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On the love for a difficult father and one’s way into life

"Moth" is what the father calls the narrator. The father is a

worker, gambler, and a drinker. In fact, Moth even has two fathers: one who can run
fast, knows all the hiding places when playing, and comes up with an answer to any
question. And the other, who is transferred from the factory to the office so he
doesn't drunkenly saw off his hand. And about the alcohol, the mother says, it was
actually the same with all the men in the family.

Moth herself has long been drinking more than is good for her. Even as a child, she
played waitress at the local fair festival and drank the leftovers until she felt warm.
Now, as a young woman, she sometimes sleeps in the hallway because she can no
longer fit the key into the lock. Her boyfriend supports her, but he usually can't stand
properly himself. Only her brother, who has become an educator, checks on her
every day. When her father is diagnosed with terminal cancer, Moth looks for a way
to say goodbye — to her father and to alcohol.

“The Grime on My Father's Hands" by Lena Schdtte is a moving novel about growing
up in a family living in so-called modest circumstances, which, when it comes down
to it, sticks together. A tough, tender novel about the love for a difficult father and the
path to life.
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Lena Schatte (born 1993) debuted in 2014 with the novel "Ruhrpottliebe’. Over the
following years, she worked as a psychiatric nurse in the Ruhr area until she began
studying Literary Writing at the German Literature Institute Leipzig in 2020. Today, she
takes care of people with addiction issues — and writes. For an excerpt from the novel
"The Grime on My Father's Hands," Lena Schétte was awarded the W.G. Sebald Literature
Prize in 2024.
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Sample Translation

translated by Alexandra Roesch

My mother teaches us things that daughters need to know. Things that are not about
sitting up straight at the dining table or saying please and thank you. Things that are
different from what she teaches her sons. She teaches us that spirits mean trouble.
That men who drink beer are harmless — they dance, slur their words, and blurt out
private matters, but in the end, you can shove them into bed and leave them to sleep
off their drunkenness peacefully. Men who drink spirits, on the other hand, turn
aggressive, look for fights, end up being brought home by the police or sometimes
don't come home at all. Something happens in their heads, she often explains, tapping
her temple with her forefinger. But she also teaches us that everything is fine as long as
they only drink on the weekends. Only those who drink during the week are alcoholics.
And she teaches us that a woman must always have escape money — hidden behind a
loose tile in the laundry room, in an old winter boot at the back of the wardrobe, or in a
Tupperware box in the freezer labelled lentil soup. Enough to get the children out of bed
and disappear at a moment’s notice. Sometimes I'm scared she might forget me,

might leave without me. And so | go to bed with my shoes and coat on.
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When my boyfriend comes home at night, smelling of campfire and alcohol, and lies
down next to me on the bed, his breath filling the room with that scent, | think of my
father.

We have toothbrushes and pyjamas at each other’s places. We fish each other’s
post out of the letterbox and tear it open. We rummage through each other’s fridges for
something to eat. But we don't live together. That didn’t work.

When he stays over on a Sunday and sleeps in, | hoover, turn the radio up, clatter
about the flat, laugh loudly when he asks if I'll make him coffee. | do everything | can not
to be like my mother.

Sometimes my boyfriend feels embarrassed when people talk about me — how |
behaved last night at the pub, or last week at a birthday party. When a woman drinks
too much, it’s different.

When | start drinking, | don’t touch spirits. | drink colourful, sweet stuff. | say things
I'd never say sober — things you can’t take back. | tell my sister I'd rather hang myself
than live her boring, pathetic life. | tell my neighbour I've always secretly been in love
with him and that I'd help his girlfriend carry her boxes out of the flat when he finally
breaks up with her. | sit crying in a taxi office, where the operator wraps me in a blanket
and makes me coffee. | sleep in the hallway because | can’t get my key in the lock. |
wake up covered in puke, with bruises and scratches | can't explain.

| lose my belongings and spend afternoons picking up my handbags from pub
landlords who've found them while cleaning. In the daylight, they look at me with pity,
and | leave a small tip to thank them.

| let strange hands touch my body and touch in return.

| can't make it to work on Mondays any more, so | invent dead grandmothers
and stomach bugs and my boss mumbles Get well soon.

My friends stop asking if | want to come out with them.



=~ S.FISCHER VERLAGE

For my birthday, Mum plans a sleepover with my best friends. We lay our mattresses
side by side on the floor of my bedroom, drink fruit punch through plastic straws, and
eventually fall asleep — a big, snoring pile of children. In the middle of the night, | wake
up to Marlene’s sharp scream. She is standing in the bathroom doorway, and my father
is passed out on the floor in front of the bathtub. | shake and pinch his arm hard. Get
up, Dad, you can’t sleep here, but he doesn't move. | wake my mother, and she
manages to rouse him and take him to their bedroom, hissing at him through clenched
teeth. Marlene goes to the toilet and then lies back down to sleep. On Monday, we are
back at school. Marlene doesn’t tell anyone. | never tell her how grateful | am. Instead, |
spend the rest of our school years fighting her battles for her.

| can spot it in my father from metres away. | know all the stages. First, a smile,
then glassy eyes, then that one eyebrow lifting like it doesn’t belong to the rest of his
face, until everything becomes a pale, sweaty mask. He sits in the dark kitchen, listening
to Phil Collins, talking to himself, sometimes crying. | don't know why; none of it seems
that bad to me. When | sneak past him, he looks at me, but his gaze seems turned

inward.

We're going on holiday. My parents collect my brother and me from primary school, the
boot stuffed with bags, my space-themed duvet pressed up against the inside of the
rear window. My sister is already driving herself; she’s in her red Fiat with her boyfriend,

following behind us. On the motorway, we wave at each other and pull silly faces. Mum
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rests her hand on Dad'’s knee. We stop at a service station. Dad says he needs the loo.
He's gone ages while we play catch on the grass verge. | step in dog poo.

Mum takes over the driving from here. Dad sits silently in the passenger seat, his
eyebrows drawn tight. My brother falls asleep, his face resting on my lap, a thread of
drool seeping from the corner of his mouth and leaving a dark stain on my pale jeans.
Mum turns around, presses my headphones more snugly over my ears, and fiddles with
the volume dial on my Discman until Bibi Blocksberg is so loud it drowns everything else
out. It's the episode where Bibi's home alone and magics an elephant into the living
room that smashes up all the furniture. Barbara Blocksberg comes home and scolds
her. When you're like this, | feel like you don’t love me any more, says Bibi. Oh, but I'll
always love you, her mother replies. Then they magic the elephant back to the zoo
together. Mum starts crying, banging her fists on the steering wheel.

By the time we get to the holiday flat, it's already dark. Dad tucks us into bed. I'm
still in my jeans when he pulls the blanket up over my knees. His breath is sharp, his kiss
wet and floppy against my forehead. When you're like this, | feel like you don't love us

anymore, | say. But he’s already gone, pulling the door shut with a jerk.

When Dad gets home from work in the late afternoons, he smells of sweat and machine
oil. For an hour, we're not allowed to speak to him. Mum calls it Dad time and shushes
us with a finger to her lips. | watch him sitting alone on the balcony, smoking a few
cigarettes and cracking open his first beer of the evening, staring out at the
neighbourhood.

Then he goes to the bathroom and from my bedroom, | hear the sound of him
scrubbing his hands with a nail brush under the running tap. He scrubs hard. Afterward,

the brush sits on the edge of the sink, bristles bent, sitting in a grey puddle of soap.
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When we sit down to eat together, the table is silent. If one of us kids looks ready
to burst with excitement about our day — who pushed us, who kissed us — Mum shoots
us a warning look.

So | just stare at Dad’s hands as he eats. On Mondays, they're grey. By the end of
the week, they're nearly black, dirt creeping into every crack in his skin, the brittle nail
beds stained deep red. Only on holidays do they ever come clean.

| asked Mum a few times what Dad does, where he goes every day.

Work, she'd say, chopping onions on a board in the kitchen. With machines. | asked if he
wouldn't rather stay home with us. If he didn’t go, we’d have nothing. No house. No
yoghurt pots in the fridge. No stripy socks. Nothing. She swept the onions into a pot and
gave me a tired smile. Life is graft.

On the Year Six Take Your Daughter to Work day, he wakes me in the middle of
the night. The roads are empty as we drive to the factory, except for a woman in a
dressing gown walking an ugly little dog by the river. Inside, the factory is dark, lit by a
few flickering fluorescent tubes. A rat darts across the concrete floor, its claws
scratching faintly as it runs. When the river floods, the water comes right up into the
hall, Dad explains as | hop over puddles. Inside his locker, there is a picture of a naked
woman. He hands me a pair of heavy steel-capped boots. | spend the day watching
him, tasting the hot, metallic tang of the air.

During his break, we sit outside with his colleagues. They talk loudly, their
Tupperware boxes balanced on their knees. | sit close by him as we eat our cheese
sandwiches.

On the drive home, | climb over the handbrake to hug him at a red light, sobbing
into his chest. | sob throughout the red phase, | can’t explain why. When the light turns
green, we drive home. At home, we scrub our hands side by side in the bathroom,
peeling the dirty trousers off our tired legs.

Eventually, he stops working because he doesn’t take a break on Sundays any

more and isn't sober by Monday mornings, and his colleagues at the factory start to
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notice. They're worried he'll slice his hand off, or crush his fingers, or do something else
bad. They move him into an office, but he doesn’'t want to stay there, and in the end, he
stops going altogether. And then we lose the house and move into a flat with thin walls.
| can hear everything. My brother and | share a bed, pressed close together. At night, we
hide under the blanket to read — him holding the torch, me holding the book. He reads
better than | do, fluent and quick, while | still stumble over syllables. But he always
wants me to read aloud.

The black stains on Dad’s hands fade. But still no one talks at dinner, no one says
who pushed who or who kissed who. We often have pasta with sugar and tinned plums.
My brother loves it — he thinks it’s like having dessert for lunch. | just stare at Dad'’s old,
veiny hands as he chews.

| sit opposite him at dinner for a few more years until | buy my own dining table,
plates, and cutlery for more people than | actually know. A table | never eat at. Instead
my plate usually sits on my desk, among the scattered papers, or next to my bed -

sometimes for days, until a green fuzz starts to grow over the food.

| sleep with the window tilted open, no matter how cold it is.

My brother works at the kindergarten next door. In the mornings, | hear cars
pulling up, doors slamming, parents saying goodbye, children calling his name, the
patter of little feet. The dull thud when someone falls over and starts crying. Then my
brother’s voice, soothing them, making them laugh. Well, | guess we’ll have to cut the
leg off, little miss, he says.

During his lunch break, he bursts into my bedroom. Up you get, you lazy pig, he

says, yanking the blanket off me, slapping my thighs or back like I'm some old horse.
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He picks up the clothes I've scattered around the apartment and throws them
into the laundry basket in the bathroom. With the toilet brush, he scrubs specks of puke
from the bowl, flushes, and walks out. He switches on the coffee machine and the radio,
grabs an apple, and stands next to my bed, chewing. Until | get up.

A tall fence separates my yard from the kindergarten’s. It's covered with an
opaque tarp, but the children have poked holes in the plastic. They stick their fingers
through, yelling over to me. Through the holes, small eyes watch me.

In the afternoon, my brother locks up the kindergarten, and the street grows
quiet. Sometimes there’s that one boy left behind.

Once, my brother brought him over to my place. He climbed all over the sofa
and pulled books off the shelves, and flipped through them so quickly that the pages
creased. | flinched at his every move. Relax, will you, my brother said as | knelt on the
carpet, smoothing the pages, carefully closing the book covers. He shook his head,
annoyed. Come on. Let’s wait outside for your mum.

Through the window, | watched them down on the street, balancing on the
neighbour’'s wall. The pavement was a roaring sea. My brother’s voice was a pirate’s
growl, his laugh loud, his hand holding the boy’s tiny one.

| wondered how the hell he put up with it.

| work for the municipal hospital’s cleaning service. With the afternoon team, | mop
floors, clean bathrooms, push the big laundry trolleys down the corridors, and restock
fresh bed linens and towels in the closets. Some patients get the stiff white sheets with
blue stripes and no buttons; others get the soft pink covers with zippers. | refill

antibacterial gel dispensers, sort laundry bags, wash the cleaning rags in the big
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basement machine, haul rubbish out to the back courtyard, and order cleaning
supplies. Sometimes, when someone on the reprocessing team calls in sick,

| sort through the instruments used to open bodies and the trays where removed parts
once lay, and load it all into the steam sterilizer.

Every lunchtime, when | start my shift, there’s a note taped to my locker
with the station I'm assigned to for the day and the tasks left unfinished from the
morning. My least favourite is the intensive care unit - all those cables, devices,
and monitors. There’s often blood stuck to the PVC flooring, and they're always
impatient, waiting for me to finish so they can fill the bed again. When | clean rooms
with patients still in them, they’re often unconscious. | talk to them quietly so no one
else hears. | mention the weather, what's on TV. | glance at the card at the foot of the
bed and call them by their first name, as if we know each other.

My favourite is the psychiatry unit because the patients there often talk to me.
They ask me things, tell me why they’re there, or show me the photos taped to the
wallpaper above their beds — who's in them and where they were taken — and when |
leave, they wish me a nice day.

Once, when | was assigned to the detox unit, a young girl sat outside the
admissions room. Her face twitched and her hands were restless — picking, scratching,
clenching into fists, rubbing against her thighs. | climbed a small ladder to clean the
high windows, stretching until my arms ached. They called her into the admissions

room.

A short while later, a nurse came out with her, escorting her to the toilets and then back.

By the time | reached the last window in the corridor, the girl had stormed out,
crying.

Soon after, the nurse wheeled the treatment trolley into the corridor, and |
overheard the consultant say: If she doesn’t want it, offer her an appointment with a
counsellor. Otherwise... should we go ahead and schedule her kid for a check-up in

sixteen years? Or does our calendar not go that far?
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