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‘Almost’

From Siiigns by Samuel Hamen

Translated from the Luxembourgish by Rob Myatt

It wasn’t always easy growing up the son of government employees. And most
people can’t imagine what it’s like. Or they don’t want to imagine, as is my right,
mind your own beeswax, they shout, talking like that about us, you moron. But,
I respond, taking this opportunity to write back to them, it’s just as much my
right to counter your narrative. Either way, while most of them say it’s about
their rights, how they don’t want to have to imagine, the reality, in my opinion,
is that it’s about their incompetence: they don’t want the ability to imagine.

So, here I'm talking about imagining something that’s different. Most
people have blinders over their eyes and wrapped round their ears, and they’re
huge these blinders, they’re enormous, as big as a pair of amputated flippers
sliced off a humpback. Or like the floppy ears of an old African elephant mom.
The N14 highway, now that’s a good example, but not the Asian elephants, those
are the smaller ones and their ears aren’t big enough to explain the ignorance and
the idiocy in this country. Alright, so, the N14, running between Dikrech and
Steeén, it has this long bend, running directly behind Mouschbierg hill, and to
the left of that bend is a forest and to the right is a wild meadow and Dad built it

all.

He, Dad that is, he has a strand of spaghetti stuck between his teeth like a flaccid

piece of straw. That’s the picture that’s stuck with me: the spaghetti between
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Dad’s teeth and the teeth and the spaghetti between Dad’s brain goo. All round
the kitchen table.

Mum always sucked up her spaghetto all in one go. Like everything with
her, it was a project. The spaghetto — is that what it’s called? A single strand of
spaghetti? Never mind — her spaghetti always twirled through the air, the creamy
sauce hanging from it would spray over the table, sometimes I got it stuck to my
face, oh and the noise, sheesh, so much slurping and hoovering and smacking,
as if a fleshy little earthworm that had burrowed its way out of the squelchy
ground, as if it were being dragged back in by the earth, by a vacuum or
something, bing, bang, boom and the spaghetto was gone.

Meanwhile, Dad’s first spaghetto of the day was still hanging out of his
mouth like a beat up snake. In the time it took Mum to guzzle up nineteen
spaghetti like some sort of machine, Dad had chewed a single strand. Bit by bit,
the spaghetto got shorter and shorter, Dad’s lips were pursed, and slowly but
surely the pasta crawled into his mouth — once a week this happened. Once a
week we had spaghetti, every Tuesday, and you’ll see it’s just like I told you, it

sure wasn’t easy being the son of a couple of government employees.

My head feels like a tiny little attic space. Dusty, pitch black and pointless. It’s
my Dad’s fault, it’s definitely his fault. He pumped my head full of these
memories of God-forsaken Eislek. Dad worked at Ponts et Chaussées, Mom
always just called it Pauvres Chaussées, which I never understood as a kid and,
to be completely honest, don’t really understand now, either. In any case, Dad’s
work had something to do with roads. The N14 was one of his projects but Dad

didn’t build the road, no, he got people to build it. When he was working, he
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would often stand in front of this tall desk and paint broad or dotted or perfectly
straight lines on huge sheets of paper. For years I had to stand on tiptoes to see
anything but naturally I grew taller and so did my tiptoes. And eventually, when
I was around thirteen maybe, I could see exactly how Dad held the rulers in his
hand. He had seven different rulers lying on the desk, square ones with crisscross
patterns, a set square (obviously) with yellow lines on it, then two rulers with
indents, one of which was completely orange, while the other had a silvery
handle. That was his favorite ruler. I could tell straight away. It was the way he
touched it, caressed it, before using it to draw a long line across a few small

circles, maybe through a forest.

Black tea should be left to steep for no more than five minutes, maybe five and
a half depending on what sort of tea it is. Not a second longer, though, no
seriously, otherwise it turns bitter and who on earth wants to drink bitter tea?
We’re at the kitchen table again, everything in our lives starts round the table.
It’s early morning and the day before the cleaning lady had had to clean the
windows specially, as if Mom had known that this fresh-faced boy gazing out
the window was going to be so important to me years later — meaning now.
Gazing up at the fells, down at the fog, that morning in September. Pine trees,
everywhere pine trees that had gotten lost over the other side of the valley in a
dreadfully dreary landscape. The world was steeped in hunter green, such a
typical color, the green of that Land Rover the highfalutin’ doctor drives, the
bigwig with a belly full of dough who knows everyone, always heading out for

a battue, going off to shoot a deer or wild boar or fox to shreds.
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That was the green I encountered that morning, as I peered out of the
impeccably shined window. It was precisely twelve minutes after seven, I still
had thirteen minutes before I had to catch the bus to school. There was routine
in my chaos: I would jump out of bed in precisely nine minutes, almost knocking
over my hot cocoa, only ever almost, my life has always been one long list of
almosts, and then Dad would say again: almost don’t get you no cigar. Which on
that morning would sound to me like the pastor letting me have it with his
fucking Lord’s Prayer.

But it’s still twelve after seven, thirteen now, and the little sack of black
tea has been suspended in Dad’s cup for eight minutes. I’d checked my Casio
when he dunked the tea in the water, with every second his stupid tea was getting
colder and more bitter, as bitter as bile, just like his life, brown like shit, I think
to myself now. He left that to stew as well, the layabout, didn’t do a thing until
it was all lukewarm and bitter, did you? I ask him now, you lazy ass, but of course
he doesn’t answer and I think to myself: At least today isn’t Tuesday, at least

there’s no spaghetti this afternoon.

Later, the only comfort I was able to find in this scene was the thought that not
eight hours later, in New York, there would be planes flying into towers. On the
TV, it looked like a crow, over there to the left of the trail, flying too fast into
that there pine tree. There are always images that break everything up into colors,
movement and comfort, and that afternoon MTV was playing the new Nelly
video. I’d only properly discovered my wiener quite recently, late to the party, |
know, and the song was called Hot in Herre. Seriously, look it up if you don’t

believe me. Suddenly, my uncle calls and says: The World Trade Center is
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exploding. That’s all I managed to hear, he says it a second time, maybe even a
third, then hangs up as if he dialed a wrong number. And now I’m stood here,
and there’s chicks all around Nelly, dancing, and I’m sweating and sweating, and
Nelly’s singing: The roof is on fire, and they’re getting more and more naked,
and if I’'m being completely honest, now I would tell my uncle: It’s not the tower
that’s exploding, you jackass, it’s the planes that are exploding in, or to be more
accurate, on the tower. But he’s also dead, at least that, and because of him I flip
over to RTL or ARD now and then and see little specks tumbling down against
a gray background, as if the screen is busted in a few places. On MTYV, there are
more and more chicks thronging around Nelly. When it was finally all over, I

turned off the TV and contemplated whether I should use my t-shirt or a tissue

to wipe up the jizz.

The problem wasn’t really the pasta or the N14, and the black tea in itself would
have been harmless. I just can’t get rid of them anymore, I can’t get rid of
anything, and the question remains: Why are my parents stuck in my head like
flies on one of those sticky ribbons? Are they skulking around up there because
they can’t fly? Did they not spend enough time up there back in the day, and is
that why I’'m going on about them so much now? Maybe my troubles started
with a stupid idea, round the table, bien stir. And that bend.

I’m little and someone is feeding me. I remember the scene, I was maybe
three years old, and it was for sure an oeuf a la coque, a boiled egg. Dad slices
through a bread roll, tearing the two halves into small morsels the size of his
thumbnail. He starts arranging them one by one in a circle around a deep

porcelain plate where my egg is waiting, and even at that age I knew that the
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beige thing and the white and yellow stuff inside was just for me. I probably flail
my arms around wildly at the thought, maybe I giggle a bit too, as drool dribbles
out of my mouth. In any event, there’s no distracting Dad, and now he’s laid out
all the pieces of bread and so we begin: take a knife and decapitate the egg, grab
a piece of bread, push it straight down into the white jelly, one deep dunk, pull
it out straight again, let one, two, three drops of yellow fall from it before it soars
in my direction. From above, from the invisible cloud, it rains down salt from
his other hand, always right on the yolk. My mouth is already opening wide, I’'m
already biting down on the bread, on the thumb, on my childhood.

I had come up with my own naive rule: My Dad broke down the big wide
world into manageable chunks. His hands — so the promise went — weighed,
broke up, tore apart, sorted and prepared everything until in the end all that his
son could see were crumbs and small piles. That was the way Sundays would go,
for how long I couldn’t say.

Well at least I can speed down Nordstrooss without his voice and his
pridefulness in my ear, but on the N14, along the entire stretch of the CR308 or
taking the N10 past Stolzebuerg, throughout the whole of Eislek in fact, Dad is
sat there next to me in the passenger seat. That bit there, he says, we had to buy
that land off Jang Schmitt or Rosch Hirsch, he wouldn’t sign — I change gears
while still in this dump — the contract until each and every one of us had drunk
four shots of schnapps with him. And it was only nine thirty. And here, there’s
already been nine accidents on this bend, that was Serge’s project, and I can feel
the car letting up on the bend and give it even more gas. Serge was a good-for-
nothing, I hear my Dad saying, like one of those goddam automated voices on

the radio that switches on automatically for a traffic update, he wasn’t any good
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at drawing, yeah, I know, Dad, wasn’t a good person, either, that Serge, you

know?

And on it goes, he’s with me always, his tired voice, his tired gaze, his eyelids
heavy as a pair of brocade curtains. It’s a/most too much to bear, it’s almost fit

to burst, but let’s not forget: almost don’t get you no —

It was actually because of the roads that my troubles first began. Dad drew them
and then got people to build them and then a few years later, or sometimes after
just a few months — on one occasion it was out of my government employee
parents’ hands — it was time for Mom to get her show on the road. She was a
coroner, she got called out to crash sites to manage proceedings. I think. In any
case, she, or to be more accurate, we would get phone calls at three in the
morning whenever there’d been another collision.

Luckily, I didn’t go to sleep all that late at that age but it would often
happen that during the evening or at night the phone would ring and I would
wake up. Whenever I heard it, that abrupt bleeping melody in that amplified
silence, my slumbering heart would begin to race. I would wiggle my toes and
rub my body long and slow against the bedsheets which the cleaning lady had
tucked in tightly from the hips down, and I found immense pleasure in
imagining what the car must look like right now. Had it sped into a tree or a wall
— or even another vehicle? I cast the image onto the dark ceiling of my bedroom,
these two vehicles which now found themselves in a final embrace of steel and
aluminum, their two hoods smashed together forever, their bodies twisted and

splintered and then the red, white and blue of the EMTs, the police, the fire
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service. Only then could I get a good night’s sleep. I was going to find out

everything the next day anyway, but this here, alone in my bed, that was the best

time and my sleep was always deep and without dreams.

Back at that same table, the one in the kitchen, and then the discussion the next
day, it might have been a few months after hunter green season. The window had
gotten dirty again, apparently Mom didn’t want me looking out of it today. Well,
son, there are more important things this morning than the landscape and the
lives outside, you know, and besides it’s been snowing. Eislek always gets this
shitty kind of snow. BMWs often come in white but it’s too sleek and shiny, that
white, the slush here has always been gray, never pure like in the movies, never
like whisked egg whites, no, the color of this snow has a hint of mud to it. There
isn’t a car anywhere in the world has that typical Eislek color.

I didn’t know exactly where, not at that moment, but it was a nice and
pleasant thought that morning to think that somewhere in Eislek, maybe it was
in a narrow ditch next to a field, or maybe in a furrow between the carrot stalks,
in any case somewhere out there in this remote backwater, was a square foot of
land where, on that December morning, at almost gone seven thirty, the snow
had been adorned with a speckled trail of blood. Sadly, too early: look at the
time, almost hot cocoa o’clock, Dad, just like that it’s time for the bus.

He had ashtrays in the car, a whole box full of ashtrays, she says over
lunch, and obviously the box wasn’t strapped in, I mean who would strap in a
box of ashtrays? Mum asked the room which smelled of burnt trout. Behind that
bend with the barn, that’s where he crashed. The rest, she said, picking up a tiny

shrimp with the middle of the five prongs on her fork, well, you can fill in the
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rest yourselves. She always did that, on this particular occasion with a dead thing
between her teeth, that pause, as if that was the end of her scheduled
programming. If things were going well, my Dad would get his chance to shine,
too, over one of these lunches. On good days, during that pause is when he would
chime in. Well, Dad always spoke his words very delicately, ready to take them
back at any moment, like when he would gently touch his hand to the stove to
see if it was still hot. And in this pause and in that fish stink, he chimed in
precisely in that same delicate manner: Is that the CR331 by Nacher? It was

Serge did that one, the big dumb ox.

Last winter, I drove to the Cactus Drinks Shop. I must have been really desperate
that day. I went in, bought myself a couple of cases of Rosport, the yellow ones
with the green bottles, obvs, and then went and stood by the cash register, with
some idiot in front of me with three cases of Orangina and four bottles of
Spontin, and then I put them, my cases of Rosport, in my car on the seat next to
me. Bottles don’t talk, I thought, if there’s something occupying that space, then
Dad can’t make an appearance there on the seat next me, he can’t make chitchat
and waftle on and on at me. The seatbelt warning light, triggered by the weight
of the cases, has been an immensely reliable source of comfort for me ever since.

I only listen to the radio very occasionally.

From behind him, out of the trunk like a boomerang, said Mom, breakfast still
on the table. Actually, she didn’t say ‘boomerang’, she said ‘bomerank’, but I
didn’t say anything, I was just happy the place smelled of coffee now, not white

fish. But then she said it another couple of times: They whooshed forward like a
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dozen bomeranks. Whanged right into his front windshield. And three of the
bomeranks, she’d told me this yesterday already, three of them, I can hear Mom
telling me, word for word: Three bomeranks, WHAM, into his head. Split that
fella’s cranium right open. And then I said it, and I was rather proud of myself
before I’d even opened my mouth. I waited until Mom had brought the coffee
cup to her lips, took a deep breath and in the clearest voice I could muster said:
It’s boomerang, not bomerank. Plus, you probably mean a frisbee. Boomerangs
usually come back. Frisbees, on the other hand, do not. And I can’t imagine the
ashtrays flew back around and clocked this fella in the chops a second time, can
you?

She must have finished her cup a long time ago. That much coffee would
never fit in such a dainty little porcelain cup. She didn’t say a word, neither did
I, and we didn’t need to even look at Dad over to our left. And now she’s
wobbling her head, like some old-timey aristocrat, wobbling her head and
smirking. I can see her lips curling upward from the cup on either side.

It’s like with the fork she was holding last time. There’s the broad handle,
the things we’ve done so far, our lived life, right? And then there’s the prongs,
those are the alternatives. In English, you can make ‘fork’ into a verb, you can
say ‘the path forks’. Luxembourgish can’t do that, obviously, this patchwork
vernacular, this blob of a language that’s always limping along behind like some
lingua francensteina. But picture this, imagine the possibilities of a verb ‘to fork’
in Luxembourgish. The future that would open up. Suddenly, there are
crossroads, suddenly different paths are possible. My Mom knows this, it’s
precisely the reason she’s smirking. I’m turning fourteen the day after tomorrow

and all of a sudden I realize that this is her giving me her blessing. Her smirk



Translation © Rob Myatt 2024

and her eyes which for once really understand me, really see me, not like a piece
of faded wallpaper but as an exquisite painting, right here in front of her, that’s
what I am now. It’s her giving me the green light to keep on getting older and
more grown-up, to get stupider and sadder, and I want to react somehow but I
just rub my toes against the tough leather of my Doc Martens. Then Dad steals
his way into our moment. Marlboro or Maryland? he asks. At first, we try to keep
our private understanding for ourselves, my Mom and I, but then Dad asks again:
Marlboro or Maryland? And after a pause: Were they at least Luxembourgish

ashtrays that offed your fella?



