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From Twelve Circles

Yuri Andrukhovych
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IV: Wrapping Up

Karl- Joseph Zumbrunnen looked at Karl- Joseph Zumbrunnen. The 
second of the two was a corpse lying on two writing desks pushed together, 
covered up to the waist with old burlap. The first, however, was now a dif-
ferent, infinitely finer being. This night, the moment of his liberation had 
arrived. It was strange for him to see himself from the outside, yet not in a 
mirror: in fact, this had to do with the meeting of the two greatest mysteries 
of existence, Death and the Self.

Karl- Joseph, the one who had separated himself, stayed somewhere 
higher—perhaps, on the ceiling. In any case, he saw from above what so 
recently had been his body: the first signs of decomposition—a few spots 

The full English translation of Twelve Circles is forthcoming this winter from Spuyten 
Duyvil Publishing. The excerpt here is the novel’s epilogue, describing the aftermath of 
the death of the protagonist, Karl- Joseph Zumbrunnen.—Eds.



18 boundary 2 / Spring 2014

on the skin. Its manifestations to come later were likewise perfectly predict-
able—subcutaneous emphysema, cadaveric green, detachment of the epi-
dermis, formation of blisters with fetid watery discharge. Karl- Joseph knew 
all this, although he had never studied forensic anatomy. But now he knew 
and understood countless things.

Did he sense regret? Did he feel embarrassed in this darkness 
pierced with moonlight coming from the outside?

That is unknown. The only thing known with certitude is that he didn’t 
want to and couldn’t remain hovering here for long—the Moon was calling 
him. In the morning the body was to be dispatched to Chortopil for medi-
cal and legal examination, although the autopsy itself couldn’t take place 
before Monday: the likelihood that an anatomist would cut up a stiff on Holy 
Easter Sunday was zero; Monday was highly doubtful as well; perhaps on 
Tuesday or—even better—after the holy days, on Wednesday. Thus, in the 
morning he was to be taken to a refrigeration chamber to stop the process 
of saponification. But still Karl- Joseph saw how it would end: the pale light 
of an argon lamp; the chilly metallic clanking of sharp objects (coldness is 
sterility, and sterility is coldness!); the painstaking filling out of the protocol 
in a special journal, hand- stitched and sealed; the monotonous recording 
of anomalies and potentially incurable diseases, as well as the extraction 
from the dissected body of various river pebbles, two or three darkened 
aspen leaves, and pale slime- covered larvae and chrysalides. And then—
Karl- Joseph could clearly see this as well—the cynical and crude sewing 
up. This was when a torn- off piece of intestine would be quickly stuffed into 
the groin or somewhere else. Karl- Joseph now could also see the thick 
coarse thread and a sewing awl, as long as half a pencil, and the morgue 
orderly, not entirely of a sound mind (twenty- nine years of experience at 
the same job!), with an enormous bust, yellow eyes, and formalin- smelling 
breath.

• • • •

As a photographer, Karl- Joseph loved darkness no less than light.
But now he acquired countless new possibilities: to see; to know; to 

feel. And also to pass through, for his structure was now finer than the finest 
material structures. Thus without any effort he emerged outside through 
the ceiling and the roof of the former military prison. He rose slightly higher 
above its roof and now could see it all, together with the two cops on duty 
who presently were “letting go” in the guard annex (state- issue rags thrown 
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here and there; a classic rectangular electric heater, white- hot; a table lit-
tered with glasses, half- empty bottles, leftover food, and cigarette butts; 
the Vesna tape recorder; two loaded Kalashnikovs leaning against the wall; 
and two cops, sweaty from sleep, on the same narrow bed, in nothing but 
long johns—no, not gay: cousins, relatives, Ivan Mykuliak and Stefan Dra-
kuliak). They were to guard this corpse until tomorrow morning. They were, 
in fact, guarding it.

Karl- Joseph for the first time sensed something like a wondrous 
painful lightness when he succeeded—again without any effort—in push-
ing higher and reaching the proverbial altitude of bird flight. He found him-
self in a stream of moonlight, dense and somehow even palpable. The 
Moon still looked full and therefore slightly menacing, although in reality 
it had reached its fullness back on Wednesday; now it was already on the 
decline, and this was well known to all the church astronomers. And to 
Karl- Joseph too. He swirled fishlike in the stream of light and for an inde-
terminate moment (time for him had already turned into something else) 
he froze. And no eyeglasses needed, he thought, no binoculars, magnify-
ing lenses, or extra diopters! He now saw all the way through and into the 
depths—across the entire expanse open to his Eye.

For instance, how the grass grows, how oil flows through pipelines, 
how fish swim in rivers and streams, both with and against the current. 
Skeletons on the floor of filled- in caves and skulls at the bottom of aban-
doned wells. Innumerable long- haul trucks frozen in endless lines at bor-
der crossings, with half- alive, half- suffocated Pakistanis (this time he was 
certain they were Pakistani and not Bangladeshi) lying still in rows under 
the floor.

He also saw thousands of churches lit from the inside, across the 
entire country.

• • • •

Karl- Joseph made a small circle above the valley of the River and, 
without hesitation, set in the direction of Transylvania. This cannot be 
explained—one can only accept this as a given. The dead usually travel 
westward. The memory suddenly produced the children’s game of pilot, 
and for some reason also the lightness of jumping into the water and the 
greenness of the warm river cove near the mill.

But can this be called memory?
He reached the Mountain Range above the Dzyndzul alpine meadow 
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and—nothing could stop him, not even the call of the Moon—he descended 
sharply. This turned out to be stronger not only than the Moon but also than 
his very self: not all the ties had been broken. He rustled above the snow- 
dusted tops of juniper bushes, bypassed the ski jumping hill, and arrived 
directly at the building of the resort. Something pulled him here, this was 
his Place, this chimerical building with its porches, terraces, and turrets, 
with its dozens of windows. But only two of them were lit. And Zumbrunnen 
thrust himself, glued himself to one of them, pressing against its impene-
trable triple- pane insulated coldness.

Behind the window was the room of Kolomea Voronych. She reclined 
on an unmade sofa bed and was scribbling nonstop in a formerly thick 
notebook, tearing out the text- filled pages one after the other. This was 
already page 113 of her letter to the disappeared friend—the one who had 
left yesterday at sundown.

“I know,” wrote Kolomea on page 113, “that You are split in two, and 
because of that, eternal. You, who only a night ago were still here and took 
me so magnificently [she crossed out the last four words] tenderly liberated 
me from this brand, from this sticky stain—I mean my vanished virginity—
so, You are the one for whom I waited all my life [she crossed out the last 
three words] I won’t say how long. But at the same time You’re different: a 
heavy, balding, old, Hobbit- like ancient bullshitter [last word crossed out] 
chatterer. For as I know now, You exist in two versions. Young—that’s when 
you are eternally twenty- seven. That was apparently the age of That Poet 
on the night of his death. And old—when yours is the age That Poet would 
have been today. If he didn’t die young, of course. Just don’t tell me it isn’t 
so and that I am off target again! I saw you step down from the terrace 
toward the Ambassadors of the Night! They hid in the dark bushes waiting 
for you. You think I hallucinated? [The entire sentence crossed out.] And 
when You looked at me for the last time over your shoulder—it was not You! 
[the last two words and the exclamation mark crossed out], aha, it was that 
professor, for half a second he burst through Your shell: You and him are 
one and the same, I know. I think that because of this you can be both here 
and on the Moon. For in reality we are allowed only one thing: to be either 
here, or on the Moon. We are now forever apart, aren’t we? By the way, I 
know that now You’re already there. Ha! I saw You dissolve in that wretched 
[last word crossed out] moonlight; I’m so sick and tired of it! And then the 
Ambassadors of the Night flew out as three owls from their hiding place in 
the bushes. You rose in a ray of moonlight, and they flew above you and 
slightly behind, like a kind of escort.”
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She had to write the word escort with a hyphen: esco- rt. Two letters 
spilled over onto the following page, and page 113 was resolutely torn out 
and tossed on the floor next to the sofa—joining its 112 predecessors. Karl- 
Joseph guessed that what was about to come next concerned him.

“You know,” she wrote on, “I’m writing to You now, but how would I 
be able to deliver this letter to you? For You will never come back to me—
it’s clear. You have so many—countless—untouched girls. An entire Eden 
full of girls! As for the ordinary postal service, it’s hopeless—You know very 
well yourself how slow is the mail between us and the Moon. In fact, it takes 
one’s entire life. Although I don’t give a flying [four words crossed out] am 
not that concerned about it: I will all the same finish this letter, bring it to the 
final three dots: I am sure that it will be read. Also, we have news. Last night 
mom and Pepa reported that this Austrian photographer guy got killed here. 
I think about him more and more often. [She crossed out the last sentence.] 
He is no longer in this world—and I, it turns out, didn’t know anything, any-
thing at all about him! And now it looks like I will never know. What sort of 
guy was he? Why did he come here, what force dragged him in our direc-
tion? No, it’s not like that—it’s not that I’m thinking about him, I am tripping 
because I feel like he is somewhere here. For example, behind this very 
window. I close my eyes tightly, turn toward the window, and then count to 
ten: one—two—three—four—five—six—seven—eight—nine—nine- and- 
a- half—nine- and- three- quarters—almost- ten—almost- almost- ten—ten! I 
open my eyes—behind the window there’s no one and nothing, only the 
night. But he’s somewhere here. Perhaps I don’t yet have the permission 
to see him? But through him I understood what is the twelfth circle. It is 
the circle of eternity, the beginning and the end rolled into one, Alpha and 
Omega, all of us and each one of us . . .”

Karl- Joseph Zumbrunnen, quite appropriately, at the moment of 
almost- almost- ten dove into the windstream and disappeared from her win-
dow. Clearly he did not want to get caught. Because of this he never learned 
what the twelfth circle was. In general the letter written by Kolomea amused 
him by its high pathos, this eternal feature of the young and living. Besides, 
he remembered, this girl read too much fantasy fiction and listened to Jim 
Morrison. This was nothing but mysticism, decided Karl- Joseph.

In reality he had long wanted to go to another window—and you can 
guess why. In just as resolute a fashion he thrust himself against it, gluing 
his face to the glass.

• • • •
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And his face now saw the room of the Pepa- Voronych couple dimly 
lit by a night- light. Artur and Roma, it seemed, were asleep. They slept the 
way people who love one another sleep together. That is, so tightly, and 
so together, and so closely, and so breathing in unison, as do the people 
who sleep together out of love. This was an inexpressibly deep sleep. Karl- 
Joseph did not even try to call her. The night- light only showed that some 
time prior to that they could have been making love. The giant face, as big 
as the entire window frame, on the other side of their room turned for a 
moment into a mask of pain. It appeared that he could still sense that.

Breakup; breakup . . . Farewell; loss; breakup.
He pushed himself as strongly as he could away from the window. 

And then, resolutely piercing the night air, he rushed up high. And only 
looked down again at the Mountain Range, milky white from the snow and 
the streams of moonlight, when the building of the resort diminished to the 
size of a useless mole on the world’s skin.

No radar, of course, could detect his aerial movement across the 
border. Already on the Transylvanian side Karl- Joseph for the first time 
understood who always crowed like a rooster here. He barely managed to 
escape from a whirlpool of air that turned out to be a powerful turbulence 
of astral energy. Dozens, if not hundreds, of souls spun in this space- time 
warp, unable to escape from it. Most likely, the majority of them were fated 
to remain forever in this centrifuge of sorts. Karl- Joseph managed to slip 
out through a cylinder of vacuum between two cyclones heading for each 
other, both of which could have sucked him in until the end of time.

Only after that Zumbrunnen finally set on his flight path. On his left 
he passed Suceava, from which came the sounds of a choir singing matins, 
mixed with the trombone roars of a Gypsy wedding and the train whistles at 
the station Suceava Nord; on his right, Bistriţa and Piatra Neamţ. He dog-
gedly followed the Carpathians and with all his strength strove not to divert 
from the rocky outcrops on the mountain ranges. On the Transylvanian side 
there was no snow at all, and spring was already so far ahead that it seemed 
orchards would burst into bloom any minute now. Humans stayed further 
down below; this high country generally did not belong to them. Between 
the humans and the mountain ranges spread the forests. Karl- Joseph did 
not only remember this, he heard every stream in the undergrowth, saw 
each tree separately and all the trees put together. But he was capable of 
even greater stuff: he could hear every leaf on every tree, he heard the buds 
burst open and the moss breathe, and—without any strain—he heard the 
annual rings grow on tree trunks, and also the hearts of both hedgehogs 
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and wolves beating. Then he noticed in front of him the first outlines of the 
Transylvanian Alps, but, before reaching them, he made a sharp turn west-
ward. Yes, westward, definitely westward—away from sunrise.

At first, an array of possibilities opened before him. He could, for 
example, take the shortest route, through Slovakia. There were plenty of 
mountains there if he absolutely needed to see mountains beneath himself. 
He could go slightly to the south and stay close to the Slovak- Hungarian 
border—if he preferred not the mountains but the sandstone hills and the 
vineyards. He could, in fact, cross this border, in a manner unnoticeable not 
only to the border guards but also to himself, and emerge over Zemplín, all 
green on the maps, and then, drifting not so much to the south as to the 
west, finally reach the Danube slightly higher than Budapest. In fact, the 
Danube was inescapable, both in the Slovak and the Hungarian version of 
the flight path. And thus the bridges, barges, and reed- covered shores all 
the same would be waiting for him.

But if he desired not the shortest but the longest route, he could 
from the very beginning set on a northbound course and then cross Poland. 
And this would mean that he would inevitably have to fly above Lviv. Karl- 
Joseph loved this city with more strength and honesty than the majority of 
its inhabitants. Now it is possible to say out loud, not hiding the truth any 
longer, what during his life had to remain a secret: Karl- Joseph often saw 
Lviv in his dreams. In them he, fulfilling assignments from vaguely indeter-
minate superiors, entered dilapidated secret dwellings, and then went on 
to underground caverns cluttered with thousand- year- old junk: his task was 
to find water—the hidden riverbed, the river itself. In the final such dream 
he did find it, but this led to the rupture of the locks underneath the opera 
house; Zumbrunnen could still remember how the dirty foam rushed in from 
all directions, how he stood in it waist deep, unable to move, how—despite 
being a fish—he ended up being fully covered by it and suffocating.

And still, this time from the outset he was moving away from Lviv. 
No one would ever be able to answer why. Perhaps, used since his child-
hood days to drawing on maps, he decided to close the half oval of the Car-
pathians with the half oval of his own flight? To create around the center of 
Europe a virtual oval named after himself?

Perhaps there was another reason. Maybe this was a tunnel—his 
personal tunnel—and he simply did not have another choice.

Everything is for the better in this best of possible existences.
The same night, in Lviv, the director Yarchyk Volshebnik, utterly 

drunk, crushed and miserable, by some miracle found himself at the train 
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station, where in the back pocket of his pants he scrounged for the last small 
change to buy the right to enter the extra comfort waiting room. In reality 
no comfort, let alone extra, was to be found there, but a clear advantage 
consisted in the absence of the insufferable gypsies, who of late seemed to 
be following him everywhere. Yarchyk Volshebnik threw his hefty body onto 
the train station bench and tried looking around in search of human com-
passion. Focusing his exhausted and wet eyes did not produce any result. 
But as soon as he took out from the deep side pocket of his cargo pants 
a half- finished bottle of Vartsabych’s Herbal Balsam, a young soldier sat 
down next to him. The soldier turned out to be a deserter waiting for the first 
morning commuter train to get home for Easter.

“You know,” Yarchyk said to the deserter, while the latter took a swig 
of the dark foul liquid from the bottle, “you know . . . I get in on Friday, right? 
Film the clip, cash in the envelope, right? Everything’s cool, right?”

He was now telling this story for the fortieth time. The soldier under-
stood almost nothing but pretended to listen.

“You know,” Volshebnik went on, “I have a good night’s sleep, then 
have breakfast, and go to watch the tape—and there’s nothing! Imagine, 
man, nothing! Diddly fucking squat! Everything lost, man! The hottest video 
of the season, definitely in the top ten. So sexy—the best, man! You know, 
man, the best!”

He sighed, then took another swig from the bottle, wiped his tears. 
During the day dozens of random strangers had already listened to this 
story. At first it seemed easy to understand, but gradually it became mur-
kier. Now too it was getting hard to grasp:

“Then, you know, I reach for the cash—there was a stack this thick, 
and all of it in bucks, man! And what do you think? I look into the envelope, 
and there, you know, is a pile of scrap paper, all covered in shit: an entire 
pile of ass wipes! Man, it was a pile this thick, large enough to wipe two hun-
dred asses, man!”

It had already been verified earlier: as soon as Yarchyk reached this 
place in the story, he broke down. This time too, he started howling, “The 
tape’s empty, and honorarium is shit!”

By then, the soldier had long been quietly cursing the hairy dumb-
ass; the booze in the bottle was long gone, and listening over and over 
to “it was all those gypsies, man, it’s the gypsies—the tape’s empty, and 
honorarium is shit” was getting to be too much. But still, he only cursed him 
quietly: two hours remained until the first commuter train that morning, and 
there was fucking nothing to do.



Andrukhovych / From Twelve Circles 25

Thus here and now we have the final opportunity to see them up 
close.

For instance: Volshebnik, much battered by life, his exhaustion taking 
its toll; his speech getting softer and more incoherent; he swallows entire 
words and phrases (“honorarium fucking stolen, Austrian guy bumped off, 
tape covered in shit”); finally, he abruptly dozes off, as if falling into a pit. For 
now the soldier tolerates this head leaning on his shoulder.

A few minutes pass—and the director Yarchyk Volshebnik, without 
opening his eyes, notices: taking advantage of the moment when everyone, 
including the ticket lady and the security guards, is fast asleep, bent fig-
ures in dirty rags quietly enter the extra comfort waiting room. They noise-
lessly move towards him, open their switchblades. His horror rises to his 
throat; he cringes; the gypsies raise their knives at him. Yarchyk Volshebnik 
screams, waking the entire train station.

Karl- Joseph Zumbrunnen could hear this scream if he really wanted. 
Although he was now moving away, not only from Lviv but also from the 
reminiscences of Lviv. Presently he recognized underneath himself the city 
of Braşov and a flock of crows covering the belfry, the spire, and the roof 
of the Black Church; apparently recognizing him as a fresh astral body, 
they hurled themselves frenetically into the surrounding space. A turn in 
the sky above Braşov resulted in Karl- Joseph flying along the southerly 
range of the Transylvanian Alps. And just for him, perhaps, the moonlight 
was getting brighter. He saw each valley and each rocky outcrop with such 
clarity as if he had invented them himself. That night parties had been 
held at castles and palaces, but now they were winding down. The ladies’ 
translucent, pale exposed shoulders dusted with lunar specks were now 
wrapped in furs; the similarly pale gentlemen bowed to one another, their 
medallions and monocles glistening. Refined groups of aristocrats grace-
fully took their seats in horse- drawn chaises and carriages, in order to get 
by serpentine mountain roads to their residences well before the sunrise 
and, having drunk a glass of nicely aged blood for better sleep, take their 
places in coffins.

On Karl- Joseph’s right remained Sighişoara and its labyrinthine 
streets; soon thereafter the silhouette of the citadel, the medieval arcade 
connecting the Upper and the Lower Town, and the Lutheran Cathedral led 
him to recognize Sibiu (well, yes, he had never been there during his life-
time, but he was now able to recognize any building, street, or square of 
any city or suburb in this world—this was one of the advantages of his new 
abilities—and thus he repeated to himself several times the words “Sibiu, 
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Hermannstadt”). Then the rapid emergence of an enormous cloud of mixed 
poisonous odors—yes, of course, petrochemicals; and sulfur, definitely sul-
fur—led him to remark that also on the right, but at a greater distance, 
about 100 to 150 human miles, he was bypassing Timişoara.

Transylvania generally reeked of oil, and everything in this world 
reeked of it.

Sighişoara, Timişoara—these names sounded like an incantation. 
This was one more thread still not torn—his childhood and the childlike 
fondness of incantations.

But naturally, there were not only castles, not only market squares of 
toylike old German towns. What there was the most of was emptiness; the 
second place was taken by the iron and concrete, by the nine- , ten- , and 
twelve- story slums, working- class neighborhoods covered in raglike linens 
on clotheslines and studded with satellite dishes; then came city dumps, 
littered industrial spaces, vacant lots, and miners’ settlements. Everything 
exactly in its place.

Close to the Serbian border the mountains gave way to a plain. Karl- 
Joseph sighed and looked for the last time at this fatal land, the Carpathians.

• • • •

At that very moment, or perhaps a moment later, Artur Pepa and 
Roma Voronych woke up for a second, and their lips met each other. 
Then, falling back into the same episode where the pause button had been 
pressed, they unfolded their embrace and turned away from each other. 
Part II of two persons sleeping together is always a temporary distancing, 
a return to the individual shell with the saved signal from the depths of the 
slowed- down consciousness: this is only the middle of the night! This is 
only the middle of our lives.

It is doubtful that a statistic exists as to how many human couples 
sleep together at one and the same moment in time. It is even more dif-
ficult to find out how many of them sleep together out of love, how many 
out of habit, how many out of exhaustion, how many out of calculation, and 
how many out of despair. And it is absolutely impossible to figure out the 
proportion of opposite- sex and same- sex couples among them. Thanks to 
Karl- Joseph, we have found this night not only the cop cousins Mykuliak 
and Drakuliak sleeping in the same bed. We also saw Volshebnik leaning 
his hairy head on the soldierly shoulder of the young deserter.

And in the dorm of the Chortopil art and culture school, Lilya and 
Marlena slept in the same bed. And this was nothing like the lesbian shows 
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for lonely romantic men one may find in some classifieds. This was inevita-
bility itself. This was love.

Now they pressed tightly against one another: two gal pals, a dyed 
blonde and a dyed brunette, only one of them had a bruise under one eye 
and a loose third tooth, and the other had a hickey under her left breast and 
several bruises on her neck and forearms.

And nothing could ever separate them. Except perhaps a Schengen 
visa.

Above Vojvodina Karl- Joseph finally reached the Danube. First he 
veered to the left toward Novi Sad, but the smell of dirty bandages quickly 
pushed him northward. A year or so ago this place had been fiercely 
bombed, thus he was unable to see a good half of the bridges over the 
Danube. Things did not look any better in terms of riverboat traffic: his 
expectation of moving ship lights proved to be terribly naïve. However, Karl- 
Joseph still decided to follow the path of the river, further and further to the 
northwest. Inside him still were some remnants of the Danubian idealism 
of his recent life; or more precisely, this was already only a memory of the 
memory, on the level of the finest cell structures of his present body. So, for 
a while he moved upstream above the Danube, but right from the start this 
path turned out to be packed with angels moving in the opposite direction. 
It was not like they created any barriers for him—he simply had to explain 
every time who he was and where he was coming from. This was, first of 
all, an unfamiliar experience (like reporting to a corporal in the army), and, 
second, it was a bit humiliating. Somewhat soon he figured out that this 
would continue all the time as long as he followed the path of the Danube: 
this was the so- called Danubian Angelic Corridor, a site of regular patrolling 
and a zone of special attention. Therefore Karl- Joseph sharply turned west-
ward. This happened somewhere above the Hungarian border; next came 
Pécs, where yet another flock of crows reacted to him with nervous cries, 
circling worriedly round the minarets. Then he flew over the great empti-
ness of the Hungarian Puszta where night lingered on—all the time aim-
ing northwestward; yes, he was running away from daylight, for he already 
belonged, already almost belonged to a Different Light.

But in the meantime earthly electric lights were becoming more and 
more numerous. The further to the west, the more he encountered well- lit 
highways, train tracks, embankments; Lake Balaton was all aglow with a 
garland of searchlights, reflectors, and lighthouses; then after Sopron one 
could see an all- encompassing sparkle, it was getting closer, it expanded 
like Western Civilization—well, yes, that was exactly it: Austria, an integral 
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part of the Empire of Electric Light. Only Neusiedler See still beckoned at 
him with its black longish spot, and he was able to sense the saltiness of its 
lukewarm waters, the rustling of its reeds—in general, this night he could 
feel anything and everything. But already not like that, not like that—and 
this is the saddest thing.

He approached Vienna from the southeast. For this he needed 
no compass or astrolabe: the scattering of multicolored lights below, sur-
rounded by a giant curve of light with two irregular ovals at its ends, con-
firmed that below him was Schwechat. At this hour there was still nothing 
happening there—dozens of larger and smaller planes simply spent the 
night in the airfield. True, the UPS6612 from Cologne was already descend-
ing, while the OS3016 from Bangkok was twenty- one minutes late. After 
that a veritable kerfuffle was about to begin: Liège, Copenhagen, Sydney 
via Kuala- Lumpur, and then—believe it or not—Odessa via Lviv. Then 
departures for Budapest, Istanbul, Athens, and Frankfurt. And then more 
flights each minute.

For some time Karl- Joseph kept up with the Cologne flight and man-
aged to peek through one of the windows at the half- empty cabin with a 
large group of Indians in orange turbans (what on earth do they need in 
Vienna at such an early time?), but bearing in mind the ever- increasing light 
coming from the eastern side of the sky, from behind his back, dove side-
ways from the wing of the Boeing and continued his own flight path, inde-
pendent from any airlines.

Besides, it would be completely erroneous to imagine Karl- Joseph 
as a kind of anthropomorphic plane, with the horizontal trunk and legs, 
arms spread like wings, and the head with the pilot inside. In reality, he 
left all his anthropomorphic qualities behind on the writing desks pushed 
together, in the building of the former torture house, later a military prison, 
somewhere in the Eastern Carpathians. In reality, he was a little cloud, a 
Drop in the Ocean, simply a drop, a full stop, a particle of lunar light.

In reality, he was everything.
Without abandoning his lunar corridor, Karl- Joseph reached Sim-

mering and then flew above the rail line, which then led to the tangle of train 
tracks at the Kidering railway depot. Vacant lots spread along the tracks; 
behind them now appeared some not terribly expressive buildings. Some-
where there, on the left, not far from Kurpark, Eva- Maria apparently lived 
now, after her wedding—but he did not even make an effort to see her 
bedroom, her bed, and her in that bed, to hear her breathe while sleeping. 
Instead, touching the territory of the Central Cemetery, he quite clearly saw 
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the cremation of his own body that was to take place there. It was to hap-
pen eight days later: the summons of a consul from the Austrian embassy 
in Ukraine; then the processing of the required paperwork; the flight from 
Kyiv to Vienna with a special escort; three or four acquaintances brought 
together by the cremation ritual—then only fire, fire, fire. This was exactly 
how it was going to happen, ending with a fistful of dust, a fistful of ashes 
that once knew how to take photos and how to kiss. But Karl- Joseph did 
not care for this dust.

Now came the Südbahnhof, the Southern Train Station—it was its 
turn. Yes, the much- loved oasis with its palm trees, its winged lions, with the 
homeless, the insane, the Turkish and Arabic taxi drivers, the Balkan pros-
titutes: the train station for the poor, the southeastern outpost of the best 
of worlds. Yes, he had wasted many a night in this area, a weak- sighted 
seeker of adventures, a photographer with his present name, who back 
then had planned an entire book about Vienna’s nighttime train stations, 
with their overflowing trash bins, dozens of crashed beer cans—for some 
reason always Ottakringer and never Zipfer—plastic bottles, paper bags, 
boxes, newspapers, ads. Now too he recognized familiar faces in the wait-
ing room: Predrag, Marica, Dejan, Willi, Natasha, Ismail. Have they ever left 
this place at all during these four—no, almost five—years?

They didn’t even sense him. It was useless trying to give them a 
sign. He picked up speed, faster and faster. He now swept above Wieden, 
above Karlsplatz, above the junkies frozen in horizontal positions in under-
passes, above the first streetcars on the Ringstrasse, above the depths of 
the subway and everything that was further below. He now saw before him, 
beyond the historical and cultural cloaca of the Inner City, the northern sub-
urbs and the Vienna Woods, green and sticky at this time of the year. He 
suddenly wanted to fall onto this forest.

However, somewhere in the triangle between St. Stephen, the Mal-
tese Church, and the Emperor’s Tomb he hit an invisible yet impenetrable 
barrier. And was blinded by an intolerable flash of white light. A Wall of Light 
arose in front of him, and a somewhat raspy, jazzy voice asked him,

“Who are you? Who demands to be let in?”
Karl- Joseph, not comprehending why, answered,
“I am His Majesty the Emperor of Austria and the King of Hungary.”
The viewers (and there were hundreds of thousands of them, all 

invisible, at this concert) whistled and stomped their feet.
“I do not know any such person. Who demands to be let in?”
To this again out of him came a response,
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“I am Karl- Joseph, Caesar of the Holy Roman Empire, Apostolic 
King of Hungary, King of Bohemia and Gypsia, King of Jerusalem, in my 
young days a fan of Judas Priest and Iron Maiden, Grand Duke of Transyl-
vania, Grand Duke of Tuscany and Cracow, Duke of Lorraine . . .”

This was met by an even angrier response from their stadium.
“I do not know any such person. Who demands to be let in?” the Wall 

asked for the third time, in an even raspier voice.
And then the newly arrived hit upon the right response:
“I am Karl- Joseph, a poor sinner, a photographer and an adulterer, 

now surrendering to Your mercy.”
The invisible Spectators grew quiet. Only for half a second, although 

it seemed that nine thousand years had passed.
“Then you may come in,” the Wall finally said.
And then the Wall stopped being a wall, and became a Staircase of 

Light, and it led—surprising though it may seem—upward.

• • • •

(Let us imagine that everything happened exactly like this. For what 
else remains there for us? A body on the pushed together writing desks? )

At this very moment Artur Pepa puts the palm of his hand on a warm 
curve of Roma’s body. This happens to him halfway on the road between 
sleep and wakefulness. In his dream there was a crowd of noisy people, 
something like a Hutsul choir or a theater. They stole from his pocket an 
Easter egg, all covered in stars and crosses, and refused to return it. See-
ing that he is now beginning waking up, they disappear en masse, bowing, 
dancing, and singing something bawdy.

Thus let this be the departure of the characters, but already the dif-
ferent ones: from a different novel by a different author.

And you and I also should take our leave now; here’s hoping that 
this time Artur Pepa will not yet again sleep through his morning erection.
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