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Fiction

I Want You Alive
Ich will dich lebend

review

Julia Malik’s ‘I Want You Alive’ is a novel about violence against

women, told through its effects on the victim, her best friend, and the

perpetrator’s family. It opens on the morning of a preliminary court

hearing. The narrator, Jeanne, has spent the previous four months

hiding her best friend Selma at a remote lakeside property, after

Selma reported Jeanne’s older half-brother, Mischa, to the police for

violence against her. During the months in hiding,

Mischa has called Jeanne, insisting Selma is mistaken and the

situation is Jeanne’s doing. 

Jeanne and Mischa are the children of a well-known artist, Hendrik,

who was violently abusive towards their mother, Ruth, during their

childhood. Ruth now lives apart from the family and speaks mainly

in borrowed aphorisms. Jeanne works as Hendrik’s

assistant, despite having a PhD in biology. Selma was once an

ambitious architect but has surrendered her aspirations in order

to be with Mischa. Both women, in different ways, have shaped their

lives around a charismatic, dominant man. 

The hearing takes an unexpected and devastating turn, which leads

Jeanne to cut off contact with Selma. However, she eventually

reads a series of emails from Selma, setting out the full extent

of Mischa’s abuse from Selma’s perspective. Selma eventually leaves

Mischa and considers launching a renewed prosecution; Jeanne, in

parallel, resigns as Hendrik’s assistant and considers returning to
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research. 

The novel is narrated in the first person by Jeanne, primarily in the

present tense, and opens with a prologue establishing the central

relationships between the characters. Jeanne’s account of the

present-day story is interwoven with her recollections of earlier

events, gradually filling in the family history that lies behind the central

crisis. Later in the novel, Selma’s own voice is heard directly through

the emails Jeanne reproduces, shifting the narrative from Jeanne to

Selma’s account of her experience. 

The prose is largely plain and factual, with more lyrical passages

reserved for scenes set on a jetty by the lake, which recur at key

points in the two women’s relationship and mark shifts in the tension

between them. A moment of shared warmth early on later gives way

to a scene of anger and estrangement in the same setting. Malik, who

is primarily known as an actor, draws characters whose

motivations emerge through dialogue and interaction rather than

explicit description. 

The novel addresses the legal and procedural obstacles faced by

victims reporting domestic violence, including the low rate of

prosecutions and convictions in Germany. It will appeal to readers

of Annie Ernaux, who is quoted at the front of the book, and Ruth-

Maria Thomas. 

Find out more:

https://www.fva.de/Buecher/Alle-Buecher/Ich-will-dich-lebend.html

press quotes

With gripping realism, Julia Malik reveals the intricate

fabric of violence and how difficult it is to escape. Yet

because this is literature, we as readers are ultimately

rescued as well – and left happy.

Marlene Streeruwitz

Julia Malik writes precisely and authentically about the

dynamics of violence that is all too often disguised as
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love. We must look, even if it is painful, in order to

understand.«

 

Christina Clemm

You only realize how much this book has been missing

once you resurface, because it sweeps you away so

completely. It is told with such lucidity and intensity.

Daniela Dröscher

Ich will dich lebend is a story of human relationships

that’s extraordinary because it’s plausible. The events

it describes are devastating but its tone is not

consistently bleak. It offers no answers – what novel

can – but it has the potential to become a vital talking-

point in the conversation about violence against

women and girls, towards efforts not only to identify the

root causes of this violence, but to improve police and

judicial handling of reports of domestic abuse, including

in the UK.

NBG reader Alexandra Cox
https://www.coquelicot-translation.com/literary-translation-pr

ojects/

about the author

© Nils Schwarz

Julia Malik, born in Berlin, went to the

University of Music and Theatre in Hamburg

to study acting. This was followed by

engagements at various theatres. She

appears in film and television productions,

most recently starring alongside Thomas

Thieme and Robert Stadlober in the feature

film Las Vegas (2023), and is a member of

the Berlin band Elementarstrategien. Her

debut novel, Brauch Blau, was published by

FVA in 2020.
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