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1. 

The Carer and me 

 

 

 

 

Often, I admitted to the Carer, I am overcome by a wave of astonishment at the fact that 

I am not someone else, for there were billions of possibilities that I would perhaps be 

born as a poor child in sub-Saharan Africa or as the son of a royal family, perhaps even 

as a girl who as a teenager began to make a living from prostitution, or as a serial killer 

who killed for fun, or as the dictator of a minor country, whose people rebelled and 

hung me on a square in the main city, then celebrated, drunk with delight, until I was 

replaced with another dictator. And why not as a psychopath who did not know he was 

a psychopath, although he was at least hazily aware that he was different (that he wanted 

to be different) from the majority of “normal” people. These waves, more common with 

each passing year, included thousands of possibilities, including astonishment that I 

hadn’t been born as a girl who in her adult years had become her, my Carer, and who 

would, by chance or the will of fate, take care of me as a writer who through his own 

stupidity had suffered a serious accident. 

The waves of astonishment which sometimes completely disable me, I told her, 

also involve questions that do not deny, but rather even confirm, that in my head 

everything is not in its right place. Often, and with the years more frequently, I am 

astonished by the fact that nothing in the world fundamentally changes, except the 

climate, which we are changing ourselves, with all the consequences that we 

impassively listen to or read reports about, almost without any sense of disturbance; as 

if it was a story that we had got accustomed to. It doesn’t seem necessary to us, in 

answer to the question Granny, why do you have such big eyes? to reply Because I'm 

not granny, but a wolf. The most necessary shifts on our head do not seem necessary to 
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us. My attacks of astonishment, which from time to time become bewilderment, also 

include the facts that most of the people who know about them have accepted. That the 

universe is infinite. That it was born out of Nothing with the Big Bang. That galaxies 

are travelling away from each other with ever increasing speed. The majority of people 

are convinced that man was created by God and evolution at the same time, and no 

religion is able to acknowledge that, if God exists, he is only one and that in his name, 

and in the desire that he is only “theirs”, it is a sin to kill innocent people. 

The waves of astonishment also leave me astounded at how frighteningly stupid 

humankind is not to be aware of this, and this fills me with the greatest fear. Are we 

here in the endlessness of space to entertain the Creator in a special way with the evil 

that we do, just as we entertain ourselves by watching stupid television programmes 

before going to bed?  

The Carer listened to me patiently and with a slight smile as I enumerated the 

things that astonish me. That became her habit soon after I employed her. I stuck to the 

agreement that we came to at the very beginning. When in the middle of chatting about 

something else I, more in jest than seriousness, asked her what would happen if I slowly 

fell in love with her, she moved away from the stove on which she was making me 

soup. She leaned over me and looked me straight in the eye, saying: would you fall in 

love with this? I saw a slightly wrinkled woman in late middle age, quite tall, already 

slightly bent over at the shoulders, with thick hair, grey in places, who I would overlook 

if I saw her on the street or in a shop, for there was nothing special about her. But my 

question – quite a stupid one as I soon realised – was triggered by my awareness of her 

goodwill towards, patience and understanding for the confused individual who had, by 

a string of coincidences, become her patient. At the same time, looking at her aroused 

in me the feeling that, in spite of her age and irregular features, she was in fact beautiful, 

not in the usual, sexual way, but as a human being who understood a thousand times as 

much as me and who was selflessly trying to keep me outside the circle of madness 

from which there is no way back. The love that I had felt for her for some time did not 

involve a desire for the bodily contact which lasts at most half an hour and then sinks 

into oblivion or becomes a pale memory; my love was made up of devotion, trust, 

respect. Most of all, trust. Perhaps all her advice was not the best – after all, she wasn’t 
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a psychiatrist – but it helped me, or most of it did, and more than I expected or hoped 

anyone or anything in this world could help me, especially after it became clear that the 

thoughts in my mind were slithering like slippery worms. First I began to value her, 

then to respect her, and not long after to admire her, then soon after that to trust her 

unconditionally and, at the same time, believe completely unreasonably, that she would 

find solutions to all my problems. 

Except for those connected with women. She asked me about these right at the 

beginning of our conversations, but she soon realised that I was neither prepared nor 

capable of revealing anything crucial about my experiences with “members of the 

opposite sex”, or at least nothing that would help save me from the attacks of depression 

and hallucinations (as much as she believed that was even possible). My restraint 

regarding relations with women convinced her that most of the reasons for my problems 

could be found in precisely this area, perhaps even decisive reasons, those that had 

planted in my life and my head Scheherazade, for her an imaginary person from start 

to finish in which she saw nothing other than an apparition, one of the hallucinations 

that I use to excuse my inability to make contact with the real world, because I fear it 

and therefore replace it with stories, which in my flight from reality I dream up  as I go 

along, knowing that at any moment I can revoke or change their supposed reality, or 

assign it to imagination, which perhaps really is the basic tool of the writer, but which, 

if it escapes control, can be fatal.    

I had no wish to quarrel, for above all else I was afraid of losing her. Without 

her, without the possibility of being able at any time to ask her about anything at all, I 

would be compelled to come up with my last, concluding story: withdrawal from 

awareness of my existence; a story I would not be able to retract. I felt that she did not 

want that, that she was even afraid, but not because she would lose well-paid 

employment, but much more because she would be left alone, for at the very beginning 

she had confided to me that she had no friends, that she was basically lonely. And that 

she had felt like that all her life, as her work in various hospitals had not allowed her to 

establish human relations with her patients. She sought solace in books, in the kinds of 

novels and stories that I write; she had emphasised during our first conversation that 

she had read most of my books. She did not do this in order to make an impression or 
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to give her an advantage over the other candidates; she wished to tell me that she knew 

more about me than I could imagine. That we were bound together by literature: my 

search for meaning through writing and her search for consolation through getting close 

to fictional people.  

 It’s true that because the intimacy of our contact (she had to dress me, undress 

me one piece of clothing at a time, wash and feed me, help me to the toilet) her curiosity 

about my experiences with women became ever greater, ever more noticeable, for I felt 

it even in conversations which were not connected with relationships or marriage or 

families, and I knew the moment would come when I would have to satisfy her. Also 

because I had never been willing or able to reply to her oft-repeated question as to why 

I had never written a love story. Or to the question of whether it seemed to me that 

novels such as Madame Bovary, Ana Karenina or even Fifty Shades of Grey, were 

trivial, less worthy, far from my elevated goals, although we agreed that only two of 

the mentioned works were worthy of my regard. And how many women there were in 

my novels, she would ask, why there were so few, why the books were all written 

through male eyes, that is mine, the author’s, and if not through mine through the eyes 

of male characters, which were nevertheless, let’s be honest, at the end of the day also 

mine, for I do not write autobiographies, I make up the characters and what happens to 

them. Which means that I view women, experience and evaluate them through the eyes 

of people that don’t exist, until I beget them in my imagination, where anything is 

possible and probable. Including Scheherazade, who I see, if I really do, in different 

parts of the world. 

It was in vain that I explained that my male characters were also made up and 

that not only they saw women through their eyes, but that in the same way they were 

seen by women who were also the fruit of my imagination, which in my case, 

unintentionally, gave precedence to male characters, although that wasn’t true for all 

my novels, for there some of them where the story is experienced (and written) from a 

female point of view, at least, as much as I know women and am capable of 

experiencing the world through their experiences. In the great majority of novels and 

stories both sexes are always present, each in their own way, and it is always the relation 

between them that shapes the message of the story, although that is not set in stone, but 
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rather interpreted by each reader in their own way. When we begin to make up the 

world in which we live and describe it in line with the problems that we carry within 

us, a reality appears that perhaps we are not comfortable with and which we had not 

been expecting. And this (made-up) reality can prevail over the actual one (if actual 

reality even exists and does not merely consist of personal interpretations of perceptions 

and events) to the extent that they swap roles and we find ourselves (perhaps with no 

way back) in a world that seems real to us, even though it is imaginary. A world of 

hallucinations? 

I persistently and almost stubbornly avoided the Carer's wish that I tell her 

something specific about my experiences with women. I felt that this was a great 

disappointment to her, which at first almost indiscernibly and then increasingly 

obviously, changed into a gradual loss of faith that she could help me also as a 

psychological carer, which she undoubtedly wanted to become, for in my fear of 

confessions of an intimate nature she increasingly saw stubbornness and resistance or, 

equally likely, fear of her as a woman. Can men, when they tell women about other 

women, be as frank as we would like to be, even when the woman listening to us has 

no other aim than to direct us on the path that leads away from psychological confusion? 

We both knew that her job would end sooner or later, that my wounds would sooner or 

later heal, and that I would be able to take care of myself once again, and what then? 

Would we ever see each other again, talk, meet for coffee if nothing else? We 

both equally feared the separation: I, because I couldn’t deny that soon after her arrival 

she had also begun to care for my mind (which had been wounded long before my 

body); she, because (I felt) in her conversations with me she was also managing to solve 

her own problems, perhaps those that she was unaware of, even though she experienced 

them as a dark and painful shadow in her mind. I often recognised, even felt her pain, 

which she was unable to hide, although she tried: the pain of realising that, in spite of 

our contrasting roles, we were very similar and that she was perhaps in even greater 

distress than the unfortunate one she was caring for. 

She did not want to answer my questions regarding what she did before she 

ended up caring for me, in the time before I, not through an agency, but following the 

advice of one of my few friends, employed her; I could only speculate as to why she 
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didn’t. Perhaps she wanted to maintain some distance between herself and the patient 

she was caring for, whose arse she had to wipe because he was not able to do it for 

himself and whose member she had to extract from his underpants so that he could piss. 

I didn’t want to delude myself: it was no doubt precisely because of these circumstances 

that she wanted our relationship to remain within the bounds of professional duty, 

because we were both embarrassed by these intimate interactions, at least at the 

beginning, until we accepted that such things were an inevitable part of the caring 

routine. 

I respected her taciturnity regarding the past, for after all, she could have been 

caring for me in a similar way in a hospital, where it would never even occur to me to 

ask her about her past. But at home, in my house, during the caring that was aimed only 

at me, my curiosity did not seem intrusive; it was much more a wish that our 

relationship should change into sincere friendship, into a mutual trust that would not be 

hindered by the fact that she was wiping my arse and that I was paying her to do so. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

2. 

Me and my house  

 

 

 

 

That I encountered her and not some ordinary district nurse who would be disgusted by 

my broken body and would have had to say goodbye after a couple of days, filled me 

with the same astonishment as most of the events in my life. One day, when she had 

gone to the shop for food, I called my friend to thank him for bringing her into my life. 

My gratitude is so great that I wouldn’t know how to put it into words, I added. I asked 
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him where he had found her, since such exceptional women do not wander alone along 

the road. He confided in me, if I swore that it would remain between the two of us, that 

she was no ordinary carer: she had a degree in psychology, employment medicine and 

physiotherapy, and she had always been an obsessive reader, she had certainly read 

more books than the two of us put together. For many years, she had taught at the 

medical college, then she had lost her son in a traffic accident and for two years was 

treated for depression. When she pulled out of it and returned to work, she was struck 

by a new misfortune: her husband, who was the director of a successful bicycle 

company and, together with her, a marathon cyclist, got Parkinson’s disease. It 

progressed more rapidly than usual: he was soon unable to look after himself and the 

precious woman gave up her job to care for him. She did this professionally and 

dedicatedly for three years, and then her husband, who was a few years older than me, 

died and she was left alone, robbed of everything apart from memories. Since I needed 

similar care to her husband, it had seemed to him that she was most suitable for the role 

of my carer and that she would also benefit from this kind of work, for since her 

husband’s death she missed caring for someone. As he knew both her and myself well, 

he was convinced that we would quickly establish good relations and help each other 

more than we were aware. What I would appreciate and would help me most was that 

we could talk to each other about books, he added. Moreover, he joked, she was a good 

cook. But I would have to tell her a bit about myself, he added, about my life and work, 

about all the unusual things that had happened to me. By doing so, our connection 

would be that much stronger. 

And all of this really happened. It didn’t take long for her to become my most 

faithful listener, for I, perhaps because of my immobility, succumbed to a 

loquaciousness the like of which I couldn’t remember. My desire to tell stories would 

not let me rest; as I was unable to write, I had to narrate and I did so with that much 

greater enjoyment, the more it seemed to me that my stories rescued her from dark 

thoughts and everything that she would like to forget. In between, we would talk, 

including about my amazement at things, that it was precisely her and not someone who 

had come to care for me, and that I had been involved in one of the most bizarre 

accidents that had ever befallen a writer. She asked me what it was that amazed me 
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most and without hesitation I told her it was something that she would perhaps not be 

able to believe.  

I told her that five or maybe six years earlier, I had been amazed to realise that 

the slow disintegration of my house and my body had become synchronised. It hadn’t 

happened overnight, but gradually, barely discernibly, with lengthy periods when I 

didn’t even perceive that time was passing and that both myself and my environment 

were irreversibly changing, the victims of a process of decay that could not be halted. 

But then, one night when I couldn’t sleep, I was struck by the realisation that my body, 

my mind and my surroundings were ageing and decomposing at the same speed, as if 

they had come to an agreement, although that seemed to me neither possible nor logical, 

at best I saw in this synchronisation the writer’s natural inclination to connect separate 

events into a whole, which would ultimately acquire narrative properties; they would, 

in short, become a story. 

But the moment arrived when I had to admit that it wasn’t the basis for the kind 

of morbid story I liked to write, that everything within me and around me was decaying 

and dying. I noticed it first in relation to me and within me. Heberden’s nodes appeared 

– the disintegration of the cartilage and the calcification of the lower joints in the fingers 

of both hands (a consequence of many years of typing?) – and the doctor told me that 

the severe pain and increased fragility of the fingers may last from ten to fifteen years, 

and then the process would subside (and it’s true that or some months I was barely able 

to turn the key in the lock). I was lucky, God knows why, for the process stopped after 

a year and although my finger joints were left with swellings on both sides, at least they 

didn’t hurt (except when I ate things from the nightshade family, such as potatoes, 

tomatoes, paprika, chillies – everything that Columbus brought from the New World). 

That during my travels around the world, most often to various symposiums, 

festivals, readings and presentations of translations of my work, I had fallen ill three 

times with malaria (on one of these occasions with falciparum, which almost killed me), 

as well as with typhus, Legionnaire’s disease, pneumonia and Dengue fever, did not 

seem to me to be part of the ageing process; these were the consequences of lack of 

caution or circumstance; if you stir up a wasp’s nest, sooner or later you’re going to get 

stung. But then other things appeared: increased stomach acid (stress, said the doctor), 
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stomach ulcer and  duodenal ulcer (stress, said the doctor), acid reflux (the pain was 

often reminiscent of a heart attack), chronic headaches (stress, said the doctor, or 

dehydration), problems with my spine and vertebrae, I often had to spend a month 

immobile in bed (too little movement, weakened muscles and bad posture, said the 

doctors), pain in the knees, shoulders, ankles, hip joints and pelvis (worn cartilage, said 

the doctors, a sign of age, although pain in the sacroiliac joints could also mean the start 

of spondylitis, which with time brings about the freezing of all the joints in the body 

and to immobility). 

And then unexplained pains, sometimes here, sometimes there, in muscles or 

bones, or projected from one part of the body to another, for your leg can hurt because 

of a problem in the neck vertebrae, I was told. In spite of this, amazingly, I had been 

convinced my whole life that I was generally healthy and that I felt, with occasional 

exceptions, well and that in the near future I didn’t face any major threat to my health, 

let alone my life. And this was in spite of the fact that the fairly regular blood tests, 

ultrasound scans, blood pressure checks and checking of my neck arteries revealed an 

increasing danger that at any moment I might be carried off to another world: high 

cholesterol, high triglycerides, elevated liver enzymes, high blood pressure, clogged 

neck arteries, lack of vitamins D and B12, gradually failing memory, and so on. There 

were many other signs that my body was disintegrating at roughly the same speed as 

the house in which I was living. 

And which I did not wish to leave. I increasingly saw the house as my refuge 

from a world which interested me less and less, which seemed increasingly, almost 

stubbornly, on the road to perdition, which I already knew and could offer me nothing 

fresh, just as I could offer it nothing useful, since it would be hard to write a novel that 

would surpass the quality and significance of my previous ones. The house, my home, 

presented me with problems reminiscent of problems with novels and stories. The 

moment came when it needed a new roof (just as my writing needed new thematic and 

stylistic cover); every summer the garden, small but densely planted, became so 

overgrown that it needed weekly pruning (climbing a ladder at three or four different 

places, otherwise it was impossible to reach everything forcing its way over the fences 

and walls into neighbouring gardens), while the lush greenery at the front made its way 
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towards the road, bothering passers-by (just as it is necessary with novels and stories to 

keep cutting, chopping, shortening) and it all became increasingly too much for me. 

Quite often I was overcome by the desire to sell the house in Ljubljana and move 

to an apartment without a single plant, for as soon as you have something growing in 

an apartment, you can’t go anywhere for a longer period without a feeling of guilt that 

you are neglecting something that Nature put into your care. But I had got used to the 

house, to the greenery that was impossible to tame without hard and dangerous work 

(once I fell off the ladder and injured myself); I had got used to the space, which was 

actually of no use to me but gave me a feeling of freedom, however false, and to the 

refreshing coolness which, because of the thick walls and the dense wrapping of 

greenery, filled the living room even in the midst of the hottest summer. The house was 

“mine” in a similar way that my body was “mine”. 

But in the end I had to accept that, in parallel with my health, my house was also 

losing its peace and its future, and it would have to be treated just as I would. At times 

it seemed to me unusual that, together with my body and mind, everything around me 

was ageing and getting closer to death: the house, belief in the future, sociability, 

solidarity, friendship, the desire to visit foreign places, for reputation, for recognition 

for my work, even to find a friend, if possible of the opposite sex, to whom I could, 

without shame and hesitation, entrust all my fears and mistakes and sins, without risking 

that my imperfection would turn them away from me. I increasingly accepted the fact, 

with ever diminishing anxiety and pain, that such a person did not exist, and that, in 

spite of my advanced years and plentiful bitter experiences, I was still setting 

unrealistically high standards, as I did in my writing, where I demanded more of myself 

than five Nobel Prize winners would have been capable of producing. 

The house’s ageing told a story of unavoidable decline, of the shadow that 

increasingly covered not only my efforts, but also the results of these efforts, my 

literature and everything that I was (or thought I was) during my brief stop on planet 

earth. Like the arteries in my body, the house’s  rusty water pipes, like the age spots on 

my face and elsewhere on my body, dirty marks appeared on the white exterior walls; 

as the plants in the garden and around the house were creeping everywhere and 

concealing the house from the eyes of passers-by, my interior, my mind, my soul, my 
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awareness (possibly even my kidneys and the soles of my feet) were becoming 

overgrown by the branches of twisted thoughts, fears and doubts, which when I looked 

at the disintegrating house wound themselves ever tighter around my neck and sowed 

in my brain an infection worse than anything that I had hitherto experienced: not only 

the awareness that in the end the house would collapse, but also that my body too would 

soon be reduced to ashes or to bones beneath the earth.  

The end. The final act. Nothing.  

In senseless fear, I hired a host of craftsmen to return the house to its former 

glory and youth: they laid fresh floor coverings in every room, renovated the central 

heating and installed new radiators, replaced metal pipes with plastic ones, painted 

everything that could be painted, took out the old kitchen and installed a new one, 

installed a new washing machine and new dishwasher, replaced the old fridge and 

freezer, put new tiles on the terrace, sealed all the windows that were letting in draughts 

and causing constant coughing and sneezing, changed the front door lock and the alarm 

system, put a new mattress on the double bed that at my time of life I had no one to 

share it with, installed a new television with all the available channels, although I don’t 

usually watch, only now and then, most often programmes on ageing and dementia. 

In the bathroom, they repaired the bidet, which saved me a lot of toilet paper; I 

asked the cleaning lady who came to vacuum and iron, for a modest extra payment, to 

get rid of the cobwebs from every corner of the house, even the most hidden corners, 

and the dust from all the books on the shelves (there were over 4000, most of which I 

hadn’t read, due to lack of time); twice I had all the drains cleaned, including from the 

bathroom on the first floor, which ran down to the ground floor and on to the sewer (for 

twice the downstairs drain had got blocked, no doubt because I tipped into the toilet the 

leftovers of all the greasy food that I didn’t manage to eat; once the water flowed back 

and flooded the hallway with food remnants and faecal matter that hadn’t found its way 

into the sewer). 

I did everything that seemed necessary for me to live in a faultless house, where 

nothing bad could happen. For if my house was completely healthy, I would also remain 

healthy. A house and the person living in it are one, I believed. 
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That this is not the case I had to admit when it became obvious that fixing 

problems in a house is easier than with a body: physics and biology are far from each 

other. The more my house became suitable for a comfortable and lengthy life – perhaps 

even a hundred years – the more obvious it became that my body was falling apart 

quicker than my house was being renovated. And that there was no connection between 

them. Medical examinations became a constant in my life. Luckily, what I earned from 

my novels and dramas and short story collections was enough for me to be able to 

afford, in addition to endless house renovations, the most reliable specialists (for among 

doctors, like writers, some are adequate, some average and some exceptional). I 

demanded that they examine me from the top of my head to the tips of my toes and in 

so doing to make use of all the latest technology. Medicine is a science, they said, so 

we cannot give you false hope. Above all in your own interest, our professional duty is 

to tell you the truth. 

That’s the least I expect, I said. 

They told me the following: at 7.6 my cholesterol was way too high; my 

triglycerides, at 4.5, likewise; one of the neck arteries that carried blood to my brain 

was only half its proper width, which meant that in a year or so I would need an 

operation to fit a stent; due to almost forty years of sitting at a desk and bad posture, 

the vertebrae in my thoracic spine were so damaged that I would never rid myself of 

pain between my shoulder blades, except with the most powerful analgesics; my blood 

pressure was certainly too high, although some say that in later years it is normal for it 

to increase; my frequent headaches were most probably the result of stress, which I 

couldn’t control, although it perhaps seems to me that I can do so with  benzodiazepine, 

which is part of my daily diet; the intermittent depression from which I could barely 

dig myself out was probably the result of lack of vitamin D (I should be in the sun 

more), although it could arise from the feeling that I had not achieved most of my goals 

in life. Or that I had achieved all of them and before me was only emptiness, waiting 

for death. That was a problem that a psychiatrist might be able to solve.  

And so on. And probably every time. The disintegration of my house was 

visible, tangible and repairable; the disintegration of my body was made manifest 

through test results and pain, whilst the “repairs” remained within the bounds of 



 
 
Sample translation: Evald Flisar, My Kingdom is Dying 

 
probability and the speculations of medical science, which at least at times seemed to 

me to be striving to fill my decaying body with as many pharmaceutical products as 

possible. 
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_______________________________________________________________ 

 

3. 

 

Death and me 

 

 

 

 

In the end I realised that the house in which I so much enjoyed living, although it was 

also a burden to me, would remain standing long after I was in my grave, even if I 

forgot about it and devoted all my attention and energy (and financial resources) to 

maintenance and “repair” of my body. From there to the realisation that sooner or later, 

perhaps sooner rather than later, I would die and avoid further “repairs”, was a shorter 

journey than I had expected. The moment came when I recognised and accepted the 

fact that death would not avoid me. And that it could come for me at any time.  Even 

the next moment. The numbness that had been growing inside me over the past four or 

five years meant that this realisation did not throw me, frighten me or make me 

unhappy; towards the end of our days it seems that even life itself is condemned to 

diminishment, to expecting the end. More or less patiently, but at the same time with 

curiosity.   

The question began to assert itself what form of departure from the world and 

consciousness of it (and of myself) would I want, if I excluded suicide (for which I 

wouldn’t find the courage, nor the willpower, for birth and death are in the hands of 

fate). Regardless of the fact that it was a voluntary exit that would make possible what 

I firmly believe in: that at the end every minute is important, perhaps even every second, 

for it extends the moments that you can make peace with the fate you have been 

assigned, with the mistakes you made through awkwardness and which are still within 

you like implants of anxious guilt, even though you sincerely regret them. In moments 

of departure you have the last opportunity to make peace with what you have carried 
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inside you your whole life and what you referred to as “I”, while others called it “you”, 

although this “I” and “you” was a sequence of different people, created by 

circumstances, experience and everything else that on the journey through life influence 

your feelings, worldliness and capacity to look within yourself. 

From the age of twenty I knew that with me would not die the one who was 

born, or the one I was at the age of fifteen, thirty, or even fifty, but rather a sequence of 

people, although similar enough in their basic features to be able to call them relatives; 

that together with me, it could be said, would die a family of “I’s”. Nor would the body 

be the same, for it changes throughout life – every seven years all the cells of the body 

are replaced.  

So what, then, would go to the next world? Certainly the “I” of that moment, 

with its hazy, incomplete memories, which old age would reduce or even completely 

erase, a truncated “I” containing only that which at the moment of death was accessible 

to consciousness, and that may be very, very little. In any case, I would like to be aware 

that life was ending, I told the Carer; I would like to be present at my death, at the same 

time both its victim and its companion. 

Whenever an awareness of passing and the inevitability of the end ambushed 

me like bandits, I was often overcome with the feeling that I wouldn’t experience an 

ordinary death, but something unique, worth describing in a novel or at least an equally 

strange end as other world-renowned authors (which, towards the end of my life, I also 

saw myself as, considering the fifty languages into which I had been translated, 

although I had never got rich because of this, for it seemed to me dishonourable to try 

and write a commercial hit; rather than the masses, I would prefer to address those 

readers who needed and enjoyed an intellectual challenge). 

The Carer asked me to describe to her some of the weird endings of well-known 

writers. Although she valued books above all else, she had never asked how their 

authors died. I told her that quite a few had met ends that in their novels or dramas 

would have sounded farcical or at least tragicomic. For a long time (I don’t know where 

I heard this story) I thought that Joyce had died in hospital in Zürich, where, following 

an operation on his appendix, through negligence a scalpel had been left in his stomach, 

which caused inflammation, and then sepsis, followed by death. In reality (however 
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much the truth matters at all in such cases), he died due to a perforated ulcer in his 

duodenum, which led to undigested food entering his stomach cavity, which led to 

inflammation, leading to death two weeks later, before he reached the age of 59. He 

died young, although it is questionable whether, after Finnegan’s Wake, he would have 

written anything else readable. In every author’s life are works that could not be written 

twice; those who manage to do so risk the second, recognisably different version 

devaluating the first. 

The deaths of other masters of the pen in the history of the kingdom of dying 

are less banal. When I became familiar with them, it became clear to me that all the 

unusual deaths of authors and playwrights had already occurred and that I had no 

chance of an end that would at least be as original as that of some of my works that do 

not flirt with others and do not belong in the mainstream, but rather are, as the critics 

observed, “individual” (for the word “original” is avoided by most critics). 

One of the most bizarre ends of a master of the written word occurred in Antique 

Greece, in 400 BC, when a tortoise fell on the head of the barely thirty-year-old 

Aeschylus (and think of all he managed to write!), killing him instantly.  Of course, the 

tortoise was not thrown by a vengeful Zeus, but dropped by an eagle. Eagles sometimes 

hunt tortoises for food and in order to get to their flesh easily they drop them from a 

height onto a rock or rounded stone, so that the tortoise’s shell breaks. At the age of 

thirty, Aeschylus was completely bald. An eagle mistook his head for a stone and 

dropped a tortoise on it. The creature’s shell broke into pieces, as did Aeschylus’ skull. 

It always interested me whether, in addition to the tortoise, the eagle also ate Aeschylus’ 

brain. 

A similarly unexpected end was met by the American writers Tennessee 

Williams and Sherwood Anderson. The first wasn’t killed by alcohol, although it came 

close (which is characteristic of American writers), but at the age of seventy-two either 

by a sedative or by the eye drops he was using. Or to be more precise, by a plastic cap. 

For some reason the cap of one of the bottles ended up in his mouth and then in his 

windpipe, where it got stuck and choked him. If such a thing had happened to one the 

characters in his plays, everyone would have said it was not only implausible, but also 

impossible, and the drama critics would have labelled his play as a construct (as if every 
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play is not a construct, which drama critics, who have never written a play and never 

will, fail to understand and never will).   

The death of Sherwood Anderson at the age of sixty-five was less unlikely. He 

fell ill when on a cruise with his wife. At the first opportunity they disembarked and 

hurried to the nearest hospital, where Anderson died of peritonitis. The inflammation 

was caused by a toothpick, which he had swallowed through clumsiness during a meal 

on-board and it had become stuck in his colon. I wouldn’t like anything like that to 

happen to me, although a number of times I have fallen asleep in front of the television 

with a toothpick on my mouth while watching the news, which is an endless litany of 

corruption, scandal, corruption, scandal. 

If I had a choice, I’d much rather die like Shakespeare’s contemporary, 

Christopher Marlowe, although he was only twenty-nine years old. After drinking all 

day with friends, he got into an argument in an inn, which grew into a physical 

altercation, during which a friend stabbed Marlowe in the forehead, above his right eye. 

One version of the story says that Marlowe had attacked his friend first and stabbed 

him in the stomach, then the friend (by name of Frizer) pulled the dagger from his hand 

and in self-defence stabbed him in the forehead. Another version states that Marlowe 

staged his own death because of debts and then fled abroad, where he wrote most of the 

dramas attributed to Shakespeare.  

I wouldn’t say no to such a death. It was painful, it was violent, but it would go 

down in history as a great mystery, which would extend the life of my books for several 

centuries. 

To be honest, I’d rather experience a romantic death, like the English poet 

Shelley, husband to Mary Wollstonecraft, author of Frankenstein, who drowned in the 

Tyrrhenian Sea at the age of twenty-nine. One version is that he drowned while 

swimming among big waves, another is that a sudden storm sank the boat on which he 

was sailing with two friends and the tide washed his body up onto the shore. There, his 

wife and friends, including Lord Byron, cremated his body using bunches of branches, 

and one of his friends pulled out in a timely fashion his heart from the flames, handing 

it to his widow.  
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I’d like a roughly similar death or at least one equally tragic, I concluded my 

narrative. 
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_______________________________________________________________ 

 

4. 

 

Scheherazade and me 

 

 

 

The Carer wasn't interested in how my accident had happened. I had broken both wrists 

and my left ankles, as well losing skin from my forehead, as if someone had scalped 

me, for it hung down past my eyes to the end of my nose. I needed twenty-six stitches 

to sew it back. I also experienced a severe concussion, although even with tomography 

or MRI it wasn’t possible to determine how serious the injuries were or how they would 

affect my life. She didn't want to be intrusive and waited, from excessive consideration 

towards her patient, for me to choose the appropriate moment to trust her with the 

details. But I did feel that she was waiting for that moment with ever more impatience. 

And one day I decided it was selfish to leave her in suspense, not only because 

we were becoming ever more friendly, but also because of her extreme and admirable 

selflessness. It seemed to me that my recovery was increasingly becoming her life 

project and so I decided to reveal to her the circumstances that had led to me becoming 

an invalid, even though they were highly embarrassing. I asked her to open the French 

windows and to push the wheelchair in which I spent most of the day outside and across 

the neglected lawn to the other end of the garden. I pointed out to her the rounded, 

overgrown shelter left over from the time of the Cold War and told her that some steps 

led to the top of the low rise from the line of garages below it.   

One evening, at nine o’clock, with a full moon in the sky, at the top of the rise, 

I saw Scheherazade, a beautiful, gorgeous woman, who for decades had been following 

me tirelessly and appearing in the least expected places, now here, now there, as if she 

was real, and I was unable to accept it when psychotherapists told me that she did not 

exist, that she was a hallucination. Whenever she appeared, I tried to get closer to her, 
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to touch her, to see whether she was alive, with a tangible body, or whether she was 

just an apparition of a sick mind, which I was unable and unwilling to believe. 

Just as when she appeared to me right before my accident. I unlocked the gate 

that led from the fenced garden and went along the path towards the garages, and then 

up the steep steps towards the top of the shelter, where she awaited me, hazily lit by the 

moonlight, sitting on the floor cross-legged, but in spite of her bowed head in an 

expectant pose, slightly sinister, I felt.  It had rained during the day, the steps were 

slippery, they were covered with wet grass which had grown up in the gaps between 

them and I almost slipped as I was going up. When I got to the top and reached towards 

my tormentor, she suddenly evaporated. I stretched out my hand and felt emptiness. As 

so often before. 

I turned round to go back down the steps, when I suddenly saw her on a pile of 

logs that had been stacked up in front of the first garage in the row. She wasn’t a 

reflection on the wall, she was sitting on the logs, a real person. For the first time since 

we met, she looked me full in the face and she even raised her hand and gestured for 

me to come closer. So that she wouldn’t disappear again, I went down the steps faster 

than I should have; about half-way down I slipped, but I didn’t fall backwards – in 

trying to regain my balance I twisted round, fell down the steps head first and banged 

my head against the logs in front of the garage.  

When I came round in the emergency ward of the hospital, I found that I had 

been saved from death by a lucky coincidence: behind the garages, where no one ever 

really went in the middle of the night, I was found by a neighbour who had gone for a 

walk because he couldn't sleep; he called an ambulance, I was taken away, they awoke 

me, stitched up the wound on my head, measured everything that could be measured, 

expressed amazement that I was alive, told me that I had broken both wrists and my left 

ankle, that for some time I would be like an invalid, with both wrists and my ankle in 

plaster, with painful stitches on various parts of my head, especially my forehead, and 

the state of my brain would have to be regularly monitored. Because of the all the 

adrenaline built up inside me, none of this seemed particularly strange. It was only later 

that I gradually became aware of the seriousness of what had happened to me. 
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“You shall need constant care,” I was told. “Would you like to stay in hospital?” 

“God forbid,” I replied. “Your nurses treat me like an object. I’ll hire someone.” 

The Carer couldn’t decide whether or not to believe the details of my accident. 

Astonishment and scepticism were written all over her face. It all seemed simply too 

bizarre. In the end, she plucked up the courage to ask me whether it was another of my 

stories that she had not yet come across, even though she was an avid reader of my short 

prose, even more so than my novels, although she wasn’t implying that my novels 

weren’t equally good. More than once, I had to reassure her that the evidence of the 

reality of the incident was pretty obvious: why else should she be working in my house 

as a carer? It turned out that she did not doubt most of the details of my accident, but 

she couldn’t come to terms with Scheherazade. She had read A Thousand and One 

Nights, she knew how Shahryar’s wife had prolonged her life, but more than two 

thousand years later, how she could appear in the visions of a man who told stories 

himself and why? When had she first appeared, she wanted to know. How, why and in 

what circumstances? 

At that point silence would have bordered on cruelty and so I decided to go back 

to the past and tell her the story of the stories that led to my unusual encounter with 

Scheherazade. Although certainly not the first, I emphasised. 
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5. 

 

“The city of dreadful night” 

 

 

 

 

It had started many years before at a literary congress in Kolkata, I began. At that time, 

I was living in London. In truth, before this literary gatherings and congresses had not 

interested me. I was convinced that such events attracted mediocrities who wanted, by 

taking part, especially if it was an “international symposium”, to attain a sense of 

importance that they could not achieve through their writing. In the normal course of 

events, I would have turned my nose up at a world congress of short story writers. But 

there were three reasons why I didn’t: first, because I wasn’t invited; second, because 

Peter Evans, who writes prosaic, primitive science fiction stories was invited; and third 

(and this was the main reason), I saw this congress as the ideal opportunity to resolve 

the creative crisis that had been destroying me for quite some years and was beginning 

to eat away at all the layers of my life. 

I read in the newspaper that the congress would involve more than a hundred 

writers from around the world. The theme as Fiction in today's world: luxury or neces-

sity? I knew that it wouldn’t remain at that. Everyone would ride their hobby horses, 

the central theme would be spun in every possible direction, the participants would talk 

about approaches to creativity, structural modes, the metaphysics of short prose; the 

congress would be a gathering of magicians, and each would show and explain their 

favourite trick.  

I was a magician whose tricks were no longer enough and would wanted to 

synthesise all the known tricks of all the known magicians, and to perform magic that 

was more than just a trick, but a miracle. Something that no one could unravel, analyse, 

invalidate. 
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After sleepless nights of smoking and knuckle-cracking it became clear to me 

that I had to take part in the congress at any price: through trickery, or through violence, 

if there was no other way. First of all, I suggested to the writers’ association that they 

send me as an observer. They said they were being represented by Peter Evans, who 

had been officially invited at the organisers’ expense; they didn’t see the need to send 

another author at the association’s expense. And even if they did, that individual would 

have to be democratically chosen by the membership. 

I called a friend who was a television producer. I suggested that he should send 

a small team to film a cheap documentary about the congress. He said that he would 

need to think about it first and consult his bosses. He called me a half hour later to say 

it was no go. If it had been a world congress of beekeepers or toppled kings or arms 

smugglers, maybe. Even a congress of bestseller writers would attract interest. But 

unfortunately, short story writers were “a minority interest”. 

I got ready for the journey (visa, jabs against cholera, typhus, tetanus, anti-

malaria tablets, my suitcase, the usual things). The evening before the departure I 

invited Evans to dinner in the “literary” restaurant, the Gay Hussar, in Soho. I invited 

him under the pretence that I wanted to discuss with him an adaptation of his stories for 

a television series. After dinner, during which we discussed all manner of things, we 

eventually getting into a spat about my assertion that writers living in countries under 

authoritarian regimes had a creative advantage that writers in the “free”, consumerist 

West did not have, I invited him to a bar and poured a sleeping draught into his glass 

of cognac. 

He was already groggy when I stuffed him into the car, drove him home, 

dragged him inside (he lived alone), turned down the bed, took his shoes off, loosened 

his tie (there are few science fiction writers who would dare to go to a restaurant without 

a tie), took his invitation to the congress from his desk and left.  

As the plane landed in Kolkata, I thought that only a cynic or a terrible joker 

would organise a world congress of short story writers in a city that Rudyard Kipling 

(one of the best short story writers) called “the city of dreadful night”. A quarter of a 

million people live on the streets, while many millions are forced to live in shacks of 

dried mud.   
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I recalled Churchill’s comment that he was glad he had seen Kolkata so that he 

didn’t need to see it ever again. And Mark Twain’s bitter joke that the climate in 

Kolkata was so hot and humid that even bronze door handles melt into porridge. The 

name itself, Kalikata in Sanskrit, originates from the Kali, the goddess who symbolises 

of fear and evil, who is also known as Durga, and is depicted with snakes around her 

neck or with a necklace of human skulls and a tongue dripping with blood.   

Kolkata is a city of poverty and violence, but at the same time it is one of the 

biggest and richest cities in India, an industrial and cultural centre, one of the youngest 

cities in the world in one of the oldest cultures, a wonderful city, according to Bengalis, 

a city of palaces and temples, museums and luxury hotels, a centre of Indian learning 

and literature, the city of Rabindranath Tagore. It is said that Kolkata has more poets 

than Dublin has writers and more publishers than all the other Indian cities together; 

even the chief of police review books in his spare time for one of the many literary 

journals. 

And thus Kolkata (I thought after our landing in the smothering heat) really is 

the most appropriate city for a world congress of short story writers: a microcosm of 

everything that is good and bad in the world.  

For us, all that is good, for the anonymous sponsors of the congress (the rumours 

were that it was one of the Birla brothers, the Indian Rockefellers) had enabled one 

hundred and twenty participants from around the world to stay in the air-conditioned 

rooms of the luxurious hotel Grand Oberoi, as well as three meals a day, plus afternoon 

tea for those who fancied that traditional ritual. There was also available unlimited 

amounts of whisky and other drinks. 

 

I expected problems, but a smiling Mr Banerjee, “the administrator” reassured 

me that it didn’t matter at all if I had come instead of Evans, who had suddenly fallen 

ill. “The main thing,” he explained, “is that I have 120 people on the list and 120 people 

in the dining room.” He gave me a room with a view of the Maidan, the main park, 

“bigger than Hyde Park,” he proudly explained. Finally, he insisted that in an hour I 

must come to the hotel restaurant Scheherazade, where the official opening of the 

congress would take place. 
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_______________________________________________________________ 

 

6. 

 

Borges and me 

 

 

 

 

I never dreamed that I would find myself among the crème de la crème of the world’s 

short prose writers. The congress was attended by John Updike, Susan Sontag, John 

O'Hara, Doris Lessing, Nadine Gordimer, Gabriel García Márquez, José J. Veiga, Joyce 

Carol Oates, Chang Tien, Jaşar Kemal and I could go on. A dwarfish participant 

whispered to me that (in spite of the general conviction that he would not) even Jorge 

Luis Borges had turned up. I pushed my way to the front. And it was true, at a table by 

the wall sat the blind Argentine of whom André Maurois wrote that he “composed only 

little essays or short narratives. Yet they suffice for us to call him great because of their 

wonderful intelligence, their wealth of invention, and their tight, almost mathematical 

style.”  

He was sitting there indifferently listening to Mr Banerjee’s bombastic opening 

speech. As a looked at him, I saw an image that Paul Theroux had described after 

meeting with him: “He was dressed formally, in a dark blue suit and dark tie; his black 

shoes were loosely tied, and a watch chain depended from his pocket. He was taller 

than I had expected, and there was an English cast to his face, a pale seriousness in his 

jaw and forehead. His eyes were swollen, staring and sightless. But for his faltering, 

and the slightest tremble in his hands, he was in excellent health. He had the fussy 

precision of a chemist.” 

When Mr Banerjee finished his marathon speech, grateful applause rang out. 

Mr Banerjee interrupted it with a gesture of false modesty and said: “Ladies and 

gentlemen, as it will soon be time for dinner, in the name of the sponsor I invite you to 

take part in a celebratory banquet, where you will be able to encounter the indubitable 
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excellence of Indian cuisine.” These words were followed by even louder applause and 

it seemed to me that the most enthusiastic were the Indian writers, who represented a 

majority of those present.  

The meal exceeded the expectations of almost all the participants, even the 

domestic ones, among which the southerners, plump black men with ankle length white 

robes, ate with their fingers and their lip-smacking zeal aroused the suspicion that they 

had been attracted to the congress primarily by the catering and French wine, which the 

sponsor had supposedly imported specially so that the writers, in the midst of their 

lively discussions and curry, would not go thirsty. Borges was the only one who didn’t 

touch the food. Nor did he drink the wine, but satisfied himself with a glass of mineral 

water; he sipped it from time to time, cautiously, as if taking medication. 

Beside him sat the Irish-American critic and professor of literature Denis 

Donoghue, who was asking questions with a full mouth to which Borges replied more 

out of politeness than enthusiasm. It seemed to me that he would rather be listening to 

the whirlwind of sounds around him, the mixtures of languages, accents and cadences, 

which did not give the impression that they were coming from the world’s elite writers.  

At a table near the entrance sat Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, a Polish Jew who had 

married an Indian Parsi and lived in Delhi, writing novels and stories about India, 

chatting in a dignified way with the bearded Sikh, Khushwant Singh (I had read his 

collection of novellas The Mark of Vishnu and some of them seemed good). To my left, 

a young writer from Israel was speaking in broken English to a magnificent woman in 

a sari. They were talking about Indian food. She was warning him to avoid “Bangalore 

phal” unless he had a fire truck handy. But he was only interested in which of the 

numerous dishes in silver vessels contained pork. “Ah,” said the Hindu woman, “then 

you eat the beef and I’ll eat the pork.” “A fine example of cultural-religious 

cooperation,” replied the young author from Israel. 

“Do you write stories?” asked a young woman from Hong Kong, who was 

seated to my right. When I nodded, she asked: “What kinds of problems do you 

encounter when writing?” 

It seemed to me too early to start talking about the essence of my crisis and the 

environment was too noisy and lively, so I casually replied that when writing I 
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encountered no problems that would not be known to other writers. For me too, I said, 

it is also the case that “a short story cannot be finished, but has to be abandoned in 

despair and published.” I, too, had problems achieving a synthesis between my initial 

vision and the form available for its realisation. And it also often happened to me that I 

created a sequence of wonderful words, which at the end turned out to be stylistic 

onanism. I added that she, too, must certainly have encountered and solved such and 

similar problems.  

“Creative problems are universal,” she said to me, under the influence of the 

French wine, “but we all resolve them in our own way and the way that we do so is a 

measure of the author's originality.” I wouldn’t have dared repeat this statement 

anywhere, but at that moment it seemed to me a profound one. 

“The theme of my stories is sex,” she said. Oh, I almost choked on a piece of 

chicken tikka masala. I looked at her; she was middle aged, skinny, and even in a 

generous moment you wouldn’t describe her face as attractive. I thought that for her 

writing about sex was a way of exorcising unsatisfied lust, an attempt at self-therapy. 

But after reconsideration, that thought seemed to me unworthy of the author of Funeral 

of Dreams and The Night of Deposed Kings. Where was this sudden shallowness 

coming from?  I was being dulled by the food, dulled by the wine. If things carry on 

like this, I thought, then the congress will degenerate into the babble of hiccoughing 

“sages”. 

 “The title of my best story,” she said, “is Woman. In it I describe how a Chinese 

girl, first with joy and then with growing horror, awaits the ceremony in which, in the 

old Chinese way, they will bind and deform her feet.” I replied that I had heard of this 

terrible custom, but I didn’t know that it still went on. She timidly admitted that the 

story was autobiographical.   

Then she bleated: “The Chinese deform girls’ feet because of their idea of 

feminine beauty, but in the West you deform the minds of your children to enable them 

to live in a world of greed and selfishness!” Yes, I nodded, that’s true. We are all 

crippled. And that, more or less, is the theme of my stories. 

I wanted to carry on talking but she turned her back on me. 
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After dinner, discussion groups of various sizes formed. The largest group was 

crowded around Borges. I wanted to join them, but I reconsidered and decided to join 

a group of Indian delegates, who wanted to go for a walk before bed. “To aid the 

digestion,” one of them hiccoughed, patting his stomach. 

On the pavement in front of the hotel the beggars stretched their hands towards 

us. “Babu, babu,” begged the hoarse voices, “paisa, paisa, meharbani se.” Some were 

lying exhausted on the ground and around them squatted ragged, bare-bottomed 

children. At the edge of the pavement was a boy without arms and legs. in nog. He had 

wooden blocks fastened to his knees and elbows, and on them he rushed towards me, 

clop, clop, clop. In the metal dish he held in his teeth coins were rattling. He raised the 

stumps of his arms towards me and moaned; in the light from the streetlights his eyes 

were glowing imperatively. I reached into my pocket and placed some coins in his dish. 

This attracted the attention of the others, who leapt on me like wolves, and in a moment 

I was at the centre of a forest of outstretched arms that refused to withdraw. I was 

rescued by one of the Indian delegation, who dispersed the mass of beggars with a 

single hissed word, while he pulled me, slightly pale, along behind him. 

“You need to be careful,” he warned me. “It’s natural that your first response is 

pity, but there are so many beggars that you can’t give to all of them. I pay no attention 

to them. For you, who come from a different environment, it’s more complicated. You 

are faithful to the tyrant you call conscience. In Kolkata it will give you no peace, it 

will hound you and whip you like a slave. I advise you to reach an accommodation with 

it. Tell it that you were not the one who invented poverty. Promise it that here and there 

you will placate it by tossing the odd coin to a beggar, but only if it stops tormenting 

you.” 

Yes, yes, I nodded, disturbed and unable to capture and make sense of my 

feelings. On the one hand, I felt that Mr Mukherjee was right and that I should digest 

the moral shock that I was experiencing when confronted with this brutal version of 

life, and drink it in as potential material for my stories (for my way of dealing with the 

world is after all literary, aesthetic); but on the other hand, inside me was swirling a 

whirlpool of memories of the emaciated bodies of internees that I had seen on footage 

of Central European concentration camps.  
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_______________________________________________________________ 

 

7. 

 

Rescue mission 

 

 

 

 

The next morning only a half of the invitees gathered in the congress hall, the rest were 

too tired or hungover. A Japanese delegate whispered to me that some East European 

writers had been drinking and making a racket late into the night, before vomiting on 

the expensive carpet in the hallways and even on the pictures on the walls, not to 

mention what their rooms must be like. A disgrace, he said. And those the people who 

should be representing the achievements of the October Revolution! 

I said that not even revolution can stop a person who, after excessive revelling, 

needs to throw up. It wasn’t every day that comrades from the Eastern Bloc had the 

chance to guzzle Château du Grand Caumont. 

 “I drink only tea,” he responded sharply. Then he said: “Literature is in crisis, 

we have come together to look for a way out, not to exchange jokes across the table or 

spew the contents of our stomachs against the walls of the most illustrious hotel in 

Kolkata.” I advised him to tell this to Mr Banerjee, who might realise that the problems 

of the world and of literature are not insoluble, and he will fill our glasses with Assam 

tea, while donating the French wine to the beggars in front of the hotel. 

The congress began with the opening papers. I don’t know why some thought it 

interesting to warm up well-known axioms and then explain them as if they were new 

discoveries. “If the short story is a story that is short,” trumpeted some American, “then 

what are works such as Mann’s Death in Venice or James’s Turn of the Screw?” 

Novellas, shouted some voices in the auditorium. Someone claimed that it didn’t matter 

how long a narrative work was; what separated a story from a novel was not the number 
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of words, but rather that a novel involved a chain of events and the development of 

characters, whereas a short story was the culmination of what happened before the story 

began. A novel is a string of pearls on a narrative thread. A story is a single gem in a 

gold ring. 

That’s not true, shouted a fat lady from Italy. What about Chekhov, what about 

Katherine Mansfield and other impressionists, whose stories are often merely extended 

expositions, emotional locks that are only unlocked in the last sentence? And Moravia, 

whose stories are notes on the mental state of a handful of characters, often just one? 

And Borges, whose stories are, at least on the surface, naked formalistic games, 

mathematical experiments? (We all looked round the auditorium, but Borges was not 

present.) Wasn’t it clear, she continued, that there were as many stories as authors? That 

some were not better than others because of a different creative approach, but because 

of a better connection between intention and effect? In short, some stories achieve their 

goal, while others, exhausted and distorted from excessive effort, fell by the wayside. 

And so on. 

The level rose when the American Elizabeth Janeway provocatively stated that 

that we literati and storytellers had been overtaken by factual literature, which had 

pushed us from the hands of readers into the hands of academics and literary 

pathologists, and had seized the privilege of “truth”, taking away the value of our 

writing by criticising it as made up. In literature, the truth is only stated between the 

lines. But modern readers, in their lust for certainty are desperate for “facts”, for 

literature that does not mystify, but explains. Modern readers need demonstrable facts 

that they can cling to and feel safe. And so they prefer to reach for writing that does not 

demand that they participate in some emotional-conceptual conspiracy, but that 

“informs” them, giving them “knowledge” about the world. What can the story become 

(or remain) if we do not wish to get trapped in fruitless, wordy, mind-numbing 

experimentation on the one hand, or to degenerate into cheap provocation on the other? 

Should we give up formalism and the idea of the necessity of evolutionary progress and 

return to our sources? Or should be remain the concubines of psychological, aesthetic, 

ideological masters? 
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Pandemonium erupted in the hall. Even the most tired delegates perked up and 

wanted to express their opinion. I mainly listened. It seemed to me that the question 

was addressed in a sincere and weighty way only by John Berger and Susan Sontag   

John Berger said he saw stories as refuges where the most fragile, but at the same time 

the most important truths about life were saved from obliteration and oblivion. And 

through this metaphor he saw the beginnings of narrative art: as a tent or hut or guest 

house where a group of people gathered to listen to the experiences of a soldier who 

had survived a dangerous battle, a traveller who had returned from unknown parts, a 

person who had been affected by unexpected adversity. Story in its original meaning is 

a vessel in which to store the meaning of life. 

Susan Sontag did not agree with this. She said that this was only one among 

many possible models and that it didn’t cover the stories written by Poe, Borges, 

Calvino and many other writers, including her. Their stories were fantastical, magical, 

fictitious, they were stories about moral dilemmas, not stories about life, but about 

fragments of life. Okay, said Berger, but at the end of the day, what do such stories tell 

us? 

We need them, replied Susan Sontag, because we wish to be present when 

taboos are broken and aesthetic possibilities explored. Why shouldn’t experience of life 

be used also for intellectual speculation, for moral fantasies, for describing probable 

worlds of past and future? In spite of that, Berger persisted, stories should be read as if 

we were listening to them, as if they were being told to us by our grandfather by a warm 

stove, while outside a snowstorm rages. Stories should have a form that is not literary, 

artificial, but simple and subordinated to content and the message. I recalled my own 

grandfather and his stories of his youth. 

Susan Sontag asked him if he was not aware that there had been a radical break 

between the oral and written traditions. Didn’t it seem to him that the eyes perceive 

differently from the ears? That some things, some shades of life, could be expressed 

only by words on paper? The eye is quicker than the ear and on the page is a montage 

of allusions on which the story rests, which was different from what was left unsaid 

between spoken sentences. John Berger said that that was certainly true, but that he 

thought of a story even in a written form as a rescue mission, as rescuing the meaning 
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of life from the limitless hollowness of time. A good story enriches the imagination, 

brings closer to us experiences that we have denied or forgotten about.  

Susan Sontag asked whether he thought that life meant something if it leads to 

something, but before he was able to reply, a Bengali participant named Dhan Gopal 

Mukherjee stood up and said that the question facing us as writers of short stories was 

above all the question of whether the world even needs stories. Are there any 

experiences in the world that haven’t been described? Are some stories worth more than 

others, and if they are, shouldn’t these be the stories we should be writing? 

It was as if he had stirred up a hornet’s nest, from all sides flew furious 

comments. There is no future, stubbornly repeated a jaded Scandinavian participant.  

We had exhausted all our sources – by shifting away from primary sources, we had 

impoverished all the possible models; the only thing that we could create in the domain 

of short narrative prose were variations on forgotten themes, illustrations of new literary 

ideologies, metaphysical intellectual pieces à la Borges and genre stories. That was all, 

the Scandinavian stopped enumerating. He added that it would be smarter to forget 

about literature and devote ourselves to planting trees, otherwise we would all too 

quickly run out of oxygen. 

 


