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The next morning my cell door rattled open and a 
sleepy voice ordered me to get dressed. Two orderlies 
waited for me to get ready. Then they gathered up 
all my things, pushed me out of  the cell, and led me 
through a series of  corridors in the part of  the castle 
where there were consulting rooms and offices that I 
had never seen. In one of  them they presented me to 
Dr Apstein-Müller, head of  the clinic.

The doctor’s face was almost as pale as the fog out-
side the double-glazed window. At his elbows lay half  
a dozen open books, with places marked. 

“Sorry that you had to wait,” he said in a loud, clear 
voice, without looking up. He turned the page of  the 
book he was reading. 

One of  the orderlies left the room. I felt the other 
breathing down my neck.

“Would you like to sit down?” asked the director.
Now he looked at me and twisted his thin lips into 

an encouraging smile. But something about me must 
have bothered him, for in a moment a shadow passed 
across his face. He pushed aside the papers, tapped on 
the desk and stood up.

I was surprised: Dr Apstein-Müller’s face had pre-
pared me for someone taller and slower, with more 
considered movements. But he began to jump about 
the room like a badly coordinated puppet. Eventually, 
he managed to adopt a relatively static position at the 
window. He stared out, but couldn’t keep completely 
still and kept rubbing one shoe against the other.

“No doubt you’ll be glad to leave here,” he said.
He returned to the desk and sat down. He opened 

a drawer, took from it a sheaf  of  papers and flicked 
through them. Behind the desk, he was completely 
calm.

He leaned back. “You mustn’t forget that I am in no 
way responsible for everything that happened to you. 
The whole idea was Dr Wagner’s, one of  my younger 
colleagues. It probably seems to you like a cruel, point-
less joke.”

He gave me a sharp look: “Isn’t that so?”
I didn’t know how to reply. Although I had recov-

ered a little (I could look at the mass of  books on the 

shelves and feel nothing more than a slight prickling in 
my throat), I couldn’t shake off  the feeling that I was 
floating in a transitional world between my old self  and 
a new, as yet unrealised one.

“I don’t blame you,” said Dr Apstein-Müller, who 
took my contemplative silence as an affirmative. “Nev-
ertheless, Dr Wagner claims that the experiment gave 
him a valuable insight into Goldberg’s mind. And that 
is the main reason why we are here. To get an insight 
into patients’ thinking.”

Dr Apstein-Müller danced back to the window and 
stood there staring at the fog.

“I must replay your discussions with Goldberg,” he 
said. “We of  course recorded everything. Did you really 
believe he was a psychiatrist?”

I nodded. As if  my nodding had filled some hidden 
battery in Dr Apstein-Müller’s body, he immediately 
began to jump about again, circling me and then the 
desk.

“But in reality, Goldberg is exceptionally logical, isn’t 
he? It would be hard to say that he was like an ordinary 
patient. In his case, we are looking at mental unravel-
ling, a shattered value system or, if  you like, a schizo-
phrenic retreat from reality. No, his case is rare and, to 
be frank, tragic: an example of  a brilliant mind, who 
precisely understands one of  the main problems of  our 
time, but offers an imperfect solution to it.”

“Is Goldberg the writer of  detective stories, who is 
being treated here for writer’s block?” I asked.

“How did you know?” he asked in surprise.
“I’m here for the same reason. And, as far as I know, 

also some other well-known writers. Have you used 
Goldberg to turn as all into mental patients? Is there 
some parallel project which is more important, better 
paid than treating us for writer’s block?”

“All of  you who are here for writer’s block,” he said, 
“have been through the same or at least similar episode 
with Goldberg. You came here wanting to be cured. 
We are treating you. Our method may be unusual, but 
it works. I recommend that you don’t succumb to this 
current confusion, but stay here and continue your 
treatment.”

107
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T h e A uth or

EVALD FLISAR, born in 1945 in Slovenia, then still 
part of  Yugoslavia, is an iconic figure of  contemporary 
Slovenian literature. Novelist, playwright, essayist, editor, 
globe-trotter (travelled in 98 countries), underground 
train driver in Sydney, Australia, editor of  (among other 
publications) an encyclopaedia of  science and invention in 
London, author of  short stories and radio plays for the 
BBC, president of  the Slovene Writers’ Association (1995 
– 2002), since 1998 editor of  the oldest Slovenian literary 
journal Sodobnost (Contemporary Review), he is also the 
author of  16 novels (eleven of  them short-listed for kresnik, 
the Slovenian “Booker”), two collections of  short stories, 
three travelogues, two books for children (both nominated 
for major awards) and 15 stage plays (eight nominated for 
Best Play of  the Year Award, three times won the award). 
Winner of  Prešeren Foundation Prize, the highest state 
award for prose and drama, and the prestigious upančič Award for lifetime achievement. arious works of  his have 
been translated into  languages, among them engali, indi, Malay, epalese, Malayalam, ietnamese, ndonesian, 
Turkish, reek, Japanese, Chinese, Arabic, Czech, Albanian, Lithuanian, Dutch, celandic, omanian, Amharic, ussian, 
English, erman, talian, Spanish, etc. is stage plays are regularly performed all over the world, most recently in Austria, 
Egypt, ndia three different production in two months alone , ndonesia, Japan, Taiwan, Serbia, osnia, elarus, SA 
and Mexico. Attended more than 50 literary readings and festivals on all continents. Lived abroad for 20 years (three 
years in Australia, 17 years in London). Since 1990 he lives in Ljubljana, Slovenia. His novel My Father’s Dreams, published 
in  by Te ture Press in ew ork and in  by stros ooks in London, , has earned him a place at the 
European Literature Night, an annual event at the British Library that features 6 of  the best contemporary European 
writers. Another of  his novels, On the Gold Coast published in English by Sampark, olkata, ndia and nominated for 
the Dublin nternational Literary Award  was listed by The rish Times as one of   best novels about Africa written 
by Europeans, alongside Joseph Conrad, raham reene, sak Dinesen, J  allard, ruce Chatwin and other great 
literary names. n June July  he completed a three-week literary tour of  SA, reading at the Congress Library in 

ashington and S A convention in Chicago, attending the performance of  his play Antigone Now at the Atlas Performing 
Arts Center in ashington, speaking at the Slovene Permanent Mission at the nited ations ... n January  he 
was one of  the speakers at the largest literary festival in the world Jaipur, ndia , together with Margaret Atwood, Colm 
Toibin, Colin Thubron, Aleksander Hemon, Stephen Fry and other illustrious names. Following the publication of  
his novel Three Loves, One Death in England, he attended promotional events in London, ristol and Dublin. n January 

 he spent three weeks touring ndia, lecturing at three renowned institutions ational School of  Drama in ew 
Delhi, abindranath Tagore niversity in olkata, Malayalam niversity in erala , attending productions of  two of  

his plays in Bengali and promoting translations of  three 
of  his books in erala, angalore and olkata. n  
he visited athmandu to present his collection of  short 
stories The Price of Heaven: Travel Stories from India & Nepal. 
One of  the best-organised promotional events in his literary 
career was the eight-day promotion of  two of  his novels 
in Polish translation in May  arsaw, atowice and 

rakow . ew productions of  his plays are due in ndia, 
ndonesia and Me ico. n  he presented the erman 

translation of  his novel Words Above the Clouds in Berlin and 
the English translation of  his novel A Swarm of Dust in the 
European House in London. His international success is 
truly astonishing: speakers of  languages into which his 
works have so far been translated represent half  of  the 
world’s population.

Meeting the ing of  Sweden and his wife in Stockholm

Meeting the President of  ndia during his of cial visit to Slovenia
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A  T ale of  I nnoc enc e A b used

Evald Flisar

My Father's Dreams
MY FATHER’S DREAMS 
(original title elika žival sa-
mote) is regarded by some Slo-
venian critics as one of  Flisar’s 
finest novels. This “tale of  in-
nocence abused”, in the words 
of  one critic “a potent mix-
ture of  tragedy, perversity and 
self-awareness-in-retrospect”, 
can be read as an off-beat crime 
story, a psychological horror 
tale, a dream-like morality fable, 

or as a dark and ironic account of  one man’s belief  that 
his personality and his actions are two different things. 
Above all, however, it can be read as a story about a boy 
who has been robbed of  his childhood in the cruellest 
way imaginable: by being told by his father (desperate 
to protect his social position and retain the respect of  
the community) that many things he sees and hears are 
no more than a dream. The critics agree that the read-
er gains almost voyeuristic pleasure from following the 
“dreams” of  fourteen-year-old Adam on his path to ruin 
and redemption. n the words of  one of  them, lisar s 
descriptions are “luxuriously sensual, poetic, morbid, pro-
phetic, erotic, hellish, heavenly ...” This archetypal story 
about good and evil, and about our natural inclination 
to be drawn to the latter, has the force of  a myth; it is 
telling an important truth without drawing any particular 
attention to it. (200 pages)

At the heart of  this masterful and disturbing novel is a 
brilliant interplay of  human deception and the unsettling lies 
and obsessions of  which humans are capable.
A.M. Bakalar, Words Without Borders

Evald Flisar, Slovene man of  letters extraordinaire, 
undertakes fearless forays into the bizarre ways in which 
the mind works. My Father’s Dreams, a deadpan, slow-burning 
cautionary tale, requires patience yet ultimately delivers. His 
narrator is the bewildered only surviving son of  a village 
doctor. t is a book about how a child is influenced and 
betrayed.
Eileen Battersby, The Irish Times

Apart from craftily capturing a child‘s thoughts (another 
writer who does it comparably well is Orhan Pamuk), Flisar 
is a formidable stylist too. A stylist whose elegant, precise 
sentences grant special meaning to anything they touch. 

ive me a shopping list and ll set it to music,  said ossini 
who, with legendary ease, composed  operas. f  we lived 
at a time that allowed artists comparably beautiful arrogance, 
Flisar could very well brag to possess a similar ability. 
A. H. Kono, European Review of Poetry, Books and Culture 

With masterful strokes, Flisar weaves the episodes of  his 
story into an eccentric bildungsroman-in-reverse, moves the 
action from one mental or emotional state to another, and 
resolves it with a dream vision ... My Father’s Dreams is 
thus a fascinatingly multi-layered tale, which, with its many 
meanings, explores different themes and resolves them with 
unusual silences and telling digressions ...
gor ratož, DEL  Literary Supplement

 cannot remember anyone in the five centuries of  Slovene 
literature “interiorizing” dreams and forcing them into the 
reader’s consciousness in such a shocking form as Flisar has 
done in this novel ... Anyone reading this book with the 
necessary attention, concentrating on its essence, will be 
deeply unsettled, almost stunned ...
Jože orvat, S D ST leading literary journal

My Father’s Dreams violates the psyche precisely as the 
characters are violated. t is via one s own trust and through 
the aggressive defense of  one’s own innocence (or ignorance) 
that the violation occurs ... What we see in Flisar’s My 
Father’s Dreams is precisely what Edmund Burke defined as 
the sublime.
Susan Smith Nash, Preface, American Edition
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

My Father’s Dreams
t isn’t easy to talk of  one’s early life, even after so 

many years. However, allowing for lapses of  memory, 
 intend to hold nothing back, otherwise telling the 

story would be a fruitless exercise. Much of  it remains 
shrouded in mystery, including why my father shortly 
after his fiftieth birthday went off  his head. That was 
all the more surprising because he had never given 
any impression that he was anything other than the 
sanest person on earth. So, at least, he appeared to 
those who knew him. And he was known to a great 
many people: as a country doctor he covered twenty 
villages and was paid regular visits by patients ranging 
from pregnant girls to old men requiring colostomy. 
t is true that the doctor in the neighbouring district 

was of  a friendlier disposition, but my mother could 
boast a much higher rate of  cure. That’s why he felt 
that a guarded measure of  disdain for one’s patients 
was hardly a crime. Surprisingly, he was exceptionally 
pleasant to hypochondriacs, for whom he harboured 
a special feeling of  closeness.

n my mother s opinion he could have been a little 
less pleasant to young pregnant girls, who appeared 
to be his favourite patients. As far as  remember, 
that never caused any problems, except once, when a 
particularly attractive Gypsy girl from a hamlet in the 
nearby woods came for an examination insufficiently 
clean. This upset Father so that he locked her into a 
bathing cabin, releasing her only after she had show-
ered twice and once more for good measure. Although 
he later denied accusations that he had spent half  an 
hour drying her with a miniscule towel, the Gypsies 
threatened him with court action until he mollified 
them with a wad of  cash, about half  of  his monthly 
salary.

My father was a quiet man, but occasionally he was 
struck by a fit of  anger of  such magnitude that he 
was more shocked by it than anyone else. sually, it 
was my Mother who pushed him over the border of  

self-restraint, especially when she dared to criticize his 
“experiments” in the basement of  the health centre. 
n her opinion he should have refrained from any 

work that was not part of  his duties at the surgery, 
and devoted the rest of  his time, like most husbands, 
to his family. 

“Family?” was his usual response. “One bastard and 
one feeble-minded woman are hardly a family.”

Mother could bear his rudeness only by turning it 
into a joke. “Everybody’s got what they deserve,” she 
would observe with a bitter smile whenever she felt 
disinclined to argue. Her capacity, not to mention the 
will, to argue with Father had eventually waned, and 
they settled for aiming their words past each other, with 
Father exploding only when he was hit accidentally. But 
never, not even in the throes of  his worst distemper, 
did he hit Mother, however much  felt that that was 
what she was trying to get him to do.

henever  summon ather to memory  see a tall, 
slightly stooping gentleman of  middle age, with slow, 
careful movements, somewhat plumper round his waist 
than he would have wished, yet far from being fat, with 
a neatly trimmed reddish beard and gently greying hair 
parted on the side, which made him look younger than 
he was, always wearing a slightly anxious expression, 
which, could, however, together with the softness of  
his eyes, unexpectedly leap into a warm, puzzling smile, 
sufficiently charming for him to be known, especially 
among the female patients, as the “handsome doctor”.

t was probably his popularity that irked Mother 
most, for she desperately wanted his smile to be 
reserved for herself  and me, although  was its happy 
recipient often enough, most likely because  nev-
er argued with Father. Another habit of  his that 
Mother couldn’t stand was his natural tendency to 
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be eternally lost in thoughts. ndeed, very often he 
seemed to be most absent when he was at home, 
pontificating on God knows what problems or, with 
eyes closed, completely absorbed in classical music, 
hardly Mother’s favourite.

At first Mother worked as a receptionist at the 
health centre, but shortly after they married Father 
talked her into retraining for the position of  an ac-
counts clerk with a nearby brick factory. Otherwise, 
ran his argument, the health centre would begin to 
resemble “a family practice”. There was hardly any 
danger of  that, for next to Father and his assistant, 
Nurse Mary, the health centre also housed a den-
tist and his assistant, not to mention their common 
receptionist. t was much more likely that ather 
began to be bothered by Mother’s increasing curios-
ity about his “experiments” in the basement of  the 
health centre, where he was spending so much of  his 
time. Once he even admitted as much. He said he 
had nothing to hide, but simply wanted to pursue 
his research in peace.

“You mustn’t think,” he would occasionally turn to 
Mother with a sarcastic smile, “that marrying a doctor 
automatically confers on you a degree in philosophy. 
What could a man of  science and a housemaid pos-
sibly talk about? Wishes are one thing, but fortunately 
in this world it is abilities through which we realise 
our potential.”

Mother tried her best not to show how lonely she 
felt. Any objections she found the courage to raise 
were promptly brushed aside by Father’s acid wit, in 
the face of  which she felt transfixed like a small rodent 
confronted by a deadly snake. Gradually she came to 
realise that it was much safer to communicate with 
Father in monosyllables, and to entrust her grievances 
to me. There were days when she could not stop. With 
a cigarette perched on her lower lip, dishevelled, with 
one hand swinging this way and that and the other 
firmly on a bottle of  alium in the pocket of  her apron, 
she would cross and re-cross the living room and pile 
lamentation upon lamentation: that “this man” will 
send her to an early grave, that she had no one who 
would “at least try to understand her”, that one day 
she would simply walk out of  the house and “drown 
in the nearby stream , and that obviously  must hate 
her as well, otherwise  would not always take a-
ther’s side”, or would, at the very least, grant her an 
occasional “loving smile”. 

Evidently  was failing her as much as ather. , 
too, was wrapped up in my own world, which was 
far removed from her notions of  an idyllic family life 
of  a country doctor. henever  wasnt lost in one 
of  the books  took from ather s library  would 
wander through the surrounding woods or sit in my 
room, daydreaming about nothing in particular and 
everything at the same time. Sometimes  even locked 
the door, pretending to study for school, while in fact 
 would be staring out the window, trying to imagine 

Father at work, examining patients, lancing boils, sign-
ing death certificates. And, above all, working on his 
experiments in the basement, to which he alone had 
the right of  entry.

 loved ather very much. ithout him, my growing 
years would have been lonely and without any mys-
tery.  had no friends at school. ather was the a is 
around which revolved my joys and expectations. He 
seemed like a god to me, infallible.  was particularly 
excited by the smells that hovered about him every 
time he returned from the surgery: of  unusual potions 
and disinfectants, of  unknown acids and bitter-sweet 
ointments, even   sometimes felt  of  blood and 
lymphatic fluid, and the aromas of  hundreds of  illness-
es, of  which he was able, when we had guests, to talk 
so convincingly that most of  those present instantly 
developed appropriate symptoms. Father laughed, com-
fortably at home in the midst of  pain and suffering, 
never succumbing to as much as a cold, as if  protected 
by the spell of  a benevolent witch.

One day he invited me for a walk to the edge of  the 
wood above our house, where he spent almost an hour 
of  his precious time talking to me. t was spring and 
the meadows were overflowing with flowers. Sitting on 
the trunk of  a fallen birch tree, we surveyed the village 
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below us: the grey rectangular building which housed 
the health centre, the shop, the inn, the houses, mostly 
farms, the school which perched like a speck of  bad 
conscience among the trees on the opposite slope, and 
our home below us, half  hidden in the luxuriance of  
the surrounding orchard.

“Look,” Father waved his hand. “Life is beautiful. 
But it’s beauty that causes the deepest anxiety.”

Then, using mostly learned expressions, yet visually 
enough, he took the trouble to explain to me step by 
step the mechanisms of  reproduction of  the human 
race and everything surrounding this incredible mystery. 
He devoted particular care to the ins-and-outs of  what 
he chose to call coitus.

“Sooner or later,” he concluded, “the devil will start 
to tempt you toward the abyss. Don’t resist, only be 
careful not to fall all the way. t s probably not very 
pleasant at the bottom.”

 said nothing.  was thirteen years old. And in any 
case, he had not told me anything new   had already 
gleaned all the relevant information, laced with photos 
and diagrams, from some of  the books in his library. 
But to tell him that would have deprived him of  the 
joy of  feeling a responsible Father.

Also,  didnt want him to know how many books 
from his many book shelves  had devoured. Some were 
probably less than suitable for my age. But ever since 
 had learned to read, rummaging through ather s 

extensive library was without a doubt the greatest joy 
of  my life. The school had quickly become a bore 
and failed to provide the sort of  e citement  craved. 
Everything was the same year after year, teachers were 
neither witty nor clever, hours spent in the classroom 
seemed to be gliding past like in a dream. Not sur-
prisingly  to the great sorrow of  Mother   was not 
the star pupil.  just couldnt be bothered. 

 was average, uiet, invisible.
But all that changed on the fateful day when we were 

asked to write a free composition entitled hat  
dreamt last night”. The theme was right up my street: 
 had been having unusual dreams for some time, and 
 also remembered many of  them, certainly enough to 

choose from. And so  chose the one  felt the teacher 
would find at least interesting, if  not worthy of  singling 
out for e ceptional praise.  decided to record the dream 
as  remembered it, honestly, without frills. Allowing 
for a few holes in my memory (the events took place 
twenty years ago), my dream essay read roughly like this:

 dreamt that my Mother was returning home from 
the city by train. My ather and  discussed whether 
the way someone died was predetermined by fate or 
whether it was a matter of  chance. Our reasoning 
went like this: if  the train bringing Mother home gets 
derailed, she will survive, but only if  fate had decreed 
that she should not die in a train accident; otherwise 
she will die. But if  she does die, this might also be 
due to chance, simply because she had found herself  
in the wrong place at the wrong time. So there was no 
way of  telling. Except, suggested Father, if  someone 
deliberately derailed the train. Then, if  she remained 
alive, we could conclude that the time and manner of  
death are indeed determined by fate. f, on the other 
hand, she did not survive, death must be a matter 
of  chance for the simple reason that fate would not 
allow her to die in a train accident if  it had decided 
to dispose of  her in a different way. But if  fate wanted
to kill Mother in a train accident, fate itself  would 
cause the train to derail.

“The proposition seemed logical enough, so Father 
and  hurried along the track all the way to the point 
at which it passed a deep ravine. There, with a pickaxe, 
we removed a section of  the rail, took shelter behind 
nearby trees and waited. t didnt take long before the 
train’s whistle sounded just round the corner. Then it all 
happened much quicker than either of  us had expected. 
One more whistle was heard, sounding almost like a 
cry for help. Then we heard a horrible squealing and 
crunching noise as the locomotive jumped the rail and 
tumbled into the precipice, with the carriages following 
and with deafening knocks and bangs piling on top of  
one another at the bottom of  the ravine. Less than a 
minute later only steam could be heard escaping from 
the pierced boiler of  the squashed locomotive. A quick 
survey of  the scene revealed a mountainous pile of  
twisted metal, resembling a huge, disordered scrap-me-
tal yard, decorated with disembowelled, dismembered 
or beheaded corpses, amputated limbs, shattered skulls, 
splattered brains, a few toddlers and even two dogs 
and three cats.

ather and  hurried home to await the results of  
our experiment in front of  the telly. When the report 
finally came, it was worse than expected: one hundred 
and twentythree dead, among them Mother, no sur-
vivors. That s how ather and  obtained proof  that 
Mother wasn’t destined to die in a different way. But 
neither was she destined to die in this way, for the 
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train was derailed deliberately by Father and me. So 
we succeeded in proving that fate doesn’t exist, and 
that everything, including death, is a matter of  chance.”

 was very proud of  my essay. ut the teacher, who 
read it silently in front of  the waiting class, grew 
increasingly red in the face, until, right at the end, he 
turned deathly pale. He quietly locked the hand-written 
sheet in his desk without saying a word. But already 
that same afternoon he turned up at our house and 
pressed the essay into Mother’s reluctant hand. 

Ask your husband to e amine his head.  hope, for 
your sake, that he will find nothing worse than that 
your son is trying to make a fool of  me.”

Mother was so shattered by the event, and especially 
by the contents of  my literary endeavour, that she had 
to take three days off  work. “God help us,” she said 
when she finished reading my essay to Father, who had 
asked her to do so on account of  his alleged inability 
to decipher my scrawls. And  had such hopes  This 
child will amount to nothing

“On the contrary,” Father immediately put a different 
view, as was his habit. “A dreamer often turns into 
a genius.” 

Winking at me, he added: “Right, Adam?”
 was encouraged by ather s protection. et more 

and more  began to fall prey to an alarming feeling 
that  was somehow hovering above my life, rather 
than living it. Almost invariably  was nudged into 
daydreaming by something  had read. The intensity 
of  the events that would unfold in my turbulent imagi-
nation caused a restlessness which would drive me on 
aimless wanderings across the village meadows and 
through the nearby woods. n solitude and silence,  
tried to sweep away the images which multiplied in 
my head like a tumorous tissue, to make room for new 
ones, which were already hurling themselves against the 
membrane of  my consciousness. ut  could not sweep 
the old ones away fast enough. So they were pushed 
by the new ones across the border of  wakefulness into 
dreams. ery soon my nights, too, were swarming with 
grotesque pictures and curious happenings.

nevitably it was Mother who first noticed that some-
thing wasn’t quite right with me. She demanded of  
Father to give me a thorough examination. But Father 
was full of  ready-made, neatly phrased excuses. He said 
that for a boy of  my age it was normal to live as if  
dreams were a reality. Wallowing in illusions was no 
less my right than a chronic feeling of  dissatisfaction 

with the world, which in any case was one of  the basic 
human rights, and so on. Mother took a gamble and 
accused him straight to his face of  a complete lack of  
interest in the fate of  his son, and of  selfishness which 
was a disgrace for a doctor who had any self-respect.

This appeared to have worked. The next day Father 
decided to subject me to a little professional scrutiny, 
as he put it. irst he wanted to know which books  
had borrowed from his library, and from the school 
library, and from the village library.  mentioned ane 

rey, Dostoyevsky, laubert, De Sade, afka, oethe, 
Cervantes, Nabokov and a few others. He seemed 
astounded by the mixture. He suggested that, for a 
while at least,  should read books which are read 
by other boys of  my age. ut before  could tell him 
that other boys of  my age read hardly any books at 
all, he had already changed his mind. He suggested 
that  should stop reading altogether, at least for si  
months. Then he came up with the final solution   
should go on reading whatever  wanted, but should 
record all my dreams and fantasies in a diary, which 
he would e amine once a week to make sure that  
wasn’t developing any kind of  mental disorder.

ithout knowing why,  liked the idea of  recording 
my dreams, of  making them part of  my personal his-
tory.  bought a yellow notebook and set about the 
new task without delay. By a strange coincidence, the 
first dream  recorded was more unusual than any  
could remember having. 

n the beginning  found myself  returning from 
school along the path  normally followed. t was early 
evening and the sky was unusually dark.  walked lost 
in thoughts, without paying much attention to my 
surroundings. So  barely noticed the silvery light that 



9

gradually spread over the meadows.  became aware 
of  it only when a strange sound appeared in the air 
above me. t was metallic, yet soft and rustling at the 
same time. e t  became aware of  the presence of  
an invisible being. At first  tried to ignore the feeling, 
but suddenly it swept over me with such force that  
had to turn. There was nothing.  felt a lump in my 
throat and my hands went damp with cold sweat. 

 began to walk faster. ut the nagging feeling that  
wasnt alone would not leave me. Suddenly  felt a sharp, 
stabbing pain a little above my left ankle. Glancing at 
my feet,  noticed a grey hen whose long, sharp beak 
had just struck at my ankle for the second time. Then 
the hen flapped its wings and began to peck at me 
as if  obsessed.  ran off  across the meadows without 
any direction, just to get away from my unexpected 
attacker. But the hen wouldn’t let go, it spread its 
wings and flapped after me, clawing at my feet, calves, 
knees, at every e posed part of  my legs.  could feel 
 was bleeding from many wounds. The hens eyes 

were unusually bright, and every so often they began 
to burn with a piercing glow. ts wings were causing 
a pulsating, rustling murmur which followed me past 
the edge of  the wood and into the valley.

Soon the grey hen was joined by two more, one 
black, the other white. ow  could also determine 
the origin of  the rustling noise: flying toward me 
from all directions were multitudes of  hens, cack-
ling, screeching, gurgling and producing a variety of  
other sounds, all of  them orchestrated into a metal-
lic murmur that seemed to be sweeping toward me 
like an approaching flood. From one direction were 
coming only grey hens, from another white ones, 
from the third black ones. And not a single rooster 
among them  ar in the horizon  could see groups 
of  hens rise into the air and sail toward me like dark 
thunder clouds. The smell of  so much poultry soon 
overpowered me and  sank to the ground, fainting  
the last thing  heard was the rush of  wings directly 
above me.

n regaining consciousness  found myself  surround-
ed by endless numbers of  quietly crouching hens with 
their heads drawn back and sunk in their necks. The 
three different colours had mixed, so the hens now 
resembled a thick carpet spreading in all directions 
as far as the eye could see.  rose onto my knees and 
looked around. Woven into the feathery carpet were 
myriads of  gleaming, freshly laid eggs.  heard a strange 

crackling sound; little chicks were already pecking their 
way out of  the nearest shells. 

Then, right behind me,  heard a noise which was 
closer to breaking and shattering than gentle crackling. 
As  turned  saw emerging from a huge egg, larger 
even than me, a grim-looking, uncommonly robust 
chick determined to leave its prison as soon as possible. 
Within moments it swelled right in front of  my eyes 
into a giant hen which lowered its gaping beak toward 
me, picked me up and swallowed me.  was embraced 
by pulsating muscular walls, pushing me deeper and 
deeper, until  slid into a moist cavern full of  gurgling 
noises and a thick soup of  acids which burrowed into 
my body and began to turn it into something horribly 
different.  could feel my limbs shrinking, my neck 
extending, my belly swelling, my nose elongating, and 
then there was a thump, as if  the cavern in which all 
this was happening had fallen and landed on very 
hard ground.

y this time  was really frightened.  began to 
press and knock and push against the walls of  the 
cavern to escape its suffocating closeness. There was 
a crunching noise, something hard suddenly gave way 
under pressure and my eyes were flooded with silvery 
light.  was able to take a deep breath - only to find 
that the overpowering smell of  so many hens no 
longer made me faint, but instead filled me with great 
e citement.  discovered that  was standing on a pile 
of  pieces of  a large eggshell. Without a single thought, 
instinctively,  bent down, picked them up one by one 
with my large beak and crunchily ate them.  was so 
horrified by this act that  opened my mouth to call 
for help, but the sound  emitted resembled anything 
but my usual voice. Cockadoodledoo  had come from 
my throat. And once again  cockadoodledoo
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rom as far away as  could see my call was answered 
by a shrill greeting of  myriads of  hens which were 
flapping their wings and awaiting my guidance.  
shook my feathers, which appeared smooth and shiny, 
caused my crest to achieve full erection, flapped my 
awesome wings, took to the air and flew across the 
meadows. There was a stir among the hens, travelling 
in concentric waves all the way to the horizon. Beating 
my wings,  flew majestically in a straight line, followed 
by perfectly formed black, white and grey battalions 
of  my devoted army of  female admirers. This is the 
beginning of  a new era,  thought. My era.  rose even 
higher, while the hordes of  hens behind me converged 
into dark flying clouds. Raining down from these 
clouds like balls of  hail were millions of  eggs, which 
would cover the planet and enlarge my dominions to 
the ends of  the galaxy. Just rising above the horizon 
in the east was the sun. My crest swelled even higher: 
the sun had the shape of  an egg.”

Of course it had to be Mother who first read the 
account of  my dream. Although  had pushed the 
dream diary deep under the mattress, she obviously 
knew where to look. hen  came home from school 
 found her on the sofa with my yellow notebook in 

her lap, and with tears in her eyes.
“Adam,” she looked at me as if  someone had just 

died. “What’s happening to you?”
othing, Mother,   shrugged and turned to go 

to my room.
ait  e have to talk before your father gets home.

 paused and waited, staring at the floor.  ignored 
her request to sit down.

“Adam,” she began, making a long pause before find-
ing the words to go on. “Adam, boys of  your age are 
prone to doing something which is not good for their 

health. But they find it hard to resist. How successful 
are you in resisting it, Adam?”

 tried to fake a yawn. ve no idea what you re 
talking about.” 

“You have, Adam,” she said, “and a very good one, 
too, so dont pretend. m talking about what boys of  
your age do with their right hand, and about spots 
they leave everywhere, especially on the sheets that 
have to be washed by their mothers.”

Peter does it with his left hand,   blurted out, he 
is left-handed.”

 could almost hear the sound of  air being drawn 
into Mother s lungs.  saw her putting my notebook 
on the sideboard and rising to her feet. Afraid that she 
might hit me,  turned to run out of  the house - and 
bumped into Father who had just returned from work.

ather,   pointed an accusing finger at Mother, 
“she’s read my dream diary.”

“Here,” she quickly reclaimed the initiative by passing 
him the notebook, “read for yourself  the distortions 
of  your son’s mind, and don’t reproach me for it, 
because you brought him up. hatever  said, you 
always called feeble-minded.”

She pushed him aside so she could pass into the hall, 
where she clumsily stepped into her tennis shoes and 
walked out of  the house, slamming the door. As Father 
and  looked out the window we saw her crossing the 
courtyard to her bicycle, which was leaning against 
the door of  the garage. She mounted it and furiously 
pedalled off  down the gravel driveway to the road.

ou have no right to read his diary  ather shouted 
after her, although she was already too far away to hear 
him. Are you a doctor  ow many times do  have 
to tell you that you re not  Apart from that, the boy 
is at an age when privacy is essential to him

Before nightfall Mother quietly returned, as always 
when she stormed off  in anger. Father had used her 
absence to read, and then carefully read once more, 
the account of  my “rooster dream”, frowning here and 
there, but also emitting a few spontaneous chuckles. 
After dinner, which Mother prepared in silence, and 
which we ate in silence, Father cleared his throat and 
passed his opinion. 

He said that this particular dream of  mine, like all 
the others, was a consequence of  my premature reading 
of  books which my virgin intellect was unable even 
to comprehend, let alone absorb their contents in any 
meaningful way. So the contents had nowhere to go 
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except sink into my subconscious mind, from where 
they erupted into my dreams in the form of  surreal 
images. At the same time, he continued, my dreams 
were a classical symptom of  sexual awakening. The 
metaphoric content of  my last dream left no doubt 
about that   wanted to peck my way out of  the shell, 
which was my childhood, because it had become too 
small for me.  wanted to grow a crest with which  
could command the allegiance of  hens, in other words 
of  the female sex, which the rooster, or man, must 
fecundate according to a biological programme in his 
genes. The number of  eggs in my dream showed very 
clearly that my urge had reached a critical stage, and 
that  could lessen the built-up tension only by more 
frequent and vigorous masturbation. 

hat followed was the worst uarrel  had ever 
witnessed between ather and Mother. nsults were 
flying about like shrapnel on a battlefield. Soon they 
completely forgot about me, so  slipped out, ran to my 
room and locked myself  in. ut even there  couldnt 

escape the sound of  their bellowing voices.  could 
muffle them slightly, but not completely, by pulling 
the duvet over my head. Eventually the quarrel ended, 
like so many before, with Father unleashing the full 
fury of  Wagner on Mother’s ears. 

 prayed to od to let me stay in my ne t dream 
forever.

nterviewed by Cs osie oldsmith at the ritish Library in London
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T EE L ES, E 
DEATH (original title Ljubez-
ni tri in ena smrt, in 2001 short-
listed for resnik, the Slovenian 
“Booker”) is a novel about a 
middle-class Slovenian fam-
ily who move from town to 
country to escape the excesses 
of  the newly introduced capi-
talism. But their retreat proves 
unsuccessful, for the “brave new 
world of  looking after number 

one” follows them to their remote village, where, in a 
garden shed, they discover a most unusual implement 
whose purpose turns into the Great Conundrum, into the 
sphinx that changes their lives forever. Written with dead-
pan humour, this dark yet highly amusing novel explores 
our inner landscape, which remains mysteriously unpre-
dictable regardless of  the nature of  the society in which 
we live. The story is narrated by the younger of  the two 
sons who, with the benefit of  hindsight, realizes that the 
Conundrum was really their projection, a manifestation of  
their inability to come to grips with the historic changes 
that have engulfed their lives. On the other hand, the Co-
nundrum had quite a lot to do with the long-lost uncle 
Jaroslav Švejk, a comic character who suddenly appears out 
of  nowhere and, with all the best intentions, pushes the 
family to the brink of  insanity. (200 pages)

ery Pythones ue, very funny  lisar handles relationships 
within his multigenerational family with masterful confidence. 
The story develops as if  in a boxing ring, with each new 
blow providing another twist. That is why the novel is not 
only cinematic but also dramatic. The author unveils his 
entertainingly intoned grotesque with exceptional economy, 
employing only a minimum of  stylistic devices, relying instead 
on a bitter undertone and, at the same time, almost joyful 
cynicism...
gor ratož, DEL

Three Loves, One Death, almost a Menippean satire, belongs 
in the realm of  seriously funny literature. The author’s subject 
matter is an apparently stable and closely connected middle-
class family on the threshold of  the st Century. n fact, the 
family is made up of  individuals who simulate closeness out 
of  habit or out of  fear of  being left to themselves... The novel 
is an effective mixture of  astonishing, often bizarre inventions 
that kept me chuckling and filled me with admiration for the 
author’s imagination...
Darja Pavlič, S D ST

f The Chestnut Crown tells a story about the disintegration 
of  archaic family bonds, and My Father’s Dreams shows the 
shocking collapse of  a family, the third of  Flisar’s »family 
novels« causes only mad laughter at the situation in which 
the family (representing the world at large) can no longer be 
helped. This is probably the harshest criticism of  contemporary 
civilisation that we find in Flisar’s prose. The book is written 
with a high degree of  irony, almost mockery, which makes for 
smoothly flowing, seductive and entertaining reading...
Jože orvat, S D ST

A  S eriously  F unny  B ook

Evald Flisar

Three Loves, One Death
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

Three Loves, One Death
When  think of  the fate of  my uncle, Jaroslav 
Schweik,  cant escape a certain feeling of  sorrow. ot 
because he was the favourite toy of  the Great Cosmic 
Joker, but because of  the confluence of  events that 
prevented him from avoiding what he liked to call »the 
rapacious embrace of  history«. His aims were peace, 
love and gentle tolerance for all creatures, big or small, 
stupid or clever, ugly or beautiful.

This is a story about his rise and fall, and about me, 
growing up in his shadow.

is brush with history happened before  even knew 
he existed, so my report about it may contain errors and 
ommissions, for which  apologize. All  have at my dis-
posal are a couple of  newspaper articles and a handful 
of  witness statements, none of  them official, all in the 
manner of   es,  was there when it happened.  ut 
since there is nothing realiable about anything since 
the dawn of  man, there seems no harm in giving the 
supposed  events a personal twist. n any case we all 

see things through our own eyes. And thank God for 
that, as uncle Schweik would say.

f   saw history riding towards me  would force it 
off  the road,« was his prophetic response to the taunts 
of  his work mates who kept asking him when he would 
start fulfilling his mother’s greatest desire and become 
a »historical figure«. As a city bus driver he was hard-
ly in a position to achieve anything of  significance; 
to make a name for himself  he would have to enter 
politics, the way into which had for some time been 
discreetly paved for him by his mother, my grandma. 
But Schwek remained stubbornly unimpressed by her 
efforts to move move him from a bus driver’s seat to 
a seat in praliament. »Not for me, politics,« he kept 
telling her. »Have you forgotten Lenin’s words?« she 
would shout at him. »The world is divided into those 
who do, and those to whom it is done   want to 
remain one of  those to whom it is done,« was his 
standard defence.

Jaroslav Schweik became entangled in the undergrowth 
of  our family tree more or less accidentally, thanks to 
my grandma’s indiscretion during her visit to Prague. 
This was not in itself  scandalous, but the trip (which 
was organized by the women’s branch of  the Socialist 

orkers nion  lasted only two days  n top of  which 
my grandma was married, and already a mother of  a 
three-year old girl who later became my mother. But 
it was the time of  hippies and of  free love, so no one 
made too much fuss, except my grandfather, of  course. 
But he, too, was eventually pacified by God knows what 
devious means.

As soon as my grandma realized that her first-born 
lacked the drive to make a push for greatness, she placed 
her dreams of  success squarely on the shoulders of  the 
»Czech bastard«, as the son she acquired abroad was 
affectionately called by my grandfather. Her dreams 
were a terrible burden for ncle Schweik, and the only 
way he could bear it was by trying to remain »ordinary, 
completely ordinary«. This was easier said than done. 
Bearing the surname of  one of  the most memorable 
characters in twentieth-century fiction was hardly of  
help, and to make matters worse, he had been given 
the forename of  Schweik s creator  All thanks to my 
grandma’s belief  that this would make his quest for 
greatness easier

And because it never rains but it pours, he was plagued 
by such rotten luck that there was hardly a step he 
made which wasn’t the first step towards some kind of  
catastrophe – a definite proof, according to some in 
our family, that God prefers to punish those who try 
hardest to live by his rules.

ncle Schweik could not understand why such a fuss 
was made about “the usual ups-and-downs of  an ordi-
nary man’s progress through life”. To him, everything 
that crossed his path was merely “one of  those things”, 
as he was wont to brush aside even the most shocking 
occurrence. His equanimity in the face of  disaster 
startled most people who witnessed it. Once, when he 
was getting out of  his car and opened the door into the 
path of  a passing lorry, with the door promptly shorn 
off  and dragged fifty yards down the road, his main 
concern was for the safety of  the lorry driver.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked him at least 
a dozen times, and would have repeated the question a 
dozen times more if  the lorry driver hadn’t surrendered 
to a fit of  rage and plunged his fist into the middle of  
uncle Schweik’s face. “He had every right to do so,” was 
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the explanation my uncle gave to the police when they 
asked him if  he would press charges. (And this in spite 
of  the fact that he needed seven stitches

Many of  his disasters became popular talking points 
at dinner parties throughout the country. No wonder 
he was eventually offered television appearances in po-
pular T  shows. e accepted the invitations as a matter 
of  course, but turned out to be a great disappointment. 
Not only did he fail to register (let alone react to) the 
mocking tone of  the presenters, thus depriving audienc-
es of  the amusement they had been led to expect, he 
even refused to admit that the long list of  calamities 
in any way set him apart from anyone in the audience

n every show his reply was the same  e are sent to 
this world to practise patience and calm, and so prepare 
for the next one, which will not be as kind to us as the 
one we are so eager to denigrate.”

Once again the presenters would confront him with 
the most notorious examples of  his accident-proneness: 
how in the space of  a single day he managed to put out 
his back by bending down to pick up a pencil, blow up 
his gas boiler by connecting the wires in such a way that 
it overheated, and flood his bathroom (not to mention 
the flat below) by forgetting to close the tap. And how 
on earth does he manage to trap in the bus door – by 
closing it too early – more passengers a week than other 
drivers do in a year? Not to mention the model ship he 
had been building inside a bottle over a period of  years, 
only to have it turned to jelly by accidentally filling the 
bottle with acid. And what about the number of  times 
he had been thrown off  his feet by trying to repair an 
iron without first unplugging it?

“Well,” uncle Schweik always replied without getting 
upset,  never bother about things like that.  became 
a bus driver because  enjoy getting people to their 
destinations. Historically, this is not very significant, 
but  derive just enough pleasure from it to call myself  
happy.”

Were there women in uncle Schweik’s life? Nobody 
knows. There were rumours about his entanglements 
with various ladies, but never a shred of  evidence that 
he as much as brushed against one accidentally. But 
thoughts of  marriage must have been on his mind 
at least some of  the time; once, when applying for a 
loan at a bank, he was overheard answering the clerk’s 
routine question “Are you married?” with a deeply felt, 

 would like to be, but ve never been asked. As for 
asking myself, m too shy.

One way or another, things remained vague in this 
area of  uncle Schweik s life. n any case there was no 
shortage of  gossip material: quite unexpectedly, and 
to everybody’s amazement, uncle Schweik was offered 
a part-time job with the Broadcasting Corporation. 
No doubt a few crucial doors had been knocked at by 
my grandma, who may have hoped that her son would 
work his way up to the position of  Director Gene-
ral, from where he could enter politics as easily as if  
walking through revolving doors. He had appeared in 
enough T  shows for his calm and rela ed approach 
to be widely known, so it was – according to grandma 
– hardly surprising that the Corporation’s health unit 
hired him to compose an anti-stress advice brochure 
which would tell overworked managers and producers 
how to relax.

ncle Schweik found the re uest reasonable and hard-
ly beyond his competence. And so eventually a glossy 
80-page booklet was published, paid for by the licence 
fee, in which harrassed executives were instructed to 
“always ensure that they sit on the cheeks of  their 
bottoms”, and to unwind by staring at a picture of  the 
Alps, dreaming of  hiking through green Alpine valleys 
with their favourite aunt, or, if  that didn’t work, take up 
origami. The booklet included a 21-stage diagram of  
how to make an origami bird; and it was this particular 
part of  the brochure that made uncle Schweik, perhaps 
for the first time in his life, unashamedly proud. Failing 
everything, harassed executives were advised to dab their 
heads with lavender or sandalwood.

But his stress advice was not accepted with unreserved 
enthusiasm by everybody. Especially not his instruc-
tions on how to walk through revolving doors: “Move 
immediately into the available space. The door will 
automatically turn as you walk around – do not push. 
E it the door as the opening becomes available. f  you 
miss the moment you will have to repeat the process.” 
t was reported that, during the presentation ceremony 

following the publication of  the brochure, the reaction 
of  some of  the employees so distressed uncle Schweik 
that he later walked through revolving doors for ten 
minutes before an opening became available and he 
managed to beat a retreat.

For some time there were no further claims on uncle 
Schweik’s talents, nor requests for statements which 
one newspaper described as a mixture of  platitudes 
and uncanny wisdom. His last published statement was: 
“For all of  us the only true destination is the feeling 
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of  calm.” So he practiced his calm (with or without 
lavender, no one knows) by driving bus number 7 and 
getting people to work, shops, dentists, employment 
offices, mortuaries and home again.

But his own destination in life no longer seemed com-
pletely unquestionable. Something grim had started to 
hover about his person, as though the incident with 
the brochure had left him with a deep wound. Often 
his smiling face would resemble a mask of  pain, and 
to more discerning passengers this was all too clearly 
visible. One day a sombre soft-spoken gentleman, who 
later turned out to be a regular passenger on bus num-
ber 7, patted uncle Schweik on the shoulder before 
alighting and said, “The most ungrateful thing in the 
world is to be genuinely good.”

“Really?” uncle Schweik yelled at the top of  his voice, 
startling all the passengers. Then, more quietly, he add-
ed: “Get off  my bus and bugger off.”

The astonishment of  the soft-spoken gentleman was 
so complete that he practically fell out of  the vehicle. 
The remaining passengers drew their heads between 
their shoulders until they resembled a contingent of  
seated tortoises. Few had the strength, or inclination, 
to swivel their heads far enough to see the soft-spoken 
(and rudely spoken to) passenger elbowing his way 
through the crowd on the pavement. Even fewer saw 
uncle Schweik running after him, or heard him shout-
ing, m sorry, m sorry, m sorry

But when uncle Schweik reappeared and climbed 
behind the wheel of  the bus again, there wasn’t a single 
passenger who did not notice that this was no longer 
the man they had known for years as the man most 
likely to get them to their destination. Some sinister 
change had descended on him – not only on him, but 
on their lives, on the city, on places far away, even be-
yond the mountains.

t was the mountains that uncle Schweik now re-
garded as the source of  his calm, the shining snowy 
peaks which on a clear day he could see in the distance 
through the windscreen of  his bus. As he stared at 
them (true to the advice in his brochure), he gradually 
regained his old equanimity, and his regular passengers 
ceased to avoid his eyes as they boarded or left the bus. 
Even the soft-spoken gentleman reappeared one day, 
behaving as if  nothing had ever happened. And how-
ever curious everybody was to hear how he had been 
travelling to and from work, they all had the good sense 
not to ask him. Things were normal again; people were 

reaching their destinations, and uncle Schweik once 
again enjoyed getting them there. Once or twice he was 
overheard whistling a merry a tune and seen by those 
sitting right behind him to jiggle up and down in his 
driver’s seat to its rhythm.

But a feeling of  tension did remain in the air. This 
was not so much tension between uncle Schweik and his 
passengers, it was more a shared sense of  foreboding, 
as though something were getting ready to pounce on 
their lives and alter them beyond recognition. Nobody 
knows whether uncle Schweik was more – or less – 
aware of  this feeling than his passengers. The only 
thing they could later describe with certainty was his 
astonishment at seeing a military tank appear on the 
road in front of  the bus.

As a matter of  fact this didn’t come completely out of  
the blue; there had been rumours that the federal army 
might try to secure the international borders of  the 
tiny breakaway Alpine republic. But hearing rumours 
and seeing tanks actually moving towards the city cen-
tre are two different things. Without a second thought 
uncle Schweik swung his bus across the road, forcing 
the tank (which was only the first of  many) to come to 
a clattering halt.

Accounts of  what happened next diverge in one detail 
only: whether uncle Schweik ran or walked towards 
the machine which represented the power of  the dy-
ing state. Some say that he swaggered not unlike John 
Wayne proceeding to shoot it out with a villain. Others 
claim that he rushed towards and climbed on to the 
tank like a large ungainly squirrel. But all agree that the 
young soldier manning the machine gun mounted on 
top of  the tank had little time to react. And the little 
time he did have, he wasted on trying to make sense of  
what was happening.

Then he was stabbed right through the heart with 
a large screwdriver which uncle Schweik always kept 
under the driving wheel in case he needed to tighten 
a screw; he liked his bus to run smoothly and with-
out undue rattling. As the young soldier let go of  the 
machine gun he had been gripping more out of  fear 
than with any deadly intent, uncle Schweik lifted his 
slouching body and tossed it to the ground, where it 
landed with a thud and after some twitching remained 
lying still. ncle Schweik slid down the side of  the tank 
and started to kick the body. Only then did he pull the 
screwdriver out of  the heart of  the first casualty of  the 
coming war.
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“What have you done?” shouted the soft-spoken pas-
senger as uncle Schweik started to walk back towards 
the bus. ou ve murdered my son

He rushed towards the body, knelt down beside it and 
lifted the young man’s head until it came to rest in his 
lap. He removed the helmet and ran his fingers through 
the curly hair of  the Slovenian conscript who had been 
ordered by his federal army commander to ride the tank 
into battle without being told against whom or why. As 
they watched the scene, passengers in the bus and soldiers 
manning the tanks which had halted behind the first, 
realized that they had reached a point of  no return.

Another person who realized that was my uncle Schweik.
“We must remain calm,” he was heard muttering as he 

stood in front of  the bus surveying the consequences 
of  his intrusion into history. ‘’We should be satisfied 
by helping each other get to our destinations; why do 
we always want more?”

As the boy’s father walked towards him, uncle Schweik 
greeted him with the following words  ve made a 
terrible mistake.  deserve to die.

But the soft-spoken gentleman passed him without 
a word, without even looking at him. Then he passed 
the bus without raising his head to meet the eyes of  his 
fellow passengers, with most of  whom he had travelled 
to work and back home again for over twenty years, 
and proceeded to walk into the fields by the side of  
the road, not back towards the city but right across, 
towards distant villages, towards the mountains, away 
from it all, making slow but determined steps, without 
turning once, not even when one of  the tank crew, who 
had misunderstood what was happening, sent a hail of  
bullets after him. He just slumped and came to rest 
in the fields, lying on his back, less than five hundred 
yards from his son, neither of  them guilty of  anything, 
for sometimes there is a war in which the innocent die 
and the guilty remain alive, trying to figure out what 
had gone wrong.

Then the tank moved to push the bus off the road. And 
so my grandma’s wish was fulfilled: Jaroslav Schweik, 
if  only by failing to stop it, had written himself  into 
history.

Discussing the book with Eileen Battersby in Hodgis Figgis bookshop in Dublin
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A  B ook  f or A ll S easons

Evald Flisar

The Sorcerer's Apprentice
THE SORCERER’S AP-
P E T CE (original title 
Čarovnikov vajenec) is the most 
widely read Slovenian novel 
since orld ar . Described 
as “one of  the best stories on 
the theme of  the outsider” and 
“a book that refuses to die” (12 
editions in 36 years, with the 
13th due to be published), it 
has reached sales gures that 
are staggering in a country of  

only two million people (the equivalent on the American 
market would be well over ten million copies . This 
intensely readable story of  a young man's attempt to 
teach himself  that he is “all right” as he is, and that the 
world is a friendly place, crosses the paths of  a young 
Westerner running away from the excesses of  his civilisa-
tion, a crafty old ndian guru ogananda, an enigmatic 
American truth-seeker Henry Napoleon Alexander, and 
an innocent Tibetan girl Dolma, following them through 
breathtaking events in the remote mountains of  Ladakh 
and anskar. n the one hand, the book can be read 
as a contemporary bildungsroman, dealing with the per-
sonal growth of  a philosophically and religiously confused 
Western everyman with a “globalised mind”, and on the 
other hand, just as persuasively, as a debunking of  the 
uncritical Western obsession with Eastern spirituality. 
The narrative force of  the book far surpasses its theme, 
and will continue to enchant readers for years to come. 
(360 pages)

A literary presentation of  the totality of  the world ...
Dr. Tomo irk, The Journey is ver, the ay egins

A work of  ction that comes closer to truth than any 
documentary ...
Tea Štoka, Searching for a Lost Double

A novel that con rms the signi cance of  inner life for rational 
human beings ...
Dr. ranc adravec, Slovenian ovel of  the th Century

A masterful tale about a journey to inaccessible parts of  the 
human mind ...

elena randovec, EČER
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

The Sorcerer’s Apprentice
At the end of  the canyon the old man drew my 
attention to one of  the snow bridges that abound in 

ashmir. Each winter, snow lls deep ravines and river-
beds to the brim and freezes over, while underneath 
water digs a tunnel and ows through it invisible, in-
audible except to a trained ear. On top, one can cross 
the bridge without fear of  crashing through its frozen 
layer. But in late spring, as the snows start to melt, the 
water tunnel grows steadily larger and the snow span 
above it thinner. Finally, a gap appears in the middle. 
Before it widens, one can leap across it, but towards 
the end of  July this becomes hazardous. At the end 
of  September, before the onset of  winter, only a fool 
would venture on to one of  those structures.

“Each of  us carries his winter with him,” pronounced 
my companion. “And his snow bridge. And his gap.”

These were startling words for an old mule-driver 
who had offered to take me to Amarnath Cave for 
less than half  the usual fee. But he was right. All of  
a sudden  saw my journey as a symbolic attempt to 
leap across such a gap in my soul, and my recent life 
as a series of  such attempts, of  jumps undertaken to 
reach the other side, of  vertiginous falls; of  attempts 
to nd a less dangerous crossing point, where the gap 
would not be so wide.

 had always been aware of  having a double. As chil-
dren we used to be very close, but gradually distrust 
grew between us. The world took the side of  my 
intellectual , while my instinctive part, repeatedly 
shamed, withdrew. t settled in a dimension to which 
my intellectual  refused to grant e ual rights, for 
to him it appeared ine plicable, non-scienti c, however 
much it continued to be con rmed by e perience.

As the old man and  continued our ride towards 
Amarnath Cave,  suddenly felt that on the other side 
of  the canyon  could see, astride a imalayan pony 
just like mine, and riding in the same direction, my 
rejected double whose absence had made my life so 

unbearable. ut  had waited too long  the bridges 
which could have brought us together had melted. 
Now there was a gap between us which my distrustful 
intellect could never clear without risking a catastrophic 
fall into mental illness.

Farther up we came upon a group of  pilgrims who 
were returning from a visit to the caves; a small number 
of  men and women resting, drenched by the afternoon 
sun, on the rocks by the wayside. The old man threw 
them a few ashmiri words which drew surprised 
comments and laughter. As we rode on  could hear 
them exchanging scornful remarks.

t s too late,  said the old man. Lingam in the cave 
is no more. You should’ve come a month earlier.”

 knew  would not see the stalagmite of  ice which 
mysteriously appears inside Amarnath Cave each sum-
mer and waxes and wanes with the phases of  the Moon, 
reaching its highest point some time in August. But 
that didn’t bother me. My pilgrimage had a different 
reason.  had been told that inside the cave  would 
nd a remarkable holy man who might want to amuse 

himself  by letting me stay by his side and help me 
across the gap in the snow bridge in my soul.

After crossing the Mahagunas Pass we reached a plain 
at an altitude of  ten thousand feet. t was inevitable 
that years of  inactive life would sooner or later exact 
their toll, but until that moment  had felt nothing 
more than a slight touch of  vertigo and an occasional 
stabbing pain in the lungs. But as we descended to-
wards the wind-swept shadowy plain, the grey rocks 
and granulated mountain slopes suddenly swayed in 
a twist and sank into darkness.

The rst thing  saw when  opened my eyes was 
the mule-driver’s face, a mixture of  apprehension and 
irritation.  felt something gluey on my left cheek  
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reaching out with my tongue,  tasted blood.  must 
have fainted and rolled off  the back of  my pony, 
striking a rock as  fell.  could feel another patch 
of  slippery moisture on the right side of  my skull. 
 dragged myself  to the nearby stream and lowered 

my head into the icy water rushing over the rocks.  
watched it grow dark with blood.

“Shall we go back?” asked the old man.
o,   said.

“You have altitude sickness.”
e was right. ertigo, buzzing in the ears, shortness 

of  breath, pain behind the eyes, rapid pulse, nausea, 
thirst were all telling me that  had climbed too far 
too fast. ut never before had  been so close to the 
most important goal of  my life  To turn back now 
would mean giving up too early. And for that it was 
too late. After a brief  rest  struggled back into the 
saddle and we continued on our way.

Before long we had to dismount. The path was be-
coming very steep, winding its narrow and dangerous 
way past precipitous cliffs. Mist began to appear in 
front of  my eyes.

est,   gasped, a short rest.
And  slid to the ground.  could see something 

luminous in the distance; it took me a while to realise 
it was the setting sun.

e cant rest here,   heard the old mans voice 
somewhere above me, “the horses will lose their foot-
ing and tumble into the ravine.” He was half  dragging, 
half  kicking them up the mountain.

 was lying on a rocky ledge, shivering, e posed to 
the hungry shadows of  the approaching night. The old 
man returned and helped me to my feet.  let him grip 
my arm and drag me up the path, with a short rest 
behind each corner. t s not far any more,  he kept 
saying, his voice in the wind sounding as if  coming 
from miles away.

Finally we reached the ponies, which were shivering 
in the freezing wind, and resumed our journey. Soon a 
long valley opened before us, so narrow that probably 
even the sun could not penetrate it for more than two 
hours a day. t was covered from end to end in dirty 
brown snow. As we entered it, leaving the wind on the 
slopes behind us, deep silence enveloped us. All we 
could hear was the muf ed sound of  a hoof  striking 
stone here and there, and, each his own, hollow beat-
ing of  the heart pushing blood in search of  oxygen.

Through this cold shadowy valley we nally reached 

an opening from where we could see, rising before us, 
the broad face of  the Amarnath mountain, casting a 
threatening shadow, much steeper than  had e pected, 
strewn with white rocks. igh up the slope  could 
see the dark mouth of  the holy cave.

“There,” the old man said, pointing at it as if  claim-
ing credit for a wonder of  nature.

 dismounted for the nal ascent to the cave. t took 
me a while to reach the entrance. As  passed into the 
damp and dripping interior  could see nothing at 
rst  my only sensation was of  being touched, as if  

licked by a huge dog, by cold, stuffy air. Gradually, the 
interior of  the cave became visible. t was hardly more 
than a hundred feet high.  descended a steep ramp to 
an iron railing behind which  noticed a small mound 
of  something that looked like decomposed owers  
perhaps the garlands which devotees had thrown on 
Shiva’s lingam during the August pilgrimage. The wet 
ground was strewn with litter.  held my breath, listen-
ing. The silence nally persuaded me that there was 
no one else in the cave.

As  emerged into the dying light of  the day,  was 
choking. here was the holy man  had come to nd  
He was not in the cave. He was not at the entrance. 
He was not at the foot of  the mountain. How could 
he possibly live in that empty wilderness?

 had imagined, od knows why, that there would be 
a village or a monastery nearby. Assured in London, 
and again in Delhi, and again in Srinagar by ten reliable 
people that  would nd the man  was looking for in 
Amarnath Cave,  did not e pect disappointment. Ten 
people,  thought, cannot lie. Ten people cannot be wrong.

 sank to my knees, leaning against the nearest rock. 
Tears welled up in my eyes, tears of  an offended child. 
At the foot of  the mountain the old man had already 
unpacked the ponies, pitched a small tent, rolled out 
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two sleeping bags, lit a kerosene burner and boiled 
water for tea.

“Did you see Shiva’s lingam?” he asked with a touch 
of  malice. “You should’ve come in August, now it’s 
too late.”

ou know perfectly well  didnt come to see Shiva s 
lingam,   snapped.  came to nd ogananda, the 
holy man. You swore he would be here.”

“How could a man live in that cave?” he affected 
surprise. “What would he eat?”

“Why didn’t you tell me that before we set off ?”
“You didn’t want facts,” he said simply. “You wanted 

a dream.”
 found his words stranger than ever, completely at 

odds not only with his appearance but also with the 
work he did.

Even so,  felt  had been taken for a ride for no 
reason  could understand.

ou re a liar and a cheat,   said, stepping towards 
him.  hate being treated like a fool.

 struck him in the face.
 wont pay you,   said, and that s nal.
 didnt bring you here to get paid,  he replied, gently 

rubbing his painful jaw.  brought you here to please 
myself  by getting to know what sort of  man you are.”

“Well, you know now.”
ndeed,  he said. So dont worry about payment. 

And if  you want to nd ogananda at this time of  
year, your best bet would be Leh, in Ladakh.”

hat makes you think  believe you
“What you do or don’t believe has nothing to do 

with me,” he said. “Would you like some tea?”
 was about to hit him again, but something in his 

eyes told me that this time he would strike back.
es,   said. Thank you.

* * *

As soon as  arrived in Leh  found a modest room 
and collapsed on a rickety bed. My head was buzz-
ing, my mind was awash with strange faces of  the 

altis, Tibetans, Ladakhis, ndian state of cials and 
Muslim traders with whom  had shared a two-day 
bus ride, and with the greenery of  ashmiri valleys 
which seemed to belong in another world – a much 
pleasanter one than promised to be “little Tibet”, as 
Ladakh is known.

 e pected the high plains to be covered by snow 
drifts, but even in winter most of  the snow remains 
on the slopes of  the mountains piercing the sky on all 
sides. The winds are violent, sometimes warm, most 
often cold. They are caused by sudden drops in tem-
perature which uctuates wildly. There are few trees  
in most places all one nds are stunted bushes.

efore nightfall  rose and crossed to the window.  
gazed at the river ndus, at the city of  Leh sprawling 
before me.  saw a si teenth-century royal palace, empty, 
full of  dangerous cracks.  saw a city of  brown grey 
houses with terraced roofs and rectangular windows, 
shabby, Asiatic, seemingly without secrets. Where in 
this place would  nd ogananda  hat on earth 
would he be doing in this crowd of  Tibetan faces, 
in the heart of  traditional lamaism, he, an ndian 
brahmin? No doubt the old mule-driver had sold me 
another lie.

Out in the street, the high altitude sun gathered me 
into a stunning embrace.  was glad when  reached the 
winding alleys of  the old city, which the sun could not 
penetrate. Passing a profusion of  little shops,  decided 
that a stab in the dark was the best option  had. So  
entered a shop selling padded winter jackets and asked 
the trader if  he knew an ndian holy man ogananda.

He grabbed me by the elbow and rushed me to the 
door.  thought  was about to be thrown out. ut the 
trader dragged me across the road to a shop opposite, 
in front of  which sat a plump young Ladakhi with a 
round cap on his head. A conversation ensued, during 
which the plump man listened attentively, but kept 
shaking his head. Then a middle-aged lama with glasses 
came past, carrying two travelling bags. He paused for 
a chat, which went on for almost ten minutes.

hen the lama nally took his leave , too, turned 
to go, but the trader reached out and held me back.

“The lama knows Yogananda,” he said. “Maybe you’ll 
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nd him in the lamasery of  Thikse. r Lamayuru. 
Or some other.”

 raced to the government information of ce to nd 
out how many lamaseries there were in Ladakh. A 
sleepy of cial e plained that there was one in almost 
every village. n some there were hardly more than 
three or four monks, but the largest held hundreds. 
Reluctantly, he made a list of  the most important 
ones. utside, in front of  the entrance,  spread out 
the map of  Ladakh and anskar and soon realised 
that even to visit a few of  the largest monasteries  
would need more than three weeks

 had to lean against the nearest wall. My head was 
spinning. t was a mi ture of  rage, helplessness and 
self-pity. f  the wily old mule-driver had suddenly ap-
peared before me,  would have knocked him to the 
ground and spat in his face. When, after some minutes, 
 opened my eyes again  realised with a shock that in 

my rage  had actually visualized him so well that he 
seemed to be standing before me, almost real, watching 
me with a mi ture of  curiosity and surprise  even,  
thought, amusement.

“Where have you been so long?” he asked. “You 
look for me and  nd you  is that a good beginning

His voice was certainly not an illusion. And neither 
was he. The old mule-driver was standing right in front 
of  me  ut he looked very different. e was dressed 
in a faded yellow gown, the usual garb of  an itinerant 
holy man, with a necklace of  beads round his neck. n 
his right hand he was holding a thick bamboo stick. 

ecause he was no longer wearing a turban  could see 
that he was bald on top of  his head, with plenty of  
greying hair falling down to his shoulders. He seemed 
to be taller, and his bearing more digni ed. is eyes 
were different, too: less conniving, more astute, more 
spiritual.

t came to me in a ash. Are you
e nodded before  could nish my uestion.
ut why did you
ecause  was hoping you might hit me again,  he 

smiled gently. “Won’t you?”
 said  felt ashamed for losing my temper so disre-

spectfully. And  would, of  course, pay him for taking 
me to Amarnath Cave, as agreed. With interest.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Forgiving fools for their 
follies is my favourite pleasure.”

An hour later we were on our way to the lamasery 
of  Thikse. Old Yogananda was far from talkative. Oc-

casionally he paused in his stride, turned and looked 
me up and down with a cynical grin. His wiry body 
exuded strength which was astonishing for a man of  
seventy, although strength may not be the right word; it 
was more a question of  lightness and physical harmony. 

hy had  failed to notice that in the mule-driver
e walked very fast. efore long  fell behind, increas-

ingly short of  breath, unable to understand why he 
preferred steep mountain paths to the more leisurely 
road along the river. With each step, my backpack grew 
heavier. But the old man would not wait. He soon 
vanished behind the steep rocks overhanging the path.

o to hell,  thought as  paused to regain my breath. 
ar below  could see the city of  Leh, half  bathed 

in sunlight, half  sunk in deep shadow, with me in a 
far deeper shadow under a vaulted rock, and with my 
hopes, which had blossomed an hour earlier, in the 
deepest shadow of  all. The old man was so scornful 
that  felt he didnt like me at all.

Lifting my backpack,  staggered on.
ehind the rst corner  was greeted by an unusual 

sight. n the middle of  the rocky path, ogananda was 
standing on his head, perfectly vertical, immobile. Only 
the bottom ends of  his gown, which had collected 
round his waist, were trembling in the wind. The top 
of  his head was resting on a at stone. is feet were 
held slightly apart.

 waited. After ve minutes he slowly bent his knees, 
arched his back, touched the ground with his feet with-
out lifting his head off  the stone, then maneouvered 
himself  on to his knees and nally, without any visible 
effort, extended himself  into a standing position.

“Your turn,” he said.
 e plained that my doctor had warned me, on ac-

count of  a weakened vertebra in my neck, never to 
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stand on my head. He laughed so loudly that the 
chilling sound ew down the mountainside and van-
ished somewhere above the valley. This was the rst 
time  heard the laughter with which he would later 
greet each of  what he called my intellectoidiotisms. 
 almost shivered when  heard it  it was rude, gross 

and derisive.
“You’ve brought your doctor with you?” he sneered. 

“Well, don’t worry. You are standing on your head. You 
must’ve been doing so for the best part of  your life.”

He picked up his bamboo stick and walked on.
The path began to descend, so  found it easier to 

keep up with him. He even slowed down, as if  wanting 
to tease me. Once or twice, in a moment of  inatten-
tion,  almost bumped into him. Then, without any 
warning, he sat down on a rock beside the path.

“Carry on,” he said, “don’t wait for me.”
 said  would prefer to stay with him.

“Why?”
All  could say was that  wanted to change, become 

different.
“You are different,  he said. f  you wanted to be-

come such as you were you would have better reasons 
for wanting to stay with me.”

That s it,   said.  want to nd myself  in my es-
sence. Transform myself  into what  used to be. eal 
the gap inside me, become whole again.”

“My dear friend,” he laughed, “these are just words, 
the most worthless kind of  poetry. So  tell you  dont 
seek, because you ll miss. Dont seek, simply nd.

He grinned, waiting for me to continue. By now it 
was more than obvious that he was not teasing me. 
But all his statements were so paradoxical that they 
failed to penetrate the defences of  my rational mind. 
 said that  understood what he meant, in a way, but 

at the same time perhaps  did not.
He narrowed his eyes and wrinkled his forehead. 
ou lack innocence. deas and philosophies sprout 

from you like a multitude of  weeds. You planted every 
seed the wind brought you, rejecting nothing. Now 
you’re overgrown by a thick forest of  nonsense. Are 
you prepared to burn it?”

 said  was prepared to sacri ce many things, includ-
ing what he called my garden of  weeds and which is, 
in fact, a collection of  my experiences and knowledge 
of  the world. ut yes,  was prepared to let go even 
of  that. Perhaps not by erasing it, but by paying it 
less attention

He interrupted me with a chilling laughter. “Why 
don’t you go to the bazaar in Leh? You’ll make good 
money there. But here, my friend, there is no bargaining. 
And prices are steep  Playing this game, you have to 
put everything on the table. And there is no guarantee 
that you wont lose it

Gradually we were enveloped by a hollow night of  
the imalayan heights, a stillness in which  became 
aware of  my breathing, of  the movement of  lungs, of  
how much  owe to air.

 was zipped up in my sleeping bag. The old man 
was happy with a blanket across his knees. n the 
moonlight his eyes burned like those of  a wild tiger. 
 told him how some eight years earlier, during my 
rst visit to the imalayas,  had tried to familiarize 

myself  with Tibetan secrets and learn the art of  tumo, 
the heating of  the body with an inner re. And how 
 failed because  lacked determination and was too 

super cial, merely a seeker of  sensations.
“Are you different now?”

es,  said.  am different because my search is no 
longer an intellectual game.  am different because  
am no longer interested in the panoramic breadth of  
the visible world, but want to descend to its core. For 
a long time my distress resembled distant rumblings 
of  a storm which never came close. ow  am in the 
eye of  that storm. ow my distress is so real that  
nd it painful even to talk about it.
 am like a furrow waiting for the seed of  something, 

anything, that will save me.  am like a man with a 
terminal illness, willing to try anything that might 
help me.

“Even a kick in the ass?” his voice reached me through 
semi-darkness. f  it comes with a guarantee that it ll 
free you of  the burden of  your unwisdom?”

He said that in reality my distress was nothing more 
than the burden of  my intellectoidiotisms which had 
started to suffocate me. hat would  do if  he as-
sured me that a kick in the ass would bring me relief ?

es,  said,  would accept even a kick in the ass, or 
whatever he meant by that.

hen  say kick in the ass,  he laughed,  mean the 
kind that knocks you at on your face.  cant handle 
this overblown language of  yours in which everything 
you say means something else.”

So simple,  thought. s it so simple?
 began to speak, to e plain, not so much to him as 
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to myself, as if  trying – again – to achieve some sort of  
overview of my situation.  said  was an outcast, a fugitive 
from the world of scienti c materialism in which  am 
unable to live in a way that would make me feel at home. 

nowledge  have, but not the knowledge of insight and 
understanding, merely a plethora of facts and opinions, 
a richness of habits and mental re e es. My estern 
world of scienti c objectivity disallows uestions which 
can have only subjective answers, or allows them only so 
long as  am prepared to admit that such subjectivity is 
not binding. As long as it remains in the outer reaches 
of religion, poetry, art; as long it isn’t subversive.

 long for knowledge which would embrace the world 
not only in its appearance, but also in its most hidden 

aspects.  long to be able to penetrate everything that 
is not visible, to reach deeper than what the world 
appears to be, and to remain permanently in touch 
with that hidden dimension.

“And now,” asked Yogananda, “you want me to save 
you? So you can save the world?”

 said  was neither naive nor a fool. All  wanted 
was for someone to show me the path. ecause,  said, 
the rst step was the most important.

The rst step you ve taken,  he said. ou believe 
you can reach understanding by methods which your 
rational world does not recognize. Why else would 
you come to an old man who lives like a beggar and 
twice a day stands on his head?”

Presenting the German translation of  the novel in Berlin
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A  P h ilosop h ic al L ov e S tory

Evald Flisar

A Journey Too Far
A J E  T  A
(original title Potovanje pre-
daleč) is a sequel to the phe-
nomenally successful The Sor-
cerer’s Apprentice (Čarovnikov 
vajenec . n this e ually admired 
book (five editions in ten years, 
shortlisted for resnik, the 
Slovenian “Booker”, in 1999, 
plus, based on it, a successful 
seven-part T -series shot on lo-
cation in ndia , the sorcerer s 

apprentice” – whose mastery had worn off  – returns to 
the subcontinent to look for his guru and, with his help, 
to complete the training that would enable him to float 
rather than plod through life. Needless to say, his search 
for the old itinerant holy man appears almost ludicrous in 
a country of  over a billion people, the point driven home 
repeatedly by the beautiful ndian girl Shakuntala, who 
travels with him on his journey in search of  meaning and 
himself. What at first looks like the promise of  an erotic 
relationship across cultural boundaries, soon becomes a 
new period of  “apprenticeship”, only this time the teach-
er is not paradoxical Reason but intelligent Emotion, or 
“feminine wisdom”, imparted by a wise and sensual girl, 
who represents Anima, ndia and oman to an e ual 
degree. She teaches our hero, not explicitly, but by her 
own example, how not to understand the world, but to 
love and accept it by surrendering to the inevitable, just as 
Prince Arjuna did in the Bhagavad-gita. However, the hero 
realizes early on in his quest that his driving force is not a 
desire to surrender, but to conquer with imagination; not 
to discover the world, but to imagine one that would be 
to his liking. (230 pages)

The novel is a sharp and witty account of  a series of  attempts 
to disown one’s false self-image. Added to this is the author’s 
analysis of  God search and of  man’s essential dichotomy that 
has given the European rational mind (called by the narrator 
simply Lucifer) so much to think about that it has infected all 
of  Western art and philosophy. Flisar simply demolishes the 
Western concept of  personality...
gor ratož, DEL

Flisar’s meditative travel story builds its meaning and purpose 
on the fragile divide between fiction and reality, interconnecting 
a colourful series of  events, imagined as well as real, while 
successfully employing the form of  the picaresque novel. A 
subtle love story is intertwined with the growth of  the narrator’s 
philosophy of  life. The traveller in the spiritual world of  the 
East tries – through a series of  complex meetings – to renew 
himself  by surrendering to his runaway imagination and 
becoming someone else...
Dr. elga lu ič, SL E A  ST

n this novel lisar once again, this time differently, draws the 
reader into an irresistible adventure of  looking for the meaning 
of  life. And, at the same time, into an equally attractive and 
uncertain game of  subverting the rules of  narration, which, next 
to real events and people, introduces a magical world of  creative 
imagination in which real life is allowed to merge with dreams 
and visions...
Josip Osti, SODOBNOST
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

A Journey Too Far
 am standing on the shore of  the Bay of  Bengal, 

imagining that  am Marco Polo travelling across Asia 
to the court of  ublai han. Centuries from now, 
doubting Thomases will write books about me. The 
titles will not be flattering: “Did Marco Polo really 
travel to China  And  all   never saw any walls  

thers will defend me, saying  n his time, the reat 
all hadnt even been built

But doubts about the truth of  my adventures will 
remain. t will be said that my descriptions are richly 
informative, but in describing the world,  invent more 
than  really should. n short  too little precision, too 
much imagination.

And yet: how real is the world? And if  both exist, the 
world of  empirical facts and the world of  imagination, 
which is more real? Are my thoughts the reflection of  
the world that  perceive with my senses, or is the sensed 
world a picture created by my thoughts?

n ndia, where  arrived several days ago, there is 
no shortage of  bearded men who do nothing else but 
search for the answer to just that question. Most of  
them believe that the world that  see, smell, and hear 
is no more than a reflection of  my thoughts. llusion, 
maya. The only real thing is the Spirit that some say is 
God. Because it is unutterable and indescribable, it is 
worshipped in the form of  idols. Each of  us can choose 
his own. f  we dont like any of  the available ones, we 
can make up a new one.

For this reason, there is quite a crowd of  such idols. 
One has the head of  an elephant, another the form 
of  a monkey. They are worshipped in temples where, 
amidst singing, dancing, and playing on instruments, 
fruit and food are brought to them and half  naked 
devadasis, holy female servants, entice them with sen-
sual movements until the idols forget their seriousness 
and consume a part of  the offered bounty.

The leftovers are polished off  by the devadasis. n 
some temples, the charms of  the devadasis can be 

enjoyed not only by the idols but by believers as well. 
hat a pity  didnt live during the thirteenth century  

Making love to the devadasis would be not only a plea 
for od s kindness, but living proof  of  it

But facts are facts. Cars roar past me and my lungs are 
filled with the smell of  cheap petrol. So  would rather 
imagine myself  as an entrepreneur who has flown to n-
dia to implement a business idea. The idea is so simple 
that  can hardly believe nobody else has thought of  it.

At least a million Hindus live in England, America 
and elsewhere in the world. The only thing they miss in 
the comfort that many of  them have created for them-
selves is the sacred, healing waters of  the River Ganges. 
Those who can, take a pilgrimage every couple of  years 
to aridwar, aranasi or Prayag where they bathe with 
other believers on the steps descending into the river. 
And almost everyone who goes on a pilgrimage takes 
away a bottle of  the river water, which maintains its 
miraculous power even in a plastic bottle ten thousand 
miles from its source. One single drop before death is 
enough for salvation.

 imagine myself  as the owner of  an import-e port 
firm travelling around ndia to find a business partner 
with whose help  could import one million bottles of  
sacred water from the Ganges into America and Europe. 

ould  ever dare to drink a drop of  the sacred water 
that  intend to sell  Probably not, given that  have a 
sensitive stomach.

Except before death. A man can’t be too sure.
But a vagabond like me would have a hard time find-

ing a partner who would invest money in my company. 
hich is why  prefer to imagine someone else as a 

merchant of  holy water.
ho, for e ample   shall make him up.

Thin, nervous, with a freckly face, a burning cigarette 
between his lips. ravo  Thats more than realistic. e has 
already calculated his potential profit. And he’s in a hur-
ry: a real businessman. No doubt he has a gastric ulcer.

To entertain myself,  imagine that  am an English 
tourist who has flown to ndia for his annual vacation. 
 will accompany him around the market.  will move 

into his mind and think his thoughts. And  will won-
der why  have such a sour face.

t s because my wife has been nagging me for more 
than a year that she wants to see the Taj Mahal, or Toj 
Mahal, some building with towers. m not sure whats 
so special about it that we had to fly around the world to 
see it. You see it in two minutes and then what?
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There are other things to see, my wife said.  can just 
imagine,  said  mos uitoes and flies, filth of  the kind 
that raises the little hair on my scalp that age has not 
yet taken away, not to mention my stomach which is in 
a permanently raised condition, given that all you can 
get around here is some lethally spicy goulash called 
curry. And the noise and the crowds: there are so many 
ndians that they have no choice but to walk over each 

other. They sleep, so ve heard, under the open sky, 
right on the sidewalk.

A fine thing,  have to say. m only sorry that  didnt 
dig in my heels and refuse to go.

To tell the truth, for some time now  have been pur-
sued by the feeling that  am not moving in the right 
direction. A strange emptiness, the tension before the 
storm, is building up in my chest. Many times, in the 
midst of  work  make paints and varnishes , my hands 
have stopped and  found myself  looking out the win-
dow into the distance. Wondering: what is the worth of  
what  do, what  have created, what  want to preserve  
Something should come out of  all of  this, some happi-
ness, or at least satisfaction. And yet all  have is a dark 
feeling, as if  an illness is eating away at me.

Cancer of  the soul, my wife’s sister remarked not long 
ago.

o, that s not me.  am the one  see as a reflection in 
the glass doors of  the hotel.

r am  imagining myself, too
 will ask the gentleman in the turban carrying a brief-

case in his hand and coming toward me on the sidewalk.
Please, could you tell me am  real

o,  the passing ndian recoils.
“Do you see me? Can you touch me?”
“Why?” He looks at me, frightened.
Can you confirm that  am as real as you
 am in a hurry,  he dismisses me, moving on.

ait,   yell after him and pull from my pocket a fad-
ed photograph of  the great teacher Yogananda. “Have 
you ever seen this man?”

Without looking, he drills his finger into his forehead 
to indicate that  am crazy, and continues on his way.

 walk into the sea of  faces in the market. The rench 
poet, Rimbaud, while travelling in Africa, sent postcards 
to his friends with the same entreaty on all of  them: 
Can somebody please tell me what  am doing here

ow well  understand him   don t know who  
am,  don t know why m here,  don t know where  
should go.  only know that someone or something 

is driving me on and that someone or something is 
pursuing me.

ut where should  go  here, in this country of  a 
billion people?

A young Australian couple walks by me and the 
boy says to the girl   read somewhere that the first 
sentences you see when you open a book, any book, it 
doesn’t matter on what page, contain a secret message 
from your subconscious.”

“Really?” the girl said amazed.
“Yes, about the current state of  your soul, and how 

to proceed
And then they are gone.
As for me,  am already in the nearest bookstore.
The first sentence that meets my eyes in a randomly 

selected book given to me by the bookseller, speaks 
about Terah, a producer and merchant of  idols, and 
his son Abraham, whose job it was to watch the stand 
when his father was not at the market.

After the son tried in vain to convince his customers 
that they should no longer worship idols, he grabbed 
an axe and smashed all the idols except the largest one. 
He offered his father the following explanation: the 
gods were hungry so he brought them food. Then the 
largest god got angry, grabbed an axe, killed the other 
gods, and ate all the food himself.

A message from my subconscious?
 sit on the morning beach in oa, surrounded by a 

pack of  playful village dogs, and listening to the mur-
muring of  the sea.

 imagine that the message comes from the invisible angel 
that has volunteered to be the god of my journey. And it 
means the following: my soul does not have enough food 
for the Great God and for all the little ones that have 
multiplied inside me like worms in an apple.

The Great God wants to be the sole proprietor of  my 
soul and demands that  kill the less important ones. 
The Great God is not kind to the little ones. Far from 
being a social institution tolerant of  parasites, the Great 

od is cruel and possessive  he wants me for himself.  
must get rid of  the idols inside me.

 did not carve them from wood as Terah did.  have 
carefully, albeit unconsciously, created them over a 
period of  four decades, abandoning or breaking some 
of  them along the way and replacing them with new 
ones in accordance with my needs in various places and 
times, in accordance with my ambitions, of  which the 
main one has always been to survive and, if  possible, 
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expand the empire ruled by my inner kublaikhan, my 
ego, my awareness of  myself  as an individual with a 
name and a history.

Some of the idols  simply took as mine when  saw 
that others were worshipping them, or because  felt in 
them the clamouring echoes of  my fathers and grandfa-
thers, messages  could not ignore although they took up 
a lot of  the space that  thought should be mine alone.

ut how can  get rid of all these images that  still view 
as the precious furnishings of my inner life  ow can  
abandon my attachment to these long-standing friends?

y saying   imagine
magination is a wild and dangerous thing. nsofar as 

it tends toward the creation of  substitutes for divine 
reality, it must be a source of  irritation to od. magi-
nation e presses dissatisfaction with divine creation. t 
is the fruit of  a smouldering resentment toward God 
for banishing man from paradise. Perhaps it is even 
a strategy for returning to paradise – given that the 
path of  love, which is what God proscribes for man’s 
return – is too difficult.

But the prince of  darkness, the fallen angel, has 
similar goals. Certainly Lucifer has a majority share in 
the multinational company that manufactures idols. 
Anyone who buys or gets one of  the idols for free from 
this enormous factory doesn’t even realize that he has 
become a fighter in Lucifer’s army that marches through 
history with the stolen weapons of  human imagination, 
capturing step by step the lost territory that Lucifer 
believes belongs to him.

When a student asked the mystic Boehme: “Where does 
the soul go after death , he answered  t doesnt need to 
go anywhere; heaven and hell exist everywhere together.”

The universe  which is also, as the ndians say, the in-
dividual human soul – is one single place in which God 

and Lucifer, sun and shadow, remain eternal gladiators 
with no hope of  victory but never defeated.

Defeat is the privilege of  us who are the carriers and 
witnesses of  this struggle.

* * *
And now  am at the gates of  hell, which the ndian 

Lucifer has renamed from Bombay to Mumbai. That 
is the trick of  devils at all ends of  the universe: when 
it becomes widely known that the clinic is really a tor-
ture chamber, you hang a new name on the door and 
again the hopeful will impatiently wait to get into your 
fitness centre.

At such times, you can add new equipment. Next to 
the rack on which the fulfilment of  desires diminishes 
in equal proportion to the effort applied to achieving 
it, you can set up a Sisyphean tower for the lifting of  
weights on which the heaviest weight keeps knocking 
the patient on the head in proportion to the build-up 
of  his muscles to lift increasingly heavier weights.

n Lucifer s clinic, the patients must have the feeling 
that contraptions for gratification are too numerous to 
test. A fundamental part of  every good product line on 
the market is choice. t is not difficult, of  course, for 
the devil to hire the best marketing specialists as they 
all secretly worship him as a great guru and he is indeed 
a genius inventor of  games for the naive.

No wonder that Mumbai, unlike Bombay, pulsates 
with new energy  trains arrive from all corners of  ndia 
and disgorge the hungry, the dispossessed, the perse-
cuted, those sent by others but above all those driven 
by some internal engine that never stops sending the 
unenlightened in the direction where, besides a crust of  
bread, they might also expect a pat of  butter.

And yet how can  resent their ambitions and dreams  
We are all foot soldiers in the army of  the defeated 
whom God, for some reason, has abandoned on the 
battlefield. Besieged and betrayed, we must turn to 
someone for help, and we turn to the first one that con-
vincingly offers us the possibility of  escape. Crippled 
in spirit and infected with the viruses of  a thousand 
dissatisfactions, we care little if  it is Lucifer – just so 
long as the lights of  his city beyond the horizon are 
brighter than the darkness in our hearts.

h ndia
An ever-seductive lover, flattering and magical. And 

at the same time cruel, indifferent, and unfaithful. 
Mother, sister, friend, and whore. An infinite canvas on 
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ased on the novel, the Slovenian ational T  has produced a -part series, shot on locations throughout ndia.
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which a thousand mad painters have left traces of  their 
worst hallucinations.

n the heat that steams off  the wrinkled asphalt of  the 
pavement and emanates like radioactive death through 
the open windows; in the glittering sunlight that bounc-
es off  the shabby unpainted walls of  crumbling plaster; 
in the sickly smell of  exhaust; in the sharp smell of  
urine and human excrement next to the street that a 
passing breeze blows into the interior of  the vehicle, it 
seem to me that the great producer Lucifer has already 
begun to shoot his film of  the year, his statement about 
the world, his creative vision.

Whenever the bus stops in front of  a traffic light or in 
a noisy crowd that doesn’t want to move, branches of thin 
brown hands swing in and out of  the open windows and 
doors, eyes infected with bitterness shine beneath curly 
crowns of  black and, here and there, gray hair, voices cry 
out in an inaudible language  ive, give, give

ut ombay is also the richest city in ndia. ith only 
one percent of  the entire population, it generates one-
third of  the national income. ravo ombay

Amidst the magnificent architecture from the time 
of  British rule, in the glare of  sunbeams that bounce 
between banks and office towers,  am suddenly over-
come that the sense of  luciferness  feel all around me 
is some strange, imported European neurosis, perhaps 
an Alpine one, perhaps my own private bug that crawled 
into my luggage and is now buzzing around me, agitat-
ed by the unbearable heat. And yet despite its venom, 
it cannot harm a huge city of  fifteen million people, 
a country of  a billion people, a planet of  six billion 
people  Less still can it harm od who is greater than 
everything, seen and unseen.

t can only harm me. And maybe it already has. Maybe 
it has already stung me.

f  it has infested me with the plasma of  Lucifer s 
blood, then  am a carrier of  evil without being aware 
of  it, just as a carrier of  typhoid fever can infect thou-
sands of  people without having any symptoms himself. 
Maybe  have already infected thousands of  people with 
evil and maybe there are enough silent carriers to infect 
the whole world.

The most worthy of  Lucifer’s cynical humour is the 
possibility that among the carriers of  evil there are 
saints, honest and good people, innocent children. 
And maybe the infection is transmitted through words, 
through the most beautiful words, the most elevated. 
Through poetry. Prayer. Novels. Maybe Lucifer has 

hidden his poison in the expression that is God’s fa-
vourite   love you.

Was it not Lucifer, “the retriever of  light”, who, ever 
since his fall, has poisoned the human mind, been a 
parasite on his ambitions, fanned momentary delusions 
into tragic errors? Did he not transform himself  into a 
serpent that came to Eve, flattered her, and persuaded 
her to taste the forbidden fruit that would reveal every-
thing that God had hidden from man?

And wasn’t he happy when Eve learned that the only 
thing God was hiding from man was knowledge about 
his mortality, because he wanted to protect him from 
a life of  anxiety?

Ever since then, Lucifer has wakefully sat in ambush in 
order to send as many uncertain souls as possible into 
the empire of  evil where a hungry worm named Doubt 
penetrates them and cuts them off from divine influence. 
s there not a tiny Mephisto behind my ear or hidden 

under my hair, my own personal devil who puts thoughts 
in my head and words in my mouth that seem to be mine 
but in truth are Lucifer’s propaganda, manure for the soul 
so that stinging nettles might grow inside it?

 imagine that Lucifer has no eyes with which to meas-
ure the width of  his colonies and enjoy the sight of  his 
sweating subjects serving him in the pursuit of  personal 
gain at the expense of  the common good. But it is dif-
ficult to imagine the master of  arrogance indifferent to 
his own success: surely he must delight in it.

Does Lucifer see reality through our eyes? What kind 
of  gaze does he have  ould  flinch if  he looked at 
me  ould  even recognize him

Or is his gaze present in the eyes that are averted, pre-
tending that they have only fallen on me accidentally, 
though they keep lurking, waiting for the moment when 
they can return unnoticed and continue their spying? 
 do not labour under the illusion that the prince of  

darkness is not acquainted with my reasons for coming 
to ndia  his informers told him as soon as the reasons 
became clear to me. t is even possible that he knew 
them before  did.

f  Lucifer knows that the reat od has instructed 
me to kill all the little gods, he may fear that he too 
is on the list of  victims – a former angel, almost a 
little god whose self-regard would not allow him to be 
number two in heaven, which is why he created hell so 
he could be number one at least there. And if  he really 
does fear that, then he is the one who has been follow-
ing me the whole time.
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He keeps me in view through the thousands of  black, 
curious, amazed, evasive eyes that stare at me from the 
crowded pavement through the window of  the bus, 
looking away and then at me again and again, glancing 
at each other and then, in surprise or confusion, fixing 
their gaze on me like a leech, looking at others on the 
same or the opposite side of  the street, passing on the 
message  he s coming

The only thing that comforts me in a strange way is 
the knowledge that ndia has not changed at all during 
the years of  my absence. This applies above all to the 
ndian concept of  the lu ury hotel  that invariably in-

cludes piss-stinking carpet (“The bedding is not dirty, 
sir, that is the natural colour of  the sheets , at least ten 
cockroaches and two or three mice (“A mouse, sir? Not 
possible  There are no mice in this hotel. , a shower 
that drips like a ninety-year old with a chronically en-
larged prostate, an air-conditioning system that rattles 
like an old dredger for five minutes and then rumbles 
to a stop e have a little problem at present , 
and an infinite number of  cloned room boys that tiptoe 
along the hallways and mysteriously cluster in front of  
your door the minute you step from your room – not 
to ask if  they can help you but already certain that you 
are going to give them a tip  a good boy, sir. .

hat relief  There are places that still belong to od. 
Where disorder, sloppiness, carelessness, slyness, and, 
above all, laziness are still part of  the natural flow, Lu-
cifer did not succeed in imposing dominance. God is 
open and kind and allows each and everyone to live in 
accordance with his deepest nature. God is not a tyrant 
who would line people up and force them to paint Arbeit 
macht frei on the factory door, but rather allows everyone 
as much ease as they want to have. His only guideline is: 

e  Everything else he leaves up to you.
But not Lucifer.
He has strategies planned down to the last hair and 

probably lectures in his free time at the best schools for 
business management and leadership. Lucifer is an en-
trepreneur par excellence and can transform everything 
in the world into a marketable commodity. You want 
love   pay for it  ou want to be happy   work hard 
for it  ou want to be proud of  your children   put 
them in leading social positions

Along the way bribe and use people, be economical 
with the truth, trick your friends which are God’s biggest 
miscalculation, since with them he had exposed himself  
to much abuse, pursue your goals at the expense of  rich 

and poor, healthy and sick, smart and stupid, don’t look 
back at the corpses that cover the battlefield behind you. 
Think of ways to justify all of this and call it philosophy.

Lucifer s world is not ods world. t is not simple.
Especially in the morning when Bombay awakens to 

the chaos of  an ordinary day. Shod and unshod feet 
scamper along the sidewalk to the rhythm of  Lucifer’s 
drum; offices and stores suddenly transform into ter-
mite hills in which thousands of  deals are closed; film 
stars in their villas on Malabar Hill beautify themselves 
before chauffeured limousines deliver them to Bolly-
wood, the mythical capital of  the ndian dream factory. 
Their neighbours in this exclusive district, politicians, 
millionaires, and gangsters, get ready for the first move 
of  the day, perhaps practising new tricks: a surprise 
blow to the nape of  the neck, the sale of  non-existent 
shares, the hostile takeover of  a company.

While passing through the noisy crowded streets of the 
city,  am once again touched by the invisible god of my 
journey. What does he want to tell me as he directs my 
gaze to the numbers on the buses? Why do three eighteens 
pass by one after another? And why then does the god of  
my journey direct my eyes to the number of the taxi in 
front of me, and why again that number 1818? And why 
does the taxi driver reveal to me during our conversation 
that he comes from a family of eighteen children, and that 
his oldest son is eighteen years old?

And why is the European girl sitting on the sidewalk 
in a side street and reading The Chinese Book of  
Changes about the same age?

Ringing in my memory is the sentence of  the passing 
Australian   read somewhere that the first sentence 
you see when you open a book, any book

f  course  The god of  my journey, the voice from the 
primeval forest of  my subconscious, wants to send me 
a message in order to guide me on my way

mmediately to a bookstore
The eighteenth hexagram of The Chinese Book of  

Changes: “Set out across a great body of  water. Success 
if  you keep to the path.  And also this  the reason that  
set out once again on the travels, which years ago did not 
deliver me to my destination, is certainly that my ideals 
and desires are opposed to the principles to which my 
soul naturally gravitates. Gathered inside me, each on one 
side, are opposing forces that must finally settle accounts.

 need a friend who will be able to tell me which side 
has to win so that it won’t be me who will suffer defeat 
in the end.
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  L  AD T ME
(original title Opazovalec, The 
Observer, short-listed for res-
nik, the Slovenian “Booker”, in 
2010), is a novel of  master-
ful suspense; one of  the critics 
described it as a metaphysical 
thriller. Twenty-two-year-old 
Simon Bebler, lost in the im-
aginative worlds of  novels and 

films, is told that he is terminally ill and has at most a year 
to live. nto this meagre span of  time the young student 
of  literature intends to cram everything that life can offer 
anyone lucky enough to reach the age of  ninety. nclined 
to see himself  in the roles portrayed by his favourite 
movie actors, he plans to experience at least some of  the 
stories that he has read or seen on the screen, all mental 
and physical states it is possible to experience, good and 
bad, moral and immoral, dark and sunny, positive and 
negative. He does not want to die with the knowledge 
that he has been robbed of  life, so he sets out to stage a 
life for his benefit. But no sooner is the drama unleashed 
than it slips from his control and he is faced with the 
question of  whether he can remain on top of  events or 
is bound sooner or later to end up as their victim. He 
finds himself  at the heart of  unexpected events in New 
York where he meets unusual people, among them Al 
Pacino, ruce illis, oody Allen, ma Thurman  
Are they who they appear to be or do they merely resem-
ble their famous namesakes? Who is pulling the strings 
in this game of  appearances? Flisar’s narrative machine 
poses questions faster than his characters can provide the 
answers. (250 pages)

t s in the little bo es that we should be able to find the key 
to this novel which speaks of  the emptiness of  the world 
that has turned us into blind prisoners of  traditional as well 
as contemporary rigid beliefs. To open the boxes we need 
only a bizarre introductory moment: in Auster’s case a wrong 
telephone number, in Flisar’s case a wrong diagnosis... Flisar 
has proved once again that he is a master of  storytelling and of  
sudden twists that frequently disrupt the world around us but 
often happen only in our heads, where we have too many secrets 
and not enough information...
Milan incetič, EČER

A firm, attractive storyline is – next to his polished style 
and inimitable black humour – one of  the main distinctions 
of  Flisar’s writing. Structurally, we could say that Flisar’s 
“metaphysical thriller” revolves on two intertwined axes: one is 
the question of  the meaning of  life (or, rather, of  what sense 
it makes to go on with life), the other is a detective search for 
the meaning of  the story which has sucked the hero into a 
vortex of  mysteries... Although the author deliberately creates a 
distance that turns us into voyeurs, we are firmly enveloped by 
the plotline...
Ma a grizek, LA

Novels like this one can fill the reviewer’s heart with fear. With 
their ontological plurality, bravado and narrative daring, they 
create wonderment and astonishment.  believe that a good 
review can become a part of  the work reviewed, achieving a 
kind of  relationship similar to that offered between fiction and 
reality in Flisar’s book. This relationship is constitutive and very 
important... n Austria, where his plays are regularly performed, 
Flisar has been called a “black moralist” – a precise definition. 
He is trying to tell us something, but like all the best writers he 
prudently hides his narrative tricks and moral convictions up 
his sleeve...
Aljaž ovač, S D ST

A  M etap h y sic al T h riller

Evald Flisar

If I Only Had Time
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

If I Only Had Time
The apartment at the top of  the seven-storey build-
ing looks across Central Park to the west. Although 
the sun has not yet moved far enough to shine through 
the big windows, the large rooms are lit as if  by the 
glow of  an invisible light. The rugs are thick and soft; 
the antique furniture in the living room is massive and 
comfortable; the paintings look as if  they are portraits 
of  reputable ancestors. The bathroom is so spacious 
that it could hold ten fat Americans. The Jacuzzi is 
bordered with tiles, each one different, each mosaic 
square followed by a rectangular one, each composed 
of  a different combination of  colours. The mirror 
behind the four sinks covers the wall up to the ceiling. 
A fleeting glance in the mirror gives Simon the feeling 
that he has caught a thief; he quickly retreats into the 
hallway. The kitchen and dining area is completely 
white, modern, clean, sterile, furnished with all the 
newest appliances. The refrigerator is so tall it almost 
touches the ceiling. A crystal vase filled with fresh red 
roses stands on the table. A yellow envelope is propped 
against the vase. n it are written the words PE  T.

Simon hesitates. Maybe incent ega left a message for 
the cleaning lady. Or for his lover, which would explain 
the rose. When he examines the envelope, he notices it 
isn’t sealed. He pulls out the sheet of paper and unfolds it.

elcome to the ig Apple, Simon. m sorry  
wasnt waiting for you. ll be away for several days. 
Make yourself  at home. Avail yourself  of  anything 
you find in the kitchen; there is some excellent wine 
there. Don’t be shy. Apex Catering will supply your 
meals. f  you dont like something, let them know. or 
additional instructions, go into the living room and 
press the red button on the black answering machine 
next to the green phone on the mahogany cupboard 
in front of  the French windows.”

Simon places the letter down on the table and turns 
toward the living room. He stands in the doorway 
and looks around again. The luxury strikes him even 

more than it did the first time; but now he is more 
relaxed, feels safer. The seating arrangement alone, all 
in light brown leather, would cost more than a decent 
studio apartment in Ljubljana. A big screen stands in 
the corner by the window; Simon knows that this is 
called a home cinema. nder the screen, behind the 
glass doors of  a two-metre wide cupboard, is a care-
fully sorted collection of  D Ds. There are at least a 
thousand films there. Amazing guy, this incent ega.

A padded rocking chair with a high backrest stands 
in front of  the screen. Something that looks like a 
remote control sits on the small table ne t to it. n 
this chair, with a view onto Central Park, which looks 
more like a forest than a park, in front of  a screen that 
is at least two metres wide, with a collection of  what 
are probably the best films of  all times, Simon could 
spend half  a year without missing a thing. Except for 
books. He is amazed that he doesn’t see any books in 
the apartment. Apparently incent ega is a visual type 
of  person. Maybe he doesn’t read at all, although he 
seems extremely literate. But the mahogany cupboard 
is there, right in front of  the French windows. And 
sitting on it, the black answering machine. Next to the 
green telephone. Simon approaches it and reaches out 
to press the red button.

Something holds him back. A feeling rises within 
him, a feeling he doesn’t know how to name, and this 
causes him to hesitate. Everything is happening too fast. 
Everything seems hardly believable. His heart pounds. 
First he must make sense of  his impressions. He must 
calm down. The harmony of  all the different colours 
in the apartment fills him with anxiety: everything is 
too beautiful, too perfect. He still can only half  believe 
that all of  this is really happening. He reaches into 
his pocket and pulls out his cell phone to send a text 
message to ioleta. r Soraya. r at least his mother. 

ish you were here.  am in ew ork. Something is 
happening that exceeds the boundaries of  imagination. 
 am both e hilarated and filled with an iety that might 

turn to panic at any moment.  think  need help. My 
life, always so ordinary, so Ljubljana ordinary, is slowly 
changing into fiction. And yet it is all very real.

Too long for a text message. He decides he would 
rather smoke a cigarette. He notices an ashtray beside 
the remote control for the home cinema on the table 
next to the easy chair. An unusual ashtray, cut from a 
multi-coloured stone that, though not glass, appears 
transparent. Simon reaches into his pocket and pulls 
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out a box of  cigarettes, lights one, and inhales deeply. 
He sits in the chair and rocks gently back and forth. 
Despite his fatigue, he suddenly feels as if  he’s just 
woken up, full of  energy and hope, even trust. Life is 
happening to him.

He smokes two more cigarettes. While doing so, he 
stands up four times to press the red button, but each 
time he changes his mind at the last moment. He no-
tices that his nails are dirty. He stands up and goes to 
the foyer where he left his baggage. He rummages for 
a key in the inside pocket of  the jacket he hasn’t yet 
taken off  and uses it to unlock the suitcase on wheels. 
He looks for his toiletry bag, rummages through it, and 
pulls out a little pair of  nail clippers. He returns to the 
living room, sits in the easy chair, and begins to clean 
his nails. All the while his cigarette is hanging between 
his lips. f  he lowers his eyes, he can see that the tower 
of ash that has been accumulating at the burning end 
of  the cigarette will fall any second. He takes hold of  
the cigarette to flick it into the object that he believes 
to be an ashtray but perhaps isn’t. Too late: when he 
leans forward the ash falls onto the precious carpet. 
Then the burning ember falls from the cigarette paper 
and, before Simon can put it out with the sole of  his 
shoe, burns a big black scorch-mark into the carpet.

Simon stands up and looks at it. t measures about 
three centimetres across. Could he cover it if  he moved 
the chair a bit? He reaches out his hand but then re-
considers. Sooner or later incent ega would discover 
what happened: he would know who was at fault and 
who tried to hide the traces behind him. Simon decides 
he will apologize for the error as soon as incent ega 
steps across the threshold. But he won’t have to do it 
today. For several days he will be completely alone.

Almost unconsciously he presses down on the button.

He hears a voice that reminds him of  Dustin Hoff-
mans voice. n fact it is so similar that Dustin offman 
himself  might have recorded the message.

ello, Simon. incent ega speaking. irst  would 
like to tell you that smoking causes lung cancer and 
for that reason there is no smoking allowed in the 
apartment.  hope you will respect this rule. f  you 
must smoke, do it on the balcony. You can lean against 
the railing, look out at Central Park, and flick your 
ashes onto Fifth Avenue below. The wind will scatter 
them before they fall on somebody’s head. Second: look 
around the apartment. Don’t feel embarrassed. Go to 
sleep if  you’re tired. You can sleep in my bedroom. The 
bedding is clean. You can sleep in the library where 
the sofa folds out. You’ll also find a secret cupboard 
there. f  you look at the shelves behind the door, third 
shelf  from the bottom, you’ll find a mock copy of  
Conrad’s novel Nostromo. Press very gently on the 
letter N and it will open on its own. Put the package 
that my friend gave you inside and press on the letter 
N again. The cupboard will close. That’s the only mock 
book  all the others are real. f  you want to read, read. 
f  you want to watch films, you ve certainly found 

them already. f  you feel sick, call Dr. arnard who 
is my personal physician. His number is saved in the 
telephone directory under ody. f  you feel depressed, 
look under Mind for the number of  my psychoanalyst, 
Dr. Woody Allen. You can trust him. He’s good. He 
knows how to listen. ne more thing before  finish. 
The cleaning lady comes each morning. Her name is 
Esmeralda. She’s from Mexico. She won’t trouble you. 
She has her own key. She knows you are here. She’s 
young and very sexy. Enjoy. More later.”

The light next to the button stops blinking. Simon 
is seized by a terrible fatigue. A sleepless night, the 
flight from his pursuers, the avalanche of  novelties in 
the apartment, and no doubt also his sickness, have all 
overwhelmed him. He decides to have a couple hours 
of  sleep. First he goes to the kitchen and pours a glass 
of  water. Then he returns to the hall and opens the 
door to the room on the left. He looks at the book-
shelves covering the walls up to the ceiling. They take 
his breath away. Apparently incent ega loves more 
than just films.

Of  course, this doesn’t mean that he’s read any of  
the books; maybe he inherited them, maybe he just 
collects them. Yet the arrangement is like a library, 
each area designated with a label: Poetry, Novels, Short 
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Stories, Essays, Plays, Philosophy, Psychology, Ecology, 
Politics, Law, History, Biography, Humour. The room 
is perhaps even more spacious than the living room. 
A single sunbeam penetrates the half  closed venetian 
blinds, illuminating a bronze statue of  a mermaid 
standing on a table in the corner near the door. An 
enormous globe stands by the window lit from within 
by a bulb. Somewhere in the middle of  the room, bet-
ween the mermaid and the globe, a piano waits, with 
a rotating stool in front of  it and a pile of  music on 
the upper shelf. A comfortable extendable couch built 
into the bookshelves is located along the right wall.

And the secret cupboard? The third shelf  from the 
bottom right behind the door. Simon finds it with no 
difficulty, and the first book in the section of  Novels 
is indeed a mock copy of  Nostromo. He carefully 
presses on the letter N. And he waits. Nothing hap-
pens. e waits again. othing. Did incent make it 
up? Then Simon remembers that on the recording he 
emphasized that it should be pressed very lightly. He 
tries again; this time he only touches the button with 
the tip of  his finger. Something moves to the left of  
the shelf: six rows of  books silently slide into a recess, 
revealing an opening that is a metre and a half  wide 
and two metres high. Simon studies the contraption 
and realizes that the bookshelves slid three meters into 
the interior of  the wall along metal tracks extending 
along the floor and ceiling. On both sidewalls there 
are additional narrow metal shelves. Carefully arranged 
upon the shelves are packages of  the kind that Simon 
had brought from Ljubljana. The only difference is 
that the packages are no longer wrapped in paper but 
instead are ordinary light-brown boxes, each the same 
size. There must be at least thirty of  them. Simon 
cannot resist the temptation: he reaches for the near-
est one and lifts the lid. The box is empty. So is the 
second, the third, the fourth.

The mystery deepens. Who is the owner of  the apart-
ment? What does he do? What is in the package that 
Simon brought for him? He decides to find out. He 
goes back into the hallway, opens his suitcase and pulls 
out the little package he brought. Although he’s already 
done it three times, and especially carefully when he 
picked up the bo  at ompas in Ljubljana, he still 
hopes that something will jingle, ring, or rattle; that 
he’ll hear something that will help him to figure out 
what’s inside. But the contents of  the box don’t make 
any sound. Actually the box is so light that it could 

be empty. Simon goes back to the secret cupboard 
and takes one of  the empty boxes from the shelves. 
n his left hand he weighs one, in his right hand the 

other. Surprisingly, the empty one seems to be about 
the same weight as the one that he brought. Had he 
brought incent ega an empty bo

At the very instant that he begins to remove the wrap-
ping paper, the doorbell in the hallway rings. Simon 
jumps up and stiffens. After three seconds, the bell 
rings again. t is impossible to tell whether someone 
is ringing in front of  the main entrance downstairs 
or in front of  the door to the apartment. Simon lays 
the package with the half  removed wrapping paper 
on the shelf  and tiptoes into the foyer. He carefully 
presses his eye against the peephole and then quickly 
withdraws. Standing outside is the large man with the 
shaved head and the red windbreaker who had threat-
ened him with a pistol in the airport toilet.

How had he found him? What had he told the 
doorman to be let in? Simon rushes back to the lib-
rary and softly presses the letter N on the mock copy 
of  Conrad’s novel Nostromo. The door to the secret 
cupboard quietly slides back into place and again there 
is the wall covered with bookshelves. incent ega s 
package is safe. At least that. Because there is no indi-
cation that the stranger in front of  the door is going 
to stop ringing; now he presses the doorbell every 
five seconds. Simon returns to the hallway and looks 
through the peephole. The bald man has just reached 
into the pocket of  his windbreaker, pulled out his 
pistol, and is now pointing it at the door.

incent,  know you re there. ll count to five. f  
the door doesnt open, ll shoot off  the lock.

Simon instinctively withdraws and presses himself  
against the wall. Then he takes two steps and hides in 
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the bathroom. He counts to five in his mind and waits 
for the sound of  the shot. nstead of  a shot, he hears 
voices. A man and a woman’s voice. He returns to the 
hallway and cautiously looks through the peephole.

A woman is standing in front of  the door to the 
neighbouring apartment with a shopping bag in her 
left hand and a bunch of  keys in her right. The per-
spective from the peephole does not allow Simon to 
discern if  she is beautiful or ugly. She is dressed in 
tight pants and a light knee-length coat, unbuttoned. 
He listens to the conversation.

“When did you last see him?”
 dont spy on my neighbours,  retorts the woman.

e re friends.  need to find him.
“Call him. Surely you have the number of  his cell 

phone.”
“My cell phone was stolen. Do you have his number?”

 have no reason to have it.  only know the man 
by sight. Excuse me.”

She turns, takes the key to her apartment, unlocks 
it, and disappears from Simon’s field of  vision. Simon 
hears the key turning in the lock. The stranger in the 
red windbreaker moves down the hallway toward the 

elevator. He presses the button, the doors open, and 
now only an empty hallway can be seen on the other 
side of  the peephole.

Simon rushes to the kitchen and eagerly gulps down 
a glass of  water. t s not clear why he is so thirsty all 
of  sudden. Too much is happening and too quickly. 
How can he relax, how can he fall asleep when the 
man with the shaved head might come back at any 
moment and shoot through the door? Should he no-
tify the doorman  Call the police  et incent ega s 
number from the doorman and call him?

He returns to the library and presses on the letter 
N. He waits for the collection of  novels to slide away 
and reveal the shelves with boxes. This time, he thinks, 
nothing will prevent him from opening the package 
that has put his life in danger; not the bell, not a 
threat, not his own thoughts.

But the package isn’t where he left it. Did it fall on 
the floor? There’s nothing on the floor. He clearly 
remembers that he laid it on the shelf  at the height of  
his head and in doing so had pushed the row of  light 
brown boxes aside to make room. But the package with 
the half-removed wrapping paper is not there. Has it 
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vanished into thin air  t isnt on the floor, isnt on 
one of  the other shelves, not among the books, not 
on the ceiling. Simon feels a sudden chill. He retreats 
from the secret cupboard and for some time stands 
in the middle of  the library to collect his wits. He 
goes to the couch and collapses on it. His heart is 
pounding. Something is happening to him that seems 
not just unusual, but quite simply impossible. Has his 
disease spread through his entire body? Has it started 
to metastasize in his brain?

He looks one more time in the cupboard, hoping that 
he will spy the package on the shelf  where he left it.

t s not there.
He presses the letter N and waits for the door to 

close. Then he rushes to the bathroom, leans over the 
toilet, and vomits. The cheesy remains of  the Lufthansa 
sandwich that he quickly ate as the plane was descend-
ing bursts out together with stomach acids that burn 
his throat and mouth. There’s something red in it, 
blood maybe, or a half-digested piece of  tomato. He 
slides down to his knees, kneels in front of  the toilet, 
and waits for his stomach to stop heaving.

From this position, it suddenly seems to him that he 
hears the ringing of  his cell phone. He vomits a last 
burst of  slimy liquid. Then he stands up, goes to the 
sink, rinses out his mouth, and washes his face. An 
automatic sensor causes the toilet to flush the moment 
he steps away from it. He rushes to the foyer and 
rummages through his shoulder bag. But he doesn’t 
find his cell phone. He looks in the pockets of  the 
light gray jacket that he still hasn’t taken off; no cell 
phone. He picks up the shoulder bag and shakes its 
contents onto the floor of  the foyer. Passport, airplane 
tickets, New York City Lonely Planet, toiletry bag, 
digital camera, paper tissues, two packs of  cigarettes, 
plastic bag of  pills: Paracetamol, Lexaurin, Ranital.

Where is his phone? Did it fall out of  his pocket? 
He doesn’t understand anything anymore. Whatever 
happened, the fact is he cannot call anyone since he 
had all his numbers saved in the phone. And nobody 
can call him. He is completely alone, locked in an 
apartment in New York that he cannot leave because 
a man with a shaved head and a red windbreaker is 
standing in front of  the door. There is no doubt about 
that. And now the package is also gone, the package 
that might save his life.

For a while, he stumbles around the apartment in 
the blind hope that he will spot his cell phone or 

the package or both. He goes from the kitchen to 
the bathroom, from there to the toilet, from there to 
the library, from there to the living room, from there 
back to the foyer where he opens the one door that 
he hasn’t yet opened. Behind it is a spacious sleeping 
room with a large French bed. The sight of  the bed 
reminds him that he is extremely tired and he should 
rest. Maybe his senses are betraying him because of  
exhaustion. Maybe some of  the things that seem to 
be happening are merely temporary delusions.

Simon pulls his things into the bedroom and leaves 
them on the floor. When he closes the door, he notices 
it has a bolt. He bolts the door, strips down to his 
underwear, and climbs into bed. The sheets are soft 
and silky, the blanket just the right weight, the two 
pillows not too soft or too hard. Everything is perfect, 
even the colour of  the bedding, which is a soothing 
green. t doesnt matter, thinks Simon. ne way or 
another, m already dead.

He closes his eyes and tries to sink into sleep. But he 
can’t. He is hovering somewhere on the margins, trying 
to silence his troubling thoughts. Almost all come in 
the form of  a question. Who was the homeless fellow 
in Ljubljana? Was their meeting a coincidence or had 
fate taken a hand in his life  s od a playwright who 
writes a personal script for each human being, assigning 
us the roles we play in the drama of  our time? Or 
perhaps God gives us pre-existing patterns in myths, 
fables, novels, plays, and films, that we imitate, not 
even realizing that we are not the least bit original, that 
our lives are only a reprise of  one of  the many other 
lives lived by millions of  people before us. Who is 

incent ega  hat does he do  ho is the man with 
the shaved head and the red windbreaker who claims 
he is incent ega s friend  hat is really happening  
Apparently something different from what it seems. 
The real story is somewhere between the lines. Simon 
has become the victim of  a game, but what kind of  
game, intended for whom?

And so on and so forth: until he passes over the border 
of  consciousness into darkness and confused dreams. 
When he wakes he remembers nothing, although he 
vaguely realizes that he dreamed about something; as 
he vaguely realizes that he is not at home in his own 
room but rather in the bed of  a person he doesn’t 
know at all, in a luxury apartment in a foreign city 
that he also doesn’t know, in a haunted place where he 
fears that things disappear against the laws of  physics, 
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in a world of  illusions where only the symptoms of  
his fatal disease exist. The fact that in a year or two 
he too will disappear forever strikes him as he slowly 
ascends into wakefulness as something that does not 
affect him personally, but is an echo of  a story about 
someone else, something he read somewhere, that he 
saw in some forgotten film.

But then reality floods over him like a blow from a 
father who wants to punish his son for disobedience. 
He is shocked to realize where exactly he is and what 
exactly is happening to him. The sun is shining through 
the window that looks to the west, illuminating a 
blue bathrobe that hangs on a hook in the door to 
the bathroom. Simon flinches: the colour is the same 
as the bathrobe that Soraya usually wore when he 
came to visit her. Was the robe already hanging there 
when he came into the bedroom and locked the door 
behind him? How did he not notice it? Was he too 
confused, too tired?

Had things started to appear and not just disappear?
From the bed it is impossible to say for sure whether 

it is a man’s or a woman’s robe. Simon walks to the door 
to confirm. He puts on the robe and concludes that it 
is too big for him. He opens the door to the nearest 
built-in closet. Men’s suits are hanging inside: there are 
certainly not less than twenty of  them. He takes down 
a jacket from one of  the hangers and measures it with 
his eye. The size is the same as the robe. There is no 
doubt that the clothing is the property of  the mysterious 
owner of  this luxurious apartment. Simon respectfully 
puts the jacket back on the hanger and opens another 
one of  the built-in closets. The sheer number of  un-
dershirts, shirts, ties, bowties, pants, casual jackets and 
overcoats astonishes him. ow much does incent ega 
earn that he can afford such a wardrobe?

Simon returns to the bed to lie down. For the mo-
ment, he has no other desire but to rest awhile and 
collect his thoughts. The bed is in the corner of  the 
room. On the wall beside him, Simon notices a built-in 
console with a series of  round black circles in a neat 
row. They are numbered from one to twenty. nside 
two of  the circles are somewhat larger, gray, unmarked 
buttons. More out of  curiosity than anything else, 
Simon softly touches one of  the buttons. He hears a 
half-squeaking, half-scratching sound as an oval space 
slides open on the ceiling. A large white screen slowly 
descends from the ceiling; it stops when its bottom 
edge reaches the foot of  the bed. Simon thinks that he 
likes incent ega even more now  he watches movies 
in bed. The twenty buttons on the wall console offer 
access to twenty D Ds. hat lu ury.

He presses button number twenty and waits. After 
several minutes, just as it seems nothing is going to 
happen, images begin to dance on the screen. A man 
and a woman are kissing. Al Pacino plays the male 
role; the woman is an actress that Simon has never seen 
before. Or he has but he doesn’t remember. Although 
he has seen every film with Al Pacino, he doesn’t re-
member this scene. The actress is young, half  the age 
of  Pacino. She has short blond hair, almost white, 
and though she may not be among the most beauti-
ful of  Hollywood actresses, she possesses something 
that most of  the others lack: emphatically sensuous 
features, a slightly turned-up nose which gives her the 
appearance of  boldness, soft flushed cheeks, and a 
gently rounded face that has a slightly Oriental cast. 
n the beginning, the kisses are tender and tentative, 

the touch of  lips alternating with looks and smiles. 
But then suddenly the lips are sealed together and the 
tongues engaged in a real duel. The scene is extremely 
erotic; Simon stiffens.

He becomes even stiffer as the camera moves down 
and reveals their bodies. Both actors are nude. Pacino 
kneads the actress’s right breast with his left hand; she 
caresses him with her right hand and gently massages 
his swelling organ. Simon rubs his eyes. For a moment, 
he thinks he is not awake yet and must be dreaming. 
Al Pacino made a porn film  And incent ega has it 
in his collection? Powerfully excited, Simon stares into 
the screen as the actress spreads her legs, revealing her 
unshaved pubis. When Pacino’s left hand abandons the 
curve of  her abundant, though not too abundant, breast 
and slowly moves down along her flat stomach to her 
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belly button and then, finger by finger, down to the 
trophy that, in impatient expectation, is being raised 
to him, Simon becomes dizzy and convulsively presses 
on the button to stop the film. n vain  only when he 
presses on the gray button and the screen slowly rolls 
back into the ceiling where the oval hides it, can he 
breathe again. And yet his heart still pounds wildly; 
the scene is still there in front of  his eyes.

He stands up and restlessly paces the bedroom. Why 
didn’t he continue watching? Why does he feel as-
saulted? Why does it seem to him that pornography 
does not belong here, in this apartment, which, from 
the beginning, had awakened in him less sensual and 
more intellectual associations  s incent ega, despite 
his years, and surely he must be at least forty, like an 
inexperienced youngster who must satisfy his needs 
by watching clips of  others doing what he would like 
to do himself ? That doesn’t seem possible. Certainly 
he is a normal, healthy, sexually active man who uses 
pornography for variety, to stimulate the imagination, 
to heighten excitement, which, after all, many people 
do. Simon doesnt want to think of  incent ega in 
any other way. Although he has never met him, Simon 
respects him, even admires him. Somehow he knows 
he is the only person he can trust, and he can only 
trust someone who is not the captive of  a problematic 
sexuality but has such matters under control. Not like 
Simon himself  who, in this moment more than ever 
before, realizes that in his case such matters are not 
under control and indeed are extremely complicated. 
Just as everything else that has to do with the world 
and life.

n the same instant, it strikes him that it is not the 
se ual habits of  incent ega that bother him. e is 
most shocked to find one of  his favourite actors playing 
such an unexpected role. Why would Al Pacino do such 
a thing? He can’t need the money. For fun? Or was he 
filmed secretly  Does incent ega get all his money 
by blackmailing famous people  s that his job  Could 
the package that Simon brought, and that mysteriously 
disappeared, contain images that would ruin the repu-
tation and life of  someone important if  it fell into the 
unscrupulous hands of  the media? Whose reputation 
and life? And why did he have to bring the package to 
New York? Anyone could collaborate in this criminal 
activity simply by sending the package by express mail.

Simon steps to the window and gazes through the 
venetian blinds at the crowns of  the trees in Central 

Park. On the other side of  the park, the sun is almost 
touching the tops of  the towers that rise above the 
trees. Soon it will be evening. Night is coming, and 
what will it bring? He has never felt so lost before. 
Anxiety pulsates through him in rhythmic waves. He 
thinks about smoking a cigarette but then remem-
bers ega s warning. Anyway a cigarette would not be 
enough; he needs a tranquilizer. He rummages through 
his shoulder bag for the box that carries his Lexaurin 
tablets. He unwraps one and puts it in his mouth. 
He can’t swallow it without water so he unbolts the 
bedroom door and goes to the kitchen.

The dining room table is set for dinner. Arrayed upon 
it are silver platters with five different Chinese dishes, 
a bowl of  rice, a plate, a white napkin, a bottle of  
California red and a crystal glass. t is difficult to guess 
how long everything has been on the table; the candles 
under the warmers have burned down about halfway. 
Somebody brought all of  this. Somebody has been in 
the apartment while Simon was sleeping. Someone has 
the key. Someone has access to the apartment. Simon 
notices that the rose in the vase is no longer red, but 
white. Whoever brought the food changed it. A card 
leans against the vase. Written upon it the message: 
With the Compliments of  Apex Catering. Please report 
any dissatisfaction to Claire Hudson, your personal 
caterer. And a telephone number. Finally a number 
he can actually call.

But not just yet. He pours himself  a glass of  wine 
and takes a sip, swallowing the Lexaurin tablet that 
he has been holding on his tongue the whole time. 
Then he goes back to the bedroom and puts on 
his trousers. He returns to the dining room, sits at 
the table, and begins to eat. The smell of  the food 
reminds him that he is actually hungry. The food 
tastes wonderful, worlds away from the Chinese food 
available in Ljubljana. They know how to do it here. 
And incent ega accepts only the best. Please report 
any dissatisfaction to Claire Hudson. Actually, Simon 
thinks, everything is less horrible than it has seemed. 
Food comes, somebody takes care of  him, sooner or 
later it will become clear where the package and his 
cell phone disappeared to  sooner or later incent 

ega will return and everything will be alright. or 
now, he will stay in the apartment, relax, read, watch 
movies, eat food that will be brought to him, bathe, 
enjoy a Jacuzzi for the first time in his life, maybe 
begin to write a diary. Not for the future, as he once 
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did in primary school, firmly convinced that after 
his death his writings would end up as an exhibit in 
the ational niversity Library. or would he do it 
to gain a perspective on his life when he grows old 
because, after all, he has no prospect of  growing old. 
No, he will write a diary, if  he does, for the most 
mundane of  reasons: so that he can arrange all that 
is happening into some kind of  order. Otherwise it 
will begin to suffocate him.

He goes into the living room, lifts the receiver of  the 
green telephone in front of  the window, and calls the 
number on the card leaning against the vase on the 
table. A pleasant female voice responds immediately.

Claire udson here. ow can  help you, Mr. ega
m not Mr. ega. m arton ink.  am living in 

Mr. ega s apartment.  just ate the Chinese food that 
was here.  dont know when you left it.  was sleeping.

“Was there anything wrong with the food?”
 dont remember when  last ate anything so de-

licious.”
That s very kind of  you Mr.  ink, you said  Can 

 take down your breakfast order
m not interested in breakfast. Maybe ll be dead 

tomorrow morning.  am interested in how  might get 
in contact with Mr. ega.  lost his card. Someone stole 
my cell phone and  dont know the number by heart.

“You’re calling from his number, Mr. Fink.”
is home number.  need his cell number.

Mr. ega does not allow me to give information to 
unauthorized people.”

nauthorized  Listen,  am living in his apartment
May  take down your order for breakfast

Simon puts the receiver in the cradle. Only now 
does he notice that the red light on the telephone 
is blinking. He lifts the receiver and places it down 
again. The light is still blinking. Could that mean that 
there is a message? Simon hesitates though he doesn’t 
know why. He knows that the message is probably 
from incent ega. e probably has something new 
to tell him, something important. But something tells 
him that new and important information is probably 
tiring. He has reached a sort of  truce with himself. 
He has decided that he will not get excited, that he 
will not look for reasons and answers, that he will 
simply enjoy the pleasures offered by the apartment.

Curiosity wins: he presses the button.
Simon, this is incent ega.  hope you like the 

apartment.  didnt know what kind of  food you liked 
so  ordered Chinese. rom now on, you can call Claire 
directly and order. They serve ndian food, Me ican, 
Creole, rench, talian, razilian, anything you like. t 
looks like ll be detained here longer than  e pected. 
You’ll have to be on your own during this time. But 
you re a resourceful young man, arent you   ask only 
one thing of  you: don’t form an opinion too quickly 
about what happens in the apartment. Allow for the 
possibility that things mean something other than what 
seems most likely. Everything will eventually become 
clear. f  you get bored in the apartment, go for a walk. 

o to Central Park. et some fresh air. isit the mu-
seums and galleries. Walk the streets. Feel the pulse of  
city life. And don’t forget: my doctor and psychiatrist 
are available twenty-four hours a day. Call Dr. Allen. 
Arrange to meet him. t can only help. ood luck.
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TEA T  T E EE
(original title Čaj s kraljico), 
short-listed for resnik, the 
Slovenian “Booker”, in 2005, 
is set in London of  the Six-
ties and early Seventies. Among 
adventurous foreigners drawn 
to the city of  promise are ili 

aupotič, a young Slovenian 
painter who arrives with the 
great hope that within two or 
three years his paintings will be 

hanging in the Tate Gallery, while he himself  will be in-
vited to the annual ueens tea party for successful immi-
grants (Sir William Wowpotitch?); Sandrina, a mysterious 
beauty from the cross-Channel ferry who becomes Willy’s 
Muse and fatally influences his relationships with other 
women  Cleopatra el- affash, an Arabian weight-lifter  
from Alexandria who has come to London to find a hus-
band, ideally an aristocrat “although upper middle class 
will do” (until the wedding she must remain a virgin, so 
she begs the obliging Willy to teach her the meaning of  
the word fellatio  Ale ei vanovich Solouhin just call 
me Dostoyevski”), a supposed escapee from a Siberian 
gulag, an ambitious but unsuccessful writer who wants to 
become another Nabokov, an impulsive life-gambler who 
re-invents himself  on a daily basis  and many more  And 
finally there is Lord William Hattersley, an eccentric lover 
of  art who elevates Willy from the fight for survival to the 
heights of  recognition and material comfort. However, 
will the young painter be happy now? (280 pages)

A  C eleb ration of  H um an D elusions

Evald Flisar

Tea with the Queen Flisar’s latest novel is a bitter-sweet tale of  lost illusions, rich 
with unexpected reversals and (self)reflections. The external 
narrative is merely a means whereby the author creates in front 
of  the reader’s eyes “a stream of  those aspects of  reality that 
most people, because of  their trivia-laden minds, no longer 
register”. The novel’s admirable flow is interspersed with “a 
cacophony of  aggressive sounds” forcing their way into the 
minds of  the characters from outside, revealing that “the 
outside reality is kinder than the reality of  our souls”. A 
welcome addition to everyone’s library...
Milan incetič, EČER

Tea with the ueen is marked by the author’s unique sense of  
humour. And because readers like to see this kind of  humour 
combined with narratives that have a meaning and purpose, 
it is hardly surprising that Flisar’s books are widely read. A 
similar fortune is awaiting Tea with the ueen which, in terms 
of  narrative mastery, surpasses even his legendary Sorcerer’s 
Apprentice, in the past twenty years the most widely read novel 
by any Slovenian author...
Josip Osti, SODOBNOST

As a storyteller Evald Flisar is irresistible, capable of  drawing 
the readers instantly into a kind of  conspiracy whereby they 
take delight in the figures on the big chessboard hand in hand, 
so to speak... n this respect Tea with the ueen is a luxurious, 
vibrant story about eternal human fallibility, about our 
blindspots and hopes, mistakes and sorrows; in other words, as 
universal as a story can be. Thanks to the author’s exceptional 
feeling for nuances, dialog and dramatic fabulation even such a 
long novel is a pleasure to read...
gor ratož, DEL

Flisar’s latest novel is a highly readable ode to megalomania, 
to appetites that, in the hell of  their irrationality, reach 
carnevalistic dimensions... The explosive mixture reveals the 
contours of  no less than a pop art fresque, while remaining 
throughout a hedonistic meditation on the possibilities open 
only to the passionate and the brave, to those who have 
managed to become Luck’s lovers... Flisar’s novel is a veritable 
celebration of  human delusions, false hopes and colourful 
nothings...
Lucija Stepančič, S D ST
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

Tea with the Queen
The next day we placed notices in five newsagent’s 
shops announcing that “a writer and painter will be 
guiding tourists interested in culture around the arti-
stic quarters of  London: cheap, intense, funny, and 
unforgettable.” Oddly enough, on the first day some 
twelve people were already gathered at the appointed 
meeting place under the statue of  Nelson in Trafalgar 
Square, mostly American, retired couples, a few younger 
Japanese people, and a handful of  hippies from various 
European countries. Solouhin’s Rasputin-like appear-
ance had so excited them that they even appeared will-
ing to forgive his impossible accent, especially after he 
explained that he was a Russian writer who had escaped 
the Siberian gulag and had become a slave to the idiotic 
desire to scrape out an existence in the free world; that 
is, until his magnificent trilogy would be published and 
his own house would belong among London’s most 
notable residences.

“You can call me Dostoevsky,” he said casually to the 
group.

After a moment, he introduced me as a painter whom 
Tito had banished from ugoslavia because  refused 
the order to depict his wife as less fat than she actually 
was in an official family portrait.  did muster a modest 
measure of  patriotism by being prepared to reduce the 
lady’s mass by five kilograms, but not by the twenty that 
was demanded of  me. That was the reason that , like 
him, now resided in this brave world where freedom 
was so absolute that the authorities couldn’t care less 
if  we freely collapsed from starvation as we struggled 
for our five minutes of  fame that would come when the 
fashion-driven gallery owners discovered my genius and 
subsequently elevated me to the status of  most recent 
wonder of  the world.

The Russian’s anecdotes on my account were exag-
gerated but  didnt have the heart to object, especially 
when  noticed that we emanated a magnetism that 
attracted more people to our group every day. That is 

how, for the price of  three pounds per head, we start-
ed our daily tours through the parts of  London that 
Dostoyevsky, in his quick and idiosyncratic manner, 
designated as “important milestones in the most in-
teresting city in Europe.” Between locations that were 
not too far from each other we went on foot on the 
crowded sidewalks. n order to avoid losing anyone 
from the group, which grew bigger day by day, one of  
the participants had to carry a placard with the words 
London Literary and Cultural Tour written on it. This 
honour usually belonged to me. We conquered greater 
distances by using the tube. The tour began at ten in the 
morning and ended at three in the afternoon with one 
stop at the talian restaurant, Amalfi, in the middle of  
Soho where Dostoevsky had negotiated a ten percent 
fee for each guest he brought. n addition to the fee, it 
usually happened that one of  our more generous clients 
covered the cost of  our lunch. We tended to order with 
tactical modesty, eating something less bountiful than 
the tourists themselves did, except, of  course, when 
some merciful American sponsor entreated us to eat 
enough for bad times as well. On such occasions, we 
threw caution to the wind and ordered three portions 
of  cannelloni or spaghetti Bolognese and polished off  
three pints of  beer each. Most of  our clients saw the 
opportunity to do something good for two slightly 
comical refugees from behind the ron Curtain as a real 
experience. Almost all wanted to be photographed with 
us to show their neighbours, relatives or grandchildren 
just in case we really did become famous one day.

n any case, Dostoyevsky greatly e aggerated our role 
as “dissident artists” and sometimes it was possible to 
hear mocking remarks from members of  our group. 
This didn’t bother him at all, though it did me. On 
a number of  occasions,  had to remind him that we 
were not runaway clowns from some Russian circus but 
serious young men trying to earn a living so we could 
dedicate at least a few hours a day to our art. t was 
important therefore not to compromise our dignity.

Art is not framed, was Dostoevsky’s predictable respon-
se. Art is and must be everything we do, each step we 
take, each gesture, each word. All of  our lives must 
be created as if  we were writing a novel: not with the 
recording of  schematic stories, but openly, researching 
all possibilities, finding the central flow of  events that 
carry us ahead on the rules of  our own internal dynam-
ics. And if  these dynamics demanded that we abandon 
writing and painting, then so be it. To dedicate art to 
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life, that was our goal, and not the other way around, 
because, after all, we had long since outgrown primary 
school didactics, and time itself  was eminently in favour 
of  improvisation.

As the days passed, his words aroused concern in me, 
even fear, since Solouhin was the best example of  a man 
without a centre  had ever met  a man who improvised 
each day with the same ease as if  he were brushing his 
teeth. Actually,  didnt know him that well, what remains 
in my memory is a series of  his improvisations which 
revealed that he liked me in his way and felt responsible 
for me – in the same manner that an older brother might 
care for a younger one who had entered the wide world 
for the first time. The problem was that he took on this 
responsibility on his own, without even my implicit 
consent, simply because he wanted to play the role of  a 
generous man initiating a less experienced acquaintance 
into the mysteries of  the big bad city. t was my mistake 
that  didnt refuse this kind of  relationship the moment 
it started, when  could have done it without jeopardising 
our friendship which was very precious to me.

t is true that Solouhin did not show all his cards 
in the beginning and that we slid into our mutual 

dependence almost accidentally as we looked for points 
that might connect us. ut  did sense early on that he 
was appropriating my life as if  he saw in it the material 
for the novel he could not write. His daily efforts to 
reshape my ideas and plans brought him happiness and 
a feeling of  accomplishment because , as he openly 
admitted, was significantly less stubborn than his fic-
tional characters. More and more  came to believe that 
my life must not become just one of  his improvisations 
and that we must soon, perhaps even tomorrow, have a 
conversation about this.

t wasnt at all clear to me why he dragged me along 
with him on the tours that he could have easily done 
on his own. Honestly, he needed me for nothing more 
essential than collecting three pounds from each par-
ticipant and to take care, to the extent possible, that 
we didnt lose anyone in the crowd. n addition  was 
expected to say some educational words when the sub-
jects of  Canaletto or Constable came up. At such times, 
he would inevitably insert a bit of  spicy information, 
which he had dug up the day before, God knows where, 
and didn’t bother to tell me about. This was to empha-
size that he was indispensable and that, in all respects, 
 was merely his assistant. t is true that he honestly 

shared the proceeds with me and made sure that  ate as 
much possible each day at Amalfi; given that the whole 
thing was his idea,  could only be grateful.

Of course, the London this self-appointed refugee 
from the Siberian gulag presented to largely unin-
formed foreign tourists was more than anything else 
the invention of  a writer who wanted to take revenge 
against the city for the indifference with which it 
blocked his efforts to become a part of  its élite: in 
other words, that this person, this Someone, Aleksey 
vanovich Solouhin, like Conrad and abokov before 

him, would become much read and adored, and thus 
one of  the reasons that tourists came to London in the 
first place. This was not terribly obvious, but his pain, 
being a mirror of  my own, was close and familiar and 
it often struck me that some of  the more perceptive 
tourists also perceived it.

All the same, Dostoevsky, a natural performer, never 
slid from irony to cynicism; his acute senses told him 
that a negative tone in a London tour guide would lose 
customers as fast as it causes a writer to lose readers, 
and so he remained (regardless of  the fact that he was 
becoming increasingly fed up with the role he played 
each day) entertaining, all-knowing and polished.
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“Look,” he said, entering Ebury Street, “one of  my 
friends who likes to listen to Mozart – his wife con-
tends that he breathes Mozart from morning to night – 
was strolling through the city with his five-year old 
daughter and came by here. He pointed to this very 
house and said: you see, this is where Mozart once 
lived; here, in this house, he wrote his first symphony 
at the age of  eight. The little daughter was amazed   
didnt know Mozart was a man, she said,  thought it 
was another word for music.”

This pleased our clients so much that they seemed to 
yearn for more anecdotes. And thus Dostoyevsky averted 
the tourists, without their realizing what was happening, 
from asking questions about more specific matters about 
which he knew very little. His gift as a raconteur never 
failed him  sometimes  got the feeling that he just made 
things up as he went, and if  an anecdote was met with 
a good response, he incorporated it into his repertoire. 
As he did with the following one about Marx: “For five 
years, he lived in poverty on Dean Street where he secretly 
copied from others his most celebrated work, Das ap-
ital. At least, that’s the conclusion that a certain Mr. Le-
oni came to (the present owner of  the house and of  the 
talian restaurant uo adis on the ground floor  when, 

rummaging through Marx’s former rooms, he discovered 
a carton of books in which numerous sentences were un-
derlined and the margins filled with Marx’s comments in 
German. Mr. Leoni was very disappointed to realize that 
this most renowned book had not sprung fully formed 
from the great thinker’s head. From then on, Mr. Leoni 
always voted conservative.”

t happened from time to time that Solouhins hyp-
notic voice would capture even me and  would slide 
into the role of  one of  the tourists experiencing the 
otherwise known London through the eyes of  the 
caustic Russian. Dostoyevsky had the rare gift of  im-
buing the words he repeated each day with authentic 
enthusiasm. t was due to this facility that so few of  our 
clients requested to be taken to the Highgate Cemetery 
where they could see Marx’s bust and stand at the grave 
in which his bones had long ago putrefied: Solouhin 
knew how to muddle people to the extent that they 
forgot about Highgate altogether or even (and this 
never ceased to surprise me) believed that they had 
actually been there when we returned to Soho, which 
was Solouhin’s favourite neighbourhood.

“Ladies and gentleman, we have arrived in the heart of  
the most lascivious square mile in London.” The ladies 

blushed; the gentlemen would have liked to linger in the 
narrow streets in which neon lights twinkled from every 
storefront: porn film, peep show, topless bar, Swedish 
massage. Solouhin, in order to assuage any feelings of  
embarrassments, immediately began to reel off  infor-
mation about the history of  the neighbourhood: how 
an avalanche of  lust was triggered by the curvaceous 
talian, Theresa Conelys the lover of, among others, 

Casanova, and the mother of  one of  his many daugh-
ters), who came to Soho in 1760 and, with the rich 
experience acquired in the beds of  several European 
capitals, made a career under a series of  names: Mad-
ame Pompeati, Madame Trenti, the Sultana of  Soho. 
She took up residence in the aristocratic Carlisle House 
where she threw renowned masked balls attended by 
English nobles, foreign ambassadors, and artists of  the 
theatre such as the playwrights Garrick, Sheridan, and 
Goldsmith. At that time, Soho was a neighbourhood of  
palaces and shacks, the home of  both wealthy notables 
and the ragged predecessors of  the lumpen proletariat. 
t served as a shelter for refugees from all corners of  the 

world. n the si teenth century, the rench uguenots 
came and Greeks fleeing from Turkish violence.

“One year ago, there arrived in Soho the genius writer 
Aleksey vanovich Solouhin, known to his friends as 
Dostoevsky, who did not remain in Soho but instead 
moved thirty-two times in twelve months, exactly as 
many times as Dickens did throughout his life,” he said 
every day in the same tone and at the same place, in 
front of  21 Doughty Street which is now a museum. 
Here our clients could look at the high table at which 
Dickens stood and wrote while chatting with his vis-
itors. “Geniuses have at least one privilege: they need 
not be behave as ordinary people.”

And then onward to new literary pathways: to South-
wark, south of  the Thames, where Dickens wrote his 
novel David Copperfield and where his father spent 
half  of  his life in jail because he could not settle his 
debts  and then to ensington to the house on oung 
Street in which Thackeray wrote anity air. Later, 
walking by it with a friend, he supposedly exclaimed: 

n your knees, man  Do you not know that this is 
the house in which anity air was written?” Then he 
added   shall kneel with you because  also have a 
very high opinion of  the book in question.” And then 
to Chelsea to Tite Street where Oscar Wilde lived, and 
around the corner to Tedworth Square where Mark 
Twain resided for some time. Legend has it that this 
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giant of  words, during the most difficult decline in his 
career and life, met Wilde by chance and greeted him 
with a doffed hat, “though that is not possible,” Solou-
hin concluded victoriously, “because by the time Twain 
travelled to London, Wilde was already in jail in Read-
ing.” Twain came to Europe to escape the creditors who 
were bankrupting him: he tormented himself  in the 
house on Tedworth Square, writing his only bad book, 
Following the Equator. News went around that he was 
sick and dying and the New York Journal sent instruc-
tions to send five hundred words if  the writer was sick 
and a thousand if  he were dead. Twain responded with 
the words that have since become immortal: “Reports 
of  my death have been greatly exaggerated.”

At this point, the tourists, of  which at least ten and 
at most twenty joined us each day, were so tired that 
some of  them could hardly bear to go on. t seemed to 
me that even more than the walking and the abundance 
of  information, it was Solouhin’s manic babbling that 
tired them. The stream of  his words didn’t stop for 
even a second; he spoke, narrated, improvised, lied, 
entertained, joked as if  his life depended on it, and  
was amazed that he didn’t realize how exhausting it was 
to listen to him after the first hour, during which he 
was redeemed by the fact that he was new and amus-
ing, especially when he took us in the Tube and other 
passengers looked at us as if  we were members of  some 
alternative theatre group hired by the London nder-
ground for loud entertainment.

All my efforts to soften his fanaticism fell on deaf  
ears and a lack of  understanding. (“We’ll lose them 

with silence, my dear Willy; words are the chains that 
bind them to us.  n vain  e plained that once theyd 
paid us their three pounds, they needn’t be chained to 
us any longer than they themselves would like to be. 
Although  managed to convince him each time, he 
nevertheless would fall into the same eager trance as we 
walked the city each day, almost as if  he were propelled 
by an engine that he did not know how to stop. More 
and more  felt that Solouhin was not his own master  
or indeed that someone else resided within him, some 
usurper that occupied his body and lived off  his blood.

Precisely at this point in the tour, in front of  the house 
where Mark Twain had lived, we too were overcome 
with weariness, especially Solouhin; his taut energy 
would suddenly collapse and  would sense in his eyes 
a combination of  despair and anger so uncharacteristic 
that they hardly seemed to belong to him, at least not 
to the Solouhin  knew.  would shoot them all now,  
he once whispered to me, “from the first to the last.” 

ithout doubt, there e isted not only illy  and illy 
, but also two Solouhins. The only difference was that 

we (both Willys that is) were somehow connected and 
functioning in an argumentative harmony; it would 
never happen that one would not even realize what the 
other was doing.

ith Solouhin,  didnt have that feeling, and  began 
to fear that Solouhin , when the time was ripe, would 
be manifested in a way that would astonish even Solou-
hin , and that it would be a dramatic and spectacular 
event.

Yesterday it finally happened. Some hotshot from 
Boston had, from the very beginning, been following 
Solouhin’s explanations with an arrogant, mocking ex-
pression, making comments now and again to his tiny 
bespectacled female friend. Just after Solouhin had 
cited Twain’s famous words, he nonchalantly remarked: 

n your case, it might have sounded a little different. 
Something like: Reports of  my gulag experience have 
been somewhat exaggerated.”

For an instant, all eyes hung on Solouhin’s face. 
Surprisingly he didn’t frown; he even smiled agreea-
bly as if  he were participating in the joke made at his 
expense. The smile remained fixed on his face even as 
he took a step toward the Boston hotshot and, using 
both hands, slapped him twice, once with the left and 
once with the right. n the first moment, the victim 
of  the attack couldn’t believe what had happened. The 
group, which that day numbered some twenty people, 
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stood paralysed. The first to react was the hotshot’s 
friend who rushed at Solouhin and kicked him in the 
shin with the sharp point of  her right shoe. Solouhin’s 
great paw, which had always reminded me of  one of  
Frankenstein’s limbs, casually swiped the glasses from 
her face, broke them, and tossed them to the ground 
where what remained of  them laqy crumpled under the 
heel of  Solouhin’s enormous shoe.

The next to react was the astonished recipient of  the 
slap. Though he quickly raised his fist, Dostoevsky, who 
had never mentioned he was a kung fu master, threw 
himself  into the air and thrust both his feet straight 
into his victim’s face with such force that the blow 
crumpled him, raising a blue welt on his cheek, and 
causing him to fall to the ground with a bloody nose.

“This is terrible,” said someone in the group. Another 
woman e claimed  e must call the police  A fat 
woman from ew ealand started to run through the 
s uare screaming  elp  elp  elp

At this point, Solouhin leaped onto the chest of  the 
tourist from Boston and started to jump as if  he were 
trying to pound down an uneven tile. His gorilla weight 
had probably already broken three, four bones with the 
first jump   feared that he would soon crush the mans 
entire rib cage.

Now three male members of  the group lunged toward 
Solouhin. He shook them off  with one wave of  his 
huge arm and continued with his rib breaking; it was 
clear that he wanted to kill the unfortunate fellow who 
had dared to insult him. The three men rushed toward 
him again, two more joined them, and it appeared 
that they would finally subdue the mad Russian. But 
no, Solouhin ran toward me, who was watching the 
events as if  nailed to the ground, and pulled from my 
hands the placard with the words London Literary and 
Cultural Tour; he swung it and with one great sweep 
knocked to the ground all of  his attackers.  have never 
in my life seen such cold-blooded and masterful rage 
combined with such a pleasant, icy smile.

Now we both noticed that the woman who had been 
running through the square screaming and calling for 
help had succeeded in engaging a chubby bobby who, 
billy club in hand, was rushing toward us. Solouhin fled 
with long kangaroo jumps toward the nearest corner 
and disappeared. Although  was as shocked at his out-
burst as the others,  had no choice but to run after him.

 barely managed to catch up   dont know if  either of  
us had ever run so fast. We ran along the Thames toward 

Earls Court and didn’t stop until we heard a police siren 
above the noise of  the traffic; at that point, we ducked 
into the nearest pub and came to rest at a table in the 
darkest corner. We immediately noticed that some of the 
guests were wondering if  our out-of-breath condition 
might have some connection to the sound of the police 
siren that had just wailed by. n order to banish suspicion, 
Solouhin immediately launched into a lecture on health.

“Jogging, my dear Willy,” he said in a loud voice, “jog-
ging will solve the problems of  the world. Although 
today, to put it mildly, we have overdone it. Not to 
mention the exhaust fumes we’ve inhaled. Next time, 
we’ll run in the park.”

We each had a beer and then walked on in the hope of  
putting as much distance between us and the unpleas-
ant scene as possible. But outside the sense of  menace 
only grew; we knew they were looking for us. At every 
corner, we feared running into them. We turned into 
a half  empty pub in a side street and again sought out 
the darkest corner.

We finally dared to look each other in the eyes.
Both of  us knew that many things in that look would 

have to remain unsaid. Words would not allow us to 
pretend that we had not reached a critical point in our 
relationship. And then each word would rest on the next 
word until we had built a wall across which we could 
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only hurl insults.  could have asked  hy did you do 
it  And he probably would have answered   dont know, 
something just overwhelmed me, m sorry, but now it s 
too late. We both knew that there was no rational expla-
nation for his actions and that he was more surprised 
by them than anyone. At the same time, we both sensed 
that his outburst of  violence was rooted in the growing 
discrepancy between the dreams that had drawn us to 
London and the cold reality that not only caused us 
to lose hope but even to lose air to breathe. Words at 
this time would inevitably have forced us to confront 
the fundamental question: did it make any sense to 
persevere? And because we both sensed that the answer 
would not be positive, we wanted to avoid the question 
altogether. We still had enough strength for illusions, 
too little for truth. And so we agreed on a conspiracy 
of  silence in order to give ourselves one last chance.

When we finally did speak, we did so simply and 
practically, like cautious thieves who wanted to avoid 
the hands of  the law. We pondered whether there was 
any possibility that the police would knock on our door 
the following day. n a city of  eight million, it would be 
a miracle. No doubt they would try to trace us through 
the newsstands where we had hung our advertisements, 
but in places where masses of  people went on errands 
each day, the owners would hardly be able to remember 
us. The tourists in our group, in contrast, could describe 
us very precisely, especially Solouhin, who was such an 
imposing figure that couldn’t be missed in a crowd. 
They would probably be able to lead the police to us. 
And yet amidst all the violence that takes place daily in 
London, our case would hardly attract the best men in 
the Scotland ard. mmediate migration would not be 
necessary; it was important to avoid for some time the 
places where we had taken the tourists. Of  course, our 
means of  earning money had now disappeared but this 
occasioned a sense of  relief  more than regret; our days 
had become terribly repetitive recently. We were ready 
for something new. And by this time we had earned 
some money, not as much as had been stolen from me, 
but enough that we could afford a little rest.

Above all,  felt that  must once again dedicate myself  
to painting; not only in order to protect my deflated 
self-image as an artist but also the undiminished faith 
that, at least in the long-term, art was the only thing 
that could bring more money than what was needed 
for mere survival.

Dostoyevsky was unable to muster sufficient strength 
to get on with his novel or search for an agent and keep 
sending his creations to addresses that had not yet re-
jected them.  must clear my head,  he said.  have to 
get out from under this gravel that’s buried me. What 
 need is enough money to live for half  a year  m not 

the sort of  writer who can write while working. When 
 write,  must live with my characters day and night. 

The intrusion of  the real world has confused me to 
the point that my imagination is crippled  first  must 
heal it again.”

e disappeared the ne t day and  could only wonder 
where he had gone to get well and in what manner. Like 
myself, he belonged to the class of  people that can only 
deal with reality in small doses; one drop too much and 
we are carried off  to a place where it is impossible to 
keep our balance. But while the events of  the previous 
days may have struck Dostoyevsky as reality, they ap-
peared to me as a sort of  dream-like confusion, like one 
of  his narrative improvisations peppered at the end, as 
if  he were writing a story, with a reversal, with a brutal 
physical showdown. Only by wrapping the events in an 
imaginary mist could  push them away far enough so 
they wouldn’t consume me.

evertheless, the painting  was slowly dabbling at 
during the days Solouhin was away contained a number 
of  grotesque Munchean elements, shaping itself  into 
a scream of protest in the hope of  turning the world’s 
attention toward the rights and dignity of  the dispos-
sessed among whom, it was now clear, Solouhin and  
had landed after briefly scaling the summits of  euphoria.

The figures that appeared on the canvas looked their 
best at about two in the afternoon when the sun shone 
on them; at that time, it almost looked as if  they held 
in their hands, not umbrellas, but placards; they hurried 
along with them, aggressively projecting themselves 
into the space in front of  them, heading somewhere 
to the left, towards an invisible fortress of  resistance, 
toward gaping mouths from which dictates and ulti-
matums emerged. They were blind and deaf  to their 
immediate surroundings and under the feet of  these 
humiliated and insulted figures could be seen, carelessly 
trodden over, a white puppy and a rosy baby that had 
fallen from its buggy, its mother standing horrified to 
the side, and the reflection of  the sun in a puddle on the 
ground, also trodden upon, of  the sun that the rushing 
figures had failed even to notice.
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ON THE GOLD COAST
(original title Na zlati obali, 
published in November 2010) 
is a novel about the power of  
literature to influence the actions 
and feelings of  readers, in this 
case a group of  European travel-
lers in Africa whose paths keep 
crossing in unpredictable ways. 
A son looking for his lost fa-
ther, two couples looking for the 
possibility of  travelling together, 

and a third – who decisively influences events and draws 
them all together – are retracing the journey made through 
West Africa by a well-known travel writer who has mys-
teriously disappeared, leaving behind only an unfinished 
account of  his journey. The manuscript of  the unfinished 
book reveals that the author was travelling through Africa 
in the company of  a dissolute young lady who had drawn 
him into a life on the dark side and made him abandon 
his steadfast morality. His son believes that he may still 
be alive and perhaps ready to reclaim his old self, and re-
turn home. But many surprises await him on his turbulent 
journey. Not a single thing in this ambitiously interwoven 
African story turns out to be what it appears to be. Secrets 
and mysteries, real and imagined, chief  among them the 
source of  our desperate urge to take control of  life instead 
of  remaining its plaything, are resolved only at the very 
end, when apparent fragments are retrospectively joined 
into an unexpected whole. (240 pages)

The theme of  the novel is the question whether authentic 
life is still possible in the world such as it has become. 
Which has a greater hold on our minds—reality or 
fiction? With our heads filled with characters, events 
and images absorbed from books, T  and films, has 
fictional “reality” so influenced our perception that true 
reality is now forever out of  our reach  s authentic, 
personal experience of  “otherness” (of  different cultural 
worlds) still possible, given the mass of  easily available 
information with which we undertake journeys along pre-
planned routes? Or are we so burdened by the amount 
of  readily available “knowledge” that we are condemned 
to merely seek confirmation for our prejudices, be they 
positive or negative  as the culture of  books, T , films 
and the nternet subjugated our minds so much that our 
sense of  self  has been shattered and our “authentic” self  
no longer exists? 

Five Europeans travel along the trail of  the journey 
described in one of  his books by a European writer. With 
his descriptions so much in their minds that they mistake 
them for their own observations, they are unable to see 
the real Africa through which they pass, and because they 
don’t get involved with each other in any meaningful way 
they remain like blurred shadows even to each other. They 
are unable to break free from the perceptions they brought 
with them – perceptions that were created (and were then 
fixed in their minds) by the books they had read. Only 
one character, a young woman Adriana, is aware that what 
we call , what we call  think , what we call that s 
me”, is more or less fiction, created by circumstances, 
by facts and narrative patterns we have absorbed, and 
is therefore not fixed but fluid, so it can be to a large 
extent manipulated. So she creates different identities for 
herself, moving from one to the other at will, depending 
on circumstances, believing that she is fully in charge of  
herself  and her destiny. But it turns out that this is not so. 
Not only does her behavior affect the destinies of  other 
people, she herself  finally realizes that she is in fact filled 
not with authentic life but with self-created emptiness. 

A fine novel about serious questions, using postmodern 
narrative patterns playfully and with confidence.

 Amitava Kumar, Professor of English at Vassar College, New York

H unting th e H unter

Evald Flisar

On the Gold Coast

The English translation of  ON THE GOLD COAST 
was nominated for the Dublin nternational Literary 
Award and included by The rish Times in their list of   
best novels about Africa written by Europeans (next to 
Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad, Out of Africa by sak 
Dinesen, The Heart of the Matter by Graham Greene, The 
Viceroy of Ouidah by Bruce Chatwin, A Good Man in Africa by 

illiam oyd, and others 
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

On the Gold Coast
After an uncomfortable drive acrosss the savannah 
Peter and Sylvia reached Bolgatanga, the first bigger 
town in northern Ghana. The taxi driver deposited 
them in front of  the Black Star Hotel, where they 
intended to spend the night. The rooms had air-con-
ditioning.

“Except that nothing works,” said the boy at the recep-
tion, “the air cooler doesn’t work, there is no electricity.” 
But when they entered the room they were pleased to 
find the air-conditioner making a lively noise. The boy 
had been wrong. Perhaps he wanted to tell them that 
the toilet didn’t work, for when Peter pulled the chain, 
the water rose over the sides of  the pan and flooded the 
bathroom as well as part of  the room.

Being hungry and thirsty, they immediately went to 
the hotel s restaurant. t was airless and stifling hot. 

entilators under the ceiling were motionless. The 
menu was three pages long. Some dishes had wonder-
fully seductive names. But when they finally chose what 
sounded most promising, the waiter told them that all 
they had was chicken with rice.

“Right,” they said. “And two orange juices.”
The waiter sighed and twisted his eyes towards the 

ceiling. “All we have is beer, sir, only beer,” he said in the 
manner of  someone who was tired of  stupid questions.

“No soft drinks?” they expressed surprise. “Lemo-
nade, coca cola, mineral water?”

“Tap water,” the waiter replied.
Peter ordered beer, Sylvia decided to try tap water.
“But it should be cold,” she said.
The waiter, who was already leaving, turned and came 

back to the table. “How can it be cold when we have no 
electricity, we’ve had none for two weeks, the refrige-
rator doesn’t work. Water is warm, the beer is warm, 
and the sun is warm.”

The rice was sticky, overcooked and stale. The chicken 
leg did not seem to have any leg. The warm beer had a 
metallic, poisonous taste which made Peter nauseous. 

The water was best of  all. Whether it was really boiled, 
as the waiter assured them, was another question.

t soon became obvious that they couldnt believe 
anybody. The boy at the reception said that there were 
no buses anywhere because they had all broken down. 
There were no spare parts. But the waiter told them 
that the bus for Tamale left every morning at seven. A 
guest at the next table interrupted to say that this was 
a lie. The bus left at five, not at seven. But he would 
strongly advise them to be there at four; because there 
were too many passengers and not enough buses, they 
had stopped issuing reservations. Now only those with 
sharp elbows manage to get aboard.

The boy at the reception was right. There were no 
buses.

They set off  to see the town. After a few steps they 
got the feeling that they had fallen through a time warp 
into some kind of  parallel world. Bolgatanga gave the 
impression that its rightful inhabitants had left in great 
panic, and that normal life came to a standstill at that 
very moment. They could see the signs of  their abrupt 
departure everywhere: in half-finished houses which, 
without any windows and doors, resembled large red-
brick skeletons under the tropical sky; in neglected 
plots of  land, which weather-beaten boards described 
as “supermarket”, “bank”, “school”; and in the doors 
of  dusty shops, which were hanging half-broken off  
their posts.

The people who lived in the middle of  this desolation 
gave the impression that they merely camped there; that 
they were Huns on the streets of  the town vacated by 
the Romans. No houses were being built. No road was 
being repaired. No wall was being given a fresh coat of  
paint. They could see no one replacing broken window 
panes. Everything was closed. Nothing was for sale. 
Stalls stood deserted in the shade of  the trees along 
dusty streets. nside the shops they could see darkly 
gaping shelves, empty. Here and there they came upon 
a woman selling paltry mangoes, half-ripe oranges and 
blackened bananas. The few vehicles they saw cruising 
the streets were all ancient bangers.

They walked to the nearest bush-taxi station to check 
out what was on offer. n hana the bush ta i is 
called tro-tro or mammy wagon. The vehicles resting 
in front of  a petrol station gave the impression that 
they had been brought there from some other world. 
Each of  them did have four wheels and four tyres (so 
smooth that one could almost see one’s reflection in 
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them), and each also had a steering wheel and a cabin, 
proudly marked Austin, Chevrolet or Bedford. But 
the contraptions attached to the cabins reminded one 
of  a deliberate sabotage by an evil-minded appren-
tice: haphazardly nailed-together timber frames, covered 
with punctured awning, under which were arranged 
low, free-standing wooden benches. Some vehicles were 
enormous, five-ton trucks, others were small, rickety, 
leaning dangerously to one side. One, at the edge of  
the station, had collapsed altogether.

But strangest of  all was that nothing was moving: 
even here, where one would expect a crowd, the world 
had come to a standstill. n the uarter of  an hour that 
Peter and Sylvia spent examining these most unusual 
means of  transport not a single vehicle either left or 
arrived, and only one was surrounded by a small group 
of  people who gave the impression that they were set-
ting off  on a journey.

Then, already near the exit to the street, they came 
upon an unusual scene. Sitting on a dusty backpack was 
a young European girl, lost in some kind of  neurotic 
self-absorbtion, nervously playing with the curls of  her 
unwashed and uncombed brown hair. Had they passed 
without saying anything, she probably wouldn’t have 
noticed them, but the moment she heard Sylvia’s “Hi” 
she looked up as if  seeing a ghost.

“Oh,” she exclaimed in a tone which was a mixture 
of  relief  and astonishment, oh  m soooo glad to see 
you  o sooner had she said this than she was up on 
her feet, reaching for their hands. “Do forgive me, but 
 havent seen white faces for more than two weeks.  She 

very nearly gave them a hug.
rene,  she introduced herself. rom Switzerland. 

But now for more than six months travelling in Africa. 
And for more than a week waiting for transport to 

umasi
Peter and Sylvia said they were hoping to go the same 

way, although it seemed they would die before transport 
became available, not of  some tropical disease but of  
thirst. There doesn’t seem to be anything except warm 
beer.

 know a place where they might have something,  
rene immediately tried to be helpful. State hotel. 

Catering Guest House. But it’s a little out of  town.”
They hired a puttering, clattering taxi which took 

them through the town onto a dusty road leading 
north, past a neighbourhood of  concrete blocks which 
gave the impression that no one had lived in them for 

a long time, e cept rats and dogs. t took them along a 
narrow road winding its way through neglected fields, 
and deposited them in front of  the state hotel building, 
which was not only new and finished, but also freshly 
painted. n this hotel they have everything,  said rene, 
who had obviously been there before.

She led the way to the reception, where they found not 
a soul. t was hard to escape the feeling that the hotel 
did not have a single guest, and that the staff, if  there 
were any, were employed for no other reason than to 
maintain the place for the possible arrival of  some high-
placed state functionary. They carried on and found 
themselves in an open concrete courtyard with rows 
of  wooden chairs, in front of  which, fixed to a metal 
frame, stood a large cinema screen. The young porter, 
who was fiddling with an ancient-looking projector, 
told them that a film would be shown at eight in the 
evening. After that they would remove the chairs to 
make room for dancing. On a covered stage in another 
corner of  the courtyard they noticed three young men 
preparing speakers, microphones and amplifiers. The 
hotel had its own generator, there was electricity, no 
doubt a refrigerator as well. The young porter asked if  
they wanted to take a look at the discotheque.

irst we re going to have a drink,  said rene.
They learned that they could have beer, but only in 

the bar which would open at nine in the evening. t was 
six o’clock. As for water, it was available in the restau-
rant which would open at seven. Before then they could 
have a look at the discotheque.

Okay, they said. Obviously the boy wanted to show 
them something of  which he was especially proud. As 
soon as he opened the nearest door and led them down 
a flight of  stairs into a cellar Peter felt as if  they had 
tumbled down those stairs out of  Africa and into a 
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world a million miles away from the dreary reality they 
had left outside. Spread out before them was a huge ca-
vern with a circular dance floor, with tables and leather 
chairs in discreet corners, with romantic lighting and 
wall decorations. High above the dance floor perched a 
glass cabin which could be reached by a spiral staircase. 
“That box up there is mine,” the porter said proudly. 

m a disc jockey.
He invited them to follow him up the spiral staircase. 

And there, in his box, he had the latest state-of-the-
art sound system, the best available anywhere in the 
world at that time. He inserted a CD and pressed a 
button. The cavern began to vibrate in the rhythm of  
wild rock’n’roll. He pressed another button. Red, blue 
and yellow snowflakes began to flicker over the walls 
and the dance floor. Peter tried to imagine a crowd of  
perspiring black bodies engaged in frenzied movement, 
young couples in discreet corners, the “romanticism” 
of  entertainment which is the same the world over.

Suddenly a young woman appeared on the dance 
floor. n the middle of  criss-crossing multicoloured 
light beams she started to dance to the rhythm of  the 
music, jerkily, harmoniously, but also, in an unsettling 
way, convulsively, with her limbs resembling the arms of  
an octopus, flailing about in search of  a grip: as though 
she were trying to pull herself  out of  herself, escape 
herself, leave herself  on the dance floor, a flaccid body 
with no life in it, while her soul would sour high above 
the world, looking down on it as on a painful past. t 
took Peter and Sylvia a while to realise that the woman 
on the dance floor was rene, who had sneaked down 
the staircase behind their backs. “Please don’t go,” the 
singer’s voice rose above drums and guitars, “please 
don’t go.”

rene, whose aggressive desire for immediate friend-
ship filled them with incomprehensible anguish, was 
dancing as though with each of  her movements she were 
fighting for life. The violent jerks of  her slender, almost 
boyish body were turning more and more into an erotic 
plea for an understanding hand that would pull her out 
of  quicksand before it swallowed her altogether. Her 
brown, creased and in parts ragged long skirt swept 
round her ankles now this way, now that way, but always 
in the opposite way than her hair, which, dishevelled 
and stuck together, circled around her head like the 
nimbus of  a holy woman who had fallen into Lucifer’s 
trap. Just before the music ended she collapsed and 
remained motionless on the floor.

They ran down the staircase and bent over her. She 
opened her eyes and looked first at Peter and then 
at Sylvia. m sorry,  she whispered in a weak voice. 

havent eaten anything for four days.
They helped her to her feet, and leaning on Peter’s 

shoulder she managed to get up the flight of  stairs, 
across the courtyard into the reception, and from there 
into the restaurant, where she collapsed on a chair at 
the first table. The young porter brought her backpack. 
t was only twenty to seven, but the porter whispered 

something to the waiter, who said they could order. All 
they had was rice with beef  stew. “Oh, please, please,” 
said rene and, trembling from e haustion, rested her 
head on her arms, which she had crossed on the table.

Cold water? Yes, but unfortunately only in the bar, 
which opens at nine. Beer? The same. The only drink 
available was warm water. Peter and Sylvia left most of  
the food on their plates. The beef  was unchewable. But 
rene ate everything, including the beef  pieces, which 

she didnt chew but simply swallowed. n the end she 
picked up the plate with both hands and licked it clean.

ould you like another portion  Peter asked. es  
would,” she replied without the slightest embarassment. 
The second portion disappeared in the same way as the 
first, only faster, and this time too, openly as a child, 
she cleaned the plate with her tongue. “Oh,” she sighed 
when she finished, and wiped her mouth with the back 
of  her hand.

Peter paid and they said good bye. They didn’t want 
to wait until nine, they were too tired. Outside it was 
already dark, but not a light to be seen anywhere. The 
young porter said the hotel phone was out of  order, 
so he could not call a taxi, and it was unlikely that one 
would come past before nine. Fortunately Sylvia had 
a torch in her bag, so they set off  along the winding 
road through the fields, hoping to make it back to 
the lack Star otel. Somewhere halfway rene fell 
behind and vomited both portions of  beef  stew into 
the ditch. When they finally reached the hotel and 
paused in front of  the entrance to say goodbye, she 
said, m so grateful to you. Shall we have one more 
drink?”

They went into the restaurant and approached the bar. 
“Beer,” Peter said. The women didn’t feel like arguing 
either, so they ordered the only thing they were sure 
to have. But the waiter leaned back as if  announcing 
something he was particularly proud of. “Not at all,” 
he said. “Beer is available only at lunch time.”
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“Well, what do you have, for God’s sake?” Peter asked. 
“We’re thirsty.” The waiter waved at the shelves behind 
him. “Whiskey, rum.” They also had lights all of  a sud-
den. Because it’s Saturday, the waiter explained. That’s 
why the ventilators dont work. f  they work, there is 
no light, and vice versa.

They moved to a table in the corner and ordered three 
whiskies. Peter was worried that rene s empty stomach 
wouldnt take kindly to an assault by straight li uor. t 
was unlikely it had recovered sufficiently after all that 
convulsive vomiting. But she downed the whiskey in one 
go and humbly asked if  she could have another. Peter 
passed her wish on to the waiter. She didn’t down the 
second drink, but rolled the glass with her fingers as 
if  looking for the right words for some sort of  con-
fession. She was overtaken by Sylvia, who asked her in 
which hotel she was staying. That s what  wanted to 
tell you,  rene responded gratefully. or some time 
now  ve been sleeping rough. ve run out of  money. 

ould  be going too far if   asked you to let me wash 
in your room?”

Peter looked at Sylvia, who without the slightest hesi-
tation said yes, of  course, no problem at all, why not do 
it right now. “And you can pay,” she said to him before 
taking rene to the room. Peter ordered another whiskey 

and tried to think calmly about what was happening. 
Everything was moving a little too fast. Only four hours 
had passed since they met her at the bush taxi station, 
and yet he felt as though they had spent together five 
days. rene s presence had filled the bleak desolation 
of  the place, and of  their journey through Africa, 
with something that was, although unspoken, pregnant 
with a foreboding of  something dark, even dangerous. 
He shuddered at the thought that they knew next to 
nothing about her. He settled the bill and picked up 
the backpack she had left on the chair; it wouldn’t have 
been safe to leave it there. He hoisted it onto his back 
and with a heavy step, strangely excited, climbed the 
stairs to the second floor.

The bathroom door was slightly ajar; he could hear 
the sounds of  running water and vigorous splashing. 
Sylvia was making the bed, smoothing out the sheet, 
tucking it under the mattress. “Good,” she said, “you 
haven’t forgotten the backpack.” There followed a heat-
ed exchange. We know nothing about her, Peter kept 
repeating, nothing at all. Let her shower and go.

“Listen,” Sylvia said. “She is tired and unhappy. Some-
thing happened to her. Something terrible,  would say. 

ut  have no intention of  prying into it, and neither 
will you. t s obvious that she would like to forget 

Launching the English translation of  the novel in Mumbai
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something. Let her sleep here, the bed is big enough for 
three, we can’t throw her out on the street.”

t s not a uestion of  throwing her out on the street, 
Peter said. According to her that’s where she was before 
they, by the will of  God-knows-what peculiar fate, ran 
into her, and if  they hadn’t spoken to her she wouldn’t 
have seen them, and would still have been where she 
was. And where she will be when she dresses and leaves 
their room, so that they can go to bed, tired as they 
both are.

We may be tired, admitted Sylvia, but she is tired a 
hundred times more. Has Africa really turned him into 
a complete paranoiac; what could possibly happen to 
them if  they allowed her to spend the night? And if  he 
doesn’t want this, they can hire a room for her, there 
must be no shortage of  vacant ones, but they are not 
sending her out into the night, and that’s that.

The argument was cut short by rene, who came from 
the bathroom. Her washed hair was straight, smooth 
and shiny. She looked completely different. She had 
wrapped herself  in Peter’s towel. “What a relief,” she 
sighed. “Like being born into a new life.” Then she 
noticed her backpack, and another wave of  joy swept 
over her. There was nothing fake about it; it was gen-
uine, almost childlike in its sincerity. She opened the 
backpack and rummaged inside it. “Everything’s dirty,” 
she said plaintively,  have nothing to wear.

Peter felt an urge to get away from this, so he went to 
the bathroom to take a shower. nder the jets of  water, 
still warm from the heat of  the day, he tried to figure 
out the nature of  his feelings. Was it anger, or was it 
excitement? Their journey, which had started to lose 
its purpose, and their lives, on which the desolation of  
Africa had started to inflict aching wounds, had suddenly 
been disrupted by a third person, who brought with her 
something new and yet familiar, something long missing: 
the feeling that the only source of  life’s energy is the rela-
tionship with the Other, and that the commonest source 
of  pain is also the only way to salvation.

As soon as he closed the tap and reached for the towel, 
he found himself  in complete darkness. They were left 
without electricity. He dried himself, wrapped the towel 
round his waist and felt his way out of  the bathroom. 
First he ran against the wardrobe, then against the door 
which was ajar, and only then did he manage to move 
along the wall as far as the small table which he knew 
was standing opposite the bed. There was a flash of  
lightning, and in the split second of  trembling light he 

saw that Sylvia and rene were already asleep  Sylvia on 
the left side of  the bed, rene in the middle, with the 
right side waiting for him.

To avoid running into another piece of  furniture, he 
waited for another flash of  lightning. As soon as it came 
he moved to the bed and carefully, so as not to wake 
them, stretched out on the side they had allocated to 
him. By agreement? But they were both asleep; what a 
ridiculous thought  e tried to fall asleep as soon as 
possible.

Then, suddenly, the noisy air-conditioning unit shud-
dered to a stop. n the silence that filled the room he 
could hear the breathing of  the two women. Lightning 
was joined by thunder, and a tremendous storm was un-
leashed on the town. The wind pushed its way through 
the gaps in the window, and because it felt cool, Peter 
went to open it. He could see amazing configurations 
of  lightning, dancing over the plain all the way to the 
horizon. The first drops of  rain hit the tin roof  of  
the hotel with the weight of  dead pigeons. The sound 
increased to torrential hissing. Thunder moved about 
like a drunken giant wearing metal clogs.

hen he returned to the bed he heard rene say, m 
so afraid. Can you give me a hug  n a flash of  light-
ning he saw her lying on her back, propped up on her 
elbows, staring out of  the window. He also saw that the 
towel into which she was wrapped had come undone 
and that she was lying there completely naked. The 
thunder was so violent that Sylvia couldn’t have been 
asleep, but she pretended not to be aware of  what was 
happening. Peter decided to do the same. But already 
after the ne t crash of  thunder rene shuddered and 
repeated, m so afraid. Please, please give me a hug.

She started to sob. There was nothing false about it, 
the crying was subdued, and deeply shocking. t was 
Sylvia who first surrendered to the immeasurable sad-
ness that filled her gasping sobs. She placed her arm 
round rene s waist and gently pulled her towards her. 
“Everything will be fine,” she said in a comforting tone, 
like a mother to a child. rene turned towards her and 
placed her right arm round her shoulders. “Both,” she 
said. “You must both hug me.”

There was a silence in which a long, trembling bolt of  
lightning lit up two embraced women and a man who 
was lying ne t to them not knowing what to do. f  the 
woman in the middle had not been naked, and if  this 
nakedness hadn’t seemed calculated rather than acci-
dental, he probably wouldn’t have hesitated for quite so 
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long. But for Peter the whole situation was something 
completely new, and he was fast losing ground, falling 
into a black emptiness in which he could sense noth-
ing that would stop him before he broke the barrier 
between normalcy and madness, and found himself  
where most of  what he still managed to control in his 
life would remain no more than memory.

Then he heard Sylvia’s voice. “Why are you so cold?” 
she said with more than a hint of  reproach. “Why are 
you so,” she looked for the right word, “ungenerous?”

ine, Peter thought. f  my wife sees generosity as my 
readiness to embrace a naked woman lying between us, 
then  will do so, and let her take the responsibility 
for everything that may follow. He turned around and 
placed his right arm first round rene s waist, and then, 
encountering there Sylvia’s arm, moved it a little lower 
onto her hips.

He could feel how she twisted her body slightly to 
snuggle up to him, pressing her buttocks against his 
legs. With his arm dislodged, he moved it up to place it 
round her shoulders, but as he did so, before complet-
ing the movement, she raised her right arm just enough 
for his to end up on her chest. Before he could pull it 
away, she placed her right hand on the back of  his and 
pressed it against herself  in such a way that his palm 
came to rest on her left breast.

“Now it’s okay,” she said. “Now the storm can last 
forever.”

Her breasts were small, but the nipples were not: 
swollen, erect and full they seem to be screaming for 
rough caressing, for gentle kneading, for an approval 
of  the arousal with which they responded to the touch 
of  someone else’s skin. Outside, the storm weakened, 
thunder withdrew across the plain, and the rain settled 
down to a monotonous murmur. Peter could feel rene s 

fingers on his, and his on her breast, while with his 
elbow he could feel Sylvia’s arm, with which she was 
holding rene round the waist, and which, a few inches 
higher from where rene s buttocks had snuggled tightly 
against him, was touching the skin on his belly, now 
also bare, for his towel, too, had come undone and left 
him skin to skin with a stranger his wife was holding 
as tightly as if  she wanted to protect her. From him, 
or from barely controllable desires that had welled up 
inside her?

ou are so good to me,  whispered rene in the dark. 
 want to repay you. oth of  you. m yours, if  you 

want me.”
Silence. Thunder still rumbled somewhere in the dis-

tance, but the flashes of  lightning were too far away now 
to light up the bed on which they lay in the expectation 
of  a resolution, astonished at the barely believable dif-
ference between day and night, at the speed with which 
the world had turned upside down, at the gap between 
desires and judgement that kept reminding them that 
such a thing cannot be the fruit of  an impulse, but of  
clear decision for which they would need at least two 
months, if  not three.

 like you both very much,  continued rene, and 
gently squeezed the back of  Peter’s hand which was 
feeling the burning roughness of  her swollen nipple.

After a while it was Sylvia who spoke first.
Thank you,  she said. t would be difficult to imagine 

a nicer present. ut youre ours already. f  we wanted 
more of you we might end up losing you, which wouldn’t 
make any of  us very happy. Besides, we might lose each 
other, which wouldn’t make you happy either. Right?”

A good twenty minutes must have passed before rene 
replied in a whisper, “Right.” Soon after that, safe in 
their embrace, she fell asleep. The storm finally faded 
away: the last rumble of  thunder in the distance, the 
last flash of  lightning, the last push of  the wind, the 
last trickle of  rain. Silence. Once again stifling heat 
began to return to the room. n less than half  an hour 
they were all bathing in sweat. This was another, quite 
welcome reason for loosening their three-way embrace 
and moving away from each other in the hope they 
might yet catch some sleep.

The next morning there was no sign of  the torrential 
downpour; the thirsty soil had absorbed every drop of  
moisture. They hired a ta i and drove off  towards u-
masi. rene was glad she wouldnt have to hang around 
any longer, waiting for a truck going south. She had 
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spent eleven days in Bolgatanga, and although during 
that time some vehicles did set off  towards the south 
of  the country, neither seemed reliable enough for 
her to entrust it with her new, fresh, recently regained 
freedom. They didn’t want to pry into what exactly 
she wanted to say with these words; they were hoping 
that sooner or later she herself  would feel the desire to 
explain them.

The road was deteriorating at an alarming rate. Little 
potholes were becoming large potholes, and it wasn’t 
long before the driver had to resort to a dangerous 
slalom in his attempt to avoid them. But he was so 
clumsy, or tired, that he often drove right into those he 
most tried to avoid.

At four in the afternoon a large truck came towards 
them. The driver saw it too late; he twisted the steering 
wheel to the right so suddenly that they left the road 
and ended up in a wide brambly ditch. f  the brambles 
hadn’t brought the car to a halt, they probably wouldn’t 
have stopped at all; the driver appeared to be so con-
fused that he never even thought of  applying the brakes. 
The ditch was too deep for the car to get back onto 
the road on its own; the driver said they would have 
to wait for someone to help them. He didn’t seem too 
perturbed. They climbed out of  the car and stretched 
their limbs.

rene set off  across an empty field, towards the late 
afternoon sun, which was breaking through rainclouds 
and painting the landscape with melancholy light. She 
walked slowly, with her head lowered, her hands numbly 
swinging. After about two hundred yards she stopped. 
For a while she stood there as if  not knowing what 
to do. Then she sank to a crouching position, buried 
her face in her hands and began to shudder. Peter and 
Sylvia looked at each other. After the previous night, 
this was the first time that they didn’t immediately avert 
their eyes. Even so the look did not last more than two 
seconds. ut it was enough  they followed rene across 
the field. Crouching next to her, one on each side, they 
put their arms round her shoulders.

“Can you see the door in the horizon?” she asked, 
wiping tears off  her cheeks with the back of  her hand. 
“There,” she pointed across the desolate plain without 
any trees or villages, “there should be a door there. But 
 cant see any. Some people can. Through that door 

they can enter a parallel world, in which everything is 
turned on its head. n that world injustice is done to 
those who in this world do injustice to others.  used 

to wish that  would find that door and pass through 
it. ut  no longer do. ow  know that it s easier to 
suffer than to cause suffering to others.”

While behind them a passing truck, using a metal 
rope, tried to pull their car out of  the ditch, rene talk-
ed as if  she, too, had to pull herself  out of  a hole into 
which she had driven her life; she talked fast, as if  afraid 
she would run out of  time. She was running away from 
her husband, a French rascal, with whom she had lived 
in Niamey, the capital of  Niger. They had met while 
she was holidaying on the French Riviera. She liked him 
because he was witty, daring, adventurous, everything 
that in those days she longed for. And when he said 
that he wouldn’t mind spending a few years in Africa, 
she went along with him. But his business ventures 
failed, and he began to sell her to other businessmen 
and to local bigshots. He taped the encounters in hotel 
rooms with a hidden video camera, and then sold the 
tapes to those whose lives, marriages and careers could 
be ruined by them. And all the while he was promising 
that this wouldn’t last very long. All they needed was 
enough money to return to Europe, open a shop with 
African carvings, and start leading a normal life. First a 
year passed, then one more, then another, and still there 
wasnt enough money. n the meantime he had taken to 
beating her. All her doubts, self-disgust and desperate 
pleas drove him to a murderous frenzy which he could 
drown only in alcohol.

One day she had paused on the bridge across the River 
Niger, a swampy, lazy body of  water so wide one can 
hardly see from one side to the other. She stood there 
watching the women who were standing up to their knees 
in water, washing clothes. She felt a sudden urge to get 
soaped, washed, wrung, dried and ironed like one of  the 
shirts in the hands of  those laundry women. She wanted 
to be like new, without a trace of  old stains. She looked 
across the river where everything seemed dead and yel-
lowed. n the other side, the savannah ran as far as olta, 
Mali, Senegal. She stared into that hollow emptiness and 
at the end of it imagined a door through which she could 
leave this world, in which, she felt, there was nowhere to 
run. n the end she convinced herself  that such a door 
existed, and that she couldn’t see it because it was too far. 
One day she threw some clothes into her backpack and 
set off  towards the horizon. But the invisible door kept 
moving away, it refused to wait for her.

orgive me,  she whispered. n your company  e -
perienced the first true goodness in more than five years. 
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That’s why I offered myself  to you. I believed that love 
in the embrace of goodness would cleanse me. Now I see 
that I, too, simply wanted to use you. I’m sorry.”

They drove on. The car had a battered door, scratched 
mud-guards, and a broken front light. The driver 
wasn’t happy. The night had announced itself, but was 
approaching slowly. And then, suddenly, everything 
changed! Rising on both sides of  the road were the 
magnificent, incredibly high walls of  the Ashanti jungle. 

Savannah, the aching yellow emptiness, had finally 
vanished. Here there were again unstoppable growth, 
opulent greenery and warm moisture. Twilight was 
turning to darkness. And when it got dark, the horizon 
moved closer, and with it the invisible door, through 
which now even Peter and Sylvia would have liked to 
enter the parallel world. Or at least return to the Black 
Star Hotel, to the midnight embrace, in which the soul 
of  their fellow wanderer could have cleansed itself.

Sample chapters have been translated by David Limon, Timothy Pogačar, Erica Johnson Debeljak,
Alan McConnell-Duff  and the author. The catalogue was designed by Janez Turk and printed by 

Belin Grafika, d.o.o.
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AL CE  C A LA D
(original title Alica v nori deže-
li), short-listed for ečernica, 
the highest national award for 
juvenile literature, in 2010, is 
an exceptionally funny book 
that delights young and adult 
readers alike. t follows the ad-
ventures of  Alice (yes, the one 
from “Alice in Wonderland”) 
who is now twelve (a holder 

of  three MA degrees) and her uncle Jumper, a renowned 
economic adviser and saviour of  collapsing states. Bound 
for Trinidad and Tobago they are washed ashore on a 
large island called Poteroonia. This country is of  course 
a nightmarish vision of  the end-game of  our own civ-
ilisation: having exhausted all natural resources except 
a claylike substance called poti, the Poteroonians have 
no choice but to use it as a means of  propelling and 
sustaining their economy. So everything is made of  poti, 
even cars Potiyota Mark , furniture, trees etc. n-
fortunately, because they have to dig the last layers of  
poti from under their capital, Pottington, they need an 
increasing number of  supporting pillars to prevent the 
collapse of  the city, so they have to break most of  their 
products within days of  buying them (for which they 
earn awards). To get enough supporting material they 
organize National Destruction Days. Professor Jumper 
is engaged to work out a solution for their predicament, 
but he nds it hard to balance the con icting self inter-
ests of  leading Poteroonians (such as Pots, Potsy-Wotsy, 
Poteroonko, Poterspot, Poterolla, Potiella and a host of  
others with similar-sounding names), and the inglorious 
end of  this ludicrous society (so reminiscent of  our own) 
seems inescapable. Even serious critics have admitted that, 
reading this book, they have found themselves laughing 
out loud. (120 pages)

Do you remember Alice in Wonderland? Evald Flisar has 
decided to tell us a story about what happened to her at the 
age of  twelve, and because he has done it with “childlike 
enthusiasm” the book is very funny. Alice is now twelve, has 
three MA degrees and is a researcher into human stupidity... 
Not only the young but adult readers as well will be impressed 
by the originality of  the author’s imagination, and both will 
be offered a chance to search for parallels in the sorry state of  
contemporary society...
F. ˇ umer, T   D  ˇ A

n lisar s Alice an allusion to the collapse of  Western 
civilisation is easy for all to see. The bearer of  positive values 
is a twelve-year old girl, and we may ask ourselves why the 
author has chosen a girl instead of  a boy. Possibly because of  
the principle of  cooperation as opposed to competitivness? 
The girl is the bearer of  progress, order and sensible solutions. 
Literature for the young needs more hope, for the child is 
a symbol of  new beginning, change, incorruptibility. What 
lifts Flisar’s book above the current literary production for 
the young is not only a clear warning that unrestrained chaos, 
dystopia and consumerism lead to a cataclysmic end of  our 
civilisation, but also the fact that the author has succeeded in 
passing on this message without preaching and moralizing...
Milena Mileva lažič, S D ST

s this what the author is trying to tell us  That the world he 
describes in his book is actually the world we live in  ell,  
have a message for him. t is irresponsible to draw attention 
to the mistaken path on which mankind has found itself  by 
writing books about it, no matter how funny. To frighten young 
people, let alone children, with warnings that the ground on 
which we are standing is getting thinner by the minute is, to 
my mind, regrettable. Has the author forgotten that he, too, 
was once young? How would he have felt if  his teachers had 
fed him with suggestions that the world is less perfect than he 
had been led to believe? Children should be spared harsh truths 
until the age of  twenty-five at least. Then they should decide 
for themselves.
Peter Poterunkovič, P E ACE

E c ologic al F arc e

Evald Flisar

Alice in Crazyland
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

Alice in Crazyland
Alice suddenly awoke from the black night and saw 
a blue sky above her. She noticed two surprising facts 
as she came to: first that she was lying soaked to the 
skin on a sandy beach next to a foamy sea, and, second, 
that somebody else was lying on the same beach, not 
far away from her, and no less wet. t was her ncle 
Jumper. Together with his backpack.

ncle Jumper  Alice e claimed.  dont think ve 
ever been so happy to see you

Professor Jumper sat up and looked at her in amaze-
ment.

“What happened?”
“We were travelling to Trinidad and Tobago,” Alice 

lied, “when a tidal wave triggered by an underground 
earthquake struck, and threw our boat into the air as if  
it were no heavier than a box of  matches. Most of  the 
other travellers drowned but we were washed up onto 
this desert island.”

 am not in the habit of  swearing,  said Professor 
Jumper, “but at this moment, the devil can drag me to 
hell,  wish  were

He walked a few steps along the beach, then a few steps 
toward the sea, then a few steps back. Then he folded his 
arms over his chest, lifted his head as if  he were staring 
far across the sea, and suddenly spoke again.

“We are standing on a beach on the island of  Trin-
idad and Tobago,” he announced. “Regardless of  one 
thing or another, we are precisely where we intended 
to be.”

ut ncle Jumper,  Alice politely interjected. Trin-
idad and Tobago are two islands, not one. And both 
with lush tropical greenery. Look around. There’s not 
a single blade of  grass on this island

“As soon as we go farther inland, palms will be sway-
ing above our heads, so too will the sweet smell of  
pineapples and oranges. A true paradise. ou ll see  e 
put on a fresh shirt, reached for his drenched backpack, 
and said decisively  Let s go

ncle Jumper,  Alice stubbornly remained in her 
place.  have serious doubts.

So do ,  said the deep voice of  a man in the near 
vicinity.

Professor Jumper and Alice were so frightened that 
they froze for nearly five seconds. Then they turned and 
could hardly stop themselves from exclaiming together: 

h my goodness
An unusual man was standing and observing them 

from not far away. e was a head taller than ncle 
Jumper and five times thinner, almost malnourished 
by the look of  him, slightly bent in the shoulders, 
grey skin and greying hair. ndeed, he was grey from 
head to toe. He wore strange clothes that hung on his 
thin frame. They were also grey and terribly wrinkled, 
made from something that could hardly be called 
cloth. He held in his hand a grey briefcase that was so 
large it might have been a suitcase, and he wore grey 
clogs on his feet. He looked as if  he had been rolling 
in ashes for five days or more. The one part of  him 
that was not grey were his light bulging eyes, which 
leapt with surprise from Alice to ncle Jumper and 
then back again.

“Who are you?” Alice asked bravely.
“And who are you?” retorted the gentleman with bulg-

ing eyes. Then he looked at the professor and added: 
“And who are you?”

Professor Jumper straightened his posture as he hadn’t 
in a long time   am Professor Jumper from Slovenia, a 
world renowned expert who often appears on television. 
Your government has hired me as consultant for eco-
nomic affairs because you are very poor and soon you 
will have nothing to eat. Judging by your appearance, 
the situation is much more serious than  e pected. 

evertheless,  have no doubt that you are a member 
of  the welcoming committee.”

The grey gentleman circled around the professor and 
observed him more closely. Then he walked around 
Alice who seemed to make a better impression on him.

o, sir,  am not a member of  the welcoming com-
mittee.  am the head of  the bureau that issues per-
mits for aliens that land on our beaches.” He opened 
his grey briefcase, took out a handful of  forms, and 
handed them to ncle Jumper. ill out these ten 
forms and sign each one twenty-one times. n your 
own hand.”

Professor Jumper did not refuse the offered papers, 
though he also did not take them right away.
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ll do that,  he said, under one condition. That  
may fill them out in Japanese and sign each one five 
hundred times. n somebody else s hand.

ravo, ncle Jumper  Alice e pressed her moral 
support. 

“Not a problem, sir,” said the grey gentleman who did 
not appear perturbed at all. “Although in such cases, the 
rule applies that you must fill out the forms with three 
pens simultaneously and sign your first and last name 
at the same time with large and small letters.”

“Who comes up with these rules?” Alice protested.
“The committee for coming up with stupid rules,” the 

man answered. “Who else?”
“Alice,” the professor seemed suddenly confused. “Say 

something
 think what this pleasant gentleman is trying to tell 

us is that the inhabitants of  Trinidad and Tobago have 
a sense of  humour.”

“Trinidad and Tobago?” the grey gentleman gaped. 
“What’s that?”

“That, my dear chap,” Professor Jumper raised his voice, 
is the country in which we are standing right now
“The name of  this country, sir, is Poteroonia.”
“Poteroonia?” exclaimed Alice.
“Exactly right, miss,” responded the grey gentleman.
The professor could no longer restrain himself. “Lis-

ten, my friend. Here you are in the middle of  the day, 
in your work place, as drunk as a lord.  shall have to 
report this. What is your name please?”

“Pots, sir,” the gentleman responded pleasantly. “And 
 shall have to vaccinate you against poti fever.  am also 

the head of  sanitary services.”
He took from his briefcase a gigantic syringe, so huge 

that neither Alice nor her uncle had ever seen a larger 
one. “The needle is long but, in fact, we had to make it 

even longer. Some people have very thick skin, you see. 
Now close your eyes and lean over.”

 have back problems.  Professor Jumper searched 
for an excuse.

With a sudden gesture, the man called Pots pulled 
the glasses from the professor’s face and threw them 
at his feet.

Alice,  the professor wailed.  cant see anything.
He bent over and patted the sand in front of  him. 

Alice leaned over and helped him to find his glasses. 
When they were both leaning over, Pots plunged the 
long needle into each of  their behinds, first the profes-
sor’s and then his niece’s.

oooow  they said one after another. And then 
again  oooow

“There,” Pots put the syringe back into his briefcase. 
“Now you can give me your luggage.”

The professor had put on the glasses that Alice hand-
ed to him. He could hardly overcome his desire to lunge 
at Pots and throw him to the ground. But instead, he 
rocked on his toes, almost hopping, and said   cannot 
express my horror over your behaviour except by saying 
directly that  am absolutely speechless

“Excellent,” Pots calmly said as he dragged both back-
packs across the sand and across the grey plains toward 
the interior of  the island until he and they were nothing 
more than points in the distance.

Alice and ncle Jumper have indeed, in their aston-
ishment, lost the power to speak. When they finally 
regained it, Alice asked her uncle: “What do you think 
we should do?”

 think we should take advantage of  this moment 
and escape.”

“Where?” asked Alice. “Back to sea or toward the 
interior of  the island?”

To the police. n order to report this disgraceful 
theft. How could we be so stupid?”

“There was nothing of  value in my backpack,” Alice 
shook her head. “Only a cheese sandwich and an apple.”

Do you know what was in mine  ncle Jumper was 
growing increasingly agitated. “The manuscript of  my 
newest book: How to solve the economic problems of  
the world in one single stroke.  would have certainly 
won a obel Prize for ecolosophy. Maybe even two

“You can write it again.”
Are you mad  t took me five years to write
ncle Jumper s face had become so red from anger 

that it was glowing. Soon, thought Alice, it will explode 
and singe his beard.
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“Good day, sir and madam,” a man’s voice in the near 
vicinity suddenly announced. Once again, Alice and 
Professor Jumper froze for a second. The voice was 
nothing like the voice of  the so-called Pots who had 
just robbed them; it was more high-pitched, almost 
like a mouse, while Pots’ voice had reminded them of  a 
rat. ncle Jumper suspected that another criminal had 
appeared from who knows where. When they turned, 
they saw a quite heavy man in uniform beaming stu-
pidly at them.

“Police?” Professor Jumper asked, growing cheerier 
again.

“Something like that,” the man responded, a pleasant 
and idiotic smile pulling at the corner of  his lips. He 
was about as tall as the professor and approximately as 
fat, surprisingly, given the malnourished version of  the 
previous local. He also gave the impression of  having 
rolled in ashes for five days.

May  help you  he in uired.
“Absolutely,” said the professor who had decided to 

report the theft immediately. “An escaped lunatic just 
double-crossed us with some crazy half-baked story

“Just a moment, sir,” the solicitous policeman inter-
rupted, “your watch, please.”

The professor hardly knew why, but he simply handed 
over the water-resistant Swatch watch that the grateful 
students of  last year’s graduating class of  the Ljubljana 
School of  Economics had given him.

“And yours, miss,” the police officer turned to Alice. 
She also handed over her wristwatch as if  she were in a 
trance. Perhaps it was the expression on the policeman’s 
face; each feature gave the impression that he could be 
trusted.

“And your bracelet,” he reached out his soft greasy 
fingers. “And necklace. And your hair barrette, miss. 
And all of  your rings.”

Alice had three rings: silver, gold, and copper. She 
rotated them each day so none of  her fingers would get 
tired of  the rings. Because of  this, it would be difficult 
to say which of  the rings was on which finger at the 
moment. We can only reliably say that all three soon 
found their way into the hand of  the pleasant police 
officer; right after her gold bracelet, her silver necklace, 
and her hair barrette made from a mixture of  opal, 
ruby, and nephrite.

Alice liked her beautiful and precious things. And yet 
now she handed them over to the pleasant policeman as 
if  it were the most normal thing to do.

“Thank you,” the policeman smiled. “Goodbye.”
He stuffed everything he had collected into his jacket 

pocket, turned, and, despite his girth, hurried away 
across the sandy plains toward the interior of  the island 
until he too was only a small point in the distance.

“Goodbye,” Alice and the professor said together, 
waving.

But the man was in a terrible hurry and didn’t turn 
round even once.

Then they stood on the beach for nearly five minutes 
and looked at the sand in front of  them. They didn’t 
dare to look each other in the eyes.

ncle,  Alice finally addressed him, do you think 
we did something stupid?”

“No, why?” responded Professor Jumper with no real 
conviction. “The police officer suspected that a dan-
gerous thief  was in the vicinity and he decided to place 
our most precious belongings in safe custody.”

ick me,  said Alice. Maybe ll wake up.
d rather slap you,  retorted ncle Jumper.

Alice and Professor Jumper began to trade blows. 
Slaps echoed down the beach. Slap, crash, bong. Bang, 
bang, boom. Soon they were so dazed that they didn’t 
even know how long they’d been slapping each other. 
t continued for some time longer.
“Are you awake yet?” Alice finally asked.

ot e actly,  answered ncle Jumper, but m badly 
swollen. t s good that  took my glasses off  otherwise 
they’d just be broken shards. Why are you hitting me 
so hard?”

“To wake you up if  this is a dream. But apparently 
it’s not.”

Do you know what  ncle Jumper said. e shall 
simply have to adapt to events.”

“Wise,” said a man’s voice in the near vicinity.
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This time they didn’t freeze at all. They jumped up 
lightly and turned around in the air. When they landed 
on the ground again they saw the same grey malnour-
ished bandit who had stolen their luggage and was now 
offering them some sort of  clogs: a small pair for Alice 
and a larger one for the gobsmacked ncle Jumper.

“Your shoes, sir. And yours, miss.”
 think there s been some sort of  mistake,  said the 

professor.
And  think there hasnt been some sort of  mistake,  

said Pots and placed the larger pair of  clogs in front 
of  the professor’s feet. Then he stood up and slapped 
him across the face.

h my,  remarked Alice.  also think that there 
hasn’t been some sort of  a mistake.”

 think there has been  the professor started.
“There hasn’t been,” said Pots and slapped him again.
“Listen you,” the professor said angrily. “Just a few 

minutes ago a policeman took my valuable watch and 
my niece’s most valuable jewellery, and that was the 
second robbery we have experienced on this island, and 
now you offer me some sort of . what are those clogs 
even made from?”

“They’re made from poti, sir,” Pots responded. “With 
an emphasis on the o. As in dotty. A person can occa-
sionally be dotty. n other words, a person can some-
times be mistaken.” And he slapped the professor once 
again. “And sometimes not.”

Alice, what is poti  ncle Jumper turned to his 
niece again. She was standing quietly next to him and 
looking with interest at the offered clogs.

 think it has to do with .  she started in a dreamy 
state of  reflection. Aha,  know  it is most defi-
nitely  or maybe not  it is  aha  in short,  she 
concluded. “Why don’t you ask this refined gentleman?”

Sir  the professor turned to Pots  and immedi-
ately received another slap. “Why do you keep slapping 
me?”

“One moment,” Pots responded, “and there will be 
an informative lecture on the subject.”

He took a few steps away, pulled a small clay tablet 
from his pocket, dusted it off, stood up straight, and 
started to read:

n many countries, consumer and other manufac-
tured goods are made from iron. Aluminium. Concrete. 
Cotton. Wool. Animal skins. Wood. From materials 
that we do not have in Poteroonia. The only thing 
we have is poti. The upshot is that it is forbidden in 

Poteroonia to bring in anything that is not made from 
poti. There are some exceptions: those few things that 
cannot be made from poti. But happily such things do 
not exist.”

He shoved the tablet, which apparently was also made 
from poti, back into the pocket of  his poti jacket. “Did 
you understand the lecture?”

“Hardly,” Alice said.
“Hmmm,” said Professor Jumper, “who was the lec-

turer?”
“Professor Poter Pots,” the malnourished fellow said 

with great pride. “The authorized provider of  infor-
mation to uninformed foreigners.”

“Well, would Professor Poter Pots be able to inform 
me,  asked ncle Jumper, where our belongings dis-
appeared to, our luggage and other things?”

“They’ve been turned into jelly,” Professor Poter 
Pots enthusiastically exclaimed, “Potsy-Wotsy ground 
them up

“Potsy-Wotsy?” asked Alice.
“Who else? Potsy-Wotsy is the official grinder of  ac-

cidentally imported, undesirable, and extremely harm-
ful materials and objects. Yours shoes are destined for 
a similar fate, once you finally take them off  and put 
on these poti clogs. The sooner the better  hich is to 
say  now

ithout speaking, Alice and ncle Jumper took off  
their shoes and handed them to the impatient Pots. He 
tucked the shoes under his arm and walked across the 
sand into the grey interior of  the country.

“Where are you going?” Professor Jumper called after 
him.

“To organize your transport,” he yelled back.
ncle,  Alice said when she was alone with the profes-

sor,  fear that we have fallen into the underwater jaws 
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of the Bermuda Triangle. We have fallen into a world 
that is so unreal that it almost feels as if  it doesn’t exist.”

As a philosopher,  would support you,  ncle Jump-
er responded, “but, as an economist, even things that 
cannot be held in the rational mind strike me as real: 
numbers, graphs, curves, financial crises.  personally 
believe that we are experiencing a small personal crisis 
of  the consciousness, maybe self-consciousness, maybe 
only self-confidence. What do you think is on the other 
side of  the sea? On what shore would we land if  we 
jumped into the air right now and flew freely across 
the sea?”

 think wed land right in the middle of  the ocean,  
Alice answered grimly. She put on the clogs and made 
a few awkward steps. They made an awful squeaking 
sound. “Well, at least we got something,” she com-
mented tartly.

ut before ncle Jumper could come up with a 
suitable answer, they heard an unusual roar: as if  an 
orchestra were approaching, an orchestra of  bulldozers 
and garbage trucks and race cars and rattling washing 
machines on the fastest spin cycles. Not at all pleasing 
to the ear, let alone for the spiritual calm our heroes so 
clearly needed.

An unusual vehicle appeared before them. Looking at 
it, it was almost impossible to determine if  it looked 
more like a boat or an automobile or perhaps an unhap-
py combination of  both, if  not even a third thing. Or a 
fourth. The only matter that was not in doubt was that 
Poter Pots sat behind the wheel, and the pudgy fellow 
in the police uniform who must have been Potsy-Wotsy 
sat beside him.

“Taxi for you,” the first said.
“And for you, miss,” the second added.
“Where does the taxi driver intend to take us?” the 

professor asked.
“Around the corner and happily onward, as they say,” 

Poter Pots exclaimed happily.
“Happily onward,” Potsy-Wotsy repeated, clapping his 

hands like a child who has just arrived at the seaside.
“My goodness,” Alice exclaimed, “how can you bear 

this racket  My ears will e plode
o good,  Potsy- otsy e claimed. f  you ears were 

made from poti, we would at least be able to make some 
minimal use of  the fragments. But since they are not, 
they might as well stay where od put them. a-ha  
He slapped his hands on his knees and exclaimed again. 

a-ha

Stage production of  Alice in Crazyland by Theater im eller in raz, Austria
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ow noisy it must be on the highway  Professor 
Jumper commented. “Without earplugs, a man could 
hardly survive.”

Sir  Poter Pots e claimed. e stepped out from 
behind the steering wheel, went to the professor and 
hugged him as if  he were embracing a long lost brother. 
“Thank you. You have given me a wonderful idea for a 
new product made of  poti. Poti earplugs   see you are 
a first-class inventor.”

Then he whispered into ncle Jumper s ear  e 
must make a private contract. t would be enormously 
beneficial to both of  us. f  that  have no doubt

or do ,  the professor retorted and slapped Pots 
across the face. “Yet it all depends on which one of  us 
learns our manners first.”

 agree,  said Poter Pots and slapped the professor 
back. f  you please and welcome once again. ow  
kindly ask you both to enter the taxi.”

ne, two, three  Potsy- otsy cried and slapped his 
thighs with his open hands.

“Alice,” the professor discreetly turned to his niece, 
“what do you suggest?”

 suggest that we adapt to the situation, ncle Jumper,  
said Alice as she placed herself  on one of the two uncom-
fortable seats in the taxi. “As you said, if  we are destined 
for this adventure, and apparently we are, otherwise we 
would now be at home in our beds with our favourite 
books in our hands, we wouldn’t gain much by resisting. 
As the gentleman said: around the corner and –”

appily onward  e claimed Potsy- otsy and once 
again slapped his palms against his thighs.

“What do you call this rattling vehicle, rattlemobile?” 
asked Professor Jumper as they left the grey beach 
behind them and turned onto the grey road that led 
into the grey distance all the way to the grey horizon. 
Other vehicles with unusual rattling shapes rattled 
toward them.

Potiyota Mark  Super ,  the driver proudly 
responded as he neatly avoided one of  the oncoming 
rattlemobiles that had almost slammed into them.

“Do you have a lot of  traffic accidents in this coun-
try?” Professor Jumper asked when he finally managed 
to catch his breath again.

“Not enough to fulfil the government quota,” Poter 
Pots lamented. t s a serious problem and we are doing 
our best to correct it. But you know how it is. Some 
people are just too frightened to unexpectedly drive 
into oncoming traffic.”

m not  e claimed Potsy- otsy and banged his 
hands on his thighs. hy,  

Before he managed to explain the reasons for his 
fearlessness there was a terrible crash. t sounded so 
terrifying that more than half  a book could be filled 
with detailed descriptions. ut Alice and ncle Jumper 
heard it for only a second before everything was doused 
in darkness. t would be difficult to say precisely how 
long the darkness lasted; the one thing about which 
there is no doubt at all is that afterwards the two were 
lying amidst the wreckage of  the rattlemobile next to 
the driver Pots and the customs official Potsy-Wotsy.

“Oh,” Professor Jumper was the first to speak. “My 
glasses  he wailed.

ere they are, ncle Jumper  Alice rummaged 
through the wreckage. “Are you alright?”

m afraid not.  have a big gash in my head.
“Where?”

ere
That s your mouth, ncle Jumper
t was never so big before

“Close it and it’ll shrink. The bigger problem is that 
we are without our driver and Posty-Wotsy.”

ell,  never  e claimed the professor and jumped 
up and down to shake off  the tiny shards and frag-
ments. t was possible to deal with the first fellow, 
but the second one, e cuse the e pression, is an idiot.  
know that you are very accommodating, tolerant, po-
litically correct and all that, but  simply cannot find a 
kinder word for him.”

m sorry, ncle Jumper, but  thought he was very 
nice,” said Alice. “He reminded me of  two gentleman 
whom  once met in the country on the other side of  
the looking glass. The first was named Tweedledum, the 
second Tweedledee.”

“Forget the past,” said the professor, placing his glass-
es on his face with a sudden gesture. h  he jumped. 
They re still here
And not only that  Poter Pots rose victoriously from 

the wreckage, brushing off  a few pieces from his nose, 
ears, and hair.

And not only that  Posty- otsy stood up from the 
wreckage immediately after Poter Pots, the shards and 
fragments falling from him on their own.

 dont remember when  was last so pleased with 
myself  e claimed Poter Pots. oth cars completely 
destroyed   can claim with no e aggeration that today 
was a very productive day
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“Who was at fault for the accident?” Professor Jumper 
asked.

 was  Poter Pots defiantly asserted responsibility. 
ho else   have you as witnesses. ou saw how  delib-

erately drove onto the other side of  the road. You won’t, 
 hope, after all ve done for you, fail me now

ou mustnt  Posty- otsy chimed in.
A rattlemobile, very similar to a police car, with a 

blue light flashing on the roof, pulled up beside them. 
Here we go, thought Alice: three hours of  filling out 
forms, three hours of  bickering, two hours of  taking 
finger prints, five hours listening to witnesses, four 
hours measuring the distance and drawing the scene 
of  the accident, all together a day and a half. What a 
wonderful beginning

But it happened quite differently: the police officers 
who should have recorded and confirmed how the ac-
cident happened, whether the guilty party had drunk 
too much perhaps, stepped out of  their rattlemobile, 
stood at the edge of  the road, and tried to hitch a ride. 
Hardly had they stuck their thumbs in the air when a 
kind lady picked them up and victoriously rode away.

“After me,” Poter Pots gestured, heading toward the 
rattlemobile that the police officers had left on the side 
of  the road. After me  Posty- otsy repeated, after 
Poter Pots. After them  Alice said, after Posty- ot-
sy. There was nothing for ncle Jumper to do but to 
accept the will of  the majority. Less than five minutes 
had passed before they were on the road again.

ou stole a police car,  remarked ncle Jumper right 
after they avoided another collision by a hair.

“Stole?” Poter Pots laughed. “When you cause a car 
crash, the police are required to provide you immedi-
ately with another vehicle. That’s the law. With a little 
luck, this one wont last long either

Are you alright, ncle Jumper  Alice turned to the 
Professor who was as pale as a wall.

 have the feeling,  ncle Jumper responded, that 
there will soon be another terrible crash .

And that’s exactly what happened. And then two times 
more during the drive to the capital city of  Potington. 
And a third time on the outskirts of  town. Four traffic 
accidents in the space of  an hour  t was a good thing 
that the maximum speed of  a Poteroonian rattlemobile 
was only thirty kilometres per hour. Twice during the 
drive, Professor Jumper asked if  it wouldn’t make more 
sense to park somewhere and continue on foot.

“No, no,” Poter Pots shook his head decisively each 
time, “on foot we can’t cause any crashes.”

n fact, Alice and her uncle were not so much troubled 
by the snail’s pace but more by the bad suspension. Nei-
ther one of  them had experienced such jerking, shaking, 
and jumping in their lives. Alice could somehow take 
it but she was worried about her uncle who had a bad 
back. f  it became necessary to jump high and far all of  
a sudden, an additional injury might turn out to be a 
fatal impediment. But Poter Pots pressed on regardless 
and so, despite four crashes and eight shattered vehi-
cles, they finally arrived at the main street of  Potington 
Town with no serious injuries aside from the usual 
bumps and bruises.

There was such a terrible noise of  rattlemobiles 
crowding one past the other that a person would have 
to shout at the top of  his lungs for someone sitting 
next to him to hear. But conversation in Poter Pots’ 
rattlemobile was not hindered because of  that; rather 
Alice and Professor Jumper were simply speechless. 
Potington Town was so peculiar that they could not 
have imagined it in their wildest dreams.

Everything was made of  the same grey clay: buildings, 
sidewalks, streets, traffic signs, buses, rattlemobiles, 
rubbish bins, even the signs on stores. The people were 
also all grey and they marched up and down with grim 
faces; the traffic conductors were grey and numer-
ous and were mostly clearing away the wreckage from 
crashed rattlemobiles that collided into each other as 
they went around corners as if  it were the national sport 
of  Poteroonians. They also cleared away the remains of  
objects that flew through windows of  high buildings 
from time to time and smashed against the sidewalks: 
chairs, tables, cupboards, pans, anything you can im-
agine. Horrible, Alice thought, this city is sick with a 
destructive fever. She didn’t say this aloud, because in 
any case nobody would have heard her.

They stopped in front of  one of  the larger houses at 
one of  the larger squares and walked up a grey staircase 
to the grey third floor where Poter Pots invited them 
into a grey room with grey furniture and a window that 
gave on to the noisy bustle of  the square. Even inside 
it was impossible to avoid the noise though it subsided 
enough to allow conversation. nder the condition, of  
course, that you didn’t whisper but raised your voice as 
loud as you could.

“You’ve come to me for tea,” Poter Pots announced. 
He gestured to Potsy-Wotsy who immediately brought 
to the middle of  the room a little table made of  poti and 
three little chairs made of  poti, and then disappeared 
through the door into the neighbouring room.
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t looks like everything is made of  poti,  commented 
Professor Jumper who seemed unable to move from the 
window.

“Even the trees,” Alice added.
All my idea if   may say so,  the otherwise pale 

grey Poter Pots glowed. “When the last real tree 
disappeared, we decided to put replacements on the 
street. For decoration. We organized a competition 
with prizes, which is why all the trees in Potington 
are unique, each made from the first to the last by a 
reputable artist.”

All of  a sudden, the floor started to shake. Professor 
Jumper reached out his hand for something and Alice 
also wobbled about. But Poter Pots remained calm. A 
hollow ringing sounded from deep under the city; it 
echoed until the floor grew still.

“An earthquake?” the professor asked when he was 
able; he feared earthquakes more than anything else in 
the world.

“We used to call them earthquakes,” Poter Pots ex-
plained, “but we haven’t for a long time. Then we started 
to call this kind of  event a first-level alarm, then a sec-
ond-level alarm, and finally a lowest-level alarm. Then we 
got used to them and started to see them as an everyday 
thing. Which they are. Nothing worse happened than 
that the wind blew through the mines under the city.”

“You extract poti from under the city,” the professor 
asked in horror.

t isnt anywhere else to be found. All the poti is 
under the city. As much as there is left.”

“Oh my god,” the Professor looked in horror at the 
floor beneath his feet.

“Do you mean to say,” Alice raised her voice, “that the 
city could collapse into the hollow mines beneath us?”

“Of course,” Poter Pots replied, completely uncon-
cerned. t could happen any time. ut since nobody 
knows when it will happen, we have decided to live as 
if  it will happen any minute. But never this minute.”

From the stage production of  Alice in Crazyland by Theater im eller, raz, Austria
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WORDS A E T E 
CL DS (original title Besede 
nad oblaki) is a novel composed 
of  a series of  conversations. Sit-
ting next to each other on a long 
flight from London to Singapore 
are married couples, gay and hete-
rosexual partners, relatives and 
complete strangers. They get in-
volved in personal conversations, 
at first polite and chatty, but it 

soon begins to transpire that some passengers are in unusual 
ways and perhaps even fatefully interconnected. What we 
have before us is an increasingly dramatic (written mostly 
in dialogue) exploration of  the fragmentary nature of  con-
temporary human thought and a catalog of  deceptions we 
employ in our dealings with one another. At the same time 
we have before us a mixture of  detective uncertainty, tragedy, 
laughter and derision. During the twelve-hour flight through 
the history of  human ideas we are increasingly accompanied 
by a painful question: Are we going to crash? Or shall we 
land safely? (360 pages)

Evald Flisar is firmly at home in numerous roles – it is far 
from easy to speak convincingly through the mouths of  a little 
child, an old man with a 70-year long marriage behind him, a 
person with a deadly disease, a rich man who can hardly move, a 
businessman, a phobia therapist  n Words Above the Clouds
description and narration are reduced to a minimum, what 
predominates is dialogue, which turns the novel into a dynamic 
and intriguing reading with numerous twists, although at the 
centre of  the interconnected conversations is the human psyche. 
Novels that tell a story through dialogue are rare, but even rarer 
are authors who can write them as brilliantly as Evald Flisar has 
written this one.
Miroslav Cmuk, SCENA

Words Above the Clouds is a novel about practically all the 
unhappy aspects of  the world we live in, such as wars, poverty, 
starvation, exploitation, natural catastrophies and human 
destruction of  nature. Five hundred passengers on a plane 
represent the entire humanity, while the plane is a metaphor 
for the world on the verge of  collapse. Conversations among 
the passengers are stories about love and relationships, sex and 
prostitution, God and religions, fear and phanaticism, about lies 
and truthfulness, about little and big deceits, about greed and 
crime, about punishment and revenge, and much more
Nada Breznik, Radio Slovenija (ARS)

A special quality of  the text is the fact that the author avoids 
attempts to “connect” his characters in a way that would 
gradually reveal family or other relationships among them. 
Coincidences that connect the fates of  individuals remain natural 
and believable and never become the driving force of  the story. 
Flisar intentionally introdues “big themes” and “questions 
without answers”, and it is in these themes that we can recognise 
the points that connect humanity, and in which the thoughts of  
individuals of  different backgrounds, ages, genders, races, cultures 
and experiences turn the novel into a narrative whole.
Anja Radaljac, DELO

Flisar skilfully avoids the traps presented by a novel written 
mostly in dialogue (the chief  of  which is a failure to present 
enough information about the characters to give them 
sufficiently strong existence without lapsing into added 
descriptions) and makes them live and convincing through 
their words alone. Words Above the Clouds is the work of  a 
seeker who with a great insight follows the meaning of  truth, 
fredom, fate, coincidence and other questions that do not lead 
to universal answers.
Alenka rh, S D ST

A  S tory  ab out F ears and  H op es

Evald Flisar

Words Above the Clouds 
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

Words Above the Clouds
“Daddy?”

T“Yes, Hugo?”
“Are you going to keep on reading?”

o.  have had enough bad news.  e folds the 
newspaper and stuffs it into the mesh pocket in front 
of  him. “Go on.”

“How do they make planes?”
n a factory. Like most things.
n one piece or a lot

“The number would amaze you.”
“Tell me.”
“You won’t believe it.”
“Why not?”
“Because you haven’t gotten to such big numbers in 

school.”
ut m tops in my class.

“That’s true. The Boeing 747-400, the jumbo jet that 
we’re flying to Australia is made of  six million different 
parts.”

s that a lot or a little
t s so many that most people wouldnt believe it.
ut  believe you, daddy.

“That’s nice.”
“Because you always know everything.”
“That’s far from the truth, but it’s nice that you be-

lieve me. One more thing. Half  of  the six million parts 
are rivets and screws.”

“What are rivets?”
ivets are let me think  a rivet is a kind of  metal 

fastener with a wide head on one end that you shoot 
through a hole in two metal surfaces, and on the other 
side you flatten the end of  the small metal tube into a 
second head, and then the metal surfaces are joined and 
can never come apart.”

“Never?”
“Never. Except if  someone makes a mistake.”
“That means that the plane we’re sitting in has a mil-

lion and a half  screws besides the rivets?”

t s hard to believe, isnt it  ecause it looks so com-
pact.”

“What’s compact, daddy?”
“Something that looks like one piece.”
“But it’s really not?”

n fact it s put together. Do you know that there re 
172 miles of  wires in this plane?”

“Why?”
“Because they’re needed. And eight kilometers of  

pipes  ard to imagine. The aluminum to construct 
the body altogether weighs sixty-six tons.”

s that a lot or a little
“Enough to make you dizzy. But that’s not all. The 

plane is twenty yards high. Just one wing weighs for-
ty-three tons. The landing gear has sixteen tires. And 
there’re two more in front on the nose gear strut.”

“Daddy?”
“What?”
“How did we end up on the only plane like that in 

the world?”
“Hugo, right now there’re 680 planes like this in the 

air. There’s an average of  520 passengers on each one. 
That means that right now there are something more 
than 350,000 people in the air just in jumbo jets.”

“Where are they flying?”
“Some here, others there.”
“But not all to Australia?”
“To all ends of  the earth. And not only that. There 

are 680 jumbo jets in the air every day. And altogether 
until now they’ve flown forty million miles.”

s that a lot
“That’s about the same as 80,000 flights to the moon 

and back. n that time, they ve carried almost three and 
a half  billion people, which is half  of  mankind.”

“Half  of  mankind is always in the air?”
“No, Hugo. That’s how many the jumbo jets have 

carried since they started flying. But jumbo jets are not 
the only planes in the air right now.”

“No?”
“Every second there’re between 6,000 and 11,000 

planes in the air.”
“So this second there are a whole lot of  people above 

the clouds.”
d say so.

“Half  of  mankind?”
“Not that many. Something over a half  million.”
“And they’re all flying somewhere?”
“Of course. Why else would they be in the air?”
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“Every one with some place to go?”
“Exactly.”
“Like the two of  us?”
“Like the two of  us.”
“Daddy, why is this plane called a jumbo?”
“That’s the name of  the first elephant brought from 

Africa to Europe. He became very famous, and ever 
since then people have called very big things jumbo.”

“Will you tell me about that?”
h, that s a long story. ery interesting and long. 

Maybe later.”
Can  call you jumbo, too

o, m not that big.
“But you are.”
That s how  look to you, because you re small. f  

you look around the plane, you’ll see quite a few dads 
bigger than me.”

“But you’re still the biggest.”
“Come on.”
Daddy, m hungry.
The food will be here soon. f  you get up and look, 

you ll see they re serving it just ahead. f  you re thirsty, 
ll order juice.
“Where do they get all that food?”
“They load it before the plane takes off. Like the 

luggage. You know how much food they serve to the 
passengers on a flight like this?”

“A lot?”
“Six tons.”

o
“They have to serve us three meals, because we’re 

flying so far and so long.”
s the jumbo the biggest plane in the world
t was. ut for some years now the Airbus , which 

has two stories, has been the biggest.”

“Ours has two stories, too.”
“Only in front. The Airbus 380 has two its whole 

length.”
“Will we fly it some day?”
“Maybe. What about the games on the screen in front 

of  you? You’re not interested?”
d rather look at the clouds out the window.

“Far below us.”
“How high are we flying, daddy?”

t says right here on the screen. Let me take a look.  
He clicks a few times and the course of  the flight ap-
pears on the screen. “Thirty-three thousand feet. And 
you know where we’re at right now?”

“No.”
“Above the Black Sea.”

ut  dont see it.
“Because we’re above the clouds. The sea is under-

neath.”
“Will there be clouds the whole way?”
“No, when it clears, you’ll see. Perhaps then we’ll be 

further along, and you’ll see land.”
“Daddy?”
“What?”

s it possible for the plane to fall through the clouds 
to the ground?”

“That hardly ever happens.”
“Could it happen to us?”
“Are you afraid?”
A little. ecause then  would never see mom again.

“You’ll see her, Hugo. You’ll see her. That’s why we’re 
flying to Australia. now what   think ll have another 
glass of  wine.”

And ll have juice.

***

“Daddy?”
“What, sonny?”

hy do all of  my classmates have mommies, and  
don’t?”

ait a minute  f  course, you have one.
“My classmates mommies come for them after school 

and drive them home.”
Look

“Mine never does.”
ut your dad comes. snt it nice that you re special 

and one of  the few whose dad comes instead of  his 
mom?”
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“Other dads come for them, too, but not always.”
ell,  always come, and you should be proud of  

that.”
 cant be.

“Why not?”
ecause they ask me where my mom is. And when  

say  dont know, they call me an orphan.
h, ugo

“And they make fun of  me.”
“Why don’t you say that your mom is on a business 

trip? Didn’t we agree that would be your answer?”
 did say that a few times, but no one believed me.
t s nobody s business where your mom is. Some 

children’s moms have died, and they’ll never see them 
again. Not yours. Yours is alive.”

ut
“What?”
“Why does she live so far away?”
“That’s how it turned out.”
“Why?”
“Hugo, when you’re a child, everything is more or less 

simple. When you grow up, things often get compli-
cated. And the fact that your mom lives in Australia is, 
unfortunately, one of  those complications.”

“Will she recognize me?”
 send her a picture of  you every month.
eally

“Yes. So she sees how you’re growing.”
hat about me  ow will  recognize her

“When she sees you at the airport, she’ll run up, hug 
you, and start crying.”

“Won’t she be glad to see me?”
“From joy, Hugo. From happiness. Because she hasn’t 

seen you for so long. Grown-ups often cry when they’re 
happy.

“They cry when they’re sad and cry when they’re happy?”
rown-ups are a special kind of  people. n ten or 

fifteen years you’ll be one of  them.”
And ll cry when m happy

“Let’s hope there will be many such moments. Many 
more than when you’ll cry because you’re sad.”

 wouldnt want to cry when m a grown up.
“Why not?”

ecause  cry too much now, when m small.
ou hardly ever cry, ugo. And  have to congratu-

late you on that.”
 never cry during the day. Even if  somebody kicks 

me or hurts me at school,  dont cry.

m proud of  you.
 cry at night.

“At night?”
es, at night, when  should be asleep, but  cant.  

usually start as soon as you close my door. And  cry 
almost all night.”

h, ugo  hy didnt you tell me
“Because it wouldn’t help.” 
“How do you mean?”

 cry because of  mom. ecause m the only one in 
the class without a mom.”

ut  at least you could have told me.
 would, if  that would bring mom back. ut it 

wouldn’t.”
“Hugo, tell me. Would you rather live with your mom 

or would you rather keep living with your daddy?”
“With both. That’s how it used to be. Wasn’t it, dad-

dy?”
t was, and it was nice, but nothing in this world 

lasts forever.”
“How long ago did mom leave on her business trip?”
“Two years ago. A month before your sixth birthday.”
“Why couldn’t she wait so we could blow out the 

candles together?”
 dont know.

“Only you were there.”
 was. And always will be. And we ll always blow out 

the candles on our birthdays.”
“Did you hit her?”
“What?”
“Did you hit mom?”

ugo  here did you get that idea
“Mike told me.”
Mike  in school
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“His parents told him. That you hit mom, and so she 
left. And she’ll never come back, because she’s afraid 
that you’ll hit her again.”

ugo,  swear to od and by my love for you that 
 only hit your mom once in my life. Maybe  gave 

her a dirty look once in a while, but only because she 
deserved it.”

 “How?”
ugo  you re already sadder than most children. 

Please, don’t force me to tell you things that would 
make you even sadder.”

“Once you said that there’s a reason for everything 
we do.”

“There is.”
Tell me the reason d be even sadder if  you told me 

what you’re hiding.”
ugo, m not hiding anything from you.

“Why did mom leave?”
ugo,  want you to remember her well. n twenty 

hours you’ll see her, and she’ll hug you and hold you 
tight

m without a mom now, because you hit her. And  
cry every night. That’s what you wanted. Didn’t you?”

ow could  do something to make you cry when  
love you so much?”

 dont know.
“Ask yourself. How could you imagine something like 

that? Would you like daddy to start crying?”
ou dont miss mom.  miss her.
ugo   miss her, too.

“Then why don’t you ask her to come home?”
ecause things arent so simple, ugo  Sorry,  didnt 

mean to yell. You just don’t know how complicated 
grown ups’ world is.”

Then  never want to grow up.
nfortunately, you wont be able to avoid that.

f  the plane falls through the clouds to the ground, 
 wont have to.
“Hugo, control yourself  and believe that your mom 

still loves you. Just like  do. And that her being away 
is just something you’ll have to get used to.”

 want mom to come home with us.
m afraid that s a dream that wont come true. ut 

you’ll live with your mom for two weeks, and that will 
be enough for you until next summer.”

And then you and  will go back home
“That’s right.”
“Without mom?”

nfortunately.
Hugo starts to cry, barely audibly, then continues 

Presentation of  the German translation at the central bookshop in Berlin



72

more loudly, then becomes hysterical and starts to yell 
for everyone in the plane to hear. All heads turn in his 
direction, quite a few passengers get up to see what’s 
happening. The head steward hurries over with two 
stewardesses. All three look frightened.

s there a doctor on board  asks dad. e s having 
an attack of  hysteria and needs a sedative.”

s there a doctor on board  the head steward hollers 
and looks around.

A middle aged gentleman sitting on the other side 
gets up, opens the luggage compartment overhead, takes 
out a classic physician’s bag, and sets out around the re-
stroom towards the child, who is giving the impression 
that he will choke from crying.

The doctor puts his bag on the floor, searches around 
in it, and takes out a cartridge and a needle. He handles 
them deftly, like doctors do, and sticks the needle into 
the child’s thigh, right through his pants. The hysteria 
subsides into sobbing, which slowly fades into silence.

***

“Hugo, are you alright?”
as  sleeping

ou sure were. t s night outside.
m tired.

“That’s normal. Just keep sleeping.”
as  asleep a long time

“Four hours.”
“Why is it night outside all of  a sudden?”
“When you fly east you’re speeding towards night. 

That’s because the Sun travels west—that is, because 
the Earth is spinning, so that  ll e plain it some 
other time.”

“Will we be there soon?”
m afraid not. e re flying over the ay of  engal. 

Across the ocean. The clouds are gone, and if  you look 
outside, you’ll see the stars above us.”

t s dark under us.  dont see the ocean.  
“At night, the ocean always looks dark.”
“Then how do you know we’re flying over the ocean?”

 see it on the screen. Shall  turn yours on  ou ll see 
a map with a little picture of  the plane blinking on it. 
And you ll know e actly where we are. Shall  turn it on

“No, you’ll tell me.”
“You’ll also see other things. How high we’re flying, 

how fast, what time it is at home and here, where we 
are, and where we’re going.”

Signing the ndian edition at the ook air in ew Delhi
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s mom already waiting at the airport
“We still have fifteen hours to Australia.”

n this plane
“We’ll change planes in Singapore.”
“Oh, boy.”

t will pass uickly. e ll read a little, sleep a little, 
there will be another meal

d rather not sleep.
“You can read. We brought two books. So far you 

read only one.”
oth.  read the second when you were sleeping.

Did  sleep, too
“A long time. And you were snoring.”

 cant help it. Did anyone get upset
o. Every time you started to snore,  nudged you a 

little, and you stopped.”
“See how good you are.”
“Daddy, why don’t people look alike?”
“What do you mean?”
“Wouldn’t it be funny if  all the people in a plane had 

the same faces  f  the dads were alike, and the moms, 
and the grandpas and grandmas, and all the children?”

“Only identical twins look alike. And there aren’t 

many of  them. There don’t seem to be many on this 
plane.”

“Maybe there is one, but we don’t know, because his 
brother stayed home.”

“You’re not tired any more?”
o, d like to talk.

Then let s. Although  have to say that it s me who s 
tired now.”

“Don’t you want to talk?”
m happy to, ugo. As long as youre full of  energy.

“Daddy, if  people don’t look like one another, does 
that mean there’s only one of  a kind in the world and 
each one is special?”

“Exactly. There’re no two alike. Relatives resemble 
each other, of  course, but in fact each one is different, 
and each one has his own life and his own story.”

“Different from others?”
“Maybe not completely, but yes, different.”
“Daddy, is it possible that there’s another kid on the 

plane flying to his mom?”
t s not impossible. And since the most unlikely 

things are often also the most likely, it’s very possible 
that you’re right.”

Presentation of  the ndian edition at the ndian nternational ook air in ew Delhi
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Do you think  could find him if   asked around 
the plane?”

“The stewardesses wouldn’t allow that.”
“But what if  they know?”
“How would they know the stories of  five hundred 

passengers? After all, they don’t know ours.”
Too bad. ecause then  could talk with him. About 

our moms. hy he doesnt remember his. hy  dont 
remember mine. And why his left.”

m sorry, ugo, but that s impossible.
“Daddy, how many people are there in the world?”
“A lot. Something over seven billion.”
“And every one has a story?”
“To some extent. Because many people’s stories are 

alike in some respects. n general, not in the details.
ut  think they re very alike.

“Why do you think so?”
ecause of  the books we get at the library.  read 

them.”
ou know why m most proud of  you, ugo  e-

cause you love books more than computer games.”
“But you know that’s not true, daddy.”
“Then why haven’t you played even one game on the 

screen in front of  you since we took off ? You have more 
than a hundred to choose from.”

ecause m thinking about mom.
“You read two books.”

 think of  mom even when m reading. Mom be-
comes one of  the characters in the book. Sometimes 
she’s a squirrel, other times a bird or a fox. That’s not 
possible when  play those games.

 hope it stays that way.
ecause, daddy,  think that people s stories are really 

the same.”
“Perhaps the authors of  the books don’t have enough 

imagination.”
o, the stories are great. ll read both books again. 

ecause they re really good. m trying to tell you some-
thing else.”

m listening.
n all the books ve read, in school or at home, the 

same things happen”
s that so

“People or animals can’t stand each other. People or 
animals love each other. Some work hard, others are 
lazy. Some lie, others tell the truth. Some are poor, 
others rich. Some are evil and attack others. Some 
defend them. Some just walk away and don’t care that 

the ones they left suffer. Some are traitors, some steal. 
Some protect their friends. hen  read books, daddy, 
it seems to me that all people in the world are alike. 
Daddy, are you sleeping?”

o, m thinking about what you said.
“Do you think it’s stupid?”
“No way. You said something that makes me think.”
“Once you said that children also have the right to 

say something stupid. You said that’s how imagination 
grows.”

“That’s right, Hugo, but what you just said is far from 
imagination. You said something that’s true.”

“Will you give me a candy?”
“Sure, Hugo. You convinced me that there aren’t as 

many stories as people in the world. There’re a certain 
number of  stories in the world that are common to 
all. A half  million people can have the same life story, 
at least in general terms. Maybe a hundred thousand 
children are traveling to see their moms at this minute. 
n planes, busses, cars, on bikes, and even on foot. And 

the reasons that mom left could be the same in half  
the cases.”

“Will you give me a candy, daddy?”
Dad searches his pocket and hands Hugo two candies. 
ll give you two.

ll take one,  says ugo, and the other later.  e 
puts the candy in his mouth and starts to suck it. 
“Thanks, daddy.”

“Welcome. You’ve never deserved a candy more that 
now.”

“Why?”
“Because you opened a box in dad’s brain that until 

now has been shut.”
“We have boxes in our brains?”
“That’s an expression, Hugo. These boxes are—how 

should  put it awareness of  the nature of  the world. 
Of the nature of  people.”

 dont understand.
f  there is only a certain number of  possible relations 

between people and a certain number of  life stories, it’s 
very possible that all of  the stories are present in the 
over five hundred something passengers on this plane. 
Each one has his own, of  course, but if  we count them, 
we could say the stories of  all mankind are present in 
this plane on the way to Australia.”

ou wont be mad if   say something
“No.”

 think you drank too much wine.
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n the contrary, ugo. Too little. ll order another 
glass. You? Fruit juice?”

m not thirsty. Can you get the map on my screen
“Why?”
So  can see how fast we re getting to mom.

***

“Daddy, why do we have to get on another plane in 
Singapore?”

“Because there are no direct flights from London to 
Australia. t s too far.

“Will that plane be as big?”
“Probably smaller.”
“Why?”
“Because more people fly from London to Singapore 

than from Singapore to Sydney.”
“Why?”
“Because, Hugo, Sydney, where mom is waiting for us, 

is the final stop. And Singapore is a crossroads, where 
people change and fly further in more than twenty 
directions.”

d like to see mom soon.
“Look, ten hours more after twenty hours and two 

hours at the airport isnt so bad. t s stressful, but only 
rockets fly faster than this plane.”

“Then we’d get to the moon before Australia.”
Possibly. ut your mom isnt on the Moon. t s more 

like your dad’s on the Moon. Besides, you can buy your 
mom a present at the airport in Singapore.”

 dont have any money.
ou ll pick it out, and ll pay.

“Daddy, do all boys my age have to listen to their 
dads?”

“Not at all, although it’s not a bad thing.”
“Why not?”
“Because dads have a lot of  life behind them. A lot of  

experience. A lot of  knowledge. And they know better 
what the results of  decisions will be.”

“Did you know what the result would be of  mom’s 
decision to go away and leave us at home?”

Dad is silent.
“Daddy?”
“Mom’s decision wasn’t mine. My decision was that 

you would stay with me.”
“And how did mom decide? Not to take me along?”
Look, ugo, these things 

“Why did she leave, daddy?”

“Would you rather live with her?”
o, d like to know why she left.

 dont want you to think badly of  her.  already told 
you.”

ut  dont.  love her. ot more than you, but just 
like you. Maybe a little more.”

“Why?”
ecause  see you every day, because you scold me, 

because you dont give me enough candy, and  havent 
seen mom for two years.”

Look, ugo
“You hide things from me, why do you do that?”
“Believe me, Hugo, it’s for your own good.”

s there a boy my age sitting around here  e lifts 
himself  in his seat and looks around.

 dont think so.
Strange. ecause  remember a little while ago a boy 

started yelling so loudly that his dad was embarrassed 
and a doctor had to rush over. He gave the boy a shot 
so he would fall asleep.”

“What are you trying to say?”
“That can happen again.”
“Hugo, are you blackmailing me?”
“Why are there tears in your eyes?”
Are you aware that ll have to tell you something that 

will make you sad? And maybe you’ll hate me for it?”
 would never hate you.

“Really?”
 love you more than anyone in the world. ever 

mind what you did to mom to make her leave.”
 didnt do anything to her.

“Then why did she leave?”
ugo  your mom had problems.  dont know how 

things are now, but d say she still has them.
“What problems?”
“She drank. She liked things they call drugs. She was 

in treatment a few times. Even after you were born, she 
didn’t change.”

“Why not?”
 dont know. Maybe  didnt help her enough.

“Why didn’t you?”
“Because she wasn’t true to me. Because she went out 

to the bars for fun, and God only knows what she did.”
“Did you hate her?”

o, ugo,  loved her. She was different before you 
were born. At least it seemed that way to me.”

“You loved her.”
“That was the biggest problem.”
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“Why?”
f  you love someone, you forgive too much, hoping 

the person will change. You mistakenly believe that 
you’re guilty of  something or other, too.”

 always loved mom.
“Me, too, Hugo. To me, our mom will remain the 

most beautiful woman in the world. But that’s not 
enough. And maybe that’s exactly the problem.”

“Why, daddy?”
“Because we don’t know how to value what’s best in 

people. We value what pleases the eye.”
s my mom beautiful

“More than you can imagine.”
“When you say that’s not enough, what more would 

you like?”
“Faithfulness, Hugo. Trust that your mom is only 

yours and mine. Maybe m old-fashioned, but for me 
that s the most valuable thing. nly if   know that your 
mom is ours and only ours can  look you straight in 
the eye.”

“Why did she leave?”
“She met someone. A dad of  some other boy two 

years older than you. His mom didn’t abandon him; 
she died very young. And your mom decided to go to 
Australia with the two of  them.”

“Without me?”
o. She really wanted to take you with her. ut  

fought for you, it went to court, and there was a lot of  
ugliness. The court decided you would stay with me.”

“Are you happy?”
nbelievably.  wouldnt have a life without you.

“Was the one she went to Australia with a dentist, too?”
ot as far as  know. e works in the Sydney stock 

exchange.”
“What’s a stock exchange?”

t s a building where a lot of  money changes hands. 
Nowadays they’d call it a holy place. Like two thousand 
years ago it was called a temple.”

“Does my mom like money?”
 dont know, ugo.  really dont know. d rather 

not think about that. Things are way more complicated. 
t s not only about money. t s about other things, too. 

Things you wouldn’t understand at your age.”
Can  try harder and understand things, daddy

“You can’t, Hugo. And thank God that’s the way it is.”
“Why?”
“Because every stage in life brings new understanding 

appropriate for your age, and that’s just as it should be.”
“Did she leave more because of  you or because of  

me?”
“Not at all because of  you. She misses you. She keeps 

writing that she’d like to see you.”
“But why would she leave because of  you? You’re the 

best dad in the world.”
 think she left because of  herself.
ou know what  ll convince her to come home 

with us.”
“That would be wonderful.”
“You don’t hold it against her that she left?”

ll be uite honest, ugo.  hold it against her very 
much. ut for you, m ready to forgive her everything. 
My life would be senseless without you.”

ill you be very sad if   dont become a dentist when 
 grow up
“Not in the least. But why don’t you want to be a 

dentist?”
ecause  dont want to hurt people.

“Sometimes it’s necessary in order for the pain to go 
away later.”

ou know what ll be when  grow up
“An inventor?”
A fighter. ll beat up anyone who makes other people 

sad.”
 like that. ut

“What, daddy?”
“You’ll have a lot of  work.”
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ENCHANTED D SSE S
(original title ačarani Odisej, fi-
nalist for resnik Award in  
is a story about a tragically mis-
guided journey to the illusory con-
cept of  home. n ancient reece 
the fate of  man was determined 
by the gods. n todays globalized 
world gods have been replaced 
by powerful individuals, mostly 
invisible, all-powerful and rarely 

well-meaning. Our »enchanted Odysseus«, a man who after 
a surfing accident in Bali loses his memory and identity, is sent 
on a long journey home (back to himself  as he was) through 
a series of  tasks he has to perform in different countries. 
They are communicated to him by an Australian neurologist, 
supposedly his benefactor, who assures him that the tasks, 
including murder, are a part of  his therapy. But nothing is 
what it seems. Our hero, who tells his story through a series 
of  emails he sends to different people, either real or invented, 
largely to keep a record of  his journey the details of  which he 
keeps forgetting, presents a figure of contemporary everyman, 
lost in a world that has also lost its memory, and with it the 
meaning of  existence. The dreamlike narrative enfolds the 
reader and drags him along by the force of  incredible adven-
tures, ruminations, and unexpected turnarounds all the way to 
the ending that doesn’t resolve the mystery but only deepens 
it. here in this world is thaca  Does it e ist  (220 pages)

Evald Flisar is an experienced and sharp-witted storyteller 
who engages the reader with incredible ease. A proof  of  that 
is the popularity of  his books. His latest novel, Enchanted 
Odysseus, is a story about a personal drama of  an individual 
through which he reveals the drama of  the global society which 
has moved from its centre into the blindness of  its existence. 
The novel has been extensively reviewed. “We have forgotten 
what it means to be human, we all accept dictates of  invisible 
manipulators and obediently carry them out because we want 
to survive,  wrote Marko Pavliha in Sodobnost. n Delo, gor 

rato  says that the story is a stampedo of  events that do not 
allow us to put the book down.” And so on.
Maja Megla, DELO

n writing this novel, lisar has chosen a new approach to telling 
the story. He has fashioned the novel as a series of  e-mails 
which his hero sends to various persons with whom he is in 
one way or another connected, or not at all. The most frequent 
recipient of  his messages is dr. rauthaker, his saviour and at 
the same time his hijacker, who performed an operation on his 
brain and is now sending him to perform different tasks round 
the world with the promise that in this way he may remember a 
part of  his previous life and so recover his true self. But the hero 
soon begins to realise that dr. rauthaker is more his enemy 
than a friend.
Lara Paukovič, L TE AT A

Evald Flisar is a writer with an exceptional wealth of  ideas, an 
artist with an enviable and convincing range of  literary tools, a 
delicate and unstoppable seeker, so the reader can never accuse 
him of  not realising his aims. Good literature creates questions, 
it provokes, derails accepted notions and doesn’t provide easy 
answers. Although Jo e orvat, the author of  the Afterword, 
correctly describes Enchanted Odysseus as a “demanding work 
of  high literature”, this doesn’t mean that it is not at the same 
time reader-friendly, a sovereign, plastic and compact work. 
Here, too, we are in the presence of  the writer such as we know: 
although each time conquering new territories, he remains 
attractive, readable and original. n other words, a master in the 
true meaning of  the word.
Mare Cestnik, Radio Slovenia

A  S tory  A b out a T ragic ally  M isguid ed  J ourney

Evald Flisar

Enchanted Odysseus 
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

Enchanted Odysseus 
’m going to bed, Mr. or Mrs. kleinebilly@yahoo.com. 

 picked out your address from the mass circulating in 
virtual space like fragments of  lost meteorites. Why? 
Because every so often, it’s good to send an SOS into 
unknown parts of  space. Perhaps someone will decipher 
the message, send a considered reply and reveal some-
thing important, perhaps a solution to the puzzle or at 
least a consoling greeting. For after all space, even the 
virtual kind, is infinite and because there is an infinite 
number of  puzzles there is also an infinite number of  
solutions. s that not so  Sooner or later the puzzle and 
its solution find themselves in orbit together.

That’s how it should be.
ut let s leave that for now. As  said, m going to bed. 

And every time  go to bed  am overcome by an endless 
feeling of  gloom. And  wonder how  went to bed in 
the life that is no more (which is no more in every sense, 
but what matters is that it is no more in my memory). 
What we remember is still ours, isn’t it, kleinebilly@
yahoo.com  henever  go to bed  speculate where 
and with whom   went to bed before my head became 

a void. And what  did during the day. hat annoyed 
me the most, what gave me most enjoyment  Did  have 
ambitions  hat were they  as  happy, content with 
life? Speculating brings no answers, but does pass the 
time. Perhaps it may even train my imagination. n the 
absence of  hard facts, perhaps my imagination will tell 
me which direction  should take in order to find my 
way home.

hen  ask where my home might be, the most obvi-
ous continent seems to be Europe – at least as the place 
where  came crying into the world. Although in today s 
mobile world many people for a variety of  reasons find 
themselves in different parts of  the world – Americans 
in Europe, Europeans in Asia, Asians in South Ame-
rica – my feeling is that my childhood and growing up 
most likely took place in Europe. Not because of  my 
appearance, which is so general that  could be Swedish, 

English, Hungarian, Greek, even German, Russian or 
Czech, although perhaps none of  these convincingly 
enough. But also not convincing enough for anything 
else. Some nationalities you recognise the moment you 
set eyes on a person. m not that lucky.

f   was, then  could narrow down my search to one 
country.  am an assortment of  indistinctive features, 
due to which  completely disappear in a crowd. This 
is handy if  you are involved in some business where it 
is good if  you are as unnoticeable as possible, but it is 
not so good if  you are nursing the hope that someone 
will recognise you on the street, come up to you and 
say: “Hi, how are you?”

Truth be told,  cannot shake off  the hope that it 
will happen. Fortuitous encounters occur a number of  
times in life; more often to some, less often to others. 

m sure that this has already happened to you, kleine-
billy yahoo.com. f   want to find out who  actually 
am, then someone must recognise me – there’s no 
other option. That the convulsive grip of  amnesia will 
suddenly loosen on its own seems increasingly unlikely.

hen  think of  the education that  must have 
ac uired somewhere or other and the profession  
practised, nothing suggests itself  as more likely than 
anything else. The fact that  know my way around air-
ports and travel the world as if  it is an everyday matter 
does not prove that  did that in my previous life  these 
days, everyone who has been on holiday in a foreign 
country can do that. Similarly, most people today have 
no trouble with computers, mobile phones and credit 
cards. And surprisingly,  have not yet come across any 
object or product whose purpose baffled me: amnesia 
has clouded my memory only of  events, names and 
people. The fact that  speak more than twenty languag-
es and can convincingly copy any accent suggests that 
something catastrophic took place in my head.

But in spite of  that, my ability to recognise basically 
all the coordinates of  reality has remained untouched. 
The only thing missing is the feeling that what is hap-
pening is happening to me. ecause  dont know who  
am, it seems that  am going through life on emotional 
autopilot. Nothing touches me really deeply, let alone 
in a fateful way. Feelings are short-lived; the memory of  
new events, meetings and facts fade in five or six days.

f  you ask me why  am travelling round the world and 
who is financing my travels,  can only cite reasons in 
which  do not entirely believe.  am serving someone, 
there’s no doubt about that, and someone is making it 
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possible. My doctor, Dr. rauthaker, a world renowned 
expert on less well known forms of  amnesia, assures 
me that  wander from place to place because the long 
route may in fact be the shortest way home to myself, 
to what  was. f   am here today and there tomorrow, 
 will sooner or later remember something, however 

small. Perhaps my memory will be torn from the claws 
of  oblivion by a passing glance at the church where  
attended mass as a child  perhaps  will hear the voice 
of  someone who was once dear to me.

Dr. rauthaker and his colleagues are convinced that 
it is best for me if   am constantly on the move, here to-
day, there tomorrow. And that  try everything possible, 
embark on a range of  different adventures. Sooner or 
later some event will align with something that  have 
stored in my inaccessible memory bank and that event 
will be the key that unlocks the door. t might be an 
event or it might be a person who reminds me of  one 
of  the key people in my lost life. Of  my mother, father, 
brother, wife. Or perhaps a son or daughter. From the 
start  had to send Dr. rauthaker reports from the 
field, describe in detail what  was doing and what was 
happening to me.

At first  did this out of  enjoyment, then out of  a 
sense of  duty, then habit and then the fear that  would 
otherwise be left hanging in empty space, without 
contacts or support. That has now started to happen. 
Dr. rauthaker no longer replies. Perhaps he s dead, 
perhaps he was murdered by his wife, perhaps they’ve 
both died in a road accident. Or they have committed 
a crime about which they are being interrogated some-
where. Perhaps they have decided that there is no longer 
any space for me in their life.

t s true that in my travels around the world  have 
collected quite a lot of  yahoos and hotmails and hold-
ers of  other email addresses for occasional or regular 
correspondence, but none has any connection with my 
secret. So  can only talk to them through a wall of  pre-
tence that  know who  am. That brings me no pleas-
ure. Although  am because  have to be   per cent 
fabricated,  would like to be at least  per cent me.

Being myself  is the only thing that can make life out 
of  life. And so  cannot and may not  settle down.  
have become the embodiment of  the journey,  was told 
by one of  those  came across while carrying out my du-
ties   think it was a professor of  literature at ew ork 

niversity. ow and why  know him  cant recall,  
would have to go through the correspondence in my in-

bo . Maybe  was asked 
to do an interview with 
him, since  finance my 
travels round the world 
through journalism.

Yes, through journal-
ism, kleinebilly@yahoo.
com. But not only jour-
nalism.  can hold onto 
the odd secret for now, 
cant   receive commis-
sions from unknown cli-
ents at the address info@
media.com and payment 
in accounts at an international bank under five different 
names. They pay me on time and generously ve even 
managed to put something aside for a rainy day .  send 
my articles to different addresses and every so often  
come across one of  them in some newspaper or other, 
usually at an airport while waiting for my next flight. 
f  the articles did not have the by-line of  one of  the 

five names supplied by those who watch over me, then 
 would have no idea that  was reading something  

wrote myself, since after five days, as ve already men-
tioned,  forget everything ve done and e perienced. 
Almost always what  am reading is something new, 
unknown.

t is evident from the lists that  have emailed to my-
self  in order to have at least a virtual memory of  my 
life that  have already written about everything imagi-
nable. ncluding,  see, about the general popularity of  
Facebook and mobile phones in Africa, and how South 

orea, almost unknown at the end of  orld ar , is 
now the world’s thirteenth largest economy. Also how 
in the 9th century the richest and most powerful coun-
try in the world was China, under the Tang dynasty, 
which was based in Chang’an (now Xian), which had 
a million inhabitants (a figure that London achieved 
only a thousand years later  The other great centre of  
civilisation was Baghdad, the capital of  the Abbasid 
caliphate. m sure you ve read A Thousand and ne 
Nights.

And how did these two kingdoms become rich? 
Through trade, business.

nteresting, eh  t increasingly seems to me that 
everything is business and only business. A group of  
people do business with me,  do business with others, 
they with someone else, we all buy and sell – that’s 
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all that we do. And perhaps we even do business with 
ourselves, selling to ourselves ideas, convictions and 
assumptions that sooner or later we must pay a high 
price for.

Perhaps none of  this interests you. Perhaps you are 
a hairdresser who reads only gossip magazines, or a 
retired miner who collected stamps and now some mad-
man is sending long stories to an address that you used 
only for exchanging greetings with your grandchildren. 
And these stories are pretty hard to believe

But it’s not important, even if  my writing causes you 
no more than anger, it at least helps me  because  dont 
know you,  can trust you. And that is more than you 
can imagine, for in spite of  all the memory loss there 
is something  do remember  that  can trust no-one. 
That everyone has some kind of  plan for me.

n spite of  the unknown waters  sail in most of  
the time, there are certain things from the past – to 
which  have lost access  which are clear enough. t 
seems impossible that in my forgotten life  did not 
have the skills or characteristics  that  have now. t 
is not impossible that in my previous life  was what  
am now. Maybe  was employed at The Times in Lon-
don, or at one of  the less well known newspapers in a 
less well known country. Maybe  travelled the world 
under my own steam or in line with instructions and 
commissions. Maybe  was a freelancer and offered my 
articles to different publishers. f  in my previous life  
was, for example, a pilot, football player or computer 
programmer, then  wouldnt have these skills. Maybe  
was even a writer  maybe  wrote ten or twenty novels.

nder what name   once spent three days in a row 
searching the shelves of  Barnes & Noble in New York 
and looking at the photographs of  authors on book 
covers in the hope that  would find mine among them. 
Another time  surfed the internet, looking at the pho-
tographs of  journalists, but without success.

ith regard to my characteristics,  can confirm that 
 am primarily phlegmatic, although this is not my 

natural state, but rather a kind of  stunned amazement 
at the hand that fate has dealt me, as well as at all that 
 e perience on my travels.  uickly lose my temper, 

so it seems
that my natural disposition is probably more choleric.
 was told that  would be able to get nearer my true 

self  through habits  the food that  like, the way  dress, 
the music  listen to. ut none of  this has been any help. 
As far as food is concerned, m so easy going that  eat 

almost everything that is put in front me,  dont object 
to anything. As far as clothes go,  feel e ually ill at ease 
in a track suit as  do in an elegant suit and tie, and  
am most relaxed when wearing nothing at all (but of  
course,  cannot go about the world naked .

Music of  all kinds gets on my nerves   e perience it 
as malicious, aggressive noise. The only exceptions are 
pop songs and compositions that express deep, moving 
sadness. These are very dear to me, since they nourish 
my chronic melancholy, which is the foundation for all 
my feelings, its presence increases the more happiness 
 see around me.
Longing for what has sunk into oblivion is undoubt-

edly one of  the reasons for my chronic sadness. To a 
large extent it is caused (or deepened) by the nature 
of  the world in which  have to function in the hope 
that  will find a way back to myself  and perhaps to 
a different world, or a different understanding of  this 
world, since  assume there is only one world and we see 
it in the way that we are capable of  seeing it).

Perhaps to you, Mr. or Mrs. kleinebilly@yahoo.com, 
the world is different from how it is to me. Perhaps it 
is more or even completely how  wish it to be in my 
moments of  romantic inspiration: without violence, 
deceit, lies, poverty, ignorance, exploitation, hypocrisy 
and terrorism.  assume that you read newspapers and 
watch television, as do , usually in airport lounges and 
hotel rooms.  have to say that what my colleagues re-
port on often gives me the feeling that  dont want to 
report on these things myself. Nothing is more likely 
to give you indigestion than bad news for breakfast, 
don’t you agree?

nfortunately,  have no choice, for the gods on 
Olympus have sent me around the world in order to 
uncover crime and wrongdoing, and terrorise people 
with them as punishment for turning their backs on 
the gods. We are but flies, which the gods kill for their 
sport   remember the words vaguely from something 
 heard or read. And because the gods are too lazy to 

punish us themselves, they have come up with a perfid-
ious system that compels us to punish each other, every 
day anew and in a thousand different ways.

Perhaps the melancholy that permeates every last 
cell of  my body is a normal reaction to the way the 
world reveals itself  to me. Perhaps even a glimmer of  
optimism would be a sign of  mental simplicity or even 
one of  the first symptoms of  schizophrenia. Perhaps 
“the power of  positive thinking”, which the new-age 
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messengers from Olympus offer in thousands of  dif-
ferent forms on bookshop shelves, is merely one of  the 
ruses that the gods make use of  in order to win our 
trust, so that they can punish us even more severely. 
Do you agree, kleinebilly@yahoo.com, that it is better 
to live without hope, than to cling to false hope and 
then lose it?

Since we re speaking of  lympus and angry gods ,  
cant help mentioning love. ut when  say love, do we 
have the same thing in mind  nly yesterday  read and 
noted  have the list in front of  me  that the Ancient 
Greeks had a number of  words for love and that each 
one e pressed a different emotion. Maybe m telling 
you something you already know, but no harm done.) 
The word agape referred to altruism, compassion; ludus 
was the playful mutual affection between children or 
lovers for one night; storge was felt between comrades 
or fellow warriors who went through great hardship 
together; pragma was the deep and lasting affection 
between spouses; mania was obsession, while eros was 
purely and only sexual love, often linked with mania.

And it was because of  manic sexual desire, which takes 
over a man’s reason and reduces him to an almost bestial 
level of  existence, that Plato and Aristotle, each in his 
own way, placed at the apex of  emotional life mature 
friendship – the only thing that can guarantee ataraxia, 
spiritual calm. Only friendship can protect us from 
the obsessions of  jealous Eros. However, all this is by 
way of  introduction to something else d like to say. 

egardless of  the fact that most of  the time  feel like 
an empty shell in search of  suitable content,  do have 
emotional needs that seem to be part of  this shell.  like 
being alone, but  dont want to be lonely.

Although  am.
 have a desperate need for the company of  people 

who understand me, who believe me. hom  can trust. 
Who give me the feeling that they think me deserving 
of  their affection and that they enjoy my company, 
needing it no less that  need theirs. The se ual needs 
that  have they actually belong to the impersonal 
body, the mass of  instinctive drives that are not me), 
can be satisfied without difficulty   can go somewhere 
and pay.  dont remember when  last did that  per-
haps  never have. or se  is after all an encounter of  
two people, albeit careful, albeit lacking in trust, albeit 
engaged in coitus only because of  opportunity or mo-
mentary lack of  control. Even when there is no money 
involved, sex can be business.

hen  consider what kind of  love  e perienced in 
the life which is now behind the doors of  oblivion,  
perceive as the most favourable option pragma, which 
succeeded eros, preserving its essence, but also adding 
to it.  do not picture love in my previous life as a 
series of  affairs, but as a convivial relationship with a 
beautiful (above all, beautiful in spirit) person of  the 
opposite se , with whom  am ine tricably linked by 
various projects, from the most elevated to the most 
banal, from children that we both enjoy, to planning 
our monthly budget together, to deciding that the 
dripping bathroom tap needs replacing. Two people 
together, two people against the world. Two romantic 
comrades with a shared goal: to preserve and strengthen 
what they have.

Boring?
Possibly, but this is precisely what  miss most. Per-

haps because  had it before and the memory of  familial 
happiness, although erased from my brain, remained 
somewhere in the cells of  my bodily tissue. For memory 
is certainly not located only in the brain: some trans-
plant patients report remembering events that they have 
never experienced, but they did happen to the donor, 
be it of  kidney, heart or bone marrow. The memory of  
everything that is “me” is perhaps present in every cell 
of  my organism, while the brain is merely a kind of  
control centre or condensed summary of  the memory 
data that is stored in the cells. A kind of  filter that lets 
through only what is essential for survival; all the rest 
is stored in the cells of  the body, since the excess of  
memories and impressions would smother our con-
sciousness.

n connection with this, kleinebilly yahoo.com,  
would like to tell you something very unusual. The 
messages in my inbox show that after fleeing from 
Singapore  flew to Amsterdam, not for any particular 
reason, but because that was the first place  was able 
to get a ticket to.  ended up the details wouldnt be of  
interest) in the Lotofaga Club, where they worship the 
god of  oblivion and indulge in every possible kind of  
drug in order to distance themselves as much as possible 
from their identities.  could have stayed among them 
and revelled in what they strive for, but which  was 
granted.  could have stayed there without feeling that 
 must move on or that by returning to myself   would 

achieve more than another encounter with the pale, 
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useless, perhaps even unpleasant shadow of  what  was.
hy didnt  stay

Although in their circle life seemed uncomplicated, 
it lacked something essential. Excitement, uncertainty, 
danger  All that might cause us to wake in the middle 
of  the night, bathed in sweat.  was surrounded by too 
much of  what  am myself, but in the form of  a mirror 
image. They were fleeing from responsibility for them-
selves and the world, whereas  am looking for it, as well 
as for self-awareness. Their arguments  la al ry  that 
the end of  the world was nigh and it was best to leave 
it to its demise, as any attempt to save what is already 
lost would be a fruitless waste of  time, did not convince 
me. Their dogmatic, at times aggressive, defence of  
the philosophy they had chosen as their raison d’être 
repulsed me, sometimes even frightened me.

So it was a little more than a month before  decided 
to escape from their island. hen  think about it 
now, it seems that  was compelled to flee by one thing 
in particular: amidst all their mutual tolerance, kind-
ness, affection, enjoyment without jealousy or blame, 
not once did  encounter an action which could be 

described as an act of  love. Do you know what  mean, 
kleinebilly@yahoo.com? For a genuine act of  love, you 
need conditions that are unfavourable to love.

t is strange but true that  found the evidence for 
this among Muslim terrorists of  the Philippines 
island of  asilan. t began with the instructions  re-
ceived from info@media.com, my invisible employer. 
Travel to Manila,   was ordered by my nameless 

boss, whose identity is a complete mystery to me. 
“From there, take the fastest route to the southern is-
land of  asilan and in the capital sabela City contact 
Manuel Pedrosa, the owner of  a fishing tackle shop. 
He will take you to the interior of  the island, where 
in the middle of  the jungle are hiding the members 
of  the Muslim rebel group Abu Sayyaf, supposedly 
connected with Al aeda. Do an interview with the 
leader of  the group, it’s all been arranged, ask him 
what they’re fighting for and why they are using ter-
rorist strategies. Try to get as many photos as pos-
sible and write a report, it can be in the form of  an 
adventure diary. Don’t worry about your safety: the 
group wants to clarify its goals.”

Congress Library in ashington  Susan Smith ash, PhD, editor of  Te ture Press, presenting Evald lisar s books published in the nited 
States to the director of  the library
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L T  THE 
D  (original title Poglej 

skozi okno) is a touching story about 
friendship between a human and an 
animal, a boy and his piglet, as well 
as a story about friendship between 
a Christian boy and a Syrian Muslim 
migrant. n his fteenth birthday, 
a Slovenian boy receives a shocking 
present from his parents who don’t 
realise that he will see their act as 

a crime that will radically change his view of  reality. Already 
semi-autistic from a blow to his head, he decides to drown in 
a nearby river. The river forms a border between Croatia and 
Slovenia, and is a popular crossing point for migrants. n the 
nick of  time the boy is saved by a Syrian refugee a few years his 
senior. Gratefully, he joins him in an adventurous journey across 
Europe all the way to London, where he discovers that nothing is 
what it seems. Along the way, the boy and his travel companion 
try to overcome their cultural and religious differences and align 
their ideas about friendship, liberty and equality. (204 pages)

While reading this book we keep asking ourselves: What it 
going to happen? The story is told in a way that fills the reader 
with tension and requires his active participation. We are 
hoping for answers to questions such as: what is a human being 
and what is an animal, what is slam and what Christianity, 
what is illness and what is health, what is friendship and what 
is abuse?
Nina Prešern, Gospodična knjiga

The Slovenian author Evald Flisar is a master storyteller who 
through the words of  a semi-autistic boy with surgical precision 
dissects everything that is wrong in the society which appears 
normal to us in our everyday lives, habits and convictions. 
Most of  them we never question, although we often feel that 
we should. f  you felt relieved when you read that the murdered 
friend of  the boy who is telling the story wasn’t human but 
“only a pig”, you should ask yourself  why you felt relieved. This 
isn’t a book about vegetarianism, or about migrants, or about 
children with special needs – this is a story about the world in 
which we live and about values for which we pretend to stand. 
 believe that the story will force every reader to undertake a 

serious self-examination.
Martina Frka, Books & Blanket

 admire lisar s writing and Look Through the indow has 
with a sharp slap reminded my why. The story is so rich that  
don’t really know where to begin, whether with hypocrisy we are 
served every day, or with acknowledgment that we are all bad, or 
with the hope that we are all good and prepared to do almost 
anything to put things right, or that we don’ really think too 
much and only follow voices we hear, or that not all migrants 
are terrorists but ordinary human beings  f  this book had 
appeared while  was still studying,  would have been able to 
solve twelve times more tasks  was given, and still many themes 
of  the book would have remained untouched.
Anja Orehek, OTHERWORLD 

From the very first page this novel is shocking in many ways. 
Flisar excellently introduces different views of  the world and 
finds a common ground among them. After reading it you will 
be forced to ask yourself  if  your view of the world is right, and 
whether there really exists the right view of the world. The text 
is highly readable and suitable also for young readers, who are 
presented difficult themes in an understandable way. Without 
hesitation  would recommend this novel to everyone who wishes 
to examine the many themes skilfully woven into the story.
Lina rnic, D EADS

A  story  ab out f riend sh ip

Evald Flisar

Look Through the Window
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

Look Through the Window
Look through the window.

The stranger with his butcher’s knife and dad with 
the slightly smaller knife are walking to the wooden 
shed, where your friend Piggy lives. Mum is walking 
just behind them with the plastic bowl.

That’s just coincidence, it must be; they’ll go past the 
lean-to and into the vineyard behind it; the grapes are 
ripe, they’ll use the sharpened knives to cut the bunches 
of  grapes and throw them into the bowl that mum is 
carrying.

But is it really grape-picking time?
n the middle of  the summer  mpossible.

You try to remember which month it is.
You’ve always had problems with this. And with days; 

you never know whether it’s Monday, Tuesday or one 
of  the others. ut you managed to solve the problem

On the wall of  your room, you keep the calendar 
mum and dad get every year from the firefighters. Be-
fore going to bed, you mark every day with a cross and 
that’s how you know when January begins and ends, and 
all the other months till the end of  the year, when the 
firefighters bring a new calendar.

But now you’re not in your room. Now you’re in the 
room opposite yours, because you want to see what’s 
happening in the yard. f  you return to your room to see 
which day it is and which month, you may miss what’s 
going on in front of  the house.

But curiosity makes you go and look at the calendar.
You see that someone has circled 13 August.
And added: Your fifteenth birthday.
mpossible

How did you manage to survive for so many years 
without noticing? But most people celebrate their birth-
day every year; how is it possible that you forgot the 
previous ones?

How will you celebrate your fifteenth?
Will mum bake you a cake? Will dad buy you a pres-

ent?

What kind of  cake will it be? What will dad buy you?
Your thoughts are interrupted by a strange sound 

from the yard.
f  someone asked you to name the sound, youd de-

scribe it as squealing, howling, screaming, wheezing, 
coughing, panting and everything connected with these 
words.

t s clear to you what is happening.
The stranger and dad, each with his knife, are killing 

mum. You imagine one stabbing her in the back and the 
other one in the heart, then the first one in the eyes and 
the other one in the neck.

uickly go to the room from which you can see the 
yard

Look through the window.
No one is killing mum. Something worse is happen-

ing.
The stranger and dad are pulling Piggy from his sty. 

The stranger grabs him by his hind legs and swiftly 
pulls him from the sty. Dad grabs Piggy by his front 
legs and helps the stranger to lay him on his side.

The stranger cuts Piggy’s throat with his big knife.
Blood spurts out.
Not onto the ground, because mum has placed the 

washing bowl beneath him. The blood splashes into it. 
First in strong spurts and then in drips. When mum 
removes the bowl, a few more red spurts splash onto 
the ground.

For another half  a minute, Piggy’s legs twitch, then 
he becomes still.

Now you know. A murder happened in the yard.
Piggy, your best friend, is dead.
You withdraw to your room and lock the door. You 

sit on the bed.
Tears pour from your eyes.
Why did mum, dad and the stranger murder your 

friend?
What have you done to them that they punished you 

so severely?
Didn’t mum and dad know that from the moment you 

brought him home as a present for dad, Piggy has been 
your best friend? You took food to him, you stroked 
him, every other day you tied a rope around his neck 
and took him for a walk in the woods, where he dug in 
the ground, looking for truffles. When ripe pears and 
apples started falling from the trees, you went to the 
orchard. Piggy gobbled up the fruit with great gusto, 
particularly the half-rotten ones.
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Then the moment came when you stopped being 
afraid that Piggy would run away, and you let him run 
around without tying him. He happily stomped around, 
sniffing and digging here and there; in the woods, he 
often hid behind trees or bushes. But every time, sooner 
or later, he was by your side again.

And every time he came back, he rubbed himself  
against your leg and grunted happily. When you decid-
ed to take him home and shut him back in the pigsty 
that was his home, he followed of  his own free will.

He trusted you. He knew you were friends.
He knew nothing bad could happen to him with you.
And now  

Do you remember how Piggy became your friend?
t s all written in your ook of  Lists.

Look through and read about it.
Mum said that dad would be celebrating his fortieth 

birthday and asked you what you were going to buy him. 
Dad said  Leave the boy alone, dont joke with him

‘And specially not at his expense,’ he added.
You’ve always felt that dad loves you much more than 

mum. That he has accepted you with all your faults and 
knows that it s not you who s to blame, but the n-
fortunate Event. Mum has never accepted it, perhaps 
because she carried you inside her for nine months.

Without knowing how and why, you sensed that his 
fortieth birthday was very important to dad. Mum said 
it represented half  a lifetime.

‘That’s why you should think about a present for him,’ 
she added.

You could give him a pencil. You’ve got quite a few. 
But dad, who works in the municipal offices, has even 
more. He’d think you were making fun of  him. Birthday 
presents are usually bought. And you don’t have any 
money. You use up the small change that mum gives you 
to buy a drink on the way to school and back.

t s true you put a little bit away, just in case, but it s not 
enough for a present that you wouldn’t be ashamed of.

n your anguish, you set off  for the ne t village, 
u elj, to see your granddad illiam, your father s 

father, where you often go when you didn’t know what 
to do. Granddad is always able to give you advice that 
most people would say was good or at least the best of  
all the bad advice available.

Good advice is as rare as hen’s teeth, he once told you. 
This time, he gave you advice that was not only good, 

but fantastic. He suggested you give dad a piglet. Being 

a municipal official, he’d never had anything like that, 
despite living in the countryside.

A pig is a living being. Pigs are smart, almost as smart 
as dogs, if  not smarter. True, their attitude to hygiene is 
rather sloppy, but that’s part of  their nature. You can’t 
imagine a pig showering every day or going to the toilet 
with a roll of  toilet paper in its trotters. That would be 
possible only in a fairy tale.

But life is not a fairy tale; life is what we live. And 
life is cruel for many people, perhaps for most people.

For you, too, said granddad.
Piggy will connect dad with nature, with everything 

that’s alive in the world, regardless of  its form or mental 
abilities. There could be no better present for a munic-
ipal official.

When you told granddad that you couldn’t buy a pig 
because you didn’t have the money and you didn’t want 
to steal one, since stealing wasn’t nice and you could 
end up in prison, where you’d rather not go, granddad 
stroked your head.

And he said that you didn’t have to steal one. He’d also 
be disappointed if  you did so. But you could choose 
one of  the piglets from his pigsties.

He led you behind his house, that stood on a low slope 
at the edge of the village, and let you peer through the gaps 
in the ten doors in a line of wooden sheds that he called 
the pigsties. n each of them you saw ears and eyes and 
wide pig snouts with bodies of varying sizes behind them.

And almost every pig greeted you with a sound that 
went approximately like this: ‘Gruuuh gruuh, grroh 
grrroh.’

When you looked into the last one, you saw four little 
piglets sleeping peacefully, more or less on top of  each 
other. Granddad said that it might happen, in fact it 
probably would happen, that at first dad would not be 
happy with his present. But sooner or later he would 
realise that as well as people and municipal regulations, 
there were also living beings who prefer something 
more edible than regulations.

And when after a few months or a year dad realised 
this, he would grow to love the little pig. And that 
would make him nicer to you and your mum.

Although that didn’t mean that your mum would be 
nicer to you, he added.

Since you love granddad very much, perhaps more 
than anyone in the world, for you’ve never heard an 
unkind word from him, you saw in his suggestion 
something that would be good for your dad.
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And you said: ‘Alright.’
Granddad asked you which piglet you wanted. But at 

first sight they all looked the same, so you asked him to 
choose. He said you had to choose yourself. And you 
pointed at one of  the four, the one whose head was 
resting on another one’s tummy. Granddad said you 
had to give him a name.

‘Piggy,’ you said. ‘He’ll be called Piggy.’

 Grandad asked you how you would get Piggy home. 
And there, he’d have to be shut inside so he wouldn’t 
run away, and he’d need a trough to eat from.

And who would feed him?
You didn’t have an answer to any of  these questions. 

You hadn’t thought about it at all.
Of course, you could have carried Piggy home, he was 

still a little piglet and light enough. You’d need twenty 
minutes, maybe half  an hour. But he was smooth and 
slippery, he could wriggle out of  your hands and escape. 
Maybe into the woods where you wouldn’t be able to find 
him. Perhaps down to the olpa, where he might drown.

You looked at granddad. Since he had a solution for 
every problem, you were sure he’d find a solution for 
this one, too.

He went to a shed near the pigsty and from the junk 
inside pulled out a wicker basket, very similar to the 
one mum kept in the bathroom at home for the dirty 
washing.

But granddad’s basket was so shabby that it probably 
wasn’t for dirty washing.

And it was old, very old.
Granddad said that back in the day when there was 

no border between Slovenia and Croatia, he used that 
basket to take apples to the market in Delnice . He had 
a large orchard and lots of  apples. So many, that he 
took them to the market in Delnice twice a week. But 

that was in days that were 
long gone, he said. Now, he 
was giving you the basket to 
take the piglet home in.

The basket had shoulder 
straps. They were shabby and 
slightly torn, but granddad 
assured you they were strong 
enough for you to carry the 
basket like a rucksack.

The only problem was that 
the piglet, although little, 

was heavier than you expected. When granddad put 
him in the basket and lifted it onto your shoulders, you 
nearly collapsed. You’re small and slight, much smaller 
than other kids your age.

Besides, the piglet wasn’t still, he was throwing himself  
around, trying to climb out of the basket, which didn’t 
have a lid. Although the basket was too deep for him to do 
that, his thrashing around would sooner or later have top-
pled you over and the piglet would jump out and escape.

Again, granddad found a solution.
n front of  the house, stood a wooden cart with two 

wheels and a base at the front that prevented it from 
tipping over and kept it level. On the cart, were two 
plastic plant pots. At the front, a stick with a handle 
was screwed in and if  you took the handle, you could 
pull the cart behind you. Granddad put the plant pots 
on either side of  the front door, lifted the basket with 
the piglet onto the cart and tied it with a rope to the 
wooden sides so that it couldn’t sway or tip over.

Then he put the handle in your hand and said: ‘Now 
take the piglet home.’

And that’s what you did.
You’ll never forget Piggy’s journey to Laze.
The metal wheels rattled and squeaked noisily on the 

narrow road. This bothered the piglet more than you, 
and he kept thrashing around the basket, grunting and 
making a noise that sounded like crying.

ou felt sorry for him. t was obvious he didnt feel 
comfortable in the basket. When he calmed down 
for a few moments, you turned and looked around, 
convinced that he had climbed out onto the road and 
set off  back to granddad’s house.

But he stayed in the basket and after a while he didn’t 
move; he’d become resigned to his fate.

Meanwhile, you were getting more and more tired. 
The summer sun was beating down like mad, and soon 
you were all sweaty and increasingly afraid that the pig-
let would die of  heat and thirst, especially when you 
turned left from the main road towards Malenca and 
then Laze. There, the road went up so steeply that the 
weight of  the cart began to pull you back.

Every thirty steps or so you had to stop and rest, 
out of  breath. You turned the cart sideways so that it 
wouldn’t roll down the hill. During these breaks you 
looked at the piglet lying curled up at the bottom, 
breathing fast, and wheezing a little. 

For the first time you felt that Piggy was one of  the 
nicest animals in the world. And that, even though you 
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were going to give him to dad for his birthday, he would 
remain your friend.

Exhausted, you pulled the cart uphill until the road 
levelled a little. But another steep slope lay ahead, the 
worst one, so you stopped to gather your strength. 
Beneath the road a stream ran through a stone tunnel, 
trickling along the hill beneath the u elj rockface and 
continuing across the meadows on the right to a large 
stream that came from the left and ran downwards 
towards the olpa.

To the left of  the road, there was a hollow in which 
water gathered, creating a small marsh.

The piglet, probably able to smell the dampness, 
began to thrash around so hard that the rope tying 
the basket to the cart became unfastened on one side. 
The basket tilted, the piglet jumped out and splashed 
straight into the wet mud on the left. He rolled left and 
right to freshen up.

Then he started swallowing the mud. You became 
afraid that he would choke, so you lurched after him 
and tried to pull him out.

Later it struck you that God himself  must have been 
standing by your side then, for otherwise you would 
not have managed to hug the wriggling piglet to your 
chest, climb – covered in mud – back onto the road and 
throw him into the basket, push it upright again and tie 
it securely once more to the side of  the cart.

Let alone – rather desperately by now – to pull the 
cart up the last, steepest part of  the journey to the old, 
deserted house and then to the new house, where you 
collapsed in the yard, exhausted. You lay there for a while, 
thinking hard where to put the little piglet as you knew 
that, stinking filthy as he was, he could not be given to 
dad for his birthday when he got home from work.

The bathroom. 
You unlocked the front door, went into the house and 

opened the bathroom door, which was immediately to 
the left, went back for the piglet, lifted him out of  the 
basket, carried him inside and put him in the bath. You 
closed the bathroom door to stop him escaping. But he 
couldn’t climb out of  the bath, it was too smooth and 
his trotters slipped. He couldn’t grasp at anything and 
began squealing again.

You undressed and climbed into the bath. You 
grabbed the shower head and turned on the tap. And 
then you showered both of  you with cold water. There 
was so much mud that for a while the drain became 
blocked. Only when you turned on the hot water did 

the blockage clear and the 
dirty water slowly drain 
away.

And then – you’ll never 
forget this – a connection 
was established between 
you. You were kneeling in 
the bath and the piglet was 
sitting on his bottom, look-
ing at you.

For a few moments, you 
stared into each other’s eyes. 

Mum, always the first to get home from work, found 
you in the bath.

She gasped, screamed and ran into the yard. After a 
while, she came back and asked you what was going on.

You said nothing special: the piglet was your present 
for dad’s fortieth birthday. On the way home, the two 
of  you had fallen into some mud and needed a bath, 
but now you were clean.

Mum wanted to know where you got the piglet.
You told her.
She said she would take it back immediately. What 

were you thinking, you dummy? She threw the piglet 
into the car boot, even though you were crying, begging 
her not to do it.

The piglet was squealing, he didn’t seem to want to 
go back.

He seemed to want to stay with you.
But just as Mum slammed the boot shut, dad came 

home. e wanted to know what was happening. t s 
my fortieth birthday. Have you bought the cake for the 
guests we’re expecting tonight?’

‘There won’t be anyone,’ said mum. ‘No cake, either. 
ou ve got a present that m just about to drive back.
And she opened the car boot in which Piggy lay qui-

etly, letting out his usual, friendly noises.
‘Here,’ said mum. ‘Your son has given you the dirtiest 

animal in the world for your fortieth. f  you want to 
slaughter it, go ahead, but do it now and ll do a roast 
for the guests, if  anyone comes, that is. f  not, ll take 
this filthy thing back and return it to your father, who 
cooked up the whole idea.’

‘Even on your birthday, he’s making fun of  you,’ she 
added.

o, you shouted. t s not granddad s fault  t was my 
idea. Me and the piglet became friends in the bathroom 
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and m giving him to dad as a friend for the birthday 
that signifies half  of  his life life.’

‘You can forget that,’ said mum, her face bright red.
But suddenly dad raised his voice.
ts my right to decide which birthday presents  accept 

and keep.  wont reject my sons present. hat sort of par-
ents are we if we don’t allow him to be happy with at least 
one decision in his life  ve got a pig and  shall keep it.

Dad didn’t rebel against mum often. But he did this 
time.

You felt so relieved.
‘And where will you keep it?’ said mum in a hoarse 

voice. n the bedroom
ll think about it, said dad and lifted Piggy out of  

mum’s car.
‘Thanks, son,’ he said and looked at you in a similar 

way to how Piggy had looked at you a bit earlier in the 
bath. You felt your dad was also your friend.

Dad and Piggy.
But not mum.

ho blamed you for the nfortunate Event.
Because of  snoring.
Dad thought differently. As did everyone else, the 

teachers, your schoolfriends and even their parents were 
certain that it wasn’t your snoring. Snoring is natural. 
t s not prohibited by law.

f  you snore, you snore.
Some people fart loudly during their sleep. Or scream 

whilst dreaming. Snoring is nothing to be ashamed of. 
Farting is worse. Snoring doesn’t smell.

And the one who was driven crazy by your snoring 
constantly farted in his sleep. True, he wasn’t aware of  
it, but you were no more aware of  snoring.

These are facts. t s true you havent come to terms 
with them, but granddad said that objecting to fact 
never gets you anywhere.
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Piggy stayed in Laze.
Dad settled him in the empty barn at the old house, 

which stood by the road just over a hundred metres 
away and in which no one had lived for a long time.

And you took food to him there, in the empty barn 
with a door that bolted shut.

Slops. That’s what pigs eat, said mum. The leftovers 
on our plates after breakfast, lunch and dinner. ntil 
then, you had been giving leftovers to the cats that came 
to the terrace. From then on, you took them to Piggy. 
He seemed to like them, he even licked the inside of  
the bowl in which you took him the leftovers.

He also licked dry the water dish. You soon realised 
that his thirst was greater than his hunger and because 
you knew that thirst can result in dehydration, which 
can result in death, you made sure that Piggy’s ‘apart-
ment’ was never without a bucket of  water.

Better too much than not enough, you concluded.
n spite of  this, after about a month you noticed that 

Piggy wasn’t feeling well. When you sat opposite each 
other, you saw in his eyes a hint of  sadness or maybe 
of  boredom.

Of loneliness?
f  not that, then something that was far from happi-

ness and satisfaction.
You were convinced that animals should be happy and 

satisfied. Especially pigs, who are intelligent and have 
similar feelings to people.

Without thinking much, you let him out into the 
open so that he could walk around the orchard. f  
he escapes, you thought, let him, pigs have a right to 
freedom, too. You were certain that he would return to 
granddad s in u elj, where he was born.

But Piggy didn’t run away. He went over to the house 
and had a good sniff  of  everything; he circled the 
house a few times, sniffed all the trees in the orchard, 
each and every one. n between, he dug up a few things 
you couldn’t recognise because of  the distance, and 
ate them, and then he ran up and down the road a few 
times, as if  training for a pig marathon.

At last he stopped at the top of  the hill, where the road 
began to descend to u elj. There he sat for a long time, 
looking at the valley. You thought he was remembering 
his life at granddad’s. And that he wanted to go back.

But no, after a while, he returned to the abandoned 
barn in the old house and went to sleep.

You realised he would not run away.
And why would he?

You’d become friends, hadn’t you?
You started going on walks together. Around the 

orchard, the fields, the neighbours’ orchards and fields, 
the woods, all the way down to the olpa and along its 
bank. A few times Piggy even joined you in the shallow 
water by the river’s edge. And twice, not just once but 
twice, he waited for you in the middle of  the woods at 
the top of  the hill where you took a shortcut to your 
school in Fara or back home, when you didn’t feel like 
waiting for the bus.

As if  he knew when you would be coming home from 
school.

And what did he do when he spotted you on the path 
between the trees? He stood there, wagging his tail and 
grunting.

Dad soon lost interest in Piggy. You didn’t hold that 
against him, he had a demanding job. And he had a 
wife, your mum, who did everything to get on your 
nerves as much as possible.

Then granddad came by one day. He was brought 
by his neighbour in his old car. Mum and dad were at 
work, but you hadn’t gone to school. You knew that 
you would give a headache as a reason, your usual ex-
cuse. You’d long ago stopped feeling guilty for making 
up excuses. Good job you’d stayed at home, otherwise 
youd have missed granddad s visit  

Granddad and his neighbour took some planks of  
wood, painted black, out of  the car boot. Granddad 
measured twenty steps from the house to the edge of  
the yard, where the orchard began. He drew a square in 
the soil. And on this square, using nails and hammers, 
granddad and his neighbour constructed a large crate 
from the wood which, after they had finished, granddad 
called a pigsty.

Let Piggy be nearer the house. The barn in the old 
house was too big, pigs prefer smaller spaces, they get 
bored and start feeling lonely. And it was too far for you 
to carry food to. Let Piggy, like all pigs in the world, 
have a pigsty.

And then granddad and his neighbour brought Pig-
gy from the barn at the old house to his new home. 
You didn’t object. You were happy. Now you could see 
Piggy’s home through the window. You could hear him 
grunt. You could go out and talk to him.

What a shame, you often thought, that you couldn’t 
talk to Piggy in your language.

But it was enough to be able to talk in his.
You learned to grunt.
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Look through the window and return to the present.
What’s happening in the yard?
The morning is fully awake. Although the sun is still 

behind the hills, the light is clear enough so that you 
can’t explain what you’re seeing as an extended night-
mare.

Your friend Piggy is lying on two wide planks of  
wood, placed on two trestles. His legs are sticking up 
into the air whilst your dad and the stranger with a 
sharp knife are skinning him.

They’re doing this silently and meticulously, slightly 
bent over, focused on their work. As if  performing an 
operation on a live person. Bit by bit, they are cutting 
Piggy’s skin off, revealing the white fat that resembles 
lard, which mum often buys in the shop.

Mum isn’t there anymore, she took the bowl with 
Piggy’s blood into the house.

You really want to move away from the window and 
not just away from the window but leave the house 
completely, to escape into the woods, find refuge in the 
darkest, densest part, where no one will hear you cry, 
scream and howl.

But you can’t.
You’re numb. Even your little fingers are numb. You’d 

like to wipe the tears trickling into your mouth, but you 
can’t lift your hand.

You can’t even close your eyes.
When the skin has been removed, arranged like a 

small carpet and placed on top of  a stack of  firewood 
nearby, dad and the stranger use their knives to cut up 
your friend.

Mum has just come out of the house with three large 
bowls. Two are metal and one plastic. She puts them all on 
the ground and goes back in. The two butchers (you can’t 
believe one of them is your dad) are chucking pieces of  
Piggy’s dead body into the bowls. Legs into one, intestines 
that your dad and his assistant lift out of the stomach 
together splash into the large bucket, whilst into the third 
bowl go the kidneys and liver. And stomach. And heart.

Don’t close your eyes, look through the window.
Face up to what’s happening to your friend. Learn the 

true nature of  the world you live in.
When your friend’s heart plops into the bowl, you 

black out.

Hindi translation
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Faint.
As you sink into darkness, you’re certain you are dying.
Then, it’s hard to say how many minutes or hours 

later, you find yourself  once more in the world that you 
will also leave one day.

You feel sorry that you haven’t left it already.
You’re sitting at the kitchen table. Mum pulls out of  

the oven a wide pan, in which she has roasted something 
dark red. Like a big pancake, about a centimetre and a 
half  thick.

She puts the pan on the table.
She cuts off  a piece of  the dark red thing and puts it 

on your plate.
‘A special present for your fifteenth birthday,’ she says 

with a generous smile.
You want to know what’s in the pan.
‘Something we don’t eat every day,’ says mum. ‘A rare 

treat.’
‘For really special occasions,’ she adds.

You give in and taste it.
t doesnt seem bad. ather salty, with some pepper. 

Perhaps there’s an egg in there as well. Or maybe not. 
Because the flavour is something special; something you 
don’t recognise. Something you’ve never eaten before.

Eat up, says mum encouragingly. t s all for you.
And you eat. You’re numb, you can’t think.
Meanwhile, the butcher and dad are bringing into 

the kitchen the bowls with the parts of  your Piggy. 
Liver, lungs, stomach, kidneys, trotters. And then the 
haunches that dad says will make nice smoked leg of  
pork that you’ve always liked. He will turn the rest into 
minced lard and pork sausages.

You’ll be eating Piggy for a whole year.
You swallow the last bit of  the tasty pancake.
‘Although,’ says dad, ‘no part of  a pig is better than 

the freshly roasted blood that you’ve just finished off.’
The world spins around you.
You sink into darkness.

Author introducing Arabic translations of  his books at Alexandria Library
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THE L  LD 
RATHER BE ELSEWHERE 
(original title Dekle, ki bi raje bilo 
drugje) is a funny and touching 
story about a Slovenian girl with 
a beautiful face and stumpy legs 
who has no greater desire than to 
be loved for what she is, faults in-
cluded. After her father’s suicide 
and mother’s descent into mental 
illness a friend, Lucija, who works 
in a bookshop in London, invites 

her to join her on a publishing project “1000 books that will 
change your life”. Many things happen in London; our her-
oine meets an interesting Japanese gentleman Mr Yamaguchi, 
takes care of  30 cats with the names of  English queens and 
kings, reads to a blind former spy ncle Patrick, gets involved 
in a game set up by a mad old actor who wants to bequeathe 
his life insurance by enticing people to play Russian roulette, 
and finally has a romantic love affair with a good-looking 
inspector from Scotland Yard. But nothing is what it seems, 
and the feeling of  betrayal she experiences at the end makes 
her realise that even the best intentions can cause grief  and 
disappointment. Wiser and more mature, she returns home 
to look after her mother. The book was nominated for the 
Slovenian Blue Bird Award. (312 pages)

Some time ago, after reading Flisar’s novel Tea with the ueen, 
 told myself  that  have to read another book by this author. 
 tried his most famous one, The Sorcerer’s Apprentice, but  

failed come to terms with it. Then  went to the library and 
borrowed The Girl Who Would Rather be Elsewhere.  read 
it from beginning to end in a single day. n between house 
painting, cooking and tidying up. The narration is so direct 
and witty, and the story is so interesting  Somewhere between 
Bridget Jones, Alice in Wonderland and Hamlet. With deep 
reflections about self-image, literature, life and death.

iva reads logspot

When Špela looks at recent events in her life, including a 
passionate love affair, as a game, she takes it seriously: she stops 
virtualising herself  and returns to her mother who needs her 
help. She starts, we could say, taking care of  her garden, perhaps 
not the best and most fertile, but her only one, and so a new 
story begins for her. What remains to us is to carry on thinking 
about the question posed by the book. No longer about the 
usual ho am , so often present in many good books, 
including Flisar’s, but one that goes a step further: can we really 
become what we want to be?
Andrej Blatnik, Afterword

And finally, we won’t remember the heroine because of  her 
stumpy legs and exceptionally beautiful face. We will remember 
her because she has made the longest possible journey home 
from the neighbouring block of  flats. What did the author 
want to say? That we must, before crawling into a corner, 
venture from behind the wall and into the world. Everything is 
a way of  coming home. The true aim of  departures is returning. 
The final goal is the beginning. f  on the way we can shed a few 
surplus illusions, so much the better.
Mojca Pišek, Sodobnost

Because in the end (after her unusual catharsis) Špela returns 
to her starting point, her adventures in London sound as 
something she may have written into her diary because she 
wanted them to happen, not because she really experienced 
them. After all she uses Facebook to build not only a different 
image of  herself, but also a different life. The question posed by 
the novel is: reality as it was, or an illusion of  reality as escape, 
somewhere else, anywhere? An excellent novel, leaving the reader 
freedom to come to his or her own conclusions.

esna Paradi , ukla

A  story  ab out lov e and  rem orse

Evald Flisar

The Girl Who Would Rather 
be Elsewhere 
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

The Girl Who Would Rather 
be Elsewhere 

The house in ampstead wasnt as grandiose as  had 
imagined. n fact, it was an ordinary house on a gentle 
slope, wedged between other substantially larger houses, 
and it was badly neglected. The plaster had fallen off  
in many places, and the peeling window frames gave the 
impression that no one lived in the building.

“She lives alone,” Lie explained. “And she’s sick and 
has little money.” She rummaged around in her bag for 
the keys, which she had picked up at the agency on the 
way, and unlocked the door. “Make sure none of  them 
runs out,” she said, “otherwise there will be pandemo-
nium. t happened once. ll slip in first and shut the 
door. f  one of  them is crouching in the hall waiting for 
a chance to leap outside, ll catch him. Then ll open 
the door for you. You can’t dally, you have to rush in.”

She opened the door and slipped into the hall. “All 
clear,” she said and held the door for me. After hustling 
my mass along with my three pieces of  luggage into the 
hall, she quickly locked it again.

The first thing that struck me was the awful stench that 
suffused the air inside. Something decaying, moist, and 
overripe mixed with the stink of  rust and cat droppings. 

“You’ll get used to it,” said Lie.
She took me straight into a spacious living room 

stuffed with antique furniture. The wallpaper had worn 
out and come off  in many places. Four fat cats were 
sitting on a large couch in front of  the fireplace, gazing 
at us with hostility.  didnt know very much about cats, 
but they all appeared to be of  the same breed.  needed 
to learn more about my wards.

“These are Edward, Henry, Harold, and Elizabeth,” 
Lie said. here s Mary ueen of  Scots   hope she 
didn’t run away.”

Then we caught sight of  one more. A furry head was 
sticking out from under the couch, showing its teeth 
and hissing at me as if  about to attack.

“She doesn’t know you,” Lie said, trying to calm me, 
“she needs some time.”

ot long,  hope,   said.  wouldnt want her to 
scratch out my eyes.”

“They’re all very friendly,” she assured me, “and ter-
ribly lazy. Some don’t move for days at a time.”

We got proof  the next instant that this didn’t apply 
to all when Mary ueen of  Scots let out a chillingly 
screechy sound, stormed out from the tight space under 
the couch, and shot towards at me.  raised my hands 
over my eyes in defence, sure that the ne t instant  
would feel her claws. But no, she dashed past me and 
disappeared through the hallway door.

“Don’t be afraid,” Lie said in a soothing voice when 
she saw  was shaking. That s the important thing. ou 
can’t be afraid of  them because they sense it right away. 
And then they think they can do whatever they like. 
You have to maintain control and, if  necessary, punish 
them. The list of  punishments Mrs. Lucinda allows is 
on the kitchen table.”

t was then that  noticed five silver frames on the wall 
behind me with photographs of  the cats  just met. 
Their names were written in extraordinarily beautiful 
hand beneath each one: Edward, Henry, Harold, Eliz-
abeth, Mary.

“Lady Lucinda named all of  her cats after British 
kings and queens,” Lie said. “She has the photographs 
on the wall to tell them apart more easily. She doesn’t 
keep track of  things very well, given her age. And, as 
you can see, they all look very similar.”

hat breed are they   asked.
“They’re all mixed. Lady Lucinda put them into four 

groups according to colour, so she can manage them 
more easily. Here are the yellowish-brown ones.”

She took me to the next room, which was apparently a 
bedroom. Five grey-white cats were napping on a wide, 
unmade bed. Only one opened its eyes when we came 
in. A look at their framed photographs told me that 
this was Egbert, Alfred, William, Stephen, and Anne’s 
home. “These are the nicest,” Lie said, “so they live 
with Lady Lucinda in her bedroom and sleep on her 
bed.  dont have any proof, but several times  suspect 
that they get sleeping pills in their food since they 
hardly move.”

Next, she took me to a somewhat smaller room with 
a fold-out sofa and introduced me to five black cats 
named Edgar, Richard, Lady Jane, John, and James. 
They were the liveliest; when we came in, one jumped 
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down from the dresser onto the sofa; another jumped 
onto the dresser from the windowsill; the third dashed 
under the sofa; the fourth jumped onto the chest of  
drawers, arched its back, and hissed aggressively; the 
fifth crawled from behind the chest of  drawers, flew 
from the floor, over the couch, and onto the windowsill, 
where it banged its head against the pane.

“They’re very skittish,” Lie said. “But when they get 
used to you, they’ll climb into your lap or on the bed 
and purr nicely.”

And whose room is this   asked.
Lie hesitated as if  searching for the right words. “Don’t 

be alarmed,” she finally said, “but this is your room.”
ell, at least it s big enough,   said.  can use the 

chest of  drawers as a desk. But where will the cats go?”
“Nowhere.” Lie looked at me with a gentle plea in her 

eyes. t s their room.
“You said it would be mine.”

ours and theirs. ve been here twice and never had 
any problems.”

hen she saw my e pression, she added, Like  said, 
if  it s too much for you, ll take care of  them, and you 
can stay in my room at Pete and Jeff ’s.”

m just a little confused,   admitted. Are there any 
more beasts around, or is that all of  them?”

“Five of  them live in the hallway on the second floor.”
She took me upstairs. An unusual scene awaited us in 

the long hallway, from which four doors led left and 
right. At the very end, five snow-white cats huddled in 
a tightly packed ball (almost one on top of  the other), 
staring fearfully at us.  almost didnt notice them with 
the white wall behind them. Their photographs hung 
in wooden frames along the hallway: Charles, Anne, 

eorge, ictoria, and Cromwell.
“These can’t be mixed breed.”

 would say so myself,  observed Lie. uite a few 
times  wanted to ask Lady Lucinda, but of  course she 
was never here when  was.  have to admit  know very 
little about cat breeds. They are the most timid and 
friendly, maybe because they live by themselves on the 
second floor and think they’re something special.”

Something special? How special Lady Lucinda must 
be  hom Lie had never seen because they always took 
her to the hospital for treatment before her arrival, and 
then she had to return the keys to the “cat agency” 
before the lady’s return.

God knows why Lady Lucinda never wanted to meet 
the individuals who took care of  her twenty English 

kings and queens during 
her absences. A certain 
dose of  quirkiness has 
always seemed normal to 
me, but too much is too 
much. 

Lie led me back to the 
ground floor and showed 
me the kitchen. There 
was so much food in the 
ceiling-high refrigerator 
that  could live several 
months on it. And Lu-
cinda’s cats could live just as long on the canned food 
that filled the shelves in the neighbouring pantry, as long 
as someone opened it for them. There was more order 
on the shelves than elsewhere in the house. But if  the 
amount of  food in the refrigerator put me in a good 
mood, the pantry’s contents depressed me. The cats were 
obviously so spoiled that each had its own food (almost 
every one, that is, for some had similar preferences).

The cans were stacked in pyramids on the wooden 
shelves. Beneath them on the wood were stickers with 
the names of  the cats they were for: Whiskas chicken 
and liver chunks in gravy (Egbert), Whiskas duck and 
chicken chunks in gravy (Alfred and Edmund), Whiskas 
rabbit and game chunks in gravy (William, Stephen, 
and Lady Jane), Whiskas beef  chunks in jelly (Anne 
and George), Whiskas chicken chunks in jelly (Charles 
and Cromwell), Whiskas lamb and beef  chunks in jelly 
(Harold and Elizabeth), Whiskas rabbit and chicken 
chunks in jelly (Edgar and Richard), Whiskas salmon 
and tuna chunks in jelly (Mary), Whiskas sardine and 
trout chunks in jelly ictoria , hiskas turkey chunks 
in jelly (John), Whiskas super meat chicken (Edward 
and James), and Whiskas super meat rabbit (Henry).

“Does it seem complicated?” Lie looked at me with 
concern.  sensed that she would be unhappy if  she 
had to take care of  this spoiled mob of  cats a third 
time, and that she in fact wanted to do me a favour, 
even though my stupid little scheme had also deprived 
her of  a future in publishing. She was golden, a golden 
friend and in no way did it enter my mind to try to use 
some wild excuse to avoid the responsibility she was 
entrusting to me.

ot at all,   calmly lied.  can count,  can read, and 
ve already taken care of  a cat named Piglet, so we ll 

purr and meow together and have a good time.”



96

She pointed out “some extra details” to me. The 
cats were divided into four groups that couldn’t stand 
one another and didn’t commingle; they kept to their 
rooms or (in the case of  the white ones) the hallway. 
They divided up the litter boxes (each group had its 
own . The litter had to be changed daily, otherwise  
wouldn’t be able to breathe. There were, of  course, as 
many different bowls as there were kinds of  Whiskas, 
but this, too, was much simpler than it seemed: the 
cats’ names were written on their bowls with a marker. 
 would put the proper canned food in the matching 

bowl every morning, two into a bowl with two names, 
and three into a bowl with three. n the evening,  
would collect them, throw the leftovers in the garbage, 
wash the bowls in hot water, and repeat the process the 
ne t day.  would shake the litter bo es out into the 
big container in the garden which was emptied once a 
month.

 had to be careful to properly close the door to the 
garden because it stuck a little. f   were to leave it 
slightly ajar, it would result in a lot of  unpleasantness. 
That’s because all four groups liked the garden very 
much and as soon as they sniffed fresh air coming 
into the house, it would take less than a minute for all 
twenty to get outside. There they would forget that they 
actually detest one another, the garden would become 
their common space, and they would start sniffing one 
another. The cats that often set upon one another in 
the house would start licking one another. Even limit-
ed freedom changes them. However, sooner or later it 
would be necessary to get them back in the house, and 
that would be a problem.

The surrounding fence was so high that none of  them 
would ever crawl over it, which was unusual, since it 
shouldn’t be a problem for cats. They were apparently 
afraid of  its unfamiliar colour. Once in a while it hap-
pened that another cat climbed the fence from the street 
or the neighbour’s garden. That was tremendous fun for 
the twenty feline namesakes of  the English kings. First 
they would sniff  the newcomer from all sides, then start 
to play with him, and the overwhelmingly vivacious 
mood could last all day and all night. Once, the cats 
in the living room even invited the newcomer into the 
house and offered him food from their bowls.

n short,  Lie concluded, anything can happen. ou 
still have a chance to change your mind.”

hy  This time  pressed her elbow. ve been wait-
ing all my life for interesting things to happen to me.”

“Call me if  anything goes wrong.” She gazed into my 
eyes.  mean it.

Enjoy some peace and uiet,   said and hugged her.

hen  was left alone, my mood plummeted. n a 
flash it changed from morose to fear and then terror. 
 could hear the cats in the upper hallway starting to 

meow. ere they hungry or preparing an attack   be-
gan shaking at the thought of  having to sleep with the 
five black cats—Edgar, Richard, Lady Jane, John, and 
James who could badly scratch me, if  not worse. d 
better sleep on the kitchen floor,  said to myself. r 
outside in the garden.  remembered what Lie had said  
that  couldnt be afraid of  them because theyd sense 
that right away and think they could do whatever they 
wanted.  had to maintain the upper hand and punish 
them if  necessary.

But the list of  permissible punishments that she men-
tioned was not on the kitchen table. t was nowhere to 
be found.  breathed deeply for five minutes and was 
gradually instilled with the same resignation that those 
condemned to death e perience before e ecution.  
wont ever punish them,  said to myself. Let them do 
what they please. Why not? Cats, too, have only one 
life  dont believe in the myth of  nine . Let them 
have their fun. ut  couldnt sleep with them  with 
one, alright, maybe with two, but never with five.  re-
membered the four doors on the second floor. Maybe 
 could use one of  the four rooms.

 cautiously ascended the stairs to the upstairs hallway. 
The five white cats were still huddled in a tight ball at 
the end of  the hallway. When they caught sight of  me, 
one of  them started meowing, but they didnt move.  
pressed the handle of  the first door on the left. t was 
locked. So was the door on the right. Perhaps one of  
the other two was unlocked,  said to myself  and inched 
my way towards the cats.

The white ball of  cats suddenly came apart and the 
beasts shot towards me.  froze and drew a breath to 
scream, but no sound came from my gaping mouth; even 
my vocal chords had frozen. My only thought was that 
they would kill me. But thank God the cats had another 
intention: they started to purr and meow amiably, wrap-
ping their soft bodies around my legs as if  they had been 
waiting for Miss Stump all their cat lives.

itties,   finally managed to utter  uite a bit of  
time passed before my heart calmed. “You’re probably 
hungry.”
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 carefully went down the stairs, but they didnt follow  
they gathered into their usual bunch of  white fur at the 
top, their eyes following me expectantly.

 hurried to the pantry and realized  had no idea 
what the white cats  names were   had to return to the 
hallway and look at the captions under the photos. 
Charles, Anne, eorge, ictoria, Cromwell,   kept 

repeating to myself  as  hurried back downstairs to the 
kitchen. There, with growing hopelessness,  tried to 
find a pen and paper to write down the names. There 
was nothing to use. y the time  managed to rustle up a 
ballpoint and notebook from my pack,  had forgotten 
the names. Charles or James? George or John?

 had no choice but to clamber up the stairs to the 
hallway and write down the names from the photos. 
The soft butterballs rubbed against my calves and 
purred as if  beseeching me to bring them a snack. 

e t,  matched the names to the rows of  food in the 
pantry. Whiskas chicken chunks in jelly (Charles and 
Cromwell), Whiskas sardine and trout chunks in jelly 

ictoria , and so on.  found the bowls with the proper 
names and prepared to fill them with food.

 realized  needed a can opener. here could it be  
 went through the entire pantry and looked in all the 

kitchen drawers.  couldnt find it, probably because  
was too nervous. Easy,  told myself, dont panic. nce 
more, with composure,  hunted through all corners 
and drawers in the kitchen, but there was no can opener.

 called Lie. She wasnt available. eing at work, she 
had apparently turned off  her phone. oly Mary,  
kept repeating to myself. What have you gotten into, 
Spelling Spela? Although stupid, you have never done 
anything so stupid. The neighbours,  thought. ll 
borrow a can opener from the neighbours.

 was suddenly overcome by weakness. A spasm 
clutched my stomach   felt faint and collapsed into the 
nearest chair.  realised  was a prisoner in that house   
had taken a full-time job. t would take weeks to memo-
rise all the cats  names and which one gets what food  d 
certainly make a mistake at some point, and then what? 
 called Lie again.  wanted to tell her that unfortunately 

it wouldnt work,  had overestimated my abilities, she 
didnt have to hate me, but  would last a day or two at 
most, and then my mental health would start to fail.

Her phone was still off.
That was good because  calmed down after a while 

and was uite ashamed at how uickly d been ready 
to admit defeat. efore anything had even begun

 went to the door to go over to the nearest neighbour 
for a can opener (hoping someone would be home and 
have one . hen  put my left hand on the handle to 
open the door with my right,  heard an une pected 
clamour behind me; the next instant all five cats from 
the living room among them Mary ueen of  Scots  
were crowded at my feet, waiting for the door to open 
with the obvious intent to run out. The black cats from 
the room where  was supposed to sleep were right 
behind them, then the greyish white ones from Lady 
Lucinda’s bedroom, and lastly the white ones came 
tumbling over one another down the stairs; all at once 
 was in a crowd of  twenty cats trying to force their way 

closer to the door to be among the first to breathe the 
fresh air of  freedom.

h, how  understood them  And  really would 
have liked to open the door. t was only for Lie s sake 
that  didnt  she would be responsible. And punished. 
Perhaps she would forgive me someday, but d never 
forgive myself.  understood full well  couldnt open 
the door without somehow enticing the cats back into 
their rooms  but how   went off  to the kitchen and 
started banging the bowls as if  getting their food ready; 
 hoped they would come to check out what was hap-

pening. ot one showed up.  went to see what they 
were doing, and they were still crowding by the door.

This cant be,  started to lose my nerve, this cant be, 
why does this have to happen to me, who did  wrong  
 went into the living room and suddenly recalled what 

Lie said about the garden, how they liked it and how  
had to close the door because they would race out as 
soon as they smelled fresh air. And that they were happy 
in the garden, playing there, although it’s later difficult 
to get them back into the house.

Alright,  said to myself, ll think about that later, 
now the main thing is to get them far enough away from 
the front door. Through the rench window  spied two 
strange cats in the garden, a huge Persian and a skinny, 
dirty-coloured, almost gaunt mixed breed with pointy 
ears. They had apparently crawled over the fence, maybe 
from the street or the neighbours. Alright,  said to my-
self, these two kitties will be an additional enticement.

 opened the door and looked around. ortunately, 
 didnt stay in the doorway, because the cat rabble 

stampeded from the hall like a Tatar horde, and they 
would surely have knocked me down. All twenty were 
outside in an instant. The strange visitors were clearly 
old acquaintances because the feline kings and queens 
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greeted them in all sorts of  cat ways.  closed the door 
to the garden, ran to the hall, opened the front door, 
and slipped out, slamming and locking it.

 went off  to find a can opener.  rang at the house 
on the right, from where the cat visitors had probably 
come over the fence. f  they have cats,  said to myself, 
they must have a can opener. o one opened.  rang 
two more times. Silence. Of  course, people are at work; 
what were you thinking, Miss Stump  ut  couldnt re-
turn without a can opener,  had to have one,  couldnt 
allow the cats to go hungry.

 went on and rang at the ne t house. There was 
nothing for a long time, then, just before turning to go, 
 heard shuffling steps. A key turned in the lock and 

a tiny lady in glasses appeared on the threshold. “We 
don’t want door-to-door salesmen,” she said in a shrill 
voice, slammed the door, and locked it.  was about to 
ring again when the shrill voice yelled, “Didn’t you hear 
me?”

 decided to leave her alone. After all,  thought, not 
only funny old women lived in Hampstead. Somewhere 
there had to be normal people, families with children, 
some of  the houses were quite large, surely somewhere 
there was a servant, cook, or maid at home.  went up 
the hill and rang at ten houses. No one was home at 
eight houses, and at two they told me they had a can 
opener but would rather not lend it to me.  crossed 
the street and went down the hill.  rang or knocked 
at eight more doors. At the fourth, no one was home 
(or wanted to open up), at the fifth a grey-haired man 
sized me up from head to foot and wondered how far 
the country had declined since young people had to 
go door to door, at the sixth and seventh my request 
seemed e tremely suspect who was , where was  
from?), at the eighth a man in work clothes came to 
open the door with pliers in his hand.

“My dear,” he said, surprised, “why don’t you run 
down to the shop?”

E actly,  thought,  really am dumb.  would have 
been back long ago.  tried to call Lie again to ask 
whether she happened to know where in the house the 
opener was, but she was still unavailable. To the shop 
then. ut where, which one  d have to find one like 
the Mercator shopping centre in Šiška. Convinced that 
such a thing didnt e ist in ampstead,  headed for the 
subway station. t wasnt close  the walk took twenty 
minutes. n the way,  asked some passers-by if  they 

happened to know where  could buy a can opener. 
They all looked at me strangely, one gentleman even 
shook his head as he went his way.

hen  got to the station,  had tears in my eyes. n 
account of  my stupidity, on account of  everything that 
had gotten me into this situation in which  felt more 
and more like  was acting in a Pat and Mat cartoon.  
felt good for nothing and it would be best if   returned 
to Ljubljana, to editing and translating, the one kind of  
work  was good at.  had imagined London differently, 
much differently.

There was no one at the tube station to ask about the 
nearest shopping centre. The ticket window was closed 
and there were only ticket machines around.  asked a 
woman who was sweeping the floor by the entrance.

n Chiswick,  she said. Sainsbury s. t s the only one 
 know of. That s where  live.

ut that s on the other end of  London,   said.
es,  she said, nodding,  have a long commute to 

work.”
t probably wasnt the most sensible decision, but  

decided to go downtown, to Oxford Street, where there 
were so many shops that one of  them had to have can 
openers.  had left the house at eleven  when  finally 
found a little shop that had what  was looking for in 
a side street off  Oxford Street, it was two in the after-
noon. London is so large that it wears you out. What 
am  doing here   kept asking myself. n the ride back 
to Hampstead, the train stopped in a tunnel for some 
unknown reason and didn’t move for half  an hour. 

hat now,  thought. A terrorist bomb had e ploded 
at the next station, we couldn’t go back, we were going 
to be stuck in the tunnel until evening, maybe even 
midnight, we would suffocate, and the cats would die 
from hunger.

The train finally moved, and  made it back to the 
house at four in the afternoon. Five hours for a damn 
can opener   was just going up the stairs to the entrance 
when Lie called me.

hat s wrong  she asked.  could uite hear the 
apprehension in her voice.  found fifteen missed calls 
from you.”

Everything s fine,   said.  couldnt find a can open-
er anywhere in the house, so  went out to buy one.

“A can opener?” She sounded surprised. “Why would 
you need one?”

Lie,   said, raising my voice a bit, to open the cans 
of  cat food
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“But you don’t need a can opener for those.” She, too, 
became a little impatient. “You stick your finger into 
the ring on top of  the can, pull it, and the can opens. 
Don’t you know how to open a can? Just like beer and 
soda cans.”

 stopped at the door to calm down. Lie,   said 
calmly, although  wanted to yell at her, the hiskas 
cans in the pantry don’t have rings. You have to have a 
can opener.”

There was silence on the other end. Then Lie said, 
pela.  didnt bother to tell you because  was 

sure you’d notice yourself. The cans in the pantry are 
stacked upside down. Lady Lucinda says that all the 
juices concentrate in the upper part, where you open 
the can. The juices are supposed to increase the cats’ 
appetite. Didn’t you turn the can over when you saw 
there was no ring?”

o,   admitted uietly.  was   dont know  
confused.”

 ended the call. f   was confused before, now  was a 
hundred times more. t didnt seem possible that  could 
be so dumb.  came up to the door and tried to think 
how to open it without one of  the cats running out-
side.  couldnt count on their still being in the garden 
after my five-hour absence; maybe at least one of  them 
instinctively felt  was returning and was now waiting 
behind the door for his chance.

 carefully inserted the key into the lock. t went in 
half-way; something was blocking it on the other end. 
 broke out in a cold sweat. hen  was out, someone 

had locked the door from inside and left the key in the 
lock. ut that was impossible   pressed the handle  
the door was unlocked. But that was even less possible 
because  had locked it

Carefully, inch by inch, with my eyes on the ground 
to spot a possible feline escapee in time,  pushed the 
door open. There wasnt a single cat in the hall.  flung 
the door open, rushed into the hall, and slammed it. 
And then  noticed a key in the lock

hile  was out, someone had come, unlocked the 
door, and left it unlocked with the key in the lock. 
Probably someone from the agency,  thought. Some-
one had come to check on how  was taking care of  the 
cats, because Lie had told them  was replacing her.

ello,   said out loud and went into the living room. 
 had to

The words froze in my mouth. On the floor in the 
middle of  the room  saw a huge pile of  cats, proba-
bly twice as many as the twenty house cats. More had 
probably come in over the fence from the neighbours 
and the street. The door to the garden was wide open, 
although  clearly recalled having shut it.

ello,   yelled again, is someone in the house
No one answered, just one of  the cats let out a strange 

noise. Two looked over at me; the rest huddled in a heap 
that was a little higher in the middle, as if  they were 
huddling on top of  one another. They were unusually 
peaceful, almost subdued. hen  approached them, 
one moved its legs, arched its back, and hissed at me 
threateningly  it looked like Mary ueen of  Scots. And 
when she got up,  saw that the pile of  cats was higher 
in the middle because they were huddled on something.

hen  took another step towards them, some took 
fright and ran out the door into the garden. They re-
vealed the body of  a grey-haired lady who lay unmoving 
on the floor, surrounded and covered with cats—house 
cats and strays—pressing to her as if  trying to protect 
her  some were licking her face. t struck me that the 
lady lying on the floor was no longer alive. And that it 
was probably Lady Lucinda.

 ran to the kitchen and called Lie. Please,   said, 
sobbing into the phone. “Call the police. The cats 
killed Lady Lucinda.   hung up before Lie could say a 
thing. She called right back.

 didnt answer.
ack pressed against the kitchen wall,  slid to the 

floor and began to cry.
But it turned out that the cats were innocent of  mur-

der. Lady Lucinda’s condition had improved soon after 
she was admitted to the hospital, and she demanded to 
be taken home in an ambulance for she had to care for 
her cats. Once home, she was taken ill and collapsed 
on the floor, then her heart stopped. The cats crawled 
up to her, surrounded her, covered and licked her as if  
trying to bring her back to life. The police thoroughly 
interrogated me   made a statement and signed it.  
added that  felt guilty  it wouldnt have happened had 
, dumb as  was, not left to buy a can opener that  

didn’t even need. “What could you have done?” the 
police inspector said, trying to comfort me.

By the time Lie showed up, out of  breath, the police 
were already leaving.

She crumpled to the floor in the hall and passed out.
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M  D M S D -
 (original title Moje kraljestvo 

umira) is a novel that strongly ques-
tions the nature, possibilities and 
limitations of  novelistic writing, 
and from which the fundamental 
outlines of  Flisar’s poetics can be 
extracted; outlines to which other 
writers’ stylistic innovation at any 
price, especially at the expense of  
content, is alien; to which rep-
resenting certain moral values 

(without moralising, of  course) is still important and which 
gives priority to experiencing rather than analysing. Flisar’s 
storytelling swears on a multitude of  layers and ambiguity, 
and steers the reader’s horizon of  expectations here and there 
until the story culminates in an ultimate surprise. n this 
novel, the reader wanders around labyrinths of  fiction and 
metafiction, whilst in a tense, unusual and in places unrelia-
ble tale they jump between reality and imagination, between 
the pure form of  literature and reflection on its essence. The 
novel’s key protagonist is in fact literature itself, the artistic 
form that the modern world favours least. (384 pages)

Flisar’s writing tells us that our experiences are a construction 
of  reality, that our lives are fabulated. f  in the early chapters we 
saw My ingdom is Dying as a novel about fiction, towards the 
end we realise that it is a novel about the fiction of  the world 
in which we live. To repeat: the house of  stories is the one in 
which we live, and this house is the kingdom that is dying. f  we 
see the novel in this way, we may indeed be worried: what does 
it mean for our future if  we are composed of  stories that are 
dying?
Andrej Blatnik, SODOBNOST

When the main character, a successful storyteller, suffers a 
writer’s block, he travels for treatment to a Swiss institution 
by the name of  Berghof. There he finds quite a number of  
renowned writers suffering from the same complaint, ranging 
from Martin Amis, Graham Greene and Saul Below to JM 
Coetzee, Cabrera nfante and Salman ushdie. ut is the clinic 
with a strange name in fact what it pretends to be? The novel is 
not merely a mixture of  genres containing forms of  confession, 
detective story, memoirs and invented biographies, but is also an 
original blend of  fiction and metafiction. The reader follows a 
suspensful story in which unusual events are cleverly interwoven 
with meaningful reflections and deep insights.
Goodreads

My ingdom is Dying is not only a generic hybrid, containing 
the forms of  confession, detective story, thriller, memoir, 
fictitious biography and others, but there is at play a unique 
combination of  fiction and metafiction, literature and 
metaliterary reflection, which also at the substantive level are 
woven organically into the story itself. This time again, the 
foundations of  writing are an open polyphony, an openness 
to multi-layered communication with reality, including with 
the entire intellectual-historical stock of  mankind, which has 
been externalised in the form of  this or that philosophical or 
artistic direction. The skilfully created referential network of  
endless intertextual possibilities, which gives voice to the works 
of  other authors and the elements of  his own creative oeuvre, 
establishes the novel as a place where Flisar meets himself  and 
his literary predecessors and peers.
Alenka rh, Afterword

My ingdom is Dying, subtitled Storytelling at the End of  the 
World, is not only the sum, but also an upgrade, almost summa 
summarum of  Flisar’s prose.
Matej ogataj, MLAD A

A  story  ab out story telling

Evald Flisar

My Kingdom is Dying 
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S am p le c h ap ter

Evald Flisar

My Kingdom is Dying
Five days later, they began to prepare hot baths for 
me. Every morning at nine,  was taken into a chamber 
full of  steam in which there echoed such frightening 
cries that only a completely deaf  person could remain 
there more than a few minutes. The orderlies on duty 
protected their ears with earplugs.

Each time, they stripped me naked and laid me in a 
concrete trough full of  water. Then they firmly tied my 
hands to a steel post at the upper end of  the trough 
and slowly raised the temperature of  the water. My cries 
were soon as loud as those of  all the others.  usually 
passed out after two or three minutes, depending on 
how quickly the temperature of  the water rose. Some 
patients, especially very young ones, begged and swore 
a lot longer; the length of  the baths was dependent on 
the mood of  the duty orderly. 

 also got some injections, after which  was incredibly 
sleepy.  remember that in this drugged state  was in-
terrogated by Dr oldberg, but  dont recall the details. 
Since they began to prepare me baths,  was with him at 
least once a day. At about half of these sessions,  was in 
a drugged state. The other half, which  do remember, did 
not give me enough to evaluate what was going on. Even 
though Goldberg’s theories seemed ever less extreme and 
 even found myself thinking that  may accept them as a 

possible solution, in reality we did not come any closer to 
each other; the hatred between us only got more profound. 

Dr Goldberg claimed that there could be no hope of  
progress or discharge if   kept increasing the distance 
between us and  refused to accept that  was mentally 
ill.  felt there was something slightly illogical in his 
theory.  kept asking him why  had to be subjected 
every day to the humiliating torture in the chamber 
with the baths. His reply wasn’t always the same. Once, 
he said that, considering the reason why  was in the 
castle,  actually had no right to demand free will, which 
in this case wasn’t even my will, but rather one of  the 
symptoms of  my illness.

 was unable to avoid fre uent outbursts of  anger at 
myself   should have long ago realised that everything 
wasnt as it seemed at first sight.  should never have 
uncritically accepted the publisher’s version of  the sto-
ry about the clinic. And  shouldnt have revealed my 
reasons for coming there when  found out that Simon 
Goldberg was not a patient, but rather the director of  
the institution. ow could  ever have believed that  
was a cautious, circumspect person?

 was increasingly incapable of  analysing my own 
thoughts and feelings. To save myself  the pain of  
self-betrayal, had  perhaps wanted to conceal this 
superficially genuine change of  conviction, with the 
deception that  wanted to surrender, because Dr old-
berg had opened my eyes? Or had he really opened my 
eyes?

 could not claim that from many points of  view he 
was wrong; most of  my views on life had been formed 
on the basis of  printed data. But the majority of  his 
also   agreed that half-truths implanted in the mind of  
the ordinary person would always find fertile ground 
there. But was there any other possibility?

nce or twice,  tried to e press my doubts to Dr 
oldberg.  cannot live,  said, without taking certain 

things to be self-evident and concluding that our means 
of  communication, albeit far from perfect, facilitate 
the recognition of  unclear truths about how the world 
works. Mistakes, even tragic ones, are of  course inevi-
table. But what if  we rejected the unreliable light with 
which we try to illuminate our way and chose darkness 
– in that case, would we walk a straighter path?

Dr Goldberg did not take these reservations seriously. 
He believed that they weren’t my reservations. Nothing 
 might say on this theme originated from my direct 

experience, he claimed. Within me was the flotsam of  
long years of  indoctrination with the printed word, 
with the words of  others. Perhaps somewhere in the 
depths, my real self  was still alive, my unspoilt, primary 
self  that no one had appropriated. n any case,  should 
know by now that we would never reach it if   did not 
allow him to remove all the rubbish that concealed it. 

Thus he finally made me aware of  his goal. When 
he had negated my will, he wanted to “drill a hole in 
my head and rinse all that was rotten from it”. Then 
he wanted to “renew my mind with healthy material”, 
as if  he were “filling a hole drilled in a tooth”. But he 
didn’t even begin to hint what material he wanted to 
put into me.
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 thought at first that 
my salvation would be 
passive resistance. When 
he realised that he could 
not shape me, he would 
leave me alone.

Then came the electric 
shock.

The memory of  that 
moment – of  the world 
that collapsed, the high 
flames that flared from 
my core and devoured 
everything, my past and 

my future – is still very vivid and will remain inside me 
until  die. At night, as  shivered in my cell,  would 
sometimes suddenly curl up and begin to shout from 
the horror, and a burning pain would twist my spine. 
Although Dr oldberg did not repeat the shock,  had 
no doubt that he would do that in a moment if  he 
suspected that my resistance was increasing.

Or in the moment when Dr Wagner turned his back 
on me

For the impression was growing inside me that Dr 
Goldberg did not have complete freedom to decide 
which therapy was to be given to which patients, at least 
not in my case. e never once dealt with me alone.  felt 
relief  when  sensed that his power was not absolute. 
f  his colleagues had not restrained him,  felt that he 

would have subjected me to every form of  torture that 
psychiatric medicine has so far come up with. Or not. 
For the relentless doctor, in spite of  his crazed com-
mitment, concealed within himself  a kind of  sober 
canniness that undoubtedly told him that it would be 
in contradiction with his goals to break the slate on 
which he wished to write his message to the world. He 
just needed to wipe it clean

 realised that my only hope of  being saved was a 
small deceit   had to convince Dr oldberg that his 
therapies were successfully sapping my will power. f   
wanted to rescue my mind,  had to pretend that it was 
destroyed before that really happened. Dr Goldberg 
would probably not have me here if  he did not intend 
to send me one fine day back into the world. So why 
not accept his game and ensure that he released me a 
week or two earlier?

 decided on an approach of  gradual submission.  
allowed him to continue the therapy of  hot baths and 

sedatives, while hoping that, if   pretended  had taken a 
step forward,  could remain a step behind what  had in 
his opinion achieved.  hoped that in this way  would 
retain sufficient strength to save my mind, which would 
supposedly have reached a level of  complete emptiness. 
A dangerous game, for  had no way of  knowing to 
what extent the next level would really influence my 
behaviour.  could only guess. And hope for the best.

n the following days, our relations really did improve. 
hen Dr oldberg got the impression that  was being 

less stubborn, he abandoned his paternalistic approach. 
Almost overnight, he turned into a good-natured doc-
tor. At times, his kindness was almost embarrassing. 

e kept asking me how  was. During our sessions, 
an everyday, almost relaxed atmosphere prevailed. We 
exchanged opinions in a friendly way, instead of  him 
trying to brainwash me. We continued in the unspoken 
agreement that  was really ill. ne day, he commented 
that  should see it as a privilege that  was his patient. 
Just as he was honoured to be able to treat me. My case 
of  printed word plague, he said, was one of  the most 
characteristic he’d seen. 

 carried the pretence of  tactical submission so far 
that now and then  allowed myself  genuinely warm 
feelings towards the reshaper of  my mind. n any case, 
 was unsure whether  could control such moments.  

was even afraid that the game  was playing to rescue 
myself  was nothing more than a trick by my subcon-
scious to weaken my ego and force its alertness to lapse, 
for  had already decided that rescue was impossible, 
but  dared not consciously acknowledge that. 

 was moved. Two orderlies that d never seen before 
dragged me out of  bed and ordered me to go with 
them. One of  them took the mattress, the other the 
blanket, while  had to carry the bucket. They took me 
up two flights of  stairs to a new cell. n comparison 
with the prison from which  had come, it was almost 
luxurious: there was a bed, a concrete floor, dry walls 
and a nice view of  the lake. There were bars over the 
window – a waste of  iron, since the drop to the lake 
was too frightening to encourage thoughts of  escape. 
Although it was hard to get used to the sudden glare of  
daylight, which was even brighter because the sun was 
reflecting off  the snowy ground,  was grateful for the 
silence. f   hadnt heard the occasional steps hurrying 
past my door and the dull, resounding slamming of  
doors in a distant part of  the castle,  would almost 
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have believed that  was hanging in the centre of  a 
soundproofed cube in the middle of  the sky.

No sound reached me from outside. The white land-
scape stretched out before me like the surface of  a 
planet on which nothing was breathing and nothing 
moving. The gleam was even more blinding because of  
the contrast with the dark woods on the other side of  
the lake. A slight sound reached my ears just once, just 
before midday: the jingling of  bells, a quiet rhythmic 
ding-a-ling, and when  looked out,  saw something 
that at first sight looked like a giant cockroach, mov-
ing across the whiteness of  the lake towards the castle. 
Then  realised it was a sledge, drawn by a black horse, 
with shining, sweating flanks; his trot looked oddly un-
certain, as if  the animal sensed the depth of  the water 
hidden beneath the snow-covered ice. Food was now 
being brought by sledge. 

The next day, just before dawn, two orderlies came to 
my cell, moving through he hazylight like monstrous 
shadows. They laid me half  asleep on a stretcher and 
carried me back into the dark, smelly bowels of  the 
castle; their voices, divorced from their actions, echoed 
down the corridors like thunder. After a quick shower, 
they carried me one storey higher into some kind of  
common dining room. There, in the light of  a bare 
lightbulb, sitting at one of  the greasy plastic tables,  
got my first food since the previous morning: a bowl 
of  hot milk and half  a loaf  of  inedible white bread.

As  ate, the orderlies were talking to the man who was 
passing food through a hole in the wall. Judging by his 
outfit, he was a cook.  was too confused to follow their 
conversation. They weren’t discussing me, but some-
thing that had no connection with the castle: a football 
match, the weather forecast. My area of  interest had 
greatly narrowed. Only one spark of  curiosity was still 
alive in my impoverished brain, one question banging 
against my skull: “What’s going to happen to me?”

The orderlies said that  was now strong enough to 
walk. They leaned the stretcher against the wall in front 
of  the dining room and took me back along the warren 
of  echoing corridors. They pushed me into a hexagonal 
room. There,  was met by a group of  psychiatrists, in-
cluding Dr Goldberg, Dr Wagner, Dr Heinrich and two 
other men that  was seeing for the first time. They sat 
in a row against the back wall; Dr Wagner was cleaning 
a microphone, Dr Heinrich was watching him, and the 
newcomers were looking through a heap of  drawings 
that one of  them was holding on his knee. 

As soon as  entered, Dr oldberg got up and shuffled 
towards me. He shook my hand in a friendly manner 
and cautiously pushed me towards the armchair in the 
corner near the door. No doubt the armchair and extra 
chairs had been brought in especially for this occasion. 
Although  only remember what followed very hazily, 
 recall certain moments very clearly.  remember that 

Dr Goldberg bent over and tried to attach some wires 
to my ankle, but then gave up and left the task to the 
more dexterous Dr Heinrich. He also fastened me to 
the back of  the chair with a leather strap. 

 remember the mysterious light falling through the 
window, which was not strong enough to illuminate the 
eyes of  the doctors who were observing me, but enough 
to emphasise the e citement on their faces.  remember 
Dr Goldberg standing in front of  me and talking about 
my case, praising my visible progress and how wonder-
fully  had grasped the central point of  his theory. All 
of  this was praiseworthy, he said. But the fact remained 
that  was still far from being cured, for although they 
had washed the poisonous fungus from my organism,  
was still perilously vulnerable to infection.

rankly, wasnt  convinced that my return to the 
world where the printed plague had reached global 
proportions, without any protection, literally meant 
suicide  Someone who had progressed as uickly as  
had in such a short time certainly could not think of  
returning without fear to a world dominated by plague. 
Wasn’t that the case?

At first,  was unable to answer. ot only because  
hadn’t the slightest idea what answer he expected from 
me, but also because  had allowed them to fundamen-
tally erase my mind. There was little material left with 
which  could create a suitable picture of  my future.  
knew that  had one,  knew that they would send me 
back into the world from which  came, but  concluded 
that when  was outside, it would all sort itself  out.

efore  was able to decide what to say, Dr oldberg 
laid his hand on my shoulder in a friendly manner. He 
carefully e plained that above all else  needed immuni-
sation. t was necessary to prevent a return to my previ-
ous state. Or even worse, a new infection, which would 
undoubtedly be fatal.  needed to be made immune to 
print”. At that moment, one of  the new doctors got up 
and went over to the window.  remember that he bent 
over and from a folder at his feet took a drawing, which 
he held so that the light from outside fell on it, and  
remember how  asked myself  whether they intended to 
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test my sight, for what  could see was not a drawing, 
but large letters from A to  in alphabetical order. 

Dr oldberg asked me to read them out.  complied. 
Then he asked me to think up some words beginning 
with these letters that signified negative human charac-
teristics.  came up with arrogance, barbarianism, con-
ceit. Then they asked me to recite the alphabet.  had 
barely spoken the letter A, when my body was shaken 
by a powerful shock. The flames of  pain flared from my 
ankles towards my stomach and onwards towards my 
eyes. Because they didn’t reach my eyes, they stopped 
in my mouth, which in less than a second became a 
desiccated, prickling hollow, longing for water. After 
the first two or three waves, the shock diminished, but 
the fire remained.  had a feeling in my mouth as if   
had swallowed a fistful of  chillies, only that it was dri-
er and nauseatingly painful.  vaguely remember how 
Dr oldberg stared at me and asked if   was thirsty.  
caught my breath and nodded. A glass of  water mirac-
ulously appeared in front of  me.  remember trying to 
reach out for it and to break free of  the strap holding 
me back. Then the glass disappeared and in front of  my 
eyes appeared a large letter A. 

“Spit on it, spit on it,” a voice said to me, “spit on it 
and you will get water.  And  did, or rather  tried, but 
 had no saliva. The same voice then said  The letter 

A is bad, you must destroy it   reached out, grabbed 
the paper on which the letter was printed and tore it to 
shreds.  remember the same voice saying  ood, now 
you’ll get a reward,” and suddenly water, cold, gentle, 
heavenly water poured into my mouth, the fire died 
down and the pain was extinguished. The sense of  relief  
was so immense that  grabbed the hand holding the 
glass and gratefully smothered it with kisses. 

Then in an instant  sank into sleep. hen  awoke 
 was back in my cell, my face was being bathed in the 

afternoon sunlight shining through the window. At the 
foot of  the bed,  found a jug of  water.

ow the jug is almost empty.  am still recording 
my delusions in the notebook that they left alongside 
my bed, along with a pencil. But with each written 
word containing the letter A, the burning pain in my 
mouth grows, so that after about twenty As  am forced 
to reach for the water. When the water has run out, 
perhaps  shall have to write down my thoughts by 
omitting the letter A. ut  know that wont save me, 
for tomorrow it will be the turn of  B. And the day after 
C. And then D

After two weeks, when we reached the letter H, the 
orderlies Henrik and Peter came to take me for a walk. 
Thanks, but  dont feel like it,  said, ve seen all the 
corridors a hundred times. And a walk round the wet, 
shady courtyard didn’t particularly appeal to me. What 
about outside, around the church, they said, to breathe 
some fresh air and move a little?

They were stunned that  didnt accept the offer. My 
statement that the air in my cell was fresh enough and 
that  was too old to want to move too much and far 
too young to actually need it did not seem to amuse 
them.  was afraid to leave my cell.  had grown so ac-
customed to the deceptive sense of  security that  saw 
in the atmosphere, colours and shape of  the space that  
was like a wild animal, tamed after long years in a cage, 
thinking with horror of  the open.  felt comfortable 
in the cell. t was warm and dry,  got two meals a day 
and three cups of  linden tea (over the recent weeks, the 
meals had improved, sometimes they served rice and 
occasionally a piece of  beef, even with salad , and  had 
a fine view   could see the frozen lake, the woods on 
the other side and the shining white of  the snowy peaks 
stretching towards the south. And whenever a sledge 
was approaching or moving away,  could hear the sad 
jangling of  the sleigh bells.

And  had the sky.
The orderlies said that an order was an order   could 

discuss this with the doctors, but not with them. They 
dragged me from the bed, wrapped me in my clothes 
and half  pushed, half  dragged me along the corridors 
to the courtyard and through one of  the doors outside.

Dr Goldberg, who was waiting for me with Dr Wag-
ner and Dr Heinrich, smiled and offered me his hand. 
But this time his grip was unusually limp. He looked 
tired. He also had a new facial tic. And he had forgotten 
to shave. His overcoat, which he had probably borrowed 
from an orderly, was too wide across the shoulders and 
the sleeves were too short. He was wearing slippers and 
pyjamas, as if  he also had just been dragged out of  bed. 
He looked different, unconvincing. His authority, so 
solid and indisputable inside the castle, had been re-
placed by a fear that he could not hide even if  he tried.

Dr Wagner had a fur cap on his head and was wearing a 
heavy, ill-fitting coat; he wasn’t cold. Nor was Dr Hein-
rich, who was dressed just like Dr Wagner, except that 
he was also wearing leather gloves.  simply could not 
understand why they let Dr Goldberg go out in pyjamas 
and slippers. n spite of  the sunshine, it was icy cold.
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ou ll catch your death,   said to him. ou should 
be properly dressed.”

Dr Goldberg smiled, but his eyes remained cloudy. 
Cold doesnt bother me.  hope it doesnt bother you, 

either, for m going to take you on a short walk.
He waved towards the church on the slope. “Shall we?”
We set off. The stronger looking of  the two orderlies 

helped Dr Goldberg down the slippery slope, holding 
him firmly round the waist. Half  way down, we came 
across a dozen female patients, huddled together like a 
flock of  sheep. They were guarded by two ugly order-
lies. The patients were dressed in greyish brown cotton 
tunics. They had no coats or gloves. This was the first 
time  had seen any female patients from close up.

Their white faces, almost snow white, filled me with 
a sudden longing to see my own face; to see whether it 
was as absent as theirs. As we passed them, none of  the 
women was speaking. They were sitting on the wall of  
a well or squatting in the snow around it. Some were 
shivering, their broken teeth chattering. They were all 
from the electric shock department. Some were leaning 
against each other and holding hands. 

When we came close to them, a toothless old woman 
got up and pointed towards a bush higher on the slope. 
“Goat, goat,” she said. A girl of  thirteen or fourteen 
reached for the old woman’s tunic and tried to pull her 
back into the snow. “Goat, goat,” the old woman kept 
saying. The girl half  stood, took the woman by the 
hand and began to moan. Then she slid to the ground, 
lowered her head towards her lap and burst into des-
perate tears. 

The two orderlies were middle-aged and similar to all 
the others; they were both wearing leather boots and 
woollen coats. One of  them carried a stick, he reached 
out with it and rapped the old woman on the hand with 
it. She sat down in the snow and began to massage the 
painful spot. 

hat s wrong with them   asked. Are they receiv-
ing treatment for the same illness as me?”

“No, no,” said Dr Goldberg and caught his breath. 
The effort was almost too much for him, the orderly 
was practically pushing him up the steps towards the 
church. “They are being treated by my colleagues, Dr 
Wagner and Dr Heinrich. You are the only patient in-
teresting enough to be treated by me. Ah-ha, we shall 
sit here. What do you say, Dr Wagner?”

The young doctor nodded and the four of  us sat on 
a large, smooth log. The orderlies stayed close by. Then 

Dr Heinrich suddenly got up and headed back towards 
the castle. He stopped at the well and said something 
to the orderly with the stick, who listened, his head 
obediently on one side. When Dr Heinrich went on up 
the slope, he spat into the snow. 

Henrik and Peter went up towards the church. The 
two doctors and  remained where we were. ur feet 
sank into the fluffy snow. Dr Goldberg was still catch-
ing his breath. There was a glittering layer of  sweat on 
his forehead.

All around us was white, brilliant white: the slope, 
the castle roof, the frozen lake, the distant fields and 
meadows, the mountains. There wasn’t a cloud in the 
sky. Everything was still, apart from a gigantic bird, 
fluttering its wings in a tree by the lake. The sun was 
pale, distant.  felt the icy cold penetrating the soles of  
my shoes and nipping at my earlobes. We were silent, 
watching the women below us and the orderly, who 
like a bored medieval guard was pacing back and forth 
along the wall. On the castle walls, there were large wet 
patches.

After a while, Dr oldberg said  m very pleased 
with your progress, patient.”

 replied  Thank you.   felt that  didnt sound 
sincere.

“Are you glad you came?” he asked.
 said yes and once more felt my voice was insincere. 

n the open air, all my replies sounded mechanical. 
Looking at the patients, at their almost dead eyes, and 
the sound of  the girl’s desperate crying, all washed over 
me like waves from a distant earthquake, too weak to 
break me, but strong enough to paralyse me.

Dr Goldberg went on: “We’ve got used to each other 
over recent weeks, haven’t we?”

Again  agreed. hy   wanted to say no, something 
inside me shouted that  should say no.  wanted to yell  
Show me my eyes   havent seen my eyes for months.  
cannot follow the course of  my transformation   dont 
even know what my face is like now  maybe  no longer 
look like me

“Yes, we have,” Dr Goldberg continued, “become 
much closer. m your friend and teacher,  wouldnt 
say  was your doctor. hen you return home, you ll 
know what to do. You’ll burn libraries, printing houses, 
everything even slightly connected with this repulsive 
disease. The plague can only be destroyed by fire.”

He moved a few centimetres close and gave my hand 
a gentle squeeze.
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And then it happened.
When Goldberg’s sweet odour penetrated my nostrils, 
 was overtaken by an acute feeling, which had never 

come upon me with such rapidity, even though  knew 
it. t was as if   had been gripped by sudden nausea. 
or what  saw in Dr oldberg s eyes was pride, mi ed 

with patronising benevolence. Seeing him, his Frank-
enstein-like pride as he smugly examined his finished 
work, filled my heart with malicious hatred.  felt like 
taking hold of  a knife and thrusting, thrusting, thrust-
ing, and watching how the snow around me became 
redder and redder.  felt the desire to leap on the mild, 
but cruel person sitting beside me and with overt bru-
tality, just as his had been covert, to demonstrate that 
not only had  retained my free will and dignity, but 
also my ability to resist  My submission,  wanted to 
scream, was fake

Dr Goldberg was still looking at me, breathing in my 
face, while in my thoughts  was shredding his flesh, 
ripping his heart from his chest, tearing out his intes-
tines, sucking the marrow from his bones.  was taking 
back everything that  felt he had taken from me.

And then the wind changed direction, and from far 
beyond the frozen lake, beyond the wooded backdrop, 
beyond the endless snowy spaces,  heard a train whistle, 
slow, imploring. The urgency of  this call captured me, 
reminded me of  the world outside, the world where  
firmly believed there was still a place for me.  felt my 
pulse slow, the heated violence evaporated though my 
hands.

But not the hatred in my heart. A wave of  that sharp 
feeling, which  had always tried to avoid in the past, 
flooded me with a finality which, after all the weeks 
of  emotional chaos,  could not resist. A voice inside 
me e claimed with delight   hate   hate  That means 

m alive  ut the wisdom awakened within me by 
the distant, imploring train whistle compelled me to 
keep the delightful feeling of  hatred inside, to preserve 
it and keep it burning, for use at a more appropriate 
moment. irst,  had to get out. And recover. nly then 
would  return and slaughter the lot of  them, one after 
the other. All the doctors. All the orderlies. Everyone 
on the island. With the exception of  the inmates. But 
perhaps even them.

“What do you wish to tell your patient?” said Dr 
Wagner, turning to his boss.

Me  replied Dr oldberg, surprised. othing.  
have cured him of  his addiction to print, which destroys 

a persons brain,  have cultivated within him a hatred of  
literature, he’ll never again wish to write a short story, 
let alone a novel. He is liberated, he can now walk freely 
through life.”

“Will he be grateful to you for that?” Dr Wagner 
wanted to know.

“That’s not my problem,” shrugged Dr Goldberg. 
ve done my job and for me that s enough. m cold. 

 suggest we go back to the castle.
“But you wanted to come here,” Dr Wagner remind-

ed him. “You said that you had to tell your patient 
something important. You said you couldn’t do that 
anywhere other than in the fresh air.”

“Sorry,” Dr Goldberg looked at him. “Who are you? 
 dont remember seeing you before.
“Then it really is high time we returned to the castle,” 

said Dr Wagner.
All night  wondered what this e change between the 

two doctors might mean. A new puzzle that was still 
part of  the therapy   had to wait for answer until the 
ne t morning, when after breakfast  was once more 
introduced to the chamber with hot baths.  was so lost 
in my thoughts that for a few moments  didnt even 
realise where  was. hen the water began to heat up,  
roused myself  and looked around.  saw two orderlies 
and Dr Wagner with a portable tape recorder. All three 
of  them were watching me. That was what  thought 
until  turned my head to the right and saw that their 
attention was devoted to the patient in the bath on my 
right.  turned my head a little more. 

“Aaah,” sighed my neighbour. “There’s nothing nicer 
than a hot bath on a cold day.”

The man was breathing quickly and irregularly, but he 
was not afraid: evidently, he was enjoying the heat. He 
looked at me with sudden interest. “You face is familiar 
to me. Have you been here a long time?”

es  es   yelled. m your patient  our patient
 began to sob. Through my tears  saw the offended 

surprise on Goldberg’s face.
uite possible,  he said. ut you cant e pect me 

to know everyone personally. ve simply got too much 
work these days.  e sighed in delight.  cant tell you 
how much  enjoy these baths. ow nicely warming the 
water is  oh  m going to fall asleep.

Still sobbing,  looked at Dr agner.
The young doctor avoided my eyes and for a short 

while fiddled with the tape recorder. And then, he 
turned and left   would swear it was in embarrassment. 
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The next morning my cell door rattled open and a 
sleepy voice ordered me to get dressed. Two orderlies 
waited for me to get ready. Then they gathered up 
all my things, pushed me out of  the cell, and led me 
through a series of  corridors in the part of  the castle 
where there were consulting rooms and offices that I 
had never seen. In one of  them they presented me to 
Dr Apstein-Müller, head of  the clinic.

The doctor’s face was almost as pale as the fog out-
side the double-glazed window. At his elbows lay half  
a dozen open books, with places marked. 

“Sorry that you had to wait,” he said in a loud, clear 
voice, without looking up. He turned the page of  the 
book he was reading. 

One of  the orderlies left the room. I felt the other 
breathing down my neck.

“Would you like to sit down?” asked the director.
Now he looked at me and twisted his thin lips into 

an encouraging smile. But something about me must 
have bothered him, for in a moment a shadow passed 
across his face. He pushed aside the papers, tapped on 
the desk and stood up.

I was surprised: Dr Apstein-Müller’s face had pre-
pared me for someone taller and slower, with more 
considered movements. But he began to jump about 
the room like a badly coordinated puppet. Eventually, 
he managed to adopt a relatively static position at the 
window. He stared out, but couldn’t keep completely 
still and kept rubbing one shoe against the other.

“No doubt you’ll be glad to leave here,” he said.
He returned to the desk and sat down. He opened 

a drawer, took from it a sheaf  of  papers and flicked 
through them. Behind the desk, he was completely 
calm.

He leaned back. “You mustn’t forget that I am in no 
way responsible for everything that happened to you. 
The whole idea was Dr Wagner’s, one of  my younger 
colleagues. It probably seems to you like a cruel, point-
less joke.”

He gave me a sharp look: “Isn’t that so?”
I didn’t know how to reply. Although I had recov-

ered a little (I could look at the mass of  books on the 

shelves and feel nothing more than a slight prickling in 
my throat), I couldn’t shake off  the feeling that I was 
floating in a transitional world between my old self  and 
a new, as yet unrealised one.

“I don’t blame you,” said Dr Apstein-Müller, who 
took my contemplative silence as an affirmative. “Nev-
ertheless, Dr Wagner claims that the experiment gave 
him a valuable insight into Goldberg’s mind. And that 
is the main reason why we are here. To get an insight 
into patients’ thinking.”

Dr Apstein-Müller danced back to the window and 
stood there staring at the fog.

“I must replay your discussions with Goldberg,” he 
said. “We of  course recorded everything. Did you really 
believe he was a psychiatrist?”

I nodded. As if  my nodding had filled some hidden 
battery in Dr Apstein-Müller’s body, he immediately 
began to jump about again, circling me and then the 
desk.

“But in reality, Goldberg is exceptionally logical, isn’t 
he? It would be hard to say that he was like an ordinary 
patient. In his case, we are looking at mental unravel-
ling, a shattered value system or, if  you like, a schizo-
phrenic retreat from reality. No, his case is rare and, to 
be frank, tragic: an example of  a brilliant mind, who 
precisely understands one of  the main problems of  our 
time, but offers an imperfect solution to it.”

“Is Goldberg the writer of  detective stories, who is 
being treated here for writer’s block?” I asked.

“How did you know?” he asked in surprise.
“I’m here for the same reason. And, as far as I know, 

also some other well-known writers. Have you used 
Goldberg to turn as all into mental patients? Is there 
some parallel project which is more important, better 
paid than treating us for writer’s block?”

“All of  you who are here for writer’s block,” he said, 
“have been through the same or at least similar episode 
with Goldberg. You came here wanting to be cured. 
We are treating you. Our method may be unusual, but 
it works. I recommend that you don’t succumb to this 
current confusion, but stay here and continue your 
treatment.”
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