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			For Ivo, Lino, and Alice, 

			because our shared suitcase is filled with home.

			N.D.K.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			No Rewind, or the Beginning of the Road

			 

			I don’t know quelle language hablo mejor…

			—Monologue with a Suitcase*

			 

			A twenty-year-old girl with long blond hair and jeans worn at the knees is standing in the middle of Place de la Concorde. Her eyes follow the departure of a bus with a Sofia license plate. At her feet there is a little cardboard box with home-made cookies—the kind that look like crescents, which have been cut with the edge of a glass, glazed with egg yolk, and sprinkled with sugar crystals. They’re her grandma’s trademark. Everyone’s grandma’s trademark. Robert Plant is singing in the headphones of the girl’s Walkman: “Our only goal will be the Western shore.”

			Every now and then, her fingers fiddle with a few franc coins in her pocket. She heads towards Rivoli, then walks into the first café she sees.

			“Bonjour, Madame, est-ce que je peux utiliser votre téléphone…?” she begins in awkward French.

			And then she bursts into tears. Because her brother hasn’t been back to Bulgaria in three years; because this is the first time she has set foot in Paris, having made it here as if by magic, through family connections and under the guise of going on a school trip, and now she’s feeling both feverishly excited and frighteningly illegal; and how will she ever find her brother in this enormous city, when the only contact info she has for him is the phone number of the school where he is studying pantomime?

			 

			He got there in less than half an hour. Flew there, really. Guero. My brother with the suitcase.

			 

			No, this book will not be melodramatic. Nobody will be shedding tears over the emigrant’s uneasy fate. Instead, we’ll talk about the Road and about what we all bring with us when we decide to leave, whether on a one-way journey, or with many back-and-forths. Over the last two and a half decades, our relocations across space have become the new norm; they’re no longer the exception that they used to be during the encapsulated times of our childhood.

			 

			This anthology includes twenty-two stories. Twenty-two lives located along the road between our place of birth and that elsewhere, which we don’t always manage to define, although we feel its irresistible pull. Some of the authors included in this book have been my friends for many years, so our encounter here is only natural and the sharing of experiences has merely taken on a new shape. But more unexpectedly, this anthology introduced me people whom I was meeting for the first time, but felt as though I’d known forever. As I grew more and more feverish in putting together the book, the most suitable authors for it began to appear seemingly of their own accord at just the right moment. The essays themselves are only a part of what took place, only the tip of the iceberg. The months we spent exchanging emails, which were filled with our past and present, turned into an improvised shared journey. We listened to each other, heard each other, fired each other up. I owe an enormous and special debt of gratitude to Neva—my inspiring friend, who “likes connecting people with people.”

			 

			Who are the authors of this book?

			If we divide them according to their jobs and occupations, some of them are writers, but there are also some translators, theatre people and filmmakers, actors, journalists, and… one photographer. 

			If we divide them according to their nationalities, some of them are Bulgarian, but there’s also a Maltese living in New York, an Iranian based in Canada, an Indian born in Great Britain, a Vietnamese who speaks Bulgarian more fluently than any other language… and who lives in Plovdiv.

			Some of them have chosen to live in a country other than their homeland on their own, while for others, the choice has been made by their parents or even by earlier generations. Or it has been imposed on them by insurmountable circumstances. There are also those for whom freely moving around is a preferred mode of existence. For them, home is anywhere they can set up a cozy and calm corner, anywhere they can open up their laptop and bookholder.

			 

			The following pages contain twenty-two stories told from a first-person point of view. Thank you to: An, Babak, Beni, Dimitar, Edgar, Elena, Georgi, Gioia, Guero, Ivo, Javor, Kapka, Kate, Kate, Milena, Mitko, Neva, Pierre, Rana, Vera, Vladi, and Zoya.

			 

			Oh,… and those cookies! Years later, my brother told me how he and Kostya, his Neapolitan friend, ate them sparingly, trying to make them last as long as possible. He also let something else slip: that in those first years of being a penniless university student, he would often fill his belly with water, so that he wouldn’t feel hunger, and he would spend his evenings roaming around the little streets of Paris. For so many years now, I’ve been trying to erase this ugly image of emigration from my memory. One of the authors in this collection, Dimitar Kambourov, reminded me of it with that old joke about the difference between tourism and emigration. This book does not try to dissect the life of emigrants, to analyze it or theorize it. Rather, I’d like for it to be an opportunity to listen, absorb, and purify: memories, hopes, transformations, scars, joys. Because deep inside I need to comfort myself with the thought that—to paraphrase Kazuo Ishiguro—even if there was another life I might’ve had, the important thing is that I am living this one.

			 

			Nevena Dishlieva-Krysteva

			
				
					* A monodrama written by Guerassim Dichliev and directed by Costantino Raimondi. In its five-year lifespan, the performance has traveled nearly 150,000 kilometers and has been staged on four continents, in twenty-five countries, in sixty-seven cities, and in twelve languages. The idea for this anthology came from this performance.
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			Katerina Stoykova is a ray of light. She writes poetry in Bulgarian and English. It is through her translations that many contemporary Bulgarian poets find their voice in English. Her bio also includes: editor of English-language anthologies, host of a radio show dedicated to literature and culture (Accents), owner and editor-in-chief of a press (Accents Publishing), engineer by education, experienced computer specialist, leading actress in a low-budget feature film. Born in Burgas, she has lived in the US since the mid-1990s. She has set her dosage of Bulgaria to no more than three weeks per year.

			 

			Things That I Didn’t Know Would Happen After I Immigrate

			 

			That life in Bulgaria will continue

			That immigration will bring on the longest, deepest depression of my life

			That I will cry

			That I will, indeed, have opportunities

			That work will save my life

			That nobody will stop me from working hard

			That nobody will stop me from working too hard and I will almost loose the use of my wrists

			That every time I visit Bulgaria, it will be hard to go back to the United States

			That I will always have an accent

			That eventually I will embrace it and make a career out of it

			That my son will be able to go to the best art school in the world

			That I will never have any other children

			That I will have to convince myself daily about my happiness

			That I will not write poems for 11 years

			That when I start again, it would be in English

			That America will change me

			That I will change America

			That life begins at 40

			And 41

			And 42

			That the end of one life does not mean beginning of another

			That my father will, indeed, grow old

			That I will learn about the death of my grandmother over the phone 

			And the death of my grandfather will be a skype message

			That the people I visit at home will keep on decreasing in numbers

			That in Bulgaria people will point at me and say, You, Americans

			That in America every grocery store clerk will ask me, where are you from and follow up with how often do you go home, as if this is not my home

			That I will think very hard and often where and what is home 

			That you absorb the place you live in

			That there is only one way to melt in the pot, and that is on your own free will

			That the homeland recognizes you when you step on it

			That home is where you like the food better

			That home is the place that you miss, even as you say, I can’t wait to leave
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			Nevena Dishlieva-Krysteva is a publisher and founder of ICU publishing, and a literary translator from English. She holds an MA in Bulgarian and English from Sofia University, as well as an MA in Art History from New Bulgarian University. She has been a resident at the Banff International Literary Translation Center in Canada twice. She compiled and edited the series of anthologies My Brother’s Suitcase, Fathers Never Go Away, and Stories from the 1990s. Her translations include works by Chris Cleave, Kapka Kassabova, Jeffrey Moore, Philip Roth, Mohsin Hamid, Jeffrey Eugenides, Rana Dasgupta, J. R. R. Tolkien, Zadie Smith, John Updike, etc. 

			Nevena lives in Sofia—mostly, though not all the time.
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			Ekaterina Petrova is a literary translator and nonfiction writer. She holds an MFA in Literary Translation from the University of Iowa, where she was awarded the Iowa Arts Fellowship, an MSc in European Politics and Governance from the London School of Economics, and a BA in International Studies and German Studies from Macalester College in Saint Paul, Minnesota. Originally from Sofia, Bulgaria, where she is currently based, she has also spent time living, studying, and/or working in Kuwait, New York, Berlin, Cuba, Northern Ireland, and the south of France. She has been a translator-in-residence at Art Omi Translation Lab in New York’s Hudson Valley; the National Centre for Writing in Norwich, UK; the Prishtina Has No River program in Kosovo; and Open Letter Books in Rochester, New York. Her work has appeared in various Bulgarian and English-language publications, including Asymptote, Words Without Borders, European Literature Network, EuropeNow, Drunken Boat, B O D Y, Vagabond, Capital Light, and Balkan Travellers. Her translation of Bogdan Rusev’s novel Come to Me was published by Dalkey Archive Press in 2019.

			She is also one of the authors in this anthology.
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			ICU Publishing is as an independent press of literary fiction. We publish ten books per year—both by Bulgarian and international authors. For our small and passionate team, every book is a moving personal experience meant to help us see each other better. ICU means I SEE YOU—as a partner, as a human being. Most of our books invite genuine empathy towards our fellow human beings, offer literary escape routes. Our themes are the big topics of contemporary life, such as identity, home, road, loss. The authors-in-translation in our portfolio include Olga Tokarczuk, Zadie Smith, Chris Cleave, Rose Tremain, Colm Toibin, Hisham Matar, among others.
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