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Petra Finy 

BIRD WOMAN 
Novel (Libri), 2012, 320 pages 

 

„Just a sick woman, who loves birds more than humans. 

Even more than she loves her own daughter.” 

 

The mother of Lea Linger was a curious woman: an obsessed 

ornithologist, who escaped from her serious depression into 

the world of nature. Twenty years after her suicide, her 

daughter sets on a journey to visit her relatives and friends 

in order to come to terms with the story of her mother, 

while preparing herself too for motherhood. But the search 

delivers some unexpected results, and Lea has to face 

unearthed family secrets and mysteries she never dreamed of before. 

In this debut novel of the young Hungarian author Petra Finy, the Hungarian flora and fauna are 

presented to the reader in extraordinary richness, telling a very human story in the language of 

nature. It is as if a complete biological encyclopaedia was incorporated into the book, giving the text 

an enchanting and very special athmosphere, since all the metaphores and images of the book are 

drawn from the world of insects, plants, animals, and most of all birds, giving a vast panorama of 

Central-European natural habitats. 

But the story is not about birds, it’s about humans: throughout the different parts of the novel, Lea 

collects memories about her mother from very different characters ranging from her grandparents to 

her mother’s childhood friends and former husbands etc. Everyone has a different perspective on 

this extraordinary woman, who had a raven which accompanied her everywhere like a protective 

spirit, and who never hesitated to risk her life for a bird, even if this meant neglecting completely her 

child, or her family. 

These different stories draw up an in-depth case study of clinical depression and the effect it has on 

people around the depressive person – but at the same time, they also tell the story of a daughter 

who has no choice but to love her mother, despite her stangeness and sometimes unexplicable 

behaviour. A beautiful, strange and heart-rending read, not only for obsessed naturalists.  
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FROM THE PRESS 

"Finy cannot exist without the fairytale. Whatever she does, whatever she writes, 

fairytales come to life. Her words have magic power. She enchants, and is not only 

a storyteller, but an excellent poet too." 

Rozi Radics, Mokhsa.hu 

 

"The realest magic and the purest applied science come to life on the pages of this 

book to show us how desires and fears, happiness and sorrow, depths and heights, 

liberty and captivity work." 

Tamás Bauman, Ekultura.hu 

 

"The characters use the thousand interesting phenomenons of nature for 

remembering: we get to know things about plants and animals that we are 

constantly surprised how many wonderful beings surround us." 

Krisztián Szilvási, Ekultura.hu 

 

 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Petra Finy was born in 1978 in Budapest. Her first book, a collection of 

poetry, appeared in 2006. Since 2008, she has published ten successful 

children’s books, and became known as one of the most prolific and 

important authors for children. Bird Woman is her first novel for 

adults.  
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The Violet Carpenter Bee 
Sample chapter from the novel 

 

And another thing that’s so typical of my relationship with Mum is that either I’m afraid of her or 

I’m afraid for her or she’s afraid of me or she’s afraid for me. The important thing is that we should 

always have some reason to be afraid. 

I’m worried about her in this memory – really worried. I think that you only ever realise how 

important someone is to you when their life is in danger. It’s only when you’re forced to imagine for 

a second what it would be like to live without them forever. 

Before that, I never really knew what Mum meant to me. I knew it felt good to cuddle up to her 

however bony she might be and to have her sing to me or introduce me to the wonders of nature 

and make me laugh. Things like that. My ideas of her were no more precise. 

Well, it was on that day in spring that I started to understand. 

We are on our bikes again. 

“The twayblade orchids are just coming into flower,” she says, “and I want to show you what they 

look like. They’re very rare but I’ve managed to find a couple,” Mum enthuses. 

Of course, this was after she’d played a joke on me that morning. 

She knew how much I wanted to get out into the fresh air because it had been a long winter and 

I’d had chickenpox and I hadn’t been able to go anywhere for two whole weeks. I’d had all kinds of 

disturbing dreams like one about an ash-tree prince who bashes through the roof of our house with 

his mighty arms, he saves me, I just blink and cling onto a branch, I try to take big, deep breaths and 

keep them in a  long as possible because who knows how long that freedom will last or maybe it was 

just a bad dream or perhaps it was the good sort because when I woke up, I was still lying in the very 

same bed I had been lying in for fourteen days . 

And when I shuffle out into the kitchen with my face still creased from sleep, what do I see? It’s 

snowing outside. Mum comes into the house looking very sad. 
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“Sorry, but you can’t go out today after all. It’s started to snow.” 

But she can’t keep it up for long and she lets a laugh out. 

“I’m only joking… It’s really Lizzilow throwing handfuls of poplar fluff from the attic window that 

she raked up in the garden yesterday. Actually, it’s a glorious day and we can go out for a ride on our 

bikes!” 

Lizzilow winks at me as we step outside and I can see she’s pleased that I’m at last able to leave 

the house. She’s worried that I look so pale. I tell her that her snowstorm is one of the prettiest I’ve 

ever seen.  

So we’re on our bikes and Mum starts to sing When the Rood Came to an End.  It’s such a cheery, 

little song that she only has to sing a couple of words and I’m already crying with laughter.  The lyrics 

really aren’t all that funny or original but there’s still something very heart-warming about the way it 

bounces along. 

“Clip-clop, clop and clip, my poor darling is so sick...” Then the song suddenly stops. Mum coughs. 

She must have swallowed a fly or some of that fluffy stuff from the poplar trees.  I’m not worried. 

She’ll be all right in a minute. But the song doesn’t start again and her bike begins slalom because 

Mum can’t control it. There’s something really wrong.  

We get off our bikes but Mum more or less falls off hers. I squat down by her side and turn her 

towards me. She’s choking but she somehow still manages to say, “Violet carpenter bee. Lizzilow!” 

So she hasn’t swallowed a fly. It’s something worse than that, much worse: the sting you can get 

from a violet carpenter bee is much more severe than that of a hornet. I’m sweating. How will I ever 

be able to get her back on her bike? It’s impossible. I’ll have to ride to get Lizzilow on my own. 

The metres pass so slowly. It’s still just the acacia trees then the little house then the pine wood. 

God, why can’t this thing fly? My feet feel like concrete and my eyes are swimming in salty 

perspiration. I slump into Lizzilow’s arms and splutter, “Mum’s swallowed a violet carpenter bee!” 

Lizzilow slips a sharp knife into her pocket. It looks like the kind of shiny blade that surgeons use 

and the sight of it makes me shudder. She grabs a couple of straws and pops them in her pocket, too.  

She whistles to her wiry horse whose strength multiplies twenty times when he hears her clarion call 

and even seems to grow in size. His earthy black coat glistens like wet mud in the sunlight. I’m so 

stunned by this miraculous transformation that I forget all about Mum. Then Lizzilow grabs me, hauls 

me up into the saddle and shouts, “Take me to her!” 

This shakes me back to my senses and I suddenly see her again as she was when I left her with her 

hands clasped to her throat, lying by a bramble bush.  

We’re soon there. The horse must surely have magic powers but I don’t give it all that much 

thought.  I watch Lizzilow get to work. She kneels down by Mum. The knife flashes in her hand. Then 
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all I see is her stick a straw down Mum’s throat and not in her mouth but through the hole in her 

neck. 

Mum gasps for air and then starts to cry. It’s as if she’s just been born. Or perhaps she’s just been 

born again. 

But then she says something else that hits me for six, “And I wasn’t even trying to kill myself this 

time!” And she chuckles. 

I feel faint and my heart is still thudding away as if I have a thousand violet carpenter bees 

trapped in my chest. Lizzilow looks at me and she can see that I know what Mum meant by this. 

“Take no notice of her! She’s talking nonsense!” she tries to comfort me but clumsily. “Surviving a 

sting like that would make anyone feel peculiar.” 

But I just stand and stare. Now I realise just how important Mum is to me and how easily I could 

lose her. And I know that it’s got nothing to do with a violet carpenter bee.  

 

Translated by Ralph Berkin. 

 

 


