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One who doesn’t remember death will die all the sooner.


Inna Lisnyanskaya


The beginning is an absence from which everything follows, including lyric experience.


Shamshad Abdullaev, “Poetry and Death”


With your milk, Mother, I swallowed ice.


Luce Irigaray, tr. Hélène Vivienne Wenzel,
“And the One Doesn’t Stir without the Other”


. . . so that a woman might try to face the void within the meaning that is produced and destroyed in all its connections and all its objects . . .


Julia Kristeva, tr. Leon S. Roudiez,
Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia












I









Lyubov Mikhailovna said that Mama’s breathing had been bad, heavy. She found that out from the priest. That’s the way dying people breathe. The light was good, and there was no wind. The light was golden, like it is in August.


Lyubov Mikhailovna’s arm lay across the back of the sofa, a little swollen, greyish. How strange, I thought, looking at that arm, as if without a priest’s say-so you can’t understand that a person is dying, when it’s plain to see that she is.


Lyubov Mikhailovna’s face looked calm. She believed in God, and her own cancer was in remission. She probably thought her cancer was in remission because she believed in God. There was also superiority written across her face. As though in her lap laid life’s invisible trophy, which she’d won from my mother.


Andrei said that at ten o’clock tomorrow morning I’d get a call from Mikhail Sergeyevich. Andrei had already given some cousin of Mikhail Sergeyevich money for petrol, so that he’d drive me to pick up the ashes. I could have done it myself, but concern is important here. Care and concern. The light was very good, very warm. And the noodle soup turned out fine. Everything turned out fine, just as I promised. Concern is important.


The husband of Mama’s old neighbour, as he was leaving the wake, said that Andrei shouldn’t let himself get down. He said Andrei should call him if he wanted to go fishing. Andrei said he would call. But I knew he wouldn’t, it’s just that it’s important to accept people’s care and concern in these situations.


Lyubov Mikhailovna asked me to accept her condolences. I accepted them. For a month, she had dosed Mama with holy water: three tablespoons and a prayer in the morning, three tablespoons and a prayer at night. She said that after the priest’s visit my mother had brightened and got to her feet. Lyubov Mikhailovna said that Mama had laughed and made some soup.


Mama had said that the priest laid some kind of bauble on her head and asked her to repent, while he himself read a prayer. Mama said she didn’t understand a thing. But she never admitted to Lyubov Mikhailovna that Orthodox Christianity doesn’t help much when you’re sick. Particularly if you don’t believe in God.


When I was a child, I was told that it’s a good thing if it rains during a funeral. On the one hand, rain at the start of a journey is a good sign, and on the other, it’s nature mourning. Nature doing its part, commiserating. There was a light drizzle when my father was buried. But it doesn’t rain in February; instead of rain there’s this good light. Everything looks very rosy and complete in this light, like an apple.


Everyone sat there on the sofa where Mama had lain dying. And then they all left, all at once. Andrei and I cleared the table and washed the dishes. Andrei said that you aren’t supposed to throw out any food from a wake, and that it can only be eaten with spoons. He said he’d wash everything, turned on the TV in the kitchen, and started doing the dishes. I brought him the empty plates. It was a long way to evening.


Andrei asked if the crematorium kept working at night. I don’t know, I replied, but I know that our turn was at 4.30 p.m., which means they’ve already burnt the body. Andrei said it was a disgrace, burning up living people. I didn’t say anything, just thought that she wasn’t living, she was dead. I sat on the sofa and watched TV. And then lay down on the sofa and fell asleep with a feeling of bitter relief. At night I dreamt of darkness.


*


Andrei told me that Mikhail Sergeyevich’s cousin was a peculiar guy. He said I shouldn’t pay him any mind. Andrei said he had given the cousin three hundred roubles for petrol, to drive me to the crematorium at the central cemetery.


This is tough country. The steppe is all around, and in places where water flows there’s greenery and moisture; locals call a spot like that poima, water meadow. My father lived five hundred kilometres from here, in Astrakhan, where ferries wait at the mouth of the Volga to be launched into rivers when the winter ice melts. In the towns, ferrymen are well respected – you can’t get by without them. In the old days, the ferrymen had someone to walk around collecting payment from passengers for the crossing. But now, my father would tell me, there was an electronic payment system, and a camera had been installed on every ferry. And they brought in ticket collectors. There was one ferryman who said that he never took payment for transporting the dead. After all, it’s already a loss if you’re taking a body across, and it’s not like the dead can pay for themselves. That’s concern for people’s grief.


But since the cameras were installed, there have been no fare dodgers on the crossings. Not even the dead can dodge the fare. A ferryman who didn’t charge a car with a corpse in it got fined three thousand roubles.


Mikhail Sergeyevich called at 9.50 a.m. and told me to come out. I picked up a pink vinyl bag for groceries and went down. Everything around was grey. The light was grey, like fur, and the wind was savage, like a starving animal. Everything was the way it usually is in February. And it was February, in fact.


Mikhail Sergeyevich met me by the entryway. Without speaking to each other, we walked through the courtyards.


The cousin didn’t say anything, just nodded at my greeting. They put me in the back. Then we waited. We sat silently waiting until a woman in a red puffer jacket showed up, carrying a shiny, structured handbag. She said hello and sat next to me. The cousin started the car and we drove out.


The woman said that the weather was nasty today. The cousin and Mikhail Sergeyevich agreed. We passed a Pyaterochka supermarket and some garages and entered a grey industrial district. We let the woman out there.


Nobody spoke to me. The cousin was complaining about the gas man, saying it was already expensive to replace the pipes, and now the fitter was asking for three thousand roubles on top of that. The cousin said that he told the gas fitter to go to hell and called the management office to complain about him. Mama had waited for the gas fitter for two weeks; a month before her death she bought a new gas stove, but she kept making soup on the old one because the fitter was never available. Mama had asked me to call the office again, and they told me that the fitter could only come in a week. In a week Mama was taken to hospice. And five days after that she died, and nobody was bothering about the gas. The sparkling new stove stood in the corner of the kitchen, all veiled in plastic, like a bride.


The cousin said that Western propaganda had got really shameless. What are they even doing over there in the West, he asked. Prancing around in sparkly underwear, those queers, and what if there’s a war? What happens if there’s a war? Sexual education is a travesty, said the cousin. Children should be taught in primary school how to hold a Kalashnikov. He would personally teach his grandson to assemble and disassemble an automatic rifle, so he’d know how it’s done. That’s how you do it, while all those American whores know how to do is pick up condoms by the time they’re three years old. Our Russian kids can handle a rifle in nappies. If there’s a war, everyone will go to defend the motherland. Young and old, everyone will defend the motherland. Anyone can fuck around, you don’t need any brains for that. But loving your motherland, that’s real work.


The cousin said that he had been talking to his friend, a German, over Skype. The friend made threats about World War Three. He said Germany had nuclear weapons, and the cousin told him, fine, come on over, but don’t forget the lard, I’m going to shove your nukes up your ass. I said nothing. The cousin said that all of them were queers and their women were whores, hopping from dick to dick like a carnival ride. I began to feel like I was suffocating.


I was running out of air. The steppe showed grey through the window. Mama’s hair had been that colour. When I stroked her hair, I saw that half of it had gone grey. And her hair was curly. Mama said that after chemo, the first hair she’d grown was all curly, as though she were Black. Mama said that after the first round of chemo, when some of her hair grew back, her own mother had mocked her for being Black now.


Queers and whores, said the cousin. I said, excuse me, could you be quiet for a little while. He stopped talking.


People talk a lot. I’m used to it. But we were going to pick up my mother’s ashes, and the ride had to proceed in respectful silence. I was supposed to be weeping quietly in the back seat, and the cousin wasn’t supposed to be saying anything. There could be hushed conversation, the radio could play, really anything was allowed except these political ramblings about queers and whores.


The cousin didn’t know that I was a lesbian. But I wanted to say to him that he knew nothing about gay people. Why do you have this fixation on anal penetration? Why do you want to insert an automatic rifle lubed with lard into the German’s anus? I wanted to ask. But I didn’t bother. And after all, condoms don’t hurt anyone, rather they help save lives. While what’s a rifle for? A rifle exists to kill people.


It was stuffy from the heat and the stink of the little pine tree air freshener. What misery, I thought. And said nothing.


I asked them to wait for me in the car park by the cemetery. Then I walked behind the cemetery fence and lit a cigarette. The cemetery was strewn with bright artificial flowers. I turned my head to look at the cemetery office, which resembled a glass-walled provincial market. Beyond the roof of the glass building the crematorium chimney poured smoke. I went in through the first door I came across. Somebody said to me that documents were processed in the next department. The door to that department had a queue in front of it, and I sat down to wait. An older woman was speaking with a young man. They were discussing which plot would be better to buy for Granddad. Plots at the central cemetery were expensive, but he had to be buried next to his mother, like he’d asked. But they were so expensive at the central cemetery. Maybe he could be buried at the district cemetery with his son-in-law. But then Granddad would be angry and come at night and yell. All his life he’d yelled at everybody and he wasn’t going to stop now. The woman said that just a few days ago he’d come around and yelled at her. What an irrepressible old man.


I went through the neighbouring door. There was a glass display case in a small room, and on its shelves stood a couple of urns, among which I recognised my mother’s. It was grey with a little beaded black flower on its lid. What a vulgar flower, I thought, like something you see on cheap underwear. Andrei had suggested this urn, while I wanted a bright red, hand-painted one. The flowers on it were like the flowers painted on decorative plates. But Andrei chose the grey one, since Mama didn’t like flashy things. The urn was grey like the side of a freshwater fish, or the hood of a nineties Lada sedan, like my father drove in ’97. The grey urn was half the price of the red, but I had wanted to get the more expensive one. I bought the most expensive version of everything – a pretty silk coverlet with embroidered flowers and the most expensive coffin for the cremation. The colour of the coffin was like that of a mother-of-pearl perfume bottle. Mama had loved everything beautiful, and so she got a beautiful coffin.


Mama’s urn stood next to a red urn, the kind I had originally wanted to buy for her. And they could have got mixed up, in which case I’d be leaving here with a stranger’s ashes. But who could prove that Mama’s urn contained Mama’s ashes? Nobody, that’s who. After all, the cremation had happened without us present. They could’ve just filled up the urn with regular ash and thrown Mama’s body into a mass grave to save their energy. That would be illegal, but who worries about carrying out the law these days? Nobody, that’s who. The only option was to have faith in the integrity of the funeral workers.


Also, I couldn’t just take the urn and go. Without documentation of the ashes I wouldn’t be able to have the urn buried or bring it on to a plane. But the display case was unlocked, anyone could steal any of the urns. Though why would you want a stranger’s ashes?


*


I returned to the place where the woman and her son wanted to buy a plot for the angry granddad. The waiting room was empty, so I knocked on the door. A woman told me to enter. She sat behind a desk, bundled in a dog-wool shawl. She said she’d caught a chill and had a stiff back, and now she couldn’t reach the shelf that held the papers she needed. I suggested she pick up some Nimesil. She asked where I would take the ashes, since the papers said I needed a certificate confirming no illegal substances were present in the urn. I said that I’d be taking the ashes to our homeland, Siberia. The woman asked how I would inter the ashes. They’ll be interred in Ust-Ilimsk, I said. Then she said that I should send documentation to Volgograd, confirming that I’d interred the ashes. I promised that I would, although I didn’t plan on sending anything. It seemed like the woman didn’t really think I would, either, but she couldn’t just tell me not to bother with mailing the papers. In this way she was transferring to me a certain responsibility, and I appeared to accept that responsibility. The woman looked at my passport and at me, and said I didn’t look like my picture. Then she gave me all of the documents and asked me to come along with her. I went.


She didn’t put on her coat to go out. I told her that she should wear a coat, or she’d feel even worse, and I had nowhere to be, I could wait. The woman waved her hand at this and went out into the wind in her synthetic blouse and dog-wool shawl. We walked through the adjacent door. She opened the display case and invited me to take the urn containing Mama’s ashes. I picked it up, smiling at her as though she were giving me bread or a slice of berry pie. In parting, I told her to get better soon. The woman said she definitely would, and told me not to visit them again.


The urn was like a large, cold egg. Inside it lay a sealed capsule of ashes. I ran my hand over the capsule, and grey dust clung to my palm. Whose ashes were those? Mama’s or a stranger’s? I licked my finger. The ash didn’t taste like dust, it was larger and harder. Like slate powder, like gunpowder. At the bottom of the urn I found a torn slip with my mother’s initials and last name. The paper was also covered in ash. Whose ashes were these? Mama’s or a stranger’s?


I closed the urn and lowered it into my pink vinyl bag. On the internet it said that an urn containing ashes weighs no more than five kilos. This one weighed less. But it contained the ashes of a body, the ashes of clothes and coverlets, the ashes of an expensive cream-coloured coffin, ashes of flowers, ashes of bandages that had been used to bind her arms and legs, ashes of chrysanthemums and roses. And maybe also the ashes of a plastic flower crown, though I had asked the funeral home workers to remove it before the cremation. They had said that they would, but could I trust them? What if those terrible white plastic flowers were in there too? Were Mama’s ashes even in there? Where were her ashes? Were these her ashes or a stranger’s?


*


I smoked a cigarette, then got back in the car.


The cousin said nothing. Mikhail Sergeyevich didn’t turn around but asked me if I had them. I said that I had them and now I needed to go to the morgue.


The cousin started the car and we drove out. We drove back through the grey steppe. The radio played, the pine tree air freshener swung to and fro.


I love the road best of all. I love to look through the window, and it’s as if through looking I become the road. Once, in Kazakhstan, I saw camels in the steppe. They were grazing quietly, eating the short grass that grew out of the sand.


When Mama and I were travelling from Siberia to Astrakhan, she said that we would be approaching Astrakhan soon, and I would see some camels. I saw the steppe, but there were no camels in it. We’d been riding in a brown sleeper car for almost a week. We had some things to eat, probably doshirak noodles, hard-boiled eggs, and pies we would buy at the stations. I was ten. It was unbearably hot. Our neighbour in the sleeper car snored extremely loudly in the upper berth. We would choke with laughter, and the laughter was an ecstasy of closeness with Mama. There was no-one else around, just us, laughing, because for us, in Siberia, it was already morning, but here in the south it was still night.


When the train approached cities in the south, there was always a fifteen-minute stop. Mama went to a kiosk to buy ice cream. And then the train began to move, rolling on very slowly, though Mama still wasn’t back. The stuffiness of the car and a feeling of panic pressed in on my head. I was watching the station slip away, the blue-grey tents where pastries were sold, the posts, the white station building, and I was losing them all, they were no longer in the window, because the train was leaving the station. The woman in the neighbouring berth was staring at me. She asked me where my mother was, and I replied that Mama had gone to get ice cream. The woman began sighing with concern. Mama ran out of time for ice cream, and she ran out of time for the train. There were another two days to go. I sat in my berth, unable to feel my body. I was afraid. It’ll be fine, said the woman in the neighbouring berth, after all, someone’s meeting you there. We can feed you if it comes to that. Do you have a lot of things? she asked. I couldn’t respond to her at all. My mama was back there somewhere, at the station, with her purse and a pack of Winston Slims. The train was picking up speed. It was early morning. I was going to Astrakhan alone.


But Mama came back. She hadn’t been able to find any ice cream at the station, so she ran to a more distant kiosk, and from there, already getting her change, she saw that the train was slowly beginning to pull away. She dove into the last car. The conductor didn’t want to let her on, but Mama talked her into it. She said that there, in the third car, she had left her daughter.


I don’t remember Mama’s face at that moment, the moment when she ran into our car. I remember only her hysterically anxious voice. And the ice cream in a cone.


Why have I written that I don’t remember her face? Probably to embellish my story. In truth, as I was writing this, I recalled her face at that moment. It was stony, jaw clenched tight, yellowish in the morning sunlight and because of the stuffiness of the car we’d been riding in for several days. The eyes in that face were shining and restless. There was horror and dread in her gaze. Her heavy face, with its slightly upraised lids and pursed lips, is the face I see even now. It’s as if it were always coming closer to me, but always staying at a distance. It’s ceaselessly coming closer to me. And the ice cream melts and drips down its rough beige wafer cone.


*


We were driving through the grey steppe. The pink bag with Mama’s ashes was in my lap. I didn’t really know if I could put the urn on the floor between my feet. You’re supposed to treat a person’s remains with respect. But it was uncomfortable holding it in my lap. So I parted my legs and squeezed the urn between them.


When the cousin parked by the district hospital on Zemlyachka Street, I asked Mikhail Sergeyevich to hold the urn. He took it from me carefully.


I have a dream, now, in which I’m walking and walking past the refrigerators at the morgue, and I know that inside one of them is Mama’s body. A naked frozen body in a thick black bag.


*


When I passed those refrigerators on my way to pick up the pathologist’s report, I didn’t realise that this sectioned cabinet was the place where bodies were kept. I went up a staircase, and the pathologist met me at the top. She asked me what kind of education Mama had had, the year she was born, and what she’d died of: a specialised secondary education, 1970, cancer. The pathologist studied me attentively, like she was trying to understand if I really was my own mother’s daughter. When she found the resemblance in my face, she took me into her office and gave me the report. Then she made a call, said my last name and Mama’s, hung up, and ordered me to wait outside. She didn’t say specifically what I was waiting for.


The wind was bitter. A very powerful wind. I stood on the morgue’s porch and opened the door a little, so I wouldn’t freeze. Through the open door wafted the smell of formaldehyde and corpses. I didn’t know what I was waiting for; I’d been ordered to wait, so I waited. A big man with a bald spot peered into the corridor and called out loudly that I was creating a draught. I asked if I could wait inside, and he replied that I was not authorised to be in the building. He said I had to wait outside. I shut the door.


I stood smoking and looking out at the morgue’s half-ruined courtyard. In the high wind it appeared both dirty and frightening. A chipped concrete receptacle for cigarette butts, a damaged metal fence, crumbling stairs. I wasn’t sure how much longer I had to wait. I got a text from Andrei asking me what was going on. I responded that I didn’t know what was going on, I was just waiting. I had been told to wait. So I’d wait.


She had a terrible cough, and her breathing was hoarse. I was finally speaking with the forensic pathologist after picking up the ashes. She was a young woman of about twenty-five, a bottle-blonde with fake eyelashes and tattooed eyebrows. She was very tiny. I asked what my mother had died of. The pathologist raised her fake-nailed thumb and forefinger up to her eyes, indicating the size of the metastatic tumours in Mama’s lungs. Then she brought her fingers a little closer together, showing the size of the tumours on her spine, in the lumbar region. I asked about the state of her reproductive organs, and she said that Mama’s uterus and ovaries were like a young woman’s.


The pathologist said that Mama had died of a cerebral oedema, a swelling of the brain. When the liver stops working, all the liquid first collects in the lungs, then travels to the heart, and then the brain stops working, too. And that’s it. For a few days she was unconscious and connected to a ventilator machine. She wasn’t in pain, the doctors had injected her with painkillers.


The previous year had been all about waiting. When a small metastatic tumour was found in Mama’s liver after chemo and radiation treatments, I began to wait. Everyone, quietly, began to wait. Except they were all waiting for a miracle, and I didn’t expect one.


To spend a year waiting for death is not the same as spending a year waiting for something else. To spend a year waiting for death is to await sorrow and relief simultaneously. To spend a year waiting for death is long, and it’s sombre. To spend a year waiting for death is not the same as waiting to move somewhere or waiting for a book to come out. It feels as though every moment now contains the possibility of a miracle and a happiness never before known. But it doesn’t, really. It’s a difficult time of premature grief. And then I waited for another two weeks, while Mama could no longer get up. Those two weeks were like a time of great catastrophe. An endless time of silence.


For precisely one week, while Mama was dying, I lived in her flat. I went to the shops and brought her flowers and gifts. Every time I went up the stairs of her building I thought that she had died while I was out. But she was still alive. She watched TV with unseeing eyes and didn’t speak.


What was on her mind as she watched TV in the time before she died? I tried to figure it out myself, and I also asked her. She never told me. At night, we slept head-to-feet on the same sofa. But I didn’t sleep; I was listening to her breathe. I was listening to her dying.


*


The first time I came to the morgue, an ambulance had pulled up to the porch. Two sullen men opened the boot and began pulling on blue rubber gloves, all without looking at me. Passing by, they asked for my last name. I asked if I should follow them, and they said they’d call me.


In films, people are only asked to identify the bodies of loved ones who’ve died under some horrific circumstances. They were murdered, or in a car accident, or dropped dead of a heart attack in the street. I never realised that you still have to identify the body if your loved one dies in the hospital or at home. Now I know that undertakers require this procedure because they’re afraid of laying out the wrong person in the coffin. They have to protect themselves.


A man wearing blue gloves looked out from behind the door and called me in. I tossed away my half-smoked cigarette and entered. In the foyer, by the sectioned cabinet, was a pile of thick black cellophane on a high trolley. I backed away. I did not want to and could not come closer. I was scared. I stood across from it and waited. The man in blue gloves uncovered Mama’s body down to the waist. Her head was turned away, and I couldn’t see her face. But I recognised her by her long forearm, thrown across her breastless chest. She was the colour of an old overripe lemon. I recognised her ear and the sharp bend of her jawbone. My jaw is like that too, and my ear, and my nose. I recognised her hair, faded to the colour of matted wool.


But the procedure required a more thorough identification. The man in blue gloves lifted Mama’s head. He held it like a heavy, firm watermelon, and turned her face towards me. The cellophane bag rustled crudely. I saw Mama’s face. It was peaceful.


I said yes, that’s Mama. Then the man in blue gloves sealed her body back up, and another man in blue gloves asked me to come to a metal table to sign the death notice. The notice was printed on grey writing paper. The pen was simple, with a transparent body and a blue, gnawed-on cap – the kind of pen Mama would buy for me at the school fair for the first day of school. I signed the notice and went out into the wind.


*


On this visit, the pathologist was friendly. She led me into her office and shut the door carefully behind us. She described Mama’s corpse as though she were a Young Pioneer asked to locate the capital cities of China and the Congo on a blank map. Thank you, I said. You’re very welcome, she replied. I walked by the sectioned refrigerator-cabinet, by the row of trolleys, on one of which Mama’s body had lain the day before yesterday. And now Mama’s body was anonymous ash in a sealed capsule. Now there were no tumours in it, no brutal scar up to the armpit from the removal of her breast. No sharpish nose or beautiful hands. No jaw either.


I stepped out into the yard, towards the cement receptacle, and looked at the hospital. There was no wind. Also there was no air. One of the men in blue gloves was standing by the porch and smoking. I didn’t bother saying hello to him, he wouldn’t have remembered me anyway. He stood there and smoked until a phone rang in his pocket. Then he threw away the butt, ended the call, went up the steps to the porch, and, passing me, entered the morgue.


I stayed for a while longer. I wanted to remember this place. I wanted to remember it the way you want to fit a beautiful landscape inside yourself, even though this place was hideous. But it was important. And like every other place of importance, it would not fit inside me.


I got into the car and picked up the urn again. Now I had to go to the pension fund. They drove me there through the steppe.


I wondered whether we had driven out the three hundred roubles already, or not yet.


*


When I think about the body, I see the steppe, the steppe or a wasteland. The kind of wasteland, I imagine, that we had in Siberia, where we once lived. A grey wasteland near the post office, with sun-bleached, dusty grass. Here and there, I see shards of concrete and metal frameworks sticking up out of the earth.


Why does this happen? When I remember Mama’s body, I feel something tugging inside me. The feeling resembles longing.


When I stroke my own belly before going to sleep, I remember Mama. Her half-profile and her voice. This memory conjures up a feeling of profound loss. As though Mama’s presence in this world were connected somehow to a mistake or an absurdity. I feel my own self to be accidental. But I exist. And she existed in this world.


The steppe is the naked body of the earth.


But the steppe is not accidental, and I’m not accidental. And Mama is not, either.


When I lie in the dark, before going to sleep, I keep looking and looking into the darkness and replaying in my mind an image from the funeral reception hall. A dark hall with cheap heavy chairs, curtained windows, and stupid plastic music. In the very centre there’s a spot of soft-buttery colour – the coffin in which Mama’s body is laid. I look at her, I look as though something can still be altered. No, she won’t come to life, her mouth will not move. But something must change. The image in my head must transform into something new or at least into nothingness. But the nothingness does not arrive, just as rest does not.


I saw the hem of the hospital-blue camisole beneath her funeral dress. The collar of the camisole lay on her raised-up rib cage. Someone else had dressed her body, washed her hair, put on her make-up, and laid her in the coffin. I could not make myself touch her.


I only stretched the back of my hand towards her, like I was feeling for her temperature. I touched her temple, the same temple I had kissed when saying goodbye. She was cold as a stone, but the outer layer of tissue was already giving way, and I felt that there was no living elasticity there, just the pliable icy tissue of her temple. Slowly, I withdrew my hand. And now I keep thinking: if I had kept touching her body for a while, her arm, her face, her leg, what would it be like for me now, how would my memory work? Maybe by touching her thoroughly, without fear, accepting with my hand her coldness and deadness, I could have hastened the process of turning her into nothingness in my own mind. But that’s unlikely. My memory would have retained the bodily experience of the closeness of my mother’s dead body.


Nothing can turn her to nothingness. She lies and lies inside me in her shining coffin. As though she were an integral and vital organ of mine. And so it seems she is. She’s my integral wound.


The wound is there not because she didn’t survive, but because she existed at all.


In the coffin, laid out on delicate, snow-white silk, she was the culmination of my pain. So beautiful and festive, like a doll. If I were going to pick a flower for my dress, I’d choose one with a rough black centre and sparkling white and yellow petals, glowing in twilight.


*


I thanked the cousin and said that I would go on my own from here. He nodded, and I got out of the car.


At the pension fund, a woman told me I needed to go to a different window. I had simply told her that my mother died, and I was there to pick up her money. The attendant didn’t look at me but handed me a torn stub with a number scrawled on it. She told me to wait until my number lit up on the board.


I sat by the board, holding the urn like a precious egg and stroking it. It was cold, and it contained a person’s ashes.


A man in a leather jacket was sitting next to me. He had a rumpled kind of face, not from drinking or fatigue, it was just that kind of face. His jacket squeaked constantly against the plastic back of his chair. He kept glancing at his stub and his old Nokia phone. His number kept not appearing on the board, just like mine.


I gave up waiting and just knocked and went inside the office. Two women sat there chatting about their own affairs, as though they lived in a perpetual lunch break. They gave me another stub and told me to go to the post office to pick up five thousand, one hundred twenty-seven roubles and eighty-three kopeks. I thought about how strange it was that a person works and lives out a whole lifetime, and then at her death she gets peanuts; even the coffin had cost more than that. One of the women looked at me with concern and offered to search for my mother in their database, to find out if she had savings in other places. What savings, I said, she lived paycheque to paycheque her whole life. The woman said I was underestimating my mother, who had saved up one hundred seventy thousand roubles in a non-governmental pension fund, money that I, as her legal heir, could now collect.


 Andrei had always said that they never really had money, but about every six months or so Mama would tell him to get ready to go shopping. They’d go and buy a new TV or order a standing wardrobe set. And before her death Mama had bought the new gas stove.


How bizarre, I thought. She saved up and kept the money a secret from everyone.


I remembered that a week before her death, Mama had asked me to withdraw her pension using her card, and to put the money in the wardrobe, between the sheets and the blanket covers. That’s where my grandmother, her mother, used to keep it. On birthdays and other holidays Grandma Valentina would take me into her bedroom, ask me to shut the door, and then open up the wardrobe. She would dig through and take out sometimes three hundred, sometimes five hundred roubles. The amount depended on the holiday. On birthdays I got five hundred, on New Year’s three hundred. I was allowed to buy anything I wanted with the money. But then I had to bring what I’d bought to show my grandmother, proving that the money hadn’t been spent in vain. For some reason I can’t remember any of my purchases, though I distinctly recall Grandma’s look of disappointment. Apparently whatever I bought was very different from what the older women in my family expected of me.


Mama kept her money in a stack of ironed linen. When I brought her the seventeen thousand, she could no longer get up to put the money away. She told me to put fourteen thousand roubles in there myself, and to take three thousand as a gift to remember her by. I pretended I had taken it, but I didn’t. Mama said that now I knew where the money was kept. Just in case.


“Just in case” is how we talk about death. Nobody calls death “death”. Death is “a passing”, “a loss”, and various other words that don’t mean death in everyday speech. Mama wasn’t going to die, all of this was just in case.


Andrei had taken me to see their dog. A huge, hideous wolfhound that he and Mama kept on their rural plot. We drove there in his beige Niva, and I felt nauseated. He was saying things about the ruined Soviet state farms, about the cows his father used to keep, about the cats eating the dog’s food but catching no mice.


I asked him if he understood that Mama was dying. Andrei said he wasn’t a small child and he understood everything. I thought, then, if we weren’t all small children, why did we keep saying “just in case” when we were talking about death? I asked what we would do when she died. Andrei said he didn’t know. I said that I wanted to take her home, to Siberia. Andrei said, you two can decide on that.


There can only be one instance of “just in case” in a person’s life. I peeled the potatoes for the herring and sat down on the floor by Mama’s sofa. I told her that it wouldn’t make it easier for anyone if we didn’t talk about it. She said, let’s talk. I told her that I could take her to Siberia. Mama said that it would be very expensive. I said that no-one would take a body, but I could cremate the body and take her to Siberia. Then bury me next to Grandma, she said. Not next to Sveta, we fought before she died. And bury me in the suit that’s hanging in the wardrobe, the beige one. I said I couldn’t cremate her in that suit because it contained synthetic materials. Then in a black knee-length dress, she said. Alright, I said. Enough talking, Mama said, go peel the potatoes, I’m going to watch TV. Alright, I said.


It was all much easier with my aunt, Mama’s cousin. She buries relatives every year, and not a few of them, either. I wrote her an email, saying that Mama was dying and wouldn’t last two weeks, things were really bad. I asked her to go to the city administration and get permission to inter the ashes. My aunt wrote back that she’d do it.


*


I packed the urn into a box and covered it in black fabric. I wasn’t particularly satisfied with my handiwork: the box came out uneven, and threads stuck out here and there from the cloth. As a little girl, I had been enrolled in an arts-and-crafts club, where strict Lyudmila Dmitrievna taught me to crochet, cross-stitch and sew. She taught me to do everything neatly, the way women are supposed to do things. Mama also taught me to do everything that way. But I never could do anything neatly. Mama often reprimanded me for not thoroughly drying the forks and spoons after I washed the dishes. Once, Grandma Anna showed me how to dry the forks with a towel. She turned down the edge of a starched tea towel to make a sharp corner, and demonstrated how to use the corner to wipe between the tines of a fork. I asked her if she really wiped each and every fork that way. Every one, said Grandma Anna. I felt sick with dread.


I sat staring at the lopsided container I’d made for the urn with Mama’s ashes and reprimanded myself for rushing and not being careful. Mama would have told me that I had half-arsed everything, as usual. But now there was no-one. I got dressed and went outside. I had to buy a new box of dog food and a few new pairs of underwear.


Andrei had asked me not to show him the urn. I had got a cardboard box at a kiosk that sold office supplies and bought a section of black fabric. On the airline’s website it said that baggage containing human ashes had to be packed into a sturdy box covered in black cloth. The box from the kiosk I got didn’t work, it was too narrow. I sliced it this way and that, but a suitable container for transporting human ashes did not transpire. I went to the kitchen and picked up the box the dog food was kept in. It was sturdier and wider, and I fashioned a box out of that, and sewed a cover from the black fabric. I put this container holding Mama into a handbag and tucked the handbag out of the way on the windowsill.


Andrei came home from work and glanced around the room. I hadn’t had time to tidy away the fabric trimmings and cardboard bits. He stood there for a while, taking all of it in, then walked out. He turned on the TV in the kitchen and asked me from there if it was really alright to keep the ashes of the dead in the same flat as living people. What if she comes here at night, he asked. I said that in Japan and in Europe lots of people kept ashes in their homes, there was nothing wrong with doing that. And that if Mama showed up, he could talk to her. At night she did not come.
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