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Praise for Last House Before the Mountain 

‘Beautiful and heartbreaking, readers will fall in love with Maria … A profound meditation on the stories we tell about ourselves, the stories others tell about us, how those stories are handed down the generations, and the effect of inherited narratives and memories on our lives. I absolutely loved it’ Monica Ali, Sunday Times bestselling author of Love Marriage

‘A poignant, captivating, beautifully woven family saga. As honest as Elena Ferrante, with the folkloric intensity of Téa Obreht, Last House Before the Mountain explores the ways we reconstruct our family histories in an attempt to understand who we are’ Christina Baker Kline, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Exiles, A Piece of the World and Orphan Train

‘Helfer brings a great deal of nuance to her exploration of female desire and vulnerability, male power, and community division’ Publishers Weekly

‘This is a novel about what’s hidden and what happens when it is revealed … What distinguishes Last House Before the Mountain from a hundred other family stories is its charm’ Observer

‘A masterclass in literary compression. In just 125 pages, Helfer brings a whole world of wonder, loss and deep, deep longing to indelible life’ Laird Hunt, author of Zorrie

‘Monika Helfer powerfully transfigures the lives of a family who exist physically and emotionally at the edge of their society, as the flames of war reshape their shadowed world forever’ David Park, author of Spies in Canaan

‘The whole, biographically inspired family drama tells of the greatest feelings we have: love, anger, envy and grief ’ Meike Schnitzler, Brigitte

‘Every sentence resonates in hazy, indescribable beauty’ Alexander Solloch, NDR Kultur

‘A powerful, autofictional family epic’ TOP Magazin




 

MONIKA HELFER grew up in Vorarlberg, Austria. Her novels include Schubart Prize-winning Die Bagage (Last House Before the Mountain) and Johann Beer Prize-winning Die Bar im Freien. She has been awarded the Bodensee and Solothurn Literature Prizes, the Johann Peter Hebel Prize, and the Austrian Cross of Honour. This is her first novel translated into English. She lives in Hohenems, Austria.

GILLIAN DAVIDSON is a translator based in London. She studied French and German at Edinburgh University. This is her first published work of translation.
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Vati

Die Bar im Freien

Löwenherz




für meine Bagage
for my Bagage
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Die Bagage (-n)

1.    Baggage

2.    (pej.) Rabble, shower, die ganze Bagage (informal) – the whole lot of them
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Here, get the colouring pens out. Draw a small house, with a stream a little bit below it, a water trough. But don’t draw the sun; the house actually lies in shadow! Behind it, the mountain – like an upright rock. In front of the house, a woman standing tall, hanging the washing out on the line. The line loops between two cherry trees, one to the right of the veranda leading to the front door, the other to the left. Right now, the woman is carefully pinning up a romper suit and a small jacket, so she must have children. She does the washing frequently, her children’s clothes and those of her husband and her own things. She has a particularly beautiful white blouse. She would like her family to be clean like the families in the town. She owns many white things; they set off her dark hair and dark eyes and the dark hair and dark eyes of her husband. The others down in the village rarely wear white, many not even on Sundays. She has a serious face, deep eyes. Draw the eyes with the charcoal pencil. Her hair lies flat on her head. It is black, mixed with brown, because the point of the charcoal pencil has broken off. Good colouring pens aren’t shiny, and they are expensive as well.

Reality breezes its way into the picture, cold and pitiless; even soap needs to be rationed. The family is poor, just two cows, one goat. Five children. The man, black-haired like his wife, brilliantly glossy hair too. Quite a looker he is, twice as good-looking as the others. He has a narrow face, but no sign of joyfulness about him. The woman is only just thirty. She knows that she appeals to men; she can’t think of a single one that she is unsure of. When her husband pulls her to him, senses her breasts and her belly – this is exactly how he said it – he virtually blacks out, and he flops onto the bed in exhaustion. She undresses hastily, lies down beside him and knows he is only making out that he is asleep. He doesn’t want to fail. That’s why she has kept her thin undergarment on. So that things are not completely predictable. She looks out through the open window at the night sky. Even the moon remains hidden behind the mountain. Sometimes, it moves quickly past, then she can see the glow above the crest. From time to time a child shouts, she knows which one, then another starts to cry, she knows which one. But she can’t manage to get herself out of bed, not that she is tired. She thinks, it’s just that I’m lazy. How old am I going to get, she thinks.

The girl, two years old, stands by the bed in the middle of the night. It is Margarethe. Grete. She is shivering.

‘Mama,’ she whispers.

Mama whispers back, ‘Come over here!’

The child goes to her and creeps under the blanket. Father is not to know about this. The child doesn’t settle down between her parents, she lies at the edge of the bed. She has to be held firm so that she doesn’t fall out, down onto the floor, as the bed is really quite high.

The child was my mother, Margarethe, a timid girl, who, every time she encountered her father, cowered away looking for her mother’s skirt. Her father was loving towards the other four children. Overall, he was a loving person, and towards the two children who came along later, he was the same. Just this girl, Margarethe, who was to become my mother, he could not abide, because he believed she was not his child. He showed no anger towards her, no rage; he detested her, she disgusted him, had the aura of the interloper about her, her whole life long. He never hit her. Sometimes the other kids. Never Grete. He could not bear to touch her, even in violence. He acted as if she just didn’t exist. Up until his death, he exchanged not a single word with her. And as far as she knew, he had never looked at her. That’s what my mother told me, when I was just eight years old. My grandfather wanted to have nothing to do with the shy one. This was the reason why my grandmother cuddled the
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