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18 September 1985

It was raining in sheets. Advertising displays, newspaper kiosks, shop windows – all were being devoured by water. People were hunched beneath floppy umbrellas, looking at the ground, as if that would protect them better against getting wet, and on the way to who-knows-where they were absently bumping into each other. The driver of a small Fiat lost control for a moment, noisily scraping along the pavement edge, startling the pedestrians and prompting yells from a young couple that the rain grotesquely swallowed. A man in a light coat that was flapping against his thighs because he had forgotten or was unable to fasten it, stepped straight into the largest puddle on the pavement. He stopped at the deepest point, water to his ankles, and on his lips could be read the words for fuck’s sake, the like of which he probably didn’t utter again that month. While getting onto a bus, a young woman, dressed in student fashion as a rebel, with a backpack decorated with badges showing the names of punk groups and dissident magazines, closed her umbrella and accidentally hit another young female student rebel with it. Her face showed a momentary flash of satisfied rivalry.

The scene would have fit well into a French comedy film dealing with the mindlessness of the multitude, he thought as he stood beneath the wide canopy. It takes so little for us to begin to show our vulnerability. Slightly too heavy rain, slightly stale food, slightly too little attention. Funny. Small, random shifts from our similarly random expectations begin to evoke the stench of the apocalypse, the end of history. Our balance is fragile, but perhaps balance cannot be robust, perhaps it is merely a moment and is then left hanging once more.

He lit another cigarette. She had said to call in after two and now it was four minutes after. He shouldn’t create an impression of impatience, which would not suit a man of his age and experience. In reality, he was prevaricating and was bitterly aware of the fact – as he was prone to do, at decisive moments he would ponder life’s insignificant details and smoke a lot. His left hand was gripping his bag – containing a folder of papers wrapped in a carrier – so tightly that he could feel a cramp coming on. He relaxed his hold, letting the bag fall against his hip, took a last deep drag on his cigarette, extinguished it and opened his umbrella. It was about twenty metres to the entrance and it was not an easy walk. His tall, broad figure moved along the street as if through slag. When he encountered his reflection in the entrance door, in spite of the fact that it was smeared, he noticed that he was slightly hunched over. Before he opened the door, he straightened up.

The receptionist’s face was excessively good natured and he couldn’t help thinking that behind it was concealed an extremely aggressive person. One of those who release their causticity into the world beneath the radar, but with spooky effectiveness.

“It’s on the fourth floor. Unfortunately, the lift is out of order today. Don’t worry, she’ll be waiting for you at the end of the corridor,” she chirruped behind the glass screen.

The staircase screeched of a regime in crisis. The walls were painted half-white, half-yellow, the plaster was flaking off and collecting on the stairs. The last time they were swept and the stair rail polished was when Tito, that great non-reader, was still around. He chuckled at his own thought and from the echo discerned how nervous he sounded. Between the second and third floors he stopped for a moment, closed his eyes and drank in the cold, remote silence. He didn’t know exactly when he had been gripped by hastiness, when exactly he had realised that the reckoning of his life was ever more unfavourable and satisfactory results ever less frequent. When he’d not been looking, time had turned against him. Every loss, every rejection, every slip seemed irredeemable. Not only seemed so, but he feared actually was so. He could not foresee how and with what he could replace what he might lose on this day.

By the time he had climbed to the fourth floor, nervousness and shortness of breath had already become sombreness. Perhaps that was better suited to a man of his age and experience, he thought. Irony was always a strange comfort to him.

In front of a not particularly successful abstract painting stood a slim figure with her back to him. She was leaning on her left hip; the high heel of her right shoe was jabbed into the carpet and the toe was pointing upward. In a tight black skirt that reached half way down her calves and an olive-green blouse with padded shoulders she looked domineering, the sharp flow of lines and colours was broken only by the plait of almost golden hair. He quietly cleared his throat. The heels rotated and her arms relaxed by her side.

“You’re probably Mr Bevk, yes? Pleased to meet you, I’m Ana Miler.” She swayed towards him with two short steps, obviously hindered by her skirt, and offered him her hand. A small hand with long, slightly curved, but elegant fingers and nails. As they shook hands, he noticed the clear bluish green veins on the back of her hand and weakened his grip. She seemed delicate to him. He liked the way she became lost in the warmth of his hand.

My awkwardness is limitless, he thought. It’s certainly not normal for people when they first meet to concern themselves with the dimensions of hands and to stare at them as at a gallery painting.

“Yes, that’s me. Pleased to meet you. I hope I’m not late.”

She smiled, showing a small but cute gap between her teeth. She was one of those people who smile with their whole face, who do not fear a complete transformation, even for the worse: her thin, pale pink lips pushed her cheeks up high towards her eyes, gathering them in two shining folds that narrowed her blue, lightly made-up eyes and made them feline, slightly predatory, slightly helpless. This was not a smile that would charm with its symmetry, but one that would capture with its enthusiasm.

“It’s no problem, the meeting with the last author dragged on quite a while. Come, let’s go into my untidy office.”

He followed her down a long, soulless corridor, past numerous aluminium doors, grey walls, a grey floor, a grey ceiling. He tried not to, but couldn’t help himself: his gaze kept lingering on the fold between her skirt and blouse. Her narrow waist did not dance like the waistline of many women, but rather it carried and moved her, as if it was the static but light core of wonderful physical events. He smiled at the pretentiousness of the simile and at that very moment she said over her shoulder: “Although I don’t really like the word ‘office’, for my line of work ‘study’ is more appropriate.”

Through the window, which looked out on Tito Street, the elegy of a September Wednesday penetrated the room, but it was completely disarmed by the colourful objects, hundreds of books, posters, four pot plants and quiet radio music.

“Please, have a seat.”

She noticed that he was looking with surprise at the ranks of empty cups, wine glasses and plates of crumbled biscuits that occupied the shelves and the desk.

“It’s my birthday today, hence the mess. I didn’t have time to tidy up, I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” he shot back. “And – happy birthday.” He should have made a further polite comment, perhaps offered his hand again, come out with some cliché, take advantage of the opportunity to steer the atmosphere towards collegiality, but her concentration, her somehow gentle, non-intrusive nonchalance led him to feel relaxed in his taciturnity. And the softer he became, the more clearly he realised that each time his hesitation led them to lose eye contact, the editor’s eyes remained on his face.

“I don’t want to waste your time,” she said, ensconced in an enormous chair and taking from a desk drawer a thick folder full of papers, “I know this is quite a stressful situation, although in reality I am the one who can make it stressful.” For the first time, through her frank self-irony, her youth poked through. She looked barely thirty, but she dealt with people’s fates with the same relaxed sense of entitlement with which most people prepare their meals. He thought that it was probably not hard to admire her, nor to envy her. What she emitted called for idealisation.

“Tell me everything,” he said insincerely, forcing a smile. He hadn’t slept for the last two nights, but had lain crushed by intrusive thoughts. In his imaginings, their meeting had failed a thousand times and succeeded only a hundred. The projections had caused his heart to jump like a cheap rotavator, he had sweated profusely and kept changing his pyjamas. Awe-inspiring anxiety: he knew that the dark side of responsibility was surrender, that what a person wished was often crushed when it collided with reality and that even the person involved could not mourn this. But he was not prepared to surrender anything.

“First I must thank you for deciding to send the manuscript to us,” she leaned her elbows on the desk and put her hands together like a bureaucrat, “and I must apologise for taking so long to respond. You probably realise that every month an enormous number of authors turn to us and that I, wanting to be fair, have to wade through everything we receive.”

Her delaying like this surprised him. Long introductions usually lead to abrupt conclusions: thank you, goodbye, better luck next time. A large drop of sweat ran from his armpit down to his waist. For some moments it had all of his attention.

“The manuscript is not bad,” he heard when he returned his attention to her, “some chapters are good or even very good and really captivated me, but overall it doesn’t yet work how you or I would probably want it to.”

His night-time scenarios had not foreseen such an outcome. Reality had, as it was wont to do, offered him only half-board: it had partly catered for him, but partly left him in uncertainty. And yet – some chapters were good, even very good. It was as if the attractive stranger had with a few words given meaning to all his hitherto efforts, doubts and bitterness, and smoothed out all the rage. It seemed to him as if everything that had happened led here, to the meeting with this woman, who promised nothing, who had no expectations from either praise or reprimand and could thus speak the truth. It merely seemed so. Man is a creature that can give meaning to only the end of suffering, not to its peaks.

He still said nothing, but in reply his body shifted and straightened up, his chest required air and for the first time that day he took a deep breath.

“I’m glad you think so.” Of course, he was pleased and relieved, but for a long time he had not cared about the feelings, the profane feelings that life likes to grant us. She had given him hope, it was precisely hope he wanted, but it would not have been seemly to tell her this.

“I’d like us to take the time to improve your novel.”

The use of the plural pronoun had never been so appealing. Meanwhile, standing there as if playing patience, she spread the chapters out on the desk and explained her editorial decisions. On the right, she placed sections that were superfluous, on the left, those that had been improved in terms of style and content, and in the middle all those that were lacking in some way. The heap in the middle quickly outgrew the others. When she had finished, she calmly but decisively pushed the heap on the right into the wastepaper basket. A short performance, suited to someone not afraid of power.

As his lips shaped astonishment, her movements and voice softened.

“Don’t worry, such a ratio is quite normal. What is unusual is the quality of the heap on the left. It’s precisely for that reason that I want to work with you.” Once again, her full-blooded smile. The blue eyes like the spark of a short circuit. She wanted to protect him from the despondency that their exchange had subjected him to. Not only that, he thought, perhaps she had realised that despondency was not infrequently his choice, perhaps she had begun to see it before it had even truly appeared. In order to divert his paranoia, he took from the largest heap some random sheets of paper and gave the appearance of being absorbed in them. They were buzzing with red corrections, lines, ellipses, exclamation marks, question marks.

“Ah-ha, I see that you’ve read it very closely and added comments. There are a lot,” he said, putting the papers in his lap, “so I would first like to look at them quietly to get a feeling for what the common strand is.” He was enjoying the sense of confidence that she had infected him with.

“I can tell you that now, so that nothing is left to chance. And to save time,” she said with a wave of her hand. She turned towards the window, put her left arm around her torso and with her right hand began to play with her wheaten braid. As she moved around the office, talking, she kept gently rolling it between her fingers. Escher’s eternal golden braid, he suddenly thought. This intimate girlish ritual did not bother him, quite the opposite, for as she engaged in it within a rigid situation, he more easily trusted the sincerity of her words. She was staring at the floor or the walls, turning to him only when she concluded a thought. Not from shyness, but rather because every time they looked at each other, in spite of herself, she stared into his eyes, where it was warmer than any kind of art. And yet they were here together to discuss objectively precisely that, his literature.

She was debating, or that’s how it seemed to him. Consciousness kneads time in a thousand different ways. Until he heard her, he hadn’t even realised how much he was longing for the tone, for the commitment, even nervousness with which anyone discusses what is dear to them. Without telling him this, few people had indicated to him that perhaps he wasn’t bad, that his writing wasn’t exclusively expendable, but it certainly wasn’t the case that they liked his prose. Let alone thought that it was exceptional. He was increasingly succumbing to the weight of disappointment and fear. But how could he not be disappointed if his prose was not able to achieve its fundamental aim – if it was not communicating feverishly enough with readers so that they wished to communicate about it – and how could he not be afraid if above everyone who wished to engage in literature hung the possibility of cheap imitation and the danger that to history it would be nothing more than dust?

No one wants to be dust. Whoever writes does so in order to add weight to his life and give meaning to his death, he often repeated this, and each time he did so he was aware how cheap it sounded. Everyone who writes does so out of restless self-importance – perhaps that sounds better; the writer loves his current ideas and expects that they will also satiate him in future, expects that they will not fail him and with their passing leave him alone. That is the narcissism which begrudgingly becomes aloofness and even more rarely develops into tranquillity.

Perhaps a writer’s tranquillity is merely that fleeting moment when his idea first resonates with another. Perhaps that was why, as he sat on that chair in the becomingly messy office, the stabbing pains behind his forehead subsided. All his senses awoke. The magic of recognition is strong; the magic of confirmation is even stronger.

Ana had been charmed by his understanding of life and the sincerity with which he sometimes gave significance to the actions and characteristics of his protagonists. Much had empirically or cognitively gone beyond her, she acknowledged, beginning to wind her plait round the fingers of her other hand, but that’s precisely what she demanded of good literature. With average literature it is easy to agree and then quickly forget it when we move onto the next book, just as we can easily forget our opinions.

“Good books are not just opinions,” she concluded, tilting a glass of champagne that happened to be standing on the shelf. “I know I sound idealistic and I assume that you too have read Hegel.” She laughed at her comment, completely without embarrassment. She leaned against the bookcase, cutting off a small company of rays of light that were trying to trickle their way through the window. When they poured over her, erasing her face, he looked at her chthonic but magical silhouette. Her laughter subsided.

The woman in the shadow and the man in the sunlight, without being aware of it, observed each other in silence until the sunbeams faded and disappeared.

She went behind the desk. There was a faint red glow in her cheeks. She wanted to conceal it with the hand she was using to smooth her eyebrow and correct a stray lock of hair. She tucked it away with a jaded comment: “The story always seemed to me a consumable good, these days it’s almost impossible to write a new one.”

“It never seemed the most important thing to me, either.” He was also trying to suppress a sense of tingling.

“It’s interesting that you say that. I think you are striving particularly with the story, even though you have a gift that you are neglecting. You are stopping half-way,” she ended with praise. “You really understand people, but in a strange way you are hindering that understanding. As if you were afraid of your main advantage. And instead, there are those endless descriptions and implausible plot twists.” Out of relief that she had got to the heart of her observations, she almost slumped onto her chair. She tapped her slender index finger on the middle heap of paper: “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

A plot twist that overtook him. An editor who didn’t discuss form, but spoke up for potential. He was lying that he understood, as everyone who does not wish to enhance their vulnerability lies. As if to maintain harmony, albeit false.

But she did not allow him to be lazy. He needed to replace the density of events with density of relationships, she said, to deepen it, because he could do so, and not to widen it, for through widening, the novel loses power. In the central heap there were places marked that called out for deepening and parts that the novel didn’t even need, she concluded. She leaned her elbows on the desk and moved her head forward. Between them were three glasses and the wild blue brightness of her eyes.

“Of course, you don’t have to agree to anything. Or at least not to everything. It’s clear I’m trying to seduce you towards psychological prose. But I really do think you are that kind of author.” To shake off the patronising tone, she added: “But I can’t know better than you.”

He looked down without speaking. How could the young stranger know what the older man didn’t know about himself? She wasn’t omnipotent, although she doubtless wanted to appear so. He usually wasn’t the type to react with anything other than resistance to what others had to say about him. He never accommodated such observations, but always resorted to a narrative that he shaped about himself. This was not cognisance, it was what was valid for all: fear that if uprooted, he would float away. Fear that he would no longer find the ground, or that he would find it and it would be frighteningly slippery. Yet another link in the chain of vulnerability, it struck him.

But it was as if the young stranger was trying to convince him, as if her magnetic gaze reached somewhere that he, weighed down by perceptions, bad examples, circumstances, restraints, doubts and impotence, was unable to. In resonating, his annoyance subsided, he was completely safe. It struck him that he was feeling like a believer encountering a saint, a believer who entrusted the pure being with all his strength and handed it all over. He laughed half out loud, raised his eyes and in a moment met hers, which were succumbing to the laugh.

He didn’t really know whether he trusted her eyes or her insight.

“Right, I agree.”

He offered her his hand, palm upwards, as if inviting her to dance and not to seal a deal. When she wrapped hers in it, his thumb, without him wishing it to, slid across her diaphanous skin. The gentle but awkward engagement lasted a few more moments and then she replied: “Great, we’ll begin next week.”


19 September 1985

She awoke before dawn. Whenever she drank, she could not get to sleep properly because of the adrenaline. She rolled onto her hip to more easily control her nausea. She could smell Boris’s congested bad breath. As always, he was sleeping with his mouth open and gently snoring. As usual, he had crept unheard into the bed in the middle of the night and curled up beside her as soft as a millipede. He never clung to Sergej, but always her. Although when awake father and son were in complete harmony, Boris avoided his father’s touch. Maybe it was just your average boy’s discomfiture, a sense of awkwardness beside a larger, wider and expressively masculine body, but sometimes she thought that Boris, like her, was intimidated by their similarity. As a rule, children are an echo of childish versions of their parents, but even at the age of seven Boris was simply a smaller version of the grown up Sergej: dark, wiry hair that was impossible to comb or shape; light blue, at times scarily sterile eyes; a sharp curve between nose and top lip; rigid shoulders, which lengthened a torso of average height, but strong. Boris had even inherited Sergej’s walk, together with all its bizarre details. A comic swaying whenever he hurried and ungainly shuffling when he wore slip-ons in summer. Probably, she thought, excessive familiarity did not evoke trust in Boris. Although still a child, he still wanted to be an original.

She was sure that Sergej did not delve into such doubts, that he deliberately did not think about it, but when he was compelled to, his interpretation could never be so gloomy. And she herself was succumbing to them more in order to seal the real reasons for her anxiety. It wasn’t only the birthday alcohol that was lodged in her stomach and gnawing behind her eyes.

She rested against the bed head. The millipede, still asleep, moved and put its head in her lap. Vulnerable as she was in the morning, the contrast between the warmth released into her body and the scheming that would mark her day hurt her.

“Ana, is something the matter?” Sergej’s voice was dreamily husky, but he sat up on the bed as if on parade.

“Oh, but you’re awake. That’s not like you.” She was trying to be witty. She was always trying to be witty: the worse things were, the more wound-up were her jokes. Through humour, loud or fleeting, she built up the layers between herself and others so that it was impossible to get close to her. But Sergej, who had been penetrating these layers for a number of years, could not be deterred.

“Ana, you look as if you’re going to cry. What is it?” He gingerly reached across Boris and stroked her thigh. This brief contact was enough to set the tears running down her cheeks.

“I want to get out, you know?” The quiet words were spoken into her hands, which were trying to stop new teardrops. “I’ve got myself terribly tangled up and I don’t want to do it anymore. It’s not right. It was never right.”

His mother’s sobbing woke Boris, who leant upwards between his parents and rubbed his eyes. He did not register her tension. He never registered the burdens of others; his focus did not apply to other people. He would grow up into a capricious and domineering person, she not infrequently thought.

“Do I have to go to school already, mum?”

“Yes, my little dormouse, you do,” she glanced at the clock on the bedside cabinet in order to avoid her son’s eyes. She didn’t want him to see so early her careworn face, even though it might not bother him. “Go and get washed and get your bag ready, I’ll come soon to make breakfast.”

The boy unwound himself lithely, no longer like a millipede, but like a fox. He ran towards the bathroom and as soon as he had carelessly slammed the door behind him the air became sharply, heavily dense.

“Dissociation of the subject,” she gave a grotesque grimace. She was anticipating that in a few moments the common-sense Sergej would say something; he placed his sense of responsibility for his actions above what for him were vapid and ephemeral feelings. Sergej, who when faced with weakness could turn to stone; Sergej, the sometimes-cruel affirmer of life; Sergej, an explosion of ambitions and forces. She wanted to suppress that Sergej before it could grow, for him to finally understand that his theorising about what should be done was never comforting. She prepared another gloomy comment, but —

“Come here.” She slid onto his chest. Between the hairs his stale sweat smelt like kerosene. She asked herself why precisely on that cloudy morning he was adjusting his manner: could he sense the scale of her despair? Was he disturbed by her birthday? Did he himself feel the same?

Even if he was, he would never admit it.

“Look, we both know that the country is weakening. It’s just a question of time when it will fall apart. It won’t last much longer, I promise you that.” With an unusual gesture he slid his fingertips down her face, from her forehead across her eyelashes to her lips and chin. That was his special gentle gesture, clumsy but genuine, which he usually employed in joyous moments. It bothered her and she moved her head somewhat lower, to his stomach, so that he couldn’t reach it with his hand.

“But what will happen to us then? They won’t just forget about us. For we are…” she burst out crying and swallowed the word which she had years before placed in a vice and then cunningly, at first quietly and then ever louder, crushed. However roughly she bolted it down, the word remained irrevocable. At each of its hasty pushes Sergej also swayed. The man and his wife, holding each other close, symbiotically waited for the prick of awareness to subside.

The word was monsters. We are monsters, I am a monster, she had wanted to say.

She rose with her body large and bitter, and went to the window to open the curtains. Behind them was developing exactly the same kind of day as eight years ago. The sky was a perfect azure, the result of long rain, there was not even a sliver of cloud anywhere, not a line of darkness, merely magnificent hope. What nauseatingly perfect irony. Or perhaps not, she thought, for then the day had also promised a clear, magnificent life.

It had been a Sunday and, like every year before, her parents had arranged a birthday lunch at home. Over the years, the tradition had taken on new features, with the candled birthday cake replaced by champagne and the strictly forbidden smoking had dissolved into an uncomfortable, hunched puffing beneath the extractor fan, and from teenage celebrations onwards the invitation had also extended to what her mother and father discreetly called Ana’s latest friend. They also sometimes attracted to lunch some person or other from the League of Communists of Slovenia, of which they were members; not because they wanted to indoctrinate their daughter into the Party, which the young found it hard to believe in, but because they were shamelessly pragmatic – just as, whether it was lamentable or not, all real grown-ups were. Social capital could also contribute to a better quality of life; in fact, at the start of one’s professional path it was obligatory, they believed. And, of course, they were not mistaken.

Perhaps her twenty-fifth birthday, eight years ago now, would have had a different epilogue – or would, like most of our days, have remained without one – if Sergej had been able to come, she thought, leaning against the window frame. But her friend had fallen ill, of course, and left her on her own: naive, wrathful, greedy and impatient. She looked angrily at her husband who, behind her, was slipping back into sleep. She wanted to lay the blame on him, to believe at least for a moment that a person can be protected from herself also by another person. The benign lie did not work and her stomach succumbed to a feeling of isolated responsibility. An unbearable weight.

Perhaps, she eventually corrected herself, that day would have had a different epilogue if her existential paranoia had not tightened round her throat. She was barely entering her twenty-sixth year, it was true, but at the same time prematurely approaching that crucial interval in life that all try to resist, but are all thwarted by. The years when a person is first overtaken by her decisions. When the days cease to build up into lost time. When the present – the present job, the present relationship, the present state of health – most accurately predicts the future. Even if this interval was fictitious, an expression of folk custom to do with fate, it had an immense power over her. To get stuck in mediocrity, to become replaceable and expendable, to fade and become grey, all these were frightening thoughts. Although she strung together a sequence of academic successes, adorned herself with a Masters in Comparative Literature, even as a student appeared at conferences and symposia, she broke through – barely, barely, she sang – to administrative work. Her job involved preparing contracts for the country’s largest publishing house. Not even preparing – merely sending, tracking, keeping records, ensuring that authors were paid for their work. She was carrying out tasks that were for her not only inappropriate, but also humiliating. At least she could be a proof reader and at best an editor, she kept repeating to whoever was listening and with every day of barren administrative work – paper in, paper out, signature here, signature there, stamp at the top, stamp at the bottom – the oppressive feeling of an end strengthened. So, is this it for me? In her over-ambition – sick, spoilt said her interlocutors – her vision of the future did not include the possibility of events developing, things improving, progress, but rather from the very beginning she expected precisely the best, precisely, ironically, disembarking at the terminus of her envisioned journey.

Maybe, maybe, what a poor consolation, she decided. There was only one flow of real scenes and that Sunday when Sergej fell ill and when she herself was at the height of her existential angst, her celebration was joined by what appeared to be a very gentle couple in late middle age who were at that time living in Ljubljana. Sofia’s hair was almost completely grey and she wore it in a dignified but loose bun. Her pale pink silk scarf and sandy coloured blouse testified not only to affluence and good taste, but also, in harmony with her unusually erect but also flexible posture, hinted at an ethereal character. She was precisely the kind of woman that Ana had long wished to become; a woman whose firm mildness aroused awe, a woman beside whose sense of conviction other people’s hesitancies grew. A woman who was a corrective to other women. Her husband Vitomil, with his slow, elegant movements and judicious mode of speech – he had the rare capacity while thinking, of never tripping over a semivowel or leaving a stupid silence – almost made her into an iconic object. In contrast to her mother’s and father’s other guests, they did not discuss the Party, although they were both members. Highly unusually, but harmoniously, they talked primarily about their three children and about everyday life; during the first moments of their encounter Ana decided that the couple, by frequently mentioning their children, were trying to make an empathic connection with the birthday girl and empathy was something new to her at this table. Over dessert, it emerged that they were both avid readers, which imbued Ana’s interest in them with a great deal of confidence. For the first time, she cut through her parents’ mediation and took the initiative with someone they had invited. And what a conversation it was! They discussed literature until the evening, when she admitted to them, rather tipsily, that she wasn’t really an ordinary booklover. When she had almost ecstatically finished summarising her ideal career, Vitomil and Sofia overtly looked at each other with a smirk. Ana was convinced that this look transmitted something about her pride and rashness, that like so many others, they were slightly mocking and slightly pitying her. Her weakness revealed, she reined in her braggadocio and the rest of the evening only responded in a restrained way to their questions.

She was right. Their look was loaded, but not with the triviality that she read in it. On parting, when all five of them were hovering awkwardly on the threshold of the apartment, Vitomil and Sofia suggested that Ana should join them outside for a celebratory cigar. Reassured, she followed them. Evidently, she had not completely marred the good impression she had made on this pleasant and sophisticated couple.

Sofia was swathed in an autumn coat and beneath the faint glow of the streetlight she looked even more magnificent than before. Ana followed with admiration her hands, which, as she spoke, danced into her pocket and out of her pocket, her neck, which she stretched when she laughed, her sparse eyelashes, which seemed unable to conceal her piercing eyes. In subsequent years, she often asked herself whether it had been a coincidence or part of a quick but precisely calculated plan that it was above all Sofia who, while the tobacco plumply smouldered, devoted her attention to Ana. It probably wasn’t difficult for the couple to spot her self-regard and the timidity arising from it.

“You know, you’re young, nothing’s lost yet,” said Sofia, domineeringly taking the cigar. “But you are regrettably also a woman and for us it’s not that easy to climb high, is that not so Vito?” Sofia understood that an alliance with a woman was most easily forged by turning against a man. Not roughly, as that would be reactionary, but cutely, sarcastically.
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