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Advance Praise for Oneiron


‘Oneiron is literally a fabulous work. A triumph of the art of the novel.’


Dagbladet (Norway)


‘Oneiron seems to rise effortlessly to the best of international literature.’


Finlandia Prize Jury


‘Laura Lindstedt embodies with breathtaking imagination the idea that we are all equal in the face of death...[weaving] her unlikely story with the finest of writers’ hands.’


Svenska Dagbladet (Sweden)


‘Oneiron is ambitious and lush…[a] vital, critically-acclaimed novel.’


Stavanger Aftenblad (Norway)


‘A prize-worthy, magnificent meditation on the afterlife.’


Dagens Nyheter (Sweden)


‘On an international scale this is an exceptionally bright pearl of high literature – a novel that is close to perfect.’


Aamulehti (Finland)


‘Powerful...fresh and inventive.’


Klassekampen (Norway)


‘[Lindstedt’s language] is powerful: the sprawling narrative flows masterfully smoothly.’


Savon Sanomat (Finland)


‘Oneiron is a shameless, touching and absurd approach to the state we know little about, the space, the transition, the moment when we hover between life and death.’


Torborg Iglan, Fædrelandsvennen (Norway)


‘Lindstedt uses the tools of literature to form a work of art with its own rules; one can only admire her execution and her ability to depict our world to a startling effect.’


Helsingin Sanomat (Finland)


‘Oneiron is a deeply fascinating book and one of the best I’ve read for a very long time.’


Litteratursiden (Denmark)


‘An overwhelming novel.’


Anne Cathrine Straume, NRK (Norway)


‘There’s nothing predictable in Laura Lindstedt’s elegant and in every way skilful analysis of humanity.’


Turun Sanomat (Finland)


‘A visionary book.’


Marie Claire Italia


‘Fascinating and original in its reflection on life and death...[and] realistic in its analysis of power and powerlessness.’


Vigdis Moe Skarstein, Fædrelandsvennen (Norway)


‘Laura Lindstedt’s construction is, specifically, about death. In this way, Dante Alighieri and Marcel Proust are subtly invoked.’


il Giornale (Italy)


‘Oneiron is about death. It comes with interesting suggestions of how it is “on the other side,” but actually sheds more light on the various power structures on our side.’


Dagsavisen (Norway)


‘There is something therapeutic – if not, relieving – in reading Oneiron; like surrendering to a trust exercise.’


Politiken (Denmark)
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Laura Lindstedt


Translated by Owen F. Witesman
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I





 


When I am not, what will there be? Nothing.


But where shall I be when I am no more?


Leo Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich




DANSE MACABRE


Imagine you are partially blind. Minus eleven diopters. Imagine a dark exam room at an optometrist’s office. You’re sitting in a comfortable leather chair, afraid you’ll lose your sight entirely. You’ve carefully placed your old glasses on the table. The plastic rims, electric-blue ten years ago, are scuffed now. You repaired one arm with tape, which you painted blue with permanent marker. For years you’ve preferred seeing poorly to discovering the true state of your vision. You’ve pushed away the idea of going to the optometrist the same way other people put off going to the dentist. You know those people. Their breath smells, and they know it. They always speak in a slight mumble, tilting their mouth down and away. They take a step back whenever someone comes too close. But what you’ve put off is this vision exam. Every year you’ve acted more strangely, more absent-mindedly—that’s your excuse. As soon as something resembling a human appears on the horizon, you lower your gaze to the street, just in case. Your friends play along with the game. “How’s that castle in the sky coming?” “Yoo-hoo, anyone home in there?” They wave their hands in front of your eyes as if wiping snow from the windshield of a car. You laugh and tell them what’s weighing on your mind this time. Of course you’re lying. At least a bit. You fabricate more details than necessary. You don’t want to remember that reality isn’t a fog. It isn’t a shared twilight we all fumble through. Reality has terrible clarity. You don’t want to admit that you are seen but you do not see, not now, perhaps not ever again. You’re terrified. You fear that the world will run out of lens strengths, Coke-bottle glasses, and minuses. That the next time they’ll hand you a white cane, encourage you to get a guide dog, a set of talking bathroom-scales, stickers for your computer keyboard . . . But don’t think of these things now. Focus on imagining the dimexam room, the back half of the dim room, the white chart on a white, illuminated wall. It’s the old-fashioned kind of chart nowhere has any more. The chart has “E”s pointing in four directions. Letters you can’t see now.


The optometrist begins loading lenses into the device resting on the bridge of your nose. Minus eleven diopters, and you see as you do through your glasses. Poorly, murkily at best, but just enough that you can get by. You can only clearly make out the top row of “E”s—the final letter on the following line gives you trouble. Your heart pounds with terror, but let it pound. Focus your thoughts on this brief moment, this blink of an eye, because this is the moment you must be able to imagine. The optometrist adding sharpness to your gaze, one lens at a time.


Move your eyes to the tiny, ant-sized letters on the bottom edge. Things start to happen when you stop being afraid and let time slow down. No lenses are necessary any more, for the desired clarity has been achieved: the tiny creatures have begun to move. They wriggle and tremble and jerk like black pieces of string on an excessively clean floor. Like when you were a child. Don’t you remember? You stared at that piece of string hanging from the arm of a chair, head full of blood, eyes heavy with pressure. Then the black snake began to dance. It had its very own rhythm, unfailingly repeating its pattern. That was the magic of your eyes, the magic of your retinas.


Now you’re sitting in a comfortable, plush chair where the feeling of heaviness completely disappears. A movie is starting, and the screen is full of light even before the film has begun to roll. But this time more than light fills the screen, because something is stuck to the film gate. Bits of fuzz that vibrate in the air from the fan. You count them to pass the time. There are six in all. Hairs from the projectionist’s knuckles? Are they hairs? But don’t think of men right now. Stare at the bright white screen and the six pieces of fuzz. They’ve moved close enough now that you have to believe: a woman, each and every one. And they aren’t thin bits of fuzz any more, except one of them, the one in the middle, who remains terribly skinny. She walks a little ahead of the others, pulling the rest behind like the leader of a wedge of cranes. An enormous, auburn cloud of curls bounces as she takes nimble, swaying steps through the air on nothing. Behind her walk five women, two to the left, three to the right. They tread the air as if treading water, with some effort, except one who appears to dance.


The women are easy to tell apart. The one to the left has enormous, swinging breasts that barely fit in her magenta polo shirt even though four of the five buttons hang undone. The breasts belong to a sturdy brown-skinned woman, whose face is blank just now, lacking any expression. Next to her traipses a mound of stomach, a blond, pregnant woman dressed in a black shirt and turquoise trousers. She exudes health and wealth. She is wrinkle-free, stain resistant, and Top Quality.


To the right of the emaciated woman with the curls strides an overweight matron, with smeared make-up wearing a knee-length sable fur coat. On one foot she wears a red woolen sock, on the other a heavy boot that extends to her knee. Next to her skips a tall, copper-brown beauty in a yellow dress with an enormous Afro. On the outside right, a little separated from the others, slinks a bald, shriveled woman in a poison-green hospital gown, looking like the most woebegone creature imaginable.


Six women walk toward you out of the white emptiness. You start, as if waking from a dream, turning around, looking to either side, up and down. But you see nothing to anchor your gaze, nothing beyond this peculiar company floating ever closer.


You feel faint. You feel your ears stopping up, your head ringing. Your legs give way. You fall into something. It isn’t soft and it isn’t hard. Not cold, not hot. You collapse into it as if resting in snow. You close your eyes and wait to wake up somewhere else. At the movies? Just before the end of Solaris? In that moment when the camera rises into the sky, revealing that Kris Kelvin’s homecoming is a dream, an island on the planet’s surface surrounded by a sea with no shore, when the clamorous music accompanying the final scene begins to surge, to penetrate your body chilled by a fitful sleep. Suddenly the music stops, and you stare in unbearable silence at the white screen and the black letters there: [image: Image]. You hear nothing but your own heart, which still pumps in time with the music.


Do you believe you’ll wake up that way again this time?


You hear sounds of movement and can’t bear not to peek. Instead of moviegoers rustling as they leave the theater, you see those women before you, those six beings who appeared from nothingness. They’ve fallen to their knees next to you and surround you on all sides.


Suddenly the leader, the one who’s all skin and bones, begins to tug the shoes from your feet. She pulls off your corduroy trousers and underwear, and bends your knees as she spreads your legs. Two of the women hold your ankles tight, and two grab your arms. The sad one with no hair has lifted your neck onto her knees and gently strokes your hair.


The thin woman shoves her head between your legs, and you do exactly what is best for you in this situation. You close your eyes again. You submit. You let it happen, because that’s all you can do. You feel the cool, soft tip of the tongue begin to dig into you. It seeks and finds your most sensitive spot. No evil is being done to you. The bony one seems to know how to satisfy a woman. She takes the hood of the clitoris between her lips and sucks out the tiny protuberance hiding beneath. The glans clitoridis. Or, if you please: the tongue of Cleite the warrior queen, the pink joy buzzer, the love button, the little man in the boat, the devil’s burning teat . . . This she energetically begins to lick, at once strongly and lightly, varying the rhythm with purpose, now pressing more, now brushing only gently.


You submit. You want nothing else.


How is it possible to think of pleasure? You can’t. Instead think of light. Bright, eyelid-penetrating light. You become part of the orange flame, the solar wind, the plasma flares, the throbbing coronal holes. Within you is the core of the universe, a mysterious generator, that divine nodule with its perfect minefield of eight thousand nerve endings that send fibers all the way to the spinal cord and central nervous system, all the way to the sun and the foundations of the universe.


Your body tenses, preparing for the wave beginning to form deep inside. The surge builds from small, tenuous pulses, radiating ripples to every part. In your toes and fingertips they turn, changing direction, washing back with a greater roar toward the center, shrinking to a single leaden point and diving in. One ring. Two rings. Three rings. Four. Each heavier than the last, each plunging deeper. Five. It almost makes you ache, that gathering—soon nothing more will fit, your body will no longer be able to keep them in. Six. Then comes the seventh ring. It dives so deep that it no longer touches you. It pushes through to a place with no return. Your body knows it. The tension in your muscles begins to release. You know this feeling of irrevocability, the precise feeling that makes pleasure cause dependency. The second before orgasm. The seventh ring, which pulls all the rings with it in a wave, launching them out of their hideaway one by one—opening, expanding, and finally exploding against your pelvic diaphragm.


The women have released their grip on you. They stare intently at your cringing face, your head resting in the bald woman’s lap, your mouth releasing a scream, your rising wail. You bathe in cold-hot sweat, your back arching. Your eyes are still closed, and that is good, because when you open them, nothing will be as it was. Believe me.


Agitated words fly all around, the ends of each sentence rising. Questions, in four languages. If only you could catch hold of even one of them, if only you could understand. Kto vy? Otkuda vy? Oh, how they wish the joy of understanding would spread across your face, the blissful experience of familiarity as you hear your mother tongue after this shock, this earth-shattering pleasure. De onde você vem? Quem é você? They so hope for you to find a citizen of your land, a sister, a friend, a kindred spirit in their group. Qui êtes-vous? D’où venez-vous? If only you would open your mouth and tell them what you know. Who you are, where you come from. That’s what they want to hear: where you come from and, above all, how you came. And why you’re here now too.


You open your eyes. The thin woman crouches between your legs, bony fingers removing hairs from her mouth. She wipes the small black curls on your knee like the tablecloth of a fine restaurant. Black curls? You look at your hands. They are the hands of a young girl. The nails are round, cut short, every other one painted black or white. You look at your bent legs. They’re smoother, and much, much more petite, and lighter. Blue veins shine through the skin, you’ve become so white. You lift your left leg. It rises easily. It’s so light and lithe you could easily swing it over your own head. Yes, you have the supple legs of a young girl. You lower your leg again, next to the other, and open your mouth, but nothing comes out.


Good morning, Sleeping Beauty, the thin woman says a little hoarsely, where do you come from? Her voice is powerful, and strangely low for such a frail body. She places both hands on your knees, spreading your legs a little and extending her neck toward you. Her voice rises, softening, becoming slightly more friendly, almost inquisitive. Who are you?


You say one single word. A name. You say it in the voice of a young girl shrill from crying. The voice that a lost child might use when a nice adult kneels and tries to help, offering to go together to find a lost mother in the crowd.


You say: Ul-ri-ke.


You pronounce each syllable in turn, with a tearful insistence that both demands and pleads. You practically beg. Sobbing, you tell them who you are.


You are Ulrike, and you are seventeen.


You don’t know where you’re coming from, but your home is in Austria. In Salzburg.




SHLOMITH PREPARES TO SHARE HER KNOWLEDGE
(FOR THE SIXTH TIME)


Ulrike was the last to arrive. As one might imagine, she was shocked by what had just been done to her, even though it was enormously pleasurable, or perhaps because of that. It was more pleasurable than anything anyone had ever done to her. Hanno couldn’t do anything like that. Hanno was Hanno. And now this grotesque woman had done it to her. Completely by surprise, by force, with the help of a large group, and still the experience hadn’t been the slightest bit unpleasant. This sort of thing can happen in a dream. In dreams you can end up in orgies, in wanton copulation with complete strangers. But now isn’t night, and Ulrike isn’t sleeping. She understands that, if only just. She looks at each of the women sitting around her, in a state of shock. She waits. She opens her mouth. She closes it again. And when no one sees fit to do anything, when no one makes the slightest move, when no one sees the need to spit out a single word, the feelings come. Rage first of all.


Ulrike sits up and wipes away the hair matted on her forehead. Her face hardens in Cleopatra-like hauteur: chin up, mouth tightly pursed, nostrils slightly flared, a demonic squint to her eyes.


And because Ulrike’s temperament is of the relatively volatile type, she hisses Scheiße! And it is meant for everyone. Scheiße! And it is meant especially for that skinny monstrosity sitting with legs crossed in front of her. The woman gazes sweetly at her, and Ulrike stares back. She has been violated. This she understands. She feels stupid. She feels like a complete idiot. The orgy doesn’t matter—anything can happen if you’re wild enough, and she is. With the right company and enough alcohol, she’s up for almost anything. The place and these women don’t matter—this is obviously some kind of Eyes Wide Shut thing, and maybe they used date-rape drugs. Maybe this is Candid Camera NC–17. But they made her cry, and that she does not intend to forgive. They made her tell her name, her age, and nearly her home address, although she never intends to go home again. Scheiße! she hisses, barely audibly, and continues her unabashed staring. She will not lower her gaze first. She will not lose this game.


The thin woman has seen this confusion many times before. Five times in fact. First there was she. She alone. Completely alone. Then came Polina the Windbag in her sable coat with one booted foot. Then the imponderable Rosa Imaculada, Crazy Rosa whom she could do without. Then Little Nina appeared from Marseilles with her belly sticking out, then Wlibgis from Holland, from Zwolle, ravaged by cancer, then proud Maimuna from Dakar, and finally beautiful Ulrike from the birthplace of Mozart. Angry, beautiful Ulrike. The youngest of all. Every bit as innocent as the recently arrived tend to be. The skinny woman stares at Ulrike’s face. She tries to record the image in her mind: the raised jaw, the forced hardness in her gaze, just now turning away. The girl’s bright violet-blue eyes begin to glance cautiously past her, finding the white, which is everywhere, which is nowhere. In her eyes, distress.


The thin woman has seen this. Many times she has been forced to speak, but so what? She almost prefers to speak. She is also speaking to herself, repeating over and over how things are, telling everything as best she can. When she speaks, everyone falls silent and listens. Everyone hears, once again, where they are, perhaps, right now. Hearing this is important. Just as taking communion can be important for some people, or lighting a cigar after a meal. For others it might be a weekly manicure, a pedicure, or a daily trim of the dry skin from their cuticles—each just as compulsive, perhaps a bit painful but undeniably pleasurable. So she will tell. She is happy to tell!


* * *


The thin woman remembers how it feels to wake up here. How it feels to open one’s eyes, to sit up, to touch the white beneath in disbelief. Is it land or frozen snow? It isn’t cold, and it isn’t hot. Plastic? Latex? Painted concrete? It isn’t hard, and it isn’t soft. She stood up, feeling excellent, empty, and numb in a good sort of way: the pain that had gnawed at her stomach and the staggering dizziness were wiped away. Of course she had managed exceedingly well with her pain and dizziness—she was a pain professional, after all. She was a hunger artist, after all. “No, no, and once again no”: that had been the doctors’ opinion about her last project. Secretly of course they hoped she would continue to the end. They wanted to see, even though they didn’t admit it, how the body and mind would function in controlled extremis. Officially they were obliged to warn her, practically to threaten her. Professionally they could do nothing more than demand that she interrupt the “test” and end her questionable experiment, “full stop”. This wasn’t the first time she had met scorn even as the same people viewed her with a mixture of admiration and horror.


It all started at the little apartment on Carroll Street. With her mother’s gaze. That was where it began. But the fact that her art had begun to arouse scientific interest—that was new and motivated her to push on. Her weight loss methods had been as deliberate as an ascetic yogi’s. At times they had driven her into a trance, yet she pressed on with more cycles of the regime. On the final day of the experiment, a few hours before stepping on the stage, she had drunk several tepid cups of an Ayurveda tea named “Internal Peace”. Her mind spun in a dervish dance, round and round and round as she reeled in the staff kitchen at the Jewish Museum, in her hand a paper printed with the presentation she would soon read in the auditorium. It was a blissful state and yet frighteningly fragile. Temporary. No person, not even she, could live forever on nothing but adrenaline, pain, and vertigo.


She had learned the dervish dance long ago. She had been hanging around Coney Island, at Astroland, which had just opened, staggering along in a famished stupor even as she rode the Cyclone again and again. That night her bed spun and shook as soon as she closed her eyes. That was her fifth week devoted to losing weight and the first night when she had finally understood: this relationship, and only this relationship, was meant to be for life. Hunger, my love. Under the covers they made a secret pact: I trust in you, and you trust in me. I will never eat you away, and you will never stop fighting by my side.


Of course some minor slips occurred. At a cousin’s bar mitzva, she secretly devoured twenty marzipan cookies. The hunger flew into a vengeful rage and threatened to leave her entirely, but she begged forgiveness and vomited. That time the hunger was appeased.


She was seventeen when she received the keys to her first home of her own. Even though it was little more than a closet and next to her parent’s flat, she had the freedom to do whatever she pleased, and of course that terrified them. Of course she experimented some. She gave herself injections of Smirnoff in her thigh, using her friend’s insulin syringe. Every now and then she got high with a couple of pals. A few times she engaged in some moderate shagging. But the hunger was most important and most dear to her. It fought with her like a trusted friend, against her enemies, until she made the mistake of her life and betrayed it. Because of a man.


The skinny woman knew she had atoned many times over for the betrayal of her youth. The hunger had returned to her after a series of reconciliation cycles, but in a way it still seemed somehow hurt, somehow . . . conditional. It always seemed to demand more of her; a day limited to five organic carrots was now an insignificant achievement to it—there were no thanks, no euphoria. Not to mention the dervish dance—the hunger remained silent as a mouse. Eventually she grew angry. Fine! She made a new pact. She promised to go farther than ever, farther than anyone had ever gone, just so long as she could return afterward. She would spend the rest of her life just thin enough, balanced on the rapt line between health and disease. Was that enough? And so they made their new agreement.


Then something happened. Something took the reins and decided for her, without her permission, to continue a trial she had already completed. She was thrown here, into this perfect white, with no instructions coming from anywhere. In one fell swoop, everything had been different. Even the hunger had disappeared without a trace, disappearing so completely that she didn’t even think to miss it.


If in her initial shock she had thought to analyze her situation, perhaps she would have landed on the idea that she knew later, in hindsight, to tell Polina when she appeared, bewildered and sobbing. What she said to Polina went something like this: “At first it felt like I had just had the best sleep of my life. A deep, dreamless sleep.” And then: “Gradually I felt lighter and lighter, and the pain that had been in my stomach for so long disappeared, and all my aches were gone; I felt like I was in seventh heaven.” But alone in a place like this without another living soul—no one thinks that way then. She only noticed the pain and nausea were gone once her panicked mind had explored every other alternative and dead end.


Theory number one: Was she blind? This first thought upon opening her eyes is understandable. The whiteness all around is like a sickness, is like blindness, is like the conclusion: “So this is how I’ll be punished.” And this isn’t a terrible theory since there are sicknesses in which the first, dramatic symptom can be a sudden loss of vision (for example, Horton’s disease, also known as temporal arthritis, which generally strikes aging women).


However, the blindness theory fell apart quite quickly because she thought to look at herself, first at her hands, and there they were. A thin wrist peeked from the sleeve of her black caftan with the veins in the back of her hand shining bluer than ever. Long, slender fingers, long, red nails, joints like jewels, knuckles like the brass variety. She struggled up onto her stick-thin, bowed legs. Just a heave, a movement without air resistance, and suddenly she was up.


Theory number two: She was in some sort of building. Somewhere there had to be a surface that would expose the structure as a dome, a cube, or a sphere. At this point she began to feel a rage. They had really done this to her! It wasn’t enough for them that she had her own things in order, that she had calculated everything going in and exiting her body down to the last calorie. That she had arranged—of course she had arranged—follow-up care for herself and made numerous backup plans. Nothing had been left to chance. She wasn’t fooling around. But they had still just snapped her up and locked her up in . . . where?


She tried to walk but didn’t get anywhere. Her legs moved, but whether she was making progress was impossible to say. She threw herself on her stomach and felt a light rocking in the pit of her stomach. She did not feel an impact or any pain, and she still couldn’t see anything anywhere. There was no reference point. She squinted, looking for hidden cameras, motion detectors, something dark that might take shape against the background. Someone had to be watching her on a monitor. Things like this could happen—it was almost to be expected. She had heard the rumors about them: science abductions.


There it was, theory number three, the natural, logical jump from theory two. Nowadays information about human behavior was needed more urgently than ever. Real, brutal information, the kind that might not be available for collection following accepted ethical norms. And she had been the subject of enormous, undisguised interest. They simply wanted to know more. Would she survive? How had she survived up until now? And above all: how would she do now, in a controlled environment? What was her secret?


Triumphantly she stuck her finger into her shock of hair. She was convinced of the find she was about to make. The antennas. She dug deeper, tugging at the roots of her curls, nails scratching her scalp. Antennas, antennas. Even just one. However small. Is this? A scab. A microchip. Implanted deep. A mole? A small wound. Psoriasis. No! A device. Definitely something technological. The latest, nearly invisible technology that they were testing for the very first time.


She pulled at her hair. She removed her clothes, turning them inside out and inspecting them carefully, then turning them back and checking them again. She did things that would have looked strange and perhaps indecent if anyone had been looking; the analogy of a snake eating its own tail would not have been far off as she finally bent double to search for foreign devices inside herself.


Shlomith.


The thin woman extends her hand to Ulrike and introduces herself, adding a most important detail, a fact apparently meant to explain everything: I was the first one here. The other five women have come to sit next to her. They seem in reverent fear of Shlomith’s austere statement, and of Shlomith herself, this offensively thin, ancient-looking woman. Now that her hair is not in the way any more, her face is visible in all its horror. Her skin is wrinkled and fragile, altogether paper-like, as if blowing on it would dislodge it. Her cheekbones are high and would cast enormous shadows below if the light were not so uniform. If she wished, Ulrike might describe her thus: old witch, chestnut hair, corkscrew curls, large eyes, glinting irises flashing brown. Enormous hypnotic belladonna eyes. A gaze slightly too intense, almost annoyingly unabashed, which is guaranteed not to look away first from anyone who dares to stare back. The leader. Of that there is no doubt. Shlomith is the Leader.


To repeat.


First, she herself, the very first: Shlomith.


Second: Polina.


Third: Rosa Imaculada.


Fourth: Nina (in her womb Little Antoine & Little Antoinette).


Fifth: a “W” drawn in the air (W as in Wlibgis).


Sixth: Maimuna.


They introduce themselves one at a time, each in her own way, and shake Ulrike’s hand politely. Their arrival order appears to be a very important thing to them, because they each raise the appropriate number of fingers, as if by prior arrangement; this is their very own number of arrival. If this were to happen anywhere else, in a stadium where people had come to flee a hurricane, in a tent city where refugees were being assembled during a civil war, then Ulrike, who has entertained herself with dreams of catastrophe since she was a child, would burst into laughter. The women are so comical, so overly serious. Their arrival order number fingers are still in the air. A smile begins to tug at Ulrike’s lips.


Suddenly Rosa Imaculada retracts her three extended fingers. She takes a step toward Ulrike, shaking her fist and launching into an explanation of something in a confusion of Portuguese and English. From here on, the performance is a familiar sight to everyone except Ulrike, who looks on in shock. They’re always embarrassed when Rosa’s show of panic begins. Lines appear on the women’s faces, furrows of impatience characteristic to each face type, which depends not only on temperament but also age, skin quality, and fat percentage. Of course Shlomith’s face is most creased of all. But Rosa pretends not to notice. Words burble out of her as her voice turns shrill and her hands move restlessly. Occasionally she crouches to pound the white below them with her fist. The pounding makes a hollow sound that starts out sharp but is instantly blunted, as if someone were striking a culvert with a metal rod covered in a woolen sock.


Ulrike begins to understand. Rosa Imaculada wants Ulrike to tell her something the others haven’t been able to say. Rosa Imaculada taps her head with a finger and waits for a response, even though she must understand that this tearful wretch of a girl isn’t capable of answering.


Ulrike gathers her courage and begins to rekindle her quenched anger. She opens her mouth and shouts at Shlomith in her high school English, with her high school pronunciation, with her high school vocabulary, with the high school impudence of a small, seventeen-year-old high school girl (with exactly the defiant self-assurance characteristic of young girls that can make some older men completely lose their wits); she screams at Shlomith and demands that she tell her everything, absolutely everything, because she knows that Shlomith knows. She has to know. She was the first one here, after all.


And this leaves Shlomith no alternative. She must tell, as she always must. Over and over she must tell, and now she must also expose some slightly more delicate matters. Why she stripped Ulrike’s lower body bare (just now Ulrike realizes she should put her trousers back on), why Polina and Nina held her arms (shame rushes over Ulrike again: how has she been sitting here with her pussy bare?!), why Maimuna and Rosa Imaculada forced her legs apart (Scheiße! Scheiße! Scheiße!), why Wlibgis lifted her head on her knees and why she, Shlomith, the worst of all, stuck her tongue in Ulrike’s most secret place.




THE CAMPFIRE


Come, Shlomith says to Ulrike, let’s move to the campfire. And before Ulrike has time to understand what is going on, she finds herself gently lifted up. She stands, feeling dizzy (that expectant vertigo caused by the first proper lurch in one direction of a ride that moves back and forth, such as an amusement park Viking ship or a traditional Scandinavian yard swing). Ulrike stands and instinctively spreads her arms, trying to find her balance and momentarily closing her eyes. Then she opens them again and looks down, at her feet that is, and tries to jump up, but she fails. The women standing around her remain where they are.


She didn’t rise a single millimeter.


Maimuna can’t resist the temptation any more. Crouching, she pushes off and whooshes high into the air, her bent knees reaching the level of Ulrike’s neck. What is even more confusing, she stays there as if imprisoned in a perfect photograph (a model dressed in sporting gear bounces on a trampoline in a garishly lit studio, just do it, in the background is a bright, monochrome but decidedly flashy backdrop, just do it, the model jumps, jumps, jumps but doesn’t sweat, do it, do it, do it, she jumps and is immortalized in the air and will never age again).


Shlomith glares in irritation at Maimuna, who obediently begins to descend without any further antics. Yes, Maimuna descends, or, in other words, kneels down low and begins to screw herself down by placing her arms tightly against her sides and thrusting her upper body in quick, sharp movements from left to right. The descent is jerky. Maimuna falls gradually, twist by twist, to the others’ level, and finally she is on her knees before Ulrike, in feigned humility, and then Shlomith turns her back, motioning impatiently with a hand and beginning to walk. As one might say, Shlomith begins to move forward.


DYING IS GOD’S REVENGE. In that moment when Shlomith turned her back, that thought, precisely that thought and no other, flashed across Ulrike’s mind. Fear filled her being because she wasn’t in the habit of thinking about God. God, one might say, did not speak to her. God was not a joke, not an injunction, not a subject for argument, not anything at all except an event on the calendar. God definitely was that—a magic something that was utterly invisible but could stop every business in a country when necessary. That was how God was. God radiated his liturgical light on holidays, on evenings when even the non-God-fearing but sufficiently tradition-reverencing portion of the Austrian citizenry made its way to Mass because that was the way. There was some sort of God there, or at least a picture of the Son of God and the Virgin Mary, and if there is a mother and a child, there must also be a father, even if he is an absentee. At Mass you could kneel (it was good for the soul!), so long as your knees weren’t too bad (then you could stand in good conscience), you could sing and shake hands with your neighbors and then finally take communion. But no one ever required belief.


God did not exist in persona for Ulrike and her family. In some distant branch of the family tree was one aunt who prayed earnestly, went to church, and regretted all the sins she committed and the sins she hadn’t committed but which she made the mistake of thinking of, because her God saw all, every thought, and every possible thought behind the thought, and every association lurking at the root of every thought. In the end that aunt landed in the loony bin.


But now, out of nowhere, this claim pops into Ulrike’s mind: DYING IS GOD’S REVENGE. Suddenly everything is oppressive, impending thunder, heaviness, terrible heaviness. Or maybe: a brain jam. This was the term Ulrike used for her state of mind after a test, the minutes that started when she returned the math exam to the front of the room and placed it in the teacher’s hand, walked out the door into the hall and maybe all the way to the schoolyard: it wasn’t a mood of relief, even though she had no doubt a good grade was on its way, presumably the best in the class. Numbers and vectors continued to zoom around maliciously in her consciousness until at least her third cigarette. Her head really wasn’t a normal head. She had a tendency to think thoughts that made her sick.


Ulrike strains to pull her mind together: there is no God to take revenge by dying. God does not exist. Ulrike squeezes her eyes shut tight and strains some more: click says the Colt lighter. A flame emerges (this is the best moment) to suck into the Lucky Strike cigarette. Lungs fill, her whole body tingles, a gust of wind blows through her head, and God disappears. There!


Ulrike opens her eyes and decides to focus on movement so she can keep up with Shlomith, who has already moved away. Shlomith has clearly become smaller than the others (not thinner, thank goodness, just smaller—this is called perspective, a phenomenon that even the congenitally blind know, so it isn’t just a convention; Picasso was wrong: perspective is more real than any god or goddess).


So Ulrike takes her first step.


If someone were to describe that step, say by comparing it to Neil Armstrong’s great (for the human race) small (for himself) bounce on the surface of the moon, they would be lying. Ulrike does not bounce. And Ulrike’s step also does not resemble the first, tentative, sideways thrust of a foot by a ten-month-old baby (which is usually followed by a fall, then crying, then another attempt), because Ulrike steps right after Shlomith without faltering. But it is also not a normal step. Because although Ulrike’s right foot moves sixty centimeters away from her left foot (which is a perfectly common “now I need to hurry” stride for her 159-centimeter frame) and although Ulrike pulls her left foot after the right (or, rather, in front of the right, as is the way in walking), she does not progress. She does not move away from the others. Dumbfounded, she turns her gaze to Maimuna, who has risen and is now standing again. But Maimuna only smiles mischievously and starts walking after her leader, without offering a single gesture of instruction to the helpless newcomer.


Nina and Polina are the ones to come to her aid. Purposefully they take Ulrike by the arms, one on either side. First step in place. Think about a swamp. Polina suggests this, but she soon realizes that Ulrike probably doesn’t have any experience with swamps, unlike her. She recently read a long, stunningly illustrated article about the peat bogs of Western Siberia. And she has no time to ask Ulrike about possible excursions she might have taken on the banks of the Danube before Ulrike is slogging away almost perfectly. She mimicks Nina and Polina’s walking extremely skillfully. It is like kneading dough with one’s legs—you have to think more weight into them, you have to think the resistance. Ulrike will soon hear that each woman has her very own resistance: Polina has swamp, Wlibgis has snow, Rosa Imaculada has a slightly waterlogged feather pillow, Nina has swimming floats (the orange arm floats for children sold in every discount store, la bouée pour les enfants à partir de 12 mois) placed on her feet in the deep end of a pool, and Maimuna has one thousand and one thoughts. She can do all manner of bizarre tricks in this white material, Ulrike has already noticed, and it is a result (although neither Ulrike nor anyone else knows it) of her not thinking of any resistance at all when she moves. Shlomith, on the contrary, thinks of food. Ultimately for her the hardest thing to bear is that she can’t even abstain from food. She is accustomed to abstinence, which triggers deep feelings of joy in her with near Pavlovian consistency. This is why at one moment in her mind she might be treading a square kilometer carpet of roasted marshmallows, in the next stomping sugary potato pudding, or then (if for one reason or another she wants to spur herself to especially quick movement) wading in her favorite food, a vat of miso soup filled to brimming with tofu cubes.


Motion and thought. It is so simple. Ulrike thinks of Hanno’s parents’ water bed, where screwing had always been unreasonably difficult. The rhythm was too different, and it made it all far too embarrassing.


Thus they finally get moving. Ulrike, Nina, and Polina walking in a line, Rosa Imaculada and Wlibgis treading behind them. Each in her own way. Presumably as a result of this first, somewhat traumatic image, Ulrike’s style becomes flamenco furioso, a banging rhythm executed with an exaggerated straight back: see how with each kick the tips and heels of the shoes gradually wear through the double-laminated vinyl surface . . . Bring on the flood . . . Let them all drown . . .


Ahead, beyond Shlomith’s narrow frame, something red suddenly flashes. For a moment it disappears behind Shlomith and then appears again, a tiny red spot that grows, disappears, then comes into view again a little larger. Some sort of shape begins to take form. It isn’t a blotch or a hole but a separate thing like Ulrike herself and the other women. Something that could be touched. Clearly it could be touched, but what is it? Red, rippling. It seems to be a little higher than them, and the closer they trudge to it, the more clearly above it is. And then: they are beneath it. Ulrike bends her head and looks into it. A hollow cage like a calabash gourd, with red hair fanning all around as if floating in water but completely motionless.


Now Ulrike is forced to learn another new skill, the skill of rising upward. Maimuna has already dived to the surface: the red hair has become the level relative to which everything else is defined. Everyone is going there, to the level of the hair, and Ulrike must rise too, but once again: how?


Maimuna had raised her hands like a diver, squeezing her head between her long arms (plug your ears!) and clenching her right thumb in her left fist (hold tight!), and then she pushed off, and now she is there. Polina of the Swamp grabs something with her hands (peat moss, tormentil roots, bog star stems, sawgrass blades?) and heaves herself up little by little, with some backsliding. Wlibgis of the Snow simply digs herself a tunnel to crawl through. Rosa of the Feather Pillow licks her hands and then squeezes and rotates the nothingness to make small, apparently rock-hard balls she can place as steps. Nina of the Waterwings thrashes and falls and lurches up, and Shlomith of the Miso Soup launches into a series of movements that look like vomiting. Throwing herself back-first with the force of the retching, she moves in fits right up to the hair.


Ulrike thinks of a flood. She thinks of Hanno lying naked on his stomach at the bottom of the empty water-bed frame, drowned. She thinks of her shoes and the shreds of PVC fabric stuck to her heels. She thinks of Hanno’s parents’ bedroom and the stains on the ugly brown antique wallpaper. She begins to fall. Slowly she begins to float farther away from the women and the red hair. Instinctively she lifts her hands toward them, like a child asking to be picked up; she kicks and pushes but only continues to move away. She screams like she is drowning (actually people who are drowning don’t scream), and as she shrieks she senses how the sound disappears somewhere, as if it has never left her throat. She hears her cry for help, her echoless, impotent wail, and still it seems to come from somewhere else. She waves her arms and sinks, until she feels Maimuna’s firm grip under her armpits. Do not think bad things, Maimuna whispers to her, only good things, and in her panic, Ulrike thinks of cyclamen. Eyes shut! Maimuna orders, and Ulrike obediently closes her eyes and curls up in the middle of a meadow of cyclamen. The sun shines, birds sing, and a butterfly lands on her arm as they begin to rise.


This is their campfire. Their gathering place. Whenever they wish to speak about something together, Shlomith says, they come here to Wlibgis’s wig. It was veeeery kind of her, Shlomith drawls—that Wlibgis donated her beautiful, artificial hair for this use. Although, privately, Shlomith really thinks that Wlibgis’s wig is rather second-rate. And that one could only get truly beautiful wigs that actually looked genuine from the Hasidic Jews in Borough Park, who covered their married women’s hair not with scarves but with hair creations, each more lavish than the last. Women who covered their hair with sheitels were always well groomed, with an enviable polish that rivaled that of manikins; bad hair day was not in their vocabulary. When a mother of a family she knew came down with cancer and started chemotherapy, she immediately demanded to go to Borough Park. Her Hasidic wig had been more beautiful and natural than her own hair ever was. The cancer took the woman, but the family didn’t want to give up the wig. They set it on a beige velvet display head and the display head on a dresser in the living room, and told everyone who visited that some day, if one was very lucky, cheerful vanity might catch the fear of death in a headlock.


Ulrike glances at Wlibgis, at her misshapen, lumpy head, flat at the back; her whole head actually looks like a pickle. The sacrifice has undeniably been great. Or maybe not. Perhaps it hasn’t been a sacrifice at all. Do things like hair, clothing, or hygiene mean anything any more at this stage? On the spur of the moment, Ulrike lifts her hand and sniffs her armpit. She smells nothing. Nothing bad and nothing good, not sweat and not the Angel by Thierry Mugler she had undoubtedly sprayed there in the morning as she left for work. It had been a pathetic gift from Hanno. She had wanted perfume but received deodorant.


We don’t stink any more, Shlomith says, noticing Ulrike’s gesture, because we might not be alive any more. There. Now they are getting to the point. This was Shlomith’s style. At times she could be rather un-American and spit things out without any warmup laps, and this is why they had come to the wig now: to explain the situation to Ulrike.


Originally the wig campfire had been Nina’s idea. Into Nina’s cute little head had popped the thought that they needed some reference point, some common place of refuge, so why on earth shouldn’t they create one for themselves? Whipping her arms about and slurring her R’s, Nina explained her idea. Polina was the first one to understand what Nina was actually saying: Nina was talking about the wig on Wlibgis’s head. About the unnaturally red artificial hair that suited the cancer-ravaged woman so surprisingly well. Nina glanced at it constantly but didn’t dare to say out loud that Wlibgis would have to give up her hair now. That it was what she wanted to use to make them a homey little fire, a place to gather and chat. Because weren’t all the world’s stories told around campfires once? Like about how the world was born from an egg, the horse from the sand, the foal from the foam of the sea. The wolf from a coupling of virgin and wind, iron from breasts of motherless nymphs, frost from a serpent that gave suck with no teats. Agony from stones of suffering ground against a mountain of pain. Tumors from a golden ball dragged to shore by the fox. Death from arrows carved from splinters of the World Tree. And Summer Boy brought blood! Later, when everyone has settled in properly, the noses have been blown, and the tears cried, and everyone gathers around the comforting crackle of the fireplace, the confessions begin. It’s now or never: Mom, I’m pregnant. Son, I don’t have long to live. Dad, I’m moving to Sicily. Dearest daughter, I’ve never liked women that way, not even your mother. Best friend, I’ve done something terrible, something I can’t take back. I’ve been living a lie all these years. I don’t love you any more. I love someone else. I emptied our retirement account and invested the money in stocks that crashed today . . .


Polina had stopped listening to Nina’s clumsy coaxing ages ago. She stared at Wlibgis’s hair. The tangled fibers were hypnotic, concealing an endless supply of new, blazing filaments, new burning secrets. Confessions it might be nice to listen to as a fly on the wall! Polina couldn’t imagine herself confessing, telling the others her personal business; she didn’t really have any, but she could see from the others that they did. Polina saw Shlomith explaining the reasons for her anorexia; the brutal image of femininity that had locked the poor woman in her decades-long prison. She saw Nina dishing the dirt on her relationship troubles, and Rosa Imaculada crying about the violence she had experienced. And someone had probably mistreated Maimuna too. Hadn’t they all been hurt somehow? In Polina’s vision, even mute Wlibgis burst into speech. Wlibgis, if anyone, looked like a victim, and it had nothing to do with her illness. It welled from her gaze. Polina had looked into the eyes of the dying, had seen grandeur in those eyes, resilience and self-respect, but Wlibgis’s gaze was like her dying mother’s gaze had been during her final weeks: servile, false, just playing for time. If you just visit me every day, death will stay away! That was what her mother’s gaze had communicated to her, and it was a lie.


Polina couldn’t restrain herself any more. She grabbed Wlibgis’s hair and snatched the wig from her head. There now! There’s our fire to sit around and talk! Polina thrust the wig down with all her might, and as if by magic the hair spread and began to fall slowly, drifting slightly to one side, finally coming to rest about half a meter below the soles of Polina’s feet, as handsome as a lion’s mane.


This was how, through the application of a little violence, their campfire was lit. Of course Wlibgis didn’t like the change. The others were also shocked. How could Polina act that way! And so suddenly! However, the wig was enchanting nonetheless. When they stared at it, peace spread through their minds, and concentrating was easier. The entire group began to try to appease Wlibgis as she sulked. She wouldn’t have to look at her own bald head here, Nina said. Instead, now she could see her fabulous hair in all its glory whenever she pleased, Shlomith exclaimed. Maimuna said Oooooh! and dropped to her knees to press her cheek to the hair, and Rosa Imaculada followed suit, letting out a sigh of Beleza! but did not, despite the visible bending of her knees, succeed in dropping down next to the hair.


Wlbigis looked at her choices. Either she would kick Maimuna in the head, shove her bodily away from the hair then take Nina’s hands, which were already on the wig, straightening and fluffing it, shake them loose and make herself altogether difficult, or she would give in. She decided to give in.


Ulrike lifts her nose from her armpit and looks at Shlomith, who does not avoid the girl’s bewildered gaze. On the contrary, Shlomith stares greedily at Ulrike, practically salivating for a reaction. Shock? Disbelief? A hoot of laughter? She’s already experienced it all. Everything except calm acceptance, the kind that might be expressed in a nod: fair enough, we might not be alive any more.


Ulrike looks in turn at each woman gathered around Shlomith. Did they understand what that grotesque woman had suggested to them? That they were here but that they weren’t after all? Verdammt! Was that how this bag of bones explained all of this?


That was one explanation, yes. One possible theory. Not invented by Shlomith but by arrival number two, Polina. When arrival number five, Wlibgis, appeared and in rapture mouthed the words, I’m alive! No more pain!—at that moment the matter became as clear as day to Polina. Her final doubts disappeared. They were all as dead as rocks. They could go without food and drink. They had no need for sleep (privacy, yes, and then they closed their eyes). They had no need for any of the other normal, daily bodily functions, such as urination or defecation, for example. No one even missed the movements and gestures associated with urinating and defecating. No one mimed them just for the pleasure of miming them, unlike the choreography of eating (although they soon tired of that as well). Only Maimuna’s bowels had worked here, once. This occurred around the time of her arrival, soon after she had rolled out prone and materialized from the white. She squatted and squeezed a small, dry turd out of her anus. Then everyone had gathered to admire and wonder at it (it didn’t smell, which they noticed), and that was that. The only known shit in the whole place. Things like that simply stopped existing—the feeling of pressure on the bladder, grumbling intestines, heaviness in the anus, sphincter contractions, the rhythm of holding in and release.


Of course Maimuna’s excrement existed. It existed so strongly, so disturbingly, that with one accord they decided to move away from it. The shit didn’t actually disgust anyone as such, its presence simply confused them. It was something at once too familiar and too strange: the Last Time embodied in shit. And that was why it began to signify things they didn’t want to remember yet. The condemned do not enjoy their final meals either, do they? (According to one former prison cook, a cheeseburger and French fries were the most popular last meal. He prepared 220 last meals in Texas from 1991–2003 while serving a fourteen-year sentence for kidnapping his brother-in-law and raping his ex-wife. In a way, it’s sad that the average murderer in Texas headed for a lethal injection wants to eat that specific variation of the hamburger invented in the United States in 1935, and not, for example, a double cheeseburger or a bacon cheeseburger, not to mention any other foods. Why didn’t anyone ever order vorschmack, for instance? Fortunately some had the sense to cut loose. They ate until they were so bloated that death must have felt like a relief rather than a punishment.)


Or when a person has sex for the last time with their beloved (or with anyone)—isn’t that sad too? At least it’s something. It’s strange and significant. The last intercourse before the car crash that takes a spouse. Or the more common case: the last intercourse after which intercourse simply stops. Too old. Can’t or won’t. Not interested. The last sex was five years ago on the sixth of April, at home in the bed as usual, in the usual way, a bit limp, a bit dry, prodding but well intentioned, and then—that was that. All the sex you would ever have.


And there is always a last time, Shlomith says, breaking the silence and drawing together every possible incomplete thought that might be spinning in the new arrival’s head. The last time of all last times. And because in these exceptional circumstances it is possible to experience that specific last time (fortunately Ulrike had been very gifted in this regard), there was no reason to skip the intervention. Simply put: Shlomith licked Ulrike down there because soon she wouldn’t be able to experience anything like that any more. No physical pleasure and no pain. She licked Ulrike down there because every woman present—Shlomith, Polina, Rosa, Nina, Wlibgis, and Maimuna—desired pleasure (each in her own way), or at least just touch. She licked Ulrike instead of, for example, beating her, because these women weren’t sadists, and if they were, they didn’t have any room here for sudden, inordinate bursts of violence. They knew without saying it that now was not a time to rock the boat. The mere thought of violence felt more improper here than in that other world, where there were police, law books, trials, judges, fines, prisons, and in some countries even capital punishment. Here there was nothing. Presumably the target of the attack wouldn’t even be injured, at least not permanently. Again, this was one of their hypotheses, and they had even done some cautious tests a little before Ulrike’s arrival by pinching each other. Each found that the pinching felt the same as squeezing or scratching an arm that has gone to sleep under a pillow. It felt like nothing. They saw it with their eyes, but the skin on the arm didn’t react, and they started to laugh. There they sat next to each other, scratching and pinching and squeezing each other. Nothing that held true before held true any more. That was what they wanted to demonstrate to each other with the pinching, even though none of them knew what to do with this fact. Or did this fact comfort them? Did it fill them with faith, did it give them a reason to go on? And what did going on mean? What the hell would they do after they stopped pinching each other? None of them knew, and that was why they were all laughing.


They laughed until Shlomith noticed a bundle resembling a human figure lying somewhere in the distance, a figure who later turned out to be none other than Ulrike. When they set off, moving toward the bundle, they decided to try to satisfy the being, whether it was a woman or a man (of course, with a child they would have given up their plan). Shlomith, still excited about the pinching, came up with the idea, which almost all of the women thought was excellent, nourished as they were by their laughter. The women decided that Shlomith would lick and suck the erogenous zones of the being they found until it came, assuming it still had the ability to experience pleasure. It would be a double welcome gift, a gift to the new member of the group and a gift to them all: to see arousal, orgasm, sweat in the hollows of the knees, and remember, if only distantly.


Thank you, Ulrike, Nina says and strokes her round belly. Thank you, Shlomith says. Thank you so very much, liebe Ulrike, Polina says tenderly. Obrigado! Rosa Imaculada says. Merrrrrci! Maimuna says, gaily rolling her R. Wlibgis smiles sadly, nods her bald head, and strokes the red artificial fire, her very own poor hair, which at least is permanent unlike some teenage girl’s orgasm—and a feeling resembling stale jealousy wells up in Wlibgis’s mind. No one had ever granted her pleasure. If she had ever panted—and she had, she had given birth to a son an eternity ago—she had gasped with pain and fear, she had panted from the agony, the tearing, and the blows, and after the blows she continued panting. More of them were to come, and she gasped over and over again out of sheer disbelief. How many times does a person have to be hit before she believes that she’s really being hit? That it isn’t a bad dream? The same boy who had ripped her open as he pushed his way out had hit her later in so many ways and in so many tender places that she had lost count. Gradually she had given in and allowed herself to become a woman to whom much evil had been done, who would receive atonement only at the Final Judgement. Was that where she was going now?


Wlibgis’s fingers disappear into the wig. What did that little girl think she knew about life? Ha! But here she was too, beyond the reach of any aid. Gaunt, fleshless schadenfreude fills Wlibgis’s mind.


There is other undeniable evidence for the death theory. Shlomith is doing quite well even though she, like Wlibgis, should be as dead as a doornail. So it’s just beyond dispute! Polina was completely sure and she had said so directly during the stage when only six of them were there, when Ulrike had yet to appear, before they had burst out laughing during the pinch test and Nina hadn’t had the idea about the campfire wig.


It isn’t possible you’re alive, Shlomith, Polina had said. You aren’t morbidly thin; you’re something much worse.


Of course that caused a fight. For Shlomith, thinness wasn’t “something much worse”: it was part of an experiment, an extreme yet controlled test that she had come out of as the conqueror. She had survived, she remembered, and the memory was as sharp as a postcard, a postcard crammed full of words in a fit of emotion. The applause in the auditorium of the Jewish Museum had begun cautiously, probingly, as people had glanced at each other in shock: is it even appropriate to clap now, or should we gather our things and leave quietly as one does after a church service, eyes meekly cast down? But then someone burst out in furious applause and someone else, a man, shouted a choked “Bravo! Bravissimo!” and suddenly the entire packed hall began to tremble at the joints as dozens and dozens of hands came together, sucking up the surrounding oxygen. The air turned thick, too overpowering. Shlomith retreated and sat on a wooden stool. The stool had been placed behind her on the stage as a precaution in case she was unable to stand after all. But it was now, as she accepted her ovation, that she needed the chair. She sat on it in a half-unconscious state. A red cushion had been placed on the stool so her hollow hindquarters would not be damaged by the hard wood (she already had enough bruises). Sitting on the red cushion wearing only panties, she had gulped in the plaudits, the dense, oppressive air that few people ever get to enjoy, and then her mummy-like, parchment-dry body began to react. A cramp doubled her over, and the cry that struggled out of her folded her against her knees, forcing her flat, body part against body part, face against knees, sharp nose between sharp kneecaps. It was no final aria rising from the base of her diaphragm. It was shriveling, huddling, and it had to happen. She had to collapse for all to see, and she allowed herself to finally collapse. Her hardness, the edge (which some have and others don’t) that she had developed over decades, began to crumble. And the more Shlomith crumbled, the more the audience cheered, because everyone in the auditorium knew that Shlomith’s life mission was now complete. Shlomith had said it herself a moment earlier: “This is the last performance I will give. When I recover, I will organize my archives and donate them to a museum. Initial discussions have already taken place. After that I will begin to enjoy life. In a healthy way.” The ambulance stood ready in front of the museum. A place had been reserved for Shlomith in a private hospital where she could gather her strength in peace and regain her lost weight. No calls, no emails, no visitors. She would cease to be an attraction. She would learn to be a human first, then a woman, and finally perhaps even a mother again.


In that beautiful auditorium, in the building the rich Jewish widow Frieda Schiff Warburg had donated to the museum in the fateful year of 1944, Shlomith howled with her bone-hard nose between her bone-hard knees. For the first time in thirty years she shed great, hot tears that tasted the same as the tears in the Kibbutz Methuselah communal kitchen: salty, crushing, but still cautiously foreshadowing a new beginning. Shlomith crouched on the red cushion, amidst the ear-splitting storm of applause, as the waves of thirty years of sorrow and at least as great an amount of loneliness battered her, and not just her but also every soul who sat in the hall, nearly all of whom had now risen to their feet. For there is no creature alive who does not have a secret sorrow to mourn, no one who in her inner parts is not waiting for permission to release her cares.


The final, spontaneous and unscripted climax of Shlomith’s work, the cathartic mass weeping that had overtaken the crowd, which a few cynical head shakes and a couple of people marching out in open irritation could not repress, began to change shape after surging for some time. One after another people began to collect themselves when they noticed that Shlomith had lifted her head from her knees and raised her eyes. Someone stopped clapping and began to rustle his clothing as a sign he intended to move, and his neighbor did the same, and somewhere else in the auditorium someone else also started to move, and those around her did the same, and then the people next to them, and soon the whole hall was moving. But people did not press for the doors. Instead they formed a line before the artist just as spontaneously as they had burst into tears a moment ago. They wanted to hug her, each in his or her own way to say THANK YOU and to wish her a productive recovery. As they dried the corners of their eyes, one or two wondered to themselves how they would live without her. Who would channel their emotions after Shlomith had retired?


So when Polina said to Shlomith, with Nina, Wlibgis, Maimuna, and Rosa listening, that she couldn’t be alive any more than Wlibgis could be alive, Shlomith became terribly angry. Even though Polina immediately added that by the same token she couldn’t be alive either, any more than Nina, Maimuna, or Rosa were alive, Shlomith began to rage. Polina’s claim was downright offensive. Of course she was alive! She was more alive than she had ever been. She had begun to recover. She knew it because she no longer felt pain. Her thoughts were clearer now than they’d been in many years, and the dead didn’t have thoughts anyway. How do you know? Polina asked. I know, replied Shlomith, because everyone knows that. Has someone come back from the dead to tell you? asked Polina. The dead don’t speak, Shlomith said angrily. The dead have no brain activity. But what if we don’t continue our existence as physical beings? Polina continued. What if that something in us that science can’t measure never dies? But here I am, and you and all of us, just as alive as can be. We can see it with our own eyes! Shlomith shouted. Where the hell is “here”? Polina bellowed, spreading her arms theatrically. We aren’t anywhere! God help us, we aren’t anywhere or anything except this stupid fight and all these empty words!


Polina could have continued to talk for much longer, because she had a dogmatic certainty about her cause. Talking doesn’t stop even when everything else stops. Laughing and quarreling don’t stop, even when the bodily functions stop, one by one, even as the senses fade by degrees. This is death, Polina would have liked to cry. Something larger than the person continues to operate, using the person’s shell, drawing power from the person’s empty gestures; that Something needs this delayed destruction for something. That Something places the helpless creature torn from its life to struggle in a small society, and that society is made up of similarly helpless creatures torn from their lives. Survival depends entirely on good will. Does that exist or doesn’t it? Yes or no?


Polina had stopped arguing. They had to cooperate, they had to forget their dispute. Polina closed her eyes and swallowed what she had just meant to lob into the air: that they were the evidence of the existence of death, that this was the world no one had come to tell the living about, because the ones who have seen the light at the end of the tunnel, who have watched the sepia-toned filmstrip of their lives sped up in reverse in the waiting room of death, never make it this far.


Polina leaned back, farther away from Shlomith’s threatening forefinger. She was just on the verge of understanding something that she would have immediately written down if she had had pen and paper:


– THE HUMAN VOICE —> REACHES BEYOND DEATH


– WE GRADUALLY LOSE THE ABILITY TO TOUCH, WE BEGIN TO DESTROY


– SOCIETY IS ALWAYS IN DANGER!!!


– SEIZE UPON THE LEAST COMMON DENOMINATOR WHEN EVERYTHING BEGINS TO FALL APART


Dear God, they were right at the heart of things now, these women sitting in a ring gaping at each other! If she had known about the existence of this world earlier, back when she was still with her own . . . If she could have seen this in advance . . . If she could have known the right words to use . . .


Polina stopped. This was pointless navel gazing. Her own only would have thought she was even more crazy. One of them in particular, Maruska, her coworker at Zlom, the Moscow Central Agency for the Dramatic Arts, who was always preened down to the last hair, would have been certain to call over her doctor husband at some opening night reception where, after a few drinks, Polina had perhaps built up the courage to share her insight: “Serjoža! Serjoža!” Maruska would have shouted and gesticulated, and Serjoža would have rushed over to them from the furthest corner of the hall. If they were one centimeter larger, his protruding ears would have flapped, and his tail, if he’d had one, would have wagged—a truncheon tail, like a Rottweiler's, that’s what he would have had: a stiff, black wagging tail. “Serjoža, my dear Serjoža, Polina is talking nonsense again. She thinks that we continue existing after death. In little groups! In emptiness! And we gradually lose our senses. But not our ability to communicate, especially not our ability to quarrel! I think Polina must have been reading some crazy philosopher’s books too much again . . .” That’s how Maruska would have chirped, and she wouldn’t have stopped until she had said, “Tell Polina about that patient you treated, the young man who thought he was dead. Go on! Polina likes macabre stories!”


DEATH REHEARSAL NUMBER 1 (COTARD’S DELUSION WITH A DASH OF TIBETAN BUDDHISM)


Serjoža would have escorted Polina to the sofa group and offered her something to smoke. These stories were the kinds of stories you couldn’t listen to (let alone tell) without cognac and cherry cigars. Serjoža was happy to tell his friends stories about his clients (which is why people liked him). All of his patients, regardless of sex, were named Pyotr, and the most unbelievable things always happened to them. Otherwise they wouldn’t have been Serjoža’s clients.


This specific Pyotr suffered from a very rare disease named Cotard’s Delusion. The name came from French neurologist Jules Cotard, who began his career under Professor Jean-Martin Charcot at Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital. In the 1870s, Cotard moved to a small city near Paris, Vanves, which nowadays is one of the most densely populated places in Europe, where he died fifteen years later from diphtheria acquired from his daughter.


Cotard’s Delusion, which the neurologist described as a new form of melancholia comprising restlessness and agitation, saw the light of day in 1880. Its typical symptoms include “the delirium of negation” (délire des négations): depression accompanied by delusions related to one’s own body. Anxiety and guilt afflict some who suffer from the syndrome, along with hypochondria, auditory hallucinations, and, paradoxically enough, delusions of immortality.


Serjoža’s Pyotr was a unique case in many regards. He had read a Russian translation of The Tibetan Book of the Dead immediately prior to falling ill—this topic, death, had gripped him long before the appearance of his actual delusions. When he was brought to Serjoža’s clinic, he was convinced that his mother had failed miserably in her most important duty: she hadn’t known how to assist his consciousness to launch out of his body in the instant before his breathing stopped.


Pyotr had a photographic memory of the situation in which he believed he died. Yes, a photographic memory: as if death hadn’t been enough, to top it all off he had separated from his body. He had watched events unfold from the ceiling, and now he gave Serjoža a voluminous account of what he had seen. So he lay lifeless in his bed. Before that he had pushed himself up on his elbows and shouted to his mother in terror as he felt his spirit leaving. He had hoped his mother would come in time to help him, that his mother would have a chance to read aloud certain important lines from a book that was on his nightstand. But when his mother arrived, it was too late. Pyotr had already managed to move, or rather had been dragged, up to the ceiling.
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