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Biography
Svetlana Zuchova, born in 1976, studied psychology at Vienna University and medicine at the
Medical Faculty of Comenius University in Bratislava. She works at a psychiatric clinic in Prague.
Her stories have been published in journals including Dotyky, Rak, Romboid, Vina, OS and the
weekly Slovo. Twice she was awarded prizes at the annual short story competition Poviedka (in
2001 and 2005) and her texts appeared in anthologies of works from this competition. Her first
book was the story collection Dulce de leche (2003), for which she received the Ivan Krasko Prize.
Next came the chamber novella Yesim (2006), set in the milieu of Turkish emigrants in Austria
and based on the poetical narrative monologue of the principal character, the young woman
Yesim, about the key events and circumstances of her life. In the novel Zlodeji a svedkovia
(Thieves and Witnesses, 2011), the author continued to pursue her interest in the psychology of a
person living away from home, and also explored relationships within immigrant communities.
Her third novel, linked with its predecessor by the narrator and main character Marisia, is Obrazy
zo Zivota M. (Scenes from the Life of M., 2013). All three novels were included in the final of the
most important Slovak literary competition Anasoft Litera (2007, 2012 and 2014). Zuchové also
translates fiction and non-fiction from English and German, including works by Michel Faber,
Sarah Kane, Sophie Kinsella and Sabine Thiesler.

Synopsis

The plot of Scenes from the Life of M. loosely follows on from the writer’s previous novel, Thieves
and Witnesses. The main character, Marisia, returns from Vienna to Slovakia after her mother’s
death, lives with her partner and works as a nurse. While in the first novel, Marisia was looking
for a home for herself, this novel shows her finding one. Descriptions of her everyday life alter-
nate with memories of her mother’s death, her mundane existence juxtaposed with the extrem-
ity of certain situations. The novel’s main theme is one of family ties both old and new, close and
distant, and their importance and futility.



Obrazy zo Zivota M.
Svetlana Zuchova

Prazdnota

V den, ked mama zomrela, som i$la na kupalisko. Mama
zomrela nadranom a kratko pred siedmou mi volali z
nemocnice. V tom obdobi som chodievala kazdy vikend za
mamou, a od piatku do nedele som spavala v jej prazdnom
byte. Bolo to v case, ked sa Janut odstahoval. Od vztahu
s Janutom som si vela slubovala. S Janutom som chcela
dospiet, pretoze dospelost ma velmi zaujimala. Od rdana do
veCera sme mali plné ruky prace na dospelosti. Predstavo-
vala som si, Ze dospelost pozostava zo zariadenia bytu, z
najomnej zmluvy a z Gspor na bankovom konte. Svoj zaujem
o dospelost som si v§imla v jedno vikendové popoludnie v
Ikei. Predpoklada sa totiz, Ze ¢lovek si nieco uvedomi v istej
konkrétnej chvili. Napriklad jedna z Otovych sestier mi raz
povedala, Ze lasku svojho buduceho manzela si uvedomila,
ked jej povedal, ze s nou chce mat dieta. Janut zas tvrdil,
ze sa rozhodol nechodit viac do prace, ked ho $éf zavolal
do svojej kanceldarie v maringotke. Vraj ho ani nevyzval,
aby sa posadil, a Janut musel jeho nadavky pocuvat posto-
jacky. Nie som si istd, ¢i je to pravda. Ci si isté skuto&nosti
naozaj uvedomime z okamihu na okamih. A nieco, ¢o sme
dovtedy nevedeli, zrazu vieme. V presne ohranicenej chvili.
Je mozné, ze vedomie nie¢oho v nas skor pomaly dozrieva
a postupne sa dostava stale blizsie k povrchu. A potom sa,
zdanlivo ndhle, stane viditelnym. A je rovnako mozné, ze
okamihy uvedomenia v skuto¢nosti neexistuju, a vytvaraja
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sa az spitne v spomienkach. Ze postupné, pomalé tlenie sa
skondenzuje do spomienky na chvilu, ked sme si nieco uve-
domili. Akoby nahle, z okamihu na okamih.

(...)

Ked Janut prestal chodit do prace, navrhol, aby sme isli do Ikey.
Nemame sice e$te najomnu zmluvu a pracovné povolenie, ale
na zaciatok si mozeme kupit aspon novu postel. Stihlasila som
a v jedno vikendové popoludnie sme sa vlakom odviezli do
nakupného centra. Cely Zivot som mala na nabytok vyhra-
neny vkus. Vyrastala som so starou mamou v dome zariade-
nom tazkym starozitnym nabytkom. Pri stene v jedalni bol
masivny kredenc. Nemali sme konferen¢ny stolik ani sedaciu
supravu s medovozltymi potahmi, ale jeda- lensky stol a $tyri
tazké stolicky. Rokmi prachniveli a vizgali, ale patrili kedysi
eSte rodi¢om starej mamy, a tak sa z piety nesmeli nahradit.
Navyse sme mali na kobercoch porozkladané kozusiny, v
ktorych sa drzal prach. Okna domu boli obratené na zapad
a popoludni jedalen osvetlovalo agresivne slnecné svetlo,
v ktorom virili prachové ¢iastocky. Prachu bolo v nasom
dome vzdy dost. Usadzoval sa na nabytku, na porcelanovych
so$kach v presklenej vitrine a v kozu$inach, ktoré sa rokmi
stiepili a spdsobovali alergie.

Vzdy som bola presvedcend, Ze svoj byt si zariadim len
niekolkymi kusmi Iahkého nabytku. Usla som od mamy
do prazdna, pretoze prazdnotu som si velmi vazila. Ved
tam ni¢ nemas, hovorila mama, ked som si balila par kusov
oblecenia do ruksaku a deklarovala som, ze odchadzam do
Rakuska. Myslis, Ze tam niekoho zaujimas? Kde budes byvat
a ¢o budes jest? Varovala ma, ze budem vo vzduchoprazdne
a naletim podvodnikom. Vezmu ti pas, ¢o si to necitala v
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novinach? Sama som nedokdzala pomenovat, ze chcem prave
to vzduchoprazdno. Predstavovala som si poloprazdne izby
a v mojich predstavach boli okna vzdy obratené na vychod.
Ziadne zaprdsené slne¢né popoludnia. Niekedy som vo fanta-
zii nemala ani postel, ale spavala som na prikryvke poloZenej
rovno na linoleu. Nechcela som ani koberce ani zaclony, len
zalazie braniace byt pred prisilnym slnkom. M6j priestor mal
byt priehladny.

Ked mama zomrela, musela som vyprazdnit jej byt. Mama
vtedy uz byvala v prenajatom bratislavskom byte, ktory musel
byt do konca mesiaca prazdny. Ndjomnua zmluvu mala vypo-
vedat tri mesiace dopredu, ale vzhladom na okolnosti na tom
majitelia nenastojili. Niekolko Iudi mi povedalo, Ze som na to
mala mysliet, ale mne to skuto¢ne vobec nenapadlo. Zavolat
majitel- ke maminho bytu a vysvetlit, Ze mama je v nemocnici
a pravdepodobne bude musiet vypovedat najomnu zmluvu.
Ze presny datum sice nepoznéme, ale pravdepodobne to bude
coskoro. Natastie to potom majitelka chapala a dohodli
sme sa, ze kltuce jej vratim do konca mesiaca. Medzitym jej
umoznim pristup do bytu na prehliadky z realitnej kancela-
rie. Mama zomrela tridsiateho prvého maja a na vyprazdnenie
bytu som mala cely jun. Nadalej som cestovala do Bratislavy
kazdy vikend a postupne som v$etko odnasala do kontajnera.
Nakoniec som par kusov nabytku dala odviezt do spalovne.
Dedi¢ské konanie este neprebehlo, ale mama mala v byte
hotovost a tak som nemusela $etrit. Par zimnych kabatov som
rozdala bezdomovkyniam, ktoré posedavali okolo domu.

Janut, s ktorym sme eSte kratko predtym boli v Ikei, sa
odstahoval kratko predtym. Nova postel, ktori sme v to
popoludnie kupili, ostala v nasej niekdajsej izbe pre nového
najomnika. S Janutom sme sa v Ikei prechadzali po rozlahlych
priestoroch. Pomedzi regaly, kancelarske stolicky zo svetlého
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dreva a rozkladatelné a lahko prenosné stoly sme sa dostali
az do oddelenia spalni. Prezerali sme si niekolko posteli,
ktoré pozosta vali z lahkej kons$trukcie. Len z niekolkych
dosak prilozenych k sebe a na miestach, kde sa krizili, pri-
chytenych niekolkymi skrutkami. Zhodli sme sa, Ze chceme
svetlé, prirodné drevo. A potom som si v§imla tmavohnedu
spalnovu zostavu. Dvojpostel so zahlavim, dva no¢né stoliky
so zasuvkami. Na nich polozené reklamné vytlacky knih vo
$védcine a dve no¢né lampy. Predstavila som si, ako vecer
vankuse osvetluju dva kruhy mikkého svetla. K zostave patril
aj bieliznik a skrina s posuvnymi dverami a zrkadlami na
ich vnutornej strane. Na stene boli nakreslené oknd zakryté
zavesmi. Instinktivne som pocitila Gtulnost tej miestnosti. V
tom okamihu som si uvedomila, Ze nahromadené drobnosti
tvoria bezpecie, v ktorom moze vyrastat dieta. Aj usadza-
juci sa prach, ktory treba zodpovedne kazdy den utierat. V
ten vikend sme s Janutom nakoniec kupili jednu z tych roz-
kladacich posteli zo smrekového dreva a niesli sme ju spolu
naspat vlakom. V Ikei sa dala pozic¢at dodavka, ale netrufli
sme si na to. Ja som sice mala vodic¢sky preukaz, ale od matu-
rity som ne$oférovala. O tom, Ze sa mi v skutocnosti pacila
skor ta tmava spalna, som Janutovi nepovedala. Myslim, ze uz
vtedy som vedela, Ze spolu takt nikdy mat nebudeme. Ze takd
spalna patri do dospelosti, a tu nedosiahneme spolu.

Ked mama zomrela, zistila som, Ze moja predstava o
dospelosti bola naivna. Zmenu som si chcela vynutit, opatrne
som kladla nohy pred seba, aby som nezisla zo spravnej cesty.
A zrazu sa bolo treba rozbehnut a nebol ¢as ani dychat. Po
prvykrat som sa zhlboka nadychla vlastne az vtedy, ked som
mamin byt kone¢ne vyprazdnila. Naposledy som sa don
vratila na stretnutie s majitelkou. Mala byt skontrolovat, vratit
mi kauciu a prevziat si kltuce. Prisla som o nieco skor, aby som
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na ni¢ nezabudla. Dvojizbovy byt bol teraz celkom prazdny.
V jednej miestnosti ostal koberec, ktory nepatril mame. Boli
na nom stopy po nabytku, $tyri priehlbiny v pravidelnych
odstupoch po nohach postele. Steny potrebovali vymalovat,
na niekolkych miestach farba praskala a ostali v nej diery po
klincoch, na ktorych predtym viseli obrazy. V§ade bolo ¢isto,
povysavala som, v kutoch neostali chuchvalce prachu, a zo
smaltu umyvadla a vane som vydrhla usadeniny vodného
kamena. V kute kapelne ostalo vedro, cez jeho okraj preve-
seny par zltych gumenych rukavic a okolo niekolko ¢istiacich
prostriedkov. To boli jediné predmety v byte. Kym som ¢akala
na majitelku, sadla som si na dlazku v predsieni a rozhliadla
sa po prazdnych izbach. Maminu smrt som si vtedy neuvedo-
movala. V§imla som si najmd, Ze zlahka a zhlboka dycham.
Ked majitelka prisla, zaklopala, ale hned si odomkla vlast-
nym nahradnym klu¢om. Podala mi ruku a znovu povedala
uprimnu sustrast. Podakovala som sa, ze netrvala na vypo-
vednej lehote. Samozrejme, povedala. Vymenili sme si obalky
s peniazmi a klu¢mi a rozlacili sme sa. Vlakom som sa vratila
do Viedne, vyprazdnit svoju a Janutovu izbu.

(...)

V Bratislave som nikoho nepoznala a na celé dni som chodila
na plavaren. Z tyzdna na tyzden bolo krajsie pocasie. Pred
$tyrmi rokmi bola pekna tepld jar. Za mamou som chodievala
uz len vo svetri a na plavarni som plavala aj vo vonkajsom
bazéne. Vodu vyhrievali a niekedy tvar oziabala v chladnom
vzduchu, ale uz svietilo slnko. Raz som sa na chodbe pred
maminou izbou stretla s lekarom, ktory mal prave sluzbu. Vo
filmoch travia pribuzni v nemocnici celé dni a neustale kon-
zultujua s lekarom zdravotny stav. Mala som vy¢itky svedomia,
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ze sa nespravam rovnako. Maminho lekara som videla prvy-
krat. Zastavila som ho a videla som mu na tvari, Ze je ner-
vozny. Teraz tomu dobre rozumiem. Vo vikendovych sluzbach
sa pocita kazda minuta. Ked sa na nasej ambulancii zastavia
v nedelu pribuzni a chct zavolat lekdra, opakujeme, Zze az v
pondelok. AZ v pracovny den, lebo cez vikend je na niekolkych
oddeleniach len jediny pan doktor, a ten sa venuje len nalieha-
vym pripadom. Ale mamin lekar sa pri mne pristavil a chvilu
sme sa rozpravali. Skoda, Ze mama prisla neskoro. Teraz je v
popredi zlyhavanie obli¢iek pri dehydratacii. Nedari sa zasta-
vit stupajuce hodnoty kreatininu. Nemozno postupovat v
liecbe zakladného ochorenia. Pouzival taktny termin zakladné
ochorenie. Mama zle znasa liecbu a v noci je nepokojna, takze
musime pristupovat k obmedzeniu. Neskor v rekvalifikacnom
kurze pre zdravotné sestry sme preberali kapitolu podavania
nepriaznivych informacii. Hoci sestry nepriaznivé informacie
nepodavaju, to je v kompetencii lekara. Patri to vSak k zdra-
votnickemu vzdelaniu. Hovorit vecne a drzat sa faktov. Nevy-
hybat sa, nechodit okolo hortcej kase. Zlu spravu povedat na
zaciatku a nehovorit mrzi ma, ze vam to musim povedat. Pri
takychto vetach narasta tzkost a strach sa nafukne. Hovorit
jasne a zretelne, akoby sme udierali na struny cimbalu. Cink.
Cink. Mamin lekar sa drzal pravidiel, ktoré som vtedy este
nepoznala. A potom som sa ho spytala na otazku prognoézy.
Takto pekne som to sformulovala, hoci do nemocnice som
vtedy chodila prvykrat v zivote. Skiseného pana doktora som
nezaskodila. Nezneistel, neodkaslal si. Ani sa neospravedlnil,
ze mi to musi povedat. Re¢ jeho tela bola prirodzena a rec,
ktorou mi odpovedal, profesionalna. Pripomenul, Zze sa to
neda celkom predvidat. Ze zavisi od tpravy obli¢kovych para-
metrov a dalsich komplikacii lie¢- by. Zaroven, Ze mama prisla
neskoro a liecba je paliativna. Pri takomto stupni ochorenia
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v§ak najdlhsie tak Sest mesiacov. Nedodal, ze v medicine sa
niekedy deju zazraky, a Ze najdolezitejsia je nadej. Podakovala
som sa mu a on to prijal. Ked odisiel za roh chodby, zastavil
sa v miestnosti sestier. Nedovidela som tam, ale cez otvorené
dvere som pocula, ako ho milo vitaju.

Mama bola viditelne velmi chor4d, ale nevedela som si pred-
stavit, ako zomrie. KoZu na tele mala velmi krehku. Praskala
a krv $pinila obliecky, ktoré sestricky starostlivo vymienali.
Vzdy ma spoznala, ale popoludni a vecer uz nedokazala
skladat vety. Bola velmi chudd a na pitach sa jej tvorili pre-
lezaniny, pod ktoré jej sestricky podkladali zvlastne matrace.
Vecer robila rukami drobné ndstoj¢ivé pohyby, akoby z pri-
kryvky zhadzovala hmyz. Niekolkokrat hovorila o tom, Ze sa
jej narodilo krasne babatko. Mama hovorila nare¢im a nevra-
vela babitko ale babatko. Televizor bol pusteny, ale mama
uz nedokazala sledovat ani prirodovedné programy bez deja
a s peknymi scenériami. Raz vysielali program o karibskej
oblasti. Na obrazovke boli zdbery z Havany. Mama kedysi
ucila $paniel¢inu a na vysokej $kole stravila niekolko mesia-
cov na Kube. Chcela som upriamit jej pozornost na film, ale
uz sme to nedokazali. Napriek tomu, ze od zaciatku jari do
maja sa mama z tyzdina na tyzden menila, nevedela som si
predstavit mechanizmus smrti. Nevedela som, ako sa zomiera.
Vidsinou som na to ani nemyslela, lebo bolo tolko uloh, ktoré
som musela plnit, Ze na rozmys- lanie neostal ¢as. Neperlivé
minerdlky, nutridrinky, z vlaku do nemocnice, v nedelu vecer
stihnat posledny vlak spédt a v pondelok do prace. Janut bol
prec, odstahoval sa a zrusil si raktsky mobil, takze som neve-
dela, kde je. Z Viedne som dvakrat denne mame volavala, ale
nemohla uz dvihat mobil. Zdvihla sestricka a povedala, Ze je
vSetko v poriadku.

8 The European Union Prize for Literature 2015



Svetlana Zuchova

Kazdotyzdenné cestovanie za mamou ma unavovalo.
Chcela som, aby bolo konecne pekné pocasie a nemusela som
so sebou vlacit kabat. Aj tasku by som mala [ahsiu, keby som
v nej nemusela nosit sveter. Cesty na stanicu a zo stanice by
boli prijemnejsie, na zastavkach autobusov a na perénoch by
mi nebolo zima. Dokonca z okien vlaku by bol krajsi vyhlad,
nie na tmavohnedé polia rozmocené topiacim sa snehom.
A pocasie bolo v Gstrety letu skuto¢ne z tyzdna na tyzden
krajsie. Autobus cestou zo stanice obchadzal nakupné stre-
disko, pred ktorym sa na velkom ihrisku hrali deti. V helmach
liezli po preliezkach lanového parku a ské- kali na trampoli-
nach. Na plavarni si uz niekolki Iudia lahli k bazénu na deku.
Onedlho mali otvorit tobogan. V ten rok pridla jar skoro a
slubovala pekné leto. Ja som si pomaly formulovala plan, ze
od septembra sa vratim z Rakuska a zmenim zamestnanie.
Aby som to mala bliz§ie k mame. S maminym lekdrom som
sa na chodbe nemocnice stretla niekedy v aprili. Mama nako-
niec nedozila ani tretinu jeho prognézy. A hoci som to vtedy
nevedela, nemohla som sa prestat tesit na leto. Niekedy som sa
snazila radost zastavit a poci- tala som, kolko mesiacov je do
leta. Ale napriek unave z cestovania som sa v slne¢nom pocasi
nemohla leta doc¢kat. Zivotnd radost sa nedala zastavit.
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Scenes from the Life of M.
Svetlana Zuchova

Translated from the Slovak by Heather Trebaticka

Emptiness

The day Mum died I went to the swimming pool. Mum died
at daybreak and they called me from the hospital just before
seven. At that time I was visiting Mum every weekend, and
from Friday to Sunday I slept in her empty flat. It was then
that Janut moved out. I had placed great hopes in my relation-
ship with Janut. I had wanted to mature with Janut, because
maturity was something that fascinated me. From morning
to evening we had our hands full working on maturity. I ima-
gined that maturity consisted of furnishing a flat, of a rental
agreement and savings in a bank account. I noticed my inter-
est in maturity one weekend afternoon in Ikea. You see, the
supposition is that a person becomes aware of something at
one particular moment. For example, one of Oto’s sisters once
told me that she became aware of her future husband’s love
when he said he wanted to have a child with her. Janut, on
the other hand, claimed that he decided not to go to work any
more when his boss called him into his office in a caravan.
Apparently, he didn’t even invite him to sit down and Janut
had to listen to his abuse standing up. I'm not sure that it is
true. Whether we really become aware of certain facts from
one moment to the next and we suddenly know something
we didn’t know before. At a precise moment in time. It may
be rather that our awareness of something slowly ripens
within us and gradually gets nearer and nearer to the surface.
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And then, seemingly all of a sudden, it becomes visible. And
it is equally possible that moments of realisation don’t in fact
exist and are created retrospectively in our memories. That
this gradual, slow smouldering is compressed in our memories
into an instant when we became aware of something. As if all
of a sudden, from one moment to the next.

(...)

When Janut stopped going to work, he suggested that we
should go to Ikea. It’s true we haven’t yet got a rental agree-
ment or work permit, but for a start we could at least buy a
new bed. I agreed and one weekend we took an afternoon train
to the shopping centre. All my life I have had a well-defined
taste in furniture. I grew up with my grandmother in a house
furnished with heavy antique furniture. Along the wall in the
dining room there was a massive sideboard. We didn’t have a
coffee table or a lounge suite with honey-coloured upholstery,
but a dining table with four heavy chairs. Over the years they
had become rotten and creaky, but they had once belonged to
my grandmother’s parents, and so out of respect they couldn’t
be replaced. What’s more, spread out on the carpets we had
fur rugs that collected the dust. The dining room windows
faced west and the aggressive afternoon sunshine lit up the
whirling particles of dust. There was always plenty of dust in
our house. It settled on the furniture, on the porcelain fig-
urines in the glass cases, and on the fur rugs that became
cracked with age and were the cause of allergies.

I had always been convinced that I would furnish my flat
with just a few pieces of light furniture. I left Mum to step
into empty space, because emptiness was something I greatly
valued. But you haven’t got anything there, Mum said, when
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I packed a few clothes into a rucksack and declared that I was
leaving for Austria. Do you think anyone there is interested
in you? Where are you going to live and what are you going to
eat? She warned me that I would be in a vacuum and fall prey
to conmen. They’ll take your passport, haven’t you read about
it in the papers? It was hard to put it into words: the fact was
that being in a vacuum was what I wanted. I imagined half-
empty rooms and in my imaginings the windows were always
facing eastwards. No dusty sunny afternoons. Sometimes
I imagined I didn’t even have a bed, but slept on a blanket
spread out on the linoleum floor. I didn’t want carpets or cur-
tains, just blinds protecting the flat from too strong sunshine.
My space should be uncluttered.

When Mum died, I had to clear out her flat. By then, Mum
was living in Bratislava in a rented flat that had to be empty by
the end of the month. She should have terminated the agree-
ment three months in advance, but in view of the circum-
stances the owner did not insist. Several people told me that
I should have thought of this, but it really never occurred to
me. To call the owner of Mum’s flat and explain that Mum was
in hospital and probably would have to terminate the rental
agreement. That we don’t know the exact date, but it would
most likely be very soon. Fortunately, the owner understood
and we agreed that I would return the key by the end of the
month. In the meantime I would allow access to the flat so
the estate agent could show it to prospective tenants. Mum
died on the 31* of May and I had the whole of June to empty
the flat. I continued to travel to Bratislava every weekend and
gradually carried everything out to the dustbins. Finally, I
had a couple of bits of furniture taken to the incinerator. The
inheritance proceedings had not yet commenced, but Mum
had some cash in the flat and so I didn’t have to economise.
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I gave a few winter coats away to the homeless women who
used to sit around near the block of flats.

Janut, who had been with me to Ikea only a short time
before, moved out just prior to this. The new bed we had
bought that afternoon was left for the next tenant in what
had once been our room. In Ikea, Janut and I had wandered
through that spacious store. Passing shelves, office chairs
of light-coloured wood and extendable and easily portable
tables, we reached the bedroom department. We looked at
several simply constructed beds made of a few planks held
together with a couple of screws. We agreed that we wanted
light-coloured, natural wood. And then I noticed a dark brown
bedroom suite. A double bed with a headboard, two bedside
tables with drawers. Promotional copies of books in Swedish
placed on them along with two night lamps. I imagined the
pillows lit up in the evening by two circles of soft light. The
suite also included a chest of drawers and a wardrobe with
sliding doors and mirrors in the middle. Windows had been
drawn on the wall and covered with curtains. I instinctively
sensed the cosiness of the room. All at once I realised that
the little things amassed there created a feeling of security
in which a child could grow up. Along with the settling dust
that needed to be conscientiously wiped off every day. In the
end, that weekend Janut and I bought one of those pine pull-
out beds and together we carried it back on the train. It was
possible to borrow a van from Ikea, but we didn’t dare to.
It’s true, I did have a driving licence, but I had not driven
since leaving school. I didn’t tell Janut I really liked the dark
bedroom better. I think I already knew we would never have
one like that together. A bedroom like that belonged to matu-
rity, and that was something we would not reach together.
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When Mum died, I discovered that my idea of maturity
had been naive. I had wanted to make a deliberate change; I
cautiously moved forward step by step, in order not to veer
from the right path. And, all of a sudden, I had to break into
a run and there was not even time to catch my breath. I actu-
ally breathed in deeply for the first time only when I had at
last cleared out Mum’s flat. I went back to it for the last time
to meet the owner. She was there to check the flat, return the
deposit and take back the keys. I arrived a little early in order
not to forget anything. The two-room flat was now com-
pletely empty. In one room there remained a carpet which
had not belonged to my mother. There were marks left by the
furniture, four depressions at regular intervals made by the
feet of the bed. The walls needed painting; in several places
the paint was cracked and there were holes in it from nails
where pictures had previously hung. Everywhere was clean. I
had vacuumed, there were no wads of dust in the corners and
I had scrubbed off the deposits of limescale from the enamel
of the wash basin and bath. In one corner of the bathroom
there was still a bucket with a pair of rubber gloves hanging
over the edge and several cleaning agents beside it. They were
the only objects in the flat. While I waited for the owner, I
sat down on the floor in the hall and gazed around at the
empty rooms. I wasn’t aware of my mother’s death then. The
main thing I noticed was how easily and deeply I was breath-
ing. When the owner arrived she knocked, but immediately
opened the door with her own spare key. She shook hands
and once more offered her condolences. I thanked her for
not insisting on the terms of notice. Of course, she replied.
We exchanged envelopes with the money and keys and said
goodbye. I returned by train to Vienna to clear out the room
I had shared with Janut.
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(...)

I didn’t know anyone in Bratislava and I spent whole days
at the swimming pool. The weather got better from week to
week. The spring four years ago was lovely and warm. I only
wore a sweater when I went to visit Mum, and at the swim-
ming pool I also swam in the outdoor pool. The water was
heated and although the cool air sometimes chilled my face,
the sun was already shining. Once, in the corridor outside
Mum’s room, I met her doctor, who happened to be on duty
just then. In films, relatives spend whole days in the hospi-
tal and keep consulting the patient’s state of health with the
doctor. I had a guilty conscience for not doing the same. I
was seeing my mother’s doctor for the first time. I stopped
him and I could see from his face that he was irritated. I can
understand that very well now. On weekend duty every minute
counts. When relatives stop by at our outpatients’ department
on a Sunday and want us to call the doctor, we keep repeat-
ing: not until Monday. Not until a working day, because at
the weekend there is only one doctor for several wards and he
can only deal with urgent cases. But Mum’s doctor stopped
and we spoke together for a while. “It is a pity your mother
came too late. Now the critical thing is kidney failure due to
dehydration. We are not managing to stop the increase in the
level of creatine. We can’t make any progress in the treatment
of the basic illness.” He used the tactful term ‘basic illness’.
“Your mother is responding badly to the treatment and is
restless in the night, so we shall have to limit it.” Later, in a
retraining course for hospital nurses, we studied the chapter
on giving unwelcome information. Albeit nurses don’t give
unwelcome information; only doctors are authorised to do
that. However, it is part of medical education. Speak to the
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point and keep to the facts. Don’t be evasive, don’t beat about
the bush. Tell the bad news at the beginning and don’t say
I'm sorry I have to tell you this. Such sentences only increase
the listener’s anxiety and fear. Speak clearly and distinctly,
as if you were hitting the strings of a cimbalom. Plink. Plink.
Mum’s doctor kept to the rules which at that time I did not
yet know. And then I asked him about the prognosis. I formu-
lated it nicely like this, even though it was the first time in my
life I had been visiting someone in hospital. The experienced
doctor was not taken by surprise. He didn’t look confused, he
didn’t clear his throat. He didn’t apologise either for having
to tell me. His body language was natural and the language
he used to answer me was professional. He reminded me that
it was impossible to predict this exactly. That it depended on
the improvement of the kidney parameters and other com-
plications arising from the treatment. At the same time, that
Mum had come too late and that the treatment was palliative.
However, at such a stage in the disease, six months at the most.
He did not add that in medicine miracles sometimes happen,
and that the most important thing was hope. I thanked him
and he accepted my thanks. When he had turned the corner
of the corridor, he popped into the nurses’ room. I couldn’t
see that far, but through the open door I heard how pleasantly
they greeted him.

Mum looked very ill, but I couldn’t imagine her dying. Her
skin was very fragile. It tore open and the blood stained the
bed linen that the nurses conscientiously changed. She always
recognised me, but in the afternoon and evening she could
no longer put sentences together. She was very thin and bed
sores had formed on her heels, which the nurses supported on
special pads. In the evening she made little urgent movements
with her hands, as if she was brushing insects off the bed
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cover. Several times she talked about having given birth to a
beautiful baby. Mum spoke in dialect and didn’t say bdbdtko
but bdbatko. The television was on, but Mum could no longer
follow even a nature documentary without a plot and with
lovely scenery. Once there was a programme about the Carib-
bean. There were scenic shots of Havana. At one time, Mum
had taught Spanish, and while at the university she had spent
several months in Cuba. I wanted to draw her attention to
the film, but without success. In spite of the fact that, from
the beginning of spring to May, Mum changed from week to
week, I couldn’t imagine the mechanism of death. I didn’t
know how people died. For the most part I didn’t even think
about it, because there were so many things I had to do there
was no time left for thinking. Bottles of still mineral water,
nutritional drinks, getting from the train to the hospital,
catching the last train back on Sunday evening and going to
work on Monday. Janut was gone: he had moved out and can-
celled his Austrian mobile phone number, so I didn’t know
where he was. I would call Mum twice a day from Vienna, but
she could no longer answer the phone. The nurse answered it
and said that everything was all right.

Travelling every week to see Mum was tiring me out. I
wanted fine weather at last, so I wouldn’t have to drag a coat
along with me. My bag would be lighter too if I didn’t have to
carry a sweater in it. The journey to and from the station would
be pleasanter; I wouldn’t get cold standing at the bus stops and
on the platforms. There would even be a more beautiful view
from the train windows, not those dark brown fields soaked
by the melting snow. As the summer approached, the weather
really did get better from week to week. On the way from
the station, the bus passed a shopping centre where children
were playing outside in a large playground. Wearing helmets,
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they were climbing through the jungle gym and jumping on
the trampolines. At the swimming pool there were already
several people lying on blankets beside the water. The spiral
slide was to be opened soon. Spring had come early that year
with the promise of a good summer. I was gradually forming
a plan to return from Austria in September and change jobs.
So as to be nearer to Mum. I had met her doctor in the hos-
pital corridor sometime in April. In the end Mum lived for
less than a third of the time he predicted. And even though
I didn’t know that then, I couldn’t help looking forward to
summer. Sometimes, I tried to suppress this joyful feeling
and I counted how many months it was to summer. But in
spite of the weariness from travelling, in the sunny weather I
just couldn’t wait for summer to come. My enjoyment of life
could not be suppressed.
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