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We bought a bookshop. In Vienna. We sent a mail with a number, an offer, an 

amount we didn’t even have and after a few weeks the answer came – you have 

bought a bookshop! This sort of thing normally only happens on eBay, when you let 

yourself get carried away and bid more than you actually wanted to because your 

child is desperate to have the Harry Potter Lego and then you typed in the amount 

and nobody, bloody nobody turns up who offers more. And now we bid for a 

bookshop in a city we don’t live in, with money that we don’t have. And we got it. 

And now? Now we have to go through with it.  

 

Going through with it means Oliver quitting his good and well-paid job with a big 

German publisher. I abandon the idea of becoming a literary critic, hand in my studio 

badge and confess to the girls from the funky office partnership in the Schanzen 

district in Hamburg that they need to find a new tenant. We tell our sixteen-year old 

son, north German to the bone and in love for the first time, that we are moving to 

Vienna. We call our friend with the inheritance and ask if his offer to lend us a 

significant sum still stands. We call the friends in Vienna and ask if their offer to let 

us move in temporarily still stands. And yet, it had all started so innocently. The rainy 

summer in Hamburg was wearing us down, so we went to stay with friends in Vienna 

for two weeks. The plan was to laze around in the garden, occasionally head off to 

the public pool, beer garden, wine tavern or meet up with friends.  

 

An evening with a publishing rep friend changed everything. Industry gossip and oh, 

what a pity you don't live in Vienna, and can you imagine, a small bookshop simply 

closed down, good location, regular customer base. 

 

After a few white wine spritzers it is quite clear - a traditional bookshop, which for 

whatever reasons simply did not open its doors a few days ago, will be our future. At 

least theoretically. A little bookshop in Vienna, now that would really be something, 

and the longer the evening, the more logical it appears – the bookshop is ours!  

 

The next morning we vaguely recall last night’s euphoria, so after breakfast we don’t 

go to the pool.  

 

Just take a look, without any obligation. And sure enough – a bookshop with brown 

window frames from the 70s, packed display cabinets behind the smudged panes, all 
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dark inside and on the door a handwritten note. As of 1
st

 August, this bookshop is 

closed. We would like to thank all our customers for their longstanding loyalty.  

 

“It’s a mad idea, but you could try and find out what the situation is and who the 

owners are?” Oliver knows exactly which buttons to press where I’m concerned. I’m 

already on the line talking to everyone from the industry who happens not to be on 

holiday at the moment. 

 

It had been a traditional bookshop, at least in the 70s and 80s. In the end it belonged 

to one of the sons, but no further details were known. Of course I manage to get the 

owner on the phone and two days later we have a viewing appointment. No 

obligation. A mad idea anyway. But there’s no harm in taking a look. And then we’re 

standing in a forty square meter large dark room, shelves up to the ceiling, a dirty 

plastic floor, rotating display racks full of books, narrow and cramped, a flickering 

neon light – and we like it. Well, of course we think it’s awful, but somehow … it feels 

good. In the back room, a cast-iron spiral staircase leads steeply up to an apartment 

that extends across the entire first floor of the house. Well, apartment is too big a 

word. “The premises are only rented out together,” the owner says, I say “Thank 

you, we’re not interested,” and Oliver says nothing, his eyes light up and he paces 

the rooms with large strides. A packing room with lockers for the staff and a large 

table, cardboard boxes, scales, franking machine, then a large office with two old 

writing desks, which could pass as ‘vintage’ once cleaned and repaired, a photocopy 

room, a dark room and behind that a few small rooms filled to the brim with books, 

boxes and decorative materials from the last few decades. A greying plastic 

Christmas tree protrudes grotesquely from a heap of cardboard boxes and old 

books. “Nice apartment,” I hear my husband mumbling and look at the wallpaper, on 

which the patterns from our childhood are just about recognisable. A do-it-yourself 

wonderland. I say nothing.  

 

In the bright sunlight on the street outside the shop everything seems like an absurd 

dream and we say nothing. 

“And?” my husband asks. 

“And what?” I ask. 

“What do you think? 

“Terrible. And you?” 

“Me too.” 

“Well then.” 

… 

 

“But you could make something out of it.” 

“Yes, but the apartment is a complete no-go.” 

“But that would make a fabulous large apartment! Look, the kitchen will go into the 

packing room, the dining room into the large office with the writing desks, the 

photocopy room can be a small TV room. The dark room can become a bathroom 

and then there are still a few small rooms to sleep in and for the children.” 

“You’re mad.” 

“Yes, always have been.” 
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No more peaceful holiday and sitting on the canopy swing. Could we not … should 

we perhaps … how about if we … our Viennese friends don’t make it any easier for us 

by offering us somewhere to stay until we find a place of our own. Just like that. And 

then there is this old friend, well, actually an ex of mine, who lives off his inheritance 

and who almost in passing offered us an interest free loan. Also just like that.  

 

For me, the whole thing is like Escher’s famous undecidable figures – you look at 

them and are certain of the image that you see. A moment later you take another 

look and see exactly the opposite. Why change anything anyway? I’m lucky enough 

to have met the best man in the world. To live in one of the coolest cities. We live in 

a beautiful historic building in the university district of Hamburg with really nice 

neighbours. Our younger child has one of the sought after all-day kindergarten 

places and the older one goes to a good school where he is fully integrated. I have an 

exciting – if only part-time – job, time for the children and despite this, for the first 

time in my life, the feeling of having financial security. And Oliver? He has worked his 

way up from small-time bookseller from the Germany provinces to a so-called 

marketing manager of one of the most important German publishers. He likes his 

job, his boss encourages and supports him and we really can be happy with what we 

have. And we are. How would it be if were to do something together? Build 

something up together, work together. Take a chance? 

 

We crunch numbers, discuss and make calls and change our minds hourly. Great 

idea. Completely crazy the whole thing. Unworkable. Our future. Our ruin.  

How do you calculate how many books you have to sell in order to feed a family of 

four? Someone told me about a sales rep who worked in this bookshop for a few 

years a long time ago. I call him, he vaguely remembers. “So Günther, what sort of 

sales numbers were you achieving back then?” 

“My god, that is more than twenty-five years ago! No idea.” 

“Please, try and remember! It is important!” 

“Well, I do remember … the Christmas sales … if we made more than 100,000 

schillings a day then our boss would crack open a bottle of Champagne.” 

Well, that was something at least. We had a number. One day’s turnover. Twenty-

five years ago. In a different currency. And from this we were now going to calculate 

the expected yearly turnover. Dubious? Yes, of course.  

 

We give ourselves two weeks to make a new bookshop out of the old dusty place. 

After all, each day that we we’re closed means a day without takings and therefore a 

catastrophe for our mountain of debt. Deadline 4
th

 November. Once again I start to 

scan my entire circle of friends, since even if we use the old shelves and buy the rest 

cheaply at IKEA or in the DIY store, we will of course still need money for the 

renovation work, money that we don’t have. We just paid 40,000 euro for a 

bookshop. The landlord wants a rent payment upfront for the renovations to the 

apartment and we do actually have to fill the bookshop with books. And once again 

it only takes a couple of hours until we have enough people to help bail us out. 

Katja’s boyfriend who has ‘something to do with computers’ lends us 10,000, the 

radiologist couple don’t just offer us somewhere to stay, but also an interest free 
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credit, another befriended couple from Upper Austria, my former teachers, take on 

the rest. After the first Christmas trade period we will have earned so much that we 

can pay it all back. And if not? Well, then we’ll have a problem. 

 

Those who can’t lend us any money offer their services and are deployed without 

mercy. Peter knows about electrics, Ulla can paint, Guido is multitalented and those 

who have no skills but still have time can dismantle shelves, clean and reassemble. 

Two weeks, in which we pack and unpack large amounts of books into crates, paint 

walls, fit carpets, together with radiologists, journalists, book sales reps, dance 

instructors, graphic designers, teachers, and psychologists. I only remove the bright 

orange overall when I sleep, but even that’s barely worth it. In initial contact with 

new potential clients I am taken for an employee of the city’s garbage removal, 

known to all in Vienna as the MA48s, who wear an orange uniform. I paint the inside 

walls of the shop window and passers-by pause. “Who is it who’s taking over the 

bookshop?” an elderly gentleman in a grey coat asks. “That's me,” I say. “My 

husband and I.” – “Good God” he says and looks at my paint spattered overall 

shaking his head. Good God. My thoughts exactly. 

 

Oliver learns a lot in these two weeks, namely that it’s sometimes good to get help. 

He, who would rather bite off his tongue than ask for help, who would rather build 

an entire house by himself, is slowly getting used to having people offering to help 

without expecting anything in return. They just want to be part of it, want to help 

bring the bookshop back to life.  

 

It’s 4
th

 November, three a.m., when Guido lays the last carpet tile and Katja places 

the reference books onto the shelf. The warm light from the new lamps falls onto 

the freshly cleaned wooden shelves, the room appears lighter and more spacious 

thanks to the removal of two book racks, the grey carpet is elegant and the most 

important thing – we have books. New books. From the current autumn programme. 

During the nights, we’d ploughed through stacks of previews that had been sent to 

our friends’ house. With the competent help of the two radiologists, we placed our 

orders and numerous Austrian suppliers delivered the books. Over 30,000 euros 

worth, without a trade licence, without a bank guarantee, just like that, because 

they knew me. This is Austria and once again my correct husband is torn between 

admiration and contempt for this country.  

 

And then the big day arrives. 4
th

 November, nine a.m. We open up and stand 

expectantly behind the shop counter. The radiologist gets a short introduction on 

how to work the cash register; the journalist helped out during the last few days, so 

she knows where everything goes, almost, the sales rep at least knows the books of 

her own publishers.  

 

This is what an actress must feel like before her fist big performance. I stand in my 

bookshop in front of my books and try to look like this was all completely normal to 

me. 
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And the new clients pour in. As if the shop had never been closed, as if we had 

always been there, the door opens and people come in, people who have no idea 

that we are about to pass out with nerves. We take orders, look for books that we 

cleared away the night before, write down names and telephone numbers. At some 

point during the hustle and bustle, a young blonde woman stands before me, she 

had come by a couple of days before during the height of the renovations and had 

asked if we had a job for her.  

She had stood in the doorway and asked for the manager, so I enlightened her and 

struck her off my imaginary list. I sent her away without even making a note of her 

phone number. 

“Excuse me, I was here last week and asked about a job. I live just around the corner 

and love to read and have always wanted to work in a bookshop …” 

“When can you start?” 

“Monday?” 

“Okay, Monday at nine.” 

There’s nothing like a careful employee selection process.  

 

  

 

 


