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road soaked with rain

I rushed to a different metro car, but the man following me saw where I was going. He was right behind me. He lowered himself into the seat opposite, staring at me fixedly. I tried to avoid his gaze, not to encourage him with eye contact. I know that at times like this, the worst thing is to look directly at someone: The returned gaze will only egg him on. The one following will find evidence to support their delusions, a mirror of their own disturbed feelings. I was used to seeing strange characters roaming around the city. Loud and foulmouthed, looking for trouble. You had to avoid their gaze. I’d already been recognized a few times. The university where I work uses instructors’ photographs to recruit new students: This was annoying to some of its employees. I knew all too well about the troubled kids in the closed districts. There was nothing I could do about that. But this boy wasn’t from one of the segregation zones, of that I was sure. 

I didn’t look up but only kept staring off to the side, into the air, toward the end of the metro car. Even so, I noticed a few details of his physical appearance: for example, his nails, bitten right down to the ends. His hands weren’t ugly, but the tortured nails, chewed until bloody, looked alarming. The crack-brained gaze of his large brown eyes was frightening, the dark rings under his eyes. The matted hair falling onto his forehead. It crossed my mind that perhaps he really was insane, perhaps I should press the alarm to summon a security guard, or at least jump up and run to the other end of the car where there were a few more people. Sitting near me there was only a middle-aged woman, I noticed as I looked around, with a pink handbag too bright for her age, and an adolescent boy with earplugs, lost in his own world. 

I sensed from the guy’s alert body posture that there was no point in my changing seats—he would be right behind me, making this impossible chase even more unambiguous and terrifying. If he got closer, I’d panic, I’d tear into him, demanding an explanation. Absurd. Instead, I stared at the hanging straps, the ads on the metro car walls. As of late, the trains no longer stopped in the more dangerous districts where the poor lived. The metro entrances, in those areas, had all been closed. The main TV station broadcast disquieting images every single night of the homeless as they pried open the bars or tore them out using ropes. Some people even managed to drag away the steel frames with cars, forcing their way into the metro stations, howling bestially. When the cold weather came last year, the police—who ended up retreating—couldn’t clear the thronging crowds from the stations as they lit fires in oil drums and put down their pieces of cardboard on the chipped marble slabs. At the former Palace of Culture stop, they pelted the passing trains. The station had to be cleared out with tear gas, counterterrorism units. Many unfortunate and drugged outcasts wandered around the city, talking and shouting to themselves, but the boy sitting across from me didn’t look like he was using, and no matter how convenient an explanation it would be, he didn’t seem crazy. So what did he want? 

He’d been following me around for days already, turning up here and there in my neighborhood. It only became clear that this was no mere coincidence, but that he really was stalking me, or at the very least following me, when I got onto the metro that day. 

I’d seen him for the first time a few weeks ago, as still as a statue in front of the university. Thrice weekly I teach in this hideous cement colossus. Built two years ago, it’s called the New University. Four glass elevators travel up and down the facade, completely obscuring the streets behind it. He was standing in front of the entrance, an enormous automatic door surrounded by columns. Just another student, I thought. I was still thinking that when I hurried by him for the second or third time, his gaze fixed greedily on my face. Exam time was approaching, and I thought he was a student who hadn’t shown up to class, finally realizing the extent of his absences. He wanted some test sheets, or who knew—exoneration, advice, a favor. 

As I was leaving the building’s echoing entrance hall and glimpsed him standing by the automatic door, I got a bad feeling. Then he disappeared for a few days, and I relaxed. I went back to my usual daily routes, almost forgetting about him. Maybe two weeks went by; then he appeared again by the metro exit. I recognized him immediately. He was in front of the newsprint kiosk, where my husband usually bought his newspapers. 

Only two newspapers were on sale now, but all the same, during the week my husband bought them, leaving them on his writing desk, placing the extra coins in a small dish of green glass as he’d always done. Even on Saturday mornings, he still came out here and paid for the newspapers: He read out the headlines to me in inchoate rage, then crammed the papers into the garbage can. I asked him at least not to crumple them up because I could use them when cleaning vegetables. Or not to buy them. But he was incapable of renouncing his rituals. So much had changed in our lives, and it was these rituals that kept him from falling apart. His habits, routes, movements were a handhold; without them, he might lose his sense of orientation completely. We had lived in this neighborhood for decades, and although so many things had recently closed or been torn down, whenever I stepped out from the metro underpass, I still had a feeling of coming home. 

But now, here was this boy. Exactly here, on this small square. To reassure myself, I kept repeating like a mantra that maybe he too lived here and was headed home. That explained why he recognized me. I had many colleagues in this neighborhood, I tried to convince myself. Why couldn’t he be living here somewhere close by as well? 

Of late, it had grown increasingly difficult for me to register the faces of my students. I teach them for only one year and hardly have any personal interactions with them. I especially tend to mix up the trendy ones, they all look so much alike. With their cropped hair, tight-fitting pants, sometimes with the same eyeglasses as well. The girls are even more uniform, their haircuts and clothes identical. 

But this guy was somehow different. I was struck by that from the very beginning. His hair was dark, somewhat unkempt, his skin was dark too—tanned. His gaze was penetrating, almost exalted. 

Right after I stepped out of the metro car, he did as well. He was hurrying after me. I knew now for certain that I was being followed, and as I quickened my steps, my hastened tempo must have looked like an attempt at escape. At the bottom of the metro staircase, I came to a stop, abruptly changed direction, and got in line in front of a pizza stand. I stealthily glanced to the side to check if he had gone on. I didn’t even want to look at him, and yet an invisible, wide-open eye in the back of my neck told me that yes, he was still there. I would have liked to turn around and ask him directly what the hell he wanted, but the anxiety swelling in my chest proved stronger than my curiosity. I knew why: The deep, tormented wrinkle cutting across the boy’s forehead did not bode well. A few tiny signs, his fragmented movements, or the strange impeded facial tics surely betrayed latent madness. And that oblique, agonized crease sent a message to me that this guy did not have things under control mentally, and that I could be in real danger. 

I ordered a pizza slice with arugula. I fumbled to find the small change in my wallet as the girl with a tongue piercing behind the counter looked impatiently at the people waiting behind me. The pizza was cold and tasteless, almost inedible. I chewed, feigning indifference, staring at the passersby, sometimes sneaking a look to the side to see if the boy was still there. We both knew that I saw him, and in my nervousness, I began to panic. Dropping the paper napkin, I clumsily bent down for it. 

The sound of a thunderclap mixed with the echoing roar of the departing and arriving trains. 

People walking down the steps into the metro shook out their sodden umbrellas; those without umbrellas wiped the rainwater from their foreheads with the sides of their hands. There must have been a downpour. The entire afternoon the air had been thick, as if portending a storm, but as I began my commute home no cloudburst seemed imminent, as if it were going to bypass the city. 

I finished the pizza, folding the thick, inedible crusts into the paper plate and tossing them into a bin. I had to hurry: my pursuer might make up his mind to approach me. He was still there, I sensed it, I even glimpsed his back. This storm had come right in time for him, for he was standing outside, at the top of the stairs, beneath the metro entrance’s concrete eaves, squeezed in among other passengers, as if he too were only waiting for the rain to stop. I realized I could turn around, get back on the metro, and easily shake him off. And immediately, I was enraged with myself. What an absurd situation, I thought. I’ve been on my feet since early morning with two thick folders of tests in my bag to be marked up, my shoulders aching with tiredness, and now my own idiotic anxieties were stopping me from getting home. Well, no. I walked around the people waiting beneath the eaves and stepped into the downpour. 

The rain was falling obliquely in torrents, the stallholders on the crowded square were hurriedly pulling tarpaulins over their stands. I picked up my pace, but within seconds my clothes were soaked through, my skirt clinging to my hips, my shoes filled with water, the rain dripping down my forehead. Blinking, I waited for the light to turn green. The cars had all turned on their headlights; behind the windshield wipers of one, I saw a man’s blurred face. Leaning forward, I ran, heard the thunder—I was trying to get to the medical clinic on the other side of the street where I could take shelter on the steps. My bag was also soaking; my laptop was in there, and I was worried about everything getting wet. 

As I dashed across the sidewalk, I felt someone approaching, then felt someone grab my arm, as if they wanted to keep me there, in the middle of the street, bubbles welling up on the road from the pounding rain. 

I knew immediately that it was him—the guy from the metro. He stood there on the crosswalk before me in the pouring rain, in his shirt, yelling at me to stop. The light changed, the cars began moving, somebody honked at us. 

My strength gave out, I turned around to face him; trying to outshout the rumbling of the rain, I asked him what he wanted. He looked at me with this penetrating gaze, both of us drenched through and through, and answered: 

I have to speak to you. You are my mother. 





rustling, living, breathing

And so what did you say to him, the psychiatrist asked, as he filled his pipe with a bit more tobacco. He carefully pinched the stray tobacco fibers from his trousers, pressing them into the bowl of the pipe. I like the fragrance of tobacco. When I came here for the first time, he asked if the pipe smoking would disturb me, and I quickly replied that it wouldn’t. Of course, I couldn’t have known then that there would come a time when I wouldn’t even be able to imagine this place without the sweetish scent of pipe smoke penetrating everything. 

I was lying on the couch, the psychiatrist couldn’t see my face. He might have thought I was just letting him smoke out of courtesy. I sat up and looked attentively at him as he was about to light up, showing him that I was present, watching him. He looked up. 

What could I have said? I don’t have any children, I answered. 

I lay back down. The couch’s kilim pillow, with its rough weave, prickled the back of my neck, emitting a strong smell of wool. It reminded me of the scent of an old sweater I used to have as a child, knitted by my mother: She always insisted on me wearing it whenever I went ice skating with my friends. The wool, damp from snowfall and cold mist, emanated the same peculiar smell as this pillow, and now, mixed into this familiar scent, the scent of the hair of other patients. I wondered how many people ended up lying on this pillow every week and if the psychiatrist ever bothered to have it cleaned. Obviously not. Here I am trying to adjust the back of my neck onto the imprint of other people’s heads, and for what? Is there any point at all in me lying here babbling on about my life to a complete stranger? 

The mixture of smells felt homey—rather than repugnant—just as the entire room created the impression of a cozy nook rather than a doctor’s office. I spoke, fairly incoherently, about what an absurd story this whole thing was, so . . . frightening. I’d heard that sometimes people sought out a father they’d lost touch with or one they’d never known. To sit down with their father, or their mother, at least once, find out why they weren’t wanted. But me? To ask this of me? Mothers know if they have given birth. Even mothers who gave up children for adoption know how many boys, or girls, they had, the year, the day they were born. But I knew one thing for sure: I have never given birth. And I had never been pregnant, not even once. What kind of craziness was this, to think that I gave birth to someone! And yet, the boy had insisted. I told him he was mixing me up with someone else, there was no way I could be his mother. Poor child. If he was an adult today, that means that I would have given birth to him while I was in college. Madness! What in the world had prompted me to start making excuses in the pouring rain to a stranger? To excuse myself, saying: Sorry, but there is no way I could be your mother, this is clearly a mistake. I just should have run away, no? I turned my head to one side, in the direction of the armchair. 

The psychiatrist did not speak, as if waiting instead for me to elucidate, for me to explain why I stopped to debate this matter with a complete stranger in the rain. 

Did you use the polite form with him? he asked.

My gaze wandered to the view beyond the window.

Of course I did, I answered, I don’t know him. I do the same with my students. I hate informality because it erases boundaries. You hear it everywhere these days: Come on in! It’s horrific. Even before the founding of the Unified Regency everyone spoke to each other on informal terms, but not me. I was glad it was no longer necessary, that this thin boundary had returned to public discourse, even if everything else was so mixed up in this world, up and down, good and bad. A student is a student and not my friend. Of course, I used the polite form with all of them. And I could not explain why I was making excuses to this boy, if only because . . . it was the most absurd of situations—much more absurd than if someone had accused me of theft or of having perpetrated some criminal act in my youth. 

Someone was leaving, going along the outside walkway, causing the psychiatrist’s office to grow dark momentarily. Afterward, I could once again see the sky above the roof of the building next door. The colossal clouds with their luminous edges were swept ever further apart, moving slowly like tectonic plates separating from each other in a prehuman age. If the sun appeared between the clouds, I decided, I would continue. 

The psychiatrist maintained his silence, occasionally puffing on his pipe. I found the pipe smoke reassuring; it was a part of the atmosphere of the place, just like the old-fashioned samovar and the pale-hued, velvet upholsteries. I knew he wasn’t supposed to be smoking, but the entire room, together with the pipe smoke, reminded me of the old world I’d grown up in—a world now completely vanished. The sun reappeared suddenly, shining directly onto the carpet, accentuating its dragon-like pattern. I tended to stare at this carpet a lot: different configurations unfolded from every corner. What seemed to me to be a dragon—looking at the carpet from the chair—appeared either as the profile of a goateed man or winding vegetative tendrils. 

Why did you talk to him? the psychiatrist asked.

Maybe because I felt some pangs of conscience, I said. 

Once again, he didn’t reply, as if waiting for me to figure out why I had a bad conscience. 

I would have been more than happy to fling some rude remark at the psychiatrist. That I do have a bad conscience, but because of the money I end up squandering every week, because of the time I lose that could be spent doing much more useful things. But I remained silent. Once again, the clouds moved closer together, as if the cracked slabs of an upper layer, having slid apart, were trying to float back into their original positions. The sky was darkening, ever more like a vaulted roof over us, the light filtering in through ever fewer cracks. 

I heard the striking of a match. It seemed his pipe had gone out. I like the fragrance of a pipe, I said out loud, surprising myself as well. It makes me think of my father. And I also thought of the very first time I came here, how I sat down across from the psychiatrist by the small tea table. And how, because of my father, this scent was familiar. 

It was almost one year ago, a warm spring day like today. The psychiatrist was probably thinking, when I made the appointment with him on the phone, that it was a typical midlife crisis. Or the sudden eruption of the hysterically guilty conscience of one of the well-off and protected of this city. That my car had been surrounded by the poor, showing me the distended stomachs of their starving babies, and now I wanted to adopt one. These private psychiatric practices are full of women in despair around the age of forty, belatedly realizing the suffocating aimlessness of their lives. But I was here for completely different reasons. I had no desire to give birth or adopt: The mere thought of having to wipe up the saliva and excrement of another foreign body filled me with aversion, as did the idea of something growing inside my body, a new living being, who—if subsequently born—I would have to tend to, day after day. And my husband had no desire for this either. We were far beyond any such plans. He had already passed his sixtieth year and had no intention of complicating our lives. Although he loved me, or I don’t even know how to put it, he clung to me, he hardly yearned for us to spend whatever remaining tranquil years we might have pampering our mutual genetic facsimile, pushing it around in a baby carriage. Of course, my girlfriends saw this matter completely differently. There were those who frankly stated that childlessness was a time bomb, and my husband—no matter how fit he felt now—sooner or later would reach that life stage of being irrevocably seized by the fear of death; if I didn’t stay on my toes during those dark months, he’d end up by the side of a homely and enthusiastic PhD student with a father complex who would quickly give birth to his child. No, I smiled to myself, my husband had never considered himself fit, even when he was forty, and as for the fear of death, if he ever felt it—as we all do—he always ended up sublimating it into feverish work activity, burning at a high temperature but still maintained firmly within limits. Others as well tried, with transfigured faces, to convince me to give it a try, to have faith in life, trust the unexpected and see if I could still conceive, to not be so controlling of something that pointed well beyond my own transient existence; in other words, to put my life into the strong hands of something invisible, something much more powerful than myself. 

Here, in this city, in this country? Seriously? On this continent, this planet? I should give birth to a child here? 

In short, I had to put up with a lot of idiocies, mainly from people who thought they cared about me. I was completely certain of one thing—I did not want a child—while I was always a little uncertain about everything else. I trusted my husband, but he bored me. My work at the university—it’s not too nice to say this, but that’s how it was—made me feel ashamed. We crammed our students’ heads with lies, in the best case half-truths, and were horrified if they asked any questions. We could never tell if they were questioning or provoking. Almost no one was hired from the university that had existed before the Unified Regency, but when they offered me a job, I immediately said yes. What else could I have done at my age? In the sterile, prefurnished faculty room, everyone was always watching each other, for the most part no one ever uttered a single sentence about their personal lives. Instead, we preferred meaningless chatter, covering our suspicions and doubts with words. We talked about the students, exam dates, the weather. As for conversation—in the true sense of the word—we had not conversed for years. We were silent about the people who were no longer there, just as we were silent as to why we were still there. Everyone had their own justifications, obviously. My friends with children stuck more and more together. We slowly fell away from them. To them, my husband—always bored at their gatherings, his head drooping, as if dozing off—seemed an insignificant, bespectacled old man. 

So why do you have a bad conscience? the psychiatrist finally asked, speaking through wreaths of fragrant pipe smoke. I could tell from the sound of his breath when he took a drag on the pipe; only in my imagination, though, could I see if he discreetly checked the time to see if our session was over. I sensed that I might only have a few minutes left—no point in starting a new train of thought because at any moment he was going to announce with his own usual warm intonation, that our discussion could be continued next time. He always sounded as if he truly regretted this, as if he had to stop watching a movie, or his own favorite TV series, at the most interesting part. To prevent this from happening, I answered with no explanation, that I had a guilty conscience because of the child. 

I only realized, as I was walking down the stairs, that he could have taken this to refer to that boy as well, his tears flowing together with the rain, whom I had left standing there on the sidewalk, enraged. 





someone was leaving

The psychiatrist was worried about the time: He had to drive to the other side of the city where his mother lived by 5 p.m. The boulevards were clogged, the bridges snarled with traffic jams. From his car, he observed the avenue—no pedestrians had walked along it for years now—as if it were a slowed-down film sequence: the boarded-up shops, collapsed storefronts, crumbling facades—not to mention the graffiti-covered walls, the propaganda posters pasted up everywhere, ripped off in shreds. People sat on flattened cardboard boxes, on piles of rags. For years, the police had been trying to chase away these homeless people into special districts designated for them, but the people who used to live here—or those who had simply got used to things here—kept returning. They settled in the parks, and when the cold weather came, they broke into the closed shops and restaurants to wait out the winter. 

In the past, the psychiatrist visited his mother on Fridays, but after repeatedly enduring her remonstrations every time she had to wait for him when he was delayed by rush hour traffic, they finally settled on Thursdays for their weekly visit. Dr. Kreutzer would buzz the door of his mother’s apartment, then rolled his eyes as he waited for the old woman to come to the door. After a few minutes of rummaging, cursing, and key jangling, she would finally open all the locks and the crossbar. He stepped into the apartment and, with a prolonged sigh, set everything his mother had ordered over the phone on the dining room table. Dr. Kreutzer had access to the best food products because, thanks to his photo ID, he could shop wherever he wanted. 

His mother would check the wrapped cheese, carefully unfolding the wax paper to sniff it. She inspected the cold cuts, the sell-by date of the milk. He could only bring her one kind of milk, since she claimed that all the others were artificial, made using powders and synthetic materials to stuff the stomachs of the starving. She’d seen a short documentary on TV about the machinations of the food industry; ever since then, she was willing to consume only one kind of milk. After the civil war, a renowned local dairy had been taken over by a certain foreign company, and no one ever found out why, but his mother considered it crucial to purchase only that brand. All the other dairies produced genetically modified crap. That’s why there are so many crazies here, his mother pointed to the street below. 

Dr. Kreutzer often struggled to walk into his mother’s apartment with the parcels. Both his arms were full: He pushed open the hallway door with his elbow, put the paper grocery bags down on the floor. There was no point in buying so much food, especially when, recently, his mother had only been eating mandarins. And even then, she only sucked out the juice; the pulp and seeds she spat out were left drying out on small plates everywhere in the apartment. With these purchases, Dr. Kreutzer was reassuring his own conscience: He could tell himself he was indeed doing everything for his mama. At least what he could. Bringing her food from the most prestigious grocery stores. 

Still, Dr. Mihály Kreutzer did not love his mother. 

He now checked the time on his phone: It was two minutes to five. He rang the bell three times even though he had a key. Following their ritual, he always rang the bell three times to signal his arrival. His mama would call out in a drawn out voice, Yes. Then she would ask, Is that you, my son? 

For the past twenty years, every single week, she would ask the same question, to which Dr. Kreutzer always answered: It’s me, who else would it be, mama. Then he waited for the shuffling, the prolonged opening of all the locks. 

His mother did not answer. She must be asleep, thought Dr. Kreutzer. She’d been taking more naps lately. Whenever she turned on the TV, she always nodded off, the remote control falling out of her hands onto the parquet floor. Dr. Kreutzer had to repair it with electrical tape because sometimes the batteries also fell out. Once, during a break between patients, he had to step outside to yell over the phone at his mother, explaining to her which side of the battery was positive and which was negative—to the shock of a patient who overheard him. After that, Dr. Kreutzer decided it would be better to wrap black insulating tape around the entire remote control. 

No response came to his repeated ringing of the doorbell, so he took out his bunch of keys and opened the door. There was silence in the apartment. The TV wasn’t on, he could only hear the faint rumbling of the electric massage chair. Dr. Kreutzer had purchased it one month ago at a discount on the internet. In addition to technical instructions, he found a small informational leaflet in the box proclaiming that the electric massage chair stimulated blood circulation, invigorated sluggish veins, and altogether had a positive effect on the user’s mood. 

Indeed, his mother’s general disposition seemed to improve with this new piece of furniture. Her usual litany about insensitive shopkeepers; noisy, plebeian neighbors; and brusque, money-hungry doctors stopped. Her son was well used to these recurring grievances. Hardly even noticing them anymore, his replies suffused with boredom. Recently, however, Dr. Kreutzer’s mother had become quieter, and she would complain in a little-girl voice she had never used before. She claimed there were homeless people, as well as their offspring, living in the stairwells, hiding in the cellar. These children were ragged and lice ridden, climbing up the drainpipes. They even snuck into her apartment, pilfering here and there, eating, for example, candy from the kitchen cabinet, even when she hid it in a special metal box at the back of the cupboard, behind the rice. And that wasn’t all. They climbed at night onto the balcony, shouting scandalous things through the window, and she couldn’t fall back asleep afterward. Dr. Kreutzer listened attentively to these new—and occasionally appalling—grievances, more or less with a professional ear, reassuring himself that these new stories of his mother’s were no doubt the early signs of dementia. She always complained, when Dr. Kreutzer came by, about how her grandchildren visited infrequently. If, however, they did show up with their parents at holiday time—well-dressed and urged to practice self-restraint—then she continually tottered after them, worried they might smash the porcelain floor lamp, for which—as his mother kept reminding them—she’d had a special fringed lampshade made; or she was terrified that the children, while they played, might lean out of the living room window and plummet onto the sidewalk below. They weren’t allowed out on the balcony, which during their visits was closed with a lock and chain. Dr. Kreutzer had grown up in this apartment, and despite abundant opportunities to do so, he’d never fallen out of either the living room or kitchen windows; although it was true that times had changed and children back then were less wild than children today. 

Dr. Kreutzer’s mother lay now in the electric massage chair, her face ashen and eyes closed. 

He looked at her, immediately grasping that she was dead. The shoulder- and neck-massage program rocked her head back and forth, as if even now she were shaking her head vehemently at her son, arguing with him, no, no, my little son, you’re wrong. You’re wrong about this. But this time, Dr. Kreutzer was right, with no appeals to be made, and nothing to debate. He stepped closer, grabbed his mother’s wrist: There was no pulse. 





rummaging through her things

He looked for the On/Off button, then shut down the massage program as it awkwardly shook his mother’s head back and forth. As he leaned in closer, his stockinged foot suddenly tread on something soft and moist. He was squashing a wedge of pulpy mandarin onto the Persian carpet; it stuck to his sock. 

Fuck, he burst out loudly, like someone struck by two blows at once. Then he leaned against the arm of the massage chair. He cautiously touched his mother’s face, his fingers moist from the mandarin, as if acquainting himself with some unseen, capricious landmark. His mother’s face was still lukewarm. 

Dr. Kreutzer sunk down onto the sofa. There were throw cushions with floral patterns on either side of him. Those embroidered, stained pillows had been there since he could remember. Shuddering, he recalled how whenever he leaned back on the sofa, even slightly, he always sensed the sweetish perfume coming from the fabric. If his mother happened to cross the room, she would always tell him with an irritated expression to stop lolling about on the sofa, it was nighttime, he should go to sleep or do something useful. However, the way in which her own characteristic scents—hair spray or her overly fragranced skin—emanated from the pillows was certainly proof that she too took naps here, even during the day. And now that she had grown so old, she clearly was doing so more often. The tassels and embroidery on the pillows were fraying in several places, the pillows themselves were battered. Between the two pillows, placed at a symmetrical distance, were two glaringly new pillows, tawdry with their printed poppy designs. Dr. Kreutzer thought that his mother had probably bought the new pillows in the nearby Chinese shop where he often saw items with similarly bright patterns. 

It would have been good to think that now, too, his mama had just fallen asleep and everything happening here was a mere mistake, a nightmare that would be over soon. He’d be able to explain to the petulant old woman, when she awoke, that the food he’d bought for her was in the fridge, and he could continue along in his usual daily routine. He stared off into space, attempting to make his peace with another possible version of this story. Unprepared for the magnitude of this unexpected task, he stood up and caressed the length of her lower arm, speckled with liver spots. It was as if his mother’s skin had grown just a shade colder. 

He called an ambulance. He gave his own name, the deceased’s name and address, and tried, as he waited for the doctor and the coroner’s van, to say goodbye to her. Although he wasn’t a believer, it occurred to him that if the soul did exist—why wouldn’t it?—then this too was something that clearly lay within his professional authority, necessitating his continued presence in the room, and his attempt to address, at least internally, to himself, the substance lingering here, to connect to it one final time. Although, as he looked at the corpulent, pale body, the unpleasant feeling suddenly arose that his mother would certainly disapprove of his behavior. Once again, he was doing something wrong. He wondered what she would consider to be the appropriate step in this grotesque transition not yet designated as official mourning. He had never felt at ease in her presence, let alone right now. My family—the thought flashed through his head. He had to call and tell him his mama had died. He tasted the words in his mouth, as if preparing to speak it aloud in a moment or two. First, he should inform the children, after all, this was their grandmother—Grandma Pálma to them, Auntie Pálma to everyone else—even if they only visited rarely. 

He dialed his son’s number but could only leave a message on Vilmos’s voicemail. After that he called Emmácska, which also went to voicemail. Then he remembered, of course, they must be at their after-school classes and couldn’t pick up their phones. 

He stepped closer to the massage chair again: He had time to get used to the idea that the dead body would soon be taken away. It occurred to him that his mother might end up being buried in the clothes she was wearing now, and if he wanted something different, he must dress her in it now. He shrunk back from the thought. He decided that the light blue sweater and the comfortable cotton trousers she was wearing suited the occasion perfectly; at the very least, he would put a pair of shoes on her feet. 

He went into the front hallway and began examining the shoes lined up there. As he bent down, he realized that he could put on his own shoes again; nobody was going to ask him if he knew how much it cost to get the large Persian carpet cleaned. It wasn’t as if old lady Pálma kept the place particularly tidy: the kitchen shelves were always filled with crumbs, the glasses sticky. But he always had to take off his shoes when he came in, because if he didn’t, the old lady always sharply asked him if he was really intending to track in all the dog shit on the soles of his shoes into the flat. 

Dr. Kreutzer stood on one leg, hanging onto the coatrack in the front hallway: He didn’t want to put on his shoes while wearing his mandarin-pulp-covered sock, so instead he pulled off the sock, rolling and putting it into his pocket. 

His mother’s shoes were in a terrible state. In recent years, because the bunions on her feet had grown large, a cobbler she knew well always cut out a hole at the critical spot. This caused the leather to begin splitting, like a wound; the shoes looked old and worn. Dr. Kreutzer could not find a pair appropriate for this occasion, and so he went back into his former bedroom to look for something in the wardrobe. 

He had never come in here during his weekly visits. He had an aversion to this room, even though he’d lived here for years as a child. His mother had changed almost everything. There were boxes piled up, a rusty clothes drying rack leaning against the wall. The paint was peeling off the drying rack, but old lady Pálma refused to throw it out, saying that if she washed the linens, she had nowhere else to dry them. And yet she always dried the quilt covers by hanging them over the doors, which annoyed Dr. Kreutzer. Much of the furniture had been stored away in the cellar so that there was only his older brother’s old teddy bear to remind him of what the room used to look like. 

Dr. Kreutzer looked at the teddy bear, which still looked perfectly new, sitting inanely on the daybed with the pilled coverlet, staring with its amber-hued glass eyes.

I came in to get a pair of shoes, Dr. Kreutzer said aloud, turning toward the teddy bear and its expressionless gaze, as if expecting a sign of accord. I need something a little less repulsive. He sighed, walking toward the wardrobe. As he opened it, a stale mixture of smells flowed out from the dark cupboard: stuffy air, mothballs, the scent of unclean clothes. The shoes were lying around on the lower shelf, and he had to get down on his hands and knees to rummage among them. One after the other, he pulled out pairs of sandals and other footwear purchased before his mother’s bunion phase. He decided on a pair of ankle boots, inescapably evoking in him something his ex-wife had once said: Whenever she came home with a new, exorbitantly expensive pair of boots, she always stated that boots are also clothing, as if with this purchase, and not buying other seasonal clothes, she had saved money. 

He kneeled by the corpse, taking one of the deformed stockinged feet into his hands. The toes were all crammed together; the foot stiffly resisted being shoved into the shoe. Dr. Kreutzer tried to yank it on. It occurred to him that the last time he done anything like this was when he used to put snow boots on the children, and that had been quite a long time ago. He was still struggling with the boot when his phone began ringing. It wasn’t just ringing, it was also vibrating. The ring tone was Pachelbel, his wife’s; he put the boot down on the rug, and picked up the phone. 





coming from somewhere else and going somewhere else

Why were you trying to get in touch with Vilmos? his wife asked.

My mother died, he said.

After a pause, his wife said she was very sorry, but she had not calibrated the tone of her voice fast enough—it remained as cold and exacting as if they were negotiating the lunch check. Dr. Kreutzer called this her dispatcher’s voice. Petra did not lower her intonation at the end of the sentence but left it dangling like someone waiting for a second, more important message, which she could then interrupt. Vilmos, she continued, is at the asthma surgery, he left his cell phone outside in the hallway when he went inside to use the inhalator. She had mentioned several times last week, continued Petra, that they were going to the doctor’s office today. I suppose you forgot, she added in her dispatcher’s voice. There was no more discussion of his dear mama. Petra promised that she would convey the bad news to the children that evening after she brought Emma home from solfège.

Can’t you tell them now? asked Dr. Kreutzer as he gazed at the one boot and how clumsily it looked twisted onto his mother’s leg with its protruding bunion. This had been a stupid idea. Perhaps, he pondered, a pair of regular shoes would suffice, as he heard the clamor coming from the pediatrician’s office, the ringing telephones, the closing doors, Petra’s listless responses.

I don’t think this is the right time, she said, ending the conversation. No time, it seemed, was ever the right time for Petra, although no one can decide when their mother is going to die. Dr. Kreutzer suggested that the children could bid farewell to the grandmother personally, but his ex-wife deemed this a perverse and morbid idea, and ended the call.

Dr. Kreutzer began to pull the left boot onto his mother’s leg, but this too got stuck halfway. There was no way to get the curve of her swollen ankle inside the boot. In the meantime, the door buzzer rang.

There stood a doctor, with two white-coated mortuary assistants behind him. The two young men stood modestly and awkwardly in the hallway, as if they had come on a visit and were about to be asked to remove their shoes out of respect for his mother’s spirit. Dr. Kreutzer showed the doctor in, introduced himself, then pointed at the body lying in the armchair. The doctor opened up his bag and asked if Dr. Kreutzer was a colleague.

Not exactly, he answered. I’m a psychiatrist.

He showed the doctor his identity card, upon which the posture of the two men standing in the doorway became more erect. The doctor leaned over his mother. He accidentally rested his hand on the control button on the armchair, which caused the previously interrupted massage program to start up: the corpse’s head once again began vehemently shaking back and forth, as if saying no, no, as if protesting against this final examination, trying to communicate that the onset of death could still not be determined, this was all nothing but a mere misunderstanding.

I’m sorry, said Dr. Kreutzer, and he shut down the massage program. The doctor filled out a form and Dr. Kreutzer signed it, then the doctor filled out another form, and then finally a third certificate confirming the transfer of the previous two.

The doctor put away the phonendoscope, expressed his sympathies with a rigid expression, and asked where the bathroom was. He washed his hands, looked around, then inquired about exiting the building downstairs—was there a button to press to exit, and if so, where was it? In the meantime, the two diffident young men entered the living room, grabbed his mama by the armpits, and laid her down on the stretcher. Dr. Kreutzer retreated to the kitchen. He did not want to see what was now already unintentionally visible, his mother’s mouth opening as her body was tipped forward; also, there was not enough space in the living room for the two assistants to turn the stretcher around.

The two mortuary assistants fiddled around with the plastic bag, then one of the young men called out into the kitchen:

What about these papers?

At first, Dr. Kreutzer thought that they were referring to the documents they had just filled out, that they had somehow gotten stuck beneath his mother’s body, but stepping into the living room, he saw this wasn’t the case. The mortuary assistants were referring to her footwear: His mother had crumpled balls of newsprint into the toes of the polished ankle boots, which had been stored carefully in the cupboard; and now the mortuary assistants were removing the pieces of newsprint, tossing them onto the sofa before carrying the body out into the hallway. And yet his mother did not set off barefoot. The crumpled pieces of newsprint remained in the apartment, and Dr. Kreutzer’s mother left it with her booted feet facing outward, like someone who had had enough not only of greetings but of the world’s tidings altogether.

When the mortuary assistants left, Dr. Kreutzer opened the living room windows. It was a spring day with sharp sunlight. And with all the light streaming into the room, the idea of the ankle boots suddenly seemed unnecessary, an exaggeration.

Dr. Kreutzer recalled a similar afternoon before his children were born. His wife Petra was showing him a pair of discounted boots that even during the spring clearances cost as much as his monthly salary; at the time, he had just started practicing psychiatry.

Almost provocatively, Petra said that boots are just like clothing, placing her hands on her hips. Now, many years later, Dr. Kreutzer had to admit that she was right. Just then, the mortuary assistants emerged onto the sidewalk, lifting his mother’s covered body into the orange and yellow striped van. If he leaned forward a little, he could see into the back of the vehicle. People filtered out from the grocery store across the street with their plastic bags, staring at the van. One woman, wearing eyeglasses, looked up at the building across from her, as if, by scanning the windows, she might be able to tell what apartment the corpse had emerged from. As her gaze rose up to his floor, Dr. Kreutzer pulled back from the window. He heard the slamming of car doors, the sound of the motor from below, and the van drove off.

He walked over to the sofa, smoothed out the two torn off pieces of newsprint, and looked at the date—from before the time of the Unified Regency. On one side of the newspaper, there was a report of an event on the day Emmácska was born:

Two pyramids, one in Bosnia, one in Mexico, began emitting light toward the sky almost simultaneously. For the time being, no one can provide an answer for this curious phenomenon, only that the Sun Pyramid in the vicinity of Sarajevo is the most ancient in the world, having been built 12,000 years ago. The pyramid, standing at 220 meters, is surrounded by other curiosities, namely its northern side points to the “cosmic north” with a divergence of only one degree, with its slopes comprising a forty-five degree angle. To this very day no one knows what civilization raised this building, as no one has ever been able to discover its provenance.

The photograph accompanying this article might have been on the part of the page that had been ripped off, although Dr. Kreutzer would have liked to see these those two columns of light. He smoothed out the newsprint, then looked at the other side, where there was only an ad for mineral water showing the face of an actress who at that time had been young but whose beauty had since faded.

This must mean that his mother had put the ankle boots away on the day her first grandchild was born. Dr. Kreutzer thought about this intensely, trying to recall the events of that long-ago day. He was certain that he arrived at the hospital in the afternoon, but he couldn’t recall when his mother had arrived. Presumably she also got there later, maybe even the next day. So she would have had more than enough time to put away her winter shoes, even more so because his mother—as he’d already experienced in his childhood—had a tendency to work off her nervousness by sorting things.

But it’s also possible, he pondered, that his mother had put away the shoes another time, stuffing old newspapers into the toes so the shoes wouldn’t get deformed.

On one of the crumpled pieces of newsprint there was a list of campaign promises of a political party that had ceased to exist long ago (the newspaper itself had also been shut down since then) although half of the campaign promises were missing. Maybe they had ended up in the toe of another shoe.

Dr. Kreutzer’s mother had not been ill. Or at least she suffered no chronic illnesses that required her to take medication and that might have caused her sudden death. Of course she had worried about her health, as all people around the age of eighty do. She had high blood pressure but took pills for it and measured her pressure regularly. She had lived through two pandemics, but she was most afraid of meningitis. Her hips often ached, and her feet hurt too, her bunions had been operated on. Perhaps that’s why she had never put on these low heeled, comfortable, though tight fitting boots again, why they had rested, stuffed with newspaper, for so many years in the bottom of the cupboard. His mother, if she went to get groceries in the neighborhood, or once monthly to her family doctor, usually wore canvas shoes, and in the summer she wore slippers.

He never could tell how she really felt. She always exaggerated genuine, every day cares, while joy—not only sexual joy, no longer an issue at her age, but any kind of physical or spiritual contentment, no matter how transitory—was a source of shame for her, a kind of painful infraction; it was improper and immodest, an offense which could not remain without consequences.

During his visit last week, Dr. Kreutzer had similarly knocked and rang the doorbell in vain, his mother then too had not opened the door. On that Thursday, although it had never worried him before, it suddenly flashed across his brain that something might have happened to his mother. He had called her one hour before on the phone and they had agreed on the groceries he would buy for her, especially the seedless mandarins. At 5 p.m. he stood uncertainly in front of the door, pressing the buzzer in vain as the shopping bag handles turned his fingers white. He put the paper bag down and rang his mother from his cell phone, but she didn’t answer. He then fished out his own set of keys and opened the door to the ice-cold apartment. His mother was standing in the middle of the room in her nightdress, earphones in her ears. All of the living room windows were open, and in the middle of the cold drafts of air flowing in, she was listening to Bach, her face flushed.

When Dr. Kreutzer asked her what she was doing, she yelled back at him: For heaven’s sake, surely he could see that she was listening to music, mu-sic, she turned around, mu-sic, then as she removed the wireless earphones, she added that she suffered from unbearable hot flashes and this was the only way she could stand them. I stand here like this the entire day, she announced with dramatic emphasis, her head thrown back; Dr. Kreutzer found this hard to take seriously. He suspected that this operatic scene had been quickly contrived after his telephone call one hour ago, and that his mother had removed the key from her side of the door on purpose so that, letting himself into her apartment, he would be stupefied by the bizarre sight. Dr. Kreutzer, however, did not allow his tranquility to be disturbed. He closed the windows one by one in a leisurely manner while explaining to his mother that it was uncommon for women of the age of eighty to suffer from hot flashes. His mother, with a knowing look, led him over to the radiator upon which a floral-print dressing gown was spread out, drying. She insisted he touch it to feel how soaked through with sweat it was. Similarly, her entire body was sopping wet, she said. The dressing gown did really seem to be damp and clearly formed a part of the performance. Dr. Kreutzer nodded, went into the kitchen, and washed his hands in the kitchen sink, disgusted. He unpacked the groceries onto the table, and vowed to himself that the next time he wouldn’t even enter the apartment. If there were no answer to the buzzer, and his mother didn’t even pick up the phone, he would simply put down the groceries in front of the door and go home. Well, that’s not exactly what happened.
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