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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 encom-
pass our sorrow. That’s why our words run together into a 
stream, why we use different “techniques of memory,” and 
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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 happi-
ness, 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, 
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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 
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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 dis-
colored 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 confid-
ing 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 mes-
sage: “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. 
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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


