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Hodie mihi, cras tibi.
Quis evadet?




 


On Saturday 19 November, 2002, sixty people incarcerated in a camp for illegal immigrants sew their lips together. Sixty people with their lips sewn reel around the camp, gazing at the sky. Small muddy stray dogs scamper after them, yapping shrilly. The authorities keep assiduously postponing consideration of their applications for leave to remain.


*


Tereza Acosta is a woman who has decided not to remember. Tereza Acosta does not remember her childhood; it is as though she had not existed until her tenth year. Her amnesia is dense and immobile. Five different Tereza Acostas live in Tereza Acosta. Each has her own voice and different facial expressions. None of them remembers conversing with the other Tereza Acostas. Each Tereza denies the existence of the other four. Each Tereza Acosta has her opinions about marriage, love, work, life in general, quite different from those of the other Tereza Acostas. After many sessions, the doctor decides not to interfere in the lives of the five Terezas, he decides to leave them in their shared oblivion. In which they live harmoniously.


Fausta Fink did not remember her life before the age of fourteen. The doctors gave her antidepressants and she began to remember. She said, Now I’m fine, I’m happy, then she killed herself. She threw herself from the fifteenth floor. In a red kimono. She fell, inflated like a balloon, fluttering. She soared. Then she crashed.


In an asylum in the south, or perhaps in the north too, thirty-nine inmates also sew their lips – with surgical thread. To carry out the sewing, the prisoners use a wide, curved needle, and each mouth is sewn with three, at most four, stitches. The patients were protesting against the staff who did not address them. Then, in the asylum, a still greater voicelessness reigned, a vast silence which now wafts like steam, like smoke, from the ceilings and walls of the ruined building in the back of beyond, and climbs in clouds towards the sky; in moonless nights that same voicelessness, that fateful human muteness, apparently insane, is borne back as a breeze; it falls like feathery rain on the opaque windows of our refuge in nowhere-land and, in order to survive, for that is their only air, the patients fill their by now slack, consumptive lungs with that sickly but odourless breeze, that invisible cobweb of silence. The landscape around the madhouse is sealed, petrified, motionless as a drawing. It lies beneath a lava of silence woven of inaudible footsteps that swish softly because they spill out of the asylum in which all the slippers are made of felt.


*


He could do that too. Stop speaking. Stop remembering.




 


So.


Now he is alone.


In a dilapidated apartment in a small town.


He has talked, written, thought, about this apartment, and about this town, and he isn’t going to do so again. He won’t think. Not about the apartment, where it is cold and dark, which is neglected, as he himself has become, dark and neglected, and growing steadily colder, not about the town, which he has written off completely, as though it does not exist, as though it has collapsed, sunk into a cataclysmic sepulchre and now he is floating above that abyss (like Fausta Fink in her red kimono), becoming increasingly distant, growing smaller to the point of silence, to disappearance.


He could be anywhere, it does not matter now.


He no longer opens the shutters, maybe occasionally, when some kind of music comes into his head and startles him. When a tiny joy runs through his body, a small pale bolt of lightning that flashes and is swiftly extinguished. Then he opens the windows wide and looks out. From the fourth floor he watches the arrival and departure of trains. He peers into the hangars. Into the rubbish skips where rats and cats are up early, and waits for them to dance through the trash and emits a brief ah which stops his breath. With an effort, he raises his eyelids and glances over the shred of sea, swaying there under the low mountain, then the clipboard claps, he withdraws into his cocoon again, and briskly, almost grotesquely, limps down the eleven-metre-long narrow corridor in order to snuggle like a mole into his darkness, into his sepulchral wordlessness and feel once again the way the walls of that virtual tunnel shift, gather, approach one another and then he scampers crazily down that path, up-down hop up-down up-down hop, not to be crushed by its high walls, flattened into a thin line of death like that on a hospital E.C.G. monitor.


My pump, he says, my pump, one, a second, a third.


Then it’s better. He can breathe.


He no longer thinks about anything. He has already thought out everything; his life. In little heaps, small piles, he has laid days, years, births and deaths, loves, the few there were, journeys, many, acquaintances, many, family dramas, his senseless chases and even more senseless small battles, on the whole lost, languages, foreign and local, landscapes, he has tidily classified it all, and tied up that baggage, that now unneeded burden, and arranged it in the corners of the spacious rooms as though yet another great removal awaited him.


A barracks, he says, I’m living in a barracks.


One of these days he’ll ask someone to take it away, this debris, this rubbish into which his life has shrunk, he’ll get someone to move those accretions of his botched days out of his sight, so that he and those numerous piles should no longer look at one another as they begin to rot in the corners and give off a nauseating odour, not a frightening odour, but just irritating, intrusive, steadily crumbling into dust and interfering with his breath. Take it all, he will say, take it. He has piled up the books, thrown some away, given some as gifts, sifted out the trash. He gives away his clothes as well, and his shoes, at times manically. Too much ballast has accumulated, all kinds of rubbish. He gives away coats, jackets, suits, jumpers, shirts, oh how many shirts he has, shoes, some never worn.


His mother did the same, some thirty years or so earlier, towards the end, as she travelled, leaving behind, handing out pieces of her life, he had not understood it then. When she returned from China from her acupuncture training, with a packet of needles, with enormous rubber ears with acupuncture points marked on them, with a three-foot plastic model of the human body, which could be taken apart and put back together and all the organs could be re- moved and examined, charming miniature imitations of organs, heart, lungs, liver, intestines, pancreas, everything, three-dimensional blood vessels, veins and arteries, bones, brain, everything could be dismembered, relocated, rearranged, turned over, put together like a jigsaw, the whole human insides, and the model always stands upright, stuck to a wooden base and impaled on a shiny metal rod, when his mother came back from China to them, to her family and her psychiatric patients, from China, from some Chinese province, he no longer remembers which, China is a vast country, varied, from that impoverished desert province where, she used to say, the Chinese food was nothing like the European Chinese food eaten in European Chinese restaurants, but meagre and tasteless, watery, served (in field hospitals) in tin dishes, as once in the Yugoslav National Army, where she had her hair cut dry, his mother came almost without any luggage, holding a little note torn from a page of newspaper on which the diagnosis ca corpus uteri was written with a ballpoint pen (Chinese). She brought him a small antique Chinese tobacco box made of rosewood which had been gaping empty for a long time over there on his desk where he never went any more, she brought him a framed poem by Lu Hsun, and for his sisters Chinese robes, intensely azure and intensely crimson, with big golden dragons flying on them, and an old fan smelling of sandalwood, all that fitted into one suitcase, a small case in which his mother locked a glimmer of insight, which he later read as a decision and fear.


Now he squeezes that huge rubber ear with its reflex points for the whole body. An ear like a miniature foetus.


On that ear he sees a summary of his organs. All his organs. An overview of his pains. Sometimes he brings a needle, a toothpick or his nail to his ear and pricks his heart, his eye, his back, his brain, and he comes to life. For an instant. He pulsates. When he runs out of money, he finds the point for appetite control and becomes light, he sways as though about to faint.


Ears – a marvellous, ugly organ, as the whole human body is repugnant, man in general, a grotesque being of discordant shape, with extremities that branch out from a central mass, with thin tentacles that flail around, with tips grafted on them where whitish pinkish formations grow ceaselessly, while at the top of that monstrosity, on a short, soft, mobile stalk rocks a ball-shaped organ with a larger opening at the bottom and two smaller holes in the middle with warm air coming out of them. Towards the top, two small watery balls set in hollows with moveable covers roll about silently. In addition, this rounded mobile body is covered with hair that springs out of its top, and on the male also from the front.


There are a lot of ears in literature, there are ears for listening and ears for non-listening, ears for dropping poison into and ears for cutting off. They say that ears keep growing. Old people have big ears, even those old people whose ears were small in their youth acquire in old age large soft dangling ears with flabby lobes, deaf ears. That is why he was surprised by a recent event when, holding a pink folder against his chest, he got onto a bus, followed by an old gentleman wearing a hat, a man with a deeply lined, furrowed face, who asked him, Are you also going to that building, for the meeting at 4 p.m.? Then the old man who remained standing on the bottom step turned his back on him, the doors were open, and he observed the old man in a black coat from behind. And the old man had small ears, unbelievably small, demonic ears.


[image: image]


His ears are alright, his ears are quite respectable, decent ears without hairs. He can hear well, he can hear perfectly well, it would be better if that were not the case. Once, however, the sea had surged in his left ear, occasionally high waves had beaten, roaring, against his frontal bone and dissipated round his temple and nose, words were drawn out into slow unintelligibility with an unbearable echo. They put him in a soundproof room and tested his hearing. The doctor said, Your hearing in your right ear is far above average. You don’t need your left ear at all. But this schizophrenic state of his ears, that noise in his head, that cacophony, only lasted a short time, after a month or two a becalmed sea swayed once again between the walls of his skull. Now he is again surrounded by terrible sounds that come from outside, that hammer on his brain and that he cannot exclude, by the appalling, rending din of this town, unlike any normal city noise.


He has recently read an article about Jewish ears. In it three women were discussing scanned irises and scanned faces in general, and the possibility of implanting chips into people. One of the three women said that she had been dismayed when she was having her photograph taken for a new passport in Vienna and was told, Uncover your ears, we have to see your ears, both ears, they said. That reminded the woman of her mother’s war stories, she said. The other woman said that she was sent back twice by the police when they were getting passports for her grandchildren because her grandchildren’s ears were, first, very small, and second, they were stuck close to their heads. After several attempts they succeeded in getting photographs on which the tips of the children’s ears could be seen, but then there were problems with her grandchildren’s eyes, because her grandchildren’s eyes were not open enough to be scanned. When they got to the photographer’s the children would immediately fall asleep. On passport photographs it is forbidden to laugh, even to smile, there was no problem with this second woman’s grandchildren smiling, the second woman explained, because her grandchildren never smiled. In the end, her grandchildren did manage to leave with their parents. From Romania. To where they never returned. Then the first woman talked about her mother saying that in the Nazi era it was not permitted to touch up photographs on Jews’ documents and that on them the left ear had to be visible, because the Jewish race was allegedly distinguished by the shape of the ear. The Nazis believed that Jews had special ears. In the article, the three women compared their ears but could not discern significant deviations even though one of the three pairs of ears was Jewish. In the end, the Jewish woman found the wartime identity cards of some of her relatives murdered in Treblinka and, indeed, on all the photographs the left ear was clearly visible.


For the time being the police have not analysed noses although some scientists maintain that there is great biometric potential in scanning noses. The scientists complain that in biometric techniques noses have been unjustifiably neglected. Scanned noses could significantly speed up the recognition of people in the course of processing the entire photograph, which is not the case with standard biometric techniques. A nose does not alter with a change of facial expression, the experts state, while ears do, which is not quite accurate. When people smile, their noses broaden, while there are those whose ears do not stir when they laugh, although there are also those whose ears move up-down, forwards-backwards, while some people can move their ears even when they are not laughing, by an effort of will. Anyway, the scientific study of forty noses was first carried out in England, then this scientific testing spread through Europe, and now databases (of noses) for future testing are springing up all around.


He has a nice little nose. Regular.


He gathers up souvenirs from around the flat for the rubbish. He thrusts them into black plastic bags. Decisively, jerkily. Who needs his recollections, which not even he wishes to remember, which have fallen into a pit of forgetfulness. And he lets them sink.


People collect idiocies to remember things by because that’s easier for them, there’s no strain – walks, landscapes, smells and touches, there’s no time for that while life flows, or for most people trickles, he realises that now. People half-wittedly arrange all their life’s paragraphs on shelves and walls and from time to time cast them an icy smile in passing and say, stay there, wait for me. When the lights begin to fade, people imagine that they will be together again, they and their derelict past squeezed into small dead objects, that they will touch each other again, tell each other mislaid, withered tales. Some hope. Memories die as soon as they are plucked from their surroundings, they burst, lose colour, lose suppleness, stiffen like corpses. All that remains are shells with translucent edges. Half-erased brain platelets are a slippery terrain, deceptive. One’s mental archive is locked, it languishes in the dark. The past is riddled with holes, souvenirs can’t help here. Everything must be thrown away. Everything. And perhaps everyone as well.


He might keep the little china shoe his mother had given him, a little shoe that had not taken him anywhere. He would also keep the miniature antique grandfather clock, rusty, patinated, a clock with a crooked pendulum that looked as though it had escaped from Wonderland, whose hands moved only when a small coin was inserted into it – a gift from his son Leo. And Elvira, he’ll keep Elvira – he takes her everywhere with him, close to him. There, that’s what he’ll keep.




 


His name is Andreas Ban.


He is a psychologist who does not psychologise any more.


A writer who no longer writes.


He is a tourist guide who no longer guides anyone anywhere.


A swimmer who has not swum for a long time.


He has other occupations that no-one any longer needs. He, least of all.


He is sixty-five, he looks pretty good, like fifty. The upheaval for which he was prepared, for which he had prepared (he knew how to do that, he had trained himself for it), nevertheless happened in an instant, caught him unawares when a half-educated female colleague, a perfect bureaucrat, an obedient apparatchik, when that frighteningly respectable and reticent colleague flung in his face, in front of the whole staff, the fact that he was no longer needed by their institution, because, you’re about to retire. Was that the trigger? Your suggestions are irrelevant and won’t get you anywhere, she had said, you’re about to retire. This happened when he and a few others were seeking to tighten up the criteria for evaluating scholarly and artistic works, for evaluating one’s presence in life as a whole, one’s political, social and cultural visibility because, they maintained, the teaching staff had withdrawn into their cesspits, 1 per cent of professors appeared in public, the others did not exist, like the majority of Croatian academicians who say nothing and have their photographs taken for various anniversaries and have no problems with their pension, so here Andreas Ban asked his colleague where and when she had ever spoken out, who had heard of her, who wrote about her, and she said, That’s not important, you’re leaving, I’m staying. And those tedious, deadly regular and empty Kafkaesque meetings of the faculty board chaired by four or five men dressed up in blue suits and women in little waisted costumes with hairstyles à la Prince Vaillant, directing their cadre to fill in senseless forms, to record without fail data of no use to anyone in special little boxes, persistently reading aloud documents distributed to them all, which were additionally reproduced in power point on the wall, as though 90 per cent of the professors were attending a course on reading administrative nonsense, addressing them all anonymously, rolling titles through their false teeth, and then sending all that, this amateur sketch in the form of extended minutes, by e-mail, by name, to all the teachers, after which that “administration” informs the entire teaching staff, with the threatening notification that the message is “urgent”, that the university mailboxes are full and they must empty them immediately.


There are university teachers who want to show they are engaged, so at meetings some women complain that there are no shelves in the toilets for women’s handbags and then hold forth at great length on their toilet and physiological requirements, and ninety people say nothing and listen while the secretary takes notes. Then there is voting, which, as soon as some slightly delicate question appears on the agenda, results in either mass abstention or unanimous for or unanimous against, with no variation, a blessed harmony reigns, solid unity on the margin of life. Those who protest are quickly silenced, all according to regulations, according to the rule book, according to the statutes, a convenient hole is always found. When some, let’s say more important, issue happens to come up, the assembly suddenly becomes tired, the more significant the issue, the more the teachers’ fatigue grows in a geometric progression, the teachers are thirsty and hungry and meetings are interrupted, or postponed, so that in the end nothing is decided, or it is decided in an indeterminate, tepid and flabby way.


That’s when it begins, when it condenses.


She, that malicious, uneducated woman with great scholarly ambitions in a small provincial university, will look repulsive in old age. She will have big ears. Her nose will become still sharper, and, weighed down, it will sink towards her top lip, upon which it will come to rest; because of a lack of teeth, her chin will turn upwards, warts will break out all over her face, and her speech will come to resemble snarling.


Oh yes, he would have liked to abandon all those collectives that devour, those consumers of ideas, that cacophonic din, those blank masks that disguise a still greater nullity, and give himself up to cheerful occupations, nourish his brain cells so that they pulse and drum, but a pathetic pension in the small, ruined, pompous country in which he lives (how did this horror of destiny befall him, how?), in a country which all rush headlong to leave if they can, in a country where one minister of education threatened that he was going to introduce the subject patriotism into the school curriculum, in which publicly, in the open air and on television, in order for the message to reach the most remote village, people sing songs with the refrain our Croatian mother bore me, so that those whom the Croatian mother did not bear feel unwanted, while all those whom their Croatian mother did bear leap up, proud and superior, prepared one way or another to eliminate those whom the Croatian mother did not bear, by stoning if necessary, in that country, a country in which people want to believe that people are brought into the world by their homeland rather than by a woman, in a country of such false decorum and hypocrisy that people have executed names, and at work address one another as director, dean, professor, boss, a pension in this country, then, a pension earned after twenty-five years of education, studying, after forty years of work, guarantees a relatively swift and objectively awful – death; that pension, that retirement benefit that really makes one wind down, run down, insidiously and meanly drilling into one’s ears on a dozen fronts at the same time takes away one’s life. So he, Andreas Ban, cannot accept that his pension should dictate how he will wind down, that the undying Croatian mother should say when she has had enough of her son, and decides to take things into his own hands. He, Andreas Ban, cannot be resigned to living on chicken wings which he can’t abide, and if he could, and if he wanted to, that possibility eludes him because chicken wings are becoming increasingly expensive, in the end all that would be left to him would be the spleen and the lungs and other repulsive animal innards which some people feed to their dogs. He is already imprisoned, already chained, nailed to this little country because he can’t travel, he can’t run away (he has no money), even though he is mobile and still (though not for long) receiving a salary. He will not walk around in worn, outmoded shoes, he won’t wear grey matted jumpers, he won’t thrust badly made dentures into his mouth, no. (He recently told somebody that his pullover was completely matted, and she laughed and said, What a funny word, matted, what does it mean?) He won’t travel on the town buses in the morning (between 10 and 12) (even though the Croatian mother offers pensioners those rides for free), buses that are full of incapacitated, very loud, deaf creatures carrying bags back from the market, containing two apples, one bell pepper and instant polenta. He will not listen to:




They put her in a home, she hopes she’ll get out, but she won’t.


Can she walk?


They put her in a home and immediately sold her flat.


Is she senile?


They haven’t told her she doesn’t have a flat anymore, if they told her she’d drop dead, she’s not senile.





he won’t look at those sagging, hungry, insatiable faces, those wizened people who cross themselves when the bus passes a church, mumble something into their chins and bow their heads humbly before “God”, he won’t look at those toothless faces rhythmically sucking the inside of their drooping cheeks with a revolting infantile smacking sound, those ravenous faces, which can best be seen on holidays and feast days when on town squares the Croatian mother bestows on them two sardines or a child’s portion of beans, for which they wait for hours, patiently, lined up, while marshals watch them from the side, just in case, heaven forbid, they should have a rush of blood to the head and charge forwards in a frenzy. Those benign feast days for the sick, the old, the abandoned fanatically in love with life, begin at 9 a.m. and end at midday, when all that was on offer has been eaten and drunk, falling like a stone into those thinned, shrunken old people’s stomachs, so that the squares can be cleaned with jets of water, in time for the evening’s musical entertainment for the young and well fed. Andreas Ban watches that horde of half-rotted living corpses, which multiply, proliferate, there are more and more of them everywhere, especially at clinics, waiting rooms are full of them, they go there for the company, in winter – for the warmth, they occupy all the chairs in waiting rooms, they go to doctors’ surgeries and clinics because they are anxious about their health, they particularly like giving blood samples, although the queues at the laboratories are unbelievably long and there are no chairs, there’s no commotion, no slacking, just wearisome waiting and shifting from foot to foot, in that queue stretching over two floors, in which those old people touch, stick to one another, they wait, they stand and wait, where do they get such patience, such hunger and thirst for an already devastated, shrivelled, nothing of a life, such a desire to live over the line, beyond beauty, in a desert, let them be downtrodden, it doesn’t matter, they are those quiet, persistent, stubborn types accustomed to suffering and forbearance. One woman insisted that she should have a cataract operation, although she was riddled with metastases, You’re riddled with metastases, the doctors told her, you haven’t long to live, they told her, that’s medical practice today, throw it all in a patient’s face, tell them the outcome but without explanation, just the bare outcome, because doctors don’t have time for refinements, and that woman kept repeating, I want to be able to see clearly, she said, so the doctors relented, they did her a favour, they restored her sight, although it was questionable whether she had ever had it, so that she then had a clearer perception, without clouding, of her corroded, dying body.


Andreas Ban watches these bedraggled nags clutching their lives in their embrace as they stagger and hobble their way across the road in a grotesque race, so what if someone knocks into them, so what if a car runs them down, that would at least be a worthy end, but no, their eyes are wide open, their mouths gaping, and, as though rescued from drowning, they leap onto the pavement, because they love life, because that life, that beautiful, rich life was gifted to them by their Croatian mother.


And Andreas Ban wants none of those calendars which the Croatian mother distributes to its pensioners before the end of each year, because, as if in some régime setting, in some penitentiary, in some ghetto, he would have to strike off his days.


*


In 2011, twenty-five members of the Macedonian organisation U.N.I.T., an association of dismissed workers, killed themselves. They could no longer bear life in poverty. They were all over fifty. Some hanged themselves, some jumped off bridges or buildings, and one set himself on fire. (Newspaper report)




 


He is a good-looking man, Andreas Ban, a refined decadent, former inhabitant of the big cities of the world, who, despite having battled for twenty years with this provincial town, was finally crushed by it. Now he is rapidly fraying, inside and out. Andreas Ban covers up the external fraying with clothes, for his own sake, so as not to have to look at it. He camouflages his flabby belly, his slack muscles, the puckered skin on his thighs and upper arms, his flaccid testes, he wears caps and hats, he is not entirely bald, he has his own teeth. As for his internal wasteland, he lets that spread. There had been an effort, yes, he had endeavoured, he had tried with hoses and water cannon to shift, disperse that heavy desert sand around him, but got nowhere. Now he is tired.


What had been important to him he had registered and in his imagination touched at a distance, in the distance: old friendships, dead loves, abandoned towns, books, books, real and unreal characters, spending more and more time with writers, mostly deceased, but some living ones as well, because the small town had grown like dough steeped in yeast, enveloping him, sucking him into its porous innards and finally swallowing him up. That is why he has difficulty breathing, wedged in that clammy mass. He is sinking.


He has found characters, male and female, who bear parts of his history, which he is now erasing. Those figures seem to him what is most alive in the shallow, dead town surrounding him. They crouch, squeezed between the covers, they thrash about, wriggle, sometimes they burrow through the paper like woodworms and he lets them sit at the table, lie down with him, accompany him on his infrequent walks, sometimes, like crazed spirits, like swifts, they circle around his rooms, flying right up to the ceiling, then drop to the floor and drag themselves along, legless, and he is afraid he might step on them, trip on them, squash them, and what then? There would be unbearable loneliness, black silence.




In a crowd of tourists from many countries, on the shore of Lake Geneva, I found a man who was seeking solitude. The man had sat down on “my” bench, with his stick he drew a circle around himself in the sand and said, There, we’re sitting on the same bench, I’m addressing you, you’re listening to me, but this circle separates us and you are more remote from me than the remotest planet. That is solitude. But solitude is not only the force that sometimes raises us to the skies, sometimes casts us into an abyss, it is also a refuge for lost loves.


My name is Edouard Estaunié, I am a writer of solitude. I know that our past, with all its secrets, winds around us, suffocates us, restricts our space, cramps our life, until it crushes it completely. Beneath our visible reality is hidden another that would astonish our acquaintances should they become aware of it. There is no sickness so terribly elusive as this one. The more it weighs us down, the deeper is our silence. Solitude need not be dramatic, but it is like a sack filled with stones, brimming with sorrow.


Piling up experiences brings about changes in the brain, chemical changes. This can be seen very well in animals; there is no reason why this should be different with the human brain. When two groups of adult rats,





Oh, Andreas Ban cannot bear rats. Stefan Biber had kept 1,300 rats in his flat and heaven knows how many cats. The floors of the flat were covered in rat and cat droppings and urine. While the cats were loose, the rats were crammed into cages, many of them without eyes or legs. That is why the town authorities dislodge Stefan Biber from the flat and he buys a ten-metre yacht to which he moves his rats and his cats. On Biber’s yacht the situation with regard to the rats and the cats is no better than it had been in his flat. Representatives of the Society for the Protection of Animals come onto his yacht and take away thirty-seven of Biber’s rats and six cats, and report him for cruelty, for keeping animals in too confined a space. Veterinary examinations establish that all of Stefan Biber’s animals are healthy. Biber gives a statement to the press saying that he is a victim of vengeance and persecution.




when two groups of adult rats, over the course of, say, eighty days, are exposed to conditions in which the rats from one group are isolated and put into miserable environments, while the rats from another group are placed together (in good company, so they become lively), in environments “enriched” by various toys and activities, the mass of the cerebral cortex of the rats living “a rich life” increases, and the activity of the cortical acetylcholinesterase becomes more significant. With the other, from every point of view impoverished rats, the brain mass shrinks, the brain empties, their experience evaporates, images disappear. Other areas of the brains of the rats living dynamic lives also show visible positive changes.


I’m becoming retarded, my brain is shrinking, says Andreas Ban.


Your voice is losing modulation, Andreas, your sentences are slow and monotonous, you wash less frequently, Andreas, and you twiddle your thumbs in silence.





An ambulance brings in a patient who had cut off his tongue two hours earlier. The patient had also cut off his testicles, but now that’s not an issue. The patient is evaluated as normal. Before he had cut off a third of his tongue, the patient had injected an ampule of anaesthetic (Lidocaine HCI 20 mg, Epinephrine 0.125 mg/mL) into its root and tip, so that he would feel no pain during the “operation”. In order to prevent the doctors from restoring, sewing on, the piece of his cut-off tongue, the patient had snipped it into little pieces with scissors. There was not much bleeding. The patient was given an anti-tetanus injection and sent home to recover. Two months later he killed himself playing Russian roulette. The patient was called Daniil Demidov and lived in the Russian enclave of Kaliningrad.


Estaunié’s Solitudes remind Andreas of Loti’s An Iceland Fisherman, a book that had moved him so deeply as a teenager that he wept over it. And now he hesitates – to abandon himself to “the insatiable sea” or continue to languish in solitude.




What a vast desert without shadow or water! Listen, Andreas, a man cannot open up even to his neighbour. That is the tragedy of all my lonely souls who, parallel to their conventional, publicly visible lives, live terrible, painful, secret existences. They are silent sufferers. In your previous life, Andreas, you would have judged that state of men and women ashamed by their desolate, destructive silences as repression, quite professionally, according to the books, yet in that silence life does not stop, it does not end, but gradually expires, becomes paralysed, continues to languish in secret, in darkness. Such a life in a glasshouse, a life of isolation, is a life of suffering. You know that now, Andreas. All that is needed is to be, to exist! Write, Andreas, write it down.





A quoi bon? A quoi bon? Andreas Ban asks Estaunié. Or perhaps he does not ask anyone, because there is no-one, perhaps he just mumbles and catches his breath.


Then Conrad, that depressive who tries to kill himself but refrains, leaps up in front of Andreas Ban:




Who knows what true loneliness is – not the conventional word, but the naked terror? To the lonely themselves it wears a mask. The most miserable outcast hugs some memory or some illusion. That’s how I survived.


Oh come now, Conrad, says Andreas Ban. What memory, which illusion. Memories are illusions, and illusions are elusive. Couéism is for idiots. Only the blind (and the insane) chant the mantra: Tous les jours à tous points de vue je vais de mieux en mieux.1





Andreas Ban still reads, less and less now, but still. He seeks confirmation of his discoveries even though to him the situation is clear. He reads discourses on Dürer’s “Melencolia”, that engraving from 1514, of which Benjamin affirms that it represents the deadening of emotions, a high degree of sadness. But he is not sad, Andreas Ban. I’m not sad, he says. Dürer’s inconsolable angel evokes compassion in him, not identification. It is only that landscape, that landscape with the transcendent sea in the distance that disturbs Andreas Ban. That is my vista, he says, and glances towards his already rotten closed shutters. That’s it, end game, he says. Benjamin believes that there is “enigmatic wisdom” in each object in Dürer’s cataclysmic world; Andreas does not. Foolishness, says Andreas Ban, shuts the book and puts Dürer away.


Andreas Ban knows that the impasse he is finding it increasingly hard to cope with did not arrive overnight, it slunk into his days quietly and gradually, following his footsteps like a shadow, until he tripped over it. Ah, the disharmony, the collision of what had been and what is now, what a mess. That is why he is now standing, leafing, leafing through himself, through those close to him, through his surroundings, and before their final erasure all kinds of things leap out. Secrets that fall at his feet, uninvited, and outlines of the past, whose edges he endeavours to sharpen by squinting, shreds of memory that land, singed, on his shoulders, little sparks of joy under which he rests, imagining that they are small fireworks (or soft waterfalls). And then, like an immense deadly wave, he is flooded with unbearable irritation, fury and impotence.




 


Andreas Ban is lying on a doctor’s couch, bare to the waist. It is dark in the clinic. He is waiting for an ultrasound scan. Outside, it is raining. The drops drum on the tin gutter. He lies there, counting. He counts the drops that fall quickly, very quickly, he cannot catch them all. He leans his right arm, in plaster up to the elbow, against his side. Raise both arms over your head, says the doctor. His right arm is heavy, the plaster is heavy, they have put on too many layers of plaster, they have put the plaster over the splint, you should not do that, but it was easier for them. And quicker. This is the second time he has come to see Dr Molina. He was here three days ago. He had woken up sweating, his face contorted with pain. What have you done to your arm? said Dr Molina, You’re soaked through, tidy yourself up and come back the day after tomorrow. It had been pouring then as well. In this town, it rains in spring, it rains in the autumn too, and in summer, the vegetation grows luxuriantly and sends out micro seeds that clog his bronchi, he drags little pumps around in his pockets and as he walks he squirts himself like an addict sniffing glue and rolling his eyes. He does not roll his eyes.


*


In a transparent plastic bag he was carrying dry food, biscuits for his cat which disappeared soon afterwards. She was the last to go.


He slipped. He has old shoes with frayed laces.


Laces?


We don’t stock them.


Laces?


We don’t stock them.


Laces?


What colour?


Black.


No. Only red.


Laces?


What are they?


Ties?


What’s that?


Cords?


Cords?


Shoelaces.


Oh, shoelaces. We don’t have any.


Ties, cords, shoelaces, bootlaces?


What colour?


Black.


Yes. How long?


Twenty-four inches.


No. Only forty-eight.


Go hang yourself on those.


He rushes out of the shop, the pavement glistens with rain, he loses his balance, the biscuits scatter, rolling over the smooth slabs, he lies face down, getting wet and watching his cat’s biscuits swell, the little brown dots in the shape of a trefoil on the smooth stone slabs cheerfully raising their heads like little mushrooms, sounds vanish, Who turned off the sounds? nice shoes, men’s and women’s, pass his head, he could stay like this, he could fall asleep in this rain, then someone lifts him. My foot fell, he says, my spine’s no use. He looks at his right arm, his wrist is bent at an angle of forty-five degrees, as though someone had broken a twig.


*


Now that arm, lying in a gymnastic pose above his head, is being held by his other, whole arm, while Andreas Ban waits for Dr Molina to switch on the machine, to rub him with jelly, that heavy arm drags him down, it will turn him over.


*


In the trauma clinic they tell him, The doctor is at lunch.


The pain is off the scale.


After sixty-seven minutes (his laces break, his shoes keep falling off) an oldish paunchy doctor arrives in a half-clean white coat from beneath which a grey jumper with a rice pattern protrudes. He waits for him to examine a dozen patients before he is called in. In the surgery there are two enormous posters, one on each wall. The Pope (the previous one) and President Tudjman.


What are these posters doing in a fracture clinic? he asks.


The doctor says, Who are you?


I need both my arms for writing, fix it somehow, he begs.


Then the doctor asks, Are you going to Leipzig, there’s a lot in the papers about the book fair in Leipzig, is Aralica2 going to Leipzig?


He takes an X-ray of his hand and wrist, after which the doctor says, All the small bones are broken, go and get it set.


That’s where they graft this horror onto him.


Dr Molina doodles over Andreas Ban’s thorax. When did you notice this lump?


Are you going to give me good news or bad news? asks Andreas Ban while Molina circles over his chest.


Molina is silent, for a long time he is silent, then he says, I’m afraid it will be the latter.


His heart detaches itself. Andreas Ban feels his heart falling through his back and slowly sinking onto the floor beneath the couch on which he is lying. He turns onto his side and watches that big swimming heart of his pumping into the air as though it were panting, increasingly slowly. With his left hand rounded into a ladle, he scoops up his heart and returns it to its rightful place.


Dr Molina says, Sit up and we’ll have a chat.


Andreas Ban says, Fuck off, and goes out into the rain.


He doesn’t know what to do with that diagnosis, carcinoma mammae, a tumour of one centimetre. Should he tell someone? He stands on the narrow pavement and watches the traffic. A boy passes by carrying a small pink umbrella. A little girl in a wet yellow dress runs after the boy. They are laughing. On the corner, under eaves, a woman is frantically tapping out text messages, not looking at the keyboard as she taps, her eyes dart about as though something important was happening, but it is not. Another girl appears with a mobile, yelling into it ciao ciao ciao ciao ciao bye bye ciao bye ciao. Andreas feels like shaking her. The raindrops hurt the crown of his head like a Chinese torture, as though he were waiting in Venice in the prison on the Bridge of Sighs for that last drop to fall onto his brain, to finish him off. That drop does not come. He turns his head from left to right and counts the cars. He ought to have his hair cut. He has been invited to dinner, he has bought wine.


*


Venice?


The shop windows near the Rialto glow, Murano necklaces tinkle, both cheap and costly, very young and very old Americans yell, Yugoslav dinars are exchanged for peanuts. One should go to the island opposite, to Giudecca, where the gondoliers live, and glass blowers and fat Italian mamas, where people are poor, the streets firm, the trees green, and the fish comes from the open sea. Where the children are grubby and loud.


He kissed Zoja in a cheap hotel room coated with bed-bugs, under dusty covers and damp sheets and it was good. In that rottenness, he imagined dead Elvira, decayed, her maggoty thighs gripping him, her one charred breast, which he sucked, which he bit until thick, dark blood ran from it. In a spasm, he pulled Elvira’s hair, elusive (non-existent, fallen out from cytostatic drugs), and sticky as a cobweb. He kissed Elvira’s empty eye sockets until Zoja said, Andreas, that hurts. Soon afterwards Zoja abandoned him. Or he abandoned her. They abandoned each other.


It is twenty-five years that Elvira has been gone. For Leo, Elvira is a fairy tale that cannot be made real, an invented recollection, an imagined love. For Andreas, a ball of string that rolls around his chest, a closed ball whose melody is fading.


Thirty-five years since the death of his mother Marisa.


In men cancer of the breast is a very malignant cancer. The prognosis for breast cancer in men is significantly worse than in women. Of the total number of patients at any stage of the illness, 36 per cent live for five years and 7 per cent for ten.


Marisa departs at fifty.


Elvira at thirty.


Father is ninety-two, he wants to die but he is not dying.


*


Andreas Ban calls into the antiquarian bookshop around the corner. He often calls in there, has a coffee with Oskar and leafs through books. He brings old postcards, historical documents, black-and-white photographs, family “mementos” with famous figures from the world of politics, for the most part copies (he keeps the originals), clearing out his drawers. At the door, Oskar smiles. Should I get a haircut? Andreas Ban asks. Without waiting for an answer he says, I’ve got breast cancer. Oskar stops smiling. Cruising around the bookshop is a seventy-year-old, who then addresses Oskar in Italian, Avete delle vecchie fotografie famigliari? Among the photographs that Oskar lays out in front of the old man, Andreas Ban notices some that he had discarded, some of his own family, photographs from the beginning of the twentieth century, copies of sepia photographs of his great-grandmother about whom he knows nothing, not how she lived nor how she smelled, who is a complete stranger to him, and therefore unnecessary; he catches sight of some distant uncle in hunting boots, with a curled moustache, he does not know what he was called, he looks at those relatives, those tiny flat figures and at the old foreigner dipping into the little pile of ghosts, then hears him saying, Ecco la mia nonna, ho trovato la mia nonna, he says, Comprerò tutto. Andreas Ban says nothing, he is thinking of his breast. The old man leaves the bookshop with a heap of paper-people crumpled in a plastic bag, and Oskar says, He’s from Trieste, he comes regularly, looking for his relatives.


He’s bought my kin, says Andreas Ban, strangers’ lives.


Three years have passed since then. Then, the situation was new. For Andreas Ban it had been the third new situation in the space of a year. After that more and more new situations kept coming, as far as the eye could see. The first situation had occurred with his spine, a year earlier, when his instep had collapsed. He had begun to fall apart. His body was falling apart, and with it his days began to dwindle.


In recent times, people have begun to write more and more about the body, the body as a geographical map, the body that remembers, the body that punishes, the fat body, the thin body, the muscular body, the flabby body, the body that loves, the cult of the body, the cleanliness of the body, the body and its signals, the body that dictates, determines, organises, the body that rebels. The body that surrenders? It is mostly women who write about the body, about the fact that not only do they have bodies but that they are their bodies. This has begun to irritate him. Andreas Ban is convinced that between him and his body a constant war is being waged, for who is the stronger. Andreas Ban can go hungry, he can go without sleeping, he can stay still, he can do as he pleases with his body. He has only to find the control buttons.


The woman sitting next to him in the clinic slurps and clicks at regular intervals. Her dentures are loose. He would like to say, Madam, fix those castanets in. Or take them out. Everything irritates him. The voices surrounding him pierce his brain like needles, set off a storm in his chest, create echoes in his ears. Otherwise, now, when he is alone, it is quiet in his head. No-one speaks, nothing can be heard. Now and then a thought sneaks into his skull, whirls around slowly then evaporates. Danger comes from outside.




 


Walking becomes increasingly painful, so he makes the rounds of clinics on his crutches. He goes through everything, through all the examinations, all the analyses, it all drags on interminably. After the X-ray of his spine, the radiologist erupts from his office shouting, This is the spine of a ninety-year-old, shame on you! Andreas Ban says, My bones hurt, could it be a kind of cancer? I don’t know, says the radiologist, go and get a C.A.T. scan as a matter of urgency. After ten days of uncertainty, Andreas Ban discovers that he does not have bone cancer, but that he will have to have magnetic resonance imaging for which you have to wait at least six months.


When he had undergone that too, that magnetic resonance, they told him, Go to a neurosurgeon to see what your next step should be. All in all, for ten months he had been totally preoccupied with his spine, his deformed vertebrae, his pain and how to overcome it when he lay down, when he sat up and, the most terrible of all, with every step he took.


He has begun to limp. So, now, as he walks, he sways. Like a mast, as Kiš would say.


The neurosurgeon looks at this magnetic resonance image, while a dreadful, pulsating silence reigns that gets into his ears where it beats to the rhythm of his heart. His jugular vein throbs crazily like a mechanical hen pecking at small grains.


How much shorter are you? asks the neurosurgeon.


He knows he has lost two inches. Fortunately, he had been tall so he could permit himself that reduction. He is now a decent height, six foot one, which still annoys small men. It would have been terrible if he had gone from five foot seven to, say, five foot five, he would have become a midget and thrown his weight around in company; as it was, he could stand still.


You have severe degenerative changes, the neurosurgeon continues, how do you manage to walk at all, this is your spine, the spine of a ninety-year-old, these are the vertebrae of a ninety-year-old, how old are you, how old are you, how do you manage to walk at all?


Then he asks the neurosurgeon, What do we do now?


The neurosurgeon says, We could remove two or three or four vertebrae, as many as necessary, and replace them with steel, or rather teflon vertebrae. On either side of your spine, we would insert a steel mesh around which we would have wrapped your muscles, mind you, says the neurosurgeon, that’s very painful, that’s three months of unbearable pain, it’s a difficult operation and the outcome is uncertain.


Don’t sweat so much, you’re very pale, the neurosurgeon says as well. There’s a more conservative variant, rehabilitation, electric currents, waters, exercises, magnets, you need to devote time to your body.


And then? asks Andreas Ban.


Then you’ll be able to mess about in the garden, says the neurosurgeon.


I don’t have a garden, Andreas Ban observes, and I don’t like messing about in gardens, what would you do?


I’d mess about in the garden, says the neurosurgeon, I enjoy that, I adore messing about in the garden, it relaxes me. Then he adds, Without an operation, I give you four years.


Till what? asks Andreas Ban.


Till a wheelchair.


Then, in 2007, Andreas Ban takes out a loan and goes for treatment. Social Security refuses to pay for the treatment because he is not yet incontinent and can still limp about unaided.


The receptionist at the hospital says, You would be glad that you haven’t got a brain tumour.


He says, Should be,


and the receptionist says, Yes, you would be glad,


he replies, You should be glad,


and the receptionist raises her voice, Don’t get upset, you would be glad.


So, he is supposed to be glad that he doesn’t know when he’s going to die.




 


When Yugoslavia falls apart, Andreas Ban is still working in Paris. He is sent to Paris because he is trusted, because he was born in Paris after the war, when his father, a national hero and bearer of a Partisan medal for 1941, was sent there to establish connections. Cultural, political and economic. His parents did not register him as a citizen of the French Republic, that would presumably have been unpatriotic, so his arrival in the world was recorded in the Yugoslav Register of Births. When he was old enough to change this state of affairs, he had more urgent business, so becoming a Frenchman didn’t cross his mind.


When Yugoslavia was falling apart, Andreas Ban returned to Belgrade from Paris, where else would he go? And is dismissed. Now you are an enemy of the state, a Croat. He has his name, he does not consider the fact that he is a Croat significant. But someone does. Andreas Ban gnaws at his savings, which are minimal. Close friendships crumble. His colleagues become supporters of the Serbian nationalist leader Šešelj. Andreas Ban roams the streets, visits his graves. Acquaintances who meet him are surprised that he is still there, in Belgrade. Aren’t you with the Croatian national guard? they ask. Now, from Belgrade, he could be mobilised, they could tell him, Go to Croatia and liberate Yugoslavia. They could tell him, Feel free to go and kill.


He grew up in Belgrade, Andreas Ban had lived in Belgrade from his seventh year, he got his degree in Belgrade, from Belgrade he went to do national service in Skopje, Third Military Sector, Marshal Tito Barracks, VP 4466, from Skopje he returned to Belgrade, he got married in Belgrade, and it was in Belgrade that he buried his Elvira, Elvira the pianist who on her deathbed said, I love you as if I were Madigan. What was he supposed to do? Kill himself like Sixten Sparre? He buried his mother in Belgrade, she had said, When I die, take me back to my Split, to the sea. They didn’t take her back. They did cremate her, but they didn’t take her back, it would have been a nuisance. Now that cheap urn has probably disintegrated, peppered with little holes through which the ashes seep, through which tiny grains of Marisa have long since spilled into the earth. But the pine they bought in a pot for New Year 1979, a little pine, a pinelet, which they planted by his mother’s head, is now a big, powerful and imposing pine into whose roots Marisa has grown, light, like fine dust.


*


In Skopje they live like lords, and in Skopje Andreas Ban acquires the nickname “Lord”. In the morning, Andreas Ban distributes bread around the barracks, in the afternoon he works in the office where they hand out passes for going into town, in the evening he organises the duty rota, guards and fire officers, but mostly he reads. He spends his free evenings in bars or at the theatre. In winter, a heavy, suffocating cold rolls through the barracks’ rooms until the soldiers chop enough wood to warm the stoves and make their fingers flexible again. Otherwise, there were days, especially the snowy ones, when that Skopje Marshal Tito barracks, with its ghostly silence, darkness and desolation moved into the world of Edgar Allan Poe. When the soldiers were absent en masse, and most often at weekends, the dripping of water from the collective but then empty bathrooms drove Andreas Ban crazy in the little office where he was preparing lectures for the “sprogs” and materials about mechanics which he later turned into handbooks that “his” No. 2 platoon used for studying. That dripping echoed in the low washbasins resembling water troughs for cattle like the ticking of a non-existent clock, marking time that did not pass, that was stifled by its own resonance.


Andreas Ban could now recollect his military days in detail. The way the younger ones, the “sprogs”, called the “old” soldiers “old ruts”, “old hooks”, “nails” or “old bones”. “The old hook lies under his Deutz, while a sprog scratches his balls”, they used to sing to one another. They used to call him “grandpa” too, he was twenty-four. He could remember the way they protected the homeland from the enemy who was just about to attack, but never did, or the registration office in front of which he planted roses with Albert from Osijek, Andreas Ban could remember “Tarzan”, the barracks commander, who swayed like a dry twig, “Fall in!”, or “Mouse”, a diminutive blue-eyed Captain 1st Class who stank of sour cabbage. He could remember the clap contracted on a one-night stand when Ruta the Scrubber shrieked Yes, oh yes, let me have it . . . But he refuses to remember. He had inhaled anxiety and vomited anxiety. He had sunk into the morgue of time, he had become a cadaver wrapped in senselessness, in idiocies, in the grotesquely devised absurdity of soldiering with an aura of the dramatic. He refuses to remember. He is repelled by those forced reminiscences with which, for years after they finish their military service, men in bars feed their masculinity, their eternal friendships, while those eternal friendships have rapidly dispersed into nothingness, into shabby memories. Then into war.


While they are in Skopje, waiting for their imaginary enemy who is supposed to come from Albania via Prizren, in ancient T-59 tanks (Chinese copies of the famous T-55s), Enver Hoxha hysterically sows bunkers all over his country and south of Tirana develops the air force base Berat-Kuçovë with hunter-bomber squadrons, MiG-15/19 and 21, F-13 version, all Chinese products, with the mark F-5/6/7.


Those 750,000 bunkers in which Albanians crouched for decades in the mud, “at the ready”, lying in wait for their enemy, are today being refurbished as narrow, dark living spaces, little cafés or discotheques, tourists visit them with a smile and tepid surprise and buy miniature models of the half century of horror with which a whole nation was riddled. The tourists place those souvenirs, those little bunkers, which remind people from somewhat more fortunate countries of nothing at all, on shelves or, in the case of those in the shape of an ashtray, use them to extinguish their fag ends.


He will go to Albania, he has not managed to go yet, but he will. When a group of his acquaintances went to Albania in 2008, Andreas Ban had to have an operation on his nodule, just then, it coincided the way some real, urgent business that cannot be put off coincides with dreams that afterwards leave a hole in the heart. His surname, Ban, is of Illyrian origin, Albanian, Arnaut, his roots are shrivelled up somewhere there under the mountain massifs among the long since disintegrated bones of weary warriors, when his distant ancestors fled to Istria in the face of the Turkish invasion in the fifteenth century. Nevertheless, coincidence or not, through the reality of Andreas Ban, Albania draws miraculous threads like rusty fasteners, apparently forgotten threads, which like the tributaries of every history at times come to life to rearrange the tidily placed blocks in the lives of those close by. But then, as he looked towards the Albanian border imagining a world walled up, petrified, and the sad small impoverished lives from which smiles, even tears, have been plundered, of that, Andreas Ban had no inkling.




 


Many years later, in a book entitled Sonnenschein, Andreas Ban finds a chapter about the life of an Italian family in Albania during the Second World War. In that chapter he comes across the name Ruben Ketz, and Andreas Ban raises his eyebrows and says, Impossible. There are many different people with the same name and surname, Andreas Ban assures himself as he reads the book entitled Sonnenschein in which it says that the Italian-Jewish-Fascist Tedeschi family moves to Valona in 1939, when some six hundred Jews still live in Valona, and that the then sixteen-year-old Haya in her old age remembers only Fanny Malli because she used to walk her rabbit on a lead, and Ruben Ketz because he had pockets full of black pebbles and spoke Albanian better than she did. After that insignificant, allegedly fictitious fact a faint unease settles in the thoughts of Andreas Ban, quite incidental for his life. But, as time goes on, new cracks in the history of the Ban family open up, benign cracks, admittedly, painless, yet nonetheless gaps which once again confirm that our existence is more invented and imagined than real, and so now Andreas Ban does not know what to do with his present state, confused, chaotic and tiring, now that he is beset by all kinds of major health issues that deposit the alluvium of a suppressed, unspoken and rigged reality.


At the end of the 1960s, Andreas Ban’s sister, the one who dies of a stroke in Ljubljana in 1997, marries a certain Carlo Ketz, a civil engineer from Trieste, whom she divorces a short time later, because of “temperamental incompatibility”. They have no children. Almost immediately after the divorce, Carlo Ketz is placed in the psychiatric department of the San Giovanni hospital in Trieste, which was reformed in the 1960s on the model of the psychiatric hospital in Gorizia by the renowned Franco Basaglia and on the façade of which stood in once-bright red letters the graffito Therapy is freedom, while the building itself was for a short time renamed Casa Rosa Luxemburg. Andreas’ former brother-in-law Carlo Ketz is subjected to treatment for loss of identity, that is for his dimmed sense of himself and his times, after which, given that he is having increasing difficulty understanding who he is, he decides to become several people whose destinies he lives in parallel, like those Tereza Acostas, which only confirms that this illness connected with the awareness of the self, with a broken reflection of our lives in reality, is not a specific kind of illness, but a phenomenon more or less common for the fragmented, perforated times in which we live.


The San Giovanni hospital is integrated into its surroundings in a humane way, young people stroll around, there is a discotheque nearby, little cafés, restaurants and confectioners, even a small theatre, the landscape is lovely, as it was around some Nazi concentration camps, the architecture is Secessionist, the neighbourhood multi-ethnic with an interaction of cultures, oh, wonderful, the patients go out when they want to, some, admittedly, accompanied, in other words, it could be said that Carlo Ketz, the former husband of Andreas’ sister, in his middle age, is currently living in the psychiatric wing of the San Giovanni hospital peacefully and integrated, as though he were not where he is, but among us.


Franco Basaglia, aware of how destructive psychiatric institutions are for the human identity branded and then stratified “from the cradle to the grave”, advocates democratic psychiatry and the deconstruction of psychiatric hospitals which mercilessly catapult a person even deeper into a mental and spiritual abyss. When the patient finds himself clamped between the walls of a psychiatric hospital, says Dr Basaglia, he steps over into a new dimension of emotional emptiness, into institutional neurosis. Andreas Ban thinks that psychiatric hospitalisation is not necessary for a fall into institutional neurosis, it is enough to sit in any office, to be anyone’s employee, even in a university, perhaps especially in a university, because university staff are packed behind an impenetrable rampart of false autonomy and academic corruption, about which Kafka has already had something to say. When he enters a psychiatric hospital, says Dr Basaglia, a person enters a space originally conceived as a space that will make him harmless, tame, calm, gentle and submissive, everything in the spirit of a Christian, especially a Catholic worldview, which is one of the most destructive worldviews, which, loaded with lies, kills the spirit, which is in fact a tedious propaganda play lasting for centuries, a badly costumed production full of hollow texts and kitsch staging, at the head of which, under a heavy cloak threaded with gold, and in small red Prada shoes, the grotesque figure of the Pope parades.


When they place a person in a psychiatric hospital, affirms Dr Basaglia, those “responsible” in fact thrust him into a space in which, treated with medication, they intend to metamorphose him, once again, into someone acceptable to the outside world. Paradoxically, says Dr Basaglia, instead of that, the patient undergoes a complete annihilation of his individuality. If mental illness is essentially characterised by a loss of individuality and freedom, then in a mental institution the patient loses himself additionally and entirely, becoming the object of his illness from which he recovers with difficulty. In such institutions patients are deprived of a future, in such institutions people stumble about without a present, deprived of decision-making and revolt, constantly dependent on the will, directives and dictates of others, says Dr Basaglia.


Where am I, asks Andreas Ban, inside or out?


The fact that Carlo Ketz, the former husband of Andreas Ban’s older sister, was “interned”, Andreas Ban discovers while he is living in Skopje in the 1970s, in the Marshal Tito barracks, VP 4466, and examining his roots, as he faces the Albanian frontier, prepared to defend his homeland from the attack of an enemy force that is invisible and never seen.


But it is only when in that book Sonnenschein he comes across the surname Ketz that a chapter opens up before Andreas Ban, which he knows nothing about and whose heroes dash into the footnotes of his life. Whence the Italian family Ketz, how does it end up in Albania? Does that family Ketz have any connection with his sister’s husband, whom he had seen only once, thirty or forty years earlier, at their wedding? Why did Carlo Ketz fall apart, and now, if he is still alive, is he assembling the debris of his days? So, seek-ing and annihilating his past, in the corners of which he is losing himself, peeling away the layers of time that clasps him in the embrace of forgetfulness, Andreas Ban feeds himself with other people’s lives on his journey towards death, that most powerful goddess of ultimate oblivion.


Two years after the operation for carcinoma of the breast, in 2010, at the invitation of his Belgrade friends from the 1990s settled in Nova Gorica, Andreas Ban crosses the non-existent border and visits the retrospective exhibition of Zoran Mušič (1909–2005) in Gorizia. By chance, if there is such a thing as chance, at the exhibition he meets Haya Tedeschi, the one from the book Sonnenschein, because someone whispers, There’s crazy Haya; it seems she’s found her son and repented of her sins. Andreas Ban invites ageing Haya Tedeschi to Café Joy to tell him about Albania and that Ruben Ketz who had pockets full of black pebbles and spoke Albanian better than she did.


That’s how Andreas Ban discovers that, as early as the 1930s, Italy casts its eye on Albania and offers the country credits that it cannot repay. King Zog gives in to Italian blackmail and in 1936 signs twelve economic-financial agreements with Italy, which will undermine Albania’s independence. Rome demands that Tirana place an Italian administration at the head of the Albanian police, that it affiliates with the Italian customs union, that it guarantees Italy control of Albanian sugar production, a monopoly on the organisation of the mail and telegraph systems and the distribution of electricity, that the Italian language be introduced into all Albanian schools and that Albania accepts Italian colonisers. Albania is already run by various Italian companies, particularly construction firms. Ferrobeton, Simoncini, Marinucci, Tudini and Talenti and many others are already there. As well as Italian banks.


After the Italian invasion of Albania, in April 1939, there are 20,000 Italians living in Tirana alone, Haya Tedeschi tells Andreas Ban. That’s when we arrive in Valona, she says. My father was a banker. The engineer Massimo Ketz lived nearby, he could have been around forty years old, an employee of the Immobiliare company that built the Durrës–Elbasan railway. Sensing the impending war, Massimo Ketz sends his family, his wife Marcella and two sons, Carlo and Ruben, from Valona back to his Fascist homeland of Italy, to his father’s luxurious villa in a suburb of Monfalcone, where the family continues to live its separate, peacetime life, multiplying and dispersing, dying and procreating, according to the laws of life and human nature, until the present day, says Haya Tedeschi. As early as 1940, my little ten-year-old friend Ruben Ketz, says Haya Tedeschi, the one who had pockets full of black pebbles and spoke Albanian better than I did, disappears from the picture and enters a different story. I discovered the rest recently, says Haya Tedeschi, when I was at the Trieste Red Cross, where I had gone to look for new information about the disappearance of my son and met Ruben Ketz, whom I would of course not have recognised, nearly seventy years had passed since we parted. In that office of the Trieste Red Cross, someone suddenly shouted signore Ruben Ketz! and I was, naturally, startled. Ruben was looking for information about his family; then he told me what had happened since they left Albania.
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