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AN INVITATION TO THE BOLD OF HEART

(Einladung an die Waghalsigen)
by Dorothee Elmiger
translated by Katy Derbyshire

144 pages, Dumont Buchverlag, October 2010

For my part, I was often alone with the books. You couldn’t tell by looking at me.
I got up in the mornings and made coffee, I stood in front of the books, I looked at them, I drank my coffee and
went away.
Later I came back again.
I didn’t know anything about the books. They had always been there in the flat above the police station. I didn’t
know who had brought them there, I didn’t know who they belonged to now or who they were to belong to later.
I read the textbooks and the non-fiction. Treatises on mining science, books about shipping, the second volume
of Introduction to History from the bourgeois revolutions to the present day, an introduction to astronomy, The
Oceans of the World, two volumes about the birds of Europe and Alaska - Mexico (9148 Miles from Anchorage
to Oaxaca). The Living Desert, Winston Churchill, The Plant, volumes 1 and 2, The Beauty of America, Inseln im
Atlantik. Angers sous l’occupation. Alpine Flight, with 191 aerial photographs and a colour plate after a painting
by F. Hass. Wonders of the World, volumes 1, 5, 6 and 7.
I read at the kitchen table. While Fritzi roamed the territory I read. An agreement we had never made. Sometimes I looked up from the kitchen table and she was walking slowly past outside at that moment, cross-country.
Even though she walked slowly she once went all the way to St. Beinsen. I took my bearings from the pit frames,
she said on her return.
I piled the books on the kitchen table. I carried out research.
At some point I discovered tiny flowers I knew from The Plant, volume 2 in one of the 191 aerial photos that
Walter Mittelholzer had shot in 1928. The sixth volume of Wonders of the World explained to me how aeroplanes are built and function. The Living Desert was incredible, and Walter Mittelholzer flew over Mount Kilimanjaro on 8 January 1930. In volume 5 of Wonders of the World a chapter about mining by Hanns Günther,
who also wrote the Aeroplane Book for Boys. In which: The pit frames tower above the shafts which lead vertically down into the earth.
I held onto everything worth remembering, giving reports every evening. Fritzi listened and added whatever else
had to be said. For instance, I said: Joseph Conrad on the North Sea pilot: He mistrusted my youth, my common-sense, and my seamanship, and then Fritzi said she had roamed through dingy weather, had reached a peak
in the land and felt no astonishment.
We knew little. I didn’t know why I read the books. Fritzi didn’t know what had to be said. At the beginning of
summer we simply imagined what it would be like in winter: we’d get lost in the hills due to heavy snowfall!
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The case of this land was unusual, our situation was unprecedented; I couldn’t find it in any of the books. At least
I could pencil a cross in the atlas above the coal plane, read off the time zone we were in. I noted down the longitude and latitude.
Our birthdays too, Fritzi Ramona Stein 17 April, Margarete C. Stein 25 September, Heribert Stein 4 July, Rosa
Stein 5 January.
I noted down the names of songs in the form of a list.
The Fire Came Up to My Knee
To The East
Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere
Return To Burn
We knew little. They were conspiratorial evenings; we ate hard-boiled eggs and leeks. Preserved tomatoes, turnips and celeriac. We peeled potatoes. There was uproar in the kitchen.
Writing entailed considerable difficulties; I made countless attempts. I wrote:
Fritzi Ramona Stein and I, we are them, the youth of the town, the only daughters of a police commander and a
renegade woman, unknown to us for the most part. Our inheritance is an abandoned territory.
Great devastation prevails here, which we do not know how to deal with.
We have always been its children. It is our youth.
We must have come too late.
Though they tell us nothing was better in the old days, and though the police commander and his officers know
nothing but patrolling, half-hearted citing of paragraphs and chronological obedience, though our mother has
long since set out on her own, we would have been pleased to have some hints handed down, an instruction
manual for actions regarding the future, a handbook for work, the revolutions and the sea. Lift your skinny fists
like antennas to heaven, it might have said.
Yet any link between the ancestors, possible past events and us, the present youth, has been successfully prevented. Everything has been handed down only in part. Possibly the police commander also administers history
in his fervour or it lies fallow in his hands; that’s my suspicion. Reports from the past are stored in filing cabinets
and card files at the police station. As statistics, as a logical conclusion, as incontrovertible evidence.
Attempts at a chronicle. It was supposed to help us in this mess. I wrote:
Try to be obedient! That is, to subordinate the events obediently to what is generally acknowledged as history.
That is, to subordinate the events obediently to a chronology, even though the chronology is tantamount to a
brazen simplification, plus a relativisation and a basic renunciation of contradiction, of the formation of nonfamily gangs and alliances. Of the direct appearance of the possibility in space.
Typed later:
On the standpoint of modern man on his past,
on the significance of the old markings in the territory,
pit frames,
shaft entrances,
railway tracks,
piles of rubble. On the significance of the newer and newest markings: clefts in the ground, paths to nowhere,
subsidence of the earth’s surface.
The territory gives birth only to fear and horror! It gobbles up hares, mice and ferrets in one bite!
In the end I simply tried to explain myself.
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This is the story of a town in the process of disappearing. After nothing else but a fire broke out decades ago and
continues to burn in the tunnels underground.
It shall further tell of the few houses now remaining in the deserted land, of their inhabitants, male and female.
The description of the life of the Stein sisters. Where and in what form they come into this world, what they see,
learn, experience and endure in it.
The youth read books and look for a river. The youth think of meeting at the river in the future. They cannot
recall the time before the fire, but they try nonetheless. Journeys are undertaken. A horse joins them.
There is nothing mysterious about the entire story, although it may cause confusion in places, unsettling those
easily scared, as life often does. Unfortunately, this cannot be prevented.
*
It was early evening. Two police officers were leaning against the outside wall downstairs, talking quietly. I spent
a long time watching them.
That evening was the first time I had read about the river.
My friends in Missouri advised me to bring tools to build canoes and go down this river to the Pacific.
The river extended visibly before me. Its name was Buenaventura. It flowed calmly and wide, yet not without
its perils. At times it seemed too rough to me; barely sprung from the eastern flank of the mountains, it crossed
southern heat, subtropical regions, Florida.
I was alone. Fritzi was out roaming. Our father H. Stein sat downstairs in the police station. I had not yet told
Fritzi about the river. I ate a piece of bread, then sat back down at the table.
Two padres and an old cartographer had discovered the river on their 1776 expedition. It was on an early autumn day, and the cartographer most likely walked slightly bent, his stomach aching. The three of them held a
show of hands to agree on a name. The cartographer hastily jotted down the river and its location in his notes
and then they continued on their way.
With the reports in the books I had found a map dating from the year 1823, on which a river with the name Buenaventura flowed into a lake. In widely spaced inked letters to the left were the words
UNEXPLORED TERRITORY.
The officers were still there when I looked out of the window. I couldn’t see them, the darkness had grown too
great, but I heard their voices.
The western boundaries of this lake are unknown.
I adjusted the fall of light from the desk lamp. On further expeditions years later, they had charted the unexplored territory. They had missed the river, then failed to find it any more, and then in turn looked too far to
the south. They suspected it further eastwards, they believed it to be in the north, they doubted it existed, buena
ventura.
In 1844 J. C. Le-Mont definitively proved the river did not exist. His geographical surveying expedition had
failed to find it either. When he made his report to the country’s president, the latter called him young and spoke
of the impulsive behaviour of young men.
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Fritzi came into the kitchen late in the evening. She hung her anorak over the back of my chair. And still the torrent flowed wide before my eyes. I said only this: According to my own calculations, the river Buenaventura still
flowed straight through this territory 240 years ago.
Fritzi nodded: Then we must look for it.
*
That evening:
I climbed on my motorbike and rode through the town. With me rode a great unrest. The town was dark, a light
still burning on Elisabeth Korn’s first floor, but that too was soon out of view. I left the town behind me. I sought
the Buenaventura long and restlessly on my journey southwards. Unexpectedly, the motorbike leapt once over a
swell, then everything was as it had been.
*
Fritzi sat down mutely with me at the kitchen table; her alarm clock had been ringing for several hours. Her hair
stood on end in all directions.
The two of us watched in silence what they called the sky here, and what had once been the land beneath it and
now merely extended. At some distance, three pit frames stood unmoving in the landscape. The steel cables still
ran taut over the cable sheaves into the ground. Railway tracks sunk deep into the earth led away from the shafts.
The pit frames were the only reference points the land offered. (And the hills? And the houses and the roads?)
Only the northern coalfield itself remembered: the men descending the cables to the depths that inscribed their
own periods on the land.
The rims of my fingernails were black with coal dust.
Even if the territory in question were to be abandoned in the end, I would take it away with me.
Fritzi spoke cautiously about the untenable landscape:
For a long time, she said, I have been trying to comprehend the landscape here. She said, I look at the pit frames
rising to the sky, and I look at the railway lines running deeper and deeper into the ground because they’re sinking and sinking, I look at the sky, because the sky might be symptomatic too, the sky is part of this landscape
too. I count, she said, I count the colours; my vocabulary is exhausted already after brown, olive and black, and
when I think about it those are all the colours there are here. I look at the few houses standing in the landscape,
at random distances from one another. Stubborn and alone, they keep the names of their streets upright and have
lost all context. Former terraced houses stand in the broads of endless streets, kept from collapsing by high piles
of bricks on either side.
She said, the land is lying on its back, it’s not working any more.
*
In the subsequent nights I dreamed of the Mekong. The Mekong got wider and wider as time passed by. In its
middle rocked a small transport ship, its freight two cages of hens. At the rudder sat a woman in a hat. Once
darkness had broken, when the heat grew even clearer, I heard people’s voices calling to one another, from one
bank to the other until deep in the night.
Morning came, and I wrote on a sheet of paper: In search of a river.
O buena ventura!
The procedure: extensive research in the territory and in the books on the territory’s past and present. Interrogation of those present. Possibly archaeological excavations.
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Then I stayed in bed and thought of the animals in the Mekong Delta. Little apes hugged tightly to the tree
trunks, the fish were on their trail, a giant catfish swam just below the surface, and a snow crane flew past.
*
At last I found a few useful pieces of information on the shelves, wedged between the books. A few photographs:
4 December 1908. 150 people homeless following a fire. Standing under a bare tree, in front of it two horses.
In the background swathes of smoke and as if snow were lying on the ground: piles of rubble and ash. Fire laid
by the mining company, to gain access to the coal seam directly beneath? Letters, notes: 12 May 1902: strike. 3
October 1902: 122 striking miners force strike-breakers in a railway carriage emblazoned L. A. Rilken Mining
Company to turn back.
A photograph shows the L. A. Rilken mine in the year 1880
in its entirely. Photographer: G. Schwarzer, Wildenstadt.
Once dug-out territory in the year 1963. Mammoth Coal Company. Tiny digging machines in the foreground.
Erik Danz, aged eleven, sitting on the huge fan over the ventilation shaft, 1959. Son of the local brass band’s first
trumpeter, Karl Danz.
*
The Grand Erg Occidental in Africa, the Grand Erg Oriental, the great Erg of Bilma, Igidi Erg, Rebiana Erg, the
deserts Erg Shesh, Fesan, the deserts Gapawa, Hamada du Draa, Hamada el-Hamra, Kalahari, made the branches
of the old boxwood droop low to the ground, the great deserts of Kamaturi made my boat rot at its lowest point,
I was thirsty at the sight of them, the animals had already perished, towards the end seeking liquid even in their
own stomachs. The great deserts of Karakum, Kysylkumm, Lakamari, Makteir, Masagyr, the deserts Moritabi,
Mujunkum, Trarza cleared their path, leaving a number of traces on the Alps towards the end, Uaran.
*
The book On Avoiding or Removing Individual Sections of Existing Constructions by Hirsch and Elm had been
published in
Turin in 1951. It was in the first-aid kit in the car, hidden. Hirsch and Elm wore hats on the book cover, two
young Canadians shipped over to Italy at the age of 24 and 27. They allegedly studied Statics and Dynamics at
Turin University, according to the jacket copy, and later built the great arched bridge at Hölltobel, several steelframework railway bridges in Canada,
and in particular, according to the jacket copy,
the Rose Blixt Overpass, the New Turnpike Bridge,
also in Europe
the Hotzentötz Bridge,
the Weberschlucht Bridge,
an arched bridge made of fieldstones, at an unnamed location
(Italy?):
Ponte sul fiume Bonaventura, according to the jacket copy.
I pored over the maps of Italy I found in the flat for a River Bonaventura. Then perhaps, or so I thought, it might
all have been a misunderstanding, instead of in Italy, J. C. Le-Mont might have entered the name of the river on
the wrong map.
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Ponte sul fiume Bonaventura.
When I asked H. Stein about Hirsch and Elm that day, he confiscated the book with a police-approved arm lock
and threw it on a glimmering pile of plywood behind the police station.
Fritzi shrugged her shoulders. Elvis Hirsch?
*
There was no other option but to begin the search over and over again. Our animal bodies paced restlessly to and
fro between the various rooms of the flat.
My chronometer and barometer were now at constant risk. The stumble of a mule might destroy everything.
Fritzi disappeared in the bathtub, I stood at the kitchen window, seeing: Henrik, Dünckel and Schroeder on the
car park, smoking cigarillos. Heller vacuumed the dirt out of his car.
I sat down in the dark corner. Even here in the desert, I heard the faint rush of the river. It had to pass nearby,
at some point between St. Beinsen and Wärgl, Hasseldorf, Ansburg and the demarcation line. Some rivers disappear and only appear again at a different point, entering an underground karst country and winding caves
through a ponor. Then they flow into the Chinese Sea. They flow in a south-westerly direction, past a campsite.
They re-emerge just past the airport.
*
On 11 May many years ago, 7000 male and female workers
at the Good Courage Mine at Wildenstadt entered a strike. In addition, 10,000 downed tools in Belkenburg and
4000 in Usten. There followed strikes in Hasseldorf, St. Beinsen and Oberfeldstadt, workers striked in all parts of
the coalfield.
Votes were held in the shafts on further actions to be taken. 91 delegations, elected by over 20,000 miners and
employees, set out to announce their demands in the capital city.
*
Fritzi found a horse in Usten. It must have strayed onto the hill through the bushes; she took it by the halter,
which was brittle and almost colourless, and led it away from Usten and down from the hill to the crossroads,
where a sheet of paper fluttered on the traffic light and scared the horse.
I pointed the name Bataille out to her; she said it was a name most likely suitable for this last horse in the deserts
of Africa.
I thought of the stumbling mule.
Perhaps all I had to do was write long enough about the horse’s hair, and then everything important would have
been said.
No, no! cried Fritzi.
*
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I was in Usten, I also entered Hasseldorf, I visited Belkenburg, viewed Hinterzell, St. Beinsen, Wildenstadt, I
walked through Unterdorf, rode once around Wärgl. I saw the edges of the woods, I heard a bird’s call, from far
away the humming of the transformer station in Wärgl, I thought of the Mekong, of the Nile, the Amazon, the
Yangtze, the Po and the Mississippi. I searched for the Buenaventura.
Above my head flew an albatross, yet it did not land.
I walked all the roads in the south and followed the paths to the north, I roamed to the east and of course to the
west. Fritzi too had walked these streets, she had rode out ahead of me on the horse Bataille, she had run after
me, had crossed my path at regular intervals. We met by chance on the edges of the woods, in the deepest hollows of the valley, at small standing waters, ponds, puddles and pools, we met below the pit frames and at the
great mine ventilator, we made appointments on the savannah-yellow field, for we were in search of the river.
And the light rose and fell, and the days passed with quiet footfalls, once it was summer, then came the autumn,
and soon it would be winter.
Fritzi was walking outside with the horse on a loose rope. A horse
has an unerring instinct for water, she had said, its nostrils tremble and it raises its head in excitement towards
the horizon.
Where the albatross flew.
*
There came to us 41 editions of the newspaper for miners by the name of A Woodpecker Flew over the Shaft. The
poet Peter Wassermann had sent them to us, although we were absolutely unacquainted: To the sons and daughters in the territory, grandsons and granddaughters, he had addressed the box of newspapers.
The paper of the oldest copies was discoloured; they were almost 100 years old, others younger than our father,
from the period shortly before the fire. Someone had made notes on some of the pages in pencil and underlined
certain sentences, most likely Peter Wassermann:
Presumed river
he had written at one point in the margins. Another time underlined Rosa Luxemburg and a few sentences of
Friedrich Engels. In edition number 53 he had underlines the word tomorrow a total of eleven times on all pages.
On the title page of number 70 he had drawn a ballpoint moustache on all 17 miners in a particular photograph.
On one occasion he wrote several lines about a woodpecker next to the title.
When the woodpecker flies by in the evening,
we shall gather in the morrow.
Fritzi gazed thoughtfully over the rim of a water jug. We shall gather in the morrow, she said slowly, shall we
gather in the morrow with the horse Bataille, a miner’s hammer and a pick in remembrance?
*
Dear Mr Peter Wassermann, wrote Fritzi, sitting in front of the water jug in the kitchen. We, the daughters in the
territory, received your parcel. Your parcel, Mr Wassermann 8

I left the kitchen and pulled on a hat in the hall. I could already hear the horse’s hooves outside.
Perhaps, I thought, all I had to do was write long enough about the horse’s hair, and then everything important
would have been said.
No, no! cried Fritzi and said: Of course we talk of this white horse’s hair. And we talk of the little pebbles on the
way from here to Hasseldorf. We talk of the time just before the night and the nightly times, of the changing of
the light as a day goes by, of the signs of autumn. We talk of the notes we find in
our pockets in the evening and the old paths in the territory.
Yes! We talk of the old paths, the last bushes on their edges. Of the little birch tree with its round leaves down on
the edge of town behind the swimming pool. Of the fine veins of the round leaves of the little birch tree. Of the
houses and the mines.
But it’s not enough. Margarete! It’s not enough, do you hear me!
We have to think of the white horse’s hair in the future as well. We have to talk of the time just after waking up, of
the changing of the light for the better as a day goes by, of the signs of the next day that will be the way we want
it. Of a flamingo and a sparrow and a snow crane circling above the territory. Of the feet of the albatross and of
Hemingway’s daughters. Of circles of friends. Of books that end with fishermen getting up and ships casting
anchor. Of the performing bear catapulting himself through the top of the circus tent from a trampoline. Of the
wild cat secretly building a nest in the bushes. We have to meet in the warmest room of the house! We have to
maintain correctly that this state is not the last. We must not believe that things are incontrovertible!
We must talk now as well of the unknown paths in the territory, and of the old familiar paths now forgotten.
Above all we must talk of the river, the River Buenaventura, until we find it. That day will come!
*
On the banks of the Buenaventura, we shall make plans for the time after the long winter. Plans to provide relief
for a) our miserable existence and b) this miserable stretch of territory.
We shall plan a conference that shall escalate into a great celebration. We shall undertake a trip on the Buenaventura in a wooden rowing boat, which shall take us all the way to China. We shall proclaim the land anew. We
shall ride in circles on Bataille and then suddenly veer off and disappear. We shall perform Bruckner’s Sickness
of Youth in numerous languages, but we shall not put on costumes. We shall invite countless guests, among them
many mining scientists, lady archaeologists, a unit of firemen, lady and gentleman representatives of the arts, the
miners of all continents, a typographer, a number of young daredevils.
A hotel awaits you, we shall write in the official invitation, accommodation will be provided.
We shall type letter after letter – the great celebration! Of the renewed discovery of the River Buenaventura! –
and insert each one into an envelope.
To the Academy of Mining Sciences
To a band from London that we heard on the radio
To the aforementioned typographer
To Mrs Erika Gerste and Messers Hirsch and Elm
To a geography student from Berlin and Freudenberg
To a surveyor from the former GDR
To the firemen of New York
To a number of hobos from Idaho, Kansas and Montana
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To Norma Jackson, lady archaeologist
To the lady photographer and war reporter who studied in Frankfurt am Main
To the poets Wassermann, Leu and Becker
To the lady chroniclers of the northern lands of Africa
To the first deputy mayor of Reykjavik
To the youth of Athens.

Original German: © DuMont Buchverlag, 2010. www.dumontverlag.de
English translation: © Katy Derbyshire, 2010.
This extract quotes freely from: John Bidwell, Joseph Conrad, W. H. Emory, John Charles Frémont, Godspeed
You! Black Emperor, Hanns Günther, Deryl B. Johnson and Peter Wassermann.

About the Author: Dorothee Elmiger, born in 1985 in Switzerland, studied philosophy
and polticial science, and spent a year as an exchange student in New Hampshire. She has
lived and worked in Berlin since 2009, where she is currently pursuing a graduate degree
in political science. She won the Kelag Prize in the 2010 Ingeborg Bachmann contest. Her
debut novel, Einladung an die Waghalsigen, won the Aspeckte Prize for Debut Novels.
About the Translator: Katy Derbyshire is a translator and blogger from London, but she
has lived in Berlin for fourteen years and her translations include the work of Bachmann Prize winner Inka
Parei.
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THE BEAUTIFUL AND THE NECESSARY

(Das Schöne und das Notwendige)
by Andrea Grill
translated by Susan Bernofsky

261 pages, Otto Müller Verlag, February 2010

Finzens places a few photographs and drawings on top of Judy Garland and Ava Gardner and their wardrobes.
The table soon holds a colorful collage. In many of the pictures, the animal’s long, slender tail undulates like an
independent being alongside its body. The tail is more than half a meter long, Finzens elucidates. He points out
the thick fur, the regular dark spots along the sides, the black stripes down the back. Again and again he picks
up a picture as he gesticulates and waves it about or else sticks it under Fiat’s nose, emphasizing some detail that
his friend can scarcely make out. The shiny, glittering, slightly protuberant eyes. The elongated snout. As if they
were constantly thrusting their noses into things, a nose exemplifying feline curiosity. Fiat finds the animal unappealing. It’s too exotic. In this respect, Fiat is old-fashioned. He prefers things that are simple and indigenous.
Dogs, squirrels, maybe even cats, although he doesn’t trust them. But this creature doesn’t look anything like a
cat, it’s more like a marten with a raccoon’s head. With those stocky little legs, how can it climb trees, as it’s supposed to according to one of the articles Finzens is reading aloud. He’d have imagined the civet cat a bit more
elegant.
So you collect the undigested coffee fruits that the animal …
It’s called a musang.
Mustang?
Musang. It eats the red, ripe coffee cherries off the bush, but it can only digest the fruit flesh, so the beans come
out the other end. And now they’re better, tastier than before. The digestive enzymes ferment the fruit, and the
coffee bean loses its bitterness, while at the same time its flavor is intensified. These beans are the most expensive
in the world. This cat shits gold!
And people don’t know about this?
Only insiders. In Indonesia they collect the coffee beans and sell them under the name “kopi luwak.”
What does that mean?
It says what it is: cat coffee. Kopi is what the Indonesians call their coffee, and luwak is the local name for cat.
benghalensis
Little known variety of coffee, suitable for cultivation. It has long, thin leaves and white blossoms. Extremely
sensitive to frost, drought and flooding. The beans of this coffee bush are larger than those of most other varieties. Roasting it produces an antiseptic oil. High caffeine content.
… in what masterpiece of the past century did sex appear as sex? Not in a single one! Back in the era when
people ate instead of talking about food, and made love instead of just depilating and enumerating body parts
… Did you know, by the way, that Goethe was supposedly in his late thirties already before he first slept with a
woman? Or possibly even his early forties? Fortunately he did manage it in the end…
The silence that Finzens absorbs all day long is often expressed in the evenings in the form of verbal hurricanes.
And he forgets to ask if there’s any news from the zoo.
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Listen, I saw it.
Saw what?
The cat.
Like a man possessed, Finzens is slicing rolls apart. The crumbs scatter across his lap, the table and the floor.
The cat!
Fiat has to savor his triumph.
It’s just like you said.
What did I say?
That one must seek. And then you find what you’re looking for. The cat looks just like you said it would. Down
to the whiskers. It’s really adorable. Not that I like animals, but this civet cat is something special.
See? So this enterprise is having a pleasant side effect: We’re turning you into an animal lover.
Don’t exaggerate. So they really are right there in the aviary behind the reptile house, Maja showed me.
Maja?
Maja, the crazy girl. She’s completely nuts. She knows the whole place. Every nook and cranny.
Is that the ugly girl at the reception desk?
Yes. But let me tell you: Inside! You wouldn’t believe it. She’s almost a genius.
Almost means almost.
That’s some mood you’re in today. First the lecture about sex, and now you’re taking swipes at my accomplice.
I had a rough day. The kid was there again. With its parents. I don’t know what to do with them. I’d love to ban
them from the cathedral.
So why don’t you?
I can’t. You cannot refuse people entry to a house of God. We are open to all. That’s the trick. God may be the
only being that doesn’t even have to exist to have all the power, but on the other hand he’s required to be open all
the time. Otherwise the jig would be up even for him.
Does he really have all the power?
Listen, we’ll talk about that some other time. Now I’m curious. Out with it!
There are five civet cats worth considering for our project. One of them is Maja’s favorite. Its scientific name is
paradoxurus jerdoni, that’s what’s written on the wall next to the door to its cage. Its fur looks as if it’s wearing
a scarf, with two wide pale stripes and three thin black ones. There are two white triangles on its snout, and the
round ears—like little coffee spoons! It looks really elegant. Or actually arrogant. As if it knew it’s threatened
with extinction and thus is determined to play the role of the last of its kind with pomp and circumstance. The
animal is quite friendly. I was surprised. Maja says that this is normal for civet cats and that they can be tamed.
But it’s also possible she’s just imagining all of this. For her, thinking something automatically makes it real.
That’s how intelligent she is.
Does that count as intelligence? What interests us is the question of whether this friendly cat is the kind we need
for our coffee operation. How do you know about the extinction part, anyhow?
Fiat digs around in his right trouser pocket with his left hand. After various contortions, he pulls out a crumpled-up piece of paper.
Of the species I was just telling you about, the friendly one, there are only two hundred and fifty specimens left
in the world. They were already declared extinct once before, but then in 1987 they were rediscovered on the
southernmost tip of India—the regions in question are called Malabar and Travancore. The plaque hanging next
to the cage also says they used to be quite common.
Are the animals really still kept in cages?
I think it’s high time you paid a visit to the zoo. Otherwise you’ll lose your connection to our project, your sense
of being part of it.
As soon as I can take the day off I’ll come. But cages? That sounds awful.
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They aren’t real cages. They’ve planted bushes and things. And there are these big branches lying around everywhere. Attractively decorated. They gave the civet cats a tree as well, in a big clay pot. They run down the trunk
with their heads facing down. There are bars in the outdoor area, the “point of intersection between animal and
visitor”—that’s what the director calls it. They have a video surveillance camera set up for the cat because it’s on
the IUCN list. It gets filmed even when it sleeps.
IUCN list?
Is that something you don’t know? I’m amazed. The IUCN—the International Union for the Conservation of
Nature—puts together a red list of all the species of plants and animals threatened with extinction around the
world. The aforementioned species of civet cat has been on the list since 2008. The coastal forests where it lives
have vanished almost entirely. Without the forests there will be no civet.
I understand, but that isn’t the species we’re looking for, is it? Surely our coffee cat isn’t threatened with extinction?
No, not at all. I just find all this fascinating, or else Maja has infected me with her love of the practically extinct.
Today for the first time in ages I had the feeling I wasn’t depressed anymore.
Great. Glad to hear it. And the other civet cats?
They aren’t threatened species. There are two pairs. One is a pair of African civets known as Civettictis civetta.
The third species the zoo has is the one we’re looking for. The coffee cat. Its scientific name is Paradoxurus
hermaphroditus, and it’s also known as the musang or Asian palm civet because of its love of palm juice. Maja
says that the two specimens of this species are the shiest of the five. They come out at night. I didn’t get a proper
look at them, I couldn’t quite make them out. They were in their burrow, a sort of crate hanging in a tree. All
of these cats, by the way, mark their territory with a secretion that is important for the perfume industry. That
was another thing I read on the plaque with the description of the species. Wouldn’t that be just the thing for us?
Wouldn’t perfume be even better than coffee?
We aren’t getting mixed up in the perfume business! Focus, Fiat, keep your eye on the goal.
Okay, whatever you say. In any case I find it quite interesting. The smell of the civet cats’ secretions is actually
quite unpleasant, but when it’s highly diluted it smells like blossoms. A typical floral smell like jasmine or black
locust. To be honest, I would never have imagined what surprises can be found in a zoo like this.
So tell me, is it because of Maja?
Are you nuts? She’s ugly and insane. I’m interested, that’s all. I’m making discoveries.
Now you need to be interested in feeding coffee to this musang or palm civet or whatever you want to call it.
I need to do this, I need to do that. It’s easy for you to say. But I will.
*
On the radio it is announced that the snowline is rising to 1500 meters above sea level. Summer is threatening
a new attack. Fiat sits in the train, imagining how he will soon be sweating again, just like before. He is sitting
in the same train that until recently he used to take every day. Except that this train is no longer his workplace
but rather the conveyance transporting him to work. Out of habit he wanders through all the cars. He’s keeping
an eye out for his lawyer with the dirty shoes. He’s curious how the lawyer is looking these days. Did he start
wearing different shoes after the snowfall the other week? Fiat looks out at the white outlines of the peaks. The
conductor taps him on the shoulder, and he flinches. But he has a ticket. Finzens forbade him to ride without a
ticket, it’s important for him not to attract notice; at least not until such time as they have established themselves
as flourishing coffee dealers.
Does the conductor recognize him? He hopes not. To be recognized as the person who until recently was still
begging up and down this train under the cover of a Romanian identity would tarnish his professional honor and
take a toll on the credibility of his former colleagues. How strange that no one has replaced him. Usually this
train is quite popular with these former colleagues of his because it goes to the airport. In other words: most of
the passengers have money.
Outside the window, a huge green field of cabbages. Soon the plastic-covered domes of the lettuce beds will flash
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as he speeds past them.
He takes a cylinder out of his bag. This has now become a ritual. Recently he’s been visiting a specialty shop
each and every afternoon to view their assortment of materials and colors: wide and narrow tails, open mouths,
grotesque faces, animal heads, with and without ears.
Fiat would never have thought there could be so many different sorts of paper kites. Every day he picks one.
Always a different one. He found the shop following the recommendation of the paper doll merchant, who is
well-versed in all matters concerning paper products. Kites, the man had told him, were originally invented for
the purpose of bearing wishes up to the gods. Fiat uses the kite to send his wishes to the woman in the field, the
woman with the yellow kerchief. No, he has not forgotten her. But there is no need for Finzens to know about
this. Fiat diverts the money for the kites from the housekeeping allowance that his friend pays out to him once a
week. Housekeeping allowance is a figure of speech, in reality this is the bare minimum that Fiat requires for his
daily expenses. (And for the kites.)
Today he has brought with him an almost transparent fantasy creature with long, fin-like arms. Half fish, half
monkey. The drawn-on face is more reminiscent of a badger or … well, yes, even a civet cat. Yesterday in the
shop it had been above all the pastel transparency of the paper body that had led him into temptation. Hurriedly he unrolls the kite. Soon it will be time. He knows every curve along this stretch of rail. He launches the
kite from the bathroom of the toilet. He wants to avoid attracting attention and most certainly doesn’t want to
become an attraction for other passengers. Thus far he has escaped detection. For three or four minutes he flies
the kite on its line, until the train takes the bend around the crest of hill behind which lies the field in question.
For a moment, the kite shimmers and gleams against the backdrop of the cultivated fields he is passing through:
Potato vines, heads of cabbage, sunflowers, lupines. Fiat checks to make sure that all is as it should be, that the
kerchief is flashing there between the stalks. Then he lets go of the kite and watches the undulations of this twisting and twining creature of the air that has been briefly awoken to life by his hand and by the wind of the train’s
rapid passage.
[…]
Chapter 12
togoensis
A small tree, relatively widespread, but limited to the southern dry forests of Ghana. These forests are among the
most endangered habitats in the region, threatened by fires, agricultural expansion and deforestation.
The emu with its naked neck will show you the way. The feathers rubbed off because it’s constantly begging at
the railings. Whenever someone comes by without bothering to look at it, it makes a drumming sound. It’s basically a percussion instrument in bird form. You have to listen for this drumming, and when you hear it, it means
that someone’s coming, the emu will be your lookout, and it works for free, Fiat said. Besides which the emu is
one of the privileged animals at the zoo. Half the woods on the property belong to it alone. Scraggly woods, but
there are still enough trees standing on this stubbly ground that even a large bird can find somewhere to hide.
At first they were afraid it would never show itself to visitors, but it’s quite the opposite: the bird loiters near the
fence, following each passing visitor with its amber eyes. These eyes look just like amber jewelry, dark brown
and clear. Stone eyes from the forest.
And even now, in the middle of the night, as Finzens passes the emu enclosure, the bird is standing there beside
the fence observing him. Well then, Finzens murmurs to the creature, looks like I can count on you. I’m talking to a bird, he thinks. But the emu seems to be nodding. Of course, it isn’t nodding, Finzens thinks, it’s just a
reflex, a bird tic. Feeding the animals is prohibited, emu, Finzens says softly and gives the bird a slice of peach
from a plastic baggie in his jacket pocket. He has equipped himself well for his nocturnal visit to the zoo.
Cautiously he moves along the nocturnal paths, making an effort to step only where the spotlights are casting
their shadows. Sounds are coming from many directions: scrabbling, scratching, snorting sounds. He feels his
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own heartbeat, hears himself breathing, loud. Until this moment he considered himself quiet. Everything will
go as planned, he hopes. He won’t give you any trouble, Fiat said, showing him the photograph on the display
of his cell phone: This is what our kidnappee looks like. This animal likes people, Fiat said. This is the first time
Finzens has been to the zoo. He knows the arrangement of the enclosures only from the sketches Fiat made for
him and from a small tourist map. He regrets not having come here before. Constantly he is being startled by
sudden noises or lights, a rocky wall towering up out of a dark green, palely lit pool. “Polar Bears” announces a
plaque, barely legible in this crepuscular light, a low fence screens a strip of grass from the footsteps of the visitors; behind it lies the bears’ swimming pool. Polar bears are among the first that will die out when the North
Pole melts, Finzens thinks. And it’s going to melt. They ought to be evacuated now and furnished with enormous chunks of ice in gigantic refrigerated warehouses the size of landscapes.
As he is creeping through the darkness of the zoo, Finzens finds himself in a most peculiar frame of mind. Only
for ourselves can we really accomplish anything, he thinks. Everything else is just décor. The polar bears’ problem is that they have to hunt seals, their fat saves them from death by starvation while they are hibernating. If
the seals melt into water along with the ice, only drastic options will be able to save the polar bears. They could
be permitted to hunt human beings, Finzens thinks. Carefully, avoiding every leaf, he steps from one patch of
shadow to the next. When the seals have died out, the polar bears could go human hunting from glaciers. But
the glaciers are melting too. And people, scrawny as they are (even fat people don’t provide terribly good sustenance for polar bears), wouldn’t suffice to get the bears through their hibernation. The polar bears will have to
drop the habit of hibernating if they want to have a realistic chance at survival. Before Finzens’s inner eye, a hellish scenario involving the future of the polar bear unfolds.
He is wearing plastic gloves, the sort surgeons or butchers use, and is holding a carry-all. The food is laced with
valerian, that will attract the animal. Civet cats are just as mad for valerian as housecats. Finzens finds the premises to be exactly as Fiat has described them. The keypad on which he must type the combination that will deactivate the alarm is mounted to the left of the glass door. 1 4 7 2. A different series of numbers causes the door
to swing slowly open. 3 2 1. One last time he checks a third important number that he has written on a slip of
paper that he now takes out of his back trouser pocket. 4 3 7. The number of the animal he is to take with him.
This number is also written on the card on the door of the enclosure he now opens, a glass door in which he sees
his own reflection. His face suddenly appears to him strangely distended. Is it the light? Age? He regards himself in the mirroring pane and decides that he looks old. Older than usual. Old and weary.
Pay attention to the camera, Fiat warned him. You’ll see it right away, it’s pointed at the climbing tree, at the hole
that leads to the outside. At night the civet cats are locked inside and the camera doesn’t rotate, it just films part
of the cage, so you have to wait until the animal is in the corner that isn’t being filmed. Or else use bait to make
it come to you.
The animal is lying on the concrete floor. It is wide awake, its tail flicking back and forth. Finzens purrs to
get his courage up. Horrified, he claps his hand over his mouth, wondering how loudly this purring of his just
resounded in the silence. Might this camera also be recording sounds? Warily he presses down the handle and
opens the door. Slowly and cautiously—as though with every step he risked crushing something underfoot—he
enters the realm of the civet cat, kneels down, positions the open carry-all beside him on the ground and removes a Tupperware container. As soon as he opens it, the room is filled with an intense smell, a mixture of valerian and fish. Finzens dangles the fish filet dripping with valerian towards where the animal is crouching. The
cat is distrustful and sets its back feet as if to leap to safety. But it doesn’t leap. C’mere, c’mere, I won’t hurt you.
He has to pull himself together to force himself not to make a single additional sound. A moment later, Finzens
is feeling perfectly calm; his hands are no longer trembling, his heartbeat has returned to normal.
The animal comes closer. The man places the plastic container with the fish in the carry-all and waits with bated
breath. When the animal begins to sniff the food, he pounces, closing the zipper. There’s a hissing sound inside
the bag.
*
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He has to be careful not to move too fast. Careful not to walk too fast. Not to forget anything. To turn the alarm
back on again. The right combination. Leave everything just as he found it. Not take off the plastic gloves too
soon. A slow retreat that leads him past the emu.
Outside on the broad street in front of the zoo, you plunge into a different world; different sounds, different
smells, a completely new feeling. A feeling of emptiness. The taxi in which Fiat was supposed to pick him up
isn’t there.
Isn’t it now the turn of the civet cat to say a few words? Shouldn’t it be allowed to describe what it feels like to
be trapped inside the carry-all, surrounded by fabric and musty air? But it isn’t only the animal in the bag that’s
in a panic—the one carrying it is panicked as well. For fifteen minutes Finzens has been walking up and down
the broad street, feeling the restless movements of his booty, hearing the strange sounds it makes. He’s afraid the
animal might suffocate if it has to stay in the bag too long, but at the same time is afraid that the zipper might
open, allowing his quarry to escape.
What could Fiat be up to? He couldn’t possibly be deceiving him again, like the time he stole his ATM card and
lost all his money at the casino? Or could he have had an accident?
It’s four in the morning, the time when all are at their weakest, the time of attacks and blindly warded-off defenses. A bit of southern Indian wilderness is flailing about in the cloth bag he’s slung over his shoulder, and his accomplice has left him to cool his heels at the scene of the crime. No one is out and about except Mr. Nothing and
Mr. Nobody. Not a vehicle as far as the eye can see. This Fiat—in the end he hardly knows him. They’ve been
living together for barely half a year, practically nothing. There are people who’ve lived half their lives together
and still don’t know a thing about each other.
Finally he sees a taxi approaching. It stops right in front of him, and Fiat gets out. He puts an arm around his
shoulders, pushes him into the back seat and tumbles down beside him with a theatrical groan. That’s it, he says
to the driver, we’ve got him. Finzens glares at him severely. He couldn’t possibly be…?
It’s so inconvenient that he insists on going for walks in such strange places, Fiat continues, speaking once again
to the driver; if I didn’t know him so well I would die of worry every time. As he is speaking, he grips his friend’s
wrist and presses it firmly. To communicate: Keep your mouth shut, don’t say a word.
When a person spends all day enforcing silence, there’s quite a danger—Fiat explains later, when Finzens complains about his strange behavior, the firm grip on his wrist in the taxi—that he can become chatty at the most
inopportune moments.
Someone who cannot even speak is becoming chatty. Sounds are emanating from the carry-all. The taxi driver
is going on about Paris and how he used to live there with a view of the Seine. How much he misses that city,
and that in the end you can’t really compare it at all with this place where they’re now living, despite all the
modern architecture. Paris, for him, remains unsurpassed. It is quite simply the most beautiful city in the world.
Earlier he had considered Salzburg in Austria the most beautiful city in the world, but meanwhile he has changed
his opinion decisively. Above all because of the atmosphere, regardless of how clean the air is in Salzburg.
Cleanliness will never trump atmosphere, the taxi driver says, stopping at one of the few stoplights that still turn
red even at night. I don’t dare ignore the light, he defends himself, half-turning towards the back seat, the police
are very strict here. They’ll take my license right away from me if I go through a red light. You aren’t in a hurry,
are you?
Actually we are. My buddy here is sick to his stomach. Fiat gives Finzens an urgent look—lost on the taxi driver—that prompts him to start making little wheezing sounds, accentuated by coughs. All of this to drown out
the mewing sounds coming from the bag. What? What’s wrong with you? The taxi driver’s obligingness instantly vanishes. I hope you aren’t about to make my taxi dirty. You’re pulling yourself together right? No problem,
don’t worry, Fiat answers for Finzens, who has bent over the bag on his lap to hide the fact that something is stirring within. The car ride is apparently disagreeing with the creature. The sound of retching can already be heard
from the bag. The taxi driver hears it too. Hey, didn’t I warn you? Get out of my cab right now. Abruptly he
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brakes at the side of the road. You don’t owe me anything, I’m not a monster, but get out right now, gentlemen!
Since neither one makes a move, the driver gets out himself, yanks open the back door and drags Finzens out by
his arm. No offense intended, but I am ALLERGIC to vomiting men, it spoils my upholstery, the whole car, it
destroys my business for weeks on end, one little accident on your part can practically force me to buy a new car.
Dumbfounded, the two of them stand there. It’s still quite some way to the city.
Finzens fiddles with the zipper on the duffle bag.
Leave it shut! That’s all we need, for the thing to escape. The poor creature. It’s dying of fear in there. It really is
possible for them to die of fear. The director told us things like that happen at the zoo sometimes. You catch an
animal because it has some relatively harmless injury, and the next thing you know it’s dead. Dead of fear. Even
with animals that grew up in captivity. And this one here is from the wild. It’s only been in the zoo for two years,
that’s what the director told me.
Stop asking for trouble. Get your hands off that zipper.
So what do we do now? It’s only three-thirty.
We’ll have to walk.
Do you know how far it is?
Two and a half hours.
How do you know that?
I already walked it once. When I had a difference of opinion with the person who was driving me.
Go right ahead. Have fun.
We can also just sit here and wait until morning comes. Until the busses start running again. The bus stop is
only a few hundred meters from here.
Wait for the bus? We just committed a crime. A robbery!
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WITH THE SPEED OF SUMMER

(MIt der Geschwindigkeit des Sommers)
by Julia Schoch
translated by Ross Benjamin
149 pages, Piper Verlag, July 2010

p. 48-63
In the late summer of 1989, as thousands set off for Prague and Budapest and camped out on the embassy
grounds of the western German state demanding permission to emigrate, my sister too left home: she moved
into an apartment of her own, at the other end of the development. Because there was housing only for married
couples and she was pregnant anyhow, she had gotten married that spring. Nonetheless, she had to wait a few
months for the apartment, which looked exactly like the one in which she had grown up (living room, bedroom,
narrow kitchen). The marriage credit granted by the socialist state to newlyweds was enough to buy some furniture. Standard models, which could hardly be altered or beautified. Still, from her training as a decorator she had
retained a few tricks, which she proudly presented.
It was not a permanent arrangement. It was expected that her husband would get a job in the capital after
his studies. Or in another big city. They were still young, after all, everything was possible.
The soldier had been as surprised as she was by the upheaval in the country. That was almost self-evident
when they later spoke about it, in any case nothing that had to be explained first. The revolution had come over
their lives like a sudden thunderstorm seen from inside a safe dwelling. They had viewed the images on television with fascination, and soon accepted every change as routinely as one prepares for a new season from which
a little more air or light is to be expected.
How the women in the apartment buildings breathed again. For the first time, they were not only sitting by, but
also watching intently. The spellbound gaze at the television, from which it was announced that the state was
opening all borders. That rules, prohibitions had suddenly become invalid, that there was nothing more to fear.
At first only in code, as brief incomprehensible news in passing, then later as a flood of images on all the channels. While the men, alarmed, were on the phone with the command center, while they were still racking their
brains and asking anxiously how these images were to be interpreted, the women were already putting on their
coats and rushing down the stairs. Exuberantly, they rang each other out of their apartments, shouted through
the stairwells, incoherent things, ran out into the street, and their faces glowed as they hadn’t for years. They
linked arms; their loud laughter, all night long.
It was as if the course of history had suddenly given them an argument for a life of their own.
Not immediately.
It will still take weeks, months, in which they only secretly visit chaotic, open Berlin. They avoid even the
cameras of the television crews, because it is forbidden for officers and their families to cross the border. They
adhere to all that until it has become ridiculous, the talk of the enemy, the counterrevolution, a possible reversal
of events.
Those who leave their husbands do not storm away blindly. When they ultimately do so, it is with a mixture of relief and wistfulness. The husbands will sit there, powerless and confused, letting their wives take dishes
from the cabinets, fill bags with clothing, divide photos. They cannot put it into words yet, but the suspicion
already haunts them: The time of the old battles, of their service, is over.
When the entrenched order bursts within the people themselves, it is not an unproblematic, arranged
separation, as had occurred in other areas of life, but a turning away forever, a disbelief that one was able to stand
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it for so long, a sort of freedom with which everyone finally wants to be an authority, good or bad, for oneself. At
least merely recognize nothing more. Accept nothing more. The state, liquidating itself, takes everything with it.
But it happens soundlessly, as if someone shut off the sound during the demolition of a house.
But that did not yet pertain to my sister, behind her there was not yet anything worth leaving. She first
entered another time, her own.
As I speak of women, men, children, it strikes me that I see her most clearly where I was least present, where she
lives only through her story, that she becomes an individual there because she made her decision.
When the borders had already been open for a while, she went without secretiveness with the child and me
to West Berlin. In the streets she marveled joyfully, but kept her mouth shut tight the whole time. She was too
proud to stand on line in the bank buildings for the sum of money the western state offered the newcomers as a
welcome gift. She laughed like a tourist at the sight of the lined-up people. I persuaded her, and she finally came
along into a small post office in Berlin-Schlachtensee. She had to present the child, for whom she was also entitled to money. My sister fetched the infant, dressed in a snowsuit and pompom hat, from the car and held him
up. The clerk behind the pane nodded with satisfaction, stamped the identification and laid down two bills: He’s
been spared something, and you too, you’re still young. I saw how my sister froze, she froze before taking the
money with a strangely slow movement. Red with shame, she turned away. Still holding the child, the two bills
in her coat pocket, she walked ahead of me without saying goodbye, out of the empty post office. The back of her
neck red with shame, even later, on the already wintry platform of the Berlin Stadtbahn.
The new circumstances: Her husband got back his family’s optical store in the district capital. People began to
congratulate one another on receiving a job. One held on to what one got. Faces again became more diffident,
gestures mistrustful. No one spoke anymore of blocs or hot and cold wars, of defending or renouncing a cause.
At a moment like that everything becomes clearly discernible. People drift as parts of a formless mass, always
in the same way, through the events of history, are carried along, sometimes go a short stretch alone, only to be
swept again in another direction. Their existence: a constant lurching through a dark space in which they nonetheless all learn to orient themselves to the point that they do not immediately founder.
For my sister there was little to do. Occasionally she decorated the display window of the shop off which
she now lived (what luck, such property!). People admired her imaginativeness in this, which was at the same
time unnecessary (there was only one optician there).
She became more impudent, sometimes caustic, now that you could say anything, now and then she
showed off. She made fun of the salesman in the local bookstore, which also offered stationery and cosmetics,
for not knowing how to spell Nietzsche. She went out of her way to ask for reading recommendations, so as to
decline with an ironic remark when he then mentioned the Guinness Book of Records.
The difference between the provinces and the big cities (“the world”) suddenly seemed to have grown still
greater. The pride of being different as the only way to avoid feeling at home. Because of her original style, the
patterned pantyhose she sometimes wore, the pinned-up hair, she stuck out in the town.
Once, while they had been walking along side by side, the soldier had looked at her, whistled and called
her a “lady.” Her laughter, she had turned red. As if he had wanted to make fun of her with this label, she had jokingly immediately made a rule out of it: no more compliments!
In the meantime she had moved with her husband and first child (she was pregnant with the second) into a
house, at the other end, almost outside of town, but there was of course no longer an “outside” and an “inside.”
On a field single-family houses had been built out of prefabricated components. When people had still hoped the
garrison town would now, after the unification of the German states, become a great European military base.
On summer evenings she often sat there for a long time in the staked-out garden plot she had surrounded with fast-growing hedges. The smell of pine needles wafted over from the nearby woods, on the neighboring
property breeding pigeons incessantly made noise. When the housework was done, my sister put on a cucumber
mask. Sometimes she involuntarily balled her fists, as if from an electric shock.
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This house, which is part of the picture that now begins to dissolve bit by bit, did not belong to her or her
husband, it was only rented. Had it been otherwise, my sister would have had to deny the compulsoriness with
which she had as a child already ended up in this spot in the world where she was still sitting. A house purchase
would have meant that leaving was now out of the question, would have meant that the idea of one day setting
off was forever ruled out.
It is there that she sees the soldier again years later. And to this house she returns on that last day. When she has
stepped out of his car for the last time, she will go through the front garden, sit down on one of the cast-iron
chairs and listen for the pigeons from the neighboring property. Not with her head leaning back, only motionless
as if chiseled in the air, her eyes open in the beginning darkness. But there will be no sound to hear, on that day.
Six thirty in the evening, the chair already winter-cold.
Now I suddenly see clearly that they reversed roles. Over the years in which my sister was meeting him, they
switched sides. It’s possible that she herself sensed it too, that she knew something of this change, the fact that
with time the one became something different for the other.
When the soldier, after the dance back then, set upon her in the grain field, she had felt a release with
him. But this release had been something other than a mere physical desire that was finally satisfied. Of course.
As if I were the first human being in years, he embraced me. As if he had not believed he would get to hold
something like that again. She was a salvation for him. The opposite of the reality he had to bear daily in the barracks, a few hundred meters away from our apartment development. Even as the daughter of an officer – but she
might have kept that from him – in his eyes she stood outside or at least far enough away from all that to which
he was condemned. The very fact of being able, in the field at night, to take off his uniform pants, his jacket, to
discard all that, had allowed him to forget for a few minutes the humiliation for which this uniform was only the
external sign.
And in the exact same way he had released her later, the exact same way: without knowing it. When he
contacted her, when he so unexpectedly called her after all those years, after her marriage and first child, after
the dissolution of the socialist state (our state, as I still want to say) and her second child, it was finally he who
guided her into another reality. With his phone call, his laughter and the once-again uncomplicated body he had
saved my sister, who had meanwhile been stuck in her new life.
The town, after the revolution, did not immediately dwindle. I went away, and when I drove through the development ten years later on a visit, most of the apartment buildings were only sparsely inhabited. You could see by
the missing curtains who had moved away. Most of the time only two or three families still lived there, no, not
even whole families, often only men, who were perhaps now mayor in a neighboring village, built horse ranches,
leased gas stations. Or they sat still on a sofa, staring. Perhaps they had even been taken into the army that had
once been their enemy. The few barracks that had remained, how insignificant that all was. One went in and out,
not even the desks were locked, nothing more seemed to be a secret, at least no one had any stake in that. And
the strange new officers came to work from far away, as if on an official trip every time. None of them wanted to
live there.
The inertia, the helplessness that lay over everything could be felt.
Quite gradually the place seemed to be turning back into what it had been hundreds of years before. The
residents had even forgotten to rename the streets. But even if people were still living there and the streets in the
development were still named after antifascist heroes, it was discernible, the transformation. It could already be
foreseen that little by little the apartment buildings would turn into deserted concrete shells, a sort of abandoned
gold digger town, empty and ghostly.
How perceptible the absence was. As if they were waiting. And something else was waiting there invisibly.
For, when something disappears, a square appears in the landscape, sometimes a circle.
In a certain way he had thus remained, the soldier, he was an exception. When he reappeared years later, life had
already calmed down. In the meantime the longing had arisen to plunge back into a time that had been com20

pletely left behind. On his first visit he had been cheerful, cheerful and gentle. He had not returned like someone
who had meanwhile traveled the great wide world, not with that arrogance. Almost embarrassed, he told of how
he had begun university studies, because that had been forbidden to him before the revolution. Some engineering program, one of those technical branches. He said he had tried it for a while, he had nurtured that old dream,
but then dropped everything. He had studied a little, he had worked, he had made his way around Germany. My
sister had listened to him. She listened to him, she knew: It wasn’t about that.
That was why she had remained standing in the doorway when he had left the house. She didn’t move,
didn’t call after him, merely stood there with pounding heart. A half-smile. It was inevitable, he would, he had to
turn around.
How they had set upon each other that time, at that first reunion, people who abruptly want to retrieve
something. Immediately. And afterward again and again. The greediness of that moment had also been a way to
suddenly remember, a means to obtain a secret that no longer was one, to chase away the new time’s threatening
indifference toward one’s own life, to scare it away and retrieve what was one’s own, with laughter and screaming,
with human sounds.
Often he left the town with her, heading east toward the Polish border, the villages there are more sprawling and
turned away, no one knew her there. She was always ducking, looking around, my sister, for neighbors, a teacher
or doctor, the woman from the video store (even when she talked about it, she lowered her head and self-consciously scratched the back of her hand). But there no one has the desire to watch them when they leave the car
and walk around on dirt roads between high stalks of corn. When the frantic, silent embraces in the car are over,
they walk hand in hand and talk. For a while they even forget to kiss, because they are speaking so much with
each other.
Almost still more important than the variation from her everyday existence was the fact that he showed no interest at all in her present life. And not the least bit in any possible change in it, in what is known as development.
He never asked what she planned for the future, whether she couldn’t imagine something better than always only
being in the house, looking after the children and so on and so forth. Not even a: And later? He made no waves.
When they were together, they always just strolled back again into the same space. The only one that
existed and ever would exist for the two of them.
Excursions into the past.
On one such trip, along country roads, they passed a large agricultural concern that had already been
closed for a few years. After the war, the regime had drained the meadows, cultivated the area. Fodder for livestock, food for people. In the meantime there was no longer a collective which communally tilled the soil, nonetheless most of the fields and pastures were still geometrically arranged, a network of dirt roads and melioration
ditches divided them into gigantic squares.
They climbed out and walked across the abandoned land of the former cooperative. The ruin along with
the adjacent buildings was still standing there, and the inscription over the gates could still be read: feeding hall,
washing area, even a sign with the saying of a philosopher, in front on the gatehouse.
These remains fascinated my sister like old postcards.
Because the history of this state had not come to an end, but had rather been broken off like a boggeddown, unbearable school lesson, it was possible to imagine another past that would have taken place, if this
school lesson, this experiment had gone on. Since she had met the soldier again, everything that had remained
from that time took on a meaning: crumbling shop signs, overgrown monuments or rusty fountains. She bought
books called Search for Traces or Pictures from a Lost Land. Books in which vacation homes and apartments
from those days were displayed, photos of people lined up in front of stores, of overcrowded cafés. And card
games with high rises as motifs, everyday objects from those days.
Suddenly she saw in all that herself. The enticing idea that in that other state another life course had stood
ready for her supplanted the retrospective horror over the narrowness in that land, which receded ever farther
into the distance. My sister felt subsumed in the untried version. It was almost disappointing that the life plan
that had already been written for you had now been given back for your own use. In her sentences the grammar
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of possibility came up more and more. Half effusively she said: Think of all that might have been! In that other
land one would have most certainly...At least one would have been forced to...or: Then we at least would have...
Because the soldier had reappeared, she followed the trail of this unlived plan. As if she had fallen
through a fissure in her existence onto another level, another range of possibilities. When she walked along beside him, she was strolling next to a variant of her life. When she embraced him, she was embracing the phantom
of another life. And when they kissed each other greedily, that reminded her of a future she would never know.
p. 65-67
Did she retrieve with him in small portions this outline of another life, these memories that had faded too
quickly? Because the big picture had long ago been lost anyhow? I never heard her speak of giving up everything
for him. Who would want to plunge back into another time forever? It seemed to have been out of the question.
She must have told it to him with her way of being silent. That way which made it clear that asking was superfluous and that the decision about a matter’s beginning, middle and end was up to her.
It was up to her when something’s time had come.
Or he never asked for such a decision, and they never thought about a possible future together. Hadn’t
she always made fun of expectations of a COMPLETELY OTHER EXISTENCE and only laughed at blindly
made decisions, emotional somersaults, when she saw them in a movie: as if it changed anything to go away with
someone. That way you only thrust your own life on someone else. As if that could be a salvation.
She sat and waited. She watched the children ride horses, dance and play clarinet, do crafts and swim. She
sat on gymnastics benches, boxes, stools, stood at the fence and waited for it to be over, the lesson, the class, the
play, the practice, the school day.
If one of her two sons just stood in the doorway, he was immediately asked what he wanted to do. Before
the family size packages of fish sticks or ice cream were empty, she had already bought replenishments.
At night she got up three times to let the cat into the house and back out into the garden. She already
heard her when she was only licking herself in the quiet night outside the terrace door. If the animal didn’t come
right in, she always waited until she decided to.
How long would one have to keep oneself ready, and then: for what? That tension that could not be gotten rid of. Those moments when she leafed through catalogs, fashion, furniture, but only briefly, for between
times, and always with an ironic comment about the fact that she was doing it. She was her own therapist: I know
already. In women’s magazines, first the book recommendations. And with everything, that excessive alertness,
as if poised, never leaning back, I never saw her like that: her hands folded with pleasure behind her head.
They say you can make events happen again, bring people back to life by describing them. But in truth the result
of that act of writing is almost always a helplessness with which you watch how each time it’s a completely different person resurrected there and the event that happens is an entirely different one. Thus, for example, whatever I
don’t mention here is fully effaced by my leaving it out. Soon I will already remember my sister only in the scenes
and thoughts as I write them down here: Remembering is a way of forgetting.

Original German: © Piper Verlag, 2010. www.piper-verlag.de
English translation: © Ross Benjamin, 2010.
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TUPOLEV 134

(Tupolew 134)
by Antje Rávic Strubel
translated by Zaia Alexander
317 pages, C.H. Beck Verlag, January 2005

On August 30, 1978, amidst heightened security measures outlined in the European Agreement to Fight Terrorism, a Polish Tupolev 134 airplane was hijacked with 62 passengers en route from Danzig – Schönefeld to Tempelhof Airport in West Berlin.
As the LOT plane began its descent, the air pirate at the front of the airplane pulled a stewardess up from her
seat. He held an 80-year-old Mondial blank gun to her head. In Polish, he ordered the plane to change course
and land at Tempelhof Airport in West Berlin.
Reported in Der Spiegel May 21, 1979.
The American officer’s smile out there on that huge field, after the tension of the landing, it can’t be described.
It can’t be forgotten.
It makes you think it’s the second coming, he said. And you weren’t taught to think that way. But it was so quiet.
A silence that even made the motors stop running. The smile took you right in, it penetrated everything in a
single moment, but the officer out there couldn’t possibly have seen us in the cockpit. It was way above him. He
just assumed we could see his smile from inside.
Even the stewardess saw it, though she couldn’t move her head. He smiled as if he wanted to wish me, wanted to
wish us, good luck. Not even the gusts of wind bothered him, or the roar of the motor.
It could have been your smile, said Lutz Schaper on the witness bench to Katja Siems.
Please answer the question, said the district attorney.
The way you smile when you’re absolutely certain of something, said Lutz Schaper, without averting his eyes
from Katja.
The way you smile when you’re being held responsible by the FDJ for something you didn’t do.
Had done, he said in 1979, after having lived almost exclusively on oranges for half a year in his cell in Moabit
prison.
He said: Out there, that was just a landing strip, concrete slabs and lights to the right and left, but it wasn’t just
the runway. The officer in his American uniform must also have known that.
A top-notcher! A real hit that uniform. I told the stewardess he ought to get a pat on the back for it:
Nice costume.
Fancy pants enemy.
There might have been a lot more people standing around the airplane. I didn’t see them, not even later when we
got out.
I was exhausted. All of us were exhausted.
And yet, the whole thing didn’t last more than half an hour.
Exhausted, but never happier. Can’t really remember.
A half-hour. A few kilometers. A stone’s throw to Tempelhof. And each time you thought, if you end up in
Schönefeld again, you were right back in the armpit of the world.
Last time around I said to myself: fuck it. Armpit’s okay. But I’d rather choose it for myself.
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Budj wsegda budjet solnze. Born to be wild—sound familiar? said Lutz Schaper. This time to the District Attorney, who waited for somebody to translate the sentence into English.
Just one thing you should know: The runway out there doesn’t look any different than in Schönefeld. A few
thousand concrete blocks. The American officer made the difference.
A fancy pants enemy.
Back in Gdansk, I told Katja: Don’t be afraid, they’ll treat us like we’re famous politicos. You’ve got to have a nose
for things like that. They teach you stuff like that early on over there.
“Answer the question” said the district attorney.
“No idea. If it hadn’t been a toy gun…maybe I would have done it anyway. Ask Katja. For years, all we did was
make tools out of raw metal. She knows what I’m talking about! And all the sudden this thought shoots through
your head. The thought starts to take shape, like the piece of metal there in the machine in front of you. Then
you cool off again. But you’ve taken on this shape for good. You can’t escape. You pace up and down your thirty
square meter pre-fab apartment, the bit of private property you’re entitled to.
You drink beer and wait for the delivery that never comes. You play skat or go dancing.
If you’re use to waiting, it’s easy to see why there’s so much dancing going on in this country.
The same movies played over and over, pubs closed at twelve, nightclubs were only open on weekends. But you
could still fool around. After a while, you started getting this kind of night face. You had to, if you wanted to
catch someone by midnight. The women weren’t exactly prudes. They were hot at night. A plus for our country.
You’d both get on your Moped and make sure you didn’t drive into the arms of the cops.
You couldn’t talk. Not with a thought like that in your head.
Can you possibly imagine that?
Not so easy in a country with uniforms that look like costumes right?” Lutz Schaper asked the jurors from the six
neighborhoods of Berlin’s US sector.
*
Katja Siems was twenty-four, when Lutz Schaper pulled a pistol out of his Anorak and got up from his seat as if
he was going to the John. Twenty-four when she left, escaped, flew the coop. Her story is true. But how can you
prove the truth?
You can try to bracket what isn’t true. First the rumors. There were lots of rumors. There was the rumor that
the hijacking was a well-organized terror attack. German Intelligence was behind it. They wanted to embarrass
East Germany. Or it was the KGB. They hoped to throw off the Americans. Another rumor. Even the CIA was
implicated for a moment.
And then, of course, there was the RAF. The rumor about the RAF really stuck for a long time.
There were interesting philosophical speculations. They looked for a DADA message because the weapon was a
toy gun. Similarities were discovered between Schaper, the prime suspect, and Rasputin, so a direct line could be
drawn to the Decabrists.
Sometimes he was just a petty criminal; he didn’t like that one much. But still, Lutz
Schaper and Kaja Siems were always considered a couple. People obviously can’t imagine anything else. It’s a
mental block. They turned them into a Bonnie and Clyde. Their deed was seen as a sacrifice for love. Some
suggested they did it out of fear. Out of greed, jealousy, pity, anger, or revenge—for injured vanity, pride or hope,
which of course is only a part of it, a part of that infernal waiting.
In the end there’s nothing. Nothing and the question. Where should we go now?
Something Schaper must have asked in 1978, on a windy August day on Track #3. The day that Hans Meerkopf
didn’t show up. When the waiting wouldn’t stop. When something obviously had happened to prevent him.
There were rumors about that too.
*
Above (p.16)
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Don’t think I’m making this up.
Believe even less that it happened this way.
“Judge for yourself:” said Lutz Schaper’s lawyer and told his client to stand up. “Is
this a man with criminal intentions?”
Small incidents play a role, every gesture, each laugh at the airplane and later in the giant airport. That’s the
information from which Katja emerges. Every news item describing physical characteristics, statements about
cylinder heads that the rotary knife had cut too short, coffee or licorice marks on t-shirts make Katja more complete. Until finally she is standing down below, on the second floor, in the waiting area at Tempelhof Airport.
She wore jeans and the cashmere sweater that her special investigations officer from the Air Force in Templehof
gave her a few months prior to the pre-trial hearing. Snow was falling in front of the window.
But, here inside, the seasons aren’t important.
*
Way Below (P.91)
Lutz Schaper was thirty-nine. He didn’t have to own everything he needed anymore. He was no worse off than
anybody else, he was doing fine. He was doing better than fine, considering he’d go to Hungary once a year; that
he could afford to go swimming in Lake Balaton, while other people hadn’t even glimpsed the Baltic Sea. He had
learned to lay cables and change spark plugs; he could clean carburetors and build cabinets. With the money he
earned on the side, he could afford a woman once in a while. Sometimes he managed to stay longer. But it usually made him feel shabby. He didn’t think the women enjoyed it. They assured him he hadn’t hurt them; that
his straightforwardness made it pleasant to be with him, they knew where they stood. But deep down, he didn’t
believe it. He lay awake next to them, saw the orange light from the street lanterns on all sorts of wallpaper, and
before they woke up, he got dressed.
Sometimes it was the women who scared him off. They were perched on the edge of the bed and started asking nonsensical questions because they found a run in their stockings. They sat there with their sunken bodies,
speculating whether they’d even begun to live, or whether their life was over, or had always been over, and they
were only keeping it up for the sake of decency and this time it wasn’t any different either.
He liked the odor under their armpits, even the morning after. He could deal with them drunkenly sticking their
tongues in his ear as they sat spread-eagle on the barstool boozing it up. He’d even cook for them. But when they
sat on the edge of the bed in the morning, he couldn’t help them. He didn’t think about those things. First of all,
they were way out of proportion to his feelings, regardless how passionate he was. And even if everything really
was over, and it kept going on for the sake of it, he enjoyed it enough not to spoil the fun.
He hated the demonic intrusions into their faces after the questions, the palpable loneliness they exuded when
they stepped out of their stockings, crawled back into bed with him and aimlessly pressed their heads onto his
stomach. He knew then, they didn’t like him anymore. They needed him and it forced him to stop being honest.
He offered them coffee out of embarrassment.
That’s why he never felt the need to get married or have children. After you were divorced again, and almost everybody was, you’d have to talk about it. The party functionary would have asked questions. You had to dig into
your life, examine it, you had to justify your actions, which was a disgusting thought. If Schaper was silent about
his pal’s bed stories at the Alten Krug bar, or in the locker rooms, it wasn’t because he didn’t want to be a showoff. He just didn’t want to be bothered.
Maybe he also didn’t have anything to say.
There were times when he told himself he’d leave one day. He was only there temporarily and didn’t really belong.
He did his job, but he was just playing at it, and that protected him from getting worn down like the others. He
wore his carnation for May Day, but he had used tin foil and a couple of wires to prop the flower from the inside,
making it larger and redder than usual. When a photographer from the local press approached him about it, he
had to laugh because it seemed hilarious that somebody actually took it seriously.
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But he also knew he would not leave
He liked watching TV before going to bed, old black and white movies with mostly static images. He would have
liked to have another car, probably a Skoda or Moskvitch, preferably a foreign brand, and his own workshop,
where he could spend his Sundays, and he’d drink too much, that’s certain.
But what he yearned for was too fleeting, or too old, to be directed at something beyond the wall.
*
He had known Katja for about eight years.
And only now, in the late afternoon of August 27th, with the telephone receiver on his shoulder had he realized:
when he imagined himself sitting on a Harley, or dressed in Western clothes, it had to have been Katja catapulting him into these images without his even noticing it.
For somebody, who didn’t want to delude himself, it was absurd. For somebody like him, it was out of the question.
Next to the jacked-up moped by the pond, he looked at Katja’s hands.
They were resting on her knees. They had a rim of dirt under the thumbs. He knew those hands, at least once a
day he had them in front of him. During the breakfast break, Katja came over and leaned her elbow on the machine. She watched him finishing the last round at the lathe. When he unlocked the cutter and hung it up in the
tool shed, he had to walk past her hands. Katja had talked to him at the pond, while he was wreaking a bunch of
creases onto a blade of grass.
”I don’t want to live like this anymore.” The crunch of sand stirred up from the forest path in his mouth. In front
of him the reeds, in back the curtainless windows of the NVA army building and the Simson motorcycle with the
handlebar grips that somebody had recently slashed.
Katja was slowly corrupting him.
On August 27th, Schaper took the receiver from his shoulder, a movement somebody must have seen from the
gatehouse. He put the phone to his ear. He thought:
Somebody ought to try and match that. To make him feel at thirty-nine as if he was twelve.
And then a guy like Meerkopf got in the way.
*
Way Below (P.109)
In summer the air filled with sand and circulated it throughout the city. The air grew heavy, gritty, and in the
evening Siems went to bed with sandy feet. During the day the bedsheets hung to dry in the backyard, where the
wind ceaselessly drove particles of sand into the moist cloth, and it got denser by the day.
“Careful,” said Siems as he plucked a grain from his wife’s upper lip before giving her a kiss good-bye. It hardly
made sense, since he’d just run his hand through his hair and tiny granules from his scalp caught under his nails.
There was the weightless flight sand; the gusty damp sand that splattered onto asphalt with the rain; the sand lying in playground sandboxes that mixed with stones and broken splinters, bicycle parts, and forgotten toys made
of plastic; and the sand that etched strange ice crystal forms on windows. In the forest, sand blended with pine
needles.
The sand looked dark, almost black on the football field. From his classroom window,
Siems watched the custodian emptying earth-filled wheel-barrows in regular intervals over the field to make the
sand harder, so the students wouldn’t sink ankle-deep and the F1’s, which looked like hand grenades, wouldn’t
disappear after every hurl. When his colleagues were teaching, and nobody was around looking for a textbook
or pencil, it was Siem’s favorite place to stand. The classroom was cool. It smelled of coffee. He imagined the
city as a giant mill; two millstones made of concrete, operating day and night. The mill was flexible. You could
feed it with anything. But no matter what you used, crushed and pulverized, all that came out was sand.
Whenever Bernd Siems stood at his window, he felt he knew exactly why he was a teacher. It had nothing to
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do with giving math tips and answers to word problems, or decoding formulas with two or three unknown quantities. For Bernd Siems, teaching had to do with getting out of the sand for a little while, at least with his head.
The sand. That he compared to almost everything. That he sometimes sniffed, though he knew it didn’t have
a scent of its own. On his way home, he’d take the narrow forest path under the Autobahn. He’d park his bike,
take two handfuls of sand from a dune at the side of the road, and smell. He felt ridiculous even though nobody
could see him. He tried thinking about something else. But it was a reflex he couldn’t resist, and he got off his
bicycle every time. And every time, the sand smelled of whatever had been lying near it.
The sand. That he’d have liked to make a required subject for his students. “I think you’re the only person
around here who’s worried about it, and I think you’re off your rocker!” said the principal when Siems suggested
they start a program in the Young Pioneer Organization to replace the agitators with street sweepers. “We’ve got
a five year plan to fulfill and you come to me with your shenanigans!”
As summer drew on, more and more sand collected in the air. It swirled over gravel pits and under the slack
roots of the pines surrounding the city. It perched atop auto ball bearings and on the narrow rubber strip of
windshield wipers. It made bicycle gears crackle and balcony plants look dusty, and it fell onto the barracks of
the town hall. It penetrated offices where the mayor held his meetings, and mixed with old deposits of sweatsoaked sand that had lain there since the town hall of Ludwigsfelde was an SS barracks. It made the prisoner
lists dusty, it clung to the boots of guards as they marched from the city to the forced labor camps, and it stayed
there until they returned again. It crept into wooden floors and sometimes a barely perceptible cloud of it floated
skyward.
Only the façade had been re-painted with a sand-repellant high polish lacquer.
Sometimes sand blew under the covering of Doreen Siems’ cake as it cooled off on the shaded balcony. It stuck
to the icing. Tiny grains wedged between the teeth and crunched with every bite, and at night gastric juices
decomposed it into something ultimately smaller than a granule. It whirled through the body as it slumbered,
making it sluggish even during waking hours. A steady flow of sand particles made their way into the bloodstream, growing into massive dunes that slowed the circulation by the day. By morning, a portion of it would be
eliminated through the normal channels, getting flushed into the sewer pipes and then processed by filters. But
chemicals proved ineffective. Before summer was over the sand had made its way into the drinking water.
Around this time, the people of Ludwigsfelde started talking about the problem in Saxony, where, instead of
sand, chimney soot floated into the sun. Soot was a more fatal affair, and though it didn’t crunch during meals, it
caused bronchitis and gave people black lips.
You could say that the only thing that connected the citizens of Ludwigsfelde was sand.
Yet only Bernd Siems feared it. At least nobody else is known to have talked about it.
Actually, you could say the sand was never an issue.
*
It had its good side, too. One summer Katja and Verona had hitched a ride to the Baltic Sea to go camping. At
the beach, they covered each other with sand. The stars stood above them.
They poured Baltic sand over their bodies and felt it coolly trickle under their arms and over their bellies and
packed it firmly around them. It was night and the beach was pale. Silently, they lay side by side.
They heard the sea which at twilight grew calm, and above all they heard the sand ceaselessly gliding down to
their navels, between their fingers, and into the salty hollow of their throats, and it exaggerated the curves of
their bodies so much, that, in the end, it made them identical. Later, Verona turned to Katja and looked at her.
Katja laid there with her eyes closed and Verona realized that Katja’s beauty surfaced only when she was being
gazed at, in the pale light and under stars which the sea ceaselessly washed away.
It was the sand, too, that made it easier to say good-bye.
“I simply bought them, I didn’t care if they fit or not, it’s totally idiotic.”
Verona wore a new pair of Jeans. They stood in the yard in front of Hall 11. The pants flared at the knee and
covered her shoes. But for the people behind the windows surrounding them, it was as difficult to distinguish as
Katja or Verona’s face. The air was too murky.
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They would have been talking about a flirt, about a man at the disco the other night. About
the weather. About Verona’s overpriced jeans. You could hear the shift roll in Hall 11. A curtain blew from one
of the windows.
“Don’t you think they’re too tight? I mean you can see everything. Look at how it bunches up in front. But it
was the last pair, it was all they had left. I was too late and got stuck at the end of the line, but at least they’re the
real thing. Not some fake-o ones. I mean you don’t think twice about it, right? Unless you were planning to…
you know what I mean.” She whispered that part. “But don’t you think they look stupid?”
They didn’t hug each other. It would have felt strange. They had never hugged each other, so they didn’t hug each
other now.
Katja just raised a hand. She smiled and said: “They fit like a glove. You look great. Really.
You look absolutely great in them.” Then she turned around, eyed the gatehouse as if it was a clear and manageable goal, and walked towards it. When she looked back at Verona a last time, she couldn’t see her face in the
backlight of the welding station. She saw only the dark silhouette broken by a sparkling hair clip on the side of
her head.
Had she been able to see Verona’s face, she might have turned back again. In Verona’s face, there was no apology,
no regret. Just a plea. It was the only time Verona was able to voice it:
Don’t go.
Katja waved, in her mind she had the departure time to Danzig, Meerkopf ’s arrival, a train number and the
name Ines. She had the wave in mind, too, which needed to be adjusted for the glances from the office windows
around them, especially a certain office window on the second floor that faced the yard. Katja waved as though
she were saying goodbye for the weekend. She passed her hand through the air, three short and insignificant
times.
Had somebody looked closely, they’d have immediately detected the tension in this casualness.
But the party secretary was writing a speech for the Republic’s birthday. He didn’t have time to stand by the window, and so nobody looked closely.
Nobody except Verona.
Verona saw the precision, the absolute exaggeration of Katja’s harmless wave, in this wiping away of air. She saw
Katja with her Make-Love-Not-War-T-Shirt, her frame close to the high masts of the toll gate. She was nervous
and a bit too cheerful; her right foot kept knocking against her left calf as she walked.
It looked crooked, walking forward and waving backwards. Verona watched Katja go and
she knew this wave would never end, that it would become the horizon, that from now on,
wherever she went, whatever step she took, it would be along the edge of this wave.
*
Below
(P. 151)

(...) “You get on a plane and you think: dream’s over. Bye-bye, baby blue,”said Schaper.
He said: “We put the gun in the purse in plain view. Just a gift. A souvenir from the socialist brotherland.”
“Do you mean to say that Frau Siems was involved in the hijacking?” asked the lawyer.
“If Katja hadn’t kept smiling - who knows. The way they frisked us, we’d have never gotten it on board. And then
we’re back on the plane. But not safe yet. Who knows what kind of people they were,” said Schaper. “I told Katja.
Maybe just people like you and me. They booked the trip of a lifetime, and now they’re waiting for the stewardess
to stuff some food down their throats. No cause for alarm. No difference to guys like me. Wouldn’t have oc29

curred to me, not even in a dream. Me on a plane, packing heat.”
“So we can stipulate you were in possession of a gun from the start,” said the lawyer.
»Gun, exactly. Me and one of those things under the jacket,” said Schaper. “Wouldn’t dream of doing it. And
probably up to your neck in Stasi.”
Under Katja’s jacket, he thought. (...)
Katja had turned to the side in seat 12 A, so she could get to the jacket wedged between the wall and armrest.
He put his hand on her leg as planned (...) and felt her thigh shaking uncontrollably. She shoved the gun into his
hand. But he was the one who stood up. He was the one who walked to the front. He was the one who pointed
the gun at the stewardess, and he was also the one who got so nauseous.
“So it was your jacket?” asked the lawyer. »Katja Siems did not incite you to do it? From the very start, you
planned the deed alone and executed it without the help of Frau Siems?”
The shoulders shake and the neck and the worst is the head, Katja had said. (...)
The lawyer waited. She was from West Berlin, she spoke German. But she, too, had to wait for the translations
because of her U.S. colleagues. If she hadn’t had her hand in her pocket, you could have seen her fingers tapping.
“Solar plexus” said Schaper. “And the sun breaks out. We were barely out of the cloud mush. Perfect lighting. Like
when you tear off somebody’s skin. Down to the bone. A crazy sun. So you gotta see it. Who belongs and who
doesn’t. The stewardesses always belong. I said that right from the start, watch out for the stewardesses. All of it
was infiltrated. The ground crew, passengers, the pilot. But you couldn’t see it. Baloney,” he said. “Up there, nine
thousand something, in this sun, everything was the same. The sun had stripped everything bare, every face.
But you couldn’t see it in anybody. Impossible to tell. Don’t know why. But in this airplane,” said Schaper, there
weren’t just normal people. That you could tell.”

Original German: © C.H Beck Verlag, 2005. www.beck.de
English translation: © Zaia Alexander, 2011.
About the Author: Antje Rávic Strubel’s novels include Kältere Schichten der Luft
(S. Fischer, 2007), Tupolew 134 (C.H. Beck, 2004), and Unter Schnee (DTV, 2001),
translated as Snowed Under (Red Hen Press, 2006). Her series of essays on Sweden
have been collected as Gebrauchsanweisung für Schweden (Piper, 2008). She
received numerous literary awards, including the Hermann Hesse Prize (2007), and
was a finalist for the prestigious Leipzig Book Fair Award (2007). Rávic Strubel has
translated Joan Didion’s Year of Magical Thinking into German as well as a collection
of her essays. A resident of Potsdam, she currently teaches at the Institute for Creative
Writing of Leipzig University.
About the Translator: Zaia Alexander holds a Ph.D. in Germanic Languages and Literature from UCLA. Her
translations include Snowed Under by Antje Rávic Strubel, We’re Alive and Life Goes On by Eva Roubickova
(Henry Holt), and “On Translating and Being Translated” by Primo Levi (LA Times Sunday Book Review).
30

THE YEARS WITHOUT MELODY

(Die melodielosen Jahre)
by Peter Weber
translated by David Dollenmayer

189 pages, Suhrkamp Verlag, April 2007

Triple-Wings
The wind turbines, one-legged cloud mills, air-movers, cropping up in growing numbers along our routes
of travel, are cast of the same white as high-speed trains. Crossing into Baden from the south, you spot the first
three turbines on a ridge top. They swirl together the green of the horizon with Black Forest and white, white,
white, the three blades always turning in sympathy with the mood of the traveler. If you’re feeling encouraged,
warmed, they rotate slowly forwards, in the same direction you’re riding, not too demanding, not too fast. They
underscore what you want to believe: confirm that everything is taking its course along with the wind. Even
when you’re rushing past in the train, their rotation is leisurely, contemplative, establishing the measure for the
quotidian, for what is imaginable. Then people in the train talk, work, eat, joke, exchange life stories. Grandmothers and children sit in the family compartments, enraptured lovers at two-person tables in the dining car;
waiters serve stew and fresh-baked rolls. Extensively, the lofty triple-wings trisect the air. In a succession of
strange cadences they inscribe the sky with three. The confident air turns in circles and whorls, through Baden,
Baden, Baden and Württemberg, Württemberg, Württemberg. It could be waltzing, drifting, shimmering, glistening in exhilarant momentum. We know we’re developing, being developed along with the others, when we
look out the train window and see wind turbines turning forward.
Triple-Wings
But if you’re feeling abysmal, think you’re not getting ahead even though you’re in a train, the turbines
stop. The rotor blades stand still. You’re flying past rigid windmill sepulchers. Every stilt a blow. White necks.
Frozen signals. Motionless wind parks: cemeteries of pitiless repetition. Then usually passengers are sleeping,
within a deep, round, almost inaudible drone, bourdon-bedded in the natural resonance of the train car, the primordial hum. We forget who we are, where we were going.
Triple-Wings
But if you feel in a mixed reality, in faster and faster vehicles, in constantly accelerating rotations, then
the turbines start turning backwards, moving against the direction of travel. Backward-turning triple blades and
a fast-moving train are especially unsettling. They grind together what’s coming and what’s gone, slow down to a
crawl what’s speeding past and fleeting away, whisk in a counter-cadence. These propellers turn in our bellies.
1.
I sleep with open eyes
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The Curtains
Mid-summer walk through an overheated Frankfurt, through shimmering heat. I set off from the train
station, intending to get in among the skyscrapers. On foot I hoped to discover the fluid transition from the
economy to the underground economy, but the station had flooded the entire city, turned loose its denizens. A
street festival was underway. With a long-handled brush, the summer sun of Hesse had painted the streets with
wall-to-wall people. Threading through crowds down a street lined with booths, I reached the Main. Tea-colored
it flowed—herbal tea. I knew that in the back rooms of the green-edged river, trees trail their heaviest branches
in the water, adding chlorophyll, buds, linden and chestnut blossoms. Convoys of long black barges en route
from the North to the Black Sea massage the shoreline a uniform green. I let the crowd pull or drive me along
up a set of steps. As I reached the Iron Footbridge a police boat with luminescent orange lettering was tracing an
urgent siren line across the water. To no effect. On the opposite shore, people were peacefully camped out on the
strip of lawn—couples mostly, little groups of friends, smoking. No one was swimming in the tea.
There was the fragrance of grilling mackerels.
From a distance, on the wind, I caught fragments of half-tone melodies. Rhythmic interweavings carried the aromatic gust through the air, flying cutlery from several kitchens. In search of the origin of this fabric, I
came upon a boat with its name in energetic lettering: the Istanbul had landed on the banks of the Main. An old,
white metal boat with a cabin, flying the colors of all Europe. In the cabin people were busy grilling, the crew doing a balancing act on their rocking barbeque pit and fast food outlet. Within smelling distance, children sat on
benches and camp stools brought from home while loud speakers of considerable size bathed them in an endless
variety of tunes. Old men were there too, smoking cigarettes, and whole families on large blankets spread on the
grass.
I got in line, bought a fish sandwich, sat on a bench next to an old man. He was smoking and humming
softly, exhaling in rhythm. On his thigh lay a full pack of Nile cigarettes. We gazed past the boat toward the skyscrapers and the clouds beyond. The sun was immersed in white.
The fully-manned police boat had come about and returned against the current, siren blaring, uniformed
women and men visibly enjoying their authority as well as their speed. The Istanbul rocked on its short mooring
lines, pulling them taut. The shrill police siren had in fact grazed the rope stretched across the Main, hung with
the curtains of our hope. With a protracted siren sound, they ripped away those curtains, broke open adjoining
rooms. Afternoon, the air clear, I turned toward the light, did a fade and dissolve. Suddenly, screeching gulls, the
horn of an approaching freighter, horn blasts in the air. I could feel the salt being injected, licking at me, foaming
up –
Istanbul, east wind, gulls in flight. An old man sits near the shore, letting his alarm clock shrill. The red
object is for sale, displayed with other knickknacks on a towel. Prayer beads slide through his fingers. I sit down
on the railing. I know this signal—the same red tones my travel alarm tilts at me first thing in the morning.
Strung on a bright cord, they wander between my ears, dividing light from dark and steering my hand toward
the light switch. The alarm clock spits these little exclamation points into the drowsy blue of the afternoon,
between the screeching gulls, beneath the horn blasts of huge ships, in the distance the backdrop of sleep, silhouettes of the mosques on the European shore. At the water in the foreground, the cutters and small boats where
fish are grilled and passed to the shore: mackerels and sardines—schooling fish. When a ferry lands its waves
beat against the retaining wall. The fishing boats and their colorful awnings begin to rock. The men perform
ancient balancing acts. For several moments, a image of all-encompassing rocking is created. Even the Asian
Station, built right on the water, seems to float—a water station, a station with sea-going connections. The rails to
Asia were laid by Germans: the Bagdad Railway. Beyond, the cranes of the freight harbor.
The Bosporus, earth’s most beautiful recycling center for the elements. The afternoon sun scatters its usual coins on the water, raises happiness to a shimmering multiple, invents a plural for happiness by engendering
smallest particles of light, tiny blinking leaves promptly pulled beneath the waves by the propellers of the ferries.
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Vapur in the singular—vapuren in the plural, probably. It sounds like one of the tribes who may have crossed
the sea right here. The old white ferries are sister ships to paddle-wheel steamers on the Swiss lakes. When they
cast off they churn up the bottom. Seagulls plunge toward the disheveled water, follow their providers across the
Bosporus on audacious wings, set real live thinking or flying caps upon their heads. Wake up, buy me, wake up,
buy me: the alarm clock’s stern metronome rings in the Age of Repetition, sends little exclamation points to ride
the east wind across the water. The shoreline gulls take repeated advantage of the uplift, stand motionless in the
noisy sky before veering off to dive for fish parts thrown overboard. Whenever the birds hover in the air with
outspread wings—the same as in our childhood drawings: two arcs in a line—when they’re silhouette-still for
whole seconds together, they overspan the clouds and the mosques on the distant shore, as if clouds and domes
were their real brood. Are the cupolas lashed-down bales of cloud or are they really our cloud kitchens? Whose
are they, anyway?—Thus the great gulls question each other in flight and provide their own answers by circling
the lighted minarets in flocks, establishing ownership with their screams.
Endlessly clamorous sky: now the call of the nearby muezzin, long-drawn-out, and again the horns of
the monster freighters, cloud basses, great pipelines laid across the heavens, bass barrels. From the parked cars
behind us, arabesques of melody, beset by bass drumming from another car, wake up, wake up. Should I buy this
alarm clock? Prayer beads slide through the old man’s fingers, again and again the giant container ships transport
their unchanging units of measure. Relentlessly, the alarm clock sends out its tiny exclamation points. Now I
see that gulls on the wing are stealing the little red dots, snapping up the signals from the air so that the vertical
strokes break stride, fall into the water and are instantaneously whisked beneath the surface by the vapuren. Fish,
as we know, feed on the strokes of exclamation points while the dots get flown across the water and deposited on
ornaments: gulls’ work.
The Cigarette Lighter
Fish sandwich! Fish sandwich! I buy my sandwich on the shore. The seller hands it to me from his boat,
trans-lating the waves. Where the little retail boats now rock will soon be solid ground, roofed-in restaurants
with waiters. Fish sandwich! Fish sandwich! Water! Water! Chewing, I walk to the ferry landing past more fish
sandwich sellers, past women selling flowers and awaiting the next tide of passengers. They hold fat bouquets of
red roses in their arms. Since I’m chewing, they don’t expect me to answer. Chewing, I enter the hall through the
turnstile, the people-separator. Made in Germany, it channels the streaming millions into numerable drips. Out
the window I see the white vapur, full to capacity. In broad front, arriving passengers pour out, leaping ashore
from all possible exits. Young men jump the gap that opens when only one end of the ship has been made fast
while the other is pushed away again by the masses of water. With their bags and briefcases they hang for seconds in midair, then land and walk away as if it were nothing, acrobatics at the edge of the world sliding fluidly
into the daily grind.
The wooden gangways are pushed up, chains rattle, metal screeches against stone. As I go up the gangway, I see old truck tires without much tread between continent and ferry’s side; between ferry’s side and Asia,
salty hawsers thick as arms, fat weather-snakes, seaweed. I look down into the gurgle, get jostled forward.
The dark, swaying deck of the ship: prosaic, foot-worn wooden planking, scrubbed, used, scrubbed, evenings with soapy brushes I imagine.
I’ll feed the rest of my sandwich to the gulls, ship-owners demanding their toll. I sit at a window and am
promptly offered a glass of tea from a tray. A waiter in a dark vest carries the tea tray up and down the rows of
seats, an Italian dining-car waiter. I remain seated, glued to the red leatherette bench, my feet on the old linoleum
checkered black and white. Happy with my little glass of tea, the tiniest of glockenspiels: the spoons in the glasses
ajingle, all the sugar cubes dissolve on cue, sweet threads fading in the glasses, their every wish fulfilled. Wind
comes through the open windows. The passengers quiet down. Gentle breath.
Polyrhythmic patrol: the seagulls sit in a row atop the long sea wall that gives escort to departing ships.
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In proper order: seven white gulls, then a gray-black crow, the so-called octave-bird. In pre-biblical hymns the
seagull is called the great World Mother. It was she who plucked the first stone from the cliffs at the narrowest
point, when the Mediterranean had eaten its way through to the Bosporus. The gull removed that first little stone
from the still stoppered neck; the first drop flowed through the Throat (as the Turks still call it). Subsequent gulls
removed more stones and at last, the dam broke. The Mediterranean poured in over the rocks, filled the former
lake with black sea, the earliest settlers fled to their beast-shaped boats. As the old World Basin filled up, schools
of bluefish carried in by the current began swimming the circuit from Black Sea through the Bosporus to the
Sea of Marmara and back. Every day the gulls remind us of this eternally flowing figure-eight, this Motor of the
World: the motion of flight.
Since the seas have been fished almost empty and the plural of fish is no more, unable to continue under
water what the undeterred gulls write across the sky, since the jumping fish—their surface kisses, circles, rings—
are gone, the gulls hire themselves the last fisherman in his little boat at the breakwater and have him pretend to
fish the place dry while they fly a perpetual mushroom cloud above his boat, a little airborne spiral. He doesn’t
catch much. From time to time the gulls drop their airfare into the vessel; they pay in cash.
Wads of consolation.
Sea gulls are the only living beings able to grasp the coins of light the sun disburses by day, an old currency still in circulation. No one knows where they store their hoard. They maintain internment shoals concealed
in the depths, fatten the last sardines who bring their coin to the holds of sunken Roman galleys, the interiors of
supertankers of former world powers that have run aground in the curves of the Bosporus, broken in two, and
sunk.
Eddies in the curves, salt water flows at deep levels into the sweeter Black Sea, fresh water flows on the
surface into the Mediterranean. The vapuren run along old cables as soon as they leave the protection of the
breakwater. Once the diesel steamer gets up speed, its bow throws up sheets of fresh milk that fray at the edges
before curling white white white, hurling themselves back in a running exchange of milk and water. Deep turquoise to the southwest, the Sea of Marmara where the waiting freighters float, black streaks and distant shimmers. Dark gray to the northeast. A lame peddler limps along the benches in the lounge, an old man with a
bag hanging from his shoulder, selling a multi-purpose lighter. He demonstrates each of its functions in mime,
quietly, people don’t want to be disturbed, buy me, buy me.
Halfway up the Bosporus, threatening clouds rise in the northeast. People sitting outside come in with
disheveled hair, more clouds are hauled before the sun on cables strung across the water: curtains of heavy, saturated material, great masses of them drawn up from the sea. On the European side I see the rainy New York of
the twenties and thirties, veiled in gray. Rain patters against the window, wake up, wake up.
While four points of the compass collide and the Bosporus stirs up all the colors of water, the vapur
pushes its way through the next curtain. The rain extinguishes all memory of shores, coasts, edges, transforms
sea into ocean and ocean into sea. If I’ve understood correctly, the lighter is also a flashlight and a ball-point pen,
buy me. While the multifunctional object is being demonstrated, I envision the following astonishing challenge
to the human spirit: somewhere I read in the paper that politicians had met in the revolving restaurant atop the
Berlin Television Tower, wake up, wake up, to enjoin artists and musicians to create a European spirit, buy me.
The interior of the ship is reminiscent of Italian trains of the seventies and eighties: leatherette, wood and faux
wood, pictures and fittings, the timeless light: neon in tubes large and small.
Now the curtain tugboat is sailing quite smoothly, the ship no longer rocks. The water boils up all the
more wildly, beats against the windowpanes, wants to wash the half asleep as well. Gray-green and gray-blue:
beneath us Black Sea encroaches on the last layers of delicate azure, the thinly floating turquoise, the Bosporus
mixes the colors of all waters, its hybrid spirit seething. A little blue flame before his eyes.
Should he buy this lighter?
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Return Flight
Runnels of rain on the little window. Oliver sits in the last row of the jumbo jet. The steward shepherds
a gaunt old man past the fully occupied rows to the empty spot next to him, followed by the eyes of the those
already in their seats. The old man carries two plastic bags full to bursting, insists on carrying them himself, his
arms full. His steps are still uncertain. Eyes assess him as a potential assassin and there’s hardly any room for his
bags in the overhead compartment. The steward helps him and then energetically snaps shut the lid. Murmurings, jokes whose humor depends on the people at whose expense they’re told not understanding them. The passengers address the steward, the soul of courtesy from French Switzerland, in Swiss-German dialect. He doesn’t
really understand their jokes and allusions, but he laughs along with them, trapped in the cheap familiarity of
their masculine basses. The old man is wearing a somewhat threadbare suit of coarse gray material worn to shiny
silver at the elbows and knees and a light gray shirt with a pack of cigarettes in the breast pocket. He sits down
next to Oliver and gives him a silent nod. They try to talk with their hands, giving rise to mimic misunderstandings that can only be untangled by embarrassed laughter. When the plane accelerates on take-off, the old man’s
hands tighten on the armrests, his thick knuckles turn white, he closes his eyes. The passengers press their faces
to the plexiglas, faded lights. “New York?” he asks unexpectedly and in an American accent. Oliver nods, whereupon the old man offers him a cigarette and continues to do so every time he smokes one himself. Oliver gives
him a light.
Swissair: the Swiss consider themselves on home territory and act like they own the plane and the crew that
goes with it. Since Oliver suddenly understands every word, can read every nuance, he makes sure he still has
the earphones he was going to use to shut out the jet noise. The many languages that seemed to make the grid of
city streets meld into a single, extended linguistic region are still in his ear; he’s been walking through this ear for
days.
“Albani,” says the old man, “Kosovo,” and points inquisitively at his neighbor. “Schweiz” is the reply. The man
wants to know if he’s from Spanish Switzerland. “Deutschschweiz,” says Oliver.
“Deutsch gut!” is the response.
The old man doesn’t touch the food placed before him because he doesn’t know how to open the sealed packets.
Oliver helps him and is offered the contents thus exposed. The Swiss Germans are getting drunk on champagne
and red wine, some have already fallen asleep.
Oliver notices that his shoes are still yellow. He ran across meadows to catch the train, brushing past buttercups
and sturdy, succulent dandelions. No memories of the flight over: extinguished. He probably watched an in-flight
movie. In New York he toured all the skyscrapers and pollinated the highest roofs of the city with meadow yellow.
The unflappable steward requests them to close the little plastic shades and turn off the lights.
The old man is sleeping with his forehead against the seat in front of him, his very own browsleep. Oliver reclines his seat, his eyes half closed. A curious haze pervades the airship, minimal illumination from the ceiling.
In the seats, people deep or half asleep. The Swiss Germans slumber peacefully, music for strings escapes from
an earphone that has slipped off an ear, a buzz that sounds truly ethereal against the space-dissolving roar of jet
engines.
“Atlantic!” cries the old man, starting out of his sleeping position. He boxes Oliver’s arm and points out the porthole.
“Atlantic!” He wants him to raise the little shade so he can see the sea. They look out together, heads side by side.
Silvery bristles that have already sprung up rub against Oliver’s neck. No sea to be seen, only intervening space:
gray bulges located nowhere. The old man immediately returns to his rigid sleeping position, a Celtic king enthroned in eternal slumber, his forehead against the seatback, both hands on the armrests. He had never woken
up.
Only after repeated looking does it become clear to Oliver that they’re just now flying across the frontier of the
new day. Wake up, his eyes are falling shut, his limbs are leaden, his gaze unsteady. The night is an onion, he
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sees, with skins in various shades of gray. No water can be discerned, but a pale sea of clouds slowly looms out
of the blackness and above it a streak of darkest red-blue: higher bands of cirrus clouds absorbing the first light
emerging in the east. Oliver forces himself to stay awake, outer space, he wants to experience the edge of day, the
outermost skin of night. Lying behind them: a great wall of gray.
A bellying sail.
The streak has doubled, turning into thin fingers of light that shimmer like scattered mother of pearl. A flicker
as if blue and red light were constantly separating, reuniting. First light must be an acid, he thinks, a liquid that
corrodes forebodings. Oliver must have fallen asleep again after all; when he opens his eyes, they’re handing him
orange juice, brilliant yellow in a plastic cup. All the shades are open. Passengers are putting their ties back on.
The old man has a cigarette in his mouth, unfiltered, and is searching for his matches. Oliver gives him a light.
The airship plows its way through the darting light, scissorlegged rays wander across the ceiling.
He closes his eyes.
Counting Backward
Signal lights across the arched ceiling, fleeting constellations, garish camels and other beasts, appeared
and disappeared. “Uscita” was the name of the next station, his brothers told him. Whenever the train stopped,
Oliver looked out the slit of window and always saw the same illuminated sign: “Uscita.”
In the night train to Apulia the three brothers slept in the same compartment, the youngest in the heat
near the ceiling. It smelled like uscita, dust, and soap.
In a restaurant in Milan on the evening before their departure, he had spooned up white risotto heaped
into a children’s volcano.
“Vesuvio,” the waiter had said as he put the plate down in front of him. In the crater: hot tomato-red. He
walked beside his mother, holding her hand, a little fellow-traveling observation machine, nose, eyes, and ears
beneath a cap of blond. Above the tracks: pigeon heaven, pigeon hell. On the struts and pillars: pigeon-piercing
spikes.
Grates.
Oliver lay awake all night, painting the beginning and end of the world on the ceiling. The words “oil
crisis” were in the air. He was afraid of the year 2000, when they said everything would come to an end.
“The sea!” His two brothers, lying on their stomachs in their own bunks, were looking out the window.
Oliver clambered down and saw the brother-sea, a huge, glittering, silvery membrane and a full yellow yolk rolling along beside them. At home he had discovered his older siblings’ growing collection of cassettes and LPs and
the big earphones with a spiraling cord like the telephone’s. Soft ear-leather, the same earphones many musicians
wore in the pictures. When his brothers weren’t home, he sat by the phonograph, pushed the buttons, was in the
company of men in fantasy uniforms. He saw red moons, flying machines, runny colors; he read the dates: 1973,
1972, 1971, 1970, 1969, 1968. He always sang along in his own brand of puppy English.
The next morning: red earth.
His father and older brothers carried the luggage. On a road straight as an arrow, the likes of which only
a superior power could have drawn with an endless ruler, they drove toward Gallipoli and from there to the sea,
to a little deserted summer resort with modest white houses. The first breath he drew as got out of the car: sea air,
the salts streaming into his little fresh-water head which heretofore had smelled only brooks, forests, meadows.
Oliver smelled endless presence, all that he couldn’t describe. At the water’s edge, he stood not on sand but on
volcanic rock, as he heard them say. Black-gray, porous, extruded mass rolling into the water. In little pots in the
rock seaweed and mussel soup was cooking, next to them lay sea urchins broken in two. No swimming, an oil
tanker had run aground off the coast, black chewing gum lay all around.
At night he slept his ransacked, Egyptian half slumber. The toilet was off the courtyard.
All the others were asleep. Oliver walked barefoot across the stone floor and opened the door. Outside:
the moon, a sharp, bright chirping, howling dogs.
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The sky: full of rushing wind.
The courtyard: square.
The house: a white cube.
Sharp angles of wall, blue shadows.
A white stair led to the empty rooftop, the bedroom of the moon that stood directly above it.
Proof: in eternity there were only cubes and spheres.
The toilet: a block hole in the floor in which sounds of water could be heard.
Waves.
Rushing up.
Back in the courtyard, he walked again through blue and through white without touching anything.
Chirpchirp! Chirpchirp! Chirpchirp!
On one of the white steps it was waiting:
the bright green katydid, saddled.
Stared at him.
Compound eyes.
Oliver didn’t mount the stairs; he went back to bed.
He knew: they would come.
(The crickets. The sweeties. The locusts. The syncopes. The grasshoppers.)
In the year 2000.
Chirpchirp, chirpchirp.
Wake up.
[pages 95-98]
7.
Animals of the 20th Century
The Crickets
To catch the sun, the middle school was located on the alluvial cone of a former tributary brook at the
water level of the last glacial lake. The pupils gazed out the big windows onto a hillside, a hump of pasture. They
were a herd of ambitious little thirteen-year-old learning animals, a Latin class being fed and filled up with
knowledge. They sat beneath funnels. Language consisted of heaps of single words and phrases to be learned.
Language consisted of correct and incorrect. In all the languages they learned, the whipcords whistled. They got
a new teacher. He had established his cricket state between the schoolhouse and the pasture on an uncultivated
strip of grass about thirty feet across. He had them open the windows to the late summer. The crickets living
among the already yellowed stalks immediately started up their cross-border chirping.
The crickets had entered the classroom unnoticed to begin their loosening work with delicate tweezers.
From the students’ ears they gathered up sclerotic articulations learned by rote. They loosened screws and stole
cases and solecisms to build their nests. The teacher handed out a text for the students to take turns reading
aloud, Wolfgang Borchert’s Schischyphusch. They read a passage fairly bursting with neologisms and rhythmic doublings. Their hilarity was infectious, growing with each stumbling tongue. The crickets had untied the
tongue-tied, picked apart language learned by cold hearts and every answer—correct or incorrect—their language had been tethered to up to now. They cleared out the auditory canals. The sentences touched the students’
speech nerve. Suddenly, German was a vivarium. The crickets played accompaniment with little bells and stalkthin bats.
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The Cows
Later on, Alfred Döblin made an appearance in their German class. The cows had returned from the Alps
and stood scattered across the pasture, some near the open window. As they chewed, they set their little bells
ajingle. The teacher gave them an excerpt from Berlin Alexanderplatz which each student was to read to himself,
silently. It was a chapter with an astonishing, multi-part title: Reunion on the Alex, cold as all get out. Next year,
1929, it’ll be even colder. They bent over the text, the cows grazed on their backs and placed jingling helmets on
their heads. Suddenly they were inside the thunder, in a cloud of associations. The thunder sheet of language, the
students learned, gets beaten on the Alexanderplatz in Berlin.
The Dog
One morning it was in-class essay day and the German teacher showed up at the cantonal school with
his dog—a great big shaggy dog. The students sat at their desks with their notebooks open, the teacher wrote the
essay topic on the blackboard. It read, “The Teacher’s Dog.”
“Voilà!” he said to the class and “Down!” to his dog, sat down himself at his desk and, inert as readers
always are, began to read a thick book.
He knew that the assignment was a tricky one that would include him, so he sat still. His dog lay down
in front of the blackboard. At first he kept one eye open but soon half lowered the curtain of his pupil—he was a
long-haired brother to Rilke’s weary panther. But before the pupils had time to package him in schoolboy metaphors, he fell asleep and began to snore. Before them lay an impenetrable, snoring ball of fur. No one wrote anything. The teacher read. After about fifteen minutes the dog woke up, stood up, and walked among the rows, his
muzzle at desk height. He sniffed their papers, their clothes, their shoes. And came closer and closer. The object
they had to write about moved, smelled of dog. The light played in the tufts of his coat. He nudged their arms
with his nose, prodding them into action, and suddenly their pens began to write on their own.
The Cat
Oliver lived where his desk was. For one whole winter he heated an old cabin in the hills that had just
been remodeled. He lit the woodstove, sat down by the window, and typed. One morning, attracted by the typing
noises, a cat came to the window and asked to be let in. A beast with light blue eyes, gray-brown tiger stripes, and
large white paws: snow cat, taker-away of breath, beclawed. She moved with provocative languor, walked through
the house, inspected every room, rubbed along the walls. Every door was opened for her. Later she sat on the
steps taking it all in. And stayed. As soon as he started typing, she came over and said, “Me” and “I belong to me
and you belong to me.”
The cat slept on his bed. Oliver wrote on a manual typewriter. The cat sat on his lap, warmly purring.
When he corrected the typoscript in pencil, she swept her tiger tail over the pages, wiping out mistakes. When
he typed at the computer, she wandered back and forth across the keyboard, sat on his hands, bit his fingers. She
wanted to bite the words from his fingers, get what he typed in her teeth, wanted to be present at the creation of
sentences, right at their source. We know that the hand’s fine motor skills release raw material for the imagination, nourishment for desk animals. Again and again, the cat stalked Oliver’s index finger, the one that moved
faster than the others. She ate all the words of change, everything that started or stirred, fresh as a sketch. If he
paused to think and question marks filled the air, she would jump onto the little computer encased in its gray
cube, dangle her white paws in front of the screen and unsheathe her claws. If he rode a hobbyhorse too hard, she
batted his hand with her paw. He knew that she saw him in slow motion; she anticipated his every move before
he was even conscious of it. If distance was written in his gaze, she looked directly at him: flashes of nearness.
She wanted him to look right through her; the sky behind her took on the color of her eyes. He was her priest
of slow-motion, an ancient Egyptian before his cathode-ray temple. When he was tired, the cat would suddenly
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jump into the zone between word and image. She seized the mouse with both paws, threw it into the air, stood
up on her hind legs, displayed the white fur on her belly. Once he saw that the cat’s eyes had taken on the color of
the screen. The sentences had run through her eyes.
[pages 107-111]
8.
The Telescope
The Mounted Police
In 1997, the man without a shirt arrived in East London, his own personal exile of repetition. On his very
first walk through the neighborhood, a ball came flying over a high schoolyard fence and rolled across his path.
Pupils wearing black school uniforms, most of them the children of immigrants from Bangladesh and Pakistan,
rushed to the high fence, the stark enclosure of the public building. Their fingers grasped the mesh and they
cried as if with one bright voice, “Please! Mister! Please!”
There was great applause as Mr. Please approached the ball; it became frenetic when he picked it up. The
children shrieked as he wound up to throw it. “Thank you! Thank you!” Their hands stretched toward the highflying ball, they wanted to touch with a thousand playful fingers the clouds of a London sky from which a lucky
comet was sailing down to them. They shrieked as long as the ball was in the air and quickly fell silent when it
landed near them. The whole crowd ran after it, the game resumed.
The next day, the ball got lost again. The children screamed for Mr. Please. He sat at his open window,
then went out to the street. As one, they pointed to a bush across the street. When he approached it, they yelled,
“Yes! Yes!” The first wave of applause washed up behind the high fence, he bent down to look under the bush. Mr.
Please took his time. He’d never before received encouragement like this. He pretended to look for it, prolonging
popularity and assent: “Yes! Yes! Yes!” the children cried. At last he extracted the ball from the bush-green foliage and held it high. They cheered as if he had blocked a game-winning penalty kick. Like an English goalie, he
bounced the ball twice and tossed it back into play in a high arc.
“Thank you, Mr. Please!” they called.
And promptly forgot him.
Mr. Please sat at his window reading Jonathan Swift in a translation with the wonderful multi-part title:
Reisen zu mehreren entlegenen Völkern der Erde, in vier Teilen, von Lemuel Gulliver, erst Wundarzt, später
Kapitän mehrerer Schiffe.
Not a soul in the street, the afternoon uneventful, the children in their classrooms. The silent clouds
transported vapor islands through the air. Flowing Atlantic vapors, and in between, the quiet blue of moving
wind.
Suddenly he heard a faint pattering, clattering, clopping, as if the hands of several children were beating
the asphalt with empty coconut shells. He thought his ears were playing tricks on him, trying to turn words on
the page into life experience, but the hoof beats were coming closer, getting louder. At window level, near enough
to touch, the mounted police appeared: a man and a woman wearing loud neon-yellow vests and proper equestrian helmets—authority on parade, meaning and moderation, Bedouins of order, staring straight ahead.
Keeping watch over nothing but silence.
The clouds’ official escort since time immemorial.
His head level with theirs, Mr. Please bid them good day from his open window. The police were unmoved; perhaps they’d failed to hear his greeting. It was the two police horses who turned their heads and with
mobile lips and flashing teeth returned it: “Good afternoon, Mr. Please! Keep on working!”
They carried astonishment through the air with aplomb, clip-clop, clip-clop, departing in the direction of
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Jamaica Street with tails whisking playfully across their muscular rumps.
On their return, the mounted police passed by his window again. The horses were chewing gum and said,
“Look out, Mr. Please. Think about music, sense, and repetition!
Follow the drums and the basses!
Think about the English language!
Watch out!”
OK.
Mr. Please would get onto the track of the melodies. He would follow loudspeakers large and small, keeping an eye on people and music. For English was now the worldwide language of song and London was its cradle.
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HANNA AND I

(Hanna und ich)
by Andrea Winkler
translated by David Dollenmayer
133 pages, Literaturverlag Droschl, February 2008

Places: an apartment, a shop, a square (a surface), a meadow (a tree), a bridge (a railing)—but maybe just the
train, or the window in it? Or a carousel? I wish I knew!
Characters: Mr. Emm, Rio, Lea, Hanna, me—never really enough, sorry to say!
The story: is engaged in a search, after all!
Dear Everybody,
I remember train trips, train trips in the early afternoon, late at night and, less often, in the morning. No
matter where I was going, whenever I looked out the window, there was gorse outside and little lamps next to
half-empty glasses, no matter what car I was sitting in. Sometimes badly sharpened pencils or old fountain pens
wrote letters on white paper. They were calling to someone or adding what I hadn’t said before for lack of the
right words. Or maybe it was the words themselves that lacked something or someone—you, for example. Softly!
Please approach that you one quiet drop at a time! I always press the pads of my middle fingers gently against my
ears and close my eyes just for the pleasure of hearing your voice again. I forgot to tell you something. I remember the salutation quite well, but the date surely slipped my memory even back then, and beneath my fingers the
place dissolved into a warm pool in the corner. At some point, perhaps because the gorse tickled my neck—what
else?—I went one station too far and kept the people waiting who were going to pick me up. My dreamy child
misses the arrival and the exit. How could I not have kept chugging along in time to the train wheels (believe me,
a local train does the trick quite nicely) right on to the other end of the world? I thought it was a question of little
eye movements, closed lids, and the weariness with which you defy farewells. If you don’t want to go too far on
the local train, you shouldn’t be traveling in the first place! But to find out what can happen then, what can happen when you exit at the wrong station, alone, because you’re expected somewhere else? Maybe that’s what it is,
namely: suddenly you find yourself in a room again and you don’t want to—you’re not able to—leave it anymore.
The room has a door and a window and a few other doors too, not in the wall but in other places: on the ceiling,
on the floor, in the chestnut tree that beckons to you. That’s all, not much or a lot, depending. Not much, when
you consider that the world is full of roads, streets, bars, movie theaters, educational institutions, and supermarkets, and people, people wherever you look. And a lot, when you consider that down there on the roads, on the
streets and in the bars, or behind you, in the educational institutions and supermarkets, a robotic voice is telling
you It’s fun and real easy. All right then! It’s time to get out and not go one step too far, not make a single misstep
and exit the EuroCity Express on time, jump out into the night and into the arms of the one who’s never waited.
No more local trains, never again, no more missed arrivals, neglected exits, no more dreamy child, nobody who
can wait! As for me, it’s too late. The gorse on the embankments shone too well, I went too far, and where I am
now, windows and doors are gathering where there are none. What happened? That’s what I want to know now!
And who are you? A shabby aspiration, perhaps, and that’s why I’m living here now and seeking the train trips in
the pool, which can get even colder and where one powerful wave after another knocks my pins out from under
me. If he were alive, Mr. Emm would say you need patience and persistence, but even Mr. Emm can fall over, and
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then there’s almost complete silence. I too can fall over, fall down, and again and again fall into the same words—
the few that are of any use here—the actions that narrate me. And I defend myself with them in a senseless way:
if that’s the way it is, then it must be permitted. It’s important, so that at some point, I’ll be able to board the local
train again, believe in the gorse, and miss the arrival and the exit. Learn who you are, beautiful untenable wish.

These reflections that make it impossible to say what needs to be said, that block us and extinguish our image.
I.
I will have to take Hanna by the hand. Because I always see her lowering her head, I see how she lowers
her head, buries her eyes in the carpet, curls up her fingers. Then she sits there, sometimes for hours. She forgets that there is time that passes and never returns and things and actions that disappear and suddenly become
meaningless. I’ve told her that repeatedly, not just in one way, but in countless variations: it’s snowing outside, do
you remember winter? Or: haven’t you been longing to go for a walk again for half the night and see the stars?
Nothing happens. Hanna sits there saying nothing and when her silence has communicated itself to all the things
in the room—(which then grow larger, more vulnerable, but stronger, too)—I run downstairs by myself and let
the snow melt on my forehead one flake after another. I acknowledge the moon as well and glance at the door of
Hanna’s shop, but all that changes nothing: Hanna sits there silently.
What happened and is still happening to Hanna has also reached into my life, into all my rooms, my little
habits and proclivities. When rain fell in the summer we would sometimes hop down the street like children or
drive out into the forest as soon as the ground was dry, spread a blanket beneath Hanna’s favorite tree, unpack
the food and later, some books. What do you think? I’m letting the cloud sink into me: you have to look at it until
there’s nothing else left but you and the cloud. And then? It changes us. I think it does, but maybe not. Sometimes Hanna disappears, leaving a note on the kitchen table: will something begin again? I don’t know exactly
how Hanna spends these days, whom she meets and how often she furrows her brow, opens her right hand and
puts the fingers of her left hand in it—her little salvage operations. What kind of a face are you making? I never
can tell if you feel good or bad with me. You mustn’t subject everything to questioning. The people who say that
to her don’t take a good enough look. Hanna’s small gestures delineate something that comes from far away—but
perhaps from just across the way, in any case they resist an all too definite interpretation. Is there a kind of attention that kills us? she asks before going into her room and shutting the door behind her. Then she lies down in
there with her books, paper and colored pencils beside her to highlight the sentences and pin them on the wall.
Are you going to plaster yourself in here too? I permit myself to ask her. Is this the way you intend to disappear?
What gives you the right to do that, anyway? No no, you misunderstand me, I hear from her room, strangely
calm, a kind of calm that provokes my anger because it’s always everything at once: uncertain and superior, timid
and strong. It confuses me more than anything else about Hanna because it repeatedly succeeds in luring me
off to another place where I’m isolated, where there’s nothing for which I would easily find a word I could trust.
I want to be there, and if there’s anything that has joined Hanna and me from the very beginning, then it’s the
determination to be there. To be gone, Hanna would certainly add. Hanna runs her fingers over the contours
that press through the pane of milk glass while she opens doors and books, gets lost in parks and streets, sits
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across from friends and strangers. Whether or not she would like this formulation, call it accurate or far-fetched,
inexact, and obfuscating, it’s exactly the way I saw it and Hanna can’t be the only one to give her stamp of approval to things and words, decide whether they’re true or false, inadequate or accurate enough. Can you hear
how there’s always another voice speaking simultaneously in these sentences? is Hanna’s question. Can you hear
it, and do you know whose it is?—Must I know? What for? Then Hanna lowers her gaze, lets her shoulders droop
for a while, goes to the window and looks out, seeking an answer in the smallest of movements, opposition to the
always lurking feeling of guilt, what nonsense. Hanna, I say, come on. Or I don’t say it. I have no other wish than
this: to consists of nothing but shells, and if someone comes along and dabs at them, then –
There will always be someone coming into Hanna’s shop. I see them going in and out and sometimes
staying too long. Hanna’s teapot amid the books on the desk, Hanna’s laughter a shadow on the carpeted step
of the wooden staircase, white paper on the table. Let’s write down what remains of the sentences, what doesn’t
go away, and when it comes, we’ll turn it in a circle and we’ll do it right here. Do you know what you’re doing there, Hanna?—We need places where the words wander, other people’s words, spoken when half asleep or
articulated in full wakefulness: hear them or not, just as you please. And then, shall we pretend we know what’s
going on, know our way around without anyone’s direction or advice? You can’t do anything against Hanna’s
obstinacy, she stares unwaveringly at the carpet until the tiny floodgates in the patterns open up: let’s float. Is
that what I’m yearning for, longing for, for whose sake I won’t stop asking my two questions every evening: Do
you remember . . .? Didn’t you want to . . .? And then I do by myself all the things Hanna won’t even bat an eye
for anymore, at least not without asking what for. The things in the room gawk at me. Ridiculous, all these pitiful beginnings with their words, their longing, their grasping at nothing, searching for a gift for Hanna so that
once again we can spread blankets under trees, set out food and books. And we begin to play with things we
don’t know but only believe in from the pure joy of effortlessness—that something will transform us, again and
again!—the earnest play of children in costume. How you talk, Hanna would say. If only she would say it! But
as things stand, I’ll be the one to unlock the door, fit the floodgates into the carpet pattern. From there I’ll let
the others come, the ones who stand, sit, or lie in Hanna’s shop too long. I know they’re doing something and I
want to know what. I’ll listen for a long time, remember what rocks Hanna back and forth in the night while she
keeps her hand on her belly. Perhaps I would know more if we exchanged hands—at least now and then—and it
would be easier for me to piece together what Hanna has scattered in the night. To allow what happened and is
still happening to stream out in one gush. Didn’t I say that it’s broken into my life too, into my proclivities, my
meager certainties, so that I too begin to be corroded by things that have become meaningless the more defenselessly and powerfully they gather around me?—Can you hear whose voice . . .? Hanna, please, stop that! Hanna,
I say, come. The voice of another, as if heard for the first time, a word like a carousel, a swinging in a white arc,
more beautiful then anything else. Or a tunnel of horrors, shifting faces, and you start to be afraid? Perhaps a
small sigh, strong enough to stir up a bit of ash in the glass, glowing sticks flicked by fingers that were there, that
stretched out, curled up. Whose fingers, I wonder?
In the Shop
II.
The course of days and nights is determined by whether you trust the fingers—other people’s and your
own. The door opens, Mr. Emm enters while Hanna sits across the room on the little wooden stairway, her
head unusually light. She hesitates before straightening up, pushes out her chin a little, bends her knees almost
imperceptibly, furrows her brow. Will she go away, never simultaneously tired and awake, but only one or the
other? Mr. Emm trembles slightly and if he were cold and too delicately knit, and in the next moment he freezes
up, two bodies, two voices, fragile and reduced in size here, hardened and enlarged there, and the change from
the one to the other sometimes happens so quickly that it takes your breath away. And that he’s even still able
to walk and talk! Do you remember that summer when the young man went out every night in rapture? The
nights were very bright and he was always searching for someone along the riverbank, in the crooked streets. I
don’t know if he ever found what he was so driven to look for, but the morning sun must have risen at last and
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he must have been happy. As if he had been given the gift of much silence, of eyes that tire at a late hour, and, in
the end, of only a small expectation. Isn’t that right, Hanna, that it must have been so once? I’m not sure, but . .
. Mr. Emm goes closer to the stairway, turns his back to Hanna, looks out the window. Hanna stands up, takes
three steps, and her fingers stroke across Mr. Emm’s back, across a batch of past, a bending they can’t straighten
out, not here and not anywhere else. She pours two cups of tea and hands one to Mr. Emm. Why shouldn’t we
be able to be this person any time we like, with his legs, his short hair, his sad eyes? Didn’t he listen for whole
evenings to someone with a bright, soft voice? Didn’t it sound like a promise? Didn’t it nurture a wish, a possible life with a divided present and much history that must be reconceived every day? Didn’t someone carry this
voice to him? Mr. Emm’s questions shimmer from an unending past that spreads its brightness in the room, on
books in shelves that reach to the ceiling. Mr. Emm turns around and touches Hanna’s shoulder blade. Back then,
we always had to start from the beginning, but we felt it was a gift, and felt as well a longing for the hands of the
other. Mr. Emm’s hand feels good, bony, with soft skin, at least today, at least right now. He will continue to speak
in this tone, like a narrator standing on a broad square. All around something is roaring and the old, tumbledown houses that line its perimeter are reconstructed every day, but Mr. Emm’s voice is always the same: quiet,
bemused, and warm. I think the young man felt lonely, otherwise he would never have run out in the middle of
the night simply to walk. He had trust in his legs, believed that they would carry him out and bring him back
too. He hid from himself what he so urgently hoped to find, but . . . but . . . But the space for his former breath,
the words that flowed within it and sank! And then? Believe me, Hanna, it’s the young man who keeps me from
telling my story. I’m hindered by the way he refuses what he desires. Hanna swallows and nods. Wouldn’t it at
last be the time to do something? Take three steps, pull a book from the shelf, leaf through it and ask Mr. Emm a
question that leads somewhere else because here one can only swallow and nod, nothing but that again and again
and again. Where to, Mr. Emm, when things are going nowhere? Sometimes I get up in the night and go down to
the cellar and carry dusty boxes upstairs. Some have a year written on them, some are tied with colored ribbons
which, you understand, wasn’t my doing. Back in my bedroom, I set the boxes down side by side, close my eyes,
and just run my hands across their tops. It must have to do with the years or with something else, but I’m getting
less and less capable of feeling that I’m doing the right thing, and that’s why I leave it up to chance which box I
open: wherever my hand happens to be when I open my eyes. You can picture the rest for yourself, if you care to:
how I paw through old papers, letters, cards, photos; how now and then I start to laugh about a word and then
start to tear up. But I’ll tell you a secret: none of that happens. I don’t laugh and I don’t cry. I just sit there and
look, amazed to discover that all this exists. – Mr. Emm turns away, rests his elbow on the shelf, lifts his arm and
brushes dust from his jacket. Hanna pours another cup of tea and sits back down on the runner of the wooden
stairs. She winds a lock of hair around her finger, an old childhood game to console herself because the dream
always breaks off at some point, the fingers always find the wound and then someone starts screaming. Just don’t
prettify the wound because that will write a bar right through the middle of your body and than you’ll only be
able to walk on lame legs! It’s better to run into the forest with your fingers, maybe even at night, gather chestnuts or leaves, why not? Why not at least send something out every day, even if not everything can be sent out,
the dates written on your life, the bands wrapped around it. However. After all, Mr. Emm wakes up sometimes,
goes down to the cellar and brings up a story, divided among boxes marked in someone else’s writing. Was that
really yesterday? Was that really in such and such a year? Mr. Emm hangs his head. Some day when nothing else
gets in the way, we will untie the ribbons, open the boxes, finger the pages, and just let the voices run where they
will. They will run and run, toward each other and into each other until they voice agreement, not completely but
almost, and in that almost we will dissolve. And as if he could read thoughts, Mr. Emm adds, Be patient Hanna,
patience will save you. Until then, we will switch to someone else’s story from time to time. We’ll open the books
and fetch the young man, send him down along the riverbank and then into the crooked streets. Eventually he
will pause, sigh, feel the urge to lie down in the wet grass, turn his face to the stars, and achieve a moment of
insight. Being there. Will he be? And on paper we write down: arrival. Arrival, however. Mr. Emm straightens
up, even more frail than before, he goes out the door waving, thence perhaps to some square to sit on a bench,
wait, and be silent in the midst of the rush and noise all around him. Hanna watches him go as she did years ago,
when she looks out the window and catches sight of an old man who day after day takes the few steps from here
to there, always the same route, his head bowed, his shoulders weary. Do you think something happens when I’m
44

watching him, again and again? I could wrap him in something or put sand on my eyes until he turns to look at
me and we ask ourselves a question.
III.
Run, run, run. Except for Lea, who never does. She slams the door behind her. What a day, Hanna, a day as if
made to trickle sand in your eyes, stuff your ears with cotton, go out and listen to crows while sitting on a bench
somewhere beside the river—swallows, gulls, oh, to hell with the birds. She sits down on Hanna’s carpeted step,
laughs, lights a cigarette, runs her left hand through her long hair. Hanna stands in front of the window, gaze
empty, far away, with just one eye. She rubs her temples with her fingers, raises her head, stretches her neck,
turns around and sits down next to Lea. Actually, I wanted nothing but peace and quiet, actually, I wanted
nothing but to smoke my cigarettes alone, actually I wanted nothing but to dissociate myself, the others babbling away all day long and then in the evening and at night too. Lea jumps up, takes a few steps, squats down in
front of Hanna and grasps one of the banister posts. Whatever is still alive comes to you as a small movement,
as an eyeball in your abdomen, a furrow in your brow, through a smoky fog. Is someone here being evasive? Did
someone miss a departure, a sacking, inconspicuous and always reversible? Lea straightens up, prances through
the room like a child, wipes the dust from the bookcase with her fingers, pauses abruptly. My sentence is in this
book, Hanna, do you remember? And O’s story, a happy story of how she drifts through the centuries, sometimes with this body, sometimes with that one, and always, her steps are writing the paths, even when she falls,
her ear to the ground, almost into someone else’s hair. If we did the same, what would the days be then? Falling, Hanna! Hanna stands up, stretches, loosens up her legs and approaches Lea. Stiff as a board, Lea lets herself
fall backwards, Hanna catches her several times in succession. But my story takes a different course, only this
one sentence fits in as nicely as a signature made of letters far removed from you that someone else could write
instead of you, it wouldn’t matter if they came from your hand or not. My story goes like this: I enter a house, in
the morning for example, a large house with too many doors and nameplates, stairways, front and rear entrances,
elevators, arrows showing me the way, people with their eyes on the ground, broad shoulders, and at least one
of them is my employer who comes into my room whenever he feels like it. Do I know what I’m supposed to do,
he asks, can I read, did I understand everything, and did I want to sit with the others in the evening around the
table sharing cigarettes and wine? What remains is a trace at the window, a chewed lower lip, a broken fingernail,
the remains of an eye and below it: cracks and shadows. Lea pounds Hanna on the back as if crumbs were stuck
in her throat, it’s all a question of arrangement, strategy, perspective. I’m afraid, Hanna. Where should I look,
and how? Lea squats down on the step, plays with her hair, and then knots it at her neck. The voice wanders over
there, slinks around, blows its breath up to my hairline and the next minute yells into my ear. Would you like to
smoke a cigarette with me? Hanna sits down next to Lea, lights a cigarette, and watches the clouds of smoke drift
and intermingle. The book with O’s story falls over on the shelf. A slip of paper peeks out. Was it the wind alone
that carried her through life? Everyone will tell me that’s the wrong question, won’t they? Lea gets up, drums her
fingers on her thighs. My story goes like this: I enter a house, in the morning for example, a large house with
too many doors and nameplates, stairways and elevators. I take the most concealed rear entrance and run into
B, who always uses the main entrance. Maybe he reached for my hand last night, laid his head on my shoulder
for a moment and whispered something in my ear. He looks up briefly, says hello, and runs past me. It’s all just a
question of perspective, isn’t it Hanna? Nothing more. Lea goes over to the bookcase, pulls out the book, drops
it on the floor and kicks it. It slides across the room. O awakes in a new body, crosses the mountains in other
clothes, makes a fire and asks a few questions at the ship, at least to herself. Once she falls down, falls at someone
else’s feet, and she says a sentence that makes us laugh. And what else does she dream of except to transform her
words into a quiet song beneath a tree? But for whom, Hanna, for whom? I wanted nothing but a laugh and that
it be the right laugh. I’ll never enter this house again. I’ll tie a scarf around my neck and let nothing through, I
will act. Act? What an impossible old word! Hanna takes three steps and picks up the book, O’s doings and her
wit, here and now. What if it sneaked into your hair and undid the knot at your neck? And the sentences through
the door, in the room, the quiet singing under the tree against whose trunk we lean, always alone, always the two
of us, just so we won’t stop remembering this home. Lea turns, goes over to the window, squints as if bringing
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an image in for a closer look, children on the sidewalk, their schoolbags slipped half off their shoulders, red ears
peeking out under their caps. At the last possible moment she knocks her ash into the ashtray and purses her
lips. Thus the days come into us. If I were to draw myself like this and slip the picture under my pillow, would
that change anything? Listen, Hanna: every morning I enter a gigantic building in which I could find my way
around with my eyes closed, a wonderful home as if I had been born there. When I spy through the keyholes, I
discover my employer rubbing the night-long vigil from his eyes and opening the window. The sofa next to his
desk yawns, come again, it yawns to me, come again and share cigarettes with me, and wine. At the rear entrance,
I encounter B who has his arm around C. It’s all a question of strategy, Hanna, isn’t it? Hanna pulls open the door
and presses her hand to her stomach. How does the sentence go that could be my signature, poured into preformed letters by a stranger’s hand? Me or someone else, it doesn’t matter. It’s time, says Lea, I’ve got to go. And
from now on, each step she takes is firmness, no faltering, no strolling or slouching, no, a tramping, assured as
never before. They can say what they will, open the doors, hold the pages under my nose as if it was all my fault.
Whisper in my ear, scream, the soft voice, the cold voice, preferably everything at once so my head doesn’t get
confused. Lea slams the door, looks back over her shoulder, waves and laughs.
IV.
The days run on like the shadows of feet in sand. Have they ever taken a step? In Rios left eye, they barely
move; they would gladly fall from his right eye, but fall where? Onto what ground, into whose hand? With his
head drawn in so that his coat collar almost covers his ears, Rio slinks in the door, a mild body, soft in the middle. He stops in front of the table. Hanna looks up and deep into Rio’s eyes, shakes her head, laughs, and gestures
with the cup in her hand. Rio’s gaze glides past Hanna and runs along a bookshelf, fastening on a particular
spine. We’re marking time here, always on this threshold. But this threshold is beautiful, as beautiful as the two
people who carry their questions across it and beyond. Or don’t they? Are they forced by their questions to turn
this way and that in a little circle, always on the lookout for a white spot of peace? Do you think that peace is
white, a spot on the carpet? Hanna sits down on the top stair, slowly something returns to her eyes, to the curve
of her lips and her cheeks. But you see, we’re holding out on this threshold. We go everywhere on it. Rio takes
three steps forward and back and then in a circle, as if circling an invisible person. Get a move on! We dash nearness from our bodies. He pauses and leans against the stair railing with his back to Hanna. I came in, sat down
with the others, looked around, put my hand on my mouth and said nothing the whole time. I pounded the
table with my hand and doubled up with laughter. I raised my eyebrows, what else but anger forces its way to me
here? The anger of finding a final word at last? Rios face turns red, in a second he’ll overturn the bookcase or at
least the table. But you know, it wasn’t anger at all, it came across my lips like cotton, you could just as well have
soaked up water with it. Hanna stands up, rests her arms on the railing, leans her head from behind onto Rio’s
shoulder. Maybe that’s all wrong, maybe it was completely different. They closed their hands into fists while they
sat there and directed their gaze at the person who was entering the room, with feet of straw, I can hardly remember, and what’s the point anyway. Only the book that plays on the threshold carries recollection, but not my
recollection. Hanna goes over to the window, looks out, a bird on the walk and two birds in a bush, the sky and
the piece of it we retain—a place for faltering and for what hangs on in it, hangs back, disperses? Hanna! How
you annoy me with your urge to remember! Hanna sits down on the step next to Rio with eyes that seek a white
spot, a head that immediately lolls to the side, melting shoulder blades with an old word dancing upon them:
come. Silence would be nice, however. One of the most beautiful things that ever fell into my hands, this threshold book with the two people you never quite see, although you hear them, their sighing, their silence, their uncertainty, always sending a greeting from some other time, some other place. Hanna swallows and nods, wishes
an image would crawl out of the carpet for a little while, someone with soft hair, hands in their lap, eyes closed,
lips that open in a dream to whisper into my ear: today I’m giving you my air to drink, my sleep, my forgetting.
Rio jumps up, the days a rage, a shortness of breath! I use elevators, follow signs, open doors, channel floods of
sentences, accept the same from others, take care on the street not to run into a car, sit in halls, go around yelling, listen to other people yelling, close the door, and immediately forget everything. At home, things from the
past gape at me, I resist every single one of their appeals. Rio? Hanna is hesitant to take hold of Rio’s arm, how
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weird if he didn’t feel her fingers on his arm. You know what the worst of all the gaping things are? Those letters
stored away in boxes on the lowest shelf, the mere fact that they don’t disintegrate on their own, wipe themselves
out. Rio pours hot water into a cup and drops a teabag in, a dark green spot spreads and retains its form, Rio’s
eyes are shining. Hanna looks out the window, birds on the sidewalk, birds in the bush, the little piece of sky that
only appears when you lift your head. Come. We’re making very slow forward progress, or maybe none at all,
isn’t that right, Hanna? When we wake up, the urgent desire to stay in bed because every step will prove to be
nothing but a repetition of what has always been, everything here falters and stumbles. And if faltering were a
body you allowed to come very close to you, a counterpart, and you would begin to play with it, a voice, and you
only wanted to hear its hesitant rhythm, nothing more. And because it’s a game, you would trust what it said, no
matter how meager it was, no matter how viscous the flow of words. Slowly slowly we would be transformed into
a train, would see the gorse blooming on the embankments, would laugh because it reminded us of something,
would withstand the image and let it go on its way, why this resistance? And then we would come to on a bridge,
would hear the silence, bright nights between the lines, the hands white and furrowed. Rio stands up and goes
to the window, Hanna sits down on the step. But here and now we shrink down to a minimum of actions, three
steps to the left, three to the right, three in a circle, the tea in the pot, the tea in the cup, the cigarette in the pack,
the cigarette between the fingers, the way the glowing sticks fall into the ashtray, looking out the window, first
you and then me, the bird in the bush, the bird on the sidewalk, the dark red carpeted step, the bright nights in
the attic and between the lines, the lolling head, the closed eyes, the sheets of white paper, but arrival, arrival.
The book lies open on the table, now divide the threshold. He shakes himself, shakes himself into another body.
Hanna, what a strange person you are, I’m leaving now, I still have it good. The door slams shut, a gust of wind
bellies out the walls, a sail and the little shop is now a ship. Hanna staggers onto the deck beneath a sky growing
larger and larger, but still hazy. Up there, Rio’s running but doesn’t budge from the spot, his face swells with rage.
But if need be I can still pour my sentences into the room and pull my head in too! Hanna sees Rio’s shadow
dancing toward her as it did years ago, as her eyes go for a stroll and pause in a window, a man packs books into
his backpack, puts on a jacket, turns abruptly as he’s opening the door, looks out the window, hesitates, stands for
a moment on the threshold before he closes the door. What if he had heard my question as a faltering?

“Well how did you even live if you have no story?”
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