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Dear readers,
 

Welcome to the ninth year of Festival Neue Literatur, the only US fes-
tival to showcase the best of German-language writing. FNL brings six 
emerging and established writers from Germany, Austria and Switzer-
land to New York City, where they join two US-based writers in a four-
day series of readings and conversations. 

The theme of the 2018 festival is Insider|Outsider. Each of us is an out-
sider in some way, but most of us also have privileges that give us ac-
cess to different opportunities and worlds. The books featured this year 
explore questions of identity and belonging in a fracturing Europe and 
beyond, using race, religion, immigration status, politics, and even foot-
ball hooliganism as lenses to explore contemporary society and the re-
cent past. 

This year’s participants are Fatma Aydemir (Germany), Nava Ebrahimi 
(Austria), Ursula Fricker (Switzerland), Lisa Ko (US), Meral Kureyshi (Swit-
zerland), Atticus Lish (US), Robert Prosser (Austria), and Philipp Winkler 
(Germany). In this reader we’ve included excerpts from the six German-
language works, rendered in English by outstanding translators, along 
with descriptions of the books and authors. 

The works featured at this year’s festival range widely in setting and 
theme, but are all centered on stories that might be deemed periph-
eral by the mainstream. From the rebellious ennui of a Turkish German 
woman whose visit to a fabled Berlin club upends her life (Aydemir), to 
the lives of two lovers torn apart by the conflict in Bosnia (Prosser), to 
the intersecting lives of an activist, sex worker, and high-level politician 
around the closing of a refugee camp (Fricker), to the unlikely love story 
of a returning U.S. Marine and an undocumented half-Chinese half-Ui-
ghur woman (Lish), the stories celebrate the diversity of human experi-
ences in a globalized world. The novels move from the bars and gyms 
frequented by football hooligans who passionately support the fabled 
Hannover 96 (Winkler) to the comfortable living rooms and ancient mon-
uments of contemporary Iran (Ebrahimi) to the temporary accommoda-
tions provided by the Swiss asylum system (Kureyshi) and both upstate 
New York, a Manhattan nail salon, and Fuzhou and Beijing (Ko).
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By turns moving, funny, and suspenseful, these novels are a showcase of 
the power of writing to encapsulate a life and bring it to another person.
 
At a time when bans and walls threaten to divide in the U.S., and when 
rising far-right extremism haunts Europe, this edition of FNL celebrates 
the power of fiction to allow each of us to intimately experience lives 
different from our own. When we read, we build empathy, we educate 
ourselves, and perhaps even change the way we move in the world. I’m 
thrilled to celebrate this crucial gift that writers give us. We need them 
now more than ever.
 

Sincerely,

Peter Blackstock, Curator
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Fatma Aydemir’s Elbow (2017) follows a young German 
woman from a Turkish family as she grapples with dueling 
identities. Born and raised in Berlin, Hazal turns eighteen 
unemployed, insecure, and enraged at both her stifling 
parents and the racist Berlin society around her. Grasping 
for meaning or retribution, she first steals, then turns to 
violence. With the police after her for manslaughter, Hazal 
flees to Istanbul, a city her parents call home but she’s never 
seen.

Through her headstrong protagonist, Aydemir explores the 
frustration of not belonging. Hazal bridles at her parents’ 
conservative ways, and yet feels excluded from Berlin’s 
vibrant, young culture because of her background. Taking in 
questions of gender, racism, and coming-of-age, Elbow tells 
an immigrant experience with grit and empathy. 

Excerpt from pages 7-8, 30-35, 37-43, 107-110, 114-121.

ELBOW
ELLBOGEN

BY FATMA AYDEMIR
EXCERPT TRANSLATED BY TIM MOHR

272 PAGES / CARL HANSER VERLAG / 2017

TRANSLATION RIGHTS: FRIEDERIKE BARAKAT / FRIEDERIKE.BARAKAT@HANSER.DE



ELBOW

If  Desiree hadn’t held up every single lipstick and nail polish in front 
of  me with her long, clean fingers, I’d never have come up with the 
idea to shoplift. It was summer, I know that for sure, because Desiree 
was wearing light-blue hot-pants and the glossy little hairs on her legs 
were standing on end because the supermarket’s air conditioner had 
turned the whole place into a freezer. Even though I was only seven, 
I knew I would never be allowed to wear shorts like that. And I also 
knew that Mama would never allow me to buy glittery lipstick. But 
Desiree had money in her hand and just had to decide what color she 
wanted. She chose a pink one, of  course, since Desiree was blond and 
thought of  herself  as Barbie. She actually did look a little like Barbie, 
but I never told her that. Life had been kind enough to Desiree already.

 I went with her almost to the door of  her building. Desiree’s 
mother was on the balcony with her hands on her hips. She was tall, 
extremely thin, and always tan. Not sure why, I guess they went on va-
cation a lot. She always wore a tight tank-top with no bra underneath, 
so whenever you thought of  Desiree’s mother you saw her tits in your 
head. They were much smaller than Mama’s, but not pointed. They 
were as round as a two tennis balls, quite lovely actually. Desiree’s 
mother gave us a stern look as she shouted that the family was about 
to sit down to lunch. Desiree nodded, looked at me and waved good-
bye. She waved even though I was right next to her. I’ve never seen 
the inside of  Desiree’s apartment, but I’ve often tried to picture what 
it must be like.

Afterwards I went back to the supermarket and let the lipstick dis-
creetly disappear into my pants pocket. I can’t really say what I intend-

ELBOW
ELLBOGEN
BY FATMA AYDEMIR
TRANSLATED BY TIM MOHR
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FATMA AYDEMIR

ed to do with it; I think it was just a question of  having it and being 
able to smell it now and then. Because there was no chance I could 
ever wear it. Mama would smack me immediately. As I slinked past the 
sad cashier with her facial hair, I looked down and concentrated on the 
grooves in the linoleum floor. Outside I ran the three hundred meters 
home as if  I desperately needed to go to the bathroom, opened the 
door with the key hanging from the dark-blue cord around my neck, 
sprang up the steps to the second floor, unlocked the door to our 
apartment, ran straight into our playroom and held the lipstick up to 
my nose proudly. Onur shot me an inquisitive look and then went back 
to playing with his stupid Lego blocks. Spaz. 
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ELBOW

My ears wait for the blathering and background noise. I can hear 
something but I’m not sure whether it’s time yet or not. The TV next 
door is so loud you’d think the entire family were deaf. The voice of  
the newsreader from our living room mixes with the song in TV ad 
coming from next door. I know the ad—it’s for a brand of  sujuk sau-
sage. Two kids come home from school and hug their mother. They 
both say, “We’re hungry!” The mother is wearing a sky-blue sweater. 
She pats their heads and answers: “I have a surprise for you!” She 
holds up a package sujuk and pulls a red pepper out of  it, letting the 
pepper hang in the air before it disappears, taking the spiciness out of  
the sujuk. She cuts the sausage into slices, fries them in a pan, and the 
kids lap them up. The ad is so ridiculous. I mean, in a million years a 
woman like that in a kitchen like that would never fry up sausage for 
her kids. There are pots of  fresh herbs all around. And one of  those 
things that my uncle’s wife has been dreaming about and showed me 
pictures of  on her iPhone after searching “freestanding kitchen is-
land.” A woman who cooks in a kitchen like that would put on a 
white apron and work all day on overly elaborate and healthy things, 
like stuffed eggplant or a homemade lentil soup with a few drops of  
lemon juice or something like that. Maybe I should have had some 
rice at dinner after all, since my stomach is rumbling. Instead I just sat 
there pushing my salad around so it looked as if  I wasn’t hungry. But 
nobody cared anyway.

“Hazal, will you make çay?” mama calls from the living room.
“On it.”
I like to make the çay. Taking care of  the çay means I can be alone 

after dinner. Without the feeling that somebody is looking over my 
shoulder watching for mistakes. I go through the same series of  mo-
tions, I don’t have to pay attention to anything, and I can just listen to 
the voice in my head. When I’m sitting with my parents, I never hear 
the voice. Because I’m always acting as if  I’m somebody else. My gaze 
lingers on the family photos that are stuck to the fridge with fruit-
shaped magnets. I take the picture of  Onur’s circumcision party and 
hang it underneath a shot of  my grandparents. That way I don’t have 
to see it anymore. Mama had put blue eyeshadow on me that day and 
stuck me in a horrible lace dress that was way too tight. I look like a 
miniature tranny in the picture. I think it’s the last photo where all four 
of  us posed together. After that there was never another occasion.

*
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FATMA AYDEMIR

“Finally,” says Mama. “I was beginning to think we wouldn’t have çay 
at all today.”

 She’s sitting in the gray chair wearing her TV-glasses, which 
make her look ten years older. Her hair is neatly combed to the side. 
My father sits stiffly in the middle of  the sofa. He’s holding the remote 
so tightly that it looks as if  he is depending on it to keep his balance, 
as if  he would fall to the side if  he let go of  it. I lean forward to place 
the dark çay on the coffee table in front of  him. My hand reflexively 
reaches for the neckline of  my shirt but it’s too late. I cringe like a spaz 
and spill some of  the çay onto the saucer. My father continues to stare 
past me, stone-faced, in the direction of  the TV. But Mama noticed. 
I don’t look at her, but I can sense her death-stare. It bores into my 
chest and I know that if  my father wasn’t here she would ask me: Why 
would you wear a shirt like that when you can’t even move around 
normally in it? And I’d probably not say but think: It’s not the shirt, 
god damn it, it’s you.

A loud voice explodes into the room, talking about leasing terms. I 
cringe. My father turns down the volume and changes the channel. 
“Salih, will you be home tomorrow during the lunch break?” asks 
Mama with feigned friendliness.

 A growl emits from deep within my father.
 “What’s that, Salih?”
 “I don’t know,” he says, continuing to flip the channels. 

“Why?”
 “I only wanted to ask what you wanted to eat. I’ll be finished 

with work at 10:30 since Defne is back from vacation.”
 My father makes the growling sound again that reminds me 

of  a sleeping bear. He pauses briefly on a news channel. A little man 
in a suit is shaking lots of  hands, in Ankara or someplace like that.

 “I could make a bean stew. You like that, Salih.”
 “Hmm.”
 “I made yoghurt today. Tomorrow I’ll bring fresh bread from 

the bakery and we can have a nice lunch together. The children will be 
here, too.”

 “I can’t make it,” I say a little too emphatically and then lower 
my head again. “I’m going shopping after my training program, then 
straight to the bakery to relieve Defne.”

 “Shopping? Shopping for what? You already have so many 
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ELBOW

things you don’t even wear.”
 I stare silently at Mama.
 “What’s that look for, Hazal?”
 “I need something for my birthday.”
 She says nothing and stares at the television screen as the 

channels start to change again. She’s forgotten that Saturday is my 
birthday. Not that it surprises me. But hopefully she’s also forgotten 
that she said no when I asked to sleepover at Elma’s place. It was 
probably just a reflex on her part anyway, just because it’s her favorite 
word: no.

“Depends on my route,” says my father. “If  I’m nearby at one, 
I’ll come here to eat. If  I’m on the other side of  town it’s not worth 
it.”

 He puts the remote down next to his empty çay glass and 
stands up.

 Mama looks at him suspiciously.
 “Where are you going? To the café?”
 “I’m going to see what my friends are up to.”
 “What do you think they’re up to? Watching football and 

smoking all day.”
 “There’s no football today,” he says, disappearing into the 

hall.
 I take his glass to the kitchen and wait until the apartment 

door closes. Then I wander back into the living room and flop onto 
the sofa. Mama turns to me, bristling. My casual manner bugs her, 
and I know that she’s getting ready to bug me back. I put two couch 
cushions behind my head to really make myself  comfortable, fold my 
hands behind my head, scoot my hips forward a little, and sigh qui-
etly—though loudly enough for Mama to hear and to cause her to 
tense even more in her gray chair of  hate.

“What?” I ask.
 “You poor thing, you’re so tired. Though today you weren’t 

even at the bakery. What did you do that was so taxing, hmm?”
 Her feigned sympathy drives me crazy.
 “My god, I have one free afternoon this week and you have to 

give me a hard time about it.”
 “Don’t speak to me in that tone, Hazal!” She stretches out her 

left pointed finger in my direction and looks me in the eyes for a few 
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FATMA AYDEMIR

seconds. Then she clicks her tongue and turns back to the television, 
shaking her head.

 “Did you at least write some applications at the unemploy-
ment agency?”

 “Nope,” I say, switching to the German-language stations.
 “No? I don’t understand what you do all day at that training 

program. I really don’t. It’s just a waste of  time.”
 “What else am I supposed to do?”
 “Stay home and write job applications.”
 “Oh yeah? How many jobs have I already applied for this 

year? Fifty? Sixty? And how many jobs do I have? Half  a job, and 
that’s under the table in a place owned by my uncle.”

 “Pelin is looking for someone to help out in her salon. Some-
one who can wash hair and clean the place up.”

 I roll my eyes.
 “I was honest with Pelin. I told her: Hazal isn’t the smartest. 

But she’d be able to manage cleaning up and washing hair. You should 
stop in there tomorrow before you go to the bakery.”

 “I can’t believe this, Mama. You want me to be Pelin’s cleaning 
lady?”

 I switch back to the Turkish channels in hopes of  finding 
something to distract her.

 “I just want you to do an honest day’s work, Hazal. That train-
ing program at the employment office…”

 “Unemployment office.”
 “The damn unemployment office is supposed to help you find 

an apprenticeship or some skills. But what actually gets accomplished? 
Nothing! You just sit around there every day for no reason and now 
you’ve frittered away another two months. And you can’t stay at the 
bakery forever. Go to Pelin, you’ll learn something, and she’ll give you 
five euros an hour.”

 “Yeah, I’ll learn how to wash the dandruff  out of  our neigh-
bors’ hair. Great. And she’s not allowed to train me. And I’m sure 
she’ll want me to work under the table. Forget that, I’d rather stay in 
the bakery with Uncle. At least that’s family.”

 “What do you know about family? You talk to me like I’m a 
stranger, not your mother. You show your parents no respect. You’re 
not even ashamed when your father can see down your shirt. You’re 
about to turn eighteen and you act like you’re eight, Hazal. And you 
can forget about Saturday! There is no way you are sleeping over at 
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ELBOW

Elma’s.”
 I look at her, shocked. I hadn’t expected that. She remem-

bered. I reach for my phone. 
 “I’ll be an adult as of  Saturday. I can do whatever I want,” I 

say, typing in the security code.
 “You cannot do whatever you want. What makes you think 

that?”
 “Human rights, hello?” I say, holding both arms in the air 

questioningly.
 “Hazal, screw human rights. Now get up and get me a çay.” 

She picks up her tea glass and holds it out toward me demandingly. 
The spoon clangs against the glass.

 I take a deep breath and look at the ornamental wallpaper be-
hind her. Mama had it installed last summer so the room would look 
bigger. In reality it makes the room feel much smaller, but nobody can 
say that to her or else she’ll come up with an even worse idea. I take 
her glass and stomp into the kitchen. The jabbing pain in my head 
has become intense throbbing. I lean my back against the refrigerator 
and close my eyes. The throbbing gets faster and louder. I already do 
whatever I want, I tell myself. There’s no reason to stop now. I sink to 
the floor. A little pineapple magnet falls down with me and the photos 
land next to me. I press my hands onto the cold linoleum. In the crack 
beneath the kitchen cabinet you can see greasy gunk rolled into filthy 
balls. Typical. The whole apartment stinks of  neon yellow cleaning 
fluid, but underneath the cabinets the filth gathers, sticky and black.
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FATMA AYDEMIR

The closer we get to the door, the more nervous we get. I’m drunk, 
but I’m still too clear-headed for this situation. One after another, 
people are turned away. They walk silently back past the entire length 
of  the line with drooping shoulders and blank eyes. I always thought it 
was only groups of  men who didn’t get in. But there are women walk-
ing past, couples, people with short hair, bimbos, all sorts of  people. I 
can’t see any logic behind it.

 The French group just ahead of  us is up. The bouncer on 
the left, the one with the crooked nose, looks them over and makes a 
face as if  he’d like to punch the poodle-headed guy in the face just to 
see him cry. The bouncer turns to his colleagues and starts talking to 
them. He’s giant, well over six feet for sure, with a back and shoulders 
like a bull. The French group just stands there for a while without say-
ing a word. They stare at the bouncer, begging silently like puppies. 
After a while he turns back to them. He wants to see their IDs. They 
already have them in their hands, little blue cards.

 “Did you guys see that? We should get our IDs out,” I say.
 “Take it easy, Hazal. We’re not victims,” says Elma, lighting a 

cigarette.
 Gül watches the poodle-headed guy and touches up her lip-

stick. She smears one side completely, so I lick my thumb and fix it for 
her. The French group is allowed in. The poodle-headed guy waves 
to Gül and disappears through the door. The bouncer turns to us. He 
gives us a stern look as we walk up to him. Gül keeps going, trying to 
walk past him. The bouncer puts his massive arm out as a gate and 
says, “Hang on a minute.”

 He looks us over much longer than he did the French group. 
Elma doesn’t look at him. She just looks into the distance as she 
smokes, as if  he isn’t worth her attention. Her eyes reflect the yellow 
street light above us.

 Again the bouncer turns to the other bouncers, who seem tiny 
next to him, even though they aren’t. I try to hear what they are saying, 
but the bass from the club is too loud. All I can make out is some sort 
of  laughter, deep and somehow corrosive. He turns back to us and 
looks me in the eyes.

 “Not tonight, it’s too full.”
 Shit. His tone is like a cement wall. There is no bargaining to 

be done.
 “I’m sorry?” says Elma, irritated.
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ELBOW

 “Not tonight, I said. Too much going on, not everyone can 
come in.”

 “We’re not everyone,” says Elma.
 He shrugs.
 “We waited two hours.” 
Now Elma sounds really pissed.
 He waves us away and says: “Next, please.”
 “But our friends are already inside!” says Gül.
 I put my hand on her shoulder and whisper, “Let Elma deal 

with it.”
 Elma tries to make eye contact with the another bouncer, one 

who is missing an eyebrow. She asks what the story is.
 He says, “Only regulars tonight.”
 “And we’re not regulars?
 He looks her up and down.
 “Doesn’t look like it.”
 Elma throws her head to the side in annoyance and starts 

frantically telling him about Nuri, that she works for him at La Mag-
ique and that all bouncers know him. Bu the guy just grins and says, 
“Have a nice night.”

 We step to the side and Elma gets out her iPhone.
 Nuri doesn’t answer. She tries again. Gül won’t stop going on 

about the fact that she didn’t take down François’s number.
 “Hello? Nuri?” Elma walks off. She continues talking on the 

other side of  the streetlamp and we can only make out her silhouette, 
the high heels, her strong calves, her wildly gesticulating arms. Then 
she suddenly freezes and takes the phone from her ear. She stays there 
in the dark, shaking her head. After a few seconds she walks back to 
us, staring into the distance.

 “What’s up? What did he say?”
 She pulls a cigarette out of  her handbag and looks at the 

ground.
 “He said we didn’t miss anything here and that we should go 

home.”
 I give her a light and she lifts an eyebrow.
 “And he said I should never, ever call him again about some-

thing like this.”
 “Bastard,” I say.

 Gül looks around bewildered. “Okay, what now? Should I get 
off  with the bouncer?”

*
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FATMA AYDEMIR

The light of  the streetlamps blurs into blotches as we slowly walk 
back to Ostkreuz station. As the clacking of  our heels echoes across 
the expanse of  empty lots behind the factory buildings. As the urge to 
get away from here is so strong that none of  us thinks to change our 
shoes. As Gül loudly and drunkenly discusses where we can go and 
in the next instant can’t stop herself  from rehashing the scene at the 
door again.

 “If  we were from Poland or Spain or whatever and had on 
dirty sneakers, we’d have gotten in for sure. That bastard!”

Elma and I don’t say a word and avoid looking at each other. But we 
feel it, we feel the same way. It’s so present and so intense that you 
can almost touch it. Rage. Mine is so great that it doesn’t fit inside 
me. It is threatening to explode out of  my skin, eat me from inside 
and spit me out again and then eat me again. My rage touches Elma’s 
rage, boils and expands with hers, allows itself  to be prodded by hers. 
We’re stumbling by the time we approach Ostkreuz. Gül pulls our bal-
let slippers out of  her heavy bag and tosses them down heavily onto 
the German cobblestones. We brace ourselves on each other up as we 
dismount form the hooker heels.

There’s virtually no activity in the S-Bahn train, but whatever is going 
on doesn’t reach me anyway because my rage is still boiling over. I put 
up invisible walls and blow them down again. The night collapses into 
a million Lego pieces. But with every station, my vision starts to clear 
a bit more. 

The train is filling up. I begin to recognize the contours of  individual 
people, I make out voices, pick up the smell of  mouths. The faces 
around us are all full. They all have destinations where they’re heading, 
doors that will open for them. They have people and things they can 
hold onto. They own stuff, they travel, they sleep in double-beds with 
their lovers who make them coffee in the morning, they don’t read 
tabloids, they don’t shop at discount stores, they have aspirations and 
degrees and jobs and heavy, wooden peppermills. Their hair is shiny, 
their hands are soft, they’ve never had to pluck facial hair, they cel-
ebrate Christmas—and not because they like presents but because of  
the candles and the smell of  pine trees. At eighteen they’d already been 
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to all the clubs in the city, by twenty they’d given it up for bars where 
they only drank wine, and at some point they’d start drinking whisky. 

“We need more vodka and Red Bull or else we’re going to crap out 
like some kind of  victim sluts! Hello? Are you listening to me? Say 
something!”
 Gül waves at us and then doesn’t know where to put her 
hands, bracing her head with them, running them through her hair, 
fidgeting with her way-too-tight dress. She’s annoyed at our silence 
and the fact that we don’t know where to go. Though we do know: 
we’re going home. Where else are we supposed to go? We always go 
home. Not because we want to, but because we have to go home. 
To the little boxes with low ceilings where our families live, where 
the carpet matches the sofa and where there’s twelve of  every plate: 
twelve deep, twelve shallow, twelve small. Where you have to take 
off  your shoes and put on fluffy slippers because the linoleum is 
cold and you won’t be able to have children later in life if  you’re feet 
freeze. And we have to have children, sometime, what else are we 
supposed to do?

Gül and I wait outside beneath the yellow glow of  the lottery logo 
while Elma buys smokes at a 24-hour store.
 Elma comes back with three miniature bottles of  schnapps. 
We stand in front of  the U-Bahn station and smoke a butt, emptying 
the little bottles with serious faces. How many schnapps does that 
make today? Who cares.
 The escalator isn’t running, we clomp down it with heavy 
steps. I walk in front, Elma behind me, Gül bringing up the rear. I 
walk past the platform display, seven minutes until the next U6 train. 
I continue on along the empty platform and the two of  them fol-
low, we walk at the same tempo, our legs keeping the same rhythm. 
The ballet slippers make sticky sounds, with every step it sounds like 
someone is removing a bandage or a strip of  hair removal wax.
 The only other person on the platform is a guy about twenty, 
a college kid. He’s carrying a striped jute bag and has on funny glass-
es with little round lenses. He smiles drunkenly at me. I ignore him 
and continue on. I keep up the same tempo but the steps behind me 
get slower.
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 “What are you smiling at, you ape?” 
 I stop, turn around, and see her shove the college kid with 
both hands. Elma.
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Nava Ebrahimi’s Sixteen Words (2017) meditates on lan-
guage, immigration, and family. After her grandmother’s 
death, Mona travels from Cologne back to Iran, her family’s 
homeland. Back in the midst of her boisterous family, she 
begins to confront her parents’ and grandparents’ tangled 
history. She delays her return to Germany for an impromptu 
trip to the city of her birth, accompanied by her mother and 
an old flame, Ramin. On the road, she begins to unravel the 
secrets of her parents’ courtship, forever changing how she 
sees her family and her home country.

Ebrahimi builds her story around sixteen Farsi words, fram-
ing Mona’s journey as a quest to reconcile the languages of 
her past and present. Encompassing themes of gender, sex-
uality, and cultural difference, and complicating entrenched 
stereotypes of Iran, Sixteen Words explores the intersec-
tions between family, culture, and language.  

Excerpt from pages 7, 11-25, 91-97, 149-153, 163-172.
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Prologue

At first it was just a word. The word ambushed me, swift and cunning, 
like all these sixteen words. I had never once managed to fight back. 
Each time they forced their message on me anew: there is still this 
other language, your mother tongue, don’t start to think the language 
you speak is your own. I was always at their mercy, these words that 
had nothing to do with my life, nothing to do with the way I lock my 
bike up every day, with how I order food in a restaurant or put my 
winter clothes away in the spring. They had nothing to do with my 
life, but nevertheless, or maybe even for that very reason, they took 
control of  me, again and again. 

On a sudden impulse, I would translate a word, and it was as if  
I had disarmed it. Why only now, why I’d never had the idea before, I 
can’t say. Maybe I was afraid of  facing the word in my other language, 
the word stripped bare. All at once it lost its power over me.

Maman-Bozorg

Cheers and applause reached my ears, muffled and distant. I opened my 
eyes. Dawn was breaking. The brass chandelier—there was one hang-
ing in every room here—cast a shadow on the bedspread. I scrambled 
to get up, as if  I’d overslept for an important appointment, and felt 
my way through the hallway to the living room. My grandmother sat 
in near darkness on the couch, lit up in bluish colors by the images on 
the television. She had turned the volume up so high that the casing 
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rattled to the beat of  the music. She snapped her fingers and moved 
her shoulders rhythmically forwards and back. A butterfly sparkled 
against the low-cut décolletage of  her black blouse. With it she wore 
the pink terry cloth sweatpants she had gone to bed in.

“Come sit with me!” she cried, still moving back and forth.
“Maman-Bozorg, isn’t it a bit too early for . . .” I didn’t finish the 

sentence, just rubbed my eyes with both hands.
“It’s evening in Los Angeles, and the gala has just begun. Nobody 

cares how early it is in Mashhad.” She continued snapping to the beat.
I sat down next to her and watched her from the side. Her eye-

lashes were clumpy with mascara. Her lipstick ran off  into the wrin-
kles above her mouth and formed a little red delta. She had powdered 
her face so much that the powder had collected in the creases on her 
forehead. She had always spent a lot of  time doing herself  up, but the 
older she got, the more it got out of  hand.

On the television was an Iranian channel out of  Los Angeles 
named Tapesh—“heartbeat.” Three girls in short sequined dresses 
danced to Persian pop music, hopping around an old man in a tuxedo. 
I knew who he was, his name was Aref. The girls bounced around like 
they were playing hide and go seek in a wheat field. Aref  acted like he 
didn’t notice them. He sang of  a woman, the ruler of  his heart, who 
was slowly killing him with her coquettishness. My mother loved this 
song. For a long time she would put the cassette on several times a day, 
listen to it, rewind it, listen again, rewind again. The song fed longings 
of  my mother’s that to this day I still know nothing about. I would 
sometimes try to dance to it in front of  the mirror, awkwardly twist-
ing my little kid hips. I imitated Maman; when we went to see Iranian 
bands at concerts in Cologne, I would stand at the edge of  the dance 
floor and watch her dance for hours. Watch her lithe hands drawing 
figures in the air, see her circling her hips, shimmying her shoulders. I 
fixed every detail in my memory.

Aref  made a face like his heart was suffering under foreign oc-
cupation. Or maybe from the fact that he had been forced to sing this 
song for decades, first in Tehran cabarets, now on American sound-
stages, as if  nothing had changed, as if  time had stood still.

Aref  had barely finished singing the last syllable when the pro-
gram was interrupted by a commercial for a workout gadget. Ameri-
can abs with a Persian voiceover. My grandmother seemed satisfied 
and fanned herself.

“Aref  has captured all their hearts, but I’m the only one he loves. 
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After his big New Year’s show a couple of  weeks ago he proposed to 
me from on stage. He told me I was a woman beyond compare and 
an excellent artist!”

She looked at me expectantly. Her eyes were shining. I avoided 
her gaze and stared at the screen, where the number to order the ab 
machine was flashing in red, 676881. The phone number of  my friend 
Clara from elementary school had been 767881. That was the first 
number that I learned by heart. And it, unlike Clara, will be with me 
for the rest of  my life. 

I sensed that my grandmother was looking me over.
“Go comb your hair. You look like a beat-up hooker.”
“Maman-Bozorg!”
“And put some tea on, please. I have to go on stage in a second 

and my mouth is so dry.” She smacked her lips several times, and 
something popped. Probably her jaw was out of  joint. “Dry as an old 
maid’s kos.”

On the stovetop were stacks of  plastic containers from the kebab 
delivery place. Once, at this time of  day, there would already have been 
lamb knuckle simmering in the pressure cooker. I filled a pot with 
black tea and put water on to boil. While I waited, I leaned against 
the countertop and closed my eyes. I was tired. Instead of  ten p.m., as 
planned, the plane I had boarded in Istanbul hadn’t landed in Mashhad 
until two in the morning. The plane had made several loops around 
the city; the mausoleum of  Imam Reza shone many-colored in the 
darkness, and each time we passed it seemed close enough to touch, 
an open treasure chest. But then the pilot explained that he wasn’t 
permitted to land in Mashhad and now had to fly to Tehran. Groans, 
sighs, muttering, finally people crying out from all directions.

“Maybe the weather is bad.”
“Did it look like the weather was bad to you?”
“I was speaking with my mother on the phone earlier. She said 

the sky was clear.”
“It’s the middle of  the night. The sky under your mother’s bed-

spread might be clear.”
“We shouldn’t get off  in Tehran. If  we do we’ll have to see for 

ourselves how we get to Mashhad.”
“If  you don’t get off, they’ll accuse you of  being an enemy of  

the revolution.”
“What’s happening with the bodies on board?”
“What bodies?”
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“Two bodies are being transported on this flight.”
“I guess they’ve just been refused their burial rites.”
“This stopover is our punishment for having a good time in Is-

tanbul.”
A few laughed.
We landed in Tehran. The plane sat there for a while without 

anything happening, then the engines started up again without any 
further announcement.

The kettle whined. I poured the boiling water into the pot and 
waited till it had turned the color of  amber. I brought a glass to my 
grandmother, plus two sugar cubes. She held the glass up to the light 
of  the rising sun.

“Just right, now’s the time to marry. Or when were you thinking 
of  getting married? At thirty?”

“Maman-Bozorg, I’m well past thirty now.” 
“Every woman says she’s younger than she is, only you say you’re 

older.”
“Don’t you remember? I was born before the revolution.”
“Before what?”
She put a sugar cube in her mouth and sipped her tea, her gaze 

fixed on the television. A moderator with gelled-back hair told jokes 
about Ahmadinejad.

“Come now—you do have a khastegar, right? Or at least a boy-
friend? No? You can’t expect me to believe that. What’s wrong with 
these German men? You’re young, you live in azadi and you’ve got no 
man?”

She said that often, “You live in azadi,” but there was nothing 
pathetic in her voice when she said it. She said it with a mix of  curios-
ity and envy, and I had a sense early on that she imagined it as more 
exciting than it actually was, life in freedom.

“I had a khastegar once. He wanted me, but I didn’t want to 
marry him.”

I said it to calm her down. How was I supposed to give her any 
sense of  what it was like to be single and in your mid-thirties in a 
Western metropolis? How was I supposed to explain something like 
fear of  commitment to her? It already sounded ridiculous in German. 
Fear of  getting too close emotionally. When someone runs away as 
soon as a relationship becomes more serious. In Persian it just wasn’t 
possible. The language wasn’t made for such nuances.

*
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My grandmother would never have understood the truth about my 
German love life—after all, I barely understood it myself—and the 
sheer number of  men I’ve slept with would have made her heart stop 
on the spot. So I thought at least.

“Just one khastegar? Tststsss. Here they’d be lining up outside 
your door. You’d have had a man long ago. What am I talking about—
lots of  them! My niece has men taking her to Dubai, to the most 
expensive hotels.”

“Lots of  them?”
“Yeah sure! Iran’s turned into one big cathouse! Even ninety-

year-olds where it’s like you’re flipping through pages in an old book 
trying to find their kos, they’re going around out in the open.”

“Maman-Bozorg!”
“I have a couple of  admirers, too. Like the man at the cake shop 

at the end of  the street. Not even fifty years old. Every time he hands 
me a box of  sweets, he touches my hand.”

She laid her hand on mine for a moment. Then she held it in 
front of  her face and looked at it very closely.

“Your grandfather first fell in love with my hands when I was 
bringing him tea in the hospital. My hands were white and they were 
nice and plump. You could’ve planted peas in the little folds on my 
knuckles.”

In my mind’s eye the back of  a hand appeared with peas growing 
on it. My grandmother let her hand drop like a wet sack. Her face, too, 
seemed to slacken all of  a sudden.

“But beauty only leads you to ruin. Look at me, look at your 
mother. Fate favors ugly women.”

Maman-Bozorg sat up again and looked at the television.
A woman in a white robe with a white fur collar had stepped 

onto the screen. She sang about longing for Iran; she kept her eyes 
closed. Maman-Bozorg handed me the remote and sang along. Rasped 
along. She imitated the woman, spread her arms out, crossed them 
over her chest, balled her hands into fists, twisted her face in pain. 
The song ended with a flourish. The singer opened her eyes. Close-up. 
Here came the tears, they rolled down her spray-tanned cheeks. The 
keyboard player in a white tux handed her a handkerchief, she dabbed 
at her face and bowed so timidly it was like she was afraid the hair 
piled up on her head could fall over.

Now my grandmother also stood up and bowed, knees shaking, 
her thin legs almost lost in her baggy sweatpants.
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She sat back down and pulled at the neck of  her blouse.
“Have you ever seen breasts like these? So round and firm? Tell 

me!”
I looked for a second. “No, Maman-Bozorg. You have nice 

breasts.”
“In the nurses’ residence they would say to me: ‘Come, Maryam, 

show us your pretty breasts!’”
She still had a hold of  the neck of  her black blouse, looked down 

at herself.
“Such breasts at my age! After nursing two kids!”
“Two? Who did you nurse other than Maman?”
She let go of  the neck, plucked at the blouse to straighten it, 

thrust her chin forward, took the remote from me and changed the 
channel. 

“You’d have prettier breasts too if  you’d listened to me and eaten 
more onions.”

She kept clicking.
“Did you nurse one of  your nieces?”
“Your mother always listened to me. None of  her cousins had 

breasts as pretty as hers. At thirteen she was already carrying them 
around in front of  her like two ripe oranges. And then I gave her to 
your father. God forgive me.”

My grandmother had now clicked through all the channels. She 
stopped when she got back to Tapesh, sighed loudly, folded into her-
self  like an accordion and closed her eyes.

“Maman-Bozorg?”
She didn’t respond.
I jumped up and held my cheek up to her slightly open mouth. 

Faint breathing, I thought. To be safe I felt her throat for a pulse. Then 
I slowly pulled the remote from her grip and turned off  the television.

Morde-Shu

One more step and the sliding automatic door would open. I know 
what’s there waiting for me, and yet every time it feels as if  I were 
letting myself  fall down a dark well. I won’t hit bottom, I know that. 
Many hands will catch me, maybe even toss me up in the air once 
more, until finally I’ll be lying on my back and able see the point where 
I let myself  fall in only as a tiny white opening way up above.
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My mother also stops. As if  we had a choice. As if  we could actu-
ally still reconsider, get right back on the plane and fly back. We both 
take deep breaths, then we take the step. The pane of  fogged glass 
slides to the side. Maman’s cousins close in on us, a storm cloud that 
envelops us and then bursts. My face is bathed in others’ tears, laments 
pour over me, the smell of  perfume and sweat briefly robs me of  air 
to breathe. I allow myself  to be pressed against various breasts, say 
“thank you, thank you,” don’t even try to find a response that makes 
sense. Eventually a cousin cries out that we have to stop now, a few 
more relatives are waiting in Maman-Bozorg’s apartment, it’s unfair to 
them to be shedding all our tears at the airport.

Fariba, Maman’s cousin, who found my grandmother dead, sits 
up front next to the taxi driver, not buckled in, her torso turned to us 
in the backseat. She had stood at the door to the apartment with some 
medicine and a bag of  anar and rung the bell several times. She put 
her ear up to the door and heard the television, knocked, pounded on 
the door with her fists, called the locksmith, waited, prayed that her 
aunt was in the bathroom putting her makeup on or was just about to 
make her appearance at a gala and didn’t want to interrupt her show.

My mother whimpers, her face buried in both hands.
Fariba keeps speaking, lost in thought.
“Aunty didn’t budge from in front of  the television anymore. 

That was her life.”
“On the telephone she sounded so normal . . .” Maman wiped 

tears from her face with a handkerchief.
“When you called, she turned off  the television. Or you, Mona. 

Otherwise it was on day and night. And when the television was on, 
she was totally sucked in.” There’s an undertone in Fariba’s voice that’s 
only audible for those sensitive to guilty consciences.

I had called Maman-Bozorg only three, at the most four, times 
since my last visit to Iran. Every time she kept saying the same things 
over and over.

“When are you finally going to get married? When you turn thir-
ty, or what? I should never have given your mother to your father at 
thirteen. How was I supposed to know that...?”

Then she ran out of  breath, and she hung up.
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Khastegar

I soon began to realize that it was a fairy tale, and that it would remain 
one. The woman whose hand the khastegar asked for in mine and 
Maman-Bozorg’s imagination—that wasn’t me. At most, this had once 
been a possible version of  myself, maybe on the day of  my birth, or 
maybe not even then. Because the story had taken another detour, and 
in 1974, when I was born, it was already steering towards the revolu-
tion, which robbed me of  my khastegar. The revolution robbed every-
one of  something, and everyone collectively of  their faith—whatever 
that faith happened to be in. 

“We should have taken the Shah’s offer.” My father had blurted the 
words out suddenly, suddenly and in Persian. I was sitting next to his 
hospital bed and had just been trying to think of  something we could 
talk about. A half  hour earlier my father had been telling me in Ger-
man how I should finally commit myself  to a career. I should finally 
commit myself  to something, anything.

“‘I have grasped the message,’ said the Shah, ‘the message of  
the revolution.’ But we didn’t understand a thing anymore. We were 
drunk. We got drunk on ourselves and played God.”

He spoke very calmly. He sounded like the lead witness in a trial.
“We threw it away. We were almost there, then we threw it away. 

We had it. Or maybe not? Maybe we didn’t have it? The man in China, 
when he was saying goodbye, he told us: ‘Always assume there’s some-
one in the room who’s being paid by the CIA. Always.’ I believed him, 
but I was too dumb.

“Too dumb to notice that Cyrus—he sat right next to me!—was 
working for the CIA. I thought I was God when I came back from 
training in China, we all did. But we were nothing but puppets.”

A little while later, visiting hours were over. I kissed my father on 
the cheek. He interrupted his monologue, slowly lifted his head, and 
looked at me. 

“Take care of  yourself.” He let his head fall back, closed his eyes.
I had almost closed the door behind me when I heard him say-

ing something else, now in German. “Confucius said: Your body, 
your hair, your skin, all of  these you received from your parents. You 
shouldn’t let them come to harm: this is the beginning of  filial piety.”

On the way to the elevators, through the long gray hallway, I 
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asked myself  where the end of  filial piety was and if  I would ever get 
past the beginning. The next chance I got, I told myself, I would get 
hold of  a collection of  Confucius quotes.

The train comes to a stop. I open my eyes. It’s quiet in the compart-
ment. The pharmacist is asleep in the seat next to me, apparently my 
mother switched seats with her. Manoush’s head falls forward several 
times, swings around, now back, falls forward again. It comes to a 
rest on my mother’s shoulder. She has also fallen asleep. I look at her 
face. The dust from the cemetery still seems caught in her wrinkles. 
Not long ago, with her pretty face and her girlish smile, she could still 
manage to make it through every police checkpoint with an expired 
driver’s license. 

“When your mother was young, she outshone them all. On the 
street everybody turned to look at her. Skin like marble, a mouth like a 
fig, eyebrows like two crescent moons in a starless night.”

When my grandmother spoke of  Maman’s youth, she always 
sounded like an art dealer mourning a work that now traded for large 
sums, having sold it long ago for far too low a price.

The skin I got stuck with was more like clay. Maman-Bozorg 
hadn’t found any metaphors for my lips, especially because the black 
slabs I have for eyebrows drew most of  the attention. My eyelashes 
had potential, they were very long, but they didn’t curve upward even 
a little. They stood straight out like an awning. Functional, nothing 
more.

“Sure, you’re not bad either, but next to your mother back then 
you look like nothing.”

At this point my grandmother’s voice always broke.
“Your mother had so many good-looking khastegar from re-

spectable families. Why did I ever give her to your father? I should 
have known—what normal man marries a thirteen-year-old? I will 
never forgive myself  for it.” 

As a little kid I had said:
“Yeah, why did you give her to my father? She should have wait-

ed for a prince.”
When I got older, something dawned on me: 
“But if  you hadn’t given her to my father, then there wouldn’t 

be me.”
My grandmother looked at me then, as if  she was waking from a 
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dream, and stroked my hair.
“You’re right, dear. Just for that it was good.”
I sensed that she wasn’t telling the whole truth. If  she could turn 

back time and make the decision over again, I thought, she would 
decide differently.

After twelve hours’ journey the train rolls into Tehran. We heave Ma-
man’s suitcase and my travel bag on a luggage cart and say goodbye to 
Manoush and the pharmacist.

It’s early evening, colorful hanging lights are shining everywhere, 
the streets are packed with cars. The taxi moves at a crawl going north 
on Valiasr Street. The air is filled with exhaust, the sound of  honking, 
brakes, motors running, curses. I feel a headache coming on. The taxi 
driver is describing to my mother in detail how he manages to juggle 
three different jobs. What time he wakes up in the morning, where 
his wife leaves food for him, what time he comes home at night, how 
he slips into the apartment without disturbing his wife, who is a light 
sleeper. Then there is calm for a while. The headache gets worse. The 
whole time we’re driving gently uphill, at some point I cease to notice. 
The poplars that line the street bend inwards to form a tunnel. I don’t 
have the slightest clue how high up on the Valiasr we are and how 
much longer we have to go. My mother sits next to me on the back 
seat and looks out the window.

“Why did you agree to marry Dad?”
“Maman was absolutely set on it. And your father too.”
“Did you not fight against it at all?”
“Maman spent hours convincing me.”
“What did she say?”
“I don’t remember.” She looks out the window again. As if  the 

person on the street holding a lot of  shopping bags could help remind 
her. 

“She promised me that I would get to wear miniskirts if  I was 
married. I was crazy about miniskirts.”

“Miniskirts? You got married because you wanted to wear mini-
skirts?”

The taxi driver was looking at me in the rearview mirror. My 
mother turned towards me.

“I was a child. I played with dolls.”
She turns around, fixes her gaze on the people on the street again.
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“Maman, I wasn’t attacking you.”
“You would have done better to ask your father why he married 

a thirteen-year-old.”
Because he thought you were seventeen, I think, but it does 

nothing to stop the image from rising up before me. The image of  a 
naked man from behind, his back is hairy, his body markedly taller and 
broader than that of  the girl he’s leaning over and whose breasts . . . 

The phone vibrates in my jacket pocket, the image disintegrates.
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In Ursula Fricker’s Past and Present Lies (2016), three lives 
weave together in a complex portrait of contemporary 
Europe. Against his own conscience, politician Otten takes 
a hard stance on immigration, and winds up embroiled in 
a violent debate over an abandoned factory occupied by 
refugees and activists. Beba, a refugee from her war-torn 
homeland, dreams of becoming a pianist, but must eke out 
a precarious living as a prostitute. And Isa rebels against 
her conservative, bourgeois family, falling in with a group of 
young activists and becoming more and more radical. 

These lives, though inextricably linked, meet only at 
the margins. Fricker’s three protagonists grapple with 
the same questions in different ways, caught in a matrix 
of immigration, protest, racism, and repression. Their 
interlocking experiences depict a world at once intimately 
connected and dangerously fractured.
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PAST AND PRESENT LIES

She had hardly known him – really little better than a stranger whom 
you trust for that very reason: because you don’t know him. She had 
dithered about whether to go or not until the very last moment (wasn’t 
it enough if  she thought about him from home?) and then, when it 
was almost too late, she suddenly headed out.

There she stood, Beba, at the cemetery gates, with a yellow flow-
er in her hand. She had no idea where next. Police cars and limousines 
were parked by the side of  the road, she couldn’t see any people any-
where. Hoping for the best, she set off  down the wider of  the two 
paths, the one that was shaded by lindens or maybe they were plane-
trees, she wasn’t sure. The wind ruffled the new leaves, and she had 
almost got to the end of  the little avenue when she spotted the family 
standing on her left. A moment later, there was just a dark clustering 
of  umbrellas, it had just started tipping down again. She hunched her 
shoulders, the sandy track was sodden, the little indented footprints 
filled with water, and when raindrops landed in them, they made rip-
ples and little miniature waves.

She found somewhere to stand at the back. Given how little she 
had known him, that was the place for her. Her invitation had come 
from Cecilia, the wife; something to the effect that he would have 
wanted her to be there. Beba wiped her face with the back of  her 
hand.

In another time and another place, Beba had often stood in cem-
eteries, next to freshly dug holes with rough pine coffins nestling in 
them. Mindful of  their own chances of  lying there before long, the 
mourners had nervously scanned the matt granite of  the mountains 
around, looking for flecks of  light or dark in the shadowy crevices of  
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the rocks, for subtle movements or telltale glints of  metal, little warn-
ing signs – knowing all the while that there was no chance of  them 
being able to react in time.

We stand by the side of  the grave of  the departed, intoned the 
minister, not quite believing it. Again and again, we ask ourselves, how 
was it possible that he would ever take things so far?

Whatever the answer was, it was lost in a howl of  feedback, and 
the minister carried on unamplified, doing his best to project, though 
Beba could no longer make out what he was saying. A few minutes 
later the violent cloudburst was over, and the sun came out, picking 
at the shadows of  the leaves, steaming the moisture from the paths, 
from the umbrellas, from the lichened gravestones. An instrumental 
trio struck up, a light jazzy number he would have despised.

When it was Beba’s turn, she shook hands with Cecilia and the 
children, and dropped her flower on the coffin, along with a little 
scoop of  earth. Without looking at anyone else, she turned and walked 
off. 

At the entrance to the cemetery, a young woman stood in her 
way.

She was trying to light a wet cigarette with a wet lighter, rubbing 
the thumb persistently against the little wheel, going click click click, 
making great efforts. Beba hesitated momentarily, and their eyes met. 
Beba had a sense she had seen her somewhere before, even in that 
brief  glimpse something about her reminded her of  Zeisler. She nod-
ded to her and walked on. 
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Isa was speeding. She was desperate to get home, collect a few belong-
ings, and be done. The line of  trees along the avenue broke up the 
moonlight. Suddenly, instead of  turning for home, she swung onto 
the Autobahn. She didn’t want anything more to do with her parents. 
Don’t go, Arturo had said to her, let them keep their bourgeois little 
life. As if  she wanted to take it away from them. Once around the city, 
to think, she did her best thinking while driving. Arturo’s cigarettes 
were on the front passenger seat. She took one out of  the pack, put it 
between her lips, pressed down the electric lighter. Click. She wasn’t a 
regular smoker, the first drag tasted acrid, and forced her to cough. A 
feeling of  light-headedness, which soon passed. Gradually she started 
to calm down.

Dear God.
Her mobile rang, on the display it said Mum. Ever since Isa had 

moved in with Arturo, Sabine called her every day. Isa refused the call.

Before falling in with Hans, Lina and Arturo, Isa was nothing. She 
could have been anything at all, and wasn’t. She went to school in the 
morning, and home at night. She had friends, but she rarely saw them. 
She tapped out her little bulletins and updates on her smart phone, 
and waited for replies. She went to Morocco, and took selfies with 
camels. She posted them on the Web, and waited. Someone else went 
to India, and took selfies with tigers. A camel didn’t cut much ice, 
compared to a tiger.

She was a disappointment to Sabine and Erich, her parents. She 
wasn’t an ‘A’ student and she wasn’t on the brink of  a promising ca-
reer, she was nothing. They looked to her for commitment and enthu-
siasm, and were disappointed. I don’t care what you end up doing, Sa-
bine said, law, art history, if  you like you can become a hairdresser, but 
whatever you decide to do, I just want you to bring some passion to it.

Isa had no passion.
You’re wasting yourself, said Sabine.
Leave me alone, said Isa.
Look at me, said Sabine. You never look me in the eye, there’s 

something shifty about the way you look at me, you always turn away.
They wanted their only child to be proud, sensitive, a free human 

being. A character. A strong woman. Women of  the kind her mother 
admired, women who devoted themselves to a life’s work. Sabine had 
devoted herself  to Erich, and then to Isa, but in her eyes, a husband 
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and a child was not really what it was about.
Isa felt like a small beast being herded towards a wide-open gate. 

A gate that was open only to those who were in some way special. 
What if  Sabine wasn’t special. Certainly, her mother looked as though 
she was something special, with her dark hair and dark eyes. She 
looked like a flamenco dancer, even though she didn’t have a drop of  
Spanish blood in her. Whenever new acquaintances refused to believe 
that Sabine wasn’t the least bit Spanish, she said with a little artificial 
laugh, that she had gypsy blood in her.

Isa was standing in an entryway, sheltering from the rain, when 
Hans and Linda came running past her. Linda ripped the mask off  
her face, and vomited in a corner, while Hans, still in his mask, held 
her hand, swore softly to himself, and kept peering out through the 
window. Shortly after, several policemen ran past. Get down, hissed 
Hans, pushing Linda into the corner, where she vomited some more.

It’s all right, they’re gone, said Isa.
Hans pulled the mask off. Great, he said, were those assholes 

after you too.
Isa hesitated, then nodded, Yeah, it was a near thing.
Linda spat once more, and wiped her mouth on her sleeve.
Will you be coming to Momo tonight? asked Hans, and pulled a 

flyer out of  his jacket pocket, we need everyone who’ll come.
solidarity with tessa, it said in bold on the scrap of  paper, and in 

smaller letters: be there, 9 pm 22 may 2013, at Momo, arch 33. 
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Isa had no intention of  going. Come the evening, though, there 
she was, in front of  a derelict factory at the foot of  Bogenstrasse. 
Kr.tschmar & S.ns .ootwear it said over the entrance, the ancient build-
ing was some sort of  villa, bricks, gables, eaves. New windows and a 
clumsy extension on the left wrecked the elegance. Graffiti tags went 
all the way up two floors, the colours looked muddy against the yellow 
bricks, the doors and windows were boarded up. She stood around 
for a while. Two women turned up, gave her the once-over. Isa didn’t 
dare ask them. What would she have asked anyway? Is this the Momo? 
Where’s the entrance? Whoever showed up here knew what they were 
doing, and wouldn’t be asking any questions. 

The women walked in through a steel door in what was left of  
the side wall. Isa went in after them. As they crossed a large yard and 
then down a steep flight of  steps into a basement, one of  the women 
kept turning round to look at her. Isa pretended she knew where she 
was going. 

The space was low, large and still fairly empty. Loud music, 50s 
sofas, low chairs and kidney-shaped coffee-tables stood around be-
tween the bar and the stage. Candles were burning, though they didn’t 
make the place any cosier. Over the stage was a banner SOLIDARITY 
WITH TESSA.Tessa, as Isa had managed to find out in the course of  
the day, had been picked up in Italy and handed over to the German 
authorities a week before. Thirty years ago, the charge went, she was 
supposed to have shot a bank teller during a hold-up. TESSA, YOUR 
STRUGGLE IS OUR STRUGGLE it said on another banner, with a 
design of  a clenched fist and a purple star. It all looked terribly serious 
and menacing, and Isa felt she was being stared at, taken in, studied. 
She looked down at herself. No biker jacket, jeans and boots, but tai-
lored suit and blouse, and much too fancy shoes. The clothes are a 
dead giveaway, thought Isa – she wished she could have torn them 
off. She strode up to the bar and ordered a beer, posturing as best she 
could to compensate for her clothes.

By and by the place filled up. The more people there were milling 
around her, the less exposed Isa felt. She scanned the room for Hans, 
or Linda. Then she saw Hans standing at the other end of  the bar, and 
she went up to him. 

What on earth are you wearing? he asked. 
Uni, she said, does it matter?
Hans shrugged. Linda came up.
Hi, she said. I’m surprised they let you in, she laughed, looking 
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like that.
One of  the girls she’d walked in with was behind the bar.
Hey, Moth, called Hans, and raised two fingers. Moth nodded 

and slid a couple of  beers over the bar. Isa thought it was decent of  
Linda and Hans to stick with her, in spite of  her clothes.

The music stopped, and conversation dried. An elderly woman 
walked out onto the stage. Someone supported her to the lectern. The 
silence was almost reverential. As though it wasn’t some decayed look-
ing person with a puffy face and wild grey hair but a mystical figure of  
light from another world. Isa rubbed her eyes. It was just that the spot-
lights were shining weirdly through her fine, frizzy hair. But the face 
looked familiar: somewhere, sometimemIsa had seen it. The woman 
started speaking. It was hard to hear what she was saying. It sounded 
sharp, cold, thin, delivered in a monotone. Antiquated sounding lan-
guage, complicated, as though it had spurned any further development 
and stopped in time.

It was not the first time that Isa didn’t understand much of  what 
was put to her, or didn’t trust what little she understood. She was 
always someone who preferred to hang back, and wait for others to 
give an opinion. Normally that worked a treat, because people usually 
couldn’t wait to say what they thought. Once, the woman seemed to 
look straight into Isa’s eyes, an intense, electrifying look. Linda nudged 
Isa.

Amazing woman, Zora, she whispered, you’d hardly think she’d 
been in prison for twenty-five years, solitary confinement and every-
thing.

Yeah, nodded Isa. Incredible. She thought she had heard enough.
But she stayed.
When Zora finished, people cheered and whistled. Zora clung 

on a moment longer, silent and upright, staring over their heads, as 
though in the darkness at the back of  this squalid establishment she 
could see an unimaginably beautiful dawn breaking. Then the lights 
went down, and someone helped her offstage. 

Linda, Hans and Isa drank a couple more beers each, and Linda 
said, that woman, wow, she is really something else. The other two said 
nothing, as though equally wowed. Isa was looking for qualities she 
and the woman, she and her table companions might have shared. It 
was almost midnight, but no one thought of  going home.

Hans was saying his father was a journalist and his mother wrote 
children’s books, whereas Linda’s parents were both artists, living in an 
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old vineyard in Italy. Isa didn’t volunteer that her father was a school-
teacher and her mother had been giving fitness classes for years, she 
was astounded by how much your background counted for. A dark 
brown dog wandered around, snuffling at people’s shoes and legs. Isa 
put out her hand, and scratched the dog’s neck, digging her fingers 
deep into its soft, warm fur. It wore a broad, studded collar.

Before they finally broke up in the small hours, they agreed to 
meet at the solidarity march on Saturday. On Sunday there was an anti-
fascist demonstration, and the following week they would be at Momo 
almost every night. It was like a promise they gave each other, without 
saying anything. You coming? Sure you are! There was no longer any 
question that Isa belonged.

Then, one evening there was Arturo.
He’s straight out of  prison, said Linda, he torched a few capitalist 

cars and other things. He was good with fire, finally someone who did 
something, often they had been on jobs together, well, preparing them 
anyway, she laughed and waved to Arturo.

So, Mr. Firecracker, had a nice rest?
He dropped into the chair between Isa and Linda. Moth joined 

them.
What’s going on, he said, what’s all this fuck-witted solidarity 

claptrap, and Tessa and Gerald and Zora and the rest of  them. Nos-
talgic crap. Had they completely run out of  new ideas. Were they re-
ally living on the moon, hadn’t they heard anything about the refugee 
protests, the Freedom March, the new encampment in the park, the 
refugees needed their solidarity, not those ancient Maoists, they’re so 
yesterday’s men.

As he talked he stared straight at Isa, sometimes he clutched her 
arm excitedly. As though she was his accomplice, the only one who 
could understand what he was talking about. Isa tried to look past him. 
But he was too big and broad, he gave her nowhere else to look. She 
gave up. Flight was neither possible nor necessary. He didn’t know 
who she was, didn’t have a clue that she was someone who didn’t have 
a blazing heart – but that it was tired and shriveled within her breast.

Heard about it, sure, said Hans, but you need to have priorities.
Moth got up and went.
His mother, Arturo was saying, was an Argentinian anarchist, his 

father was an asshole from Sweden.
He looked like the perfect embodiment of  a freedom fighter, 

bold, flashing eyes under thick dark Latin lashes, dark curls, three days 
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of  stubble. A miracle that this of  all men was focused on her: he could 
have said anything at all that night, and she wouldn’t have contradicted 
him. She was of  one mind with him before she had even heard what 
he was saying.

Later, they both got up to go. It was as though they belonged to-
gether. Isa couldn’t have said which of  them got up first. They walked 
to the next cross-street, where Isa’s Polo was parked, talking, she for-
got what about, and as they said goodbye they stopped and looked 
each other in the eye. Arturo raised his hand, and stroked her cheek 
with his thumb. Ciao, he said, see you tomorrow.

It was now three weeks since Isa had moved in with Arturo. They 
squeezed into his studio flat, not far from the Momo. Single room, 
backyard view, tiny loo, shower in the kitchen.

On the left, in the distance, Isa could see the lights of  the city. 
The lights of  the suburbs. She tried to concentrate on the road, she 
felt dog-tired and terribly alert at the same time. There was a line of  
trucks ahead of  her, she passed them. Then she was alone again on 
the motorway. She drove and drove, at each exit she wondered if  this 
was already the right one.

Last night they had all been together in the Momo, it was late, 
and they had had a lot to drink. Linda was just making a list of  things 
she needed to get for the refugees. Suddenly Moth was standing be-
hind Arturo. She put her left hand on the arm of  his chair, and her 
right on his shoulder, almost his chest.

Are you both coming to Tessa’s hearing? asked Moth. I need to 
know because of  places on the coach.

Nah, said Arturo, there’s no time, you know we’ve got our hands 
full with the refugee business.

But he didn’t move away from her hand.
Oh, sure, said Moth, I just wondered.
Isa was now staring at Moth just as she had been stared at herself  

a few weeks back, from top to toe. Moth took every chance she got to 
chat Arturo up.

Didn’t you hear, said Isa irritably. We’re not coming.
You trying to cut yourself  off  from everybody or something? 

asked Moth.
So what if  we are, said Isa.
There was no more talk till Moth was gone.
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What’s wrong with you, hissed Isa. Letting her paw you like that.
Oh, come on, said Arturo.
Come on, kids, if  you’ve quite finished, said Linda, let’s get sort-

ed. Will you be along tomorrow to pick up the gear? Amidou needs 
socks, make sure you bring socks for him. Tennis socks with a black 
stripe. And John needs an extra blanket, he’s complaining that he’s 
always cold.

Sometime, Isa was thinking, you have to come to an agreement. 
Especially when everything is too complicated to be understood. You 
need to say Yes, otherwise you can’t cope. You can’t spend your life on 
the ring road, wondering if  it’s your exit yet.

Just then the Polo went into a dip, clouds of  fog reflected the 
light, obscured her vision. Then, in the nick of  time, she could see 
again, the furniture superstore, the forest. And the exit-sign. She had 
been once round the city, she left the motorway and headed for home. 
Home: she still thought. Maybe for the last time. Super alert, she took 
in her surroundings. The flat land beyond the motorway. The cycle 
path under construction beside the local road. The newly planted trees 
to the left, where the recent storm had uprooted everything in its path. 
The newly-built estates with their carports. Half  town, half  country. 
Signs to a local rock-formation, a shoe-shop, a supermarket, the fit-
ness studio where Sabine gave classes. Isa drove couple of  hundred 
yards behind the studio, braked, steered the Polo over the kerb onto 
the pavement, stopped, and took the key out. The windows in her 
parents’ house across the way were dark.

The two of  them in there, she out here.

No, of  course she was never beaten, absolutely not. Sabine and Er-
ich would never have hit a child, not even a little smack. There were 
other ways, Sabine said, there is always a way, you just have to talk to 
each other. Rabbiting on about emotions, poking around at her feel-
ings. Her pointy fingers tickling Isa awake in the morning, fingers like 
weapons. It was as though she couldn’t keep anything to herself, the 
way her mother reached into Isa’s deepest secrets, rootling and seek-
ing and grubbing and prodding. Isn’t that awful, she said to Erich, in 
Isa’s presence. Isn’t it awful for a young person to have nothing inside. 
Such fear of  intimacy. That’s not normal, what did we do wrong, say 
something.
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And her father said: Oh, leave her alone, won’t you. 
But it wasn’t about her, it was indifference. Leave me alone is 

what he really meant.
An animal streaked across the road in front of  the car, a dark, 

longish shadow, maybe a fox or a marten, looking for the nearest cov-
er. With her fingernails she scraped at the dirt between the heater vent 
and the ashtray. Just let them get on with their wretched lives, said 
Arturo, it’s nothing to do with you.

But it is! thought Isa. Her parents gave her money every month. 
Money to study, money to live, money for her car.

She had almost given up going to college. If  she didn’t get money 
from her parents, she would have to take some shitty job somewhere. 
A call centre, swabbing down some doctor’s surgery. She couldn’t 
imagine it. She’d thought her parents would turn off  the tap when 
she broke off  contact. They didn’t. At the beginning of  each month, 
the readies were in her account. Isa didn’t send the money back, she 
took it and went shopping. She tried on leather jackets, brown and red 
and green, short ones, long ones. In the mirror she saw the real Isa: 
dark brown suede, snug, with a hoodie. Behind her stood the shop 
assistant.

Hand-stitched, she said. Made to last.
The jacket cost a fortune.
If  she’d been in her parents’ place, she’d have turned the tap off.
Did they think they could buy Isa? Just goes to show how pitiful 

people are, she thought.
Her mother might once not have opted for a life like Sabine 

Zeisler’s either. But she had forgotten about that. Just forgotten it. 
How could you be satisfied with something you never wanted? Isa 
rubbed the dirt between finger and thumb, let it drop into the foot-
well. She felt like a messy children’s room. All the toys strewn about, 
piles of  dogeared magazines, Lego, dolls, drawings, paints, the un-
made bed.

I need to sort this out, she thought.
This goes here, that goes there.
She turned the key, and drove back to the city. 
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Flitting between Switzerland and Kosovo, memory and pres-
ent, Meral Kureyshi’s Elephants in the Garden (2015) is an 
immigrant’s story of family and loss. After her father’s death, 
the unnamed narrator grapples with her family’s flight from 
war-torn Kosovo to asylum in Switzerland. She intersperses 
childhood reminiscences with present-day reflections poi-
gnantly addressed to hear dead father, revealing the pains 
of assimilation over the course of her young life. On a visit to 
her childhood hometown in Kosovo, the changes she sees 
intensify the narrator’s sense of loss.

Kureyshi compares the narrator’s mourning with the uncer-
tainty and loss of her migrant experience. In striking an-
ecdotes, Elephants in the Garden tells of the xenophobia, 
bureaucracy, isolation, and poverty many refugees face, as 
well as the universal human experience of longing for an 
unreachable past. 

Excerpt from pages 5-25.
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ELEPHANTS IN THE GARDEN

Your coffin is in the ground. You wanted to be buried in Prizren. For 
a month I’ve covered my hair with a white headscarf  every Friday 
morning and said the “Yasin,” the prayer for the dead, for you.

From the ninth-floor window I see Anne leaving the building. I 
know there’s a Marlboro stuck between her lips. In her purse, which 
must be older than I am, there’s definitely one of  those red and white 
packs of  cigarettes. She’s barely outside when she lights a cigarette 
with a lighter that she’s been warming in her hand. She takes a drag 
on it, narrowing her eyes as though it’s too bright. Her chest heaves. 
When she exhales, she disappears for a moment in a cloud of  smoke. 
She doesn’t like smoking alone, she never did, and now she stands 
there looking like a heating stove that nobody needs because it’s sum-
mer.

Baba tried to get her to quit. Anne blew smoke in his face and 
said a cigarette goes with a good glass of  wine, and when she stopped 
drinking, she said a cigarette goes with a good cup of  coffee.

Her purse is made of  black pigskin. Pigskin is cheap. It’s big and 
has a long strap so that in winter it will fit over the padding on her 
shoulder. When I go to look for a pair of  tweezers in it, I find a little 
inside pocket. The zipper looks like a wound from which the stitch-
es were never removed. I open the zipper tooth by tooth and find a 
wooden comb that belonged to you.

Anne takes a collapsible cane from the purse. I watch as the cane 
sweeps wide from left to right. Today two new canes came in the mail; 
the tip of  the old one wore out.

You would like our new apartment. The floors aren’t carpeted, 
and from the ninth-floor balcony you can look out over the rooftops 
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and see into other apartments. You always did like Bümpliz. You used 
to come here for shopping, a lot of  your friends lived here, and you 
went to mosque in the basement of  a high-rise building for the Bajram 
prayer with a large group of  Albanian men.

We looked for an apartment for five years. After you died we 
found one in a high-rise on the outskirts of  Bern where twenty-seven 
foreign and three Swiss families live.

“My, but your German is good,” the landlady said to me, very 
loudly and distinctly.

“We’ve lived in Switzerland since I was ten,” I replied. Ever since 
we moved in, we’ve said we would put pictures on the walls. They’re 
still bare.

Anne goes to the school for the blind by herself. She goes shop-
ping at Alima, the Turkish store, and takes the train to Biel to visit her 
friend Emine. Franz comes once a month to teach her new routes, 
which she then proudly shows off, leading the way while the rest of  us 
follow. “The duck family,” Maria yells from the sixth floor. She knows 
who in the building has had a fight, who didn’t clean the washing ma-
chine after using it, who didn’t clean the lint out of  the dryer.

My brother is twenty-two now, two years younger than I am. He 
wants to be a graphic artist, sleeps half  the day, and his room is always 
dark and dirty. My sister, to whom I’m more of  a mother than her own 
mother—my mother, our mother—is ten years younger than I am. 
Anne protects her as though she were a delicate piece of  jewelry. She 
never treated us that way. When my brother was little, she always used 
to beat his behind with stinging nettles when he wet the bed.

I look for more things in the wound and find a folded piece of  
paper. It’s the letter you sent us from Istanbul in the summer of  1991. 
That was fifteen years ago. It says you want to emigrate to Switzerland, 
and you ask us to come with you, to trust you. You write in capital 
letters.

The letter is folded into four rectangles, the paper is browning 
around the folds, the writing is neat. “A doctor’s handwriting,” I can 
hear you say. You didn’t become a doctor, you cleaned doctors’ offices, 
and when we came to visit, you put on the white lab coat that hung 
behind the door. We sat on the examination table, which you had cov-
ered with white paper, and took deep breaths and exhaled so that you 
could give us checkups.

When the letter arrived, Anne sat down on the sofa in our small 
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apartment in the Kurila neighborhood in Prizren and cried. My broth-
er was sleeping on his pillow under the table. I was standing beside the 
open door of  the house. The wind blew yellow leaves into the room. 
It was a warm wind, it tickled under my arms. When Anne got up and 
went past me over the threshold, my head turned toward her and then 
away again. A brown eye peered from under the table. Anne’s voice 
sounded far away,

“Baba isn’t coming home.”
When I licked my lips, I tasted salt.
“People are salty,” Dede, my grandfather, once told me.
“Where is Baba?”
“I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know!”
Anne put her head between her hands. Anne read the letter to us 

and wrote back to Baba. Today her words slip through our fingers, and 
her eyes see through our words.

Anne walks as though she can see. She stops suddenly, and I lean 
out the window,

“Is something wrong? Should I come down?”
She laughs, turns around, and disappears into the entry way. I’m 

worried, I hurry to the elevator.
“You forgot to put on my makeup.”
Anne “clapses” her cane, her word to describe that action. She 

doesn’t need it in the house. She goes into the bathroom, puts the 
toilet seat down, sits on it, and closes her eyes. I spread the powder on 
her face with my fingers, trying to cover the red patches on her cheeks. 
Her skin feels slightly rough.

“Open your eyes.”
“How do I look? I haven’t seen myself  in ten years.”
“You look like Fatma Girik.”
She pulls the white scarf  over her black locks.
I was ashamed of  it. No one in our family wore a headscarf, 

so why did she have to wear a headscarf  now, here, in Switzerland, I 
thought, and I told her so. Anne told me I should think before I speak. 
That’s why I started writing. I could write what I thought and no one 
would tell me to think first.

I was already ashamed that we couldn’t buy new clothes, that we 
cut each other’s hair, that we were the only ones who didn’t have a car 
or a telephone. But then Anne had to go and wear a headscarf, too. We 
had been different before; now we were “those others.”
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In the kitchen Anne takes a bottle of  Coke out of  the refrig-
erator. She says she could gain weight without eating, that she could 
double the kilos on her hips just by looking at food.

I think about the photos she carries in her purse. I don’t have 
to conceal the fact that I’m going through her purse; I can do it right 
before her eyes, which can’t see me, as she sips her Coke and laughs. 
I’m ashamed of  myself.

The photos show you and Anne dancing, holding each other 
tight. There are lots of  wine bottles on the table, and the mascara 
under Anne’s eyes is smeared. Her lips are red. Her nails are red. In 
one photo you’re kissing. In another one she’s sitting on your lap 
and laughing with her head thrown back, one arm around your neck. 
Anne’s cheeks swell. Her lips part slightly, she lets out a burp.

“That’s gross, don’t ever do that again.”
I go to my room and slam the door behind me. I can hear her 

laughing.
The apartment door clicks shut. I get up right away and go back 

to the window. Winter is in its annual war with autumn and will soon 
win the battle. I wait till she comes out of  the entrance, lights her ciga-
rette, and rummages in her purse for her cane. Left, right, left, right. 
Just before the last bend she turns and smiles broadly. She knows I’m 
waving to her.
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Some days the first of  September seems so far away that I can barely 
remember it—not your face, not your smell, not your hands.

Your voice, too, is gradually disappearing from my ears.
I’m afraid that someday you’ll disappear completely.
From my memory, from my mouth, from my face. Aga says I 

look like you.
On other days it’s as if  you’ve hardly been dead a few days.
You lie lifeless on the bed.
No laughter in your face.
No movement in your hands.
No sight beneath your fallen eyelids.
Your jaw is tied up with my pink scarf.
Anne was standing beside Baba.
My sister sat on the chair beside him with her head down. Her 

hair covered her face. Now and then a tear dripped from the tip of  her 
nose onto the back of  her hand.

My brother tried to be strong, tried not to look me in the eye, 
tried to say nothing, tried to breathe evenly. My brother was trying to 
be a man.

I saw his chin tremble; mine did, too. Baba’s hand was in mine. I 
don’t know how long.

At some point it was dark; the room in the Inselspital, the Uni-
versity Hospital, was brightly lit. His hand had turned cold and pale. 
I bent and kissed it three times, bringing it first to my mouth, then to 
my forehead, then back again.

“I forgive you for what was on earth; please forgive me, too.”
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Sometimes Baba bought things on credit at the bakery in Neuenegg. 
I was with him once. I was behind him at the cash register as he, qui-
etly and bending forward slightly, asked the cashier—whom he barely 
knew, who always smiled at me, whose breath smelled like cat food, 
who had a Serbian husband who ran the bakery and was very nice to 
us—whether he could put the purchase on his tab. He said thank you, 
smiled, placed his hand over his heart, and inclined his head forward a 
bit. I had put the bread, butter, Nutella, a few vegetables, and the milk 
into the shopping bag. Baba reached for his pack of  cigarettes imme-
diately. As soon as we were outside he lit one. He blew smoke rings 
at the sky, I laughed. At precisely that moment—I was twelve—as he 
stood beside me with shining eyes, I swore I would one day have so 
much money that Baba and Anne would never again have to charge 
anything.

I swore it to the heavens between the smoke rings as loudly as I 
could.

63



ELEPHANTS IN THE GARDEN

Anne and I exit the Globus department store where we’ve been look-
ing at nice dishes and silverware, smelling perfumes, stroking cash-
mere sweaters. It’s gotten cold.

Anne asks whether I have a warm sweater, I say yes, she asks 
what it cost. Anne asks what everything costs. She says money comes 
from the devil. With money you can distract people from life, lead 
them astray, deceive them, make them happy, kill them.

We drove into town, wandered through the stores. First Loeb’s, 
then Voegele, later C&A, and finally EPA. Each of  us was allowed 
to get something. I always reached for the price tag first. But I didn’t 
want to run around in the same clothes all the time, the same shoes, 
so I chose violet leg warmers and a big T-shirt with a flower pattern. 
I wanted to keep them on right then and never take them off  again. 
My brother bought candy and a wig, which he put on right away. Anne 
bought my sister a blonde doll, and Baba got a ring for Anne—which 
made her finger green after a few days and lost its gold color. She 
never took it off. The plastic jewel fell out several times, and he always 
glued it back in. Every month we drove into the city as soon as Baba’s 
pay was in the bank. We all knew we couldn’t spend much, but this 
was the best day. We ate at McDonald’s, sometimes in a pizzeria. Baba 
loved pizza. I watched as he cut it into real little pieces and folded 
the little pieces with his fork before he put them in his mouth. I tried 
to copy him, but I was too greedy and ate the pieces whole with my 
hands.

When we had money, Baba and Anne laughed a lot. When we 
had no money, they smoked a lot and we sat around the house. They 
fought, we cried in our room. My brother and I said if  the light goes 
on right now, we’ll be real rich. Or: if  it starts raining right now. Or: if  
Baba wins the lottery.

Anne clings to my arm. When I’m with her, she doesn’t need the 
cane. My arm gets warm where her hand is. On her ring finger she’s 
wearing the ring with the green jewel that you gave her. It’s stopped 
losing its color, she says, when I twist it around her finger a few times. 
Anne always has warm hands. She says people with warm hands get 
lots of  love. You loved her a lot. When I say that I always have cold 
hands, she takes my hand in hers, warms it, and says,

“No, you don’t, don’t say dumb things.”
She asks me whether her hands are wrinkled. No, I say, you don’t 

have any wrinkles, not even in your face. She smiles and knows that 
I’m lying.

*
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I didn’t know it would be my last five minutes with Baba. He was sit-
ting on the couch listening to music. We were talking about the apart-
ment he wanted to go see with Anne. Next morning, he complained 
about pains in his shoulder, so Anne wanted to postpone the appoint-
ment. Baba wanted to see the apartment no matter what. They got 
into the red Mercedes and drove toward Bümpliz. After five minutes 
Baba’s heart stopped beating. Then Anne screamed.
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On bath day we were all taken to the changing room in the gym of  
the Brunnmatt schoolhouse in Effingerstraße. The women shared a 
shower room with the girls, the men shared one with the boys.

While the women and girls undressed, I fled into the hallway. 
Anne followed and sat beside me on the cold floor. We sat there till the 
others had finished showering and had left the changing room.

Then we got up and went into the empty room. Anne turned 
her back to me and looked for something in her purse until I had 
undressed and wrapped a towel around my naked body. I showered 
quickly. When I was done, Anne, wrapped in a towel, went past me 
into the shower room. I got dressed, combed my hair, and packed my 
things in my bag. Anne came out of  the shower after a little while, 
and I went into the bathroom. When I came out, Anne was already 
dressed. Freshly showered, we descended into the bunker. That was 
our first home in Switzerland. The green neon sign of  the University 
Hospital dazzled my eyes as we crossed the schoolyard.

I take the bus from Bümpliz into the city almost every day, past 
that air-raid shelter where we lived for two weeks. I think of  you. Ev-
erything is still the same. I press my forehead against the bus window 
and try vainly to recognize something as we go by. I get out of  the bus 
and go down to the entrance to the bunker. The first time in fifteen 
years.

The iron gates are shut. I hold onto the bars with both hands, I 
smell the damp walls, press my face between two ice-cold iron bars. 
It’s dark.

Lights were on only in the apartments across the way. I watched 
strange people watching television. Some were standing at open win-
dows and smoking, others were drinking tea and talking on the phone. 
I watched for hours, gave them names. The smoking man was Moon-
face; I had never seen such a round face. The woman in front of  the 
TV was Elizabeth because she looked so much like the queen in the 
magazines that I read at the newsstand. Her husband was Transfer. I 
heard this word so often that it had to be the name of  a king. One 
evening Moonface called something out to me in his foreign language; 
it frightened me, and I ran back to the room. All twenty-four foreign-
ers were already asleep.

I was afraid of  Moonface. He would turn us in to the security 
guards, they could put our family in jail, and we’d have to spend years 
there. I wouldn’t be able to go to school anymore. They’d give my 
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brother to a family with no children because he was so cute.
Anne once told me that lots of  married couples can’t have 

children. She herself  had toyed with the idea of  giving her unborn 
child—which she was going to call Orhan because she liked that actor 
and singer so much—to Aga, my father’s brother, and his wife. They 
couldn’t have children, and my parents already had me and my brother.

The thought of  giving away her child got harder for her every 
day. When she was seven months pregnant, she started bleeding heav-
ily. The child’s tiny legs dangled from her when she was sitting on the 
toilet. She cried loudly, held onto the child’s legs with her hands, and 
had to be taken to the hospital. Anne lost a lot of  blood and almost 
lost her life. The child was stillborn and was buried in a small coffin. 
Anne said to me later,

“I could never have given my child away. Never.”
While I’m pressing my head against the cold bars, a man in mili-

tary uniform comes toward me from the bunker.
Could I have a look inside, I ask, I’d like to see what it’s like to 

live underground.
“There’s nothing to see. It’s just an air-raid shelter.”
On our first day in the bunker we were taken into a large room 

with long tables and lots of  chairs where men with wet spots under 
their armpits were sitting. We went on, down a long hallway into a 
room where there were eight loft beds. Baba told us that there was 
one bed available for all of  us. There were seven more beds for seven 
more families in the same room. The grey concrete walls reminded me 
of  our basement in Prizren.

It smelled damp and a little like vinegar. Babaanne, my grand-
mother, stored her pickled red peppers, her tomatoes, and her over-
salted cheese with dill on a rotting wooden shelf.

When I had to go to the bathroom, there were already several 
people ahead of  me. There was one toilet for women and one for men. 
A woman from Kosovo who was also waiting asked me in Albanian 
where my mother was. I understood her but couldn’t answer. How can 
it be that people from Kosovo don’t speak Albanian, she asked.

We belonged to the Turkish minority in Yugoslavia; I had to ex-
plain that to everyone. My parents could speak Turkish, Albanian, and 
Serbo-Croatian.

I liked listening to the strange languages in the bunker and was 
glad that I didn’t understand them. A different melody came from 
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each mouth.
That was the only music there.
There were no pictures on the walls of  the bunker, no carpet 

on the floor, no windows with flowers in them, no Dede, and no Ba-
baanne, either.

I was little, but big enough that I was no longer allowed to be little. 

Baba wanted a red Mercedes. Traveling by train was too expensive, he 
said.

For five years we drove around Switzerland in a grey non-Mer-
cedes until a policeman took away his Yugoslavian driver’s license be-
cause it wasn’t valid in Switzerland. Baba protested loudly that driving 
was the same everywhere. Baba took the first-aid course with eighteen-
year-olds, the written exam, and the driver education course. Then he 
had to take parallel parking lessons with a driving instructor although 
he’d been driving for twenty years. Meanwhile, the grey non-Mercedes 
rusted out because it had been outside too long. Baba took it to the 
crusher at the scrap yard, had it flattened, and, with no money, bought 
a red Mercedes for ten thousand francs—which he intended to pay 
off  in monthly installments over five years.

When we went on long trips, we were not all allowed to go in the 
car together. Anne went by train with my brother or me or my sister.

Baba believed that if  we had an accident, we shouldn’t all get 
killed. We never took the same flight to Prizren; we trickled in one by 
one over several days.

No one questioned it—everyone had a story about a whole fam-
ily getting killed because they had traveled together. No descendants, 
no survivors.

Once I asked Sarah after school how her family traveled.
Always together in the car to Italy. Always to the same house. 

Always in the second week of  summer vacation. Sarah said that the 
whole family went hiking together once. One trail was so narrow that 
they could have gone over the edge any time. Their father tied a rope 
around their waists, and they proceeded slowly in single file. He said 
that if  anyone fell, everyone else would go.

I liked that idea better—I just had to convince Baba.
When I proposed to him after school that it should be all of  us 
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or no one, he said everyone has a time to die. We can’t influence it, 
only by suicide, and Islam forbids suicide. So we have no power over 
it and no idea when our time will come. I should stop thinking such 
thoughts because nothing good would come of  it.

So, why wouldn’t he travel with all of  us, I wanted to know, if  
everyone has a time to die.

My brother and I are intolerable when we’re together for long 
periods of  time, he said. Sometimes they feel like throwing us out the 
window and then backing up over us till we’re quiet. And because they 
didn’t want to have to kill us, which Islam also forbids, we were going 
to travel separately.

It wasn’t the first or last time Baba told us the story of  how he got 
from Venice to Switzerland.

“I tried to act as normal as possible. I practiced a normal smile in 
the train window, I ate an apple so slowly that the place where I took 
a bite turned brown. I opened my bag and put a book in it, took it out 
again after a few seconds and put it on the seat beside me. I adjusted 
my coat, tugged at my trousers, took a drink of  water. I had refilled the 
bottle with fresh water at least a hundred times.

“Then it was time. I held an Italian newspaper in front of  my 
face and tried to act nonchalant. An Albanian man in the compart-
ment behind me had to show his papers. The customs officials ques-
tioned him, and he couldn’t answer. I couldn’t understand anything, 
either. He wasn’t Italian; the officials could tell from his papers and 
his nose. I sipped water, put the newspaper away, picked it up again, 
put the book in the bag and then beside me again on the seat. It was 
an Italian book. I set it down open without having read any of  it. 
The dog barked and pulled the official with him; the conductor came 
along behind. I had my ticket ready on the little table, and I held the 
newspaper open.

“‘Buongiorno, come stai? Che bella giornata.’
“I spoke that sentence as though I’d been doing it my whole life. 

I showed my ticket casually, with a flick of  my wrist, more elegantly 
and more like an Italian even than I’d seen it done in Fellini films, 
with the Italian expression and gesture that I’d practiced. The conduc-
tor punched the ticket, said ‘Thank you,’ and wished me a pleasant 
journey—I thought.

“‘Arrivederci, grazie,’ I said after them and hoped they hadn’t 
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heard me say ‘grazie.’ Why should I say ‘thank you’ to them?
“When I looked at the newspaper in front of  my face, I realized 

to my horror that the letters were upside down. I was so happy to 
get to Switzerland. I knew everything would be better in Switzerland. 
When I got off  the train in Zurich, I kissed the ground.
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As for resistance: I was only ever at a riot once. In Tuzla, Bosnia. Sara’s 
idea. Let’s go there, I haven’t been there in ages, she suggested when 
we were talking about plans for the semester break. We left Vienna-
Erdberg at 6 p.m. One bus among many heading off  every day at six 
sharp, taking various routes to Sarajevo or Zvornik or Mostar. A good 
eight hours on nighttime highways; we saw nothing of  Slovenia and 
Croatia except noise barriers and fog. We stayed with Vehid and Re-
fika, her mother’s cousin, and Sara was all shocked at how Ismet, their 
son, had changed: a little older than us, late twenties and a baby face, 
but ripped from kick-boxing, good lord. Username: Tiger, is how he 
introduced himself.

 When we arrived I had an uneasy feeling in my gut, as if  I 
were unconsciously picking up some scent. We got out of  the bus, 
rubbing our stiff  necks. Strapped on our backpacks and went out 
to the parking lot where Tiger was waiting for us, and I felt like we 
were walking through an electromagnetic field. The sunbeams sliced 
through the cold air, sirens blaring off  in the distance. It wasn’t me 
who was nervous; it was the city this tension was emanating from.

 There’ve been protests against the government since yester-
day, Tiger explained to us, pointing toward a tall gray building. That’s 
where the action is, you’ll have to check it out if  you have time. He 
typically wore sweatpants and a tank top, like the stronger, slimmer 
version of  his father, just as sullen, too, and yet inordinately animated 
when the opportunity presented itself  to do anything, even something 
like fishing in a nearby lake, which Refika cautioned against because 
factories dump runoff, but it was of  no use; pieces of  bread for bait 
were packed, and we were already sitting in the car.
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Tiger took us along to parties, on the roof  of  an apartment building, 
for example. That’s where they counted on three fingers what made 
Tuzla so special: it was the city that successfully defended itself, even 
against the Serbian army, in the war twenty years earlier; the city whose 
Muslim, Croatian, and Serbian residents fought side by side; and the 
city that’s been celebrating rap and graffiti for decades now.

 During one of  the parties, Sara put her arms around my 
shoulders, inhaled the smell of  weed, and said from within the skunky 
cloud: You feel right at home here, don’t you? And she was correct. I 
liked the shaky videos played on smartphones at the parties, the ones 
shot in backyards with the whole crew, the gritty language, the badass 
flow, as if  rap had taken a leap back to Brooklyn at the beginning 
of  the nineties to start all over again, and this time to do it, if  not 
right, then differently, and I liked the countless tags on street walls and 
roofs.

 Turbofolk blasted out over the rooftop to spite the miserable 
February chill. They laughed at how Sara and I ate the cevapi with 
knife and fork instead of  scooping it into our mouth with pieces of  
bread. Girls raised glasses and screamed we are crazy, we like to party, 
and after finishing their lines of  speed the boys shot their noses up in 
the air like alarmed meerkats. Tiger told me about a cousin from Prije-
dor, in the North of  Bosnia, a long-haired hero for the city’s youth be-
cause of  his talent as a guitarist. The fingers of  his right hand danced 
over the strings, regardless of  whether a schmaltzy tune was in order 
for Grandma’s birthday, with everyone before the laid table in the 
afternoon, or whether it was for Roma rhythms for the later hours, 
when Grandma was fast asleep. For four years, Tiger said, his cousin 
had practiced every day until the plectrum picked each guitar string 
separately. That was his mastery; a pick between his fingers struck with 
a precision to the millimeter, millimeters that made all the difference 
in the sound and set the strings vibrating differently. On his visits, 
Tiger listened raptly when his cousin talked about creating a spherical 
space with music that would calm everyone who surrendered them-
selves to his funk or blues. People act as resonant bodies; their bones, 
skin, hair, their eyelashes, nails, lips, every cell absorbs vibrations and 
reacts to them, he believed. In the early part of  1992, his cousin was 
led off, an interrogation, nothing more, we’ll bring him back in two 
hours, the men in uniforms claimed. He did not return home that 
night, nor on the following days, and when the family could no longer 
put off  fleeing abroad, his mother took his guitar along because she 
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was convinced that her son was in prison on account of  some bureau-
cratic error and would soon join them, after the misunderstanding had 
been cleared up.

 The guitar is now certainly collecting dust in some attic in 
Sweden, Tiger said.

One guy pushed up against me, you are from Austria, he slurred, pok-
ing me in the chest with his finger, I like you Nazis, and I utilized 
the little Bosnian I’d picked up, said jebem ti, and pushed him away, 
snidely and arrogantly; that there’s no escaping that Nazi shit I just 
don’t get. He, totally confused, started laughing hoarsely, his face red.

 In Vienna, on my way to Sara’s place, I came past an advertis-
ing pillar at the Praterstern, an installation for the remembrance of  
Jews persecuted after 1938. On it were photographs of  jeering crowds 
encircling two people on their knees in the street. The newspaper ar-
ticle copied there reported that an old Jewish couple, the two right 
there, had been forced to scrub political slogans from the asphalt at 
the foot of  the Tegetthoff  Memorial.

 An older woman looking at the photographs wanted to know 
if  I was from Vienna. She had, she said in English, just been stand-
ing at a locked gate to a park, peeking through iron bars at pruned 
trees, at a meadow, and, far off, two dark, massive structures that her 
travel guide indicated to her were flak towers. She’d stayed a while and 
looked without knowing the point of  examining structures that had 
the same vaguely threatening effect on her as the smokestack fuming 
in the distance.

 The garbage incineration plant presumably, I interjected.
 Later, she’d ended up here at the Praterstern where the ad-

vertising column with the black-and-white photographs had caught 
her eye. Could it be a coincidence, she asked, to stumble on this of  
all things on her walk? Her father, the youngest of  a Jewish family 
from Vienna’s second municipal district, escaped in 1938 at age elev-
en, thanks to a Kindertransport to London. He never spoke much of  
Vienna; she herself  was in the city for the first time, she said, and was 
walking from one memorial stone embedded into the pavement to 
another, in the vague hope of  discovering among the names of  Jewish 
expellees and murder victims immortalized in that dark gold those of  
her aunts and uncles, of  finding the building from which her relatives 
had been deported, of  catching hold of  a history that her father had 
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experienced and understood as an eleven-year-old, but scarcely com-
prehended.

She followed my finger as I pointed out the general location of  the 
former Nordbahnhof, the place where the trains had departed for the 
extermination camps. As if  hanging in the air, she herself  had ended 
up in between eras, having become a black-and-white photo in which a 
woman can be seen dressed in the fashion of  the twenty-first century, 
wandering through Vienna of  the year 1938, and reflected in her eyes 
were the ruins of  two flak towers.
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The First Foe

Aside from this step and the next, not much matters: in the train sta-
tion concourse, past the smoke shop and the florist, up the matte-
white tiles of  the stairs. Zurich Bucharest Berlin reads the large display 
board. With a rattling that reminds Anisa of  chattering teeth, the let-
ters and numbers dissolve into a white haze of  signs, aligning into new 
places and times. She walks out to the platforms, into the shimmery, 
oppressive summer heat, and can’t hold back a grin—the city where 
the refugee camp is located and Bécs, familiar from history class, are 
one and the same. While looking at an advertising poster beside the 
ticket counter, she suddenly becomes aware of  that fact: so this is 
Vienna.

 Outside, humming lines of  tram cars ready to depart, foreign 
languages, waves of  goodbye. Beneath a bench she spots a nail file. 
Anisa kneels down, quickly slipping it into her pocket. Stretched out 
on upholstered seats behind train car windows, passengers open beer 
cans or water bottles. A conductor compares the time on his wrist with 
that of  the round clock overhead. Anisa saunters out to the end of  
the platform, leaning on the sign that warns against going any farther. 
In the distance, the outlines of  buildings, of  lampposts. Crisscrossed 
tracks. The rear lights of  a departing train glow red, blending into the 
dots of  signal lights in the track yard. The shrill braking of  shunted 
freight cars can be heard: a sound that until recently, on a walk through 
Sarajevo, would have evoked something in her. A sense of  wanting to 
go on, somewhere else. Whenever work in the café was not the first 
thing on her mind, when the day was instead filled with anticipation, a 
desire for travel, for adventure. Moments, their calm and boring suc-
cession now, in hindsight, a kind of  happiness. A ride on a streetcar, 
for instance. The sluggish clattering, the snippets of  conversation and 
the jerking approach to stops, the opened sliding doors and shouts, 
laughter. Jovan’s hand on her thigh. They both looked out through 
the rear pane onto the boulevard they’d traversed. The lane of  tracks 
a dark-green flickering tunnel of  foliage; the sky in the windows of  
nearby buildings, shards of  cloud and blue.

 The fascination lay in admitting that thinking you know the 
other person is an illusion. In Sarajevo they took the streetcar to the 
zoo, and while strolling from exhibit to exhibit, from apes to lions, 
from llamas to bears to the aviary, Jovan became at once more com-
prehensible and more enigmatic.

80



ROBERT PROSSER

During work breaks she enjoyed sitting on the plaza in front of  
the orthodox church and watching the old men there playing chess; 
she liked the idea that her relationship with Jovan resembled an empty 
chessboard for which she’d be given one chess piece for each observa-
tion. An excursion to the zoo, for example, could earn her a rook, and 
she’d receive a knight for visits to the cinema when Jovan’s face glim-
mered in the light of  the projections. She liked watching how many 
facets he split into during movie showings; his suppressed giggling or 
astonished shakes of  the head proved to her that there were hidden 
parts to him that she wanted to grasp, as it were. At the zoo, she gazed 
in amazement at the otherness of  Jovan’s being while he lost himself  
in marveling at exotic animals. In a cage, a snow leopard lolled on a 
felled tree trunk that cut across the enclosure. The animal looked up 
as Jovan came closer and stuck his hand through the bars. Anisa stood 
to the side, curious, as if  having arranged with the snow leopard to set 
a trap for her boyfriend. Swinging its long tail through the air, the big 
cat tensed its body and sprang at the barrier, which quaked from the 
impact; yellowish fangs and strands of  saliva in the animal’s gaping 
maw, its left paw raised to claw at Jovan’s face, who retreated in a mix-
ture of  screaming and laughter, thrilled at having managed to provoke 
this snow leopard.

A whistle brings her back. She turns around, glimpsing next to 
a luggage cart a gaunt figure waving to her; shading her eyes, she rec-
ognizes Emir. Apparently, he’s found the woman who sells Memphis 
cigarettes at the station out of  a suitcase, the cheapest ones in Vienna, 
so goes the rumor in the camp.

Jovan would like to curse the summer and fling the shovel away; he 
wants out of  this mosquito-infested, sticky-humid stretch of  land in 
the North of  Bosnia. Behind him, though, he hears the crunching 
steps of  the corporal and does the same thing as always: presses his 
lips together tightly and swallows his anger. He thrusts the shovel into 
the grass, stabbing into the soil. The shovels next to him also ram 
deeper, hitting rocks, roots. With his foot, he gives his shovel an ex-
tra push, jerking and jiggling its handle. Sweat burns his eyes. Ten 
men were drafted to excavate a trench. The rhythmic strikes of  shovel 
blades combined with their dull scratching and the trickling dirt has a 
soporific effect. Better not to think too much, not to care about the 
sunburn. Ten loads of  soil, clanking into the wheelbarrows.
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The corporal paces back and forth along the soldiers sunk to their 
waists in the field, twirling the ends of  his walrus mustache. Mixed 
in with the hypnotizing sound are muffled curses and that chirping 
emanating from the woods. Elderberry bushes, leafy trees, down to 
the banks of  the Sava. From there it’s not far, Jovan knows, not from 
Croatia, nor from the soldiers on other side of  the river. Is it worth 
another attempt to slip a letter to the truck driver headed southeast? 
One more envelope that might make it to Anisa, or at least to her vil-
lage, or to one nearby and the next messenger there.

In the gymnasium that has been converted to a camp, Anisa weasels 
out of  the cleaning detachment. She eats the readymade meals three 
times a day in Group One, which comprises women and children. 
Three times a day she walks out to the white construction trailer, re-
ceives her tray, returns to her bed or crouches against the wall, pulls 
off  the foil from the plastic container, and pokes at the noodles or 
rice.

The refugees organize their day-to-day routines largely them-
selves: a student of  German from Sarajevo has planned a language 
course for the following week that is open to anyone interested re-
gardless of  age. Paints and brushes are to be paid for from the camp’s 
till to decorate a bit of  the outer wall with the kids; Ariel the Mermaid 
and Mickey Mouse are very near the top of  the list of  requests. The till 
draws from various sources; one company in the neighborhood, for 
example, ordered a dozen kilos of  čevapi for a work party and donated 
some kitchen utensils along with it. The shelter may be left at any time 
of  day or night; whoever wants to enter must flash the pink ID from 
the immigration authorities to the guard at the gate. There are two 
soccer teams; games are held outside in the parking lot, at the edge 
of  which, in the early morning hours, Austrians wait in search of  day 
laborers: women for the cleaning companies, men for construction, 
and everyone for the vineyards on the outskirts of  Vienna.

Mostly, the days start the same way. Anisa does an inventory of  
her possessions: toothbrush, toothpaste, Nivea cream. Blue t-shirt, a 
red parka. Jeans, purchased at the beginning of  the year in Sarajevo. 
Sneakers with Velcro fasteners, which looks stupid, but whatever: new 
shoes; taken from a Catholic Charities bag along with that blouse with 
the purple-flower print and the black sweatpants. A notebook, a ball-
point pen, a pencil. Underwear. The small pink ID card she received 
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from the immigration police. A map of  the city taken from a rack of  
informational material at the Westbahnhof. The hairband, a gift from 
a social worker. You’ll need it soon enough, she said, running her 
hand over Anisa’s black stubble, which had begun to grow back on 
her shaved head. A plastic bag containing a pocket mirror, postcards, 
matches, and, her newest find, the nail file. Time and again Anisa sorts 
through her belongings, arranging and counting them. Unfolding the 
city map, running her fingertip along the lines of  the streets.

She avoids the right wall of  the gymnasium. Pants and skirts 
hung over the monkey bars smell of  hay, as if  their owners had been 
forced to flee while working in the fields, an odor that conjures up in 
Anisa, if  she has to walk past, the meadow behind her parents’ home.

On her left, Azra is sleeping, on her right Rahim, Azra’s seven-
year-old son. Anisa fled to Vienna with these two. Azra throws herself  
into the new tasks awaiting her in the gymnasium; right now she’s 
trying to get a functional communal kitchen up and running. Anisa 
admires the diminutive woman’s pep, her face distorted into a con-
spicuous severity whenever she speaks of  her husband Mahir who’s 
still stuck in Bosnia, or of  Nenad, her oldest son, who serves in the 
Yugoslavian army and of  whom there’s been no trace since war broke 
out. It’s a welcome distraction for Anisa to watch how Azra and Ra-
him are unable to live without each other and at every opportunity 
end up quarreling with one another. Azra scolds her boy not to spend 
so much time in the shower: your pimples will go away on their own, 
don’t wash so often, it’ll chap your skin. Rahim rolls his eyes, demon-
stratively produces a chocolate bar, and Azra jumps on that imme-
diately: How do you ever expect to lose weight, boy, how, if  you’re 
always eating sweets?

The bed to Anisa’s right belongs to nineteen-year-old Jasmin, 
who was driven out of  a village near the Drina, along with her parents 
and siblings, a family of  eight in total. In the row in front of  them, 
Emir sits on his mattress. He stares at the Walkman in his hands; 
Anisa attempts to divine which songs he’s singing along with, some-
times loudly, sometimes softly, in broken English. He often splays out 
the fingers of  his right hand and fiddles with his wedding ring until a 
medic comes by for his morning rounds to examine the wide bandage 
around Emir’s abdomen. He removes his headphones, stands before 
his bed with upraised arms, and to the young man dressed in white 
spouts forth Serbo-Croatian obscenities the latter doesn’t understand.

*
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Finally, the ditch has been dug. They take up their positions, kill mos-
quitos, and wait. A haze of  gray and damp rises up from the river, 
leaving the woods merely black streaks. Jovan shares his post with 
Pavel, a skinny guy, nearly bald, and the only one in the troupe who 
already saw combat in Croatia last year. I never saw an enemy, he 
recounts, the bullets came, and I shot back, in whichever direction. 
Through the rainy mist, the cowering outlines of  the two nearest sol-
diers are visible.

 Jovan crouches in the trench, his uniform shirt slung around 
the Kalashnikov to protect it from moisture, and waits. Not for an 
attack, god forbid, but for this spitting rain to end. Pavel clicks his 
tongue. A hot piece, he says, looking at the photo of  Anisa shielded 
from the rain by one hand with a regard that nauseates Jovan. His face 
flushes red, Pavel laughs: What’s wrong? he asks, she’s not your first, is 
she? Jovan puts the photograph into his pants pocket without a word. 
He watches the clouds floating across the sky, he looks at his watch, 
again, stares toward the woods, into the fog the Croats are coming 
out of, could come out of, hears a snap from the underbrush, and 
flinches. Even Pavel gives a start, just a deer or a fox, he whispers to 
Jovan, the animals are all still here, it’s not that bad with all the battles. 
Quiet reigns once more, almost unendurable; they’re eight-hour shifts 
Jovan has serve, eight hours of  listening and being on guard until he’s 
relieved and may return to the shed at the foot of  the hill.

 Up until now he’s witnessed nothing of  the war besides this 
waiting, which has hardly been papered over by brainless activities 
like cleaning his rifle and boots. He thinks of  Anisa, of  the Sarajevo 
he’s left behind, and curses silently that right when he’s drafted, a war 
breaks out. Shit, he squeezes out behind his teeth, I got the shit end 
of  the stick. Efforts to learn what happened in Anisa’s village lead to 
contradictory assertions, which could mean anything or nothing, and 
this uncertainty wears him out. Once he spoke to his parents on the 
phone. In mid-May they were allowed to leave occupied Sarajevo after 
having handed over their apartment to a militia leader in exchange for 
safe passage; now they’re stuck in a Belgrade refugee camp.

 Uncertainty has become the definitive feature of  the present. 
First they were saying the People’s Army had to defend Yugoslavia’s 
future against separatists who would destroy the country’s unity, but 
for some time now there haven’t been any more soldiers from Croa-
tian or Muslim families. However he spins the news, it just doesn’t 
make any sense. Why is the army, which he has to serve, surrounding 
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and laying siege to Sarajevo? Where do the Muslim extremists come 
from, against whom, according to reports, they’re successfully fight-
ing in the eastern part of  Bosnia where Anisa’s village is? He doesn’t 
know how Anisa is doing; the fear that something has happened to her 
tortures him. He squats in the mud and curses at the ever-present fear 
for his girlfriend and at the situation he’s gotten into, and immediately 
knows that all that cursing is not enough by half. He’s had enough, he 
has to get out of  this trench, or he won’t be able to think clearly. He 
bolts upright and climbs out. Pavel hisses, agitated, under his breath: 
Are you insane?

 Jovan creeps over the grass to the woods, pushes branches 
aside, presses through bushes and underbrush, the smell of  wet wood 
stronger with each step. He comes upon a clearing, at the opposite 
edge of  which the ruins of  a stable show through the fog. No door, 
the floor made of  tamped-down soil: Jovan gropes along the wall and 
crouches down cross-legged beneath a window opening. With the Ka-
lashnikov across his knees, he considers what to do about the blisters 
on his hands, he curses the shoveling, but he’s finally away from the 
trench and the stench of  Pavel who’s been belching from dinner. Fi-
nally he’s by himself. In the dark of  the stable he removes his helmet, 
running his hands through his sweat-matted hair.

ROBERT PROSSER85



Robert Prosser, born 1983, lives in Tirol and Vienna. After studying com-
parative studies and cultural and social anthropology, he spent a con-
siderable amount of time in Asia, England, and the Arab world. Prosser 
is the Austrian curator of Babelsprech, an organization that funds young 
German poets and supports the development of their poetry. Prosser 
has received many prizes and stipends including the “Grenzgänger-Sti-
pendium” of the Robert-Bosch-Stiftung in 2014 and the “Aufenthaltssti-
pendium am Literarischen Colloquium Berlin” 2014. 
His debut novel Geister und Tatoos was released in 2013. 

PHANTOMS

robert prosser

86



Daniel Bowles teaches German studies at Boston College. His previous 
translations include novels by Thomas Meinecke and Christian Kracht 
and works by Alexander Kluge, Rainald Goetz, and Xaver Bayer. For his 
translation of Christian Kracht’s Imperium: A Fiction of the South Seas, 
he was awarded the 2016 Helen and Kurt Wolff Translator’s Prize.

ROBERT PROSSER

daniel bowles

87





HOOLIGAN
HOOL

BY PHILIPP WINKLER
EXCERPT TRANSLATED BY BRADLEY SCHMIDT

With outsize characters and a profane and often poetic 
narrator, Philipp Winkler’s Hooligan (2017) dives into the 
world of football hooliganism. By day, Heiko works at his 
uncle’s gym, a hangout for drugged-up skinheads and bikers. 
Trapped in a life by turns frustrating and stultifying, he finds 
release in the violent rumbles he organizes between rival 
football gangs. As Heiko rises in the ranks of the hooligans, 
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I warm my new mouth guard between my palms. Use my fingers to 
rotate it and squeeze it a little. It’s what I do before each fight. The 
plastic holds firm, with just a small amount of  give. It’s a fabulous 
piece. You almost can’t get any better. Specially made by the dental 
technician. Not one of  those mass-produced cheapo jobs you can toss 
after two weeks ’cause the edges cut into your gums. Or you constantly 
want to gag from the horrible fit and the chemical smell of  the plastic. 
By now, almost all of  us have one of  these mouth guards, except Jojo 
with his paltry janitor’s wages. Kai, who always has to have the finest 
shit. Ulf  has no problem paying for it. Tomek, Töller. And some of  
our boys who have the right jobs. Uncle Axel, of  course. He’s the one 
who discovered the dental technician a couple years ago. Specializes 
in contact sports and takes care of  martial artists all over Germany. I 
hear the people from Frankfurt go to him and some of  the boys from 
the East. From Dresden and Halle, Zwickau. Probably have to lay out 
their whole month’s check from the government, I think, and run the 
tips of  my fingers over the ventilation holes.

“Hey, Heiko!” Kai pokes me in the side. “Your phone.” The 
knock-off  phone buzzes between us on the seat. I reach for it, my 
fingers shaking. My uncle watches me in the side mirror. I press the 
button with the green symbol. 

“Where are you? We’re waiting,” the voice of  the guy from Co-
logne I organized the match with comes through the phone. I roll 
down the window so I can see better, look for any points of  reference.

“We’re on highway B55 near Olpe. Should be right there.”
“Hit Desert Road. Turn right off  the second traffic circle. On 

Bratzkopf, straight till you’ve passed the city limits. Woods on the left. 
Can’t miss it.”

HOOLIGAN
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Before he hangs up, I remind him one more time about our deal. 
Fifteen men on each side. Then I hang up.

“Well?” Axel asks without turning around. He’s still watching me 
in the side mirror. Despite the sun’s reflection, I can recognize his 
piercing gaze. How he’s scrutinizing me closely. I pass along the direc-
tions and stress that I reminded the guy about the agreement.

“I heard,” he says and turns to Hinkel, who’s at the wheel as 
usual. Axel repeats the directions. As if  Hinkel didn’t hear me, or Hin-
kel could only drive that way if  the directions come from him. I notice 
how Kai is looking at me from the side. The corners of  his mouth 
spread. In solidarity. If  I look at him now, he’s probably rolling his 
eyes. Telling me, fucking hell, what a control freak. Something like 
that. But I don’t react, just see whether Hinkel takes the right turn. He 
grunts, which probably means he understood. Hinkel grips the wheel, 
his meatloaf  hand at twelve o’clock. Beads of  sweat are trapped in the 
long hairs on the back of  his hand, and glitter in the sun. It looks like 
a comb-over in the wrong place. He lets the other hand dangle out the 
window.

Tomek, sitting on Kai’s left, scrolls through his phone with dis-
interest. It’s an East Bloc thing. Always the same Slavic face. Good 
mood or bad. You can’t tell the difference. He’d probably have the 
same expression if  he won the lottery. It wouldn’t be surprising if  he’s 
pissed off. After all, Kai called shotgun before him. Probably doesn’t 
even know it. Now he has to sit exactly where Jojo bled all over with 
his destroyed nose. Jojo’s snorter really suffered. And the seat padding 
too. And besides, that’s clearly the spot you don’t want to sit on hot 
days. Behind Hinkel. Even with the window open.

Kai lifts his ass an inch above the seat and slips his powder tin 
from the back pocket of  his Hollister jeans. He unscrews the lid and 
shovels a pile of  blow onto his thumb, holding it under one nostril 
then the other, snorting. The car is jostling quite a bit, but he manages 
not to lose any. He throws his head back. His gelled boxer haircut 
scratches over the greasy seat cover. He holds out the tin for me.

“Want some? Maybe then you won’t fill your pants.” He grins. I 
grin back and say, “Better to have your pants full than your nose, Ms. 
Winehouse.” He laughs. It’s been quite a while since I last took some-
thing. He extends his middle finger while screwing the lid back on. My 
uncle clears his throat loudly. Kai shrugs his shoulders and deposits 
the tin back in his jeans. He knows very well Axel can’t stand it when 
we mess up our heads with something before a match. Even stuff  like 
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coke, which clears your brain. But that’s one thing even Uncle Axel 
can’t get from people. That’s why he usually lets it slide, so long as no 
one gets carried away. Besides, Axel’s been known to sample the goods. 
A lot of  people need it for their nerves. Well, that or just ’cause they’re 
junkies. But Axel doesn’t bring along anyone who can’t get a grip. At 
least not to the important matches. Like today. When it’s really about 
representing Hannover with honor. Kai may be a heavy hitter when it 
comes to blow, but he’s too good to leave home. Against him all those 
pumped-up boys seem as mobile as bulldozers. And thanks to me, he 
holds back a bit before the matches. Besides, my uncle knows very well 
he couldn’t count on me if  he left Kai on the bench. The yellow city 
limit sign from Olpe flies by the passenger side window of  the T5 VW 
van. I lean forward, my face between Hinkel and my uncle.

“Now go straight—”
“Straight to the first circle, second right,” Axel interrupts me. I 

fall back on my seat and respond to Kai’s rolling his eyes by rolling my 
own. He hands me a cigarette. I light it and take a long drag. The space 
between the metal supports of  the headrest in front of  me is com-
pletely filled by my uncle’s meaty red neck. His shoulders, so angular, 
as if  constructed with a carpenter’s square, protrude to the left and 
right of  the seat. I exhale a plume of  smoke toward the red surface 
between the braces and say, “Exactly.”

We turn off  onto a dry forest path. The sand crunches under the tires. 
We’re immediately enveloped by the shade of  the rustling trees. It’s 
good to be out of  the direct sunlight, and I notice how the slight cool-
ing makes me somewhat calmer. It started when we left Olpe. That 
feeling that always comes just before things go crazy. I don’t know if  
it’s comparable with stage fright, I never had stage fright, after all. At 
any rate, it feels like something in my stomach begins to float. As if  
my belly was filled with helium and pressing up against my lungs from 
below.

“There,” Hinkel says and points ahead with his fat, hairy finger. 
The three of  us on the backseat crane our necks just to see something. 
A fair ways down the path we see the motorcade from Cologne. The 
guys stand around in front of  their cars. Axel turns around and stares 
through the back window. I instinctively move my head to the side so 
he can see better but then immediately think to myself  that I should 
cool it. I look back too. Everything’s okay. The others are behind us, 
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like before. No one got cold feet and turned around. I would have 
been very surprised.

“Park here,” my uncle orders. Hinkel maneuvers the van as best 
he can on the grass strip between the forest path and the bushes. The 
others park behind us. We get out. The guys from Cologne park the 
same way. Just on the other side of  the path. When the gig here is 
over, everyone will get back in their cars and disappear in opposite 
directions.

Axel walks around the hood of  the car, positioning himself  in 
the middle of  the path, legs spread wide. I take my mouth guard out 
of  the case and don’t let my uncle escape my gaze. Tomek takes up 
position beside him. They put their heads together. I lean toward Kai 
and ask him for a cig. He tries to fumble the pack out of  his tight jeans. 
I hold out my hand, keep on looking over to Axel, who is inspecting 
the guys from Cologne, hands on hips.

“Come on,” I say, “any day now.”
“Take it easy,” Kai mumbles. I sway, rocking from one leg to the 

other. I go over to Axel and Tomek when I finally have a cigarette 
between my fingers.

“What?” Axel bellows when he notices someone approaching. 
Then he sees it’s me. His jaw relaxes somewhat and he briefly rests his 
paw on my shoulder and pulls me closer.

“I just counted them,” Tomek says with his Polack accent. It 
sounds like “cow-ted.” “Fifteen men plus camera.”

“Everyone got their red T-shirt on?” Axel asks. Could turn 
around and look himself, I think, but bite my tongue, of  course. I 
passed out the T-shirts before we left. Precisely so we wouldn’t have 
to be waiting around now.

“Everyone does,” I say.
I want to add what I’ve worked out regarding formation. That we 

should try to put the massive guys in front. Like a breakwater, more or 
less. That way, we could catch a little of  the first impact, even if  it’s at 
the cost of  speed. But Axel raises his hand to signal I should be quiet. 
I haven’t even said half  a sentence. One of  the guys from Cologne 
walks toward us. I’m guessing he’s the guy I was in touch with.

“Okay,” Axel says. I don’t know who to, exactly.
“Heiko. You make sure the others are ready.”
He holds his hand out in front of  me as if  wanting to block my 

path, which isn’t necessary, and goes toward the other guy, who has 
stopped in the middle distance waiting for one of  us. I feel completely 
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taken for a ride. After all, the agreement between Axel and me was that 
I would handle all the logistics this time. I try to swallow my irritation. 
Tomek pats me on the arm. There is a faded tattoo of  some woman 
on his hand. I look at him briefly, then at the ground, saying, “Fuck it,” 
and grind out my cigarette.

Kai stands in front of  the van with a cig in his mouth and exam-
ines himself  in the tinted windows. He plucks at his short spiky hair. 
Everyone else is wearing the red T-shirts I passed out. He has a red 
Fred Perry polo on. At least he left the collar down for once. I step 
next to him, look at him first, then myself.

“You know how insane you are?”
Kai doesn’t react, keeps on rocking from side to side and rolls his 

cigarette between his lips, humming. My face is next to his in the dark 
brown-tinted windows. Expressionless. Corners of  my mouth pointed 
toward the ground. Brow furrowed. Dead serious. At least my hair is 
shaved back down to a millimeter. A huge shadow pushes across the 
reflection in the car window.

“Hey, ya losers. It’s been a while,” says Ulf. “Ready?”
“I was fuckin’ born ready,” Kai says and slams his right elbow 

into his left palm, making a slapping sound.
I blow air through my lips. “You’re a retard,” I say. I turn around 

and look at Ulf, who’s at least a head taller than me: “Way too long.”
“Tell that to Jojo’s crooked nose.”
We laugh. Ulf  gazes down the path. He asks why my uncle’s 

down there shooting the shit again. If  it wasn’t my turn this time. I 
nod, but simultaneously lift my shoulders, what do I know?

“Come on, you know Axel,” Kai weighs in. “Little uncle doesn’t 
like to hand over the reins.”

“Fuck it. He should do what he wants,” I say. Ulf  shrugs his 
shoulders too. The XXL shirt stretches tight around his chest and 
biceps. His collar looks like it might burst any second.

“You set this up here, after all.”
I nod again, say I actually don’t give a fuck so long as there’s 

finally another rumble. We haven’t had a single match since the new 
season started. Hinkel and a couple of  the other old warhorses come 
back from taking a piss, breaking through the bushes. All of  them 
form a semicircle around Axel. Skulls roll from shoulder to shoulder. 
Arms are stretched. Hands are shaken loose.

“Straighten up now! Let’s go!” Axel calls.
I put the mouth guard into my mouth. Bite down. The nervousness 
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is only just an aftertaste. We form three rows across the width of  the 
path. The adrenaline courses through my body. I get light-headed.

The squad lurches forward. Axel and Tomek are a step ahead of  
us. Ulf  and Kai next to me. Fucking hell, he’s grinning, and it gets me 
started. Then I look straight ahead. At the wall of  shaved heads and 
white shirts pushing toward us. They become faster, bellowing, “Ha-
noi whores!” Several raise their fists.

Now we accelerate. Watch our footing. You need firm ground to 
step on. Otherwise you’ve already lost. They’re running. We are too. 
Don’t stumble now! Don’t step on Axel’s heel! Soon. I feel hands on 
my back pushing me forward. As if  that was needed. Any second now!

One last howl. The forest falls silent. Then bodies slam into each 
other. Fists and legs are swung. I see Axel basically sucked into the Co-
logne throng. A guy in front of  me. A fist comes toward me. I take the 
swing. Duck under the blow. Throw myself  against him. He doesn’t 
fall. Fucker’s too stable. He’s huffing and puffing. They fly past all 
around me. Entangled. Tilted. In a headlock. The bald guy in front of  
me is ripped. Who cares? Raise your block. Fake a move to the left. He 
had the same idea. Is surprised. His punch is hasty. Slides past. Land 
a jab against his jaw. He groans. Stumbles. Not a clean hit. He comes 
hunched over, hands raised. I want to juke him again, then someone 
slams into me from behind. No chance. His fist slams directly onto my 
collarbone. Probably aimed for my face. Lucked out again. But my col-
larbone yowls. Seems to vibrate. Fuck it, I tell myself. I jump forward. 
Fake right. Juked him out. Fucker wasn’t expecting that. He whips his 
hands up. Kidney shot. He bends over but is able to stay up. His hands 
instinctively go toward his kidneys. Tough luck! I slam a haymaker 
straight into his ugly kisser. Folds like a pocket knife, bends over and 
groans. Spits his mouth guard in the sand. Teeth covered in blood. 
Stay down, damn it! Stay down! I look around. Not too long! He stays 
down. Begs off, eyes clenched in pain. My vision is narrow as a bottle-
neck. I peer through and see Kai. In a clinch. Fucker from Cologne 
is tugging at his polo shirt. Kai tries to pull free. He pivots, his op-
ponent comes along and raises dust. Another white shirt behind him. 
No fucking way, you bastard! The guy lifts his leg as I charge. Catches 
my groin. I’m a fucking idiot! Lose my footing, but catch myself  with 
my hands. He’s already on top of  me. Gets a knee to my side. Breath 
knocked out of  me. Try to catch myself. My hand slips and bends in an 
unnatural direction. Pain shoots from my wrist up into my shoulder. A 
taste like Styrofoam in the back of  my mouth. No time. He comes at 
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me. I push off  him. Create some space. The goon falls for it. Gives me 
time to get up. My hand is numb. Not my elbow. My left straight-arm 
connects with his blocking arm and pulls it to the side. Then I slam my 
elbow into his trap. He goes down. Coughs. Gags and holds his face. I 
wait. Keep moving. He removes his hand, looks at it. A wide, shining 
cut over his left eye gushes. He stays down. I’m winded myself. There’s 
just isolated, exhausted skirmishes that slowly disentangle. I put my 
hands on my hips. The air jags through my lungs like shards of  glass. 
Fucking cigs! Now light one up. Some commotion behind me. Töller 
stands in the bushes, a good two meters away. Tatters of  his T-shirt 
hang from his upper body. I go over to him, see he’s standing over a 
guy bleeding with a split lip. The guy holds his hand feebly in front of  
his face, but Töller gets in two more shots and screams at him. I grab 
Töller’s arm. My other hand around his waist, I pull him away.

“Are you crazy, Töller? He’s had enough!”
He pushes against me halfheartedly. “The piece of  shit hit me in 

the balls!”
I pull him back out of  the bushes. Several people come over, 

want to see what’s going on here, but I raise my hands. Everything’s 
fine. Everything sorted out. I use both hands to shove Töller, who 
wants to get past me.

“Take it easy, man! It had to be an accident. Even if  it wasn’t, just 
fuck it.” Then I raise my finger. Hold it up close to my face, point at 
him.

“If  I catch you punching someone on the ground one more 
time...”

“What then, Mr. Kolbe?”
He turns away before I can answer, waving me off.
“Hey!” Axel’s voice booms through the trees. His shirt looks al-

most freshly washed. He spreads his arms in a question, his hands 
open. I show him that everything’s okay. Ulf  comes over. His collar is 
torn. The skin underneath is scratched and red. He congratulates me. 
I ask him why, but then I notice. Most of  the people on the ground 
are wearing white T-shirts. The reds are standing. They’re chanting: 
“Hann-o-ver! Hann-o-ver!” My shoulders feel lighter than they have 
for a long time. My stomach feels as though it is filled with lead and 
crashes to the bottom of  my torso. I crouch down next to Ulf ’s mas-
sive legs, rest my forearms on my knees, and try to breathe. My ribcage 
feels constricted. My collarbone flickers with numbness. My left arm 
is heavy. I spit my mouth guard into my hand. It covers my palm with 
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blood. My face pulses with hot pain. I look up at Ulf. “Hope there’s a 
second round.”

When I slunk off  at the rest stop just after putting the Ruhr Valley 
behind us, spreading the individual parts of  the burner phone on the 
adjacent field, Kai and Töller got into it with a group of  Polish truck 
drivers over some ridiculous shit. But Tomek was able to defuse the 
situation and shortly after that, when I came back, they were standing 
there together and passing around an unlabeled bottle of  booze. Axel 
was just about to rip into Kai and Töller, them nodding in unison, 
asking what that shit was about, starting something after a match, and 
who the fuck had put that shit in their heads. But Axel didn’t really 
sound all that into it—after all, we still had the fresh taste of  victory 
on our lips.

So we arrived back in Hannover just before midnight. Everyone 
climbed back into his car. Even Ulf  had to go, otherwise Saskia would 
bitch him out at home.

Kai and me drive back to the main train station together. I just 
want to go to bed. He still wants to head to Raschplatz and party; in 
other words, go out and find someone to bone.
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