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In	lieu	of	an	introduction:	

We	come	into	this	world	without	a	manual.	Good	thing.	How	else	would	we	learn	how	to	fail?	

	 	



Chapter 1 
	

Mrs	Novak	was	still	in	the	living	room	when	I	came	in.	She	leaned	forward	in	her	armchair,	and	a	few	
strands	of	white	hair	escaped	onto	her	face.	The	bandage	on	her	arm	was	loose,	and	the	bruise	from	
her	last	fall	was	shining	through.	

“I	need	to	speak	to	you,	Zofija,”	she	said.	

I	twitched	at	the	mentioning	of	my	name.	Only	two	people	still	called	me	that.	

The	living	room	smelled	like	old	furniture	and	damp	fabric.	I	sat	down.	On	the	table	sat	a	tray	of	
cookies,	covered	with	transparent	foil.	Mould	was	cutting	into	the	corners,	and	I	wondered	if	she	
even	noticed.	

“My	son	wants	to	sell	the	house,”	she	said.	

The	anxiety	in	my	stomach	checked	in.	I	feared	what	would	follow.	

“Oh?”		I	tried	to	remain	casual.	

“He	found	me	a	place.	I	can't	stay	here	anymore.”	

A	blank	silence	covered	the	room.	For	a	few	moments,	it	felt	like	everything	was	back	to	normal.	

“So	when	do	I	need	to	move	out?”	I	asked.	

“Next	month.”	

She	tried	to	pick	up	the	knitting	from	her	lap,	but	her	wrinkled	fingers	just	wouldn't	cooperate.	I	
helped	her	put	it	in	the	usual	spot	on	top	of	the	cupboard.	

“I'm	sorry,”	she	said.	

Her	eyes	were	shining.	I	wasn't	sure	if	she	had	been	crying,	or	if	she	was	just	tired.	

“That's	okay,”	I	said.	

“Tell	your	granddad...”	

“Don't	worry.	He'll	understand,”	I	said.	

I	helped	her	get	to	bed	and	walked	up	the	squeaky	stairs	to	my	room	

White	walls	greeted	me	with	familiar	calm.	There	is	something	liberating	about	keeping	one’s	walls	
empty.	It’s	like	a	promise	of	endless	possibilities	that	can	contain	any	secret.	Spock,	my	computer,	
was	still	processing	its	last	tasks.	I	lay	down	in	my	bed	and	looked	up	at	the	ceiling.	My	heart	
thumped	in	my	chest	like	a	lone	drummer,	hoping	someone	would	hear	his	sad	song.	Thump	thump,	
thump	thump.	There	was	no	one	there	to	hear	it.	

Now,	what?	

An	anxious	ball	in	my	stomach	started	unwrapping	itself,	and	I	could	feel	my	body	tightening.	I	knew	
all	too	well	what	would	follow.	First	the	fear,	then	the	feeling	my	skin	was	too	tight.	Then,	panic.	

Don't	think	about	it.	Just	breathe.	



I	closed	my	eyes,	trying	to	catch	as	much	air	as	I	could.	My	skin	was	expanding,	tightening,	loosening.	
It	felt	like	my	whole	body	was	breathing	just	to	escape	the	drop	of	fear	that	was	echoing	inside	me.	
Beads	of	sweat	slid	down	my	neck.	It	felt	as	if	the	cold	palms	that	lay	on	my	stomach	weren't	mine.	
Slowly	the	invisible	grip	let	go	of	me	and	my	muscles	relaxed.		

I	turned	to	one	side	and	stared	at	the	naked	wall	in	front	of	me.	All	these	years	I'd	stayed	with	Mrs	
Novak	had	given	me	so	much	comfort.	I	knew	every	crack	and	every	spot.	I'd	study	it	closely	during	
the	nights	when	I	lay	awake,	waiting	for	sleep	to	come.	Sometimes	I	saw	shapes,	other	times	faces.		It	
was	more	than	just	an	empty	wall.	It	was	my	partner	in	solitude,	there	anytime	I	needed	it.	

Solitude.	Such	a	comforting	feeling.	What	would	it	be	like	if	I	lost	it?	Did	I	stand	to	lose	it	now?	Could	
I	afford	to?	Tiredness	crept	into	my	bones,	but	the	thoughts	kept	me	awake	until	the	birds	started	
their	morning	conversations.	I	always	found	it	much	easier	to	sleep	during	the	day.	Noise	didn’t	
bother	me	all	that	much.	It	was	the	people	I	wanted	to	escape.	

	 	



Chapter 2 
	

My	granddad	liked	to	say,	everything	takes	its	time.	It	took	me	about	a	week	of	denial	before	I	
started	looking	for	a	new	place	to	stay.	It	would	have	to	be	a	room,	I	decided.	As	tempting	as	it	
sounded,	I	just	couldn’t	afford	my	own	flat.	But	the	thought	of	having	to	charm	strangers	to	get	a	
place	to	live	was	just	appalling.	The	phone	was	staring	at	me	from	the	sofa.	I	picked	it	up	and	dialled	
the	first	number.	

“Hi,	I'm	calling	about	renting	the	room.”	

“It's	already	rented	out.”	

“Oh.	Okay.	Bye.”	

The	next	few	calls	weren't	much	different.	I	hadn't	imagined	this	would	be	so	freaking	hard.	Most	of	
the	conversations	ended	in	less	than	a	minute.	

“Hi,	I'm	calling	about	the	room.”	

“Are	you	a	student?”	

“Yes.”	

“I'm	sorry,	but	we	don't	take	students.”	

“Pardon?”	

“We're	looking	for	someone...	more	mature.	With	a	steady	income.”	

“It's	my	last	year.	And	I	have	a	job.”	

“Oh?	What	do	you	do?”	

“I	programme.	You	know,	computers?”	

A	few	moments	of	silence	and	muffled	noises	were	followed	by	more	questions.		

“Do	you	often	have	friends	over?”	

I	bit	my	tongue.	It	was	easier	to	keep	it	simple	than	to	explain	that	I	didn't	really	have	any	friends.	

“No.”	

“Do	you	play	any	instruments?”	

“What?	No.	Just	computer	games.”	

More	muffled	background	noise	and	whispering.	

“All	right.	Can	you	come	tomorrow	at	three?”	

“Sure.	Where	do	I	need	to	come?”	

“I'll	pick	you	up	at	the	Stadion	bus	stop.	It’s	around	the	corner.”	

“Okay.”	

“Just	one	more	thing.	Do	you	have	any	experience	baby-sitting?”	



“Come	again?”	

“We	have	two	kids,	they're	three	and	five.”	

I	hung	up.	It	took	me	two	days	to	start	calling	again.	Mrs	Novak's	family	had	already	packed	up	some	
of	the	furniture	for	sale.	The	rest	was	lined	up	on	the	corridor	as	a	permanent	reminder	that	this	was	
soon	to	become	someone	else’s	home.	I	set	my	alarm	clock	to	get	up	early	and	check	the	ads.	There	
was	one	that	caught	my	eye.	I	circled	it	with	a	thick	red	marker.	

“Flatmate	wanted,	student	or	freelance.	Payment	one	year	up	front.”	

It	was	not	yet	seven	o’clock.		

Is	it	too	early	to	call?	

I	hesitated	for	a	few	minutes,	then	took	my	phone.	It	rang	several	times	before	someone	picked	it	
up.		

“Hello?”		

“I'm	calling	about	the	room.”	

“Room?”	

“Yes,	to	rent	it.”	

“Ah,	that's	right.”	

“I'm	sorry,	I	know	it's	early.”	

“It's	okay.”	

“Is	it	still	available?”	

“Uhm,	yes.	It's	still	there.”	

“When	can	I	come	to	check	it	out?”	

A	few	moments	passed	when	all	I	could	hear	was		

“Uhm....Today	is	fine?”	

“Nine?”	

There	was	some	hesitation	in	her	voice.	

“Ten?”	I	asked.	

“No,	nine	is	okay.	See	you	then.”	

“What's	the	address?”	

“Ah,	all	right.	Jamova	60.	It’s	the	bell	without	a	name.”	

I	looked	at	the	scribbled	note	in	my	handwriting.	It	seemed	too	easy.	

At	a	quarter	to	nine,	I	stood	in	front	of	a	scruffy	door.	I	rang	the	bell,	half	expecting	no	answer.	

There	was	a	short	buzz.	I	pushed	the	door.	It	opened.	



Where's	the	catch?	

“Third	floor,”	said	a	voice.	

I	imagined	a	whole	squad	of	people,	ready	to	interrogate	me	about	the	most	insignificant	details	of	
my	life.	It	reminded	me	of	why	I	hated	being	around	people.	The	door	was	slightly	ajar.	I	could	hear	a	
noise	from	a	TV	set	in	the	background.		

“I'll	be	there	in	a	second,”	the	voice	said	as	I	entered.	

The	flat	looked	old	and	cosy.	Apart	from	anti-nuclear	posters	on	the	wall	and	a	photo	of	the	city	at	
night,	the	walls	were	pretty	empty.	It	gave	the	space	a	certain	familiarity	and	spaciousness.	It	was	
hard	to	say,	though,	whether	the	yellowish	colour	on	the	walls	was	paint	or	cigarette	smoke.	The	
floors	were	scruffy,	and	in	the	corridor	was	a	small	army	of	shoes.	The	sound	of	approaching	steps	
was	muffled	by	the	noise	of	TV	commercials.	In	front	of	me	stood	a	tall	and	plump	woman	in	washed	
jeans	and	a	faded,	stretched	t-shirt	with	a	picture	of	a	bunny	that	had	a	chocolate	stain	on	its	cheek.	
Her	long	hair	was	tied	together	with	a	piece	of	rope.	It	was	hanging	halfway	down	her	shoulders.		I	
took	an	instant	liking	to	her.	She	held	out	her	hand.	

“Hi,	I'm	Tarita,”		

“Zoja.	Nice	to	meet	you,”	I	shook	her	hand.	

“Here,	let	me	show	you	around,”	she	waved.	

I	followed	her	into	the	kitchen.	It	was	spacious	and	warm,	and	it	smelled	like	cigarettes.	Fridge	was	
covered	with	postcards	and	stickers	of	animals.	Behind	it	was	a	collection	of	empty	bottles	and	cans,	
mostly	wine	and	beer,	piled	up	in	a	pyramid.	

On	the	wall,	there	was	a	“meat	is	murder”	poster	with	a	picture	of	Morrissey.	I	couldn't	help	look	at	
it.	

“Oh,	that's	Daša's.	Don't	worry.	It's	not	as	crazy	as	it	sounds.	She's	into	animals	and	stuff	but	she	
won't	stare	at	your	plate.”	

We	walked	back	to	the	corridor.	Tarita	pointed	towards	one	of	the	rooms.	The	door	was	half	open.	
The	commercials	were	still	playing.	

“This	is	my	room,	that's	Daša's	and	this	would	be	yours	then.”	

She	pointed	towards	the	open	doors	on	the	left.	I	looked	in.	There	was	just	empty	space	with	a	bed,	a	
closet	and	big	windows.	

“It's	big,”	I	said.	

“It	used	to	be	the	living	room,”	she	said.	

Warm	sunlight	was	falling	on	scruffy	furniture.	It	reminded	me	of	my	granddad's	living	room.	

“It's	a	bit	corny,	but	it's	very	light,”	she	said.	

“Do	the	shutters	work?”	

“I	think	so.	We	rarely	use	them.”	

A	familiar	tune	sounded	from	the	TV	set.	I	had	heard	it	every	day	at	Mrs	Novak's,	just	before	she	sat	
down	to	watch	her	favourite	soap	opera.	Tarita	got	nervous	and	started	peeking	towards	her	room.	



“I	like	it,”	I	said.	

“The	rent	is	350	plus	costs.	We	clean	once	a	week	and	take	turns,”	she	said.	

“Sounds	good.	I'll	take	it.”	

I	held	my	breath	and	expected	a	flood	of	inquisitive	questions	about	my	private	life.	

“Great.	We	can	sign	the	contract	right	away	but	we’ll	need	a	year's	advance	by	the	end	of	today,”	she	
said	and	walked	into	her	room.		

It	was	messy	and	covered	in	photos.	She	dug	into	the	pile	of	papers	beside	a	camera	and	took	out	a	
paper.	

“Here	it	is,”	she	said.	

I	read	it	and	signed.		

“I'll	bring	the	money	this	afternoon,”	I	said.	

“Oh,	sure.	No	worries.	You	can	get	the	keys	today,”	she	said,	peeking	towards	the	TV	screen.	

“Is	there	anything	else	I	need	to	know?”		

It	took	her	few	moments	before	she	looked	away	from	the	TV	screen.	

“Ah,	no.	I	don't	think	so.	Wait.”	

It	took	her	a	few	moments	to	remember.	

“Yes,	there	is	something.	Daša...	We're	very	keen	on	recycling.	Hope	that's	okay.”	

“Sure.”	

I	left	the	flat	with	the	signed	contract	in	my	hand,	which	was	way	more	than	I	hoped	for.	Still,	I	
couldn’t	shake	off	that	feeling	that	things	were	going	a	bit	too	smoothly.	

	 	



Chapter 3 
	

No	one	was	home	when	I	brought	my	boxes.	The	absence	of	sounds	came	as	a	relief.	The	place	
seemed	tidier	than	the	first	time,	and	I	noticed	some	space	had	been	made	for	me	on	the	shelves.	I	
put	my	bare	necessities	down	amid	the	multitude	of	miscellaneous	colourful	bottles.	What	on	earth	
could	be	in	there?	

After	checking	a	few	labels,	I	got	my	answer:	vegan	cosmetic	products.	On	the	bathroom	door	was	an	
anti-animal-testing	poster	with	a	rather	gruesome	image	of	a	bleeding	baby	mouse.	It	gave	me	the	
chills.	

Whom	did	I	move	in	with?	

The	last	thing	I	needed	was	advice	from	some	animal-obsessed	freaks.	I	didn't	need	anyone	to	adopt	
a	whale	for	me.	I	missed	Mrs	Novak.	She	never	tried	to	change	the	way	I	do	things.	Oh	well,	I	
thought,	as	long	as	they	keep	their	noses	out	of	my	business,	everything	will	be	okay.	

I	took	a	quick	shower	and	got	under	the	covers.	As	I	lay	in	my	bed,	staring	at	the	empty	wall	and	
surrounded	by	boxes,	a	strange	feeling	overcame	me.	The	empty	wall	wasn't	comforting.	People	
think	all	walls	are	the	same,	but	they're	not.	This	wasn't	my	wall	and	I	could	feel	it.	

I	was	suddenly	overcome	with	anxiety	and	fear	of	everything	that	awaited	me.	It	didn't	feel	like	it	
was	a	place	where	I	should	be.	It	didn’t	feel	like	a	continuation.	It	felt	like	a	beginning.	I	don’t	like	
beginnings.	

My	chest	tightened.	I	broke	into	a	cold	sweat	that	chilled	me	to	the	bone.	My	heart	was	racing.	I	felt	
the	onset	of	an	attack,	and	I	realised	I	had	to	act	immediately.	I	paced	up	and	down	my	room	in	a	
panic,	trying	to	steady	my	breathing.	The	empty	and	spacious	room	now	felt	like	it	was	tightening.	I	
closed	my	eyes	and	tried	to	focus.	

I	thought	of	granddad	and	the	orchard	behind	our	house,	where	we	picked	fruits	every	autumn.	The	
sweet	smell	of	pears	hung	in	the	air,	wrapped	itself	around	us.	I	chased	the	fruits	as	they	tumbled	
down	the	hill	and	fell	straight	on	my	butt.	My	granddad	started	laughing.	So	I	started	laughing	too.	It	
was	such	a	long	time	ago,	but	it	felt	like	it	was	yesterday.		

My	heart	stopped	racing	and	the	fear	began	to	subside.	I	opened	my	eyes.	The	empty	wall	was	still	in	
front	of	me,	but	it	now	seemed	less	foreign.	I	rolled	over	onto	my	back	and	stared	at	the	ceiling.	It	
took	a	while	longer	before	I	fell	asleep,	exhausted.	

One’s	first	dreams	in	a	new	bed	are	supposed	to	be	meaningful:	I	don’t	remember	mine.	But	I	do	
remember	hearing	the	clatter	of	dishes	in	the	kitchen	first	thing	in	the	morning.	Amid	the	rattling	of	
plates,	the	interludes	of	swearing	and	the	whistling	of	the	kettle,	I	caught	my	name.		

The	sound	of	cutlery	and	plates	drowned	out	the	conversation.	I	needed	the	toilet	but	just	couldn't	
bring	myself	to	get	up	now.	I	turned	around	and	pulled	the	blanket	over	my	head.	

When	I	woke	up	for	the	second	time,	everything	was	silent.	I	peeped	out.	Just	from	the	pile	of	shoes	
in	the	hall,	it	was	impossible	to	tell	whether	my	flatmates	were	home	or	not.	The	kitchen	was	empty.	
The	cigarette	stubs	in	the	ashtray	bore	out	a	busy	morning.	



Their	bedroom	doors	were	closed.	A	pleasant	quietness	was	hanging	in	the	air.	I	breathed	a	sigh	of	
relief	and	went	to	take	a	shower.	Facing	my	new	flatmates	was	all	but	inevitable,	but	I	wasn't	ready	
for	it.	Not	just	yet.	

	 	



Chapter 4 
	

The	first	week,	I	barely	left	my	room.	There	was	a	lot	of	work:	study	and	a	fair	bit	of	procrastination	
and	game-playing	too.	Still,	I	learned	a	lot	about	their	routine.		Daša	would	get	up	early,	and	spend	
the	morning	in	the	kitchen	working.	Tarita	liked	to	sleep	in	and	would	then	spend	the	whole	day	out.	
They	spent	the	evenings	in	the	kitchen,	smoking,	talking	and	eating.		Daša	would	do	most	of	the	
talking;	Tarita	would	contribute	“mhm”,	“get	out	of	here”	or	“you’re	kidding”	every	so	often.	They	
seemed	to	be	quite	comfortable	spending	this	much	time	together.	Judging	by	their	high-school	
photo	in	the	corridor	it	had	been	like	this	for	a	while.	

I	ran	into	Daša	the	next	morning	on	my	way	to	the	bathroom.	Usually,	she	was	already	gone	by	that	
time.		

“Well	hello!	Nice	to	finally	meet	you,”	she	said	and	offered	her	hand.	

Her	grip	was	very	strong.	I	wasn't	ready	for	it.	

“Likewise,”	I	said,	trying	to	hide	the	pain.	

“Listen,	let's	have	dinner	sometime	this	week.”	

“I	have	exams.”	

“Ok,	next	week	then.	I'll	pop	by	later	today.	Gotta	run	now,	I'm	late.”		

She	waved	and	disappeared	behind	the	door.	I	didn't	feel	like	it	but	it	seemed	unavoidable.	She	
wasn't	really	asking.	

My	stomach	tightened	as	soon	as	I	thought	about	meeting	people.	Not	all	people,	of	course.	I	did	just	
fine	talking	to	my	granddad	and	Mrs	Novak.	But	in	Ljubljana	it	was	so	hard	to	avoid	meeting	new	
people.	University	was	full	of	eager	students	who	wanted	to	spend	endless	hours	discussing	things	
we	could	easily	have	discussed	through	email.	I	couldn't	have	survived	without	the	internet.	Every	
time	I	visited	university	for	an	exam	or	a	meeting	with	a	professor,	I	tried	to	make	it	as	quick	and	
painless	as	possible.		

I	was	wrong,	of	course.	I	knew	it	never	turned	out	that	way.	The	minute	I	closed	the	door	from	the	
professor's	office,	I	ran	into	two	guys	from	my	class.	They	always	hung	out	together,	and	one	of	them	
could	eat	an	immense	amount	of	burgers	while	the	other,	well,	he	just	kind	of	hung	around	and	
followed	as	best	he	could.	I	called	them	Pac-Man	and	Sidekick.	They	stopped	talking	when	they	saw	
me.	One	of	them	grinned.	My	stomach	felt	as	if	someone	had	punched	it.	I	felt	more	upset	than	a	
creationist	in	a	biology	class.	

“Look	who	came,”	said	Pac-Man.	

“I	thought	you	didn't	do	offline,”	said	Sidekick	and	made	air	quotation	marks	when	he	said	offline.	

I	didn't	want	to	say	anything.	

“How	was	it?	Did	you	pass?”	asked	Pac-Man.	

I	nodded.	

“What	did	you	get?	An	eight,	a	nine	maybe?”	asked	Sidekick.	

“A	ten.”	



Now	silence	was	on	their	side.	I	could	see	from	their	expressions	what	they	were	thinking.		

“Congratulations,”	Pac-Man	said	after	a	few	moments.	

“Yeah,	congrats,”	added	Sidekick.	

I	knew	they	didn't	mean	it.	Being	the	only	woman	in	the	class	sucked,	and	they	always	made	me	feel	
like	I	didn't	belong	there.	

“You're	still	testing	games,	right?	I'm	working	on	this	game	right	now.	Just	for	fun,	you	know.	And	it's	
wicked!	I	should	send	it	to	you.	You	know,	to	test	it	out,”	said	Pac-Man.	

It	wasn't	the	first	time	someone	had	tried	to	trick	me	into	error-checking	their	exam	material.	And	I	
wasn't	going	to	fall	for	it	anymore.	

“Sure,	send	it	over.	How	much	does	it	pay?”	I	asked.	

They	looked	at	me	as	if	I	had	just	landed	in	a	spaceship	and	asked	for	a	shortcut	to	Jupiter.	

“Yeah.	We’re	not	quite	there	yet.	Anyway,	I'm	doing	this	game	marathon	in	few	weeks.	You	should	
come,”	he	said.		

“I'll	think	about	it,”	I	said.	

“You	do	that,”	said	Pac-man	and	made	some	kind	of	cowboy	wink	before	they	both	moved	on.	

I	wasn't	going	to	be	caught	alive	on	any	of	their	marathons.	Only	once	I	had	been	naïve	enough	to	
think	that	would	actually	be	fun.	After	I	beat	their	asses,	they	started	making	fun	of	me	and	
continued	for	the	rest	of	the	semester.	They	never	did	it	to	the	other	guys	who	won.	

I	walked	back	home.	During	the	day,	the	city	felt	so	different.	It	was	like	an	ant	farm,	everyone	
seemed	to	be	in	a	hurry	to	do	something	or	get	somewhere.	I	arrived	home	late	enough	to	have	the	
flat	to	myself	for	a	couple	of	hours.	

Daša	came	knocking	on	my	door	the	next	evening.	We	tried	to	schedule	a	dinner,	but	it	always	got	
postponed	or	cancelled	because	of	her	work.	I	was	relieved.		

After	two	months,	I	was	convinced	she	had	forgotten	all	about	it.	Until	that	rainy	November	evening.	
If	they	hadn’t	told	me	the	whole	story	later,	I	would	have	believed	it	was	all	just	a	coincidence.	

	 	



Chapter 5 
	

I	went	to	bed	early	to	read.	I	guess	it	was	hard	for	Tarita	and	Daša	to	tell	whether	I	was	home	or	not.	
I	spent	most	of	the	time	in	my	room.	Maybe	that	was	why	they	spoke	so	loud	and	without	
constraints.	Now	and	then,	their	chatter	was	interrupted	by	the	sound	of	a	cigarette	lighter	and	the	
whistling	of	the	coffee	maker.	

“How	do	you	know?”	I	heard	Daša	say.	

“I	don't.	And	neither	do	you.	So	let's	just	leave	it,”	Tarita	said.	

“She	doesn't	have	a	single	hit	on	Google.	Not	even	Facebook.	Facebook	Tarita!	Even	nmy	grandma	
has	Facebook,”	Daša	said.	

“So?	Mara	doesn't	use	Facebook	either	and	you	don't	assume	she’s	hiding	something,”	Tarita	said.	

“That’s	different.	Mara	doesn’t	trust	Facebook.	Zoja,	on	the	other	hand,	hardly	leaves	her	room,”	
said	Daša.	

“You	wanted	a	quiet	flatmate.	I	really	don't	see	the	problem,”	Tarita	said.	

Daša	hesitated	for	a	moment.	

“I	don't	think	she's	home	now.	She	has	exams,”	said	Tarita.	

“The	envelope	said	Zofija,”		Daša	said.	

“So	she	has	a	nickname.	That's	not	a	crime,	you	know,”	Tarita	said.	

For	a	few	moments,	the	sound	of	cups	muffled	their	voices	until	Tarita	burst	into	laughter.	

“A	detective?	Of	course!	How	come	I	didn't	see	it?	She's	probably	on	a	mission	looking	for	pot	in	
student	flats,”	she	said.	

“You	think	she	locks	her	room?”	Daša	asked.	

“Don't	even	think	about	it,”	Tarita	said.	

“There	might	be	another	way,”	Daša	said.	

“Is	this	really	necessary?”	Tarita	asked.		

I	heard	steps	coming	closer.	The	sounds	from	the	TV	set	cut	into	their	conversation.	

“I	don't	want	to	miss	my	show,”	Tarita	said.	

I	didn't	hear	anything	after	that,	but	they	stayed	in	the	kitchen	for	another	hour	or	so.		Soon	I’d	
forget	all	about	it.	

It	wasn't	until	that	Friday	evening	that	things	started	happening.	I	was	testing	some	computer	game	
for	the	seventh	time,	although	I	had	discovered	most	of	the	errors	already,	when	power	suddenly	
went	off.	Spock’s	battery	gave	me	another	hour	of	digital	pleasure	before	giving	out	with	cold	
indifference,	leaving	me	in	total	silence	and	darkness.	The	light	just	wouldn’t	come	back.	

I	saw	only	two	options:	to	go	to	sleep	or	to	search	for	a	candle	and	a	lighter.	The	latter	was	much	less	
attractive:	it	involved	getting	out	of	the	room	and	talking	to	my	flatmates.	I	could	hear	rattling,	the	



opening	of	drawers,	the	noise	of	someone	bumping	into	something	blunt,	and	a	handful	of	muttered	
curses	from	the	kitchen.	Though	it	was	only	seven,	it	was	rather	dark.	I	was	warming	up	to	the	idea	of	
going	to	bed,	when	I	heard	a	knock	on	the	door.	My	stomach	jumped.	My	heart	started	pounding.	I	
held	my	breath	as	I	pulled	the	door	handle.	Daša	was	standing	before	me	with	a	candle	in	her	hand,	
like	in	some	horror	film.	

“The	fuse	blew.	We’re	out	of	spares.”	

She	looked	down	while	saying	this.	

“Uh-huh?”		

“We	thought	we	could	maybe	just	chat	a	bit.	You	know,	as	flatmates.	Since	we're	all	here	and	there	
never	seems	to	be	time…	Are	you	free?”	

I	would	sooner	have	considered	swallowing	a	live	snail,	but	I	couldn’t	think	of	a	decent	excuse	in	such	
a	short	time.	So	I	swallowed	the	big	lump	in	my	throat,	nodded	and	followed	her.	I	was	hoping	that	it	
would	be	brief	and	painless,	and	that	we'd	agree	to	make	sure	we	always	had	at	least	one	pack	of	
spare	fuses.	

Tarita	leant	over	the	table,	fixing	us	some	snacks.	My	stomach	tightened.	Nothing	suggested	this	was	
going	to	be	short:	three	glasses,	an	open	bottle	of	wine,	giant	candles	and	food.	They	seemed	very	
well	prepared	for	this.	

“White	or	red?”	she	asked	me.	

“I	don’t	drink.”		

I	realised	the	phrase	sounded	absolutely	brutal.	

Daša	nearly	choked	on	her	wine,	while	Tarita	coolly	took	out	a	different	glass	and	asked	me:	“Water,	
Foster	Clark’s,	something	else?”	

“Foster	Clark’s,	please.”	

We	sat	down	and	Daša	shared	her	ideas	on	how	to	make	our	flat	more	sustainable.	Until	that	
evening,	I	never	knew	there	were	such	things	as	soap	nuts,	and	I	would	never	have	considered	
making	my	own	cleaning	products.	But	I	didn't	want	to	say	anything	that	would	prolong	the	agony	of	
having	to	talk	about	it.	

While	Daša	was	talking,	Tarita	sipped	her	wine,	stared	into	empty	space	and	nodded	every	once	in	a	
while.	Soon	the	conversations	changed.	

“I	know	we	haven't	been	really	sociable.	But	you	should	know	your	friends	and	family	are	free	to	visit	
and	stay	over.	As	long	as	it	isn't	for	a	month,”	Daša	said	and	laughed.	

What	friends?	I	thought,	but	I	found	myself	nodding.	

“Got	any	siblings?”	Daša	asked.	

“No.”	

“Yeah,	I'm	an	only	child	too,”	she	added.	“And	my	mom	never	lets	me	forget	how	much	she	sacrificed	
for	it.	Parents...”	

Parents.	Funny	how	some	words	could	cut	so	deep	they	opened	scars	I	thought	already	healed.	



“And	you?	Is	there	anything	you'd	like	to	know?”		

Daša	raised	an	eyebrow.	She	looked	like	she	was	expecting	me	to	perform	a	headstand.	

“Um,	what	is	it	exactly	that	do	you	do?”	

She	seemed	happy	with	the	most	random	question	that	popped	out	of	my	head.	

“I	work	for	an	NGO.	Environmental	stuff.	But	I	studied	business	and	marketing,”	Daša	said.	

I	nodded	my	head	and	turned	to	Tarita.	She	seemed	surprised.	

“Oh,	me?	I…	I	take	photos,”	she	said	and	looked	down.	

“That's	very	modest.	Tarita	is	an	artist,”	Daša	added.	

This	seemed	to	have	put	Tarita	in	an	even	more	awkward	position.	She	started	cleaning	an	invisible	
stain	off	her	sleeve	and	avoided	raising	her	gaze	at	any	cost.	

“And	how	has	it	been	for	you	so	far,	us	living	together?”	Daša	asked.	

The	question	had	the	ring	of	a	carefully	lain	trap.	One	wrong	word,	and	you	walked	right	into	it.	I	had	
learned	that,	in	situations	like	these,	the	safest	bet	was	to	say	as	little	as	possible.	

“Okay...”	

Somewhat	disappointed,	Daša	added:	“You	know	you	can	always	come	to	one	of	us	if	you	need	
anything.”	

“I	know,”	I	said,	convinced	that	I’d	never	come	and	ask	them	for	anything.	Why	should	I?	

Tarita	stopped	running	her	finger	around	the	edge	of	her	glass,	cleared	her	throat	and	turned	to	me:	
“And	if	you’re	ever	strapped	for	cash	for	expenses…	We’ll	work	something	out.”	

It	sounded	almost	like	they	were	about	to	let	me	in	on	something	illegal.	I	didn’t	really	understand	
what	all	the	offers	were	about,	but	the	meeting	seemed	to	be	drawing	to	a	close	and	I	just	wanted	to	
stop	the	pain.	I	nodded	and	looked	at	each	of	them	in	turn,	waiting	for	the	official	sign	to	be	excused	
from	the	table.	Instead,	Daša	refilled	her	wine	glass,	took	a	sip	and	went	on:	

“There,	the	formal	part	of	the	meeting	is	over.	Now	for	the	fun	part.”	

My	heart	pounded.	

We’re	not	done	yet?	

I	was	boiling	inside.	Before	I	even	got	a	chance	to	think	what	the	fun	part	might	be,	Tarita	pulled	
something	bulky	wrapped	in	white	paper	from	under	the	kitchen	bench	and	held	it	out	to	me.	

“We	wanted	to	give	you	a	symbolic	housewarming	present.	It's	a	bit	late,	but...	Anyway,	here	you	
go.”	

She	handed	it	to	me	carefully.	Both	of	them	stared	at	me	with	an	expectant	look	in	their	eyes.	I	was	
so	surprised	I	forgot	to	close	my	mouth.	I	started	to	unwrap	it.	A	house	plant?	They	couldn’t	be	
serious.	Was	there	something	about	me	that	gave	people	the	impression	I	was	into	house	plants?	I	
hoped	not.	At	best,	the	poor	thing	had	two	weeks	to	live.	I	attempted	a	smile,	but	only	managed	to	
twist	my	mouth	into	a	strange	grimace.	

“Thanks.	You	really	didn’t	have	to.”	



Tarita	looked	even	more	awkward	than	me:	“We	didn’t	know	what	to	get	you...	I	hope	you	like	it.”	

I	liked	it	about	as	much	as	I	liked	a	computer	system	failure.	Still,	I	pretended	I	was	moved	by	their	
gesture.	

“I	hope	it	doesn’t	die	on	me.”	

“Don’t	worry,	it’s	not	a	very	demanding	plant,”	said	Daša.	

“Actually,	you	were	lucky.	Tarita	suggested	that	we	buy	you	a	book.	But	I	wasn’t	sure	you	were	that	
type	of	person,”	she	added.	

Fantastic.	So	they	thought	I	was	a	barely	literate	woman	with	a	thing	for	potted	plants?	Good	thing	I	
didn't	seem	like	the	type	of	person	who	could	make	a	tapestry.	

“So,	what	are	you	into?	Like,	in	general,”	Daša	asked.	

“Computers.	Code.	Video	games.”	

“Uh-huh,”	muttered	Daša	with	a	certain	whiff	of	indifference.		

Maybe	she	had	been	expecting	something	much	more	exciting,	like	freediving,	rescue-dog	walking	or	
at	least	rare-bird	watching,	not	that	teenage	stuff.	

She	didn’t	seem	too	pleased	with	my	answer.	I	thought	what	else	I	could	tell	her.	I	was	interested	to	
know	more	about	the	big	bang	and	why	people	are	so	damn	complicated,	but	I	could	hardly	call	
either	of	these	things	my	hobby.	I	jogged	occasionally,	but	I	wouldn’t	have	said	I	was	really	into	
running.	I	had	been	wavering	for	too	long,	so	I	said	the	first	thing	that	crossed	my	mind.	

“And	quantum	physics.”	

Daša’s	jaw	dropped.	Tarita	was	so	taken	aback	that	she	forgot	to	chew.	It	was	like	I	had	hit	them	over	
the	head	with	a	rod	and	then	asked	them	which	type	of	wood	it	was	made	of.	I	didn’t	want	to	be	
impolite	because	they	were	really	nice;	to	hide	my	embarrassment,	I	started	playing	with	the	leaves	
on	my	plant,	as	I	had	seen	granddad	do.	Naturally,	the	bloody	stem	broke	and	I	didn’t	dare	look	up.	
Tarita	consoled	me	right	away:	“It’s	not	a	big	deal	–	we’ll	put	it	in	a	vase.	Maybe	it’ll	even	take	root	
and	you’ll	have	two	of	them.”	

Great,	I	thought,	if	this	keeps	up,	I’ll	soon	have	a	botanical	garden!	

“So	you	study	physics?”	asked	Daša	in	a	slightly	worried	tone.	

“Computer	science,”	I	corrected	her.	

She	was	visibly	relieved.	“Can	I	come	calling	the	next	time	my	computer	crashes?”	

I	nodded.	Unlike	my	classmates,	who	were	constantly	complaining	on	our	e-mail	groups	and	forums	
about	always	being	on	call	as	family	IT	repair	people,	I	myself	had	no	such	clientele.	In	fact,	I	didn’t	
have	much	contact	with	my	classmates	either,	since,	luckily	for	me,	everything	could	be	done	over	
the	Internet.	My	attendance	at	university	was	limited	to	the	few	unavoidable	classes,	though	I	
usually	even	managed	to	get	out	of	those.	Fortunately,	professors	were	understanding	and	often	
went	easy	on	me	because	I	had	good	grades.		

But	I	had	always	loved	messing	around	with	my	computer.	And	now,	for	the	first	time,	I	could	use	my	
knowledge	to	mess	around	with	someone	else’s	computer.	Maybe	even	learn	something	new.	I	can	
safely	say	that	I	was	quite	successful	at	killing	our	conversation	that	night.	After	a	handful	of	failed	



attempts	at	finding	a	common	thread,	we	agreed	it	was	time	to	go	to	sleep.	Thirty	minutes	later,	the	
power	miraculously	came	back.	Tarita	stayed	in	the	kitchen,	playing	with	a	candle	and	a	glass,	taking	
pictures	as	she	moved	them	around	the	table,	while	Daša	called	it	a	night	and	went	to	bed.	

Nevertheless,	the	evening	had	ended	on	a	fairly	pleasant	note	and,	for	the	first	time	in	a	long	while,	I	
fell	asleep	without	any	anxiety	or	unpleasant	feeling	of	tightness	in	my	stomach.	For	the	first	time,	I	
even	felt	my	last	year	in	Ljubljana	wasn’t	going	to	be	as	bad	as	I	had	first	thought.	At	the	same	time,	
something	had	awoken	within	me.	I	couldn’t	tell	whether	it	was	fear	or	a	mixture	of	excitement	and	
uncertainty.	

	 	



Chapter 6 
	

I	spent	the	weekend	with	granddad.	The	village,	as	small	as	it	was,	gave	me	a	feeling	of	familiarity	
and	home.	It	was	pleasant	and	sad	at	the	same	time.	Houses,	scattered	along	the	bumpy	road	full	of	
holes	and	the	occasional	sprig	of	grass	trying	to	break	through	the	asphalt.	Dogs	welcomed	me	with	a	
barking	competition.	The	air	was	saturated	with	the	smell	of	chickens	and	cut	grass.	The	sound	of	a	
tractor	was	coming	from	afar.		

I	found	granddad	in	his	garden.		

“Lettuce	is	very	generous	this	year,”	he	said.	

I	kissed	him	on	the	cheek.	Every	time	I	came	home,	he	seemed	smaller	and	thinner.	Or	maybe	that	
was	just	the	way	old	people	are.	

“How	is	your	new	home?”	

“My	home	is	here,”	I	said.	

He	smiled,	revealing	the	few	teeth	he	still	had	left.	

“How	is	Ljubljana,	then?”	

“It's	all	right.”	

“The	girls…	Do	you	get	along?”	

I	could	see	in	his	eyes	what	he	was	thinking.	But	I	wasn't	eight	anymore	and	he	didn’t	need	to	fear	
the	neighbours	would	again	complain	that	I	didn't	know	how	to	play	with	dolls.	I	had	learned	that	
Barbie	dolls	weren't	supposed	to	get	haircuts	or	become	barbers,	astronauts	or	mechanics.	I	thought	
of	Daša	and	Tarita.	We	were	definitely	not	friends,	but	at	least	they	let	me	be.	

“They're	okay,”	I	said.	

“Good,”	he	said	and	opened	the	fridge.	His	hands	were	shaking.	

“Here,	let	me	help.”	

“I'm	not	so	strong	anymore,”	he	said.	

“Nonsense,”	I	protested.	

I	knew	it	wasn’t	true,	but	I	wanted	to	believe	it.	

He	took	out	the	tomatoes	and	put	them	on	the	counter.	He	hesitated	for	a	few	moments	and	turned	
to	me.		

“If	anything	should	happen	to	me...”	

My	heart	kicked	in.	I	could	hear	its	beat	echoing	in	my	head.	Sickness	started	crawling	up	from	my	
stomach,	taking	hold	of	every	inch	of	my	body.	So	much	horror	in	these	six	little	words.	

“Nothing	will	happen,”	I	lashed	out.	

He	looked	at	me	and	smiled.	His	eyes	sent	a	quiet	thank	you	across	the	room.	I	took	a	knife	and	
started	cutting	vegetables,	the	only	cooking	skill	I	had.	My	hands	were	still	shaking.		



“We're	having	soup,”	he	said.	

“Good,”	I	said.	

We	didn't	say	much	for	the	rest	of	the	evening,	but	our	silences	were	always	comforting.	It	was	a	nice	
feeling	just	to	be	together,	without	any	plans	or	expectations.	Every	time	I	was	home	it	felt	like	time	
didn't	exist.	All	there	was,	were	warm	moments	and	memories,	dipped	into	the	smell	of	old	wood	
and	camp	fires.	

I	wrapped	myself	in	the	blanket	and	inhaled	the	cold	air.	The	heaviness	of	my	joints	sank	into	the	soft	
bed.	It	never	took	me	long	to	fall	asleep	when	I	was	home.	

I	woke	up	to	a	cold	morning.	The	sun	got	through	the	curtains.	The	birds	had	been	at	it	since	the	
early	hours.	It	seemed	they	sang	louder	in	the	countryside	than	in	the	city.	I	opened	my	eyes	and	
looked	around.	Everything	was	the	way	it	had	always	been.	Even	Spock	the	First,	my	best	friend	
through	childhood,	was	on	its	place	on	the	shelf,	catching	specks	of	sunlight	on	its	screen.	I	ran	
through	its	keyboard	with	my	gaze.	Some	of	the	keys	were	so	worn	down	that	you	couldn’t	see	the	
letters	anymore.	We	had	been	through	a	lot	together,	Spock	and	me.	

Granddad	had	gotten	up	with	the	birds.	On	the	table	was	a	plate	with	a	piece	of	pumpkin	pie.	My	
mouth	watered.	

“Happy	birthday,”	he	said.	

“Thanks.”		

The	pie	melted	in	my	mouth,	bringing	with	it	a	salty	taste	of	memories.	It	was	my	eighth	birthday.	
Our	neighbour	had	talked	granddad	into	throwing	me	a	surprise	party.	When	I	came	home,	the	
house	was	full	of	people.	Classmates,	other	kids	from	the	village	and	some	new	ones	too.	I	didn't	
want	to	be	around	any	of	them.	I	hardly	knew	them.	I	can	remember	the	stiffening	feeling	of	the	
walls	closing	in	on	me,	as	if	someone	was	painting	darkness	all	around	until	there	was	but	a	speck	of	
light	left	in	the	room.	I	gasped	for	air.	

Those	few	minutes	at	the	door	seemed	like	a	week.	Everyone	stared	at	me,	expecting	me	to	say	
something.	My	heart	went	full	speed,	pumping	blood	into	my	head.	It	felt	like	it	was	going	to	burst.	
My	stomach	tightened.	A	flush	of	fear	ran	through	me.	All	I	could	do	was	run	upstairs	to	my	room	
and	lock	myself	in.	For	the	first	time,	my	body	betrayed	me.	It	felt	like	a	prison.	You	don't	forget	your	
first	panic	attack.	

Needless	to	say,	I	hadn't	made	any	friends	that	night.	If	anything,	kids	now	thought	even	more	that	I	
was	a	weirdo.	I	guess	they	were	right.	It	was	quite	lonely	until	granddad	got	me	Spock.	

I	took	a	deep	breath	and	finished	the	pie.	Granddad	sat	across	the	table,	chewing	on	a	piece	of	dried	
apple.	

“My	teeth	are	no	good	anymore,”	he	said.	

I	smiled.		

“You	still	make	great	pie,”	I	said.	

He	looked	through	the	window	as	if	he	hadn't	heard	me.	His	bony	palms	rubbed	against	each	other	
and	his	lips	were	moving	in	a	silent	conversation	he	was	having	with	himself.	A	thought	crossed	my	
mind,	but	I	pushed	it	all	the	way	back	into	that	dark	space	in	my	mind	where	things	can	get	lost	for	a	
long,	long	time.	His	distant	gaze	made	me	think	he	was	thinking	the	same.	Maybe	this	time	it	would	



be	different.	I	cleared	my	throat	and	got	up	from	the	chair.	A	sense	of	nervousness	came	over	me,	
like	just	before	you	do	something	forbidden.	

“Granddad,”	I	started.	

He	turned	to	me,	still	with	an	absent	look	in	his	eyes.	My	heart	started	racing,	as	if	it	knew	what	was	
coming.	

“Why	did	my	mom	leave?”	I	asked.	

The	question	brought	him	back	in	a	second.	The	look	in	his	eyes	changed.	I	could	see	his	pain	and	his	
eyes	looking	at	me	as	if	he	didn’t	believe	what	I	had	just	said.	We	stared	at	each	other	for	a	few	
moments,	without	saying	anything.	Then	he	slowly	got	up	and	walked	out	of	the	kitchen.	

We	didn't	talk	for	the	rest	of	the	day.	Before	I	left,	he	pointed	at	the	bag	on	the	table	and	said:	“Don't	
forget	your	fruit.”	

The	sweet	smell	of	pears	and	apples	from	his	orchard	filled	the	air.	I	picked	up	my	rucksack	and	left	
for	the	train	station.	My	thoughts	kept	on	getting	caught	in	the	sound	of	the	train	wheels	turning.	Ta	
doom,	ta	doom,	looping	around	the	same	old	questions	that	wouldn’t	leave	me	alone.	They	were	
breathing	into	my	neck	from	the	back	of	my	mind,	like	a	shadow	that	wasn’t	a	shadow	anymore	but	a	
part	of	me.	

	 	



Chapter 7 
	

The	following	morning,	the	first	snow	covered	the	grey	buildings.	The	city	was	shrouded	in	a	
marvellous	silence.	In	moments	like	these,	I	usually	stayed	in	bed	for	a	while	longer,	enjoying	the	
peace.	But	not	this	time.	The	silence	was	broken	by	Daša,	who	had	been	on	the	phone	cursing	
someone’s	family	tree	and	pets	since	early	morning.	Even	if	I	could	avoid	the	kitchen,	I	almost	
certainly	couldn’t	avoid	Daša.	I	sneaked	in	when	she	was	hollering	her	last	“No	fucking	way!”	into	the	
receiver.	She	smashed	it	against	the	kitchen	counter	in	a	fury.	The	phone	broke	into	three	lovely	
pieces.	I	wanted	to	get	some	breakfast	as	quickly	as	possible	and	get	the	hell	out	of	there,	but	it	was	
all	in	vain.	

“Bloody	hell.	Goddamn	asshole!”	

I	had	at	least	five	questions	rolling	around	in	my	mouth,	but	I	figured	any	one	of	them	might	cause	a	
flood	of	a	thousand	answers.	So	I	grabbed	a	cup	of	yoghurt	and	a	banana	and	headed	for	the	door.	I	
almost	made	it.	I	had	one	foot	in	the	hallway	when	she	stopped	me.	

“Can	you	believe	it?	She	doesn’t	even	bother	to	ask!	As	if	it	goes	without	saying	I’ll	say	yes!”	

I	stood	there,	clutching	a	yoghurt	cup	in	one	hand	and	a	banana	in	the	other,	trying	to	decide	
whether	or	not	I	should	eat	them	right	there	in	the	hallway.	There	obviously	wasn’t	going	to	be	
enough	time	for	decent	breakfast.	It	was	clearly	appropriate	for	me	to	say	something,	although	I’d	
have	preferred	not	to.	

“Who?”	

Daša	was	visibly	relieved	at	my	feigned	interest	and,	as	expected,	another	flood	of	words	came	
pouring	out	of	her	mouth.	

“My	mum!	She	and	her	new	boy	toy	are	taking	their	pampered	asses	somewhere	to	the	tropics	and,	
in	the	meantime,	I’m	supposed	to	walk	their	spoilt	mutt.	She	called	me	when	they	were	already	on	
their	way	to	the	airport!”	

Hissing	angrily,	she	muttered	a	few	colourful	curses.	It	was	only	after	she	had	had	a	few	sips	of	
coffee,	spilling	some	over	herself	in	the	process,	that	she	calmed	down	a	little.	She	gave	me	a	
sideways	look,	as	though	expecting	me	to	say	something	totally	comforting	and	clever	at	any	
moment.	What	could	one	say	in	such	moments?	That	at	least	it	was	a	dog,	not	a	tarantula?	
Awkwardly,	I	started	peeling	my	banana.	I	stuffed	it	in	my	mouth	and	nodded	for	no	good	reason.	

“She	always	does	this	to	me!	Like	I	don’t	have	a	life	of	my	own!	Jacky	this,	Jacky	that.	She	never	paid	
half	as	much	attention	to	other	things…"	

It	pissed	me	off.	At	that	moment,	I	wanted	to	throw	the	yoghurt	cup	right	in	her	face.	Ungrateful	
jerk!	At	least	she	still	had	her	mother.	Yet	another	proof	that	people	can’t	appreciate	what	they	
have.	A	bite	of	banana	got	stuck	in	my	throat.	I	nearly	choked	on	it.	My	violent	coughing	woke	up	
Daša,	who	immediately	came	to	my	rescue	and	gave	me	a	few	hard	slaps	on	the	back.	The	yoghurt	
fell	out	of	my	hand	and	spilt	out	on	the	floor	in	all	its	full-fat	glory.	Daša	was	visibly	embarrassed.	

“Sorry	for	getting	so	worked	up	this	early	in	the	morning.	But	she	knows	exactly	which	buttons	to	
push.	You	know	what	mothers	are	like...”	

I	shook	my	head,	cleared	my	throat	and	replied	curtly:	“Not	really,	no.”	



I	wiped	the	yoghurt	off	the	floor,	pretending	not	to	see	her	puzzled	look	and	the	thousand	question	
marks	over	her	head.		

“Excuse	me?”	she	asked.	

What	was	I	supposed	to	say?	That	my	name	was	the	only	thing	I	had	to	remember	my	mother	by?	
“No	dad,	her	mother	ran	away,”	I	would	often	hear	kids	say	as	I	walked	through	the	village,	the	
words	ringing	in	my	ears	throughout	my	primary	school	days.	What	should	I	have	told	her?	I	took	a	
deep	breath,	pushed	down	all	the	rage	and	tears	brimming	in	my	eyes,	swallowed	them,	and	said	
grimly:	“It	would	be	better	if	you	kept	your	mouth	shut.”	

She	stared	at	me	dumbstruck	for	a	few	moments,	but	it	was	too	good	to	last.	She	probably	replayed	
our	conversation	in	her	mind	until	the	conclusion	about	my	brutality	and	rudeness	presented	itself.	I	
soon	found	myself	suffering	a	hail	of	condemnations.	

“What	do	you	know?	You	spend	all	of	your	days	in	your	room	sitting	at	your	computer,	no	one	comes	
to	visit.	Even	plants	show	more	zeal...”	

I	rushed	towards	the	front	door.	As	soon	as	it	closed	behind	me,	tears	filled	my	eyes	and	mascara	
trickled	down	my	cheek.	My	eyes	started	burning	with	pain.	My	chest	tightened,	so	I	had	to	fight	for	
air.	My	legs	carried	me	out	of	the	flat	of	their	own	accord	and	sent	me	running.	Time	didn’t	exist.	Had	
I	been	running	for	ten	minutes	or	an	hour,	I	didn’t	know.	I	stopped	only	when	I	reached	the	edge	of	
the	city.	

Out	of	breath,	I	stopped	and	tried	to	focus	my	thoughts	on	something	else.	Anything.	A	tree,	a	lot	of	
trees.	How	many	were	they?	A	hundred?	A	thousand?	There	was	a	dilapidated	house	standing	in	the	
middle.	I	studied	its	details	until	my	mind	calmed	down.	I	don’t	know	what	I	would	have	done	if	I	had	
had	a	panic	attack	right	there,	on	the	street.	

I	had	gotten	used	to	ignoring	the	furtive	glances,	the	gossiping	whispers	and	the	hollow	remarks.		

No	dad,	her	mother	ran	away.	

The	absent	looks	that	made	an	effort	to	get	out	of	my	way.		

None	of	this	was	new.	Then	why	did	it	still	hurt	so	much?		

Maybe	Daša	was	right	and	I	really	was	boring.	Maybe	it	served	me	right	and	I	should	change.	But	
how?	And	why?		

My	heart	banged	against	my	chest.	I	thought	of	granddad	and	what	he	would	say	to	me	in	this	
situation.	Probably	something	incomprehensible	that	would	make	me	feel	better.	I	missed	him.	
Sometimes	I	felt	he	was	the	only	thing	standing	between	me	and	complete	loneliness.	

My	emotional	wall	slowly	began	to	build	up.	So	what	if	I	was	different.	It	was	just	who	I	was.	Maybe	
that	was	the	last	trace	of	my	parents.	I	will	never	know.	

I	wiped	the	tears	from	my	cheek	and	gradually	became	aware	of	the	passers-by	giving	me	the	
occasional	look	of	pity,	but	none	of	them	dared	approach	me.	Who	could	blame	them?	With	my	
mascara-stained	face	and	my	black	outfit,	I	certainly	wasn’t	the	most	attractive	thing	to	look	at	that	
day.	Daša’s	words	were	still	ringing	in	my	ears,	but	I	finally	managed	to	ignore	them,	push	them	
aside,	and	drown	them	in	silence.	

Now	what?	I	just	wanted	to	pack	up	my	things	and	go	back	to	granddad.	He	would	probably	lecture	
me	at	first,	but	eventually	everything	would	go	back	to	normal.	If	I	hung	in	there	for	another	ten	



short	months,	there	would	be	no	more	Daša	to	nag	me.	If	I	worked	harder	and	quit	my	job,	I	could	
maybe	get	my	degree	even	sooner.	I	walked	to	the	nearest	café,	visited	the	toilet	and	washed	the	
smudged	mascara	off	my	face.	My	reflection	in	the	mirror	seemed	meek	now.	As	if	taking	off	the	
make-up	had	removed	some	kind	of	protection	against	the	world.	

That	week,	I	took	on	another	two	video	games	and	tested	them	like	crazy.	I	played	so	much	I	even	
dreamt	that	I	was	still	playing.	When	that	happened,	I	usually	got	up,	turned	Spock	on	and	went	on	
testing.	I	might	as	well	do	it	for	real.	I	left	my	room	only	to	take	a	shower	or	a	short	walk.	I	even	ate	
in	my	room.	My	bed	was	full	of	crumbs	that	I	couldn’t	be	bothered	to	clean	up.	

Soon,	it	felt	like	things	had	gone	back	to	normal.	Tarita	was	her	usual	indifferent	self.	Daša	let	off	her	
litany	of	conspiracy	theories.		

Why,	then,	did	things	feel	different?	

	 	



Chapter 8 
	

In	the	following	weeks,	there	was	a	slight	change	in	my	flatmates'	daily	routines.	Daša	still	worked	
late,	leaving	behind	a	tray	full	of	cigarette	stubs	and	coffee-stained	papers,	but	she	was	alone.	We	
both	worked,	each	in	our	own	room.	Tarita	was	out.	

One	evening,	I	popped	out	to	grab	a	falafel	and	I	saw	her,	wandering	the	streets	and	taking	photos.	
She	looked	so	different	with	the	camera,	as	if	she	wasn’t	the	same	person	who	had	opened	the	door	
in	a	chocolate-stained	t-shirt	with	a	bunny	on	it.	There	was	something	about	that	camera	that	made	
her	seem	in	total	control.	

Two	days	later,	Tarita	knocked	on	my	door.	I	was	surprised	to	see	her	there:	she	hadn’t	made	much	
of	an	effort	to	talk	to	me	up	till	now.	I	appreciated	it.	Now	she	stood	before	me	in	a	pair	of	stretched	
green	sweatpants	and	a	dirty	T-shirt,	running	her	fingers	through	her	permanently	dishevelled	curls.	
She	asked	me	if	she	could	dry	a	few	photos	in	my	room.	

“The	studio	I	usually	rent	is	booked.	Just	for	a	day	or	two.	Honest!”	

I	nodded.	I	wasn’t	particularly	attached	to	my	room	anyway.	Besides,	I	was	using	less	than	half	of	the	
entire	space.	She	seemed	thrilled,	as	though	she	had	expected	me	to	say	no.	She	came	back	with	a	
bag,	ran	two	lines	of	rope	across	the	room	and	started	hanging	up	the	photographs.	For	the	first	
time,	I	took	a	minute	to	take	a	closer	look	at	them.	

This	was	the	city	I	knew.	Quieter	and	more	intimate,	without	all	the	daily	rush	and	noise.	

An	old	street	lamp	and	a	couple	talking	or	maybe	fighting.	A	pregnant	woman	standing	on	a	bridge,	
meditating	amid	the	hustle	and	bustle	of	the	city.	Some	urban	portraits	and	night-time	snaps.	But	my	
eyes	settled	on	one	particular	photo.	In	itself,	the	picture	was	nothing	special:	nightlife	by	the	river,	
people	looking	scattered,	alienated,	all	headed	in	different	directions.	My	eyes	were	drawn	to	a	
woman	sitting	on	the	steps,	leaning	on	her	hands	behind	her	back,	her	head	tilted	slightly	backwards,	
as	if	she	had	suddenly	noticed	she	was	being	watched.	Her	gaze	was	so	intimate	that	I	got	butterflies	
in	my	stomach.	Tarita	saw	me	gaping.	

“Astonishing,	right?”	

“It	is.”	

“Yep,	this	one’s	definitely	going	for	the	exhibition.”	

“The	exhibition?”	

I	took	us	both	by	surprise	with	my	question.	I	wasn’t	particularly	interested	in	photography,	amateur	
or	professional,	and	still	less	in	exhibitions.	I	don’t	really	know	why	I	wanted	to	see	one,	but	at	that	
moment,	it	seemed	like	the	most	logical	thing	in	the	world.	

“Daša	said	nothing?”	

I	shook	my	head.		

“You	know,	she	means	no	harm,”	Tarita	said.	

It	didn't	matter	anymore.	It	was	all	water	under	the	bridge.	But	I	hadn’t	the	slightest	intention	of	
making	any	unnecessary	contact,	even	out	of	perfunctory	courtesy.	I	didn’t	care	what	Daša	thought.	I	
didn’t	care	if	we	didn’t	speak	another	word	to	each	other	until	the	end	of	my	stay	there.	Seeing	



Tarita,	who	practically	never	meddled	in	other	people’s	affairs,	defend	Daša	like	that,	I	knew	she	
meant	a	lot	to	her.	I	couldn’t	understand	how	two	people	who	were	so	different	could	be	so	close.		

“Whatever,”	I	said,	hoping	to	sound	casual.	

Tarita	smiled:	“Sometimes,	she	can	be	...”	

She	pegged	the	last	photograph	and	looked	at	me.	She	didn't	finish	her	thought.	Instead	she	spread	
some	newspapers	out	on	the	floor	and	picked	up	her	things.	

“It’s	about	time	I	got	my	own	studio.	Oh,	well,	one	day...”	

When	she	had	left,	I	took	another	look	at	the	drying	photographs.	There	was	something	special	
about	them.	Every	face	seemed	to	tell	a	story.	She	managed	to	capture	something	very	human,	
something	historic	even	in	those	photographs	of	hers.	

I	couldn’t	sleep	that	night.	I	kept	thinking	about	granddad	and	the	look	on	his	face	when	grandma	
had	passed	away.	I	was	seven.	We	sat	on	the	porch	bench	in	silence.	Granddad	took	my	hand,	
bending	his	head	to	hide	his	tears:	“It’s	just	you	and	me	now.”		

I	never	saw	him	cry.	We	were	good	at	hiding	our	weaknesses	from	each	other:	he	never	found	out	
about	my	panic	attacks.	To	that	day,	I	didn’t	know	what	was	worse,	the	attacks	or	the	fear	that	they	
would	never	go	away.	

A	familiar	feeling	welled	up	in	my	chest.	It	started	feeling	tight	and	small.	I	shuddered.	Thinking	about	
the	attacks	often	triggered	them.	

My	heart	started	beating	faster.	I	felt	a	chill	run	down	my	spine.	My	body	shook	with	tension.	My	
chest	tightened.	A	fear	without	roots	slowly	spread	throughout	me,	growing	stronger	with	each	
breath	I	took.	The	thousand	thoughts	that	usually	raced	through	my	mind	collapsed	into	a	single	one:	
survive.	After	all	those	years,	it	was	still	just	as	unexpected,	disappointing	and	painful.	I	burst	into	
tears	out	of	sheer	powerlessness.	Nothing	helped,	neither	wishing,	nor	hoping,	nor	convincing	myself	
that	it	would	pass.	Loneliness	and	fear	embraced	me	like	two	old	friends.	I	didn’t	sleep	a	wink	that	
night.	A	rustling	of	papers	and	the	flicking	of	a	lighter	came	from	the	room	next	to	me.	Daša	must	
have	been	awake	too.	

I	tried	reading	my	quantum	physics	book	from	the	flea	market,	but	my	mind	kept	wandering	
elsewhere.	Would	I	ever	know	what	it	feels	like	to	belong?	
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