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FOREWORD

Dear reader,

This is your chance to discover 14
authors, 14 stories, 14 voices from 14
different countries — not only European
Union Member States, but also Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Georgia, North
Macedonia, Norway and Ukraine, who
are all part of our common ‘creative
Europe’ family.

| truly hope you enjoy this collection.

You will find a diversity of characters
and genres that will transport you
to completely different worlds and

the sale of books — especially those
from languages that are read less often.

Before you dive into the stories by this
year's laureates, let me congratulate
them warmly. | am confident that their
books will find large audiences across
Europe, and | wish each of them a
wonderful literary career.

Mariya Gabiriel,
Commissioner for Innovation,
Research, Culture, Education
and Youth

introduce you to new worldviews. This
is what this anthology of the EU Prize for
Literature for 2022 offers, and it is what
the EU Prize for Literature has celebrated
since 2009: the incredible creativity and
diversity that can be found in Europe’s
contemporary literature scene.

At the European Commission, we are
proud to support a prize that continues
to help emerging European fiction
writers reach wider audiences, especially
through the translation and promotion
of their works. The 2021-2027 creative
Europe programme also empowers
publishers to work together, as we

want to encourage the translation, the
international promotion and, of course,




tUROPEAN JURY

BIOGRAPHIES OF THE MEMBERS

Koukla MacLehose
President of the European jury

Koukla MaclLehose entered the
publishing world in 1975 to manage
the foreign-rights department of
Flasnmarion. In February 1987, she set
up her own scouting agency in London
with four publishers. By 2009, the
agency had publishers in 17 countries,
and today it covers 22 countries. Koukla
still works at the agency, and these
days she focuses on French-speaking
authors. The agency has readers in
various languages and is in contact with
agents and publishers all over the world.
They also work with film and television
production companies, and for the
National Theatre.

Julia Angelin

Julia Angelin is a literary agent and the
Chief Executive Officer of Salomonsson
Agency, the leading literary agency in
the Nordic countries. She represents
authors in all genres, from literary to
crime fiction.

Sonia Draga

Sonia Draga (born in 1967) is a Polish
publisher, founder and President of

the Sonia Draga Publishing Group. The
publishing group includes Sonia Draga
and Debit, along with the imprints Non
Stop Comics (for comics), Post Factum
(for non-fiction) and Mlody Book (for
young adults). Sonia also owns several
bookshops. She has been President of
the Polish Chamber of Books since 2020,
and was previously a member of the
board. She has also been a member of
the management board of Targi Ksigzki
Sp. z 0.0, which organises the Warsaw
Book Fair and the Silesian Book Fair.

Georgi Gospodinov

Georgi Gospodinov is a leading Bulgarian
writer and the author of Natural Novel, The
Physics of Sorrow and Time Shelter, among
other works. He is the winner of many
literary awards, including the Premio
Strega Europeo in 2021, the Usedom
Prize for European Literature in 2021, the
Central European Angelus Award in 2019
and the Jan Michalski Prize in 2016. His
books have been translated into more
than 25 languages.



Vera Michalski

Vera Michalski-Hoffmann founded the
Editions Noir sur Blanc publishing house
in 1987, together with her husband

Jan Michalski. Since its launch, the
organisation has aimed to build bridges
between the cultures and peoples

of Europe. Later, various imprints and
publishing houses merged together,
with the Libella group now including a
dozen publishing houses in France, the
Netherlands, Poland and Switzerland.

Kristine Pikenena

Since starting her career in the book
industry in 2012, Kristine Pikenena has
been actively promoting Latvian and
international literature. Currently she
works as the store manager of the
flagship Janis Roze Bookstore in the
centre of Riga. She has been bringing
together like-minded readers in the
Total Cover (Totals vaks) book club for
more than 7 years, with monthly literary
meetings on various themes.

Thomas Uberhoff

Born in 1954, Thomas Uberhoff studied
English and German literature at the
University of Gottingen. He began
working in editorial services for Rowohlt
Verlag in 1984, and headed its fiction
department from 2000 to 2021. Since
his official retirement, he has continued
working for Rowohlt as an editor-at-
large. He has also translated books by
Denis Johnson, Nell Zink, Sheila Heti,
Colum McCann and others.



VERDICI O Tht
tUROPEAN JURY

We in the jury (which consisted
of Georgi, Julia, Koukla, Kristine,
Sonia, Thomas and Vera) met each of
the 14 nominating organisations so
that they had the chance to present
their nominees. Having previously
read all of the sample translations,
this both gave us additional insight
into the books and added some
knowledge about the authors and
their circumstances. This year's entries
were consistently interesting, with
outstanding literary quality, and if
future nominating organisations keep
in mind that this is a European prize,
and that their entries should therefore
have a European perspective of some
sort, they should do fine.

The books we chose for the shortlist
(Trophy by Gaea Schoeters from
Belgium, In the Ditch by Sladana Nina
Perkovi¢ from Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Madame Lazare by Tadhg Mac
Dhonnagain from Ireland, Perfect Days

by Jacobo Bergareche from Spain and
Ask Miechka by Eugenia Kuznetsova from
Ukraine), as well as the EUPL winner, A
Garbage Chute by Iva Pezuashvili from
Georgia, were superbly written. They
had original voices and powerful stories,
were relevant to our time, kept us on
our toes and made us want to know
more about the story. They also made
us want to recommend them to fellow
translators and publishers in order

to make these books travel through
translations to each of their countries,
both in Europe and worldwide.

In addition to noting the qualities listed
above, which were present in each

of the books, we made the following
individual observations.

« Gaea Schoeters' writing is highly
professional and refined. Her book is
a compelling page-turner, despite its
hard-to-digest subject — a billionaire
hunter of big African beasts who is



cleverly persuaded by the owner of
alodge to add a human being to his
trophies.

Sladana Nina Perkovi¢ has a very
contemporary voice, and hers was one
of the very few books that actually
made us all laugh, even though its
topic was civil war.

Tadhg Mac Dhonnagdin has written

a sprawling European novel about
language, family ties, identity and
social questions. Add to that the
themes of Jewish identity, World War
Two and a mystery rooted in language
and you will see the fullness and
ripeness of his novel.

Jacobo Bergareche has written a funny
and refreshing book that felt somehow
eminently different from other entries.
His novel showed preoccupations

that were very much part of our old
Western world until that world was
recently turned upside down, with
scenes of seduction during seminars in
America that have funny parallels with
Faulkner, whose papers are housed in
the city where the seminar takes place.

« Eugenia Kuznetsova's book,
besides being very well written, felt

poignantly nostalgic and fairy-tale-
like, considering the current situation
in Ukraine. How many years will it
take to be able to write again about

a grandmother receiving her three
granddaughters in her lovely country
house for the summer, a house where
they spent so many of their holidays
as children and which may by now be
destroyed?

Iva Pezuashvili's book resonates
with the images of war and its dire
consequences that we are now
being confronted with on a daily
basis. At the same time, it is modern,
deeply engaged and emphatic, and,
last but not least, full of tongue-in-
cheek humour and entertainment.
Such literature creates empathy, and
can also be used as a tool to better
understand our world. Iva's is a
powerful voice that needs to be heard
far beyond the borders of his native
Georgia.

Koukla MaclLehose, for the jury



[HE EUROPEAN
UNION PRIZE HOR
LITERATURE

INTRODUCTION

The Furopean Union Prize for
Literature (EUPL) is an annual

initiative, launched in 2009, that
recognises emerging fiction writers in
Europe (). It is financed by the Creative
Europe programme of the European
Union, which aims to strengthen Europe’s
cultural and creative sectors.

The Prize is open to 42 countries
currently involved in the Creative Europe
programme.

Each year, national organisations in
one third of the participating countries
nominate a novel they trust has the
potential to find an audience outside

of their national borders, with all
participating countries and language
areas being represented over a 3-year
cycle.

This fifth cycle of the project marks a
restructuring of the Prize, with a seven-
member European jury now choosing
one award winner for each edition of the
EUPL, along with five special mentions.

All nominated authors will be promoted
continuously on a European stage,
aiming to reach a wider and international
audience and to connect with readers
beyond their national and linguistic
borders.

(1) Eligible countries are those participating in the Creative Europe programme. (https.//ec.europa.eu/info/funding-
tenders/opportunities/docs/2021-2027/crea/guidance/list-3rd-country-participation_crea_en.pdf)
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SELECTION PROCESS

The 14 nominated novels were
proposed by national entities that

are familiar with the literary scene of
their country, are used to promoting
their own literature abroad and

have expertise in literary quality and
assessing the translatability potential of
a book.

National selections are made on the
basis of criteria stipulated by the EUPL
Consortium in agreement with the
European Commission, and fulfil the
requirements listed below.

- The author of the proposed book
must have the nationality of or be a
permanent resident of the selected
country.

- The author of the nominated book
must have published between two
and four fiction books in total.

« The nominated book must be the
latest book published by the author.

« No book published by the author may
have been translated into more than
four languages.

« The nominated book must ideally
have been published no more
than 18 months before the date of
announcement of the Prize winner.

All national organisations undertake to
respect the selection rules.

Based on translated excerpts from the

nominated books, the jury chooses one
award winner and five special mentions.
The jury’s choice is made on the basis of
a list of books nominated at the national
level, one for each participating country.

THE EUROPEAN JURY

The European jury is composed of
seven members, all of whom are
literary experts with highly recognised
professional reputations and are
competent and influential in the field of
literature and translation.

The members are appointed by the
EUPL Consortium after consultation with
experts in the sector. In each edition,
experts are appointed to form the
European jury. The members of the jury
come from or represent countries not
featured in the current edition of the
Prize.

THE CONSORTIUM

The EUPL is organised by a consortium
of associations comprising the
Federation of European Publishers (FEP)
and the European and International
Booksellers Federation (EIBF), with the
support of the European Commission.
These two federations are jointly
responsible for setting up the

European jury, organising the jury’s
announcement and celebrating the
authors’ achievements through a yearly
dedicated literary event. They support
the authors in promoting their work
across Europe and beyond - online,

in bookshops and at book fair events.
Both organisations represent part of the
book chain at the European level and
work closely together to highlight the
priorities in the sector.

-11-



AUSIRIA

Peter Karoshi

Zu den Elefanten
The Elephants
Leykam Verlag, 2021

Language: German
ISBN: 9783701181872



BIOGRAPHY

eter Karoshi, born in 1975 in
PGraz, studied history, English and
American studies at the University of
Graz. From 1999 to 2005, he worked
in the transdisciplinary research area
‘Modernity — Vienna and Central Europe
around 1900’ at the Department of
Austrian History in Graz, where he
studied heterogeneities, pluralities and
cultures of memory in multi-ethnic
states. In 2009, his first novel Grtines,
grines Gras (Green, Green Grass) was
published by Milena Verlag. His novel Zu
den Elefanten (The Elephants), published
by Leykam Buchverlag, was nominated
for the Deutschen Buchpreis in August
2021. Peter Karoshi currently lives in
Vienna.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Theo, a cultural scientist, is stuck in a
strange state of limbo when he resolves
to change his relationship with his wife,
Anna, and his son, Moritz. Together

with Moritz, he undertakes a journey
along the route from the Mediterranean
to Vienna that the future Emperor
Maximilian Il took centuries ago with
the elephant Soliman. This time, they
travel in the opposite direction, from
Austria via South Tyrol to Genoa. But
the pair soon face major problems.
Seemingly lost in himself and despairing
of the present, Theo tells in diary form of
a journey towards the realisation that it
is the past, memories and memory that

shape the present. It is a journey that
takes a dramatic turn, through which
the narrator realises that life is a stream
of attempts to explain and observe, and
that people must first lose themselves
to find each other.

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

It is the question of time and its passing
that is at the centre of Peter Karoshi's
novella The Elephants. Linked to this

is an examination of what role the
individual can play in the passing of
time, if any, and whether it is worth
engaging with this time all. In this text,
Peter Karoshi shows himself to be a
confident, reserved narrator who knows
about the truth of the poetic in relation
to history. It is a person in the middle

of his life who is being brought into
focus here. This person is marked by a
fundamental experience of loneliness
and estrangement. He is experiencing a
crisis, one that urges him to set out for
himself, and this setting out ends in a
historically charged landscape. With The
Elephants, Peter Karoshi has presented

a quiet but intense book that carries
the multilayered, complex character of
European history within it and shows
that there is no escape from this history
and these landscapes — whether we like
it or not, they make us witnesses who
can be held accountable for their lives,
their actions and their omissions.



Zu den Elefanten

Peter Karoshi

Ane

Doch mich hatte eine grofle Sprachlosigkeit ergriffen. Ich hitte
meinen Menschen, den wenigen, die mir noch geblieben waren,
sagen sollen, wie sehr ich sie liebte. Stattdessen ging ich unruhig
und getrieben von etwas, das ich nicht fassen konnte, durch die
alte Landschaft.

Ich sah meinem Sohn beim Lesen zu, bewunderte ihn fiir seine
Ruhe und Ausgeglichenheit, beides Eigenschaften, von denen ich
doch auch wusste, dass sie innerhalb von einer Sekunde in eine
nichts verzeihende Wut, auch sich selbst gegeniiber, umschlagen
konnten. Mit Neid bewunderte ich, wie wenig irritiert sich mei-
ne Frau von meiner Unruhe zeigte, wie ungeriihrt sie mit ihren
Arbeiten weitermachte. Ich dagegen sprang vom Schreibtisch
auf, sobald ich gerade einmal einige Dateien gedffnet, blind fiir
ihren Inhalt gebannt auf den Bildschirm gestarrt hatte, um letzt-
lich doch bewegungslos zu bleiben: Um mich herum schien alles
in Bewegung, diese offensichtliche Entwicklungshaftigkeit von
allem Vergangenem, die nicht zuletzt in allen diesen Artikeln in
meinem Notebook nicht nur vorgefunden, sondern geradezu ge-
fordert wurde, wiinschte ich mir fiir meine Gegenwart auf einmal
nicht mehr.

Am Abend des gleichen Tages hatte ich Anna und Moritz trotz an-
dauernden Protests zu einem langen Spaziergang die Wiesen hin-
auf in Richtung des Berges gezwungen. »Erpresser«, hatte Moritz
gezischt, dann hatten wir alle drei gelacht, weil es ja auch lustig
geklungen hatte. Ohne es zu wollen, versdumte ich den richtigen
Moment, ein Gesprdch zu beginnen. Danach, das wusste ich aus
Erfahrung, wiirde sich nun auch keines mehr ergeben. So stapf-
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Peter Karoshi

te ich missmutig wegen der nicht ergriffenen Chance, ansonsten
aber fasziniert von der Umgebung vor den beiden bergauf. Ich
sah verwirrt nach vorne und dann wieder nach hinten, trotz des
hohen Grases glaubte ich, auf gepflegtem Grund zu spazieren, zu
einem Garten hinter einem schmiedeeisernen Gitter, alt und gut
verrostet, der ein vielleicht ehrwiirdiges Haus umschloss (tatséch-
lich dachte ich an ein Spukschloss). Da erst fiel mir ein, dass ich
genau das vor ein paar Tagen, noch in der Stadt, getraumt hat-
te. Dass ich mich ndmlich in einem verwilderten Garten in einer
Landschaft, die genau dieser dort dhnlich schien, verirrt hatte.
Dass es geregnet hatte und ich durch wucherndes, knotiges Gras
gehen hatte miissen, das genauso wild wie jenes draufien vor den
Gittern gewesen war. Von wegen gepflegt, dachte ich missmutig,
nichts passt mehr zusammen.

Wir gingen den Hohenweg weiter, bis wir an eine Weggabelung
kamen. Ein gelbes Schild mit Schwarzer Schrift auf einem Metall-
pfosten, der in einem Loch mit frischem Beton aufgefiillt steckte.
Beim letzten Mal im Mai war hier noch kein Wegweiser gestanden.
Der Beton war noch feucht. Wir befanden uns, las Moritz vor, auf
dem Weg des Buches.

»Mit Unterstiitzung von Bund, Land und Europdischer Uniong, las
ich weiter und wir lachten. Zu gut um wahr zu sein.

Spater am Abend im Bett las ich Anna vor, dass das Projekt des
Biicherwegs eine Route nachstellte, auf der friiher protestantische
Biicher vom romkritischen Norden in den Siiden geschmuggelt
wurden. Und wie sich gerade in diesen schwer erreichbaren Ta-
lern eine beinahe alles ergreifende Art des Protestantismus auch
in Zeiten der Gegenreformation gehalten hatte. Ich war begeistert.
Sie dagegen murmelte mit wenig Interesse und unter tiefen Atem-
ziigen, dass ich das unbedingt Moritz erzdhlen miisste. Ich lag
wach und dachte wie benommen {iber die Alpen nach, in deren
Mitte wir, wie in all den Jahren zuvor schon, unseren Urlaub ver-
bringen wiirden. Wie auf denselben Wegen und Straf3en, die die
rOmischen Legionen nach Norden benutzt hatten, so viele Jahr-
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Zu den Elefanten

hunderte spater Biicherschmuggler nach Siiden gezogen waren,
deren Weg sich mit jenem eines spanischen Elefanten und des-
sen Kaiser und Besitzer kreuzte, die in eine andere Himmelsrich-
tung zogen. Was absurd erschien, hatte ich dennoch mit Moritz
im Friihjahr bei einer Fiihrung entlang Wiens antiker Spuren er-
zdahlt bekommen. Mir personlich war die Geschichte des Elefan-
ten Soliman nicht bekannt gewesen, aber um mich herum hatten
alle ganz informiert getan und iiber den triumphalen Einzug in
Wien im Jahr 1552 geredet. Eine vollig verriickte Reise, auf der das
Tier von Spanien ausgehend iiber das Mittelmeer bis Genua, und
von dort durch die Alpen, angeblich immer in Begleitung seines
neuen Herren, dem spiteren Kaiser Maximilian II., wanderte. Ich
erinnerte mich in diesem dunklen Moment in der Nacht in unse-
rem Ferienhaus, dass ich die Fiihrerin noch hatte fragen wollen,
ob Maximilian tatsdchlich die ganze Reise seines Elefanten von
Spanien bis Genua und weiter durch die Alpen mitgemacht hatte
(hatte er, was damals unvorstellbar fiir mich war). Aber sie war
bereits von einigen Hobbyhistorikern belagert worden und so hat-
te ich mich dezent mit einem Handwinken von der sympathischen
Frau mit dem Minirock und der guten Kurzhaarfrisur verabschie-
det, was sie naturgemafl nicht bemerkte, und war mit Moritz in
ein Kaffeehaus gegangen. Ich lag da und dachte {iber ihren letzten
Satz nach, dass nicht zuletzt eine Reihe von Gasthdusern an der
Reiseroute des Elefanten nach dem wundersamen Tier benannt
worden war. Eine schone Vorstellung, dass das aufiergewohnliche
Erlebnis in Erinnerungsstadtten verewigt worden war. Was musste
das fiir ein Gefiihl gewesen sein, dem Elefanten gegeniibergestan-
den zu sein und noch Jahre spiter davon erzdhlen zu kénnen?

Seltsam erschien mir das alles, noch viel seltsamer als es den Men-
schen von damals vorgekommen sein musste. Dass so ein gewag-
tes Tier aus kithnen Traumen eine so starke Faszination ausiibte,
wunderte mich keineswegs, nein, das Irritierende war, fand ich,
wie dieser Moment, der ja doch wie ein Blitz eingeschlagen sein
musste, sich weiterentwickelte, {iber Generationen hinweg. Die
nachsten Generationen sahen ja nicht mehr den Moment des Er-
eignisses, sondern nur mehr die Erinnerung in Form der Gaststat-
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Peter Karoshi

ten, ein Bild, das ich sympathisch fand. Ja, mehr noch, nur durch
diese Statten selbst konnte das machtige Ereignis iiberhaupt wei-
terwirken. Die Herrscher, oder der Elefant selbst, sie interessierten
mich nicht so sehr, wie ihre Trager und Bewahrer in den folgenden
Jahrhunderten. Es waren meine, unsere, Gedachtnisstiitzen, die
mir entscheidend fiir das Verstindnis eines Ereignisses erschie-
nen. Dariiber dachte ich ganz niichtern und logisch nach, weil es
mir als das kraftvollere Bild als das der banalen Reisenden alleine
erschien. Und als ich da so in den Schlaf spazierte, ergaben die
Alpen ein noch viel bunteres Muster, wie in einem Webstiick, das
gar nicht so recht zu dem gesichtslosen Bild passen wollte, dass
ich bis dahin von dieser Region gehabt hatte.

-17 -



Sur la route des éléphants

Peter Karoshi
Traduit en francais par Virginie Pironin

Mais j’avais été saisi par un profond mutisme. J’aurais di dire
a mes proches, les quelques-uns qu’il me restait, a quel point je
les aimais. Au lieu de ca j’avancais, nerveux et porté par quelque
chose que j’étais incapable d’appréhender, a travers ce paysage
ancien.

Je regardai mon fils lire, admirai son calme et sa sérénité, deux
qualités dont je savais qu’elles pouvaient laisser place en ’espace
d’une seconde a une colére qui ne pardonnait rien, méme envers
lui-méme. J’admirai et enviai le peu de trouble de ma femme face
a mon agitation, I'impassibilité avec laquelle elle poursuivait ses
taches. Moi au contraire, je sautai de mon bureau aussitdt aprés
avoir ouvert quelques fichiers et fixé ’écran sans voir leur conte-
nu, pour finalement rester immobile: tout semblait se mouvoir au-
tour de moi, soudain je ne voulais plus dans mon présent de cette
évidente évolution inhérente a toutes les choses passées qui non
seulement se trouvait, mais était carrément voulue, entre autres
dans tous ces articles sur mon ordinateur portable.

Ce soir-1a, je forcai Anna et Moritz, malgré leurs protestations réi-
térées, a aller faire une longue promenade le long de la c6te qui
menait a la montagne, a travers les prés.

«Maitre-chanteur», siffla Moritz, et nous avons ri tous les trois,
parce que c’était drole.

Sans le vouloir, je ratai le moment propice a une conversation. En-
suite, je le savais par expérience, il n’y en aurait pas d’autre. Je
marchai ainsi devant eux, maussade a cause de la chance que je
n’avais pas saisie, mais fasciné par les alentours. Confus, je regar-
dai devant moi, puis de nouveau derriére. Malgré les hautes her-
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bes, j’avais I'impression d’avancer sur un terrain entretenu, vers
un jardin derriére une vieille grille en fer forgé recouverte de rouil-
le, entourant peut-étre une respectable batisse (j'imaginais en réa-
lité une maison hantée). Je me souvins alors avoir révé exactement
de cette scéne quelques jours auparavant, quand nous étions en-
core en ville. Que je m’étais égaré dans un jardin a 'abandon dans
un paysage parfaitement similaire a celui-ci. Qu’il avait plu et que
j’avais dii avancer a travers des herbes foisonnantes et noueuses
tout aussi sauvages que celles qui poussaient devant cette grille.
Entretenu tu parles, me dis-je morose, plus rien ne concorde.

Nous poursuivimes notre chemin le long de la cte jusqu’a arriver
a un croisement. Un panneau jaune a 'inscription noire sur un
poteau métallique planté dans un trou fraichement coulé de bé-
ton. La derniére fois, en mai, il n’y avait pas encore de panneau
indicateur. Le béton était encore humide. Nous nous trouvions, lut
Moritz, sur le Weg des Buches, le Chemin du livre.

«Avec le soutien de I’Etat fédéral, du Land et de I’'Union européen-
ne», poursuivis-je la lecture.

Cela nous fit rire. C’était trop beau pour étre vrai.

Plus tard dans la soirée, dans notre lit, je lus a Anna que le pro-
jet du Chemin du livre retracait la voie par laquelle les livres pro-
testants avaient été autrefois acheminés illégalement du nord, ot
Rome était vue d’un ceil critique, vers le sud. Et comment, juste-
ment dans ces vallées difficiles d’accés, une sorte de protestantis-
me presque poignant s’était maintenu durant la Contre-Réforme.
Je trouvais ca passionnant. Elle, en revanche, marmonna sans
grand intérét, entre de profondes respirations, que je devais abso-
lument raconter ca a Moritz. Incapable de m’endormir, je pensais
confusément aux Alpes, au coeur desquelles nous allions passer
nos vacances, comme toutes les années précédentes. A ces routes
et ces chemins empruntés par les l1égions romaines vers le nord
et, des siécles plus tard, par les passeurs de livres vers le sud, et
dont la trajectoire croisait celle d’'un éléphant espagnol et de son
empereur et maitre, dans une direction différente. Ce qui semblait
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absurde, mais Moritz et moi I’'avions pourtant entendu raconter,
au printemps, lors d’une visite guidée sur les traces antiques de
Vienne. Personnellement, je ne connaissais pas ’histoire de 1’é1é-
phant Soliman, mais autour de moi, tous avaient fait mine d’étre
bien informés et avaient discuté de son entrée triomphale dans
Vienne en 1552. Un voyage complétement fou au cours duquel
I’animal, parti d’Espagne, avait traversé la Méditerranée jusqu’a
Génes puis, de 13, les Alpes, soi-disant toujours en compagnie de
son nouveau maitre, le futur empereur Maximilien II. Dans 1’ob-
scurité de la nuit dans notre maison de vacances, je me souvins
avoir voulu demander a la guide si Maximilien II avait vraiment
fait le voyage de I’Espagne jusqu’a Génes et ensuite a travers les
Alpes avec son éléphant (la réponse était oui, ce qui me paraissait
inimaginable a I’époque). Comme elle était déja assiégée par des
passionnés d’histoire, j’avais pris congé de cette femme sympa-
thique en mini-jupe et a la jolie coupe courte d’'un mouvement de
la main discret, ce qu’elle n’avait bien sfir pas remarqué, et j’étais
allé dans un café avec Moritz. Allongé 13, je repensais a sa dernié-
re phrase, selon laquelle toute une série d’auberges sur la route de
I’éléphant avaient été baptisées d’aprés I’étrange animal. C’était
une belle idée de se dire que cet événement hors du commun avait
été immortalisé dans des lieux commémoratifs. Quelle sensation
cela avait dii étre de se trouver face a face avec le pachyderme et
de pouvoir le raconter encore des années plus tard...!

Tout ca me semblait étrange, encore plus étrange que ¢’avait di
le paraitre aux gens de ’époque. Qu'un animal aussi audacieux,
sorti des réves les plus fous, provoque une telle fascination ne
me surprenait pas le moins du monde. Non, ce qui me perturbait
était que ce moment, qui avait dii passer en un éclair, ait continué
d’avoir un impact sur des générations. Les suivantes ne connu-
rent plus le moment de I’événement, seulement son souvenir sous
la forme des auberges. Une image que je trouvais sympathique.
Oui, plus encore, il n’y avait que grace a ces lieux que cet incroya-
ble événement pouvait continuer de rayonner. Les souverains, ou
méme ’éléphant, ne m’intéressaient pas autant que les porteurs et
les gardiens de leur histoire au fil des siécles suivants. Ils étaient
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mes, nos aide-mémoires, ceux qui me paraissaient indispensables
a la compréhension d’un événement. J'y réfléchis avec grande lu-
cidité et logique, car cette image me semblait plus puissante que
celle des banals voyageurs a eux seuls. Et alors que je me baladais
ainsi dans mon sommeil, les Alpes produisirent un motif encore
plus haut en couleur, comme dans une piéce tissée qui refuserait
de s’intégrer vraiment a I'image impersonnelle que j’avais jusque-
la de la région.
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SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Hunter White lives for the big game
hunt. An immensely wealthy American
share trader, he goes to Africa to
shoot a rhinoceros, the last of the

big five he has yet to bag. More than
anything else, the hunt gives him the
feeling of being alive. Moreover, he
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Als een roofvogel duikt het vliegtuig uit de inktzwarte hemel naar
beneden, om vervolgens af te remmen, even schijnbaar beweging-
loos te blijven hangen en dan een wijde cirkelende beweging in te
zetten, alsof het aarzelt tussen twee mogelijke prooien en nog niet
besloten heeft op welke het zich zal storten. Beneden, in de diepte,
tekenen zich linten van licht af die het duister in repen snijden en
waarover andere, kleinere lichtjes als mieren naar elkaar toe bewe-
gen, samentroepen, clusters vormen en weer uitwaaieren. Het land
buiten de lichtvlekken is donker, een gapend zwart gat, te donker
zelfs om te zien of het vlak of golvend is. Pas later, als het vliegtuig
zijn aarzeling opgeeft en verder daalt, tekenen zich leesbare patro-
nen af: landruggen bollen op, dalen wijken terug, water scheidt
zich af van land. Veel tijd om te kijken is er niet; nu de vogel zijn
prooi heeft uitgekozen, duikt hij razendsnel neer. Even nog laten
zich gebouwen onderscheiden, vrachtwagens, auto’s, dan raakt het
landingsgestel de grond.

Dawid herademt, maar voelt geen opluchting; integendeel, hij
wordt meteen overvallen door een gevoel van zwaarte, alsof de aar-
de in dit nieuwe land harder aan hem trekt en de lucht zich moeilij-
ker laat inademen. Jaren heeft hij hiernaar uitgekeken, dag na dag,
en evenzoveel nachten heeft hij ervan gedroomd. Maar nu, nu hij
hier werkelijk is, voelt hij geen vreugde, geen triomf, zelfs geen te-
vredenheid. Hoewel het vliegtuig wel degelijk op zijn bestemming
is aangekomen — dat verzekert de metalige stem van de steward
hem, voor het geval hij of een van de andere passagiers eraan zou-
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den twijfelen: dat ze aangekomen zijn —, is wat hem overvalt niet
de blijdschap van een aankomst, niet de verademing van een man
die lange tijd heeft gereisd, na vele ontberingen zijn doel bereikt en
viert dat hij het er levend van af heeft gebracht, maar de droefenis
van een afscheid, alsof hij de hele weg die hij hiervoor heeft afge-
legd met zich meedraagt en alle offers die hij tijdens zijn reis heeft
gebracht zich met hun volle gewicht aan hem vastklampen.

Met een schok komt het vliegtuig tot stilstand. Om hem heen staan
passagiers op, graaien naar hun bagage, verdringen zich in het
gangpad. Dawid werpt nog een laatste blik door het venster. Nu
pas valt het hem op dat de grond daarbuiten wit is. Het heeft ge-
sneeuwd. Het beeld verrast hem, want hoewel hij het begrip sneeuw
natuurlijk wel kent, net als het woord, heeft hij het fenomeen nooit
eerder gezien. Hij kijkt ernaar als naar de geboorte van een kind:
een doodnormale gebeurtenis die zich al eeuwenlang regelmatig
voltrekt en zonder veel ophef aan de rest van de wereld voorbijgaat,
maar die, wanneer ze zich voor het eerst in iemands eigen leven
afspeelt, op hem overkomt als een wonder.

I. DE JAGER
Twee maanden eerder

De knal van het schot rijt de ochtendstilte uiteen. Hoewel hij zich
flink schrap had gezet, brengt de terugslag van het zware jachtge-
weer Hunter toch uit evenwicht; de kracht van het wapen tilt zijn
linkervoet bijna een halve meter van de grond. Van Heeren, die
naast hem staat, lacht.

‘Het verrast je altijd weer, hé? Nasty fuckers, die oude tweelopen.
Maar wel een puik schot.’

Samen met Hunter loopt hij naar het andere eind van de schietbaan;
tot zijn tevredenheid stelt Hunter vast dat hij inderdaad perfect doel
heeft getroffen. Midden in de roos is een klein, rond inslaggat zicht-
baar, nauwelijks dikker dan zijn pink, maar de impact van de kogel
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heeft de achterliggende zandzak volledig opengescheurd; langs alle
kanten sijpelen dunne stroompjes rood zand naar buiten. Voor die
vuurkracht neemt hij de kneuzingen op zijn schouder er met plezier
bij: dat kan straks het verschil maken tussen leven en dood. Van de
jager, niet de prooi. Dat zoveel jagers tegenwoordig de voorkeur ge-
ven aan Kkleinere kalibers heeft hij nooit begrepen; hij zou zich met
een lichter wapen niet veilig voelen in de bush. Lichtere munitie ver-
eist een perfect geplaatst schot en op moeilijk terrein heeft een jager
niet altijd de luxe zijn hoek te kiezen; als een wild dier onverwacht
aanvalt, mag je al blij zijn dat je het raakt. Bovendien doodt een
licht wapen de meeste prooien wel, maar stopt het ze niet meteen af,
en Hunter wil niet verpletterd worden door een ‘dood’ dier dat nog
een paar meter doorrent voor het neergaat. Daarom verkiest hij voor
de jacht op groot wild zijn oude dubbelloops .577 Nitro Express, het-
zelfde geweer waarmee Hemingway hier ooit een neushoorn en een
stel leeuwen schoot, en niet een lichter, moderner model. Maar dat
is niet wat hij vanochtend aan de luchthavenpolitie heeft verteld
toen hij bij het uitklaren van zijn wapen een praatje maakte met
de agenten; op hun vraag waarom hij met zo’n zwaar kaliber jaagt,
heeft hij eenvoudigweg geantwoord dat het geweer van zijn groot-
vader is geweest, wat waar is, en daar nog iets aan toegevoegd over
mannelijkheid, wat op een goedkeurend lachje werd onthaald. Sla-
pende honden moet je niet wakker maken, zeker niet in een land als
dit, waar het aantal schouderstrepen op een uniform de graad van
corruptie aanduidt; hoe minder mensen op de hoogte zijn van zijn
werkelijke reisdoel hoe beter. Liefdevol klapt hij de tweeloop open
en hangt hem gebroken over zijn arm. Van Heeren geeft hem een
vriendschappelijk klapje op zijn schouder.

‘Volgens mij heb je een aperitief verdiend.’

Samen lopen ze tussen de lage bungalows door in de richting van de
lodge; overal om hen heen tsjirpen krekels. Hunter ademt een paar
keer diep in; ondanks de nachtvlucht en de drukkende hitte voelt
zijn lichaam fris en fit. Klaar voor de jacht. Zijn geest is ontspannen
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en kalm, maar alerter dan thuis; zijn gehoor staat op scherp, hij re-
gistreert de onbekende geuren, proeft de vage smaak van ijzer in de
lucht. Zouden ze onweer krijgen? Bij zijn bungalow blijft hij staan.

‘Ik kom zo. Eerst even deze jongen opbergen en een vers hemd aan-
trekken.

Hunter duwt het schuifraam open, legt zijn wapen in de openstaan-
de geweerkist op het bed, trekt zijn bezwete hemd uit en hangt het
over de leuning van een stoel. Tegen beter weten in gaat hij op de
rand van zijn bed zitten. Meteen slaat de jetlag genadeloos toe: zijn
lichaam wil niets liever dan gaan liggen en de gemiste nacht inha-
len. Gewoon even neerliggen, heel even maar, moet toch kunnen?
Maar zodra hij zich op het bed uitstrekt, beseft hij dat hij een stom-
miteit begaat; als hij nu zijn ogen sluit, is hij verloren. Dan zal hij in-
slapen en straks midden in de nacht wakker worden en vervolgens
urenlang slapeloos op de ochtend wachten. En zal dat patroon zich
de komende dagen herhalen, tot hij volkomen uitgeput is. Terwijl
het geheim er net in schuilt meteen het ritme van de nieuwe dag te
volgen. Nog net op tijd dwingt hij zichzelf zijn ogen open te houden,
en tast in zijn broekzak naar zijn gsm. Hij tikt een naam aan en
wacht; boven hem, aan het plafond, draait de zware houten venti-
lator loom rondjes. Elfmaal gaat de telefoon over, voor iemand op-
neemt. De vrouwenstem aan de andere kant van de lijn klinkt warm
en slaperig, maar toch klinkt er geen verwijt in door.

‘Hallo.’

‘Tk heb je wakker gemaakt.’

‘Verbaast dat je, op dit uur van de nacht?’
‘Waar ben je?’

Het geluid van stof die over stof glijdt. Een laken dat wordt wegge-
slagen. In gedachten ziet hij voor zich hoe ze rechtop gaat zitten, op
de rand van het bed, nog niet helemaal wakKker, haar gezicht zach-

-27-



Trofee

ter dan het bij daglicht is. Hoewel hij voor haar scherpte is gevallen,
is het haar nachtelijke zelf dat hem ontroert.

‘Mexico.’
‘Toe maar. Werk of plezier?’
‘Niet iedereen houdt die dingen zo strikt gescheiden als jij.’

Hunter lacht. In gedachten ziet hij zijn kantoor voor zich. De zee met
computerschermen, de hemdruggen van de mannen die er werken
even inwisselbaar als de displays waarnaar ze kijken; hij hoeft hun
gezichten niet te zien om te weten wie winst maakt en wie verlies
lijdt, de spanning in hun schouderbladen zegt genoeg. Buiten, ach-
ter het vensterglas, tientallen naar de hemel reikende torens. Een
volledig verticale skyline. Een groter contrast met de weidsheid die
hem nu omgeeft, is nauwelijks denkbaar; hier kan hij kilometers
ver kijken zonder dat iets zijn blik afstopt. Hij komt half overeind
en laat, steunend op zijn ellebogen, zijn ogen over het landschap
glijden: nergens een spoor van menselijke aanwezigheid.

‘Ben je alleen?’

Zijn vrouw antwoordt niet meteen, wat hem doet vermoeden van
niet. Waarom zou ze anders opstaan om met hem te bellen? Hij
hoort stof ritselen, waarschijnlijk schuift ze het muskietennet open,
daarna het geluid van haar blote voeten op een houten vloer. Dan
opnieuw haar stem, minder gedempt nu.

‘Zou je jaloers zijn als het niet zo was?’

Nu is ze wakker. De zachtheid in haar gezicht is verdwenen, en over
de halve wereld heen voelt hij hoe ze hem uitdagend aankijkt.

‘Nee.

‘Nee?’

-28 -



Gaea Schoeters

‘Jaloezie is een teken van zwakte. Het zou impliceren dat ik me be-
dreigd voel.

Leeuwen vallen niet alle mannetjes in de troep aan. Alleen jonge
dieren die hun plaats niet kennen, krijgen een tik. Een energiebe-
sparende en efficiénte manier van samenleven.

Nu is het haar beurt om te lachen.
‘Mooi zo.’

Ze heeft een glas water gevuld, hij hoort haar drinken. Met grote
teugen. Ziet haar vochtige lippen. Plots verlangt hij naar haar, met
een hevigheid die hem verrast.

‘Kom je naar huis, voor onze huwelijksverjaardag?’ vraagt hij haar.
‘Welk huis?’

‘Hét huis. Ons huis.

‘Kan jij niet hierheen komen? Het weer is hier beter.’

‘Moeilijk. Ik heb een cadeau voor je.’

‘En?’

‘Het is niet bepaald handbagage.’

Hij hoort haar inademen. Scherp. Gespannen.

‘Is het wat ik denk dat het is?’

Aan de snelheid waarmee ze haar volgende vraag stelt, weet hij dat
ze geen antwoord verwacht had.

‘Hoelang ben je dit al aan het plannen?’
‘Twee jaar.’

De zachte ruis op de lijn echoot haar waardering. Dan, als de bete-
kenis van zijn woorden helemaal tot haar is doorgedrongen, voelt

-29-



Trofee

hij haar rillen. Een korte huivering, blote huid tegen de zachte zijde
van haar pyjama.

‘Wanneer vertrek je? Naar...’

‘Ik ben er al. Ik ben vanochtend aangekomen.’
Stilte.

‘Hunter?’

Ze aarzelt, want ze weet dat hij er een hekel aan heeft als ze het
zegt, maar hij weet dat ze het toch zal zeggen.

‘Wees voorzichtig, wil je?’

Hunter strekt zijn hand uit naar zijn geweer dat in de openstaande
wapenkist naast hem ligt, en laat zijn vingers even over het hout
glijden. Een golf van opwinding trekt door zijn lichaam en vult hem
met een tintelend verlangen naar de jacht van morgen.

‘Beloofd. Maar niet te. Ik zou niet willen dat je me saai gaat vinden.’

Hij haakt in, dwingt zichzelf op te staan, gooit een handvol water
in zijn gezicht, kiest een vers hemd uit en kleedt zich aan voor de
lunch. Dat zijn vrouw ongerust is, verbaast hem niet; dit is geen sa-
fari als alle andere. Niet zozeer omwille van de prooi, maar omwille
van de ophef over de jachtvergunning: de vorige jager die er zo een-
tje in de wacht gesleept had, was meermaals met de dood bedreigd.
Maar haar bezorgdheid, hoe begrijpelijk 00k, is volstrekt onnodig:
hij heeft niet persoonlijk op de licentie geboden, maar via een van
zijn vele bedrijfjes, speciaal opgericht om de sporen van controver-
siéle aankopen van grote klanten mee toe te dekken. Vergeleken
met de dubieuze overnamepraktijken en de semilegale monopolies
die hij soms buiten het zicht van de financi€éle waakhonden moet
weten te houden, is het verbergen van de aankoop van een jachtver-
gunning voor een Afrikaanse zwarte neushoorn voor een handvol
fanatieke natuurbeschermers kinderspel.
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The plane plunges from the pitch-black sky like a bird of prey, then
slows — it seems to hang motionlessly for a moment before settling
into a wide circling movement, as if hesitating between two possi-
ble victims, not yet having decided which it will swoop down upon.
In the depths below, ribbons of light cut the darkness into strips
and above them different, smaller lights move towards each oth-
er like ants, congregating, forming clusters and fanning out again.
The land beyond the spots of light is dark, a gaping black hole, too
dark even to tell if it is flat or undulating. Only later, when the plane
gives up its hesitation and descends further, do legible patterns
emerge: ridges bulge up, valleys sink away, water separates from
land. There is not much time to look, now that the bird has chosen
its prey, it dives at lightning speed. Buildings, trucks and cars be-
come visible for a moment, then the landing gear hits the ground.

Dawid breathes again but feels no relief; on the contrary, he is im-
mediately overcome by a feeling of heaviness, as if the earth in this
new country is pulling down harder on him and the air is more dif-
ficult to breathe. He has been looking forward to this for years: day
after day, and for as many nights, he has dreamed of it. But now,
now he is actually here, he feels no joy, no triumph, not even con-
tentment. Although the plane has arrived at its destination — as the
tinny voice of the flight attendant assures him, just in case he or any
of the other passengers should doubt that they have arrived — what
overwhelms him is not the joy of arrival, not the relief of a man
who has travelled from afar, reached his goal after many hardships
and can celebrate that he made it there alive, but the sadness of a
farewell, as though he is carrying the heaviness of his travels with
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him, and all the sacrifices he made along the way are clinging to
him with their full weight.

The plane reaches a standstill with a jolt. Passengers stand up
around him, grab their luggage, throng in the aisle. Dawid takes
one last look out of the window. Only now does he see that the
ground outside is white. It has snowed. He is surprised by the sight,
because although of course he is aware of the concept of snow and
the word for it, he has never seen this phenomenon before. He looks
upon it as if it were the birth of a child: a perfectly normal event
that has been happening regularly for centuries and takes place in
the rest of the world without much ado, but which, when it first hap-
pens in one’s own life, appears to him like a miracle.

I. THE HUNTER
Two months earlier

The blast of the shot tears apart the morning’s silence. Though
he braced hard, the recoil of the heavy gun unbalances Hunter,
the force of the weapon lifting his left foot fifteen inches from the
ground. Van Heeren, standing next to him, smiles. “Always gets
you, doesn’t it? Nasty fuckers, these old double-barrelled rifles. But
a fine shot.”

He accompanies Hunter to the other end of the shooting range
where Hunter is pleased to find a perfect hit. A small round hole
is visible in the centre of the bullseye, barely thicker than his little
finger, but the impact of the bullet has completely ripped open the
sandbag behind it; thin streams of red sand trickle out.

He’ll gladly accept the bruises on his shoulder for that firepower — it
can mean the difference between life and death. The hunter’s, not
the prey’s. He has never understood why so many hunters nowa-
days prefer smaller calibres, he wouldn’t feel safe in the bush with
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a lighter weapon. Lighter munition requires a perfectly placed shot
and on difficult terrain a hunter doesn’t always have the luxury of
choosing his angle. If a wild animal attacks unexpectedly, any kind
of hit will do. In addition, a light weapon will kill most prey, but it
won’t stop them immediately and Hunter doesn’t want to be crushed
by a “dead” animal charging a few feet further before it falls. That’s
why he prefers his old .577 Nitro Express for big game hunting — the
same rifle Hemingway once used to shoot a rhino and a pair of li-
ons here — rather than a lighter, more modern model. But that’s not
what he told the airport police this morning when chatting with the
customs officers clearing his weapon. When asked why he hunted
with such a high calibre, he simply replied that it was his grandfa-
ther’s gun, which was true, and added something about masculin-
ity, which was met with a chuckle of approval. Let sleeping dogs
lie, especially in a country like this, where the number of shoulder
stripes on a uniform indicated the degree of corruption. The fewer
people who knew of his actual destination, the better.

He lovingly cracks open the rifle and hooks it over his arm. Van
Heeren gives him a friendly pat on the shoulder.

“I think you’ve earned yourself an aperitif.”

They walk between the low bungalows towards the lodge together,
crickets chirping all around them. Hunter takes a few deep breaths;
despite the night flight and the oppressive heat, his body feels fresh
and fit, ready for the hunt. His mind is relaxed and calm, but more
alert than at home. His ears are pricked, he registers the unknown
smells, tastes the faint tinge of iron in the air. Is a storm coming? He
stops at his bungalow.

“I’ll be right with you. First got to put this boy away and change into
a fresh shirt.”

Hunter pushes up the sash window, lays his weapon in the open
gun box on the bed, pulls off his sweaty shirt and hangs it over the
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back of a chair. Against his better judgement, he sits down on the
edge of his bed. Immediately jetlag strikes: his body wants nothing
more than to lie down and make up for the missed night. Just a little
lie down, should be possible, right? But as soon as he stretches out
on the bed, he realises he is doing something stupid — if he closes
his eyes now, he will be lost. He’ll fall asleep and wake up in the
middle of the night and then spend hours waiting sleeplessly for
the morning. And the pattern will repeat itself for the next few days,
until he is completely exhausted. The secret lies in immediately
picking up the rhythm of the new day. Just in time, he forces himself
to keep his eyes open, and fumbles in his trouser pocket for his cell
phone. He taps on a name and waits; above him, a heavy wooden
ceiling fan spins lazily. The phone rings eleven times before anyone
answers. The female voice on the other end of the line is warm and
sleepy, but without reproach.

“Hi.”

“I woke you up.”

“Go figure, at this time of night.”
“Where are you?”

The sound of fabric gliding across fabric. Sheets being pushed aside.
In his thoughts he pictures her sitting up on the edge of the bed, not
yet fully awake, her face softer than it is by daylight. Although he
fell for her sharpness, it is the night-time version that touches him.

“Mexico.”
“Wow. Work or pleasure?”
“Not everyone keeps things as neatly compartmentalised as you do.”

Hunter laughs. He pictures his office — the sea of computer screens,
the shirted backs of the men who work there as interchangeable as
the displays they look at. He doesn’t have to see their faces to know
who is making a profit and who a loss: the tension in their shoul-
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der blades says it all. Outside, behind the windows, dozens of tow-
ers reaching for the heavens. A vertical skyline. A greater contrast
with the vastness surrounding him now is hardly conceivable; here
he can see for miles without anything blocking his view. He raises
himself up and, resting on his elbows, allows his eyes to glide over
the landscape: nowhere a trace of human presence to be seen.

“Are you alone?”

His wife doesn’t answer immediately, which makes him suspect she
isn’t. Why else would she get up to take his call? He hears fabric
rustling, she is probably sliding open the mosquito net, then the
sound of her bare feet on the wooden floor. Then her voice again,
less muffled now.

“Would you be jealous if I weren’t?”

She’s awake now. The softness has disappeared from her face, and
right from the other side of the world he can feel her giving him a
defiant look.

“NO.”
“NO?”
“Jealousy is a sign of weakness. It would imply I felt threatened.”

Lions don’t attack all the young males in the pack. Only the young
ones that don’t yet know their place are given a swat. An ener-
gy-saving, efficient way of living together.

Now it’s her turn to laugh.
“Good.”

She has filled a glass of water, he hears her drinking. Big gulps.
Sees her moist lips. Suddenly he longs for her, with an intensity that
surprises him.
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“Are you coming home for our anniversary?” he asks her.
“Which home?”

“Our home. The house.”

“Can’t you come out here? The weather is better.”
“Tricky. I have a present for you.”

“So?”

“It’s not exactly hand luggage.”

He hears her inhale. Sharply. Tensely.

“Is it what I think it is?”

From the speed with which she asks her next question, he knows
she wasn’t expecting an answer.

“How long have you been planning this?”
“Two years.”

The slight background buzz on the line echoes her appreciation.
Then, when the meaning of his words has fully got through to her,
he feels her shiver. A brief shiver, bare skin against the soft silk of
her pyjamas.

“When will you leave? For—”

“I’m already there. I arrived this morning.”
Silence.

“Hunter?”

She hesitates because she knows he hates it when she says this, but
he knows she’ll say it anyway.

“Be careful, won’t you?”
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Hunter reaches for his rifle, which is in the open gun box next to
him, and runs his fingers over the wood for a moment. A wave of ex-
citement sweeps through his body, filling him with a tingling desire
for tomorrow’s hunt.

“I will. But not too careful. I wouldn’t want you to start finding me
boring.”

He hangs up, forces himself to get up, splashes water over his face,
picks out a fresh shirt, and dresses for lunch. His wife’s concern is
no surprise, this is not any old safari. Not so much because of the
prey, but because of the fuss surrounding the hunting licence: the
last hunter who managed to get one received several death threats.
But her concern, understandable as it may be, is completely unnec-
essary: he had not bid for the licence personally, but through one of
his many small businesses, set up specifically to conceal controver-
sial purchases by major customers. Compared to the dubious take-
over practices and the semi-legal monopolies he sometimes had to
keep out of sight of the financial watchdogs, hiding the purchase of
a hunting licence for an African black rhino from a handful of avid
conservationists was child’s play.
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HERLEGOVINA

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

When the heroine’s/narrator’s mother
runs into her room, interrupting the
daughter watching her favourite crime
series, readers begin to discover the
almost insane and chaotic world of
the story, made up of events such as
the funeral of Aunt Stana, who chokes
on a piece of chicken, thus shattering
plans to sell the family home and

land. The fictional world is filled with
unusual visits to police stations and
clinics, heroes who unsuccessfully
attempt suicide and people who erect
monuments for themselves before they
have died, or experience a personal
renaissance after deciding to enter the
world of smuggling. With each new
page, Sladana Nina Perkovic¢ creates a
unique novelistic world built on the
display of everyday life — only that
everyday life, expressed in extremely
sharp language and with a dose of
black humour, is moved almost to the
limits of absurdity and the grotesque.
A funeral and the sale of a family home
and land - with the events almost
automatically perceived as tragic or
shocking — are transformed into the
ridiculous, which does not ignore
tragedy and reality, but instead helps us
build a more complete picture of the
world we inhabit.

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

In an unstable relationship between
fiction and reality, the novel In the Ditch
by Sladana Nina Perkovi¢ juggles two
very important things. On the one
hand, it accurately portrays the post-
war and post-socialist misery, provincial
delusions and patriarchal mindsets

of Bosnia and Herzegovina that limit
or even completely eliminate spaces
of individual freedom. On the other,
the novel opens with the following
sentences: ‘Everything in this book

is fictional. If someone happens to
recognise themselves, they should
know that it is nothing but a reflection
of their personal paranoia.’ Thus, the
novel also ‘advocates’ the need to
challenge fictional identities and a
fictional (mainly Balkan) mentality
identified from within, or recognised
from the outside as unequivocal truth.
In the Ditch is therefore an ironic and
often grotesque reflexive and critical
questioning of past cultural politics
relating to local-global and Balkan-
European connections. Alongside

this, the novel’s sharp humour and its
optimistic ending serve as an interesting
narrative strategy used outside power
positions (since, in the network of
power, literature is yet unprivileged) to
develop the still weak yet much-needed
politics of hope.
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Morala sam prepjesaciti pola grada. Racune za stan, znate ono,
struja, odvoz smeca, grijanje, kablovska i tome sli¢no, inace, pla-
¢amo u banci u naSem naselju, ali njima je pao sistem ili tako ne-
§to, pa su me uputili u njihovu centralu u drugom dijelu grada. I
tako, otiSla sam u drugi dio grada, usla u banku, a tamo je bilo
viSe ljudi nego na stadionu u toku finala Svjetskog fudbalskog pr-
venstva. Da muka bude jo$ veéa, od sedam Saltera, radila su tek
tri, a ljudi su se toliko gurali da se viSe nije znalo gdje pocinje, a
gdje zavrSavared. Pokvario im se aparat za izdavanje rednih broje-
va, onaj na kojem pociva civilizacija, pa je nastao pravi krkljanac.
Ljudi su jedni drugima disali za vratom i psovali tiho, ali sa puno
mrZnje. ,,Ja sam troje djece rodila, radila sam do zadnjeg dana sa
stomakom do zuba, a ove danaSnje gospode ne mogu nista”, pi-
Stala je Zena sa visoko natapiranim Siskama kada smo preko reda
pustili trudnicu. A onda je druga potpuno siSla sa zivaca kada je
vidjela da preko rada pustaju ¢ak i jednog ¢ovjeka u invalidskim
kolicima. ,,Pa on je u kolicima, sjedi, Sta ga imate puStati! Gore je
meni, imam proSirene vene!” Ljudi su se uskomesali, umalo da iz-
bije tuca, ali onda se pojavio éelavi lik iz obezbjedenja i nazivaju-
¢i nas otvoreno i bez ustezanja ,,nekulturnom stokom”, razdijelio
nas je u dva reda, jer je treci Salter u meduvremenu prestao raditi.
Sluzbenica je, pretpostavljam, otisla na zasluZenu pauzu. Narav-
no, mene je dopalo da ¢ekam u redu koji daleko sporije napreduje.
U jednom trenutku sam se sjetila onog crtanog filma u kome Gu-
stav radi za Salterom, a ispod stola drZi ¢aSu crnog vina, pa svaki
put prvo umoci prst u vino, obliZe ga i prevrne stranicu. Pomislila
sam kako je velika vjerovatnoca da to isto rade i ove sluZbenice
i usta su mi se razvukla u blesavi osmijeh. Medutim, osmijesi u
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redu za placanje racuna su tako neprirodna i sumnjiva stvar da
me lik iz obezbjedenja, onaj isti ¢elavi, pogledao ispod oka u fazo-
nu ,,Sta se ti, mala, koji klinac, smijeS”, te mi se u momentu izbri-
sao i najmanji trag osmijeha na licu. Nakon toga sam samo ¢ekala
i otpuhivala kao sav normalan narod. Kada je kona¢no doSao moj
red i sluzbenica mi halapljivo istrgnula novac iz ruku, osjetila sam
se sre¢no i zadovoljno. Tortura je zavrSena. Slobodna sam, bar do
sljedeéeg mjeseca.

Napolju me je docekala kiSa. Nisam imala kiSobran, mada mi nije
bilo jasno kako sam ga mogla zaboraviti. Posljednja dva mjeseca
kiSa je uporno padala svaki ubogi dan. KiSobrani su nam posta-
li produzeni dio ruke. Uglavnom, kada sam konacno stigla kuci,
bila sam mokra od glave do pete. Cak su mi se i gleZnjarice pro-
mocile. Okrenula sam lagano klju¢ u bravi i uvukla se u hodnik.
Iz kuhinje je dopirao zvuk pretis lonca, mama je kuhala grah i
nije me cula. Lagano sam izula gleZnjarice, svukla sasvim mokre
Carape i na prstima se uSunjala u svoju sobu. Stavila sam carape
na radijator da se suSe, mada nije bilo grijanja, jer je, kao i obi¢no,
gradska kotlovnica bila u kvaru, uvukla se ispod jorgana i upalila
TV. Moji su nedavno, u ogromnom trZznom centru koji je nikao na
mjestu tatine bivSe, da ne kaZzem pokojne, fabrike, kupili na 250
hiljada mjese¢nih rata novi TV sa ekranom od 40 inca, a ja sam
naslijedila njihov stari, koji uopste nije tako los. Da stvar bude jo$
bolja, stigla sam na vrijeme. Taman je poc¢injala moja omiljena kri-
minalisticka serija.

Ima sigurno tri godine kako nemam volje da radim bilo Sta drugo
nego da leZim u krevetu i gledam kriminalisticke serije. Ne znam
kako drugacije da opiSem to stanje, osim da je moj organizam jed-
nostavno utonuo u stanje opste bezvoljnosti. Moj tip, a bili smo
ba$ dugo zajedno, znate ono od drugog razreda srednje, dobio je
garantno pismo od tetke iz Sidneja i odselio se kod nje. Ideja je bila
da mi sredi papire, pa daija odem za njim, ali mama je skoro dobi-
la napad epilepsije kada je to cula. ,,Znas li ti gdje je Australija?!”,
udarila joj je pjena na usta. Ja sam savrSeno znala gdje je Australi-
ja. Od mame bi me razdvajale bar tri svjetlosne godine. Ali nemoj-
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te da vas navedem na kriv zakljuc¢ak. Nije uopSte mamina krivica
to $to nisam otputovala. Zapravo, taj moj tip mi je poslao jednu
razglednicu kada je stigao u Australiju. Napisao je ,,ovo je zemlja
velikih moguc¢nosti” i onda se izgubio u svim tim moguénostima.
Zaboravio mi se viSe javljati. Pratila sam pomno njegove objave
na Fejsbuku. On kako drZi krokodila za rep. On kako se sunc¢a na
plaZzi. On kako jogurtom kupljenim u nekoj bugarskoj prodavnici
lijeci opekotine. On kako jede smoki i lije¢i nostalgiju. On kako u
nekom naSem klubu pjevaljki gura novcéanice u njedra. Onda mi
je telefon jednog jutra, dok sam sjedila na wc $olji i groznicavo
listala druStvene mreZe, ispao iz ruku ravno na plocice. Staklo na
ekranu je puklo. Covjek za pultom u servisu za opravku mobilnih
telefona rekao je da bi popravka kostala viSe od novog telefona i
pokazao u vitrini izloZene kineske pametne telefone. ,,Nisu skupi,
a dobri su”, rekao je i nastavio pricati da se ti telefoni prave u istim
fabrikama, od istih dijelova, kao i iPhone. Pogledala sam ¢ovjeka
za pultom i rekla: ,,Ali ja ne Zelim novi telefon.” On je prevrnuo
ocima i rekao da ako bas insistiram, moZe naruciti novi ekran za
moj telefon. Tad sam se potpuno slomila. ,,Ali ja ne Zelim nikakav
telefon”, ponovila sam. I od tog trenutka nisam viSe niSta Zeljela
i tako sam utonula u to moje stanje koje sam vam ve¢ pomenula.
Jedino sam jos Zeljela biti u svom krevetu i gledati kriminalisticke
serije. Samo me to jo$ Cinilo sre¢nom.

Naravno, sreca nije dugo potrajala. Mama me je ve¢ namirisala.
Tacno sekundu prije nego Sto ¢e detektiv Frost razotkriti ubicu,
utrcala je u sobu, potpuno zaklonivsi ekran. Izgledala je prilicno
uzrujano. Nisam odmah razumjela Sta se desilo, jer je nekontroli-
sano mlatila rukama i istovremeno pricala brzo. Kad je vidjela da
je samo blijedo gledam, stala je, uhvatila dah i ponovila sve. Stri-
na Stana se udavila komadiéem piletine. Stric Radomir ju je nasao
na kuhinjskom podu, modru, iskolacenih o¢iju. Noktima je gotovo
iS¢upala grkljan. Mama, u Zelji da Sto vjernije doc¢ara scenu, uhva-
tila se objema rukama za grkljan. Plazila je jezik i prevrtala oCima.

Nisam uspijela vidjeti ko je ubica. Kada se mama konac¢no odma-
kla od TV-a, na ekranu se ve¢ vrtjela odjavna Spica.
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— Stra$no — nezadovoljno sam otpuhnula, misleéi na tek zavrSenu
kriminalisti¢ku seriju. Sumnjala sam da je ubica ona baba koja uz-
gaja golubove, ali moZda i nije. Nekada tako znaju zapetljati samu
pri¢u da do kraja ne mozes sa sigurnoséu znati ko je ubica. Zato i
obozavam britanske kriminalisticke serije. One nove, americke, u
kojoj se glavni inspektor, umjesto mozgom i intuicijom, sluzi sku-
pim laboratorijskim testovima koji ga pomocu jednog zrna prasine
mogu dovesti do ubice, ¢ista su glupost. Mada, gledam i njih, ali
samo kad na TV-u nema niSta drugo.

— Stradno. I viSe nego strasno! — ponovila je mama i dodala — Sa-
hrana je sutra na seoskom groblju.

- Sutra - rekla sam odsutno, pokusavajuéi se sjetiti u koliko sati
Ce se sutra emitovati repriza kriminalisticke serije koja se upravo
zavrsSila.

— Mora biti sutra. U selu nemaju mrtvacnicu, pa moraju iz istih
stopa sahraniti pokojnike. Sre¢a u nesreci je Sto se udavila kad je
zahladnjelo. Zamisli ljeti na plus ¢etrdeset — mama se protresla od
jeze zamisljajuci pokojnike na plus Cetrdeset.

— Uzas - i dalje sam nezainteresovano gledala prema TV-u, na
kom se vrtjela reklama za pastu za zube.

— Sta ¢e$ obuéi? Daj da vidim ima$ li §ta pristojno u ormaru - mama
je otvorila moj ormar i zagnjurila glavu u krpe od moje odjece.
Bilo je tu svega, od roze, flanel pidZamica koje sam nosila od svoje
desete godine, nekih kariranih koSulja, ¢istih promasSaja kuplje-
nih u onoj strasnoj i zbunjujucoj tinejdzerskoj fazi, pa do starih
izlizanih majica i trenerki ,,za po kuéi”. Ozbiljne, nosive odjece tu
nije bilo. Ili je bar ja nikad nisam uspjela iskopati. Taj ormar je bio
u takvom haosu da sam se ¢ak plaSila malo dublje gurnuti glavu u
njega i uglavnom sam nosila samo dvije-tri majice koje su stajale
na samom vrhu.

— Obu¢i? - trepnula sam.
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- Pa mora$ imati nesto prikladno za sahranu. Nece$ valjda i¢i u
farmerkama i ovoj crvenoj bluzi?! - mama je izvukla i brzo vratila
u ormar svilenu, karmin-crvenu bluzu koju je nosila tokom osam-
desetih godina. Te godine svog Zivota je priliéno mrzila i pokuSala
ih je izbrisati cijepajuci sve slike na kojima je veselo pozirala, na-
mazana po licu svim moguéim ratnickim bojama i s naramenica-
ma dostojnim oficira Napoleonove vojske. Ta karmin-crvena bluza
je jedina prezivjela pakao inkvizicije. Vjerovatno jer je greSkom
dospjela medu moje krpe.

— Zasto ja moram i¢i? Zar ne moze$ sama? — skocila sam sa kreveta
kao oparena. Ako sam iSta mrzila, a to je bilo kada bi me tjerala
da idem po sahranama. Te umro je kum babe Smilje, idemo na sa-
hranu, te umro je rodak komsije sa prvog sprata. Ljudi su non-stop
umirali od raka, ujeda pcela, tigrastih komaraca, krpelja, od rijet-
kih autoimunih bolesti, sr¢anih zastoja, moZdanih udara, misje
groznice, alkoholizma, ali i u saobra¢ajnim nesreéama, ratovima,
a desavalo se nekada i od starosti. I mi bismo malo-malo i$li na
neciju sahranu. Proporcionalno daleko viSe nego na svadbe, babi-
ne, slave i ostala veselja.

- Nemoj se ponasati kao razmaZeno deriSte! — mama je prevrnula
oCima. — Uostalom, ja ne idem. IdeS samo ti.
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Translated into English by Ellen Elias-Bursac

I had to go halfway across town. We usually pay the bills for our
apartment—you know the ones, electric power, trash removal, heat,
the cable connection and so forth—at a bank in our neighborhood,
but their system crashed or whatever and they sent me to their main
office in another part of town. So, off I went across town, walked
into the bank, and there were more people there than at a soccer
stadium during the World Cup finals. And to make matters worse,
of the seven teller windows, only three were working, and so many
people were cutting in that there was no telling where a line be-
gan and where it ended. The bank’s number dispenser, the one
upon which civilization relies, broke down, resulting in a real case
of gridlock. People were breathing down each other’s necks and
swearing under their breath, bristling with hatred. “I gave birth to
three children, worked till the last day with my belly up to my chin,
but ladies these days seem so helpless™, hissed a woman with high-
ly teased bangs when we let a pregnant woman cut in front of us
in line. And then another woman nearly had a nervous breakdown
when she saw them letting in a man in a wheelchair. “But he’s in
a wheelchair. He’s sitting. Why him? I'm so much worse off with
my varicose veins!” People began to fidget, a fight nearly broke out,
but then a bald security guy showed up, and, calling us “uncul-
tured livestock”, organized us into two lines, because, meanwhile,
the third window had closed. The teller had gone off, no doubt, for
her hard-earned break. It was, of course, my lot to wait in the line
that moved much more slowly. At one point I remembered a car-
toon in which Gustav is working as a bank teller and has a glass of
red wine hidden under the counter. So first he dips his finger in the
wine, then licks it and turns the page. I thought of the likelihood
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that these tellers were doing the same and my lips spread in a silly
grin. Smiles in the line for paying bills, however, were such an un-
natural and suspicious thing that the security guy, that same baldy,
shot me one of those sideways glances, like “what have you got to
grin about, kid”, and in an instant all trace of the smile on my face
was gone. After that I just waited, huffing and puffing like everyone
else. When my turn finally came and the teller greedily snatched
the money from my hand, I felt pleased and satisfied. The torture
was over. I was free, at least until next month.

Outside [ was greeted by rain. I had no umbrella, though I couldn’t
believe I’d forgotten it. For the last two months rain had been falling
every godforsaken day. My umbrella had become an extension of
my arm. Whatever. When I finally got home, I was soaked through
and through. Even my ankle boots were drenched. I turned the
key quietly in the lock and slipped into the front hall. The pressure
cooker sound came from the kitchen. Mama was cooking beans and
didn’t hear me. I slowly peeled off my ankle boots and my soaking
wet socks and tiptoed into my room. I put my socks on the radiator
to dry, though there was no heat, because, as usual, the city heating
system was on the blink, slipped in under my coverlet and turned
on the television. For two hundred and fifty thousand monthly
payments my folks recently bought a television set with a 40-inch
screen at the huge shopping center that sprouted up on the site of
Dad’s former, not to call it “late great”, factory, and I inherited their
old one, which wasn’t at all bad. And, better yet, I was there in the
nick of time. My favorite detective show was just starting.

It has been like three years that [ haven’t been up to much but lying
around in bed and watching detective shows. I don’t know how else
to describe the mood I'm in, except that my organism sank into a
state of general lethargy. My boyfriend—and we were together for
absolutely ever, you know what I mean, like since tenth grade—was
sent a letter of guarantee by his aunt in Sydney and off he went. The
idea was that he’d take care of my paperwork and I’d join him, but
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Mama almost had a seizure when she heard. “Do you even know
where Australia is?” she foamed at the mouth. I know perfectly well
where Australia is. There’d be at least three light years between
me and Mama. But don’t get me wrong. It’s not Mama’s fault that I
didn’t go. What happened is that my boyfriend sent me a postcard
when he got to Australia. He wrote, “This is a country with great
possibilities”, and then he vanished along with all the possibilities.
He neglected to write any more. I kept a close eye on his Facebook
posts. Him holding a crocodile by the tail. Him sunbathing on a
beach. Him slathering on yogurt he’d bought at a Bulgarian market
to treat his sunburn. Him eating Yugo-Smoki peanut puffs to ease
his nostalgia. Him tucking a bill between the breasts of a singer at
a nightclub. And then one morning, when I was sitting on the john
and frantically scrolling through social media, my phone fell out
of my hand, straight onto the floor tiles. The screen cracked. The
man behind the counter at the mobile phone repair service said the
repair would cost more than a new phone and he gestured to a glass
case where Chinese smart phones were on display. “They don’t cost
much and they work just fine”, he said and went on talking about
how they make these phones at the same factories, using the same
parts as the iPhone. I looked at the man behind the counter and
said, “But I don’t want a new phone”. He rolled his eyes and said
that if [ insisted, he could order a new screen for my phone. Then I
broke down completely. “But I don’t want any sort of phone at all”.
And from that moment, on, I didn’t want anything and that’s how I
sank into the state I already mentioned. The only thing I still want-
ed was to be in my bed, watching detective shows. That was the
only thing that made me happy.

Of course my happiness didn’t last long. Mama had already sniffed
me out. Exactly one second before Detective Frost would uncover the
murderer, she charged into the room, completely blocking my view
of the screen. She looked pretty upset. I didn’t catch on right away
to what was going on, because her arms were flailing and she was
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talking really fast. When she saw that all I could do was stare at her,
she stopped, took a breath, and repeated everything. Aunt Stana had
choked on a mouthful of chicken. Uncle Radomir found her on the
kitchen floor, all blue, her eyes bugging out. With her fingernails
she’d nearly clawed away her whole throat. In her desire to convey
the scene as faithfully as possible, Mama grabbed herself by the
throat with both hands. She stuck out her tongue and rolled her eyes.

[ had no chance to catch who the murderer was. When Mama finally
stepped away from the television screen, the credits were already
rolling by.

“Awful”, I huffed, grumpy, thinking of the detective show that had
just finished. I suspected the murderer was the little old lady who’d
been raising pigeons, but maybe not. Sometimes they tangle the
story up so much that right to the end you can’t say with certainty
who the murderer is. That is why I love the British detective shows.
The newer American ones, where the main detective uses expen-
sive laboratory tests that can take them from a mote of dust to the
killer instead of relying on brains and intuition, are sheer idiocy.
Though I watch them, too, but only when there’s nothing else on.

“Awful. And awfuller than awful!” Mama repeated and added, “The
funeral is tomorrow at the village graveyard.”

“Tomorrow”, I said absentmindedly, while trying to recall the
schedule for when the episode would be rerun tomorrow.

“It has to be tomorrow. They have no mortuary in the village so they
have to bury the dead right away. What a blessing in disguise that
she choked to death now that the cold weather is here. Imagine this
in the middle of a summer heatwave”. Mama shuddered at the very
thought of the deceased, mid heatwave.

“Awful”, I continued staring, disinterested, at the television screen
at a toothpaste ad.
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“What have you got to wear? Let me see if there’s anything halfway
decent in here”, Mama opened my closet and thrust her head in
among the clothes. There were all sorts of things from pink flannel
pajamas that I have worn since I was ten, to plaid shirts, a total dis-
aster, bought in my appalling and confusing teen phase, and all the
way to the old washed-out t-shirts and sweatpants for “around the
house”. There wasn’t a stitch of serious, halfway decent clothing. Or
at least I'd never been able to dig up something like that. The closet
was in such disarray that I was even a little alarmed to push my head
in so I generally wore the two or three shirts that were right on top.

“To wear?” I blinked.

“Well you must have something suitable for a funeral.  hope you’re
not planning to go in jeans and this red blouse!” Mama wriggled
out of the closet and quickly put back a lipstick-red silk blouse
she’d worn back in the 1980s. She generally hated those years of
her life and tried to erase them by ripping up all the pictures on
which she struck cheery poses, with all sorts of war paint smeared
over her face and shoulder padding worthy of one of Napoleon’s
officers. The lipstick-red blouse was the sole item to survive the
hell of the inquisition. Probably because it ended up, by mistake,
among my stuff.

“Why’ve I got to go? Can’t you go by yourself?” I jumped off the bed
as if scalded. If there was anything I hated, it was her making me go
to funerals. Old lady Smilja’s maid-of-honor died and we’re going to
the funeral, our first-floor neighbor’s cousin died. People were non-
stop dying of cancer, bee stings, tiger mosquitoes, ticks, rare au-
to-immune disorders, cardiac arrest, strokes, mouse fever, alcohol-
ism, but also traffic accidents, wars, and sometimes even old age.
So we were forever going to somebody’s funeral. Proportionately far
more than to weddings, showers, saints’ days and other festivities.

“Don’t be a spoiled brat!” Mama rolled her eyes. “And besides, I'm
not going. You’re going alone.”
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BIOGRAPHY

va Pezuashvili is a contemporary
IGeorgian writer and screenwriter. Born
in 1990, Iva’s writing career kicked off
in 2014, when his debut book of short

stories / Tried was published by Intelekti. A graduate of the Feature Film Department
His short story Tsa was one of 10 short of Shota Rustaveli Cinema and Theatre
stories by Georgian writers published University, lva is also the author of several

in 2018 by British publisher Comma TV series and films in Georgia. In 2011, Iva

Press in the collection The Book of Tbilisi,
and one of seven short stories in the
collection Georgien - Eine literarische
Einladung (Literature Invitation to Georgia)
by German publisher Klaus Wagenbach.
In 2018 he won a scholarship for the
international writing program at the
University of lowa, United States,
followed by a residency at Residencia

Literaria 1863 in La Coruna, Spain. In 2018 SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

his first novel, Gospel of the Underground,

won the Autumn Legend, the student
literature competition, with his short story
Alchu (Lucky Toss). Based on this short story,
he shot his first movie, Babazi. Among
others, he also worked as a screenwriter and
director for one of Georgia’s most popular
film series, Tiflis, between 2014 and 2016.

was published by Intelekti, and it was Milla, who has lost hope for her husband
shortlisted for every one of the country’s ~ Genna, is planning her future without him.
major literature awards. With his last Their daughter, Zemma, who is working in
novel, A Garbage Chute, lva won the EUPL  the police system, decides that revenge is
2022, as well as other literary awards, the only purpose she will ever serve. Lazare,
including the Tsinandali Award for best the youngest member of the family, who
prose, and in 2021 he won the Special follows left-wing ideals, is suddenly forced
Jury Prize of the SABA award. to give up on his principles.
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The new novel from Iva Pezuashviliis a
saga about a Simonian family that flees
from the war in Karabakh to Thilisi, a

city of corruption, violence and dirty
politics. The story develops in the space
of 24 hours, with all the conflicts, drama
and challenges pouring down on the
family at the same time. On the top of this,
demons and people from the past start to
awaken once again, reminding Genna that
if something rotten is buried deep below,
there is no chance of a bright future.

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

The stylistically masterful novel A Garbage
Chuteis the third book published by the
young Georgian writer lva Pezuashvili.

A Garbage Chute tells the story of an

Armenian family of Simonians, forced to
take refuge in Thilisi after the escalation
of the Karabakh conflict. The plot of

the novel stretches over 24 hours, but
with an omnipresent narrator we get a
deeper look into the past and into the
background stories of the characters.
The story revolves around the four key
figures, and unwinds in the prism of
myriad social and political issues tracing
back to the 1990s. While living as ethnic
minorities in former Soviet Thbilisi, the
members of a Simonian family face
different struggles: Genna finds himself
redundant and sinks into nihilistic male
stagnation; Milla falls into an invisible
category, predestined by her social

role as a wife, her ethnical background
and even her profession, as we see

her attempt to awaken and rediscover
herself; children Zemma and Lazare are
trying to find their places and roles in

an unjust social climate, representing
somewhat opposing ideologies. The
writer builds an engaging flow of
narration, painting a vivid picture of the
urban and social tissue of contemporary
Thilisi. The plot is interwoven in a
juxtaposition of verbal and literary styles,
including Wu-Tang-inspired Georgian
slang, bringing story and form together.
The metaphor of the ‘bunker’ stench
(bunker being the literal translation of
the Georgian title of the novel: 0763960)
embodies the rotting remains of the
post-Soviet mentality, and also represents
poetic revenge’ in compensation for the
invisibility of the protagonists. With this
exposing story and original storytelling,
A Garbage Chute is a cutting-edge novel
that puts human beings at the centre of
the readers’ focus.
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A Garbage Chute

Iva Pezuashvili
Translated into English by Tamar Japaridze

The power was back early in the morning, at about six am. Milla
turned on the heaters, and when the apartment became more or
less warm, she pulled poor Zemma out of bed to wash the two-week
greasy dirt from her head, first with washing soap and then with
Kps-kpstt shampoo. When the girl had washed her hair, dried it,
braided it, and breakfasted on toast soaked in salt water, Milla sent
her off to school and set about filling the tub for her son, who wasn’t
yet called Lazare. It was a very smart move — firstly, because the
boy loved to splash in the water, and secondly, because in the event
of a water outage, which seemed to be one of the favourite pastimes
of the democratic government of Georgia after blackouts and gas
outages, she would have a supply of water to flush the toilet. Satis-
fied with her perspicacity, she heated the water with a spiral tube
heater, put her half-asleep son into the tub, soaped him well, rinsed
the foam down with clean water, filled the tub with toys and went to
the kitchen to fill the twenty-liter and five-liter tanks with drinking
water. Just at that moment, Genna, who was always pale, unemo-
tional and tired to the bone, came home. His eyes were sparkling
strangely, and he was so full of energy that he instantly took his
wife into his arms, rushed her to the kitchen, laid her on the table,
took off her sweater and T-shirt, tore off her bra, sweatpants and rip-
ped stockings, and began to kiss her with oblivion, just like years
ago, just like before fleeing Baku, before fleeing Yerevan, before
fleeing himself, and before Samuel’s death. He kissed her a lot, and
everywhere, and passionately; he caressed her and whispered in

1 (Russ.) Kid shampoo ‘Quack-Quack’
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her ear how he had always loved her and always would, and asked
her forgiveness for being unable or unwilling to express his feelings
at times. Now he felt that everything had changed, that his strength
had returned to him, and he would become significant. He said that
every routine was hell, but there were hellish routines and one of
them was Georgia... But even in Georgian hell his sun would rise,
as the night before he had saved the President from death! He said
that he and the Minister of Interior Affairs hadn’t slept a wink, and
that all the high officials of the ruling party and the entire cabinet of
ministers thanked him, and all of them, together and individually,
promised him the stars and the moon for his heroism, and that soon
the time would come when he would be able to fulfil Milla’s every
wish, when he would give her everything she deserved; that the
time would come when he would start to appreciate himself again,
and so would others; that he would achieve a lot, and that he would
make his wife happy, and that eternal happiness awaited her. And
Milla smiled at him and answered him with groans of lust, and her
groans were accompanied by the babble of Lazare, who had left
the bathroom. When the moans grew into rapid heartbeats, Gen-
na began to howl, praising God, earthly Paradise, beautiful Iveriaz,
Brotherhood, Unity, Freedom; he praised the homeland that he had
lost and which would not accept him back, so now he would take
Georgia for his homeland and it would be his fetish. And if Georgia
became a fetish, if it was a fetish to lose the truth, and if to live
without truth was routine, and routine was hell — then everything
that turned into routine was already hell! But Genna still howled,
praising the great goals in life! Long Live Love! Long Live Relief and
Joy! Welcome Dawn!... And finally, he ejaculated, a release from
words, praises and howling... Now only the rapid heartbeats of the
happy couple were heard in the kitchen, but the child’s babble was
no longer audible... When the silence from the bathroom seemed

2 Iveria — the old name of Georgia
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too long and unbearable, Genna jumped to his feet and rushed to
the bathroom. He found his son half-dead and blue in face, with
lungs full of water, and tried desperately for three or four minutes
to bring him back to life... And when by some miracle he saved him,
when the child eagerly inhaled the air and returned to life, Genna
returned to his usual inertness, locked himself up at home, and an-
nounced:

“CaMBeJ1 MMS MIPOKJISITOE M HAJlO €ro IIOMeHSITh.”3
So, he re-named his son Lazare...

Milla remembers all this. She knows that if not that unfortunate
incident with the child, Genna would move mountains, he would
definitely change, he would do everything possible and impossible
and achieve success if he had been lucky that once, but...

Well, what’s happened, happened, and Genna is what he is.

3 CamBeJ1 UM IPOKJISITOE U HAZlO ero ToMeH:ATh (Russ.) - Samuel is a cursed name and we
need to change it.
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BIOGRAPHY

Takis Kampylis was born in
Nafplion. He started his career as a

journalist at Nea in 1986 as a reporter,
and later became editor-in-chief. He
worked as managing editor at Eleftheros
Typos in 2006, and then at Kathimerini
from 2007 to 2010 as a contributor
and columnist. From 2010 to 2014 he
was general manager of the Athens
municipal radio station, Athens 9.84.
He has published two novels: Giants
and Beans and, more recently, General
Symptoms.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Five characters, one story: the
unknown Greek volunteer for vaccine
experiments, the angry son of the
bankrupt merchant, the bedridden

mother, the clumsy coffee maker

and the unemployed, ambitious
journalist. Their footsteps seem
ordinary, everyday — like the general
symptoms of a virus, which we evolved
with as we emerged together from
caves to savannahs, fields and cities.
All five heroes, in the midst of the
pandemic, get caught up in a ‘good
guy’ civil war that breaks out in a
neighbourhood in Athens, with all
the aftermath: the amortisation of
people, motivation and other assets.
All five become protagonists of the
same murder. A novel of monologues,
where everything — even crime and
self-sacrifice — is done in the most
conventional way: without the will

of the perpetrator or with the wrong
victim. ...
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ORGANISATION

In his novel General Symptoms, Takis
Kampylis presents a densely woven net
of five alternating monologues to elicit
from his narrators five different truths
about the society that surrounds them.
An anonymous volunteer participates

in secret experiments on the vaccine,

in a semi-conscious attempt to atone
for the decisions he made as a high-
ranking bank executive that have ruined
his one-time benefactor, a merchant
who runs a hardware store in the

old centre of Athens. The bankrupt
merchant’s angry son tries to endure

his father's downfall, which ends in
murder, while his dementia-stricken
mother loses the world beneath her
feet. A journalist struggles to decipher
the codes of ethics in a long-discredited
and devastated profession. Finally, the
lack of trust in everyone and everything
will be expressed by a loquacious
coffee drinker. Five narratives, each

from a different point of view and point
of observation, set against an urban
background that has been transformed
from a mural of Athens into a series
of instants of poetic breath. In General
Symptoms the pandemic and all
its side effects (from the
panic of death and
the multifaceted
discomfort

over direct and indirect precautions,
to the hope for the vaccine and the
denial of the danger of the virus)

are transformed, together with the
callousness of banking towards the
weak and the neglected, into a means
of demonstrating not only the social
and psychological interconnection

of the successive financial and health
crises, but also the impasses that arise
because of this interconnection at the
level of everyday existence and moral
survival.
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H aAnjBela eival 611 dev €xw peAETOEL TO CWUA POV OCO TN YEP-
pavikr otkovopia tov MegomoAépov. Towg yU avtd éAa pov @ai-
vovTal mibava kat tnv idla otiypn 6Aa akvpwvovtal and 1o eopo
piag ayvwotng ouvwuooiag peca pov. l'ati éfala avto to npaypa
010 owpa pov; OxL, dev BeAw va pe Eeyeddow. ZxE@Topal TaAl
TOV KUP ZITUPO Kal ToV Kabnyntr Anuntpiov. Toug apnoa ££w ano
T {wn pov. Opwg, TOUG OKEMTOUOVV GUXVA — UNV AUTOLACTLYW-
voual. QoT600, To TNAEPWVO BeV TO OKWOA TtapdA Ta MPwWTA dvo
Tpia xpovia GTIG OVOUAGTIKEG TOVUG EOPTEG.

Eixa xpovo; Oxt Bepata! E@bava otnv Tpamnela mpwTog Ki £QEV-
ya TeAevTaiog. Aev agnva eKKPEPOTNTEG — gixa knpvéel TOAENO
OTNV aKWvNoia Twv EKATOUHLPIWY TIOV TTIEPVOVOAV amd Ta XEPLa
pov. OVUTe yia Aiyeg oTiypeg 6ev Oa emétpena va pnv anedibav tTa
peéyota ya tnv Tpaneda.

O1 £marwvol xal oTn CUVEXELA TA UTOVOUG £DELXVaV WG £KAva TN
SdovAeld pov kaAda xat vrevBuva. Kat ol mpoaywyeg Tt dAAo rtav
TTAPA £VA YEVIKOTEPO UNVUHA 0TOVGS XIALASeg ouvadeAovg; Hpuovv
—elpal— 1o OeTIKO Tapadelypa, n mopeia LoV HMopEl va Kavel Kalod
Kat oe AAAovg, av tnv akoAovBrigovv. Na, Aotrtov: To kaAd! Evta-
&el, dev elpal kvp Zmpog, ovTe KAONYNTHG Anuntpiov, aAAa, nap’
O\a avTd, €ipal KAmolog oV MPOCPEPE £va OeTIKO Ttapdadelypa.
AvTd Sev amobelkviel OTL €kava KL €yw KATOLO KAASG 0TOUG YyUpw
pov, otouvg ovvadéApoug pov; Kat paAiota, avuotepofovia; At-
€kdlkovoa To MAPaApkpo amo 0,TL Tovg mpocePepa; Oxu!

[ToAAEG @OpEG TTAAL, OKEMTOUAL AV TO KAAO Ttov yiveTal Kata Tuxn,
Xwpig va to emdlwéelg, aifetl To idlo pe 1o kaAd mov yivetal oTo-
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XEVHEVA. Mov apkel 6TL To Kako Tov yiveTtal aféAnTta dev fapaivel
70 610 pe To Kako mov yivetal nBeAnuéva. Ag ekivriow amo Ket:
amnd To Kako 1mov €kava KAeivovtag Tn aTpo@Llyya oe 600UG ixav
avaykn. Toug yvwpila; Embiwéa va Toug BAaYw nmpoowTika; Xa-
pnka pe tn xpewkoria tovg; dvaika oxt! Aev EBAapa okomiua,
TPOCWTIKA, EMi TOVTOV, KAvVEVAV!

Avoiyw mdaAtl to @dakelo No. 3848: Ta vovupepa xlpave oav opvia
IOV TPEPOVTAL ATO TO CLUKWTL HOV. ZVOXETI{w TAAL e TNV alpop-
payia — 1pBe Aiyo petd to «AmoppinteTai»!

23:10. Bpddiaoe yla ta kaAd. Akopa kat ot Epivieg 6a koiunbovv
o€ Aiyo — 1) ufnwg HEVOUV va KEQ@AAALOTOL} ooV O,TL aveEO@ANTO
kpVPeL n Puxr Twv OUPHATWV TOVG;

TNati ¢Bala avTd To MPAypa pEoa pov;

«OeTIKO Tapadelypa», «TEPACTIO KAAO OTOUG CLVAVOPWITOUG
oag», avtantav ta Beppda Adyla oto petA g Etalpeiag. Ma kat otn
yepuavikn oAn ot avBpwmnol tng Etalpeiag ovpnepipepdnkav cav
va fUovV EEXWPLOTOC, €vag TIOVEPOG TNG dnudotag vyeiag. Mov
ApECE AVTO, ATO TNV MPWTN GTLYUN 1 anddoon oe epéva vpnAwv
KWV TpWV onwaodnmoTe pe SlevkOAvve va mpoxwpriow. AAAG twg
&exivnog; AvTto Yaxvw, onmaw To Ke@AaAl pov. H mpwTn otiyun, n
MPWTN oKEYPN, N TPWTN avtibpaon note ntav; l'ati dev Buvpapat;
AnwBovpe kL evxaploteg oTypéS; Oxt, dev fiTav evxaploTn.

ITavtwg, pov eivat ca@ég 6t 6Aa Eekivnoav tnv epiodo mov aTLy-
patioTnke amod £€va CLUYKEKPLUEVO @akeNo, Tov No. 3250. H «Kapu-
nidng AE». Qupapat 0t 1d1e rjTav nov avalrntnoa tnv mbavotnta
va mapw HEPOG 0TI SOKLUEG OTIOLOVOTIOTE VEOU QAPUAKOL yld
omoladnmote acbévela — v HTAV AKOUA YVWOTES Ol SOKIPES yia
10 EppoAio: Otav eixe @bacel pe Tnv eowtepiky aAAnloypagia
€KEIVO TO ITAUWV XAPAKTNPLOUWYV VIINPECLIAKO ONUEiwpa yia péva
—koworolifnke mpog 6Aa 1a avwtepa oteAéxn tng Tpamelag—
and 1N Atevbuvon Anpoociwv ZxEoewv. Altia fiTav n mpo NUEPWV
amopPLTIKY] YVWHO86TNON Hov oToVv (pdkeAo No. 3250. Avapepo-
Tav 0’ €va epPAnpaTtikd akivnto oto KEVTPO TNnG ABrjvag, mov vmo-
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AelTovpyovoe yla xpovia wg entxeipnon €vduong kat vmodnong.
To pelovekTnUd TnG NTAV OTL EPTTOPEVOTAV ATIOKAELCTIKA povXa
Kdl amovTola SIKN§ TNG KATAOKEVTNG, TA OTold Ol KATAVAAWTES
0VSOAWC exTIpOVOAY, OTIWC £6lyvav ol mwAroelg. To Savelo mov
advvaTtovoe va e£opAnioel n emixeipnon npog tnv Tpanela ta Te-
Aevtaia 6¢xa xpdvia fTaAv ACHUAVTO OE OXECT HE TNV AUTOTEAT)
a&ia Tov akwvritov. Amodei€n oti n Tpanela To movAnoe Taxvtata,
évavTl mooov oAAamnAdaciov Tov daveiov. Opwc, pia TETola eEEAL-
&N 01O KEVTPO TNG MOANG IPOKAAEDE TO EVALAPEPOV TWV EQMUEPI-
dwv. DpdvTtioav anod Tig Anpdoleg ZxEoelg va apabesovy dpbova
dnuootevpata mov ptAovoav yla «anapddektn kepdookomia amnod
mtAevpag g Tpamnelag» kal yla «kolvwvikn avaiynoia», @iloée-
VOVTAG QWTOYPAPieg Kal andPelg HEPIKWV EK TWV TIEPITTOV TIEVH-
VTa aOAVPEVWV TNG ETIIXEIPNONG.

«To mpo@iA tng Tpanelag 6€xOnke peydAo mANyHa» KatéAnyav ot
Anpoéoieg Zxeoelg kat {ntovoav «va guvumnoloyifovtal dAeg oL Ta-
PAUETPOL HLag aitnong kat 8n ol KOWWVIKEG, 18lwg oe EMOXES Kpi-
OTG KAl YEVIKEVUEVOL POBOV TWV KATADETWV».

Alyeg pEpeG HETA, 0 VTIEPYNPOC WBLOKTHTNG TNG XPEWKOTINUEVG
«Kapumiéng AE» doAo@Advnoe Tnv KATakoLTn yvvaika Tov Kal av-
TOKTOV™OE.

Tunepiepyo! To aipa eppavioTnke AL Twpa MOV CKEPTOHAL AVUTA,
Ta malid, 1o viwbw ota xeiAn, va yAloTpdeL aTo 0ayovl.

Tote jtav! To andysvpa ekeivng Tng pépag, edw, o’ avto 1o dwpa-
TI0, €Kava TNV MPpwWTn okePn va yivw meipapatol{wo. M’ avtr
Ag&n 1o oké@Tnka: nelpapatdélwo. Nwpitepa ekeivn Tn pepa, ron
amnod 1o mpwi, otnv Tpanela eixa ayvoroel Ta KUpATa anodokipaaci-
ag, mov pov €pxovtav. To idio kat To peonuépt. Aev eixa katalapet
To AOyo — dev didfala mapd olKOVOULKA EVTUTIA KAl NAEKTPOVIKA
neplodikd. Metd €iba tnv avakoivwon g Tpamelag: «pe Avmn
MG», UmAa, umAa, umAa, «meEPLOCOTEPN €vovvaiodnon», UmAa,
pumAa, pmAa, «oAeg Tig mpoondbeleg wote 6TO0 PEAAOV», UTAQ,
pmAa, pAa. Movo mov dev pe €pTvoav katanpoowmno!
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Aev €&opyiotnka, O6ev eixa xpovo. Tig emopeveg pepeg Eetiva-
&a xaBe Aentopépela ano 1o @akeAo No. 3250. AVaAvTikd, HEXPL
oevt... [I€paoa TIg eXTIUNOELG 6TOV aAyopLOpo kat mpoekvav aAL
ol ibleg emdoyeg. Koita&a av vmnpyav mapapeTpol mov eixa ayvo-
noet1 6ev eixa ovpnAnpwoel. Aev vrripxav. Ovte eixav npootedel
oUTE MPooTEONKAV apydtepa. Emopévwg, n Tpamela pov €kAelve
To MaTL: «XvvexiCovpue, peyale maiktn!» Avtr ftav n ayannpévn
@pacn tov CEO. Avtd oav va pov enavalapfave kal Twpd, E0TW
0Ta KPL@A- dlapopeTikd, Ba eixav Tpomomotrjoel Tov aAyopiopo.
Qo0TO600, €Vva AMOYEVHA ATIOXWPNOA NTTNUEVOSG OTA HATIA TWV
ovvadéA@wv pov. To eBAema SAeG TIC TIPONYOVUEVEG LEPEG. AEV
xpetaldoTav kav va 1o avalntrnow, pov to wvalav xwpig va pov
HIAGVE, OUTE KAV L€ KOLTOVOAV. XAV Vd MIOVV KATL 0AV TO (PWTO-
TUTILKO 0TOV TipoBaAapo 1§ oav tov aAyopibpo. Zav téooa Xpovia
anmAwg va e VTEPEPQAV.

Aev evnuépwoa tnv Tpamela yla n ovppetoxr pov ato EypoAio.
Zrtnoa vnnpeclakws to vrmolowno adeiag, To vnEypapa, PeTA
(PPOVTIOA TIG EKKPEPOTNTEG, AT} pwOa To Aoyaplacpd oTo KUAL-
keilo KL €kAEloa TNV MOPTA TOV ypaAPEIOV HOv.

Tig endpeveg Bdopadeg n aAAnloypagia pe tnv Etalpeia kat ot
npwTeSG e£eTAOELG 0 IBLWTIKO KEVTPO eMLAoYNG TNG e BoriBnoav
va MPOXWPNOowW, VA MAPAKEPICW OTN UVHUN HOVU TIC KPAVYEG TWV
TnAeopdoewv Kal Toug EVALVoUG TiTAOUG TWV EPNUEPIBSWYV yla TNV
vmoBeon Tov @akelov No. 3250.

Towg éviwBa o1t pe to EpPoAio €diva amavtnon — xwpic Adyia,
moTé dev rpovv kaAog ota mpoopikd. H emikeipevn doxiun pe
gixe ovvemnapel, nTav oav va £yatva anod To Xapakwpd Hov Kat
va 0pOwVOLOLVV ATEVAVTL 0TO KITPLVO GUVVEPO TOV «UEPLOV TNG
povotapdag», mov Anoiale and Ta yeppavika opvypata — Seixvo-
v1ag o 0Aovg mdéoo Aabog eixav yia peva. Nat, eyw avalapfava
gvBvveg avTo mpATTw 6° OAn pov T {wr]. AvaAlapBava evBvveg
mov pov avébetav. E, Twpa mpoxwpnoa mapamnepd. Akopa kat
otV Etaipeia 1o einav: «AvaAappavete pia evbovn xwpig va oag
{ntnBei» — 10 £XW oTA HELA POV
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00:05. KaAvtepa va EanAwow, n avadpopr] dev pe Bonbdael, dev
aAAalel To «twpar» ovTe kav 1o e&€nyei. Evvow, €, piAdw o€ eoéva
HEoa pov, we va n&epes 6TL Oa 1’ pepveg orjpepa edw; Av pun Tt
aAlo, opeilw va oe ovyxwpriow. IIwg va yvwpileg;

Nal!'Towg avté va eivat To EuBoAto: pia mpda&n cvuyyvwung.

00:35. Aev €xw kovpayto va aAAdéw povxa, o WpwTtag maywvet
TAVW Hov, KaAd onpadt, Oa vrtoxwpei o mupeTodg — 1) OXL;

Xe AtyoTtepo amo entd wpeg 6a pabw, n Pwvr Ba eival CLVETG
0TO IPOYPAUUA pag.

Towg pokeltal ywa Tvmikn dtadikacia andofeong nayiwv Tov op-
yaviopov, e&vyiavorg pou...
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Symptomes généraux

Takis Kampylis
Traduit en francais par Aude Fondard

Le sang s’est arrété, peut-étre que la toux a fait sauter un petit vais-
seau sanguin. C’est probable, non ?

La vérité, c’est que j’ai mieux étudié 1’économie allemande de
I’entre-deux-guerres que mon propre corps. C’est slirement la raison
pour laquelle tout me semble probable alors qu’en méme temps tout
est aboli par la peur d’une conspiration inconnue s’ourdissant en
moi. Pourquoi j’ai mis ce truc dans mon corps ? Non, je ne veux pas
me ridiculiser. Je repense a m’sieur Spyros et au professeur que j’ai
exclu de ma vie. Tout de méme, j’ai souvent pensé a eux — pas d’au-
toflagellation. Enfin, aprés deux ou trois ans, j’ai cessé de décrocher
le combiné pour leur souhaiter une bonne féte.

Avais-je le temps ? Bien siir que non ! J’étais le premier arrivé a la
banque et j’en repartais le dernier. Je ne laissais rien en suspens.
J’avais déclaré la guerre a I'inertie des millions qui passaient entre
mes mains. Je ne pouvais pas permettre que les maxima ne rap-
portent rien a la banque, méme pour un bref moment.

Les éloges et les bonus obtenus en continu montraient que jeffec-
tuais mon travail comme il se doit et de facon responsable. Et les
promotions, qu’était-ce d’autre sinon un message général a ces mil-
liers de collaborateurs ? J’étais — je suis — le bon exemple, ma tra-
jectoire peut méme étre bénéfique aux autres, s’ils la suivent. Alors,
tout va bien ! Certes, je ne suis pas monsieur Dimitris ou m’sieur
Spyros, mais je suis malgré tout une personne qui a donné le bon
exemple. N’est-ce pas la preuve que j’ai, moi aussi, semé le bien au-
tour de moi et auprés de mes collégues ? En toute sincérité en plus ?
Ai-je revendiqué quoi que ce soit de ce que je leur ai apporté ? Non !
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Encore une question récurrente: est-ce que le bien arrivé par ha-
sard, qui ne répond pas a un objectif, vaut autant que le bien qui se
produit de facon ciblée ? Il me suffit de penser que le mal effectué
involontairement ne pése pas autant que le mal qui se produit de
facon délibérée. Et si je commencais par la: par le mal que j’ai fait
en coupant le robinet a tous ceux qui étaient dans le besoin. Est-ce
que je les connaissais ? Avais-je pour objectif de les blesser person-
nellement ? Me suis-je réjoui de leur banqueroute ? Bien siir que
non ! Je n’ai nui a personne expressément par intérét ou intention,
personne.

J’ouvre de nouveau le dossier n°3848. Les chiffres pullulent comme
des vautours-griffons se régalant sur mon foie. Je fais de nouveau
le lien avec mon hémorragie. Elle s’est produite peu aprés mon
«refus».

23h10. Heureusement qu’il fait nuit. Méme les Erinyes s’assoupiront
sous peu — a moins qu’elles ne restent éveillées pour capitaliser ce
que cache I’ame créditrice de leurs victimes.

Mais pourquoi j’ai mis ce truc dans mon corps ?

«Donner le bon exemple», «contribuer considérablement au bien-
étre de vos compatriotes», ah les belles paroles de la firme, par cour-
riel. Dans la ville allemande, les employés se sont comportés comme
si j’étais un étre exceptionnel, un pionnier de la santé publique. Ca
me plaisait bien. Lattribution directe de grands desseins a ma per-
sonne m’a définitivement permis de progresser. Mais comment cela
a-t-il commencé ? Telle est la question qui me taraude. Quand donc
a eu lieu le premier instant, la premiére pensée, la premiére réac-
tion ? Pourquoi je ne me souviens pas ? Est-ce que je refoule des
moments heureux ? Non il n’y en a pas eu.

Quoi qu’il en soit, il me semble évident que tout a commencé a une
période marquée par un dossier en particulier, le n°3250 sur la SA
Karypidis. Je me souviens que c’est a ce moment-la que j’ai envisa-
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gé la possibilité de participer a des essais pharmaceutiques pour
un médicament quelconque sur une maladie quelconque (les essais
sur le vaccin n’étaient alors pas connus), au moment ou la direc-
tion des ressources humaines nous a adressé a tous les cadres su-
périeurs de la banque un courrier interne portant ce vil qualificatif
de mémorandum. Son motif concernait mon opinion défavorable
sur le dossier n°3250 donnée quelques jours plus t6t. Il faisait réfé-
rence a un bien emblématique au coeur d’Athénes qui tournait au
ralenti depuis des années comme entreprise de prét-a-porter. Son
seul inconvénient, c’est qu’elle vendait uniquement des vétements
et chaussures de sa propre fabrication, que les consommateurs
n’appréciaient pas vraiment, le chiffre d’affaires I'attestait. Le prét
que l’entreprise n’avait pas pu rembourser auprés de la banque sur
les dix derniéres années était insignifiant par rapport a la valeur
du bien. Gage que la banque le vendrait en moins de deux, contre
plusieurs fois le montant du prét. Un tel événement en lien avec le
centre-ville attira toutefois I’attention des journaux. Les relations
publiques prirent soin de mentionner un tas d’articles qui parlaient
de «spéculation inacceptable de la part de la banque» et «d’indiffé-
rence a ’égard du social». L'ensemble était étayé de photographies
et témoignages de la cinquantaine de personnes environ licenciées
par l’entreprise.

Les relations publiques en ont conclu que «I’image de la banque
s’était fortement ternie» et exigeaient dorénavant «de prendre en
compte, dans le cadre d’'une demande, tous les paramétres, et no-
tamment les facteurs sociaux, plus particulierement en période de
crise et de peur généralisée des déposants».

Quelques jours plus tard, le propriétaire trés agé de la société ano-
nyme en faillite a tué sa femme grabataire avant de se suicider.

Comme c’est étrange ! Le sang se manifeste de nouveau tandis que
je repense a tout ¢ca, au passé. Je le sens sur mes lévres, il coule sur
mon menton.

-67-



Symptémes généraux

C’était donc a ce moment-la ! Précisément cet aprés-midi, dans cette
chambre méme que j’ai songé pour la premiére fois a devenir rat
de laboratoire. Je 1’ai pensé en ces termes: rat de laboratoire. Plus
tot ce jour-la, dés le matin, a la banque, j’avais ignoré une salve de
reproches. Le midi, rebelote. Je n’en avais pas compris la cause — je
ne lisais rien d’autre que les revues économiques et les journaux
électroniques. Ensuite j’ai lu le communiqué de la banque : «ex-
prime son grand regret», blablabla, «plus d’empathie», blablabla,
«plus d’efforts a I'avenir», blablabla. Sauf qu’ils ne me 'ont pas cra-
ché au visage.

Je ne suis pas sorti de mes gonds, je n’en avais pas le temps. Les
jours suivants j’ai passé au crible tous les détails du dossier n°3250.
De fagon systématique et exhaustive... J’ai transmis les évaluations
a l'algorithme et les mémes options sont ressorties. J’ai regardé si
j'avais ignoré des parameétres ou des éléments que je n’avais pas
remplis. Il n’y en avait pas. Il n’y avait rien de plus et rien ne se-
rait ajouté par la suite. Aprés coup, la Banque a passé ’éponge :
«On continue, grand joueur !» C’était I’expression préférée du PDG.
Comme pour me le rappeler encore et toujours, méme en secret, si-
non ils auraient modifié I'algorithme. Un aprés-midi cependant, je
me suis éloigné aux yeux de mes collégues, vaincu. Je Iai senti ve-
nir les jours qui ont précédé. Ils n’ont pas eu besoin que je cherche
quoi que ce soit, ils me I'ont hurlé sans me le dire, sans méme me
regarder. Je me suis senti pareil au photocopieur dans ’entrée ou
a l’algorithme. Comme s’ils n’avaient fait que me supporter durant
toutes ces années.

Je n’ai pas informé la banque de ma participation aux tests vacci-
naux. J’ai demandé le solde de mes congés au service du personnel,
j’ai signé les documents et me suis chargé des dossiers en cours. J’ai
réglé la note a la cafétéria et fermé la porte de mon bureau.

Les semaines suivantes, la correspondance avec la firme et les pre-
miers examens dans la clinique privée choisie par ses soins m’ont
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aidé a bien avancer, a écarter de ma mémoire les cris d’orfraie a la
télévision et les titres mensongers des journaux sur I’affaire concer-
nant le dossier n°3250.

Peut-étre ai-je pensé donner le change avec le vaccin — sans verba-
liser, je n’ai jamais été bon a l’oral. J’étais passionné par les essais
en cours, je croyais étre sorti de mon trou et me dresser devant le
nuage jaune de «gaz moutarde» en provenance des tranchées alle-
mandes. J’allais prouver combien tout le monde se trompait a mon
sujet. Oui, j’ai assumé des responsabilités — toute ma vie durant.
J’ai assumé les responsabilités qui m’incombaient.

Alors 13, je progresse a grandes enjambées. C’est justement ce qui
circulait au sein de la Firme: «Assumez vos responsabilités sans
vous poser de question», je I'ai dans ma boite mail.

oohos. Je ferais mieux de m’allonger, passer en revue tous ces faits
ne m’aidera pas, cela ne changera rien au maintenant et ne ’expli-
quera pas non plus. Je pense, euh, je te parle a toi qui es en moi,
comment savais-tu que tu me conduirais ici aujourd’hui ? Je n’ai pas
d’autre choix que de te pardonner. Mais comment savais-tu ?

Oui ! C’est peut-étre ca le vaccin: une pratique du pardon.

ooh3s. Je n’ai pas le courage de changer mes vétements, la transpi-
ration colle a ma peau, c’est bon signe, non, ca va faire chuter la
fievre ?

Dans moins de sept heures, je saurai, la Voix sera fidéle a notre ren-
dez-vous.

Peut-étre s’agit-il d’'une procédure normale d’amortissement des
immobilisations de mon organisme, une sorte de purge.
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BIOGRAPHY

adhg Mac Dhonnagdin writes

books, screenplays, songs and
works predominantly in Irish (sometimes
called Gaelic), the indigenous language
of Ireland. His creative-fiction-style
biography of the 19th-century poet and
songwriter Antoine O Raiftearai, Mise
Raiftearai an Fioddir Focal (| Am Raifterai,
the Word-Weaver), was awarded the
premier Irish-language Book of the Year
Award, Gradam Ui Shuilleabhéin, in
2015. His season song book/CD Bliain
na nAmhrdn (The Year of Song) won a
Children’s Books Ireland Book of the Year
Award, was included in the White Ravens
Annual Catalogue of excellent children’s
publications from around the world by
the International Youth Library in Munich,
Germany, and won the Irish-language
Book of the Year, Gradam Réics Carld, for
2017. His screenwriting credits include the
TV drama Aifric (Telegael, 2006-2008, for
TG4), which he co-created with director
Paul Mercier and Telegael. The series won
three consecutive Irish Film and Television

Tadhg Mac Dhonnagain

Awards for best youth programme (2007,
2008 and 2009) and the Celtic Media
Festival Bronze Torc Award for best
young people’s production. The show
has been broadcast in Europe, Latin
America and Asia. His novel Madame
Lazare was awarded an An Post Irish Book
Award in 2021.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Levana has always been proud of her
Jewish heritage and the generations

of Jewish women who came before

her. One of those women is her
grandmother, Hana Lazare, who raised
Levana in a traditional Jewish community
in Paris. Hana's story is one of struggle:
as a child, she fled the Nazi invasion of
her northern European homeland, the
only member of her family that survived
the Shoah. She has never spoken a word
about that other life to Levana.
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But as Hana succumbs to old age

and her mind becomes increasingly
confused, fragments of memory emerge
that surprise and puzzle Levana. As the
old woman unknowingly reveals more of
her past, Levana finds herself questioning
everything her grandmother has ever
told her. The trail leads from Paris to
Brussels to the Atlantic coast of Ireland,
leading Levana ever closer to discovering
the terrible event that has defined the
secretive life of Madame Lazare.

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

The jury selected this book because
this stunning novel is quintessentially
a European one, not just in setting but
also in its subject matter. It is a major
and important addition to a limited
contemporary canon in the Irish
language. The wide, epic sweep

of the work — from a remote

island off the west coast
of Ireland to Estonia,
and from Paris and
Brussels —and the

focus on the deliberate
concealment of the
past by an elderly
woman make the book
an intriguing fiction that 4
invites the reader to :
reflect on identity,
oppression
and

culture at both a personal and a
European level. Madame Lazare's partial
historic setting draws attention to the
Second World War, to the Shoah and to
the pan-European repercussions of that
tragic time in European history. From
a literary perspective, the book is well
structured and cleverly paced, bringing
its various elements to a satisfactory
and fulfilling conclusion. The jury
also found the treatment of memory
loss and dementia to be sensitively
handled, while at the same time being
deftly used as a plot device. The book's
treatment of multilingualism, language
and the role of translation in fostering
comprehension is also elegantly done,
as are the descriptions of a modern
European lifestyle. As the story unfolds,
just enough information is revealed
to sustain the reader’s attention, while
leaving enough untold to ensure the
reader’s full engagement. Subjects as
diverse as Jewish customs,
Irish folklore and nature
are all effortlessly
integrated into the
plot. With its focus on
themes of identity,
place and language
and its strong
,  European setting, this
book is a perfect and
topical candidate for the
2022 European Prize for
Literature.
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Tadhg Mac Dhonnagdin

\ ¥ 4
Muraed, Arainn, 1937

Sagart airid a bhi ann. Sin a deireadh na daoine fasta faoi Father
Folan, ach shil Muraed go raibh sé go halainn. D4 mbuailfeadh sé
bleid chainte ort is t(1 ag siil abhaile 6n scoil, n6 da gcuirfeadh sé
ceist ort sa seomra ranga agus é tagtha isteach ar cuairt, nior airigh
t1 go raibh sé ag iarraidh a fhail amach an raibh t dana no leisciiil
no sleamchuiseach. ‘Sén chaoi go mbiodh suim aige sa rud a déarfa
leis, amhail is go raibh nios mé na freagra ceart amhain ar cheist
ar bith.

Nior thuig Muraed cén fath go mbiodh na daoine fasta a ra go raibh
bealach aisteach leis. Cén dochar ma bhi sé de nos aige fanacht go
maidin ag térramh, é féin ag scéalaiocht, ag gairi leis an gcomhlua-
dar agus ag ra corrstéibh d’amhran?

Bhi sé beagainin airid, ceart go leor, an chaoi a mbiodh sé ag dul
thart leath den am agus seaicéad bréidin air, amhail seaniascaire.
Diirt Eoin Eamoinn go raibh a chloigeann curtha é mhaith ag na
blianta a bhi caite amuigh san Afraic aige. Bhi a intinn bruite ag
an teas amuigh ann, a ddirt sé, é ag iarraidh foghlaim Dé a chur
ar dhaoine fiaine in aiteacha nach dtitfeadh braon baisti 6 cheann
ceann na bliana.

Ach in ainneoin na rudai a deireadh na daoine fasta faoi, bhi ciis
mhaith amhain ag Muraed a cheapadh gur sagart fiordheas a bhi
ann. Mar b’é Father Folan an t-aon duine riamh a thainig ag an
teach go speisialta le castail ar Pharaic.
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Cén chaoi a raibh a fhios aige go raibh Paraic ann beag na moér? Ni
thugtai amach ag an Aifreann riamh é. Is décha go raibh a fhios ag
muintir na haite go raibh sé ann. D’theicfidis ar maidin é agus Mu-
raed a thabhairt chomh fada le teach Neil Chéil Jimi, le go dtabhar-
fadh sise aire d6 nuair a bhi si féin agus Bid ar scoil. Ach maidir leis
na daoine a thagadh san oiche ag an teach le bheith ag scéalaiocht le
Deaide n6 ag casadh amhran, ni leagfaidis sin sil riamh air. Dhéan-
fadh Deaide cinnte go mbeadh Paraic curtha a lui i gconai sula dti-
ocfaidis.

Nior thaithnigh sé le Muraed an chaoi a dtugadh Bid ‘simpleoir’ air. Ni
raibh tada simpli faoi Pharaic. Agus ni ‘gnasachtach’ a bhiodh aige,
ach focla. Focla a bhi cumtha aige féin. Cé mhéad duine cliste a bhiin
ann a ra gurbh iad féin a chum na focla a bhi acu, chuile cheann beo?
Ach b’shin mar a bhi ag Paraic. ‘Nuc’ a bhi aige ar bhainne. ‘Unna’ a
bhi aige ar ronnach. ‘Ha’ ar an bpréachan. Agus ‘Aidhl’ a bhi aige ar
an bhfaoilean ban. Bhi dosaen eile focla ar a laghad aige.

Agus ni le focla amhain a chuireadh sé féin in iGl. Bhi bealach aige
lena dha shiil a chasadh ina chloigeann a thabharfadh bri bhreise
don mhéid a bhi sé ag iarraidh a ra. Da gcasfadh sé deiseal na sdile
agus iad a stopadh le stanadh suas ar fhraitheacha an ti, chiallédh
sé sin go raibh sé sasta, n6 gur mhaith leis go mbainfeadh Muraed
dinglis as. Agus da gcasfadh sé na stile tuathal agus iad a stopadh le
stanadh ar leacracha an urlair, chiallédh sé sin go raibh sé craite ann
féin. Da mba néal uaignis a bhi tite air, chiibfadh sé isteach aige féin
agus ni bheadh biog as ar feadh an trathnéna.

Ach da mba stoirm chantail a bhailigh ina thimpeall, scéal eile a
bheadh ann. Bheadh lasracha sna siiile an uair sin aige agus da ligfi
leis, tharraingeodh sé triobl6id éicint. Formhor laethanta, da dtab-
harfadh Muraed faoi deara in am é, bheadh si in ann é a mhealladh
agus a bhréagadh sula mbeadh buicéad uisce leagtha aige no6 cic
buailte aige ar chois an bhoird.

Ach formhér mér an ama, ni bhiodh méran deacracht ar bith ag
baint leis. Ma bhi sé suite ar a chompord i gcllinne na cistine, é ag
spraoi leis na clocha mine a fuair Muraed thios ar an gcladach do,
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ba chuma leis faoi rud ar bith eile. Ni fios cén sasamh a bhaineadh
sé as na clocha mine céanna, é a bpiocadh suas is a leagan uaidh,
é ag déanambh line diobh, a gcarnadh ar mhullach a chéile go dti go
dtitidis anuas ina thimpeall ar leacracha an urlair.

Uair amhain, nuair a thit carn a bhi déanta aige, thainig ceann mor
amhain anuas go trom ar a chois. Ar ndéigh, lig Paraic béic as a
chloisfi amuigh i gConamara. Dhaisigh Deaide de gheit.

“Tusa a thug na clocha damanta sin isteach sa teach seo, nach ta?”
a deir sé.

Chlaon Muraed a ceann.

“Bhuel, faigh réidh anois leo,” a deir sé. “Is na feicim aris iad. Ta a
dhéthain gleo aige sitid mar ata.”

Bhi a fhios ag Muraed gur drochphlean a bhi ansin. Agus bhi an
ceart aici. Bhi Paraic croibhriste faoi na clocha a bheith caite amach.
Choinnigh sé air go ceann ctpla 14 ag olagdn agus ag éagaoin no
gur dhdirt Deaide le Muraed iad a thabhairt ar ais isteach.

Bhi siad ann 6 shin i gctiinne na cistine agus Paraic ina lar go sasta
formhér moér trathnontai.

Bhuel, oiche Dhomhnaigh amhain, thart ar mhi né mar sin th’éis
do Father Folan a theacht go hArainn le bheith ina shagart pardiste
nua, bhuail sé isteach ag an teach gan choinne. Bhi Paraic ina shui
sa gcuiinne, Muraed agus Bid ag an mbord ag scriobh a gcuid aisti,
Deaide ina chnap chodlata cois tine.

Nuair a chonaic Muraed an sagart i mbéal an dorais, sheas si suas
go direach, mar a dhéanadh si nuair a shitiladh duine tabhachtach
da chineal isteach sa seomra ranga ar scoil. Bhreathnaigh Bid suas
6na coipleabhar.

“Cén tseaf6id ata ortsa?” a deir si.
“Failte isteach, a Athair,” arsa Muraed. Nuair a bhreathnaigh Bid i

dtreo an dorais, thainig dath geal ar a héadan.
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“Dia anseo isteach,” a deir Father Folan.
Dhiisigh Deaide de gheit.
“A Athair,” a deir sé, an da shail ag leathadh ina cheann.

“Ni le drochscéala atd mé tagtha, a Thaidhg,” arsa an sagart, gairi
muinteartha ar a bhéal.

Bhreathnaigh Deaide go géar anall ar Mhuraed, agus thuig si 6n
dearcadh sin uaidh go gcaithfeadh si Paraic a thabhairt isteach sa
seomra 6 thuaidh ar an bpointe boise.

Ach bhi a fhios aici chomh maith go mbeadh jab aici é a tharraingt
amach as an gctiinne agus a chluiche a fhagail ina dhiaidh.

“Ta stil agam nach bhfuil mé ag cur as daoibh,” arsa Father Folan.
“Nil ann ach go bhfuil mé ag iarraidh beannacht bheag a chur ar an
teach agus a bhfuil ina gcénai ann.”

Bhreathnaigh Deaide ar an sagart agus meangadh failteach aige, ach
d’airigh Muraed go raibh faitios de chineal éicint air.

Chaith Deaide stil ghéar eile anall ar Mhuraed. Chas si i dtreo Phara-
ic agus chrom sios aige, i ag labhairt leis sa nglor sin a d’Gsaideadh
silena bhréagadh.

“Seo leat, a Pharaic,” a deir si. “Ta sé in an am dul a lui.”

Choinnigh Paraic air gan aird ar bith a thabhairt uirthi, é ag leagan
na gcloch ina line mar a bheadh nathair nimhe chnapanach ann.

“A Pharaic,” a deir Muraed aris de chogar géar.

Bhreathnaigh sé uirthi, an dearcadh ceanndéana sin a raibh oiread
cleachtaidh aici air.

Chas Muraed timpeall. Ni fhéadfai Paraic a chorrai, ach da seasfadh
si os a chombhair, b’fhéidir nach dtabharfadh Father Folan faoi deara
moran é.
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Bhi stiall fhada éadaigh bainte amach as po6ca a sheaicéid faoin
trath seo ag an sagart. Déanta as éadach ban de chineal éicint a bhi
sé agus croiseanna ar dhath an 6ir fuailte ann. Ba mhor an ailleacht
é, cibé cén t-ainm a bheadh air. Leath Father Folan an stiall éadaigh
amach uilig agus phdg é sular chuir sé thart ar a mhuineal é. She-
as sé i lar an urlair agus bheannaigh sé an teach, agus ni Laidin a
bhi aige ach piosa mér fada de phaidir Ghaeilge. Ansin, anonn leis
chomh fada le Deaide. Leag sé a ordog ar a bhaithis siad agus ghe-
arr fior na croise ann ar an gcaoi chéanna is a ghearradh Deaide fior
na croise ar dhroim na b6 th’éis do6 i a bhlean. Nior bhreathnaigh
Deaide ar an sagart, ach sios ar leacracha an urlair.

Chas Father Folan agus anonn leis chomh fada le Bid, le beannacht
a chur uirthi sitd chomh maith céanna. Nuair a chas sé i dtreo
Mhuraed, chonaic si an straois a bhi ar éadan a deirféar. Bhain si
da pluic aris 1 brea sciobtha nuair a chonaic si Deaide ag stanadh
anall uirthi.

Leag Father Folan a ordég ar bhaithis Mhuraed agus chuir bean-
nacht uirthi, é ag monabhar leis faoi Bhrid agus Colm Cille agus
Eanna. Ansin, dhirigh sé ar Pharaic.

“A, nabac leis sitid, a Athair,” arsa Deaide, agus cineal de chreathan
ina ghlor. “Nil aon chiall aige.”

“Duine de chlann Dé ata ann, a Thaidhg, ach an oiread leatsa agus
liomsa,” arsa Father Folan.

Chuaigh sé sios ar a dha ghldin os comhair Pharaic agus labhair
leis i nglér iseal. Bhreathnaigh Paraic air go ceisteach, ach bhi an
t-amharc ceanndana imithe 6na shiile.

“Nach le castail ortsa a thainig mé, a Pharaic?” a bhi Father Folan a
ra leis. “Nach é do leithéidi a bhronnann grasta Dé ar na daoine ata
ag tabhairt aire duit?”

Bhreathnaigh Muraed anonn ar Dheaide, féachaint an raibh a fhi-
os aige sitid an méid sin cheana. Ach bhi an chuma neirbhiseach
chéanna ar a éadan i gconai.
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Tadhg Mac Dhonnagdin
Translated into English by Tadhg Mac Dhonnagdin

Muraed, Aran, 1937

He was an odd priest. That’s what the grown-ups said about Father
Folan, but Muraed thought he was lovely. If he spoke to you and
you walking home from school or if he asked you a question in class
when he dropped in for a visit, you never felt he was trying to catch
you out or find out if you were lazy or careless with your work. You
felt he was interested in what you’d have to say. It was like he be-
lieved there was more than one right answer to a question.

Muraed couldn’t understand why the grown-ups had such a set on
him. What harm if he wouldn’t leave a wake when he’d have the
rosary said? What harm if he’d stay ‘til morning, telling stories and
laughing and singing the odd verse of a song? Fair enough, it was a
bit out of the ordinary the way he’d go around like a fisherman and
an old rough tweed jacket on him. Eoin Eamon reckoned his head
was destroyed from the years he had spent out in Africa. His mind
was melted from the heat, said Eoin Eamon, the poor man trying to
put God’s learning on wild people in places that never saw a drop of
rain from one end of the year to the other.

But besides all the things the grown-ups had to say about him, Mu-
raed had one very strong reason for thinking that he was a good
priest. Father Folan was the only one ever to come to the house es-
pecially to meet Paraic.

How did he know about Paraic to begin with? He was never brought
out to Mass on Sunday. The neighbours knew about him — they’d see
Muraed bringing him to Nell Cole Jimmy’s in the morning, before she
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followed Bid down the road to school. But as for Dada’s friends who
visited at night to sit around the fire and tell stories and sing songs,
some of them had hardly ever laid an eye on him. Dada would make
full sure that Paraic was in bed before any of them arrived.

Muraed hated the way Bid used to say that Paraic was ‘simple’.
There was nothing simple about him. And those sounds he made to
tell you something — they weren’t ‘grunts’, they were words. Words
Paraic had made up himself, without anyone’s help. How many
clever people were able to boast that they had made up themselves
every single word that they could say? And that those words they
had invented were completely different from the names that every-
one else had for things?

Well, that’s the way it was with Paraic. ‘Nuc’ was the word he had
for milk. ‘Unna’ was a mackerel. ‘Haw’ was a crow. And ‘iyle’ was
what he called a seagull. He had a dozen words made up at the very
least. And not only that, he had other ways of telling you what he
meant, ways that ordinary people would never have thought of. He
had a special way of turning the two eyes in his head to show you
what he meant to say. If he leaned his head to the left and turned his
eyes to the right to look up at the rafters, he was telling you that he
was happy, or he wanted you to give him a bit of a tickle. And if he
turned his eyes to the left and stared down at the flagstones of the
kitchen floor, that meant that he was upset about something.

If it was a lonesome feeling that had come down on him, he’d gath-
er himself into a bundle and sit in the corner all evening without a
peep out of him. But if it was a cranky humour that was troubling
him, that was another story. You’d see stormy flashes in his eyes
and if you didn’t watch out, you’d know all about it. If Muraed no-
ticed him in time, she’d be able to sit down beside him and whisper
in his ear and, if she was lucky, she’d stop him from spilling the
bucket of well water or from giving an almighty kick to the leg of
the table. But beside those cloudy humours, most of the time, Paraic
was no trouble at all. If he was settled in his corner of the kitchen
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facing the door, playing away with the smooth stones that Muraed
had found on the strand for him, he wouldn’t bother anyone. He
loved those same smooth stones. He’d make a line of them on the
floor that looked like some class of a lumpy sea serpent. Now and
again, he’d have a go at standing them up, one on top of one anoth-
er, until they’d come crashing down around him. Once, when one
of these constructions he was working on collapsed, Paraic let a
screech out of him that’d be heard out in Connemara. Dada jumped
awake in his chair by the fire.

“Na clocha sin aris!”

He turned to Muraed. “Those accursed stones! It was you that
brought them into the house. Wasn’t it?” She nodded, moving to
stand between him and Paraic. “Well bring them out again, now.
And let me not see them under this roof again. Your brother has
enough noise out of him without adding to it.”

Muraed knew that Dada’s plan wasn’t going to work. And she was
right. Paraic was broken-hearted without the stones to play with. He
groaned and groused for three long days until Dada finally told Mu-
raed to bring the stones back in. They were there since in the corner,
Paraic in the middle of them, content once more.

* k% kk

It was a Sunday evening, about a month after Father Folan arrived
on the island to be the new parish priest, that he called into the
house, without warning. Paraic was in his spot in the corner, Dada
was a sleepy heap in his chair and Muraed and Bid were at the table
writing their compositions. When Muraed spotted the priest stand-
ing in the mouth of the door, she stood up erect, as she had learned
to do at school, whenever someone important appeared. Bid, her
back to the door, looked up from her copybook, a puzzled look on
her. “Failte romhat, a Athair,” said Muraed, in greeting. When Bid
glanced over her shoulder, she jumped. “Dia anseo isteach,” said
Father Folan.
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The strange voice, bidding God to be with all in the house, wakened
Dada.

“A Athair,” he said, the two eyes in his head widening.

“I haven’t come with bad news, Timin,” said the priest, a friendly
smile on him.

Dada gave Muraed a sharp look that meant she was to get Paraic
into the back room as quick as she could. She got up to move him,
knowing well she’d have a job to take him out of the corner and
leave his stones behind him.

“I hope I'm not disturbing ye,” said Father Folan. “It’s just that I
wanted to give a little blessing to the house and all that’s in it.”

Dada was looking at the priest, trying his best to smile himself. But
even so, there was something about the way that he was shifting his
weight from one leg to the other that made Muraed think that he was
feeling afraid for some reason. He turned to throw her another sharp
stare. She offered Paraic her two hands and put on the voice she used
when she was trying to persuade her brother to do something.

“Here we go, Paraic,” she said. “It’s time for bed.”

Paraic kept playing at his game, not paying one bit of attention to
her, laying out one smooth stone after the other in a crooked line in
front of him.

“Paraic,” said Muraed again, her voice a sharp whisper now.

He looked up, wearing that stubborn expression she knew so well.
It was hopeless. She tried another tack, turning towards the priest,
standing directly in front of her brother. If she stayed where she
was, maybe the visitor wouldn’t notice him so much. Father Folan
had taken a long strip of cloth from his pocket now. It was made
out of some sort of lovely white material and there were two golden
crosses stitched into it at either end. It was a beautiful thing, what-
ever name he had on it. He raised one end of the cloth to his lips,
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kissed the golden cross and arranged the thing on his shoulders like
a class of a long, thin shawl. He stood in the middle of the floor and
blessed the house, and it wasn’t Latin he mumbled but a big, long
prayer in Connemara Irish that any ordinary person would under-
stand. Then, over he marches to Dada. The priest placed his thumb
on Dada’s forehead, made the sign of the cross, in the same way that
you’d bless the cow’s back after milking her. Dada stood straight
as a sea stack, not looking once at the priest but directing his eyes
down at the flagstones. Father Folan turned around to Bid, leaving
the sign of the cross on her forehead as well, mumbling away in
Irish all the time. When he turned to bless Muraed, she could see
Bid smirking behind the priest. But when Bid spotted Dada’s angry
stare from the other side of the kitchen, she wasn’t long getting the
smile off her face. Father Folan’s thumb landed on Muraed’s fore-
head, and she could hear clearly now his prayer, a lovely one she
hadn’t heard before that mentioned Saint Bridget and Saint Colm-
cille and the island’s own Saint Eanna. Finally, the priest turned to
Paraic, still on the floor, still lost in his game of the smooth stones.

“Ah don’t bother with him, Father,” said Dada, a nervous kind of a
shake in his voice now.

“He has no sense.”

“He’s one of God’s family, Timin,” said Father Folan, “no less impor-
tant than you or me or any of us walking this earth.”

Down with him on his two knees on the bare flagstone in front of
Paraic and spoke to him in a soft voice. Paraic threw a glance at
him, but that stubborn look was nowhere to be seen now.

“Isn’t it to meet yourself that I came, Paraic?” Father Folan was say-
ing. “Isn’t it the likes of you that gives the people who care for you
a special grace from God?” Muraed looked over towards Dada, to
see if this piece of important information was news to him. If it was,
Dada still had that same nervous look about him.
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Sempre tornare

Daniele Mencatrelli

&

L
Una Kadett gialla.

Di taxisti me ne sono capitati parecchi. Ce n’@ uno che é una mia
presenza fissa, un signore che parte dai Castelli per andare a la-
vorare a Roma. Non é per cattiveria, ma quando vedo la sua mac-
china in avvicinamento smetto di fare I’autostop, alcune volte mi
levo proprio dalla strada. Lui pero si ferma lo stesso. Per carita, é
una persona per bene, simpatica, solo che ha un problema serio,
e io non so davvero come dirglielo. Alle medie avevo una profes-
soressa con lo stesso difetto. L’alito. A livelli che non dovrebbero
esistere sulla faccia della terra.

«Devo arrivare a Casa del Diavolo.»

«lIo arrivo la vicino.»

Il taxista fuma le stesse sigarette dei miei. Emmesse dure.
«Vado al Red Zone, la discoteca.»

«0Ogni tanto ci porto qualcuno.»

«Sta andando 1i?»

Magari mi faccio lasciare di fronte all’ingresso, non ho i soldi per
entrare, pero farei un arrivo in grande stile.

«No, ho una chiamata da una via che sta dall’altra parte della fra-
zione, ti devi fare una bella passeggiata per arrivarci.»

«Jo mio chiamo Daniele, lei?»
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«Armando.»

Io non so se questo fatto del nome offerto e richiesto abbia vera-
mente a che fare con la buona educazione. A pensarci, credo na-
sconda la paura che mi prende tutte le volte che monto su una
macchina guidata da uno sconosciuto, per giunta di notte, per
giunta lontano da casa, senza che nessuno sappia minimamente
dove mi trovi. Perché un po’ di paura c’é sempre.

Sapere il nome del mio benefattore di turno mi illude di conoscere,
seppur di poco, la sua identita, e le sue intenzioni. Ma dentro di
me c’é sempre una parte in allerta. Armando potrebbe fermare la
macchina, tirare fuori dal portaoggetti del suo sportello un caccia-
vite e piantarmelo in gola, cosi, senza problemi, per poi sotterrar-
mi in mezzo a uno dei tanti boschi della zona.

«Lei, Armando, di dov’é?»
«Perugia.»

«E sposato?»

«Separato.»

Intanto, la Kadett passa accanto al cartello che riporta a lettere
nere su sfondo bianco il mio punto d’arrivo: CASA DEL DIAVOLO.

«Ti lascio all’imbocco della prossima via.»
«Grazie.»

Scendo e la respirazione torna a essere regolare. Mi ero impaurito,
mi succede spesso, basta tenere la mente a briglia sciolta e il risul-
tato é assicurato.

Stupido che sono. E se anche avesse avuto brutte intenzioni mi sa-
rei difeso, invece era uno per bene, come tutti quelli che mi sono
capitati sino a oggi.

E poi fumava le Emmesse dure.

Non poteva essere cattivo.
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Inseguo una cassa dritta, martellante.

Nell’aria c’é solo il battito del Red Zone, cerco di andare nella di-
rezione della musica, ma non ha una provenienza precisa, anzi, si
sposta attorno a me in continuazione. Il mio traguardo si trova in
via Fratelli Cervi. Facile a dirsi.

Non vedo luci, nemmeno in lontananza, le case, i capannoni, sono
sprofondati nel buio, come le strade. Questo posto sembra disabi-
tato.

Soltanto i fari delle macchine illuminano quello che ho attorno,
mi sfrecciano accanto spostando I’aria, come li vedo provo a chie-
dere un passaggio, ma € davvero troppo buio. Dalla valigia tiro
fuori il maglione che preferisco, € di cotone, blu, I'aria inizia a
essere fresca, arriva a sbuffi leggeri dal prato che ho di fianco.

Proprio li, nell’erba, a non pitt di un paio di metri di distanza, vedo
qualcosa. Come una luce. Pili che paura mi gela il terrore. Guardo
al meglio che posso. La luce riappare, poi un’altra vicina. Gli occhi
lentamente mettono a fuoco, un tappeto si accende a perdita d’oc-
chio, fino agli alberi lontani.

Il terrore diventa meraviglia, stupore, incanto.

Ne avevo solo sentito parlare, al massimo viste nei cartoni animati.
Un popolo di lucciole balla ai miei piedi.

Come stelle danzanti precipitate sulla terra.

Uno spettacolo che mi toglie le parole.

Luce nel buio.

La bellezza va vissuta, qualsiasi racconto, per quanto preciso, sa-
piente, non puo dire la gioia di fronte a certe visioni, né la gratitu-
dine che arriva a colmare gli occhi di lacrime.

Fari in lontananza. La luce artificiale nasconde quella microsco-
pica della natura.
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Scatto con il pollice, subito dopo accendo il sorriso.
Un pezzo techno rallenta.

Si ferma una Renault 5.

«Andate al Red Zone?»

«Ma che vieni a balla’ co’ ’a valiggia?»

La macchinata esplode in una risata a piti bocche. Il dialetto é il
mio. Sono romani.

«Me potete da’ un passaggio?»

Il ragazzo con cui sto parlando ha i capelli lunghi e gli occhi al-
lucinati. Ha le pupille dilatate, quindi o cocaina o pasticche, or-
mai so riconoscere abbastanza bene le sostanze, a partire proprio
dagli effetti che hanno sugli occhi. Dei passeggeri sul sedile po-
steriore vedo le tre teste, ma non c’é abbastanza luce per cogliere
appieno i visi.

«E 'ndo te mettemo? Semo in cinque. Se voi te piamo ’a valiggia.»
Altra risata stronza.

«Oppure aggrappate ar tettino.»

La Renault 5 riparte sgommando.

Li seguo per qualche decina di metri, poi torno a cercare le luccio-
le, mi ci vorra del tempo per riabituare gli occhi, per farli tornare
alla loro dimensione.

Un motore viaggia ringhiando nell’aria, si avvicina, lo sento per-
fettamente, ma attorno a me non vedo comparire nulla, nessuna
luce, da nessuna parte.

Il ringhio si trasforma in frenata.
Non capisco a che cosa.

Un boato.
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Serva correre cosi.

Uno schianto spaventoso é esploso nell’aria.

Poi rumore di cristalli che cadono, plastica spaccata.
Mi ritrovo piegato sulle ginocchia.

E comparsa una luce, punta il cielo notturno.

Sara almeno a cinquecento metri da me.

Inizio a correre in quella direzione, la valigia mi sbatte sulla gam-
ba, arrivo a un incrocio, giro a destra, subito dopo imbocco una
via a sinistra.

In lontananza delle luci confuse, il fiatone inizia a rallentarmi.
Quello che vedo mi inchioda i piedi all’asfalto.

Al centro della strada due macchine, distrutte. Pezzi sparsi ovun-
que. La luce che puntava verso I’alto é un faro.

Non arriva voce. Lamento.
Mi strappo un passo alla volta.

Si sono presi frontalmente. Della macchina che ho davanti ricono-
sco lo sportellone posteriore, € una 205 Rallye. Del muso dell’altra
non é rimasto nulla.

Sono a una ventina di metri.

Dietro di me sento fermarsi qualcuno.
Sportelli che si aprono.

Mi ritrovo a fianco due ragazzi.

Ci guardiamo.

Uno dei due, quello pitl grande, ci sfila accanto, prosegue verso
I'incidente, noi gli andiamo dietro.
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Le lamiere delle due macchine sembrano cauterizzate, bruciate.
Io dovrei fermarmi.

Non voglio vedere.

Ma non ci riesco.

Non puo esistere.

Dio mio levami dagli occhi quello che vedo.

Il ragazzo della 205.

Il sangue deve stare nel corpo.

Un manichino senza grazia. Svuotato d’anima.

«Vojo torna’ a casa.»

Una palazzina poco distante si accende, un uomo in canottiera e
calzoncini, a fianco una vecchia in vestaglia.

«ABBIAMO CHIAMATO I CARABINIERI E PAMBULANZA! MALE-
DETTI VENGONO A FARE I PAZZI!»

Il ragazzo che ho di fianco sembra preso da un conto matematico,
da un’equazione difficilissima. Non si capacita.

«Vojo torna’ a casa.»
Io non ero pronto.
A questa cosa sfigurata.

Non sono pronto.

-89-



Always Return

Daniele Mencarelli
Translated into English by Antony Shugaar

A yellow Opel Kadett.

I’'ve taken rides from plenty of taxi drivers. There’s one who’s some-
thing of a regular presence, a gentleman who leaves the Castelli
Romani to go to work in Rome. I'm not trying to be mean, but when
I see his car coming, I stop hitchhiking; sometimes I actually walk
away from the side of the road. But he still stops all the same. Oh,
don’t get me wrong, he’s a perfectly nice person, likeable enough
and all. But he has one serious problem, and I really don’t know
how to tell him. In middle school, I had a teacher who had the exact
same issue. It was her breath. And I'm talking about levels of halito-
sis that truly shouldn’t exist on the face of this earth.

“I’m heading to Casa del Diavolo.”
“I’m going right near there.”

The taxi driver smokes the same brand of cigarettes as my parents.
MS, hard pack.

“I’'m going to the Red Zone, the disco.”
“Every so often, I take a passenger there.”
“Are you going there now?”

Maybe I can get him to drop me off right at the front door. I might not
have enough money to get in, but at least I'd arrive in grand style.

“No, I have a call from a street that’s on the far side of that little
village. You’ll have a good long walk ahead of you from where I'll
drop you off.”

“My name is Daniele. How about you, sir?”

“I'm Armando.”

-90-



Daniele Mencarelli

I can’t say whether this exchange of names — one offered and the
other requested — really has anything to do with good manners.
Come to think of it, I think it’s a way of concealing the fear that
washes over me every time I get into a car driven by a complete
stranger, and to make it worse, at night, and worse yet, far from
home, plus absolutely no one has the slightest idea of where I even
am. Because there’s always a bit of fear, at the very least.

Possessing the name of my latest benefactor at least gives me the il-
lusion of knowing, at least to some small extent, their identity and
their intentions. Nonetheless, deep inside there’s always a part of me
that’s quivering in alarm. Armando could pull over, reach into the
driver’s side accessory pocket, extract a screwdriver, and plant it in
my throat, just like that, without blinking an eye, and then bury me
in any of the surrounding woods.

“So, tell me, Armando, where are you from?”
“Perugia.”

“Are you married?”

“Divorced.”

Meanwhile, the Kadett rolls past a sign that announces in black let-
ters on a white background my destination: CASA DEL DIAVOLO.

“I’ll drop you off at the start of the next street.”
“Thanks.”

I get out and my breathing slows down to a normal rate. I'd been
frightened, which happens to me all the time. All I have to do is
loosen the reins on my mind, and things are sure to turn out well.

What a fool I am. Even if he’d had the worst intentions, I’d have
fought him off. In fact, though, he was a perfectly nice person, like
everyone else I've taken rides from so far.

Plus, he smoked MS, hard pack.

How bad could he be?
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I walk toward the sound of a pounding, four-on-the-floor beat.

The air is filled with the Red Zone beat, so I do my best to head in
the general direction of the music, but it doesn’t seem to be coming
from anywhere specific. In fact the sound seems to shift around me
incessantly. My destination is located on Via Fratelli Cervi. Easier
said than done.

I see no lights, not even in the distance. The houses and the indus-
trial sheds are all immersed in utter darkness, as are the roads. This
place seems uninhabited.

Only the headlights of passing cars light up my surroundings; they
zip by, with a whoosh of air. As I see them coming, I do my best to
beseech a ride, but it’s seriously too dark. I open my suitcase and
pull out the sweater I like best: navy blue, cotton. The night is get-
ting chilly, the coolth reaches me in faint gusts from the meadow
alongside me.

Right there, in the grass, at no more than a few yards’ distance,
I glimpse something. It seems like a light. More than by fear, I'm
frozen to the spot by terror. I squint my eyes, peering to see what’s
there. The light reappears, followed by another light nearby. My
eyes slowly grow accustomed, and a carpet of light spreads out, as
far as my eyes can see, all the way to the distant trees.

My terror turns into wonder, astonishment, and enchantment.
I’d only ever even heard of this, if seen strictly in the cartoons.
A populace of fireflies dances at my feet.

Like pirouetting stars that have fallen to earth.

A spectacle that leaves me speechless.

Light in the darkness.
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Beauty must be experienced in real life. Any account of beauty, no
matter how accurate, how skillfully woven, is insufficient to convey
the joy one feels in the presence of certain visions, much less the
gratitude that fills one’s eyes with tears.

Headlights in the distance. Artificial light conceals the microscopic
glow of nature.

I stick out my thumb, and a split-second later I switch on my smile.
A techno beat slows to a halt.

A Renault 5 pulls up.
“Are you going to the Red Zone?”
“Wassup, son, goin’ dancin’ with your suitcase?”

The carful bursts into a loud laugh issuing from multiple mouths.
Their dialect is the same as mine. These are Romans.

“Any chance of a ride, bro?”

The young man I'm talking to has long hair and haunted, staring
eyes. His pupils are dilated, which means either cocaine or some
other pills or tablets — by now I'm a dab hand at recognizing nar-
cotics, starting with the distinctive effects they have on the eyes.
I can see the three heads of the passengers in the back seat, but
there’s not enough light to get a good look at their faces.

“Yo, where would we even put you? There’s five of us. But if you
want, we can take your suitcase.”

Another blare of assholish laughter.

“Or else you can ride on the roof. But you’d better hold on tight!”
The Renault 5 takes off again, tires screeching.

I watch them peel out for fifty feet or so, and then I go back to look-

ing for fireflies. It’s going to take some time for my eyes to re-habit-
uate to the darkness, to let them return to the fireflies’ dimension.
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An engine comes sailing through the night air, snarling its way on a
hurtling trajectory, drawing closer, and though I can hear it clearly
nothing appears around me, no light, neither here nor anywhere.

The snarl turns into the screech of brakes.

I can’t figure out from where, though.

The roar of impact.

That’s what you get for going so fast.

A terrifying crash has just detonated into the air.

Then the noise of glass falling, crunching plastic.

[ find myself bent over on my knees.

A light has appeared, pointing straight up into the night sky.
It must be five hundred yards away.

[ start running in that direction, the suitcase slamming against my
leg. I reach an intersection and turn right; a short distance later, I
turn down a road on the left.

In the distance, a tangle of lights. My gasping breath starts to slow
me down.

What I see now nails my feet to the asphalt.

In the middle of the road are two cars, utterly destroyed. Pieces of
them scattered in all directions. The light pointing straight up is a
headlight.

Not a voice to be heard. Not a moan.
I tear free one step after another.

The two cars must have crashed head-on. Of the car right in front
what I can recognize is the rear hatchback. It’s a Peugeot 205 Rallye.
There is nothing left of the other car’s front.

The two wrecks are about twenty yards away.

Behind me, I can hear someone braking to a halt.
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Car doors opening.
Now there are two young men standing beside me.
We exchange glances.

One of them, the elder of the two, walks past us and continues to-
ward the wreck. We follow behind.

The twisted sheet metal of the two cars seems to have been scorched,
cauterized.

I ought to stop.

I don’t want to see it.

But I can’t help it.

This can’t be real.

Oh my God, cleanse my eyes of what I'm seeing right now.
The young man in the Peugeot 205.

Blood is supposed to stay inside your body.

A clumsy mannequin. Stripped of its soul.

“I wanna go home.”

An apartment house not far away lights up, a man in boxer shorts
and undershirt, beside him an old woman in a dressing gown.

“WE’VE CALLED THE CARABINIERI" AND AN AMBULANCE!
DAMNED IDIOTS COME OUT HERE, DRIVING LIKE LUNATICS!”

The young man standing next to me seems to be struggling with
some sort of mathematical reckoning, a terribly challenging equa-

tion. He can’t make himself see.
“I wanna go home.”
I wasn’t ready for this.

For this disfigured... thing. I'm not ready.

1 Iltalian police
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whipped, fed to wild beasts. This story
can be read as an elegy of a father
mourning his murdered daughter; as
an allegory of purgatory, abundant

in references to the Bible, Carolingian
culture and fiction; as an imposter
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a universal narrative world and
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literary language. Vaiseta’s Ch.
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narrative delivered by a theatre
worker, Charles. No one other
than this ‘little man’ has
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important task of taking
care of bodies after the
end of performances that
last until death. Written
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is the signature of this
cultural historian, this

multilayered novel is like an allegory

of purgatory, which, alongside Charles
and through his irony, and at

times grotesque depiction, invites the
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O kur nubloské mane, Sarlj? Zinote, §tai jums dar vienas skirtu-
mas: praktinis skausmas jkalina Zmogy viename taske, mylimai,
iSkamuotai Adelei tas taSkas sutapo su juostanciu zemés lopiné-
liu, j kurj buvo jbestas nedidelis kryZelis ir prie jo prikalta skardi-
né lentelé su miisy dukrelés vardu, VieSpatie, ir gimimo bei mir-
ties datomis, o abstraktus skausmas medzioja Zmogy vaizduotés
tyrlaukiuose, todél man Ziitbiit reikéjo atrasti slaptaviete. Jokiy in-
tymiy vieteliy anapus miisy namy a$ neturéjau. Turéjau tik bibli-
oteka. Tuomet dar turéjau. Namo griZdavau vien kelias valandas
numigti, kitg laikg tinodavau tenai, niekieno nekliudomas, lyg
sirg€iau uzkreciama liga. Ar valgydavau? Ar prausdavausi? Neat-
simenu. Buvau medZiojamas, buvau taikinys, kurj nuolat pakerta
kulkos. Taciau pamenu, kaip kartg grjZau namo po vidurnakdcio,
jkiSau rakta j spynq ir jis nepasisuko, tarytum biity jSales uZrakte.
Tada tyliai ir Svelniai kaip katino atodtisis prasivéré durys ir jsisu-
pusi j kambario Siluma laukan Zengé Adelé. Supraskite, trisdeSimt
dveji metai bibliotekoje, bet keturiasdeSimt treji — su Sia moterimi,
tg akimirksnj véstancia ir temstancia, kai laukujés durys uzsidaré
ir mus jtrauké Saltos nakties giedras dangus. Ir kaip ji, Adelé, ne-
iSeikvojo savo Svelnumo atsargy? Kaip jy galéjo biti like po to, po
dukrelés mirties? Zinoma, ka ji istaré, buvo Ziaurus jos praktinio
skausmo padarinys, bet iStaré ji dar Svelniau nei jprastai: arba vi-
siems laikams griZti namo, arba visiems laikams i$ jy iSeini. Koks
jos balso aiSkumas! Koks nakties aiSkumas! Pro ZvaigZdZiy kiau-
rymes, pro juodo dangaus kiaurasamtj ant misy galvy sijojosi
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mirties nuoplavos, o jos nuodingi vaisiai liko blizgéti ten, aukstai,
deja, nepasiekiami. Gali biiti, kad per keturiasdeSimt trejus me-
tus mes pirma kartg patyréme tokia kraupia, bet, kaip sakoma,
romantiSkg akimirka, lyg bitume ne skyresi, o ka tik susipaZine.
Ar Adelé neatleido man, kad nepadéjau jai pastatyti antkapio, ar
ji suprato tai, ko a$ bent tada, stypsodamas ant namy slenkscio,
dar nebuvau jsisagmonines — kad savajj antkapj pastaciau ir jame
apsigyvenau? Kad biblioteka tapo ir slaptaviete, ir tuo nelemtu
dukrelés paminklu?

Po to vaidinimo visi sumiSe ir nusSc¢iuve skirstési po kambarius.
Ponas ReZisierius tradicinj maldos susirinkimg nukélé j kit die-
na, sausai sumurmédamas ,,rytoj“. Zinoma, a3 turiu savy spéjimy
dél pono Rezisieriaus sprendimo, bet kas i$ to? Priezasciy galéje
biti Simtai, o a$ jums pateikéiau vos vieng iS$ juy, ir ta nebatinai
pati svariausia. UZtat atkuto katinai. Spingsédami jonvabaliy
akutémis jie tapinéjo skubriais Zingsneliais, lyg tvarkyty neati-
déliotinus reikalus reikaliukus, o pamate Zmogysta, tai yra vie-
ng iS miisy, tuoj pasiSiausdavo ir nuliuoksédavo tolyn. Jy piktas,
bent mano akimis, dZiaugsmas negaléjo negelti Sirdies. Tarytum
iki tol su jais bity elgtasi nederamai ir tik dabar jie pajute tikrg
katiniSko gyvenimo skonj. Tvyrant Sitam liidnam trupe apému-
siam sukrétimui. Kas galéjo pagalvoti? Ir kaip greitai pasiduodi
bendrai nuotaikai! Rodos, kas man darbo? Atleiskite, kad Sitaip
staciokiSkai, na, bet iS tiesy — kuo as détas? Visas tas sumanymas
— gryniausia pono ReZisieriaus avantiiira, dél kurios niekas kitas
neturéty jaustis atsakingas. Ir vis délto sutvarkes sceng, nukur-
néjau juodais koridoriais iki savo kambarélio, mielosios Ch, pris-
légtas ar kaltés, ar nepasitenkinimo. Paniures nusijuosiau dirZa
su irankiais ir atsisegiau marskiniy sagas, tuomet iSgirdau kazka
krebZdant aplink duris.

Po galais, na, ir pasiuto tie katinai! (Leiskite prisipaZinti: dabar
truputj géda, kad tada vos ne garsiai émiau keikti mielus pady-
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kusius padarélius, visai nekaltus dél miisy, Zmoniy, juokingy
tragedijy, taip, sutinku, reikéty sakyti — nejuokingy komedijy.)
Kai suklibéjo dury rankena, supratau, kad ¢ia ne katinai (o, ne
jus vieni esate girdéje apie katinus, gebancius atsidaryti duris,
taCiau ne gamykloje, net ir Sig katiny Valpurgijos naktj). Durys
atsivéré ir pamaciau stypsantj kaulétg siluetg. Tamsa verZeési taip
jzuliai, kad ir prie jos pratusios akys negaléjo iSkart atpaZinti, kas
ten stovi. Lyg kokia ragana biity atéjusi tuoktis su velniu! Na, koks
i5 manes, Sarlio, velnias? Vieni juokai, nors tada juokas neéme.
Siluetas zZingteléjo i kambarij ir — kaipgi, Zinoma, — atpaZinau ja,
Julita. Ji stovéjo iSsitiesusi, jsitempusi, o paprastai j kuoda risa-
mos garbanos (iskyrus vieng kitg iSdrykusig sruoga, beje, nepri-
tarc¢iau spéjimui, kad iStraukdavo ja tycia, — ne jos biudui buvo
koketuoti, net nekaltai) laisvai krito ant peciy. Todél jos ir neatpa-
Zinau. Na, ir dar ta, kaip Cia pasakius, delikati aplinkybé, kurios,
dovanokite, negaliu iSvengti nepaminéjes, kad ji stypsojo vienais
naktiniais, aciti Dievui, pusilgémis rankovémis, bet apnuogintais
keliais ir Siek tiek §launimis (ir kaip neapgalvotai Siais laikais siu-
vami tokie subtilas drabuZzéliai). ,,Prasau®, — istaré ji, palikdama,
matyt, man nuspresti, kurj jos praSyma jvykdyti. ,,PraSau nebijo-
ti“, — patikslino ji, nes tikslumg mégo. O man patiko, kad Julita net
i mane, Sarlj, kreipési mandagiai, daugiskaitos antruoju asmeniu,
be to perdéto familiarumo, kuris apsédes miisy pasaulj ir galbiit
dél to sukvailéjusj. Kaip tai susije? Zinote, mandagumas néra
kuri mus gelbéja nuo horizontalios plokStumos. Na, matau, ilgai
uztrukciau aiSkinti, o ir nesu tikras, kad pavykty iSdéstyti savo
mintj. PraSau pamirsti. Julitos mandagumas nebuvo Sios nakties
pokstas. O tai, sutikite, dar nuostabiau, atsiZvelgiant i jos darba,
varginama jtampa, iSprotéjusius skambintojus su reikalu ir be rei-
kalo. Kas ¢ia keista, kad jos amato Zmonéms biidingas Siurkstu-
mas, nepatiklumas ir neatlaidumas, kitaip ir nejmanoma, jy sun-
ki, dygliuota ir $alta kaip tanko viksrai kalba yra profesijos liga,
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kita vertus, ar liga gali biti tai, kas padeda iSgyventi? O staiga
girdZiu: ,Jas, Sarli...“ Ba¢iau padares bet ka, garbés Zodis, bet ka.

Taciau Sito nelaukiau! Julita iStiesé rankg ir kazka atkiSo. [siZiii-
réjes atpaZinau plauky kuokstg. Nepatikéjau, kol ji iStaré: ,Jo ir
mano plaukai.” Jos plaukai, §itg suprantu, o kaip jai pavyko gau-
ti jo, Zinote, Igno, plauky, man galva neiSnesé. Pats tg, kaip cia
pavadinus, Igno kiino palikimg su$laviau ir sukroviau j maisa.
Sunku ten buvo ka atskirti, o plauky ir visai nemaciau. Paémiau
kuoksta j rankas — jos garbana, i$ tiesy, viena akimi débteléjau
i Julitg, buvo galima jzitaréti, kad kairéje puséje, ties ausimi, jos
juody plauky girliandos retesnés, o Salia — Kkiti plaukai, kur kas
trumpesni, plonesni ir tamsoje beveik bespalviai. Jie galéjo biti
Igno, nors i§ kur galéjau Zinoti? Julitos balsas nuskambéjo tvir-
tai: ,,Ar galétumeéte, Sarli, masy plaukus supinti kartu?* ,,Supinti“
néra tikslus Zodis, Julita, toji precizikos mégéja, galéjo rasti tinka-
mesnj zodj, bet nesiémiau gincytis, nes gincytis reikéjo dél rim-
tesniy klausimy. Malonékite suprasti, tai buvo ne mano pareiga,
o kazkas anapus jos, ir neketinu toliau leistis j kalbas apie tas, na,
gerai, plauky skulptiiréles. AS ne tik neprivaléjau, kaip praseé Juli-
ta, supinti Igno ir jos plauky kartu, a$ apskritai neprivaléjau nie-
ko daryti! Tas avantitiriSkas vaidinimas, tie pasiute katinai, net
Julita, Snaranti medvilniniais naktiniais, niekas negaléjo man,
Sarliui, primesti prievolés kg nors daryti su plauky kuokstais, gu-
linc¢iais ant mano delno kaip neSvariai uzdirbti nedidelés vertés
banknotai. AS nesutikdamas papurciau galva, ir Julita atatupsta
atsitraukeé per keleta zZingsniy dury link. Vyliausi, kad tuoj iSeis.
Bet ne. Ji vos sulenké kojas per kelius, Kilsteléjo naktiniy krastg
ir émé létai sitibuoti dubenj. Julita Soko, teisingiau buity sakyti,
negrabiai judéjo pagal kadaise iSmoktas taisykles, ji akivaizdZiai
stengési biti tiksli, deja, tokiam Sokiui reikéjo kitokio tikslumo,
jgimto, neapskaiciuojamo. Padéjau plauky kuokstg ant stalo, nu-
sivilkau marskinius ir jsmukau j lova po antklode. NusigreZes
nuo Julitos j sieng, girdéjau, kaip medvilné glosto jos kaulétg tarsi
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girgZdancios stipynés judantj kiing, o gilus, nervingas kvépavi-
mas taikosi su vienkartiniu pralaimeéjimu. UZ dury, koridoriaus
gerkléje, atbangavo Saizus katiny kniaukimas. Stojo tyla. Julita
atsélino prie mano sulankstomos sofos, lengvai kaip knygos pus-
lapj atverté antklode ir atsigulusi prigludo i§ nugaros. Virpéjo.
Atsargiai apkabino ranka, ir beregint abu nusiraminome sapne.

-102 -



Ch.

Tomas Vaiseta

Translated into English by Laima Vince,
edited by Saulina Kochanskaite

And where was I, Charlie, cast away. You know, here’s one more dif-
ference for you: practical pain imprisons a person in one point. For
my beloved suffering Adele, that point became rooted in that plot of
blackened ground that was our daughter’s grave. That plot of land
where there is a little cross stuck into the ground and a tin board
nailed to it with our daughter’s name. Lord, her name, and also the
dates of her birth and her death. Oh, but abstract pain haunts a man
in his wilderness of imagination. That is why I desperately need-
ed to find a place to hide. I didn’t have any intimate place apart
from our house. I only had the library. Then, I still had the library. I
only returned home for a few hours to sleep. All the rest of the time
I lurked in the library, not bothered by anyone, as though I were
carrying a highly infectious disease. Did I eat? Did I bathe? I don’t
remember. I was hunted, I was a target that was continually rid-
dled with bullets. Although, I do remember that one time I returned
home after midnight, stuck my key into the lock, and it did not
open, as though it had frozen to the lock. Then, quietly, and gen-
tle as a cat’s breath, the door opened, and Adele stepped outside,
wrapped in the warmth of the house. Please, try to understand: I
spent thirty-two years in the library, but I've lived forty-three years
with this woman, who in that very moment was growing colder and
darker, when finally the outer doors shut and we were pulled in by
the cold, clear sky of the night. How did she, Adele, not use up all
the gentleness she had in her? How could anything of that gentle
nature be left after our daughter’s death? Of course, the words she
uttered that night were the result of her terrible practical suffering.
But she uttered them more gently than she ever had before. She said
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to me: Either come home for all times or leave home for all times.
What a clarity of the voice! What a clarity of the night! Ashes of
death were being sifted onto our heads through the colander of the
black sky, through the tiny cracks in-between the stars; and its poi-
sonous fruit remained shining up above, right there, up high, where
unfortunately no one could reach it. It could be that after forty-three
years together for the first time we experienced such a horrific, but,
at the same time, as they say, romantic, moment together. It was
as though we were not breaking up but meeting each other for the
very first time. Did Adele not forgive me for not helping her put up
our daughter’s gravestone? Did she understand what I, shifting my
weight from leg to leg, standing on the threshold of our home, did
not yet comprehend — that I had built my own grave and that I was
living in it? That the library had become my hiding place, as well as
a damned gravestone of my daughter?

After that performance, everyone, confused and hushed, quickly
retreated to their respective rooms. Mr. Director postponed the tra-
ditional prayer circle to another day, dryly muttering, “Tomorrow.”
Of course, I have my own guesses about Mr. Director’s decision,
but what of it? There could have been hundreds of excuses, and I
would be able to present just one to you, and not necessarily the
most important one. But the cats came back to life. With their little
eyes lit up like fireflies, they scattered around on their padded feet,
as though they were taking care of all sorts of urgent cat business,
but when they saw a human, that is one of us, they arched their
backs and dashed away. Even though their joy seemed malevolent,
I couldn’t help but feel heartbroken for them. It was as though they
hadn’t been treated right up until now and they finally tasted the
life of a real cat. In this sad shock that engulfed the troupe. Who
would have thought? How quickly one caves into the general mood!
But what difference was it to me? Excuse me for being so blunt, well,
but really, how is this my fault? That entire idea was the venture of
Mr. Director. Nobody other than him ought to feel responsible for
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it. Still, after I'd cleaned up the stage, I scurried down the dark cor-
ridors to my little room, my dear Ch, burdened with whether guilt
or dissatisfaction. Glum, I took off my tool belt and unbuttoned
my shirt. That’s when I heard something scratching and scraping
around my door.

For God’s sake, those cats had gone mad! (Allow me to admit, I am
a little embarrassed of how I almost cursed those naughty, sweet
furballs out loud that night; they were not at all responsible for our
ridiculous human tragedies, or rather — yes, I agree — our boring
human comedies) When my doorknob rattled, I knew it was not the
cats. (Oh, not only you have heard of those cats who learn how to
turn doorknobs, but not in this factory, not even in this Walpurgis
night of cats) The door swung open, and I saw before me a bony
silhouette. The darkness invaded with such impertinence that even
with my well-practiced eyes I could not make out who it was stand-
ing before me. It was as though some witch had come to be married
off to the devil! Well, what sort of a devil am I? It was all a joke, but
I was in no mood to laugh then. The silhouette stepped inside the
room — and of course, of course — I recognized her. It was Julita. She
stood tall, strained, and her curly hair, which was normally tied up
in a knot on the top of her head, fell onto her shoulders (her hair
was always tied up, except for a few curly strands that always came
loose, and, by the way, I would disagree with a guess that she did
this on purpose — it was not her manner to be coquettish, even if in-
nocently). That was why I did not recognize her. Well, and there was
also, how shall we say, the delicate circumstances, which, pardon
me, 'm obliged to chronicle. She stood upright before me only in
her nightgown. Thank God her sleeves were long, but her knees and
some of her thighs were exposed. (Oh, how thoughtlessly those sub-
tle articles of clothing are sewn these days) “Please,” she said, leav-
ing it probably up to me to decide which of her requests I’d honor.
“Please don’t be afraid,” she said more accurately because she liked
to be accurate. And I liked that Julita addressed even me, Charlie,
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politely, by using the formal pronoun, with none of that exaggerat-
ed familiarity which possesses our world and makes it dim-witted.
How is this related? You see, being polite is not only about choosing
to address one by the formal pronoun, it also influences one’s think-
ing, one’s lifestyle, one’s trajectory, which saves us from horizontal
flatness. Yes, I see, it would take a long time for me to explain, and
I am not at all certain that I would possibly manage to enunciate
my thought. Please forget it. Julita’s good manners were not just a
trick of this night. And that, you have to agree, was even more re-
markable when one considered her work, its tiring tension, and all
the mad people who would call her both for a reason, and for no
reason at all. It’s no surprise that people working in her field tend
to be rough, untrusting, and slow to forgive; they can’t be any other
way, not with their language — heavy, thorny, and cold as a tank’s
caterpillars — an occupational disease. Then again, can something
that allows one to survive be a disease? And then suddenly I heard
her say: “You, Charlie.” I swear, I would have done anything, and I
mean anything.

But this I did not expect! Julita shoved out her hand and there was
something in it. I gazed at what she was showing me and discerned
that it was a lock of hair. I could not believe it until she said, “That
is his hair, and my hair.” I understood that it was her hair, but how
had she gotten his, you know, Ignas’s hair, I had no idea. I cleaned
up his remains myself after the play and had shoved it into the bag.
It was hard to see what was what, and I especially did not take note
of his hair. I took the locks out of her hands: her curl, I glanced at
Julita with one eye, and, really, you could see that on the left side
of her head, above her ear, her black curls were less dense. Beside
her curl now lying in my palm, the rest of the hair was not hers, it
was much shorter, thinner and seemed almost colorless in the dark.
It could have been Ignas’s hair, but how could I tell. Julita said in
a firm voice: “Could you, Charlie, braid our hair together?” Braid
is not a very accurate verb. Julita, who so favored precision in lan-
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guage, could have found a better suited word. But I did not argue
with her. That’s because one only argued over more serious matters.
Please try to understand. That was not my responsibility, but some-
thing beyond it, and [ don’t intend to get any more into talking about
those, well, ahem, those hair sculptures. Not only did I not have to,
as Julita asked, braid Ignas’s and her hair together, I had no obli-
gation to do anything at all! That venturesome performance, those
raving cats, even Julita in her rustling cotton nightdress, nobody
could push me, Charlie, to do something with those locks of hair
lying on my palm, as though they were ill-gotten money. I shook my
head, no, and Julita took a few steps backwards towards the door.
I hoped that she would soon leave. But no. She bent her knees a
little, yanked up the edge of her nightdress, and began to slowly
gyrate her hips. Julita danced, although it would be more accurate
to say that she clumsily moved according to some rules she’d once
learned. She obviously tried to be precise in her dance, only, that
sort of a dance required a different sort of precision, an inborn, in-
calculable precision. I placed the lock of hair on my desk, pulled off
my shirt and sunk into my bed under the blanket. I turned my back
away from Julita and listened how the cotton of her nightdress rus-
tled against her bony, gyrating like a squeaking swing body, how
her deep, nervous breathing reconciled with a one-time defeat. Be-
yond the door, a sharp mewing of the cats rippled from the throat of
the corridor. Suddenly, everything went quiet. Julita crept up to my
sofa bed. In a single light movement, as though she were turning
the page of a book, she pulled up the blanket and lay down beside
me, pressing her body against my back. Trembling. She hugged me
carefully with one arm and, in the blink of an eye, we both found
comfort in a dream.
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North Macedonia.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Hidden Desires, Restless Travels is a mosaic
novel in which the stories of 50 people
from different geographical meridians
intersect with the stories of the four
characters based in Skopje, North
Macedonia. The book is a mixture of
interwoven, detailed stories with a
specific atmosphere. This is a novel
about the interaction between the
personal and the external, about the
way the atmosphere and situations
shape our inner landscapes, about the
need to tell stories and find the glow
and the lie in them. The combination
of an unbiased camera view and
personally coloured storytelling creates
an unusual tone, which causes the
reader to be left in front of the open
door of interpretation. Thematically,
the book deals with some of the
dominant themes in modern society:
the relationship between the real and
the virtual; the question of professional
success and success in the art world;
and the relationship between external
achievement and the search for oneself
that has one form on the outside and
another on the inside.

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

The novel Hidden Desires, Restless Travels
by Vladimir Jankovski is one of the best
Macedonian and European novels of the
last decade. With its mosaic structure,
which combines the possibilities of short
prose and extensive storytelling, this novel
contains abundant innovative storytelling
strategies through which it sinks into the
most hidden intimacy of the characters:
their hidden desires. Moving through this
great novel we have the feeling that we
are travelling all over our planet. One gets
the feeling that something most elusive
is captured — the simultaneity and parallel
flow of the stories and human destinies,
as all the stories run parallel to each other
(like human lives). This novel received

the prestigious Novel of the Year award
for 2020 (awarded by the newspaper
Utrinski vesnik). The commission’s
explanation states that ‘This novel is an
impressive work, an original innovation in
Macedonian literature. With an extremely
interesting collage structure, based on life
persuasiveness and multifacetedness, this
prose pulsates with a new rethinking of
human relations, perceiving the world as a
single network of concepts and destinies
that develop in perspectives and in mutual
correlation. This is why we are deeply
convinced that this work by Jankovski
deserves the attention of an international
readership thanks to the European Union
Prize for Literature.
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CKpueHU Kejiou,
HEMUPHMU ITIaTyBakha

Bnadumup JaHkoscku

Buctpa n MapTuH, 1

MapTHH r'v IoZ13aTBOPa OUMTE 3a YIITe MOCVITHO JIa 'O IIOUYBCTBY-
Ba MMPMCOT Ha JXeHaTa IIITO CTOM BO JIM(PTOT IIpe]] HETO.

JIudtoT Tpeba fa ogpabOTH YIIITe UETHPHU KaTa.
CWJTHO TO BAMIITYBA MUPUCOT IITO TEJIOTO T'O CO3AaBa.

Bo cimegHMOT MOMEHT BpaTaTa Ha J'II/ICI)TOT Cce OTBOpa, >XeHaTa Ju-
HaMMUHO 3a4€KOpPYyBa HaABOP.

Taa 3acekoraril Ke Cue3He BO I'paJioT, IPeTBOPEeHa BO cekaBaibe 3a
€THO MO>KHO BKPCTYBaIbe.

MapTuH HUKOralll HeMa Jia Jo3Hae KaKo Cce BMKa, Koja e Hej3auHaTa
mpodecuja, KAKBU Ce HEej3SMHUTE OTICEeCUM.

Taa ce Buka AHacTtacuja Jumecka, 43-roauiiHa ¢apmarieBTKa. He
ja caka ImpeMHOTY cBojaTa paboTa. [loMmyraza cecTpa Bo CeMejCTBO
Ha nexkapu. Kako THHejlepka TaMHCTBEHO OMJia OICegHaTa CO
HajoIBpaTHUTE Jena of Hacenb6aTa. Tpyu roguHM xXuBee co Ajexc,
areHT 3a HEJIBMIKHOCTU M (paHATUK 3a UTAIMjaHCKN (ymbast. AHa-
CcTacuja HUIITO He caka Ha (paHaTuueH HauuH. Cebecu ce cMeTa
3a HeKoja IITo yMee 106PO Ja ro ogpenyu 06eMoT Ha HemrraTa. Toa
e TouHo. UecTO BO MUC/IUTE OJiTOBapa Ha 3aMMC/IEHM MHTEepBjya.
JKanu 3a: Toa mITO HE MOXKe A YKMBee HEKOJIKY Pa3IMUHU XKUBO-
T UcTOBpeMeHO. YKes6a: HayTpo Aa ro n3bMpa CBojoT JKMBOT KaKO
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IITO JIyfeTo ja M36mpaaT obyiekaTa ITO Ke ja HocaT. Kora e mpep
orJIefjaJio: Y>KMBa BO JIMIIETO LITO ja IIefa.

IIaBen, 1

[TaBes ceu HA METAJTHUTE CEOUINTA M HAa eKPaHOT I'M HabJbymyBa
MMMIbaTa Ha rpaZioBuTe. Ha cequIniTeTo CIipoTH HEro egHa A3ujka
BTPEHUEHO, peuncy 6e3 HMKAKBa OMCTAHIA Mel'y ouuTe U eKpa-
HOT, CKpoJIa I10 Tab6j1eToT. [lo Hea, Hej3uHaTa IpMjaTesIKa MIY CaMo
COMAaTHMUKA, BHMMATETHO I'M HaG/byAyBa JIMIlaTa Ha JIyfeTo IITo
on 6e36eTHOCHATA KOHTPOJIA Ce MpoOMBaar Ao uekajauiara. Co-
CcpelloToueHa e Ha HUBHUTE JINIlA, ABUKeHa, ' Hab/byayBa KaKo
BO HUB Ja Ke Hajae oroBOp Ha Mpallame IITO OJaMHa CH IO II0-
CTaBuIIa.

N306mnme Ha muroT. Taka IlaBes 6 MOXKeJI 1a ja OmmuiIe oBaa CH-
Tyallyja Bo Koja MHOIIITBO JTyf'e TOMMHYBAaT HU3 TOILJIOTO T'PJIO Ha
aepoaPOMOT.

[TaBesr TpoOKYBA HEMAPHO JIa Pa3ryieflyBa, Toj HE € HEKOj uwj
TIOTJIe]] JOJITO BpeMe MOXKe 1A ce 3aAPXKM Ha eTHO MecTo. ['1 HabIby-
JlyBa JIyfeTo IITO CefJaT M HAjToJIeMMUOT OpPOj Of HUB BTPEHUEHO
rJIeJlaaT BO cBouTe TeilehOHU MPUKIIYUEHM Ha HajIomyIapHaTa
conyjayiHa Mpeka. 3jarmaat BO 6aHATHOCTA Ha TYIUTE JKUBOTH.

AepopoMOT e Me/THUIIA Ha MJTjaITHUIIM UOBEKOBM €r3MCTeHIINMH,
KOM BO CJIe[THMBE HEKOJIKY Uaca ke ce JOOJIVKAT, Ke [IOMUHAT HU3
3aegHMYUKATa L[eAWIIKa, a [I0T0A MPOLeJIeHN Of Apyrara CTpaHa
ke ce pacripcHaT Hacekaje. Ke 61/e BUCTMHCKO Uy/0 JOKOJIKY He-
KOM OJI TVie IPUKA3HMU, AOITPEHM CO ITOCPEICTBO HAa OBA HEMECTO CO
CTAaHAAPAM3VPAHM eJIeMeHTH, ITIOBTOPHO ce BKpcTaT. Toa HEeBKp-
cTyBame 3a [laBes oTcekoraii 6110 0cs1060/1yBauKo.

OpepHaii, geBojKaTa IITO cefdelle A0 TabeT-IeBojKaTa CTaHYBa,
u30ayBa 6aBeH KPYT OKOJTy UeKA/THMUIIATA, aKTMBHOCT TUIIMYHA 3a
BaKBUTE CUTYyallMM, 4 3acTaHyBa Ipen Hero. Toa e ImpBaTa HeTH-
IIMYHOCT JIocera.
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— VI3BuHeTe, Jaiu MOXKe /ia Be IpallaM HeIlTo — U3roBapa Ha JI0-
6po M3BeXXOAH aHTJIMCKHU ja3UK.

— Jla, cCeKaKo — HeTOBMOT aHIJIMCKY € 3a HMjaHCa II0JIeXKepeH.

— MoxkeTe 11 ia MM KQ)KeTe Koja e BalllaTa IpuKa3Ha?

— Moam?

— Bamrata mpukasHa. Bo HekosKy peuenniin. He rmoBeke of1 ecer.

[TornegoT Ha [TaBen Ka)XyBa JIeKa MY € MMOTPEGHO JOTIOTHUTETHO
o6jacHyBame. Hemo3HaTaTa ro pa3éupa 3HaUeHeTO Ha TOj IOTJIET.
M3riema Kako IMUHOCT T06PO0 TPeHMpaHa 3a Jia ' pa3bypa norpe-
6uTe Ha APyTrUTe jyfe. 3aToa OJ BHATPEIIHMOT I1e6 Ha MaJITOTO
BaJM MOOWJIEH IITO Ke MOC/TYKM KaKO CHMMAa4 Ha 3BYK. CeKoe Hej-
3MHO IBIDKEHE € BO XapMOHMja CO COOMILITeHMEeTO IITO C/IeAyBa.

— HajuecTo nyfeTo Me mmparnryBaaT a UM AajiaM objacHyBame. Um
Ka)XKyBaM JieKa CeKorall Kora ¥MaM MOXXHOCT 3a T0a, OfaM Ha Ia-
TyBamke HaJBOP OJf MojaTa TaTKOBMHA, pofeHa cyM Bo llIBeacka.
Ha Tre maryBama CHMMaM CIyuajHO u36paHu iyre. CeKako, aKo
ce coryacaT o Toa. ['M cCHMMaM KaKo pac- Ka)XyBaaT HeKoja CBoja
IMpuKa3Ha. 3a HUB, 32 HEeKOj OJTU30K, 32 HEIIITO IITO I'M MHTPUTHUPA.
[IpeTxomHO, camMo Tpeba Aa ' COOMIITAT UMETO, IIPE3UMETO U I'pa-
IIOT O] KOj JloaraaT, HEKOM ' ITPAITyBaM ¥ 32 TOAMHUTE... HO TOA He
e 3a0/mkuTenHo. Toa mpaBaM — ' co6MpaM HUBHUTE IPUKA3HY 32
camuTe ce6ecy. Bu mpeun i ako 1 Bue M1 ja Kaxkete? Ke B mpeun
JIM aKO Be CHUMaM?

Ja rmenma asuckara IlIBeraHka.

Caxkaj ro Mmurot, 6uau 106ap KOH HEro, IIPeIyIITi My ce 6e3 Jja oue-
KyBalll HUIIITO 3a BO3BpaT.

— He, ama umam efieH yCios...
— Cekako!

— Ke ro HanpaBaM Toa III'TO ro 6apaTe of] MeHe, aMa Ha MOjOT ja3MK,
Ha MaKeJIOHCKH ja3uK. Jac cym [TaBen ®updos ox Ckomje, Makeno-
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Huja. EnHa 3eMja Bo EBpomna, moTouHO BoO JyroucrouHa EBpona, He
3HAM JIaJIM HEKOTalll CTe CJIYIITHAJIe UIIH OUJIe...

— Ia. Cakam reorpadmuja. Makemonuja — Oxpupacko Esepo...
— Hla, Taka...

Toram rinacoT of, 3ByUHMIIUTE 'O HajaByBa KauyBamkbeTO HA aBUO-
HOT 3a McTau6yt, teToT Ha [aBert.

— U Bue ogure 3a Victan6ys?
— He, Pum.

— 3Hauy, MMaM MaJIKy IIOBeKe Ojl IBe MUHYTHM 3a Ia BU T'O pacKa-
»KaM OHa IITO To 6apaTe o1 MeHe?

JleBojkaTa ro rogaBa MOOGVUTHHOT KOH [laBert.

Hasupg, 1

IaBup eXy Ha KPEBETOT BO CBojaTa cob6a 1 ro HabJbyayBa Itado-
HOT Ha KOj MajKa MY VIITe IIpeJi TOj Ja Cce POJIM Hac/IMKaJia He6o
KOH KOe€ M0JIeTYBaaT JAEeBOjKY 06/IeUeHM BO IMPOKK PyCTaHH, a Ha-
MeCTO palle MMaaT nepku of puou. Co roOMHM T'o IJIe[la OBOj IIa-
¢hoH 6e3 Ja My CTaHe JI0cajieH WK Jia Jobue kesba f1a ro mpeboja-
Iuca.

Jlo Hero Ha IMIOPTOKaIOBMOT KPEBET € ITI0CTaBeH MHCTPYMEHTOT. Jle-
BaTa paka 6J1aro ro Jormpa JJaKMpaHOTO TEJIO.

Mma 22 romyHM U YTPeE € eJIeH 0]1 HajBaXKHUTE JIEHOBU BO HETOBUOT
YKMBOT — KOHIIEPTOT KOj Ke 03HaUM IITO IIOHATaMy Ke ce CJIyuyBa co
HETO ¥ CO HETOBMOT MHCTPYMEHT.

Buctpa n MapTHuH, 2

Ha yJinarta rpagoT HEPBO3HO I'M KaMIIMKYBa JIMIIaTa Ha CBOUTE
xurtenu. I'o IIpaBM TOa CO 3BYIIUTE IITO I'M ITPOU3BEAYBA, CO I'JIET-
KuTe IITO I'M CO3aaBa, CO BO3AYXOT IITO J'ny‘eTO ce IIPMHYOEHU Oa
T'o AUIIaT.

-113 -



CkpueHu xenbu, HeMUupHU namysarea

MapTHH 3acTaHyBa MPeJi JeJIOBHUOT IIeHTap MPUMajKU TH JKeCTo-
KuTe yaapu. JJo6po r'u Mo3HaBa M, VIITe MoBeke, I' caka. Bo mo-
CJIeqHO BpeMe TOj ¥ MOXKe J1a My OuJie U3LAPXK/IMB eQUHCTBEHO Ha
TOj HAUMH — IPeKy HeroBaTa CypoBOCT.

Maxo BO 0BOj MOMEHT TpajHa Bp3 INI1eTO Ha MapTHH e caMo Tpara-
Ta O] MMPUCOT Ha XXeHaTa BO JIM(TOT.

Vpuika JIoepeHy og Hoeo MecTo, CrioBeHuja; 6uorpacduja Bo
eJHa peueHUIIa, BO BTOPO JInLie

Ty cu oHaa MTO MUC/TU AEKa CeKOj YOBEK BO ce6e HOCH IO eJ1eH MaJl
UyyakK, a )XMBOTOT Ce IIPeTBOPA BO Tara Kora J0o3B0OJiyBaMe TOj qy-
OaK BO HaC ITpeyecTo Oa CIine.

Bbuctpa n MapTuH, 3

BucTpa ro mpaka rmperyiefjoT BO eKCeJI LITO T'0 paGOoTeNIe IeJI0 YTPO,
T1a [I0I7IeJHYBa KOH rOJIEMMOT KaHI[eIAPMCKY IIPO30peIl.

Hokumnot OOX BO copaéoTKa CO ITPaBOT HA CTAKJIOTO UCLIPTAJI CI)I/I-
rypa: JXeHa CO IIeT I'/IaBI.

CraHyBa Off CTOJIOT, KaHIleJlap1jaTa e IIpa3Ha, KoJIeruTe ce Ha Ia-
y3a. ['o 3aienyBa JIMIIeTO Bp3 CTYAEHOTO cTak/10. HejauHaTa e mrec-
Tara m1aBa. MM Taa cTaHyBa YKeHa CO IIeCT IJIaBU.

I'paioT JoIy € TMBOK M KaIlpUIIMO3€eH, pa3rajieH JbyGOBHUK 6e3 jac-
Ha [IPeTCTaBa KaKo caKa Ja ja 3aBPIIM HOKTa.

BrcTpa co 1oka3aseroT UCIPTYBA eHa PeUeHNIIa BP3 CTYIeHOTO
TeJIO Ha CTAKJIOTO.

HuKoj HMKoram Hema Jia ja IpoumMTa OBaa peueHuIia.

Toa He ¥ mpeun — Taa He e HEKOja IIITO caKa Jia OCTaBa Tparu, Ja
Oupe 3allaMeTeHa, CIOMHYBaHa.
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Hidden Desires,
Restless Travels

Vladimir Jankovski
Translated into English by Christina Kramer

Bistra and Martin, 1

Martin half closes his eyes to catch the scent of the woman standing
in front of him in the elevator more intensely.

The elevator has another four floors to descend.
He breathes in deeply the scent emanating from her body.

The next moment the elevator door opens, the woman steps out
briskly.

She will disappear into the city forever, turned into a memory of a
possible intersection.

Martin will never know her name, her profession, or her obsessions.

Her name is Anastasija Dimeska, a 43-year-old pharmacist. She
doesn’t much like her work. A younger sister in a family of doctors. As
a teenager she was secretly obsessed with the most repulsive children
in their neighborhood. She’s been living for three years with Alex, a
real-estate agent and an Italian football fanatic. Anastasija doesn’t
like anything in a fanatical way. She thinks of herself as someone
who knows how to give the right weight to things. The true one. In her
imagination she answers questions to made-up interviews. She is sad
about: the fact that she can’t live various lives simultaneously. Her
desire: to choose a life in the morning the way people choose what
clothes to wear. When she’s in front of a mirror: she takes pleasure in
the face looking back at her.
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Pavel, 1

Pavel sits on one of the metal chairs and studies the names of the
cities on the screen. In the chair opposite him an Asian woman is
scrolling on her tablet, staring with almost no distance between her
eyes and the screen. Next to her, her friend, or merely a traveling
companion, is attentively studying the faces of the people who come
into the waiting area from airport security. She is focused on their
faces, their movements; she studies them as if she’ll find in them an
answer to a question she asked a long time ago.

An abundance of the moment. That is how Pavel would describe this
situation where so many people are funneling through the warm
gorge of the airport.

Pavel continues to look around absently, he’s not someone whose
gaze can be held for long in one place. He studies the people sitting
there and the majority of them stare fixedly at their telephones logged
on to the most popular social media. They stare at the banality of
other people’s lives.

The airport is a mill of thousands of people’s lives, which, over the
course of the next several hours, will draw closer, will pass through
a collective sieve, and then, once sifted to the other side, will
disperse in all directions. It would be a true miracle if some of those
stories, unfolding through the mediation of this non-place with its
standardized features, were to intersect again. For Pavel, this non-
intersection has always been liberating.

Suddenly, the girl sitting next to tablet-girl stands up, makes a slow
circle around the waiting area, an activity typical for this situation,
and stops in front of him. That is the first atypical thing thus far.

“Excuse me, may I ask you something,” she says in well-rehearsed
English.

“Yeah, sure,” his English more casual in tone.

“Can you tell me your story?”
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“I'm sorry?”
“Your story. In several sentences. Not more than ten.”

The look on Pavel’s face says that he needs more of an explanation.
The unknown woman understands the meaning of that look. She
seems like a person quite well rehearsed in understanding the needs
of other people. So from an inside coat pocket, she takes out a cell
phone which will serve as an audio recorder. Each of her movements
is in harmony with the information that follows.

“People usually ask me to give them an explanation. I tell them that
whenever I can, I take a trip outside of my native country, I was born
in Sweden. On these trips I record randomly selected people. That
is, of course, if they agree. I record them telling one of their stories.
About themselves, about someone close to them, about something
that intrigues them. First, they just provide their first and last names,
and the city they come from, I ask some of them their age... but
that isn’t necessary. That’s what I do — I collect their stories about
themselves. Would it bother you if you told me yours? Would it bother
you if I record you?”

He looks at the Asian Swede.

Love the moment, be good to it, indulge in it, and expect nothing in
return.

“No, it wouldn’t, but on one condition...”
“Of course!”

“I’ll do what you’re asking, but in my language, in Macedonian. [ am
Pavel Firfov from Skopje, Macedonia. A country in Europe, or more
precisely in Southeastern Europe, I don’t know if you’ve ever heard
of it or been...”

“Yes. I love geography. Macedonia — Lake Ohrid...”

“Yes, that’s right...”
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The voice over the loudspeakers announces the boarding of the flight
to Istanbul, Pavel’s flight.

“Are you also going to Istanbul?”
“No, Rome.”

“So that means I have less than two minutes to tell you what you’re
asking?”

The girl moves the cell phone towards Pavel.

David, 1

David is lying on the bed in his room observing the ceiling on which,
before he was born, his mother painted a sky with girls in wide
dresses flying towards it, but instead of arms they have fish fins. He
has been looking at this ceiling for years without it becoming boring
or wishing to repaint it.

Beside him, there’s an instrument lying on the orange bed. His left
hand is gently touching its varnished body.

He is twenty-two years old and tomorrow is one of the most important
days of his life; the concert which will determine what will happen to
him and to his instrument.

Bistra and Martin, 2

On the street the city angrily lashes the faces of its residents. It does
this with the sounds it produces, the views it creates, the air the
people are forced to breathe.

Martin stops in front of the business center taking the city’s harsh
blows. He’s well acquainted with them, and what’s more, he likes
them. Lately, this is the only way he can endure the city — through
its cruelty.
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At this moment, however, what is enduring on Martin’s face is the
trace scent of the woman in the elevator.

Urska Lovrenc from Novo Mesto, Slovenia: biography in one
sentence, in the second person

You're the one who thinks that we each carry inside ourselves a little
weirdo, and life turns to grief when we allow that weirdo inside us to
sleep too often.

Bistra and Martin, 3

Bistra sends the overview in an Excel file which she worked on all
morning and looks at the large office window.

The night rain, in collaboration with the dust on the glass, has drawn
an image: a woman with five heads.

She gets up from her chair, the office is empty; her colleagues are on
break. She glues her head to the cold glass. Hers is the sixth head. Or
she has become a woman with six heads.

The city below is quiet and capricious, a spoiled lover with no clear
idea how he wants the night to end.

With her index finger, Bistra traces a sentence on the cold body of the
glass.

No one will ever read this sentence.

That doesn’t bother her, she isn’t someone who wants to leave traces,
to be remembered, to be thought about.
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BIOGRAPHY

jersti Anfinnsen born in 1975,

lives in Oslo, where she works
as a dentist. She studied creative
writing at the Tromsg Academy of
Contemporary Art and at the Writing
Academy in Bergen. In 2012, she made
her debut with the novel Det var grent
(It Was Green). Her follow-up novel De
siste kjzertegn (The Last Signs of Love)
was published in 2019, and has been
translated into Danish and Russian.
Anfinnsen has received several awards
and author grants. Published in 2021,
her third novel @yeblikk for evigheten
(Moments for Eternity) is an independent
sequel to The Last Signs of Love.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Birgitte Solheim is a cardiologist who
has turned 90 years old — so old that
most of her friends are dead. Lonely
and frail, she spends most of her time
in her apartment in Paris. Behind
her she has a long career in a male-
dominated environment, and she
never prioritised having a family of her
own. Now she is trying to reconcile
with life, while observing
people and the world. With
wisdom, experience, drive
and humour, she does not
give up her dream of love.
Moments for Eternity is a

tender, bitter and surprisingly funny
novel about loneliness, love and death.
Who are you when you're old? Are you
just a representative of a certain age?

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

90-year-old Birgitte has found love, but
love has not become less complicated
over the years. Even if the body decays,
emotions are as strong as ever. As the
outside world becomes increasingly
distant, Birgitte looks back on her life.
She reflects on love, loss, grief, loneliness
and death. With wisdom, humour and
laughter, this book is a unique tribute to
life. This is a reflected, gripping, brave
and sorrowful novel about health,
ageing love and life. Over the course

of 109 pages, we get to know this
intelligent and brave cardiologist, who is
now an old woman. The nuances in her
sentences are preserved, right up to the
last full stop. This is a text you let sink in
and reflect upon. The novel is painful,
yet wonderful. The author creates an
emotional and mental bond between
generations, and lets us reflect on who
we are throughout life. Marvellous!
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GRAND HOTEL

Vi klamrer oss til hver var stol slik vi klamrer oss til selve livet.
Feilaktig har jeg takket ja til en invitasjon fra Rikshospitalet i Oslo
for a motta en utmerkelse. Jeg skylder litt pa Javiér, som overtalte
meg pa sitt sjarmerende vis. Han mente jeg fortjente oppmerksom-
heten. Vare fabuleringer fikk oss til a glemme hvor skrgpelige vi
er, sa vi reiste slik vi lovet hverandre, og ble deretter overrasket
over at alderen har fatt slik tak pa oss.

Na vager vi ikke a forlate hotellrommet. Kan hende finner vi ikke
tilbake. Det er livstruende glatt utenfor. Dessuten er det kaldt. Sa
vi sitter i hver var stol med dyne og ser ut av hvert vart vindu mens
vi venter pa a bli hentet. Skjgnt, Javiér har sovnet, og jeg ser neer-
mest ingenting.

ARVEN

Min sgster sendte meg de fineste plaggene sine, strgket og brettet
ned i en av postens pappesker. Hun brukte det siste aret pa a ryd-
de, sortere og lagre, men aldri kaste. Elisabeth kastet ingenting.
Jeg ser henne for meg der hun romsterer i skap og skuffer. Hektisk
i bevegelsene, som om hun har det travelt.

Fremdeles er hun plagsom.
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Men det er vel meg det er noe galt med, jeg mener: Hun er ded, og
jeg er irritert.

@verst i forsendelsen ligger kapen. Jeg lgfter den opp etter kragen
og trekker inn lukten av min sgster. Ja, det er min eneste lillesgster.

«Slik lukter du,» sier jeg.
«Chanel og karbonadesmegrbrgd,» sier hun.

Jeg tar pa meg kapen. Ruvende henger den rundt meg, jeg blir
svimmel, og alt omkring meg forsvinner et lite gyeblikk.

NEDERLAG

Michel M er syk. Det er visst noe som gar. Jeg lager middag selv.
For a lese oppskriften trenger jeg lupen med stgrst forstgrrelse og
lys. Vanligvis ligger den i midtskuffen pa skatollet i stuen. Na er
den vekk. Jeg husker ikke nar jeg brukte den sist. Sikkert i gar. Det
er neer sagt livsngdvendig a legge ting pa faste plasser. Glemselen
er som et hardt slag mot ansiktet, store utsnitt av hukommelsen
har rast ut, og man husker ikke annet enn at man har blitt fryk-
telig gammel. Jeg kan ha glemt hele somre, og sikkert noen av de
andre arstidene. En lang hgst, en kort var, hva vet vel jeg lenger
annet enn at tiden opplgses og forsvinner. En arstid blir borte pa
et gyeblikk. Seerlig har somrene en lei tendens til a fordufte.

Jeg bestemmer meg for a lete i et kvarter. Ikke lenger. Da blir jeg
sur og sliten. Mens man leter, kommer man i fare for a rydde, min-
ner jeg meg selv pa.

«Det ma jeg ikke gjore,» sier jeg hayt.

Dersom jeg rydder, blir det heller mer rot, knuste glass og haplgse
rokeringer, og jeg finner ingenting siden. Det er bortkastet.

Etter en rolig leteaksjon bestiller jeg mat levert pa deren.

Brioche og créme au chocolat.
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FLYT

Jeg har aldri riktig veert i vinden. Da jeg var barn, var ikke barn
viktige. Da jeg studerte og arbeidet, var det en klar fordel a veere
mann. Og na, nar jeg er virkelig gammel, skal man visst veere ung
i denne verden.

MODELLEN

Jeg setter meg ned overfor Javiér ved tegnebordet og spgr om han
er sulten. Han reagerer ikke, fortsetter rolig a file pa en trebit han
holder mellom hendene.

«Hva tenker du om vinduer?» sier han.
«De er ngdvendige,» sier jeg. «Hva liker du med vinduer?»

«Lyset som siver inn gjennom dem,» sier han. «Maten stralene du-
ses ut og kysser veggene pa.»

«Jeg synes de tar seg best ut nar de er buet,» sier jeg.

Sa snur han modellen og plukker ut kirkens vinduer pa den ene
siden.

«Er det egentlig sa viktig?» sier jeg.

Han klgr seg pa haken. En sur eim siver mot meg. Jeg forsgker a
komme pa nar han dusjet sist. Jeg husker ikke.
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Kjersti Anfinnsen
Translated into English by Kari Dickson

GRAND HOTEL

We cling to our chairs in much the same way that we cling on to
life. I, rather stupidly, have accepted an invitation from Oslo Uni-
versity Hospital to receive an award. I blame Javiér in part, he was
so charmingly persuasive. He felt I deserved the attention. In our
enthusiasm, we forgot how decrepit we are, and off we went, as we
promised each other we would, only to discover, to our surprise,
that age has a firm hold on us.

And now we don’t dare leave the hotel room. We might not find our
way back. It’s fatally slippery outside. And very cold. So we stay
lodged in our chairs, wrapped in a duvet, and look out of the win-
dow while we wait to be collected. Well, that’s to say, Javiér has fall-
en asleep and I see practically nothing.

INHERITANCE

My sister has sent me her best pieces of clothing, neatly ironed and
folded in a post office box. She spent the last year of her life tidying,
sorting and storing, but didn’t throw anything away. Elisabeth nev-
er binned anything. I can just picture her rummaging through her
cupboards and drawers. Bustling movements, as though she were
busy.

She still manages to plague me.
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But it’s probably me there’s something wrong with, I mean: she’s
dead, and I'm still annoyed.

Uppermost in the box is a coat. I lift it up by the collar and draw in
the smell of my sister. Oh yes, that’s my little sister.

“That’s how you smell,” I say.
“Chanel and fried onions,” she says.

I put the coat on. And vanish in its capacious folds.

DEFEAT

Michel Mis ill. Seems there’s a bug going around. I have to make my
own dinner. To read the recipe, I need a good light and my strongest
magnifying glass. I normally keep it in the middle drawer of the
bureau in the sitting room. But it’s not there now. I can’t remember
when I last used it. Yesterday, no doubt. Goodness, it’s vitally im-
portant to put things back in the right place. Forgetfulness is like a
slap on the face, huge parts of the memory collapse, and you can’t
remember anything except that you are terribly old. I may have for-
gotten entire summers, and possibly some other seasons as well. A
long autumn, a short spring, what do I know, other than that time is
dissolving and slipping away. A whole season vanishes in the blink
of an eye. Summers in particular have an unfortunate tendency to
evaporate.

I decide to look for quarter of an hour. No more. By then I’ll be tired
and fractious. I remind myself there is always a danger that once
you start looking, you start tidying as well.

“I mustn’t do that,” I tell myself out loud.

If I start tidying, it will only result in more mess, broken glass and
silly changes and I won’t be able to find anything. It’s a waste of
time.
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Following a controlled search, I order food to be delivered to my
door.

Brioche and créme au chocolat.

FLOW

I’ve never really had a favourable wind. When I was a child, chil-
dren were not important. When I studied and worked, it was more
advantageous to be a man. And now that I'm old, youth is what’s
vaunted in this world.

THE MODEL

I sit down opposite Javiér at his drawing board and ask him if he’s
hungry. He doesn’t react, just carries on filing a piece of wood he’s
holding in his hand.

“What are your thoughts on windows?” he says.
“They’re necessary,” I reply. “Why do you like windows?”

“The light that filters through them,” he says. “The way the beams
are softened and kiss the walls.”

“I think arched windows are the nicest,” I say.

Then he turns the model around and takes out the windows from
one side.

“Is it really that important?” I ask.

He scratches his chin. A slightly sour smell wafts over towards me. I
try to remember when he last had a shower. I can’t.
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BIOGRAPHY

Raluca Nagy, born in Cluj-Napoca in
1979, is an anthropologist and writer.

She studied economics, anthropology
and sociology in Bucharest, Rabat and
Brussels. In addition to her academic
publications, since 2005, Raluca has been
publishing texts for wider audiences, along
with fiction, in various, mostly Romanian,
cultural magazines. After publishing a
short piece in the collection Scrisori din
Cipangu — Povestiri japoneze de autori romdni
(Letters from Cipangu — Japanese Stories by
Romanian Authors; Trei Publishing House,
2016), she continued writing fiction for
various collected volumes. Her first novel,
Un cal intr-o mare de lebede (A Horse in a Sea
of Swans; Nemira Publishing House, 2018),
won the Sofia Nadejde and Observator
Cultural debut prizes in Romania and was
shortlisted for the Festival du Premier
Roman de Chambéry in France. Her
second novel, Teo dela 16 la 18 (Teo from 16
to 18; Nemira Publishing House, 2021), was
shortlisted for the Sofia Nddejde prize.
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SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

After a difficult childhood, with several
medical problems, Teo begins to
understand that she is different. She
goes to university in the capital city

of her country, then studies abroad in
two locations, one of them decided by
the ‘Bologna fairy’. During her master
she starts working for an agency, and
never stops travelling to other cities

to which she assigns her own names,
giving the reader a constant feeling of
a recreated contemporary Babel. With
each experience, things accelerate

and get out of hand, personally and
professionally: love, abuse, marriage,
surviving a near-death experience,
reinventing herself afterwards. The
first theme of the book is reflected
directly in the title — a homage to Agnes
Varda's film Cléo de 5 a 7 — with a cancer
diagnosis that changes everything.
From this perspective, the book reveals
the complete experience of a young
woman surviving an aggressive form
of cervical cancer. The reader discovers
that 16 and 18 are references to HPV,
the virus that causes this disease, which
is still so invisible in many countries,
killing hundreds of thousands every
year. A second theme, in close relation
to the medical one, is spiritual: the
novel is a feminist reinterpretation of
the Bible, as Teo's and Jesus' lives are
very similar. All the apostles appear

in the book, as characters, with their
real names in various languages,
depending on the circumstances in
which Teo meets them. A third theme
of this book could be the language

itself, as the author throws in many
different fonts, languages and styles
(including a parody of an academic
text), along with wordplay and humour,
challenging the conventional form of a
novel and making the text feel highly
contemporary. All in all, a bold, complex,
intense and visionary novel.

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

Raluca Nagy's novel Teo from 16 to 18 is
an impressive tour de force from at least
two perspectives. First, it impresses the
reader thematically, narrating a young
woman's struggle with her cancer;
relentlessly lucid and anti-sentimental,
the narration is ultimate proof that
literature is salvation, in the most literal
and non-metaphorical sense. Second,
Nagy's novel documents this struggle
with an enormous stylistic playfulness,
mixing styles and languages and even
alphabets, traversing Western and (Far)
Eastern cultural geographies, putting to
work a massive amount of knowledge,
both intra- and extra-literary. The
electric arc of the book is generated by
the tension between these two poles —
namely the possible tragedy unfolding
before our eyes and the stylistic
playfulness with which it is narrated.
Literature is playful, but it can save us:
this is the essential lesson about which
Nagy's novel reminds us. Such books
are hugely necessary.
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Asa ainceput lungul chin al ingurgitarii; orice imi dddeau de man-
care, ma Iinfrangea dupa o inghititurd, singura chestie cat de cat
suportabild erau niste prune acre pe care mi le aducea mama, nu
stiu de unde le lua. Balerina imi zicea cd-mi trebuie neaparat prote-
ine si-a incercat cu niste shake-uri cu gust ingrozitor, pe deasupra,
mai erau si foarte dulci, iar corpul meu pdrea sd con- sidere deoda-
td ca dulcele e dusmanul. Balerina mi-a retezat-o ca n-aveam timp
de fite ,,healthy“, important deocamdata era sa bag super-calorii,
sa ma pun pe picioare. A incercat cu un shake sarat, adica nu sarat,
ne-dulce, si nici asa n-am putut.

Atunci a intrat Dr. Simon in salon, nici nu mai stiam daca e pe
bune sau doar in vis, sau de cand nu ne vazuseram. Ardta pur si
simplu impecabil si-am vrut sd ma fac micd, mica sub pelicula mea
permanenta de transpiratie rece, stiam cd eu arat ca moartea-n va-
canta la un nivel la care nu ma vazuse niciodatd, si-abia atunci
mi s-a parut ca ratasem, intr-adevar, omisiune foarte importanta.
Dar ea s-a asezat 1angd mine si mi-a zambit, mi-a spus ca trebuie
sa mananc, am vrut sa-i zic Dr. Simon, va rog eu mult, fara body.
cognition sau rodii, dar circumstantele erau putin altele decat cele
de la Inceputul relatiei noastre bazate pe sex (in sensul de gen).

A continuat ea, ok, atunci trebuie sa-ti facem o transfuzie, ca sa
poti duce tratamentul. Am aplecat privirea, i-am zis you promissed
si mi-a raspuns, calm, te rog, macar pentru cat de greu am gasit
acest tratament. Mi-a explicat cum initial crezusera ca era metas-
tazat la plamani cancerul, ca la Jeanne, dar pe PET scan nu se ve-
dea absolut nimic la plamani, in schimb s-a vazut pe artera iliaca,
unde nici dracu’ n-ar fi cautat, ceva ca o mandarina; la biopsie a ie-
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sit cd e carcinom cu urme de P16 si P18 si cu multe, foarte multe alte
milioane de celule, toate diferite intre ele. Au comparat carcinomul
cu cilindrul pe care il gasisera pe gresia bicolora de la mine din
baie, transportat de oamenii de pe salvare intr-o punga de plastic,
crezand ca facusem un avort spontan. Si-atunci Dr. Simon s-a ui-
tat in pamant si-am vazut cum o spala si pe ea pe spate cu dusul
fierbinte, o freaca incetisor, ea sange- reazd, am vdzut cum iese cu
greu din casa si se plimba prin par- curi ore in sir, tinandu-se de cel
mai plat abdomen din lume si tristetea, tristetea aia imensa cand
vede femei insarcinate, parca toate femeile de pe Pamant erau in-
sarcinate.

A ridicat capul si-a continuat, nu semana deloc biopsia cu cilin-
drul, care, de altfel, nu stim ce e.

Dar ma operase cel mai bun chirurg, Papadopulous.

Hahahaaaaaaa, you cannot invent this shit am vrut sa zic, dar m-am
abtinut.

Papadopulous imi scosese cat putuse din mandarina carci- nom,
cca. doua sfinte treimi, nu putuse mai mult, desi stia ca nu e fru-
mos sa lasi in farfurie, dar nu era cazul sa se apropie mai tare de o
artera iliaca si nici de uretra, pe care carcinomul oricum o blocase,
apropo, vezi ca ai un memokath la rinichi, un ce?, haha, poate ma
va ajuta sa memorez, dar nici asta n-am zis cu voce tare, e un fel de
stent, mi-a explicat Dr. Simon.

Au trimis din bucata extirpata de Papadopulous la mai multe cli-
nici de specialitate si nimeni nu stia ce e, asa ca, intr-un final, au
tdiat feliute foarte subitiri, milimetrice, si au aplicat pe ele tot ce
le-a trecut prin cap, pana una dintre feliute s-a micsorat.

Am inceput sa rad in hohote, pe bune, voi, astia cu cutiutele dar,
desi n-am zis-o cu voce tare, Dr. Simon a tacut, iar cand am reusit
in sfarsit sa vorbesc si in realitate, i-am repetat doar you promissed,
si atunci s-a dus toata camaraderia feminind, s-a uitat la mine atat
de fix, rece, tdios, cum n-o mai facuse niciodatd, si mi-a zis stii
foarte bine ca asta este cu totul altceva, n-ai decat sa te alinti cat
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vrei, toatd lumea iti vrea doar binele, dar n-am cum sa te oblig.
Daca nu accepti tratamentul, e vorba de zile, maxi- mum sapta-
mani. Am intrebat de cat e vorba daca il accept. S-a ridicat si-a iesit
din salon.

Asa ca am strans din dinti si-am insfacat o punga din sangele
altcuiva, dupa care m-am simtit only lover left alive, mi-au facut
prima tura de tratament, adica balerina a adus un vin cu totul
di- ferit la cind, nici alb, nici rosu - nici paracetamol cu glucoza,
nici sangele altcuiva — o punga de perfuzie care nu arata ca ce-
lelalte, nu era transparenta, ci din folie metalica. ,,Shall I warm
you?“ m-a intrebat balerina si m-am gandit ce bine ar fi fost daca
m-ar fi in- trebat asta toti stapanii speculelor, inclusiv Mariza, dar
balerina mea parea cea mai in masura sa incalzeasca orice, numai
cad ea mi-a bagat mana intr-o galeata din plastic galben cu apa fier-
binte, de-am crezut ca-mi cade pielea si, brusc, toate venele s-au
aratat. Mi-a zis ca invatase smecheria de la o colega, la urgente,
si-a infipt acul hulpav intr-una dintre liniile mele mov si grasute;
atunci am vazut-o ca pe generdleasa armatei de ace care era, desi
se ascundea sub o rochitd de balerina, plecase la razboi, sangele a
tasnit de pomand si-a inceput sa picure in gdleata galbena, pana
s-a facut portocalie si-i pierise balerinei-general absolut tot sange-
le de pe fata frumoasa; i-a revenit doar cand a reusit sa ma lege la
mufa pungii metalice; un lichid rece ca gheata mi-a luat-o nebun
prin corp, de parca un pompier stropea cine stie ce incendiu din
plamani cu un potop.

M-am trezit in bezna de la o durere absurda de picioare, in- cepand
cu oasele de la genunchi si pana in mijlocul talpii, incat durerile
din copildrie imi pareau acum gadilaturi. Am vazut ca trece pe lan-
gd patul meu o asistenta si-am strigat-o, dar s-a dus mai departe.
Am revazut-o dupa vreo juma’ de ord si-am tipat, tot nimic, asa ca
am Inceput sa-mi agit mainile in aer si abia atunci s-a apropiat,
mi-a zis sa nu-i vorbesc din varful buzelor, ca e surda si e intuneric
in salon, i-am explicat cd ma doare in- grozitor si-a zis sa stau cat
pot de linistita, cd o sa ma ajute.
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S-a intors si mi-a injectat ceva in perfuzie, s-a asezat langa mine
pe marginea patului si mi-a explicat ca, din cauza inunda- tiilor,
majoritatea personalului nu reusise sa ajunga la spital, de-asta
apelasera la ea, era rezerva, de obicei. Din cauza penei de curent,
se trecuse pe generator, de-asta era bezna, curentul mer- gea doar
la lucrurile esentiale. Dupa ce s-a terminat perfuzia imbunatatita,
ca sa nu zic spiked, mi-a scos acul si, pentru prima data de nici nu
mai tineam minte cand, am simtit nu doar ca nu mai aveam niciun
corp strain in corpul din mine, ci nicio durere, niciun disconfort,
niciun artificiu, si m-am ridicat incet deasupra patului. Pluteam in
apa aia de unde se trag visele cand facem homeostaza ,,si in sfarsit
picioroangele se articulau si incepeai sa mergi pe ele prin lume,
pe foame si pe frica®, am mers sute de mii de kilometri, prin toata
lumea am mers, prin toate becule- tele retelei de metrou, pana a
trecut potopul si s-a aprins lumina in salon si balerina mi-a adus
o farfurie cu doud oua fierte si o rosie coapta care se imprastiase
peste ele.

A zis te rog eu mult sa mananci, iar eu m-am bucurat atat de mult
sa o revad, cd am mancat absolut tot, am lins farfuria, ea zambea
de acoperise cu totul neoanele din salon, si abia atunci am simtit
iubirea, toata iubirea aia, atat de multd, ca nu stiam unde s-o mai
pun, ca invatatoarele florile din prima zi de scoala, palcuri-pal-
curi, valuri-valuri, ca un tsunami. Nu doar balerina, si mama, si
Dr. Simon, fiecare OM voia sa ma fac bine. Dupa ce am terminat de
mancat, parca dadusem cel mai tare concert, numai n-au aplaudat,
radia pur si simplu toata armata aia de oameni in verde care avea
grija de mine. Pana si tipa cu parul scurt care ur- lase la mine din
cauza ca pe mama ei n-o lasau induntru era acum foarte prietenoa-
sd, mi-a spus ca are o nepoata cam de varsta mea, tocmai termi-
nase facultatea, si urma sa vina la ea in vizitd. I-am zis ca atunci
e mult mai micd decat mine, si m-a intrebat cati ani am, a facut o
pauza lunga inainte sa adauge ca nu-i arat. Atunci am rugat-o pe
balerind sa ma ajute sa fac dus; a facut o piruetd de bucurie, mi-a
scos cateterul si mi-a adus un cadru dintr-alea care au batranii
care nu mai pot sa mearga singuri.
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Cand am incercat sd fiu pe picioarele mele, le-am simtit ca pe niste
picioroange, mi-a luat juma’ de viata sa le trag dupa mine pana la
baie. Balerina stdtea cu un pas in spate si ma spri- jinea usor. Am
rugat-o sa ma lase singura inauntru si-a fost de acord, dar cu usa
intredeschisa, asta dupa ce i-am promis ca nu ma desprind de tot
de cadru in niciun moment al actiunii.

M-am pus in fata chiuvetei si m-am apropiat incet de oglindd. Eram
tot eu, dar cu douazeci de ani in urma. Mi-am vazut clavi- culele
iesind prin cdmasa de spital, nu mai ramdsese nimic din mine. De
sub maneca scurta se vedea un brat atat de subtire, cum nici nu
tineam minte sa-1 fi avut vreodatad, poate copil. Am in- cercat sa
ridic cealaltd mana de pe cadru, ca sa mi-1 pipai, si m-am rostogolit
pe podea. Balerina a intrat val-vartej, m-a ajutat sa ma ridic, sa ma
spal, intre timp a venit o alta asistenta cu un scaun cu rotile, m-au
dus in pat si m-au invelit. Au facut totul ca la un meci de dublu, o
echipa perfectd, care functiona la milimetru.

A inceput urcatul muntelui, cu fiecare pas, o bucata de stanca se
farama si toti oamenii din armata verde, care constituiau acest
munte, ramaneau mai subtiri, mai ciobiti. Trdiam acum pe cre- dit
de la ei, traisem pe credit de la atatia oameni, de atatia ani, cd nu
mai stiam cum e sa nu.

A doua turd de lichid din punga metalicd a intrat usor, pentru cd in
mana cealalta imi intra concomitent o licoare magica, ce facea ca
oasele sa nu mai doara. Cand s-au terminat licorile, m-am ridicat
iar deasupra patului si-am plutit, mi-am simtit capul fara greutate
si-am adormit.

De colo-incolo, lucrurile au mers ca jocul echipei de dublu, punct
cu punct. Realizarile erau de tipul am mai mancat un pranz, am
mai urcat o treaptd. Faceam in fiecare zi exercitii de mers cu un
kinetoterapeut care imi promisese ca ma intorc acasa atunci cand
reusesc sa urc singura doua etaje, fara niciun fel de ajutor si fara
sd ma tin de balustrada. Niciun antrenament nu mi se paruse vre-
odata atat de greu.
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Translated into English by Monica Cure

That’s how the long travail of ingurgitation began; whatever they
gave me to eat would defeat me after a single bite, the only things
[...] were more or less bearable were some sour plums that my mother
would bring, I don’t know where she’d get them. The ballerina kept
telling me I absolutely had to have protein and she tried giving me
some shakes that tasted foul and, on top of that, were also very sweet,
right at the time my body suddenly seemed to think that sweetness
was the enemy. The ballerina was short with me, I didn’t have time
for “healthy” whims, what mattered right now was taking in tons of
calories, to get me back on my feet. I tried a savory shake, not savory
actually, just non-sweet, and I couldn’t get that down either.

Then Dr. Simon came into the room, I didn’t even know if it was for
real or only in my dream, or how long it had been since we’d seen
each other. She looked simply impeccable and [ wanted to shrivel up
under my permanent film of cold sweat, I knew I looked like the liv-
ing dead to a degree which she had never seen me look before, and
only then did I feel I had truly failed a very important omission. But
she sat down next to me and smiled, she told me I had to eat, I wanted
to say Dr. Simon, please please, no body. cognition or pomegranates,
but circumstances were a bit different from those at the beginning of
our relationship based on sex (in the sense of gender).

She continued, okay, then we have to give you a transfusion, so you
can handle the treatment. I lowered my gaze and said you promi-
shhh-ed and she answered, please stay calm, at least considering
how hard it was for me to find this treatment. She explained that in-
itially they had believed that the lung cancer had metastasized, like
in Jeanne’s case, but absolutely nothing showed up in my lungs on
the PET scan, instead, visible along the iliac artery, where the devil
himself wouldn’t have been lucky enough to find it, was something
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the size of a tangerine; the results of the biopsy revealed it was a
carcinoma with traces of HPV16 and HPV18 and many, many other
cells, millions, all of them different from each other. They compared
the carcinoma to the cylinder they found on the two-tone tiles in my
bathroom, brought over in a plastic bag by the ambulance workers
who thought that I had had a spontaneous abortion. And then Dr.
Simon lowered her gaze and I saw them wash her back as well under
the hot shower, they gently scrub her, she bleeds, I saw her struggle
to leave the house, and stroll through parks for hours on end, holding
onto the flattest belly in the world, and sadness, that immense sad-
ness when she sees pregnant women, it seems as if every woman on
the Planet were pregnant.

She lifted her head and continued, the biopsy doesn’t look anything
like the cylinder, which, by the way, we don’t know the origins of.

But the best surgeon, Papadopulous, had operated on me.

Hahahaaaaaaa, you can’t make this shit up 1 wanted to say, but I re-
strained myself.

Papadopulous had taken out as much as possible of the tangerine
carcinoma, approx. two of the holy three in one and couldn’t remove
more, despite knowing it isn’t polite to leave things on your plate, but
it wasn’t a good idea to get any closer to the iliac artery or the urethra,
which, in any case, the carcinoma had blocked, that reminds me, you
have a memokath attached to your kidneys, a what? haha, maybe it
will improve my memory, but I didn’t say that out loud either, a kind
of stent, Dr. Simon explained.

They sent some of what Papadopulous had cut out to several special-
ized clinics and no one knew what it was, so, in the end, they sliced it
very thin, millimeters thin, and applied everything they could think
of to the slices, until one of them shrunk.

I began roaring with laughter, are you kidding, all of you, with your
little metal boxes, but, even though I didn’t say it out loud, Dr. Simon
remained silent, and when I finally was able to talk in reality too, I
only said you promi-shhh-ed again to her, and that put an end to our
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feminine camaraderie, she gave me a colder, more withering, stare
than she ever had before, and said to me you know very well that this
is an entirely different matter, you can whine all you want, everyone
only wants what’s best for you but I have no way of forcing you. If
you won’t agree to the treatment, we’re talking days, at most weeks. I
asked how much we were talking if I agreed to it. She got up and left
the room.

So I sucked it up and snagged a bag of someone else’s blood, after
which I felt very only lover left alive, they gave me the first round of
treatment, meaning the ballerina served a completely different wine
for dinner, neither white nor red — neither paracetamol and glucose,
nor someone else’s blood — an IV bag that looked different from the
others, it wasn’t see-through, but made of metallic foil. “Shall I warm
you up?” the ballerina asked me and I thought how nice it would’ve
been if all the lords of the specula would’ve asked me that, Mariza in-
cluded, but my ballerina seemed to be the best person for warming up
anything, except that she stuck my hand into a yellow plastic bucket
of water so hot that I thought all my skin would fall off and, suddenly,
all my veins became visible. She told me she had learned this trick
from a co-worker, in the ER, and she stuck the greedy needle into one
of my fat, purple lines; that’s when I saw her for the commandress of
a needle army that she was, though she had disguised herself in a
short ballerina dress, she had gone to war, blood squirted gratuitous-
ly and began dripping into the yellow bucket until it became orange
and absolutely all the blood drained from the ballerina-commander’s
pretty face; it came back only after she had managed to hook me up
to the port of the metallic bag; a liquid as cold as ice ran like crazy
through my body, as if a firefighter were extinguishing who knows
what fire in my lungs with a deluge.

I woke up in utter darkness from an absurd pain in my legs which
started from my kneecaps and went down to the arches of my feet, by
comparison my childhood pains felt like tickles now. I saw a nurse
pass by my bed and I called after her, but she kept going. I saw her
again after half an hour and I yelled, still nothing, so I began to wave
my hands in the air and only then did she come over, she told me not
to mince my words, because she’s deaf and it’s dark in the room, I
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explained that I was in terrible pain and she said for me to stay as still
as possible because she was going to help me.

She turned around and injected something into my drip, she sat down
on the edge of my bed and explained that, because of the flooding,
most of the staff hadn’t made it to the hospital, that’s why they called
her in, she was a substitute, usually. Because the power had gone
out, they were on a generator, that’s why it was completely dark, elec-
tricity was going only to what was essential. After the enhanced, not
to call it spiked, perfusion was done, she took out my needle and, for
the first time since I couldn’t even remember when, not only did I no
longer feel I had a foreign object in the body inside me, but I felt no
pain at all, no discomfort, not one firework, and I slowly rose above
my bed. [ was floating in that water where dreams come from when
we’re in homeostasis “and finally your stilt-like legs became articu-
lated and you started walking on them through the world, hungry
and afraid,” I walked hundreds of thousands of kilometers, walked
through the whole world, through all the little lightbulbs on the met-
ro map, until the flood was over and the light came on in the room
and the ballerina brought me a plate of food, two hardboiled eggs
and a ripe tomato that had spurted onto them.

Please, please eat, she said, and I was so happy to see her again that I
ate every last bite, I licked the plate, her smile completely eclipsed the
room’s neon lights, and only then did I feel the love, all that love, so
much that I didn’t know where else to put it, like the flowers elemen-
tary teachers receive on the first day of school, cluster after cluster,
wave after wave, like a tsunami. Not just the ballerina, my mother
too, and Dr. Simon, every PERSON there wanted me to get better. Af-
ter I finished eating, it was as if I had performed the most amazing
concert, she all but clapped, that entire army of caretakers in green
were simply beaming. Even the lady with short hair who had yelled
at me because her mother hadn’t been allowed inside was now very
friendly, she said she had a granddaughter about my age who had
just finished college and was about to come visit her. I told her then
her granddaughter’s much younger than me, and she asked me how
old I was, she took a long pause before adding that I didn’t look it.
Then I asked the ballerina to help me take a shower; she pirouetted
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for joy, she removed my catheter and brought me a walker, the kind
for old people who can’t get around by themselves anymore.

When I tried to stand on my own two feet, my legs felt like stilts, it
took forever and a day to drag them behind me to the bathroom. The
ballerina stayed one step away and gently supported me. I asked her
to let me be by myself inside and she agreed, but with the door ajar,
after I promised I wouldn’t completely let go of the walker at any point
during the activity.

I positioned myself in front of the sink and got closer to the mirror.
I was still me, but from twenty years ago. I saw my clavicles poking
through the hospital gown, I had wasted away to nothing. Coming out
from the short sleeve, I saw an arm thinner than I could remember
mine ever being, maybe as a child. I tried to lift my other hand off the
walker so that I could feel my arm and I tumbled onto the floor. The
ballerina whirled in, she helped me get up and wash myself, mean-
while another nurse came over with a wheelchair, they placed me
onto the bed and put the covers over me. They did everything like in a
doubles match, a perfect team, with split second timing.

The climb up the mountain began, a piece of the rock would crumble
with each step, and all the people in the green army who made up this
mountain became thinner, more chipped. I now lived on credit from
them, I had lived on credit from so many people, for so many years,
that I no longer knew how not to.

The second round of liquid from the metallic bag went easier because
a magic potion was going into my other hand at the same time, mak-
ing it so my bones stopped hurting. When the potions were done, I
rose above my bed again and floated, my head felt weightless and I
fell asleep.

Back and forth, as if playing in a doubles match, point by point. Ac-
complishments were things like I ate lunch again, I walked up anoth-
er step. Every day I did walking exercises with a physical therapist
who promised me that I could go home once I managed to climb up
two flights of stairs by myself, without any kind of help and without
holding onto the handrail. No workout had ever seemed as hard to me.

-139 -



SLOVAKIA

Richard Pupala
Zeny aj muZi, zvierata
Women as Well as Men, Animals

Lindeni, 2020
Language: Slovak
ISBN: 9788056619452

BIOGRAPHY

ichard Pupala studied
Rjoumalism at Comenius University
and scriptwriting at the Academy
of Performing Arts in Bratislava. To
provide for his family while studying,
he worked as barman, on the staff of
several weeklies and, for two years,
as a copywriter with the Monarch
agency. Currently he freelances as
a scriptwriter and dramaturge with
various production and TV companies.
He and his wife live in the Petrzalka
district of Bratislava. In 2007, he won the
Poviedka short story competition, and
he published his first book, Ndvstevy
(Visits), in 2014. His collection of spooky
short stories, Cierny zosit (The Black
Notebook), appeared in 2017, followed
in 2020 by Zeny aj muzi, zvieratd (Women
as Well as Men, Animals), a collection

RICHARD PUPALA

zeny
Q) muzi,
Zvierata

13 POVIEDOK

Lindeni O

of thirteen short stories. All three
books were nominated for Slovakia's
most prestigious literary prize, the
Anasoft Litera, with The black Notebook
shortlisted for the René Anasoft Litera
(chosen by secondary school students)
and his latest collection making it onto
the 2021 Anasoft Litera shortlist.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Richard Pupala’s latest book manages
to subtly link seemingly unconnected
short stories together to make a greater,
carefully composed whole in a way
that is hard to define. At the same time,
it provides fresh proof of the author’s
ability to evoke a powerful drama in a
realistic and yet very modern way within
a very short space. With this book,
Pupala continues his sophisticated and
finely drawn yet distinctive reflections
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on important social themes. His focus
is mostly on people on the margins

of society, outsiders or children from
broken families, and the subjective way
they come to terms with objectively
difficult circumstances. The men,

but more often the women and

the children, for whom the author

has quite astoundingly profound
empathy and on whose behalf he

is able to speak, are people who are
often disadvantaged, under threat or
deprived of opportunities for getting
ahead in life in the way they would like
to. In his latest book, Pupala eschews

any literary crutches. Instead, he offers a
profound and - in the best sense of the
word - realistic and consistently direct
Hemingwayesque perspective on the
dramatic circumstances of ordinary lives.

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

Richard Pupala has established himself
as probably the most distinctive
short-story author in Slovakia today.
In terms of Slovak literature, this genre
has proved to be more productive
and better suited than the novel to
represent our fragmented, shattered
social reality and the way it affects the
individual. This has helped Pupala’s
books garner much public and critical
acclaim, along with nominations for
prestigious literary prizes. His writing
is frequently allusive, setting in motion
situations full of lively dialogue, which
he observes without drowning the
reader in the exchanges. He presents
carefully chosen fragments or images
that add up to a mosaic, evoking
intense mental and emotional states.
The author’s focus on social themes and
his writing, brimming with powerful
emotions yet devoid of cheap
sentimentality, were reasons
why it was quite easy for our
jury to choose this book as a
nominee for the European
Union Prize for Literature.
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Stakromna hodina matematiky
»,V5ak on je normalny psychopat!

Otec ziapal a mama ho ti$ila, snaZila sa ma branit, ale tym svojim
kunkavym tonom, na facku.

Ako ked som ju prichytil nad umyvadlom. Vratil som sa od kanala
a Siel hned do kiipelne, aby otec nezbadal, aky som zablateny.

»J&éj, uzZ si doma?“ vyskocila.
,Co sa stalo?“

,Ni¢, bobacik,“ hlipo sa zasmiala. ,,Co by sa malo stat?“ A z nosa
sa jej pustila krv.

Mama ludi znervéoznovala. TieZ som bojoval s nutkanim ubliZit jej
alebo ju aspon Setrne, no razne odsunt z cesty. Jej naklonnost
som povazoval za prekazku medzi mnou a otcom.

Prestan — kurva — kunkat!

Bolo to jeho slovo, inde neZ doma som ho nepocul. K maminmu
hlasu priliehalo tak, Ze mi ani nenapadlo patrat, kde ho otec vzal
a ¢o znamena.

Dozvedel som sa to ndhodou, asi z nejakého dokumentu v telke.
Muselo to byt na jar, mozno v aprili, eSte pred hodinou matema-
tiky u profesorky Badinkovej. Bol som 6smak a celé dni som sa
ponevieral vonku. Prekvapilo ma, Ze kunka, konkrétne kunka
Zltobruch4, je mala nevzhladna Zaba. A potom som ich aj pocul
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nazivo, kunky, a neznelo to ako beZné Zabie kvakanie, bol to skor
spev. Namiesto tréningov a doucovania som chodil ku kanalu
pri Cisticke. Parkrat som zmizol aj z vyucovania, z dvojhodinov-
ky technickych prac. Vébec ma netrapilo, Ze to praskne. Mal som
viac oblibenych miest. Opustend stavbu s miestnostou ¢iernou od
ohna alebo tisek pri trati, kde rychlik zabil Styroch Afgancov. Hla-
dal som Gillomky kosti alebo aspori stopy krvi.

Najradsej som v3ak chodil ku kanalu. Cupel som bez pohnutia v
krikoch a sledoval Iudi prechadzajtcich po chodniku. Bol som od
nich sotva na dva metre a zdalo sa mi G1Zasné, Ze ma nevidia. Bol
som neviditelny a tajomny. Po¢tval som, o ¢om sa zhovaraja. Hla-
del im do tvari.

Obcas ma zacitili psy, ale cez mocarinu, presakujiicu z kanala, sa
neodvazili. Otec mal mozno pravdu a ja som sa tak trochu zblaz-
nil. Chlapcom sa to stava, zvlast v tomto obdobi Zivota. Dnes viem,
Ze to nie je ni¢ vynimocné.

Jednu kunku som vylovil z vody a dobol do nej palicou. Spravila
nie¢o necakané. Horeznacky, s vytocenymi kibmi, sa energicky
prehla — akoby ma chcela odstrasit tym, Ze praskne, predvadzajac
ZiarivoZzlté flaky na bruchu. NetuSila, aké ma Stastie. Dostal som
chut pichnut do nej eSte raz a silno zatlacit, a taka chut je vzrusu-
jlica, no ovladol som sa — tajomny a uslachtily — a zase znehybnel,
spomalil dych, to mi Slo na jednotku. Ked sa kunke zdalo, Ze ne-
bezpecenstvo pominulo, ot njene oci la sa na brucho, zase sivoze-
lena, a odskakala do bezpecia pod hladinu mocariny.

Spev kuniek sa mi zdal krasny. Neviem, ¢i ho otec niekedy pocul.
Bol v nom smutok. Rad som kvoli tomu spevu pockal pri kanali do
tmy. Detsky psychiater, doktor Malnoczky, muz s mali¢kym noste-
kom, sa ma pytal, ¢i masturbujem. Otcovi potom vysvetlil, Ze som
len mierne zaostal vo vyvoji, ale vSetko doZeniem.

Netu$il som, Ze predtym zasiel otec do $koly. Spytal sa, ¢i mu ne-
chcem nieco povedat, napriklad o mojich znamkach. Nechcel som
mu povedat nic. Videl som, ako zovrel past a zhlboka, preryvane
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sa nadychol. Neudrel ma do tvare, len do ramena — az mi cvakli
zuby. Bolo to prvy a posledny raz, ¢o sa ma takto dotkol. Dozvedel
sa, Ze som si katastrofalne zhorsil prospech, Ziacku som preven-
tivne do Skoly prestal nosit. Z matematiky som prepadal. Preto mi
vybavil doucovanie. Profesorka Badinkova ucila na gymnaziu. A
predtym prednasala na ekonomickej univerzite.

Otec ma odviezol pred osemposchodovy nezatepleny panelak
a Cakal v aute, kim vojdem. ,,UZ ti nikdy nebudem méct verit,“
povedal mi po Gdere pidstou do ramena. Zvonil som v brane, nik-
to neotvaral a otec na mna hladel z auta. Dnu ma vpustil telnaty
chlap v §lapkach so smetnym koSom.

,»Ku komu ides?“

,K profesorke Badinkovej.”
Vyznamne prikyvol a stlacil gombik.
»Rodina?“

»oynovec.”

Rad som klamal a hladel pri tom ludom do o¢i. Smetny koS smrdel
po rybach.

Zase som zvonil. Zdalo sa mi, Ze to trva vecnost. Otec by mi neve-
ril, Ze nebola doma. A ked sa dvere konecne pootvorili, akurat na
hlavic¢ku s velkymi slne¢nymi okuliarmi, v prvom momente som
si myslel, Ze stojim oproti dietatu. Predstavil som sa a pripomenul
doucovanie. Profesorka bola mensia ako ja. Pozrela na hodinky,
ktoré nemala na ruke, a vpustila ma dnu.

Asi som ju zobudil. Bola atla, vo vytahanom svetri, bez veku.
Mala kratke vlasy. Do o¢i som jej pre tmavé skla nevidel, v pritmi
bytu sa musela pohybovat po pamati. Usadila ma v obyvacke so
zatiahnutymi zavesmi. ZaZala lampu v rohu a zapalila si cigaretu.
Izba nebola pekna a mne sa to pacilo. Chvilu si ma ml¢ky prezera-
la a potom vyhlasila, Ze diifa, Ze nie som prili$ hlapy.
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Prezrela si ucebnicu matematiky, ktorti som priniesol so sebou.
Listovala v nej coraz prudsSie, s cigaretou medzi prstami, aZ sa
zdalo, Ze posledné stranky vytrhne, hundrajic popod nos: ,,Line-
arne nerovnice... kruznicovy oblak... vysek... kombinatorika...“ A
vSimol som si, Ze okrem svetra ma na sebe len hrubé pancuchy
s dierami na kolenach.

UcCebnicu odhodila na gau¢ vedla mna. ,Dnes na teba nemam
vela ¢asu,” povedala. ,,Budeme sa chvilu rozpravat, nezavazne...
“Vstala a odiSla do kuchyne. Po¢ul som, ako otvorila chladnicku.
Vratila sa s flaSou Martini rosé. Naciahla sa do police po kristalo-
vy pohar a naplnila ho ruzovym vermdtom.

,Nemas rad matematiku alebo ju nechapes?“
Zamyslel som sa:
,Kym sa skonc¢i hodina, zda sa mi, Ze umriem.*

Napila sa. ,,Chcelo by to Iad,” zamrmlala a upriamila na mna tma-
vé skla. ,,Asi netusis, aka je matematika krasna.“

Rozhovorila sa. Faj¢ila jednu od druhej a medzi vetami chlipka-
la vermit po diaskoch ako mudry vtacik. Kladla mi otazky. Urcite
som uz pocul, Ze matematika ma vela spolo¢ného s hudbou. Nie
s Elanom, pochopitelne. A §kolské osnovy jej krasu zabijaju. Ne-
pamatam si presne, ¢o vSetko mi povedala. MoZno spomenula, Ze
matematika je o vztahoch. A viac o dolezitych otazkach neZ od-
povediach. Ziaden dospely sa so mnou takto nerozpraval. Urcite
nie v Skole. Matematiku za¢nes$ mat rad, hovorila, alebo to dnes
hovorim ja, ak pochopis, Ze je plna zahad, ktoré cakajt len na to,
kym ich rozlisknes.

»Je to dobré?“ spytal som sa a ukazal na flasu. Vyrazne zdobené
vinety vermutov pritahovali moju pozornost.

»Je to sladké a horké,” povedala, dopila a zaklonila hlavku.

Ked odisla na zachod, napil som sa z flaSe. Mala pravdu. Naj-
skor som na jazyku zacitil omamn sladkost, cez ktorii sa vzapati
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predrala horka, dospela chut. Kym sa ozval splachovac, odpil som
si eSte niekolkokrat a po tele sa mi rozlievali viny tepla.

Chcela vediet aj nieco o mne. Povedal som jej o rodi¢och. O tom,
Ze otec neznaSa mamu a uzZ ani mna. Pripadalo mi normalne, Ze to
hovorim, v obyvacke plnej dymu. Jednu cigaretu tipla v polovici a
druht si hned zapalila.

»Matematika je vo vSetkom,* vyhlasila.

Hladel som na kolena.

,Vo mne?“ spytal som sa.

»Aj v tebe, ty trkvas,” povedali diery na pan¢uchach.

Hodinu zrazu utala. Zahasila cigaretu a zavelila, aby som Siel do-
mov.

»Nabudice si porozpravame nieco o pravdepodobnosti.“

Otec zacitil dym z cigariet. A potom alkohol z m6jho dychu. Plietol
sa mi jazyk, skor zo strachu neZ z vermttu. Mamu silno ustipol do
lica a drzal, kym sa nerozplakala. A hned rano zasiel do gymnazia.

Profesorku Badinkov1 prepustili. Mala uZ jedno napomenutie a v
kabinete jej nasli flasu. Otec napadol mamu eSte raz a potom od
nas odisiel. Podal Ziadost o rozvod a zaloZil si novt rodinu. Mama
bola dlho nestastna. Chcela poznat odpoved a hladala ju v sebe.
Chvilu trvalo, kym si zvykla, Ze je spokojnejSia ako predtym. Isty
¢as tomu pocitu nedéverovala, asi preto, Ze ho dovtedy nezaZzila.

Otec s nami prestal udrziavat kontakty. Jedného dna cez letné
prazdniny som ho zbadal na pumpe kdesi za Kremnicou, uz ako
vysokoskolak. Mal so sebou malého syna. Z kufra zaparkovaného
auta vytiahol mikinu a protestujiiceho chlapceka do nej navliekol.
Zdvihol ho do naruce a poriadne mu zo Zartu prdol pod bradu.
Maly sa dusil od smiechu. Otec si ma vSimol, ked ho ukladal do
sedacky. Isty ¢as som si nahovaral, Ze ma nevidel, ale pohlady sa
nam urcite stretli, to pamat nevymysli. Nasttpil do auta a odfr-
cali. Nezazlievam mu to. Mohol som mu mavnut, keby som chcel.

-146 -



Richard Pupala

S druhou rodinou mu to vyslo lepSie. Vyzivné platil nacas, az kjm
som nedosStudoval.

Mama sa nezmenila. Ani moja manzelka ju nema v laske. Ludi sta-
le znervoziuje, tak ako miia. Nase deti rozmaznava a ony ju maji
rady takym tym banalnym sposobom. Je len otazkou Casu, kedy
pred nou zacnt utekat.

,»Jéj, ty zase kunkas!“

Bavi ma to; myslim, Ze aj ju.
»0zaj?*

»UZ s tym prestan.”

Na jar sa chodim poprechadzat ku kanalu. Vzal som tam aj rodi-
nu, ale smutny spev neviditelnych Zabiek so zltymi bruchami na
moju Zenu ani deti nijako zvlast nezapdsobil.
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Women as Well as Men,
Animals

Richard Pupala
Translated into English by Julia Sherwood

A private maths lesson
“The kid is a regular psycho!”

My dad was shouting as my mum tried to calm him down and protect
me, except that she did it in that annoying, yelly-aching voice of hers.

Like the time I caught her leaning over the washbasin. I’d been to
the canal and when I got home, I headed straight for the bathroom,
before Dad noticed that I was covered in mud.

“Oh, you’re back already!” she said, startled.
“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, sweetie pie,” she said with a silly laugh. “Why should
there be anything wrong?” And she got a nosebleed.

Mum often rubbed people up the wrong way. I, too, had to resist
the temptation to hurt her, or at least to push her aside gently but
firmly. I saw her affections as standing between myself and Dad.

“Stop that bloody yelly-aching!”

This was his word, I never heard it anywhere except at home. And
it fitted Mum’s voice so well that it never even occurred to me to try
to find out where Dad got it from and what it meant.

I discovered what the word meant by chance, probably from some
TV documentary. It must have been spring, April perhaps, just be-
fore my maths lesson with Miss Badinkova. I was in eighth grade
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and used to spend whole days roaming the streets. I was surprised
to learn that the yellow-bellied toad was an ugly little frog. And then
I got to hear them live, the yellow-bellied toads: it didn’t sound like
ordinary croaking, more like singing. Instead of sports practice and
the tutors, I used to go to the canal by the sewage works. Sometimes
I'd also sneak out of school during the two-hour technology work-
shop. I didn’t care if I was found out. I had several favourite places. A
room in a deserted building site blackened by fire, and an area close
to the railway tracks where an express train had killed four Afghans.
I used to look for bone fragments or at least some traces of blood.

But the canal was my all-time favourite. I would crouch motionless
hidden in the bushes and watch people walk past. I was less than
two metres away and thought it was amazing that they couldn’t see
me. I felt invisible and mysterious. I would listen to them talking.
Look into their faces. Sometimes a dog would catch my scent but
didn’t dare to approach across the swampy area around the canal.
Dad might have had a point, I might really have gone a bit crazy.
It does happen to boys, especially at that age. Now I know that it’s
nothing out of the ordinary.

Once I fished out a yellow-bellied toad from the water and poked
it with a stick. It did something unexpected. With its belly up and
joints twisted, it arched vigorously, as if it wanted to deter me by
bursting, and showed off bright yellow spots on its belly. It didn’t
know how lucky it was. I felt like poking it again and pressing
down hard, an exhilarating sort of desire, but I controlled myself -
mysterious and noble as I was — and froze again, slowing down my
breathing, something I was brilliant at. Once the toad sensed that
the danger was over, it flipped back onto its belly and bounced off,
grey-green again, back to safety below the surface of the swamp.

I thought the singing of the yellow-bellied toads was beautiful. I
don’t know if Dad had ever heard it. There was a sadness to it. I was
happy to sit by the canal until it got dark, just to hear it. The child
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psychiatrist, Dr Malnoczky, a man with a tiny nose, asked me if I
masturbated. Then he told Dad that I was only slightly delayed in
my development but that I would catch up.

[ had no idea that Dad had been to my school. He asked me if  had an-
ything to tell him, about my grades for example. I had nothing to tell. I
saw him clench his fist and draw a deep breath. He didn’t hit me in the
face but instead punched my shoulder so hard that my teeth clicked.
This was the first and last time he touched me like that. He’d found out
that my grades had worsened catastrophically. I had stopped bringing
my pupil’s record book home a long time ago, to be on the safe side.
I was headed for a fail in maths. That was why he found me a tutor.
Miss Badinkova was a teacher at a grammar school and before that
she had taught at the university’s department of economics.

Dad drove me to an old-style eight-story prefab block and waited
in the car until I was inside. “I’ll never be able to trust you again,”
he said after punching me in the shoulder with his fist. I rang the
bell at the entrance with Dad watching from the car. There was no
answer. A portly man in flipflops carrying a rubbish bin let me in.

“Who have you come to see?”
“Miss Badinkova.”

He nodded and pressed the button.
“A relative?”

“Nephew.”

I enjoyed lying to people while looking them in the eye. The rub-
bish bin stank of fish.

I rang the bell again. An eternity seemed to pass. Dad wouldn’t have
believed that she wasn’t home. When the door finally opened a crack,
just enough for a little head with big sunglasses to poke through, my
first thought was that I was looking at a child. I introduced myself
and said I’d come about the tutoring. The teacher was shorter than I
was. She glanced at a non-existent wristwatch and let me in.
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Apparently, I'd woken her up. She wore a shapeless jumper. She was
slender and ageless, with short hair. I couldn’t see her eyes through
the dark lenses. She seemed to navigate the semidarkness of her flat
by memory. She showed me to a seat in the living room with heavy
curtains that were kept drawn. She switched on a lamp in the corner
and lit a cigarette. It was not a nice room, and that appealed to me.
She watched me for a while in silence and then said she hoped I
wasn’t too thick.

She took a look at the maths textbook I’d brought along. She flipped
through it with mounting fury, cigarette between her fingers, near-
ly ripping out the last pages and muttering under her breath: “Lin-
ear inequations... circular arc... sector... combinatorics...” I noticed
that the only thing she was wearing apart from the jumper were
thick tights with holes at the knees.

She flung the textbook down on the sofa next to me. “I don’t have a
lot of time for you today,” she said. “Let’s just have a bit of a chat.”
She stood up and went to the kitchen. I heard her open the fridge.
She returned with a bottle of Martini rosé. She reached for a crystal
wine glass on a shelf and filled it with pink vermouth.

“You don’t like maths, or you just don’t get it?”
I thought about it.
“I feel like I'm going to die by the time the lesson’s over.”

She took a sip. “It needs some ice,” she mumbled and fixed her dark
glasses on me. “You probably have no idea how beautiful maths is.”

She started to talk. Chain-smoking and sipping vermouth between
sentences like some wise little bird. She asked me a few questions.
I must have heard that maths had a lot in common with music. Not
as in the band Elan, of course. But school curricula were killing
its beauty. I don’t remember everything she told me. She may have
mentioned that maths was about relations. And more about impor-
tant questions than answers. No adult had ever talked to me like
that. Certainly not at school. You’ll get to like maths, she said — or
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maybe it’s me saying it today — if you realise that it’s full of myster-
ies that are just waiting to be cracked open.

“Is it nice?” I asked, pointing at the bottle. I was fascinated by the
strikingly ornate vermouth label.

“It’s both sweet and bitter,” she said, finished her drink and tilted
her head back.

When she went to the toilet, I took a swig from the bottle. She was right.
First an intoxicating sweetness spread across my palate, followed im-
mediately by a bitter, grown-up taste. Before I heard her flush, I took a
few more sips. Waves of warmth surged through my body.

She then wanted to learn something about me. I told her about my
parents. That Dad couldn’t stand Mum and that lately he couldn’t
stand me either. It felt quite normal to be saying these things in
the smoke-filled living room. She put one cigarette out halfway
through, then immediately lit another.

“Maths is in everything,” she declared.

I stared at her knees.

“In me?”

“In you too, you dimwit,” said the holes in the tights.

Suddenly she cut the lesson short. She stubbed out the cigarette
and ordered me to go home.

“Next time we’ll have a chat about probability.”

Dad smelled the cigarette smoke. And then the alcohol on my
breath. I was slurring my speech, though more from fear than the
vermouth. Dad gave Mum a painful pinch in the cheek and kept
pinching until she started to cry. The next morning he went round
to the grammar school.
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Miss Badinkova was fired. She’d been reprimanded once before,
and they also found a bottle in her office. Dad assaulted Mum one
more time and then he left us. He sued for divorce and started a new
family. For a long time, Mum was unhappy. She kept looking for an
explanation and tried to find it in herself. It took her a while to get
used to being happier than before. And she needed time to trust
this feeling, probably because she had not known it before.

Dad broke off all contact with us. One day, in the summer holidays,
a university student by then, I spotted him at a petrol station some-
where near Kremnica. He was with a young boy. Taking a sweatshirt
from the boot of a parked car he pulled it over the little boy’s head. He
picked him up and gave him a playful but mighty punch on the chin.
The kid was choking with laughter. Dad noticed me as he strapped the
boy into the child seat. For a while I tried to convince myself that he
hadn’t seen me, but our eyes did meet, I'm sure of that, and memory
doesn’t lie about that sort of thing. He got into the car and zoomed
off. I'm not cross with him. I could have waved to him if I'd wanted to.

He was luckier with his second family. And he paid alimony until
my graduation.

Mum hasn’t changed. My wife doesn’t like her either. She still rubs
people up the wrong way, myself included. She spoils our children
and they love her in that banal sort of way. It’s just a question of
time before they start running away from her.

“Mum, you’re yelly-aching again!”

I enjoy this and I think she does too.
“Am I?”

“Stop it.”

In springtime I go for walks by the canal. Once I took my fami-
ly along but my wife and children weren’t particularly impressed
with the mournful singing of the invisible little toads with their
yellow bellies.
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SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Luis, a journalist who's tired of his job
and his marriage, is planning to attend
a conference in Austin, Texas. The trip

is merely an alibi to cover his meeting
with Camila, who has become the only
thing that motivates him in his life. But
just as he is about to leave, he receives
a message from her: ‘It's over but we'll
always have our memories. Heartbroken
and at a loose end in Austin, he takes
refuge in a university archive, where

he happens upon the letters William
Faulkner wrote to his lover Meta
Carpenter. Reading the correspondence
helps him to reconstruct his memories
of his own love affair and to reflect

on his tedious marriage, but also to
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wonder how one should live to make
every day count. With much truth and
humour, and enormous narrative skill,
Jacobo Bergareche will draw readers

in with this unique and captivating
novel that explores the universal nature
of both the ardour of falling in love

and the inevitable routine of long-
term relationships. This is a book of
exceptional solidity and originality that
proves Bergareche is an author who has
come into his own.

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

Perfect Days is an extraordinary literary
artifact, which combines the virtues

of the short-story genre with the solid
structure of a novel. An epistolary novel
about love and disaffection composed
of two letters and no replies, which
depicts the road that begins with
infatuation and, almost inevitably,

ends up in routine. The main character
reflects on love and its weaknesses with
wonderful narrative skill and humour,
while navigating the literary memoirs of
William Faulkner.

-155-



Los dias perfectos

Jacobo Bergareche

)

AN Vg

He reinado ya mas de cincuenta afios en la victoria o en la paz,
amado por mis subditos, temido por mis enemigos y respetado por
mis aliados. Riquezas y honores, poder y placer, estaban a mi dispo-
sicion, ninguna bendicién terrenal parecia estar fuera del alcance
de mis deseos. En este predicamento, conté diligentemente los dias
de pura y genuina felicidad que me tocaron: ascienden a catorce.

Abderraman III

Austin
Junio 2019

Querida Camila:

Me doy cuenta ahora de que durante el Gltimo afo los momentos
de felicidad mas recurrentes y reales de mi vida han sido lo que
Carmen, mi hija pequeiia, llama guerra. Es un breve ritual de pe-
lea simulada que Carmen me exige muchas noches, antes de ir a
la cama. Ella me mira con furia y me lanza sus piernas y brazos
con movimientos amenazantes inspirados en algiin arte marcial
que ha debido de ver en el patio del colegio, yo debo cazar alguno
de sus miembros al vuelo, inmovilizarla, hacerla girar sobre mis
brazos en una voltereta y arrojarla al colchén de la cama, después
ella intenta levantarse y yo debo impedirselo con cierta violencia,
empujando su frente hacia atras mientras se incorpora, ella se es-
trella en la almohada y trata de levantarse de nuevo, y yo la tiro
hacia atras otra vez. Después le agarro de los tobillos, y de una sa-
cudida la volteo y la dejo boca abajo, y una vez boca abajo, le hago
cosquillas hasta que dice basta. Ella aguanta todo lo que puede
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antes de rendirse, entre carcajadas y alaridos. A veces algo sale
mal, y ella me golpea en la nariz y me hace dafio, o yo le clavo las
ufias y le dejo una marca, o ella se estrella contra la pared y termi-
na llorando. Pero la mayoria de las noches me pide mas, exige que
repitamos la voltereta, y el volteo por los tobillos, y las cosquillas
en los pies, y me chantajea diciéndome que si no prolongamos la
guerra no me dara un beso de buenas noches, sabe que mi dia no
termina bien sin su beso de despedida antes del suefio.

Hay dias en que no estoy en casa a la hora en que Carmen se va
a dormir, y hay otros en que estoy tan cansado que no puedo em-
plearme en lanzarla prudentemente por los aires, con la seguri-
dad de que no le romperé el cuello o que no se me escurriran sus
tobillos. Esos dias, a menudo me torturo pensando que quizas no
haya mas guerras, que sin haberlo sabido he perdido la tltima
oportunidad de una guerra con Carmen, que al dia siguiente ella
no querra, ni al otro, y de repente se habra hecho mayor y ya no
le apetezca ser zarandeada de esa manera, ni le apetezcan los ata-
ques de risa que provocan las cosquillas, que ya no quiera vender
tan caro su beso de buenas noches, sino que lo regale sin méas para
librarse de mi. Porque igual que un dia, hace aproximadamente
un afio, empezd a exigir una guerra antes de ir a dormir, habra un
dia en que dejara de pedirla, y por mucho que yo procure acudir
puntualmente a cada guerra, sé que es inevitable la llegada de
esa Gltima guerra, y que no sabré reconocerla como la tltima (a
menos que el final sea producto de una desgracia, como que se
golpee fatalmente la nuca contra el pico de una mesa, cosa que
he pensado alguna vez que podria llegar a pasar, porque lamen-
tablemente todo lo que puede pasar le termina pasando a alguien
alguna vez) hasta que noche tras noche fallemos a nuestra cita,
porque yo esté de viaje, o ella en un campamento de verano, y el
tiempo se eche sobre nuestras guerras, y ella se haga mas grande
y yo mas viejo, y nuestras guerras pasen a ser un recuerdo feliz de
la infancia, y por fin se hayan concretado en un ntimero exacto y
cerrado, el nimero de guerras que tuvimos, una primera, muchas
otras, y una final. Un nimero que ignoraremos siempre, porque
no llevamos una cuenta de nuestras guerras, pero no por eso soy
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capaz de olvidar que el nimero es exacto, y que hubo un primer
ritual y que, mas pronto que tarde, llegara otro que sea el altimo.

No solo me pasa con las guerras de Carmen, me pasa a menudo
con todo aquello que amo repetir, cuantas veces me he despedido
de una comida dominical con mi madre pensando que puede ser
la Gltima, cuantas veces me he ido de viaje y he besado a mis tres
hijos, y al perderlos de vista he pensado que quizas fuera ese el Gl-
timo beso, porque quizas se estrelle el avidn, o quizas mueran en
un incendio absurdo causado por el humidificador con el que mi
mujer cree prevenir las toses de los nifios y al que yo no doy mas
crédito que a un remedio de herbolario. Y me pasa también conti-
go, si, me pasa desde la primera vez que te besé, y que me fui a la
cama deseando que ese primer beso tan improbable, tan inespera-
do, no hubiera sido el Gltimo, y al dia siguiente, cuando me diste
el segundo beso empecé a llevar la cuenta de cada uno que nos
dimos los tres dias que dur6 nuestro primer encuentro. Hasta que
nos vimos de nuevo, pasé tantas noches peleando con el fantasma
del altimo beso, resistiéndome a la idea de que ese beso ya te lo
habia dado sin darme cuenta de que era el Gltimo, y de que todo se
habia acabado, el telén habia caido, la gente se habia ido a su casa
y yo seguia sentado en la platea esperando a la siguiente escena.
Cuando después de un aiio volvimos al escenario del crimen y me
diste ese beso en el aeropuerto antes de que pudiera decirte lo que
durante todo el vuelo planeé que te diria al verte otra vez, me que-
dé tranquilo y dejé por fin de contar, perdi el miedo a la finitud,
me convenci de que esto se repetiria cada afio, el Gltimo beso no
parecia estar a la vista ya, se perdia en un futuro lejano.

Cuanto tiempo habré malgastado provocandome angustias que
oscurecen mi mente como una neblina pasajera cada vez que algo
me hace recordar que todo aquello que no quiero perder ha tenido
un principio y tendra un dia su final. Trato de escapar rapidamen-
te de ese pensamiento estéril, antes de que en la neblina de mi
conciencia tome forma la visién concreta de una ltima vez, y yo
me quede absorto contemplandola, y no pueda ya proteger a mi
animo del influjo que esa vision tendra sobre él.
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Por eso, ahora que casualmente tengo en mis manos una carpeta
con la correspondencia de un famoso escritor a su amante —am-
bos muertos hace mucho— no puedo dejar de angustiarme: puedo
ver la primera carta de una historia de amor asomar al principio
de esta carpeta, y a la vez puedo ver la altima carta al final, y
no puedo evitar hacer el calculo a ojo de todas las hojas que hay
entre ambas cartas, la primera y la Gltima, y medir en cada punto
las cartas que le restan a esa relacién para extinguirse. Se puede
decir que el conjunto de pruebas que quedan en el mundo de ese
romance apenas miden medio centimetro de grosor, y caben en un
espacio de treintaicinco por veinticinco centimetros, que es mas
o menos lo que miden las carpetas de color hueso en que estan
clasificadas las cartas del contenedor 11 del archivo de William
Faulkner en el Harry Ransom Center con las que estoy matando
el tiempo esta mafiana, y con las que sospecho que perderé el dia
entero, y los dias venideros, hasta olvidarme por completo del pro-
posito de mi visita que ya ha perdido todo interés para mi. Eran
unos papeles demasiados tentadores, llego a ellos, como te dije,
casualmente, y en ellos descubro una posibilidad de hallar res-
puestas, los leo con una fruicién parecida a la de los adolescentes
que leen el consultorio amoroso de las revistas juveniles. Y sin
embargo, nada mas ver la carpeta me asaltan nuevas preguntas.
;Qué medidas tuvo lo nuestro (dejémoslo en lo nuestro, a falta de
un nombre mejor)? ;Qué huella ha dejado, qué residuo, qué ceni-
zas? No hay memoria. Yo lo he borrado todo, absolutamente todo,
y me consta que t también. Solo sé que el afio pasado te vi cuatro
dias en estas mismas fechas, en esta misma ciudad, y que el afo
anterior te vi otros tres dias, en las mismas fechas y la misma ciu-
dad. Verte se queda corto. Te tuve, me tuviste. Nos tuvimos.
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Perfect Days

Jacobo Bergareche
Translated into English by Andrea Rosenberg

I have now reigned above fifty years in victory or peace; beloved by
my subjects, dreaded by my enemies, and respected by my allies.
Riches and honors, power and pleasure, have waited on my call, nor
does any earthly blessing appear to have been wanting to my felicity.
In this situation, I have diligently numbered the days of pure and gen-
uine happiness which have fallen to my lot: they amount to fourteen.

Abd al-Rahman III

Austin
June 2019

Dear Camila,

I’'m realizing now that over the past year, the most real and recur-
rent moments of happiness in my life have been what Carmen, my
youngest, calls war. She often demands this brief ritual of simu-
lated combat before bed. She’ll glare and fling her legs and arms
at me, her menacing movements inspired by some martial art she
probably saw during recess at school; I'm supposed to catch one of
her flailing limbs in midair, pin her, flip her in a somersault in my
arms, and toss her onto her bed. Then she tries to get up and I'm
supposed to prevent her, aggressively, pushing her forehead back
as she struggles to sit; she collapses onto the pillow and tries to get
up again, and I thrust her down once more. Then I grab her by the
ankles, roughly turn her over onto her belly, and once she’s face-
down, I tickle her until she tells me to stop. She holds out as long as
she can before finally giving in, howling and laughing. Sometimes
something goes wrong and she smacks me in the nose hard enough
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to hurt, or I scratch her with my fingernails and leave a mark, or she
crashes into the wall and ends up in tears. But on most nights she
wants more, demanding that we repeat the somersault, the ankle
flip, and the tickles on the soles of her feet, and she haggles with
me, telling me that if we don’t drag the war out longer, she won’t
give me a kiss goodnight; she knows my days don’t end right with-
out her parting kiss before sleep.

Some days I’m not home when Carmen goes to bed, and on others
I’'m so tired that I'm not confident I won’t end up breaking her neck
or losing my grip on her ankles as I carefully toss her through the
air. Often on those days, I torture myself with the possibility that
there will be no more wars, that without knowing it I’ve missed my
last chance for a war with Carmen, and tomorrow she won’t want
one, nor the day after, and suddenly she’ll be all grown up and
won’t be into roughhousing or tickle-induced fits of laughter, and
will no longer be interested in selling her goodnight kiss at astro-
nomical prices, and instead will give it away just to be rid of me.
Because just as, one day about a year ago, she started asking for a
war before bed, there will come a day when she stops asking for it,
and though I try hard to show up for every war, I know that inevita-
bly the last one will arrive, and that I won’t recognize it as such (un-
less the end is brought about by some calamity, like if she dies from
hitting her head on the corner of a table, a turn of events that I've
sometimes imagined, since, sadly, everything that can conceivably
happen does end up happening to somebody at some point), until
night after night we miss our standing appointment, because I'm
traveling, or she’s at summer camp, and time piles up on our wars,
and she grows up and I grow old, and our wars become just a happy
childhood memory and finally harden into an exact, unchanging
number, the number of wars we had: a first one, many more, and
then a last one. The number will always be unknown to us, because
we don’t keep track of our wars, but that doesn’t mean I’'m able to
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forget that the number is exact—that there was a first ritual and,
sooner rather than later, another will arrive that will be the last.

This doesn’t just happen with Carmen’s wars; it happens often, with
everything I love doing again and again. Many times, saying good-
bye after a Sunday lunch with my mother, it has occurred to me that
it might be the last; many times I have left on a trip and kissed my
three children, and once they’re out of sight I've wondered whether
that was the last kiss, because the plane might crash, or they might
die in a bizarre fire sparked by the humidifier my wife believes pre-
vents children’s coughs and in which I put no more stock than in a
herbal remedy. And it also happens with you—yes, it’s been hap-
pening since the first time I kissed you, since I went to bed wanting
that first improbable, unexpected kiss not to be the last, and the
next day, when you gave me the second kiss, I began keeping track
of every kiss we exchanged during the three days of our first en-
counter. In the period before we saw each other again, I spent many
nights doing battle with the ghost of the last kiss, resisting the idea
that the kiss I’d inattentively given you had been the last one, and
now everything was over, the curtain had fallen, the audience had
gone home, and I was still in my seat, waiting for the intermission
to end. When, a year later, we returned to the scene of the crime and
you gave me that kiss in the airport before I could even tell you I'd
spent the entire flight planning what I’d say when I saw you again,
I relaxed and finally stopped counting; I lost my fear of finitude, I
convinced myself that this would be repeated each year, the last
kiss seemed to be nowhere in sight, it faded into a distant future.

I’'ve wasted far too much time tormenting myself with anxieties that
darken my mind like a swirling mist every time something reminds
me that all the things I do not wish to lose had a beginning and will
one day have their end. I try to evade that barren thought before a
detailed picture of a final instance can take shape in the fog of my
consciousness, and before I then get caught up in contemplating it
and can no longer shield my spirit from its impact.
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And so, now that I happen to be holding a folder containing the
correspondence of a famous writer to his lover—both of them long
dead—I feel an awful pang: I can see the first letter of a love story
peeking out at the beginning of this folder and, at the same time, the
final letter at the end, and I can’t help trying to estimate how many
pages lie between the two, the first letter and the last, and tallying
at each point how many letters are left in the relationship before it
fizzles out. The extant accumulated evidence of the romance is less
than a quarter-inch thick, and fits in a space some ten by fifteen
inches, the approximate size of the ivory-colored folders into which
the letters from container 11 of the Harry Ransom Center’s William
Faulkner collection are filed, and with which I am killing time this
morning, and with which I suspect I will fritter away the entire day,
and the days to come, until I forget the reason for my visit—now no
longer of any interest to me—altogether. The papers are tantalizing.
I happen upon them, as I said, by chance, and in them I discover a
possibility of finding answers; I read them eagerly, like a teenager
reading a magazine advice column. Yet, seeing the folder provokes
a barrage of new questions. What were its dimensions; how long
and how wide did our thing (let’s just call it our thing, for lack of
a better term) stretch? What mark has it left, what residue, what
ashes? There is no memory of it. I deleted everything, absolutely
everything, and [ know you did too. All I know is that last year I saw
you for four days on these same dates, in this same city, and that the
previous year I saw you another three days, on the same dates and
in the same city. Saw you doesn’t really capture it. I had you; you
had me. We had each other.
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RRAINE

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

The story of Ask Miechka features four
generations of women seen over one
summer. Two sisters, Mia and Lilia,
come to their ‘shelter’ - an old house
belonging to their grandmother, where
they spent their childhood —in an
attempt to put on hold their upcoming
life-changing decisions: deciding
whether to emigrate or stay; choosing
between a reliable man or wild love.
Their grandmother, Thea, is nearing the
end of her life, and her daughter, the
sisters’ mother, is fearful of taking the
place of the oldest woman in the family.
The old house, overgrown with weeds,
shrubs and sprawling trees, seems to be
frozen in time, lost in oblivion. Yet the
sisters bring it back to life: new people
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come, new cats wander in, pumpkins
are grown and the porch is renovated.
The house changes, along with the lives
of the women who inhabit it as the
summer nears its end.

In her novel, Eugenia Kuznetsova tells a
deeply intimate story about the relations
between sisters, mothers and daughters.
Vivid dialogues, in which the most
sensitive things remain unspoken, but
somehow felt, define the atmosphere

of the story and highlight the unique
ties existing between the generations of
women in the family.

REPORT BY THE NATIONAL
ORGANISATION

Selecting a nominee from the
shortlist of 10 strong candidates
was a challenging task. Yet we were
aware that the text should have great
potential to represent Ukrainian culture
in the European context. Therefore,
we are excited to present Eugenia
Kuznetsova's novel, Ask Miechka.
Kuznetsova is a bright personality,
researcher, analyst and translator. This
background is visible in her fiction,
which has many layers and important
messages woven into the exciting and
sensitive text. Her light and sparkling
writing provides a great analysis of
how gender roles changed in Ukraine
during the last century, how women
evolved in their emancipation and
how social and political changes
shaped the country and its people. It
also highlights that the sentimental
paradise that could so easily have
been found by the characters in the
book is actually very fragile in the
current geopolitical situation, and is at
risk of being lost. No wonder this
brilliantly written novel became
a bestseller in Ukraine and
received many warm reviews.
We believe this book deserves
to be translated worldwide to
help everyone who reads it to
understand contemporary
Ukraine better.
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€82eHis Ky3Heyosa

Ipuixanu

— KoxHa kuBa icToTa Ma€ IpaBo Ha NPUTYJIOK, — Ka3aJsia Mieu-
Ka 32 KepMOM.

— Ha 3apocnui Kylmamu menrtep, — Bigkasysasa 11 cectpa Jli-
JIiuka.

[Toku BOHM MoBUYaJIM, 6YJIM aOCOJIOTHO Pi3Hi: B OgHieT — XBU-
JISICTEe BOJIOCCS, B iHIIOI — IIpsiMe, SIK V KUTasgsHKU. MieukuHi
IIOKY 3aBXKIM MaJIv JIeJlb IEPCUKOBU BigTiHOK, a Jliystiuka 6yia
6J1i1a, Haue BCe JKUTTS ITpoBeJia Y 6eTOHHIN Kopo6lii, Kyau Hi-
KOJIM He IOTPaMJIsieE COHIle. AJie KOJIU CECTPU ITIOUMHAIU TOBOPHU-
T, SIKMMOCh UMHOM CTaBaJIM CX0Xi. 3 KO)KHMUM CJIOBOM 1XHi oui,
ryou, Byxa, pyXu Bce 6ijbIle 3JIMBaJIMCh, aXX IIOKU CITiBPO3MOB-
HUK He 3aIII0IyBaB ouel, He TPSIC TOJIOBOIO i He Ka3aB: «XTO 3
Bac roBOpUTH?». BOHM ToAi mepernsaganmuck, IKyCb MUTh MOBUa-
JIY i 3HOBY CTaBaJIM Pi3HUMMU — SIK JIeHb i Hiu.

V 3apocany KylmiaMy OPUTYIIOK OJIS JIy3epiB BOHU NpU- i3O0U-
JIV 3aBXKU, KoK 6e3 IIbOro BXKe 6YyJI0 He MOXKHa. [IJ1s IbOTO He
Tpeba OyJI0 Tparemin — IIPOCTO iHOAi BuIaBasocs, Haue Bce B
TYMaHi i Joporu Jaai He BUAHO. ToAi HacTaBaB uac AJIs IIesI-
Tepy. [IpUTYJIOK SIBJISIB CO60I0 OYAMHOK i3 BeJIMUEe3HUMM HEITPO-
NOPIiMHUMMU BiKHAMM, BUTEPTOIO ITiJJIOTOI0 i STHUJIOK0 Tepacoio,
BeCh 3apOCJIMI KyIllaMM, MaJIMHOI0, 0XXKMHOI0, XMeJIeM, BUCOKU-
MM TOIIOJIIMU, 6epe3aM¥, 3AMUABIIMMU CJIUBAMHU, I6JTyKaMu 7
rpymamu. Y TMX KyIlaX BOHU ¥ BUPOCJIU, IIPOrpajiv OGMTBY 3apo-
CTAM i Xamam, 3BigTH 1 Ioixasin. BiH CTOSB, K JOKip MUHYJIOMY
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IIpo Te, IO HiKOIX TaM He OyJie TakK, Sk paHimie. Hikonu Bxe He
CIIaTU- MYTh YCi 110 TPOE, HiKOJIM UOJIOBiKM He Ka3aTUMYTh «sI
JISDKY HaIBOPi» i He IAraTUMYTh Ha JlepeB’THUX HaCTUIaX HOMif,
IepeBaMH, CTpPylIyiouu 3 cebe yCio Hiu BUNAJAKOBUX KaXKaHiB,
KOTiB i KOMax i3 6e3KiHeUHOI0 KiJIbKicTIO Hir. Vci 11i siroam JaBHO
POo36irmcs, BMepiiu, 3aryOoMInCh, i Tpo HUX HAraJAyBaB TiIbKU
pi3HOMaHITHUN MOTJIOX, Ha3BaHMM IXHiMM iMeHaMu. «Ilogan-Ho
MeHi TOHUapOBChKY Ba3y», — Ka3asa 6abycs. HixTo B momi Toro
T'oHuapoBa 11 He 3HaB, i He ITaM’ATaB, ajie Ba3a OyJia ioro imeHi.

Ha micni 6ynmMHKY Kouch 6yjia XaTa, a MOTiM HEBMOJIMMMI Uyac
11 mepeMoJIOB, JUIIMBIIYM IIPOBAJIEHY CTPiXy, XJIiB IO TPYAU B
3eMJIi i 3BOPYIIIMBY APaObMHY KOJIO BiKOHIIS AJIsI ITHILi. Binbire
JKOOHIN NTHULI He CYAWIOCS CUAITU Ha Tiit ApabuHi, OKpiM BHU-
IMaJKOBUX YKOBTUX BUBiIbI. Komyck Ha 1ie micie 6a6ycio IIpuBi3
YOJIOBiK, 3HABIIM i1 3 IT’ITOTO MOBEPXY B IIeHTPi MicTa, 3ab6pas-
1 11 Big 6aThKiBChbKUX iKyCiB, 6i6/1i0TEKM i pO3MINTOT 307I0TOM
CKaTepKH.

— Ile Tom pa, Ipo IKKUM TU MeHi Ka3aB? — CIIMTaJjIa TOAi I0OHa IIe
Teogopa, AMBASTUMCH Ha CTApPUM XJTiB i HA 3aJIMIIKM PO3BaJIeHO1
XaTH, IKy Haue po36MI0 CyJOMaMN.

— Ile BiH, — uysa BOHA y BiAIOBiAb i po3yMmisna, 1o 1ro6mia e
roJIOC TaK, 10 HisKi ikycu i1 He 6yyiu mOTPi6Hi.

MuHynIu geCATKU POKiB, IOKU CJIiAM CTAPOl XaTU 3HUKJIY, a Ha i1
Mmici Bupic 6yAMHOK i 3icTapuBcs pa3om i3 Teomoporo. TyT Bupo-
CTaIu IiTH, 3BiACM BOHM MIOIXaIU, BUPOCIIM OHYKU, TYT 6aBUIIU-
csg nipaBHYKHU. Tenep Teomopa, mig6upanoumch 10 CBOIX CTa JIiT,
cupina Ha 3irHMIIN Tepaci, mpo6paB- MIMCh Uepe3 CTEXKY, 110
BCSI 3apOCJIa OXXMHOIO, i UeKaJsia Ha CBOIX Oi’KeHOK, sSIKi IIpsIMyBa-
JIM 00 Hel B KyIIi.

CnepIny y NIpUTYJIOK TiKaJiM uepe3 eK3MCTEeHIIiMHi MMepeXMBaH-
HS IIPO IIOMEPJIMX Mamnyr i yepemnax. [IoTiMm uepe3 Kap’epHi Kpu-
3u, J1I060Bi, fiTen. Jlisiuka y MpUTY/IKY KOJKUcasla CUHIB TOZHi,
KOJIM Y 3BMUAMHUX YMOBaX BOHM 11 JOBOAMIN JI0 6OKeBinis. B
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LIeaTepi AJis JIy3epiB OiTU palToOM CTaBaiM CHOKiVHi i TpoCTo
MOB3aJIX 3aPOCTIMM OXMHM, APSINaluUM CBOI HiXKHIi, M'IKi XU-
BOTU. Mieuka TyT BupillyBasa, Kyau pyXaTUch faii. Y mentepi
imel He MPMUXOAMIIM IO TOJIOBU, 3aTe IIPUXOAMUJIIO YCBiJOMIIEHHS,
10 KOJIMCh TaKYU MPUNIYTh. TYyT HaBiTh MOXXHA 6YJ10 SMUPUTHUCH
i3 BimcyTHicTIO ifieit, py6atoun Ti Helrposia3Hi xali.

— CTpaIrHo YSIBUTH, 10 POOJISTD JIIOAM, B TIKMX HEMAE OYIIUHKY
B IMKiM ManuHi, — Ka3aa Jliniuka.

BoHa mpuBesa eib poxkeBi TydJli 3 BiIKPUTUMHU IaJIbLISIMMU,
06 Mieuka ix ofipa3y B3yyia — TYQJIi j1e)kaiv Ha TOPUIILi POKiB
COPOK; 6abycst Kynnia iX Kojuch y BinbHIOCI, ajste po3Mmip 6yB He
i1, TOMYy TaK HikoiM X i He B3yJia, i 3apa3 He 3HaJla, 110 Uac iXHin
HacTas. JIliiuka iX 3HaMIIa, HOKU ITpUOMpasia Ha TOPUIIli B HEP-
BOBOMY ITPUITAZIKY. XTO )X 3HAB, II[0 COPOK POKiB TOMY 6a6yCs Ky-
nuia TygJii TOUHO TaKoro po3Mipy, SKoro 6yIyTh UOTUPU HOTU
11 1BOX MatOyTHiX OHYUOK.

— Tu 3apa3 Bumgen 3 MalnMHu, i 6abyca ymnane, — kasana Jli-
JIiUKa, pO3AUBIISIIOUMCh CECTPUHE IJTaTTs. BoHa 6y1a odiiintHo
KpacuBow. Hocusa TeMHi oKynisipu, Maliky 6e3 Hiuoro mij Helo i
IDKMHCHU 3 TipKaMu.

— A T06i ckayke, — BigmoBimasia Mieuka, — 4oro TM He MOXeIll
BAATaTUCh, IK cecTpa?

— Bona X He 3HaE€, 1110 BeCh iHIIINMM Yac TY HOCHUIII OTe CBOE IJIaT-
TS KOJIbOPY i pacoHy MilllKa miJi KapTomo, — Ka3asa Jlinmiuka,
6JIMCKA0UM OKYJISIPAaMU Y 3aJHE I3ePKasIo.

— 3aTe KOpOoTKe.
— Tum 6inbIe KOPOTKe.

[ToTiM BOHM CTa/IM Ha 3anpaBili. CBITHIO neplile CIeKOTHE YepB-
HeBe COHIIe, JIeCh TaM i S6JyHIMM J03piBaiv CYHUIli IXHBOT'O
IUTUHCTBA, a Mieuka BUTSAIIA 3 6ara)kKHMKA CBOIO Basli3y i 3Bij-
TU fictana He6ecHo-rony6uit capacat y 6ii KBiTOUKH.
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— O! — ckasana Jliniuka.
— Bposaran! — ycmixaynace Mieuka.

Jliniuka BiguMHMIIA 3aJHi ABepi MallMHM, IMBUAKO CKUHYJIA
CBOIO0 MaWKYy, i capadaH JIeTKOI XBUJIEI0 CKOTUBCS 3 IIJIeUel 3a
KOJIiHa.

— Babycs TouHo ymnajzie, — cka3asa Jliiuka.

Bnepmre 3a Bicim pokiB cuTyarlisi 6yna Taka, mo peabimiTaiis
6ysa nmoTpi6bHa Ha BCe JIiTO.

Bonu posicnanm nuctu yonoBikaM, GonidpeHIaM, KOJIUIIHIM
4yoJI0BiKaM i BciMm mpuueTHMUM. I ckianm rpadik giisa JIiniukmamux
OiTen.

— [lam’aTaent, — cka3aja Mieuka, OJHi€I0 PyKOI0 IITyKalouu pa-

IiocTaHIlii0, @ APYTOM0 MOMIPABJISAIOUM CO6i pyKaB IUIATTS, — pa-
Hilre s1iTo 6yy10 6€3KiHeUHe, ITpaBaa’?

Jliniuka OpocTo KMBHYJIA, OHIEI0 PYKOI0 TPMMaKUM KEepMO 3a-
MicTh Mieukn. IHIIIOI0 PyKOI0 BOHA Tepsia sI6JTYKO 06 BiIacHe KOJIi-
HO, Ha SIKOMY JIETKOIO CMHBOIO XBMUJIEIO JIeXKaB IOMHO Mo/lapoBa-
HUM capacdaH. BoHM Tak poO6un 3aBXAM — KOJIM OHA OGpajiacs
TIOTIPABJISATH OGpPeTeIbKM, TO iHIIIA aBTOMATUUHO 6pajia KepMo B
CBOI PYKMU.

[Ipuixanu BxKe mif Beuip.
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Ask Miechka

Eugenia Kuznetsova
Translated into English by Reilly Costigan-Humes & Isaac Wheeler

We’re Here

“Every living being has the right to shelter,” said Miechka, who was
driving.

“To a shelter overrun by bushes,” replied her sister Lilichka.

Before they started talking, they were absolutely different. One’s
hair was wavy, the other’s hair so straight it almost made her look
Chinese. Miechka’s cheeks had a peachy shade to them, while Lili-
chka was pale, like she’d spent her whole life in a concrete bunker
that never got any sunlight. Yet, as soon as the two sisters began
speaking, a certain similarity emerged. With every word, their eyes,
lips, ears, and movements blended together more and more up until
whoever was conversing with them could close their eyes, shake
their head, and say, “Who’s even talking?” Then they’d exchange
a glance, fall silent for a moment, and then, once again, they’d be-
come as different as night and day.

They came to the overgrown shelter for losers whenever they had no
other choice. That didn’t require a tragedy of anything — at times,
it just seemed like everything was foggy and the road ahead was
obscured. That’s when it came time for the shelter. It was a structure
with large, disproportionate windows, a faded floor, and a rotten
deck overrun by bushes, raspberries, blackberries, barley, tall pop-
lars, birches, wild plums, apples, and pears. They grew up amid
those bushes, lost the battle to the thickets and overgrowth, and
then left.
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The shelter stood, reproaching the past for the fact that things there
would never be like they used to be. Never again would all of us
sleep in groups of three, never again would the men say “I’'m going
to sleep outside,” lie down on planks under the trees, and spend
all night shaking off stray bats, cats, and insects with innumerable
legs. All of those people scattered, died, or disappeared long ago,
and the assorted junk bearing their names is the sole reminder of
them. “Hand me Honcharov’s vase,” Grandma said. Nobody in the
house had any idea who Honcharov was, but the vase was named
after him.

Before the shelter, there used to be a house here. Then implac-
able time mashed it up, leaving behind the collapsed remains
of a thatched roof, a barn full of chest-high piles of dirt, and a
heart-warming ladder by a window for birds to perch on, yet no
more birds, except for an occasional yellow oriole, were destined
to sit there. Back in the day, Grandma’s husband brought her to this
place, once he’d plucked her out of that fifth-floor apartment down-
town and taken her away from her parents’ fig trees, library, and
gold-embroidered tablecloth.

“Is this the paradise you were telling me about?” a young Theodora
asked as she looked at the old barn and the remnants of a dilapidat-
ed house that had been obliterated by convulsions.

“This is it,” came the response, and she realized that she loved this
voice so much that she didn’t need any fig trees whatsoever. Decades
passed before every trace of the old house vanished and a new one
matured and grew old with Theodora. Her children grew up here
and then left; her grandchildren grew up here; her great-grandchil-
dren played here. Now, Theodora, sneaking up on a hundred, sat
on the rotten deck after she had fought her way down a path over-
run by blueberries and waited for her refugee granddaughters who
were heading toward her through the bushes. At first, they fled to
the shelter due to existential anxieties over dead parrots and tur-
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tles. Then over professional crises, relationships, children. Here,
Lilichka lulled her sons to sleep when, under regular circumstanc-
es, they drove her to the brink of insanity. At the shelter for losers,
her children calmed down suddenly and simply crawled through
thick patches of blueberries, scratching their tender bellies. Miech-
ka would decide where to head next. At the shelter, ideas wouldn’t
come to her, yet the realization that they eventually would did
come. Here, you could come to terms with your lack of ideas as you
sliced through impassable thickets.

“I shudder to think what people who don’t have a house overgrown
with wild raspberries do,” Lilichka said once. She brought a pair of
barely pink open-toed heels for Miechka to put on right away. Those
heels had been up in the attic for about forty years; their grand-
ma bought them way back when in Vilnius, but they didn’t quite fit
her, so she never wore them, and she wasn’t aware that their time
had come. Lilichka found them when she was cleaning the attic in
a nervous fit. Who could have guessed that, forty years ago, her
grandma bought heels that were the exact size of her two future
granddaughters’ four feet?

“Granny’ll fall over when you step out of the car,” Lilichka said,
eyeing her sister’s dress. Lilichka was certifiably beautiful. She was
wearing dark glasses, a T-shirt with nothing underneath, and jeans
with holes in them.

“And she’ll ask you why you can’t dress like your sister.” Miechka
replied.

“She has no clue you wear that sack-of-potatoes dress most of the
time,” Lilichka said, her glasses flashing in the rearview mirror.

“At least it’s short.”

“Yeah, and it’s short to boot!”
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After that, they stopped at a gas station. The first sweltering sun
of that June shone bright; the strawberries of their childhood were
ripening under the apple trees. Miechka took her suitcase out of the
truck and produced a sky blue sarafan with white flowers on it.

“Oh!” Lilichka said.

“Put it on!” Miechka said, smiling. Lilichka opened one of the back
doors of the car, swiftly slipped out of her T-shirt, and the sarafan
slid softly as a wave from her shoulders down over her knees.

“Granny’ll fall over, that’s for sure,” Lilichka said.

For the first time in eight years, things were such that they would
need the whole summer to rehabilitate fully. They emailed all their
husbands, boyfriends, ex-husbands, and all other interested par-
ties and set a schedule for Lilichka’s kids.

“Remember how,” Miechka said, searching for a radio station with
one hand and adjusting her dress sleeve with the other, “summer
used to go on forever. Didn’t it?”

Lilichka simply nodded, holding the wheel with one hand for
Miechka. With her other hand, she rubbed an apple on her knee, on
the airy, blue wave of the sarafan that she’d just been gifted. That’s
what they always did — whenever one of them had to adjust their
straps, the other would take the wheel automatically.

They arrived in the early evening.

-173 -















THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION,
DG EDUCATION AND CULTURE

www.ec.europa.eu/culture

The European Union Prize for Literature (EUPL) is part of
Creative Europe, the EU Framework programme for support to
the culture and audiovisual sectors.

More information:
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/creative-europe/

Creative Europe Desks for information and advice are set up in
all countries participating in the programme.

Contact details:
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/creative-europe/contact_en

THE CONSORTIUM

The Federation of European Publishers
www.fep-fee.eu

The European and International Booksellers Federation
www.europeanbooksellers.eu

The European Union Prize for Literature
www.euprizeliterature.eu

Publications Office
of the European Union

O-171-100-Z¢-1V-DN

ISBN 978-92-76-52349-9



	Foreword
	European jury
	Verdict of the     European Jury
	The European Union Prize for Literature
	AUSTRIA
	Peter Karoshi

	BELGIUM
	Gaea Schoeters

	BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA
	Slađana Nina Perković

	GEORGIA
	Iva Pezuashvili

	GREECE
	Takis Kampylis

	IRELAND
	Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin

	ITALY
	Daniele Mencarelli

	LITHUANIA
	Tomas Vaiseta

	NORTH  MACEDONIA
	Vladimir Jankovski

	NORWAY
	Kjersti Anfinnsen

	ROMANIA
	Raluca Nagy

	SLOVAKIA
	Richard Pupala

	SPAIN
	Jacobo Bergareche

	UKRAINE
	Eugenia Kuznetsova




