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This volume brings together ten stories drawn from three sources: Four Tales from Bellavere and Eight Tales from Lindenfeld, both by CR Srikanth, together with one further Bellavere story, “Wheat for the Living,” which appeared separately and is included here for the first time. Neither Bellavere nor Lindenfeld appears on any map. The rivers that run through them, the hills that stand above them, and the cathedrals whose bells cracked in particular autumns are all borrowed from longer books about real places.

The two collections share four narrative threads — a garage and its vanished mechanic, a chocolate house and its moral inheritance, a theatre company by a river, and a house whose stones remember music. Where both collections treat the same thread, this edition keeps the fuller Bellavere version and omits the shorter Lindenfeld treatment. Five stories from the Lindenfeld collection are unique in character, setting, and concept; those five are added here. “Wheat for the Living” belongs to the same Bellavere world as “The Man Who Noticed Small Things” and shares two of its characters; it has been placed at the close of the Bellavere section.

The result is ten stories: five from Bellavere, five from Lindenfeld. They drift across two centuries in borrowed country. The reader who recognises a particular grief, a particular kitchen, or a particular paddle will know which book it came from. The reader who does not, it is hoped, will simply keep reading.
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I

The Man Who Noticed Small Things
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Bellavere was a town that hid its sins in practical places. A rich city might hide a sin in a lawyer’s drawer, a capital in an archive, a port in the hold of a ship. Bellavere had no such elegance. It hid things in cellars, behind presses, under church steps, in the cupboards of dead women, and once, with unusual care, in the oil pit of a deserted filling station on the road to Valdorn.

Damyan Iliev had driven that road a thousand times and had never loved it. It left Bellavere by the western gate, passed the lime kilns, crossed the bare vineyards, then ran for twelve kilometers between fields that never looked prosperous even in May. At dusk the road became the color of pewter. It made a man think of accounts he had not settled.

At seven sixteen on a Thursday evening in October, Damyan closed the side door of his garage and stood in the alley with a cigarette between his fingers. He had not smoked in front of his daughter for nine years. This did not mean he had stopped smoking. It meant he had become, like most honest men of middle age, competent at a small hypocrisy.

The wind came off the river, passed through the alley, and stirred the gray hair at his temples. He noticed that the third pane in the workshop window still carried the smear where apprentice Marco had leaned a greasy thumb that morning. He noticed the faintly burned smell of a clutch from Bay Two. He noticed the missing seventeen-millimeter spanner on the pegboard before he remembered that he had put it in the green drawer himself.

Damyan noticed everything. It had made him a good mechanic, an irritating husband, and an excellent enemy for a man who wanted to pass through the world unobserved.

Rosen’s hunger had not begun in the garage, but the garage gave it a trade. As a child he had lived with his aunt Neda near the church, in two rooms that smelled of soap, cabbage, and the damp wool of coats dried too close to the stove. Neda had raised three nephews and a disappointment of a husband with the same thin purse. She had no tenderness that announced itself. She fed a boy, cuffed him for lying, put clean socks in his drawer, and considered the account balanced. Rosen mistook this for lack of love, as children often do when love arrives in practical clothing.

His mother told him the story of his grandfather’s lost vineyard until the story became a second skeleton inside him. The land had been taken by decree, promised back by decree, lost again by paper, court, postponement, clerk, death, and dust. The old man died with a summons in his lap and his eyes open. To the family this was tragedy. To Rosen, as he grew older, it became instruction. The world did not reward the deserving. It rewarded the person who learned the office hours of the clerk.

When he came to Damyan at sixteen, he came wearing borrowed trousers and an expression of useful humility. Damyan gave him a broom the first week. Rosen swept as if the floor were an examination. He learned not merely how to clean oil, but which oil belonged to which car, which customer paid late because of misfortune, which paid late because lateness was a sport, which mechanic lied about time, which supplier delivered inferior belts in boxes printed with superior labels. He learned the weight of keys in Damyan’s hand and the way the older man paused before opening the safe. He learned that the safe was not where Damyan kept the true valuables. The true valuables were habits.

Damyan liked the boy, against his better judgment. Rosen listened. In a trade where most apprentices believe noise to be evidence of industry, listening is a rare gift. Damyan showed him how to hear a bearing before it failed, how to smell a flooded carburetor, how to test honesty by asking a customer a question whose answer was already known. Rosen learned all this and kept learning after the teaching stopped.

There was, however, one thing he never learned. A mechanic’s art is not repair. It is restraint. Any fool with tools can take a thing apart. The master knows which screw must not be turned. Damyan saw, in Rosen, brilliance without restraint. Once, when a widow brought in an old Fiat and asked only that it pass inspection one more winter, Rosen prepared an estimate for work worth twice the car. Damyan tore it in half.

“She asked for winter,” he said. “Not immortality.”

Rosen looked at the torn paper. “If she agrees, it is business.”

“If she agrees because she is frightened, it is theft with clean nails.”

That sentence stayed with Rosen. Not as a rebuke. As a challenge.

In those same years, Yavor Velev was living far from Bellavere, teaching composition, writing music few people performed, and carrying in his mind the sound of a gramophone he had found in an attic at seven. He remembered the dust, the red mark on his knees from rough boards, the old violin entering through hiss as if it had been waiting in the grooves for him alone. His mother had called him downstairs for a tablecloth, and he had come down changed. No one noticed. That is how private revolutions begin, under the cover of errands.

Yavor became the kind of old man who looked harmless because he had converted anger into attention. When he returned to Bellavere for Neda’s last months, he sat by her bed and let her talk. She did not ramble. She arranged. Her sentences were like a woman setting cups on a shelf: this one here, that one behind, the cracked one hidden but not forgotten. She told him about Rosen taking her to the municipal office. She told him about the doctor who asked her to draw a clock, about the notary who did not look in her eyes, about the garden plot sold before she understood that she had signed it away.

“Did you tell anyone?” Yavor asked.

“Everyone knew enough to be ashamed,” Neda said. “That is not the same as knowing enough to act.”

She took his hand. Her fingers were cold and dry. “Listen to me. Rosen will not stop with old women. Old women are practice.”

Yavor wrote that sentence in a small notebook the same night. He did not yet know whom it would save.

Damyan, meanwhile, had begun to suspect the boy he had trained. The bank letter was the hinge. It arrived with a politeness that made it more frightening. A debt had been secured. A guarantee had been invoked. A payment schedule had failed. Damyan read the words and felt, for the first time in his own office, like a visitor sitting in another man’s chair. Through the glass he saw Rosen speaking to a customer, laughing at the right point, lowering his voice at the right point, becoming indispensable by the inch.

For twenty-six days Damyan asked quiet questions. The answers came back shaped like Rosen. A supplier had been changed. A credit line had been opened. A signature had been witnessed by a clerk who remembered Rosen bringing coffee. Nothing was illegal enough to be simple. That was the artistry of it. Rosen had not broken the lock. He had persuaded the door that it had always intended to open.

On the morning Damyan confronted him, Rosen listened without anger. This frightened Damyan more than denial.

“You are mistaken,” Rosen said.

“I taught you better lies than that.”

“You taught me to survive.”

“No. I taught you to work. Survival is what men say when they want applause for taking.”

Rosen’s face emptied. For one instant Damyan saw the boy behind the clerk, the child who had misread Neda’s clean socks as obligation and his grandfather’s failed lawsuit as prophecy. Then the clerk returned.

“You will lose the garage,” Rosen said. “With me, you lose it neatly. Without me, you lose it in public.”

“Get out.”

Rosen stood. At the door he turned, not for drama, but because he wanted the last measurement. “You notice parts, Damyan. I notice systems. Parts can be replaced.”

Three weeks later, the call came.

The telephone call had come at six forty-three. The voice asked for him by name, then corrected itself and said, “Master Iliev,” as if respect could be added to a sentence after the fact. The matter was private. A buyer wished to speak about a debt. A meeting at the old Istrian filling station, where no one would see them. Damyan had almost refused. He did refuse, in his mind, and then the voice said that the name Rosen Kolev might become inconvenient if the conversation did not happen quietly.

That was how Damyan came to drive west instead of home to Sonya’s soup, to his daughter’s examination complaints, and to the square warmth of the kitchen table where he had eaten for twenty-four years.

The passenger was a thin man called Vulev, once an inspector of customs, now a man who performed favors for people clever enough not to call them favors. Damyan knew him from a dinner two winters before. Vulev’s laugh had always arrived half a second late, as if he had first looked around to see which men in the room had permission to laugh.

They spoke little. Vulev handed him a bottle of mineral water. Damyan, who never drank from open bottles given by strangers, drank because the bottle was sealed and because he was thinking of Rosen.

The last thing he heard before the lights on the road bent sideways was the radio in the dashboard. It was playing an old violin air that Yavor Velev had once named for him, the kind of tune that walked in circles until a man understood that the circle was a cage.

When he woke, he was below the earth. The room had a mattress, a bucket, a plastic bottle, and a square of light high in the wall. The square appeared each morning for eighteen minutes. At first he measured it by the pain in his head. Later he measured it by the number of drips that fell from the pipe above him. Later still, when the days had grown too many to count honestly, he measured it by memory.

A careless man would have gone mad in that room. A poet might have gone mad more beautifully. Damyan went to work.

He studied the wall. He studied the smell of the air. He tapped the floor and learned where the pit had been filled badly. He tore threads from the mattress and twisted them into marks. He kept a calendar under the bed frame, not with numbers, but with tiny knots. He named each knot after a tool from the garage. Monday was wrench, Tuesday was file, Wednesday was vice, Thursday was brush. In this way he converted captivity into inventory.

Twice a week Vulev came down the ladder with food. He wore rubber-soled shoes. He never stepped close enough for Damyan to reach him. He spoke rarely and always from the ladder.

“Sign the paper,” he said on the twelfth visit.

“Which paper?”

“The authorization. The one you have already read. Sell the garage, clear the debt, retire with dignity. You are not a young man. Your wife will thank you when it is done.”

“My wife thanks me for taking out the rubbish. She would not thank me for vanishing.”

Vulev looked disappointed, as if Damyan had failed to appreciate a bargain offered in good faith.

The paper came a month later in a plastic sleeve. By then Damyan understood the shape of the plot. Rosen had entered his garage at sixteen in a borrowed shirt, learned the tools, learned the books, learned the customers, learned the weak seam in Damyan’s banking, and over four years had created a debt that could only be solved by the sale of the thing he wanted.

The paper named the buyer as a company from Trieste. Rosen’s name appeared nowhere. Damyan smiled when he saw this. Rosen had always liked clean hands.

“If I sign,” Damyan said, “will I go home?”

“You will be driven home within a week.”

“If I do not sign?”

“You will reconsider.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one I was paid to give.”

Damyan signed on the ninth day after the paper arrived. He signed because the hand that refuses forever is not bravery. Sometimes it is merely vanity with a stiff wrist. He signed with a mechanic’s signature, clean and broad. Then he added, beneath the date, the smallest dot his hand could make. It was not a flourish. It was a measurement.

The dot was three millimeters to the right of the final digit.

Rosen saw it the next morning. He saw it because Rosen saw small things too, but he misunderstood it because he saw them as possessions. To him, the dot was a tremor. Proof that Damyan had weakened. He folded the paper, put it into a folder, and did what he had promised himself he would do since boyhood. He owned the garage by the end of the month.

A year passed. Then a second.

In Bellavere, people did what people do when a man disappears. First they searched. Then they whispered. Then they settled into versions. There was a woman in Milan. There was a debt in Prague. There was a quarrel with Sonya. There was the river. There was always the river in any town with a bridge. The river was a convenient author of endings.

Sonya did not believe the river. She kept Damyan’s boots by the kitchen door for seven months. When her sister told her this was unhealthy, Sonya asked whether hiding the boots in a cupboard would make her husband less absent. Their daughter Lora, who had gone to Munich and become a doctor with the efficient rage of a child who has seen adults fail, searched bank records, telephoned embassies, and learned to dislike the phrase “no further information” in four languages.

Only Yavor Velev, who had returned to Bellavere from Vienna with an old man’s stoop and a composer’s habit of listening before answering, asked the question no one else wanted to ask.

“Why did Rosen prosper so neatly after Damyan disappeared?”

Yavor was seventy-six, slight, polite, and therefore easily dismissed. Bellavere had a habit of confusing politeness with weakness. Rosen made that mistake. He made it at a memorial meal for Neda Stoyanova, his aunt, who had raised him with a patience he later repaid by having her declared confused, moved to a home outside town, and relieved of her house, pension, savings
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