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Dear Reader, 

Welcome to the sixth exciting, even titillating, year 
of  Festival Neue Literatur. The only US festival to 
celebrate fiction originally written in German, FNL 
brings six of  the best emerging and established writers 
from Austria, Germany, and Switzerland to New York 
City for a long winter weekend. This year’s theme, 
LOVE AND MONEY, is sure to put a bounce in your 
step and a gleam in your eye while warming the cockles 
of  your heart. 

From agape (love of  humanity) to eros (romantic 
love), storge (family love) to philautia (self-respect), 
the ancient Greeks defined seven types of  love. Three 
of  the authors featured in this year’s festival explore 
these familiar categories and their flip sides, as well 
as the spaces in between. In one novel, an elderly 
ornithologist, whose first and only passion was for 
birds, finds unexpected love in his last, supremely self-
indulgent act. In another, the transports of  a teenager’s 
first infatuation are mirrored in the ecstasies of  Persian 
mystic poets. And a collection of  stories illustrates the 
shifting, porous emotional boundaries between lovers, 
family, and friends. 

When it comes to taboos, however, money often 
trumps love. Almost half  of  Americans surveyed in a 
recent poll—47% to be exact—said they would rather 
talk about their weight, their age, even their love lives, 
than about the money they make. Accordingly, three 
of  our featured authors cast calculating, satirical eyes 
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on the way we live now, through the prisms of  English 
bankers stranded in Tunisia after the British pound 
unexpectedly collapses, of  a family living in a dystopian 
Black Forest, whose children have internalized their 
father’s potentially fatal credo: “Either you’re an 
entrepreneur or you’re not”, and of  a woman’s quiet 
struggle to maintain her dignity and her sanity after 
having been declared redundant. 

This year’s participants, Marjana Gaponenko 
(Austria), Navid Kermani (Germany), Jonas Lüscher 
(Switzerland), Matthias Nawrat (Germany), Monique 
Schwitter (Switzerland), and Anna Weidenholzer 
(Austria) will be joined by U.S. authors Adam Haslett 
and Tiphanie Yanique—both of  whom have written 
enthralling accounts of  passionate desire for love and 
wealth—in a series of  conversations and readings 
throughout the city. 

This festival is widely recognized as the premier platform 
for introducing the best contemporary German-
language writers to publishers, critics, and readers in the 
US and we hope you will enjoy the excerpts gathered 
here. In this reader we’ve included summaries of  the 
books and biographies of  the authors, a speed-dating 
guide of  sorts. With a small investment of  time, you’re 
sure to discover writing you’ll love.

Sincerely,

Tess Lewis, Curator
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In this rollicking novel, 96-year-old ornithologist Luka Levadski 
foregoes treatment for lung cancer and moves from Ukraine to Vienna 
to make a grand exit in a luxury suite at the Hotel Imperial. He reflects 
on his past while indulging in Viennese cakes and savoring music 
in a gilded concert hall. Levadski was born in 1914, the same year 
that Martha – the last of  the now-extinct passenger pigeons – died. 
Levadski himself  has an acute sense of  being the last of  a species. 
He may have devoted much of  his existence to studying birds, but 
now he befriends a hotel butler and another elderly guest, who also 
doesn’t have much time left, to share in the lively escapades of  his 
final days. This gloriously written tale, in which Levadski feels “his 
heart pounding at the portals of  his brain,” mixes piquant wit with 
lofty musings about life, friendship, aging, and death.

WHO IS MARTHA?
WER IST MARTHA?
BY MARJANA GAPONENKO

237 PAGES / SUHRKAMP / 2012 // NEW VESSEL PRESS / 2014



WHO IS MARTHA?

I
Love is cold. Love is cold. But in the grave we burn and melt to gold … 
Levadski waited for the tears. The tears didn’t come. In spite of  this he 
wiped his face. Disgusting!

With a fixed stare he had just put the receiver on its cradle. What else, if  not 
impatience, had he sensed in the breathing of  his family doctor? Impatience 
and the buzzing of  thoughts that had nothing to do with him, Levadski: 
Mustn’t forget the baking powder … moth repellent, furniture polish, what 
else? … He could smell his own tiresomeness through the receiver. Breathe 
in, breathe out. Hang up, old man, hang up …

Levadski went into the bathroom and threw up. He was overcome by tears. 
Whimpering, Levadski vomited for the first time in ages. The last time it 
had happened to him, he had still been wearing knickers. What had the 
girl’s name been? Maria? Sophia? The young girl had allowed her hand to be 
kissed by a man with a moustache. In front of  her a slice of  cake. Jealousy 
had grabbed the schoolboy Levadski by the throat. He had stopped in front 
of  the window of  the café, taken a bow and spilled the contents of  his 
stomach onto the pavement. Touching his chest, he’d slowly assumed an 
upright position again. The girl had looked straight through him, her dilated 
eyes filled with a delight not intended for him or the man with the mous-
tache, solely for the slice of  chocolate cake.

What made me touch my chest back then? In the mirror, Levadski was 
clinging on to a glass of  water. Had my heart dropped to the pavement 
when I was throwing up, had my arms and legs failed me, I would have 

WHO IS MARTHA?
WER IST MARTHA?
BY MARJANA GAPONENKO
TRANSLATED BY ARABELLA SPENCER
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MARJANA GAPONENKO

noticed that something was missing!

Levadski rinsed out his mouth, took the showerhead and aimed it at the 
dentures he spit out into the bath while throwing up and which now re-
minded him of  a boat capsized in the sick. The jet of  water jerkily inched 
the outrageously expensive and highly impractical ball-retained dentures in 
the direction of  the plughole. He leant forward and skeptically picked them 
up – a dead creature, from which a final prank was to be expected.

No, he did not want to encounter this girl again. If  she were still alive she 
would either be blind or demented or confined to a wheelchair. What was 
her name again? Maria? Aida? Tamara?

After Levadski’s performance in front of  the window, had she finished her 
cake? It didn’t matter.

A tablet dropped into the glass of  water. After a brief  deliberation, it start-
ed to fizz and circle: a drunken bee. Carefully Levadski let the dentures fall 
in after. Plop … Since he had acquired artificial teeth he found this sound 
soothing, perhaps connected to the fact that it invariably accompanied the 
arrival of  the Sandman. This must have been where its magical sweetness 
came from. Plop … and Levadski’s eyes would already be falling closed. 
Plop … and he was already whirring into the sunset on the scintillating 
wings of  a rose beetle. What is sweeter than your chocolate cake, girl? Only 
sleep. And what is sweeter than sleep? Only death.

On the short and laborious way to the living room, Levadski was annoyed 
to see his telephone glowing as if  nothing had happened, as if  he, Luka 
Levadski, Professor Emeritus of  Zoology, hadn’t just had a death sentence 
pronounced down the receiver. “We need to talk about your results – at 
the hospital, right away.” Levadski had understood. There was nothing left 
to discuss. Talk about what? If  the results were okay then you didn’t call 
on a Sunday around lunchtime when old patients were possibly enjoying 
their deepest sleep. You also didn’t call if  the results were bad. If  you had 
any manners, as a doctor, you knocked on the door personally in order to 
convey the news of  someone’s death. The blood was still pounding in his 
temples. Come in! he said to the doctor at the other end of  the line. Or had 
he merely thought it? More and more often Levadski caught himself  barely 
able to distinguish between thought, speech and silence, and it was becom-
ing less and less important to him.
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WHO IS MARTHA?

In two shuffling steps he reached the middle of  the living room. Levadski’s 
books sat stiffly on the branches and twigs of  an impressive library. In the 
dusty sunlight they seemed to be awaiting a small show; the books held their 
breath, word-for-word. Not today, Levadski thought. A rainbow-colored 
drop glistened at the tip of  his nose before exploding on the parquet floor. 
Another shuffle and Levadski was already sitting in his rocking chair by the 
window.

He closed his eyes and was certain: he looked imposing like this, genuine 
and alive, just as he had in front of  the café window. The way he was sitting 
there with the beam of  sunlight on his chest. Or perhaps the beam wasn’t 
a beam, but a spear driving through an old dragon’s body? He smiled. If  
someone had observed his face at this moment they might have believed 
that a wafer-thin slice of  lemon had dissolved beneath the old man’s tongue. 
But there was nobody who could have seen Levadski’s face. Since he had 
started aging, he had always been alone.

He started to age as a small boy. He aged when a robin redbreast hopped 
onto his shoulder while he was mowing the lawn. Like the red sky in the 
morning. Like a freshly baked soft rosy loaf  of  bread, it perched on Levad-
ski with its thin legs. The robin redbreast decorated him more than any 
medal. It made him a human being. An old man! Levadski’s watch started to 
tick, growing louder and louder with every movement of  the bird.

He aged when from the window of  the school building he observed a jay 
hiding its booty. The way it let two acorns, one after the other, roll out of  
its throat, buried them in the ground and marked the spot with colorful 
leaves. The jay. The blue on the hem of  its robe and its jet black sapphire 
eyes, nodding its head mischievously: Levadski, Levadski, I know that you 
know! Levadski aged when he gnawed at almost cold chicken drumsticks at 
weddings or funerals. He aged when with a spoon he dealt a breakfast egg 
a shattering blow. He aged when in the spa town of  Yalta a black-headed 
gull snatched a piece of  cake from his hand. “You have robbed me of  the 
pleasure!” Levadski shouted after it, stamping his foot, and yet immediately 
knowing: Nothing and nobody can take pleasure away from you. Pleasure is 
not a piece of  cake. He aged especially on an autumn day when he stopped 
in front of  an advertising column covered in film posters, threw back his 
head to read and was hit in the eye by pigeon droppings. Levadski was 
stabbed in the heart, in the middle of  his aging heart. With every explosion 
of  pigeon wings Levadski aged, with every daub of  color that flew by, rec-
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ognizable as a golden plover, blackbird or starling. He aged when he kissed 
a girl for the first time and suddenly in the dusk saw a shadow flit past. 
“Devil take it! A pygmy owl!” he shouted into the frightened astonished 
eyes of  the girl, and he aged, turning a little more into the Levadski he was 
later to become.

In the end it was music that dealt the ripening old man the crushing blows. 
It devoured him and spat him out, only to devour him again. The child 
Levadski, the old man Levadski, too naïve to curse the day on which he 
imagined he found music. It found him, and it drove into him like an 
almighty whooping cough, making him more and more hunched, so that he 
squinted up at it more dwarfed than a dwarf. This is how Levadski wan-
dered through life. His hunch grew like his awe for music and birds. Yet 
neither the music nor the birds thought about condemning Levadski.
Done, damn it! Levadski feebly tapped his scrawny thigh. So, the suspicion 
that he had carcinoma of  the lung was confirmed! The patient and pseudo-
respectful whispering of  his doctor at the other end of  the line said as 
much. The news hit Levadski harder than it would have if  the diagnosis had 
been roared down the receiver.

He would have liked to say a prayer, something sublime, but everything 
venerable seemed either unspeakable or defiled by mortal fear and self-
pity. Impure, simply impure. Ultimately everything in this world referred to 
man, to man alone. Even in the purportedly altruistic stirring of  the soul 
yapped a little I! I! I!, and a tiny actor stood whistling in the wings of  the 
most deceptively genuine feelings. Disgusting, thought Levadski, you can’t 
even face a stroke of  fate candidly. He thought this and knew that another 
Levadski, as if  to confirm his thought, hovered the height of  a hat above 
him, amusing himself  at this sight: an old man with lung cancer sitting in a 
rocking chair, with a pretentious strip of  sunlight on his pigeon chest and 
how strange, all the particles of  dust, how they danced in the ray of  light 
making it visible in the first place.

Levadski pursed his lips and, in his mind, spit on the carpet. What was he 
still supposed to think, when what he knew of  human beings filled him 
with disgust? This scrap of  knowledge ruined his pleasure in the unknown, 
in the mysteries of  nature that were yet to be revealed. That he would no 
longer come to discover them made him livid. May youth divine the secrets 
of  creation; the thought triggered a dull pain. It was not that he begrudged 
the others, those left behind, the revelation, no. Levadski just thought that 
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mankind, if  anything, had a simulated reverence for the simple and the 
great. It was the simple and the great that he felt sorry for, because it was 
pure curiosity that led man to pursue the wonders of  nature, every solemn 
gesture was pure hypocrisy; every action, even if  it was a self-experiment 
with a deadly outcome or involved years of  sacrifice in the name of  science, 
was nothing but egotistical defiance, nothing but pure self-assertion.

Levadski rose trembling from the rocking chair. Even now he had lied: 
regardless of  mankind, it was not the simple or the great he felt sorry for, 
but that he would be denied coming one step closer to this mystery. He was 
envious and jealous and he begrudged the others, knowing at heart that 
all effort was in vain – the mystery of  life would just grow further out of  
reach, for as long as this world still existed.

I have tramped around on this globe for long enough, Levadski thought. 
He opened the balcony door and sat back down in the rocking chair. The 
dusty curtain enveloped the figure of  its guest for a moment, the street air. 
The road itself  entered Levadski’s library, filled it with the bothersome yet 
welcome signs of  life, the honking of  car horns, the shouting of  children 
and the perpetual hurry of  women’s heels. He could also hear snatches of  
a conversation between ravens: “I love you,” “I love you too,” “Feed me!” 
“Antonida! Put your trousers on! Now!” a mother’s voice ordered. Levadski 
raised an eyebrow; when he was Antonida’s age, names like hers didn’t exist, 
and girls still wore skirts.

“Oh dear,” Levadski sighed. Why the intimation of  his imminent demise 
hadn’t allowed him to die on the spot, but had instead stirred up a lot of  
dust was an enigma. His chin dropped to his chest like an empty drawer 
onto a table; there is nothing to be had here, thieves, leave me alone. He 
opened his mouth. The ray of  sunlight now rummaged in his mouth. 
Levadski stuck out his tongue and rolled it back in. Birds are better than we 
are, he thought, not least because they are able to open their beaks properly, 
unlike human beings, whose mouths only open by dropping their bottom 
jaw; birds simultaneously raise their upper beak slightly!

Slowly Levadski shut his mouth again. He remembered that many decades 
ago he had observed a common redstart through a pair of  binoculars with 
a fat tick close to its eye. The bird didn’t seem bothered by the tick. On a 
sun-drenched wall, it gently quivered with its orange-colored tail in front of  
its bride. At the time, Levadski could have sworn that the female was smil-
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ing at the male while it trembled in courtship. He had always suspected that 
birds smiled. Now, sitting in his rocking chair, he suddenly realized how this 
worked: The female bird smiled at her sweetheart just by looking at him. In 
spite of  the ugly tick close to its eye. By being near him, she was smiling at 
him.

The thought that his body was at the mercy of  a parasite, that his lung had 
been thrown to a sea creature as food, made Levadski peevishly swing back 
and forth a couple of  times in his rocking chair. I am at the mercy not only 
of  that bloodsucker but also of  a cocktail of  chemicals if  I let myself  in for 
chemotherapy, thought Levadski, and clenched his fists.

He noticed that following the telephone conversation he far too frequently 
used inappropriate language, words that he had always avoided in his life, 
“bloodsucker” or “damn it.” That he had even been sick was outrageous 
and a certain sign of  his decay. Who cares, Levadski thought, if  I kick the 
bucket soon. His eyes widened. There you have it, kick the bucket, that’s 
the kind of  language I hear myself  using! I should just die! Die and rot! 
Levadski gestured dismissively, rose from the rocking chair with a groan and 
shuffled to the shelf  with the medical books.

Cyclophosphamide, sounds like a criminal offense … checks the multipli-
cation of  rapidly dividing cells. Side effects: nausea, vomiting, hair loss. 
May damage the nerves and kidneys and lead to loss of  hearing, as well as 
an irreparable loss of  motor function; suppresses bone marrow, can cause 
anemia and blindness. Well, Bon appétit. Levadski would have liked to have 
called the doctor and chirped down the line.

Tjue-tjue
Ku-Kue-Kue—Ke-tschik-Ke-tschik!
Iju-Iju-Iju-Iju!
Tjue-i-i!

If  the doctor had asked him what this was supposed to be, Levadski would 
have stuck with the truth: A female pygmy owl attracting its mate, you idiot! 
And hung up. He felt like a real rascal. At the age of  ninety-six Levadski 
was game for playing a prank. The dusty lace curtain stretched towards 
him, slowly as if  submerged in water, behind it the spruce that lay in front 
of  his house, with a little gold in its green beard and birds, birds, birds that 
hopped, as voices, as light and shadow plays, from branch to branch, from 
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tree to tree, from cloud to cloud, from day to day, angels, always among 
people.

Levadski suddenly had the feeling he needed a walking stick. He leaned 
against his bookshelf, amazed he had been able to live without a walking 
stick up until now, shook his head and put this oversight down to being a 
scatterbrain.
“Adieu,” said Levadski to the medical dictionary in his hand before he shut 
it. He looked around his apartment, undecided as to what he should do. 
Instead of  watering flowers, making himself  some porridge or dusting, he 
took a walk around the four corners of  his library to calm his nerves.

The only thing that really seems to belong to man is the genuine. And the 
only genuine thing about man, Levadski thought, breathing on his magnify-
ing glass, is his pride! He was proud of  the bookshelves that filled the walls. 
Though this trait belonged to the department of  deadly sins, how could it 
be bad and depraved if  it was purer, more sincere and unselfish, than the 
love that man imagined himself  capable of ? It was only pride that had no 
foundation and needed no admirers to sustain itself. Maybe it did poison 
the soul. But it also elevated the humble species of  man a little, albeit to 
dubious spheres, from whence it became aware of  the flicker of  an immea-
surably greater providence. The most beautiful thing was: A single surge of  
pride banished any breeding ground for loneliness. So why shouldn’t man 
commit this sin?

“So what if  I was never capable of  love?” Levadski asked the back of  a 
slim volume with the tight gold lettering Manual for the Domestication of  
Extremely Reluctant Parrots. “At least I was capable of  being proud, I was 
proud of  you, little book. Just as love allegedly pulls the rug from under lov-
ers’ feet, my pride pulled the rug from under my feet. I didn’t soar high or 
for long, so I didn’t land on my snout, but softly and in my element – in my 
library. I was never disappointed …”

Levadski would have liked to cry, but he suspected that these tears would 
have been because of  the doctor’s call rather than the solemnity of  the 
moment, and so forbade himself  to. My decorum will be the death of  me, 
thought Levadski, for even the most natural thing suddenly seemed inap-
propriate to him. Honesty, he said to his books, is a slippery customer, it 
always slips away methinks when we believe we are surrounded by it. Levad-
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ski breathed on the magnifying glass again and polished it on his sleeve. Me-
thinks! What a way to express myself ! That he had a long time ago thought 
of  winning over the opposite sex with this pathetic affected behavior, when 
his head had been filled with nothing but the mating dances and brooding 
habits of  birds, was something he did not want to be reminded about. But 
he did think about it, he thought about it with a hint of  bitterness. After a 
fulfilling academic life he knew: Women would have interested him more if  
they hadn’t constantly insisted on emphasizing that they were different from 
men. If  they had been like female birds, a touch grayer and quieter than 
the males, perhaps they would have awakened his interest at the right time. 
Levadski would gladly have procreated with such a creature. Only he didn’t 
know to what purpose.

Levadski took a book from the shelf  and blew the dust from it. Dictionary 
of  the Language of  Ravens by Dupont de Nemours, incomplete edition. A 
French ornithologist colleague had hidden the facsimile inside a cake, smug-
gled it through the Iron Curtain in time for Levadski’s seventieth birthday. 
Levadski’s delight in the facsimile had gotten the better of  his reason to 
such an extent that he kissed the Frenchman on his moustache in front of  
the entire professoriate. Somebody raised his glass, he could remember that, 
and said, “A kiss without a moustache is like an egg without salt!” Every-
body drank to international friendship and raven research, the words “May 
the day come when …” and “A clear conscience should not be a utopia” 
rang out. People clinked glasses and patted each other on the back. “From 
the primeval fish to the bird: a stone’s throw!”; “From the lungfish to the 
human: the bat of  an eye!” They hoped he would gain many years of  plea-
sure from this unique and scientifically-speaking totally uninteresting book. 
His anniversary was at the same time a farewell. He left the university and 
the students – everything that he had never really been attached to – with 
the thought that he would not live much longer. “Adieu, mon ami!” Levad-
ski had tried to joke when he stood opposite the Frenchman at the airport. 
The Frenchman nodded hastily and withdrew from Levadski’s brotherly 
kiss feigning a coughing fit. In the airplane the man with the moustache suf-
fered a heart attack. For a time, Levadski was under the illusion that he had 
brought about the demise of  his French colleague with his collegial kiss. 
If  he’d explained to him that it was the custom in his country, like a weak 
handshake in central Europe, perhaps the good man wouldn’t have died.

“Such a beautiful book,” said Levadski. He said it loud enough for the other 
books to hear. “This, children, is how the destiny of  a man fulfils itself,” 
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Levadski continued ceremoniously, “a stranger arrives, makes a present to a 
stranger and gives up the ghost!” The books listened as if  Levadski hadn’t 
already told this story twenty times. “When, you won’t believe it, on that 
very day, I was thinking that I would have to die soon! Such a beautiful gift 
…”

Levadski opened the book and smoothed out the pages, his knuckles crack-
ing. He made a cracking noise with every motion, he always had since he 
was a child. Even when he sighed or sneezed. Once he had a bout of  hic-
cups where every hiccup was accompanied by a cracking noise and he kept 
on cracking. A whole day passed by like this. Levadski turned the pages of  
the dictionary with a great sense of  pleasure.

Kra, Kre, Kro, Kron, Kronoj
Gra, Gres, Gros, Grons, Gronones
Krae, Krea, Kraa, Krona, Krones
Krao, Kroa, Kroä, Kronoe, Kronas
Kraon, Kreo, Kroo, Krono, Kronos

It’s a blessing I know French, thought Levadski, otherwise I would have 
had to learn it at the age of  seventy to read this gem of  a book. Simply 
and unassumingly the content of  the language of  ravens had been scraped 
together and distributed over twenty-seven pages, silent and powerful. 
Levadski remembered the bad mood he had fallen into every time he read 
the dictionary. Every time he stumbled over the word that suggested that 
man, in his search for enlightenment, had possibly overlooked the decisive 
junction – a word from the language of  ravens. Which one was it? Levadski 
turned the pages and felt a surge of  heat creeping up his hunched back.

Kra (quietly, deliberately, talking to himself) – I am
Kra (quietly, drawn out) – I am fine; or I am ready
Kra (short staccato) – Leave me
Kra (tenderly, coquettishly) – Hello; or Wake up; or Excuse the tomfoolery
Kra (questioningly, long) – Is somebody there?
Which word was it then?
Krao (loud and demanding) – Hungry
Kroa (chokingly) – Thank you, thank you so much, such a pleasure
Karr (resolutely) – Adieu!
Kro …
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Kronos! Kronos was the word! “Let us fly” in the language of  ravens, chro-
nos in Greek. Levadski shut the book. It was this junction that mankind 
had rushed past, past its own kinsfolk – past its brother animal. And along 
with it, consideration of  the existence of  a common primeval language had 
been buried! “Dear books,” Levadski said to his library, “that contemporary 
animal psychology stubbornly refuses to credit the higher vertebrates with 
the power of  abstraction and a center of  speech is not only a scandal. It is a 
disaster! The existence of  a common primeval language is perfectly obvious. 
Tell me, does the animal give the impression of  being apathetic? On the 
contrary, the animal looks lively and inquisitive, not because it has just laid 
an egg, but because it possesses language. Language …” raved Levadski, 
craning his neck. “Just like us the animal has named and internalized all the 
objects and impressions known to it. Otherwise the animal would long ago 
have died in isolation, darkness and silence, and even its heightened animal-
ism would not have been able to compensate for its lack of  speech. The 
animal has made sense of  the world like we have, by naming this world!”

Moist-eyed, Levadski shuffled along the bookshelves and continued in a 
more hushed tone: “When humanity started to hone its mental and manual 
skills and continued to improve them, a thick civilizing fog spread over it, so 
that we either thought ourselves close to God or abandoned by God. But, 
my God, how pathetic! All we ever did was widen the gap between him and 
us. Between the animals and ourselves.”

Levadski spoke to his books as if  to his most gifted students. “A common 
primeval language appears to be physiologically and philologically undis-
puted. But from where is philology meant to take the means to prove that 
animals have a faculty for speech and explore their grammar?” The approv-
ing silence of  the books spurred Levadski’s eloquence. on. “The day will 
come,” he continued, “when the dictionaries of  animal language will no 
longer cause their authors to be taunted and ridiculed, but bring them fame 
and honor. The authors will demurely lower their eyes.” Slightly embar-
rassed, Levadski stared at the floor on which balls of  dust were being driven 
back and forth by the draft. “Despondent because they arrived too late at 
the thought of  recognizing in the animal an equal neighbor, a friend who 
can be confidently ascribed a language and an immortal soul once again, 
after such a long time …”
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WHO IS MARTHA?

The books maintained their silence. Let us hope it is not too late to create 
this bond of  friendship, Levadski wanted to say, but he only thought it to 
himself  in silence.
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The first time he fell in love he was fifteen, and he never fell in love so 
deeply again. Over the course of  a few short days, the fifteen-year-old 
boy felt all the extremes of  being in love, from the first kiss to final 
rejection. 

In the microcosm of  a high school in the early 80s, and in the context 
of  the West German peace marches, Navid Kermani writes the 
timeless drama of  first love in all its majesty and ridicule. He links 
his descriptions of  the first glances and touches and farewell letters 
to the stories of  the Arab-Persian mysticism of  love. This book opens 
a passage to earthly and divine soul landscapes, and bridges cultures 
and centuries.
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'GREAT LOVE'
GROSSE LIEBE
BY NAVID KERMANI
TRANSLATED BY DAVID DOLLENMAYER

– 1 –
 A king is traveling through his land with an entourage of  ministers, 

generals, soldiers, officials, servants, and the ladies of  his harem. He sees an 
old man in rags – a fool, perhaps – cowering by the side of  the road. "You'd 
probably like to be me, wouldn't you?" the king calls down mockingly from 
his elephant. "No," replies the old man. "I wouldn't like to be me."

– 2 –

 He was fifteen the first time he fell in love, and he never fell so 
hard again. She was the most beautiful girl in the schoolyard and often 
stood in the smokers' corner only two or three steps away, without ever 
noticing him. Since students from the lower grades were not allowed to join 
the smokers, much less light up themselves, he behaved as inconspicuously 
as possible, standing still among their broad backs like a stowaway. He lifted 
his head only briefly to look around for teachers and even more briefly to 
steal a glance at her. She always seemed to constitute the center of  her little 
group, unapproachable for him. As little hope as he had of  ever gaining 
her favor himself, the worry that she might be more than just friends with 
one of  the seniors surrounding her still drove him crazy. He calmed down 
by persuading himself  that she was evenly portioning out her obviously 
infectious mirth and her doubtless well-chosen words to each one in turn. 
The boy always kept an eye on the seniors' fingers to see if  they were 
clandestinely touching Beauty's hand, her back, or even her butt. At the 
same time, he expected one of  them to turn around any second and ask him 
what he was doing in the smokers' corner. The teachers had already chased 
him away several times, and all it took was an annoyed or merely surprised 
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look from one of  them and he withdrew. He preferred to save himself  the 
embarrassment of  being pulled out of  the crowd right before her eyes and 
shooed back to the kids his own age. The situation was already embarrass-
ing enough, since he imagined that all the smokers were eyeing him and any 
second now they would . . . but here his logic broke down, because didn't 
they all have their backs turned to him?

– 3 –

 Why have I been thinking about the fifteen-year-old since the day 
before yesterday – no, why did I write about him yesterday? For I have of-
ten thought about him, perhaps even every day since thirty years ago, when 
I was that boy who spent his recesses in the smokers' corner, although he 
neither smoked nor knew any of  the older students, despondent, longing, 
and with a heart that beat so loudly that on some days he would lay his right 
hand on his chest in alarm. The day before yesterday when I read the Per-
sian poet Attar's anecdote about the old man who doesn't want to be me, I 
suddenly got the idea that the great love of  my life was founded precisely 
on that wish to get rid of  oneself. Because later – later, when you think 
you’ve found yourself, you – or at any rate I – I wanted to hang onto myself. 
I insisted that I was me, especially when it came to being in love. The reader 
will object that an inexperienced boy cannot be compared to a holy fool, 
that the loss of  self  he may be striving for in puberty (quite apart from the 
fact that puberty is usually described as the exact opposite, as a search for 
self), that his loss of  self  has a fundamentally different content than it does 
on the mystical path, and is completely banal. I began to write yesterday in 
the hope of  proving the reader wrong.

– 4 –

 Actually, the reader must not imagine the boy as shy, confused, 
or lacking in courage. Among his own classmates he thrust out his chest 
and was considered arrogant by some classmates and insubordinate by his 
teachers. He often ignored what his parents told him. Nor was he totally 
inexperienced; his long dark curls had certainly attracted some attention. 
He had "gone out" (as it was still called in those days) with girls of  his own 
age. That he hadn't slept with any of  them was not unusual for a fifteen-
year-old. At any rate, it hardly worried him. As much as he was preoccupied 
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by the mystery represented by the joining of  two bodies, he also sensed its 
significance in life and had resolved to wait for an attachment deserving of  
the name love. He was not thinking of  the beautiful girl in the schoolyard. 
While he already was spending his recesses in the smokers' corner, not in 
his wildest dreams – or to be more precise, not even when under the covers 
– did he ever think of  kissing her or seeing her naked. His grasp of  reality 
was sufficient to realize that this beautiful girl would not be interested in 
anybody who was still too young for the smokers' corner. The reader has 
the right to expect a plausible explanation of  why the boy still had the urge 
to mix in among the broader backs where he would necessarily feel exactly 
as shy, confused, and lacking in courage as I described him on the page I 
wrote yesterday. I've been trying for four days to explain the process to my-
self. My memory is like a film from which the censor has cut the key scenes. 
I can still picture the boy walking toward the girl in a long passageway that 
connected two buildings of  the school, how their eyes met and immediately 
looked away, then met a second and third time; I will never forget the smile 
he thought he glimpsed on her lips just before she walked out of  his field 
of  vision; I vaguely recall the cloying fantasies to which he surrendered 
himself  in the remaining yards of  the passageway and then in class, without 
believing for more than a second or two in their fulfillment: he as her lover, 
the two of  them hand-in-hand, his classmates' astonished looks. In the next 
scene of  the censored film, he's already among the broad backs. I can only 
conjecture how much resolve it took to go to the smokers' corner and even 
more, to return there whenever none of  the stricter teachers was on recess 
duty, to hold up in every recess under the glances over their shoulders, to 
defy in every recess the whispered mockery he thought he heard, two or 
three steps from the beautiful girl. In the dark shadow of  her hair – OK, 
OK, she was blonde – her small face was a lamp or maybe a torch, sur-
rounded by the flutter of  ravens' wings, as the poet Nizami wrote in the 
twelfth century of  the legendary Leila: "Whose heart would not have felt 
yearning at the sight of  this girl? But Majnun felt more! He was drowned in 
the sea of  love before he even knew there was such a thing as love. He had 
already given his heart to Leila before he could even consider what he was 
giving away."

– 5 –

 Once Majnun was walking past Leila's house. Since he was looking 
at the sky, someone said to him, "Majnun, don't look at the sky. Look at 
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Leila's wall!" He replied, "A star that sheds light on Leila's house is enough 
for me.”

– 6 –

 Before continuing with the boy's love I have to return to the pas-
sageway that connected two buildings of  the school because I realize that 
the beautiful girl's smile couldn’t have just been his imagination, since at this 
first encounter he had already discovered the tiny gap between her front 
teeth. It follows – thirty years later the logic is inescapable – it follows that 
she had opened her lips? as she passed. How could I have forgotten that! 
That gap would later become a frequent topic of  conversation between 
them because she herself  seemed to be careful not to move her lips any 
more than necessary when speaking, to say nothing of  being embarrassed 
about laughing. Whenever he noticed her embarrassment he would wax 
eloquent in his assurances of  the perfection that precisely that single defect 
lent to her face, which was therefore no defect at all but rather comparable 
to the birthmark of  the Beloved in Persian poetry. At the same time he kid-
ded her in the sweetest way, tried to get her to laugh by caricaturing her way 
of  talking with almost closed lips, or told her jokes he had made a point of  
learning just for her, or in bed gently tickled her ribs with his fingers or the 
sole of  her foot with his toes. Every time her shiny teeth finally made an ap-
pearance only a hand's breadth, or a cubit, or at most an arm's length from 
his face, he himself  beamed with happiness, beamed with such childish 
delight and almost triumph that if  she hadn't done so already, at the latest 
by now she would give him a smile.  And when he kissed her, oh – I can 
still feel the bulge her gap caused in his tongue. He loved that. More than 
all other raptures he loved the moment when his tongue, sliding along her 
teeth, suddenly, as if  he hadn't expected it, penetrated into the slot, the mo-
ment his soft, flexible tongue felt the hard, smooth enamel on both sides, 
even though it was only a few millimeters deep. He sank into it as if  into 
the sea, which must have been exactly what Nizami meant. However, I've 
gotten a little ahead of  myself  with their love.

. . .

– 22 –

 Man oh man, I had to shake my head today as I alternately recalled 
the scene in the entrance hall of  the Lutheran Student Union and regarded 
my own son, who will soon turn fifteen himself. It's not just their age. In 
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the fashion of  that time, to which the boy had dedicated himself  even 
more thoroughly a few days earlier, he wore three cotton pullovers, checked 
green, purple, and ocher, over his blue-and-white striped bib overalls. The 
longest pullover was underneath the other two and the shortest was on top. 
Add to that a head of  curls as voluminous as Jimi Hendrix's and granny 
glasses with button-size lenses à la John Lennon. His downy cheeks, how-
ever, although he brushed them every morning, still showed no similarity 
to Karl Marx's beard. But the highlight was his spanking new Birkenstocks, 
flat-footed Jesus boots with orthopedically equilibrated footbeds that 
had cost him two months' allowance. Realizing now that in the old days 
people used to dress scarecrows that way, I can understand in retrospect 
my parents' anguish, but without finding the fashion my own son submits 
himself  to any more plausible (O my God, the underpants that absolutely 
must bulge out of  the low-slung pants). And that scarecrow of  a suitor, that 
self-taught Casanova, that little novice forging ahead with zero experience 
of  the world or of  Eros, really is steering a girl into the common room of  
the Lutheran Student Union – a girl who’s almost a woman and – I swear! – 
would be the most beautiful in any schoolyard in the world.

. . .

– 24 –

Of  course, nothing had been accomplished yet. It was only the begin-
ning of  an acquaintance as the boy, side by side with the beautiful girl, made 
his entrance into the common room of  the Lutheran Student Union. To the 
question of  what class he was in, no answer occurred to him other than the 
truthful one, but he did manage to redirect the conversation immediately 
to the German teacher they had in common so she wouldn't also inquire 
about his status in the smokers' corner. At least she didn't talk to him as if  
he was a child and seemed to find it natural that they chose two seats next 
to each other. He told himself  in encouragement that that must mean she 
had no plans to meet anyone else. Then during the meeting, he succeeded 
in saying something that all the blockaders took seriously enough to debate 
for several minutes or even longer: an ardent plea for non-violence and why 
they should maintain it even when provoked – and sure enough, he thought 
he detected out of  the corner of  his eye that she looked at him in agree-
ment and maybe even admiration. And when he decided he had waited long 
enough and finally turned his head toward her, she really did smile at him. 
At some time in their lives everybody performs great deeds that no one 
appreciates, that almost no one even notices and, seen from outside, are in 
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no way remarkable and have not the slightest influence on the course of  
the world. They are deeds between man and God, so to speak. Yes indeed, 
it was really quite a little speech. Suddenly I can even recall specific phrases 
such as "Don't do the cops a favor" or "Violence is really counterproduc-
tive now, just when our solidarity with the establishment peace movement 
is developing." The speech the boy gave at the meeting of  various peace or-
ganizations was one of  those great deeds – nothing less than heroic, in fact, 
if  we apply the word only to him personally. At the most, I can understand 
his courage, but try as I might, not his rhetorical fireworks or the political 
sophistication thanks to which a fifteen-year-old was able to hold his head 
high in front of  a group of  at least forty or fifty activists, almost all of  them 
adults. No matter how often he spoke in public later in life, he never again 
gave a speech in which he so clearly outdid himself  (in his own opinion – all 
right, all right, exclusively in his own opinion). Of  course, he never again 
had such an important motive. Thus it was probably also exhaustion that 
saved him from asking the beautiful girl if  she wanted to go have a beer 
with him after the meeting. That early in their acquaintance she would cer-
tainly have turned him down. What seemed real, on the other hand, was the 
prospect of  sitting next to her on the bus ride to the blockade in the capital. 
After all, hadn't she offered to drive him home in her car? I rode my bike 
here, he answered with all the off-handedness he could muster and was still 
proud of  his self-control the next morning. Until the blockade of  the minis-
try of  defense, he would stop spending his recess in the smokers' corner. At 
last the conquering hero was following a strategy.

– 25 –

It was 3:30 a.m. and raining – three quarters of  an hour before depar-
ture time – and his mother, who thought it was a school field trip, dropped 
him off  behind their town's multipurpose hall. Are you the first one here? 
His mother was surprised that the parking lot was deserted. My class is 
meeting around front, the boy explained, and said that because of  the one-
way streets it was easier for him to just walk around the building instead of  
making his mother drive him there (Google Maps confirms my suspicion 
that there are no one-way streets anywhere near the multipurpose hall of  
my hometown). One by one the other blockaders showed up. The bus ar-
rived. They waited five and then fifteen minutes for the usual stragglers. But 
she didn't come, she just didn't come. Twenty minutes after the stated time 
of  departure he begged the director, organizer, or whatever the big shot 
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was called who coordinated the various peace groups – a stout, bearded 
man his father's age, probably a leftover from two protest movements ago, 
who was holding an umbrella in one hand and his list in the other – almost 
screamed at this big shot that they absolutely had to wait for the stragglers. 
But there's just one no-show, the big shot objected. – But Jutta has really 
been preparing for this blockade. – Well, I can't help it if  she's not here. – 
What’s with all this bourgeois punctuality? – Look, we've got to get to the 
ministry before their work day begins or there's no point to the blockade. 
If  cell phones had existed he could have texted her, called her up, woken 
her up, sent a taxi to pick her up – but what could he do back then and 
already a half  hour after the appointed departure time? Oh, kiss my ass with 
your secondary virtues. The boy left the big shot standing there under his 
umbrella and boarded the bus, soaking wet (not long before, a representa-
tive of  the establishment who sympathized with the peace movement had 
caused a scandal by saying that punctuality, discipline, and orderliness were 
secondary virtues, also useful for running a concentration camp). 

– 26 –

On day twenty-six – that's right, I'm writing my story a page a day to 
give my memory a chance to sort itself  out, even if  I do retain the right 
(following the example of  the most renowned poets) to decide how long a 
page is – today, that is, I'm trying to find out her address, telephone num-
ber, or e-mail address. It's not just that both her first and last names were 
a bit of  a disappointment. She may have gotten married and, setting aside 
women's lib, seized the opportunity to not have a name like everyone else's. 
There'd be no point in getting her letter out of  the trunk again to read 
the return address, since she lived in a commune that can’t be in existence 
anymore for the irrefutable reason that along with the entire block, it had 
to make way for precisely the expressway they were protesting together. 
Ah, the demonstration against the expressway – what a failure it was, and 
yet what a feast for memory! Since she graduated from high school, more 
precisely, since the day of  the senior prank when he saw her riding by on a 
flat-bed truck, he's never seen her again. In vain his calls, his letters, his vis-
its, which I have unfortunately not suppressed – an entire afternoon spent 
on the sidewalk under her window. A while later, when she showered him 
with the afore-mentioned reproaches, he wrote back but didn't dare call her 
up, and in the end saved himself  the trouble of  a second letter. He still kept 
an eye out for her in the bars, even though another girl from the commune 
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had long ago told him she’d moved to the city and no, sorry, she couldn't 
give him her phone number. Didn't they have any friends in common that I 
could ferret out? At least I know the name of  the village she was from, only 
a few hills beyond our town. I have a hope that maybe her parents are still 
living there and I take a quick look at the on-line telephone directory. Well 
what do you know! For that village, her ordinary last name boasts not one 
but in fact three entries, the first names all masculine ones already rare in 
my generation. Her father (who must be at least seventy years old) and his 
brothers or cousins, I surmise. Probably not her own brothers. There must 
have been a whole tribe she escaped from into that commune. What would 
I say if  I called up? How would I introduce myself  or tell them what I was 
after? And what would be the point? For one thing, I fear her parents would 
recall the boy whose acquaintance they themselves had made on a certain 
occasion.

– 27 –

 As he waited for a connection that deserved the name love, he had 
not reckoned with the fact that his condition would express itself  with such 
direct physical manifestations as a rapid heartbeat, fingers nervously drum-
ming on the chair arm, and a clenched jaw. Only later did he read in the 
books that love not only "steals away one's reason" and gives rise to "intel-
lectual obsession" as Ibn Arabi warns, but also signifies "emaciation," "the 
stubborn circling of  one's thoughts, agitation, insomnia, burning desire, the 
fire of  passion, and sleepless nights." And that's not all: "Even what elicits 
abnormal behavior is love. Love makes you squander your possibilities, 
lose your composure, and become childish." Of  course the boy blamed her 
absence on himself  and didn't even consider the possibility that Beauty was 
sick or had overslept, or that she simply had lost the courage to blockade 
a ministry. No, it was that she wasn't willing to sit next to him even for the 
length of  a bus ride. Not even the struggle against nuclear weapons was 
important enough to put up with the sight of  him. Not even the upheavals 
of  the time were great enough to make his miserable existence insignificant 
by comparison. The autobahn signs glided by like hieroglyphics. He heard 
the announcements the big shot was making into the tour bus's microphone 
like they were in a foreign language. When they arrived in the capital the 
boy got out of  the bus like a condemned man and let himself  be carried 
along by the others as if  to his own execution. While the other blockaders, 
despite their age, seemed as excited as boy scouts on an outing, he could 
have answered an inquiry about how he felt with the words of  the love-sick 
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Majnun, that he was an old donkey rubbed raw by his burden. "My body is 
thin and weak, yet every day I must bear heavy loads. And when they take 
off  my packsaddle to let me rest, the horseflies fall upon me and bite the 
open wounds so that I cry out: Oh would that they had granted me no rest!" 
I have no memory of  the blockade itself, nor of  how long it lasted. The 
only thing I remember is how furious he got when two policemen wear-
ing helmets and looking gigantic in their bullet-proof  vests grabbed him 
under the arms to carry him off. As if  it were a matter of  life and death or, 
to continue the metaphor, as if  he were the donkey that doesn't want any 
more beatings, he screamed as if  he were on the rack, thrashed about with 
his arms and legs, used all his strength to make himself  as stiff  as a board 
when the two police got hold of  his hands, and suddenly wrenched his body 
wildly back and forth when two more police rushed over to grab his feet. 
The result was that he was the only blockader from his town who did not 
get deposited on the lawn next to the entrance drive to the ministry, but 
instead, and despite the touching support of  the big shot who pleaded with 
the police to arrest him instead of  an innocent child, the boy got taken di-
rectly to the paddy wagon. The protest against nuclear arms only morphed 
into a true disaster, however, when his father picked him up from the police 
station in the capital that evening. Nevertheless, it seems that the pictures of  
the rampaging blockader that at that very moment were being shown on the 
evening news (you can still find the clips today on YouTube, just search for 
Hardthöhe, 1983, and blockade) had no perceptible effect on the blockad-
ers' solidarity with the establishment peace movement. Nor, by the way, did 
they prevent nuclear weapons from being acquired.

. . .

– 41 –

A mattress on the floor covered with Indian-looking shawls on which 
three or maybe even four people could spend the night – or rather turn the 
night to day – three flimsy wooden orange crates turned on their sides and 
holding her school books, her favorite reads, and records, no desk where 
she did her homework, but instead a tower built out of  a cassette deck, a 
radio, an amplifier, and a record player, to the right and left self-assembled 
speaker boxes painted moss green, which also served as stands for incense 
sticks (on the left) and the ashtray (on the right), a shelf  of  unfinished pine 
for jewelry, mostly natural cosmetics, pens and pencils, notebooks, and all 
her other paraphernalia, clothing in piles on the originally beige but now 
stain-flecked wall-to-wall carpet or single items simply left where they fell, 
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in addition a painted pink chair as a clothes tree, on and under the two 
window sills countless empty wine bottles, in whose necks white candles 
stood like ballet dancers, the walls painted a fiery yellow with a poster from 
a jazz festival and Picasso's Dove of  Peace, which in the West Germany of  
those days hung in the rooms of  hundreds of  thousands of  high school-
ers, university students, and the squatters occupying derelict buildings, six 
potted plants tall as a man that today would evoke a greenhouse – that's 
how the room looked that not only promised the discovery of  love but 
corresponded down to the last detail, down to the terracotta tea set, to his 
ideas of  interior design, but beyond taste and desire stood for nothing less 
than a political utopia. Like this, exactly like this is how he too wanted to 
live someday, as "wild and dangerous" as a postcard pinned to her door 
urged someone named Arthur to do. Although this postcard was even more 
widespread among high schoolers, university students, and squatters than 
Picasso's Dove of  Peace, I never wondered who this Arthur guy was. Scho-
penhauer? I know, I know: nothing from that time remains in the collective 
memory. As dramatic, subversive, even apocalyptic as the struggle against 
nuclear weapons seemed to the activists who gathered for mass demon-
strations in the former capital, formed human chains along the autobahns, 
blockaded barracks, and distributed roses to helmeted police armed with 
night sticks, the West German peace movement fizzled out without a trace 
when NATO's so-called double-track decision was passed anyway. And 
today's historians even justify the double-track decision by attributing to it 
the fall of  the Wall! Nevertheless, I treasure that time, now recalled, if  at all, 
only for its curious customs – men knitting and women dressed in the same 
shapeless clothes – but still, the longer I think about it the more I treasure 
it because there was one thing it wasn't, namely, cool and ironic. As in the 
traditions my story draws upon, but provisionally for the last time in the 
West, benevolence, gentleness, altruism and even weakness were regarded as 
virtues. The words of  the barefoot Bishr ibn Harith from the ninth century, 
that you are not complete as long as your worst enemy is not safe from you, 
could have been spoken at the meetings in the Lutheran Student Union, 
in reference to the Warsaw Pact. Gentle water hollows the hard stone and 
so on – it's all been refuted, it's all news from day-before-yesterday, from 
eons ago, and yet deep down inside I still believe it, although for other 
than historical reasons. Without the fire of  love as a political message that 
flared up again ten or fifteen years after the hippies, the most beautiful girl 
in the schoolyard would never have opened up the Holy of  Holies to this 
scarecrow of  a suitor. For it's becoming more and more clear to me that 
there was also an emancipatory element underlying her sudden, unexpected 

33



'GREAT LOVE'

affection, her decision to favor a little novice over the hunks, to appreciate 
the guilelessness of  his naiveté and to see strength precisely in his uncer-
tainty. And once she'd fallen in love with him, she seems to have decided 
to reveal the joining of  two bodies to him in such a way that the fire within 
would continue to burn for the rest of  his life. How'd I get that idea? Well, 
she didn't even ask if  he'd ever slept with a girl before. She just knew the 
answer as she lit the candles that one after another began to dance in their 
bottles.

. . . 

– 44 –

 It was clear to her from the beginning that she would have to 
introduce him to the act of  love – thirty years later, I know this. But the 
boy didn't. He threw himself  on her with a leap, not unlike diving head-first 
into a pool and then wondering how to swim. He certainly had imagined 
the situation to himself  in the last few days – to say nothing of  sitting alone 
at the bar that evening – in all imaginable detail, had prepared in his mind 
everything he would do with his hands, all the combinations of  move-
ments and positions, but once his body was actually lying on hers and his 
privates – let's stick with that term for it – unintentionally brushed against 
her fuzz, he first felt only the fear of  how he would get through the next 
five seconds without spilling his seed in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
He quickly lifted his buttocks and began to kiss her in the idiotic hope that 
his erection would subside if  only he kept his privates far enough away 
from hers. For the same reason, he knelt beside her and let his mouth and 
all ten fingers race furiously up and down her body like a gang of  janitors 
cleaning the passageway that connected two buildings of  the high school. 
The body that had just now been so magnificent and somehow (and this 
self-aggrandizing assumption was probably the essence of  his offense) his 
property, something he must take possession of, had been transformed into 
a piece of  alien material. It or rather she did not respond to his touches 
with any movement that could be seen as registering pleasure, and even 
worse were the moments when it or she seemed shockingly lifeless. This 
farcical foreplay can’t have lasted long. From the perspective of  today, I 
would guess it was not even sixty seconds before the beautiful girl sat up – 
how I now wish I knew with what kind of  expression, whether chuckling or 
groaning to herself  – took his hands, and bedded them down on his thighs, 
in order, so to speak, to start his ABCs from the beginning. But to the boy, 
that minute seemed like an eternity in which God had left him alone with 
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himself, as the Sufis would say. It's the condition of  losing one's head in 
panic that must occur before the lover notices that the goal is not to desire 
but to be desired. The masters always describe it as the beginning of  insight. 
In the ideal case, what follows the panic is deference, then adulation, then 
veneration, before the path of  mystical obliteration can begin. Of  course in 
the boy's case, his panic had reverberated so strongly that for the time being 
his erection went limp.

. . .

– 79 –

Perhaps instead of  an emancipatory impulse, I must explain the beauti-
ful girl's benevolence with one of  the most famous anecdotes in the litera-
ture of  the Sufis. Jesus and his disciples pass a dead and half  decomposed 
dog whose mouth is open. "How horribly he stinks," say the disciples, turn-
ing away in disgust. Jesus, however, says, "Look how beautifully his white 
teeth shine!"

. . .

-- 88 --

 As superficial as the boy's love must seem to any outside observer, 
as brief  as it was, as restrained as was his actual struggle (she simply didn't 
get in touch with him and his attempts to win her back, after a single 
afternoon spent under her window, amounted only to keeping an eye out 
for Beauty in the bars long after she had moved to the city), as little as was 
at stake compared to a family he would destroy, and in particular, as paltry 
as his sexual ecstasy seems to have been (not even to mention hers), my 
dictum still stands: this was the love of  his life. I can't remember exactly 
what day it was when the two of  them were eating ice cream, as they did 
every day, on the plaza in front of  the station where a fountain defied the 
gray utilitarianism of  the surrounding buildings. There were also a few 
trees, and two or three yards from them grown-ups were playing chess with 
giant pieces that came up to their knees. Without announcing it, without 
thinking about it, the boy leaned over to Beauty and licked the bicolor ice 
cream off  her upper and lower lip. Although his eyes were closed he saw, 
saw with his heart, that she liked the contact of  their mouths, sweetened 
with the taste of  strawberries and vanilla. Seen from outside, from the chess 
squares, for instance, and even more from the street where cars were stuck 
in traffic like every afternoon, as if  gathered there to demonstrate the need 
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to build that expressway, from any other point on earth they were nothing 
but two somewhat oddly dressed youngsters sitting on an everyday park 
bench and kissing. The only thing that differentiated this kiss a little from 
the hundreds and thousands of  kisses that lovers exchanged every day even 
in their staunchly Protestant town (the only thing, that is, besides the gap in 
her teeth that made every kiss of  hers special) was nothing more than the 
bicolor ice cream. The two of  them, however, the two lovers tasted in the 
strawberries and vanilla all the sweetness that God promises his creatures. 
And not only did the park bench feel like everything around it was only 
created so that they could sit here now – in that moment they really did 
constitute the center of  the universe, if  what the Sufis say is true: that the 
universe is beholden to lovers and not lovers to the universe. "For a while I 
circled around the House of  God," as Bayazid Bestami formulates the idea. 
"When I reached God, I noticed that His House had circled me." For chil-
dren who hurt themselves or lose themselves in a game, nothing else exists 
but that pain or that game. In the same way the two of  them savored every 
molecule of  ice cream. But unlike children, they were aware of  what existed 
at the same time. They didn't lose themselves but perceived everything: the 
chess players, the fountain, the sounds of  traffic, perceived all these phe-
nomena without having to grant them any significance whatsoever. In one 
formulation or another, this idea is also present in all mystic traditions: that 
we must eat from the Tree of  Knowledge in order to fall back into a state 
of  innocence. It is not the case, however, that pure experience and absolute 
consciousness come together only in the enlightened or only in the brief  
moments of  profane enlightenment. In our first, youthful falling in love we 
don't become children; we are still half  children and yet we already taste two 
kinds of  knowledge .

. . .

– 95 –

Once during that day one of  the squatters came down to the street to 
talk to the boy who was keeping the front door under surveillance. Beauty 
wasn’t there, the squatter lied. She wasn’t in the kitchen or in her room. 
But the boy lied more convincingly that he’d seen her at the window and 
declared himself  determined to wait overnight or all week if  necessary until 
he was allowed in to see her. That once there, he intended to throw himself  
at her feet was not at all meant metaphorically, as the squatter thought. For 
the boy it was concretely connected to deciding whether it was better to 
immediately lie down on the stained wall-to-wall, or first take the two steps 
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over to her mattress, there to be hers forever, forever under her command. 
You gotta get her out of  your head, insisted the squatter, who had hoisted 
himself  up next to him on the chest-high wall. She doesn’t want to see you 
anymore. No, I’m sure she doesn’t want to talk through the break-up with 
you. But the boy gushed about the gentle water that hollowed the hard 
stone and informed the squatter that love had a basically political dimen-
sion, even – or especially – when it occurred between two people. Couldn’t 
the commune’s kitchen council please call a plenary session or individually 
talk to Beauty? After all, more was at stake than just personal feelings – it 
was a question of  realizing a utopia that could serve as a model. He was 
convinced that he sounded completely rational and was adducing arguments 
as sophisticated as in the Lutheran Student Union. He admitted his mis-
takes, analyzed misunderstandings, chalked up jumping onto the teacher’s 
desk as a stupid blunder, and honestly and openly conceded differences 
– no, diametrical oppositions – that existed between Beauty and himself, 
not just the difference in their ages, but more seriously, the differences – 
okay, oppositions – in their characters. She – yes, he admitted it – she was 
the realist, he the dreamer; she was orderly, he chaotic. But all the more 
wonderful was the miracle of  their love, which overcame all obstacles, bore 
up under all adversities, burst all limitations! The boy attached such world 
historical importance to a reconciliation that he would likely have called on 
the support of  the entire peace movement and not just the kitchen council 
if  the squatter hadn’t jumped down from the wall with an exclamation that 
has been disheartening me for thirty years. Word for word: Man, what a 
wacko you are. According to the announcement from the train station’s loud 
speaker that the boy became cognizant of  for the first time since installing 
himself  in front of  her building, it was exactly 5:32 p.m. Please step back 
from the edge of  the platform.

. . .

– 98 –

 And then he just left. Again, I can only guess what had gotten into 
him. I hear the scheduled departure time of  the next train, 6:19 p.m. So 
not even an hour had passed since he declared reconciliation with Beauty 
to be a world-historical task. He jumped down from the wall, first went up 
to the door, pressed all four anonymous buzzers for the umpteenth time, 
waited once more to see if  anyone would open up for him, looked up at the 
windows again, turned around, intended – I think – to get back up on the 
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wall, but instead walked out onto the sidewalk. Perhaps only from hunger 
and thirst, perhaps to answer a call of  nature he couldn’t put off  any longer, 
or perhaps taking pity on his parents who must have been crazy with worry, 
or out of  resignation, or still in the illusion that with fresh energy or even 
some fresh provisions he would be back in the morning to wait by her door, 
he turned toward the train station, looked back several times while walking 
along the block toward the tracks to see if  she wasn’t at the window, calling 
him back. He didn’t stop until he got to the pedestrian underpass. After one 
or two minutes he descended the stairs and, emerging back into the daylight 
in front of  the station, walked straight home. My son is right. Already last 
night I told him the end, which was the real beginning of  the separation, 
the longing, and the withering away. He’s right that of  all the boy’s follies, 
the greatest was not to have held out, overnight or the whole week if  neces-
sary, until they let him in to see Beauty. Eventually – the next morning, for 
instance – she would have had to come out the door to go to school. Just 
imagine, said my son, if  you had still been sitting there on that wall.
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On a business trip to Tunisia, Preising, a leading Swiss industrialist, is 
invited to spend the week with the daughter of  a local gangster, whom 
he accompanies to the wedding of  two city traders at an old Berber camp 
in the desert which has been transformed into a luxury resort. With the 
wedding party in full swing, the bride riding up the aisle on a camel, the 
global financial system stands on the brink of  collapse. As the wedding 
guests nurse their hangovers, they learn that the pound has depreciated 
tenfold, and their world begins to crumble around them. Barbarian Spring 
is a credible, probing and refreshingly original satire for our times, which 
explores a culture clash between high finance and the value-system of  the 
Maghreb. 
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‘No,’ said Preising, ‘you’re asking the wrong questions’, and as if  to 
emphasise his objection he suddenly stopped dead on the gravel path. 
This habit of  his annoyed me, as it made our strolls feel like the wheezy 
perambulations of  old, overweight Basset hounds. And yet I continued 
to take a daily constitutional with Preising for, despite his many irritating 
quirks, in this place he was still the person whose company I most enjoyed. 
‘No’, he repeated, finally moving off  again, ‘you’re asking the wrong 
questions.’

For all Preising’s loquaciousness, he set great store by what he said, and 
always knew precisely what questions he wanted people to ask him – ones 
which ensured that the torrent of  words flowing from him would take 
the course he intended. And so I, who to all intents and purposes was a 
prisoner here, had little choice but to go along with him.

‘Look here,’ he said, ‘I’ll prove it to you. À propos of  which, I’ll tell you 
a little story.’ À propos, for heaven’s sake! – that was another one of  his 
affectations, larding his speech with archaic turns of  phrase he knew full 
well nobody else used anymore. Even so, it was a foible which I fear had 
begun to rub off  on me over the course of  the last few weeks. Sometimes I 
seriously doubted whether we were good for one another, Preising and me.

‘A story,’ he promised, ‘with a moral to it. A tale full of  incredible twists 
and turns, nail-biting adventures and exotic temptations.’

If  you’re expecting some sleazy story at this juncture, you couldn’t 
be more wrong. Preising never spoke about his sex life. I knew him well 
enough not to fear that. In fact, I could only conjecture whether he even 
had a sex life. It was certainly hard to imagine. Then again, appearances can 
be deceptive. After all, when I look at myself  in the mirror, I sometimes 
wonder how a lifeless person like me had managed one.

Before launching into his story, Preising interrupted our walk again and 
stood staring at the horizon – which in our case was very close, namely the 
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top of  the high yellow perimeter wall – as if  gazing back into the past. He 
narrowed his eyes, sniffed and pursed his narrow lips. ‘Maybe,’ he finally 
began, ‘none of  this would ever have happened if  Prodanovic hadn’t sent 
me on holiday.’

Though he was ultimately responsible for Preising’s admission to 
this place, Prodanovic wasn’t his doctor. No, Prodanovic was that young 
– actually not so young any more now, but still brilliant – employee of  
Preising’s whose invention of  the wolfram CBC circuit, which every 
mobile phone mast in the world needed in order to function, had saved the 
television aerial concern Preising had inherited from impending bankruptcy, 
propelling it to the dizzy heights of  global market leader in CBC circuitry.

Preising’s father, who put off  dying just long enough for his son to 
complete the Business Studies degree he’d interrupted by spending eighteen 
months at a private Parisian singing school, bequeathed Preising his TV-
aerial factory with 35 employees at a time when cable television had already 
gained a firm foothold. The turnover of  the company, which had grown 
from his grandfather’s original inductor and potentiometer manufacturing 
business, where Preising’s forbears had worn their fingers to the bone 
twisting thin copper wires, was at that juncture almost entirely accounted 
for by the production of  metre-long aerials for radio hams to install on their 
roofs – competitively priced thanks to their almost total lack of  branching – 
but unfortunately, radio hams were a dying breed, too.

So it was that Preising, through no fault of  his own, found himself  at 
the helm of  a failing company that was badly in need of  a shake-up, and 
there was no question that the business would have gone under if  the young 
instrument engineer Prodanovic hadn’t developed the wolfram CBC circuit 
and taken charge of  the firm. Preising, then, had Prodanovic to thank for 
making him not only a wealthy proprietor, but also chairman of  a company 
with a workforce of  1,500 and branches on all five continents. At least, that 
was how things appeared to the outside world; in reality, for a long time 
the day-to-day running of  the dynamic enterprise, which now went by the 
dynamic-sounding name of  Prixxing, had been in the hands of  Prodanovic 
and his team of  thrusting high achievers and go-getters.

Yet as the public face of  the firm, Preising was still much in demand, 
and Prodanovic was well aware that, if  Preising did serve any useful 
purpose, then it was to convey a sense of  permanence, as the steadfast 
presiding spirit of  a fourth-generation family firm. That was the only role 
that Prodanovic, the son of  a Bosnian buffet waiter, didn’t presume to 
fill himself. After all, he was the first to admit that anything to do with 
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the Balkans positively shrieked instability – an impression to be avoided 
in business at all costs. whenever his busy schedule allowed, Prodanovic 
liked to give talks at inner-city problem schools, presenting himself  as a 
shining example of  successful integration. It was the very same Prodanovic, 
equipped with full power of  attorney over the company, who had packed 
Preising off  on holiday, something he was wont to do whenever important 
decisions were pending.

Now, I realised straight away that, even with the first sentence of  
his story, Preising had effectively succeeded in absolving himself  of  all 
responsibility for the events that subsequently unfolded.

He didn’t even have to decide where to go on holiday. The ever-efficient 
Prodanovic always endeavoured to combine pleasure with business. Which 
in this case meant Preising flying to Tunisia and visiting one of  their 
suppliers, whose factory was located in a low corrugated-iron shed in one 
of  the industrial estates on the outskirts of  Sfax, on the road to Tunis. Slim 
Malouch, the owner of  the assembly plant, was a wheeler-dealer with a wide 
portfolio of  interests, including electronic goods, phosphates, and upmarket 
tourism. He owned a string of  exclusive hotels, and Preising would be his 
guest.

Malouch was keen to do business with anyone who had anything to do 
with telecommunications, not only because he’d identified that that was 
where the future lay – he and every other entrepreneur – but also because 
he saw it as the only way of  saving his family enterprise. Sure, he had four 
clever and, as Preising assured me, really very good-looking daughters, but 
he was afraid that current circumstances in Tunisia made it impossible for 
him to entrust them with the running of  the family’s various concerns. 
Accordingly, this responsibility fell entirely upon the shoulders of  his son. 
Shoulders which Foued Malouch had already burdened with the moral 
responsibility of  a course in Ecological Geology in Paris, making it quite 
out of  the question for him to now head up a firm that earned the lion’s 
share of  its profits from phosphates, which ended up as chemical fertiliser 
on the salad-growing fields of  Europe. Foued even went so far as to 
threaten his father with the prospect of  dropping out and trying his luck on 
an organic farm in the Lot département. Preising could see for himself  that 
Slim Malouch wasn’t just a respectable man, he was also prudent and so was 
trying to diversify from phosphates into telecommunications, and hoped to 
further this aim by getting to know Preising.
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Preising was all set, then, to exchange the fogs of  midland Switzerland 
for the balmy Tunisian spring. He swapped his customary tweed jacket and 
burgundy cords for a houndstooth jacket the colour of  an egg nog and a 
pair of  chinos with sharp creases; in all honesty, he found this ensemble 
ludicrous, but his housekeeper had laid it out ready for him and he was 
afraid of  offending her by spurning it. And so, with his face set in an 
indulgent smile, he found himself  climbing into the passenger seat of  her 
car – he didn’t own one himself  – and having her drive him to the airport.

‘The flight was a real pleasure,’ Preising assured me. ‘I even broke the 
habit of  a lifetime and had a drink. The stewardess had misheard me and 
brought me a scotch instead of  a fruit juice. I accepted it anyhow because I 
felt sorry for her, with her dumpy figure, which stood in such stark contrast 
to all the stylised gazelle logos on her uniform. It’s true, she really wasn’t 
a looker, and certain passengers who thought their purchase of  a ticket 
entitled them to something more were giving her a hard time. I’d have felt 
bad not taking every opportunity I could to be nice to her, so I felt obliged 
to accept a second scotch, and then a third.’

Slim Malouch, accompanied by his eldest daughter, greeted Preising in 
the over-air-conditioned arrivals hall at Tunis–Carthage airport and when 
Preising saw, in the heat outside the building, the enviably imperious way in 
which Malouch shooed away the taxi drivers and beckoned to his personal 
chauffeur, he was fleetingly tempted to give credence to the rumour that 
his hosts were the illegitimate son of  Roger Trinquier – author of  the 
seminal work Modern Warfare – and his Algerian mistress, who had allegedly 
fled the country on the night the French pulled out of  the Maghreb and 
crossed the desert into Tunisia, with the infant Slim cradled in her arms. 
There, her physical charms and her skills as a typist soon saw her become 
the secretary, and then the wife, of  a backbencher from the Néo-Destour 
Party. Her husband was hatching a plan to assassinate President Bourguiba, 
and was only thwarted by a fatal heart attack during a sitting of  parliament; 
and so, because he’d supposedly died in the service of  the fatherland, he 
was posthumously decorated, while his wife, the former courtesan of  the 
French torturer of  Algerians, was granted a generous state pension.

Then again, Preising recalled, the source of  this rumour was unreliable. 
He’d heard it from a man called Moncef  Daghfous who, aside from being 
Malouch’s main competitor, had also made Preising an offer to assemble the 
CBC circuits at a far lower unit cost in his factory on the outskirts of  Tunis. 
He openly confessed that his ability to undercut Malouch was mainly due 
to the fact that he was employing underage Dinka refugees who’d fled the 
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conflict in Darfur. Dab-handed little chaps, he called them. Preising would 
have been only too happy to turn the offer down flat, but the child labour 
thing wasn’t as clear-cut as it seemed. He called to mind an evening at the 
neo-liberal business club Prodanovic belonged to, where the person next to 
him at dinner had explained what a delicate subject child labour was. Much 
more problematic than your average do-gooder might like to think, it really 
wasn’t such a straightforward matter at all, and under certain circumstances 
it could even be the lesser of  two evils. Preising was unsure if  those 
circumstances applied to the current case, because frankly he’d had trouble 
following what his young dinner companion was driving at. In any event, 
he put off  making a decision; he’d need to consult Prodanovic first, and he 
kept stalling Moncef  Daghfous with flimsy excuses.

Daghfous had got the wrong idea about Preising. He clearly took him 
to be some chancer. Having tarred his rival Slim Malouch with a shady 
past and pitched an unbeatably cheap price and yet still failed to strike a 
deal with Preising, he wheeled out the big guns and summoned his six 
daughters. Preising could take his pick, he said, they were all available and all 
of  marriageable age, only the second one from the left was already spoken 
for, but if  Preising really insisted, then he, Daghfous, would arrange for the 
fiancé to be involved in a car crash, though that kind of  thing was really 
tricky to organise and besides, the other five were just as good as the one 
who was engaged. Voilà, he said, spreading out his palms and gesturing 
towards his daughters. Voilà, repeated Preising, not knowing what else to 
say.

Of  course, Preising was shocked by this, but he was also an avowed 
cultural relativist of  a completely unchauvinistic kind. His liberalism was a 
lukewarm variety of  relativism. All the same, on our walks he was always 
ready to flaunt his ethics of  virtue like some religious monstrance. Preising, 
the great devotee of  Aristotle’s Doctrine of  the Mean, who was content 
in the knowledge that the mean wasn’t some mathematical postulate, but a 
concept that needed to be determined afresh on a case-by-case basis. Here, 
though, different worlds collided. Here extreme caution was called for. And 
this business with Daghfous’ daughters was a particularly problematic case 
that gave him much pause for thought.

I was afraid his story was going to degenerate into some Maghrebian 
Scheherazade, all about exotic temptations, with Preising having to 
choose between six underage Tunisian girls like he was selecting from the 
cheeseboard at the restaurant Kronenhalle in Zurich. Perhaps his tale was 
about to turn sleazy after all.
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‘But just when things were starting to go pear-shaped,’ he went on, 
‘and the man began reproaching me, saying that evidently I didn’t find his 
daughters attractive enough and that maybe he should send them away and 
call in his three sons instead, and it was all I could do to reassure him that 
my problem was that I was spoilt for choice, since each of  the girls was so 
utterly ravishing in her own way, while all the time desperately searching 
for a polite way to decline his offer without mortally offending him, he 
was suddenly interrupted by a servant whose face was flushed with alarm. 
It seemed that one of  Daghfous’ phosphate plants had gone up in flames. 
Daghfous hastily left me in the care of  his daughters – who fussed over me 
in a truly touching manner – and dashed out of  the room, promising to be 
back in a trice to find out which one I’d plumped for.’

In the event, though, it never came to that. While the daughters, under 
the supervision of  an old chaperone, were serving tea and sweetmeats, 
Daghfous was attempting, with flailing arms and a volley of  profane threats, 
to herd his workforce back into the plant to tackle the blaze. when all his 
gesticulations and curses fell on deaf  ears, he grabbed a bucket of  sand 
and a spade himself  and, pour encourager les autres, strode towards the 
burning building, just in time to meet a shock wave coming in the opposite 
direction; unleashed by a massive explosion, it tore Moncef  Daghfous’ head 
from his body and distributed bits of  his phosphate plant – corrugated 
iron, old-fashioned conveyor belts, French excavators and American wheel-
loaders – across a wide radius of  the surrounding rocky landscape.

‘When the same servant came back to impart the tragic news, I 
fully expected a traditional display of  grief. Loud wailing, hair-tearing, 
extravagant clawing at faces contorted in pain, fainting fits and all that kind 
of  thing. But instead the six daughters just looked at one another in silence, 
cleared away the tea glasses and the silver pot and deposited me out on the 
street with a half-eaten piece of  baklava in my hand.’

You could never be sure whether Preising’s stories were true or not, but 
that wasn’t the point. What mattered to him was the moral of  the story. 
He firmly believed that every tale worth telling had one. For the most part, 
his stories bore witness to his own prudence, of  which he was inordinately 
proud.

Yet Dr Betschart regarded Preising’s prudence as a suitable case for 
treatment, a psychopathology for which she was still, three weeks after his 
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referral to the institute, trying to find the correct clinical description. The 
diagnosis appeared difficult, the symptoms unclear, and the obduracy of  the 
patient, who veered between being charming and amiable on the one hand 
and tiresomely stubborn on the other, wasn’t exactly helping either.

My common depression was infinitely easier to diagnose and at the same 
time fundamentally less interesting. Yet in our inability to see ourselves 
as capable of  taking action we were alike, Preising and I. He managed to 
construe this evident failing as a virtue. I, on the other hand, am greatly 
bothered by it. Yet doing anything about it would mean taking action.

‘In any event,’ Preising continued, ‘the source was unreliable, and 
Slim Malouch’s behaviour gave me no cause whatever to doubt his 
unimpeachable pedigree. Courteously, he ushered me into the back seat of  
a French limousine – whose positively maritime handling characteristics on 
the potholed road to Tunis put me in mind of  a camel ride... but more on 
camels presently,’ Preising interjected, ‘– next to his daughter Saida before 
closing the door behind me and getting into the driver’s seat of  a 4×4, 
which I’d completely failed to spot had pulled up alongside us. Holding his 
mobile to his ear and giving us a graceful wave, he roared past us. I wouldn’t 
see him again until that evening. He was terribly sorry, he’d told me before 
leaving, he was rushed off  his feet that day, but Saida would look after me 
and take me to the hotel she managed, where I was to spend the first night 
of  my stay.

‘On the drive into town, Saida pointed out all the places of  interest 
through the limousine’s tinted windows; her gracious demeanour dispelled 
any lingering doubts I may have had about the Malouch family. A glimpse 
of  the Lac de Tunis, a fleeting prospect of  the Avenue Habib Bourguiba, 
the Magasin Général, a few picturesque doorways. I turned my head this 
way and that, feigning interest as though I was seeing all this for the first 
time. Malouch didn’t need to know that, barely a year before, I’d already 
spent several days in Tunis at the invitation of  his rival Moncef  Daghfous.

‘The car drew up in front of  a four-storey building in a side street off  
the Place de la Victoire. It was whitewashed with blue-painted shutters and 
liberally adorned with slim pillars and crenellations in the Moorish style. 
“L’Hôtel d’Elisha”, Saida announced, as the chauffeur opened the door for 
me. “Elisha, also known by her roman name Dido, the founder and ruler of  
Carthage.”’

‘Ah, Dido,’ Preising said, pursing his lips like a connoisseur and stopping 
in his tracks once more. ‘Of  all the deities and demigods,’ he declaimed, 
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‘Dido was always my favourite, the closest to my heart you might say. 
You’ve got to admire the way she told her subjects that it was everyone’s 
duty to sacrifice themselves to save the Fatherland, though I’m sure you’d 
agree’ – here he cast a glance at me – ‘that Motherland would be more 
appropriate in the case of  Carthage, or if  they refused, that they’d be put 
to death. And when the queen’s turn duly came, after having had to agree 
to marry that unprincipled despot Iarbas, the son of  Jupiter and the Libyan 
nymph Garamantis, to stop him from sacking Carthage, she didn’t waver for 
a moment but had a funeral pyre built and lit and threw herself  onto it and 
ran herself  through with a sword – there’s a heart-rending illustration of  
it in the Vatican Virgil. You know,’ he continued, placing his hand between 
my shoulder blades and gently propelling me forwards, as if  I’d been the 
one who’d interrupted our walk, ‘there’s an object lesson for the business 
community there. If  you’re a CEO and make some mission statement, then 
no question about it, the buck stops with you. If  photocopying costs are 
too high, say, and you issue a directive for people to use the copier less, then 
you should lead by example, and if  that proves too much of  an effort, then 
you should give up copying altogether.’

And so, whistling the opening bars of  Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas to 
himself, he was escorted into the Hôtel d’Elisha by the manageress Saida 
Malouch. He insisted on calling it the ‘Hôtel Dido’ – after all, he reasoned, 
that was the name by which the beloved queen was known to her subjects. 
The décor inside this cosmopolitan boutique establishment, which any 
number of  glossy magazines featured under the rubric ‘Hideaway’, remained 
predominantly Moorish. The interior designers had gone for whitewashed 
walls and floors of  dove-blue concrete, alternating with dark floorboards, 
where various unusual chairs had been placed. The walls were decorated 
with a few depictions of  Dido from different eras.

Features typical of  the country, or rather what the international 
hideaway-seeker would imagine were typical, appeared here and there as 
little ironic references. A fez serving as a shade for a bedside lamp, a few 
ornamental glazed tiles set haphazardly into the cement floor, the odd tassel 
here, a bit of  carved wood there. And, as a recurrent motif, oxhides, a detail 
that Preising noted with the especial delight of  someone in the know.

‘Oxhides!’ Even recounting it to me now, he was beside himself  with 
pleasure. ‘oxhides – Dido – oxhides, get it? Dido and the oxhide, no?’ he 
prompted. I shrugged my shoulders, uncomprehending. By now, Preising 
was in full flow. ‘The Isoperimetric Problem, also known as Dido’s 
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Problem?’
 He had an acquaintance who regularly sent him books about all 

the famous riddles and marvels of  mathematics: Fermat’s Last Theorem, 
Goldbach’s Conjecture, The Travelling Salesman Problem. Preising read 
them, because he really did enjoy reading, but hated being faced with 
stacked shelves in bookshops and having to choose a book for himself. He 
also liked baffling people like me with amazing stories from the world of  
numbers.

People like me, though, aren’t easily baffled. He should have realised that 
by now. Bafflement means encountering some resistance from the world 
around you, yet someone like me provides hardly any contact surface for 
it to attack, and the same was true of  Preising himself. Even so, he didn’t 
want to pass up the opportunity to regale me with the tale of  Dido and the 
oxhide.

‘Dido and her retinue,’ he lectured me, ‘had quit Tyre in fear of  
Pygmalion’s wrath, and after putting in at Cyprus kidnapped fifty women – 
some sources even say eighty – before fetching up on the coast of  North 
Africa. Dido asked the people there for a tract of  land for herself  and her 
entourage, only as much, she said, as could be encompassed by a single 
oxhide. The beautiful refugee was readily granted her wish. But then Dido 
proceeded to slice the hide into the thinnest strips imaginable and, laying it 
out in a semi-circle, claimed the large chunk of  coastline it encompassed as 
her own.’ 

The thought of  such ingenuity inhabiting a beautiful woman from 
mythology – I got the distinct impression Preising preferred mythological 
women to real women – put a spring in his step, and so both our walk and 
his story began to pick up speed.

‘I’ll pass over the dinner at Malouch’s house,’ Preising said. ‘Exquisite, 
elegant, exotic. And his wife – très charmante, but surprisingly modern. The 
house, a palace, was quite traditional, only with lots of  televisions. All in 
all, a very nice occasion, but still a business dinner. Not that we discussed 
much business. But I’ll skip telling you about that, it doesn’t really have any 
bearing on the main story. Nor does my visit to the souk the next morning 
with Saida. Truly overwhelming. The smells. But that’s another story. oh, 
and the colours as well, quite breathtaking.

‘So, anyway, around midday I left Tunis in a 4×4, with one of  Slim 
Malouch’s employees at the wheel. Saida was sitting in the back with me, 
and her assistant was in the front passenger’s seat. we soon left the outer 
suburbs of  the city behind us, and I began to enjoy our journey through 
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the ever more barren landscape. our destination was the Tschub oasis, 
where Saida ran another of  her father’s luxury hotels. As we drove along, 
she discussed with her assistant the precarious state of  the British financial 
system. Over the past few days, the pound had plummeted in value. They 
were very concerned that the flow of  English guests might dry up. And it 
was true, at that time the situation was confused and deeply troubling. New 
scandals were coming to light on an almost daily basis. The entanglements 
among the English banks, and between the banks and other institutions 
faced with ruin, grew ever more opaque. Saida and her colleague, who 
both spoke very professionally about the crisis and seemed well informed, 
feared the worst. For my part, I’d resolved a few days before to pay no 
more attention to the whole mess. I’d made it a principle of  mine to leave 
anything beyond my sphere of  competence and knowledge off  my list of  
things to worry about, a rule which I’ve found has served me well thus far.

‘I think the desert must be the sort of  landscape I relate to the most. Its 
emptiness, its vastness, and the dead-straight road we were bowling along. 
As soon as we’d left the hilly hinterland behind us and the first outlying 
dunes of  the massive sea of  sand came into view, I too left everything 
behind me – the city’s noise, Slim Malouch’s relentless flattery and 
Prodanovic’s constant look of  worry.

‘The dead camels wrenched me abruptly from my dreamy contemplation 
of  the passing dunes. In fact, the scene that met our eyes not thirty metres 
in front of  us seemed to render us all speechless for a moment, and caused 
our driver to brake sharply and bring the car to a halt. A silver monster of  
a tour bus, with wing mirrors sticking out into the road like elephant’s ears, 
stood motionless in front of  us on the dark asphalt strip, reflecting the 
desert sun. All around it lay ten or so – maybe as many as fifteen – camels, 
some of  them on their own and some in tangled heaps of  bony limbs and 
flaccid humps. Their twisted necks lying lifelessly on the road presented a 
obscene spectacle. One of  the animals had literally wrapped itself  around 
the closely spaced twin front axles of  the bus. . . .’
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144 PAGES / ROWOHLT VERLAG / 2014

Matthias Nawrat’s novel leads us into the Black Forest, and to a 
rather unusual family business. Moving around between Utzenfeld 
and Schönau, between the Ravenna Ravine and the ruined town of  
Staufen, the enterprise consists of  a father, his 14-year old daughter 
Lipa, and the one-armed Berti, her younger brother. They scour the 
factories, long since shut down, that are dotted around what was 
once an economically booming region, scavenging for electromag-
netic coils, for objects that clatter and hum. They trade their loot 
with the man with the oil rag hands for some loose change. But 
demand is slowing; the three decide to take on an especially risky 
job, unsure of  how it will end.

Yet this book also tells of  Lipa’s love for the lanky Nose Timo, of  
rebellion and of  the inevitable shifts that happen within the fabric 
of  every family. Its unique and utterly absorbing linguistic style has 
already earned Nawrat’s text high praise. An adventurous coming-
of-age novel, this remarkable book is also a parable about employ-
ment and the workplace, and a dark declaration of  love for the 
Black Forest itself.

A genuine spirit of  enterprise begins in the human heart. And relies 
on courage.

'ENTREPRENEURS'
UNTERNEHMER
BY MATTHIAS NAWRAT
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 Tantalum and tungsten, Father says, are going to make us excep-
tionally rich. The three of  us are sitting at the table in the basement, Father 
is turning the circuit boards and processors in his hands. It’s the biggest 
load we’ve ever hauled in our trailer, from one of  the villages in the plain 
today. We’re the best entrepreneurs in the western hemisphere, no one has 
ever taken a robuster in anthracite apart faster. How did it once hum and 
whirr under some desk, doing its work? Berti and I pry the contacts from 
the motherboards. Until Mother calls us upstairs for dinner we make two 
small piles, one of  tungsten sheets and one of  cobalt. The cobalt sheets 
crackle the best.
   Later in the kitchen Mother gives me a kiss on the forehead and 
says: My big girl. Then we eat Mother’s lasagna with braised carrots. Father 
tells a story about our farm in New Zealand, he says: Sheep are very quiet 
animals, they can predict rain, you’ll like it there. 
 How do sheep do that? Berti asks.
 No one knows, Father says.
 Berti does the math on how much jingle money we’ll soon have, 
based on our entrepreneurship, and says that it will be much, much more 
than we have at present, for which reason our departure is finally approach-
ing. Mother runs her hand through his hair, then it’s: bathe, pee, goodnight 
kiss.
 I’m not tired yet, Berti cries, and wants to go back down to the cel-
lar.
 Bedtime, says Father.

 Early the next morning Mother takes us to Dr. Hagel, he shines a 
light into Berti’s ear and into my mouth, a robuster in anthracite, interfacing 
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quadruply, hums under his desk. At the Edeka grocery in Schönau, Mother 
buys us a raisin roll, then we try on boots and jackets for the coming winter. 
Our last winter here, Father has said. Mother puts our jingle money on the 
counter, the cashier rolls her eyes, Mother gives us a smile.
 Back at our farm Father packs the cable reels into the trunk of  our 
green Mercedes. The Mercedes used to belong to grandpa, it’s green like the 
mountains in New Zealand.
 Are the mountains in New Zealand a different green than ours 
here in the Black Forest? Berti asks.
 Completely different, Father says.
 Grandpa sewed sheepskins together for the seat covers. Because 
it’s summer I’m sweating on them, the backs of  my thighs itch, it smells like 
a stall and I feel fat. Father has clipped the lists to the glove compartment in 
front of  me.
 Can I be Assistant too, sometime? Berti asks from the backseat.
 You’re our Special, Father says. Your sister is the best Assistant 
we’ve ever had.
 A stupid Assistant! Berti cries. And blood comes out of  her down 
there, too, it’s disgusting.
 The cashier at the gas station in Schönau asks if  we’re the children 
of  Elmar Rehm from Utzenfeld. And why Berti is missing an arm. And if  
we shouldn’t be in school.
 My arm’s missing because an enterprise demands its sacrifices, 
Berti says. And school doesn’t teach you anything you can use in real life.
 After that we visit Paradise on the outskirts of  town. We unload 
the trailer and Father goes up to the office to get our jingle money. Then he 
gives us a tour, so we can see what our entrepreneurship is good for. A Rus-
sian rocket, a Soyuz 19, crashed here in Paradise, you can see its insides, the 
magnetic coils, the temper embrittlement of  the steel. He leads us down the 
corridors. Watch where you step, quartz glass can wander around in your 
body for years, but it will find your heart in the end. Why did they build 
towers out of  old refrigerators here, Berti asks. Old refrigerators are excel-
lent for building towers, Father says. Combine them with halogen filaments 
and scanning electron microscope motors and they turn into rocket ships. 
So, you see, we’re helping to shape the future.
 The man with the oil-rag hands shows Berti and me his biggest 
new secret. Come on, he says, and takes us along the washing machine path 
behind the great hall. That’s where Zoltar is.
 What do you say to that? the man says.
 Is it a museum for one single person? Berti asks.
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 Zoltar sits in a display cabinet and looks at us. Above him stars 
sparkle on a canvas canopy. How pointed his black beard, and how twirly 
his moustache curls. His turban is emblazoned with a golden brooch, with 
a feather growing out of  it, very red. Zoltar looks at me, he doesn’t say a 
thing, and his eyebrows are very black and thick and low on his forehead. 
Because his hands are already floating over the crystal ball sitting unlit on 
the table before him, I know that he would have much to tell. About our 
enterprise, New Zealand, and about me. And how pretty his glass window 
is with its draped golden cords, and the lamps at his back wear shades of  
cord.
 Zoltar foretold the future to the great rulers once, says the man 
with the oil-rag hands. At the end of  the tour, in the hut at the exit of  Para-
dise, he presents each of  us with a pendant of  quartz glass in which a drop 
of  molybdenum glimmers greenly.
 Back at Lake Titisee Father tells us about the work he did former-
ly: I was actually glad that the idiots didn’t want me anymore. Better to be 
the boss of  your own enterprise. On top of  which: it stank like the inside 
of  a dragon’s stomach. In a single moment of  my redeployment I spotted in 
this stomach a sneaker, a sofa, a tennis racquet, a bicycle and a TV. Can you 
imagine?
 Do people throw things away because they know we’ll fish out the 
very best parts? asks Berti. 
 They don’t want them anymore, says Father.
 Even the TV? asks Berti.
 Especially the TV, you little piece of  stupidity, I say.
 You’re a piece of  stupidity, says Berti. Lipa watches films of  naked 
men in her room at night.
 That’s not true, I say, and turn and shove him so hard in the chest 
that he falls back in his seat.
 On a break at the Wutach Gorge we lie down on the warm rocks. 
How can a river talk so much nonsense, Berti says. Then he jumps up and 
points to a bicycle formed by two dragonflies pedalling through the air.
 Eat your sausage sandwiches, Father says. He has finished his and 
is smoking a Toxic and dangling one of  his legs in the water.
 Why is the Black Forest so high? Berti asks.
 The peasants used to wear hats, Father says, so that the Black For-
est couldn’t look down into their heads and steal their thoughts.
 Is there a Black Forest in New Zealand, too? Berti asks.
 The Black Forest exists only here, Father says.
 Too bad, says Berti, and has a sad expression as he looks up into 
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the crowns of  the trees on the cliff  above us.
 
 

 That evening we sit in the cellar with Father and do an extra hot 
wash, top secret. It isn’t easy to free the hearts from the hulls. The coating 
on the copper coils and circuit boards blisters in the sulphuric acid. When 
Father puts on his safety goggles and uses his pink gloves to lift all of  the 
clackers and fizzlers into the lye bath, it all starts frothing and a layer of  
yellow steam rises to the ceiling and it smells like the toilet at Hirsch’s in the 
village when you have to go: Your nose flips upside down and hangs over 
your mouth like a glove. But how beautifully it shimmers once the green 
and blue eyes become visible. And how it sizzles. Once the frothing has 
stopped, Berti lowers the butterfly tongue into the aquarium, it twists and 
turns, making smacking noises, until finally, with a gasp, it settles on the 
glass bottom. Father spreads out the oily hearts on baking sheets and turns 
on the cooker.
 While we wait we play Long Words. Cations-exchanger-resin, says 
Berti. Molybdenum-oxide-concentrate, says Father. Ammonium-hepta-
molybdate-hydrogenation-process, I say, and award myself  three points.
 It’s finally Special Day again, Father says the next morning to Berti, 
as he’s applying oil to Berti’s arm so that he’ll at least keep this one. We’re 
surrounded by total darkness in the old Frey & Sons factory, something is 
dripping from the pipes overhead. And Berti has earned an official Entre-
preneur Handshake for the in-house feat he’s about to perform for us. It is 
the time of  magnetic coil hearts. The time of  copper wiring.  

 Father has given Police Sentinel Stengle some jingle money to go 
over to Reiss’s Bakery across the street, so that we’ll have the factory to 
ourselves. A soft knocking sound is coming from the duct in front of  which 
Berti has now assumed his entrepreneur-position. Father puts his ear against 
the rusted hood and looks at me, and then I also hear the whoosh of  the 
rotors that keep the air moving. Now, Father says, and Berti, our Officiary, 
has already disappeared up to his shoulder, one turn with the screwdriver, a 
second one, and his arm is free again, and in his hand he swings loose ten-
tacles of  copper wiring in a battle to the finish: the heart, top secret. Father 
has stretched open the plastic bag, Berti drops the wiring into it to join the 
other items that are vibrating, clacking, fizzing. Keep going, Father calls, 
and Berti, his eyes wide, his lips gleaming in the glow of  my flashlight, has 
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already reached his arm, his lovely white arm, up to his shoulder in the next 
duct. Father listens to the knocking sounds behind the rusted panzer, top 
secret, and calls: Now, and Berti lurches forward, then to one side, and tears 
the next heart from its home.
 And if  the workers return one day, after all? I ask when we’re 
finally outside again. Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad, Father says, and looks 
up into the mountains of  the Black Forest that ring the meadow and gift us 
with birdsong. Then he walks to the Mercedes with heavy steps, and I, too, 
feel sorry for our Berti.
 But then, at the end of  the business day, as Berti’s served up a cup 
of  black tea at the entrance to the Ravenna Gorge – what a lot of  sweat he 
must wipe from his forehead! And how he has to get his breathing under 
control, as if  he had just raced across a finish line. And I’m to pull his chair 
out for him in the beer garden, hand him a paper towel and fan him with 
applause.
 But for the strong man, but for the accomplished, he says. But for 
the oily fishing skills of  the Evisceration Special.
 And what about the assignments? I ask, and hold the lists in front 
of  his nose.  The recon of  the valleys? The inventories of  our reserves and 
the customer inquiries?
 None of  it worth a thing but for the nimble, Berti says. None of  it 
worth a thing without finger-eyes and their heart-hunger. None of  it worth 
a thing but for the quick and supple hand.
 That’s enough now, Father says, returning from the john. We’re 
rolling around in the gravel, he pulls me off  my brother. A glass of  coffee 
liqueur for each. But don’t tell Mama, Father says.
 Entrepreneurship, he says later in the Mercedes as we reach Wie-
dener Eck, is teamwork, for a team of  three. Make a note of  that, if  even 
just one of  us drops out, it’s over.
 Next spring we’ll be in New Zealand, Berti says.
 Father looks at the road ahead and doesn’t say anything more. One 
whole bag of  the best circuit boards, one with coils like insects, one with 
little rotors, classy, trembling, clattering, humming. And how the bags are 
softly clacking. Our booty for the day.

 What happened to your arm? The redheaded-blue-eyed-shop-assis-
tant from the bakery in Schönau asks the next morning. 
 I’m a Nimbler, Berti says, because he’s infatuated with the redhead-
ed-blue-eyed-shop-assistant. 
 The hearts are closely guarded, I say. They’re mechanisms, very 
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dangerous.
 She walks out from behind the counter and touches Berti on his 
shoulder stump. Does that hurt?
 I can get a hummingbird to land on my forearm, he says.
 The hummingbird doesn’t really exist, I explain.
 Everything that Berti says has to be translated, as a Nimbler he’s 
no longer in this world, he feels birds where there aren’t any. Most of  all at 
night, when he bellows his bird-pain throughout the entire house and wakes 
even Father up. The redheaded-blue-eyed-shop-assistant squats down and 
kisses Berti’s stump, then reaches behind the counter for a nut pastry to give 
to him. And my Berti has a smile, and how at this moment he could get tits 
and sparrows and chaffinches to land on his arm and even a hummingbird 
if  he wanted, just like that.
 The next day Father has one of  his headaches. He stays upstairs in 
bed and the day is free of  entrepreneurship. After breakfast I go down to 
the village with Mother and we buy pickles and tomatoes, Muenster cheese, 
Mother’s TV guide and notebooks for my inventory. Someday you’ll fall in 
love, Mother says as we sit down at the hillock chapel at the lower end of  
the meadow and share an apple. That’s the way it is. First blood comes out 
of  you down there. And that’s when you realize that you have a vulnerable 
heart, you know?
 And because Mother is so pretty in her dahlia dress I decide that 
later I’ll also become the greatest beauty in all of  the southern Black Forest.
 How brightly Mother laughs, I’d like to have a laugh like that. She’s 
a white- luminosity-queen when she laughs, and the wind plays gently in the 
birch trees, and she tells Berti and me about the big lake beyond the Black 
Forest, where as a girl Mother counted the storks and glided through the 
reeds in a boat to scare a bittern. While Father and Berti are washing the 
Mercedes in the yard I sit down with Mother and count her liver spots while 
she watches TV.  Another one already, I say, as she pulls her shirt over her 
head. Then she lets me braid her hair. She looks out of  the window as I’m 
doing this.
 When you were a girl were you also an entrepreneur? I ask.
 She turns and looks at me. Then she kisses the palms of  my hands.
 You have the most intelligent eyes, she says. And look how pretty 
your hands are, you have your grandmother Sina’s fingers, she played the 
piano, did you know that?
 One time, Mother was sitting in the kitchen in the dark. Are you 
crying? I asked, I had woken up and followed the sound downstairs. But she 
was just glad that nothing else had happened to Berti the time he got stuck 
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in the rusty innards of  the colossus.
 The next afternoon we’re in the plains, in one of  the deserted 
villages there. How lovely the wind whistles between the houses here. And 
then the multitude of  plastic bags lying up against one of  the house walls 
flutter and rustle. Berti scrambles up a mountain of  belongings the residents 
have left behind. He swings a washing machine hose of  silvery snakeskin 
around in circles, it howls in the wind. Then he climbs back down again and 
how the mountain shifts in on itself, sliding a bit across the walk in my di-
rection. Berti balances on a wall, then jumps to the ground and climbs into 
one of  the houses, which has a bush growing out of  one of  its windows. 
He sticks his head through a hole in the wall and has a postcard in his hand. 
Dear Gina, he reads to me, I miss you very much.
 
 The next evening the unemployed arrive, they stand at the wall and 
whistle over at me.
 What do you want? I ask.
 Has your father got new refrigerators again? says handsome Pius, 
that’s what I call him when I think of  him before I fall asleep, though it’s 
only then that he’s actually handsome. Now, he’s a head shorter than me and 
has hair like straw and blue worms under the skin of  his forearms.
 We have an enterprise, I say, and handsome Pius nods.
 And you have new TVs and microwaves, too, he says, and points to 
the back of  our house, at our chop shop-prison.
 We’re a sales team, I say. The rest is a secret.
So you want to come to the pond with us? handsome Pius says. And be-
cause the tall one with the nose, whose real name is Timo, laughs, hand-
some Pius turns and gives him a shove.
 Sometimes I think about taking handsome Pius along into my 
dreams, but I haven’t asked Mother yet. He lives in the new housing com-
plex down in the village. His parents drive off  each morning in two silver 
cars, there’s a basketball hoop over the garage door, and handsome Pius has 
a Soyuz 19 chrome-rocketship-bicycle, all very top secret, reconditioned. 
He’s really athletically inclined, one day he’ll be a professional basketball 
boss in the USA. But when he sits out in front of  the Edeka with tall Nose 
Timo and redheaded Ziegler, questions fly across the street: Do you want 
to come with us to the pond? Do you want to go to basketball practice with 
us?
 There are frogs at the pond, says tall Nose Timo. We just want 
to look at them, says handsome Pius. And because he smiles and because 
I know that he can’t help that he’s unemployed, I give it a chance and fol-
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low them down the hairpin turn, then up the hillock to the chapel at the 
cemetery, then through the meadow and down again. At the pond I breathe 
through my mouth. They’ve pulled out their cigarettes and are lighting 
them, and tall Nose Timo hands me one and says: Here!
 That’s toxic, I say, and he and redheaded Ziegler laugh, but not 
handsome Pius, he says: What else do you do with your time? And my face 
flushes when I say: I’m an Assistant, I have to keep track of  things, I like 
animated films.
 Do you watch other kinds of  films too? tall Nose Timo asks, and 
moves his hips back and forth in a way that makes me close my eyes. But I 
can’t get mad at him because I know that in his pocket he has a little cellbox 
of  blackest tantalum-molybdenum and knows its gadget-speak.
 Shall we take a look at the frogs? handsome Pius asks. I open my 
eyes and look over at him, he has turned to redheaded Ziegler, who’s just 
emerging from the meadow, hands formed in a circle, and who bends down 
to a flat rock and drops a frog on it. The frog is green like the mountains of  
New Zealand and has a yellow dot on its cheeks. It breathes and sits still on 
the stone, looking at us. He’s too stupid to jump away, says tall Nose Timo. 
What are you staring at? he yells at the frog.
 He’s afraid, says handsome Pius. The other two laugh, but hand-
some Pius doesn’t laugh, he looks over at me and I give him my best smile. 
Redheaded Ziegler comes out of  the meadow again and puts a second frog 
down next to the first one. Tall Nose Timo bends down, picks up the sec-
ond frog and puts him on the back of  the first one and keeps pressing them 
together. Have you ever done it? he asks. I shake my head.
 Let’s go to Wenninger’s and shoot a few baskets, handsome Pius 
says. Suddenly a gurgling sound rises from the pond, the meadow around 
us begins to pulsate. It’s the frogs, they’re all calling at once, a gathering to 
discuss a course of  action, their indignation at tall Nose Timo.
 There’s one more experiment, he says. And he stands over the two 
frogs, who only breathe and look at him, and lifts a flat rock over his head. 
But handsome Pius says: Let’s shoot some baskets. And just walks off  along 
the pond and down the meadow and has already disappeared among the 
trees.
 Fucking frogs, redheaded Ziegler says and follows him, and then 
I’m alone with tall Nose Timo. He throws the rock back into the meadow 
and looks at me and says: You must have done it already.
 He comes over to me, and how the frogs are carrying on, unable 
to come to an agreement, how the pond bubbles and gurgles, and tall Nose 
Timo grabs hold of  my neck and bends down to kiss me on the mouth and 
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doesn’t stop, so that I can’t do anything but breathe through my nose. And 
then I smell tall Nose Timo, metal, pickle, salt, it’s croaking and foaming 
between my legs. And again I have to think about the skills that tall Nose 
Timo possesses with his gadget-speak, and it’s tingling down there, and I 
want to pull him into the meadow. But tall Nose Timo has already detached 
himself.
 So, bye, then, he says, and walks down the meadow and disappears 
behind the trees and now the frogs are silent, the pond lies quiet beside me. 
I sit down in the grass and it’s very still over the pond, there’s only a chirp-
ing sound from the meadow, and I press my hand hard between my legs so 
that the shuddering will stop.

 It’s dark when I enter our yard and go into the house. There’s 
a knocking sound coming from the basement. Do I have to go to work 
tomorrow? I ask Mother in the kitchen. She puts her dishcloth down next 
to the sink and turns to me. Has something happened? she asks. She looks 
at me, so I quickly go up to my room, it’s time for bed, I lock my door. I’m 
sleeping already, I call, when someone knocks.
 The next morning Father tells me I shouldn’t smear the window 
of  the Mercedes with my forehead. And what is it that’s not going just fine 
with me. Everything’s going just fine, I say. I just like looking at the pink sky 
over the mountains.
 In truth, I don’t see the pink sky, I don’t see the fields flying by, ei-
ther. I see tall Nose Timo and how he pushes his black hair off  his forehead 
to look at me.
 And who’s going to reconcile the lists? Father asked me at break-
fast. We’ve passed through Todtnau and are looking down the silver river. 
In New Zealand there are far wilder rivers, Father says. And giant waterfalls. 
And endless forests.
 In New Zealand we’ll catch gold beetles as big as magnetic coils, 
Berti says from the back seat, tapping me on the shoulder. I turn to the win-
dow and press my face against the glass. The sun is still casting a pallor over 
the mountains. What does it take, I think, to turn the morning chill into the 
warmth of  day? How do you get the fields behind Titisee to smell that way, 
how do you get the bakery in Weil to set up their outdoor tables? And how 
to get all of  this to turn into lunchtime, a visit to Paradise, and then to be-
come late afternoon, gone all pink and turquoise over the Belchen? So that 
from our yard one can smell the pond, beside which tall Nose Timo is sure 
to be sitting, waiting for me.
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That evening there are no frogs at the pond. When we turn into our yard 
I can still hear their discussions, but it takes time to unload everything and 
carry the reels of  cable down to the basement, and an entrepreneur must 
complete even those tasks he doesn’t want to do, pond and frogs or not, 
quitting time. 
 And now it’s only crickets in the meadow, millions of  them. As I 
stand at the pond and the sky takes on the color of  a New Zealand fruit, so 
orange and lilac, the water is: still and dark. From its midst the tentacle rises, 
the Kraken on the bottom long ago turned to wood, but can still point up 
into the sky, as it did long ago when surprised by its own death, like some 
birthday surprise, it must have been, that’s how he’s pointing. How quiet it is 
now, down below in the village, the first lights going on within.
 The next morning I petition Father for some of  the so-called free 
time the man in Paradise once told us about, a major achievement lost to 
history.
 What is that, free time? Father asks.
 Time in which I can do enterprise-free things, I say.
 What do you want to do? Father asks.
 Top secret, I say, and Father says: Today is Special Day, you’re the 
Assistant.
 But couldn’t just one single Special Day be possible without an As-
sistant? I say.
 Absolutely possible, says Berti, who jumps up and is already reach-
ing for the lists in Father’s hand. But Father holds the lists out of  Berti’s 
reach. Division of  the fields of  skills and scope of  duties, he says.
 And if  I were sick? I ask.
 You’re not sick, Father says.
 Although the big cough was coming out of  Lipa’s room last night, 
says Berti.
 I just want to do something by myself, I say. Father gives me a look 
that makes me want to concentrate instead on the eye-shaped knots in his 
chair leg. I’m sick, I say. I have to stay in bed.
 What kind of  sick? Father asks.
 The cough was as big as a hospital, Berti says. Employee benefits 
due to illness, he says. Father doesn’t take his eyes off  me. He glances over 
briefly at Mother, who’s sitting beside us at the table, then at me again.
 Don’t you want to go to New Zealand? he asks.
 I would particularly like to go to New Zealand, I say.
 So do you think we can afford enterprise-free time? Father asks.
 I don’t know, I say.
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Do you think the man in Paradise will be happy about that? Father asks. 
I look at Mother, but Mother lowers her eyes, scoots back her chair and 
stands up, she turns her back to us at the sink, the faucet gushes.
I just want to do something by myself, I say.
There is no enterprise-free time, says Father. Either you’re an entrepreneur 
or you’re not. Are you one?
I am, I say.

Right, Father says and stands up. Today is Special Day, he says. And you’re 
the Assistant. And then he puts the lists on the table in front of  me and 
leaves the kitchen. Mother stands at the sink with her back to me. She ‘s 
cleaning the basin with her dishcloth, but only one spot. I sit at the table, 
and now it is very quiet in the kitchen.
Either you’re an entrepreneur or you’re not, Berti says. Are you one? And he 
follows Father out into the yard.
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192 PAGES / LITERATURVERLAG DROSCHL / 2011 
// PARTHIAN BOOKS / 2015

Outrageously captivating stories about encounters - where the rubber 
meets the road. Everything in these stories revolves around plot; after 
the first few lines, Schwitter's characters become vivid and lively; her 
sentences are simple and unadorned. And they are definitely plots 
worth telling. Most of  the stories deal with encounters: an incredibly 
touching and artful narration about a writer who brings her dead 
friend back to life by letting her dictate the story; a little boy’s horror 
when his Halloween wishes actually come true; the experiences of  
a waitress with her guests at closing time . . . Monique Schwitter 
creates an almost physical intensity between reader and text that 
betrays her skillful eye, her rapt ear, and her acute sense of  the comic. 
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GOLDFISCHGEDÄCHTNIS
BY MONIQUE SCHWITTER
TRANSLATED BY ELUNED GRAMICH

I followed him. Again and again. I was thirteen the first time I did it. In 
my lunch break, I saw him on the seaside promenade, laughing on the arm 
of  a woman I didn’t know. He was pointing at the water when he saw me. 
For a moment his smile disappeared, he gave me a searching look; but then, 
as if  I’d signalled my complicity, he laughed loudly at something the woman 
whispered to him and put his arm around her. We walked past each other 
like strangers. My insides turned cold from my breastbone to my intestines: 
a powerful internal wintry assault of  freezing puddles and black ice. 

I counted to ten before following them for a few hundred metres, until 
he turned around. I stood still and stared at him. He only threw me a quick 
glance, but it was the deepest, the most long-lasting, that was ever directed 
towards me. This glance was a quick, clean cut. A connection lost. 

I watched him go, him and this woman; I stood there doing nothing as 
I watched the strolling couple go like a ship without an anchor, drawing 
further and further away from the shore. 

In the evenings we sat together at the oval table. “Tell us a story,” my 
mother would demand of  me. She looked sad. I entertained the family at 
dinner, because I couldn’t bear the silence. They were either very funny 
or very horrible stories. I made them up - some were basically true and I 
embellished them. Either a classmate had, in a breath-taking but witty way, 
been so insolent that the teacher had suffered heart failure, or a classmate’s 
father had rowed out onto the lake in a boat in order to shoot himself  at 
sunset, and I quoted the suicide letter to his daughter. While telling my 
stories, I would sneak furtive looks at my father. His eyes were completely 
focused on the food and his ears completely focused on the stories. He ate 
with a healthy appetite and joined in energetically - laughing or shaking his 
head sadly according to the kind of  reaction the stories demanded from its 
listeners. Yet we never looked at each other.  
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I often said my father was dead. But it’s not true. 

My father drinks. Everyone drinks. You have to drink a lot is the most 
common piece of  advice given to me. My father drinks a lot, but never any-
thing hot. He hates hot drinks. He drinks milk if  he’s thirsty and brandy if  
he’s not. After showering in the morning he puts on his suit. Then he drinks 
a cup of  milk and goes to work. On Saturdays he stays at home and sits in 
the leather armchair with his suit on. He drinks a glass of  brandy at lunch. 
Then he says: “I have to go back to the office”. Most of  the time there’s an 
empty seat at dinner, not just on Saturdays. He comes home late in a taxi. 

I am nine years old. A few days ago I had my first communion. In 
church I recited a phrase which I’d learnt by heart in the communion les-
sons and which, night after night, I’d enthusiastically repeated before going 
to sleep: 

—For my first communion I pray that God my Father and his son pro-
tect me and bless me throughout my life. 

I had made two separate persons from “God my father” and “my father 
God”; God, and my father, between whom I had placed a comma in my 
mind: “For my first communion I pray that God, my father, and his son 
protect me and bless me throughout my life”. My big sister liked it. “Good, 
I’ll do it,” she said, “even if  I’m not a son.” My father said nothing, but he 
kissed me and nodded when a relative asked if  he were proud of  me.

I wake up. I can hear a muffled knocking - someone is banging with a 
hammer on the carpeted floor. I lie there and listen. No. It’s my parents; 
they’re fighting. I know what it looks like. Now and again I can hear their 
suppressed cries. I stay in bed.  My sister taught me: if  you remain very still 
and murmur quietly, “I am ready,” then Death will grab you, sting you and 
allow its poison to enter, which instantly spreads and stiffens your body. 
She’s often tried it out when she plays hide and seek or when she doesn’t 
want to be called on at school. It’s always worked. She becomes invisible. 
You just had to remember to shout “let me go” at the right time. “I am 
ready,” I whisper. And already the poison paralyses me. It works!

On Sundays we all dress up nicely and go out in the car. We go on an 
outing to the pub. There are children’s menus and children’s desserts. I feel 
sick. Next to the car park there’s a carousel, after which I feel even more 
sick. Then we get back into the car. My father smokes a cigar. My mother 
reminds me every time we get in that I should shout “Pull over!” when I’m 
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just about to vomit. It rains often. I press my forehead against the cool 
window and watch the drops run together. 

*

Whether this story is true or not I don’t know, but I’ve heard it so often 
I can’t imagine it’s not. 

On his 35th birthday, the 13th of  [or is this British?]November 1976, my 
father visited for the first time an illegal casino, which was periodically set 
up in the hall of  a long-established, well-respected hotel. He approached a 
table, had them explain the rules, didn’t quite understand them, and started 
gambling. 

He stumbled into the rainy dawn of  Sunday morning clutching to his 
heart the thickest wallet he himself  had ever seen. He’d won all night long, 
without having understood the rules in much detail. 

He wasn’t drunk enough to go home yet. The taxi driver pretended not 
to understand him. “Write the address on this paper,” he demanded. “Late-
night-bar,” jotted my father down. “I don’t know it,” answered the taxi 
driver, “come on, I’ll take you home. Where do you live?” My father took 
the wallet out of  his jacket, opened it and offered a few notes to the taxi 
driver. “Late-night-bar,” he repeated. It wasn’t a bar, but a brothel, though 
it had an area where drinks were served. There were no other guests, at 
least none who were drinking. My father ordered a brandy. When he came 
to, completely soaking wet, he was lying on the sidewalk in front of  the 
establishment. Without his coat, without his watch, without his wallet. His 
glasses were broken and half  hung on his nose, half  on his ear. He had a 
few bloody bruises around his stomach and ribs as well as his face. 

He told us the story repeatedly as a warning, I assume, against alcohol, 
gambling and the red light district, but it wasn’t at all effective, either for 
us children, who found it more exciting, more adventurous than Robinson 
Crusoe and who loved to hear it again and again and to ask about every 
detail, nor for my father, who went on drinking, gambling and whoring. He 
came back by taxi in the early mornings, often badly beaten, injured, tat-
tered, bruised and bleeding, lay down in the bed next to my sister because 
he knew that my mother - out of  concern for the sleeping child - wouldn’t 
interrogate him there, got up in the morning, showered, put on a fresh shirt, 
a dry-cleaned suit, sucked a eucalyptus mint to hide the smell of  alcohol on 
his breath, and told us the story of  his 35th birthday, which had happened 
years ago. Although it occurs to me just now that my big sister was never 
present when my father told the story. She hates my father. She doesn’t 
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want him to lie next to her in the bed. My father stinks and he snores. My 
big sister wakes up and tries to push him out. But my father is heavy and his 
sleep is as deep as an abyss. 

I often dreamt that my father was dead. I woke up screaming because of  
it, according to witnesses. 

I followed him. Again and again. Once, when I was fifteen and working 
part-time in a cafe belonging to an old married couple, he suddenly was sit-
ting at one of  the small marble tables and ordered a glass of  milk. 

“Please go away!”
“I’d like a glass of  milk,” he repeated. 
The old owner did the rounds and asked the customers whether every-

thing was to their satisfaction. 
“And, how’s my daughter getting along?”
“You’re the father?” The two shake hands. “She could be more polite, 

particularly to the regulars, but apart from that she’s not so bad.” The owner 
bent his head close to my father: “She’s pretty that’s the main thing, you 
know how it is,” he adds, winking. My father looks me quickly up and down 
and nods, appraisingly. At this moment I closed my hand over the handle of  
a kitchen knife. 

“A proper gent, your father,” the owner murmured to me. 
“Can I go home?” 
“But of  course, and the milk is on the house.” Then the two shook 

hands, as if  it gave them the greatest pleasure and they never wanted to 
stop. I took my chance and went. “Farewell! Mr Storrer, you’ll phone me, 
right?” My father called something incomprehensible after me. I entered the 
music shop in the building opposite and leafed through a music book while 
I watched the entrance to the cafe. My father appeared, stood still, looked 
left, then right, hesitated, and went left up the alleyway. 

He doesn’t know where he’s going. He stops every few metres, examines 
the window of  a pharmacist, a lit-up advert, a menu. At one point he stands 
there and turns to the passers-by, like a beggar, wordlessly, but with a stupid 
little smile that asks for sympathy, I can recognise it even from a distance. 
I’m ashamed. I walk towards him with a few quick steps, grab his sleeve as 
if  I’m about to arrest him, and take him home. 

*

Once, years later, we passed each other on the tram. At a stop, I spotted 
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him in a tram going in the opposite direction. People got off  and on. He 
stared in front of  him with no expression on his face. He didn’t seem to be 
registering anything. I stared at him through both windows and wondered 
briefly whether I should switch trams. He looked up suddenly in my direc-
tion. My tram began to move. I turned in my seat towards him, but all I 
could see was the nape of  his neck. His head had bent forwards as if  he’d 
instantly fallen asleep. Or died. 

I was often sure my father was dead, but then he’d appear in some unex-
pected corner.  

His hair doesn’t thin. Gradually it is turning grey, but it seems as thick as 
it was twenty years ago. He’s small, I never noticed it before. I would defi-
nitely tower above him in my high-heeled boots. He goes around and tells 
everyone I’m his daughter. “Your father’s standing outside the door,” say my 
colleagues. They’re irritated. “Hey, he’s been standing for nearly two hours 
in the cold.” “He’s here early! Are you going to eat together?” I can see him 
through the toilet window if  I stand on the radiator and peer downwards. 
He’s got a newspaper pinned under his arm. He looks at his watch. He turns 
from side to side, searching. He reads the headlines. He goes to the porter’s 
lodge. I can’t see him any more. I wash my hands thoroughly and leave the 
toilet. I get my coat, take the lift to the ground floor and wish the porter 
‘Bon Appetit’. I put on a disgruntled expression, which immediately falls 
away: My father has disappeared.  

*

It started, half  a year after my first communion, with suspected ap-
pendicitis, according to the GP. My mother went to the hospital early on 
New Year’s Eve. Since my father hadn’t come home, she left a message at 
his office as well as a note on the dining table, then she took us kids to the 
neighbours, her  back buckled by pain and taking tiny tapping steps, which 
horrified us so much that we laughed. And finally she let the ambulance 
drive her away.

In the evening she phoned us at the neighbours and wished each of  us 
a Happy New Year, and one after another we sobbed into the receiver and 
couldn’t answer her. 

Two tumours were removed along with her appendix. The doctors 
congratulated my mother: she’d acted quickly and correctly. On the 2nd of  
January, my father reappeared with a young woman, who would look after 
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us for as long as my mother was in the hospital. “This is Rebecca.” Then he 
was gone again. 

I have often imagined that my father was dead. Sometimes I’ve given 
him the Last Rites. Sometimes I’ve spat on his frozen eyelids. 

We have to be quiet. I’m eleven years old and no one must know any-
thing. “We’ve moved house, end of  story,” my mother says that’s what we 
should say. We’ve moved to a rented apartment in another neighbourhood. 
Since my father is already known as a customer of  the electricity company, 
a box has been brought to the cellar of  the new apartment next to the 
electricity meter, into which we must insert coins in order to get electricity. 
Sometimes it suddenly goes dark and the washing machine stops. Then one 
of  us looks for the torch, the other for change, and another runs down to 
the cellar and drops in the coins. It rattles loudly, when the coins fall. Actu-
ally we should only put in coins late at night, so as not to be seen. And yet 
the grey box hangs, fully visible, in the communal laundry-room. Everyone 
knows that it’s only been there since we’ve moved in. “No one should be 
asking any questions”, says my mother. “We don’t owe anyone an explana-
tion.” 

*

Just before I encounter my father and the unknown woman at the 
seaside promenade, they find another tumour in my mother’s colon at her 
biannual check-up. “Tiny,” says my mother, “it’ll be out in a second, you’ll 
see.” She was in the hospital for two weeks. I thought it was wonderful. 
Meals-on-wheels came twice a day and delivered its menu, which we threw, 
still lukewarm, into a garbage bag. Otherwise we were left alone. I phoned 
my mother mornings and evenings at seven and informed her that every-
thing was fine. I saw my father every day when he left the bathroom and got 
fresh clothes from the wardrobe. Sometimes he was there in the evening, 
bought us pizza and then let us watch whatever we wanted on television for 
as long as we wanted. I was sorry my mother was discharged from hospital, 
but when she was home again, she looked so awful that I cried. Then she 
cried too, and comforted me at the same time. But it didn’t work. 

*

I come home from school. My mother asked me that morning to help 
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her with the shopping. She dictated the list to me. “And yogurt. No, wait, 
no yogurt. But fruit, write down: Apples.”  Then she remembered it was 
Wednesday. 

“Aren’t you working in the café this afternoon?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because Storrer doesn’t need me today.”
“Have you messed up?”
“Leave me alone.” She always thinks that one of  us will take after our 

father, gambling away money, drinking on the sly or getting into fights. I 
can’t be bothered to keep on reassuring her and trying to prove to her that 
my conscience is clear. Now I come home and she’s not there. There’s no 
note on the dining table. It worries me.

My father has had an epileptic fit. He has to stay overnight in the 
hospital so they can watch him; my mother went too, so overcome with 
worry she almost forgot about her children for the first time in her life. She 
phones and asks whether we’re alright on our own. The next morning, after 
she’s picked him up, she explains to us in a strange, celebratory tone that 
she’s spoken to our father. Everything will be alright now. He’ll go to rehab. 
My father nods. Then he changes into clean clothes and goes out. 

I have often wished that my father were dead. But he lives on. I don’t 
know where and I don’t want to think about how, but he lives, turns up 
every few years and kicks against my life. 

Once I was walking home at night after meeting up with a friend. It was 
spring, the cherry blossoms were flowering and, even in the dark, they made 
the entire street shimmer pink. I saw a couple swaying towards me as if  in 
a time loop. The man’s face shone pink; the woman’s remained hidden. The 
woman sang a kind of  lullaby in a deep, gurgling voice. The man stumbled, 
she held him up and stopped singing now and again in order to laugh 
loudly. She was very fat. I only saw that she was black when I was a few 
steps closer, and I saw she was old in the same moment that I recognized 
the man as my father. He’d already by passed me. I’d never seen him that 
drunk before. 

I follow them for a few steps, then I overtake them and stand in their 
way. I look my father in the eye, search his gaze, but his eyes are swim-
ming, he can’t focus, his eyelids flutter. He doesn’t recognize me. He looks 
fearful. Suddenly he puts his hands in front of  his face. The black woman 
tries to pull him onwards, past me. She’s talking at him in a language I’ve 
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never heard before. I turn away. Behind me the woman sings on, and after 
some time I hear her laugh out loud again. The garden fence next to me 
has a broken slat. I break it off, go after them and beat him up. The woman 
laughs. And I do it to her too. Then it’s quiet. 

*

Since I turned seventeen, my father has been dead to me. That spring, 
just before Easter, my mother had to have another operation: it was already 
the third relapse in three and a half  years but she had a chance of  recovery. 
“There’s a chance, absolutely”, said the oncologist in conversation with us 
relatives. As I was preparing dinner, the phone rings. “I’m not here,” my 
father shouted at me. He sat on the leather armchair in his dressing gown 
with a glass of  brandy, made an obscene hand gesture and hissed: “Idi-
ots”. I answered with my first and second name. A Mr. Doubt apologized 
sincerely for disturbing us “in this difficult situation”. He was very sorry, 
even if  he weren’t personally acquainted with my mother. “Why,” I asked 
horrified, “what’s wrong with my mother?” “Yes, um, yes, my deepest con-
dolences. Could I quickly speak to your father please?”

“Are you from the hospital?”
“No, but I’m a business acquaintance of  your father.”
“He’s not here.”
“I find that hard to believe. Please go and check.”
“He’s not here!”
“Listen, I urgently advise him in his best interest to -“
I hung up. 
My father didn’t even want to know his name. 
“You’re telling people Mum’s died?”
“Stupid girl. Just leave me alone, all of  you!”

My father has fallen asleep in the leather armchair. He jerks in his sleep 
like the downstairs neighbor’s sick bulldog that sleeps outside on the bal-
cony in the afternoons. The brandy runs out of  the glass in his limp hand 
onto the floor. His dressing gown falls open. I see his short, fat dick, stand-
ing out dark against the white terry cloth and I can barely manage, despite 
my disgust, to turn my gaze away.

The next day he left. He simply vanished, from one moment to the next, 
and was never seen again, not even at the hospital. No, once, he brought 
her a box of  chocolates. It stood red and gleaming on her bedside table. 
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She didn’t want to talk about it, she was worked-up and confused. He didn’t 
come when we interred her ashes. When I was still small and I informed 
him with horror that he would die someday, since my sister had just told 
me so, my father said to me: “You’ve got to learn to let go, of  people too: 
you won’t ever see them again.” I often thought about that sentence, in the 
graveyard as well, and about how I answered:

“Not me.”
“Yes, you too.”
“And you, Dad?”
“Yes, me too. It’s not so hard, you’ll see.”
*
My colleagues haven’t warned me. I wish the porter ‘Bon Appetit’ and 

smile at his compliment about my new haircut. “For spring,” I say and wave 
at him as I pass. Then I see him. He stands in my way. “Hello.” His voice 
sounds softer than before. I want to keep on walking. He grabs my sleeve: 
“I just want to talk to you.” 
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This exquisitely understated novel, narrated backwards in time, 
portrays a middle-aged woman in Vienna coming to terms with being 
labeled redundant—both as a ‘productive’ wage-earner and as a widow. 
It offers a wholly unsentimental look at loneliness, unfulfilled dreams, 
and the sense of  being overwhelmed by life. Its muted, bemused tone 
brings clarity and compassion to the central character’s vulnerability.  
Winter is Good for Fish is a minutely observed paean to the human 
condition as it is experienced by apparently unremarkable people, 
illuminating the daily rituals, the failure of  real communication, the 
absurdities, small joys and vicissitudes of  everyday life.
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'WINTER IS GOOD FOR FISH'
DER WINTER TUT DEN FISCHEN GUT
BY ANNA WEIDENHOLZER
TRANSLATED BY LIZ LAUFFER

When he opens the door, I’ll say, Thank you for the invitation. I’ll say, 
My name is Maria Beerenberger, pleased to meet you. Have a seat, he’ll say, 
offering me a chair. I will have known what to wear. I will have thought 
about how I’d describe myself  as a person. He will be wearing a necktie 
and a silver wristwatch. He’ll say, Frau Beerenberger, tell me a little about 
yourself. Gladly, I’ll say, gladly. I am familiar with the material. I have at least 
accomplished what I wanted to accomplish. And now we wait. What are 
you saying, he’ll ask, Frau Beerenberger, what are you talking about. Well, 
I’ll say, I am sitting across from you because I know the things people say, 
people who know what life is all about, because I’ll be one of  those people. 
I didn't believe in myself, you see, I didn't believe in my future. Why, he’ll 
ask, Please explain. Then he will fall silent, lean back in his seat. Very well, I 
will say, As you wish. The day goes on, the light goes out, my neighbor once 
said. Let's start at the end.

54 The Mirror

The kitchen clock hangs to the left above the stove, between the kitchen 
cabinets, the hands gliding along the numbers. Eight fifty-five, Maria reads 
on this Tuesday morning, sitting at the kitchen table across from the clock. 
Maria is wearing the light blue terrycloth bathrobe she wears every morning, 
except in summer, when she eats breakfast in her nightgown, because the 
bathrobe would be too warm, even on cool summer days. The fabric at the 
right elbow is worn, Maria rests her head in her right hand after breakfast 
while reading the paper or staring into space, drinking coffee, watching the 
steam rise from fresh coffee. Maria takes her coffee with milk and no sugar. 
It’s easier to drink coffee without milk, Herr Willert would say in the break 
room, as Maria poured milk into her cup and stirred, watching the milk for 
curdling. Then you don't need to buy any milk, he would say, slowly stirring 
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the milk in his coffee, then tapping in two sweeteners from their dispenser. 
Maria thinks of  Herr Willert on this Tuesday morning in the kitchen and 
takes a small sip, because there is not much coffee left in the cup and be-
cause she does not want the cup to be empty, to have to get up, to have to 
get more coffee, which is always three sips too many. Three sips that Maria 
drinks nonetheless, because she does not want any left over.

 The window is not far from the kitchen table. Maria looks out the 
window into the inner courtyard, which is big. Bigger than a soccer field, 
Walter said, stretching his arms wide as he said it. We have our vegetable 
garden in the front section, and the children play in the back; we don't have 
children, didn’t you know. The sandboxes must be covered at night, because 
of  the cats. The spruce has grown taller. The spruce has blocked all the 
light and doesn’t even let it through in winter.

Under her terrycloth bathrobe Maria is wearing a cotton nightgown. 
Cotton allows the skin to breathe, there is nothing else Maria would wear 
at night. She swallows the last sip of  coffee on this Tuesday morning, then 
raises the cup to her lips once more, till a tiny drop trickles out. Then she 
goes into the bath, which can only be reached through the kitchen, pink 
tiles, a walk-in tub, the sink beside it. The bathroom has no windows. Maria 
alternates: first wash face, then take off  bathrobe. Comb hair, separate it at 
the part—annoyed that it already needs retouching—take off  nightgown, 
brush teeth, take off  underpants, apply face cream, take off  slippers, make 
up eyes, put on underpants. Further articles of  clothing require no inter-
mediate steps, and Maria dresses without interruption. Do a lot, and do it 
consistently, systematically, simultaneously, and fast. On this Tuesday morn-
ing, Maria puts on white socks, white underwear, a light blue blouse, and 
white slacks.

 The mirror hangs to the left of  the front door, there would be 
no space for it to the right. The wall to the right is taken up by a wardrobe 
storing jackets, bags, winter coats. The wardrobe reaches the ceiling. Storage 
space, Maria and Walter said when they picked out the wardrobe, Storage 
space is important. There's a spot for whatever you’ve got, the salesman 
said, and Maria eyed his shirt—the second button from the top had come 
undone, or had it been open the whole time—and nodded. That’s no way to 
work sales, Maria said in the car later, as she rode home with Walter. Some-
one just pulled into the right lane to make a left-hand turn, replied Walter. 
When you work in sales, you have to be mindful of  your appearance, Maria 
said. How much longer will it take for him to realize that he’s on the wrong 
side, replied Walter and honked. That’s no way to work sales, Maria said. 
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Sure it is, replied Walter.

The mirror frame is golden, like the keys sticking in the wardrobe doors, 
only the gold on the keys has worn off  in some spots. Maria looks in the 
mirror, she smiles and gets annoyed at the wrinkles that form, she decides 
not to smile anymore, she pulls the sleeves down a bit over her upper arms. 
Customers with flabby upper arms should be advised against choosing a 
sleeveless top, said Herr Willert, but you must never mention their upper 
arms. Express enthusiasm whenever you like something on the customer. 
Suggest other articles of  clothing, should one appear unsuitable. Should you 
dislike something on the customer that she likes, don’t say a thing. Maria 
looks at her eyes in the mirror. They are always duller in the morning than 
in the afternoon. Maria has lined them in black, her green eyes that need 
a little time after waking to clear, and applied mascara to the lashes. She 
brushes away an eyelash under her left eye with her index finger. She runs 
her hand through her hair, she straightens up.

 The mirror frame is wide and provides plenty of  space for the 
notes. Maria secures them with bits of  adhesive tape that she first applies to 
the back of  her hand, so they do not stick as tightly and strip off  the gold 
paint. The sentences are written in capital letters, otherwise Maria would 
have to lean in too close to the mirror to read what the slips say. On this 
Tuesday morning in November, Maria views herself  in short sleeves in the 
mirror and notices that the hair on her forearms is standing on end. Oh no, 
she says and goes to the bedroom to get a cardigan. White matches blue and 
blue clashes with black. Pay close attention to colors, said Herr Willert. Herr 
Willert wore gray and sometimes dark blue. Muted colors, as he said, Men 
and women in muted colors have a respectable air, as do women in pas-
tels. In the bedroom Maria smoothes the sheet, plumps up the pillow, and 
spreads out the comforter evenly. She plucks at the corners of  the comfort-
er on Walter’s side, so the creases disappear. The sheets on Walter’s side are 
changed only every four weeks, on Maria’s side every two. In even months, 
Maria pulls the green bedclothes from the wardrobe, in odd months the yel-
low. Since Walter’s sheets are changed only every four weeks, there is always 
a spare set for emergencies and for guests, Maria would say, were she to talk 
with someone about her linens. On this Tuesday morning, she takes a white 
cardigan from the wardrobe, which she locks after closing the door. She 
leaves the key in the lock, she never takes it out.

It is only a few steps from the bedroom to the mirror. The letters lie 
on the sideboard in the hallway, unopened, gathered there from Tuesday 
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through Friday. No mail came on Monday. The animal rights group wrote, 
the wireless service provider, the rewards club, the employment agency, the 
aid organization for children afflicted with leprosy in East India, a bou-
tique at which Maria applied to work. Maria sorted the letters by category: 
animals, bills, ads, maybes, musts. She tears up the bills and hides the letter 
from the employment agency in the top drawer, under the phone book. 
Then she bites her lower lip and breathes deeply, in and out. She goes up 
to the mirror and puts on a smile. She reads from left to right: I am familiar 
with the material. I have a nice picture of  you feeding pigeons. I have at 
least accomplished what I wanted to accomplish. She jumps at the sound 
of  ringing, turns and reaches for the telephone, lying between the letters on 
the sideboard, holds it to her ear and says: Beerenberger. A woman is on 
the other end of  the line, she gives her name, which Maria will immediately 
have forgotten, she says: I’m calling on behalf  of  your local bank. It’s im-
portant to us to maintain regular communication with our customers, which 
is why I’d like to ask if  you’re satisfied with our services, Frau Beerenberger. 
I’m satisfied, Maria says, Everything’s fine, please excuse me, I don’t have 
time for this, I’m busy. May I call back at a later time, the woman asks, Your 
feedback is important to us, Frau Beerenberger. And may I ask you quickly 
if  you’ve changed your address. Maria waits till the caller pauses. Then she 
hangs up. Nothing’s changed, anyway, she thinks. If  she calls again, I won’t 
pick up, and if  I do answer accidentally, I’ll say: Please excuse me, I lost 
service, I live in a dead zone. Maria moved with Walter into this apartment 
twenty-five years ago. A co-op, ground floor, with a view of  the courtyard 
and a view of  the street. Walter’s mother said: We have enough space, just 
stay with us.

Here we go, Maria says and stands up straight in front of  the mirror. She 
throws back her shoulders and starts from the beginning: I am familiar with 
the material. I have a nice picture of  you feeding pigeons. I have at least 
accomplished what I wanted to accomplish. That isn’t funny. And now we 
wait. You did not conduct yourself  properly. Well, we certainly hope so. No, 
they have money to burn. Everything is in order, please move along. Heart 
of  mine, no one understands you. Goodbye and have a nice weekend—the 
same to your pets. Maria closes her eyes after the final sentence and starts 
over, speaking more loudly, she stops at the third sentence and opens one 
eye. Of  course, she says, I know this, and closes it again. On her second 
attempt, Maria does not need to open her eyes. Good, she says and goes to 
the sideboard, takes a letter opener from the drawer. The letter opener was 
a gift from Maria’s parents at the end of  her apprenticeship. Now you’re 
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standing on your own two feet, her father said, and Maria laughed and said, 
I can open a letter with my fingers, too, you know. Her father shook his 
head, You have so much left to learn, he said and sat down in the spot he 
had occupied since his retirement, his spot in the kitchen with a view out 
the window. Maria sets the blade against the edge of  the envelope. Those 
who want work will find it, her father said, whenever talking about their 
unemployed neighbor. How can he live with himself, he asked. Hubert, said 
Maria’s mother, quiet, the window is open. How long has he been out of  
work, Maria’s father asked, and her mother closed the window. Think of  
your brother-in-law, she said. She left the curtains open.

 Maria runs her index finger along the inside of  the open envelope, 
touches the paper. Because I suspect that invitations to job interviews are 
printed on higher quality paper, Maria would say, to explain her behavior, 
then: Unfortunately, I am unable to sufficiently identify the quality of  the 
paper used in printing this letter, it’s regular paper, but not cheap. Maria 
leaves her finger in the envelope and looks in the mirror. Extended benefits, 
is that what it’s come to, her father would ask. Yes, Maria would answer. She 
would not tell him that her money had been cut. But wait till I’ve opened 
the letter. I’ll think positive thoughts, life is a series of  challenges. If  you 
just want it badly enough, then everything will work out. Maria takes her 
finger out of  the envelope, she lays the letter aside, she says: I’d like to do a 
little more work on my visualization, and goes into the kitchen.

. . .

42 The Last One Out Turns Off  the Light

There are different types of  light switches. There are simple switches, 
there are double switches, there are beige, white, brown, black switches, 
there are those with a dial you can turn to dim the light. As you dim the 
light, it gets darker and darker, till it disappears altogether. At first, objects 
lose their shape in the dark, then they slowly start to regain their contours. 
There are some days when Maria will sit in an armchair next to the light 
switch in the living room, turning the dial. She darkens the room, waits a 
while, then back to light, then back to dark, slow, fast, slow. She is always 
careful to close the shades first, so the neighbors won’t worry, so the 
neighbors won’t take it upon themselves to knock at her door, to find out 
who’s playing with the light, even if  it’s unlikely that the neighbors would 
think someone had broken in if  they saw the light flashing on and off. 
However, they might think I was in trouble, Maria thinks, and she smiles 
at the thought of  someone from across the way knocking on her door and 
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asking if  she was in trouble. No, Maria would answer, I’m not in trouble, 
I’m just playing with the light. Thank you for your concern, would you like 
some coffee. Yes, please, the person from across the way would reply and 
follow Maria into the kitchen, It may be a little late in the day, but a cup of  
coffee with you would be nice. Have a seat, Maria would say, taking a coffee 
filter from the box, the environmentally friendly kind cleansed with oxygen. 
Maria would insert the filter, pour in coffee, fill the designated tank with 
water, close the coffee maker, switch it on. How did you get into the build-
ing, Maria would ask, You didn’t ring. The door was open, the person from 
across the way would say. No, Maria would say. Oh yes, the person from 
across the way would say, the doorstop was wedged under. Hmm, Maria 
would say, then: It’s dangerous for the door to be left open, you never know 
who might get in, they could be questionable characters. Have you read the 
papers lately, the person from across the way would ask. This world is a 
terrible place to live, can you make any sense of  it. Can you make any sense 
of  what it means for you, Frau Beerenberger. No, Maria would say, I’ve lost 
any sense of  the bigger picture. Do you know what positional vertigo is, 
Maria would ask. Positional vertigo is dizziness that comes about without 
spinning, positional vertigo is dizziness sparked by fear. How do you know 
that, the person from across the way would ask, Do you work in healthcare. 
No, Maria would answer, I am a saleswoman in textiles. Interesting profes-
sion, the person from across the way would say, You must know a lot about 
clothing. Yes, Maria would say, I’ve learned the unique characteristics of  
certain materials. I’ve learned how various garments should be washed. 
I’ve learned to advise. Where do you work, the person from across the way 
would ask.

On this Monday Maria is sitting across from the old woman from the 
fourth floor, who draws her curtains in the afternoon and washes her win-
dows every two months. She washes her windows very thoroughly, she even 
wipes the window ledges, which she cannot see, which the neighbors cannot 
see, which no one could ever get close enough to see, except the pigeons, 
Maria reflects, and they don’t have an eye for clean ledges. Things become 
dangerous when the woman from the fourth floor washes the outside of  
the skylights, which do not open. She puts one foot on the outer ledge, 
holds tight to the frame with her right hand, and wipes the glass with her 
left. The process takes several minutes, during which time Maria stands at 
her window watching the woman, ready to run to the phone. Maria would 
run first to the phone, then down to the fallen woman. She has thought this 
through many times. Because the woman would probably be beyond help-
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ing, anyway, Maria would first notify emergency services, she would—as she 
ran down into the street—hope that she was not the only one, that someone 
else would already be kneeling beside the woman, that her neck snapped 
cleanly. Watching the woman wash her windows, Maria often considers re-
freshing her first aid training. Yes, I should do that, she says without taking 
her eyes off  the woman, but she’d probably be beyond helping, anyway.

 Different people from across the way appear in Maria’s kitchen 
whenever she plays with the light. The man from the fifth floor is the only 
one who does not enter the apartment, the man who does not turn on 
the lights even when it gets dark, and who hangs his underpants out the 
window to dry on the weekend. Because I’m afraid of  him, Maria would say, 
were someone to ask her why. These days, Maria would say, these days un-
derpants are easy to come by, why doesn’t the man from the fifth floor buy 
any, his have holes in them. And what does he wear while his underpants 
dry.

The amount of  time Maria spends playing with the light depends on 
when Walter comes to mind. As soon as Walter comes to mind, Maria stops 
dimming the light. Do you know how much electricity that wastes, Walter 
said whenever Maria turned the dimmer switch, Stop that. The last one out 
turns off  the light, Herr Willert would say when they all left the shop in the 
evening, when all the work was done and the next day lay ahead. Did you 
remember all the lights, the one in the break room, too, Herr Willert would 
ask as he locked the door and pulled down the security shutters, right before 
they parted ways on the street. Herr Willert usually ducked into Espresso 
a little farther down the street to enjoy a drop of  liquid courage, as he 
said: Goodnight, I’m off  for a drop of  liquid courage. He never asked for 
company, and there were days when the liquid courage sounded like liquid 
urge. Herr Willert never asked for company, and nobody ever offered. He 
only came to Bistro Brigitte when there was something to celebrate, and it 
felt strange to have him join their regular table and say, The next round is 
on me, Frau Herta, I insist. Maria takes the newspaper lying in her lap, picks 
it up, sees the cover of  the book she had hidden beneath it, the book she 
had taken out of  the sideboard earlier. Every day of  unemployment costs 
you money. Every day of  unemployment lowers your market value. On the 
Monday morning that Maria reads these two sentences, she has been out of  
work for a year and four months. She thinks: Remember, remember, and 
brushes the tips of  her toes back and forth across the carpet. Herr Willert 
did not want to be accompanied, at least that was how it seemed. If  90 days 
are up and you have not yet found work, please read the chapter, “Day 91: 
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Last Days.” Herr Willert would say, The last one out turns off  the light, and 
Maria liked it when the lights went out behind her in the evening. When 
everything was in its place, when it was quiet and she was the last to leave 
the boutique. When the day was finished. There are good days and there are 
bad days, Herr Willert would say, and at the end of  the day, the day is always 
done.

 Maria opens the newspaper, she reads: African woman dismembers 
streetcar conductor with saw. She sees a photo of  a man in an undershirt, 
champagne flute in hand, no smile on his face. Maria clutches her head, she 
reads no further, she turns the page to the animal pictures. Axel is looking 
for a new home, Bonnie is shy at first, but then needs lots of  love. Maria 
turns to the job ads and quickly closes the newspaper. She looks toward the 
window. Frau Beerenberger, you’re allowed to be angry, says the old woman 
from the fourth floor in the building across the way, Let it all out, it’s obvi-
ous you’re unhappy. Maria leans back. I say No a single time, and he cuts me 
off. Yes, he cut me off, my caseworker’s colleague, because my caseworker 
was on vacation and off  lying in the sun somewhere, on vacation or sick, 
what’s the difference. What does that mean. What it means is that, follow-
ing Paragraph Ten, my unemployment benefits are cut for six weeks. No, 
I’m not laughing, am I. I sent out three job applications of  my own that 
week, but didn’t apply for the job at the gourmet shop. And because I didn’t 
apply, now I’m cut off  for six weeks. You know, I studied how to work with 
fabrics, not sausages. Do you know what it’s like to submit three applica-
tions a week and to wait for letters, to wait for responses, for invitations. 
I don’t care. No, I really don’t care, I’m not as choosy as I used to be, if  it 
says “shoe salesperson,” I’ll take a look, even though I don’t want to sell 
shoes. I’m open to anything, but sausage, sausage I won’t sell. That’s what 
I’ll tell my caseworker when I see her again, the day after tomorrow. Am 
I furious with Herr Willert. No, I understand him, Herr Willert is a good 
man. Am I furious with his son. How did you know about that. There are 
days when I’d like to gouge out his eyes, but I’m just saying that, I wouldn’t 
know how to gouge out someone’s eyes. But I am furious with him, yes, 
furious. No, I don’t think that clean windows are important. No, I don’t 
think that my gaze is overly harsh. No, I’m not afraid of  what the neighbors 
think when they see my unwashed window ledges. People should mind their 
own business, and you, you need to be more careful, you are far too old to 
be standing on a window ledge. Yes, you are old, and even if  you weren’t, it 
would still be dangerous.

. . . 
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40 Between the Trees

When your house pet freezes to death in the refrigerator, you’re faced 
with an unpleasant situation. Sitting on the bench on the balcony, Maria 
can stretch out her legs till her feet touch the railing. She is wearing her 
lambskin-lined winter shoes, and when Maria stretches out her legs, she can-
not feel the rails—which she can grab with her toes in summer—through 
the soles. The paint is flaking off  in one spot, revealing rust underneath, 
and in summer Maria picks at it with her toes till a chip of  paint separates 
and falls to the ground. On sunny winter days, she gets a cushion from the 
living room and lays it on the bench, because otherwise it would be too cold 
to sit there. Sometimes Maria forgets the cushion outside, and it gets damp 
over night. Unpleasant is the wrong word, Maria thinks and pulls in her 
legs. When your house pet freezes in the refrigerator, you have to account 
for a death. There is no cushion under Otto’s box, it sits on the bench as 
it sat, until recently, in the crisper. Until this morning, when Maria opened 
the refrigerator and noticed the ice that had formed on the back wall of  the 
refrigerator. Maria looks over at Otto. Jump, she says. Come on, jump, don’t 
just sit there. But Otto cannot jump, the box is closed. Maria has placed the 
box out of  the sun, so he would not thaw too quickly. She carefully removes 
the lid. Then she waits, it is a mild winter day. Snow and ice fall from the 
houses, and everything is dripping. As if  the houses were crying, someone 
once said, Be careful the ice doesn’t kill you.

I regularly made sure he had enough air, Maria thinks, his bowels were 
emptied, I prepared him well. I filled the box with soil, then added a layer 
of  moss and leaves. I always kept the moss and leaves damp, but not wet. 
I made sure he had enough air. Maria looks over at Otto. She wants to stay 
seated till the frost has disappeared from the top of  his body and the leaves 
have loosened from his underside. This time he won’t twitch when I touch 
him, Maria thinks and smiles. She runs her finger over Otto without touch-
ing him. Like she did with the tomcat in the courtyard whenever he came 
over to the vegetable patch. From his head down over his back, hovering 
two centimeters above his body, the tomcat liked that, and he would purr 
with his mouth open. He did not like being touched. Whenever he was 
touched, the tomcat would flatten his ears against his head and bite down 
hard on the offending hand. The tomcat was homeless, Walter said, but 
Isolde put out a bowl of  kibble for him every day. The homeless tomcat 
grew fatter than the cats living in the building, whose ears he would shred if  
they ever strayed into his territory. Otto’s box sits where the tomcat would 
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sometimes try to cross the balcony to get into the kitchen, till Walter threw 
his slipper at him.

 I made sure he had enough air. I let him rest. I opened the refriger-
ator quietly. I monitored the temperature with a thermometer, five degrees, 
never above eight degrees Celsius. At temperatures above eight degrees, 
Otto would have woken up. The frost on Otto’s back begins to break away, 
his eyes are still covered by a layer of  white. His body is hard, but Maria 
does not touch him. Maria sits next to Otto, she says: Let’s wait, leave no 
stone unturned, every man is the architect of  his own fortune. You know, 
there was a man on television recently, well-to-do, a good-looking man, 
well-to-do men know how to dress. He had cancer and the doctors said the 
cancer was inoperable. They operated anyway, the man has a clean bill of  
health. Because he believed in himself, he said on TV, the most important 
thing you can do is to believe in yourself. Life is a series of  tests, and only 
those who pass will ever win. That’s what he said. You see, when you wake 
up, it will still be winter, but spring won’t be far off. You can stay with me 
till it warms up. I’ll make up a spot for you in the hall, I’ll catch flies for you, 
I’ll take good care of  you. And then, then we’ll go to the pond. I’ll carry 
you, it would be too far for you to walk. You’ll make new friends, you’ll 
never be alone. You see, the frost is already coming off. I’ll have to stretch a 
pair of  pantyhose around your box, so you don’t jump out, so you don’t get 
lost in the snow.

 Maria jumps at the sound of  someone opening a window. She 
clears her throat, stands up, wipes snow from the railing with her hand. 
The television is on. It is nearly noon, the news will be on soon. At the top 
of  the hour, the pendulum clock in Maria’s living room chimes, counting 
out the hours. Maria turns off  the television, pushes the curtain back a bit, 
looks out the window at the street. People walk past, dressed warmly, then 
a chunk of  snow breaks off  and hits a woman on the head. Maria holds 
her hand to her mouth, waits and watches as the woman clutches her head, 
brushes the snow off  her clothes and continues on her way. Oh my, Maria 
says and draws the curtain. She goes into the kitchen, where the refrigerator 
door is standing open, water dripping onto the floor. No, Maria says and 
lays down a dishtowel. She finds a packet of  soup next to the stove. Maria 
looks out the kitchen window onto the balcony, she remembers that she had 
wanted to get out some pantyhose. The box of  pantyhose is in the bedroom 
wardrobe, Maria takes out a brown pair, she carries it out to the balcony, 
pulls it over Otto’s box in such a way that the legs dangle over the front, 
to the floor. Then she goes quickly back into the kitchen without looking 
at Otto, like when she still had the car. In tricky situations, such as narrow 
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gates or tight parking spots, Maria would first study the scene closely. When 
she couldn’t tell if  there was enough room, she would just keep going, hold 
her breath and close her eyes. Back in the kitchen, Maria sets a pot of  water 
on the stove, she waits till the water is hot enough. Maria isn’t hungry, but 
she’ll make the soup anyway, and try to eat it. If  you don’t eat, you don’t get 
paid, Herr Willert sometimes said. The same applies if  you eat too much, 
Maria then thought. Watch yourself, watch your figure, they said. You are a 
representative, you know that.

In the early afternoon, Maria gives the box on the balcony a shake. Otto 
is no longer frozen, she touches his body, he is getting softer, but he does 
not move. In the mid-afternoon Maria locks herself  in the bathroom. In the 
late afternoon she pulls on her winter coat, wraps a scarf  round her neck, 
and places him—in his box—in a big bag. Let’s go, she says, Let’s go, I hope 
I haven’t forgotten anything. Before Maria opens the door, she looks in 
the mirror. She pinches her cheeks to put some color in her face. Then she 
applies powder to cover the area, then she runs her hands over her face to 
remove any excess powder. She briefly considers taking a picture of  Otto. 
You don’t photograph the dead, she says. Let’s go.

 Going means putting one foot in front of  the other. Maria 
stumbles over the threshold as she leaves the apartment. If  it were summer, 
Maria would have stubbed her big toe, but it is winter, and Maria’s shoes are 
well-lined. To make it to the pond in time she has to hurry, it will be dark 
on the way back as it is. Maria has brought along a pen that also functions 
as a flashlight, just to be safe, because you never know what might happen. 
Maria crosses the street, walks past the supermarket, where the man who 
sells the street paper greets her. The man who sells the street paper waits 
by the grocery carts every day, he repairs them when the wheels get stuck 
and readies them for female shoppers by inserting a coin and approaching 
them with the unlocked cart. Maria ducks her head when she sees the man 
who sells the street paper, she does not want to be addressed or even seen. 
The man who sells the street paper greets her anyway. Hello, he says, Hello, 
Maria says and crosses the street.

 Two lefts, cross once, take a right then continue straight. Out 
where the city gives way to a small forest, only a handful of  single-family 
houses stand scattered. The streets are wet with salt that leaves shoes 
streaked with white. Out where the city gives way to the small forest, the 
street turns into a country lane. Maria must slow her steps, she walks cau-
tiously, so as not to slip and fall. Whenever the light breaks through the 
trees, the snow glitters. It was really nice with you, Maria says, You know, 
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I liked you. I’m going to call the refrigerator manufacturer. I’ll scream at 
them, I’ll scream: You ruined my expensive groceries, I demand full com-
pensation. I invited a guest, I’ll scream, a guest I really liked, and I wanted 
to show him a really nice time. You ruined my life. I wanted the guest to 
stay a long time, I wanted him to have a good time, and then he left, he 
died, yes, that’s how I’ll say it. How does one die from faulty temperature 
control in the refrigerator, the voice at the other end of  the line might ask. 
And I’ll scream: How dare you ask such a thing. You destroyed my life, and 
now Otto is buried under the snow in the woods. Then I’ll hang up, my 
hands will be shaking, I’ll hang up, because I can’t sue for damages. Because 
there are no damages, because the refrigerator is seventeen years old. Seven-
teen years, the voice at the other end of  the line would say, Seventeen years, 
and you’re surprised when something like this happens to you.
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