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Die hellen Tage

(Bright Days)

By Zsuzsa Bank
[excerpt]

[trandated by Margot Bettauer Dembo]

Circus Girl

I've known Aja ever since | could think. | can hgrdemember a time before she
was there, or a life she wasn't part of. | havedea what days without Aja might have
been like. | was drawn to Aja from the start. Spek® in a loud, clear voice and knew
words like traveling circus and tambourine. Amotigen people she looked tiny, with
little hands and feet, and as if she had to makewuthat in some way, she spoke in long
sentences that hardly anyone could follow, asefwhnted to prove that she could speak
aloud, without stopping or making mistakes. She edlaw our town the year all of us
kids thought nothing could be more fun than sagingnames backwards, calling each

other Retep or Itteb. But Aja was always Aja.

We found each other the way children do, withowitagion, without fuss. And
from the moment we started playing our first gangether and asked our first questions,
we spent our days together, stringing them interadiess chain, considering any break

that separated us from each other an impositiore'Wja came to my house, she would
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open the courtyard gate soundlessly. It was a &ig gn rollers and no one else could
open and close it without making a sound. It ancedrevery visitor before he had taken
the last few steps to our front door. And we ccwadr the noise it made up in the attic
and in the farthest back corner of the garden.wsga the only one who could open that
gate so quietly that nobody noticed or even kneat $he was walking through our yard,
and | was surprised at how quiet she could be amddine could come and go completely

unnoticed.

It must have been summer when we met, a summesuhaunded Aja as though
it and its light, its dust, its long bright eveniigelonged to her She moved through
summer as if through a large, light house whoselds®rooms all ran into each other
and through which she passedgithout a jacket or shoes, wearing a yellow hatdshe
found in her mother’s closet.. We kissed and hugggeth other quickly the way girls
often do, even though Aja never did that with areyetse, not even later on. And we
never left each other, although | don’t know whyaAjcked me of all people, inviting me
into her life, a life that was different from anitg | had ever known. It seemed exotic to
me, larger, and broader than mine, and took plasewhere without time or boundaries.
I don’t know what it was that made her approach poshed her past others and toward
me, binding her to me. | don’t know what it coulolsgibly be that makes us choose one
another. Was it the way | skipped through the meadthrew a stone across the water,
sang a song, or was it only because, at that p&tiime, at that place, there was no one
else who could have taken up the spot next to Bjd2ve stay together merely because

no one came later on who could have taken my place®er asked Aja about it. And
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today it's not important anymore. Today we are wigare, and we don’t ask or search

for reasons.

The strangest thing about Aja was her mother. Shsnivlike the other mothers |
knew in our little town, with their colorful carsid shopping nets, who lived, on the
narrow streets around the big square, in the Ipagted shadow of the church spire, and
who looked every morning into their mailboxes, whilja’'s mother had the mail
delivered to her door. What I first noticed aboet tvere her painted toenails, because
she’d also painted the skin. It was as if she watdeébe lavish with the nail polish and
paint a purple stripe across her toes. She was ththn the other women, even taller than
most of the men, and next to her Aja seemed t@pear. She had long, slender legs,
which she said looked like wooden legs. And it Wwas; they looked a little like the legs
of the kitchen table that she would carry out ® ¢glaarden in the summertime, setting it
under the branches of the pear trees that castwiéi of shadows on the dirty tabletop.
She kept chickens someone had once given her baldhdin link fence, and we’'d be
allowed to throw a handful of corn into the grassthem and to open the narrow gate
every time Aja’s mother, wearing flats, would gognab a chicken, and twist its neck.
Then later slowly plucking it, she would let theitehand brown feathers sail into the

knee-high grass.

Aja lived with her mother in a house that wasnrfeal house, just a little cottage
held together by boards and wires, a shack to wiéeth parts would be screwed

whenever there wasn’t enough room, when it gotitgit even for the few pieces of
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furniture Aja’s mother owned, the boxes and crétes she stacked up, and the shoe
boxes she collected for the many letters she Mgpes and duct tape ran like spider
webs through the two small rooms, the tiny kitcheard narrow hallway, for the lamps
that were on even in the daytime when the sun Wiaisng and light penetrated every
nook and cranny of the house. Back then | knewingtabout houses, nothing about
what they should be, what they should look liked amere they should stand or, that
they needed to have a street and house numbethatnitiwasn’'t enough to say it's on
the other side of Kirchbllt where the fields begid the gravel paths intersect, not far
from the signalman’s little house, and it lookdfaswere floating. 1 didn’t know that
you had to get permission to do hammering and ép kdickens; that there was someone
who was in charge of deciding where and what Aj@me should be. And | had no idea
of the mornings Aja’s mother spent in the corridofgovernment offices. | thought
Aja’s house was a house that had everything it @@eelven though it had no lock on the
door, which is why Aja never took along a key. Ajaiother left the crooked garden gate
as well as the door to the house unlocked. Wheresomasked her whether she wasn’t
afraid of burglars, robbers, and thieves, it magiel&ugh in that way she had, just a little
too late, a little too softly as if she’d just ndnvad to think of something that would never
otherwise have occurred to her. What is there dsbay, that they could possibly take
from us?

Sometimes Aja’s mother would fall asleep beforésfimg a sentence, before
expressing a thought; and at night, when Aja wgkand went to the kitchen for a glass
of water, her mother would be sitting next to tirele of light cast by the lamp as if

waiting for morning. In any case that’s what Ajaulebtell me. Her mother had scratches
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on her hands, green stains on her knees and legysha looked funny with all the dirty
band-aids and bandages made of rags. Peeling osioeid often cut herself with a knife
that she would hang on a hook high up so that Ajddn’t reach it. She’d bang her head
on cupboards, get tangled up in electric wiresdrag stuff along that would then break,
and she’d put those fragments away in a pail tagetlith other shards and splinters that
could no longer be mended. She walked through tvesdy her garden, and through all
the streets of our little town as if there was maghin her way, no obstacles, as if
everything had to get out of her way and not tieotvay around. And it was as if she
couldn’t waste a thought on it, as if her thoughése too precious, as if she had too few

and had to be frugal with them.

In the evenings, before | got get ready to leaeée we separated in order to
meet again the following day, the next morningyat sooner, we'd do a cartwheel as a
goodbye. The way other people shake hands or heiguoother, we’'d turn a cartwheel at
the crooked garden gate, there where the grasbdeadtrodden flat and dandelions
pushed their way through the pickets — Aja andthlgming in the same direction with
the same quick movements, and Aja’s mother betwsegoing in the other direction.
Some evenings she would stay farther away, aifhsght disturb us, as if she wanted
to let us have more time, as if we hadn’t had ehpag if we still needed this one
moment, these few minutes before | left. By theetifd walked down the narrow path
and turned around at the point where | could seeigmnalman’s little house, Aja had
pulled herself up on the fence, pushing her kneésden the pickets and waving to me

with both hands, as if to say, “Don’t forget to e@fmack tomorrow.”
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Even though her house had no address, Aja’s motkeived letters in a fat
package wrapped in brown paper on which, undendere, it said only “Kirchblit” in
small slanted letters. And the mailman deliveressénto the door because there were
always some letters for which she had to sign. aveh after a metal box was hung on
the fence with a slit into which he could have greg the mail, he continued to hand her
the letters, saying her name as if he had to mateeesach time who she was, whether she
really was the person for whom the letters werended. It was one of the rare moments
when we heard her whole name. The rest of the Aj@s mother insisted on being
called Evi by everyone, not Eva, and certainlyMas. Kalocs. That's what they called
her at the government office, she said, and thatemaugh, and the only other person she
allowed to say her entire name was the mailman.n&¥er, after leaning his bike against
the post and pushing open the crooked gate, hadight in the kitchen and heard a
clattering and banging, he would knock on the wim@mnd wait till Evi came the few
steps to the door to receive her mail wrapped awhrpaper. Letters in light-as-a-feather
blue envelopes that she would then leave for dagg bn the little table next to the
screen door, where Aja and | picked them up mangdi turning them this way and that.
And because Aja thought she could tell by the smk#re they came from, she sniffed
them. She would hold one, first to her nose, tllemine, waving it around and fanning
the air toward us, and when her mother discovesemhd asked what it smelled like, the

letter that is, Aja would say, Like America. It disdike America.
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As soon as the first cool nights began to disptacemer, a visitor arrived at
Aja’s house. He was coming from far away, Evi hadlsby ship, train, and bus. And
ever since he had written, for weeks already, A Bvi had been waiting for him
without knowing the exact day he would arrive. BM8aturday Evi had thrown a
chicken into the pot and then eaten it with us. &k painted her toenails, first red, then
pink. In front of a folding mirror she had set spge pinned up her hair with hairpins from
a blue cloth, then, later let it down again. She $aept the dirt from the floor, washed
the short curtains in a tub set out in the gartlanging them up wet, and folding them
into pleats. In the afternoons she had scannedaietry roads and in the evenings she’d
looked at the calendar, until one day, finally, smme was standing at the crooked gate.
Aja and | could see him from the window, holdindaak suitcase in one hand and in the
other a hat he had taken off when Evi appeareddrdborway; when she unfastened the
screen door, put one foot on the step, brushingstwamds of hair from her forehead, and
then running across the loose paving stones tgatees holding out her hands and placing
them on his cheeks. Aja said it was her fatherhieutmother shook her head. And when
Aja wasn’t nearby, she said, a man who came ttheeence a year could not be
considered Aja’s father. In the evenings duringsthweeks Aja would collect the ropes
and balls she had strewn about the garden; shelveatiwhatever Evi put on the table,
and after school she would go home right away artdla what she usually did, going
with me and other kids across the fields and odhér the lineman'’s little house where
we would lie down in the grass and wait till thés@ipped and the rust-red cars of the

freight train clattered past. Her father's name igs. Aja called him that, so did her
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mother, sometimes also Zigike or Zigili or ZigikémnZig-Zig, and | wondered how

anyone could be called that, whether it even waanae — Zig-Zig.

Zigi's hair hung down in his face, wild curls tigrew in all directions and that he
had cut only rarely. Two of his teeth were darkemt the rest and were positioned one in
front of the other, a little like people in a crowgling to see past each other. He looked
hungry, as though he hadn’t eaten much recenttypagause she thought he ought to
make up for that in the weeks he was here, Eviléett her kitchen and put sausages
and pretzels, sweet tea and sugar cookies onliledaery two or three hours. Zigi kept
a red handkerchief in his breast pocket that hd tsblow his nose when he couldn’t
find anything else, and it contrasted with his deldthes, which Evi said made him look
as if he were going to a funeral. Zigi never wareks and always the same pair of black
shoes whose leather had rips on the sides and Inidarrow feet look wider; and even
though he didn’t tie the laces, the shoes neverpid off his feet when he was walking.
As easily as other people shoo away a fly or stiam into their coffee, Zigi could do a
backward handspring landing on his hands and taek bn his feet and then backwards
again landing on his hands, many times, over awd, @s if he were flying through Evi’'s
garden in circles that he drew in the air withfleist, over chairs and benches that never
seemed to be in his way. Whenever he leaned aghm&ttchen window with his coffee,
we knew that any moment he’d pull his knees upreggdiis chest, and pass the little
coffee cup under his feet from one hand to therofflgen standing up he would

immediately empty it in one swallow, hand it to Agand bow low to us until his pointy
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nose was between his knees and we could see thendily that he’d had someone draw

on the skin at the back of his neck with blackamkl a thin needle.

We loved Zigi’s stunts and couldn’t get enoughha. Aja said that as soon as
she woke up she would stand by the crooked doorstglyin her nightgown, waiting till
Zigi threw back the blanket, put his hands on tberf his legs up in the air, and walked
like that with her into the kitchen. When | cameepin the afternoon, Zigi would be
among the pear trees balancing on a ball that dédtehed from under the tin roof next
to the chickens, where Evi stored empty flower pdteen he waved his arms, when he
rolled the ball with his bare feet over the moliéshbending so far back that it looked as
if he’d topple over and fall down, Aja would dragi® wicker chair outside and sit in it
as if it were a throne, cross-legged, the high leagknding far up above the part in her
hair, her hands lying flat on her thighs, her knemder the arm rests. She would follow
Zigi's every move, and when he began to move oteoffield of vision, she turned her
head to follow him with her eyes. Aja, who couly $&r name backwards without
changing it or making it sound different, no mattew often we disassembled and
reassembled it, no matter how often we took it agad let it float around over us with
the same ease with which Zigi sprang through thandtvi’'s garden, back and forth

under two trees, and when he lifted off, calling thhat name, Aja.

Every year Zigi brought things Aja and | didn’t kmavhat to do with, but over
which Evi rejoiced more than anything else. Thiseithere were remnants of wallpaper

with winding roses which turned out to be just eglotor one wall of her tiny kitchen.
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One morning Zigi took down the shelf and watchethaspaper money he’d sent Evi in
an envelope she’d hidden behind the plates ansl caqpe sailing down. Then he pasted
the wallpaper around the window from which we cdolok down the path of loose stone
slabs leading to the crooked gate. He didn’t pwtrdany newspapers, but spread the
paste on the wall with a broad brush without dmgpon the floor; cut the strips while
standing, with short rapid movements, using onew't sharp knives; and using only his
eyes to measure, pressed them onto the wall withlmnds, flattening them with the red
kerchief that he’d previously taken out of the Istgzocket of his black suit jacket and
tucked inside his shirt. That evening Evi sat inkiechen surrounded by red roses that
smelled of nothing but were climbing there as dythvanted to grow up and out through

the window into the open.

Evi considered her time with Zigi sacred, the feeelks he slept in her bed and
ate at her table, when she could pretend they avéamily like any other. Evi would pull
back as soon as Zigi came to share the house adengaith them; and she spoke less as
if she wanted to economize on the available phrasdsiot distract Zigi's attention, as if
she must not deprive Aja and Zigi of any of thewd together, time from which Aja had
to draw enough to last for an entire year. Whemlked along the fence, | would see Evi,
under the low-hanging branches of a tree, leangagnat its trunk, hands folded over her
stomach as if wanting to hide and not able to &ruktter place. She believed that she
herself should start talking with Zigi only in tegening after Aja had fallen asleep in his

lap, her head resting on his chest. Anyway thighat she said — only in the late evening
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hours and at night. As if Zigi and she could ordy tpgether then, as if at all other times

he belonged entirely to Aja.

As soon as Evi began tossing plums into a pataorying the laundry through
the garden and out behind the sunflowers to harmnupe clothesline, Zigi would walk
with us to the little lake in the woods, lifting up over fences, bushes, and tree stumps;
and sometimes he would raise his arms and spriegaw heads in a backward flip. We
spent entire afternoons arranging two sticks inoasand watching Zigi twist through
the air and land on his feet precisely before iheWwhe put Aja on one shoulder and me
on the other, we would hold on tight to his head,qur hands over his eyes, and even
then, even when Zigi couldn’t see anything, he wWauhlk on without hesitation, without
stumbling, with the same quick steps. It was &iflidn’t need his eyes for walking, as
if he knew without them where there might be brascbr stones in the way. As soon as
evening flooded Evi’'s garden with the blue lightate summer, children would press up
close to the fence, pulling themselves up on thkgts so they wouldn’t miss anything
when Zigi tilted his head back to balance a trdlydiiglasses on his forehead, walking
along the fence, pouring Evi some red juice in pas®nd handing the glasses over the
pickets to Aja. Before lowering his head, catchimg tray in one hand, putting it under
his arm, and clinking glasses with Aja. In the sallgard, or on her way through
Kirchblit, when they asked her, “Is that your fatiiee one who walks through your

garden balancing glasses on a tray on his forefisaé?vould say, “Yes, that's my
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father.” And she made it sound as if there wasmmwho fit better into her world, as if

no one had a more established place in it than Zigi

Zigi would start his exercises even when no onewatshing, when he didn’t
know that Aja and | were hiding behind the curtaang bush to watch him as he fetched
the wooden rings from the shed behind the chickénsh he would then set gyrating
around his arms and legs while walking down thig figath, eventually disappearing
behind the corn stalks. Whenever Zigi didn’t dstbort of thing, we’'d feel anxious.
When he walked like just anyone else, without d@rndspring, when he drank his
coffee without raising his knees, when he sat dowa chair without having first tossed
it up into the air, or when he just took a littiedpout of the lining of his dark jacket and
drew something on it with Aja’s colored pencilsirsihing no bigger than a fingernail,
leaving the rest of the page blank.

Every year Zigi inspected Evi’s little house, pagshis hands over the wood,
along boards and moldings, the crooked window fsartiee deep cracks through which
in the summer the ants would come crawling in. téeile tie his red kerchief around his
right pants leg and use it to carry a hammer witiictv he pounded in nails that had come
loose, or raised boards that had slipped. Beforadwed on, Zigi wanted Evi’s house to
be tight for the winter. He was afraid Aja and Bught be cold, that during the long dark
months following a too-early autumn the cold migtdep in through the screen, under
the door. And we soon got used to hearing the wadlound he made when pounding on

the rain gutter, one clamp at a time, a soundttiatus Zigi was checking on the house.
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Just as summer was turning into autumn, he knodkech a wall in Evi’'s room
with an ax, punched out the window frame and ifestied glass door he had strapped
onto a cart at a junk dealer’s place on the roatherother side of Kirchblit and then
dragged along the path that bordered the cornfseldhat Evi would not have to climb
through the window whenever she wanted to go tehiiekens behind the house. Even
while she was still calling him Zigilein and Zigin gratitude, Zigi brought brushes,
shovels and a pail and started to plaster the stané paint the wood so that it would be
finished before the first frost came, by which timewould already have left. We could
see, on the other side of the windows, his fe&isrdirty shoes dangling from the ladder
which he kept pushing along little by little, hday hour, till he had gone around the
house twice. In the evening when Zigi left the kadstanding there, we would climb up
on it, and the following day when he climbed up;drgo out into the garden to watch
him apply the stucco, because he did it differerigcause even the scraping and
daubing and hammering looked different when hetdM/e watched his slender ankle
bones that pointed sideways like arrowheads, thef might shoot off any moment. Zigi
didn’t take off his black trousers even when he aslying mortar with a trowel, nor
did he take off his shoes that were covered wist dad stayed on his feet despite the

untied laces.

As long as the autumn weather permitted, Aja arnddld sit afternoons in a
large blanket that Evi had suspended between ®estiShe and Zigi would be talking
together in their language, laughing softly asié@yt wanted to keep it secret from us,

while we swung back and forth and the shadows temgtd and darkened until they
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covered everything and Evi forgot to send me hontkAga to bed. Then she’d walk up
the few steps to the screen door and disappeathatbouse with Zigi. We could see
them on the other side of the glass door in Exitam when they touched hands,
shoulders, when Zigi raised his arm, turning Exiigw they danced with quick steps
through the narrow hall without music, brushingiagacoats hanging on the hooks, Zigi
grabbing his hat and putting it on Evi’s head. Axjd and |, swinging back and forth like
that and watching, we firmly believed, we knew, lodeen, that this is the way it had to

be and this is how it would also be for us one day.

Weeks later, Zigi would depart, leaving behind mugrexcept damp stucco that
wouldn’t dry because of the weather, and the wplpdull of roses striving to get out
into the garden. He left unannounced one day, atth@ja and Evi knew already that
the day would come once Zigi started hammerindhergutter, going from clamp to
clamp all the way around the little house he hadtpd off-white. At the latest they
knew it when Zigi drew a bus, a train, and a smghs pad. They knew it at least from
that point on. They took him to the bus stop whHerdoarded a bus to the train station;
there he got on a train that took him to anothenfrwhich arrived that evening in the
city, where the ship he was to board by way ofaabrstairway was anchored in the
harbor. It was a flight of steps he did not go ugckly and easily but which he took time
to climb. That, in any case, is what he wrote latger that Aja read in secret after the
mailman had brought it weeks later, but the fiesttences of which Zigi had begun right
after the ship had cast off. When the bus firsde@nto sight under the horse chestnuts at

the end of the street, Evi took Aja’s hand, and nvtiee doors opened she drew Aja close
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and put her arm around her shoulders while Zigedsis suitcase with his meager
belongings into the bus, jumped up the steps, aldirty the hand rail with one hand,
leaned back as if he quickly wanted to touch thpdhals with the part in his hair, one leg
stretched out in front, his back bent far back; sodholding his black hat he waved to
them one last time.

Later Evi had to keep telling Aja and me how she Wwatched as the bus carried
Zigi away, doing this last stunt he had saved ferdeparture. And even though Aja
herself had seen it, she wanted to hear it agalragain from Evi’s lips. We never found
out how Zigi persuaded the driver to leave the gdamen, whether he was paid for doing
it or whether he felt sorry for Evi and Aja who wdeft behind alone in the autumn, and
that was why he didn’t close the doors until thagne to the next turn in the road, after
which Zigi put on his hat, took his suitcase, giét and continued on foot because the
bus was going too fast for him, so he wrote lateramd he didn’t like going away so
quickly from the bus stop where Aja and Evi stoodd while longer as if they didn’t
know where to go, finally walking hand in hand watmall, hesitant steps along the
narrow path back to their off-white house standinder the pear trees, and on which,
during those last days he was still with them, Zigdl nailed two or three boards in the
hope they would keep away the winter.

Zigi had left behind — in addition to his persosalell that would fly away as
soon as Evi opened the windows — a pile of drawargeng the morning coffee cups,
and Aja took several of them to her room. Theretstiéghem in drawers under her socks
and shirts or wedged them into the window. Evi lstinem up over her bed with pins so

that she could see, lying on her pillow, what Zigd left for her on white paper — a tiny
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bunch of yellow flowers, a tiny circus trailer,iay attic window and under it a tiny child
lying on a tiny sheet. As time went by the pictudesappeared. They were gone from the
hall, the kitchen, and Aja’s room. They fell dowmdaslipped under the stove, behind

cupboards and beds, and pretty soon Evi and AjJanger made the effort to pick them

up.

Evi didn’t let on how she felt after Zigi disappedr saying goodbye until he
would come back in a year. When he left her beiitid Aja in a house he had set on a
few rocks, building it with pieces of wood and fetils and which, maybe because of
that, looked as if it were floating. For Evi lifeant on, even though it must have been
hard. Even making coffee seemed to require effortl for Aja, too, life continued, after
a short, quiet interval, as soon as Evi had shdoedhildren away from the picket fence
because Zigi wouldn’t be jumping through the aiyraore and balancing glasses
containing red juice on his forehead and as sodqasealized that Zigi wouldn't be
sitting at night in the kitchen under the yelloght drawing crooked figures that she’d be
allowed to color in the next morning. Now, whenwaked through the house, there'd
always be something sticking to our socks, anditledl take a while before Evi

recovered enough to notice how much dust and dist sticking to our feet.

That entire winter Aja held on to Zigi’s letterscato the drawings he enclosed in
each envelope. Drawings of little men with arroihattwere intended to show her the
maneuver he was just then practicing, and whiclmweediately tried to perform too.

Aja took the letters along in the pockets of hertpand dresses and would pull them out
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whenever we were going somewhere and stopped amahéy the stream behind the
lineman’s little house. Zigi hadn’t made any effarremember my name because, so Evi
said, he never remembered names anyway becawssried unimportant and silly to

him, and also because his name wasn't his real nameather one that he had chosen
for himself one year that seemed so far remove&Wwrit was the year Zigi boarded a
ship for the first time, a ship that bore him asrtise ocean and tore him away from all
that had surrounded him before, so that he codlhba trays on his forehead under a
circus tent on the shore that the ship reachedaéys later. But when he wrote letters

closing with, “Hugs to you, to you and your littelfriend,” then | knew he meant me.

In the spring, when warmer weather put the firsegrinto Evi's garden and lured
us across the fields to the nearby woods, it wddenly easier for Aja to be without
Zigi, and even easier in the summer which brougtit iwmild nights and cast its bright
sky over us, when Evi would sit in her basket chanler the pear trees or roam barefoot
by herself through the grass as if she were waftingomeone. Zigi had once told us that
it didn’t snow only in the wintertime, but all ye'apund. You just couldn’t see the snow.
So on those summer days we would lie down amondadimms and buttercups looking
up into the Kirchblit sky, and if the blanket obetls seemed thick enough, Aja would

say, Look, it's snowing.



