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andlord!

He was asleep by the door. I pulied his arm.
- Landlord!

He looked at me sleepily.

- Landlord! - I repeated more | i
. : » oudly. - Give me back my sixty
illers. I can’t sleep in there. The bedbugs bit me; I lay on the fl e b
then I had to fight the cockroaches. ’ o b
He returned the money, sighed, yawned.and said:

s a—r\\-’hit can I do? Nobody's slept there in a long time. All the other
¢ taken. Come back tomorrow and I'll find vou a cleaner one

twﬂChi Erc;ke out into the street, into the night, into the air. My shoulders
pitche ;o (S;rjatched my hips, ran my thumb along my colla;r My back
, id my ears, my stomach bit. And -
e g T €ars, : . on top of all that, the terri-
; Which hits the stomach more than i
I'walked quickly. It seemed i ot ofa g no%.
. to me as if [ had come out of 2 d
a torture chamber, not from an inn i hon and
, and a bed. I didn't know w
There was no other in o e 080
n to be found at those prices. and even i id fi
one, I could be sure that the bed ; s et i
would be of the sa i
the main street. 1 met e 1 went o
. almost no one, only a few
e main . . only guards and more cock-
aches in formal, drawing-room black attire, walking on the pavement
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enjoying the poetic night and aristocratic promenade, when democracy
rudely snores and prose very indecently sleeps. It was cold; the light
from the lamps green and immobile; the sky deep and high; houses like
shadows. There was nowhere to sit down, let alone sleep; the public gar-
dens were closed; only one was sometimes accidentally left open during
the night. But the guards often went there and, having nothing else to
do, just to kill time, they would slowly wake up the homeless, one by
one, all the while debating among themselves in detail and depth
whether they minded the fact that they sleep there or were they just
doing their duty. They would even become sentimental and whisper
silently:
- Very sorry, but the law’s the law, and we are the police...

The homeless replied as silently and sentimentally (they were still
sleepy) and it frequently happened that the guards would leave them
alone, but would return later, just out of boredom. Or maybe they regret-
ted that they had met with no resistance: the time passes slowly from:
midnight to dawn, and the working day with sober people is real hell.

It was past midnight. I entered a café. The owner was usually busy’
at that hour. He respected me because he had seen me several times in
the company of a young reporter, and he was impressed with newspa-
pers: perhaps because he noticed that his guests pay for and drink his
coffee only to be able to read them. Tonight he approached me imme-
diately. He pointed out how favorably the Italian papers had written
about the Balkan Slavs. So the subject was Pangermanism. Scratching all
the while ostensibly because 1 was nervous, I replied immediately:

- Germany is our only enemy. She needg,a big market-place to
unload its industry, and we Serbocroats might as well be the greengro-
cers. She has no colonies, she works 2 lot, she breeds even more: she has
to empty her bowels. That is, she needs to do it normally, regularly,
every day! or else she will get a constipation that will give her a
headache, for which she will have to take laxatives that will give her
such a diarrhea that all the paper of her colossal journalism will not be
enough... Economy should take hygiene as its main principle: eat every
day and relieve yourself every day...

The young reporter arrived, the one on whose account the keeper
respected me. He had noticed that I was per tu with a personality on the
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tehdltoIrialﬂstau"f and correctly concluded that T 100 must know a little mo,

an s aliowed into the papers and re

‘ past the censorship board i

o ' : p board. My friend

Scr:t égatjverrently surprised at what the halian papers had wr}itten {a

o ; nervously and said in a trembling voice that this writing is a

g on :nda;;d has a deeper meaning). His paper had published an

abompt nd he knew nothing about it, The coffeehouse keeper was just

pretendg Commentk shrewdly and maliciously that he, a reporter, was just
1ng not to know, because he certainly kn, : ,

friend was about to confi ' el ol o e Y
_ irm with a meaningful smile th i

pretended not to have known e i onty

: 'n, whereas actually h
when the keeper suddenly jumped up: Y e fnesy much more,
- Hold it!

His eyes restlessly examined
a my collar. T just smiled a
black premonitions, began o casually twitch my shoulders e full of

- Hold it! Hold it! Hold it! - and the keeper was already holding

S athless. The keeper h :
dw . . per had lost his breath
and when he wanted to inhale, he became suilen, he jutted his chirj eaild

W £ i
WZ?;% :\;jh his Ear;}ds. He had finally realized that what he had found
Vg and that disappointed him, He didpy

' . t return. He didn’

even say: get out. I understood 2 i o
3 nd left of my own accord, A
. ‘ | . As £

rern;elmber‘_ I just smiled bitterly, very bitterly. While I was “nenfzruals f
tr;jest ing on the chair and scratching, my conscience was clear: but Isl 4

€ owner found the bedbug on me, I felt as if I had , i

! : been caught in fla-
granti. Imagine a husband who catches his best friend with hisgwife ora

friend found with his iend's wi i
ine me and the coffeeESitsgl;::pi:r e then you wilbe abe o e
. He had appreciated my political o
; r;fneonii};:i n::j talent. I knew he respected me and in a grand manner [
pronounce ]]3 - gzer;tf on .forelgn politics, speaking as if  were on close
e %ereas‘ ittond, IIzvolsky... the way my reporter friend was
e Wherea hnf)w a single bedbug has rendered 2l my political
B bis . I was the same as some quack lawyer without a
practiec ;r ; :\efriti; w1th0t'1t‘a job, debating about politics 1'£1 coffeehous-
oo {han : CUI:;) O?rcrz,ffsu‘tmg a’ncli Qassing the night without ordering
it all o Cup of ee! But it isn’t half as bad if You pester people
at taltk - what about when You start pestering them with bed-

pinions and my esprit, he actu-
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bugs, when a respected coffeehouse becomes a dump for vermin - what
will the guests say then? Are they paying for that cup of coffee more than
they would elsewhere so they can enjoy the comfort, cleanliness, foreign
newspapers, or to place in fatal danger their clothes, their skin, their
noses, their siomachs - all of their existence and position? See the
esteemed physician: his elegance, his haircut, his glamour - just imagine:
he steps into this famous and refined café, he sits down and has a cup of
coffee, tips the waiter and goes on to the drawing-room of some great
personage, and suddenly it turns out that the thing on the doctor's coat
is neither a butterfly nor a shield bug but a real, live bedbug!

I realized at once that I my bluff had been called; from now on 1
wouldn’t be able to straighten my tie, or to pull nervously at my vest, or
to scratch indecisively the back of my head or to clean out my ear or to
grab my hip because of pain, or my heart because of excitement - all the
things 1 had done just a2 moment ago during our debate without feeling
the need to explain my behavior, since we had already told the owner
once that all reporters and writers are extremely nervous people... I was
exposed. Depressed. In the night, out of town, drowsy, I felt as if my skin
were peeling and burning.on my back, stomach, neck, head, and hips. 1
didn’t dare enter another café. Dawn was breaking. A cup of café au lait
was waiting for me at an acquainténce’s. But I didn’t even have the
strength to daydream about it anymore. What if they too found a bedbug
on me? I felt contaminated, as if a signpost saying “contagious disease”
was attached to me and it hurt more than the disease itself. A flea never
makes that kind of impression. It is in its nature nimble, agile, prankish:
it comes and goes. But a bedbug is worse than a lguse, because it stinks.

1 became afraid - haunted by the stench, which enters the stomach
through the nose and hits the brain - that it could show up on me in
broad daylight, when I didn't even suspect it. And T actually had a rather
clean collar on. I carefully guarded it, for based on all this it will have
become clear that I had come to this city having no residence or occu-
pation, but counting on free meals at acquaintances’ houses. I was to
visit some of them that very day. As a nimble and tireless orator, I was a
welcome guest at dinner-tables; what's more, 1 had traveled quite 2 bit
around the country and my traveler's impressions opened my hosts’
appetite, goodwill and an extra bottle or two. But now! How could I go
visiting! Me and appetite! And what if the coffeehouse keeper told anoth-



The Bedbug

er guest how [ nestled nervously on the chair and how he found a bed-

bug on me and how th
P8 c w there could be no doubt that I'm covered with ver-

e ﬁr;[scratchfdhceaszlessly. Then, on the beach, I undressed and under
rays of the red, cold sun [ began to sea

- . rch all the seams, nooks

and crannies of my shirt, my underpants, my socks - stark nakea shiv-

ering in the cold. And the smell of the
sea salted
swallow, vomit and bury there. alted all the stench T'had to

-~ To Imy great surprise, and even greater sorrow, I found almost
o e1\r1g. ?oild have reverently closed my nails together like hands in
‘angelical greeting. Sounds of bells, trai
, ns, roosters, milkmaid
could be heard. All those milk i , . The
S y, fresh morning sounds and color
: s. Th
iindscape now locked clean and washed as if all gum had fallen frors
e corners of our eyes, all cobwebs fr i
, N om our brains, all fog fi
planet and all vermin from our und : venatod.
et : erwear. I got dressed. Rejuvenated
Ia\/I}g rrm?cl go.tI l[c; ;vork quickly and nimbly. With a great effort of will and.
cater will of effort and strength, 1 felt h
faster. I went into town. Bre , e e g B ever
- Breathless. Merry. After a few mi i
i ! . nutes, this mut
and enthusiastic mood of mine began to express itself and speak -
Rehabilitation! |

. Onllﬂfi?r}i Talt(ij s[;en it but thle coffeehouse keeper; others would find
“Please,unders ; < ;T:i::; al:t's neut_r;lize him. Tf I told him in private:
s un , Sir, an accident... my room... because
::;L;dé:l ra 1; ‘t:t;ouldn’t help '. And, first of all, would I be able to smi;rzz
e cour Igwas ilpproach him nolw? Wouldn't he indicate with some ges-
1L to come near his establishment?... In any case, I haven't
Fhe str_ength to face him now. Is there a thief who would like t,o habil
itate himself after his first theft when he cannot do it? When he i rel ays
surro‘unded by suspicious and distrusting looks? Is -there a diti)i , Wé'gs
hlasln't paid his debt and is asking for more money to settle the lcc)lrc;\a bO
gmng as collateral his promise that he wil pay it all back? - Andoh o
in such a case is like a watch you take to the pawn-shop z;md cannZ?Estlt}}:

ba ‘hi i i
ck and which will certainiy be lost unless you extend the pawn - with
many excuses, lies, shams, etc.

y Thus I t(?o r‘nust prolong the pawn, convince everyone that in my
position, upbringing and feelings I am very far from bedbugs - in other
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3,

GERRE LR U

G kR A

The Bedbug

words, [ must lie in such a way that my lies are accepted as the truth...
That is to say, we shall have to write an article for the papers... For say-
ing something in private is never the same as saying it through the news-
papers or tribunes. I had already written several books of poetry and yet
[ am no poet because I was unable to get them published. So naturally,
I am no poet for those who don't know that I write poetry; but neither
am 1 a poet for those who do know of my poems and who actually read
them. That is to sdy, not a real poet. Because everyone has poems tucked
away like that, everyone who hasn't torn them up and who managed to
pass to the ninth grade. Manuscripts are not lirerature, just like letters or
inscriptions in others’ scrapbooks aren't, or anything else that hasn’t
been published; like a discussion in private ata dinner table is not poli-
tics, if your thoughts and words don’t reach the papers. Otherwise we
would all be politicians, servants and street sweepers alike. And who
would choose to agree with the opinion of a coachman over that of 2
quack reporter when we can only judge such an opinion with our ears
and our minds and not with our eyes? You can say: “Iam a count”, but
you will not be believed unless you can prove it with documents. And
the birth-certificate, the identification card and diploma of a writer and a
politician is the printing press; their vicars, godfathers and witnesses are
the typesetters who have to be paid like all vicars and who, when paic
and for the sake of money, can tuin your lie into truth and turn a simple
turnip, watermelon, beet, potato and cabbage into a poet, novel-writer
critic and reporter...

[ went into an isolated pub and wrote an article that went some
thing like this:

“_This city is supposed tobe a metropolig: suffice it to mention the
hotels (the one with the elevator), the pastry shops (the newest one), tha
cafés (the one with separate compartments for smokers and for ladies
and with the reading room), the public rest rooms (the underground on
with a combing room, washing room and shoe-shining room - only tha.
reading room is missing?), the public gardens (closed at night), the elegw
tric streetcars, the streetlights, public automobiles... and to list the <it
features: several daily newspapers, one library, half an art gallery...ov
papers are full of praise for our city’s progress... The press thundes
against great politics, and in matters of small, city policies, in judging the
conditions in the city, it again forgets everyday life and is lost in the
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grand issues... Only foreigners go to hotels; in daytime, only old people
and children can go to the public gardens; not one hundredth of the
population uses the public rest rooms at such prices; intellectuals goto
those cafés only on Sundays, and to the pastry shops perhaps for Easter...
These inhabitants of the city only enjoy what is municipal: the electric
power”... "And the same press which sang praise to the great politics of
our city and the small of our people, the same press purchased and put
together by broad classes, from the editors to the typesetters, did not
remember that this metropolis doesn’t have what elsewhere even small
towns have - a public university, library, reading room, theater, baths,
kitchens, hostels and rest rooms... If a pauper looses control in the street,
they will say: 'For God's sake, he’s not a dog!” and he will not be allowed
to satisfy his need like 2 man; but the man who maybe all day long only
gave ten fillers for roasted chestnuts cannot afford the same as someone
who spent five crowns for lunch alone... We hear daily complainis about
the homeless who sneak through the rails of the gardens and about our
famous police who sleep on duty. And nobody asks: where can these
miserable individuals, attracted to the glitter of our city, lay their heads
down, those who make two crowns a day, who earn their rent with hard
day labor - can they pay for quarters more than they make, like those
who, suffering from insomnia, spend their nights in orgies, in café-chan-
tants, in separés, pay for rooms they never use?... You will say: “But there
are hostels that cost only a few pennies!” Yes, ¥Ou can get a bed for that
much, but vou cannot get sleep or rest! These hostels are a real embar-
rassment for all of us who are not forced to sleep in them. The author of
these lines sacrificed a bit of his comfort to find out for himself whether
it is possible to sleep in these hostels. And this is what he saw: bed sheets
besmirched with yellow and red, that make one wonder whether o
explain this with the lack of health or the shortcomings of womer, or
with the hyperproduction of slime, protoplasm and bedbugs; floors
humid and soft like velvet, on which cockroaches feast; the air filled with
rotand stench that would lead ¥ou to believe you think there are corpses
all around you and you are in a grave, if you weren’t summoned back to
life by those little vermin that don’t look like maggots... The author of
this article wanted to peek into the soul of this city: the old houses,
where its secrets, bodies, sheets and beds are uncovered, and whence he
got one impression: stench - and a single souvenir: a bedbug-*
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I offered the article to a daily; the editor told me tolcome back in
the afternoon. I thought of his kindness and of th.el royalnesi so I forgot
all abour the coffechouse owner. I did not go visiting. I.lay in the gjrass
and fell asleep. That night I was to sleep in the strelet again. I couid? tgo
back to that inn, for with this article and my pub%lc plea for clean mezz
and against vermin 1 had made the same impression on the rr}anager i
I had on that coffeehouse keeper with the bedbug... In thfe a ternodon.
returned to the newspaper editor. The article was ?ubhshevd .an ',r ;ln
accordance with my express desire, my full name was in the 1?y -line. ’ ;
editor handed me ten crowns and offered me to work for herl. Ht? sald
he needed articles like that which expose all the rot of ou‘r cx?;, sllgnveer
by an outside contributor, to make the paper pol?ular w;lth tr-eh t(;zse
classes provided that the editor himself doesn’t get in trouble wit
above him. ‘ _

I accepted. I was triumphant: rehabilitated in _tbe eyes of t e coc-l
feehouse owner as a reporter investigating the corlldmons in the Cllty ag
peeking into his soul; now I could sit in the lowhe‘st pubs and ; ieli 13
the most smelly inns: bedbugs would now be trophies anld proof that a
I cared about was cleanliness and that I took my duty seriously.

But now I had ten crowns: 1 went to a café-chantant and at dawn
walked into a hotel to sleep. . |

Since then I wrote more often: about the vinegar the Poor dnn]::(1 ajs
wine, the meat eaten by the working classes after ev§n flies woulf n ;
have it - but I myself ate in the house of a widow of a hlgher off1c1da ar?t
usually drank beer in restaurants, After a year I g?F a raise, stalted W;t:
ing editorials about the great issues of foreign pol:pcsiand st_o]f')tpe O; 1the
ing my old coffeehouse keeper; I became a perman‘ent vist 3;- e
great café with the smokers’ section and today I needn’t do anything but
edit the enraged and needless comments of my }Tounger c9ueag}llles ;\ T -
ing for the city column... Yes, a new inn under CIW. supervlslonth as heeer "
opened; our paper praised it. My old reporter friend noted that t i

were more bedbugs in it than in any other inn, but I no.longe?' Vren;er}y
ber what a bedbug looks like and I think his comment is motiv a;e - v
malice and envy that now I am more influential in the paper than he is...

Genoa, February 11, 1908
Transiated by Ljiliana Scuric




