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The Russians Are Here: an Excerpt from the Novel by Eva Rossmann 

Translated from German by Maria Poglitsch Bauer 

 

 

 
 

 

We are delighted to present today an excerpt from the crime novel Russen kommen  

(The Russians Are Here) by Eva Rossmann translated from German by Maria Poglitsch Bauer. 

Eva Rossmann is a former political journalist who has spent the last two decades writing fiction, 

nonfiction, and a series of very successful crime stories that have won several Austrian awards. 

Maria Bauer translated Friedrich Torberg’s collection of anecdotes and has continued translating 

novels, mostly from German to English, ever since. Several of them have been published. Photo 

credit: Edith Walzl. 

 

We’d love to hear what you think! Find us on Twitter @TranslateMonth, tag us using 

#NTM2018 and #TranslateMonth2018, join our mailing list, submit a translation month event,  

or like our Facebook page. And celebrate your favorite crime stories in translation this 

September and beyond. 

—Claudia Serea and Loren Kleinman 

http://twitter.com/translatemonth
https://www.facebook.com/nationaltranslationmonth
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Translator’s Note 

 

 

The reason why Rossmann’s crime stories are intriguing—this is the ninth in a series that is still 

growing—has less to do with the actual crimes than with the recurring characters−especially the 

female investigator Mira Valensky, a journalist in her day job, and her friend Vesna Kraijner 

who hails from Bosnia−and the fact that Rossmann manages to discuss issues and prejudices of 

the day in every one of her crime novels. Food and cooking also find a way in. While not all of 

her novels take place in Austria, I like those best that offer, like this one, glances into Austrian 

predilections. 

As in all translations, the practitioner is pulled between trying to preserve the original flavor of 

the work and being as accessible as possible to the target audience. This is not restricted to the 

language used by an author, but also involves cultural bias and references to other aspects of the 

original language which one tries to translate without having to resort too often to explanatory 

passages. German is not the first language for several characters in Russen kommen. An attempt 

has been made to replicate their pattern of speech in English without condescension or 

exaggeration (f.ex.: not every article is left out). 

—Maria Poglitsch Bauer, translator  
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Russen kommen  

By Eva Rossmann  

Translated by Maria Poglitsch Bauer  

The Russians Are Here  

 

 

/1/  

  

  

The windows are small and crisscrossed by green wooden divisions. Outside, snow is glistening 

in the evening sun. Lots of snow. The inside is mostly done in wood, in dark amber shades. 

There are four tables, all occupied, and a small wooden bar. Loud voices are spilling over from 

the table next to us. It’s warm at Zirben. I am leaning back, pleasantly exhausted after so much 

outdoor exercise. What’s best is that I haven’t broken anything. I’m not much into skiing since 

I’m too much of a coward and also no longer in the best shape. Smiling at me, Oskar raises his 

glass. We are clinking glasses – elegant sounding ones, holding exquisite red wine. This is not 

your run-of-the-mill ski hut in the Austrian mountains; it is a hut above Zürs on Arlberg.  

Zürs is not just a place for skiing. It’s a place for living it up in style – with various 

degrees of exertion, I think, remembering the last red run I was on.  It’s also a place to do 

business. Oskar is meeting the boss of the Frankfurt law office with which he is affiliated to work 

out a new partnership agreement. I just tagged along. The thanks I got from good old Oskar was 

that he chased me up and down the slopes all day − with many words of encouragement. One 

actually feels quite wonderful when executing several perfect turns without any thought of 

falling down − free, amidst a white wonderland, even in early April, overlooking Austria. I had 

secretly prayed for a warm weather spell. I could live with three days on Arlberg, just going for 

walks and eating well.  
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Besides, I’m working on a story about Russians. The Magazin doesn’t know about it yet, 

but I am a senior reporter after all, and it says in my contract that I have a say in the selection of 

my investigations. We have a new editor-in-chief since last week, one of those good-looking 

guys from television. He used to be the anchor of a popular news show; most likely that’s why 

the publisher chose him. People know him. Circulation figures, that’s what matters most at the 

Magazin. There is a reason why we are the largest weekly paper in Austria, though not always 

the best. But who’s to say what’s good. I am sighing contentedly and take another sip. I really 

should pay attention to the four people at the neighboring table. They’re speaking in Russian.  

A man in a red ski suit. I know that it’s expensive even before I manage to read “Armani” 

on its sleeve. He has light brown hair, a receding hairline, is neither fat nor thin and in his early 

to mid-forties. He is dominating the conversation. There’s no doubt that he’s the boss. The 

elegant young woman next to him has long dark hair, a thin face with dark eyes, hardly any 

makeup, and is petite. She is wearing a white ski overall, and has tied its top around her waist, 

revealing a short-sleeved black T-shirt that accentuates tight small breasts. She is not saying 

much. Is she his wife? She must be twenty years younger than he; they don’t give the impression 

of being married. His mistress? No, she’s sitting too far away from him. She also doesn’t seem to 

pay attention to what he says. She is looking to the bar and seems lost in thought. The other 

young woman, in contrast, is snuggling up against her man. She is wearing heavy makeup, in 

pink and blue, and resembles a carefully painted porcelain doll. He is about the same age as the 

other man but obviously not in the same league, a fact neither his muscles nor thick blond hair 

can hide. I am smiling now: Dian Fossey and her Gorillas in the Mist – behavioral studies on 

Arlberg. What made the painted woman dye her originally brown hair blond? “Blonde and dumb 

– perfect for sex.” That’s what the two macho photo editors at our magazine say in cases like 

that. They didn’t like my answer, “If she does it with you, she must be dumb.” Is the thick gold 

chain around the muscle man’s neck meant to prove his virility? And why is the rather anemic 

and unadorned Russian nevertheless the leader of the pack?  

“What’s going on?” Oskar asks. “You’re mumbling to yourself.”  

“I’m conducting behavioral studies,” I whisper, motioning to the Russians.  

“Somewhat condescending, don’t you think?”  
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Grinning, I say, “Since I do not speak Russian, I can only observe. Thrilling!”  

Laughing silently, Oskar takes another sip. He’s stretching. Between the two of us, he 

undoubtedly is the better skier. He savored the day even though he would probably have been 

much faster without me. It doesn’t matter. I survived and now succumb to a pleasant tiredness 

and the warmth of the little amber room.  

“Château Petrus,” shouts the man at the table next to us. The stylish young woman comes 

to attention and says in perfect German, “We’d like to have another bottle of Pomerol, please.”  

The innkeeper brings the wine posthaste. It’s probably not every day, even in this place, 

that he sells two bottles of his most expensive wine in a row. He is opening the bottle with the 

elegance of an experienced headwaiter, is decanting the wine, and pouring a sip for tasting. I 

wouldn’t mind finding out how Pomerol Château Petrus tastes. Is it worth one thousand two 

hundred euros? I don’t think so. Suddenly there’s a lot of noise outside. Since my brain is geared 

toward alpine catastrophes, my first thought is “avalanche” and I duck.  

“A helicopter,” Oskar says, and now I also see it through the small window. A chopper is 

landing twenty meters away. So that’s why the parking lot is so huge. Four men in colorful ski 

suits emerge. They remove their skis from the utility basket. The Russians are watching the 

newcomers as well. Suddenly the alpha Russian jumps up, a few hurried words are exchanged, 

jackets are collected hastily, the blond guy grabs the decanter with Pomerol, the dark-haired 

young woman rushes to the innkeeper, he points to the tiny kitchen, the foursome dash behind 

the bar and into the kitchen, and they are gone. A car roars alive just as the four helicopter skiers 

enter the room. All eyes are on them. Are they going to brandish MPs, curse in Russian, rush 

after the group that fled – since what else could it have been than a getaway?   

Nothing of the sort. Taking off his cap, the first guy comments in broad Viennese dialect, 

“Look how lucky we are. There’s an empty table.”  

Oh my god, I know who he is. I should have recognized him at once by his orange ski 

suit on which red bricks and the word “Sorger,” in white, form a strange pattern.  It’s Franz 

Sorger, owner of a large construction business and society hound. There’s no gossip column, no 

celebrity-filled event, without his wide photogenic smile. Two are speaking English, the third 
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English with a heavy Austrian accent, and Sorger speaks Viennese interspersed with chunks of 

what he considers to be English.  

“Toni Berger,” Oskar whispers.  

“That’s Sorger – you know, Sorger Construction.” I am watching as the helicopter takes 

off again.  

           Oskar shakes his head. “I mean the other one: Toni Berger, the ski racer. He won Silver in 

Super-G at the World Cup eight years ago and Bronze, I think, in the downhill.”         

             “What’s he got to do with Sorger?”  

“What everything and everyone is all about here, skiing,” Oskar grins.  

“How come the Russians ran away from them? I don’t get it.”  

Oskar takes another sip. “Maybe it’s a case of mistaken identity, or maybe they’re just 

afraid of helicopters in general.”  

I am shaking my head.  

Oskar gives me a pleading look, “Please, Mira. We’re here on vacation.”  

“You’re talking business with your partners,” I reply and continue staring at the kitchen 

door behind which the Russians disappeared. “I’d really like to know…”  

Oskar is now patting my hand. “It’s almost dinner time. We should be on our way – a 

gala dinner at the Sonnenhof. We can’t be late.” Getting up, he almost reaches the ceiling; he’s 

almost six foot four. 

Sorger knows me since I used to work for the lifestyle section of Magazin for years. But 

he is trying so hard to converse in English with his company that he doesn’t notice me. He also 
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might not associate me with this environment. Should I ask him what made the Russians run 

away as soon as they saw him? Nonsense. What would he be able to tell me?  

I am getting up too. “Got to go to the ladies‟,” I mumble. The toilets are next to the little 

kitchen and look out on the section of the parking lot meant for cars.  

I am staring through the window. By now it is night and one no longer can see tracks in 

the packed snow. The toilet resembles those in luxury restaurants – folded linen hand towels, 

dried flowers. When I return to the restaurant, I run into the innkeeper.  

“What was that about?” I ask as innocently as possible, pointing to the kitchen door.  

He shrugs, “No idea.”  

“But they didn’t run without paying, did they?”  

“For sure not. They paid as they ran, including a tip and the cost of the carafe.”  

“Did you know the Russians?”  

“They were here for the first time; there aren’t too many of that caliber.”  

“I nod. “Château Petrus. Two bottles.”  

“And on top of it, the one from 1999. That’s an exceptional year even though it’s a 

relatively young vintage. It costs me more than eight hundred euros, per bottle.”  

“Russian Mafia?” I ask.  

“If they behave themselves and pay, I couldn’t care less.”  

“What was it about Sorger that could’ve scared them?” I think aloud.  

“Oh, he’s often here lately, and the two Americans too. Secret service maybe?”  

“And James Bond can’t be far away,” I say with a grin.  

He’s grinning too. “Right you are, girl. Sorry, it’s easy to talk baloney.”  
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“Well, it was strange.”  

“Quite a few things are strange with Russians – but then again, not just with Russians.”  

“Drinking Pomerol in a ski hut.”  

“You’re right. Up here, weird things do happen.”  

“Have you been doing this long?”  

“Just say ‘Du’ as I do. You’re almost a local and not so long ago we all used the informal 

‘you’ with each other around here. I used to have a small farm producing cheese in 

Bregenzerwald. Then I inherited this hut from an uncle. All he ever served was schnapps and 

everyone said the hut was too small to be run as a ski hut. If members of a ski course arrive, you 

can’t even fit them in, they said. And when I went to buy wine for the first time, they all thought 

I was nuts. But I’m not crazy.” 

 “What the Russians did right now – does that happen often?”  

The innkeeper is smiling mischievously, “Daily!”  

“Baloney.”  

He nods. “We’ve had quarrels among guests two or three times; no Russians involved, by 

the way. What happened today was a first. I’d say he’s a businessman, the other guy is his 

bodyguard, and the two girls are hookers. Can’t be clearer.”  

“Not necessarily both. One of them didn’t look like one.”  

“We also have call girls with style, you know.”  

I’m nodding. After all, they serve Château Petrus here as well.  

Oskar is waiting with my jacket. “We’ll be back,” I say to the innkeeper with a smile.  

“And should there ever be any Petrus left in a bottle…”  

He is winking at me. People are nice up here. If it weren’t for the dangers of skiing…   
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Taking the footpath down to Zürs, we walk very close to each other. The lights from our 

hotel are welcoming us. The air is clear and the snow that had been softened by the sun is 

hardening again. It will turn to ice during the night.  

“The dark-haired one wasn’t a hooker,” I suddenly say.  

Oskar is laughing in that affectionate way of his. “Maybe you just have too much 

imagination.”  

When I almost stumble, I grab his arm and we continue walking hand in hand.   

“Well, I can definitely say that I am hungry,” I reply.  

  

You know that a gala is on in the Sonnenhof from the plethora of silver candelabras and the fact 

that servers are wearing elegant black trousers and white shirts with ties. The guests are a diverse 

bunch, dressed, as usual, in an equally wide range of styles. Some, especially the older ones, are 

wearing elegant clothes while others are in everyday outfits. The Dutch group at the large table is 

mostly in sweatpants.  

As for me, the mere thought of a multicourse dinner puts me in a festive mood, which is 

enhanced by the fact that I’ve exercised excessively today and thus don’t have to think about 

calories at all.  

In honor of the gala event, Oskar is wearing a dark jacket – underneath, however, just a 

dark polo shirt. I decided on a black velvet top. Black velvet is always cool. Besides, I don’t have 

anything more elegant along.  

The food is good – no culinary revelation, but we didn’t expect one. It’s rarely found in 

hotels. The hotelier sits down at our table for a few minutes after the cheese course. We’re 

praising the food and accommodations, mountains, snow, and wine, and we actually mean it. She 

suggests checking out Zirben since we seem to be wine connoisseurs.  
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“We already have,” I let her know and before Oskar can rein me in, I tell her about the 

escape of the Russians. Shaking her head, Hanni Guggenbauer says that we must have 

misinterpreted something.  

“They’re writing lots of nonsense in the papers. Our Russians are very peaceful. All they 

want is to enjoy their vacation. And if they occasionally get a little rowdy − show me one larger 

group that doesn’t,” she says with a frown. Across the room, the Dutch group of eight is laughing 

loudly, handing two empty bottles to the waitress, and obviously ordering more wine. “The 

Russians probably just had an urgent appointment,” the hotel owner continues.  

That’s what the innkeeper said, but who would escape through the kitchen door to be on 

time for a meeting – with a carafe of Château Petrus? It definitely will be an intriguing detail for 

my planned reportage about Russians. I describe the four Russians to Hanni Guggenbauer. She 

doesn’t know them. Maybe I’ll have more luck tomorrow. Oskar has a meeting with his business 

partners in the morning and since I don’t feel like skiing alone, I’ll do some research for my 

story. I have already arranged interviews with the owner of the largest ski apparel store and with 

the chef of the allegedly best restaurant in town. I should have taken pictures of the Russians. 

Then again, who knows what would have happened if I had.  

Oskar is ordering some genuine local schnapps. It’s a pity that Vesna isn’t here yet. She’d 

be as interested in the fleeing Russians as I am. In fact, she’d probably have chased after them. 

But Vesna, my cleaning lady and good friend of long standing, who by now owns a cleaning 

service which takes on other assignments on the side – it’s not her fault that regulations 

concerning private investigators are so restrictive – is still in Vienna. If all goes well, she’ll arrive 

tomorrow evening. Maybe we'll find out more together. Every story needs a hook.  

“Russian Mafia in the Mountains” sounds good, no matter what the hotel owner is telling us 

about her dear Russians. Vesna escaped from Bosnia during the war in Yugoslavia. Maybe she 

studied Russian in school since Yugoslavia used to be a Communist country.  

The white bed sheets are fragrant with cleanliness, veritable proof of what detergent ads 

claim. Sinking into the pillows, I am stretching my legs contentedly. I even enjoy the slight 

soreness in my thighs – a reminder of skiing. Maybe I can get used to sports in fresh air. I am fast 

asleep before Oskar comes out of the bathroom.  
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When I wake up, the sun is shining brightly. Oskar is already dressed since he has a business 

meeting in an hour. It doesn’t take me long to get ready. I am happy about my slightly tanned 

face and the good breakfast awaiting me. Maybe I should suggest that we stay here a little longer. 

On the other hand, that would mean a few more days of skiing with no guarantees I’d be as lucky 

as yesterday.  

  

By eleven o’clock I am in front of the fashionable ski apparel store looking at chic ski suits – 

most beyond my means. I wouldn’t mind owning that black down jacket. Black makes everyone 

look thinner, but six hundred euros? That’s more than half a month’s salary for most. Anyway, I 

am not here to shop. I should think about what questions I’ll ask the store owner about his 

Russian customers.  

Ten minutes later, I am sitting next to him in a tiny crammed office. Spacious opulence is 

reserved for the paying public while this little room only contains a few shelves, a small desk 

with a computer and an office chair, and a dilapidated red chair.  

We are drinking tea. The owner says, “They are generous, those Russians. Some of them 

come to us immediately after arriving here and buy stuff for a thousand euros or more – per 

person. Well, they can’t find such exquisite merchandise in Russia.”  

How should I know? I have never been there. I am recording the conversation and don’t 

have to write anything down.  

“If the Russians really are that nice and generous, why did Kitzbühel consider introducing 

a quota for Russians?” I ask.  

“Well, if you’re flooded…,” the merchant begins, but then points to my recording device.  

“You better turn this thing off now.”  

I hit “Pause.” Whatever – otherwise I’ll never find out what he thinks.  
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“They dance on tables all night long, drink until daybreak, damage hotel furniture – you 

really have to watch out.” He is almost whispering.  

“Where did that happen?” I ask.  

“Well, it’s happening right here, even though Zürs is more sedate. But in Lech it happens 

all the time. Nobody wants to talk about it. After all, most Russians are all right even if they can’t 

speak German. The Russians just aren’t as civilized… I mean… just think about the war and all 

that happened afterwards… and then the Soviet Union and Communism.”  

“But they’re spending tons of money in your store?”  

He is smiling and rubbing his hands. “You can say that; you surely can. I hired two sales 

clerks: one is from the Ukraine and the other is from Germany − studying Russian. That’s 

important for them, that one speaks their language.”  

“And do the Russians have special requests, things that distinguish them from other 

customers?”  

He is thinking, frowning. “Special requests? Well, there was one Russian who wanted to 

buy clothes for himself and his companions − at that very instant. It was late at night and we 

were already closed, but he was so persistent that we reopened just for him. He’d found out that 

we’re doing this for some of the German industrialists. Those also don’t like to shop with 

everyone else. And so we accommodated him even though I thought it was quite presumptuous.”  

“But sales were good?”  

“More than good, I have to admit. They love designer merchandise and I stock a lot of 

that, also last year’s models. The Russians don’t care, fortunately, and our clothes are always 

beautiful.”  

I am just nodding.  
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I am strolling through the streets of Zürs. The sun isn’t strong enough yet to soften the snow and 

ice on the sidewalk. I slip, catch myself, and am surprised how steadily other pedestrians 

navigate on this surface. Two bellhops in long green aprons are standing in front of a hotel 

entrance, smoking and laughing. In the little parking lot next to the souvenir shop a woman in a 

bulky white down jacket is scratching away the ice on her windshield. The two cars next to her 

must have been there for a while since they are covered with snow. Behind them is another car, a  

Mercedes SUV, with no snow on it. A man is putting a briefcase into the trunk. It’s Sorger. 

Should I approach him? Maybe he knows why the Russians ran away. He’s slamming the car 

door, I make a quick step towards him, don’t pay attention, slip, fall, and end up on my behind in 

the middle of the sidewalk. My first thought is: how embarrassing. Only then do I wonder 

whether I’m hurt. Struggling to get up, I look at the parking lot. Sorger has disappeared behind a 

door and the woman in white is climbing into her car. Someone is passing by her car − the 

muscular Russian from last night. I am rubbing my backside, looking at the slippery sidewalk – 

no way will I fall again – and when I look up, the Russian is gone. I should have been wearing 

glasses for years, but usually my eyes are good enough, in my opinion. Now, however…I 

probably was mistaken. Watching my steps, I walk to the parking lot. Sorger’s SUV is still there. 

Viennese license plate. No Russian in sight. I peer into the milk bar. No Russian. I admonish 

myself, “Mira stop seeing Russians everywhere.” I am supposed to be at the Eiskristall. I’m 

already late. I hurry as fast as seems safe but still turn around twice. No Russian. No Sorger.  

Once at the restaurant, I study the menu displayed out front. It’s a habit I can’t shake. It is 

written in three languages: German, English, and Russian. Many dishes contain goose liver and 

truffles and, an absolute must these past few years, Kobe beef. All ingredients are meant to make 

it clear even to idiots that the food here is luxurious. I am more intrigued by some other dishes: 

freshly smoked warm catfish on juniper berry foam, or chamois variations with potato snow.  

I am going in. The restaurant opens only in the evening, so the reception area is dark and 

I can hear a vacuum cleaner. Instead of the aroma of food, there’s a whiff of disinfectants.  A 

restaurant of this caliber comes to life through the art of staging, like a theater. So, there’s no 

reason to be disappointed. When I approach the woman with the vacuum cleaner, I wonder what 

language I should use. “Is Herr Oberlechner here?” I ask in German, very slowly. I am sure she’ll 

at least know the name.  
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“Of course, “she answers in perfect German, sizing me up. “He’s probably in the 

kitchen.”  

“Where are you from?” I ask.  

“Rostock. Why?” She is now pointing to a sturdy man in jeans and a white apron. “There 

he is,” she says and switches the vacuum cleaner on again.  

“Mira Valensky,” I shout to drown out the noise.  

He is extending his hand. “Kurt Oberlechner. Please come with me.”   

I do and we end up in a dining area. The tables are set with sparkling glasses, silver 

cutlery, and artistically folded linen napkins. There is a fresh Alpine rose on each table − where 

does he get them at this time of year? Whatever. The Kobe beef most likely doesn’t come from 

local mountain pastures either. That’s why you pay 160 euros for a fillet. Well, it’s served with 

truffle sauce.  

“I don’t have a lot of time,” he starts as soon as we are sitting and I have turned on my 

recording machine. “You wanted to find out about our Russian guests. They’re good guests, the 

Russians. If they like your place, they return. They’re loyal. One shouldn’t underestimate that.”  

“And they’re willing to spend money,” I add.  

He gives me a suspicious look. “Yes, they are.”  

“How could it be otherwise if one wants to eat at your place,” I mumble.  

He laughs. “I used to work in Paris and Lyon for years. There they charge twelve hundred 

schillings for appetizers. In euros that would be – I’m so used to the euro now that I have 

difficulties quoting in schilling – let’s see, fourteen hundred schillings are a hundred euros; we’re 

talking about 85 euros. That was fifteen years ago. For 85 euros you can eat the entire ‘Alpine 

Menu,’ a five-course meal, at my place.”  

“Are the Russians spending more than other guests?”  
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“Well, there are many Russians who don’t care how much they spend on vacation. Maybe 

they don’t have to; who knows? I just think that they like to spoil themselves when they are on 

holiday. You know, we’ve many good guests, but recently there was this Italian industrialist, I 

won’t name names, who ordered a quarter kilo of caviar for his companions. They didn’t quite 

finish it, so he wanted to take the rest along. Just as if we were a country inn in which they wrap 

up the rest of your Schnitzel to take home.”  

“Russians like to party. Does that disturb other guests?”  

“They’re not any louder than other guests. I don’t seat more than six people together, no 

matter what country they’re from; well, with occasional exceptions.”  

“So, in general, your experience with Russians is positive,” I summarize. I have to admit 

that I’m a little disappointed.  

The chef is staring at my recording machine. Nodding, I turn it off.  

“Money talks. That’s something they know in Russia as well,” he sighs. “I have to assign 

two waiters for a table quite often, and it’s a good idea to have an extra person in the kitchen as 

well. They aren’t all like that, but some come up with special requests you wouldn’t believe. It’s 

also a power game; those with power get whatever they want and when they want it!”  

“Extra portions of caviar? Lobster thermidor?”  

He gives me an astonished look. “Lobster thermidor? Most people don’t know that 

anymore. You work in the business?”  

Smiling, I say, “I’m not a trained cook, but I’ve worked in a starred kitchen belonging to 

a friend for a few months. I like cooking and eating. That’s all.” It’s probably not a bad idea if he 

thinks I’m a colleague. In fact, I notice that he has become more relaxed.  

“Then you know what I’m talking about. They change their mind about each side dish 

twice, and spend hours deciding whether the truffle mousse might go better with the duck or the 

confit of grapes with morels. Just recently, one of them wanted French fries with his Kobe beef.  
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When our head waiter tells him that we don’t have French fries, he says that one can buy them at 

any fast food joint and someone should get him some. The headwaiter tried to calm him down 

and offered grilled potato slices but the Russian got louder and insisted on French fries. So, we 

cut French fries, sautéed them first in lard according to the old French tradition, drained them, 

and then fried them in hot fat. Can you imagine how that held us up at the height of the dinner 

rush? And what’s his response? ‘The ones at McDonald’s are better.’ That fatty mush of pressed 

potatoes.”  

“How was the tip?” I ask.  

“The tip was phenomenal, but money can’t take care of everything. I put his name on the 

list. We have a ’no-list’ for such people. Whenever they wish to reserve a table, we’re 

unfortunately full. They have no chance. We can afford to do that since were fully booked each 

day.”  

“Do you own the restaurant?”  

“What’s that got to do with Russians?”  

“Well, right now they’re buying up everything,” I try to joke.  

“The restaurant is owned by a corporation – unfortunately and luckily. It’s almost 

impossible to finance an enterprise at our level otherwise. The prices may be high, but the cost of 

doing business is even higher. I know what I am talking about. I used to own a restaurant before. 

Now I’m chef and manager with a good fixed salary and the chance to make additional money at 

special events and private celebrations. That’s much better at my age.”  

I would guess that Oberlechner is in his early fifties and am about to contradict him when 

I suddenly remember how strenuous cooking can be. I have experienced it myself. And if you 

own a restaurant, the first one you exploit is yourself. Staff salaries can break you. Did 

Oberlechner go broke with his own restaurant?  
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“But my comments about special requests and impatient Russians were off the record,” 

he continues and gets up. “One of our cooks didn’t show up today and I have to be back in the 

kitchen.”  

I get up too. “What do Russians like to eat? Do you take that into account when you 

prepare the menu?”  

“International gourmets tend to like the same things, but there are a few things Russians 

love more than others: smoked and marinated fish, for example, and large platters with various 

assortments of appetizers – similar to their classic Zakuski.”  

“I saw smoked warm catfish on your menu. Do you do your own smoking?”  

“Yes, á la minute. It’s really quite simple. I only started to look into it when more and 

more of my guests turned out to be Russian. Outside, next to our kitchen, we’ve a very simple 

smoking oven − the one you can get in any fishing supply store. Just add a few aromatic twigs of 

herbs or juniper berries to the flour mix, cut the fish into portions, add a little salt, and half an 

hour later the fish is juicy and smoked. The cold smoked fish you get in Russia often has been 

smoked for too long, which makes it tough. I know a Russian couple from Moscow, he owns a 

large publishing house, who come to me specifically for the freshly smoked fish. But I’ve really 

got to rush now…”  

“Just one more question,” I give him a pleading look. “A Russian, most likely a 

businessman, medium height, rather slim, brownish hair, slightly receding hairline, in his early or 

mid-forties” – I realize as I am talking how many men look like that – “with a very young 

woman, petite, with long black hair, dark eyes, not at all…”  

“…like a hooker?” he finishes my description. “We’ve many elegant Russian ladies 

around here, more than elegant Americans, I swear. What about the two?”  

“Do you know them?”  

“Your description fits many. Accompanied by a petite young woman with long black 

hair, you say? I heard that Dolochov was seen in Lech with such a woman. Gossip is faster here 
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than an avalanche. He ate at my place last year − with his wife, who’s also elegant but about as 

old as he is.”  

“And who is Dolochov?”  

“You don’t know him? He’s one of the oligarchs, one of the super rich – there aren’t too 

many around, not even here, on Arlberg. He’s supposedly a close confidant of the Russian 

president. He’s someone who always bets on the right horse.” His voice is dripping with 

admiration. “I just read a big article about him in a German business magazine. If he’s really 

here, I hope he’ll come to eat with us; it doesn’t matter with whom. He can count on my being 

discreet. We’re world champions in discretion.”  

“Can you think of any reason why he’d want to run away from Sorger, the building 

contractor?”  

“Many.” The best cook on Arlberg is grinning. “Maybe he doesn’t want to be mentioned 

with him in gossip columns.”  

“He’s that shy?” I go with the joke.  

Turning serious, Oberlechner says, “It’s actually true. The super rich want to be left 

alone. Did he really run away from Sorger?”  

“And his companions – through the kitchen at Zirben, with a carafe of Pomerol in his 

hand, and then away with roaring motors.”  

“I don’t get it. Maybe he really didn’t want to be photographed. That is, if it was him in 

the first place.”  

“There was no photographer in sight.”  

“Sorger always has his camera along. That way he can snap pictures of any celebrity 

unlucky enough to cross his path. He just hands the camera to any old bystander with the request 

to take a picture of him and the celebrity. Then he sends these pictures to the gossip columns of 

various magazines.”  
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“Unbelievable.”  

“I thought about putting him on my “no-list” when he practically forced another guest to 

take a picture of him and the German chancellor. It’s difficult for the poor woman to get out of 

such a situation, but…”   

“He’s one of your good guests?”  

“A very good one. And, honestly, publicity is never a bad thing for a restaurant.”  

  

Oskar has sent a text; his meeting is going to last into the late afternoon. I am suspicious.  

I haven’t forgotten that something was once going on once between him and one of the lawyers 

in the Frankfurt office. But no, she’s married now and lives in Vienna. We are married too, but 

what does that mean? Nothing. On the other hand, he didn’t have to take me along. But he really 

urged me to come to the mountains with him. If I can choose, I’d opt for the ocean any day.  

Should I go skiing on my own? Why not? The sun is shining and the snow is soft. But 

aren’t those exactly the very best conditions for breaking one’s leg? I could take the easy runs, 

like yesterday’s long blue one. Even I managed to do that one without a problem. Our ski pass is 

good for three days, our rented skis are stored in the basement of the hotel, and I can’t imagine 

whom else to question about Russians. I could check on the Internet whether Dolochov is my 

fleeing Russian. There will be photos of an oligarch, for sure, but I can do that later. I am 

suddenly in high spirits. Maybe the thin air at this altitude is affecting my brain. Whatever it is, I 

dash to the hotel and get changed fast so I don’t have time to reconsider, grab my skis, and slip 

and slide to the ski lifts. It went quite well yesterday – and then that fabulous feeling afterwards.  
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There are hardly any people at the lift station. It’s the end of the season. A man is talking 

on the phone in Russian. Business, I assume – mobile phones make that possible anywhere. I 

wish I understood what he’s saying. There is only one person on the chairlift seating six. He 

looks like a local, with a rucksack and a cross on the sleeve of his parka. A phone is ringing. He 

fishes a phone from his chest pocket. Maybe cell phones should be prohibited in the mountains, 

as they are in good restaurants. He is talking in Vorarlberg dialect but I manage to translate what 

he says, “Yet another one?”  

“Damn wet snow. And nobody’s paying attention.” He is staring down. “Yes, I can see 

him,” he says and puts the phone away. He is with the Mountain Rescue. I’m now staring down 

too. Someone is lying right at an intersection of two downhill runs and three skiers are racing 

towards him from a steep slope. The woman standing next to the injured skier is shouting and the 

three turn aside at the last moment. This could almost have been another accident.   

“Idiots,” the man says, trying to speak in standard German. “The sun’s making them all 

stupid.”  

“Are there many accidents right now?” I ask. My heart is pounding.  

“Whenever the snow’s wet and the sun is shining.”  

Why did I have to ask?  

I am skiing away from the mountain station as carefully as possible. Two elderly skiers, 

who seem to be in no hurry, are passing me. I make an effort and use the ski sticks a few times. 

This first slope, to be skied diagonally, is not very steep anyway. The views are glorious, 

however, even for someone like me who normally is not overwhelmed by mountains. This gives 

me an excuse to swing to the side, pretending to take pictures of the panorama with my little 

camera. Great, I managed not to fall down those first few hundred meters. I am taking pictures, 

allow a group of skiers to pass, and then continue. It’s difficult to navigate in the heavy snow. 

It’s April, after all.  

Actually, I can’t imagine a more beautiful place to ski. Not a person in sight and my next 

few swings turn out perfectly. Bend your knees, I tell myself, and then the skis will move by 

themselves. Mira alone in the mountains. Are Dolochov and his young companion skiing too?  
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Why else would they be here? Oskar has a business meeting. Why does it last that long? And  

Sorger … Darn it! I didn’t pay attention. It’s very steep here. We didn’t come this way yesterday. 

Brown spots, the soil is already visible. I take the next curve with stiff knees. Mira, make one 

more swing. Just don’t stop. I’m getting faster, there’s a large pile of packed snow over there − 

mustn’t go there − but I don’t manage to make a turn. I am skiing towards the pile of snow, faster 

and faster. I should lie down, just lie down, brake, or make a turn. My legs are pushed apart, I hit 

the ground, one ski’s in the air, and I’ve no idea where the other went. I continue to slide and 

finally fall down next to another pile of snow. One leg and one ski are pointing upwards − still 

connected − the other leg, with the ski boot but without the ski, is lying in the snow. I cautiously 

try to move.  

Nothing seems to be broken. Nothing seems to hurt. But maybe I’m in shock. I remember 

the story about a lawyer who had a car accident. She was sitting at the edge of the road and 

wanted to blow her nose. Only then did she notice that her nose was gone. Mira, this isn’t the 

freeway. Two men are stopping next to me.  

“Are you hurt?” one of them asks.  

I am shaking my head. “My ski.”  

The other man stomps the few meters to the snow pile, pulls out my ski, and brings it to 

me. “Are you really OK?”  

Nodding, I push myself up. I can do it. I was lucky. This has been my second fall today, 

but no Russian was involved in this one. The two men leave, fortunately, and so cannot watch 

how long it takes me to put the skis on again. I’ll simply slide down sideways for the rest of the 

steep hill. It’s not elegant but reasonably safe. What happened was that I took part of a black run 

by mistake. Now I see where the blue one continues. Unlike yesterday, I didn’t take the bypass 

but skied directly down into the valley. Nothing happened, but my knees are shaking and when I 

am finally in town, I feel very relieved.  

  

I can hardly stop myself from telling everyone at the reception desk about my adventure. 

Fortunately, I realize just in time that many guests ski the black run voluntarily and without any 
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problems and tend to boast about their exploits on the slopes. The woman at the desk has a 

message for me. Vesna has already arrived – and Valentin Freytag with her. Vesna is waiting for 

me in the hotel bar. Why didn’t she call me? I am checking my mobile phone. My fall loosened 

the batteries. Well, if nothing else was damaged…  

  

Vesna is waving to me from the bar. Whenever she is with Valentin Freytag, she makes sure to 

dress well. She looks good in her blue pantsuit, but jeans would have been just as fine. Why are 

you so overly critical, Mira? After all, you like Freytag. I am simply irritated by Vesna’s 

insecurity. That’s not how I know her: assertive, decisive Vesna − the one who’s in charge. Yet 

for the last half year she has been unable to decide whether to choose Freytag for good or to stay 

in the relationship with Halilović. I kiss her on both cheeks.  

“Mira Valensky, you’ve got a tan,” she says by way of greeting. She has kept the habit of 

addressing me with both my first and last name from the time when she was my cleaning lady 

and I offered her the familiar “Du,” which she found inappropriate then. Times have changed. 

Now she’s only rarely cleaning my place herself. She now owns a cleaning service and has 

employed three women and two men these past few months. The men are Bosnians, distant 

relatives, and are cleaning only officially while in reality they are involved with personal 

protection and similar matters. It’s safe to assume that they are better at that than with 

vacuuming.  

“I went skiing all by myself today,” I begin, having finally found a victim whom I can tell 

about my experience. Of course, I am telling her about the Russians as well.  

“We should talk with this Sorger,” she says.  

“Did you study Russian in school?” I ask.  

“Did you?”  

“Your country was Communist.”  
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“But we weren’t on good terms with the USSR. It wasn’t mandatory subject. I took it for 

one year but forgot everything.” Vesna is looking around.  

“He’s going to come,” I calm her down.  

Vesna is sighing now. “Valentin really wanted to come with me to Arlberg. Since he can 

arrange his time, I cannot say ‘no’ easily.”   

“Didn’t you want him to come along?”  

“I don’t know. Maybe I need time away from both men.”  

Patting her arm, I say, “Look at it this way: I know quite a few who have no man at all; 

you have one too many, so don’t complain.”  

“Maybe I have two too many. Halilović is waiting with despair in face. I stay now in 

room behind my office, but I see him in the house since apartment is right next to the office.  

He’s trying to stay calm, poor man. I do like him, but…”  

“And Valentin Freytag?” Vesna met the producer and creator of one of the most popular 

television shows when I was trying to find out what was going on behind the beautiful façade of 

the show, Millions Cook.   

Vesna is tracing patterns on the bar counter with her index finger. “I like him a lot, but 

sometimes I think he’s just attracted to me because I’m exotic − you know, the well-educated 

man and the cleaning woman. Social romanticism is attractive to him.”  

“When he met you, he thought you were a professor of Mathematics from Bosnia. He still 

liked you.”  

“He even forgave me my fibbing. It wasn’t my fault I had to sound him out,” Vesna says, 

looking at me. “But he’s pushing me. He wants me to move in with him, to marry him, and 

things like that. Why is that necessary?”  

“He’s probably afraid you might go back to Halilović.”  
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Just then Freytag comes around the corner. He really looks good; you have to give him 

that: gray hair, slim, jeans, a casual flannel shirt. He starts smiling when he sees me and kisses 

me on both cheeks. Then he gives Vesna a peck on the mouth. Winking at me, he says, “I’m 

lucky she took me along.”  

We are discussing his TV show, Kobe beef, and my fall on the black run. Freytag 

suggests having a meal at the Eiskristall; he’d play host. Thinking about their prices, I am about 

to shake my head, but then remember that Vesna’s Valentin swims in money. His show, Millions 

Cook, airs in many countries and brings in tons of royalties. So I mumble, “One has to make 

reservations months in advance,” while already thinking of warm smoked catfish.  

“But you know that cook,” Vesna says.  

A year ago, nothing, absolutely nothing, would have made her go to such an expensive 

restaurant. People change, adapting to their environment. Besides, Vesna earns quite a bit by now 

with her cleaning service.  

“I just asked him a few questions,” I play it down.  

“You call him,” Vesna decides. “I’m sure you impressed him. Chefs are crazy about 

you.”  

“Am I a chef?” Oskar asks behind me, embracing me. He agrees that I should be the one 

to call at Eiskristall.  

I hate doing these things but don’t have a chance. I call, my heart is pounding – idiotic, 

but I simply dislike phoning people I hardly know. I ask to speak with Oberlechner, he gets on 

the line, and five minutes later we have a table. Someone just cancelled and for a connoisseur 

like me he’ll do what he can. Maybe it also helps that I work for the Magazin. Anyhow, I am 

happy, everybody else is happy, and I can finally torture Oskar with the story of my black ski run 

and my fall. The run gets longer and longer while the fall retreats into the background.  

“Didn’t I tell you all along that you can do it?” Oskar says. Calling myself an idiot, I 

wonder what slopes he’s going to chase me down tomorrow.  



#NTM2018 25 
 

  

The warm smoked catfish is as delicious as I anticipated. The atmosphere itself is a little too 

much for my taste: too many servers − looking more distinguished than most of the guests they 

serve – Oberlechner walking from table to table with a toque on his head, and the sommelier 

putting on such an act that one hardly dares drink wine anymore. What I like most is the 

international mix of guests. There are Americans, a table with Italian women, Germans, of 

course, and a Near Eastern family. There’s also a quiet, distinguished older Russian couple.  

“Maybe they’re only that quiet because they’ve something to hide,” Vesna says. By now I 

have realized that she doesn’t particularly care for Russians. It must have something to do with 

her life in Yugoslavia. “Always they believe they’re the boss,” Vesna tells me when I ask her 

about it. “They’ve no culture, just power. Fortunately, not so much power anymore.”  

Valentin is smiling at her and contradicts. “Just think of the great Russian novelists: 

Tolstoy, Pushkin, Chekhov – and it’s a country where people still read, where they have 

wonderful contemporary writers. Even their crime stories are good, and then their painters. If you 

think that country has no culture…”  

Vesna interrupts him. “I am simple cleaning woman and don’t know about that. The 

culture I talk about is how people treat each other. Not much there.”  

“Oh, you simple cleaning woman,” Valentin jokes, but it’s a little forced. “You read a lot 

and know very well what we mean by culture. Show me one nationality where everyone is 

refined. Just think about the war in your home country. And here, we didn’t just have Mozart but 

Nazis too.”  

“You think Mozart was refined?” Vesna asks. “I’m not sure that being cultured and 

creating culture are same.”  

I lean back contentedly. “Well, I can see that my Russian topic provides food for thought 

for everyone. It’s clear that it’ll make a good story.”  

            Oskar is taking another chunk of cheese from the crystal platter. There’s even a cheese 

from Vorarlberg, but otherwise all are international flagships. Maybe it’s risky to be too regional 
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in this type of restaurant. What did my friend Manninger, a master cook, say? One reason why 

people go to McDonald‟s is because their expectations are met there. They know exactly what 

they’ll get. The same is true for the top restaurants where you find just as many guests who 

dislike experiments, who eat only what they know, and for whom everything has to taste the way 

they’re used to. 

            “Our banks are investing heavily in the East while rich Russians are involved with 

Central European firms. And each side believes that money can be made that way. There’s no 

doubt that Russia is a huge developing market, as long as the political situation remains stable,” 

Oskar says.  

“It’s not particularly democratic,” I interject, sated. “Just look how they’re suppressing 

demonstrations.”  

“That’s of little interest to investors...”  

I am about to protest – with what little stamina I have left.  

“…if they’re solely interested in profits,” Oskar adds quickly. “I’m considering 

establishing contacts with a Russian law office. My German partners and I talked about that 

today.”  

  

It’s past midnight before we are on our way back to the hotel. Oberlechner invited us for a few 

shots of magnificent schnapps. Uncharacteristically all are local brands, two even from Lech – 

for friends only.  

  

Oskar is in the bathroom and I’m looking up at the stars and at the ratraks driving up and down 

the slopes, high up as if they were stars, only that their headlights are even brighter. Did I really 
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see the tycoon Dolochov today? I had planned to check that out on the Internet, but I can do it 

when I’m back in Vienna.  

On the other hand, they have a computer with Internet connection in the lobby. I can hear  

Oskar singing quietly in the bathroom. I’ll be back in five minutes, I am sure. I take the elevator 

down. With a tired smile, the woman at the reception desk asks, “Is there anything I can do for 

you?”  

“I just want to go online briefly.”  

“I’ll get you access.”  

Once in, I google “Dolochov,” “oligarch,” and “Austrian pages.” Let’s see if he’s 

mentioned. You better believe it. There are seven pages with entries about him. The first entry is 

an article without a picture. I can read the details tomorrow. Next. There is a long segment about 

Russian history and in the text the word “oligarch” is mentioned, but I don’t find his name when 

I just scan the text. In entry three there’s a large picture on the first page with the caption, “Boris 

Dolochov signing a contract with Stahl-AG.” I am looking at the photo very carefully and am 

sure that this is my Russian who ran away.  

“Don’t tell me you’re still working that late,” someone says behind me, startling me. It’s 

Guggenbauer, the hotel owner. “What do you want from Dolochov?”  

“I saw him yesterday at Zirben,” I tell him. “That made me curious.”  

Nodding, Guggenbauer whispers, “He’s only here for a short visit, incognito, on 

business.”  

It seems to me that the hotelier is a little drunk.  

“He left the Zirben rather quickly when the building contractor Sorger showed up,” I 

continue.  
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“Well, he simply doesn’t want to be seen,” Guggenbauer whispers. “And there’s nobody 

with a bigger mouth than Sorger.”  

“Shady business?” I ask.  

“Not at all, but not meant for the general public; not yet.” He’s whispering into my ear 

now, “Maybe I’ll meet him tomorrow.” I am sure now that he smells of alcohol.  

“Is he going to invest in hotels?”  

“Who can tell with those Russians?” he says. “It’s possible. Maybe he’ll buy a hotel or 

build one, maybe more than one.”  

“I thought that there’s a building stop around here.”  

“If you’ve got that much money…” The Arlberg hotelier looks as if he were awestruck.   
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