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T H I S  I S  W H A T  D Y I N G  F E E L S  L I K E  
 

1964, February 28. 
 
 
Sign language. If Teréza missed a signal or a cue she would be 
lost. Her heart raced, and she clutched her passport to her 
chest. The last person she and her eight-year-old son had 
spoken with was the unfriendly Malév stewardess from the 
substandard Hungarian airline. Here, in the bustling Brussels 
airport Teréza felt like a speechless toddler. Her world had 
transformed into a place of gestures and facial expressions, 
making her feel more vigilant now than she had ever been 
under Communism. No one understood her but Zolti. 
Already she ached for her language and the family she left 
behind.  

In her bewilderment, Teréza felt energized and 
diminished at once. The representative from Sabena, the 
Belgian airline, beckoned to them with long thin arms 
sheathed in white gloves as she ushered them through the 
terminal to customs. Lush plants stretched skyward to the 
sunshine pouring in through the glass ceiling. Pastel colours 
fused pleasantly with the scent of croissants and café au lait. 
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Everything in the West seemed bright and cheerful. If only 
István had chosen to settle in Brussels instead of Winnipeg 
when he fled Hungary without them. But he was always such 
a contrarian.  

Teréza kept pace with the woman’s long stride and pulled 
Zolti along as they passed by boutiques where well-to-do 
women shopped for diamonds and lace, items that were 
impossibly out of her reach. But here in the midst of the 
indecipherable announcements Teréza could hear only one 
thing: their last conversation in person, hers and István’s. 

“I’m going today,” he’d said one morning seven years 
ago.  

“How can you do this to us? We could have escaped, 
together! As a family.”  

“They’re coming to arrest me.”  
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”  
That was the last day she saw him, when his son Zolti was 

but a babe-in-arms. 
 

 
 

István woke at dawn, with a new set of worries. What if 
Teréza wasn’t on the flight? What if the authorities didn’t let 
her out of Hungary? What if she had decided not to leave? 

He lay on the sofa bed in his friends’ Montreal living 
room and through the window watched it snow again. He 
tried for hours to fall back to sleep, but his tossing and turning 
kept twisting the sheets around his ankles, pulling him down 
into nightmares. 

In fits of lucidness, he thought of the day he fled seven 
and a half years ago – thirty-two years old – the last time he 
set eyes on his baby boy, lying motionless on the day bed. 
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He’d asked Teréza, “What’s wrong with him?”  
She replied, “What’s wrong with you?” He had no answer.  
István reached over to his neatly folded pile of clothing on 

the chair, and from his overcoat pocket pulled a tinted 
photograph taken a half-year ago. Mother and son. The last 
one she’d sent from Hungary. She was almost thirty-four now 
and István was pushing forty. Such a pretty woman, with a 
warm smile and skin that always looked clear and bright. 
When Teréza posed for photos she had a habit of tilting her 
head to the right, as if trying to improve her appearance, to 
make life more pleasant somehow. But photos betrayed 
appearances. This benign bearing couldn’t hide the side of 
her personality that believed existence was beyond repair. She 
often said, even of good photos, “I hate this picture of myself.” 

Studying the photo, István was fascinated by his son’s 
features. Something troubled him about the boy. He leaned 
against his mother like an unstable shack, the walls and roof 
sliding one way, its base clinging to the earth. Years ago, after 
István reached the refugee camp, Teréza had sent him a 
picture, taken when Zolti was just fourteen months old. In it, 
the toddler’s eyes were fixed on something or someone, off 
camera, much taller and bigger than him. He looked worried, 
startled even, with his button mouth turned downwards. This 
most recent photograph showed his son’s eyes fixed in exactly 
the same direction with the same startled look. The boy was 
almost eight, but his expression hadn’t changed.  

Put it all behind you, István. Begin again.  
“Pista! Back from the dead!” István laughed aloud. “My 

dear friend, are you speaking to me from heaven? When you 
died you stopped being my advisor.”  

Everything comes to end, Pista replied. Have you reason-
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able regret?  
“I do. I do,” István replied.  
Well then?  
István closed his eyes. The image of wife and son burned 

itself into the backs of his eyelids. Once he opened them, he 
would fit back into their lives again. 

 
 

 
In a cozy corner, a businessman dictated a letter to a typist 
attired in a pale pink pullover and green pumps. Teréza 
wanted that job in this important glass palace. Mesmerized 
by the glamour in the terminal, Teréza barely paid attention 
to her son who rushed to keep up with his mother.  

“Come, Zolti. We can’t fall behind,” she said, turning to 
look at the Chanel perfume counter they passed. It was only 
then that she realized she had no money in her wallet. 
Nothing. Even if the Hungarian security officials hadn’t 
relieved her of her forints, they would have been worthless 
here.  

“But I want to look at the telephones.” Zolti locked his 
knees in the middle of the bustle and refused to move.  

“You’ll have one in Canada. Please?” Teréza’s expression 
was a mixture of pleading and apology. She glanced towards 
the Sabena representative who was well ahead of them now. 

Zolti quickly conceded, sensing his mother’s anxiety.  
The stewardess motioned for them to take a seat.  
The waiting lounge was full of French businessmen. 

There were very few families and less than a handful of 
couples. Teréza was the only single woman with a child. She 
was troubled to see a very large group of Turkish men in the 
terminal carrying rucksacks. Rural men who wore old, loose-
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fitting clothing. The conquerors, she thought, her mind 
taught to remember the hundred and fifty-year occupation of 
her people. A Sabena stewardess politely ushered the group 
to the waiting area. Wasn’t she afraid of them? One of them 
– likely the same age as Teréza’s father – pulled a colorful 
prayer rug from his bag and with a gracious gesture handed 
it to the stewardess. She declined until he lightheartedly 
tucked the rug into the creases of her arms, playfully bending 
her forearms and hands inwards as if wrapping the rug in a 
package.  

Zolti watched them. “That’s a kind man. Is my father kind 
too?” 

“Yes, he is,” Teréza heard herself say through the lump in 
her throat. She thought of all the times István had forged 
ahead and created a home for her. Other men thought it the 
job of the woman to make the nest. It was another way he was 
different.  

A new world was changing her view of the old one, for the 
third time in her life.  

An announcement crackled over the public address 
system in French. Some passengers stood. Teréza looked 
around, worried, understanding only one word.  

“Come Zolti. We’re going to Canada.” She felt disem-
bodied, as if part of her was floating in reverse, homeward.  

 
 

 
Two hours before the flight’s arrival, István paced the 
spacious corridors of Montréal-Dorval International Airport, 
retracing his steps when he hit dead ends. He was familiar 
with the terminal; he’d landed here the day before, from 
Winnipeg.  
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He’d kept alive the hope that there would be one moment 
in life when his best intentions and deepest desires aligned. 
When fear and failure transformed into love and acceptance 
and these new states remained effortlessly balanced within 
him. He yearned for the miraculous transition when fate 
switched over from loss to triumph, that distant region that 
held freedom, and promised him immunity from pain. István 
had no proof this place existed, but he had hope. He 
convinced himself that day would be today. 

At arrivals, he watched the automatic doors swoosh open, 
swoosh closed. Shortly after, a small dog outsmarted its 
owner, darted straight for István’s legs and ran frantic circles 
around him, binding him in the leash. The mutt nipped at his 
ankles. Close to losing his balance or swearing at the thing – 
he hated yappy little dogs – István summoned his composure 
when he realized, to his amazement, that the dog belonged to 
a very important-looking woman wearing a snow leopard 
coat. Elizabeth Taylor! She was waving to a tense looking man 
to get the dog! All István could do was marvel at Ms. Taylor 
while the dog choked itself trying to get loose. The man, 
presumably her assistant, apologized for the mishap and 
unwound the hysterical animal from István’s legs.  

“It’s no trouble,” István lied. 
Surrounded by bodyguards, Ms. Taylor offered her lips 

and the dog obliged, licking them. She had been married four 
times; one of her marriages caused a scandal when she stole 
another woman’s husband. If she had done this in the East 
bloc no one would have cared. Thievery was to be expected. 
He wondered if she couldn’t be loved enough, if they shared 
the same affliction. In the blink of an eye, the movie star 
disappeared through some secret door.  

István found a newsagent and read front-page captions of 
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English language newspapers. “U.S. President Announces 
New Jet Airplane.” He tried to sound out impossible words in 
the French journals. He imagined how he would greet his wife 
and son. He didn’t know how best to prepare for this. He’d 
never hugged his boy before. Who should he embrace first? 
Would his son run at him and jump into his arms? What if 
his son didn’t recognize him? He remembered his wife’s 
fantastic reversals. At first she offered understanding, then 
later, unexpectedly and with unabashed fury came her real 
feelings. Anger always came after forgiveness. He wondered 
how long it would take this time.  
 

 
 
On the second flight, from Brussels to Montreal, Teréza 
reclined in her seat, her stomach uneasy, her head spinning. 
She steeled herself. With her head thrown back against the 
headrest, eyes closed, she placed a hand on her forehead and 
a narrow white paper bag on her lap. 

The woman in row eight continued to gag. In solidarity, 
Teréza vomited too; her Hungarian anti-nausea pills proved 
useless. When the plane reached cruising altitude, the 
stewardess gave her real ones.  

Her son pressed his face against the window, his fingers 
suctioned to the glass, white with fear. She smoothed Zolti’s 
hair, brushing it off his forehead. His skin was moist, his 
cheeks were flushed and he looked like a shiny plum. The 
world didn’t appear to move, and the roar of the engines 
scared him. “We’re going to fall out of the sky! We’re going 
to fall out of the sky!” Zolti shrieked.  

“Please don’t be silly, Zolti. The plane’s not going to fall 
out of the sky.”  
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When she wasn’t calming him with fairytales or dozing in 
and out of a medicated sleep, Teréza prayed. When she ran 
out of fairytales, she told him the joke about the fox, the wolf 
and the rabbit, something she would never have shared with 
him in the homeland.  

Zolti made Teréza tell it over and over again. “But why do 
the fox and the wolf keep beating up the little rabbit?” he 
asked every time.  

“Because under an oppressor there is never a right 
answer,” Teréza whispered. “Without God, men are animals. 
And Soviets don’t believe in God.” 

“Will there be Soviets in Canada?” Zolti asked. 
“No, my darling. But there will be Liberals.” 
It continued this way for the next seven hours, her son in 

a state of mild terror, pressing her with questions, while 
Teréza’s head bobbed helplessly back and forth between the 
past and the future.  

Teréza imagined her István. Remembered how soft his 
skin was, pure white, almost translucent. She knew he had 
been working hard to prepare a home for them, that he had 
promised to be a different man upon their arrival. ‘I have the 
freedom here to be a good man for you,’ he wrote in his last 
letter.  

The edge of the Atlantic Ocean came within reach. Vast, 
unmoving blue. The white noise of the airplane sedated and 
aggravated Teréza in equal measure. As she dozed, her mind 
grappled with complex thoughts. What use was life if 
everyone lived in their own reality as her husband did? 
Wasn’t that the loneliest place on earth? The isolation of the 
mind? She’d never had this thought before, and now she grew 
anxious from the anticipation of seeing István. She didn’t 
know what his life was like anymore. She didn’t know his 
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mind anymore. What if he’d grown more taciturn over the 
years? What if he could express himself only through letters? 
Would they be passing notes to each other in a soundless 
house? What a ridiculous idea, she thought. He spoke not one 
but two languages now. Four if she counted the Russian he 
resented and the German he admired. But whom did he talk 
to in the seclusion of his Winnipeg home?  

Teréza finally dozed as the plane began its descent. It was 
in her dreams that she heard her son’s ceaseless cries. “We’re 
falling out of the sky!” 

“We’re not falling out of the sky.” Her words were 
drowsy, her mouth dry.  

“Look, Mama! Fields! The ground is rushing up!” 
“My sweet child.” Teréza put her hand gently on his. 

“Planes don’t just fall out of the sky. It’s our spirits that can 
fall at any moment.”  

She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the back 
of her seat. “Be a good, brave boy for your father. Worlds have 
collapsed for him,” Teréza said, already sleeping. The plane 
plunged. Zolti screamed.  

 
 

 
István rechecked the arrivals board. On time. Only forty-
three minutes were left of the seven years they had spent 
apart. Last minute he decided to re-park the car so it would 
be closer to the door. Along the way he found a flower shop. 

“When I was better I didn’t brag,” István answered the 
French Canadian shop girl who asked him how he was. She’d 
looked as perplexed as most people did when István answered 
this way. 

He chose white carnations. Swiping the coins off the 
counter, he pocketed his change. He observed a tall, lean, 
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older gentleman with spectacles, a tidy suit and a cane, 
walking from the arrivals area, making his way towards a taxi 
exit. The gentleman had the look of someone who either by 
choice or by circumstance had been without a spouse for an 
arduous length of time. Resignation and indifference, that 
could have been me, thought István.  

The first passengers trickled out as István quickened his 
pace back towards the waiting area. More passengers 
emerged in clumps, staring dumbfounded and bleary-eyed 
into the crowd. Were they from the Brussels flight? Or from 
a previous flight? The waiting made him somber. The doors 
opened, then closed halfway, then opened again, but no one 
walked through them. A long pause ensued. The doors 
closed. A few people around him lit cigarettes. Then no one 
came for what seemed like twenty minutes. He stopped 
checking his watch. A few last passengers surfaced and then 
he found himself alone in the waiting area holding the 
carnations upside down by his side.  

Did he miss them? Did they not make it out? He’d have 
felt reprehensible if, after coming out to the airport so far in 
advance, his wife and son had walked out searching for his 
face, and found nothing. 

Like a magic act, the doors swooshed open again, and no 
one was there. The doors closed again.  

He thought, this is what dying feels like.
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	“Jesus Christ!” István yelled out, caught in the violence he’d feared all day. The ÁVO started firing into the crowd in front of Magyar Rádió, shooting at unarmed students. He could taste ash and smell gunpowder. Deceiving warmth surrounded him like a...
	1951, March 21-25. Budapest, Hungary
	News of the waddling geese put a smile on Teréza’s face. He was grateful for it; he’d waited months to see it. A light in her eyes, a welcome benediction. He kissed her hand and her cheek and felt weightless with joy.
	István paused. “Small business owners who can’t pay their taxes…”
	1946, November. Hungary
	Teréza took one quick glance at him. A machine gun was positioned across his chest and his neck was thick as a tree trunk. Within seconds her breathing got laboured, her knees jellied and she started to break out into a sweat. She was hyperventilating...
	Teréza noticed a pair of city workers installing a new street sign on the side of the railway station: Marx Square. She thought she’d explode with rage. What the hell was wrong with the Hungarian name? Nyugati – Western Square? With a name like Marx ...
	“Peace for Hungary!” yelled the youth.
	Peace, my ass, Teréza thought, as she drew even with him.
	He sliced the air with his flyers. “Here,” he said, thrusting one into her hand.
	A few weeks back, when the campaign to quell resistance first began, Teréza showed Hermina the flyers she’d brought home.
	Hermina scoffed. “The church won’t sign the peace petition.”
	“Why not?” Teréza asked.
	“My darling, the church refuses to participate in this government sham. Now, of course, they accuse the priests of being warmongers.”
	Carelessly, Hermina tossed the flyer on the kitchen table. “Get more, will you? We’ll find some use for the paper.”
	After that, in whichever district Teréza ran errands, she accepted flyers from enthusiastic comrades. Carefully tucking them in her purse or in her shopping bag, she took them home where her pile grew tall. The campaign went on for months.
	At Klára’s she dropped the groceries at the front door, kissed her sister on the cheek, yelled a “good day” to Anikó, raced to the water closet, locked the door and sat. No toilet paper. Smiling, Teréza reached inside her purse.
	First, she crumpled the paper into a tight little ball. Then she undid the ball and smoothed it out on her knee. She repeated the process a couple of times until the paper had softened adequately and didn’t run the risk of grazing delicate skin. She s...
	Just as she was flushing the toilet, she heard Klára answering the door. In the cramped hallway Teréza came face to face with the two female government inspectors who announced that they were measuring apartments to ensure each apartment in the City o...
	“How many people live here?” asked the thinner inspec-tor.
	“Three!” Anikó bellowed as she shuffled down the hallway.
	Teréza was tense. She’d heard rumours of the “eviction campaign,” and now that Anikó was including her in the headcount it was dangerous to cause confusion by correcting the old lady in front of the inspectors. Eventually they would be visiting Uncle ...
	The other inspector began to take notes and asked, “The lady and the two girls?”
	“Of course not! My husband, my niece and I. This niece is visiting.” She gestured towards Teréza. “My husband’s out getting milk.”
	The ÁVO’s numbers had been growing like maggots. Since he arrived in Budapest, István had observed their behaviour, characteristics and mannerisms. On his nightly walk home, he took note of who lingered alone, who paced back and forth, who wore sturdy...
	The city had recently re-opened the Central Market on the Pest side of the Liberty Bridge – the ground-level “chicken hall” was badly damaged during the war. Teréza’s third visit to the impressive wrought iron, glass and brick building was still excit...
	She looked at the pig and then at him.
	He looked at the pig and then at her.
	It was a standoff.
	It took everything in her not to attack, not to tear him to shreds. Through tightened jaws she said, “My sincere apologies, sir. I don’t know what overtook me.”
	The man moved his pig from her path.
	Teréza picked up her pursuit of István, but by then she’d missed her chance. There was no sign of him in the vast and humming market.
	“Damn it!”
	The old woman didn’t bother to toast Teréza when Hermina placed a Napoleon cake on the table after the meal of Gulyás was served. “What on earth is the occasion?” Mrs. Stalin asked instead, reaching for the knife to cut the first slice.
	Hermina wrestled the knife from her hand and initiated the first notes of the birthday song: Long live Teréza. The twins sang off key while Uncle János sang baritone.
	Hermina handed her a weightless parcel wrapped in brown paper with a card made by the twins. Uncle János handed her a letter.
	“It’s in a gentleman’s handwriting.”
	“Must be a mistake,” said Mrs. Stalin.
	“Go to bed, mother. Now.” Hermina had finally lost her patience.
	Teréza wore the dress to church the next day, a day of rain and bluster. While still in her room, she threw her coat on over the dress so Mrs. Stalin wouldn’t get a glimpse of it. Uncle János bid the ladies a safe journey and settled into his armchair...
	“Couldn’t it wait till spring?” he chuckled into his news-paper.
	“What’s so amusing?” demanded Mrs. Stalin.
	“Nothing that would interest you,” Teréza answered, chuckling with her uncle.
	“Laugh today, cry tomorrow.” Mrs. Stalin pulled on her black leather gloves.
	Out on Teréz Boulevard, Teréza felt the winds blow up under her dress. Mrs. Stalin was going to think she was such a fool. Hermina and the twins trailed behind.
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