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Foreword

Every year, the European Union Prize for Literature celebrates and showcases emerging liter-
ary talents from different European countries, thereby helping to promote Europe’s immense
cultural and linguistic diversity. Since 2009, 108 authors from 37 countries across Europe have
won the Prize.

The Prize is truly European in its scope, and the selection process relies on the input of national
juries. In 2017, national literary juries in Albania, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Greece, Iceland,
Latvia, Malta, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Serbia, Turkey and the United Kingdom have
selected the 12 winning authors and books.

European action in the cultural field has two main aims: to protect and promote our cultural
and linguistic heritage and diversity and to strengthen the competitiveness of the cultural and
creative sectors. With the European Union Prize for Literature we are doing both!

The European book sector is important. Annual revenues from the sales of books amount to
more than EUR 22 billion; 575000 new titles are published every year - and the entire book value
chain, including authors, booksellers, printers, designers and others, is estimated to employ
more than half a million people. The EU supports the European book sector both through
ongoing policy and regulatory work, for example as regards copyright reform, and by funding
European cultural cooperation and development through the Creative Europe programme.
Translation can be considered a backbone of the creation of a shared European cultural space,
as it allows various expressions of culture, and in this case literary works, to reach audiences
across borders. A special support scheme under the Creative Europe programme is dedicated to
literary translations. Over the first three years of the programme, European publishers from a
range of countries have received grants for over EUR 10 million, making possible close to 1500
translations of literary works from and into more than 30 European languages.

Europeans read books. According to surveys, reading is the most common cultural activity for
people in most countries. Why do we read fiction? Some will say we want stories that give new
perspectives on ourselves and our world. Others may say we are seeking emotional experiences
or simply entertainment. Undoubtedly an emotional connection between reader and story is a
powerful catalyst. Literature can also be considered a mystery to get involved in and to solve -
and translation is part of this picture. A book in translation is the same as the original - and yet
all at once a different book!

I trust that you will be impressed by the diversity of this year’s prize winners. Apart from their
nationality and languages, the topics and themes, cultural contexts and literary and narrative
techniques also vary - and they all bring their unique contributions to our understanding of
Europe; past, present and future. This anthology presents excerpts from the winning books
both in their original languages and in English or French translations. Happy reading!

Tibor Navracsics,

European Commissioner for Education, Culture, Youth and Sport
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Albania

Rudi Erebara
Epika e yjeve t€ méngjesit (2016)

The Epic of the Morning Stars

Publishing House Ombra GVG

© Albes Fusha

Biography

Rudi Erebara was born in 1971. He is a poet, novelist and translator. After graduating in 1995 at the
Academy of Fine Arts, he embarked on a career as a political analyst, a journalist in several national
newspapers and as an editor in chief. He is the author of two books of poetry, Fillon Pamja (There
Begins the View), 1994, and Léng argjendi (Silver Juice), 2013. His two novels are Vezét e théllézave (Eggs
of the Quails), 2010, and Epika e yjeve té méngjesit (The Epic of the Morning Stars), 2016.

His accomplishments include: Translator of the Year 2013, for the translation of Brave New World
by Aldous Huxley, and Translator of the Year 2015, for the translation of Moby Dick by Herman
Melville, both awarded by Cult Academy Albania; Translator of the Year 2012, for the book of
poetry The Wind Is My Savior by A.R. Ammons, awarded by the Jury of Tirana 15th National Book
Fair; winner of the national poetry competition Migjeni in 1993 and 1996, organized by Soros
Foundation, Albania; winner of the 8" of December Prize with The House in 1992; and winner of
the Poem of the Year in 1991, awarded by the University of Tirana.

Synopsis

The novel Epika e yjeve té méngjesit (The Epic of the Morning Stars) is a testimony to the destiny
of Suleyman, an Albanian painter employed at the state decoration company in the capital of
Albania. A technical issue occurring on 16 October 1978, the birthday of Albania’s dictator Enver
Hoxha, is attributed to him by the State Security Services. Around this time, Albania is about to
sever its relations with Mao’s communist China. Also on 16 October 1978, J6zef Wojtyta, a priest
from communist Poland, becomes Pope John Paul Il in the Vatican. In the late evening of 16
October, a heavy shower washes away the letters of the slogans written by the state decoration
company in deep red, the symbol of the blood spilled during the war for freedom by the com-
munist fighters. Even though the festivities are over, the state security, under the direct orders
of the communist dictator, starts the hunt for the perpetrators, even though no perpetrators
could possibly exist. Suleyman is a man singled out as standing on the other side of the trench
of class warfare, conceived and fanatically carried out by the ruling communists. As he feels he
is being singled out as a victim, Suleyman tries to change his name to Edmond. He also makes
a painting showing some partisans around a fire. This is viewed as a good enough reason for
Suleyman to be punished.
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Epika e yjeve té méngjesit
Rudi Erebara

Edmondi hapi shishen e fernetit, akoma me bukén me groshé
né gojé. Mbushi gotén. Gromsiu. “Sot me 16 tetor 1978, populli
shqiptar feston duarplot me arritje e tejkalime té planit né
¢do fushé té jetés, pér ditélindjen e udhéheqésit té shtrenjté
té partisé. Po japim lajmet kryesore né radio Tirana”, por ai
nuk u kushtoi vémendje. Kur mbushi gotén e dyté, jashté nisi
eré e marré. Dritaret filluan té uturijné. Pastaj ia dha shiu
me pika té médha si trumpeté mbi xhama, me pushime, pas
¢do shkulmi té erés. “Sikur nuk e pérmendin mé Kinén né
¢do fjali,” mendoi. Hoqi pjatén dhe lugén, i ¢oi né lavapjaté. I
shpélau me ujé té ftohté dhe ktheu pérmbys pjatén. Lugén ia
la pérmbi. Fshiu tavolinén. U soll népér shtépi me cigaren né
gojé, se nuk donte té flinte aq herét. U ul té marré njé dosje
fajaziti. Donte thjesht té shtynte gjumin, edhe pér njé goté
tjetér. Me gotén e treté, sikur i kaloi lodhja e mbledhur. U
kujtua me qejf se té nesérmen kishte njé dité té lehté. Shiu
jashté u kthye né stuhi. Atij i pihej edhe njé goté tjetér, por i
erdhi gjumé. Mori radion né dhomé. E ¢oi te Rai me zé shumé
té ulét. Hyri né shtrat dhe pastaj e humbi mendjen. U zgjua
mé voné kur u bé fresk, gati ftohté. Fiku radion. Nesér, tha me
z€. Shiu ra me hope pas furtunés sé paré. Por pas ¢do hopi,
ia dha me rrebesh. Méngjesi zbardhi njéngjyrésh. Dielli kur
doli, zgjati sa njé piké quméshti né kafe. Edmondi e pa vetém
njé heré né skep té malit, né mes té vorbullés sé reve si njé
pullé e bardhé né murin ngjyré blu celiku té ajrit. Pastaj u
tret. Picérroi syté té shohé orén. Pastaj me z& qé ta dégjonte
veté se qe zgjuar tha: té€ shohim njéheré mos u zgjodh Papa!
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Rudi Erebara

Radio me bateri léshoi zé si gérrvima e gjerré e njé metali kur
kruhet pas njé muri. Edmondi férkoi syté, sikur kérkonte té
lexonte mé miré germat e fjaléve mbi radion ngjyré bojéqielli:
“Iliria” 2 banda 8 tranzistoré/ volumi/ sintonia, M-¢elési i
zi-S, pér valét e mesme e té shkurtra. Ngriti pak zérin. Pastaj
me kujdes qéroi frekuencén dhe gati krejt kur nuk e priste,
bugiti: Kampari eeee alegria! Edmondi uli zérin me aq ngut,
sa dégjoi pér sé dyti shtrakun. Heshtja e thyer dhe e rivéné
iu duk si 1éndé qé i rrinte pezull né dhomé e shtyhej duke u
dridhur me padurim mbas xhamit té dritares. Ai vuri veshin
té dégjonte me z&é té ulét lajmet. Ishte ende shumé heshtje.
Zé@ri i spikerit kaloi i padukshém, nga errésira e valéve, népér
zorrét e radios, pérmes altoparlantit, doli né errésirén e
freskét t& dhomés dhe hyri né errésirén e veshit té tij sikur
u ndez njé drité. - Buongiooorrrnooo stamattittna aaaa,
tuuuutttiiii! Dje, mé daté 16 tetor 1978, pas tre ditésh qé nga e
shtuna, konklava papale zgjodhi papén e ri, kardinalin polak
Karol Jézef Wojtyla me 99 vota nga 111, né ditén e treté. Papa
e pranoi zgjedhjen me kéto fjalé: “Me bindje né besimin né
Krishtin, Zotin tim dhe me besim né Nénén e Krishtit dhe
Kishén, pa marré parasysh véshtirésité, uné e pranoj.” Papa ka
zgjedhur emrin Xhiovani Paolo Sekondo, pér nder té Papés sé
ndjeré, Xhiovani Paolo Primo. Papa iu drejtua popullit jashté
protokollit té zakonshém té Vatikanit: Té dashur véllezér dhe
motra, ne jemi té hidhéruar nga vdekja e té dashurit toné,
papés Xhiovani Paolo Sekondo dhe késhtu qé kardinalét u
thirrén pér njé bishop té ri té Romés. E kané thirrur nga njé
toké e largét... e largét edhe megjithaté e afért, pér shkak
té Lidhjes soné né besimin dhe traditave té krishtera. Uné
kisha friké ta merrja kété pérgjegjési, megjithaté e mora kété
pérgjegjési, né frymén e bindjes ndaj Zotit dhe besnikéri té
ploté ndaj Marias, Nénés toné mé té shenjté. Uné po flas me ju
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Epika e yjeve té méngjesit

né gjuhén tuaj... jo! Né gjuhén toné italiane. Nése béj ndonjé
gabim, ju lutem, “mé qortoni”... - tha Papa me humor duke
shtrembéruar me dashje fjalét “me qortoni”... Papa Voijtila
éshté i 264-ti né listén kronologjike té papéve, edhe éshté i
pari jo-italian né 455-sé vite. Né moshén vetém 58 vjecare,
ai éshté mé i riu i papéve... — kétu heshti radio nga doré e
Edmondit té mbledhur si kérmill. - Me bismilah! - tha ai dhe
kérceu me gézim pérpjeté. — Polaku joné u bé Papé.

Zéri shkoi népér mugun qé thyhej nga drita, sikur té ishte njé
léndé qé e kap me doré. Ai kérkoi kuturu poshté né dysheme
té gjente corapét. Nga goja i dihatej shpejt hukama e gézimit.
Buzéqgeshja iu mpiks né fytyré dhe ngadalé iu kthye né njé
ngérdheshje nga padurimi. U ul né shtrat me kokén poshté.
Né turbullirén e pllakave prej betoni me granil gri, bllacat
e zeza té corapéve bénin kontrast. I dha hov trupit té mpiré
nga gjumi. Tringéllima e xhamit qé dridhej nga moti e béri té
shohé pérséri orén. U ¢ua ndezi dritén. Mori radion dhe ¢oi
shigjetén e sintonisé derisa i doli Tirana. Fiku radion. Hapi
dritaren. Hukati jashté nja dy heré té maste té ftohtin. Iu bé
sikur ky gézim i ¢uditshém doli fshehtas jashté me hukamén
dhe u end népér qytetin me qiell t& nxiré, si njé fantazmé e
vogél e padukshme.

Shkoi né banjé. Ndaloi pérpara pasqyrés pér té paré me syté
e vet, buzagazin e mpiksur mbi buzé. Kaloi njéheré dorén né
fagen e parruar, mori té dalé, te dera e banjés ndali, pa pérséri
orén, rifreskoi fytyrén me njé buzéqeshje tjetér ngadhnjyese mbi
themelet e sé parés, edhe tha me zé: Sot duhet njé e rruar taze, si
pér dasém, tunxe Sulejman: shoku Papé éshté polaku joné!

Né kuzhiné vuri xhezven katérshe mbi plitkén elektrike.
Shkoi mori radion e la mbi tavoliné. Aty kapi njé kore buke.
Pa orén. Dégjoi shtaté minuta Rain me radion te veshi. Pastaj
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Rudi Erebara

e ktheu te radio Tirana dhe i ngriti zérin. Pér shtaté minuta
uji u ngroh. Shkoi té rruhej né banjé. Shkumoi me furgé mbi
fage sapunin e rrojes, ndérsa pértypte koren e forté té bukeés
sé thaté, duke u rrekur mos i merrte buza shkumé. Nga radio
i vinte zéri stoik i spikeres. Numéronte tejkalimet e planit dhe
pérpjekjet heroike pér té plotésuar detyrat e planit té gjashté
pesévjecar nga kantjeret heroike té veprave té lavdishme
industriale. Spikerja i méshonte fort germés rr-¢é, edhe kur
fjala kishte thjesht r-é. — Pér ta béré mé té rrepté, mé té rréndé,
mé té rréndésishme, até qé i kishin shkruar té tjeré njeréz, -
tha Edmondi me zé.

- Me rritém rrevolucionarr, marrshojmé! - tha me z&é me
shumé kujdes Edmondi, ndérsa térhiqte pas fages me
elegancé, briskun e pabesé “Astra”. — Ne rruhemi me brrisk
rroje rrevolucionar, more rrevizionisté kinezé! Rrofté brisku
rrevolucionar! Rrofté populli vélla kinez ge nuk e rruan hig,
se nuk ka ¢faré té rruajé. Rrofté kafja me férrnet, fitorre!

Edmondi ndérpreu rrapéllimin e fjaléve kur i hodhi ujé té
ftohté fytyrés. Turfulloi sikalé dhe morime té shpejté peshqirin
té fshihej. U férkua fort té ngrohej. — Rrevizionistét sovjetiké
na rruajné bithén me rrénjé katrrorre... Maskarrenjté! Té
poshtrrit! Trradhétarrét! Shkrruaje me gérrma té médha: mé
shpejt, mé larrt, mé larrg. — Nga radio né kuzhiné vinte né
sfond té lajmeve kollona zanore e njé marshi punétorik dhe
Edmondi pérshtati refrenin e kéngés me rrojen: Né njérrén
dorré kazmééén, / atdheun trraallala, / né njérrén dorrééée
pushkéééén/ trrala la trrra lala/ ne eeecccim pérrpaarrra,
pérrparra, gjithmoné... - shtrak e ktheu rrotullamen dhe
pastaj heshtje shiu.

Doli deri jashté te shkallét, pa orén, pa edhe jashté motin
me njé shpresé té pavend, se mos nuk binte shi, pérpara se
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té kthehej pérséri té marré ¢adrén. Njé bezdi e pérhershme.
Kujdesi mos i thyhej. Frika mos e humb, apo mos ia vjedhin.
- Katér dité rrogé, té blesh njé ¢adér shiu, - murmuriti me
vete si¢ bénte gjithmoné, sa heré i fuste bishtin né doré. Kur
ktheu ¢elésin né bravé tha me z&, por ama aq sa ta dégjonte
vetém veté, né sinkron me kércitjet e bravés: shkrrugq, shkrréq,
shkrréq, shkrruq. T¢é hiqte até merakun qé i béhet njeriut kur
del nga shtépia, se mos nuk ka mbyllur portén. Zbriti shkallét
duke trokitur majén e ¢adrés njé pér njé, hap pér hap. Katér
kate zbriti té dilte prej ndértesés sé ngritur me puné vullnetare
nga apartamenti 11, deri jashté né rrugé, nga hyrja 3. Shtépia i
mbeti pas atje lart, dy dhoma me njé kuzhiné, bosh, fillikate.
Aishkoi drejt, e la pas shpine. Mendoi pér prindérit si i vdigén
njéri pas tjetrit edhe ia zbrazén jetén. I lané kutité boshe
té dhomave, kujtime dhe liri, kaq shumé sa nuk i pérdorte
dot. Njé zakon i pérditshém ky kujtim i véshtiré, sa heré qé i
shkonte mendja se po linte shtépiné vetém; aq sa prej kohésh
pérpigej me veten ta luftonte, sikur ta kishte njé ves.

Liria dhe vetmia shkonin bashké, si¢ shkon dita me natén,
edhe i binin réndé sidomos fundjavave. Mblidheshin bashké
si tojé dore derisa béheshin nyje, edhe ai ngelej me 1émshin
e kujtimeve té pazgjidhshme. Largésia nga koha e ndarjes
zmadhohej e thellohej si hendekun e baltés qé e hané ujérat
e dimrit dhe e mbushin thatésirat e verés. Netéve té gjata té
dimrit ia hante trishtimi até qé kishin mbushur me gézim
brenda tij, ditét e gjata té verés. Atij i dukej sikur vértet deri
aty né fagen e radios, ngjitur pas faqes sé tij, shkonte skarpati
i hendekut té zbrazét. Vetmia aty kapej e aty thyhej. Pritej
nga plastika e kutisé sé radios, si nga njé pendé e mbyllur
metalike. Muzika dhe zéri i té panjohurve né italisht, shpesh
e pakuptueshme népér kéngét e reja, ashtu si¢ era kur
shkon pérgjaté hendekut e del né anén tjetér me aroma té
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Rudi Erebara

pakuptueshme, sikur i béheshin njé uré, se ia kujtonin qé té
gjitha pengesat kalohen, ngaqé e hidhnin né kohé mé té mira,
ku kujtimet e bukura i glazuronin ditén, si¢ lyen drita e diellit
té verés, muret e fasadave té shtépive té vjetra té plazhit me
njé ngjyré gjalpi, gati né até tonin e buté qé u merr lékura pas
gjunjve vajzave té nxira, nga refleksi i fundeve té bardha.
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The Epic of the Morning Stars
Rudi Erebara

Translated from Albanian by Rudi Erebara

Edmond popped the Fernet bottle open, his mouth still full of
bread and half-chewed beans. He filled his cup to the brim. He
burped. “Today, on 17 October 1978, we, the verily exuberant
people of Albania, mark the celebration of the anniversary of
our beloved Party leader, through a host of achievements and
over-fulfilments of the central plan in all fields of life. This is
the main news edition in Radio Tirana...” but he paid no atten-
tion. A gust of wind blew like mad outside as he filled the second
glass. The windows crackled. Then the rain started to fall down
in heavy drops, pounding the glass, with small interruptions
every now and then when the wind blew anew. “It looks like they
stopped mentioning China every second word,” he thought. He
put away his plate and spoon on the sink. He washed them in
cold water and capsized the plate. He put the spoon on top of it.
Then he swept the table clean. He wandered around, cigarette
tucked in his mouth as he did not want to sleep that early. He
sat down and picked up a folder, then he went to take another
sip to scare the sleep away. The third glass wiped away the rest
of his hoarded fatigue. It happily dawned on him that tomorrow
would be an easy day. The rain outside shifted into a thunder-
storm. He wanted to have another glass, but then again he was
too sleepy. He took the radio into the room. He tuned in to an
Italian channel and kept the volume down to the minimum. He
lay in the bed and got lost in revelry. He woke up just a bit later as
the room became chilly. He turned oft the radio. The rain started
to fall with brief intermissions after the first thunderstorm.
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Rudi Erebara

The morning dawned in a single colour. The sun broke
through dimly as a dot of milk on the coffee. Edmond
glimpsed it only once on the tip of the mountain, wrapped
in a maelstrom of clouds as a white blotch on the steely-blue
wall made of air. Then it vanished. He blinked and looked
at the clock. Then he spoke out just to listen himself speak:
let’s see if we've got a new pope! The battery-powered radio
started crackling like a piece of iron sweeping on the wall.
Edmond rubbed his eyes and read the letters on the blue top
of the radio: ‘Illiria 2 bands 8 transistors/volume/tuning/M-
black key, 2 for medium and short-range.” He turned on the
volume, just a bit. Then he adjusted the frequency, and right
when he least expected it, the radio started roaring in Italian:
“Campari ed allegrial” Edmond abruptly turned the volume
control down to the cracking off noise again. The broken and
reinstated silence came over him as a substance suspended in
mid-air, impatiently vibrating behind the window pane. He
pricked up his ears so as to listen to the news at the minimum
volume. The silence was still on. The voice of the speaker cut
invisibly from the darkness of the radio waves into the viscera
of the radio, from the loudspeakers out into the fresh twilight
of the room, then into the dusk of his ears, lighting up a flame
inside them.

Buongiooorrrnooo stamattittna aaaa tuuuutttiiiil Yesterday,
on 16 October 1978, three days after last Saturday’s session,
the papal conclave elected the new pope, the Polish cardi-
nal Karol Jozet Wojtyla, with 99 out of 111 votes. The Pope
accepted his election with the following words: “Faithful to
my belief in Christ, my Lord, and faithful to Our Lady the
Mother of Christ and to the Church, regardless of the diffi-
culties I accept.” The Pope has chosen the name of Giovanni
Paolo Secondo in honour and remembrance of the late Pope
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The Epic of the Morning Stars

Giovanni Paolo Primo. The Pope addressed the crowd in the
Vatican City with these words that stood out of the protocol:
“Dear brothers and sisters, we are saddened at the death of
our beloved Pope John Paul I, and so the cardinals have called
for a new Bishop of Rome. They called him from a faraway
land - far and yet always close because of our communion
in faith and Christian traditions. I was afraid to accept that
responsibility, yet I do so in a spirit of obedience to the Lord
and total faithfulness to Mary, our most Holy Mother. I am
speaking to you in your - no, our Italian language. If I make
a mistake, please ‘corrict’ me...”

Wojtyla became the 264th pope, according to the chronologi-
cal list of popes, the first non-Italian in 455 years. At only 58
years of age, he is the youngest pope... here the radio control
was promptly turned off by Edmond’s eager hand, curled all
around it as a snail’s shell around the snail. Allah is great! He
jumped for joy — our Polish mate became pope!

His voice cut through the dusk broken down by the city light,
as if it were something tangible. He fumbled haphazardly on
the floor to reach his socks. A heavy groan emanated from his
throat. His smile turned into a frown and then gradually into
an impatient grimace. He sat on the bed with his head down.
The silhouettes of his socks gave a faint contrast against the
tuzzy background of the tiles cast in grey concrete blocks. He
pulled up his body numbed from sleep. The rattle of the glass
vibrating under the thunderstorm made him look up to the
clock. He stood up and switched on the light. He took the radio
and tuned in to Radio Tirana. He switched it off and opened
the window. He sniffed a few times outside just to gauge the
cold out there. It appeared to him as if his strange feeling of
happiness sneaked out with the sniffs and started roaming the
city outside, under the bleak sky, as a little invisible phantom.
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He went to the bathroom. He stopped in front of the mirror
so he could see with his own eyes the frozen smile on his lips.
He swept his hand over his unshaven cheeks, made a move
to get out, before stopping at the bathroom door. He looked
at the clock again as he managed to put up another victori-
ous smile on the ruins of the vanished one, and he said in a
loud voice: I need to be clean-shaven, as if 'm going out to
a wedding, venerable Tongzhi Suleyman: our Polish mate is
now Comrade the Pope!

He put the coffee pot on the electric burner. He took the radio
and put it on the table. He grabbed a bread crust and saw
the clock. He heard seven minutes worth of Italian radio,
the radio tightly pressed on his ear. Then he switched to
Radio Tirana and turned up the volume. The water boiled
in seven minutes. He went in the bathroom to shave. He put
some foam on his cheek as he gnawed at the dry bread crust,
trying to spare his lips from the foam. The brave voice of the
speaker rattled the radio case. It enumerated the rate of over-
fulfilments of the central plan and the selfless endeavours to
fulfil the tasks of the sixth five-year plan in the heroic bat-
tlegrounds of the large industrial compounds still under con-
struction. The speaker put a heavy stress on the r’ sound, she
made everything sound strrronger, tougherrr, grrreater, and
everything sound like somebody else put it on the script for
her, Edmond said loudly.

- We marrrrch forrrward, in a revolutionary rrhythm! - he pru-
dently chanted, as he elegantly swept his face with the tricky
blade of the Astra razor - We shave our faces with the rrrevo-
lutionary rrrrazor you damn Chinese rrrevisionists! Long live
the rrrevolutionary rrrazor! Long live the Chinese folks who
don’t give a damn about shaving for they’ve got precious little
hair to shave. Long live coffee with Fernet... to victorrry!
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Edmond made an abrupt end to his heroic chanting by splash-
ing a handful of water on his face. He grunted and started to
wipe his face dry with a towel. He rubbed the cloth vigor-
ously on his face so as to get warm - may the bloody Russian
revisionists lick our asses down to the square root... Bas-
tards! Rascals! Traitors! Let’s write it down in huge letters:
faster, further, higher - the radio played the soundtrack of
some worker’s march and Edmond adapted the refrain to the
rhythm of his shaving moves: “The pickaxe in the one hand /
our country lalala / the rifle in the other hand / lalala, lalala
/ we press forward, always forward...” He turned the radio
control off and the silence of the rain carried on.

He went outside and down to the staircase, glanced at the
clock and at the weather outside in the vain hope that there
was no rain, and then he turned back to fetch the umbrella.
That umbrella was a source of permanent nuisance. One had
to take care not to break it. One had to mind so that it did
not get stolen. Buying a new umbrella is five working days’
worth, he mumbled to himself as he always did, as he grabbed
it by the hand grip. As he turned the key in the lock, he said
in a loud voice - yet only loud enough for him to hear - and
in sync with the cracking of the lock: crick-crack. He did this
to convince himself that he actually locked the door. He went
downstairs bumping his umbrella at every step, one bump
following the other.

He went four floors down and then exited the building, con-
structed by volunteer work, from exit three. His home, apart-
ment 13, remained up there; two rooms and one kitchen,
empty and lonesome. He went straight ahead, turning his back
on it. He thought of his parents, about how they died one after
the other, about how it emptied his life. They left him with the
void boxes of his apartment’s rooms, they left him alone with
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his memories and his freedom, lots of freedom, so much he
couldn’t possibly make use of it all. That daily remembrance
was quite a difficult feat to accomplish, and it was hard for
him every time he thought about leaving his home behind; he
struggled with this habit as if it were a vice.

Freedom follows loneliness, as days follow nights. It took its
toll on him, especially on weekends. It got entangled into his
loneliness until both became a knot, and he was all alone in
the whirlwind of his unsolvable memories. The time and space
of their absence grew bigger as a trench dug in the mud gets
bigger from the water collected in winter. In the long winter
nights, the sadness ate up what once filled him with joy in
the long summer days. It appeared to him as if the case of the
radio pressed on his cheek was the embankment of that empty
trench. There the loneliness got finally stuck and ground to a
halt. The plastic radio case vibrated with music and unknown
voices speaking in Italian. No words were intelligible in the
new songs, they sounded like the wind blowing into an empty
ditch, blowing out from the other side with unfathomable
scents reminding him that all obstacles can be overcome, as
they made him reminisce of bridges leading into better times,
when fine memories shined up his days, as the summer sun-
shine brightened the facades of old beachfront houses with a
butter-like colour, similar to the reflection of white skirts on
the skin of suntanned young girls” knees.
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an MA in Bulgarian Philology from Sofia University St. Kliment Ohridski. Her professional career
has been dedicated to the art of audio drama. She has worked as a long-time senior producer at
the Drama Department of Bulgarian National Radio and has produced numerous audio adapta-
tions of works by writers from Bulgaria and around the world. Her audio productions have won
the Croatian Grand Prix Marulic in 1998, the second Prix Europa in Berlin in 1998 and the eighth
Muse Prize in Sofia in 2006. Vultchanova is also a freelance writer and dialogist, who is currently
working on a new Bulgarian film project. Her first novel, The Sinking of Sozopol, was filmed in
2013 and, in 2014, she was awarded a national Golden Rose Award for the film script. In 2015,
the film won the Best Foreign Film award at the New York City International Film Festival and
the Best Ensemble Cast award at the Milan International Film Festival. In 2016, it received the
Grand Prix at the Prague Independent Film Festival. Her third novel, Ocmpoe Kpax (The Crack-Up
Island), won the Razvitie Literary Contest for unpublished Bulgarian novels in 2016, which led to
the work being published later that year.

Synopsis

Ocmpos Kpax (The Crack-Up Island) presents two women telling their singular stories. They
barely know each other, yet a magic liaison exists between them, because one of them is a
newly self-initiated amateur astrologer and reads in the stars that a coming crack-up is threat-
ening the other. Each of the women knows only her part of the story and the narrative pieces
- two personal universes, so dissimilar yet so alike — have to be fitted into one whole by the
reader, like in a puzzle. The pieces are stories about women, men, children and cats, plus a story
about a remote and fascinating island — presumably the Croatian island of Krk in the Adriatic
sea — where the star-foreseen crack-up might occur. The stories are also about land and sea, rain
and caves, stars and sun, rooms and houses; but mostly they are about human affairs, about
impulses and frustrations, longings and reality, love and breaches of love, about the craving and
impossibility to share one’s soul. Whether the predicted crack-up will smash the characters, the
reader will find out in the unanticipated last page of the novel. The surprising element is that
the narrative is not telling the story of a breakdown.
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M nocne cmana ms, xkakeamo cmana. Pasenedaxme Pueka.
Hamepuxme ucmuncku pecmopanm, 6 Kotimo cepsupam puba,
a He nuya. ITuxme ouje uep6eHo 6UHO U BMecmo puba T00xXme
0KMONo00, NpuzomeeH no HAKAKEA CMAPUHHA peuenma, KOAmo
A 3HAen camo cobCcmeeHUKsm HA mosa 3asedeHue, noHexce s
3Haen om 6ab6a cu. Cnoped meH npocmo cu beuie usneuer 6
maea ¢ MAacno u 4ecovH, HO He 3HAM, KAKB0 ce nNpasu npeou
mMoea ¢ 0KmMonooume — MUC/A, e ce npednpuemam HAKAKGU
cneyuanHu Oelicmeus, 3a 0a He CMAHAM IKUAABU, Npeou
0a 2u cnoxcuui 8 masama. Ionumax Emuo danu moii 3Hae,
noHexce a3 Masu cneyuanHa peyenma moxce 0a ce onumam 0a
s Hanpass. Toli me noenedHa, Kamo ue iU Cv8CeM CoM NPEBDP-
MANG U KPOMKO nonuma:

- A omkwoe uie 83emeus 0KmMonoo?
- Om pubapruyama.

Emuo npodeniasa 0a me eneda npumectero u a3 sazpseam. Toi
He MOJie 0a no8spea, 1e moxeuws 0a cu Kynuui okmonoo 8 Copus.
EmM40 cu cnomus npasnume mazasumu u 02poMHUmMe ONauiKuy 3a
MIIAKO 8 C1y0a, CHOMHS CU BPEMEO, K02amo Kauikasanotm beuie
¢ kynonu. Camo e HANU MUHAnama 200uHa Oeule y HAC, HATU
3ae0HO X00uxme 0a nazapysame. 3anu4us 20 e om Co3HAHUENO
cu u ceea pas3bupam Konxo e éaxcHo mosa. Konko easxcru 3a Heeo
ca bunu mazasunume u 6e36potiHume Hewya, KOUMO Moxeus 0a
cu xkynuui om max. Konko e saxer 3a Heeo 3eneHusim my 0xcun
U 7na3epHAMA NOKA3ANKA, KOAMO mMu nomaza 0a ompexceud
abconomuo npasunta guaus om xasba. Kamo mu s nokasa,
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usnaonax é ucmepuyen xusnesx. Ho ceza ne mu e cmewro. Jla, mus
Hewa 0s1xa éaxciu. Tus Hewya 65xa 6e3KPatinHo 8axcHU, NOHeNe U
Hamauwe. ITocne npecmanaxa da 6v0am monkoea 8axHu, NoHedxce
nosexa-neka ce NOA8UXaA, NOC/le NBK HANPABO HU 3ANAXA U 6eHe
umaxme epeme U 0a HU NUCHe OM MAX, 00a4e HAKOU XOPa CU 3aMU-
Haxa npeou moea. Haxou xopa cu samunaxa u e MHO20 MBHCHO
0a cu MUCTIUIM, Ye HUKAK He ca Ounu 6e3 3HaueHue NonHume mazd-
sunu. Ja, Emuo, moxcews da cu xynuws okmonoo 6 Cogus. Om
keapmannama pubapruya. Ho He 20 kazeam, 3au,omo umam 41ys-
CMB0MO, He aKo 20 KAaxa, wie ce pasnaqa.

Oxmonodsm beuie A0CKU 6KYCeH, HO 00CHa MeH bk, C20MeeH
no mosu HauuH. V3100x cu 20 00 NocnedHOMo napuexue u
nocne ycemux, ue coM HANBAHO 3AMASTHA, MENKKA KAMO CTIOH
u noumu 3acnana. 9e mu e yimacHo mpyoHo dopu da cu npeo-
cmass, ue moza 0a NOMPBOHA HAKOS 4AC OM MAZOMO CU U
uckam npocmo 0a npodeaia 0a cu ceds myk Ha 0vpseHama
netika 3asunazu. Beue e 06ax eecena. Tosu 0vnve deH, 0emo
nouHa cympuHma maxa 0o6pe u cnopmuo, a nocje cmasauie
8ce No-CMpareH U no-cmpameH, ceza 6eve Mu ce cmpysauie, e
e OUn USKIOUUMENHO Henpasuser U nozpeuier u ue nPocmo
Mme e yHuuoxcun Hanoano. Ocmasux ce Emuo da me ybeou, ue
mps6sa 0a nuem Ouxecrmus, noxexce cme npesinu. Meudy meH
U 71e2710Mo MU ce npocmupauie uenusm 0v1ve U onaceH nom
noKpail mopemo, u NPy mMoea — No MBMHO.

Hunecmusom beuie HAKAKBA MHO20 CUNHA PAKUS, KOAMO
Mupuuewie Ha X60UHA U MU ce 8U0ST HEOOUKHOBEHO BKYCHA
u HeobuxHoseno manka. Tyx cme 6 Eépona u mu cuneéam 6
uawkama camo mpuiicem epama. ITosmopuxme duxcecmusa u
Mo3u Nem a3 cu nouckax u Kage.

W Haucmuna xeoliHosama paxkuiika u xKagemo uU3evp-
Wuxa HAKAKEO 4y00, HAMeNarume Mu KUnioepamu npocmo
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3anounaxa 0a ce pa3mansim 6v6 6v30yxd, 6eue HAMAX
uyyscmeomo, ue 0vpseHama nelika uje ce cpymu nood MeH,
geue Moxcex da cmama u daxce uckax 0a cmawua, éeue He me
nnauwieuie, ye cme MoaAKo8a 0aiey Om Jieziomo Mu, MOxcex
0a cmauna u uckax 0a cmawa, oa euds masu Pueka, 8 kosmo
CTYUAatiHO CoM NONAOHANA U e08a U HAKO2A NAK Uje NONAOHA.
Hckax 0a euos yanama Puexa u 3auo He Pueka by night.
Ocobeno Puexa by night.

Tpemust Ouxcecmus cu 20 nopvuaxme 3ae0HO CvC CMemKama,
KOO MU ce 8UOST 02pOMHA, HO MAKa Unu uHade, a3 napu
HAMAM, U300140 He 05X ce cemuna 0a cu 83ema, Maxa ue, Koil uje
A NAawA masu cMmemxa u Kax, He mu nykauie. Ilo mosa speme
geyve nax 6axme 3anouHanu 0a ce cmeem, ouume Hu céemexa u
08UMeHUAMA HU OAXA CIMAHANU mpecKasu U 6vp3u.

- Pueka by night - xasa Emuo. - B mo3u epad Hama Ha4uu
0a He ce maHyysa.

W nocne cvécem HenpuHyOeHo u36a0u om 0x06a cu eoHa
Kamapa napu, naamu cmemkama u ocmasu 6K, Koimo
MU ce 8UOST UYOOBUULEH.

Bsaxme Ha enasénama ynuya 6 Keapmasna 0Kono NPUcmaHi-
wemo. OmecaKvOe NPUMU2BAXA CBEMTUHU U Ce OMPA3ABAXA 6
mopemo, u epadem eeve U300uL0 He npunuuauie Ha byoanewa.
IIpunuuauie cu Ha 10#eH NpUCMaHUULeH 2paod npes3 aszycm.

Hascakwede Oewie nesaHo ¢ MACU4KU, HA MAX CeoAXa
xopa u A0axa u nuexa. VI Ha écaka macuuka umauie céeu,
u ceeuwjume coul0 ce ompasseaxa 6 mopemo. beuwe muozo
Kkpacuso, obaue HUxoil He manyysaue. Munaxme Kpati eoHu
MACUYKU, KBOeMOo 8CUUKU SO0AXA CAMO C/1A00/ed, HO Cadoie-
0vm Ha 6ceku beuie 8 pasnuueH YBAM U HUMO eOUH UBAM He
ce nosmapsuie, U 1mMozasa BUOSTXMe MACMOMO, KOemo Moie
6u mopcexme, HO MO U3enendaue MpauHo U HeNpUBEMIUBO 8
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cpasHeHue ¢ MHOZ0UBEMHAMA CMPAHA HA C1adonieda Ha bpeza
Ha mopemo. V3enexdauie Hanpaso manxko cmpauiHo. Beuse
eOuH mpaueH 4epeH Ky6 6e3 npo3opuu u ¢ AYMUHECUEHMHU
6yK6U 6 HAll-CMYOeHUS U CMPA3ABALY, HIOAHC HA CUHbO-TIUTIA-
somo. My3uka He ce wysauie, npeononazam, 3au40mo 4epHusm
Ky6 HAMAULE NPO3OPUL.

Hue ob6aue eénszoxme. VI mysuxama me 6nvcHa maka, ue
Hanpaeo 6Gonewe. He 6ewe xybasa mysuka. beuie HAKAKD6
mecmeHr Ou Oxeli, KOUMo Muxceéauie HAKAKSU Me00UUHU
XBPBAMCKU NeCHUYKU 8 CMUJL cmapa 6vneapcka ecmpada om
UMAanUancKu mun ¢ HAKAKE0 4y008UULHO MEeXHO 8 CHUIL OyM-
OyM-0yM-0yM-0yM U OMHOB0 CHULOMO OYM-OYM, KOermo noumu
HanwnaHo eu 3aznywasawe. Hukaxea npedcmasa cu Hamax
KaK 1moea Hew,o moiceuie 0a ce mauuyea, Ho Emuo kasa, ue
6uno cynep, ssnpexu 4e 6e0Haza me 3asede 8 Hali-omoasnete-
HUA Kpati Ha 6apa, Kvoemo, pas3bupa ce, Cou,0 He Moxeule 0a
ce paseosaps, u 3amosa moti Mu uskpews 8 yxomo: ,,VMzbepu
cu Kokmetin®, u mu 6ymua eduH nucm npeod nuyemo. Emuo e
eOUHCMBEHUSAMN H08€eK, KOUMO NOMHU KONIKO CoM KBCo2/edd,
HO 6Ce NAK MAKO NPeKAn — HANPAso Mu 20 3anenu Ha Hoca.
A3 xoxkmeiinume mHoeo He eu 3nam. Iuna com ,,Mapeapuma®
U CU CNOMHAM, He UMAaule MHO20 TUMOH, 3A108a YéepeHo Cu
3abux npscma mam. Ilocne EM40 Hew,o Kpeuwjeuie Ha aHenuii-
CKU, nocie nak Mu uU3Kpeuyss 6 yxomo, ue HAmano ,,Mapea-
puma®, nocne seue ce pasbupaxme camo cvc 3HAUU U 8 eOUH
MOMeHM nped HAC UbPHAXA HAKAKBU 02POMHU HAUU, HANPABO
10 NONOBUH TUMBD, MOMHONAMAAOHAHEHU HA YBAM, NOUMU
uepHU U HAKA4yNeHU ¢ Nn0006e, 4advpuema, TUMOHUEMA U
8CAKAKBU 2A00CMU, 8KIIOUUMENHO U OUmMa cmemana omeope.
3ameopux ouu u omnux. Mmawe éxyc Ha komnom. V306140
He yceujax HUKAK®8 ankoxon. 3ananux cu yueapa. Emo mu
Puexa by night. Ceea, npedu da cu mpoveHem, mps6ea 0a udnus
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UAIAMa mas3u Nos0BUHIUMPOBA YAULA C HEU3BECHO KAKBU
eadocmu. A nocne Hu yaka u nemam kpaii mopemo. He e 6v3-
MOMHO 0a cu 2080pum. Humo nox da ce mauyyéa Ha masu
My3uKa.

Obaue xopama ycnaeaxa. IloenedHax kom 0aHcuHea u moi
beuie noseH ¢ HeNPUNUUHO MIAOU COULECMBA, KOUMO MAH-
uyseaxa 6 mpauc ¢ yHeceHu usuonomuu. Ceemnuxama ce
svpmeuie U Mueaue Kamo gomozpagpcka céemxasuya u eu
BUNOAX CAMO 8 OMPA3AHU OM Bpememo Muzo8e — Henoo-
BUNMCHU, WACMIUBU U yHeceHU. [ToMucnux cu, e ujom mosa e
00CMBNHO 34 MAX, 3aU40 NBK 0a He 6v0e 00CMBNHO U 34 MeH.
Bspho, ue He com Ha ocemHaticem 200uHu, obauve a3 mosa 2o
moza. Moxex zo.

3amosa cu memHnax waHmama Ha obsezankama Ha CMonad u
MpwveHAX KoM 30HAMA HA mpenkawama céemauna. TpwveHax
HecueypHo U KAmMo CMueHAX 00 KPBv2aus noouym, Hanpaso
cnpsix. Pazbpax om kakeo nuuama um ca yHeceHu U mosa
HAMAWE HUWO0 00W,0 ¢ My3uKama, KosAmo cu ocmasauie 6ce
maxa yxacHa. [Ipocmo uzenexoa, ue nodsm ce 8vpmu u om
mosa mu ce 3asusa césm. 3amosa auyama UM ca Maxkusa
U eOUHCMBEHOMO, KOemo Me U3HeHdao8d, e, 4e He BUNOAM
Hukoti da nospwvuia. Mopcka 6onecm. Mnoeo npednasnueo
ce onumeam 0a pasKaams MsIna0mo Cu 8 HeCou,eCmeyBaujus
pumom. Ycnsasam, 3aus0mo 8CoU4HOCH pumosma 20 3a0asam
ceemnunume. CHUMKA, 3ameMHeHUe, CHUMKA, 3AMbeMHEHUE.
Taxa. He mpsi66a 0a ce 3a6pass u svpmenemo. Bepmenemo Ha
ceemnuHume, Koemo usenexoa, ye e 8ppmere Ha noda. Taka,
ceza eeve 3anoueam 0a uysam u mysuxama. Ts e monkosea
cunua, e doceea He com 51 uysand. Hakakse pumom, cmeHs
ce, ceca HAKAKDE Opye pUmMoM, ceed NAK ce CMeHs ¢ HAKAKDE
a6CconomHo Heslen, HO emo ue nax ce 8vpHAXA 08a MAKmMa om
nepeuUs, 3HaUU 6ce NAK COULECINBY8A HAKAKBA KOHCMPYKUUS
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u emo e noumu ycnaeéam 0a A mauuysam. Iloznexoam
opysume Haoxono. Te 8CHULHOCT MOUHO KAMO MeH CBBCEM
neko ce noxnawam. Coecem neko. Yceujanemo 3a OUHAMUKA
uosa camo om cmpobockona. CHUMKA, 3amomHeHUe, CHUMKA,
samomHeHue. VI espmenremo, 0a He 3abpassime vprmeHemo Ha
n00a, 3au40mo no0sm ceza 6ete HAUCMUHA ce 8BPMU U CMEHS-
WUAM ce PUmosm Moxce 0a 6v0e YyIyueH, emo maka, Coc Co6cem
7ieKa npomaHa, camo 6 cmuna Ha noxaawanemo. Ceea eeue 20
manyysam kamo max. Vnu no-oo6pe om msax. Ipeononazam,
ue 0moasned AUUEMO MU UMA COU4OMO YHECEHO U UWACMAUBO
uspaxenue 6 ceemnunama Ha ceemkasuyume. Obaue as moea
noseue. A3 moza mHozo noseuve. Moza cama 0a ce Hakapam 0a
nomyoess om masu mMy3uka, KOAmo u3obu4o He Mu xapeceéa u
HAMA HUW40 0040 ¢ meH. Obaue a3 moza 0a cmana my3ukama.
Moea 0a cmana u Hati-nowama my3uka. Moea da ce npeswvpHa
6 Hes. Moza 0a OecHest Ha 8ceKu PUMdM NOOMOENHO, KAMO Ha
co8ceM 0moenHa My3uKa, u nocsie Ha cred8ausust, Kamo Henpe-
KBCHAMO CMeHAM CMUNA U CMBNKUme — eOUHCMEeHUIM
HAYUH, N0 KOUMO MO3U MUMMAW, MO3U Myp/iozeey Moxie
0a 6v0e manuyysan. VI eeue He ce noxnauLam npeonasnuso,
a Hanpaso OecHes, HAXNY8AM CoC CUMHU CMBNKU 68 NPOCc-
MPaHcmeomo Ha opyzume u ce 8pvULAM HA 3A0DP3aH KAOAHC.
Mmnoeo com naxanua. M okono men eeue ce e 06pasysan Kpve
U HeNpUnUYHO MraduUme Xopa ca me OCMaAsUIU 6 cpedama u
manyysam c 1uya, 00vpHAMU KoM MeH, U HAugpex, 20mosu 0a
MU HANPABAM NBM, UWLOM MU XPYMHe 04 Ce 8IMYPHA KoM MAX
Kamo HeHOPMAnNHA UAU KOl 3HAe KAKBO, 20moéu 0a pedzu-
pam. VI a3 éeue com ce NpedvpHANA 8 UeHMBPA HA HePHUS KYO
6e3 nposopuu, U 6CUUKU C6eMAUHU U3NU3AM om meH. Moea
0a eu komanosam. Emo, ceea moza da 3a6ass npobnsaceanemo
Ha ceemxasuyama. AKo uckam, moza 0a 3a6vpms noda Ha
06pammo u mozasa scuuKu uie usnonadam na semama. Obaue
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He 20 npass. 3aceea He 20 npaes. Camyph. YepHuam ky6 Ges
nposopuu e CamypH u u300u40 He 3HAM OMKBOE MU XPYMEAIH
makusa enynocmu. Camypu. A mosa eeue e Emuo, xotimo
COU40 € 3aCAHAT 6 CPe0ama Ha KPvea U MaHuyea cpeusy meH.
Emuo coujo e HaxaneH u écuuku ca my Hanpasunu nem. Owe
He e 3a2ps, HO 8eye e 6K04UN. EMuo e manyvop. Mosce 0a He
pasbupa om mysuxa, obaue e cmpaxomen manuvop. Bunazu e
6un. VI mosxe 0a my ce npocmu 3eleHUAM OHUN U 1a3epHama
NoKA3anka 3a pA3aHe HA X170 3au40Mmo ceza 6eve 3azpsA6a U
He2068UAM 05IC 6eye e noseye 0M MO U ceed 6eye Moti 600U a a3
CoM Hawpex 3a 0a pea2upam npu Nopeus CUeHAs U 6e0HA2A 04
cX8aHa KaKea e c1e08auama napona 3a MaumyHcmeane npu
cnedsauama 6e3ymHa CMAHA HA MAKMa U 6e4e CoM NOMHA
HO HAMA HUKAKEA HAOex0a 1mosa napue 0a C6vPULL 3au40mo
moea u300u40 He e napye u Kamo makosa HAMA HAYATIO cpeda
u kpati. Camo 6e3xpaiinu Hauana u 6e3KpatiHu cMeHU U Bede
Mu e abconomuo éce e0HO e My3uKama e KoHmu 3aus0mo
My3uKama s NPpasuM Hue U Om HAC U3AU3AM C6eMTUHUME HO
6ce naK no eOHO épeme C6BPULBA U UETUAM KPBe HU PBKON-
JIACKA U N00BM 6eye He ce 6bPMU MaKa 4e 3a MAnKo 0a naoHa
Ho Emuo me npeepovuja npes pamo u me nosexoa kem bapa
6e3ymHo 20p0. Moza da ycems xoea Emuo e 6e3ymHo 20po.

Ha 6apa me uwaka nonosuHaumposama coMHumenHa 1aua,
8 KOAMO He 3HAM KAKBO UMd, HO A U3NUBAM HA eKC, NOoHexe
coM xadHa. AKO 6 Hesd HAUCMUHA uma mpuiicem epama
ANIKOXO0JI, He 2U YCeuw,am U 3amosa u3oouso He peazupam, Kamo
suxoam, ue Emuo e6duea 0éa npwcma kem bapmaua, 0obpe,
3auy0 He. B3umame cu Hoéume 4auiu covC CoULUSL MBMHOUE-
peH namnaodiaw, 6 Koiumo 6anama cmemana cmou HANPa6o
HenpunuuHo, u mpwvzeame kom vunayma. Tam mysukama ce
uyea no-muxo, uma benu Kananema u 2075IM NAOCHK eKPaH,
Ha Kotimo ca nychanu nopxo. Ilo-xnaoHno e u me e cmpax o0a
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He HACMUHA, 3au0mo com nomua. Emuo pazéupa mosa, 6es
da cem my 20 Kaszana, 3amoea me npezpousa npes pamo. Ha
opysume kananema uma 06e 080LUKU, KOUMO ce HAMUCKAM,
Ho Hue ¢ EMuo He Moxcem 0a ce Hamuckame, NoOHexNce ce No3Ha-
same npexaneno omoasHa. Moxem camo 0a ce 0oxoceame Unu
0a ce enedame 6 ouume, MoxeMm 0d ce yenysame, HO He MPAO6a.
Camo ue maxa u maxa eéeyve e KoCHO U 3aM0O6a ce yenysame u
nocse usnu3ame U omusame Ha naaxa.

Mumnasame xpail cnadonedeHama 0vpiasd, HO Mam eete e
3amMeopeHo U pasHoysemHume c1a00ne0U 2u HAMA, HO 341064
NBK NAAKBIM Ce 0KA364 MOUHO 0MOOTY, KAMO cre3eul no eoHu
cmonana. HAkakeo manko mepnaeo naaxue cvécem 61130 00
npucmanuwemo. Hama nscok, paséupa ce, Ho kamvuemama
ca 0pebHU U He 06UBAM MHO20.

Tanomo Ha Emuo e kamo cmapa opexa, kosimo e 6una 3a6y-
mana HAKvOe U 0MHo80 cu Hamepus. E0sa nu uma Heuyo 06140
coc cexc. Tanomo na Emuo e xamo newsepa, kamo ympooba,
Kamo 0om, 8 KOUito 0mHo80 cu ce npubpan.
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Ina Vultchanova

Translated from Bulgarian by Christopher Buxton

And then what happened, happened. We looked around
Rijeka. We found a genuine restaurant, where they served fish
and not pizza. We drank more red wine and instead of fish
we ate octopus, prepared according to some old recipe which
only the restaurant proprietor knew, because he’d learnt it
from his grandmother. My view was that it had just been
baked on a tray of butter and garlic, but I don’t know what’s
done with octopuses beforehand - I think before they’re put
in the baking tray there are some special procedures so they
don’t become too chewy. I asked Emcho if he knew, so that
I could try to make it. He looked at me as though I'd com-
pletely gone off my rocker and asked quietly: “And where will
you get octopus?”

“From the fishmonger’s.”

Emcho continued to look at me with concern and it hit me.
He cannot believe that you can buy octopus in Sofia. Emcho
remembers the empty shops with the huge queues in the cold
for milk, he remembers the time when you needed coupons
for cheese. Only that, just this last year, hasn’t he been with
us, didn’t we go shopping together? He’s erased it from his
memory and I now realize how important this is. How impor-
tant shops have been for him and the numberless articles that
can be bought. How important his green Jeep is for him and
the laser beam that helps you cut an absolutely even slice
of bread. When he showed it to me, I lapsed into hysterical
giggles. But now I don’t find it funny. Yes, these things were
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important. These things were infinitely important, because
they weren’t around. Then they stopped being so important,
because one after the other they appeared, and then they just
flooded in, and now we had the time to get fed up with them,
but some folk had left before that. Some folk had left and it’s
really sad to think that the fully-stocked shops were not at
all without significance. Yes, Emcho, you can buy octopus in
Sofia. From the local fishmonger. But I don’t tell him, because
I get the feeling that if I say it, he’ll start crying.

The octopus was fantastically tasty, but pretty heavy cooked
this way. I polished off the last bit and then felt completely
woozy, as heavy as an elephant and almost asleep. Really
impossible for me to even imagine that I could move a single
part of my body, and I just wanted to carry on sitting there on
the wooden bench forever. I wasn’t jolly any more. This long
day, which began so bright and breezy in the morning, but
then became stranger and stranger still, now seemed to me
to have been exceptionally irregular and wrong, and had just
destroyed me entirely. I left it to Emcho to convince me that
we needed to drink a digestif, because we’d eaten too much.
Between me and bed there stretched a whole long journey
along the shore and, what’s more, in the dark.

The digestif was some kind of really strong rakia, which
smelled of juniper and seemed unusually tasty and unusu-
ally small. Here we were in Europe and they poured me just a
30-gram glass. We ordered another and this time I asked for
a coffee as well.

And indeed the juniper rakia and the coffee brought about a
miracle. My ponderous kilograms simply began to melt into the
air, I no longer had the feeling that the bench was going to col-
lapse under me, that I could now stand up and I even wanted to
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stand up, to see this Rijeka in which I'd landed quite by chance
and would never likely land again. I wanted to see all of Rijeka
and why not Rijeka by night. Especially Rijeka by night.

We ordered the third digestif along with the bill, which
seemed huge to me, but one way or another, I have no money,
I hadn’t even thought of taking any, so that I couldn’t care a
tig for who paid the bill and how. By this time we’d begun
to laugh, our eyes sparkled and our movements had become
feverish and fast.

“Rijeka by night,” said Emcho. “In this town, there’s no way
not to dance.”

And then quite spontaneously he took a wad of money out
of his pocket, paid the bill and left a tip that seemed colossal
to me.

We were on the main street in the harbour area. Lights
blinked from everywhere and were reflected in the sea, and
by now the town didn’t look at all like Budapest. It looked like
a southern port town in August.

Everywhere was full of tables at which people sat and ate
and drank. And on every table there was a candle and the
candles were reflected in the sea as well. It was very beauti-
ful, but no one was dancing. We passed by some tables where
everyone was eating only ice cream, but each ice cream was
a different colour, and not one colour was duplicated, and
that’s when we saw the place, which maybe we were looking
for, but it looked gloomy and unwelcoming in comparison to
the multicoloured ice cream strip along the beach. It seemed
even a little scary. It was a dark black cube with no windows
and luminous lettering in the coldest, even freezing nuance of
blue lilac. You couldn’t hear any music, I suppose, because the
black cube had no windows.
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However, we went in. And the music hit me so hard it
simply hurt. It wasn’t nice music. There was a local D], who
was mixing some melodic Croatian songs, similar in style to
old-fashioned Italian-type Bulgarian pop, with some mon-
strous techno, dum, dum, dum, dum, dum and again dum,
dum, which pretty much drowned them out. I had no idea
how you could dance to this, but Emcho declared that it was
super, even though he immediately led me to the furthest
corner of the bar, where, of course, you still couldn’t talk, and
so he screamed in my ear, “Choose a cocktail,” and pushed
a menu in front of my face. Emcho is the only person who
remembers how short-sighted I am, but even so he overdid it
somewhat, sticking it right on my nose. I'm not a great expert
on cocktails. I've drunk a margarita and I remember it had a
lot of lemon, so I confidently stabbed my finger there. And
then Emcho swore in English, then he screamed again in my
ear that there was no margarita, and then we communicated
by signals only and at some point some enormous glasses
materialized in front of us, that could hold half a litre, dark
aubergine, almost black in colour, and crammed with fruit,
little umbrellas, lemon slices and every kind of crap, includ-
ing whipped cream on the top. I closed my eyes and took a sip.
It tasted like a fruit salad. I didn’t detect any kind of alcohol at
all. Tlit a cigarette. Here was my Rijeka by night. Now, before
we left, I had to drain this half-litre glass of whatever its crap
content. And then the path by the sea awaited us. It wasn’t
possible to talk, nor even to dance to this music.

But people were managing. I looked at the dance floor and
it was full of obscenely young creatures, who danced in a
trance with rapturous faces. The light revolved and flashed
like a camera bulb, and I saw them in seconds cut out of time
- motionless, happy, entranced. I thought that if this was
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suitable for them, why wouldn’t it be suitable for me? True,
I'm not 18, but this I can do. I could do it.

And so I threw my bag over the back of my chair and made
for the flashing light zone. I started out falteringly, and when I
got to the round podium I stopped in my tracks. I realised why
their faces were so stupefied and that this had nothing to do
with the music. It simply turned out that the floor was revolv-
ing and that was why their world was spinning. That’s why
their faces looked like this and the only thing that surprised
me was that I saw no one throwing up. Sea sickness. Very cau-
tiously I tried to wiggle my body to a non-existent rhythm. I
succeeded, because the lights set the rhythm. Photo-flash, dark,
flash, dark. That way. And you shouldn’t forget the revolve. The
revolving lights, which made the floor look as if it was turning.
So, at last, I began to even hear the music. It was so loud, that
up till now I hadn’t heard it. Some kind of rhythm, it changed,
then another rhythm, then again it changed into something
absolutely ludicrous, but there it returned to two beats from
the beginning, that meant there was some structure and, look,
I almost managed to dance to it. I looked at the others around
me. In fact they were just slightly rocking like me. Just slightly.
The impression of dynamism only came from the stroboscope.
Flash, dark, flash, dark. And the revolve, let’s not forget the
revolving floor, because now the floor was really turning and
its changing rhythm could be caught, there just so, with just a
slight change, just in the swaying. By now I was dancing like
them. Or better than them. I expect that from far away, my
face had the same entranced happy expression in the flashing
lights. But I could manage more. I could manage a lot more. I
could drive myself crazy over this music which I didn’t like at
all and had nothing in common with me. But I could become
the music. I could become even the worst music. I could turn
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into it. I could go wild to every separate rhythm, and then on
to the next, as I continuously changed the steps - the only way
this mish-mash, this musical stew could be danced to. And
now I wasn’t swaying cautiously, but I just went crazy, with
short steps I broke into others’ floor space and returned to a
fast cadenza. I am really brazen. And around me now a circle
had formed and the obscenely young had left me in the middle
and were dancing with their faces turned towards me and alert,
ready to make way, when I decided to mow into them like a
mad woman or who knew what, ready to react. And now I'd
turned into the centre of the black cube with no windows, and
all the lights came from me. I could command them. There I
could delay the flash. If I wanted to I could turn the floor the
opposite way and then everyone would fall on the ground. But
I didn’t do it. I hadn’t done it up till now. Saturn. The black
cube without windows is Saturn and I don’t know where this
rubbish came from. Saturn. And here now was Emcho, who had
also got up in the centre of the circle and was dancing oppo-
site me. Emcho is also brazen and everyone made way for him.
He hadn’t yet warmed up but he was switched on. Emcho is a
dancer. Maybe he doesn’t understand music, but he’s a fantastic
dancer. Always has been. And he could be forgiven his green
Jeep and his laser-guided beam for cutting bread, because now
he’d hotted up and his frenzy exceeded mine, and now he was
already leading and I was switched on, ready to react at the first
signal and straight off catch on to whatever was the next key
for the monkey-moves at the next crazy rhythm switch, and I
was now sweating but there was no hope for this piece to finish,
because this was no piece at all, and as such had no beginning,
middle or end. Just never-ending beginnings and never-end-
ing changes and by now it made absolutely no difference that
the music was crappy, because we were making the music and
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the lights were coming out of us, but even so, at some point it
stopped and the whole circle was clapping and the floor now
stopped turning, so that I was within an inch of falling, but
Emcho clasped me round the shoulder and led me to the bar,
turiously proud. I can tell when Emcho is furiously proud.

At the bar the dubious half-litre glass awaited me, con-
taining I don’t know what, but I gulped it down because I
was thirsty. If there really were 30-grams of alcohol in it, I
didn’t detect them, and that’s why I didn’t react when I saw
Emcho lift two fingers to the barman, OK, why not. We got
the new glasses with the same dark black aubergine, in which
the white cream sat just lewdly, and we proceed to the chill-
out. There the music was quieter, there were white sofas and
a big flat screen on which porno was playing. It was cooler
and I was scared of catching a cold, because I was sweaty.
Emcho realised this and without me telling him, he held me
round the shoulder. On the other sofas there were two couples
who were embracing, but Emcho and I can’t embrace, because
we’ve known each other much too long. We can touch or look
into each other’s eyes, we can kiss, but we shouldn’t. It’s just
that under the circumstances it was pretty late by now and so
we kissed and then left and walked on the beach.

We passed the ice cream country, but it was now closed and
there were no multicoloured ice creams, but even so the beach
could be seen just below, you go down some steps. A small
grubby beach, quite close to the harbour. There was no sand
of course, but the stones were small and didn’t prick much.

Emcho’s body was like an old item of clothing, which has
been stuffed away somewhere and then found again. It hardly
had anything to do with sex. Emcho’s body was like a cave,
like a womb, like a home, to which you’ve returned.
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Biography

Bianca Bellovd, born in Prague in 1970, is a translator, interpreter and writer with Bulgarian
roots. Her first book, SentimentdIni romdn (Sentimental Novel), came out in 2009 and describes
the trials of growing up near the end of the communist totalitarian regime. Two years later, the
publisher Host brought out the novella Mrtvy muz (Dead Man), which impressed critics. In 2013,
Bellova’s novella Cely den se nic nestane (Nothing Happens All Day) was published. The title both
reflects and does not reflect reality: until the evening nothing much happens, but the reader is
able to reconstruct the underlying stories. Her most recent book, nominated for the EU Prize for
Literature (EUPL), is the novel Jezero (The Lake, 2016).

Synopsis

A fishing village at the end of the world. A lake that is drying up and, ominously, pushing out
its banks. The men have vodka, the women have troubles, the children have eczema to scratch
at. And what about Nami? Nami doesn’t have anything but a granny with fat arms. However, he
does have a life ahead of him - a first love that is taken from him by Russian soldiers, and then all
the rest of it. But if a life can begin at the very end of the world, maybe it can end at the begin-
ning. This story is as old as humanity itself. For its hero - a boy who embarks on his journey with
nothing but a bundle of nerves and a coat that was once his grandad'’s - it is a pilgrimage. To
get to the greatest mystery, he must sail across and walk around the lake and finally sink to its
bottom.
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Bazar prace je trojstup, misty az Ctyfstup muzi oble¢enych
do vSech barev smutku, zapachajicich spole¢nou vini lidstvi
a nepranym pradlem. Vét§inou mléi a rezignované hledi do
zemé. Upracované ruce s navéky zazranou Spinou sviraji
v pést. Kdyz na silnici zastavi ¢i pribrzdi auto s potencial-
nim zdjemcem o pracovni silu, chlapi se narovnaji a vtdhnou
bficha. Z okénka auta se vysune ruka a kyvne na nékoho
prstem. Tti nebo ¢tyfi muzi vybéhnou z fady k autu a za¢nou
se s vlastnikem ruky dohadovat. Po kratké strkanici pak jeden
nebo dva z ndgjemnych muzi nastoupi do auta a jejich mista
v prvni fadé rychle zaplni pésak z druhé. O kus dal napravo
stoji armdda Zenskych najemnych pracovnic, potencialnich
uklizecek, zahradnic a pani na hlidani. Ozyva se odtud
polohlasny hovor a ob¢as smich, jako kdyz Nami na jare lezel
na zahradé pod tfesni a poslouchal bzuceni vcel v koruné.

Nami se zafadi na konec tfeti fady. Za celé odpoledne
na néj nedojde, zadny potencialni zaméstnavatel se na néj
ani nepodivd, nikdo na néj neukdze prstem a nezepta se,
kolik unese pytlid s cementem. Kdyz padne soumrak, dav se
zacne pomalu rozptylovat do okoli. I kdyz Nami porad pre-
Slapuje z nohy na nohu, je prochladly. Zena, které pomahal
s nakupem, by mu urcité dala hrnek ¢aje a mozna taky cistou
postel, ale pfi vzpomince na jeji ostry télesny pach a vrzani
gumovych sanddli se Nami otfese.

Noc stravi v parku pred Majmunovou kleci. Spi malo a pre-
rusované, klepe se zimou, ale rano vstane vcelku svézi, i kdyz
usi a nos ma promrzlé. Kdyz za¢nou trhovci otevirat stanky na
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trhu, koupi si Nami sladky cerny ¢aj a zelnou placku. Den je dnes
trochu privétivéjsi, slunce se snazi prodrat mezi mraky, ale fouka
studeny vitr. Nami se jde znovu postavit na burzu prace, a protoze
dnes pridel brzy, je hned v druhé linii. Nékolik tvari rozeznava
z predchoziho dne. Pozdravi se s nimi pokynutim hlavy, pak uz
si jeden druhého az do vecera nevsimaji, leda kdyz si vzdjemné
drzi misto, kdyz se néktery z nich potfebuje vymocit.

Nami si spocita, Ze si zakaznici na praci kazdy den vyberou
zhruba pétinu z dostupné pracovni sily. Takze by mu pét dni
meélo stacit. Trva to vSak dvakrat tak dlouho. Penize uz mu
dochazeji a kazda dalsi noc je o néco chladnéjsi. Sam sobé
smrdi. Vlasy ho svédi.

Pak prijede chlap v dodavce a ukaze na Namiho a dva dalsi.
Bez ptani je nalozi na korbu a odveze je do skladu v pristavu,
kde maji vykladat zbozi z lodi. Prace je tézka; jeden z muzd,
ktefi nastoupili do prace s Namim, si hned béhem prvni smény
roztfisti kotnik. Nami nema rukavice a uz za par hodin se mu
na rukou udélaji krvavé puchyte. Zada ho boli z prenaseni
a zvedani prepravek s mrkvemi a cibulemi. Zda se mu k neuve-
feni, ze je v celém mésté dost lidi, ktefi by dokazali snist tolik
cibule. Ma patnactiminutové pauzy na obéd. Ostatni chlapi —
stejné jako Nami — Setfi a misto obéda si jen zapali na beto-
novém molu pfistavu. Sedi na dfevénych bedynkach, potahuji
z lacinych cigaret a mlcky hledi na jezero.

V jimkach na misté, kde kdysi zjevné bylo jezero, usycha
¢ervena sira, vedlejsi produkt tézby. Méni se ve zlutou hmotu,
jejiz konec je v nedohlednu. Z této hmoty, po které se pohy-
buji postavy v bezpe¢nostnich helmach, se narezou velké zluté
bloky a ty se pak na nakladnich lodich prepravi siry chtivym
kupctim v Africe a Australii. V pozadi slehaji ze ¢tyt ¢ernych
vézi plameny.
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Po nékolika dnech agénie v pracovnim procesu se Nami
zac¢ina zocelovat. Mozoly ztvrdnou, bolest zad trva, ale
ustoupi za hranici vnimani. Po tydnu dostane prvni vyplatu,
je to jen pulka ze slibované c¢astky, protoze tu druhou mu
strhnou za bydleni na ubytovné. S penézi musi nakladat uvaz-
livé, zbyva mu sotva na jidlo, ale snazi se uspofit si na nové
kalhoty a kabat, aby si nepfipadal jako vesni¢an. Kdyz ma
hlad, pije hodné vody, aby ten pocit zahnal. Nejasné citi, ze by
si alespon jednou za tyden mél vyrazit mezi ostatni lidi, ktefi
nesmrdi rybinou a nemaji $pinu za nehty. Kdesi mezi jeho
védomim a podvédomim se také nezretelné zjevuje jakasi
postava, kterou sice nezna, ale z toho, Ze ma dlouhé vlasy
a prsa, usoudi, Ze se jedna o Zenu. Nezfetelné citi, Ze by ji rad
mél, ale pro nejasnost akce, kterou by bylo potfeba v tomto
sméru podniknout, celou zalezitost odlozi.

Voda na ubytovné tece jen hodinu rano, pokud vibec,
a stejné jen studend. V zimé se netopi. Podlaha z preklizky
pomalu uhniva. Kysely zapach ze zachodt prostupuje
vSechno, vsakuje se do stén, do obleceni, do vlasti, do pols-
tafe. V oknech misto skel panely z preklizky, vitr profukuje
skulinami. Postele jsou tvrdé, ale jisté ne tak jako uschly
travnik v parku pfed Majmunovou kleci. Noci jsou kratke,
Nami se budi a slysi vzdalujici se kroky nékterého spolubydli-
ctho, ktery odchdzi na sménu jesté diiv nez on.

Na pokoji Nami bydli s jedendcti dalsimi muzi. Ti prichazeji
tak unaveni, Ze se vecer jen svali do postele a spi. Na Sténice
si zvykli a nesnazi se s nimi bojovat. Jednou zvedne Nami
slamnik své postele a najde jich v ramu postele tisice. Chlapi
nemaji silu se hadat ani masturbovat. Nami si ob¢as vzpomene
na Zazu, ale kazda takova vzpominka je nemilosrdné pozname-
nana obrazem rytmicky se pohybujiciho ruského zadku, a tak
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ji rychle zazene. Rostou mu svaly. S ostatnimi téméf nemluvi,
jen s nékterymi si rano v umyvarné vyméni pozdrav.

Jednou rano se probudi, a je$té nez otevie oci, ztuhne.
Télem mu probéhne poznani a on uciti, jak mu tuhnou
vSechny svaly. Zavienymi vicky uz mu do hlavy tece elek-
trické svétlo z zarovky na stropé. Prsty na rukou jako by se
mu s kazdym tepem prodluzovaly a zase zkracovaly. Srdce
mu divoce bu$i. Ani nemusi sahat pod polstar, aby védél, ze
fialova ponozka s usporami je pry¢. Ruce pevné tiskne na
deku a o¢i ma stale zaviené. Nepodiva se kolem sebe, nikdo
mu stejné nic nefekne. Byl pitomy; Gspory na kabat jsou pry¢.
Odted si bude ddvat penize zdsadné do trenyrek, ke kterym
si je prispendli zaviracim $pendlikem. Zatne zuby a na uby-
tovné precka do jara.

%%

Nami ted pracuje ve vyrobé siry. Kdyz rdno za tmy prichazi
do aredlu zavodu, oc¢i ma jesté zalepené. Chodit musi pésky,
autobusy do zavodu nejezdi a zdavodni nakladak svazi jen kvali-
fikované délniky, ktefi uz ve vyrobé pracuji tak dlouho, ze vét-
$inou trpi rozedmou plic. Nami je jen mlady a nekvalifikovany
asfaltér, a tak chodi z ubytovny pésky, s rukama vrazenyma
hluboko do kapes obnosené cervené lyzarské bundy, kterou si
koupil na trhu; je sice z druhé ruky, ale hieje. Jde se skupinou
dalsich muzt, malokdo promluvi. Nékdy zbytkova vzdusna
vlhkost vytvofi na cesté v nerovnostech ledovou krustu, ktera
jim kfupe pod erdrnimi botami. Boty maji silné podrazky
z tvrdé gumy, a presto skrz né horky asfalt zanedlouho zac¢ne
palit a nepfestane az do konce smény. Na boty musi byt Nami
obzvlast opatrny, kdyby si je znicil, nové uz nedostane.

Cely den pak chodi za vozem, ze kterého vytéka horky asfalt.
Namimu pfipomina bortvkovy rozvar, ktery mu délala baba
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a lila na livance; nasdva nasladlou vani tekutého asfaltu, kterou
je pak cely prostoupeny. Rozhrnuje asfalt dfevénym hrablem.

Domu prichdzi za tmy a na bundé ma poprasek zlutého
sirového prachu. Nohy a plice ho pali, vétsinou jen dopadne
na kavalec, aniz by ztracel ¢as provadénim hygieny. Na tu je
¢as jen v nedéli; kdyz tece voda, rychle ze sebe pod ledovou
sprchou smyje tydenni $pinu a na chvili si pfestane smrdét.
Vypujci si ntizky a zastfihne si nehty na nohou i na rukou
a vlasy prerustajici pfes usi. Pak se vyda do mésta. Nemad
nikoho, koho by se zeptal, s kym by se poradil. Nevi ani, jak
se ma ptat; nevi, jak se jeho matka jmenuje ani jak vypada.
Nevi ani, jestli viibec zije. Hleda Zenu, jejiz existence je stejné
realna jako existence Ducha jezera.

Chodi na rtizna mista: do nadrazniho bufetu, ke stankim
na trhu, do ¢ajoven i lepsich kavaren (tam nahlizi jen ode
dveri, zpoza tézkych zavést se zlatym rasenim), patra ve
tvarich zen a hleda néco, ¢eho by se chytil. Nachdazi vétsinou
jen nezdjem nebo rozmazanou fasenku. Zeny ho ignoruji
nebo jeho smérem mavnou rukou, jako by zahanély otravného
ovada. Nejradsi chodi Nami do pfistavu, kde obcas potkava
lidi ze svych koncin, namofniky z ropnych tankert a rybare
s hlubokymi prosolenymi vraskami. Nevi, jak s nimi hovofit,
a tak si jen sedne k vedlejsimu stolu, pije rusky ¢aj z vysoké
sklenice a posloucha jejich hovor. Muzi mluvi o potrhanych
sitich, o uschlych stromech, o svych naladovych Zenach,
kolik soused®i ulehlo s nddorem, a témér vzdy o tom, jak byli
v bordelu nebo se do néj teprve chystaji.

Po jedné pitce vezmou Namiho s sebou. Verejny diim Sym-
fonie je misto jesté vice sklicujici, nez jeho ndzev napovida.
Hned za dvefmi je cosi jako pfijimaci mistnost s recepénim
pultem, kde tlusty chlap v teplakové soupravé vydava klice od
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pokojii a zaroven déld barmana. Unavené divky posedavaji na
u$mudlanych divanech, které jsou misty prosezené. Moc se
nepodobaji slecnam z katalogu na pradlo; na stehnech maji
celulitidu a modfiny a zpod kratkych kosilek jim lezou macaté
pupky. Pod nosem jim rasi knir, alespon nékterym z nich.
Nehty maji dlouhé a barevné a mezi nimi jim trci cigarety.

Nami se nedbale opira o recep¢ni pult a svétacky si divky
prohlizi. Nékteré z nich jsou spi§ zralé zeny, mohly by byt
jeho matkou. Zachyti pohled divky v pudrovych Satech; musi
tu byt nejmladsi, jisté ne o moc stars$i nez Nami sam. Divka
na néj hledi, ale ne vyzyvavé, spi§ unavené, prosebné. Nami
se nakloni k chlapikovi za pultem, ale ten v tu chvili pusti
naplno hudbu, bfeskné orientalni disko s ufvanou zpévac-
kou, takze Namiho dotaz na cenu zanikne v hluku. Podruhé
uz se nezepta. Chlapi do sebe ldmou jeden stakan koralky za
druhym a ani ne za pil hodiny jsou opili. Za¢nou poktikovat
na prostitutky, a ty jim otravené sedaji na klin. Divka v pud-
rovych $atech objima tlusty zatylek plesatého muze s postavou
vyslouzilého zapasnika; Nami se k nému ani nemusi nakla-
nét, aby si predstavil, jak ¢pi potem a cigaretami.

Nami si objedna Pepsi-Colu, poprvé v zivoté. Stoji tolik,
kolik Nami vydeéla za den. Zatimco se dévcata s chlapy vytra-
ceji do pokojli v zadni casti zarizeni, Nami zlstava sam se
svou lahvi Pepsi a brckem. Pije pomalu, chutna to lahodné
a sladce. Rukou prejizdi po chromovaném okraji pultu,
zatimco recepcni a spravce bordelu v jednom cte sportovni
stranku novin. Nami se zvedne a zepta se, kolik stoji pro-
najem jedné divky. Chlapek se zasméje a sdéli mu zakladni
sazby. Nami mu slusné podékuje a pomysli si, ze to je hodné.
Nasadi si ¢epici a vyjde ven. U chodniku s kvilenim zabrzdi
auto, vyskoci z néj chlapek s cepici na hlavé a ruksakem na
zadech a rychle bézi pry¢. Ridi¢ auta vystoupi a bézi za nim.
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Ruksak se ztézka houpe na zadech béziciho muze, fidi¢ ho
brzy dostihne, srazi k zemi a zac¢ne skrtit popruhem batohu.
Oba muzi spolu beze slov zapasi, ridi¢ se pak zvedne, jesté do
leziciho muze kopne a jde zpatky ke svému autu. Nastartuje
arychle odjede. Nami se skloni nad lezicim muZem a pomtize
mu se posadit. Muz ma na tvari krvacejici sram a place.

Na ubytovné Nami spésné masturbuje a pak se dlouho pre-
valuje, nez se mu podafi usnout.
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Translated from Czech by Alex Zucker

The labour bazaar is a collection of men garbed in every colour of
mourning, reeking of humanity and unwashed clothes, arranged
in ranks of three or four across. Most stand silently, staring down
at the ground with a look of resignation, their work-worn hands
ingrained with dirt, clenched into fists. Every time a car with a
potential employer stops on the road, or brakes to slow down
and look, the men draw themselves up straight and suck in their
bellies. A hand pops out of the car window and beckons someone
with a finger. Three or four men dash out of line towards the car,
to negotiate with the owner of the hand. Then, after a brief tussle,
one or two hired men climb into the car and their places in the
front rank are quickly filled in by the foot soldiers behind them.
Off to the right stands an army of women workers for hire -
cleaning ladies, gardeners, childminders. There is a murmur of
conversation broken by outbursts of laughter. It reminds Nami of
lying in the garden in spring, underneath the cherry tree, listen-
ing to the buzz of bees in the treetop.

Nami stands at the tail end of the third row. He isn’t picked
all afternoon, none of the potential employers even so much
as look at him, nobody points a finger at him and asks how
many bags of cement he can carry. As dusk falls, the crowd
slowly disperses, but Nami still stands there, shifting his
weight from foot to foot, chilled right through. The woman
he helped with her shopping would give him a cup of tea,
maybe even a clean bed, but he shudders at the memory of her
pungent body odour and creaking rubber sandals.
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He spends the night in the park, in front of Maimun’s cage.
He sleeps only intermittently, shaking with cold, but is more
or less refreshed when he wakes in the morning, though his
ears and nose are frozen. As the market vendors open their
stalls, Nami buys a mug of sweet black tea and a cabbage
pancake. The day is a bit more welcoming today, the sun
trying to break through the clouds, but a cold wind blows.
Nami goes to queue at the work bazaar again. He’s early today
and gets a place in the second row. Some of the faces he recog-
nises from the previous day. He greets them with a nod, then
they proceed to ignore each other right through till evening,
except when one of them saves the place for someone who
needs to urinate.

According to Nami’s calculations, the customers choose
about a fifth of the available workforce every day. So five
days should do it. But it takes twice that long. His money is
running out and every night is colder than the one before. He
smells. His hair itches.

Then, one day, a guy in a pickup truck comes and points
to Nami and two other men. Without any questions, he loads
them into the bed of the truck and drives them to a ware-
house in the port, where they will be paid to unload cargo
from ships. It’s hard work; one of the men shatters his ankle
during the first shift. Nami has no gloves, and after just a
few hours, his hands are covered in bloody blisters. His back
aches from lifting and carrying crates of carrots and onions.
He finds it hard to believe the city has enough people to eat
that many onions. They get a 15-minute break for lunch. The
other men, like Nami, are trying to save money. Instead of
lunch, they just light up a smoke, out on the concrete pier.
They sit atop the wooden crates, sucking on their cheap ciga-
rettes, gazing silently out at the lake.
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Red sulphur, a by-product of mining, sits cooling in pits
on the lakeside. As it cools it turns to a yellow mass, stretch-
ing out of sight. Figures in safety helmets move about on the
mass, chopping it into big yellow blocks, which are shipped to
sulphur-hungry buyers in Africa and Australia. Flames lick
from the four black towers in the background.

After several agonizing days on the job, Nami starts to
toughen up. His calluses harden, and the back pain continues,
but drops below the threshold of perception. After a week,
he gets his first pay. It’s only half what they promised. They
deduct half his wages for living in the dormitory. Nami has
to manage his funds judiciously. He barely has enough left for
food, but wants to save up for a new coat and trousers, so he
won't feel like a villager. When he’s hungry, he drinks water to
make the feeling go away. He has a vague notion that he ought
to go out at least once a week, to be around people who don’t
smell of fish and have dirt beneath their nails. Also, some-
where in between his conscious and subconscious is the faint
image of a person he doesn’t recognise, but judging from the
long hair and breasts, he concludes that it’s a woman. He has
a feeling he should like her, but given how unclear it is what
action he should take, he decides to postpone the matter.

The water in the dormitory works just one hour each
morning, if at all, and only runs cold. There is no heat. The
plywood floor is rotting, and the sour smell from the toilets
permeates everything, seeping into the walls, his clothes,
hair, pillow. Instead of glass, the window frames are filled
with plywood. Wind blows through the cracks. The beds are
hard, though certainly softer than the dried-up lawn in the
park in front of Maimun’s cage. Nights are short. Nami wakes
to the sound of footsteps from another worker, whose shift
starts even earlier than his.
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Nami shares his room with 11 other men. They come home
so tired that at night they just collapse into their beds and fall
asleep. Theyre so used to bedbugs at this point, they don’t
even bother. Once, Nami lifted his mattress and discovered
thousands of them, all over the bed frame. The men don’t
have strength to argue, not even to masturbate. Every so often,
Nami remembers Zaza, but the memory is always tainted by
the image of a Russian rear end moving up and down, so he
quickly banishes it from his mind. His muscles are growing.
He scarcely speaks to the other men, apart from exchanging
greetings in the washroom in the morning.

One morning, he wakes with a start before he even opens
his eyes. A shock of realization runs through him as he feels
his muscles stiffen. The light from the electric bulb on the
ceiling pours through his closed eyelids into his head. His
heart pounds wildly. With each beat, his fingers seem to get
longer and shorter again. He doesn’t even need to reach under
his pillow to know that the purple sock with his savings in
it is gone. He presses his hands firmly against the blanket,
eyes still shut. No point looking round, no one will tell him
anything anyway. He was stupid; the money he was saving up
to buy a coat is gone. From now on, earnings go in his under-
wear, that’s it. Attached with a safety pin. He grits his teeth
and sticks it out in the dormitory till spring.

%%

Now Nami works in the sulphur plant. His eyes are still glued
shut as he walks to work in the dark every morning. He has to
go on foot. The buses don’t run to the factory, and the factory
lorry only takes the skilled labourers who have been working
at the plant so long that most of them suffer from emphysema.
Nami is just a young, unskilled asphalt layer, so he walks from
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the dormitory, hands shoved deep into the pockets of the
worn red ski jacket he bought at the market - second-hand,
but at least it keeps him warm. He walks with a group of men.
Hardly anyone says a word. Sometimes the residual humidity
in the air forms an icy crust on the uneven parts of the road
that crunches under their factory-issue boots. The boots have
a thick sole of hard rubber, but even so, the hot asphalt burns
right through them and doesn’t stop until the end of the shift.
Nami takes particular care of his boots; they won’t give him a
new pair if he ruins these.

All day long he walks behind a truck with hot asphalt
flowing out of it. It reminds Nami of the blueberry syrup his
grandmother used to make and pour on top of his pancakes.
He breathes in the sweet smell of liquid asphalt, until his entire
body is steeped in it. He spreads the asphalt with a wooden rake.

He walks home in the dark with a dusting of yellow sulphur
on his jacket. Legs and lungs burning, most nights he just col-
lapses onto his bunk, without bathing or even brushing his
teeth. The only day he has time for hygiene is on Sundays,
when the water is running. Standing under the icy shower, he
quickly washes off the week’s dirt and, for a while, ceases to
smell. Then he borrows a pair of scissors to cut his fingernails
and toenails and the hair growing over his ears, and goes
into the city. He has no one he could ask, no one to consult.
He wouldn’t know how to ask. He doesn’t know his mother’s
name or what she looks like. He doesn’t even know whether
she’s alive. He’s looking for a woman whose existence is as
real as the Spirit of the Lake.

He makes the rounds: the train station snack bar, the stalls
at the market, the tearooms, even the more upscale cafés
(where he can only look in from the door, from behind the
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heavy, gold pleated curtains), searching the faces of women,
looking for something he might latch onto. Mostly what he
finds is just indifference or smeared mascara. The women
either ignore him or wave him off like they were shooing away
a pesky fly. What Nami likes best is going to the harbour,
where sometimes he runs into people from his neck of the
woods, sailors from the oil tankers and fishermen with deep
salty wrinkles. He doesn’t know how to talk to them, so he
just takes a seat at a table next to theirs and drinks Russian
tea from a tall glass as he listens in on the men’s conversa-
tion. They talk about torn nets, withered trees, their moody
women, how many of their neighbours have come down with
cancer, and, almost always, their visits to the brothel or their
plans to go again.

After one night out drinking, they take Nami with them.
The Symphony house of pleasure is an even more depressing
place than its name suggests. Just inside the door is a sort of
reception area with a counter where a fat man in a tracksuit
hands out the keys to the rooms while doubling as bartender.
Weary girls lounge on grungy divans sprinkled round the
room. They don’t look much like the ladies in the lingerie
catalogues; their thighs are covered in cellulite and bruises,
and their chubby bellies poke from beneath their too-short
shirts. Moustaches sprout on the upper lips of at least a few of
the girls. Cigarettes jut from between their fingers, with long
and colourful nails.

Nami casually leans against the counter, trying to act
worldly as he looks over the women. Some are clearly old
enough to be his mother. He catches the eye of a girl in a
powdery dress — she must be the youngest, can’t be much older
than him. The girl stares back at Nami, but not in a seductive
way; the look on her face is weary, pleading. Nami leans over
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to the man behind the counter, but just then the music comes
on full blast, a brisk Middle Eastern disco song with a wailing
singer, drowning out Nami’s inquiry about price. He doesn’t
attempt it a second time. The men toss back one shot after
another, and in less than half an hour they’re drunk. They
start yelling at the prostitutes, who sit on their laps looking
bored and annoyed. The girl in the powdery dress wraps her
arms around the fat neck of a bald man with the build of a
veteran wrestler. Nami can imagine the reek of sweat and cig-
arettes, he doesn’t even need to get near.

Nami orders a bottle of Pepsi-Cola, first time in his life. It
costs as much as he earns in a day. The girls drift off with the
men to the rooms in back, leaving Nami alone with his Pepsi.
He drinks slowly, through a straw, the taste is sweet and deli-
cious. He runs his hand along the chrome edge of the counter,
while the receptionist-slash-brothel manager reads the local
sports pages. Nami gets up and asks how much it costs to
hire a girl. The guy laughs and tells him the basic rates. Nami
thanks him politely and thinks to himself, That’s a lot. He
puts on his cap and walks out.

Outside, a car squeals to a stop at the kerb. A man with a
cap on his head and a knapsack on his back jumps out and
runs away. The driver of the car gets out and chases after him.
The knapsack bounces heavily on the man’s back as he runs.
The driver soon catches up, knocks him to the ground and
starts strangling him with one of the straps on the backpack.
The two men struggle wordlessly for several moments, then
the driver gets up, kicks the man on the ground and walks
back to his car. He starts the engine and speeds away. Nami
bends over the fallen man and helps him to sit up. The man
has a bleeding scratch on his face and is crying.
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Back at the dormitory, Nami hurriedly masturbates, then
tosses and turns a long time before managing to fall asleep.
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Biography

Born in 1978 in Didymoteicho, Kallia Papadaki grew up in Thessaloniki and studied econom-
ics in the United States, and film at the Stavrakos Film School in Athens. Her third book, the
novel Aevépitec (Dendrites, 2015), received a Centre national du livre development grant in 2012,
was shortlisted for Best Novel (Anagnostis magazine) and won a Young Author Award (Clepsy-
dra journal). Her short story collection The Back-Lot Sound (2009) won the New Writers Award
(Diavazo journal). In 2011, she was selected to participate in the Scritture Giovani project at the
Mantova, Hay and Berlin literary festivals.

Papadaki works as a professional screenwriter. September, her first feature script, won the
International Balkan Fund Script Development Award, received a Nipkow scholarship, and pre-
miered at the 48th Karlovy Vary Film Festival.

Synopsis

When Minnie's teenage troublemaker brother goes missing, her Puerto Rican mother dies of
sadness. The Campanis family decides to take Minnie in: Susan, the ex-hippy mother; Basil, the
second-generation Greek-American stepfather; and Leto, Minnie’s classmate.

Adolescents and adults in crisis-ridden 1980s Camden, New Jersey, must deal with hard times,
as action gains perspective through flashbacks to previous generations of Greek and other
immigrants. Dendrites is a term used to describe a form of snowflake, and like snowflakes,
Minnie and Basil, Leto and Susan are unique as they swirl in the air and melt away. This is a novel
about wanting to belong; a story about immigration and its quest for a meaningful life; a tale of
lost second chances, failed marriages, and broken careers; a book about how big dreams, small
gestures, and unspoken words can create minute cracks that bring down walls, buildings and
lives. Some cracks come from family history; others from current decisions. There is a crack in
everything. But, as Leonard Cohen has said, that’s how the light gets in.
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O NAog dvel vwyxelikd miow and tnv mOAN Tov Kdpvtev, tn
OTLyHn mov 1 Antw mapanatd kat okOPet va déoel To AvToO
NG KopdOVL 0TNV AKpn TOv SpOHOV, KL VWD ATEVAVTL TNG
T0 0XOAKO Aew@opeio Tov dnpov Staocyilel votoduTikd TN
Aew@Opo pe HOTO 0TO OKapl TOV TIG «ioeg evKalpieg oTNV
ekmaidevony, Statpavwvovtag To Sikaiwpa kabe pabntn ave-
EapTNTWG PUANG, XPWHATOG KAl OLKOVOULIKNG ETUPAVELAG V'
amohapPdvet Ta ida mpovopa otn dnpoota eknaidevon, oto
napdBupo tov PAEnet yavtlwuévn tn Mive, pe TG pavptdepég
OYOVPEG, KOVTOOVPENEVEG KOTOISEG, va KoLTAleL Tépa, TEpa
HaKPLA, TTPOG TO TOTAL TOL NTEAayovEp, Kal aKOUN TILO TEPA,
npog T Pihadédgeta d6mov et 0 TATEPAG TNG IOV TOVG EYKA-
TéNewye OTAV N 1dla HTAV HwpO Kat SEV TOV YVWPLOE TIOTE, Kl
av €XEL pLa €LKOVA TOV @UAAYUEVN ot uviun eivat ot §ebw-
PLACUEVEG TOV HTIOTEG TIOV PpTKe OTO TTATAPL, VOVUpEPO 48, Kal
TIG €Kave YAAOTPeG, ¢Pale xwpa kat Aimaopa kat gUTEYE péoa
TOVG Ta Hwpd QacoALa TNG Yla To padnua tng fotavoloyiag.

H Mivt pével og [ YELTOVIA Kako@nun, He ykpila métpiva
OTITIA IOV "XOUV XAOEL TO X PWHA TOVG, 0 XpOVOG Ta "Xet prpa&et
OHOLOpOPPA, Kal péoa oTN OLAHOLPACUEVT] AOXNHLA TOVG
vmdpxeL appovia, Sev oe Eevilet n eykatadetupévn mETpa, eival
oav va N A&&eye co@d o Xpovog, Ta gpeimia kovBalodv To
naperBov oxedov evAaPikd, paptvpodv Tnv avBpwmivny @Lro-
dokia mov TN paTAiwoE 0 POVG TWV YEYOVOTWYV, KATOLKOL KAt
gpeima ovvumdpyovv £xovtag mia anodextel TN @Hopd, kat
Hovo ta Bpddia mov VUXTWVEL VWPIG, TWPA TTOV XeL TILAOEL VA
Xelpwvidlet, oPatat kaveig, ToTe oLV kpvPeTal n wiépta Twv
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KTLplwV 0TV TAX VN TNG OKOTELVLAG KAL T] HOPPT) TOVG AVAKTA
KATL O TNV TPOTEPN alxpunpn aiyAn tng kat ot dvBpwmot,
ya va Eopkicovv TNV KAAoov VN TNG VUXTAG IOV TEPTEL OAV
Baloapo mMAvVw OTN PHUAYREVN TETPA KAl TNV KAAOTITEL, Yi-
VOVTAL TEPATA, U TUXOV KL OVELPEVTOVY TIwG TOVG A&Lle kATt
KaAOTepO kat amapvnBovv tn dvoTvyn pHoipa Tovg. H Mivi
kateBaivel and 1o Aewgopeio kat Palel T odka TNG OTNV
TAQTN, XapeTd W €va PLlacTikd KovVNHa Tov Xeptol Tov pedl-
Kavo NG @iro, Tov Miykél to xtamddi, tov odnyo, TuAiyetal
070 eha@pl NG T{AKeT, Kat e To PAEUpa UmpooTd, TpExeL
napdAAnAa pe Tov KoATioko Tov NIoUTOV TTOV EQATITETAL OTO
popykav Bidat( yia va evwBei ota SuTikd pe To TOTAWL TOV
Ntélayovep, mov katadvvaoTtevel TNV TOAN Kat TN PovAtalet
oe pla mavtoTviy OABepn vypacia kal oTa emMOYLAKA aALpO-
Bopa KOVVOLTILA TIOV TPEPOVTAL ATO TA OTACLUA VEPA Kal Ta
avBpwmiva vavayta Tov mapanotapov Kovmep.

«Nwpig np0eg», Tnv MAnpogopel n pava tng anod 10 eoWTEPL-
KO NG kovlivag kat n Mivi, §émvon, agrvel tn oxolikn odka
otov 814dpopo Tov LodyeloV SlapeplopaTog Kal EQopud 0To
OaAOVL, TaipVvel TO TNAEKOVTPOA KL avoiyel Tnv TnAeopaon,
«tCipog», Sev €xouv Swael akoun nuepounvia yia to mote Ba
npoPAndel 1o emetoodio Tov Ntdlag, mpémel emTéAovg va
nabet motog mupoPoinoe tov TCéL Ap, mdve €€ urveg and tov
MEPACHEVO MAPTN IOV TO EPWTNHA TIAPAUEVEL AVATIAVTNTO,
KovTeVeL va uret 0 NoguPpng ki akoun Sev éxovv e&ixvid-
oet v vmobeon, 6do To Kahokaipt avalwdnke ota MOLOG
Kat ylati, unrke ZentéuPpng kt avabdappnoe n Mivi, frav va
Eexvrioet n tnheomTikn 0eldv, Ba éumavav ta Tpdypata oTn
0éon Tovg, pa yla kakn Tng TOXN ot nbomotol anepyodoav, Kt
auTo e adpLOTOV KL aro ZentépuPpn eimave OkTwPpn, KL amod
OxktwPpn Noéuppn, KATOL 0TA LLOA, AYAVAKTNOE 0 KOOHOG Vat
TEPLUEVEL, KAL YLA VAL TOV LVIPLYKAPOVY KAl VA TOV KPATHOOVV

The European Union Prize for Literature 2017 55



Aevdpiteg

(eoto ot mapaywyoi tov ZipmEg épi€av Aadt ot QwTid Kat
otnv 006vn Twv Tnhebeatwv mapéhacav oAtyolenta Tpéthep
pe mbavég exdoyxég yla To motog fTav o mapaliyo dohogovog,
povvtwoav &avd ot ov{NTHOELS, Ha Tt KakO KL avTd, TO {HLOO
KaoT frav dvvdpet Sohogovot, kt 1 Mivt 6do To kalokaipt
¢Pale otoixnua mwg tov T{éL Ap Tov mupoBoAnoe n pdva Tov
1 g EANN, 1000 TNG ixe KAVEL TNG KAKOUOIPAG, YLaTi oav TOV
novo Tov divovv oL ovyyeveig Oev €xel peyaldTEPO, KL 60O TILO
otevol ot deapoi, T000 mo Pavavoa oe onuadevovy, ki o IInt,
0 peyalog TnG adep@og, 3 ZentéuPpn HTAV, OKWOE TO AEPO-
BoAo katl TNV METVXE OTOV ApLoTEPO TNG WHO Kt EByade nf Mivt
fia Kpavyn, oNKwoe aTo TOdL TN YELTOVLA, KL eKeivog yehovoe
Kat tng {nrodoe ovyyvwpn, nwg dev to ‘Bele, To Kave TaAXA
Kkatd AadBog, Aabn yivovtal, avBpwmiva eivat, kat Ta Opoppa
patia Tng Miv eiyav yivel oav Kovpmotpumeg and Tov mOVO,
Kt and ta dakpva mov avdPruiav Bodwoav, kat ToTe HEepe 0T
aArfela wg exeivn okoTwoe Tov TCEL Ap.

«Eikoot pia Noepppiov gimav Oa to Seifovvr», n Mivt otpéget
TO KEQAAL YL V' AVTIKPIOEL TN HAVA TNG VA LAGOVAAEL KATL IOV
potalet pe Tnyaviopévn umavdva kat tTo ovopdlovv mAdtavo
oto Zav Xovdv, 1 idta to oaivetal 0Tn yebon Kal TNV ver
amod TOTE OV TNG TO XWOAV TPWTN YOpd OTO OTOUA UE TO
Copt, kL ag mpoomabel va tnv meioel n TOAVEEPN KL agtkivTn
Aovioa mwg eivat xapnAo oe odryapa kat £Xel peyaAn mept-
EKTIKOTNTA 0€ KAALO kat Kahd Ba kdvel v agrjoet Tig KOVEEG
Kat Tig tdlotporieg kat va ovpPipaocTtei pe to Tt givar kalod yU
aUTNY, YlaTi N yvwon €pXETaL apyd yla va TpoPTATEL avTa
yta ta omoia n Bvyatépa tng Ba petaviwoel, kat 1 Mive pe
TNV TAQTH yuptopévn kat Tnyv TnAedpaon va mailet, mavw mov
etowpaletal va pwtnoet Tt Ba gave 1o Ppddv ylati mewvael
oav A0kog, viwbel dagva tnv atpoc@atpa nAeKTPLOLEVT, KL
OMwG T0 Qwg Eemepvd TOV X0 Og TaXLTNTA, £TOL Kat ot Aé€elg
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EpXovTal apEows HeTd, Eeomovy oav paviaopéves PpovTeg,
«TLTIYEG KL €KAVEG 0TA HaAALd ooV, Tavabeld og;» Kat oav va
HnV é@Tave avto, ta Atydtaopéva and to payeipepa ddxTula
NG Aovioa tpaPovv 0, Tt éxel amopeivel and TiG KOTOIdEG va
Eexel\woet, Aeg kat To TPAPNyHd Tovg Ba emavagépet O, Tt €xet
o XaOed.

Kovtevel évreka 1o Ppadv kit o IInt dev €xet pavel, n untépa
TNG TNYALVOEPXETAL 0TO OAAOVL Kat 1 Mivt, TAypévn pe T
HAAA v Taudikn NG KovPépTa otV dKpn TOL Kavaré, Tpo-
OTIOLEITAL TTWG KATATLAVETAL e SVOETIAVTEG AOKNOELG paldn-
patikav. «Tu wpa mye;» Eavapwtd n Aovica yia moANooTr|
Qopd, kat dev TEPIUEVEL OVTE TIAPVEL ATAVTNOT), «TTOTE TOV
eideg tehevtaia @opd;» kat n Mivt Sixwg va onkwoel To
BAéppa amd to PiPAio tng yehlilel, «papd, oov eina, 1pOe
070 oX0Aeio», Kt 1) Aovica Pyaivet amd To calovL, avoiyet Tnv
ewmopTa kL akpoPatel oTa Ayootd TETpaywvikd Tov mefo-
Spopiov, cav va ovhloyiCetar av mpénet va Staoxioel Tov
Opopo, Aeg Kal 0TO avTimepa AKPo TOL KVAAEL HavIaoUEVa Eva
AMEANTIKO TOTAL, KAl 1] AVAOLXN @Lyovpa Tng Staypdgetal
ala@poioKlwTn va mapamnaiet HEoa amo Tig davTeAwTEG Kovp-
TIVEG, KL 1] OKLA TNG YLYAVTWVETAL OTOVG TOXOVG KL alwpeitatl
TAVW Ao TOV KAVATE, TAVW Ao To KePAAL TNG Mivi, oav Kako
pavtato. Eivat twpa mepaocuéveg dwdeka, n Aovioa pe ta dvo
™G xépta otnpilet 1o keQaAt TG oto TpamélL Tng kovlivag, n
Mivt AayOKOLHATAL OTOV KAVATE, KL AVAULETA TOVG KEITETAL TO
TNAéQWVO olwnnAd, kaveig Sev yvwpilet Timota, ot dvo Tov
KOAANTOL BpiokovTal amd vwpig 0Ta OTiTIA TOVG, 1] ACTLVOUIA
dev €xel Kavéva dlapwTIoTIKO oTOLKELD, av KATL TpoKVYeL Oa
elQOTOL0EL VO [NV avnovXovy, Kal To TNAépwvo otn Béon
TOV, POVPO KL ATTOKOOUO OAV TIG OKEYELG TIOV QTIAXVEL PE TO
vou TnG 1 Aovioa kL ovelpeveTal and omovta n Mivt.
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Kovtevet va Enuepwoet kat o IInt dev €xet akopun @avei, n
Aovioa mapapévet otnv idta B¢omn, ki gival To cwpa TNG Ano-
Koppévo Bapidt mov €xace to (Vyt Tov, 1 Mivt TVAtypévn
0T HAAALY KOVPEPTa KAVEL AVIIOVXO VTTVO GTOV KAVATE,
Kt 0 NALOG pmaivel SloTakTikd and to mapabvpo kat wtilet
ONEG TIG OKOVIOHEVEG YWVIEG, TOVG XTECLVOUG LOTOVG ATIO TIG
EPYATIKEG aApdy Ve, Ta YixOLAQ TOV YWUIOD OTO TATWHA, TN
@Bopd katl TNy eykatdAenyn mov mpokaleoe pia voxta fadiag
ONiyng, kat n Aovica onkwvetal ayvya and TNV KapékAa,
avafet to patt TG kovlivag ki eTolpdlel pe UnxXavikég Kivn-
O€LG AV YA paTLa e AemTéG Awpideg HIEkoV Kat gpuyaviopévo
Yowpi alelppévo pe faxapn kat papyapivi.

[Tiow tng otéketal i ayovpofumvnuévn Mivt pe Ta paAAid
avakata and Tov VITVO Kal To oTopdXt ddeto va yovpyovpilet
ano v meiva, tpafdet tnv dkpn g Eebwplaopévng poumag
pa 8ev maipvel andvTnomn, «papd, Tt wpa eivay pwTa Xopn-
Aopwva unv tnv tpopdel pe tnv mapdtalpn anaitnon T,
Kt 1l Aovica potdlet pe @dvraopa, ta mapanaviota Tng KA
dev aykaAtdlovy mia To cwpa OTWG TPpwTa, Ba Enalpve dpko
KAVELG TG Ta povxa TNG KpERATAV HECA O€ Lia OoVAXa VOXTa
KOl Ol OTPOYYVAEUEVOL TNG WHOL EYELPAV UTTPOOTA KL ATIOKA-
pa, «TL wpa eivaty» empevel n Mivy, kat n Aovica oav vrvw-
TIOPEVN avolyel Ta vTovAdmia, Byalet ta Bapmd ano tn xpnon
Kal TOV XpOvo oepPitola, «dpa yia Tpwivo, wpa yla TPwivox»
povoloyel kat oTpwvet ano ocvvrdeta To Tpamé(L yia TpELG.

Tpwve padi Tnv dpa mov Ta StmAavd omitia eival akoun oke-
TAOUEVA HE TNV TIPWLVT) axA] KL oLt §pOUoL OAOyvpa TELGHATLKA
OlWTOVY, 0€ Lo wpa oha B8 alld&ovv, n Aovica to yvwpilet
nwg oav Enpepwoet timota dev Ba vat to idto Kkt £xel evamo-
0éoel TI eATideg TNG 0° AV TO TO HECOSLATTNA TTOV Ol OKEYELG
NG oav oKLEG ovoTéAAovTal kat dtaoTéAAovTal oTov Xpovo,
va KaADYouV 00a TETPAYWVIKA TPOOHOVHG TNG avAAoyovV
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akopn, mpv TN Ppovv Ta pavTaTta mov Yuxavepifetat, yoti o
Ytog Tng eival HTAeYUEVOG [LE CUUHOPIEG KAl VAPKWTIKA, TNG
TO ‘TIave amod TNV ekkAnoia Twv Bantiotwv yia va tn ovverti-
OOVV Kal va Tr @€povv oTov dpopo Tov Kvpiov, kat keivn dvo
BOopddeg TalavTevTnKe, TL Kat OOV w@eAel va améxel and
TOV EKKANOLAOUO, Va Sla@épel Kal V' aVTIOTEKETAL OTNV TIPO-
oTayn TNG TOTUKAG KOVOTNTAG, Lo gival Tov péoa Tng dev éxel
peivet miotn ki eAmida yia devTEpeg Kal TPiTEG eVKaLpieg MOV
TEQTOVV oav pdvva €€ ovpavol Kkat TPEPOVV va XOPTATOLV
TOVG XPOVLIAL CTEPTHEVOLG.

H Mivt etopalet Tnv 104vta tng Kat Tpéxet va mpoAdfet to
0X0oAkO Aew@opeio, | Aovica Tpafd To okapund Tng kovdivag
Kat kaBetat umpootd 0to mapdbupo pe TNV KovpTiva TpaPny-
Hévn, N Mivt Tpéxel miow amod to Aew@opeio mov emtayxvVeL, 1
Aovica agovykpdletal TV avamnvorn tng, £va coVpoLlo amod
ETEPOYPOVIOUEVA «YLATE, €AV KAl UATIWG», TNV eYKAwPilovv
0TO OWUA TNG KAl T1) 0QupoKoToLV, N Mivt xdvel anod ta pdtia
NG TO Aew@opeio mOV avanTOOooEL TAXVTNTA OTN Aew@OpO,
Kat yivetat pa toon da tpepdpevn kovkkida oTny dkpn Tov
Babvkokkivov opiovta, kat n Aovica maipvetl avdoeg Babdiég,
méavel 1o 0Tr00¢ kat cwptaletat 0To MATWUA, yrati  Kapdid
Oev OéAel o va KaTOLKEL €A 07 AVTO TO CWHA, KAl T OQLY-
Hévn NG, onkwpévn ypobid eivat n andde&n tng éoxatng Kt
ateAé0QOPNG HAXNG.
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Translated from Greek by Irene Noel-Baker

The sun sets indolently behind the town of Camden, while
Leto trips and bends down to tie her shoelaces at the side of
the road, and opposite her the municipal school bus crosses
the avenue south west, a motto along its side with “equal
opportunities in education,” proclaiming the right of every
pupil regardless of race, colour or wealth to enjoy the same
privileges of a state education. She sees Minnie’s face glued to
the window, her darkish, curly braids cropped short, gazing
far, far away, to the Delaware River, and further still towards
Philadelphia, where her father lives, who abandoned them
when she was a baby, and whom she’s never known, and if
there is one image she has kept in her memory it is the worn
out boots she found in the attic, size 14, which she made into
flower pots, putting in earth and fertiliser and planting bean
sprouts, for her botany class.

Minnie lives in a run down neighbourhood, with grey stone
houses that have faded, time has worn them down evenly,
and in their uniform ugliness there is harmony, the neglected
stone does not seem out of place, it’s as if time has wisely
sculpted it, the ruins bear the past almost with reverence,
witness to a human ambition thwarted with the passage of
time, the people and ruins co-exist, having accepted by now
the decay, and only in the evenings when night arrives early,
now, as winter sets in, is one afraid, when the wretchedness of
the buildings is hidden beneath the rimy blackness, and their
shapes recover something of their early, piercing glory and
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the people - to exorcize the benevolence of a night that falls
like balsam on the battered stone and covers it — turn into
monsters, lest they dream of deserving something better, and
reject their unlucky fate. Minnie gets off the bus and puts her
school bag on her back, waves a quick goodbye to her Mexican
friend, Miguel the octopus, the driver, and shrugs down into
her thin jacket, looking straight ahead, and runs alongside
the gulf of Newton adjacent to Morgan Village and joining
the Delaware River to the west, where it dominates the town
and floods it in eternal, gloomy damp and seasonal blood-
sucking mosquitoes, that thrive on the stagnant waters and
human shipwrecks of the Cooper tributary.

“You're early,” her mother informs her from inside the kitchen
and Minnie, out of breath, leaves her school bag in the hall of
the ground floor flat and goes straight to the living room,
picks up the remote and turns on the television, “nothing,”
they still haven’t given a date for when they’re showing the
next episode of Dallas, she needs to find out finally who shot
JR, it’s been six months since last March and the question is
still left hanging, it’s almost November now and they haven’t
solved the mystery, the entire summer was taken over with
who did it and why, it turned September and Minnie took
heart, the television season was due to begin, everything
would be sorted out, but she was unlucky, the actors were on
strike, indefinitely, and after September October came and
went, and after October November, and somewhere along
the line people got tired of waiting, and to keep their viewers
interested and eager the producers of CBS threw oil on the
flames and put trailers onto TV screens lasting a few seconds
each with possible versions of who was almost a murderer, the
debates flared up again, and how wicked was that? Half the
cast were potential murderers, and all summer Minnie laid
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a bet that JR was shot by his mother Miss Ellie, he’d treated
her badly enough, the poor thing, because there is no pain
greater than what your relatives bring, and the closer the ties,
the more brutally they scar you, and Pete, her older brother,
it was the 3rd of September, picked up his air rifle and caught
her in the left shoulder, and Minnie let out a shriek, roused
the entire neighbourhood, and he was laughing and saying
sorry, he didn’t mean it, he did it by mistake, mistakes happen,
it’s human, and Minnie’s lovely eyes had turned to pinpricks
from the pain, and her welling tears had dimmed them, and
then she knew for certain that she had shot JR.

“21st of November they said they’d show it,” Minnie turns her
head and sees her mother chewing something that looks like
fried banana and they call it plantain in San Juan, she herself
can’t stand the taste and feel of it ever since they shoved it into
her mouth for the first time, and however much the omnisci-
ent and tireless Louisa tries to persuade her it’s low in sugars
and has a high concentration of potassium, and that she would
do better to stop being so stubborn and difficult and adapt to
what’s good for her, since knowledge arrives too late to prevent
the things her daughter will regret, and Minnie with her back
turned and the television blaring, about to ask what they’re
having for dinner because she’s as hungry as a wolf, feels the
electricity in the room, and as light travels faster than sound,
so the words come directly after it, like a thunderclap, “What
have you gone and done to your hair, dammit?” and as if that
wasn’t enough, Louisa’s fingers, greasy from cooking, yank at
what’s left of her braids to undo them, as if pulling them will
bring back what’s gone.

It’s almost 11 at night and Pete hasn’t turned up, her mother
wanders in and out of the living room and Minnie, wrapped
in her old woollen baby blanket at the end of the sofa,
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pretends to be caught up in intractable mathematical prob-
lems. “What time is it?” asks Louisa for the 100th time, and
doesn’t wait for or get a reply, “when did you last see him?”
and Minnie without looking up from her book mutters,
“Mum, I told you, he was at school today,” and Louisa goes
out of the living room, opens the front door and weaves about
on the few squares of pavement, as if she is deciding whether
to cross the road, as if on its far side a threatening river flows
wildly, and her worried figure is faintly delineated, stagger-
ing, through the lace curtains, and her shadow grows giant-
like on the walls and hovers above the sofa, above Minnie’s
head, like a bad omen. It’s now after 12, Louisa sits at the
kitchen table with her head in her hands, Minnie catnaps on
the sofa, and between them the telephone sits silent, nobody
knows anything, his two best friends came home early, the
police have nothing enlightening to say, if anything turns up
they’ll call, not to worry, and the phone sits in its place, dumb
and unearthly like the thoughts conjured up in Louisa’s mind
and rebounding in Minnie’s dreams.

It’s nearly daybreak and Pete hasn’t appeared yet, Louisa is
still in the same position, her body a dropped weight with its
counterweight gone, Minnie wrapped in the woollen blanket
sleeps uneasily on the sofa, and the sun hesitantly comes in
through the window and lights up all the dusty corners, yester-
day’s webs left by busy spiders, the breadcrumbs on the floor,
the decay and neglect provoked by a night of deep sorrow,
and Louisa gets up listlessly from the chair, turns on the gas
ring and mechanically prepares fried eggs with thin slices of
bacon and pieces of toast spread with sugar and margarine.

Minnie stands behind her, just woken up, with her hair
dishevelled from sleep and her empty stomach rumbling with
hunger, she tugs at the edge of the faded dressing gown but
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gets no answer, “Mummy, what time is it?” she asks softly
not to startle her with unnecessary demands, and Louisa
looks like a ghost, her excess weight no longer hugging her
body as before, you could swear that overnight her clothes
have started to hang off her, and her curved shoulders have
slumped forward and given up, “what time is it?” insists
Minnie, and Louisa as if hypnotised opens the cupboards,
brings out tableware dulled by years of use, “Time for break-
fast, time for breakfast,” she says to herself and lays the table
for three, out of habit.

They eat together while the neighbouring houses are still
obscured by morning mist and the roads around are stub-
bornly silent, in half an hour everything will change, Louisa
knows that by morning nothing will be the same and she rests
all her hope on this interval, when her thoughts like shadows
contract and expand in time, to cover as large an area of hope
as is her due, before she is found out by the bad news she
instinctively knows, because her son is mixed up in gangs and
drugs, they told her so at the Baptist church to make her see
sense, and to bring her to the way of the Lord, and she for two
weeks has been wavering as to what and who benefits by her
not going to church, and rejecting and resisting the strictures
of her local community, but it’s because there is no faith and
hope left inside her for second and third chances to fall like
manna from heaven and nourish and feed people who've been
deprived for years.

Minnie packs her bag and runs to catch the school bus, Louisa
pulls out the kitchen stool and sits at the window with the
curtains open, Minnie runs beside the bus which speeds away,
Louisa hears her own breath, a wave of inopportune whys, ifs
and maybes, they trap her in her body and hammer her down,
Minnie loses site of the bus which gathers speed down the
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avenue, and becomes a tiny trembling dot at the edge of the
deep red horizon, and Louisa takes deep breaths, clutches at
her breast and crumples to the floor, because her heart no
longer wants to live inside this body, and her clenched, raised
fist is the evidence of her ultimate and futile battle.
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Biography

Halldéra Thoroddsen was bornin 1950 and is a resident of Reykjavik. She graduated from Iceland
College of Education in 1976 and from the Iceland Academy of the Arts in 1986. Thoroddsen has
worked as a teacher, designed layout for a newspaper, supervised the arts curriculum for ele-
mentary schools, and worked as a programme director in radio. She writes poetry, short stories,
microfiction and novels. Her first poetry collection, Hdrfinar athugasemdir, was published in
1998, and was followed in 2002 by a popular collection of microfiction, 90 syni ir minni minu. A
second collection of poems, Gangandi vegfarandi, was published in 2005, the short story col-
lection Aukaverkanir in 2006, and her novel Tvéfalt gler in 2016. Tvéfalt gler (Double Glazing) was
awarded the Icelandic Women'’s Literature Prize (Fjéruverdlaunin) in 2016.

Synopsis

Modern life separates generations and isolates both youth and those in old age. The often over-
looked passions of old age are captured exquisitely in the novella Tvéfalt gler (Double Glazing).
Death is closing in on an elderly woman in her small apartment; her husband recently passed
away, her friends gone, her body failing and her role in society diminished. As she observes
the world through her window pane, she feels simultaneously exposed and isolated. A sudden
chance of romance swirls up into her lonely existence, filling her with exuberance but also with
doubt. Knowing that the love life of the elderly is still a taboo to be frowned upon or even ridi-
culed, she will have to find strength to go against the norm - to not back down from living life
to the fullest, like a fly in autumn still buzzing at the window.

The European Union Prize for Literature 2017 67



Ivofalt gler
Halldéra K. Thoroddsen

Sverrir er 6nnur manngerd en hun hefur heillast af til pessa.
Hann er fulltrai hins venjulega manns. Karla sem henni
hafdi alltaf fundist of skrautlausir, grunadi pa um skort a
imyndunarafli. Hin hallast @ meir ad hinu tilgerdarlausa.
Grunndvallarmanninum. Pad er eitthvad gofugt vid hann.
Ekki svo ad skilja ad hin sé haldin ranghugmyndum um
hinn venjulega mann. Hvar sem hann er ad finna. Hann er,
liklega vegna einhverrar préunarvillu, fasisti i grunninn. Hun
skynjar pad skyrt af bloggsidum sem hun les stundum. Pad er
6skop stutt { hetjudyrkunina. Sennilega vorum vid med einn
storan foringja og 6hagganlega goggunarrod i kjorlendinu.
Ognarrod sem ridladist ekki nema med styrkleikastridi {
attbalknum. Hitt er allt tilleert. Sidmenningin myndar gisna
sleedu yfir kraumandi kenndunum. Sverrir er sidadur madur,
6venjulega venjulegur. En hann er ekki fauti, hun hefur ekki
smekk fyrir fautum.

Huin missti sig einu sinni a fauta. Hann var fagur eins og griskt
go00, for fimum hondum um likama hennar, brast vid hverri
snertingu svo ur vard algleymisvima. Pau attu fatt annad
sameiginlegt. Hann var harmleikjaperséna. Hver bruggadi
honum seydinn? Og hver styrdi svipunni sem hun hlyddi i
blindni. Hin man varla eftir sér a pessu nidurleegingartimabili,
medan taumlausar fysnir satu vid vold. Ari seinna vard hun
skyndilega allsgad og skildi pa ekkert i sér.

Pessi dimmi madur breyttist { 6argadyr. A peim timum var
audvelt ad verda sér ut um eiturlyf. Kannski var sitthvad
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af olgandi listalifi Parisar 4 pessum arum ettad beint ar
apotekunum en nu er petta flest ordid lyfsedilsskylt. Hann
bruddi allt sem linadi kvol og hlift gat vid Obeaerilegum
hversdegi. Endadi i fullkomnum tryllingi. Og pegar hin hefdi
samkvamt 6llum sidabodum att ad hjalpa manninum eftir
fall nidur af paki, gat hiin pad ekki eda vildi ekki. Hin horfdi
a hann 1 hjalparleysi og hreerdi sig ekki. Engar tilfinningar
baerdust med henni, hun var kold sem is og atburdinn sér hun
enn fyrir sér utan fra eins og um einhverja adra manneskju
hafi verid ad raeda. Ekki hana. Petta var aldrei hun.

Sker sig d hnifi, heitt bl60 bryst ut d hvitt skinnio

Ja petta var hin. I1l og g6d i einu. Hluti pessarar eilifu barattu
sem had i hverri svitaholu, 4 milli yfir og allt um kring. Hvi
skyldi hun ekki taka virkan patt i pessu villta studi? Varla
var honum Kristi fornad fyrir einhvern tittlingaskit. Pad veeri
hrein médgun vid gudslambid ad fremja ekki alvoru gleepi.

Hun spjallar enn vid Gudjén, svona er hun fjéllynd, spyr
hvernig honum litist 4 stoduna. Veit hverju hann svarar, , Pessi
strakur. Hann er natturulega rosalega beisikk. Venjulegur
leeknageei. Lattu mig pekkja pa. Lokudust inni { niu dra nami
a peim tima sem peir hefdu att ad taka ut proska. Komu heim
med pessa einu uppdhaldsplétu fra gelgjuskeidinu og settu
hana 4 foninn uppur pvi pegar peir fengu sér i glas”.

»Svona svona, vidradu fordéma pina annars stadar.”
»Jaja, hafou petta eftir pinu hofdi, pad hefur oft reynst vel.”

Pannig taladi Gudjon gjarnan pegar hann gafst upp fyrir
henni. Ekki svo ad skilja ad hun hafi radid 6llu. A0 hennar
mati helgadi hun lif sitt Gudjoni og strakunum.

Lif hennar snerist um ad frjévga hverja stund. Fylla dagana
af mikilveegi og song. Bagja burt vonleysi og doda. Pad var
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ekki litio lagt 4 eina konukind. Var 4 timabili farin ad anda
tyrir allt umhverfi sitt, taldi pad skyldu sina. Par til hun fékk
andarteppuna, pa d6 hun einhvern veginn sjalfri sér um hrio,
sagdi engum fra pvi. Heetti 6llu um skeid og viti menn, pad
tok enginn eftir andlatinu. Allt gekk sinn vanagang.

Greniilmur, annar glugginn heidinn, hinn kristinn

Hreidurgerd, hvener er henni lokid? Pau hafa augastad a
ellihtsii Vesturbaenum. Seekja um kaupleiguibid med adgangi
a0 pjonustu, atla ad hreidra um sig i furdulandi ellinnar, par
sem erillinn er tmdadur og allt gengur varlega fyrir sig. En
pad er stutt i beeinn og pau geta tekid a moéti gestum. bPau voldu
sér Vesturbeaeinn eftir strangar samningavidradur. Hin hefdi
heldur viljad kaupa ibud i Lindargdtuheimilinu en Sverrir er
gamall Vesturbeingur og getur ekki gleymt pvi.

Hus fullt af gémlu félki gengur pvert 4 fegurdarskyn hennar.
Hugmyndin er leidinlegri en kvenna- og karlaklibbar,
leidinlegri en barnaheimili. Af hverju héfum vid sammeelst
um ad hafa petta svona leidinlegt? Blindud af draumsyn,
par til afskreemingin blasir vid. Alltaf of sein til ad hondla
fegurdina sem geegist fram ur hverri glufu. Pad tekur Sverri
langan tima ad sannfera hana um raunsxid sem i pessu
felst. T peirra st6du geti hjélparleysid tekid yfir med engum
fyrirvara. Veruleikinn blasi vid, petta sé bara spurning um
tima.

Meira a0 segja kettirnir renna til d svellbunkunum

Simon vinur hennar bregst @vareidur vid fréttinni um
elliibudina. Hringir margsinnis fra Paris. Segist hafa séd
petta fyrir, fra pvi ad hann sa Sverri fyrst. Innst inni hafi
hann greint kviksetningarperra. Hun er lengi ad réa Simon
og skynjar varnarviobrogd hans gagnvart eigin umkomuleysi.

70 The European Union Prize for Literature 2017



Halldéra K. Thoroddsen

Bidsalur daudans er bjartur og fagur. I skodunarferd um
ellihtsio spjalla pau vid nokkra ibua. Simon hafdi fullyrt ad
veeg hlandlykt svifi par yfir votnum en pau eru blessunarlega
varin af skynjunarskorti ellinnar. Peim list vel 4 og hlakka
til. Ur einni ibud hljémar ténlist. Pad er ekki um ad villast
»Return to sender” med Elvis Presley. Ny kynsldd er sest ad a
elliheimilinu., , Blessud sértu sveitin min” 4 nu { vok ad verjast.
Pau skipuleggja framtidina eins og astfangnir unglingar. Liti
a veggi, gluggatjold.

Sélskinstundir i febriiarmdnudi: tveer klukkustundir, hiin eydir
peim i Tryggingarstofnuninni

Raupid er allsradandi, pad er ssmmerkt med peim ibtium sem
pau spjalla vid. Hvad kemur yfir f6lk & pessum aldri? Skyldi
hun vera ordin svona? Hun reynir ad gaeta sin 4 grobbinu, pvi
htn hefur merkt petta hja gamalmennum. Meira ad segja pabbi
hennar sem hafdi neman smekk, datt i grobbid undir lokin.
Pau raupa af heilsuhreysti, uthaldi og unnum hetjudadum.
»Ekki hefdi madur vilad petta fyrir sér fordum.” ,,Hvad synist
pér ég vera gamall?” Karlarnir eru verri, fallid er herra hja
peim. Pau minna hana 4 yngstu bérnin sem huin kenndi.
begar pau byrja i skdla, adur en pau leera ad fela. ,Sjadu mig,”
»sjadu mig,” hljomar ur hverju horni og kennarinn a fullt
fangi med ad svara, ,,ég sé pig, pu ert parna i fullum rétti. bu
ert til.” Svona eepum vid visast alla sevi, sjadu mig, sjadu mig,
sjadu mig.

Vist veit hun pad. Geld ast sem ekkert frjovgar nema
sjalfa sig hefur aldrei verid vel séd. Vid heimtum tilgang i
gjordir okkar, holdum okkur heljargreipum i skiljanlegan
soguprad. Hredumst pad sem hnokrar hann. Pradinn
um okkur { samhenginu, sem er longu ordinn farsi. Astir
gamalmenna eru ekki heilbrigdar hjonabandsastir sem mida
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ad uppfyllingu jardarinnar. Slikar dstir tengjast heldur ekki
estetik og hyllingu holdlegra nautna i hugum félks, pvert a
moti pykja peer heldur okreesilegar pegar gleer ellin a { hlut.
Sjalft imyndunaraflid verdur feimid vid hugmyndina um
krumpud og purr gamalmenni ad ridlast hvort 4 6dru med
adstod sleipiefna. Kynlif er pad eina sem pvi dettur i hug,
enda andsetid af pessari einu hugmynd um brautir 4 milli
manna. Erfingjar verda 6rélegir. Astfangnir gamlingjar eiga
pad til ad eyda i lystisemdir og gleyma hoéfudskyldu sinni i
genabarattunni ad tryggja kyni sinu framgang.

AZour, sendlingur og tjaldur, brimandi erétik i fjorunni d
Eidisgranda

Kristin ur hjéonaklubbnum, st godumlika, ris upp ar kor sinni
til pess ad vara hana vid. Hin hefur aldrei 4dur haft samband
a0 fyrra bragdi. Madurinn sé areidanlega besti madur og hin
samgledjist henniinnilega. En hun sé bara personulega ekkert
fyrir svona samkrull 4 gamals aldri. Sjalf hafi hin hafnad 6tal
bidlum. Hun vilji umfram allt vardveita sjalfstaedi sitt. Peer
eru gegnsajar astridurnar hennar Kristinar. ,,Eg er ekki svona
manneskja,” segir hun og kemur upp um sig i afneituninni.

Folk kemur yfirleitt pannig upp um sig. Petta hefur hun
oft greint pegar hun hlustar eftir pvi { heita pottinum i
Sundhéllinni. Pad er gjarnan andsteda pess sem pad heldur
fram um sig. Pad eru afar fdir ad reyna ad segja sannleikann
um sjalfan sig heldur ad leyna svivirdunni sem gin vid:
augljosum gollum sinum. Hver segist vera 6fundsjukur. Ekki
hun Kristin.

Synir af sér fullkomid keeruleysi, fer i rauda kjolinn

Pad kemur uppur durnum ad Sverrir er ekki ekkjumadur
eins og hun hélt, heldur fraskilinn. ,bad bara klaradist,” er
pad eina sem hann vill um pad segja. Hann segir ad konan sé
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besta manneskja en dalitid osjalfsteed og litil 1 sér, hafi alltaf
purft mikla hjalp.

»Hvernig pa” spyr hun, ,er hun barnsleg?”

»Kannski dalitid. Eg heilladist af hjélparleysinu fordum og
fegurdinni.”

»,Og hvar er hun?”
oI Ameriku.”

Sverrir flytur inn til hennar & medan pau bida eftir ibudinni.
Ast peirra er laus vid ymsa kvilla, valdabaréttan er vids fjarri.
Pad veri hegt ad bua hana til en pau skortir til pess astridu.
Samvinnan gerir peim kleift ad segja séguna um hvert verk,
til pess parf a0 minnsta kosti tvo. Pegar tGtvarpid segir peim
fra verdfalli hlutabréfa 4 fjarmdlamoérkudum heims, talar hun
ekki bara vid sjalfa sig og teekid heldur vid Sverri. ,Pa er na
gott ad eiga ekki of mikid af pessu,” segir hun, ,peir reyndu
ekki svo litid ad selja mér pessa snepla sina, langadi i ellilaunin
min.” Pau leggja sig fram, efa takt og samhljom. Hvort elskar
hitt meira og su valdastada sem af pvi hlyst er halfvegis ut {
hott { peirra samkeppnisumhverfi.

Klukkurnar i Hallgrimskirkjuturni spila laglinu, alltaf jafn
falska

Forstjori ellihtissins segir peim ad pad verdi i mesta lagi ars
bid, pad sé svo mikil umsetning hja peim. Pau kima beedi
vid ordalagid en forstjérinn sem er kona um fimmtugt
virdist halda ad pad feli stadreyndir lifsins. Pad er eins og
allt pjoofélagid sé a flotta undan pessu 6pzegilega ordi. Enda
hofum vid afmarkad daudanum bas utan alfararleidar.
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Translated from Icelandic by Philip Roughton

This story deals with, among other things, the gap between generations in our
society and the isolation of both youth and old age. The main character is a
78-year-old widow. She has fallen in love with a man named Sverrir, and they
are planning to move together into an apartment in a retirement home. In this
excerpt, the widow ponders old, disturbing memories, makes up a conversation
with her late husband about her new fiancé, and then goes with Sverrir to take a
look at the retirement home where they are planning to move.

Sverrir is a different type of man than she’s normally been
attracted to. He’s representative of the ordinary man. Of
men she’d always found too unadorned, suspected of lacking
imagination. Now she finds herself ever more inclined
towards unpretentiousness. The fundamental man. Who
has something noble about him. Not that she has any delu-
sions about the ordinary man. Wherever he’s to be found.
He is, probably due to some evolutionary mistake, basically a
fascist. She senses this clearly in the blogs that she occasion-
ally reads. Hero worship is never far off. We probably had
one big chief and an unwavering pecking order in our primal
habitat. A repressive order that never became disorganized
except through intratribal battles for dominance. The rest is
learned. Civilization forms a thin veil over these simmering
instincts. Sverrir is a civilized man, unusually ordinary. He’s
no brute; she has no taste for brutes.

She lost herself to a brute once. He was as beautiful as a Greek
god, ran nimble hands over her body, each touch sparking a
dizzying euphoria. They had little else in common. He was a
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character in a tragedy. Who concocted his potion? And who
wielded the whip that she obeyed blindly? She barely remem-
bers herself in that period of humiliation, when unrestrained
lusts reigned. A year later she suddenly sobered up, and could
barely understand what she’d been up to.

That murky man turned into a wild beast. In those days, it
was easy to score drugs. Maybe something of the swirling
artistic life in Paris in those years was derived directly from
the pharmacies, but now most of it requires a prescription. He
swallowed anything that eased pain and could protect against
unbearable mundanity. Which ended in perfect madness.
And when she, according to all moral standards, should have
helped the man after his fall from a roof, she could not or
would not. She stared at him in his helplessness and didn’t
budge. No feelings stirred within her, she was as cold as ice and
still envisions that incident from the outside, as if it involved
an entirely different person. Not her. It was never her.

Cuts herself with a knife, warm blood breaks out onto the white
skin

Yes, it was her. Bad and good at the same time. A part of the
eternal battle waged in every pore, between above and all
around. Why shouldn’t she take an enthusiastic part in that
wild party? Christ was hardly sacrificed for peanuts. It would
be a blatant insult to the Lamb not to commit real crimes.

She still chats with Gudjon — promiscuous as she is — asks him
what he thinks of the situation. Knows his answer: “That guy.
He’s really basic, of course. A regular doctor dude. I know the
type. Got locked into nine years of study at a time when they
should have been doing some maturing. Came home with
that one favorite album of theirs from adolescence and put it
on the record player every time they drank.”
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“Easy there, you can air your prejudices elsewhere.”
“Fine, suit yourself, we know how well that always works out.”

This is how Gudjon usually spoke when he yielded to her.
Not to say that she controlled everything. In her opinion, she
devoted her life to Gudjon and the boys.

Her life was about making every moment fertile. Filling the
days with importance and song. Fending off despair and
numbness. Which was no small thing for one little woman.
For a certain period, she did the breathing for all of her sur-
roundings, considered it her duty. Until she could no longer
breathe, and then died to herself for a while, without telling
anyone. Quit everything for some time, and sure enough, no
one noticed her death. Everything went on as usual.

A fragrance of evergreens, one window pagan, the other
Christian

Nesting, when is it finished? They have their eyes on a retire-
ment home in the west side of Reykjavik. Apply to lease an
apartment with access to facilities, intending to settle down
in the wonderland of old age, with all the hustle and bustle
stilled and everything proceeding cautiously. But it’s a short
distance downtown, and they can have guests. They chose the
west side after tough negotiations. She would have preferred
to buy an apartment at the home on Lindargata, but Sverrir
grew up on the west side and can’t forget it.

A house full of old people is completely contrary to her aes-
thetic sense. It’s a duller idea than women’s and men’s clubs,
duller than day nurseries. Why have we agreed to such dull-
ness? Blinded by a dream, until the distortion comes into full
view. Always too late to catch the beauty that peeks out of
every chink. It takes Sverrir a long time to convince her of

76 The European Union Prize for Literature 2017



Halldéra K. Thoroddsen

the reality implicit in this. In their position, helplessness can
take over without warning. The reality is apparent; it’s simply
a matter of time.

Even cats slide on the ice

Her friend Simon is livid at the news of the retirement home.
Calls repeatedly from Paris. Says that he saw this coming,
ever since he first set eyes on Sverrir. He'd perceived that,
deep down, the man had a fetish for being buried alive. It
takes her a long time to calm Simon down, and she senses his
defensive response to his own forsakenness.

This waiting room of death is bright and beautiful. On a
tour of the retirement home, they chat with several residents.
Simon had insisted that a faint smell of urine lingered over
the place but, luckily, theyre protected by the diminish-
ment of the senses in old age. They like it and look forward
to it. Music drifts from one apartment. There’s no mistak-
ing ‘Return to Sender’ by Elvis Presley. A new generation has
settled in the retirement home. ‘Bless You, My Countryside’ is
in a tight spot now. They arrange their future like teenagers
in love. The colours on the walls, the curtains.

Sunny moments in February: two hours, she spends them at the
Insurance Agency

The bragging is ubiquitous; it’s common to the residents they
chat with. What comes over people at this age? Is she like that
now? She tries to beware of boasting, because she’s certainly
noticed it in old people. Even her father, who had good taste,
fell into boasting towards the end. They brag about their good
health, their stamina, and their achievements. “I would have
dealt with this just like that back in the day.” “How old do
you think I am?” The men are worse; the downfall is more
drastic for them. They remind her of the youngest children

The European Union Prize for Literature 2017 77



Double Glazing

she taught. When they start school, before they learn to hide.
“Look at me,” “look at me,” sounds from every corner, and the
teacher has her hands full answering: “I see you, you're there
in your full right. You exist.” I'm sure we shout this all our
lives, look at me, look at me, look at me.

Of course she knows this. Castrated love that fertilizes
nothing but itself has never been appropriate. We demand
purpose in our deeds, we cling to a comprehensible plot. Fear
anything that forms burls in it. The plot about us in context,
which has long been a farce. Love between old people isn’t
healthy-marriage love, whose aim is to fill the earth. Nor do
people connect such love with the aesthetic or the celebration
of physical pleasures; on the contrary, it’s considered unap-
petizing when see-through old age is involved. Imagination
itself shies at the idea of crinkled and dry old people humping
each other with the aid of lubricants. Sex is the only thing
that comes to their minds, possessed as they are by that one
idea concerning connections between people. Heirs become
uneasy. Old-timers in love tend to spend money on luxuries
and forget their primary obligation to the struggle to ensure
the continuance of their genes.

Eider, purple sandpiper and oystercatcher, churning eroticism
at the seashore on Eidisgrandi

Kristin from the Couples’ Club, that benevolent woman, rises
from her bedridden state to warn her. She has never before con-
tacted her of her own accord. He’s probably the best of men
and she’s sincerely happy for her. Personally, however, she has
little interest in this sort of mingling in old age. She herself has
rejected numerous suitors. Above all, she wants to maintain her
independence. They’re transparent, Kristin’s passions. “I'm not
that kind of person,” she says, exposing herself in her denial.
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That’s how people typically expose themselves. She has often dis-
cerned the same while listening to others in the hot tub at the
Reykjavik Swimming Hall. They’re usually the opposite of what
they claim to be. There are very few who try to tell the truth about
themselves; instead, they try to conceal the looming disgrace:
their obvious flaws. Who admits to being envious? Not Kristin.

Displaying perfect carelessness, she puts on the red dress

It turns out that Sverrir is not a widower as she thought, but
divorced. “It just ended,” is all he would say about it. He says
that his ex-wife is the best of persons, despite being a bit clingy

and fragile; she always needed a lot of help.
“How s0,” she asks, “is she childish?”

“Maybe a little. I found her helplessness and beauty attractive
back in the day.”

“And where is she?”
“In America.”

Sverrir moves in with her while they’re waiting for the apart-
ment. Their love is free of various defects; there’s no trace
of a power struggle. It would be possible to create one, but
they lack the passion. Cooperation makes it possible for them
to tell the story behind each task, and that requires at least
two. When the radio informs them of falling stock prices
in the world’s financial markets, she doesn’t simply talk to
herself and the device, but to Sverrir. “Then it’s good not to
have too many of those,” she says, “they tried quite hard to
sell me those scraps of paper of theirs, wanting to get their
hands on my retirement pay.” They put in a lot of effort, prac-
tice rhythm and harmony. Which one loves the other more
and the dominant position that this can create is more or less
absurd in their competitive environment.
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The bells in the tower of Hallgrimskirkja church play a melody,
as out of tune as ever

The director of the retirement home, a woman of around 50,
informs them that they’ll have to wait a year at most - they
have such a quick turnover. They both smile indulgently at
the director’s phrasing, as if she seems to think that it con-
ceals the facts of life. It’s as if all of society is on the run from
that uncomfortable word. We’ve even marked out a stall for
death off the beaten track.
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Biography

Osvalds Zebris, born in 1975, is a Latvian writer and journalist, holding a master’s degree in
economics. Zebris has worked in public relations and communications for Hill+Knowlton and
McCann, and as an editor for various newspapers and magazines. He is also the author of three
novels. Zebris' first book, a collection of short stories entitled Briviba tiklos brought him instant
popularity among readers and won him a Latvian Literature Award in 2010 for the best debut.
Gailu kalna éna (In the Shadow of Rooster Hill, nominated for the Latvian Literature Award in
2015) was written and published for the historical novel series, We. Latvia. The 20th Century,
focusing on the Latvian experience during 1905 in the Russian Empire. The novel Koka nama
Jaudis tells the story of a strange wooden house in one of the oldest neighbourhoods of Riga.
The wooden house is a breathing character in the story, influencing people living in it and initi-
ating various mysteries. Zebris is a member of the Latvian Writers’ Union.

Synopsis

It is 1905 in Riga — the Russian Tsar is slowly losing power over his vast empire, and the city is
being rocked by worker riots, violence and pogroms. Revolution is in the air. Pitting brother
against brother, the chaos forces people to choose a side. Among this upheaval, a former
schoolteacher becomes involved in the revolution, but soon realizes that war will take much
more than he is willing to give. The following year, a dramatic kidnapping of three children has
Riga’s police on edge. Who did it? What was their motive? The answer will shatter the lives of
two families, as they struggle to understand who is guilty in a revolution where all sides are
victims. Osvalds Zebris weaves a powerful tale of a country’s desire to become free against the
backdrop of the 1905 Revolution in Tsarist Russia, an event that gave birth to some of the most
dramatic events in the 20th century.
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Pirma diena: pestiSana

Salicis, drukns vecis platiem soliem snaj no Dinaburgas
sliezu cela’ puses. Palielo galvu noskiebis, smagi un nevienadi
elsdams, vin$ $kérso krasno jaunas stacijas laukumu, tad ielu -
ciets, daudzu gajéju pieblietéts sniegs ¢ikst zem briano pusza-
baku zolém. Virs apstajas, pacel nogurusas un dzili iekritusas
acis uz pécpusdienas krésla mirdzos$ajiem Bellevue viesnicas®
logiem un, galvu nodiris, turpina steidzigo gajienu pa Marijas
ielu. Dazas spitigas briinu matu sprogas lauzas ara pie cepures
malinas, tas §Upojas gajéja satraukto solu ritma, biezas usas
no atras elpas padeguné sasalusas. Uz Elizabetes un Suvorova
ielas’ stira pulcinos drazmeéjas cilvéki, dazi bezripigi smejas,
citi rimti izgriezas no Vérmana parka; vairak dzird viriesu
balsis — damas sala ieravusas kazokadas un mételu apkak-
lés. Pirmsziemassvétku noskana ir jatama Riga ari $ogad, lai
gan daudzos aizvien vél majo drimas domas - ragtums, ko
nesis aizejosais 1906. gads, ka etiki sagajis vins lauzu ceribas
apvérsis dzila vil§anas sajata. Sodienas Balss raksta: “Tik
daudz ienaida, posta un drimu, draudo$u makonu visa misu
apkartné, ka negribas ticét nekadai priecas véstij. Un ari no
nakotnes mums nespid pretim nekads ceribas stars.”

1 1860. gada, péc Rigas-Dinaburgas dzelzcela izbaves, ierikoja ari $a
dzelzcela galapunktu Riga. Toreizéja neliela divstavu mura éka ar diviem
peroniem bija Rigas Centralas dzelzcela stacijas priekstece.

Tagad Raina bulvara un Marijas ielas staris.

Tagad Krisjana Barona iela.
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Skérsojis Aleksandra bulvari, iebraucéjs apstajas pie pazemas
sétinas, kas apnem pareizticigo katedrales varenos sanus, un
véro Ziemassvétku tirdzina knadu Esplanades laukuma. Vina
apgérbs ir par planu, uz vakaru sals klast aizvien bargaks,
nacéjs nodreb un parlaiz uzmanigu skatu lauzu pulciniem
plasaja tirgus placi. legajis pa pavértajiem vartiniem, vins
paraugas pa labi uz zvanu torni un, krustu neparmetis, ka
éna aizslid gar katedrales sienu. No spozi izgaismotas jarmar-
kas puses vinu neredz - virie$a tumsais stavs ir teju izzudis
viena no katedrales sanu ni$am. Vairaki pajigi nupat jau
atkal pietur, kungi pasniedz cimdotas rokas damam, izcel no
kamanam dazada vecuma bérnelus, tie skriesSiem metas uz
izrotatas egles un saldumu galdu pusi. Mazie spridzigi smejas,
spieto ap smarzigajam vafelém un ar spozam lentém izrotata-
jam budam, kur elektrisko spuldzu gaisma mirdz rotalu lacu
un lellu melnas acis. Uzzibsni ari arpus gaismas loka stavosa
veca skatiens, tas cie$i pavada atnacéjus lidz pat nomalakai
pardotavai, kur tie pie laimes akas sastopas vél ar kadiem.
Vérigas acis pamana krietni apdilusu savulaik sarkanigu
koka zirgu un maza auguma karusela viru, kurs, sagaidijis
divus pédéjos pasazierus, sak lénu rinka gajienu, tad pieliek
soli, meitene skanigi iesmejas, siks cimdin$ maj, zirgi uznem
atrumu, vecuka velteni pariet viegla skréjiena.

Vérotajs skaita minites, saliec un atliec pelékajos durai-
nos sastingu$os pirkstus, aptausta naudas aploksni iekska-
bata un pamana vél kadu bérnu. Puikam ir gadi sesi septini,
maza roka uz karusela pusi velk gara, melna mételi térptu
kungu, kura apgarotaja, balaja seja jutama atturiga nepatika
pret skalo knadu cilvéku parpilnaja placi. Ap vina planajam
lapam pacelas viegla elpas miglina, veca lapas atkarto ele-
ganta kunga lapu kustibas: “Bet tikai isu bridi, Paulit.”
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Virs Rigas turpina vilkties tumszila krésla, un pilsétai rak-
sturigie troksni decembra debesu klusuma izcelas tikpat asi,
ka spozi izgaismota Esplanade gail aklaja nakts acs dobuma.
“Bérni. Ziemassvétkos... tikai dazi laimigi mazie,” vin$ cukst,
dzilaja nisa ieravies, vérotaju sakrata dobj$ un sauss kass, vin$
nedaudz pieliecas un vélreiz parbauda iekskabatu - viss ir
sava vieta. Nomierinajies tas atkal atgriezas pie gaismas mir-
gulojosa laukuma, piemiegtas acis atrod karuseli un eleganto
kungu, kur$ tobrid ieintereséti véro trucigi, bet silti gérbtu
jaunkundzi ar pagalam nemierigu zénu pie rokas. Sieviete
izliekas kungu nemanam, mazais izraujas no kalsnas rokas un
drosi diebj uz smieklu zvaninu, izsaucienu un nirbosu roku
majienu pusi. Puskrésla stavosais virietis ar prieku atskars,
ka $ovakar ir pamatigi vérigs, nogurusas acis gluzi vai iegu-
vusas spéju attélu palielinat, lidz stkam detalam sasmalcinat.
Vin$ parlaiz cimdu smaida atplaukusajai mutei, tad augsup,
garam paltajam degunam, acim, pierei, pacel jéreni augstak
un atspiezas pret baznicas akmeniem. Spéj$§ atvieglojums,
ilgi gaidita pestiSana - vaina paliks tepat cietaja sniega, taps
iemita lidz pat pavasarim, kad pécpusdienas saulé ta izzudis
pavisam. Beidzot viss noskaidrots, ilgas Saubu mokas atka-
pusas, vin$ atkal ir dro$s par sevi un nu ir gatavs tikties ar
savu vajataju. Piepesi smaida iesilusas acis sastingst, tumsas
skropstas tikko manami notris, vin$ aiztur elpu, klast balaks,
platie araju dzimtas pleci sakritas.

- Mamm, tu? - vecis atraujas no sienas, pa sanu vartiniem
iziet laukuma un, meiteni ciesi vérodams, itin ka pret savu
gribu tuvojas karuselim.

- Eu, raugi, kur sprendzies, - kads vinam uzsauc, platais
cilvéks no pustumsas spraucas cauri knadai, garam klingeru
apalajiem saniem, kiiposam glazém un resnai, spiedzigi sme-
jodai jaunuvei, kas rada uz vinu ar sala pietaku$u, sarkanu
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pirkstu. Kads viegli parausta plecus, cits pasmaida sirma
barda, sak, cilvéks ir un paliek érms, kéms no zvéra, bet citam
pat $ada sika pagrustisanas ievelk dzilas rievas $auraja pieré -
kauns, plitnieki pasa Rigas sirdi, tada svéta laika. Bet, kamér
pilséta ievelk plausas dzestro gaisu, pamet rotaligu skatienu
augSup spozajas zvaigznés, piemin izsméki vai noglasta jau-
niegitas draudzenes mételmuguru, vecis platiem soliem
tuvojas karuselim. Vin$ apmet loku, iebrien neliela kupena
smaidoSo zirdzinu énas pusé un pastiepj spécigas rokas.
Karuselis griezas léni, un vin$ saudzigi noce] bérnus vienu
péc otra. Vispirms mazais Paulitis, tad nadzigais rezgalis un
visbeidzot - vina. Spécigas rokas nodreb, mammas siltas acis
izbrina vinu uzliko, bet lupas nepaspéj izdvest ne skanas.
Spalgi iekliegties pagust tikai vidéjais puika, tacu karu-
sela otra pusé spiedzienu neviens nesadzird. Sieviete iespé-
jami strupi rauga atcirst melnaja mételi térptajam $vitigajam
kungam, kuram péksni $is vakara izgajiens radas noslépumu
pilns, isti nesaprotami, acumirkli neaptverami daudzsoloss.

— Pauliti, més tulin iesim pie tétas, talin es jums... - vecis
aizel$as, vin$ abus puikas panémis pie vienas rokas, pie otras
meitene. Mudigi rauj bérnus pari Totlébena bulvarim, * pagrie-
zas pa labi, un bridj, kad no laukuma atskan vakara murdonai
neraksturigi saucieni, savada cetrotne jau nogriezas uz Niko-
laja ielu, ° tad vélreiz pa kreisi un pa Tronmantnieka bulvari®
meéro labu gabalu pretéja virziena - lidz pat novakares krésla
grimstoSajam Bastejkalnam. Paulitis ieSnukstas, otrs puika
sparigi rausta roku, meitene atgriez mazo galvu atpakal:

4  Tagad Kalpaka bulvaris.
5 Tagad Kri$jana Valdemara iela.

6 Tagad Raina bulvaris.
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- U, uz $ejieni, paliga, - vina sauc aizvilkdamas, ta¢u smalka
balss izplén pilsétas sirdspukstos, balsis, vazonu izsaucienos,
slapétos smieklos. Pirms svétkiem laudis steidz noslégt ilgi
atliktus rékinus un darijjumus, satikties uz isu sarunu, lai tad
varétu mierigu sirdi nodoties Ziemassvétku rosibai.

Savadais svesinieks nervozi iesmejas, velk mazos uz prieksu,
vélreiz pa kreisi, uz Aleksandra bulvari, un tad jau vini nonak
pie spozi izgaismotas Imperidla viesnicas’ saniem. Pie aug-
stajam divviru durvim stav $veicars tumsi zila térpa, zelti-
tajas pogas atspid dzelteniga elektrisko spuldzu gaisma, ko
greznais nams veéligi izlej no platajiem vestibila logiem. Mei-
tenei — vinu sauc Laimdota - $kiet, ka durvju uzraugs tilin
nems nejauko veci aiz kragas, sauks péc gorodovoja un vina
bus glabta, tacu $veicars steidzas pie nule piebraukusam
kamanam, lai panemtu brina papira iesainotas pakas un
pasniegtu baltu cimdu lapsu astés dzili iegrimusai damai.
Vecis raujas ieksa pa platajam divviru durvim, vini pieklap
pie viesnicnieka galda; pa labi dzird biljarda bumbu pauk-
$kus, uzvédi cigaru un cepta édiena smarza — puspagraba
iekartojies restorans, viena no Rigas greznakajam izklaides
rotam. Vakaros te nirb apali zelta desmitnieki un papira div-
desmitpiecnieki - So vietu iecienijusi pirmie tikko pie rocibas
tikusie latviesi, kuriem gribas aizgttném térét, radit zobus
vacie$iem un krieviem.

7  Eka Brivibas bulvari 21.
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In the Shadow of Rooster Hill
Osvalds Zebris

Translated from Latvian by Jayde Thomas Will

The First Day: Redemption

A stooping, thickset old man strode with wide steps from the
side of the Dvinsk railway track. His somewhat large head
bent downwards, panting heavily and irregularly, he crossed
the splendid square of the new station, then the street - the
hard snow, packed down by the many passers-by, crunched
under the soles of his brown boots. The man stopped, raised
his tired and sunken eyes toward the windows of the Bellevue
Hotel glittering in the afternoon twilight and, with his head
lowered, continued his hurried walk along Maria Street. A
few spiteful locks of brown hair pushed out from under the
edges of his hat, they rocked to the rhythm of his nervous
step, his thick moustache frozen under his nose. People in
groups thronged the area where Elizabeth Street and Suvarov
Street met, some laughing in a carefree manner, while others
were tranquilly leaving Vérmane Park; one could hear more
men’s voices than those of the ladies, who were wrapped up
in their furs with their coat collars pulled up against the cold.
The mood before Christmas could be felt in Riga this year
as well, even though gloomy thoughts still dwelt in many -
a bitterness that was brought by the last days of 1906, like
wine that has turned into vinegar, with peoples” hopes having
turned into a deep feeling of disillusionment. Today’s issue of
the daily newspaper The Voice read: “So much hatred, misery
and bleak, ominous clouds all around, that no one can ever
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believe in good news. And we have no ray of hope shining
upon us from the future.”

Crossing Alexander Boulevard, the old man stopped near
a low-lying fence that encircled the impressive walls of the
Orthodox cathedral and watched the bustle of the Christmas
market on Esplanade Square. His clothing was too thin, and
as evening approached the cold became ever more severe; he
was shivering and quickly scanning the crowds of people in
the broad market square. After going through the gates that
were slightly open, he looked to the right to the bell tower
and, without making the sign of the cross, slid along the
cathedral wall like a shadow. He wasn’t seen from the side of
the brightly lit-up annual market - the man’s dark figure had
almost vanished in one of the cathedral’s wall naves. Several
carts had already stopped again, the gentlemen offered their
gloved hands to the ladies, and lifted children of various ages
from the sleigh. The children rushed off in the direction of
the dolled-up Christmas tree and tables laden with candy.
The little ones laughed cheerfully, and swarmed around the
sweet-smelling waffles and huts decorated with shiny ribbons
where the black eyes of teddy bears and dolls twinkled in the
glow of the electric bulbs. The old man’s stagnant eyes also lit
up for a moment, they closely followed those who had come
to the shop that was farthest away, where they met at the well
of fortune to fish out prizes with a few others. His observant
eyes discerned a shabby, faded red wooden horse and a man
of short stature in charge of the carousel who began to walk
slowly in a circle while waiting for the last two passengers.
Afterwards, he walked faster, a small girl burst out laughing,
a small glove beckoned, the horses gathered speed, and the
old man’s felt boots broke into a light trot.
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The observer counted the minutes, clenched and flexed his
fingers frozen numb in the grey mittens, felt an envelope with
money in his inside pocket and then noticed another child.
The boy was six or seven years of age, his small hand pulling
a man dressed in a long black coat to the carousel. The man’s
enlightened, pale face showed a restrained dislike of being in
a square filled with the loud din of people. The light fog of
breath rose up around his thin lips, and the lips of the old
man repeated the movement of the elegant gentleman’s lips:
“But just for a short moment, Pauls.”

A dark blue twilight continued to drag itself above Riga,
and the characteristic noise of the city in the silent clouds
of December stood out so sharply, like the brightly-lit Espla-
nade glowing in the blind eye socket of the night. “Children.
At Christmas... only a few happy little ones,” he whispered
to himself, shrinking into the deep nave. A deep, dry cough
shook him as he bent over slightly and once again checked his
inside pocket — everything was in its place. Having calmed
himself, the old man once again focused on the square glim-
mering in the light, his squinting eyes finding the carousel
and the elegant gentleman, who at that moment was observ-
ing with interest a young woman who was dressed poorly, but
warmly, with a fidgety boy holding her hand. The woman
pretended she did not notice the man, the boy broke away
from her thin hand and bravely ran toward the laughter, bells,
shouting, and flickering gestures of hands. The man stand-
ing in the twilight realized with pleasure that tonight he was
very alert, his tired eyes almost gained the ability to zoom
in, to reduce the scene to the finest details. He passed his
hand slowly over his mouth, which had burst out in a smile,
then up, past his long nose, the eyes, the brow, and raised his
sheepskin cap higher and leaned against the stone wall of the
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church. The sudden relief, the long-awaited redemption - the
guilt would stay right in the hard snow, it would be pressed
into it until spring came and then disappear completely in the
afternoon sun. Finally everything was cleared up, the pro-
tracted torment of uncertainty had receded, and he was once
again sure of himself and now was ready to meet his tormen-
tor. Suddenly, his eyes that were warmed by a smile, froze.
The dark eyelashes quivering ever so slightly, he held his
breath, grew paler, and the broad shoulders of this country
boy drooped.

“Mommy, is that you?” Observing a girl that had just come
onto the square, the old man whispered and broke away from
the wall. Emerging from the side gates, he approached the
carousel as if moving against his own wishes.

“Hey, watch where you’re going!” someone shouted at him.
The old man could not care less and so carried on through the
bustle, past the sides of large pretzels, steaming glasses and a
rotund young woman with a high-pitched laugh who pointed
a finger, red and swollen from the cold, at him. Someone
lightly shrugged his shoulders, while another smiled in his
grey beard; ah yes, a person is and remains a strange, freak-
ish beast, but for another even that kind of jostling leaves
deep wrinkles in their narrow forehead - the shame, revellers
right in the heart of Riga, at such a holy time. But while the
city drew the cool air into its lungs, threw a playful glance
up to the glimmering stars, stamped out cigarette butts and
caressed the back of a newly-acquired sweetheart, the old man
approached the carousel with wide steps. He went around,
waded into the small snowdrift towards the shadow of smiling
horses and stretched out his strong arms. The carousel was
turning slowly, and he carefully lifted the children off one by
one. Starting with little Pauls, then the nimble troublemaker,
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and finally her. The old man’s strong arms were shaking -
the mother’s warm eyes glanced at him in astonishment, but
not a sound emanated from her lips. It was only the middle
boy that made a high-pitched scream, however no one heard
the screaming on the other side of the carousel. The woman
was giving snappy answers to the smartly-dressed man in
the black overcoat, for whom this evening’s walk suddenly
appeared to be full of mystery, quite incomprehensible and
immensely promising.

“Pauls, we’ll go over to Daddy’s now, now I’ll...” the old man
said, running out of breath. He held both boys with one
hand, and the girl with the other. He hurriedly pulled the
boys across Totleben Boulevard, turned to the right, and, at
that moment when shouting, uncharacteristic of the evening
groaning, rang from the square, this peculiar group of four
was already turning off onto Nikolai Street, then once more
turned to the left and went a good way along Crown Prince
Boulevard in the opposite direction - all the way to Bastion
Hill, which was sinking into the evening twilight. Little Pauls
started whimpering, the other boy energetically trying to pull
his arm away, while the girl kept turning her head back:

“Hey! Over here! Help!” she shouted ardently, however the
thin voice died in the heartbeat of the city, in the voices,
among the shouts of the cart drivers, in the muffled laugh-
ter. Before the holidays, people hurried to settle long-post-
poned scores and transactions, and meet for a brief chat so
they could devote themselves to the bustle of Christmas with
a certain peace of mind.

The odd stranger smiled nervously, dragged the little ones to
the front, and once again to the left, onto Alexander Boule-
vard, and then they were already coming to the shiny, well-lit
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facade of the Imperial Hotel. The doorman in a dark blue
uniform stood next to the high double door, the gilded buttons
of the uniform reflecting the light bulbs’ yellow glow, which
the luxurious building generously poured out through the
broad windows of the lobby. To the little girl - whose name
was Laimdota - it seemed that the door guard would take
the bad old man by his collar at once, call for the police, and
she would be rescued, but instead the doorman hurried to the
sleighs that had just arrived in order to take packages wrapped
in brown paper and offer a white glove to a lady submerged in
her foxtail coat. The old man rushed inside through the wide
double door and to the reception desk; to the right one could
hear the pop of billiard balls, as the smell of cigars and hot
food wafted in - there was a restaurant that was situated on
the basement floor, one of Riga’s most luxurious entertain-
ment spots. In the evenings, it was the round gold 10 ruble
coins that sparkled along with the 25 ruble notes. The first
Latvians that had just gained the means favoured this place,
those who wanted to eagerly spend and bare their teeth to the
Germans and Russians.
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Biography

Walid Nabhan was born in Amman, Jordan, in 1966. His family fled Al-Qbeybeh, a small village
in the outskirts of Hebron, Palestine, after the 1948 war that established the state of Israel and
resulted in the first Palestinian Diaspora.

Nabhan studied at United Nations schools in Amman. He arrived in Malta in 1990, where he
studied laboratory technology. In 1998, he graduated in Biomedical Sciences from Bristol Uni-
versity in England. In 2003, he gained a master’s degree in Human Rights and Democratisa-
tion from the University of Malta. He has published two collections of short stories in Maltese
(Lura d-Dar u Grajjiet Ohra li ma Grawx in 2009 and Lehen tal-Fuhhar u Stejjer Ohra in 2011) and
one novel (L-Ezodu tac-Cikonji in 2013) which won the National Prize for Literature in 2014. He
also published his first collection of poetry, Fi Trigti Lejha, in 2014. His poetry and articles have
appeared in several papers and periodicals. He has also translated contemporary literary works
from Maltese into Arabic.

Synopsis

The novel tells the story, in the first person, of a Palestinian man called Nabil who has lived all
his life outside his homeland. His life is irrevocably intertwined with the fate of Palestine and of
the whole Arab world, and in trying to understand himself he needs to find explanations for the
way things have turned out in the Middle East, especially since the Six-Day War, an event which
coincided with the birth of the narrator. The events in the novel take place mainly in Jordan,
where Nabil was brought up and where his father continued to live until his death, and Malta,
where the protagonist ended up later in life. It is a novel about identity, exile and displacement,

but also about love and family in difficult times.
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Wara li spiccat il-gwerra tas-67 u l-gisem Gharbi nxtehet
ferut mal-art, in-nies bkew sakemm kienu ha jaghmew.
Ftit minnhom, wara li raw il-kobor tal-gisem kollu griehi
u ¢-cokon tal-avversarju li mlieh bid-daqqgiet, ghazlu li
jieqfu jemmnu f’Alla. Ohrajn qalu li n-nuqqas t’Alla huwa li
wassalna ghal dan, u li I-Izlam huwa l-unika kura biex tfejjaq.
L-ohrajn sahqu li I-komunizmu huwa l-medicina fejjieqa, u
n-Nazzjonalisti Gharab ma kinux jafu x’se jagbdu jaghmlu
minhabbalil-progett romantikutaghhomkien mixhut mal-art
u gieghed jitlef hafna dmija, u milli jidher ma kienx hemm
demm mit-tip tieghu. Tilwim u ghajjat, u mitt elf sikkina biex
joperaw fugq il-gisem stendut. Iktar habsijiet u iktar arresti u
sparar bejn l-avversarji politici u fuq ic¢-cittadini, filwaqt li
l-gisem midrub mimdud mal-art diehel f’koma dejjiema.

Fost dan kollu, fl-ewwel anniversarju tat-twelid tieghi u t'ohti
t-tewmija, ommi wagqfet titkellem. Kienet ilha li naqgset mill-
paroli imma issa waqfet ghalkollox. Ikellmuha u ma twegibx
lura, gisha truxa ma tisma’ xejn. Ghoxrin sena ilu waqfu jleqqu
ghajnejha u issa waqfu jitharrku xofftejha. Zammet il-kliem
u n-niket u l-hasra u r-rabja u l-konfuzjoni kollha go fiha u
sakkrithom wara bibien is-silenzju hoxnin. Missieri qatt ma
insista li jehodha ghall-kura xi mkien, donnu kien jaf li ma
kienx hemm kura ghaliha. Baqga’ jiccassa bhas-soltu, qisu ma
gralha xejn. Il-ftit hin li kien iqatta’ d-dar kien iqattghu jhares
fil-mhux maghruf tieghu. Kultant kien ihares naqra lejha u
malajr inehhi harstu mikduda minn fugha, donnu kien jaf
x’kien qed jistennieha wara l-intrata tas-skiet.
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Fl-14 ta’ Lulju 1969, sentejn wara d-9 ta’ Gunju u s-silenzju ta’
ommi, ezatt fis-saghtejn ta’ filghodu, ommi mietet fl-eta ta’
44 sena. Il-mara li qalu li xi darba kienet gustuza, u li hadd
ma jiftakar meta kienet l-ahhar darba li rawha titbissem,
qabdet u mietet imlefilfa fi skietha. Jiena u n-Nakseh konna
ghadna kif ninfatmu minn sidirha.

Ghall-bidu, it-tobba tal-UNRWA, l-agenzija tal-Gnus taparsi
Maghquda mwaqqfa ghall-ghajnuna tar-Refugjati Palestinjani
fix-xerq Qrib, ikkonkludew mit-testijiet li ghamlu fuq ommi
li filwaqt li jiena kont nerda’ mill-ftit halib fqir li baqghalha fi
drieghha, ohti t-tewmija kienet qed tinjettalha xi velenu rari
li jaghmel hsara kbira fis-sider.

L-attenzjoni tat-tobba Skandinavi tal-UNRWA bdiet tikber
malajr meta bdew jinnotaw li qeghdin imutu hafna nies fil-
kampijiet tar-refugjati minghajr ma kien hemm fughom sinjali
ta’ mard kroniku, ul-maggoranza taghhom qed jieqfu jitkellmu
f’salt wara li jibbiesu xofftejhom. It-tobba Skandinavi u Belgjani
tathom rashom u kienu ha jiggennu, ghax meta ttestjaw lin-
nies hajjin u mejtin sabulhom trac¢i mill-istess velenu t'ohti
t-tewmija. It-tobba baghtu ghall-iktar apparat avvanzat izda
ghalxejn. Hafna bijopsiji u hafna strumenti u kampjuni u
mikroskopji u professuri gejjin u sejrin u hadd ma rnexxielu
jistabbilixxi r-rabta bejn il-velenu t'ohti t-tewmija u l-hemda ta’
xofttejn ir-refugjati Palestinjani li nfirxu mal-erbat irkejjen tas-
Sirja u I-Libanu u l-Gordan. Intefqu flus kbar izda l-misteru
kienu ged jaghmlu xi studju fl-antropologija u wara ftit stharrig
u ftit zjarat fid-djar taz-zingu, ikkonkludew li dawn in-nies li
ged tagbadhom is-sikta u jmutu wara sena jew sentejn, tlieta
l-izjed, kellhom xi haga kumuni bejniethom, xi haga li I-ebda
professur, l-ebda pillola, 1-ebda magna, I-ebda strument, l-ebda
apparat ma jista’ jfejjagha.
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Wara r-rabta sentimentali, issa nqatghet ir-rabta metabolika
ma’ ommi. Ommi telget fl-iktar mumenti li kelli bzonnha, u
biex tkompli titnejjek bija d-dinja, ghoxrin sena wara, wara
li blajt nofs il-pjaneta, harguli hafna nisa li riedu jaghmluha
ta’ ommi. Kif tista’ tifthem mara? Jitla’ ormon u jaghmilha
skjava tieghu. Jitla’ ormon u jtella’ mieghu elf haga li trid
tiehu hsieb elf haga. Anke jekk din il-haga tkun sfigurata u
tobrox u tniggez u gabet maghha sahta kbira fid-dinja. Jitla’
ormon u jgib mieghu process ta’ trasformazzjoni misterjuza.
I1-pali tal-idejn isiru ghodda tat-tmellis, is-saqajn imhaded u
s-sider fliexken ta’ halib diefi sustanzjuz, u n-nippla gazaza
ratba tassorbi l-ugigh u l-guh u d-dwejjaq u 1-biki.

Fl-14 ta’ Lulju 1969 tlift lil ommi li qatt ma kelli. Tlift lil
ommi li kien ilha mejta mill-1948. Iz-zija Safija, ohtha, sahqet
li mhux veru ommi kienet ilha mejta mill-1948 ghax skont
hi, ommi baqghet tittama sal-1967. “Min jittama ma jkunx
mejjet hanini,” qalet iz-zija. Id-differenza bejn bniedem haj
u iehor mejjet, skont iz-zija Safija, hi li wiehed jittama u
l-iehor le, voldieri ommi mietet mal-wasla t’ohti t-tewmija.
Ghalhekk abbli missieri mindu twelidt qatt ma gie jittawwalli
biex jara x’forma ghandu wic¢i li '] quddiem nett ha jsir kopja
perfetta tieghu. Bilfors beda jassoc¢jani mat-telfa tal-Palestina
li wasslet ghat-telfa tal-mara tieghu li raha tmut quddiem
ghajnejh minghajr ma seta’ jaghmlilha xejn, baqa’” jsegwiha
fis-skiet sakemm ippakKkjat u telget mid-dinja bi kwietha.

Ommi ndifnet xi tmintax-il metru ’l boghod minn ohtha
Sarah li kienet mietet tlettax-il gurnata qabilha. Bejniethom,
fl-istess ringiela, kien hemm seba’ ogbra godda, tlieta mir-
residenti taghhom jigu minni u aktarx il-kawza tal-mewt
taghhom kellha x’tagsam mal-qerda li gibt mieghi fid-dinja.
Mhux ta’ b’xejn bqajt ghal Zzmien twil inhossni responsabbli
ghal dawk il-hofor li dejjem jespandu.
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Omm il-Hiran, i¢-¢imiterju izolat fix-Xlokk t Amman, fI-1967
kien ghadu zghir u kwazi vojt. Sal-1970 gie ddikjarat mimli u
ma jiflahx kadavru mgiddem iehor, u l-gvern Haximita mhux
elett kellu jalloka post iehor biex jibda jservi bhala ¢imiterju
gdid ghar-residenti tAmman. Ir-residenti gergru kemm felhu
minhabba li I-post il-gdid li alloka I-gvern mhux elett kien ’il
barra sew minn Amman u li ha jibda jkollhom gibda sakemm
jaslu shemm biex jidfnu l-mejtin taghhom jew izuru ‘I
grabathom. Barra minn hekk, il-mejtin Gordanizi proprji tal-
post ma tantx hadu gost bil-prezenza tar-refugjati mixhutin
hdejhom b’saqajhom jintnu pesta. Min jaf meta kienu nhaslu
l-ahhar? Iktar u iktar jekk inhaslu b’dak is-sapun tal-Gnus
taparsi Maghquda maghmul miz-zejt tal-qali uzati.

L-ewwel hadnielhom l-ispazju ta’ fuq l-art u issa qeghdin
indejquhom anke fil-guf taghha. Il-gvern mhux elett
intebah li jekk jilqa’ t-talba taghhom ha jkollu jaghmel zewg
¢imiterji, wiehed ghan-nies Gordanizi safja u iehor ghar-
refugjati mnittnin. Wara li hasibha sew intebah li dan kien
ser johloq firda b’konsegwenzi koroh li ma kellux mohhhom
dak iz-zmien. Il-mejtin ma kinux idejquh. Aktar il-militanti
hajjin li bdew joperaw fil-Punent tal-pajiz u jisparaw fuq
I-Izrael minn diversi postijiet. Il-gvern mhux elett Gordaniz
beda jghid li d-dar tieghu maghmula mill-hgieg u li ma
jistax ikun li toqghod tissotta n-nies bil-gebel meta d-dar
tieghek maghmula mill-hgieg. Ahseb u ara joqghod jispara
xi hadd barrani minghandek. Il-gvern mhux elett Gordaniz
qataghha li ma jistax ikun li 1-Palestinjani, wara li bieghu
arthom lil-Lhud u qabdu prezzha fil-but, joqoghdu jisparaw
minn gor-renju fragli, erhilu 1i x-Xatt tal-Punent li jinkludi
lil Gerusalemm tal-Lvant sa dak iz-zmien kien ghadu taht
il-kuruna Haximita. Ix-Xatt tal-Punent jghidulu hekk ghax
ix-Xatt tal-Lvant huwa 1-Gordan stess u z-zewgt ixtut kienu
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megqjusin bhala z-zewg pulmuni tal-Gordan li r-re tieghu
skopra f’daqqa li b’pulmun wiehed aktar jagbillu. Ir-re
Hussein kien professur fl-arti tas-sopravivenza gewwa dik
il-foresta ta’ azzarini.

Minkejja t-tgergir tan-nies Gordanizi indigeni, il-gvern
mhux elett Gordaniz xorta alloka roqgha art kbira ghac-
¢imiterju gdid fl-Ilbi¢ ta’ Amman f’post jghidulu Sahab, fit-
tarf tad-dezert li qed jaggredixxi lil Amman min-Nofsinhar,
fejn hamsa u tletin sena wara mort infittex il-qabar ta’
missieri u ghamilt is-sighat indur u naghqad mitluf, gewwa
¢imiterju li ghal ftit hin sthajjiltu ikbar mill-pajjiz innifsu.
Dak i¢-c¢imiterju rnexxielu jwaqqaf il-passi fermi tad-dezert
selvagg mifrux mill-Higaz u Tabuk fis-Sawdita Gharbija,
minn fejn hareg il-profeta Gharbi, u hargu shabu warajh,
u bl-ilbiesi strambi taghhom irrenjaw nofs id-dinja antika.
Forsi rrenjaw meta kellhom ras wahda, mhux ghexieren ta’
rjus bla ghamla jew fasla ¢ara, ghax daqqa tarahom bi rjus ta’
lpup u daqqa tarahom ta’ nghag, u dan l-ahhar qed narahom
bi rjus ta’ rettili mdahhlin fiz-zmien. Uhud minnhom jixbhu
lil dawk il-kreaturi strambi li jidhru f’Jurassic Park.

Il-gvern qal li d-dar tieghu maghmula mill-hgieg, u li min
ikollu daru tal-hgieg, ma jridx jissotta lill-ohrajn bil-gebel
ghax jissottawh lura u jkissrulu kollox. U apparti l-isparar,
il-gvern mhux elett kompla jghid lil-Palestinjani bdew iqazzu
‘l Alla fil-Gordan, u li bdew jabbuzaw wisq mill-ospitalita
generuza, u aktarx qeghdin ihawdu t-tjubija mad-dghufija.
“Il-Palestinjani,” kompla jghid u kellu mitt elf ragun,
“gqeghdin isiru awtorita gol-awtorita. Qeghdin iwaqqfu u
jinterrogaw u jarrestaw lil min iridu, u anke japplikaw l-ligi
mghawga taghhom. Ma jistax ikun. Irridu niftakru li hatna
minnhom mazuni u kumunisti minn dawk li jorqdu ma’
huthom, u b’hekk mhux talli qeghdin jirrabjaw ’1 Alla biss,
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izda qeghdin jirrabjaw lill-Amerikani li huma terga’ hafna
aqwa minn Alla.”

Taht pressjoni gawwija ma tinfelahx mill-Istati Uniti u bosta
pajjizi ohra li kien qed idejjaghom il-mod kif kienu qeghdin
igibu ruhhom il-Palestinjani fil-Gordan u I-mod kif geghdin
jinbxu lill-Izrael u ma jhalluhx fi kwietu, il-gvern mhux
elett Gordaniz kellu kontra qalbu, fis-17 ta’ Settembru tal-
1970, jithan lir-rezistenza Palestinjana. L-armata Haximita,
li ma setghetx tispara tir wiehed fid-direzzjoni t-tajba biex
tiddifendi lil Gerusalemm f1-1967, f’daqqa wahda nbidlet
fi ljuni ffero¢jati ma jibzghu minn xejn. U f’inqas minn
hmistax-il gurnata, qatlet ghadd kbir ta’ Palestinjani. Il-figuri
finalibaqghubhas-soltumisturin. Filwaqtlil-Palestinjani qalu
li nqatlulhom ’il fuq minn hamest elef, l-uffi¢jali Gordanizi
sahqu li n-numru ma jagbizx it-tliet mija. Id-differenza,
bhalma qeghdin naraw, hija ¢ucata. Ghax 1-4700 ruh xorta
ha jintesew. Il-figura ezatta, bhalma huwa maghruf, dejjem
tibqa’ taht it-trab.

Id-dizgrazzja tal-1970 issemmiet Settembru I-Iswed. Ghandna
kollox la ghandu isem deskrittiv u retoriku. Ta’ tliet snin, kont
diga mghobbi bi tliet gwerer magguri. In-Nakbeh u n-Nakseh
u Settembru l-Iswed. u l-kbir kien ghadu ma wasalx. Tliet
snin bi tliet dizgrazzji kbar u l-ahhar tnejn kif qed taraw
gibthom mieghi. Mhux ta’ b’xejn li ommi ghazlet li Zzarma
mid-dinja kmieni qabel tara lill-ahwa jbic¢ru lill-ahwa u
l-qraba jqattghu fil-qraba, u l-mejtin imutu b’mistogsijiet
strambi f’ghajnejhom, mistogsijiet aktarx bla twegiba. Li
joqtlok il-ghadu forsi tifhimha, izda meta joqtlok huk, kif
tista’ tifhimha?
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Translated from Maltese by Rose Marie Caruana

When the 1967 war ended and the Arab body lay wounded on
the ground, people wailed to such an extent that they almost
became blind. Some people chose to stop believing in God when
they gazed upon that large body full of wounds, succumbing
before the feet of the small adversary that had inflicted all those
injuries. Others insisted that it was disbelief in God that had
landed us in this precarious situation, and that Islam was the
only cure. Some retorted that communism was the answer. The
Arab Nationalists had no clue what to do since their ‘romantic’
project had ended in a heap, bleeding to death on the ground.
Shouts and quarrels broke out, while a hundred, thousand
knives lashed out to operate on that supine body. Arrests and
shooting as well as exchange of fire between political adversar-
ies took place. The prisoners and ‘disappeared’ piled up, while
the wounded body which inexorably stretched in pain was
about to enter into a lasting coma.

During all these events, on the first anniversary of my birth
and that of my twin sister, my mother suddenly stopped
talking. She had been conversing less and less for a while
but now she turned completely soundless. She didn’t answer
when addressed, as if she was deaf and couldn’t hear any-
thing. Twenty years ago her eyes stopped glittering with joy
and now her lips became fossilised. She held all the words and
grief and pity and anger and confusion within her and locked
them away behind thick walls of silence. My father never
insisted we take her somewhere to be cured, as if he knew that
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there was no cure. He remained gazing at his nothingness,
as if nothing had happened to his beloved wife. In the little
time he spent at home, he kept staring into the unknown.
Occasionally he would glance at her and quickly turn away
frowning, as if he knew what lay in store for her and all of us,
behind those silent symptoms.

At precisely two o’clock in the morning, on 14 July 1969,
two years after that fateful defeat of June when my mother
was engulfed in silence forever, she passed away at the age
of 44. She had been described as a beautiful woman, but no
one could remember the last time she had smiled after losing
her Palestine. Now all of a sudden, she was gone, wrapped in
eternal silence. Nakseh and I had just been weaned off her
breast.

At first, after performing initial tests on my mother, the
doctors at the UNRWA, the so-called ‘United’ Nations agency
set up to aid the Palestinian refugees in the Near East, con-
cluded that while I was suckling what was left in her dry
breast, my twin sister was injecting her breast with some rare
poison that caused malignancy.

The attention of the Scandinavian doctors of the UNRWA
was quickly drawn to the fact that a lot of people were dying
in the refugee camps without showing any outward symp-
toms of chronic illness, and that a large majority of people
stopped talking after their lips grew stiff. The Scandinavian
and Belgian doctors were at their wits’” end because when
they tested both the dead and the living, they found traces
of that same poison which my twin sister had formulated.
The doctors sent for more advanced apparatus, but it was all
in vain. After performing numerous biopsies and import-
ing numerous instruments, robots and microscopes, the
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professors couldn’t establish the true link between my twin
sister’s poison and the silence that embarked on the lips of
the Palestinian refugees that had spread to all four corners
of Syria, Lebanon and Jordan. A large quantity of money was
squandered but the mystery was never resolved until two
Norwegian anthropologists conducted research that involved
visiting those corrugated iron sheds. They immediately con-
cluded that there was an organic link between going mute and
passing away after a year or two, three at most. There was an
essential ingredient which eluded all professors and doctors,
and ridiculed their injections and recipes, and that anomaly
was the love for Palestine.

After the sentimental bond with my mother had been broken,
the metabolic bond was immediately severed. My mother
had left when I needed her most. To add salt to the bleed-
ing wound, the world made fun of me 20 years later by pro-
viding me with loads of ‘mothers’. How could you possibly
understand a woman? A hormone pops up and she promptly
becomes enslaved. Another hormone appears, searching for
1,000 things that need to be cared for from a woman’s biologi-
cal perspective. Even if this thing is disfigured and prickly
and has caused a dreadful curse upon the whole world. Then
another hormone enters the bloodstream and sends her into
a mysterious transformation. Hands abruptly become tools to
caress. Legs transform into pillows. Breasts into nozzles of
nourishing protein withstanding tears and pain while provid-
ing its unconditional comfort and softness.

On 14 July 1969, I lost the mother I never had. The mother who
had been dead since 1948. Her sister, my aunt Safiyyah, insisted
that it wasn’t true that my mother had died in 1948 because,
according to her, my mother kept up her hopes until 1967. “Who
hopes isn’t dead, my dear,” my aunt said. According to her, the
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difference between a dead person and a living one, is that one
hopes or not. This meant that my mother died when my twin
sister was born. Perhaps that’s why my father never bothered
to look at me from the day I was born, was never interested to
look at my face which one day would be a perfect copy of his.
No doubt he associated me with the loss of Palestine, which in
turn caused my mother’s death. He watched her slipping away
before his very eyes, wrapped up in his own silence, but was
unable to do anything. He helplessly observed her packing her
suitcases to leave this earth without fuss.

My mother was buried about 18 metres away from her sister
Sarah who had died 13 days before. In the same row, there
were seven new tombs between them. Three of their residents
were my relatives. Most probably, their demise was due to
the destruction I had brought with me into the world. It’s no
wonder I spent many long years feeling guilty and responsible
for those holes in the ground that continuously multiplied.

Omm il-Hiran, the isolated cemetery in the south east of
Amman, was a small and nearly empty cemetery in 1967. By
1970 it was declared full to bursting point, unable to accom-
modate another blasted grave. The non-elected Hashemite
government had to allocate another place to serve as the new
cemetery for Amman’s inhabitants. The Jordanians grum-
bled vociferously since the new cemetery was far away and
would require an inconveniently long journey to bury one’s
dead or to visit their graves. Besides this, the native Jorda-
nian cadavers weren't too pleased to reside beside the dead
refugees. Goodness knows the last time they washed them-
selves before dying! It would have been even worse if they had
washed themselves with that soap made out of used frying oil
which the so-called United Nations provided!
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First we occupied their space above the ground and now we’re
bothering them in their tombs too. The non-elected govern-
ment of Jordan quickly realised that if it were to give in to
the native residents’ demands, it would have to set up two
cemeteries, one for the native Jordanians and another for
the stinky refugees. But after thinking it through, the non-
elected government concluded that a decision like that would
create a rift with unimaginably terrifying consequences.
After all, from the non-elected government’s perspective, the
dead wouldn’t give a shit! It was more concerned about the
living militants who began to operate in the western part of
the country, firing at Israel from various angles. The non-
elected Jordanian cabinet said that their house was made of
glass and therefore they couldn’t afford to throw stones at the
houses of others, because the others would throw stones back
and destroy theirs. So the non-elected Jordanian government
banned the Palestinians, who had sold their homeland to the
Jews, from attacking Israel from their fragile kingdom of
Jordan. Never mind that the West Bank, including East Jeru-
salem, was under the Hashemite Crown. The West Bank is
called the West Bank, because the East Bank is in fact, Jordan.
The two banks were considered to be the two lungs of Jordan.
Though all of a sudden the Hashemite King realised that it
was better off with one lung. King Hussein was a true profes-
sor of the art of survival amongst that forest of rifles.

In spite of the indigenous Jordanians’ complaints, the gov-
ernment went ahead with allocating a large patch of ground
to serve as a new cemetery in the south west of Amman,
at a place called Sahab, which lies at the edge of the desert
that stabs Amman from the south. Thirty-five years later, I
returned to look for my father’s grave and spent hours there,
completely lost and unable to find my bearings in a cemetery
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that appeared larger than the country itself. That cemetery
halted the march of the wild desert; a desert spreading from
Hejaz and Tabuk in Saudi Arabia, where the Arab prophet
and his strange companions emerged from, to rule half of the
ancient world.

Moreover, the non-elected government also stated that the
Palestinians were badly behaved in Jordan, abusing their
hosts’ hospitality and, in all probability, confusing kindness
for weakness. The Palestinians were establishing an authority
within the authority. They stopped, interrogated and arrested
whoever they pleased and brought them in front of their own
distorted justice. We must remember that many of these Pal-
estinians are Freemasons and communists who sleep with
their sisters, and therefore are not only displeasing God but
are also angering the Americans who are even more powerful
than God.

Under this unbearable pressure, mainly from the United
States and other countries that disliked the way Palestinians
were behaving in Jordan, the non-elected Jordanian govern-
ment had no choice but to crush the Palestinian resistance
on 17 September 1970. The Hashemite army, which couldn’t
fire a single shot in the right direction to defend Jerusalem
in 1967, suddenly transformed into a ferocious lion, fearing
nothing. In less than 48 hours, this army was able to mas-
sacre a respectable number of Palestinian refugees. As usual,
the exact number of casualties was kept under wraps. While
the Palestinians recorded over 5,000 casualties, the Jordanian
officials insisted that the death toll didn’t exceed 300. Evi-
dently, there is a ridiculous gap because those 4,700 corpses
must have been fabricated! The exact figure will always
remain buried under the dust.
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The 1970 disaster was named the Black September, a descrip-
tive and rhetorical name. By the age of three, I was already
burdened with three major wars. Nakbeh, Nakseh and Black
September, and the worst was yet to come. Three years bur-
dened by three major disasters of which the latter two, as
we have noted, were brought on by me. To no surprise, my
mother chose to leave this world early on, before she saw
brothers killing brothers, neighbours butchering neighbours
and people dying with strange questions in their eyes, ques-
tions with heavy answers. You could possibly understand an
enemy Kkilling you, but how could you come to terms with
your brother killing you?
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Arcueil (2015)
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Biography

Aleksandar Be¢anovi¢, born in 1971, is a Montenegrin writer, film critic and screenwriter. He is
the author of five poetry books, Ulysses’ Distance (1994), Being (1996), The Pantry (1998), Places in
the Letter (2001) and Preludes and Fugues (2007); two short story collections, | am Waiting, What
Will Happen Next (2005) and Obsession (2009); and a novel, Arcueil (2015). He has also published
two books of film criticism, Genre in the Contemporary Cinema (2005) and the 900-page long
Lexicon of Film Directors (2015). He received the Risto Ratkovi¢ Award for the best book of poetry
in Montenegro in 2002. He writes film reviews and essays for Montenegrin daily Vijesti, and
is one of the contributors to the books 507 Movie Directors (2007), 501 Movie Stars (2007), 101
Horror Movies You Must See Before You Die (2009) and 107 Sci-Fi Movies You Must See Before You
Die (2009).

Synopsis

On Easter Sunday, April 3, 1768, Marquis de Sade promised an écu to a beggar by the name
of Rose Keller if she would follow him to Arcueil. Only a few hours later, after Keller managed
to escape from the Marquis’ country house, this little ‘adventure’ in the Paris suburbs would
become the notorious ‘Arcueil affair’, a scandal that caught the public imagination in France
and beyond.

Different testimonies and rumours were spreading, conflicting interpretations were heard, but
what really happened in the Marquis’ room? Where lies the truth about the scandal? Was Arcueil
the scene of horrible sadistic sexual violence and some kind of perverse theatrical production,
or was the victim not so innocent after all? Arcueil is a complex, multi-perspective retelling of
the ‘Arcueil affair’, which emphasizes the doubts and ambivalences of any historical or - for that
matter — media event.
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Marquis je izaSao u osam sati.

Stojao je maloprije uokviren u velikom ogledalu, prikladno
odjeven, sa izrazom lica koje je nestrpljivo iscekivalo $to ce
se dalje desiti. Njegove o¢i su dobile dubinu neophodnu da bi
strasti presle u imperativ. Kosa je bila namjestena, $tap u ruci,
noz za opasacem. Za religiozne svetkovine treba se dotjerati
sa ukusom i oti¢i sa neobaveznim $armom, bez obzira da li
zaista vjerujete u njih.

Ogledao sejos§ nekoliko trenutaka, taman dovoljno dalik utone u
njegove misli. Pripreme zahtijevaju, misli on, andeosku paznju,
punu usredsredenost, predostroznosti koje ¢e predvidjeti svaku
situaciju $to bi mogla iskrsnuti. Stvari moraju imati ¢vrstu
osnovu da bi se kasnije razbuktale. To je bio njegov nauk: uzitak
valja do u tancina izgraditi, on uvijek pociva na jasnom planu,
na anticipiranju epizoda koje ¢e uslijediti. Ovdje ne smije biti
improvizacije: spontanost je za amatere. Sloboda zadovoljstva
zapravo izrasta iz strogog rituala koji se ponavlja onoliko koliko
je potrebno da se dode do vrhunca. Uzitak dolazi iz pocetnog
razmisljanja i posljedi¢cnog djelovanja da se zamisljeni nacrt
dovede do kraja.

Pa opet, ¢ak i kada se sve sprovede gvozdenom rukom, kada
se detalji uvedu u trazeni poredak objekata, ljudi i dogadaja,
postoji mogucnost da ce slucaj umijesati svoje prste. Ali, to
bi trebalo razumjeti kao dodatno uzbudenje, dodatni napor
za postignuti cilj. Scena je ve¢ dotjerana, kulise su stavljene
u funkciju, protagonisti upuceni u svoje uloge, a onda mozda
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dolazi neocekivana varijacija, malo pomjeranje u dizajnu.
Jedva cekam da vidim kakav ¢e biti rezultat, misli on, ponovo
se vracajuci u fokus.

Plan za ovaj dan, ¢iju svetost valja iskusati, razraden je sa
sitnicavosc¢u starih egzegeta. Sada, kada se stvari pokrenu,
ostaje da se vidi kakvi ce biti efekti price koja je formirana
u ¢asovima dokolice, snatrenja i hladno budne racionalnosti.
Da li ¢e u njoj biti materijala za dalje prepri¢avanje, za nova
pripovjedanja, za drugacija ponavljanja.

Marquise je ostala u krevetu, gore na spratu, u inerciji koja
ju je drzala i u snu i na javi. Otkako je nedavno postala
majka, neprestano je umorna, Stovise, rekao bi Marquis, i
razdrazljiva, ali ipak to ne pokazuje ispod svojih skorojevic¢kih
manira. Kada se probudi i vidi da je njen suprug ve¢ uveliko
izasao i da ne moze racunati s njegovim prisustvom na ovako
vazan dan gdje svaka porodica, narocito one najuglednije - a
sada je pripadala takvoj -, traze jedinstvo i razoruzavajucu
bliskost, sa istim osjecajem duznosti ¢e uraditi, ma koliko
bilo oskudno njeno razumijevanje, sve preporucene vjerske
rituale. I iskreno ¢e se zalostiti $to familija nece ni ovaj put
biti na okupu, jer Marquis uvijek ima nekih precih stvari, neki
neodlozni posao koji zahtijeva njegovo potpuno angazovanje.
Barem joj tako kasnije tumaci svoje odlaske, dok ona sve
viSe sumnja da tu nisu Cista posla, i da njen suprug posjeduje
pretjerano avanturisticki duh eda bi svoj dom smatrao
privilegovanim mjestom.

Makar ju je njena maman znalacki tjedila: Jednom kada
postane$ majka, u njemu ce se razviti nacelo odgovornosti,
njegova bjekstva ¢e se okoncati, ludorije sa teatrom prestati
da ga opcinjavaju. Najgore su, dalje joj je pricala zabrinuta
mater pored razigrane vatre u kaminu - dok je te razgovore
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Marquis volio sebi pojacano da docarava u njihovoj nategnutoj
konvencionalnosti -, teatarske opsesije, besramno skupe a tako
nepotrebne, ¢isto bacanje para, i od najmanjeg racuna me zaboli
glava, u toj naknadnoj Marquisovoj interpretaciji tvrdi maman,
koja se odmah hvata za glavu, svima se zali na nepodnosljivu
migrenu i odlazi u svoju sobu sa stavom istinske mucenice. Svi
mi imamo nase male golgote, kaze maman svojoj kéerki, uceci
je najdubljim mudrostima i najsvetijim tajnama bracnog zivota.
Ali, sigurna sam, kaze ona a Marquis u sebi sve potvrduje, da
¢e ga mali Louis-Marie promijeniti iz korjena, neki nagovjestaji
su prisutni, postoje razlozi da se nadamo.

Marquise spava gore, u glomaznom bra¢nom krevetu, tvrdo
poput pravednice. Kao i svi prostodu$ni ljudi, misli on,
najsretnija je kad ne mora da razbija glavu oko svakodnevnih
problema. Nju nikad nisu brinule okolnosti njihovog
ugovorenog braka, nikad se nije zanimala kako je taj potpuni
stranac — o kojem nije ni znala da ga prati odredena reputacija
iz falsifikovanih policijskih dosijea i zluradih glasina -
zavr$io u njenoj postelji odmah trazeci sve pripadajuce bracne
prinadleznosti, a mozda i neke van obaveznog popisa. Da se
interesovala, zasigurno je prvo odgovore trebala da potrazi
kod njene gospode majke, bas pored istog onog kamina gdje
sada dobija naknadne i neu¢inkovite bra¢ne poduke i savjete.
Samo prostodusni ljudi, misli on, mogu da budu duboko u
sebi nezadovoljni sudbinom, a da se ne bune protiv nje.

Marquise krasi kvalitet da oc¢ekuje rasplet dogadaja sa krotkom
ravnodusnocu. Da je kakva filozofesa, tu bi osobinu nazvao
bozanskom apatijom. Nedostizni ideal koji se zamjenjuje
pojacanom dramaturgijom Sto laz ustolicuje ne kao opsjenu,
ne kao iluziju, ve¢ kao neophodni dodatak ili zac¢in onome §to
zaista mislimo o zivotu. Sjetio se sa smijeSkom - ogledalo je
automatskinaglasilo promjenu ulicu - jednog prolje¢a u chateau
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d’Evry kada su svi morali da prihvate nove uloge, da isko¢e na
kratko iz svog zatvorenog bi¢a i prepuste se njegovoj reziserskoj
ruci koja nije samo postavljala ljude u malom proscenijumu,
nego je i ispravljala i dopisivala uvazene komade.

Cak sei Marquise bila opustila, prihvativii svoje role u za¢udno
dobro raspolozenju, valjda zato $to je pokusavala da uvidi
slicnosti izmedu teatra i Zivota, lazno sigurna da se se drugi
element mora povinovati prvom, da su pisani zakoni jaci od
haosa stvarnosti. Usla bi u svoj lik bez oklijevanja, uvjerena
da ¢e cuti ba$ ono $to je Zeljela, moralni nauk i izjavu ljubavi,
od strane muskarca koga je, onda kada je u njemu prihvatila
vlastiti usud, voljela i sa stras¢u i sa duznoscu. Pjevala je
poboljsane i preokrenute stihove koji su obecavali harmoniju
i sretni kraj, iako joj slabasni glas nije dozvoljavao da pogodi
pravu intonaciju. Bilo je u svemu tome viSe $arma nego
nezgrapnosti, prisje¢ao se on, narocito u njenim pozama kada
je glumila samouvjerenost, iznutra potreSena moguénoscu da
nesto neocekivano dobija, iako maman nije prestajala da se
buni oko troskova izgradene otvorene pozornice, izvezenih
kostima i ponekog profesionalnog glumca, unajmljenog za
ove svecanosti.

Ali, glavni udar ironije nalazio se u ¢injenici da je i maman
— jos$ bijesna zbog pozamasnog deficita - tog proljeca zavrsila
na pozornici, moglo bi se re¢i, misli on, u maloj Marquisovoj
drami. Tacnije, farsi, jer na repertoaru su, u skladu sa
najnovijom aristokratskom modom da se u ¢injenicama vidi
tek odbljesak nedostiznog cini¢nog ideala, bile samo trivijalne
komedije, laki komadi koji su trebali da prevare i one unutar
i one izvan pozornice, da ponude priprostu zabavu koja je,
medutim, ¢uvala u sebi mra¢ne namjere. Jer, svijet je najlakse
prevariti uz pomoc sretnog kraja, konvencije u koju zurimo da
povjerujemo, taman kao da nam li¢na radost zavisi od njega.
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Dovedena na pozori$ne daske, otrgnuta na trenutak iz svoje
prakti¢ne svakodnevice, Mme de Montreuil je bila osudena
na ocaravajuce zadovoljstvo i plodonosnu tastinu, koje ¢ak ni
uvijek prisutno gundavo $krtarenje nije moglo da umanji.

Maman je polako izlazila na scenu, misli on, dok podize obrvu
iznad desnog oka kao da zaista posmatra taj spektakularni
ulaz, prvo iskreno zbunjena, ljuta na sebe $to je prihvatila da
kao Siparica nepromisljeno upadne u pripremljenu zamku,
nervozna jer se dala nagovoriti bez da je pruzila dostojanstveni
otpor. Treba joj neko vrijeme da se navikne na okruzenje, da
prihvati snagu fikcije. Onda se prepusta, obrazi su joj rumeni
od pristiglog zadovoljstva, uzivljava se u svoju ulogu i spremna
je da zaboravi na sitnicave zamjerke.

Maman na sceni, to je prizor koji valja pohraniti u sje¢anju,
da bi kasnije mogao biti iskoristen za blagodeti ironije. U
povecem kostimu koji njeno tijelo ¢ini okruglim, ona zamislja
da je gospodarica price koja je, medutim, ve¢ davno odredena
a dijalozi su unaprijed sprijecili autonomnost radnje. Volio je
da tokom predstave, ¢ekaju¢i da dode red na njega, posmatra
majku i kéerku, kako iz suprotstavljenih razloga prihvataju
da se ponasaju u skladu sa zakonima otrcane farse: jedna
je mislila da pozoriste oplemenjuje, da ce biti katarza u
bra¢nom zivotu u ¢iju je svrhu ve¢ pocela da sumnja, iako su
zlosutne informacije bile pazljivo sklanjane od nje, druga je
bila ubjedena da, uz malo laskanja, moze sve da kontrolise s
obje strane zavjese i da joj niSta nec¢e promaci. To je najnizi
i prezrenja dostojan efekt pozorista: da natjerate ljude da
povjeruju u iluziju, da obezbjedite prostor u koji ¢e moci da
nadoknade ono $to im manjka i da izbace ono $to ih tisti.
Prostodusni ljudi su najbolja, ali i najneznavenija publika,
posebno kad u svojim umovima igraju drugima dodijeljene
uloge ili oponasaju tude akcije.
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Teatar je nesto drugo, misli on, potpuno drugacija instanca:
on ne proizvodi ni laz ni istinu, ne vraca nista i ne obezbjeduje
nista. Nema nicega na $to bi se moglo ugledati, ni¢ega na cemu
bi se valjalo zadrzati. Nema proci§¢enja i pokajanja, smijeh
nikada nije srdacan, suze nikad nisu potresne. Teatar je ispad
izlogike morala, i zato sredstvo da se njime bic¢uje hipokrizija i
konvencija, ali ne da bi se svijet poboljsao, ne da bi bila poslata
poruka, ovo je lose, ovo je nemoralno, nemojte da radite
poroc¢na djela. Ne, pozoriste je mjesto gdje upravljate ljudima
i rije¢ima, pravite najoporije kalkulacije, rasporedujete ispod
proscenijuma stvari i junake, kombinujete tijela u pozama,
polozajima, shemama, cinite vjestackom svaku vezu, svaki
govor, cijelu prirodu.

Najvise je volio pripreme, iscekivanje pred spektakl, zadrsku
prije nego ¢e pric¢a biti postavljena. Onda bi izasao na
pozornicu da je dobro osmotri, prosetao bi nekoliko puta
uzduz i poprijeko da osjeti koliko prostora moze da dobije ako
iskoristi dubinu pozadine. Zatim bi razmisljao o tome kako
postaviti svijetlo i usmjeriti pogled gledaoca, jer pozornica
nema svrhu ako u njoj nema mjesta za sjenke koje svemu daju
nijansu, i laznoj bezbriznosti farse i nategnutoj moralnosti
tragedije. Fikcija je velika ne zato $to sve moze, ve¢ zato §to
nista ne mora.
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Translated from Montenegrin by Will Firth

The Marquis left the house at eight in the morning.

Just before that he had stood framed in a large mirror, suit-
ably dressed, with an expression on his face that showed he
eagerly awaited what was to come. His eyes took on the depth
needed for passions to cross over to the imperative. His hair
was neatly combed, his walking stick in hand, and his knife
under his belt. You have to dress with taste and go out with
easygoing charm on church holidays, whether you believe in
them or not.

He looked at himself closely for a few moments more, just
enough for his countenance to sink into his thoughts. The
preparations, he thought, demanded angelic attention, full
concentration and foresight to allow him to predict every
situation that could arise. Things had to have a firm base so
that they might blaze up later. That was his maxim: enjoy-
ment has to be worked out down to the finest detail; it always
rests on a clear plan and anticipation of the episodes to follow.
There must not be any improvisation here: spontaneity is for
amateurs. Rather, the freedom of pleasure grows out of a
strict ritual repeated as often as necessary for the apex to be
reached. Enjoyment comes from initial reflection and subse-
quent activity to see a conceived project through to its end.

And yet even when everything is implemented with an iron
hand, when the desired sequence of objects, characters and
events is fleshed out in detail, there is still a possibility of
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chance taking a hand. But that should be seen as an added
thrill, an extra effort required to attain the goal. The stage is
decorated, the scenery set up, the protagonists are conversant
with their roles, and then an unexpected variation can come,
a small shift in design. I can hardly wait to see what the result
will be, he thought, and returned to his focus again.

The plan for this day, whose sanctity was to be tested, had
been elaborated with the meticulousness of old exegetes.
Now, when things were getting under way, it remained to be
seen what the effects would be of this story formed in hours of
leisure, in daydreaming and cool-headed rationalism. Would
it provide material for further paraphrasing, new narrations
and different iterations?

The Marquise remained in bed upstairs, in the inertia that
held her both when asleep and awake. Since giving birth
recently, she had been constantly tired, and moreover tetchy,
the Marquis would say, but still she didn’t show it beneath
her parvenue manners. When she woke up and saw that her
husband was well and truly gone and that she could not count
on his presence on this important day, where every family,
especially the most respectable ones - she now belonged to
those circles - demanded unity and an ingratiating close-
ness, she would perform all the recommended religious
rituals with the same sense of duty, however limited her
understanding was. And she would be sincerely sad that the
family wasn’t together again because the Marquis always
had some pressing things to attend to, urgent business that
demanded his complete commitment. That, at any rate, is
how he later explained his absences to her, while she increas-
ingly suspected that something fishy was going on and that
her husband possessed too adventurous a spirit to consider
his home a privileged place.
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At least her maman consoled her with all her expertise: “When
you become the mother of his child, the Marquis will acquire a
degree of responsibility, and the escapades with the theatre will
cease to fascinate him. Theatrical obsessions are the worst -,”
her anxious mother continued beside the dancing flames in
the fireplace (the Marquis loved to evoke those conversations
for himself and play them through in their stiff convention-
ality) “because they are shamelessly expensive and so unnec-
essary, a pure waste of money, and the smallest invoice gives
me a headache,” maman claimed in the Marquis’ retrospec-
tive interpretation. She immediately grasped her head in her
hands, complained of an unbearable migraine and went off to
her room with the pose of a true martyr. “We all have our little
‘Calvaries’,” maman confided to her daughter, teaching her the
deepest wisdoms and holiest secrets of married life. “But 'm
sure, and the Marquis confirms it himself, that Louis-Marie
will change him radically - there are already some signs - so
there is cause for hope,” she said.

The Marquise slept upstairs in a bulky, king-size bed, soundly,
like the sleep of the just. As with all simple-minded people,
he thought, she was happiest when she didn’t have to worry
about everyday problems. She never cared about the circum-
stances of their arranged marriage and was never interested
in how that complete stranger — she didn’t even know he was
followed by a certain reputation from forged police dossiers
and malicious rumours - ended up in her bed and imme-
diately demanded the fulfilment of all her conjugal duties,
and perhaps also some that were not on the list. If she had
asked herself these questions, she certainly should first have
sought answers from her esteemed mother, beside the very
same fireplace where she was now being given belated, futile
marital instruction and advice. Only simple-minded people,
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he thought, could be so dissatisfied deep inside with their
fate, and yet not rebel against it.

The Marquise was graced by the quality of awaiting the outcome
of events with meek equanimity. Had she been a philosopher
of any kind, he would have termed this characteristic divine
apathy. An unreachable ideal that is substituted by intensified
dramaturgy that enthrones the lie not as a sleight of hand, not
as an illusion, but as an essential dash of spice to what we really
think about life. He recalled with a smile — the mirror auto-
matically accentuated the change on his face — one spring at
Chateau d’Evry when everyone had to accept new roles, briefly
step out of their closed selves and trust his director’s hand,
which not only placed people in the small proscenium but also
reworked and rounded off the celebrated pieces.

Even the Marquise relaxed and accepted her roles in a
remarkably good mood, probably because she was trying to
see similarities between theatre and life, falsely confident that
the latter must submit to the former, and that written laws
were stronger than the chaos of reality. She would take on her
character without hesitation, convinced that she was going
to hear just what she wanted: moral edification and a dec-
laration of love from the man whom, once she accepted he
was her destiny, she loved both passionately and dutifully. She
sang improved verses with changed meanings that promised
harmony and a happy end, although her feeble voice prevented
her from getting the intonation right. There was more charm
than clumsiness in all that, he recollected, particularly in her
poses when she played self-confidence, all shook-up inside by
the possibility of gaining something unexpectedly, although
maman never stopped complaining about the cost of the fully
constructed open stage, the embroidered costumes and the
handful of professional actors hired for the festivities.
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But irony’s main blow, so to speak, lay in the fact that maman
herself - still furious about the sizeable deficit - ended up on
the stage that spring in one of his small dramas, the Marquis
thought. It was a farce, to be exact, because, in line with the
latest aristocratic fashion of seeing facts as just a reflection
of an unattainable, cynical ideal, the repertoire consisted
purely of trivial comedies, light pieces that were supposed to
trick those both on and off the stage into thinking that they
offered plain amusement, when they actually harboured dark
intentions. People are easiest to cheat with the help of a happy
ending, a convention we are quick to believe, as if our per-
sonal happiness depended on it. Led onto the boards of the
theatre, torn away from her everyday concerns for a moment,
Mme de Montreuil was condemned to enthralling pleasure
and creative vanity, which even her perpetual grouchy avarice
was unable to impair.

Maman stepped out onto the stage slowly, he thought and
raised his right eyebrow as if he was actually scrutinising that
spectacular entry. At first she was sincerely bewildered, angry
at herself for having been so simple as to unthinkingly walk
straight into a trap like a greenhorn, and nervous because she
had let herself be persuaded without offering a dignified show
of resistance. She needed some time to get used to the sur-
roundings and accept the power of fiction. Then she let go, her
cheeks went red from a surge of pleasure, she identified with
her role and was prepared to forget her petty-minded quibbles.

Maman on stage — that was a sight worth remembering so it
could later be used for the benefit of irony. In a rather large
costume that made her body seem rotund, she fancied herself
the mistress of the story, but things had long been laid down
and the dialogues hindered the autonomy of the acting in
advance. As he waited for his own parts in the performance,
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the Marquis enjoyed watching mother and daughter acqui-
esce to go along with the laws of the trite farce for opposite
reasons. The one thought that theatre ennobled, that it would
be a catharsis for her marriage, whose purpose she had already
begun to doubt, although ominous information was always
painstakingly hidden from her; the other was convinced that,
with a little flattery, she would be able to gain full control on
both sides of the curtain, and nothing would escape her atten-
tion. That is the lowliest and most shameful effect of theatre:
you make people believe in an illusion, you provide a space
where they can compensate for what they lack and cast off
what vexes them. Simple-minded people are the best, but also
the most ignorant audience, especially when their minds play
the roles assigned to others or imitate the actions of others.

Theatre is something else, he thought - a completely different
agency. It produces neither lies nor truth, it neither returns
nor promises anything. There is nothing for you to emulate
and nothing you should cling to. There is no cleansing and
penitence, the laughter is never heartfelt, and the tears are
never touching. Theatre is a suspension of the logic of morals
and therefore can be used to scourge hypocrisy and conven-
tion, but not in order to make the world a better place or to
send a message: this is bad, this is immoral, steer clear of sin.
No, theatre is a place where you govern people and words,
make ruthless calculations, dispose of things and heroes
beneath the proscenium arch, combine bodies in poses, posi-
tions and schemes, and cast every bond, all speech and the
whole of nature in an artificial mould.

Most of all he liked the preparations, the anticipation before
a show and the delay before the story was put on. Then he
would go out onto the stage to have a good look around; he
would walk the length and breadth of it several times to get a
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sense of how much space he could gain if he exploited the full
depth at the rear. Later he would think about how to place the
light and direct the gaze of viewers, because the stage has no
purpose if there is no place for the shades that give all things
their hue, including the false nonchalance of the farce and the
strained morality of the tragedy. Fiction is great not because
everything is possible, but because nothing is prescribed.
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Biography

Jamal Ouariachi, bornin 1978, is the son of a Dutch mother and a Moroccan father. Jamal studied
psychology at the University of Amsterdam and spent years working as an online therapist. He
made his literary debut in 2010 with the novel De vernietiging van Prosper Morel (The Destruc-
tion of Prosper Morel). Since then he has written controversial stories, articles and columns for
a range of leading publications including nrc.next, HP/De Tijd, de Volkskrant, Knack Focus and
Vogue. His second novel Tenderness earned him nominations for the BNG Literatuurprijs and the
Gouden Uil. He followed it up with 25, one third of a Dutch literary trilogy written in response to
Fifty Shades of Grey together with Daan Heerma van Voss and David Pefko.

Synopsis

Aurélie is the loving and dedicated mother of a three-year-old daughter, a role she combines
with a successful career in television. Her life is turned upside down when she receives a
phone call out of the blue from an ex-lover: Alexander Laszlo, formerly an iconic figure in the
world of Dutch development aid and once better known as ‘Holland’s answer to Bob Geldof.
Ten years previously, the passionate relationship between Aurélie, then a young student,
and the flamboyant Alexander came to an abrupt end when Laszlo was convicted of sexually
abusing one of his Ethiopian foster children. The boy had been brought to Amsterdam together
with a dozen other children to be raised as part of Laszlo’s megalomaniac Future Leaders of
Europe initiative. The aim was to give these children the best possible education so that they
would return to their homeland armed with the knowledge to make a difference to society.
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Busje (1)

Sneller dan veilig was stoof de minibus voort door de grijze
blubber, liefdesbaby van sneeuw en strooizout, bij een bui-
tentemperatuur van -9°C, terwijl binnen een ouderwetse
autokachel goedbedoelde maar misselijkmakende hete lucht
rondspoot die, in combinatie met de vochtige koolstofdioxide
uit de monden van de twaalf inzittenden, zorgde voor de
klamme atmosfeer van een tropisch zwemparadijs. Behalve
de voorruit waren alle ramen beslagen.

Er klonken slechts twee stemmen, man en vrouw, beide
afkomstig van een Radio 1-programma waarin voor een vroege
zaterdagochtend wel erg wakker over politiek werd gepraat.

Drempels, bochten, remmen, optrekken: in de maag van
Aurélie Lindeboom klotsten twee happen boterham heen en
weer in een poeltje koffie. Primatour vergeten in te nemen,
wagenziekte streed zij aan zij met de kater van haar afscheids-
feestje, dat pas was geéindigd toen er nauwelijks nog tijd over
was om te slapen.

Ze legde haar zware hoofd op de schouder van Yohannes,
die rechts van haar zat. Een vlaag vanille en de kokosgeur van
zijn kroeshaar activeerden haar speekselklieren en ondanks
haar samengeknepen maag kreeg ze trek in iets zoets. Tas,
met daarin onder meer een pak Oreo’s, niet binnen handbe-
reik. Ter compensatie knauwde ze wat op het middelste kootje
van haar wijsvinger.
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‘Zit je nou op je duim te zuigen?’ vroeg Yohannes.

Beschaamd trok ze de vinger uit haar mond en wierp een
blik op de man links van haar, de man die ze tot voor kort
alleen van tv en uit de krant kende. Hij leek het niet te hebben
gehoord, veegde met de mouw van zijn jas wat condens van het
raampje naast hem. Buiten ontwaakte de stad, de luie winter-
zon kwam op, of preciezer: het daglicht zwol aan. Van de zon
was op deze zwaarbewolkte winterochtend niets te zien. 196
Om tien voor acht had ze voor de laatste maal de inhoud van
haar fluorescerend groene koffer geinspecteerd, checklist in de
hand. Maar was de checklist wel compleet? De afgelopen weken
was ze soms midden in de nacht wakker geschrokken met in
haar hoofd iets waar ze hoe-konze-het-vergeten nog geen
seconde aan had gedacht. De paniek werd op zulke momenten
versterkt door de mogelijkheid van al die andere dingen waar
ze overdag bij volle helderheid niet aan gedacht had, en die haar
misschien wel nooit in haar slaap zouden komen verrassen. Pas
als ze goed en wel in Ethiopi€ was, zou ze zich ten volle realise-
ren wat ze allemaal had verzuimd mee te nemen en dan was het
te laat, want ze hadden daar natuurlijk niks.

De Emergency-kit met daarin een draagbare operatiekamer
bestaande uit eerstewereldfrivoliteiten als steriele injectie-
naalden en scalpels en latex handschoenen en verbandgaasjes,
en verder volgestouwd met diarreeremmers, tientallen zakjes
ors, malariapillen, breedspectrum-antibiotica en het speciale
gele vaccinatiepaspoortje waarin haar inentingen tegen dtp,
hepatitis a en gele koorts vermeld stonden. In een winkel voor
reisbenodigdheden had ze zich verder nog allerhande midde-
len tegen insecten laten aansmeren, alsook zeep waar je geen
water voor nodig had, waterzuiveringspoeder, een tekenpin-
cet, vlooienpoeder en de krachtigste deet-spray (50%) die ze
kon vinden.
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Check.

De nacht: pyjama, hoofdlantaarn, hygiénisch slaapzakje,
boeken over Ethiopié waarin ze nog steeds niet begonnen was.

Check.

Kleding: spijkerbroeken, opdrukloze T-shirts, veel kolo-
niaal linnen - in wat voor bui van overdreven serieusheid
had ze die selectie gemaakt? Had ze dan toch iets geérfd van
dat kleurloze idealisme waar de Bejaarden zich vroeger met
zoveel vreugdeloze passie aan hadden overgegeven?

Snel propte ze twee vrolijke jurkjes in de koffer, en in haar
toilettas wat make-up.

Handbagage: eten voor onderweg, tandenborstel, noti-
tieboekje, fototoestel, memorecorder. Laptop in waterdichte
hoes = draagbaar laboratorium. Laatste wijziging: Globaliza-
tion and Its Discontents van Stiglitz eruit (waarom zat dat
erin? Alsof ze dat in het vliegtuig ging lezen!), Hemingways A
Farewell to Arms erin: een afscheidscadeautje van Alice, die
‘nog 197 nooit zo’n mooi liefdesverhaal’ had gelezen, al had
ze dat een jaar eerder ook beweerd over dat overschatte licht-
heidsboek van Kundera, en een jaar daarvoor was het weer
iets anders geweest, wat? , The English Patient?, ja, Alice had
een groot hart.

Alles aan boord.

Twee over acht: de bel. Yohannes.

‘Yo, Yoyo!’

Ze omhelsden elkaar.

‘Laat geworden?’ Hij liet haar los, bestudeerde haar gezicht.

‘Nogal, ja. Bij jullie ook, zo te zien?’
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Zijn hinniklachje, schor: ‘Mensonterend laat.’

Heldhaftig tilde hij haar overvolle prinsessenkoffer op en
samen stommelden ze de trappen af. Ze stapten in de vrieskist
van de donkere ochtend, waar het geklingel, geknal en gerof-
fel klonk van metaal op metaal, en hout op metaal: de kraam-
zetters waren bezig de markt op te bouwen onder het oranje
licht van de straatlantaarns. Tranen in haar ogen van de kou,
maar ze stond zichzelf geen klacht toe: ze zou deze kou nog
gaan missen de komende weken.

Bij de incheckbalie op Schiphol werd het gezelschap (minus
chauffeurKoter Tewolde, die weer met het busje huiswaarts
was gekeerd) opgewacht door Machteld, de vrouw van het
donateursblad Tesfa, en Harm, de enige professionele journa-
list die interesse had kunnen opbrengen voor deze expeditie.
Of nu ja, interesse... Aurélie had hem enkele weken eerder
ontmoet, tijdens de kennismakingsborrel op de Keizers-
gracht, en toen al kreeg ze het sterke vermoeden dat hij veel
liever naar Afghanistan of Irak was uitgezonden. Dat waren
de landen waar je op dit moment moest zijn, want iederéén
was daar, maar Oneindig Laagland, het opinieblad waar hij
voor werkte, had anders besloten.

Aurélie gevraagd, en met de nodige schroom had ze geant-
woord: ‘O, gewoon, voor het faculteitsblaadje van school. Ik
ga eigenlijk mee vanwege mijn afstudeeronderzoek, maar het
lijkt me gewoon wel leuk om ook een soort reisreportage te
schrijven of zo.

Harm had geknikt en was vervolgens een nieuw drankje
gaan halen, terwijl Aurélie zichzelf vervloekte vanwege 2 x
‘gewoon’, 1 x ‘eigenlijk’ en tot overmaat van ramp ook nog
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1 x ‘of zo’. Naar haar afstudeeronderzoek had hij die avond
verder niet gevraagd.

Nu stond hij te gapen in spijkerjack en camouflagebroek.
Machteld was de opgewektheid zelve en begroette iedereen
met uitbundige zoenen, ook Aurélie, die nu blijkbaar een
beetje bij de familie hoorde. Ze vond Machteld wel schattig,
zo'n heerlijke mollige vrouw met een praktisch kapsel, bij wie
alles erop duidde dat ze haar zorgzame karakter, na het vol-
wassen worden van haar kinderen, ten dienste van de behoet-
tige medemens had gesteld, een vrouw die zich nooit door
cynisme uit het veld zou laten slaan - een uitstervend ras.

Het gezelschap bestond nu uit dertien leden en hoewel
Aurélie niet bijgelovig was, gaf dat getal haar toch een onaan-
genaam gevoel, dat zich gezellig aansloot bij het reeds aan-
wezige ensemble van vermoeidheid, verbolgen lever, getergde
maag en zenuwpezende darmen. Pas voorbij de douane, toen
er eindelijk gelegenheid was om te zitten en iets te eten, kwam
ze een beetje tot zichzelf. De grote raampartij bij de gate
toonde ijzigblauwe klm-toestellen op berijpt tarmac, gehuld
in dikke slierten mist. Ze at een van huis meegebrachte appel,
dronk daarna een half flesje water leeg.

Veel Ethiopiérs in de wachtruimte. Dat mocht niet verba-
zen en toch verbaasde het haar. Hoe ze eruitzagen. Zakenlie-
den, keurig in pak. Gezellige gezinnen, zichtbaar welvarend.
Wat had ze dan verwacht? Ja, blanken natuurlijk, met T-shirts
van unicef of Save the Children of Oxfam Novib of hoe al
die clubs ook mochten heten. Maar blijkbaar gingen er ook
mensen voor zaken of voor hun plezier naar Ethiopié. En met
dat inzicht kwam haar deelname aan deze reis haar ineens
voor als een totale charade. Aurélie Lindeboom gaat in ont-
wikkelingshulp - zij! Zij, bij wie de betrokkenheid met de
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derde wereld zich een jeugd lang had beperkt tot luisteren naar
platen van Kinderen voor Kinderen. Voor kiiin-du-run van
haar kop kreeg. Ze kon zich maar één gelegenheid herinneren
waarbij ze — in een kortstondige fase van adolescent idealisme
- haar ouders had gevraagd, nee, bevolen om een substan-
tieel bedrag (50 gulden) over te maken op Giro 555. Ergens
halverwege de jaren negentig was dat, toen tv-beelden vanuit
Rwanda slachtoffers met afgehakte lichaamsdelen toonden,
gefragmenteerde lijken in modder, de eindeloze stromen
vluchtelingen te voet op weg naar de grens met Congo. Er
kwam een Nationale Inzamelingsactie met bijbehorend tv-
spektakel en 199 Aurélie wilde deelgenoot worden van de
collectieve filantropie die het land in haar greep hield. ‘Dat
geld komt toch nooit aan bij de mensen die het nodig hebben,’
stribbelden de Bejaarden tegen. Vond zij toen cynisch, en na
lang doorzeuren kwam dan toch het boekje met overschrijt-
formulieren op tafel. Een warm gevoel doorgolfde haar toen
het bedrag werd ingevuld, de ouderlijke handtekening gezet.
Die geelgekleurde aflaat stond voor hdar bijdrage aan de eens-
gezinde poging van het ene volk een ander volk te redden.
Bijna-tranen van trots.

De Bejaarden hadden helaas gelijk gehad met hun scepsis,
zo bleek een jaar of wat later, toen Aurélie een reportage zag
over wat er uiteindelijk met het hulpgeld gebeurd was. Dat
er in dat vluchtelingenkamp in Congo vooral Hutu’s waren
terechtgekomen: de genocideplegers. Niet de slachtoffers, de
Tutsi’s, zoals de landelijke tv-actie had doen voorkomen.

Namens haar dertienjarige ik voelde ze zich alsnog bekocht.
Maar wat had haar ook bezield? Waar was die plotse aanval
van weldoenerij vandaan gekomen?
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School waarschijnlijk. Groepsdruk. Bijna religieus, hoe
Nederlandse kindertjes werden opgevoed met een schuld-
gevoel over hun welstand. Kinderpostzegels: daar begon
het al mee. Zelden had Aurélie het Goede Doel en de Derde
Wereld intenser gehaat dan tijdens de regenachtige najaars-
dag waarop ze de deuren van onwillige vreemden langs moest
om te leuren met velletjes filatelie.

(Afgelopen herfsthad ze in de krant zo’n opgewekt berichtje
aangetroffen - “... mogen honderdduizenden basisschoolleer-
lingen weer de straat op...: die middeleeuwse martelmethode
om kinderen de Hollandsche charitasgeest bij te brengen
(helpen is lijden) bestond dus nog steeds!)

Toch zat ze nu hier, te wachten tot ze aan boord mocht
van de grote Airbus die haar naar Ethiopié zou brengen, waar
voor de zoveelste maal in de geschiedenis een hongersnood
het leven van honderdduizenden, misschien wel miljoenen
mensen bedreigde. Haar afstudeeronderzoek zou daar geen
verandering in brengen, maar de reportage die ze wilde schrij-
ven voor het faculteitsblaadje — waarvan ze stiekem hoopte
dat een serieuze krant of misschien een tijdschrift als Onein-
dig Laagland die zou willen doorplaatsen - kon misschien
een klein, een piepklein verschil 200 maken. Bewustwording,
daar ging het om. Voor een herhaling van de Rwanda-verwar-
ring hoefde niemand bang te zijn. Het weinige dat ze tot nu
toe over Ethiopié had geleerd, was dat er geen oorlog gaande
was en ook geen genocide, er stond zelfs geen krankzinnige
dictator aan het roer, het was gewoon een land waar het z6
lang niet geregend had, dat er niets meer te eten was. Simpele
waarheden - ze bestonden nog. Toch nog. En zij kon helpen
door de aandacht op die ellende te vestigen — de aandacht van
de wereld, die momenteel volledig gefixeerd was op de oorlog
tegen het terrorisme.
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Jamal Ouariachi

Translated from Dutch by Michele Hutchison

Minibus (1)

Faster than was safe, the minibus raced through the grey
slush, spawn of snow and road salt; the outside temperature
was minus 9°C, while inside an old-fashioned car heater shot
out well-intentioned but nauseating hot air which, in combi-
nation with the moist carbon dioxide from the mouths of 12
passengers, recreated the clammy atmosphere of an indoor
tropical water park. Aside from the windscreen, all of the
windows had steamed up.

Only two voices could be heard, one male, one female,
both originating from a Radio 1 programme in which a very
lively conversation about politics was being held for so early
on a Saturday morning.

Speed bumps, bends, brakes, acceleration: the two bites
of sandwich in Aurélie Lindeboom’s stomach sloshed back
and forth in a puddle of coffee. She’d forgotten to take her
pills, car sickness had joined forces with the hangover from
her leaving party that had only ended when there was barely
enough time left for sleep.

She rested her heavy head on the shoulder of Yohannes who
was sitting to her right. A waft of vanilla and the coconut smell
of his frizzy hair activated her salivary glands and, despite
her clenched stomach, she hankered after something sweet.
Bag, containing a packet of Oreos amongst other stuff, out of
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reach. To compensate, she chewed on the middle section of
her index finger.

‘Are you sucking your thumb?’ Yohannes asked.

She pulled her finger from her mouth, ashamed, and
glanced at the man to her left, the man she’d only known from
TV and the papers until very recently. He didn’t seem to have
heard and used the arm of his jacket to wipe condensation
from the window next to him. Outside, the city was waking
up, the lazy winter sun rose, or to be more precise: daylight
swelled. There was nothing to see of the sun on this overcast
winter morning. At ten to eight, she’d inspected the contents
of her fluorescent green suitcase one last time, checklist in
hand. But was everything on the checklist? Over the past
weeks, she’d sometimes jerked awake in the middle of the
night with something - how could she have forgotten? - that
hadn’t even crossed her mind yet. At moments like that, the
panic was reinforced by the possibility of all the other things
she hadn’t thought about during the day when her mind was
clear, things that might come and surprise her in her sleep. It
wasn’t until she was actually in Ethiopia that she would fully
comprehend just how much stuff she had failed to take with
her and then it would be too late, because they didn’t have a
thing there, of course.

The Emergency Kit contained a portable operating theatre
consisting of First World frivolities such as sterile hypodermic
needles and scalpels and latex gloves and bandage gauzes. It
was also crammed with diarrhea inhibitors, dozens of sachets
of ORS, malaria pills, broad-spectrum antibiotics and the
special yellow vaccination passport listing her inoculations
against DTP, hepatitis A and yellow fever. In a shop that sold
travel equipment, she’d allowed them to ply her with all kinds

130 The European Union Prize for Literature 2017



Jamal Ouariachi

of insect repellents, plus soap you didn’t need water for, water
purification powder, a tick tweezer, flea powder and the most
powerful DEET spray (50%) she could find.

Check.

For the nighttime: pyjamas, head torch, anti-transpiration
sleeping bag, books about Ethiopia she hadn’t got around to
reading yet.

Check.

Clothes: jeans, plain t-shirts, a lot of colonial linen - what
kind of ridiculously austere mood had she been in when she’d
made that selection? Had she managed to inherit some of
the drab idealism the Olds had surrendered to with so much
joyless passion?

She quickly chucked two cheerful dresses into the case and
some make-up into her toiletry bag.

Hand luggage: food for the journey, toothbrush, notebook,
camera, dictaphone. Laptop in a waterproof cover = portable
laboratory. Last change: out with Stiglitz’s Globalization and
Its Discontents (what was that doing there? As if she was going
to read that on a plane!), in with Hemingway’s A Farewell to
Arms: a leaving gift from Alice who had ‘never read such a
nice love story,’ even though she’d said the same thing a year
previously about that overrated lightness book by Kundera,
and the year before that it had been something else again,
what? The English Patient? Sure, Alice had a big heart.

Packed and ready to go.

Two minutes past eight: the bell. Yohannes.
‘Yo, Yoyo!’

They hugged.
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‘Late night?” He released her and studied her face.
‘You could say that. You too, by the looks of it?’
His whinnying laugh, hoarse voice: ‘Inhumanly late.’

He courageously lifted up her overstuffed princess’ suitcase
and they staggered down the stairs together. They stepped
out into the bitter cold of the dark morning to the clang-
ing, banging, drumming sound of metal on metal, and wood
on metal: the stall builders were busy setting up the market
beneath the orange light of the street lamps. Tears in her eyes
from the cold, but she didn’t allow herself to complain: she’d
miss this cold in the weeks to come.

At the check-in at Schiphol airport, the group (minus driver
Koter Tewolde, who'd headed home with the bus) was met by
Machteld, the lady from the charity magazine Tesfa, and Harm,
the only professional journalist who’d been able to summon up
interest in the expedition. Or should that be ‘interest’... Aurélie
had met him a few weeks earlier, during the meet and greet at
the Keizersgracht, and even then she’d got the strong impression
he’d rather have been sent to Afghanistan or Iraq. Those were
the places to be now because simply everyone was there, but Infi-
nite Lowlands, the magazine he worked for had had other ideas.

‘And you, who do you write for?” he’d asked Aurélie, and she
replied, with some hesitation, ‘Oh, you know, just the faculty’s
paper at uni. I'm actually going for my graduation project, but
I sort of liked the idea of sort of writing a travelogue.’

Harm had nodded and then gone to fetch another drink,
while Aurélie cursed herself for her ‘you know’ and ‘actually’
and ‘sort of: twice. He hadn’t asked about her graduation
project that evening.
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Now he stood before her, yawning in a denim jacket and
combat trousers. Machteld was the very picture of cheerful-
ness and greeted everyone with a protracted series of kisses,
even Aurélie, who was now clearly a member of the family.
She found Machteld quite adorable, such a delicious plump
woman with a practical haircut, everything suggested she had
redirected her caring nature to the service of her needy fellow
men after her children had flown the nest; a woman who’d
never be put off by cynicism, a member of a dying breed.

The group now contained 13 members and although Aurélie
wasn’t superstitious, the number gave her an uneasy feeling,
which merrily joined in with the already present ensemble of
tiredness, angry liver, tormented stomach and nervous intes-
tines. It wasn’t until after customs, when there was finally an
opportunity to sit down and eat something, that she came to
a little. The large windows at the gate revealed ice-blue KLM
planes on frosted tarmac, shrouded in thick trails of mist. She
ate an apple she’d brought from home and drunk half a bottle
of water.

Lots of Ethiopians in the waiting room. It shouldn’t be a
surprise and yet it was. The way they looked. Businessmen
in neat suits. Happy families, visibly affluent. What had she
expected then? White people of course, wearing UNICEF
t-shirts or Save the Children or Oxfam or whatever those
charities were called. But clearly people also went to Ethiopia
for business or pleasure. And with that insight, her participa-
tion in the trip suddenly seemed a complete charade. Aurélie
Lindeboom joining the VSO - her! Aurélie, whose commit-
ment to the Third World had consisted of watching an old
video of Band Aid. Feed the world, but only because you
couldn’t get the song out of your head. She could only remem-
ber one instance - in a brief phase of adolescent idealism - in
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which she’d asked her parents, no, ordered her parents to
transfer quite a large sum (50 guilders) to the national fund-
raising campaign Giro 555. Somewhere halfway through the
nineties that was, when they’d shown Rwandan victims with
chopped off limbs on TV, body parts in the mud, the endless
streams of refugees on their way to the Congolese border on
foot. There was a countrywide fundraising drive with an
accompanying TV show and Aurélie wanted to be part of the
collective philanthropy that held her country in its grip. “The
money never reaches the people who need it,” the Olds coun-
tered. She thought that cynical and, after a lot of whining, the
cheque book finally appeared on the table. A warm feeling
flooded through her when the sum was filled out, parental
signature added. That yellow-tinted indulgence stood for her
contribution to the concerted efforts of one people trying to
save another. She almost shed tears of pride.

A year or so later, it transpired that the Olds had been right
in their scepticism, alas: Aurélie saw a report about what had
actually happened to the money raised. The refugee camps
in Congo were mainly filled with Hutus: the perpetrators of
the genocide. Not the victims, the Tutsis, as the national TV
campaign had suggested.

She still felt cheated on behalf of her 13-year-old self. But
what had possessed her? Where had the sudden attack of do-
goodish behavior come from?

School, probably. Peer pressure. It was almost religious, the
way Dutch children were raised to feel guilty about their easy
lives. Children’s stamps: that was where it started. Aurélie had
rarely hated charity and the Third World more intensely than
during the rainy autumnal day when she’d had to knock on
the doors of hostile strangers peddling philatelic sheets.
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(The previous autumn she’d come across another of
those breezy items in the newspaper — ‘a hundred thousand
primary school pupils hit the streets once again...” that medi-
eval torture method to instill the Dutch charitable spirit in
children (helping is suffering) still existed!)

Yet here she sat now, waiting to board the large Airbus
that would take her to Ethiopia, where for the nth time in
human history a famine threatened the lives of hundreds of
thousands, perhaps even millions of people. Her graduation
project would broker no change, but the article she wanted
to write for her faculty’s paper - which she secretly hoped a
serious paper or maybe even a magazine like Infinite Low-
lands would want to republish — might possibly make a small,
a tiny difference. Raising awareness, that was the point. No
one needed to be afraid of a repeat of the Rwanda confusion.
The little she had learned about Ethiopia up to now was that
there was no war and no genocide; there wasn’t even a crazy
dictator at the helm. It was simply a country where it hadn’t
rained for so long that there was nothing to eat. Simple truths
still existed. They still did. And she could help by drawing the
world’s attention to the misery — attention that was currently
focused on the war against terrorism and nothing else.
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Synopsis

At its core, Jaz (The Chasm) is a story about the disintegration of a family. In the first of the two
parts of the novel, an estranged husband suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder as a
consequence of his war experience, strives to re-establish the relationship with his estranged
wife during a holiday in Greece, succeeding only in deepening the discord between the two of
them. The second part takes place in Serbia and focuses upon the main reason for the marital
discord of the couple from the first part — the plight of their son, a student who tries to find his
place in society, as well as his identity, through a series of dramatic events with a surprising and
powerful twist at the end.
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1.

I posle toliko godina, Bogdana je budio prasak. Ovog puta su
mu eksplodirale zenice i, kada je do$ao sebi, presao je prstima
preko kapaka da se uveri da ispod njih ipak ima necega. Bio je
prili¢no zadovoljan zakljuckom: nalazio se u sve tri dimenzije,
a i Cetvrta mu se postepeno vracala dok se prevrtao po
neudobnom, nepoznatom krevetu. Star ¢ovek zna da je Ziv po
tome $to ga sve Zivo boli, palo mu je na pamet. I na isti nacin
ume da razdvoji san od jave. U snu, ma koliko ko§maran bio,
bol ne postoji. On nastupi posle, na ovoj strani zida, ovde su mu
izvori i us¢a. Bol prozima duzine, Sirine i visine, i proteze se
sekundama i godinama. Ta pomisao je trebalo da bude utesna
jer je znacila da su sve sanjane strahote bezopasne, ali Bogdana
to ipak nije uspelo da oraspolozi. Protrljavsi dlanom nos koji ga
je svrbeo od hrkanja, podigao je kapke i na trenutak ostao slep.
Radica je ve¢ rastvorila zaluzine i parce plavog neba zapretilo
je da mu zaista iskopa oc¢ne jabucice. Osecao je osusen znoj na
sebi, peckala su ga mesta natekla posle ujeda komaraca. Bilo je
tesko odabrati dimenziju pogodnu za bezanje.

»Navuci bar zavesu®, promumlao je.

Apartmanska soba u kojoj su s mukom pregurali no¢
mirisala je na te¢nost koja ih je osamucivala i koju su morali
da kupe ¢im su se raspakovali prethodne veceri, posto usluga
nije podrazumevala odbranu od krvopija. Ostrvo na koje
su dosli ne zaprasuje se, toboze da bi se zastitili maslinjaci,
ali niko nije postavio mreze preko prozora i vrata. Zato je
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u svakoj prodavnici u koju su usli, pegavi poput tifusara,
postojao zaseban raf sa sredstvima protiv komaraca od kojih
su najjeftinija ko$tala petnaest evra. Pederi grcki.

Radica je grejala vodu na pocrnelom resou. Miris kafe se
mesao sa mirisom tecnog insekticida i Bogdan je strgnuo
car$av sa sebe i pravo iz kreveta izjurio na terasu.

U apartmanu nista nije valjalo, tu se fizicki bol spajao sa
dusevnim. Damir mu je nedavno objasnio kako funkcionisu
kompjuterski programiza ulepsavanje stvarnostiipokazao mu
$ta mogu da urade sa, recimo, njegovom starom fotografijom
iz vojske, ali kada su Radica i Bogdan u agenciji birali smestaj,
njemu nije palo na pamet da nista od luksuza prikazanog na
nacifranim prezentacijama nece zate¢i na licu mesta. Tro$no,
to je bila prava re¢. Sve je bilo tro$no. Kreveti su $kripali i
suvise lako klizili preko plocica postavljenih ¢ak i u spavacoj
sobi, kao da je to klanica, a ne apartman. Kuhinja je bila toliko
skucena da se frizider jedva otvarao, a medu posudem nije
bilo Serpe. Sta su oni zamisljali, $ta ¢ovek da jede? Nije bilo
Serpe, ali je zato u visecem elementu iznad sudopere stajao
seka¢ za kuvana jaja. (Bogdan nije znao kako se to tacno zove,
pa ga je zvao sekac. Ono malo sranje sa zicicama koje pritisnes
na jaja kako bi ih isekao na $nite. Snicle. Kako god... Kome
to treba?) I ¢ajnik. Obezbedili su kojekakve specijalizovane
naprave, a izostavili onu opste namene - Serpu u kojoj mozes
i skuvati ¢aj i obariti jaje. Cim su dosli, Radica mu je rekla
zasto je tako, ali Bogdan nije bio zadovoljan objasnjenjem.
Otkud ona zna? A ni to da je ceo Krf, pa i Dasija, u kojoj su
odseli, prevashodno namenjen turistima iz Zapadne Evrope,
ponajvise iz Engleske i Holandije, nije mu se ¢inilo realnim.
»Gde su, onda, ti Englezi?“, pitao je, pokazav$i rukom na
kompleks apartmana koje su, sve do jednog, popunili Srbi.
Kada su se iskrcali iz autobusa, nekoliko saputnika se bacilo u
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bazen, a domacin, sredovecan pogrbljen Grk u ¢ijim je o¢ima
Bogdan video samo pare, pare, pare, razgalamio se i isterao ih
iz vode. Zbunjeni putnici su u pustoj restoranskoj prostoriji
sacekali da im se podele kljucevi, kako bi, poput zatvorenika,
u koloni posli ka sobama. ,,Gde su ti Englezi?“, ponovio je
tada, naslonivsi se na zidani rostilj u toj zatvorenoj menzi,
dok je Radica uspravljala preturene kofere. Pre§ao je prstom
preko resetke grila i pokazao joj savrSeno cistu jagodicu.
»Ovo niko nije palio mesecima. Godinama.” Radica je slegla
ramenima. ,,To je zato §to im vise ne dolaze Englezi. Vidis$ da
ni kuhinja ne radi. Nece da raspaljuju vatru za nas.“ Podigla je
manji kofer i o¢ima mu pokazala da preuzme vedi. ,Verovatno
zato ne smemo ni u bazen®, dodala je i posla ispred njega ka
apartmanu. Pederi engleski, pomislio je.

Na terasi ga je zapahnuo topao vetar koji je dobijao zalet
spustajuci se niz planinu ka moru. Mirisalo je na... hlor iz
bazena. Bogdan odmahnu glavom i skrsti ruke na grudima.
Zasto su uopste dosli? Zasto je pristao na ovo letovanje
usred sezone, u terminu koji je uvek izbegavao, ¢ak i dok
je sluzbovao - a tada je bilo mnogo teze oti¢i na odmor bas
kad tebi odgovara. Pretpostavljeni su mu, doduse, uglavhom
izlazili u susret. Kapetan Bogomdan, govorili bi i upisivali u
kalendar dane koje bi on odabrao. Kapetan Bogomdan moze
da ide na odmor kad god pozeli. Ono $to ne moze jeste da
dobije ¢in majora, ali Bogdan je o tome prestao da razmislja
davno pre nego $to je otisao u penziju. Nikad se nije mnogo
opterecivao ¢inovima. Napredovanje u sluzbi bilo je Radic¢in
fah, ali ona je prokleta i Bogdan je to znao. Evo i sad - ta kafa
preti da mu pokvari dan. Kafa, sredstvo protiv komaraca,
hlor, sekac za jaja, ¢ajnik, nepostojeci Englezi, gramzivi Grci,
celo ostrvo, previse blizu Albanije.
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Bila je to njena ideja. Rekla mu je da treba da se sklone iz
Beograda, makarnanedeljudana.lonjepoverovaouponudeno
reSenje, onako kako je poverovao Damiru da Fotosop menja
izgled ljudi. Samo §to to nije istina: ljudi se sami menjaju, sami
od sebe prave nakaze. Ne treba im kompjuterski program za
to. Kad je on mogao da ode, moZemo i mi, pomislio je tada i
pustio Radicu da odabere odrediste. Naravno da je odabrala
more. Krf, rekla je, gde cveta limun Zut. S viemenom je shvatio
koliko su poseban soj ti ljudi potekli iz kr§a. Ni sa ¢im se ne
da uporediti razmisljanje onoga ko je celo detinjstvo proveo
okruzen sivilom. Kamen sa golih brda preti da se preseli u
coveka, ispuni ga kao onog vuka u basni sa jari¢cima i povuce
ga ka dnu. Bogdan nije smatrao da je Radica dotakla dno,
zato $to nije znao gde bi to dno trebalo da se nalazi. Ve¢i strah
u njemu je izazivala pomisao da dna uops$te nema. Tada se
pitao da li je sve §to njih dvoje rade, te davno iscrtane Seme
po kojima su se primicali i udaljavali jedno od drugog, samo
bauljanje u snu liSenom dimenzija i smisla.

Sredstvo protiv komaraca mirisalo je na limun. Sada je i
kafa imala tu aromu. Toliko o slavnom Krfu. Danas je sve
lazno. Ljudi su lazni, mirisi su lazni, ostrva su lazna, ma
koliko visoku grbu nosila na ledima. Grbu koja zaklanja
sunce. Pantokrator. Ko uopste dade jednom brdu takvo ime?
Kao neka poljska masina. Idem, Radice, da preorem njivu
pantokratorom.

Bogdan se zagledao u more, udaljeno oko pola kilometra od
kompleksa s bazenom. Tamo dalje, ka Albaniji, svetlucalo je
na suncu kao da je presvuceno celofanom, ali pli¢ak Dasije bio
je u senci. Bogdanu se nije ulazilo u zaliv ¢iju je vodu mreskao
vetar; delovala je hladno, a pesak koji se beleo na dnu mogao
je biti i ziv, spreman da proguta celog coveka. Ako se moglo
verovati Radici, ovde ga niko ne bi izvukao na suvo, jer ga
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mestani, uprkos tradicionalnom gréko-srpskom prijateljstvu,
ne bi razumeli. Vikao bi ,,Upomo¢!, a ne ,,Help!“ niti ,,Hilfe!*
Kad kona¢no bude provirilo iznad Pantokratora, sunce ¢e
upeci i Bogdan ¢e joj predloziti da se danas ne spustaju do
plaze. Ionako su suviSe umorni od puta. Uvece bi mogli da
prosetaju mestom, ali nista vise od toga. On nije bio ¢ovek iz
kamena. Roden je u njivi, izasao je iz plodnog tla Sumadije,
$to ga, doduse, najcesce nije ¢inilo ni pametnijim, ni meksim.
Kada su se tek upoznali, $alili su se da ¢e razlike izmedu njih
doprineti vezi, da ¢e se pomocu njih jos ¢vrce spojiti u onome
§to dele. Mozda je to nekad bila istina, ali Bogdana je, kao
i kada su posredi bile granice zajednickog sna, vise mucila
pomisao na to da sli¢nosti i poklapanja uops$te nema.

»Za pola sata treba da budemo u zajednickoj prostoriji,
dobacila je Radica iz sobe, srknuvsi kafu. ,,Do¢i ¢e turisticka
predstavnica, da nas upozna sa aranzmanom. Ima nekih
izleta, videla sam na oglasnoj tabli. Paksos, Antipaksos. Ide se
i na Vido. Mozda..."

»Mozda bismo mogli da presko¢imo tu govoranciju®,
rekao je Bogdan, okrenuvsi leda moru. Docekao ga je pogled
na padinu i vetar mu je udario pravo u lice. Opet je osetio
pritisak u o¢ima, pretnju da ¢e nesto u njemu buknuti. Znao
je da uzalud negoduje. Usao je u sobu, zadrzavsi dah kako bi
izbegao neprijatne mirise. Zatvorio se u kupatilo i presvukao u
pristojnu ode¢u. Kada je Radica ispila kafu, sisli su u prizemlje.
Tamo se nekoliko gostiju ve¢ bese okupilo oko rostilja i
nepostavljenih stolova za rucavanje, i Radica je medu njima
prepoznala par koji je tokom puta od Beograda do Krfa sedeo
sa druge strane prolaza u autobusu. Na pauzi kod Predejana
je prozborila re¢-dve s njima, dok je Bogdan olaksavao besiku
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u motelu. Kada je autobus napustio parkiraliste, prenela
mu je da su to Tanja i Zoran Simovic¢ i da i oni idu u Dasiju.
Gospodin je ¢ak bio vojno lice u penziji, poput Bogdana.
»Divno®, rekao je, zatvorivsi o¢i da izbegne mucninu. Sada,
dok je stajao medu pospanim turistima i ¢ekao turisticku
predstavnicu, shvatio je da je to bio prvi znak: upozorenje da
je trebalo ostati kod kuce. Ali nije ga prepoznao na vreme
i sad je bilo kasno. Radica je ve¢ ¢askala sa tim Zoranom i
njegovom znatno mladom gospodom, masu¢i Bogdanu
taSnom da pride, na $ta je on odmahnuo rukom i zauzeo sto
nasred prostorije, na bezbednoj udaljenosti od njih. Radica
mu se ubrzo pridruzila s kartom Krfa koju su joj poklonili
novi poznanici.

»Kakav si...“, zamahnula je tasnom kao da ¢e ga klepiti
po glavi. ,Odseli su u apartmanu do naseg. Gleda¢emo ih
nedelju dana. Sto se ne bi, za promenu, oraspolozio? Valjda
smo zato dosli.“

»Nismo zato dosli“ rekao je Bogdan, jer je znao da ce je
to ucutkati. Doduse, oprezno je pogledao u tasnu, koja mu je
oduvek li¢ila na ruznog i loSe dresiranog psa, uvek spremnog
da zalaje. Imala je prgavu njusku i, kad god bi Radica
otkopcala njene metalne celjusti, Bogdan se plasio da ¢e ka
njemu pokuljati zu¢ koju je gazdarica natalozila u mraku
kozne utrobe. Sada mu se, na srecu, ¢inilo da nema bojazni
od sli¢nih izliva neznosti. Tajne koje je tasna krila bile su
bezbedne iza te podsmesljive grimase.
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Translated from Serbian by Randall A. Major and Ema Pandrc

1.

Even after all those years, Bogdan was awakened by a
bang. This time his pupils exploded and, when he came to his
senses, he felt his eyelids with the tips of his fingers to make
sure that there was still something lying under them. He
was fairly satisfied with his conclusion: he was occupying all
three dimensions, and the fourth was gradually coming back
to him as he tossed and turned in an uncomfortable bed he
had never slept in before. An old man knows he’s alive when
every inch of him hurts, it occurred to him. And in the same
way, he’s able to separate the dream world from the waking
one. In his dreams, no matter how nightmarish, pain doesn’t
exist. It only comes later, on this side of the wall, it starts and
ends here. Pain pervades length, width, and height, and lasts
for seconds and ages. That thought was supposed to be a con-
solation because it meant that all the horrors one dreams are
harmless, but it didn’t make Bogdan feel any better. With his
palm he rubbed his nose, which was itchy from his snoring,
then raised his eyelids and for a moment was blinded. Radica
had already opened the jalousies and a glimpse of the blue sky
threatened to actually dig out his eyeballs. He felt dried sweat
on his skin, the swollen mosquito bites were burning. It was
difficult to choose a dimension suitable for escaping.

“At least close the curtains,” he mumbled.
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The suite in which they had spent the tortuous night
smelled of a lotion that dizzied them; they had been forced to
buy it as soon as they unpacked the previous evening, because
the services didn’t include safety from the little bloodsuckers.
The island they were visiting was not sprayed, ostensibly to
protect the olive orchards, but no one put screens on the doors
and windows. That is why every shop they entered, spotty like
typhus victims, had a special rack with anti-mosquito prod-
ucts, the cheapest of which cost 15 euros. Greek bastards.

Radica was heating water on an old greasy hot plate. The
smell of coffee mingled with the smell of the insecticide
lotion, and Bogdan threw the sheet back and rushed straight
from the bed onto the terrace.

Nothing about the suite was good, it was where physical
and spiritual pain connected. Damir had recently explained
to him how reality enhancement computer programs work
and showed him what they can do, for example, with an old
photograph from his army days; but when Radica and Bogdan
were in the agency choosing their lodgings it never even
crossed his mind that none of the luxuries in the fancy pres-
entations would actually be there when they arrived. Squalid,
that was the right word for it. Everything was squalid. The
beds were creaky and slid too easily across the tiles laid even
in the bedroom, as if it were a slaughterhouse, and not a hotel
suite. The kitchen was so cramped that you could hardly open
the refrigerator, and there were no pots among the dishes.
What were they thinking, how was one supposed to eat? There
were no pots, but there was an egg cutter in the cabinet above
the sink. (Bogdan didn’t know exactly what the thingy was
called, so he called it a cutter. That little piece of crap with
wires that you push down over an egg to cut into slices. Into
wedges. Whatever... Who needs that?) And a teapot. They
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had supplied all sorts of special utensils, but they had forgot-
ten the general-purpose stuff — like a pot in which you could
make tea and boil an egg. As soon as they arrived, Radica
had told him why it was so, but Bogdan was not satisfied with
the explanation. How could she know? It also did not seem
real to him that all of Corfu, including Dassia where they
were staying, was primarily visited by tourists from Western
Europe, mostly from England and Holland. “So, where are
all the Brits?” he asked, pointing at the surrounding suites
which were occupied to the last by Serbs. The second they got
off the bus, several passengers had jumped straight into the
pool and their host, a middle-aged slouching Greek in whose
eyes Bogdan saw only money, money, money, began shouting
at them and made them get out of the water. The confused
travelers milled around the deserted restaurant waiting for
their room keys, only to be marched to their rooms single file,
like prisoners. “So where are all the Brits?” he had said then as
well, leaning on the built-in barbecue in the closed-up dining
hall, while Radica was straightening up the pile of luggage. He
ran his finger over the grill and showed her that it was per-
fectly clean. “Nobody has used this for months. Years even.”
Radica just shrugged. “That’s because the Brits don’t come
here anymore. See, the kitchen isn’t even open. They won’t
light the fire for people like us.” She picked up the smaller
suitcase and instructed him with a look to take the bigger
one. “That’s probably why we’re also not allowed in the pool,”
she added, heading off in front of him to the suite. English
bastards, he thought.

On the terrace, he was swept by a warm wind that gained
speed as it came down the mountainside towards the sea. It
smelled of... chlorine from the pool. Bogdan shook his head
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and crossed his arms. Why did they decide to come in the
first place? Why had he agreed to a summer vacation in the
high season, in the period he had always avoided even while
he was in the service — and it had been a lot harder back then
to go on vacation exactly when you preferred to. His superi-
ors, truth be told, had usually yielded to his choices. Captain
Bogdan, a.k.a. the God-Given, they would say and write the
dates he had picked into the calendar. Captain God-Given can
go on vacation whenever he desires. What he could not do was
to be promoted to the rank of major, but Bogdan had stopped
thinking about that long before he retired. He had never really
been obsessed with ranks. Promotions in the workplace were
Radica’s thing, but she was cursed and Bogdan knew that.
Even now - coffee was threatening to ruin his day. The coffee,
the mosquito lotion, the chlorine, the egg cutter, the teapot,
the non-existent Brits, the greedy Greeks, the whole island
way too close to Albania.

It was her idea. She told him that they should get out of
Belgrade, at least for a week. And he believed the given solu-
tion would work, just like he believed Damir that Photoshop
can change people’s appearances. Only that’s not true: people
change themselves, they make freaks of themselves. They
don’t need a computer program for that. If he could leave,
so can we, he thought at the time and let Radica choose the
destination. She chose the seaside, of course. Corfu, she said,
where the yellow lemon blossoms. With the passing of time, he
had come to understand what a peculiar kind of people are
those who come from the karst regions. Nothing can be com-
pared with the thinking of someone who spent their whole
childhood surrounded by greyness. The stones from the bare
mountains threaten to move into a man, filling him like the
wolf in the fable of the seven little goats, and dragging him
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to the bottom. Bogdan didn’t think that Radica had reached
the bottom, because he didn’t know where that bottom was
supposed to be. He was even more frightened by the thought
that there was no bottom at all. He began to wonder whether
everything the two of them did, those long-since established
patterns in which they moved closer to or further away from
each other, was mere groping in a dream devoid of dimension
and meaning.

The anti-mosquito lotion smelled like lemons. Now even
the coffee smelled like that, too. So much for the famous
Corfu. Everything is fake nowadays. People are fake, smells
are fake, islands are fake, no matter how big the humps on
their backs. Humps that block the sun. Pantokrator. Who
gives a mountain a name like that? Sounds like farm machin-
ery. Radica, I'm gonna go plow the field with the pantokrator.

Bogdan stared out at the sea, about half a kilometre away
from the complex and swimming pool. In the distance,
towards Albania, it sparkled in the sunshine as if covered
in cellophane, but the shallows of Dassia were in the shade.
Bogdan didn’t feel like swimming in the cove where the wind
rippled the water; it seemed cold, and the sand shining white
at the bottom could have been quicksand, waiting to swallow
a man whole. If Radica was to be trusted, nobody would
drag him out, because the locals would not understand him,
despite their traditional Greek-Serbian friendship. He’d cry
out: “Upomo¢!” and not “Help!” or “Hilfe!” When it finally
did peek out from behind Pantokrator, the sun would be
broiling hot and Bogdan would suggest not to go down to the
beach today. They were too tired from travelling anyway. In
the evening, they could take a walk around town, but nothing
more than that. He was not a man of stone. He was born in
the fields, he came from the fertile land of Sumadija which, in
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all honesty, most often made him neither smarter nor gentler.
When they’d first met, they joked that the differences between
them would improve their relationship, that those things
would bring them even closer together in what they shared.
Perhaps it was true sometimes but, like when the boundaries
of their common dreams were in question, Bogdan was more
often disturbed by the thought that there were no similarities
or agreements.

“We should be in the common room in half an hour,”
Radica called out from the room, sipping her coffee. “The
tour operator is coming to tell us about the arrangements.
There are some outings, I saw them on the bulletin board.
Paxos, Antipaxos. There’s one to Vido as well. Maybe...”

“Maybe we could just skip all that prattle,” Bogdan said,
turning his back to the sea. He was met by a view of the slopes
and a wind which drove straight into his face. Again he felt
pressure in his eyes, a sign that something within him was
about to burst. He knew that he was being defiant in vain. He
went into the room, holding his breath so that he could avoid
the unpleasant smells. He shut himself up in the bathroom
and changed into decent clothes. When Radica had finished
her coffee, they went downstairs. There, several guests had
already gathered around the barbecue and the unset dining
tables, and Radica recognized a couple who had been sitting
across the aisle from them on the bus from Belgrade to Corfu.
During the rest stop near Predejane, she had exchanged a few
words with them, while Bogdan relieved his bladder at the
motel. When the bus had left the parking lot, she told him
their names were Tanja and Zoran Simovi¢, and that they
too were headed for Dassia. The gentleman was even retired
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from the military, like Bogdan. “How nice,” he said, closing
his eyes to avoid getting nauseous. Now, as he was standing
among the sleepy tourists, waiting for the tour operator, he
realized that that had been the first sign: a warning that they
should have stayed at home. But he hadn’t recognized it at
the time and now it was too late. Radica was already chatting
with that Zoran fellow and his significantly younger spouse,
waving Bogdan over with her purse, to which he gave a wave
of his hand and sat at the table right in the middle of the room
at a safe distance from them. Radica soon joined him with a
map of Corfu which her new acquaintances had given her.

“I mean, really...” she swung her purse as if she were about
to box his ears with it. “They’re staying in the suite next to
ours. We'll be running into them all week. Why don’t you
relax for a change? That’s why we’re here, right?”

“No, that’s not why we’re here,” Bogdan replied, knowing
that would shut her up. Still, he was examining the inside of
her purse, which always reminded him of an ugly and ill-
trained dog, ever ready to start barking. It had a surly snout
and, whenever Radica unsnapped its metal jaws, Bogdan was
afraid that a deluge of bile would come at him which its owner
had stored in the darkness of its leather bowels. Fortunately,
now it seemed to him that there was no reason to dread such
niceties. The secrets in that purse were kept safe, hidden
behind her mocking facial expression.
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Biography

Born in 1982 in Biga, Turkey, Sine Erglin graduated from Cagaloglu Anadolu High School and
Bilkent University, where she studied creative drama. She started writing poetry while she was
still in high school. For three years, Erglin worked as an editor for a literary magazine, before
publishing her short stories and poems in publications including Notos, Ozgiir Edebiyat and
Sézclikler. She is currently working as a researcher at Bilgi University in Istanbul. She has pub-
lished three books so far and her 2012 collection of short stories, Bazen Hayat, won the Sait Faik
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Synopsis

The book’s 23 stories in 80 pages are succinct: the shortest story is just one page long, the
longest six pages, plainly written with depth and variety. Each story is an independent being,
inviting the reader to start a new challenge.

Her Statutory Decree (Kanun Hiikmtinde Kararname) is a political satire on a highly abstract level:
itis realistic, though also dreamlike. That story in itself could be considered sufficiently enlight-
ening with regards to the situation in Turkey.

The concluding piece illustrates the overall atmosphere succinctly: a truck driver, after many
years of solitary driving, is unable to leave his truck any more and sits nailed to the steering
wheel. This indeed is an unnerving parable of the human condition.

In her stories, the themes she deals with are: alienation to oneself and to others; facing medioc-
rity; coming to terms with the past, the present and the future; revolt to inner and outer pres-
sures; challenging your reality; seeing your city, your environment and your surroundings with
different eyes; making choices; and looking deeper and deeper into one’s soul.
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UZUN YOL

“Ve ben hig deger vermiyorum yalnizliga.
Kendime deger vermiyorum yalniz oldugum zaman.”
Peter Handke, Solak Kadin

Uzun bir yolculukta ona eslik etmesi i¢cin ne kadin adam1
ne de adam kadini segerdi. Gitmeleri gerektiginde bir bir-
birlerine bir etrafa bakmis, baska segenekleri olmadig: i¢in
beraber yola ¢ikmislardi.

Kentten ¢ikana dek bilindik yollar: izlediler. Kentin sini-
rina geldiklerinde etrafinin giimiis topraklarla cevrili oldu-
gunu gordiiler. Onlerinde ince bir patika vardi. Adam hizli
ama duraksayip etrafi izleyerek, kadin hizini degistirmeden,
tekdiize bir ilgiyle ilerliyordu.

Yol ne daraldi ne de genisledi. Ikisi yan yana yiiriidiigiinde
birbirlerine degecek denli dard: ilk giinden beri, bunu hi¢
tercih etmediler. Giines ¢iktiginda toprak &yle bir parliyordu
ki tek bir patika bile zar zor segiliyordu. Geceleri ise bir yildiz-
lar bir toprak yanip soniiyor, birbirlerine karisiyordu. Béylece
bilinmez zaman gec¢ti. Neden sonra adam, Herkes gitmis,
dedi, ayak seslerini dinleyerek daha ilerlediler, Coktan, dedi
kadin. Biz ni¢in arkada kaldik? Ben kiminle gidecegimi sege-
medim, dedi kadin, Ben gittiklerini fark etmedim, kimse soy-
lemedi. Kadin duraksadi, Bugiin yiiriidigiimiiz yetmez mi,
dedi, Hayir, belki onlara yetisiriz.
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Once patika, sonra biitiin toprak hi¢ goériilmemis bir kirmi-
ziya dondii. Tek bir ize rastlamadan yliriimeye devam ettiler.
Sayilmaz giiniin sonunda, Suskunlugun sinirimi bozuyor,
dedi adam, Sen de suskunsun, dedi kadin, konugssan dinle-
rim. Yine giinlerce yiirtdiiler.

Su kenarina vardiklarinda susamamiglards, igtiler. Yola
¢iktiklarindan beri ilk kez oturdular. Kirmiz1 topraga ilk kez
dokundular. Cocukken bir kus 6ldiirdim, dedi adam, ben
oldirmedim, arkadasim oldiirdii, arkadasim da degildi, o
giin beraberdik iste. Yiyelim, dedi, tiiylerini yolduk, yine de
1sirinca agzima geliyordu tityleri. Nigin uydum ki ona. Kalkti,
suya uzandi, icti, 6fkeyle dondii, Bizi ni¢in almadilar? Ben,
dedi kadin, kiminle gidecegimi segemedim, Kendini iistiin
goriiyorsun, nedeni bu, dedi adam, yalnizliginin nedeni bu,
yiiriirken hep izliyorum seni, bastigin topraktan bile iistiin
goriiyorsun kendini. Suskunlugun sinirimi bozuyor. Tek
basima olsam daha iyi, bilirim tek basima oldugumu, boyle.
Uykum var, dedi kadin, sanirim diis gorecegim.

Kadin diisiinde suyun derinliklerinde ilerliyordu. Nereye
gidecegine dair iz yoktu. Biliyordu.

Adam diisiinde bir yamacin ucundaydi. Ugabilecegini bili-
yordu. Bir tek.

Uyandiklarinda kadin konuskan adam suskundu. Biitiin
sevdigim kitaplar1 bagkasina verdim, dedi kadin, Sevdigim
hicbir seyi bagkasina vermedim, dedi adam.

Kadin, Buradan sonra patika yok olacak, dedi, nereye gide-
cegimizi segmek zorunda kalacagiz. Sen baska yone ben bagka
yone gitmek isteyecek. Nereye gittigimizin 6nemi olmayacak,
onemli olan ayrilmamamiz. Patika kaybolacak, dedi adam,
ben baska yone sen bagka yone gitmek isteyecek. Yollarimiz
ayrilirsa ayrilacak. Onemli olan nereye gittigimiz.
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Kirmizi toprak, onulmaz bir siyaha dondii, gokyiizii ise goz
alic1 beyaz. Gece oldugunda tek yildiz ¢ikmadi, ay da. Patika
vardiysa da Onlerinde, gozden kaybolmustu. Adam, yapis
yapis siyahin i¢inden kadinin elini buldu, ¢ekti, Buradan,
dedi, kadin kararsizdi, uydu, ilerlediler.

Yildizlar hi¢ bosluksuz karanligin icinde yavas yavas belir-
meye basladiginda adam sevingten ¢igligini tutamadi. Elle-
rini birakip bir gokyiiziine bir birbirlerine baktilar. Kadin,
adama bir zamanlar yildizlarin hep bir arada, genis bir aile
oldugundan soz etti, sonra kimsenin anmak istemedigi bir
kavga sonucu ayrilmislar, birbirlerini daha kirmamak i¢in
birbirlerine belli bir mesafeden daha fazla yaklagsmayacaklari
konusunda sozlesip gokyiiziine yayilmislardi. Adam hikayeyi
dalgin, dinledi, Gidelim, dedi.

Toprak rengini buldugunda, rengini unutacaklar1 denli
zaman gec¢misti. Diiz yol, bir tepeyle egildi. Yiriudiiler.
Tepenin Oteki yamacinda ufak bir kuliibe gordiiler. Girdi-
ler. Kadinin eviydi. Adamin eviydi. Ne ki bunu ansimadilar.
Oturdular. Elleri damarlanacak denli zaman gecti.

Ses. Tekdiize vurus. Once uzaktan sonra kendilerinden
geliyormus gibi. Adam kalkti, odanin i¢cinde dondii. Odayz,
kendini dinledi. Buzdolabinin kapisina yoneldiginde i¢inde
tortop olmus bir adam bulacagini biliyordu. Ne kadar da
uzun sirdd, dedi buzdolabindan-¢ikan-adam serzenisle,
can havliyle ¢cikmaya calisirken, donacaktim. Adam gerisin-
geri oturdu, buzdolabindan-¢ikan-adam da aralarina ilisti.
Soguklugu 6nce oday1 sonra bedenlerini sard.
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KANUN HUKMUNDE KARARNAME

Bir Kanun Hiikmiinde Kararname ile Sokaga Basma
Yasag yiirtirlige girdigi ilk giinlerde, giindelik hayat sekteye
ugramis olsa da zamanla her ey normale donmiistii.

Otoparktan otoparka yolculuk edenler i¢in ilk giinden
beri bir sey degismemis, yaya trafiginin ortadan kalkmasini
sevingle karsilamiglardi. Otekiler ise apartmanlarin arala-
rina gerilen iplerle islerine gidiyor, eskisinden daha zaman
alsa da, giindelik hayatlarinin gereksinimlerini bir bicimde
yerine getiriyorlardi.

Tabii yasak kolay kabul edilmemisti. Birgok kose yazar1 Kent
Konseyinin kararini sert bir dille elestirmis, sokaklarin kent
kiiltiiriintin 6nemli bir parcasi oldugundan soz etmis, karari
protesto icin halk: sokaga cagirmisti. Ne ki, yine yasak ve Kent
Konseyinin yasag: ¢igneyenlere kars: aldig1 6nlemlerin sert-
ligi bu ¢agrinin gerceklesmesini miimkiin kilmamisti. Yasaga
en ¢ok direnenler i¢in bile ise gitme gereksinimi agir basmuis,
insanlar sokaga basmadan yasamanin ¢oztimlerini bulmustu.

Sokaga basmanin yasak oldugu unutulacak denli giin ge¢-
misti aradan. Zamanla, sokaga basmak, dedelerin torunla-
rina anlattig1 masallardaki gercekiistii olaylardan biri haline
gelmisti.

Kentin en yiiksek gokdeleninin en iist katinda ¢alisan
Selim de 6tekiler gibi sokaga hi¢ basmamugt. Iplerin sicaktan
gevsedigi bir giin yerin yaklasik on metre yakinina inmisti,
hepsi bu.

Bir giin, gokdelenin gatisinda sigara icerken bir kus gordii.
Giindelik hayatinda insanlardan ¢ok gordiigii kuslara alisikti,
ne ki gordigi bu kus hicbirine benzemiyordu. Kanatlari
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onu bu yiikseklige ¢ikarmasi mucize sayilacak denli ufakti.
Basinin iistiinde siyah bir leke vardi. Kipirtisiz Selim’e baki-
yordu. Sonra, yukarida bir noktaya u¢maya basladi ve bir
anda gozden kayboldu. Ilerleyen giinlerde ayni olay sayisiz
kez gergeklesti.

O giin Selim ise yaninda ucunda kanca olan uzunca bir
halatla geldi. Catrya ¢iktiginda kus yine gozlerini dikmis onu
bekliyordu. Bir siire birbirlerine baktilar ve kus yine ayni
yone kanat ¢irpip gozden kayboldu. Selim, halati bosluga
salladi. Ve. Kanca tiz bir ses ¢ikararak bir yere takildi. Asagi-
dan bakildiginda halat boslukta asili gériiniiyordu ama kanca
takildigina gore bir yere gidiyor olmaliydi. Tirmanmaya
basladi. Gozden vyitti.

Ertesi giin Selim’in ise gelmedigini kimse fark etmedi. Iler-
leyen giinlerde is arkadaslarindan biri ¢atidaki bosluga asili
halat1 fark edip tirmandi ve o da ortadan kayboldu. Zamanla
kentte gokyiiziine halat firlatip ortadan kaybolanlarin sayisi
artti.

Bir Kanun Hitkmiinde Kararname ile gokytiziine tirman-
mak yasaklandiginda kentte pek az kisi kalmaigti.
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SiZiIN GIiBILER

Kente vardiginda sabahti. Pek az sey animsiyordu. Otobiise
binmisti ve uyumustu.

Otobiisten indi. Gar binasina girdi. Camlarla gevrili
yapinin ortasinda, demir sandalyelerde tek tiik insan oturu-
yordu. Kimse kimseyle konusmuyordu. Ne ki ugultu vardi.
Cikti. Yuridi. Adimlarini ancak gorebildigi bir sisin igcinde
uzun siire yliriidi. Binalar1 zar zor segebiliyordu. Hepsi uzun,
gri-sar1 ve balkonsuzdu.

Isig1 secti, Otel, iceri girdi, Bir gece, dedi, adam tek soz
etmeden anahtar1 verdi, paray1 6dedi, odaya ¢ikti. Gri-sari
duvarlar, yatak, tistiinde battaniye, masa, ayna. Kapry1 kilit-
ledi, anahtar: Gistiinde birakti. Uykuya daldi.

Telefon sesine uyandi. Odadan ¢ikmanizi rica edecegim,
dedi ses. Nigin, diye sordu. Buraya biriyle bulusmaya mi gel-
diniz, bulugsmak bu otelde yasaktir. Biriyle bulusmaya gelip
gelmedigini animsamiyordu. Nigin, dedi yine. Bilmiyorum,
dedi ses, siz buraya gelecek birine benzemiyorsunuz. Neye
benziyordu, sormadi. Aynaya bakti, dnce gozlerini, burnunu
secti. Sonra dudagi, genis alni, kaslari, yanaklar1. Baktik¢a
ylizi degisiyor, yansimadaki gozleri ona bakmak yerine tedir-
ginlikle oday1 tariyordu. Burnu belirsizlesmeye, yanaklari
icine ¢okmeye basladi, gozleri deliklerinin i¢cinde kayboldu.
Bosa ¢aba, diye gecirdi icinden. Uykuya daldiginda sis odaya
¢okmiistii.

Telefon sesine uyandi yine. Odadan ¢ikmaniz gerek, dedi
ses. Hayir, dedi, Bu bir rica degil, odadan ¢ikin. Cikmaya-
cakti, ¢itkamazdi da bir yandan. Aynaya bakti, sisin ardin-
dan yiiziini se¢meye calisti, hicbir sey yoktu. Ne kadar
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olmustu, 6nceden neye benziyordu, animsamiyordu. Yine
de kimse, birine benzemiyor diye onu odadan atamazd:.
Uykuya dald1.

Kap1 sesine uyandi. Cikin, dedi ses kapinin ardindan.
Nereden geldiginizi sormayacagim, paranizi da ddeyecegim,
isterseniz fazlasini, yeter ki ¢ikin. Hayir, dedi ama sesini
duyamadi. Cikmazsaniz kilidi kiracagim, 6yle ya da boyle,
¢ikacaksiniz. Sizin iyiliginiz i¢in séylityorum, sizin gibiler
buraya gelmemeli. Bekledi. Ayak sesinin uzaklastigini duydu.
Uykuya dald:.

Konugmalara uyandi. Size pahaliya patlar, dedi bir ses,
gliclii bir kilit bu, Onemli degil, dedi ses, siz kirin yeter.
Battaniyenin altinda kilidin kirilmasini bekledi. Bir siire
sonra odanin i¢cinde ayak seslerini duydu. Pencereden ¢ikmis
olmali, dedi ses. Oteki, Nasil, diye sordu. Bilmiyorum, dedi,
onemli olan ¢ikmis olmasi.
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Sine Erglin

Translated from Turkish by Umit Hussein

THE LONG JOURNEY

“And I do not value solitude at all.
I do not value myself when I'm alone.”
Peter Handke, The Left-Handed Woman

The woman did not choose the man, nor the man the
woman to accompany him on a long journey. When it was
time for them to leave they looked first at each other, then all
around them, and having no other option, set out together.

Until they left the city, they followed the roads they knew.
When they arrived at the city’s edge they saw it was sur-
rounded by silver soil. There was a narrow path before them.
The man advanced quickly, but paused to survey the area,
while the woman walked without altering her pace, with a
dull curiosity.

The road neither narrowed nor widened. From the first day,
it was narrow enough for them to touch one another when
they walked side by side, an option they strongly rejected.
When the sun came out, the soil shone so brightly it was a job
to make out even a single path. At night, first the stars, then
the soil, would light up and go out, the two blurring into one
another. No one knows how much time passed in that way.
After a long while the man said, Everyone’s left; they went on,
listening to their footsteps, A long time ago, said the woman.
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Why did they leave us behind? I wasn’t able to choose who I
went with, said the woman, I didn’t notice them leaving, no
one told me. The woman paused. Haven’t we walked enough
for today, she said, No, we might be able to catch up with
them.

First the path, then all the soil turned into a shade of red
never seen before. They continued walking without coming
across a single footprint. After countless days the man said,
Your silence is getting on my nerves, You're silent too, said the
woman, if you spoke I'd listen. Again they walked for days.

When they reached the waterfront they weren’t thirsty, but
they drank. They sat down for the first time since setting out.
They touched the red soil for the first time. When I was a child
I killed a bird, said the man, I didn’t kill it, my friend killed it,
he wasn’t even my friend, we just happened to be together that
day. He said let’s eat it, we plucked its feathers, but still, when
I bit into it I kept getting feathers in my mouth. Why did I go
along with him? He stood up, reached out towards the water,
drank, and turned, in anger, Why didn’t they take us? I, said
the woman, wasn’t able to choose who I went with, You think
you're superior, that’s why, said the man, that’s the reason why
youre lonely, I watch you all the time while youre walking,
you think you're even more superior than the soil you tread
on. Your silence is getting on my nerves, I’d be better off by
myself, at least then I'd know I was alone. I'm sleepy, said the
woman, I think I'm going to have a dream.

In her dream the woman was moving through the depths of
the water. There was no sign indicating where she was headed.
She knew.

In his dream the man was at the tip of a slope. He knew he
could fly. That was all.
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When they awoke the woman was talkative, the man silent.
I gave away all the books I loved, said the woman, I never gave
away anything I loved, said the man.

The woman said, After this the path will disappear, we’ll
have to choose where we go. You're going to want to go in one
direction and I in another. It won’t matter where we go, what
will matter is that we stay together. The path will vanish, said
the man, I'm going to want to go in one direction and you in
another. If we go our separate ways then so be it. What will
matter is where we’re going.

The red soil turned irremediably black, while the sky
turned spectacularly white. When night fell, not a single
star came out, nor did the moon. And if there were a path
before them, it had disappeared from view. The man found
the woman’s hand within the cloying blackness and pulled it,
This way, he said, the woman was undecided, she acquiesced,
they continued.

When the stars slowly began to appear within the relentless
darkness, the man could not contain his cry of joy. Releasing
their hands, they looked first at the sky, then at each other.
The woman told the man that the stars had once been a large
family all living together, but had separated after a quarrel
that no one wanted to talk about and that, to avoid causing
each other any more hurt, they had promised not to go within
more than a certain distance of each other and spread them-
selves out in the sky. The man listened to the story, distracted,
Let’s go, he said.

By the time the soil regained its colour, enough time had
passed for them to forget what shade it had been. The straight
road curved up a hill. They walked. They saw a tiny hut on
the other side of the hill. They went in. It was the woman’s
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house. It was the man’s house too. Only they didn’t remember
that. They sat down. Enough time passed for blue veins to
sprout on their hands.

A noise. Dull shooting. At first it seemed to be coming
from far away, then from themselves. The man stood up, he
paced around the room. He listened to the room, to himself.
When he headed for the fridge door he knew he would find
a man curled up into a ball inside. It took so long, said the
man-who-came-out-of-the-fridge reproachfully, I was about
to freeze as I fought for all I was worth to get out of there. The
man sat down again, the man-who-came-out-of-the-fridge
stuck with them. His coldness shrouded first the room, then
their bodies.
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STATUTORY DECREE

Although everyday life was disrupted during the first few
days when the Ban on Stepping on the Street came into force
by Statutory Decree, over time everything returned to normal.

Right from the first day, nothing changed for the people
whose journeys consisted of going from one car park to
another, and they were delighted to see the back of the pedes-
trian traffic. As for everyone else, they travelled to work by
means of ropes suspended between apartment buildings.
Although it took longer than it used to, somehow they still
managed to fulfill their daily obligations.

Naturally, the population hadn’t taken the ban lying down.
Many a columnist had used strong language to criticise the
City Council’s decision, on the grounds that the streets were
an important part of city culture and summoned the people
to take to the streets in protest. However, the ban itself and
the severity of the measures the City Council took against
anyone who flouted it made it impossible for the summons
to bear any fruit. The need to get to work weighed heavily on
even the ban’s most vehement opponents, and people found
ways of carrying on with their lives without stepping on the
street.

Enough time passed for people to forget that stepping on
the street was banned. With time, stepping on the street took
on the status of one of the surreal events in the stories that
grandfathers tell their grandchildren.

Like everyone else, Selim, who worked on the top floor of
the city’s tallest skyscraper, had never stepped on the street.
The closest he had come was when he had descended to a
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distance of some ten metres from the ground on a day when
the ropes had grown slack in the heat.

One day, as he was smoking on the skyscraper’s roof terrace,
he saw a bird. Given that he saw more birds than people in his
day-to-day life he was used to them, but this bird was unlike
any of the others that he saw. Its wings were so small, it was a
miracle they had managed to carry it up that high. There was
a black mark on its head. It eyed Selim without moving. Then
it started flying somewhere above him and was out of sight
in an instant. In the days that followed, the same incident
recurred countless times.

That day Selim went to work with a rope with a longish
hook attached to the end. When he went up to the roof terrace
the bird was there again, staring, waiting. They gazed at each
other for a while, then once again the bird flapped its wings
towards the same destination and vanished out of sight. Selim
swung the rope in the air. And with a sharp clang it hooked
onto something. Anyone looking up from below would think
the rope was hanging in mid-air, but as the hook had hooked
onto something, it clearly led somewhere. He started climb-
ing. He disappeared out of sight.

The next day no one noticed that Selim wasn’t at work. In
the days that followed, one of his colleagues noticed the rope
on the roof terrace hanging in mid-air, climbed up and he
too disappeared out of sight. With time the number of people
in the city tossing ropes up into the sky and disappearing
increased.

When a ban on climbing up into the sky was issued by Stat-
utory Decree there was hardly anyone left in the city.
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PEOPLE LIKE YOU

It was morning when she reached the city. She could barely
remember a thing. She had got on the bus and gone to sleep.

She got off the bus. She entered the station. There were lone
individuals sitting on metal seats in the centre of the glass-
enclosed building. No one spoke to anyone. Yet she could
hear murmuring. She went out. She walked. She walked for a
long time, in fog so thick she could barely see her footsteps.
It was an effort to make out the buildings. They were all tall,
greyish yellow, without balconies.

She made out the light, Hotel, she entered, One night she
said, the man handed over the key without a word, she paid
and went up to the room. Greyish yellow walls, a bed with a
blanket, a table, a mirror. She locked the door and left the key
in the lock. She drifted off to sleep.

She awoke to the sound of the telephone. I'm going to ask
you to vacate the room, said the voice. Why, she asked. Did
you come here for a rendezvous, we don’t allow rendezvous
in this hotel. She didn’t remember if she had gone there for a
rendezvous. Why, she repeated. I don’t know, said the voice,
you don’t look like the kind of person who would come here.
What kind of person did she look like, she didn’t ask. She
looked in the mirror, first she made out her eyes, her nose.
Then her lips, her wide forehead, her eyebrows, her cheeks.
As she looked her face changed, instead of looking at her, the
eyes reflected in the mirror searched the room uneasily. Her
nose began to grow indistinct, her eyes disappeared into their
sockets. All that wasted effort, she thought. When she drifted
off to sleep, the fog had shrouded the room.
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Once again she awoke to the sound of the telephone. You
need to vacate the room, said the voice. No, she replied. I'm
not asking you, vacate the room. She would not, besides, she
couldn’t. She looked in the mirror, she tried to make out her
face through the fog, there was nothing there. How long had
it been, what had she looked like before, she couldn’t remem-
ber. But still, no one could evict her from the room for not
looking like anyone. She drifted off to sleep.

She awoke to the sound of knocking at the door. Vacate the
room, said the voice on the other side. I'm not going to ask
where you came from, I'll give you your money back, I'll pay
you extra if you like, as long as you leave. No, she said, but
she couldn’t hear her voice. If you don’t leave I'll smash the
lock, you're leaving no matter what. I'm telling you for your
own good, people like you shouldn’t come here. She waited.
She heard the footsteps growing faint. She drifted off to sleep.

She awoke to the sound of talking. It’ll cost you, said a voice,
this is a sturdy lock, I don’t care, said the voice, just as long as
you smash it. Under the blanket she waited for them to smash
the lock. Some time later, she heard the sound of footsteps in
the room. She must have climbed out of the window, said the
voice. How, asked the other voice. I don’t know, said the voice,
the only thing that matters is that she’s left.
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Sunjeev Sahota was born in 1981 in Derbyshire. His debut novel, Ours are the Streets, was called
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Synopsis

The Year of the Runaways tells of the bold dreams and daily struggles of an unlikely family thrown
together by circumstance. Thirteen young men live in a house in Sheffield, each in flight from
India and in desperate search of a new life. Tarlochan, a former rickshaw driver, will say nothing
about his past in Bihar; and Avtar has a secret that binds him to protect the chaotic Randeep.
Randeep, inturn, hasavisa-wifein aflaton the other side of town: a clever, devout woman whose
cupboards are full of her husband’s clothes, in case the immigration men surprise her with a call.
Sweeping between India and England, and between childhood and the present day, Sunjeev
Sahota’s generous, unforgettable novel is — as with Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance - a story of
dignity in the face of adversity and the ultimate triumph of the human spirit.
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1. ARRIVALS

Randeep Sanghera stood in front of the green-and-blue map
tacked to the wall. The map had come with the flat, and
though it was big and wrinkled, and cigarette butts had once
stubbed black islands into the mid Atlantic, he’d kept it, a
reminder of the world outside. He was less sure about the
flowers, guilty-looking things he’d spent too long choosing
at the petrol station. Get rid of them, he decided, but then
heard someone was parking up outside and the thought flew
out of his head.

He went down the narrow staircase, step by nervous step,
straightening his cuffs, swallowing hard. He could see a
shape through the mottled glass. When he opened the door
Narinder Kaur stood before him, brightly etched against the
night, coat unbuttoned despite the cold. So, even in England
she wore a kesri. A domed deep-green one that matched her
salwaar kameez. A flank of hair had come loose from under
it and curled about her ear. He’d forgotten how large, how
clever, her eyes were. Behind her, the taxi made a U-turn
and retreated down the hill. Narinder brought her hands
together underneath her chin - ‘Sat sri akal’ - and Randeep
nodded and took her suitcase and asked if she might follow
him up the stairs.

He set her luggage in the middle of the room and, straight-
ening right back up, knocked his head against the bald light
bulb, the wire flexing like a snake disturbed from its tree.
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She was standing at the window clutching her handbag with
both hands.

‘It’s very quiet,” Randeep said.

‘It’s very nice. Thank you.

“You have been to Sheffield before?’

‘My first time. What’s the area called again?’
‘Brightside,” he said.

She smiled, a little, and gazed around the room. She ges-
tured towards the cooker.

‘We used to have one like that. Years ago.’

Randeep looked too: a white stand-alone thing with an
overhanging grill pan. The stains on the hob hadn’t shifted no
matter how hard he’d scrubbed. “There is a microwave, too, he
said, pointing to the microwave. ‘And washing machine. And
toaster also, and kettle and sofa-set... carpet...” He trailed off,
ridiculous to himself. “The heater works fine. It’s included in
the rent. I'm sorry there’s no TV.

T'm used to it.” She looked to the wall. ‘Nice map.’

‘Oh. Thank you. I thought...” What did he think? T want
to visit every continent of the world.” She smiled politely, as if
he’d said he wanted to visit the moons of Jupiter. ‘It’s one of
my dreams.’

There were only two other rooms. The bathroom was tiny,
and the pipes buffalo-groaned when he forced the taps. In
the centre of the greenish tub the hand-held shower lay in a
perfect coil of chrome, like an alien turd.

‘And this is your private room,” he said, opening the second
door.
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She didn’t step inside. There wasn’t much to see: a double
bed, a rail for her clothes, a few wire coat hangers. Some globs
of Blu-Tack on damp, loose wallpaper. There was a long,
hinged mirror straight ahead which they found themselves
staring into, him standing behind her. She didn’t even reach
his shoulders. It was cold and he noticed her nipples showing
through her tunic. Frowning, she pulled her coat shut and he
averted his eyes.

T'm sorry, he said. ‘It’s too small. And dirty. I’ll look for
something else tomorrow.’

‘It’s fine. Honestly. Thank you for finding it for me.’

‘Truly?” He exhaled relief. “There is a bus from the bottom
of the hill that can take you into town.’

‘And that hill will keep me in shape.’

‘And this isn’t an area with lots of apneh.” Her lips parted,
but she didn’t speak. ‘Like you asked,” he reminded her. ‘And
the gurdwara’s only a few stops away. In Burngreave. I can
show you? If you like?’

‘We’ll see,” she said. ‘It’s late. Can I call you tomorrow?’

‘Of course. But you should know that the flat downstairs is
empty. So no disturbances.” He smiled, pleased with himself.
‘Yes, this flat was a special find. Especially at this time of year,
it is not easy. We were lucky.” That ‘we’ was problematic and
knocked him off balance. ‘But I should go,” he said hastily.
He took up his red tracksuit top and zipped it to his chin,
pushing the short sleeves up to his elbows.

She walked him to the stairs, saying, “You should probably
bring a few of your things and leave them here.’
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He nearly blurted out that his suitcase was just outside, in
the gennel. ‘I will bring some. But I will telephone you first.’
He wouldn’t be one of those boys who turned up at a girl’s
house unannounced and unexpected. Then he remembered
about the meter tokens. ‘The light” He pointed down the
stairs. “There is a meter underneath. It takes the pink electric
tokens. Not the white ones. The pink ones. There is a shop
around the corner. The aunty there sells them.

She looked confused. ‘Do I have to collect these tokens?
Like vouchers?’

‘Collect them from the shop, yes. Only be careful you put
the cards in straight. Would you like me to show you? The
meter?’

She’d never heard of electricity being pink, or white for that
matter, but she was tired from the journey and said she really
did just want to sleep. ‘But thanks for everything, Randeep.’

She used his name, without ‘ji’ and to his face, which hurt
him a little. But this was England. ‘No problem. And do not
worry. You won’t need any for a while yet. I put lots in before
you came.

She thanked him again, then - perhaps out of nerves,
needing her fingers occupied - retightened her chunni over
her turban and under her chin. It made her eyes look bigger,
somehow.

Randeep opened his wallet and held out some notes to her.

‘Next month’s.” He was looking away. He hated doing it like
this. At least when she lived in London it had gone by post.
She too seemed embarrassed to take it.

The European Union Prize for Literature 2017 171



The Year of the Runaways

He said goodbye. Halfway down the stairs he stopped,
looked round. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but is everything all
right? You are not in any trouble?’

‘Oh, I just need to rest. I'll be fine tomorrow. Can I call
you?’

‘Of course you may. Of course.” He smiled, then went down
the remaining steps and opened the door. He nodded a final
goodbye. She leaned forward out of the doorway, arms folded.
She looked uncertain.

Randeep held his suitcase across his lap on the bus ride home.
Of course she wasn’t going to ask him to stay. It was stupid
of him to have thought she might. If anything, he wondered
now if she’d seemed eager for him to leave her alone. He spat
coarsely into his hankie and worked out a bit of dirt on the
brown leather of his case, which still gleamed, in spite of the
coach to Delhi, the flight to London, and now three months
spent wedged on the roof of that disgusting wardrobe.

He got off right outside the house and saw the grey-blue
light of the TV flickering behind the closed curtains. He’d
hoped they’d be asleep by now. He went the long way round
the block, stopping off at the Londis for some of those fizzy
cola-bottle sweets.

‘You are leaving?’ the singh asked. The suitcase.
‘I was helping a friend move only.’

The TV was still on when he got back. Randeep turned
the key gradually, wincing at the loud final snap of the metal
tongue, and went straight up to his room on the second floor.
He sat there polishing his workboots with toilet roll and after
that he changed the blanket on his mattress, taking care
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with the corner-folds. Then he lay down, the darkness roomy
around him, and with no real enthusiasm reached for the
toilet roll once more.

It was near midnight when the clanging of the gate woke
him up. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep afterwards and the
scrunch of sticky toilet paper was still in his hand.

Downstairs, he went through the beaded curtain and
found Avtar gulping straight from the tap. The back of his
uniform read Crunchy Fried Chicken. Randeep stood in the
doorway, weaving

one of the long strings in and out of his fingers. There was
a calendar of tropically naked blonde women on the wall by
the fridge. Someone would have to get a new one soon.

Avtar turned off the tap, though it continued to drip.
‘Where is everyone?’

‘Asleep.
‘Did someone do the milk run?’
‘Don’t think so.

Avtar groaned. ‘T can’t do everything, yaar. Who’s on the
roti shift?’

Randeep shrugged. ‘Not me.’

T bet it’s that new guy. Watch, they’ll be bhanchod burnt
again.

Randeep nodded, sighed. Outside the window, the moon
was full. There were no stars though, just an even pit of black,
and if he altered the focus of his eyes, he saw his vague reflec-
tion. He wondered what his father would be doing.
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‘Do you think Gurpreet’s right? About what he said this
morning?’

‘What did he say this morning?’
‘You were there.’
‘T was asleep.’

‘He said it’s not work that makes us leave home and come
here. It’s love. Love for our families.” Randeep turned to Avtar.
‘Do you think that’s true?’

T think he’s a sentimental creep. We come here for the
same reason our people do anything. Duty. We’re doing our
duty. And it’s shit.

Randeep turned back to the window. ‘Maybe.’
‘And I asked bhaji, by the way, but there’s nothing right

>

now.

The job, Randeep remembered. He was relieved. He’d only
mentioned it during a low moment, needing solidarity. One
job was enough. He didn’t know how Avtar managed two.

‘How’d the thing with the girl go?’
‘Nothing special,” Randeep said.

‘Told you,” and Avtar picked up his satchel from where it
rested against the flour barrel. He took out his manila college
folder and wriggled up onto the worktop.

Randeep had learned by now that when Avtar didn’t want
to be disturbed he just ignored you until you went away. He
let the beads fall through his hands and was turning to go
when Avtar asked if it was true that Gurpreet hit him this
morning in the bathroom queue.

‘It was nothing,” Randeep said.
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‘He’s just jealous, you know.’

Randeep waited - for sympathy? for support? — but Avtar
curled back down to his book, trying out the words under his
breath, eyes glinting at the end of each line. Avtar’s posture
reminded Randeep of the trips he used to make between
college and home, his own textbook open on his lap.

In his room, he changed into his tracksuit bottoms, annoyed
he’d forgotten to warm them against the oven, then slid inside
the blanket. He knew he should try to sleep. Five hours and
he’d have to be up again. But he felt restless, suddenly and inex-
plicably optimistic for the first time in months. Years? He got
up and moved to the window and laid his forehead against the
cool pane. She was somewhere on the other side of the city.
Somewhere in that dark corner beyond the lights, beyond that
pinkish blur he knew to be a nightclub called the Leadmill. He
wondered if she’d noticed how he’d spent each evening after
work scrubbing the doors and descaling the tiles and washing
the carpet. Maybe she was thinking about all he’d done right
now as she unpacked her clothes and hung them on the rail.
Or maybe she’d decided to have a bath instead and was now
watching TV, thick blue towels wrapped around her head and
body the way British girls do. His forehead pressed harder
against the glass. He was being ridiculous again. There was no
TV, for one thing. But he couldn’t lose the sense that this was
a turning point in his life, that she’d been delivered to him for
a reason. She’d called him in her hour of need, hadn’t she? He
wondered whether she’d found his note yet, the rose-scented
card leaning inside the cupboard above the sink. He cringed
and hoped she hadn’t. At the time, in the petrol station, he’d
convinced himself it was the sophisticated thing to do. Now, he
exhaled a low groan and closed his eyes and forced himself to
remember each carefully written word.
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Dear Narinderji, I sincerely hope you are well and are enjoying
your new home. A beautiful flat for a beautiful person. And
a new start for us both maybe. If I may be of any assistance
please do not hesitate to make contact. I am at your service day
and night. In the interim, may I be the first to wish you, in your
new home, a very Happy New Year (2003).

Respectfully yours, Randeep Sanghera.
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Sunjeev Sahota

Traduit de I'anglais par Dominique LeMeur

1. ARRIVEES

Randeep Sanghera se tenait devant la carte verte et bleue
scotchée au mur. Cette carte faisait déja partie du décor de
I’'appartement avant qu’il ne le loue. Elle était grande, froissée
et des mégots de cigarettes écrasés avaient laissé des traces
d’ilots noirs au milieu de l'océan Atlantique. Malgré cela, il
avait décidé de la garder, souvenir du monde extérieur. Il était
moins str pour le bouquet. Des fleurs a la mine coupable qu’il
avait passé trop de temps a choisir a la station-service. Bonnes
a jeter, se dit-il. Puis il entendit une voiture se garer dehors et
ne pensa plus aux fleurs.

Il descendit l'escalier étroit marche par marche, le pas
nerveux, en lissant I'extrémité de ses manches, la gorge serrée.
Il apercut une silhouette a travers la vitre au verre marbré. Il
ouvrit la porte. Devant lui, Narinder Kaur lui apparut clai-
rement dans la nuit. Elle n’avait pas pris soin de boutonner
son manteau malgré le froid. Tiens, méme en Angleterre, elle
portait le sari. Un modele ample, de couleur vert foncé en
harmonie avec son salwaar kameez. Une meche de cheveux
s’ était échappée pour tomber en boucle sur son oreille. Il avait
oublié combien ses yeux étaient profonds, son regard péné-
trant. Derriere, le taxi fit demi-tour et disparut au bas de la
rue. Narinder joignit ses mains sous le menton pour le saluer.

— Sat sri akal.
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Randeep acquiesga, prit sa valise et I’invita a monter a
I’étage.

I1 déposa les bagages au milieu de la piece. En se relevant
de manieére un peu brusque, il se cogna la téte contre une
ampoule nue. Le fil se tordit comme un serpent qu’on aurait
dérangé sur son arbre. Elle se tenait debout pres de la fenétre,
les deux mains cramponnées a son sac.

— Clest treés calme, dit Randeep.
- Clest tres joli. Merci.
- Vous étiez déja venue a Sheffield ?

-Non, c’est la premiére fois. Comment s’appelle ce quartier,
encore ?

- Brightside, répondit-il.

Elle esquissa un sourire et regarda autour d’elle. Montrant
la cuisiniére du doigt.

- Nous aussi, nous en avions une. Il y a bien longtemps

Randeep regarda a son tour ce gros cube de couleur blanche.
Une poéle pendait juste au-dessus. Les taches sur les plaques
de cuisson n’avaient pas disparu. Elles avaient toujours résisté
au plus vigoureux des nettoyages.

- Il y a aussi un micro-onde, dit-il en indiquant ’endroit
ou se trouvait le four. Et une machine a laver, un grille-pain,
une bouilloire, un canapé... un tapis...

I1 finit par s’interrompre, se trouvant ridicule.

— Le chauffage fonctionne bien. Il est inclus dans le prix de
la location. Par contre, il n’y a pas de télé. Désolé.

- Pas de probleme.

Elle se tourna vers le mur.

178 The European Union Prize for Literature 2017



Sunjeev Sahota

- Jolie carte.
— Oh merci. J’ai pensé...
Qu’avait-il pensé?
o 1o : . . :
- Jai 'intention de visiter chacun des cinq continents.

Elle lui adressa un sourire poli, comme s’il venait de lui
annoncer qu’il voulait visiter toutes les lunes de Jupiter.

— C’est 'un de mes réves.

Il n’y avait que deux autres pieces. La salle de bains était
minuscule. Les tuyaux poussérent des grognements dignes
d’un buffle quand il entreprit de tourner les robinets. Au
centre de la baignoire verdatre, la douche a main posée dans
une parfaite spirale de chrome, sorte d’étron extraterrestre.

- Voila votre chambre, dit-il en ouvrant la seconde porte.

Elle resta sur le seuil. Pas grand-chose a voir: un lit double,
une barre pour ses vétements, quelques cintres. Des globes de
Blu-Tack sur du papier-peint humide et décollé par endroits.
Face a eux, un long miroir rabattable. Tous deux le fixaient.
Lui derriere elle. Elle ne lui arrivait méme pas a ’épaule. 1l
faisait froid. Randeep ne put sempécher de remarquer le bout
de ses seins pointant a travers sa tunique. Lceil sévere, elle
ferma son manteau. Il évita son regard.

- Je suis désolé, dit-il. C’est trop petit. Et sale. Je me mets
des demain a la recherche de quelque chose d’autre.

- Clest parfait. Vraiment. Merci de m’avoir trouvé ce
logement.

- Vous étes stre ? fit-il soulagé. Un bus en bas de la rue va
jusqu’a la ville.

— Descendre cette rue a pied me maintiendra en forme.
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- Etici, c’est un quartier ou il y a peu de gens de chez nous.
Elle ouvrit la bouche mais ne prononga aucun mot.

- Comme vous l'avez demandé. Le gurdwara n’est éloigné
que de quelques arréts. A Burngreave. Je peux vous montrer
si vous voulez.

- On verra, répondit-elle. Il se fait tard. Je peux vous
appeler demain ?

- Bien str. Je dois aussi vous dire que 'appartement du
dessous est vide. Vous ne serez pas dérangée.

Il sourit, content de lui.

- Oui, quelle aubaine de trouver ce logement. Surtout a
cette époque de I’année, ce n'est pas facile. Oui, nous avons eu
de la chance.

L'utilisation du ‘nous’ posait un probléme qui le désargonna.
- Bon, je vous laisse, dit-il a la hate.

I1 prit sa veste de survétement rouge, remonta la ferme-
ture éclair jusqu’au menton et releva ses manches au niveau
du coude. Elle 'accompagna jusqu’a l'escalier.

- Si vous voulez, vous pourriez apporter quelques-unes de
vos affaires et les laisser ici.

Il faillit aussitot répondre que sa valise était dehors dans
la ruelle.

- C’est d’accord. Mais je vous téléphonerai avant.

Lui n’était pas le genre de garcon a arriver comme ¢a chez
une jeune femme, sans prévenir et de fagon inopinée. Les
jetons pour le compteur électrique lui revinrent d’'un coup a
lesprit.
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- La lumiere, dit-il en faisant un geste vers le bas des esca-
liers. Le compteur est en-dessous. Il faut utiliser les jetons
roses. Pas les blancs. Il y a un magasin au coin de la rue. La
dame en vend.

Elle eut l’air étonnée.

- Et il faut que jaille chercher ces jetons? Comme des
bons d’achats ?

- Oui. Vous les prenez au magasin. Seulement, veillez
bien a insérer les cartes bien droit. Vous voulez que je vous
montre ? Je veux dire, le compteur.

Elle navait jamais entendu parler d’électricité rose ou
méme blanche. Fatiguée du voyage, elle lui répondit qu'elle
voulait juste aller dormir.

- En tout cas, merci pour tout Randeep.

Elle avait utilisé son nom sans y ajouter ji, marque de
respect, et en le regardant dans les yeux. Il se sentit un peu
offensé. Bon, cest vrai qu’on était en Angleterre.

- Pas de probléme. Et ne vous inquiétez pas. Vous en avez
suffisamment pour 'instant. J’ai fait le plein avant votre arrivée.

Elle le remercia encore. Puis -peut-étre par nervosité, ou
pour occuper ses doigts- elle resserra son chunni autour de
son turban et sous le menton. Ses yeux n’en furent que plus
grands, d’une certaine fagon.

Randeep ouvrit son portefeuille et lui tendit quelques
billets.

- Pour le mois prochain.

Il regarda ailleurs. Horreur de faire ¢a de cette fagon. Au
moins, quand elle habitait a Londres, ¢a arrivait par la poste.
Elle aussi semblait embarrassée de les prendre.
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I11a salua. Arrivé au milieu de I'escalier il s’arréta et regarda
autour de lui.

- Excusez-moi, mais vous étes stire que tout va bien ? Pas
d’ennuis au moins ?

— Oh, jai seulement besoin de repos. Ca ira mieux demain.
Je peux vous appeler ?

- Bien str que oui. N'hésitez pas.

I1 sourit, descendit le reste des marches et ouvrit la porte.
Un léger mouvement de téte en guise de dernier au revoir. Elle
se pencha en avant, les bras croisés. Mine hésitante.

Durant le trajet en bus qui le ramenait chez lui, Randeep garda
sa valise posée sur les genoux. Comment avait-il pu imaginer
qu’elle lui demande de rester ? C’était idiot de sa part d’avoir
pensé a cela. Entre autre chose, il se demandait maintenant
si elle avait été pressée de le voir partir. Il cracha grossiére-
ment dans son mouchoir et gratta une petite saleté collée a sa
valise toujours luisante malgré le voyage en car vers Dehli, le
vol pour Londres et a présent trois mois passés en haut d’une
armoire crasseuse.

I1 descendit juste devant sa maison et vit la lueur gris-bleu
de la télé qui tremblotait derriére les rideaux tirés. Il avait
espéré qu’a cette heure, ils dormiraient. Il fit le tour du paté
de maisons et s’arréta a la boutique Londis pour acheter des
gelées en forme de bouteille de coca au gott pétillant.

- Vous partez ? demanda le Cingalais. La valise, la.
- Non. Juste aidé un ami a déménager.

La télé était toujours allumée quand il rentra. Randeep
tourna lentement la clé. Il fit une grimace au moment ou se
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produisit l'ultime claquement sur la langue de métal. Il monta
directement a sa chambre au second étage. Il s’assit et nettoya
ses bottes avec des feuilles de papier toilette. Ensuite, il
changea la couverture sur le matelas en prenant soin de plier
les coins. Il s’allongea, au milieu de ce sombre espace autour
de lui, puis sans enthousiasme particulier, se saisit une nou-
velle fois du rouleau de papier toilette.

I1 était prés de minuit quand il fut tiré de son sommeil
par le bruit métallique de la grille. Il s’était endormi sans le
vouloir et il avait encore a la main le papier toilette froissé.

Il descendit et passa a travers le rideau de perles. Avtar
était en train de boire a méme le robinet. Au dos de son uni-
forme était inscrit Crunchy Fried Chicken. Randeep, debout
dans 'encadrement de la porte, jouait avec une des lanieres
en la faisant coulisser le long de ses doigts. Au mur, a coté
du réfrigérateur, un calendrier de femmes blondes nues sous
les tropiques. Il faudrait que quelqu'un s’en débarrasse un de
ces jours.

Avtar ferma le robinet qui continua malgré tout de couler.
- Ou sont les autres ?

— Ils dorment.

- Quelqu’un est allé acheter le lait?

- Je pense pas.

Avtar maugréa.

- Je peux pas tout faire, mon pote. Et c’était a qui de faire
cuire les roti?

Randeep haussa les épaules.

— Pas a moi.
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) . > .
- J'te parie que c’est au tour du nouveau. Tu verras, putain.
Il va encore nous briiler les pains.

Randeep secoua la téte en soupirant. Dehors, c¢’était nuit
de pleine lune. Aucune étoile cependant. Seulement un puits
d’obscurité. Sans aspérités. En changeant son angle de vue,
Randeep pouvait distinguer son propre reflet, contours
vagues. Il se demanda ce que son pére faisait a cet instant.

- Tu penses que Gurpreet a raison ¢ Ce qu’il a dit ce matin ?

- Qulest-ce qu’il a dit ce matin ?

- Tu étais la.

- J’étais pas réveillé.

- Il a dit que ce n’est pas a cause du travail qu'on quitte le
pays pour venir ici. C’est par amour. Amour de nos familles.

Randeep se tourna vers Avtar.

- Tu penses que cest vrai?

- Je pense que c’est un con bourré de bons sentiments. On
vient ici pour les mémes raisons que celles qui animent notre
peuple dans tout ce qu’il fait. Le devoir. On fait notre devoir
et c’est pas drole.

Randeep retourna vers la fenétre.
- Peut-étre.

- Au fait, j’ai demandé a Bhaji, mais il n’y a rien pour le
moment.

Ha oui, le boulot, se souvint Randeep. Il était soulagé. I1
en avait juste fait mention dans un moment de déprime. A la
recherche d’un sentiment de solidarité. Un seul boulot était
suffisant. Comment Avtar pouvait s’en sortir avec deux lui
était un mystere.
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- Comment ¢a s’est passé avec la fille ?

- Rien de particulier, dit Randeep

- J'te l’avais dit.

Avtar ramassa sa sacoche qui trainait contre le tonneau

de farine. Il sortit son classeur cartonné de 'université et se
percha sur le plan de travail en gigotant.

Depuis le temps, Randeep savait parfaitement que,
quand Avtar ne voulait pas étre dérangé, il vous ignorait
jusqu’a ce que vous fichiez le camp. Il laissa les perles glisser
le long de ses mains. Il s'apprétait a partir quand Avtar lui
demanda si Gurpreet l'avait vraiment frappé ce matin alors
qu’ils faisaient la queue pour aller a la salle de bains.

— C’était rien, dit Randeep.
— Il est juste jaloux, tu sais.

Randeep attendit - un peu de compassion, de soutien? -
mais Avtar se replongea dans son livre, pronongant les mots
dans un souffle, les yeux brillants a la fin de chaque ligne.
La facon dont était assis Avtar lui fit penser au temps ou il
faisait le trajet entre I'université et la maison, lui aussi un livre
ouvert sur les genoux.

Dans sa chambre il enfila son pantalon de survétement,
énervé parce qu’il avait oublié de le réchauffer sur le poéle. Il
se glissa sous la couverture. Il savait qu’il devrait essayer de
dormir. Plus que cinq heures avant de commencer une nou-
velle journée. Mais il se sentait agité, d'un optimisme soudain
et inexplicable. Des mois que cela ne lui était pas arrivé. Des
années ? Il se leva et se dirigea vers la fenétre. Il appuya son
front contre la vitre froide. Elle était la quelque part de l'autre
coté de la ville. Quelque part dans ce coin sombre au-dela
des lumieres, au-dela de ce rose indistinct qui venait du
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Leadmill, le nightclub. Il se demanda si elle avait remarqué
que chaque soir apres le travail, il passait son temps a briquer
les portes, enlever le tartre des carrelages, laver le tapis. Elle
était peut-étre en train de penser a tout ce qu’il avait fait,
alors qu’elle dépliait ses vétements pour les accrocher dans
I’armoire. Ou peut-étre avait-elle décidé de prendre un bain
et regardait la télé, une large serviette bleue autour de la téte
et du corps, a la maniere des filles d’ici. Il appuya son front
encore plus fort contre la vitre. Voila qu’il était encore ridi-
cule. Il n’y avait pas de télé. Et d’'une. Pourtant il ne pouvait
se défaire du sentiment qu’il était a un tournant de sa vie. Il
devait bien y avoir une raison pour quelle se soit adressée a
lui. C’est bien elle qui 'avait appelé quand elle s’était trouvée
dans le besoin, non? Avait-elle déja trouvé son billet ? Cette
carte aux senteurs de roses qu’il avait laissée dans le placard
au-dessus de I’évier. Il fit une grimace et espéra quelle ne
’avait pas vue. Un moment, quand il était a la station-service,
il s’était mis en téte que cela donnerait une note sophistiquée
a son arrivée. Il laissa alors échapper un grognement sourd
et ferma les yeux. Il fallait a présent qu’il se rappelle parfaite-
ment de chaque mot écrit.

Chére Narindjeri, jespére sincérement que vous allez bien et
que lappartement vous plait. Un superbe appartement pour
une personne superbe. Un nouveau départ pour nous deux, qui
sait. Si je peux vous aider en quoi que ce soit, n’hésitez pas a
m'appeler. Je suis a votre service, de jour comme de nuit. En
attendant, permettez-moi d’étre le premier a vous souhaiter,
dans votre nouvelle demeure, une trés bonne année 2003.

Avec mes respectueuses salutations.
Randeep Sanghera.
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Albania

The events of the novel Epika e yjeve té méngjesit (The Epic of the Morning Stars) take place mainly

in the artistic surroundings of Tirana, the capital city of Albania, in the 1970s. The plot focuses
on the story of a young painter who falls victim to the machinations of state security bodies
and government policies. During a time of celebration, the heavy rain washes away the letters
on some propaganda placards, along with portraits of communist leaders. This causes great
concern in party and state authorities. The whole mechanism of police and Communist Party
organs are putin search of the “enemies” that caused the sabotage. In fact, the error was techni-
cal: an imported paint of bad quality. The state seeks to find the culprits, or to create them. In
the machinations and police traps which follow, falls the talented painter. The novel depicts the
very interesting atmosphere - realistic, but also absurd - of Tirana in the 1970s. It also shows
the level of control that the communist system had on personal lives through the use of psy-
chological violence and instilling fear in ordinary people. This particularly affected artists, who
were considered blind instruments of state policy. The characters of the novel: from painters,
workers, company executives and officers of the Ministry of the Interior, right up to the highest
dome of the Communist Party, are convincing and beautifully drawn.

Bulgaria

Ina Vultchanova’s Ocmpos Kpax (The Crack-Up Island) was a notable event in the Bulgarian lit-
erary scene in 2016. The novel stands out through its subtle fusing of two storylines and two
female characters in search of their identities, creating a combined existential symbol. The vig-
orous narrative knits together a trip through physical space with a psychological journey, and
bridges islands of the sea with islands of the souls. Through penetrating into the attitudes of the
characters, the author’s fearless eye goes deep into the turmoil of changing circumstances and
the mindset in present-day Eastern European countries, achieving an impressive psychological
insight into the age. The novel displays remarkable skill in building up emotionally consistent
characters, containing superbly rich, yet lightly flowing, dialogues as well as compelling and
masterly storytelling, all of which led the Bulgarian jury to nominate The Crack-Up Island for the
prestigious EUPL. Without doubt, the novel represents highly-readable prose writing and will
attract the interest of reading audiences far beyond the Bulgarian cultural environment.

The European Union Prize for Literature 2017 197



Czech Republic

Jezero (The Lake) is a book about a journey to the past which leads through the rough ‘present’
of the totalitarian regime. The journey, however, must be done in order to bring about the pos-
sibility of the future. The book is dystopian by genre, but is disrupted by the story’s ending in
a way that, despite everything, brings hope. The story takes place without reference to a par-
ticular place or time, which becomes a necessary part of the symbolism of this Bildungsroman.
The world Bianca Bellova creates is cruel and heartless, but only this type of world could pre-
serve these characters; although the story also shows that no totalitarian regime, and no regime
built on the dehumanization of man, will last forever. However, at the same time, Bellova builds
the conflict in a way that makes it obvious that the totalitarian regime lies not outside of man,
but is rooted in his mind. The language used corresponds to the rawness of this world and the
book’s short sentences reminds one of chisel cutting into hardwood. Consequently, the form is
linked with the content. The result is a strong testimony that cannot be read without the reader
being absorbed by it.

Greece

The novel Aevépiteg (Dendrites) by Kallia Papadaki delivers on the promise of her first book,
The Back-Lot Sound, a collection of short stories published in 2009 that attracted critical atten-
tion and was followed by a poetry collection. An award-winning professional screenwriter, the
author seamlessly weaves flashbacks to previous generations in a story of adolescents and
adults, including second-generation Greek immigrants, setin crisis-ridden Camden, New Jersey
in the 1980s.

This is a story about wanting to belong; a tale of expectations against the odds and of failures
on a personal or social level. It is a story of the kind of common dreams Americans, Europeans
and all people share. There is despair and hope, cruelty and compassion. Engaging and unique,
the characters in the novel come together or drift away before they melt on dry ground like
snowflakes (or dendrites, a word used to describe a form of snowflake.)

One of the achievements of this Greek novel is how it tucks the complexity of human emotions
up the sleeve of its story. A context of crisis makes the text very current. There is continuous
engagement with the borders of physical and emotional migration, by a US-educated author
who was born less than 40 years ago in a Greek border town.

Kallia Papadaki distinctively represents the figure of an emerging European author during these
critical times for Europe and the world.
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lceland

Tvéfalt gler (Double Glazing) is a stunning ‘coming-of-age’ novella that gives an unfiltered voice
to theinner life of a 78-year-old woman. The subject is rare in Icelandic literature, and by making
the story revolve around the love life of the elderly, the author captures a blind spot in our world
view: when are we too old for new romance?

The imagery is beautifully interwoven with emotive language that fits the theme of the story,
but also carries with it a counterpoint of sharp wit that perfectly balances the narration. The
author excels in describing big emotions with a poetic precision, choosing every word carefully
for its shape and meaning. Written in an innovative way, where the ever-churning inner voice
of the protagonist evolves from the mundane to an intense confession, the jury found the story
both direct and well structured.

Double Glazing is a large story in short form about existence and purpose, full of clear feminine
wisdom and sharp insights into life and death. It is a refreshing take on a rejuvenating but infer-
tile new love that forces the reader to face this ultimate taboo subject. The jury was moved by
the theme and execution of the novella, and by the author’s insightful treatment of a delicate

and neglected subject.

Latvia

Osvalds Zebris’ novel Gailu kalna éna (In the Shadow of Rooster Hill) turns a new page in the story
about the 1905 Revolution in Latvia - a series of crucial events for the whole Russian Empire,
in the course of which the European movement of social democracy became acquainted with
the notion of Latvian terrorists and their deeds. The novel is marked by astonishing documen-
tary scenes of the epoch, which have been created from extensive historical research. These
passages uncover the huge tragedy of revolutionary times. The historical notions, people and
documentation featured in the novel provide the background for solving serious moral and
ethical issues. The reader is invited to measure the price which an individual pays engaging in
a revolution, stepping from naive idealism to a crime. These questions are of equal importance
both to the Riga of 1906 overtaken by terror acts and bloody events, as well as to the Europe
of our days.

The European Union Prize for Literature 2017 199



Malta

L-Ezodu ta¢-Cikonji is a rare book in Maltese literature in that is written by an author whose first

language is not Maltese. The author learnt Maltese as an adult and in spite, or even because of
this, his literary language is impressive in its sharpness, bluntness and metaphorical quality.
The novel is a feat of storytelling, weaving together the narratives of a multitude of characters
living in different moments in history and in different countries, but who in some way or other
impinge on the narrator’s own life as a displaced Palestinian, refugee, exile and maladjusted
inhabitant of Malta. The novel is a harsh indictment of the political systems that brought about
the plight of Palestinians in the 20th century and those that perpetuate it today, but is also a
call for all involved to rethink their positions, even as victims of history or destiny. Read from
a European perspective, the book is a fascinating discourse with a narrator who is both in and
out, who lives in Europe and with Europeans and yet stands out like a sore thumb, as he carries
his homeland with him like a suitcase, in spite of his statements to the contrary and his quoting
Darwish for comfort. The novel is also a self-conscious exploration of the responsibilities, as well

as the futilities, of committed writing.

Montenegro

Although Aleksandar Becanovic is mostly known as a poet, his book Arcueil provides a very
interesting (and triumphant) take on the historical novel genre. By telling us a story about de
Sade, Becanovic is addressing very important contemporary issues, such as the misuse of social
status, social injustice and the power of the media. By telling us a story about “de Sade, our con-
temporary”, Becanovic¢ develops a lucid and relevant critique of our society and the unpleasant
truth behind its “dark secrets”. The language in Arcueil is rich but precise and the narration is
smooth but sharp. From the very first sentence of his novel (which is based on the one Paul
Valéry quoted as the reason why he refused to write a novel: “The Marquise went out at five
o'clock”), Be¢anovi¢ builds a complex web of literary and philosophical references, which are
hidden in the beautiful, lyrical intonations used for sharpening the contrast of the main char-
acter’s transgressions. With the exception of Borislav Peki¢’s How to Quiet a Vampire, a Monte-
negrin (and Yugoslav) novel has never been so uncompromisingly cosmopolitan and European
—inthe sense that the destiny of Europe is also the destiny of the Balkans. There is no doubt that
Arcueil is one of the best Montenegrin novels written in this millennium.
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The Netherlands

We as a jury are happy to announce that the Dutch winner of the EUPL 2017 is Een Honger (A

Hunger) by Jamal Ouariachi. Jamal is a gifted and ambitious stylist. We could say that the novel
is the most courageous one in Dutch literature in decades. He takes readers on a journey of
more than 500 pages, through seven continents, several decades and makes us think about
major social issues like paedophilia, sexism, gender issues, queerness, feminism, race, etc. He
makes us think about the world, and life and death, in a magnificent way. We see Jamal as a
young and very talented writer, and a rising star of Dutch literature. He immerses himself into
his characters in a way we don't see a lot of in modern literature. Writers that Jamal Ouariachi is
related to include names like: Woolf, Nabokov, Joyce, Easton Ellis and, in some respects, Tolstoy
and Flaubert.

He bases this masterly novel of ideas on the life of Nobel Prize-winner Daniel Carleton Gaj-
dusek, a physician and medical researcher convicted of child abuse. Besides exploring the
nature of love and examining the wisdom and folly of development aid, A Hunger delivers a
fierce polemic against rigid sexual mores and is above all an exhilarating tour de force. Without
being judgmental, without forcing us to think in the same way he thinks, he makes us want to

consider these issues, which are very important and current issues in the world we live in.

Serbia

Darko Tusevljakovi¢’s novel Jaz (The Chasm, 2016) is a powerful and intimate story, but also a

story about Serbia during the 1990s and 2000s. Its main protagonists are, in many respects,
typical representatives of Serbian society at that time: they belong either to the young genera-
tion, torn between a wish to leave the decaying country and a strong urge to stay there in spite
of it all, or to the older one, overwhelmed by nostalgia and unable to resist the adverse circum-
stances of the changed times. Depicting the life of young people in a turbulent era through
combining the elements of a social novel with those of dark fantasy, Tusevljakovi¢ creates a
broad picture, replete with striking characters who suffer their personal problems and try to
live their lives amidst huge political and historical disturbances, and in a largely disintegrated
society.
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Turkey

Sine Erglin seems to be open to all kinds of human experience. The depth and imagination of
her work is accompanied by the scientific, analytical enthusiasm of a scholar. Her intellectual
formation is a fruitful combination of a philosophical approach with a literary efficiency that
flourishes thanks to not only talent, but also to her meticulous labour.

Distinguishing her among the many young talents in contemporary Turkish literature who use
language in an innovative and creative manner, is Erglin’s unique style where form and content
are indissolubly intertwined. Her slim volume is a collection of vignettes which are amazingly
compact and poignant. Reminiscent of Raymond Carver’s short fiction, Erglin writes in the post-
modernist vein, delving into the subconscious and bordering on Kafkaesque parable.

Ergiin masters the language, plays with it, and broadens the meaning of the words. With her
poetic language and with the choices she makes in structuring her stories, the area that she
covers becomes the whole world. In a few lines she embraces philosophical themes and intro-
duces us to an imaginary world which feels more real than reality itself!

The refinement and depth in each story underlines her understanding of life, and she puts this
into words with elegance and candour. She combines words in an unexpected way to create an
original style of storytelling, somewhere in between absurdity and uncertainty, and one which
offers the pleasure of literature to the reader.

We trust that the stories in her book have the potential to draw attention internationally, con-
tributing to mutual understanding in Europe and the world. With this book, she also offers
much promise for her future writing.

The United Kingdom

‘At its best, this novel calls to mind what Isaac Babel said about Tolstoy: “If life could write itself,

it would write like Tolstoy”. Rich, humane, moving, dramatic and engrossing, searing about the
cruelty of the caste system and the desperately precarious lives led by many migrants, superb
on the nature of religious faith and doubt, and with dialogue that always rings true, The Year Of
The Runaways brings to light a whole world of experience that many of us live alongside without
ever knowing.'
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The European Union Prize for Literature

The aim of the European Union Prize for Literature is to put the spotlight on the creativity and
diverse wealth of Europe’s contemporary literature in the field of fiction, to promote the circula-
tion of literature within Europe and encourage greater interest in non-national literary works.

The works of the selected winners (one winning author per country participating in the Prize
on a rotating basis) will reach a wider and international audience, and touch readers beyond
national and linguistic borders.

The Prize is financed by the Creative Europe Programme of the European Union whose three
main objectives are: to promote cross-border mobility of those working in the cultural sector;
to encourage the transnational circulation of cultural and artistic output; and to foster intercul-
tural dialogue.

Selection process

The winning authors are selected by qualified juries set up in each of the 12 countries participat-
ing in the 2017 award.

The nomination of candidates and the final selection of one winner in each country took place
between October 2016 and February 2017.

The new emerging talents were selected on the basis of criteria stipulated by the European
Commission and fulfil in particular the following requirements:

The author must be a citizen of the 12 selected countries.
+ The author should have published between 2 and 4 contemporary fiction books.
« The winning book must not exceed the maximum number of 4 translations.

The winning books must be the latest work of the author, must have been published in the

last 18 months and must still be commercially available.

Juries

Jury members are appointed by national members of EIBF, EWC and FEP. National juries are
composed by a minimum of 3 and a maximum of 5 members.

The jury reports were delivered in order to justify the jury’s choice and provide relevant infor-

mation on the winner and his/her work.
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