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C R E A TIV E  N ON -F IC T I ON  

NATALYA POLYAKOVA 
  

A Letter to Jealousy 

 Dear Jealousy, 

I hope this will be the first and only time I address you. They say do not talk to your 

enemies, destroy them. But what if they live inside your head? Therefore I sit here, in this 

shabby motel room with its gaudy painted walls, and write to you. The wobbly desk with 

three legs stands at the open window. The cold October breeze blows through the 

burgundy greasy curtains, making them move like the sleeping child’s chest. I lean over 
the torn-out piece of notebook paper scarcely visible in the lemon light of the lamp. The 

clock on the bedside table shows 2.47 a.m. I have not held a pen in a while. It feels as if I 

try to move the amputated fingers of the paralyzed hand. I have not written a letter in a 

while. Much less a letter to my enemy. 

I always thought that just a small portion of you, my dear jealousy, could sugar one’s love 
life. My farfetched behaviour was supposed to make my husband a jealous man: a light 

touch of his friend’s hand, a beaming smile to his colleagues, an animated conversation 
with his boss, a deafening laughter after the ridiculous remark of some halfway good-

looking man in the queue. I believed that you were equal to the love itself. As it turned 

out, you quickly got out of control and possessed my entire mind. 

You appeared one day on the doorstep of my loving heart and would not leave it for the 

world. You leaked like poisonous gas into my throat suffocating me with toxic tears of 

fear and anger. Your virus infected my blood with incurable disease. You got stronger 

with my every breath and every thought. You ascended the throne of my mind and ruled 

there unconsciously, making me consciously say these words to the man I truly loved: „I 
do not trust you.“ 

 It all began not so long ago. I can still remember the heat of the candles on the table, his 

gentle smile and tender attempt to warm my icicles of fingers bringing them to his clean-

shaven cheeks. We were on the same page right from the onset and tried to write a new 

story where we would leave our past behind us and see into the future full of passion, 
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joy, discoveries, trips to ourselves and to unseen places. From day to day the seed of 

love grew stronger until it blossomed into a dazzling flower. It seemed that we were 

made for each other and there existed no force in the whole universe that could stand in 

our way to happiness. Our love was a roller coaster ride with all its ups and downs: the 

euphoria before the rise, the dizziness after the fall. 

It all ended when the two of us became three. When the wedding bells rang for us, I 

could not even imagine that the brightly coloured confetti which fell from above on our 

merry heads would turn all black. Thanks to you. Or rather: because of you. 

As far back as I can remember, you always warned me of your appearance. At first I 

could barely feel your presence. Every time I felt a prickling in my chest you ran away 

like a naughty child who hid in the depth of the playground after committing a heinous 

crime of throwing sand into the eyes of his peers. You waited. You watched. Day by day 

you grew stronger and more dangerous. You reached slowly your long slimy tentacles to 

my heart and stung me with your venom. You tormented me and made me sick until one 

day I could not stop myself from destroying everything and everyone around me. 

One evening I could not suppress my anger and smashed whatever came to hand right 

against the wall. I wished it was his phone which beeped during our conversations, which 

held his attention away from us and transported him to other people, to other women. I 

was losing him, I thought. I was losing my mind, as it turned out. 

A brief or long interaction with any woman made me suspicious: be it his usual late-night 

conversations with his sister, an innocent flirtation with a waitress, some business emails 

with female colleagues, eating ice-cream with his married friends, or even weekend trips 

to his easy-going ex-girlfriend with whom he still remained in close contact out of pure 

sentimentality. I was enraged, insecure, humiliated, devastated, wounded, mad and 

helpless but most of all I was afraid. The ghosts of the past and the present pervaded my 

dreams. They roared in my head and got louder and louder as if a fully loaded train was 

going by my bedroom. Every night I woke up startled and with a racing heart. My hand 

automatically went to the other side of the bed to prove if he was still there. I felt the fear 

that somebody could steal him away under the veil of night or that he could leave me for 

someone who would make him happier. I knew we were married which meant we 

belonged together. I also knew that the wedding ring could not keep a soul from betrayal. 

In the last few weeks I noticed that he spent more time at work, or so did he say to me. 

Sometimes I did not see him for days. Usually he visited his parents once a month and 

now he had an urge to see them every weekend, alone, without me. One morning in April 

he left his phone on the kitchen table while taking shower. I was making myself a cup of 



coffee when I heard the phone ringing. A name with a picture showed up on the display. 

She was pretty, this Tracy. She had blond curly hair, bright smile, blue vivid eyes. I did 

not know her, but I hated her. The phone kept ringing. I started seeing them together in 

my mind’s eye. The legion of the pictures attacked me ruthlessly, every one of them 

feeling like an arrow aimed at my heart. I saw them kissing, dancing, going to bed, 

laughing together, laughing at me. „Are you alright?“ he asked. „You look as if you just 
went through an earhtquake“. He approached me, kissed me gently, took his phone and 

went to work. My morning gown stained with coffee, I took my car keys and followed him. 

You kept me company wherever I went. I parked my car outside his office and watched 

the entrance. I did not know what I hoped to see. What we hoped to see. Him? Him with 

Tracy? He spent the entire day at work and then went straight home that day. You 

smothered me so that I could not breathe anymore. I had to do whatever you whispered 

in my ear if I wanted to live. You made me follow him for days and weeks on end. And I 

did. 

 My life turned into an even worse nightmare in which I walked over the frozen lake of my 

tears. With every step, ice got thinner and cracked loudly beneath my feet as if my 

porcelain heart exploded in the firm hands of sorrow and insecurity. I saw his silhouette 

on the horizon and quickened the pace. I tried to call his name but my voice got blown 

away by the wind. As I approached him close enough so that he could see me and help 

me out, I saw her. She was smiling at him and touching his hair the way I used to do. 

The tears of rage burned my cheeks falling down and melting ice underneath until there 

was nothing left… 

 Something happened yesterday which I should have noticed much earlier. I went 

blindfolded through my life because I completely put my trust in you. I searched for 

traces of his affair as you told me but there was none. One evening I came back home 

after another fruitless attempt to catch him in the act. I had spent the whole day near his 

office and did not see him leaving the building. I must have lost him in a crowd of equally 

dressed co-workers. When I opened the door to the living room, I saw him standing 

beside her. It was undoubtedly Tracy. 

I was rooted to the spot. One word and I was ready to explode like a volcano. He looked 

at her and then at me, a glance full of hope and anticipation. „Come here, darling, I want 
to show you something“, he said. The woman smiled at me encouragingly and followed 
him into our guest room.  I was furious and curious at the same time. You shouted in my 

head and made incredible suggestions about who this woman was and what she did in 

my house: a new housekeeper? A divorce lawyer? A mistress? A psychiatric nurse? 



 He called me again. I slowly went through the room and saw them staying in the 

doorway with their back to me. I looked into the space between their shoulders and saw 

someone lying on the bed. It was someone small and fragile like a doll. On my coming 

closer, it coughed and turned its head to me, eyes closed. It was not a doll. It was a living 

child. My child. 

 I brought a little boy into the world six years ago. His father left us for another woman 

and I raised him alone. It was hard and in the moments of weakness I often regretted he 

had ever been born. I tried my best though and gave him all the love I had. On one 

summer day we went to the circus full of clowns and animals. He loved animals, my little 

boy. After the performance we were going to go straight home but I saw a man in a tiger 

costume who twisted balloon animals. I wanted to surprise my child and left the stroller 

just one meter away from me. When I turned around, balloon in my hand, the stroller was 

gone and with it my two-year-old boy. Nobody saw anything. Somebody stole him from 

me in front of the eyes of hundreds of people. 

„You found him“, I said to my husband. „You found my boy“, I sobbed, tears running 
down my cheeks. I did not say another word that night. My husband explained me later 

that Tracy was a social worker in the orphanage. She worked closely with police and 

tried to reconstruct the past of the children who had been found and brought to them. He 

met her at a colleague’s party and decided to ask her for help in order to find my lost 
angel. At that moment I understood how silly it was to think that this man could betray 

me.                                                                                  

I needed to spend some time alone and after taking a rapid glance at my sleeping boy I 

went to a bar on the edge of the town. I almost forgot about your existence when I heard 

your hissing inside my head. I ordered a glass of gin and tonic and hoped it would help 

me to tune you out. My husband, my dear husband was a trustworthy man. He loved me 

and spent all his free time for the good cause. You had no right to stay in my life. You 

had to leave. Why did not you leave? 

 I left him alone with Tracy, you told me, a beautiful young single woman with the big 

heart. I saw them sitting on the sofa near the fireplace, drinking tea, talking about 

children, charity, music and books. My mind pictured my husband standing up and going 

to bring the book they were just talking about. He then approached her from behind, put 

his arms on her shoulders and touched her neck with a tender kiss. I wanted to scream 

from the pain you brought me. I ordered another glass, then another one, and another 

one. 

„Do you mind if I join you?“ a young black-bearded man asked and sat beside me, a half-

finished bottle of beer in his hand. Dressed in a dark blue suit, he came here apparently 



right after work. He was tall and well-built, his biceps protruded through his jacket. We 

plunged into a conversation which made me calm. After a while I was ready to go back 

home. I paid for the drink. The man stood up, embraced me and wished me all the best. 

What surprised me most was what I saw in his eyes: it was not lust but kindness and 

empathy. I put on my coat and stepped into the cold night. 

It is 3.16 a.m. I still feel you. So I am begging you, please, leave me alone. I am a truly 

happy woman now, I have my beloved husband and my precious child. You must release 

me from your chains, I am not your prisoner. I must go back home. They are waiting for 

me. I hear the soft breathing of the man behind my back who is not my husband. You 

might have turned this last hour to a crime but I am not guilty. Do you hear me? I am not 

guilty.  This letter is my last goodbye and my last request: vanish out of my life and take 

all my pain and shame with 

you.                                                                                               

Yours insincerely, 

Margaret Backstaber 
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The Girl who Sold Petrichor 

It is a beautiful autumn day. My last day in Paris. I am looking out of the window of my 

small apartment with a view over the Seine River. My luggage is packed, a train ticket 

lays upon the dining table near the polished copper ash-tray and a fresh morning 

newspaper. Today is the first day since weeks when the sun has shown its yellow face 

through the clouds and thus has given a colour to the generally black and white picture of 

the city. Yet I am not able to enjoy perhaps the last sunny days before the beginning of 

the winter’s merciless reign. Mere fragments of a small article on the last page of the 
newspaper keep running through my mind in a wild swirl piercing my heart. 

The authorities have found a body of a red-haired young woman floating in the river. 

According to the local citizens, the girl had been often seen sitting by one or another 

bridge on rainy days clutching some empty glass bottles with cork. When it stopped 

raining, she would open the bottles, wait for a few minutes, cork them up again and 

vanish in the narrow streets of the city. Her identity was unknown. The police suggests 

that two days ago when it was heavily raining, she got blown away by the strong wind 

into the river, whereupon she drowned. 

The river has become a watery grave for so many people that one usually flicks through 

the newspaper without paying attention to the names or descriptions of the deceased. 

Yet some unknown force has made me read the last page this morning as if the words 

have stepped out of the paper, sat in front of me and kept loudly slurping coffee until they 

irritated me so much that I have finally taken a note of their presence and cast a glance 

at the article. Red-haired young woman… glass bottles with cork… A dim memory stirred 
in my mind. Suddenly my coffee tasted salty. I knew her. I barely knew her. I painted her 

once. She was the reason why I have been living in Paris for so many years and why I 

am leaving it today. The girl who sells petrichor is dead. 

I met her on the very first day of my arrival in Paris in summer. I was attracted to this 

place like any other man of art in a search of abiding inspiration, striking success and 

promising future. As soon as the train from Marseille arrived at the station, I – a nineteen-

year-old spindling young man wearing black cotton trousers, a white linen shirt with paint 

splatters, a brown waistcoat and a flat cap – stepped out on the platform in the thrill of 

anticipation of the days to come. I rushed through the city bumping up against passers-

by and clutching a crumbled up piece of paper with my new address on. I burned with 

desire to find my accommodation, a small apartment under the roof, and then set out on 
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search of inspiration. When I came in I promptly removed the contents of my suitcase, 

took an easel, a canvas, an old paintbrush, a palette, some paint with and set off for 

Montmartre. Having heard from my father that many artists exercised their talent there I 

wished to see them with my own eyes. 

I did not meet any soul on my way up. The narrow streets were shining wet, the air was 

fresh, the sky was overcast. It had been recently pouring. The rain herded people into 

the warmth of their houses like a shepherd his sheep. I turned around the corner and 

stopped aghast at the sight of a living creature. It was a young woman in a blue summer 

dress which barely covered her knees. She stood under the roof of a porch, barefoot, 

empty glass bottles with cork in her hands. One glimpse was enough to remember her 

red hair and big blue almond-shaped eyes for the rest of my life. She did not notice me at 

once so I had a few moments to absorb her image in my memory and marvel at her 

innocence, hopefulness and slight melancholy in her gaze. She excited my curiosity. I 

saw magnificent pictures of her being formed before my inner eye as if I looked into a 

kaleidoscope rotating it and seeing at every turn various colours and patterns. 

Awakening from this contemplation I decided to talk to the girl. I approached her and 

asked her name. She answered vividly and without any amazement at seeing a person 

on the deserted street: 

„Patrice. And yours?“ 

„I am Victor. If I may ask, what do you need these bottles for?“ 

The girl suddenly smiled and her eyes twinkled with joy: 

„I am selling petrichor.“ 

I thought at first that I did not catch the word. Yet on my request to repeat it again I 

realized that I had never heard this word before and could not even closely imagine what 

it meant. Patrice saw my perplexed face, laughed cheerfully and asked me to follow her. 

We went down through the cobble-stoned paths,  moved away from the white church on 

a hill and came nearer to the Seine river. She did not breathe a word during our descent. 

I was following her like a lamb to the slaughter. When we reached the river she showed 

me a bridge and encouraged me to sit nearby. I was enjoying the view of the old majestic 

buildings, the languid course of the river, the noisy sound of seagulls when the girl began 

to tell her story: 

„I come here often. Mostly on rainy days though. Have you ever noticed this wonderful 

sweet fresh scent of the air after rain?“ 



„I guess so. Why?“ 

She was looking in the distance, the clouds reflecting in her eyes. 

„Well, this is what I sell. Petrichor. The smell after rain.“ 

It suddenly dawned me that she collected the smell in these bottles or at least tried to 

capture it somehow. The girl turned her head and looked at me with piercing blue eyes. 

Her smile faded from her face like a beautiful rose which was cut off and put in a vase 

without water. She continued in a dreamy voice which was gradually turning into whisper: 

„This scent reminds me of my childhood when I lived in a small village near Paris with my 
parents. We used to go to the forest after rain to pick mushrooms. We used to open the 

windows after rain, sit together by the fireplace and talk about everything. We used to go 

to the meadow after rain and wait for the rainbow to appear high in the sky. My parents 

died last autumn. I have nothing. I have nobody. This scent is the only memory of them 

that I have, the only reminder of those carefree days when I had a family, when I was 

loved. I sell petrichor so that people like me could forget their troubles and grief for at 

least fleeting seconds when they smell in this scent.“ 

I could not take my eyes off her. I felt her pain and hope with every single cell of my body 

but was not able to say a word. She got up, readjusted her dress, gave me one of her 

bottles, waved me good-bye and disappeared on the other side of the river bank. I was 

watching her go, her white feet stepping into puddles. When she was out of sight, I could 

long hear the rattling of the glass bottles with petrichor which she carried in a string bag. 

It was getting dark, the summer sky cleared up and the red sun disappeared below the 

horizon. I set off to my apartment scarcely dragging my foot after the other like a baby 

who made his first steps and did not yet realize the whole mechanism of walking. As 

soon as I closed the door behind me I started working on her portrait without getting a 

wink of sleep for three long nights. It did not rain up until the end of summer. I walked 

almost every evening through the city in attempts to find her. In vain. 

As the months went by, my pictures became successful and I made a name for myself, 

the memory of the acquaintance with Patrice was put in the back of my mind. I stopped 

searching for her. In spite of all, her shadow followed me day and night, she did not let 

me sink into despair when things did not go very well and it seemed as if the whole world 

turned against me. I always opened my windows after rain to let the sweet scent fill my 

room and my heart. Ten years raced by. After having read the article and realized that 

Patrice was dead, my being in this city lost any sense. This hope to see her again, to 



look in her blue eyes, to talk to her, to help her was buried somewhere at the bottom of 

the river. 

I am standing at the window and for the last time sweeping the horizon of Paris, the city 

where the girl who sold petrichor lived, where every street reminds me of her hard life, 

where the river makes me want to lose my temper and scream at it for filling her lungs 

with dirt and blood, where the buildings have hidden her from me. I am turning my back 

to the window, taking the glass bottle down from the shelf, packing it in my suitcase. I am 

closing the door of my apartment and setting off to get a train which will bring me far 

away from the city of lost hope. 
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Lady Frisson 
Today, Marseille is as unwelcoming as never before. My hometown used to encounter 

me as an old friend always pleased to see me, ready to listen and help. After my getting 

off the train, it used to embrace me with the familiar scent of roasted chestnut, the smiles 

of news vendors and the laughter of children snaking their way through the crowd. I 

would go to the next café, drink two shots of espresso and chat with Giovanni, an Italian 

barista with a hoary head of hair who, despite his age and portly constitution, would 

constantly waltz behind the counter and whistle every song playing on the radio. The 

whole town used to be my sanctuary. 

Yet, everything feels different on this November evening. As soon as I step out of the 

train, I see people with somber countenances rushing back and forth. The drizzle slaps 

into my face as if blaming me for being the worst of traitors –  someone who gave up his 

own hometown for the capital city, exchanged familiarity for uncertainty. I stand on the 

railway platform and watch the train leave back to Paris. Its silhouette moves slowly 

away from me until it disappears in yellow lights. I have spent nearly a third of my life 

there. These years were spectacular, remarkable, reckless, yet arduous, hopeless and 

desperate. I know that I must bear the burden of the decision I had made, even if it was 

the right thing to do, even if regret might eventually suffocate me. As I bid farewell to the 

city, tears blur my eyes. The unexpected gush of wind draws me out of my recollections 

and I head off towards my old apartment. The salty sea air fills my lungs. The autumn 

cold creeps under my clothes. I put up the collar of my tailor-made coat with my right 

hand, carrying the suitcase in the left one. I walk along the broad street lit by a solitary 

lantern. Having turned around the corner, I see a flickering dark-blue sign of a bar – 

“Tristesse.” I decide to go inside and have a drink. Whether alcohol will wash away my 
sadness or double it is of no concern to me today. 
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I push the steel door open and see a dozen square tables scattered across a half-empty 

room. Three elderly men in olive-green, working-class clothing discuss some matter of 

seeming great importance near the bar counter. Their vigorous exclamations and 

heehaws fill the air. They swing their foggy mugs of beer, spilling the white foam on the 

floor. I try to meet the eye of the barkeeper who is busy wiping dust from the bottles on 

the shelf and half-listening to the loud ravings of the guests. When I meekly clear my 

throat for the third time, he turns around with a bored expression on his stubbled face. I 

order a glass of scotch whiskey and take a seat at the table in the corner. 

The surface of the ash-sprinkled table is sticky with spilt alcohol. There is no music 

playing here, unlike in many bars in Paris. Apart from the husky voices of the inebriated 

trio I hear someone gently sobbing. I look around and see a middle-aged woman on my 

right. A purple bowler hat conceals her eyes full of heart-breaking tears. Her chubby 

cheeks melt down into the collar of her orchid raincoat. She holds a letter in her hands. I 

can see her grief, I can feel her heart bleeding, as if every sentence were a dagger, 

every full-stop were a stone, every comma a hooked whip. She puts the letter on the 

table, her trembling hands reach for a pack of cigarettes. After failing to light her 

cigarette, match-stick after match-stick, she picks up a candle from the table and holds it 

up to her face. The woman reads the letter over and over again, puffing smoke into the 

paper. As our tables are no more than a meter apart, I find myself engulfed in a cloud of 

fumes. My memories drift into the past. This woman’s grief reminds me of someone I met 
in a smoke-filled bar. Her name was Lady Frisson. 

It was my second month in Paris. I had explored every corner of my neighbourhood and 

made it a habit to walk down from Montmartre to the Latin Quarter in search for an idea 

for the next picture. My sketchbook was filled with rough drawings that eagerly  awaited 

animation on the canvas. All I would need  were a few careful strokes of the brush. On 

that day I started to work on the painting of the Jardin des Plantes and noticed that I had 

run out of a green colour. Without looking out of the window to see if the weather had 

changed since the day before, I stepped out into the September afternoon. I spent a 

good hour in the shop and was looked forward to returning to work. To my utmost 

astonishment and especially after an unusually dry summer, the clouds burst open. I took 

shelter from the rainstorm under the roof of a building. Apart from the deafening 

pounding of the rain, I thought I heard the sound of a piano coming from somewhere 

behind me. I turned around and saw a beveled glass door. After slowly pressing down a 

handle, I stepped inside and found myself in a bar. 

The room was submerged in cigarette smoke so that I could barely see anyone. Judging 

by the decibel of raised voices, it was undoubtedly a well attended place. Elbowing my 



way forward, I noticed a free table in the back corner. As soon as I raised my hand, a 

young black-haired waitress with the gracefulness and swiftness of a panther came up to 

me and took my order. In a few minutes she brought me a glass of scotch whiskey. I took 

a sip and started to look around. There were people of different appearance and 

occupation. Resembling a flock of pigeons fluttering around a single breadcrumb, a 

group of young women in silken dresses and veiled hats gathered around a suited 

gentleman with pencil moustache. He was telling jokes and proudly thrust out his chest 

whenever the ladies laughed or exchanged approving glances with each other. Two 

elderly women with cigarette holders, who were seating in front of me, were looking 

towards the group and shaking their heads reproachfully. The smoke made my eyes 

prickle as if a thousand needles were stuck inside. I closed my eyes and concentrated on 

the sounds around me. Through loud chatter I could distinguish again the sound which 

enticed me here. The piano. The soft swirling of jazz tunes above a black-and-white 

keyboard, the measured rhythm of its joyous movements and smooth modulations filled 

my heart with serenity. 

The choir of voices reached a crescendo. Yet, gradually the occasional laughter turned 

to a murmur and then died down completely. I opened my eyes and saw each and 

everyone stand facing the half-circle stage raised on a platform. At the back of it, the 

pianist was seated at the diagonally placed instrument with his hands on his knees. At no 

more than two arms-lengths apart, a woman was sitting on a high chair with her head 

low, a microphone stand in front of her. I instantly noted her autumn-coloured hair 

hanging in waves to her waist. She was wearing a black ankle-length dress, with a 

matching shawl gently wrapped around her shoulders. For an instant I could swear it was 

her. It was Patrice. I felt the urge to come closer and greet her when she lifted up her 

head and broke into a song. Her pale face formed a contrast to dark-red lips, her eyes 

hidden behind the sunglasses. It was, however, another woman. Her deep slightly raspy 

voice echoed across the room. After the pianist played the first minor chord and 

duplicated it an octave higher, he changed to arpeggios. The melancholy melody drifted 

softly among the audience. The quality of the singer’s voice was mesmerizing. I noticed 
that she kept singing with her head turned up to the ceiling as if she was singing her 

heart out to the stars. How mistaken I had always been in thinking that only a piano could 

most accurately reflect one’s feelings of sorrow and despair. As it turned out, it was the 

voice of a bereaved woman that was capable of reaching every fiber of your being.  I was 

still shaking like a leaf when she finished her performance and was led off the stage to 

generous applause. A man with a towel on his shoulder, apparently the barkeeper, took 

the microphone and said: 



“Ladies and gentlemen! Please some more applause for Lady Frisson! Thank you. And 
we continue our evening with Big Charles at the piano. Enjoy your drinks!” 

A thunder of voices rose up in a flash. I drank my whiskey in one go and headed home. I 

was so astounded by this woman and her voice that I intended to come back to the bar 

the next day and find out more about her. While vainly trying to fall asleep, I decided to 

paint her. Yet, I was worried that the painting could manifest her appearance but never 

her voice. It was the first time in my life when I realized that art had its limits. 

The next evening I sat at the same table. I was drinking my third glass of whiskey and 

the woman still did not appear on stage. My head was dancing and reeling from scotch. 

Grabbing hold of every shoulder and table corner I inched my way through the crowded 

room to the counter. The barkeeper glanced at me and said with a smirk: 

“Oh boy, did you have a tough day, huh?” 

“No, I’ve just lost count. Listen, I wanted to ask you something. When will this woman 
from yesterday sing again?” 

“Lady Frisson? Well, not today. She performs only once a week. As much as I tried to 
persuade her to come here more often, she wouldn’t listen.” 

“Yes, it is a pity. Why is she called Lady Frisson? It is quite an unusual name, I should 
say.” 

The man chuckled and poured a few glasses of brandy to a group of grizzled gentlemen 

at the other side of the counter. He pulled a hand towel off his shoulder and started to dry 

tumblers. 

“The audience gave her this name. One day, when she appeared here for the first time, 
nobody knew what to expect. But after she started singing, like you heard yesterday, it 

made everyone’s skin crawl. Her voice was so passionate, so strong, so desperate that it 

produced a frisson of nostalgia, disquiet, terror, surprise, anticipation, hope, all at once. It 

was unbelievable, I tell you. So we called her Lady Frisson. As simple as that.” 

“What are you two talking about?,” the young raven-haired waitress asked inquisitively. 

The barkeeper repeated briefly the gist of our conversation. I had one more question at 

the tip of my tongue but the young woman anticipated my curiosity. 



“I am sure, you want to know about her blindness. I do not know the entire story, though. 

I simply listened to what people were saying and tried to connect the dots.” 

She switched over to whisper and looked at me conspiratorially. 

“I know from reliable sources that she used to live in the South of France and moved to 

Paris with her husband a couple of years ago. Then the war broke out and he was called 

up for military service. One day, she received a letter from some general who informed 

her that her husband had been killed in operation. It was such a great shock to her. She 

was devastated. They say she cried her eyes out. Poor thing! Every time I look at her 

when she sings, my heart breaks. It is a miracle she keeps coming up on stage. Maybe 

she finds solace in music.” 

“I noticed yesterday how she tilted her head up to the ceiling while singing. If she cannot 
see, as you say, why is she doing it?” 

“I guess, she sings to her late husband who rests in heaven.” 

The stars shone brightly that night. I splashed my way home across the puddles, my 

mind revolving around the story of Lady Frisson. After entering my room, I approached 

the canvas on which I had drawn her silhouette sitting on the high chair, with a shadow of 

the piano behind. I spent the whole night drawing what I had seen. I remember her red 

hair on a dark background as if a shiny russet oak leaf fell into a muddy puddle. The sun 

was reaching out through the window and splashed my picture with yellow. I put the 

pencil on the easel, lay down and fell instantly asleep. 

 Every week I went to watch her perform. I wanted to capture every detail of her dress, 

her  face, her posture so I brought my sketchbook along. After a few weeks the picture 

was almost ready. I worked on a play of light and shadow and contrast of colours. Still, 

something was missing. Her hands. It was hardly possible to see their position from the 

back corner which I usually occupied. Did she put them on her knees? Did she tug her 

shawl more closely around her shoulders? I could not see it. 

One evening I came earlier and took a place close to the stage. The pianist played 

improvisations as people slowly filled the room, their voices like ocean waves rushing in 

and out. I was on tenterhooks, covering the paper with scribbles of circles and curls. 

After a while, guests put out their cigarettes and fell silent. There she was again, led by a 

man to her chair. I took a closer look at her face. She was still a young woman but time 

and grief made her skin dry and pale. She had little wrinkles around her pouty mouth and 

a mole on her chin. She started singing and looked up to the ceiling, as usual. As soon 



as I thought that I would have to come away none the wiser, her shawl slightly slipped off 

her shoulders, revealing her hands. There was a silver chain around her neck with a 

locket which she pressed to her heart. As the last chord was being played, she 

readjusted the wrap and for an instant let go of a locket. I looked at it and saw that it was 

nothing else but a wedding ring. The same man came on stage to lead her away. He 

helped her to get up and gently pulled her elbow. For a minute she stood there frozen to 

the spot and seemed to look right into my eyes. I might have found the missing detail for 

my picture but she… Would she ever find peace? 

“Sir? Excuse me, sir? Sorry, we are closing soon. Would you like some more whiskey?” 

I look around and find myself in the bar “Tristesse.” 

“What? Oh… No, thank you. I am leaving already.” 

The crying woman as well as those three gentlemen had long gone. I get up, take my 

suitcase and go to the exit. The lantern throws a sickly yellowish light on the wet 

pavement. I turn left and walk down the street humming Parisian jazz. 
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Die Eismacher, Ernest van der Kwast. (btb Verla) 

Poesie des Eises, Poesie des Lebens 

Von Natalya Polyakova 

Haben Sie schon Kaffee-Kardamon-Eis gegessen? Eis aus Quark mit Pflaume oder 

vielleicht Eis aus Fenchel mit Birne und Basilikum? Wenn diese verwunderlichen 

Mischungen Sie den Kopf schütteln lassen, dann ist dieses Buch für Sie. 

Der niederländische Autor Ernest van der Kwast erzählt in seinem Roman Die 

Eismacher die Geschichte einer italienischen Eismacherfamilie aus einem idyllischen 

Tal in den Dolomiten. So wie die Zugvögel ihr Land verlassen und nach einiger Zeit 

zurückkehren, wandert die ganze Familie Talamini jeden Frühling nach Rotterdam, 

um dort eine Eisdiele zu betreiben. In der Kindheit teilen die Brüder Luca und 

Giovanni viel: Leidenschaft zur Eisherstellung, die Liebe zu einem Nachbarmädchen. 

Doch während das Eis, das schon seit fünf Generationen produziert wird, sich in den 

Händen von Luca aus dem bloßen Handwerk in die Kunst verwandelt, entdeckt der 

ältere Bruder die Poesie und bricht mit der Familientradition. Er zieht nach 

Amsterdam und wird später Direktor des internationalen Poesiefestivals. Der Familie 

fällt es schwer, sich mit Giovannis Entscheidung zu versöhnen. Jedoch bricht Luca 

nach einigen Jahren das verbitterte Schweigen. In den überzuckerten Familienalltag 

schleichen sich die dunkleren Eissorten.  
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Beppi, der Vater des Protagonisten, der sich in eine olympische Hammerwerferin aus 

dem Fernsehen verliebt, eröffnet den Familienreigen. Als ihm seine Frau sagt, er 

habe wohl Alzheimer, setzt er sich einen Sack Zwiebel auf den Kopf und singt die 

Nationalhymne. Dies nur als Beweis, dass er den Verstand nicht verloren hat. Die 

Figur des alten Eismachers gibt dem Roman eine sahnige Note und Leichtigkeit, die 

in der Frage mündet, wie man eigentlich echtes italienisches Eis produziert.  

Der Autor beantwortet diese Frage akribisch: Der farbenfrohe Genuss wird aus dem 

Gebirgseis, Salz, Zucker, Milch und Früchten gemacht. Das Wichtigste dabei ist: 

drehen, drehen, drehen. Was Sie aber nicht sagen sollten: „Das Eis wurde doch in 
China erfunden.“ Sonst landet eine Eistüte auf Ihrem Kopf. 

Die poetische Sprache des Buches ist nicht zuletzt der Rolle der Lyrik zu verdanken. 

Giovanni wollte nie ein Dichter werden, trotzdem verfügt er über die besondere 

Fähigkeit, zu jeder Situation ein Vers anzubringen. Die Freiheit, um die ganze Welt 

zu reisen, die ihn so von seinem Bruder unterscheidet, bringt auch ein Gefühl der 

Heimatlosigkeit mit sich. Er muss für sich entscheiden, ob er das schwarze Schaf in 

der Familie bleibt oder seine Träume verrät. 

In seinem Roman gelingt es Ernest van der Kwast, nicht nur die Geschmacksgrenzen 

der LeserInnen zu erweitern, sondern auch die Auswirkungen der Migration auf die 

Eismacherfamilie darzustellen. Schmilzt Giovannis Identität, je öfter er von der 

Familie weg ist oder erfriert Lucas Herz, je mehr er sich der Tradition opfert? Holen 

Sie sich ein Eis, setzen Sie sich, schlagen Sie das Buch auf und genießen Sie. 

Die Eismacher, Ernest van der Kwast, 2016, btb Verlag, 384 Seiten, 19,99 

Euro. 

 

 

 

 


