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			“For the significance of a noble family lies entirely in its traditions, that is in its vital memories: and he was the last to have any unusual memories, anything different from those of other families.”
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		I was brought to our house on Patterson Street, in Washington, D.C., four days after I was born in the spring of 1955, and I grew up to the sound of languages I couldn’t understand. My father was fifty-one when I was born, my mother thirty-nine, and my brothers, Peter and Andrew, were much older than I, five and seven years respectively. My mother’s parents and older sister lived with us, so I spent much of my childhood observing the complex interplay of the many adults in my life, longing to be included in the combative exclusive society of older boys, and sitting silent, daydreaming, picking up the gist of topics, as conversations in the many secret languages in which they were all fluent—Hungarian, French, German, to a lesser extent Portuguese—swirled around me.

		My older brother Andy spoke German and Hungarian but at age five had concluded that these were far less useful than English, which was what was spoken in kindergarten. Following the tradition of immigrant children everywhere, he refused to speak German and Hungarian when at home, thereby persuading all the elders that in America children needed to assimilate, and assimilation meant speaking only English.

		By the time I appeared, smack dab in the middle of the Eisenhower era, Hungarian belonged exclusively to the adults, its alchemy of pervasiveness and inaccessibility creating in me a potent and powerful and frustrated longing for linguistic versatility that has lasted a lifetime. Like someone who lacks one of the five senses, I learned how to compensate and became fluent in understanding gestures, facial expressions, and emotions that were unexpressed, at least verbally.

		The speed with which my father rubbed his index finger over his thumbnail could signal his level of parental anxiety. The intensity of my mother’s focus on something—a conversation, a crossword puzzle, a person, a telephone call—was demonstrated when she bent her left arm, her hand playing with her pearls, while her right hand held the elbow. If my grandmother tilted her head to the right, an echo of girlish flirtation, I knew that she liked the person with whom she was speaking, but the vertical position was simple politeness. My grandfather’s hands folded a few inches away from his face, elbows propped on the armrests, indicated that what he was about to say would be profound. My aunt’s cigarette prop—the long inhale, say, or the longer untapped ash—was so articulate, she could have spoken only Chinese, and I would have known how she felt about a subject.

		The house on Patterson Street was big and red brick and the largest on the block. Set back from the street, shrouded by a tangle of boxwood, holly trees, and azaleas, it so overshadowed our lives that when we referred to it, we simply said Patterson Street, as if it were the only house there. And for us, it was. My grandmother had shopped for the house with my mother in 1954. She bought furniture at an auction, managed to salvage some family art stored in France, and aside from a few changes of carpet, lightbulbs, and paint, for over fifty years the furniture remained just where she put it, and the pictures hung just where she hammered the nails.

		It wasn’t a shrine, though. In fact it was an active, jolly place with lots of coming and going, many guests and parties, a fortress against the impositions of the outside world. An enclave of civility and good conversation and utter predictability, it was more Budapest in 1935 than Washington in the latter half of the twentieth century. Each season came accompanied by a particular smell immediately noticeable when you walked into the front hall: my favorite was summer, a perfume of cigarettes, flowers, sherry, and warm dust.

		We were not a conventional nuclear family but a sprawling, diffuse, middle-European, three-generation household dominated by the Kornfelds, my mother’s people, converted aristocratic Jews. The dinner table was a diorama of the power structure in the household, with my baroness grandmother, Marianne, presiding. Once a noted beauty in Budapest, she possessed a kind of regal quality even as an old woman—her nails always painted a dusky pink, her white hair in a bun held by tortoiseshell pins, and large, heavy-lidded blue eyes that contained, if not sadness, then resignation.

		On her right sat my grandfather, Baron Maurice de Kornfeld. He was always dapper in a three-piece suit and spats—a sartorial requirement that became increasingly difficult to satisfy in the United States—despite the fact that he rarely left the house and spent his days reading, writing, and playing solitaire in his little office. Even in his eighties he was never stooped, though he also never seemed to go very many places. As a child, I would visit him in his study as he played solitaire, and together we would arrange the cards. Bald, with a tidy mustache and a wise and gentle face, he exerted the compelling poetic force of a patient and deep intellectual; there was not a book not worth reading for him, whether philosophy or agrarian tracts or anything historical or merely entertaining like Wodehouse or Maigret.

		My mother’s unmarried, older, and dazzling sister, Mária, had been as beautiful as a porcelain doll as a child, and in the family craze for diminutives, she became Puppa. She had dark hair that she permitted to gray and then whiten, and her mother’s heavy-lidded eyes, though in a soft brown. She always wore glasses and, astonishing to me, had so much trouble with her teeth, she actually decided to have them all pulled and wore unobtrusive dentures. (I had always assumed that adults would not have their own teeth, but this seemed a bit radical.)

		A beloved prodigal, now an even more beloved working woman, she sat next to her father, exerting a quiet unspoken force that shaped all our lives but I think mine particularly. While she was only a modest laboratory technician, first at Suburban Hospital and then for a private group of physicians, she had lived a romantic and defiant life until she was thirty-six, when she gave herself over to work, service to the family, and learning as much as she could about religion and history and ancient times. What lab technician was reading Maimonides or was immersed in African archeology?

		Like some superhero, she spent her days masquerading as a servile drone, while her real identity, or the identity that I bestowed on her, was the feminist (though she loathed feminists) intellectual. She spoke disparagingly of marriage—at least for herself—but was candid about her two great love affairs. One had been in Budapest, with her mother’s first cousin’s husband (how Hungarian) who was over twenty years older than she and was the Great Love of Her Life. The other was in Portugal, with a Catalan painter who also adored her but was jealous of her autonomous nature. She left Portugal in 1950, telling Luis she was going for only a brief visit with her family in America. She never returned.

		To the left of my grandmother sat my father, Aladár, who kept his handsome-movie-star looks well into his sixties. Pictures from his youth suggest a young James Mason, with a broad smile and a pointed widow’s peak. Hanna, my mother, sat next to him, as lean as her sister was voluptuous. She had a long Modigliani face with a prominent nose that was apparently a singular sorrow for my grandmother. My grandmother’s tendency to compare the two sisters, and to judge my mother unfavorably, was contagious. Even as a child, I somehow knew that my mother had a more difficult life because of the obvious perfection of her older sister. And as an adolescent in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the role model who had the more compelling feminine mystique was obvious. Yet my mother was the one who had been chosen by the most eligible bachelor in Budapest, the one everyone considered a rising political star.

		For me, as I grew older, she was embarrassing. She was much too present in my daily life, with her accent and her stockings and her refusal to listen to anything but classical music in the car. Of course, with three children, she was the only member of the household who was truly engaged in the new world, and she was fierce about her engagement, organizing carpools, becoming a lunch mother, and—heaven help me—having a brief stint as a Girl Scout leader. Though she never voluntarily wore pants, she bought a pair of tailored gray-flannel trousers when we went away camping, and she dutifully did all that was required of her with the other leaders, until lights out, when she drove all the way home to sleep in her own bed and use her own bathroom, returning before dawn for uncooked pancakes and cocoa.

		Down the table, below the silver saltcellars, appended to the dominant structure, were the three of us, my older brothers and me. The room was formal, with heavy drapes, silk curtains that set it apart from the hall, oil paintings, and silver service on the credenza. A Filippino Lippi painting of Saint John the Baptist as a rather formidable child—it had once been part of a triptych, we were told—looked down on us from the wall. Today the notion that adults in a household could outnumber three children is bizarre; for us it was a fact of life.

		But a far more significant fact of life—the polar opposite of both the American dream and the immigrant experience—was the fundamental awareness, so fundamental that even now I hardly question it, that the lives of the younger generation were destined to be less interesting, less accomplished, less erudite, and less meaningful than those of the adults. Even though the civilized and soft-spoken members of the older generation who dominated the household had settled into a life of reflection instead of action, it didn’t matter. What mattered was what preceded us. The life before America. The life before the war. Yes, even life during the war. The daily grind in America paled in comparison to the eradicated Hungarian world; the past trumped the present.

		Evidence abounded. The oil portraits in the living room were painted by one of Hungary’s most famous artists, Miklós Barabás, my father’s grandfather. Watercolor scenes from the country estate of my mother’s family, of workers collecting hay, a peasant mother holding a baby, the inside of a country church that had the family crest on one of its walls were painted by my grandmother’s cousin, a brilliant Viennese artist who died in Auschwitz. Fragments of this lost life covered the walls, filled the bookcases, and decorated tabletops. Or came to dinner. Or arrived in the mail.

		Thirty-seven yellowed photographs hung on the walls of my grandparents’ bedroom. I had ample time to become acquainted with the images since their room was adjacent to mine and as a child I could wander there freely. In their sunbathed room, I would look at sepia-toned prints of my mother and aunt in riding breeches, at my uncle Tom peeping around the huge curved staircase of their country home in Ireg, at my uncle George, a stunningly beautiful boy with lush blond hair and my grandmother’s melting blue eyes. There were photographs of weddings in the countryside, manors in the city, and the porches of spectacular country houses. One was an aerial view of an enormous dining room table, replanted in a garden, beautifully set with Herend porcelain for fifty.

		Hanging over my grandparents’ beds was a photograph of my grandmother, her five brothers and sisters, and her mother and father, sitting behind a large table in their Budapest house. It must have been in 1899 because my great-aunt Edith was just a baby. My great-grandfather Manfred Weiss, the owner of Csepel, the largest iron- and steel-manufacturing factory in Hungary that at one time employed forty thousand people, stands behind his brood. My great-aunt Elsa, the oldest girl, defiantly glares at the camera. Their mother—who would be dead of pernicious anemia only four years later, but here still young and beautiful—looks down at her youngest daughter, Edith, the baby swaddled in streams of lace. Lace hung everywhere, really—on the bibs of my two great-uncles’ shirts, on the cuffs and bodice of my grandmother and her sisters Elsa and Daisy. The children look so solemn, as if their powerful father has sternly advised them to behave.

		I don’t know what was so touching about that picture: the looming death of their mother, perhaps, or the innocent perfection of that frozen moment. Or the fact that once the moment passed, once the shutter had opened and shut for the last time, they were all one millimeter closer to the utter obliteration of all that was contained so simply and serenely in that frame.

		Once they were great and important people. Once being barons and baronesses entailed true noblesse oblige. They really did help others—orphan girls, factory workers, artists and poets, and some of the most prominent writers in interwar Hungary. Once they owned and organized publications, newspapers, and journals like the Hungarian Quarterly and La Nouvelle Revue d’Hongrie. Once nearly everyone in Budapest knew their names, ate their jams, sewed with their needles, and rode their bicycles. Some even drove their cars and flew airplanes with their engines.

		Once they lived lives of splendor and privilege, but the people I knew lived in a large but not imposing house in Washington, entertained other émigrés, sent money to many who were left behind, and accepted their reduced circumstances with grace. Our dining room table seemed like an inverted evolutionary model, descending from the creatures at the pinnacle of civilization to the barely couth children of middle-class America. The elders were not arrogant about it—indeed, they were all deeply grateful to have made a home in the United States. But their quiet self-confidence and forebearance only emphasized the gap between one end of the table and the other.

		I never questioned the position of my parents in the hierarchy, though in retrospect I see that their deference to my mother’s family was exquisitely tragic. My parents, especially my father, assumed the position of marginal figures. While my energetic mother did the motherly things expected of her, my father seemed as much a foreigner in his immediate family as he was in America.

		It’s not that he was so remote I didn’t know him. I was, after all, thirty-three years old when he died in 1988, and for most of those thirty-three years I had a loving, respectful, albeit slightly formal relationship with him. I loved him. Of course I loved him. But in the universal algorithm of misunderstanding that is built into the experience of children and their parents, I loved only a version of him: the depressed, defeated, disengaged, elderly Hungarian émigré version, protected from either criticism or great expectations because of his illustrious, indeed his heroic, past.

		My parents arrived in the United States in January 1946, my father as the Hungarian ambassador, actually the Hungarian minister, during the brief coalition government, and my mother as his brand-new bride. He had received the prize appointment after his opposition to the Nazis, when he was head of the political division of the Hungarian Foreign Ministry, landed him in Dachau. In June 1947 my father refused to recognize the new Communist government and resigned and remained in America.

		It was obvious that my father was sad, even to a child. He was a pessimist, he said emphatically and often. None of us realized that what this really meant was that he was clinically depressed. If you admired a particular suit he wore during an evening dinner party, for example, he would reply, “Thank you. It is the suit I will be buried in.”

		My father was fifty-one when I was born, and had resigned himself to a much-diminished life. His favorite sister was still imprisoned in Hungary for his defection. His elderly parents not only lost their pension but had been deported to a house in the countryside, a shack really, and they were forced to share it with a family of strangers. His father died in those circumstances. A cousin had been murdered by the notorious secret police.

		My father faded into his parallel universe of books, his garden, and his responsibilities as the editor of the Hungarian department of the Voice of America. He worked Tuesday through Saturday, so our exposure to him was largely limited to mass on Sunday and the noonday dinner that followed it. After that he would work in his garden or tend the seedlings under the grow lights in his basement office. He would retreat into the Sunday papers and his books. One of my cousins actually thought he was the gardener, so disconnected was he from the warp and woof of our lives. On some level I assumed that my parents had both loved others but married each other as a kind of accommodation. Only as I grew older did I begin to see that his thwarted ambition, his lost country, and his experience in the concentration camp trailed behind him like the ghost of a dead twin.

		The mosaic of all these lives became more richly detailed as I grew older. And the story, no longer restricted to the house on Patterson Street, became the stuff of history. Who could not find compelling the powerful paradox of my mother’s family, who had survived the massive extermination of Hungarian Jewry by having made a deal with Heinrich Himmler, in which they received passage to Portugal in exchange for their factories and much of their wealth. Miraculously, Himmler kept his side of the bargain. And then there was the paradox of my father the Gentile who had sat in Dachau. The broader historical significance of it all, the importance of this family in shaping the political, industrial, and cultural landscape of Hungary during the interwar years, haunted me yet remained just out of reach.

		Much later I found a small cache of letters in my mother’s bedside table. She died on a mild January day in 2002 from pancreatic cancer. She succumbed, exactly as she had dreaded, in a hospital, with tubes in too many places. My aunt stood with us and said goodbye to her younger sister. Together they had buried their parents and my father. Together they had traveled to Europe and California and New Mexico and New York; together they had hosted dinner parties and celebrated every holiday and birthday and watched Jeopardy! and the opera on public television. With the exception of five years—from 1945 until 1950—they had never lived apart, for the rest of my mother’s eighty-five years.

		Two years after the funeral we finally sold Patterson Street, and it was time to finally clean out all the drawers, the papers, the closets, the detritus of the eight lives that had called the place home for over fifty years. In my mother’s nightstand, I found four yellowed envelopes marked in her handwriting, in pencil, 1940, 1941, 1942, and 1943. They contained letters from my father as my mother summered at her family’s country estate. I had grown accustomed to a kind of exhausted passivity when faced with pages of handwritten Hungarian, similar to the old feelings at the dinner table surrounded by all those languages. I put them in a box and emptied the box into family files. It took a year before I hired a translator.

		Two mornings a week for a month, Judy Katona would appear, sit in my office, and translate the letters as I typed the words. Sentence by sentence the ghost of the dead twin came to life. I became acquainted with the father I had never known but had always hoped was there—luminous, ambitious, wise, even funny.

		He was thirty-six when the letters began on July 4, 1940. He had met my mother several months before at a dinner party and had already been befriended by my grandfather, who was always on the lookout for brilliant young men with whom he could talk and sometimes help. My father began this letter by discussing burning political questions and said he hoped “that world politics will not make the realization of my twenty-year plan impossible.” Gradually, he ventured into slightly more personal questions: if her summer was pleasant, if her mother was worried about her brothers, if she could garden.

		The details of their courtship and of his life slowly emerged, like a film soaking in developing solution. He would write every week, often more frequently. He wrote about politics, about his work, about dinner parties and visiting delegations, about his parents and sister, about the books he was reading and the trips he was planning. He collected poems he thought “worthwhile to read … because I am curious what you think about them.” He wished her “sunshine, few frustrations and the knowledge that I kiss your hands many times.”

		My mother’s letters to him are lost. My father probably burned them along with many of his incriminating papers on March 19, 1944, when the Nazis invaded Hungary. Nonetheless glimmers of her responses emerge in his letters. She is his fortune teller, and he assures her that “I think I am going to turn to you for any prediction.” Gently he tells her that she doesn’t need to write a first draft of her letters to him—that he will be happy with her thoughts “just as they come off of your pen.”

		I can see my mother, her intellectual inferiority complex in full flower, worried about impressing this dazzling intellectual, the first-prize winner at École Libre des Sciences Politiques and a diplomat who had distinguished himself in Berlin and now in Budapest. I can also see her being flirtatious, teasing him, being hilariously funny and brilliant in her insights about people. I imagine her charming him with her youth—this all began when she was twenty-four—and with her enormous capacity for love and friendship. And she must have blossomed after having been chosen by him: for the first time in her life, she excelled at something other than sports.

		They spent hours in what they referred to as his BMW but was actually a massive old Steyr 100 he had purchased in Berlin. They escaped the war and the politics and the social pressures during long drives in the countryside surrounding Budapest. During the war, Hungary remained unusually peaceful, and while there were odious and oppressive Jewish laws, there were no ghettos, no yellow stars, no deportations until April 1944. He wishes that they could be together and imagines “how nice it would be to be at your place. On Sunday evening I was looking at the moon and imagined the moon from that particular angle in your flower garden. I would like that view right now, with you beside me.” Laws prohibiting intermarriage between Gentiles and Jews had already been enacted. A public liaison with my mother would have cost my father his job. Not only his livelihood but a powerful voice of opposition to the Nazis would have disappeared.

		They had an unofficial—unknown to me—anniversary of September 18, 1940. They must have been on a drive and stopped at some point. Maybe he kissed her for the first time or told her that he loved her, and she must have responded in the way he longed for. Thereafter his salutations of “Dear Hanna” changed to “Hanna, my dear.” He tells her that he hopes she has some good excuses for friends, who have been waiting for her. “I hope you consoled Éva and told her we had a flat tire. Or the car had to be pushed. Or why for any other serious reason you couldn’t be at her place on time.… The weather today is almost as nice as it was yesterday, but there is a significant difference that without question makes Wednesday so much more beautiful.”

		As I typed these words, my translator and I sat with tears running down our faces. Each day I would impatiently wait for the next day when the letters would unfurl into English. The last letter was dated November 4, 1943, and he closed by saying, “I again have to complete some very tense work during a short period of time. The whole thing is very complicated. I hope that I will manage to make it more organized, so please think of me. Now I must finish. Goodbye, my darling.” He was then in the midst of trying to negotiate a separate peace with the Allies. That effort failed and ultimately led to his arrest.

		What an extraordinary new story line now unfolded before me. Two lovers severed by war and politics, triumphing over unimaginable barricades, until finally being united. How remote these people were from the sedate and deferential couple, sitting subordinate at the dinner table, hoping that their alien children would not misbehave yet again.

		I can ask only now, as a divorced and remarried middle-aged woman with a daughter of my own: what would it have been like to have grown up with this as my dominant narrative of intimacy? What if, when I was a little girl, my mother had told me how much they loved each other, how handsome my father was, and how they yearned and waited during the war, when so many people did so many bad things, and so many people did so many good things, but you never knew what would happen? Finally, for them at least, they enjoyed the happiest of endings.

		In his last diary entry, on December 23, 1987, his forty-second wedding anniversary, my father knew that he was going to die soon (as he did, three months later). “It won’t be easy to leave my family,” he wrote. “Hancsi, the children. But I am eighty-four years old, and I know that every day is a gift. But one would like to see his children in a good, married life, happily as I lived with Hanna and Puppa in unimaginable harmony and mutual care for each other.”

		The simple mention of Puppa explained everything: their married autonomy and centrality had been supplanted by a familial unit.

		With these letters, the missing puzzle piece had been found, and the third dimension of these figures came into focus. Yes, this was a great story with real historic heft. Yes, this was one of those footnotes to the war that deserved to be the main narrative. Yes, the relationship between my parents linked two great themes of Hungarian history, the tensions and the glories between the Jews and the so-called “real” Hungarians. But I had never before realized that against that operatic backdrop, a fabulous, full-blown, twenty-four-carat love story had played itself out.

		Across the years I heard their voices, speaking not in the carefully measured tones of my childhood, not with the retrospective wisdom and resignation of ten, twenty years and more, not in the alien context of America, but in real time, before all of them and the world they shaped and the world that shaped them disappeared forever. Like some precisely realized wish, I saw them not as peripheral figures but as the leading man and leading lady. The pictures on the walls of my grandparents’ bedroom were brought to life as his letters animated the once-frozen images. No longer constrained by my linguistic limitations, freed by translations, I was given the vehicle to embark upon my voyage of discovery. Now all the pieces of this sprawling historical and personal puzzle were available to me. Or at least most of them. Put simply, the letters gave me the voice to tell their story.

		And they gave me a completely different story to tell.

		Here it is.
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		CHAPTER 1

		You See, I Used to Live Here
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		In 1978 I visited Budapest for the first time. I lived in Dijon from January until June of the year between college and graduate school, and my parents met me in Zurich, where some of my mother’s many relatives lived. Together the three of us toured France and Italy before arriving at our ultimate destination, Budapest.

		A complete role reversal occurred when we were in Europe together. For the first time in my life, I did not mediate conversations between one of my parents and a shop clerk or a waiter or a bus driver or a flight attendant or a person on the street. Instead I was mute and inarticulate, as my parents, my incompetent immigrant parents, speaking French or German or, eventually, Hungarian, handled the quotidian minutiae that used to be my secure domain. I felt bad enough when infantilized in private conversation, but this all felt horribly, extravagantly public.

		Somehow I remember our time in Hungary as being all rainy and gray, though my journal describes beautiful spring days. The city in 1978 still looked traumatized from its World War II siege and the Hungarian revolution of 1956. Bullet holes marked buildings, and dirt spewing from both factories and small Soviet cars left a haze in the air and soot on the walls and a vague headache for the first few days. And yet the grandeur of the Danube, the intricate pillars and crevices of the Parliament building rising on its left bank, the craggy hills of Buda, the flat, urban density of Pest, the sweeping bridges, and the reconstructed castle district all seemed familiar.

		Images from My First Book of Hungary by István Csicsery-Rónay, a frequent Patterson Street guest, were now life-size and three dimensional. The book was published in 1967, and its introduction was the perfect example of the Hungarian self-involvement that I never witnessed at patterson Street but that I grew to appreciate among some émigrés:

		
			Hungary, or Magyarorszag (maw-dyawr-or-sahg), as the Hungarians call their country, may well be called the land of the middle. It lies in Central Europe; it is halfway between two corners of Europe (the Strait of Gibraltar and the Ural Mountains); and it is halfway between the North Pole and the Equator.

		

		Dispensing with latitudes and longitudes, Hungary is simply the center of the universe.

		My father brightened as we approached the city of his birth, the only place on the planet where he ever felt at home, despite all its radical changes. Sitting in the front seat of the cab we took from the airport, he engaged the driver in a wide-ranging conversation about national politics and local concerns. Even though he was already seventy-five, he was vigorous and energetic. He was voraciously curious and well informed, so he knew what to ask. When I casually remarked on the presence of soldiers at the airport, he, ever vigilant, shot me a warning look that said such observations should be kept quiet.

		While my parents were both from Budapest, more than the thirteen years that separated their ages divided their experiences. My mother’s world of the rich but new Jewish aristocracy had once, when he was a very young man, been vividly a part of my father’s middle-class resentments, class tensions, and misunderstandings. In his 1929 diary he wrote defiantly, “I always had an insensible prejudice toward the rich and powerful—maybe because I am neither of those and would like to be both.… I always had a sense for the social distances, especially upward, and I am proud of having that sense.” It became clear to me that while my parents’ two families obviously did not represent all of Hungarian society, the Szegedy-Maszáks and the Kornfelds did embody two defining elements of the myriad tensions of Hungarian identity.

		My father’s family—Catholic, upper middle class, intellectual Hungarian gentry—would have seen nothing unusual about locating Hungary halfway between the north pole and the equator.

		My mother’s Jewish, cosmopolitan, well-traveled, multilingual, and wealthy family would have smiled with just a trace of condescension at such grandiosity.

		MY FATHER LED US through winding streets and away from the tourist centers into the run-down neighborhood where my aunt Lilly lived in one of the most depressing apartments I had ever seen in my life. The building smelled bad. We walked up a few flights and knocked on a very dirty door. After entering a small, dingy hall, we saw to the left a kitchen with a black iron stove, no hot water, a tiny refrigerator, and filth. The center of the apartment was the living, dining, and bedroom, with a dirty bed presiding. Each wall was covered with pictures, but the whole room was like a curio shop, so full of memorabilia as to make one gasp for air.

		Lilly, my father’s beloved sister—who had saved their parents during the terrible Siege of Budapest and who knocked on every official’s door and called in every family favor in an effort to get my father out of Dachau—lived here. Now she was old and sick and alone except for the resentful presence of her younger sister Musi, who always believed that Lilly had things easy in comparison with her hard life. Lilly lay in this squalid lair looking at paintings that were another reminder of all that she had lost.

		They were mostly painted by my father’s great-grandfather, who was one of Hungary’s most accomplished nineteenth-century masters, Miklós Barabás. The Maszáks came from Bohemia, and there were several army officers among them. My father’s grandfather, Hugo Szegedy-Maszák, had studied art with Barabás before deciding to become a journalist, but he continued his relationship with the great painter by marrying his daughter Ilona and having ten children, one of whom was my father’s father, Aladár. Strained relations existed between the father-in-law and his daughter’s husband, and as impressive as Hugo’s intellectual energy was, his capacity to provide for his ever-growing family was erratic at best.

		Still, what Hugo lacked in financial acumen, he more than made up for in creative energy. He began a short-lived art periodical and became the secretary of the newly formed Council of Fine Arts, a position he held for eighteen years. In 1882, in the interests of freeing the Hungarian press from the pressures of the Viennese news agency, he established the Hungarian News Service, which he headed for sixteen years. In 1887 he was granted nobility. The letter explained that “as recognition of your achievements in the areas of public education and the fine arts you are most graciously granted Hungarian nobility and the use, exempt from any fees, of the ‘Pesti-Szegedy’ title of nobility.” Much as the British confer nobility with a geographical honorific, this title indicated that he was from Pest—the two cities had not yet been united. He died in 1916.

		Aladár’s father, who was also named Aladár, grew up in that highly intellectual, slightly chaotic milieu aswirl with children and paint boxes and literary ambitions. One of his sisters became a portraitist and a well-known Theosophist, whose claim to fame in the family was not her religious or artistic inclinations but the small yet comprehensive library located in her bathroom. And there were suicides, three or four of them, that my father would allude to during some of his darkest moments.

		Artists, Theosophists, misunderstood geniuses, chronically depressed intellectuals, all populated the extended Szegedy-Maszák family. But the twin burdens of great intellect and depressive tendencies skipped Aladár senior—who was the head of the Imperial Hungarian Court in Budapest and by all accounts enjoyed an irascible but charming personality—and landed in a highly concentrated form in his only son.

		My Szegedy-Maszák grandfather, spry and dapper it seems even as a young man, his goatee trimmed with surgical precision, craved a more ordinary, or at least a more orderly, life and joined the military. There he eventually rose in the Hapsburg monarchy and was put in charge of the royal palace.

		At the last coronation of a Hungarian king in December 1916, the height of my grandfather’s prestige was captured in a photo that hung on Lilly’s apartment wall and in my father’s office. As the royal herald preceding the new king, Aladár Senior, dressed in an elaborate national costume called a diszmagyar, sat erect on a royal horse. It seems he peaked at that moment, as did the nation he represented, since both his career and the empire collapsed within two years. The much-longed-for ennoblement never reached him, and his wife, the formidable Sarolta Moldoványi, was deeply disappointed.

		Sarolta’s family was from Transylvania, so Trianon—the treaty that followed World War I and redrew the borders of Hungary so that the country lost two-thirds of its land and half of its population—was not just a geopolitical abstraction for her but a very real severing of the heart of her heritage, albeit a heritage from the eighteenth century. She was one of five children of Sándor Moldoványi, who was an industrious pharmacist in Budapest. He even established the first bandage factory in Hungary, and in 1885 he received a medal at the Hungarian Art and Trade Fair in Budapest. My grandmother Sarolta was a devout Catholic, ambitious and organized and full of hopes, first for her husband and then for her only son.

		After the First World War inflation ravaged the country, and my grandfather’s job disappeared with the monarchy. Following the brief intermezzo of Communism, the Horthy regime took power, and an old friend helped my grandfather secure a job, or at least the title, as the head of some economic office of the regent. His new colleagues had little respect for the old monarchist anachronism, and going to work where there was no real work, only to receive a paycheck, demoralized my grandfather.

		My father as a young man saw the fortunes of the family buffeted by political storms and saw his own father descend from a kind of greatness to graceful, genteel defeat as he dressed for a pretend job with a very real salary every day. My father attended gymnasium and the University of Budapest and eventually went to the École Libre des Sciences Politiques in Paris, fulfilling the hopes of both his parents.

		Yet as he sat in his sister’s pitiable apartment, the guilt of all his failures as a son and brother looked like a literal burden on his back and shoulders. He had promised his parents that he would take care of her, and over and over again in his journals, he would write about the anguish of not fulfilling that promise.

		ONE AFTERNOON IN BUDAPEST my mother and I visited András Belyus, who had been the head butler for her family ever since she could remember. His apartment was meticulous, the mantelpiece, bookcases, and side tables festooned with many photographs of my grandparents, my mother, her brothers, her sister, the family estate in Ireg, and their city apartment on Lendvay Street. He had begun his service to the family as a valet to my great-uncle Paul. Soon he became indispensable to the whole family.

		He would become the dominant force in the Kornfeld household. At lunch or dinner, he stood at the serving table in the dining room, wearing his green or gray uniform and his white gloves, listening attentively to the conversations, and responding with silent precision to the slightest need of one of the guests or family members. His wife was a manicurist in the most prestigious barbershop in Budapest, so between the two of them, they could probably have reconstructed most of the social and political gossip of the city.

		Belyus never sat down as he poured tea and reminisced with my mother about times he could share with no one in Hungary. I watched her, the hapless Scout leader, the frantic lunch mother, the Woman Who Never Wore Pants, the “bank and chauffeur” now become the gracious baroness. Not haughty and most of all not inauthentic, she was more comfortable than I had ever witnessed.

		Later that day we took the little subway, the first in continental Europe, up Andrássy Avenue—although at that time it had been renamed Népköztársaság útja, or Avenue of the People’s Republic—and emerged in my mother’s old neighborhood. All the homes had gone through several incarnations, from private villas to chopped-up apartments, but the grandest was the former home of her grandfather, Manfred Weiss, at 114 Andrássy Avenue. Now the official Russian guesthouse, the home was spectacular, with muscular, half-naked marble men supporting the sweep of balcony. My mother told me that once tennis courts and stables had occupied the far corner of the property, but no longer. When the house was built, it was even wired with electricity. When my grandmother and her sisters had dance parties, an electrician was hired to spend the night in case any emergency repairs were needed.

		Marianne Weiss lived with her parents and five brothers and sisters on the first floor of the villa, while her maternal grandparents and great-grandmother lived on the second floor. My grandmother always said that the best time to have been alive was in the early twentieth century, before World War I. Budapest was at the pinnacle of its history. No longer the shabby junior partner to Vienna in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, it blossomed with culture and new architecture and all the benefits of a world-class city.

		It must have been especially nice if your father was Manfred Weiss, who did much to industrialize Hungary. He began modestly enough with a factory in the Budapest city limits that canned plum preserves. Eventually he expanded the canning to include other food and his market to include the military. He noticed that the cans themselves were a handy shape that could be enlarged and made into little military stoves, or contracted to become bullets. Since a factory that used gunpowder near the heart of a busy city tempted fate, he bought a plot of land on an island in the middle of the Danube called Csepel and built the Manfred Weiss Works. The Austro-Hungarian army was so impressed with its work that they asked him in 1887 to manufacture shell casings, magazines, and ammunition boxes, and its German affiliate was awarded a contract by the German government to manufacture ammunition boxes for the army Mausers.

		As the factory fortunes rose with war, so they fell during times of peace. Weiss then poured money into Budapest real estate: some slices of Andrássy Avenue, a hotel in the inner city, a big chunk of land in a rich agricultural region known as the Angyalföld, and a significant piece of property near the Danube, in an undeveloped area where the Margaret Bridge stood.

		As with many nineteenth-century entrepreneurs, the accumulation of wealth was not Manfred Weiss’s compelling need but a happy byproduct of his truly compelling need, which was to make things. He was a creative genius, and his muse and motivation was the majesty of a huge factory, a new kind of factory that mass-produced a range of products in quantities undreamed of before in Hungary. But this factory would not exploit the workers strictly for profit, because a benevolent father ruled it.

		There sprang up a small hospital for the workers, a day care center for smaller children, and a nursery, where mothers who were still nursing their babies could come during the day to feed them. A pediatrician was available to all the children, and other doctors were there for the workers. Weiss subsidized housing near the factory, and the workers had pensions, unheard of at the time in Hungary, rewarding their loyalty long after they were no longer able to be productive.

		When he spotted the beautiful Alice de Wahl, the daughter of a leader in the European railway system, he turned to his friends and said, “Don’t even look at Alice de Wahl. She is going to be my wife.” They married in 1884, and quickly the children began to appear: Elsa in 1885, Eugene in 1886, my grandmother Marianne in 1888, Alfons in 1890, Daisy in 1895, and little Edith in 1899.

		Weiss was a thrifty man who made sure that his children wrote down every penny that they spent in little notebooks that they were given each year. Still, the family traveled to St. Moritz, to Sils-Maria, and to Ragusa, which is now Dubrovnik. But Alice began to feel tired and weak, so ill in fact that during a summer vacation to Cortina d’Ampezzo in 1903, she had to return to Budapest. Her tongue was bright red and smooth. Her hands and feet had an almost unbearable tingling. The flush of youth and motherhood and domestic happiness was replaced with a yellow-tinged pallor. Weakness and neuropathy made it impossible for her to walk across the dining room.

		Money was no object, and doctors were brought in from all over Europe—Paris, Vienna, Munich, Zurich—but in 1903 there was nothing to be done for pernicious anemia. Manfred Weiss sat at his wife’s bedside for days at a time, and finally, on January 27, 1904, at the age of thirty-seven, she died. Their house went into deep mourning. A black flag was draped over the big balcony where once they had happily watched so many parades. Manfred sat shiva, and at seven every morning ten Jewish men came to the house to form a minyan and pray. He established two charities in his wife’s memory: the Alice Weiss Maternity Hospital and Home, and an institution for the care of the incurably sick.

		The family was Jewish, of course, but hardly pious; Jewish in identity but barely in practice. Indeed, it seems that the most powerful expression of their religion was when they were mourning. They supported the Dohány Street Synagogue, attended the High Holiday services, and celebrated the bar mitzvah of the older Weiss son, Eugene. Alfons never celebrated his bar mitzvah because when he came of age, his mother’s illness commanded the attention of the entire household, and a celebration would have been unthinkable. Yet Christmas trees and ham for dinner made them the perfect example of highly assimilated early-twentieth-century Budapest Jews.

		After the death of Alice, her mother, who lived upstairs, took over as the mother figure for the six children and the chaperone for her forty-six-year-old son-in-law. Women were eager to succeed her daughter as wife and mother, but should Manfred look twice at a maid or a governess, his mother-in-law made sure she was history.

		Manfred was eager for Marianne, his second-oldest girl, to find the right husband. His oldest daughter, Elsa, had married a young seed merchant named Alfred Mauthner. Alfred was fortunate to have met Alice before she died, and she liked him and thought he would be a good match for her restless, clever oldest daughter. But Manfred had his reservations, because although born a Jew, Alfred had converted to Catholicism, along with his brother and other members of his family. For a man to change his religion was unthinkable to Manfred. It revealed a shakiness of character, a lack of the fortitude and clarity that husbands require. But the couple assured him that their children would be raised as Jews, which counted for a lot. And the fact that his late wife had liked Alfred counted for more. Finally Manfred relented.

		But Marianne had not fallen in love, so Manfred brought nice young Jewish men from good families in Vienna, Munich, Zurich, Paris, and of course Budapest to balls as her potential suitors. None of them appealed to her, although two admirers in her immediate circle rose above the rest. Best friends since their university and law school days, Móric Kornfeld was the son of a prominent banker, and Ferenc Chorin was the son of another prominent industrialist.

		They physically resembled each other: both were not tall, had thinning hair, and wore glasses. Chorin was a bit stockier, and as they grew older, both would worry about their weight. But their faces were vividly inscribed with their personalities: patience, introspection, gentle humor, and a Zen-like calm on Kornfeld’s; humor, impatience, ambition, and curiosity on Chorin’s.

		Chorin was the great-grandson of a famous eighteenth-century Transylvanian rabbi who considered the Jewish dietary restrictions and the beard requirement absurd and was promptly ordered to apologize to the chief rabbi. The rabbi’s son was a doctor, and his son became an industrialist and the father of Ferenc Chorin. Chorin’s father, who was also named Ferenc, was an economic powerhouse who moved to Budapest, where he founded the Hungarian manufacturers association, known in Hungary as GYOSZ. He was the president of the Salgótarján Anthracite Mining Company, which produced 40 percent of the total brown coal for Hungary. He also served in the upper house of the Hungarian Parliament and left a legacy that his only son eventually fulfilled and surpassed.

		Móric Kornfeld was the third child of Zsigmond Kornfeld, who rose from a job as a clerk in a Prague bank to become director in the Böhmischer Bankverein, where he established contact with the House of Rothschild. In 1878 the Hungarian General Credit Bank teetered on the brink of insolvency, and the Rothschilds placed twenty-six-year-old Kornfeld at the head of the Budapest branch. Before he left Vienna, he married a young Viennese woman named Betty von Frankfurter, and together they moved to Budapest. Eventually they would have five children, György, Mitzi, Móric, Pál, and Ferenc.

		Zsigmond reorganized the bank completely and eventually reorganized and transformed the entire financial structure of Hungary. While he was a practicing but not devout Jew, Christianity also fascinated Zsigmond. One Saturday, when he was going to their country estate by train, he was reading The Imitation of Christ in the original Latin by Thomas à Kempis, a fifteenth-century Dutch theologian. He forgot the book in the train, but on his return home the following Monday, the conductor returned it to him. Kornfeld asked how he knew that it was his book, and the conductor pointed out that “on this train, only Your Honor reads Latin.”

		Of the children, Móric was the most serious intellectual, and Pál the charming one. Mitzi was intelligent and philosophical but constrained by her gender. Ferenc was a compulsive gambler, and the other members of the family spent a small fortune on his debts. György committed suicide when he was twenty-two. He had been in love with a young woman who was less well off than the Kornfelds. Zsigmond encouraged the relationship and told him that if he finished his university studies before they got married, Zsigmond would give her a dowry as if she were his own daughter. The reassurance didn’t seem to matter. György blew his brains out with a pistol and was still holding on to his cane when he was found. Móric became the eldest son.

		He was a Renaissance man. He wrote poetry and was fascinated by mathematics, physics, natural and social science, Hungarian sociology, politics and philosophy, poetry, and agrarian reform. He subsidized newspapers and periodicals and became a member of the upper house of Parliament. To his father, Zsigmond, Kornfeld confessed his love; Zsigmond asked him what color Marianne Weiss’s eyes were. My grandfather admitted that he didn’t know. “They are the most beautiful blue, so blue that when she enters the opera, the whole gallery lights up with her presence,” his father replied. (Perhaps my grandfather was not the only Kornfeld man who was smitten.) For six years Móric and Ferenc Chorin courted Marianne Weiss, and for six years Marianne avoided making a decision. Once the two friends were so eager to impress her at a ball, they hired a waiter to sit in a tree making birdcalls.

		In 1910 Marianne developed a thyroid problem, and her father took her to Bern, where a new operation that involved removing the thyroid had been created. Recuperation was brutal. She had to remain in a dark room for nearly six weeks, unable to read because her eyes had been badly weakened. Her father made sure that she was never alone, and there she lay, listening to people read her the poetry of Goethe, Schiller, Heine, Rostand, and Rilke. The poems lodged in her memory, and throughout her life she would recite them at odd moments like fragments of a catchy show tune.

		She recovered, and finally, in February 1913, she accepted my grandfather’s proposal. No one really ever understood why. He adored her but she never really adored him back. On June 17, 1913, twenty-six-year-old Marianne and thirty-two-year-old Móric married in the house at Andrássy Avenue. The day after the wedding the young couple, with maids and luggage and a complete entourage, arrived at the train station to go on their honeymoon in Sils-Maria. In his bliss, my grandfather garlanded the carriage and filled the inside of it with white roses. Naturally shy and sharing her father’s instincts for thrift and self-abnegation, Marianne was appalled and embarrassed and probably a little bit angry at being made the center of attention as a young bride. The gesture and my grandmother’s reaction to it were diagnostic; stylistically they were so profoundly incompatible that the marriage would be desperately unhappy.

		World War I broke out in June 1914, and their first daughter, Mária—who quickly became Puppa—was born in September. Manfred mobilized the factory for maximum production, and he was assured that because his factory was as much a part of the defense of Hungary as the army, none of his employees would be drafted. The war was supposed to be over by Christmas, but of course it wasn’t, which was terrible for millions but excellent for the Manfred Weiss Works. The factory expanded and expanded. New buildings sprang up over 570 acres on the island, and the workforce ballooned to forty thousand.

		Marianne and her sister Daisy visited soldiers in the military hospitals. They saw the ravages of war, the maimed bodies, the frostbitten limbs, the horrible conditions of care. They heard stories of soldiers, officers even, only half recovered, being released back to families that were ill prepared to nurse them back to health. Their father responded to his daughters’ anguish as only a wealthy man with nearly unlimited resources and good instincts could and built the Manfred Weiss Pavilion, a sanatorium where officers wounded in fighting could recover free of charge.

		In contrast, his son Alfons, who was a soldier in Ukraine, lived in a villa, became friends with Russian aristocrats, and discovered a vast wine cellar that had belonged to the czar. While other Austro-Hungarian troops in Ukraine were deployed to the brutal Italian front, Manfred intervened so his son could remain on an important assignment investigating fish canneries in the region.

		World War I ended in 1918, and on June 4, 1920, the Treaty of Trianon was signed. It only confirmed a reality established by military might, and the order of Britain and France in 1919. During the period of instability after the surrender but before the final treaties, Béla Kun’s Republic of Soviets held power from March 21 to August 1, 1919. Communism and Judaism became linked forever in Hungarian minds, since nearly all the Communist leadership was Jewish, at least by origin if not by conviction. Members of the upper middle class and aristocrats were arrested, and some were killed. A large proportion of the victims were Jews. Manfred Weiss left his home and stayed with his daughter Elsa while a few revolutionaries ransacked his house and helped themselves to some of the family treasures, although they could not understand why a man of his wealth would have only two pairs of shoes.

		Worried that his prominence would put the rest of his family at risk, Manfred hoarded sleeping pills for weeks. One night he took them all, but his daughter Daisy found him and rushed him to the hospital, where his stomach was pumped. Workers from Csepel guarded his room, and he recovered completely. He decamped to Vienna with the rest of his family and waited until the triumphant regent Miklós Horthy rode into Budapest, having quashed the revolution.

		Weiss returned to Budapest to rebuild his completely robbed factory and convert it for peacetime use. Since Hungary had lost so much territory, factories for industries that had been Hungarian, like textiles, were now on Romanian or Slovak or Ukrainian soil. Csepel produced steel and aluminum products, pots and pans, cars and trucks, motorcycles and bicycles, and even textiles and spinning yarn. Ownership was transformed from a privately held company to a corporate structure, in which Manfred distributed all the stock to his children.

		In December 1922 Manfred Weiss suffered a stroke, and on Christmas 1922 he died. My mother and aunt remember Móric coming into their room, wearing black, and telling them to be kind to their mother because she had suffered a terrible loss. The newspapers were filled with stories about Weiss’s death and long essays describing his contributions to Hungary. One compared him to a strong and healthy oak, suddenly felled by a violent storm. The directors of the factories carried the casket on their shoulders to the funeral wagon, and a solemn procession with thousands of factory workers advanced down Andrássy Avenue. The chief rabbi led the prayers at the Kerepesi Jewish Cemetery where he was laid to rest next to Alice. He left a prosperous factory to his children and a piece of paper with the admonition: “All for one and one for all.”

		My grandmother and her siblings always spoke about their father with a kind of fresh grief, even decades later, living in America. They still felt an unquiet longing for his presence, as if they were incomplete because he was no longer with them. His legacy did not simply persist in protracted filial grief and loving memories—though that would have been enough; he remained an active presence in their lives every day, in the income they received, in their identity, in his paternal vigilance, and ultimately in the fact that they all survived the next war because of Csepel, his gigantic, smoking, spewing, pounding, massively productive factory.

		Members of the Weiss family never moved far away from one another. Eugene Weiss moved into his father’s house with his new family, and his sister Edith lived in the upstairs apartment. Ferenc Chorin married my grandmother’s younger sister Daisy and bought the house next door. Behind them on Lendvay Street, their sister Elsa lived with her husband and seven children and shared a backyard with the Weiss family. Móric and Marianne moved after their marriage into an apartment on the same street and remained, though the apartment became smaller as their family grew to include four children. Only Alfons Weiss moved away with his wife, Erzsi. They took over a beautiful old villa of Manfred’s in the hills of Buda.

		As my mother and I turned the corner from Andrássy Avenue, we stopped at her old home on Lendvay Street. It had become the French embassy. We thought that perhaps the nice French woman with a chignon at the large front desk would be willing to indulge us in a nostalgic visit. She looked alarmed to see us.

		My mother said in perfect French that she wondered if we could possibly look inside. She paused and continued, “You see, I used to live here.” The answer was an unapologetic and unambivalent no. My mother was practically out the door before the answer was delivered, and we exchanged some observations about the French. Wandering up Lendvay Street, we arrived at the Museum of Fine Arts and saw some old statues and paintings that my mother grew up seeing in her now-inaccessible home. The art was taken first by the Nazis and then by the Communists. On another floor were the El Grecos that she remembered from one cousin’s living room.

		No wonder everything in Washington had seemed to revolve around my mother’s family. There the landscape was dominated by the descendants of Manfred Weiss, the sheer number of aunts and uncles and cousins of first, second, and third degrees. Now in Budapest I was captured by the same dynamic. My father’s family, distinguished as it was, left little trace beyond the Hungarian News Service, which didn’t mean much to me at the time, and some beautiful nineteenth-century paintings by Barabás. But the physically majestic factories and houses and works of art, all connected to the WM of Weiss Manfred (as they called him in Budapest), were palpably imposing and impressive, overwhelming nearly everything else.

		That was how we spent my first trip to Hungary, moving back and forth between the worlds that both divided and unified my parents. The symbolism was almost too precise; my aunt Lilly’s grim and damaged and demeaned apartment seemed to embody all that had gone wrong for the Szegedy-Maszák family.

		On our last night in Budapest, my parents and I had dinner in the vast hotel dining room. After ten days we were no longer treated like aliens, and I exchanged flirty smiles with the waiters who bustled around us. Over wine, steeped in Budapest, feeling close, I asked my parents what their romance had been like. They exchanged quick looks. I wonder if my mother would not have wanted to say something. But for once my father took charge. Smiling, he reached for another piece of bread and said with the sealed air of finality, “My dear, that is none of your business.”

	
		CHAPTER 2

		The Arizona
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		They first met at Kálmán Buday’s dinner party. In his usual painstaking way, my father wrote about the evening in the memoir that he labored over for more than twenty years and that remained in thousands of pages of an unfinished draft at his death. In this memoir, safely concealed from the prying eyes of his children since it was written in Hungarian, he wrote frankly and for posterity about his life as a Hungarian diplomat. Only because my uncle Tom was kind enough to translate it for me and my brothers do I know where my father first met my mother.

		It was a subordinate observation after a lengthy rundown of the notable guest list. He noted the occasion with agonizing succinctness: “It was also at [Buday’s] house that I had my first long conversation with Hanna, which was the basis of our acquaintance.” He then named the now-long-forgotten political and cultural subjects upon which their conversation touched.

		He did not, however, mention what would most have interested me. She was twenty-four then. Did he think she was pretty? Did he like her laugh? Did he secretly admire her beautiful legs? Did she say something especially funny or charming? Was he affected by the way she touched the pearls at her throat or tilted her head to have her cigarette lit? He provided no answers, only the earnest reports of a man who felt compelled to share many unimportant details while avoiding the ones with important emotional content.

		It is easy to fill in the fine points. The year was 1940, and the city was Budapest. Everybody was smoking and dressed with understated formality, which meant pearls and lipstick and dresses and high heels for the women and dark suits and hats and handkerchiefs in the breast pocket for the men. The scene was chaotic with languages, but mostly Hungarian, German, and out of deference to their hosts (Buday’s wife was British), English. Oversize cars and a few horses jockeyed for position on the streets, and beautiful bridges soared over the Danube. The war was merely a few months old, and Britain continued to fight alone. Austria had become thoroughly Nazified, but in Budapest wartime miseries were still remote. Despite the German sympathies of some of its leaders, Hungary had not yet joined the Axis. There were tensions, of course, and the Hungarian right-wing party was thriving. Still, the hard-won stability after the catastrophic losses of World War I was sustained.

		My father, Aladár Szegedy-Maszák, was thirty-six then, unmarried, very handsome, and a rising star in the Foreign Ministry. His father had been forced to retire after World War I from his distinguished position in the Hapsburg Court, and his mother was a leader in the Catholic Women’s League. My father shared the old family apartment with them and his oldest sister, Lilly, and some of his salary went to their support. Recently, he had returned to Budapest after spending five years as the secretary to the Hungarian embassy in Berlin, where he had watched the rise of Hitler and was appalled by the Nazis long before many of his compatriots were. He was also erudite and well respected in the Foreign Ministry, so among those most worried about Germany’s ambitions, his opinions mattered. His job at the Foreign Ministry was liaison to the Vatican, but everyone knew he was destined for greater things. The position did give him the honor of playing host to Mussolini’s son-in-law Ciano when he came to Budapest for an official visit.

		My mother’s father, Móric, already knew Aladár Szegedy-Maszák and had even invited him several times to their home on Lendvay Street—one of the bright young men summoned for weekly political discussions. Móric Kornfeld was a liberal, a member of the Upper House of Parliament, a philosopher, and a great patron of Hungary’s intellectual life, all made possible by his vision and by his wife’s formidable family fortune. The Kornfelds, like many highly assimilated Central European Jews, had converted to Christianity—in their case, Catholicism—in the 1920s. Hanna had no memory of any religious traditions besides Catholic mass, yet the Kornfeld and Weiss families were still considered to be Jews, albeit, like many other Jews in Budapest, Christian ones.

		My mother came from a wealthy family, but she was utterly unspoiled, since the prevailing familial ethos was thrift and a determined lack of ostentation. With a prominent nose, high cheekbones, hazel eyes, dark hair, broad shoulders, truly great legs, and the posture of a dancer, she had an elegance that some might consider beautiful, if not conventionally so. Her stunning, brilliant, and talented older sister, Puppa, had a lovely singing voice and was working on her Ph.D. in medieval Hungarian history; she was as striking as her mother had been. Hanna, who was intelligent but no scholar, was bedeviled by a great sense of inadequacy. Yet people were drawn to her in friendship and intimacy in ways they never were to her much more aloof sister.

		No one could have told from the fluency with which she could converse in many languages—English, German, French—or from her apparent social ease that Hanna was shy and insecure. And no one could have told from Aladár’s movie-star good looks, his stellar intellect, or his résumé, which was becoming more impressive each day, that he too was shy and insecure.

		In 1940 people of this class and in this region still held to some old-fashioned formalities, so when it was time to leave, Aladár Szegedy-Maszák bent over Hanna Kornfeld’s hand to kiss it farewell, a gesture so embedded into Hungarian culture that it is part of the language: kezét csókolom—“I kiss your hand”—is an expression of welcome and departure.

		A month later they met again at the home of the prominent Hungarian editor and literary
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