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The train departing from platform nine makes stops in Eger, Miskolc, and Satoraljaujhely. Please take your seat and mind the door!

Kira heard the announcement, followed by the steam engine letting out a sharp whistle, and the train rolled away from the station. Listening to the monotonous drone of the wheels on the tracks, Kira was pleased to have the booth for herself for the time being. Partially covering her face with her scarf, she promptly fell into a deep sleep. 

The ticket agent, knocking on the window of the compartment to get her attention, slid the door open and said, “Tickets, please.” 

With a nervous smile, she reached into her coat pocket, pulled out her ticket, and handed it to the agent. 

He took the ticket, clipped one corner and passed it back. Then, reaching out  towards the other person in the compartment, he did the same thing to his ticket. His job done, he shut the compartment door and moved on. 

Kira stared at the person across from her, shocked. It was Peter Gorgey, a former high school classmate, known as Rocky. He must have arrived after she fell asleep. Her sudden motion made him look up from his book, and she saw the recognition in his eyes. For a long minute, they could only stare at each other mutely. 

Kira broke the silence. “What’s the matter? Don’t look at me like that. I am not a ghost, you know.” 

Rocky said, “No, you don’t look like a ghost. But it is a surprise to find you here, of all places. Where are you going?”

“To Eger.”  

“I didn’t know you had any relatives there?” 

“Why should you know that? You never asked?” Kira replied tersely.

“That’s true,” Rocky admitted, then stared at her for a while, contemplating his next question. “How are you? I haven’t seen you for almost three years.” 

Kira suspected Rocky had always found her attractive, but she had no intention of letting him penetrate the wall she’d created between them many years ago. His usual friendly manner towards everyone, including Speedy, Kira’s childhood friend and now her arch-enemy, made her conscious enough to avoid him.

“How’s your family?” Rocky enquired. 

She snapped, “Just fine, thank you. Couldn’t be better.” 

Rocky, feeling snubbed, shrugged and picked up Kira’s newspaper from the side table. He blurted out, “Kira, are you going to university?” 

Kira looked at him and shook her head. “I didn’t even apply. What’s the use? Comrade Winter, our high school principal, told me clearly enough that he would prevent it. Don’t you remember how he used to say,” —Kira imitated the unusually high-pitched voice of the man— “For people like you, I recommend the construction industry? Mixing mortar and pushing heavy wheelbarrows would at least make you a useful citizen of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat.” 

The train came to the first stop. The sign over the station read Eger. Rocky picked up Kira’s bag, but she snatched it from him as they headed for the platform. 

Rocky said, “Kira, how long would you be staying? Look, why don’t you come for dinner tonight?” He reached into his pocket, retrieved a piece of paper to jot something down, and passed it over to her. Kira took the paper and looked at him with a frown.  

“It is my father’s address,” he explained.

“Thank you,” she replied, still in a daze. “I might.” Then she picked up her bag and walked away. 

**
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WHEN KIRA TOLD HER mother she would visit Charlie in Eger, she had told the truth. Well, that is almost the truth, as her destination wasn’t really Charlie. But it wasn’t a fib either, as it was in the same neighborhood. She didn’t want to avoid seeing Charlie; she just wasn’t sure she was up to his penetrating questions. The trouble with him was that he could always read Kira’s mind by looking into her eyes. But then, he was a Gypsy, and Kira knew Gypsies saw beyond the material world. 

Charlie still lived in the Gypsy Quarter by the Eger River. The place had changed since Grandpa first brought Kira as a small girl on a visit. By the late spring of 1967, the so-called Gypsy Quarter was just another part of the city, with large brick homes and all the amenities edging the neatly paved streets. Long gone were the narrow, muddy lanes of one-room huts of adobe bricks, with stove pipes sticking through one tiny window, except for the hut left as a relic—where the old blind woman lived by the very edge of the river. 

Kira pulled her hood over her head as she walked down the street. Despite being in the middle of May, a stiff wind from the river chilled her. But it also kept people off the street. She missed the liveliness of the old days, when dirty little children chased one another, throwing mud and insults at passers-by, and through the open doors, one could hear shouting, crying, cursing, and laughter. She was half expecting a hand to appear, throwing a piece of bread to the children or emptying a potty in the middle of the lane.

She passed by Charlie’s new house. Five years ago, Kira came with her grandparents to attend the housewarming celebrations. The cosmic event included the usual bonfire in the garden and the mouth-watering smell of the roasting bacon and sauteed onion. They opened many bottles of the famous red wine named after the Bulls-blood of Eger, dancing into the night to Hungarian folk music provided by the local gypsy band. 

But this time, Kira was not in the mood to hear Charlie’s reminisces about the time when the Romanian army in August 1919 captured him along with Grandpa near Budapest, barely dodging being shot by the officers. Their platoon decimated—a punishment for being members of the Red Army during the reign of the months of the Hungarian Soviet Republic trying to defend Hungary from the invading international armies of the Allies. Kira had to live with the aftermath, as even decades later Grandpa still had disturbing nightmares recalling that event, when through sheer luck, Grandpa and Charlie were the ninth and eleventh persons in the line, both standing by either side of the unfortunate man being chosen to be shot.  

There was a time in Kira’s life when she was eager to hear the stories of Charlie’s exploits, especially the one when the Nazis caught Charlie in the winter of 1944. 

“They wanted me to tell them where the Chopakys were hiding. Look at the old castle of Dédes, I told them. Of course, the only thing they could find besides a few remaining walls was an old, not too deep dry well. But then, they wanted me to take them directly to their hiding place.” Charlie lamented. “When I refused, the bastards chained me to the well and left me with one guard while they searched the area.” At this point in the story, he usually winked at Kira. “It took me only seconds to untie my hands from the chain. Then I just grabbed the guard and dropped him into the old well. And ran like the devil was chasing me in the opposite direction! I would not wait around for the other soldiers to come back and beat me to death for misleading them,” and his famous uproarious laughter shook the entire house. 

Kira knew it wasn’t one of his tall tales, as Charlie was big and strong enough to pick up a large cage with ten rabbits and carry it as if it were a sack of feathers. He had done just that during those winter months of the German occupation when the Chopaky family, with seven others, thirteen people altogether, were hiding in Bukk Mountain. “Somebody had to feed them,” Charlie explained, and he did that.  

Full of her reminiscences, Kira smiled as she walked toward Blind Maria's house. Despite the stiff wind, the old woman was sitting on a wooden bench by her door. Kira hesitated as she recalled Aunt Panna, Uncle Charlie’s wife, pointing at Blind Maria’s house, scaring the boisterous children to behave. “The Old Witch will transform naughty kids into cats!”

By now, Kira knew better—Blind Maria was a harmless old woman with the reputation of being able to predict the future. Her customers were mostly desperate women and girls who wanted to learn about the fate of husbands, sons, fathers, and lovers, swallowed up by the wars or languishing in prison. 

For years, Kira could only pity those who made the trip and wished to look into the future. It was when her life had been secure, her family widely respected, and everyone loved and protected her. A cataclysmic upheaval, like a revolution, followed by many years of uncertainty about her father’s fate, had sent her to get answers to her questions from the blind woman today. She knew that even her mother visited the old woman before her father’s trial and returned home reassured. 

She stopped a few feet away from the old woman, whose dark blue eyes seemed to penetrate Kira’s soul. 

Maria tilting her head toward Kira, called out, “Bless you, my child. I was expecting you.” Pointing out with her right hand, she said, “Careful, there is a step-down, see?” The old woman patted the place next to her on an old couch covered with a large, slightly yellowing blanket made of goat hair. “There, sit here beside me.” 

The voice resonated like beautiful music made by a cello. It came from somewhere with no pain. It echoed as one’s voice does in a deep valley, and soothed like a cool breeze on hot summer nights. Hearing it made all of Kira’s reservations melt away, and sitting down, she tried to think of what to say.

“Give me your hand,” Maria requested.

She took Kira’s hand firmly, her fingers traveling around Kira’s palm, following the lines. “You are lonely and scared. You lost someone very special recently. The loss drained your strength and hope away.” The voice traveled through time and came back with an echo. “You had a happy and secure childhood. Something happened to you at eleven that changed everything. I can see a struggle, then a crash. Then, after many long years of waiting, your wish came true, but not as you had hoped. God gave someone back to you but took away another one.”

Rationality seemed to return, and in a sudden panic, Kira tried to free her hand from the woman’s grip. She suddenly didn’t wish to know what the future held for her and would rather just melt into a dark, painless void, before she heard something she couldn’t handle. 

The soothing voice reached her again. “Relax, child. There is nothing for you to be afraid of—not here.” She released Kira’s hand.

Kira sat, as if hypnotized and, it took a while before, still hesitantly, she placed her hand back in Maria’s. 

“The friends you had turned away from you. You’re feeling so desperately lonely that you are contemplating the unthinkable.” 

Kira felt powerless to leave. The blind woman’s voice bewitched her, motivating her to stay and listen. “You just turned twenty-one, yet you feel that you have had over one lifetime’s share of bad luck. Don’t fret. The past will give you the key to your future. You will travel across the ocean, and you will not go alone. You will find friends and happiness there. Don’t lose faith.” 

Kira’s scepticism returned, as a large part of her problem was the recent rejection of her visitor’s visa to Canada. 

She got up, and without saying goodbye, stumbled out in a daze. She walked for a long time. She kept hearing the old woman’s voice reverberating in her ears, “Go across the ocean...Will not go alone...Bright future...future...future...”   

Kira sat on the grass beside the Eger River, exhausted. Finally, the tears came, releasing all the pain kept inside for  so long. She hadn’t wept for the past four years, even at Grandpa’s funeral. She had no tears when she faced the ache and humiliation of aborting Thomas’ child at sixteen. She didn’t cry either when Thomas rejected her. She had simply been walking around with a frozen heart for a long time now, just going through the motions of getting up in the early morning to catch the train to an office, surrounded by hateful colleagues, compiling reports with non-existent numbers that changed at the whims of their superiors. After work, they went home to a silent apartment, where each member tried to hide their pain from the others.

When Kira ran out of tears, she stood up and looked at her watch. It was five thirty in the afternoon, too early to set out for the cliff, and she was hungry. She knew she would not go to Uncle Charlie. He knew her too well and would want to stop her. 

She reached into her coat pocket for a handkerchief. She could feel a piece of paper there, and, puzzled, she dragged it out. It was the note Rocky gave her at the train station, and she remembered the dinner invitation. 

**
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DURING THE FOUR YEARS they attended the Madách Gymnasium, Kira and Rocky had few occasions to talk except for the two weeks they spent together during the summer of 1962 at a camp in the village of Szob by the east side of the bend of the Danube. On their first evening there, Kira, with a small group, walked beside the river Ipoly on a dirt road under a canopy of large beech trees. They were only fifty steps from the main road when soldiers with guns pointing, surrounded them.    

“Where do you think you are going?” bellowed one of them. 

“Just out for an evening stroll,” Rocky said, calm and reassuring. 

“Just stroll back to where you came from. This is not a public beach. Move it!” The soldiers aimed their guns and shoved them back off the road.

“Why? Where does this road lead?” Rocky said.

“This is the border between Czechoslovakia and Hungary. No civilians allowed within fifty meters of any border,” one soldier answered, his rifle menacing. 

They had no choice but to obey the order and return to the village. Barely outside the forbidden parameters, Rocky pulled out a map from his pocket and studied it. Then he turned to Kira and, pointing at the map, he mouthed: “Maria Nostra.”

Horrified, Kira glanced at him. She recognized the name of a picturesque village nestled in the hills of the Börzsöny Mountains, the penitentiary hiding the most notorious criminals, mostly enemies of the state: former aristocrats, renegade communists, writers who supported the counter-revolution or others deemed to be incorrigibles. But, of course, its location was not public knowledge. Prisoners on release had to sign an oath of secrecy unless, of course, they wanted to return and suffer more hard labor, starvation diet, and daily beatings by the sadistic guards. She knew some of the former prisoners, friends of her father, who had never regained their physical and mental health after a few years of incarceration in that place. As a prison, Maria Nostra was a hellhole compared to the others.

**
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ON HER WAY TO THE ADDRESS Rocky gave her, Kira passed by the Teachers Academy of Eger. In the blistering stiff wind, few people dared to challenge the elements on the street. She spotted a tall, greying man with a chiseled face, wearing a grey overcoat and a large grey hat. Using the tall building for cover, the man stopped, reached into the large pocket of his greatcoat and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He drew out one with two fingers and placed it between his lips. Then he reached into the other pocket, as if he had all the time in the world, and pulled out a silver lighter. With a smile, he nodded at Kira, flipped open the lighter, lit his cigarette and inhaled. And as if it were the most gratifying experience, he blew a couple of rings and followed them with his eyes as they floated away in the air. All this he did with such grace that Kira had the urge to clap, as if witnessing a virtuoso performance. This friendly pantomime made an instant connection between the white-haired man and Kira. Smiling, they parted company. 
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Chapter 2
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It had been nearly a month since Rocky ran into Speedy in City Park. They had not seen each other since they finished high school. Although they used to be classmates, other than a few words, they barely spoke during those years. Rocky was studious, mostly keeping to himself, while Speedy was busy taking part in national and international sports events and running wild, partying heavily on the weekends. 

Rocky was totally surprised when Speedy, seemingly on the spur of the moment, invited him to the Officers' Club of the Ministry of the Interior.  

"Sorry, no time. Busy, as usual," Rocky said, trying his avoidance tactic. Grabbing the leash of his ugly pug, he was ready to turn and head home, trying to find an excuse to avoid being seen anywhere with the daughter of the Grand Executioner.

"Coward. You are afraid of me," Speedy teased. "Would you avoid me if my father was not what he is?" 

Feeling challenged, Rocky was getting hot under his collar. It was degrading to be called a coward. ""So, what's so special about that club?" he asked, shocked when Speedy stuck her tongue out and roared.

"You should have seen your face when I suggested the place. But it is not at all what you imagine. Actually, every Friday night, they show movies that one can see nowhere in the country—fresh off the press, so to speak. I guarantee you will love them. It is usually a double feature. And strictly by invitation..." 

Rocky's curiosity won over. "Do you know what's playing this Friday?" 

"Let me see." Speedy dug into her bag. She triumphantly pulled out a typed page listing the monthly program. "Here it is. This Friday, they'll show Ben Hur, the newly released major film with Charlton Heston. And I guarantee unless you go to London, you'll not see any of them soon."

**
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THE FOLLOWING FRIDAY night, Rocky met Speedy at the club's front door. It was in the center of Budapest's business section, on Vaci Street. Speedy grabbed Rocky's right arm and led him inside. They stepped into a large room set up as a restaurant. The tables were all occupied, mostly with young university students. They saw only a few middle-aged couples, some wearing police uniforms. 

"Hello, Speedy," one youngster called out from the corner, "come and join us, will you?" 

"Later, guys, later. After the movies are over," Speedy said and directed Rocky towards the backstairs leading up to the theatre. 

Rocky stopped for a moment, confused. "That guy who called out to you by any chance was Joshka? Is he an officer or what?"

"The one who used to be the secretary of our communist youth organization in high school? Aye, that was him. No, he is not an officer. He is just a fourth-year student at Marxist University. Mind you, he is still a busybody in the Communist Party, one of the few people volunteering to go to Vietnam to fight the American Imperialist aggression."  

Rocky observed Speedy's hand gesture, pointing a finger at her head, showing her opinion of Joshka's ambition to join the fight on the side of the communist Vietnamese. "Do I detect a bit of sarcasm?"

Speedy puffed out her cheeks. "Let's just say that I find it totally insane that the only official opposition this regime is currently facing is coming from the far left. They are the so-called Maoists, who find the current Kadar regime—with even the little liberalizations and reforms by allowing some privately owned stores—moving away from the Communist ideals. They got as far as admitting that things Marx had inscribed in the original manifesto were not happening the same way or not fast enough. So, they turned toward Mao-Ze-Tung, or Fidel Castro, as their modern-day leaders to follow. 

"And would you believe it? They are considering a peaceful march to show their support of the Communist Party? You care to guess how the powers will approve their enthusiasm for the cause? Judging by my father's reaction, instead of the expected pat on their shoulders, most will be kicked out of university, and some will even end up in prison. Do you know the irony of this? Faithful communists had brought up all of them!" 

Rocky heard a commotion in one of the private booths. The light in the theatre was already low, so he could only observe the hazy smoke and the unpleasant smell. It was the pungent odour of a live cat's tail on fire, irritating the throat and the eyes. 

Rocky wheezed, trying to catch his breath. "What the hell is that stink, Speedy?"

"Oh, just a few of them sharing a toke or two. Don't mind them! Nobody does. A few children of the Upper Echelons enjoying the fruit of dirty Capitalism. Eating the food, the average worker can't purchase, drinking foreign beers and wine, and watching foreign movies no one else in the country can access. Please note them flaunting the latest fashions, like blue jeans, that normally sell on the black market for the princely sum of a month's worth of salary of an average worker. Or admire their long hair that our police force would drag others on the street to the nearest barbers to give them a severe crew cut, besides being charged with hooliganism. And when arrested for using illegal substances, just one phone call from the parents to the Police Headquarters will release them and drive them home without leaving a trace of a police report." 

"And why do you suppose the Power is prepared to tolerate this more than those over-enthusiastic leftists?" 

"Because they are far from being a threat to the Power! As long as they have their daily booze and narcotics, they care nothing about politics, rights or wrongs, to question or overthrow the regime."
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"SO, WHAT DID YOU THINK of the movie?" Speedy asked as they walked out of the cinema. 

"It would be difficult not to be impressed by such an epic historical drama film! With the largest budget and the largest sets built of any film produced. Over two hundred camels and two thousand, five hundred horses, with some ten thousand extras? Not to mention the chariot race, one of cinema's most famous action sequences!" Rocky stopped briefly before he added shyly, "I must admit that I would love to see it a few more times. If I'm lucky, I might see it in London...sometime." 

Speedy grabbed Rocky's arm and guided him toward the dining room. 

"Speedy, I have no time to stay," he said, after realizing Speedy's intentions. "Please let me go home. Uncle Varga is waiting for me." 

Speedy looked at Rocky, challenging him to admit the truth. "Rocky, that's a lie, and you know I know it. Uncle Varga still has a few more months to complete his sentence, right? So, what's the story? Are you still living there?" 

**
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MR. VARGA, A CLOSE friend of Rocky's father, was a high school teacher who provided room and board for Rocky since 1960 when he finally started at the high school where Mr. Varga was teaching in Budapest. Mr. Varga was a well-loved teacher in his early fifties, known to dress immaculately in a tweed suit, wearing a bow tie, and in the winter, a long trench coat and hat, always carrying a large black umbrella. With his wavy silver hair and hooded grey eyes, he looked like an old patrician, and his soft baritone voice demanded instant respect that he never abused, even with the rowdiest students. Without exception, he called everyone Mister or Miss, and it was normal enough for him to stop in mid-sentence to bring a noisy class to attention. He taught English, Russian, and German in high school but offered private lessons in Latin, Hebrew and Ancient Greek as well. Twice a week he had an open house in the early evening in the guise of language instructions for any of his students to participate in a lighthearted discussion about life. Aunty Margit, his aged housekeeper inherited from one of his long-lost relatives, kept preparing and serving free sandwiches and aromatic hot tea by the gallon while shaking her head, covered with the widow's kerchief. 

"Where do they come from?" she grumbled, "this looks more like an orphanage than a private home of a linguist professor. Some of them look like they were just released from delinquent institutions." Aunty Margit rolled her eyes while spreading butter on thickly sliced bread for the current crowd of youths. 

Rocky often attended these unprompted gatherings, enjoying the easy-going discussions, diverse opinions encouraged, as long as expressed respectfully. The only rule was that these discussions had to be conducted in the chosen language of the day. 

One day, at the end of August 1964 at the ungodly hour of two o'clock in the morning, the professor along with Aunty Margit and Rocky were rudely woken up by a loud banging on the front door. The professor, usually a light sleeper, got up in a hurry, pulled his house coat over his pajamas, and, trying to find his other slipper, hopped around on one foot. 

"There must be some drunken guys," he muttered and hurried toward the front door. “Sheesh, there's no need to wake up the entire building! Are you lost..." he said, before he realized he was facing four uniformed police officers. 

"Is this the Varga resident?" the tallest one said. 

"Yes, it is. What can I do for you, Gentlemen?"

"Are you Mr. Varga?" 

"Yes, I am." 

The men stepped in, grabbed Mr. Vargas's arms, twisted them behind and cuffed him roughly. Rocky stepped into the hallway, wondering what the commotion was all about. 

"Who are you? And what do you want with the professor?" Rocky said. 

"The question is, who are you? And what is your relation to Mr. Varga?"

By this time, Aunty Margit also showed up in her large flannel housecoat and warm pair of slippers, holding a large knife in her hand, ready to attack the drunken intruders. 

They arrested the Professor for giving illegal Bible lessons in his home. During the subsequent house search, the officers stripped books from the shelves and scattered the Professor’s carefully arranged research papers all over the floor. They considered the original Latin and ancient Greek manuscripts, including various editions of the Bible in different languages, as evidence of the audacious crime committed. Both Aunty Margit and Rocky were assigned as witnesses. 

Rocky would never forget the professor's testimony during the trial. 

When the Judge asked the professor why he opened his home to the youth, he, deep in thought, reached into his breast pocket and extracted his glasses. Then he pulled out a clean handkerchief from the other pocket and wiped the lenses clean before he placed it on his nose and faced the Judge. 

"Honourable Judge, it was because, since the late winter of 1944, I've had no family left."

The Judge looked at him, thoroughly confused. "Why, how?" he stammered. 

Patiently, as if addressing a class of students, Mr. Varga explained. "It happened in December nineteen forty-four, after the invading German forces put the fascist Arrow Cross party in power in Hungary. A couple of their punks, acting on information from the superintendent, raided my home while I was out searching for food. When I returned home, I found the front door broken and the contents ransacked. Signs of struggle everywhere. My wife, my aging mother, my two children, along with the dozen Jews we were hiding were all missing. My apartment is on the bank of the Danube, and on my way home, I heard the shots and saw the normally dirty grey river turn red and the corpses bobbing up and down, floating downstream. At that moment, I failed to make the connection." 

Rocky looked on as Mr. Varga wiped his eyes and blew his nose in his handkerchief before the man found his voice again. "And from then on, only my faith in God kept me alive. I put all my energy into teaching teenagers’ foreign languages in a high school in Budapest, even though I was qualified to teach at any university of my choosing."

"Why?" the Judge said.  

"Because I believed the bullies, mostly teenage boys, who killed my family had no one to teach them any better. As an educator, I must teach the future generation the difference between right and wrong. And I chose languages and the Bible to do just that." 

However, the word of God was seditious in the Proletariat's Dictatorship, and spreading it earned the good man three years in prison. 

**
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"I'M STILL STAYING IN his place," Rocky admitted, “...keeping everything in order...like paying the rent, providing Aunty Margit with a home in his absence; feeding and walking the dog."  

"Oh!" Speedy said.

"Why are you so shocked? What would you have done in my shoes? Leave them to their destiny?"

Speedy leaned closer.  "Are you telling me, Rocky, that you're the sole provider for Mr. Varga's household presently? By the way, can you visit him?"

"Once a month." 

"And how is he? I mean, his health and morale?" 

"The last time, he requested that I get him Spanish and Italian language books so he could add to his repertoire of languages in the meantime." 

Speedy shook her head. "But how can you do it? I mean, I just assumed, judging by your keen interest and excellent marks, that by now, you would be in your third year at the Electrical engineering faculty at Eötvös University. And everyone knows it is a very demanding course, so when do you find the time to make money for all that?"  

Rocky raised an eyebrow. "What university? I keep applying, and they keep refusing to admit me." 

"But why? You'd been one of the best students at the Gymnasium. You kept winning all the math and physics awards. What is their excuse for rejecting you?"

Rocky looked hard at Speedy. "What do you really think, Speedy? You can't be that naïve to think that one's family's background would not determine whether you'll get a higher education?" 

"Are you suggesting that they still force the children to pay for their father's sins? Only the fascists did that..."

"Remember, Speedy, that we in Hungary currently are living under the dictatorship of the proletariat, which is not the same as a democracy? So, logically, it suggests that they would favor children of working-class background to achieve higher education while forcing the sons and daughters of the former aristocrats to taste the joy of hard physical labor."  

Rocky was the grandnephew of legendary General Arthur Görgey, who gave the Hungarian Army the order to surrender on the Plain of Vilagos in the summer of 1849, thus ending the year of a bloody War of Independence against the Austrian Empire. An action that all at once was the termination of bloodshed and the end of hope for a sovereign, free Hungary. A name so deeply etched into every Hungarian's psyche that its mention, even a century later, could still provoke feelings of betrayal, anger, and shame. 

"Mind you, they would never directly spell out the real reason for the rejection." Rocky added, "The excuse they use is that there are too many applicants. I also tried to apply for a passport to visit my aunt in London, England. No surprises there. They already rejected my application twice."  

"So, how are you managing?"

"By working at a small television and radio repair shop owned by a close friend of my father. I'm the person who will make the house calls, pick up the item, take it to the shop, repair it there, and take it back to the customer. And since we are prompt and polite and do a good job, we get a lot of calls. And in my spare time, I give private English lessons. It all adds up." 

Speedy looked at Rocky, as if contemplating something important. "So Rocky, tell me, if you had your wish, what would you really like to do?"

Rocky smiled. "Thank you for asking. It is good to know someone cares." He looked up squarely in Speedy's eyes and blurted out, "Go to England, attend University there, and live happily after. As I mentioned, I have an aunt living there, and she would be happy to have me. But without a passport, there is no chance."

Speedy's sudden smile radiated throughout her face. She reached out and grabbed Rocky's hand over the table. "Rocky, why don't you try again? Put in an application for your passport and the university of your choice in England. The only thing you risk is another rejection." 

"Which is guaranteed. Why would it be any different this time?" 

"But if I go with you, your chances of getting it will multiply," Speedy insisted. 

Rocky looked at her suspiciously. "And you would accompany me in person and use your father's influence to get me the passport? Why the sudden interest in helping me now, Speedy?" 

"Busted. All right, I admit it: I want to get into your pants. It is a long-time dream of mine, if you really want to know. Why else would I offer my help to an outcast?"  

"Why indeed? Why the sudden change in your interest in me? Could you have really developed some social conscience and want to help the downtrodden? It would be easier for me to believe your sincerity, Speedy, if you had also offered your help to Kira Chopaky as well." He stopped there for a moment and added slowly, "Although I have to admit, I never really bought the sincerity of your monstrosity toward her. Without exception, it happened in front of the school when your father came to pick you up. Was that strictly for your father's benefit? Why? What did you get out of it? It was horrible, the way you tore into her and then left her heaving on the stairs!" 

"Did you know I used to be best of friends with Kira before the Uprising?" 

Rocky shook his head. 

"I used to spend more time at her house than at mine. The Chopakys took pity on me, a motherless child. I remember we used to play in Alex's official car, driven by Frank during lunchtime, and Frank, being a childless widower, doted on both of us. He let us get away by turning on the sirens in the official police car and playing hide and seek with us in the park," she added wistfully. "Then the Uprising happened, and Alex was arrested. One day, I spotted Kira and her mother at the bus stop. We were in the car, by then driven by Frank. I shouted, Stop, stop! There is Kira! Let me hug her! Frank stopped, and I jumped out and ran toward Kira. My father was right behind me. Without a word, he grabbed me by the collar of my coat, turned me around, facing him, and slapped me on the face in public. Then he roared, This will teach you to be friendly with the enemy! If I catch you again fraternizing with any, I'll skin you alive!" 

Speedy looked at Rocky, her eyes filled with tears. "So, what was I supposed to do? We were only eleven years old then! And since then, I could rarely go anywhere alone without a chaperone." 

"And now?" 

"Look, I already feel rotten about the whole thing, and believe me, I try to remedy it the best I can. I already arranged Kira's passport." She didn't elaborate on the reasons, circumstances, or how she achieved that. She said, "I believe they delivered it to her a few days ago. She will never guess my involvement, and it should remain a secret between us, Rocky." 

Rocky, stunned, could only offer his hand in sympathy. Speedy grasped it with both hands and asked hoarsely, "And now, can I accompany you to get your passport?"
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André Görgey arrived home and let himself into the house using his own keys. He was smiling, reflecting on the young woman he had just passed on his way home. He liked her, although he couldn’t quite pinpoint her appeal. Others noticed how people would stop and turn to look at the tall, slim girl with short black hair framing her oval face, sparkling hazel eyes and a perfectly framed mouth with a hint of a smile. However, he also observed that her eyes were red as if she had been crying recently. He restrained himself from stopping to inquire about her troubles.

He had barely reached his room when he heard the doorbell ring at the main entrance. He contemplated whether to open the door himself or let Betty handle it—he decided to let Betty handle the situation.

“Oh, oh!” he muttered, “Someone’s in trouble! Whoever just arrived and rang the doorbell will face Betty’s wrath! This will be entertaining!” He stood close to his door, eager not to miss the show. Within minutes, he heard Betty’s slow shuffling behind the heavy oak door, along with the ensuing curses, for Betty despised anyone who rang the bell.

Betty suffered from a typical Eastern European ailment known as Bell Phobia. This affliction had its roots in the years between 1948 and 1956, when the secret police would ring the bell forcefully and conduct violent searches upon entry. It was never a social visit but a vulgar and systematic search followed by an arrest. The arrested individuals often vanished for life or many years without a trace. Betty couldn’t help but associate the doorbell with those monsters who had shattered her world in the early summer of 1950. From that time on, she never stopped complaining about them.

“Never mind that those bastards woke me up from a pleasant dream,” she said, “but they took away my employer, and they left a terrible mess behind.” Betty deemed each crime a capital offense, deserving a punishment ranging from a single to a triple hanging, regardless of the logical implications. André understood her unique criminal code.

André heard her muttering as she attempted to turn the heavy iron key to open the door.

“How often must I tell you not to ring the bloody bell? I know you’re there. We have a dog. He can smell you, and he can bark, too. Grrr. Woof, woof,”—she attempted to mimic a dog’s bark in a lower voice.

She opened the door.

“Hello, Betty. That dog is getting old and wheezy,” Rocky casually informed her.

André saw Betty raise her hand as if to smack his son’s face lightly, and pretending to be angry, she scolded, “Do you want to kill me, boy? Who do you think you are, ringing the bell like the Secret Service?” She pulled him into the house by his sleeves. “You’ve grown again.”

“No, Betty, you are shrinking,” Rocky replied.

She stepped back and examined him from top to bottom, shaking her head. “You’re too skinny. Is there no food in Budapest?”

“It’s good to see you again,” Rocky said, then he looked around the hallway, searching for lights shining beneath the doors. “Is Father at home?”

“Which one?” Betty asked casually, a twinkle in her eyes. “Father Tibor is in the study, and Mr. Görgey is out for a walk.” She shouted, “Father Tibor, we have a visitor!”

Father Tibor arrived at the door, a small, balding man in his sixties with warm brown eyes that lit up when he saw Rocky. “Rocky, my boy! What a surprise! How are you? Welcome home. We didn’t expect you so soon. I hope you have good news!”

Rocky, being careful not to crush the smaller man, hugged him tenderly. “Wait until Father comes home, and then I’ll share my news.”

Father Tibor walked to his chair and sat down, watching Rocky, whose face turned slightly red. “Son, is there anything you want to tell me before your father arrives? Did you do something you’re ashamed of?”

Rocky, his eyes focused on the floor, swallowed hard. “I thought you gave up on confessions when you left the order.”

They both laughed, though there was a hint of bitterness in their reaction.

Indeed, Father Tibor had left the order and everything associated with being a Jesuit when the Secret Service ordered him to break his oath of secrecy regarding
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