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NEUROTIC 

Mathilda Prall 

 
Sample translated by Lucy Jones 

 

 

Part 1 
1 

Mini’s body is coming to rest. She feels heavy. She feels more cold than warm and 

wakes up each morning more tired than when she goes to sleep at night. A bit more drained 

every day. Philipp tells her it’s normal and it’s because the body turns off work mode and 

turns on rest mode and catches up on all the rest it missed out on during work mode. 

But Mini isn’t used to feeling sluggish like this; normally she’s hyped up, jittery and 

has too much energy rather than too little. And the colours look so different. Mini’s sitting 

outside on the balcony, the spotless Freiburg pavement below, almost even more spotless than 

in Hamburg and the bare opposite of Paris with its dusty, dirty streets. And now the sun, 

stronger than usual but still so pale; if it weren’t for its heat, it’d be cold – just based on its 

colour, it’d be cold. Mini can’t handle it; the glare gives her a headache, but when she closes 

her eyes, the red lights still dance behind her lids. 

Is that normal? She asks the cars and the bikes below. The way she asks questions 

about everything about her body and never gets an answer. Not a straight answer at least 

because her body doesn’t give straight answers. Maybe she’s sick. Or really sick for the first 

time. She could google it on her phone but she should drop that habit.  

She googles it anyway. Headaches, impaired vision, brain tumours, circulatory 

problems, migraines, brain tumours, brain tumours. A blow of fate, to be killed by a brain 

tumour at the age of twenty-three, maybe twenty-four – tragic, terrible and totally to Mini’s 

taste. But still, she feels too young to die. 

And when Paul sits down next to her with a sugary coffee, she pretends to be in a good 

mood. She says, ‘Morning,’ all cheery and a bit sleepy, the way you’re supposed to, and then 

takes the bigger coffee because it’s for her. 
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Paul says the same and then they say nothing for a moment.  

‘Everything all right?’ Mini asks Paul, and Paul says, ‘Erm’ as if he’s going to add 

something. A few sips of coffee, a drag on his cigarette, smoke in Mini’s face. 

‘Sort of. But it’s over with Lola. For good.’ 

More coffee. More cigarette smoke. 

‘It’s what we’ve decided. Yesterday. She can’t handle it. A relationship and all that – 

it’s too much for her. She has to sort herself out and her own life first, I guess.’ His eyes are 

moist. The way that happens. 

Mini can’t deal with these kinds of situations. Even if she were a friend of Paul’s and 

not just staying, platonically, in his flat, she wouldn’t know what to say. So she just pats his 

shoulder with her index and middle finger, but it doesn’t come across the way she meant – too 

half-hearted – and then she looks at him, says, ‘Hmmm…,’ nods sympathetically and thinks 

of the relationships she’s been through. Nothing much to say there. Mini imagines she’s 

pregnant and desperate at first but then decides to keep the baby despite everything because 

she can’t bring herself to have an abortion.  

Paul has managed to get a grip on himself. His eyes look dry again and he’s smoking 

his second cigarette. ‘Up to anything today?’ 

Mini thinks. ‘No, not yet. How about you?’ 

‘Oh, the usual, falling in love with the woman of my dreams, not Lola, marrying her, 

having kids, buying a house, moving in, being happy until the end of my days, something like 

that.’ He laughs louder than necessary. 

Mini laughs along chummily. ‘If it means so much to you, we could just marry each 

other and have kids,’ she says and gives him a very serious look. 

He pulls a weird expression, all buggy-eyed with his lips pursed together and his 

forehead creased, but then his face returns to normal and he says, ‘I can’t wait to be on a 

beach with you in the Caribbean, sliding a diamond ring onto your finger before I slide my 

tongue slowly into your mouth…,’ then he jumps on her and they reel through the balcony 

door to the inside, and if it wasn’t so ridic and playful, like a kid’s fight between brother and 

sister, Mini would start kissing him now, and maybe have sex without a condom. Then a 

month later – oopsie, I’m totally late – she’d be pregnant. Maybe she’d marry him at some 

point. She thinks about it for a sec, then his foot lands in her face, then his elbow, and she 

splutters, spraying spit on his neck. 
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When Philipp comes into the living room, he jumps into the scrum and afterwards they 

all sit in the sun on the balcony and drink more coffee and this gives Mini a funny, weak 

feeling in her stomach because she can’t digest it. 

Sometimes Philipp says things about the sky and cloud formations or leaves on trees 

with the sun shining through. Mini usually shrugs it off as esoteric or him trying to be smart. 

Still, one day she might find it cute. Today would be that day. But Philipp doesn’t say 

anything. He’s resting a hand on Mini’s thigh in a strangely possessive and pleasant way, and 

of course, she doesn’t say anything. 

 

2 

Mini thinks about death a couple of times a day. It starts with her thinking that 

everyone’s going to die, even her, and then she gets a headache. She gets a migraine attack. 

It’s like a curse.  

People are young and attractive in the beginning. They have smooth, peachy skin and 

do sport or sunbathe. Their smooth skin gets tanned, and sometimes they get sunburned, and 

then they apply sun lotion to each other’s shoulders and give each other massages that hurt 

because of their sunburned skin. 

They laugh and drink beer or smoke. They have sex and orgasms and the best time of 

their lives and then perhaps at some point, they get all nostalgic about their childhood. 

Then they get old and wrinkly and fat, don’t do sport at all, have disgusting sex or 

none at all, and get sick – lung cancer from smoking, yellow teeth, diabetes and liver 

transplants. They go to dialysis three times a week and one day they’re lying there, dead, in 

their beds or on the sofa or in hospital, and then they’re buried in the ground with a few 

flowers stuck on top. Fifty years later, relatives leave greasy fingerprints on photo albums and 

puzzle over who, how, where and when. Dates are missing. Back then, fifty years ago, when 

the world looked completely different. 

Mini can think about all this without her head pounding, very calmly. It gets harder, 

though, when she thinks about her own death. 

Death. 

To die and be dead. 

Dead and buried? 
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And before that, she’ll get old and wrinkly, her breasts will sag and cancer will be 

growing somewhere in her body.  

Then her headaches start. They hammer and whoosh and squeeze and tug and drown 

out everything else. Like a storm, they crash over Mini and make her feel like crying. Once or 

twice a day. 

That’s why she stops thinking about these things and wonders how others manage to 

live knowing they’ll die one day. What a crazy way the world is set up, totally terrifying, and 

what for. Possibly there’s a higher power, the one that Philipp and people like him are always 

on about, a power that’s secretly making fun of all the poor sonofabitches who have to die one 

day. 

Mini met Philipp in Paris and then Elena in Bordeaux and after that, she travelled on 

with him and without her to Freiburg. 

She went to Paris in August. From Hamburg to Paris. She only had to change trains 

once. From Mannheim on, it was totally overcrowded. So many people were standing in the 

aisles that it wasn’t even possible to sit on the floor. Mini did anyway. She slid down the wall, 

ignoring people swearing left and right, till she landed on the floor. And then she ended up 

squatting more than sitting and all around her, legs were sticking up like trees. I’m in the 

jungle, she said to herself. Humid climate. Muggy air and so many smells all mixed up. 

Next to her was a woman of about fifty wearing support sandals and a pink-and-blue 

checked polyester blouse. She was holding a book and about every five minutes, she looked at 

it, flicked over a page and then went back to listening to the conversations going on around 

her. Blue varicose veins filled the hollows of her knees and wrapped around her ankles. Mini 

thought they matched her sandals. She thought this because recently she’d had an urge to be 

mean to people. Maybe that’s why she’d been feeling unwell, but lately, she’d often been 

feeling unwell. She swore she’d never look like varicose-vein lady, no matter how old she 

got. She’d always keep her body under control, no matter how crazy she might get.  

Mini was wearing a very short, very tight skirt and everyone could probably see her 

underwear. But that was totally on purpose. It was on purpose because she was proving 

something. Proving to herself and the whole world how she could care less and how well her 

underwear fitted and that the main thing was feeling prettier than the others. That’s why she 

could care less. Old women in support sandals, Mini thought, shouldn’t wear tight short skirts 
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and then she realised she found the woman truly disgusting. Never get like that. Never get like 

that. Never, never, never. 

She pulled out her pad from her backpack and wrote that she’d never become a fat 

woman with varicose veins and support sandals. Just for the record, once and for all. Mini 

couldn’t say why she hated human beings all of a sudden. A few weeks ago, her sweaty 

fellow passengers swathed in plastic would’ve been unpleasant at most, but now she had 

aversions to people she’d only set eyes on for a couple of seconds. For no reason. Ex-Mini 

hadn’t wasted a second thought on middle-aged women in polyester blouses.  

In her notepad, she jotted down something about a discovery phase. She had to set 

priorities. She had to decide what was important in life and what was unimportant. She 

decided on beauty: beauty, Mini said to herself, was on the same level as dignity, and dignity 

was a human right, it was essential. 

She looked up again through the tree trunks of legs and imagined leaves growing out 

of people’s heads, bird’s nests in their hair and ivy around their feet, totally ridic of course but 

Mini let the idea take her over. 

That was just the way she was, she couldn’t help it. These stiff, rigid faces and grumpy 

mouths, sweating crowds with damp armpits, hairy noses and cheap glasses balanced on 

them, the kind you find in the drugstore near the checkout, ready-to-wear. One for reading 

and one for TV. And exactly this riles her and she feels like lining them all up in a row, then 

pow, pow, pow, pow. Smacking them in the face, one after the other. Smack in the face, next! 

Smack, pow! Next! Pow! Next! Pow! 

And so on. Just because Mini’s so angry. In Kaiserslautern, people began getting off. 

Mini found a seat by the window and the place next to her was empty. She sent Nina a GIF, of 

some American woman in some American small town, being hit by a wave and carried off 

down the street. Under it she wrote: 

 

sweat everywhere 

not mine 

drowning rn 

 

A few minutes later, Nina wrote back: 
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nice 

better than your daily shower 

waaassssupp 

?? 

 

Mini: 

 

nada 

at least I gotta seat now 

 

Nina only sent back a thumbs-up and Mini felt lonely.  

On the other side of the aisle was a tanned, skinny guy. Mini couldn’t tell how old he 

was because anyone older than twenty-five seemed old to her. He was definitely older than 

twenty-five. Maybe thirty. Or maybe still in his mid-twenties, but with more beard than 

necessary. 

Mini wouldn’t have taken any notice of him but she felt him staring at her. Always 

when she looked away. Staring at her slyly. Only people she found attractive, if at all, were 

allowed to do that. He wasn’t very attractive. 

He was wearing dark-green tracksuit trousers with breathable fabric down the sides 

and holes punched into it. And light green stripes underneath. His T-shirt looked like it could 

use a wash. 

She decided to stare out of the window. Mini stared. She looked hard at field after 

field, hill after hill and even when the train pelted through a tunnel, and her ears popped like 

crazy, she carried on staring in the black window at her own face. At some point, Mini stole a 

sideward glance. He was ogling her thighs. 

When he noticed Mini looking at him, he didn’t seem embarrassed at all. Just kept on 

staring. Then he nodded at Mini’s notes that were lying on the seat next to her. He said, ‘Are 

you a writer.’ He said it just like that, with a full stop at the end and no question mark, and his 

voice was very hoarse. 

Mini was stunned. She answered, ‘No, not really. I often just write things down that 

happen to me.’  
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‘So you’re a writer.’ He nodded again, as if that settled the issue. ‘Have you ever 

published anything?’ 

‘No?’ 

‘Can I look at what you’ve written?’ As he was speaking, he picked up her notepad. 

Mini drew a sharp breath. ‘Sorry?!’ She stuck out her hand in defence. ‘You can’t just 

take that, it’s really personal.’ 

‘Oh’, he said looking unmoved, ‘okay.’ 

He stroked his dirty fingers across the pad and put it back on the seat. Mini took it and 

put it in her rucksack. She gave him a look to show what she thought of him: pity, disgust, 

forgiveness. Her nose was slightly wrinkled, her eyes sad, forehead creased. He didn’t seem 

to notice. 

It wasn’t much further to Paris, perhaps another twenty minutes or less. Mini wanted 

to close her eyes. She found the guy disturbing. He wouldn’t stop turning his head towards 

her, his hand resting right on his fly. Mini didn’t want to look any closer. He’d been to the 

toilet twice in a row and stayed away for a while both times. 

Then Mini needed to go herself, and when she came back, he asked her when exactly 

they’d arrive in Paris. Several screens on the train displayed the arrival time. She just ignored 

him. When he asked again, she said, ‘I don’t know, sorry,’ and turned her head so far to the 

side that it made her neck ache. 

At the train station in Paris, Mini noticed that her notepad was missing. 

After three goes, she entered her mobile PIN correctly. She could feel her pulse in her 

temples. It was hammering like crazy, first just around her temples and then in her neck, 

before moving along her jaw and down her arms to her thumbs. She felt as if her whole body 

was throbbing, like when a wound gets infected and the blood pumps through it. As if her 

whole body was a big, infected wound, pumped full of blood. 

And for a moment she thought, shit, now I’m gonna die. Then she realised she thought 

this at least once a day, and she usually didn’t die, and that’s why she finally forced herself to 

look at her unlocked mobile and open Whatsapp. She wrote to Nina: 

 

hi 

i’m in Paris… some nut job stole my notes 

going crazy 
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fuck 

 

She picked a vomiting emoji and sent it too. She wanted to add fucking shit but she 

felt pathetic and deleted it. 

When Mini looked up from her mobile – her headache had vanished by now, and she 

only felt a bit sick – she saw a large throng of people some way off in front of Café de L’Est. 

When she’d nearly caught up with them, she heard a man shouting from across the street, 

‘Putain! Les hippies sont arrivés!’ A small, fat woman gave Mini a worried look and 

whispered something in French. Then she looked at her again very sadly as if the world was 

coming to an end and nothing could be done and walked off quickly. 

A small wiry man was making a speech in front of the crowd. He had five dreads that 

reached all the way down to his ass. At the bottom, there were so matted they were as thick as 

Mini’s wrists, but at the top, they were the width of her thumbs at most. Probably to hide his 

hair loss, he’d wrapped his head in a light blue scarf that covered half his forehead. One hand 

was on his chest and in the other, he held the leash of an enormous Irish wolfhound. The dog 

had more or less the same hairstyle as its owner and was lying half asleep at his bare feet. 

The man was saying, ‘Mes amis. I want to join my before speaker in her words. She is 

a beautiful person. Vous êtes des beaus peoples! All of you. We go this road together. We are 

all united. Thank you. And I wish death upon all those who still eat our friends. C’est un très 

grand malheur.’ 

He patted his dog admiringly as if it’d been the dog who’d just spoken so eloquently, 

and then stepped to the side. He put both hands on the shoulders of a woman next to him and 

gazed into her eyes for about five seconds, while she didn’t budge an inch. He whispered 

something into her ear and pushed her forwards. 

The woman cleared her throat and said ‘Yes’ twice. She talked about animals in 

Africa, chickens mostly, and how inedible meat from Europe was transported there and sold 

and this was why the African meat industry was no longer profitable, and she said, ‘It’s 

horrible. It’s all because of those flesh-eating people that we must fight against!’ And when 

she did, she had tears in her eyes. 

Mini felt a bit sorry for her but the worst part was the photographs she showed 

afterwards. A bunch of piglets sitting in excrement with bloody trotters. She was already 

feeling sick. Afterwards, the woman talked a bit more about the power of love and showed 
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more photos of enormous warehouses full of featherless chickens with sores all over their 

swollen bodies and cattle whose foreheads were covered in blood, hanging in the air, strung 

up by their hind legs. 

Mini realised that a few tears were running down her cheeks. A girl put an arm around 

her shoulders and said, ‘I know, I know…’ 

Mini felt sick because it must have looked like she belonged to the group and was a 

good person – vegan, not even leather shoes, and all that. Unshaven legs, no deodorant. That’s 

why she forced herself to stop crying and decided not to eat any more animals in the future. 

At least no more chicken. Or pigs. Or cows. 

When the woman started talking about an organic farm in Portugal, where she slept in 

her room with ten people, Mini felt a hand touch her. She turned and after a moment frozen 

with shock, said ‘Hey! Fuck! Don’t touch me,’ because the hand was somewhere on her back 

and she wanted to spit in the man’s face and scratch out his eyes, but all she did was take a 

cautious step back. 

He took a corner of his T-shirt and wiped the sweat from his forehead. Mini could see 

his stomach. Brown, wiry, thin. 

Very slowly he said ‘Okay’ and looked at Mini. ‘I know you don’t want to hear this 

right now, but…’ 

‘What?!’  

‘These negative vibes you give off, I can feel them and I know they’re eating you up 

from the inside, I’ve already seen it happen to so many people.’ He had a very broad face. The 

skin stretched across his cheekbones, and everything jutted out – his cheeks, his chin and his 

nose. He looked sad. 

‘Bro,’ said Mini because she didn’t know what else to say. Then she said, ‘My notes 

are missing.’ 

He said ‘Aha,’ and carried on looking at her. Mini realised she was afraid of him. 

‘I thought maybe you had them? I dunno, you’re the last person I spoke to and I 

always have my notes on me … I never let them out of my sight, actually, they’re my life, and 

I’m dead without them, fuck, they’re really important!’ 

He said ‘Hmm…,’ and pretended it was a great effort for him to tear his eyes away 

from her. Then he opened his backpack.  
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‘D’you collect pine cones or something?’ Mini asked, jerking her chin towards his 

backpack. 

 ‘Oh yeah, it’s a project.’ He rummaged around in his backpack. It was full to the brim 

with pine cones. Mini thought she could see a green, furry sheen on some of them. The 

backpack stank. 

When he couldn’t find anything in the pocket with the pine cones, he said, ‘Nah. 

Doesn’t look like it.’ As if Mini had asked for a tissue. 

Then he paused and seemed to be thinking very hard. ‘Erm, er… Wait a minute?’ He 

opened the side pocket of his backpack and pulled out Mini’s notepad. ‘Yeah right. D’you 

mean this?’ 

‘Fuuuuuck. What’s up with you? Can I have that back please?’ 

He stretched his hand with the notepad towards her, but just when she went to grab it, 

he yanked it back again and creased up laughing. He yelled, ‘Just messing!’ and ‘Fell for it!’ 

several times and snorted with laughter. Then he gave her the notepad back and looked at her, 

his eyes gleaming with tears of laughter. ‘Okay, Mini. I’m gonna be honest with you. You’re 

impressive. You have big things in store and plenty of time – you’re still very young. 

Remember what I’m saying now. Shall we look around Paris together? I want to see the city 

through your eyes. And listen to it through your ears. I’m a romantic.’ 

Mini thought, Jesus Christ. She didn’t say anything and waited to see if there was 

more to come. 

‘Mini, by the way, I’m…’ He broke off as if he’d forgotten his name. Then, relieved, 

he yelled out, ‘Leo!’ 

A new speaker had just finished and all around them, people were clapping. Mini 

looked at her hands and then started clapping too. Leo just stood there and watched her. 

As the applause was dying out, Mini said, ‘Do you know your way around Paris then? 

Are you here often?’ 

‘Sometimes. I’m a world traveller. But every time I’m in a city, I pick up negative 

energy. It’s the energy robbers, you know? They say Paris is the ‘city of love’ and ‘the city of 

shopping’ like any other city. They all look the same.’ 

‘Yeah, true,’ said Mini. 

Then she picked up her bag and Leo shouldered his stinking backpack. 
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3 

In bed, Mini picks up her mobile. She opens Whatsapp, has no new texts, flicks 

through her Insta feed, looks for a long, long time at the prettiest faces, beautiful skin, taut 

across bony, tanned shoulders and naked bellies, and reads empowering captions by women 

who have finally learned how to love, and puts her phone to one side again. She lies on her 

back and stares at the ceiling. She says names in her head. She says Philipp and tries to feel 

something, but not much happens. 

She says Franzi. She says Elena and mulls it over. Then she picks up her mobile again 

and looks at the time: 23:47. She turns on her side and tries to think. Tries to weigh up 

important things in her mind, but she’s too awake and feels hyper in a way she hasn’t done for 

ages; she could get up and run a marathon, barefoot in her knickers. 

Mini’s thoughts whirl like a merry-go-round. 

Mini wants to call someone, write to someone, hear a voice or feel, and not lie in bed 

on her own anymore. 

She would talk to Nina but Nina’s somewhere in the alps. She’s gone hiking in the 

alps with her man Karl or Nico or Aron and the only person interested in Mini is Mini herself. 

That’s why Mini feels a hot-and-cold wave of self-pity wash over her every ten minutes and 

then she gets in a real panic and grabs her mobile and scrolls through all her dull, old, mean 

chats, then puts away her mobile again. She doesn’t feel any less anxious but satisfied in a 

way that only chats and her mobile make her feel. 

She pictures many things in her mind but nothing feels right. 

Kids with Philipp, Mini says in her mind. Living with Philipp forever and ever, she 

says, but no concrete idea comes to mind. So she carries on staring at the ceiling. 

She hears someone having a shower. It must be Paul, Philipp’s at some party. 

Mini gets up and goes over to the mirror. She doesn’t dare look because she knows 

she’ll feel worse – she always feels bad when she looks in the mirror. So she goes back to 

bed. 

She opens a chat at random, types hey and deletes it again. She types Hey :), new line, 

how’s it going? to no one in particular and almost presses send, but then turns off her mobile 

again without deleting the text first. 

Sometime around 5:30 in the morning, she wakes up, completely disoriented for a 

moment, because she’s wearing earplugs to keep out the street noise. Even her eyes seem like 
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they’re on mute and she’s not sure whether she was woken or woke up by herself. Suddenly, 

she gives a start and sits bolt upright in bed. Philipp is kneeling there looking at her. 

She says, ‘Go-od,’ and because she’s still so sleepy, it comes out quietly and it doesn’t 

match the shock she feels at all. 

Philipp says, ‘Here you are,’ and Mini can smell alcohol and smoke on his breath, and 

if all the other things he’s consumed had a smell too, they would sharply sting her nose. 

‘Where else was I supposed to be?’ whispers Mini and holds her forehead as if to 

show him he woke her up and that she’s still half asleep. 

‘It got late but I wanted to sleep here anyway.’ 

‘Ah. Cool.’ 

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you up, my bad.’ 

‘Yeah, don’t worry.’ Mini sticks her earplugs back in her ears and turns 

demonstratively on her side, so her back’s facing Philipp. 

He lies down next to her and for a while, he really just lies there, breathing into her 

neck with an arm across her stomach. Then he starts to take off his underpants. Mini takes out 

one ear plug and says, as wearily and clearly as possible, ‘Hey, I really wanna sleep, I’m so 

tired.’ 

Her eyes burn from opening them suddenly and it hurts somehow to close them again 

but keeping them open is way too much effort. Philipp says okay and stops taking off his 

underpants. He lies down for a bit. A few minutes later, he’s naked. Mini sighs and pulls both 

earplugs out. She lies on her back and lets him get on with it. A bit later she wakes up and 

starts enjoying herself. She thinks something along the lines of: actually that wasn’t okay of 

him. And then forgets it again. 

Philipp is very thin. This disturbs Mini because she almost feels heavier than him, 

which isn’t even true. She thinks she might feel uneasy now. And because she’s thought it, 

she starts feeling uneasy. Philipp doesn’t notice anything. After twenty minutes, he says, ‘I 

can’t,’ then comes and next to the mattress there’s loo paper. He wipes himself off and turns 

away from her to sleep. The situation is sad, Mini thinks, but also typical. She still feels 

vaguely uneasy but she can’t quite say why, and anyway, she thinks to herself, she should pay 

better attention in future to who sticks their penis inside her for twenty minutes, that would 

avoid things like this happening from the get-go. 
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Usually, she realises much too late that she’s not really into the people she sleeps with. 

They’ve never used proper contraception either. But it probably doesn’t matter because, since 

Paris, she’s not had a period. 

She looks at Philipps’ hair. She watches the way he lies there breathing with a light 

rattling sound now and then, and a slight snuffle. At that moment, Mini feels maternal and 

detests herself for it. It’s extremely unsexy. 

She’s tired but awake and can’t sleep anymore. She goes into the kitchen and sits at 

the table. Mini has been mulling too much recently and she knows it too, but it’s hard to 

switch off so she slowly smokes a cigarette, inhaling and blowing out smoke, her head feeling 

dull like at night and sleepy again although it’s already very bright outside. 

What am I doing here? she asks herself because she asks this every morning, and she 

knows as little as usual. Philipp seemed dubious from the very start and now she’s so far away 

from everyone and everything and knows no more or less what to do with herself. But 

yesterday she thought of Elena and Franzi. And she could think of others. It doesn’t help her 

make headway but making headway isn’t something she does anyway. 


