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FOREWORD

Dear readers,

Welcome to an extraordinary journey
through the pages of this anthology,
where you have the opportunity to
explore the rich tapestry of European
literature through the eyes of

13 remarkable authors. Within these
pages, you will encounter 13 distinct
voices hailing from 13 different countries.
Together, they represent the shared
heritage of creativity and imagination
within the vibrant landscape of ‘Creative
Europe.

As you embark on this literary
adventure, | invite you to immerse
yourself in a diverse array of characters
and genres that will transport you

to worlds both familiar and entirely
new, offering fresh perspectives and
insights into the human experience. This
anthology, showcasing the nominees
of the 2024 European Union Prize for
Literature, epitomises the essence of
the prize since its inception in 2009:
celebrating the boundless creativity
and diversity inherent in contemporary
European literature.

In 2024, we are closing the current
three-year cycle of the European Union
Prize for Literature, during which we
have discovered 40 emerging writers
from 40 Creative Europe countries.

This initiative has been instrumental

in promoting cultural exchange,
supporting emerging writers and
fostering a deeper appreciation for
European literature. It is a testament to
our commitment to nurturing creativity
and bridging cultural divides.

The year 2024 also holds special
significance as it marks the 10-year
anniversary of the Creative Europe
Programme which has brought
together — and reinforced - the EU’s
Culture and Media programmes: 10
years of creativity, cultural diversity and
cooperation in Europe.

Before delving into the pages of this
year's anthology, | extend my heartfelt
congratulations to the laureates. Their
exceptional talents and compelling
narratives are sure to captivate readers
across Europe and beyond. | wish
each of them a fulfilling and successful
literary journey, confident that their
contributions will enrich the literary
landscape for years to come.

Enjoy the exploration,

lliana Ivanova

European Commissioner for
Innovation, Research, Culture,
Education and Youth



tUROPEAN JURY

The European jury is composed of
seven members, all of whom are
literary experts with highly recognised
professional reputations and are
competent and influential in the field of
literature and translation. The members
are appointed by the EUPL consortium
after consultation with experts in the
sector. In each edition of the prize,
experts are appointed to form the
European jury. The members of the jury
come from or represent countries not
featured in the current edition of the
prize.

Andrei Kurkov (born 23 April 1961 in
Leningrad, Russia) is a Ukrainian novelist
who writes in Russian. He is the author
of more than 20 novels and 10 books for
children. His work is currently translated
into 42 languages, including Chinese,
English, French, Hebrew, Japanese

and Swedish. He has also written
assorted articles for various publications
worldwide, including The New York Times,
The Guardian, New Statesman, Libération,
Le Monde, Die Welt and Die Zeit.

From 2018 to 2022 he was the acting
President of PEN Ukraine, running
international and national literary and
sociopolitical projects.

For his novels and his literary and
human rights activities, he was awarded
the Halldor Laxness Prize (Iceland,
2022), the Legion of Honour (France,
2015), the Medici Prize for Best Foreign
Novel (France, 2022), the Freedom of
Expression Award (Index on Censorship,
London, 2022), the Readers’ Award
(France, 2012), the Hans and Sophie
Scholl Prize (Germany, 2022) and others.

His books are full of black humour, Soviet
and post-Soviet reality with elements of
surrealism.

Elena Loewenthal (born in Turin, Italy in
1960) is a writer, journalist and translator
of Jewish literature. She writes for the
[talian newspaper La Stampa and since
1990 has published essays and fiction
books. She has lectured for many years
at Universita Vita Salute — San Raffaele in
Milan and at IUSS - Istituto Universitario
di Studi Superiori in Pavia. Since 2020
she is the director of Fondazione Circolo
dei Lettori in Turin, whose mission

is promoting and creating culture.

The Fondazione is also in charge

of the cultural events of the Salone
Internazionale del Libro in Turin.

Kostas Spatharakis was born in
Athens, Greece in 1980. He studied law
in Athens and comparative literature in



Thessaloniki. He worked for many years
as freelance translator and proofreader,
and in 2014 he founded Antipodes, an
independent publishing house based in
Athens.

Daniel Medin is Professor of
Comparative Literature at the American
University of Paris, where he is a director
of the Center for Writers and Translators
and one of the editors of its Cahiers
Series. He has judged numerous awards
for translated fiction, among them the
International Booker Prize, the HKW
Internationaler Literaturpreis and the Prix
Fragonard de littérature étrangere.

Aurélie Bontout Roche is Translations
Manager for the French publishing
Groupe Libella (Buchet Chastel,
Phébus, Libretto, Noir Sur Blanc, Cahiers
Dessinés) and has worked in publishing
for 20 years. She is passionate about
European literature, languages, culture
and travel, and lives between Paris and
Brussels, in the heart of Europe.

Raluca Selejan (born in 1988) studied
Romanian and English language

and literature at West University of
Timisoara. She has an MA in Cultural
Management with a diploma in Art &
Literature in Unconventional Spaces.
Since 2016, she has co-owned and

co-managed La Doud Bufnite (At Two
Owls), an independent bookshop in
Timisoara. Raluca is responsible for
communication, events, internships
and partnerships. She has also worked
as a communications officer at the
Department of Communications,
Image and Institutional Marketing of
West University of Timisoara and at
Association Timisoara 2021 — European
Capital of Culture.

Tauno Vahter (born in 1978) is an
Estonian publisher, translator and author.
He has studied public administration
and works as an editor-in-chief of
Tanapdaev Publishers, which is one of
the biggest Estonian publishing houses.
He has completed the Frankfurt Book
Fair fellowship programme, written
many articles about literature and
publishing, and translated from English
and Finnish. As an author, he has so far
published three books of fiction which
are published in several languages, and
written a scenario for a TV series on
Estonian history.






VERDICI OF HE
tUROPEAN JURY

What better place this year than
Brussels, the heart of Europe, to meet
as members and wonderful colleagues
of the jury! Although we come from
different European countries, we had

a wonderful time sharing our passion
for literature, which made this literary
journey through books and the
encounters with talented authors and
different cultures unforgettable.

It was not easy to make a decision,
because all 13 nominated books are
rich in diverse talents and greatness. All
these books deserve to be translated
into many European languages and
beyond. We look forward to reading
them in each of our mother tongues.
They deal with different literary styles,
themes and messages, but at the same
time they all highlight the beauty

and the importance of literature in
transmitting poetry, humanism and
empathy in their search for European
and universal values and personal self-
knowledge, and they are testimony to
the challenges facing our contemporary
society.

Written in different languages, they

all speak a single one. From Albania,
Bulgaria, Denmark, Germany, Hungary,
Iceland, Latvia, Malta, Netherlands,
Portugal, Serbia, Slovenia, Tunisia.
From North to South, from East to
West and beyond borders. All these
books are full of humanity and its love,
happiness, fears of climate change,
the power of language, migrants,
cultural appropriation, the struggle
with evil and with oneself, the quest
for truth, relationships between men
and women, fathers and sons, mothers
and daughters, motherhood and the
role of women in our society, what we
pass on from one generation to the
next, the heritage of European history,
sometimes from a child’s perspective,
the criticism of consumerism, our ultra-
connectedness, the consequences of
our choices and a tribute to literature
and traditions, including folk tales and
fairy tales.

Literature and its wealth, the power
of fiction and the freedom of the

imagination give us the opportunity
to get closer to one another, despite



our differences, to fight against the
horrors of war and death and to see the
beauty of the world. Literature helps us
to understand each other, overcome
our traumas, our fears and our past,
individually and collectively, in order to
build the future we dream of, despite
the threat of war and the climate crisis.

More than ever, Europe must remain
united, and literature must help to
convey its magnificent values.

Literature has the power to transform
reality for us to understand it better.
Literature provides comfort, heals and
forgives. It forces us to step outside
ourselves to discover other ways of
looking at reality. Literature builds
bridges, both outward to the world and
inward to ourselves. It does not claim to
answer all our questions and also poses
other questions — the breadcrumbs we
can follow to find our way and our place
in a world of increasing complexity.

Reading these 13 wonderful books
reflecting Europe’s rich cultural and
literary heritage and talking with

the amazing colleagues in the jury
reinforces our belief in the power of
literature. We are convinced that it is
necessary for each human being to read
books that will perhaps lead them to
change their lives and find harmony.
Different voices and perspectives help
us to discover and heal ourselves.

First, we will list the five special
mentions in alphabetical order of their
countries of origin. It was not an easy

process to choose the six books, nor to
distinguish one winner among them.
But we are all quite sure that these
books and authors will be translated by
wonderful translators in many countries,
to be read and understood. We look
forward to seeing how these books will
leave their mark in the minds of readers
everywhere in Europe and around the
world.

SPECIAL MENTIONS

Todor Todorov — Bulgaria

Brimming with exuberance, Hagabula
is a genre-bending delight of novelistic
inventiveness. First, you feel as if you
are reading an epic tale following the
expedition of Hernan Cortés; then, you
realise that you are part of an epic story
about us, our society and what the
consequences of our choices are.

Deniz Utlu — Germany

Deniz Utlu's book Vaters Meer is a
delicate, sensitive and poetic tale of

a son trying to communicate with

his father suffering from locked-in
syndrome. Although it is largely a tale
of a German family’s Turkish roots, it
stands out as a compelling work of
literature that defies the boundaries of
the ‘immigration literature’ genre.

Marfa Elisabet Bragadottir — Iceland
Marfa Elisabet Bragadottir's The Soap Bird
is a small but sharp collection of stories
on the fragile beauty of misfits — three
short stories with a deep, ironic and
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compassionate concern for humanity
in all its weaknesses and emotional
potential. In The Soap Bird, Bragadéttir
combines contemporary issues with
basic and complex emotions in a
way that testifies to a very gifted and
promising young author.

Sholeh Rezazadeh — The Netherlands
We were blown away by the originality
of this novel, mixing fiction and literary
genres — it is an intricate story of a
nomadic community in Iran whose
existence is tied to a river whose
moving waters are like an eternal dream,
providing the rhythm for the narration,
and the story of a modern woman
who decides to travel to Iran, leaving
her hectic existence in Europe. The
novel explores several universal topics,
showing in a very beautifully poetic
style with words full of imagery that
we should not distance ourselves from
nature or especially from each other.
This novel is a perfect candidate for
multiple translations across Europe.

Tina Vrsc¢aj - Slovenia

Tina Vrs¢aj has created a tender,
convincing and fascinating story of
Eva, a young mother of two girls who
is forced to deal with the questions
posed by life itself, and questions that
the heroine herself considers important
because of her firm beliefs and
principles. Family, motherhood and the
social and environmental responsibility
of each person - these are topics that

cannot be called lightweight and that
are the main themes of the novel On
Slope.

Theis @rntoft — Denmark

Jordisk is a novel trying to encapsulate
the state of the world across several
generations of siblings, taking

place mostly in Denmark and the
United States. Despite the critiques

of consumerism, shortsightedness

in politics and capitalism, it is not

a dystopian or utopian novel, and
although characters are living their
hectic everyday lives, a certain
uncomfortable future or fate seems

to be looming over them. Jordisk is an
ambitious and major work in several
ways, tackling many subjects, not trying
to answer too many big questions,

but describing our common journey
through small stories which can also be
read just as a generational novel.
Jordisk by Theis @rntoft is a classic novel
in a broad sense: the complexity of the
plot and the linearity of its prose are
really surprising in a literary panorama
where autofiction and memoirs are so
common. Here, on the contrary, we find
extremely broad horizons in time and
space combined with an extraordinary
stylistic coherence.

The European Jury 2024

-11-



[HE tUROPEAN
UNION PRIZE FOR
LITERATURE

INTRODUCTION

The European Union Prize for Literature
(EUPL) is an annual initiative launched in
2009 that recognises the best emerging
fiction writers in Europe. Its aim is to
spotlight the creativity and diverse
wealth of Europe’s contemporary
literature in the field of fiction, promote
the circulation of literature within Europe
and encourage greater interest in non-
national literary works.

The prize is open to the 40 countries
currently involved in the Creative
Europe programme. Each year, national
organisations in one third of the
participating countries nominate a
novel they trust has the potential to find
an audience outside of their national
borders, with all participating countries
and language areas represented over a
3-year cycle.

This fifth cycle of the project marks a
restructuring of the prize, with a seven-
member European jury now choosing

-12-

one award winner for each edition of the
EUPL, along with five special mentions.
All nominated authors will be promoted
continuously on a European stage,
aiming to reach a wider and international
audience and to connect with readers
beyond their national and linguistic
borders.

The prize is financed by the EU Creative
Europe programme, which aims to
achieve three main goals: promote the
cross-border mobility of those working
in the cultural sector, encourage the
transnational circulation of cultural and
artistic output and foster intercultural
dialogue.

SELECTION PROCESS

The 13 nominated novels were proposed
by national entities that are familiar with
the literary scene of their country, used
to promoting their own literature abroad
and have expertise in literary quality



and assessing the translatability potential
of a book. The aim of the prize is to give
international visibility to authors who are
at the beginning of their career in the
country of their nationality/residence and
who have started to have international
visibility. National selections are made
on the basis of criteria stipulated by the
EUPL consortium in agreement with

the European Commission, and fulfil the
requirements listed below.

« The proposed book must be written in
one or more of the officially recognised
languages in that country.

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

- The proposed book must respect the EU’s
values of respect and tolerance.

- The proposed book must demonstrate
literary excellence and be translatable.

» The nominated book must ideally have
been published no more than 18 months
before the date of announcement of the
prizewinner (deadline for 2024: 4 October
2022); however, EUPL may reconsider this
criterion depending on the availability of
the book in bookshops and whether the
promotion of the author is still possible
and relevant. For the 2024 prize, this is the
case for Bulgaria, Iceland, Latvia, Portugal
and Slovenia, where the book has been
published no more than 24 months
before the date of announcement of the
prizewinner.

« The nominated book must be the author’s
most recently published book.

- The author of the nominated book must
have published between two and four
fiction books in total (other genres are
excluded, unless the author is already

known on the international scene
through this publication).

- The author of the nominated book
cannot be currently employed by any
EU institutions.

« All books published by the author must
not have been translated into more
than four languages.

- The selection of the national nominee
must be the result of a consensus
within the organisation.

All national organisations must respect
the selection rules. The jury chooses
one award winner and five special
mentions, based on translated excerpts
from the nominated books. The jury’s
choice is made on the basis of lists of
books nominated at the national level,
one for each participating country.

THE CONSORTIUM

The EUPL is organised by a consortium
comprising the Federation of European
Publishers and the European and
International Booksellers Federation,
with the support of the European
Commission. These two federations

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

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

-13-



NOMINATING
URGANISATIONS

For the past three years, in each of the participating
countries, organisations with expertise in the field of
literature have organised debates and/or juries to select the
nominated book in accordance with the criteria of the prize.

- Austria: Hauptverband des Osterreichischen Buchhandels
- Belgium (Flemish-speaking): Flanders Literature

- Bosnia and Herzegovina: PE.N. Centar Bosne i Hercegovine
- Georgia: Writers' House of Georgia

- Greece: GreekLit

- Ireland: Literature Ireland

- Italy: Fondazione Circolo dei Lettori

- Lithuania: Lithuanian Culture Institute

- North Macedonia: Kontrapunkt (Cultural Center Tochka)

- Norway: NORLA Norwegian Literature Abroad

- Romania: Romanian Cultural Institute

- Slovakia: Literary Information Centre

» Spain: Accion Cultural Espariola

- Ukraine: Ukrainian Book Institute

-14-



« Armenia: PEN Armenia

- Croatia: Croatian Literature

- Cyprus: PEN Cyprus

- Czechia: Czechlit

- Estonia: Estonian Literature Centre

- Finland: The Finnish Reading Center

- France: Bureau International de I'Edition Francaise
- Kosovo: National Library of Kosovo

- Liechtenstein: Literaturhaus Liechtenstein

+ Luxembourg: Kultur|lx

- Montenegro: Forum mladih pisaca

- Poland: Polska Izba Ksigzki (PIK)

- Sweden: Swedish Booksellers Association & Swedish Publishers Association

- Albania: National Center for Books and Reading

- Bulgaria: Bulgarian Book Association

- Denmark: Danish Arts Foundation

- Germany: Goethe-Institut eV.

« Hungary: International Book Festival Budapest

- Iceland: Icelandic Publishers Association

- Latvia: International Writers’ and Translators’ House
- Malta: National Book Council in Malta

- Netherlands: VLAM21

- Portugal: Directorate-General for Books, Archives and Libraries (DGLAB)
- Serbia: Serbian PEN

- Slovenia: Slovenian Book Agency

« Tunisia: Union of Tunisian Publishers

-15-
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RITA PETRC

nufri Roman

Rita PETRO

Lindur sé prapthi
Untethered

Onufri, 2022

Language: Albanian
ISBN: 9789928391056

BIOGRAPHY

ita Petro (Filipi) was born on
RB March 1962 in Tirana, Albania. She
graduated from the University of Tirana
with a degree in Literature and Albanian
Language (1980-1984) and specialised
in ancient philosophy and culture at the
University of Athens (1993). She was an
editor and didactic specialist (1985-2000)
at the state-owned publishing house.
In 2000, she co-founded Albas
publishing house (Albania, Kosovo',
North Macedonia and Preseva in Serbia).
Additionally, she is a co-author of 45
textbooks about literature and the
Albanian language.
She has earned a spot in contemporary
Albanian literature for children and adults
with the following titles: Shija e instinktit
(1998), Kétu poshté kéndohet live (2002),
Vrima (2014) and Lindur sé prapthi (2022).
Petro is the winner of the Onufri Prize,
(1999), the Prize for Poetry Career, (2014)
and the National Prize of Bibliophile
Lumo Skéndo (2014) with the poem
Vrima as the most critically successful
publication of the author — as well as the
most controversial, as it was opposed by
the opinion of a conservative society.

' This designation is without prejudice to positions on
status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the
ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independ-
ence.
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Petro is also a well-known public

figure and very active in media, using
her own experiences and art to share
empowering messages about women's
rights and the emancipation of society.

This novel recounts the main character’s
impressions based on memories from
early childhood to maturity during the
communist era in Albania.

The child/girl is called ‘born backwards’
by her family. Walking with her hands
first, she sees the world from below, and
everything seems grand to her, reaching
up to the sky. As she grows up and puts
her feet on the ground, she understands
the truths of everyday reality, and her
inner rebellion begins.

The character’s flat is located in a
confined space that symbolises the
closed borders of communist Albania.
To the left of the building is the
Orthodox church, which was converted
into a gymnasium. To the right is the
Catholic church, which was converted
into a youth cinema named ‘Kino Rinia'’.
A bit further away is the mosque, which
was converted into a city company of
communist billboards. In front of the
building lies ‘Rruga e Ambasadave’,

the road where all the embassies are
located; playing with her foreign peers
is forbidden.

In this topography, an entire city, life and
era are in movement: dreams rise and
fall, enemies are invented, crimes are
committed, forbidden poems are read
and unhappy babies are conceived.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

The jury decided to nominate Rita Petro
with her prose work, Lindur sé prapthi,
for its interesting theme, character

and eloquence of language. Her prose
gives a description of the communist
environment from the perspective

of a female child, and later a grown
woman comes to face every prejudice. It
develops the main character physically,
emotionally and psychologically. The
scandal of being different and thinking
differently in the communist era is
presented in such an easy and simple
way that it provokes few smiles. It is
very rare to find in Albanian literature a
prose character who so deeply wishes
to discover the sexual world.

National Center for Books and Reading
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Lindur sé prapthi

Rita Petro

Fantazma ujk dhe Mili

Gjumi mé doli nga disa zhurma té mbytura. I hodha syté te muri né
té djathtén time, ku u shfaq njé fantazmé hije. Pastaj doli fytyra né
profil e njé ujku me gojén e hapur. I dukeshin dhe dhémbét. Béri njé
si hedhje drejt njé gjéje té vogél qé lévizte para tij. Pastaj u zhduk.

Isha mésuar gé né errésirén e natés t’ia ngulja syté murit, ku
shfaqeshin forma hijesh nga mé té ndryshmet. Pastaj ato zhdukeshin
dhe shihja vetém dritat qé hynin né dhomé nga rruga. Motra
gjithnjé flinte e qeté. Uné pérgjoja. Prisja zhurmén e makinés qé
vinte nga rruga pérballé pallatit toné. Dhe, fap, pas zhurmés, muri
mbushej me figura té ndryshme gjethesh, degésh gé zgjateshin si
krahé fantazmash. Dhe pasi deformoheshin né zgjatim e zgjerim,
zhdukeshin pér fare.

Por sot e ndjeva se pashé njé fantazmé té vérteté dhe njé ujk té
vérteté. Ata donin t’i bénin keq dickaje qé guxonte té 1évizte. Ngrita
veshét si ai lepurushi i pérrallés sé djeshme, gé dégjova né mbrémje
né radio. KEmbakémbeés i ishte véné ujku pas. Papritmas dégjova
zhurmé hapash mbi tavan. Dhe, ja, gérvishtje te dera. Duhet ta
shpétoja se s’bén. Hodha batanijen dhe doja té ngrihesha, por nuk
mund té 1évizja fare. Papritmas ndjeva gé trupi m’u ngrit lart, pastaj
kémbét m’u ulén né toké. Doja té ecja me duar, se e kisha mé kollaj.
Por pastaj ndérrova mendje. Ngrita krahét para. Shtépia nxinte. Nga
dritarja nuk po futej mé asnjé drité rruge. Duhet té gjeja derén qé ta
futja lepurushin brenda. Duart m’u pérplasén né njé mur.
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Rita Petro

— Zemér, — dégjoj péshpéritjen e mamit te veshi. — Eja kétej me
ngadalé.

Dhe dora e saj mé mbuloi me kujdes me batanije, duke mé 1éné jashté
vetém hundén.

Kur hapa syté, njé rreze dielli ishte futur pérmes hapésirés mes dy
perdeve. Zgjata dorén ta kapja. Népér dhomé ndriconin ca si forma
rrathésh té vegjél ngjyra-ngjyra si ylber. U ngrita dhe fillova t’i ndjek
pas.

— Nuk e kap dot dritén, — mé tha motra. — Kot lodhesh.

- Sijo, —ithashé dhe vazhdova lojén time duke folur me vete. Motra
doli nga dhoma. Pas pak hyri né dhomé mami. Kur mé pa ashtu,
doli dhe dégjova se i tha babit gé uné duhet té kontrollohesha te njé
doktor. Pastaj dégjova dhe fjalén sona... sonamb... sonambul.

Até kohé ra dera dhe hyri brenda xhaxhi Stefi, rrobaqepési mé i
miré né boté, sipas mamit. Ndérsa gruaja e tij, teta Dhora, ishte grua
zonjé. Ata ishin komshinjté tané. Fjala zonjé ishte e ndaluar, por
mami thoshte se e pérdorte jo né até kuptim até fjalé.

— E morét vesh cfaré ka ndodhur me komshinjté tuaj ngjitur? — tha
xhaxhi Stefi.

—Jo, — u pérgjigj e trembur mami.

— Kané ikur, — zbuloi me zé té larté té fshehtén e frikshme xhaxhi
Stefani.

— Sa té fshehté paskan gené, — tha mami.

— Do t’i kené hequr. Dje kam dégjuar zhurma natén. I paskan
internuar, — tha babi.

“Edhe uné, edhe uné kam dégjuar zhurma, kam paré dhe fantazma.
Kam paré dhe gojén me dhémbé té ujkut”, doja té bértisja. Po e
mbylla gojén dhe ngrita lart veshét té€ dégjoja mé shumé.
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— Brenda natés?! — mami vazhdonte té ishte e habitur.

— NE fakg, ia kishin véné syrin. Mua mé kané pyetur disa heré: “Hé
si sillet ai qé e ka gruan bullgare?”

— Po ti?

— Normal té vértetén u kam théné. Njeréz shumé té miré. Kalojmé

miré bashké, — tha babi.

— Té& huajt dihet i kané né vézhgim. Até té shkretén as e kané 1éné
t€ shkojé né Sofje, ku ka familjarét, — tha mami.

— Edhe mua mé kané pyetur, — tha xhaxhi Stefi me zé mé

t€ ulét se babi. — Edhe uné té njéjtén gjé u kam théné. Nuk mund
t€ sajoj. Njeréz té miré ishin.

“Pra, ata nuk jané mé — mendova. — Ishin, tha xhaxhi Stefr.”

As Mili nuk éshté mé. Ishte, sipas xhaxhi Stefit. Pra, Milin uné nuk
do ta shihja mé kurré prapa atyre hargeve prej hekuri t¢ lakuara,
gé i ndanin t€ dyja ballkonet e apartamenteve tona. Mili ishte aq
i bukur, me fytyré rrumbullake, me vrima te faget kur geshte, me
flokét e drejté si té [épiré e té ndaré anash me njé vijé & dukshme.
Njé dité kisha dégjuar gjyshen qé i thoshte mamit: “T¢ voglén ta
martojmé me Milin”.

Me Milin luanim gjithnjé pa e kapércyer gardhin. Na pélqenin ato
harqet e bukura qé na ndanin dhe t€ gjitha lojérat i sajonim né
pérshtatje me to. Shkémbenim librat. Ai kishte libra mé & bukur
se librat e mi, qé shumica ishin bardhezi. Sa té bukura ishin ilustri-
met me ngjyra! Librat mé t& bukur i kishte me ca shkronja qé nuk i
kuptoja. Mami thoshte gé i ka né gjuhén e nénés. Gjuha ime e né-
nés ishte shqipja, ndérsa e Milit bullgarishtja. Uné vetém mund ¢i
soditja ato figura t€¢ mrekullueshme, ndérsa Mili i lexonte dhe m’i
tregonte edhe mua historité. Jané pérralla bullgare, thoshte mami.
Kur vinte ora e ngrénies sé ¢okollatés, uné e nxirrja nga xhepi dhe
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e ndaja me té. Ndérsa ai mé zgjaste njé émbélsiré té veganté, qé e
bénte mami i tij. Edhe émbélsira sikurse librat, ishte bullgare ose
specialitet bullgar, si¢ thoshte mami im. Se ajo merrte pérheré njé
kafshaté nga émbélsira q¢ mé kishte dhéné Mili. Mili kishte dhe
njé mace. Ngjyrédhelpér, i thosha uné. Pér t€ vetmen qé mami nuk
thoshte se ishte bullgare. Nuk e di pse e kisha quajtur Ngjyrédhelpér.
Mbase sepse njé naté po shihja njé éndérr. Krevati im ishte afér
ballkonit. N& éndérr po shihja njé dhelpér gé¢ m’i kishte ngulur syté
dhe po tallej me mua. Ajo afroi fytyrén aq shumé te hunda ime, sa
mé doli gjumi e frikésuar. Aty te krevati pashé vértet njé dhelpér té
vogél. Thirra e frikésuar fort dhe mami erdhi né moment dhe mé
qgetésoi. “Eshté macja e Milit, — mé tha, — &hté futur nga dera e
ballkonit. E sheh qé e ke [éné hapur?”
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Untethered

Rita Petro
Translated into English by Suzana Vuljevic

Mili and the Ghost Wolf

I was woken up by several muffled sounds. My eyes darted toward
the wall on my right where a dark shadow appeared. I made out the
side profile of a wolf with its mouth open wide. You could make out
the teeth as well. The wolf sprung for something small stirring in
front of it, and then disappeared.

I got into the habit of staring at the wall at night, making out all
kinds of shapes and shadows. Then they would all disappear and
I’d see only the light peeking in from the street. My sister slept
soundly through it all. I kept close watch. I’d wait for the sound
of the car that came from the street in front of our building. Then,
wham, after the noise, the wall was filled with all kinds of different
shapes, leaves, branches that stretched out like ghost wings. Then
they’d become deformed in the lengthening and expanding, then
disappear altogether.

But today I sensed that I had seen a real ghost and a real wolf. They
wanted to do bad to something that dared to move. My ears perked
up like the bunny from the fairy tale I’d heard on the evening radio
the night before. The wolf was on his tail. Suddenly, I heard the
sound of footsteps on the ceiling. And, there, scratches on the door.
I had to rescue him — how could I not? I threw the blanket off me
and tried to get up but I couldn’t move a muscle. Without warning, I
felt my body float, and then my feet settled to the ground. I wanted
to walk on my hands because it came more easily to me. But then I
changed my mind. I raised my hands. The house was pitch black.
There were no rays of light coming through the window from the
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street. I had to find the door so that I could let the bunny in. My
arms hit a wall.

‘Sweetheart,’ I heard my mother whisper in my ear. ‘Come this way,
slowly.

And she covered me gently with a blanket, leaving only my nose
exposed.

When I opened my eyes, a ray of sunlight had made its way through
the crevice between two curtains. I extended my arm to grab it.
Throughout the room all kinds of small, colourful circles lit up like
a rainbow. I got up and followed them.

‘You can’t catch it,” my sister said to me. ‘You’re wasting your time.’

‘Why not?’ I said, continuing to play my game and talk to myself.
My sister left the room and my mom entered after some time. When
she saw me, she left and I heard her tell my dad that I needed to be
checked out by a doctor. Then I heard the word sona... sonamb...
sonanbul.

The doorbell rang and Uncle Stefi, the best tailor in all the world
according to my mother, came strolling in. His wife, on the other
hand, Auntie Dora, was a real lady. They were our neighbours. The
word ‘lady’ was forbidden, but mom said that she used it in another
sense.

‘Did you hear what happened with your next-door neighbours?’ Un-
cle Stefi said.

‘No,” Mom replied warily.
‘They left,” Uncle Stefani revealed the secret loudly.
‘They were so sneaky,” my mom said.

‘They must’ve gotten rid of them. I heard noises last night. They
must’ve interned them,” Dad said.
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‘Me too, I heard the noises too, and I saw ghosts. I saw the mouth
and the teeth of a wolf,” I wanted to shout. But I shut my mouth and
perked up my ears so I could listen more closely.

‘In the night?!” Mom was still confused.

‘In fact, they were onto them. They asked me a bunch of times: So,
what’s with the guy with the Bulgarian wife?’

‘What’d you say?’

‘The truth of course. That they’re good people. That we got along
well,” Dad said.

‘You can be sure that they have their eyes on the foreigners. They
didn’t even let the poor girl go to Sofia to see her family,” Mom said.

‘They asked me, too,” Uncle Stefi said in a quieter voice. ‘I said the
same thing to them. I can’t say something that’s not true. They’re
good people.’

‘Well, they’re not anymore,’ I thought to myself. ‘Were,” Uncle Stefi
said.

Mili isn’t any more either. He was, according to Uncle Stefi.

In fact, I wouldn’t see Mili behind those curved iron arches that
separated our two balconies ever again. Mili was so handsome. He
had a round face, dimples that formed when he laughed, straight
hair as if slicked and parted in a clear line. One day I heard my
grandma tell Mom: ‘We’ll marry the little one off to Mili.’

We always played with Mili without jumping over the fence. We
liked those beautiful arches that separated us and all of our games
were modified to accommodate them. We exchanged books. His
books were nicer than mine, most of which were black and white.
How beautiful colour illustrations were! The nicest books had some
letters that I didn’t understand. Mom said that they were in his
mother tongue. My mother tongue was Albanian, his was Bulgari-
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an. I could only stand by and watch those wondrous figures, while
Mili read and told me their stories. They’re Bulgarian fairy tales,
Mom would say. When it came time to have our chocolate, I took
mine out of my pocket and split it with him, and he’d offer me a
special treat that his mom made him. And the sweets, just as the
books, were Bulgarian or a Bulgarian specialty, as my mom said.
She always took a bite of the treats that Mili gave me. Mili had a cat.
It was the colour of a fox, I’d say, and it was the only thing that mom
didn’t say was Bulgarian. I don’t know why I called it fox-coloured.
Maybe because I had a dream one night. My bed was near the bal-
cony. I dreamt that a fox narrowed its eyes on me and taunted me.
It drew its face so close in on mine that I woke up from fright. I saw
an actual fox, a small one, by the bed. Frightened, I called for my
mom and she burst into the room to console me. ‘It’s Mili’s cat,” she
said. ‘It came in through the door of the balcony. You see? You left
the door open.’
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odor P. Todorov (born in 1977
Tin Sofia) is a Bulgarian philosopher
and fiction writer. He is the author of
two collections of short stories and

one novel: Tales for Melancholic Children
(2010), Always the Night (2012) and

Hagabula (2022). His short stories were
translated and published in Germany
by Groessenwahn Verlag (Frankfurt

am Main). In 2011, he won the Rashko
Sougarev Prize for best fiction short
story for 'Van Gogh in Paris’. His novel
Hagabula received the Bulgarian
National Literary Prize from the national
"13 Centuries Bulgaria’ fund for best

BULGARIA

novel of the year in 2023. Todorov has
been a guest writer at many book fairs
and festivals, including the Leipzig
International Book Fair. In 2015, Todorov
gave a talk at the ‘A Night of Philosophy’
event in New York, organised by the
Cultural Services of the French embassy
and the Ukrainian Institute of America.
Since 2001, Todorov has taught

courses on the history of philosophy,
media culture, posthumanism, and
mythologies of the future at Sofia
University St. Kliment Ohridski. Todorov
speaks English and German fluently.

Hagabula is a utopian alternate history
of the West. Set in the early 16th
century, it follows Hernan Cortes’
expedition to a mystical black mountain,
the navel of the Earth, somewhere

in the western Atlantic Ocean,

beyond the ‘meridian of fear’ The
protagonists traverse an enchanting,
dreamlike reality, which leads them

to unpredictable discoveries and an
ending of cosmogonic scale. The story
takes on the nostalgia for the original
forces and meanings of life — the painful
longing that defines the modern
condition — from an ecological, feminist
and postcolonial perspective. Playing

with genres, Hagabula encompasses
magical realism while employing
adventurous, mythical and surrealist
narratives. It often uses a fictional,
counterfactual history or geography,
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introducing a simultaneously familiar
and unexpected reality. The novel
subverts and reverses the factual history
of the conquest of the New World,
bringing a new understanding of the
destiny of Western civilisation with

its progressist projects of power and
domination over nature and life.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

In his novel, Todor P. Todorov tells us
about the expedition of the Spaniard
Herndn Cortes and the conquistadors to
the New World, but if in the chronicles
they remained as destroyers of the
Aztec country, here Todorov offers us

a ‘counterfactual’ story, as he defines
the book. The writer intertwines history
with fiction, horror and erotica, moving
beyond factuality to a fairy-tale scary
and all-human treatise on the eternal
clash between aspirations and harsh
reality, the spiritual and the perishable,
the female and the male, the heart and
the mind, and nature and people. The
novel captivates us even more with its
colourful, bright cover and its strange
title. Salgado explains that ‘hagabula’is
a word that witches borrow from nature
and symbolises the awakening and
turning of the world. It is precisely this
overturning — layer by layer and story by
story — that the readers witness. And on
the cover, a spiral swirls around the title -
just as the narrative moves according

to the stories that the characters take
turns to tell us. They swirl on the edge
between reality and the invisible, we
get to somewhere and go back to
repeat it, see it from another angle, and
understand that there is no ultimate
truth, and move on again. The language
is as vivid as the images it describes. An
extremely rich vocabulary and an endless
range of concepts and ideas. Picturesque,
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melodic sequences of ringing words,
somehow startlingly and unexpectedly
arranged in short sentences. The same
story is told again and again, different
characters pick it up where it was left

off, repeat and reverse the events, so

that the same character is both victim
and executioner, good and evil turn out
to be two sides of one and the same
fabric. The woman is both a girl, a beauty
born to love and give birth, and an old
woman whiter than snow. The relations
between men and women, believers
and barbarians, encounters between
nations and civilisations, between nature
and culture, land and water, reality

and fantasy, are dramatic, mutually
engendering and mutually destructive.
A novel that we consider to be an event,
in terms of style, the unusualness of

the look, the originality of the writing,
the historical depth, and because it
brings something different to literature.
Something that is new. After all, we have
a novel rehabilitation of the humiliated
and the offended, and this comparison
brings it close to the great examples of
world literature. The role of this novel

is to return us to the common

human, the magical, the
forgotten, to teach us
to ‘guard the heart’,
as Ophelia tries
to teach Hernan,
and to arrive
with dignity
and hope to ?
our personal
hagabula.
Bulgarian Book
Association




Xaraobyna
Tooop 1. Todopos

1. EpHaH cBHYBa

Konpop ce cnycka Hap okeaHa. EnBa mokocBa BojaTa — MpOX-
J1azia, 6aromat. Bcmuko cBeTM — Kpwiata M He6eTO, BBITHUTE,
JIYMHaJIM B IJIaMbliu. Bsisio miaTHo 651ecT B cMHeBaTa. Y joMa
JIeHeH uapirad moBTaps ChIIuUs pedpeH, MOAYXBaH OT BATHpPA.
IIBe TuUXM pblie, apoOMaT Ha CallyH ¥ OpoJjieT. Ml KOHelbT Ha Bpe-
METO — B JUTaHTa Ha JeTe. M3rpsBar 3emMsaTa, HEGETO, IBXKIBT,
BCSIKO CTPBKUe TpeBa. bOXXypbT ce pa3TBaps 3a CIIBHLETO. JIb-
XBa IOBeN, MOTpenepBa MUIiMKaTa, mueja Kala B CUHUS IBAT.
Kamnka poca ce Tau B IUCTOTO Ha opexa. [leTe CbHYBa Nelepynu,
o3apeHM OT MBIHUs. Hakon 6sra. Cemo6eqbT CITyCKA Kajly3u
HaJl )KUTaTa, CTaBa KbCHO. yKeHa Iy1aue, OKbIIaHA B JIyHA. 3BE3U
OorpsiBaT BUCMHUTE, CBETYJIKM PUCYBAT HolTa. JISTOTO € Manka
U CBeTHT HAMa Kpan. Ho eTo, Hemo TbMHee. KOHAOPBT ThpCHU
cymiarta, CSIHKa IUIeHsIBa KpwieTe My. CamMoTeH KOpab MOTHBA
B MopeTo. Bcuuko e gajeu — MJIaJoCTTa, YacoBeTe, TOOVHUTE.
Camo VMcmraHus e BeuHa, HMKOra 3abpaBeHa. ['pbM U3sKOa ChHS
Ha pubarta, IorbIHaja KopabokpyleHell. B cbpileTo Ha TUT'bpa
ce paxkaa eneH. CTyZeH LIMKJIOH ITIOPU CTeNTa, HOATOHBA BBJILIN,
’KepaBHy, 3Mmuu. IlycTomra ce paskialla, Hello B TauraTta MbJl-
uy. 3aBbP3BaT JIOLKUTE B IPUCTAHUIIETO. BATHPBT LIENIHEe yep-
Ha MOJIUTBA, pubapuTe HaJsgBaT 60TYIIM. TbMHa JIyHa U3TPSBa
— CJIbHILIE OT MpakK. M eTo, HOII BPBXJIMTA OT OH3M CBAT B TO3MU.
Xara6yia HaBCSIKbJIe.
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EpHaH ce cb0OyX/Ia, 110 UeoTo My e u3bmia not. Ouure My ca
OTBJIEUEHH, Ollle HeIlpoIJIeJHa/IM OTTAaThK ChHsS. M3mpass ce u
TpBI'Ba o majaybarta. Homrra rpee Hag HEro — MHKPYCTUPAHO C
Or'bH HaMeTas10. ToM ce B3upa B TbMHMHATA Hanpen. JinueTo my
€ 06TOpPEeHO OT CITBHIIETO, KOCaTa — pa3IIMJISTHA OT I0XKHU BETPOBe,
omasieHa OT JKerata. UepBeHUTe MYy KaTo KPbB OOTYINM, HAIIpa-
BE€HM OT KO)KaTa Ha caJlaMaHAbp, IPOCKBPIBAT BBPXY JAbCUe-
HUsI Nofd. BaThpBT pasrpblilla ApexuTe, I'bJeJIMUKa KOXKaTa,
Kapa KOCTUTe Aa U3TPbOBAT NPUITHO. CTBOKUTE My pa3cuuaTt
TummHaTa. KoJKo MbPTBELIKY TUXO e TYK. CBeThT e u3rybeH —
CTpyBa My Ce, Ue € e IMHCTBEHMAT UOBEK Ha 3eMdATa.

CaMoTHa 60AJI0TIEPKA ITPpecHUa BoJaTa IMoj Kopaba ¥ CMpaueHu-
Te TaJIa3M NPUIIAMBAT 32 MUT B Cpe6pPUCTOTO M cusiHue. He ce
MHTEepecyBa oT GJIOTUIIUSITA TOPe, OUNTE ¥ Ca BKOBaHM B MOPCKa-
Ta r1b06. [laseyu 1051y Hewjo B MSICBLIMTE Ce Pa3ABMIKBa. 3eMsiTa
Beue ce BIDKAA OTIIPe]I, HA JBA-TPU Uaca IutaBaHe. MOHOIUTHU
3b0epU U CUBU CKaJIU, OKbIIAHU B JIyHa Gperose, 3aji TIX — TOPH,
HEIPMBET/IMBU KaTO BEXKIUTE Ha CIISII0 UYLOBUIIE.

- UepHa poauHO, KbpMUJIHMKILE Ha uygeca! ETo Me! - BB3KJIMKBa
KopTtec. OTBpBLIaT My caMO BATBPBT U 6e3CHPAEUHUSIT BOM Ha
ropure.

CrenBaT Ha 6pera, MSCHKBT € Olle ropell. BbIpeku ThMHMHA-
Ta, BCMUKO Oejiee. BCAKO KaMbue, BCSIKA IeChUMHKA — CBETIIN-
Ha. ExcriemunysaTa pasToBapsa KopabuTe U ce IPUABIMKBA Melll
IIpe3 TeCHus OpoJ, OTBBJ, CKaslaTa, BOLEMKM KOHeTe, HaToBape-
HU C OMICaTH, OPBXUS, TOPOM C KapTH, KOMIIACH, XPAHUTEITHA
IIPUITACH, TIOTIOH.

- Canrrago - Ka3ea EpHaH.

Canramo, HEroBMAT CeKpeTap, HOCM HeImoaps3aHa Opaza,
o6paMuniia M3NUTO JIMIle, KOCUTEe MY Cca Bbp3aHM OT3ajJ Ha
oraimrka. V3BpbIa ce 6aBHO — He 6YeH UOBEK, a COMHAMOYII.
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[11aMBKBT Ha (paKJIUTE 03apsiBa OUMTE MY, CTBKJIEHM e3epa.
Hemro cTpaxoBuTo ce mpo6y:kaa B HeagpaTa uM. UyKI0 U 1J1a-
IIIeIIo € OHOBAa, KOeTo IporJiexaa TaM. KoxkaTa My e HeUoBeI-
Ku 6j1e1a — MpUIn4va Ha acKeT, Ha u3ryoeH npopok. Ha Hskom,
M30CTaBEeH 3aBUHATHU.

- Kpne cu, loctiogu? - mpombissa Canrano. Y cinen manko: - Huiio
II06PO He HM YaKa.

HacTtaBa TummHa. ITocie Toi ce o6a)kga OTHOBO:
- Hummo mo6po.

O61ak cKpMBa 3a KpaTKo JIVHATa, CTaBa cTyaeHo. KopTec He kas-
Ba HUIIO, CAMO C€ YCMMXBa, HO B OUNTE MY IUTYBaT CEHKU. YMOpeH
e, 6e3chbHMe Iperblila HoluTe My. EflBa cera, mpeay ja CTUTHAT,
ro npe6opea AeMOHBT Ha ChHS. Tol JaBa Hape)kgaHe ga chOepar
OTPSJ OT XauUTSAHLY, appUKAHIU U TPYIIA UCTTAHCKU OTPEIKU —
KOMapA KUy U pa36oMHUIM, IPpUOPaHM OT BEPTEIIUTE 10 OCTPO-
BUTe. Pa3iaBa 3amoBeiu ¥ HIKOJIKO JIOJKU IIOTET/IST, Ue3HENMKHU
MeXay KopabuTte. UyBaT ce rpy6u ry1acoBe, Bb3KJIMIIAHMS, pyTaT-
HM Ha UCIIAHCKU U OPYTU e3ULlY, pPbM)KeHe, CIloiaBeH KUKOT. [1o-
CJ1e BCMUKO 3aMJTbKBA. JIyMBaT MCKpHM, OTHEHU KbJI6A Ce CITyCKaT
HaJ TJIaTHaTa. [IbpBEeHUTe CKejleTH ce MPOIYKBAT, Bb3AUIIAT,
Or'bBAT KPAMHUIIM — OBBIVIEHM MBPTHBIM, 3aXBBPJIEHM B OKea-
Ha. Mur no-KbCHO BCMUKO ropu — ,,Canta Mapusa“, ,Canta AHHa",
»CaH Muxen“ u ,,Can AHTOHMO® ca mpaTeHM B aga. Omie mecT Ko-
paba ru crnenBaT, TpuyMdasHa npollecust KbM nemnenta. MopeTo
IUIaMTH.

[lfom MyHaBa cKaJiHus puj, KopTec 3aBapBa TpUCTa MBXKe U TPU-
HariceT KOHS, CMb/JIUaHM I10[ OIBOJICKO HeOe. Mb)KeTe 6j1eIHedT
O] KYII0JIa Ha HOIITa — apMUs OT MPMU3Ppaly, B3PeHM Harope
BJIQKHM ouM. JJoBUepa BOMHM, OOPBrHAIIM Ha KBbpPBHUINA U He-
IMpaBau, cera MpunJaT Ha Jella, M3IUIAlleHX OT HacThIIBaIla
caHka. KakBo ca nary6mam? 3aino ortakBaTt Kpasi Ha CBeTa?
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Kbpe e xpabpocTTa, K'bJle OTUJIE MBXKEeCTBOTO, Muciu Koprec.

BucrHMTe ca o6arpeHu B KbPBaBO 3apeBo, HebecHUTE chepu ro-
psaT. CBelmeHUKBT JOMMHIO ce M3ITpaBs C IIPOTErHATH Harope
pblle, CAKAIll 30Be HeIllo MJIM HIKOTO — MbUEHMK, KOMTO BCEKHU
MUT caM Ie ObAe MOr'bJIHAT OT 6e3gHa. O6malny KaTo IVIaJgHU
rnceta pbdar 3Be3gHMUS cBoA. CBasiMy O6OTYIIMTE CHU, Aruiap
ceny Ha I'bHEP OTCTPAHMU, I'bBUE Mapye Meco ¥ HabJII01aBa Hal-
BUCHA/INTEe OTBpel IbpBeTa C MBIJIMBUTE BbpXapu Haj THAX.
IlTom 3a6ens3Ba KopTec, ce M3mpaBsa ¥ MpaBU HIKOJIKO CT'BIIKNA.
Kocute My 6iectaT rappaHoBu. [leCbUMHKUTE, pa3HACSIHU OT
BUX'BpPa, 6pbCcHAT MuNeTo My. CKUTaIIa 3Be371a IIOpM MpocTopa
Haj Hero. Toi ce U3IUIIOBA 1 32 MOMEHT BCMUKM 3aMpPb3BaT, 030-
BaJIN Ceé B HEIIO3HAaTa TUIIIMHA. TI/IH.II/IHa, HalllemnBallla C’b)l6OBHI/I
MMOJINUOK B CHPIIATa, OUM B OUM C BEUHOCTTA HAa HEM3BECTHOTO.
ToraBa Arunap Ka3Ba:

- ETo ™M KbpMUITHMIIA HA Uyeca. ETo TV poKJIsiTHE aZl0BO.
Ornexpga ce. BATBPBT CBUPH, HOIITA 3aTBAPS IOMPYK.

- ETO cKanuTe, 110 KOUTO IIle THUeE IUThTTA HU. BMJKTe IJTaHMHATA.
Ts 3Hae egHa fyMa u gymara e CMBPT. UepHa e gyliaTa Ha Tasu
3eMs, UepHH Ile 3eMiHaT OUNTe BU.

MpbxeTe MBbIUaT ¥ ciaymar. Jlymurte Ha Arviap CbXXUBSBAT B TSIX
OHOBA CTPAIIHO ITPeJuUyBCTBUE, 6€34PYTo 3arHe3/IeHO B I'bpjiaTa
MM IIpe3 LieIUs I'bT.

Kbne ca HepomeHuTe HU Jelfa? Koro mapsgBaT C J1acKy KeHUTe,
KOMTO OCTaBMXMe? 3aTOBA JIM XUBSIXME — Ja YMpPeM KJIeTHULIU?
Ila 03b6MM CcKesleTH B uyxkja 3ems1? He, HIMa HajeXxnaa TYK, B
Tasu 3abpaBeHa oT bora cTpaHa.

- DocTaTpuHO, [Iab6s0 — mpekbcBa ro Koprec.

- Tu mopIianyu kopabute, assposne. Tu rorpe6a Mcnauusi, BpbIillaHe
Ha3aj HsIMa — OTBpP’bIlla ATuiap.
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- Hama — cwrimacsBa ce Koprec. — Hama Tomrbi xJ1s16, HIMa Mai-
UMHa IperpbaKa, HIMaA JIOXKe U CUT CToMax. HUTO chIIpy)kecka
yTexa, HUTO OBHEIIKO ¥ BUHO, HUTO POJIHA CTPSIXa, HUTO KaMba-
HeH 3BBH. J 6ammHaTa KbIla e BYyKaaTe caMo HachH. Hestek e
JKMBOTBT Ha MOpSIKa, OT TOpUMBa CJiaBa ca KOBaHM IHUTe My. Ho
O6bIeTe ropau, cuHoBe Ha Mcnauusa! U 6baeTe Hamipek. ChabaTa
Hec/IyuyalHO HY BUKa TYK.

- Cien uac 3anouBaMe M3KauBaHeTO. Beue HaMa oM 3a] I'bpba
HU, HUITO HSIMa. ETVHCTBEHUST ITBT € Harope — no6ass cijied MaJl-
Ko Toi. WM coum ropute otmnpen. OT HAUyMepeHOTO Hebe ce Culle
reresiTa Ha u3ropenute kopabu. CTyabT Mapu Koxkara. Hakosko
OTJIOMKM Ce BpSI3BaT B IIChbKa Ha 6pera, U3XBbPJIEHU OT BBJIHUTE.
Huxoi He o6entBa myma.

Cre MaJIKO CIIBHIIETO M3rpsiBa OT M3TOK, OKEaHBT € MOPhCEH B
3JIaTUCTa CBEeTIMHA. UepeH IuM ce cTejle Haj mryopanure. Mb-
»KeTe HabJII0/IaBaT MOPETO, B UMIITO CTOMAaX IOTHBAT JIOAKUTE U
ye3HaT IJIaTHaTa. Hakbae TaM, OT ApyraTa cTpaHa, ca OCTPOB-
HUTE NPUCTAHUIIA, 03aPEHU OT CIBbHIE U CHOJIa3bH, C TEXHUTE
MPOCTUTYTKYU, KPAaCUBU KPEOJIKM U ITYepPTOPUKAHKU, C 6OpIen-
Te, KPbUMUTE M MeKaTa IIOCTeJId, C JII0TaTa XpaHa U OTJ/IexKaslo-
TO BMHO. Ollle IT0-Iajied IIbK, OTBBA BCUUKO 00603PMMO, OTBB[
HOIIITa, Jexku VMcrnaHus — roja, KbpBaBa, ropjaa, JOKOCHaTa OT
cIpHIETO U bora.

CuHeBaTa 3acusBa. MbxkeTe moemMaT 6aBHO HAarope 1o CTPbMHA
ITbTEeKa MeXAY 3b0epuTe U IbPBeCHUTE CTBOJIOBe. He ciieq ABIro
HaBJIM3aT B OIPOMEH jiec. BeTH'BK ITpeKpaumIv TpPaHUITUTE MY, He
MOTaT /ia Ceé 0CBOGOJSIT OT HECIIOKOWHOTO IIPUCHCTBME Ha JINCTA,
TpeBU U KJIOHU. UyBCTBAT ce Ha6M0IaBaHN. Ycemar ce IIeHHHU-
LIM He CaMO Ha CBOSITA, HO ¥ Ha Uy>KJa TpeBora. OTKaKTO CT'hIIBAT
TYK, 't 063eMa HeOOICHMMO YHMHME, U3]THXHATO CAKAII OT CaMa-
Ta 3eMs. Heu3BeCTHM ITUIIM MUIISAT OTKBM MpauuHNUTE. BCuukm
ce B3MpPAT B CEHKUTE HAOKOJIO M MPOKJIMHAT HAyM ChAdaTa CH,
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IIPOKJIMHAT 6e3yMella, OCTaBUJI ' 6e3 IIbT 06paTHO, 6e3 oM, 6e3
Hajgexxaa. C HampeaBaHETO MM CchpllaTa Ce U3IMBJIBAT ChC CMBT-
Ha 60S13bH, B I'bPJIUTE ITPOJIa3Ba HeJoBepue. JJeHSIT IOCTEIIEHHO
OTCTBIIBA MSICTO Ha 37Ipaua, 34paubT Ce IIPeBpbIa B CMHS 30pa,
eKCIIeIULIMAaTa IPOoAb/DKaBa. IIpecKkauaT KOpeHM, 3a006MKaJIsT
KaM'bHU C IPUUYIJIMBU (pOPMMU, MBIJIA KATO KBJITO MJISKO JIEITHE
110 HO3eTe UM, a IoCaMM 3eMsTa, MOJI06HO Ha 6McepH, 3aragbu-
HO IIPOCBETBAT OJTyKIaeny orHboBe. HuKoi He 1 okocBa. Oe
HsdMa IJIaJJHE, 4 BCMUKO IIPUTBbMHABA, CITYCKa Ce 6YHOTO Ha HeHa-
BpeMeHHa Hoil. Cj1eJ MaJIKO CTaBa TOJIKOBA BJIAYKHO M 3aIYIITHO,
ye KOHeTe eJBa IPUCTBHIIBAT, a MbXKeTe ca 061eHu B noT. [loTTa
Kalle B OUMTe, 3aMbIJIIBa 3PEHMETO, M36MBa Ha MOKPM IIeTHA MO
pU3KUTe, Kapa YCTUTE Ja IIPechbXBaT 60JIe3HEHO.

Bucoko Haj uyKapuTe IpeanTa KOHA0P, KpUaeTe My HOPST a3y-
pa, MoryieAbT MY Ce CIIYCKa Haj CBeTa JONY: CTYAEHMUS OKeaH,
eZiBa 3a6ejIe)XuMaTa JIMHMUS Ha GperoBeTe OKOJIO uepHaTa IJIaHu-
Ha — MacMBHa, 6e3KpaliHa, Bb3BMCEHA B cpeJiaTa Ha ceeTa. CaMo-
TeH II'bII — OKO, BTOPAUeHO 3JI0BEII0 B HeGecaTa.
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Hagabula

Todor Todorov
Translated into English by Ekaterina Petrova

1. Hernan Dreams

A condor swoops over the ocean. It barely touches the water — se-
renity, grace. All is aglow — the wings and the sky, and the waves,
ablaze in flames. A white sail shines in the azure. At home, a lin-
en sheet repeats the same refrain, blown by the wind. Two quiet
hands, the scent of soap and spring. And the thread of time — in the
palm of a child’s hand. The earth, the sky, the rain, each blade of
grass, everything rises. The peony unfurls for the sun. A gust wafts,
the primrose quivers, a bee lands into the blue blossom. A dewdrop
lurks in the walnut leaf. A child dreams of butterflies illuminated
by a bolt of lightning. Someone is running. The afternoon lowers its
shutters over the wheat fields, it’s getting late. A woman is crying,
bathed in moonlight. Stars illuminate the firmament, fireflies paint
over the night. Summer is a mother, and the world is endless. But
there, something darkens. The condor searches for land, a shadow
captures its wings. A lonely ship sinks into the sea. All is distant —
the youth, the hours, the years. Only Spain is forever, never forgot-
ten. Thunder devours the dream of the fish that has swallowed a
castaway. In the heart of the tiger, a deer is born. A cold cyclone
rips through the steppe, chases after wolves, cranes, snakes. The
wilderness sways, something in the taiga keeps silent. The boats
are moored in the harbour. The wind whispers a black prayer, the
fishermen pull on their boots. A dusky moon rises — a sun of dark-
ness. And there, the night rushes in from the other world to this
one. Hagabula everywhere.

Hernan awakes, sweat has broken over his forehead. His eyes are
distracted, still unseeing beyond the dream. He stands up and
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walks along the deck. The night shines above him — a cloak incrust-
ed with fire. He peers into the darkness ahead. His face is sunburnt,
his hair is scattered by the southern winds, scorched by the heat.
His boots, blood red and made from salamander skin, creak over
the wooden floor. The wind spreads open his clothes, tickles his
skin, sends a pleasant tingle through his bones. His steps slash
through the silence. How deadly quiet it is here. The world is lost —
he feels like the last man on earth.

A lone ray-finned fish slices the water beneath the ship, and its sil-
very sheen briefly sets the dusky billows aflame. It has no interest
in the flotilla above, keeping its eyes fixed on the ocean depths.
Far down in the sands, something stirs. The land ahead is already
visible, just a few hours of sailing away. Monolithic cliffs and grey
rocks, shores bathed in moonlight, and beyond them - forests, as
inhospitable as the brows of a sleeping monster.

‘Black motherland, womb of wonders! Here I am!” Cortés exclaims.
Only the wind and the heartless wail of the forests respond.

They set foot ashore, the sand is still scorching. Despite the dark-
ness, everything shines white. Every pebble, every grain of sand -
all is light. The expedition unloads the ships and makes its way
through the narrow ford beyond the rocks on foot, leading the hors-
es laden with saddlebags, weapons, sacks full of maps, compasses,
food provisions, tobacco.

‘Salgado,” Hernan says.

Salgado, his secretary, is wearing an unshorn beard that frames his
gaunt face, and his hair is tied back in a ponytail. He turns around
slowly — not an awake man, but a sleepwalker. The flame of the
torches illuminates his eyes, which shine like lakes of glass. Some-
thing terrifying awakens in their depths. An alien and frightening
gaze. His skin is inhumanly pale — he looks like a hermit, a lost
prophet. Like someone forever abandoned.
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‘Where are you, God?’ Salgado utters. And then: ‘Nothing good
awaits us here.” A silence sets in. Then he repeats: ‘Nothing good.’

A cloud briefly conceals the moon, coldness sets in. Cortés says
nothing, just smiles, but shadows float around his eyes. He’s tired,
sleeplessness has devoured his nights. But now, right before they
arrive, he is overcome by the demon of sleep. He orders a squad
to be formed of Haitians, Africans, and a gang of Spanish scum —
gamblers and bandits gathered up from the brothels around the
islands. He gives his commands, and several boats set off, disap-
pearing among the ships. Sounds are heard of rough voices, excla-
mations, curses in Spanish and other languages, growling, sup-
pressed laughter. Then everything falls silent. Sparks burst into
flames, fiery balls descend upon the sails. The wooden skeletons
crack, sigh, bend their limbs - charred corpses are thrown into
the ocean. A moment later, everything is burning — Santa Maria,
Santa Anna, San Miguel, and San Antonio are sent to hell. Six more
ships follow, a triumphant procession toward the ashes. The sea is
in flames.

Once he crosses the rocky ridge, Cortés finds three hundred men
and thirteen horses, all silent under the devilish sky. The men look
pale beneath the vault of the night — an army of ghosts gazing up-
ward with damp eyes. Yesterday’s warriors, inured to bloodshed
and injustice, now look like children frightened by a looming shad-
ow. What have they lost? Why are they mourning the end of the
world?

Where is courage, where has bravery gone?, Cortés wonders.

The firmament is painted in a bloody glow, the heavenly spheres
are burning. The priest Domingo stands with his arms lifted up-
ward, as though calling for something or somebody — a martyr who
will soon be swallowed by an abyss. Clouds like hungry dogs gnaw
at the celestial vault. Having taken off his boots, Aguilar is sitting
on a stump to the side, chewing on a piece of meat and watching
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the overhanging trees topped by foggy crowns. When he notices
Cortés, he stands up and takes a few steps forward. His hair shines,
raven-like. The sandy grains blown by the gusts of wind singe his
face. A wandering star rips through the expanse above him. He
spits, and they all suddenly freeze, finding themselves in an un-
familiar silence. A silence that whispers fateful omens into their
hearts, face to face with the eternity of the unknown.

Then Aguilar says: ‘Here is your womb of wonders. Here is your in-
fernal curse.” He looks around. The wind whistles, the night clos-
es its fist. ‘Here are the rocks where our flesh will rot. Look at the
mountain. It knows only one word, and that word is death. Black is
the soul of this land, black and hollow your eyes will turn.’

The men stay silent and listen. Aguilar’s words awaken in them that
frightening premonition that has been stuck in their throats during
the whole voyage.

Where are our unborn children? Who are the women we left behind
caressing now? Is that why we lived — to die in misery? To turn into
teeth-baring skeletons in this foreign land? No, there is no hope here,
in this godforsaken land.

‘That’s enough, Pablo,’ Cortés interrupts.

‘You set the ships on fire, you devil. You buried Spain, there’s no
going back now,” Aguilar replies.

‘There isn’t,” Cortés concedes. ‘No warm bread, no mother’s em-
brace, no comfortable bed, and no sated stomach. No lover’s solace,
no mutton or wine, no home, and no sound of bells. You’ll only see
your father’s house in your dreams. The sailor’s life is hard, his days
are cast in bitter glory. But be proud, you sons of Spain! And be vig-
ilant. It’s no accident that fate has called us here.

‘We’ll start the ascent in an hour. There’s no home behind us now,
there’s nothing. The only way is up,” he soon adds. And points to
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the forests ahead. Raining from the frowning sky, the ashes of the
burned ships are coming down. The cold stings the skin. Some de-
bris stabs into the sand, washed ashore by the waves. Nobody says
a word.

Soon the sun rises from the east, the ocean is sprinkled with a gold-
en light. Black smoke drifts over the brushwood. The men gaze at
the sea as it devours the sinking boats and the vanishing sails into
its stomach. Somewhere over on the other side lie the island har-
bours, illuminated by sun and seduction, with their prostitutes,
beautiful Creoles and Puerto Ricans, with their brothels, taverns,
and soft beds, with their spicy food and aged wine. And even fur-
ther away, beyond all that is visible, beyond the night, lies Spain -
naked, bloody, proud, touched by the sun and God.

The azure sky turns radiant. The men slowly start to climb the steep
path between the cliffs and the tree trunks. They soon enter an im-
mense forest. Once having crossed into it, they can’t escape the rest-
less presence of leaves, grasses, and branches. They feel as though
they’re being watched. They feel like captives not just of their own
anxiety, but also of somebody else’s. Since setting foot here, they’ve
been seized by an inexplicable despair, which the earth itself seems
to exude. Strange birds scream from the darkness. The men peer
into the surrounding shadows and silently curse their fate, curse
the madman who left them with no way back, no home, no hope. As
they advance, their hearts fill with a dread, suspicion creeps into
their chests. The world slowly retreats and makes space for dusk,
dusk slowly turns into blue twilight, the expedition continues. They
step over roots, go around rocks with strange shapes, a haze like
yellow milk sticks to their feet, and low by the ground will-o’-wisps
mysteriously flicker like pearls. Nobody touches them. It is not even
noon, and yet everything grows dark, the shroud of untimely night
descends. Soon it gets so humid and stifling that the horses can
barely walk, and the men are covered in sweat. The sweat drips into
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their eyes, blurs their vision, stains their shirts, causes their lips to
turn painfully dry.

A condor flies high over the cliffs, its wings rip through the azure
sky, its gaze sweeps over the world below: the cold ocean, the bare-
ly visible shorelines around the black mountain — massive, endless,
exalted in the middle of the world. A lone navel - an eye ominously
staring into the heavens.
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BIOGRAPHY

heis @rntoft (born in 1984)

attended the Danish School of
Writing from 2007 to 2009. He made
his debut as a writer in 2009 with the

poetry collection Yeah Suiten, and from
then on he was recognised as one
of the most distinctive voices of his

generation. For Yeah Suiten he received
Denmark’s highest debutant award, the
Bodil and Jergen Munch Christensen
Cultural Grant, and the poetry collection
was also nominated for the Montana
Literature Prize 2009. In 2014, Theis

@rntoft published his second poetry
collection, the critically acclaimed Digte

2014, for which he also received several
literary prizes and nominations. His

first novel, Solar, was published in 2018.

Solar is a modern adventure through
Jutland forests, Copenhagen nightclubs,
Fitness World, unexpected love, animal
underworlds, wild sex and sunlight. And
a desperate, dystopian generational
novel, a hallucinated road trip and a
space journey into the reptilian brain.

In 2023, Theis @rntoft published his

second novel, Jordisk (Worldly). The work
received a stunning response from both
critics and readers.

After two award-winning poetry
collections and the 2018 dystopian

novel Solar, Theis @rntoft is back with

the generational novel Worldly. Over
the course of its 600 pages the novel
follows a trio of siblings, developing
into a story about three generations of
a family across the years 1967-2036. A
sprawling tale of love and work, nature
and capitalism, of gold, silver, oil, marble
and the slow decline of the West, but
above all, of a three-generation family
connected across time and space in

ways they don't even realise. Worldly is
an original family portrait that depicts
the time from 1967 and into the future
to 2036. It is a journey from the city of
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Silkeborg of the 1960s to post-9/11 New
York and from there to a self-sufficient
society in a future United States stricken
by crisis. @rntoft's contemporary novel
tackles the deep forces that bind us to
each other, to Earth and to the universe.
The novel consists of five razor-sharp
mini-novels written with a compelling
narrative delight that explores love,

forgiveness and humanity’s evolutionary

and cultural history all the way back
to the origins of the universe. Nothing
less. The excellence is in @rntoft’s
prose, which is constantly raging with
infectious narrative joy when it comes
to focusing on the family members
portrayed in the novel.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

A novel that reimagines the family saga,
Worldly tells the story not just of one
particular family, but the family we're

all a part of: humanity and life here on
Earth. Not just of human constructs —
capital, art, architecture - but our

often overlooked identity as a species
within the great cosmic order. Over 600
pages and a plot spanning 69 years,
our near history unfolds, painting with
utmost clarity a picture of a world
simultaneously teetering on the edge
of demise and brimming with hope.
While it is part of the wave of European
literature challenging an ethnocentric

world view, Worldly also uses its cast
of vibrant characters to explore the
limitations of human perception itself,
regardless of how self-aware and self-
critical we might perceive ourselves
to be. Itis a novel that transcends

borders, and attempts in many ways

to embody the ideals chosen for the
Voyager Golden Records that were sent
into space in 1977: striving for ultimate
comprehensibility while simultaneously
representing Earth and humanity in all

their intricate reality. Worldly emerges

as an intrepid explorer: a literary work
venturing into the world brimming with
profound insights and aiming to push
the frontiers of what we understand to
be true.

Danish Arts Foundation
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Det siges, at alt i universet forfalder. Det sker langsomt og uund-
gae-ligt, pa grund af naturlovene. Hvis ikke man hver dag gor et ar-
bejde for at opretholde en given orden, vil den blive nedbrudt med
tiden. Det gaelder bygninger, transportmidler, haver, elektronik,
solsystemer og galakser. Det gaelder ogsa menneskelige relationer.
Loven synes at veere i alt, og naturvidenskaben har dgbt den entro-
pien. Hver dag er fuld af sma tegn pa entropi; en aften laener man
sig tilbage ved spisebord-et, stolens rygleen lgsner sig, og man val-
ter bagover. Papkasserne ude pa terrassen blgdgeres af eftermid-
dagsregnen, indtil de til sidst gar i oplgsning. Man kommer hjem
en dag, og vandhanen er begyndt at dryppe. Det modsatte sker al-
drig, en stol samler ikke sig selv, hvis blot man venter laenge nok,
en vandhane stopper ikke med at dryppe, fér nogen reparerer den,
nedbrydning og forfald er uomgaengelige processer i naturen. Stue-
gulvene dakkes af stgv, hvis ikke man ggr rent, pludselig en dag
er der en revne i veeggen, og nogle maneder senere har revnen delt
sig i to. Fugten siver ind, skaenderier begynder at opsta, lige-gyl-
dighed og irritation finder vej til samtalerne, umeerkeligt, gennem
gentagelser og hverdage, med en hastighed, der er hinsides den
mennes-kelige forstand, maske taettere pa geologiens.

Det siges, at mennesket er et destruktivt vaesen. Det er ikke van-
skeligt at finde eksempler pa. Men mennesket er ogsa et ordnende,
organi-serende faenomen i universet. Det samler og bygger ting op,
danner feellesskaber og institutioner, opferer huse og byer, bringer
materien frem mod en hgjere orden med sine myriader af insiste-
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rende projekter, og pa den made modarbejder mennesket pa forun-
derlig vis entropien, en af fysikkens mest grundleeggende love. Med
Rheas nabo Tommy er det mere uklart, hvad der gar for sig. Han
samler ting i sin have, tgnder, maskiner, kgkkenredskaber, bilvrag,
men uden at gore noget ved dem, de star blot og forfalder yderlige-
re. Og hvad med Rhea selv? Modarbejder hun entropien, som hun
ligger der i kollektivets stue pa Mgn, mens hun fglger en debat om
leopardkampvogne pa DR2 og med gru teenker tilbage pa den ene
gang i sit liv, hvor hun selv deltog i en lignende debat? Det var pa P1,
og alt hvad hun sagde, blev sa flakkende og usammenhangende,
hun fglte sig som et ubehjalpsomt barn blandt en har af velfun-
gerende voksne. Maske modarbejder hun ikke univer-sets forfald,
som hun ligger der med computeren i sit skad. Men tid-ligere pa
dagen rensede hun alger af husmuren og terrassen. Hun stod pa
trappestigen ved gavlen, med den lune forarssol i ryggen og skure-
de hardt og leenge pa de sggrgnne plamager. De havde veeret van-
skelige at fa af, og hun havde mattet laegge kreefter i. Senere, efter at
have set debatten pa DR2 faerdig og konkluderet, at debatter maske
ogsa bare var noget ubrugeligt bras, en lille grim stgj i et stort og
ellers smukt kosmos, hjalp hun Hans i kgkkenhaven. Det var lgrdag
eftermiddag. Temperaturen var for forste gang i ar gledet op over
tyve grader. Rhea arbejdede i T-shirt. Hans kgrte kompost i trille-
bgr, hun lagde kartof-ler, hun gravede huller som hun efterfglgende
lagde de knoldede rod-frugter ned i og daekkede over med jord. I
udkanten af hendes synsfelt, som et sorglgst flimmer, lgb Birgittes
to sma bgrn rundt og sparkede til en bold. Rhea var vant til at have
en konstant, nasten umeerkelig nervgsitet Ilgbende rundt i kroppen
som en svag, eengstelig elektricitet, men lige nu var hun sa rolig som
det var muligt for hende at veere. Hun 13 pa alle fire under en hgj, bla
himmel. Hun havde haft et par udmeer-kede arbejdsuger, to stgrre
artikler var det blevet til, og begge var blevet trykt, deriblandt en
om Coca-Colas slogans gennem artierne, og om hvordan de funge-
rede som skiftende spejle for tiden, der omgav dem.
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Bgrnenes gule plastikbold landede under en meter fra hende. Bir--
gitte rabte noget irettesattende, Rhea vinkede de to bgrn an og
spar-kede bolden tilbage. Langere inde i kgkkenhaven var Hans
i gang med at saette porrer. Bade porrer og kartofler havde staet i
drivhuset gennem vinteren og det tidlige forar, forleden var de pa
hans initiativ blevet flyttet udenfor i garden i kasser. Nu blev de sat
ud, vist lidt sent, sa vidt Rhea kunne forsta.

Birgitte sagde, at det var trist med Jena. Hun stod og sa ud over den
skriggule rapsmark, der stgdte op til kollektivets have. Rhea greb
traekassen og flyttede sig en meter leengere ned mod ribsbuskene.
Hun kunne hgre fuglekvidderet omkring dem, det kvidrede og svir-
rede i hele haven, og lydene var ikke kun smukke, de var ogsa lar-
mende, naesten svulstige i deres filtrede intensitet.

“Hvad er det nu Jena laver?” sagde Birgitte.

Hans sagde at Jena havde arbejdet pa et krisecenter i nogle ar.
“Men oprindelig er hun vist uddannet paedagog.”

“Kommer hun nogensinde til at ga igen, tror du?” sagde Rhea.
Hans greb om trillebgren og flyttede den et par meter.

“Det er vist tvivlsomt,” sagde han. “Laegerne vil ikke rigtig komme
med nogen prognose. Men nu er hun i det mindste vagnet op af sin
koma. Og hun genkender Tao. Pastar han i hvert fald.”

“Stakkels Jena og Tao,” sagde Birgitte.
“Hvornar kommer han i dag?” sagde Rhea.
“Ved firetiden,” sagde Hans. “Jeg henter ham inde i Vordingborg.”

De genoptog arbejdet. Pa et tidspunkt rabte bgrnene pa Birgitte,
hun forsvandt over mod hovedhuset med dem, og Rhea og Hans
fortsatte alene. Da den sidste kartoffel var lagt, gik Rhea ind i skuret
og hentede en af de store tilitersvandkander. Hun tradte gummi-
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stgvlerne af og fandt ind i bryggerset, hvor hun satte kanden i bun-
den af den store metalvask, teendte for vandet og gik ud og tissede.
Mens hun sad pa toilettet og markede kulden fra breettet, dukkede
linjen fra en sangtekst op.

Every time the sun comes up, I see trouble.
Hun huskede ikke stemmen, bare ordene og melodien.

Hun lukkede gjnene. Inde i kokkenet rabte William og Alma op; en
af dem lgb over traegulvet, sa det buldrede, Birgitte sagde noget til
dem, men hvad kunne Rhea ikke hgre.

Hun gjorde sig feerdig, sa greb hun vandkanden fra vasken og gik ud
i solskinnet. Dagen var naesten vindstille. Solen varmede, men der
var stadig et strejf af kelighed i luften. Hun skraede over gardsplad-
sen, forbi de fire bambusser, som Hannah havde kgbt i Vordingborg
for nylig, men ikke plantet ud endnu. Hun fortsatte forbi drivhuset,
som lige nu mest af alt var et rod af opskarne spagnumposer og trze-
kasser omgivet af kalket, beskidt glas. Oppe for enden af indkgrslen
passerede hun det store breendelaes, som mureren havde leveret i
sidste uge. Midt ude pa graesplaenen 14 to store bunker haveaffald og
ventede pa, at nogen kerte dem pa genbrugsstationen. Braendenael-
derne i den ene bunke var begyndt at visne, men brombarranker-
ne i den anden bunke 14 stadig og sa ngjagtig lige sa friske, saftige
og fiendtlige ud, som hvis de stadig levede. De havde brugt en hel
weekend i april pa at rydde det massive tjgrnekrat ud af buskadset
nede ved markerne. Rhea havde foreslaet at de fik spraengt rgdder-
ne vk, men Birgitte og Hannah havde insisteret pa, at de selv for-
sggte at grave det op. Sa det havde de gjort.

Hojt oppe pa den bla himmel gled et fly afsted. Den hvide stribe
spredte sig tykt ud efter den lille, solglimtende prik, der vel rum-
mede omkring hundrede mennesker, hundrede kufferter og lige sa
mange livshistorier, teenkte hun, og mens hun sa derop, krydsede
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flyet en an-den, aldre stribe, der hang og gik i oplgsning, sa en
form for skrat, hvidt kors opstod.

Every time the sun comes up, I see trouble.

Hun passerede syrenerne, der var ved at springe ud. Bierne og
de an-dre insekter summede i buskadset. Hun fortsatte forbi
bunken af mur-brokker fra skorstenen, som stadig 1a og ven-
tede pa at blive organiseret. Pa afstand sa hun Hans sidde pa
hug og ryge en cigaret. Han sa ud til at befinde sig i overve-
jelser over kgkkenhaven som sadan, i hvert fald blev han ved
med at stirre frem for sig uden at se op, da Rhea stillede sig ved
siden af ham. Hans grgnne termojakke 1a i graesset. Zrmerne
pa hans sorte Tool-T-shirt blafrede let i brisen.
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Translated into English by Paul Russell Garrett

THEY SAY EVERYTHING in the universe decays. Slowly and inevitably,
in accordance with the laws of nature. If no effort is made each day
to preserve a given order, it will break down over time. This holds
true for buildings, transport, gardens, electronics, solar systems
and galaxies. This also holds true for human relations. The law ap-
pears to be in everything, and science has given it the name entro-
py. Each day is filled with small signs of entropy; one evening you
are sitting at the dining table, the back of your chair comes loose
and you tumble backwards. The cardboard boxes on the terrace get
drenched by the afternoon rain and eventually they start to disinte-
grate. You come home one day, and the tap has started to drip. The
opposite never happens, a chair does not reassemble itself if you
wait long enough, a tap will not stop dripping until it is repaired,
disintegration and decay are unavoidable processes in nature. The
floors become covered in dust if you do not clean them, one day a
crack suddenly appears in the wall and months later, the crack has
split into two. The damp seeps in, arguments break out, apathy and
annoyance work their way into conversations almost impercepti-
bly, through repetition and daily routine, faster than human under-
standing, perhaps nearer a geological one.

They say humans are destructive beings. It is not difficult to find
examples of this. But humans also create order, an organising phe-
nomenon in the universe. One that assembles and builds, creates
communities and institutions, constructs houses and cities, leaves
matter in a more ordered state, with its myriad of insistent projects,
and in so doing, remarkably, humans counteract entropy, one of
the most fundamental laws of physics. With Rhea’s neighbour Tom-
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my, it is more uncertain what is occurring. He collects things in his
garden — barrels, machines, kitchen utensils, wrecked cars — but
he does nothing with them, they just sit there and fall further into
disrepair. And as for Rhea? Does she counteract entropy, lying in
the living room of the collective on the island of Mgn, watching a
debate about leopard tanks on DR2, thinking back with dread to the
time she once participated in a similar debate? It was broadcast on
P1, and everything she said was so fitful and so disjointed she had
felt like a helpless child among an army of well-functioning adults.
Lying there with her computer in her lap she might not be counter-
acting the decay of the universe, but earlier that day she scrubbed
algae off the terrace and the side of the house. She had stood on
the stepladder by the gable, with the warm spring sun on her back,
scrubbing long and hard at the patches of sea green algae. It had
been difficult work, she really had to put her back into it. Later, af-
ter watching the end of the debate on DR2 and concluding that de-
bates might also be a load of useless junk, some ugly noise in a vast
and otherwise beautiful cosmos, she helped Hans in the vegetable
garden. It was Saturday afternoon. For the first time that year, the
temperature had climbed above twenty degrees. Rhea was working
in a T-shirt. Hans carted the compost around in the wheelbarrow,
she planted potatoes, digging holes before carefully placing the tu-
berous roots inside and covering them with soil. Out of the corner
of her eye, a carefree flicker, she saw Birgitte’s two young children
running around kicking a ball. Rhea was used to having a constant,
almost imperceptible nervousness flowing through her, a faint and
apprehensive electricity, but right now, she was as calm as was pos-
sible for her. She was on her hands and knees under a tall, blue sky.
The last few weeks at work had been excellent — she had written
two longish articles, both of which had been published, including
one about Coca-Cola slogans over the decades, and how they acted
as shifting mirrors of the times.
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The children’s yellow plastic ball landed less than a metre away. Bir-
gitte shouted at them in rebuke, but Rhea simply waved at the chil-
dren and kicked the ball back to them. Further along in the garden,
Hans was planting leeks. The leeks and the potatoes had been in the
greenhouse all winter and early spring. The other day, on his initia-
tive, they moved them out into the garden in boxes. Now they were
planting them, probably a little late, as far as Rhea understood.

Birgitte said it was sad news, what happened to Jena. She stood
peering across the bright-yellow field of rapeseed bordering the gar-
den of the collective. Rhea picked up the wooden box and moved
another metre down towards the redcurrant bushes. She could hear
the chirping of birds all around, the entire garden was alive with
twittering and whirring. The sounds were not only beautiful, but
they were also noisy, almost bombastic in their matted intensity.

‘What does Jena do for a living?’ Birgitte asked.

Hans told her Jena had worked at a crisis centre for some years.
‘But before that she was a qualified teacher.’

‘Do you think she’ll ever walk again?’ Rhea said.

Hans lifted the wheelbarrow and shifted it a few metres.

‘Doubtful, apparently,” he said. ‘The doctors don’t want to give a
prognosis. But at least now she’s woken up from her coma. And she
recognises Tao. Or so he says.’

‘Poor Jena and Tao,’ Birgitte said.
‘What time is he getting her?’ Rhea asked.
‘Around four,” Hans replied. ‘I'm picking him up in Vordingborg.’

They resumed their work. At one point, the children shouted at Bir-
gitte, and she marched off with them towards the main building,
leaving Rhea and Hans to continue on their own. When the last po-

-49 -



Jordisk

tato was planted, Rhea went into the shed to fetch one of the large,
ten-litre watering jugs. She slipped out of her wellies and went into
the utility room, where she placed the watering can at the bottom of
the large metal sink, turned on the water and went to the bathroom
for a wee. While she sat there on the cold toilet seat, a line from a
song popped into her head.

Every time the sun comes up, I see trouble.

She could not remember who sang it, only the words and the mel-
ody.

She closed her eyes. In the kitchen, William and Alma were shout-
ing; one of them stamped across the wooden floor. Birgitte said
something, but Rhea could not hear what she said to them.

She finished up, grabbed the watering can from the sink and
walked out into the sunshine. There was barely a breeze that day.
The sun was warming, though there was still a bit of a chill in the
air. She cut across the farmyard past the four bamboo trees Han-
nah had recently bought in Vordingborg though still not planted.
She continued past the greenhouse, which was currently a jumble
of empty peat moss bags and wooden boxes, enclosed by panes of
dirty glass encrusted with limescale. At the end of the drive, she
passed the large load of firewood that the bricklayer had delivered
last week. In the middle of the lawn were two large piles of garden
waste, waiting to be driven to the recycling centre. In one pile, the
stinging nettles had begun to wilt, however the pile of blackberry
vines looked as fresh, succulent and hostile as when still alive. An
entire weekend in April had been spent clearing the dense thorn-
bush from the scrub down by the fields. Rhea had suggested they
have the roots blasted out, but Birgitte and Hannah had insisted on
trying to dig them up themselves. And so they had.

High up in the deep blue sky, an airplane soared past. A thick white
line tailed the small, glistening dot, which probably held a hundred
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suitcases, a hundred passengers, and a similar number of stories,
she thought, and as she watched, the plane crossed an older line,
floating, dispersing, forming a kind of diagonal white cross.

Every time the sun comes up, I see trouble.

She passed the lilacs, just coming into bloom. Bees and other in-
sects droned in the thicket. She continued past the heap of rubble
from the chimney, still waiting to be organised. In the distance, she
saw Hans squatting down smoking a cigarette. He appeared to be
contemplating the state of the vegetable garden as such, at any rate
he stared ahead and did not look up when Rhea positioned herself
next to him. His green thermal jacket lay in the grass. The sleeves of
his black Tool T-shirt flapped gently in the breeze.
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Deniz Utlu, through a combination

of recollection, research and literary
imagination, manages to reconstruct
the life and death of a father figure.

As a young man, the father emigrated
from southern Anatolia via Istanbul

to Germany, where he found work in
Hanover, started a family and came

to feel at home. Two strokes and the
resultant ‘locked in" syndrome meant
that for many years the father was able
to communicate only by means of his
eyes. His son now, as it were, summons
up the conversation that he might
have had with his father but which in
reality scarcely if ever took place. He
reconstructs his father’s origins in a
Turkish—Arabic family in the Anatolian
town Mardin; he describes or imagines
how his parents came to meet each
other, how his father managed to

find his feet in a new country, and
recounts the complex consequences
for the life of the family following the
father’s iliness and loss of the power
of speech. On the surface, Utlu’s novel
is concerned with past origins and

the move to a new environment, with
family and the differences between
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generations, with the experience of
being culturally well rooted or totally
rootless; but on a more abstract and
equally important level, the novel

is about the acquisition and loss of
language and about the question as
to whether remembrance is actually
possible.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
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Deniz Utlu's novel, which is highly
regarded in Germany, recounts in a
personally and aesthetically sensitive
manner the story of a difficult father—
son relationship. The father's iliness
and premature death have left the
son with numerous unanswered
questions, which he now faces up to
through a process of recollective self-
examination combined with poetical

researches. The primary focus is not

on his conflict with his father, but on

his efforts to do justice to a man who
frequently tended to display strengths
and weaknesses at precisely the wrong
moment. By proceeding in this way,
Deniz Utlu reconstructs an archetypal
story of migration in the 1960s. Back in
those days the father, originally from
southern Anatolia, found himself in
Hanover. It is here that the son grows
up and tries as a young adult to find

a language he can call his own, while
his father is deprived of language
altogether after suffering two strokes.
Utlu now retrospectively imagines the
conversation that had been difficult,
not to say impossible, during his father’s
lifetime, partly because of his illness, but
also because of the cultural differences
separating the Turkish—Arabic father
from his German-Turkish son. For the
author the process of recollection

itself becomes his subject matter, but

a decidedly problematic one. As the
primary metaphor to express the ups
and downs of this process, Utlu chooses
the sea. It was by sea that the father
had travelled from Istanbul to his job in
Germany back in the day, and for the
son it is water that has become, as it
were, the vehicle for his own poetical
reflections. With his novel Vaters Meer,
Deniz Utlu has succeeded touchingly

in throwing refreshing new light on

a hitherto insufficiently regarded
episode in our culture: Turkish
immigration to Germany.
Goethe-Institut



Vaters Meer

Deniz Utlu

MEINE ERSTE REISE

Vor meiner ersten und, was ich damals nicht wusste, einzigen Rei-
se allein mit meinem Vater hatte ich Angst. Ich fragte Mutter, ob ich
denn mitfahren miisse. Sie sagte, sie wiirde mir raten, meinen Va-
ter zu begleiten, seine Stadt zu sehen, meine Grofimutter kennenzu-
lernen, wer weif3, sagte sie, vielleicht wiirde sich diese Gelegenheit
nicht mehr ergeben. Ich kénnte einmal bereuen, diese Reise nicht an-
getreten zu haben, mir wiirde fiir immer etwas fehlen. An der Art, wie
Mutter ihren Kopf gebeugt hielt, wahrend sie mit mir redete, merkte
ich, dass etwas in ihr arbeitete. Durch ihre Worte versuchte sie, mich
zu liberzeugen, mit Vater von Kizkalesi nach Mardin zu fahren, ihr
Korper erzdhlte eine andere Geschichte : Thr Sohn, der ihr nie von der
Seite gewichen war, auf den sie immer achtgegeben hatte, in einem
Mafe, wie sie es dem Vater niemals zutrauen wiirde, sollte nun ohne
sie verreisen, und das nicht irgendwohin, sondern nach Mardin, in
jene Stadt, in der die festgeschriebenen Gesetze nicht galten und das
erlernte Wissen nichts taugte, in das inmitten von endlosen Ebenen
gelegene Mardin sollte sie jetzt ihren Sohn fahren lassen ? Es fiel ihr
nicht leicht. Aber sie wusste auch, dass dies der Ort war, an dem die
Geschichte begann, die ihres Mannes und letztlich auch ihre eige-
ne. Kannst du nicht mitkommen ?, fragte ich. Wovor hast du Angst ?,
fragte sie. Das ist dein Vater, ihm kannst du vertrauen. Aber er ist so
schnell bése. Dann benimm dich und weich ihm nicht von der Seite,
horst du ! Lass ihn niemals aus den Augen.

Es war schon dunkel drauf3en, und wir hatten die Lichter in der Woh-
nung eingeschaltet, als Vater nach Hause kam. Er sagte, ich solle jetzt
schlafen gehen, wir wiirden vor Sonnenaufgang aufbrechen. Alle
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Reisen beginnen nachts, denke ich, die Straflen sind leergefegt, die
Taxifahrer riechen nach Kélnischwasser, die Busfahrer wirken miide
mit ihren eingefallenen Schultern, es gibt Cay, wenn man sich ein-
mal eingerichtet hat in den durchgesessenen Polstern der interregio-
nalen Busse.

In Adana war es noch immer Nacht. Ein Kind in meinem Alter bot
meinem Vater Zigaretten an. Ich hatte Angst gehabt, hier allein zu
sein, in dieser Nacht, an diesem Busbahnhof, inmitten dieser frem-
den Minner, deren Augen stindig die Umgebung absuchten, als
wiirden sie Beute wittern, der rauchenden Putzkrifte, die an ihren
Besenstielen lehnten, der Bettler, die unaufhorlich alte Zeitungen
falteten, um sie unter den Hintern zu schieben. Hier verkaufte ein
kleiner Junge Zigaretten. Er lief auf die andere Seite des Bahnhofs,
nachdem mein Vater abgelehnt hatte. Wir sahen ihm beide hinterher.
Warum geht er nicht nach Hause und schlift ?, fragte ich Vater. Ich
war auch so als Kind, sagte er.

Dann stand da der Bus, und ich musste den Fuf3 weit heben, um ihn
auf die erste Stufe zu setzen. Der Fahrer nickte uns zu, wir balan-
cierten vorbei an Madnnern mit buschigen Schnauzbarten, die miide
an ihren Zigaretten zogen und den Rauch aushauchten, als wire es
immer auch ein Stiick Leben, was sich im Raum aufl6ste. Wir fuhren
vorbei an Hausern mit Wassertanks auf den Dachern, viele waren
nicht fertig gebaut, die Ziegelsteine in der Ddmmerung schienen rot
aufwie aufgeschnittenes Fleisch. Der Geruch verbrannten Grases zog
in den Bus. Ein junger Mann mit blauem, kurzarmligem Hemd, kas-
sierte das Fahrgeld von den Reisenden und traufelte ihnen aus einem
Flakon Kolonya in die Hdnde. Als Vater und ich uns die erfrischende
Fliissigkeit ins Gesicht schmierten, hatte sich der Geruch aus Zitrone
und scharfem Alkohol bereits mit dem wiirzigen Rauch tiirkischen
Tabaks und dem wohligen Raucherduft verbrannter Graser verbun-
den. Mein Vater begann ein Gesprach mit dem Mann, der in der Reihe
hinter uns safd. Der trug einen weifien, von der Reise zerknitterten
Anzug und hatte eine rote Kufiya auf dem Kopf. Vater redete arabisch
mit ihm, erzdhlte ihm wahrscheinlich von unserer Reise, zeigte auch
auf mich beim Reden. Ich blickte schiichtern zu Boden. Der Mann
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streckte seine Hand zwischen den Sitzen durch und 6ffnete die Faust
voller Niisse, Vater und ich pickten uns Pistazienkerne und getrock-
nete Kichererbsen heraus. Kénnen wir dem Mann trauen ?, fragte ich
meinen Vater auf Deutsch. Die Menschen in dieser Region sind die
herzlichsten, die du dir vorstellen kannst, antwortete er und lachel-
te mir dabei zu, wihrend ich das Salzig-Gerdstete auf meiner Zunge
schmeckte. Und er darf wissen, dass wir aus Deutschland kommen ?,
fragte ich Vater weiter, denn Mutter hatte mir eingeblaut, nie Deutsch
zu reden und nicht die Aufmerksamkeit auf mich zu ziehen. Aber
mein Vater sagte, dass ich mir keine Sorgen machen miisse, solange
ich ihm nicht von der Seite weiche, er komme von hier, kenne die
Menschen und Wege.

Schau, sagte Vater und wies mit der Hand zur Vorderseite. Ich folg-
te seinem Zeichen und konnte meinen Augen nicht trauen : Aus der
Straf3e wuchs am Horizont ein enormer Feuerball, dem wir entgegen-
fuhren. Die schwarzen Schopfe der Schlafenden wackelten auf den
Lehnen. Der Busfahrer war winzig, verschwindend klein im Ver-
gleich zur riesigen Windschutzscheibe unseres Busses, und der Him-
mel war eine orangefarbene, perfekt kreisrunde Mauer aus Feuer.
Das ist die Sonne Mardins, sagte Vater.

Ich fiihlte mich dem Himmel so nah wie nie zuvor, und auch spater
empfand ich diese Ndhe nie wieder so wie auf jener Reise. Es stimmt,
was du gesagt hast, fliisterte ich, ohne den Blick von der Sonne neh-
men zu kénnen, man kann mit dem Auto in den Himmel fahren, in
Mardin gibt es eine Strafie zum Mond. Ich hatte geglaubt, das ware
wieder eines der Marchen der Erwachsenen, aber es stimmt ja wirk-
lich. Vater sagte : Baba erzihlt keine Marchen, mein Junge, oder alle
Marchen, die ich dir erzdhle, sind wahr. Das ist hier eine andere Welt,
meine Welt, wenn du willst auch deine, in Mardin gelten eigene Re-
geln, was sie woanders fiir Zauber halten, ist hier Alltag. Und ja, zu
den Sternen ist es nur ein Katzensprung.

So ging unsere Reise damals, so fuhren wir weiter, und die Sonne,
die eben aufgegangen war, ging wieder unter, was niemanden zu
kiimmern schien. An einem Ort in der Nahe von Mardin, woméglich
in Diyarbakair, stiegen wir in einen Wagen um, der etwas gréf3er war
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als ein PKW, aber noch nicht so grof3 wie ein Dolmus. Wir und zwei,
drei andere Menschen fuhren so in die absolute Finsternis. Um uns
herum und auch in der Ferne gab es kein Licht, nicht das kleinste
Leuchten. Das Scheinwerferlicht des Wagens wurde sofort absorbiert
von der Dunkelheit, sodass gerade noch ein Stiick von der Strafie
kenntlich war. Das starke Ruckeln schldferte mich ein und bald fie-
len mir die Augen zu, sodass ich die Ankunft in Mardin verpasste.
Ich wachte erst auf, als mein Vater mich sanft wachriittelte. Wir sind
da. Der Wagen stand schief an einem Abhang, Vater stieg zuerst aus
und half mir, damit ich nicht stiirzte. Wir gingen, jeder seine Tasche
in der Hand, er eine gréf3ere, ich eine kleine, durch schmale, unbe-
leuchtete Gassen, durch die kein Auto gepasst hitte, und so kamen
wir schliefilich bei Stufen an, die hinunter in eine weitere, aber dies-
mal leicht beleuchtete Gasse fiihrten. Mein Vater fand sich in diesem
Labyrinth problemlos zurecht. Es schien mir, als waren es seine
Straf3en, durch die wir liefen. Pl6tzlich waren da Schritte, und ich
sah, wie weiter vorne ein junger Mann stehen blieb, etwa fiinfzehn
oder sechzehn Jahre alt. Das laute Klopfen seiner Schritte hatten die
offenen Holzschuhe erzeugt, die gegen die Steinplatten des Bodens
schlugen. Man nennt diese Schuhe Takunya, sagte Vater, eigentlich
trdgt man sie im Hamam, und das ist dein Cousin Munir. Mein Vater
umarmte ihn, sie sprachen einige Satze auf Arabisch, und der jun-
ge Mann kiisste mich auf die Wangen, dann trug er unsere Taschen
hoch in das Haus, das gleich neben dem Treppenaufgang war, den
wir eben hinuntergestiegen waren. Dies ist die Strafle der Metzger,
sagte Vater, hier ist das Geschift meines Vaters, das jetzt dein Onkel
betreibt, Munirs Vater Murat, wir schauen uns das morgen an.

Wir stiegen die Stufen hoch in die Wohnung iiber der Metzgerei, wo
Murat mit seiner Frau und seinen Kindern lebte, zusammen mit mei-
ner Grof3mutter, Mama Haci.

Meine Grofimutter safl im Schneidersitz. Letzteres vermutete ich nur,
weil ich ihre Fiif3e nicht sah. Ihre Glieder zeichneten sich unter dem
Stoff ihrer weiten Gewdnder kaum ab. Das gerdumige Wohnzimmer
war lichtdurchflutet. Die Unmoglichkeit, sich ihr mittels Sprache zu
ndhern, gab ihr etwas Erhabenes. Wie bei jemandem, der so grof3
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war, dass man ihm nicht in die Augen sehen konnte. In ihrem Ge-
sicht erkannte ich eine deutliche Ahnlichkeit mit meinem Vater. Die
weite Stirn, die markante Nase, der Braunton ungeschélter Mandeln
ihrer Haut. Wie mein Vater trug sie eine Brille mit dicken Glasern, die
ihre braunen Augen vergrof3erten. Auch Murat, der viel kleiner war
als sein grofier Bruder, der Einzige unter den Geschwistern, der in
Mardin geblieben war, hatte eine entfernte Ahnlichkeit mit meinem
Vater, etwas in der Bewegung seines Mundes. Ich konnte es nicht fas-
sen. Dem Vater, den ich kannte, sah niemand dhnlich, er, der von nir-
gendwo kam, auf dem Weg in ein anderes Nirgendwo, eine Handvoll
Heiterkeit hier, eine halbe Fingerldnge Vergniigen dort, etwas davon
immer in den Innentaschen des Jacketts hortend oder zwischen den
Backenzdahnen wendend, und eine ganze Botanik der Enttduschun-
gen und Herzbriiche auf den Feldern links und rechts des Pfades, der
erst beim Gehen entsteht. Er kam einmal irgendwoher, aber dieses
Irgendwo war verdunstet, in den Himmel aufgestiegen und Teil des
sich ausweitenden Weltalls, verstreut inmitten von Milliarden von
Sternen. Er hatte eine Familie, aber aus biblischen Zeiten, seine Mut-
ter hief3 Lilith, sein Vater Adam, oder seine Mutter hief3 Hagar, sein
Vater Abraham. Oder er selbst wurde aus Schlamm geformt, er, der
erste Mensch. Mein Vater stand allein, wo immer er stand, er hatte
die Gabe, zu unterhalten und zu verfiihren, und er trug auf seinen
Schultern die Last der Einsamkeit aller Menschen, die im unendli-
chen Raum ohne ihresgleichen, ohne Hoffnung auf auch nur ein wei-
teres Lebewesen ihre Bahn drehten, der Verfall ihrer Zellen immer
ein Stiick schneller als ihre Fahigkeit, zu verstehen.

In der Nacht schliefen Vater und ich in einem Zimmer. In jedem
Raum stand ein brauner Metallofen, mit dem im Winter geheizt und
auf dem auch Tee oder Kaffee zubereitet wurde, so auch in unserem
Schlafzimmer. Fiir mich hatte man auf einem Sofa einen Schlafplatz
eingerichtet, Vater legte sich auf eine Decke auf dem Boden. Er hatte
schon die Hand nach dem Nachtlicht gestreckt, da kam seine Mutter
ins Zimmer, in jeder Hand ein Glas Wasser. Sie stellte eines auf mei-
nen Nachttisch und reichte das andere meinem Vater. Er richtete sich
etwas auf, stiitzte sich auf seinen Unterarm, um seiner Mutter niaher
zu sein, die sich auf einen Hocker vor ihn setzte. Ich verstand kein
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Wort von ihrem Gespradch, nicht weil sie fliisterten, wie man nachts
kurz vor dem Schlafen eben redet, sondern weil sie sich auf Arabisch
unterhielten. Vaters Arabisch war so zértlich, wie ich es von ihm nie
zuvor gehort hatte. In unserem gemeinsamen Leben sprach er nur
Arabisch, wenn er fluchte, mehr noch : verfluchte. In der nachtlichen
Stille in Mardin, kurz bevor er sich schlafen legte, klangen die arabi-
schen Worte aus seinem Mund wie die lilafarbenen Bliitenblatter bit-
tersiifier Nachtschatten auf dem Schallkorper eines tiefgestimmten
Saiteninstruments. Vater war ein Kind, seine Mutter war gekommen,
um ihn zu Bett zu bringen, ihm gute Nacht zu wiinschen, so wie es
auch meine Mutter jeden Abend tat. Wie auch meine Mutter sich an
meinen Bettrand setzte, nachdem sie iiberpriift hatte, dass ich fest
umwickelt war von der Decke und kein Luftzug mich gefihrdete.
Manchmal hatten wir noch etwas zu besprechen, gab es noch ein Er-
eignis, das Revue passiert werden, quasi abgeschiittelt werden muss-
te, ab und an schallte noch das helle Lachen meiner Mutter durch das
bereits abgedunkelte Zimmer. Die Verbindung von Eltern und Kind,
von der eine intensivere kaum moglich ist, weil vielleicht niemals und
nie wieder jemand einen so bedingungslos schiitzen wird, ist in die-
ser Stunde zwischen Tag und Nacht, zwischen Wachsein und Schlaf
noch fester. Es war unglaublich, unvorstellbar, auch mein Vater war
der Sohn einer Mutter. Auch dieser Mann war einmal geschiitzt und
geliebt worden. Meine Grofimutter wiinschte uns geruhsame Nacht
und verlie3 den Raum. Warum hat sie uns Wasser gebracht ?, fragte
ich Vater. Weil sie uns liebt, antwortete er. Schlaf schén, mein Junge.
Dann schaltete er das Licht aus, und vollstandige Dunkelheit, wie
ich sie vor unserer Ankunft in Mardin nicht gekannt hatte, erfiillte
den Raum. Ich lag noch eine Weile wach und horchte den Kldangen
nach, die eben noch durch dieses Zimmer gehallt hatten. Ich wuss-
te genau, dass etwas Einmaliges geschehen war, auch wenn ich es
nicht benennen konnte. Heute weif3 ich : Zum ersten und zum letzten
Mal waren die drei Generationen unserer Familie fiir einige wenige
Minuten ganz unter sich in einem Raum gewesen, GrofSmutter, Vater,
Sohn. Fiir ein einziges Mal war mein Vater genauso Kind gewesen
wie ich, wir hatten nebeneinander gelegen und waren aus der Sicht
dieser Frau alle beide zwei kleine Kinder, die es zu schiitzen galt in
der unbekannten, rohen Welt da drauf3en. lyi geceler.
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My Father’s Ocean

Deniz Utlu
Translated into English by Katy Derbyshire

MY FIRST JOURNEY

Before my first and, though I didn’t know it at the time, only journey
alone with my father, I was afraid. I asked my mother if I had to go
with him. She said she’d advise me to go along with my father, to
see his city and meet my grandmother; who knows, she said, per-
haps I wouldn’t have another opportunity. I might one day regret
not going on the trip, something would be missing forever. By the
way my mother held her head tilted as she spoke to me, I could tell
something was going on inside her. Her words were trying to per-
suade me to go to Mardin from Kizkalesi with my father; her body
told a different story: her son, who had never left her side, whom
she’d always taken care of to an extent she’d never trust my father to
do, was to travel without her, and not just anywhere but to Mardin,
the city where the word of law did not apply and learned knowledge
was of no use, and she was supposed to let her son travel to this
Mardin in the midst of endless plains? It wasn’t easy for her. But
she knew too that this was the place where the story began, her
husband’s story and ultimately also her own.

Can’t you come with us? [ asked. What are you afraid of? she asked.
He’s your father, you can trust him. But he gets cross so quickly.
Then be good, and don’t leave his side, you hear? Never let him out
of your sight.

It was dark outside, and we’d turned on the lights in the flat by the
time my father came home. He told me to go to sleep now, we’d set
out at daybreak.
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All journeys begin at night, I think; the streets are deserted, the taxi
drivers smell of eau de cologne, the bus drivers look tired with their
sagging shoulders, and you get a glass of cay once you’ve settled
into the worn upholstery of the inter-regional buses.

It was still night in Adana. A child my age offered my father ciga-
rettes. I’'d have been afraid there alone, in that night, at that bus
station, in the midst of those strange men whose eyes were con-
stantly scanning the surroundings as if scenting prey, the smoking
cleaners leaning on their broom handles, the beggars unceasingly
folding old newspapers to place underneath their backsides. A lit-
tle boy was selling cigarettes here. After my father said no, the boy
walked to the other side of the station. We both watched him. Why
doesn’t he go home to bed? I asked my father. I was like that as a
child, he said.

Then the bus was there, and I had to lift my foot high to climb up
the first step. The driver nodded at us, and we balanced past men
with bushy moustaches, taking tired drags of their cigarettes and
breathing out the smoke as if it were a sliver of life dissolving in the
space.

We drove past houses with water tanks on their roofs, many of
them not yet finished, the bricks shining red in the dawn like cut
meat. The smell of burnt grass permeated the bus. A young man in
a short-sleeved blue shirt took the fares from the passengers and
sprinkled a bottle of kolonya on their hands. By the time my father
and I rubbed the refreshing liquid on our faces, the sharp scent
of lemon and alcohol had already melded with the spicy smoke of
Turkish tobacco and the pleasant smell of burnt grasses. My father
began a conversation with the man in the seat behind us. He was
wearing a white suit, crumpled from the journey, with a red kufiya
wrapped around his head. My father spoke Arabic to him, proba-
bly telling him about our trip, pointing at me as he spoke. I looked
shyly at the floor. The man reached his hand between the seats and
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opened up a fist full of nuts; my father and I picked out pistachios
and dried chickpeas. Can we trust this man? I asked my father in
German. The people in this region are the most wonderful people
you can imagine, he answered, smiling at me as I tasted the salty
roasted flavour on my tongue. And is it alright for him to know we’re
from Germany? I asked; my mother had drummed into me never to
attract attention by speaking German. But my father said there was
no need to worry as long as [ didn’t leave his side; this was where he
came from, he knew the people and their ways.

Look, said my father, pointing towards the front. I followed his hand
and couldn’t believe my eyes: out of the road grew an enormous
fireball, which we were driving towards. The sleeping passengers’
black heads wobbled against their seats. The bus driver was tiny,
miniscule in comparison to the huge windscreen of our bus, and
the sky was a perfectly circular wall of orange fire. That’s the sun of
Mardin, my father said.

[ felt closer to the sky than ever before, and I never felt that close-
ness again in the same way as on that journey. What you said is
true, I whispered, unable to take my eyes off the sun, you can drive
into the sky, there’s a road to the moon in Mardin. I’d thought it was
another of the adults’ fairy tales, but it was really true. My father
said: Baba doesn’t tell fairy tales, my boy, or all the fairy tales I
tell you are true. It’s another world here, my world, yours too if you
like, we have different rules in Mardin, what they think elsewhere is
magic is just part of everyday life here. And yes, it’s just a hop, skip
and jump to the stars.

That’s how our journey went back then, that’s how we went on driv-
ing, and the sun that had just risen set again, which didn’t seem to
bother anyone. In a place near Mardin, possibly in Diyarbakir, we
switched to a vehicle slightly larger than a car, but not as big as a
dolmus. We and two or three other people drove into absolute dark-
ness. There was no light around us and not the slightest glimmer in
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the distance. The vehicle’s headlamps were instantly absorbed by
the dark, only a small piece of the road visible. The steady judder-
ing sent me to sleep and my eyes soon fell shut, making me miss
our arrival in Mardin. I only woke when my father gently shook me.
We’re here. The car was parked diagonally on a slope; my father got
out first and helped me so I wouldn’t fall. We walked, each of us
with his bag in his hand, his larger, mine small, along narrow unlit
alleys not wide enough for cars, and that was how we eventually
came to some steps that led down into another alley, this time dimly
lit. My father had no problem finding his way through this laby-
rinth. It seemed to me as if the streets we were walking were his.
Suddenly there were footsteps, and I saw a young man stopping fur-
ther ahead, about fifteen or sixteen years old. The loud sound of his
footsteps came from wooden clogs beating against the stone flags
on the ground. We call those shoes takunya, my father said, they’re
actually for wearing in the hammam, and that’s your cousin Munir.
My father hugged him, they exchanged a few words in Arabic, and
the young man kissed me on the cheeks and then carried our bags
up into the house right beside the staircase we’d just descended.
This is the butchers’ street, my father said, and here’s my father’s
shop which your uncle runs now, Munir’s father Murat. We’ll take a
look at it tomorrow.

We climbed the stairs to the flat above the butcher’s shop, where
Murat lived with his wife and children, along with my grandmoth-
er, Mama Hac1.

My grandmother was sitting cross-legged. I assumed that was the
case; [ couldn’t see her feet. Her limbs were barely visible beneath
the fabric of her loose robes. The spacious living room was flood-
ed with light. The impossibility of approaching her by means of
language gave her something sublime, like someone so tall you
couldn’t look them in the eye. I recognised a clear similarity to my
father in her face. The broad brow, distinctive nose, the brown shade
of unshelled almonds to her skin. Like my father, she wore glasses
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with thick lenses that enlarged her brown eyes. Murat too, who was
far smaller than his big brother, the only one of the siblings to have
stayed in Mardin, had a distant similarity to my father, something
in the way his mouth moved. I couldn’t believe it. No one looked
like the father I knew, the man who came from nowhere, on the
way to a different nowhere, a handful of jollity here, half a finger’s
length of pleasure there, always hoarding some of it in his jacket’s
inside pocket or turning it between his back teeth, and a whole bot-
any of disappointments and heartbreaks on the fields on either side
of the path, a path created only as he walked it. He had once come
from somewhere, but that somewhere had evaporated, risen into
the sky and now part of the expanding cosmos, scattered amidst
billions of stars. He had a family, but it was from biblical times, his
mother’s name was Lilith, his father’s Adam, or his mother’s name
was Hagar, his father’s Abraham. Or he himself was formed out of
clay, the first man. My father stood alone wherever he stood, he had
a gift for entertaining and seducing, and he carried on his shoulders
the burden of loneliness felt by all those orbiting in endless space
without their own kind, without hope of even one other entity, the
deterioration of their cells always a little faster than their ability to
understand.

That night, my father and I slept in one room. Every room had a
brown metal stove used for heating in winter and for making tea or
coffee, as in our bedroom. They made a bed for me on a sofa, and my
father lay down on a blanket on the floor. He had already reached
out a hand for the nightlight when his mother came in, a glass of
water in each hand. She placed one on my bedside table and hand-
ed the other to my father. He sat up a little, resting on his lower arm,
to be closer to his mother as she sat down on a stool by his side. I
didn’t understand a word of their conversation, not because they
were whispering as people do just before sleeping at night, but be-
cause they talked in Arabic. My father’s Arabic was so affectionate;
I’d never heard him speaking that way before. In our life together,
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he spoke Arabic only when he swore, or worse: cursed. In that night
silence in Mardin, shortly before he lay down to sleep, the Arabhic
words from his mouth sounded like purple petals of bitter night-
shade falling on an instrument’s sound box, its strings tuned low.
My father was a child, his mother had come to put him to bed and
wish him good night, just as my mother did every night. Just as my
mother sat down on the edge of my bed after checking I was tightly
tucked in, at no risk of draughts. Sometimes we had something to
discuss, there was an event that had to be reviewed, quasi shaken
off; now and then my mother’s bright laugh rang out in the already
darkened room. The tie between a parent and child, a more intense
tie almost impossible to imagine because perhaps never again will
anyone protect you as unconditionally, is even stronger in that hour
between day and night, between waking and sleep. It was incredi-
ble, inconceivable: my father too was a mother’s son. This man too
had once been protected and loved. My grandmother wished us a
restful night and left the room. Why did she bring us water? I asked
my father. Because she loves us, he answered. Sleep well, my son.
Then he switched off the light, and the room was suffused in com-
plete darkness, a kind I hadn’t known before our arrival in Mardin.
Ilay awake for a while, listening for the sounds that had just echoed
through the room. I knew very well that something unique had hap-
pened, though I couldn’t put a name to it.

Now, I know: for the first and last time, the three generations of our
family had all been alone in a room for a few minutes, grandmother,
father, son. A single time, my father had been just as much a child
as I, we had lain side by side and in that woman’s eyes we were both
little children who needed protecting in the raw unknown world out
there. lyi geceler.
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Megmenteni barkit

Panni Puskds

Maria szeretne még dolgokat megnézni. Mindennap kitalal valami
{j megnéznival6t. Egyik nap bavarokkal meriiliink a tenger ala szi-
nes halakat nézni a kékségben. Egy masik nap nagy teljesitményi
lampéja és egy nagyitd segitségével kiilonbozé méretii és forméaju
dolgok textirajat tanulmanyozza. Szerves és szervetlen anyagokat
tesz a nagyit6 ala: csipketerit6t, murandi iiveg nyaklancot, olajfa
levelét, kétszersiiltet. A kovetkezd nap azt mondja, nézziik meg
Caravaggio hires siracusai festményét, a Santa Lucia temetését. A
Palazzo Bellomo felé indulunk, ahol a kép egy utazos blog szerint
talalhat6. Végigjarjuk az 6szszes termet, de nem talaljuk. Kérdez-
ziik a teremé&roket, 6k ezt a képet sosem lattak itt.

A Santa Lucia al Sepolcro felé vessziik az iranyt, ahol a festmény
a Wikipédia szerint van. Mariat nagyon megérintette Santa Lucia
torténete, aki 6nszantabol vagta ki sajat szemét és kiildte el véle-
gényének. Ezzel lizente meg, hogy elall hazasodasi szandékatdl,
és Orokre artatlan marad. A hoppon maradt v6legény bosszibol
kereszténységgel vadolta meg szegény, vak Luciat, akit végiil egy
hohér torkon szirt. Ez a né a varos védbszentje. Nyakabol t6r all ki,
kezében egy tanyér, rajta két szemgolyd. Ugy tiinik, az olaszok sze-
rint semmi probléma nincs ezzel. Fennkolt dolog a szenvedés. S6t, a
szenvedés mértékével egyenes aranyban né a fennkoltség mértéke.
Lucia szenvedése igen-igen fennkélt. A hajon varakozd menekiilte-
ké nem az. Varni elvégre mindenki tud. Tiirelmesnek kell lenni.

A Santa Lucia al Sepolcro nevii kiilvarosi templomban a festmény
reprodukcidjat talaljuk csak meg. Nagy vaszon, rossz mindségl
utanzat. Egy cikk szerint az eredeti kép 2009-ben atkeriilt a Santa Lu-
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cia alla Badia nevti belvarosi templomba, tigyhogy elindulunk oda.
Am ott sem talaljuk. A biztonsagi 6r azt mondja, az eredeti a Santa
Lucia al Sepolcréban van. Jelezziik, hogy onnan jéviink, 6 pedig kis-
sé ingeriilten, kissé leereszkedGen azt mondja, hogy akkor lattuk az
eredetit. Mariat nézem, mindjart elsirja magat. Kimegyiink a temp-
lombdl, atélelem. Keservesen sir. Mintha ett6] a képt6l varta volna
mesébe ill§ gyogyulasat. Elvégre Santa Lucianak is visszanGttek ki-
vajt szemei, amelyek a térténet szerint még sokkal szebben ragyog-
tak, mint korabban. Nem fog meggyo6gyulni. Ezt most értem meg én
is, iszony er6vel tor ram a felismerés. A gyomromba nyilall.

Este a gorog szinhazban nyari el6adast jatszanak, Euripidésztdl a
BakkhansnGket. Az elsG sorba vettiink jegyet, hogy Maria jol 1as-
son. Igy mondjuk, de inkabb gy értjiik, hogy lasson valamit. A
bakkhansndket statisztak jatsszak. Szép nok iivoltenek a szinpa-
don. Illetve prébalnak iivolteni. Nagyon er6tleniil csinaljak. Gyenge
kialtasukat mikroportokkal igyekeznek a technikusok felerdsiteni.
Teiresziasz 1ép szinre. Ember nagysaga, kerekeken guruld férfia-
larc. Szeme két nagy nyilas, a szinész kezei kandikalnak ki rajta. A
gurul6 fej mindennek nekimegy. Nagyon vicces. Miért kell nekiink
allandban vakokat nézniink?

Santa Lucia sétal Siracusa utcain. Nem is. Két Santa Lucia sétal Si-
racusa utcain. Azt mondja az egyik: én aztan biztosan nem fogok
férjhez menni. Mire a masik: akkor kaparjuk ki egymas szemét.

Két Santa Lucia kaparja ki egymas szemét Siracusa utcain. Arra
megy Teiresziasz, és megkérdezi: mit csinaltok? Mire a két Santa
Lucia: kikaparjuk egymas szemét. Mire Teiresziasz: ja, bocs, nem
lattam. Két vak Santa Lucia sétal Siracusa utcain. Szemgddriikb6l
vér és genny szivarog. Arra megy Teiresziasz, és megkérdezi: nem
lattatok véletleniil a gurulos alarcomat? Mire a két Santa Lucia azt
valaszolja: nem.

-69 -



Megmenteni bdrkit

Két vak Santa Lucia sétal Siracusa utcain. Azt mondja az egyik:
bocs. Mire a masik: miért kérsz bocsanatot? Mire az egyik: mert
neked mentem. Mire a masik: nem j6ttél nekem. Mire Teiresziasz:
semmi baj.

Két vak Santa Lucia sétal Siracusa utcain. Azt mondja az egyik: te,
nekem visszanGttek a szemeim. Mire a masik: nekem nem.

Pentheusz Ggy gesztikulal, mint egy primadonna, Dioniiszosz
ripacskodik. Ebb6l ma mar biztosan nem lesz tragédia. Megint
fajni kezd a gyomrom. Tompa fajdalommal kezdddik altalaban.
Néha abbamarad. Ha nem, élesedni kezd. Most élesedik. A bakk-
hansndk kialtoznak, de olyan gyengén, hogy az elviselhetetlen.
Szedjétek mar 6ssze magatokat, sziszegem. Maria meghallja, nevet,
de a szinpadon folytatédik ugyanaz az er6tlen nyivakolas. Ordi-
tani kezdek a fajdalomtdl. Vagy az idegességt6l. Darabokra tud-
nam tépni Pentheuszt, Dioniiszoszt, Teiresziaszt, Kadmoszt és az
egész hellén dramairodalmat. De f6képp az 6sszes bakkhansnének
mondott statisztat. Fajdalmas iivoltésem pillanatnyi zavart okoz a
szinpadon, mindenki felém fordul. A gyomrom viszont Kicsit ke-
vésbé faj, tgyhogy a szinpadra rohanok, feltépem a hosszii estélyi
ruham, és tombolok tovabb. Az iiltetGk és a miliszak pedig hirtelen
nem tudjak eldonteni, hogy ez vajon a show része-e. Tanacstalanul
mozgolodni kezdenek. Milik a fajdalom. Mire felém indulnak, hogy
levezessenek a szinpadrdl, mar egész jo. Abbahagyom az 6rjongést,
varom, hogy kivigyenek. Tiirelmesnek kell lenni. De 6k Gjra meg-
torpannak, ugyanis nem vart dolog térténik: hatalmas nyilt szini
tapsot kapok. Mélyen meghajolok, hatarozott 1éptekkel az elsG sor
felé indulok, megfogom Maria kezét, és elhagyjuk a nézéteret. Kint
elddliink a fliben. Vagy harminc percen keresztiil nem tudunk meg-
szblalni, annyira nevetiink. Tiszta fekete lesz a ruhank, a bériink és
a konnyekt6l nedves arcunk a vulkanbél odaszallt hamut6l.
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Panni Puskds
Translated into English by Austin Wagner

Maria wants to see all the things. Every day she finds something
new to look at. One day we’re going snorkelling to see colourful fish
against the clear blue. The next day we’re using a massive indus-
trial lamp and magnifying glass to study the texture of things of
various sizes and shapes. She holds the magnifying glass up to all
sorts of materials, organic and inorganic: tablecloth, Murano glass
necklace, olive tree leaf, biscotti. The next day she says we should
visit Caravaggio’s famous painting in Syracuse, the Burial of San-
ta Lucia. We head to the Palazzo Bellomo, where a travel blog said
we’d find the painting. We walk through all the rooms, but we don’t
find it. We ask the gallery attendants, they’ve never seen this paint-
ing here.

We make our way to the Santa Lucia al Sepolcro, where Wikipe-
dia says the painting is. Maria was deeply moved by the story of
Santa Lucia, who willingly cut out her own eyes and sent them to
her betrothed, thereby signalling her intent to remain unwed and
forever chaste. The suitor, left high and dry and seeking revenge,
denounced poor, blind Lucia as a Christian, and she was stabbed
through the throat by an executioner. It is this woman who is the
patron saint of the city. A dagger protrudes from her throat, the
plate in her hands holds her eyes. Italians don’t seem to have any
problem with this. It’s a dignified thing, suffering. Hell, the meas-
ure of dignity grows proportionally with the measure of suffering.
And Lucia’s suffering was tremendously dignified. Not like that of
the refugees waiting on the ship. After all, anybody can wait. One
must be patient.
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In the Basilica Santa Lucia al Sepolcro on the outskirts of the city we
only find a reproduction of the painting. A low-quality replica on a
large canvas. An article says the original painting was moved to the
downtown church of Santa Lucia alla Badia in 2009, so off we go.
We don’t find it there either. The security guard says the original is
in the Santa Lucia al Sepolcro. We say that’s where we’ve just come
from, and his slightly irritable, slightly condescending response is
that well then, we’ve seen the original. I glance at Maria, she’s on
the verge of tears. We leave the church, I hug her. She weeps bitter-
ly. As if she expected a fairy-tale cure from this painting. After all,
Santa Lucia’s gouged out eyes grew back, and according to legend
shimmered more brilliantly than ever before. But she won’t get bet-
ter. It’s finally clear to me, and the realisation hits me like a ton of
bricks. My stomach twinges.

There’s a summer performance in the Greek theatre that night, Eu-
ripides’ The Bacchae. We buy front-row tickets so Maria can have
a good view. That’s what we say, but we know it’s so she can have
any view at all. The Bacchae are played by extras. Beautiful wom-
en wailing on stage. Or trying to wail. They’re doing a feeble job
of it. Technicians try to amplify their lacklustre cries with micro-
phones. Tiresias takes the stage. A human-sized male face, rolled in
on wheels. Two great holes for eyes, the performer’s hands visibly
peeking out. The rolling head bumps into everything. Hilarious.
Why do we constantly have to look at the blind?

Santa Lucia walks the streets of Syracuse. No. Two Santa Lucias
walk the streets of Syracuse. One of them says: I will certainly not
take a husband. To which the other responds: then let us gouge out
each other’s eyes.

Two Santa Lucias gouge out each other’s eyes on the streets of Syr-
acuse. Tiresias goes over and asks: what are you doing? To which
the two Santa Lucias reply: gouging out each other’s eyes. To which
Tiresias: ah, forgive me, I didn’t see.
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Two blind Santa Lucias walk the streets of Syracuse. Blood and pus
seep from the pits of their eyes. Tiresias goes over and asks: you ha-
ven’t happened to see my rolling mask, have you? To which the two
Santa Lucias reply: no.

Two blind Santa Lucias walk the streets of Syracuse. One of them says:
forgive me. To which the other replies: why do you ask forgiveness? To
which the first: because I bumped into you. To which the second: you
did not bump into me. To which Tiresias: no problem.

Two blind Santa Lucias walk the streets of Syracuse. One of them
says: why, my eyes have grown back. To which the other: mine have
not.

Pentheus flails around like a prima donna, Dionysus hams it up. It’s
clear by now this will not be a tragedy. My stomach starts to hurt
again. It usually begins as a dull pain. Sometimes it abates. If not, it
begins to sharpen. Now it’s sharpening. The Bacchae ululate, but so
pathetically that it’s unbearable. Pull yourselves together already, I
hiss. Maria hears me, she laughs, but the half-hearted mewling per-
sists unchanged. I start shouting from the pain. Or from annoyance.
I’d like to tear them limb from limb, Pentheus, Dionysus, Tiresias,
Cadmus, the entirety of Hellenic drama. But mostly the extras they’re
calling the Bacchae. My pained screaming causes a moment of con-
fusion on stage, everyone turns toward me. The pain in my stomach
lessens slightly, so I rush up on stage, tear my flowing evening gown
to shreds, and rage on. The ushers and crew suddenly can’t decide
whether this is part of the show or not. Perplexed, they begin to stir.
The pain passes. By the time they leap into action to remove me from
the stage, I'm absolutely fine. I cease my wailing, wait for them to take
me away. One must be patient. But they freeze again, for something
unexpected is happening: I'm getting a mid-scene standing ovation. I
bow deeply, stride confidently to the front row, take Maria’s hand, and
we exit the theatre. Outside we collapse in the grass. For a good thirty
minutes we’re laughing too hard to speak. Our clothes, our skin, our
tear-stained faces are soiled in the black of the volcano’s ash.
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The Soap Bird consists of three stories.
Happy Birthday follows a single mother
in her thirties on a night out, who
becomes captivated by a troubled artist.
Battling low self-esteem, she grapples
with age and unworthiness, revealing
self-destructive tendencies intricately
woven between the lines. The collection
weaves a tapestry of diverse emotions
within the human experience, offering

a nuanced exploration of relationships,
self-discovery and the intricate emotions
of daily life. The title story, The Soap

Bird, is about a 20-year-old café barista
who falls for Jéhanna, a truck driver

and artist. Their romance is tinged with
unease toward Johanna's close friend.
Unable to articulate her feelings, the
unnamed protagonist buys a symbolic
soap bird for her love but struggles to
find the right time to gift it to her. Amid
jealousy and self-doubt, she confronts
her sexuality, an aversion to sex and a

fervent yearning for love. In Dwarfwith

the Ear, the narrative explores the life of
a teenage Icelandic girl navigating her
unique time-traveling lineage. The story
defies genre norms, blending realism
and fantasy to subtly touch on themes
of isolation, bullying, depression and
generational trauma. The collection
weaves a tapestry of diverse emotions
within the human experience, offering
a nuanced exploration of relationships,
self-discovery and the intricate emotions
of daily life.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

One of Iceland’s leading poets, Linda
Vilhjalmsdéttir, rightly remarked on

The Soap Bird: 'Each story is a whole
world, and the characterisations are so
well-elaborated that the reader feels

as if they know the subject as well as

a great novel! In the first two stories,
Maria Elisabet Bragadéttir shows us how
we are not always the best judges of
our communications and relationships.
Deliberate decisions and comments
that seem logical and natural at first
glance turn out to be cruel traps from
which it is difficult to escape. The third
story is burlesque and philosophical at
times: ‘Time is a substance that comes
into being so very deep within a person
that it cannot be fully understood. The
narrative of all three stories is beautifully
mastered by the author. The style is
effortless and elegant. That is why the

Icelandic jury nominated The Soap

Bird to the European Union Prize for
Literature.
Icelandic Publishers Association
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Dvergurinn med eyrad

Dvergurinn med eyrad var 16t i beinan kvenlegg, ad minnsta kosti
“6ra aettlidiaftur. Pad er sleemtad veralst a Islandi, par sem dugnadur
og vinnusemi eru a0st dyggda. Samt staerdu formaedur hennar sig
af letinni. Petta voru stoltar konur sem gengust vid akarunum og
slidrinu med reisn. Mamma Dvergsins vard 6frisk fimmtan ara
til ad sleppa vi0 samramdu proéfin og liggja i ljésabekkjum. Hin
hjoladi til og fra sélbadsstofunni og menn undrudust ad hiin héldi
jafnveegi, svo haegt steig hiin & pedalana. Amma Dvergsins var
alreemd fiskvinnslukona sem hvarf oft fra linunni til ad taka sér
kriu bak vid karfavélina. Langamma hennar var sogd hafa setid
vid uppvaskid, haft pida undir védvaryrum sitjandanum og sapad
diska og bolla lishaegt. Langalangamma hennar atti ad hafa drekkt
sér i bajarleknum frekar en ad taka patt i heyskapnum pegar
bjarmad var ad henni. Hennar seinustu ord voru: Eg nenni pessu
alls ekki!

Letin var visbending um sérkennilegan haefileika sem gekk konu
fram af konu. Peer ferdudust um i tima. Allar sem ein voru paer
timaferdalangar. Leti timaferdalangsins er leyndardémsfull og a
henni eru engar pekktar skyringar. Kannski skortur & metnadi fyrir
augnablikinu eda 6pol fyrir hefdbundinni very i tima.

Félk sem ferdast um i rami er oft med sleema meltingu pvi
likamsklukkan vanstillist i haloftunum. Timaferdalangar fa hins
vegar sud fyrir eyrad og bekkjast a pvi, halda gjarnan um pad og bidja
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f6lk ad endurtaka sig: Hvad varstu ad segja? bad er erfio sitruflun,
sambeerileg vid klada eda svida og getur ordid sarsaukafull.

Vid stydjum okkur vid ord eins og fortid, niitid og framtid en petta
eru villandi hugtok. Stadreyndir um timaferdalog: Pau lata engri
skiljanlegri 16gik og pvi 6moégulegt ad rékraeda nokkud sem peim
viokemur, pad er eins og med astina eda hvada dularfulla sjakdém
sem er. AQ bua yfir pessum hafileika er viss tegund af ofrelsi.
Mida faest ekki skipt eda fargad enda eru engir midar. Pad ma
segja ad bindandi samningur hafi verid undirritadur vio feedingu.
Ef ferdalangur festist & (akkinu endar pad ekki 60ruvisi en med
daudsfalli.

Konurnar i kringum Dverginn vissu ad i henni blundadi haefileikinn
en samt tok engin peirra af skarid og sagdi henni allt af létta. I
rauninni hefur (akk i tima alltaf verid blygdunarhegdun, eins og
klosettferdir og kynlif, svo Dvergurinn purfti ad komast ad pessu
upp a eigin spytur. Ferdalog af pessu tagi eru romantiserud i h6kum
og bibmyndum en i alvorunni talad pa er petta noturlegt lif.

*

bad voru strakarnir i skélanum sem gafu henni betta nafn,
Dvergurinn med eyrad. Mamma hennar sagdi ad hin veeri 16t
a0 stazkka, ad hver einasta fruma likamans veeri i prjéskukasti.
Halfnud med unglingadeild hafdi hin nad 147 sentimetrum eda
eins og amma hennar sagdi: Baklong en klofstutt. Hin var send
til leeknis og vigtud og mald a alla kanta. Laeknirinn sagdi: Han er
likamlega seinproska og svo er pad eyrad a henni sem mun alltaf
vera til vandraeda, bad er allt og sumt.

Endanleg nidurstada: Han var grar og gugginn dvergur med
sudandi eyra.

A morgnana leaesti htn hjélinu sinu vid innganginn ad o9.
bekkjar-almunni. Han atti sabldan talnalas, 7777 (happatala).
A hjélagrindina hafdi einhver skrifad med svortum tass: Eivor
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Magnea i 8-P er litil héra. Han settist & haekjur sér, sleit upp tanfifil
og nuddadi knlppnum fast yfir nafnid, braut stilkinn af og ralladi
honum eftir jarninu. Safinn vard ad gulgreenni slikju a stofunum,
en Eivor Magnea i 8-P var ennpa litil héra.

Orofeerid &4 gdngunum var bibliskt, pad var alltaf meydémur petta
og meydomur hitt.

Hey, ekkiafmeyja kokid mitt, ségdu strakarnir pegar peir stimpudust
ifatahenginu og a tilskildum tima hrukku stelpurnar (issandii gang
eins og pind sirkusdyr. Fyrir straka var pad manndémsvigsla ad
glata sveinddmnum. Hvort sem bad var a félagsmidstodvarklosetti
eda undir upplitudu Manchester United seengurveri, pa skridu peir
Opreyjufullir i gegnum lostahlid unglingsaranna.

Ef stelpa atti keerasta missti hiin meydéminn af skylduraekni, pad
var hinn almenni skilningur. Keerastinn afmeyjadi hana eins og
hann afmeyjadi kokdos med pvi ad taka Gr henni fyrsta sopann.
Vidbtiinn férnarkostnadur stelpunnar var svidandi sarsauki.
betta atti ekki ad vera anaegjulegt, ekki einu sinni p6tt pad veeri
gert undir romantiskum formerkjum. Pad var engin leid ad (Vja
skommina, stelpa var annad hvort of (jot ad missa meydéminn
(Eivor Magnea i 8-P er litil hora) eda of sein (hiin er nunna, pikan
hennar er samansaumud og full af sandi).

Pad var talad um ad tolvufraedikennarinn veeri med sand i pikunni.
Hvad eiga beir vid med pvi? spurdi Dvergurinn med eyrad og
halladi hoéfdinu aftur med klosettpappir i badum ndsum. Han var
alltaf med bl6dnasir & pessum arum. Bekkjarsystir hennar st60 neer
speglinum og makadi s6larptdri a kinnarnar og bringuna.

A0 pad purfi einhver naudsynlega ad na i skd(u og moka sandinn ar
pikunni & henni.

Ja, sagdi Dvergurinn nefmezelt, ég skil hvad p meinar.
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Tolvufraedikennarinn var ekki adeins med mislanga fotleggi heldur
lika lesbia, var sagt. Hin gekk um med lykla i regnbogalitudu bandi
um halsinn. Dag einn meetti hiin i skélann i kjol og med varalit.
bvilik transvesta, g6ludu strakarnir. Han var a leid i jar6arfoér og
girti 6vart kjélinn ofan i sokkabuxurnar ad aftan pegar hiin kom
haltrandi Gt af snyrtingunni. Tveimur vikum sidar kom bad i
fréttunum ad heimagerdri sprengju ur (ugeldaptdri hefdi verid
komid fyrir & fatladraklosettinu i skolanum. Hvern atti ad a(ifa a
allra heilégustu stundu? Tolvufraedikennarann? Eivéru Magneu i
8-b eda kannski Dverginn med eyrad? Margar 6skudu sér ad geta
(1i® pennan tima.

*
Dvergurinn missti meydéminn med skoélafélaga sem var arinu

yngri en htn. Pad var mikill aldursmunur, sér i lagi pegar stelpan
var eldri.

Eg er samt enginn pedéfill, sagdi hin.
Nei, ég veit! svaradi hann.

Hann var Islandsmeistari i sinum pyngdar(okki i karate og med
aberandi spékopp a heaegri kinn. Petta er ekki spékoppur, sagdi
hann. Kinnin var 16skud eftir hogg 4 stormoéti. A kennarastofunni
gekk raunaleg kjaftasaga: Ad stjippabbi hans hefdi hrint honum a
gluggakistu ibraediskasti. Pess vegna var hiin ekki me0 romantiskar
yfirlysingar vardandi spékoppinn. Hlin sagdi honum ekki ad hiin
vildi sja spékoppinn hans fyllast af vatni og verda ad djapri tjérn
sem hiin geeti drukknad i.

Eg hef heyrt ad pti sért algjort brainiac, sagdi hann.
Og?
Eg hef heyrt ad pii talir sex tungumal.

Og?
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Stelpur eru yfirleitt 1élegar 1 staerdfreedi pvi peer na ekki utan um
abstrakt hugsun.

0G?

ber eru betri i utanbokarlerdémi, tungumalum, islensku. Eg hef
heyrt ad pabbi binn sé i Hells Angels. Er pabbi pinn Pélverji? Eg
spyr 1t af nafninu. Og hvad er malid meo eyrad a pér?

Pabbi minn er fra Dalvik og keyrir vorubil, pakka pér fyrir keerlega,
svaradi htin og hélt um eyrad af gémlum vana pott pad veaeri pégult
eins og grofin. Petta var undanfari getnadarins.

Nokkru sidar fékk hiin krampakast i sturtu. Fyrirvaralausir
tarverkir, hélt hin, en bl60i0 fossadi nidur a milli leeranna. Svo fann
hiin eitthvad detta nedan tr sér. Blodkdggull rann til 1 badkarinu.
Hin var alls ekki komin langt & leid, foéstrid var ekki i nokkurri
mannsmynd en hiin sa ad petta voru ekki venjulegar bledingar.
BI160 og slim sytradi ofan i nidurfallid. Han nadi i pappir og veiddi
koggulinn klaufalega upp tr karinu og sturtadi ofan i klosettio.
Stakk svo matprjon (i badskapnum kenndi ymissa grasa, og eins
geymdi ,,6lskyldan stundum naglaklippurnar a eldhtsbordinu)
ofan i nidurfallid til ad ganga tGr skugga um ad pad veeri 6sti(ad,
pannig ad litlu systkini hennar feeru ekki i sturtu og upp ar (yti
eitthvad hreedilegt. Han hellti sémuleidis halfum briisa af sti(ueydi
ofan i. Margra kynsl6da gamalt farg pyngdi alla Gtlimi. Tilfinningin
var sonn og 6bifanleg: Hiin nennti pessu ekki.

Eyrad sudadi sem aldrei fyrr.
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Translated into English by Larissa Kyzer

The Dwarf with the Ear

The Dwarf with the Ear was lazy and descended from a long line of
lazy women, at least four generations back. It’s not good to be lazy in
Iceland, where doggedness and diligence are the highest virtues. And
yet, her foremothers boasted about their laziness. They were proud
women who bore reproofs and rumours with dignity. The Dwarf’s
mother got pregnant at fifteen so that she could get out of her oral ex-
ams and loll about in tanning beds instead. She biked back and forth
from the tanning salon, pedalling so slowly that everyone she passed
was amazed she was able to keep herself upright. The Dwarf’s grand-
mother was notorious around the fish processing plant where she
worked for walking off the line and curling up for a nap behind the
redfish grader. Her great-grandmother was said to have done all her
washing-up while seated, a cushion under her scrawny bum as she
soaped plates and cups as slow as you please. Her great-great-grand-
mother supposedly drowned herself in the village creek rather than
take part in the haymaking, as everyone was pushing her to do. Her
last words: I just can’t be bothered!

Sloth of this kind was an indication of a peculiar gift that passed
from woman to woman: they travelled through time. All of them,
to a woman, were time travellers. The laziness of the time traveller
is a mystery, however, for which there are no known explanations.
Maybe it stems from a lack of enthusiasm for the present moment or
just an intolerance for a traditional life in time.
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People who travel through space often have poor digestion because
their internal clock gets thrown off mid-air. Time travellers, on the
other hand, get a ringing in their ears. You can tell a time traveller
by the fact that she’s generally holding a hand over one ear and
asking people to repeat themselves: What were you saying? It’s a
difficult and constant source of irritation, comparable to an itch or a
burn, and it can be quite painful.

We bolster ourselves with words like past and present and future,
but these are misleading concepts. Some facts about time travel:
these journeys abide by no intelligible logic and as such, it’s impos-
sible to debate anything that pertains to them — no different from
love or any mysterious illness you could name. Possessing this gift
is, to be sure, a kind of thraldom. You can’t change or cancel your
ticket; there aren’t any tickets. You could think of it like a binding
agreement, signed at birth. And if a traveller gets stuck during their
wanderings, the only possible outcome is death.

The women around the Dwarf knew that the gift was dormant with-
in her, and yet, none of them stepped up to explain anything to her.
That is, time travel has always been considered shameful, like def-
ecation and sex, and so the Dwarf had to figure it out on her own. In
books and movies, travel of this nature is always romanticised, but
in reality, it’s a wretched way to live.

*

It was the boys at school who gave her that name, the Dwarf with
the Ear. Her mom said she was a lazy grower, that every cell in her
body was in stubborn rebellion. Halfway through upper secondary
school, she’d grown to 147 cm, about 4’8” or as her grandma put it:
long of body and short of leg. She was sent to a doctor and weighed
and measured every which way. The doctor said: Physically, she’s a
late bloomer and that ear of hers is always going to give her trouble,
but that’s the extent of it.
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Final verdict: she was a pallid and pasty-faced dwarf with a ringing
ear.

Every morning, she’d lock her bike at the entrance of the 9th grade
wing. She had a sea blue combination lock, 7777 (a lucky number).
On the bike frame, someone had scrawled in black marker: Eivor
Magnea in 8B is a little whore. She crouched on her heels, pulled
up a dandelion, and rubbed its blossom, hard, across the name,
snapped the stalk and rolled it along the metal bar. The sap lent a
yellowish-greenish tinge to the letters, but Eivér Magnea in 8B was
still a little whore.

The vernacular of the halls was biblical; it was always virginity this
and virginity that. Hey, don’t devirginise my Coke, crowed the boys
when they stampeded into the coat room, don’t pop its cherry. To
which, at the designated moment, a gaggle of girls would titter like
tortured circus animals. For boys, losing their virginity was a rite
of passage. And whether it was in the community centre toilet or
under a brightly coloured Manchester United duvet, they were im-
patient to scrabble through the lusty gates of adolescence.

If a girl had a boyfriend, she lost her virginity out of a sense of
duty — that was the common wisdom. Her boyfriend popped her
cherry like he popped the cherry of a can of Coke by taking the first
sip. In exchange for her sacrifice, the girl was rewarded with searing
pain. It wasn’t supposed to be nice, not even if done under romantic
pretences. There was no escaping the shame, the girl was either too
quick to lose her virginity (Eivor Magnea in 8B is a little whore) or
too slow (she’s a nun, her pussy is sewn shut and full of sand).

People said the computer teacher had sand in her pussy. What do
they mean by that? asked the Dwarf with the Ear, tilting her head
back with toilet paper stuffed in both nostrils. She always had
bloody noses in those days. Her classmate stood close to the mirror
dabbing bronzer on her cheeks and chest.
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That someone needs to get a shovel and dig the sand out of her hoo-
ha.

Right, the Dwarf said snuffily. I get what you mean.

It wasn’t just that the computer teacher had legs that were two dif-
ferent lengths, she was also a leshian, someone said. She wore her
keys on a rainbow lanyard around her neck. One day, she came to
school in a dress and wearing lipstick. What a tranny, howled the
boys. She was going to a funeral and had accidentally tucked her
dress into her nylons when she came hobbling out of the washroom.
Two weeks later, they got the news that someone had put a bomb in
the toilet on the gth grade wing. Who was supposed to have been
assassinated during that most holy of moments? The computer
teacher? Eivor Magnea in 8B? Or maybe the Dwarf with the Ear?
That was a time that many people would’ve liked to flee.

*

The Dwarf lost her virginity to a classmate who was a year young-
er than her. That was a big age gap, but that was okay, especially
when the girl was older.

But still, I'm not like, some paedophile, she said.
Of course, I know! he answered.

He was the national karate champion in his weight class and had
a deep dimple on his right cheek. It’s not a dimple, he said. He got
that when he was punched during a big tournament. There was an
unhappy rumour going around that his stepfather had shoved him
into a window ledge in a rage. Which is why she didn’t make any
romantic declarations about his dimple. She didn’t tell him that she
wanted to watch his dimple fill with water and become a deep pond
she could drown in.

I’ve heard you’re a total brainiac, he said.

-84 -



Maria Elisabet Bragadoéttir

So?
I’'ve heard you speak six languages.
So?

Girls are usually bad at math because they don’t get abstract think-
ing.

S0?

They’re usually better at rote memorisation, languages, Icelandic.
I’'ve heard your dad is in the Hells Angels. Is your dad a Pole? I just
ask ‘cuz your name. And what’s the deal with your ear?

My dad’s from Dalvik and he drives a delivery truck, thank you very
much, she said, holding a hand over her ear even though it was
silent as the grave.

That was the prelude to her pregnancy.

A few weeks later, she got excruciating cramps in the shower. Just
sudden period pain, she thought, blood gushing down her thighs.
Then she felt something fall out of her. A bloody clump slipped
around the bathtub. She wasn’t very far along, the foetus wasn’t
in any kind of human form, but she could tell that wasn’t normal
bleeding. Blood and slime swirled around the drain. She grabbed
some tissue and clumsily fished the clump out of the tub and flushed
it down the toilet. She stuck a chopstick down the drain (all sorts of
things could be found in that bathroom cabinet, just as her family
often kept the nail clippers on the kitchen table), just to make abso-
lutely sure it wasn’t clogged and that her younger siblings wouldn’t
find something awful the next time they took a shower. She poured
in half a bottle of drain cleaner, too. Her limbs were burdened with
a weight many generations old. The feeling was true and unswerv-
ing: she couldn’t be bothered with this.

Her ear started ringing like never before.
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Daina Tabina (born in 1985) is

a Latvian writer. She graduated
from the Latvian Academy of Culture,
specialising in theatre, film and TV
drama. Since 2000 she has been
publishing prose and articles in cultural
media. Her short story collection Pirma
reize (The First Time), a contemporary
coming-of-age book, was shortlisted for
the Annual Latvian Literary Award 2014
as the best debut of the year. Tablna’s
stories have been published in the
United Kingdom by The Emma Press as
The Secret Box. TabUna's works have also
been translated into Chinese, German,
Lithuanian and Slovenian. In 2022, Daina
Tabtnas' story for children ‘Lasis Stasis
und Atlasijas okeans’ (Salmon Sammy
and the Ocean) was published. It was
nominated for the Janis Baltvilks award
in children and youth literature and
included in the long list of the Latvian
Literature Award in the category ‘Best
work for children’. In 2023, her first novel
Raganas (Witches) was published.

Daina Tablna's debut novel Witches
focuses on a young woman's search
for identity after a painful breakup.
Despite her scepticism, Alma turns

to esotericism, which includes taking
courses with a mysterious priestess. In
her dreams, she starts seeing women
from different centuries who are social
misfits and who seek solutions to crises
(unwanted pregnancy, witch trials,
political oppression, depression) in
magical rituals. Alma begins researching
the history of witchcraft and eventually
translates her spiritual experiences and
dreams into stories, which become a

kind of healing therapy. Gradually, Alma
becomes aware of herself, discovers
her voice and power. Themes such as
self-acceptance, spirituality, religion, the
feminine experience, the relationship
with oneself and the world (family,
friends, lovers) appear in the novel.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

The novel captivates with its themes
and self-irony. The reader can easily
identify with the protagonist’s
experiences as she tries to get past the
pain of a breakup and find a new way

to make sense of the world. Witches
has an unusual plot structure which
counterbalances the contemporary
life of the protagonist with the
experiences of marginalised women
from earlier centuries. It allows the
novel to transcend a narrow focus on
the particularities of the protagonist’s
life and grapple with universal issues,
while also providing an intriguing
insight into the historical roots of
esoteric beliefs and sidestepping the
stereotypes. Despite the seemingly
patchwork design of the novel, Tabuna
manages to keep a consistent tone

in her storytelling and weaves the
different strands of the narrative into a
compelling whole. She also avoids the
pitfalls of either preaching or treating
the esoteric themes as a joke, striking

a delicate balance thanks to a genuine
curiosity and strong understanding

of the importance of bonds between
women, whether family or friends. She
welcomes the reader to this journey of
self-discovery and provides a clear-eyed
view of the age-old desire to look for
answers outside of the physical realm.
International Writers’ and Translators’ House
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Kad visas izteikusSas, Priesterienes palidze visam salej kriizés téju,
kas gatavota no ipaSi izraudzitiem augiem. Kamér dalibnieces to
malko, Priesteriene sak stastit par dievietém. Vina runa par Sume-
ruInannu, kas tika nogalinata, pakarta pie aka un tris dienas vélak
augSamcelas — vairak neka tikstoS gadu pirms Jézus. Vina stasta
par indieSu Kali — Sausminos$u, asinskaru, iznicinosu, bet vienmeér
taisniguma pusé esoSu. Priesteriene piemin Gaju un Freiju, Maru
un Persefoni. Vina skaidro, ka ikviena no dievietém ir kada no Ma-
tes Dabas Skautném un lidz ar to — dalina no katras sievietes, no
katras Sai telpa esosas.

Tad visas tiek aicinatas iekartoties péc iespéjas értak, vislabak —
atgulties uz paklaja starp spilveniem un aizvért acis. Tiek ieslégta
miizika, un Priesteriene sak noturét meditaciju. Klausitajas tiek iz-
vadatas pa plavam un birzim, gar strautiem un kokiem, lidz tiek
aicinatas iztéloties kapnes, pa kuram lénam jakapj augsa. Kad sa-
sniegts beidzamais pakapiens, katrai no iesaistitajam celojums biis
jaturpina vienatne.

Lidziga veida meditacija bija ari ieprieks€ja sesija. Toreiz, kad Pries-
terienes balss bija apklususi, Almu parnéma neliels apjukums. Vai
vinai tagad kaut kas butu jaredz, prata jauzrodas kaut kadiem te-
liem? Nekas tads nenotika. Vina domas saka piekasities skanoSajai
muzikai — ka ta neatbilst vinas iek$&jam izjutam un drizak trauce,
neka palidz; piemiegtam acim centas paliirét, ka Sai mirkli izskatas
citas, it ka tas varétu ko lidzét. Nokratija domas par iepirkumu sa-
rakstu, ko nevilus jau bija sakusi saceréet. Uz meditacijas beigam Al-
mai tomér izdevas uztaustit stigu, kas likas daudzmaz atbilstoSa —
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ta bija tada ka saraustita montaza, atminas par dazadam vietam.
Tur bija meZs netalu no vecmammas lauku majas; tur bija nomala
pludmale, uz kuru vina reiz vidusskolas laika spontani aizstopé&ja
ar draudzeném; tur bija Bulgarijas kalnu cels, ko Alma bija méro-
jusi pargajiena, kad piedalijas jaunieSu apmainas programma. (No
tadam atminam, kas saistijas ar Robertu, vina tiSam izvairijas,
par tam likas labak nedomat.) Vina atceréjas saules, véja, idens
Slakstu pieskarienus savai adai; ka vina Sajas vietas bija jutusies
briva un prieciga, kaut vai uz mirkli.

Tacu, kad daZas paréjas padalijas ar savu meditacijas pieredzi,
Alma saprata, ka acimredzot ir darijusi to nepareizi.

Vina bija parsteigta — un, jaatzist, sajuta ari zinamu skaudibu - par
to, ar kadu nopietnibu citas dalijas ar izvérstiem, fantasmagoris-
kiem siZetiem; viens pat ietvéra vietéjo slavenibu piedaliSanos. Ko
Sie téli varétu nozimét, runatajas lidza izteikt versijas. Tu to visu
vienkarsi izdomaji, Almai gribé&jas atcirst. Tacu balsi vina izteica
tikai paris atturigas simbolu interpretacijas.

Soreiz vina ir izlémusi, ka daris tapat ka citas — dos valu fantazi-
jai, sacerés kaut kadu brinumpasaku ar sevi galvenaja loma. Ja jau
paréjas ta var, tad var ari vina. Kad Priesteriene aicina doties augs-
up pa kapném, Alma prata partin duci dazadu variantu — lodzigas
virvju trepes; nodeldétus Skerskokus uz stavas meZa takas; platus
marmora pakapienus. Visbeidzot, kad Priesteriene likusi spert jau
pédéjo, desmito soli, Alma ierauga tas paSas akmens kapnes ar iz-
vitajam margam, pa kuram Sodien uzkapusi Surp. Tad Priesteriene
apklust. Talak ir jaiet pasam.

Labi, Alma nolemj, ja reiz kapnes ir no Sejienes, tad tepat vien ja-
turpina. Vina izdoma nevis iet, bet gan levitét mazliet virs gridas,
ka to nesen darijusi sapni; iztélojas, ka parlaiZas pari slieksnim,
cauri priekSnamam, garam jaku un zabaku rindai, tad ieslid Sai
pasa telpa. Domas Alma ierauga visas paréjas sievietes, aizvértam
acim, nogiilusas uz gridas, dazas atstutéjusas pret sienu. Vai te ir
ari Priesteriene? Ne, Alma nolemj, te galvena bus vina pati. Vina
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nolaiZas pavisam tuvu dazam no lidzgaitniecém - ta, ka var sa-
just vinu elpu, izpétit poras uz vinu deguniem. Vai Seit atrodas ari
pati Alma? Ja, turpat sava vieta, starp saguruso véZa vira kundzi un
jaunino, jismigo tunelu meiteni. Alma nolaiZas pie sava kermena —
apliiko pavisam sikas rievinas uz pieres un ap muti, atpazist vénas
uz rokam, kas, saliktas virs védera, viegli cilajas ieelpa un izelpa.
Noturét siZzetu nav viegli — nemitigi nakas sasprindzinaties, lai iz-
téles ainas neiestrégtu un neizplénétu; taCu pamazam vina sak to
mazliet izbaudit. Vina izdoma savienoties ar savu kermeni, ienirst
taja un atkal pacelas augstak virs gridas. Meditacijas mizika uz-
nem apgriezienus, un Alma sajitas évergéligi. Visam batu jalido,
vinai ienak prata. Viena no pedéjam naktim vinai sapni bija sana-
cis ar skatienu kustinat priekSmetus — sakuma mazus, ka karoti vai
gramatu, bet beigas izdevas noturét gaisa pat zvarojoSos veco laiku
televizoru. Sapnos lidinat baru cilvéku vina drosi vien nejaudas vel
ilgi, bet Seit — kade] ne! Alma iedomajas, ka, vinai pacelot augSup
rokas, no gridas atraujas visas telpa esosas sievietes. Tlit pat péc
Almas pavéles atdaras vala logi, lai katra varétu lidot, kur labpa-
tik. DaZas atver acis un uzreiz izlaiZas ara, citas paliek tapat gulus
stavokli, tikai tagad maigi ligojoties spridi virs zemes. Alma uzmet
vinam pédéjo skatu un izvirpulo ara ari pati.

Planéjot pari savai kréslojosai pilsétai, vina atri saprot, ka nejit
salu. Drebes kluvusas liekas, un vina atbrivojas no tam. Virs Brivi-
bas ielas Alma nolaiZas zemak un panerro nejausos kajamgajéjus.
Kads iedzéris tévainis cenSas aizkert Almas baso stilbu, bet vinai
izdodas izvairities. Barins pusaugu meitenu tver péc telefoniem un
sak filmét kailo sievieti, kas plivinas tam virs galvas; no pareizti-
cigo baznicas iznakusi tantina met krustus un purpina ligsanas —
Alma parada vinam visam meéli. Bet Sadi izklaidéties vinai atri ap-
nik, un Alma, atkal izlavieréjusi starp trolejbusu vadiem, uznem
augstumu.

Vinu parnem dzinulis doties prom no pilsétas. Vina parlaiZas pari
jumtam majai, kur dzivo Roberts; tad ari vinas pasas éka uzzibsni
un izgaist aiz muguras. Jau driz zem vinas pleSas satumsis meZzs un
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pie apvarSna sak iezimeties jiira. Savos sapnos Alma jau ir lidojusi
virs siliem un aizskarusi koku galotnes, laidel&jusies pari tideniem.
Bet tagad vina atskarst, ka nekad nav uzdro$inajusies izméginat,
cik tiesi augstu debesis var pacelties; kaut kas tur vienmeér biedéjis,
spiedis uz leju. Alma sasprindzina pratu un sak brazties augsup.

Vina izlauZas cauri makoniem, ierauga vél pedéjos saules starus,
kas atblazmo pie horizonta; tad vel viens biezs, Skietami necaur-
brienams makonu slanis. Vina traucas atrak un atrak, lidz saprot,
ka nonakusi izplatijuma. Zeme palikusi aiz muguras. Almas ker-
menis kaut kur pa celam ir sairis un atdalijies, bet apzina turpina
nesties starp planétu plejadém, asteroidiem un miglajiem. Seit nav,
no ka baidities. Vina turpina orbitét starp zvaigzném, it ka ta batu
vieniga lieta, ko vinai jebkad bijis paredzéts darit.
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Witches

Daina Tabana
Translated into English by Kaija Straumanis

Once everyone has spoken, the Priestess’ assistant helps pour
everyone a tea prepared from special herbs. While the women sip
the tea, the Priestess begins to tell them about goddesses. She talks
about the Sumerian goddess Inanna, who was killed, hung up on
a hook, and who returned from the underworld three days later —
over a thousand years before Jesus. She talks about Kali — the terri-
fying, bloodthirsty, destructive Indian goddess who was nonethe-
less always on the side of justice. She talks about Gaia and Freya,
Mara and Persephone. She explains that each of the goddesses is an
offshoot of Mother Earth and as such is a part of every woman here
in this room.

Then they’re told to make themselves comfortable and lie down
among the pillows on the rug, eyes closed. Music starts to play,
and the Priestess guides them through meditation. The women are
led through fields and groves, along streams and trees, until they
are asked to imagine reaching a staircase that they slowly walk up.
When they reach the final step, each of them is to continue their
path on their own.

They had a similar guided meditation in the previous session. When
the Priestess’ voice had fallen silent, Alma had felt a bit confused.
Was she supposed to be seeing something, was her mind supposed
to show her images? Nothing happened. So instead she began to
think about the music, how it didn’t match how she was feeling and
was more annoying than helpful; keeping her eyelids low, she tried
to peek through her lashes to see what the others looked like right
then — as if that would help. She wiped her mind of the shopping
list she’d unwittingly started to make. Toward the end of the med-
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itation, however, she was able to grasp onto a thread that seemed
appropriate: it resembled a jumbled montage of memories from var-
ious places. The woods near her grandma’s countryside home; the
hidden beach she and her friends had once hitchhiked to in high
school; the Bulgarian mountain trail she’d hiked while on a youth
exchange programme. (She purposely avoided memories connect-
ed to Roberts — it was better not to go there.) She remembered the
sun, wind, and water splashing onto her skin; she remembered how
free and happy she’d felt in those places, if even for a moment.

But when some of the women shared their meditation experiences,
Alma could see that she’d apparently done it all wrong.

She was surprised, and, admittedly, a bit jealous, over how earnest-
ly these women described the expansive, phantasmagoric things
they’d seen — one even included a local celebrity. What did it all
mean, the women asked for explanations. You made it all up, Alma
wanted to snap. Instead, she offered a few hesitant interpretations.

This time she’s decided to do what the other women do — give in to
fantasy, make up some kind of fairy tale with herself in the leading
role. If the other women can do it, so can she. When the Priestess
leads them up the staircase, Alma runs through a dozen options
in her mind: a rickety rope ladder; worn-down lengths of lumber
on a steep forest path; wide marble steps. When the Priestess tells
them they’ve reached the tenth and final step, Alma sees the same
stone steps with the winding banister that she’d climbed today to
get here. Then the Priestess falls silent. Now they go on alone.

Okay, Alma thinks, if those are the steps she gets, then those are the
steps she’ll take. She decides to levitate instead of walk, a bit above
the floor, like she’s done in a recent dream. She imagines herself
floating over the threshold, through the foyer, past the row of coats
and boots, and into this very room. In her mind, she sees the other
women, eyes closed, lying on the floor or sitting against the wall. Is
the Priestess here too? No, Alma decides, she’ll be leader here. She
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lowers herself very close to a few of the other women, close enough
to feel their breathing, see the pores on their noses. Is Alma here?
She is, right where she was, between the tired old woman with the
cancer-husband and the young, enthusiastic woman with the tun-
nel piercings. Alma lowers herself over her own body — looks at the
tiny lines on her forehead and around her mouth, sees the familiar
veins on the backs of her hands, which, resting on her stomach,
move slowly up and down as she breathes. It’s not easy maintaining
the scene - she has to stay focused to keep the images from faltering
or dissipating; but little by little she finds herself enjoying it. She
decides to reconnect with her body, dive down into it and then rise
up again, higher this time. The meditative music takes a turn and
Alma feels impish. Everyone should be floating, she thinks. In one
of her recent dreams she’d been able to move objects telepathically.
Small stuff at first, like a spoon or a book, but in the end she was
even able to wobbly levitate an old-school television. She probably
won’t be able to levitate an entire group of people in her dreams any
time soon, but here — why not! Alma imagines all the women in the
room rising up off the floor as she lifts her arms. Then the windows
open at her command, allowing each woman to fly off to wherever
she pleases. A few of them open their eyes and fly out immediately,
others remain stretched out with their eyes closed, hovering gently
above the floor. Alma takes one more look at them and then also
whirls out through the window.

As she floats above her twilit city, she’s quick to realise she doesn’t
feel cold. Her clothes are superfluous, and she sheds them. Above
Brivibas Street, Alma floats down to tease unsuspecting passershby.
A drunk older man tries to grab her bare leg, but she manages to
slip past him. A group of teenaged girls whip out their phones and
start to film the naked woman flying overhead; an old woman com-
ing out of the Orthodox church crosses herself and starts muttering
prayers — Alma sticks her tongue out at all of them. But she gets
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bored of this quickly, and, making her way past the trolley wires,
she flies higher.

She’s overcome with the desire to leave the city. She flies over the
roof of the building where Roberts lives; then her own building
flashes in and out of view. Soon she’s passing over a darkened for-
est and up ahead she can make out the sea on the horizon. In her
dreams she’s flown over pine forests and has touched the treetops,
has skimmed over bodies of water. But it occurs to her now that
she’s never gotten the courage to see just how high up she can go;
something has always scared her, held her down. Alma steels her
mind and shoots upward.

She breaks through the clouds, spots the last rays of sunlight on
the horizon; then through one more thick, seemingly impenetrable
layer of clouds. She flies faster and faster until she realises she’s
reached outer space. She’s left Earth behind. Somewhere along the
way her body has fallen apart and scattered, but her consciousness
continues onward among the planets and galaxies, asteroids and
nebulas. There’s nothing to fear up here. She keeps orbiting among
the stars, as if it were the only thing she was ever meant to do.
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BIOGRAPHY

leks Farrugia (born in 1978) is

an author, historian and journalist.
His first work was a drama, lhirsa
fil-Mera. His debut novel Grasshopper
(2016) was shortlisted for the National
Book Prize. His short story collection,
Ghall-Glorja tal-Patrija (2019), secured
him the prize in that category in 2020,
while his second novel Cameratal (2021)
was also shortlisted. Ir-Re Borg (2022)
is his latest novel. Farrugia is Director
(Culture) at the Culture Directorate and
Site Manager for Valletta as the Unesco
World Heritage Site.

Mikiel Borg, a grocer known as ‘I¢-
Chopper’, transforms from a village
debater to an unlikely political disruptor
in Aleks Farrugia’s Ir-Re Borg. After a
trivial incident forces him to face Malta'’s
bureaucratic institutions, Mikiel battles
profound depression until a media
binge sparks him an idea. He launches
‘The Monarchical Party of Malta,
challenging the two-party system.
Despite initial scepticism, Mikiel wins the
election, becoming a populist firebrand.
However, a viral video stains his
triumph, marking the start of a dramatic
downfall. Farrugia’s satirical narrative
delves into Maltese politics, featuring
Machiavellian manoeuvres, the unlikely
social ascent of Mikiel's band club
drinking buddies, all framed against the
nuts and bolts of the Maltese electoral
campaign and its fallout. Mikiel's flaws
mirror the nation’s, adding depth to the
tragicomedy, inviting readers to ponder
populist movements and the challenges
of positive change.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

The Nomination Board from Malta
is nominating Aleks Farrugia’s novel

Ir-Re Borg to be considered by the
organisers of the European Union
Prize for Literature. This novel is a
contemporary portrait of Malta's
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idiosyncracies as the smallest Member
State of the European Union. Itis a
literary work that gives voice to the
commoner amidst the clamour of
super-politicians, who perform politics
as a marketing and branding exercise.
Mikiel Borg, the main protagonist of
the novel, penetrates through this

din with an electoral success, but
perhaps not deeply enough to realise
that he is undoubtedly a result, or a
product, of a politics that is detached
from the common citizens’ everyday
life (in this country that could be
traversed in 10 minutes from any
point on the island). So, do we truly
practise democracy in Malta? Mikiel
has an answer: ‘NO', and the solution
for this is a new Maltese Monarchic
Party. The monarchy reminds Maltese
readers of the country’s political past
as a British colony (Malta became a
republic in 1974), and this is where the
writer's prowess comes in, revisiting
episodes in Maltese history to weave
narratives that relate to the present. In
fact, this novel can be considered as an
extension of a collection of short stories
with which Farrugia won the National
Book Prize in 2020. The contradiction
between revolutionary thought and
the method of monarchic rule (the
same rule that the people had rejected
in the previous century) is the chink

in the armour that leads to the tragic
downfall of Mikiel on a personal level,
but also on the national level as a

people — have we Maltese learned from
our past or are we still tripping over
it? The ideological discourse emerges
out of strategic plot points that trace
Mikiel's political trajectory, the soil from
which the Maltese Monarchic Party
sprouts. Nevertheless, the narrative
does not provide solutions, and the final
anticlimax leaves the reader examining
their conscience regarding the citizen's
role along with that of the politician in
Malta, and by extension, the role of the
Maltese citizen and politician in the EU.
We are therefore nominating this book
because by predicting, without being
pretentious, what would happen if core
democratic values such as human rights
and dignity, equality, respect, tolerance
and the rule of law are put aside, it
invites the reader to strive towards these
crucial EU values as an active citizen.
National Book Council in Malta
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Aleks Farrugia

1. L-iréevuta

“Iz-zghir jibga’ z-zghir u ebd’ Alla mhu se jidhol ghalih!”

Mikiel Borg, maghruf mar-rahal bhala ¢-Chopper, sabbat idejh
fuq il-bank u l-laned tat-tonn taz-zejt treghdu. [z-Zewg nisa weqfin
quddiemu barmu xofftejhom u xenglu rashom jagblu mieghu.
Tharsilhom minn wara ma kontx tqgishom daqgstant Zzghar;
bejniethom kienu jwasslu minn tarf ghall-iehor tal-bank li warajh
kien ged jitmashan Mikiel. Imma! F’dal-pajjiz minn taghna hekk
l-affarijiet: aktar ma fik anqas ma ssarraf — perla ohra li kien
hareg biha Mikiel Borg, li rega’ hezzez il-bank b’Zewg ponnijiet
maghqudin.

“Ebd’ Alla!” irrepeta biex zgur ikun sammar il-punt, u sallab idejh
fuq zaqqu.

I¢-Chopper kellu hanut tal-merca fih dags konfessinarju. Kien
wiehed minn dawk il-hwienet werrieta tal-antik, bit-tabella tal-
perspex fi gwarni¢ tal-aluminju dehbi fuq il-bieb, bil-bank tal-
injam bil-wic¢ tal-formajka u fuq genb, magfula fil-plastik, il-cash
register trabbi t-trab.

Mikiel i¢c-Chopper kelma kien jghidha. U ghal kelma jghidlek tnejn
jew tlieta. Inkella tagbdu l-indigestjoni.

-98-



Aleks Farrugia

Mhux angas zbukkati kienu l-parru¢¢ana. Aktarx imdahhla fiz-
zmien, ta’ kull filghodu kienu jingabru biex jixtru l-istess erba’
béejje¢ ta’ kuljum - dak il-kwart perzut, hobza mqatta’ kemxejn
mahruqga u kartuna halib — u waqt li jaghmlu dan itaqtqu bla heda,
donnhom il-membri ta’ xi setta mehdijin ifasslu kif se jahkmu
d-dinja. U jekk dawk il-parru¢¢ana kienu setta, Mikiel Borg ic-
Chopper kien il-Qassis il-Kbir taghhom; lehnu jkarwat fuq ta’
kulhadd, mimli bl-awtorita li kienet taghtih l-istiker “I’'m the Boss”
imdeffsa bejn il-gwarni¢ u l-hgiega tghatti 1-harsa ebetika ta’ Dun
Gorg jifli sieket lil dik il-migemgha ¢kejkna ta’ opinjonisti.

“Isma’ Mikiel, aghmilli l-kont xbin, ghax illum ma nistax indum,”
werzqet Cetta, tqabbez sidirha jrid jinbezaq minn bejn il-buttuni se
jisparaw.

“Mela mghaggla Cett?” stagsiha Mikiel, filwaqt li hemizha kollu
nelh u nkejja, “Jagaw? Irid illum?”

“U hallini minnek Mikiel! M’ghandekx xi tghid ghodu ghodu jew?”
hatfitu 1-ohra, “Ara, kwart perzut tal-koxxa, hobza u kartuna mill-
bluni. Aghmilli 1-kont!”

“Tuni ¢ans ha naghmlilha 1-kont,” gal Mikiel lill-bgija, “Ghax mid-
dehra llum honeymooner Cetta!”

U minghajr ma stenna twegiba lura, gibed il-ktieb dags registru
minn taht il-bank, tefa’ 1-biro bejn snienu u fethu min-nofs. Hazzez
erba’ numri fil-kantuniera t’isfel tal-pagna safranija, imbaghad
hasadha minn mal-bgija u newwel it-trijanglu tal-karta 1il Cetta.

“Mela reg’ghola 1-halib?” stagsietu dik.
“Issa jien xi tridni naghmel Cett? Lanqas li ghollejtu jien!”

“Ma nafx jien. L-affarijiet joghlew hekk, mil-lum ghal ghada. Fejn
se nispic¢aw? Li biex tixtri kartuna halib trid tissellef mill-bank?”
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L-ohrajn gablu maghha, ibargmu minn taht l-ilsien donnhom
hamiem, jitkazaw b’kemm gholiet il-hajja, kif bil-pensjoni ma
tlahhagx u li jekk l-affarijiet jibqghu sejrin hekk ahjar Alla jiehdok
milli jikkastigak tghix ta’ pensjonant. Cetta bhal donnha nsiet
x’kellha jistenniha daqgstant mghaggel u qattghet kwarta ohra
ttaqtaq u xxejjer il-ponnijiet kontra l-gvern, bhallikieku minn
¢o dik it-togba xi hadd f’Kastilja kien se jisma’ l-ilmenti taghha.
Imbaghad meta kienet ghoddha nhanqet sellmitilhom u dabbret
rasha ‘1 barra.

Bilkemm kienet ghadha nizlet 1-ghatba tal-hanut li ma sabitx
quddiemha guvnott bl-ingravata m’ghonqu u nucc¢ali tax-xemx.
Bis-sahna li kien ghad kellha fugha kienet diga lesta biex tohrog
idha u twarrbu min-nofs, imma hu kien ehfef minnha. Gholla idu
bhal tat-traffik u amrilha biex tieqaf.

“Xi trid?” stagsietu.

“L-iréevuta,” wegibha.

“X’ircevuta? Ta’ xiex?”

“L-ircevuta fiskali,” rega’ dak, “Tax-xirja li ghadek kemm ghamilt.”

“U mur warrabli min-nofs li ma nghidlikx,” regghet hi se tagbad il-
pass biex titlaq ‘1 hemm.

“Sinjura ...”

“Sinjura xejn, warrabli.”

“Sinjura ma nistax inhallik titlaq. Qed nitolbok l-iréevuta.”
“U jien ma rridx intihielek l-ircevuta!”

“Sinjura, bil-ligi ...”

“U jien nitnejjek mil-ligi.”

“Inharrkek!”
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Habat se jibda jgholli lehnu. U ma’ Cetta hadd ma jgholli lehnu,
lanqas zewgha li dahal il-habs darbtejn.

“Ismaghni x’ha nghidlek,” fethitilha, “Warrabli min-nofs ghax
rasek ktieb niftahhielek. U lili tiginix bil-ligijiet u mhux ligijiet.
Mhux bizzejjed it-taxxi li nhallsu u l-prezzijiet dejjem joghlew! Xi
tridu aktar? Tqgaxxruna hajjin?”

“X’¢ara Cett?”

Kien Mikiel, li kif sema’ 1-ghajjat gej minn barra fegg biex jara
x’inqala’.

“X’gara Mikiel?! Gej jitlobni l-ir¢evuta, ja wi¢¢ ta’ mahmug li hu!”

Mikiel dahal bejn Cetta u l-guvnott tal-ingravata.

“Sir, fehemha ftit. Jien hawn xoghli ged naghmel. Baghtuni mid-
dipartiment.”

“Allura minn Malta u Ghawdex kollha hawn baghtuk?” staqgsih
Mikiel, b’subghu ppuntat anqas minn pulzier boghod minn
imnieher il-guvnott.

“Jien fejn jibaghtuni mmur, habib,” wiegbu l-iehor minghajr ma
tmezmez.

“Habib xejn,” gholla lehnu Mikiel, “Mhux bizZejjed kemm inhallas
taxxa? Ghax ma baghtukx wara l-bieb ta’ xi pampalun milli
jaqlaghlhom il-belli liri ghall-partit, mela wara biebi!”

“Sir, kulma rrid huwa li nara l-ir¢evuta.”

“U dabbar rasek ‘1 hemm ja purcinell!” regghet Cetta, li bl-intervent
ta’ Mikiel bdiet thossha eskluza mill-azzjoni.

“Purc¢inell!’” wiegbu f’kor in-nisa l-ohra, ghonghom imgebbed
minn bejn il-hjut tal-purtiera tal-lewlu, herganin li huma wkoll juru
d-dizapprovazzjoni taghhom.

-101-



1z-zaghzugh habat se jinfixel.

1

“Jekk mhux se nara r¢evuta se nohrog tahrika u naghmel rapport
“U lil min se tharrek bhalek?” stagsih Mikiel, wi¢¢u vjola.

“Lilek u lil din il-mara!”

“Ma tharrikx l-ommok hux!” gabzet Cetta.

L-istorici ta’ dan il-pajjiz jagblu 1i dak li sehh dak il-hin kien il-
murtal tal-ftuh ghal episodju li jibga’ mfakkar fl-istorja ta’ dawn
il-gzejjer. Mal-kelma ‘ommok’ u 1-bzieq kollu li hareg minn halgha,
Cetta refghet idha bil-borza tal-plastik b’kulma kien fiha u bdiet il-
process li tfajjarha f’wic¢ il-guvnott. Fnofs il-process, 1-id zvelta ta’
Mikiel dahlet fin-nofs biex tilqa’ ghad-daqga ta’ Cetta, imma bis-
sahha li kienet lahget gemghet dik 1-id armata bix-xirja, id Mikiel
tharrket ‘il quddiem sa ma sabet il-wi¢¢ bla lehja tal-guvnott u
n-nuécali tax-xemx dlonk tar minn fuq imniehru donnu missila,
li 1-ewwel sparat ‘il fug u mbaghad dawret ir-rotta ‘1 isfel sa ma
nfagghet mal-art.

I2-zaghzugh instaram, Mikiel tnixxef, u Cetta barmet il-ponnijiet
fuq gqaddha lestha ghat-tieni rawnd.

I1-kor tan-nisa wara l-purtiera lehhen ‘O! twila, b’vué¢i wahda, ‘0"
ta’ stennija mdendla b’hajta thassib.

Kif ghaddielu kemm kemm ix-xoKkk, iz-zaghzugh mexa sal-fdalijiet
tan-nuécali, gabarhom u dar lejn Mikiel, li kien ghadu wieqaf
donnu l-arblu tad-dawl f’tarf il-bankina. Xengel tnejn rasu u telaq ‘1
hemm, bla kliem u bla sliem.

Ghal Cetta dik kienet rebha. U maghha gabel il-kor.

Imma Mikiel ma kienx daqstant ¢ert. Filwaqt li Cetta nisget
panigierku shih dwar kif dawn ‘tal-gvern’ tmurilhom il-pulikarja
kollha malli tegfilhom u turihom li taf x’inhu d-dritt tieghek, Mikiel
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baga’ b’fommu mitbuq, imtertaq minn gewwa, jistenna li minn hin
ghall-iehor jara lis-surgent gej wara biebu.

Ma kienx Zbaljat. Bilkemm il-kor kien ghadu ntona 1-Amen wara
l-panigierku ta’ Cetta li ma tfa¢éawx is-surgent u kuntistabbli
mieghu, inemmsu minn wara l-purtiera tal-lewlu. Qalb Mikiel
ghamlet tikk. Ir-rapprezentanti tal-bon ordni ferqu 1-hjut tal-lewlu
u dahlu fil-hanut.

“Mikiel, tigi maghna sal-ghassa?”
“Sal-ghassa?” tenna skuncertat Mikiel.

“Ghandna rapport li ma tajtx ircevuta fiskali, li hebbejt ghal uffi¢¢jal
pubbliku u li ghamiltlu danni fi hwejjeg personali tieghu.”

“Imma surgent, jahasra, dak in¢ident ...”
“Mhux ahjar tigi sal-ghassa tispjegalna kollox?”
“U l-hanut?”

“Mikiel, il-hanut taghlqu. Ejja maghna bil-kelma t-tajba. Isma’
minni.”

Mikiel hares lejnil-parruc¢cana. Quddiem l-uniformi hadd minnhom
ma tniffes. Dlonk nibet f’'mohhu d-dubju jekk isibx ruh fosthom li
titla’ tixhed favur tieghu. Lanqas Cetta, li issa kienet rasha baxxuta
tistahba wara zewg membri tal-kor. M’hemmx x’taghmel Mikiel.
Mhux ahjar tmur taghlaq u tara kif se tfehemhom li ma Kkinitx
l-intenzjoni tieghek li tfajjarha f’wi¢é¢ dak il-guvnott?

“Nigi surgent, imma zball ged taghmlu. Zball kbir! Ghax jien ma
ridt naghmel hsara lil hadd. In¢ident kien.”

“Issa nitkellmu l-ghassa,” gallu s-surgent, “Aghlaq, u ahna se
nkunu geghdin nistennewk hawn barra.”
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Mikiel fetah idejh donnhom se jsallbuh u l-parrué¢éana hargu mill-
hanut f’purcissjoni. Is-surgent u I-kuntistabbli kienu lahqu gabbdu
sigarett. Mikiel ghalaq il-hanut u rhewlha t-tlieta li huma lejn
I-ghassa.

Ma dewmuhx aktar minn nofsiegha. Talbuh il-verzjoni tieghu ta’
kif sehhew l-affarijiet, iffirma l-istqarrija u baghtuh ‘1 hemm. Qabel
ma hareg mill-ghassa s-surgent wissieh biex imur ikellem avukat u
jelenka x-xhieda li ried itella’ 1-qorti favurih.

Kif hareg minn hemm la kellu hajra u lanqas sahha jerga’ jiftah
il-hanut. Martu Karmena nhasdet kif ratu gej lura d-dar qgabel il-
hin. Mill-ewwel bassret li nqalghetlu xi haga u mill-bixra ta’ wi¢¢éu
ntebhetlil-hagakienet kbira sew. Ma kellux aptitha. Ried jitla’jorqod
imma kien jaf 1i jekk ma kienx se jitmaghalha 1-kurzita kienet se
tibga’ tippersegwitah u xorta ma thallihx imidd rasu fuq l-imhadda.
Malli qalilha 1i kien ghadu gej mill-ghassa u rrakkuntalha kulma
gara hasibha se tibga’ sejra dritt id-dinja 1-ohra.

Is-saghtejn ta’ wara qattaghhom maghha I-poliklinik.
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The King of Malta

Aleks Farrugia
Translated into English by Kat Storace

‘The little man will always be the little man, and no god will ever
stand up for him!

Mikiel Borg, known as Chopper to everyone in the village, slammed
his hands down onto the shop counter and the tuna cans trembled.
The two women standing in front of him pursed their lips and nod-
ded their heads in agreement. Looking at them from behind, you
wouldn’t exactly consider them little; between them, their figures
took up the entire length of the counter behind which Mikiel was
simmering with rage. Nevertheless! That’s how things are in this
country of ours: the more of you there was, the less you were val-
ued - another of Mikiel Borg’s pearls of wisdom, who shook the
counter again with two closed fists.

‘No god!’ he repeated, to really hammer the point home, and crossed
his arms over his belly.

Chopper owned a grocery the size of a confessional booth. It was
one of those old-style shops with a cast acrylic sign set in a golden
aluminium frame above the entrance, and a wooden counter fitted
with a Formica top. The cash register stood to one side, secured in a
plastic bag, gathering dust.

Mikiel was not one to mince his words. Whenever someone said
something to him, his retort would be as immediate as it was
lengthy. Any restraint risked giving him indigestion.

His regular customers were just as chatty. Mostly older in age, they’d
congregate every morning to buy the same four daily items — a por-
tion of ham, a sliced loaf, slightly toasted, and a carton of milk —
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and, in the meantime, they’d natter away endlessly like members
of a sect scheming about how they were going to take over the
world. And if those customers had indeed been a sect, then Mikiel
would’ve been their High Priest; his voice booming above everyone
else’s, filled with the authority bestowed upon him by the words on
the sticker ‘I’'m the Boss’ jammed between the hanging frame and
its glass, and obscuring the idiotic gaze of Dun Gorg Preca quietly
observing that small gathering of opinionated critics.

‘The bill, Mikiel. I can’t stay long today,” screamed Cetta, her bosom
bouncing up and down threatening to burst through the stretched-
out buttons on her shirt.

‘In a hurry are we Cett?’ asked Mikiel, winking saucily at her. ‘How
come? In the mood, is he?’

‘Oh leave off Mikiel! Haven’t you got anything better to do this
morning?’ she snapped. ‘Listen, some ham off the bone, a loaf and
one of the blue cartons of milk. And make up the bill?’

‘Just a second, let me add up her bill,” said Mikiel to the others, ‘be-
cause by the sound of things Cetta’s a honeymooner today!’

And without waiting for a reply, he pulled out the giant ledger book
from under the counter, and taking a pen between his teeth, opened
it somewhere in the middle. He scribbled four numbers in the bot-
tom corner of the yellowing page, then ripped it out and passed the
triangle of paper to Cetta.

‘Price of milk’s gone up again, has it?’ she asked.

‘And what do you want me to do about it, Cett? It’s not like I put the
price up myself?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Everything’s becoming more expensive, just like
that, from one day to the next. Where will it leave us? We’ll all have
to borrow money from the bank just to buy some milk.’
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The others agreed with her, cooing under their breaths like pigeons,
shaking their heads at the cost of living, at how their pension didn’t
take them far, and that if things continued the way they were going,
you’d be better off dead than being condemned to life as a pension-
er. Cetta had forgotten whatever it was that was waiting for her in
such a hurry and spent another quarter of an hour babbling and
waving her fists at the government, as if from that hole in the wall
someone in the Prime Minister’s office could hear her complaints.
Then, when she’d shouted herself hoarse, she said her goodbyes
and left.

She’d barely stepped beyond the shop’s doorstep when she found
a young man standing before her, sunglasses on and tie knotted
around his neck. Still feeling riled up, she was prepared to push
him out of the way, but he was quicker than her. He lifted his arm
like a traffic controller and gestured to her to stop.

‘What do you want?’ she asked.

‘The receipt,” he replied.

‘Receipt? For what?’

‘The fiscal receipt,” he continued, ‘for the stuff you’ve just bought.’
‘Get out of my way, you...” she said, ready to take off again.
‘Sinjura...’

‘Don’t Sinjura me, out of my way.’

‘Sinjura, I can’t let you leave. I'm asking you for the receipt.’
‘And I don’t want to give you the receipt!”

‘Sinjura, the law states...’

‘And I don’t give a damn about the law.’

‘I’'m warning you, I’ll take you to court!”
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He was starting to raise his voice. But nobody raised their voice
with Cetta, not even her husband, who’d been to prison twice.

‘Now you listen to me,’” she said. ‘Get out of my way before I smash
your head open. And don’t come to me with your laws and not-laws.
Isn’t it enough that we pay taxes and the prices keep rising! What
more do you want? To skin us alive?’

‘What’s wrong Cett?’

It was Mikiel, who when he heard the commotion coming from out-
side, rushed to see what was happening.

‘What’s wrong?! He’s asking me for the receipt, this grubby-faced
shit!’

Mikiel stepped between Cetta and the young man wearing the tie.

‘Sir, please explain to her,” he said to Mikiel, ‘I'm just doing my job
here. They sent me from the department.’

‘Out of all the places in Malta and Gozo they sent you here?’ Mik-
iel asked, with his finger pointed less than an inch from the young
man’s nose.

‘I go where they send me, my friend,” the young man replied with-
out blinking.

‘I'm not your friend,” Mikiel said, raising his voice. ‘Isn’t it enough
that I pay my taxes? Why didn’t they send you to the door of some
fat cat who donates regularly to the party, why to mine?’

‘Sir, all I’'m asking is to see the receipt.’

‘Why don’t you get the hell out of here,’” exclaimed Cetta, who felt
left out of the action after Mikiel had arrived.
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‘Purcinello!” chimed in the other women, their necks poking out
from in between the beaded threads of the curtain, enthusiastic to
show their disapproval too.

The youth was looking flustered.
‘If I don’t see a receipt I'm going to issue a fine and file a report!”

‘And who do you think you’re going to fine?’ Mikiel answered back,
purple in the face.

‘You and this woman!’
‘Why don’t you go and fine your mother!’ Cetta piped in.

Maltese historians are in agreement that what followed was the
opening firework in an episode that will continue to be remembered
in the history of these islands. As she spat out the words ‘your moth-
er’, Cetta lifted the arm carrying the plastic bag with everything in it
and started the process of launching it at the young man’s face. Mik-
iel’s hand got in the way to break Cetta’s swing but, with the force of
the arm loaded with the shopping, Mikiel’s hand flew forward and
connected with the youth’s bearded face, causing his sunglasses to
fly off his nose like a missile shooting upwards then changing route
and smashing onto the floor.

The young man was stunned, Mikiel remained speechless, while
Cetta stood with her hands on her hips, ready for the next round.

The choir of women behind the curtain let out a big ‘Ooo!’, all to-
gether, an ‘Ooo!’ of anticipation hanging by a thread of anxiety.

When the initial shock had subsided, the youth walked over to the
remains of his sunglasses, picked them up and turned to Mikiel,
who’d remained standing still as a lamp post at the edge of the
pavement. He shook his head to and fro, and left without uttering
another word.

For Cetta, this signalled a victory. And the choir agreed with her.
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But Mikiel was less certain. While Cetta let loose with a long tirade
about how these ‘government lugs’ lost all their bravado when you
stood up to them and showed them that you knew your rights, Mik-
iel kept his mouth shut, petrified on the inside, expecting to find the
police sergeant at his door any minute.

He wasn’t wrong. The choir had barely finished singing the Amen
to Cetta’s sermon when the sergeant showed up with the constable
in tow, looking in through the shop curtain. Mikiel’s heart jumped.
The representatives of law and order parted the beaded threads and
stepped into the shop.

‘Mikiel, will you come with us to the station?’
‘To the station?’ asked Mikiel.

‘Yes, we’ve received a report that you didn’t issue a fiscal receipt,
that you assaulted a public official and that you caused damage to
his personal belongings.’

‘But Sergeant, please, it was an accident...’

‘Hadn’t you better come with us to the station and explain
everything?’

‘And the shop?’
‘Close up the shop, Mikiel. Come away quietly. Take my word for it.’

Mikiel looked at the customers. No one breathed a word in the pres-
ence of the uniforms. A doubt came creeping in as to whether any of
them would be willing to testify in his favour. Not even Cetta, who
was now hiding behind two members of the choir with her head
bowed. There was nothing to be done, he thought to himself. Hadn’t
you better close the shop and figure out how you were going to ex-
plain to them that it hadn’t been your intention to smash that boy
in the face?
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‘T’ll come along Sergeant, but you’re making a mistake. A big mis-
take! I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. It was all an accident.’

‘We’ll speak at the station,’ the sergeant said to him. ‘Close up, we’ll
be waiting for you out here.’

Mikiel spread his arms like he was about to be crucified and the
women left the shop in procession. Meanwhile, the sergeant and
the constable lit a cigarette. Mikiel closed the shop and the three of
them made their way towards the station.

They detained him for no longer than half an hour. They asked him
for his version of events, he signed his statement and they sent him
away. Before he left the station, the sergeant advised him to consult
a lawyer and to gather the witnesses he wanted to testify in his fa-
vour in court.

By the time he left the station he had neither the will nor the strength
to open the shop again. His wife Karmena was surprised when she
saw him coming back home so early, long before closing time. She
knew immediately that something was wrong, and by the look on
his face she realised that it was something serious. He wasn’t in the
mood to explain what had happened. He wanted to go straight up to
bed but knew that if he didn’t satisfy her curiosity she’d continue to
hound him and wouldn’t let him rest. When he said he’d just come
back from the police station and recounted the whole incident to
her, he thought she was going to die of shock.

He spent the following two hours by her side at the doctor’s clinic.
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BIOGRAPHY

holeh Rezazadeh (born in 1989)

came to the Netherlands from Iran
in 2015. Three years after her arrival, she
signed a contract for her debut novel
The Sky Is Always Purple (2021), which
was awarded the Debut Award of the
Society of Dutch Literature 2022 and
the Bronzen Uil Readers Award 2021.
It was also on the longlist of the Libris
Literature Prize 2022 and the Hebban
Debut Prize 2022. Her second novel, /
know a mountain that is waiting for me,
has been published recently.

Aras, the Iranian river that rises high

in the mountains, tells the story of a
nomadic people camped on its banks.
Full of love, but not without jealousy, he
observes how the girl Saray becomes

a young woman and how a childhood
love turns into an adult relationship with
Aydin. Among the people on the river
is the old carpet weaver who weaves
stories. And Doeman, who is different
from the others, with eyes that seem

to be extinguished and yet see what
others do not perceive. And Ashik, who
sings about everything that belongs

to the life of these people: the animals,
the mountains and last but not least
Aras, the river. Only now and then does
a trader come by and exchange cheap
sweets, combs, hand creams and other
trinkets for the wonderful carpets.

And once he brings a woman who has
travelled from a faraway country. She
too lives by a river there. In a beautifully
poetic style that readers will recognise
from her debut novel The Sky Is Always
Purple, Sholeh Rezazadeh tells the
extraordinary story of Saray and the
river Aras.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

Sholeh Rezazadeh studied medicine
in Iran. In 2015, she moved to the
Netherlands, where she decided to
become a writer. After her award-
winning debut novel The Sky Is Always
Purple, Rezazadeh manages to impress
with her second novel as well. This is
partly due to the bold choice to use
the river Aras as the narrator of the
story. | know a mountain that is waiting
for me tells the story of AlIma and the
river Amstel in the Netherlands, and
Saray and the river Aras in Iran. Sholeh
Rezazadeh shows both worlds in a
phenomenal way. The hustle and
bustle of city people is sharply sketched
against the nomadic life in nature. Both
worlds are also evident in her language:
the soft Persian words full of imagery
are mixed with the down-to-earth
Dutch language. Sholeh Rezazadeh is
an emerging, important voice in the
literary field. She manages to bring the
poetic richness of the Persian language
to Dutch literature, adding new colour
thanks to her metaphorical use of
language. She reveals new worlds in
her stories. Especially in current times, it
is important that these stories be told,
broadening the reader’s perspective.
With | know a mountain that is waiting for
me, Sholeh Rezazadeh poetically shows
that we should not distance ourselves
from nature, and especially not from
each other. A message that should be
read in many European countries and
languages.

VLAM21
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Ik ken een berg
die op me wacht
Sholeh Rezazadeh

De klinkende bellen van de geiten en schapen, en mijn brullende
water vormen het achtergrondgeluid bij dit verhaal. In elk seizoen
bewegen geiten en schapen er hun kop. Dus wanneer je dit verhaal
leest, houd dan deze geluiden in je gedachten. En ook de koele wind
die er altijd ronddwaalt. Hij tikt met zijn koude vingertoppen zacht-
jes op je huid en is altijd aanwezig, ook in de hete zomers.

Van alle vrouwen die elke ochtend in hun kleurige, tot hun enkels
reikende jurken, met vestjes in een donkere kleur, sjaals met bloe-
menpatroon die hun hoofd en de onderkant van hun mond bedek-
ken, met kleine hoofdbanden die ze in hun nek vastbinden, naar
me toe komen met aardewerken kruiken op hun schouders of leren
waterzakken in hun handen, en die met mijn heldere water vullen,
trekt vooral één vrouw mijn aandacht. Een vrouw met ogen die me
doen denken aan die van herten die bij mij water komen drinken.
’s Ochtends vroeg, als de zon mij nog niet heeft opgewarmd, of ’s
avonds, wanneer mijn druppels beginnen af te koelen, zet ze voor-
zichtig haar voet op de rotsen. Eerst trekt ze haar bloemensjaal
strak rond haar hoofd aan en knoopt deze stevig vast. Ze schuift
haar hoofdband iets naar achteren waardoor haar zwarte haar met
een scheiding in het midden beter te zien is, werpt een blik op mijn
kronkelende lichaam en fluistert: ‘Mag ik even?’
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Ze trekt de leren band van de waterzak los. Met één hand pakt ze
de waterzak, die ooit een deel van een levende geit of ram was, en
met de andere hand de opening, ooit een warme Kkeel, en ze gaat
rustig zitten op de gladde rotsen. Als ze geen schoenen aanheetft,
kruip ik soms zacht over haar voeten en raak haar tenen aan. Ze
drukt de droge, dorstige lippen van de waterzak op mijn vochtige
lippen. Het dode lichaam van de geit wordt gevuld met mijn levende
druppels. Terwijl ze vooroverbuigt, valt haar gevlochten haar van-
onder de kleurrijke sjaal op haar kleine borsten. Ik ga een beetje
terug om haar dieper te laten bukken. Zodat haar van gedroogde
kruidnagelbloemen gemaakte ketting nat wordt en een lekkere geur
verspreidt, en de punten van haar lange haar in mijn water prikken.
Ze zet de waterzak opzij, vormt dan haar handen tot een kom en
schept ze door mijn koele water. Haar ranke vingers kruipen onder
mijn trillende huid en houden dan een paar seconden stil. Ze sluit
haar ogen en gooit het water dat ze tussen haar vingers heeft op-
gevangen een aantal keer in haar gezicht. Ze opent haar ogen en
terwijl ze mij aankijkt, drinkt ze van het water dat in haar handen
op een klein meer lijkt.

Dan pakt ze de waterzak op en plaatst hem op haar linkerschouder.
De waterzak vormt zich naar haar schouder. Ze kijkt naar de ber-
gen, naar de vlakte, naar de wolken, en altijd voordat ze vertrekt
een paar seconden naar mij. Naar mijn lichaam dat dit allemaal
weerspiegelt. Daarna sluit ze haar ogen weer en luistert ze naar
mijn geluid. Het geluid van verdergaan en niet stilstaan. Dan loopt
ze weg. Ik zie haar de volgende nacht of ochtend weer. Soms komt
ze zonder een waterzak of kruik naar mij toe, dan staart ze naar
mijn golven en vult me met haar blik. Zelfs wanneer de geluiden
van opgewonden en gespannen mensen, dieren en mijn golven zich
vermengen, blijft ze me kalm aankijken.
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Elke keer dat ze naar mij kijkt maak ik me zorgen of ze me ook nu
weer mooi zal vinden. Of mijn aanwezigheid nog steeds bij haar le-
ven past. Of ze me niet ziet als slechts het verdriet van het verleden
of de angst voor de toekomst. Zal ze net zoveel van me houden in
een onstuimige herfst als in een rustige zomer? Zal ze me nog wil-
len als ik zo helder als een spiegel ben waarin ze haar eigen mooie
gezicht kan zien of als ik zo modderig ben dat mijn kleur lijkt op de
urine van een dorstige hond?

Saray is haar naam. Sari-ay. Dat betekent gouden maan, zon.

Haar moeder moest net als de meeste vrouwen uit de bergen ver weg
van het ziekenhuis bevallen. Zelfs de ervaren vrouwen die uren-
lang naast haar waakten, wisten niet wat er aan de hand was, en
voordat de jonge mannen uit het dichtstbijzijnde dorp hulp hadden
kunnen halen, was het te laat. Ze stierf een paar uur na de beval-
ling aan een bloeding die maar niet stopte. Haar baby heeft ze nooit
vast kunnen houden. Sarays moeder werd naast een boom begra-
ven met een rechtopstaande steen bij het hoofd en een brede steen
op het stukje grond waar ze lag. Haar naam werd met spijkers in de
steen gebeiteld en haar graf werd ieder jaar bezocht door haar man,
haar dochter en haar stam. Een jaar lang droeg Sarays vader zwarte
kleren en hoefde hij dankzij het eten en de zorg die hij af en toe van
de andere mannen en vrouwen kreeg minder te werken. Rouwen
betekende voor hem turen naar de bergen en zijn kind bewonderen,
dat minstens even mooi was alszijn overleden vrouw. Na het eerste
jaar was haar dood als rook die van tijd tot tijd uit het vuur van hun
dagelijks leven opsteeg en in hun ogen en keel prikte.
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[ know a mountain that is
waiting for me

Sholeh Rezazadeh
Translated into English by Michele Hutchison

The tinkling bells of goats and sheep, and my roaring waters, form
the background sound to this story. Goats and sheep move around
in every season here. So, as you read this story, keep these sounds
in your mind, as well as the cool wind that blows through our re-
gion, tapping gently on your skin with its cold fingertips, always
present, even during the hot summers.

Of all the women who come to me every morning in their colour-
ful, ankle-length dresses, dark-coloured cardigans, floral scarves
wrapped around their heads and under the chin, fixed by small
headbands they tied at the back of their necks, who come to me
with earthenware jars on their shoulders or leather waterskins in
their hands, who fill them with my clear water, one woman in par-
ticular attracts my attention. A woman with eyes that remind me of
the deer who come to drink my water. Early in the morning, when
the sun has not yet warmed me, or in the evening, when my drop-
lets begin to cool, she carefully steps onto the rocks. She begins by
pulling her floral scarf tight around her head and tying it securely.
She pushes her headband back slightly to reveal her black, cen-
tre-parted hair, glances at my writhing body, and whispers, ‘May I?’

She unfastens her waterskin’s leather strap. She takes the water-
skin, which was once part of a living goat or ram, in one hand, and
in the other hand its opening, once a warm throat, and she sits
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down calmly on the smooth rocks. When she is not wearing shoes, I
sometimes crawl gently over her feet and touch her toes. She press-
es the dry, thirsty lips of the waterbag to my moist lips. The dead
body of the goat is filled with my living drops. As she bends for-
ward, her plaited hair falls out from under the colourful scarf onto
her small breasts. I move back a little to let her bend deeper so that
her necklace made of dried clove flowers gets wet and gives off a
pleasant scent, and the tip of her long plait dips into my water. She
sets the waterskin aside, cups her hands and scoops them into my
cool water. Her slender fingers crawl under my trembling skin and
then hold still for a few seconds. She closes her eyes and splashes
the water she has collected between her fingers onto her face sever-
al times. She opens her eyes and as she looks at me, she drinks from
the water that resembles a small lake in her hands.

Then she picks up the waterbag and hangs it over her left shoulder.
The waterbag moulds to her shoulder. She looks at the mountains,
at the plain, at the clouds, and for a few moments before she leaves,
she always looks at me, at my body in which the landscape is re-
flected. Then she closes her eyes again and listens to my sound. The
sound of moving forward and never standing still. She walks away.
I will see her again the next night or in the morning. Sometimes
she comes to me without a waterskin or jug and stares at my waves,
filling me with her gaze. Even when the sounds of excited or tense
people, animals and my waves mingle, she continues to regard me
calmly.

Every time she looks at me, I worry whether she will still find me
beautiful. Will my presence still fit into her life? I hope she doesn’t
see me as just the sadness of the past or the fear of the future. Will
she love me as much in a stormy autumn as in a calm summer? Will
she want me when I’m as clear as a mirror in which she can see her
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own beautiful face or when I am so muddy that my colour resembles
the urine of a thirsty dog?

Saray is her name. Sari-ay. It means golden moon, sun.

Like most of the women from the mountains, her mother had to give
birth far away from the hospital. Even the experienced women who
watched over her for hours did not know what was wrong, and be-
fore the young men from the nearest village could fetch help, it was
too late. The bleeding wouldn’t stop and she died a few hours after
giving birth. She was never able to hold her baby. Saray’s mother
was buried next to a tree with an upright stone near her head and
a wide stone over the patch of ground where she lay. Her name was
chiselled into the stone and every year her husband, her daughter
and her tribe visited her grave. For a year, Saray’s father wore black
clothes and was able to work less thanks to the food and care he
occasionally received from the other men and women. For him,
mourning meant gazing at the mountains and admiring his child,
who was at least as beautiful as his deceased wife. After the first
year, her death was like smoke that rose from time to time from the
fire of their daily lives and stung their eyes and throats.
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What do an old man in a hospital bed,
the author of a bestseller, a restless
pre-teen and a 2-year-old have in
common? What fate awaits Maria Ana
and Ana Maria — the mirror image of
one another? Can one get rid of an
abusive husband and the other of the
pain of loss? What about Marinela and
Mariana? What about the single mother
within them? What about the father at
the centre of this debacle? What about
the future, which insists on becoming
the past, and the past, which insists

on becoming the future? Time is the
great mystery. Laughing at us from the
other side of the mirror, the reflection
searches for the meaning of existence,
rendering back an image of the
absurd. It is also time that perpetuates
a pattern of violence, the same story
repeated against the reader’s hope
that the cycle will finally be broken.
This novel offers an alternative universe
where time is subject to the law of
gravity — the driving force that brings
together past, present and future,

and dissolves the contours of reality. It
invites us to explore other worlds within
the concepts of time and space and,
ultimately, of literature itself.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

The choice of a book for the European
Union Prize for Literature, beyond the
formal criteria that must be addressed
by every candidate, is, we believe, a
task that entails responsibility towards
every possible reader. Like any other

cultural device, the book is a force: it
transmits values and raises questions.
It may bring people together or push
them apart, it can build or destroy. Our
responsibility is to select a work that we
can be sure is making a statement we
wish to share with our partners across
Europe. We believe that a prize like this,
which aims to promote Europe-wide
literatures, relies on the certainty that
there are issues that have no borders,
regardless of their nationality; that there
is more that brings us together than
sets us apart, and that what remains
to be discovered always surpasses our
expectations. The Portuguese candidate
book is a powerful example of this kind.
Written in Portuguese, by a Portuguese
psychologist and writer who is living
and working in the United Kingdom,
the book is a multiple narrative that
tackles topics as old and as current
as rape, domestic violence, race,
abandonment and identity. These are all
long-term issues addressed in the story,
which uses various characters united
around the central axis of time. Time
is the eternal question that sustains
not-so-different individual answers to
the same and everlasting problems,
binding us together in this web that is
life. In a direct and engaging style, this
book concerns all European citizens,
regardless of the language they speak.
Directorate-General for Books, Archives
and Libraries (DGLAB)

-121-



Lei da gravidade

Gabriela Ruivo

A jornalista
Decididamente, isto ndo esta a correr bem.

Ficara exultante com a proposta do chefe de redaccao para entre-
vistar Luis Ricardo Reis, o Gltimo escritor-revelacdo, um fenémeno
literario como ha muito nao se via no pais, porventura como nunca
se vira. Tinha ali a oportunidade de fazer, ela também, a sua repor-
tagem-revelacdo. Era um mundo cao, este; tdo poucas as histérias
realmente interessantes, aquelas que poderiam fazer histéria. Um
mundo de micro-histérias, micronoticias, a maioria desinteressan-
tes, nada de novo a anunciar, porque a quantidade de novidades
por minuto era tal, que tudo expirava rapidamente, as calamida-
des sucediam-se, as naturais e as outras, ja nem as bacoradas que
saiam da boca do Presidente dos Estados Unidos surpreendiam;
o mundo perdera a capacidade de se espantar, de se maravilhar, de
se indignar, de se ofender, embora parecesse o contrario, as emo-
coes ao rubro, as queixas de ofensas e assédios a multiplicarem-se
como nunca se vira, as mulheres a ganharem voz, uma multidao
aos gritos, mas no meio de gritos ninguém se entende e rapidamen-
te deixamos de ouvir o essencial ou de prestar atencao ao que é im-
portante. Como manter o foco da atencdo nos dias que correm, ai
estava uma boa questao, e um tema suculento; mas, hoje em dia, as
pessoas nao querem ler matérias suculentas, isso da muito traba-
lho, as noticias querem-se como as fotografias, flashs de palavras
que eternizem uma ideia, poucas, pensar é cansativo, ler paragra-
fos interminaveis ainda mais, tudo tem de ser de digestao leve,
abertura facil, poucas calorias, minimo esfor¢o mental. Amanha
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ninguém se lembra dos titulos das primeiras paginas dos jornais
de hoje, a nao ser que sejam acerca de algo verdadeiramente dras-
tico e surpreendente, o que, nos dias que correm, é praticamente
inexistente. Um jornalista esta condenado a ver as suas historias
votadas ao esquecimento colectivo, engolidas pelo buraco negro
da avidez da novidade; e para qué investir num tema, numa ideia,
escrever o que quer que seja, se amanha ja ninguém se lembra?
Quem sabe nao era essa a esséncia do jornalismo? Porque afinal as
noticias passam, ficam para tras, assim como as coisas acontecem
e nbs as esquecemos, e s6 retemos na memoria algo consideravel
ou extraordinario. O permanente é do teor do ensaio ou da literatu-
ra. Mas ainda ha temas jornalisticos que criam impacto suficiente
para se imporem, persistirem, ficarem para os anais da Histéria. Ela
sempre acreditara nisso e mantinha a fé, com a vontade de escrever
a tal peca, a que ficaria para a posteridade, a que seria lida e relida
e lembrada e apontada como exemplo. Nao, nao era ingénua a pon-
to de acreditar que uma simples entrevista pudesse ser essa peca,
por mais famoso que fosse o entrevistado. Mas poderia ser o pri-
meiro passo. Uma primeira matéria digna de nota, que continuaria
a fazer eco nos dias seguintes. No inicio da entrevista, ficara entu-
siasmada, o homem debitava ideias com a habilidade de um mes-
tre, ela tinha ali matéria para muito, uma entrevista-reflexdao, uma
entrevista- -ensaio, tantas ideias loucas lhe passaram pela cabeca,
uma matéria sobre o propoésito da literatura, os leitores que gostam
de ouvir histérias desde que ndo as encontrem nos livros, porque
nos livros procuram a verdade; os livros como espelhos, capazes
de reflectir uma identidade, a identidade como pedra basilar da
coesao social, a crise identitaria como directriz principal da crise
de valores. Tinha ali matéria para brilhar. Fosse ela capaz de retirar
o imediatismo a entrevista, transforma-la em matéria de reflexao,
em porta aberta para a conceptualizacao e exercicio do pensamen-
to, sem carregar demasiado na tecla intelectual, para nao se tornar
cansativo. E quando o homem confessara que, afinal, o livro que
escrevera era baseado na sua vida, que era a descricdo pura da rea-
lidade, ela exultara; além do convite a reflexao, tinha outra tese, in-
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teiramente nova, para desenvolver: que a literatura é, na esséncia,
a propria vida. Escreveria de forma arrojada, omitiria as perguntas;
apresentaria a entrevista como uma espécie de monologo interior,
um jogo de pergunta-resposta que nao obedeceria ao guiao, antes
ao fluir das ideias do escritor, misturadas com recordacoes da sua
vida; habitaria os pensamentos dele, atrever-se-ia a entrar-lhe para
dentro da cabeca, apoderando-se das suas ideias, numa técnica ino-
vadora, uma escrita distanciada do modelo classico da entrevista e
mais proxima da reflexdo de um narrador indefinido, um narrador
que se funde com o objecto narrado. Debatia-se ja com o esquema
mental da peca, numa antevisao detalhada de pequenos detalhes
técnicos e linguisticos, quando aquela sensacao tomou conta de si...

Era uma sensacao antiga.

Talvez tivesse sido o tom da voz dele. Aquele toque de impacién-
cia. Os olhos a revirarem-se. O modo como parecera dar-lhe uma
licao, como se fizesse um frete, como se tivesse de explicar tudo,
e que macada, porque ela, a coitadinha, a burrinha, nao entendia,
claro que nao. E, nessa altura, o seu cérebro bloqueara, quisera
fazer perguntas inteligentes, dizer coisas que viessem a proposito
e que demonstrassem a sua clarividéncia, e nada. Sentira-se bur-
ra e actuara como tal. Sabia disso. Tinha perfeita consciéncia de si
propria. Desde crianca. Os homens da sua familia sempre a tinham
feito sentir-se assim. O avo, o pai, o tio. A verdade é que nunca fora
uma aluna brilhante. Sempre se esforcara bastante, mas na familia
reinava a crenca de que a verdadeira inteligéncia é aquela que se
apresenta como um prodigio, sem necessidade de esforco, como se
a crianca tivesse sido abencoada por uma fada madrinha. A outra,
a que se consegue a custa do esforco e do trabalho, nunca seria a
mesma coisa.

Por isso, vivia a espera da oportunidade de brilhar. De mostrar a to-
dos a fibra de que era feita. Que, afinal, estavam enganados; ela
nascera com a estrela na testa, mas, por qualquer motivo, esta nao
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se dispusera a brilhar de forma espontanea. Sim, ainda haveria de
os ver engolir a soberba, as manias de superioridade.

E o homem falava, imparavel, e ela distraira-se, espero que esta
porcaria nao se lembre agora de avariar, o que seria dela se perdes-
se aquele material? O homem falava e ela permanecia em siléncio,
sem saber o que dizer; precisava de intervir, fazer um comentario,
uma pergunta que direccionasse a conversa noutro sentido; ele dis-
corria sobre a morte da mulher e do filho, sobre a fase mais negra
da suavida, e ela sentia a escuridao apoderar-se da sua mente, uma
maré negra a alastrar, asfixiando a vida marinha, tingindo o verde
das aguas de luto e desolacao; nao se podia deixar arrastar para
o fundo, havia que se manter a tona, nadar para longe, respirar,
nao deixar que o petréleo lhe inundasse os pulmoes. O homem é um
poco de energia negativa, pensou, com um arrepio, se ndo reajo, vou
ficar infestada, vou perder forcas, discernimento, ndo conseguirei
alinhavar dois pensamentos. Vou interrompé-lo, vou dizer qualquer
coisa, agora, mas nada lhe saia da boca, nenhum som, como se de
facto os pulmoes se tivessem intumescido de uma matéria viscosa
— ou seriam os neur6nios?

Nao, isto ndo estd a correr nada bem.
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Gabriela Ruivo

Translated into English by Victor Meadowcroft
and Andrew McDougall

The Reporter

This certainly isn’t going well.

She had been thrilled by the chief editor’s proposal that she inter-
view Luis Ricardo Reis, the latest breakout sensation, a literary phe-
nomenon unlike any that had been seen in the country for quite
some time, if ever. She found herself presented with the chance to
produce a breakout article of her own. It was a dog-eat-dog world
they were living in; so few really interesting stories, ones that could
make history. A world of micro-stories, micro-news items, the ma-
jority of them uninteresting, nothing new to report, because the
quantity of news stories per minute was such that everything ex-
pired quickly, disasters took place — both natural and otherwise —
and now not even the drivel coming from the mouth of the President
of the United States could surprise anyone; the world had lost its
capacity for shock, for wonder, for indignation, for taking offence,
although it seemed the opposite was also true, flared emotions, ac-
cusations of abuse and harassment multiplying like never before,
women had gained a voice, become a baying crowd, but in the
midst of an uproar no one can understand each other and we soon
stop hearing the essential or paying attention to what’s important.
Like how to maintain focus in these times we’re living through: now
there was a good subject, a juicy topic. But these days people no
longer want to read about juicy topics — it’s too much work — peo-
ple want articles like photographs, a flash of words that will eter-
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nalise an idea — very few words, because thinking is tiring, and
reading interminable paragraphs even more so — everything must
be easy to digest, accessible, low on calories, minimal mental ex-
ertion. Tomorrow, no one will remember the headlines of today’s
newspapers, unless they’re about something truly dramatic and
surprising — practically non-existent in this day and age. A reporter
is condemned to watch their stories be cast into collective oblivi-
on, swallowed by the black hole of yearning for the new. And why
invest in a topic, an idea, why write anything at all, if by tomorrow
no one will remember? Perhaps that was the essence of journalism?
Because, ultimately, the news moves on, stories get left behind, just
like the things that happen to us and are forgotten, our memory
only retaining something if it’s substantial or extraordinary. The
permanent is the substance of essays or literature. But there are still
journalistic themes that cause enough impact to matter, to last, to
earn their place in the annals of history. She had always believed
this and maintained her faith, with a hunger to write such a piece,
one that would last for posterity, one that would be read and reread
and remembered and cited as an example. No, she wasn’t naive
enough to believe that a simple interview could become this piece,
no matter how famous her interviewee. But it could be a first step. A
first, noteworthy article that would continue to reverberate over the
days that followed. At the beginning of the interview, she’d been
excited, the man put forward ideas with the skill of a master, there
was plenty of material there, for a reflective-interview, an essay-in-
terview, so many crazy notions went through her mind, an article
about the purpose of literature, about readers who enjoyed listening
to stories as long as they didn’t find them in books, because books
were where they went looking for truth; books as mirrors, capable
of reflecting an identity, identity as the cornerstone of social cohe-
sion, the identity crisis as the main driving force of the crisis of val-
ues. She had enough material there to shine. If she could eliminate
the immediacy of the interview, transform it into material for reflec-
tion, an open door for conceptualisation and contemplation, with-
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out leaning too hard on the intellectual side, so as not to become
tiresome. And when the man confessed that, in fact, the book he’d
written was based on his own life, was a pure description of reali-
ty, she was overjoyed; aside from the invitation to reflect, she now
had another thesis — an entirely new one — to develop: in essence,
literature is life itself. She would write in a bold style, omitting the
questions completely; she would present the interview as a kind of
interior monologue, a game of questions and answers that didn’t
follow a script but instead the flow of the writer’s ideas, mixed with
recollections from his life; she would inhabit his thoughts, venture
inside his head, taking possession of his ideas, in an innovative
approach, a text distanced from the classic interview model and
nearer to the reflections of an undefined narrator, a narrator who
fuses with the narrated object. She was already wrestling with the
conceptual model for the piece, a detailed preview of the technical
and linguistic details, when that feeling came over her...

It was an old feeling.

Perhaps it had been his tone of voice. The hint of impatience. That
rolling of the eyes. The way he seemed to be giving her a lesson, as if
carrying out a laborious task, as if he needed to explain everything,
and what a drag, because she — the poor thing, the bimbo — didn’t
understand, of course she didn’t. And at that point her brain had
frozen, she had wanted to ask intelligent questions, to say things
that were relevant and demonstrated her perceptiveness — but noth-
ing. She had felt stupid and acted accordingly. She realised this.
She was perfectly self-aware, and had been ever since she was a
child. The men in her family had always made her feel this way. Her
grandfather, her father, her uncle. The truth is, she had never been
a brilliant student. She always tried very hard, but in her family the
belief prevailed that real intelligence presents itself in the form of a
prodigy, with no need for effort, as if the child had been blessed by
a fairy godmother. The other kind, attained through effort and hard
work, would never be the same.
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This is why she lived in expectation of her chance to shine. To show
everyone the stuff she was made of, and that, in the end, they were
all wrong: she had been born with the star on her brow, but for
some reason it had failed to spontaneously burst into light. Yes, she
would live to see them swallow their pride, their air of superiority.

The man talked incessantly and she became distracted, I hope this
piece of junk doesn’t decide to stop working — what would become
of her if she lost that material? The man talked, and she kept si-
lent, not knowing what to say; she needed to intervene, make some
comment, a question that would lead the conversation in another
direction; he spoke about the death of his wife and son, about the
blackest period of his life, and she could feel the darkness taking
hold of her mind, a dark tide spreading, suffocating the marine life,
tinging the green waters with grief and desolation; she couldn’t al-
low herself to be dragged to the bottom, she had to stay afloat, to
swim far away, breathe, not allow the petroleum to flood her lungs.
This man is a well of negative energy, she thought, with a shudder, if
Idon’treact, I’ll become infested, I’ll lose my strength, my judgement,
I'won’t be able to string two thoughts together. I’'m going to interrupt
him, I’'m going to say something, now, but nothing came out of her
mouth, not a single sound, as if her lungs were in fact swollen with
viscous material — or was it her brain cells?

No, this isn’t going well at all.
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Upon returning from abroad, where she
spent almost her entire working and
adult life, Ana, the main protagonist

of Villa Fazanka, buys an apartment

in Novi Sad, overlooking the Danube
River and the Army Veterans' Club. She
tries to settle in, but the birds of the
past disturb her peace. In the month
of August, she goes to the north of the
plain, to Villa Fazanka, to look after the
house and the dog of her best friend.
This marks the beginning of a cluster
of stories, encounters and relationships
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involving seemingly ordinary, but

also very unusual characters. This is

a novel about the serene plain that
swells like a pimple, and from which
the voices of times past and former
residents of collapsed houses do not
allow the veil of forgetfulness to cover
everything around them. Villa Fazanka,
where the coastal and plain ambiances
intermingle, is a novel about potential
loves and a world where losses do not
necessarily drag us to the depths, but
open up new realisations and lead us to
tranquillity.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

As an active voice of the young
generation, Bojan Krivokapi¢ captured
the attention of the readers, critics and
juries of relevant awards with his first
book, the collection of short stories

Run, Lilith, Daemons Trip and Stumble,
and eventually became the laureate of
two awards in Croatia and Serbia for
best short story collection. After several

years, his debut novel, Spring Is on the

Road, repeated some poetic instances
of his first short story collection, but
offered much more in terms of new
themes, motifs, ideas and narrative

solutions. This is why this novel became
shortlisted for several national awards
and won the Mirko Kovac¢ Award, a
regional award for young writers, while

his new novel, Villa Fazanka, takes the
readers even further, constantly going
between the post-Second World War
life and the present times. This novel
captures the essence of the Serbian

prose of the past decades, with all the
identity crises and attempts to break
free from the past that have been
popular since the mid-20th century, but
it is a very modern and open-minded
novel that freely discusses a variety of
topics, from the rights of the LGBTQIA+
community to individual love stories
that end in disasters, leaving their
participants shattered and broken.

Therefore, the jury believes that Villa

Fazanka is not just the best piece of
writing by a particular writer thus far,
but also one of the best novels of

his generation and the entire prose
production in Serbia in the past 2 years.
Serbian PEN




Vila Fazanka

Bojan Krivokapi¢
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Spustaju ga s tavana. Mog MiSiku.

Gledam njegov isplaZeni jezik. Znam da treba da zazmurim, ali to ne
¢inim. Oko mene krici, uzdasi, cvilez. Sve se smuljalo. Kasa.

Vise nemam brata.

Pomislim na to, ali ne ose¢am niSta, ni uzas, ni tugu. Samo gledam,
upijam svaki detalj.

Letnji dan. Iz zadnjeg dvoriSta ¢uju se kokoSke. PraSina se spekla.
Muve. Selo je postalo smrtni slucaj. Vezuju mi crnu maramu.

To je bila njegova volja, ponavljam sebi godinama kasnije. Tudu
volju treba postovati. Mantram.

LaksSe mi je da je poStujem, da je ne diram. Tuda volja se ne dira.
Ubrzo za Misikom odlaze prvo otac, pa majka. Za jedno leto

tri lampice su se ugasile. BoZja volja, ponavljaju svi oko mene.
BozZjavoljabozjavoljabozZjavolja. Zaglusujuéa buka. Selo vergla.
Opet crna marama.

Onda tiSina. Kao da se niSta nije dogodilo. Niko niSta ne spominje.
Zivi éute. I ja éutim, nista ne pitam. Muk. Ali slike same dodu.
Fijuknu. Misikin isplaZeni jezik, oCeva suva usta, majcini kapci kako
trepere. Okrsci.

Neke izmislim. Tako sklapam mozaik.

Nasa kuca je bila u Ljubljanskoj 9.

To je bilo pre skoro pola veka.

Sad imam skoro sedamdeset godina.

Zivot se otkotrljao.

Zovem se Ana.
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Prve noéi u Vili Fazanki padale su Suze Svetog Lovre. Dan je bio
uZaren, a Mesec skoro pun, pa suze nisu uspevale da padnu po
ruZama, lavandi i menti koje su se Sirile po dvoriStu. A i komarci
su izvodili svoju odu radosti, Sto je, u konacnici, potpuno
onemogucavalo povezivanje sa suzama. Granda je ¢ula Suskanje
medu knjigama i verovatno pomislila da je u pitanju mis, pa je
poslednjih dva-tri dana provela vrebajuéi i iScekujuci ga, valjda u
nadida ¢eimati priliku da galoviiulovi, jeripak je onavizla. Do dana
danasnjeg nije ustanovljeno da li je to bio mis ili je, jednostavno, u
trenucima dokolice, Granda izmislila prisustvo tog neZeljenog gosta.
Suze Svetog Lovre, dakle, nisu uspele da se sliju po Vili Fazanki.

Noé¢ je hila vrela, jedna od najtoplijih otkad postoji to zdanje.
Negde pred zoru, vizZla je odlucila da ée ipak odustati od noéne
smene, popela se na krevet i zaspala. Vila Fazanka, paorska kuca,
sagradena je pocetkom tridesetih godina prosloga veka, u tihoj ulici
na pola puta od reke Mrtvaje do blagog uzviSenja, koje svakako nije
brdo, viSe je brezuljak, ali koje ipak u taj ambijent unosi nuznu
dinamiku. Ispred trema granaju se ruZe i grmovi lavande, sa strane
je stari jorgovan, a pored stablo breskve. Nista od pomenutog
rastinja nije tu slucajno, iza svakog stabla ili grma ¢uci buket prica
koje objedinjuju osam decenija postojanja ove kuce. U dvoriStu rastu
jo$ i kamilica, bosiljak, korijander i razno drugo zacinsko i lekovito
bilje. S godinama, ono kao da dobija bitku protiv obi¢nih trava, ako
su takve bitke uopste mogucée. U najjuznijem delu dvoriSta dominira
grm ruzmarinakoji odoleva godinama. Veruje se da je on najstarijina
ovom komadu zemlje. Trem i dvoriSte su okrenuti ka svetlijoj strani,
ali na njoj nikad nema direktnog sunca. Zraci svetlosti ne udaraju ni
u prozore odaja s druge strane. Neimari su, izgleda, vodili racuna.
Vila Fazanka poznata je po svojoj vlasnici, ali i ostalim povremeno-
privremenim stanarima. Maruska, koja je danas jedina vlasnica
ovog zdanja, bila je gotovo zatecena kad joj je pre dvadesetak godina
natadasnju gradsku adresu stigla vest da je nasledila veliku ku¢una
severu. Ispostavilo se da je u pitanju polusestra njenog oca, o kojoj
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je ona znala samo to da postoji negde ,,na severu”. Nikad se nisu
srele, imala je tek nekoliko njenih fotografija, najviSe iz detinjstva,
samo jednu na kojoj je imala osamnaest godina i niti jednu na kojoj
je ta misteriozna rodaka odrasla Zena. ZaSto bas nju, da li nije bilo
nikog bliZeg i drazeg, ili je bilo bliZih, ali vlasnica nije mogla o¢ima
daih vidi - pitanja su koja su otiSla u ropotarnicu zaborava. Kao tek
punoletna devojka, nije previSe razmisljala — za nekoliko nedelja
postala je nova vlasnica jedne od najlepsih kuca na severu. Kuci je
dala ime: Vila Fazanka.

Gospini dani su se pribliZavali, a s njima i datum njenog polaska.
Dobila je poziv od Instituta za proucavanje retkih ptica. U
Istrazivackoj stanici Sever, koju ve¢ decenijamaSibaju ledeni balticki
vetrovi, o¢ekuju je za desetak dana. Avion polece iz Budimpeste,
a onda jo$ dva presedanja. Kad cesna sleti na otok, tamo ¢e je
cekati Lena, direktorka Instituta. SeSée u njen dZip i za manje od
dva sata ¢e u udobnoj fotelji, pored prozora koji gleda u beskraj,
biti njeno poslednje veliko istrazivanje, jer ve¢ je u sedmoj deceniji
Zivota, iako tvrdi da joj te decenije ne predstavljaju problem, da joj
ne znace niSta, da ih ne oseca na svojoj grbaci. Ipak, treba imati i
smirenu starost, osuncanu, bez stalnih vozikanja i presedanja. Ona
zapravo i Zeli takvu starost, bas takvu, mirne dane kroz koje ée se
katkad prolamati cvrkut ptica i to ¢e biti sve.

Vilu Fazanku i Grandu ée ¢uvati Ana. Ana je najbolja ¢uvarica lepog
i dobrog, njoj moZe da prepusti sve.

Tri dana kasnije, ¢uvarica je na kapiji, a pored nje mali crveni kofer.
Dosla je vozom. Ta€na je, ona nikad ne kasni. Tek Sto su se izgrlile,
Maruska kaze: Jurim, taksista je veé¢ tu! Sve sam ti ostavila, sve sam
ti objasnila, valjda jesam?

Leti, mila, nas dve ¢emo biti dobro, ne brini, kaZze joj Ana kao da
je Institut za proucavanje retkih ptica tu iza ¢o$ka. Onda Maruska
pride Grandi i poljubi je u usta. Granda joj sko¢i u narucje pa
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pocne da je liZe po licu. Maruski se o¢i napune suzama. Ajde, ajde,
procedi. Zacuju se tockici velikog srebrnog kofera i za nekoliko
sekundi Maruskine pojave viSe nema pred njima. Ana bez reci
ode da zakljuc¢a kapiju, potom pogleda u viZline tuZne oci, pride
joj i poljubi je i ona u usta. Podigne pogled prema tremu i udahne
punim pluéima.
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Villa Fazanka

Bojan Krivokapi¢
Translated into English by Will Firth

They brought him down from the attic. My MiSika.

I looked at his protruding tongue. I knew I was supposed to close my
eyes, but I didn’t. Cries, sighs and whining all around me. A churning,
chaotic mess.

I'no longer had a brother.

I thought about that but felt nothing — neither horror nor sadness. I
looked at myself and absorbed every detail.

A summer day. Chickens could be heard at the back of the yard.
Parched earth and dust. Flies. The village had become a fatality. They
tied a black headscarf on me.

It was his decision, I repeated to myself years later. You must respect
the will of others was my mantra. It was easiest for me to respect it
and not go against it. The will of others is sacrosanct.

Soon after Misika, father departed, and then mother. Three candles
were snuffed out in one summer. The will of God, everyone around
me kept saying. The will of God the will of God the will of God. A
babble throughout the village, deafening and repetitive.

Out with the black headscarf again.

Then silence, as if nothing had happened. No one spoke. The living
were silent, and I was too. I didn’t ask a thing. A heavy muteness. But
the images came of their own accord, whistling past: MiSika’s pro-
truding tongue, father’s dry mouth, mother’s trembling eyelids. Frag-
ments of memory.
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I make some up, and that way I assemble the mosaic.
Our house was at 9 Ljubljanska Street.

Almost half a century ago.

Now I’'m almost seventy.

Life has rolled on.

My name is Ana.

On the first night in Villa Fazanka, the Perseids were falling. The
day had been scorching, and the moon was almost full, so the
shower couldn’t fall on the roses, lavender and mint that had spread
through the yard. And the mosquitoes were performing their ode to
joy, which ultimately made any refreshing shower impossible. Gran-
da had heard a rustling among the books and probably thought it
was a mouse, so she spent the next two or three days lying in wait,
probably hoping for a chance to hunt and catch it; she’s a vizsla af-
ter all. To this day, it’s not clear if it really was a mouse or if Granda,
in idle phases, simply imagined the presence of an unwanted guest.
The Perseids, therefore, didn’t rain down on Villa Fazanka.

The night was torrid, one of the hottest in all the years the build-
ing has stood. Sometime before dawn, the vizsla decided to give up
the night shift after all, climbed onto the bed and fell asleep. Villa
Fazanka was built for a German family in the early thirties of the last
century in a quiet street halfway from the Mrtvaja River to a slight
rise, which it would be wrong to call a hill, more of a hummock, but
it still brought a vital dynamism to the landscape. The roses and
lavender bushes thrive in front of the porch, there’s an old lilac tree
at the side, and next to it a peach tree. None of the mentioned vege-
tation is there by chance, and every tree or bush conceals a bouquet
of stories that bring together the house’s eight decades of existence.
Chamomile, basil, coriander and various other herbs and medici-
nal plants grow in the yard. They seem to be winning the years-long
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battle against the common grasses, if such battles are possible at
all. The southernmost part of the yard is dominated by a rosemary
bush that has withstood the years. It’s thought to be the oldest in
the area. The porch and the yard are on the brighter side but never
get direct sun. Its rays don’t enter the windows of the rooms on the
other side either. The architects evidently took account of that. Villa
Fazanka is known for its owner, but also for other occasional and
temporary occupants. Maruska, who today is the sole owner of the
proud building, was almost taken aback when she received word
at her city address, about twenty years ago, that she’d inherited a
large house in the north, in Pannonia. It emerged that the benefac-
tor was her father’s half-sister, whom she only knew to live some-
where ‘in the north’. They had never met, and she only had a few
photos of her, mostly from her childhood - just one in which she
was eighteen — and none where the mysterious relative was a grown
woman. Why had it come down to her? Was there no one closer and
dearer? Or were there closer ones, but the owner couldn’t stand the
sight of them? These were questions that had long been consigned
to the lumber-room of oblivion. MaruSka had just come of age and
didn’t think too much, so in just a few weeks she became the new
owner of one of the most beautiful houses in the north. She named
it Villa Fazanka.!

The feasts of Our Lady were coming up, and with them the date of
Maruska’s departure. She’d received an invitation from the Institute
for the Study of Rare Birds. She was expected in ten days’ time at
Research Station North, which for decades has been lashed by the
icy Baltic winds. Her plane would leave from Budapest, and there
were two more connecting flights. When the Cessna landed on the
island, Lena, the institute director, would be waiting to meet her.
She’d get into Lena’s jeep, and in less than two hours she’d be sit-
ting in a comfortable armchair by a window that looked out into

' A fazanka is a female pheasant.
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infinity, drinking tea and thinking of the weeks ahead. Perhaps this
would be her last major field trip because she’d now entered the
seventh decade of her life, although she claimed the years were no
problem, that they didn’t mean anything to her and she didn’t feel
their weight on her back. But one should also have a peaceful re-
tirement — sunny, without constant trips and changing planes. She
did long for an old age just like that, with placid days interrupted by
occasional bursts of birdsong but nothing more.

Villa Fazanka and Granda would be looked after by Ana, the best
keeper of the beautiful and the good. She could entrust everything
to her.

Three days later, the house-sitter was at the gate with a small red
suitcase. She’d come by train. She was punctual, as always. As soon
as they’d hugged, Maruska said:

‘I’'m in a rush, here’s the taxi driver! I've left everything for you and
explained it all, haven’t I?’

‘Off you go, my dear, we two will be fine, don’t you worry,” Ana told
her, as if the Institute for the Study of Rare Birds were just around
the corner. Then Maru$ka went up to Granda and kissed her on the
snout. The dog jumped into her arms and started licking her face.
Maruska’s eyes filled with tears. ‘OK now, OK,” she managed to say.
The wheels of her large silver suitcase squeaked, and a few seconds
later she no longer stood before them. Without a word, Ana went to
lock the gate, then she looked into the vizsla’s sad eyes, went up to
her and kissed her on the snout herself. She gazed up towards the
porch and took a deep breath.
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BIOGRAPHY

ina Vrs$caj (born in 1987) is an
Tavvard—vvirming writer, literary critic
and translator. She graduated from the
Faculty of Arts in Ljubljana in 2010 with
a degree in Comparative Literature and
English. She works as an editor. She
is a literary critic and writes essays for
various magazines and newspapers.
She is the author of two children’s
picture books. She has translated the

novel The Childhood of Jesus by Nobel-
Prize-winning author J.M. Coetzee and

the philosophical book The Economy of

Desire by Daniel Bell Jr. into Slovenian.
She has won several awards for her

LOVENIA

writing: in 2009 the Literatura magazine
prize for best contribution for the

Robni zapisi (Marginal notes) section, in
2019 the Sodobnost magazine prize

for best Slovenian essay (for ‘Sre¢no

pospravljen’), and in 2022 the Modra
ptica prize for best (unpublished) novel

for adults (for Na Klancu).

In the remote village of Slope, a young
couple, Eva and Gregor, live on a steep
hillside with their two young daughters.
A country house on the edge of the
forest seems at first the ideal place for
a young family, but soon Eva finds that
living uphill is exhausting, and little

by little, she begins dreaming of the
plain. The relationship between the
partners is also sliding down a steep
slope, what with the care of their two
girls, their daily commitments and the
omnipresence of digital distractions
which Eva rejects, and they reach

an impasse. Other circumstances
contribute to the rupture in their
relationship: Eva's unemployment,
Gregor's preoccupation with virtual
worlds, the burdens they have
brought from their primary families,
disagreements about upbringing and
the unequal burden of household
chores. The action culminates in the loss
of the family’s home and the expected
arrival of a new family member with
Eva's pregnancy. Gregor can no longer
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bear this burden and disappears for

a while, but when he returns it is too
late for a solid family future. Gregor’s
departure forces Eva to shake off her
passivity, look for a job and devote
herself to actively raising awareness of
environmental issues.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

At the start of Tina Vrscaj's novel Na

Klancu, the family situation of the
parents and their young daughters
seems full of warmth and emotion.

But soon cracks are felt, namely
disagreements over upbringing,
unequal burdens of the partners’
household chores, the precarious
economic situation caused by her
unemployment and, finally, the loss of
the house where they live. There is no
quick turnaround in sight. Although
there are hints of the solutions that the
women’s emancipation project may
bring, the road to them will be painful,
unpredictable and not without losses
for all. In this almost banal, open-
ended narrative framework, the female
perspective is at the forefront, and

the emotionality and sensuality of her
experience are strongly accentuated.
In addition to motherhood and

family, the novel deals with social and
globally relevant environmental issues.
The protagonist demonstrates her
responsibility and respect for nature
throughout. Indeed, the destruction of
the environment is the theme that ties
the whole novel together. The author
tackles it with determination, passion
and narrative conviction. The depiction

of the characters in the novel is skilful
and consistent, and the character traits
come to life in carefully thought-out
dialogues. The style of the novel is
worthy of special mention, carefully
trimmed and cleared of unnecessary
clutter, self-contained, at times almost
poetic. The author uses it to capture

a playful child’s perception of reality,
which has not yet locked the world in
a prison of conventional notions, but
rather allows it to breathe with different
shades of meaning.

Slovenian Book Agency




Na Klancu

Tina Vricaj

Bralce vljudno prosimo, da izklopijo naprave.
Na Klancu zmeraj piha.
Eva skuSa pognati korenine v to zemljo. A zemljo odnaSa.

Véasih ne hodi po tleh, ampak lebdi. Ce pometa listje pred vhodom,
se metla ne dotika tal, listje odnasa le zra¢ni vrtinec ob zamahu.

Slike, ki jih naslikajo, pustijo stati v kotu sobe, se bodo Ze obesile.
Sobne rastline so pristale na kompostiscu, loncki pa Se stojijo na
polici, okruSeni.

Eva si predstavlja ravnino, kamorkoli seZe oko. Zamislja si, da so v
drugi hiSi. Sosedje imajo otroke, stare, kot so njeni, ne pijancujejo
pred otroki in ne prenarejajo se. Kolesarijo. Po ravnem lahko kole-
sari tudi majhen otrok. V¢asih si podajajo Zogo, ne more jim uiti.
Tudi otroci se ne morejo odkotaliti v prepad.

Dekleti sta Se novi in diSita po sveZem. PriSlekinji na svet.
Seme je obrodilo mimogrede, kot bi jo oprasil veter.

Najprej je prisla prva. KakSen prihod! Dostavili so jo beli angeli v
ko¢iji. Potem je prisla Se druga, spet pretresljivo doZivetje. Ze s pr-
vim glaskom je bil to joksmeh. Glej: prvega so ji prinesli angeli, v
drugo pa se ji je rodil srecen otrok.
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Cim sta prisli na svet, sta odprli o¢i v to hi$o s slikami v kotu, s tis-
timi postrani in z oblekami po tleh. Obleke se mnoZijo na parketu,
naslonjalih stolov, kav¢u, postelji in celo na mizi. Se najmanj jih je
v omarah, od katerih puhti po starem. Vse te gore so dokaz, da ima
Eva nepospravljeno podstreSje. Mama je govorila:

Pospravi ze tisto svoje podstresje.
Tisto, s katerim mama nima nic.

Oblek je kar naenkrat dvakrat ve¢ in vsak mesec je nekaj pre-
majhnih. Otroka rasteta. Zvecer jima oblece dolgo piZamo, zjutraj
pa se zbudita v kratkih hlacah. Vsak teden kaj zmanjka in ¢ez dan
iSCejo, kje je. Potem dobijo vrece od prijateljev. Te nove in rabljene
oblekice tvorijo velik klanec v veZi. Cakajo na prvo pranije.

Tisto prvo obdobije Zivljenja prve dojencice je preZeto z vonjem mle-
ka, kakca in pralnega praska. Otrok se podoji in pokaka in kakec si
utre pot iz plenice do oblek, v vedno istem zaporedju in vse hitrej-
Sem tempu, kjer med ponavljanji s€asoma ni ve¢ nobenega premo-
ra. Eva podoji otroka in nato v majici, mokri od mleka, to¢i vodo v
prazno, da bi prisla do tople za umivanje ritke, zamenja plenico in
otroka preoblece. Na tleh pri njenih nogah spet kup. Kup je tudi Ze v
kopalnici, da se vrata ne zapirajo. Gmota je v stroju, ki pere. Stroj je
tako obremenjen, da poskakuje. Od besa hoce v¢asih razbiti stene.
Kup opranih kosov je v lavorju, ki jih Eva hiti obeSat, kadar dojenci-
ca zapre oci in dokler sonce Se greje.

Vso proceduro spet ponovi. In spet. In spet ... Kot hréek v kolesu.

Zacetek Zivljenja druge dojencice je preZet z vonjem mleka, kakca in
pralnega praska. Drugic je vse enako. A vse drugace. Eva se hitre-
je vda neprespanim nocem. LaZje poslusa jok, ker ve, da bo minil.
Vcasih ob joku ostane povsem mirna. Ve, da je to joksmeh, globoko
cudenije Zivljenju.

Vcasih je raztresena. Z dojencki in malcki je pac tako, da vse uhaja
izpod nadzora. Kot samo od sebe iz prsi lije mleko, tudi kadar ni pri-
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sesanih ustec. Le ena neZna misel, pa ima majico mokro od belega.
Ponecedene plenice se grmadijo pred vhodnimi vrati. Na pultu se
grmadijo ostanki hrane, ki ¢akajo, da jih kdo nese na kompost. Pod
nogami se kopicijo igrace. V¢asih kakSna noga katero stre.

Za to ni kriv nered na njenem podstresju.
Nekaj drugega je.
Cim sta puncki pokukali iz hige, sta se zlili v nagnjeno obzorje.

In ko sta, druga za drugo, v presledku dveh let, shodili, sta z naj-
manjSimi noZicami Ze racali v hrib. Mala kar v copatkih. Potrebova-
li sta trdno spodbudo:

»Noge v zrak!«

Po ravnem bi nemara Ze tekali, a v klanec sta se le oklevaje prebija-
li. V¢asih je Eva katero lopnila po zadnji plati. Ali ju navdihovala z
modrostjo:

Noge si zapomnijo, kaj zmorejo, in potem jim noben korak ni odvec.
Ko gredo majhne noge v velik klanec, je to ganljiv prizor.

Vcasih pa niso mogle. In takrat ju je ona, drobna, a Zilava, kot Zaklja
krompirja vzela pod pazduhe, dve pazduhi za dve punci, in je Sla,
so &le. Ce sta pri tem malo viseli na glavo, ju ni nikoli motilo.
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On Slope
Tina Vrscaj
Translated into English by Erica Debeljak

Readers are kindly requested to switch off their devices.
It’s always windy on Slope.
Eva tries to plant roots in the soil. But the wind blows the soil away.

Sometimes she doesn’t walk on the ground but hovers above it. When
she sweeps the leaves in front of the door, the broom doesn’t touch
the floor but moves the leaves with its spinning currents of air.

The paintings are left in a corner of the room to be hung later. The
house plants have landed on the compost but the pots remain on the
windowsill. Chipped.

Evaimagines flatlands as far as the eye can see. She dreams that they
live in another house. The neighbours would have children as old as
theirs. They wouldn’t drink in front of the children and wouldn’t pre-
tend to be other than what they are. They would ride bicycles. Even
little children can ride bicycles where it is flat. They can pass a ball
between them without it rolling down the hill. Children cannot tum-
ble into the abyss.

The girls are still new and smell fresh. They are newcomers to the
world.

The seeds bore fruit easily as if she had been pollinated by the wind.

The first came first. What an arrival! White angels delivered her in a
coach. Then the second, again a riveting event. Her first little sound
was already crylaughter. Look: the first was brought by angels and
the second was born a happy child.
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The moment they came into the world, they opened their eyes to
the house with the paintings in the corner, some lying aslant, and
clothes on the floor. The clothes multiply on the hardwood floor, the
armchairs, the couch, the beds, even the table. Least of all in the clos-
ets that smell old. All of these mountains are proof that Eva has a
messy attic. Her mother used to say:

Clean your attic, what you have upstairs.
The place her mother has nothing to do with.

All of a sudden, there are twice as many clothes and each month
many of them are too small. The children grow. In the evening, they
get dressed in long pyjamas and wake up in the morning in short
pants. Every week something gets lost and is looked for all day. Then
they get bags of hand-me-down clothes from friends. The new and
used clothes form a steep hill in the entryway. They wait for the first
washing.

The first period of life with the first baby is inundated with the smell
of milk, poop, and washing powder. The baby nurses, poops, and the
poop finds its way from the nappies to the clothes, always in the same
order and always at a faster tempo, because there is no time between
repetitions. Eva nurses the baby and then, her shirt wet with milk,
turns on the faucet and waits for the water to get warm to wash the
baby’s bottom, change her nappy, and dress her again. Another pile
grows at her feet. There is already a pile in the bathroom and the door
will not close. There is a pile in the washing machine. The machine is
so overburdened that it jumps, as if it wants to hurl itself against the
wall in anger. There is a pile of washed clothes in the laundry basket
that Eva rushes to hang outside while the baby’s eyes are closed and
the sun is still shining.

She repeats the whole procedure. And again. And again... Like a
hamster on a wheel.

The beginning of the second baby’s life is inundated with the smell
of milk, poop, and washing powder. The second time is the same. But
everything is different. Eva surrenders more quickly to the sleepless
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nights. She finds it easier to listen to the baby crying because she
knows it will pass. Sometimes she is completely calm when she hears
the crying. She knows that this is crylaughter and expresses a deep
wonder for life.

Sometimes she is distracted. That’s just the way it is with babies and
toddlers: everything escapes her control. Just like milk coming out
of her breast all by itself, even when there is no sucking little mouth
nearby. A single tender thought and her shirt is wet. Dirty nappies
pile up in front of the door. Leftovers pile up on the counter, waiting
for someone to take them out to the compost. Toys pile up underfoot.
Sometimes a foot breaks one.

The mess in her attic is not guilty for all of this.
It is something else.

The moment the little girls look outside of the house, they merge with
the slanted horizon.

And when they learn to walk, one after the other over a period of two
years, their little legs waddle uphill. The little one in slippers. They
need encouragement:

‘Lift your feet!

They would probably have already begun running if it were flat, but
on Slope they hesitated. Sometimes Eva spanked them on their bot-
toms. And then inspired them with wisdom:

Legs remember what they can do, and every step is necessary.
It is a moving scene when the little legs go up the steep hill.

But sometimes they couldn’t do it. And then she, small but tough,
picked up both of them like sacks of potatoes under her armpits, two
armpits for two girls, and she went. They went. It didn’t bother them
that they were hanging upside down.
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This is a drama-romance story of
Mariem and Aly, a couple forced

to separate for years, after which

they have a series of accidental or
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during and after the December 2010
revolution in Tunisia. The love story
goes hand-in-hand with thrilling
events in Tunisia’s history. Mariem has
been loved and betrayed by many
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a mystical thread of fate. Mariem is
struggling against some biased social
prejudices as she seeks her freedom
as a strong independent woman.

She represents the beautiful Tunisia
struggling amidst a series of hardships
in its recent history. It finishes with an
opening window of hope for a better
future.

REPORT OF THE NOMINATING
ORGANISATION

This is a well-written novel with
beautiful poetic language, rich in
images and etymologies. It is a lovely
romance mixed with drama and hope.
The writer's adoration of her native
Tunisia is deeply felt in the characters’
words and feelings. She describes her
country with much reverence, and
weaves the events delicately to achieve
smooth transitions between the
chronicles, mixing fiction with facts in
an eloquent way. Since the revolution,
Tunisia has become a beacon for
democracy and freedom and a model
for many countries seeking liberty from
the claws of dictatorships. Though
the process of change and evolution
can be difficult and messy, the

impossible is not Tunisian, and

we can do it. The writer is also
defending the rights of women

for freedom and empowerment
against social prejudices. Hope is a
key word in the writer’s life that she
emphasises along the tapestry of
this novel. Love, as hard and bitter
as it can be, never fails to stir our
emotions for a possible resolution.
Who knows what could happen
next, since the characters are very
resilient in this web of relationships
and events.
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The Mountain of Salt

Arbia Braham
Translated into English by Miled Faiza and Karen McNeil

Major General Saber El-Arbi fled the house as if he were running away
from an encircling Tatar army. He locked the door with the key and
started his car then headed toward the sea. He lit a cigarette and then
sat looking at the friend/enemy in front of him. The wise, discreet old
man, its waves pounding like the beats of a troubled heart. He was
like a ball bouncing between high and low tide, between his duty
and commitment to his mission, and his unusual attraction to this
woman. He had left her imprisoned in his house, while he remained
imprisoned in her wolf-like eyes. The cigarette smoke floated up, re-
vealing secrets known only to the cigarettes that had passed between
his lips, which had absorbed his silence over years of suffering and
loss. His pain was breaking on the rocks of Sidi Ali E1 Makki, while
his modest dreams remained etched on its shores. They may have
been battered by the waves, but they endure the currents and escape
the grasp of the past, emerging weathered by the salt of the Mediter-
ranean. He gazed through the cigarette smoke to his life story, drawn
like the horizon between two edges.

He went back to his childhood, when he was deprived of his parents
and his brother when he was just ten years old. They were swallowed
by the treacherous sea one summer, in what was supposed to be a
time for happiness and relaxation. His six-year-old brother had been
caught by a riptide, and when his parents tried to save him they
couldn’t. All three lost their lives in a tragedy that shook the quiet
village and the entire region.

His father was an ordinary farmer working in al-Qat’aya, a small
piece of land located in the lower part of Ghar El Melh marsh. He used
to grow many kinds of vegetables throughout the year. His small
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farm would produce vegetables with an exceptional taste, rich with
minerals and very sweet. In spite of the salt that surrounded its sandy
land, the roots of the vegetables were able to store the rainwater that
came down from the mountain.

His mother spent her time with neighbours, other women and young
girls, embroidering lace. She dedicated her days to stitching with ut-
most precision, following the techniques she had learned from her
mother. Arduously, she crafted unique pieces for brides’ trousseaus.
The lace had a wide array of uses: it could adorn the bride’s new
home, or form part of the undergarments worn beneath the bride’s
wedding costume, which varied from region to region, from Raf Raf
to Hammamet. One variety included the mizzo, wide pants hand-
crafted with love by the women of Ghar E1 Melh, who were renowned
for the creativity of their Andalusian heritage.

After his parents’ deaths, Saber’s grandmother looked after him in
her old house near the port building. The house had white walls
adorned with natural coloured tiles with Moorish inscriptions, along
with windows opening onto the main courtyard.

Saber attended the elementary school on Bourguiba Avenue, then at
al-Karraka, the Turkish fort, where he used to haul dirt from the con-
struction site for the new middle school with his friends. The school
would make every student who got in trouble haul a wheelbarrow
filled with sand out of the site before they would let them go back to
class. Most of the boys would do so quite happily, showing off their
muscles to each other or to impress the girls. Saber, however, did the
job earnestly, afraid that if his grandma found out about his misbe-
haviour in the school she would punish him and keep him from go-
ing to the beach with his friends. Later, he joined the lycée of Moham-
med Ali Annabi at Ras Jebel for his secondary studies. Every day, he
rode the 15 km to Ras Jebel by bus with his childhood friends. Many
of them had since gotten jobs, gotten married, became parents, and
started families. Some of them had migrated to Europe. Others had
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taken up their fathers’ vocations in farming, or in fishing or fixing
nets and boats. But they had all remained the best of friends.

His grandmother, his only family, struggled greatly to support him
and ensure his continued education. She used to embroider lace and
was the one who had taught his mother and the village girls. They
began calling her ‘the master’ because of her exceptional skill and
the high quality of her handiwork. People from all over the country
would contact her to buy her embroidered fabrics. Saber would de-
light in watching her deft fingers create the intricate shapes of flow-
ers, roses, and butterflies. After finishing a piece, she’d meticulously
add what she called ‘the dead stitch’. He was always captivated by
this peculiar term — a ‘dead’ stitch that brought beauty to life un-
der the skilled hands of his inventive grandmother. She was able to
stitch triangles and squares together with a precision that rivalled
the famed Nablian stitch in craftsmanship.

His grandmother was always worried that the sea might betray her
and take Saber away from her, as it did with his parents and his broth-
er. But he wasn’t afraid of the sea. In fact, he continuously challenged
it whenever he went diving. He particularly enjoyed swimming in
deep water. His passion was to climb the cliff they called al-Bounta
and jump from its top. Swimming in the grottos of Cape Zabib was
also a pure pleasure for him, despite the fact that he once broke his
foot. In fact, Saber had made memories, happy or sad, throughout the
entire coastline of Bizerte. He knew every beach: Ain Mestir, Rafraf,
Ras Enjla, Kef Abed, Dar Eljenna, La Grotte, Sidi Meshreg, Sidi Sa-
lem, and beyond. The sea’s fury never deterred him, no matter how
many fractures or cuts he got. Over time, the vast blue sea became his
steadfast ally, pain and all.

On every trip to the sea caves, he would feel the souls of his parents
and brother floating around him, surrounding him and protecting
him from every lurking danger.
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Saber learned patience, struggle, challenge, and generosity from the
sea. He screamed in the face of strong winds while fighting the cur-
rent, challenging his friend as if asking for more. And the sea never
deprived him of his harvest, as if it was making up for those who it
had swallowed into its belly. It made him one of the most skilful fish-
ermen of the area. He would never go home empty-handed from any
sea adventure, and his grandmother’s house became a sea museum
for his harvest.

Despite his grandmother’s worries about him, he continued to divide
his time between school and fishing, making it impossible for her to
stop him from going to the sea. So she resigned herself to praying
for his safety and success. When he took the national baccalaure-
ate exam, she waited eagerly to hear of his success, but she passed
away a few days before the results came out. Could there be any more
shocks waiting for you, Saber?

After he found out that he passed the exam, hearing his name an-
nounced over the megaphone with the list of other successful stu-
dents, he ran like a panther towards the cemetery. He stood next to
his grandmother’s tomb and asked her, ‘Can you hear me, Grandma?
I promised you that I would pass the exam with top marks, and here
Iam. I'll also let Mama and Baba know. Then, I’ll tell my brother Jou-
jou, too. They will all be very happy. This summer, Joujou will cele-
brate his fifteenth birthday. He also passed the exam with top marks,
Grandma. My dream of joining the police academy will finally come
true. You always wanted to see me join the academy!’

His friends found him that night sleeping in the cemetery. It was a
sad night for everybody who knew the grandmother and her grand-
child, who no longer had any relatives after her passing. From that
day on, Saber was alone, as orphanhood cast a sad curtain over his
life. He decided not to allow himself to get attached to anyone, no
matter what. All his loved ones had already passed before he fully
understood the true meaning of happiness. Loss became his greatest
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fear, and he learned how to take care of himself, relying completely
on himself. Joining the police academy helped him greatly in that re-
gard. Nothing could defeat him. He mastered military training and
became one of the best snipers in the history of the academy. He was
sent to many countries to learn different skills; he gave his best to
every task assigned to him and excelled in all of them. This dedica-
tion kept him alive. His love for Tunisia was boundless and unwaver-
ing, as his country remained his eternal devotion.

For all these reasons, he promised himself never to fall in love. He
couldn’t bear the pain of mourning again. At his age, he doubted he
could ever love a woman who might break his heart and leave him.
He didn’t trust life, which had taken everyone he loved from him, nor
did he trust the daughters of Eve. He had already heard enough about
the suffering of his colleagues and friends because of women, and he
had lived long enough to witness their fickleness and their pursuit
of the rich and powerful. And so he grew to hate and disdain them
over time. All they wanted was a pocket filled with money and a thick
bank account, in exchange for their polluted bodies, consumed by
greed. As for feelings and emotions, they would trample them under-
foot, crushing longing and breaking hearts.

But then he met Meriam. He collided with her as if he had been thrown
from a train onto the tracks. She split open his skull and excised all
ideas of gold diggers and such. It was a violent crash that shook him
to his core. It was if he was on the floor chained with shackles, his
eyes staring into the void. He was breathing as if he was underwater.
Every breath that he took plugged his ears with tumultuous water. He
wanted to scream and move his imprisoned body but was too weak.
He tried to close his eyes then open them again as wide as he could,
hoping to get rid of this nightmare, but he couldn’t wake up. He was
breathing underwater. He was drowning, drowning. Drowning in the
salty honey lake of your eyes, Meriam.
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