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National juries
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UREWORL

There are no social distancing The diversity of European languages
measures, no travel restrictions and is an unrivalled source of richness for
no masks when it comes to literature. Europe, but also a challenge for book

Books give us direct access to the heart translation, with so many different
and soul of authors and their characters, ~ combinations of languages to cover.
and allow us to share their stories and
their emotions and to travel to different
cultures and countries from the comfort
of our own homes.

The EU Prize for Literature celebrates
and promotes the incredible creativity
and diversity that can be found in
Europe’s contemporary literature
scene. Since it began in 2009, the

prize has helped emerging European
fiction writers to reach wider audiences
by supporting the translation and
promotion of their works.

In this 2021 EU Prize for Literature
winners’ anthology, you will discover
13 authors, with 13 different books,

in 13 different languages. As a symbol
of our attachment to multilingualism,
you will see that the anthology
includes excerpts from the winning
books in original languages and a
translation in English or French.



That is why the EU’s new ‘Creative
Europe’ programme (2021-2027),
which supports the European cultural
and creative sectors, will provide
increased financial support to the
book sector in particular, in order

to help the whole book value chain
—authors, publishers, translators,
booksellers, libraries, festivals and
book fairs — work together on

the translation, promotion and
circulation of books. In parallel, the
European Commission has engaged
in a dialogue with the EU Member
States to strengthen the translation
sector and improve the coordination
of national and European public
support for the book sector.

The prize is organised by a
consortium representing some of
the key operators in the book sector,
consisting of the European Writers’
Council, the Federation of European
Publishers and the European and
International Booksellers Federation.
I am grateful to them for their
commitment to the prize and their
support for European Union policies
on books and reading.

Finally, but most importantly, | warmly
congratulate the 13 laureates. | am
confident that their books will find large
audiences, both at home and abroad,
and | wish each of them a wonderful
literary career. | hope that readers will
discover new voices and enjoy their
journey into the worlds created by our
talented laureates.

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



NATIONAL JURI

The participating countries in the 2021 edition of the European Union Prize for
Literature are Albania, Armenia, Bulgaria, Czech Repubilic, Iceland, Latvia, Malta, the
Netherlands, Portugal, Serbia, Slovenia, Sweden and Tunisia.

President  Ben Andoni (Baftjar Luzati), writer, literary translator

Members - Petrit Ymery, executive director of Dituria, president of the Association of
Albanian Publishers
- Entela Kasi, poet, novelist, translator, essayist, president of PEN Albania
- Evelyne Noygues, literary translator

President ~ Armen Ohanyan, writer, translator, president of PEN Armenia

Members -« Arevik Ashkharoyan, literary agent, founder of ARI Literary and Talent
Agency
« Anahit Avetisyan, translator
- Shakeh Havan, founder of the Artbridge bookshop
- Mkrtich Matevosyan, founder of the non-governmental
publishing organisation Actual Art, painter, graphic designer

President  Anzhela Dimcheva, journalist, poet, literary critic, editor, secretary-general
of the Bulgarian PEN Centre

Members -« Velizara Dobreva, executive director of Egmont Publishing
- Dimitar Atanasov, managing partner of Bookoholic Ltd
- Darin Teneyv, associate professor of literature, director of the Institute for
Critical Social Studies at the University of Plovdiv
- Svetlozar Zhelev, former publisher, radio and television editor, lecturer,
director of the Bulgarian national book centre



National juries

CZECH REPUBLIC

President  Pavel Mandys, writer, journalist, book critic, organiser of the Magnesia
Litera book award

Members -+ Ivana Myskova, writer, cultural journalist
- Petr A. Bilek, professor of modern Czech literature and literary theory
« Vladimir Opatrny, bookseller
- Eva Klicov3, literary critic, journalist, editor

President  Tinna Asgeirsdattir, translator, project manager for the Icelandic Writers'
Union

Members -+ Helga Ferdinandsdéttir, editor, copywriter, literary adviser
- Thorgeir Tryggvason, playwright, literary critic, musician, theatre director
- Elin Edda Palsdottir, bookstore manager, editor
- Marfanna Clara Luthersdottir, actress, playwright, translator

President ~ Arno Jundze, writer, cultural journalist, literary critic and theorist

Members -+ Renate Punka, translator, managing director of Janis Roze Publishers,
president of the Latvian Publishers Association
- Kristine Ptkenena, store manager at Janis Roze bookshop
- Inga Bodnarjuka-Mrazauskas, executive manager of the Latvian
Literature Platform
- Santa Remere, translator and publicist

President + Leanne Ellul (resigned), writer, professor of Maltese language and
literature
- Albert Marshall, theatre and television director, playwright, poet,
executive chair of the Arts Council Malta

Members -+ Stephen Bonanno, professor of Maltese language and literature
- Clive Perini, book distributor and publisher
- Rachelle Deguara, radio host, book reviewer



National juries

THE NETHERLANDS

President - Martijn David, publisher, director of the Dutch Publishing Association

Members - Iris Meijer, associate professor
- Margot Hélene Dijkgraaf, professor
- Andrea Kluitmann, bookseller

President  José Manuel Lello, administrator at Livraria Lello and Lello Editores

Members - José Jorge Letria, poet, writer, playwright, journalist, president of the
Portuguese Society of Authors
- Jodo de Melo, writer, former teacher and diplomat
- Isabel Lucas, journalist, literary critic
- David Machado, writer, EUPL 2015 laureate for Portugal

President  Nenad Saponja, poet, essayist, literary critic, owner and editor-in-chief of
the AGORA publishing house

Members -« Ivan Bevc, bookshop owner and founder of the Booka publishing house
- Ana Pejovi¢, literary professional, editor, translator
- Bora Babi¢, editor-in-chief and director at Akademska knjiga, co-founder
and vice-president of the UPIS-Association of Serbian Professional
Publishers

President - Jasmin B. Frelih, writer, EUPL 2016 laureate for Slovenia

Members - Tina Bilban, literary critic, author, editor, research associate
- Alma Causevi¢, executive CEO at Beletrina Academic Press
- Renata Zamida, former managing director of the Slovenian Book
Agency
- Ana Ger3ak, literary critic and editor

President  Ludvig Berggren, writer, translator, literary advisor at the Goethe-Institut
Schweden



National juries

Members -« Elin Sennerd Kaunitz, senior editor for Norstedts
- Helena Landberg, head of Gamla Stans Bokhandel
- Annina Rabe, literary critic, lecturer
+Hanna Nordenhok, novelist, translator and literary critic

President ~ + Raja Ben Slama, professor at the University of Manouba, psychoanalyst,
director-general of the National Library of Tunisia
Members + Kamel Gaha, professor emeritus of French literature, member of the Beit-

al-Hikma Academy
- Jalel EI-Gharbi, professor of literature at the University of Manouba

- Adam Fethi, writer, president of PEN Tunisia



[HE EUROPEAN UNION

The European Union Prize for
Literature (EUPL) is an annual
initiative that recognises emerging
writers of fiction in Europe and beyond.

It is financed by the Creative Europe
programme of the European Union, which
aims to strengthen Europe’s cultural and
Creative sectors.

In cycles lasting 3 years, the EUPL includes
the 41 countries participating in the
Creative Europe programme and selects
one winning author per country. Its goal is
to put the spotlight on the creativity and
diverse wealth of Europe’s contemporary
fiction, to promote the distribution of
literature across the continent and to
encourage greater interest in non-national
literary works. The prize was launched in
2009, since when it has recognised 148
writers, through 13 editions.
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SELECTION PROCESS

The laureates of EUPL 2021 were selected

by experienced juries in each of the

13 countries participating in this year's

competition. After deciding on a shortlist

of two to five books from their country’s
most promising writers, each jury
selected its national winner. The selection
process took place between January and

May 2021, with the shortlisted candidates

announced on 15 April and the final

laureates on 18 May. All these emerging
talents were selected on the basis of
criteria stipulated by the European

Commission and fulfil the following

requirements.

« The author must be a national or
permanent resident of the country
participating in the current round.

- They should have published between
two and four works of contemporary
fiction.

- The author’s works should not have
been translated into more than four
languages.

- The eligible book must be the latest
work of the author. It should ideally
have been published no more than
18 months before the date of the
announcement and/or must still be
commercially available in brick-and-
mortar bookshops.



PRIZE FOR LITERATUR

National juries are composed of a
minimum of three and a maximum

of five members, selected to reflect
the specific characteristics of their
countries’ publishing industry. Three
jury members were appointed by

the three partners forming the EUPL
Consortium. Additional jury members
were selected from a list of prominent
national literary personalities in their
respective countries. Juries are chaired
by a president in charge of delivering
reports to the EUPL Consortium. These
reports serve to justify the jury’s choice
and provide relevant information on the
winner and their work.

THE CONSORTIUM

The EUPL is organised by a consortium
of associations comprising the European
Writers' Council (EWCQ), the Federation
of European Publishers (FEP) and the
European and International Booksellers
Federation (EIBF), with the support of
the European Commission. These three
members are jointly responsible for
setting up the national juries and for
the practical organisation of the award
ceremony. They support the laureates in
promoting their work across Europe and
beyond, online, in bookshops and at
book fair events. Along with organising
the EUPL award, the EWC, FEP and EIBF
each represent their part of the book
chain.
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Tom Kuka

Flama
Calamity
Botime Pegi, Tirana, 2021

Language: Albanian
ISBN: 9789928310590

BIOGRAPHY

Enkel Demi is an Albanian writer and
journalist. In November of 2016,

he published his first novel under the
pseudonym Tom Kuka: Hide mbi
kalldrém (Jujube on Cobblestone), a crime
novel that takes place in Tirana, Albania,
during the 1930s. Two years later, in
November 2018, Kuka returned with
another novel, Gurét e vetmisé (Stones of
Loneliness), a family saga that narrates
the ordeal of escaping the land of the
ancients, of a population that migrates
and leaves its former life far behind. For
this novel, he won the national prize for
literature in 2019. In November 2019, he
published his third novel, Ora e ligé (Evil
Hour), in which picking up a sword is
punished with an impossible love, and
an old man has to challenge his fate and
that of an entire village while travelling
to the legendary land of the ancients.
Kuka won the prize for Artistic Book of
the Year in the Cult Academy’s cultural
awards in 2020. His fourth novel Flama
(Calamity) was published in March 2021.
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SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Flama (Calamity) is a wonderful
metaphor for contemporary Albania
experiencing a pandemic, and also
perhaps for what the author sees as
the gluttony of humankind and its
desecration of nature and human
values. Tom Kuka fills his cart with
bodies sick with ‘calamity’ while
someone kills to cover up the sin

from which all the horror flows. In a
monarchical Tirana of turmoil, filth,
cruelty and wickedness, the city’s
population is dying of calamity — the
real monster, sitting cross-legged,
shortening lives and extinguishing
humanity. In the meantime, a seemingly
ordinary crime occurs: a Roma woman
who casts fortune with a cup has had
her throat cut in one of the poorest
parts of the city. The main character,
Di Hima, following the footsteps of
Doctor Needle (the protagonist of a
very well-known Albanian folk tale), is
looking for the murderer. He needs to
discover the killer and the motives that
have driven them to such cruelty. Hima,

the chief investigator of Tirana, was first
introduced in the author’s debut novel
Jujube on Cobblestone.

¥ JURY’'S REPORT

Following a serious and thorough
discussion and exchange of ideas, the
Albanian jury considers the novel Flama
(Calamity) by the author Enkel Demi,
alias Tom Kuka, an original and high-
quality work absolutely deserving of a
place among the best contemporary
literature of the continent. The jury
appreciated the metaphor used by
Kuka, which can also be applied to the
current pandemic. Literary elements
succeed in properly conveying survival
in the face of spiritual, economic and
moral devastation, which people
often face, including in small countries
such as the one in Kuka's book. The
novel, which uses surreal elements as
a means to convey ideas, manages to
point out the beauty and kindness that
common people still retain. Moreover,
the rich language and use of several
registers, the assortment of characters
and the way that the book examines,
from an anthropological point of view,
the Albanian citizen of today make

the novel a worthy representative of
Albania’s contribution to international
contemporary literature.
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Flama

Tom Kuka

Kurbatka nuk sheh filxhan

Sadija e kishte futur té bijén mes kémbéve dhe po ia gethte
flokét e gjaté me gérshéré dhensh. Vajza ulérinte me té
madhe, por gruaja as qé donte t’ia dinte. Prané kémbéve
té saj rrinte i biri, tashmé kokézbrazur prej flokéve, dhe
luante me dredhkat pis té zeza té sé motrés, gé kishin réné
né dysheme.

Di Hima ishte dystuar nén caracin e oborrit me putirin e
rakisé né doré. Dielli 1 binte né sy, ndaj i mbante gjysmé
té perénduar. Kémishén e kishte shkopsitur, ngrohtésia e
gjoksit prej rrezeve nga jashté dhe e rakisé nga brenda, i
ndillnin gjumé. Pér dreq, vajza kishte véné kujén se nuk
donte t’i bindej sé émés.

Nuk du’ jje, s’du’...

Rri urté aty e mos u ni!

Po pse mi, pse? Mé dhem’, po mé del gjak prej kaptine...
Qepe, t’thashé!

O tate, i du’ flokét e mia! Thuji k’saj!

Di Hima celi syté. U ngrit disi nga ndenjésja ku qe zhytur.

Lére gocén, Sadije! Nuk prishin puné flokét.

-14 -



Tom Kuka

- Maj venin tat, ti o burr. Két puné e di uné. Flokét mushen
me morra. Kaptingeth, po pa morra.

- Po ¢’thua, moj drité, késhtu? Nga na dolén morrat? Ti veg
me gélgere nuk i ke laré kéta fémijé.

Djali i vogél kishte marré né doré njé cullufe té réné
pértoké dhe béri ta gélltiste. Di Hima iu afrua dhe ia hoqi
nga dora. Ia krisi vajit edhe ai. Dy ulérima pérnjéherésh
ishin tepér pér njé njeri qé shulléhej né diell prej ditésh.

- Kush ta shtiu né mendje kété hall, moj grua?

- Vetém tanét kané floké. Té gjithé i kané béré naaa,
picirrukét...

Sadija vazhdoi me zell edhe mé té madh. Dorén e majté ia
peshoi mbi krye gé té mos e linte té 1évizte dhe, me dorén
tjetér, i kaloi gérshérén e dhenve mbi balluke. Vajza e vogél
e kuptoi gé e humbi luftén, ndaj nuk briste mé, por vetém
déneste.

- Eshté flamé, Sadije. Nuk ka kurrfaré lidhje me morrat.
Dégjomé mua...

- Flama ka punén e vet, uné kam timen.

Né castin kur ajo e kuptoi se e bija e 1éshoi fatin né kémbét
e sé émés gé e mbanin mbérthyer, ia ¢liroi shumé shpe;jt
kryet prej flokéve té gjaté, té dredhur e té zinj si pendé
korbi. Di Hima kéqyri té bijén, qé porsa fitoi liriné nga
zgjedha e sé émeés.

- Aaaa, késhtu po. Sa e bukur gé dukesh! Té€ ka dalé surrati
né selamet! — e vuri né lojé i ati.

Di Hima po geshte me té madhe, siingasur edhe nga dielli
gé lante kopshtijen me rreze. Vajza i hodhi njé véshtrim

-15 -



Flama

zhbirues té atit, a thua se s’ishte e sigurt né po e vinte né
lojé apo e kishte pérnjémend. Né kokén e saj shquheshin
carripa flokésh té shkurtér aty-kétu, sikur t’i kishin mbiré
dallgét mu né cacké. Lotét i qené pérpiré sérish nga syte,
ndérsa me kurrizin e dorés fshiu hundét. E éma nisi t’ia
zhdukte dhe ato gézhdalla gé i kishin mbetur, por késaj
here me njé tjetér prerése, shumé me té imét.

- Sadije, i béré si gjilpéré me kokeé kéta fémijé...
- Qyqa, pse? Pér bukuri duken!

- Po, po, e drejté. Ky me kéta veshé té médhenj si kérrig, kjo
me kéta sy té zinj si sumbulla palltoje... miré shumé duken.

Di Hima buzéqeshte dhe ia pérkédhelte fagen sé shoqes
me dy gishtérinj té asaj dore té stéermadhe.

- Duhet, se morrat t’piné gjakun, pranej gjithé notén fmijét
shofin ondrra me lugat. Tashi qé e kan kokén si tas, ja nrof
dilli mo miré dhe do shofin luledele plot...

- Kush t’i ka théné kéto, moj drité?
- Nondaja ime, gjet rafmet!
- Epo, miré. Je mé e geté tani qé i bére fémijét...

- Hé, shpirt, bukur kané dalé, apo jo? — e mori me té mira
Sadija.

- Po, moj po, te koka e qerosit té gjithé jané berberé té zoté.
Edhe Sadija vuri buzén né gaz, pa hequr doré nga e vetja.
Pas vajzés, kapi té birin vetém nga njéri krah, e ngriti
peshé, e uli mbi bar dy hapa mé tutje dhe, me njé fshesg,
hoqi plagét e asaj beteje. I ¢coi né njé kénd e i mblodhi téré
kujdes né njé cohé té vjetér.

-16 -



Tom Kuka

S’duhet me t'i mor era flokét e preme, se ja merr menjen
fmijve, — mérmeériti sikur té fliste me vete.

Ou?

As me igropos nuk bo, se u dhem kaptina.
Qysh kur?

As me i pa tjerét, se i morin m’sysh.

Pa shiko... po ¢’”duhet béré me kéta flokée?
Duhen djeg.

Sakaq, ndezi njé shkrepése dhe u vuri fl Di Himés nuk i
shqitej gazi nga buza, tek véshtronte té shogen qé u bindej
disarregullave gé njé Zot e dise kuikishte dégjuar. Fémijét
iu gézuan asaj fl té befté dhe nisén té brofnin pérpjeté.

Po te berberi, moj grua, si i béhet gé ka njé mal me floké?
I merr era, i shkel kémba, i pérmjerrin macet né plehra.

Floké burrash jon. S’i gje gjo burrat, — vazhdoi Sadija né té
vetén.

Po pse nuk i gjetka gjé burrat, moj zonjézé?
Ku kon men burrat! - i vuri kapak gruaja.

Pér shumé gjéra e merrte malli Di Himén, por ai férkim né
témtha né floktoret e Vjenés e képuste krejt. Nuk mund té
hynte né Opera me ata floké gé i merrnin pér sé koti mbi
veshé. Zinte njé poltroné né njé nga ndenjéset e mjeshtrit
né Stephansplatz dhe shkonte ora teksa ai merrej, né krye,
me ato favorite disi mé té gjata e mé pas me mjekrén. I
vendoste coha té nxehta né faqe, njé krem té bardhé qé
ia bénte lékurén si té bebes, mandej e lagte me kolonjén
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Flama

erémiré gé i varej mbi cipé tri dité me radhé. Né fund, ia
shkriftonte témthat dhe até mend e merrte gjumi.

Kércitjet e forta né portén e madhe té shtépisé e nxorén
me pérdhuné nga nanuritja e kujtimeve. Di Hima u kopsit,
hoqi nga fytyra até kéndellje gé e pati pérfshiré dhe veshi
pamjen e tij té zakonté. Dera gjémonte fort, por pa ngut.
E celi. Para iu zbulua Tom Kuka me shtatin e tij té gjaté
e té drejté. Pezmi i mortit i ge ngjitur né 1ékuré qysh kur
s’mbahej mend. Nuk e kujtonte mé askush pa até zezoné
gé e mbéshtillte. Té ge dimér, do vishte njé pallto edhe mé
skrop. Té ge zheg, sérish do té mbathte até setér té zezé,
kémishé té bardhé, kravaté sterreé.

Tom Kuka e pérshéndeti me dorén né zemér. Pas shpinés
sé tij pushonte karroja e mortit.

Pse je munduar, Tom? Jemi té gjithé gjallé... Tjetrit nuk i
béri fort pérshtypje shpotia e Di Himés.

Nuk mbledh kufoma pa mé thané kush, ndaj mos ki dert.
Tjetér gja m’ka sjellé kétu...

DiHimaibériudhé dheburriufutbrendanékopshtije. Vuri
dorén mbi kapelén strehégjeré si shenjé pérshéndetjeje
pér Sadijen dhe mé pas u kthye nga mikpritési.

Kurbatka e Bregut té Lumit iku...
Siiku? Puné e madhe gé iku. Udha e mbaré i qofté!
Jo, na la. Shkoi n’até boté.

Nuk éshté as e para, as e fundit. Ti e di mé mir€ se uné. I
vetmi gé ka puné né kété vend, je ti.

Nuk iku bash si té tané...
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Tom Kuka

Po siiku?

E gjeta me rryl t'prem pértej. E kan heq qafe. M’than ta
shtij n’dhe, po kur e gjeta ashtu, thash po t’bzaj. E di gé ke
met fillikat, po i kan pre rrylin, a merr vesht?

E marr vesh, Tom, e marr...

Di Hima futi dorén né xhep dhe nxori kutiné e duhanuit.
E celi dhe mori dy cigare té béra gati me kohé. Njérén ia
zgjati mysafirit té pérzishém, por ky nuk e pranoi.

Uné nuk pi...
Mé doli nga mendja...

Ndezi duhanin dhe 1éshoi njé shtéllungé tymi. U mendua
njé dekiké.

Té vdekurit jané kapicé. Flama po i merr. Pse duhet me i
shku nga pas késaj pune?

Flama ban t’vetén, po asaj i kan’ pre rrylin, a e kupto? Pse
duhet me ba robi punén e Flamés?

Di Hima uli kryet pér té pleqéruar até qé dégjoi.

Kurbatka e Bregut té Lumit ishte me nam. S’kishte mbetur
burré pa ia paré ajo filxhanin. Po, se graté u pérvisheshin
shpesh burrave né até qytet. Mbuloheshin koké e kémbé
me ferexhe dhe ia shpinin Kurbatkés filxhanét e kafesé
gé kishin piré ata. Ajo i véshtronte njé copé heré, por nuk
e shgepte gojén pa dégjuar metelikét gé tringéllinin né njé
tabaka sermi.

Ve¢ nga tingéllima gé i hynte né vesh, kuptonte sa kishin
réné. Nuk ia hidhte dot kush e té léshonte para mangét.
Mandej, zinte té lexonte lapérdhité e burrave. Sikur
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ndonjérit t’i merrte koka eré té bridhte pas rruspijeve, a
té luante kumar, filxhani ia nxirrte té gjitha né drité té
diellit.

Por jo vetém kaq, Kurbatka gjente ditén kur do na linte
shéndené vjehrra, nése e reja ishte treguar aq e zonja sa t’i
vidhte filxhanin. Gjente né do t’u dilte fati 1éneshave, kur
do t’u ikte sythi gé dilte rrézé kofshéve sa ua pércéllonte
hapin, kaq shumé u digjte.

Gjente shumé gjéra Kurbatka, madje pat nxjerré né shesh
edhe hoxhén gé pinte raki fshehtas, edhe kamatarin
gé shtonte para né fajde. Shumé nuk e donin, té tjeré e
urrenin, por geé t’ia prisnin grykén... ishte e tepért.

Di Hima nuk tha asnjé fjalé. E la né kémbé Tom Kukén dhe
shkoi té merrte xhaketén.

C’ka bo vaki, o burré? — pyeti Sadija e shqetésuar.
Kané vraré Kurbatkén e Bregut té Lumit.

Qyqa! Kush?

Prandaj mé thirrén, se nuk e diné kush, — i buzéqeshi.
Kurré s’kom shku te ajo! — shtoi e shoqja.

E di, moj drité. Ti mé do shumé.

Shumeé t’du, — ia ktheu Sadija dhe iu rrémbushén syté.
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Tom Kuka
Translated from Albanian by Barbara Halla

Kurbatka Doesn’t Do Coffee Readings

Sadije had shoved her daughter between her legs and was
snipping away at the girl’s long tresses with a pair of shears
meant for goats. The child wailed inconsolably, but the wom-
an paid her no heed. Her son leaned against her hip, his head
already bare, and he played with the spoils of his sister’s jet-
black locks that now littered the floor.

In the garden, Di Hima had made himself comfortable under
a nettle tree, a flask of raki in his fist. The sunlight hit his
eyes, so he kept his lids partially closed. His shirt was half-
open, and the beaming rays above him along with the heat
of the raki radiating from within his chest produced a warm
sensation that lulled him to sleep. What a shame that the girl
had chosen that precise moment to erupt into an ear-splitting
walil in defiance of her mother.

-Idon’t wanna, ma, I don’t wanna...
- Shut your mouth and don’t make a peep!

- Why are you doing this to me? It hurts, look, there’s blood
on my head...

- Didn’t I tell you to shut it!
- Da, but I like my hair! Tell her, please!

Di Hima opened his eyes. He shook off some of the torpor he
had sunk into.

- Leave the girl alone, Sadije! Her hair is not the problem!
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- Don’t you go getting involved in things that don’t concern
you. I know what needs to be done. Otherwise, her hair will
be infested with lice in no time. Her skull might be bare, but
at least it will be free of lice.

- Light of my life, what are you even talking about? Where
did this story about lice come from? You’ve done everything
short of washing the kids with lime!

The young boy grabbed a tuft of hair from the floor and tried
to swallow it. Rushing to him, Di Hima removed the hair from
his son’s fist, but the boy started wailing too. The sound of the
children’s simultaneous cries was rather too much for a man
who had spent the past days lazing in the sun.

- Who poisoned your mind with these thoughts, woman?

- Our kids are the only ones around with hair still on their
heads. Everyone else has shaved their little ones’ scalps bare...

Sadije resumed her massacre with renewed vigour. Using
her left hand to pin her daughter’s head down to prevent her
from wiggling around, she ran the goat shears with the other
through her bangs. The little girl understood that the battle
was lost, so she had stopped screaming and resigned herself
to merely sobbing.

-It’s a plague, Sadije, a calamity. It has nothing to do with lice.
Listen to me...

- The Calamity does its own thing, I do mine.

Once the woman realized that her daughter had accepted her
fate, trapped as she was between her mother’s legs, she made
swift work of the girl’s long raven-black curls. Di Hima stared
at his daughter who had just escaped her mother’s clutches.

- Aaa, now that’s more like it. You look so pretty! Where had
that face been hiding! — her father teased her.

Di Hima was laughing heartily, invigorated perhaps by the
sunlight that bathed his garden. The girl threw her father a
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searching stare, as if she wasn’t quite sure whether his re-
mark was meant to be a taunt, or if his words were serious.
Strips of short hair marred her exposed head here and there,
as if waves had emerged from underneath her scalp. Her eye-
lids had dammed her tears for the moment, while she wiped
her runny nose with the back of her hand. Her mother began
to snip away those few shreds of hair that still remained, al-
though this time she used a finer pair of scissors.

- Sadije, you’ve made our kids look like sewing needles...
- Lord, why? They look great!

- Yes, of course, you’re right. This one over here, ears as big
as a donkey, and the girl with those black eyes, barely bigger
than coat buttons...they sure look great.

Di Hima smiled and caressed his wife’s cheek with two fin-
gers of his oversized hand.

-Ihad to. Those fleas would suck them dry otherwise. And the
kids would see nothing but nightmares filled with ghosts all
nightlong. Now that their heads are smooth like shiny bowls,
the sun will warm them all the better and their dreams will
be filled with daisies instead...

- Who told you this, light of my life?
- My granny, may her soul find peace!

- Well, sure. 'm sure you’re feeling better now that you’ve
made our kids look like...

- Say, don’t they look good, right? — Sadije asked, trying to
make peace.

- Yes, of course they do. Everyone’s a skilled barber when it
comes to shaving the hair all off.

Sadije laughed at this, though she conceded nothing. Once she
was done with her daughter, she grabbed her son and lifted
him from his armpits, and laid him on the grass a few steps
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away, before proceeding to clean the debris of her previous
battle. She swept every lock of hair into one corner and gath-
ered them carefully inside a tattered piece of clothing.

- Shouldn’t leave any lock to the wind, or the children will
lose their wits, she murmured almost to herself.

- Really?

- Shouldn’t bury it either, that’s how they get headaches.

- Since when?

- Others shouldn’t see it, or they’ll be cursed.

- Would you look at that... and what should you do with hair?
- Burn it, of course.

Meanwhile, she lit a match and set the whole packet ablaze.
Di Hima couldn’t stop smiling as he watched his wife obey
some precepts that she’d picked up from Lord knows where.
The children rejoiced at the sight of the sudden flame and
leapt to their feet.

- And what about the barbershop, woman? How do they
manage with all those mountains of hair that accumulate
over there? Wouldn’t the hair risk being swept away by the
wind, trodden under people’s feet, or dragged by cats to the
garbage bins?

- Man’s hair. There is nothing to it, Sadije continued her spiel.
- What do you mean, there’s nothing to men’s hair, ma’am?

- Because men are brainless! the woman exclaimed, settling
the matter.

There were many things that Di Hima missed, but it was the
memory of having his head rubbed in the barbershops of Vi-
enna that truly brought him to his knees. He couldn’t enter
the Opera with his hair sticking everywhere above his ears.
So, before a visit, he would take a seat in one of the chairs
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of a master barber in Stephansplatz and spend an hour like
so, with the barber above him, first taking care of his rather
long sideburns and then his beard. He would put hot towels
on his cheeks, a white cream that made his skin as smooth
as a baby’s, and then spruce him up with a fragrant cologne
that lingered on his skin for three days straight. Finally, the
barber would massage his temples, making Di Hima almost
fall asleep on the spot.

The harsh sound of someone banging on the big door of the
house dragged him violently away from the cradling reverie
of his memories. Di Hima buttoned himself up, wiped from
his face the sense of candour that had enveloped him and put
on his usual demeanour. The knock was vigorous, but un-
hurried. He opened the door. Tom Kuka stood before him, all
tall and straight. The desolation of death had embedded itself
into the visitor’s skin since time immemorial. No one could
recall a time when he hadn’t been surrounded by this black
shroud. During winter, he wore a raven-black jacket. Now
that it was summer, here he was again: the same dark jacket,
a white shirt, and a jet-black necktie.

Tom Kuka greeted him with his hand on his heart. Behind
him, the death carriage stood waiting.

- Why’d you tire yourself by coming all the way here, Tom?
We’re all still alive...

The man seemed unperturbed by Di Hima’s jab.

- I don’t collect corpses without being asked to, so no need to
fret. Something else has brought me here...

Di Hima stepped aside and the man entered the garden. Tom
brought his hand to his wide-brimmed hat to salute Sadije
and then turned towards his host.

- Kurbatka of the River Bank is gone...

- Gone? Who cares if she’s gone. Safe travels for her!
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- No, she has left this world. For the other.

- She isn’t the first, and certainly won’t be the last. You know
that better than I do. The only one who still has a job in this
place is you.

- She didn’t leave like the rest...
- How did it happen?

- I found her with her throat sliced open. Someone got rid of
her. I was told to bury her, but when I found her like that, I
figured I'd inform you. I know you’re all alone now, but they
cut her throat, do you get it?

-Ido, Tom, I do...

Di Hima shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out his
tobacco box. He opened it and took two cigarettes that had
been rolled a while back. He extended one to the eternally
mournful guest, but the latter refused.

-Idon’t smoke...
- It skipped my mind...

Di Hima lit his cigarette and exhaled a cloud of smoke. He
thought for a second.

- The dead are piling up. The Calamity is taking them away.
Why should I care about this affair?

- The Calamity is one thing, but someone cut her throat, do
you get it? Why should a human being do the work for the
Calamity?

Di Hima dropped his head to contemplate what he had just
heard.

Kurbatka of the River Bank was infamous. There was no man
left around whose coffee cup she hadn’t read. Yes, because
women in this city would often leave no stone unturned to
find out what their men were up to. They would cover them-
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selves from head to toe with a veil and bring Kurbatka the
coffee cups that the men had drunk from. She would stare at
the cups for a spell, but wouldn’t open her mouth without first
hearing the din of metal chime on the silver tray. The sound
alone was enough for her to understand how many her guest
had dropped. No one could fool her or give her less than what
she was owed. It was then and only then that she would being
to unravel men’s dirty tricks. And if any man had lost his mar-
bles and decided to chase after some whore’s tail, or gamble,
the coffee cup would lay everything bare for the world to see.

But that wasn’t all Kurbatka had to offer; she could tell you
the day your mother-in-law was ready to kick the bucket, if
the wife had been cunning enough to steal her cup. She could
tell spinsters if luck was coming their way, or when the blister
that had formed inside their inner thigh and made every step
sting, was ready to erupt.

Many were the things that Kurbatka had been able to uncov-
er; in fact, she was the one who unmasked the story about the
imam who drank raki in secret, and about the loan shark who
inflated his interest rates. Many didn’t like her, there were
a great deal who hated her, but to go as far as slashing her
throat... that was excessive.

Di Hima didn’t say a world. He left Tom Kuka standing in the
yard and went to grab his coat.

- What is the matter, husband? — Sadije asked, worried.
- Someone murdered Kurbatka of the River Bank.
- Qyqa! Who?

- That’s why they called on me, they don’t know who did it, - he
smiled at her.

- ’ve never been to see her! — his wife added.
- I know, my love. You love me too much.

- Alot, - Sadije replied, her eyes welling up with tears.
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Wt Mg juti

bt @hpunid Bu ng 6nd nuubd, ns  oyyhwbnu, wabShp
wnwpwdnipmitabph Awdwnp thwl by, Gpljapnud n nhbkgbppnid
thabnt ns Awybu niaky, ng Awywlanieinit, bu uhpnid BU Annha
Ywaqawé bplapht dwik], uhpnut BY wuwnnbpht nhnk) dbp vt
linniphg, Pnn prnpp duwd hpkag nbnnud, kphtipp iplhtp, Annp
Ann: hd abpunud Bu ng dny niabd, ns oyyhwanu, yunnig Akphp
E, hi wquwnnipniithg Anqub) b4, Anquby tu updwpwadbphg,
wlnuiplbphg, thwihljupnnitiphg, denpuénp Phujwéputinhg,
wnh dnnhlabkphg n obpphttinhg, wihtwuwnm nywpmwaptbphg,
ni hgny Shéwnbnig: Akphp tnwy’ htd nbdpu wwwnnnn kqpkp
LU whwnp, hpwp dnwn quaynn wihtip, htd genp k whwnp, ugth
nhyny Awnqws, ubjuy | whwnp, wybpuwlabp, qupaws ghju, dh,
pwjunid ujwgnn dnibwuwnd pupbp, abin pugywsp, nph dnn
Yupnn &Y qup, upnn B0 wnwadbwawy, th pwdh dwd auwnbyg,
ninnuyh awiky, bplun awib) nenbual) Epyne wihbpp pudwann
tnph nhiwlwAiwintup: hd dbpunid ns dny niabd ns oyyhwanu,
pwyg qunby Bd hd qunt inbinp, ht ulitknnudip, np §16jwgnn wnni &,
qtwnth Ypw nnannnnn juwnnnh 2hpw, dwdwawlha bnby B ju,
anianp phnniny ni bpupatpny Yuwak), thnjul) &a, dbnugué
Anunud | pwnuph panbppnud, puwdw) £ quijhu, juwpynid, jnin
qignud: bu qunby B apwb opdw Ybponid quiihu b, juwboputh
Ypw nbn wwhywagwsd bpulh dnwn, dbphiwu Jujuanid bl
pwquuuwwwn pwunk wuwwntbh nhiwg, hounud by, Jwaqunid
wwwndboh onippht nt qus dwinud: ghnwnp Anunud k, Yglgyws
quunpubpny, wjopwa Lt dbnughk], np pnnudu Awaghun
Yunbtnuynpyh, yinhwn plh pupwlnipinia k, nbnwhwuh gniiwn
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Ynipdp, quihu E nuanwn, wubu dblp nujunpupwn pnab) &
nupp, pwymd E dwqbphg, iqyh dkg Yhnkp k upky, sh pnnanud
wwnh: ku ng Bthpwwna E, ns inhqphup, ns uku k, ny phiqua, ng
niawia k, ns k| wyn: qginwnp oyjhwanuh nniuwnp, Awnbup
wouwphnid Anunn unnhpuh A wpniawlgulwd fuw snibh,
skt tpnydb] wundwsabpn opbinh ypw, apw dwuh@ pwupdpwgns
wupbp squa, sfwi qppbp nt thwnwpwinudubp, aw pninp
Aawnpuynp phiwabkphg nnipu k, dninpuljh wnwagphg 2bnjus,
wunnbph Awdwp wplynh Awnwlht pajws dwagnn dbju, apw
dwuht wouwphn sqhinh, tw snith yeubnhljwa Jupwbnabph
Apwpwqnpd  Yudnipgtphg, npnag  Ypw  uhpwhwpbbpp
tqniabkpt B dwpqnud, w snitth Jwinipg, npinbkinhg Yunpkh &
pEnsk] nu dbnbby, tpw dho jubnnbip qpbpt wahtwn k, apwa ng
np sh uhpnud, apw waniap qqykih E, ns np apw wywwndiniemianp
qnh sh wnunwd, ny np apw dwuht opktp sh punnitnud, apw
Awdwp Awtpwhwldwptbp sk wanwd, ptwwywhwywadtbpht Yeu
duiny phpdwd skt Bupwpynud, apwa sk fhonid, ng np wuniup
lubihu nipwpunipiniahg sh qdynud, wsphpnid wnynipnbbp sk
gnigniy, apw opbiph Annny sk wppbkanud, Awuws nkqubpn sk
Sjunwd, nnwpophtwl ualbph Ypw wiws Swnhlabkpp, thppwsd

ningl ni nundp sk pwnnud, Pphphg Awdwnbunn panhnabph
wnquqngutinhg sk Ahwanuwanud, wihho sk dbpuwanud ntwplch

wnuwl skt dhdnud, ns Ukl apw A sh nruwaupynud, nruwaunn
sh Awanud, opowbwlh dhe sh wnanw, sh juwunud dwhdwlwih
giuwydbplinud,  apw opowluwipnid  kpghghly  Emsniabbp,
thwihjuiwghl quqwatbkp, dwwwgnn pEhpebnubp sfuua: ng
np apw opny hp anpudtha sh dypunnud, pungynny Apjwan
tpkjuwiha ophg sh judwganid. pniwdn, hias wakup, np Ahuniup
niphg gl Ep panpty. bu mbutnud Bd apwa AELg ginwnh opkpp
ubig, dbkiqh Yunwljikph, Ymbaatph, hnidh, quiphnipwiiph, uwiuh,
uwnlws Jhuwhwyh wspbpnid wypbne fupnunh, upunndhih
Yiwabph, Sjuuiu wywAnghstitiph, wuknibph, pupwpnuh,
Juswnulabph pwy Shpwunh, E&h Yanwlh, vwaph wpwapubpnud
fupywé qqytih dwqbph, quppwhninh, wnitnh Gkuws wnhph,
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pripgnuthwiwuh, nhpn odwnwgph,  Ynphlh, wnpwdninkph
Anpdwaninh, nsjuwph nt awwywunwhh phpedws dnpphubnh,
onnt, qupbgph Yninpufws 2pbph, jninh nu abplh nwpwatph,
dbpttwabph  nbwnhtke  wlbkph, unhubph, wlwudwlwua
pwnuwgmadtph, thufumph, nwiwphph, otdh,  quiqupwih
PnpEtnh, optph  pwpht  wnwnghlubp  priws  phnnudbnh,
phihwlwd ppEnLabkph, nkplch Yniynh, punniudhg AEnn sypinwsd
Swnhlakph, odh whu qupupynn Yulwgh wpdh, pwpkpha
futhynn ul-uyhnwly neuwauiph, fownwihpakph, puquponitkph
wnwipiphg nnipu wpdws pnghthtph, onwuwwphh whu
ninwd thnpnunhph, nnnudh gnnnibth, mwunwwwaph, yhqp fupws
qunwl jkpnh dbe B wbubnid fhuntuh@t: ghnwnnud aw Yu,
wwpnd k, wabkhp nith, npnyfbnle hd punuph YEnunuanca
ghwnh dby Ywaph ulqpbuwnpnud E pnnpnonud, upwunjuthnid
E npwpunh  Atwpwynpnipiniap, bpwquaph anp dbnbinhi
Ghuniuhtt Gpwp wnwphibp gnpSwqpynipnia sh uwywnbw,
woluwnwap Yw uhpunn nppwd niqgh: npnyhbnle ghunwnt |
wpwwnh nt dnnwgnipiwa ybpghtt wdpwpp, Angbjupph dbe
Alunn wwnwy, wawwnwd 30.000 npuiwang jpywd pnywljwnnt,
dhisle Jbpe wiwnwlwwnwd npaniaph dby pwpuinn wabkpbu
wynnihlwdwg, dwndh nudpwpwd, pnnp Aawpwynp junppbipny
Auqup waqud Ynfugws, pnnpnp his nlaba sniabd’ sunty Ba dbon,
ng np sh jundnud, ng nph dtinpp shu quijhu, ng np sh dwppmud phen,
qunpwaph by Pwnwasnn Shitp, pnnpp hpkig Ea dwppnud,
hnkug niabkgus-sniuabguédnp, hpktg unwdnput nt dhquuunplj
L4 nuunwpynud, hpktg wykia nu wwlwup, hpktg wagyup,
hnttg dbplua nt wwywquwa, hpkag AniEa nu wnnuenipt ko
19unud dkgn, hpbtg Ybpgnypatpp, hphitg pwawih Yhup, hpkag
uwnwd unipép, hpkug pnppnu juwws Augt B nwihu phq: pwth
wiqud bd Ynnpnyn wagabkihu dinphu najwédnp qgbi dbon, Yndbws
luaanp, thujhtip, shtwpwpwlwd wnp, nuynih uvwnlws ywap, np
phiptghtip nL Awadatghtp Anuphn: pwih waqud bl Pph) dbon,
qquapny Swidwdnk) phpwau, pwith waqud b paybpabkphu
dnun wuby, np wwnnwd bd phq, np nne wpppwpih wdkbwnwthwly

-32-



Upwd Nwsywl

qbwnt bu, wuwnpih wiktwwihdwuwm sbplunipniap, nt wdby
waqu, antjthulj wnwag wnhph, pn Awianby swpniejwdp ni pn
qnpnipinitihg Ypkdny 1gfwé’ niqky G dnpPh] phq, pawgtghy,
Ahdw Bk BY wiwnwl npnne whu Gunb) Ynnnuliphn nu pn
wnunp opkph ke U mbutnid thpynipniau, pn aubdnipjua
dby BU quiuniud puwnunnipniau, pn wndnipjwia dho nhn
piPpiPnU k Yjwaph wyhon. nn snitbu ny pwpnjuljuinipinia,
ns dbinp, nnt ng wundws bu, ng dwnpn, nne htd pn ghplya bu
wnanud, bu gnnmud by, ppenud opbiphn dhy, nnu Anunud tu, tu
pp$nud by, e Anunud by, Bu dbs pupbp Bd opithwgund: bpbuu,
Phyniupu, dknplipu nu nunpbpu wpnupu wabking unnnud b
gwd, palancd Yhnunhn dbg, dubin wpdwwn bl pwypnid, Shéwnbkny
dnpwlnd opbipn, sku dbnubnud, Anunud bu, Anunud wanid
Shéwnp, ppwhupp wpuwunipp, Jhuwwnnipiniap, wpmnuap,
wnn, dwhp: Akug ghnwnh dby Yuluyh Awybpdwlwa Yhnnh
Awingpn, apw Yybpetwlwa wywpwnp, ghnwnp sh Juwaqabne,
gbhwnwnp Anubnt E pwnwunit wnpnipabiphg Aniqus, punwph
Awpuw-wplidnunpny. Anubnt B Antap thwlky, sthwlyka Anubn.
E, ninkdhpp thnjukt, sthnjubt, Anubnt § ghwnwnp phpptn
wnibunwgnia puqupntbph nnwownpp, Purgniany nwwwibno
b wpqbpptbipp, wwipkn B punwph Jhpunwpdatmnyg hp nno
ubipp:
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Aram Pachyan
Translated from Armenian by Nazareth Seferian

Within me I have neither a sea, nor an ocean, and I am closed
to boundless expanses, I have neither the inclination nor the
ambition to be in the sky or space. I love to watch the sky as I
stand on the ground, I love to watch the stars from the roof of
our house. Everyone should stay in their place, the sky should
be the sky and the ground should be the ground. Within me I
have neither a sea, nor an ocean, enough already, I am tired of
my freedom, tired of cafés, clubs, soft chairs, honey-drenched
pastries, salt sticks and jerky, meaningless troubles, and
forced laughter. Enough! I need edges that will tear through
my face, river banks that are located near each other, I need
a crack, the sharp blow of an axe, a torrent, ruins, spring-
time mud, a piece of turf, the collision of snowy rocks, a nar-
row opening that I can approach, isolating myself, sitting for
a few hours, simply looking, continuing to look and see the
masquerade of the eruption separating the two shores. With-
in me I have neither a sea, nor an ocean, but I have found the
place I must come to, my focus, which is a bubbling creek,
a wobble of grape molasses along the ground, which exist-
ed in the past and still does, its course arrested by concrete
and iron, then modified, flowing in a narrow line through the
bowels of the city, writhing, boiling, silently bubbling. I have
found it and I come to it at the end of the day, at its vein that
still exists on Khanjyan Street, I park my car in front of the
basalt stone block, step outside, stand at the edge of the block
and look below. The Getar flows, its coils wrapped tightly,
it has grown so narrow that it would fit comfortably in my
fist; it is like a thin forearm, the pale breast of an adolescent.

-34-



Aram Pachyan

It flows slowly, as if someone had conspiratorially grabbed
its leg, pulled at its hair, driven hooks into its tongue, not al-
lowing it to live. This is not the Euphrates, nor the Tigris, the
Seine, the Thames, the Danube, nor the Po. The Getar has no
bloodline in common with the daughter of the ocean, the Styx
that flows in the land of Hades. The gods have not taken any
oaths on its waters. There are no emphatic proverbs about
it, no books or odes. It is left out of all possible discussions, it
is off the planet’s axis. The world does not know about it, it
does not have the wondrous bridges crafted by the masters of
Venice, where lovers exercise their tongues. One does not die
from it, nor does one live for it. It is impossible to drown in it.
Nobody loves it, its name is disgusting. Nobody writes its sto-
ry, nobody adopts alaw about it, nobody stages a protest for it,
environmental activists are not arrested for its sake. Nobody
forgets it because nobody remembers it. Nobody goes mad
with joy upon hearing its name. Its waters do not inebriate
anyone with their smell, no mature reeds stick out of it, no-
body picks the flowers growing on strange mushrooms, nor
the rotten thyme and wild mint, nobody is mesmerized by
the buzzing of the bugs tasting dung. Nobody undresses by its
banks or walks beneath its sun, nobody takes a picture with
it, printing and framing the photograph, hanging it above
their beds. There are no melodious birds, fuzzy creatures, or
smiling butterflies around it. Nobody baptises their newborn
with its waters, nor gives their cancer-inflicted child its wa-
ters to drink. So what if Jesus chose another river? I see him
right there in the Getar’s waters, it is in those whirlpools of
urine, those clumps, slime, terror, fear, the longing for life in
the eyes of a dead half chicken, potato peelings, flaccid con-
doms, needles, rock moss, abundant magpie droppings, goat
hooves, disgusting strands of hair stuck between the teeth
of a comb, that stench, the rotting guts of a rat, threadbare
rags, filthy soap water, shoes, sewage pipe spillage, mutilat-
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ed lamb and rabbit skins, broken vodka and beer bottles, oil
and paint cans, rubber car tyres, axles, animal bleating, vom-
it, greenery, jam, toilet paper, all the piss and shit that hung
from the waters like snot, the chemical acids, piles of leaves,
flowers cast away after a funeral, the lady’s scarf slithering
like a snake, the black-and-white photograph rubbing against
arock, toys, the phlox flowers peeping out of cracks in the ba-
salt, the abdomen bloated like a hot-air balloon, the pumpkin
stem, the suffering, the coagulated blood of the slaughtered
sheep that I see Jesus. He is there in the Getar, alive, he has
things to do, because that filth-ridden river in my city is teem-
ing with the genesis of life, the heartbeat of a promised par-
adise, the dream of a new melody. Jesus is spared the threat
of unemployment for many years to come, there is as much
work to do as one’s heart desires. Because it is the Getar that
is the final reservoir of abundance and oblivion, the hag
wheezing in agony, the toothless abandoned pensioner who
makes only 30,000 drams, that shameless whore child flutter-
ing in the spittle of the brothel, the tomb of rancour. Fucked
a thousand times through every hole possible. Everyone has
emptied whatever they could into you. Nobody feels sorry
for you, nobody pities you, nobody cleans your pupils, the
sprout that moans in that execration. They only clean them-
selves and whatever they have or have not, they vacate their
stomachs and bladders, their what-have-you’s, their past,
present and future, they fill you with their juices and fluids,
their limbs, they offer you their half bananas, their cold cof-
fees, their mouldy bread. How often have I passed by you and
thrown into you whatever I no longer wanted to hold in my
hand, a chewed apple, snot, construction waste, Davo’s dead
dog, which we brought and handed over to your currents.
How many times have I spat into you, scowling at you with
disgust! How many times have I told my friends that I hate
you, that you are the shallowest river in the world, the most
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meaningless of presences on the planet! And each time I am
filled with unjustifiable anger at you and seek vengeance for
your greyness, and I want to slaughter you, annihilate you.
And now I come to you like the prodigal son, sitting on your
rib seeing my salvation in your murky waters, my peace in
your obscurity, the lymph of life still gurgles in your grime.
You have neither morals nor sins. You are neither god nor
human. You take me into your fold, I scream, spit in your wa-
ters, and yet you keep flowing. I swear at you and yet you
keep flowing, I dump large stones on your wounds and yet
you keep flowing. I slip and fall, my face, back, arms, and legs
awash with blood, dropping into your filth, you keep flowing,
I pull out a fleshy root and flail your waters with it as I laugh,
but you keep flowing and flowing, taking my laughter, sweat,
tears, my incompleteness, pain, ecstasy, suffering, madness,
blood, salt, and stink. The Getar will not stop, the Getar will
flow with the emotion of forty springs, flowing along the
southwest of the city. Whether or not they cut off its course, it
will flow. Whether or not they change its direction. The Getar
will flow and scrape off the basalt spines, crushing any obsta-
cles, erupting to return to the city all its love.
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eorgi Bardarov is a Bulgarian
scientist and writer. He is Associate

Professor of Ethno-religious Conflicts
and Demography and Vice-Dean of the
Geology and Geography Department at
Sofia University. He founded and co-hosts
the most successful course on the art of
public speaking and oratory in Bulgaria. He
is also part of the creative team of the
publishing and production company
Musagena. In 2015, Bardarov won
the first intellectual reality TV show
for writers in Bulgaria, called The
Manuscript, which resulted in the
publication of his debut novel, A3
ouwje 6pos oHume (I Am Still Counting
the Days). The book is based on a
true love story between a Bosnian
Muslim and a Christian Serb amid the siege
of Sarajevo during the Bosnian war. It was
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the winner of the PEN Club Award and
was also nominated for novel of the year
in Bulgaria. In 2020, Bardarov published
his second novel, Absolvo Te. The book,
inspired by two true stories, explores
the abyss between two nations with
common origins that have been waging
fratricidal war for decades.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

The novel Absolvo Te deals with four

plot lines that examine philosophical
questions relating to crime, punishment
and forgiveness from different points

of view. There are two space—time
continuums in the novel: the first relates
to the Holocaust and the horrors of Nazi
Germany's concentration camps, the
second to the Arab-Israeli conflict in

the 1970s and 1980s. Each storyline has
several subplots incorporating minor
characters while also following the

life of the main character, Max, over a
period of 60 years. The author uses the
devices of ‘story in story’, retrospection),
‘visualisation’ and ‘journey as suffering'.

In the novel, a psychological anti-logic
penetrates the depths of the human soul,
where good and evil live simultaneously,
while the thirst for revenge fights against
the sudden epiphany that forgiveness

is a possible way out. This is a novel

of hyperrealism — the events are so
dramatic that they go beyond normal
notions of what constitutes realism

in fiction. The unifying theme is the
internal conviction with which each of
the characters defends themselves. The
main message is about forgiveness, but
the reader is left with a sense of historical

pessimism. The novel offers a new
perspective on the traditional reading of
key historical events.

¥ JURY’'S REPORT

In the 6 months since its publication,
Absolvo Te has enjoyed an excellent
reception in Bulgaria, and has been

a bestseller both in brick-and-mortar
bookshops and online. The novel focuses
on important historical issues in Europe
that are still relevant today: social and
ethnic separation, religious and political
opposition and the rise of nationalism
and other extreme ideologies. The
development of the plot is intense,

the author’s style is captivating and he
holds the reader’s attention through
clashes between strong characters and
well-delivered humanist messages.
Georgi Bardarov is a talented narrator
who foregrounds the ideas of tolerance
and forgiveness, making us empathise
with the characters and deepening

our understanding of the events of the
Holocaust and the Arab-Israeli conflict.
Reading this novel ennobles the reader
and makes them more tolerant. We
believe that if Absolvo Te were to be
translated into other languages, it would
have a strong impact on a multinational
Europe that fights for equality between
religions, cultures and nations, and

to overcome military conflict in the
world. In this book, Bardarov shows real
progress in the writer’s craft. That is why
the Bulgarian jury considers him the
undisputed winner of its nomination for
the European Union Prize for Literature.
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[eopau bvpoapos

Absolvo te’!

BoiiHama euHazu ce 3aspswia, paHo u/U K6CHo, HO suHazu!

AKO CITacuIll efVH >KUBOT, TH CH CIIaCUJI LIeJIUs
CBSAT, HO aKO IIOI'yOHIII eJH J)KUBOT, HUMa He CH yOHJI Iie-
JIug CBAT? IJlefalr ro, cMee ce 4OBEeKBT, MUCJIH Ce 3a Ba-
JKeH. EMVH IIpeMepeH, TOYeH, C BCUYKa CHJIa PUTHHUK e
JoCTaThbyeH Jia CBaJIM HaXWJIeHaTa Macka OT JIUIETO MY.
/la HU3SKBHUUYH KaTo 3aKJIaHa KOKOIIIKa, /ia Te II0IJIe{He OT/0-
JIy Harope Hepa3oHupalllo KaTo XBaHATO B KallaH >KUBOTHO.
ToraBsa e BpeMe 3a BTOPUA PUTHHUK. CBHII0 0Ope IIpeMepeH,
B Iy1aBaTa. OTXBBpYA Hasaj, O4MjaTa ce YyndT, pasMasBaT
ce TPUM H COIIOJIM, TeKBaT CHJI3H U KpBB. [locse ole xBa
MOIIIHY PUTHHKA B Topca. OT moBeue HIMa HyXAa. CBBp-
IIIeH e, JOPH [ja TO CIJIO6AT B 60/IHUIIATa, CH I'0 IIPEeKbPIIUIL,
3aBUHArH IIle HOCH IleyaTa Ha CcTpaxa B cebe cu. I'ocrionu,
TOJIKOBA e JIeCHO. [JiefjaIlr, HaKaKBa CTapUlia CU BbPBU II0
yauIaTa, AbBYe CTyJeHaTa 3aKyCKa C HU3KYCTBEHOTO CH
4JeHe, BIIMJIa Ce B )KMBOTA, CAKAlIl I1le BeKyBa. He 11 Tpsi6Ba
MHoro. IIpocTo 3xpaB TyIaHUK B UyTyparTa € JOCTaThbYeH.
ITocJie ce oTmaievaBalll Ha 6e30I1aCHO pa3CTOSHUE U IJIefall
KaK OKO0JIO 6e3JMXaHHOTO TJIO Ce CTPYIIBAT 3arpHKeHUTe
XOpH, KOUTO CJIefi IIeT MUHYTH I1ie s 3a0paBsIT, 11je OUAT 6Hpa
U I11e IJIefjaT Mada, KaKTo 3abpaBsiMe BCUUKH YPOIIH Ha KU-
BOTa, MUCJIEMKH caMo 3a cebe ch! A TU CH CBUPYKalll U IIPO-
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IbJKaBalll II'bTA CH, 3all[0TO Te OYaKBa BKYyCHa Beudeps U
HHTEepeceH May I10 TesleBU3UATa. TOJIKOBA e JieCHO. Th4ya cu
HIKaKBO MOMUYEHIIe 110 yJIuIiaTa, 6JIMKe cjaioiesa, 1ieJiv ¢
IpallkKa YJIUNYHUTE KOTKU U I'bJI'bOM, MUCJIU Ce 3a TOJIIMO
U BCeCUJIHO. [IpuriesBaIl ce BHUMATEIHO, II'bXAlll IIaTPOH
B IleBTa. [IaTpoH, IpousBeleH 0T HAKOJIKO CIIJIaBU, MUHAJI
Ipes pblieTe Ha ileceTUMa 0OMKHOBEeHHU poOU Ha CUCTeMaTa.
EnuH oTiMBa MeTaJia, APYT II0 1571 IeH BBPTHU phUuKaTa Ha
MallliHaTa 3a BaJllyBaHe, TPETH I'0 IpHUbUpa OT IOTOYHATa
JIMHUS, 3ae[lHO C OIlle XUJAAH II0J0OHU KYPIIYMH, Ipe-
Ha3HaUYeHU Jia cesiT CMbPT, YeTBBPTH, Hall-BEPOSITHO KeHH,
pa’kajau U IaBaJjiv KUBOT, TO PeIsT B KAPTOHEHU KYTHUU,
B MpauyHUTe, HeJIOKOCBAHU HUKOTAa OT CJIBHIIE, II'BJIHU C
IIpax U IJI'bXO0Be I1eX0Be Ha HAKOS roJjIIMa OpbyKerHa KOM-
IIaHUs, II0CJIe KUCeJI YUYKa, HaJl IIeT/eceTTe, C XeMOPOUH,
pasBelileH U caMOTeH, KOMTO OT CYTPHHTA CH MedTae caMo
3a UeKUsd U XJlaJHa O6upa, ro pasmpala A0 MarasuHuTe Ha
IleCeTKHU I'pajioBe, OTKBAETO JeCeTKU HeUyBCTBAIlU HUIIO0
MBoKe Ile CHU 0 KYIIAT, IIfe I'0 3apefdaT B [1eBTa Ha IIYIIKU-
Te CU U I1e CesT CMBPT ChC CHINOTO Oe3pasainuyue, C KOETO
OIIpaBAT Beuep KeHUTe cU. Ta Taka, IbXHAJ CH I'0 B I[eBTa
U Ce IIpUIlesIBAIl B YeJI0TO Ha HUIIO HEII0A03UPalloTo bes-
TPUXKHO MOMUEHIIe, KOeTO B TOSI MOMEHT Ce € IIPUIIEIUJIO B
HAKOe HUII0 HEeloJ03Upalo K'bJBAII0 TPOXUUYKU Bpabue.
Jleko aBpIIall cIrychbKa, TOJIKOBA e jleCHO. KypIryMsT ocTa-
BA KPBI'BJI UepeH OTBOP C UepBeHUKaBU Kpaullla B YeJIIleTo
Ha MOMYeTO, KOeTO Ce CBJIMYa B ITpaxTa Ha yJIUIaTa, J0KaTo
BpabuyeTo OTJINTA KbM CUHBOTO Hebe, a TM OTUBAIII Jja ITHelIl
6rpa B HAKOU II'b0 U [1a IJIefalll BEUHOTO Jiepbu ,bapcesio-
Ha“ - ,Peas”. ToOJIKOBA e JIECHO [1a YHUILOKUIII €/THO YOBeIll-
KO ChIIecTBO. TOJIKOBA e JIeCHO /1a PaspyIIHNIl eTUH CBIT.
UecTo HAMA HY>K/JIAa OT PUTHUITU U KYPIITYMH, T0CTaTHUYHO
e JTa Ka’Kelll caMO HIKOJIKO IYMHU, [Ta T0 YHUKUIIL. ToJIKOBa
e JIeCHO... I ToJIKOBa e TPyAHO, 6e3KpallHO TPY/HO [ia Clia-
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CHUIII eIUH YOBEK, eJUH >KUBOT, eJUH MUKPOCBSIT, KOMUTO 3a
MUJIMapAUTe MaMyHOIIOOOHH 110 Ta3! IIJlaHeTa He 3HAaUH
HHIIIO, HO 3a Teb e II0BeUde OT BCHYKO. 3a Teb e I[eJTHAT CBAT!

AKO MO>Kelll HAKOM JieH, ['ocriony, 1a HU ITPOCTHIILL...

JKuBOTHT yxXae Ha JlaBaHIyJIa
4 gpespyapu 1973 2.

»[Ip1 M3paesiCKU ygapd B UBHUIlaTa 'a3a ca 3aruHaJIu [Je-
ceT ITaJIECTUHIIH, IIpe/iajioXxa CBETOBHUTE MHPOPMAIIUOH-
HU areHIIUU. CpeJ )KepTBUTe ca KaKTo 6ornu Ha XAMAC,
TaKa ¥ [[UBUJIHU. 3aTUHAJIU Ca U YeTHUPeceT U I1eT TOAUIITHA
’KeHa U IBaficeTTOJUIITHATA U IbI1eps. [lopegHUTe Hamaze-
HUS Ca OTTOBOP Ha MaJIECTUHCKU aTeHTaT Cpelly YUYUJIUu-
1I1eH aBTOOYyC, U3BBPIIIEH I10-PaHO Ta3U CeMUIIa, IIPU KOM-
TO 651Xa paHeHU JABaMa JYIIH.

ecToko youiicTBo pasrpece Unkaro. Mb>k HaxXJ1y B MaJika
KBapTaJlHa I'paJJuHKa, pa3cTpeJis JBaMa Y0BeKa, a C HOXK J[0-
BBPIIIH OIlle TPUMA, MEK/Iy KOUTO ABe MJIau >KeHH, eJJHa-
Ta 6peMeHHa B JleBeTHs Mecell. )KepTBHUTe Ha >KeCTOKOTO
IIpecThIlJIEHUe ca IIPUATeNIH, KOUTO BCsIKa HeflesIss UMaIu
TpaguIlus fia ce ChbOMpAT B rpaJUHKaTa Jja TUAT 6upa. 3a
HarajjaTessl ce 3Hae, ye OMJI TeXeH chbcell. DUHAHCOBU 3a-
TPYAHEHUS U OIIaCeHUs J]a 3ary0u JoMa CU 3acera ca mpef-
IoJIaTaeMUTe MOTUBU Ha HallafaTeJIsl.

M1 egHa MaJIKO CTpaHHaA HOBHHA: B IlIOHMA B MaJIKaTa IIpe-
¢exTypa MUATHU, B CEBEPOU3TOYHUTE YaCTH Ha CTpaHaTa
MBbJX Ha IlleliceT F'OJ{MHU Ce CaMOYyOU PUTYaJIHO IIpe] BX0/a
Ha YYHJIHILETO, B KOeTo paboTes KaTo IIOPTHED OT 6JIM30
YeTUPUMCET TOJAUHHU, CJIe[ KaTo IIyOJUYHO OUJI OOBUHEH
OT JUPEKTOpa Ye Beye e CaMO B TeXKeCT U HeHY >KeH Ha y4U-
JIAILETO.
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JlHec BpeMeTo I1je 6b/ie A BXK/J0BHO IIpe3 IeJIUs IeH, C O4aK-
BaHU IIPeK'bCBAaHU, PasKbCBaHe Ha 00/1a4HOCTTa U CJ1abu
BeTpOBe OT ceBeposalaf B ciaefobefHUTe yacoBe. TeMIlepa-
TypHure...”

- Ennag, Exiad, cupu ToBa pajguo, B3UMal CaHABUYNUTE U
TPBIBalTe, OpaT TH Ille U3IIYCHE YUUJIHUIIIHUA aBTO0YC, a TH
IIle 3aKbCHeelll 3a pabora! YUyBam jiu Me, Efiiisidp, MUHaBa
oceM!

MJIa,Z[e>K'I:>T, KOUTO AbBUelle 3aKyCKaTa CKM B MaJIKaTa KyX-
HHWYKa, Ce IIpecerHa, Ciipd pagruoTo, CKOUH B B IBUKEHHE
OOBBPIMH HallaTa C MJIAKO.

YacoOBHUKBT TUX0 HU33BBHA. 6:06! Ha cBeTellus AUCILIEH
cBerenre ¥ garata 06.02.1973. MBXXEBT B JIEIJIOTO IIOTHP-
Ka oud. He Gemre MuUrBaJ JeHOHOIIIMA HapeA. Hagurxa ce,
CIIyCHa KOCMaTHTe CH KpaKa Ha II0[a 1 II0OTHPCH YeXJIHTe.
3aciyIlia ce BbB paBHOMEPHOTO M JUIIIaHe OT Apyrara II0-
JIOBHHA Ha JIeIJIoTo. bellte 3agpsiMaJia IpegHu He II0BeYe OT
II0JIOBHH 4Yac. IIpe3 cmycHaTHUTe IepjeTa ce IIpolleskKialie
IIpeAyTPUHHATA CBeTJIMHA. MBXXBT CTaHAa U THUXO H3JIese.
OTuge B TBMHATa KyXHHUYKa. Hamnuia IrHypa Ha KOTJIOHYe-
TO ¥ TO BKJIIOYH B KOHTaKTa. IlocTaBH [[’Ke3BeTO, HaJIsI BOJA,
CHIIa [Be JBXUIM Kade U 3adaka. [Io o6ropgysoro My oT
CIBHIIETO JIMIle JIMYaxa JbJI0O0KO BceueHH OpBbUKH. OTHece
ce. Uy CBUCTeHETO B IIOCJIeTHUSI MOMEHT. /[pBIIHA [[yKe3Be-
TO0. Onapu ce. M3pyra Tuxo. bellte KbCHO: KapeTo Beye ChbC-
Kallle I10 HaropeleHus 10 YepBeHOo KOTJIOH. PasHece ce MU-
pusMaTa Ha IIPeropso >KHUTO0. MBKBT U3KJ/IHUH KOTJIOHA.
[Ipecuna xadpeTo B MeTaJIHO KaH4Ye U OTHJe B 6aHATa. IIo-
CTaBU KaHYeTO Ha PBXKAsAcaJl IIOIIMHKOBAH 00ijiep, OIIpsSH
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10 MUBKarTa. Hawb/JIHM MeTaJsiHa IIaHUUYKa C BOAA, CJI0KHU
s TI0J, MPBCHOTO HAIlyKaHO OIJIe/lajl0 Ha HUBOTO HAa OUUTe
My. HacanyHuca 6pajsgcaiaTta CH YeTHHA U 6aBHO 3aIl04YHa
[la Ipalliy 110 Hes CbC 3aXabeHaTa OT A'bJITOTO II0JI3BaHE Ca-
MoOpBbCHa4Ka. OcTaBsllle JbJITM PO30BU UBUITH 110 JIUIIETO,
KaTO CKHOp IIOIpaBsIl I'bPTUHA Cpef IOThHAajaTa B CHST
m1aHuHa. CIIOMHHU CH eIJUHCTBEeHU II'bT, KOTaTO BU/IS CHAT,
6s1xXa Ha ceBep CcbC CebMxa, MaJIKO CJIeJ, KaTO Ce 0KeHHXa.
I[To siuIteTO My IIpeMHHa THK, OpbCHa4yKaTa Io IoCpelHa
HampeuHo. M30xka. TbHKa ajieHa CTpys Habpasgu AeBCTBe-
HU4 65171 cHAT. O6J1eTHa ce HAa MUBKaTa U Ce IIOIJIe[{Ha B OI-
JepasoTo. OcTaHa IIoBeue 0T MUHYTKa Taka, 6e3 1a Mbp/a.
KpbBTa ce cThyalile 1o 6pajguykara U rpbKiasgHa My. EnHa
KallKa ce OTLIeJU U KallHa B ollbpbeHaTa MuUBKa. Hazx To-
ajleTHaTa YWMHUS MMallle I1apye BeCTHUK. B3e ro, sabbpca
KpPBbBTa, OTIH OT KapeTo U IIOLHOBU pUTyaJsia. TorrBaIe ca-
MoOpbCHayKaTa B MeTaJIHaTa IIaHW4YKa, OTIIMBallle OT Ka-
¢deTo U IIpoAbIIKaBallle ChC CeiBalara 6pasaa. OunuTe My
ce oTpassgBaxa B OIJIe[IaJIOTO AbJIOOKU U YepHU, KaTo Mac-
JIUHU. [IpUKJIIr0o4y, U3bbpca ce B )K'bJITaTa I'paliaBa Kbplia,
KOSITO BUCellle OT 3a/{HaTa CTpaHa Ha U3THUJIaTa BparTa. Bup-
Ha ce B cTanukarta. T4 Oellre Beue OyaHa. HagurHa ce Jjieko.

— Tpwreamt iu?
—/[la, BpeMe e.

HapurHa ce ollle MaJIKo, IIPOTerHa 6sijaTa CH KOCTeJIHBa
PBbKa | 5 II0JI0KH BBPXY PaMOTO MY:

- Ctpax Me e, Habui. MHOro Me e cTpax!

— Bcuuko e 6'b/le Hape[, 111e BUUII — Ha CBOX pe/J; II0JI0KHU
TOM KOCMAaTaTa CH [IJIaH BbpXY HeifHaTa.

— MHoro Me e cTpax, Habusi, MHOTO...
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BJjrara 1361 B O4HTeE I, HO TS Ce OBJI[S U He 3alljaKa.

— Bcuuko 111e ce onpaBH, Cebrxa, obeliaBaM TH, BCUYKO IIe
0'b/le Hape/. A3 I1je ce ITorpuyKal

CraHa, IIper'bpHA S JIEKO, IieJIyHa s 110 4YeJI0TO U C 6bp3u
KpayKH HallyCHa CTasTa, allapTaMeHTa, 6JI0K4eTo...

OTBBH I0 6/IbCHA C XJIaJUHATa CH GpeBpyapcKoTO yTpo. /o
TSX HMMallle CTPOeX U BATHPHT 3aBUXPSIIe CTPOUTETHU
60KJIyIIH, OTKbCHATH HalJIOHU, CUBKaBa IIpax U IIerneJs OT
eJUH BapeJl, Ha KOMTO I1a3auyuTe Iigja HOII ce 6gXa Ipesin
U BapuJu 4aii. [lerres1! Mupusmara, ¢ KosTO 6e IpoCMyKaH
LeJIUAT MY JKHUBOT. PasipbHKaHaTa ceTpa ce 3ajajie B Ja-
JleyrHaTa, KbAETO XOPU30HTHT IIOPO30BsIBallle 0T HabUpa-
III0TO CKOPOCT CJOBbHIE. CTUTHA [I0 CIHUPKaTa U C MBUYUTEJI-
HO CK'bpILiaHe OTBOpPU BpaTu. Habui cegHa Ha IlocjefHaTa
cepasika. Mimalre olre HeKOJII[MHA ChHEHU HeIaCTHUIIU B
paHHOTO ¢eBpyapcKo yTpo. I[IorbJIHAaTHU OT CBOUTE CH MHU-
CJIY, BCEKH IJlefalle Ipe3 IIOKPUTUTE ChC CJIOM YepHa IIe-
IleJI IIPO30PIiH Ha ceTpaTa. Habui Hasep, TpuiiceT U TpH ro-
OUIITHUAT YUUTEJ 110 UCTOPUS U reorpadrs OT YUUIUIIETO
B /I>Kkela, [lasecTuHa, 6e caM.

AOCOJIIOTHO caM.

C apomar Ha ib$HajIa BUIIHA
15 Hoemspu 1944 2.

B/IaKBT IOTETJIN C MBUUTETHO CBUCTEHE I10 peJicurTe. OCT'Lp
3BYVK, 00JIe3HeH 3a CeTHBATaA. CJIe,D; CTOTHHa MeTpa CIIpS.
E,IIHa OI'POMHAa BB3JUIITKAd OT€KHAd BBB BArOHA. BC'LLHHOCT
JeCeTKH Bb3/JUIIIKH, CJIEJIH Ce B €[1HA, IT'bJIHA C HAKaKBa OT-
YasgdHa Haae>xaa. Ho cjieq HAKOJIKO MUHYTH BJAKBT TP'BbI'HA
OTHOBO, a CKOpO Ha6pa CKOpPOCT U IIOThHA B XapMOHHUYHO,
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pPaBHOMEPHO TpaKaHe. MbKeTe U >KeHUTe BBTPe ce IPUTHC-
Kaxa eJliH o ApyT. HaMaxa apyra Bb3MOKHOCT. B T031 KOH-
CKU BaroH 6s1xa HaT'bIIKaHU /IECETKH, M'bKe, )KEHHU U JIella.
MuJtaiv1, cTapy, TPO3HU, KPaCUBH, cJI1abH, e6esu, ¢ OUnIa U
6e3 oumJa, C MycTaIll 1 6e3 MyCTaIlH, C e{HO eJTHHCTBEHO
061110 HeIIo ITOMEXKAY UM — CTPaxbT! UyZOBHIITHUSIT, HEYO-
BEIIIKU CTPaX.

[Ipe3 mporenuTe Ha JBCKUTe HAa BaroHa Cce IIPOCMYKBaIlIe
JIETKaBUST, IPUMeECEH C Bjlara HOEMBPUHUCKU CTYA. MBXXBT
yCIISI ¢ MAJIKO OyTaHe M XUTPOCT Jja Ce JOKOIIa /10 ITPOIIeITH-
Te Ha BpaTUTe, OTAEJSIIYU BaroHa OT BBHIITHUS CBAT. Tyk
CTYIBT 6€ II0-CHUJIeH, BATHPBT II0-0CTHP U IPOHU3BAII, HO
BJIM3allle BB3AyX. ['ajleH, HOeMBPUUCKH, HO Bce ITaK Gerre
BB3AYXBT Ha CBOGOHUS CBAT. MB)K'BT HaJJHUYAIIIE C e/THO
OKO ITIpe3 MPOIleNIuTe. B Mpaka OTBBH IIpejinTaxa paspylie-
HU K'BIIH, I'bpBeTa, I'bTUIIA, MOCTOBE, peKUUKU... TyK TaM
ce BIDK/IaXa U CBETJIMHH. [Ipe3 Gesle3HUKABUTeE 00JIaITU 110
He6eTo M3IIJTyBa HalllbpOeHUs CHPII Ha JIyHaTa.

MBKBT 10 HETo, c1ab, BUCOK, C 0YMJIa U peluKa 6pajia, To
o6y THA II0 PaMOTO:

—ITammupoca?
—Wwmant 1u?

- la, CK'bTaJI CbM HSKOJIKO, IOKAaTO Me IIpeThpcBaxa, 3abpa-
BHXa KeIeTo.

CM'BbKHa KeIleTo CH U OT IO/ IJIaTaTa My U3M'bKHa J]Be HaBU-
TH Ha p'bKa I[UTapH, IIofajie My eHaTa, U3BaJll U KUOPUT.
MByKeTe 0KOJIO TSIX, HPUTUCHATHU e[JUH B JIPYT, T'H IIOTJIe/THA-
Xa ChpAUTO. HIKOU U3CyMTsIXa HeIl.

- Kubput?

— HMaMm, HAKaK CH ce e OIIa3uJI OT BJjarara...

-46 -



leopru bvppapos

MBXXBT Ce U3BBPTS HAaBBTPe KBbM BaroHa, IIPUKPU Ce C
TIella Ha CaKoTo, 3alla/Id e{HaTa ITUrapa 1 My s IIofiaie, Imo-
cJIe IpyraTta U ce 06bpHA OTHOBO K'bM ITPOIIEITUTE U CBETa

OTBBH.
— Kak Muc/IuIl, HaK'b/e HU BOAST?
— Haii-BeposATHO AyIIBHIL...

- UyBaJI ChbM pa3JIMYHU HeIlla 3a TaM. HIKou Ka3Bar, 4ye e
IIPOCTO TPYZOB JIaTrep, 6auKall ¥ yaKall Kpasi Ha BOMHaTa.

— 3abpasul!

— 3amro?

—Tu BU ST JIU CU HAKOM, KOMTO Jja Ce e BbpHAJ OTTaM?
— He!

— HaMa BpbIlaHe OT TaM.

— UyBaJI ¢BM, Ue u3rapsaT Xopa B rasoBH KamepH. He morat
Jla U3TOPAT TOJIKOBa MHOro Xopa. Haysu? ToBa ca riymocTu!

— He 3sHawm, 111e BUguM... He ickam fja rajmas.
—Teopop! —mogazte MB>XXBT PBKA.
— Maxkc. Maxkc [lleBueHKO.

— My3HKaHT CbM, My3UKaHT 0T 3arpe6. CBUps Ha IUTyJIKa
BBB QpuixapMoHusTa. CBUpeX, fie... A TU?

— A3 c¢bM OoT VKpaliHa, HO u3pacHax B YexocsoBakug. CTy-
JIeHT 1 6aCKeTOOJIUCT.

— HWrpaemr au?
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—/la, urpaex, mpeau BOMHaTa, B /lykJa IIpara. bax MHOTO [10-
0bp, Hal-ToJIsSIMaTa HaJlesK/ia Ha YelllKus 6ackeT60J1, MeuTa-
ex 3a OJIMMIINaa, HO BCUYKO OTHJE...

— MUCJIHII JIH, Ue HIKOra...

— Jlopu He ro u crioMeHaBau. HUIo He MUCJIg, He UCKaM [a
MUCJI, He MOora Jja MUCJIA.

—Crpax ju Te e?

I[lurapuTe UM yracHaxa B YIUBHTeJIeH CUHXPOH, B efHa U
ChIlja ceKyHa. [I[peMrHaBaxa Ipes HIKaKbB ThMEH, IIPU-
THXHaJI B y>Kaca Ha BOMHaTa rpaz. Huimo He usgasalie a
MMa >KHUBOT B Hero. 1 Bce I1akK 3aJl CTEHHUTe Ha Te3W KbIIHU
ChC CUTYPHOCT UMallle Xopa. YIIJIallleHH’, U3TOIleHU OT BOK-
HaTa, IJIaJHH1, HO BCe IaK CBOOOAHU.

Ctpax siu? [laau ro 6ele ctpax? 0oo, ga! TosikoBa MHOTO TO
Gelrre cTpax, ye MOJKellle [ia ce 3aK'bJIHe KaK I'o ycela QU3n-
4YeCKH Jia o crpabuBa 3a I'bpPJIOTO U IIPUTUCKA OTJISIBO.
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Absolvo Te

Georgi Bardarov
Translated from Bulgarian by Christopher Buxton

Absolvo Te!

War always returns, sooner or later, but always!

If you save a life, you have saved the whole world, but if
you stamp out a life, have you then killed the whole world?
You look at him, the guy’s laughing, thinks himself impor-
tant. A measured, accurate kick at full force is enough to
tear the grinning mask off his face. So he squeals like a
pig chased for slaughter, so he looks up at you from below
with the incomprehension of an animal caught in a trap.
That’s the time for the second kick. Equally measured to
the head. Flies backwards, glasses broken, smeared make-
up and snot, tears and blood flow. Then two powerful kicks
to the torso. You don’t need any more. He’s finished, even if
they put him back together in the hospital, you’ve snapped
him in two, he’ll always bear the stamp of fear within him-
self. Lord, it’s so easy. You look, some old woman is walk-
ing the street, chewing a cold snack with her false teeth,
sunk into life, as though she’ll live a hundred years. She
doesn’t need much. Just a hefty punch to the noggin is
enough. Then you retreat to a safe distance and watch how
around her lifeless body, concerned folk crowd around her,
who will forget her, drink beer and watch a match, as we
forget all lessons in life, thinking only of ourselves. And
you’re whistling and you continue on your way, because a
tasty supper and interesting match on the TV is awaiting
you. It’s so easy. Some young boy is running in the street,
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licking an ice cream, aiming his catapult at street cats and
pigeons, he thinks himself great and mighty. You aim care-
fully, stick a bullet into the chamber. A bullet, produced
from several alloys, passed through the hands of a dozen
ordinary slaves of the system. One pours out the metal,
another turns the handle of the rolling machine, a third
picks it off the production line along with thousands more
identical bullets, destined to sow death, a fourth lot, most
probably women, who’ve given birth and life, arrange it
into cardboard boxes, into the dark warehouses of some
vast arms company, never touched by the sun, full of dust
and rats, thereafter a sour duffer, over fifty, with piles, di-
vorced and lonely, who from the morning has been dream-
ing of a wank and a cold beer, dispatches it to shops in doz-
ens of towns, from where dozens of men who feel nothing
will buy it, will load it into their guns and will sow death
with the same indifference with which they service their
wives at night. So that’s the way, you’ve popped it into the
chamber and you aim at the forehead of the carefree boy
who suspects nothing and who at this instant has taken
aim at some sparrow, who’s pecking at crumbs, suspecting
nothing. You lightly squeeze the trigger, it’s that easy. The
bullet leaves a round black hole in the reddening margin of
the boy’s forehead, he’s collapsed in the street dust, while
the sparrow has flown off into the blue sky and you go to
drink beer in some pub and watch the never ending Derby
— Barcelona-Real. It’s so easy to destroy a human existence.
It’s so easy to destroy a world. Often there’s no need for
kicks and bullets, it’s enough to say just a few words, to
destroy it. It’s so easy.

And it’s so difficult, endlessly difficult, to save one guy, one
life, one microcosm, which for the billions of ape-looka-
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likes on this planet means nothing, but for you is more
than anything. For you it’s the whole world!

If some day, Lord God, you can forgive us...

Life smells of lavender
Fourth of February 1973

“Israeli strikes on the Gaza Strip have left tens of Palestin-
ians dead, world news agencies have announced. Among
the victims were civilians as well as Hamas fighters. A for-
ty-five-year-old woman has died, and her twelve-year-old
daughter. The latest attacks are in answer to a Palestini-
an attack on a school bus, carried out earlier this week, in
which two people were wounded.

A savage murder has shocked Chicago. A man burst into
a small neighbourhood garden, shot two guys, and with a
knife finished off another three, amongst whom were two
young women, one nine months pregnant. The victims of
the savage crime were friends, who every Sunday kept a
tradition to meet up in the garden and drink beer. What’s
known about the attacker is that he was their neighbour.
Financial difficulties and the threat of losing his home are
the attacker’s supposed motives.

In Miyagi, Japan, a township in the northeast region of the
country, a sixty-year-old man carried out a ritualistic sui-
cide in front of the school where he had worked as a door-
man for forty years, after the director publicly shamed
him as being an unnecessary burden on the school. Today
the weather will be rainy throughout the whole day, with
expected breaks in the clouds and light winds from the
north-west in the afternoon. The temperatures...”
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“Eliav, Eliav, stop that radio, take the sandwiches and get
going, your brother will miss the school bus and you’ll be
late for work! Are you listening to me, Eliav, it’s past eight!

»

The youth, who was munching his breakfast in the small
kitchen, stretched, stopped the radio, jumped up and drank
the glass of milk on the move.

sk kK

The alarm clock quietly rang. 6.06! On the flashing display
the date 06.02.1973 was also lit. The man in the bed rubbed
his eyes. He hadn’t slept for twenty four hours. He got up,
dropping his hairy feet to the floor, seeking his slippers. He
listened to her measured breathing from the other half of
the bed. She’d dozed off not more than half an hour earlier.
The pre-dawnlight seeped through the closed curtains. The
man stood up and quietly left. He went to the dark kitchen.
He felt for the hotplate cable and plugged it in. He put the
coffee pot on, poured the water, put in two spoonfuls of
coffee and waited. Deep carved furrows stood out on his
sun-tanned face. He lost himself. He heard the whistling
at the last moment. He pulled at the coffee pot. He burnt
himself. He swore softly. It was too late: the coffee was now
seething on the now red hotplate. Spreading the smell of
burnt wheat. The man switched off the hotplate. He poured
the coffee into a metal jug and went to the bathroom. He
put the jug on the rusty galvanized boiler, leaning against
the basin. He filled a metal bowl with water, put it under
the dirty cracked mirror, level with his eyes. He soaped
his bristly stubble and began to slowly scrape it with a ra-
zor, worn out from long use. He left long pink stripes on
his face, like a skier making tracks on the snow-covered
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mountain. He remembered the only time, when he’d seen
snow, he was up in the north with Sebiha, not long after
they’d married. His face twitched, the razor countered. He
yelped. A thin scarlet runnel cut across the virgin white
snow. He leant on the basin and looked into the mirror. He
stayed like this for more than a minute, without moving.
The blood ran down his chin and throat. One drop escaped
and dripped into the cracked basin. Above the toilet there
was a scrap of newspaper. He took it, wiped the blood,
sipped his coffee and restarted the ritual. He dipped the
razor into the metal bowl, drank up the coffee and contin-
ued with the next scrape. In the mirror, eyes were reflect-
ed, deep and black as olives. He finished, wiped himself
with the yellow rough towel, which hung from the back of
the rotting door. He returned to the bedroom. She was now
awake. She lifted herself a little.

“Are you off?”
“Yes, it’s time.”

She lifted herself up a little more, stretched out a white
bony arm and put it round his shoulder. “I’'m scared, Nabil.
I’'m really scared!”

“Everything will be OK, you’ll see.” In turn, he put his
hairy hand over hers.

“I’'m really scared, Nabil, really...”

Moisture invaded her eyes, but she controlled herself and
didn’t cry.

“Everything will be sorted out, Sebiha, I promise you,
everything will be OK. I'll take care!”

He stood up, embraced her lightly, kissed her forehead and
with quick steps, left the room, the flat, the block...
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Outside, the February morning buffeted him with its cold.
There was a building site close by them and the wind blew
up, building rubbish, scraps of plastic, grey dust and ash
from a bin, at which the watchmen had warmed them-
selves and boiled up tea all through the night. Ash! The
smell, with which his whole life had been sucked out. A
rattling bus appeared in the distance, where the horizon
grew rosy from the quickening sun. It reached the stop and
with a painful screech the doors opened. Nabil sat on the
last seat. There were a few more sleepy wretches on this
early February morning. Sunk in their own thoughts, each
looked out of the bus windows, covered in a film of black
soot. Nabil Nazer, thirty-three-year-old teacher of history
and geography at the Jeddah school, Palestine, was alone.

Absolutely alone.

With the scent of blossoming cherries
Fifteenth of November 1944

The train pulled out with a painful screeching on the rails.
A sharp noise, hurtful to the senses. After a hundred me-
tres it stopped. A huge sigh flowed out in the wagon. Ac-
tually dozens of sighs, converging into one, full of some
desperate hope. But in a few minutes the train started off
again and quickly gained speed and sank into a harmonic,
measured clattering. Dozens of men, women and children
were crammed into this cattle wagon, jammed against
each other. They had no other choice. Young, old ugly, beau-
tiful, thin, fat, with and without spectacles, with and with-
out moustaches with one single thing in common between
them — fear! Monstrous inhuman fear.
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Through the gaps in the wagon slats seeped the sticky No-
vember cold, mixed with damp. The man succeeded with
a little pushing and cunning to make it to the gaps in the
doors separating the wagon from the outside world. Here
the cold was stronger, the wind sharper and more pene-
trating, but air was coming in. Horrible, ominous, but nev-
ertheless the air of the free world. The man peered with
one eye through the gaps. In the dark outside demolished
houses flew by, trees, roads, bridges, rivers. Here and there
were lights too. Through the off-white clouds in the sky the
ragged sickle of the moon was swimming.

The man next to him, thin, tall, with glasses and sparse
beard, nudged his shoulder.

“Cigarette?”
“Have you got any?”

“Yes, I squirreled a few away, while they were searching
me, they forgot the cap.”

He slipped off his cap and from the lining drew out two
roll-ups, gave him one, took out a match. The men around
them, squashed up against each other, vast angry glances.
One grunted something.

“Match?”
“Got one, somehow kept from the damp...”

The man turned into the wagon’s interior, used the tails
of his jacket as cover, lit one cigarette and handed it over,
then the other one and turned back again to the gap and
the world outside.

“What do you think, where are they taking us?”
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“Auschwitz, most likely...”

“I’'ve heard different things about there. Some say it’s just
a labour camp, you work and wait for the end of the war.”

“Forget it!”

“Why‘?))

“Have you seen anyone who’s come back from there?”
“NO'”

“There’s no coming back from there.”

“I’'ve heard they cremate folk in gas chambers. They can’t
cremate so many people. Right? That’s nonsense.”

“I don’t know, we’ll see... I don’t want to guess.”
“Theodore!” The man held out his hand.
“Max. Max Shevchenko.”

“I’m a musician, a musician from Zagreb. I play violin in the
philharmonic. Well I used to play... and you?”

“I’'m from the Ukraine, but I grew up in Czechoslovakia. I
was a student and basketball player.”

“Do you play?”

“Yes, I played before the war for Dukla Prague. I was very
good, the greatest hope in Czech basketball, I dreamed of the
Olympics, but everything went...”

“Do you think that sometime...”

“Don’t even mention it... I don’t think anything, I don’t want
to think. I can’t think.”

“Are you afraid?”
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Their cigarettes went out in amazing synchronicity in one
and the same second. They passed through some dark city,
fallen quiet to the horror of the war. Nothing betrayed the
presence of any life. And even so the walls of these houses
surely contained people. Frightened, exhausted by the war,
hungry, but free nevertheless.

Afraid? Was he afraid? O-o0-o yes! He was so very scared that
he could take an oath on how he could feel fear grab his
throat and squeeze from the left.
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BIOGRAPHY

ucie Faulerova, born in 1989,
Lis a writer, editor and aspiring
screenwriter. She graduated in Czech
studies from the Palacky University in
Olomouc. She attracted the attention of
readers and critics with her debut novel,
Lapaci prachu (Dust Catchers), which
was nominated for the 2017 Magnesia
Litera Award for prose and the Jifi Orten
Award for authors up to 30 years old.
The book was published in Spanish
in 2020, and a German translation will

be published soon. With the prominent
Czech conceptual artist Katefina Seda,
Lucie co-authored the book BRNOX —
Privodce brnénskym Bronxem (BRNOX — A
quide to Brno’s Bronx), about a socially
disadvantaged area of Brno. It won the
2016 Magnesia Litera Award for journalism.
In 2020, Faulerové published her new
novel Smrtholka (Deathmaiden), a family
mosaic about three siblings and the desire
to live your own life in spite of darkness.
The book is currently being translated into
Spanish and has been nominated for the
2021 Magnesia Litera Award for prose. In
2020, she participated in the Czech Center
New York programme Stories in Times of
Corona, contributing with the short story
‘Objects in Mirror Are Closer than They
Appear.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

A woman in her 20s has to cope with

a family tragedy that almost destroys
her. How can she survive after her sister
commits suicide? This poetic literary
work wraps a traumatic theme in gentle
humour. A train rolls on. Inside, alone

in the compartment, a young woman

is sitting, wounded in body and soul.
She is looking at the landscape outside
the window, thinking about her family,
reminiscing about cheerful moments
spent with her late sister. Why did she do
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it? No one knows. Marie, the protagonist
of the novel, blames herself for her
sister’s death. Tormenting thoughts.
The wheels spin, the train rattles and
sighs, the landscape passes. Marie,

the traveller, thinks about all possible
methods of suicide, but also about how
to cope with life and its tragedies, how
to live well in spite of every injury. Could
some New Age spirituality perhaps

be of any help? As the story goes on,

a chain of suicide attempts unwinds,
with Marie always hesitant enough to
survive.

¥ JURY’S REPORT

This story of facing death with both fear
and fascination is framed by a railway
trip that functions both literally

and figuratively. The

female protagonist,

Marie (sometimes

spelled ‘Mary’,

which refers

to traditional Czech funeral ceremonies),
is affected by a series of emotionally
powerful experiences: a pagan ritual
to chase away the winter, platonic love
affairs, an encounter with a suicide
in the subway and self-harming
practices. Continual self-destructive
acts damage not only her body but also
her pronunciation, which adds black
comedy as the narrative unfurls. Despite
the bitter theme, Lucie Faulerovd’s
literary work is full of subtle humour and
irony, and the rhythm of her language
and the extraordinary purity of her
style make this novel a pleasant read.
The jury appreciated the brilliantly
written and non-linear narrative of
the novel, which suggests a musical
composition, the sensitive use of dark
humour amid the heroine’s painful
experiences and the courage
of the young writer in
presenting a demanding
text with sombre and
sometimes even
morbid motifs.
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Lucie Faulerovad

Jede, jede vlak, letijako ptak. Kola se mu roztaci, az prechdazi
zrak. Kola se mu roztaci, az prechazi zrak.

vvvvv

Sleduju pole a louky a lesy a nebe, anebo pole a louky a lesy
a nebe sleduji mé, stejné jako je to s tou propasti, do ktery
nahliZite tak dlouho, aZ nahlidne ona do vas, nebo néjak po-
dobné to je, a 0 tom ja miZu vypravét, o tom vam tieba ted
a tady mliZu vypravét, zatimco mi vSecko ubiha za oknama
a zatimco ja se ani nepohnu, a ¢as — ten mi jde na ruku, za
oknama litaj roky, ale tady uvnitf vSecko ceka se mnou.

Uhdnime rychlejc neZ reka, ta, do ktery nevstoupim dva-
krat, trikrat, stokrat, prosté ne!, v dalce v ty rece zahlidnu
plavat Moranu. Smrt plave po vodé, novy léto k ndm jede.
Saham si do kapsy, jeden kamen tam vzdycky mam schova-
nej. Ze zvyku.

Jenze feka uz za oknem neni.

Misto reky jsme my dvé, Madlenka a ja, pouStime draka,
kterej leti, leti, leti nad kukuri¢nym polem, a to pole je plny
Madlencina smichu, kdyz si vyvlika z prstl provazek, jako
by ho podavala vétru.

Tadam tadam.
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Misto draka tatova tvar, ve ktery se vymeénilo béhem chvi-
le ¢tvero rocnich obdobi. Chce promluvit, ale misto toho je

v v

jeho pusa ¢im dal tenci ¢ara. Ruskej zpév se line kostelem—
Tadam tadam.

Z taty je koSatej strom a pode mnou praska jeho vétev, pa-
dam a za mnou se sypou zraly merunky. Karamel Stéka.
Néco tu kfupne, vétev to neni. Moje ruka ve srandovnim
Uuhlu. Kofeny tla¢i do zad. Karamelliv cuméak na mym cele.
Adam krici: ,Mano!“

Tadam tadam.

PIna télocvic¢na lidi ohnutych do pozice velblouda. ,,Dychej-
te mélce, at se vam nezatoc¢i hlava,” slySim instruktorku a
pozoruju vzhliru nohama vSechny, jak jsou vzhliru nohama.
,Dychejte mél—* sly§im vzhliru nohama. Dokud nezadrzZim
dech.

Tadam tadam.

Matcéina zada mezi futry, nohy se sotva mihnou na prahu,
kdyZ potichu proklouzne z domu. Ze schovky v predsini na-
slouchdm zaklapnuti zamku a pozoruju kliku, jak se vraci
do vodorovny polohy, kdyZ ji matka opatrné, potichounku,
po-ma-loun-ku z druhy strany pousti.

Tadam tadam.

Madlencina ruka je pistole, kterou si drzi u spanku a macka
spoust.

Tadam tadam.
A voda, ta voda! Voda ledova...

Tadam. Tatova tvar. Madlencin smich. Oliznout nos. Dychej-
te mél—. Macka spoust. Po-ma-loun-. Adam. Kri¢i. Mano!
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Hrk-hrk.
No a pak — ty. Oteviras mi dvere.

Tadamtadam. Tadamtadam.

ok ok

Ty holky, co si lehla na koleje metra, si prej nikdo nevSim.
Prej slezla dold po schidkdch, tésné u tlamy tunelu, tésné
pred tou ¢ernou dirou — prosté slezla dold, lehla si na zdda
kolmo na koleje a zatylkem se polozila na jejich hranu. A
pak cekala. Cekala na metro C, Lethany—Haje.

A tahle holka mi ted lezi v hlavé, presné kolmo, presné na
hrané. Vidim ji, jak stoji v podzemce, moZnd par minut, moz-
na hodiny, a s kazdym dalSim vozem, co zastavi, se v ma-
sach vystupujicich ztraci z myho dohledu, rozpousti se a
mizi, a zase se vynoruje, a kdyZ se prostor kolem ni vylidni
— ona tu stoji stejné jako pred chvili, jako by se pres ni jen
prohnala vlna, co sotva olizne breh a zase se stahuje zpatky.
A potom, po néjaky dobé, o ktery rozhodne ona, pomalu pre-
jde k betonovymu okraji, sleze schiidky, raz, dva, tti, a ulozi
se na koleje, kolmo, zatylkem na kolejnici — na jeji temeno,
protoZe presné tak se ty hrané rika.

Myslim na to, jestli ma otevieny oci.
Myslim na to, jestli ma strach.
Myslim na to, jestli cejti ulevu.

Myslim na tu holku a na hlavu, co se ji bez povSimnuti oddé-
lila od téla, kdyZ ¢ekala na metro C, Letfiany—Ha4je.

Tadam.
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KdyzZ jsem byla mala, chtéla jsem bejt kouzelnice. JesSté ted
obcas chci. Ale hlavneé jsem to chtéla, kdyZ jsem byla mala.
Nahravala jsem si na videokazety z televize seridl s Davi-
dem Copperfieldem, pretdcela si nejlepsi scény a trénovala
s nim pred obrazovkou. A taky obcas v telce davali, ve Zlaty
miizZi nebo néjakym jinym estrddnim poradu, ceskyho ilu-
zionistu KozZiSka. Ten mé ale nebral tolik jako Copperfield.
Taky jsem teda koukala na reprizy poradu Moznd prijde i
kouzelnik... a ¢ekala jsem aZ do konce. Adam, mij bracha, se
mi za to strasné smal. A pritom to byl on, kdo mé naockoval,
Ze se na to mam koukat, protoze prece prijde kouzelnik.

Tehdy mi prislo trochu divny, Ze ¢arujou vzidycky pouze
chlapi, ktery u sebe mivaji Zensky jen jako podrztasSky a
krutprdelky v roli asistentek, co jim podavaly nastroje a u
toho se zarivé usmivaly, nebo v roli figurantek, co zalezly do
rakve a u toho se zarivé usmivaly, nechaly se rozptlit a zase
slepit, nebo zavrit do skfin€é, zmizely a pak se zase objevily.
Teda neprislo mi to divny v tom smyslu, Ze jako genderové
fasisticky, sexisticky nebo tak néco, prosté jen divny, a proto
me o to vic lakalo stat se prvni kouzelnici na svété, co navic
nepotirebuje nikoho, kdo se bude zarivé usmivat, podavat
véci, co si miZu podat sama, a délat mi pokusnyho krdlika.
Chtéla jsem to zvlddnout uplné bez nikoho. Internet tenkrat
nebyl, u nds v Mrsiné nebyl jeSté dlouho potom, co uZ jin-
de byl, takZe jsem porad chodila do knihovny, do nasi maly
obecni knihovny, kde byl hrozné malej vybér vSech knizek,
natoZ pak téch, kde by byly ndvody na kouzelnicky triky.
Takova tam byla jen jedna, ode mé uZ uplné ulistovana a
vykouzlend, jak jsem si ji jednu dobu porad tahala doml
a listovala v ni a listovala a kouzlila a kouzlila. Triky v ty
kniZce byly ale spi$ pro mrnata, naucila jsem se je vSech-
ny, asistentka ani figurantka k nim nebyla potfeba. JenZe ty
kouzla! Mohla jsem Carovat jen s kartama a mincema a Sat-
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kama a krabic¢kou od sirek. Predvadéla jsem to cely rodiné
i sousedtim, Vorackovi v hospodé, v nemocnici doktorkam,
ve Skole spoluzdkim, i ucitelce, kdyZ méla dozor na chod-
bé, ukazovala jsem to vSem pordad dokola, jenZe brzo nas to
vSechny taky prestalo bavit.

Chtéla jsem se naucit vétsi kouzla, ze kterych budou lidi $i-
lené prekvapeny, ne jen jako, abych jako nebyla smutn4, ale
prekvapeny jako doopravdicky, a pritom by si Fikali: Jak to?
Jak to udélala? a nahlas by mi rikali: Jak to? Jaks to udélala?
A ja bych se jen tajemné usmivala tim tajemnym usmévem,
kterej jsem trénovala pred zrcadlem, moZznd bych i superta-
jemné nadzdvihla jedno oboci, ale neprozradila bych lautr
nic. JenZe nebylo odkud se tyhle kouzla naucit. Porad jsem
u nasi knihovnice somrovala, at objedna néjakou carodéj-
nickou knihu, ale ona poridila maximdalné Harryho Potte-
ra a kdmen mudrct, viibec nepochopila, co po ni chci. AZ
me tata vzal do mésta, mé i Madlu i Adama. Bylo mi tenkrat
osm, Madle Sest a Adamovi patnact. Adamovi koupil dalsi
dil Draciho doupéte i s priru¢kou pro Pana jeskyni, Madle
leporelo s fikankama a mné kouzelnickou knihu. Byly na ni
trpytky a kluk s ¢epici — podobnou, co mél asi v Bradavicich
ten Harry Potter, a ja se kone¢né naucila vic trikd.

Ale stejné jsem si nejvic prala naucit se jedno jediny kouz-
lo, ktery v ty knize nebylo, ktery nebylo v Zaddny knize, kte-
ryma jsem kdy listovala. Je to asi jasny, ne? Co byste se vy
jako prvni chtéli naucit, kdybyste si prali bejt kouzelnici?
Ja chtéla zmizet. No jo, ale proc¢ ja chtéla zmizet! Zajimalo
me totiZ, kdyz ti kouzelnici mizeli — anebo klidné i ty jejich
asistentky, kdyZ mizely — co se s nima jako stalo. Jestli se
néjak rozpustili do prostoru, nebo jestli jsou jen jinde — a
v tom pfipadé kde, kam se to podéli a jak to tam vypada.
Znaji to tam? Mizi tfeba domi, rovnou si oplachnou nadobi,
co nestihli pfed vystoupenim, a pak se vrati? Nebo mizi na
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hezky misto? Plan, les, poust, plaz? Nebo je to néjaky nemis-
to, jind dimenze? Misto jen pro kouzelniky? Mizi jen jejich
télo, nebo i duse? Ovladaji to, nebo to nefidi?

Chtéla jsem se ztratit. Prozkoumat, kam se mizi. A pak se
zase vratit. Vratit.

Tadam.

Sleduju se v odrazu okna ve vlaku. A zdroven se sleduju
v odrazu okna v Adamoveé pokoji, Adamova hlava je v tom
odrazu dva metry za moji hlavou. Bulim, protoZe jsem se
dozvédéla, Ze Zadny takovy misto prej neni. A Ze jsem mrne,
kdyZ vérim na kouzla, protoZe vSechny kouzla jsou jenom
jako, néasi!
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Lucie Faulerovd
Translated from Czech by Alex Zucker

See the little choo-choo chugging down the track. Hear the
whistle, toot toot toot, as it goes down and back. Hear the
whistle, toot toot toot, as it goes down and back.

Sh-sh-sh-sh-sh-sh-oo0o0.

I watch the fields and meadows and woods and sky, or the
fields and meadows and woods and sky are watching me,
just like if you gaze too long into the abyss it gazes into you,
or something like that, and I could tell you all about it, I
could tell you about it right now even, while it’s passing by
the windows and I don’t have to move an inch—time here
dances to my tune. Outside the windows the years go flying
by, but here inside, everything waits along with me.

We barrel along, faster than the river, the river I can’t step
into twice, three times, a hundred times, no! I see an effi-
gy of Morana, goddess of death and winter, floating down-
stream in the distance, a new summer is headed our way.
I reach into my pocket where I always keep a stone tucked
away. Out of habit.

But the river isn’t outside the window anymore.

Now, instead, it’s the two of us, me and Madlenka, flying a
kite. Up, up, up it goes, flying over the cornfield, and the field
is full of Madlenka’s laughter as she lets out the string from
her fingers, feeding it to the wind.
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Ta-dum ta-dum.

Now, instead of a kite, my dad’s face, which in the space of a
moment changes into the four seasons. He tries to speak, but
the line of his mouth just keeps getting thinner. A Russian
melody wafts through the church—

Ta-dum ta-dum.

My dadturnsinto aleafytree,and underneath me the branch
breaks and I fall, ripe apricots tumbling down around me.
Karamel barks. Something cracks and it isn’t a branch. My
arm at a funny angle. Roots digging into my back. Karamel’s
snout on my forehead. Adam screams: “Mary!”

Ta-dum ta-dum.

A gym full of people bent into camel pose. “Breathe shallow-
ly so you don’t get dizzy,” I hear the instructor say, watching
everyone upside down from upside down. “Breathe shal—”
I hear upside down. Then start holding my breath.

Ta-dum ta-dum.

My mother’s back in the doorframe, feet barely grazing the
threshold as she quietly slips out of the house. From my hid-
ing place in the entryway I hear the click of the lock and
watch the door handle return to a horizontal position as my
mother carefully, quietly, ev-er so slow-ly closes it from the
other side.

Ta-dum ta-dum.

Madlenka’s hand is a gun, which she holds to her temple,
and she pulls the trigger.

Ta-dum ta-dum.

And the water, the water! The icy water...
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Ta-dum. My dad’s face. Madlenka’s laughter. Licking my
nose. Breathe shal—. Pulling the trigger. Ev-er so slow-.
Adam. Screaming. Mary!

Clack-clack.
And then—you. Opening the door for me.

Ta-dum ta-dum. Ta-dum ta-dum.

oGk oGk

They say nobody noticed the girl lying on the underground
tracks. They say she walked down the stairs right at the
mouth of the tunnel, in front of the big black hole—just
walked right down and lay on her back across the tracks
with her neck on the rails. And waited. For the C line, Letna-
ny—Hadje.

And now that girl’s in my head, lying perfectly perpendic-
ular across the tracks, neck on the rails. I see her standing
on the platform, maybe a few minutes, maybe hours, and
every time a train pulls into the station she dissolves into
the exiting crowd, disappearing from view, then reemerg-
ing again, and when the space around her empties—there
she is, standing the same way she was a moment before, as if
washed over by a wave, barely licking the shore and reced-
ing back into the sea. Then, after some length of time that
she decides, she walks slowly to the edge of the platform,
descends the stairs, one, two, three, and lies down, perpen-
dicular across the tracks, neck on the rails—like a sleeper,
holding the rails in place.

I wonder if her eyes are open.

I wonder if she’s scared.
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I wonder if she feels relieved.

I'wonder about the girl and the head that detached from her
body unnoticed as she waited for line C of the Prague under-
ground, Letnany—Ha4je.

Ta-dum.

When I was little, I wanted to be a magician. Occasionally I
still do. But mostly it was just when I was little. I used to vid-
eotape David Copperfield’s show on TV, then rewind it to the
best scenes and practice along with him, standing in front of
the screen. I also used to watch the Czech illusionist KozZiSek
perform sometimes on The Golden Cage or some other va-
riety show. But I never got into him the way I got into Cop-
perfield. I even watched reruns of Maybe a Magician Will
Drop By, every episode, all the way to the end. No magician
ever showed up. It was just a stupid line. Adam, my brother,
made fun of me. And meanwhile he was the one who told me
to watch, since it said there’d be a magician.

Even back then I thought it was weird that only men did
tricks and the women were just there as underlings and
ass-shakers, handing the men their props and smiling radi-
antly, or playing the mock victim, climbing into the coffin
with a radiant smile to be sawed in half and glued back to-
gether again, or locked in a closet to disappear, then reap-
pear—it’s magic! To be clear, I didn’t find it weird in a fascist
sexist gender way, just a regular kind of weird, which only
made me want to be the world’s first woman magician even
more, and I wouldn’t need an assistant to smile radiantly
or hand me props or use me as a guinea pig. I could do it
all on my own. Back then, there was no Internet yet, and
the town where I lived took a long time to get it even after
they already had it everyplace else, so I would go to our lo-
cal library, which was so little they didn’t have much of a
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selection of any books, never mind books of magic tricks.
But there was one that I used to check out and take home
with me, and I flipped through it so many times practicing
the tricks that I flipped it to death and practically wore the
magic right out of it. The tricks in it were mostly for little
kids. I learned them all, no need for any assistant or helper.
All I could do, of course, was sleight of hand with cards and
coins and scarves and a matchbox. I performed the tricks
for my family, the neighbours, Mr. Voracek down at the pub,
the doctors at the hospital, my classmates at school, even the
teacher, when it was her turn to be hallway monitor. I did
tricks for everyone, over and over again, but pretty soon we
all got tired of it.

I wanted to learn bigger tricks so people would be crazy
amazed, not just to make me happy, but so they would be
amazed for real, and say to themselves: Wait, how did she
did do that? And then say out loud to me: Wait, how did you
do that? And I would just smile that mysterious smile I prac-
ticed in front of the mirror, and maybe super-mysteriously
raise an eyebrow, but I wouldn’t give away nada. The only
problem was, there was nowhere to learn those tricks. I kept
bugging the librarian to order a book of witchcraft, but the
closest she ever came was Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s
Stone. She didn’t have a clue. Then one day my dad took me
and Madla and Adam into the city. I was eight, Madla was
six, and Adam was fifteen. Adam got the latest version of
Dragon’s Den and the Dungeon Master’s Guide with it, Mad-
la got a book of nursery rhymes, and I got a magic book. It
had glitter on it and a picture of a boy in a hat—probably
like the one Harry Potter wore at Hogwarts—and finally I
learned some new tricks.

But still, the one trick I wanted to learn the most wasn’t in
there. Or in any other book I’d seen. You can probably guess,
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right? Tell me, if you were going to be a magician, what’s
the first thing you’d want to learn? I wanted to know how
to disappear. OK, sure, but why? Because whenever I saw a
magician, or their female assistant, disappear, I wanted to
know what happened to them. Did they just, like, dissolve
into space, or did they actually go someplace else? And if
they did, where did they go and what did it look like? Was it
someplace they knew? Did they go back home, quick wash
the dishes they didn’t have time for before the show, and
then come back? Or did they go someplace nice? Like the
plains or the woods or a desert or a beach? Or was it not
a place at all, like maybe another dimension, a place just
for magicians? Was it just their bodies that disappeared, or
their souls too? Was it up to them, or was it out of their con-
trol?

I wanted to vanish. To explore whatever place it was they
disappeared to. And then come back again. Come back.

Ta-dum.

I watch myself reflected in the window of the train. And at
the same time I watch myself reflected in the window of Ad-
am’s room, with Adam’s head reflected six feet behind me.
I'm bawling because I just found out there is no such place.
And I'm a little baby if I believe in magic, since all magic is
just make-believe, duh!

Sh-sh-sh-sh-sh-sh-sh-sh.
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and in 2019 was published in the US by
Open Letter (University of Rochester’s
literary translation press) under the title
History. A Mess.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Delluferdin (Runaround, 2019) is a
tragicomic tale about the preservation
of a cultural treasure in 19th century
Iceland and New York. The protagonist
is a girl, Sigurlina Brandsdattir, who looks
after the family home for her father and
brother in Reykjavik at the end of the
19th century. Her father is in charge of
an archaeological museum located in
the Parliament House and, in addition
to taking care of their home, Sigurlina
is her father's right hand in his work.
Through a series of coincidences, she
finds herself escaping to New York,

where adventures await — adventures
so extraordinary that the story might

be said to switch genres, from
historical novel to crime fiction.

¥ JURY’S REPORT

Runaround is written by an author

with a clear artistic vision and a strong
command of form and style. The novel
is by no means a traditional coming-
of-age story; rather, it mercilessly

twists and turns every convention. The
narrative is concise and free of verbosity.
Subtle suggestions excite in the reader
a desire to keep up with the story as it
steams ahead, providing surprises at
every turn and finally overturning any
expectations of a traditional ending.
The story also explores how the cultural
identity of a nation is being shaped,

a nation that, at the turn of the 20th
century, was one of Europe’s poorest
and least developed. How do events
acquire historical significance? How are
cultural values created? Many aspects
come into play: the nation'’s heritage
and the shaky foundations on which the
historical perspective of each society is
built, but also class divisions, the roles
of women in society, Iceland’s position
in the world, the situation of foreign
labourers in New York at the end of the
19th century and, last but not least, the
narrative form. Runaround is a work of
fiction that is both original and modern,
but at the same time extremely
accessible and entertaining.
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4

f9

Burgdorf. Riverside Drive

Bestiary. Yfir hundrad dyramyndir 4 ensku skinnhandri-
ti frd midri 12. 6ld. Hann tekur bokina varlega ur pak-
kanum, og af oryggi fagmannsins, en innra med honum
beerist spenna og eftirveenting sem hann feer aldrei nog af.
baod er drifkraftur hljédrar og einmanalegrar tilveru hins
pyskeettada Franz W. Hoffmann, eiganda stersta boka-
og handritasafns & Nyja Englandi, eins rikasta medlims
hins auduga samfélags & Manhattan. Fraeedimadur 4 svidi
evropskrar midaldasdgu pott dstrida hans hafi i seinni tid
beinst meira ad porfinni fyrir ad komast yfir gamlar bee-
kur og handrit sem geyma pa sogu en ad sogunni sjalfri.
Hoffmann leggur handritid & stért bord fyrir midju her-
bergisins. Nei, annars, pessi vistarvera er fremur salur,
kannski hundrad fermetrar, og tvaer heaedir med pallinum
sem liggur medfram veggjunum fjérum og sums stadar
inn { skumaskot par sem lika leynast bakur, beekur sem
enginn hefur lengur télu & nema peer voldugu adfangas-
krar sem hann heldur og liggja innbundnar 4 bordinu sem
hann stendur vid 4 medan hann virdir fyrir sér fenginn.
Pad er komid fram yfir midneetti en hér inni er nanast en-
ginn munur 4 nottu og degi; petta er gluggalaust gimald,
hvelfing smégerdra ldgmynda og flurs kringum fresku i
loftinu sem s&kir innblastur i germanska godafraedi. Og
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parna dvelur Hoffmann atjan tima & solarhring og neerir
sina gofugu brjalsemi & milli pess sem hann strykur pessu
safnisinu, medalmadur & haed, nokkud stérgerdur en gran-
nvaxinn, naestum pvi horadur, graleitt harid greitt punnt
aftur 1 hnakka og skeggid i sama lit, baedi groft og pykkt
svo pad pekur 6ll svipbrigdi nedan vid mjdtt og bogio nefid.
Augun eru lj6s og standa innarlega eins og pau hafi séo allt
sem pau vilja lita. Hoffmann er sjotugur.

I forstofunni framan vid bokasalinn standa nokkrir man-
nhadahdir griskir gudir ur marmara og padan liggur kal-
ksteinsstiginn upp & adra haed hussins. Par eru otal vis-
tarverur en i einni peirra byr Hermine, raimfost maodir
Hoffmanns. Hun er & tiredisaldri og hefur nu legio 1 pes-
sari himnasaeng i meira en ar, med reglulegum tilfeerslum
reyndar. [ herberginu eru tveir gélfsidir gluggar sitthvo-
rum megin vid stort eldstaedi med iburdarmikilli steinu-
mgjord. Allt er hér i anda Luodviks sextdnda nema kannski
Kaspar vitringur, mannhadarhdr og skorinn i tré med gyl-
lingu i treyju sinni. Hann er mariskur, kemur ur midal-
daklaustriiBaden Baden og hefur fylgt fjolskyldu Hermine
um langan aldur. Og nu stendur hann i horninu vié hlidi-
na 4 ruminu hennar, vakir yfir henni 4 milli heimsékna
tveggja pjona hussins og leeknis sem vitjar gomlu konun-
nar einu sinni i viku. Hoffmann sest lika alltaf hja médur
sinni fyrir svefninn, en { kvold gleymdi hann sér yfir nyja
handritinu svo Hermine lognadist ut af ein eftir ad stulkan
hafdi sinnt henni samkvamt venju.

betta er pa allt og sumt sem gengur 4 i pessu rumlega fim-
mtiu herbergja husi sem stendur vid 4na Hudson, langt fra
storhysum hinna audugu borgarbua. Hoffmann lét reisa
husid skommu eftir ad fadir hans1ést, og nefndi eftir feedin-
garba hans, en stadsetningin vard eins konar yfirlysing
um afstodu hans til pess samfélags sem hann vissulega til-
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heyrdi, hopi hinna ofurriku sem byggt hoféu hallir sinar
vid breidgdtur austan megin vid Central Park af taumlau-
sum hégoma og mikilleeti. Vid petta folk hafoi hann ekki
lengur nein samskipti og flestir peir sem Hermine hafdi
kynnst eftir komuna til New York fra byskalandi 4samt ei-
ginmanni sinum, stdlframleidandanum Hoffmann eldri,
um midbik aldarinnar, voru ni daudir. En afkomendur
peirra voru nu ordnir margfalt rikari en forfedurnir og
lifsstill peirra i samraemi vid audinn. EkKi sist peirra nyju
medlima sem baest hofou 1 hépinn vid kynslodaskil.

Audsofnunipessari miklu fjarmalamiostod sem New York-
borg er baedi neerir og reidir sig 4 nyja tegund lifnadarhat-
ta sem siaukin verksmidjuframleidsla gerir mogulega. Oll
eru pessi 6skop knuin afram af gifurlegri folksfjolgun;
pjodflutningum. Sidan Hoffmann-fjélskyldan settist ad a
Manhattan hefur ibuafjoldi sveedisins nerri pvi prefal-
dast. A venjulegum degi stiga meira en sjo pusund adkomu-
menn 4 land 4 Ellis Island, neerri strandlengju New Jersey,
inn { nybyggoda landamearabygginguna. Skipin fylla hof-
nina, onnur nalgast land. Eitt peirra hefur lent { stormi uti
fyrir strondum Nova Scotia og ferdast nd upp ur tiu met-
ra djupum o6ldudalnum og padan aftur nidur. Buchanan,
niu pusund tonna gufuskip fra Glasgow. Skipid hefur siglt
i ruma sjo daga med um eitt pusund farpega innanbords,
folk af 6likum pjodum, sem nu veltist um I vistarverum
sinum; inni { setustofum fyrsta farrymis, inni { prongum
svefnrymum nedanpilja. Og &4 6dru farrymi, i fjogurra
manna kdetu, liggur ung kona og er pungt haldin. Hun lig-
gur i efri koju og heldur daudahaldi i rimla.

Petta er Sigurlina, langt ad komin. Hun hefur veridé um pad
bil fjérar vikur & fero fra pvi hun lagdi af stad fra Reykja-
vik, morguninn eftir grimudansleikinn. bad o¢rlagarika
samkveaemi. Og allt hafdi pad gerst & dgnarhrada eftir ad
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hun fann sendibréf eitt & skrifbordi fédur sins: bPaut aftur
upp til sin, rotadi par 1 doti og drasli, horféi pireygd ut um
herbergisgluggann sinn, ut i myrkrid sem var fleedarmalid
og hropadi upp yfir sig ,James!“ og aftur pad nafn orlitid
leegra pegar hun dré fram koffortid sitt og setti par naes-
tum pvi allt sem hun atti; fot, nokkrar baekur, tveer enskar
skaldsogur, ljosmyndir, dalitid af hannyrdum og kistilinn
sinn med peningum, sendibréfum og nelunni gémlu 4 bot-
ninum, fjandans nelunni sem hun sat uppi med og varo
ad koma fyrir einhvers stadar, helst ad lata hverfa, fela i
fjorunni, kasta i sjéinn, ja, kasta i sjéinn, pvilik hugmynd,
svo hun byrjadi ad hafa sig til, fara i ferdafotin, rondotta
kjolinn sem hun keypti i fyrra og svarta jakkann sem hun
hafdi saumad sér og hafdi ekki enn notad og var buin ad
hneppa ad sér pegar hun hné nidur & rumgaflinn bugud
af hamslausum hugsunum sinum og geggjudum akvordu-
num, hreyfingunum sem per dkvardanir utheimtu en her-
ti upp hugann og sneri sér vid til ad nd i myndina af médur
sinni sem hékk & veggnum og hun setti i kjoltu sina pegar
klukkan nidri i stofu slo fjogur en pd lagdist hun aftur en
slepptiekkimyndinniheldur hafdi hana & brjostinu og hon-
dina par ofan & pangad til hun vaknadi vid umgang niori,
brédur sinn ad fara 4 feetur og ut ur husi med hurdaskelli
svo hun hrokk upp og byrjadi ad hafa sig til i annad sinn,
ringlud en dkvedin, og setti myndina af modur sinni ofan i
koffortid og lokadi &dur en hun ytti pvi ut ur herberginu og
ad stiganum, orlitid fram af pallinum en p6 adeins of langt
svo kistan steyptist med latum nidur snarbrattan stigann
og skall i trégolfio med svo miklum hvelli ad hun eepti upp
yfir sig og for inn 4 skrifstofu fédur sins og ut i glugga til ad
athuga hvort leetin hefdu nokkud vakid baejarbta en pegar
hun sa enga hreyfingu { nestu husum settist hun vid skri-
fboroid og skrifadi fodur sinum litid bréf, lagdi pad ofan &
trékassa sem stod & bordplotuhorninu, og fér aé pvi bunu
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inn i bur og tok til nesti; tveer sneidar af saltkjoti, halfan
kepp af lifrarpylsu, heila jolakoku, orlitinn ostbita og allt
braudid sem eftir var pegar klukkan slo atta, og pa vissi
hun ad nu veeri stundin runnin upp svo hun for ut fyrir
og kallaodi & tvo drengi sem stédu adgerdarlausir nedar i
gotunni og bad pa um ad hjalpa sér med farangurinn nidur
a Geirsbryggju par sem batur lagdi ad en sa sem reri — hun
kannadist ekki vid hann — spurdi einskis pegar hun bad
hann um ad ferja sig ut { hofnina par sem James, saudaski-
pio, 14 vid akkeri med skipstjéorann uppi & piljum hristandi
ho6fudid og segjast ekki hafa neitt plass fyrir kvenmann &
sinu skipi og Sigurlinu nidri { batnum ad heimta ad fa ao
klifra um bord og gera grein fyrir erindi sinu til Skotlands
og hinum stutta addraganda ferdarinnar, og af pvilikum
akafa og drveentingu ad kapteinninn gat ekki fallist 4 an-
nad en ad hleypa henni um bord og hlusta par a flokna og
oskiljanlegu sogu pessarar ungu og smagerdu konu med
peningasedla i annarri hendinni sem endadi med pvi ad
skipstjorinn féllst & ad skra hana & skipid og visadi henni
a ofurlitla kaetu vid hlid sinnar eigin med peim ordum ad
hun yroi ad gera sér pad ad goou, pad veeri annadhvort pes-
si gluggalausa kompa eda lestin full af saudéfé og hrossum,
og pegar Sigurlina skreid inn fyrir var koffortid hennar
hift upp 1 skipid en i landi var sagan um pessa skyndilegu
brottfor déttur hans Brands Jonssonar um pad bil ad leggja
af stad i ferd sina um beainn, fra fjorubordinu par sem sést
hafdi til hennar fara med farangurinn og padan inn eftir
gotum beajarins par sem folk horfoi spyrjandi ut i loftid
eda greip andann & lofti, fullvisst um ad eitthvad hlyti ad
hafa komid upp & og téldu hana varla érugga um bord i
pessu skipi sem pd var um pad bil ad létta akkerum sinum
og taka stefnuna i att sudur undan vaxandi norédanvindi,
hefja sjo daga siglingu sina til Skotlands med Sigurlinu hu-
kandi i pessari agnarsmau kytru, ad lesa Scott og Dickens
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og svo aftur Scott, sofna vid jarmid { kindunum, hneggio 1
hestunum, vakna upp um neetur, lida einkennilega og illa
og hugsa: ,Hvad hef ég gert?“, borda svo ost, lifrarpylsu,
braud, jolakoku og saltkjot og drekka kaffid sem matsvein-
ninn feerdi henni einu sinni 4 dag, og voru pad nanast einu
samskipti hennar vid dhofnina pvi hun heetti sér varla
ut fyrir dyr utan nokkur skipti pegar hun stauladist upp
a dekk en pa var punga loftid 1 kdetunni, sem var frekar
geymsla en eiginleg kdeta, ad gera ut af vid hana svo hun
vard naestum pvi ringlud vid ad anda ad sér sjavarloftinu
vid bordstokkinn og atti erfitt med ad taka undir kvedju
skipstjorans sem horfdi 4 hana pannig aé hun hugsadi med
sér ad kannski hefdi hun misst vitid en hann kvaddi hana
b6 pannig vid komuna til Leith ad hun steig keik upp i vag-
ninn aleidis til Edinborgar, og paéttist g6d pegar hun hafdi
rétt eklinum fyrir utan stédina tveggja ara gamalt umslag
med heimilisfangi Pals og Kristinar og brunadi af stad inn
prongar gotur borgarinnar i att ad husinu sem leit audvitad
allt 6druvisi ut en hun hafoi gert sér i hugarlund, og var
reyndar ekki heimili peirra lengur samkvemt ungfrunni
sem kom til dyra og benti nedar i gotuna par sem onnur
kona benti ofar i gétuna og par fram eftir gotunum par til
vagninn var kominn i allt adra gotu, ad fremur hrorlegu
husi par sem enginn kom til dyra fyrr en Sigurlina hafdi
gengid baka til, nidur stiga og bankad par & svarta hurd
sem opnadist haegt og rolega eftir ad hun hafdi 1atio hog-
gin dynja & henni i gedshreeringu peirrar sem vafrar ein
um I myrkri{ 6kunnu landi og pa var eins og hun brotnadi
saman vid aod sja islenskan vin sinn, tok ekki eftir dstandi
hans, hversu veikburda hann var, tok ekki eftir pvi fyrr en
hun var komin inn fyrir og hafdi heyrt sorgarsogu mann-
sins um hvernig kona hans, hun Kristin, hefdi hlaupist &
brott med enskum manni og héldi nu til i London ad hann
best vissi, hann hefdi ekki heyrt af henni { marga manudi,
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hefdi i raun verid hér ad mestu einn og pad matti lesa ur
augum hans hversu gladur hann var ad sja samlanda sinn
eftir alla pessa einveru, pad var eins og hann hresstist al-
lur vid pegar hann hafdi lokid vid s6gu sina og attad sig a
pvi ad hann veeri ekki lengur einn, hann stokk & faetur og
lagadi kaffi og potti nokkud til um daetlun ungu vinkonu
sinnar, og ja, audvitad atladi hann ad hjadlpa henni med allt
pad sem purfti til ad komast um bord { Buchanan fra Glas-
gow til New York eftir um pad bil viku.

Og su ferd hafdi gengid eins og i s6gu par til nu. beer ligg-
ja fjorar 1 kojum sinum og nu getur Sigurlina ekki meira.
Hun parf ut &4 dekk. Gangurinn fyrir framan kdetuna er
fullur af farpegum svo hun etlar upp hinum megin en pa
er hun komin inn 4 gang sem hun hefur ekki farié aour.
Hun falmar { myrkrinu par til hun kemur ad stiga en par
fyrir ofan er hun villt. Hin er lengi 4 géngu 4 gongum, fer
annan stiga og einn til vidbodtar par til hun finnur leid ut &
hapiljur. Fyrst vill hurdin ekki opnast en er svo skyndilega
rifin upp og um leid fellur Sigurlina fram fyrir sig og sjor
yfir hana alla med miklum krafti. Han liggur half i dyru-
num og &tlar ad risa a feetur pegar énnur aldan skellur &
skipid svo hun er aftur komin nidur, er & kafi og rennur
eftir pilfarinu med skrokknum nidur i 6ldudalinn en neer
ao gripa 1 rekkverkid adur en hun fer fram af og nidur a
dekkid. Hin neer ad koma sér aftur upp 4 pallinn, og pegar
skipid heldur upp ur aftur liggur hun 4 maganum med pil-
sid ut um allt, og horfir yfir skipid, & farpegana sem kura
par saman i einum hnapp og gleypa sjo, halda sér 1 stolpa
og staura, hvadeina sem heldur peim um bord. Pegar skipid
réttir ur sér a ny sleppir hun takinu eitt augnablik, stingur
annarri hendinni ofan { utandvasann 4 rennblautu pilsi-
nu. Huan preifar eftir pvi sem hun ma ekki tyna, med adra
héndina smda og snjohvita kreppta um staurinn 4 stiga-
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handridinu, péttir takid pegar skipid peytist upp med ol-
dunni eina ferdina enn og finnur pa loksins pad sem hun
leitar ad. Pad er sendibréf stilad a Brand Jonsson, director
of The Antiquarian Collection, og dagsett snemma hausts
petta ar. Bréf i umslagi med nafni og heimilisfangi sendan-
da skrifad & flipann sem lokar pvi aftur: dr. Franz W. Hoff-
mann. Burgdorf. Riverside Drive. New York City.
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Sigrun Pdlsdéttir
Translated from Icelandic by Lytton Smith

Burgdorf. Riverside Drive

A bestiary. A book of beasts in a vellum-skin manuscript;
English, from the mid-12th century. He takes the treasure
from its wrapping carefully, with an expert’s fastidious-
ness. A sense of anticipation thrums within him, a tension
of which he never tires, the force behind his silent, lonely
existence. He is the German-born Franz W. Hoffmann, own-
er of the largest rare book and manuscript collection in New
England, one of the richest figures in all of Manhattan’s
wealthiest communities. A scholar of medieval Europe,
his recent passion has tended more towards the urge to ac-
quire old books and manuscripts rather than focusing on
the history they contain. Hoffmann sets the manuscript on a
large table in the centre of the room. No, not quite that: this
room is more like a hall, perhaps a hundred square meters,
two levels, with a platform that runs around all four walls
and in places recesses into dark corners where books hide,
countless but carefully catalogued in impressive leather
volumes, which are lying on the table with his latest catch:
The bestiary. It’s past midnight but almost impossible to tell
the difference between night and day; this is a windowless
expanse; its vaulted bas-relief ceiling has finely wrought
imagery with embellishments around a fresco on the ceil-
ing that draws inspiration from Germanic mythology. Here
is where Hoffmann holes up eighteen hours a day, indulg-
ing his noble obsession, fostering his gentle madness while
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fondly caressing his collection. He’s of average height, with
coarse features, slender, skinny, even. His thin grey hair is
combed back to his neck, his beard the same colour, rough
and thick and hiding all the expressions his face might
make beneath its bony, curved nose. The bright eyes are set
deep as though they have seen everything they would wish
to see. Hoffmann is seventy.

In the entryway to the library stand several Greek gods of
average height made of marble; a limestone staircase leads
from there to the building’s second floor which hosts count-
less living quarters, in one of which them lives Hermine,
Hoffmann’s bedridden mother. She is one hundred and has
been lying in this canopy bed for more than a year, being
shifted regularly, as needs must. Her room has two floor-
to-ceiling windows on either side of a large fireplace with
ornate stonework. Everything here is in the style of Louis
XVI except for perhaps Caspar the Magi, of average height
and carved from poplar with gilding on his jacket. He is
Moorish, from a medieval monastery in Baden Baden, and
has followed Hermine’s family about for a long time. These
days he stands in the corner beside her bed, watching over
her when she’s not being visited by the two house servants
or doctor who calls to see the old woman weekly. Hoffmann
habitually visits his mother before going to bed, but tonight
he forgot about her amid his interest in the new manuscript.
So Hermine fell asleep on her own after one of the maids
had seen to her as usual.

Those are the happenings in the fifty-room house by the
Hudson River, far from the city mansions of the wealthy
Manhattanites. Hoffmann had this house built shortly af-
ter his father died, naming it after his father’s hometown,
its location a kind of declaration of his disdain towards the
affluent community to which he certainly belonged, those
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uber-wealthy men who had built palaces on the wide streets
running down Central Park’s east side, their vanity and ar-
rogance unbridled. He no longer had anything to do with
these people; most of the people Hermine had met after
arriving in New York from Germany in the middle of the
century with her husband, the steel producer Hoffmann the
Elder, were now dead. But their descendants had become
many times richer than their ancestors and lived surround-
ed by wealth. Especially the new members who had joined
the group with the rising generation.

The accumulation of wealth in this great financial centre
that is New York City both feeds and is founded on a new
kind of lifestyle which ever-increasing factory production
makes possible—all of it driven by an enormous population
increase: migration. Since the time the Hoffmann family
settled on Manhattan, the area’s population has nearly tri-
pled. On a normal day more than 7,000 newcomers land on
Ellis Island, off the coast of New Jersey, and enter the new-
ly-built immigration station. Ships clog the harbour; others
make for port. One of them has landed up in a storm off the
coast of Nova Scotia and right now is heading back up out of
a ten-meter-deep wave trough only to fall down again. The
Buchanan, a nine-thousand-ton steamship from Glasgow.
The ship’s been sailing for more than a week, with about a
thousand passengers on board, people from sundry nations
who are tossing about in their living quarters, inside the
first-class lounge, inside the narrow sleeping berths of the
lower decks. And in second class, in a four-person cabin, a
young woman lies, seriously ill. She lies there in the upper
bunk and holds onto the rail with a death grip.

Thisis Sigurlina and she is a long way from home. She’s been
traveling for about four weeks since leaving Reykjavik the
morning after the costume ball. That fateful event. And it
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all happened at an alarming speed, precipitated by the letter
she found on her father’s desk: she dashed up to her room,
rooted about in stuff and clutter, peered out of her bedroom
window into the darkness at the water’s edge, shouted to her-
self “James!” then said the name again, quieter, as she pulled
out her trunk and set almost everything she owned inside:
clothes, a few books, two English novels, photographs, a lit-
tle bit of needlework and her small wooden chest with her
money, some letters and, at the bottom, the old brooch, the
damnable brooch she is stuck with and desperately needs
to get rid of, preferably to make disappear, to bury on the
beach, to throw into the sea, yes, throw it in the sea, what an
idea, so she started to get ready, to put on her travel clothes,
the striped dress she’d bought last year and the black jacket
she had sewn and not yet used and which she buttoned up as
she knelt down at one end of the room, bent over by her un-
controllable thoughts and irrational decisions, movements
those decisions necessitated but which hardened her mind
as she turned back to get the picture of her mother that was
hanging on the wall and she put in her lap when the clock
down in the living room struck four a.m. and she lay back
down but did not let go of the picture, setting it on her breast
with her hands clasped on top of it and she suddenly woke to
a commotion downstairs, her brother getting up and going
out of the house with a slam of the door so she jumped to her
feet and started to get on with things for the second time,
confused but resolute, placing the picture of her mother in-
side the trunk and closing it before pushing it out of the room
and onto the landing at the top of the stairs, a small landing
and she pushed it too far out causing the trunk to topple and
launch down the steep stairs and hit the wooden floor with
such a bang that she cried out and ran into her father’s study
so she could look out the window and see if the noise had
woken the townspeople but when she saw no movement in
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the next house she sat down at the desk and wrote her father
a short letter, setting it on top of a wooden box that stood at
one corner of the desk, then going into a the pantry to pre-
pare provisions—two slices of salted meat, some liver sau-
sage, a whole Christmas cake, a morsel of cheese and all the
remaining bread when the clock struck eight and she knew
that now the time had come so she went out and called two
boys who were loafing about in the street and asked them to
help her with her luggage down to the pier where a boat was
docked but the rower - she did not recognize him - didn’t
ask any questions when she asked him to ferry her out to
the harbour where the James, a livestock ship, lay at anchor
with the ship’s captain up on the upper deck shaking his
head and claiming to have no room for a woman on his ship
and Sigurlina down in the boat insisting on being allowed
to climb aboard to explain her mission to Scotland and the
impromptu preparation for her the voyage, and she kept on
with such zeal and despair that the captain could not help but
let her aboard, could not help but listen to the delicate little
woman tell her complex, incomprehensible story standing
there with in one hand the banknotes which sealed it for the
captain, who agreed to let her embark and who guided her
to a shoebox cabin next to his own, saying that she would
have to make do, either this windowless closet or the hold
full of sheep and horses, but while Sigurlina was clamber-
ing in and her trunk was being hoisted aboard, the story of
the sudden departure of Brand Jonsson’s daughter was just
setting sail on its own journey around town, departing the
shoreline and traveling along the town’s streets where peo-
ple looked ponderingly into the air or gave a sharp intake of
breath, certain something was afoot, judging her not at all
safe on board this ship which was about to haul anchor and
set its prow to the south, spurred by a gathering north wind
to commence its seven-day voyage to Scotland with Sigurli-
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na cramped in a tiny teapot of a room reading Scott and
Dickens then Scott again, falling asleep to the sheep’s bleats,
the horses’ neighs, waking up in the night, feeling peculiar
and poorly and wondering, “What have I done?” then eat-
ing her cheese, her liver sausage, her bread, her Christmas
cake and her salted meat and drinking the coffee the cabin
boy brought her once a day and that was almost her sole
contact with the crew because she hardly set foot outside
her door except a few occasions she staggered outside but
the air inside the cabin was so close—the space was more
like a storage closet than a real cabin—that being outside
it left her almost confused breathing the sea air up on deck
so she had a hard time accepting the captain’s greeting as
he looked at her as though he thought that maybe she had
lost her mind but he still bid her farewell when they made
port in Leith and she held her head high as she climbed up
onto the carriage to head to Edinburgh and she thought she
was all set when outside the station she handed the driv-
er a two-year-old envelope with Pall and Kristin’s address
and set off along the narrow streets of the city towards the
house, which of course looked very different from what she
had imagined, and what’s more it was in fact no longer their
home according to the young lady who came to the door and
directed her further down the street where another woman
sent her further up the street and so on and so forth until the
carriage reached a completely different place, a crumbling
house where no one came to the door until Sigurlina had
walked back around, down some stairs, and knocked on a
black door that opened slowly after she had let blows rain on
it with all the emotion of someone wandering alone in the
dark in a strange country and seeing her Icelandic friend
it was as though she broke down, so she did not notice his
appearance, how wretched he looked, did not notice it until
she had come in and had heard the man’s sad story about
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how his wife, Kristin, had run off with an Englishman and
was as far as he knew lodging in London though he had not
heard news of her for many months, he had mostly been all
alone here and you could read in his eyes how happy he was
to see his fellow Icelander after all this isolation, it was as if
coming to the end of his tale and realizing he was no longer
alone refreshed him, he jumped to his feet and made coffee
and was rather impressed by his young friend’s plan, and,
yes, of course, he was going to help her with everything she
needed to get on board the Buchanan departing from Glas-
gow to New York in about a week.

And that journey unfolded according to plan up to the pres-
ent moment: There are four occupied bunks in the cabin
and Sigurlina is at the end of her rope. She needs to get out.
The corridor in front of the cabin is full of passengers so she
heads up the other way, but finds herself in a corridor down
which she has not walked before. She fumbles about in the
dark until she comes to the stairs, but going up she loses her
bearings. She walks along the passages this way and that
for a long time, goes up one flight of stairs and then another
until she finds her way out to the upper deck. At first the
door will not budge and then it’s suddenly torn open and
instantaneously Sigurlina falls forward and the sea barrag-
es all over her with great force. She lies there, half inside
the doorway, and is just getting to her feet when another
wave crashes against the ship and knocks her back down
again, she’s submerged, she scrambles across the deck with
her body hunkered low in the wave trough and manages to
grab the railing before she’s swept overboard, down to the
deck. With effort, she finds the floor again, and when the
ship rights itself, she lies on her stomach with her skirt all
over, and she looks over the ship, at the passengers huddling
together in a single knot, swallowing the sea, holding on to
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posts and poles, whatever keeps them from getting washed
overboard. When the ship straightens out once more, she
lets go for a moment, slips a hand into the outer pocket of
her soaking wet skirt. She feels for the thing she must not
lose, one small, snow-white hand clasped around the hand-
rail pole, tightening her grip when the ship explodes with
the waves once again and then she finally finds what she is
looking for. A letter addressed to Brandur Jonsson, director
of The Antiquarian Collection, and dated early autumn this
year. A letter in an envelope which has the sender’s name
and address written on the flap: Dr. Franz W. Hoffmann.
Burgdorf. Riverside Drive. New York City.
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aura Vinogradova, born in 1984,
Lis a Latvian writer of children and
adult literature. She studied business
management at Riga Technical
University and did not start writing
until she was 30. Her first published
book was a story for children, Snipulitis
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no Snipulciema (Baby Long Nose from
the Long Nose Village, 2017), followed
immediately by two collections of
short stories: izelpas (exhalations, 2018)
and Lacu kalns (Bear Hill, 2018). In 2019,
she published a book for children in
two volumes, called MeZpasakas (Tales
of the Forest). Her latest book, Upe (The
River, 2020), has been shortlisted for the
Annual Latvian Literature Award. She
currently lives in Riga and works at the
Museum of Literature and Music.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

The life of Rute is prosperous, but it is
filled with an emptiness made more
and more intolerable by memories

of her harsh childhood, longing for a
long-lost sister, painful thoughts about
a mother in prison and an inability to
open up to the people closest to her,
her husband included. Rute never knew
her father, but when he dies leaving her
an inheritance of a country house by
the river, she escapes — escapes from
the city, from people, from herself. She
needs not only to escape, but to try and
learn to live with the pain caused by her
sister's disappearance — a pain that she
has lived with for 10 years. Staying at her
father’s country house on the riverbank,
she gets to know her neighbours, but,
most of all, she gets to know the river. ..
a river that becomes her symbolic sister.

¥ JURY’S REPORT

To the jury, The River by Laura
Vinogradova is a fine combination of
the great writing tradition of many
Latvian women writers and of a deep
and very personal exploration of serious
topics that almost all women face in
their daily lives. Vinogradova's work

is based on a proper and thorough
understanding of composition and
structure, and on a great ability to
express, in rather spare prose, eternal
emotions and longings for nature,

for history, for human relationships.
Vinogradova entered the Latvian literary
scene in 2017.In 2018, her first collection
of stories, izelpas (exhalations), gained the
attention of critics and readers, and the
publication of her novel The River in 2020
has brought her a nomination in the
Best Prose Book category for the Annual
Latvian Literature Award 2020. The
publishers describe the book as very
touching, emaotionally rich and of high
literary quality, while the Annual Latvian
Literature Award jury describes The River
as ‘a microworld... a present into which
the long shadows of the past stretch,

a psychological and melancholic story
about loneliness and longing, a mosaic
of lost moments coloured with hope for
the future’



Upe

Laura Vinogradova

Pirms

Dinai patik pie Rutes. Tads siltums vinas maja. Tads, kuram
nav ne jausmas par véju ara. Ieejot masas dzivokli, Dina uz-
reiz novelk zabakus, zekes un basam kajam ilgi stav un sil-
das. Rutei ir siltas gridas, Rutei ir viss.

— Ko tu dari? — Rute smejas.

— Ara esi bijusi?

—Neg, es stradaju. Kas tur ir?

- V&js, mazo masin, vejs.

—Te ari. — Rute atkal smejas un pas Dinai virsu elpu.

Péc tam vinas dzer kafiju. Rute pasata picu. Dinas skatiens
klist pa virtuvi. Tas badigi ker visu skaisto, jo pie Rutes ir
skaisti. Silti un skaisti. DaZzreiz Dinai gribas to Rutei parmest.
Parmest, ka vina ir izravusies. Parmest, ka Stefans vinu ir
izravis. Jo Dina netiek prom. Netiek prom no aukstuma. No
vientulibas. Un daZreiz Dinai liekas, ka vina nemaz nedrikst
tikt prom. Nedrikst izrauties. Nepiendkas izrauties. Tad vina
dusmojas uz Ruti. Jo arl Rute nedrikstéja dzivot Seit. Ne-
drikstéja iepazit siltas gridas un milumu. Nedrikstéja apka-
rinat visus plauktus ar gaismas virtenu bumbam.
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Rutei uz palodzes burka aug téjas séne. Kad Dina to pama-
na, vina aizrijas ar kafiju un smieklos klepo.

- Kas tas tads? — Dina rada ar pirkstu.

- Tejas séne, — Rute skaidro.

- Kapeéc ap burku aplimétas mezgines? — Dina atkal smejas.
Rute mazliet uzmet lipu un neatbild.

— Ta man kaut ko atgadina. — Dina klast domiga un vairs
nesmejas.

- Tejas séni? — Rutes balss ir pilna ar sarkasmu.

Bet Dina Sapo galvu. Atved picu. Abas éd taukainiem pirk-
stiem un par séni aizmirst.

— Naksi pavadit? - Dina jauta Rutei, bet masa purina galvu.
— Gribu vel patulkot.

Vinas cieSi apskaujas, Rute vel pamet Dinai gaisa bucu, un
durvis aizveras.

Péc tam viss notiek parak atri, lai saprastu. Parak atri, lai
kliegtu. Parak stipri, lai pretotos. Dina izkapj no 6. tramva-
ja Markalnes ielas pietura un dodas uz majam. Iela, pa kuru
vina iet, ir klusa un tuksa. Ielas malas stav daZas aukstas au-
tomasinas un sarkans mikroautobuss. Bezsniega janvaris ir
véja pilns, un Dina iebaz galvu dzilak Sallé. Tas ir tads 1ss
mirklis — no mikroautobusa izlec tris viriesi, sagrabj Dinu
un uzmauc vinai galva maisu. Ka tadu nedzivu lelli pace] un
iemet mikroautobusa aizmuguré. Neviena kliedziena. Nevie-
nas kustibas. Dina sastingst un laujas, jo kada dzives bridi ir
partraukusi pretoties.
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Vina klusi gul masSinas aizmuguré un mégina domat. Vai
vinai sapés? Vai vina izdzivos? Vai tas bus atri? Bet vina ne-
var padomat. Tas sasoditais prats ir ieslodzits maisa. Viss ir
ieslodzits, ar1 bailes. Dina tas nejut. Tas, ko vina jut, ir slapjas
un aukstas bikses vinai cieSi klat. Apcurajusies. Mikroauto-
buss, Skiet, ir izbraucis no Rigas, jo tagad celS ir taisns, ligans
un vini brauc atri. Dina gul savas ¢uras, saravusies kamoli-
na, ar maisu galva. Peksni Dina atceras, ko vinai atgadinaja
Rutes téjas séne.

Dina toreiz bija varbut desmit gadus veca. Viena diena
mate, neko nejautadama, vinu un masu aizveda dzivot pie
Aigara. Né, majas més neatgriezisimies, vina paskaidroja
meiteném un vairs par $o jautajumu nerunaja. Mate miléja
Aigaru tikpat loti, cik pirms tam miléja Vladimiru, vél pirms
tam Igoru un kaut kad pa starpu ari1 Jani. Aigars nebija slikts,
vins meitenes lika miera. Vins nekad ar masam nerundja, un
arivinas atri vien iemacijas nerunat. Meitenu runasana un
smieSanas nozimeéja zilu aci vinu matei. Mate mileja Aigaru
ar1ar zilu aci, tapéc masas nesatraucas.

Pasa sakuma masam nebija savas istabas, tapéc vinas gulgja
kopa ar mati un Aigaru. Aiz skapja vinam paklaja vatétu segu
un iedeva mazu naktslampinu. Tomeér tur bija tumss. Katru
nakti Dinai bija jadzird mates elsoSana, krakSana un Aigara
vaidesana. Jau pirmaja naktl Dina un Rute savu “gultu” pie-
curaja. Dinai bija kauns to teikt matei, bet vina sanémas un
pateica. Vinam iedeva tiru palagu, bet nakamaja nakti un ar1
aiznakamaja notika tas pats. Dina pamodas uz slapjas vaté-
tas segas, un uz palaga bija liels, dzeltens plekis. Vina uzvil-
ka dZinsus un gaja uz skolu, bet ap kajam visu dienu juta to
drégnumu. Matei vinas vairs neko neteica, jo tik daudz tiru
palagu jau nebija. Un mate bija aiznemta, patieSam. Aigars
gribéja ar vinu visu laiku bt kopa. Vinam nepatika, ja mate
gribéja paspéléties ar Dinu un Ruti.
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Aiz skapja masas nodzivoja vairdkus méneSus. Katru nak-
ti vinas Curaja. DaZreiz nevareéja saprast, vai apcurajusies ir
Dina vai Rute, vai varbut abas. Vinas pétija plekus uz pala-
giem, lai to saprastu, bet kada tam vairs nozime? Tapat palagi
bija mitri. Tapat smirdéja. Tapat tajos bija jagul atkal. Pa die-
nu Dina atsedza palagu un ceréja, ka tas reiz beigsies, ka viss
izZUs un vina vairs necuras. Bet ¢uraja. Un ar1 Rute Curaja.

Tad vinas tika pie savas istabas un parvacoties mate pirmo
reizi iendca vinu Aizskapija. leraudzija piecuratos palagus.
Vatéta sega, uz kuras masas guléja, bija sakusi pelét. Mate
kluséja, un ar1 meitenes kluséja. Par ¢uram jau neruna.

Sava istaba bija labak. Vinam bija pasam savas gultas un
tika iedotas pléves, ko palikt zem palagiem. Pirmas dienas
Dinai gulta bija sausa. Vina bija prieciga, jo domaja, ka ir uz-
varejusi curasanu. Rutei gan gulta vienurit atkal bija slapja,
bet masa vél maza. Masa vél neprata.

Kada naktl Dina pamodas un gribéja uz tualeti. Bet tuale-
te bija ara un, ejot uz to, bija jatiek garam Aigara istabai. Ja
nu vina Aigaru pamodina un vins sadusmojas? Ja nu sparda
mati? Jo Aigars ta dara, kad klast dusmigs. Tados dusmu bri-
Zos izskatijas, ka mate vinu tomér nemdil, bet tas nebija tiesa.
Mileja. Paraudaja, sasméréja uzsistos zilumus un miléja at-
kal.

Dina domaja un izdomaja. Uz galda bija palikusi burka,
kura bija tdens otu mazgaSanai. Vina pacuras tur. Meitene
pietupas, palika burku zem sevis un méginaja tumsa taja tra-
pit. Vina pieCuraja burku pavisam pilnu, mazliet siltas Curas
notecéja arl gar rokam. Bet tas nekas, Dina bija prieciga, ka
tik labi izdomajusi. Gulta paliks sausa, un vina neies uz sko-
Iu smirdoSa. Vina paslepus sanesa istaba vel daZas burkas,
ko atrada seta. PieCuraja arl tas. Kad beidzas burkas, Dina
ieCuraja vaze, kura staveja meitenu istaba, jo Aigaram vazes
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nepatika. Kad vairs nebija, kur ¢urat, vina pieCuraja blodinu,
kas palikta zem puku poda.

Retu reizi Dina nesa savus traukus iztukSot. TieSam retu
reizi. Tapéc piecuratie trauki kluva tums$i, pilni dulkém. Tie
izskatijas ka téjas sénes. Tagad Dina atceras.

Mikroautobuss apstajas. Dinu izrauj ara, un vina cauri
maisam sajut mitro jaras gaisu. To vina atceras, jo Vladimirs,
kuru mate milgja, dzivoja pie juras. Tapéc juras gaiss ir maz-
liet ar1 vinas bérnibas gaiss. No bérnibas jau ari cilvéks sa-
kas. Vina ievelk dzili sevl mitro gaisu un izgarsSo to. Un sajut
asu sapi pakausl. Tad ir tumsa.
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Laura Vinogradova
Translated from Latvian by Kaija Straumanis

Before

Dina likes Rute’s place. There’s a warmth to it. The kind of
warmth that is oblivious to the wind outside. As soon as she
steps into her sister’s apartment, Dina takes off her boots
and socks and stands for some time, barefoot, soaking up
the warmth. Rute has heated floors; Rute has everything.

— What are you doing? Rute laughs.
—Have you been outside?

—No, I’'ve been working. What is it?
— The wind, little sister, the wind.

— There’s wind here, too. Rute laughs again and blows into
Dina’s face.

Then they drink coffee. Rute orders a pizza. Dina’s eyes
wander around the kitchen. They hungrily take in every
beautiful detail, because Rute’s place is beautiful. Warm
and beautiful. Sometimes Dina wants to call her out on it.
Tell her she’s spoiled. Tell her Stefans has spoiled her. Be-
cause Dina can’t escape. She can’t escape the cold. The lone-
liness. And sometimes she feels like she can’t even try. Can’t
be free. Doesn’t deserve to be free. And then she gets angry
with Rute. Because Rute shouldn’t be living in an apartment
like this. Shouldn’t have heated floors or love. Shouldn’t be
stringing fairy lights from all the shelves.
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Rute has a jar of kombucha fermenting on the windowsill.
When Dina sees it, she chokes on her coffee and laughs
through wheezes.

— What’s that? she points to the jar.

— Kombucha, Rute says.

- Why is there lace over the top of it? Dina laughs again.
Rute pouts and says nothing.

— It reminds me of something. Dina grows thoughtful and
stops laughing.

— Kombucha? Rute’s voice drips with sarcasm.

But Dina shakes her head. The pizza is delivered. The sisters
eat, their fingers greasy, and forget about the kombucha.

— Walk me out? Dina asks, but Rute shakes her head.
—I want to translate a bit more.

They hug each other tightly; Rute blows Dina a Kiss, and the
door closes behind her.

After that, everything happens too quickly to make sense of
it. Too quickly to scream. Too forcefully to fight back. Dina
gets off the No. 6 tram at the Markalne stop and heads for
home. The street she’s walking down is quiet and empty. A
few cold cars and a red minivan are parked along the side of
the street. It’s a snowless, windy January, and Dina retreats
deeper into her scarf. It happens in a second: three men
jump out of the van, grab Dina, and pull a bag over her head.
They lift her like a ragdoll and toss her into the back of the
van. No screams. No movement. Dina freezes and gives in
because at some point in her life she stopped fighting back.
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She lies silent in the back of the van and tries to think. Is
she hurt? Will she survive this? Will it happen quickly? But
she can’t think clearly. Her goddamn mind is trapped in this
bag. Everything is trapped, even her fear. Dina doesn’t feel
afraid. What she feels is her pants, wet and cold, plastered
to her skin. She’s pissed herself. They seem to have left Riga
because the van is driving straight, smooth, and fast. Dina is
curled up into a ball, lying in her own urine, with a bag over
her head. Suddenly, she remembers what Rute’s kombucha
reminded her of.

At the time, Dina would have been around ten years old.
One day their mother, without a word, had taken her and
Rute to live with Aigars. No, we’re not going back home, she
had told the girls, and they never brought it up again. Their
mother loved Aigars just as much as she’d loved Vladimir
before him, and Igor before him, and Janis somewhere in
between. Aigars wasn’t bad, he left the girls alone. He nev-
er spoke to them, and the girls quickly learned to remain
silent. If the girls talked or laughed, it meant a black eye for
their mother. Their mother loved Aigars even with a black
eye, so the girls weren’t worried.

The sisters didn’t have their own room at first, instead shar-
ing a room with their mother and Aigars. They were set up
on the floor behind the wardrobe, with a quilt to sleep on
and a small night light. But it was still dark. Each night, Dina
had to listen to their mother’s panting and snoring, and Ai-
gars’s moaning. Dina and Rute wet their “bed” on the very
first night. Dina had been embarrassed to tell their moth-
er, but she worked up the courage and finally did. The girls
were given a clean sheet, but the same thing happened the
next night and the night after that. Dina woke up on a quilt
that was wet and a sheet with a large yellow stain on it. She
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pulled on her jeans and went to school, but she could feel
that damp cold on her legs the entire day. She didn’t say an-
ything to their mother because they didn’t have that many
clean sheets. And their mother was busy. Aigars wanted
to spend every second with her. He didn’t like it when she
wanted to play with Dina and Rute.

The girls spent several months sleeping behind the ward-
robe. They wet the bed every night. Sometimes they couldn’t
tell if it had been only Dina, or only Rute, or both of them.
They’d study the stains on the sheets, trying to make sense
of it, but what did it matter? Either way, the bed was wet. Ei-
ther way, it stank. Either way, they had to sleep there again.
Every morning Dina would pull back the sheet and hope it
would be the last time, that everything would dry out and
she wouldn’t wet the bed anymore. But she did. And so did
Rute.

Then they got their own room, and in the process of moving
them their mother entered their space for the first time. She
saw the piss-stained sheets. The cotton quilt they used as
a mattress had started to grow mouldy. Their mother said
nothing and neither did the girls. Urine isn’t something you
talk about.

Having their own room was better. They had their own
beds and were given special mattress covers to go under the
sheets. Dina’s bed stayed dry the first few days. She was hap-
py because she thought she’d conquered bed-wetting. There
was one morning when Rute’s bed was wet, but she was still
little. She couldn’t hold it in.

One night Dina woke up needing to pee. But the toilet was
outside, and it she’d have to go by Aigars’s room to get to.
What if she woke him and he got angry? What if he took it
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out on their mother? Because he did that when he got angry.
The times he got angry like that it seemed that their mother
didn’t love him after all, but that wasn’t true. She did love
him. She’d cry, rub ointment on her bruises, and go on lov-
ing him.

Dina got an idea. On the table was a jar of water used for
rinsing paint brushes. She’d pee in that jar. She squatted,
positioned the jar under herself, and tried to aim in the
dark. She filled it completely, a bit of warm urine dripped
onto her hands. But Dina was pleased with her solution. Her
bed would stay dry, and she wouldn’t go to school reeking.
She secretly stashed a few more jars in their room that she’d
found in the courtyard. She filled those, too. When she ran
out of jars, she peed into a vase that was in the girls’ room
because Aigars didn’t like vases. And when she ran out of
places to pee, she peed in the bowl that sat under the flow-
erpot.

On rare occasions she would take the jars out to empty
them. Very rarely. And so, the urine-filled jars would turn
dark, cloudy. They looked like jars of kombucha. Now she
remembers.

The van stops. Dina is dragged outside and through the bag
she can feel the damp sea air. She recognizes it because
Vladimir, whom her mother had loved, had lived by the sea.
The sea air makes up a bit of her childhood air. We all start
at childhood. She takes a deep breath of the damp air and
savors it. And there’s a sharp pain on the back of her head.
Then darkness.
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BIOGRAPHY

ara Calleja, born in 1988, was
Lraised in Marsaskala, a once quaint
seaside village in Malta that is now
overshadowed by apartment blocks.
Having graduated with honours in Near
Eastern studies in 2010, Calleja worked
for several years in tourism. Her debut
novel, Lucy Min?, was published in 2016
and shortlisted for Malta’s National Book
Prize. Calleja then worked as a part-time
librarian for 6 years, finding an outlet for
her love of books. She loved organising
yearly literary events and she managed
to upgrade the collection of the very
small library that employed her, leading
to an increase in readership at a time
when use of Malta’s public libraries
was diminishing. Having continued to
write during this time, in January 2020,
Lara left her full-time job in Tourism

to start her career as a freelance writer
and translator. In the following months,
she published her second book, Kissirtu
Kullimkien (You've Destroyed Everything),
which won her the National Book Prize for
best emerging author. In the summer of
2020, Lara was commissioned to write her
first-ever theatrical script. Her play Taralalla
will be staged at Valletta's art hub Spazju
Kreattiv in October 2021.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

You've Destroyed Everything presents

a series of short stories, focusing on
typical local characters who are woven
into a narrative that goes to the very
heart of Malta’s political issues. The
narrator changes with each story: an
unrequited lover, a cat who has lost its
owner, a nostalgic old woman who has
an unusual friendly relationship with a
bus driver, and a traumatised migrant
who recounts the harshness of his home
country, his traumas and the hostility he
has experienced since arriving on the
island. The tone changes, reflecting the
changes in the stories and characters.
Some stories are kind and sad, others
harsh but hopeful, and some simply tell
tales of helplessness. Political themes
emerge naturally from the context of the
characters’ experiences, i.e., political issues
such as over-construction are strongly
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affecting people’s daily lives in Malta.
You've Destroyed Everything's last story
ends on a hopeful note, as the narrator
- ayoung aspiring farmer — gazes at the
sky and sees in it a comforting reminder
that things will inevitably change.

¥ JURY’S REPORT

Lara Calleja’s collection of short stories,
You've Destroyed Everything, is a work of
ecofiction that applies ecocriticism to the
Maltese sociocultural context. Ecofiction
is a relatively new genre on the Maltese
literary scene and the jury was pleased
to acknowledge a young emerging
writer who has come forward with a
pioneering work in this genre. Calleja
identifies spaces, nooks and crannies
known and seen by many, but whose
stories have remained untold. Some of
these stories — those of multitudes who
have come and gone — are buried under
rubble, towers and new developments
that have no connection with the past.
These are some of the tensions that
inspire Calleja’s insightful writing. Calleja
invites the reader on a trip where the
ordinary, almost mundane - as if a
neighbour were narrating their day-to-
day life, their anguish and frustration — is
imbued with meaning and transformed
into something verging on the sublime.
Lara's major themes are the fragility of
nature and human relationships. Yet,
despite the bitter nature of the subject
matter, the reading experience remains
fascinating and enthralling. This is
mainly because of the author’s ability to
master the potential that the narrative

genre has to offer. Private and public
spaces are transformed into landscapes
of the inner self. Characters live and
negotiate relationships in a world of
magical realism, imbued with an aura of
poetic fantasy. Calleja’s keen perception
and ability to write about the human
experience with empathy and grace, in a
subtle way, renders the stories timeless.
The author is among the most promising
voices in contemporary Maltese
literature. Although it is evident that her
literary skills will develop still further in
the years to come, Calleja’s thematic
concerns, imaginative use of language
and highly original treatment of her
subject matter have earned her the
appreciation of the jury, which considers
her a literary genius in the making.

P
Pa
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Lara Calleja
N

Rozi tax-Xghajra

Rozi

Rozi ftit kienu jafuha nies. Rari harget mir-rahal hlief ghal
xi tieg jew festin tal-familja. Li tohrog ’il boghod minn
rahalha ghal Rozi kienet xi haga kbira. Kienet thoss diqa
enormi, qisu xi hadd ¢ahhadha minn element baziku ta’
hajjitha, u ghal dawk il-ftit sighat li kienet tqatta’ ’1 boghod
mix-Xghajra, Rozi kienet itteftef fil-libsa u thossha kemxejn
agitata, b’genn inkallat biex in-neputi Liam jeghja jixrob u
jfittex iwassalha lura d-dar. Ir-rahal tax-Xghajra Rozi kienet
thobbu wisq. Xi trid iktar? Kwiet, bahar li kwazi dejjem
imqalleb biex jiffriskalek il-pulmun, knisja helwa u zghira
u l-istess erba’ wcuh, li forsi sindikajri xi naga kemm,
imma wara kollox kulhadd sindikajr, hemm min b’hangra
u hemm minn b’sikta. Finalment Rozi therikhom ghal gieh
kemme-il darba sabithom fil-bzonn u r-residenti tal-villagg
taghha kienu raguni ohra kbira ghalfejn Rozi gatt ma
kienet tohlomha li titlag minn hemm. Tiftakarha kuljum
meta missierha tah attakk ikrah f’qalbu. X’kienet taghmel
minghajrhom 1i kieku f’dik il-gimgha ma hadux pacenzja
biha? Iwassluha Mater Dei, isajrulha, u jitimghulha lil
Govanna, il-qattusa ndannata u nofs grazzja li zzomm
f’darha Rozi.
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Ix-Xghajra villagg zghir u ftit huma n-nies li jghixu
hemmhekk matul is-sena kollha. Hafna kienu jigu ghal sitt
xhur biss, igawdu x-xatt kwiet. Fix-xitwa, il-maltempati
u l-irwiefen hemmhekk huma xi haga fenomenali; ir-rih
tisthajlu xi kelb irrabjat gieghed ihuf wara t-twieqi ta’
darek, u l-bahar joghla s-sulari sakemm fl-ahhar jispi¢ca
jitfarrak wahdu mal-blat xieref. B’hekk hafna jiddeciedu
li fl-istaguni iktar keshin idabbru rashom lura lej’ darhom
f’Haz-Zabbar.

Imma Rozi, sajf u xitwa hemm. Dejjem. Ghalkemm ma Kinitx
toqghod fejn il-bahar, kienet ixxomm dik ir-riha ta’ ilma
mielah minn kullimkien. Maghmul minn diversi nizliet
paralleli, 1i kollha jaghtu ghax-xatt, il-bahar fix-Xghajra
tarah, thossu fi mnifsejk ma’ kull kantuniera.

Imma mhux din l-ahhar sena. Minn meta waqqghu d-dar ta’
hdejha, u dik li tmiss mal-parapett ta’ wara—hekk, kollha
f’dagga—Rozi ma tafx x’laqatha. Flok riha ta’ melh ma’
kullimkien, hemm riha ta’ terrapien u gir. Flok hsejjes tal-
bejtaghasafar fir-rebbiegha jhaxwxu xi mkien mas-sigra tal-
laring fil-gnien, hemm hoss ta’ jigger li jtaqqablek il-voglia
li tghix il-gurnata. Flok jilgghek ir-raxx sabih tal-bahar
dejjem imcaqlaq tax-Xghajra hekk kif tiftah l-antiporta (1i
issa qed tkun rarament miftuha), tilmhek dahna bajda ta’
trab tat-tfarrik ta’ gebel, li tidhollok f’ghajnejk.

Il-qattusa Govanna wkoll qisha mhix f’postha. Qabel
bilkemm kont taraha gewwa. Dejjem mohbija xi mkien
fis-sigra tal-laring—daqqa rieqda hemm, daqqa tizvoga
difrejha ma’ zkukitha, u daqga biex minghaliha ha thebb
ghal xi ghasfur tal-bejt. Imma issa Govanna dejjem rieqda
fuq is-siggu ta’ gewwa, u bilkemm titharrek hlief meta
tisma’ ¢-cekcik tal-ikel. Donnha saret iktar fessuda wkoll.
Sforzid-dwejjaqta’dakliqieghed jigri madwarha forsi—jew
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abbli ged tixjieh u timmansa, tahseb Rozi. Jew sforz it-tnejn
insomma. Min jaf.

Tahdita tal-istess erba’ wéuh—

“Xi gmiel Mari, rajthom t’hemm isfel?”
“Xiex?”

“Tellghu blokka. Ta’ fuq nett jaraw il-bahar.”

“Ija mela. It-tifla ta’ Marju xtraw wiehed. Ma haduhx
dagshekk ta. Mitejn elf. Bil-madum u I-kmamar tal-banju.”

“IlI-Marija Madunna. Id-dar taghna qrib l-ghaxart elef konna
xtrajnieha tletin sena ilu. U tara l-bahar.”

“Ijwa Tes hi, imma ghaz-zminijiet t’issa mitejn cucata
haduh.”

“Jja vera, forsi. Sbieh hafna insomma. Ghidilha r-risq hija.”

“Qed itellghu ta, mhux hazin. Issa anke ta’ Rozi qged
iwaqqghu.”

“Ija?”
“Mela.”
“U Rozi? Ili ma naraha kos.”

“E, Rozi l-Imgieret hija. Kienet ilha bilkemm tista’ timxi
miskina, imma qatt ma thajret iddabbar rasha mix-Xghajra
dik. Dejjem hawn taraha. Itteftef xi hobza fuqil-banketta. Ha
nghidlek, ahjar Alla johodni milli nispi¢¢a f’dik l-imniefah
dar tax-xjuh. Ommi kienet hemm, Alla jahfrilha. Qisha dar
tal-imgienen hi mhux dar tal-anzjani. Jittrattawk qisek tifla
ta’ sitt snin, u bilkemm ihalluk tohrog.”
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“Miskina Rozi. U d-dar min hadha allura?” “Huha hi
ghandikun. Dik ghandha huha xi ghoxrin sena izghar
minnha u ha d-dar f’idejh u waqqaghha. Qed jistennew il-
permess ghal sular iehor, qalli Twanny.”

“Issa nghid lit-tifla ta’ oht Joe, ghax dik kienet gieghda
tithajjar tixtri flett lejn dawn in-nahat.”

Govanna

Ghadniqieghda nhuffiz-zibellidonnu dal-ahhar qed jizdied
fl-inhawi, bit-tama li nsib xi sidra ta’ tigiega bhall-ahhar
darba. Imma minflok kelli nerga’ nqatta’ 1sieni ma’ haga
tonda li kellha xi fdalijiet ta’ xi tip ta’ huta. Hemm tfajla gieli
tigi ttini xi haga tal-ikel, imma mill-bqija rrid infendi ghal
rasi biex immantni ruhi. Minn ghajnejja I-hin kollu hierga
zliega u gieli jugghuni u ma nkunx nista’ niftahhom sew.
Dal-ahhar ukoll I-ghasafar bilkemm ghadni nismaghhom.
Ehhh. Dak iz-Zmien tas-sigra kollha blalen orangjo, u l-ikel
dejjem lest u s-sodda dejjem shuna, spicca. Dik ix-xwejha tal-
gersi kulur is-sema u ghajnejn kulur il-hamrija, ghebet bla
ma biss qaltli caw jew avzatni li f’”daqqa wahda ha nispicca
bla saqaf fuq rasi.

Jien nahseb hadha mieghu xi mkien dak ir-ragel ikrah li
darba fost l-ohrajn lestieli platt bl-ikel favorit tieghi. Jien
ghedt da’ kemm ha nagqla’ ikel illum? U sa anke harigli
l-plattina fil-parapett tan-naha l-ohra li qatt ma kienet
thallini nohrog fih dik il-mara tal-gersi kulur is-sema. U
jien u niekol bil-qalb, ir-ragel ikrah bi qmis kulur il-plattina
ghalaq il-bieb minn fejn kont hrigt b’sabta, u bqajt mahsuda
nhares lejh jghaggel ’il boghod sakemm ma deherx aktar.
Stennejt lilu jew lill-mara tal-gersi b’kulur is-sema biex
jergghu jfeggu halli jifthuli I-bieb. Wara tlett ijiem nistenna,

-107 -



Kissirtu kullimkien

iccaglagqt minn hemm, u bdejt inhuf ghal rasi, bit-tama 1i
I-mara ta’ ghajnejha kulur il-hamrija terga’ tigi lura, u tif-
tahlil-bieb ghal gewwa.

Imma meta ghadda naga zmien u rajt qisu annimal ikrah
u enormi jiddevora lid-dar fejn darba kont nghix, sa anke
rajtu jgaccat lis-sigra kollha blalen orangjo minn gherugha;
qtajt jiesi ghalkollox u dakinhar u anke l-ghada marli l-aptit
ghalkollox li niekol jew niccaqlaq.

Meta tkun trid tmut fix-xjuhija, il-gisem icedi u jhallik tmut.

Dakinhar li nbiegh l-ewwel flett fejn darba kienu jimirhu
omm, missier, hut Rozi u l-qattusa Govanna, Rozi hadet
l-ahhar nifs imqanzah f"'wahda mir-ringieli sodod bojod u
minsijin tal-Imgieret.

Rozi kienet ilha titlob lill-Bambin tal-Hniena Divina biex
johodha mieghu u jehlisha mit-torment ta’ din il-hajja
gdida li qatt ma basret se tigi imposta fugha proprju fl-
ahhar zmien ta’ hajjitha. Gieli kienet tahseb f’Govanna. Fit-
tliet darbiet li gie jzurha huha z-zghir, gatt ma rnexxielha
tohodlu minn rasu x’kien ghamel biha. Imma harstu kien
idawwarha n-naha l-ohra u Rozi fehmet 1li bhalma rema
lilha f’dan l-isptar ikrah fejn qatt hadd ma jigi jzurha, ma
kienx ha jiddejjaq jarmi lil Govanna wkoll.

Hawnhekk fl-Imgieret ma kienx postha, kienet tghid Rozi
bejnha u bejn ruhha. Vera li meta kienet tghix f’darha
x-Xghajra bilkemm kienet tiflah timxi, imma mill-bqija
kienet thossha tarmi s-sahha. Gara mbaghad imma li bil-
bini u l-istorbju u kulma kien hemm madwarha, huha
z-zghir fl-ahhar irnexxielu jikkonvinciha li ahjar tingabar
xi mkien fejn jistghu jiehdu hsiebha. Xi mkien sabih fejn
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hemm hafna sigar u kwiet. U lil Govanna johdilha hsiebha
hu. Thabbilx rasek, kien jghidilha. Waqghet fin-nassa. Pu!

Hekk kif Rozi kienet fis-sodda fl-ahhar ftit sighat ta’ hajjitha,
in-ners semghetha tgedwed u tghid hafna affarijiet. In-
ners thassritha wahedha u gqabdet siggu u poggiet hdejha.
Fl-esperjenza taghha kienet taf 1i dawn huma sinjali 1i
jimmarkaw l-ahhar ftit sighat ta’ persuna qieghda tmut.

“Miskina, wahedha hallewha u qghadt hdejha jien. Imma
kellha thissima kbira fuq wi¢¢ha u bdiet tghajjat lil xi
hadd Govanna biex tinzel mis-sigra ha taghmlilha l-ikel.
Qabbditni l-bard kif bdiet titbissem u taqleb ghajnejha fl-
istess hin. Imbaghad qabditli idi u stagsietni jekk irridx
melh mal-brodu. Komplejt maghha u ghedtilha iva u
mellistilha rasha. Stagsietni jekk hix gieghda x-Xghajra u
kont naf li kienet thobbu hafna hemmhekk, taf int kibret
hemm u kulhadd jafha mid-dehra. U jien ghedtilha iva, ix-
Xghajra qieghda, u Govanna gieghda hawn hdejja. Wi¢¢ha
sserja f’daqga u stagsietni jekk Govanna hafritilhiex. Ma
nafx min hi di’ Govanna jien, imma ghedtilha iva mela
hafritlek.”

Regghet thissmet Rozi u baqghet b’halgha kemxejn imcarrat
hekk. U n-nifs beda jbatti bil-mod ma’ kull minuta sa ma
hadet l-ahhar nifs.

Forsi wara m’hemm xejn, hemm bahh, kif jghidu hafna.
Imma ddecidejt 1i nemmen li Rozi wara mewtha marret
lura f’darha x-Xghajra, fir-riha tal-laring, mal-hoss tant ghal
qalbha tar-rih isabbtilha mal-antiporta u ma’ Govanna
rieqda fuq is-siggu tal-kcina.
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You’ve Destroyed
Everything

Lara Calleja
Translated from Maltese by Clare Vassallo

Rozi from Xghajra

Rozi

Not many people knew Rozi. She very rarely left her village,
and then only for some wedding or family party. Spending
time away was a big deal for Rozi. It distressed her, made her
feel as though some basic right in her life was being denied,
and the few hours that Rozi was away from Xghajra were usu-
ally spent with her fiddling with her dress and battling feel-
ings of anxiety as she waited with increased desperation, for
her nephew, Liam, to decide he’d had enough to drink and get
round to driving her back home. She loved that little village
of Xghajra so very much. What else could one desire? Tran-
quillity, the sea, which was always just restless enough to
freshen your lungs, a pretty little church, and the same bunch
of people who were, perhaps, a little nosey but, then again,
most people are a little bit curious - it’s just that some express
it at the tops of their voices while others do it in whispers.
Most of all, Rozi blessed them for their help and for the kind-
ness shown to her whenever she was in need. Those villagers
were in fact another important reason why Rozi would never
dream of moving away from there. She always remembered
the day her father suffered a massive heart attack. How would
she have coped if they hadn’t patiently helped her out? They
drove her to Mater Dei Hospital, cooked for her, and fed Gio-
vanna, the crazy clumsy cat that lived with Rozi in her house.
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Xghajra is a small village and very few people live there
all year round. Most people only come for six months of the
year to make the most of the peaceful seashore. In winter the
storms and gale force winds are extraordinary: the wind can
sound like an angry wild dog on the prowl outside your win-
dow, and the waves rise as high as buildings until they finally
smash and disintegrate against the sharp rocks. This is why
most people decide to return to their homes in Haz-Zabbar
for the colder months.

But not Rozi - she spends all her summers and win-
ters there. Always. And although she does not live quite at
the water’s edge she can smell the spray of salty water from
everywhere. The village, made up as it is of a few parallel
hills which all converge down at the shore, means that sea
in Xghajra is visible from all around and can be felt nice and
fresh in your lungs from every corner.

But not this last year. Ever since the house next door to
hers, together with the one which came right up to wall sur-
rounding her backyard, were pulled down - just like that,
both at the same time — Rozi doesn’t know what’s hit her. In-
stead of the scent of sea-spray in the air, there’s dust from
rubble and lime. Instead of the rustling sounds in spring
from birds’ nests in the orange tree in the garden, there’s the
excruciating sound of a digger that destroys your very will to
survive the day. Instead of the welcome spray from the chop-
py sea hitting you when you open the front door (which she
rarely keeps on the latch anymore), a white cloud of fine dust
greets you, and enters your eyes.

Giovanna the cat also feels uneasy. She barely used to
spend time indoors before. She was always tucked away
somewhere in the orange tree — sometimes fast asleep on a
branch, sometimes sharpening her nails against the trunk,
and sometimes actually believing she might catch a sparrow.
But now Giovanna is always fast asleep on a chair inside the

house, and she barely bothers to move except when she hears
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the rattling sounds of her food being prepared. She seems to
have become more affectionate, too. Possibly due to boredom
caused by what’s going on around her - or perhaps because
she’s getting older and meeker, thinks Rozi. Or maybe a bit of
both. Who knows.

Conversation between the same few people ...

“How beautiful Mari, have you seen the ones over there?”
“What?”

“A block has gone up. There are sea views from the top ones.”

“Yes, of course! Mario’s daughter bought one of them. It wasn’t
too expensive, you know. Two hundred thousand. That’s with
floor tiles and bathrooms included.”

“Madonna! Our house only cost eleven thousand about thirty
years ago. And we can see the sea.”

“O yes, Tessie hun, but for these days they got it for a song.”

“Yes, well, maybe. They’re quite lovely really. Wish her luck,
will you?”

“There’s quite a few new buildings coming up now, you know.
And even Rozi’s house has just been pulled down.”

“Really?”
“Yes, for sure.”
“And Rozi? In fact I haven’t seen her in ages.”

“Well, Rozi’s at the Imgieret Home now. She could barely
walk anymore, poor thing, but you know, she never wanted
to leave Xghajra. You’d always see her around. Sitting on a
bench and snacking on a piece of bread. Let me tell you, I'd
prefer God to take me a little earlier than ending up at that
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awful old people’s home. My mother was there, God rest her
soul. It’s more like a madhouse than an old people’s home.
They treat everyone like little children and hardly ever let
you out.”

“Poor Rozi. So who’s taken her house then?”

“Her brother, I think. She’s got a brother who’s about twenty
years younger and he’s taken over the house and had it pulled
down. They’re just waiting now for new permits to be able to
add an extra floor, that’s what Twanny said.”

“OK, well I'll tell Joe’s sister’s daughter about it. She’s think-
ing of buying a flat around here.”

Giovanna

I’'m still hunting for food in the rubbish which really seems
to have increased around here recently. I was hoping to find
some chicken breast like last time, but instead I ended up
cutting my tongue again on a round thing which had the re-
mains of some kind of fish on it. A young girl comes to feed me
sometimes, but mostly I have to fend for myself. My eyes are
constantly watering and blurry and they sometimes hurt so
I can’t open them properly. I hardly hear the birds any more,
either. Ahhh ... those days in that tree of orange balls, food
always ready and waiting, and a warm bed for the night have
well and truly gone. That old woman in a sweater the colour
of the sky and eyes the colour of soil has disappeared without
even saying goodbye or warning me that I was about to find
myself without a roof over my head.

I think that horrible man must have taken her away with
him. He once prepared a plate of my favourite food. I won-
dered to myself how much food I would be given that day.
He even brought the plate out into the backyard where the
woman in the sky blue top never allowed me to go. As I was
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digging into it, the ugly man in a shirt the colour of my plate
slammed the door. I was stunned as I watched him scurry
away until I couldn’t see him anymore. I waited for him or
the woman in the sky blue top to hurry back and open the
door for me. After three days of waiting, I moved on from
there and began to hunt for my food, always in the hope that
the woman in the sky blue top would return, open the door
and let me in.

But when some time passed and this monstrous animal
turned up and devoured the house where I once lived, even
pulling up the tree with the orange balls from its roots, I re-
alized it was all over and that day, and the next — I completely
lost my will to eat or even to move.

When you want to die in old age, the body gives in and allows
you to die

Rozi took her final rasping breath on one of those white for-
gotten beds in rows at the Imgieret Home precisely on the day
that the first flat, built where once Rozi’s mother, father, sib-
lings and Giovanna the cat lived, was sold.

Rozi had for some time now been praying to Jesus of the
Divine Mercy to take her with him and release her from the
torment of this new life which she never imagined would be
imposed upon her precisely at the end. She often thought of
Giovanna. During those three visits of her brother she nev-
er managed to prise out of him what exactly he’d done with
her. He just looked away, and Rozi understood that just as he’d
dumped her in this ugly home where no one ever visited her,
he wouldn’t have been at all bothered to throw Giovanna out,
either.

This Imgieret place just wasn’t for her, she’d tell herself
repeatedly. It’s true that when she was still at her house in
Xghajra she could barely walk, but she felt strong and healthy
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in every other way. What happened was, with the building
works and the constant noise and everything going on around
her, her younger brother managed to convince her that it would
be in her best interest to move some place where she could be
taken care of. Somewhere beautiful full of trees and tranquil-
lity. And he would take care of Giovanna himself. Don’t worry,
he’d tell her. She fell right into the trap. Pu!

As she was lying in her bed in those last hours of life a
nurse overheard her mumbling. The nurse pitied her there,
all alone, she pulled up a chair and sat beside her. She’d had
enough experience to recognize the signs of a person dying.

“Poor thing, they left her all alone so I stayed with her. But
she had a big smile on her face as she called out to someone,
Giovanna, to get down from the tree so she could feed her. It
gave me the shivers to watch her smile and roll her eyes at the
same time. Then she grabbed my hand and asked whether I
wanted salt in my broth. I went along with it and said yes as
I stroked her hair. She asked me whether she was in Xghajra
and, because I know that she loved it very much over there,
you know she was brought up there and everyone there seems
to know her, so I said yes. You’re in Xghajra, and Giovanna
is here next to me. Her face got all serious suddenly and she
asked whether Giovanna had forgiven her. I don’t know who
this Giovanna is, but I said yes of course, she has forgiven you.”

Rozi smiled once more and remained that way with her
mouth open wide across her face. Her breathing got shallower
and slower with each minute that passed until she took her
final breath.

Perhaps there’s nothing after this, an emptiness, as many
claim. But I decided to believe that after her death, Rozi re-
turned to her house in Xghajra, to be surrounded by the scent
of oranges, to be within the sound of the wind which she loved
and which would sometimes slam her door shut, and with Gio-
vanna fast asleep on one of the kitchen chairs.
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BIOGRAPHY

erda Blees, born in 1985,
G made her literary debut in 2017
with the short story collection Aan
doodgaan dachten we niet (We Didn’t
Think About Dying). Her first volume of
poetry, Dwadallichten (Wandering Lights),
appeared the following year. We Are
Light is her first novel and received
unanimous rave reviews from the
Dutch press. It was awarded the Dutch
Booksellers” Award for 2021 and has
been nominated for the prestigious
Libris Literature Prize.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Four members of a commune stop
eating because they have decided that,
from now on, they want to live on light
and air. The characters in Gerda Blees’
novel each have their own reasons for
this extreme decision, which ends up
costing the protagonist, Elisabeth, her
life. This magnificent story is loosely
based on true events. Each of the 25
chapters opens with the words ‘We are
..."and is told by a different narrator,
including Elisabeth’s parents and
siblings, her neighbours, her sister’s
lawyer, the night, the daily bread, the
scent of an orange, dementia, doubt
and Elisabeth’s own body. Each narrator
has a unique and distinct voice and
makes an essential contribution to the
novel's complex tapestry.

¥ JURY’S REPORT

We Are Light is an original, moving

and rich novel that deserves a large
international readership. It is a very
special debut novel, with no fewer
than 25 narrators, some of them quite
bizarre, such as the smell of an orange
or the main character's dead body.
Gerda Blees pulls it off brilliantly: the
body of Elisabeth tells us how much

it yearned for attention and the touch
of loving hands; we find out from

the daily bread that Muriel has a hard
time resisting its lure; the pen tells us
that members of the commune used
him to write letters to parents whom
they were no longer speaking to. Even
the story itself appears as one of the
narrators. It tells us that the author did
not want to provide an explanation for
her characters’ unstable lives: ‘She wants
to leave the mystery, that is Elisabeth,
intact, because according to her that's
what real life is like too — other people,
especially the dead, are mysteries

that can't be solved, no matter how
frustrating that might be.

Gerda Blees is a compelling storyteller
who writes with forensic precision —
and with great humour. We Are Light is
gripping from the first page to the last.
It's a moving novel, but at the same
time there is enough light and air.
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Gerda Blees

7o

Wijj zijn de nacht. Wij brengen duisternis en dronkenschap,
kattengevechten, slaap en slapeloosheid, seks en sterfgeval-
len. Wie in alle rust wil sterven, zonder al te veel gedoe en
drama, zal dat bij voorkeur doen in ons, de nacht, terwijl de
aankomende nabestaanden slapen. Zo zien wij in dit land
nachtelijks vele kanker-, hart- en longpatiénten en uitgeleef-
de oude mensen bijna ongemerkt hun laatste adem uitbla-
zen. Maar ook de minder vredige vormen van sterven zijn
ons niet vreemd. Vechtpartijen, auto-ongelukken, moord en
doodslag. De gruwelijkheden waarvan wij getuige zijn ge-
weest, u wilt het niet weten, ook niet als u graag naar hor-
rorfilms Kkijkt en een sterkte maag heeft. En wij willen er
niet over praten. Er zijn interessantere manieren waarop
mensen kunnen overlijden, zoals de vrouw die op dit mo-
ment onze aandacht heeft, bij wie de herkenbare elementen
van het vredig sterven samenvallen met verontrustende af-
wijkende omstandigheden.

Het herkenbare: een woonkamer met meubels uit de ja-
ren negentig met smakeloze decoratie aan de wanden — grote
gekleurde vlinders van metaal, oude muziekinstrumenten
in verschillende formaten —, en in die kamer een slapende
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vrouw met slierterige grijze haren, zo mager en verzwakt
dat haar hart het elk moment kan begeven, met naast zich
een familielid, haar zus, naar de vorm van het gezicht te
oordelen, die met beide handen haar handen omklemt, alsof
ze zo probeert de bijna dode in het leven te houden.

Het afwijkende: al het andere, maar vooral het feit dat
de zussen op luchtbedden midden in de kamer liggen, en
de aanblik van de rest van het gezelschap, een man van
middelbare leeftijd en een wat jongere vrouw, die vanaf de
rode bank zitten toe te kijken. Allebei hebben ze bijna net zo
weinig vlees op de botten als de stervende; hun wangen zijn
ingevallen, hun ogen liggen diep in hun kassen. Hoewel ze
niet op het punt lijken te staan te sterven, zien we hun skelet
al door hun huid heen schemeren. En aan de manier waarop
ze ademen, alsof ze bang zijn te veel zuurstof in één keer bin-
nen te krijgen, is te zien dat ze dan wel niet dood zijn, maar
evenmin met volle overtuiging leven. Misschien zitten ze
daarom met de ramen dicht in de bedompte warmte van de
voorbije zomerdag, en hebben ze het licht uit gelaten, zodat
alleen een streep oranje licht van een lantaarnpaal voor het
raam tussen de gordijnen door de kamer binnenvalt, schuin
over de luchtbedden van de twee liggende vrouwen.

Die luchtbedden zijn ons hier al vaker opgevallen. Nor-
maal gesproken zijn het er vier, waarop de stervende, haar
zus en de twee anderen naast elkaar op de grond liggen
te slapen. Verder gebeurt er meestal weinig. Het zijn geen
nachtbrakers, behalve de vrouw op de bank, die vaak met
wijd open ogen naar het plafond ligt te staren, terwijl haar
maag onder de fleecedeken borrelende en zuigende gelui-
den maakt. Af en toe trekt er een grimas over haar gezicht.
Ze balt haar vuisten. Ze bijt op haar knokkels. Ze sabbelt
op haar onderlip. Soms valt ze na een paar uur toch nog in
slaap, maar vaak kruipt ze ook geruisloos onder haar deken
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vandaan en sluipt naar de wc om wat water uit het kraantje
te drinken, en dat herhaalt zich ongeveer om het uur.

Ze wekt de indruk dat ze honger heeft, maar nooit heb-
ben we haar kunnen betrappen op een nachtelijk tripje naar
de koelkast, zoals zoveel anderen die de slaap niet kunnen
vatten door de borrelende leegte in hun maag. In de drie
jaar dat we haar zo hebben meegemaakt, hebben we haar
maar één keer in de keuken gezien. Eerst was ze een tijd-
lang voor de slowjuicer blijven staan, die ze over de zijkant
aaide alsof het een lief zacht huisdier was, en daarna was ze
op haar knieén voor de koelkast gaan zitten, met haar voor-
hoofd tegen de deur. Meer dan een uur zat ze daar, zonder te
bewegen. Toen legde ze haar hand op de hendel. We zagen
hoe de spieren en pezen van haar hand zich spanden, ter-
wijl ze met al haar kracht kneep. Haar elleboog bewoog een
klein stukje omhoog, en ze liet los. Ze stond op. Wankelde.
Greep het aanrechtblad. Boog voorover, het hoofd tussen de
knieén. Richtte zich weer op, nulangzamer. Zette een stapje.
Haar ogen dwaalden door het kleurloze donker en bleven
rusten op een appel die in de fruitschaal op het aanrecht
lag. Ze liep ernaartoe, maar pakte hem niet op. Ze boog voor-
over, bracht haar neus er heel dichtbij, en bleef naar de ap-
pel staan kijken.

Als wij hadden kunnen spreken hadden we haar toege-
roepen: ‘Eet dan, vrouw, eet! Niemand houdt je tegen.’ Maar
ze at niet. Toen het haar gelukt was zich van de appel los
te maken en terug te sluipen naar de woonkamer, trof ze
daar de oudste van de vier, degene die nu op sterven ligt,
wakker aan, met opengesperde ogen. Geschrokken bleef ze
staan, gevangen in de blik van haar huisgenoot, een blik
die niets uitdrukte: geen herkenning, geen afkeuring, geen
geruststelling. Niets. En op dezelfde expressieloze manier
sloten de kijkende ogen zich. Onze hongerige vriendin liet
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haar schouders zakken, kwam langzaam in beweging en
ging weer op haar luchtbed liggen, wachtend tot het dag-
licht kwam.

Als nacht van de wereld zijn wij niet snel van ons stuk ge-
bracht, maar opvallend vinden we het wel, dat mensen in
een land als dit vrijwillig honger lijden, met het voedsel let-
terlijk binnen handbereik. Alsof ze willen protesteren tegen
de overvloed die hun gegeven is.

En nu is de dood achter de honger aangekomen, niet
voor onze chronisch slapeloze, maar voor haar huisgenoot.

‘“Ze 1s weg,’ zegt de zus, die zonder de handen van de
dode los te laten rechtop op haar luchtbed is gaan zitten. ‘Ik
voelde haar overgaan. Heel vloeiend ging het. Wat mooi.
Wat bijzonder. Vinden jullie niet?’

Met onderzoekende ogen kijkt ze naar de andere twee,
die nu nog voorzichtiger ademen dan daarnet. ‘Zagen jullie
dat? Zagen jullie hoe rustig ze werd toen ik haar handen
vastpakte? Eindelijk kon ze zich overgeven. Heeft ze zich
overgegeven. Mooi toch, dat ze zo gegaan is? Dat we niet heb-
ben geprobeerd haar tegen te houden? Toch? Petrus? Muri-
el?’

Petrus en Muriél verroeren zich niet. Hun gezicht blijft
strak, terwijl hun ogen alle kanten op schieten, zoekend
naar iets wat in het schemerdonker niet te vinden is. Uitein-
delijk zegt Muriél: ‘Mooi, ja.’

‘En jij, Petrus? Hoe voelt het voor jou? Wil je daar iets
over delen?’

Petrus sluit zijn ogen en schudt zijn hoofd, alsof hij wordt
geplaagd door een insect dat hij niet durft weg te slaan. Zijn
voorhoofd glimt van het zweet.
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‘Geeft niet,’ zegt de zus. ‘Het is ook niet niks om je op zo’n
intens moment meteen helemaal open te stellen voor alles
wat je voelt. Het is niet niks, dat begrijp ik heel goed.’

Zonder iets te zeggen staat Petrus op van de bank, doet de
achterdeur open en loopt de tuin in.

‘Oké, Petrus,’ zegt de zus, en tegen Muriél: ‘Het is oké. Hij
zit even in de weerstand. Geeft niet. Dat komt allemaal later
wel. Elisabeth is nu het belangrijkste. Kun jij mij de telefoon
geven? En het nummer van de huisarts? Het lijkt me beter dat
ik nu even bij haar blijf. Ik denk dat dat prettig voor haar is.’

Muriél staat op, loopt naar een rugtas in een hoek van de
kamer, pakt er een mobiele telefoon uit en geeft hem aan de
zus. ‘Het nummer moet ik even opzoeken.’ Ze gaat aan tafel
zitten en opent de laptop.

‘Lief van je Muriél,’ zegt de zus. ‘Heel lief. Wat fijn dat we
samen zijn. Dat we allemaal samen waren bij Elisabeth. Dat
moet ze gevoeld hebben. Dat voelt ze. Want ik voel zelf wel
dat ze nog in deze kamer is. Jij niet?’

‘Wat zeg je,” zegt Muriél op vlakke toon.

‘Dat ze nog bij ons is. Elisabeth. Ik voel haar aanwezig-
heid eigenlijk nog heel sterk. Maar ik ben natuurlijk ook haar
zus’

Muriél knijpt haar ogen dicht en fronst haar voorhoofd.
Dan spert ze haar ogen open. Het blauw-witte licht van de
laptop maakt haar gezicht nog spookachtiger dan het al was.
‘Ja,’ zegt ze, 9a, ik voel haar ook, ja.” Ze knikt even naar het
lichaam van Elisabeth en kijkt dan weer op het scherm. “s
Avonds en’s nachts belt u de huisartsenpost, staat hier.’ En ze
begint getallen op te sommen die de zus intoetst op de mobie-
le telefoon.
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‘Ja, hallo. Met Melodie van Hellingen. Ik bel over mijn

b

ZUs.

Vanaf hier versnellen we een beetje, analoog aan de er-
varing van iedereen die weleens een hele nacht wakker is
gebleven, dat de tijd eerst langzaam ging maar dat het toen
plotseling ochtend was.

Er ontspint zich een discussie met de receptioniste van
de huisartsenpost, want de receptioniste zegt dat ze de waar-
nemend huisarts zal sturen, maar het lijkt Melodie beter als
hun eigen huisarts naar de dode komt kijken, omdat het toch
een bijzonder geval was, haar zus, qua medisch verleden,
maar ook vanwege de emotionele band, en als hun eigen
huisarts echt niet kan, is het wel belangrijk dat de waarne-
mend arts het dossier goed doorleest, en aan de andere kant
van de lijn zien we de receptioniste met haar ogen rollen,
waarna ze op uiterst vriendelijke toon aan Melodie vraagt
of ze kort zou kunnen vertellen hoe haar zus precies is over-
leden, en Melodie vertelt dat het allemaal heel mooi was,
omdat Elisabeth zich eindelijk had kunnen overgeven, want
het leven was voor haar een hele strijd geweest, en terwijl
de receptioniste ‘hm, hm’ en ‘ja’ zegt, werpt ze een blik op
de geboortedatum van de patiént en typt iets in over een on-
duidelijk verhaal, en ‘mogelijk suicide?’ en dan zegt ze tegen
Melodie dat er helaas toch echt een waarnemer zal moeten
komen, die geen toegang heeft tot het dossier, maar dat ze
kunnen rekenen op zijn professionaliteit, en al met al vindt
Melodie het een kille gang van zaken, een onpersoonlijk sys-
teem, dat regels boven mensen stelt, maar de receptioniste
heeft geen tijd om Melodie te laten uitpraten, er staan nog
meer binnenkomende telefoontjes te knipperen, dus zegt ze
vriendelijk maar resoluut gedag, verbreekt de verbinding
en voltooit haar aantekeningen voor de arts die het lichaam
van Elisabeth van Hellingen zal komen schouwen.
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We Are Light

Gerda Blees
Translated from Dutch by Michele Hutchison

We are the night. We bring darkness, drunkenness, cat
fights, sleep, sleeplessness, sex and death. People wanting
to die in peace, without fuss or ado, often choose to do so in
our - the night’s — company, while the about-to-be-bereaved
slumber on. In this country, many cancer patients, people
with heart and lung disease, and the exhausted elderly,
breathe their last breath, almost unnoticed, at night. But we
are no strangers to less peaceful ways of dying: fights, traf-
fic accidents, murder and manslaughter. You wouldn’t want
to know about the awful things we’ve witnessed, not even
if you like horror films and have a strong stomach, and we
don’t want to talk about it either. There are more interesting
ways for people to die, like the woman who has our atten-
tion at the present moment. In her case, the recognizable
elements of a peaceful death coincide with disturbingly ab-
normal circumstances.

Recognizable: a sitting room with 1990s furniture,
tasteless ornaments on the wall — large colourful metal but-
terflies, old musical instruments of varying sizes — and in
this room, a sleeping woman with wispy grey hair, so thin
and weak that her heart could give out at any moment. Next
to her a relative, her sister judging from the shape of her
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face, clasping both hands in her own as though she’s trying
to keep this near-dead human alive.

Abnormal: everything else, but particularly the fact
that the sisters are lying on inflatable beds in the middle
of the room, and the presence of the other people: a mid-
dle-aged man and a somewhat younger woman, watching
from a red sofa. They have almost as little flesh on their
bones as the dying woman; their cheeks have caved in, their
eyes are sunk deep in their sockets. Although they don’t ap-
pear to be on the brink of death, we can see their skeletons
jutting through their skin. And the way they are breathing,
as though they are afraid of taking in too much oxygen at
once, tells us that they may not be dead, but they are not
entirely alive either. Maybe that’s why they are sitting there
with the windows closed, in the stuffy heat of the past sum-
mer’s day, and they haven’t switched on the lights so that
only a thin orange beam from a street light in front of the
window falls through the curtains into the room, cutting
diagonally across the beds of the two recumbent women.

We’ve seen these airbeds here before. Usually there
are four of them. The dying woman, her sister, and the two
other people all sleep next to each other on the floor on
them. Not much else happens. They’re no night owls, aside
from the woman on the sofa, who often lies staring up at
the ceiling, eyes wide open, her stomach making rumbling,
churning noises beneath her fleece blanket. From time to
time, a grimace appears on her face. She balls her fists. She
bites her knuckles. She sucks on her bottom lip. Sometimes
she falls asleep after a couple of hours anyway, but often
she crawls out quietly from under her blanket and creeps
to the toilet to drink some water from the tap, repeating
this every hour or so.
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We get the impression she’s hungry, but we’ve never
been able to catch her taking a nocturnal trip to the fridge,
unlike a lot of people who can’t sleep due to the gurgling
emptiness in their bellies. In the three years we’ve seen her
like this, we’ve only seen her in the kitchen once. She stood
in front of the slow juicer for a long time, stroking its side
as though it were a gentle, sweet pet, and then she kneeled
at the fridge, pressing her forehead to its door. She sat there
for more than an hour without moving. Then she rested her
fingers on the handle. We saw the muscles and tendons of
her hand tense as she squeezed with all her might. Her el-
bow lifted slightly, and she let go. She stood up. Faltered.
Grabbed the worktop. Leaned forward, head between her
knees. Straightened up again, slower now. She took a step.
Her eyes roved around the colourless darkness and then
paused at an apple in the fruit bowl on the counter. She went
over to it but didn’t pick it up. She leaned forward, brought
her nose right up to it and stared at the apple.

If we’d have been able to speak we would have shouted
at her, ‘Eat then, woman, eat! Nobody’s stopping you.” But she
didn’t eat. When she managed to pry herself away from the
apple and tiptoe back to the sitting room, she came upon the
oldest of the four, the dying one, awake, eyes open. She stood
there, startled, caught in her housemate’s gaze, a gaze that
was expressionless: neither recognition, nor disapproval,
nor reassurance. Nothing. And in the same expressionless
manner, the staring eyes closed again. Our hungry friend
let her shoulders sink, slowly continued on her way, and laid
back down on her airbed, waiting for day to break.

As the earth’s night, we are not easily unsettled, but this
we do find remarkable - that people in a country such as
this would voluntarily suffer from hunger, with food literal-
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ly within hand’s reach. As though wanting to protest against
the abundance given to them.

And now death has arrived in hunger’s wake, not for
our chronic insomniac, but for her housemate.

‘She’s gone,’ says the sister, sitting upright on her airbed
now, still clutching the dead woman’s hands. ‘I felt her
pass... it was so smooth, so beautiful. Really special, don’t
you think?’

She looks at the other two, her eyes enquiring. They
are breathing even more cautiously than earlier. ‘Did you
see that? Did you see how calm she became when I took her
hands? She could finally let go... let herself go. Beautiful that
it happened like that, right? That we didn’t try to hold her
back. Right? Petrus? Muriel?’

Petrus and Muriel don’t move a muscle. Their faces are
still drawn as their eyes dart around, searching for some-
thing they can’t find in the shadowy darkness. Finally Muri-
el says, ‘Beautiful, yes.’

‘What about you, Petrus? What are you feeling now?
Anything to share?’

Petrus closes his eyes and shakes his head as though
plagued by an insect that he daren’t slap away. His forehead
is shiny with sweat.

‘Never mind,” the sister says. ‘It’s difficult to truly open
up to everything you’re feeling at such an intense moment.
It’s difficult, I understand that, really I do.

Without saying anything, Petrus gets up from the sofa,
opens the back door and goes into the garden.
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‘Alright, Petrus,” the sister says, and to Muriel: ‘It’s OK.
Just denial. Doesn’t matter. It’ll all come later. Elisabeth is
the most important person now. Can you pass me the phone?
And the GP’s number? I think it’s better if I stay with her a
while. I think she’d appreciate that.’

Muriel gets up, goes to a rucksack in the corner of the
room, takes out a mobile phone and gives it to the sister. ‘Just
have to look up the number.’ She sits down at the table and
opens a laptop.

‘That’s kind of you, Muriel,” the sister says. ‘Very kind.
It’s lovely that we’re together, that we were all together with
Elisabeth. She must have felt it. She is feeling it. Because I
can sense she’s still in the room. Can’t you?’

‘Huh,” Muriel says in a flat tone.

‘That she’s still with us: Elisabeth. Actually I can feel
her presence quite strongly. But of course I am her sister.’

Muriel squeezes her eyes shut and frowns. Then she
opens her eyes. The blue-white light of the laptop makes her
face appear even more ghostly. ‘Yes,” she says, ‘yes, I can feel
her too, yes.” She nods at Elisabeth’s body and looks at the
screen again. ‘It says here to call the out-of-hours service at
night.’” She begins to read out numbers and the sister types
them into the mobile phone.

‘Yes, hello. Melodie van Hellingen speaking. I'm calling
about my sister.

From here we fast-forward a bit, analogous to the expe-
rience of anyone who has stayed awake all night — at first the
time goes slowly but then it is suddenly morning.

A discussion unfolds with the out-of-hours’ reception-
ist. The receptionist says she’ll send the duty doctor, but Mel-
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odie thinks it would be better if her own GP came to certify
the death because this was an unusual case, her sister, in
terms of her medical file, but also because of the emotional
bond, and if their own GP really can’t come, it’s important
that the duty doctor reads the whole case file, and on the
other end of the line, we see the receptionist roll her eyes
and then ask Melodie in an extremely friendly tone wheth-
er she can briefly tell her how exactly her sister died, and
Melodie says it was all very beautiful because Elisabeth was
able to let go at last, because life had been a battle for her,
and as the receptionist says, ‘hm, hm,” and ‘yes,” she glances
at the patient’s date of birth and types up something about
a muddled story and ‘possible suicide?’ and then she says
to Melodie that unfortunately the duty doctor will have to
come and he won’t have access to the medical file, but that
she can count on his professionalism, and all in all Melodie
finds this a cold way of going about things, an impersonal
system in which rules matter more than people, but the re-
ceptionist doesn’t have time to hear Melodie out, the lights
are flashing for other incoming calls, so she says goodbye in
a firm but friendly voice, hangs up and completes her notes
for the doctor who will come to examine Elisabeth van Hell-
ingen’s body.
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A Licao do Sonambulo
The Sleepwalker’s Lesson
Companhia das Ilhas, Lajes do Pico,
2020

Language: Portuguese
ISBN: 9789899007079

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

A boy obsessed with losing weight
spends his endless summer holidays

at his grandparents’ home — the iconic
‘green house’ where his father and six
uncles once lived, leaving behind a
treasure of objects and memories. With
his brother, he incessantly watches a
videotape of the 1990 European Cup
Final between AC Milan and SL Benfica
while, unnoticed, the family dog suffers
an epileptic attack. In the hot summer
nights, the boy gazes, dreaming, at 1980s
posters advertising tobacco brands and
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of famous racing drivers like Fittipaldi

and Prost. There is an immense library in
the green house, once the property of

his great-grandfather, who in his lifetime
became somewnhat close to the famous
Portuguese writer Fernando Pessoa.
Abandoning his obsession with football,
the boy focuses on the dusty spines of
endless rows of books, questioning the
choices of his ancestor, whom he saw only
once or twice when he was in a state of
decrepitude. A journey of self-discovery
begins, starting with the boy’s cherished
travels with his mother — to the United
States, Tunisia and Brazil - and ending
with a conflicted period of existential
self-doubt in the stuffy room of a college
dormitory. The boy becomes a young
adult who - surrounded by not so sane
aspiring students from all over the world -
feels he shouldn't have left his country
and comes to loathe the idea of being a
‘citizen of the world’. However, there is a
new friend and a new family waiting for
him. Will that be enough to make sense
of his past and its link to his chosen future?

¥ JURY’S REPORT

The jury considers Frederico Pedreira
one of the most original authors of his
generation, and with The Sleepwalker’s
Lesson, he continues his exploration

of language and narrative techniques.
Pedreira’s novel stands out for the quality
of its writing and for the way in which
the author uses fiction as a tool for
autobiographical writing. With language
marked by restraint, the book is thus

on the borderline between fiction and
autobiography, a game that the author
plays wisely, romanticising his formative
years in Lisbon. The novel is set during
the childhood of the protagonist/author,

in a house that is at the centre of his
family life. It is from their relationship with
his childhood that other moments of
the protagonist’s life emerge. It is not a
childhood marked by tragic, disruptive,
anomalous events; rather, the author
gazes rather into his past in a rather
poetic manner, illuminating and often
casting a shadow over an age that is so
often romanticised, whether in terms

of innocence or trauma. Pedreira avoids
this temptation. The author recreates his
past, lingering on details and sensations
in sentences that often stretch out,
playing with the perception of time and
without any kind of mimicry of famous
works on similar subjects. It is a book
with plots, streams of consciousness
and interpersonal relationships that
combine modernity with a classical tone,
not conforming to the usual narrative
formulas.
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Frederico Pedreira

LINGUAGEM

N&o me recordo de ter sido verdadeiramente infeliz
em casa dos meus avos. Julgo que essas temporadas da in-
fancia e do inicio da adolescéncia ndo seriam susceptiveis
de infelicidade, até porque era quase sempre Verdo e eu era
entdo muito novo. Sendo a familia do lado do meu pai nume-
rosa, erararo, parando dizer inédito, o dia em que eu 14 esti-
vesse, nesses abencoados trés meses de férias, e ndo visse a
casa cheia de rostos conhecidos, presencas transitérias que
cumprimentavam o meu avo, sentado na poltrona que desde
sempre designara para si do lado esquerdo da sala, junto a
uma das muitas estantes de livros que 14 havia, e a minha
avo, sempre numa azafama, tanto no quarto dos brinquedos
a passar a ferro como a deslizar entre a cozinha e a sala de
jantar, de manha e ao inicio da tarde, a esfregar a alcatifa
verde ja nessa altura muito cogada, ou entdo a cirandar com
talheres e copos de um vidro com uma tonalidade opaca cor-
-de-laranja. Nesses meses, eu vivia satisfeito, e digo-o sem
as habituais reticéncias a que tantas vezes nos obriga o ci-
nismo da idade adulta, e uma parte substancial dessa satis-
facdo era resultante de um acesso quase ilimitado durante
o dia ao quintal da casa dos meus avos, onde passava horas
intermindveis a jogar futebol, a correr ou a praticar umas
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lutas com o0 meu irmdo que deviam as mais rudes no¢des do
karaté, do sumo e da luta livre.

Nas tardes torridas desses verBes no quintal da casa
de Benfica, no Bairro de Santa Cruz, era habitual tanto eu
como 0s meus primos (ainda em numero reduzido nessa
época) azucrinarmos a cabeca da minha avo (era a palavra
que ela usava, no seu desespero contido face ao nosso zero
em comportamento) com as sucessivas garrafas de 4gua
que despejavamos sobre as cabecas uns dos outros para nos
refrescarmos, uma tarefa cuja realizacdo se impunha como
bastante inutil no momento em que eu e 0 meu irmao, na
altura bastante gordos, nos punhamos a correr no quintal,
a torreira do sol (como o pai gostava de dizer, sacudindo
as palavras para o ar num tom que tanto tinha de perple-
x0 como de irritado), sempre com o inabaldvel objectivo de
perdermos peso. Note-se, porém, que as nossas corridas no
quintal ndo primavam pela diversido ou por algo que nao
desembocasse directamente na mais pura obsessdo; € que
ndo corriamos pelo quintal, antes ficdvamos no mesmo sitio
e corrfamos a uma velocidade que, sem ser moderada, nos
deixava a malha das t-shirts encharcada passados breves
minutos. Isto diante do olhar desistente e saturado da mi-
nha avo, que, temendo que apanhdssemos uma congestao
ou uma insolacdo, ndo deixava de vigiar-nos junto a soleira
da porta da cozinha que dava para o quintal, tirando de vez
em quando os 6culos para nos mostrar que o seu desespero
era sério, consciente de que dos seus olhos vitreos rolavam
plumbeas lagrimas que lhe abriam sulcos acinzentados nas
faces. Tudo isto aconteceu muito antes do advento dos tele-
moveis, um engenho que teria facilitado muito as tentativas
de apressada comunicacdo da minha avo com o meu pai nes-
sas férias de Verdo, e bem sei que teria igualmente poupado
as muitas frases balbuciadas quando telefonava para o es-
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critdrio e tinha de passar pelo filtro infalivel da voz arras-
tada e bonacheirona do Sr. Prates, que muito gostava de dar
a conhecer a senhora o seu imenso gosto por voltar a falar
com ela, embora nas férias de Verdo falassem praticamente
todos os dias, e de lhe perguntar por todos os membros
da familia O., que ndo eram poucos, mesmo ja nessa altura,
antes de esgotar a minha avo pelo cansacgo da simpatia, obri-
gando-a a balbuciar um derradeiro e vencido “obrigado”
antes de passar a chamada para o ouvido invariavelmente
ocupado do pai, j4 com outro telefone, o da sua secretdria,
preso no garrote da mao suada.

O escritério do meu avd era uma fonte de mistérios e de
pequenas surpresas aos meus olhos de crianga excessiva-
mente curiosa. Nao sei, de facto, se a curiosidade é passivel
de ser excessiva, deixando de ser uma benfazeja qualidade
para se transformar num terrivel estorvo durante a vida
adulta. De qualquer modo, olhando para trds, eu nem era
capaz de atribuir um nome ao estado de encantamento em-
brutecido em que ndo raras vezes me achava mergulhado,
de dar um nome a minha débil e bajuladora curiosidade,
de tal forma eu a sentia em mim como o mais natural dos
reflexos, principal- mente em certas manhds e em certos
fins de tarde das férias de Verdo, quando, saindo o meu avo
para ir comprar o jornal (o Didrio de Noticias — nunca o
vi a comprar outro) ou o pao para o pequeno-almoco dele
e da minha avo ou para o lanche dos primos, dos tios e das
tias que apareciam 14 em casa com a naturalidade de uma
esperada lufada de ar fresco, dizia eu que essa curiosida-
de vinha a tona sobretudo nas ocasides em que o escritorio
do meu avo ficava temporariamente desabi- tado (o “caste-
lo”, conforme era pratica comum chamar a esse espago no
meio da familia, do mesmo modo que designavam a cadeira
acolchoada e ja muito cocada como o “trono” do meu avo) e
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eu procurava destramente tornar os meus passos mais le-
ves do que o ar (lembrava-me sempre da recomen- dagao
dos “pezinhos de 13” que ouvira nos meus primeiros anos
de escolaridade e que nessa altura ja eram o comeco da mi-
nha primeira miragem privada), esforcava-me inutilmente
por abrir em siléncio o trinco da porta, que fazia ranger a
sua lingueta metdlica, e sem fechar a porta atrds de mim
(nunca teria ousado fazé-lo, nessa idade ou noutra) tentava
uns curtos passos no interior encerado do escritorio e ficava
embasba- cado a olhar em redor. A minha surpresa néo se
prendia com um ou outro objecto novo que eu nunca tivesse
visto pousado a beira de uma das estantes ou no meio da doi-
da profusdo de papéis, jornais antigos e bugigangas varias
que ocupavam por inteiro a superficie da mesa de trabalho
do meu avd. Talvez fosse o cheiro intenso que irrompia pe-
las minhas narinas e que na altura me parecia uma bizarra
mistura, tanto repe- lente como cativante, de 6leo, gasolina,
sebo e canela, enove- lando-se na camada espessa de po que
quase proibia a entrada ao meu irmao, entdo gravemente
asmatico, e cobria as foto- grafias toscamente penduradas
em duas paredes, nas quais conspiravam em siléncio os ros-
tos ora bacos ora reluzentes de netos e netas, filhos e filhas,
cobrindo também os livros de engenharia e de mecanica,
intermindveis colec¢bes de obras que tanto tinham de eru-
ditas como de manual de instrucdes, no meio das quais ha-
via um ou outro intruso em forma de livro com ambigdes
estritamente literarias.

Era assim, o escritério do meu avd, mutavel a menor ten-
ta- tiva de descricao, pois tudo o que ai eu pudesse encontrar
era sujeito as deficiéncias do espirito algo indolente, embora
inclinado para a tal curiosidade, que entdo se formava em
mim, cheio de um repositorio de pequenas e flagrantes igno-
rancias, de estéreis desvios do olhar que turvavam irreme-
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dia- velmente a minha percepcdo da realidade. Uma vez,
cheguei a escrever num tom afectado e presumidamente
original que o escritorio do meu avo parecia ter sido regado
com gaso- lina, e, na verdade, até hoje ndo se tornou excessi-
vo 0 meu arrependimento por té-lo descrito com essas pala-
vras coman- dadas pela pressa do coragao.

Por vezes, encontrando-se 0 meu irmdo ausente da casa
de Benfica por alguma razdo (sendo mais velho, arran- java
— ou arranjavam por ele — outros modos de justificar a de-
liciosa inutilidade das horas de Verdo), eu jantava com 0s
meus avos na sala (quando havia mais gente, pelo menos
cinco parentes em casa, era obrigatorio ocuparmos a mesa
de mogno da sala de jantar), com o som alto da televisdo e
os sucessivos flashes da telenovela mesmo a nossa frente, e
quando passavam alguns minutos do término do episodio
didrio eu subia as escadas para me ir deitar. Geralmente,
ndo precisava de me despedir da minha avo, pois sabia que,
pelas onze, onze e meia da noite, seria a vez de ela se ir dei-
tar, o que nunca acontecia sem que viesse primeiro dar um
jeito a aspereza dos len¢dis da minha cama ou sem dizer
algumas palavras de circunstancia, ndo necessariamente
dirigidas a mim (embora ela julgasse que so a santinha so-
bre a estante do corredor conseguia ouvi-la), que eu tomava
como um sinal infalivel de que havia chegado a hora de eu
lhe fazer um pouco de companhia as escuras no quarto de
casal, com a minha av0 ja deitada e a sua mdo enrugada que
eu embru- lhava na minha, ao mesmo tempo que ela deixa-
va escorrer numa voz casquinada os ultimos queixumes do
dia, tdo natu- rais para a azdafama em que rodavam por ve-
zes perras as suas horas diurnas, antes de me mandar para
a cama, pois sabia que a qualquer momento seria a vez de o
meu avo subir as escadas e preparar-se para se deitar. Quan-
do o avo subia essas malfadadas escadas em que anos antes
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o paidele, mais um espectro do que outra coisa, tantas vezes
tropecara até a queda final (pois s6 muito mais tarde é que
um dos meus tios teve a 6bvia ideia de colocar um corrimao),
na maior parte das vezes passava ja da meia-noite, e a me-
dida que fui cres- cendo, andando a boleia de uma pretensa
maturidade que tanto o pai como o meu irmdo procuravam
inculcar em mim a forca de uma mascara de masculinida-
de que se servia de molhos picantes e de valentes goladas
de 4gua das pedras e de sumo de tomate, de Verdo para Ve-
rao foi-se-me tornando familiar a mancha agigantada que a
sombra do meu av6 dese- nhava na parede que flanqueava o
meu quarto e s0 terminava no grande clardo daluz eléctrica
que brotava do escritdrio dele assim que levava o dedo certo
ao interruptor.
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Translated from Portuguese by Rui Vitorino Azevedo

LANGUAGE

I don’t recall having been truly unhappy in my grand-
parents’ house. I suppose those sojourns during my child-
hood and early adolescence weren’t susceptible to unhap-
piness, especially since it was almost always summer, and
I was so young back then. As my father’s side of the family
is large, there was hardly a day, or should I say, it was un-
heard of not to see the house full of familiar faces during
those three blessed months of holidays. The transient vis-
itors would greet my grandfather, sitting in the armchair
that he had designated as his own on the left side of the
living room, next to one of the many bookcases there, and
my grandmother bustling about, either ironing in the toy
room as if sliding between the kitchen and the dining room,
in the morning and early afternoon, scrubbing the green
carpet that was already quite shabby at the time, or sifting
with cutlery and glass cups that had an opaque orange hue.
I lived satisfied during those months, and I say this without
the habitual reluctance that so often forces upon us the cyn-
icism of adult age, and a substantial part of that satisfaction
was the result of an almost unlimited access to the backyard
of my grandparents’ house, where I would spend countless
hours playing football, running or practising some fighting
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moves with my brother that were nothing more than mere
notions of karate, sumo and wrestling.

In the scorching afternoons of those summers in the back-
yard of the house in Benfica, in the Santa Cruz neighbour-
hood, it was common for me and my cousins (still a small
number at the time) to pester my grandmother’s head (that
is the word she would use in her restrained despair towards
our shameful behaviour) with our bottles of water that we
would repeatedly spill on each other’s heads to cool off. This
was an almost impossible task that proved to be quite use-
less when my brother and I, at the time quite fat, would start
running around in the backyard, under the blazing sun (as
my father liked to say, agitating words into the air in a tone
that was just as much bewildered as it was annoyed), always
with the unflinching goal of losing weight. Note, however,
that our running in the backyard did not stand out for being
fun or for something that did not directly lead to the pur-
est obsession; it’s that we didn’t run around the backyard,
rather we would stay in one spot and run at a speed that
couldn’t be called a moderate pace but would leave the fab-
ric of our t-shirts drenched after a few minutes. We did this
before the resigned and displeased gaze of my grandmother,
fearful that he would get really congested or suffer a heat
stroke. She’d keep an eye on us from the kitchen door sill
leading into the backyard, taking her glasses off from time
to time to show us that her despair was serious, conscious of
the leaden tears that opened greyish grooves on her face as
they rolled from her glassy eyes. All of this happened long
before the advent of mobile phones, a device that would
have greatly facilitated the rushed attempts of communica-
tion between my grandmother and my father during those
summer holidays, and I am well aware that it would have
equally spared the many babbling phrases when she called
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the office and had to go through the infallible filter of the
slurred and easy-going voice of Mr. Prates, who really en-
joyed letting the lady know that it was an immense pleasure
to speak to her again, even though during the summer holi-
days they spoke practically every day, and after asking her
about all of the O. family members, who were quite a few
even back then, before exhausting my grandmother beyond
the fatigue of kindness, forcing her to mumble a final and
defeated “thank you” before the call was put through to the
invariably busy ear of my father, already on another phone,
the one on his desk, stuck to the garrotte of his sweaty hand.

My grandfather’s office was a source of mysteries and
small surprises to the eyes of an excessively curious child.
I don’t know for a fact if curiosity is susceptible to being ex-
cessive, ceasing to be a beneficent quality to transform itself
into a terrible nuisance in adult life. In any manner, looking
back, I couldn’t even ascribe a noun to the state of besotted
enchantment which I often found myself immersed in, to
give a noun to my feeble and grovelling curiosity, to such
an extent that I felt it in me as the most natural of reflex-
es, particularly on certain mornings and certain late after-
noons during those summer holidays, when, my grandfa-
ther left to go buy the newspaper (the Didrio de Noticias — I
never saw him buy a different one) or the bread for his and
my grandmother’s breakfast or for my cousins’ afternoon
snack, from the uncles and aunts that would show up at the
house with the naturalness of an expected breath of fresh
air. I was saying that that curiosity would come out espe-
cially on those occasions in which my grandfather’s study
was temporarily uninhabited (the “castle”, as that space was
commonly called within the family, in the same way that
they designated the cushioned and very worn chair as my
grandfather’s “throne”) and I cunningly looked for ways to

- 140 -



Frederico Pedreira

make my footsteps lighter than air (it always reminded me
of the suggestion of “tiptoeing around” that I had heard in
my first years of schooling and which at that time already
marked the beginning of my first private mirage). I would
make useless efforts to open the door lock in silence, which
made its metallic latch squeak, and without closing the
door behind me (I would never have dared to do it, at that
age or any other) I would attempt to take short steps inside
that closed study and I would be dumbfounded as I looked
around. My astonishment was not related to one or two new
objects that I had never seen placed on the edge of one of
the bookcases or in the middle of the insane proliferation of
papers, old newspapers and several trinkets that occupied
the entire surface of my grandfather’s work desk. Perhaps it
was the intense scent that burst into my nostrils and which
at the time seemed to be a bizarre mixture of oil, gasoline,
tallow and cinnamon, both repellent and captivating, roll-
ing into the thick layer of dust that almost prohibited my
brother from entering, as he suffered from severe asthma
back then, and covered the photographs coarsely hanging
on two walls, in which the matte or glossy faces of grand-
children and children conspired in silence, also covering
the books on engineering and mechanics, an endless collec-
tion of works that served as being both erudite and as in-
struction manuals, in the middle of which there were one or
two intruders in the form of a book that had strictly literary
ambitions.

This was my grandfather’s study, mutable at the slight-
est attempt at description, since everything thatI could find
there was subject to the failures of a somewhat indolent
spirit, although inclined towards such curiosity, which was
taking shape in me, full of a repository of a small and bla-
tant ignorance, of futile deviations of a gaze that irremedia-
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bly clouded my perception of reality. Once, I actually wrote
in a presumably original and affected tone that my grandfa-
ther’s study seemed to be doused with gasoline, and, in fact,
until today my regret has not become excessive for having
described it with those words commanded by the haste of
the heart.

Occasionally, when my brother found himself absent
from the house in Benfica for some reason (being older, he
would always find — or they would find for him — other
ways of justifying the delicious uselessness of the summer
hours), I would have dinner with my grandparents in the
living room (when there were more people, at least five rel-
atives at home, it was mandatory to occupy the mahogany
table in the dining room), with the high volume of the tel-
evision and the successive flashes of the soap opera right
in front of us, and a few minutes after the daily episode
had finished I would go up the stairs to go to bed. Gener-
ally, I wouldn’t have to say goodnight to my grandmother,
because I knew that, around eleven, eleven thirty, it would
be her turn to go to bed, which never happened without her
first coming to fix the rough and prickly sheets on my bed
or without her saying a few chance words, not necessarily
addressed to me (although she assumed that only the little
saint on the bookshelf in the corridor could hear her). This
I took as an infallible sign that the time had come for me to
keep her company in the dark of the master bedroom, with
my grandmother already lying down and her wrinkled
hand wrapped up in mine, at the same time that she would
let the last grumbles of the day flow from a snickering voice,
so natural for the bustle that sometimes made the passing
of the hours arduous, before sending me off to bed, for she
knew that at any moment it would be my grandfather’s turn
to climb the stairs and get ready for bed. When grandfather
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climbed those wretched stairs on which in previous years
his father, more of a spectre than anything else, had so often
tripped over until his final fall (for it was only much later
that one of my uncles had the obvious idea of putting in a
railing), most of the time it was already after midnight, and
as I got older, letting myself be taken on an alleged maturity
that both my father and brother tried to instil in me by force
of a mask of masculinity that helped itself to spicy sauces
and gulped down sparkling water and tomato juice, from
summer to summer I became familiarized with that gigan-
tic stain that my grandfather’s shadow drew on the wall
that flanked my room and only ended in the big flash of the
electric light that sprouted from his study as soon as he put
the right finger on the light switch.
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for six years, he soon discovered he
did not want to be an architect and
could not stay in England because of
its long winter nights in the North. Due
to historical circumstances, he moved
to Portugal instead of going back
home and was granted Portuguese
citizenship. Today, he lives between
Belgrade and Lisbon. He learned the
art of writing from the best Serbian
and Portuguese authors, translating
works from José Saramago, lvo Andri¢,
Milos Crnjanski, Dragoslav Mihailovi¢
and Fernando Pessoa. After opening a
literary blog in his forties — only when
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- he published his first book of short
stories in 2012, Odakle sam bila vise nisam
i druge lisabonske price (Where | Was From,
and Other Lisbon Stories), and in 2015

the novel Estoril, ratni roman (Estoril,

War Novel). Estoril received awards in
both Serbia and Great Britain, and was
translated into several languages. His
latest and second novel Zamalek (2020)
is a patchwork of his experiences and
of stories he heard during his long stays
in Cairo, Egypt. In less than a year, it has
already been published in six editions in
Serbia alone.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Zamalek is a novel that, at first, seems
like a travelogue full of descriptions of
strange customs, a lexicon of exotic
terms or some twisted Baedeker or
travel guidebook about Egypt. Little by
little, from newly discovered aspects of
Egyptian history and description of its
inhabitants’ mentality, a story begins
to emerge — the story of Kismet. In

the heart of Cairo, on anisland in the
middle of the Nile, for decades there
was an antique shop full of all kinds of
treasures, like Ali Baba's cave. The shop,
the most famous in that part of the
world, was run by Kosta, a renowned
Egyptologist, and his daughter Arna,
until Kismet, owing to some of Kosta's
mysterious sins, decided otherwise.
This story, which mixes the earthly

and the afterlife, could not happen
anywhere else but in Cairo: that desert
megalopolis, its quiet neighbourhood
Zamalek, its people, its customs,

the heat of the city, the dust that is
constantly falling and the Nile flowing
like life. These are all as important to
the novel as the characters of Costa the
antiquarian and narrator Arna.

¥ JURY’S REPORT

Zamalek by Dejan Tiago Stankovic is a
book of skilful linguistic imagination.

Its plot takes place in Cairo, and its
characters bear the weight of different
national destinies that shaped the 20th
century, and which deeply concern

the Serbian reader. Although at first

it may resemble a travelogue or the
study of a particular culture, by skilfully
complicating and deepening the
relations between the characters, this
novel, quite in line with the famous
Alexandria Quartet by Lawrence Durrell,
is an extremely convincing literary story.
Zamalek is a novel that metaphorically
tells us about those times when it
seems that history has gone backwards,
when the freedoms we thought we
had gained must be fought for again,
about the fight against entropy and

the magical attraction of the Orient, on
whose fluid borders Serbia has often
found itself. It is a masterfully narrated
novel that, having won over the Serbian
audience, will surely get under the skin
of readers all over Europe.
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Plavi kliker

Kada se ve¢ Herodot pozabavio egipatskim podnebljem,
nece bitineprimereno daimiotvorimo tom temom, izuzetno
znacajnom za potpuno razumevanje ove price. Pogodilo
se da baS negde pred naSe preseljenje u Egipat u Sarenim
magazinima Sirom sveta bude objavljena fotografija u koloru
- portret Zemlje videne iz svemira, lep na oko, kao narucen
za naslovnu stranicu udZzbenika geografije. Nazvali su ga
poeti¢nim imenom Plavi kliker.

Sa udaljenosti od 45.000 kilometara, iz kapsule Apola 17 na
putu ka Mesecu, Zemljina kugla se sagledava skoro kao pun
krug koji sija osuncan pred pozadinom od mrklog svemira.
Posmatrana otuda naSa Planeta je plavicasta, modra od
mora i bela od obla¢nosti, oivicena tankim staklastim
prstenom atmosfere, kao prozirnom aurom od koje Zemlja
lici na klikere staklence iz mog detinjstva.

Na fotografiji slikanoj iz donjeg rakursa kada se vasionski
brod nalazio visoko na nebu iznad JuZnog pola, u prvom
planu bi se video Antarktik da se u trenutku fotografisanja
nije krio pod neprovidnom belom kapom od oblaka. Malo
poviSe, izmedu dva okeana - levo je Atlantski, desno Indijski
- jasno se raspoznaje Citava obalna crta Afrike ka severu,
sve do Arabije i Sredozemlja.
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Sirom Zemljinog neba,inad morem i nad kopnom, razbacane
su mnogobrojne bele mrlje obla¢nosti u vidu kovitlaca, tufni
ipramenovanalik Sarama zarobljenim u staklu klikera. Njih
imasvudaosimiznad severnog dela africkog kontinenta gde,
nad povelikim prostranstvom ride boje nema ni oblacka, ni
na ovoj slici, ni na jednoj drugoj, jer se nad Saharom nikad
ne naoblaci i kiSa, pravi pljusak da natopi zemlju, poslednji
put je pao davno pre prvih piramida, verovatno krajem
poslednjeg ledenog doba. To znaci da je nad Saharom nebo
neprekidno vedro, u najmanju ruku, ve¢ desetak hiljada
godina, stalno isto - nad glavom danju Sunce i no¢u zvezde,
a pod nogama najsuvlja od svih pustinja na Zemlji, u kojoj je
vode manje nego na povrsini Meseca.

Kismet

~

Kismet je na arapskom usud, sudbina, udes, kob, dakle,
ono Sto je svakom Coveku pisano, unapred predodredeno i
neizbeZno I s ¢im se unapred treba pomiriti.

Verovanje da je sudbina u BoZjim rukama sustinski je deo
islama. Dok je Cedo joS u svojoj majci, jedan BoZji andeo po
Alahovom diktatu zapisuje pol deteta, duzinu Zivota, i sre¢u
koja Ce ga pratiti, pa taj zapis, kome se niti Sta moZe dodati,
niti oduzeti, ostaje heruvimima na ¢uvanje dok se ne ostvari
volja Bozja - tako, re¢eno mi je, piSe u Kuranu, nisam ¢itala.

Kismet je simbol ¢itav jednog fatalistickog odnos prema
Zivotu, prema radu, prema vremenu, istoriji, sopstvenoj i
tudoj odgovornosti.

Sta smo mi na ovom svetu? Koliko $anse imamo protiv
sudbine? Da ste me pitali dok sam bila mlada nasmejala bih
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se, dok danas mislim da ne bi bilo istina re¢i da nemamo
nikakvog uticaja na sopstvenu sudbinu, ali zapravo retko
kad Zivot tece onako kako smo zamislili nego najCeS¢e na
kraju bude kako je sudeno i, napokon, naSa volja ne bude
presudna. To vam govorim danas, s punih 75 godina.

No¢ je bila vrela

Kada me je sudbina jedne vrele no¢i u leto 1972 dovela u
Egipat, imala sam 34 godine.

U to doba preporucivano je da se pred put u Egipat u Institutu
za tropske bolesti prime neophodne vakcine, jer ipak je
to Afrika. Pred polazak smo od prijatelja na poklon dobili
knjige o drevnom Egiptu, o istoriji i o umetnosti, ali i jednu
broSuru s instrukcijama za prezivljavanje.

Upozoravali su nas da se pazimo zaraze, da peremo ruke,
da ne pijemo neprokuvanu vodu, da se niposto ne kupamo u
Nilu, jer to je gadna, Strokava reka, da se cuvamo toplotnog
udaraisuncanice, jer se od toga umire, da preskacemo lokve
na ulici, jer je stajaca voda leglo infekcije, da ne ulazimo u
grobnice i podzemne lagume, jer tamo vrebaju praistorijski
mikroorganizmi, smrtonosne bakterije i gljivice, i dovoljno
je udahnuti taj vazduh neprovetren od antike da Covek,
povrh svega zapadnjak, nastrada. I svi su ponavljali kako
je u Egiptu oduvek sve drugacije nego na drugim mestima,
ali koliko god da su me unapred upozoravali, opet me je te
noci iznenadila vrelina koja me je zapahnula iz mraka na
izlasku iz aviona - silazila sam niza stepenice vodeci tri
malene, a naleti suvog vetra toplijeg od krvi, pokuSavali su
da mi otmu maramu s ramena i razbaruSivali su mi kosu.

Aleks je bio doputovao pre mene, uizvidnicu, i kad se uverio
daje sve kako treba, dosli smo i nas Cetiri, ¢erkeija. Sacekao
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nas je ve¢ na pisti, nisam mu se tamo nadala, a s njim je
stajao uniformisani brkat muskarac. Dok smo se nas dvoje
pozdravljali, a nismo se bili videli par meseci, on je, sav
uozbiljen i s piStoljem oko pasa, skretao pogled u stranu kao
da se stidi Sto je svedok tako strasnom grljenju i ljubljenju.
Aleks ga je predstavio: Inspektor taj i taj iz policije.

Preko brisanog prostora vetar je gukao kovitlace prasine
po tlu. Inspektor nas je odveo do terminala, on nam je
pomogao da kroz pasoSku kontrolu prodemo preko reda,
kroz aerodromsku zgradu je koracao ispred nas i teatralno,
da se vidi kako se trudi, razmicao glasnu i uzburkanu
gungulu koja se gurala i laktala, on nas je doveo do
americke limuzine koja nas je Cekala ispred terminala za
dolazak. Policajac je angazZovao i nosaCe da nam pomognu
oko prtljaga i, na kraju, posto je proverio da li je sve u redu
i zatvorio prtljaznik, svakom od njih je dao po novcic.
Aleks je policajcu na rastanku u ruku tutnuo novcanicu, a
ovaj je proverio koliko je dobio, brk mu se nasmesio, pa je
zadovoljan svotom salutirao.

Aleksu je bilo jasno koliko sam radoznala:

Nemoj da se iSCudavas, nije korupcija, to je baksis, covek mi
je ucinio uslugu, sleduje mu poStena nagrada. Tako se ovde
radi, naucices se, lekcija broj jedan u Kairu jeste da dobar
baksi$ otvara mnoga vrata.

Put od aerodroma do grada vodio je Kkroz pustinju. U
automobilu, devojCice, tek probudene posle viSesatnog leta,
uzbudene od puta i od srece Sto vide oca, bile su nemirne
i brbljive, pa nas dvoje nismo mogli da razgovaramo, dok
se nisu malo smirile. USli smo u grad, put je vodio izmedu
nizova nelepih, bezli¢nih zgrada boje pustinje i praSine, a ja
sam osetila da je Aleksa strah da mi se ne dopada i prva sam
ga upitala:
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I? Kako ti se ¢ini ovde?

Ne znam $ta bih ti rekao. Cudna zemlja. Ne moZze$ biti
ravnodusSan. Meni nije dosad nije loSe, a kad se naviknemo
bic¢e, inSala, joS bolje.

Nasmejalo me to njegovo inSala, tada sam ga prvi put Cula.

Insala

allelzs)

Nezavisno od svog obrazovanja, vere i kaste, Egipéanin ce
pri svakom spomenu buducnosti uvek dodati jedno inSala.
AkoBogda. Alah naarapskom,imuslimanimaihri§¢anima,
znaci Bog i tim ponavljanjem Njegovog imena kad god im se
ukaze prilika oniisamisebeijedni druge podsecaju na ono
Sta ne valja smetnuti s uma - da smo nemocni pred sudbinom
i da precesto nije onako kako je receno ve¢ kako je sudeno.
Jer poslednja rec je ipak uvek Njegova.

Navrati popodne.
InSala znaci da hoce, ako se zvezde ne sklope drugacije.
Hocemo li u Operu u petak?

InSala znaci da cCete i¢i, u slucaju da drugacije ne odluci
usud.

Trebalo mi je prilicno vremena da prokljuvim da inSala
zapravo znaci da, ali jedno da s neznatnom rezervom, nesto
kao - Ja sam za i Sto se mene tice odgovor je da, samo jos treba
da vidimo Sta ce Bog konacno odluciti po tom pitanju. Jace i
uverljivije obecanje od insala od Egipc¢anina nije moguce
iznuditi ni pod mukama.
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Da li ¢e danas do¢i da poprave lift?
Prijavljen je kvar, doci Ce, inSala.
Ali unutra je zarobljena neka Zena

Izbavice je, inSala, majstori.
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La Bille bleue

Puisque Hérodote a déja traité du climat égyptien, il ne
sera pas déplacé que nous ouvrions nous aussi sur ce théme,
d’une importance fondamentale pour bien comprendre
cette histoire. Le hasard voulut que, juste avant notre dé-
ménagement en Egypte, les magazines sur papier glacé du
monde entier publient une photo en couleurs — un portrait
de la Terre vue de ’espace, tout a fait ravissant, comme réa-
lisé sur commande pour la couverture d’'un manuel de géo-
graphie. Il recut le nom poétique de Bille bleue.

A une distance de 45 000 kilométres, depuis la mission
Apollo 17 en route pour la Lune, le globe terrestre apparait
comme un cercle presque parfait, qui resplendit, ensoleillé,
sur fond d’univers ténébreux. Vue d’en haut, notre planéte
est bleuatre, bleue de mer et blanche de nuages, ourlée par le
mince anneau vitreux de ’'atmospheére, telle une aura trans-
parente qui confere a la Terre I'aspect des billes en verre de
mon enfance.

Sur cette photographie, prise en contre-plongée quand la
navette spatiale se trouvait haut dans le ciel au-dessus du
pole Sud, on discerne au premier plan ’Antarctique qui, au
moment du cliché, ne se cachait pas sous un impénétrable
manteau blanc de nuages. Un peu au-dessus, entre deux
océans — a gauche I’Atlantique, a droite I'Indien — on dis-
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tingue nettement toute la ligne de cote de I’Afrique, vers le
nord, jusqu’a ’Arabie et la Méditerranée.

Tous les cieux terrestres, au-dessus des mers comme des
continents, sont parsemés des multiples taches blanches des
nuages, tourbillons, touffes et meéches semblables aux mo-
tifs prisonniers du verre des billes. Il y en a partout, sauf
au-dessus de la partie nord du continent africain ou, sur
une vaste étendue de couleur rousse, pas le moindre nuage
en vue, pas plus sur cette photo que sur aucune autre, car
au-dessus du Sahara jamais le ciel ne se couvre, jamais il
ne pleut, la derniére bonne averse, de celles qui détrempent
la terre, est tombée bien avant les premiéres pyramides,
probablement vers la fin de la derniére période glaciaire.
Ce qui signifie qu’au-dessus du Sahara, le ciel est constam-
ment bleu, et ce depuis, au bas mot, une dizaine de milliers
d’années déja, toujours identique — le jour le soleil, la nuit
les étoiles au-dessus de la téte, et sous les pieds, la terre la
plus séche de tous les déserts du monde, qui renferme moins
d’eau que la surface de la Lune.

Kismet

En arabe, le kismet signifie le destin, la destinée, le sort,
la fortune, ce qui, donc, est réservé a chaque homme, prédé-

terminé et inévitable, et a quoi il faut se résigner a I’'avance.

Cette croyance que notre destin est entre les mains de
Dieu fait partie intégrante de I'islam. Alors que ’embryon
est encore dans le ventre de sa meére, un ange de Dieu inscrit,
sous la dictée d’Allah, le sexe de I’enfant, la durée de sa vie,
ses heurs et ses malheurs, et cette inscription, a laquelle on
ne peut rien ajouter ni retirer, reste sous la garde des anges
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jusqu’a ce que la volonté de Dieu soit faite — c’est ce qui est
écrit, m’a-t-on dit, dans le Coran, je ne I’ai pas lu.

Le kismet est le symbole de tout un rapport fataliste a la
vie, au travail, au temps, a I’histoire, a la responsabilité, de
soi et des autres.

Que sommes-nous en ce monde? Quelles sont nos chances
face au destin? Sivous m’aviez posé la question quand j’étais
jeune, j’aurais ri, tandis qu’aujourd’hui, si je pense qu’il se-
rait faux de dire que nous n’avons pas la moindre influence
sur notre propre destinée, il est rare que la vie se déroule
comme nous lavions imaginé, le plus souvent, au final,
les choses se passent comme c’était écrit, et notre volonté,
en définitive, ne joue pas un role décisif. Je vous dis ¢a au-
jourd’hui, a 75 ans révolus.

La nuit était torride

Quand le destin, par une nuit torride de I’été 1972, m’a
amenée en Egypte, j’avais 34 ans.

A cette époque, on recommandait avant un voyage en
Egypte de se faire vacciner a I'Institut des maladies tropi-
cales, apres tout, c’était quand méme I’Afrique. Avant le
départ, nos amis nous avaient offert des livres sur I'Egypte
ancienne, sur l’histoire et I'art, mais également une bro-
chure avec des consignes de survie.

On nous avait prévenus de faire attention aux maladies,
de bien nous laver les mains, de ne boire que de ’eau bouil-
lie, de ne surtout pas nous baigner dans le Nil, une riviere
sale et répugnante, de nous garder du coup de chaleur et
de l'insolation, car on pouvait en mourir, d’enjamber les
flaques dans la rue, car l'eau stagnante était un nid d’in-

-154 -



Dejan Tiago Stankovi¢

fections, de ne pas entrer dans les tombeaux et les galeries
souterraines, qui grouillaient de micro-organismes préhis-
toriques, de bactéries mortelles et de miasmes, et qu'une
inspiration de cet air renfermé depuis I’Antiquité suffisait
a vous tuer un homme, surtout un Occidental. Et tous nous
répétaient quen Egypte, tout était différent depuis la nuit
des temps, mais malgré ces avertissements, cette nuit-1a,
j’ai été surprise par la touffeur qui m’a assaillie depuis les
ténebres, a la sortie de ’avion. Je descendais 'escalier suivie
de mes trois petites, et les bourrasques d’un vent sec plus
chaud que le sang tentaient de m’arracher mon foulard des
épaules et m’ébouriffaient les cheveux.

Alex était parti avant, en éclaireur, et une fois qu’il s’était
assuré que tout était en ordre, nous 'avions rejoint toutes les
quatre, nos filles et moi. Il nous attendait déja sur la piste, je
n’avais pas espéré le voir 13, aux cétés d’'un homme mous-
tachu en uniforme. Pendant nos retrouvailles, et ca faisait
quelques mois que nous ne nous étions pas vus, ’homme
a, solennel et un pistolet a la ceinture, détourné le regard,
comme s’il avait honte d’étre le témoin d’embrassades et de
baisers si passionnés. Alex I’a présenté: I'inspecteur Untel,
de la police.

Dans l’étendue déserte, le vent chassait des tourbillons
de poussiere sur le sol. L'inspecteur nous a accompagnés
au terminal, nous a fait couper la file pour le contréle des
passeports, nous a ouvert la voie dans le batiment de I’aéro-
port en écartant théatralement, pour bien montrer comme il
se donnait du mal, la foule bruyante et agitée qui se pressait
et se bousculait, et nous a emmenés a une limousine amér-
icaine quinous attendait devant le terminal des arrivées. Le
policier avait méme engagé des porteurs pour nos bagages
et, a la fin, apres avoir vérifié que tout était en ordre et re-
fermé le coffre, il leur a donné a chacun une piece. Avant de
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partir, Alex a fourré un billet dans la main du policier, qui a
vérifié combien il avait regu, sa moustache a souri et, satis-
fait du montant, il nous a fait un salut militaire.

Alex a bien vu que j’étais intriguée :

Ne t’étonne pas, ce n’est pas de la corruption, c’est un
bakchich, le type m’a rendu un service, il mérite une récom-
pense honnéte. C’est comme ¢a que c¢a marche, ici, tu ap-
prendras, la lecon de survie numéro un au Caire, c’est qu'un
bon bakchich ouvre beaucoup de portes.

La route de l'aéroport a la ville traversait le désert. Dans
la voiture, nos petites filles, tout juste réveillées apres plu-
sieurs heures de vol, surexcitées parle voyage et parlajoie de
revoir leur pére, étaient agitées et volubiles, et nous n’avons
pas pu discuter avant qu’elles ne se soient un peu calmées.
Nous sommes entrés dans la ville, la route passait entre des
rangées de batiments impersonnels et sans charme, couleur
désert et poussiere, j’ai senti qu’Alex avait peur que ¢a ne me
plaise pas, et je lui ai demandé la premiére :

Alors ? Tu te plais ici ?

Je ne sais pas trop quoi te dire. C’est un pays étrange. Im-
possible d’y rester indifférent. Pour I’instant, je ne m’y suis
encore jamais senti mal, et une fois qu’on s’y sera habitués,
ca sera, Inch Allah, encore mieux.

Son Inch Allah m’a fait rire, c’était la premiere fois que
jentendais cette expression.

Inch Allah
allsLis)
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Quelle que soit son éducation, sa religion et sa caste,
un Egyptien, & la moindre mention de I’avenir, ajoute tou-
jours un Inch Allah. Si Dieu le veut. En arabe, Allah signi-
fie Dieu, pour les musulmans comme pour les chrétiens, et
en répétant son nom dés que l'occasion se présente, ils se
rappellent a eux-mémes et les uns les autres ce qu’il ne faut
jamais perdre de vue — que nous sommes impuissants face
au destin, et que bien souvent, les choses ne se déroulent
pas comme prévu, mais comme c’était écrit. Car c’est Lui, en
définitive, qui a le dernier mot.

Passe nous voir cet apres-midi.

Inch Allah signifie que la personne viendra, si les étoiles
ne s’alignent pas autrement.

On va a l'opéra vendredi?

Inch Allah signifie que vous irez, a moins que le destin
n’en décide autrement.

Il me fallut un certain temps pour comprendre qu’Inch
Allah signifiait en réalité oui, mais un oui avec une réserve
inconnue, quelque chose du genre - Je suis pour, et en ce qui
me concerne, la réponse est oui, reste a voir quelle sera la dé-
cision définitive de Dieu a ce sujet. Méme sous la torture, vous
n’arracherez pas a un Egyptien de promesse plus forte et
plus convaincante qu’Inch Allah.

Est-ce qu’ils vont venir réparer ’ascenseur aujourd’hui ?
La panne est signalée, ils vont venir, Inch Allah.
Mais il y a une femme coincée a 'intérieur !

Les réparateurs vont la tirer de 1a, Inch Allah.
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the circumstances of life, a family that
could become real in another setting.
All the stories are set in the present,
with the exception of the title story,
which is set at a specific historical time,
and yet they seem timeless because
of the presence of ritual and their
atmosphere. The author’s virtuoso
use of language entangles us in a
world we do not know, although we
live in it. In reading these stories, we
constantly cross borders — linguistic,
cultural, political, geographical - as
well as those between reality and the
unconscious.
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Bee Family, the third book by Anja
Mugerli, written in timeless, gentle
prose, has two centres: family, and

the rituals and ancient customs
characteristic of Slovenian folklore. By
weaving them together and placing
them in unfamiliar contexts, the author
gives them an air of darkness. The
collection points to the coexistence

of two opposing, even antagonistic,
worlds: the old world, recreated in the
revival of half-forgotten rituals, and the
new world, manifested in new power
relations and attitudes towards the

past and tradition. Misunderstanding
takes place not between different
generations but in the intimate circle of
family and partnership, where those
who are close suddenly become
strangers or appear in a new,
unexpected light. The
purpose of customs
should be to bring
people together, to
build and strengthen
bonds, to deepen a
community’s sense
of belonging, but

this often proves
unsuccessful in Bee
Family. The stories are
characterised not so
much by open endings,
or the lack of endings,
but by a willingness to
confront the fact that
some relationships
are impossible to

pin down because so much has been
experienced by the participants —
usually a couple - that the unspoken
takes on a life of its own and cannot

be expressed other than through
ambivalent gestures. The stories record
the moment of recognition, the reversal,
that turns established patterns (custom
as a sequence of codes) on their head
and pushes them into a space of newly
discovered ambiguity. Ambivalence, the
unspoken, is the basis of Bee Family. ‘In

a family of bees, there can only be one
queen bee, writes Mugerli, and indeed
a quiet conflict of different perspectives
seems to run through the book, while
the stories do not tend towards their
reconciliation but are content to let
them coexist.
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Jabolkosnedka

Po stopniScu se kotalijo predmeti. Eno izmed jabolk obsta-
ne tik pred mojim pragom. Bosa stopim na hodnik in na sto-
pnicah zagledam zelo staro Zensko, s hrbtom sloni na uma-
zani steni in plitvo diha. Na moje vprasanje, ali je v redu,
me le prebode s temnim pogledom. V spominu brskam med
obrazi sosed in jo skuSam uvrstiti v pravo stanovanje, a
neuspesno. Nerodno jo poprimem pod roko in ji pomagam
na noge. Peljem jo v svoje stanovanje in posedem na stol, v
katerega sem Se pred minuto strmela, kot da bom samo s
pogledom dosegla, da se bo na njem materializiralo to¢no
doloCeno Clovesko bitje. Zdaj pa na njem sedi starka. Ze-
mljevid gub mehca njen pogled in temna koZa na obrazu
prica o Zivljenju na soncu in vetru. Vrnem se na hodnik,
Kkjer po stopnicah poberem raztresene stvari. Cisto na vrh
vrecCke poloZim obtolCena jabolka.

»Gniti bodo zacela,« rece z globokim, rahlo hrapavim glasom.
»Boste kozarec vode?«

S pogledom mi sledi v kuhinjo, kjer na Stedilniku stojita kroz-
nika, pokrita s pokrovkama. »Jabolko bi.«
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Li¢no pogrnjeno mizo podrem kot hiSico iz kart. Namesto
zloScenega pribora in kristalnih kozarcev na prt polozim
kroznik, noz in rdece jabolko. V nosnice mi sili vonj ugaslih
sveC. Pomislim, da bi priZgala lu¢ na stropu, saj starka naj-
verjetneje ne vidi prav dobro, a nato si premislim in pustim
priZzgano le malo svetilko na omari. Sedem ji nasproti. Senci,
ki padata na steno, me spomnita na sence v Sotoru ciganke,
h kateri sem kot dekle prisla po odgovore o svojem ocCetu, na
Zensko z barvno ruto na glavi, ki je na mizo med naju polo-
Zila svoje roke in zahtevala, naj ji v desno poloZzim denar, v
levo pa svojo dlan. Starka reZe jabolko na krhlje in drugega
za drugim poje in jaz napol pricakujem, da mi bo s pomocjo
jabolka odgovorila na vsa vprasSanja, ki so se mi porodila v
zadnjih dveh urah. A zgodi se samo to, da iz vrecke vzame
novo jabolko in ga zacne jesti, vimes pa se ustavi le toliko, da
me vprasa, ali bi ga morda Zelela tudi jaz. Sediva za mizo in
jeva soCne, bledo rumene krhlje, rjave na mestih, kjer so na
jabolku zaradi padca nastale udrtine.

»Upam, da nisem komu zasedla mesta.«

Kdor je Sou, je zgubu stou, se domislim fraze iz otroStva. Zgos-
Cenka se je Ze zdavnaj odvrtela, hrana je mrzla, v zraku visi
kiselkasto-sladki vonj po jabolkih. »Danes imava obletnico.
Matevz se je najbrZz zadrzal na vajah, kot po navadi. Dirigent
je. Vodi simfoni¢ni orkester. Cez tri mesece se bova porocila —
upam ...« Zasmejim se svoji besedi. »Veliko potuje,« dodam,
kot bi hotela razloZiti.

»Tudi moj moz je veliko potoval, v beznice vseh vrst. Neko¢
sem ga zaklenila ven iz stanovanja. Zaleglo je za nekaj mese-
cev, potem se je vrnil na stara pota.«

Njena kratka zgodba me Cisto razoroZi in iznenada se za-
vem svojih bosih nog in neudobnosti oprijete obleke. Starka s
pogledom roma od mojih Cevljev s peto, ki pozabljeni leZijo na
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tleh, do skladovnice knjig in slovarjev na pisalni mizi, ki mi
sluzi kot delovni prostor.

»Ko ni popival, sva to vedno pocela,« s pogledom obstane na
meni, »sedela takole za mizo in jedla jabolka. Oba sva bila
jabolkosneda. Ko sva enkrat zacela, nisva mogla nehati. Bilo
je kot katarza. Zadnji koScek je zmeraj prihranil zame. Po tis-
tem je bilo nekaj ¢asa vse v redu, le da to ni bilo res.«

S teZavo se postavi na noge. Vztrajam, da ji nesem vrecko. S
pocasnimi koraki se prebijava po stopnicah, vse do zadnjega,
petega nadstropja, do vrat, navpi¢no nad mojimi, poleg vho-
da na streSno teraso, in si na kratko zazZeliva lahko noc.

Ponoci me prebudi MatevZevo odklepanje vhodnih vrat. Priz-
gem lucko na nocni omarici in sedem. Mimogrede si sleCem
spodnjice in jih zatla¢im pod blazino. Matevz vstopi in se
zacne takoj opravicevati, ljubica, sem te prebudil, oprosti mi,
vaje so se spet zavlekle ... Opravicila deZujejo po spalnici tako
kot oblacila, ki jih sla¢i. Hodim za njim in pobiram pulover,
srajco, hlace, diSeCe po meSanici znoja, parfuma in tobaka.
»... ne razume, da hoCem popolnost ... Mozarta preprosto ne
mores igrat samo napol ... imel kaj besede, bi se on Ze zdavnaj
pobrall« Skozi Sumenje vode lovim del¢ke njegovih stavkov
in jih skuSam zlepiti v celoto. Je spet jezen na violoncelista ali
govori morda o koncertnem mojstru, s katerim sta si ves ¢as
v laseh?

»Zamenjati bi ga moral, to drZi kot pribito.« Pred mano obsta-
ne popolnoma gol in z mokrimi lasmi. Zelim mu povedati o
svojem dnevu, o urah, ki sem jih preZivela ob tekstu, ki ga
prevajam, o tem, kako sem ga Cakala, tako kot Ze tolikokrat
prej, in kako me je kljub temu, da se je njegovo zamujanje
spremenilo v stalnico, vmes zaskrbelo. Ho¢em mu povedati
o nenavadnem sreCanju na stopniscu, in to z enako vnemo in
lahkotnostjo, s kakrsno mi on vsak dan pripoveduje o svojih
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stvareh. A besede se mizataknejo v grlu, kot bi jih tam ustavil
kosScek pojedenega jabolka, in Se preden trenutek mine, me
Matevz poleZe na posteljo in mi dvigne spalno srajco. Z jezi-
kom potuje po mojem telesu, skoraj se Ze prepustim, potem
pa mokra konica njegovega jezika oSvrkne moj popeKk in iz
mojega trebuha izgine vsa mehkoba. Jabolkosnedka. Sele ko
se ustavi in me zacudeno pogleda, se zavem, da sem besedo
res izgovorila. Umaknem se na vrh postelje, Cisto do vzglavja.

»Cakala sem te.«

Svetlomodri pogled je mrzel kot severno morje. »Saj sem re-
kel, da mi je Zal — ali nisem?« Ravna ¢rta njegovih ustnic se
ukrivi in tam se pojavi Segav, neiskren nasmeh. »Odkupil se
ti bom.« Njegov poljub na moj vrat je hlasten in moker.

»Ce se hoces odkupit, si vzemi ta vikend prosto. Pojdiva ne-
kam.« Besede, ki so v mojih mislih sliSati kot zahteva, na glas
zazvenijo kot moledovanje.

»Saj ves, da imamo vaje. Koncert je Cez Stirinajst dni.«
»Pripravljeni ste, sliSala sem vas. Samo Se detajli.«

»Samo Se detajli?« Odmakne se. »To si rekla, kot da ne bi bilo
pomembno.«

Nekaj trdega se odkotali z njegovega jezika in me udari v ob-
raz. »Seveda je. Nisem tako mislila.«

Objamem ga, ga poljubim, potem med njegove ustnice po-
tisnem svoj jezik. Z enim gibom mi dvigne spalno srajco in
leZe name. Med sunki se mi zdi, da sliSim, kako si mrmra
Mozarta.

V obredih, ki oznacujejo prehod iz enega Zivljenjskega cikla
v drugega, je najbolje vidno, kako se — na eni strani z ociSce-
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njem, na drugi pa s ponavljanjem — reducira sij necistosti, ki
obdaja bitje v nastajanju in spreminjanju ...!

Prevedeni odlomek me spomni na obred, ki sem ga imela v
otrostvu. Potem ko sva z mamo ostali sami, sva Se kaksno leto
Ziveli v stanovanju, polnem ocetovih stvari in njegovega vo-
nja, dokler mami nekega dne ni bilo dovolj in je vse skupaj
zapakirala v Skatle in jih odnesla neznano kam. Ni me vpra-
Sala, ali ho¢em kaj njegovega za spomin, a tega niti nisem ho-
tela. Nisem potrebovala njegovih predmetov, da bi ¢utila nje-
govo prisotnost, saj oCe zame Se zdalec ni bil spomin. Z mano
je bil, ko sem se zjutraj zbudila, popoldne, ko sem odhajala iz
Sole, in zvecer, ko sem $la spat. Se najbolj pa je bil prisoten,
medtem ko sva z mamo jedli za kuhinjsko mizo. Oddala je
vse njegove stvari, ni pa se domislila, da bi se znebila tretje-
ga stola v kuhinji. Tako sem med vsakim obrokom strmela v
prazni stolin se vmislih pogovarjala z oCetom, kot da je zares
tam. To sem potrebovala enako kot hrano na svojem krozni-
ku, a Se bolj kot to so mi bili pomembni njegovi odgovori, kajti
Cisto zares sem ga lahko sliSala. Stanovanje, v katero sva se
naposled preselili, je bilo manjse, z le eno spalnico, ki sem jo
dobila jaz, medtem ko si je mama vsak vecer raztegnila kavc
v dnevni sobi. V kuhinji sta bila samo dva stola. O¢e mi ni
nikoli ve¢ odgovoril, kot bi bil uzaljen, da v najinem novem
stanovanju ni ve¢ prostora zanj, a morda je Slo le za to, da
sem tisti prazni stol prerasla. Zdaj pa se mi Ze nekaj ¢asa zdi,
kot da se je prekleti stol vrnil. MatevZeve obljube se nalagajo
druga na drugo kot jabol¢ni olupki na kompost, le da jih je
Ze toliko, da se bojim, da se ne bodo nikoli razgradili, temvec
bodo kmalu prekrili ves vrt. Vse pogosteje se zalotim, kako
mu hocem nekaj reci, a ne najdem pravih besed. Namesto da

! Povzeto po Cazeneuve: Sociologija obreda v prevodu Nede Pagon.
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bi se z njim pogovorila, se vse bolj poglabljam v tekst pred
sabo, o katerem razmisljam, tudi ko nisem za svojo delovno
mizo. Vmislih se selim v druge Case, vidim kresove, s pomoc-
jo katerih naj bi sonce ohranilo svojo mog¢, in ljudi v maskah,
ki poplesujejo sredi gozda. V€asih se zavem Sele po tem, ko se
znajdem na napacni ulici, in sem ter tja se zgodi, da Matevz
preseneceno dvigne pogled, ko stopim v prostor, kot da bi po-
zabil, da sem Se vedno tu.
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Anja Mugerli
Translated from Slovenian by Alenka Blake and Jason Blake

Apple Tooth

Grocery items are rolling down the staircase. An apple stops
right in front of my doorstep. I go barefoot into the hall and
on the stairs I see a very old woman who is breathing shal-
lowly, her back against the dirty wall. She answers my ques-
tion about whether she’s alright with a piercing dark look.
I search my memory for neighbours’ faces, trying to place
her in the right apartment but I can’t. Clumsily I hold her
under the arm and help her to her feet. I guide her into my
apartment and sit her on the chair that just a minute ago I
was staring at, as if my gazing would make a particular hu-
man being materialize on it. Now an old lady is sitting there.
A map of wrinkles softens her face and its darkened skin
bespeaks a life spent in the sun and wind. I go back into the
hall and pick up the scattered things from the stairs. I put
the bruised apples right at the top of the bag.

“They will rot,” she says in a deep, slightly raspy voice.
“Would you like a glass of water?”

Her eyes follow me into the kitchen, where two plates with
lids over them stand waiting. “I would like an apple.”

I rearrange the neatly set table like it’s a house of cards. In-
stead of polished cutlery and crystal glasses I place a plate, a
knife and a red apple on the tablecloth. The smell of burnt-
out candles penetrates my nostrils. I consider turning on the
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ceiling light, since the old lady probably can’t see too well,
but I change my mind and leave only the little light on the
cupboard on. I sit down opposite her. The shadows falling
against the wall remind me of the shadows in the tent of
a gypsy woman, the one I went to as a girl to seek answers
about my father, a woman with a colourful headscarf who
laid her hands on the table between us and demanded that I
slip money into her right hand and a palm into her left. The
old lady is cutting apple slices and eating them one after an-
other and I am half expecting that, with the aid of the apple,
she’ll be able to answer all the questions that have arisen
over these past two years. But all she does is takes another
apple from the bag and starts to eat it, pausing only to ask if
I’d like some too. We sit at the table and eat juicy, pale yellow
slices with occasional brown bruises.

“I’hope I haven’t taken someone else’s place.”

I remember a phrase from childhood: use it or lose it. The
CD ended some time ago, the food has gone cold, and the
sour-sweet scent of apples hangs in the air. “Today’s our
anniversary. Matevz is probably delayed at rehearsal. He’s
a conductor. He conducts a symphony orchestra. We’re get-
ting married in three months - I hope...” I smile at what I've
said. “He travels a lot,” I add, as if I'm explaining.

“My husband also used to travel a lot, to all sorts of dives.
Once I locked him out of the apartment. That worked for a
few months, but then he went back to his old ways.”

Her little tale disarms me completely and suddenly I'm
aware of my bare feet and of how uncomfortable my tight
dress is. The old lady’s gaze roams from my stilettos, which
are lying forgotten on the floor, to the pile of books and dic-
tionaries on my desk that doubles as my office.
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“When he wasn’t drinking, we did this all the time,” she
says, her eyes resting on me. “We’d sit like this at the ta-
ble and eat apples. We were both apple tooths. Once we got
started, we couldn’t stop. It was like a catharsis. He always
saved the last slice for me. After that, for a while everything
was fine, just that it wasn’t truthful.”

She labours to get to her feet. I insist on carrying her bag.
We trudge slowly up the stairs, all the way to the top, to the
fifth floor, to the door that’s directly above mine, next to the
rooftop terrace, and we quickly wish each other good night.

At night 'm woken up by MatevZ unlocking the door. I turn
on the light on my bedside table and sit up. I absently slip off
my underwear and tuck it under the pillow. MatevZ enters
and immediately starts apologising, “Did I wake you honey,
Honey? Sorry, rehearsal took longer than...” Apologies rain
over the bedroom like the clothes he’s shedding. I walk be-
hind him and pick up his pullover, shirt, trousers that smell
of sweat, perfume and tobacco. “.. he doesn’t understand
that I want perfection... You simply cannot play Mozart
half-heartedly... If I had any say in it, he’d be long gone!”
Through the splashing in the shower, I catch snippets of his
sentences and try to paste them into a whole. Is he angry
with the cellist again or is he talking about the concertmas-
ter he’s always locking horns with?

“I should have replaced him, that’s for sure.” He stands in
front of me, completely naked and with wet hair. I want to tell
him about my day, the hours spent with the text I'm translat-
ing, about how I was waiting for him, just as I have so many
times before and about how even though his lateness has be-
come the norm, I was worried. I want to tell him about my
unusual encounter on the stairs, with the same enthusiasm
and buoyancy he has when telling me about his goings-on.
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But the words stick in my throat, as if blocked by a slice of ap-
ple, and before the right moment has passed Matevz lays me
down on the bed and lifts up my nightie. His tongue traverses
my body, I almost yield to the desire, but suddenly the wet tip
of his tongue flicks my belly button and all softness escapes
my tummy. Apple tooth. It is only when he stops and looks at
me surprised that I realize I'm saying the words out loud. I
move upwards in the bed, to the very top.

“I was waiting for you.”

His light blue gaze is as cold as the North Sea. “I said I'm
sorry — didn’t I?” The straight line of his lips bends into a
facetious, insincere smile. “I will make it up to you.” His kiss
on my neck is greedy and moist.

“If you want to make it up to me, take the weekend off. Let’s
go somewhere.” In my mind these words sound like a de-
mand. Out loud they sound like pleading.

“You know we still have to rehearse. The concert’s in four-
teen days.”

“I’ve heard you play, you’re ready. The rest is just details.”

“Just details?” He shifts away. “You say that like it’s not im-
portant.”

Something hard rolls from his tongue and hits me in the
face. “Of course it is. I didn’t mean it like that.”

I hug him, kiss him, then push my tongue between his lips.
In one move he lifts my nightie and lies down on me. In be-
tween thrusts it seems like I can hear him humming Mozart
to himself.

In rites, which mark the transition from one cycle of life to
another, it is most visible how - on the one hand, through pu-
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rification, on the other through repetition — the luminance of
impurity, which surrounds a being that is forming and chang-
ing, is reduced...(t)

The translated excerpt reminds me of a rite I had in my
childhood. After my mother and I were left all alone, we’d
been living for about a year in the apartment that was still
filled with my father’s things and his scent until one day my
mother had had enough and packed everything into boxes,
taking them who knows where. She didn’t ask me whether I
wanted to keep anything of his as a souvenir, butin any case
I didn’t. I didn’t need his things to feel his presence since
my father was far from a memory for me. He was with me
when I woke up in the morning, in the afternoon when I was
coming back from school, and in the evening when I went
to bed. He was even more present when my mother and I
were eating at the kitchen table. She’d dispensed with all
his things but did not think of getting rid of the third chair
in the kitchen. And so I would gaze into an empty chair dur-
ing each meal, having conversations in my mind with my
father as if he were actually there. I needed this as much as
I needed the food on my plate, but more important still were
his answers, for I could actually hear him. The apartment
we finally moved into was smaller, with only one bedroom,
which was mine. My mother pulled out the sofa bed in the
living room every evening. There were only two chairs in
the kitchen. My father never again answered. It was as if he
was offended that there was no longer room for him in our
new apartment, or maybe it was only that I'd outgrown that
empty chair. But for a while now I’'ve felt as if that damned
chair has come back. Matvez’s promises pile up like pieces
of apple peel in the compost, but there are so many peels I'm

(1) Cazeneuve: Sociology of Rites
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afraid they’ll never decompose and soon they’ll take over
the whole garden. More and more I realize I want to tell him
something butI can’t find the right words. Instead of talking
to him I bury myself more and more in the text in front of
me, thinking about it even when I’'m away from my desk. In
my thoughts I move to different pasts, I see ritual bonfires
meant to help the sun preserve its strength, and masked
people dancing in the middle of the forest. SometimesI don’t
realize where I am until I see I’ve taken a wrong turn, and
now and again it happens that Matevz looks up in surprise
when I enter a room, as if he’s forgotten I'm still here.

-171-



-172 -

Maxim Grigoriev

Europa

Europe

Albert Bonniers Forlag,
Stockholm, 2021

Language: Swedish
ISBN: 9789100183967



BIOGRAPHY

axim Grigoriev, born in 1980,
M is an author, critic and translator
from Russian into Swedish. He was
born in Moscow, Russia, where he
grew up until he moved to Sweden as
a teenager. He made his debut with a
collection of short stories, Stider (Cities),
which was awarded the esteemed
Boras Tidning Prize for debut authors.
In 2016, he published his first novel,

Nu (Now). He regularly writes for the
Swedish magazine Axess and for
Svenska Dagbladet, the second largest
newspaper in Sweden. Grigoriev has
also translated Russian authors such as
Olga Slavnikova and Venedikt Yerofeyev
into Swedish. He has previously lived in
Berlin and Porto but currently resides

in Paris with his wife and their two
children.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

When Nikita was 14 years old, he
escaped from Moscow to Paris. Now
he is a middle-aged man, overweight
and exhausted. On the balcony of a
stranger’s apartment in Nice, he stands
looking out over the winter sea. Nina
was his only friend. In the emigrant’s
pessimistic consciousness, the timelines
intertwine. The city becomes a mere
memory. The romantic dream of a
cosmopolitan Europe slowly falls

apart, while the city of his childhood,
Moscow, becomes increasingly
attractive and shimmering. Maxim
GrigorieV's Europe is a new kind of
novel about exile, a reckoning with
nostalgia and homesickness. It is also
a hate-filled hymn to the centuries-
long history of Russian emigration,
with the misanthropic graphomaniac,
philosopher and failed terrorist Nina at
its centre.

¥ JURY’S REPORT

In his novel Europe, Maxim Grigoriev
sheds light on contemporary

migration experiences, as well as on
exile as a classical narrative motif. He
delineates with great psychological

and philosophical depth the lives of
exiled Russians in Paris, unravelling well-
known depictions of exile through a
finely balanced prose and an ambitious
literary construction. Europe is by no
means a tribute to a continent; rather,
itis a candid reckoning. With his third
book, Grigoriev has taken a considerable
step forward as an author and has
brought something fresh and singular
to Swedish literature. The portrait of the
novel’s main character, Nina, is striking
and unforgettable.
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I

Jag vet inte. Nu, trots regnet, star de sju fonstren uppslagna.
En dadven lukt slog emot mig nér jag laste upp ytterdoérren:
en sOt blandning av mobellack och blott virke, damm och
mogel.

Detvarljustihallen. Jag stingde den metallforstiarkta dérren
bakom mig och lade ifrdn mig nycklarna pa en smal byra,
bredvid en bunt brev och reklamblad. Ljuset kom strom-
mande genom glasrutorna pa en dubbeldérr rakt framfor
entrén. Bakom dorrarna syntes ett rymligt rum med hogt
i tak och tre valvfonster. Fiskparkettens trianglar pekade
ut mot strandpromenaden och havet. Kvéllssolens gyllene
parallellogram genomtrangde det svidvande dammet och
skars av precis innan de nddde den motstdende vaggen.
Mot vaggen stod ett morkt vitrinskap. Mellan bokhyllan och
fonstren fanns ett runt bord, ocksd det i morknat ekvirke,
med tillhérande fyra stolar inskjutna under bordsskivan
och en gron lampa i mitten. I 6vrigt var rummet tomt, och i
de sprojsade rutorna lyste ett pldgsamt azurblatt intet.

Deux piéces, hade advokaten sagt. Jag lade ifrdn mig at-
tachévédskan pa bordet och gick tillbaka till hallen. Den
torra parketten kved under varje fotsteg. Till hoger om en-
trédorren, eller till vinster ndr man kom in, 14g koket. En
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liten korridor, med ytterligare tva dorrar, vek av at andra
hallet.

I det andra, mindre rummet var fonsterluckorna igenskjut-
na. Det var ett hornrum som ocksa det vette mot strand-
promenaden samt mot stentrappan utefter husets kortsida.
Samma diagonala solstrimmor, men strimlade i punkter,
lopte Over golvet mot en stor gammal dubbelsang, som om
de strok over den. I hornet mellan fonstren stod en stol; vid
sdngen: en byrd med en vit spetsduk. Det fanns ett gammal-
dags kladskap i ljust lackerat tré, kanske teak. Vid sdngens
fotdnde 14g en uppsattning prydligt hopvikta sdnglakan, av
plastférpackningen under dem att doma hamtade fran en
kemtvatt, vinda diagonalt mot sdngens rektanguldra ruta,
ocksa de i samma vinkel som parketten och ljusstralarna.

Jag tittade pd sdngen en kort stund, kinde med handen pa
det tjocka vita bomullsoverkastet och gick sedan tillbaka
till hallen.

Nér jag oppnade dorren mittemot sovrummet slog en fran
och fuktig kyla emot mig tillsammans med en kvavande
odor. Jag tog ett steg tillbaka.

Det var morkt darinne.

Jag slog pa Jjusbrytaren, men ingenting hiande. Jag plockade
fram mobilen, lyste framfor mig och genomfors av en rys-
ning. I det kalla konstljuset, som traffade det bortre hornet,
framtradde ett badrum med vaggar flagnade och deforme-
rade under vita och gragrona mogelbolder. I hornen och
runt badkaret spred sig svartmogel. En vit byra intill hand-
fatet hade granat under ett tunt lager avdammliknande mo-
gelstrak. Spegelns dvre del hade drabbats av kristallforma-
tioner som liknade gragront salt. Det smala fonstret mot ett
ljuslost luftschakt stod dppet.
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Jag blev tappt i ndsan och kdnde hur 6gonen tarades och hal-
sen blev torr.

Jag stangde dorren och hostade i armen; gick tillbaka till
vardagsrummet och 6ppnade ett av dubbelfonstren.

De franska fonstren ledde ut till en smal men riktig balkong.
Jag tog steget ut, lutade mig mot racket och drog in den fukti-
ga, vidoppna havsluften. Med hdnderna mot balkongracket,
Jjlummet av kvéllssolen, sag jag rakt ut 6ver havet. Nere pa
den tomma Quai des Etats-Unis dkte en bil, och en man kor-
sade bilvdgen pa diagonalen. En klarinettspelare holl pa att
packa ihop. Det var kvéll i Nice, men fortfarande ljust; solen
holl pa att ga ner over flygplatsens avlagsna torn.

Balkongen var tom, med undantag for ett litet runt metall-
bord. I en vit creme fraiche-burk, fylld med jord, stod en
fore detta rosmarinplanta.

Jag gick in igen och 6ppnade alla de sju fonstren: med be-
hagliga, gamla ldsmekanismer, tunga beslag och handtag i
vitmalad gjutjarn. Det blev &nnu ljusare i rummen. P4 fons-
terglasen syntes dammspar efter flera ars regn.

Jag gick tillbaka till hallen och tittade in i badrummet. Till
vanster om dorren stod ett gjutet badkar, med smidesfotter
i form av lejontassar. Sjalva badkaret verkade ha skonats,
men nar jag lyste over det sag jag att viggen ovanfor tacktes
av en malning som forestdllde en palm i olika nyanser av
morkgront. En stor mogelflack, i konturerna av en luftbal-
long, hade lagt sig 6ver palmen.

Jag stangde dorren, kidnde efter att den gick igen ordentligt,
och atervande till det stora rummet. Jag stod, radvill i mit-
ten av rummet, och sag pa havet.
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Fjdrran inom mig, bortom min inre himmelsrand, kom en
tyst vag av sorg svallande, och ebbade ut.

Jag vande mig om och tittade pa vitrinskapet, pa rader av
gula och gragula bokryggar bakom det gamla glaset som
hér och dar forvrangde innanmatet.

Jag stod och betraktade dem, utan att tinka pa ndgonting,
med hidnderna i byxfickorna.

Plotsligt forsvann ljusstrimmorna, som om ndgon hade dra-
git ner ljuset med en dimmer. Jag vinde mig om mot fonst-
ren. Solljuset aterkom efter en kort stund, liksom en flyk-
ting beroring av ett barns fingrar, och férsvann darefter for
gott. Det drog kyligt frdn gatan.

Jag gick till kdket. Ocksa i det avstdngda kylskapet hade det
bildats svartmogel, men ingenting ruttnade; det enda som
fanns kvar var en halvtom flaska ukrainskt dessertvin i
dorrhyllan. Jag gick till hallen igen, och identifierade genast
ettsvart elskdp med urdldriga sdkringar. Narjag samlat mod
och dragit upp stréombrytaren — den bjod lite motstand, som
en gammal mekanisk leksak som méste vevas upp — hordes
kylskdpets yrvakna brummande fran kéket och i den redan
ljusa salongen lyste den grona runda bibliotekslampan.

Jag héllde upp vinet och gick tillbaka till vardagsrummet,
drog ut stolen ndrmast fonstret, slog mig ner med ryggen
mot havet och tittade ner i bordet.

Framfor mig stod vitrinsképet, fyllt med vita, beigea och
gra bokryggar.

En frisk, kylig vind blaste d& och dé in fran de 6ppna fonst-
ren och strok mig 6ver nacken.

Jag satt en stund, med hédnderna pa bordsytan och det lilla
glaset framfor mig.

-177 -



Europa

Rummet holl pé att fyllas av hav och bensin, hdstlov och
kyla.

Jag gick ut pa balkongen igen och vdnde ansiktet mot den
mjuka havsbrisen. Den slog emot kinderna, vidrorde lap-
parna. Den lena hostvindpusten strok mig éver ansiktet och
den mjuka, rena kylan fyllde lungorna.

Jag sdg ut 6ver havet och molnen, slét 6gonen, tittade ut igen.
Det var den fjortonde november.

Det holl pé att dra ihop sig till regn.
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Maxim Grigoriev
Translated from Swedish by Ida Hattemer-Higgins

I

I don’t know. Now, despite the rain, the seven windows are
open. A stale smell hit me as I unlocked the door: a sweet
mixture of furniture polish, wet wood, dust, and mould.

It was bright in the hall. I closed the steel-reinforced door
behind me and put the keys down on a narrow bureau next
to a stack of letters and junk mail. The light came stream-
ing through the glass windows of a double door directly in
front of the entry. Behind these doors was a spacious room
with high ceilings and three arched windows. The triangles
of the herringbone parquet pointed out towards the prom-
enade and the sea. The golden parallelograms of evening
sunlight penetrated the floating dust, and came to a stop
just before they touched the opposite wall. Against this wall
was a dark cabinet with glass doors. Between the bookshelf
and the windows a round table of dark oak stood, with a
matching set of four chairs inserted beneath it and a green
lamp in the middle. Otherwise, the room was empty. In the
window-panes, a painful, azure-blue nothingness burned.

Deux piéces, the lawyer had said. I left my attaché bag on the
table and went back out to the hall. The dried-out parquet
creaked at each step. To the right of the front door, or to the
left when you entered, was the kitchen. A small corridor,
with two more doors, turned off in the other direction.
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In the other room, a smaller one, the shutters of the win-
dows were closed. It was a corner room, likewise facing out
toward the beach promenade on the front, and to the stone
stairs that ran along the short side of the house on the side.
The same diagonal streaks of sun, but cut up into dots, ran
across the floor and bisected a large old double bed, as if to
strike it out. In the corner between the windows there was
a chair; by the bed: a chest of drawers with a white lace cov-
er and an old-fashioned wardrobe in light lacquered wood,
maybe teak. At the foot of the bed, a set of neatly folded
sheets, to judge by the plastic packaging under them appar-
ently taken from a dry cleaner, were laid out at a diagonal to
the bed’s rectangle, at the same diagonal as the parquet and
the rays of light.

I looked at the bed for a moment, felt the thick white cotton
bedspread with my hand, and then went back out into the
hall.

When I opened the door opposite the bedroom, a damp cold-
ness struck me, along with a suffocating odour. I took a step
back.

It was dark inside.

I turned on the light switch, but nothing happened. I picked
up my phone, and shone it in front of me. I jerked with a
shudder. In the cold artificial light hitting the far corner was
a bathroom with walls flaked and deformed under white
and grey-green boils of mould. In the corners and around
the bathtub, black mould spread. A white dresser next to the
sink had turned grey under a thin layer of dust-like mould.
The upper part of the mirror had been struck by crystal for-
mations that resembled grey-green salt. The narrow win-
dow on a lightless air shaft stood open.
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I got a stuffy nose, felt my eyes water and my throat turn
dry.

I closed the door and coughed into my sleeve; went back to
the living room and opened one of the double windows.

The French windows led out to a balcony, narrow but real. I
stepped out, leaned against the railing and breathed in the
wet, wide-open sea air. With my hands on the balcony rail-
ing, warm from the evening sun, I looked straight out to sea.
Down on the empty Quai des Etats-Unis, a car was moving.
A man crossed the road at a diagonal. A clarinet player was
packing up. It was evening in Nice, but still light; the sun
was setting over the airport’s distant control tower.

The balcony was empty, except for a small, round metal ta-
ble. In a white creme-fraiche jar, filled with dirt, stood what
had once been aa former rosemary plant.

I went back inside and opened all seven windows: their
locking mechanisms were old and pleasant, heavy fittings
and handles made of white-painted cast-iron. The rooms be-
came even brighter. Grime marks from years of rain were
visible on the window-panes.

I went back to the hall and looked into the bathroom. To the
left of the door was a clawfoot cast-iron bathtub. The tub
itself seemed to have been spared, but when I shone a light
over it, I saw that the wall above was covered by a painting
depicting a palm tree in shades of deep green. A large patch
of mould, with the contours of a hot air balloon, had settled
over the palm.

I closed the door, listened for the click of it shutting com-
pletely, and returned to the main room. I stood perplexed in
the middle of the room, looking out toward the sea.
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Far away inside me, beyond my inner horizon, a wave of
noiseless sadness rose up, then ebbed out.

I turned and looked at the cabinet, at the rows of yellow and
yellow-grey spines behind the old glass that here and there
warped the interior.

I stood looking at them, without thinking about anything,
my hands in my pockets.

Suddenly the strips of light disappeared, as if someone had
turned the lights down with a dimmer. I turned to the win-
dows. The sunlight returned after a short while, like the
ambling touch of a child’s fingers, and then disappeared for
good. Coolness blew from the street.

I went to the kitchen. Black mould had also formed in the
closed refrigerator, but there was nothing inside to rot; the
only thing left was a half-empty bottle of Ukrainian dessert
wine on the shelf of the door. I went to the hall again, and im-
mediately identified a black electrical cabinet with ancient
fuses. I gathered my courage and pulled the switch - it of-
fered little resistance, like an old mechanical toy that needs
cranking — and the dizzy hum of the refrigerator could be
heard from the kitchen. In the already bright living room,
the green shade of the library lamp shone.

I poured the wine and went back to the living room, pulled
out the chair nearest the window, sat down with my back to
the ocean and looked down at the table.

In front of me was the display cabinet, filled with white,
beige, and grey spines of books.

A fresh, cool breeze blew in now and then from the open
windows, brushing the back of my neck.
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I sat for a while, my hands on the surface of the table and on
the small glass in front of me.

The room was filling up with the scent of sea and gasoline,
with autumn leaves and cold.

I went out on the balcony again and turned my face to the
soft ocean wind. It hit my cheeks, and touched my lips. The
soft autumn breeze brushed my face and the soft clean cold
filled my lungs.

I looked out over the sea and the clouds, closed my eyes,
looked out again.

It was the fourteenth of November.

The rain was just getting started.
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mine Ben Aissa, born in 1980,

better known by the pen name
Amine Al Ghozzi, is a Tunisian-French
writer who writes in both standard
Arabic and Tunisian Arabic dialect. He
graduated from the Faculty of Human
and Social Sciences of Tunis and was
an associate professor of history and
geography at various middle and high
schools in Tunisia. He is now enrolled

in a Master’s degree programme at

the Sorbonne in France. Al Ghozzi's
first novel, Devil's Shadow Behind my
Picture, was published in 2013. The
book tackled social and political issues
in Tunisia, covering subjects including
illegal immigration, emotional and
sexual relationships, harassment and
rape, the relationship between citizens
and the police, journalistic practices
and censorship. Al Ghozzi has also
written and directed two short films,
which were produced by the Tunisian
Federation of Amateur Filmmakers, The
Blackboard in 2004 and Crossed Lives in
2005. In addition, he has written several
poems in Arabic and in Tunisian dialects,
including the lyrics of the famous

song Kelmti Horra (My word is free). He
currently lives with his wife, his daughter
and his son in Orléans, in the region of
Centre-Val de Loire in France.

SYNOPSIS OF THE BOOK

Zindaliis a type of prison folk music

in Tunisia. It expresses the prisoners’
pain and their longing for freedom.

In the novel, it's a title, a metaphor, an
opening, a renewed question about
the Tunisian Revolution: did it succeed?
After weeks of confrontation between
police forces and Tunisians, President
Ben Ali suddenly chose to withdraw
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and flee Tunisia on the evening of

14 January 2011. The police forces,
which had always been omnipresent,
disappeared. The country was handed
over to a caretaker government that
was confused, facing a growing popular
uprising with participants expressing
themselves recklessly and freely. The
novel deals with these political events
outside the framework of the official
actors. It sheds light on the stories

of 16 characters who meet on street
corners and behind closed doors in the
coastal city of Sousse on the day that
Ben Ali left. News is flowing about the
continuous looting of shops and about
the need to protect neighbourhoods
and cities from rioters, therefore

the inhabitants and shop and café

owners have an unprecedented role:
fighting an invisible danger from an
unknown source. Groups are formed
and cigarettes, wine and stories merrily
distributed in a popular odyssey.

¥ JURY’S REPORT

The novel Zindali, the Night of 14 January
2011 revolves around the night of 14
January, following the departure of
President Ben Ali after several weeks of
insurrection. It is original in its narrative
construction, describing with great
poetry and humour 16 scenes that took
place during that long night. Off the
beaten track, it encounters a plurality
of points of view and shows both the
anguish of a police officer’s wife and the
fervour of the revolutionaries who have
formed committees to watch over their
neighbourhoods. It is a multi-voiced
fiction bringing together political, social
and psychological dimensions and
intertwining reality with imagination
and dream. The novel’s originality also
stems from its style, its different uses

of language and the richness of its
discoveries. The writer adopts a mixture
of Tunisian dialect and fus'ha (standard
Arabic), developing an experimental
language that uses phonetic
transcription of dialogue and rhythms,
and breaks the monologue between
two or more characters.
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A military coup without military men

Mohamed Ghannouchi clasped a tiny pile of papers with
shaking hands, like someone catching a fish for the first
time. He talked to the camera with wide-open eyes and in a
voice as tremulous and faint as a moribund campfire.

On his left, like an old cupboard, stood the Speaker of the
House of Representatives (next President of the Republic),
Foued Mebazzaa. On his right and slightly inclined was the
Chairman of the Council of Advisors (former Interior Minis-
ter), Abdallah Kallel.

They faced the camera in a line, wearing stylish suits, neck-
ties and prescriptive glasses, their eyes shifting relentlessly
around the presidential office, to express in icy words their
constitutional testimonies of Zine E1 Abidine Ben Ali’s abdi-
cation of power.

At a time when all international news agencies were report-
ing the general’s abdication, and after two hours or so of his
withdrawal from power, the national TV channel was still
broadcasting the event with the same boredom with which
it had celebrated the anniversary of his coup d’état:

Tara Tara (music).
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Pictures of mogra and jasmine blossoms, a frozen smile of
a swarthy man with a thick black moustache, wearing on
his head a chechia and traditional apparel. Tara Tara (mu-
sic). You also see a bird’s eye view of Tunisian hotels, houses.
A herd of frightened gazelles running across the Sahara. A
jazz track by Fawzi Chekili. A traditional birdcage. A snap-
shot of Sidi Bou Said marina. Tatatataa (song) “We are gen-
erosity / We are magnanimity” by Slah Mesbah, then there
was the speech of the new president (who remained in office
for a few hours only).

At the background was the emblem of the Republic with its
three symbols:

- The Ship, symbol of freedom, keeling through a lacquered
wall, in a palace besieged by sea humidity and popular ad-
versity.

- The Scales, symbol of justice, bearing two empty panniers
on an unseen mule.

- The Lion, symbol of order, with burly legs, fighting empti-
ness with his unsheathed sword and hiding his tail behind
the new president’s head.

The camera zoomed in on Mohamed Ghannouchi when he
announced he was taking over the presidency. Then the
camera retreated when the man pledged to respect the con-
stitution and implement the wished-for reforms—and only
Allah grants success.

The presenter, with a faint smile on his face, commented
with drastic brevity that the decision was historic and ful-
filled the wishes of Tunisian people.

On the national TV channel the thing looked like a military
coup without military men. The body language of those

-187 -



Zindali, the Night of 14 January 2011

non-military men expressed clearly their unwillingness to
accept this mission:

- Mr. Mebazzaa’s hands tied in front of his paunch, like
someone who has just embarked on prayer.

- Kallel’s arms wrapped behind his back, like someone still
adamant about offering candies to a girlfriend who hasn’t
shown up.

- Ghannouchi’s right hand time and again sneaked to the
microphone stick, like someone dreading impending dizzi-
ness.

After 8 p.m. on January 14th, 2011, Tunisia appeared offi-
cially in the grip of an improvised coup.

In a scene in which the country, the whole country, was
forced to choose between prestigiousness offering things
with trembling hands and foolishness expressing itself in
delinquency and freedom, the masses chose to walk down
the road of freedom with foolish fervour.

Before Del Bosque’s laughter

The voices blasted with cheers of Allah Akbar in Hmaida’s
café after the news had been confirmed. The arms shot up
in the air.

Mr. Youssef kowtowed amid chairs and cigarette butts, like
a football player scoring in the last minute. When he sprang
up he overturned a table with his back. He barked at the
regulars who were still hanging about:

- Hurrah! Long live Tunisia, Long live the people.

- Take care of yourself Mr. Youssef.
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He walked to them and kissed each one in turn and then
trudged out of the café with his trousers barely fastened to
his waist, his voice echoing faintly across the neighbour-
hood.

Some people followed him, chanting slogans as entangled
as a yarn ball. Then, suddenly, they discovered amid their
frenzy that the man was going home. He looked at them and
gestured with his right hand that he was going to follow the
news on foreign TV channels. There was also the internet.

- My daughter has been following the news since day one.
The youth have won, guys, the youth have won.

His followers then halted a few steps away from the nar-
row lane leading to his house. They exchanged perplexed
glances in the middle of a road as empty as a bamboo flute,
then bifurcated into two groups of two people. They had two
choices:

Either follow the revolution on TV, as Mr. Youssef did, or
join the revolutionaries downtown. They were themselves a
motley of haters and looters.

Kk Sk

Hajj Hmaida, the café owner, quickly locked the door and
admonished the lingering customers about the curfew, se-
curity, and the looters scattered all over the country.

He customarily sits in a corner in the café and lays his sil-
ver-headed hookah on his right and the glass of distilled
mint next to the TV remote control on the stool on his left.
He addresses his employees (his son manages the night shift
and his son-in-law the morning one) with laconic words, and
then resumes sending dull bubbly sounds from his hookah.
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Mr. Hmaida was like Del Bosque, the former manager of the
Spanish football team, who, before that night, could monitor
everything around just through eye movements:

Who’s paid his drinks and who hasn’t, who’s lost a card
game and who’s won, which football match can attract the
biggest number of customers, who’s left for prayer, who’s
come in drunk straight from the bar, who discusses politics
in the café, and who’s ordered a drink before the kick-off of
the game and who hasn’t.

He had never put on news channels before that day. He
was happy with the eight o’clock bulletin, after which he
switched to a sports or music channel while the hookah
spout stuck to his lips and his eyes roamed with his head in
calculations of expenses, profits and consumptions.

That evening he moved his chair. He drew closer to the TV.
His head, sheathed in a brown hood, covered one-third of
the screen during the speech.

When the chants flared up and Mr. Youssef walked out, fol-
lowed by people who enraptured to his rapture, Del Bosque
couldn’t find the remote control because of intense emotions,
so he lunged towards the TV set and, with his index finger,
switched it off by hitting one of the buttons on its flank, kill-
ing the sound that was causing all the trouble.

In the café remained only those who were exposed to gun-
shot later, when they mounted guard at the nearby cross-
roads:

Uncle Mohamed, Hamza, Abdelwahid Makni, the manager
of the adjacent cyber club, and his friend Fawzi.

Hajj Hmaida slouched across the café aisles like a massive
tortoise, threatening the lingering customers that he would

-190 -



Amine Al Ghozzi

call the police if they refused to go home in respect of the
curfew.

Fawzi said:
- But there is no police anymore, Hajj Hmaida. It’s gone.

With his neck craning towards the café owner and his glass-
es reflecting the blue light of the neon bulbs dangling from
the ceiling, Abdelwahid shouted:

- O Hajj, please put the telly on. The country is on fire, O Hajj.

Uncle Mohamed pounded the table with his fist, the thud
sounded like a stone rolling down the wall of the old medi-
na. He laughed and coughed, his facial wrinkles charting
lines and dunes shifting in between his large mouth and
sunken green eyes. He then screamed at the waiter, unheed-
ing the manager’s threats:

- Hisham, bring us tea. We want to celebrate the event.

He ordered another drink for all customers, which brought
the owner to silence.

He didn’t go back to his hookah. He moved around in slow
steps, dimming the lights. After that, he switched on the TV.
He changed the channel. He put on the Qatari news channel
Al Jazeera and covered half of the screen with his massive
head.

With his mouth pursed, he was astonished at everything
said about the flight of Ben Ali and all the fire and fury that
set the country ablaze. He managed to repress an inner
feeling of rapture the origin of which he couldn’t locate, so
much so he didn’t hear the customers seated behind shout-
ing at him to move slightly aside.
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They inched their way towards him and clustered around
the TV screen, each one of them throwing in comments and
interpretations. Only Uncle Mohamed’s voice caught the at-
tention, his forefinger was pecking nervously at the image
of Ben Ali on TV.

Hmaida pushed Uncle Mohamed away from the screen. As
the old man tottered, he caught him and lifted him like a
cotton sack and burst into laughter.

Everyone saw Bulky Hajj Haida Del Bosque laugh. His laugh-
ter echoed rough and raucous.

Fireballs

Nawfel waited for a speech in support of the chief com-
mander of the armed forces. He shut the door after the last
customer. They had left after they heard the news and the
declaration of the state of extreme emergency.

He bought two packets of Cristal cigarettes in one go at Rah-
man’s, the nut vendor next to him. He gulped down what re-
mained of the coffee and asked Ali Dow to turn off the lights
before taking a seat beside him. Which Ali did. He then bent
over the keyboard and hammered the keys with anxious fin-
gers, browsing pages in search of that particular thing—the
military communiqué declaring Statement Number One.

Nawfel was sure that a real general was going to show up,
wearing a green suit and a cap studded with glittery signs,
a general with a cold heart but a warm voice, who would de-
liver his speech from some place, expressing his unfailing
support of the revolution and his readiness to crush its ene-
mies under the wheel of history—a history that preferred to
move forward in one big leap.
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The news—the rumours—the reactions were falling from
all directions like fireballs, stuffing more and more news,
similar ones like twins, into the luxury realm of expression
and sensation. Flanking Nawfel, Ali was watching the news
flow on the screen. Two heads sprouting from the same
neck, shrouded in a veil of smoke billowing from smoulder-
ing cigarettes:

- Ben Ali’s plane is now heading towards Malta.
- Zine El Abidine Ben Ali’s plane has headed to France.

- All Trabelsi family members have been arrested in Tunis
Carthage Airport?

- Slim Chiboub sneaked into the Libyan soil.

- A video entitled: What Made Ben Ali Flee From Tunisia.
Thousands of people in front of the Ministry of Interior
chanting in unison Dégage ! Share. Share.

- Trabelsi and Ben Ali family members trying to escape
from Tunisia by all possible means and the army is foiling
their plans.

- A video: Tunisian policemen brutally beating up a protes-
tor in the epic demonstration in front of the Interior Minis-
try.

- Avideo: This evening in Nabeul, huge crowds stormed into
supermarkets and police forces opened random fire.

- Al Jazeera Channel: Gunshots heard in the precincts of the
Presidential Palace and news of clashes between security
forces and the army.

- Masked groups on rooftops and others looting supermar-
kets and shops.
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- In spite of the curfew, homes were sacked and pillaged.

- Looting and burglary in Sousse town centre, supermar-
kets, shops, police stations.

- Gunfire continues after Ben Ali’s flight. What’s the matter?

- In the capital suburbs local groups began to form to protect
facilities and shops.

- Listen to this letter sent to a friend: Do not trust anyone ex-
cept the army. If you hear slogans like Allah Akbar or such-
like chants, do not go out. If you see a Clio Symbol car, step
aside. They are our soldiers, and you cannot stand a chance
fighting them with your primitive weapons.

* ok ok

Nawfel carried on scrolling down the news lines. His facial
expressions concealed under his cap, his unshaven face, and
the way he sucked on his cigarette and etched with fidgety
hands abstract images in the floating smoke, all expressed
his strong belief that the army had turned against Ben Ali
on the twelfth.

- Do you remember? Surely, it’s the army. They forced him
to give a speech on the thirteenth and then coerced him into
flight on the fourteenth. The army actually seized power,
but some people were against it. Ben Ali family have been
arrested. Surely, there will be retaliation. And Statement
Number One will be declared to end everything. There is no
doubt about that.
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The ogre is out of his cave

They were in the cybershop when news of President Ben
Ali’s escape went viral.

Nawfel jumped off his chair screaming:
- Allah Akbar! O God, Praise to You O God! Long Live Tunisia!

Ali’s head peered from behind the computer screen and
stared at Nawfel with quizzing eyes:

- What’s going on?

- Ben Ali’s fled the country. The news is on Al Jazeera Chan-
nel.

- Are you sure?
- Positive. Hey, it’s Al Jazeera, Ali, Al Jazeera Channel!

They immediately thought of going to Bab Bhar, to the heart
of town. They searched for online invitations to gather and
celebrate, to carry white and red flags and sing freedom and
peace.

But there was nothing. Like scores of other people, they
wanted to spend the night outside. They wanted a celebra-
tion that would make them forget the horrors of the past:

The dark nights, the footage and images of martyrs with
yawning mouths, blasted heads, and mangled bodies laid
pell-mell on metal hospital beds.

Nawfel shouldn’t have clung so vehemently to the idea —
the rule — the role of the army, and that night shouldn’t
have ushered in a season of collective delirium that ended
up with a bullet shattering his leg.
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No one was able to celebrate Ben Ali’s abdication of power.
No flags were waved that night. And no colourful fireworks
adorned the sky of a homeland whose people found them-
selves suddenly overwhelmed by freedom and emancipa-
tion.

The entire country swiftly shifted from a state of emergen-
cy guarded by Zine El Abidine’s police to another state of
emergency the army wanted to monitor with the help of the
Tunisian people, who turned into a surrogate police force
which was, at one point, omnipresent like God, and then all
of a sudden melted away like ice.

Groups of people stood up to dance on the ruins of an ago-
nising system and protect neighbourhoods assaulted by the
fear of the unknown, deploying all means at hand:

Rocks, clubs, daggers, yells, songs, phones, numbers, and
patriotism.

No idea could possibly absorb or organise what had hap-
pened.

An ogre, with his gouged eye, had left his cave to follow the
great tumult without guidance, unaware the hubbub was
throbbing out of his guts.
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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 European Commission 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 EUPL CONSORTIUM

The European Writers’ Council
www.europeanwriters.eu

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
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