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THE HELIOPAUSE 

 
By Eric Henry Sanders 

 
 

Characters 
 

A Woman:  A member of the Tutsi minority. She has closely 
cropped hair and a mended dress. A scar runs down 
the middle of her forehead, across her nose and 
part of one cheek. 

 
A Man:  A member of the Hutu majority. He is gaunt and 

his clothes are worn. 
 
 
  
 

Place and Time 
 

Rwanda, 1998. 
 
 

 
Synopsis 

 
The Heliopause is set just after the 1994 atrocities 

committed by neighbor against neighbor in the name of 
ethnic and political differences in Rwanda. 

The action of the play focuses on a woman, a member of 
the ethnic minority Tutsi against whom the genocide was 
directed, and her neighbor, a Hutu man who participated in 
the bloodshed. In 1998, the President of Rwanda, Pasteur 
Bizimungu, issued a decree inviting exiled Hutu 
perpetrators of the violence to return to the country in a 
spirit of forgiveness. The Heliopause is set over the 
course of three meetings in 1998 when the man returns to 
Rwanda and to his home which is now occupied by the woman.  
 



Act I

Scene 1

Hélène Sibomana in her home. The scene 
takes place both in her present 
(1998),,and in the months leading up to 
the 1994 genocide.

HÉLÈNE
If I had done something differently I wonder if I could have 
saved them. (Beat.) But that question is a virus carrying 
madness. And it doesn't matter because at the time, I was 
convinced he had to leave.

Lights up on Bertrand.

BERTRAND
(To Hélène.)

I'm not going anywhere without you.

HÉLÈNE
It was weeks before the genocide began. Four years ago. 
Despite the peace agreement, despite the presence of UN 
peacekeepers, everyone knew what was going to happen. There 
had been sixteen separate massacres leading up to the 1994 
genocide. And the army was again preparing for violence. The 
only question to be answered was the extent. What I did know 
for sure was that in order for me to save him, my husband had 
to leave the country. I wanted him to escape to Tanzania.

Lights up on Bertrand.

HÉLÈNE (cont’d)
Darwin --

BERTRAND
You're appealing to Darwin?

HÉLÈNE
I'm serious.

BERTRAND
I know. That's why I love you.

HÉLÈNE
You can't be flippant. You've seen what's going on. Élan was 
killed. Béatrice Seromba is missing. 

BERTRAND
Is she?



HÉLÈNE
You can be too cute for your own good.

BERTRAND
I'm listening, I promise. 

HÉLÈNE
Not the strongest but the most adaptive survive, that's what 
Darwin meant.

BERTRAND
Yes, but won't this be just like every other time?

HÉLÈNE
Isn't it better to prepare for the worst?

BERTRAND
Not if it means leaving you.

HÉLÈNE
That's all there is to it?

BERTRAND
What do you want me to say?

HÉLÈNE
Say that you'll go for now and come back when things are 
safe.

BERTRAND
And what about you?

HÉLÈNE
No one cares about me. 

BERTRAND
Why should anyone care about me?

HÉLÈNE
They're targeting political dissidents. 

BERTRAND
Because I teach political science, doesn't make me a 
dissident 

HÉLÈNE
I'm not sure anyone will ask the difference.

BERTRAND
And I should cancel all my classes? What if they fire me?

HÉLÈNE
What's more important?
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BERTRAND
How will we live?

HÉLÈNE
Who will support us if something happens to you? It won't be 
for long. 

BERTRAND
We can't know.

Lights down on Bertrand.

HÉLÈNE
With that I held out hope that the violence this time would 
be small, that it would scatter people like passing rain, and 
that we would resume our lives.

Lights up on Bertrand.

BERTRAND
I won't leave you and you won't leave without your father. 

HÉLÈNE
Would you want me to?

BERTRAND
Of course not. That's what I'm trying to say.

HÉLÈNE
So we'll wait for him to be released.

BERTRAND
Yes. 

HÉLÈNE
And then we'll all go?

BERTRAND
If that's what you think is best.

Lights down on Bertrand.

HÉLÈNE
My father had diabetes. His legs were bad and he was in the 
hospital. Time passed. He remained there. Bertrand didn't 
leave, and the political climate was growing worse. Nothing 
was hidden, but even so we couldn't be sure that it wasn't 
part of a political negotiation. A threat with nothing behind 
it. Lucien followed everything on the radio. He was seventeen 
that January and I couldn't tell if his newfound sullenness 
was his age or his understanding. The baby remained demanding 
and as always sweetly unaware.

More time passed. 
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Together we ignored the sporadic blood-letting, the rumors of 
disappearances, the state-sponsored prejudice. By necessity 
we were increasingly blind. Bertrand and I had reached an 
impasse, and each day I held my breath waiting for events to 
overwhelm us, while clinging to unreasonable hope. The 
situation would have gone on indefinitely, except that one 
day our uneasy compromise collapsed. Bertrand came home when 
he should have been teaching. His face was ashen. 

Lights up on Bertrand.

HÉLÈNE (cont’d)
What is it?

No reply.

HÉLÈNE (cont’d)
(To Bertrand.) Tell me what happened. He sat in the kitchen 
with his face in his hands. (To Bertrand.) You're torturing 
me. Please. Please tell me!

BERTRAND
I didn't register it at the time, but when I got to school, 
everything was quieter than usual. Half the faculty was gone: 
Alfred, Pauline, Michelle, Auguste... You see the pattern?

HÉLÈNE
They're your friends.

BERTRAND
They're all Hutu.

HÉLÈNE
Of course, but they're your friends. Your colleagues.

BERTRAND
I wasn't paying attention -- I forgot my lecture notes, so I 
was trying to put something together for class. I was in my 
office. And I didn't notice anything was wrong until Desmond 
began to bang on my door. I opened it and heard a sound like 
a rushing river. People were in the parking lot shouting. 
When we got out there the air was filled with smoke. A gang 
came by and burned cars. They broke the windows, spray-
painted Inyenzi.

HÉLÈNE
Who?

BERTRAND
I don't know. Kids? Students? Interahamwe? The wrecked cars 
were owned by Tutsi faculty, you see?

HÉLÈNE
-- What have I been telling you for weeks?
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BERTRAND
We went to Musema to find out what was happening. And he told 
us to go home. He knew! The President of the University and 
he helped orchestrate it.

HÉLÈNE
You have to go now.

BERTRAND
He said all Tutsi should go home. We're all on a permanent 
leave of absence. He said it was to protect us, but --

HÉLÈNE
I'm going to pack your bags. If we can't find you another 
car, you can take the bus.

BERTRAND
You won't come with me?

HÉLÈNE
You know I can't.

BERTRAND
Yes.

HÉLÈNE
If they release father and I'm not here, where would he go?

Lights down on Bertrand.

HÉLÈNE (cont’d)
Bertrand booked a share-taxi to Arusha. In retrospect, I 
should have been relieved. What did a car matter? And now he 
would be safe. But as soon as he went all I wanted was to see 
him again. We were students when we met. I did everything I 
could not to fall in love with him because I knew that if he 
left me it would crush my heart. I would be ruined. And now, 
I had sent him away.

Lights up on Bertrand. It's the moment 
before he leaves. He holds her to him.

BERTRAND
I'll be okay.

HÉLÈNE
I know.

BERTRAND
It's no more than a day and a half before I get there. And 
I'll call --

HÉLÈNE
You'll be careful.

5.



BERTRAND
Of course. And I'll call the minute I'm at the hotel. 

HÉLÈNE
And we'll come to you soon.

BERTRAND
Please don't worry.

HÉLÈNE
Okay.

BERTRAND
Not even if I'm late. Promise?

She nods. 

HÉLÈNE
As soon as he left all I wanted was to see him again.

He leaves.

HÉLÈNE (cont’d)
I try not to think of that time, but it comes to me in the 
surprise of dreams. Mine is one among hundreds of thousands 
of stories. And today there are reconciliation committees 
asking questions, stirring up memories, trying to mend the 
rent threads. 

If I am glad I survived it's because I can speak about the 
crimes. And if the committees ask me, I'll tell them what I 
know [: my husband was murdered. My oldest son was murdered. 
My father and my baby boy were murdered. 

At night I lie awake so as not to disturb the bodies.] or

HÉLÈNE (cont’d)
A day passed and two and a week. He did not call.

End of scene.
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Scene 2

In a split scene three separate 
conversations take place: inside the UN 
headquarters in Kigali, in the living 
room of Hélène's house after Bertrand has 
left, and in a barroom.

A local man speaks to a UN Soldier and a 
UN Colonel.

INFORMANT
You have to promise me protection. 

UN COLONEL
We can't promise anything --

INFORMANT
Please, I can help you. 

UN SOLDIER
We're here to protect everyone.

INFORMANT
But me and my family --

UN COLONEL
Tell me what you know and I'll see what I can do.

INFORMANT
I'll tell you everything, but please, you have to take us 
with you when you leave.

UN SOLDIER
Who says we're leaving?

UN COLONEL
Our mission is to defend the country.

INFORMANT
Don't you know what's about to happen?

Hélène faces out. Lucien listens to the 
radio.

HÉLÈNE
The share-taxi to Arusha takes thirty hours. With delays I 
didn't expect to hear from Bertrand for a day and a half. I 
promised that I wouldn't start worrying until two days had 
passed. 
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RADIO
If the justice system fails to protect the people, "we, the 
people, are obliged to take responsibility ourselves and wipe 
out this scum."

In the barroom, two journalists from 
outside the country sit at a table.

JOURNALIST MAN
I don't remember anything about him.

JOURNALIST WOMAN
I do -- every last detail.

JOURNALIST MAN
He was tall, I think. Ordinary.

Informant and soldier continued.

INFORMANT 
They've been stockpiling weapons. 

UN SOLDIER
That's not news.

INFORMANT
But I can take you there. I can show you where they're 
hidden.

UN COLONEL
Yeah?

INFORMANT
I used to be in the Presidential Guard. I can show you.

UN COLONEL
Why help us?

INFORMANT
Do you think you have a monopoly on morals? I thought I was 
defending my country. Please, you have to do something. 

Hélène and Lucien continued...

HÉLÈNE
Even after two more days passed, I didn't feel sick to my 
stomach. 

RADIO
"Every Tutsi is a potential murderer plotting your death..."

HÉLÈNE
As long as nothing happened to disrupt the delicate balance, 
I knew a smart man like my husband would escape. 
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But that was a week ago. Eleven days since he left and not a 
word. I called our friends in Arusha. Nothing. As if he never 
existed. 

RADIO
"Every Ibyitso party member who supports the enemy and 
provides comfort to them in our own country is a traitor..."

HÉLÈNE
Turn it off. 

The journalists continued...

JOURNALIST MAN
We were both here covering the event for separate newspapers.

JOURNALIST WOMAN
And when the man came in, we were discussing politics. 

JOURNALIST MAN
-- It's all anyone talked about --

JOURNALIST WOMAN
-- How could you help it? --

JOURNALIST MAN
We were arguing over what would happen. 

JOURNALIST WOMAN
I was hopeful that peace was possible --

JOURNALIST MAN
-- Are you kidding?

JOURNALIST WOMAN
They all signed on to the accords --

JOURNALIST MAN
-- Under duress. 

JOURNALIST WOMAN
But here, in this bar, it seemed very far away.

JOURNALIST MAN
Until that man came in.

JOURNALIST WOMAN
I remember everything about him.

Informant continued...

INFORMANT
Five separate storage locations. I'll take you whenever you 
want.
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UN SOLDIER
(Speaking out.)

What the informant reported became the basis for a fax by 
Lieutenant-General Romeo Dallaire to the United Nations in 
New York.

UN COLONEL
You can take us now?

INFORMANT
Anytime.

UN COLONEL
That's what we've been looking for.

INFORMANT
But you have to help me --

UN COLONEL
-- Of course we'll help you.

INFORMANT
They'll kill me if they find out.

UN SOLDIER
(Speaking out.)

The "Dallaire fax," as it's now known, was received and 
replied to by Kofi Annan, then the head of UN peacekeeping 
operations, and his deputy, Iqbal Riza.

Hélène and Lucien continued...

RADIO
"You are with us or with the enemy..."

HÉLÈNE
Turn it off!

Hélène switches off the radio.

HÉLÈNE (cont’d)
Are you trying to torture me?

LUCIEN
It's important.

HÉLÈNE
It's the same thing over and over. 

LUCIEN
I thought maybe they would say something about him.

HÉLÈNE
Don't be silly.
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