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Dear Readers, 

 

2012 marks the 3rd year of the Festival Neue Literatur, (FNL) which brings six of the best up-and-
coming German-language authors to New York every year. Our current lineup, representing the 
great diversity of literary talent that Austria, Germany and Switzerland have to offer, will join 
American authors Francisco Goldman and Chris Adrian in a series of conversations and readings 
across the city. 

 At the heart of the Festival is the desire to introduce American audiences to the vast wealth of 
Europe’s still largely unexplored literary landscape. We have selected authors for the originality of 
their voices and visions, and look forward to sharing their work with you. With two exceptions—
Inka Parei and Monica Cantieni, both of whom have already found English-language publishers—
these authors are appearing in English for the first time.  It is the hope of the FNL organizing 
collective that all the authors we feature will find publishers in the United States. 

The FNL Reader allows our audience an English-language glimpse of the novels we have chosen to 
feature. Our translators have worked hard to give you a feel for the styles and voices of our writers.  
Each English-language excerpt is preceded by a short summary of the book and followed by 
biographies of the authors and translators. We hope you enjoy.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Susan Bernofsky 
Curator, FNL 2012 
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THE SONG OF THE CICADAS 
(Das Glück der Zikaden) 

by Larissa Boehning 
translated by Lyn Marven 

 
 

320 pages, Galiani Verlag, August 2011  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Nadja and Anton are forced to leave their Russian home in the late 1930s due to hostility towards 
German-Russian families such as theirs. Nadja hides her Russian identity during the war, but after 
her death their daughter Senta finds a picture of Stalin hidden in the piano. Born in Germany, Senta, 
despite the large family she creates with Michael, cannot forget Gregor, the father of her first child, 
who left her for socialist East Germany. Katarina, daughter of Senta and Gregor, finds out about her 
biological father only after Michael’s death. She sets out in search of Gregor, but underway becomes 
waylaid by a con man who is after her inheritance. Larissa Boehning’s novel is a tale of escape and 
exile, ideological hopes and failed reconciliations. 

 
Sample translation: pp. 21-33 
  
In Belorussky Station a sea of people surged, hemmed in by the walls. Once inside it was hard to 
keep your feet on the ground. All she could see was people’s backs, clad in grey-brown coats, fur 
collars sitting on top, hat brims, hair scraped back under headscarves. The smell of damp wool, 
oversweet violet perfume, and burnt coal. And in the midst of it all, the staccato voices and hurried 
cries of departure. Then everything was drowned out as the air started to shudder and a train pulled 
in. The screech just before the locomotive came to a halt tore the hall in two. Nadja kept her eyes on 
her children. They were pushing through the crowd ahead of her, following their father who was the 
prow parting the water for the three of them.  
 
There he was, with the four suitcases. He kept bumping into people as he passed, other passengers 
and their luggage, they cursed him, he apologized and tried to make himself even smaller. He kept 
turning around to look for his children, but didn’t spare a glance for Nadja. She stopped moving, 
and immediately she was swallowed by the heaving crowd, she saw her children disappear, then her 
husband. She stood still, closed her eyes and did something she hadn’t done for years, decades, 
maybe not since she was a child. She sent a wish up to the high roof of the station, this cathedral of 
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departure. She could practically feel her tiny prayer get lost among everyone else’s murmured hopes. 
No God here, nor anyone else. She stood still. Shoulders barged her, sharp limbs jostled her, 
forwards and back. She turned round as far as she could, and she could see the high light of the 
open exit, which was also an entrance, the way she had come in. She could go back out of it at any 
time. Back to her house, the flat, the theatre, prize the boards from the door, carry on as before. Not 
give up. Write to Stalin, put her faith in Stalin, fight for the common cause, with her art. She 
couldn’t see her children now, the sea had swallowed them. Her husband too was long gone. Relief, 
maybe it really was a relief for Anton, he wouldn’t have to put up with her moods, the distant 
coldness she was capable of. The way she could be irritable and withdrawn when she hadn’t been on 
stage recently. Maybe solitude was the armor she needed in order to live. Everything else was just an 
illusion. Like being suited to a family? She could picture Anton, the way he just quietly got on with 
life. All day long he was a dependable worker, then he fell into a satisfied sleep and dreamed 
thoroughly pragmatic dreams. Or maybe it was indifference? While she on the other hand projected 
her body, her voice, her strength from the stage and no longer felt there was anything left for him. 
But then she remembered the warmth of her children, how they clung to her with their whole being, 
how her daughter sometimes announced, as if she had only just realized herself: Mama, I love you so 
much. She was deceiving herself in thinking she could be alone. Right now she wished she could 
take Senta and Peter in her arms. Would it be better if Anton carried them through life alone? He 
would cope, no doubt about that. The children would just be left with a vague longing for a woman 
that smelled like her. Was that right? They were still young, they hardly had memories at that age. 
Anton wanted six or seven children, let him have them, with another woman, in Berlin, with a 
woman who liked having children, whose raison d’être it was to look after them, to raise them and 
be with them. Another woman who gave her life for her children. She admired women who could 
do that. She couldn’t.  
 
She took one step after another, using her elbows, trod on people’s feet and didn’t apologize. Until 
she found the collar of her daughter’s coat.  
“12”, she heard her husband’s voice calling, echoed by Senta, “12”. “The platform”, he shouted. 
“The platform”, her daughter repeated. She was holding the glass with the tadpole above her head. 
None of them – not glass, animal, nor daughter – was equipped for this shifting world. Platform 12. 
The majority of the people had disappeared. Berlin, it said on the train. Fat-bellied letters on a white 
background. Trying to look angular, but instead they gave the impression of a sausage pretending to 
be a ballerina.  
 
I am not German, Nadja decided to tell her loved one, talking to his high forehead and Lenin beard 
in her thoughts, to a troika that wasn’t particularly threatening. I’m Russian, I’ll always be Russian, 
what am I doing going to Germany?  
“Mama, Mima”, called Senta, “we’re here”.  
The locomotive, matt black, with smoke belching out of the chimney and hissing noises escaping 
from under the footboard of the carriage, like a tongue licking at her ankles. The ice-cold handrail by 
the door: she was convinced it would tear her skin off if she let go. Mechanically she stepped inside. 
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Dark wood, like the wood in a drinking den, a shebeen, with gargoyles sitting behind. She was 
boarding a theatre set which, like her, was only pretending to be there.  
 
Let me explain it to you again, Nadja said to the goatee. Now, in the distance, in different light, he 
seemed to possess the great father’s sympathetic features, he was someone you could speak to. It 
was the Tsar who brought my parents here, to build up our country, lay gas mains in the city, that’s 
what happened. You see.  

 
Her beloved was part of the stage set, she saw that clearly now, knock-kneed and thin as the wooden 
paneling. His high forehead too was a cardboard cutout, and she shrank away from him. She was 
seized by anger again, that familiar anger when something was unjust, when one person was 
humiliating another, she was filled with rage, a deadly serious sense of justice. Like the first signs of 
the flu, her neck muscles tensed up, her temples began to throb. She tried to play down her 
opportunism: it was fear, of course. She turned round abruptly, pushed past the cases piled up in the 
vestibule. Resistance in her core, the belt of her coat was cutting into her stomach, Anton’s voice, 
very close now, “what a scene. In front of the children”, and her own, which retorted, “a mistake, it 
can’t be right, I need to sort it out”.  
 
He gripped her even more tightly. He embraced her, held her in his arms, but it was the grip of a 
man who was struggling to control himself and didn’t know whether he would manage to. He 
trembled in their embrace. Then he pushed her away, surprised by the strength of his embrace no 
doubt, together with the desire to hurt her. He let go of her as forcibly as he had grabbed her.  
Anton had placed two suitcases in the netting overhead and two on the floor so the children could 
stretch their legs out on top of them. The window was pulled down halfway, and the two remaining 
places in their compartment were still empty. Nadja stayed standing in the doorway until Anton 
pulled the handle across and she had to step inside, towards him, or step away from him. That’s 
when she saw the pouch hanging from his belt.  
“You’re not really going to take that with you”.  
“Don’t start”, he said. His cheeks were flushed, the skin underneath was sallow. “I’ll carry it”, he 
said, in a tone of voice that suggested the pouch weighed more heavily than anything else.  
She made no attempt to hide how ridiculous she found it. She was still annoyed because of their 
wrangling at the door just before. She wished he wasn’t so superior in his composure, so level-
headed, knowing what to do and what not to do.  
“What’s that, Papulja?” asked Senta.  
“Earth”.  
“Marvelous, something for our balcony in Berlin”, said Nadja and sat down in the empty seat next 
to her son. He was twirling one of his coat buttons between two fingers, like he was practicing how 
to open a safe.  
“Yes, we’ll find a nice flat with a balcony”, Anton replied.  



	  

9	  
 

“Make up your mind at least whether you’re leaving this country behind, or if you’re intending to be 
homesick forever”, she hissed with the intransigence of a woman who is acting against her own 
wishes.  
 
They fell silent, until the train set off with a jolt. The pounding and vibrations underneath them 
worked their way up into the seating, and the walls of the terminal building began to flow, slipped 
out of their window frame, gave way to a view of houses, walls, inner courtyards, streets, 
trolleybuses, avenues, and finally meadows. They passed a few kilometers south of the land where 
their dacha was, their neighbor, the horse, last winter, the lake, the woods, the solitude and its 
beauty, the peace of the world. They were silent. At some point they seemed to forget the silence 
was unpleasant, at least Nadja was sure how it was for Anton. She turned her gaze away, tried to 
focus all her attention outside the compartment and onto the things flashing past, the white 
stockings of the birch woods, reddish pillars of pine in endless rows. But the further the train went, 
so her thoughts galloped more and more insistently back through the forest, across the lake, over 
the meadows, through the avenues, past the trolleybuses through the streets, inner courtyards, and 
into Belorussky Station. What if she had stayed there?  
 
Some hours later she noticed that her fingers were touching her lips, in different positions. 
Sometimes three fingers covered her mouth, pressed together, as if to stop the words from falling 
out her mouth, sometimes all five, like a squid. One of Otto’s gestures, along with another that he 
often made during group rehearsals when he criticized the performance or formulated a thought 
while he was speaking. Then he would bring his fingertips together, thumb and little fingers like 
joists almost, a pointed roof which he put up in front of his mouth and spoke through. A house for 
his words, his elbows leaning on the arms of the chair. Sometimes he knocked the chair flying, but 
the house’s pointed roof never moved from in front of his mouth. Sometimes being in his presence 
was like being surrounded by a swarm of mosquitoes. She had never felt it was malicious, unlike 
some other people, but rather took it as a challenge, and she recognized the sadness which lay 
behind it. She didn’t want to become a malicious woman who silently took revenge on everyone for 
something that she alone was responsible for. Definitely not. And yet she could feel this unnamable 
thing, this swarm of malice, coming closer.  
 
“The children were sleeping in the kettles, Papulja, they were”, Senta’s voice appeared in her 
thoughts at some point.  
“They don’t have a home”.  
“But in the kettles, why there?”  
 
The naive curiosity in her daughter’s voice softened her temper for a moment. She turned towards 
the landscape rushing by. Senta’s voice carried on the discussion, “but how can they sleep on top of 
the tar which gets poured on the street during the day, it’s still very hot. Even the workers don’t 
walk across it”.  



	  

10	  
 

“The kettles are empty at night sweetheart. The tar is on the streets. But it’s still warm in the kettles. 
That’s why the children sleep inside”.  
“But how can he let it happen?”  
Anton went “sh”, and Nadja, who was tapping three fingers against her lips, stopped and said “it’s 
the fascists who are to blame of course”. She saw her husband’s lopsided smile, and her daughter’s 
incomprehension, then she saw her husband nod briefly, he carried on nodding, as if that would 
alleviate the shock the word fascists had given him. They were travelling to the land of the fascists. 
Yes, that’s where they were going.  
 
“He doesn’t let it happen”, Anton said after a while, without taking his eyes off his daughter, “and if 
it did happen, it won’t ever happen again”. Then he began to pat Senta’s hand, a strange gesture, 
something he didn’t normally do, a helpless plea to his daughter not to say or to ask anything else, 
because there didn’t seem to be any easy answers to anything, nothing was simple or explicable any 
more.  
 
At night they slept. Legs entwined, Senta’s right arm across Peter’s bent knees. Anton’s head had 
fallen forward, it dropped and he started and righted himself in his sleep, as if he wouldn’t allow 
himself to lose his posture even while unconscious.  
 
By now they had passed through Warsaw and Nadja was still sitting upright in her seat, her coat 
buttoned up like she was in the hallway of their apartment, her feet in ankle boots, her woolen skirt, 
smooth and uncreased, reaching down to her calves. The brooch on her lapel, her hands folded in 
her lap. Eyes fixed on a point far beyond the wall of the compartment, all the way to the end of the 
train. Proud obstinacy in her gaze, with just a hint of tiredness round the edge, like a shadow. She 
had wrapped her shawl around her head.  
 
Anton positioned his coat in the hollow of his back and did what he always liked to do in difficult 
situations in life: he distracted himself with hopeful thoughts. “An apartment by the park”, he said 
quietly to himself, “or at least, nearby. No, overlooking the park. Where my maternal grandparents 
used to live in fact”.  
“And our things?” asked Senta, who had just woken up.  
“We’ll get new things”, Anton stated and cleared his throat, “we will rent them along with the 
apartment. Isn’t that practical?”  
“Mama’s piano too?”  
Anton looked at Nadja. Nadja seemed to be focusing on her hands. That was when he noticed the 
change under her shawl for the first time.  
“Mama’s piano will be in the apartment, and there will be a cupboard and a table too. On a carpet, in 
the living room, together with a round stool, just the way she likes it”. He tried to catch another 
glimpse of her hair under the shawl.  
“I want an aqua-drium”, Senta said.  
“I see”.  
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“That’s where my frog will go”.  
“We’ll see what we can do”.  
“I don’t want to sleep in the same room as Peter”.  
Anton tried to laugh, and sounded more worried than he actually felt. The children looked at him.  
“I’ll see what I can do about that too”.  
“Mama?” Peter asked, but didn’t say any more.  
 
Nadja looked up, looked at her husband, her son, his careful smile, encouraging, Peter’s head was 
bowed slightly, waiting for a reaction. She breathed in through her nose, reached for her handbag, 
pulled out her notebook bound in Chinese silk, and on one of the blank pages at the back, she 
sketched the floorplan of an apartment with six rooms, a living room with a grand piano and a 
bookcase, a maid’s room, two balconies and a storage room. With determined hands, she sketched a 
determined picture, she even drew fish in an aquarium that filled the room, and in doing so, she 
sketched the enormity of the task that Anton was facing.  
Senja stared.  
Nadja thought she could hear him grinding his molars.  
“And we will get one of those unaffordable cars as well, I’m sure, and lots of money too because 
Germany is so happy to have us back again. Hitler can’t wait for us to come back, it’s quite possible 
that there will be a brass band waiting at the station to play when we get off the train”.  
Anton sent the children out into the corridor, they ought to go and stretch their legs for a bit. Senta 
held the door open for Peter, she glanced at her frog glass again, but didn’t take it with her.  
“Punish me if you like”, Anton said once the children had disappeared.  
Nadja looked at him.  
“But let me remind you that all this wasn’t my idea”.  
“I don’t know what Stalin’s got to do with it”, she replied, responded with a defiant steeliness, an 
absolute, childish desire for contradiction.  
“Whatever”, Anton said “I don’t care. I’ll take the blame. Let it all be my fault, the fact that we’re 
sitting here, that we will live in an apartment at the back of the building, that you won’t be on the 
stage. Whatever it takes, just do it”. He turned demonstratively to look out of the window at the 
passing Polish landscape.  
 
They heard the children talking and running in the corridor outside. For a split second their 
alienation became hostility, but Anton avoided looking at Nadja, in order not to make the rift any 
bigger. He tilted his head back. Looked up at the luggage underneath the ceiling. Rubbed the damp 
flat palms of his hands over the upholstered arms of the seats. “Sh”, he hissed, almost 
unconsciously, with an exhalation.  
“I shan’t say another word”, Nadja said ironically.  
“Good”.  
“I’m glad we agree”.  
Her coldness hurt him.  
She undid the intricate knots in the scarf under her chin, and took it off.  
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“Your hair”, he said curtly.  
“Should I have done my hair before we did a flit?”  
He didn’t answer, just pressed his lips together tightly.  
She stood up, left the compartment, walked down the corridor, opened the door to the toilet and 
saw a woman whom she didn’t recognize for a second. She ran her hands through her hair, pushed it 
forwards, back, looked either side of her parting, turned around, saw the same mottled grey 
everywhere, she tugged everything she could get hold of, as if it were a wig which was just 
particularly firmly attached, she tugged and tore, tore handfuls of her hair out, she stared at the hair 
in her hands, held it up against her head again, dropped the tangled mess and the hair floated, fleet-
footed, down onto the toilet floor.  
 
She returned to the compartment, the children weren’t back yet.  
“Apparently it happened to Marie Antoinette too”, Anton said softly, and knew even as he said it 
that it would have been better not to say anything. He attempted a smile. Since she had come back, 
he felt relieved. His optimism was an imperturbable, trusty travelling companion, which couldn’t be 
outrun even by a train.  
 
Nadja sat back down in her seat, upright as before, folded her hands in her lap, placed both feet side 
by side, knees at a classic angle. After a while she said: “Spare me your pearls of wisdom. I’m only 
twenty nine”.  
 
He leant forward, propped his elbows on his thighs. She seemed to shrink back in her seat. “In my 
eyes”, he started to say.  
“Is that supposed to be enough for me to live on, what I am in your eyes?”  
“I’ll find a job, in an editorial office, or if necessary as a proof-reader, or the man doing the 
headlines, or a runner. I speak two languages, I’ve seen the world. Well, Moscow and Berlin at any 
rate. Germany and the Soviet Union are on friendly terms. There is even a Russian school in Berlin, 
maybe I could work as a teacher – there will be work, I’m sure, we’ll find an apartment by the 
Volkspark, maybe in Schmargendorf, or in Friedenau, or Steglitz”. He noticed that the names had a 
pleasant ring to them.  
 
“There’s going to be a war”. Her tone of voice like a double line placed at the end of an account.  
“Things are set to grow. To prosper. Friendship treaties. Not war”.  
“You really are impossible”.  
“Yes”, he said in a firm voice, “if you say so”.  
 
He closed his eyes. A desire for harmony blew through him like a warm summer wind blows 
through a shadow. For a long time he had been aware that he was governed by this need, he was 
prepared to do almost anything to achieve it – moreover, he was prepared to let almost anything go. 
For him every conflict was a minefield, which you had to go the long way round to avoid, you never 
went straight through it. He simply couldn’t understand the necessity of a fight or a disagreement. 
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But what they were doing here was conserving their hostility, it was just short of a declaration of 
war. As they sped along, they were standing still, wherever they faced, they kept aiming their 
weapons at each other, they sat there, and in the speed of the train they were fooling themselves 
about their instinct to flee.  
 
“These rumors”, Anton murmured, “a rumor here, a rumor there. We are only interested in the ones 
that we want to hear, who cares about the truth. The truth is: there won’t be a war”.  
In a single swift movement Nadja grabbed the frog glass, yanked the window down, and hurled it 
out. It flew in a rapid, broad arc back along the track and shattered somewhere on the stones on the 
other side of the lines. She banged the window shut with a thud.  
The children were standing behind the glass pane in the door, Senta had her hand on the handle. 
Anton pulled the door open from inside. Peter clambered up onto the seat next to Nadja, Senta 
squeezed up next to her father.  
 
“Well, we’ve come to some decisions”, Anton informed them. “About my job, and where we’re 
going to go first when we arrive in Berlin”.  
He seemed to enjoy the children’s attentive gaze.  
“We’re going to go to my old Auntie Ingje, she wrote to me that we could stay with her as long as 
we want.”  
“Where is it?” Senta asked, “Where’s my frog?”  
“Auntie Ingje”, Anton said, “has a big, dark shop and in this shop you can buy something really 
special. Music. You can buy all the music in the world, everything that has ever been composed. She 
had a husband, Rudolf. When he died she inherited the shop. Rudolf knew exactly where to find 
every piece of music by every single composer. He went to the shelf, lickety-split he would pick out 
the sheet you wanted. But even today Auntie Ingje still doesn’t know where everything is. She has a 
trick though, a way to find what the customer is looking for. Do you know what her trick is?” He 
reached behind his ear, curled his fingers round, made a fist, shook his other hand in his sleeve, 
rolled his eyes, emitting strange noises, and showed the children what he had conjured up with all 
his powers: Nadja’s Chinese silk notebook.  
“Where did that come from?” Senta asked.  
“Ask Auntie Ingje”. Anton smiled, his shoulders sloping gently forwards.  
“Where’s my frog?”  
“I’ll show you another one”.  
“Where, Papulja?”  
 
Nadja sensed her daughter turning towards her, demanding an explanation, in the way that only a 
child can, by waiting stubbornly. And she reached out for the stiff cloth of Senta’s coat, turned her 
collar over, brushed her thin girlish hair to one side, and suddenly she stopped, incapable of another 
movement, in the warm presence of her child, with whom she was travelling towards another world, 
which resembled Rudolf’s dimly lit, old man’s antique shop, stuffed full of inherited, forgotten and 
unnecessary objects. Sheet music that no-one wanted. A mausoleum, but without the necessary 
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luster. Or the unswerving belief that life after death was worth it. Just rejected artistry. Broken 
ambition. Tainted with the feeling of desire for revenge.  
Senta broke free, planted her hands on her hips. “Now tell me where my frog is”.  
Anton looked straight at Nadja. Her mouth, shut tight like a clam. The corners of her mouth 
contained raging sorrow and determination. It was puzzling, but what was more puzzling than his 
feelings towards her – the sheer visibility of her contrariness took away his fear. Her trembling 
calmed him. The vulnerability of her grey hair. The slight gesture, the way she folded Senta’s coat 
collar, pushed the strands of hair out of her face. He said, “I set him free. It’s better for him”.  
And Senta let out a shriek, which was almost a relief for all of them. It must have been audible all 
the way to the end of the train, because shortly afterwards one of the guards came along and asked if 
everything was alright. 
 

Original German: © 2011 by  Galiani Berlin/ Verlag Kiepenheuer & Witsch GmbH & Co. KG, 
www.galiani.de 

English translation: © Lyn Marven, 2011 
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GREENHORN 

(Grünschnabel) 

     by Monica Cantieni 
translated by Lyn Marven 

 
 
 

   240 pages, Schöffling & Co., February 2011  

 

 
 

 
 
 
“My father paid the town 365 Franks for me. That’s a lot of money for a child with no eyes in her 
head.” With these words Monica Cantieni pulls readers into Grünschnabel, the funny and sad novel of 
a child up for adoption in 1970s Switzerland. Grünschnabel’s sullen reserve is softened by her 
empathy for the stream of friends who pass through her foster parents’ apartment – Spaniards, 
Africans, Yugoslavs – and who live precarious lives due to that era’s attitude toward “guest 
workers”. Grünschnabel is more than one family’s saga, tackling as it does issues such as cruelty to and 
by children, adultery and discrimination; Cantieni’s novel is one of compassion and humor, due in 
large part to the character of Grünschnabel herself. 

 

 

Sample translation: pp. 7-12, 33-36, 37-43, 52-55. 

My father paid the town 365 Franks for me. That’s a lot of money for a child with no eyes in her 
head. I kept that fact from my parents for as long as possible. When you are going to become 
someone’s daughter you don’t want to destroy all their hopes the minute you walk in the door. The 
Head of the home drummed that into us. We can’t stay with her. There are too many of us, we have 
to go out into the world. The ones with pretty eyes are quick to go, the ones with thick hair and 
good teeth. We on the other hand need to have some matter in our heads too. That’s the most 
important organ. It can replace an arm.  

Not everyone is the same. For parents, the most important organ is patience. 
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When they came to collect me and my new parents stood waiting at the fence, more jumpy than the 
Head’s dog, she bent down and whispered to me:  

-- You’re going to become a daughter now. From there it’s a just small step into real life. 

They took me and my suitcase into their apartment. They had already had me for a trial period, just 
like they did later with the living room suite with the yellow velour covers which took them almost 
as long to pay off as I did. I was glad that they made a decision about me straight away after trying 
me out, and that they only became fussy when it came to the living room suite. They sent one back 
twice. Once because of the color and once because it wasn’t comfortable. 

On the way there she looked out the window and smoked one cigarette after the other. Every so 
often she turned around and smiled awkwardly at me, and asked if I liked the nodding dog on the 
dashboard.  

He was the complete opposite, he kept asking me questions till they were coming out my ears: what 
did you call this, what did you call that, did I know this or the next thing. I pretended to sleep. 

He wanted to test me out. They always want to work out whether they’ve drawn the winning ticket 
or the short straw.  

-- It can’t be helped, the Head had told me when I came back after just three weeks from some 
people who thought they needed a child.  

They had dropped me off one street too soon. They had been in such a hurry not to have a child 
any more, I had given them such a terrible shock. The Head scraped the rings of salt from my 
cheeks.  

-- A child is an investment for life. 

Did these two know that? I opened one eye, squinted at the front seats where they were sitting. Her 
smoking, him kneading the steering wheel. I closed my eye again.  

He said quietly: 

-- She has no idea about language. 

-- She hasn’t had a chance to see the world yet, she replied. 

The Head didn’t think language was important: it gave her a headache. I was short of words. But 
that’s my eyes’ fault, they don’t see well. My new parents were worried about it. They took me to the 
doctor to get me x-rayed, to see if my brain was in there. The doctor said something like: when you 
aren’t born, like me, but come into a family through the door, development could be delayed. They 
refused to believe it. 

He pointed at the sky. The blue was filled with noise.  
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-- Look, there, an airplane. 

I screwed up my eyes, looked at his index finger and began to sweat. I bent down, pulled my 
shoelace out and tried to tie it again, it slipped out of my fingers, I tied it in a knot. 

-- Can’t you see it? 

I tied a double knot in my shoelace. 

-- It’s okay, he said. Come on. 

I followed him back into the house. We had just been standing in his pride and joy. The garden was 
no bigger than Helene the fat cook’s apron but with my father’s green fingers and all the cowshit the 
vegetables grew like they had to catch the last train to Paris. 

He sat down on the sofa and patted the cushion next to him. An arm around my shoulders, he 
opened an airport brochure.  

-- What do you think this is? 

-- Paper. 

On Saturday he bundled me into the Toyota and took me to the airport so I could see an airplane.  

We often went out in the car to find words. She came along too, but she got bored because she 
knew all the words already. She smoked inside the car until you could cut the fug with a knife. Then 
he would wind the window down and she would put on the rabbit-fur jacket. She always carried a 
plastic rain-hood with her as well. He didn’t like wearing hoods. He liked the rain. He liked to feel 
the rain on his face, and he had a running commentary of words for it: 

-- While we’re driving I’ll fire off words and then we’ll gather them all up. Spring showers, thunderstorms, 
drizzle. Sleet. Fog. We’ll take them home with us. Wind! Morning breeze, westerly, the Föhn. And then 
there’s this wind: you can’t see it in the trees, you can only feel it when you stick your hand out of 
the window up to your elbow. Try it.  

I reached out of the window and he stepped on the gas. She shook her head. 

-- Watch out for the oncoming traffic! 

-- Where? He laughed. 

Sometimes he would pull over to the side of the road and write a word down for me. He often 
pulled over to the side of the road and wrote the word on a book of matches, an envelope, a till 
receipt, or an empty cigarette packet, and if he couldn’t find anything suitable I had to hold out my 
hand and he wrote it on my palm and spelled it out. I held the word in my hand, I held it in my ear, 
and back at home I cut each one out or copied it down from my hand and sorted them all into 
matchboxes. He labeled them. That way they wouldn’t get lost. He kept words in books: The Railways 
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of the World, The Cold Kitchen, The Seven Seas, Wild Animals in the Congo and Precious Stones and novels, 
some in two languages. He didn’t speak the second one very often. Only when he hit his thumb with 
a hammer, or when we went into the mountains and then down into a valley. To see Tat, who 
everyone else called Grandfather or Nonno. 

-- Diamonds were once wood, imagine that. If you look at it like that we’re burning our assets.  

Later on I put ASSETS in a matchbox, a different one from AIRPLANE. 

Put ASSETS in FUTURE, AIRPLANE in NOW, my father said. Put WIND and RAIN in 
ALWAYS. 

-- When is ALWAYS? 

At ALWAYS her last thread of patience snapped. She threw her cigarette out the window and yelled 
at him that they didn’t need to spend that much money on gas, even for my mother tongue. He 
pulled over to the side of the road again and kneaded the steering wheel.  

-- Well? Do you have a better idea? 

-- Buy her a pair of glasses for god’s sake. 

The Head had said that mothers are naturally more focused on practical experience, even when it’s 
too much for them and they drop it off at the home. After all, they had spent nine months 
struggling with it. 

[…]  

 ADOPTION was the name for what I had. Eli had explained it to me. It was my newest word.  

-- But it won’t fit into the NOW matchbox. 

-- Well take CARE out then. You don’t need that any more. 

-- Yes I do.  

-- Put it in the future words matchbox then. There’s plenty of room left there. 

My mother had written ADOPTION, my father had written ASSETS, and Eli wrote HOME. 

-- And where does HAPPINESS come from? 

-- There’s no guarantee life will bring any. 

-- And ADOPTION? 

-- No guarantees either. 



	  

19	  
 

-- Write HAPPINESS down for me. 

HAPPINESS. It belongs in the matchbox IMPROBABILITY slash HOPE. 

-- And LIFE? 

-- That goes in every box. 

Eli wrote LA VIDA.  

-- Is it different in Spanish? 

-- It’s different in each person’s mouth.  

 

NOT ALL THE APARTMENTS IN our block had central heating. So most people had to rely on 
the electricity in winter. There were problems with the electricity, everyone wanted to have some of 
it, and the building hadn’t calculated on so many inhabitants.  

At night the men ran cables out of the building next door, and the fuses leapt from their casings. 
Not all the radiators were legally there, not to mention the televisions and radios.  

There was uproar when the people in the building next door found out that their electricity was 
supplying the radios, televisions and even the heating next door. After that it went back to being 
cold, dark and quiet almost everywhere, because the police had pulled the cables and there were 
some problems: not only were there too many illegal radiators standing around in the apartments, 
there were also too many foreigners. Poor beggars, my father called them, and lucky beggars, the 
ones that Eli directed out of the back door and took to a building site far away for a holiday, so they 
weren’t a drain on the electricity here anymore, until the situation had calmed down again. 

The landlord was understanding towards the foreigners: he understood that more would come along 
later because they belonged together, that more would come along because they would be born, that 
they would all need accommodation; he had nothing against them multiplying.  

-- a joy shared is a joy doubled, he said. 

The foreigners understood. 

They called Eli and he put in a wall, dividing one apartment into two. After that the landlord’s joy 
was doubled, and the foreigners shared theirs.  

He came once a week to collect the rent. Hands in his baggy pockets, he stood on the stairs and 
opined that the foreigners’ modesty worked to their advantage. That earned him a lot of insults. My 
father called him an asshole, and the only reason he didn’t smack him one was because Eli was 
standing next to him. Even my mother, sitting at the dinner table, called him a pig, and Eli said: 
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-- eso cabrón! Es un hombrecito sin cojones. 

My mother was intrigued by Eli’s Spanish when it came from his heart like that. It sounded as pretty 
as the name of an elaborate pastry which would earn you a PhD from the neighborhood, and she 
would have liked to add something like that to her collection.  

[...] 

On Sundays Eli had to feed Snow White and Bird and shut the windows if it started to rain. On 
Sundays we went to visit Tat. 

Tat Jon, who plays chess, against himself if need be; Tat who still cooks, even at his age, who stirs 
cheese into the polenta, who polishes his motorbike even though he can’t ride it any more, who 
doesn’t blame his motorbike even though it cost him a leg. 

Tat, who smokes Toscani and inhales adversity, who farts fruit and can’t digest food properly any 
more, although that’s not the motorbike’s fault. 

Tat: everything about him is grey and yellow; his hair, his moustache, his fingers, his nails, his rooms 
are empty river beds, parched lakes, as yellow as Africa, where rivers and lakes go on holiday for 
more than half the year. 

Tat Jon, whose second leg went up in smoke. 

Tat, who gets up at night to make polenta, to shit polenta, to make coffee, to piss coffee or blood. 

Tat, who has more clocks in his house than he has knives, forks and spoons. Each showing a 
different time, to throw death off his scent; a house which ticks and whirrs and clatters and the 
cuckoo calls. Just like in the woods, while a fire smolders or the polenta bubbles or the windows are 
open just for the wasps, it seems. 

Tat, who only washes the top of plates. 

Tat, who has to leave the house when my mother comes to tidy up, she makes the beds, beats the 
carpets, takes everything off the shelves and out of the fridge, mops the black and white tiled floor, 
washes the knives, forks and spoons, and the underside of the plates. 

Tat, who doesn’t want to leave the house when my mother comes. Until she gives him a look. Tat, 
who walks round the house afterwards to start the clocks that have stopped. 

Tat, who has more wrinkles than celery and tufts of hair in his ears which make it hard to hear. Tat, 
whose wrinkled neck wobbles like a turkey’s. 

Tat, who cries when he falls over. Even his old dog can walk better than him, his dog, who means 
everything to him, who fetches help now that Tatta isn’t there anymore: Sepp. Sepp, who is as 
undemanding as grass.  
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Tat, who does a lot of cooking and not much washing, who slurps his coffee from the saucer, who 
sits outside, who sucks strawberries, raspberries and blackberries, who breaks open apricots and 
peaches, cuts up apples and pears, and leaves the nuts for the crows; who doesn’t notice when 
winter comes and the garden gets cold. My parents shake their heads. 

Tat, who takes over quarter of an hour to walk to the cellar and back. Tat is going to die. No-one is 
closer to death than he is.  

Tat, who has five legs: one that fits, one that rubs, and one on its way: the one that he’s in dispute 
with the medical insurance about. One that he still feels even though it is gone, and one that he 
remembers fondly because it puts him at ease. 

Tat or Nonno or Grandfather. Depending on who comes to visit. It’s somewhere godforsaken, even 
the devil won’t take it, they say. We have to lean into some incredible curves on the way there. I 
throw up every time. 

-- Look at that. 

Tat wasn’t happy with his legs. He wanted a third one. He had put in a request to the insurance 
company, but they didn’t want to send him another one.  

There was a left one where there should be a right one, which caused problems buying shoes. Tat 
caused problems buying shoes, and elsewhere too: particularly for the health insurance who had 
made his life difficult. He wrote to them once a week, several times, after his stump had been 
rubbed raw again. He wrote by hand ever since my father had removed the letters that he needed to 
type the words which were known as defamation of a public official. They cost Tat a lot of money, and 
the insurance company was now also threatening him with something called power of attorney.  

Every Sunday my father had to read aloud all the letters from the health insurance, even if there 
hadn’t been any further correspondence. Tat forgot things quickly, he wanted to be brought back up 
to speed in his head, so he looked for his glasses. He couldn’t listen without them. While my father 
shuffled the papers and read bits out Tat would grind his jaws, suck his loose dentures and hiss. 

-- Merda de giat! catshit! 

-- Don’t swear like that. 

-- Like hell I won’t. My guts are churning. Do you have pain anywhere? 

-- Yes, in one of my teeth. 

-- But you’ve still got it. I get pain in parts that aren’t even there. 

-- Why do you need more legs Tat? 

-- Well Greenhorn, you can see I keep falling over  
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-- And why won’t the insurance company buy you a new one? 

-- They say I’m not the seventh wonder. Nobody needs more than two legs. 

-- Can’t you buy one yourself? 

Tat shook his head. 

-- Too expensive. 

-- But why do you have two right legs? No-one has two right legs. 

-- That’s what I say. Look at Greenhorn. More beans in her head than a whole insurance company. 

-- Why do you have two right legs? 

-- I had an accident on the motorbike, that was years ago, and lost a leg. After the accident I got a 
leg, a right leg. It didn’t fit properly. I got another one, was quite happy with it, I put the first one in 
the cupboard, and then I lost the other leg.  

-- Because your veins were clogged from too many Toscanis, I know. 

Tat wriggled around on his bottom like something had stung him. 

-- Look at Greenhorn, everyone. Either way: the health insurance have two legs in their files. That’s 
enough for anyone, they say. Two legs are two legs. When are you going home? We still need to visit 
the garden. 

The garden had too much fruit. The plums were as big as peaches, the apples were bright red. The 
trees bowed under the weight of the fruit, we loaded basketfuls into the car. Our bottle-blonde 
neighbor loved the fruit, it was world-famous in our street. Tat was very pleased. Since he delivered 
free fruit to the town, the townspeople had stopped looking down on him.  

-- Why? 

-- Because. But there are better reasons. 

Tat and I established the Encyclopedia of Good Reasons. After this afternoon it had more pages 
than I could count and more pages than Tat could remember these days. Tat’s other word for good 
reasons was arguments. Arguments could make colors change, good arguments were as swift as the wind, 
they were unbeatable, and as precise as the special knives used by the doctors who had tried to save 
Uncle Niculin’s heart. Sometimes even good reasons or the best arguments couldn’t help, Tat said. 
But a few things were certain: there are good reasons for plum trees, for peach trees, for strawberry 
cake, for fast motorbikes, Toscani, for beautiful women, really beautiful women and exceedingly 
beautiful women (Tat), for moments where you glimpse eternity, when your heart stands still with 
joy, for lingering kisses (I had no idea what Tat was talking about, he didn’t know any more either he 
said), and so there were good reasons for memory, for the here and now, even if you can’t always 
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see it. There are good reasons for Dejan’s music, for Mirela’s laughter, for warm bread, Eli’s walls, 
replacement parents, for replacement legs, for schnitzels, for Snow White, good weather and 
swatting flies.  

There were good reasons for the Head, for her dog, for the barred windows and extra-warm 
blankets, for pudding on Sundays and apple sauce, for Helene’s cakes, for stolen apples and apples 
given as presents, for a black eye or two, for a clip round the ear, there were good reasons for the 
older ones to dole one out, for the younger ones to grass, there were good reasons for the ones who 
ran away, and for the ones who stayed behind. 

There are even good reasons for flies, Tat says. If they didn’t eat so much shit the world would be 
even more full of it.   

His teeth back in the glass already, he said goodbye and, deep in conversation with himself, he stood 
in the doorway, raised his hand, and my father sighed. Each time could be the last time. My mother 
sighed too. Now Tat would forget the polenta he had cooked again, he would cook more every day, 
a whole pan full every time, so he could have some for the day after, he would forget which day it 
was, wouldn’t actually eat anything, and eventually he would try to find some polenta under the 
mould, astonished, and call us when he was cooking some more. He had plenty of time while he was 
stirring it.  

I put POLENTA in the matchbox for ALWAYS. It should always be fresh, and always be ready and 
waiting for Tat. 

[…]  

On their first visit, the people from welfare kneeled down in front of me and said I could call them 
by their first names. Since ADOPTION had been put in my FUTURE matchbox, they had come to 
see if I was making progress.  

Ruth smelled of apples and was less than a quarter of the size of Walter, who was out of breath, as if 
he had set off at a gallop to come here. He wiped his face with a handkerchief, leant against the 
sideboard, exhausted, took a sip of coffee and drank a liter of water straight away, the welfare 
seemed to be located in the middle of the desert. He let Ruth ask the questions and he wrote the 
report. Ruth wanted to know how I was, and I plucked some fresh dandelions from the garden, led 
her across to the hutch, showed her Snow White, talked about the zoo, and Ruth stroked Snow 
White’s fur. I showed her Bird in the bedroom and she felt the blankets, opened a word box or two, 
sniffed the curtains and walked over to Walter who was weighing in his hand an apple he had picked 
up from the sideboard. The room smelled of laundry water and pine fragrance from a spray. Walter 
bashed his head against a window pane while brandishing a pencil, because he hadn’t noticed it, and 
dropped the pencil; he must have thought that the glass had fallen out, and that it would have to go 
in the report. He rubbed the red mark on his forehead, then wiped away the beads of sweat and 
took the glass of water my mother put down for him and nodded. He nodded at everything. He 
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can’t help it, my father whispered, he’s a lamb, despite those great big paws of his. Like vices. He 
could crush raw potatoes with one hand, he said, not without envy. 

When my mother showed them the cupboards and said, you’re welcome to look inside, Ruth waved 
her away, saying, oh don’t worry, and the two of them listened intently, although my mother didn’t 
say much more, and I said even less, and Walter wrote it down; he was sweating, he was soaked 
through, and I was sweating like Walter. I liked him a bit. 

Ruth decided that there weren’t enough vitamins in the house. My mother took her out into the 
garden again, where the vitamins were just starting to sprout out of the ground, and Walter wrote 
out the recipe for a diet supplement, which would help my growth and keep my head on track.  

Since Ruth and Walter had begun to visit, my mother had taken to washing the inside of the glass 
panes in the tomato frames, you could see them sparkling from indoors. They didn’t sit down next 
time either, they never sat down, they walked around the apartment. If they weren’t in such a rush, 
they would drink a cup of coffee standing up while their eyes wandered round the apartment, and 
Walter would nod and nod and nod. Or scratch his head, because despite the salad, the fresh 
vitamins and the diet supplement I wasn’t growing. He checked the height I was when I was 
delivered against a graph, and compared it with the tape measure that he passed in front of my nose. 

Blue eyes. Walter had blue eyes. Almost as blue as the sky above Tat’s house when the sun was 
shining, almost as blue as the Rhône Glacier, the Blue Lake and Klöntalersee, where we used to take 
the woman next door so she could feel the wind on her face and get some color in her cheeks; as 
blue as the blue of the sea on Madame Jelisaweta’s pictures of Yugoslavia which hung on the walls 
of her hairdressing salon, as blue as bathwater with salts in and as blue as wet Ajax scouring powder, 
which my mother used to scrub the bath clean before Ruth and Walter came, pale blue like Toni’s 
prettiest shirt, pale blue like Werner Longdistance’s car, as blue as Eli felt sometimes.  

Bobbing his head from side to side, Walter made a note of the measurement in the file. People like 
me need files so that others can see us. My file begins at the beginning, like all files, Ruth and Walter 
said, and its end is still open. In actual fact, Ruth said, your file is a list. Walter sighed and nodded 
and asked for another glass of water. 

Walter, who took longer to say goodbye every time, who drank more water every time, and drank it 
more slowly, shuffled his notes again and again, lost his pencil, had to look for it, walked round the 
apartment once more, looking, found it! he shouted, then he had to look for his folder and realized 
he had forgotten to write something down, dabbed his forehead, then he licked the tip of his pencil 
and ground his teeth while he wrote, cleared his throat before saying goodbye once more, then he 
patted his briefcase to indicate he had gathered all his bits and pieces, while Ruth paced up and 
down in front of the door and my father whispered: 

-- Raw potatoes! I’m telling you, he could crush raw potatoes with one hand. 

Then the door fell into the lock, my mother turned out the light and Ruth’s scent of apples lingered. 
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We lay down on the sofa. The room dissolved into colors, blue and red and orange, and light 
streamed in through the windows, all the lamps had haloes, there were no sharp corners, and the 
kitchen clock ticked loudly, like it always did when I took off my glasses. I turned to my mother. She 
was staring at the ceiling. 

-- Am I still growing? 

-- Hm? 

-- Am I still growing? 

-- You’re going to end up very tall. And we won’t be inviting them to my funeral. Neither Ruth nor 
Walter. 

Original German: © 2011 by Schöffling & Co., www.schoeffling.de 
English translation: © Lyn Marven, 2011. 
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Jacob beschliesst zu lieben is an adventurous tale set in a Romanian village. Jacob Obertin is the son of 
Elsa Obertin, a wealthy landowner, and Jakob, an opportunist suitor, who married Elsa for her 
fortune and subsequently took her name. Jacob is the narrator of this fast-paced family epic set 
between the end of the 1920s and early 1950s. But the story, which focuses on his troubled 
relationship with the father who disinherited him in favor of his illegitimate Romani half-brother, is 
combined with a three-century history of the Obertin family, tracing it back to the Thirty Years’ 
War. Romanian-born Florescu employs dense, fantastic and sometimes grotesque imagery to relate 
the fate of a clan whose hunger for land and power reflects the chaos and the harshness of Central 
European history. 

Sample translation: Chapter One 

In every storm, a devil is hiding. In a fleeting summer storm as well as in one that sits heavily upon 
the land for days. A devil hiding from God. The more afraid he becomes, the harder he stirs up the 
air and the earth. But even that doesn’t help him much.  For when the storm is howling outside over 
the fields, people know that God has found the devil.  

If he is lucky, he can get away.  He steps out of the hurricane, the wind dies down, and the clouds 
disperse as though they had never been there.  But it is too early to breath a sigh of relief, for the 
quarry desperately needs a new disguise.  Anyone daring to leave the house on such days wraps his 
clothes more tightly around him, so that the devil cannot slip inside. 

In July of 1924, my father came inside from a storm like that, and he never contradicted those who 
said he had made a pact with the devil. Not when he married my mother, and not when they got me, 
and not even when he lost everything again. 
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Back then, when the gathering front of clouds to the west, still beyond the Hungarian border, 
started moving menacingly closer, the old field-guard jumped out of bed. The thunder had awoken 
him, and the sky looked like it was covered with tar. Marian quickly found his horn,  he wanted to 
warn the village, but his mouth was dry from drinking schnaps. (…) 

Meanwhile, in the distance, bolts of lightning were striking the field, and the rain was starting to 
come  down in great swaths.  Marian tucked the horn under his arm, shoved his feet into his 
wooden shoes and ran to the castle warden’s house.  That’s what they called him, although there was 
no castle anywhere around, but maybe the farmers thought of the whole village as a castle.  A village 
that was so out in the open and vulnerable that it was at the mercy, not just of the weather, but of 
everyone coming through. Entire armies and lone vagabonds, Habsburgs and Hungarians, earthly 
beings, and sometimes unearthly ones, too.  

Strubert, the warden, knew the score: he suffered from the same passion as the field-guard did, but 
his wife had shaken him awake.  She dragged him to the window, where he started swearing, because 
they had waited too long. He grabbed the key to the church steeple, bolted out and shouted at the 
field-guard, almost running into him,  “Ring the storm-bell!” He never guessed that he would have 
to ring the huge, heavy bell twice that day.  

It had been cast in 1773, one year after the village had started from nothing, at the instigation of 
Frederick Obertin in Temeswar and brought here on an ox-cart.  This was the most important bell: 
the one they rang for fire or other dangers. The one that sounded out over the fields, to announce 
the noon break. Three strokes, for Father Son and Holy Ghost. And also the one first to ring when 
a dead person was being carried to the cemetery.  

That first dead body was not long in coming.  The farmhand Roland Manoeuvre was polishing the 
bell just before the dedication ceremony was to take place, but got tangled up in the ropes and fell 
head-first to the ground. He landed directly at Frederick Obertin’s feet. Maybe it was schnaps, 
maybe something else.  No one ever knew.  At any rate, this was the beginning of a long series of 
accidents, murders, and suicides visited upon the village. It was all God’s country, but you still had 
to reckon with the other, too.  

(…) Unnoticed by anyone, Jakob appeared on the narrow gravel road which led past the village at 
some distance and connected Temeswar with the Hungarian border.  There was no time to lose, the 
storm had arrived; the horizon had closed in to a few hundred meters.  He leaped into the grass and 
started running.  

He knew that this was a bad idea, even though God redeems the sins of everyone who is struck by 
lightning. The Romanians believed this, and he had been living among them long enough himself to 
think it possible. By the time he was halfway to the first farms, it was already raining hard, and the 
wind was pushing hard against him, as if it wanted to stop him. There he was, a big man with 
windblown hair being toyed with by nature, or by those devils that would raise him up and then 
throw him down to earth, enraged that God hunted them, and not man.  
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With effort he opened a narrow doorway at the rear of the stall, pushed through and fell down onto 
the hay. The animals accepted this. Jakob felt good being near the warm, twitching bodies of the 
cows and horses.  Carefully, he crawled up to one of the cows lying down. He stroked her, to calm 
her, grasped one of her teats and drank greedily. It did not bother the cow, for her, he was just 
another kind of calf.  

(…) Through the grooves and gaps in the wall, lightning flashes lit up the sleeping man and the 
wakeful cattle. Then, barely a quarter hour later, another man, with a rifle in his hand, threw open 
the big front barn door ,peering to see the stranger in the flashes of light.    

“I took you for a horse thief.  But I’ve never seen a horse thief taking a nap. Are you a Swabian or a 
Romanian?” the man asked.  

“Swabian,” Jakob answered.  “Where am I?” 

“At the apothecary’s.” 

“No, not that. What village?” 

“In Triebswetter. As you see, the bad weather suits our village name wonderfully. “ 

“Triebswetter? Then I have got to where I wanted,” said Jakob. 

*** 

The gale kept blowing for several hours more.  Now and then, when a person  went missing,  or 
never came back from a trip, people said: “the storm came and took him.” Sometimes he would turn 
up again, all bloated and blue, washed up on the river edge. Or maybe he stayed missing, forever.  
Perhaps ran off with a new husband or a new wife, or even preferred death to a life in the narrow 
confines of the village? But you could not even think such a thought.  Deception, fraud, free will, 
did not exist; there was only God or the devils, or the fate they hit you with.  

When the storm let up, Neper and Jakob risked going out into the street.  “If the rain keeps up, the 
Marosch will flood, and soon we will be under water,” said the apothecary, and went back inside.  

(…) A huge crash followed the lightning, frightening them all, man and beast alike. Neper ran to the 
window. He saw the stranger standing at the door, legs wide apart, as if rooted to the ground. It was 
unclear what he wanted here, but it did not bode well.  

The owner of the only apothecary far and wide was a modest man. His father, the first Alex Neper, 
had opened the business in 1880, importing his drugs, bottles and powders in all colors from Vienna 
and Budapest. In his enthusiasm for chemistry, he produced all kinds of things, and one day he blew 
himself up along with the store. His son was hardly able to find anything of him.  What he could 
bury fit easily into a small box. But they rang the bell anyway.  
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This time, too, the castle-warden no prompter to get there.  The minute the  thunderbolt sounded,  
his wife had shaken him awake.  

“Wake up! There’s a fire out there, but you brain is floating in schnaps!” 

“Even if I like to drink, I’m not deaf by a long shot!”  he responded. He pulled something on, took 
the key and left the house. Here the field-guard met him, again.  

“Where’s the fire?” he asked.  

“The American lady’s place,” Marian answered. 

“Then God is just.” 

A short time later the bell rang and awakened even the last people around,  even the dead perhaps, 
to remind them of their duty. The apothecary dressed, produced some buckets from a dark room, 
grabbed a second coat and ran to Jakob.  He offered him the coat. “There’s been a lightning strike.  
Come!”  

“That’s nothing to do with me,”  Jakob replied, and looked on after Neper, who had run off.  

When it got light again, the ghostly feeling  was gone. It was still,  as if the world had just been 
created.  

Neper no longer counted on Jakob, he just hoped that he hadn’t stolen anything. Never before had 
anyone refused to help, never had anyone opposed that principle which defined life here: the 
obligation of loving service.  That was what people owed one another. This debt held them all together. 

When someone died, they bore his coffin out of love.  When someone’s house burned down, then 
they brought buckets full of water. There had been countless deeds of love, and so it had been since 
the beginning, since the days of Frederick Obertin.  And it had probably been that way in Lorraine, 
the land which most of them came from.   

It was in performing  loving service that one created children , lost children, lost one’s wife, found a 
new wife, married off a daughter and hoped for a son to leave the farm to, endured heat and hunger 
and the river, too, when it inundated everything , poisonous and evil, the ruined crops, the years of 
rats and of cholera, old age and sicknesses, the malformed spine, the inflamed joints. When in the 
course of a life,  all that had been done hundreds of times, others came and performed  for you the 
final act of loving service.  

Neper was all black with soot. The apothecary opened his house up, then got undressed, and, tired 
and heavy-limbed,  he sat down and bathed himself meticulously.  Jakob pushed the door open. In 
one hand he held the jacket, while his shirt hung open over his trousers. He advanced a few steps 
toward the naked, frightened Neper and said in a tone that brooked no contradiction: “I am hungry. 
I want to eat.” 
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“Are you still around?” Neper stammered. 

“I watched over your cattle overnight, brother. You should not leave them alone like that, there on 
account of thieves. And now I want to eat.”  Jacob grinned. 

(…) Neper stared at Jakob’s shoes: a wooden sole which a cobbler had spanned with the worn 
leather of an even older piece of footwear. Than he raised his head slowly, looked at his pant leg, 
ripped in many places. In a few seconds Neper had taken the measure of his opponent and learned 
more about his poverty than he liked.  Such day laborers and vagrants were dangerous, they had little 
to lose, and they enjoyed gambling with what little they did have. They didn’t need to be drunk, all 
they needed was an excuse.   

“What’s your name?” asked Neper after a while. 

“Jakob.” 

“Jakob what?” 

“Just Jakob.” 

“Everyone has a last name.”  

“Not me.  Jakob will have to do.” 

The stranger struck his fist on the table. “You can ask as long as you want. There won’t be any other 
answer. “ Then, as if her had remembered something important, Jakob jumped up, got his jacket 
and pulled out a page of newspaper from it.  

“You know this woman?” The apothecary glanced at it, then broke into laughter. “You know her?”, 
Jakob asked again, emphatically. 

“Do I know her? That’s Elsa Obertin.  Everyone knows her, from here to Temewar and farther. We 
call her the American woman. If you had come along last night, you would have met her.  It was her 
farm that burned down, see?” 

Jakob flinched. “Her farm? Burned down?” he asked.  

“We tried to save as much as we could, but there weren’t enough of us. Even though helping out is 
a matter of honor around here.  But no one likes her, since she came back from America. People say 
all kinds of things. Are you here on her account?” 

“Does that mean she hasn’t got anything at all now?” Jakob asked. 

“I wouldn’t put it that way. She still has enough. But why are you so interested in Elsa?” 
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Jakob put the newspaper article back in his pocket and looked around, as if he was looking for 
something in particular.  After Neper had given up on getting an answer, he said: “Because I will be 
marrying her. Have you got some clean clothes and a razor for me, brother?” 

That was my father’s big debut.  He had come down out of the Carpathian Mountains and had hired  
himself out to the farmers and woodsmen, for a little potato soup, and then kept moving, driven by 
the fear that he might be too late.  The idea that someone else could have had the same idea, have 
set out earlier, moved more quickly, and gotten further that he had, this ate away at him.  And then 
he turned up in the middle of a powerful storm like a force of nature himself. But while earthquakes, 
droughts and floods disappeared again, he settled in for the long haul.  First with Neper, then with 
my mother, and later, with all the others. 

*** 

Whenever anyone asked me about my birth, I would say: “Which one?” Because I had had two. The 
first, certified by the power my grandfather had over me. A power he never had to prove, and which 
was always in effect, even though he had long since yielded to my father.  

He woke up early that fall day in 1926.  He drove the cows, the pigs and the horses onto the field 
behind the house and brought the cart into the stable.  He loaded all the dung from his animals onto 
the cart, as on all the days before, then hitched up two of his horses to it and covered their eyes and 
nostrils with a cloth to protect them from the mosquitoes and flies.  

(…) 

He went back into the house and woke his daughter. (…) There were only two more months till the 
birth.  At the rim of the sky, day was dawning.  

They walked briskly alongside the cart, Grandfather holding the reins: the horses’  eyes were still 
covered up. They were good, patient animals, but on that morning, constantly plagued by insects, 
they were nervous, so that Grandfather even had to use the whip.  

When mother fell behind, constantly wheezing,  Grandfather would wait for her.  Bracing her back 
with her arms, she stretched, then she would stroke her belly gently.  

“I shouldn’t have brought you: I won’t get anything this way.”  

“Quiet, Father. You see how upset they are. Someone has to stay with them, when you spread the 
manure on the field.” 

“After they had arrived, it began to rain lightly, a gentle spring rain, which after a bit got strongert. 
Grandfather dipped a hand into the earth, so delicately, as if it were a living creature he didn’t want 
to injure or annoy. He picked up a clod of dirt and rubbed it on his check.  Uncertain, he did it 
again.  He seemed so concentrated on this,  as if his whole happiness depended on it. His daughter 
only dared to disturb him when he came back to the cart and drove it backwards onto the field.  
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“I bet you never held Mother so tenderly,” she said, smiling. 

“She wasn’t used to it either. You women are special creatures, but the earth is even more special.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“A woman feeds a child, but the earth feeds us all.  If I like anything about your husband, and that’s 
not much, then it’s definitely that he has the same respect for the soil as I do.” 

“And the soil? Is it ready?”  

“Yes, it’s the right temperature.  It’s just about done. Fertilize one last time, and next week we can 
sow winter wheat.” 

He said just about done as if he meant a pot of cornpone or a juicy pork roast.  Grandfather’s 
imagination melded everything together that constituted his life into one indivisible whole: his wife, 
the  dishes his daughter made, the soil and the horses.  They were all nothing but different 
phenomenal appearances of the same thing, all made from the same thing, all equal.  

I am pretty sure that even God, for him, was a cold piece of cornpone , which he ate beneath a 
mulberry tree. 

Even as a girl she had gone with her father into the fields.  At noon they had sat beneath a walnut 
tree and her father had sliced bread and sausage. His fingers got slippery with grease, and each time 
he would lick them off with pleasure, which she liked to imitate. He was mother and father in one to 
her. They often did not see a single soul until their return to the village.  

As late as the day before she left for Budapest, where she would take the train to the German coast 
and then the ship to New York, she had gone with him. 

“You are leaving me all alone,” he had murmured, while they rested beneath the tree.  

“If I don’t go, we will stay poor,” she had answered. 

“So,  let’s stay poor.   We will always have enough to keep from being hungry,” her father had 
replied. 

“That’s not enough for me.  We don’t have anything left to sell, so I am going to America.”  

“You’re only seventeen. What will you do over there?” 

“What I have to.” 

Now Grandfather loaded some manure on the shovel, carried in into the field , and carefully 
scattered it around.  (…) 
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All of a sudden there was a clap of thunder.  No one can say if it was that, or the insects, or the 
lightning which caused one of the horses, the tamest of all, to panic. Grandfather heard Mother’s 
cries, threw the shovel down, and ran to her diagonally across the field, in great leaps.  

When Grandfather reached her, she was bent over with pain, and a small puddle was forming under 
her skirt. He calmed the animal down, then bent over Mother.  

“The baby is coming,” she gasped. 

“What should I do?  Go get Neper?” he asked. 

“No, he’s no good for this. Get Ramina. People say she knows about this.” 

“A gypsy?” asked Grandfather, astonished.  

“Just get her!” 

But after Grandfather had hastily hitched up the horses again and climbed up onto the wagon, she 
changed her mind. “I can’t wait that long. Lay me down on the cart, Father.” 

“But it’s full of manure.  Do want the child to be born on that?” 

“Just do it!” 

Grandfather bent over again, his daughter put her arms around his neck, and then he picked her up 
and carried her to the cart. He laid her down in the still-warm, reeking animal muck, still covered 
with flies.  It made her sick, and she threw up all over her clothes, but that didn’t matter. The main 
thing was that she brought her child safely into the world and used this late opportunity to prove 
that she was a fruitful, normal woman.  

Grandfather lashed the horses as he never had before.  

Mother lay in the center of the wagon-bed, her legs spread and her heels dug into the dung. (…) 

Grandfather collared the first Gypsy he met. “Bring us Bulibas,a’s wife to us!” “Bulibas,a 
disappeared a few weeks ago.” “I don’t care. Get Ramina here!” At that moment Mother screamed 
so horribly that both men flinched. The stillness that followed filled Grandfather with the most 
fearful thoughts, but then came a second scream.  The men ran to the cart, the Gypsy crossed 
himself, and then he ran away, up the hill. 

It wasn’t long before Ramina turned up among the wretched huts, along with a man, carrying  a 
bucket of water.[is this her husband? He had disappeared?]  She had some towels folded over her 
arm.  a crowd of the curious were following them, people who wanted to see how a new life could 
be born on the dung-heap. Bearded, black-clothed men with cheap cigarettes hanging from their 
mouths, women with bright-colored skirts, with a child hanging onto each. A few straggling farmers, 
and hunters coming back from their night in the woods, had already gathered around the wagon.  
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Excited by this slight distraction from their humdrum lives, the group could  hardly contain 
themselves,  and, noisily they soon caught up with Ramina.  Gradually, they quieted down as they 
got close to the cart, and quite a few women lifted their children high to get a good view of the 
mother.  

They surrounded the wagon, and Ramina had to exert all her authority to force her way through.  
“Make room!” she shouted, and shoved people aside.   

When she looked into the cart, she could not stifle a cry: “Holy mother of God! The child is already 
on the way.” She climbed up into the cart. Ten minutes later, I came into the world, under the 
attentive, bewildered gaze of a noisy, strident mob. Ramina demanded a knife from one of the 
gypsies, washed it in the bucket and used it to cut through the umbilical cord. The gypsy wanted to 
keep the cord to feed to his dog. 

Almost as if I already knew that from then on I ultimately alone and on my own in the world, I 
started crying, loudly. Ramina took me in her arms and displayed me to the people. “It’s a boy!” she 
cried. “Sure is, from the sound of him!” opined one of the hunters, and shot into the air.  

I was a shriveled, ugly thing, screaming and howling, that now had helplessly to endure the first 
misery of his life: a plague of flies that landed on me and persisted, doggedly, like incurable illness, or 
death. They got into my eyes and mouth, and did not even fly off when Ramina tried to shoo them.  
They sat on Mother’s white thighs, while her hands kept gripping the wagon rails, even after 
everything was over. Exhausted, and red-faced, she stared into the crowd, and the crowd stared 
back. Their curiosity greater than their revulsion, the circle gathered around me and Mother again.  

(…) 

Two men helped mother get out and take a seat in one of the farmers’ horse-drawn carriage.  
Ramina sat with her, holding me in her arms, and we drove back into the village, closely followed by 
Grandfather in his cart.  The bell did not ring. It was reserved only for the dead, as a consolation 
and final victory over the living. “Do you want to hold him?” Ramina asked. “What humiliation,” 
Mother murmured.  

(…) 

“Hopefully his life won’t stink as much as his birth,” remarked the farmer.  

“How much do you want for helping us?” Grandfather asked Ramina.  

Ramina took her time with the answer. “I don’t want your money,” she said, after a while.  

“Then what?” 

“Three barrels of fat from your slaughtered animals. Twice a year.” 

“Why do you want that?” 
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“Since I am alone now, I have to take care of myself and the child.  I don’t want to beg, and I can’t 
mend pots.  What I can do well is make soap.” 

She waited for Grandfather’s reaction, looked at him closely with her sly, watchful eyes. When she 
saw that he was quickly prepared to pay, she raised the ante. Clearing her throat, she said, “And four 
chickens a month, until the child is of full age.” 

“Isn’t that a bit too much?” 

“Isn’t the boy worth four chickens and some fat to you?” 

“But why exactly four?” 

“If I make a pot of chicken soup each Sunday, that lasts me almost a week. Four chickens, four 
weeks, simple arithmetic.” 

Grandfather looked Mother, at a loss, but she nodded agreement. So the deal was sealed that 
guaranteed Ramina at least a half-filled belly, and for me after I turned seven or eight,  a weekly visit 
to her house. 

*** 

The second version of my birth was Ramina’s.  Bulibasa had left her behind on the gypsy hill, 
although she had cured him of all his illnesses for over a decade, kept his juices flowing and 
nourished him with herbs whose magical effect she alone knew.  

“If I had known that he would run off with another woman, I would have poisoned him,” she often 
said.  She had taken care of everything, everything except quenching  his desire for young women.  
And one morning he had climbed into his gypsy wagon with one of them and disappeared on the 
road to Temeswar.  

For a while Ramina had pursued them.  She had a handkerchief which she had smeared with another 
Gypsy woman’s menstrual blood, being pregnant herself.  She wanted to touch him with it, this 
being the greatest defilement a Gypsy man could imagine, but she never found him. She turned 
back, and after Sarelo’s birth she started to stuff herself with everything anyone gave her.  

(…) 

“You weren’t born on a dung-heap. Your birth was more wondrous than you think, Jacob,” she 
always said, when I brought her weekly chicken.  

I had spent the first years of my life recovering from a lot of illnesses.  Each time, my mother had 
called Ramina, whom she trusted more than anyone other than God, to my sickbed.  I became a 
kind of life insurance policy for Ramina, and the amount of food my mother gave her, until I came 
of age, grew in proportion to how well she cured me.  For curing a case of pneumonia she was 
promised ten eggs, and for chronic diarrhea, one bottle of schnaps a month till I reached majority.  
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“I got them all back to health,” she used to say in praise of her healing arts.” The only thing I 
couldn’t help was when young George shot both his eyes out.  But he seemed to me happier as a 
blind man than he had been before.  And our town seems to me to be a good place for suicides and 
sad sacks in general.”  

The day the war began, slightly delayed for us, I filled up the bag for her once more and made my 
way to Gypsy Hill.  Since the pastor’s radio was broken, peace lasted a half day longer with us.  A 
half day when no one died and peace still reigned in Europe.   

The hill was still called Gypsy Hill, as if in memory of earlier times when it had teemed with life.  

Sarelo appeared above, held a knife in the sunlight and inspected his work. Then he lifted up a 
second knife, squinted one eye shut, and inspected his fine, sharp teeth  with the other, and then 
with infinite deliberateness he sharpened the two knives against one another.   

“What do you want?” he asked. 

“Come help me!” 

“You got a chicken with you?” 

“Yes.” 

(…) 

In front of the house he pulled the chicken out, and stuck it into a cage, in which there were eleven 
others. He had apparently been collecting them for the last few months, instead of instead of turning 
them over to his mother. 

(…) 

The door to the second room, which Ramina always kept locked up, this time was wide open. 
Curious, I went up to the doorway, and was just about to step over the threshold  and get a little 
glimpse inside when her massive frame blocked my way.  Her body, which so often seemed to me 
like a soft cushion I could lean onto and lose myself in its folds, now forced me ungently to back 
away.  

Nestling into Ramina’s obesity, I breathed in the same rhythm with her, and her warm belly would 
swell and sink and my head would along with it.  And, quite often, an infinite gentleness and peace 
would well up within me, and so I would fall asleep.  Mother explained to me that after Sarelo’s 
birth, Ramina had swelled up like rising bread dough. After her body had emptied itself, she had 
filled it up again with enormous quanities of food. 

She had stuffed so much into herself that after a few years she could barely fit through the door any 
more. Then she had decided not to go out any more at all, except when she had to do something for 
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me: no one else in the town had seen her again. Mother even suspected that she was eating the fat 
we gave her, for she had never seen any soap made by Ramina.  

Ramina locked the door and put the key in her pocket.  “You are late, Jacob.  I thought you weren’t 
coming.”  

Then she got up and walked over to the sofa-bed.  There she settled herself down with a crash and a 
sigh, as if it had all taken superhuman effort. Her stockings hung loose and frayed over her 
enormous calves, which looked like the hams we had hanging in the smoke-house.  

She had sunk so far down into the sofa, which had broken down with all the years of supporting her 
weight, that she looked to me like a ship run aground.  She breathed noisily, as if the air could only 
penetrate through to her with great effort. .  

Ramina grabbed my wrist and pulled me closer, then put her arm around my shoulders like a pair of 
tongs.  I saw myself being drawn closer and closer, until I was completely swallowed up by Ramina’s 
ample body. It would take me up into itself, and any trace of me would be lost for all time.  But it 
didn’t happen this time, either.  

(…) 

“So how was I really born?” I asked her.  Contented, she released me with a loud Ach.  

“Why didn’t you ask me right away, my boy? Go to the window and tell me what you see.” I did as 
she told me. 

“I don’t see anything.”  

“You can always see something,” she replied. “Isn’t something missing?” she wanted to know. I 
waited a bit, until she repeated the question. 

“A person, maybe?” I answered. 

“More important than a human being, sweetheart.” 

“More important than a human? The rain, maybe?” 

“Almost as important as the rain.” 

“What could it be?” I asked, as if I didn’t already know it. 

“There’s no wind.  Not a single breeze, even, for days.  The wind is gathering its strength for the 
heavy fall storms.  It will destroy everything in its path.”  

“And is a devil hiding in a wind like that, too?” I asked her, although I knew the answer long since.  
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“A devil can be hiding in any kind of wind, not just the fall storm winds.  There’s no season when 
we are safe from these devils.  But the winds are also beneficial. Without them the souls of the dead 
could not rise up into heaven. When God wanted to scatter the seed of man over the whole earth, 
the wind helped him, otherwise, human beings would only live around here, with us.” 

“Was there wind here before God?” 

“There was nothing before God, sweetheart. But every time he created something new: you, me, the 
gypsies, the Swabians…” 

I interrupted: “Bulibasa, too?” 

“Yes, even him, that sinner.  So each time God got a little tireder, and his strength was lessening.  
That must be the reason that he seems to have grown so weak these days.” 

“And what does the wind have to do with my birth?” 

“Be patient, Jacob; you mustn’t jump ahead of the story, it will take its own time. Of course the wind 
had something to do with your birth, because there are not just the old autumn winds, there are also 
the young winds of springtime. They say sometimes they are unpredictable, wild, and cruel, even. 
Pregnant women fear them, for they steal the fruit from their womb.  They are left with an empty 
belly, just as if they had never had a baby inside them. But sometimes, too, very rarely, I must say, 
the wind can make a woman pregnant, too. The man-seed drifts nakedly and blindly around, until 
the wind steers it in the right direction.” 

“Are you talking about my father’s seed?” 

“Who mentioned your father? Such a bad man could never be your father, Jacob. You have nothing 
in common with him. You must believe that. It was the seed of another, much better man. The wind 
brought it to your mother while she was sleeping.  It could even have been seed from China.” 

“But I don’t look at all like a Chinese.”  She shrugged her shoulders as if to say, my question was 
anything but smart.  

“How do you know all this?” I asked. 

“We gypsies know things that are hidden from others. And we never write our stories down, so that 
we will know them better from memory.” Ramina always stopped talking at this point, she closed 
her eyes and sighed so loudly, as if it were her last breath. I looked down at her swollen feet, vermin 
all around them.  The flies alighted on her peaceful face, crawling around on her lips and cheeks, but 
she didn’t wave them away. She just sat there, like an exhausted giant.  

But every time I thought she had fallen asleep, and started planning my exit, even standing up to go, 
I heard her say: “You didn’t even ask the second question.” 
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I let myself fall back onto the sofa. “But even if that’s all true, how does that change the fact that I 
was born on a dung-heap?” 

Now she sat straight up and looked at me indignantly. “Jacob, you must never have any doubts 
about how you were born. I will gladly tell you this story, when you bring me the chicken next week, 
on time.” That was her trick to keep me interested, and to motivate me to come again.  For in her 
ramshackle house, silent except for her son’s hammering and grinding, my visits were her only 
measure of the passage of time.  

She gave her stories –for me, not stories, but the truth—new embellishments every time. She knew 
what she owed me, her sole audience. And I followed her willingly, for who would not rather believe 
her than that other, foul-smelling rumor?  Even today, when I sometimes ponder whether I do in 
fact smell of my birth, I whisper to myself: “Ramina really was right .” 

Then I see us sitting together on the worn sofa.  Her flesh spreading all over the place, the flies 
wandering around on her, magically attracted to such a colossus.  The creeping vermin.  In such 
moments I cannot help feeling closer to her than to father or mother.  

 

* * *  

My second birth, Ramina swears to it, took place in our house in Temeswar.  

In Ramina’s telling it is never clear why mother had a premature delivery, but for Ramina as well, the 
fact that I was premature was never in question.  

When Ramina arrived, several people had already gathered in the room, neighbors and business 
partners of the man who presented himself as my father. He joked: “The boy is in a hurry to take 
over my business.” Or: “At that tempo he will get richer than I.”  But I was in no hurry whatsoever, 
in fact I was decidedly slow. 

Now and then he put his ear to the door to the room where Mother and Ramina were.  

He became more and more uneasy,  and grouchy.  It seemed I would be handing him a defeat, for I 
didn’t care a bit to be like him.  

“The boy is coming soon, an Obertin is dependable,” Father said, walking up to the door again and 
opening it. “When will it happen?” he asked, leaning into the room.  

“You’ll be the first to know.  Now, get out!” Ramina barked at him.  

I didn’t come into the world that day, nor the next. Ramina sometimes said that it had taken weeks 
for me to get there, but I didn’t believe all that either.  

Father got more and more uneasy, more morose, pacing throughout the house, his face all red, and 
Grandfather said he heard him say, “The boy is making a fool of me.” Finally, after innumerable 
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attempts, Ramina threw open the door to the room where Father, Grandfather, the pastor and two 
or three other visitors were playing cards, and shouted: 

“He’s coming!” 

“I’m not falling for that line again,” father murmured and stayed in his chair, but Grandfather 
ventured a look into the room. 

“The kid is here!” Now he was shouting, too. 

“How come we don’t hear him crying?  That’s what babies do, right?” asked the priest. 

“Hopefully he isn’t dead,” said father, as he laid his cards down and slowly got up. “So let’s have a 
look at this wonder.” 

While Father and Grandfather went into the room, the others remained standing on the threshold.  
The idea that I could be dead, that things could get dramatic, set their imaginations in motion.  But I 
was having the best of all of them. Not just because I was quite thoroughly alive, but because I 
would soon astound them so much that for years after they would never forget it. Father stayed back 
behind Ramina, bent over Mother and held me in his arms, without his being able to see me. 

“The umbilical cord was wound around his neck,” Ramina said. 

“So is he dead now?” asked Father. 

“No, everything is fine. He has two arms, two legs, and in between, too, he has everything he needs. 
He just needs to get stronger.” 

“Has he got a mouth?” asked Father. 

“Of course he does,” replied Mother. 

“Well, then, I’d like to finally hear what he can do with it. Ramina, give him a little slap!” 

“I already have, Sir, but he won’t cry,” she said. 

“So what does he do? Just turn around.” 

Ramina obeyed and held me out so that everyone could see me. “He is smiling, Sir. He has been 
smiling at me the whole time.” 

I looked around and saw for the first time the man who wasn’t my father, then Grandfather, and all 
the others who were besieging me with their curiosity. From behind, Mother, covered in cushions 
and blankets, was calling out for her son. According to Ramina, the next thing that happened upset 
everyone so much that they told it to their friends, and the newspapers in Temeswar printed it in the 
next edition, as did the doctors in their professional journals. 
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I began to laugh so loudly that people backed several steps away from me. The women’s long skirts 
got all twirled up together, the schnaps glasses in the parlor burst, and out in the furthest corners of 
the neighborhood the people in the streets stopped in their tracks, while all the dogs started barking 
at once, as if they were sensing some catastrophe.  I was laughing for my life, Ramina would say 
later.  The pastor turned white, as if he had seen a devil, made the sign of the cross and took his 
leave in great haste.  

“You’re not mocking me, you hear?  No one mocks me!” he supposedly said.  Then, they say, he 
grabbed his coat, got into his car and drove off in the direction of Triebswetter. “You were stronger 
than he, Jacob. Don’t forget that,” Ramina repeated every time.  

That day the war started (with a slight delay), I left Ramina’s house, after she had pressed me so 
violently to her breast several times that I had to gasp for breath. “I will expect you next week, then, 
Jacob!” she yelled after me. 

Outside nearly a dozen beheaded chickens were hopping around. Their heads lay in a heap at 
Sarelo’s bare feet, blood trickling into the dirt, not unlike my urine. Sarelo lifted up one last chicken, 
held it firmly in hand, and the animal hung down helplessly, its scrawny, pendulating body 
rhythmically marking its final seconds. Sarelo beheaded it with a swift, practiced motion of his hand.  
The knife sliced smoothly through the  neck of the chicken, which fell to the ground, and started 
flopping this way, and that,  in a ghostly fashion. Twelve white, headless bird bodies, wandering 
around in front of Ramina’s house, as if trying one last time to stave off death. Then, one by one, 
they fell over.  

“My knives are so good, they could even cut the wind,” Sarelo muttered. As I tried to leave, he 
called after me, still busy with his knives: “You can’t believe a word my mother says!  You really 
were born on a dung-heap!” It was already evening by the time I reached the edge of the town, and 
the bells were ringing. For us, too, the war had begun. 

(…) 

The day that Ramina disappeared from my life for good, I wasn’t around. 

Mother told me that very early that morning several trucks had come, half a company with their 
captain. No one had told them that the hill had been abandoned by the gypsies, all of them except 
Ramina.  

The captain looked around, nonplussed, then asked Father, where were the gypsies he was supposed 
to transport off.  Father had explained to him that there weren’t any more around, except for 
Ramina, and that it would be a waste of effort to try and get her out of her house. Ten horses would 
not be able to, once Ramina had decided otherwise. “Maybe not ten horses, but the Romanian 
army,” was the captain’s response.  
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He went up to the top of the hill.  After a time, the captain came out of Ramina’s tumble-down 
house, even more at a loss than before. Then he pointed to a farmer: “You! Go home and bring 
some tools we can use to tear down a wall.” 

When the farmer came back, the soldiers took the tools from him and got to work. It didn’t take 
long until they had ripped a hole in the rotten wall, through which they could carry not just Ramina 
but an entire horse. The soldiers who were not needed inside assembled into a cordon, and from the 
house the order sounded out into the street: “Men, on three, lift!” 

First a corner of the sofa came into view, then three or four burly soldiers, then Ramina, sitting there 
as if on a throne. The sofa loyally and patiently bore up under her weight. When Ramina and her 
sofa were completely outside, other shoulders took up the heavy burden. Supported by many arms 
and shoulders, Ramina floated through the air and seemed, for a moment, light as a feather.  “Like a 
queen, she looked,” said Mother.  

Stolid, unmoving, she sat up there and looked down upon the townsfolk. Then, something 
surprising happened. One of the children called out: “Auf Wiedersehen, Ramina!” Some farmers did 
the same, Mother and Grandfather, too. “Auf Wiedersehen, people,” she answered. “We will meet 
in Heaven. I don’t know about you, but I am definitely getting there.” 

The column of trucks started moving, until finally Ramina looked back, and saw how the hill, the 
village, her whole life was moving away from her, never to be recovered.    

 
Original German: © 2011 by C.H.Beck, www.chbeck.deEnglish  

translation: © John Hargraves, 2011 
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THE COOLING STATION 
(Die Kältezentrale)   

  by Inka Parei 
Translated by Katy Derbyshire 

 
216 pages, Schöffling & Co., August 2011  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Berlin, 2006: a man who worked as a mechanic for the East German party newspaper Neues 
Deutschland during the 1980s and later left the GDR receives a call from his ex-wife, Martha. She’s in 
a hospital, waiting for an exact diagnosis of her cancer. In an attempt to help her, the man has 
returned to Berlin to try and reconstruct the events of several crucial days that took place in early 
May 1986. Was a Ukrainian truck that Martha came into contact with contaminated with radiation? 
Why does the death of a former colleague, for which he has blamed himself for many years, 
suddenly appear dubious? The narrator soon begins to lose control of his life and drifts into a 
desperate search for direction, triggered by a rupture in his past with which he has never come to 
terms. 

Sample translation: pp. 7-18. 

 We called the room the cooling station. It was large – six by four meters. The only windows were 
outside in the corridor, countless small squares across every storey. They were always grubby, as I 
remember. The haze from the adjacent heating and power station hung in the sky above us on two 
days out of three. No one could possibly have kept the windows clean. 
The head of our department often stopped at the windowpanes when he came up the stairs in the 
morning. I couldn’t see the hall behind the glass door from my desk, but when I got up on the early 
shift to take the shifts book out of the little cupboard above the wash basin and make out the 
previous shift’s measurement entries, or when I hadn’t eaten breakfast at home and headed for my 
locker at quarter to seven to fetch my can of coffee and then make straight for the fridge, I always 
noticed Buchwald. 
I can see him now in my mind’s eye, pausing for a moment, looking out through the dirt. Now and 
then he raised his hand and wiped a spot away with the tip of one finger. Disgusted, disconcerted. 
What was he thinking, in moments like that, and what was he thinking that morning in May? Did he 
notice an unfamiliar truck lurching up the ramp, not even loaded? 

I’ve got twelve hours left to understand everything I’ve been through over the past few days, to link 
up the pictures I’ve gathered with other images, from deeper layers of memory. To draw the right 
conclusions. 
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It’s the moment I’ve been working towards, but I imagined it differently. I pictured myself sitting in 
the room I rented in Berlin a week ago, in the blue seat with the view of a crossroads in the 
Wedding district. I wanted to sort through all the information in peace there, re-ordering it and 
thinking, thinking over and over again, about a night twenty years ago. 
At some point I’d have had an answer, and I’d have called Martha. She wouldn’t have said anything 
or expected anything. In a neutral voice, I’d have informed her of what I’d found out. Her breath 
escaping at the other end of the line would have made me feel the tension she’s been under over the 
past few days. Her voice would have grown gentle, like it hasn’t been for a long time now. She’d 
have asked me how I was feeling, and then, almost in the same breath, how the last few years had 
been. We’d have laughed because there was suddenly so much to tell, astounded at how many little 
things make up the world, and we’d have wondered how we could have stood to leave all the tiny 
things that make people happy out of our lives for so long. 
 
But that’s not how it is, and I’ll just have to come to terms with that. I’m stranded. 
A strange apartment, a large room, high ceilings. I see a wall on my left, painted blue. Trophies, 
photos, a framed newspaper clipping. Yellowed stucco. Six windows – it’s almost a hall. It’s dark. 
Lots of beds, with plants in front of them. I can’t make out much but there are lots of people here. 
Coughing. Rustling. Someone retching. 
Wood creaking. A long, stiff figure walking out. Male scents. 
I have to get out of this place, as fast as I can. And before that I have to find my belongings. 

I hate waking up in strange places. You have to assure yourself piece by piece of your own body, 
over and over, and this time it’s been particularly difficult. My eyelids feel sticky, there are stabs in 
my lung as I breathe. I felt nervously along my body – I’m still wearing my trousers and my watch 
but not my T-shirt, they took it off me and bandaged my shoulder up with something. I feel panic 
rising, a dull pain in my head. 
I was lying in another room before I came into this one. It was small and narrow, with two beds one 
behind another. A woman, very tall and very fat, her hair dyed blonde, brought me soup and tried to 
take my shoes off. So you’ve been here in the city for a week – she said – We think you’ve hardly 
slept or about half that time. To be honest, when we first saw you we wondered how long a person 
can actually go without rest. 
I remember a man in a waistcoat as well, with a tiny ponytail, who asked me questions in a big 
kitchen, that must have been right at the beginning. There was a cooker in the middle of the room, 
like in a restaurant; along the walls was cooking equipment on open shelves.  
 
Do you know how old you are? 
Forty-one. 
Where were you born? 
In Halle. 
Do you have an ID card? 
Yes. 
Why haven’t you got it on you? Have you lost it? 
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It’s in my room. 
Where is that, your room? 
In Wedding. 
Where exactly in Wedding? That’s where we are now. Somewhere near here? 
I don’t know. 
What’s your mother’s name? 
Do I have to tell you that? 
No. We just want to know if you’ve got your bearings. Have you any idea how you came to us? 
What month it is? 
I couldn’t answer. I knew it all really, but that knowledge wasn’t within my reach, the right words 
were washed away by a fear I’d never felt before, that had spread out within me like a fluid. 
 
Did I have a clear goal, a precise task for myself, when I came to this city? I thought so – perhaps 
that was why I failed to achieve it. I had seven days’ time. 
Seven long days. 
I have to let the thought come now, give it space. That’s better than fighting off the desperation, 
which only stays all the more stubborn and makes me tired. The next thing would be the burning in 
my eyes, the cool spot at my temples. A sense of apathy flows into my head from the temples, and 
that’s dangerous. 
A race against time. Like in a movie. There’s a task, the hero has to rescue someone, breaking his 
way through the crowds to a train, to a bank or a telephone. He might just make it, if only there 
weren’t so many adversities in his way. Little things that put everything at risk. The briefcase on the 
ground. The queue at the counter. The car blocking the road. It’s actually too late but his 
desperation awakens special reserves. In the background: an hourglass or a time bomb. 
I have to find a man I haven’t seen for twenty years, in a city with more than three million 
inhabitants. All I know is his name, and nothing else. 
For a long time I thought I could make it without him. I hadn’t even known he still existed. 
I had a piece of paper with me, listing the names of my workmates from back then. I was convinced 
they’d help me. We knew each other, after all. No one can resist talking about the old days. 
The night shift in Martha’s hospital ends at six tomorrow morning. Breakfast is at seven, and the 
doctors start their rounds an hour later. I have to get results by then, or the probability of her 
surviving the next five years will fall from eighty to twenty percent. Eighty’s a good number, an 
option worth fighting for. 

I close my eyes and see my face, the swollen edge between my eyelid and eyeball, lit up like a 
glowing wire. When was that? When did I last look in the mirror? 

Another place, not very far away, not long ago. It’s dark but for a dim red light, wooden planks on 
the walls like in a shed. A water pipe that I’m looking at, while a fist grabs me by the collar from 
behind, pressing the buttons of a shirt against my throat, or something else cold, hard, metallic. A 
soiled toilet bowl that I approach, slipping on my knees, pushed from behind. The bowl is coated in 
traces of a neon green liquid, with pale yellow traces of piss, with obscene black and brown patches, 
I see it from the side, see the base fastened onto grey boards with blackish screws, coming closer 
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and closer like the toenails of some evil creature, and I cry out, an ugly, shrill howl that won’t help 
me. 
 
Night. A large shopping mall with a car park outside. I watch it, from the distance, from a wide 
angle as if it had nothing to do with me. Extended, painted white, built against an embankment with 
railway tracks. A glass awning. My gaze, zooming in at terrifying speed, as if I had no body, as if I 
were a camera lens or a knowing, extremely agile point in space, recognizes for one moment trash, 
pigeon droppings and even the ridges in the glass. 

Red granite. Wet street dirt. Footprints. A wastebasket, a lost glove. Someone’s sitting leaned against 
the panes of the entrance door. Bearded, looking exhausted. A second person appears, leans over 
and looks at the man. He has a newspaper on his knees, and another piece of newspaper, half-
soaked, is resting on his bag. Printed with Cyrillic letters. Can I help you? – asks the face – Do you 
understand me? I see it from very close up. It’s breathing. It’s smiling in a friendly way, has a dimple 
in the chin. 
Yes – I say – I understand. And I’m very tired. 
Would you like us to drive you to a place where you can sleep? 
I nod. 

I spent the past few months in a little village in the south of Germany. 
On the morning before Martha first called I was in the forest with a neighbor. We loaded wood 
onto a borrowed van, split some of it into smaller pieces in his yard, and then I piled the logs under 
a jutting roof behind his house for them to dry over the summer. When I moved to the village I’d 
told myself I’d do it regularly from then on, once or twice a year. Maybe that would help me get 
closer to the people who live there. 
The telephone rang, loud and shrill, piercing the afternoon indolence. She doesn’t have to say her 
name, she knows that. 
She said – They’ve put me in hospital. 
So it’s something serious. 
Yes. Something serious. 
I couldn’t place the sarcasm in her voice. 
Tell me where. 
I don’t want you to come. 
Tell me anyway. 

When she hung up I stood in my cramped, dark hallway, motionless as a reptile. I felt the past 
coming up slowly, from far below, like rising waters, taking hold of my feet, my belly, my chest and 
finally flooding into my head. I tried to recall the past few hours, a tiny retreat, a play for time. Our 
breath steaming on the still cold air. My fingers hot in my work gloves. The jerk with which the 
impulse for splitting the wood went from my shoulder into the axe. 
In the bedroom, in the bottom drawer of the wardrobe, were my old papers, reports and references, 
my diary. A welding certificate from 1985, a driving license I got in the army for vehicles above 
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seven and a half tonnes, an address book. I opened it up. Names, telephone numbers, addresses. 
Most of them were bound to be wrong by now. 
I found a map of Berlin from 1991 as well. I unfolded it and searched through the index. She’d been 
put in Neukölln, almost on the edge of the city. I felt fear in my stomach like a rotating ball of grey, 
and the impulse to ask her immediately why she wasn’t in the Charité hospital at the heart of Berlin. 
The second call came an hour later. 
Can you listen to me? 
Of course! Yes. 
Do you remember the truck? 
The remark came so unexpectedly that I drew back for a moment, staring at the receiver. No How 
are you? or anything like that – she wrenched open the door to the past without warning. East 
Berlin, 1986. Blue sky and a couple of clouds. I’d been on the night shift. We met on one of the 
rooftops, by the iron stairs between the cooling towers. She was distraught. I saw brooms – she said 
– cloths and canisters of liquid. 
She was breathing heavily and had red patches on her neck, her eyes glittering wet, she looked very 
beautiful at that moment. 
Do you know how long I was in the truck back then? 
Two, or maybe three hours? Rakowski gave you a lift that afternoon. He offered to transport your 
mother’s old chest. 
No, it was longer. 
Why… longer? 
No reply. 
The feeling that the world you live in is collapsing announces itself with a crackling felt suddenly all 
over your skin, I remembered at that moment. With a quiet, clicking sound, inaudible for others. 
Familiar places, ideas and thoughts disappear, and you’re standing right back where you think you 
were at the very beginning, a beginning that escapes any specific memory. That’s how I felt back 
then, and the time that’s passed since then was suddenly nothing. I’d always been standing right 
there, I’d never left this state of nothingness. 
I ate something cold, lay down, took the phone with me to my bed. She might call a third time. 
That’s her way of sorting out things that can’t be sorted out. I lay there and thought, I can bear it. 
The way she’s been bearing me, getting along with me, her whole life long. With the consequences 
that meeting me had for her. 

I heard from her for the first time in ages in 1998. She told me she’d moved back to Berlin after we 
separated, we talked about this and that. Then the conversation petered out. We ought to have hung 
up at that point, but she simply carried on talking for a while. I was at a loss, feeling that she wanted 
something from me but not understanding what it was. 
That’s the way it was in the years that followed. She called at irregular intervals. 
I’d got used to it. Perhaps she was simply lonely. 

The next time I picked up the phone it was one in the morning. 
At this time of night? Aren’t you bothering anyone? 
Do you think we might find him after all? 
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She gasped. 
Why? 
Perhaps we’d get leads to people he knew. 
It’s over. 
He was in the truck. There’s no one else left. Rakowski’s dead. 
Dead? How do you know? 
Through phone calls. 
When? 
In the last few hours. 
I heard her breathing. I looked down at myself, my legs, thin and freezing. My pyjamas. The frail 
piece of humanity in them. I thought, silence is silence, by day or at night, but it feels different at 
night. If you let it up close enough it extends endlessly, and you’re scared every second that you 
won’t make it to the next. 
What have you got? I mean, what illness? 

I thought I’d just ask her. But I couldn’t do it, I croaked as if I already knew the answer, and that’s 
how it was in the end.  

Forgetting works by strange rules. I mean the way we push things away that we don’t want. Not 
what allegedly makes up our unconscious. You cling to the things directly around you: this is my 
work, I go there every day. My home, my bed. The air I breathe. Look, the sun, it’s shining right 
now, just for me. You live without a before or an after. It’s important to fill all the empty time with 
activity, you mustn’t start brooding. 
After Martha’s calls I was teetering on the brink from one moment to the next, the brink I’d always 
denied existed.       

Original German: © 2011 by Schöffling & Co., www.schoeffling.de 
English translation: © Katy Derbyshire, 2011 
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NOT A SINGLE DAY 

(Kein einziger Tag) 
By Linda Stift 

Translated by John Cullen 

 

176 pages, Carl Hanser Verlag, February 2011 

 

 

 

Paul is anything but pleased when his brother Paco, a mediocre soap opera actor, turns up in town 
for a filming. The brothers are Siamese twins, but Paco has never come to terms with their 
separation and Paul has had to move more than once to keep his brother at arm’s length. Now Paco 
again bursts into his life with a vengeance. He ends up staying the night at his brother’s after they’ve 
been out on a drinking spree, and after that Paul simply can’t get rid of him. Unfortunately, Paul’s 
girlfriend, Jenny, is delighted with his twin. And then, to Paul’s mounting panic, Paco makes it onto 
a TV reality show, where the winner receives free cosmetic surgery – just what kind being decided 
by the audience. Paco sees the show as a great boost for his career, whereas Paul is disgusted by his 
craving for publicity. But Paul, too, has his dark side, and it is coming to light… 

Sample translation: pp. 24-38 

When Paco first came to the apartment I’d moved into six months previously, I slammed the door 
in his face. It was as if not a day had passed, not a single day. For a moment, I saw my reflection, 
which seemed both very strange and very familiar.  As a rule, I avoided mirrors.  When I looked at a 
mirror, he’d be grinning back at me, and that was something I couldn’t bear very often.  I could 
never be overjoyed by the sight the way he was. For him, our twinness, in all its manifestations, was 
an unending source of fun.   

At any rate, my brief glance had sufficed for me to see that Paco was suntanned and that his 
hairstyle differed from mine. I wore my hair shorter – every two months, I’d go over my head with 
an electric hair clipper set on medium – and I was presumably as pale as vomited milk, since that 
was my perennial state.  I couldn’t believe he’d found me. Our spatial separation had occurred 
twenty years before, and I wanted to keep on not seeing him for the next twenty years, too. And 
likewise for the next twenty, as well as the twenty after that. By then we’d be a hundred years old, 
and as far as I was concerned, they could throw us into the same grave, they could even put us in the 
same coffin if they had a mind to. Was that actually allowed?  Then our bodies could decay together, 
our bones could mingle, our last suits – maybe even from the same tailor, fine with me – could 
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interweave their fabrics, and none of that would matter. But until then, I didn’t want to have 
anything to do with him.   

He’s never accepted our separation; he fought against it from the start.  I’ve wanted to be separated 
from him ever since I could think. With him, I wasn’t doubled, I was halved, I was half a person, an 
appendage without decision-making power. So that he wouldn’t be able to besiege me constantly in 
my own home, I moved to another city. In order to avoid living in the same city with him, I had to 
relocate twice again after that. 

Paco’s profession – he became an actor – had likewise served to put some distance between us.  He 
traveled a good deal and no longer had enough time to be a permanent annoyance. Every so often 
he’d call me up and try to arrange a meeting, but I’d always been able to fend him off. I’d kept my 
new address and telephone number a secret from him – until now. 

His real name was Patrick, but when he was still quite little, long before he figured out how to use 
the pronoun I, he began to call himself Paco, and later he took Paco as his professional name. Even 
as a child, I found it unfair that he’d been given a name much longer than mine, a name, moreover, 
out of which various abbreviations, usable at will, could be made. Out of my boring name, Paul, I 
could make nothing. 

Paco played dubious characters in second-rate TV series that sometimes caught me if I didn’t switch 
the set off fast enough. Then I’d be confronted with my face and body. I’d be wearing pseudo-
elegant getups or embarrassingly gaudy sports clothes, and I’d spout badly written, shudder-inducing 
dialogue and kiss anorexic, colorless blondes with genuine ardor. I sometimes thought he’d become 
an actor only so he could kiss those pallid actresses, whose qualifications as dramatic artists lay 
mainly in a laboriously forced bitchiness, about which one could gain more information in the pages 
of regional celebrity magazines.   

Every now and then, people on the street would mistake me for him and speak to me. In such cases, 
I’d pretend to be him and, if I had to, give autographs. I felt the need even with strangers to conceal 
the fact that I was a twin. That sort of thing was, fortunately, a rare occurrence; Paco wasn’t all that 
famous, and besides, it’s not so easy to recognize actors on the street unless they’re determined to be 
recognized. I don’t know whether Paco was so determined or not. His character surely inclined him 
to seek recognition, but doing that wasn’t considered cool, so he probably didn’t. For a while, I was 
afraid Jenny would see him in some hideous soap opera and speak to me about it. But then I noticed 
that she watched only American stuff like Sex and the City. And if she nevertheless happened to spot 
him on a show, I could always pretend I knew nothing about it. They say everyone has a double, 
don’t they? 

In any case, now, after twenty years, he was banging on my door, and I was standing on the other 
side. I gently pressed my ear against the painted white wood and let the vibrations go directly into 
my head. So there he was again, separated from me by a simple door, which anyone who wanted to 
and had an ax could break open without much ado. Actually, it was a miracle he hadn’t come 
sooner. 
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“Don’t be childish, Paul!  Open up!”   

I didn’t move. 

“Open up!  Or should I camp out here in the hall?” 

Without detaching my ear from the door, I slid down to a sitting position. 

“The plane took off three hours late, and we had to sit on the tarmac the whole time. I’m dead 
tired.’ 

I counted the open joints in the parquet floor. 

“Pauuuul!  It’s a visit from your brother, your big brother.” 

Big brother? Only because they pulled him out first. With a Caesarian section, there’s no such thing 
as an older or younger brother. They just do that pro forma, so they can differentiate the data. They 
put one minute between him and me, and that’s supposed to give him the right to call himself the 
older brother? Ridiculous. Life doesn’t begin only at birth. 

“Come on, Paul. What are your neighbors going to think when they see you pounding on your own 
door?” 

I hardly got it open before he was hugging me and slapping me on the shoulder. He pressed me 
against him so hard he practically knocked the wind out of me, and I had a mental image of my ribs 
cracking. With my arms pinned against my body, I was caught as though in a vise, unable either to 
push him away or hug him back, not out of affection, but as a way of shunting off at least a little of 
the pressure I felt. He let me go, and only then could I take some real breaths. With one foot, he 
kicked a black travel bag made of some synthetic material over the threshold.   

I always found the way he treated his things sickening. When we were kids, I’d carefully fold my 
underwear and socks and stash them in the chest of drawers, while he’d crumple his up into a ball – 
even when they were freshly washed they were dirtier than mine were after I’d worn them – and 
stuff them in the back of a shelf or throw them under the bed and leave them to molder away.  
When he couldn’t find any more clean underwear in his cupboard, he’d simply take some out of my 
chest of drawers. Naturally, he wouldn’t take what was on top; instead, he’d rummage around in my 
painstakingly arranged clothes until he found the article he wanted. It was left to me to turn the 
chaos he’d made back into order. Any English boarding school would have been glad to have me. I 
always wanted to be sent to a boarding school in England, or at least in Switzerland – without Paco, 
of course – but any such request was refused or not taken seriously. My parents probably couldn’t 
afford it. I gobbled up all the books children in boarding school were required to read and 
abandoned myself with a pleasant shudder to the injustices and outrages that the unfortunate ones 
had to suffer from their teachers as well as from their schoolmates. I also read A.S. Neill’s book 
about his Summerhill School, but I just couldn’t believe that the place actually existed. For a long 
time I thought it was the merest utopian fantasy, and it didn’t seem to me worth striving for.  The 
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school’s boarders could decide on their own whether or not to go to class; they determined all the 
house rules, which they could repeal the following week if they no longer felt like following them. I, 
on the other hand, was attracted by uniform clothing, by the complicated (often impenetrable) and 
rigid rules of communal life, by unwritten laws, by dormitory secrets, by the mean and unjust 
teachers you suffered under and against whom you could form alliances with your classmates. Paco 
laughed at my rage for order, as he expressed it, and he constantly tried to coax me into greater 
carelessness.   

Although tempted to adjust his crumpled bag, I restrained myself. The thing doubtless got dragged 
through filth on a regular basis, and I didn’t even want to touch it. Furthermore, doing so would 
have looked like an invitation to stay. 

“Don’t you have a hotel?” I asked warily. 

“The room wasn’t ready yet.” 

I spared myself the aggravation of asking how he’d found me. I wasn’t in the telephone book. He’d 
managed to home in on me anyway, and that was enough. 

“What I’d really like to do is lie down for a while.  Airplane seats are getting smaller and smaller. I 
feel totally bent out of shape. I have no idea how fat people can do it.” 

I went into the kitchen to switch on the coffee-maker. I’d fix him some coffee, and then he’d have 
to go. He always drank coffee by the gallon. That probably hadn’t changed. The mere sight of him 
with a cup in his hand used to give me heartburn. And then there was the foul coffee breath he had 
a penchant for exhaling onto the back of my neck. I’d constantly have his stale-coffee-mouth reek in 
my nostrils. 

I heard him pull open the zipper of his bag and rummage around inside. I knew exactly how he 
packed his bags and suitcases. He’d toss in a random collection of useless items, press an old coffee-
stained newspaper down on top of the resultant conglomeration, and hope the receptacle could be 
closed. When he was on a trip, he’d wind up buying everything he needed, because he never brought 
the right stuff; sometimes he’d even have to purchase a new travel bag, because the old one would 
have burst from overstuffing or its zipper would have torn. He handed me a package of coffee. 

“Decaffeinated. I have to take care of my heart.” 

“Don’t tell me you’re planning on moving in!” 

“I always bring my own coffee. It’s more convenient. Most people don’t keep decaffeinated coffee 
in the house.” 

“You could drink tea or water.” 

“Good God, Paul. What’s so bad about bringing your own coffee?” 
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I refused to answer and took a pair of scissors out of a drawer. Instead of simply sticking the point 
into the vacuum-packed bag a few times – as I would have in fact preferred to do – I carefully 
snipped off a corner.  

He sat on my barstool and watched me through the service hatch as I prepared his coffee.  
“Awesome bar you have here,” he said. “A really friendly space.”   

I didn’t answer. 

He looked around with interest. From his side of the counter, you could see the living room with the 
oversized sofa on the left, and on the right my tiny study, which you had to pass through to get to 
the bathroom. The doors to both rooms were open; as I lived alone, I never closed a door. Even the 
bathroom door was wide open, providing an unobstructed view of my overflowing laundry hamper.  
It was overflowing because it was too small and because I did the wash only on weekends and today 
was Friday. Now I wished all the doors were closed and bolted and my apartment wasn’t so exposed 
to his inspection. I felt naked.   

“Supercool sofa!” He grinned and nodded appreciatively. “There’s a whole lot of surface area on 
that. It looks pretty new. Has it been christened yet? If not, I could see to it for you.” 

I said nothing. 

“Do you have any other rooms?” he asked. 

I remained silent. I wanted to keep at least my bedroom safe from him. 

“And how’s it going with women?” 

I set a cup of coffee in front of him. No saucer, no spoon, no sugar, no milk. He always drank his 
coffee black. 

“Yeah, that’s what I like. Family-style. Absolutely informal.”   

He drank half the cup in one swallow, belched, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as if 
he’d just downed a mug of beer. 

“Can you fix me another one?” 

“I’ll fix you a whole pot if you want. And if you drink it and leave.” 

“Thanks, that would be nice. But you don’t have to make it so strong. I’ve sworn off that syrupy 
south European stuff. They serve it in miniature cups a grown man can’t get a decent grip on, and it 
clogs your blood vessels besides. I’ve come to like my coffee lighter and fresher and bigger. More 
American.”    

I took the big espresso pot out of the cabinet, rinsed it off because I never used it, and made him 
about three pints of very thin coffee. 



	  

55	  
 

“And a drop of milk wouldn’t be bad.” 

I opened the refrigerator and was met with a smell like a beer drinker’s breath when he gets up early 
in the morning after too little sleep. The only difference was that the refrigerator smell was cold, 
whereas the drinker’s breath is warm. A beer can had run over and stood in a quivering pool. I took 
out an open milk carton that was dripping with beer, wiped it off with a dishcloth, and handed it to 
him. Then I draped the dishcloth like a shawl over the defective can and daubed at the liquid with 
the ends of the cloth. 

“Do you have everything you need now?” 

“Oh Paul, I wish you were less irritated. I’m so glad to see you. After twenty years, it’s about time!” 

I wasn’t glad. I hadn’t forgotten what kind of person Paco was, and I knew it wasn’t possible to have 
a normal brotherly relationship with him. We couldn’t meet now and again to exchange family news 
or talk about things in general. He meddled in everything, he was a know-all, and he considered me, 
his twin brother, a part of himself over which he possessed a natural, congenital right of control and 
which for unaccountable reasons kept trying to evade him.   

As far as he was concerned, our twinship gave him carte blanche for everything. Sometimes I even 
thought he would have liked it better if we’d never been separated. We were born joined at the sides 
from waist to chest, but we had no organs or bones in common and independent circulatory 
systems, like Chang and Eng Bunker, the first fathers of all Siamese twins (even though they were in 
fact Chinese and there had naturally been other such twins before them). We were joined only by a 
kind of thicker skin. A “skin bridge,” the doctors called it. Chang and Eng, therefore, could have 
been separated easily (even back then; they lived from 1811 to 1874), but that fact was discovered 
only after their death. Apparently they once tried to separate themselves and cut into their 
connecting portion, whereupon they both fell ill. Chang and Eng married two sisters, they each 
fathered numerous children, and they lived alternately with their wives in two different houses.  
Chang drank to excess; Eng joined a temperance society. 

We weren’t separated until we were five years old. Before that, we were pretty sickly, and so the 
operation kept getting postponed. Besides, our parents weren’t in agreement on the subject. My 
mother had doubts about a separation; she thought we should make the decision ourselves when we 
got older. Father’s view was that the operation should be performed as soon as possible, because the 
longer we waited, the harder it would be for us. Very early on, Paco had emerged as our “foreign 
minister,” which is the term used for the twin who represents the pair to the outside world, who 
carries on communications, and whom the outside world prefers to address, because he’s quicker at 
establishing contact, because he monopolizes everything. The other twin – the so-called “interior 
minister” – is responsible for internal matters, for the twins’ mutual relationship. To what extent 
that was an accurate description in my case, I can’t say. I didn’t particularly cultivate our relationship, 
just the opposite, in fact: I always tried to establish some distance between us.  By ignoring him, or 
when that didn’t work, by blows. I used up so much mental and physical energy in my distancing 
maneuvers that I didn’t have much strength left over for the outside world. 
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Father knew that the earlier the separation took place, the easier it would be for my brother to cope 
with. 

I think Paco always imagined living his life as the Philippine Siamese twins Simplicio and Lucio 
Godino, who married twin (unconjoined) sisters, had lived theirs. In extant photographs, the four 
look happy and cheerful, dancing in couples or striking comic and theatrical poses. Simplicio and 
Lucio give the impression that having been born joined together was the best thing that could have 
happened to them. They made appearances on vaudeville stages in the United States, as did most 
Siamese twins in those days, for it was their only possibility of earning money. A feeling of lightness 
and romance radiates from their pictures, so much so that they can seduce you into thinking the 
twins were equally happy off-camera. Photographs of Chang and Eng, on the other hand, are 
surrounded by an aura of depressing rigidity and gloominess. You can tell by looking at the two 
brothers that they would have been better off separated.   

Most Siamese twins who haven’t been separated as children become so thoroughly accustomed to 
each other, even when their personalities are quite different, that they don’t want to be separated 
later when they grow up. In any case, so they always claim, but I have my doubts. What else can they 
say?  If they haven’t been separated at an age when they couldn’t be asked their opinion, the reason 
must be that separating them would be life-threatening, and it’s probably healthier for their psyches 
to declare they have no wish to be separated. I think they’re kidding themselves. At least one of 
them is. Usually, one twin oppresses the other in some way, and the oppressor likes the idea of 
separation less than the oppressed. Maybe oppression’s the wrong word for it, but they have to 
distribute the roles, and man apparently has a need to dominate or, when he can’t, to submit to 
domination, just as one takes shelter under a roof. With twins, it happens automatically that one is 
dominant and the other more or less accepts this dominance; otherwise, they couldn’t live together.  
They’d tear each other apart. To my knowledge, however, there’s no recorded case of Siamese twins 
who actually killed each other.  Often one twin begins to drink. That’s what happened with the 
unhappy Russian sisters Masha and Dasha: The gentler, more compliant Dasha became an alcoholic.  
Since she couldn’t manage to kill herself outright and therefore her sister as well – she tried on 
several occasions to throw herself out of a window, but Masha was able to prevent her – she chose 
the slower way. Chang was also described as a “heavy drinker.” 

Paco calmly sipped his coffee. He’d apparently given up smoking, too; in the old days, coffee 
without cigarettes would have been unthinkable.   

After our separation, I felt a sense of enormous relief. Our muscles had been so synchronized that 
each of us could intuit the other’s every movement before it was even begun, and now, suddenly, I 
had absolute sovereignty over my body. There was nothing forcing me to change direction anymore.  
I no longer had to get tossed around because Paco moved too abruptly and the signal reached my 
body too late.  Nothing compelled me this way or that. Never again did I have to use the toilet with 
him or sit so long at meals because he ate more than me. The great gaping emptiness on the side 
where Paco had been gave me boundless latitude and offered me every possibility. It was as if space 
had flung itself open to me. Many people may find that image frightening; to me, it was an opening 
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into Paradise. I’ve never missed him. I never felt the cold on that side that Paco complained about.  
He cried for weeks and clung to me when we slept. During the day, he’d often press himself against 
my chest or jump on me from behind and hang around my neck. He never left my side. For a long 
time, he stuffed a pillow under one side of his sweater. Later he used a three-foot-long puppet that 
he named Pauli. This was a hand puppet that required its operator to use both hands. You put one 
hand inside the puppet’s head to open and close its mouth, while you used the other hand, thrust 
inside one of its arms, to give the thing greater mobility. Paco was amazingly adept at maneuvering 
the puppet, and he imbued it with a proper puppet identity. I hated it, because it spoke with my 
voice. Paco didn’t have to disguise his puppet-voice to make it sound like mine. He could 
ventriloquize, or rather he could speak almost without moving his lips. He didn’t do it perfectly, but 
the movements he devised for the puppet distracted attention from his face so successfully that the 
imperfections in his technique became inconspicuous. Mother had bought the puppet for him. It 
was the first toy that was exclusively his own. Up until then, we’d always received gifts in matching 
pairs. We even had a Punch and Judy puppet theater with a double cast: two Punches, two Judys, 
two Constables, and so forth. In practice, though, only Paco played with those things; the sweaty, 
clammy insides of the hand puppet’s heads and the scratchy material of their clothes repulsed me.  
And the figures themselves gave me the creeps. Their faces were grotesque, Toby the Dog was a rag 
puppet, and the Crocodile was too scary. I dedicated my efforts to making the scenery. On 
cardboard panels, I drew magic forests and fairytale woods, rocky landscapes with ravines shaded in 
different tones of gray, deserts with brightly-colored tents, and the interiors of farmhouses and 
castles. I cut out and painted cardboard figures: animals and monsters, but also furniture or 
oversized cups and pots. I made cardboard copies of all the hand puppets we owned. Paco always 
put on twin-themed plays featuring two Punches tied together. After the performances, Paco would 
toss the puppets into a corner and forget about them, and as soon as he did, I’d cut them apart 
again. He had to tie them back together for every new performance. 

At first, we kept on sleeping in the same bed, because it was the psychologists’ opinion that we’d 
need time to get used to the separation. In my case, that opinion was incorrect. When I finally 
succeeded in getting my own bed, Paco started slipping in beside me during the night, like a secret 
lover.  He’d bring Pauli with him. He continued even after we’d been given our own rooms. Since I 
couldn’t get him out of my bed, I’d usually go over to his room and sleep there. Sometimes he’d 
come back, and then I’d return to my room, and so on, until one of us was so sound asleep he didn’t 
notice whether or not the other one was lying beside him. Sometimes I’d wake up in the early 
morning to find Pauli on top of me; when that happened, I’d immediately throw the puppet out of 
the bed. These nocturnal migrations took place in the fog of half-sleep; they were, as far as I was 
concerned, the price I paid for the separation, and I was happy to pay it. I felt no sympathy for Paco.  
He behaved as childishly and tyrannically as he’d always done. He remained a pushy know-all in his 
relations with me, and Pauli accompanied him until he was well past puberty. 

Original German: © 2011 by Carl Hanser, www.hanser-literaturverlage.de 
English translation: © John Cullen, 2011 
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Hector’s great aunt died long ago and he barely knew her, but suddenly the circumstances of her 
death in a nursing home appear enormously important to him. Hector - young, well-educated, an 
academic just setting out on a successful career - begins looking into the death, but perhaps he 
actually is plunging into the past in order to avoid taking control of his own life, which increasingly 
appears to be unraveling. Over the course of a hot summer Hector gradually loses his connection to 
reality and to other people - his girlfriend Carla proves to be of no help to him, his mother even less. 
In his confused state, vacillating between reality and illusion, lethargy and aggression, he wanders 
from Austria to Trieste to Belgrade. 

 
Sample translation: pp. 7, 14-28 
 

I 

My great-aunt was murdered by a nurse, at some point in the 1980s where there was a hole, a 
glittering hole brimming with neon light, tragedy, and glamour. And there, in a house with dark 
drapes, emerald-colored wall fabrics, and sheepskins on smooth parquet floors, is the place where I 
grew up. Racks of books, where I slid along the top shelf and flew by, pulling them with me, and 
they came tumbling down upon me.Somber music, smoky glass surfaces, and beige and brown gave 
me a sense of comfort and shielded me from the fear outside. Everything was fear. Fear and non-
fear were black on black. 

I refused to eat. Out of a haze of apple-scented shampoo in my bath, I called for my mother. 
Emerging from the bathtub, my feet pressed their shapes onto the green tiles, the array of carpets in 
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the living room, and the rustic armchair. The sound of the TV crime show was like white noise 
permeating the apartment. Mother always dried me under the arms first. And the steam from the 
bathtub hovered in the cold hall. The hot prints of my feet marked a path to my bedroom, where I 
lay sleepless. 

(…) 

II 

Nenad wanted to meet me in Skadarlija, said to be the Bohemian part of town.  Or maybe the 
nouveau riche area of Belgrade. Nenad and his face: The whole thing moved when he spoke, his 
cheeks riding up and down. His eyes shifted as he waved his hands around. He was talking about the 
city. The city was always the issue in Belgrade. 

He was carrying a bag with yellow print, holding it away from his body, as if it were sticky. He was 
dressed in a long dark coat, a beret on his head. We didn’t recognize each other right off. He was 
different back then in Novi Sad. Different clothing, different movements, different city. We had met 
only briefly there. I had a slight pain in my joints from the long journey. I walked up and down 
Skadarska Street. Then we found each other. 

 

Nenad spoke English. I walked up and down Skadarska Street with him once more, then to the café 
at the main square. My stomach was acting up. Then I was alone again. 

I sat in Kalemegdan Park for three hours. The city smelled like rotten onion mixed with the warm 
steam of potatoes and old rubber. And a sweet element: the green twists in a multicolored spiral 
candy cane. Or dark chocolate when it’s cold outside. An aroma like Scotch, the kind where they say 
you can taste the spring that the water comes from and the rust from the bourbon barrels in which it 
aged. 

It is as if just yesterday, something horrific had come to an end. 

The way it had at other times in history. Grandma showed me the picture of the house she had lost.  
Three trees, the house in all its parts, and an overgrown patch of grass that tilted in the wind. I knew 
about the interior from her stories. The view from Kalemegdan probably bore a strong resemblance 
to the view from grandma’s lost property, except that instead of the sea, a river lapped the tips of 
your toes. 

 

And then a day went by, and Nenad and I drove up to a big cemetery in Belgrade. The white lilies at 
the cemetery flower stall made me feel as though Aunt Helene was there. 
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I pictured the names in my head. I said: Nenad, then paused ever so slightly before coming out with 
what I actually wanted to say. When I thought of my aunt, I saw her name: Helene. I inhaled the 
purple-gray palette, which carried the scent of mothballs. 

 

“Here is Djindjic’s grave,” Nenad whispered. 

In front of us, a simple gravestone, roses, pictures in frames. My nose was itching. Nenad looked at 
me nervously. 

“What are you doing?” he asked me. 

“I’m taking a picture of the grave.” 

“No,” he hissed. 

I put my camera, which I was now holding in my left hand, back into my pocket. 

“I’ll go ask,” he said. He turned around and went up to a policeman who was standing in the 
distance. I couldn’t hear the two of them talking. The cold bored into my feet through the gravel. 

Nenad looked neutral as he made his way back from the policeman to me. I turned toward the grave 
and put my hand back in my pocket. Nenad trotted up, and in a whisper combined with gestures, 
said, “No, he didn’t allow it. Put the camera away.” 

I took my hand out of my pocket. We were standing between the graves of honor, and I tried to 
make out the message someone had written in English on a slip of paper and placed next to the 
grave. 

“Now I’ll show you �eljko Ra�natovi�,” Nenad gasped, “come on.” And he pulled me away. 

 

The darker it got outside, the colder the gravel felt.  I followed him. Nenad headed uphill at a rapid 
clip. 

“We have to hurry; the cemetery is closing soon,” he told me with that same combination of a 
whisper and gestures, then wheeled around and led the way. I watched his whole face move when he 
spoke, just the way it had when we first met and when we got together on Skadarska Street.  

On the left side of the path were graves from World War I. At the very top, I saw the urn grove, 
then Nenad turned left ahead of me and I continued to follow him. Almost impossible for the 
guards hiding behind the bigger graves not to notice. Nenad drew in his neck respectfully and 
disappeared in the collar of his coat. 

“Let’s lower our voices,” he said, and put a finger up to his mouth. 
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Behind us, a branch snapped. He turned around, slowly, without changing the expression on his 
face. Then he glanced at me, and at the grave where we were standing. His smile faded, and he 
knitted his brow as the reality of the situation dawned on him.   

“They’re here—right next to us—but we don’t see them,” Nenad said in a flat voice, without 
looking me in the face, while crossing his hands in front of his chest and letting them fall straight 
back into his pockets, as though he had said something taboo. 

It made no difference whether I believed him. 

“That’s not the police,” he told me, “those are his people.  They have been guarding his grave since 
the cemetery was desecrated. The same with Djindjic; the state police are keeping vigil there.” 

 

I had my left hand in my pocket. I pulled out the camera a little bit, and aimed the lens at the grave, 
trying to bring the bust on the massive gravestone into focus. Arkan the war hero, the criminal, 
turned to stone. Then I pressed the shutter and shoved the camera back in my pocket. The seam felt 
like cool gel. Nenad turned around, and with my hand still in my pocket, I pulled out a tissue and 
held it to my nose. He hadn’t heard the click. 

“Can we go?” 

“Yes, let’s.” 

“The graves,” I asked Nenad, “why are so many dates of death left blank?” 

I kneeled down at a grave to read the inscription on the stone. Once again, Nenad looked around 
frantically. The date of birth was engraved in red. 

“They’re still alive,” Nenad said, and flicked around in his pockets. “The date of death is entered 
when people die. When a family member dies, the birthdates of the spouse, the father, or the mother 
are engraved on the stone.” 

There were wedding photos, men who had most likely died during the war in the 1990s. And the 
relationship to a deceased person was inscribed. 

“He is already waiting for her,” I sneered. 

Nenad gave me a long hard look. Eventually he smiled. 

“What happens if someone gets remarried?” 

“Marriage is sacred in Serbia,” Nenad said. 

“It’s like the Mafia.” 
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“During the war, tradition was important for many people.” 

The stone in front of me was shiny black. All these wars set in motion, all across the world. 

“Not for everyone.” 

“Not for everyone. Some fought against the regime, others for it. And everyone was against the 
raids. I knew a journalist who lived here and kept going from Belgrade to Bosnia and the Republika 
Srpska. And he said that he no longer knew which side to be for.” 

I gazed over the hill into the city; it was quickly growing dark. 

“He was an American. He had lots of contacts, and when we were attacked, he said he didn’t know 
whether he ought to be glad.” 

I just nodded. 

“Is he still here?”  

“Don’t think so. He was in Kosovo for a while, then I stopped hearing from him.” 

We walked back slowly, through the rows of graves and over gravel paths. My eyes were itching.  
Tango-dancing children of war; grilling off to the side; untrodden graves on the path for them all: 
�eljko Ra�natovi� and his first officer, the dead Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic and his wife—still 
alive and along for the ride. Behind the one-legged land mine victims, currants were wilting on a 
bush. And they were staring straight ahead, straining to see something, and wondering who the 
glamorous lady was. I recognized Aunt Helene. Light hair, slim waist, black skirt with a slit up the 
side. Every bit the diva.  Like Marlene Dietrich, or Marilyn Monroe. She was the “blue angel,” and 
sang Lili Marleen. And she knew who she was dancing for. I knew that after her death, she had opted 
to be a young woman. 

The small gravestones had canning jars with water, where people had placed angel’s trumpet flowers.  
At the bottom of the jars was sediment that had drizzled off the blossoms. The applause after the 
first notes rippled from the semi-circle up front into the back rows. The group danced the tango, 
with Helene in the center, making a show of tapping her feet on the floor, whirling in the tiniest of 
motions that were over in an instant, swaying with eyes and lashes wide open when the accordion 
struck plaintive tones. 

And from the last beat, after the woman performed an elegant gancho with her long black skirt and 
the man’s legs, the cemetery turned back into Belgrade, the dead returning to their supine spots. 

 

Nenad had parked the car near the cemetery. It was cold; you could see your breath in the car. His 
gloves made a loud crunching sound. The green seat covers caught your eye even when you looked 
out the window. We were driving to the Zemun neighborhood, where I was staying, in a room with 
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a broken desk. The soiled white curtains bore the odor of the brown rug. Nenad left, and I heard 
people enter the hotel and stream into the ballroom, which was below my room. 

After tucking in a pack of cigarettes, I ran down the stairs into the crowded hall, and went back and 
forth without being noticed. 

Many of the visitors had full plates in front of them. It was the last day of the year, and they were all 
celebrating. 

The beat of Serbian folk music and pop songs pulsed through the room, and sent sound waves to 
the clattering plates and people. All those heavily made-up women were my angels of death.  They 
had all etched their way into the remains of Aunt Helene’s face, a face I saw before me. And I 
wavered between sympathy and adoration, feeling out of place in a room full of Serbian folklore.  
Men were kneeling in front of women with long eyelashes, their hands waving in time to the singer.  
The volume went up and down. Four in a row, four with their right arms raised. And the dancer’s 
movements, like those of the men, were severe. The woman went up to one of the men, and his eyes 
grew even wider; instead of touching her, he stepped up the movements of his arms and the volume 
of his voice. 

People danced between the tables—less elegantly than the tango between the graves. The whole 
room was soon drunk to excess; they all grew sweatier with every mouthful. 

I went to my room, the broken desk in front of me. And heard the singer down below being 
drowned out by men. Went to the bathroom and thought about whether to masturbate, then figured 
it wasn’t worth the effort.  I lay in bed, a chandelier missing pieces of crystal above me. 

Outside, in front of the window, was the street that led from the center through Zemun. Every once 
in a while, a car screeched past. I stared at the evening’s hotel guests, then at Nenad. He always wore 
jeans and his beret, and on cold days the dark coat over an unlabeled blue sweater. His grimace 
stretched from the corners of his mouth to the corners of his eyes and to his ears, back over his 
cheeks, and down to his neck. 

Behind the curtain, something started blinking outside. I extended my hands and propped myself up 
on the cushion with my feet, winding up backwards on the bed. The cold air seeped through the 
cracks in the window. I couldn’t fall asleep.  I got dressed and felt as though I had to get out of 
there. The noise throbbed like a swollen foot. 

Hunched over from the cold, I ran down the street to the Danube, where the wind whipped my 
face. At night, the Danube promenade was dark, as if under water. After half an hour, the rundown 
Hotel Yugoslavia came into view beside me. The wind died down for a couple of minutes.  The 
lobby was lit up. My face was frozen. A pack of medium-sized dogs down the street had picked up 
on my presence, and the dogs were following me at a distance. The small pubs along the waterfront, 
in moored boats, were dimly lit, and not a sound could be heard from them. I steered clear of 
everything: the dogs, the pubs, even the passersby. I had to go through a door with a gold frame to 
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get to the bar. The dining room was steeped in dark fabrics, with bulky old wooden tables at the 
windows. The heavy dark atmosphere weighed on me like the pressure on a diving bell. The warm 
scent of dusty armchairs wafted over. I had been freezing. 

My eyes soon adjusted to the dim light. Thick drapes on several rods covered the papered walls and 
offered a view to the outside by day and by night, onto a soggy meadow in front of the Danube, and 
the paved promenade with the strolling people and dogs. A panorama like Trieste—vast, windy, 
isolated—with a different motif. Whenever the door opened, the night air whooshed in. 

I ordered black coffee and a brandy. While the waitress was serving me, she remained deep in 
conversation with the man behind the mahogany bar. She put everything down on the table and 
turned on her heel. All around me, specks of dust were dancing in the air, and the loudspeakers at 
the bar went back and forth between fast and slow music. One elderly man and four younger men 
were the only people in the hotel bar, besides me and the staff. I breathed in the pungent smell of 
the men’s leather jackets. The group was talking quietly; sometimes one of them raised a hand and 
let it fall back down onto the table. The older man had a well-worn deck of cards in front of him, 
with flags of the various Yugoslavian republics imprinted on the back. The ring on his middle finger 
was tapping against a shot glass; the focal point of his furrowed face was his left eye, which was 
squinting slightly. He seemed to be mulling something over when the waitress came and asked him a 
question. Even so, he gave her a hushed answer within what must have been no more than a second, 
and waved aside something in the conversation with the back of his left hand. 

The young men laughed. I no longer felt the air of excitement that I had in my hotel in Zemun. I 
tried to conjure up the sights and smells of the people and their bodies. They were odorless, yet later 
I believed I could feel the sweat under their armpits and on their foreheads. They were dancing, but 
no longer moved in my memory. 

Dead bodies wait, I thought. They live on in a hotel. They wait. Aunt Helene had waited, otherwise I 
would have forgotten her long ago. Today she is living in a room in Hotel Yugoslavia, one that I 
would not enter. Her faint voice, her legs, mottled by varicose veins, enveloped in white damask bed 
linens. She lay in a double bed, alone.  She would think about the nurse who had once poisoned her 
body, long ago.  With a liqueur in her hand, she would read a book—always the same one. Her 
favorite book. 

She had waited, like the classmate who had shot himself at the age of twelve. I often saw him lurking 
about at night. Layer by layer, he slowly dug his way out of his grave, then headed to my parents’ 
house, to my room; he could climb up walls like an ant. And right in front of the window, I 
marshaled all my thoughts against him, and in one second he tipped back into his grave. And 
resumed his wait. 

I have never been afraid of my aunt. I had forgotten about her for years. Now she had turned up in 
the age of her choice, vain as she was, just about twenty. But her scent had remained the same, and 
her color was unchanged. She was enveloped in the aura of popular songs moldering on a shellac 
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record, crackling with dust, the voice of Caruso. Drinking wine in her hotel room, she raised a glass 
to her killer, crossed her legs, and winked. 

“How does someone get so hostile?” Mother had wondered about the old aunt. 

“How does someone get so elegant?” I thought about the young woman. 

 

I didn’t see any guests going in and out; it was late, and the start of a new year seemed beside the 
point in Yugoslavia. The old man’s left eye was still squinting; maybe he was disabled. The young 
men were sitting around talking. One had stretched out his hands to the left and right and placed 
them around the backs of the others’ chairs. The bartender and the waitress were silent. Both were 
standing with their arms crossed behind the counter, and he was clutching a cloth. The dark carpets 
radiated the warmth of a bed, and I wondered if I should go back. A bowl with salted snacks was 
placed on his table. The waitress pulled a chair out from the table and sat down next to him. He 
began shuffling the cards slowly while the waitress reached into the bowl and took out pretzels and 
put them in her mouth. 

I didn’t want to pay and leave. I looked at the two of them now playing cards. Even the young men 
were watching them.  Whenever the waitress got a bad hand, she would gather up her skirt, then 
touch her nose. 

Enough of this, I thought, and wanted to go back, preferably all the way back, away from the city.  
The bartender was asking everyone to pay up. 

 

When Nenad came to pick me up in the morning, I had just been served a plate of fried eggs and 
bacon in the hotel dining room. The stale smoke from the previous day’s celebrations still hung in 
the air. 

Nenad was upset, because his girlfriend had been attacked the evening before. My mouth full with 
the fatty meal, I asked, blushing with embarrassment, how she was. 

“Nothing happened.  She ran away,” Nenad said, as though that had been the only possible 
outcome. 

“Weren’t you together?” 

“She was home for a short while.”  

The eggs had been fried in too much fat, which was swimming on the plate. I soaked it up and 
drank a sip of coffee after each bite. 

“A couple of men saw her being pushed into a corner and came to help.” 
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Nenad was agitated as he spoke. Whenever he said more than a single statement about himself, his 
surroundings, or the city, he grew nervous and flustered. 

I took a napkin and wiped my mouth, but the fatty feeling around my lips remained even once they 
were rubbed dry. The big breakfast made me feel like having a brandy, but out of politeness I didn’t.  
Why did I eat all that? I thought in annoyance, feeling bloated and queasy from my throat to my 
stomach. When I put the napkin back on the plate, Nenad had calmed down and was looking at me.  
A waitress was hanging up freshly washed drapes, and adjusting the ladder. The white fabrics stood 
out against the dark furniture in the room. I could see under her skirt while she was on the ladder.  I 
briefly felt an erection, and tried to hold it back. I didn’t know Nenad’s girlfriend, and didn’t want to 
know anything else about the attack. I was worn out. 

 

When we were sitting in the car, I didn’t know what Nenad had in mind for me. He wanted to show 
me interesting things in the city, he had said the previous day. 

“Today the town is dead. Today is a holiday, the first day of the year. Tomorrow everything will be 
closed as well.” 

I heaved a sigh. 

“Under Miloševi�, anything was possible. Anything. We went shopping with other people’s credit 
card numbers. Everyone could do that, even old people who didn’t know how to turn on a 
computer. But they knew how to order from an American mail-order company and pay with a 
stranger’s credit card number,” Nenad told me. 

“Did you do that too?” 

“Everyone did. Back then, there wasn’t any network for international searches.” 

“A rogue state.” 

“A rogue state, as the American president would say.” 

“It’s paradise to live in a rogue state.” 

Nenad flashed a toothy grin.  

We had driven by the Center St. Sava, and were heading over the bridge to the train station. 

“We’ll go to Dedinje,” Nenad hissed, while making a sharp left turn, “where the rich people live.” 

For a short time, he calmed down in the car. I looked at, and listened to, the other cars going by.  
Then Nenad honked the horn like crazy and, through the closed window, shouted at one of the 
drivers next to him, who was trying to change lanes onto our turning lane as he was approaching an 
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intersection, and practically cut us off. At that moment, I couldn’t help thinking of the Danube 
promenade I had walked on the day before, and how calm it had been.  And how odd that memory 
was always mood-dependent, and the way people recounted events a function of how things were at 
a given moment. Right now Belgrade was a noisy, honking, roaring city. Yesterday I had idealized 
virtually everything at the bar of a hotel I had connected to an imagined past. To people I had no 
way of judging, about whom I knew nothing, with whom I built up a way of seeing things that jibed 
with my solitary start to the new year. And I thought I would have to keep revising my opinion in 
this city, and everywhere else, perhaps so I could block out the memory of Helene. 
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