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Dear readers,
Welcome to the eighth year of Festival Neue Literatur, the only US festival to showcase
fiction originally written in German. FNL brings six emerging and established writers from
Germany, Austria and Switzerland to New York City, where they join two US writers in a
four-day series of readings and conversations.
The theme of the 2017 festival is Queer as Volk. As queer people face a dangerous political climate both in the United States and in Europe, stories about the LGBTQ community
become all the more critical. As do the questions: How do queer stories reach readers in
a time of rising reactionaryism? And to what extent does gay writing have a duty to be
subversive or political?
This year’s participants are Jürgen Bauer (Austria), Zora del Buono (Switzerland), Simon
Froehling (Switzerland), Fabian Hischmann (Germany), Darryl Pinckney (USA), Francine
Prose (USA), Marlen Schachinger (Austria), and Antje Rávic Strubel (Germany). In this reader we’ve included excerpts from the six German-language works, rendered in English by
outstanding translators, along with descriptions of the books and biographies of the authors.
The works of fiction featured at this year’s festival celebrate the diversity of LGBTQ experiences. From the coming-of-age of a bi-curious man living in the Black Forest (Hischmann),
to the lives of lesbian and gay people during the 1930s and 40s (Schachinger and Prose),
to the post-HIV-diagnosis world of a young Swiss couple (Froehling) and an “episodic
novel” that follows a constellation of people with different sexualities and gender identities (Strubel) the featured works offer an insight into the broadness of the LGBTQ spectrum
and take the reader from 1980s Berlin (Pinckney) to a Swiss building site (del Buono) to
small-town Austria and Bavaria (Bauer). Joyous, heartwrenching, radical, sexual, and urgent, these books are remarkable both for their emotional acuity and literary excellence.
Jeanette Winterson once said: “I believe in communication; books communicate ideas and
make bridges between people.” At a time where the language of hate speech has become
mainstream, the importance of language’s ability to dignify and to amplify has never been
clearer. Narrative control is impossible when the media and the arts retain their freedom.
In learning from the past we can avoid its reoccurrence, in seeing our own lives depicted
we can claim our rightful place in society, and in understanding the lives of others we can
enrich our own.
Sincerely,

Peter Blackstock, Curator
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THE WINDOW TO THE WORLD
DAS FENSTER ZUR WELT
BY JÜRGEN BAUER
EXCERPT TRANSLATED BY MARSHALL YARBROUGH

Das Fenster zur Welt (The Window to the World) (2013)
chronicles the friendship between two grieving individuals:
the eighty-year-old Hanna, who is reevaluating her life after
the death of her elderly mother, and the much younger
Michael, who is mourning the loss of his boyfriend following
their break-up. Michael is an out-of-work actor, though it
becomes clear that both he and Hanna are trapped in a
game of roleplaying, as mother, caretaker, or lover.
An unlikely bond grows between the two characters as
they embark on a road trip through Bavaria, a metaphorical
journey through the past and towards the future. The book
stages an exploration of generational and sexual difference
while blurring the distinctions between loss, hope and
freedom.

Excerpt from pages 8-19 and 24-26.

176 PAGES / SEPTIME VERLAG / 2013
TRANSLATION RIGHTS: JÜRGEN SCHÜTZ / JS@SEPTIMEVERLAG.AT

THE WINDOW TO THE WORLD
DAS FENSTER ZUR WELT
BY JÜRGEN BAUER
TRANSLATED BY MARSHALL YARBROUGH

After such a long time, it felt wrong to be here again. Michael opened the door and stepped through the heavy black curtain.
There were a few other men standing in the front room. He looked
around and then went straight to the counter, paid the cover and
received a plastic bag. Not much was happening in the changing
area, a small room with a few benches. He hadn't been here in the
last few years, and even before then he'd come only rarely. He'd take
the tram, grab a seat — most of the time the trip took longer than
the time he spent inside. Whatever he might have been able to find
here had been easier to get through other means. He was amazed at
how a place which in its very function promised arousal could have a
front room with such an unspectacular, almost stuffy feel to it. You
felt like you were waiting in line to buy movie tickets. Michael took
off his clothes: shoes, jacket, sweater, jeans, T-shirt, underwear —
the only things he left on were his socks. Then he stuffed everything
into the plastic bag and put on his tall boots, the kind that were so
popular here. For a moment he paused, glanced down at himself and
wondered: would he be cold? No, they were mindful of the temperature here — their courtesy had to extend that far at least.
Naked, he walked over to the changing area. The boy there
forced a smile, took Michael's clothes, took them into a separate
room and came back with a number that he put in Michael's hand.
Did it mean something that the boy barely glanced at him? He was
still good looking, wasn't he? He was unnerved, but forced himself
not to think any more about it, just said thanks and went through the
door into the bar.
Inside, several of the men were already cosied up together
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in semi-private booths. Others — the less attractive ones, Michael
noted — leaned against the bar or sat on barstools and drank beer.
Michael had almost forgotten how ridiculous it looked for grown
men to be lined up naked one next to the other, acting as if it were
the most natural thing in the world that other men were having sex
all around them. He liked this stuffiness, this boredom. What did
other people think went on here? he wondered. Everyone was naked, of
course, and naturally most of them were looking for sex. But that
didn't make the scene any more exciting than your local bar just before closing time. The two men enjoying themselves right there at the
bar weren't even graced with a glance from the others. Was it jealousy? It probably had to do with the fact that the men didn’t make for
a particularly tantalizing sight. One of them had set his half-drunk
beer on the bar and took a sip from it every now and then. Michael
had always been put off by the fact that the ugliest men here got
the most sex, just as a matter of course, either because they didn't
overthink things, or because they didn't care and just took what they
wanted.
Michael walked past the bar — he hadn’t come here for a
beer. On the other side of the room were stairs that led down to the
lower level, and that's where he wanted to go. A young man leaned
against the railing sizing up everyone who walked past him on their
way downstairs — presumably considering whom he should follow.
That was really kind of cheating, but what was Michael supposed to
say. He pushed past him, walked quickly down the stairs and moved
the curtains aside. He gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the total
darkness, then felt his way through the room and waited, in the dark,
to be touched. Michael tried to picture how all this would look from
an outside perspective. Perhaps like an act of desperation, a way of
getting over his breakup with Ernst, a way of forgetting. It was just a
few days ago that Michael had first come home to the apartment that
Ernst had emptied while he'd been out. Or maybe what he was doing
here seemed more like a sexual bacchanal, using bodily stimulation to
drown out, at least for a little while, his profound feeling of loss. But
in that case wouldn't he start sobbing and call out Ernst's name, hear
it echo into nothingness off the bare black walls? It would be more
dramatic to dash out of the club, naked, into the rain — though it
wasn't raining — and to stand there for a while, totally soaked, to
peer up at the sky and burst into tears. A shame, then, that tears had
always been tough for Michael. He couldn't ever start sobbing on
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cue.
Michael was glad that it was so dark here and that no one
saw him or knew who he was. He was here because he liked the
feeling. The feeling of the many hands on his body, the unexpected
touches that he couldn't see coming in the dark, his body's surprising reactions, which in this room were even more intense. It didn't
change anything about his feelings for Ernst, it didn't cover up
anything either; this was no bacchanal. It was at best a massage, a
massage by other means. And he didn't feel guilty, he didn't feel dirty,
at most a little bit seedy. But it also didn't do anything to change the
fact that he missed Ernst. He was trying something out, that was all.
And yet he wasn't fully present, he moved from one spot to the next,
bored, whenever the hands touching him started to linger. After a
while he decided to check out the bar after all, and slowly felt his way
to the door.
When his eyes had again adjusted to the scant light, he saw
a naked man’s back at the bar, one that he couldn't mistake. Ernst
really hadn't waited long to go looking for some quick sex, he started
to think — though considering his own position he decided it would
be ridiculous to think on this further. After all, he was here, he was
naked too. Ernst was leaning over the bar, alone, drinking a beer.
Michael wasn't sure how one was supposed to act in such a situation.
He thought for a second about heading for the exit and hoping Ernst
wouldn't notice him, but then he just kept standing where he was and
waited to see what Ernst would do. He was too curious to take off
now.
After a while Ernst finally turned around and saw Michael
looking at him. They both stood rooted in place; neither took a step
towards the other, but they also didn't act as if they hadn't seen
each other. Michael didn't want to show any signs of weakness. The
thought struck him as absurd, after all, here they both were, two men
who had just broken up, standing naked across from one another.
Nevertheless, he wanted to hold on to some amount of dignity,
as ridiculous as that attempt must have come off in this situation.
He looked Ernst up and down, the man who a short while ago had
been his partner. The sight of his naked body completely surprised
him, and he was frightened of this feeling. On the one hand, he
recognized Ernst's body, had in the past few years grown completely
familiar with it, and even now seeing it immediately called up smells
and tastes that he associated with it. He couldn't do anything to stop
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this, he could feel how Ernst's body had always felt against his, and
all at once, across the distance of the room, he had its familiar smell
in his nose. And on the other hand, the sight also seemed fully new
to him, close to uncanny. This body that in the last few years had
become almost as familiar to him as his own seemed like something
cut out and pasted against this background. It had a completely new
aura. Were they supposed to be ashamed of themselves, should they
feel guilty; was this the final punch line to their relationship, the farce
on top of the tragedy? Ernst was still looking Michael in the eye,
and now he slowly began to smile. It was a warm, almost benevolent
smile, a familiar expression that caught Michael in its spell and made
him finally go over to Ernst. Only after a few steps did he start to
think he recognized something else in this smile as well, a calculated
readiness to concede, an understanding condescension, like you often
see in the way parents look at their children. But now it was too late.
“Did you come here to prove something to me?”
“Hello Ernst.”
“Because of the note? Is that why you're here?”
Michael wanted to immediately turn around and leave, to run
away from the accusatory tone in Ernst's voice, which betrayed both
aggression and arrogance and yet wasn't totally without affection.
“Or are you here to prove something to yourself ?”
He was talking about the note he had left him. The note that
Michael had found on the refrigerator door, after he had come back
to the empty apartment where he and Ernst had lived together.
You never do anything at all.
I don't think you're even gay.
It was the strangest goodbye note he could have imagined.
“I'm not here to prove anything.”
Strangely enough, during his relationship with Astrid he
hadn't really felt he was missing anything. The irrepressible lust for
men that he had started feeling quite early on had, during his relationship with her, become a far-gone memory from his teenage
years, and only after their breakup had it fully emerged again. Only
then had he admitted to himself that he actually was gay. But was
that true? Weren't there lots of men who lived with women and still
had sex with men despite that? The note had gotten to him in a very
strange way. Not because of its brutality, nor because of the coldness
it revealed, it had gotten to him because it had raised a disturbing
question: Who was he if he wasn't even aware of his body and its
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needs?
“I'm here to have fun.”
“Is that something you're even capable of ?”
“I was up until now.”
He lied.
“I feel like you just want to be unhappy, no matter what.”
“You know, you're one of the few people I know who can
just fire off a sentence like that and be so totally sure that they're
right.”
A song was playing in the background. It sounded like
plastic. Michael didn't know it — he hadn't listened to new music in
years — but it made the conversation all the stranger.
“Did you go? Did you talk to her?”
He didn't know what Ernst was talking about.
“To the doctor. Did you go?”
Ernst had set up an appointment for him with a psychologist
he had found on the internet. He had had to spend weeks convincing
him before he had finally agreed.
“Did you?”
“What?”
“Talk to her.”
“Of course I talked to her. I mean, you paid a ton of money
so that I could. Or at least I guess you did. But are we really going to
stand here and talk about my shrink?”
“And?”
“And what?”
“What did the doctor say?”
“Isn't that subject to doctor-patient confidentiality?”
Struggling to make a friendly gesture, Michael twisted the
corners of his mouth upward.
“I just want you to be doing okay."
Now Michael couldn't help but laugh, loudly enough that
a few of the men near them turned around, despite the music still
droning out of the speakers. People weren't used to loud laughter
here — looks were all you needed to communicate.
“You want me to be doing ok? I'm doing wonderfully. You
broke up with me, but I'm doing wonderfully. I come home at night
and half the apartment is empty, but I'm doing wonderfully, couldn't
be better. Unemployed and alone in an apartment I don't know how
I'm going to pay for. Doesn't that seem wonderful to you? A note on
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the refrigerator. Not a word, no discussion, no call. You want me to
be doing ok? For how little you clearly care about me, does it even
matter to you how I’m doing?”
“I love you.”
Michael looked from one corner of the room to the other
in disbelief. He let his gaze sweep over naked men's bodies, from the
bar to the exit, from the stairs that led to the darkroom to the door
that led to the toilet. But no one was watching them, no one stared
in disbelief or distress on account of the words they were speaking,
a conversation that surely no one had ever had here before. Things
were playing out as they always did.
“You were the one decision in my life that I never regretted,”
said Michael.
An old Madonna song was playing in the background now.
Ernst stiffened.
“It was just too much for me. I couldn't bear it alone, no one
could have.”
Michael could think of nothing to say.
“Do you know what I wanted more than anything else in the
past few years? Just one totally normal evening.”
“I wanted nothing else.”
Now Michael wasn't lying. That was what he had wanted.
What he still wanted. But clearly it wasn't something he was capable
of. Ernst snorted. It sounded like a cough. Michael looked in his
eyes.
“I should have just done a better job of acting,” he said.
“Acting?”
“Acting. Acting like I was happy. It works, eventually. Like
in the theatre. Spend enough time pretending until you develop real
emotions.”
“There was so much you would have needed to change. To
do differently.”
“But I could also have just acted like everything had
changed. I was just too honest with you.”
“I'm not your audience.”
Michael tried to cry but it wouldn't happen. He couldn't find
any emotion in himself, nothing that could force any tears out of
him. There was just this dull feeling, this heaviness behind his eyes.
Ernst turned away.
“I just wanted to have one normal evening again. Like
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before. Nothing spectacular, no grand show of affection. Just a
normal evening with you. But no matter how it started, every night
just took a bad turn at some point. It was totally undramatic. Things
just veered off course. And there was nothing I could do to stop it.
Nothing at all. I was helpless.”
“And I was the guilty one. Like always.”
Michael knew that he was guilty. But he only ever became
aware of his guilt too late, looking back with hindsight. Only then
did it become clear to him what part he had played. He had let
Ernst down, time and time again. Not out of malice, not because he
wanted to fight, nor out of anger or frustration, but simply because
he was incapable of doing otherwise. How often had he sat with
Ernst at the table and noticed his smile as if he were seeing it for
the first time. The sight of it had taken him completely at unawares,
every time, this wide, winning, completely sincere smile, showing an
openness that knew no hidden agenda, no malice. This radiant face
that he had immediately fallen in love with back then. When everything had been simple, uncomplicated and effortless. How often
had he wanted to say something nice, just one small thing — nothing more would have been necessary. And how often had he then
said something else instead. Something that, as soon as it had been
spoken, became a thing he couldn't take back, no matter how much
he wanted to. How was it possible, when you had such a clear picture
of yourself, when you knew what you wanted and what words you
should say and things you should do to make that happen — how
was it still possible to act so contrary to what you felt?
Michael looked at the floor like a small child who had been
caught in a lie. He always knew what part he had played — when
they fought, when they weren't speaking. And not once was he able
to act differently. How would he have described it? As a runaway
train? A car with no brakes? Michael looked at Ernst. It was almost
uncanny to him how alike they had become over the years: the short
hair that was already starting to thin a little on top, the three-day
beard. They had even assumed the same posture. Like how dogs start
to resemble their masters, he thought.
“If you’d changed just one thing, it would have been
enough. All you needed was a new perspective on things,” said Ernst.
Michael knew that Ernst was right.
“A new outlook. Anything new. But you did nothing. Abso-
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lutely nothing. You rejected everything and pulled away. We weren't
even sleeping together anymore. Why do you think I wrote what I
did?”
He felt like he'd been caught.
“All we would have needed was a fresh start.”
That too was clear to him. And still, what was he supposed
to respond with other than:
“I know what I need. I don't need you to tell me. You're not
in my life anymore.”
“I missed you,” said Ernst.
“I was always there,” answered Michael.
“You brought me down. You and me both. For no reason. I
tried to understand it. To understand you. I worked really hard to do
that.”
He had. Michael nodded.
“But it didn't work. I couldn't get to the bottom of whatever
it is that makes you tick.” It became harder and harder for Michael to
keep listening to Ernst.
“I gave you time for yourself. It didn’t help. I stood by you. I
was understanding. I was tough. I booked a vacation. It didn’t help. I
went looking for a new apartment. Nothing changed.”
Michael knew that Ernst was right, and he was still defiant,
angry.
“But you didn't want to live the life with me that would have
made me happy. All you want is to pick me apart. That's your one
goal. Even now, still.”
“Can you not imagine that there are people who just want to
be happy? Why couldn't you be ok with that?”
Michael wanted to say something, but he just couldn't.
“Did she help you?”
“Who?”
“The doctor.”
“I didn't go through with it. I ran away when they called my
name.”
All Michael wanted was to get his clothes on again. He felt
naked.
[…]
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When Michael got back to the apartment, his gaze again
landed immediately on the spot where the shoes were missing. It had
been the first sign that from now on he would be alone again. Ernst
had never spent much money on clothing, but nice shoes had always
been important to him. Now, every time Michael opened the door to
the apartment, his gaze was immediately drawn to the empty spot on
the floor: Ernst's black loafers, his tall brown leather boots, the beatup Doc Martens that he couldn't throw away, his house shoes, and
his countless sneakers. All gone. Michael's shoes had taken on a sad
look ever since.
He tossed his bag in the corner and hung his jacket on the
doorknob, took a quick deep breath and then opened the door to
the living room. At first glance everything was the same as ever, and
it had been this familiar, everyday sight that had so struck him that
day. No half-empty living room where you could immediately spot
the holes and shadows left behind by missing furniture, where it was
clear in which places Ernst was absent; it had remained their shared
living room, the long-familiar space. Michael had to look a lot closer,
had to search through desk drawers and shelves if he wanted to
see how Ernst had disappeared from his life. The books in Ernst's
half of the bookshelf were still there, he wouldn't be coming back
for them. But the record collection was gone, and also the printer
that Ernst had bought. The fruit dish was gone and likewise the
pillow with the flower print that Ernst had brought back from his
grandmother's apartment after she died. His clothing had vanished
from the bedroom, but there was no need for Michael to check the
kitchen — Ernst had never owned any cookware. On that day he had
even taken the dirty clothes in the bathroom with him, leaving only a
single T-shirt hanging on the laundry basket. He wasn't sure if Ernst
had left him the shirt on purpose or if it had simply been left there
unintentionally in the rush to pack. That day he had carefully folded
the shirt and tucked it under the mattress in the bedroom. Just in
case.
He sat down on the bed, and as his gaze fell on the halfempty dresser in the corner he finally started to cry. He hadn't cried
when he had first come back to the cleared-out apartment. He hadn't
cried since then. Here, only now, was a visible sign of his feelings,
the things that up to this point he hadn't been able to get anyone to
understand. It was as if only now had Ernst provided him a reason
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for his sadness.
The months before their breakup he had tried to talk to
Ernst, to explain himself to him, even though he himself didn't
understand. The more Ernst had tried to lead a normal and happy
life and to do things that he knew Michael liked, the more loving he
had been towards him, the more understanding, the more furious
Michael had become, since it was clearly his fault, and his alone, that
none of it had any effect, that none of it did anything to change how
empty he felt. And the more desperate Ernst had become, the more
tenacious he had been in trying to find something with which he
could reach Michael, the more closed-off and aggressive Michael had
become. He had begun to hate himself for it. And when Ernst had
finally left, he had hated himself even more, had felt this aggression
towards himself even more intensely. But now he didn't feel hatred
anymore, only sorrow. As if a long-lasting pain had finally stopped.
After a while Michael washed the tears away with the bedspread,
stood up, grabbed his phone and dialed.
“Elvira, I need some new stuff.”

19

JÜRGEN BAUER

jürgen bauer

Born in 1981, Jürgen Bauer works as a writer and journalist in Vienna.
He majored in theater studies and published his book No Escape, about
the theatre director Barrie Kosky, in 2008. He was a participant in the
New Writing program of the Burgtheater Vienna. In 2013, he published
his first novel, Das Fenster zur Welt; his latest novel, Was wir fürchten,
was published in 2015. He was a writer in residence at Literarisches Colloquium Berlin in the summer of 2015.
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THE GOTTHARD TUNNEL
GOTTHARD
BY ZORA DEL BUONO
EXCERPT TRANSLATED BY SOPHIE DUVERNOY

Del Buono’s 2015 novella Gotthard (The Gotthard Tunnel)
takes place on and around the building site of the Gotthard
Base Tunnel, the world’s longest and deepest traffic
tunnel, cutting through the Swiss Alps. Many people from
Switzerland’s Italian-speaking minority are involved in the
work on the tunnel, including a woman lorry driver named
Flavia, a lesbian whose unconsummated love for a Brazilian
sex worker, Mônica, and relationship with her mother form
an important part of the tapestry of this polyphonic novel.
The myriad narrators establish a theme of multiplicity – of
sexual attitudes, orientations and perspectives – while the
difficult labor under kilometers of rock serves as a powerful
metaphor for the characters’ loneliness. An exploration of a
working-class Switzerland far from Zürich and Geneva, the
novella is a suspenseful and highly entertaining examination
of attitudes to love, sex, and work.

Excerpt from pages 7-16 and 61-69.
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TRANSLATION RIGHTS: JENNIFER ROYSTON / JENNIFER.ROYSTON@BECK.DE

THE GOTTHARD TUNNEL
GOTTHARD
BY ZORA DEL BUONO
TRANSLATED BY SOPHIE DUVERNOY

I.
Fritz Bergundthal, 6.00 am
Fritz Bergundthal sat on the toilet and thought of three
numbers: 199, 19, 8. He often thought of numbers — though not
always the same ones — but some number series would stick in his
mind, transmogrifying into a silent inner sing-song that soothed him.
He also liked certain combinations of letters and numbers: Ae 6/6,
for example. In fact, he had a particular fondness for Ae 6/6, had
liked it even as a little boy. He preferred certain numbers; it didn’t
matter if they were even or odd, but he liked angular ones more than
round ones, perhaps because there were fewer of them. Only 1, 4,
and 7 got by without arcs or curves, felt severe and sharp. The fact
that Ae 6/6 stood out so strongly from the rest was not because of
the letters, but what they stood for: one of the most beautiful locomotives ever to be built — six motors, six axles.
Bergundthal was pleased. This was already the third day in
a row on which he was able to use the washroom undisturbed in the
morning. No obscene sounds issued from any stalls, no sharp odors,
no gargling, rasping, nose-blowing. Only peace and quiet. He had not
turned on the overhead lights as he entered, the light of the neon
tubes was too harsh. On the first day, his mirrored reflection had
frightened him: the deep furrows around the mouth, the pale skin,
the hollowed cheeks, pale eyes behind rimless glasses, the face of a
couch potato, albeit one of the slender variety. He had made sure to
enter the sanitation room shortly before sunrise, 5.53 am. He knew
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that he would be the first, as the others would still be sleeping in
their trailers, RVs, and tents. Bergundthal stood up, buttoned his pale
linen pants, and emerged from the toilet stall. Even here, he refused
to wear colorful casual pants. He was always carefully dressed: in the
winter he wore black and grey, in the summer beige and white. Autumn and spring did not exist — at least, not in his wardrobe. Every
year, he had to decide on the moment, twice a year, when he would
trade the clothes in the guestroom closet out for those in the bedroom. He neither paid attention to the date nor the weather reports
when making this decision. It was the little things that made him
decide on the change in seasons: dew on the grass, a teenager with
mirrored sunglasses lounging by a subway entrance, grey geese flying
in formation over the city.
199, 19, 8. So many dead people, thought Bergundthal,
while he shaved himself in the twilight. The morning light shimmered through dim skylights. Far away, he heard the rushing of the
river. The Brenno was high at this time of year, icy snowmelt danced
around chunks of debris, perfectly crystalline, lined by willows. 199
workers had died for the train tunnel, 19 for the car tunnel, and 8
so far on the current construction site. He had run the numbers
through his mind countless times, of course: the number of dead
per kilometer of tunnel, per year, the percentage of Italians among
the casualties. His head was a reservoir of numbers. Sometimes, the
pack animals popped into his mind, all the horses and donkeys that
during the construction of the train tunnel had met their end from
anemia and exhaustion, poisoning by dynamite smoke, lungs filled
with quartz dust. Their corpses were left lying in the hot hole for
days. A hellish stench must have reigned inside the mountain back
around 1880. Bergundthal had a particular connection to horses. He
didn’t ride them — he was too fearful for that — but he had grown
up next to a racecourse, the Mariendorf harness racecourse in the
south of Berlin. It had been famous once; today it simply existed. He
had walked past it often with his father, had observed the horses in
the paddocks, and sometimes his father would tell him the story of
how the barns had burned when he had been a boy, would describe
the shrill whinnies, the flames in the night, the flickering shadows on
the houses. Everything had been set ablaze by the Allied bombing in
early 1943. At some point, these scenes became so familiar to little
Fritz that it was as if he had experienced them himself and had not
just been told about them. When he saw a horse on a field, he always
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went toward it out of compulsion; he stroked the animal’s nose and
felt the pain of all the horses his father had heard scream.
Bergundthal left the washroom. He saw that the lights had
already been turned on in some trailers, including his neighbor’s, a
retiree and painter who came up into the valley every Wednesday
through Saturday from a village by Lake Lugano. Far from his wife,
his campsite was a home away from home. The man painted copies
of Dutch and Flemish masters. Under the awning of his trailer, he
had shown Bergundthal photographs of his work and the models
that he had pasted into a photo album: the original was on the left,
the copy on the right. His interpretations were surprisingly free. He
was currently working on a series of swans, brooding swans among
reeds, swans with their beaks threateningly open, fat silhouettes of
birds against a reddened evening sky. He stored his finished paintings
on an ironing board, and on dry days he put a few up in front of
his trailer. During the day he stood big-bellied and in his undershirt
in front of his easel, and copied a still life of game by Pieter Boel, a
mound of slaughtered animals, the swan on its back, draped over the
corpse of a rabbit, wings splayed wide, feet stretched to the sky. Bergunthal had forgotten the man’s name — Mauro or Mario, or maybe
even Marco? He was as good at remembering numbers as forgetting
names.
A grey cat was perched on the washing machine under the
roof, and stared at him with honey-colored eyes. It had a compact
body and thick hair; it was a powerful animal with a relaxed disposition. Usually, it slunk around its owner’s trailer, a tall, thin woman in
her early thirties who apparently lived on the camp-site in the small
forest along the river. The copyist had spoken admiringly of her,
Flavia the truck driver, Flavia la camionista. Bergundthal had decent
knowledge of Italian — he was a Latin scholar after all — and had
also taken a language course for many years at the community college
on Barbarossaplatz, Level C2. His teacher, Dr. Mancini, whom he
was by now permitted to call Olivia, instructed him with frustrating
regularity that he should not aspirate his consonants if he did not
want to sound like a German. This always confused him as he was
quite sure that he managed to get by without aspirating, but Olivia
always got stuck on the topic; it was a continual battle. She would
sometimes abruptly yell, “Don’t aspirate!” and he would immediately crumple together, a crestfallen Teuton that all Italy could laugh
at. However, he would never have dared to tell her that when she
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berated him for his stiff German, flung out in a fit of escalating fury,
sounded more like a-stiff-a a-jehr-a-man, on the level of an o-tesoro-mio
pizza baker. After all, she was the teacher and he was the student.
But here in the Ticino valley, where the locals spoke a dialect completely incomprehensible to him, he felt sure of himself, far from
Olivia Mancini’s claws, a free man in speech and spirit.
The cat jumped off the machine and ran across the meadow
toward Flavia, who was walking to the washroom, toiletries in hand
and a towel over her shoulder. Bergundthal hesitated; should he wait
to politely wish her good morning, or disappear discretely? Encounters near the sanitary installations gave him a sense of uncomfortable intimacy; he thought of naked bodies, cotton balls smeared
with mascara, crumbly, yellowed q-tips, reddened skin, and the sticky
squelch of roll-on deodorant. Bergundthal avoided such places, visiting neither saunas nor swimming pools. He barely ever used public
toilets, not to mention urinals. The cluster of men around the urinal
disgusted him; all men, heterosexual or otherwise, seemed to feel a
certain comfort in this I’ll-show-you-mine situation, and when he
thought of the moment, now over twenty years ago, when a saleswoman had yelled across the room at him in a jeans store in Berlin,
“Hey, which way d’you hang?,” his face still reddened with shame. It
was — and he had been telling himself this for five days now — a
true wonder that he had so effortlessly survived the many tests of
inter-human contact that proved inevitable in the confined space
of a campsite. He had not been disgusted by the nightly snoring of
the copyist, but had instead found the thought of this fleshy human
mound, whose belly moved up and down rhythmically next door,
quite reassuring.
Flavia mounted the stairs to the washroom, gave him a nod,
and stood next to him, keeping her distance, but nonetheless was
next to him. He noticed that she was smoking. She was gaunt, even
bony, wide-hipped and tall, taller than him. Dark curls, carelessly tied
back, an unaffected carelessness, different from the urbane women
who arranged their updos with such expertise as if every loose
strand was purely accidental, pseudo-romantic and pseudo-reckless,
dreadful! Bergundthal had little experience with women given his
age; he was already fifty, after all. Sex had never interested him much.
In his younger years, he had taken part in the usual jostling and
courting for girls, had approached them and done what needed to
be done, had even developed a certain, albeit mechanical, routine in
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sexual matters, but no woman had ever swept him off his feet. That’s
why he came to think, in his thirties, that he could make do without
what he called the mad libido circus. He had never wavered from his
decision, and did not regret it. His work as a tax expert gave him
privileged glimpses into countless marriages, some of them awful.
He had seen sobbing women, furious or humiliated men sitting in
front of him whose finances had been derailed. He had heard blame
exchanged about extravagant expenditures, Your car! Your riding lessons!
Your little secretary!, threats and insults of every stripe. Bergundthal
knew his clients’ habits more than they would have liked. Sometimes
he knew that one was having an affair before their partner did. He
recognized it through hotel bills, tax-exempt presents, ones that had
nothing to do with anniversaries or birthdays, or else through fake
trips, dates that didn’t line up. Numbers revealed more than anything
else. And he knew his way around numbers, so he knew his way
around marriages.
Flavia was silent; he was silent. They gazed over the railing.
To the left was the river, to the right the mountain, dark and steep.
Between them lay the campsite, barely any tents under the fruit trees,
motorcycles in front of them, a trailer with a Dutch license plate,
two with German ones. The few guests were still sleeping. Only
the permanent campers on the other side were already stirring. The
morning sun slowly inched its way into the valley. Today would be
another warm day. Bergundthal finally turned toward Flavia and said,
“Fritz Bergundthal.” She briefly looked at him, scrutinized him, and
answered, “Flavia Polli.” A female trucker, he thought, how exciting, he had never met a female trucker before. What do you drive,
he wanted to ask, a pickup truck or a tank truck or even a semi? He
mentally flipped through all of the models that he had at home, HO
scale, 1:87, the Chevrolet Bison, the Peterbilt 359 Conventional, the
round-bodied Scania semi; trucks as accessories for model railroaders. He wasn’t particularly proud of his collection, HO was a conventional size, the most popular everywhere, most model railroaders
used it. He actually preferred O Gauge, 32-millimeter track width,
particularly in American models, but at the end of the day he was
not a collector. His collection had somehow gathered itself together,
brought back by relatives and friends — Fritz likes trains, let’s give
him a locomotive for his birthday — a somewhat thoughtless habit
of his entourage. Barely anyone understood that he did not really
take an interest in model trains; real trains interested him, powerful
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diesel locomotives in particular, American and Swiss ones, built for
the expanse of the prairies and the challenges of the Alps. But he
didn’t ask Flavia anything. He simply stood next to her, quiet and
slightly intimidated, until she took her leave with a friendly Buona
giornata and disappeared into the washroom.
Flavia Polli, 9.10 am
The helicopter thundered away above Flavia. She closed the
tailgate of the truck and looked up. It wasn’t the air rescue service;
it was a transport helicopter. Chairs packed into a net hung from a
rope. The Duttwylers are moving, she thought. The entire Duttwyler
family is moving to Norway. Or was it Finland? To a fjord, at any
rate. They had already had their donkeys brought there a month ago.
Did donkeys like the north? Flavia had never visited the Duttwylers
at home, but she had heard a lot about their mountain hut. To get
to the house, you had to scramble up the mountain on a narrow
path for an hour. They had lived there for years: the parents, their
two teenage children, and all their animals. The boy was especially
well-known in the valley. He was always dressed in black and had
odd, fluorescent eyes — they said he wore colored contact lenses.
He looked almost extraterrestrial, like an Alpine goth. The only thing
they knew about the girl was that she kept a rooster as a pet. She always cried out Güggel when she hurried up the last few meters of the
mountain, Güggel! The rooster would run toward the child, its wings
stretched out. People said that the Duttwyler’s dog carried away the
freshly hatched chicks in his basket and slept peacefully at their side
while the hen was looking for her little ones. Flavia remembered every story about animals and disliked people who had no understanding for them.
She climbed into the cab, closed the door, cranked open the
window, started the engine, and drove off. Oberholzer was standing
behind the desilter. Flavia honked and waved at him. Oberholzer
didn’t raise his arm or nod at her. My God, what’s wrong with him?
And what’s he doing with the desilter anyway? “Holzer,” she cried,
and stopped. He smiled at her, somewhat despondently, it seemed.
What a polite, upstanding man, Flavia thought. His grey hair was
neatly combed back as always, metal-framed glasses perched on his
long nose. His deep tan didn’t quite suit him; one imagined him pale,
he seemed slightly teacherly, haggard, and clever. They called him
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Head teacher around here, although he wasn’t bossy at all. Flavia only
ever called him Holzer because he had such a sharply cut face and
generally looked somewhat shriveled, similarly to the Canadian totem
figures in her trailer.
“TBM junk,” he said, pointing to the bed of the truck.
“Yes, it’s got to go up to Faido,” Flavia answered.
The Gabi II was lying in the back of her truck, in parts.
“A tragedy,” said Oberholzer, “It doesn’t deserve that.”
“When’s your last day?” Flavia asked.
“Two weeks,” he said, “then we’re done.”
“Holzer, mi mancherai,” Flavia said, shifted gears, and drove
on.
At the pass hut, she greeted Sandrina, a woman in her late
forties. She decidedly knew too much about Sandrina: she shaved her
artificially blonde pubic hair in a double striped pattern, for example,
and the men made fun of her tight jeans. They called them deafmute jeans, you can read her lips. She spread her legs for everyone who
wanted it, and many did, but most only once or twice since Sandrina
would then become surly and possessive. It was quite odd that Sandrina’s man-devouring bothered her and Mônica’s didn’t, although
Mônica was a professional and Sandrina only did it for fun, or
perhaps out of despair — who knew. But even despair has its limits,
Flavia thought, and turned northward onto the cantonal road.
She liked driving outside of the construction area, not just
jittering over the uneven sandy floor but putting her foot to the
pedal, hearing the tires drone on the asphalt, their muffled roar.
It would be nice if Mônica were sitting in front of the Alabama,
then she could stop and exchange a few words with her. She liked
Mônica’s sense of humor, but she liked the woman overall. She had
a wonderful Brazilian accent that always put Flavia in a good mood.
Flavia spoke little herself but laughed often, usually too loudly.
People always said her laughter was infectious, even her unrestrained
laugh when something unfortunate had happened to someone.
She knew that this was not exactly a noble trait, but it happened in
spite of herself. Early on, Dora had tried to prevent her from these
outbursts, had grabbed her hand in mid-air with the iron grip of a
mother when Flavia was about to slap her thigh; for Flavia, laughter
went together with slapping her leg several times with a flat palm.
Her mother considered this absurd, a mistake, not appropriate for
a girl. Soon, she had shot up over her mother’s head and had devel-
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oped into the tall, bony woman that she was today. She almost never
listened to Dora again. Although they had never gotten into a serious
fight, their worlds had quietly separated and they had steadily drifted
apart. Flavia had moved away from her mother’s femininity, the
predictable interests and desires that meant absolutely nothing to her,
and toward a masculine sphere, a rawer one that was more direct and
honest, she felt. The fact that she had shot up in height had repeatedly given rise to rumors, rumors that did not seem too far-fetched
to Flavia given everything she knew about her mother’s behavior in
the seventies. Men left and right; the construction worker canteen
was Dora Müller’s catwalk. One time when Flavia was nine, she had
scrutinized Aldo and confirmed that she did not resemble him in the
least. She had imagined many suitable fathers, as children will do, and
had even imagined being switched at birth, but once she recognized
that other girls were beholden to the same fantasies she cast this
theory aside and focused again on the question of who her father
might be. She couldn’t get any clues out of her mother, that much
was clear. Years later, she was highly taken when Aldo had declared
that genes didn’t interest him during an argument with his friends.
They had exchanged glances for a second, sharing a moment that
seemed extraordinary and conspiratorial to her fifteen-year-old self.
She treasured Aldo more than ever since that day. Genes, as she now
always declared, didn’t interest her.
Mônica wasn’t sitting in front of the Alabama. The white
plastic chairs were standing haphazardly around the table, presumably still left there from last night. No one was to be seen, not even
any foreign cars. It was too early for the men, although some went to
the brothel before work. Lust was not on any time schedule, especially here, with all the shift workers. Flavia looked at the pink house in
her rear-view mirror. It was a two-storied building shaped like an L,
which reached from the street into the depths. Rooms after rooms.
Women didn’t work in every room; some were inhabited by African
immigrants, some legal, some illegal, who were stranded in this house
on the edge of the village. Mattresses and furniture were piled up in
other rooms, you could see so from the outside.
If Mônica hadn’t been under Hendrik’s wing, Flavia would
have made an effort to court her. Hendrik wasn’t the Alabama’s
owner, only the leaseholder. In past days, he had been a tracklayer.
He was a bald man from Vorarlberg with a brutish appearance but
an almost tender disposition — when he was sober. It was, how-
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ever, extremely unpleasant to experience Hendrik drunk. He didn’t
just become abusive, but managed to precisely target his opponent’s
weaknesses as if the alcohol were a subtle sensor that allowed him
to sound out hidden desires and carefully guarded secrets. Flavia was
very cautious around him. Men who noticed that Flavia was attracted
to their partners would at first find it sexy, it set their fantasies in motion, a threesome!, a threesome!, but soon their aroused curiosity would
turn into aggression, into the fear that the situation could slip out of
their control, especially if the woman showed the slightest signs of
willingness. Then they would quickly say: ti scopo, fica, or, worse yet:
ti faccio vedere io come si scopa, lesbica di merda. Flavia avoided having to
hear something like that from Hendrik. So she sat next to Mônica
and tried not to peek into her neckline, tried not to notice the deep
slit between her breasts, these extraordinary breasts, large and heavy,
the breasts that the men on the construction site would always
discuss. Filz in particular would hold forth on how he caressed them
with his hands, gently lifted them, circled her nipples with his finger,
then his tongue; this talk tortured Flavia, but she was not alone.
Oberholzer would also turn away embarrassed when Filz started up,
and he often did. At least he held back in his commentary regarding
the act itself; the images he would have conjured up for the others
would have been too ridiculous — the thin little man eagerly thrusting himself into such a splendid woman, practically being swallowed,
sucked up by her body’s elemental, Latin American power.
Flavia downshifted before the curve. The mountains stood
before her, large and steep, dark green. Nowhere else were mountains as darkly green as here. The highway was far over her on her
left-hand side, it crossed the valley on stilts. There was no trace of
a charming Alpine landscape with lakes, rivers, or tender pastures.
Sometimes the colossal topography made her feel wretched and
puny, usually when she was on foot, when the scenery could almost
smite her, but not when she was at the helm of the truck. The truck
seemed like a stubborn symbol of defiance for everything that
humans had used to counter nature over the last century: passes,
bridges, power plants, tunnels. She shifted up again after the curve
and accelerated on a straight stretch before the hairpin bend opened
up that led to her parents' house, almost ensnaring it. She was always
moved by the sight of the leaning, lonely house, which seemed so
out of place in this spot, a spot intended only for surmounting the
incline, not for living. The garden gate was open as was the house
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door. Flavia had no time to stop. She drove around her childhood
home and into the next bend. She was about to accelerate when she
saw the back of Dora Polli-Müller’s head and her dark red curls.
What in the world was her mother doing there? She was
sitting in a wobbly camping stool on the side of the road wearing obscene yellow high-heels and a dreadful blue gardening apron draped
over her clearly half-naked body. She had a notepad on her lap and
was speaking to the foreigner who had stood awkwardly outside the
washroom this morning. He was crouching behind a lowered tripod
and looking through his camera. Flavia steered her truck to the side,
turned the engine off and her hazard lights on. Then she got out.
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Lange Nächte Tag (Long Days of Night) (2010) is narrated
by Patrick, a young man living in Zürich, Switzerland, who
spends his days writing copy for a finance website and his
nights parting among the gay bars and clubs of Zürich,
often ending the night with a hook-up or even an orgy. But
when Patrick unexpectedly meets someone, Jirka, things
get serious quickly – not least because Jirka is diagnosed
as HIV-positive.
The book constitutes an exploration of their romance as
much as of the urban gay scene in Switzerland. Sex, porn,
violence, and the financial crisis all come under focus in this
extraordinary short novel of power and beauty.
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LONG DAYS OF NIGHT
LANGE NÄCHTE TAG
BY SIMON FROEHLING
TRANSLATED BY W. MARTIN

Come in, I've hanged myself.
- Albert Camus, The Plague
Any minute now you’ll sit down on my bed in my light-blue
underwear with the old-fashioned fly and smoke a cigarette.
Even though I’m almost as young as you, the old-man
underwear belongs to me. It was a gift from Neighbor Albert.
He bought it by mistake, he told me.
Me, it fits perfectly.
I met Neighbor Albert last summer at the party for his fiftyfifth birthday. The invitation was hanging in the entrance next to the
front door. Instead of a present I brought along Urs, and a bottle of
wine.
Urs was nervous. When meeting the parents isn’t an option,
the first encounter with friends or neighbors can do just as well – and
be similarly fraught with significance. As to why he was no longer
in contact with his family, in a village somewhere in Emmental, Urs
refused to say.
I hid the fact that I didn’t know Neighbor Albert personally,
that he wasn’t a friend of mine, and that the whole thing was no big
deal. I was enjoying the surfacing feeling, the sense that this could be
the start of something new.
Once you come out of the shower –
once I’ve helped you out of the shower, dried you off, and
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maneuvered you back into the bedroom, I help you put the light-blue
underwear on.
Leg up, I say, kneeling in front of you.
You hold onto my shoulders with both your hands.
Now the other one.
Ready for the last dance, you say drily, then clear your throat
as if you’d noticed the ironic tone of your remark only in speaking and
immediately wanted to shake it off.
I pull the briefs up over your sex and stand up at the same
time, letting the elastic snap against your skin. The briefs are much too
large.
Ready for the last dance.
Nobody’s going to die, I say.
Suddenly Stretch is standing in the room shaking her head:
What’s happened to you, Patrick? To us all?
Pushing him away, pulling him close, I hear myself answer.
Stretch and I always switched to English when we wanted to
distance ourselves from each other.
Maybe if I’d made more of an effort, if I’d visited her every
now –
You turn around and take a few halting steps to the window,
which you can’t see out of because the blinds are down, and a few
slightly more steady steps back to the wardrobe; then you march
almost to the bedroom door, which is open, and from there back
to the window, as if you were measuring the floorplan of my room:
considering a new bed perhaps (king-sized, instead of my old one,
queen), a roomier wardrobe.
The briefs flap about your thighs.
Nobody’s going to die; you'd just better not catch a cold.
Three weeks earlier, on a Friday evening in the fall, we were
sitting upright across from each other during yoga:
Two figures, reproduced in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors that
covered two walls, looking at each other, each seeing himself behind
the other and behind himself the other, then once again himself and
the other, and again, until they shattered into infinity.
And then quickly looked away.
For the rest of the hour we concentrated not on breathing or
on moving through the asanas as adroitly as possible, but on keeping

39

SIMON FROEHLING

from looking up and smiling at each other and blushing and noticing
that the others were already struggling with the next pose, while we
kept looking at each other and at the same time couldn’t help but look
past one other to that point in the far distance in the mirrors where we
were no longer recognizable as human figures but only as a knot about
to burst.
Although I’d been going to yoga for a year, this new guy was
much more limber. He managed to hold his thin, wiry body locked
in complex poses for endless seconds, long after I’d collapsed out of
them onto the not very soft mat.
Where I’m still sitting in my memory, just the way I had
landed, my lips slightly parted to let the shock escape that came with
the belief that I had recognized something, had suddenly recognized
myself in another.
After that first yoga session with him, in savasana, my eyes
covered with the little black pillow that smelled of lavender when you
kneaded it– blessed darkness! – lying under the thin wool blanket,
I couldn’t stop thinking about that man, the nameless man who I
wanted to remain pure body, supple body.
He dressed faster than I did, even though I hurried, and
was lying in wait for me outside, playing with his child-proof lighter,
adjusting the flame to high, then low again, then high.
On the way to his place he would tell me that he had recently
given up smoking, but always kept the lighter on him to busy his
hands.
I wonder now if his sudden health kick – the yoga, giving up
smoking – was triggered by an unconscious premonition of the attack
his immune system was about to endure.
We walked in silence for a while, straight ahead, although
neither of us could have known if that was the direction the other was
going in. We peered at each other sidelong and grinned.
I got a hard-on listening to the sitar.
What on earth is a sitar?
A small Indian guitar.
You mean the thing making that racket earlier? Truly awful,
he said and shoved both hands and the lighter into the pockets of his
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jacket.
So he can’t grab me and pull me to him, I thought. But
probably just because of the cold: The fall, mellow and golden during
the day, turned bitter at night and snapped at the tips of fingers and
noses.
Where are we even going?
He turned and tried to plant a kiss on my cheek, but it landed
on my ear.
My place, he said.
That tickles, I said.
Up to this point we could have still written everything off as
an extended flirt.
We stood still and kissed each other properly. On the mouth.
With our tongues. And although I had things to do the next day,
wanted to get a fresh start in the morning and not to wake up all sticky
in someone else’s apartment, I followed him.
Once we got to his place he went into the bathroom to take a
shower, but I told him that wasn’t allowed, that he needed to leave his
yoga sweat on for at least an hour after practice; teacher said that was
very healthy indeed.
A first sincere laugh.
I could smell him. He smelled like dough, rising bread dough,
and also a little like the countless naked feet that stood on the foam
mats every week.
He put on music in the living room and turned on the light in
the bedroom.
The sex was swift and quiet. To be honest: Each of us got
himself off. As if we wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible,
so more time would be left for discovering each other afterwards.
It can't have been your illness that made you so lean. After all,
I first saw you before you got infected, and so you must have always
been that way, even as a child, the way you were when I met you, that
Friday night in the fall: thin, wiry, practically two-dimensional. Except
when I touched you, when I ran my fingers over your skin, which felt
like it had been stamped from underneath, like a braille atlas, like the
bronze relief the foundation for the blind had erected at the Great
Minster so that sightless people, too, could see the church, with their
hands, in exaggerated clarity and without distracting details. Here
bones, here muscles, here tendons, here flesh – and there you have it,
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the human: There you have its ribs and its eyes and its buttocks, there
its hair, and there nothing but skin.
No, it wasn't the plague that made you this way. It’s more as if
you'd sought out the illness that suited you most.
I live in a building where the noticeboard next to the entrance
never has any of the usual exhortations on it, like would tenants please
make sure to always lock the doors after 10 p.m.
Somebody – I admit, often it was me – would tear those
notices down almost as soon as they went up. The same thing
happened with the management’s letter requesting that tenants please
leave its announcements on the board.
There are no notices in the laundry room either, requests for
tenants to please, etc., because the laundry room is a deregulated zone.
I deregulated it myself. Originally we were instructed that we could do
our laundry from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. between Monday and Saturday. But I
replaced that notice with a new one:
The laundry room is directly underneath my apartment, and since I
cannot hear either the washing machine or the dryer, tenants are welcome to do
their washing and drying any day of the week and at any time of day or night they
wish.
Yours truly,
Patrick Troesch
Our building constitutes a closed system, one that functions
organically and regulates itself as long as it is free of outside
influences, even if hardly any of us knows the other neighbors by
name.
Today only loyalty points from the supermarket hang on the
noticeboard, put there by someone who doesn't need them, in the
assumption that someone else might.
And at the beginning of the summer the invitation to
Neighbor Albert’s birthday party was posted there, too.
Later, in the crowded apartment, once I’d finally found out
who the birthday boy was, I handed over the bottle of wine and
introduced myself (ground floor, right). Albert replied:
Hello Neighbor.
We’ve addressed each other as Neighbor ever since.
You guys together, or roommates? He added when I
introduced Urs.
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Urs said: Uhhh...
I said: We’re together.
And blushed. Neighbor Albert gave one of his mischievously
boyish yet entirely fifty-five-year old laughs.
Wouldn’t it have been advisable, he asked us, to figure out
your relationship status before showing up at a party full of strangers?
Neighbor Albert was first clarinet in the Tonhalle Orchestra,
Urs and I heard a young woman, who would later introduce herself as
Pia, say to another guest. He was able to breathe in through his nose
and out through his mouth at the same time.
If Albert were gay, he’d be known for his talents on more than
just the clarinet, I whispered to my companion.
All those summer weeks after the birthday party and before
my big sister Monica, who I always just called Stretch, died in an
accident, Urs and I would listen to Neighbor Albert practicing
Karachofiev’s Circus Suite No. 2, although we didn't know what it was
at the time.
We had met each other at the last sauvage. This one took place
in a former antiques warehouse that had previously been the municipal
stables and was now slated for demolition to make room for a school.
The organizers broke open the doors and in the cleared-out hall rigged
up a sound system, cobbled together a bar out of beer crates, and
hung up a few disco lights. By midnight the space was already full.
News of the illegal party and where it was happening was shared by
text message.
Around two in the morning the police turned up, the sound
was cut, and the organizers promised to lower the volume and clean
up afterwards. The police went on their way. By that point Urs and I
had been eyeing each other for some time. When the music started up
again we began slowly dancing toward each other, outwardly restrained
so that it looked as if the gravitation wasn’t intentional, but inwardly
exuberant, full of the feeling of living in the best of all cities, where
sauvages still happened, regardless of the death of club culture, and
the security forces were tolerant. That was something we could drink
to:
To the police!
Except we didn’t understand the bit about cleaning up
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afterwards: It’s not as if they weren’t tearing down the building anyway.
Urs put on hard techno at his place, the bassline far too loud.
It made the whole apartment vibrate along with every organ in my
body; everything seemed to shudder. The party was still roaring in my
ears.
Apart from people who listen to everything, there are two
types of clubgoer: those who only listen to electronic music at home
as well, and those who only dance to it in clubs but are driven crazy
by the rapid beat in private; they are those who managed to preserve
their interest in other music beyond adolescence and to carry it into
adulthood, the same way Neighbor Albert preserved his boyish laugh.
For those who weren’t initiated into the fine arts by their parents, this
interest is eventually extended to classical music as well. It breaks out
of the shell of noise at a dinner party, for instance, creeps up from
behind you, and nests in your ear, where it survives the hangover the
next day – and stays.
Fortissimo, piano, pianissimo, then forte: It’s impossible to
tell what volume to set it on, Urs once said to me. You walk into the
kitchen and the music is so quiet you hardly hear it, then: Bang! It
clobbers you from out of the living room and you drop the glass you
just took out of the cupboard. Not for me, thank you.
Classical music is for listening to, not for having on in
the background. You have to sit with it and give it your undivided
attention, the way you do with a movie. Then at some point, when
you’ve listened long and closely enough, you begin to see the music.
A few days after the birthday party, I got home in the
afternoon after an early shift and in the courtyard discovered Pia, who
had spread a blanket on the grass in the blind spot under Albert’s
window so she could listen to him play. I think Pia must have been in
love with Neighbor Albert. Why else would she have hidden herself,
spreading her blanket so close to the building, where he wouldn’t see
her if he looked out the window?
The shade; it’s cool here, she said when I asked her if maybe
we might move a bit further out into the lawn.
Maybe under that tree in the center?
But Pia didn’t answer; she had closed her eyes and was
listening to the Circus Suite.
With time our little group grew, and even Urs sat with us on
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the blanket almost every day, although he didn’t like the music.
Neighbor Albert practiced daily from eleven to two and from
three until six. The final hour drew the most listeners. They came
home from work and without even stopping by their apartments
would sit down and join Pia on the blanket. They loosened their ties
and slipped off the high-heeled shoes that had chafed all day, peeled
off the sheer tights that pinched, and gratefully accepted a cup of the
homemade iced tea that Pia brought along in a big thermos.
Once, Albert’s telephone rang. It was practically inaudible, but
it kept ringing insistently. Albert stopped playing.
What? he barked and stood next to the window to talk on the
phone.
That’s when he discovered us, all five or six of us.
Listen, I’m practicing now, he said louder than necessary. I’ll
call you later.
The next minute he was standing in the courtyard in his
undershirt and sweatpants, the baseball cap he always wore backwards
on the grass in front of him, and he played and played and played.
Thunderous applause! Pia cried as soon as he finished.
We applauded. Then Neighbor Albert sat down with us and
told us about Karachofiev and his Circus Suite No. 2, which was so
called because he had composed it for the Moscow State Circus, but
they hadn’t liked it, and so the work was never performed under the
big tent.
It never occurred to us to ask if there was a Suite No. 1.
Albert had to devote himself one hundred percent to
practicing, he told us, since the orchestra would not only be
performing the piece here for its season opener, but was planning to
tour with it and record a CD as well.
After that evening no one except Pia sat on the lawn anymore
– we’d gotten our concert. But Neighbor Albert still kept his window
open when he played, and every day his music painted a circus for us
in our after-work heads. We listened to acts with funny poodles and
sad clowns and witnessed artists in their glittering costumes whirl
through the air from trapeze to trapeze or undertaking all manner of
recklessness on the highwire; we saw a herd of full-blooded Arabian
horses prance nervously through the ring and smelled the sawdust
flying up into the air like sparks from their hoofs, catching the glow
of the floodlights; and we watched acrobats juggle plates and flaming
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clubs, contort their bodies, and zoom around the perimeter of the
tent on unicycles. Now and then one of us would stop cooking for
a moment and thank Albert with a quick round of applause that
climbed out of an open window and made its way to him through the
courtyard.
Pia came and rang the doorbell and asked if we wanted to go
to the season opener. She was just checking with everyone first; we
didn’t need to commit right away. A few days later there was a sheet on
the noticeboard we could sign up on.
(NB: Reservation binding.)
From the ground floor to the fifth floor everyone signed up.
Neighbor Albert was so moved that he promised Pia he would ask
the Tonhalle administration – specifically Frau Fuchs, who really did
look like a fox with her pointy nose and face – about getting a group
discount for us.
In spite of Pia’s efforts, Albert did not fall in love with her,
and instead of Urs it was you who came with me to the concert, which
rather than opening the season as planned took place much later, in
the fall.
Directors, Neighbor Albert explained: They’re divas, every last
one!
We sat in row two. The seats had been those of an older
couple with a subscription, who weren’t big fans of Karachofiev,
I imagined, or who had decided to take in a premiere at the
Schauspielhaus instead of going to Tonhalle yet again.
No doubt it was the wife’s idea, I thought, and had a hard time
concentrating on the music.
I don’t even know your name, said the nameless one, as if he
was already reading, back then, my mind today:
At that point in time, I don't even know your name.
We lay together for a long time that first night, that Mirror
Friday, as I call it, breathing in the same rhythm. The sounds from the
living room transported our thoughts until there was nothing left but
that cozy nothingness that we had tried so desperately –
that I had tried so desperately –
to produce earlier during the savasana.
It was electronic music, the chill-out set of some local DJ, and
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it was impossible to tell when one track ended and the next one began;
there were no breaks; and he must have had it on repeat: a short
interruption, then the carpet of sound unfurled again.
Strange, isn’t it, to jump into bed with someone and only find
out his name afterwards.
Yes, it is, I replied.
Anita – if I’d been a girl I would have been called Anita; it was
decided long before I was born. It was the plainest name my parents
could agree on, since the “fancy names” – which for my English
mother seemed perfectly normal, though not so for my father – names
like Jessica and Jennifer, Kyra and Kylie, Moira and Mailin – still hadn’t
come into fashion yet; a few years later my elementary school class was
still full of home-grown names like Barbara and Martina, Nicole and
Sonja, Andrea and, naturally, Anita.
My parents had a harder time finding a boy’s name. Probably
because my father wanted a boy so badly this time that he didn’t want
to jinx it by deciding on a name prematurely. It was only when they
were choosing the hospital and scheduling the delivery – I was due in
mid-March – that a name occurred to my mother that would be easy to
pronounce in both German and English.
I’ve got it, she said. It has to be Patrick.
Patrick?
Saint Patrick.
But why? asked my father.
March seventeenth, silly – Saint Patrick’s Day!
I don’t know ... you’re not even Irish, he replied in English, though
he was usually careful not to speak with his wife in the language they
had met each other in.
After all, if she was going to live here, in Switzerland, she had
better take the trouble to learn German. Swiss German, ideally. How
else would she get by? For example when he had to report for military
training – a patriotic duty he wouldn't be able to defer much longer
after living abroad for three years, regardless if he had two children.
It’s celebrated all over the world, not only in Ireland, my mother
answered.
I wasn’t very cooperative, however, and waited until the
twenty-first to come into the world: I was big, weighing almost a third
more than Stretch had a little over a year earlier, but – as if in honor
of my holy namesake – I came with a bright red cross on my forehead,
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its lower arm descending to the bridge of my nose. Today, the cross
still reappears when I’m angry or overexert myself, when I’ve been
crying or am shaken by an asthma attack.
I’m Jirko. The man whose bed I was lying in interrupted my
train of thought. You?
He turned on his side and ran his index finger down the
length of my nose, pausing in the notch over my lips, then traced the
outline of my mouth as if trying to help me form the letters.
Jirko? I asked. Is that Russian? Or Yugoslavian?
It’s Czech. It’s spelled with an A at the end, although
it’s pronounced like an O, and a J at the start: J-I-R-K-A. It’s the
diminutive of Jiří – George.
Saint George?
Yeah, Saint George the Dragon Slayer.
I’m named after a saint, too, I said, and when I hold my breath
a cross appears on my forehead. See, like this.
Stop, you’re freaking me out, said Jirka and covered the mark
with his outstretched hand.
I intentionally waited a few seconds more.
I was thinking: conquest, and how he wasn’t a conquest
anymore because as soon as he said his name his anonymity
evaporated.
Despite the meaning, the name still ends with A, like for girls,
so my parents had to give me an unmistakably masculine middle name,
he continued. Otherwise they wouldn’t have been able to register my
birth at our municipality.
So?
What do you mean?
So what’s your middle name?
Andreas – totally plain. Jirka Andreas Sedlák.
For a split second I thought he was pulling my leg and had
found out my own middle name, perhaps he’d gone poking around
in my coat pockets and discovered my business cards when I was
changing behind the paper screen after yoga.
But my middle name isn’t even on my cards; I knew that.
There’s just an A and a period between my first and last names, as if
I’d never really reconciled myself to the latter and had erected a spiky
barricade between my own identity, bound up with my first name, and
that of my father, with whom I was no longer in contact.
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Then it must be a coincidence, I thought, our sharing the
same middle name. But there’s no such thing as coincidences like
this; such coincidences are called destiny or fate and usually they’re
preceded by an adjective like pre-ordained or...
I laughed at myself.
What?
Pleased to meet you, oh Dragon Slayer, I answered.
The pleasure is all mine. But why did you laugh?
I’m Patrick – it’s Celtic for “the Kisser.”
I’ll need some proof of that, said Jirka and rolled onto me, his
body sharp as a knife in places and light as a feather, just like our lips,
until he fell asleep and I pushed him off me as gently as possible.
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IN THE END WE'LL CHUCK GOLD AROUND
AM ENDE SCHMEISSEN WIR MIT GOLD
BY FABIAN HISCHMANN
TRANSLATED BY TIM MOHR

Nobody comes out to greet me. I park in front, fine gravel
crunches and dust billows up as I brake. I slam the car door shut.
Nothing.
A couple of chickens scoot past me. All the windows of the
house are open, curtains wafting in the breeze.
Finally, and so suddenly that I jump, the door flies open and
a guy in a tank top and shorts hops down the four stairs of the stoop
and approaches me with a “Hello, you’re Max, right?” He looks so
athletic that I’m afraid he’s going to throw me over his shoulder with
some kind of judo move after he shakes my hand.
“I’m Anton. The others are back in the garden. White wine or
apple juice?”
“Both.”
I wait until Anton reemerges from the cellar with a box loaded
with drinks and follow him into the house, where it smells of garlic
and sweet yeasty bread. I notice that most of the furniture is made out
of wood, and the place is pretty clean.
Arriving in the garden, I pause for a moment and take stock
of the situation: off to the right there’s another young man sitting on
a beer bench in the sun, he nods at me cheerfully. His hair is short
and very blond. He’s carefully picking currants and tossing them into
a bowl with quark. Straight ahead are vegetable beds, I recognize zucchini and tomato plants, and beyond that there’s a meadow with three
fruit trees. In the half-shadow of the trees sits a table, covered with a
tablecloth, and a woman is sitting at the table cutting bread. There’s a
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grill set up next to the table and Maria and Jan are standing in front of
it. He’s fanning the flames with a piece of cardboard, she’s smoking,
flicking the ash off, watching the poisonous powder float away, and
in so doing sees me. Her dress is sea-blue with a white triangle on the
chest. She waves hello. Jan, too, turns briefly toward me and then turns
away again. I cautiously raise my hand as if I’m a hesitant bidder at
an auction and the object being sold is out of my price range. Anton
reaches the table and kisses the woman.
I tromp over too, walking as casually as can be.
“Hey Max, nice to see you. Did you find your way alright?”
Maria looks sexy with a cigarette stuck in the corner of her
mouth, but also a little foolish. When we hug she smells of smoke.
“Yeah, no problems. There’s a GPS in the car.”
The kissed woman stands up and shakes my hand.
“Julia.”
“Nice to meet you.”
Anton hands me a drink, which could be either wine or apple
juice based on the color.
“We’ve already met,” he explains to the others, raising his glass
toward me.
“Right. Thanks for having me.”
I take a sip. White wine.
Beads of sweat form in my armpits and start to soak into
my white shirt. It’s going to cause stains that will be harder to get out
every time I wash the shirt, and which will leave yellow outlines.
“We’re all set,” says Jan, letting the cardboard fall to the
ground like a knight drops his shield after a battle, and looking at me.
“Flieger, been a long time. You eat meat?”
“Yep.”
“Great.”
He smiles inscrutably.
“We’re having lamb chops.”
Our mouths and fingers are smeared with grease, and the
glasses we’re drinking from are covered with brown prints. I gnaw on
my last chop, sever a sinew with my teeth, the longer end of which
snaps back toward the bone. In the last half hour I have learned the
following: the blond guy is named Pelle. He’s from Lund, in Sweden,
and is a fellow student of Maria’s back from her time in Gothenburg,

55

FABIAN HISCHMANN

though she never mentioned him to me back then. He’s in his second
semester off from school and teaches a Swedish course for beginners
at the community college in Donaueschingen. Anton is the youngest,
he’s just finished high school, Julia is a psychotherapist and is sixth
months pregnant with Anton’s baby. Their situation isn’t something
they exactly sought out, but they’re happy. They met Jan somewhere
while traveling, but I don’t know any more details than that. Jan
doesn’t say a word during the entire meal.
Julia asks me whether I like being a teacher. I think for a
second and say: “It’s alright. I feel useful.” Julia nods and Jan lets the
chewed bone of his chop fall purposefully loudly to his plate, gulps
down a glass of wine, and burps. Maria looks at him mildly irritated,
at which point he turns his head from left to right like an owl, looking
around with wide eyes, as if to say that we’re alone, far from anything,
and out in the fresh air. I have to admit he looks good with his tanned
face and black curls, the lumberjack shirt mostly unbuttoned and the
shadows on his slender chest. He looks more like the old Jan again.
Before he quit school in the twelfth grade and disappeared.
Pelle wants to know what the story is with dessert. We decide
to take a break to digest our food first. Anton and Julia lie down in the
grass, Pelle and Jan kick a beach ball around.
Maria kneels down next to me and says: “Come on, Max, I’ll
show you around.”
She talks to me as if we were close friends seeing each other
again after a long time. She’s deluding herself, but I go along with it.
“There’s something else out there for us,” Maria had decided
three years before.
“What a load of shit,” I’d stammered. “I don’t understand.”
“There’s nothing to understand, Max.”
After sitting staring at each other for a long time, she had
finally gotten up and left, and I sat there forever, until I punched the
floor so hard I broke my hand.
The house isn’t as big as it looks from outside. The furnishings are spare, no posters on the wall, nothing from Ikea, just old
pieces of furniture.
There are just two bedrooms. One for Julia and Anton, the
other for Jan, Pelle, and Maria. They sleep in bunks. “It’s like a school
trip, but without a bus or teacher… well, at least until an hour ago
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anyway.”
It’s hard to believe this is what she had in mind when we
broke up.
In my stomach, the acidity of the wine is reacting with the
animal protein, and causing something to bubble up.
“I need to take the braided bread out of the oven,” Maria suddenly realizes.
We go back down the creaking stairs to the main floor.
“Why didn’t you bring Lio?”
Because it’s bad enough that one of us has to come here and
feel uncomfortable, I think.
“He always gets scared in the car and throws up,” I say.
The kitchen is nice, and unlike the rest of the house, it’s
flooded with sunlight.
Maria puts on oven mitts and pulls the baking sheet out of
the oven. I sit down on a bench by the big kitchen table. There’s a
cardboard box in the way and I open it up briefly. Inside are stacks of
envelopes, some unopened: the bank, a lawyer, the bank, a utility company, the bank.
“Watch it!”
Maria slides the baking sheet onto the table, the crust of the
braided bread is golden brown. “Looks good,” I say, shoving the box
aside.
What could happen: I carefully carry a tray with coffee cups
and the baked good outside. Pelle is dribbling the ball, passes it to Jan,
who kicks it directly in my face, at which point I drop the bread and
the cups and they all laugh at me. I pull a revolver out of the waist of
my pants and start firing. Blood runs out of their mouths, dripping
onto the dandelions and daisies.
What actually happens: I carefully carry a tray with coffee cups
and the bread outside. Pelle is dribbling the ball, passes it to Jan, and
he kicks it off into the sky. Pelle hoots: “Efterätt!”
Julia and Anton, who have drifted off while spooning, jerk
awake.
Jan stares at me.
“Careful, Flieger.”
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We spread strawberry jam on the bread and nibble currants
and quark. For the first time this afternoon, I’m a bit relaxed.
“You free tomorrow, Flieger?” asks Jan with his mouth full.
“Why?”
“The roof has a couple of leaks and I have to patch them.
Maria and Pelle will be at school, and Anton is afraid of heights. So?”
Maria has some nerve. Jan Kranig and me on the roof.
With hammers and nails and a long way down.
“Okay,” I answer, asking myself how he knows that I’m a little
tired of life.
The rooster crows as I drive away from the farm. I just
nabbed some cotton wool from their bathroom, and now I pull
clumps of it out and stuff them in my ears as I crank up the music. I
fly through the woods with a hundred things in my head as droning
bass guitar tickles my spine. I close my eyes for a second. This time I
don’t hear a bang.
9.
[…]
Stripped to the waist and with a claw hammer in his belt, Jan
sets up the ladder. We position it against the house together. “I didn’t
think you’d really show up,” he says, rubbing a mosquito bite just
below his left nipple. It almost looks as if he has a third nipple, like
Christopher Lee, alias Scaramanga, James Bond’s nemesis in The Man
with the Golden Gun.
“I thought it would be nice to do some physical labor again.”
Anton comes over, without shoes, walking gingerly. His hair
is standing on end and his nose is covered with a film of white lotion. “I’ll catch you guys if you fall,” he promises. If we really do fall,
I won’t need him to catch me because I’ll just fly off into the sky, far
away.
We high-five. I tap my nose. He explains: “I fell asleep in the
sun.”
“Hey, while we’re up there, could you go get the wheelbarrow
for the old tiles?” asks Jan.
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Anton nods and notices Lio laying in the shadow of our car.
“He’s not going to eat the chickens, is he?”
“Not unless they fly directly into his mouth,” I assure him.
Anton laughs, Jan does not.
I toss broken, moss-covered roof tiles down and hand Jan
new ones while balancing on the top rung of the ladder. Jan fixes the
damaged sections with a sure hand. “It’ll be harder on the other side.”
His voice sounds strained.
“I have to piss,” Anton calls up to us.
I climb onto the roof so he can let go of the ladder. Jan nails
the last tile into place. The new tiles look out of place among all the
worn ones. Jan turns around, sitting at an incline, experimenting with
his balance. I carefully situate myself at the same height on the roof.
He lights us a pair of cigarettes. We inhale deeply, look out at the green
peaks around us. And the valleys, just as green.
Several minutes of silence.
Then the screech of a jay echoes in our ears and Anton
returns from pissing. We climb down so we can go up the other side,
and we’ve forgotten we dislike each other. To be honest, it’s almost as
if I feel drawn to him since I saw him again yesterday. I think: I missed
you, and say: “I have to go to the bathroom.” It’s not Maria throwing
me off. Not anymore. I’m not sure what she, what we, even were. But
her plan, if there was one, seems to be working, I have to admit.
“Fuck!”
Jan holds his thumb up in the sun. It pulses as if a tiny heart
were beating inside it.
“You’ll have do the rest, Flieger.”
I awkwardly start working. Jan sucks on his thumb, another
regressive image in the album of the last few days.
At some point, when the final nail is in, I want to know.
“You and Maria, you’re – ?”
“No. We’re not and we never were. You can put your mind at
ease.”
“It wouldn’t bother me.”
“You don’t even believe that yourself.”
“No, really.”
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We look at each other skeptically, but with no hostility.
“Spaghetti?” asks Jan.
I nod keenly.
“So, down we go, Flieger!”
“It’s Max, Jan. Please call me Max.”
[…]
11.
White wine again, a haze in my head again. I’ve already kissed
Maria once for a dare and twice had to tell Julia and Pelle the truth.
When she’d arrived home, Maria had asked: “How was it?”
“Great,” I’d answered.
She’d looked relieved and called for alcohol. When the first
bottle was empty, we used it to play spin the bottle and popped open
another.
I am sitting between Jan and Maria, and it feels as if this is the
way it should be. Then I feel a vibration in my pocket and there’s a text
on my phone: I’m here. Have you forgotten me? Valentin.
I stand up hastily. “I have to go, a friend of mine. He’s waiting
at the station in St. Georgen.”
“Are you safe to drive?”
“Yeah, of course. No problem.”
They all look at me.
“Really,” I convince myself.
They are all still looking at me.
“Bring him with you tomorrow,” says Jan.
“What’s tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow we’re building a campfire.”
I concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other and
make my way toward the car. Lio walks next to me.
“I’m not too drunk. Don’t worry.”
“You’re fooling yourself.”
“You can’t even talk.”
“Are you sure?”
Too bad I didn’t have to kiss Jan. I roll down all the windows
and hang my head out for a second. Lio, the old control freak, sits in
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the passenger seat.
They’re sitting in a turn-out just beyond the town sign, motioning me over. I slow down and close my eyes for a second. When I
open them again, they are still there.
The young police woman instructs me to turn off the engine.
Her partner is having another guy blow into a breathalyzer. The guy’s
wearing an old-fashioned suit, and with his cheeks puffed out he looks
like a horn player who has abandoned his orchestra. I turn off the music, trembling, start chewing my gum faster, and put all my hope in the
power of its peppermint aroma to whitewash the situation. I stare at
her gun belt. If I was sober, I would ask her whether she’s had to use
her pistol lately, and whether she knows anything about the shots I’ve
heard in the last few days. Maybe she could protect me.
I sit still and chew, chew, until the Orbit starts to break down.
And as she’s performing her duties, says the required words, the dog
throws up in the foot well of the passenger seat.
“Whoa,” murmurs the officer. “What a mess.”
“Yeah,” I stammer, making sure to exhale as little as possible.
“We’re on the way to the vet. He’s been sick all day and I
didn’t do anything until it was too late.”
She looks at us. Lio gives it his all, his big eyes look so wretched and ill that the policewoman can’t do anything but say: “OK, get
going. He looks miserable.”
I nod, turn the key, shift awkwardly because of the adrenaline,
and the engine clangs.
“Drive carefully though,” she adds.
“Of course,” I smile reassuringly.
We pull back onto the road, the vomit penetrating my nose.
This is not how I would have thought good fortune smelled.
12.
Invader. That is the first word that occurs to me when I pull
into the parking lot and see Valentin. He has his arms akimbo and he’s
looking up into the sky like a visitor from a distant galaxy waiting for
the mother ship. I go over to him.
“I was thinking of making a scene.”
“I’m sorry, Valentin.”
“It’s fine… so this is the highest elevation train station in the
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Black Forest.”
“Apparently, yeah.”
“You look stressed. What’s up?”
“Hippies, cops, a puking dog.”
We laugh and then hug.
“You smell like fun.”
“I know.”
A locomotive rolls past in the direction of Lake Constance.
“You want to go straight home?”
“Why?”
“We could go for a drink?”
“Maximilian Flieger. My friend, the drinker.”
“You want to or not?”
“Fine, it is the summer holidays.”
Valentin looks unwell. I did wipe up the worst of the vomit
with paper towels and water at the gas station, but the smell is still
overwhelming. I parallel park and the tires graze the curb. Valentin
groans.
“I think I’m going to throw up, too.”
The sign says Bali. I used to come here a lot, every weekend
really. Once in a while a punk band played. I can still remember the
time neo-Nazis from the nearby town beat up the owner, Roland, so
bad he had to be hospitalized, all because he wouldn’t play their fascist
music. I wasn’t there that night, but all I heard from the regulars was
that nobody had stood up for Roland. But of course, neither had they.
The glass in the bar’s door is cracked, the greasy wood beneath it covered with stickers, stick figures have been drawn to obscure
swastikas. Besides us, there are only two other customers, 40-year-old
longhairs abusing the foosball table. One of them spins his players like
a maniac until the ball flies all the way across the room and rolls to a
stop at Valentin’s feet. Smiling, he picks up the little sphere and gives it
back to the guy.
He asks: “You want to play us?”
“Foosball’s not my thing,” answers Valentin.
They look at him baffled.
When we then order white wine spritzers with ice instead of
beers, they shake their heads in absolute disbelief. A woman with a
pronounced overbite serves us. I ask about Roland. She says he moved
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to Berlin last year. How ridiculous, I think, with all the bars already
there.
We take our drinks outside, sit down at a dirty table, covered
with a mosaic of candle wax, burn marks and alcohol stains, a sticky
remembrance of summer evenings gone by. The dominant drums of
the sound system boom out of the window along with the sound of
the foosball table.
The woman from behind the bar has decided to bring out a
glass of tap water for Lio. He’s not interested.
“We can take a taxi and pick the car up tomorrow,” I suggest.
“I’ll have one at most.”
Valentin sips at his spritzer, smacking his lips after each swig.
“What’s up with you, are you fasting?” I say, sounding more
sarcastic than I intended.
“What’s up with you, are you sixteen?”
Wound up from the alcohol, I tell Valentin about the last few
days in detail, about Jan and Maria. He listens without making a comment. Only when I mention the invitation does he say: “The shadows
of your past. We’re definitely going there.”
He’s already insisting on going by bike. I agree, relieved because I know how stubbornly Valentin can pout.
After I’ve had another two spritzers while Valentin watches,
we settle the bill and leave Bali.
“Don’t Look Back In Anger” by Oasis wafts out after us. Just
like we’re sixteen again.
The horizon stretches out with red, frayed edges. There’s virtually nobody else out and about. Valentin has to brake twice for foxes.
“It really is the wilderness out here,” he mumbles. “And so
quiet.”
Blackness begins to take over behind my closed eyelids. I like
Valentin a lot, but he’s wrong about one thing. Not all memories are
shit. This moment, this drive home, will be a memory tomorrow, and I
know that I will need it badly one day.
“Are you going to throw up?” asks Valentin.
13.
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I find big supermarkets depressing. Fat women in jogging
suits or leggings, washed-up characters sitting in the snack bar near
the entrance consuming rotisserie chickens and beers — asymmetrical beards on their faces and bags bulging under their eyes like
blackish purple caterpillars, the man from the shoe repair and locksmith stand who looks so glassy-eyed and resigned that you want to
console him, bad haircuts wherever you look.
But we need sausages for tonight and caffeinated sodas and
alco-pops. At least Valentin says we need all of that, that he doesn’t
want to show up at the farm with empty hands. That’s why we’re
here in this overly air conditioned store between Donaueschingen
and Villingen.
Valentin bounces down the aisles, pretends he’s going to
throw a bottle of soda to me but then just places it in the cart. I look
drowsily at the label on the bottle. He would have broken my nose.
Earlier this morning I really felt like soda, but right now I just feel
sick.
Valentin was out of bed early, got the bicycles ready, attached the pannier bags to the racks. He must have suspected that I
would use our need to carry things as an excuse to take the car.
“Wow, check it out.” He juggles a couple of bags of marshmallows. I shake my head.
Valentin’s drops the act when we reach the cash register. As
the cashier scans the items he goes into a monologue.
“Max, I can’t take it any longer. Either you tell your parents
or I will. I’m done hiding. You can’t fuck me and then pretend like
nothing happened the next day.” He touches my stomach and purrs:
“Okay, Maxi?”
“Of course,” I sigh.
The line in front of the car wash is long. But the car is dirty
and my mother made the request both in person and in a reminder
note.
Valentin is licking a popsicle next to me. I’ve already finished
my ice cream bar. Suddenly there is a commotion in the Audi convertible in front of us. The driver, a man with muscles like Popeye
under a tight t-shirt, smacks the woman in the passenger seat. She
screams, defends herself, and tries to get out of the car, but he pulls
her back in by her hair extensions, at which point she tries to bite
him, and he smacks her again. At first we’re transfixed, like we’re at
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a drive-in movie, as if it’s just an act. Until I break the popsicle stick
from my ice cream and say: “We have to do something.”
“Do what?” answers Valentin.
I can’t think of anything better than to honk the horn. Once,
twice. The third time the guy lets go of the woman and turns to us. I
honk again. He gets out of his car.
“Way to go, Max. What now?”
I look in the rearview mirror to make sure nobody has
pulled up behind us, turn on the engine, and put the car in reverse.
The gorilla puts out his arms defiantly.
“If that’s what you want,” I hiss, rolling toward him. Valentin screams my name, I step on the gas. The pile of muscles saves
himself at the last minute with a hop to the side and I peel out of
the parking lot with a screeching turn. The car is as dirty as before.
Five minutes later I stop in a pullout not far from the industrial center.
“Give me a cigarette.”
Valentin throws the pack at my head.
“Have you completely lost your mind, Max?”
I push in the car’s cigarette lighter and answer: “I didn’t want
to do nothing again.” He stares at me, confused. I exhale smoke
through my nose and tell Valentin about America.
After I finished high school I went to Boston as an au pair.
My host family was incredibly exhausting. The parents, Nathan and Susan, both doctors, were basically never home. Dean and
Sam, their sons, completely monopolized my time. In the first few
months, I never made it anywhere beyond their preschool. I’d never
cried so much in my life as I did during that time.
It was only when Sam swallowed a Lego piece and got a
bloody nose from panicking and I took him to the hospital where
Nathan and Susan worked that everyone realize it was all too much.
They didn’t chew me out, they gave me two weeks off and hired a
nanny for that period. It must have been obvious how overwhelmed
I was.
I went to New York and crashed with a friend of my parents named Andreas. He worked in the cultural department of the
Goethe-Institut there.
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Most of the time I just sat around or read. The rest of the
time I wandered around the city.
During the second week I sat at a bar in the Lower East
Side and started chatting with a woman at the bar who was quite a
bit older than I was. She bought me rounds of drinks that I couldn’t
otherwise have afforded. Later she invited me back to her apartment.
I said no. That was a mistake. It happened on the way home.
It was a warm night, so I decided to walk to a subway station
a little farther away. It was beautiful, the lights, the background noise,
until I passed a side street where steam was rising from the manholes
like in a movie. That’s where I saw them.
A boy and a girl, barely older than me. He was pressing her
against a wall with his hand over her mouth. She squirmed and he
bashed her head against the concrete. She collapsed, unconscious.
He laughed. I was frozen in place, wishing I had a gun I could use to
stop him. But other than matches and gum, I didn’t have anything in
my pockets. He came closer and closer. Then the girl suddenly came
to, twitching frantically, and trying to scream, but all she managed
was a gurgling sound. A dark puddle had formed around her head.
The boy pulled out a knife. It was the biggest knife I had
ever seen, with sharp, dirty teeth on the blade. He made a threatening
gesture in my direction and went back toward her. I couldn’t move,
the only thing I could feel was the piss running down my legs. He
dragged the girl a little ways by her hair and then punched her several
times in the face. Bang, bang, bang. I heard a dull thump. She was
no longer moving. Then he looked at me again, waved the blade, and
yelled: “You wanna play?”
And all of a sudden I ran away. I raced for blocks on end,
never looking back, and at some point I caught a taxi. I was trembling and stank of piss.
I never left the apartment during my remaining days in New
York. I watched the news around the clock, but the girl never showed
up. Andreas seemed surprised, but he left me alone. At one point I
was about to call 911, but I couldn’t even really describe the actual
spot where the crime took place, and I was afraid I’d get arrested for
not intervening or something. So I just contacted the au pair organization and said I was homesick.
I flew back to Germany, never telling anyone about what I’d
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seen. My parents and Maria worried about me, because for a while I
barely spoke. I went at their urging to a therapist, whom I also told
nothing.
It took a while, but eventually I came to terms with it.
I flick the cigarette out the window.
Valentin leans back in his seat.
“Shit, Max.”
He sums it up. And I put us back on the road.
We briefly drive on the Autobahn. The opposite side is being
resurfaced. The still soft asphalt glitters silvery gray in the sunshine,
looking like a restless river that seems to run dry the farther we drive.
“I would probably have run away, too,” says Valentin, putting
his hand on my thigh.
I think: Maximilian Flieger. Your friend, the coward.
Who had nearly strangled an innocent boy in the woods,
who, when push came to shove, pissed his pants and ran off, and
who this time only honked his horn.
Valentin assured me for the fifth time that he understood
and that my secret was safe with him. He did his best to cheer me up.
“Tonight will do you good,” he said, putting his feet into the
peddles with the pannier bags stuffed.
Bang!
Bang!
Bang!
A rusty Ford Fiesta with a backfiring tailpipe passed us.
[…]
15.
[…]
Jan suggests a moonlight hike. Julia says we can’t leave the
fire burning. Jan suggests we piss on it. Julia says we can’t do that.
In the end, Anton and Julia stay behind as sentries. Maybe
they want to sleep together. Valentin would have done it with Pelle,
too, sit as sentries. It’s possible that he was picturing a scene out of
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Brokeback Mountain.
“He’s kind of sexy,” he’d whispered to me earlier. Valentin
sat right next to Pelle, and made sure to touch him, as if by accident,
at irregular intervals.
Each of us lights up the night with a flashlight.
Jan has a destination in mind that he won’t reveal. “It’s
not much farther,” he says for the second time as we stop and
pass around the booze we’ve brought for the road. It’s noticeably
cooler and darker in the woods. Maria lights her face from below,
“oooooooh,” a monster, a ghost, but despite the splotches on her
skin caused by the alcohol, she’s too pretty to pull it off.
The path we’re following is strewn with white stones, and I
keep stumbling like Bastian Balthazar Bux when he arrives in Fantastica after riding on Falkor.
Suddenly we veer off the path and after we all nearly trip on
a tree root we reach a mossy glade. Above us hangs a sliver of moon
surrounded by countless stars. Jan tells us to turn off the flashlights,
and we follow our leaders command. Only now do we notice how it
is popping and twinkling around us, as if the light of the campfire
has followed us.
I’ve rarely seen fireflies and never an entire swarm of them.
Jan whispers: “I discovered them last year.”
I put out my hands and hope to catch a fly asleep at the
wheel. I’m a huge fan.
Maybe everything is going to be good from now on.
16.
Jan and I are the only ones left. The rest have crawled into
bed. Julia and Anton were already asleep when we came back. His
head was resting on her swollen belly, maybe the baby was making a
comforting beat in his ear.
We stare at the dying embers.
“How did the rest of them end up here?”
“I wrote to them, called them. I’m lonely.”
I envy him. The willpower to make it a reality. And I have to
laugh because this concept, this scheme, is so far from reality.
“Is Maria happy?”
“What do you think?”
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“I think so, yeah.”
“And you?”
“Getting there, I think.”
Jan pushes up against me, he kisses me.
We stare at each other naked, holding our quivering penises.
He pulls at my upper lip with his teeth, runs his tongue over my
Adam’s apple and downward, moist warmth swirls around the tip of
my cock.
We use his underpants to wipe up and fall asleep.
I’m soaking wet, as if I’ve just gotten off the bike. There’s
something sticky in my boxers. I’m lying on the banquette in the
kitchen, crammed in there, vacillating between disappointment and
relief. It’s light outside.
17.
Bleary-eyed, I change my boxers, slip into my cycling shorts
and head outside. The grass is wet, snails cling to blades here and
there. I make sure not to step on any of them and rub the sleep from
my eyes with my fists. The sun lights up red marks on my upper
body, marks left by a night on the wooden bench and its sharp edges.
All the others are sitting at a breakfast table beneath the trees like in
a TV commercial for yoghurt or low-fat margarine. Everyone except
me has a top on.
We’re stuck. The chairs are like upholstered fortresses where
we have barricaded ourselves against the day. Lazily we dunk pieces
of bread in soft-boiled egg yolks, sip several cups of coffee. The cassette recorder plays “Sunday Morning” and Pelle hums along.
Valentin begins to nag: “I don’t want to piss away the whole
day. I’m leaving tomorrow, after all. I still want to go to Triberg, see
the giant cuckoo clock and the waterfalls.”
The Velvet Underground becomes ABBA:
“So when you’re near me, darling can’t you hear me, SOS.
The love you gave me, nothing else can – ”
He stops the cassette recorder.
Hugs all around, promises to visit one another.
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I say: “During the next few days.”
Valentin says: “Sometime.”
Then we head down the hill, into the valley, barely pedaling
at all.
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¡LIVE!
¡LEBEN!
BY MARLEN SCHACHINGER
TRANSLATED BY TESS LEWIS

Prologue
Mis-Remembering
“My dear,” Marie had said, “you need to be somewhat measured in your behavior, but first and foremost, you should live, finally
live, don’t you think?” And I answered Marie — though I no longer
remember what I said to her.
We’d had little more than a year together, and now I wonder if
I’d shortened that time with my probing questions.
Carla reaches for my hand.
I lay the pebble on the grave. It is speckled with green — just
like Marie’s eyes. I run my fingers over the white letters on her tombstone: LIVE!, and below that Marie’s name and 1918 – 2007.
And Sophie’s name.
“When I’m dead, at least our bones can lie together again,”
Marie had said.
Chapter I
There. Now all the things that must be said in these situations
have been: “I’m sorry”, and “We can still be friends, of course.” The
“Don’t you think?” that she tags on I leave unanswered, same as everything that preceded it. I’m more preoccupied with the question of how
to preserve the blossoms that had appeared overnight on my Lophophora williamsii (more commonly known as peyote cactus). It’ll need a bit
of water at some point, plus my elephant foot palm could desperately
use a misting. I put the telephone down and ignore her voice, which is
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still coming from the receiver. I begin misting, watering, plucking off
wilted leaves; they pile up at my feet before I sweep them up and drop
them in with the organic waste.
I leave the house with my sunglasses on. I do what I always
do in such situations (it’s certainly not the first time I’ve been left for
someone else). I dive into my work: the edits for my documentary
about sexism in advertising and the storyboard for my next film. The
film’s theme is ‘Crime and Punishment’, and maybe it will also be a
radio feature, I’m not sure yet. The perfect interviewee for it would be
my mother, but talking to her about it would be like working on Sarajevo. I prefer to drop Amelia’s crate off at her apartment door. A moving van is parked in front of her building with the tailboard down, and
a writing desk — unmistakably hers with its missing knobs — standing
against the back wall of the van. So that’s why she can’t come and get
all her things, I get it. My resentment strikes me as indulgent.
Friends murmur sentences that I find astonishing — “But you
could see it coming, couldn’t you?” or “You’ll see, you’ll fall in love
again.” I’ve heard it all a thousand times before, seen it in films; what I
find amazing is how cliché these break-up scenes are. As if somewhere
in heaven — or in hell — there were a storyboard for the procedure. I
picture the Angel of Separation in his vaulted room with light coming
in from a bank of windows. Surrounded by countless books, the Angel
of Separation hurries between two desks. One, a white Victorian
roll-top desk has endless ornamentation and fine carving and is for
separations that are mutual, whereas another, with a glass top, is where
painful separations are processed. In the background run several long
clotheslines on which any dirty laundry can be aired in public. Now
and then, a line snaps, since they are worn to a thread in spots and the
webbing sags into the appropriate mud bath, and what difference are
a few more blotches? The Angel of Separation, by the way, is the only
one up there who welcomes the existence of non-Western worlds!
Only unofficially, of course. He would never dare admit aloud that
married couples in Africa, Asia, and the Arab world delight him with
their statistically verifiable disinclination to divorce, no, he actively
celebrates and delights in them, and not out of holiness, heaven
forbid. The fact is that he would otherwise have to be admitted to the
heavenly psychiatric ward, burned-out in no time flat. I decide to make
things easy for the angel: he should transfer my file immediately to the
Victorian desk, open the drawer, pull out his Montblanc, write down
a line or two, sign it, give two quick puffs to dry the ink, and it will be
ready for the ‘Settled Cases’ tray.
On Sunday, after the Angel of Separation first appeared, and
because none of my friends are free, I board the streetcar with no
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particular destination in mind, and ride back and forth across the city.
As soon as the recorded voice announces that the next stop is the
hospital where Marie Gersberg is a patient, I tell myself that instead of
continuing to gawp out the window, I could just as well do my good
deed for the day and pay Marie a visit. Holding a rose I stole from a
garden and without asking at the front desk if Marie is still in the ward,
I climb the three flights of stairs, walk down the hall, and look for her
room number. Her name is still on the door. Her surprise at seeing me
is as obvious as her delight that I’ve come to visit. She tells me that
her requests for dismissal from the ward have so far been denied; her
argument that she could easily get to her physiotherapy sessions in a
taxi was met with the repeated advice that she really should move to a
nursing home. Of course, she need only show that she had someone
who could take care of her… so Marie gave the senior physician a
name: Sophie Isabella Weissenthal. The doctor asked for an address
and telephone number. Marie answered: “Section A, Row 1, Number 6
— but I’d be surprised if they’ve installed telephones at the Neustifter
Cemetery.”
I laugh at Marie’s mischievous expression and suggest she
give them my name next time. But back at home I ask myself what
on earth made me offer my name to a stranger who just happened to
be hiking on the Rax at the same time as I was, and then slipped and
fell at my feet, which meant that I was the one who accompanied her
to the hospital. To put it in other words, my offer to help a woman I
don’t know at all during her convalescence even though I can’t stand
being with my mother for even two hours at a stretch is nothing less
than astounding. I tell myself there must be something about Marie,
but that doesn’t explain anything.
At night Ini calls. She wails and sniffles into the phone, her
whining is unbearable. I have no idea what happened and since she
can’t calm down, I promise to head over to her place on the other side
of the city.
I have to ring the bell several times before Ini finally opens the
door. Her face is puffy, her eyes red. Mother is sitting in the rocking
chair I gave Ini for her last birthday, wearing pink slippers adorned
with tassels in a lighter shade of pink. She nods at me without saying
a word and I already regret having come to see her. Ini’s beloved cat
Fufu lies motionless on a rose damask cushion in the middle of the
coffee table.
“We have to put him to rest in the box, and then in the
fridge,” Ini says in a childish voice, “That’s how it’s done. I saw it in a
movie. Not the fridge, the freezer. It’s just that my freezer is way too
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small to fit Fufu inside. How could I have known he was planning on
dying? But keeping him cold should do the trick, don’t you think? Until
I’ve bought him a coffin, right?”
I look at the colossus on the table. Of course her freezer is
much too small. Fufu is the size of a piglet.
“Could you do it for me?” Ini begs. “I – I just can’t bring myself to. Mama says she doesn’t know how to pick Fufu up.”
I look at Mother’s manicured hands.
“Without hurting him,” Ini adds.
“Hurting a dead cat?”
Mother shakes her head indignantly: I am as heartless as my
father, that Jew; and the softly hissed slur is immediately followed by
endearments for Ini — “my little cupcake, my sugarplum.” Whereas I
only get angry looks.
So I put the cardboard box Ini brought on the table, lay
cat and cushion inside, and close it. In the kitchen, I empty out the
refrigerator and take out two glass shelves. Who needs low-fat cheese
when you’re mourning a dead cat? And the handful of carrots will
surely survive a brief existence without refrigeration. In their place, I
slide the box with Fufu into the fridge, at an angle so it fits. I turn the
temperature to the coldest setting and leave without saying goodbye.
On the way home, I keep nodding off in the streetcar. The
leaden exhaustion that sets in after I have to deal with Ini or Mother
is nothing new. To keep myself from sleeping through my tram stop,
I start counting pedestrians, a childhood game: How many are wearing white, blue, red, who will count the most? One, two, three, go…
I would have been better off going to bed with a book. I won’t tell
Mother about Marie.
[…]
Chapter IV
It was springtime, 1938, Marie would say. A spring that broke
with surprising force over this land that would now no longer be a
country.
And then Marie would fall silent.
It all began shortly after her twentieth birthday, she’d tell Lea.
Great Britain, she remembered quite clearly, had just recognized the
annexation of Austria to the Altreich. It would have been in May, that
May with the week of summer weather. They’d joked that the sun
seemed determined to console them for the political situation, Marie
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would have continued her story, then fallen silent and gazed out the
window.
They had set out on their way, Marie would resume, Hans,
Paul, Erika, Rosa and she, Marie. A birthday present from her two
friends, a multi-day hike on the Rax, the reason why Hans would later
feel responsible for Marie’s love.
Erika, Marie would say, picking up the story’s thread once
again, was Hans’s sister, she was a bit unusual, a little slow, Marie
would say, but good company.
And Rosa … aah, Rosa. And Marie would sigh.
Rosa … No, she really couldn’t explain what Hans must have
been thinking because, of course, considerations of how to remain
safe were the first order of the day for everyone back then. But he
must have had something in mind, which is why they wanted to climb
that high in the mountains, so they could finally move freely again.
And then, Rosa.
Ro-sa. Marie would roll the name slowly over her tongue and
then let drop that she never trusted the woman. Even then, she’d had
suspicions about Rosa for a long time and indeed they would have her
to thank for the misfortune that subsequently fell upon them, among
other things. But Marie would never be able to prove it.
Rosa, Marie would say, was the youngest, which is why Hans
wouldn’t have taken her seriously. Rosa, of this Marie was sure, loved
Paul with a passion back then. Rosa would certainly not have guessed
when they started out on the hike that he and Hans were actually a
couple.
On that first night, when they’d reached the hut, Erika had
been sleepy and Rosa soon followed her to the communal bunks, as
she was tired from working a shift as a waitress the prior evening. First,
she’d coquettishly shown off her swollen legs, in a clear bid for sympathy, after which Paul had drily suggested she take the top bunk, since it
was the best, after which Rosa had withdrawn in a huff.
Marie, meanwhile, had gone off on a walk with Hans and
Paul. They’d have had to speak quietly, out of caution, even though
they knew they were alone. Hans was deeply worried; he’d already had
a few experiences — but there were also things he could only have
guessed at back then. Still, neither she nor Paul had believed his stories,
they both called them ‘fanciful.’ He had told them about Siegfried, his
friend from Berlin, the man he’d been in love with a few years earlier.
A time of roses, he called those months.
Siegfried, Marie would tell Lea decades later, had also not
survived. And then Marie would fall silent.
In the years prior to 1933, Siegfried had worked for
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Hirschfeld. That’s how they’d have met; Siegfried was a doctor, and
Hans a medical student at the time. He would never finish his studies.
She’d never forget, Marie would say, picking up the thread again, the
expression that came across Paul’s face when Siegfried’s name was
mentioned, restrained but out of sorts all the same. Paul was a jealous
lover, which was dangerous, especially in those times.
Hans, Marie was certain, had admired Hirschfeld’s work. And
Marie would look at Lea and ask, “Does the name Hirschfeld mean
anything at all to you?”
Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld, who created the Scientific Humanitarian Committee and founded the Institute for Sexual Research in Berlin
in 1919. He and his colleagues — including those at the German
League for Human Rights — advocated repealing Paragraph 175 of
the German penal code, which criminalized homosexual acts.
During the Weimar Republic, a vigorous campaign to abolish Paragraph 175 developed. Homosexuals fought for their rights
through organizations and societies, they were supported by prominent people, used the press, and were gradually able to create their own
subculture. Accordingly, the political parties felt it necessary to take
positions on the matter: some advocated for making the punishments
more severe, demanding the sterilization of all homosexuals, ‘preventive detention’ or enforced ‘curative treatment’. ‘Anyone who even
thinks of homosexual love is our enemy,’ was the Nazi Party’s stance,
as given on a survey conducted by the Scientific Humanitarian Committee. Others, in contrast, agreed with Hirschfeld’s view that homosexuality is a ‘natural’ predisposition.
At the time, in the Weimar Republic, Marie would explain,
the view that homosexuality was a ‘medical problem’ was widespread.
Some people assumed it was a consequence of masturbation. In any
event, it was seen as a degeneracy of the personality caused by morphological changes in the brain or disturbances of the nervous system,
Marie would continue. Some might claim it could also be traced to
hormonal imbalances; some, Marie would report, went a step further
and considered homosexuality a mental disorder.
But all agreed that those who are sick should be treated, Marie
would explain, and the spread of the sickness should be prevented lest
it become an epidemic.
By then we knew at least a few things that had been happening in earlier years in Hitler’s Germany, but we still were endlessly naïve
back then, in the spring of 1938, Marie would say.
On May 6, 1933, students from the higher schools of physical
education had stormed Hirschfeld’s institute; Rudolf Diels, first head
of the Gestapo after 1933, was responsible. Siegfried was not in the
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institute at the time because the rampage took place in the early morning and his shift started in the afternoon that day.
Around 100 students had come with a brass band, doors were
kicked in, ink wells emptied over papers and carpets, books confiscated, wall charts thrown out the window, photographs kicked around
the room. The physical education students had been given clear orders:
After the clean-up operation, they were to destroy the institute. Even
the medical instruments were to be made useless.
The loud music of the band drew a crowd of onlookers,
whereupon the leader gave a speech. Afterwards they all retreated,
temporarily.
At three in the afternoon, Siegfried was in the institute, busy
cleaning up with his colleagues. SA troops returned with an order to
remove and investigate the material. They asked for Dr. Hirschfeld.
On hearing that he was abroad due to a bout of malaria, one of the
SA soldiers retorted, “Well, hopefully he’ll croak without us doing
anything; then we won’t need to hang him or beat his brains out.”
Hans had heard the same thing from Siegfried himself on
the day of the ‘clean-up operation.’ Deeply worried, Hans had offered
his beloved friend a secure place to stay in Vienna, which Siegfried
declined on some pretext or other. Only months later did he first hear
the name Toni. Hans, whose letters to his lover had gone unanswered
and who had suspected a nasty plot on the part of this unknown Berliner and had therefore contemplated a trip to Berlin.
For financial reasons, he’d had to delay it until the beginning
of the holidays. It would have been cold then, especially in Berlin.
Hans did not find Siegfried. The pubs had been closed, so there were
no longer any meeting places; nor were any of the newspapers Hans
always used to bring back from Germany to be found at the newsstands. He hesitated, but in the end didn’t dare ask, and left Berlin,
falsely concluding that Siegfried must have taken off with Toni.
Back in Vienna, as Marie would relate, he tried to get on with
his life. In the summer of 1936 he met and fell in love with Paul.
Only after the annexation to the so-called Altreich did he receive news from Berlin, but not from Siegfried. Instead, he had a visit
from Toni — a few days before our hike on the Rax.
So that evening, on the Rax, Hans talked about that meeting,
and also about Siegfried’s death, the cause of which came originated in
Columbia-Haus and Lichtenburg.
You, all of you, should be very careful, Toni had warned him,
and Hans passed on this warning to his friends.
Columbia-Haus, Marie had joked at the time with her friend,
what could that be, sounds like a travel agency, off to South America,

¡LIVE!

82

crisis-ridden Mitteleuropa, adieu!, Marie would later tell Lea, blushing
and looking away.
Toni told Hans that he had done everything he could to get
Siegfried out of Columbia-Haus. He’d written to bishops, even to
important people in the party, anonymously, there was no other way,
but no one had helped him. Friends finally counseled him to keep his
mouth shut and disappear if he didn’t want to end up there himself.
By 1938 people knew things weren’t going to get better, Marie
would continue, because after 1925, the Nazi Party had made its position unmistakably clear in debates about homosexuality; it was known,
according to Marie, that in their eyes, we represented the ‘downfall of
the German people.’
Back then, until the mid-1930s, they’d joked about it, Hans
and she; outwardly they’d always been cautious, but never amongst
themselves. Still what can you do, Marie would ask, except crack jokes
when you’re faced with such an attitude? Because of Hans, the German people were being deprived of some children, the National Socialists would have argued, since he and his kind were responsible for
the falling birthrate. Furthermore, their lifestyle spread like a plague.
Because of their tendency to form cliques, they could potentially
be members of the opposition and therefore enemies of bourgeois
society. Nevertheless, Marie still smirked about it all. It was her way of
dealing with it.
That time on the Rax, Marie would say, continuing her story,
Hans, who’d lost any desire to joke around since Toni’s visit, had
shown her a copy of an article from an old issue of the Völkisch
Beobachter, so she might finally believe him that the situation was really
dangerous and start to take his warnings seriously: on the page it was
written that all homosexuals should be hanged from the gallows. She,
Marie, had quipped that they’d need an awful lot of gallows to hang
them all, especially since it was apparently an epidemic; they’d need
a hanging line, she’d laughed and asked where the Volk of the Third
Reich were going to hang their washing afterwards, or do they no
longer do laundry there? And Hans answered that there was nothing
funny about it, she would see.
Back then, Marie would tell Lea, she — like many others —
didn’t want to acknowledge what was going on in the so-called Altreich. Terrible things were happening in the Berlin Columbia-Haus, in
all the so-called ‘camps’, Hans told her. Even if Toni had been exaggerating, if you only took half of what he said, it would still be bad
enough to be unbearable.
So what is this Columbia-Haus, then?, Marie had asked him
that night on the Rax, a little annoyed over being put straight by the
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older boy.
Since 1935 there had repeatedly been round-ups — in various bars, in public conveniences, in train stations, sometimes several
in one night. Anyone who looked suspicious was corralled into a van.
One member of the ‘Adolf Hitler’ SS Bodyguards reported: “Here,
our haul was one van-load.” Sometimes it was more, sometimes less.
The men were taken to the Gestapo station and left to stand 12, 13, 14
hours in the corridor without food or water; they were allowed to go
to the toilet only after six hours of standing. Some collapsed, suffered
chest pain, lost consciousness. From the Gestapo station they were
taken to Columbia-Haus. They were kicked in the shins: “You piece of
shit!” Beatings. “Miserable bastard!” They weren’t allowed to go to the
toilet. “You bugger, here’s a kick in the ass!” Anyone who defecated
on the floor was forced to eat his own excrement. Those who refused
disappeared down the corridor. “What are you squinting at, you stupid
goddamn shithead!”
Hans kept quiet. He avoided Paul’s eye. Siegfried was held in
Columbia-Haus for months. Afterwards, he was taken to Lichtenburg.
The man who came back from Lichtenburg was a different
man than the one Toni had fallen in love with; broken, his hair turned
completely gray. Toni almost hadn’t recognized him.
Siegfried would wake up screaming in the middle of the night,
would only sit with his back to the wall. Only after several days did
Siegfried tell Toni what had gone on. The following night, Siegfried
hanged himself.
Toni wrote another anonymous letter to the Reich Bishop
about the Columbia-Haus and Lichtenburg; people are tortured there,
he wrote, as a ‘sport’, even a ‘special sport’, with canings and roll calls,
with confinement in a dark cell.
And Hans, Marie would say, read the letter out loud to us:
“Reverend Reich Bishop! These prisoners are people who
ended up there because of some sexual inclination or merely the
suspicion of some inclination. Yet not a single one of them has appeared before a judge! […] The torture continues. As you read these
lines, many hundreds are suffering the most horrible torments. Reich
Bishop, if someone has committed a crime, he should be called before
an official judge so he can take responsibility for it! This is the view of
all decent Germans. […] In the name of our Savior’s love for mankind,
I beg you: Please help! […] Our Lord God will reward you for this
deed, which will certainly please him. You are our highest evangelical
priest, whom we soldiers especially revere. […] I have been told that
our glorious Führer would punish such acts most severely if he got
word of them. I am of the same view, since Adolf Hitler wants to see
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justice and the heartfelt love of one’s neighbor served. […] For fear
of reprisal (I have grounds!) I cannot reveal my name, most reverend
Reich Bishop […] Our Lord be with you and bless you in all you do!”
And Maria would stand up to get a glass of water. She would
open her desk drawer and hand Lea an envelope.
The one on the right, she would say, is Siegfried; and next to
him, the one with curly hair, is my Hans.
That night on the Rax, on Marie’s birthday and years after
Siegfried’s death, she had not believed Hans, instead, she wanted to
live. And living means loving, Marie would say, recalling how she saw
Sophie for the first time the following morning. It was early, the sun
was rising and she, Marie, armed with a hand towel and her toiletries,
had marched out to the well behind the house next to which Sophie,
her braids undone, was standing and washing her face. Water dripped
from her lower lip down her chin and onto her skirt, creating a spot
shaped like France. Marie leaned against the wall of the house to
watch Sophie and listen to her soft singing: ‘A friend, a dearest friend
that is the greatest thing there is in the world…’ A habit, Marie would
say, that Sophie kept her entire life: singing in the bath. She brushed
her hair, making the same motion again and again until she froze
mid-stroke, as if she’d forgotten something, and turned to Marie,
making room for her with a cheerful “Good morning.” She told Marie
that she should feel free to come up to the well and begin her morning washing. I’d rather have stood there a while longer watching her,
Marie would say with a laugh, adding that she thoroughly savored that
glimpse of Sophie throughout all the years they lived together.
Marie felt shy and remembered Hans’s warning. She didn’t
know how to start a conversation or how to keep one flowing except
by asking where Sophie came from, where she was headed, the usual
hiking talk. And later, at breakfast, Sophie asked about Hans, if he was
her husband, which Marie answered in the negative, just a friend, a
dearest friend. Sophie blushed.
During the day they went hiking; Marie had convinced her
friends beforehand that they could head east today and west tomorrow, without telling them that she hoped to meet Sophie by chance.
That’s what had annoyed Rosa later, Marie would add, it was too many
women at once for her and Paul spent the entire day chatting with
one of the girls in Sophie’s group, someone whose name Marie had
forgotten, although she certainly remembers that the young woman
was a beauty. And Marie stayed by Sophie’s side, talking about harmless things as they walked. Both were teachers — though that was
by no means a harmless topic. After all, Maria’s headmistress, Dr.
Schwarzwald, had been discredited and the school was threatened with
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closure. Her school was in the city center, Marie answered evasively,
near the Café Central, and she quickly switched the topic to children
in general. Unlike Marie, Sophie did not teach for financial reasons,
an impassioned educator, that’s what she was, and the way she spoke
about her work bolstered Marie’s spirits: how frightened some children
are, scarred as they are by life, Sophie remarked, and Marie thought of
Eugenie Schwarzwald and how essential happy schools were, because
no one can learn when afraid. She didn’t talk to Sophie about it, not
then. Paul’s warning glance, his left elbow, his quick nod at Hans, and
the seed of distrust needed for survival was planted, so Marie changed
the subject to the flora and fauna of the mountains. Annoyed that this
was the only harmless topic that occurred to her, Marie tripped over
a root and Sophie caught her, ‘forgetting’ to remove her hand from
Marie’s forearm where she’d grabbed her.
It was a slow rapprochement, with caution and reserve on
Marie’s side. Had Sophie not been so forward on Saturday evening and
asked for Marie’s address — the two of them got along so well, they
were both interested in opera and the theater, perhaps they could meet
in Vienna, for coffee, why not?
Had Sophie not been so bold that Saturday evening, they
might never have seen each other again.
In Vienna, Marie later found a card at her door asking, in
Sophie’s neat handwriting, if she might like to go to a concert the
following weekend, and suggesting a place and a time to meet. Marie
discussed it with Hans, asked him what he thought about it, and Hans
warned her that it could be a trap, that Sophie could be an informer,
that Marie should be at the least extremely cautious, demure, and wellbehaved. You can’t trust anyone.
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TRANSLATED BY ZAIA ALEXANDER

Desert in Bloom
Mojave Desert, California, USA
Yellow rubble along the road. A sprawling wasteland,
countless miles left behind in the four hours Faye had spent driving
towards an ever-receding dusty horizon.
She arrived at noon. Heat surged into the car. The windshield, side mirrors, even the dashboard was coated in grease. The
motel glistened in the sun.
When Faye had first heard that the desert came into bloom
in early summer, she had imagined Technicolor flowers, shiny, rubbery, fleshy green leaves, lotus flowers, amaryllis, dark-eyed turnera,
fire lilies, devil’s hair. A world of tropical plants had branded itself
into her mind and, after countless previous attempts in which something always coincidentally seemed to get in the way, she had finally
gotten into her blue vintage BMW and had driven east from Los
Angeles.
[…]
She’d needed courage to take this trip into the desert. But
she believed courage was nothing more than naiveté, and now was
disappointed even though she hadn’t driven to the desert to see flow-
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ers. The mounds of rubble didn’t show the slightest semblance of
green.
The ground was scorching. As soon as Faye got out of the
car, the hot, hard sand burned the soles of her flip flops. She hurried
into the shade of the motel. It was a U-shaped building with a massive DESERT INN sign in giant red letters and an AAA sticker in
front. The seal of the auto club was like a sedative in this wasteland.
Mechanics couldn’t prevent earthquakes, but in the event of any
other disasters, help would be on the way.
Faye picked up her key at the reception desk. She carried her
bag into one of the identical rooms facing the parking lot out front.
Her BMW glistened in the heat.
She was waiting for Leigh.
A group of quad riders appeared on the dunes in the distance. Their chests were bare. They held the heavy 4 wheel machines
between their legs and raced up and down the sand dunes. Faye sat
on the edge of the bed and saw the quads plowing the desert, sometimes nearer and sometimes further away.
After an hour, Faye got tired of waiting. She grabbed the
bucket from the bathroom and filled it with ice cubes from the vending machine under the awning. She wrapped the ice cubes in a towel
and pressed it to her neck. The ice hurt and she thought about Leigh
and their telephone conversation, and about his shapeless, oversized
clothes, and that he was the only thing that had ever bothered her
about Emily. Emily had deserved a wild, crazy and beautiful Leigh,
someone elegant and attractive, respected, renowned, a completely
different Leigh. Not this one.
“I’m gonna hang up,” Leigh had said on the phone, “if you
keep dissing me.”
“A little courtesy wouldn’t kill you,” he’d said.
“If you can’t change something, stop trying.”
“Let it go, Faye.”
“Just chill.”
“Listen,” he’d said. “Her stubbornness was her greatest asset.”
“You still think I fucked her. You think I fooled around with
her and then dumped her. But I forgive you. I forgive you, because
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you can’t help yourself. A trauma never surfaces as something painful.”
“You're the expert on that,” Faye had said.
The melted ice had soaked her blouse. The heat bore down
on the roof. She could see the quad riders through the window. They
were nearer to her now. She saw them reach the crest of the final
dune before the road, stand erect and thrust their pelvises forward.
The vehicles tipped headlong, the engines howled as though the
drivers were furious at the sand for only submitting to their weight
temporarily. The swollen tires had left nothing behind but a fleeting
tread mark. The riders’ bodies were tattooed. Sand, suntan oil and
sweat coagulated into a shiny armor on their skin.
They pulled into the parking area in front. She saw that
one of the riders was Leigh. She recognized him from his oversized
shirt, his almost delicate physique, and felt relieved, but then caught
herself. Leigh wore a helmet that didn’t suit his slim face. Everything
he wore was too large. He was the only one who didn’t drive barechested. A woman sat behind him and blood rushed into Faye’s head.
But it was not Emily.
The backlight made it appear as if Emily hovered like a
mirage in the air. It would have never occurred to Emily to ride
through the desert on a quad. She had great respect for the desert,
for the ingenious hunting paths, accessible only with moccasins and
meaningful only for their creators, the Chumash, the Diguenos, the
Tongva. Paths that had long since been buried in sand, along with
the artifacts of past existences, arrowheads, pottery, jewelry that had
been pulverized, made invisible. Invisible but still present, as Emily said, there in the backlight, or as she would say, would have said,
might have said, Faye thought, watching Leigh kiss the woman sitting
behind him.
Emily had often retreated to the Mojave Desert to “shed her
skin,” as she put it. Had put it, Faye thought. A thing of the past.
“The lighting out here is crazy,” Leigh said and took off the
helmet. “Makes you lose your sense of reality.”
They stood next to the ice machine under the awning. Emily
had always demanded that Faye share her enthusiasm for everything,
but she couldn’t feel enthusiastic about Leigh, not even now. She had
only seen him once before, and it wasn’t something she cared to repeat. Actually, she had never seen him properly, and now she forced
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herself to look him straight in the eye, while the woman standing
next to him looked back at her, and Leigh smiled. She felt physically
uncomfortable around him. His eyes were pale blue, the contours of
his face indefinite. His skin looked as if it had been washed too often. The longer you looked at him, Faye thought, the more indistinct
he seemed, and this was not due to the crazy lighting or the greasy
sun, which was still high in the sky.
“Beret and I decided she should wait here while we drive to
see Emily. Just in case you were worried,” Leigh said. He now had a
goatee, a flimsy one, with thin fringes.
“Don’t be afraid,” Beret said, “I’m not gonna get in the way
of your little adventure.”
“You didn’t tell her what this is about?” Faye said to Leigh.
“That we’re not taking some joy ride?”
“You haven’t changed.”
“You mean compared to the one time we talked on the
phone, or compared to the ten minutes we spent together in Emily's
kitchen when you refused to take off your scarf ?”
The kitchen was Faye's favorite place in Emily’s house. It
was a large kitchen with a dining table that seated twelve. When they
were alone, Faye sat at the narrow white bar next to a life-size head
made of glass that Emily sometimes threw her hats on. Faye sat at
the bar and watched Emily mix drinks. Emily liked making cocktails.
She made Old Fashioneds, adding Angostura and orange slices cut
into quarters. Or she made Negronis after the sun had gone down
and they needed to discuss difficult subjects.
Once, somebody had brought her a bottle of absinthe from
Europe. It was a special bottle with a dropper, a highly concentrated
elixir for experts, just a few drops of it sufficed. They sat with their
glasses under the loquat tree in the garden and didn’t dare drink any
of it for fear they might go blind. They ended up pouring the stuff
over the aloe vera plant, and laughing at the fact that they were such
cowards and so far away from Europe.
Leigh was one of the difficult subjects they had discussed
back then.
It wasn’t difficult because Leigh was a difficult person. Leigh
had grown up in a suburb, in one of the satellite communities south
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of LA, inland, where the rent was cheaper. He had grown up in a
house mounted on wheels, a trailer that could be driven anywhere if
the real estate prices went up. He was white trash but had fought his
way out and managed to get a scholarship, read female French philosophers, and listened to Latino pop. He hated being pigeon-holed
and liked hanging out at the Blue Moon, a former club for soldiers,
until a group of transgender people took it over. Leigh was a person
who made crêpes, someone Emily had swooned over, and who now
was friends with her. Friends or more.
Leigh was a difficult subject because Faye feared for Emily
and Emily knew about her fear.
As soon as the conversation turned to Leigh, Faye would
change the subject.
“Remember,” she said, for example, “how I used to stand in
the middle of the schoolyard because I couldn’t find our classroom
and you came and took my hand and showed me the way? Even if
they’d tortured me, I never would have found it without you. I was
totally disoriented.”
“Oh, don’t exaggerate.”
“If it wasn’t for you, I’d have never made it through elementary school.”
“Well, you were consistent if nothing else,” Emily said. “I
could always rely on you to go in the wrong direction.”
Then one day Leigh was there, standing in the door. He had
leant against the doorframe, until Emily had dragged him into the
kitchen and introduced them to each other, first Leigh Faye, then the
other way around. Neither of them said anything. Emily suggested
making them a drink, a special ‘meet and greet drink,’ and Faye knew
it would be a Negroni because of the difficult situation, their special
drink, which suddenly had lost all its meaning. Leigh didn’t have a
clue about all that. He just nodded, relieved, and Emily told him to
take off his scarf because it was summer and she didn’t want to turn
on the air conditioning. She suggested wrapping the scarf around the
life-size glass head.
“He needs our protection,” Emily said, kissing the glass
forehead. “See? He’s completely at our mercy. He’s transparent, we
can read anything we want into him.” She stood behind the bar and
hunched her shoulders. She made herself so small that her head vanished behind the glass.
“And,” she said. “How do you like me now?”
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The glass head in front of Emily's face was transparent,
while concealing her at the same time.
“Still the same old provocateur,” Leigh said to Faye under
the awning. “Always ready with a zinger.”
Faye said nothing, and while Beret headed towards the
reception desk, Leigh went back to the quad and unstrapped their
overnight bag. Faye waited under the awning. Beret came back with
the keys and Leigh went inside the room with her. When he returned,
he said, “Are flip flops all you’ve got?”
“Is that a problem?”
“Yes,” Leigh said. “Flip flops are fucked on the quad.”
“I’m not planning to drive out on a quad with you,” Faye
said.
“No?”
“I’ve got a car,” she said. “And I plan on using it.”
“I’m not driving into no man’s land in your old lemon.”
Leigh handed her a pair of sneakers. “How about these?”
“Whose are they?” Faye asked.
“Beret’s. Who else’s?”
Faye slipped on the sneakers, and they put on their helmets,
and suddenly Faye didn’t think it was such a good idea to drive out
with Leigh. Before he started the engine, she said, “You were the last
one who saw her.”
Leigh nodded.
“You have a responsibility,” Faye said. “I expect you to get
me there safely and back again.”
Leigh looked at Faye. Then he slowly peeled the beard off
of his chin.
“Did you think it was real?” He took a leather pouch from
the chest pocket of his shirt. “Chromosomes,” he said contemptuously. “Genetics. Hormones. The cult of the natural.” He stuffed the
beard into the pouch. “Why did we bother inventing the individual
when we stifle all its possibilities? Yet everybody clings to the idea as
though it were some kind of salvation.”
He glanced at the quad riders who had dropped into the
Driver’s Ranch. “See those guys?” he asked. “Did they frighten you?
At first they look like they’re doing the usual macho act, tough guys
talking the talk, who can’t walk past a woman without making some
lowlife comment. In fact, they’re into something entirely different.
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I know two of them from my seminar. Third wave feminists. The
whole nine yards. Not really my thing, not enough gender hacking,
too wishy-washy, but better third wave than no feminism at all.”
The Driver’s Ranch was a roughhewn shack with a corrugated iron roof, where they served omelets with french fries and
pumped-up burgers for breakfast. The riders sat in the shade of
the veranda. The overheated, tattooed armor trembled when they
ate, their bloated muscles covered in sailboats, helmets, bare asses, a
pierced heart.
“Right,” Faye said, “Orthodox feminists. That’s exactly the
impression they make.”
“Faggots,” Leigh said. “If you want to hang out with them,
you’d better have more to offer than the ideal proportions of your
cock.”
The courtyard glimmered in the heat.
“Let's get going.”
Leigh was still looking at the Driver’s Ranch. “The beard. It’s
a reminder that our desire has a terrifying precision. I can’t remember who’d said that, but I think it’s true.”
“OK.”
“Nothing’s okay,” Leigh said. “As long as you blame me for
Emily’s disappearance.”
“You’re the one she wanted to see. The day before she disappeared. You saw her last.”
“Maybe.” Leigh mounted the quad and started the engine.
“But I never wanted anything from her.”
“And I suppose you don’t want anything from Beret either?”
Faye shouted over Leigh's shoulder.
“Depends,” Leigh shouted, “on the impression we make.”
The sneakers were too small. They pinched but Faye suppressed the pain. She thought about Emily. She tried to imagine what
Emily must have thought the last time she was there. She concentrated on holding on, since Leigh drove fast, the ground was bumpy, and
the quad had lousy shock absorbers. Leigh left the main road and
they drove into the yellow desert. The dust swirled upward, making
it difficult to breathe - the dust and the heat - but after a while they
got used to it. Leigh headed towards a group of Joshua trees that
seemed to be swimming in the distance. They looked like underwater
plants that were swaying under an invisible current. The San Andreas
Fault was not far away, an eerie border between the desert and city.
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The fault was a reminder that the earth was molten, a fiery stream
under the edges of two plates, the surface gaping open above. The
plates drifted in opposite directions. Each year the Pacific and North
American plates moved two inches closer to each other, and it was
merely a matter of time before the nuclear power plant that had been
built on top of these floating strata of earth, along with its reactors
and fuel rods and holding basins, would be crushed by the plates,
melting the desert and the city into a huge radioactive hell.
Sand splashed under the wheels like heated water and Faye
clutched the side handles.
The kitchen in Emily's house was a place where Faye had
felt at home. There weren’t many places like that and none where she
had felt as completely safe as she had there. Now it seemed totally
unlikely she had ever been there.
Back then, there had been no for sale sign on the lawn. Back
then, the bougainvillea had been watered regularly. She hadn’t yet
said to Emily, “You and your beautiful soul always clinging to these
fucked up guys. But hey, everybody needs a calling in life. And you
helped me get through my screwed-up childhood. I don’t exclude
myself from being messed up too. After all, half of this goddamned
city is messed up. And that makes people like you in high demand.”
That was the evening Emily had mixed no drinks. The
evening she had not sat on a barstool, had not sliced an orange in
quarters, the evening when the glass head had remained hatless. Emily had not bothered to take off her hat. It was already dark outside,
almost Christmas, a string of lights had been blinking somewhere.
But Faye had only noticed them later. Only in retrospect had she
noted the blinking lights. In the sleepless nights after Emily's disappearance, she had begun to see the string of lights as a warning
signal. The blinking had warned of danger, had marked the evening
before Emily's disappearance, but she had overlooked this sign.
Emily had not gone to the bar. They had not even reached
the kitchen. Trembling, she had stood in front of the big windows
in the entryway. She had just come back from seeing Leigh. Or she
had wanted to go to Leigh. Or Leigh did not want her to come to
him, but she wanted to try anyway, and Faye had lost her temper,
had looked down on them both, as if from a great distance. “Don’t
worry, Emily,” she had said coolly. “I'm sure he'll ask you to marry
him soon. You’d be a lifesaver, given his financial situation. Or rather
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her? Should I say she? Or how about its? You never know with those
unique people. At least you won’t have to worry about attracting
attention, you and your endangered Gynander. It’ll be the freakiest
wedding in Beverly Hills. I bet you'll even make it to the cover of
Vanity Fair.”
“Leave,” Emily had said. “Get out. Fuck off!”
They didn’t pass a single tree, a single shrub. The ground
was flat as if it had been steamrolled. Leigh stopped and when they
got off the quad they saw a pattern in the sand ahead. Up close, they
could see gorges running fifteen- to thirty-feet deep. The passages in
the sand were like a labyrinth, the earth had fallen off vertically, as if
somebody had dug trenches with a giant spade.
“Down there,” Leigh said. “That’s where it is.”
They climbed down one of the gorges, way below sea level,
Faye thought. It was shady there, but not cooler. Slides made the
ground uneven. Heaps of gravel along the path gave way under their
feet, sometimes they had to duck under an overhang made of sand
that had formed a bridge, where the surface of the earth hadn’t yet
collapsed.
Leigh walked ahead and Faye had a chance to observe him
from behind, his muscular legs, his slender back, the straight shoulders that led to a soft, shaved downlike neck, the neck of a beautiful
woman. She’d have liked to know if Emily had seen that, if she had
always seen Leigh that way, with a shirt sliding from the shoulders
and skin that was sunburnt. He didn’t look so bad from the back.
Faye tried to imagine Emily in this narrow pass, wearing sneakers or
flip flops. Maybe she had been happy because the desert absorbed
and enveloped her, or she felt restless, because solitude and vastness
terrified her. She tried to imagine what Emily had seen in this desert.
The gorge led to a circular opening. The sky above was pale,
almost white, and when Leigh turned to Faye, his face was white too.
“Emily put herself at your mercy,” Faye said.
“It’s a voluntary decision, I’m assuming, to put yourself at
somebody’s mercy.”
“You pushed her away!”
“It’s all just a matter of interpretation,” Leigh said.
“You really are merciless.”
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The area was surrounded by sand walls. There was a hollow
in the ground on one side and Leigh went there to take a look.
The hollow was filled with charred wood and burned
branches. But it had been a long while since somebody had made a
fire. The coal was white and half buried in the sand.
Faye watched Leigh as he bent down to pick up a branch,
but she knew they weren’t going to find anything there.
“I can’t even remember her properly anymore,” she said.
“The last remnants of my memory are all used up.”
There were no traces, not even carvings or signs on the sand
walls, no artifacts of Tongva or Chumash that suggested it had been
a sacred place. It was just a cave that lacked a roof.
“When Emily was still around,” Faye said, “the memories
came too fast for me to process them.”
Leigh put the tank bag on the ground. He removed a
thermos and two cups and handed one to Faye. When Faye didn’t
respond, he sat down in front of the fire pit. “You should drink
something,” he said, as he poured himself some tea. “Unless you’re
planning on getting dehydrated.”
Faye said nothing. She just sat down. She was quite a distance from Leigh. She propped herself up with her arms behind her.
She was waiting for Emily. She had never waited that way before.
She waited without looking at Leigh, and the greasy light of the sun
above the gorge enveloped them both. Faye waited so intensely she
had the impression Emily would come running through the gorge
at any moment and shout, There you are! What took you so long? I keep
forgetting what a scaredy cat you are.
Then everything would be cleared up. No more fears, no
questions. Emily would tell her everything. About the situation she
had gotten involved in, a shooting, the wrong place at the wrong
time, a fight, nothing to do with her, but one from which she barely
had escaped.
And then Emily really did appear. She came out from the
spot where the gorge curved round, an outline of color against the
sandy ground. Faye first saw a child in red sandals and a sailor's hat,
but with every step Emily came closer, she grew older, and when
she entered the cave, she wore her wrinkled white summer dress,
the same one she wore the day she returned from Sequoia Park with
Leigh.
Leigh screwed the thermos shut and leaned back against the
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sweltering wall that separated them from the molten interior of the
earth.
Above their heads, at the height of the earth's surface,
Joshua trees floated like underwater plants in the heat. And if you
considered things precisely, Faye thought, then they weren’t just
below sea level, because the two of them were deeper than any sea.
They had already been submerged in all the seas.
“Show me,” she said abruptly.
“What?”
“You know.”
Faye stood up and walked over to Leigh. She stood in front
of him, casting her shadow on his face.
“Show me.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Of course you know.”
“You're just like Emily,” Leigh said without looking up.
“Do to me what you did to her.”
“What's the point?” Leigh said.
“What did you do with her?”
Leigh looked at Faye. “You guys really must think I'm your
circus horse,” he said quietly. “Do you even have a clue what you’re
doing to me? You’re taking away my humanity,” he said fiercely. “You
and your Emily.”
For a moment it was still. It was as still as it could only be in
a ditch in the desert. The sky was no longer as white. It had dulled at
the edges of the gorge to a matte blue, or was that Leigh's eyes. Faye
realized she was staring at Leigh, she was staring into that pale blue,
losing herself in it, and when he held her gaze, and looked straight
back at her, she looked away.
He reached for her hand. He pulled Faye down. But she
resisted.
“Maybe it was too soon. But Emily knew one thing. She
knew that our desire is precise,” he said. “And she knew that because
of me. Even if you blame me a thousand times.”
“What was too soon?” Faye said.
“Oh, nothing.” He let go of her hand and she sat down
beside him.
“What do you want?” he said.
All of a sudden, she didn’t know what to say, didn’t want
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to say something wrong, nothing that would stop her from finding
out what had happened to Emily. Emily was the only reason she was
there.
“Tell me what you want.”
“What do you mean?”
“Just tell me,” Leigh said.
Faye tossed her sneakers away which suddenly were smoldering hot.
“If you want to know what I did with her, you need to know
what you want. Emily certainly would have known.”
“I'm not brave,” Faye said. “I'm not like her.”
Leigh hugged his knees. “If you were Emily, you'd probably
say, I want your cock and I want your breasts.”
He stroked the sand with his fingertips until they were
almost touching Faye's foot. She recoiled and sat motionless. She realized Leigh didn’t know anything about the shooting. He had never
found out, he simply had other concerns. And she also realized she
had suspected him the entire time.
When Faye did not respond, Leigh said, “Emily might say,
love me. Touch me. Do you feel how wet I am? I want you to feel
that.”
Faye just sat there and the heat bore down on her head and
neck and burned the soles of her feet and between her toes.
“Emily would say: I want you inside me. I want you to pull
my lips apart and open me and come inside me,” Leigh said. “I want
you to thrust into me slowly and deeply.”
They sat side by side, watching the movements of Leigh’s
hand.
“And you?” Faye finally asked. “What do you say?”
Leigh held his hand still. When he remained silent, Faye said,
uncertainly, “Does that turn you on? You’d say to her that her softness, her openness turns you on. They turn you into who you are.”
Leigh smiled but didn’t look at Faye. He looked over his
knees into the fire pit.
“You’d say that you are everything for her,” Faye said, feeling
dizzy, as if too much oxygen were suddenly being pumped through
her body. “You are everything for her, and in that moment you are
everything through her.”
“Yeah.”
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“You thrust into her and when you feel her bend towards
you, when you feel her desire, you also feel the contours and workings of your body, your cock, and you are no longer indistinct.”
“See,” Leigh said. “You do know.”
“You kiss her and enter her and feel how she gives in to you
in your groin and in your belly.”
“Yeah,” Leigh said. “And she says: Stay. Please stay like this.
But let me turn around, so I can feel you everywhere. Hold me with
your hands and push inside me and then go faster. Lose control.”
“And you lose control,” Faye said.
“Lose control and take me with you, fuck me, love me, bend
over a little, she would have said. Bend over. It turns me on to feel
your breasts touching me, to feel them brushing against my back
every time you thrust inside me.”
They sat there without touching and Leigh again began to
plow the sand with his fingertips. To Faye it seemed as if her body
had suddenly become transparent, superimposed over Emily's. Or
maybe it was the other way around, Faye thought. Emily's body had
become transparent, so that she, Faye, appeared from it.
And then there was the sand, the yellow embers of this
desert that sifted through Emily's splayed fingers. Her hands lay
palms upwards on the loose ground, palms that were now grasped
by Leigh, who was on top of her, pushing her with his entire body
to the ground, and Emily got wet from his weight, his soft breasts,
strong shoulders. She gave in, swept away by Leigh’s movement, slid
back and forth and yielded to his hand, which he led downwards,
over her belly and her thighs to the hem of her dress, which he
pushed up in a single motion. He slid his hand down to her clit and
cupped it with his fingers. Emily tried to twist away from him. She
writhed to escape the pressure of his fingers, to ease it, to transform
it into a caress but Leigh stayed, and the pressure stayed, and his
body pressed her to the ground, held her down in the sand. And
then she let go, let herself fall into his hand, until the pressure was
just right, and her body softened nearly to a blur, and she needed to
bend towards him to feel her boundaries and ignite where pressure
and resistance were greatest.
When they returned to the quad bike, the sun was low. They
had to hurry to reach the motel before dark. They hadn‘t spoken
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since they had finished the tea from the thermos, got up, and left.
They walked silently through the gorge, and now they wordlessly put
on their helmets. Leigh started the quad and they drove off, Faye
resting her face on his back. She held onto him the way Emily would
have wanted to.
She wasn’t afraid anymore.
In the last light, before the oblique shadows of the beginning night, Faye saw the pale carpet lying over the entire plain.
Desert sage and brittlebush covered the rubble. Endives and Californian buckwheat, brown-eyed evening primrose blossoms, desert stars
and gravel ghost gave the wasteland color, dark blue thistle sage and
bright pink desert calico.
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