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Andrássy út Trilogy Book 1




The kings of the world are grown old,

inheritors they shall have none.



R. M. Rilke
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John Martin turned his head and caught a glimpse of a black-haired girl who was sitting at a small table beside him at an outdoor café on Andrássy út called Night and Day that seemed to cater to locals on their way back from work in the evening.  She was talking with a friend as the traffic rushed down through the Budapest evening and a small flock of gulls carved a small circle overhead.  There was a smell like metal or exhaust hanging in the air and the sky had the dull gray glow that came at the end of a hot day.  She had long silky black hair and thin red lips with dark eyes that were sensual or aggressive in turns.  Beneath her chin was a thin roll of fat, giving her face a soft, almost doll-like appearance.  She pulled a small gold chain out of the pocket of her thin white nylon windbreaker and strung it around her wrist.  Martin sat at his table playing with a piece of foil wrapping from a cigarette package.  There was something about her that drew him in - a certain transparency that opened him up and made him aware of everything about her.  It was like he had once knew her, recognizing her eyes - but not her face - from some long-lost event in the murky depths of their mutual past. 

He rolled the foil between his fingers, toying with the idea of going up to her to say something.  Perhaps she knew English and they could have a harmless conversation about how nice the weather was or if she had ever been or wanted to go to America.  But maybe she didn’t, and the act of going up to her would only lead to a clumsy and awkward conversation, which would leave them both feeling silly and inadequate.  The locals, or so it seemed since he had arrived here just a day before, had a way of looking at you that made you feel thoughtless and ashamed for so much as attempting to make eye contact with them.  So, if he went to talk to her and she gave him an uncomfortable or even nasty look - regardless of its true intention - the beauty of his memory of sitting in the warm night hair watching her would be forever tarnished.  Yes.  For the time being it was best simply to look at her and admire the way her facial expressions changed as she talked, imagining she was talking about childhood friends or events of the previous evening as he followed the rhythm dictated by her voice and the subtle contractions of her lips and eyelids.  

Martin looked down at his watch.  It was getting late.  He’d already had three glasses of Amstel and was starting to feel tired.  His stomach felt heavy and his legs were still stiff from sitting on the airplane eight hours the day before.  He pulled out his wallet and there was a loud and piercing shout.  He turned his head and looked behind him.  A small girl with short hair cropped around her forehead wandered aimlessly across the street in front of a rose garden as if she were enjoying for a moment the simple act of being lost.  She had an expression on her face like she was attached to nothing, completely without responsibility or origin.  She continued walking in a circle until a tall woman carrying a pink bag came out of a restaurant and yelled something at her.  The girl stopped as if an inaudible whistle had just blown.  The woman grabbed her hand and escorted her curtly down the street.  

Martin stood up and took one last look at the girl at the table.  She didn’t seem to notice him as he dropped a five hundred forint note on the table and turned to walk away.  He looked at her one last time before doing an about face and continuing down the street.  In the spring light Andrássy út looked like a limitless tunnel of leaves gathered around rows of small and unassumingly elegant shops.  At the end of the block a police car was parked at the curb.  A small fat man with tiny eyes was talking to an officer who was leaning against the car while pointing at a small van across the street.  Martin guessed they were arguing about a possible traffic violation and carried on.  In an hour it would be dusk and a soft pink mist would fill the air as it had the night before.  He knew because a forecast on an English television station in his hotel said that the weather would be the same all week.  A deep azure sky all day with only the trace of a light breeze manifesting itself as an occasional cool feeling on the face or palms.  

Martin was American.  He was forty one and was born in a small town in Ohio where everyone who stayed ended up working in some capacity for the same rubber company, located just a few miles outside the town on the shore of small lake.  He went to college in upstate New York and later moved to Manhattan to take up a career as a freelance advertising agent - something he liked for the creative challenge, flexible hours, and seemingly limitless opportunities to meet new people and take on exciting new projects from a huge base of employers - some regular and dependable, others more sporadic, while still others once-off contracts from companies looking for an ad campaign that would catapult their product line to instant immortality.  Although he had dreams of one day becoming a writer he always felt when he sat down to try and start his first novel that he either didn’t yet have enough life experience or simply just hadn’t read enough to be able to say something that anybody else would be interested in reading.  

He had come to Budapest on the pretext of work to see his ex-wife Gabriella, whom he hadn’t seen for many years.  For some reason over the last several months he had felt a strange and inexplicable urge to summon back into his life and regain whatever it was that he had lost in being apart from her for so long, if such a thing even existed and, if it did, was tangible and real enough to be conjured back into the present to become the basis of something new and equally meaningful.  It wasn’t that he wanted her back - there was no question of that - although perhaps once he saw her he might feel something so strong that he might actually want this, even though he knew nothing could ever happen between them again, but more that he felt an emptiness inside that stretched deep down inside him and all the way back into his past and seeing her one last time was the only way he could link himself together again and start to feel whole as he ventured forward into the rest of his life.  Since he had just broken up with his last girl friend, a leggy blonde tennis teacher named Marleise with whom he had been living for the last three years, a sudden trip across the ocean in search of his ex-wife didn’t seem like such a bad idea, especially since he hadn’t been to Europe in almost two years - something his job had once enabled him to do with more frequency than even your average young executive.  His relationship with Marleise ended abruptly when she ran off with her flute teacher and revealed a long string of affairs with her students - one an apparent Yemeni prince who wore stacked gold wristbands and was often seen driving around SoHo drunk in a red Maserati.  Martin tried to be as diplomatic as possible, blaming himself for several weeks for not being a better listener or a more passionate lover, but she returned his graciousness by laughing in his face one night at a French restaurant over a glass of Bourdeaux after he suggested he was willing to forget his past mistakes and try and make things work.  You just don’t get it, do you...it wasn’t anything you did, it’s just the way things are! she said as he stared into the red velvet and perfume universe of his wine glass.  Young women, it seemed, were always allowed to take on other lovers to help find themselves, while you were expected to patiently wait on the sidelines until they were ready to come back and get more serious.  And if you objected you were accused of selfishly denying them the very freedoms you apparently once had when you were their age.  There were times they were together when she seemed to believe he was her captivator, a cruel torture master trying to horde her youth and beauty while depriving the rest of the world of her infinite charms, and other times she complained that he was too nice, even fatherly, but in a sort of homey and avuncular Midwestern way, which she found completely unattractive - the sort of person that would be played by Michael Cain if anyone would ever be so foolish as to make a movie about his life.

Bowing his head into a sudden rush of wind, he continued down Andrássy út past a large bathtub and shower shop and then a small park until he reached a stationary store located at the corner of a block that also featured a post office and an Iranian bank, a seemingly alien establishment that only emphasized how far away he was from home.  A light rain had started, contradicting the weather forecast as it formed a pattern of small glossy beads on the surface of a sign that hung over the front door.  Wurla, it read.  Something in the sound of the word itself was suggestive of being low.  He looked behind him.  A man wearing tight green work pants walked by, grinding the heals of his tall leather boots into the pavement as if he wanted to let everyone know that he was on his way to some destination, the essence of which was far less important than the act of his getting there.  The man crossed the street against a no-walk light and just as he reached the opposite curb a teenager dressed in an orange windbreaker emerged from behind a parked car and crossed directly in front of the man.  The teenager appeared to be in a hurry, yet also unwilling to run, keeping his hands stuffed tightly in his pant pockets as a means of making sure he couldn’t break into a light gallop, rebelling against the fact that he was in a hurry, standing in firm objection to the very essence of his life at that instant.  Martin turned and looked at his reflection in the window of a bookstore.  He was surprised that he looked far younger than the jet lag was making him feel.  Behind the pane of glass hung a poster for a new book.  It showed black and white photos of three men that looked like people from the Hugo Ball era at Cabarét Voltaire in Paris dressed as art deco style buildings.  One even had a hat that resembled the cornice of the Empire State building, reminding Martin of the view from his apartment back home in America.

It was only a month ago that he was sitting in his New York apartment reading a crime novel and enjoying, at least for the moment, the fact he didn’t miss Marleise as much as he thought he would.  He put the novel down on the side table and looked across the room at a picture of himself when he was ten.  There was a white fishing cap hanging over his eyes and was standing in a boat holding a trout the size of his forearm.  As he looked at the picture he was immediately seduced by a strange sensation that life was disappearing from him.  Not only had he completely forgotten that the picture was there and had been so for the last five years, but all the people and things which had gone towards making him who he was had receded from his being.  His memories of the events surrounding the picture seemed to be memories from a movie pertaining to the main character rather than memories attached specifically to him.  It was as if he was a new building, the scaffolding of which had been discarded leaving no trace of the process of construction, which was just as much a part of it existence as the reality of its material presence.  He was in his forties and had only been married once.  But the same could be said for many people.  He was tall and thin with mid-length brown hair and had large green eyes and a bold but narrow chin.  He worked in a lively Manhattan office with other freelancers, some artists, and had enough money and freedom to travel as much as he wanted to.  But many people in New York also had this privilege.  So, he wondered as he set the crime novel down on the dark pink sheet on his bed, what was it exactly that made him who he was?  He was at a position in life that could have been occupied by anybody.  That meant that it was only his path in getting there that mattered and made him who he was.  A mountain peak was a point on a landscape open for anybody, but there were a thousand ways of getting there.  The only difference being that everything pertaining to his so-called path was no longer real, and that was where this metaphor broke down.  And for a long lingering moment all of life seemed that way - a cheap sideshow that could never fit whatever grand ideal we could come up with.  Whatever we did was forever lost in the past and whoever we thought we were was just some fake image we had been clinging to give ourselves prestige and permanence when no such things actually existed.  

He stood up and looked out his window at the Manhattan streets below.  Everything looked as if it were immersed in a thick oil, moving more slowly than he thought it should, glowing with a numb green light.  Cabs moved more slowly.  People walked - or so it seemed - with no sense of rush or desperation.  It was true, he reassured himself, that nobody else on Earth was standing there that moment looking out at the street from that particular point in space, but it was also true that anybody at that moment could barge through the door and push him aside to assume that self same position.  But whoever would be crazy enough to barge into his apartment and assume his position would obviously have emerged from a completely different background and history.  Yet if this was true, why was it that everything that constituted this particular path of history had now vanished and ceased to exist?  The feeling took the form of a great darkness, weighing down his entire being, defining it.

He put the novel back on his bookshelf and walked outside, continuing down Fifth Avenue past a jewelry store with a silver necklace displayed in the window.  It was wrapped around an artificial neck covered with red felt.  An older woman that had the gentle and knowledgeable look of an art gallery curator walked out the door and stopped to look at the necklace.  In all its antique beauty, it seemed to posit the existence of something higher, something pure and beautiful, a distillate of an old romance film, that now to him seemed like only an illusion.  An impossibility.  As he stepped back from the window the image of Gabriella suddenly appeared in his head.  Although he hadn’t given much thought to her in years, there was such a freshness and immediacy to her face and eyes that he felt she was almost standing there in front of him.  He didn’t know much about her now, although he had heard from a mutual friend that she was leading a frugal and pure life in a small apartment in Budapest, an existence which no doubt contrasted starkly to the overblown luxury of his own.  She had always hated anything that smacked of material pleasures and had prided herself on being a person who was able to extract more meaning out of life’s vagaries than anyone else.  She was the sort of person who would spend a weekend in a city in which he had spent months or even years and then claim to understand it at a much deeper level than he ever possibly could and proceed to convince him how wrong he was for viewing it the way he did.  But this was why he had always loved her.  Only Gabriella knew what was important in life and how little he really knew about anything.

Over the days that followed the feeling that he should visit her and somehow regain her dominated his emotional life.  At first he tried to ignore it, as he was never one to pay any attention to fanciful thoughts or fleeting notions.  Yet as the weeks unfolded he became increasingly convinced that he was living a lie and could no longer be the person he was before his first feeling of incompleteness came over him.  So, after almost three weeks of confusion and sweaty, sleepless nights listening to the hum of the fan in his living room, he finally came to the conclusion that he had to cross the Atlantic and see her.  It was the only solution.  In order for his life to continue in a normal and integrated way he had to recapture what it was that she had become for him.  Not that he wanted to be her lover again - but perhaps he would, as living with Marleise for three years convinced him that he could only truly love Gabriella - but rather that he wanted to see what it was in him that had made him who he was now, this complete and autonomous being conceived from his parents yet strangely no longer in existence.  The next day he wrapped up a project he’d left hanging a few weeks earlier involving an advertising campaign for a new brand of yogurt with time-release anti oxidant beads blended in - a kind of macrobiotic caviar - and then postponed all upcoming business until later that month.  The only way he could dispel his newfound darkness was to go to Budapest to see her.

That night he tracked down her phone number by calling Joe, a mutual friend that had tried for several years unsuccessfully to be a painter but ended up selling real estate in Nebraska, something he admitted to being surprised at how fulfilling he had found it in retrospect.  After some idle chitchat about sports and the stock exchange he got her phone number and called her immediately.  He knew it would be morning where she was and maybe she would already be at work.  Her voice came over the answering machine calm and controlled like an operator’s.  It was strange to hear her voice like this, emanating from a circular black plastic device and sounding only like the voice of a thousand people, seeming to lack any character of its own.  He let the message tape run to the beep and, instead of leaving a message, he let the receiver drop and fixed himself a Martini.  It was enough to know that he had located her in Budapest in a place that he could find her whenever he wanted and maybe even surprise her.  He imagined himself in a brand new wool suit standing at her door with a wise and glowing smile as she opened it and faced the man she once had said was the only man she would ever love.

But that was four weeks ago and now he was in Budapest where it was his sole life’s mission to see her.  He heard a bell strike in the distance and continued down past a sweet shop.  There was a group of three pigeons gathered in a circle in front of the door staring at a vase inside filled with small chocolate roses decorated with what looked like pink and green frosting petals.  Hungarians seemed to revel in beautifully detailed shop window displays in a way that struck him as almost Japanese.  He walked by the opera house, a heavy stone building replete with tiered arches and intricately carved pillars decorated with gold-leaf designs, to an intersection that looked like something from the image of Warsaw or Berlin that he had built up in his head without ever having been to either city.  He stopped and lifted his head, noticing for the first time that it was dark.  He stuck his hands in his pocket and walked under the yellow glow of the street lamps back to his hotel - a functional nineteen fifties communist construction located in the heart of a small square in the center of which stood a statue of France Liszt - where he was paying a modest seventy DM per night for a small furnished room.  He went up the stairs past two old women who were speaking German.  At the top of the staircase was a dangerous-looking metal box.  There was a large yellow sticker on the front that read Vigyaz! 380 V.  He walked down the hallway to his room and opened the door.  He pulled off his shoes and opened the window to looked outside.  There was a deep blue haze hovering over the city.  It spoke to him at once of darkness and promise.  He closed the curtains and turned of the light.

That night he fell asleep early, descending into a light and dreamy world in which he floated above the earth like a transient reflection or early morning shadow.  For what seemed like hours he was riding a small bicycle around a large blue lake enjoying the clear sandy beaches.  Small peninsulas stretched like flattened fingers into the still blue waters and the fields made no effort to rise above the level of the water, giving the impression that there was nothing preventing the lake from flooding the shores and spreading further inland.  He looked out at the horizon, but saw nothing but the flat black border that separated the water from the sky.  As he rode further along the shore and away from wherever it was he started - which he assumed was near Budapest - he was overcome by a feeling of weightlessness and joy, a feeling he immediately recognized as being intimately connected to the black-haired girl he had seen that day in the Café.  The bicycle sped up until it almost seemed to fly over the beaches and waters, which glittered with a soft silvery light.  He looked across the water and thought he could make out a mass of land, defined only by a rise in the black line that made up the horizon.  A ridge of small mountains became visible in the distance, rising like tiny fir trees on the far horizon.

He continued riding along the lake until he realized he had gone its full circumference and he was back where he had started.  The mountains were no longer visible and the waters suddenly receded.  Then he found himself on an empty street - like those in England that looked like a thousand streets with virtually identical brick row houses, a line of uncomfortably small cars parked in front of them.  He looked at the first house to his left.  A woman with blonde hair was waiting for him beside a door.  She was wearing a red shirt and a look as if he had done something wrong, but something which could be easily be overcome and forgotten about if he simply wizened up and listened to what she had to say.  She turned away and laughed dismissively as if anything he might say would only strengthen her position and make him look ridiculous.

When he awoke he looked around his room.  At first he felt disoriented as he looked at the cheap wood furniture, which hid the cracked plaster ceilings and dull yellow walls.  After a few seconds it all came back to him: the black-haired girl, the bicycle, and the ocean.  He got out of bed and looked out the window, expecting the memory of the dream to give way to whatever it was that might be happening outside.  But the feeling from the dream persisted.  The tree-lined sidewalks of Andrássy út only reinforced it.  Something new was going to happen in his life, something involving Budapest - or possibly even the black-haired girl - and this even would be completely unrelated to his desire to see Gabriella or anything in his past.  He pondered over the fanciful notion that his sudden urge to see Gabriella while he was back in New York was just God’s way of pointing his life in a fresh new direction at a time it was beginning to stagnate.  He dressed and walked out of his hotel.  The sun cast a golden hue over the street and a light breeze blew through the air.  Everything in his life was new and nothing could be taken for granted.  All he had to do was find whatever it was he was looking for and only then would he know why he was really here and what new course his life would take.
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When Martin rounded the corner to the point on the street corresponding to the small cross he marked on his map to designate Gabriella’s house it was almost eight in the evening and the sky was already starting to darken.  He hadn’t eaten since lunch and he was starting to feel a small cramp in his stomach.  He had hoped to find a small restaurant on the way where he could stop and have a long and leisurely meal, but most of the places he passed were either too full or almost totally empty in a way that made him feel uncomfortable.  Getting there was more difficult than he thought.  First of all, he had to take the tram from Oktagon to Racoczi and then walk several blocks through a row of apartments where people sat outside their houses staring at him with suspicious trepidation as though he was a tax inspector or debt collector.  Then he had to catch a bus that meandered for twenty minutes through a run-down shopping district before arriving at the opposite end of City Park, which was about a ten-minute walk from the museum, two blocks and a small wooded park away from where she lived.  

He walked up the steps to the front door and stopped before knocking.  It felt strange that he was far more at ease than he had imagined he would be.  After all, it had been more years than he could count and he was showing up
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