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At the Wrong Time
Zur falschen Zeit

review

A young man’s attempt to solve the mystery surrounding his father’s

suicide; the difficulties besetting homosexuals in the 1950s; a tragic

love story which ends in a suicide pact – At the Wrong Time is also

an utterly convincing and beautifully observed novel about the

unspoken and the unspeakable.

The seventeen-year-old narrator, ‘reserved and sensible, or maybe

just boring’, lives with his mother and stepfather. About his father he

knows only that he committed suicide aged twenty-four shortly after

the birth of his son. A handful of holiday snapshots and a studio

photograph are the only other clues he possesses to his father’s short

existence; his mother prefers not to talk about him.

Gradually it dawns on the narrator that he might try to find out more.

The name and address on the back of the studio photograph take him

to Paris and his long-lost godfather, André Gros. Little by little, the

narrator begins to piece together the past and the secret of his

father’s homosexuality. We learn that his father, Emil, met André at

school and fell in love with him, that it was through him that Emil

began to discover and explore his sexuality. We learn of Emil’s three

bouts in a lunatic asylum, sent by his parents in attempts to ‘cure’ his

‘latently perverse infantile personality’. When André betrays him with

a string of lovers and eventually leaves for Paris, Emil convinces

himself he is in love with Veronika, a secretary at the asylum. They

marry and Emil becomes a teacher, but he is soon seduced by

Sebastian Enz, a young man training to be a teacher at the school he
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works at. When Sebastian decides to change mentor and has to

move school, the two of them have little choice but to meet in the

house that he shares with his mother. And when Sebastian’s mother

discovers the affair and blackmails Emil, he and Sebastian see no

way out but to kill themselves. Finally, even when confronted with the

truth, the narrator’s mother tries to suppress it.

Sulzer’s introverted characters, quietly accepting and utterly

incapable of communicating with one another, intensify the tragedy in

a way that would be impossible if they screamed at each other or

wanted to talk things through all the time. A small pool of spilt red nail

polish is the closest Veronika gets to a scream. Reminiscent of Colm

Toíbin and Ian McEwan, At the Wrong Time is restrained, tantalising

and wholly original.

press quotes

‘Masterfully crafted and tactfully told.’– Die Zeit

‘A small, elegant masterpiece.’– Der Freitag

‘This novel, which touches on and then abandons

several minor motives, like Umberto Giordano’s

opera Andrea Genier or a poetic shrink, captivates

from the first page to the last.’– Frankfurter Allgemeine

Zeitung

‘Each reader will go through hot and cold showers of

emotion. Zur falschen Zeit is discreet and bordering on

tender in its language, and yet it grabs you with the

might of a Greek tragedy.’– NDR

Sulzer touches the core of the tragic; namely how

suffering can turn back into guilt. Outstanding …An

extraordinary story teller.’– WDR3
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novel, Zur Falschen Zeit.

Previous works include:

Privatstunden (‘Private Hours’, 2007); Ein perfekter Kellner (A Perfect

Waiter, 2004); Annas Maske (‘Anna’s Mask’, 2001)
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Galiani Berlin is the new imprint under the roof of Kiepenheuer &

Witsch, established in 2009 by Wolfgang Hörner and Esther Kormann

– the creative minds behind the programme. They publish a mixture

of literature, classics and narrative non-fiction in hardcover format

only. The imprint is named after Ferdinando Galiani: a true genius

who was interested in everything around him, innovative,

unpredictable and never boring. This reflects the path that Wolfgang

Hörner and Esther Kormann are following with their new imprint.
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