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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,
Bellové’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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Bianca Bellova

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.

8 The European Union Prize for Literature 2017



The Lake

Bianca Bellova

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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