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I   •   L I K E  A  B U R N I N G  H O U S E

1.
I no longer care if I die, said Korin, then, after a long silence, pointed to
the nearby flooded quarry: Are those swans?

2.
Seven children squatted in a semicircle surrounding him in the
middle of the railway footbridge, almost pressing him against the
barrier, just as they had done some half an hour earlier when they
first attacked him in order to rob him, exactly so in fact, except that
by now none of them thought it worthwhile either to attack or to
rob him, since it was obvious that, on account of certain unpre-
dictable factors, robbing or attacking him was possible but point-
less because he really didn’t seem to have anything worth taking,
the only thing he did have appearing to be some mysterious bur-
den, the existence of which, gradually, at a certain point in Korin’s
madly rambling monologue—which “to tell you the truth,” as
they said, “was boring as shit”—became apparent, most acutely
apparent in fact, when he started talking about the loss of his head,
at which point they did not stand up and leave him babbling like
some half-wit, but remained where they were, in the positions
they had originally intended to adopt, squatting immobile in a
semicircle, because the evening had darkened around them, be-
cause the gloom descending silently on them in the industrial twi-
light numbed them, and because this frozen dumb condition had
drawn their most intense attention, not to the figure of Korin
which had swum beyond them, but to the one object remaining:
the rails below.





3.
Nobody asked him to speak, only that he should hand over his money,
but he didn’t, saying he had none, and carried on speaking, hesitantly
at first, then more fluently, and finally continuously and unstoppably,
because the eyes of the seven children had plainly scared him, or, as he
himself put it, his stomach had turned in fear, and, as he said, once his
stomach was gripped by fear he absolutely had to speak, and further-
more, since the fear had not passed—after all, how could he know
whether they were carrying weapons or not—he grew ever more ab-
sorbed in his speech, or rather he became ever more absorbed by the
idea of telling them everything from beginning to end, of telling
someone in any case, because, from the time that he had set out in se-
cret, at the last possible moment, to embark on his “great journey” as
he called it, he had not exchanged a word, not a single word, with
anyone, considering it too dangerous, though there were few enough
people he could engage in conversation in any case, since he hadn’t so
far met anybody sufficiently harmless, nobody, at least, of whom he
was not wary, because in fact there really was nobody harmless
enough, which meant he had to be wary of everyone, because, as he
had said at the beginning, whoever it was he set eyes on it was the
same thing he saw, a figure, that is, who, directly or indirectly, was in
contact with those who pursued him, someone related intimately or
distantly, but most certainly related, to those who, according to him,
kept tabs on his every move, and it was only the speed of his move-
ments, as he later explained, that kept him “at least half a day” ahead of
them, though these gains were specific to places and occasions: so he
had not said a word to anyone, and only did so now because fear drove
him,because it was only under the natural pressure of fear that he ven-
tured into these most important areas of his life, venturing deeper and
deeper still, offering them ever more profound glimpses of it in order
to defeat them, to make them face him so that he might purge his as-
sailants of the tendency to assail, so he should convince all seven of
them that someone had not only given himself up to them, but, with
his giving, had somehow outflanked them.

4.
The air was full of the sharp, nauseous smell of tar that cut through
everything, nor did the strong wind help because the wind, that





had chilled them through to the bone, merely intensified and
whipped the smell up without being able to substitute anything
else for it in return, the whole neighborhood for several kilometers
being thick with it, but here more than anywhere else, for it ema-
nated directly from the Rákos railway yard, from that still visible
point where the rails concentrated and began to fan out, ensuring
that air and tar would be indistinguishable, making it very hard to
tell what else, apart from soot and smoke, that smell—composed
of the hundreds and thousands of trains that rumbled through, the
filthy sleepers, the rubble and the metallic stench of the rails—
comprised, and it wouldn’t be just these but other, more obscure,
almost indiscernible ingredients, ingredients without name, that
would certainly have included the weight of human futility ferried
here by hundreds and thousands of carriages, the scary and sicken-
ing view from the bridge of the power of a million wills bent to a
single purpose and, just as certainly, the dreary spirit of desolation
and industrial stagnation that had hovered about the place and set-
tled on it decades ago, in all of which Korin was now endeavoring
to locate himself, having originally determined simply to cross over
to the far side as quickly, silently and inconspicuously as possible in
order to escape into what he supposed to be the city center, instead
of which he was having, under present circumstances, to pull him-
self together at a cold and draughty point of the world, and to hang
on to whatever incidental detail he could make out, from his eye-
level at any rate, whether this was barrier, curb, asphalt or metal, or
appeared the most significant, if only so that this footbridge, some
hundred meters from the railway yard, might become a passage
between the non-existing to the existing section of the world,
forming therefore an important early adjunct, as he later put it, to
his mad life as a fugitive, a bridge that, had he not been detained,
he would have rushed obliviously across.

5.
It had begun suddenly, without preamble, without presentiment,
preparation or rehearsal, at one specific moment on his forty-fourth
birthday, that he was struck, agonizingly and immediately, by the
consciousness of it, as suddenly and unexpectedly, he told them, as
he was by the appearance of the seven of them here, in the middle of





the footbridge, on that day when he was sitting by a river at a spot
where he would occasionally sit in any case, this time because he
didn’t feel like going home to an empty apartment on his birthday,
and it really was extremely sudden, the way it struck him that, good
heavens, he understood nothing, nothing at all about anything, for
Christ’s sake, nothing at all about the world, which was a most terri-
fying realization, he said, especially in the way it came to him in all
its banality, vulgarity, at a sickeningly ridiculous level, but this was
the point, he said, the way that he, at the age of forty-four, had be-
come aware of how utterly stupid he seemed to himself, how empty,
how utterly blockheaded he had been in his understanding of the
world these last forty-four years, for, as he realized by the river, he
had not only misunderstood it, but had not understood anything
about anything, the worst part being that for forty-four years he
thought he had understood it, while in reality he had failed to do so;
and this in fact was the worst thing of all that night of his birthday
when he sat alone by the river, the worst because the fact that he now
realized that he had not understood it did not mean that he did un-
derstand it now, because being aware of his lack of knowledge was
not in itself some new form of knowledge for which an older one
could be traded in, but one that presented itself as a terrifying puz-
zle the moment he thought about the world, as he most furiously
did that evening, all but torturing himself in the effort to understand
it and failing, because the puzzle seemed ever more complex and he
had begun to feel that this world-puzzle that he was so desperate to
understand, that he was torturing himself trying to understand was
really the puzzle of himself and the world at once, that they were in
effect one and the same thing, which was the conclusion he had so
far reached, and he had not yet given up on it, when, after a couple
of days, he noticed that there was something the matter with his
head.

6.
By this time he had lived alone for years, he explained to the seven
children, he too squatting and leaning against the barrier in the
sharp November wind on the footbridge, alone because his mar-
riage had been wrecked by the Hermes business (he gestured with
his hand as if to say he would explain about it later), after which he





had “badly burned his fingers with a deeply passionate love affair”
and decided: never, never again, would he even so much as get close
to a woman, which did not mean, of course, that he led an entirely
solitary life, because, as Korin elaborated, gazing at the children,
there was the occasional woman on the occasional difficult night,
but essentially he was alone, though there remained the various
people he came into contact with in the course of his work at the
records office, as well as the neighbors with whom he had to main-
tain neighborly relations, the commuters he bumped into while
commuting, the shoppers he met while shopping, the barflies he’d
see in the bar and so forth, so that, after all, now he looked back at it,
he was in regular contact with quite a lot of people, even if only on
the most tenuous of terms, occupying the furthermost corner of the
community, at least until they too started to melt away, which prob-
ably dated from the time that he was feeling increasingly compelled
to regale those he met at the records office, on the staircase at home,
in the street, at the store and in the bar, with the regrettable news that
he believed he was about to lose his head, because, once they under-
stood that the loss was neither figurative nor symbolic but a genuine
deprivation in the full physical sense of the word, that, to put it
plainly, his head, alas, would actually be severed from his neck, they
eventually fled from him as they might flee from a burning house,
fleeing in their droves, and very soon every one of them had gone
and he stood alone, very much like a burning house in fact: at first it
being just the matter of a few people behaving in a more distant
fashion, then his colleagues at the records office ignoring him, not
even returning his greeting, refusing to sit at the same table and fi-
nally crossing the street when they saw him, then people actually
avoiding him in the street, and can you imagine, Korin asked the
seven children, how painful this was? how it hurt me most, more
than anything, he added, especially with what was happening to the
vertebrae in his neck, and this was just when he most needed their
support, he said, and while it was plain to see that he would have
been pleased to explore this matter in the most intricate detail, it was
equally obvious that it would have been wasted on the seven chil-
dren because they would not have been able to respond in any way,
being bored of the subject, particularly at the point when “the
geezer started going on about losing his head” which meant “shit”
to them, as later they would tell their friends, and looked at one 





another while the oldest nodded in agreement with his younger
companions as if to say,“forget it, it’s not worth it,” after which they
simply continued squatting, watching the confluence of rails as the
occasional freight car rattled by below them, though one did ask
how much longer they were going to stay there as it was all the same
to him, and the blond kid next to the senior one consulted his watch
and replied merely that he’d tell them when it was time, and until
then he should shut the fuck up.

7.
Had Korin known that they had already arrived at a decision, and
specifically at this particular decision; had he in fact noted the mean-
ingful gesture, that nothing would happen, but, since he hadn’t
noted it, he wasn’t to know and, as a result, his perception of reality
was incorrect; for to him it seemed that his current predicament—
squatting on the ground with these children in the cold wind—was
increasingly fraught with anxiety precisely because nothing was
happening, and because it wasn’t made clear to him what they
wanted, if indeed they wanted anything at all, and since there was
no explanation forthcoming as to why they were refusing to let him
go or just leave him there, having succeeded in convincing them that
the whole thing was pointless because he really had no money, he
still felt that there should have been an explanation, and indeed had
found one, albeit the wrong one as far as the seven children were
concerned, he being aware of exactly how much money was sewn
into the lining on the right side of his coat, so their immobility, their
numbness, their failure to do anything, in fact the utter lack of any
animation whatsoever on their part, took on an ever greater, ever
more terrifying significance, though if he had looked at it another
way he might have found it progressively more reassuring and less
significant; which meant that he spent the first half of each moment
preparing to spring to his feet and make a dash for it and the second
half remaining precisely where he was, apparently content to stay
there and to keep talking, as if he had only just begun his story; in
other words, he was equally disposed to escape or remain, though
every time he had to make a decision he chose, in fact, to remain,
chiefly because he was scared of course, having constantly to assure
them how happy he was to have found such sympathetic listeners





and how good it all felt, because he had so much, it was extraordi-
nary quite how much, to tell them, really and truly, because when
you took time to think about it, “extraordinary” was absolutely the
right word to describe the complex details of his story which, he
said, he should tell so it would be clear to them, so they should know
how it was that Wednesday, at what precise time he could not re-
member but it was probably some thirty or forty hours ago, when
the fateful day arrived and he realized that he really did have to em-
bark on his “great journey,” at which point he understood that
everything, from Hermes down to his solitary condition, was driv-
ing him in one direction, that he must already have started on the
journey because it was all prepared and everything else had col-
lapsed, which is to say that everything ahead of him had been pre-
pared and everything behind him had collapsed, as tended to be the
way with all such “great journeys,” said Korin.

8.
The only streetlights burning were those at the top of the stairs and
the light they gave out fell in dingy cones that shuddered in the 
intermittent gusts of wind assailing them because the other neon
lights positioned in the thirty or so meters between them had all
been broken, leaving them squatting in darkness, yet as aware 
of each other, of their precise positions, as of the enormous mass
of dark sky above the smashed neon, the sky which might have
glimpsed the reflection of its own enormous dark mass as it trem-
bled with stars in the vista of railway yards spreading below it, had
there been some relationship between the trembling stars and the
twinkling dull red lights of semaphores sprinkled among the rails,
but there wasn’t, there was no common denominator, no interde-
pendence between them, the only order and relationship existing
within the discrete worlds of above and below, and indeed of any-
where, for the field of stars and the forest of signals stared as
blankly at each other as does each and every form of being, blind
in darkness and blind in radiance, as blind on earth as it is in
heaven, if only so that a long moribund symmetry among this vast-
ness might appear in the lost glance of some higher being, at the
center of which, naturally, there would be a miniscule blind spot:
as with Korin . . . the footbridge . . . the seven kids.





9.
A total dickhead, they told a local acquaintance the next day, a total
dickhead in a league of his own, a twat they really should have got
rid of because you never knew when he’d inform on you, ’cause
he’d had a good look at everybody’s face, they added to each other,
and could have made a mental note of their clothes, their shoes and
everything else they were wearing that late afternoon, so, yeah,
that’s right, they admitted the next day, they should have got rid of
him, only it didn’t occur to any of them at the time to do so, every-
one being so relaxed and all, so laid back, like a bunch of dopes on
the footbridge while ordinary people carried on leading ordinary
lives beneath them as they gazed at the darkening neighborhood
above the converging rails and waited for the signals for the six
forty-eight in the distance so that they might rush down to the em-
bankment, taking up their positions behind the bushes in prepara-
tion for the usual ritual, but, as they remarked, none of them had
imagined that the ritual might have ended in some other fashion,
with a different outcome, that it might not be completed entirely
successfully, triumphantly, right on target, in other words with a
death, in which case of course even a pathetic idiot like him would
be an obvious danger because he might inform on them, they said,
might get into a funk and, quite unexpectedly, inform on them to
the cops, and the reason it worked out differently, as it did in fact,
leaving them to think the thoughts they had just thought, was that
they hadn’t been concentrating, and can’t have been, otherwise
they’d have realized that this was precisely the kind of man who
presented no danger because, later, he couldn’t even remember
what, if anything, had happened at about six forty-eight, as he had
fallen ever deeper under the spell of his own fear, the fear that
drove his narrative onward, a narrative that, there was no denying,
apart from a certain rhythm, lacked all sense of shape or indeed
anything that might have drawn attention to his own person, ex-
cept perhaps its copiousness, which resulted in him trying to tell
them everything at once, in the way he himself experienced what
had happened to him, in a kind of simultaneity that he first noticed
added up to a coherent whole that certain Wednesday morning
some thirty or forty hours before, two hundred and twenty kilo-
meters from here in a ticket booth, at the point when he arrived at
the front of the queue and was about to ask the time of the next





train for Budapest and the cost of the ticket, when, standing at the
counter, he suddenly felt that he should not ask that question here, at the
same moment recognizing in the reflection in the glass over one of
the posters above the counter, two employees of the District Psychi-
atric Unit, disguised as a pair of ordinary numbskulls, really, two of
them, and behind him, at the entrance, a so-called nurse whose ag-
gressive presence made his skin prickle and break into a sweat.

10.
The men from the District Psychiatric Unit, said Korin, never ex-
plained to him what he had wanted to know, which was the reason
he had attended the unit to start with, and that was the matter of
how the whole system that held the skull in place, from the first cer-
vical vertebra through to the ligaments (the Rectus capitis), actually
functioned, but they never explained it, because they couldn’t,
chiefly because they themselves had not an inkling, their minds
being shrouded in a wholly impenetrable darkness that resulted in
them first staring at him in astonishment, as if to indicate that the
question itself, the mere asking of it, was so ludicrous that it pro-
vided direct and incontrovertible proof of his, Korin’s, madness,
then giving each other significant glances and little nods whose por-
tent was (was it not?) perfectly clear, that they had dismissed the
subject, as a consequence of which he made no further enquiries re-
garding the matter but, even while steadfastly bearing the enormous
weight of the problem, literally, on his shoulders, tried to solve the
problem himself by asking what that certain first cervical vertebra
and the Rectus capitis actually were, how (sighed Korin) they per-
formed their crucial functions and how it was that his skull was sim-
ply propped on the topmost vertebra of his spinal column, though
when he thought about it at the time, or so he told them now, the
idea of his skull being fixed to his spine by cerebro-spinal ligaments,
which were the only things holding the lot together, was enough to
send shivers down him when he thought of it, and still did send
shivers down him, since even a brief examination of his own skull
demonstrated the patent truth that this arrangement was so sensi-
tive, so brittle, so vulnerable, in fact one of the most frail and delicate
physical structures imaginable, that he concluded it must have been
here, at this particular juncture, that his problems had begun and





would end, for if the doctors were incapable of coming to any
worthwhile conclusion after looking at his x-rays, and things had
turned out as they had done so far, then, having steeped himself to
some degree at least in the study of medicine, and having conducted
an endless self-examination based on this study, he had no hesitation
in declaring that the pain he was in had its root cause here, in that
arrangement of tissue and bone, where vertebra met ligament, and
that all attention should be focused on this point, on the ligaments,
on which precise point he was not yet certain though he was certain
enough about the sensation that spread through his neck and back,
week by week, month by month, constantly increasing in intensity,
knowing that the process had started and was proceeding irre-
sistibly, and that this whole affair, if one considered it objectively, he
said, was bound to lead to the terminal decay of the union of skull
and spine, culminating in a condition, not to beat around the bush, for
why should one, said Korin pointing to his neck, whereby this frail
piece of skin finally gave out when he would inevitably lose his
head.

11.
One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine sets of rails could
be distinguished from the vantage point of the footbridge, and the
seven of them could do little but count them over and over again,
concentrating their attention on the confluence of rails in the per-
ceptibly deepening darkness accentuated by the red lights of the
signals while waiting for the six forty-eight to appear at last in the
distance, for the tension that had suddenly appeared on everyone’s
hitherto relaxed countenance was occasioned by nothing more at
this stage than the impending arrival of the six forty-eight, the
mark they had set out to mug having failed, after their first couple
of attempts, to provide sufficient entertainment in the short period
of their waiting, so that within fifteen minutes of having cornered
him, even if they had wanted to, they would have remained inca-
pable of listening to a single word more of the seamless and end-
less monologue that, even now, cornered as he was, flowed unstop-
pably from him, because he kept on and on regardless, as they
explained the next day, and it would have been unbearable had they
not ignored him, because, they added, if they had continued to pay




