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Translation © Rob Myatt 2023 

[pp. 7-18] 
 

Vera 
 

 

At the train station 

He wakes up as the train comes to a halt. His head did not tip forwards, did not jerk erratically 

this way and that and snap to attention like mine does, like so many train-dozers. His head was 

tilted back slightly, his eyes opening in narrow slits from time to time. Quite at peace. I felt 

uneasy about watching him at first, until a peace fell over me, too, and I glanced over at him. 

His skin is light-brown, his eyelashes quite thick, no beard. A thin scar extends across his right 

cheek, dissecting his right eyebrow and disappearing in the centre of his forehead, just below 

his hair line. 

The train comes to a stop on a bridge. Light shines through between the slats of the 

bridge wall, tracing bright spots on his skin. The scar disappears in the patterns sketched by the 

light and shade. He opens his eyes, looks out the window. Then glances at me for a second, 

then out the window again. 

Quietly, more to himself than to me, he says, ‘Is this– are we…’ 

I am a little taken aback, unsure whether he is talking to me, whether he wants an 

answer. 

‘No,’ I say, finally, and shrug. 

He hesitates, lowers his gaze as if he had made a mistake. My pulse quickens. I am 

angry at myself that I didn’t say more, a full sentence. Maybe: I’m not sure either, or: We’ll be 

on the move again in a second. But the man has leaned his head back again and closed his eyes. 

He keeps them closed, even as the train heaves off again sluggishly.  

 

We both get off at the final station. I exit first, setting my luggage down on the ground, looking 

back along the train, then over at the other side of the valley. He stands next to me, just far 

enough away that you can tell we’re not together. We were simply sitting in the same section 

of the train, nothing more. We stand there a while, taking in the mountain slopes, dark pine 

forests, narrow, steep streambeds, scree, the mountain peaks hidden by the station canopy. Then 

he turns to me, looking at my luggage, thinks for a moment before finally nodding approvingly, 

as if I had said something, then turning and leaving. I hadn’t looked to see if anyone else had 

got off the train. The platform is empty now. Apart from him. I watch him go. He has a limp.
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Down Middling Way  

The house key has a violet keyring. I’ve hardly ever used it. I’ve never been here without other 

people, all of whom also had a key and most of whom got to the front door before me. 

I have been sent Sophie’s set of keys so that I can get into her flat if I need to. The key 

to the house is here too, on a metal ring. 

The house is old, one-hundred and sixty-three years old. I don’t know if that counts as 

very old, so old you could be proud of it. Nothing out of the ordinary has happened in the 

house, as far as I know. People have lived in it and died in it, like any other. I don’t know the 

details of their stories. When the weather sets in, the beams under the roof creak. Sometimes, 

the cellar and the adjoining barn, which has stood empty for decades, feel a little spooky. That’s 

it. 

I unpack my sponge bag, taking everything to the bathroom, then put my clothes away 

in the large wardrobe in the bedroom and what little food I brought with me in the fridge. It’s 

Friday evening. 

Sophia and I often took walks through the village, preferably when it was dead, like it 

is now. We rarely ran into the villagers and we only ever went to the local tavern in the 

afternoon to sit on the little terrace and have a drink and a smoke, a hot chocolate with rum or 

a Campari, depending on the time of year.  

 

Sitting at the kitchen table on the corner bench, I open my laptop and try to draw up a work 

schedule for the next few weeks. I make decent progress, for a while, then look out the window 

at the neighbour’s house. All I can see is the roof and above it the mountains which are now 

black against the dark-blue sky. I think about the man on the train and am glad Sophia isn’t 

here, watching me. She would see that I’m not with it, not thinking about my work but about 

something else, something she would quiz me on.  

 

In the tavern  

A few days pass before I see him again. He is standing at the top of the steep lane, looking at a 

painted housefront, turning his gaze up towards the edge of town and the church. I stay where 

I am. Watching him, as he surveys the housefront once more, sidles along the wall of the house, 

looks up to the sky, as if there is something up there he needs to check, turns his attention back 

to the wall, then me. We look at one another, the steep road between us. I think about how I 
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already know what his voice sounds like, about how that comforts me. One of us could turn 

around and we could put it off for a little while longer, that first conversation between two 

strangers, the questions, learning about one another, why is he here, why am I, why here of all 

places. 

Instead, he sets off, heading down the lane in my direction. I stay put. His limp is more 

pronounced going downhill, his hands in his jacket pockets, his eyes trained on the road, 

focused. He doesn’t look up until he comes to a stop a few feet in front of me. He nods softly, 

says nothing, and we continue the walk together, as if we had made plans, passing the large 

fountain, turning onto the high street which leads to the tavern. 

We sit down at one of the small tables out on the terrace, wait until the barman comes 

out – he trusts me and greets him politely – then place our orders and go back to waiting. By 

the time the drinks arrive, two coffees, we still don’t know how to start, as if all we wanted to 

do was to simply enjoy each other’s company without learning anything about the other. As if 

each of us wished to keep the other at arm’s length because we are so precious to one another, 

now, in this village that is neither mine nor his. Sitting inside at their regular table are a couple 

of farmers and the train conductor. On break. They peer out at us. 

‘How long are you staying?’ I ask. 

He takes a breath in, shakes his head ever so slightly. 

‘A little while – two, three weeks for sure. Most likely I’ll need longer. You?’ 

‘Yes, something like that. Will see how I get on.’ 

We leave it at that. 

‘Is it nice where you’re living?’ I ask. 

‘Yes, it’s nice,’ he says, and, ‘How about you?’ 

‘Yes,’ I reply. 

‘That’s important, you can’t do anything if you don’t have that,’ he says. ‘This living 

business, it’s the first thing you have to take care of, before anything else.’ 

I can’t help but smile. I wonder how I would go about taking care of this living business, 

I imagine it would be draining. He looks at me. Then he, too, breaks into a soft smile, lowers 

his gaze, takes a sip. 

‘Do you know this place? The house?’ I ask. 

‘No, just what I’ve been told. You know it, don’t you?’ 

‘Yes, from another time.’ 

From there our conversation continues. He describes the house he is living in, it’s his 

now, I describe mine which isn’t just mine, it’s also Sophia’s. We go through room by room, 
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becoming preoccupied with details, things we like, the banisters on my cellar stairs, the low 

door to his bedroom. Describing what it’s like to live in these rooms which still balk at the idea 

of accepting our habits. Sometimes he pauses, says nothing of the room itself, just describes its 

door, the view out the window. Then the words dry up again, the coffee cups empty. It is cool 

now. 

 

Later, we walk back along the high street to the fountain where we nod to one another and I 

turn down Middling Way, while he takes the steep lane towards the edge of town. A flock of 

jackdaws soars over the houses at the top of the village. 
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Kálmán 
 

 

At the top of the village  

Out here, I dream. In the city, my sleep was empty, dark-grey, big. In the early hours, when the 

stuff stopped working, it became light-grey and heavy. But now, I am here.  

 

In my sleep, I am in the other rooms, the rooms from back when. I see the cell, there are voices. 

They are coming, they are all coming. I can’t see anyone. They’ll be here soon. It can’t be. Not 

here, in this room. I know that I am asleep. 

Then I forget, now I am chained up, a rock face or a wall behind me. It is dank. They 

are coming now, too, I can hear them. But now I have a knife in my right hand. I can’t see it, it 

is heavy. My hands are chained above me on either side. I cannot smash the chains. A young 

boy arrives, he is white, like the people here, like the woman on the train. He stands in front of 

me. I can reach him with the knife. I plunge it into his chest. There’s nothing he can do now. 

But he talks to me. He is telling me something. He is calling my name but I don’t understand 

him. Somewhere, there is a whooshing. He is describing a route. Now I understand. Again he 

says my name, but all I hear is the whooshing. It swallows the name. Blood drips from his 

wound. I wake up. It is still night-time. 

The shadows on the bedroom ceiling, heavy-set lads, jostle for position, standing in a 

line, swaying to and fro. The window is open a crack, grey and cold.  

 

In the house, it is silent. Like a vacuum. The corridor is dark. Waiting until my eyes become 

accustomed to the gloom, then taking a peek. The doors to the rooms are both closed. Opposite 

is the wardrobe, the stool, then the kitchen door, closed. Next to it the living room door, the 

shadows there a touch brighter, the door still open. The night outside is not full dark. 

 

They were stood there in the evening, in that doorway, in the patch of light on the floor. Two 

big cats, hulking creatures. Sometimes, they are nothing more than shadows but other times 

they crystallise into full bodies, solid. They glanced at me, only briefly, then one of them 

padded slowly into the living room, the other all the way into the dark corner of the corridor. 



Translation © Rob Myatt 2023 

They are gone now. Into the living room, perhaps. It doesn’t matter, I don’t want anything from 

them. 

They weren’t with me at the beginning. Before they came, to the flat in the city, I was 

surrounded by grey, sometimes dark, sometimes lighter. It wasn’t safe in the rooms then, there 

was a draught. Not of air but of voices, whistling through the rooms, sometimes slivers of light, 

damp and the stench of excrement and disinfectant. The flat was small, I could not stay put in 

any of the rooms. The pull of the wind, the thrum, in my insides and in the air. I forgot what 

the doctors had said, the advice they had given me, I didn’t know anything anymore. The things 

happened, kept on happening, always the same, only in slow motion mostly. In the stairwell, 

in front of this flat, that’s where I first saw them. Two pumas, toms, hungry and ready to pounce. 

They guarded these rooms. They caught my scent, paced swiftly towards me, jumped at me, 

snarling, before slinking over to the door and inside, into the flat, away from me, towards me, 

back out into the stairwell, down the stairs, out on the prowl.  

 

It’s different here, in the house. The rooms are different, the kitchen. In the kitchen I can drink 

water, gulp the stuff down. Think about the woman. Her short brown hair, dark locks. Her 

sitting opposite me, her voice, deep and faintly hoarse, she does not speak quickly, calmly, her 

breath in between the words, you can almost hear it. 

The water with the stuff leaves my gut and rushes into my system, into my head. The 

things are tidied up, order restored. I can sleep now.  

 

And then I am awake again. Outside it is still dark-grey, I feel them, all the different parts of 

this body. My body. They ought to be holding steady. They are not holding. Not all the way. 

They are splintered and displaced. It won’t be long before they tire, then, foreseeably, 

predictably. They will break, piece by piece, suddenly. And then collapse. But not before the 

wrenching and the ripping, the pushing and shoving.
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[pp. 23-25] 
 

Sophia 
 

 

In the city 

You are looking for the next door. That’s good, it’s time. You hardly dare venture outside 

anymore, isn’t that right? Something has shifted. Only very slightly. You have slipped beneath 

the surface and the things have started to get muddled up, doing the dishes with cooking, getting 

dressed and undressed, wiping the table, eating. Inside, you know what’s what, know the 

distance between sideboard and table, between cupboard and chair. Nothing can happen to you 

inside. Not even when it starts to spin and all you can see are the big changes, the day growing 

lighter, the night darker. When actually you don’t want to go out anymore because you don’t 

dare. But the door you’re looking for is outside. The door to the next reality. Get out. Go. 

Don’t tread on the threshold when you leave, else you’ll wake the spirit that lives inside 

and he might follow you, hooking himself to your heels, your left one usually, about a metre 

and a half behind. It doesn’t bother you, it’s nothing new, but it is draining, especially when 

you’re searching for a door. You prefer to go it alone.  

 

You have to walk down the streets one after the other. Avoid the bright ones with all those cars, 

turn right, not left towards the tram stop. There’s almost no traffic here, that’s good. Nothing 

much here but blocks of flats, three or four storeys high, their façades light-grey, ochre, sandy, 

dark-grey. 

Is that the one? The wooden one with a brass-coloured column of bells and names on 

each side of its stony frame? Or the one made of metal and glass with a window for its top half, 

a light flickering in the corridor inside? No, not yet. Not to worry. You know it won’t reveal 

itself on first inspection. The size and the material aren’t what’s important. What’s important 

is the combination, of rough and smooth surfaces, of shiny with matte. The way it reflects the 

light, a constellation of shimmering spots and darker and lighter patches, creating tension. 

When it’s the right door, that tension will stir, the door and the room around it will begin to 

vibrate. Relax your eyes and you will see it, the second door, the true one in front of the other, 

ordinary door that everyone sees.  

 

Not today, never mind. Go home. Try again tomorrow. You’ve still got time. You’ll find it. 
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Focus on the road, you don’t need to take the long way home, don’t need anything more 

from the shops. There’s still some bread at home. Besides, eating isn’t what matters most right 

now. More important that you rest up so you can pick up the search tomorrow. 

Look, here’s your building. It’s always the same number of steps up to your flat, four 

sets of eight stairs up to the second floor, this time’s no different. There won’t be any more of 

them when it gets dark. Thirty-two steps, you see? 

You’re home now. You should probably write to Vera, let her know you’re home, so she 

doesn’t worry. Don’t you want to? You don’t think she’s worried? Then don’t. You’d rather go 

to sleep. That’s good. You don’t need to worry, either, you’ll definitely find the door soon. 

Tomorrow even, most likely.
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[pp. 75-83] 
 

Vera 
 

 

Down Middling Way  

I read up on where he is from. I feel like I can tell where that is, more or less at least, there 

aren’t many others around here with that skin, that light brown, those dark eyes and that dark 

hair. With names like his. Kálmán. There’s the war he mentioned, that much I know. I feel 

guilty that I don’t know more about it. 

It’s complicated and began a long time ago. The conflict, over seventy years it’s been 

going. It all starts with one region pushing for autonomy. Treaties are signed but that does 

nothing to satisfy the neighbouring nations in their thirst for power. Over the decades that 

follow, borders are drawn and redrawn, land claimed. Until finally the conflict beds in along a 

line of demarcation. The people of this region, this world – which is not at all what I meant 

before, as I stood with him at the edge of town – there is scarcely any mention of them anymore, 

aside from a few statistics perhaps. People disappearing, child soldiers, fears raised here and 

there about on-going war crimes and crimes against humanity. 

That stare of his just now, hammered into the mountainside so that every single thought, 

no matter how small, remains shackled to this line between us and the other side of the valley, 

as if he wishes to punish any and every rebellious thought. 

Then later come the reports, confirming those fears. International missions deployed, 

aid agencies saying they’ve known all about it for years. But the region is still sealed off and 

so the situation remains precarious, impenetrable. I concentrate. I want to understand, I am 

after all interested in world politics, in how it’s all connected. 

 

How old could he have been when he was picked up? Recruited. It was more of a kidnapping, 

really, the barracks more of a prison. I wonder what he thinks about where he comes from, 

about this conflict. He must have found out what it was about too, one way or the other. Maybe 

he was drip-fed information. Or he was simply told what to do. That’s more likely. Maybe he 

was able to piece together what he did know into a larger picture. Maybe he took an interest, 

later on, and was told what it was about, or he went and read what there is to read on the subject. 

After the event, just like me. He’s been here a few years now, in processing centres, clinics, a 

flat. He knows different things. Has an insider’s perspective on it all. He knows about prisons 
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and torture, about what’s written in the latest reports – and about things no-one ever wrote 

down. He probably knows about assassinations, about battles on fronts that haven’t been 

recorded anywhere, fronts he went to as a child, as a young man. And everything that I know 

exists, that I read about now and then, that I hear about in a few lines at the end of the midday 

news. I think about his hands, trembling on the wooden banisters, about the way his jaw 

muscles move, and I feel a pang of shame. About what, I don’t entirely know. Perhaps my 

ignorance. Or perhaps my interest in global politics. 

 

We made plans this time. This time, I’m definitely going to see him. I go outside again and 

knock on my neighbour’s door. He parks his car in our carport and in return I can use it any 

time, as long as he doesn’t need it. He needs it the following day but not the day after that. He 

asks me to fill it up in the lower valley over the way and to grab him a packet of cigs. Marlboro 

Golds. 

 

In the lower valley 

I park in front of his house, climb out and knock on the door. He’s ready, comes outside, glances 

at me momentarily. We drive in silence. I fill up at the first opportunity and buy cigarettes for 

my neighbour. I look at the shelf behind the till. Sophia and I never had a preferred brand of 

cigarettes when it came to having a Campari and a smoke in the village during the holidays. 

We usually went for Parisienne lights, or those scented slims whenever they were available. I 

spot them: Vogues, they’re everywhere these days. I grab a pack. Not long after, we reach our 

destination and leave the car in the car park in the village. 

There is nothing here for us. We stroll slowly past the shops, past the hotels, from one 

end of the village to the other, pausing here and there as if in a museum. I tell him what little I 

know about the place. The things we’re looking at were made for us, the people from the main 

valley back up the way or from the heartlands, a curious refuge. It looks different here, not like 

in the villages in our valley. Here, the shops, the restaurants all butt up against one another. 

There are lots of large hotels. Only the mountains resemble the ones in the valley up the way, 

are the same mountains, just from behind. Here is almost a different country, here they speak 

German like they do on the other side of the borders nearby, in Tyrol or South Tyrol. The barns, 

the houses, especially the houses, they are different. 

He listens without asking questions and I wonder to myself what he is doing with the 

things I am telling him, where he is filing them away, whether he has a place to put them. We 
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are stood at the top of the village; it is warm, a few hikers pass us by, entering the narrow valley, 

ascending. He watches them go, his hands in his trouser pockets. 

‘What did you get up to here, you and your sister?’ he asks. 

‘Not much. Always the same. Gawking at the shop windows, buying some food, a 

couple of bottles of schnapps, or four, later on when Sophia and I were old enough. Most of 

the time, we’d go and find somewhere we could keep on drinking, sometimes we’d get ice 

cream.’ 

 

Every time we came here, Sophia and I, we hoped there would be something for us, something 

nice and pretty we could spend our pocket money on, something shiny or sparkly that we could 

afford or a t-shirt (or in my case a scarf). But there was nothing here, everything looked the 

same, was all equally expensive. Not that that stopped us. We passed by each and every shop 

window, one by one: a watch, would you wear it, those earrings, way too tame, and they never 

come with a matching necklace or rings, never. All we would end up with, every time, was 

sweets: huge packets of liquorice, After Eights, Lindor chocolate truffles. We would ask each 

other if we would be able to survive here. And where we would live, if we had to, in which 

house and what would we do. Sophia would have been a masseuse, in one of the hotels, would 

have had a room there, on the top floor, would have gone downstairs to the wellness centre 

every day, passing through the entire hotel on her way – light-grey carpets in the hallways, 

wooden doors, then eventually, further down, the smell of chlorine in a stairwell and those tiles. 

She would never have taken the lift. She would have walked down the hundreds of stairs every 

day, then back up them again in the evening or on break, waiting in her room for her next shift. 

I could see everything she was describing, walking alongside her through the long, empty 

corridors, hearing the noises, a door closing somewhere behind me, the ding of the lift, the 

cleaning ladies talking to each other in hushed tones, and then the thrum of the air conditioning, 

the water too, maybe, down below where somewhere, behind a milky glass door, was Sophia’s 

massage room. My jobs would change: one time, I wanted to work at the tourist office, another 

time I was a barkeep, and later my preferred profession changed to jewellery shop manager.

  

 

A jewellery shop is eventually where we end up. 

‘Do you live alone in the city?’ 

‘Yes,’ he replies. And after a while, ‘Now, I do. In the beginning, I was living in a sort 

of shared accommodation. There were social workers and therapists coming in all the time.’ 



Translation © Rob Myatt 2023 

I am curious to know what he means by ‘in the beginning’ but am anxious that if I 

interrupt him, his words might get all tangled up, evaporate. 

‘It was good for starting out. For learning to speak, speak German, settling in to life in 

the city. And for learning about this living business.’ 

Here, he shoots me a quick glance, shrugs half-heartedly. I smile. 

‘But now, being alone is good. Better. If someone wants to see me, they have to ring 

the bell. The one downstairs first and then another one upstairs, or they have to knock – that’s 

good.’ He strokes the edge of a display case full of watches. 

‘Would you like to go back, to the city? Once you’ve taken care of everything here?’ 

He looks at the watches, thinking. ‘I’m not sure…’ 

He wants to add something, glances at me. Then shakes his head and looks at the display 

case again, not saying a word. 

We leave the shop, wending our way slowly down the street. He comes to a stop in front 

of a restaurant. 

‘There’s nothing for me to fix. Not exactly.’ He trails off again. 

He looks at the terrace, tables with white table cloths and those clips that stop them 

flying away. 

‘There’s something else I have to do. To sort out. In the rooms. I don’t know… I don’t 

know how to explain.’ 

I nod. I don’t know how to, either. Don’t know what I should say, what I can ask. I look 

at him and we walk the few steps up to the terrace and sit down at one of the tables. 

‘And? Is it working?’ I ask. 

He shrugs. ‘Yes, it’s getting better. I think.’ 

We order coffee and matches. I light a cigarette. I offer him one, too, feeling rather 

foolish. He doesn’t want one. 

After a while, he says, ‘I don’t know if it’s enough. If it will hold. Later, if I always 

close the door behind me, maybe nothing in the room will change.’ 

The tables around us are slowly filling up, the first hikers returning. 

‘Couldn’t you leave the doors open? At least a crack?’ 

He glances at me for a moment, then looks down at the table, swallows. 

I observe a family next to us, both of the girls want ice cream. They can’t decide which 

flavour. They’re only allowed one scoop each. 

When I put my cup down after my final sip of coffee, he looks at me. In a way that says 

he is thinking about me. I am thinking about the doors. Could he really leave them open? What 
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could they mean, these doors, leaving them open or closed? I feel rather awkward and smile. 

The tension leaves his face, he looks down at the table again and nods his head softly. We pay 

and leave. 

The girls are eating chocolate and pistachio ice cream. 


