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			For my dad. He knows.

			N.D.K

		

	
		
			We the Survivors 
(a few words at the beginning)

			Perhaps the story of all our lives 

			is the story of what is lost and how 

			we go about looking for it.

			—Kapka Kassabova, Border

			This is a book containing stories about twenty-four fathers. Although they’re supposedly twenty-four, they’re actually just one—the Father. The Father that our senses remember. The Father who made us feel certain that life was ahead of us. The Father we speak to in our heads. The Father for whom there’s no such thing as I can’t do it. The Father who is soft as velvet and warm as hot chocolate. The Father whose embrace is a moment of “sublime childish happiness.” The Father with whom we might share the same birthday, or who is old enough to be our grandfather, or who dies “unjustly” young (as he always is)… or when we’re still unbearably young (as we always are). The Father whose absence is one of the most frightening and painful forms of “not-having.” There’s no word that can encompass our sorrow. That’s why our words run together into a stream, why we use different “techniques of memory,” and why we hope, even if we can never get used to the absence, that at least it doesn’t feel like abandonment.

			I failed in my search for what was lost, I never did learn to calmly accept the thought that my separation from my dad meant it would be impossible to ever relive those moments of complete, unconditional, unassailable happiness, whose very fragility and ephemerality held together the entire structure of my life. That’s why I asked some friends for help—for help through words. Words have always been a sanctuary.

			“The most difficult text I’ve ever written.” “I don’t know how to begin.” “I feel so relieved.” I heard these words so many times over the past few months. I also said them over and over again myself. The most difficult book. A therapeutic book. A book of love. 

			I’ve always loved talking about my dad. When we were at university, Bili (Kourtasheva) and I were so enamored of our fathers, we quoted and mentioned them so frequently, that at some point we decided to introduce them to each other. We set up a get-together at the Architect’s Club restaurant on a day that both our dads happened to be in Sofia for work (hers lived in Vidin and mine lived in Svilengrad). In spite of our expectations, it ended up being a little awkward. As their daughters, we had expected our fathers—both of them notable jokesters—to immediately start telling each other jokes and stories, to talk about books, and to elegantly compete in finding solutions to some chess or math problems. In short, we had expected them to become friends right off the bat. Each of us knew the other one’s dad mostly through stories, as we rarely got to see each other’s fathers in person. In our heads, Radoslav and Ventsi were born to be friends, to climb mountains together, to listen to Vladimir Vysotsky, and to read Ogoniok magazine. Their first meeting came up a little short, and life turned out to be too brief for another.

			I remember many other conversations about fathers, especially after mine was no longer around: that sense of recognition, that feeling of being understood, the desire to share when you meet a person who knows. I remember slowly walking around the cemetery on All Souls’ Day, when I happened upon the tombstone of a friend of my dad’s. The friend with whom he used to sit by the river and say nothing for hours. I couldn’t help but notice that the friend’s and my birthdays were just one day apart—on May 30 and 31—and that the year of his death was three years after my dad’s. Three years! How lucky his daughter was!

			***

			Bent over his fishing gear early in the morning, getting ready to go to the Maritsa River with Rexi lying at his feet; smoking and listening to Radio Free Europe in the kitchen, with a screwdriver instead of an antenna sticking out of the old Selena radio; driving me and my whole group of friends home each time we missed the bus; renovating our house in Svilengrad, because “the daughter’s getting married” (“What does the groom do for a living? Is he a customs officer?” a neighbor asks, hinting at what’s considered the most lucrative job in a border town such as Svilengrad. “No, he’s a physicist,” Dishliev smiles proudly, as he’s a physicist himself. “Well, not to worry, that’s not so bad either…,” the neighbor says and awkwardly hurries away.) These scenes fly through my mind like meteor showers—more frequently than is comfortable for my daily existence. They drop by and visit me in my dreams. I remember dreams that I didn’t want to wake from, because Dad was in them and we got to talk and catch up on everything he’d missed over the years (my biggest anguish is that he never got to meet my children—even though they think of Grandpa Ventsi as a given, like he’s always been around). I remember the shape of his hands, the yellow spots discolored by the tobacco, the smell of cloves that he used to cover up his smoking (hiding it from himself and from us, his family) after he had the heart attack. His embrace, I also remember his embrace. And that “Be smart,” which he always said instead of goodbye. The feeling that he read between the lines of my stories and knew more than I was telling him. That he understood me. His eyes. Nobody will look at me with such eyes ever again. The sense of confiding in him, impatiently rushing to the Central Post Office in order to call him. Our lunches, just the two of us—even today, I have the habit of taking roundabout routes around the city, just so I can walk by a certain place where we used to eat or have coffee together… I remember exactly what we talked about and where. I remember everything with a precision that isn’t typical for me. Everything, all the way up to my mother’s late-night phone call…

			In the 1990s, we used to have one of those antediluvian answering machines, hooked up to the computer modem, which let you leave voice messages. On the afternoon of November 9, 1998, which was a Monday, I got this message: “Hm, you’re not home. I’ll be coming to Sofia on Wednesday. Hope you have time to meet up.” On Tuesday night, past midnight, Mom called.

			Then, my ridiculous question: “Are you sure?” 

			I don’t remember the answer. This is a blank spot in my memory. 

			Wednesday never happened. 

			The voice message had disappeared. Ivo (the physicist son-in-law) is a computer genius. He’s recovered countless pages of writing that I’ve lost due to my negligence or to technical problems. But that message, those three short sentences recorded in Dad’s voice—he wasn’t able to recover them. A blank spot. This was another reason for this book to come into being—so I could ask my friends whose fathers are still there, still preserved on recordings and in films: “What does it feel like to see and hear him over and over again? Does it help?” And also: “How does it feel to get closer and closer to the age they were when they flew away?” Or to live past it.

			Over the years, I’ve asked myself thousands of times how it could hurt so much and for so long. Is it like this for everyone? This book gave me an answer: Yes, it is. It is like this, always and for everyone. “We’re the survivors whose fate it is to remain after the others are gone,” Hisham Matar writes. The survivors.

			Nevena Dishlieva-Krysteva,
the daughter of Ventsislav Dishliev
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			Keti Ivanova has a degree in German Studies from Sofia University. She pursued it after graduating from the German High School in Lovech, which enjoyed iconic status in the 1960s. A passionate reader and cineaste, a delicate and refined person, she has worked as a translator and journalist. She is the mother of Neva Micheva and the wife of Georgi Michev. 

			She is the daughter of Nencho Barzashki.

			Poor Little Orphan

			Carrying me in her arms, Old Mother goes down a couple of steps and enters a dimly lit room on the ground floor. A man is lying on the bed with his arms crossed over his chest, surrounded by women in black clothing. My mother is kneeling by his head and crying. I let out a loud scream, Old Mother comforts me: “Don’t scream, baby, don’t scream!”

			I was too young and everyone says it’s impossible for me to remember all this. I agree—things and events are stored as memories only after they become conscious and understood. But I’m also certain that some events are so shocking that they can be remembered for life, even from a young age. I was two and a half then. Since that day, there’s one other thing that has always stuck with me: the funeral march (from early on, my senses perceived and preserved all kinds of aromas and stenches, different sounds—people’s voices, birds, animals, music, but also colors, etc.) My father’s funeral procession was led by his regiment’s orchestra. And in the years since, whenever that march has reached my ears, it has always brought on a great sadness and sometimes even tears (for example, in 1953, when all of us students were lined up in the schoolyard and the funeral march sounded from the speakers, all drawn out and heart wrenching, I was the only one who cried—but not for Stalin, the stranger in the portrait displayed in the school yard, who had died in some faraway country; I was crying for my father!).

			I have a picture from that time of an old woman dressed in black, with a swollen face and sad eyes. It is my mother. At the age of twenty-two. She and my father married very young and only lived together briefly, because he had to go off to do his mandatory military service. They weren’t at all prepared for life’s unexpected blows. They were in love, they were happy, I was born, to their great joy. My father reportedly said: “I’ll dress her like a princess.” How human dreams crumble!

			“I wore my black headscarf in mourning for three years!” my mother used to say. But instead of falling apart, she pulled herself together, worked hard, managed to build a small house, and organize a small farm, so she could be like everyone else! Of course, she could never be like them, but she did manage to accomplish a lot during the difficult post-war years—years when the established order of things was destroyed, when unusual and often devastating changes took place. We were so poor that sometimes we had nothing to eat. Mom would then send me to “go see” Grandma, who never failed to find something to feed me (she always had cabbage soup with leek and rice, and she once gave me a tasty soup, which, it turned out, was made from cooked sparrows that had been caught with a trap…).

			Nevertheless, I had a happy childhood—it was the best period of my life. It’s true, my mother put me to work ever since I can remember, but I didn’t feel it as a burden. I enjoyed feeding the animals, sending them out to graze and meeting them when they came back, but I was most content when Mom was happy with me. When I was done with my chores, I always ran off to swim in the river or play games with the other children—tag, hide-and-seek, cops and robbers, dodgeball, football, and all kinds of other things. No one watched us, no one scolded us, no one put any limits on us—we enjoyed complete freedom! That’s why I was confused when people called me a “poor orphan.” The other children didn’t have fathers, either. The increasing loss of land and the restrictions on private farms had forced the men to leave in order to feed their families—they worked in faraway places and rarely came home. The other children were orphans like me. Except their fathers sometimes came back while mine never did. For a long time, I used to think he’d come back, too; even when I realized this was impossible, I still dreamed that he was faraway, in a foreign country, and that one day he would return. When people called me “poor,” I took it not as an expression of pity, but of love. Everyone loved me—and this made me happy! 

			At the end of the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s, church holidays were not yet banned, to the great joy of not just the adults, but of the children as well. In our neighborhood, All Souls’ Day and other feasts for the dead were celebrated by laying out a strip of white fabric made of hemp on the grass alongside the houses. The women then covered the fabric with boiled, sugar-coated wheat and all kinds of other tasty snacks: phyllo-dough and deep-fried pastries, sweets, and anything else they could afford. I always accompanied my mother and she gave me whatever she’d managed to make and say: “Take this to so-and-so and ask her to commemorate your father.” I’d go bring it and say: “Please commemorate my father,” and the auntie in question would hand me other snacks in return and say: “And you, poor orphan, commemorate this or that person.” I didn’t understand the meaning of this ritual, but I was more than happy, since I was getting piles and piles of tasty things to eat. It was only after I grew up that I started to understand what the ritual meant. By that time, feasts for the dead were no longer celebrated jointly on the street, but were marked by going to the cemetery. My mother never took me to my father’s grave—she didn’t want me to be burdened by sorrow… That’s when I realized that my dream of my father coming back was futile. Because he was in a place no one ever came back from.

			Tateh will chop up the wood, tateh will help me water the fruit and vegetable garden, tateh will nail the plank into the front gate… I often heard my mother say this. She had three sisters and all of them used to say the word tateh, or daddy, with so much love. On big holidays, the three sisters, their husbands, my mother, and I would gather at my grandparents’ house (only my older cousin and I called Grandma “Old Mother,” to her delight!). The children would sit at a low round table, while the adults sat at the regular table. They always spoke over one another, raised toasts, and everyone had a good time. But the best part of it was when my grandfather sang (he was a hard worker, but a bit of a bohemian, too—he never missed a fair in any of the surrounding villages. He’d go with his little cart, set up a small stand to sell trinkets and sweet snacks, and he never turned down a drink. He’d come home a little tipsy but never got violent, cursed, or picked fights. Instead, he sang. He sometimes came home from the store a little tipsy and sang as well…) There were certain songs, which everyone sang along with him—one song mentioned “an apple given to the old man,” and Grandpa would shout “woohoo” and burst into laughter, while one his daughters would exclaim, “Oh, tateh…” Although I didn’t really understand why everyone was laughing, I laughed with them and it felt good. And I kept thinking that if my father were with us, he’d surely be the most handsome of them all, and that on the Sunday before Lent, he’d be the one to win the game with the egg, instead of my oldest uncle… 

			After I graduated from university, I was assigned to live and work in my husband’s hometown for three years. His parents were good people. Once, I cooked lunch and invited everyone to the table when my father-in-law noted, a little indignantly, that I never called him tatko, or father. This made me very sad. I told my husband that I had never in my whole life said that word. They showed sympathy, and I slowly got used to saying it.

			My mother was beautiful, hard working, and she made a good name for herself. Ever since she was young, she had received numerous marriage proposals. I never stood in the way, never even hinted that I’d mind if she married again. On the contrary—I wished I had a new father, a brother or sister (even if we weren’t related by blood) whom I could love. But my mother never got up her courage to take that step—she was afraid she might make the wrong choice, that her child (me) wouldn’t be treated well, that she’d end up a widow once again. Once, my uncle (my youngest aunt’s husband) put me on his bike, and we went to the nearby village in order to meet my mother’s potential future husband. He was the owner of the local store, a widower with two grown children, and he was looking for a wife. He was a dark, slight, and nimble man with thinning hair and small, but vivid black eyes. I liked him and said I had nothing against the marriage. The only condition was for us to move to his village. But my mother was completely against it—how could she abandon the house she’d built with so much effort, and what about her child… even though I was already grown and studying in a faraway town. That’s how I missed my chance for a new dad. But I wasn’t sorry—my own one was in my heart!

			All my classmates in high school had fathers. But one’s parents were divorced, and her father was remarried and had two more children. When she came back after one winter break, she boasted about twisting her father’s arm into buying her new shoes. I didn’t like that—I’d never do something like that, I thought to myself, regardless of whether my father was with me or with another family of his own. As long as he was alive, and not gone forever! Years later, only after acquiring some life experience of my own, I realized that a father can be gone forever, even if he’s still alive…

			After figuring out that it was entirely up to her how her life would unfold, my mother never stopped working. Working helped her overcome all kinds of obstacles. As I grew up, I was becoming more and more detached from my immediate surroundings and was traveling to other worlds, other countries and settlements, all with the help of… books. I learned some of the letters even before starting school—I traced them in the slogans on the white wall of the house across from ours (“Long Live the Bulgarian Communist Party”; “Everyone Join the Fatherland Front”; “Down with Tito”; “Death to Traicho Kostov”; and so on). Nobody knew what they meant exactly or who the people who were supposed to die were, and why. They still hadn’t installed those ubiquitous loudspeakers around the village that were eventually used to make announcements and spread propaganda. Before that, it was Bay Stamen who made all the announcements about village gatherings—he’d stand at one end of the neighborhood, beat his drum, and read out the municipality’s orders. Everyone was in low spirits and a sense of anxiety abounded, but people hardly ever spoke of their fears and their worries about all the things going around as rumors (that the land and the animals would be collectivized); they were afraid of the unknown. These worries belonged to the adults, while we, as children, were living our carefree, albeit poor, childhood. Once I had learned the whole alphabet and how to read, I became a regular visitor to the library in the chitalishte, the village community center. Until now, I still think of public libraries—first the one in the village, then in the nearby and the faraway towns where I went to study at the language school, then the Sofia City Library, the neighborhood library, and above all, the National Library, which became my home away from home while I was at university—as holy places, even though our home now has countless shelves and piles of thousands of books. Back in those days, we didn’t have any books, but there were no books in any of the other houses in our neighborhood either. I started reading ravenously and read anything I could find, which put some distance between me and my friends. They weren’t very interested in books and hardly ever read. They thought I was strange, but I also felt different from them and everyone around me. The reason for this wasn’t just my solitary reading; it was also the scar.

			The unit where my father did his military service was in the nearby town, just five or six kilometers away. He and my mother used to live in a small one-room house at the front end of the lot, right by the street. Since they had married out of love, they lived with love, and the poor living conditions didn’t really bother them. They were especially happy after I was born. Whenever they went to visit my mother’s parents’ house, my father always carried me in his arms. Once, during the winter (I was still a baby), they were over there and my mother’s youngest sister (who was thirteen at the time) asked to hold me. As my father was handing me to her over the stove, he accidentally dropped me. Even though he immediately pulled me up, three lines from the red-hot circles of the stove were already imprinted on my right cheek. In later years, my mother used to say that if they’d had the kind of modern medicine that we have now, the scar wouldn’t have remained. But there it was! It probably hurt and I probably screamed but I don’t remember any of that. I imagine that, although it was rough for me, it was especially hard for my mother and father. Especially for my mother! I’ve had the scar since—three barely visible lines. Nobody ever seemed to notice it or pay much attention to it—not during my childhood (even though children can sometimes be so cruel to each other), not in my later years. It never bothered me. As unlikely as it sounds, I’ve always thought of it as a natural part of me, as something unavoidable, rather than a defect. I knew it was the result of an unintentional accident. It was something that was given to me by my father, which would last my whole life—and I liked it. I got something else from him too: the blue eyes and blond hair. 

			Whether because of his anguish over the incident or because of his desire to earn extra money for his family, my father decided to extend his military service. It has occurred to me many times that his early death was probably caused by the enormous stress he experienced. And if he could hear me now, I’d tell him, with love: “Rest in peace, tatko! It’s thanks to the scar that I am what I am! It’s thanks to it that I was able to experience people’s kindness. In spite of it, I experienced real love: it’s been fifty-three years now that I’ve been living with Georgi Michev, the father of my children!”
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