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  PREFACE


  



    One of the few remaining classical editorials in Bulgaria is ‘Starshel’ (‘The Hornet’). Works there are carefully read, and corrections are made with the utmost precision. The oldest editor (and a writer, of course), Yordan Popov, has been there for 47 years – since 1968. Talented, witty, artistic, spiritually generous and caring. Jenny and I started calling him Uncle Popov.


    Who is Jenny? Throughout the years, the editors of the ‘Starshel’ newspaper witnessed two of my dearest relationships – with Jenny and Lyubka. Evgeniya Nikolova (Jenny) gave me two mind-blowing years – 1993 and 1994. I wrote dozens of jokes about her, 15 of which were published in the ‘Starshel’ during that period. You can read them in this book as well. But before you do so, make sure you are stable enough, because you’ll be rolling on the floor with laughter. Jenny’s pearls are just superb.


    Lyubka has been the owner of my heart for about 15 years now. We have been married for 5 years. After the wedding, I said: ‘I loved Jenny, but I married Lyubka.’ My wife looked at me rather seriously, but kept her composure. I hope Jenny will do the same after reading these lines.


    I had a very productive creative period around the time of our wedding. I wrote short stories and feuilletons, and my friends at the ‘Starshel’ kept publishing them. They are spread throughout this book. My inspiration for them was Lyubka, and only Lyubka.


    At the end of that wonderfully-creative marital year, Uncle Popov called me and asked: ‘Do you feel like going to Greece? We have rewarded you with a trip to Thessaloniki and Khalkidhiki. We are putting you up in a 5-star hotel.’


    That is what I call a ‘Classical’ editorial – they take care of your works, of your creative development, and of your honeymoon.
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  SHORT STORIES



  



  



  ONE IN THE OVEN



  



    In a baking tray big enough to take a whole lamb, there were some cut tomatoes, peppers, and potatoes. In the middle of all this, a naked baby was lying on its back, cuddling its legs with its bare arms close to its body. Folded like this, and probably with some salt on, the creature was put in the oven. Its eyes were red, which means that the child had blinked at the moment the picture was taken and the flash went off. The text below the picture said: ‘Please do not worry, it was not eaten!’


    What bothered me? The text might be correct but it was not exhaustive. The only way to calm down the readers who come across that picture in the ‘Day & Night’ magazine is to read a text like this: ‘Not roasted!’, because ‘Not eaten’ does not mean the child was not roasted.


    I called the editorial desk immediately and asked to be put through to the photographer. I was asked to wait, because he was receiving his freelance fee at that moment. I waited for quite a while. I tried guessing what the fee could be for such a picture. Quite a large one, I’d imagine. And a long one as it seemed. Finally I heard a voice: ‘Can I help you?’ I told him that I was interested in his find and he immediately agreed to meet me.


    The photographer turned out to be a normal person. He mainly shot children: at birthday parties, school celebrations etc. As an exception, he shot the one in the oven. The parents’ idea took him by surprise, but a professional like him never says ‘No’.


    The preparation for the photo took a while. The mother washed her baby in the sink, and the father cut the products for the tray. Then they put the baby on the tray and arranged the veggies around it with lots of care and imagination. Then they put the tray in the oven and the photographer took a few pictures. The family invited him to join them for lunch. He took a bite or two at their modest table and left, as he had to be somewhere else for another appointment.


    I asked the photographer what happened to the child. He shrugged his shoulders and said: ‘It fell asleep in the oven.’ I got a chill at the thought, and asked another question: ‘Wait a second... Didn’t the parents take it out of the oven after the session??’ ‘No,’ he replied. ‘They melted at the sight of it sleeping there and decided not to wake it up.’


    I shuddered. My suspicion that the child was roasted was confirmed. I pointed at the photo and told the photographer: ‘Look at the knobs! The oven is switched on! It’s working!’


    The guy looked at the picture closely. His face turned pale, fine drops of sweat appeared on his forehead, and he whispered: ‘I can’t believe this!’


    We sat there carefully studying the picture. The photographer took out his phone and dialled the parents with a shaking hand. In a few seconds there was a voice from the other end. He explained who he was and asked nervously: ‘How is little Lora?’ He waited to hear the reply and continued: ‘You know, I was looking at the photo and just noticed that the oven was on...’ Then his face brightened up into a smile and then he started laughing, loudly and uncontrollably. I got scared that he was going to have a heart attack with all that laughter. I had no idea what he was being told, but I was sure that the child was alive. There was no way its roasting would produce such laughter. Something must have happened. Maybe the little sweetheart had somehow managed to creep out of the oven before they turned it into...


    ‘You know what?’ said the photographer, stretching himself in his armchair to relax his stiffened body, ‘The parents are unemployed, and they don’t have money to pay their heating bills, so they keep their daughter warm in the oven. This is her cot, so to speak. They take her out to feed her and then put her back in the oven. Crisis...’


    That was how the idea about this picture was born – to photograph little Lora in the oven, lying on a tray among vegetables. That made me think. That was a weird type of aesthetics – unexpected but understandable. If someone accused the parents of using their child to create kitsch, I’d defend them. The child in the oven is not kitsch. This is life nowadays – one in the oven.
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    As far as the photographer is concerned, he recovered after the stroke, but doctors advised him to change his occupation. ‘One more photo like that, they said ‘and you’ll be straight to the hospital fridges.’


    Ovens, fridges... No, I don’t think the kitchen area is my favourite place.


  



  GRANDMA GOES TO PRISON


  



    An old lady spoke to me the other day on the tram.


    ‘Young man,’ she said ‘does this tram go to the prison?’


    ‘Yes, it goes past the prison,’ I replied.


    ‘Pardon?’


    ‘Yes, it goes past the prison,’ I repeated.


    ‘It goes there, doesn’t it?’


    ‘Yees, it goes past the prison and then carries on...’


    ‘I see; it goes past the prison then? That’s where I am going. My youngest son is in there, you see. He got sent there in the spring. So the tram goes there?’


    ‘Yes, it goes there, madam.’


    ‘And you will be so kind as to let me know when we get there, won’t you?’


    ‘I’m getting off before that, so maybe somebody else will tell you.’


    ‘Are you getting off before the prison then?’


    ‘Yes, that’s right.’


    ‘But you are going to tell me, aren’t you?’


    ‘How can I tell you when you reach the prison when I won’t be on the tram? Can’t you ask someone else?’


    ‘All right, all right. I went there when my eldest son was in... I think you get off at the barracks, don’t you?’


    ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘at the barracks.’


    ‘I’d like you to show me.’


    ‘As I’ve already said, I won’t be able to show you because I get off the tram earlier.’


    ‘I know the place, I went there for my middle son as well – round the barracks and then down the hill, right?’


    ‘Yes’, I said, as I was getting ready to get off the tram.


    The old lady stood up and followed me: ‘Is it the prison now?’


    ‘No’. Now I was getting worried. ‘You stay on the tram. You have a long way to the prison.’


    ‘OK,’ she said, ‘you’ll tell me when.’


    ‘I can’t...’


    The tram doors closed and I missed my stop. The old lady said: ‘Son, are you going to take me to the prison?’


    I moved closer to her and whispered: ‘Could you please not call me ‘son’?’


    ‘Excuse me?’ she said.


    ‘Please don’t call me your ‘son’.’


    ‘All right, son, you just take me there. It was past the barracks, I’m sure...’


    ‘I’m getting off here.’


    The woman sprang to her feet and followed me again. I stayed on the tram.


    ‘Madam,’ I started, ‘you shouldn’t get off here. You are going to the prison... Excuse me, could somebody help me please? I really need to get off. That’s two stops I’ve missed now.’


    The tram was full, but everyone was pretending they didn’t hear me.


    ‘Son!’ the old woman shouted out.


    ‘Madam, I told you – I am not your son, you haven’t given birth to me, your husband is not my father, and your sons are not my brothers. Could somebody help her please?’


    ‘Can’t you help her? You’re her son!’ shouted a guy from the front of the tram.


    ‘Which tram are you travelling on?’ I lost my nerve, ‘Didn’t you understand that I’m not her son?’


    ‘Come on, son’, the woman started again, ‘we’re going to prison. When they sentenced my eldest son, my middle son took me there. When they sentenced my middle son, my youngest took me there...’


    I couldn’t stand this any longer. I just pushed my way through the crowd and managed to jump off the tram before the door closed.


    ‘Hey, her son’s sneaking out!’ somebody shouted.


    I shouted back at them, ‘Bye, brothers! Please take care of our mum! Don’t rush now, please!’


  



  MANHOOD ALTERATION


  



    I met a guy who had his nose, chin and manhood altered. I asked him to share his experience with me, because I intended to get my ears done. When I was a child I liked to have my ears squeezed, and my Granny used to do it on a regular basis when she put me to bed. My Grandpa, when he wanted to give me a cuddle and put his several-days-old beard in my face, which I hated, used to squash my ears too, thus managing to fulfil his cunning plan. The result of all this was floppy ears. They used to call me ‘Floppy’ at the beginning, then ‘Cocker Spaniel’, then ‘Cocker’, and nowadays, no idea why, they’ve gone back to ‘Floppy’. I became Floppy again at the age of 30. I think it is about time I get this sorted out and put an end to all this humiliation.


    ‘It’s simple,’ the expert said to me. ‘For your nose, chin and ears you need a surgeon. Your ‘manhood’, you can correct yourself.’


    That statement surprised me a bit, because my mind was telling me that my manhood should be rather more difficult to redesign than the facial elements.


    ‘You’re wrong,’ said the expert, ‘manhood is easily-manipulated matter. But wait a minute! I thought your problem was your ears?’


    ‘Well, yeah...’ I mumbled, ‘I just thought I’d sort out my manhood as well, if it’s so easy...’


    ‘Do you go to the gym?’ he asked.


    ‘No.’


    ‘Is your missus happy? Does that ‘Floppy’ refer to...?’


    ‘Oh, no, no! She’s very happy. There’s nothing floppy below my shoulders.’


    ‘Don’t touch it then! But if you start going to the gym, you’ll have to have some work done on it.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Because when you start pumping muscles up, you’ll sculpture a beautiful body.’


    ‘So what?’


    ‘But your manhood won’t change its size at all.’
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    ‘Why not?’


    ‘Why, why... you don’t lift weights with it, do you?’


    ‘No, but I have sex regularly.’


    ‘Well, no-one’s invented sex gyms yet, so no matter how hard you keep trying, you can’t pump up your manhood in the same way you pump up your biceps.’


    It turned out that all the gym maniacs receive a strange complex which he called ‘locker syndrome’. After a work-out, all the machos gather in the changing room and, instead of comparing their biceps, they compare their manhoods. Glances are rare. It involves just staring at their colleagues’ delicate parts, and not taking their eyes off them until every single detail is well remembered; including all the defects. This activity made a lot of people extremely nervous. Disproportions were killing them. They looked like wardrobes with miniature handles. The newbies looked much better – skinny, but with big handles. Appalling! The only way out of this extremely offensive situation was a correction of the manhood. And because there wasn’t time for medical examinations, detailed tests, or delicate surgery, which were quite pricey as well, the wardrobes went straight to the chemist’s, bought some liquid paraffin for a couple of quid, and injected it in their manhood the same day. That single act did the job. When these cases became too frequent, a surgeon joked that in the top part of those wardrobes there must be a little drawer where the brains should be situated.


    Paraffin immediately made the manhood more attractive. For the first few days, the pumped-up male walked proudly around the lockers, talked to everyone, giving them the opportunity to have a good look, and when he felt envy coming his way, he put his clothes on and proudly left the scene.


    My companion sighed and stood up.


    ‘Are you going to the gym?’ I asked.


    ‘Oh, no, forget about that,’ he said, as he was leaving.


    That was when I realised that this man was not like the proud fitness maniacs he’d been talking about. He looked tired, was walking slowly, and was nursing his crotch with his right hand. He was like an old wardrobe that was going to fall apart at any moment. He suddenly stopped, as if to suppress a pain, waited for a while and then carried on. Something was wrong. He had probably overdone it on the weight-lifting, got a hernia and badly needed surgery. I could not imagine anything bad had happened to his manhood. The guy seemed a decent and responsible man – he would have warned me to be careful.


    In the evening, I came upon a TV report from a Roma residential area. A youthful-looking old gypsy man was confessing: ‘I put the wax in myself – with a little needle, under the skin. Click, and it swells up looking like Churchill’s head... Before I put in the wax, the wife was just picking her nose... And after I’d done it... oh my... she starts howling like a wolf in the woods... she’s straight to seventh heaven... we were flying, flying...’


    The gypsy was fresh, energetic and lively. The correction of his manhood had done him good, had given him a renewed sense of purpose in his life, his wife’s life as well. ‘Fly, fly!’ Which woman would not love to fly? This guy impressed me so much that I almost went to the first chemist’s to buy a bottle of paraffin. So my wife could start flying. Just one thought bothered me a lot. That’s all very well, but how was I going to live with Churchill’s head?!


  



  THE DISABILITY CLUB


  



    After three unsuccessful attempts to qualify for a disability pension, I met a hospital worker who advised me to become a member of the disability club.


    I was surprised. ‘How am I going to face these people, since the Medical committee sent me back to the Healthy people’s club?’


    ‘Why don’t you just go and meet them? Who knows, maybe you’ll come out of there on crutches...’


    ‘What are you talking about? Is the club run by the Mob??? I heard that they beat up one of the opponents of the horrible Pension reform, which postpones retirement and turns it into a competition with death. But at the end of the day the guy won, because he got his disability pension. Are you telling me to try the same?’


    ‘If you want to grab that kind of pension, you’ll have to sacrifice something,’ grinned the hospital worker.


    ‘I don’t think this is funny at all.’


    ‘All right, all right,’ he changed the record, ‘no one is going to beat you, I was just kidding. They are decent folks, very compassionate and helpful. I think you should go; you won’t regret it.’ He thrust a business card into my pocket.


    I gave up and left. That was it – old tricks weren’t working any more, the war was over.


    When I got home, my wife smiled at me, gave me a hug, and said:


    ‘There was a Disability club, you know.’


    ‘How do you know?’ I asked quickly.


    ‘A friend of mine told me her husband joined in completely good health, and came out of there on crutches...’


    ‘What?!’ I shouted. ‘This is the suggestion of my own wife! The person I swore to live with until death do us part. Are you planning to get rid of me earlier? OK, I could understand if you’ve had enough of me, but why in this cruel manner?! Can’t you show some mercy towards your companion-in-life and leave him in good health, not in a wheelchair? Do you hate me that much?’


    ‘Hey, hey, calm down! You haven’t disappointed me! Never mind that you didn’t qualify for a disabled...’


    ‘Qualify?? Do you hear yourself? What’s the matter with people these days? Why do you all want to make me an invalid?’


    ‘Who do you think wants to make you an invalid?!’


    ‘You! By sending me to Disability club!’


    ‘According to my friend, it’s just a normal club, even better than the pensioners’ club, because there are fewer funerals...’


    ‘Ahaa, so they break bones very gently there, maybe with a sponge hammer, providing people with a long and healthy disability future, is that it? Why don’t you get lost before I slap you and send you straight towards your disability pension? You won’t need any additional sorting out.’


    ‘Have you gone completely mad? Here’s the business card. It’s my duty to give it to you, and you won’t hear me mention it again. I have no idea what kind of nonsense has got into your head, but people speak about this club as some sort of university – it’s that important. By the way, there are three professors there as well. And they are not idiots, to go where they break bones, are they?’


    That was the end of our row. The next day, I crossed myself and went to the Disability club. I stepped in with my heart in my mouth, coiled like a spring. I was prepared to shout and fight like a wounded bull, but not to let them abuse me.


    My suspicions that there was something going on there proved right from the very beginning. There was a little booth out the back with a ‘Manager’ sign on its door. There were about ten wheelchairs lined up there and a load of crutches and canes hanging on the wall behind them. ‘What kind of mass destruction is going on here?’ I thought.


    ‘Please come in,’ said the manager, as he was walking out of the booth. ‘Are you joining us?’


    ‘Oh, no, just looking around,’ I replied, thinking to myself: ‘You’ll have to wait quite a while to see me here, matey!’


    ‘Of course, please, you are very welcome to look around,’ he said, extremely politely. ‘We are open for visitors any time.’


    He took me into a large hall, something like a canteen, with plenty of sofas on one side: ‘This is our living room. We eat here, we have our discussions and lectures, and we play computer games... Are you in good health, Sir?’


    ‘Yes, why?’ I was startled by the unexpected question.


    ‘That’s wonderful. It means you’ve got huge potential for disability progress.’


    I was gobsmacked. I had to force myself not to run for the exit. But because I didn’t feel the threat increasing, I stayed there and tried to calm myself down a bit.


    ‘Why is it so empty here? Where’s everybody?’ I asked.


    ‘Doing their physio. It’ll be our lunch break soon. You could stay for a kebab and some red wine with us if you want? The food is quietly sitting here waiting to be devoured by our future invalids. By the way, our membership is 10 quid a week. You can pay now if you want.’


    ‘But I’m not an invalid.’


    ‘But you are a prospective invalid, aren’t you?’ replied the manager, smiling sadistically. He asked: ‘How many modules would you like to subscribe for then? I wouldn’t recommend fewer than 3.’


    ‘Modules? What modules? I don’t understand...’


    ‘OK, listen... Module 1 is a training course on walking on crutches. It’s five lessons a week. Module 2 – wheel-chair driving. Three lessons. Module 3 – blind people’s navigation in a city environment. Six lessons. Module 4 – brain and heart strokes and paralysis. Nine lessons. Module 5 (obligatory) –wheel-chair activities. Four lessons. There are exams at the end of each month before a medical board. Some of our professors are in it. If you fail, you pay for your training course. But don’t worry too much – nobody has failed so far. The successfully-passed examination automatically brings you a disability pension.’


    Just then, the school bell rang and dozens of happy and healthy-looking men and women rushed in. ‘And not a single beaten person,’ I said to myself.


    ‘Are there any disabled people here at all?’ I asked the manager, who was still smiling.


    ‘Not a single one,’ he said. ‘It’s all on paper. Are you signing up with us or not?’


    ‘Sure,’ I said, without thinking any more.
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