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To my father










CHAPTER ONE

Dubai or Thailand?










I’m forty-four and dead broke.

If somebody tried to mug me in some dark alley, it would be a complete waste of time. They’d probably end up feeling sorry for me and give me some money. I should really try not to wander into shady alleys, so I don’t make people feel bad.

I do like one thing, though: I don’t have to share my poverty with anyone. I don’t even have a dog to lick my face and wake me up in the morning, and that’s good, because I don’t want to be awake in the mornings.

Even though technically I’m the one who’s supposed to be selling right now, I’m sitting politely on the couch while the chubby guy strolls around the apartment and inspects every little patch of plaster and every screw on every outlet.

I have absolutely no intention of nagging him. If he’s going to buy, he’ll buy anyway.

I just hope he doesn’t lean too far over the balcony railing, otherwise… goodbye deal! I’ve always thought that fucking railing is too low. It’s dangerous. If you’re not paying attention every second, you just go flying, and it’s eleven stories down.

That’s an advantage, because you’ve got plenty of time for your whole life to flash before your eyes.

He has to make me an offer. He has to!

If the guy makes me an offer, I’ll kiss him on the forehead and say yes on the spot. He’s the fourth buyer in the fourth week, and every offer has been smaller than the last. Maybe they’re all in cahoots, or maybe I’m just paranoid.

“I’m offering you fifty thousand dollars,” the chubby guy says. “If we shake on it right now, you’ll have the money in at most an hour.”

The guy is fat, and I’m starting to realize I hate fat people. Up until now I didn’t have anything against them, but from this moment on… that’s it.

And really, what’s there to like about fat people? They eat more, they shit more, they use up more oxygen and, most importantly, they’re the reason elevators break down. It’s clear: all fat people must die!

This bloated bastard is either in on it with the other buyers, or he smelled how desperate I am. Maybe both.

Either way, what he’s trying to shove down my throat doesn’t work for me.

I’m not stupid, for fuck’s sake! Two years ago I paid exactly eighty thousand for this apartment.

You picked the wrong guy to mess with, fatso! I’ll get you, just you wait! You’re going to die in agony! You have no idea who I am. If you knew, you’d be running and screaming.

I cough to clear my throat.

“Uh… you haven’t checked out the balcony yet. Shame. My apartment has a really special view, especially in the mornings.”

“I’ve seen the balcony, sir.”

“Hmm… probably just in passing. Take another look. I mean it.”

“I’m telling you I’ve seen it. It’s a normal balcony.”

“I insist.”

The fattest of the fat shrugs, walks out of the bedroom, and heads back to the living room. I hear his footsteps moving away and the balcony door creaking open. Grinning, I stretch out on the couch, close my eyes and perk up my ears. This is the moment! I’m waiting for the long, drawn-out scream and that unmistakable thud.

What will tomorrow’s headlines look like?




“HORRIBLE ACCIDENT!

Last night an unfortunate man plunged from the 11th floor.

On the way down he got snagged on an antenna on the 8th floor.

The fat man’s screams (yes, dear readers, he was a fat, stinking bastard) alarmed the whole neighborhood.

When the firefighters arrived, the antenna snapped and the man fell again.

On the 5th floor he hit a railing, lost four front teeth, then landed squarely on a sharp stake.

Doctors aren’t too optimistic.”




The hippo comes back in, wheezing.

“Happy now? I checked it again. The view’s just like any other.”

Damn it, what shitty luck!

“So,” he goes on, “do we have a deal? Fifty thousand?”

I’ve never known how to haggle. For me, negotiation is just a word in the dictionary. I didn’t negotiate with the guys from Gas and Electric either, and look at me now: no gas, no power. And it’s December.

Didn’t negotiate with the building manager either, and now there’s no running water. This time, maybe I really should try to negotiate.

I look at the fat man and he seems more alive than ever. I can feel myself starting to get angry.

“So, are we negotiating or what?”




* * *




I walk out of the bank and pat my pocket one more time, even though I know exactly how things stand: I’ve got a thousand dollars in cash and sixty grand in my bank account.

I’m a damn negotiator! I managed to pull off the brilliant feat of buying an apartment for eighty thousand dollars and selling it for sixty-one thousand. I’m proud of myself!

The shop window I’m reflected in informs me that the time has come for some other changes too, so I resign myself and step into the first barbershop I see. Beard off. Hair off. It takes fifteen minutes tops, it doesn’t hurt and it’s a lot cheaper than plastic surgery.

Done. No more hair. I’m a new man, but I quickly notice that absolutely nothing else around me has changed. Outside, it’s still cold enough to crack rocks. Fuck this! I hate the cold!

I have no idea which direction I should head in, so I buy a pack of cigarettes, open it and smoke two in quick succession. Mmm… not bad! I haven’t smoked in almost a week, but I force myself not to light a third one.

Last time I treated myself to a cigar. I collected every cigarette butt in the house, tore off a piece of newspaper and rolled myself a huge, reeking cigar, just like when I was fourteen. Some things really never change.

God, I’m finally free! I love you! I can go anywhere. I’ve got my passport on me. I’ve got so much money I’m practically swimming in it. I’ve got time. Lots of it! I’m ready. But where the hell do I go?

For weeks I’ve been telling myself I’m about to leave, to go anywhere, as far away from this city as possible, but only now do I realize that “anywhere” is not a real choice.

So now it’s the big day, and I’m still here, chasing my own tail. Where the hell do I go?

Got it: I have to go to the bar across the street. Yeah, that’s my salvation right there. If I want a valuable idea to show up, a bar is the perfect place.

Plus, I’m thirsty. All last month I kept asking myself who I should kill for a glass of vodka. Well, I just killed my apartment, so I think it’s time I got my reward.

Not bad in here, it’s warm, the bartender gives me a friendly smile, and the two girls at the table to my right are minding their own business.

I’m on my second drink and eavesdropping. Turns out one of them went on a hot-air balloon ride in the Czech Republic. She’s still high from it.

I’ve got great peripheral vision, so I “photograph” them from head to toe and quickly realize they’re special girls.

For me, any woman who rolls paint on her face with a damn roller is… special. If she dyes her hair blue or green, if she cakes on makeup in thick layers, if she wears screaming lipstick, if she sticks on fake lashes and also has long, painted claws, then it’s clear: I’m dealing with a special woman. Special as in not a normal woman.

These two also have rings stuck through their noses, so they’re even more special.

All my life I’ve run from special women like the devil from holy water, so I’m just going to mind my drink and find something harmless to stare at.

For example, the poster behind the bartender. It’s cute. It’s a big, pretty poster of a gorgeous beach, white and clean. Blue waves all around the island and a few coconut trees in the middle. Or maybe they’re palm trees. No, they’re definitely coconut trees. Or… palm trees. What’s the difference between a coconut tree and a palm tree anyway?

But who cares? One thing’s for sure: it must be reeeally warm and nice on a beach like that. It’s Heaven!

With my eyes glued to the island—Heaven, I order a third vodka, and my stomach punches back. I’m afraid it’s time to put some food in it, so I ask the bartender to add some tomato juice into the fourth drink, then I point at the poster with a finger and say:

“Lucky bastards, the people who live there. I envy them. A beach like that is… better than any hot-air balloon ride.”

The bartender is twenty-something. He smiles, shrugs and gets back to work. The special girls on my right ordered coffee. The smell of fresh coffee takes over the whole place. I like it!

It’s really warm and cozy in this bar. Almost as warm and cozy as on the island in the poster. I’m getting sleepy. I want to laze around just like the people in those beach chairs over there, on that island with the fine sand.

Maybe I should order a coffee too while I wait for a travel idea to hit me. I’m leaving today, no matter what! I’m not putting it off another second!

“How’s Dubai this time of year?” I ask out loud. “I mean, just imagine, it’s warm all the time, you can lie around in the sun all day. Don’t the winters here just suck the life out of you?”

“I don’t really know much about Dubai,” the bartender answers calmly, “but I was in Thailand a year ago and I can assure you it was a very… hot experience.”

He flashes a big smile and gives me a wink.

“Are you gay?” I ask him straight out.

“No,” he says, surprised. “Not at all.”

“You just winked at me.”

“Oh,” he laughs, “that? I winked because I got to meet a ton of cute girls on the beach in Phuket. That’s why.”

I realize I’m drunk, because here I am sitting next to this stranger, babbling about everything and nothing. When I get tipsy, that’s the first alarm bell: the babbling.

The second sign is my knees turning to jelly. And then, the grand finale, the dizziness and, of course, the head injuries. All-inclusive.

I have to skip the finale today. I’m a serious man and I’ve got things to do: I have to leave.

On the other hand, I admit it feels nice to be drunk. There are perks. It’s easier to start conversations.

Normally I don’t feel like talking to anyone. If I were sober, it wouldn’t even cross my mind to start chatting with some gay who denies he’s gay.

“Dubai, Thailand, same thing,” he says, carefully drying a glass. “The climate’s probably about the same. But in Thailand there are no restrictions on alcohol. Alcohol is banned in pretty much all Arab countries.”

I look at my empty glass and realize the gay guy has a point. The idea of being chased through the streets of Dubai by a pack of furious Arabs does not appeal to me.

On the other hand, Dubai is much closer than Thailand. It’s just a stone’s throw away. I think. I’m not sure. I’ll look at a map.

So if I quit drinking, I could still go to Dubai. I’d save time and money. I wonder what Arab women look like?

“Give me another one,” I say, lost in thought.

Vodka number five lands nicely under my nose and he keeps going:

“Yeah, if I had to choose again today, I’d still pick Thailand.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake! What’s this? Is it some kind of sign from God? That poster with the beautiful Pacific beach, the bartender’s nagging, all of it… What’s going on here? Is this the hand of God?

I stare him straight in the eye and calmly ask:

“And how did you get there? Not that I care that much, just… for the record.”

“I got there the way you get anywhere. By plane. The flight was about seventeen hours. We made a short stop in Shanghai just to refuel, then we flew on to Chiang Mai, their main airport. Ah, Thailand! What a country, what places! I was only there for about ten days. Unfortunately. But I’d do it again anytime.”

“So why don’t you do it again?”

“I don’t have a sponsor anymore,” he laughs. “I didn’t pay for that trip. You didn’t actually think I paid for it myself, did you? The round-trip ticket alone is about three thousand dollars.”

“Right,” I mutter. “I’m such an idiot! Just the ticket is three grand. Any idiot knows that. What a thing, man! You know what, I like you. Come on, pour me another drink.”

The bartender hesitates. Don’t tell me he’s going to start playing the hard-ass now! Now? Just when I was warming up? If he keeps this up, I’m really not going to like it.

“I can’t serve you anymore,” he decides at last, shrugging. “I’m sorry!”

You bastard! You seemed like a smarter kid, but you’re just a rude little faggot and you just lost your tip with that cheap-ass attitude!

“I’ve had a lot, is that it?” I ask, weighing each word. “Can’t you see I’m sober? Look at me: I can talk perfectly fine if I pronounce each word slowly and clearly. I’ve just had a few little drinks, that’s all…”

“You haven’t had a lot, but you’ve had enough. I’m sorry, that’s company policy.”

I piss on company policy and on you and on your mother and on… I wonder if he’s got a cat? Whatever. You’re not sorry, you little piece of shit! It’s obvious you’re not. Deep down you’re laughing at me.

Hey, do you have any idea who I am? You have no idea who you’re dealing with. I’m dangerous. Today, because of me, some guy almost took off from the eleventh floor. What if I stand up, grab a chair and smash that big window of yours and all those shelves full of bottles? I bet the lake of booze would spread all the way to the door.

“Come on, be a nice guy. One more drink and I’m gone. For the sake of our friendship. What’s your name?”

He rubs the mirror carefully, unhurried, like that’s his one true calling in life.

So you’re playing deaf, huh? Is that it? Playing deaf with me?

Poor bastard! I bet you skipped chemistry class. You have no idea how flammable alcohol is. After I smash every bottle of booze in this pathetic little dump, I’ll light a cigarette right under that sign that says smoking is forbidden.

And then I’ll drop the match at your feet.

Yeah. I can already see tomorrow’s headlines.




“SHOCKING!

A passive gay bartender and two girls with rings in their snouts burned alive yesterday morning in a bar.

Apparently the perpetrator managed to escape, fleeing to Dubai. Or to Thailand. Or Dubai.

The police are powerless in this case.

More details in tomorrow’s edition!”




Yeah, that’s exactly what’s going to happen if I don’t get my swill.

The bartender looks at me with a pissed-off face and—praise the Lord!—pours me another short vodka.

Blessed are the peacemakers! Peace is restored in the bar. The girls are saved. The bartender’s ass is saved!

“I knew you were a good kid,” I tell him. “See, I’m peaceful. I drink and I’m gone. You can’t force love. Right! I pay and… that’s it. I’m leaving! I’m leaving right now…”

At least I try.

“You really shouldn’t have drunk so much,” he says as he helps me up off the floor.

I look at him, puzzled. The tiles are cold, and it’s not healthy to stay down there too long.

“Do you know any currency exchange around here?”

The man takes the hundred-dollar bill, exchanges it and gives me my change. I hope he respected the official rate.

He walks me outside, slowly, step by step.

“Should I call you a taxi?”

“Uh… yeah, please. You’re a smart kid. I hope you kept your tip.”

A minute later I flop like a rag onto the back seat of the taxi. It reeks of air freshener… pine-scented, I think. December, duh!

“What’s that?” I say quickly. “A hotel? Wait for me here. Right here! I’m going to try and get a room at this hotel, but don’t leave yet. Here, take some money.”

The hotel looks really familiar. I know it well. I’ve walked past it thousands of times in my life, but I never thought I’d see what it looks like inside.

In fact, I don’t even get the chance to see what it looks like inside. The guys at reception say I’m too drunk.

I stumble outside cursing, land on my belly (December, of course!), but I’m back on my feet the next second. The fall and the cold air sober me up a bit.

I get back in the car and give the meter a critical look as it blinks at me, mocking. The number goes up, my patience goes down.

“What pigs! Take me to another hotel. The closest one.”

I burp discreetly and the car no longer smells like pine. I stretch out on the back seat. The car is gliding along nicely, and I kind of like being rocked like this, but I don’t get the chance to nod off because we stop in front of another hotel.

Another hotel, same story.

“Idiots with diplomas!” I growl as I collapse onto the back seat again.

I give up watching the meter. The driver is silent, but he lowers his window a bit. The draft is cold. Is this guy retarded or what’s his problem?

At the third hotel the receptionist and the security guard at the door almost got into a fight with me. I escape a beating, but I walk away missing two buttons. I stare at the meter like a murderer and sink into silence.

“So, where are we going now?” the cabbie asks with a calm face.

Yeah! Of course you have a calm face! You probably imagine you’re going to drive me around all day from one hotel to another and hit your daily target on my back. Well, that’s not going to happen!

Now I can easily imagine what hell looks like. Hell is a place where some cursed taxi driver with a calm face drives you around parking lots and hotels, and at the end of the day he tells you how much you owe.

They’re all in on it, I bet! You’re all in this together, you mutts! In this city, hotel receptionists and taxi drivers kiss each other on the mouth and split the day’s profits fifty-fifty.

“I don’t know where to go anymore,” I tell him. “Give me a minute to think.”

“Fine, buddy. It’s your money.”

“Do you understand anything about this whole hotel mess?” I ask. “I keep trying to give them my money and they play dumb. When I think I’ve lived my whole life in this city, it makes me want to lose my mind! Cheap-ass hotels…”

“Well, if you’re from around here, man, why don’t we go to your place?” he asks, raising an eyebrow.

“I sold my apartment today for sixty-one… uh. Whatever.”

“Aha,” he says. He looks at me thoughtfully, sighs and then adds, “I think I know a smaller hotel, with more… relaxed standards. Want me to take you there?”

Why wouldn’t I want that? The man is my savior! Long live taxi drivers!

The car starts moving, I sink into the soft seat and I probably fall asleep. I dream I’m in Dubai or Thailand on a sunny beach. I’m lying on a lounge chair, sipping through a straw and reading a newspaper. On the front page, in big bold letters, it says:




“HORRIFYING!

The sadistic taxi driver has struck again!

The beast robbed his passenger, who had just sold an apartment, then sold the poor bastard to organ traffickers, and they took both his kidneys!

Continued on page 2.”




“Holy Mother of Christ! Heeelp!”

I shoot up, screaming in terror, crack my head on the taxi roof and almost fall asleep again. The driver slams on the brakes. The car screeches in every joint and bolt. My head slams this time into the front seat.

The cabbie turns toward me, eyes bulging.

“Are you insane?” he yells, spitting. “What the hell are you screaming for out of nowhere like that? You want me to kiss a tree? For fuck’s sake! Serves me right for picking up every goddamn wacko!”

I rub my temples and my forehead, shake my head and realize every last molecule of alcohol has evaporated from my brain.

“I had a dream, man! Stop yelling, my head’s killing me. Uh… turn the car around. Let’s go look for some more hotels.”

“Like hell I’m turning the car around. I’m not turning anything! Pay up and get the fuck out!”

I pull out the money and pay him. I see him calm down a bit and feel like I got off easy. And suddenly I’m hit by the greatest idea I’ve ever had in my life.

“I… I got it,” I stammer.

“Excuse me?”

“I know exactly where we’re going. Turn the car around, please.”

“Where are we going?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Take me to the airport,” I say calmly. “I’m going to Dubai!”

“To Dubai?”

“Or to Thailand… I don’t know. I’ll see.”

The driver crosses himself, but I can feel I’ve won. The engine starts up and my road to Dubai begins.

Or to Thailand… fuck it!


CHAPTER TWO

The French are perverts







Life is beautiful. I’m at the airport, I’m alive, and I’m not missing any kidneys.

On top of that, I get to see what an airport looks like from the inside, and the first impression is pretty cool. Out there past those doors it’s dark and cold, but in here there’s air conditioning and a ton of places where you can sit down and grab a quick nap. About a quarter of the people around here are dozing off in their seats.

I’m a little hungry, but I don’t see any vodka and tomato juice anywhere, so I make the sacrifice and get myself a hamburger with extra mayonnaise and a coffee. I sit down and relax, and suddenly remember I’m here for a reason: I’m supposed to go somewhere. Today!

But before I manage to decide between Dubai and Thailand, I’m going to flip through this paperback I bought from one of the stands.

I sip my coffee like a good boy, look up at the wall clock that says it’s 10:30 p.m., then bury my nose in the book. Nice cover! Let’s see what this skinny little novel is all about.

Yeah, even though I don’t consider myself a very bright guy, I can tell from the first few pages that it’s a book full of perversions and dark stuff. As I sink deeper into it, I forget to sip my coffee.

The story is banal and sad.

A virgin teenager wanders into a dark park. Of course!

She meets a cute young guy (they’re always cute). The guy invites the naïve girl for a walk down a more secluded path so he can explain what feelings he has for her.

He just happens to have a friend waiting for him at the end of the path (also cute).

The girl eventually finds out that Santa isn’t real. Okay, I’ll skip this page. And this one.

Aha, it’s getting sadder and sadder: she loses her mind from shame, poor thing.

I glance quickly at the cover. What’s with this author? What’s with this jackass? He couldn’t find another subject? I should’ve bought a newspaper. I’d have found exactly the same crap in there at a much lower price.

Whatever, I’ll pick this rag back up. The story’s kind of stupid, but I don’t like leaving things unfinished.

The unfortunate girl ends up in the loony bin. Predictable! But that’s not all. One of the young men finds out the hard way what it means to fling your dick around left and right, because the girl’s father isn’t dead; he’s patiently lying in wait in that same park, and after a few weeks, he gets his hands on one of the bastards.

On the next page I find out the girl’s father is a doctor. That explains everything. That’s why the girl went for a walk in the park so late. These doctors are so busy with their work they don’t have time to properly prepare their kids for life.

Whoops... the rapist is drugged, kidnapped, taken to the doctor’s house, chained up in the basement, stuffed with hormones, injected with all sorts of substances, and forced to swallow hundreds of pills and tablets.

These doctors... They’re obsessed with their profession even when they’re trying to get revenge. I’ve never had the chance to go to a doctor’s house, but now, after reading this, I’m not even tempted anymore.

Okay, I’m out of coffee. I’m a bit curious to see how the book ends, but I’ll still go get myself another coffee. Good. Caffeine. Now I’m wide awake and I shove my nose back into the book.

Dear God! The doctor operates on the guy and changes his sex, then does inappropriate things with the guy’s new parts. Seriously?

“You stinking bastard! Haven’t you ever heard of the Hippocratic oath? What a shitty book!”

For me one thing is clear: this writer is crazier than his characters. I take another look at the cover and it all clicks instantly: aha, the guy is French. I suspected it, but I wanted to be sure.

Everybody knows: all French people are perverts, and the only writers they produce are perverts. The Marquis de Sade is one example. This guy who wrote a book about rapes in parks and basements and about psycho doctors is another example.

Whaaat? The doctor falls in love with the transsexual who raped his daughter?

“Jesus! For fuck’s sake! What a madhouse!”

Enough! I don’t want to read another line. I bet it ends badly. The only thing missing is for the girl to get out of the asylum and fall in love with her dad!

Come on, this is supposed to be a book written especially to be read in airports, between flights and a glass of mineral water. But it’s...

“What garbage! Fuck this!”

“I’d really appreciate it if you stopped swearing.”

The woman on my left is staring at me, pissed. There are two empty seats and a suitcase between us. I raise the book and show her the title.

“Don’t waste your money on this book!” I warn her. “It’s a bad investment. I’m serious! It’s written by a sex maniac and on every page you’ll find at least two or three perversions.”

“I’ll remember that,” the woman answers, bored.

“One moment... you said I was swearing?”

“Every two minutes.”

“Sorry!” I confess. “I hit my head in a taxi today. But you’re right, that’s not all. Sometimes I talk to myself without realizing it. Actually, I read somewhere about a disease that makes you say filthy things all the time, whether you want to or not. It’s called...”

“Tourette’s syndrome,” she says, staring at me while I throw the book in the trash. “A disease discovered by a French doctor.”

“I could’ve sworn he was French!” I exclaim in disgust, then fish the book out of the trash and show her the name on the cover. “See? The author of this book is French too. Do you want to read it? I’m done with it. I mean, I didn’t finish it, but I’m finished with it!”

The woman looks at me and seems to be holding back a smile.

“No, thank you, sir!”

“Uh-huh! It’s just a piece of trash with a lot of sex and violence.”

“Then I don’t want it,” she says, rummaging through her purse. “Throw it back in the trash, my good man. I’m sorry you suffer from Tourette’s syndrome,” she adds, closing her purse. She takes out a cigarette and shows it to me. “So? Will you watch my luggage for a couple of minutes?”

I think she’s a bit on the slow side. She jumps to conclusions too fast.

“But I don’t suffer from any syndrome,” I say, annoyed. “Did I say that? No! I just said ‘I read somewhere’ about such a disease.”

“Of course!” she confirms, nodding quickly. “Well? What do you say? Will you keep an eye on my bags while I go smoke a cigarette?”

“Maybe I’ll watch them, maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll fall asleep... who knows? Truth is I’m dead tired and it’s very likely I’ll nod off. The only thing that’s kept me awake so far was that book full of perversions.”

“Yes, but... You can...”

“Yeah, I know... I know. The cigarette, the bags! Can’t you give me one minute to finish my thought? You said you’re going out to smoke, not to the bathroom. What’s the rush? Aha, I got it: you’re going to the bathroom to smoke. Two birds with one stone.”

The woman looks at me for a few seconds, then sighs, shoves the cigarette back in her purse, and sits down again.

“Fine,” she says with a sour face. “Screw the cigarette. What were you saying?”

“Nothing. I was talking crap. Look, now I’ve even lost my sleepiness, so yeah, you can go have your cigarette in peace. I’ll stay here with your bags. I’ll guard them with my life. I won’t move an inch.”

“But you don’t have any luggage.”

“I don’t.”

“And you want to stay with mine?”

“Not me. You do. You’re the one insisting.”

“Okay, but… I hadn’t realized you didn’t have any luggage… until now.”

I turn my head slowly toward her and blink in surprise.

“Right. And? What’s the connection? So what if I don’t have luggage?”

“Nothing!” she says quickly, then shuts up.

She pulls out a newspaper and buries her nose in it. I stare at her, stunned, for a few seconds and suddenly it clicks. I burst out laughing.

“Got it!”

“What’s so funny?”

“I figured out the whole bag thing,” I say, amused. “It finally hit me.”

“You’re such a wise man.”

“You thought I wanted to run off with your suitcases.”

“Maybe I thought that, maybe I didn’t,” she says, clearly irritated.

I hold back from bursting into loud laughter. I bite my lip.

“Okay, okay. I’ll confess something: I really did want to run off with them. And now I’m sorry I didn’t let you go have your cigarette. I was a real idiot! Just between us, do you even have anything valuable in those suitcases? Come on, tell me straight. I don’t like wasting my time for nothing. Maybe I should leave you and go sit next to someone else.”

She starts laughing softly. She’s got nice teeth.

“If you steal them,” she says mockingly, “you’ll have the biggest disappointment of your life.”

“I like your laugh. I like you. I could sit with you for hours just listening to you laugh, but I have to go. I suddenly feel like smoking too. Can you watch your own bags till I get back?”

“But I want to smoke too,” she protests miserably. “I’d been dying for a cigarette long before you sat down here.”

“Then I say we get rid of this burden together. I’ll help you drag your suitcases outside and we’ll both smoke. That way, the bags will be guarded even better. If anyone comes near them, you hold them and I’ll punch them.”

“Fine!” she answers, smiling.

Poor me! Outside it’s freezing cold. I take a drag on my cigarette, shiver, and watch the woman from the corner of my eye. I’d say she’s a bit older than me, but with some women you can never be sure.

Her hair is dyed a reddish shade, her lipstick is red, her nails are long and red. Right!

“You’re a special woman,” I say flatly.

She takes a drag, looking surprised, blows the smoke in my direction, but doesn’t say a word.

I don’t have anything else to say either. This big suitcase has wrecked my back and drained all my energy. I’m starting to understand why she couldn’t go out alone with all this crap. Some people are so stupid they drag half their house with them when they travel. It’s a vacation, for fuck’s sake!

“So I’m special,” the woman chirps. “Thank you, but there’s no need to flatter me.”

Don’t tell me she’s got her eye on me now. That’s all I needed. Skirt-chasing in the airport is the last thing I want right now. I know very well that the chapter in my life called “How about I pick up a chick?” has been closed for a long time. I’m not interested in women anymore. In the short term, the only thing I want is a soft bed to sleep in.

I hope she’s just teasing me and she hasn’t actually set her sights on me. Oh, no. That would be too sad.

“So, in the end,” she goes on without looking at me, “what’s the truth? Do you swear because you suffer from Tourette’s syndrome or do you swear because you’re just plain and simple an asshole? Come on, tell me. You’ve made me curious.”

“Let’s do this: you tell me where you’re flying, and then I’ll answer you.”

She sighs and waves her hand dismissively.

“I’m not flying anywhere. Truth is I flew in from Vienna over an hour ago. My sister’s on her way to pick me up with her sweet little husband. I mean, they were supposed to come. But they’re having some trouble with the car engine and...”

“That sucks.”

“Big time!”

“Still, they promised everything would be sorted out within an hour, so I’m sitting here quietly like a little mouse and waiting for them. Meanwhile I have a cigarette now and then, if I manage to trick someone into hauling my huge suitcase outside.”

“Sounds fair to me. If I were a helpless woman, I’d do the same. And now I’ll answer you: I swear because I’m an asshole. Yeah. It’s a quick way to cool down.”

“I figured. Actually, I blow off steam sometimes too, by saying dirty things, or at least thinking them. Everybody does.”

“Yeah, for you it’s just for fun, but I really need to swear. Today was a hell of a bad day. Yesterday was the same. And the day before. For a while now, my days have been completely fucked.”

“Welcome to the club,” she says with a smile. “I know how it is, buddy. Things are really hard for me too, but I’m trying my best not to show it.”

“You seem like a decent woman and very proper. You probably are. How old did you say you were? Forty-five?”

“Oh, give it a rest,” she says coldly. “You know very well I didn’t say.”

“Why are you getting so pissed off? I clearly told you I’m an asshole. So you’re forty-five?”

“You’re downright rude!” she growls. She flicks her cigarette away and lights another, then looks straight at me while twirling a lock of red hair around her finger over and over: “Do I look like a forty-five-year-old woman? Is that what you’re going with?”

Look at her! Now she’s being coy. Seriously? She’s starting to wear me out.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I answer, yawning. “I’m too tired to think. Actually, it doesn’t matter how old you are. My eyes are sticking shut. I’m going to head to the waiting room right now and look for a soft, comfy chair. I’m glad we met. It was a pleasure. Look, I’m leaving and I’m leaving you here with all your bags. I’m dead sleepy.”

“Only a jackass would do that, and you don’t look like a jackass, so you’re not going to leave me here.”

“Do you really not get it? I’ll repeat it: I’m dying for sleep. Not even coffee and cigarettes work anymore. I’m leaving.”

“I’m forty-seven and you should be ashamed you made me say it. Okay?”

“Okay. Anyway, I could’ve sworn you were forty-seven. I only said forty-five to make you feel better, but I know you’re at least forty-eight or forty-nine. Fifty is probably your real age.”

I watch her choke.

“You’re... you’re...”

“An idiot,” I admit.

“I was going to say jerk, but idiot works too!” she says coolly. “Now, being the well-bred jerk you are, you’re going to pick up this huge suitcase, and I’ll take the lighter one. We’re going to the waiting room and you’re going to walk me all the way to my seat.”

“And then what do I do?”

“Whatever you want. You can leave, you can sleep, you can slit your wrists. Anything!”

I look at the giant suitcase, discouraged. I’m a gentleman, but this suitcase is fucking heavy...

My companion’s cell phone rings and, after a minute of conversation, I understand Tourette’s syndrome is contagious. Then the woman stops swearing just as suddenly as she started. Once again, there’s peace and quiet in the airport.

She snaps the phone shut angrily, looks at me, and I give her my most innocent look.

“So that one-hour delay is no longer just an hour?”

“No!” she says angrily, jabbing at her phone. “I need a taxi, damn it! I have to find a hotel. It’s almost... ah, God, what idiots! Fucking idiots! How can they do this to me?”

“Come on, don’t freak out!” I say soothingly.

“Oh, I’ll freak out!”

“What for? Be serious! Don’t turn it into a tragedy. It’s not the end of the world. Nobody died. You’ll find a taxi and a hotel, and tomorrow you’ll meet up with your idiots and that’s it. You’re going to get rid of me anyway in a few minutes. Taxi drivers in this town can’t stand me, and hotel owners have already put me on their blacklist, if there is such a list. Tonight I’ll sleep on two chairs in the airport. And tomorrow... I hit the road. Actually, I wanted to ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

“What kind of face do I have? Do I look like Dubai or like Thailand? Look at me in profile. There, now from the front.”

“Give me a break, will you?” she snorts, annoyed. “What’s with this crap?”

“Hey, I was just asking. Anyway, let’s haul your monster suitcases over to that taxi there. Whoa! Hold on...”

“What happened?”

I point at the building across the street. We look at the hotel and the hotel looks back at us.


CHAPTER THREE

Conversations with the lights out




Oh, God, these suitcases are insanely heavy! Sweat is pouring out of every pore.

All the vodka I drank is sliding down from my head into my knees. I’m trying not to drop dead before we make it to the front desk.

In the end, the formalities go fast. We get to the room and I flop into an armchair like a wet rag. I quietly wait for death. Mission accomplished.

“You’re kind of limp,” she says. “What’s with you? Why are you wheezing like that?”

“I’m not really used to physical exercise,” I hiss, shooting her a murderous look.

“Come on, I’ll make it up to you. I saw a coffee machine in the hallway. Want one?”

We drink our coffee in silence. Way too much silence. I can feel the tension in the room, and suddenly I realize I’m the reason.

“Come on, stop making that worried face,” I tell her at last. “I’m harmless. I promise I’ll finish my coffee and leave.”

“Don’t talk nonsense,” she answers, visibly relieved. “Actually, what’s your story? Clear things up for me before you go.”

I tell her, in a few words, how I’ve spent the last twenty-four hours.

“So that’s how it is,” she concludes.

“Exactly. It looks like the bartenders, hotel owners, and taxi drivers in this town are all conspiring against me. And on top of that, I’m way behind on sleep. I’ll probably pass out right here in this armchair, coffee in hand. Ah, for fuck’s sake, stop making that face! I was joking. Don’t you get jokes?”

“No, you weren’t joking.”

“Mmm... fine, I wasn’t. I was just testing your reaction. We could have split the room bill fifty-fifty. But now it’s late. I changed my mind.”

“I’m perfectly capable of paying for my own room,” she says, irritated.

“So am I,” I snap. “I’m tougher than you. I can even pay for two rooms. I’ve got sixty thousand dollars.”

“Sure you do,” she says, bored. “More like sixty thousand kicks in the ass.”

“Uh... believe whatever you want. I’m out of energy.”

“Okay, I believe you. You’re an eccentric millionaire who spends his time in airports trying to hit on helpless women.”

“Is that how it looks? Like I tried to pick you up?”

“Of course. You’re tagging along after me, hauling my bags, and you want us to split a hotel room.”

“No, it’s not like that. Not at all!”

“Oh yes, it is,” she says, giggling. “Remember? You told me I was special. And for the last hour you’ve been devouring me with your eyes.”

“Me? That’s a lame joke. I’m devouring you with my eyes?”

“Yes, you. Back in the airport, outside while we were smoking, and here. One more step and you’re going to jump me. But I’m warning you,” she adds suddenly, dead serious, “your little Don Juan tricks won’t work on me. I’m not what you think I am.”

We stare at each other. Seconds pass. Either I have a stupid face, or I’ve just met the most paranoid woman in town.

“All right, dear. I’m a serial rapist. You got me. Congratulations!”

I stub out my half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray with disgust, then get up and walk out into the hallway without even looking at her. What an idiot! Fucking idiot! “Devouring her with my eyes”!

I wait for the damned elevator and I wait and wait. In the end I give up on the elevator. The anger is buzzing in my head like a beetle, then the buzzing fades and I start laughing like an idiot at how ridiculous this is. What the hell do I even want from this woman? Have I gone crazy? What, there are no other rooms in this hotel?

Fuck it! Fuck this goddamn elevator. Where are the stairs? I’ll take the stairs.

“Feeling better, my good man?” She appears. She’s right next to me. “I know you lose your temper fast!” She takes me politely by the arm and drags me back into the room. “If I upset you, sorry,” she goes on in an indifferent tone. “And don’t sulk like that. Truth is, I don’t know anyone in this town and I’m kind of scared of situations like ‘Let’s split the room bill fifty-fifty!’ Look, we started our friendship off on the wrong foot. You’re a bit of a jerk, but I admit you do have an honest face, not a suitcase-snatcher face.”

“And not a serial-rapist face either?” I ask sharply.

“No. So I’m going to accept your offer. We’ll split the room bill.”

“I’m thrilled,” I say coldly.

“Me too. You can sleep on the side by the door. There’s a bit of a draft over there. But I have one condition.”

“What would that be?”

She gives me a half-smile and points at the bathroom door.

“Go take a shower.”

“Why?”

“Because you stink.”

I love it when women talk in riddles, so I shrug, resigned, and head to the bathroom.




* * *




I think it’s two in the morning. Something like that.

I fumble around for the lamp, then give up. I try to find the bathroom in the dark. I’m dead tired, but if I don’t take a piss now, something inside me is definitely going to explode.

My roommate was kind enough to lend me a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants. I’ll try not to splash them too much.

I look in the mirror. With these clothes on I look like a woman with broad shoulders and a buzz cut. Great, I’m going to have nightmares!

I grumble my way back and lie down. I fall asleep instantly, but an elbow in my ribs wakes me up just as fast.

“Either you flush after you pee, or you flush after you pee. Pick one.”

I pick flushing.

What the hell! Of course I always flush after I pee, you cow! This time I just didn’t want to wake you up. I did it for you. But fine! I’ll get up every hour to pee and flush as loud as possible. Hope you’re happy!

I crawl back into bed, repentant, and doze off. For about five seconds.

“Did you know you fart in your sleep?” she asks loudly, rolling from her left side to her right.

“Amazing!” I mumble, eyes closed. “I really didn’t know. Next time I’ll listen more carefully to myself while I’m sleeping.”

I feel the bed rocking under me.

“Yeah, you do that, you listen. And to complete the picture, you talk in your sleep too.”

“Fine. Please, send me an email with everything you don’t like about me. I’ll read it tomorrow morning when I wake up. I mean this morning, for fuck’s sake!”

“You’re still an asshole,” she concludes, turning onto her left side again. The bed creaks and groans.

“Sorry, angelic and immaculate being that you are! I humbly admit I fart in my sleep and I admit that sometimes I talk in my sleep too. Yes, I’m deeply sorry for that. Can I sleep now? I paid for half a room and half a creaky bed. And as a bonus, I flushed the toilet.”

“You haven’t paid anything yet,” she giggles. “I haven’t seen a cent from you, so you’re at my mercy. If I want, I can kick you out of this room right this second. Want to see?”

I open my eyes. It’s hard to get used to the dark in the room. After a few seconds I see her back. She’s wearing striped pajamas, but I can’t quite tell what color the stripes are.

“So you want me to leave?” I ask, half-asleep.

“I was joking,” she giggles. “But you woke me up when you went to the bathroom and now I can’t fall back asleep. And since I can’t sleep, we might as well talk, right?”

“Have a little chat in the middle of the night?”

“Uh-huh. Shall we?”

“Oh, God, no! In the morning I have to wake up and decide if I’m going to Dubai or Thailand. I need a clear head.”

“Dubai? Hee hee... You’re such a liar!”

“Believe what you want. Anyway, since you’re awake, I’m going to take advantage of it and ask you...”

“What?”

“You don’t have a little… something strong in those big suitcases of yours, do you?”

“No.”

“I could’ve sworn you didn’t.”

“Why?”

“Because you don’t seem like the type who hits the bottle. Actually, you seem like a very well-behaved woman.”

“I seem well-behaved?” she squeaks, amused.

“Very. An innocent, well-behaved fifty-year-old girl.”

I can feel her starting to boil like a cauldron. The bed starts to shake. She’s about to blow.

“Well, buddy, for your information, I have a bottle that’s completely full. It’s untouched, sealed, and packed full of...”

“Yeah, right, cut it out.”

“I’m serious! It’s a traditional Austrian drink. I bought it in Vienna. It’s called Marillenschnaps and apparently it’s some kind of apricot brandy.”

“Shove it somewhere!”

“What did you say?” she yells, half sitting up.

“Sorry, I have Tourette’s. It slipped out.”

“I dare you to repeat that!” she threatens, choking with anger. “Go on, try it, you boor!”

“You’re so sensitive! You forget that in this town I’m your best friend. Your only one.”

“Really? So what’s my name, if you’re my friend?”

“Your name is... I forgot.”

“See how pathetic I am? I’m in a foreign town, in a foreign hotel, in a foreign bed with a foreign man who doesn’t even know my name.”

“Yeah... not going to argue.”

“Am I stupid or what? Of course I am! Why? Why?”

“Talk a little quieter. They’re going to throw us out of the hotel. Why... what?”

“Why you don’t even know my name.”

“Well, I don’t know why I don’t know. But you’re a woman, which means you’re smart, so enlighten me. Why don’t I know your name?”

“Because,” she says clearly, “you’re such a pig you didn’t even have the decency to ask.”

“You’re right. Actually, what really eats at you is that I said you were fifty.”

“I don’t even care about those fifty years. Even though, honestly, I’m not fifty. But who cares? Age is just a number. Numbers only matter if you decide they do. What hurts is that you didn’t have the decency to ask who you’re sharing a bed with. That, yes! That’s what I care about.”

“Fine. Turn your face toward me for a second. I want to ask you something.”

“I don’t want to see your face. Has anyone ever told you that you’ve got a face that’s asking to be punched?”

“Bless you! If I had a dollar for every time I heard that, I’d be doing pretty well.”

“And you’re annoying.”

“You’re contradicting yourself. Earlier you said I looked honest and I wasn’t a suitcase thief. Anyway. So this whole scene is just because I didn’t ask your name? Fine, I’ll ask.”

“Ask!”

“What’s your name, Ana?”

“Excuuuse me?”

She jumps out of bed like a cat and stares at me.

“How do you know my name is Ana?”

“I guessed.”

“No way! You’re lying! You’re going to tell me right now how you know my name is Ana, or else...”

“Okay, okay. And after that everything will be quiet again and you’ll let me sleep?”

“I don’t know. We’ll see.”

“You’ll let me take a little nap? Yes or no?”

“Fine, I’ll let you. I promise!”

“Your name is written on the tag on that giant suitcase. Thanks for your attention, Ana! Good night, Ana! Sleep well, Ana!”

I don’t get to fall asleep.

“Hey,” she whispers. “One more question and then I’ll let you sleep.”

“But you already promised you’d let me sleep. Are you a kid? What the fuck? If I answer, then you’ll ask something else and then something else and so on. Come on, be fair! You prom—”

“Yes, yes, but just one question and that’s it.”

I get out of bed in a rage, turn on the light, and grab my clothes from the armchair. I get dressed, put on my boots. I tie my bootlaces carefully. It must be really cold outside. A hat would probably help too. I’ll definitely buy one, if I find a store that sells hats open at two in the morning.

“What are you doing?” she asks, dazed.

“Can’t you see? I’m leaving.”

“Just like that? At this hour?”

“Two a.m. is as good a time to leave as any other. When you have to go, you go.”

“Aha. It’s a principle, huh? A typically male thing.”

“Yeah, typically male.”

“Your wife must be thrilled to have such a principled husband.”

“Huh?”

“Yeah, your wife. You know, the poor woman waiting for you at home while you’re picking up chicks in airports. You think I didn’t notice the ring mark on your finger?”

I look at her with pity. Why are there so many idiots who go into ecstasy and tell themselves, “Wow, life is so beautiful! It’s worth living!”?

That’s not true! Life is absurd!

It’s... diabolical.

This woman came at me straight from Hell. She’s not a woman. She’s the devil disguised as a woman.

I sit down in the armchair and light a cigarette. I blow the smoke toward the ceiling and watch it calmly. Time moves slowly.

“Go on, ask,” I say peacefully. “What did you want to know? What was the question?”

“What your name is. That’s all.”

“That’s your biggest worry? What my name is?”

“Yes.”

“If I tell you, does that help you somehow?”

“It helps.”

“How?”

“So I know who you are.”

“But why do I absolutely have to know who you are and why do you have to know who I am? You planning on marrying me?”

“I’m not that stupid.”

“Good! Because I don’t want to marry you either.”

“I’m glad we cleared that up, Mr. X. I was scared. For a moment there, I actually thought you were going to propose.”

“When did you think that? When I went to take a piss, or while I was asleep and farting?”

“No need to be vulgar, okay? Ah, sorry, I forgot you’re a man.”

“Sorry I lost my temper,” I say, sighing, “but – I don’t know why – I have this weird feeling I’m married to you. That’s what it feels like. All this crap you’re putting me through reminds me of things I’ve already been through hundreds of times.”

“So you’re married after all,” she says, satisfied. “Got you. Come on, admit it!”

“I’m not married, Ana. But I was. A few times.”

“A few times?”

“That’s exactly what I said, isn’t it?”

“And what happened? Where are your wives, sir?”

“I don’t want to talk about that.”

“I’m not dying to, either.”

“Good then, Ana. Anything else you want to know before I get up from this armchair and walk out of your room and your life?”

“You still haven’t told me your name.”

God, for fuck’s sake, how stupid women are! This one, at least, is like a broken record: “What’s your name? What’s your name?”

I mean... not all of them are stupid, but most are. Especially the special ones.

Fine. I’ll run a little experiment right now: if I can make her pull out that Austrian brandy and give it to me, it means all the women in the world are stupid and they deserve their fate.

“Okay, Ana. Here’s the deal... You take that bottle out of your suitcase and I’ll tell you my name.”

“Ha, ha! You’re hilarious. Forget it. I’ll pass. Ha, ha, ha! Have a nice trip.”

Well, there you go... people make mistakes. She’s not that stupid. I stagger out into the hallway and call the elevator. This time it comes.

“Here, come get your damned swill!” Ana’s disgusted voice calls out. “Come on, get back in here!”

I walk back into the room, victorious. The door slams behind me. Women are so stupid! Oh, yes! Stupidity is written into their genetic code.

“You sure took your time, Ana,” I say, smiling.

“I was going to give it to you anyway, but I wanted to run a little experiment.”

“Excuse me? An experiment?”

“Yeah. I told myself all men have shitty character and they’re all pigs. So... I decided that if I called you to come get the bottle and you didn’t come back, that would mean you’re the only man who deserves my respect. Sorry, buddy! You just failed the test.”

“No big deal. Screw the test. You called, I came! Hand over the bottle!”

“Not yet. What’s your name?”

I’m going to kill her. Seriously!

“My name is Tiberiu,” I say, sighing.

“Tiberiu what?”

“Just Tiberiu.”

“You think you’re clever?” she growls. “What’s that? You only gave me half.”

“That means I only deserve half of your schnapps. You’ll drink the other half.”

“What time is it?” she suddenly asks.

“Who cares what time it is?” I say as I unscrew the cap on the schnapps. “Mmm... smells good.”

“I care. It’s too early to drink.”

Look at that! Great! At least she’s not an alcoholic. That counts for something.

“But,” she goes on, “I’ll make an exception. Just this once.”

For fuck’s sake!

“Fine, fine,” I say gloomily, handing her a glass. “Cheers, Ana, and may there always be more!”

We clink glasses. Surprise! This piss is actually pretty good.

“I wonder what your sister’s going to say when she shows up and we burp schnapps in her face?”

“I’m not sure what she’ll say, but my brother-in-law won’t be happy at all. It was his gift. Cheers to you too, Tiberiu, terror of the airports.”

“Thanks, babe!” I say, in a good mood. “To your health! Want another glass?”

“Don’t you?” she asks, smiling.

“Hmm... you trying to get me drunk? Not going to work. You’ll be the first to go down. Women can’t hold their liquor.”

She glares at me, then grabs the bottle out of my hand and pours herself a full glass. She drinks it slowly, but she keeps her eyes on me the whole time. What a girl.

The alcohol restores peace in the room. I don’t even think about leaving anymore. I undress and get into bed.

The wall clock says four-oh-five. There’s still time to catch a bit of sleep.

Ana gets into bed too, oddly quiet. The room is calm and sooo peaceful. I’m out like a light.

Around four-twenty I take an elbow to the mouth.

At four-twenty-five her snoring rattles the windows and wakes me up. I roll her onto her stomach and things calm down a bit.

Unfortunately, around four-thirty her head settles sweetly onto my shoulder and I feel a hand stroking me between the legs.

I raise both hands.

One thing’s clear! That one down there isn’t mine.





CHAPTER FOUR

 Ana is homosexual



I look to my left. Ana is awake and looking right back at me.

“So, you’re not sleeping?”

“No,” she coos, and her breath hits me in a cloud of schnapps.

“Why not?”

“You know why.”

“I have no idea why you’re not sleeping, but I’m about to pass out.”

“Cut the crap with this sleep thing,” she snaps suddenly, in a drunk slur. She rolls over, switches on the bedside lamp and says playfully: “Has anyone told you today that you’re an interesting man? You’ve got a magnetism about you, it’s scary.”

Poor thing. The alcohol in your brain is apparently my “magnetism”, you damned woman. The thought that a woman finds me attractive only when she’s one step away from an alcoholic coma doesn’t exactly thrill me.

“To be honest, nobody’s ever told me I have magnetism, but I have been told I’ve got a face that’s asking to be punched.”

“Relax. I’m not interested in your face,” she says, laughing, and her hands disappear under the blanket.

“Is it just me, or are you tugging on me, ma’am?”

“Is it just me, or are you playing dumb, sir? Ha, ha! Don’t tell me you don’t like women?”

“I’m absolutely not interested in women.”

She stares at me, dazed, and the fingers under the blanket take a break. Then they go back on the offensive.

“Hee hee... What a cute idiot you are! You’ve been married a few times and you don’t like women? You can tell that to the tooth fairy,” she laughs, and it’s obvious she’s drunk out of her skull.

I try to calm this creature who’s yanking at my pants. Her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are rolling in her head from all the schnapps. She’s obviously got a fixation. I hate fixations.

God, help me! I swear I’ll never buy a woman booze again!

“So you don’t like chicks, huh?” she scolds me, panting. “You switched to the enemy?”

“Bullshit,” I protest. “I’m not homosexual! I never said I like men.”

“I kind of like them,” Ana admits. “Hee hee, I think I’m a bit homosexual, because I’ve always kind of liked them.”

Right. I’ve got two options. Either I run out of this hotel with my clothes under my arm and Satan chasing me down the stairs, or I give her what she wants fast and send her to sleep.

It’s freezing out there, so I sigh and pick option two and pray to Heaven it won’t take long. It’ll probably be over pretty quickly. It’s been a while since...

“I’m impotent!” I make one last attempt.

“Yeah, sure you are!” she roars with laughter. “If you’re impotent, then what am I holding in my hand right now?”

I glance down at myself, curious. Yeah, she got me! I don’t know how she did it, but I could crack someone’s skull with what she’s holding.

“All right, Ana! Moment of truth! I’ll tell you the naked truth: I’ve got HIV.”

“And I’ve got herpes. Want to trade?”

“Jesus! You’re unbelievable! I don’t even have a condom! I don’t!”

“I do... hic... have a condom.” Ana tries to get out of bed, but she’s so drunk she collapses on top of me like a pancake.

“You keep condoms in your purse?”

“Of course! You didn’t think I went to Vienna to visit the zoo, did you?”

Just my fucking luck! Looks like I’ve run into a serious man collector. Now I really do need a condom.

“All right, babe! You convinced me, we’ll have sex. Where’s your purse?”

“See over there, on the little table,” she moans. “Oh, God...”

“What? What happened?”

“Heh, heh... funny thing... the room is... spinning like... The room...”

“Oh, that,” I say. “I know, darling, I know. That’s normal. Come on, get off me for a second. I have to grab a rubber.”

Ana suddenly screams in my ear:

“A man has no business in a lady’s... hic... purse! Bring the purse here! Don’t stick your paw in there, you pig!”

I manage to wriggle free and hand her the purse, but the condom hunt takes an eternity. In the end I get the long-awaited condom, but... there’s nothing left to put it on.

“See, you homosexual woman? See? I wasn’t lying. I told you I’m impotent!”

“Don’t yell! Stop yelling! You’ll wake the whole hotel up! Why the fuck are you yelling like that?”

“I’m yelling? You’re yelling! You’re louder than a drill sergeant on the parade ground.”

“Get out if you don’t like my voice!” she screams, spraying me with schnapps-flavored spit. “Why do you keep coming and going out of my room? You’re such a scatterbrain! A man should be... hic... decisive.”

“Go on, tell me to leave one more time,” I shout, furious. “I dare you! Say it again!”

“Leeeave!” she howls.

I get up on all fours and reach for my clothes, but Ana grabs my legs and yanks me back. The blanket flies off. I get a pillow to the head and the other one lands by the lamp.

“You really thought you were leaving?” she shrieks behind me.


Wow! This isn’t a woman, it’s a judo fighter. I have no idea where she gets so much power in those little arms. I’m pretty sure if I piss her off, she’ll snap me in half like a twig.

“Listen to me, you dumb ox!” she yells, furious. “I’m going to have the hottest sex of my life even if you don’t participate. But you will participate, sweetheart, I guarantee you’ll participate. You’ll
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