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that he's probably telling the truth. Some of the things he says

seem too specific, too surprising, for him to have made them up.

Then, a few days later, he says he talked to the girl and she said

she'd do it rvith Istvdn as well.
'Seriously?' lstvdn says.

'Yeah,' his friend says.

lstvSn doesn't know if this means that the three of them will
do it together, or just that he'll do it rvith the girl on his own"

He is too unsure of himself to ask.

After school the same day, they walk across the footbridge

over the train tracks.

It's already getting dark.

They go down the metal steps on the other side of the foot-
bridge and walk for a while until they arrive at a housing estate.

It's not dissimilar to the one where lstvin and his mother iive,

only here the buildings, although also made of prefabricated

concrete panels, are taller. At the entrance of one of them his

friend enters the doorbell number of one of the flats.

A few moments later, without anything being said, the door

unlocks and he shoulders through it.
The lift smells of cigarette smoke.

lstv6n stares at the wood-effect Formica of its interior as it
goes up.

It goes up very slowly,, with a continuous creaking and a

separate loud ticking sound as it passes each floor.
'You okay?'his friend asks him.
'\'eahi Istvdn says.

'You look terrified,' his friend says.

'No,'lst.,'6n says.

Ther' lear.e the lift at one of the upper floors and his friend
knocks on the door of a flat. lt's opened by a girl of about their
o\\'n age. 'Hi.'she says.

'Hl.' lsn':in's friend says.

She stands aside ii:
'This is my friend -'

told you aboutl
'Okayl the girl sar s

She and lstvdn look .

'Okav?' lstv6n's frien,
'Yeah,'the girl sar s.

The three of th ern r .:

The girl looks at Isn
He doesn't look ar h.
'Okay,' lstvin's frier:c
'D'you w'ant to u a i:

a door.
'Yeah okay'.' lsn an s :'

appointed, as if mar be :-,

were going to do it ali l:
they would be.

lstvdrr is lighting ., ,

times to get a flanre.

His friend makes .-

smiles.

lstvSn doesn'i e,, c:r

almost like panic.

l-le follows the girl .,
at the end of it.

He doesn't realir r...
stuffin it. inclr-rdine ., l

The girl sits dou'l ,-:-

lstvfn sits on a cha.:
'What's your nanre :,
He tells her.

She tells him her r.:
'You alright?' she s.,, ,
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'Yes,'he says.

They talk for a few minutes. She talks anyway. There are also

long silences, during which the sound of the small animal moving

in its cage is sometimes audible. She asks him where he's from.

'What's that like?' she asks when he tells her.

'[t's okay,'he says.

They sit there in silence.

She lights a cigarette, maybe just to do something.

After a while, without saying anything, she stands up and

leaves.

A few minutes later the door opens again.

lstvin looks up and sees his friend.

He expected it to be the girl.
'What happened?'his friend asks.

What do you mean?'

What happened?'his friend asks again.

'Nothing.'

'She wants you to leave,' his friend says. 'What did you do?'

'Nothing.'

'Nothing?'

'Yeah.'

They leave the flat and in the corridor outside his friend says,

'Okay then, see you.'

Aren'tyou coming?'lswSn asks him.
'No she wants me to go back,'his friend says.

'Yeah?'

His friend nods.'See you round.'
'OkayJ

Still not understanding what happened lstv6n takes the lift
down on his own.

'She said you weren't sexy. That's what she said.' lt's a few days

later and his friend is explaining it to him, what happened.

lstvin smokes.

It's horrible, to have tt
doesn't know what to sar

'She said you didnt sr

'l was up for it,' lstrrir
'She said you didn't st

'l was.'

After that things aren

They spend less time
His friend starts to tr.
lstv:in spends more ti

On Sunday he and his r
birthday. He sits there, b
his mother talk.

His mother asks him
they brought.

He goes to the kitcher
The windows are opel

And how are youl hi:
'l'm okay,'he says.

He stands on the sma
ln the distance, and ft.l

of the town where he anc

His mother is telling l
school.

His grandmothertake:
it to him, apparently as a

His mother tells him t
'Thank you,' he says.

His grandmother smil
She has these travel bo
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on a shelf near the TV. ltaly, France, Czechoslovakia, the USSR,

West Germany, Great Britain. Out of boredom he looks at them

while his mother and his grandmother talk. The books have

pictures in them, mostly black and white, and a few colour ones

too. The colours in them look unnatural somehow, they dont
look like the colours of things in reality.

Therels a lady who Iives in the flat opposite them. Soon after Istvdn

and his mother moved into the building, the lady asked his mother

if lswin would be able to help her with the shopping sometimes.

What does that mean?' Lstv6n said when his mother told him

about it.
'She wants you to go to the shop with her and help her to

carry the stuff upstairs.'

'I dont want to do that,'he said.

'She's been very helpful to usl his mother said.

'l'm not doing itl he said.

'I told her you would,'his mother said.

'You said l'd do it?'

'Yes I did.'

'why?'
'She's been very helpful to us,' his mother said again. 'And her

husband has some sort of heart problem. ['m not going to argue

with you about this.'

Since then, once or twice a week, he goes to the supermarket

with the lady andhelps her to carry the shopping home.

After arriving home from school he drops his backpack on the

floor of the flat and then leaves againand knocks on the door of
the flat opposite.

It's opened by the lady who lives there and she tells him to wait

.a minute, which he does, with his hood up and his headphones

on, looking down the first flight of stairs to the half-landing,

w,here there's a line oi : =

window. The rvindo\',' rs :

extencls below the ler el c::
'Okay,'the ladr sa\': -'-
She has her coar an. .

concrete stairs togethel
'Is it cold outl' she rs-i.

He has to lift the heaoi
'Is it cold out?' she sar ' .

'Yeah,'he says.

They pick their \\'a\' ;
pavement and wait at the :

lt seems very light ir's-

darkness ofthe street.

The lady frees her hair

He follows her arrt.' -

things into it.
They don't speak.

Afterwards thev n aik ::-

up the stairs. There's nrr ---

the fourth floor.
'You're very strong. s: -

down on her kitchen ta: .
He doesn't knou'u ha:

He just nods, and .:.
galuska. Sometimes u'he: ,

to eat, something su eel ..,

'Yeah okay,' he sar s

'Sit down then,' she s:'

He sits at the table.

The Somloi galuska ..

helping into a glass botr I .-.

'Thanksl he sa,vs.
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While he eats it she puts the shopping away.

He's becoming aware that she feels a sort of affection for him,

or something. lt embarrasses him, and he also quite likes it in a

way, even though he doesnt feel any affection for her.

He doesn't feel anything for her.

She's just this old woman, maybe even older than his mother.

It's like she hardly exists.

'How is it?'she asks, putting things away.

'lt's nice,'he says.

He eats it quickly, partly because it's delicious and pattly

because he wants to be out of there as soon as possible.

When he has finished ithe stands up, making the chair scrape

loudly on the floor.
'Okay then,'he says.

'Can I kiss you?'she says.

She's standing in front of him.

The question is so surprising that he doesn't know what to say.

He doesn't even know what she means really.

When he doesn't say anything she kisses him on the lips. lt's

nothing - her lips just lightly touch his for a moment.

'['m sorry,'she says, immediately afterwards.

He just stands there.
'I thinkyou should go nowi she says.

Still without saying anything he leaves and walks across the

landing and lets himself into his mother's flat.

The lights are on in the classroom, strip lights on the ceiling

in translucent plastic boxes. The boxes contain a fait number

of dead flies - blurred little shapes that he sometimes stares at

while the teacher speaks. Only a few people are even pretend-

ing to listen to the teacher, who's reading aloud from a book. 'ln

broad terms, individuals thatare more "fit" have better potential

for survival. However. mode

not by how long an organil

at reproducing. lfan organ

species, but has twice as me

its genes become more cotr

next generation.' lt's the Lasl

Afterwards he walks hor
He's taking the stairs t

there, in front of him, holdi
watering the plants on the

hasnt seen her since the las

together, when they kissed

without stopping what she'r

'He11o,'he says.

He just stands there a fe

slightly. To see her again m
actually kissed her.

She asks him if he can c(

'Okayl he says.

As usual, they dont sE

shopping.

It's only when theyie b;

about what happened the c

It surprises him that she

she did something to him.

about it, it was something t
'lt's okay,'he says.

'ls it?'she asks.

He's not sure what hes r

He doesnt say anything
'Did you tell anyonel st

'No,'he says.

He hasn't told anyone.
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did, what would he tell them? That he'd kissed someone old and

ugly like her?

The next time they get back from the supermarket and she asks

him if he wants some Somloi galuska, he hesitates and then says,

'Yeah okay.'

She tells him to sit down and puts a bowl of it in front of him,

with a spoon andafolded paper napkin.
'Thanks,'he says.

While he eats it she puts the shopping away.

He has just stood up from the table and is wiping his mouth

with the paper napkin when she says, 'Can l?'

It's obvious what she means.

'Okay,' he says, after a few seconds. He doesnt know why he

says that. Some part of him seems to want to.

Her lips lightly touch his for a moment, just like the first time.
'Thank you,' she says, not looking at him.
'That's okayl he says.

Still not looking at him, she waits for him to leave.

When he understands that that's what she's waiting for, he

walks across the landing and lets himself into his mother's flat.

After that they kiss every time. [t becomes part of what they

do when they go to the supermarket. She offers him something

to eat, and then she lightly touches her lips to his for a moment,

and then he leaves.

One day she suggests that they sit on the sofa.

He has never been in her living room. He doesnt really take

it in, except that there's a balcony at one end, like there is in his

mothert fl at, with a balustrade made of panels of green safety glass.

They sit on the sofa.

'Have you everkissed an1

Embarrassed that the ans

what she means. He doemt
'Do you want to kiss me'

Alright,'he says.

His heart is unexpectedh
'Yeah?'she says.

He just nods.

He can hear a clock ticki
She touches her lips to hi

times, only now she keeps I

sffongly against his.

Something about the ar

other is awkward and the-v s

She moves her lips to hi
mouth andhe feels hertong
mouth and her tongue goes

He shuts his eyes so tlrat
only feels her lips, and her t

Was that nice?' she sars

He nods.
'Do youwant to do it ag

'Okay,'he says.

They do it again and ui
brushes against his erectiot

his trousers.

He was hardLy aware of
brushed against it.

As soon as that happens

Embarrassed, he pulls a'

'What is it?' she says, trr'

He's already on his feet
'What is it?'she says aga
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It's not okay, he thinks,looking down ather
She disgusts him. Without saying anything else, he leaves.

He goes down the stairs and out of the building and walks

around for almost an hour without really knowing where he is

or where he's going.

When he gets back she's waiting on the landing.

Are you okay?'she asks.

'Yeah,'he says.

After that he's sure that he isn't going to kiss her again. Then, a

few days later, when she asks if he wants to sit on the sofa with
her, he finds that part ofhim does.

'Do you want to?' she asks.

They're standing in herkitchen, facing each other.

She's quite tall, nearly as tall as he is.

'Okay,'he says.

He follows her into the living room and they sit on the sofa

and start to kiss again,with tongues.

This time, when her hand finds his erection, she seems delib-

erately not to do anything that might distress him. She just keeps

kissing him in the same way and leaves her hand there, on top

of his trousers. Then, after a few minutes, she starts to move

it slowly rp and down. She pushes her tongue further into his

mouth so that it's almost too much, so that he instinctively moves

his head away and she slightly withdraws her tongue. Her hand is

still moving slowly up and down in a way that he likes, although

it's moving much more slowly than he would move his own hand,

andmaybe because of that, because it's moving so much more

slowly than he would move his own hand, he realises too late that
he's about to come.

The sound he makes is like a gasp of pain.
A moment later he's aware of the wetness inside his trousers,

and then the smell of it.

It feels like a disaster, rr,h;

He has no ideawhatto do

She seems surprised too.

She has stopped kissing t
He isn t looking at her. Hr

edge of the rug.

lf he looked at her he I
him. But he doesn't look at

is ashamed and also sort of
someone old and ugly like h

'Go on,' she says, and he r

A little later there's a knock

It's her.

He wonders if she want
work - maybe to tell her u
makes him feel something li

Actually it's him she w'ar

Are you alright?'she sa1-:

She says it in a soft, kind
'Yes,'he says.

'What happened before.

it's okay. tf you were embarr

to be. lt's okayJ

He doesn't say anything.
'I just wanted to say that
'Okayi he says.

'Okay,' she says, and he s

Sometimes at the u'eeken:

Her husband pays hrnr t. :
The thick mud srie k' :
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feet feel heavy in them and start to look like lumps of mud

themselves.

The lady's husband says that he can't do phvsically demand-

ing work any more.

He has heart trouble, he says.

He has to take pills.

lstv6n isn't really listening. The days are getting warmer. He

pulls offhis jumper and hangs it on a fence post.

'YoLl're a good worker,'the lady's husband says, offering him a

cigarette. 'Don't you smoke?'he asks when Istv6n doesn't imme-

diately take it.
'Not realiy,' lstvdn says. His mother doesn't know that he

smokes and he's worried that the lady's husband r,r,ill mention it
to her.

'What does that mean? Do you want one or not?'

lstvi.n takes one.

'For me they're basically free,' the lady's husband says, and

explains that he works at the cigarette factory.
'Okar'l lstvin says.

He stands there in a damp T-shirt enjoying the smoke and the

feeling of the cool air on his sweaty forehead.

There's the sound of the main road, which isn't far away.

When they finish work that day, after they have washed their
hands at the standpipe, the lady's husband asks him if he wants

a drink.
'I think we've earned one,' he says.

The place he takes him to is a sort of wine cellar, in a side street

notfar frorn the allotment, down some steps from the pavement.

The lady's husband seems to be rvell knorvn down there. Half-
drunk old men say hello to him as he moves through the smoke.

The woman at the bar says hello to him as well and they
exchange some chat as he orders the drinks - two white wine
spritzers.

The woman lifts a lid set

ladle down there for the r*ine
'This is lstvd.n,' the lady s h
She just raises a painted-o
'He's helping me on the aI
'That's nice.'

She adds soda to the glass

suggestive about the way her

about the way the soda shootr

her fingers.
'Bit more,'the lady's husb;

She shoots another slug o

'Thanks,'he says.

He offers her a cigarette, \
'For me they're basically fi
She nods, as if it's someth

light it for her.

With the cigarette in her
in each hand, and holds then

'I thinkwe've earned tha{
their seats at a table.

He lifts his glass towards I
half of it in one go.

lstvin starts on his fllore r

He doesnt really like the r

'How you settling in?' the

that lsw6n is still quite ner*- 1

'Okay,'lstvfn says.

The next time they sit on t}l
away fromhim. He opens h
him. She has started to undo
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