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Praise for The Nursery


‘Riveting and precise, The Nursery does extraordinary things amidst the confinement of early motherhood, creating something urgent and incisive. It is a rare book in many ways, not least in its crisp directness and ability to hold the reader’s attention in such a compact, densely woven narrative space.’


Megan Hunter, author of The Harpy


‘A radical novel about the harrowing early days of motherhood, as well as love, ambition, and survival, The Nursery gives precise, gorgeous language to an experience that so often feels indescribable. Szilvia Molnar’s astounding debut powerfully demonstrates that the intricate workings of the female mind and a woman’s bodily metamorphosis and struggles deserve our most reverent attention. I’m obsessed with this book.’


Jessamine Chan, author of The School for Good Mothers


‘Szilvia Molnar’s gripping debut pulls the reader into the surreal, utterly strange, and deeply moving world of new motherhood. Molnar pushes past the limits of ordinary language and traditional narrative structure to reveal the most hidden, vulnerable, and self-altering moments that happen to a person just after giving birth. Inside this slim volume, delicacy and tenderness rub shoulders with a kind of horrifying, animal unease and every page is drenched in equal parts anguish and charm. For fans of Julia Fine’s The Upstairs House and Louise Bourgeois’s Maman.’


Kyra Wilder, author of Little Bandaged Days


‘The Nursery is a mesmerising read, a deeply affecting account of early motherhood that’s full of honesty and power, tenderness and fragility. I loved it.’


Emylia Hall, author of The Book of Summers


‘The Nursery is an essential, singular contribution to the literature of mothering as a human, embodied, fundamentally existential experience… A unique and painstakingly observed translation of a brutal, amorphous phase of life, into a necessary and fascinating work of fiction.’


Merritt Tierce, author of Love Me Back


‘Precisely, scaldingly true. A tense, thrilling debut that explores how a love story can also be a horror story.’


Clare Pollard, author of Delphi


‘Miraculously, while The Nursery depicts the reality of early motherhood with acute accuracy, unreal things do happen: time stops, time becomes infinite, moss covers whole apartments, ghosts appear, and ghosts go away – but these unreal events fit perfectly into the otherworldly nature of growing, and then birthing, another body. Szilvia Molnar’s portrait of the postpartum world is ruthlessly true and exacting. It was electrifying to experience the days of early motherhood through Molnar’s razor sharp realism and wit.’


Rita Bullwinkel, author of Belly Up


‘With unsparing, hypnotic, and fearless prose, Szilvia Molnar captures the texture, rhythms, and agonies of the post-partum body and mind. I found so much pleasure in the tension between this haunting debut’s warm, vibrant intimacy and its clear-eyed, occasionally violent accounting of the body at war with itself. The Nursery is a devastating work of elegance and ambiguity.’


Patrick Cottrell, author of Sorry to Disrupt the Peace


‘I was blown away by this book. Molnar’s precision and phenomenal ear for language gives us new words for the oldest experience – weaving a fiction that is at once somber and joyful, sly and earnest, nimble and painstaking, perverse and profoundly invigorating. Forget “I feel seen”. I have known some of this narrator’s dark moments myself, yes. But more than seen I felt awed and grateful for this art and talent. A concise, powerful novel on bringing art and life into the world, by a beautiful prose stylist.’


Lydia Kiesling, author of The Golden State


‘Szilvia Molnar’s debut is a fierce psychological novel of one woman trying to reconcile the competing languages of mind and body after giving birth. Like Tim O’Brien and Sheila Heti, The Nursery is powered by the shape of Molnar’s imagination but also the brutal truth of personal experience, proving to us that there is no way to tell a true birth story.’


Jessica Anthony, author of Enter the Aardvark
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For Ryan




. . . from within the walls of my exhausted mothermind.


— Catherine Barnett, “Summons”


. . . what exactly is the relation of madness to translation? Where does translation happen in the mind?


— Anne Carson, Float




THE NURSERY




As hard as it can, the August sun pushes itself into our small apartment on the third floor. The baby I hold in my arms is a leech, let’s call her Button. Button is crying. She recently entered the world, violently and directly. We are alone and cocooned in our two-bedroom apartment until we are not, because there’s a knock on the door. The foreign sound makes Button cry harder and makes me unsure of what to do. I have been a mother for as long as Button has been outside of me, and I have yet to embrace the title as much as I have had to embrace her.


Here, the air is motionless, the light is direct, and sounds echo off the walls. I’m sweating.


I place Button in a cushioned container by the couch in the living room and she makes disappointed sounds, large and unkind. I make a different decision. I pick her up and move my robe to the side as I bring her body across my chest. It’s a motion that I still fumble through, her weight is alien to what my mind expects to hold and my own body heats up another notch. Smells on us and around us bring attention to themselves, I am brought to discomfort and cringe at my current state. The day has been long and lonely.


One arm and a hand control the body of the baby, the other unclicks the nursing bra to get the breast out. My nipple shines dark brown in the late afternoon light and I am reminded that the golden hour is my favorite hour to walk around in the city where we reside.


Before Button arrived, I walked everywhere and leaving the apartment was a simple undertaking. During a break from the library or my writing desk where most of my work takes place, I often ventured out onto the busy streets and hoped that the beat of the city would kick a word or two out in front of me, some phrase, idea, or feeling that could be of use for whatever text I was translating at the time.


After almost ten years as a translator, my work was still mostly a struggle. Not necessarily the work itself, because there was pleasure in trying to get it “right” (a faulty concept that is still thrown around among fellow colleagues). Chameleoning my way forward was enjoyable, but the continuous fight for more money, grants, or God-forbid a royalty check was tiring. I wasn’t the kind of translator to care but needed money as much as the next. Being in the periphery of the industry was also fine—the peculiar competitiveness mostly amused me. By now I knew a handful of editors who found me reliable and writers who liked my way of working. My recent translations were even getting accolades in the general press, which meant my name also occasionally appeared on book covers. Sometimes I would find the authors profiled in glossy magazines wearing thick wool sweaters, posing with brooding looks directed into the rugged Scandinavian landscape. Like any other ordinary person, I am too vain to deny that I didn’t want to be photographed in the same cool milieu, but ultimately, I’m not the competitive kind. Visibility is not my desire.


I wasn’t yet an orphan, but I had been moving away from family for so long that at some point I was walking away from the past, perhaps only to find myself content in the present. In literal terms, this meant making a modest life for myself in the States as a translator of Swedish literature.


As the sun is setting, I must leave these thoughts behind; I am here with Button and this is all I am. This is the doing, me being here.


With a hand on the back of her head, I put her face toward my nipple and a toothless mouth opens. She latches on with lips soft as a fish. I squirm from the initial discomfort of her bite.


Most of the time I don’t know what I am doing. Button gets pushed so close to the breast that she may have a hard time breathing. Frustration arrives in her small bundle of a body and she screams, but her squeal is not loud enough to overpower the second round of knocking on the door. She makes me nervous. I wrangle with my arms. Again, there’s knocking, harder. Again, I don’t know what to do.


In a different state and in a different world I would have ignored the interruption and moved on with my life, and if I was expecting someone, I would have been prepared. Perhaps I can pretend that I’m getting ready for bed, make the robe appropriate and retie my hair. Perhaps I can blame my disheveled appearance on Button. Perhaps I can decide to never deal with the outside world again and perhaps whoever is behind the door can relieve me of this discomfort. Perhaps, in this battle, the choice has already been made for me.


I maneuver us toward the entrance and Button finally sucks rhythmically in between breaths. Her repetitive movements remind me of breaststrokes under water. As she slowly fills on the comfort brought from the milk, her body turns tranquil and gives in to satisfaction. I take a deep breath.


Through the peephole, I recognize the man as Peter, known to me as our upstairs neighbor. From the fish-eye lens, Peter’s mostly bald head is enlarged like a balloon, and it is strung tightly to his long, slim body with a pair of beady eyes moving around, waiting for a reaction. I pause, unsure of what he would want at this hour. My husband, John, should be coming home any minute now anyway.


On each side of the door, the air is still. I open the door, wondering if maybe I asked for this.


 


After they put her on my chest in the early morning, I was like what you see scattered along a highway, an item once of value. I was a can of soda, a sock, a half-smoked cigarette, a piece of gum, a headless toy, or a pair of used underwear. I was the lonesome cap without its bottle. I had been run over and pushed to the side through traffic, wind, and other forms of aggression. At the same time, a dissipating high told me that I could do it all over again. It was the body tricking me into thinking that giving birth made me invincible.


In the rushed moments after Button was born, the room buzzed with nurses and doctors coming in and out, checking on me, checking on the baby, checking on information listed on screens, lines, and numbers here and there. Controls were pushed. Bedsheets, pillows, and crinkly paper covers were adjusted or discarded and replaced with fresh ones. Liquids poured out of me, liquids were pushed into my veins, and a catheter was pricked into my urethra.


The day was on wheels, including us, and next thing I knew we were being carted around. This is just one example of how life is made, and in my case it was done brutally. But I’m not sure it’s possible to avoid brutality in birth. Brut, brutus, bruto . . . a man-made “beast” is not quite what I mean when wanting to describe the experience and yet it’s the first thing that comes to mind.


Words and expressions flickered in front of my eyes, John bounced gently to and from, always in the way of someone trying to get to me and unsure of how to manage his presence around others. He said he was relieved that Button was born on the weekend, it helped him avoid taking time off from work, whereas I had no understanding of time, I only wanted to know where we were being taken.


While I was rolled down long, nondescript hallways, I kept thinking, I give in to this moment. I didn’t have a choice.


In the evening, when the stream of hospital employees or our friends and John’s family died down and the room was still as if I were forgotten, all I felt were my early exposed nipples sore from Button’s first sucks. There were faint echoes of babies crying and nurses chatting in the background, indicating that the night shift would soon begin.


The lower part of my body was numb from medication, and with my crotch awkwardly wet from an ice pack melting between my legs, I wanted to twist her head.


Button had been with me for a handful of hours, she had been silent for most of this time, and there came an urge, as direct as hunger.


Let’s wring you like a wet cloth.


The dark hospital room took my want and immediately threw it back at me.


 


It’s a polite autumn day with people still eager to be outside before the winter will keep us in. I’m walking to meet John at our local Italian place where the East European waiters are indifferent to our presence but the food is cheap and cheerful. I can’t help but think I will miss spending time alone with my husband. We are trying to get pregnant and it reminds me of our first months dating. Back then, we were often in a perpetual state of undress to dress and undress again, always helping each other wipe juices off of mouths and backs and stomachs, giggling while plucking tissues from their box, feeling younger than usual and forgetting what time it was. Now, newly married, I lie very still so as not to let any liquids drip out of me. My prenatal vitamins are taken regularly, and my ovaries are optimistic about the future.


In the meantime, our simple weekly routines continue. All while you are still a thought and I think about how I am going to resent you once you arrive. You will disrupt the peace. You will get in the way of my freedom. It’s possible you may one day ask for an apology, I’m just being honest. I want you as much as I fear you.


I stroll up to the neon-signed restaurant and spot John through the window. Such a pretty man, made more handsome from a distance. A waiter nods me over to a booth where John is sitting reading on his phone. Because he is in love with me, John notices when I enter the restaurant and puts his phone away. He watches as I come closer and I quickly swoop in next to him because he likes it when we see the same things, a detail he once shared with me. We kiss. We give quick recaps of our days: his at the office, mine at the library.


John plays with the salt and pepper shakers on the table. He must be hungry. We make little half-moon piles of salt next to our fresh glasses of water and ignore the grimace from the waiter as he takes our order. We lean on each other in the booth and don’t say much until the food arrives.


Once John gets to tear into a roughly sliced white baguette, dipping uneven pieces in olive oil, with one arm around me, he becomes animated. Tells me about an article he recently read on how advantageous it is for people in northern Africa to educate themselves on climate change because it allows them to better prepare and maintain their farms or crops.


I dip the crusty bread in mediocre olive oil and chime in or ask questions where I can. When I am with John, I am always myself. Sitting and listening to him makes me wonder if the word “compatible” is in any way connected to “compassion.”


A Greek salad is placed in front of us, as well as a generous bowl of spaghetti pasta with sausage and broccoli rabe. We divide the food diplomatically and trade plates with our movements synced, easy. The restaurant buzzes with other people’s friends and family occupying most tables. The room feels alive, happy, and hungry. The waiters rush in and out of the kitchen to get filled plates through the door, crisscrossing their way around each other. I describe a new translation that I’m working on to John, about a woman who has lost her husband to suicide only days after their son is born, and her recap of them meeting and dating and then getting married makes you think, as the reader, that she drove her partner to killing himself. It’s a terribly long book, too long.


But there’s nothing stylistically challenging about it, so it’ll be a quick one.


I twist the pasta around my fork and collect pieces of rabe.


I should be done by Christmas, and the money is good this time around.


We talk about what we would do with the money; maybe save some, maybe travel with some, although John can rarely get away from work.


With a body that has relaxed into fullness from the food, he starts mocking me.


What is it with Scandinavians and their obsession with death?


What do you mean? I know exactly what he means.


Someone always dies in your books. He cleans the remaining traces of food and oil on his plate with a last piece of bread.


That can’t be true. I give him a grin. Also, they’re not “my” books.


Sure they are he says, and reminds me that the last four books I translated were about a wife getting cancer, a son overdosing, then a child dying, and then a mother dying right after giving birth.


Okay, I admit that that’s a fair amount of death.


At least it pays for rent I add casually.


True. Maybe your own book could be about the opposite he says good-humoredly, and I tell him to stop being silly but appreciate how he thinks about me. We ease into the end of the year with little resistance.


 


I don’t remember waking up because I don’t remember falling asleep. It’s light outside and I am resting in bed. I’m still an item thrown away, similar to those first two days at the hospital with Button. I’m reliving the birth all over again, aren’t I? I am stuck in a déjà vu.


I hear John in the other room, so he can’t answer my question, and Button certainly can’t help. Pieces of eye crust stain my pillow. An innocent down feather that somehow found itself on the sheet at the edge of the bed sways once in the still room. The light shining through the window makes it twinkle in a subdued way. The bassinet next to me is empty, which allows my mind to entertain the thought that Button is forever gone and I can go back to my desk like before. I picture sitting all alone with elbows resting on the wooden table and the pen sketching the first draft of a translation or jotting down scenarios of my own. Serene in the waters of interpretation and pleased with my own company, I sink deeper and deeper into a story that is held up by love, jealousy, despair, tragedy, death, and inheritance.


The midday light and my weighted body suggest that a few days have passed since giving birth and I remain exhausted from beyond my core. This would probably be viewed as pretty bad writing if it were published, but it is the simple truth. My core. John often mocks me for eating everything but the calyx of an apple or the stem of a pear.


Still lying in bed, I hear a faint murmur of visitors, his friends and family saying


The first weeks are so hard.


There’s hard and there’s hard.


There are cement walls that are hard to break through and there’s a hard cock. There’s a hard night’s sleep and there’s a body that has hardly had more than two hours of consecutive rest and for how long? This is what “hard” does to the mind and that hard body is my body and my body is so tired it is losing me, walking away. My shadow lying underneath me is so slow you could catch it by the tail if I set off running, and there is no way I can set off.


In bed, my belly is staring back at me, bloated and neglected.


Is this my core? Is this the core of me?


I poke and push the excess flesh around. My fingers sink deep, disappearing in funny bulges of stretched skin. It doesn’t hurt; it is her absence protruding, moving awkwardly around like a water bed. My breasts tingle. A blood-filled pad between my legs needs changing. I can sense its weight against one thigh. I hope I haven’t stained the bed. It wouldn’t be the first time in this short amount of time.


I hear louder noises from the other room and now the full, sober realization of Button not being attached to me makes me leap out of bed. I’m having a heart attack. I get down on the ground and roll around because I am covered in flames. My actions are not springlike, there are still places that I didn’t know could ache. But, yes, I am on fire if she is not with me. A slow flow of milk leaks out into my bra, staining it in big blotches. The metamorphosis from giving birth has left me unrecognizable to myself. I stand up and try to cover this new self, wrapping layers of clothing around my unshapely body. Some bone in me creaks, as harshly as an old wooden floor. Random and weird pains from my stomach emerge, then dissipate. I must hide this character, I must hide myself from John.


Why is your coffee cup in the freezer? John asks with his head in the cold compartment. He is cradling Button with one arm like a quarterback protecting a football, and I stand behind them in the open kitchen, awkwardly empty-handed, not knowing what to say. Feeling the strap of the robe around my waist; knowing I could sleep for days. The cool air from the fridge escapes and disappears into the living room.


Give her to me I say.


I don’t know what you’re talking about I say.


After some time, John comes to give hugs and kisses, and the soreness in my body reappears when he touches me.


You missed everyone. They all say hi. They’re all so happy for us. He wants to keep touching me.


Please stop.


I sit down with Button on the couch and try to get comfortable by arranging and rearranging my hold around her.


What? I’m just saying . . .


John returns to the kitchen to ready a meal for us. He mumbles about how frustrated he is that he has to go back to work tomorrow, it’s too soon after her birth. It is too soon, this can’t be true, but it is and we knew this was coming. I will need to navigate this unexplored terrain from the apartment all by myself.


John places a plate of leftovers in the microwave and shuts its door. I start pulling my clothes aside for Button, trying not to panic.


When you don’t sleep, you drop things. You put things in places where those things shouldn’t be because they probably don’t fit or belong there in the first place. Things appear only to disappear, and their purpose can’t be utilized in the new place you’ve put them.


When you don’t sleep you bump into your own doorframe, hit the edge of the countertop, bang your foot on every sharp corner. That explains all of the bruises your husband says, hinting at your clumsiness displayed on the corners of your body.


Things appear. Peter in the golden hour. You blink with one eye at a time and things disappear, similar to your words—the crutches to your “livelihood.” The shape of the day turns unruly and unjust. The night is coming for you and you will have to meet it alone.


I turn to John with Button still in my arms.


Can you hear that?


The microwave dings.


Hear what? He takes the plate out of the microwave.


It’s coming from upstairs I try to explain. Some kind of wailing instrument.


Unsatisfied with the temperature, John puts the plate back in. We both take a moment to listen, but all he hears is the boring droning sound of the microwave.


We need to get you more sleep he suggests so casually it should be an item I can pick up from a shelf in a store. The We in this situation sounds like a word taken from another language, not one that I can speak. What an easy thing for John to say, and the microwave dings a second time.


 


Your baby is crying Peter tells me before I’ve even opened the door fully. As if I can’t hear the pitch of shrieking baby while she is secured in the nook of my arm. I can’t believe I opened the door thinking that it would bring me some kind of comfort; instead I’m faced with having to explain myself to a random neighbor standing in front of me. Peter is a tall and meager-looking man with features that are reaching the end of aging. He leans slightly more on one leg, while Button stirs the air in the entryway. There’s an oxygen tank right by his side with tubes slithering up and around him like vines on a tree. The man and the tank make an odd pair but clearly belong to each other.


I need sleep Peter says, directing his eyes on me. The consecutive knocks still echo faintly in my mind, right through and past my short hallway. He grips the tank so firmly he is holding on to time. I explain that there’s nothing I would like more than to silence the baby.


The baby is upset he continues, and I can’t tell if the man is perhaps autistic, senile, or simply annoying. Because I have no experience with autistic or senile people, I decide that he is annoying. He doesn’t pick up on my wryness.
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