
Moans somewhere in the memory.
There’s no way to pass through
This door where we huddle.
The cigarette smoke hangs
In prophetic ribbons
And your image floats in
At night to visit me.
I catch it with my lips,
I whisper to the silence:
“Everything will be fine for us;
Just wait and remember.”
I want to confess
My love and tenderness,
And healing tears flow
Along the endless night.
The smile trembles
On your pure face.
You are so close, and everything
We predicted is so unstable.
And so I pray, as much as I can pray,
For you and our son.
Oh Lord, I dare ask You this:
Give us the strength to survive…
But the peep-hole clangs open
In this sunless cell.
A stranger’s gaze shoots insomnia
And pierces my soul.
20-21.12.2002
To My Guardian Angel, My Bakharochka
15 Days “After”
Here’s another night, my darling:
You and I alone again.
We’ll talk or cry a little
In the secret depths of the heart.
I close my eyes and see
Our son sprawled out in sleep.
He’s a little taller now, isn’t he,
Or is it my imagination?
How I want to hold him, sing him lullabies…
Our little sun! Sleep, little son, sleep.
And I dream I am afraid to get up,
Scared that I might wake him.
And then we will softly close
The bedroom doors and will be alone
This night of whispers, passionately
Confess our love to each other.
No matter what we encounter
Even there, at the limits of my breath,
All this is nothing compared with your light
And sad voice saying “I love you”
The touch of my lips on your lips,
Your hands on my hands:
Vienna, the Hilton, our meeting
And the Christmas markets.
I am forever in debt to the Lord,
Who has given me you as a blessing.
I am ready, whatever may happen,
To die for you a hundred times.
I only bend my knee to two things:
To You and to the Almighty.
My life has not been righteous,
But your holiness has saved me…
22.12.2002
To Rakhman Berdyev, My beloved son
New Year’s Song
Happy New Year, my son, Happy New Year!
Let the lights shine bright on the tree.
Tonight, before God, you and I and your mother
Will be together, as we used to be.
Let the cotton snowflakes hang in the air,
And let your laughter be joyful,
The old year bears away our troubles and partings
And leaves us hope enough for all.
Let the tree spark with tinsel and baubles;
Let the New Year fairytale be told;
Let the clock strike for good luck at midnight
And for the bright days ahead.
Happy New Year, my son, Happy New Year!
Let it be a year warmed by love.
Let your mother’s smile shine for ever
Like a perfect cloudless sky.
Let all your daydreams come true;
Let the fairtytale bells ring out;
Let good luck hasten to meet you,,
To embrace you and kiss you.
Happy New Year, my son, Happy New Year!
Let the lights shine bright on the tree.
Tonight, before God, you and I and your mother
Will be together, as we used to be...
28.12.2002
To Bakharochka, my courageous wife
The Earthquake, Fate
So, the year is moving on; the wheel of life,
Having torn and ruined what it could,
Moves on now, past the remnants
Of the burnt gates: this loose beast, our evil destiny.
Don’t rail against it, don’t curse it, don’t forgive it:
It was our destiny, things had to be this way.
Let the sad candle burn in our souls;
Let this ache remain with us forever.
We will remember and honor those who didn’t survive,
Who left us something to live for, no matter what,
And with our last unbroken sinews we will haul
Our life and its dwellers onwards, saying goodness exists.
We will walk this path, we will build ourselves anew,
We will raise our house and light its lamps again:
Our love will be a firm foundation on the debris of fate,
And our future will come down like a cleansing rain.
And then we will build a new temple in our soul,
And asperge it with our memory of pain and wounds;
Rakhman will forgive us, and understand these years,
And it may be that our pain will come to a reckoning.
30.12.2002
To Bakharochka, My beloved wife
Confession on New Year’s Eve
Tonight, my sweet, dear spirit,
Allow me to address you formally,
And, overcome by timidity,
To bring you imaginary flowers.
Here are three young, slender roses:
I stole them from the Garden of Eden,
Their scent is a magical daydream;
I will cling here to your lips.
Their colors are the palette of my pain—
Take them and don’t say anything.
These three buds are our three prayers—
Faith and Hope and Love.
My holy, tranquil peri,
Allow me to confess my love,
Before you, I had no faith in this word,
And did not know its depths.
I don’t pretend to be what I am not,
When I speak to you like this
My heart hastens to admit
That I am burning in this love.
Your eyes with their endless tenderness;
The sorrow of forgiveness; the face of purity:
These all reconcile me to the certain
Gloom of the world and its daily bustle.
I ask you on bended knees
To do me this honor, to accept my gift.
Three buds for you, my donna,
This is all that is left for us now…
Tonight, my sweet, dear spirit,
Allow me to address you formally,
And, overcome by timidity,
To bring you imaginary flowers.
30.12.2002
To my sun, my beloved Bakharochka
Meeting in Song
My darling, give me your hand:
I will hold it and warm it,
And with my eyes looking into your eyes
I will say once again what I am missing.
Here we are, waltzing together,
Spinning in our wedding waltz,
And the guard can’t help but see
That he no longer has power over us.
Here we are, the three of us—
You, me, our son—following the stars
To Vienna’s eighteenth district
Where it still isn’t too late for us.
Here we are, rushing south through the Alps,
All prohibitions cast to one side.
The dawn over the Mediterranean
Sings songs of our love.
And how happy we are together—
With the sea, the pines, the mountains.
What else could the three of us need?
Our home to be free from grief.
And another feast at my mother’s house,
And my father alive, and all of us together.
Oh yes, the children squabble now and then,
But there is a place for this in life.
And I still ache for you
And this illness is incurable…
I must return home,
It is clear I have my reasons…
My darling, give me your hand:
I will hold it and warm it,
And with my eyes looking into your eyes
I will say once again what I am missing…
02.01.2003
To Bakharochka, my love, my one and only
ХХХ
Fate has measured out our separation,
Like a tailor who has measured out a shroud to order,
The years, like swathes of sorrow and torment,
Will wrap the interrupted story of our life.
Now only strangers’ faces are around us
They will greedily rummage in the space between us:
Look through our letters, look through our kisses
With their eyes, with their nicotine hands.
You and I will learn another language
Of rare meetings and silent nocturnal words,
Of anticipation, loneliness and burning
Secret tears and superstitious dreams.
Again you and I must get used to life
Without one another; and our son,
Love’s little offshoot of the sun,
Will grow up, slowly and quietly.
And a prayer’s tormented whisper
Will be where our souls will take refuge,
Will be a place where you can’t hear the convoys,
A place where the spark of hope flickers.
But the narrative of our life is not over,
And the tailor doesn’t know our fate,
And dawn always follows the night,
And comes in fire from the morning star…
04.01.2003
To my Bakharochka, a month after my arrest
I don’t know how I will manage to live,
From scanty meeting to scanty meeting,
Through all the years that we had to pledge
In the pawnshop of prisoners’ hopes.
I am guilty here before you,
Thrice guilty before our son:
Guilty of orphaning his future,
Guilty of being an inept father,
Guilty that I could not prevent
The pain of unexpected tragedy,
And that I didn’t save money, wasn’t strict,
Didn’t tell him clearly what life entails.
And guilty that we returned to live
In a foreign home, where wild grass grows
And there, in the grass, like open wounds,
Lie the faded flowers of our dreams.
Full recompense for lost years is impossible,
To play life again da capo is absurd,
But there is always a flicker of hope
Even in the dampness of the crypt.
07.01.2003
To Rakhmasha, my beloved son
Letter After Meeting
There is still so much I haven’t told you,
And so much we haven’t talked about.
Alas, that life resembles a train station—
The muffled din, the whirl of strangers and dust.
I still haven’t told you about the horizon,
Where earth and sky are a band of hope,
Where the silvery vessel of our expectations
Soars to the sun from the rebel grass.
We haven’t yet hiked in the mountains
Where at night heaven’s vault whispers of eternity.
You still don’t know how the years pass by,
And how our life is fleeting.
And I haven’t been able yet to tell you
Why Giordano Bruno stepped into the flames,
How genes and protons were discovered,
And how it is hard to live in this world with honor,
How meanness is cloaked in apparent goodwill,
How a lie strives to seem like truth,
How you know your friends only when you need them,
And that, while you live, life itself doesn’t seem so grand.
I haven’t spoken with you about love,
Told you that love can only be selfless,
That the Almighty created our world out of love
And love is like eternity; attraction is fleeting.
And I haven’t said that a man must protect his home,
But that the measure of manhood is fairness.
We must be compassionate and know how to forgive,
And must hold conscience and modesty in our hearts.
And I would still like to tell you,
Whatever country you may travel to,
That you should know, remember like a prayer,
That no woman is more sacred than a mother…
There is so much I still haven’t told you,
And so much we haven’t yet talked about.
But I have seen in your open eyes
Everything your mother and I loved so truly.
10.01.2003
To my beloved Bakharochka and Rakhmasha, from Papa
Nighttime Fantasy
When the evening melts down
and windows fade
And the time of the sparkling
night stars arrives
Then through the magic of dreams,
(a space where we are unlonely)
I come to you along the eternal
Milky Way.
And, taking each other by the hand,
we rise together to the sky,
Where all our troubles
are broken into a thousand stars,
And the separations, years
and empty words are as nothing.
Here there is only us and the sky—
the vessel of our daydreams.
Here we are ruled by no one,
here the land is ours,
Here, everyone whose heart is open
may, in principle, wander,
Here life and flight are not dangerous
if your soul is unsullied;
Here there are no puppeteers or guards:
love here is a kind of flight.
And we’ll fly around all the planets,
enjoy the sun on our hands,
And for every day spent apart
we’ll pick up a little star.
We’ll keep the music
of starry sonnets in our memory,
Let them be unnamed,
we’ll name them later.
And in the morning, having flown all over,
we’ll walk our fragile earth:
I will take you to the entrance
which will still be asleep.
We will embrace and part silently,
chase away a tear with a smile—
Three mangy neighborhood cats
will greet us at daybreak.
And we will wish each other
a good morning, as often before,
And I will vanish unnoticed,
ready to believe and wait,
Until on another starry night in its orbit
the planet of love and hope
Will once again allow us selflessly
and freely to glide and fly…
14.01.2003
To my beloved dear Bakharochka and Rakhmasha
Off-Season
It’s not autumn, not yet winter—it’s the off-season.
Last years’ leaves, like feeble rust over the lawns.
And my soul waits mistrustfully, like a shoeless tramp,
Waits for a miracle, a one-off, just like that.
But Venice is likely quiet now—it’s not the tourist season,
And the gondolier’s call doesn’t echo from the canals.
Remember, we walked along a bridge, turned on to a pier,
(But piers there are humdrum and casual).
And of course, on Saint Mark’s Square we took a snapshot
In which our son and his rattles are flooded with joy and sunshine.
For no explicable reason, that instant of absolute happiness
Left its trace on the photo paper—VIVA Saint Mark!
We got tired of the palaces, galleries and passageways,
The cobblestone streets that led us to the Renaissance,
The chords that have stood for centuries frozen in stone.
We tired of the tragic masks flickering like ghosts as we walked.
And on the small square, flooded with gentle light,
Where, as it always has, laundry dries above the quiet canal,
Where they send up their prayers in a nearby church,
We savored our coffee, inhaling its aroma.
La Scala is a groomed paradise of experts and gourmets,
On that perfect evening a small tavern, a quiet refuge
By the ancient stairs, dealt a sumptuous blow to our pockets,
And life was easy there and we had no regrets…
But here the off-season has dragged on for too long:
Life has slipped into a space of timelessness,
But the soul keeps waiting, like a tramp tired of longing,
Waits for a miracle, a one-off, just like that…
16.01.2003
To Bakharochka, my pure one, my love
Study in Hope
Let us forget
If only for half an hour,
The routine loneliness
And the voices of strangers.
Let us open
Our family album,
Where we three are together,
And the house is full of guests;
Where we are young,
And our wedding is lively,
And the witnesses to our love
Raise a heartfelt toast;
Where our son flies
Through his childhood by snowlight
And the Styrian sky
Rings with his laughter;
Where we stroll at our leisure
Through Prague Castle
And you, by the sea,
Look astonishingly beautiful—
How could one not fall in love with you
Here, where you walk
By mirrorlight like a Tsarina,
To open the Vienna ball;
Where we stroll through forests
By ancient castles;
Where we naively
Believed all the miracles;
Where we were happy…
It’s not worth being sad!
We still haven’t lived through
Everything we must live through.
Yes, we were happy,
And we will be again,
Filling up our album,
Whatever the others say.
17.01.2003
To Bakharochka, my darling, My beloved, my one and only
XXX
With a last crimson brushstroke
The sunset melted beyond the Caspian
And a merchant caravan of hope
Built the stars into the Milky Way.
It sets off at night without a sound,
Carrying the moon, carrying dreams.
The merchant of dreams, he takes
Separation as payment instead of money.
We pay him lavishly, extravagantly,
Roaming the sky along with him,
Pay him for the imagined heat of embraces,
For the night to be true, for morning to be the fairy tale.
We ascend with the caravan,
Rejecting the laws of physics,
In our sleepwalker’s journey
We superstitiously read the future…
Sorting our dreams, like pearls,
Into coffers of dreams and expectations,
I wish so much that we had nothing
To pay with when morning comes,
So the caravan would go,
And leave us by the roadside;
So the dreams of separation would be forgotten,
Adding just a little bit of star dust to the nights.
As God is our witness, that’s how it should be,
And the dawn will come
When we don’t have to part…
But God keeps that date a secret.
18.01.2003
To my sweet Bakharochka, my beloved and my wife
XXX
Today I will be pure and sad,
I will be lonesome and vulnerable,
Because today I mark
The anniversary of our last tryst.
Cigarette smoke—my hope turned into fog—
Will sketch your clothes
In strange lines like Picasso,
Sketch your lips, your hair, your face.
The smoke will carry me to dear far-off places
Where love feels sad in the tenderness of the sea,
And is reflected in the sheen of your almond eyes
And in the tears you never shed before strangers.
I will travel where our bygone recklessness
Will become a sign of fading daydreams,
Where, maybe, the outline of that time
Will be saved from collapse by our parting.
I will be peaceful and humble,
I will be silent and tolerant,
Because I know you will come to visit me
In this prison world today.
This day we will celebrate in full:
I will find a cigarette to have with my tea,
And in the silence I will diligently repeat
That there are no more human beings like you.
This day will be named after you,
Will be given your blessed name,
And I whisper: “My sweet, thank you”,
And I breathe: “Bakharochka, forgive me…”
Today I will be pure and sad,
I will be lonesome and vulnerable,
Because today I mark
The anniversary of our last tryst.
24.01.2003
To my beloved, to my heavenly angels, Bakharochka and Rakhmasha
XXX
Without any backwards glances, without tearful words,
Everything will happen, apparently, very prosaically—
The guard will dispatch us with his usual severity,
To make the fated transfer in the shackles of separation.
The trained hounds will bark out loud,
And in the lonely darkness of early morning
The van’s engines will roar, wounding the silence,
And by the time the sun is up the transfer will be just a dream.
This journey will disappear somewhere in a parallel world,
And your breath, like the breath of a nocturnal angel,
Will paint on my soul softly as a watercolor
Whispering, the mystery of dreams.
Your face and our son’s face, like figures from an icon,
Will appear to me in twilight dreams
And give me hope through all the nocturnal cries,
And save me with our heaven-fixed love.
The stream of days will change to night
And my heart and eyes will grow used to pain,
But the time will come when I may return
And my soul will shed a happy tear…
25.01.2003
To my Guardian Angels, My beloved and pure Bakharocha and Rakhmasha
To My Wife and Son
The day today is silver and clear,
As though the heavens were promising
That everything different is still possible,
Without sadness and without desire;
That sometime, at torture’s breaking point,
There will be a twist of fate
And I will return to you from our separation,
From behind the icy guarded walls.
Today is like a message from heaven,
Like a smile from the highest height
And for you a quiet confession of love
From my chained emptiness.
Oh Lord, I pray to you in humility,
Save, from grief and from woe,
These two souls, creations of your love,
And the light of my haphazard life.
Save my wife and son,
Your two heavenly angels,
Two messengers of love and faithfulness,
Two lifelong saints of my fate.
On this day filled with patience,
I ask you in prayer to allow us
To pass through the thorns,
And enter together our pure home.
I ask that the days of anxiety and sadness
Be dissolved by the sunny height
And our life to return once again
To the heavenly mooring of love.
The day today is silvery and clear,
As though the heavens were making a promise…
25.01.2003
To Bakharochka and Rakhmasha My Beloved and Dear Ones
Parting Song
It happened like this; this is how it was written in the stars—
Along the winter road, through the haze of dawn,
Tearing me away from you, life chases me to this:
A prison transfer into the unknown, delirious from cholera.
And a cry of anguish froze on my lips,
And my heart broke into a painful gallop.
If you can, forgive me for leaving you alone
In this world of enslaved backs and minds,
Forgive me that this was how things were, and that fate broke
Our life in half, to the noise of court fools howling,
But the heavenly judge has still not had his say
And no one knows which way our compass points.
And yet, I believe, one day through tears of prayer
Heaven will smile on us again, through our son’s eyes,
And hope will reveal us its secrets
And different voices will speak out.
One has to continue living, one has to endure
The pain of separation, the prison host,
And then I will return home,
Never to leave you again.
And when I return, we will summon our friends—
Those who didn’t betray us, or disappear, or perish—
And over a lavishly spread table we three will embrace
And remember this journey, remember these words…
To Bakharochka
A Late Confession
How can I speak of love in words,
If there is death and life
In every one of your breaths,
In every glance cast to the sky.
If a casual half-turn
Of your shoulders is both torture and temptation,
If a flutter of your eyelashes is fate fluttering adiós;
A wave of your hand—and I am ready for execution.
Your eyes, with their calmness and joy
Eclipse the day and are a gift to the heavens
And I have no strength to breathe,
As though life had been racing upwards, innocent of miracles…
When the innocent smile of your lips
Carves a sigh of sweet pain in my heart;
When without you everything is dark and unsteady
And with you like a marvelous, radiant dream;
When the light touch of your fingers,
Is like a magic act of being,
Then all words are empty, all poetry is dead.
You and I have learned the secret of dreams.
How can I speak of love in words,
If there is death and life
In every one of your breaths,
In every glance cast to the sky…
To Rakhman Berdyev, Rakhmasha, my beloved son
Wandering Wind
The errant wind has already sung above you
A song of famous brigantines and oceans,
Of distant lands, native secrets and arrows
And of brave ship’s boys and captains.
The course has been set through calm and storm
To a Patagonia now lost among the latitudes,
And nothing is able to prevent you from
Holding yourself above unbelieving ironies.
The eccentric Jacques Paganel
Will tell many brilliant stories—
Believe me, the world is open to discoveries:
It is infinite, like the boundless sea.
Only this: while preparing for a distant journey,
Where trade winds fill the sails,
Don’t forget to take to your cabin
A little bit of your own home’s warmth.
May boldness and braveness be with you,
Knowledge and strength and kindness,
Let the canvas banner of honor fly proudly
In the sky above the ship. And may good luck
Splash along your path for you
A fathom under the keel;
And may faith not abandon your heart;
May you manage to find your destiny;
May this be so: at home at any hour and time
Mother of this captain of life and of the seas--
Will wait, loving you and believing
That you will return to her from the journey.
Rakhmasha, I love you very much and am proud of you. I kiss you and hug you tightly your papa.
To My Sweet Bakharochka
Why…
It isn’t given us to know or understand
How the thread of fate is spun in the heavens,
Or why things are the way they are
And measured so on the heavenly scales:
Why you lose something, whether you’ll find it again,
Why true laughter is cut with tears;
Why, if you love, do you sit so sadly
And dare not lift your happy eyes?
Why will you and I be separated again,
If our love waited for us for so many years,
And why does our son frown,
If life has only just called him along?
It isn’t given us to know or understand,
How truth and lies will be measured,
Why the world was designed this way,
Why, if there is joy, there is pain; if there is happiness, there is fear.
Why must people part, if fate still found us
Through all the years and countries
And why is life chopped and sorted so strangely,
If for us life is simply good as it is?
Why, where a new prophet has appeared,
Does the old lie often persist,
And the hidden vice pretend to be benefactor
And they shout about conscience in lands where it’s absent?
Why does the tear of separation sear us,
If there is a meeting promised hopefully by our hearts;
Why don’t I know how to tell you
How my soul groans about you, shouts and aches?
It isn’t given us to know or understand
How the thread of fate is spun in the heavens,
Or why things are the way they are
And measured so on the heavenly scales…
XXX
A quiet whisper, a tender whisper,
A whisper damp from a morning tear
Said to me, that everything
Can be for us as it was before.
An amazing whisper, a sweet whisper,
You come to me at night
And in this official landscape
You tell me prophesies of joy.
I revel in you
In my prison dreams,
I bow, suffer, repent
For the collapse of my fate.
I cherish you within me,
Preserving every breath in my heart:
In its gallery of separation
There is a place for my soul to warm.
You are the guardian of my hope,
The herald of the free waters…
O Lord, when, oh when
Do I return to you, my dear one?
To Bakhara and Rakhmasha
Alpine Song
The sun now shines over the Alps
And the snow sparkles like alluring quartz,
And freestyling freaks create wonderful rings
At a dizzying speed on the trail,
And the February afternoon sparkles in Ray-Bans,
And, warmed by a mug of hunter’s punch,
This world is still quite suitable for life,
Still filled with amazing places, better than this one.
For you and me, it would be better at home,
Better to gather together once as a family
Back where everything is achingly familiar
And everything has happened without me for so long.
Where our son was near you, but at nights,
As his dear snores sounded,
Quiet tears brought your quiet whispers to an end,
And you prayed for us three to be together again.
I prayed silently as best I could,
A guarded prisoner, always under a watchful peep-hole,
And once at night this song
Was sung by itself, as we gathered at home.
How we will talk and sit up until late,
Recalling the time of separation,
How you and I, my dear, will look at each other
And not grow tired of looking.
And our son will laugh loudly with us,
And our parents will grow tired,
And our son will not do his homework
(It’s okay, he’s our genius anyway).
And our relatives and friends will be there with us,
And we will be warm from hunter’s punch, and our souls will be light,
And waiting for us are the pine-strewn Alps
Covered with snow.
Loving you, Batyr
To my dear Rahkman
A Bad Mood
Above the night fires spun the prickly enchanted snow,
Like fragments of broken youthful days,
And shook, fatelessly, the shadows of those who had once been friends,
In the emptiness of frozen memory, in the reflection of random fires.
And the smoke from cigarettes swirls senselessly towards eternity:
It can’t warm up this life chilled to the bone—
Here, where the cathedral saves, where the minaret promises heaven,
Where a needle lodges in in the vein, and desire gives way to a knife’s edge.
Fate’s crossroads are like a crosshairs in focus:
Life is only on target from a divine point of view.
We cannot leave, we cannot cross the seas, there’s no escape anywhere at hand,
And a pastel marks the wrinkles of lost fate.
Dreams grow heavier, less airborne, with time, like escape
From oneself and from silly career victories,
But a croaking noise in the drainpipe breaks the flight
Of solitude’s longing and brings you back to yourself.
And you can’t stop coughing; the winds of life hoarsen you,
And the asthma of separation won’t let you breathe in fully.
The past is stamped on the grey lines of our faces,
And no one knows where our journey will end…
XXX
Who said that hope dies last,
When all the bustle, and waiting, and living is over?
If souls are immortal, then the mediator
Between us and heaven is immortal,
And all that has happened may not have been true.
What has happened to us, even the most trifling thing,
Will be entered somewhere into fate’s registry book,
And, probably, somewhere, our unfulfilled dreams
Will be remembered by someone, woven into someone’s life.
And when we leave our house, where all is so familiar—
The flower vase and the worn out carpet—
The shadow of our quiet hope will stay at home,
Reflected in the eyes of those who remember us.
And life will continue, as our life was once lived,
And, of course, other songs will be sung,
But human hearts, like soldiers of hope
Will again and again both suffer and dream.
And when our son looks so radiantly in anticipation,
That today his hope will suddenly come true
In the deepest depths of that sly glance
Are harbored the hopes of all bygone ages…
To my beloved, to my Bakharochka
Never
How stupidly hopeless this word is,
Like a verdict forbidding a soul,
“Never!”—and it is as though a suspended sentence
Were replaced by one of execution in the morning.
“Never!”—and it is as though in last night’s cries
The inevitable meteorite exploded
And on the ground zero of separation
The insane heart bleeds and burns.
Never dare to see you again,
Never dare to love the wrong person—
Here the dolce vita is arranged according to rank,
Here the question to be or not to be is resolved.
And the arrival of spring now is already meaningless,
And meaningless is the intoxicating blossom of the cherry trees.
I was exiled beyond life’s borders
And it is not my task to await the careless dawn.
My lips won’t touch your cool, silky skin,
Like a mouthful of hope in the mirage of sands;
In careful thirst, they won’t awaken
The trepidation of veins on your temples.
Your arms won’t throw themselves to heaven in passion,
The starry credit of our love won’t be spent,
And the three of us won’t rush off to Pontebba,
Where the border guards would confirm our happiness.
“Never!”—people around me roar (their roars are ordered from on high):
They hysterically bend their spines in a fit,
But I am indebted to no one here,
Only to God, only to our son and you.
And these sentences of hazy trials
Have no bearing on our fate:
“Never!” sounds a little like sophistry;
“Never!”—is what I will reply to the judge.
And then the spring wind will catch us,
Together with our son we’ll stop by in Pontebba,
Our happiness will be confirmed and life will be all ours,
We will redeem our love credits, and return…
To Bakharochka, my beloved, my pure one, my dear
Don’t be Sad
Don’t be sad about me, my dear,
Days will flow away like streams, years will pass,
And separation, an unwelcome guest when it came,
Will melt away into nothing.
And like the fragrant apples of spring
I will come to you and hug our son,
This day we redeemed with our hearts’ wounds,
The day we waited for and believed in.
And our parents are with us again, dressed up,
As though we were at our wedding table once more,
You—the bride, I—the groom, and our son with us. And, of course, there will be tears about the past.
About the past, that will never be given back to us,
About the past, where our pain and our woes dwell,
And then, perhaps, we will be able to forgive those years,
That have spread through our lives like weeds.
And to the sound of no-longer-popular music
(The music of our secret, mindless, hot trysts)
We will whirl away to our far-off youth,
And try to save every instant that remains.
And the three of us—you, I, our son— will hug,
And he will be there with us, beautiful and young,
And we will see one another together, we shall meet,
But perhaps I will be very gray...
Insomnia
A ring of cigarette smoke,
The shaky nimbus of morning’s stasis,
And your face half in haze,
And my crumpled-up jacket.
This is my cellblock entourage—
Photograph and cigarettes—
And the guardian of our love in the picture,
Our son, and we are somewhere in Venice.
I won’t fall asleep before day comes,
Cigarettes won’t cure my longing,
If there is a meaning in any separation,
It’s the promise of meeting again…
Hello
Hello, my darling, hello,
Look how bright the day is,
As though God had marked his earthly flock
With a blue sky to show his love.
It is almost as though you and I might have
A rendezvous instead of frozen expectations;
As if we could forget the routine days of separation
On a day in which all our dreams come true.
We would take our son
And stroll wherever we wanted,
And buy bright oranges,
If we came across a stall.
And then we would soar on fairground carousels
Above the smiles of the people passing by,
Our son would break out in happy laughter
And we would laugh along with him.
The wind would caress our faces,
And around us the sky would be flowing,
Birds would wave their wings to us,
Amazed that the impossible has happened.
And love would sparkle in our eyes,
And the tender world would make us tender,
And we would forget that in general
The path of love in life is difficult as it has always been.
We would buy ice cream for everyone,
We would give all the children oranges
And on the bus our son would give up
His seat to the elders.
And we would visit our parents;
We would drink tea with cake and reminisce.
In general, happiness is something like
This life, where our dear ones are with us.
And, of course, we would kiss one another
On this so-unusual day
And we would forget the word “to part”
And the sad reserves of our vocabulary.
Nighttime Blues: Sonnet
How piercingly that star burns,
That one, the only one that can be seen from here
And somewhere over there the departing trains hoot,
Abandoning this lonely senselessness.
And somewhere over the sea a storm is brewing
To clean licentiousness of its servility,
And your crystal tear shakes at the lash,
During a night of prayer, not subject to idle talk.
In my sadness, the chained rhythm of the blues
Moans at night, where the star so piercingly
Pours the light of hope from heaven’s hypotenuse.
And the bonds of unrighteous separation shake
And crumble from the cosmic burden of love…
And somewhere the trains whistle to herald a meeting.
To my Bakharochka
XXX
When night swings open a starry and a liberated sky,
I will steal you away from partings and losses,
I will carry you away in my arms to a field where waves of poppies
Will hide us in love’s scent until morning,
Our clothes will be wrinkled, the wind will get moaning drunk,
But it won’t cool the passionate trembling and the hungover fever,
And a young star will slip from the sky to the grass,
And will tremble like a happy tear on your eyelashes.
And our lips will whisper, pain and tenderness mingling
In all the hasty words of an enflamed soul;
A large, all-forgiving moon will wash us languidly
In golden light, wedding us in the silence.
Cooling dews at dawn will bathe us;
Your little cross will flash in the timid rays,
And the sun transfixed by your beauty
Will shyly blush in silent embarrassment.
XXX
Ah, how freely the free wind strolls
And caresses your hair and hands:
Carefree, it doesn’t know the pain
Encircled in the handcuffs of separation.
It doesn’t know how the ragged tobacco smoke—
The rancid smell of mute loneliness—
Deafens all memory of sounds with its grey cotton wadding;
The groaning waves foam, like the poetry of Lorca;
The dead-bolts clang at night like a funeral
And the eternal light of the lamp is so dreary;
Despair is so familiar and banal
In these echoing corridors of broken fates.
We see how hope dies and resurrects
At dawn in clouds of golden dust,
Where the soul whirls barefoot in rags:
The mournful dance of a silent slave.
To Bakharochka and Rakhmasha,My guardian angels
ХХХ
The beautiful waves of Strauss’s violin
Above Vienna married us together
But beyond these cadences, with our fates at a crisis,
The oboe brought an air of exile to the waltz.
Tales of the Vienna woods remained
In the languid smoke of the Danube,
Where, at the edges of the sunset
The proud Alps rise with their legendary castles;
Where, by the Dome of St. Stefan,
The horseshoes rang out for good luck
Through the hubbub of coachmen,
Along the cobbles of shining years;
Where, in the Schönbrunn alleys,
The past is concealed by rain and foliage;
Where a fireplace crackled warm for us
One magical Christmas night,
And the discovery of life
Was being made daily in our son’s eyes;
Where carefree childish mischief
Was blessed by the turquoise of heaven,
And at Wachau the river flowed like wine,
And sparkled against the lake’s smooth surface…
Thank God, we at least still have
Something of our past fates to remember.
To Bakharochka, my sweet and my dear
XXX
The chime of silvery streams of rain
On the frost-chilled roofs
Announces the spring season
And calls on little boys to stroll through the puddles.
It drums at the windows of chilly apartments,
Washing away last year’s resentments,
Putting last year’s melancholy in quarantine,
Abolishing the fashion for gray tweed.
Spring rain smiles at you
With emerald eyes from the park,
Summoning you to stroll on the grass
And stamp your feet like a Spanish dancer.
The rain will move in nimble streams
The tatters of an aging sadness,
And like a little ownerless newspaper boat,
Our separation sails off into the far distance.
Sparrows raise a ruckus outside,
Ignoring the sodden kitten at the door;
Towards evening the flames of pure street lamps
Will flood the road with light for us.
And if this rain has told nothing but lies
About how we will separate and meet again by evening,
Then say to yourself: “So what? Whatever happens
Separation will end with a meeting”.
We will be together anyway,
A higher order will ensure it:
The spring rain is simply a stupid fool
Who has got the wrong year, dancing on the roof…
XXX
Days pass, nights creep lonely
Along the paths of a forbidden, arrested destiny
And the mill of separation cruelly
grinds
These lives the judge finds incomprehensible.
And we lose our friends who are
frightened by fate,
As we blindly grow used to our new life
In which hysterical demagogues cow and abuse those
Who didn’t accept their substitute for life.
Days stand in a queue of anticipation
For care parcels and censored tears,
So that our hopeful souls
may grow warm at night,
Healing our pain with the narcosis of timid dreams.
The world is cut in two parts by the turreted wall,
By rows of guards and sentinels,
But heads with crew cuts gaze openly
At the obedient world beyond the towers.
Don’t be sad about such an unpredicted fate—
Who on the scaffold begs for the axe?—
Saints have not forgotten us, haven’t cast us aside,
Because we lived for the spirit, not for our guts.
And words in the world of the numb are always conditional,
Dissections are always interrelated—
Criminals are not yet criminals
And the free are not only those outside the walls.
And as for the mill of our separation…
It’s not the final frame of life about love,
And the winds that blow over our life will change
And a new story has already flashed above the wall.
To Rakhman, Rakhmashaa, my sonny
Boring Lecture
The blue sky is laughing for you,
The birds’ chatter greets you in the morning,
The Everest and Tibet of your life
Lure you snowy-white onto a path without sorrow.
The sea’s wave summons you;
The stars shine with secret distances,
And the road is full of unexpected encounters–
You will learn what we haven’t learned.
The tide of your life rushes onwards
And your aspirations are climbing high:
Fortune will be fair to him
Who in life is fair to himself.
But the horde of betrayals and deceits
Will in their turn break in on you without warning,
Don’t you believe them even then,
When a broken nose spatters with blood.
Cheer up, if life gets you down
And bitter anguish casts a shadow on your heart:
If you are able to conquer yourself,
Then you will find your road to good fortune.
Just trust your own heart
And your soul, that has listened to wise advice,
And let your strength help your mind,
And then you will never lose your way.
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