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Translator’s Foreword

“I wanted to be with you sooner, but I had to wait for Gyurica and you know he’s always late . . .” the novel begins, and it ends with the cry, “Wait for me, I’m coming.” But who is the speaker of those opening words, who is she addressing, and where and in what circumstances will they be reunited? The reader must wait until the final chapter before the last of these questions is answered. The journey will take her less than a day, from mid-morning to nightfall, yet in those few short hours we will have travelled through a lifetime spanning three decades of major social and political upheaval.

The story begins with Eszter’s growing-up in ultra-conservative inter-war Hungary: private schools and religious institutions are permitted and professional and wealthy people like the Graffs and her aristocratic relations the Martons thrive. In March 1944 the country is annexed by Hitler; in August that year Eszter stars in a university student production of Goethe’s Iphigenia at Tauris chosen specifically to please the occupying forces; her final exam takes place just before Christmas, under the non-stop Allied bombardment that reduces Budapest to rubble, and by January 1945 the Soviets are in control. They install a puppet regime and impose the full apparatus of dogmatic Marxism, but because she works in a state cooperative theatre Eszter is allowed not only to become famous but is sufficiently well paid to buy her own house in a leafy suburb. Her real problems are personal. They arise from the degrading circumstances of her childhood, her unresolved feelings of anger and resentment and a desperate need to be accepted for the person she feels she really is. We learn much about the way she sees herself from the roles with which she most closely identifies: Goethe’s Iphigenia, sacrificed by her father at Aulis, Shaw’s rebellious commoner Joan, Shakespeare’s tragic Ophelia, and Shakespeare’s irresponsibly mischievous Puck.

She is certainly no moral exemplar. Playful and quick-witted she may be, but she is capable of saying and doing wicked, even horrifying, things. She is strangely aroused by the idea of destruction; she revels in the winds and the driving snow; extreme cold, a city aflame under the bombs, the obliteration of her childhood home – nothing can daunt her spirit; and yet, though entirely without personal vanity, she is painfully hyper-sensitive about her one physical defect, the deformed foot that symbolises her humiliating past. She has an instinctive sympathy for stray animals and small children, but her sense of having been neglected and exploited as a child has made her scornful of everything she considers soft, pampered or meekly conformist. That this should extend to her former classmate, the beautiful and virtuous Angéla, is predictable; that her hatred and envy should become all-consuming when she discovers that this despised paragon is the wife of the man she loves is a recipe for disaster – and disaster is what she duly delivers. Yet somehow she never quite forfeits our sympathy, and the manner of her ending, appalling as it is, touches on the sublime.

Len Rix, February 2022




Dramatis Personae

Principal characters

Eszter Encsy, actress, narrator

Eszter’s father, non-practising lawyer

Eszter’s mother, piano teacher

The Martons, Eszter’s aristocratic relatives on her mother’s side

Auntie Irma, Eszter’s widowed aunt on her mother’s side

Kárász néni, Eszter’s next-door neighbour

Kárász Béla, neighbour’s son

Ambrus, Eszter’s other next-door neighbour

Károly, younger brother of Ambrus

Gizi, affectionately “Gizike”, Eszter’s friend

Józsi and Juszti, Gizi’s parents, who run the Three Hussars

Gyurica, Eszter’s doctor

Juli, Eszter’s maid

Angéla Graff, Eszter’s fellow pupil

“Uncle” Domi and “Auntie” Ilu, Angéla’s parents

Emil, Angéla’s brother

Elza, housekeeper to the Graff family

Péter, Angéla’s pet bird

Lőrinc, university lecturer and translator

Pipi, Eszter’s fellow actor

Hella, Eszter’s fellow actor

Árvai, Eszter’s fellow actor

Ványa, Party-appointed theatre director

Ramocsay, sculptor

Note

néni (Auntie) and bácsi (Uncle) are used familiarly for non-relatives

“a” (as in “Graff”, “Marton”) is pronounced like the English “salt”, “Baltic”

“c” (as in “Gyurica”) is pronounced like “ts”

“cs” as in “Ramocsay” is pronounced like the English “ch”

“g” (as in “Gizi”) is always hard, as in “good”

“j” (as in “Juli”) is pronounced like the “y” in “you”

“s” (as in “Ambrus”) is pronounced as “sh” in English

“sz” (as in “Eszter”) is pronounced like the “s” in English”

Dates and places

Eszter is born c.1928 in the city of Szolnok in central Hungary

The Germans occupy Hungary in March 1944

Budapest is besieged by the Allies in the winter of 1944/45

In 1948 the Russians impose a puppet Communist regime

The action of the novel takes place in Budapest in 1954




1

I wanted to be here sooner, but I had to wait for Gyurica and you know he’s always late; he said he’d be with me by nine but it was well after eleven when I saw him stepping through the door. Everyone thinks he’s a Party education worker or a person delivering Party leaflets, though he always has his doctor’s bag with him. He stopped in the middle of the courtyard, blinked several times, looked around for the number he had been called to, number 39; as soon as he spotted it the women left the gallery, shut their doors and went back into their kitchens; when he finally got inside he took a deep breath, mopped his brow and asked Gizi for a glass of water. As for my foot, it’s nothing serious, I just need to avoid walking on it and keep applying the cold compresses; the swelling won’t go for another twenty-four hours yet and no-one is going to ask me to jump down from a tree between now and then. As Puck says: “Up and down, up and down, / I shall lead them up and down.”

He didn’t mention you, not for reasons of tact, I think, but because he had nothing more to say – and what is there to say? He stared at Gizi, sitting at the table bolt upright with her hands on her knees, very much the mistress of the house. When he stood up she unfolded a fresh towel and handed it to him. The bed had been made but my bag and gloves were still there; he must have realised that I had spent the night there. Józsi’s walking stick and plastic raincoat were on the hanger, and his shaving brush and stick of soap were in full view on the shelf over the washstand. I was wearing Gizi’s dressing gown, the one with the huge flowers; she was already in her black dress, she’d been ironing her apron when he arrived. While he was examining my foot the cat, her enormous three-coloured tabby, came in from the corridor, padded over to him and rubbed its hair all over his trousers. When he left, Gizi scrubbed the bowl out as if it were infectious.

My first idea had been to spend the night on Margaret Island. I was alone all afternoon – Juli had gone off to church. I wrote her a note to say I was going to the Grand Hotel for the night, packed my bags and called a taxi. I stopped and paid the driver in Szabad Tér. I could hear music playing inside the hotel and I was just about to go in when they started folding up two of the awnings over the tables; it was sundown, they were cranking the long handles and the blue cloth was slowly folding up as the metal frames collapsed and closed shut. I caught a brief glimpse of the patch we had watched the upholsterer stitch on and I caught a sudden whiff of the storm that had torn it; I also saw the big glass window of the restaurant where we sat looking on in wonder as the rain rattled and crashed against the pane.

I turned round and went back into town. When I got to the flat I found Gizi sitting on the front steps with her dress pulled tightly down over her knees. She was waiting for me. It was her day off and she had come to ask if I would spend the night with her – we weren’t in the habit of explaining things to one another. She lives in one of these horrible Budapest blocks where every flat on the same floor opens out onto a central gallery – hers is number 39, but there’s also a 60, next to the steps going up to the attic; there’s a cage on a hook outside nearly every door, children screaming down in the courtyard, cooking smells coming out of the windows and the toilet doors in the communal washroom never close properly.

As I went into the building I stumbled against the waste bin and half an hour later my ankle had swollen again. I had supper lying in bed; Gizi had cooked some lángos – lángos with sour cream. There are two beds in her room, but she had made up only hers for us to sleep in. Juszti’s wedding photograph is on the wall above it, a very young-looking bride with her eyes lowered, holding a tiny spray of myrtle in her hand. I don’t know where she had sent Józsi, I didn’t want to ask.

Neither of us slept well – my foot was throbbing and Gizi kept getting up to change the compress. In the morning she went down to the grocery store and phoned for the doctor; the rest you know. After Gyurica had gone she called a taxi for me. She came with me to the square – it was only a hundred metres from the Swan. The flower sellers were sitting outside the gate; they called out to me but then left me alone. Once again I had lost my hairpins so I bought a dozen at a stall. As I was about to leave the square by the main gate I spotted a flowering tree leaning over the wall and stopped. I hadn’t noticed it there the day before, or hadn’t looked at it properly. I now realised that it was a bignonia.

Do you know what a bignonia is?

Father would have been able to give you its botanical name. I used to know it myself, it’ll come back to me soon. If you have ever been in Köves Street you would know what it looks like: a tall, twisted shrub, very aggressive, growing on a trellis, with flowers like hunting horns. The first time I went there to see Angéla she was standing on the fence, clinging on to the latticework with a red bignonia flower between her teeth.

Anyway I didn’t go in, I carried on towards the chapel. I was hobbling a bit now, I was wearing Gizi’s shoes, her feet are bigger than mine, but even so they were pinching and my big toe had started to throb. I took them off as soon as I got inside and tucked my feet under the kneeling board; the stone floor was nice and cool.

There was one other person in there, an old fellow, kneeling before the statue of St Antony. His lips were moving and his hands were clasped in prayer, the way Pipi did it in Joan of Arc, the perfect image of ardent devotion. When he had finished he tossed a coin into the purse, a twenty fillér piece; as soon as I got outside I burst into tears. Ványa was so fond of my “melodious sobbings”, he should have heard these strangled gaspings and heavings. I have no idea what I was crying about, I don’t think it was about you, or because it had been so dark in the chapel – I don’t know when I was last inside one. The red glow of the light in the sanctuary, the great floppy yellow roses on the altar to Mary – it was absolutely wonderful to be in there, unspeakably good. If I believed in God – if I believed in anything at all – it wouldn’t have been the same. I would have instantly leaped up and started pleading with the Heavens, I would have whined and whimpered and lamented and begged and pleaded and promised to do anything in return, and wept uncontrollably; but I knew there was no help to be had, and I didn’t want any anyway, so there was no point in asking: even if I could have brought myself to beg for it, it would still have been no good, I could never have undertaken to be a good girl and never to tell lies, I would simply have offloaded all my burdens onto Heaven, gone away with a shining face full of tears, and it would have cost me nothing; I would have been able to let myself go for a moment – and everything would have been even harder than before. So I really can’t explain why it was so unbelievably good just to be in there.

When I decided to leave I could barely stand the pain of trying to force Gizi’s shoe on the foot again; I couldn’t do up the laces – but I needn’t have worried, the swelling was so tight that it fell off. I got to the front gate but I didn’t want to go past the bignonia again, so I came in through the side gate. I hope nobody calls round, nobody who knows me. I’ve taken the shoes off now and I’m sitting here on the floor in my bare feet. There’s a slight breeze, just enough to stir the leaves on the trees outside, and there’s a beetle crawling along beside me, and now he’s reached my toes – a lovely slim-bodied beetle with blue wings. Father would identify him as Calosoma sycophanta and lift out of his way a peach pip that someone had spat out, and solemnly tell him, “Go in peace, little traveller.”

You really would have loved my father. I’ve never talked about him much. If I haven’t done so it’s because I never say much about anything, not about you or anyone else; as a child I was so quiet I never learned to talk very well. What it says on my CV is a pack of lies, the things people say about me are all lies, I lie so easily I could have made a career out of it. I have come to realise that if I can’t bear to speak the truth even to you then I am beyond all help.

But it is true, for example, that he would have chatted to the beetle and told him, “Go in peace, little traveller,” and that he would have squatted down next to him to say the words. It’s interesting: whenever I think about him I always see him squatting down like that, with his thin grey hair tousled over the dome of his beautifully formed forehead, gazing from behind his glasses at some insect or flower. I see a kind of dew on his brow – not horrible and sweaty, more like condensed steam, like when you breathe warm air onto a glass and it stays there for a while. When he died the moisture was still on his skin; I wiped it off with the palm of my hand; I had washed the handkerchiefs the night before, but they were still damp, it was winter and the wet washing was hanging in the attic and making cracking noises when it moved (all our best handkerchiefs came to us from Auntie Irma). Later I dried them over a coal fire for mother to wipe her tears on. I’ve never told you about Auntie Irma, and yet I wore her shoes for two whole years.

Have you ever noticed how, whenever we’re bathing somewhere, when I get out of the water I always put my sandshoes on straight away? I put my left foot on the pier and quickly bury the right one in the sandal. At Szolnok, when we went up to our room and you came in to join me, I wasn’t sitting normally on the bed with my legs stretched out, I was squatting on my heels. When you left me early next morning you laughed and said I was such a prude, because when you switched the light on to pick up your watch and your wallet, I pulled the bedcover over and hid my foot under it.

Pipi will have told you that I am certainly no prude. When the weather’s warm I am perfectly happy to go about undressed. But Pipi also knows that I have two large corns on my right foot, and they never go away, even when I have shoes specially made. You were so cross when I wouldn’t let you come with me to the shoemaker to try on the red ones with straps! I didn’t want you to see my right foot, and I didn’t want to tell you about Auntie Irma.

Yesterday it was my right foot that was swollen; I was wearing slippers when I showed it to Gyurica; today I’m wearing Gizi’s shoes, and it hurts every bit as much as it did when I was growing up, in the ones I had from Auntie Irma; her feet were as small as a child’s, and she took a childlike pride in their being so incredibly tiny.

One summer, when I was at secondary school, my foot burst out of one I was wearing. That evening I went to see Ambrus the bootmaker, to ask him for some thread to sew them up; he gave me the thread but wouldn’t let me do it, he sewed the soles to the uppers himself. “What do I owe you?” I asked him, and he said I should feed the pigs. So I dragged the swill out for the two great brutes and nearly broke my back lifting it over the fence; if I had gone inside and stood at the trough they would have knocked me onto the ground. I also had to sew a tear in his blue trousers, the ones he wears to the orchard on Sundays, and only then were we quits. I still thought he had put me to a great deal of work for a stupid bit of thread.

When I got home I was still barefoot, carrying the shoes in my hand. Father was in the garden. “We must get her some shoes,” he said, and Mother sighed. “That’s true.” I just went into the kitchen to see what there was for supper. “We should get her some shoes!” Well of course we should. But I finished the school year just as I was: still no shoes.

That evening Auntie Irma called round. Father was already in bed, so Mother took out the cherry wine that he wasn’t allowed to drink; she didn’t drink it either, she just made a show of doing so, and when the guest had left she carefully poured the untouched contents of the glass back into the silver-plated carafe, drop by drop. Auntie Irma was very fond of me; she would hug me and stroke me, and give me lumps of sugar. I put up with the caresses like a little whore, watching her to see if she was going to give me money. She didn’t often do that – almost never, in fact – but she almost always gave me presents. That evening it was a coral necklace, because I was a big girl now, a pupil at the gymnázium, and she hung it round my neck with a kiss. I stared at her in amazement. If we sold it to the jeweller he might put it in his window and she would know. Clear coral! I didn’t even have a decent skirt. I slid down out of her embrace; I could no longer bear her petting and her intimacy.

I was still standing beside the table in my pinafore, with pigswill smeared on the hem, my toes sticking out of the front of my shoes – and this coral necklace glowing around my neck. Irma looked me up and down, then asked what I would be wearing to the school start-of-term ceremony. Mother gave another sigh. The school specified three sorts of uniform and I didn’t have a single one of them. She avoided answering, she just stammered out something. Auntie Irma’s stupid little eyes brightened with pleasure; she stretched out her foot, compared it with my bare one, then pulled off her shoes behind the tasselled tablecloth and tried on one of mine: it was slightly too big for her and she was filled with pride and joy. She asked Mother not to be offended, because they were relatives – first cousins in fact – and she loved me like her own child, but since we happened to be so very similar in the size of our feet she would like to send me some of her shoes to wear at the ceremony; she got bored with them very quickly, she was forever buying new ones and the old ones were left to dry out in the wardrobe. I looked at her feet; she was wearing beautiful yellow shoes with slightly raised heels, they were very small and very showy, like toy shoes. Mother lowered her eyes and looked away.

The next day I received a pair of black ones; they had buckskin insoles and were done up with buttons on one side. I wore a plain white dress to the ceremony; it was a windy, rainy September afternoon, the rest of the class were in their regulation dark blue uniforms, buttoned up to the neck, and even then some of them were cold. I was well hardened, like a little bear, but on the way to the church I felt thoroughly fed up, limping along in my horrible buttoned-up shoes. My form mistress called me to one side; she had a message for my mother: she should buy me a pair of proper girl’s shoes and not this flashy sort designed for grown-ups. I asked her if the school was prepared to provide me with a pair, so she asked me my name, and when I didn’t answer she turned bright red and dropped the subject. The school had been founded by my great-grandfather, it’s named after him, Moses Encsy Gymnázium; I went there on a scholarship, in my side-buttoned shoes.

After a year it became apparent that Auntie Irma’s right foot was half a size smaller than her left. At the start it had simply hurt when I walked in them; after a while I could only hobble along, and then not even manage that. Mother was in tears every evening when I washed them and she saw my toes growing twisted and swollen. By then I had four pairs of the shoes, each one smaller than the last. When my aunt died, my first feeling was one of relief that she would be sending me no more of them. Mother had always believed that she would leave everything to me – the apartment, the furniture and her clothes – but she died without making a will and her younger brother packed it all up and cut us out completely.

The next day I went back to Ambrus and got him to cut the fronts off. Open-fronted shoes were not in fashion at the time; Father went white when I arrived home in these butchered ones with my toes poking out in my torn stockings. I carried on wearing them to school for a while, then the form mistress bought a pair with money from some religious foundation and showed them to me after school. I kissed her hand and asked what I should do in return. From then on I was allowed to go to the boarding school and help the third-years memorise their lessons.

By the way, that rehearsal that had been arranged at the china factory was cancelled. I didn’t mind one way or the other, the whole thing was to have been very short anyway; I walked home, Pipi went with me as far as the theatre; I felt perfectly contented, looking at the displays in the shop windows, and on the ring road I bought an ice cream cornet. When I got back Juli wasn’t there; I had no intention of asking her to leave her flat and come over, so I took out a book, lay down for a while, then got up in some agony to make a cup of coffee. I was grinding the beans when I caught a whiff of the aroma and then suddenly I didn’t want any . . . You were sitting there in front of me on the kitchen stool, working the grinder and laughing: I had remembered that time when I had to do a two-night show in Pécs; when I arrived I had to struggle across the snow to get to the taxis, I hadn’t seen you since the morning, and I hate working when you aren’t somewhere close by; when I got to the rank I saw you standing there, next to the driver, eating a croissant; you sat beside me in the cab and announced that it was time to go and have a cup of coffee.

I left the kitchen, sat down at the desk and started to draw up my CV, it was the ninth time I had been asked do this since I joined the theatre. I wrote down my name, started to doodle and drew some fish and a goose; then I needed to blow my nose, so I went to the wardrobe and took out three handkerchiefs. I pulled out the medicine drawer, because once again that stupid catch had caught one of my fingers, and behind the boxes of medicines and rolls of gauze I discovered some liqueur cherries with the word “aspirin” that you had written on the label; I had no idea when you could have done that. I immediately got dressed and set off for Margaret Island.

The CV should have been handed in today, I had been called in by the new Personnel Manager. He could have recited everything about me without looking at it. “Dezső Encsy,” he would begin, “so your father was a lawyer . . .” And what would have happened if I told him that, properly speaking, in the commonly understood sense of the word, he wasn’t? What sort of lie would that be taken for? Of course my father was a lawyer. My mother spent the whole day sitting at the piano turning over the sheets of music, there was music in our house from morning to night, exotic plants grew in the space between the windows in the office and my father sat gazing in awe at the chalice of an epiphyllum.

My mother had a triple-barrelled surname: Katalin Marton von Ercsik von Táp von Szentmarton. In the middle of the music stand there was a shiny porcelain miniature of the young Mozart, in his little wig and sky-blue costume. I once stole some eggs from a peasant.

During the war the house we lived in was destroyed by a bomb; I’ve always wanted to show you the place without your knowing that – I would have loved to watch your face and hear what you said when we turned off Greek Street and headed down towards the reedbed. Our street didn’t have a name; we called it the Barrage. It was right on the edge of the town, on the floodplain, where people came to cut the reeds and carried them away in great bundles on their backs. The huge blocks of stone were put there after the great floods of 1803; it was the part of the town most at risk, and they were piled really high. Down below, in the hollow beneath the barrage itself and all the way to the far end, the houses clung together like birds’ nests; and weeds grew between the stones – some sort of labiate, with lush petals. One of the houses, the one right at the end of the barrage area, leaned over towards the reeds, another one crouched down on the stones, as mean as a hen coop; ours sprawled in the elbow of the barrage, fenced around by the huge stones. I looked out on the world from behind it as from behind a parapet. Father had inherited the house long before I was born, and when we had to move out of Templomkért Street that was where he took mother and me.

Our courtyard was in the shape of a triangle; our front windows looked out onto the street and the garden onto the reedbeds; the front gate of course opened onto the street but we always went in from the garden, straight into the kitchen, which served as the main entrance. The single bedroom was on the left of it and Father’s office on the right; mother had divided the kitchen into two sections with a lilac-coloured curtain to hide the oven and the washing tub, but every time we lit the fire the smoke got out under and over the partition. We had three apple trees, some Japanese shrubs crouching on the barrage side, a jasmine bush and a lilac tree, and beds of dark tulips, a few old roses and all sorts of sweet-smelling flowers. From early evening until early morning, from spring through to autumn, the scent of flowers seemed to cling in the nose.

Our neighbour on the left was Ambrus, the bootmaker; on the right was Kárász néni, the confectioner. She had levelled her garden and constructed two little cabins and tables under multi-coloured umbrellas; you couldn’t see into our garden from hers because it was screened off by greenery. In the evenings I used to sit at the top of the fence, clinging to the trunk of an old jasmine bush that had grown as thick as a tree, and watch her customers snogging. Next to our front door there was a bell that you rang by pulling a cord, and a plaque on the wall: Dezső Encsy, Solicitor. The last time I went there a new family were living in Ambrus’ house and Kárász néni’s patisserie had been replaced by a hostelry, with a radio blaring in the garden and people drinking beer and Spritzer and eating pigs’ trotter stew – you could no longer buy proper meat. They had cleared away the rubble of our little house and the communal garden wall had been taken down; they had even dug up the flower beds. All that was left was a single apple tree and a few bushes, and now a green wooden fence marked the boundary on the side towards the road. There wasn’t a soul to be seen. I ate an omelette, drank a glass of beer and left.

During the night Gizi asked me what news I had of Emil. She had hesitated a long time before she finally spoke, after much tossing and turning in the bed and clearing her throat. It was pitch black; the windows looking out onto the gallery were wide open and the building was completely silent, apart from the occasional tram rattling past in the street; I hadn’t dared ask her where she had sent Józsi, I would have much preferred to hear the sound of him breathing somewhere close by; I would have felt much more relaxed with him here on the premises than I would have at home with Juli. It occurred to me that you never knew Emil, and I remembered a childhood photograph of him beating a drum, or then on his motorbike, racing by with his jet-black hair flying above his unusually white face.

I had never realised that she loved him. When I told her what had happened to him she turned away; I felt her back under her thin nightshirt as it brushed against me in the narrow bed. She sobbed for a while, then got up and took out her rosary. I lay in the bed smoking a cigarette and imagining her getting married to Emil: Auntie Ilu would be holding her head in her hands, the way she always did, and screaming and screaming, and Uncle Domi would be running to the telephone and asking Józsi how much money he wanted to keep Gizi away from their villa. Gizi got to the end of her rosary, stroked my hand and snuggled back into the bed beside me; the water on her fingers was ice-cold. She always believed he was still alive somewhere, in a peaceful meadow where the Choirs of the Elect sang, and that they would one day meet again and never again be parted: I had never before realised why she had never married.

With the CV I had to fill in a sheet of paper answering God knows how many questions. One of them asked if I had any relations or close friends living abroad, currently interned or in prison; that would have needed a whole ream of paper: Gyurka Palma, arrested at the border; Évi Dolhay, who stepped on a mine and lost both her legs; my uncle Béla, thrown down the steps of his castle; Alexandra, in prison for all these years now, and all my other relations sent to live on farmsteads and in villages between Kövár and Kutasi, not to mention Juditka, probably now in America. When I had finished, I signed my name: Eszter Szentpáli Encsy, member of the Lendvay Theatre, Kossuth Prize winner. Then yesterday I remembered Auntie Veronika: I should have told the Personnel Manager to stop the pension she was still drawing because all she did now was walk about the whole day with a stick and her dog, despite the fact that her husband had been an adviser to the law courts. But he wouldn’t have taken me seriously; he would have thought I was lying or trying to make my point in a really stupid way. The fact is, I loathe all my relations.

Our house was destroyed in a bombing raid on the town. When the sirens went off we were out in the timber yard; Gámán néni and her family were at the cinema. After the thirty-minute bombardment was over we made our way back to the Barrage, wading through piles of bodies and rubble. Our home between Ambrus’ house and Kárász néni’s cabins had simply disappeared. It was as if something had simply blown it away; in its place there was this horrifying deep hole, and the scattered remains of what was left of our furniture and the building itself; later the reed cutters found our pots and pans lying in the reedbed. At the time, Mother neither wept nor blanched; we slept the sleep of the contented in the main hall of a school, along with everyone else who had lost their homes; I felt like the nation’s favourite child, everyone seemed to want to look after us, and the whole city shared our grief. Now that we had nothing we no longer had to be afraid of losing everything in the next raid. I never saw the piano again. Something was finally over – something that had ended a long time before, with the death of Father.

Father was orphaned at an early age. His father’s land had been managed by his guardian; in his hands it brought in little revenue, but it had been enough to pay for his travels abroad and his university course. When he married he sold everything, furnished his new home and had half a dozen suits made for himself. Mother brought nothing into the marriage, and none of the Martons – apart from Auntie Irma – went with her to the church. Her parents had just left the town and moved back to their farmstead near the village. While she was still at school, and later as a young woman attending society balls, they lived in their house in the city and went to their country seat only in the summer. One day, if you remember, we had to change a wheel on the way between Lovaskút and Marton; you were squatting down next to the driver and I was lying on the grass beside the road with my face plastered with suntan lotion; you pointed to a chateau that you thought a remarkable example of the Hungarian Baroque style. I was sceptical at first, then I noticed the hammer and sickle underneath the flagstaff, and that the staircase leading up to the main entrance was swarming with Korean schoolchildren; I burst out laughing, and you looked round and asked what I was laughing at. It was where my mother was born, and the place where my uncle Béla was thrown down the stairs by the peasants.

My father was a clever man, refined, easy-going, exceptionally cultured, and he had a delicate, rather touching beauty to go with it. He had fair hair, blue eyes and a slender nose and lips; when she stood beside him my mother’s strikingly dark-haired beauty blazed like a glowing coal. I have no idea how I could have been born to such handsome people as they were; I don’t have the same looks, the same facial contours; when I’m not made up my face looks almost featureless; I wear a series of masks rather than a head. I am one thing in the morning, another at midday, and something else at night. Last night, when Gizi got up and put the light on I glanced at myself in the mirror: I looked like a ghost.

*

The day I stole the eggs we were in such straits that we had nothing to give Father for his supper. All we had left were some dried peas and beans, which he couldn’t digest. That afternoon a peasant woman happened to stray into the house. I say “stray” because our legal and musical clients only ever found us by chance. She set down her basket of eggs in the kitchen to show we could trust her. I took five of them. Father of course turned her out and she left. That evening I produced the stolen eggs. Mother wept for a short while, but she broke them all the same and made an omelette. We absolutely adored Father.

At first the Martons kept their distance from us, but when our poverty became really desperate they made some effort to help us, if always in such a way as to make the offer unacceptable. My uncle Béla offered him some work; Father turned him out of the house. I don’t know what it was about, because nothing was ever said on the subject, but it must have been something underhand, some matter relating to the county where he was employed in the Lord Lieutenant’s office. Father would not accept any brief that he did not believe was absolutely above board – so of course he earned almost nothing. We must have lived on the ring road for about a year, and then moved to Ferenc Deák Street.

In our part of the world moving home was always considered shameful: it meant that there had been some disaster, or bankruptcy, or divorce; gossip and scandal always trod in the wake of the removals van. Very few people came to visit us, and no-one from the city or county councils who did ever repeated the visit. Father was a member of the Gentlemen’s Club and the Chamber of Advocates, but he never went to either; he found the company boring and he couldn’t drink or smoke because of his bad lungs.

From Ferenc Deák Street we moved on to Muzsaly Street, from there to Vicarage Street, and from there to the Barrage. Every removal brought another loss. First it was the maid, then the cook, then some of the furniture, and finally the oven and kitchen fittings; there wasn’t enough room in the new house for them. Luckily we had very few things left.

Father rarely went out into the street; he preferred watering his plants with water that had been left to stand and burying his head in botanical tomes. The tropical plants behind the window brought passers-by to a halt. When a rare example of a bud appeared on one of them, he never left it, he didn’t move from its side, he was like an anxious family doctor tending to a woman in childbed, gently stroking its chalice and praising it as it slowly opened. One winter, I remember, the epiphyllum came into flower; its long, slender petals cascaded down like a scarlet waterfall, they were like shiny porcelain. Father stayed beside it the whole night, gazing at it and singing little songs to it.

I was never bothered by the fact that this made us the laughing stock of the town. We acquired a certain celebrity – “the mad lawyer’s people” – and his acquaintances at the Chamber circulated stories about him. Every time the doorbell rang I stood listening with a beating heart to see who had come. When I heard the usual rambling, hesitant voices I shrugged: yet again Father would be handing out professional advice free, gratis and for nothing, before gently sending the person away, telling him it wasn’t worth pursuing the case because there was
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