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138.100 The Assignation\fn{by Károly Kisfaludi (1788-1830)} Tét, Györ-Moson-Sopron County, Hungary (M) 2
It happened that my regiment had been stationed near Lake Como and it was from here that we went to meet
the French in support of the threatened left wing of the Darvady brigade; and there it was that my friend the Major
“bit the dust.”
We had a lovely and lively time in the small town near Lake Como for several months, for the Italian women
enjoyed the company of our Hussars\fn{Cavalry.} and each and everyone of us could count our successes by the
dozen among the passionate and lovely signorinas. My friend the Major was perhaps the only exception as far as I
knew. He was of the more serious-minded and melancholy type, who fell in love with women and wanted to
marry them instead of having a gay time with one and then begin with the next one. The Major was made of
different stuff. He fell in love with a young girl the second day we had spent there and he would stare up at her
window at night while the rest of us had scattered all over the town to keep rendezvous and drink to the health of
the most beautiful women in the world.
The Major was in love and no doubt his passion found proper response on the part of the lovely young lady.
That we could hardly doubt, for the Major was the finest, the best looking and most companionable fellow
amongst the score of officers. We also knew that the favor he had found with the object of his ideal was not shared
at all by her honorable parents; those were not the times for matrimonial affairs. A soldier was a roving vagabond
and not destined for family life. Especially a foreign soldier, who might be in one country today and at the other
end of the world tomorrow. One really could not blame the parents for not being enthusiastic over his suit.
Our morals, too, were rather of the loose sort, soldierly morals so to say, when love did not particularly
demand the sanction of the church, at least not on the part of Hussars in a foreign land, even allowing for the fact
that we had to deal with an allied nation. All is fair in war and love. We urged him to take what he could, and, I
am reasonably certain, he would not have hesitated, had the girl not been exacting in the observance of etiquette
and moral standards. But she was. It was of no avail to explain to her that love has its own rewards. She insisted
that he marry her and that she would be only too happy to become his wife. He would have done so, if even for a
day, but the girl never had the chance to be alone with him long enough to consult a priest let alone to get married
in secret.
It was a hopeless case and the Major was dejected and more melancholy than ever. He never took part at our
carousings and lively parties, he accepted no invitations from the many exclusive families whose homes we
frequented, but spent most of his time at the Fiaria mansion under the chaperonage of the old lady, and he could
not even hold his fair one’s hand in secret, or whisper passionate words of love to her. Now and then only could
they exchange a few words, when they chanced to dance together, or when the old lady’s attention was called to
something more important than the guarding of the girl’s honor.
Several months passed and the Major had made no headway at all. The old people, however, noticed that the
girl’s infatuation had reached a dangerous point and they decided to act. In those days when parents decided to
act, it always meant that they selected a suitable man, at least a man who suited them, and informed their obedient
daughter of the fact. The daughter cried and buried her face in the cushion, the usual procedure in cases of
unhappy love. But that helped little and the preparations were going on briskly for the great day. The man she was
to marry was a native countryman, a man of high position in society, a rich man with family connections and
traditions. She hated the man and loved the Major even more passionately. She pleaded and wept in vain. What
would become of the world if girls would be disobedient to their parents?
The day was appointed and the marriage feast was to take place within a few days after the announcement. The
girl could not rebel openly. But she did rebel inwardly and to show her disdain and contempt for her future lord
and master, she sent word to the Major, by a trusted servant girl, to visit her in her room the night before the
marriage ceremony was to take place and that she would hang a white kerchief on her windowsill to indicate that
all was well and he might climb through the window into her chamber.
“It is my desperation that drives me to this act,” she wrote, “an act my maidenly sense of purity forbade to
consider before. It is to you I went to offer myself, and to you only.”
The day arrived, but the sun had not set. Soon after sunset, however, a messenger arrived from the General
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commanding the corps to say that the regiment would march immediately towards Genoa to support the left flank
of the Darvady brigade against advancing cavalry. Immediately.
Just that day, just at that hour, when a hopeless dream, a burning desire was about to be consummated. Just that
night, when the door of happiness would have opened, only to be closed again forever after. To miss an
assignation of this kind and to march to another of such a different nature, where they distribute everything but
kisses and love.
But why immediately? Why not in the morning, or early after midnight? Is it so very urgent to meet the enemy,
to kill and to be killed by cold steel. Couldn’t it be postponed a day, a few hours? Couldn’t the departure be
postponed by preparations just for a few hours, on some pretext or other? What if the messenger had been delayed
and delivered the order six hours later? Could not a messenger be delayed by enemy patrols, by bad roads, by
detours he had to make? Who could ever blame him for being late at the appointment?
Passion and sense of duty and honor fought a violent battle within his soul. But just for a fleeting moment. It
might cost the lives of many of his comrades, it might offer unlimited strategic advantages to the enemy, it might
cost us the war. Obey! Soldier, obey! There was no alternative. You have to march.
He gave orders; and when the first stars appeared in the sky, the regiment was in the saddle and riding through
the town, the Major giving his orders to the subalterns. Larks were singing among the lilac bushes under his
sweetheart’s widow as they neared the house. The bugle was silent as they passed the mansion. The Major feared
lest it should frighten the lark away from under her windows. Why not let her enjoy that at least as long as she
would be waiting in vain for the coming of her lover. There was the white kerchief sadly hanging from the
windowsill, but even the breeze was absent and it dangled lifelessly, mournfully in the heat.
The regiment marched out of the sleeping town in silence.
“Forward, boys, let us hurry.” From the top of a hill just outside the town he looked back and saw the white
kerchief where the hot breeze stirred it somewhat more lively, and it waved like a farewell sigh.
The monotonous tramp of the horses was the only sound audible. The enemy was far off yet and soon the town
lay far behind.
The Major did not miss his second assignation. He was there on the minute. And if he had dallied but half an
hour, the left wing of the brigade would have been outflanked and disaster would have followed. It was a
passionate rendezvous, as between sweethearts who have long been waiting to embrace. The Major reaped his
reward by the victory of his men; but paid for it with his own life. He fell on the field of battle; but had saved his
honor.
And in the town the kerchief was still dangling in the breeze when the Major’s body was brought back for
burial. And we, who knew of it, said to each other:
“There, a girl’s honor was also saved by a miracle.”
1819
138.102 The Room With Forty-Eight Stars\fn{by Mo Jokai (1825-1904)} Rev-Komarom, Komarom-Esztergom
County, Hungary (M) 2½
On my arrival in Paris, as it befits an eighteen carat Hungarian gentleman, I proceeded to make preparations to
be present at the Grand Opera. I bought a box: let the French see whom they have to deal with, let them know that
a Magyar\fn{The Magyars were a Finno-Ugric tribe, who seized control of what is now Hungary in 895 or 896 .} gentleman will sit
in a box even if he is alone.
I was quite well aware of the fact, partly through my mirror and partly through the adoring glances of Budapest
seamstresses, that I was a good looking fellow; I certainly made much of this fact. I swept the auditorium with my
glasses in the firm belief, that every woman in every box would fall in love with me within an hour, and I was
only sorry to note that those sitting just beneath or just above me were deprived of the pleasure of seeing me. But
the thought comforted me, there are a great number of most beautiful French girls who will compensate for this
loss in quantity.
I need hardly say that my triumph was complete; that every lorgnette held by feminine hands was directed in
the direction of my box; the countesses and Princesses threw yearning and sighing glances toward me and that I
had not missed a single occasion of returning their admiring glances and faint, secret smiles. There is no doubt
about it that a Hungarian cavalier is a real one even in Paris and that no other could attract attention in such
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prolific manner. I don’t deny that I thought of Attila,\fn{ Called also the Scourge of God (c.406-453), king of the Huns (from
c.433).} our noble ancestor, during this one hour with pity, for he vainly tried to conquer the white-limbed dames
of foggy Lutetia,\fn{The name given what was to be Paris by the Parisii, a tribe of Celtic people, who fortified the Ïle de la Cité and
called the site Lutetia c.250BC, only to abandon their island fort in 52BC to the Romans, who extended the town to the left bank of the
Seine and renamed the town as Civitas Parisiorum .} a feat that seemed so easy now to one of his descendants … but I am

afraid I am trespassing the modest limits of boastfulness.
Let it suffice to say that one of the Princesses at the theater was certainly caught in the net as tightly as could
be wished for. She sat just opposite and was as beautiful as an angel; she almost seemed to be hovering in the air
midst her lace and silk and she was so bedecked with diamonds and precious stones as to give one the impression
of gazing up, at the stars on a clear, brilliant night. I was certain she could not have been a poor devil, but a
Goddess in disguise.
My fairy angel had not taken her eyes off from my box during the whole performance, and if you had asked
her what was going on the stage, I doubt if she could have told you. One need not have been too well versed in
worldly matters or too sophisticated to understand the import of such bewildering behavior on her part. I know.
“Très humble serviteur, Madame,” I said to myself, “I shall be there.”
At the end of the performance I had hurried to the lobby where she had to pass. My little Goddess did not keep
me waiting too long; she came almost immediately. Oh, from close range she was even more beautiful, more
adorable and more charming; I am not in the habit of being swept into ecstasy over feminine beauty, for I know
the effect of cosmetics upon feminine charms, I know exactly how much diamonds and Brussels lace enhance a
woman’s appearance, I can calculate with mathematical precision how glow added to glow may benefit a subject;
I know what breeding and studied poise may add to the effect of a beautiful woman; still she was more angelic,
more refined, more beautiful than any poet could imagine, let alone describe.
As she slipped past me, I felt a slight touch on my hand and when I recovered my surprise, I found I had been
holding a tiny card in my hand, rolled up and tied together with a precious ring. She had slipped it into my hand.
But her blinding beauty and the touch of her hand had deprived me of my senses at that moment, so that I could
not realize at first what had happened. There was a name on the visiting card:
“Marchesa Barcheschi, Boulevard des Italiens” and underneath in pearly letters it said:
“At 12 tomorrow.”
The ring that enclosed the visiting one was a precious one, worth at least five hundred francs, according to the
bijoutier I had consulted on the subject of its value.
That’s what I call luck. It could have been no mean person who ties her love messages with a five hundred
franc ring. She could have been no adventuress, but certainly a lady of high rank and I thought it was very nice of
her to entrust such a precious piece of jewelry to a stranger she had never set eyes on before. She was not afraid
that, instead of attending the rendezvous, he would visit the pawnshop with the pledge of love. She must surely
have set me down as a Hungarian gentleman.
The adventure appeared to me most pleasing and satisfactory; I could hardly wait for twelve o’clock next
morning. I put on my best morning suit and ordered a carriage to drive me to Boulevard des Italiens. The driver
knew the house well and drove up to it without hesitation. Who would not know where the Marchesa lived? But
he could not drive in through the driveway, for he was just a hired man, and the rules are that only private
equipages may drive into the garden alley leading up to the entrance. There were quite a number of these inside
the garden roads.
Just let them be. They will have to wait in the ante-chamber when I present my card and the ring.
A tremendously huge doorkeeper came to meet me. He had a morose and murderous face, but as soon as he
saw the ring, his dark features melted and a smile appeared on his face. He rang a bell and a footman, all gold and
silver-braided, appeared, bowed deeply, handed me over to another lackey even more gorgeously decorated and
he led me through a dozen wonderful corridors and apartments, salons, furnished in a princely style, so that their
grandeur hurt the eye.
I have seen quite a number of lordly palaces, gorgeous mansions and what not, but I may say here and now that
I have never set eyes on anything more luxurious, more brilliant in decorations, panels, pictures and wainscoting
than I had found at this Marchesa’s. My very eyesight was in acute danger through the brilliance of the place.
At last we entered a salon, something like an amphitheater, the decoration and appointments of which
surpassed anything I could imagine; marble statues, American flowers, silk tapestries and carpets a thousand years
old, porcelain and silver mountings everywhere, paintings by great masters (at least I thought so) in golden
frames. And just underneath the ceiling, there were forty-eight stars, one over each picture frame, about the size of
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my palm, with dark glass ornaments within them. It was a unique idea.
But I had very little time to examine these wonderful stars, for the door opened and my Goddess entered quite
unceremoniously.
She was even more beautiful than last night at the Opera, if such a thing were possible. She had a babyish look
in her eyes, modest and unassuming, a noble gait in her movements, large, lovely eyes and lips that were
provocative to the highest degree. And she smiled. She smiled to please me and because she was pleased to see
me. She came to meet me and offered her hand—soft, lovely, velvety hands she had—bade me sit down next to
her on a silk-tapestried sofa. She bashfully dropped her eyes and begged me not to misjudge her for her hasty act
last night, but that she could not restrain herself in confessing her sentiments towards me. I dropped on my knees
before her and confessed that I loved her. She became frightened at my passionate appeal and rose, then ran away
to a distance and stared at me with her large innocent eyes in fright. I saw that I had begun rather more
vehemently than I should have, so I decided to go easier and succeeded in persuading her to sit down again next
to me and permit me to apologize for my vehemence, dictated by passionate love. She began to weep silently and
told me that she had never met a man before who could have understood her. I swore that I shall be the one who
will understand her and immediately I began to recite verses to her, and she wiped her tears and broke into a
lovely smile. She had not left my tenderness unrewarded, for she bent forward and kissed my forehead in a
motherly way, as I sat at her feet on a cushion; then I pressed her white lily fingers to my heart and kissed her on
the lips with such terrific passion that she almost lost her breath and looked at me reproachfully. She called me her
“Little Romeo” and I called her my Juliet and thus we acted the first act of the Romeo and Juliet,\fn{Written c.1595}
where people only promise that they will love each other for ever after. Then we said good-bye to each other, and
as I was about to leave, my goddess whispered in my ear:
“Tomorrow at noon, come again.” She slipped away for fear of a parting kiss and waving her hand from the
other end of the room she whispered:
“My Romeo.”
“My Juliet, my heavenly Juliet,” I stammered and left the place in a daze, not unlike a crazed Romeo.
I completely lost my balance; I wanted to find out who she was and whence she came, who were her people,
for it was certain she was no common person. She loved me passionately. I had never met such passion in a
woman. It killed me, and altered my soul completely. And now I should have to wait a whole day to see her again.
I should be counting the minutes until noon tomorrow. Would I be able to retain the little sense I had brought from
home?
Towards evening, just to kill the time and in the hope that I might get a fleeting glimpse of her again, I turned
my steps towards the Grand Opera House. On my way there I met Count Arthur, an old chum from home, who
had been living several years in the French capital. We were very glad to have met and embraced heartily. After
the first words of greeting we began to discuss spending the evening together. I proposed the Opera.
“Oh, who goes to the opera these days?” he protested. “It’s boring, stupid, where people sing and talk about
love they don’t feel and mimic things that are unreal, where even jealousy is sham and the actors lie to you at such
lengths as their parts demand. You come along with me to a place where everything is real, love and jealousy and
hatred, where at least one of the actors thinks he is playing at life and real things. One can see genuine plays there.
We shall see Othello\fn{Written c.1604} played tonight and have a fine time.”
I let him take me wherever he willed. It cost a hundred francs to enter, but what was that to me? We passed
several out of the way streets and entered a dark courtyard, where we ascended some back stairs and paid a
hundred francs each at the box office. Then an usher pushed each of us into a tiny booth, so small in fact that there
was room only for a single person. It was dark inside with only a dark glass pane, large enough to place your eyes
against it. I looked through the pain and to my shocking amazement I recognized the room I had visited earlier in
the day, the Goddess on the sofa, seated next to an English-looking man, the pictures and the forty-eight stars
behind each of which were a couple of peeping eyes. The girl was now performing Othello with the other fellow,
the same as she had performed Romeo with me. The poor idiot behaved most queerly, but I must admit that my
fairy love played her part just as well now as before, and she could cry or play the wild Desdemona just as she
could impersonate innocent Juliet. She made him jealous. The poor fellow almost hanged himself and was on the
verge of killing the lady in his jealousy.
The comedy was really worth the hundred francs.
It may be imagined that I did not keep the next day’s appointment with the Marchesa in the starry room. I was
unwilling to act the second part of Romeo and Juliet to the peeping audience. On the contrary, I took the train and
slipped out of Paris, lest someone should come to me and apologize for not applauding my brilliant acting of
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Romeo.
104.100 A Stroke Of Luck: A Folktale\fn{by Mrs. Lajos Balázsi (1871(F) 1

)}

Kisujszállás, Szolnok County, Hungary

He went plowing. He was a poor man. The plow cut a furrow and turned up a lot of money. When he set eyes
on it, he began to speculate about what to say to his wife. He feared that she might blurt it out to the neighbors,
and they would be served a summons to appear before the magistrate. He went and bought a hare and a fish.
When she brought him his midday meal, he said to her after he had dined,
“Let’s fry a fish.” She said,
“What do you think! How could we catch a fish here in the field?”
“Come on, woman, I’ve just seen a couple of them, when I was plowing around the blackthorn shrub.”
He led her to the blackthorn shrub. Says the woman,
“Look, old man, there’s a fish.”
“Haven’t I told you so?” And he flung the ox goad at the shrub so that the fish turned out at once. Then he said,
“Let’s catch a hare.”
“Don’t be kidding me. You haven’t got a gun.”
“Never mind. I’ll knock it off with the ox goad.” They were going along when she cried out,
“Look! There’s a hare on the tree yonder there.” The man flung his goad at the tree and the hare fell down.
They were working till the day drew to a close, and in the evening they made their way home. When they went
past the church, they heard an ass braying. The man said to the woman,
“You know what the ass is braying? He is saying, ‘The priest says in his sermon that soon a comet will appear
and that will be the end of the world!’”
They went on. When they passed the city hall, the ass uttered another loud bray. The man said,
“The ass says that ‘The magistrate and the town clerk have just been caught embezzling public funds.’”
As time wore on they were making good use of their money. The neighbors kept asking them,
“Where did that lot of money come from?” Then she said to one of the neighbor women,
“I wouldn’t mind telling you, but you mustn’t pass it on to anyone.”
And she told her that they had found the money. Their neighbor reported it to the magistrate, and they were
summoned to appear before him. And when he was questioned about the money, the man denied it. By no means
did they find any money. Not a penny had been found by them. The magistrate then said,
“Your wife will tell me.”
“What’s the use asking her. She’s just a silly woman,” he said. The woman flew into a temper and began to
shout at him,
“Don’t you dare say that again! Didn’t we find the money when we caught the fish under the blackthorn
bush?”
“Now Your Honor may hear for yourself. Catching a fish in a bush. What next!”
“Can’t you remember how you shot down a hare from the tree with the ox goad?”
“Well, haven’t I told Your Honor? It’s no use asking that fool of a woman.”
“A fool you are yourself! Have you forgotten that on our way home we heard an ass braying when we passed
the church, and you said that the priest was preaching that a comet would appear and that would be the end of the
world.”
“Now wasn’t I right, Your Honor? It would be better to leave her alone, or she might give offence with her
silly talk.” The woman flew into a rage and said,
“Don’t you remember that when we were passing the city hall and the ass uttered a loud bray you were telling
me, ‘that the magistrate and the town clerk have been just caught out—’” The magistrate jumped to his feet and
said to the man,
“Take her home, my good man, she seems to have lost her wits.”
104.101 1. The Count’s Horses 2. The Witches Doughnuts: Two Folktales\fn{by Mrs. János Kovács (1872Karcsa, extreme northeastern tip of Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplen County, Hungary (F) 3
1
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)}

When my father and his brothers were just little kids, they used to gather round my grandfather, and they often
heard him telling about men who could use black magic. Nothing was impossible for such men. They could turn
any man into a horse, just by sheer witchcraft.
There was, for instance, a coachman in the service of a count. He had seen long service on the manor and was
possessed of secret knowledge. It was by means of his magic powers that he once played a trick on the count.
One day he sold the count’s horses. Then he went into the stable and filled some sacks with straw, so that they
looked like horses. Then he did something to the sacks, and they turned into horses. He harnessed them to the
carriage and used them just as if they had been horses when he drove out with the count in the coach.
It happened once that the count became angry with him about something and fired him. He took his belongings
and left the manor. Next morning the count went to the stable. There wasn’t a horse in the stable. What on earth
had happened to his horses? He looked about, but he saw only four sacks there. He kicked them; there was only
straw in the sacks.
“What did he do to my horses?”
The count sent for the pandours,\fn{Soldiers who serve as police.} and with them he went to the coachman’s
cottage. When the coachman came out, the count said that he would send him to the gallows if he didn’t tell him
at once what he had done with the horses.
“What horses? There they are in the stable.”
“They aren’t there. There are only four sacks filled with straw.”
“Well, four sacks and four horses.”
“I’ve told you, there are no horses there, just four sacks.”
“Well, we’ll see. Let’s go there right now, and if we find the horses in the stable, then I’ll be asking for your
head,” he said to the count. “Well, how about it? Will you send me to the gallows, or do you want to take me back
into your service?”
“I’d rather have you back,” the count said.
“You can count me out. And I am not going back to the stable either. I’ll stay here, and that’s that.”
But the count and his wife wouldn’t leave it at that, and they were after him until they persuaded him to have a
look at the sacks.
He drove back with them and at once made for the stable. Inside the stable he gave a kick to each sack, one
after another. As he kicked them a shiver went through the sacks, and they changed back into horses.
“Well, sir, are these sacks or horses in your stable?”
Such wizardry gave the count the creeps, and a cold shiver went down his spine. He was more dead than alive
when they carried him back to the manor house. They sent at once for the doctor who had to do a great deal of
doctoring to revive him.
When he felt better, he took counsel with his wife as to what they should do about their coachman. Would it be
better to have him hanged, or should they take him back into their service? The count’s wife said,
“Don’t let him be hanged, because you couldn’t kill him. He’s a devil, and you can’t take a devil’s life. He
might do some terrible harm to us or might turn us into heaven knows what. Otherwise he is not a bad fellow, so
do not take his life. Pay him more than before and let him come back.”
When he recovered the count sent word to the coachman by his house steward that he was willing to take him
back into his service and would send a carriage for him, so that he could move back at once. The coachman
replied to the count’s offer,
“If the count is willing to double the sum he paid me before, I will go back into his service. If not, then the
answer is no.”
The steward went back and reported to the count that if he wanted to have the coachman back, he must pay
him double as much as before.
“Go at once with a carriage and bring him back.”
A cart was sent for the coachman, and he came back to the manor. And they lived happily ever after; nothing
ever went wrong, neither in the manor house nor with the livestock. And the count increased in wealth and
became so rich that he could hardly take stock of his many possessions.
True, he wondered quite a lot why all this should have come about through the devil.
2
I’ve heard this from Janos. He served on the squire’s manor.
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There was a carter on this manor. He always drove a fine big horse. Janos slept in the stable, together with this
carter, and had noticed that the man had never once fed or curried the horse. He thought it was odd and asked the
carter about it.
“How is it that you never curry the horse?”
All the carter did to the horse was to pass his hand over its back, and that very minute the horse would go off
like the wind or pitch off its rider. The carter used this horse to carry water to the threshers. Janos used to go with
him and help with the casks.
One day there was a quarrel between the bailiff and the carter. The dispute arose just before they got ready to
go to the threshers. Until that day they had always taken five casks of water. This time, the carter said that they
would take only two. Janos wondered why and asked the carter about it.
“Never mind, Jancsi. The two casks will do.”
When they went to the stable to harness the horse, they found it in such poor state that they could hardly
manage to get him out of the stable.
“What’s the matter with the horse? What the dickens has come over this doggone beast?”
Well, when they had filled the two casks with water and wanted to set off, the horse was not able to pull the
cart. The bailiff saw that and stepped to the carter and said he was sorry for his harsh words.
Janos saw that the carter had a piece of rag in his hand and that he passed it along the sides of the horse. And
when he led the horse back into the stable, and passed the rag once more along its back, suddenly it seemed to
come to life and it looked as fiery as a táltos’\fn{A person possessing supernatural powers.} horse.
Janos would have liked to obtain such secret knowledge as the carter possessed and asked the man to let him in
on it, so that he too could make use of it at home with his horses.
“Well, I can tell you how to go about it, but I’m sure you’d back out before you had gotten through with it.”
“I don’t think so. Just let me hear it!”
“Well, then go out to the crossroads, and there you will learn what you want to know. But mind that you go
three nights in succession.”
And Janos had made up his mind that he would go to the crossroads. He knew the place, it was where a
crucifix stood by the roadside. But before going he wanted to talk it over with the old shepherd, a wise old man,
who served on a nearby farm. When the shepherd heard what Janos had in mind to do, he said to him,
“I see, old boy, you’ve already made up your mind to go. But be careful and do not bring yourself to ruin. If
you really want to go, you must take along a piece of blessed chalk, and when you come to the crossroads, you
must draw a big circle around yourself. And should you drop terror-stricken on the ground, take care that you
remain inside the circle. And then you’ll see who it is that comes to meet you.”
Janos took leave of the shepherd and went to see his foster mother. He told her about his intention of going out
to the crossroads. She was all against it at first, but finally she gave him a piece of blessed chalk and a bunch of
protective grass (being the village midwife and medicine woman, she possessed these things).
So Janos set off one night, and when he came to the crossroads, he drew a big circle with the chalk around
himself.
The first night he did not see anything in particular. Nor on the second night. On the third night—it was about
midnight—he beheld a big snarling dog running straight up to him from the direction of Olaszi. But the dog
dashed past the circle.
Then, suddenly, the sound of trampling reached his ears; a herd of fillies came running up to where he stood.
He thought that they would run him down. But when they reached the circle, they turned and took off in another
direction.
Then he saw a big, vicious bull making for him, with his horns ready to butt him.
“The beast will toss me up and send me flying straight out of this circle,” he thought to himself. But when the
bull reached the circle, it gave an angry roar and then turned and ran away.
Soon he beheld a regiment of soldiers drawing closer and closer. A whole army it was, with the artillery, the
infantry, and the hussars marching straight in the direction where he stood. But they too passed by.
And then a fine glass coach came driving up, pulled by six fiery horses. There were gentlemen sitting inside
the coach, and what fine looking gents they were.
“Hullo, Jancsi!” And they reached their hands out to him when the coach stopped at the circle.
“Come on, friend! Step out of the circle and come nearer to us, as you were so eager to make our
acquaintance.”
“I won’t step out of the circle, because 1 know very well what you’re after.”
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“Oh, do not fear us, Jancsi. Come here and let’s make friends.” But when their time was up, they bawled at
him,
“Just wait and see, you doggone scoundrel! We’ll fix you for having bluffed us.”
Janos went home and went to bed. But every night thereafter he was taken by them and carried to the
Mancsalka (a hill at the edge of the village, known as the Evils’ Haunt). There they had their midnight merriment.
They pressed Janos to repudiate God and the Blessed Virgin, and to give up going to church.
“I wouldn’t do it for any horse,” he said.
And he went to his foster mother to seek her advice, because he felt terribly ill. And finally he made a clean
breast of it all and told the old woman how he had been dragged away to Mancsalka Hill night after night, and
how he had been tortured there and make to suffer such agonies that now he had come to the end of his rope.
After that she went to see him as often as she could and, sitting at his bedside, she prayed for him. But as soon
as she went away, he was dragged again and again to the hill.
“Oh, you good-for-nothing lad. So that’s why you’ve asked me for a piece of blessed chalk,” she said
scornfully.
And as she couldn’t think of any other way to help him, she went to the priest and told him about Janos’
trouble.
The priest was horrified to hear about it and said he should confess his sins, as that was the only thing that
might help him. So Janos confessed to the priest, and after that the devils tortured him no more, and he was left in
peace.
Janos died last year. He told me himself about these things and said that every word of it was true, and that it
had all happened in his lifetime. He also said that he wouldn’t swear to its verity, but it was up to anyone to try it
for himself, if he thought it wasn’t true.
27.89 The Circus\fn{by Tibor Déry (1894-1977)} Budapest, Hungary (M) 8
The children were bored. It was a stifling, hot, and dusty Sunday afternoon. The children’s bare feet sank
ankle-deep into the dust of the great courtyard enclosed by the flour mill to the left and the house on the right.
Their eyebrows were gray with dust, and when they spat, dust grated in their teeth.
“What should we play now?” asked Manci. She was sitting on the porch steps staring at the dust in front of her.
The other children hung lazily around her, standing first on one leg and then on the other; they were silent.
Kalman, the watchmaker’s son, wiped dust off his glasses with a large walnut leaf.
The house belonged to them now. The chief miller had left for Pest; his wife had gone to the farm to visit
grandmother who was gravely ill. The mill was at a standstill. A Sunday stillness hung over the street outside; not
even barking dogs could be heard. Traffic had been suspended since noon when a Catholic priest had passed the
house, bells of the altar-boys growing louder, then dying away in the dense village silence. If anyone went down
the street, the cloud of dust balling up behind him as it drifted toward the board fence betrayed his presence no
matter how noiselessly he ambled along. All along the street, houses were shuttered against the burning sun,
which drove everyone indoors. Only the mill yard was full of children and dogs.
“What should we play?” asked Manci. They were all alone in the house. They could tear it down, or, if they
felt like it, burn it to the ground. There were nine or ten little children and older ones from the neighborhood, as
well as Manci, the 14-year-old daughter of the chief miller and her twin brother, Gyula. Until nightfall when their
mother came home, nobody would know if they had axed every piece of furniture in the house or drowned every
hen. But for the time being, they were sitting quietly, standing about in the dust eyeing each other.
“What should we play?” asked Manci. “Now we can play anything.”
She had large gray eyes whose cold and sleepy stare flustered even some adults as she fixed them with her
languidly searching gaze. Not even her mother had ever seen her cry, except from impotent rage. She bore every
punishment in silence. But once when she was ten years old, at a taunt from her father, she had grabbed the
kitchen knife on the table and with all her strength plunged it into the palm of her hand. The scar was visible to
this day. This summer for the first time she sat alone in the yard underneath the mulberry tree and with her sleepy
cold eyes she stared at the yard bathed in moonlight until her mother chased her off to bed.
“What should we play?”
The children were silent.
“We can play anything we want.”
“Let’s pretend we’re having an Olympics,” said Pista Deli, the son of the neighbor, a fairly prosperous peasant.
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A hot-blooded child with a short neck and red face, famous because he would soundly trounce even much older
children if they dared look askance at his shortness. He had not yet tried his strength against Gyula, the chief
miller’s son who was the same age.
“Olympics?” said a girl’s thin voice. “It’s too hot.”
“It’ll be hot in Rome, too.”\fn{A reference to the Rome (Summer) Olympics of 1960.}
“No, let’s not,” said Dezso Trenka, the stonemason’s son who lived next door. “Besides, it’s boring.”
Pista Deli turned toward Manci sitting on the porch steps. She fixed her large, brooding, cold gray eyes on him,
looked at him for a while, then shook her head.
“Let’s play doctor,” said another girl.
“That’ll be all right. The patient will die.”
“Then we’ll bury him.”
“Where?”
Again they looked at Manci. The young girl’s ivory neck and reddish-brown hair were impervious to the sun.
Her face had only a faint pinkish glow below her long, tightly combed hair. And young bespectacled Kalman,
scrawny son of the local watchmaker, stood behind the girl, leaning on one of the porch columns and studying the
downy nape of her neck in rapt absorption; then a minute later, turning pale, he tore his gaze from her. It was
obvious, even from behind, that the girl had nixed the idea.
“Let’s play grocer’s,” said someone.
“Let’s play ball.”
“Let’s play Tarzan”
Manci said nothing.
“Let’s play Tarzan,” repeated a boy’s voice.
The young girl shook her head. “Today we can play anything,” she said impatiently, “even something special.”
“Let’s give the brood-hen a bath.”
“Let’s go up to the attic.”
The children grew silent. They stared ahead blankly, downcast. Three spotted dogs were lying side by side in
the shade of the mulberry tree. One scrambled to its feet, circled the others, then threw itself on its side, tongue
lolling, and sighed.
Young Kalman with the glasses stepped down from the porch, taking a deep breath.
“Let’s start the mill,” he said with lowered eyes. “If we get it started, we can grind 20 sacks full.”
“What for?”
Kalman blushed and said nothing. The girl looked disdainfully at the silent children.
“You’re all stupid,” she said quietly to the dust at her feet. “You can’t find anything to do.”
“Go to hell!” said Pista Deli. “Don’t you tell us what to do!”
Manci got up, slowly and lazily stretched herself. She smiled and shrugged her shoulders.
“Where are you going?” asked Piri Trenka, alarmed. “Wait! I'm coming with you.”
“You don’t have to,” said Manci without turning around. Her legs, covered only to the knees by the short
cotton cambric skirt, were girlishly round and as white as her arms and neck. “I’m going inside to read.”
Although Busan, largest of the three dogs, was lying with his hind side to the porch, he raised his head and
looked back. He pondered for a moment, then got up and, tail wagging, set off after the girl. At this moment, the
sharp cracking of a whip was heard from the other end of the porch, short and hard like a gunshot.
“You’re staying here!” said Gyula, the head miller’s son, and again he cracked his short-handled, leatherthonged whip. It was impossible to tell whether the command was meant for his sister or the dog. Both stopped.
“You’re idiots,” said the boy, turning his pale face with the great blaze of red hair toward the children. “Idiots.”
“Who’s an idiot?” asked Pista Deli. “You’re one too.”
The squat, short-necked child bowed his head; blood rushed to his forehead.
“Why am I an idiot?” he said in a muffled voice.
“Ask your Papa,” said Gyula, smiling disdainfully and squinting. He turned his long freckled face toward the
sun.
“Manci is right. If I weren’t here, no one would know what to do.”
“I know,” said Pista Deli. He turned and started for the gate. With his disproportionately wide back, short legs
and arms, he seemed shorter than he really was.
Gyula waited till he reached the gate.
“Wait, idiot!” he shouted after him in his rather thin, rasping voice. “I need you, come back!”
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Pista Deli stopped, but did not turn around. The other children listened silently without moving. On the porch,
Manci was also standing with her back to the group, only her head turned out of curiosity.
“Come back!” said Gyula. “I’ve found something to do.”
*
The circus game the gang was going to play for the first time required every hand, every head. The oppressive
heat seemed to suddenly give way; unseen sweat poured down the high-spirited children’s backs. Mozsi Beck, the
poultry contractor’s son, ran home with two companions to fetch empty chicken coops in which to put the
menagerie.
“Hey, bring your little brother too!” shouted Gyula. “Your youngest brother!”
“Why him?” said Mozsi Beck, “he still wets his pants.”
“Just bring him!”
“What for?”
“He’ll be the ape,” said Gyula. They had to get a handcart, at least two of them, to transport the menagerie.
Dezso brought a little trap-like two-wheeled handcart from home; assistants had to help bring it over. Pista Deli
stole rabbits from the courtyards, complete with pens whenever possible. If he couldn’t find pens, he brought
them naked under his coat; they were put in Beck’s chicken coops. There were plenty of cats, dogs, even pigeons
in the mill yard. But it wouldn’t hurt to add one or two. The mill yard, wearily on the verge of slumber a moment
ago, in an eye-wink roused itself from dusty summer sleep and man and beast began to whirl around the leader,
Gyula, like electrons. The initial excited shouting was succeeded by the tense silence of creative work, broken
only by the joyous yelping of dogs thrown into confusion and rushing about in every direction. Young Kalman
leaned against the porch, and wiped his glasses.
“What did you bring from home?”
“Nothing,” said Kalman.
In the village, one seldom came across suitable raw materials for a circus in the household of the watchmaker’s
widow. Gyula, sinking his hands into his pants pockets, looked the thin, round-shouldered boy up and down
scornfully.
“Go help Pista Deli!”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t want to,” said Kalman.
Blinking, Gyula turned his long, freckled face toward the sun. “I can’t hear you. Speak up!”
“I don’t want to,” repeated Kalman.
“You don’t want to?” asked Gyula, incredulous in a sing-song. “You don’t want to. What do you mean you
don’t want to? I don’t understand. I said, go help Pista Deli.”
He raised his whip and slashed it into the dust, exactly an inch from Kalman’s naked toes. A tiny round cloud
of dust rose suddenly in its wake. The boy with the glasses involuntarily stepped back.
“Stop jumping!” said Gyula. “What are you jumping for? I tell you, go help Pista Deli.”
The boy with glasses, his face pale, stared at the tiny cloud of dust whirling at his feet.
“Well, what are you going to do?” asked Gyula and his face was still full of surprise.
“He can’t go,” said Manci, behind his back at this moment. “I need Kalman.”
“What for?”
Rather than answer, the girl laughed softly. She had a clear, bell-like laugh. The thick crystal vase that her
father had taken in the war from an Arrow-Cross member’s house, a man who’d fled the country, rang with the
sound of her laughter. Gyula looked at his sister and screwed up his face.
“You need him?”
“What of it?”
Gyula stood for a moment longer, then turned without a word and walked away.
“Are you coming?”
“I’m coming,” said Kalman, his ears burning. The young girl had already turned around; she could not see the
boy’s enraptured look beneath his self-conscious glasses.
“Oh, what a fine game it will be!”
“Yes,” said Kalman. “What do you need me for?”
“Oh, they’ll be delicious,” shouted the girl. “We’ll eat heaps of cold, sweet melons.” Kalman quickened his
pace.
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“What do you need me for?” The girl laughed.
“For all kinds of things. Don’t you want to come?”
“Yes.”
“Then why do you ask?”
Suddenly she shot off. The dust her feet stirred rose toward her tiny waist like a long, light train. Reaching the
porch, she turned and waited for the boy striding along slowly and manfully.
“Or don’t you want to come?” she said, fixing her coldly pensive, sleepy gaze on the boy’s face.
“Now what do we do?” asked the boy.
In the room darkened by the shuttered windows, Piri Trenka knelt in front of the bottom drawer of the large
dresser and cautiously lifted the heavy cool sheets and eiderdown cases placed one on top of the other. The plank
floor was covered with linoleum; two rows of preserve jars stood on the dresser top, half their contents dried up.
The air was cool, musty and made one shiver with pleasure. Kalman had never been in this room before.
“Not there!” said Manci. “There’s nothing there.”
Even in the gloomy room it was apparent that his face was flushed with excitement. Piri Trenka’s groping
hands were shaking, her tousled black hair kept falling into her sweating forehead.
“I tell you, there’s nothing there.”
“Well, where then?”
“In the wardrobe. Maybe on the top drawer.”
“Can I help?” asked Kalman, who had visibly drawn courage from Piri Trenka’s presence. “What should I look
for?”
“As a matter of fact, I’m going to be a bride,” said Manci, opening the wardrobe. “There’s a bride in every
circus; she rides a black horse and leads the procession. The groom follows her on horseback or on foot. Then
come the animals and the clowns.”\fn{ Actually, the (symbolic) figure is not a bride, but a virgin; and the custom was originally
one of human sacrifice, which could have been introduced by any of the several groups of pagan hordes (Ostrogoths, Lombards, Avars,
Huns, Moravians, Magyars) who fought over what is now Hungary between the end of the 2 nd century AD and the conversion of Duke
Géza to Christianity in 975} Kalman swallowed hard.

“What am I going to be?” he asked after a while.
“I don’t know yet. Do you want to be a clown?”
“No,” said Kalman firmly.
“You don’t want to be the groom, do you?” The girl laughed a thin laugh. Her eyes sparkled in the gloom. Piri
Trenka giggled.
“All right, we’ll see,” said Manci. “Now come here and take down Papa’s linen suit. This will be Gyula’s
because the ringmaster always wears a white suit.”
Kalman was allowed to stay in the room, but he had to face the wall while Manci changed. Among her
mother’s things, she could not find a white dress to serve as a wedding gown. She had to make do with a gray silk
dress for which they dug up a little white lace collar from the top drawer of the dresser. Piri Trenka pinned the
dress up all around because it was too long. While Kalman stared at the stains on the white-washed wall, the
young girls were whispering ceaselessly behind his back. From time to time, a suppressed, titillating giggle would
burst from the cloud of whispers, tickle his neck and make it break out into goose-bumps. The clomping of shoes
could be heard on the linoleum. A pair of white stockings and old-fashioned high-heeled black leather pumps
from the dresser turned up on the young girl’s white feet, of course, after a thorough foot washing.
“Don’t you turn around!” shrieked Piri Trenka.
“I won’t,” said Kalman standing stiffly beside the wall with burning red ears.
They ransacked the house for a bridal veil in vain; finally they had to make do with the dirty tulle curtain that
Piri Trenka pinned with a few wire hairpins to Manci’s reddish-brown curls. But when the bride in the gray silk
dress, with the curtain on her head reaching to her waist and her loudly thumping patent-leather shoes slipping off
her feet, finally marched onto the porch with shining eyes, there was such a hullabaloo raging in the mill yard that
no one noticed her enchanting presence; even less Kalman’s wide-brimmed black felt hat, emblem of his rank as
groom, which, though it was stuffed with straw, kept slipping over his ears.
Now fifteen or twenty children were rushing about in the yard beneath the burning sun, screaming at the top of
their lungs, red faces shiny with sweat. Three handcarts stood in front of the rusty fly-wheel leaning against the
wall of the mill. The two-wheeled street barrow which Dezso Trenka had surreptitiously sneaked out of his fathers
house was behind the carts. In the corner of the courtyard, where three or four old millstones were lying about in
burnt-out yellow grass, chicken coops and wicker baskets and larger goose pens were piling up; with tireless zeal,
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Mozsi Beck and his pals had transported them from the poultry contractors courtyard. Also, on the millstone slabs
the other indispensable paraphernalia of the circus were gathered together-ropes, chains, a box of red
minium\fn{Fiery-red.} paint, a washbasin, cooking-pots and lids, wooden spoons, a sausage stuffer and a large
brass trumpet glittering like gold that a member of the volunteer fire department band had, unbeknownst to him,
donated to the circus.
Gyula, in his blindingly white linen suit, stood whip in hand on the well-curb and directed troop movements. A
pair of dogs had already been harnessed to the handcarts and most of the members of the menagerie were in place.
A large red cat was huddled in one of the cages bearing this sign:

LION, BE CAREFUL:
HE BITES!
BEWARE OF LION!
Two large white rabbits posing as polar bears were lying on their stomachs in a small wicker basket, restlessly
twitching their noses. There were plenty of birds of prey, eagles, vultures and falcons, exactly as many chickens,
geese, ducks as the children could carry to the mill yard. A parrot was screeching in a frenzy of joy above the
tiger. The most splendid specimen of the menagerie, the anthropoid ape, was at that moment being led by hand
toward the ringmaster by Mozsi Beck when Manci, Kalman and Piri Trenka stepped onto the porch.
“Undress him!” said Gyula appraising the flawless superb specimen.
“But he’s only wearing these drawers,” said Mozsi Beck.
“Those too!” Mozsi Beck looked ahead, frowning, a worried look on his face.
“What are you going to do with him?”
“Nothing,” said Gyula. “We’ll lock him up in a cage and we’ll put him on exhibit.”
“That’s not a good idea!” Pista Deli laughed so hard he had to hold his sides
“Why isn’t it a good idea?”
“He’ll cry,” said Mozsi Beck.
“So?”
“Why should my little brother be the ape?” said Mozsi Beck. “There’s lots of little kids around here. I brought
ten cages for the circus.” Gyula impatiently cracked his whip.
“What are you haggling for! Everybody brings what they have. If you don’t like it, you can go to hell.” Pista
Deli guffawed with laughter. Even his neck turned red.
“What are you laughing at?” said Gyula. “It’s not funny. Grab him and take off his clothes. We’re going to put
him in this cage.”
They had left the largest wicker cage empty for the ape. Pista Deli jerked the little black pants off the child,
then picked him up under the arms and lowered him into the cage through the narrow opening of the lid. All the
artistes and other employees of the circus gathered around the cage; having heard news of the recent acquisition
they yelled wildly and watched the spectacle. The ape stood up to his armpits in the cage, motionless, clutching
the willow twigs of the lid, and mutely he ran his astonished, frightened eyes over the screaming crowd. His tiny,
pale face was twisted with fright, but he did not cry.
“Oh! He won’t fit,” said Piri Trenka.
“Of course he’ll fit! All he has to do is pull in his neck.”
Manci arranged her bridal veil, which kept slipping onto her nose. With an unconscious, wan smile on her face,
her eyes were shining.
“He won’t fit if he sits down,” said a boy’s voice. “Only if he lies down curled up.” Kalman was standing
behind Manci.
“This should not be allowed,” he said surprised and indignant. The girl kept staring at the cage.
“Do you hear, Manci?”
“Be quiet,” said the girl without turning around. “Be quiet!” Pista Deli clutched the ape, still half-protruding
from the cage, and pushed him down by the shoulders.
“Sit down,” he shouted in his ear as if he were deaf. “Squat down, don’t you understand? Damn you, sit
down!”
“Slap him!” yelled a voice from behind. “Then he’ll sit down.”
The excitement spread to the dogs. Busan began to howl, a long-drawn-out sound like a wolf. A smaller dog
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named Didujka who could not free himself from his harness emitted ear-splitting yelps and threw his body to and
fro like an epileptic. The two dogs harnessed in front of the second cart also barked and growled in alarm. The
eagles and vultures in the cages were gabbling mightily. The lion, its hair on end, stared out into the dust with
round green eyes.
The sun had long passed its zenith by the time the procession got underway. Though inside the courtyard it had
provided an edifying spectacle, it reached full splendor only when it could unfold its entire length on the street in
thick clouds of dust. Andris Kiss, the herald, led the way. His naked upper body had been smeared from neck to
navel with dazzling red minium paint. With the gleaming brass trumpet raised to his lips and his father’s fireman’s
hat on his head, he looked like an archangel. On either side of him, a step or two behind, followed drummers who
accompanied the trumpet air by beating rhythmically on pots hung around their necks. Meanwhile, they strained
their throats carrying out their duties as town criers. At the sound of their voices, the gates opened and filled and
along the length of the street, more and more children, as from a frayed string of pearls, twirled on both sides of
the procession.
A few steps behind the herald, the ringmaster marched alone in his blindingly white suit, cracking his whip. He
was wearing white lady’s gloves and a woman’s straw hat, an attached wide red silk ribbon hanging down to his
shoulders. The bride followed him, also alone in the procession. Unfortunately, her sleek bay steed had gone lame
so she had to wobble in the dust on foot. She stepped along with downcast eyes, befitting a bride, looking neither
right nor left. Directly behind her, barely a few steps away, marched Kalman the bridegroom, his glasses glittering
bravely under his huge black hat. Unfortunately, apart from his dignified bearing and triumphant look, no clear
outward sign indicated his status as bridegroom.
Following the vanguard came vehicles, interspersed here and there with an artiste walking by himself. Here,
the noise and dust were greatest. The dogs pulling vehicles were barking vociferously; birds of prey were crying
and crowing; the personnel designated to care for the lion, tiger and polar bears were yelling at the top of their
lungs. Heading the line was the little two-wheeled street barrow carrying Eszti Bodor, the fortune-teller, hanging
onto the sides of the cart with both hands. She was dressed in a flour sack held together under her arms by a thick
rope; her head was covered with a large black silk scarf. Four short assistants pushed the heavy cart.
“What’s this?” asked the onlookers.
“This is Robinson, the world-famous fortune-teller,” shouted the herald who marched beside the cart, waving a
national flag above his head. “She tells fortunes night and day and she’ll tell your fortune for only ten cents. A
week ago she stated the score of the Hungarian-English game, six to three, and she prophesied the flood. This is
Robinson, the world-famous fortune-teller.”
The news of the circus far preceded its coming. Old women stood before the gates, shaking their heads
disapprovingly and shutting smaller children up in the house. Older girls ran out into the street and, giggling, they
watched the pack of children growing more and more enthusiastic marching down the middle of the road.
“Of course, it’s that chief miller’s boy who put them up to it,” said a woman, “That brat should be given a good
lickin!’”
“The girl’s the villain,” said another woman. “She’s the one that stirs them up.”
“That’s the one!”
“She’ll be a great whore someday, that one will!” said the first woman, watching the girl in the white veil.
The head of the procession had already turned onto Rakoczi street, when the sound of the bugle suddenly
faded away. One wheel of the fortune-teller’s cart turned into the ditch with a great thud and Pythia swayed back
and forth in the cart. The geese shut up in the crates gaggled piteously as they cooked in the merciless sun.
“They should never have been left alone!”
“The head miller went up to Pest. I saw him at the station this morning. His wife went to the farm to see her
desperately ill mother.”
Behind the fortune-teller’s cart marched Pista Deli. His chest was thrust out and he was swinging his torso
stripped to the waist and flexing his arm muscles, showing them off as boxers do. Around his neck he wore a rusty
well-chain that he could break in two with one yank. Unfortunately, the terrifying rattle of the chain was muffled
by the howls of the caged wild beasts. Behind him in a separate cart pulled by two dogs, the greatest attraction of
the circus approached, the anthropomorphic ape. Hiding his face in his arms, legs drawn up to his belly, the thin
brown body lay motionless in the cage.
“Hey, Laci,” shouted a country lad leaning on one of the gates. “What’s in that cage?”
“An ape.”
“What’s its name?”
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“Ape.”
“But what’s its real name?”
“It doesn’t have a real name,” said a little girl.
The young fellow laughed. “Have you ever seen a cart push the horses?”
Standing in the middle of the street, the children looked at each other. As a matter of fact, the dogs were not
really pulling the cart; on the contrary, to make the cart go at all they had to be pushed by their behinds. But this
was so only in reality and reality doesn’t count.
“These are good horses!” shouted Sanyi Brio, one of the cart pushers, pertly. “These are good pulling horses. I
can barely hold the cart back so they don’t run off with it.”
The band marched next to the ape cage. Two children on both sides of the cage were using pot lids as crashing
cymbals. Two more were carrying a large enamel washbasin on which a third child was drumming as hard as he
could with a sausage stuffer, disregarding pieces of enamel flying around. Members of the band who were not so
adept at music kept the rhythm by beating on pots and pans or trumpeting into funnels.
When a pack of gypsy children on one of the street corners attached themselves to the procession, the
ringmaster beckoned to a drummer in front of him.
“Run back, Peter,” he ordered him, “and tell the men to keep an eye on the gypsies or else they’ll steal the
eagles and vultures from the cages.”
“What eagles?”
“Idiot!”
“Oh, I understand,” said the drummer.
“I will whip anyone to a pulp who dares steal anything,” said the ringmaster, turning his long freckled face and
fiery red hair covered by a little straw hat. He glared severely at the messenger. “Then get back to your place
immediately.”
“I’m going,” said the boy. “Shouldn’t we pass the hat?”
The ringmaster gave him a withering look.
“Whoever dares to beg,” he shouted in his thin, rasping, adolescent’s voice, “will be expelled from the
procession. And then I will whip him bloody,” he added for greater emphasis while he pulled up his white pants
with both hands since, in spite of the tight belt, they were continually slipping down to his bare feet. “Come on,
move!”
Mozsi Beck marched beside the ape cage. Hangdog, he looked neither right nor left, his ears standing out from
his head were burning red from shame. Beside him, one of the acrobats, who had taken a wide red velvet ribbon
from the head miller’s dresser and tied it around his neck as an emblem of his craft, was uttering cries and turning
cart wheels. A seven- or eight-year-old little girl whirled around her own axis until she got dizzy and laughing
uproariously, fell headlong into the dust.
The more the troupe advanced, the more easily and enthusiastically it showed off feats and stunts before the
wonder-struck audience lining the length of the street. It almost seemed as if the artistes were infected with
genuine enthusiasm beyond professional skill, and now they were performing difficult and highly responsible
work for the sake of the game, as it were, free of charge. When they’d set off, they had timidly sidestepped the
council president’s wagon and the trotting cow tied behind it. However, by the time they reached the school, they
very nearly trampled Kalman Tapodi, the old cowherd of the Petofi Collective Farm who, unsuspecting and
defenceless, rode his bicycle toward them down the middle of the road. A few men, pushing wheelbarrows on
their way back to the threshing machine after Sunday rest, shook their heads as they drew over to the side of the
road to avoid the procession which was growing by leaps and bounds, having absorbed half the village children.
Mozsi Beck, walking beside the ape cage, suddenly broke into a run and passing the strong man, the carriage
of the fortune-teller, the Bridegroom and the Bride, ran up to the ringmaster,
“Gyula,” he panted, “we have to take the child out of the cage.”
“Address me as ringmaster.” Mozsi Beck’s face twitched nervously.
“Don’t you hear?”
“Ringmaster, sir,” said Mozsi Beck. “We have to let the child out of the cage.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. What child?”
“Well, the child.”
“I don’t hear you. Which child?” repeated the ringmaster.
“The ape,” said Mozsi Beck, having pondered awhile. The ringmaster looked him up and down without saying
a word.
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“How dare you step out of line!” he shouted, knitting his brows sternly. “Get out! Go back to your place, on
the double.”
In the heat of the discussion, both children had unconsciously slowed down and the bride and groom walking
behind caught up with them.
“What’s the matter with you?” asked Manci.
“We have to let the child out of the cage,” said Mozsi Beck.
“Which child?” asked Manci, fixing her lazily pensive eyes on the boy’s face.
“The ape,” pleaded Mozsi Beck.
“Why?”
“He’s crying.” There was a silence for a moment.
“He’s crying?” asked Manci.
“His whole body is shaking,” said Mozsi Beck. “Even his legs are trembling.” The girl’s large gray eyes
immediately filled with tears.
“Poor little ape,” she said softly to herself. “I’ve never seen an ape cry.”
“Get back to your place,” said the ringmaster, lashing his whip in front of Mozsi Beck’s feet. “If you don’t take
your place immediately I’ll hit you in the face. About face!”
The boy jumped back and raised his trembling hands protectively.
“That not an ape; he’s a child,” he said, deathly pale. “He must be taken out of the cage!”
“What did you say?” asked the ringmaster.
“That’s not an ape,” said the boy defiantly. “My little brother is not an ape.”
Gyula raised his whip and struck Mozsi Beck. Calculating the blow, the leather thong whistled in front of the
child’s face and struck his naked neck. Mozsi Beck cried out in pain, helplessly clutching his naked neck. Again
Gyula raised his whip. But before he could strike, Mozsi Beck turned and ran off crying loudly.
“Still, the child should be released!” said Kalman the Groom.
Meanwhile, the fortune-teller’s cart and Pista Deli, the strong man walking behind her, caught up to the
ringmaster’s group. In front, the herald with his minium-red torso and golden archangel’s trumpet also stopped
and turned around, and the two drummers stopped drumming. The procession piled up.
“We must release the child!” said Kalman slowly, firmly, turning his pale bespectacled face toward the
ringmaster. “A human being should not be shut up in a cage!”
The ringmaster was occupied with his pants; owing to the sudden movements they had slipped down again.
Kalman looked at Manci standing beside him. The girl was smiling mysteriously.
“What are you interfering for?” said Gyula. “You all should have stayed in Auschwitz\fn{ A reference to the death
camp there, run by the Nazis during World War II, in which millions of European Jews were systematically gassed, shot, and burned
alive.} Now, come on, everybody go back to your places. Let’s go!”

Kalman shook his head.
“No. First, release the child!”
“It’s none of your business!” shouted the ringmaster, and snatching his whip from under his arm, he whirled it
in a wide circle above his head. “Back to your place!”
“First, release the child!” said Kalman in a trembling voice. “I’m not going back until you let him out.”
“You’re not going?”
Unblinking, the two boys stared at each other. Gyula was taller by a head than the young bespectacled boy; his
gray eyes were colder, his muscles more resolute. If it came to a fight, he could obviously make short work of his
opponent. Kalman was deathly pale, his knees shaking. He looked at Manci. The young girl with her mysterious
smile fixed her dreamy lazy eyes on his face.
“Manci?” said Kalman, swallowing hard. His mouth was full of dust, his back bathed in sweat. He looked at
the young girl, who nodded imperceptibly.
“Release the child, Gyula!” said Kalman. “You must not lock a human being in a cage!”
All the children had gathered around the opponents. There was such a silence that even the last row could hear
a little girl’s excited whisper. Gyula glanced around at the silently waiting children.
“Everyone back to their places!” he shouted, and smiling scornfully, he raised his whip. Those standing up
front flinched and moved back. The circle widened, thinned out and began to disperse.
“What are you waiting for?” asked Gyula maliciously of the bespectacled boy standing before him. Suddenly
he lashed his whip at Kalman’s feet and the thick dust puffed up in a dense little cloud over Kalman’s naked toes.
Kalman looked around. The others were slinking away. Only Manci was still beside him, standing a few steps
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away. Obviously, the command didn’t affect her. Pista Deli’s broad, indifferent back was visible as he slowly
ambled by the fortune-teller’s cart.
“Release the child!” said Kalman, swallowing hard, his head lowered as though trying to protect his glasses
from the raised whip. “I’m not leaving until you release him.”
A wagon stopped unnoticed on the side of the road, directly beside them; the dust and the excitement had
swallowed the rumbling wheels. A tall woman dressed in black was sitting in the back of the wagon on a plank.
“Gyula!” whispered Manci, covering her face with her hands. “It’s Mama!”
The boy suddenly lowered his raised whip and turned around. Shoulders hunched, blinking in fright, he looked
at the wagon enveloped in the dense cloud of dust.
“Get on!” said the woman sitting on the wagon. Her eyes were red with weeping. She glanced quickly at the
gray silk bridal gown, the white linen suit, then turned away without a word. The two children huddled around her
feet in the straw and the wagon set off. None said a word. Instead of the high-laced shoes she’d been wearing
when she left home, grandma’s loose, comfortable slipper was flopping on their mother’s aching, swollen foot.
Manci stared at it for a while with wide eyes, then suddenly burst into tears.
“Did she die?” she asked sobbing. She loved her grandmother even more than her parents.
Gyula too grew pale; all his freckles stood out on his face.
The wagon rumbled by the disintegrating circus procession leaving the monkey cage lingering behind, the
sobbing ape sitting beside it in the dust; then, in a few moments, it turned into the mill yard.
104.85 The Hare Herd: A Folktale\fn{by Johanna Czizler (1895-

)} Veszprémfajsz, Veszprém

County, Hungary (F) 3

There was a king who had only one daughter. She fell ill, and nobody could help her. It was made known that
whoever was able to cure her should marry her, even if he were a poor fellow.
First of all there came the kings, princes, baronets, and other people of high rank with their medicine. It was no
use; she did not recover. Then the rich people were asked to come. But she still did not feel better. Finally it was
proclaimed that anybody might come, no matter if he were a peasant or an artisan, if only he could help her.
There was a very poor man. He had three sons. His wife knew how to make all sorts of medicines. Their eldest
son, who was a neat fellow, said,
“Mother, make a medicine ready for me; everybody is allowed to go there.”
His mother prepared a medicine for him. She also gave him a loaf of white bread for the journey. Then he left.
On his way he met an old gray man who said,
“Well, my child, where are you going? What are you carrying with you?”
“Why do you ask, you old cur?” he said. “Pig dirt!” He then walked off insolently, convinced that the princess
would be his.
When he got there, the guard searched him and asked him what he was carrying and why he had come. He
really had pig dirt! They saw it at once and locked him up. Instead of being brought to the princess, he was
imprisoned for three months. Afterward they sent him home.
At home everybody thought that he would bring the princess, since he had been away for such a long time.
They asked him what had happened to him. He said to his mother,
“On the way I met an old man who asked me what I was carrying. I told him it was pig dirt. And when I got to
the king, it really was pig dirt. Instead of leading me to the princess, they locked me up.” Now the second son
said,
“Mother, make a medicine ready for me. I will try, too.”
His mother prepared a medicine, and he left. On his way he met the old gray man, too. He asked again,
“Well, my child, where are you going?” He said,
“Why do you ask, you old cur? Are you trying to do what you have done to my brother?”
“What have you got?”
“Pig dirt,” he said.
Before getting to the royal entrance door, he looked at it again.
“Well, I have still got my medicine,” he thought. “It is not pig dirt. I have been on my guard; the old chap
dared not do it with me.”
When he entered, he was searched by the guard and now he had pig dirt, too. He was arrested, got a sound
beating, and was locked up for six months because he was the second one to come with pig dirt.
At home they thought that the medicine worked, since he did not come back. When he came home, his mother
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said,
“Has it worked?” He said,
“Things have gone even worse with me than with my brother; I have been locked up for six months.” Now the
youngest one, who was believed to be stupid, said,
“Mother, make a medicine ready for me, too; now I am going to try.” The others said,
“We have not succeeded, and you, fool, think you can cure her?” They laughed at him. He said,
“Mother, please! I want to try. Let me go.”
Now she made a medicine, but she only gave him a little loaf of brown bread for the journey. On his way he
met the old man, too.
“Well, my child, where are you going and what are you carrying here?”
“Oh,” he said, “where am I going? I am going very far. Let’s sit down, I shall tell you. You see, the princess is
ill, and he who can cure her will marry her. I want to try.” The other one said,
“Where is your medicine? Let me see.” He said,
“It’s in this glass here. My mother has prepared it. I don’t know whether it will be any good or not.” The old
man took the medicine and blessed it. After this the fellow said,
“I am hungry; you can eat with me.” He took his loaf of brown bread, and they ate together.
After the meal, he wanted to leave. The old man said,
“My child, here is a little flute. If you are in trouble, you blow it and you will be helped.”
He took the flute and went on. The old man left, too.
After a while he came across two ants who had a stick. One pulled it to one side, the other one to the other
side. He took the stick, broke it in two, and gave half to each of them. The two ants happened to be ant kings.
After this he went on.
At last he came to the castle. The guards searched him. They declared the medicine to be good and led him
inside. He went to the princess and gave her some of the medicine. She immediately felt better. She talked more
than she had for a long time. When she took the medicine for the third time, she was all right again. She went for
a walk in the garden.
When the king saw it, he felt sorry, for he did not want to give his daughter to this simpleton. He sent for his
councilors and asked them what he should do. The fellow really was too stupid to be king. They told him that
there was only one thing to be done. He should set another task for him. He should mix a quarter of poppy seeds
with a quarter of ashes, and if the lad was not able to pick them out in one night, then he would not get the
princess.
They put the poppy seeds and the ashes into a dark room, and he was told to pick the poppy seeds out in the
dark.
“My God,” he thought, “now I have cured her and shall not get her after all! How shall I do this work in the
dark? I could not do it even in broad daylight.”
While he was sitting there and thinking it all over, with the moon looking into the room, the ant kings came,
each with a crowd of ants. They started picking out the seeds, and the work was soon done.
In the morning the councilors came to see. They told the king,
“It’s neat work, as if the pigeons had done it. Excellent!”
The king sent for the fellow and asked him how he had done it. He told the king not to worry about that, since
the work was properly done.
The king did not know what to do next. He sent for his councilors again and told them that he was at his wits’
end. They told him to give the lad 300 woodland hares to tend. If he was not able to do so, he could not marry the
princess.
It was proclaimed that the king would buy living woodland hares. Everybody caught hares, and within one day
there were enough of them brought to the king. Now the fellow was told to tend the 300 hares. People gathered in
the streets to watch the hares leaving their cages. There was a great fuss, but nobody could catch them again. The
poor fellow stood there all alone.
Then he plucked up his courage and went out of town, while everybody laughed at him. Walking along, he
suddenly thought of the little flute that the gray old man had given him. When he was out of town, he started
blowing it. The hares immediately came running along and remained by his side. The king had a big pasture, and
he led them to it. There he drilled them; they were like soldiers. Before an hour was over, the king knew all about
it.
“Well, he said, “what am I going to do with this fellow? I am afraid I shall have to give him my daughter.”
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Toward noon his daughter said,
“Mother, give me the clothes of a servant. I am going to bring him his lunch.”
She brought him his lunch and ate with him. Then she told him to give her a hare for the king, for he would
like to have one for supper.
He said that he would gladly give her one, but that before he did she would have to go with him behind the
bushes. He knew quite well that she was the princess.
She thought that nobody would see her and that if he gave her a hare, he would never marry her. After playing
around with her, he caught a hare and gave it to her. She put it into her basket and thought,
“Well, I have got the hare; so he will not bring them all back, and we shall not get married.” She left.
After a while he blew the flute, and the hare jumped out of the basket and came running back to the others.
When the princess got home, her mother asked her,
“Have you got a hare?”
“No,” she said, “I haven’t got any.”
“Didn’t he give you one?” She said,
“Yes he did, but when I had left, the hare jumped out of the basket and ran back.” The queen said,
“Tomorrow I will go myself; I shall be more skillful and bring one home.”
The next day the old queen dressed like a servant and brought him his lunch. She told him that His Majesty
asked him to send a hare for his supper.
“Why not?” he said. “I have got enough. But you will have to go behind the bushes with me.”
She looked round and thought,” Nobody can see me, and I shall not have to give him my daughter.” Afterward
she took a thread and tied the hare’s legs together.
“In this way it will not jump out,” she thought.
However, after a short while the hare tumbled out of the basket and rolled back, and the fellow untied it. So he
had all his hares again.
“I have not been any more successful than my daughter,” she thought. When she came back, the king asked,
“Have you got the hare?”
“Oh well,” she said, “it overturned the basket and started tumbling back.”
On the third day, they did not know what to do. Finally the king said,
“Now I will bring him his lunch.”
He took a bag with him. When the fellow had eaten, the king told him,
“The king sends you his respects and asks you to send him a hare, for he would like to eat one.”
“With great pleasure. But behind this bush there is a dead ass. You must lick its arse three times. Then you can
take a hare.”
The king did not like it at all. He looked around. Then he thought,
“Nobody can see me, so I will do it and then I will not have to give him my daughter.”
After having done it, he got a hare. He put it into his bag and tied it well. Then he put the bag on his shoulder
and left. After a little while the hare started jumping up and down on his back until the bag fell down and the hare
rolled back to the others.\fn{ The text has: in the bag} The king remained there for a long while, but he was too
ashamed to go back. When he reached home, he knew that now lie had to give his daughter to the fellow.
But perhaps there was still something to be done? He sent for his councilors again and told them,
“Tonight he will come with the hares, for he has all of them. What am I to do? I do not want to give him my
daughter!”
At night the fellow came with all his hares. What could be done about it? The councilors told the lad that he
had to talk three bags full. They prepared a big scaffold, and he started talking.
“Well,” he said, “the first day when I was tending the hares, the princess brought me my lunch. After the meal
she told me that His Majesty the king asked me to send him a hare. I said, ‘Why not?’ But—” At this moment the
princess cried,
“Tie the bag up; it is full!”
He went on.
“On the second day the old queen brought my lunch. After the meal she said that His Majesty the king would
like me to send him a hare. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘with pleasure.’—” At this moment the old queen cried,
“Tie up; the bag is full!”
She did not even let him go on as far as her daughter had. He went on,
“On the third day His Royal Majesty brought my lunch. After the meal he asked me to give him a hare.—” The
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king cried,
“Tie the bag up; it is full” For he was afraid that everything would be made public.
Now there was nothing to be done about it. She had to marry him. They prepared the feast but with little
pleasure.
He became a very valorous king. He ruled the country so well that nobody else, not even a person of high
birth, would have done better. Thus the simpleton was king, and his brothers became even poorer. If they have not
died, they are alive to this very day.
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17.59 The Deserter\fn{by Imre Sarkadi (1921-1961)} Debrecen, Hajdú-Bihar County, Hungary (M) 4
It was on Tuesday evening that we passed through Ujhely, so close to our farmstead that if the sergeant-major
had given me an hour’s leave of absence I’d have been able to pop home. Should I ask him? Or shouldn’t I …? It
would have been a good idea because I had lice all over me. But I didn’t dare ask him, we were not allowed a rest,
and there’s no leaving the column when it’s on the move.
The others prodded me on, they told me not to mind, to go home, I’d catch up with them somewhere, we
surely wouldn’t march all night. It must have been about ten when we came to the bend in the road nearest the
farm—three fields away. But we took the turn, and now it would be even further off.
“Well, I’d go home if I were you,” said Dani Pap. “You bet I would.”
He didn’t say any more, but I had a feeling that he really would go home. And as we went on, silently, with the
rifle and kit-bag growing heavier on our shoulders, I felt that Dani Pap was thinking just what I was. If I was to
pop home, I could sleep in a bed that night.
“And with the wife,” Pap was thinking beside me. I knew he was, he even smoked his cigarette differently.
We had neither of us had leave for eighteen months. And the soles of my boots leaked, the December slush
squelched about inside them.
“Well,” I said to Dani, “I’ll try. At the next rest.”
And we looked anxiously ahead, to see where the next rest would be. What if it was a long way off? It takes
less courage to walk back one mile than three. I fell out and went down to the ditch to adjust my boots, and they
slowly passed by me. Everyone slithered and squelched in the mud, and the lance-corporal at the end of the file
yelled down at me:
“Hey, don’t get left behind, there …” And when he had gone another ten or fifteen paces:
“Are you coming, you man there? There’ll be a rest in a moment, you can adjust your boots when we get
there.”
I adjusted them for a good long time, and when they were a fair distance off I stepped across the ditch, ran
back a little to put some more distance between us, and cut across the ploughland. It hadn’t actually been
ploughed, it was just stubble. Last year, I remembered, there had been maize on it. I couldn’t make out in the dark
and the mud what there had been this year. I soon reached the road, and our house too. Of course they were all
asleep by now.
I rattled away and the old folk woke first. I heard Mother’s voice as she looked for some matches and said:
“Who’s there?” She just asked the darkness outside, because when she had lit the lamp she asked again from
the doorway who it was.
“It’s me.” I said, ‘me,’ but of course she didn’t recognize my voice straight away. Who would have thought it?
Even Margit could hardly believe her eyes when I went in. They busied themselves straight away round the fire,
asking me what I’d like to eat. And Father wanted to know how I’d got home.
I told them I wouldn’t mind some food, but I’d like some warm water for my feet first. I took off my boots and
tried to warm my feet by the side of the oven. They were sore and had got frost-bitten the previous day, and the
one before. The dry warmth felt fine, but soaking them would be even better. They put on the water and the food.
Father asked if I had any cigarettes. I told him I hadn’t, he’d better give me some tobacco instead. All I had was a
bit of dust in my pocket.
“Are you that badly off?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said, “and worse. The only cigarettes we have are what we can scrounge.”
“And they tell us we don’t get them because they’re needed for the soldiers.”
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They kept asking how long I’d stay. I didn’t want to say anything, you never know ahead, and you can never
tell how much the others’ll blab. I told them to stop asking, I’d tell them the next day.
I let my feet soak and all of a sudden I had become so sleepy, I almost dropped off as I sat. It was certainly
better than to be sitting with Dani and the lads, by the ditch-side.
I don’t really know which I wanted more: the wife or some sleep. As I leaned my head against the wall for a bit
and my feet tingled in the warm water it was sleep. And once we got to bed I had quite a job not to go to sleep
before the old folk put out the light. I didn’t really sleep well—I woke up during the night because I was sweating
all over, and later because I didn’t know where I was. Towards dawn I heard Father talking outside.
The sun was shining by the time I got up. There was no one in the room, I heard the fire crackling in the
kitchen and a horse being led across the yard. Margit was cooking—she had killed some chickens, several as far
as I could make out. I asked her what for, for breakfast.
“Not for us,” she said. “Some guests came at dawn; they brought them.”
I didn’t like it—why the devil kill chickens for guests who come at dawn? When they’d written they hardly
had any chickens.
“Had to,” she said. “They’re soldiers. They’ve quartered themselves here and bought them.”
Mother also came in, and I asked her what kind of soldiers they were. I didn’t like them having come to us of
all places.
“They’re sort of half civilians,” she said. “About ten of them. They came by lorry.”
“The hell,” I said. “And when are they going? Didn’t they say?”
“No, they didn’t.”
“I wouldn’t mind if they did go. And if they come in here to eat in the kitchen, where can I go? What with
them in the yard and the stable I can’t even go out.”
“Why?” asked Mother. “Surely you’re not afraid of them, are you? You’re a soldier yourself.”
“Yes, but I’d prefer not to met this lot. You said yourself they were kind of half civilian.”
“Something of that sort, but they’re soldiers for all that. They’re armed.”
I went back to the room and Mother came after me. She obviously wanted to say something, but didn’t dare.
And she kept peering at my face to see if it wouldn’t get more friendly. I began to get dressed, because if they did
happen to come in I didn’t want them to go pulling me out of bed in my pants and vest.
“What’s wrong?” I asked Mother finally, as she was putting the things away round me. She didn’t really say
anything, but just began muttering that surely nothing bad could come of it, and them having put up here, and
anyway they hadn’t done much asking whether we’d let them or not.
Of course they hadn’t, I knew that myself, you don’t do much asking when you put up somewhere. Especially
if you come with a lorry. But mother wanted to know why it would be bad if I was to meet them.
“It would,” I said. “Never mind why, but it would. And don’t ask too many questions. I don’t want you to go
mentioning that I’m here, and you’d be as well to bring my kit in from the kitchen.”
“Oh they’ve seen that,” she said. “In fact they asked whose it was, so I had to tell them. But they didn’t seem
to mind. They asked me how many of my sons were soldiers and they even praised me when I told them that the
older one had died at the front last year.”
“Well,” I said, “then we’re in a fine stew.”
And I went back to the kitchen, so that if they’d seen me anyway, I should at least be where it’s warm. Margit
just looked at me anxiously, and asked whether it was very bad that they’d come. I said it might be. I waited for
them to come in at last, and I didn’t know whether I’d do better to stay there, or to go into the room and hope
they’d forget about me, or to pack up and set out as though I had just been about to go.
Father came in too, and one of the soldiers came with him. Only his submachine-gun and his cap showed that
he was a soldier. He didn’t say good-day, just looked round and started sniffing round the fireplace. I got up when
he came in, and as I didn’t have my cap on I just stood to attention. He didn’t have any markings. You can never
tell these days what a man’s rank is. And since he didn’t take any notice, I just went on standing to attention
because I didn’t want him to find me sitting by the table when he first looked at me.
He came nearer, sat down; the door opened, another two came in, then one more. I tossed my head to salute
each of them, though only one wore a military tunic and that didn’t have markings either. None of them returned
my salute; they sat down by the table, and I stood beside them because there were no more chairs left for me to sit
on. Mother and Margit fussed around the fire, while Father sat on the stool by the door.
“Wait a minute,” said Mother, “I’ll bring another chair, and if you move up closer on the bench there’ll be
room for another there too.”
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Margit told them to bring in their mess-tins if they had any, because she couldn’t give that many plates.
“Why, there’s some outside as well,” she said.
The man in the uniform said they’d be all right as they were, first the four of them would eat and the rest
would come in later. This was when he first looked at me—he didn’t say anything, just looked. Mother also felt
that he was looking, for she turned round at the fireplace, while Father got up from the stool and opened the door
to let the cat out, then stood smoking his pipe and didn’t sit down again.
“And you,” said the man in uniform. As though he was asking what he was to do with me. There was nothing I
could answer him, so I said
“Sir.” He lit a cigarette and put his elbows on the table, deep in thought, and it almost seemed he had forgotten
about me because he called over impatiently to ask whether the food was ready.
“How long are we to wait?” he said.
They began eating and I searched my pockets for tobacco, but as I wasn’t wearing my tunic but only my
trousers and a knitted jacket, I wanted to go in for the tobacco. The man in the tunic looked at me as I opened the
door, and called after me to ask where I was going.
“Beg to report sir, I’d like to fetch something from my tunic pocket.”
They went on eating and didn’t answer, so I went in and took out the tobacco, but I didn’t dare stay there if
they were all that keen to know where I was, so I went back to the kitchen. There I rolled a cigarette and lit it.
“Well, did you fetch it?” asked the man in the tunic.
“Yes sir,” and I was sorry I had lit up—I didn’t know where to put the cigarette when he spoke to me. He
didn’t say anything for a while, but I felt pretty bad as they sat by the table and ate. The four of us just stood
around them, Father by the door, Margit and Mother by the fire, and now that they had finished dishing out the
food they didn’t know what to do.
Of all the times to choose to come! When they had eaten they became a bit gayer. The one in the tunic took
some brandy from his pocket and offered it to the others as well. Mother was about to rush and get them some
glasses, but they waved to her and said they’d do without. Then she asked whether she could serve the rest and
began taking the plates to wash them. But again they said they’d do as they were, she needn’t waste time with
them. It was just that they didn’t want to get up and go out. The one with the cap, who had been the first to come
in and had not taken off his cap even while he ate, now looked at me. He also just looked for a while like the
other, the way that you look at a horse at the market, then asked:
“Are you a soldier?”
“Yes sir,” I said.
“Ah. So you’re a soldier.”
“Fine soldiers we have,” said the one in the tunic. “No wonder we’re always retreating.”
I saw now that there’d be trouble. They hadn’t asked for my papers yet—what would they do when they found
out I didn’t even have a ticket of leave.
“Where’s your unit?” asked the man with the cap.
“Beg to report sir,” I began, but I could not go on. I didn’t know where my unit had got since yesterday, and I
couldn’t very well say that yesterday it was still here.
“Where was it last?” the tunic-owner grated at me.
“At Ujhely, beg to report sir.”
“And you’re looking for it, are you?”
They gave a mocking laugh, all four of them. And they began saying contemptuously that the country was full
of soldiers who were all looking for their units, but they were careful not to find them, because that would mean
the end of their fine lives, of loitering about and dodging the front. There’s some that go straight home to look for
their units, to stuff their faces and play about a bit.
“That right?” the man in the tunic kept asking me at the end of every sentence, but I didn’t know what to
answer him.
“Tell me, you hero, how long have you been looking for your unit?”
I should have said something. A week. Or a month. But I couldn’t think of anything suddenly, so I said since
yesterday. They didn’t understand this of course, so they looked at me stupidly for a while, then the man in the
tunic waved to me.
“Fetch me your papers.”
I fetched them. I saw from the door how scared Margit was as she looked after me, and how she was twisting
the corner of her apron in her hand. I searched my pockets so that time would pass, though I could have taken
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them out straight away. I glanced at the window, thinking I might jump out. But what was the use when there were
more of them outside?
I was sweating by the time I went back with the book. I handed it to the man in the tunic, hoping he might not
open it. But he did open it straight away, glanced through it, looked up at me once, then thumbed back again
through the book. He ran over the pages with his fingers a couple of times and didn’t say anything. Then he
looked at me again and tossed the book on the table.
Mother nodded her head a little, I saw that her mouth was moving, and she spread her hands out
encouragingly. She was asking whether it was all right, and there was nothing wrong?
I didn’t nod back to her, I looked away. He must have known by now that I wasn’t looking for my unit, that I
had neither leave nor leave ticket. He must have noticed, and I was sure he had, but he said nothing. He lit another
cigarette and said to the one with the cap:
“Tell the others they can come and eat.” And he got up from the table and paced up and down a couple of
times, to the door and back.
“Why, he only came home last night,” said mother to put him in a better mood. I was annoyed that she said
that, because though the man in the tunic knew what he knew, why should we talk about it. As long as these things
are not talked about, the situation’s not so bad.
“Last night,” he said with satisfaction, and he even nodded. As though this was what he had been waiting for.
And he looked at me from the corner of his eye, but only the way you look at an object in a room. As though he
didn’t care about me any longer. In fact that was just how he behaved, so I thought perhaps nothing would come
of it. I ought to take my book back. And I moved as though to reach for it on the table.
“Leave it,” he said.
In the meanwhile the one in the cap came back with the others. They sat down, this lot got up, and I saw
Mother beginning to dish out food on their plates. Margit helped her. The room became cramped all of a sudden,
and Father stood by the door so as not to get in anyone’s way.
“Come on then,” the one in the tunic waved to me. He went ahead, I followed, and the others came after me. I
stopped outside the door to wait for them all to come out and shut the door behind them.
“Keep moving,” said the man in the cap who came behind me.
I saw that Father was looking after me through the glass. The dog was scampering around my feet.
“Beat it,” I said to him, to get him out of the way, before these men kicked him.
As we crossed the yard the one in the tunic stopped a bit to look round, and we also stopped behind him. Then
we set off towards the stacks, walked past one of them, and at the other end the man in the tunic stopped and lit
another cigarette.
“Just come and stand here,” he said. I stood where he showed me. They went further off, but as the one in the
tunic looked round at me, he called back:
“Face the stack. About turn.”
I turned round and looked at the stack in front of me. They took about three or four paces behind my back. I
heard the damp straw creak under their boots. There they stopped, shuffled about, in the meantime unslinging
their sub-machineguns from their shoulders I suppose. They were going to shoot me there and then, from a
distance of three or four paces.
They were going to do it without even hearing me. They had asked no questions, just looked at my pay-book
… it occurred to me that I might possibly have had a leave pass, and if I had, and it had accidentally dropped out
of the book, then it now would be unjust … and suddenly I felt as though I really had had one, only it had slipped
out somehow, and I turned round to explain this misunderstanding. They were standing side by side now, all four
of them, and the one in the cap was messing about with his submachine-gun. The other three were waiting for
him, that’s why they hadn’t fired before. They didn’t even glance at me though I’d turned round. I waited a
second, because I didn't know how to start, then I began good and loud, saying I begged to report.
“Beg to report sir, the leave pass slipped out of my pay-book,” and at this I took half a pace toward them, “and
that was why you didn’t notice it, Captain, but please sir, I’ll find it straight away …”
I’d have liked to get them back to the house, what if my leave pass really was there … and anyway, Mother
was there, and Father, Margit, the dog … I’d even sent him away … and if I’d known, I wouldn’t have come out
with them so meekly … I just thought they wanted something …
“Beg to report sir, I’ll bring it immediately …” I said quickly again. And I wiped my brow with my shirtsleeve.
They wouldn’t listen to me, I took another half pace forward, they wouldn’t listen to me, maybe I didn’t really
say anything but only tried to say it, gesticulating for all I was worth. The straw was damp under their boots and
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the one in the cap now looked up from his sub-machinegun, and all four fired. I thought of the dog and the
soaking water and Margit’s hip on which I had kept my hand as I went to sleep last night.
94.35 The Three Potato Bugs\fn{by Miklós Mészöly (1921-

)}
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I remember, everything suddenly came to a head in the fall of 1947. The wartime frostbite flared up again in
my hands and feet, and my request for a boost in pay had been turned down for about the third time. It was also
the time when I broke up with Böde—nastily, true, but, all the same, conscious of the justice of my case. All this
was just too much.
And so was the rain. At times it seems to me as if it rained constantly that fall. But on the day we had the flat
tire outside Ireg, it was really bitter cold, almost winter. This happened about six o’clock at night. It turned dark
early; we could see nothing in the area, so to speak, but a diamond-shaped field-guard’s shelter and some sort of
deep ravine on the left side of the road. Shivering from the cold, we stamped our feet around the truck. Arany Ger
had promised us a room by eight o’clock with spiced tea laced with brandy—and Janika, the Ireg County Clerk’s
ninety-kilo wife, who supposedly always smells of almonds and has a tiny mouth. The belief among us was that a
tiny mouth was another encouraging unit of measurement with women from which a definite conclusion could be
drawn. In the same way, we took it for certain that open thighs are a circumstance to arouse suspicion, for
actually, only women with closed thighs could be good wives and lovers.
Perplexed, we tinkered with the limp rubber tire as if it were a baby that had made a mess.
“What now?” asked Varga Kis, meanwhile slapping his pimply face that was blue from the cold.
“What else can we do? We’ll go in on the rim,” Arany Ger said, looking at Paja. “If they begrudged us a spare
inner tube, they will now issue us a new one.”
“That isn’t possible,” said the driver phlegmatically.
“What isn’t?”
“To get in on the rim. The carburetor is also bad, completely shot.”
“Yes,” Arany Ger muttered. “Then everything’s just perfect.”
All this began when the control public address system of the Governmental Potato Committee ordered a work
gang out and the choice fell on the three of us. A ten-ton truck was placed at our disposal, and Paja into the
bargain. Paja was from a drivers’ pool. He couldn’t stay with any company, but we got along well with him. He
even posted that crinkled nude picture above the steering wheel, something he did only if his buddies deserved it.
We had been traveling around the province for the second week. During the summer I still believed naïvely that I
would land a job in Pest; then, in the end, everything fell through. Only the rain came off well. And the potatoes.
Laughing, the mayor in Bogdány said:
“Comrades, we have triumphed. Thank God, the potato crop is an enormous success!”
At the time I also felt that this was the utmost that could come off successfully. In fact, I could also conceive
that from now on everything would always be like this, just sacks and potatoes, and drafty crop storehouses, and
that all this would become as familiar to me as Böde, this utterly roving existence, the weighing sheds, the loaded
wagons, and that unfamiliar station where I couldn’t find the WC\fn{ Water closet; the bathroom} or that bar in Borjad
where I sat next to a window and saw a ditch into which the clay-yellow liquid bubbled from three concrete pipes.
Ever since I got shell-shocked, this kind of lame poeticalness has been inside me; ever since that happened, I
have a better memory for things like that than for something useful. For example, for the naked light bulb in front
of the pile of cylinders in Belac after every light in the village has gone out, except this one illuminating the
loading yard with its puddles and the running motor of a Hoffer-Schraz tractor that all along kept a single word
from being heard, it made such a din, and sank ever deeper into the mud.
It doesn’t matter. Arany Ger still recounted to the two local potato inspectors the details of the flat he had just
missed getting in Pest. We were already quite bored by these stories, but it was the proper thing for us to hear
them out. He was the oldest among us, close to forty. His hair was pure white, his face apple-red and sensual, and
his mouth amusingly small, but that did not have any significance in his case. We knew he was going to become
an opera singer, but he didn’t get a flat in Pest and so his career collapsed.
This is funny? Maybe so. But a person can fail in much smaller ways than this; I know that for a fact. When
Arany Ger asked me why I broke off with Böde, I said “from love.” There was no need for me to explain more
fully, we had all got so used to each other in the two weeks we’d been together. And yet, I walked out on them
without so much as a word to them.
However, it is possible this began earlier; I have little signs in mind. At the front I was once sent back to
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battalion headquarters for an important letter. On the way back I got lost in a forest, and I lay down to sleep
without any pangs of conscience. I slept for a day and a half from exhaustion. Only my company commander’s
feeling sorry for me saved me from a firing squad.
“What did you do? Where have you been?” he shouted at me. “Don’t you have any sense of responsibility?”
I should have said I don’t, but all I said was I don’t feel guilty. He slapped me around, and that settled
everything. Fortunately, he belonged among those who sensed the war would soon be over anyway.
As for Böde, that’s a more complicated matter. A few weeks before our job with the potatoes, I shot up to Pest
by car to redeem the yellow oxfords I had placed an order for back in the summer but never had enough money
for. When I boarded the train, I felt a faint premonition inside me that in Pest or along the way something long due
would befall me. And, I thought, perhaps, if I got a good night’s sleep on the banks of the Danube, I’ll forget the
vast emptiness I felt I always saw no matter where I was, that void where we all commit some awful horror and
we keep silent about it in vain. But I am not the intelligent type who can put this better.
To be brief, I entered the shoemaker’s and saw a young woman bent over the counter looking at something—
my shoes. It was Böde. I thought I would go through the floor. The day before, I had told her in a telegram … but
then it makes no difference what I said. Some monstrous lie, so I could go to Pest alone.
She turned red in her confusion. She asked what I was doing there, and I what she was doing there. The whole
episode was terribly embarrassing. Böde had recommended this shoemaker to me (she knew him from some time
back), and so the master suspected that what he saw and heard was a little family spat. Böde paid the amount due
without saying a word, took the shoes, and said good-bye.
I trailed after her. Neither of us spoke before we reached the Piarist Church. There’s a little side street there, a
dark and narrow one. It has no stores, shop windows, or real entrances, just basement steps and large whitewashed
storehouse windows. Shutters shredded by machine guns hang down rusted above the painted area. If true, I
thought with tenacious obstinacy, this is one of those streets from which the bellies of sparkling-clear stores are
stuffed every day. Why deny it?
This perspective, this setting stifled me. Böde didn’t speak either. Somehow everything suddenly turned
wrong-side-out—as when one chances to glance into a dirty kitchen from which daintiest morsels are being
fetched that we too had eaten with some relish a short time ago. I was looking at Böde. She was greenish-yellow
in the rain; her chin was pimply. I then felt that it would be nearly a miracle if we could walk the length of this
narrow little street without some particular tragedy occurring. But she started crying out only on the banks of the
Danube. She wept silently with her lips compressed.
“I wanted to surprise you,” she said, after we had both got soaking wet. “I wanted to take your shoes home.”
That was heart-wrenching. Also past redemption. Nevertheless, the greatest difficulty was the fact that I didn’t
want to mince matters. Now I asserted that I loved her, then that I didn’t know what my trouble was with her
when she had given no cause for it. In the end, I can’t even say I broke off with her intentionally; it simply befell
me, like fate. I didn’t even lose my head. My muscles remained just as relaxed, and my voice didn’t change. Only,
I was disgusted with myself for not having a greater sense of responsibility, and on considering the matter
fundamentally, I wondered why I was blameless after all.
We were standing on the lower part of the embankment opposite the burned-out royal palace, and without
intending to, I had nothing on my mind but what I had naïvely bolted from to come to Budapest: the office, the
work orders, the potatoes.
Böde noticed I was looking at the palace.
“What a good place that would be to store potatoes in,” I said with genuine bitterness.
Böde clutched my shoes under her arm and walked out on me. When she heard my footsteps behind her, she
began shrieking with surprising passion.
“If you come any closer I will jump in!”
She ran to the edge of the river bank. At that, I turned around so she wouldn’t see my face. And so she
wouldn’t feel so humiliated by the scene. Just like out on the highway, this was a perfect blow-out. Nothing could
be done with the carburetor.
Paja voiced the opinion that he wasn’t Christ and that the only thing we could do was to leave the truck on the
side of the road and ask for a tractor from Ireg. Or that if we encountered a truck on the way, we’d wave it down.
It was past ten when we knocked on the county clerk’s door. Paja had already left us back at the dairy products
plant to try to scare up a tractor there. We agreed he would follow us to Janika’s and we would move on in the
morning.
Four dogs rushed at us from the depths of the spacious yard, but Arany Ger brought them under control with a
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single command. This alone was enough proof he wasn’t telling tales; he was really at home here. The place had
probably once been a peasant house, now remodeled into a home for the county clerkship. Several fruit trees and
cedar shrubs in the yard, and a round flower bed with some stakes decorated with colored glass balls—these telltale marks in the dark gave evidence of Janika’s finer tastes. Otherwise there was nothing to see, not even a
chicken-pen; only the large, dull emptiness of the bleak house, and a useless yard thoroughly slashed into frozen
wheel tracks.
A young servant girl pitter-pattered the length of the verandah in wooden shoes and stopped at the steps.
Meanwhile a light was turned on from inside. The girl’s legs were bare, and the cold nipped her husky arms red.
Mute and grinning, she watched us enter and informed us that the lady of the house had already retired for the
night. Arany Ger patted her bottom and said that was what we would like to do too. Later it turned out that Janika
had observed the entire scene from the room. She greeted us in a negligee with its sash drawn tight at her waist
and with unbelievably small slippers on her feet.
Arany Ger hadn’t exaggerated a bit: Janika was an extraordinary phenomenon, a well-proportioned giantess,
an entirely uncommon mixture of physical strength and delicacy. Not only was her mouth tiny, her feet were as
well. She had two dimples on her face left from the early part of the century, but her shape was like a weightlifter’s. She seated us in the dining room, where the dinner-ware, the white tablecloth dotted with bread crumbs, a
large loaf of homemade bread rolled up in a cloth, and a French fashion magazine were still on the table. The
room was stupefyingly hot, at least twenty-four degrees.\fn{ Centigrade is meant}
“Well, go ahead and eat.” She looked at us from the head of the table. “I enjoy feeding the shipwrecked.”
Varga Kis wanted to say something, but I saw Arany Ger kick him under the table. Apparently he wanted to set
the style of the conversation and didn’t want to flop with us. I couldn’t imagine, though, why his style would be
more polite than ours. But something else was at stake. He was fearing for certain rights he had acquired. And so
we allowed him to sparkle. We deferred every reply to him as to a boy scout master responsible for us all—and
because of this the atmosphere soon became vibrant. We laughed uproariously, even though the conversation
turned mostly to the past two weeks—the sad potatoes.
I sank completely into a green plush easy-chair and tried to picture in my mind what the county clerk was like.
I supposed he was a small man who didn’t even reach to Janika’s shoulders but had a bushy black mustache and a
copper-red face. And he undoubtedly had plans for the big barnyard that Janika neglected. It can be infuriating to
such a plucky little fellow if his wife, with such a big body and such muscles, does nothing all day except wait
around for something to fall due in the end. Even if the yard is all mud, she goes out in her little black slippers,
stops, and then realizes she won’t find what she went outside for. She is alone a lot, but she enjoys being alone,
for that at least keeps her restlessness alive. In my opinion, she didn’t go to bed with Arany Ger that night nor had
she at any time before. Just so long as she doesn’t go to bed with someone, she can always be expecting
something soon.
Later the loud rumbling of a motor could be heard inside the house, and we instantly thought Paja had wrought
a miracle and was arriving with the Csepel repaired. But only a strange truck entered the yard; we didn’t know
why it did. However, Janika said something about trucks entering their place at other times, parking there during
the night, then continuing on at dawn, and often they don’t even know what kind they were—various section
trucks, transporters of construction materials.
“Besides, the yard is quite large,” she said. “You saw that yourself. It’s at least 3600 square meters. It isn’t
right these days to padlock such a big yard.”
The drab servant girl entered with another demijohn, put it down next to Arany Ger, and immediately turned to
leave. Janika spoke after her.
“Where is he from?” She pointed toward the yard.
The girl was apparently innocent in the matter, but she still turned red.
“He wanted some water for his radiator,” she said. “It had run out.”
I thought to myself: “It’s like a house with passageways. It’s entirely a yard with passageways.”
“Where is your husband? In Kiszallas?”
“Oh, no,” she laughed. “He’s gone hunting with the veterinarian. That may take even two days at a time like
this.”
“Don’t you like to go along?”
“We can’t leave the house alone,” she replied. “You know, so many show up here. And I am also waiting for
my lady friend. She’s been promising since spring to visit me.”
“From Pest?'”
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“Oh hardly,” she laughed again. “From Paris.”
The unknown driver raced the engine occasionally, and whenever he did so, the windows rattled. Arany Ger
crossed over to the darkened parlor and rummaged around for something. Janika smiled at me, but I felt she
intended her smile for Arany Ger: like one who knows exactly what her guest is doing in the other room and what
will follow afterward.
Meanwhile the heat had become more stupefying, and the promised scent of almonds struck my nostrils:
Janika was perspiring this exquisitely. Varga Kis had sunk into his easy-chair and dozed off from all the wine.
This eighteen-year-old kid had a pleasant fox-like face; his chin was pointed and white like wood that had been
sanded down. I tried kicking him, but that didn’t wake him up. Janika still smiled for a while; then only her blank
look remained fixed on me. She completely paralyzed me with that look.
“You would have been asleep long ago if we hadn’t barged in on you the way we did, wouldn’t you?”
“Oh no”—she laughed for the third time—“I’m sure I would’ve gone out for a walk.”
“In the village?” She pouted with her moist little mouth.
“Heavens no … just here in the yard.” She hefted the demijohn with her powerful, down-covered arm. “Why
aren’t you drinking?”
We were forced to pay attention to something else, however. Arany Ger had opened up the piano in the
adjoining room, and he began playing it softly with one finger and then struck a few chords as well. Later he sang
a Verdi aria in our honor with a tight throaty voice.
“He has a splendid voice.” I praised him in the spirit of comradeship. Janika put her hand on my knee and
squeezed it.
“You are a wonderful little fellow.” A sudden anger toward every lie overcame me, however.
“You are wrong!” I replied. “I am absolutely not wonderful. First of all, I have no sense of responsibility at all.
I could also have said this: he has a terrible voice. And tomorrow, if I am forced into it, I’ll be ready to say
something ugly about you. But what’s really wonderful is that you go out and take walks in the yard. I like your
yard.”
I think I was drunk. I seized her hand and bowed by head. I would’ve liked to snuggle up to that enormous
body and tell her about Böde, but it was simpler to remain quiet. Besides, whenever I have more to drink than I
can handle, I have to constrict my throat and my eyes immediately fill with tears. I despise this capacity of mine
because it always tempts me to misuse it; and even though I know I am being a fraud, I have to see that the joy I
am causing is genuine. On that occasion, too, I raised my head after I felt the little warmth under my eyelids.
“You permit yourself too many liberties,” Janika said sternly, and she squeezed my knee again. “Go outside
and pull yourself together.”
I spread my coat over my shoulders in the vestibule and stepped onto the verandah. The aroma of the air and
the whiteness suddenly struck me: snow had fallen in the meantime, the first snow. It was barely a centimeter
deep, but it made the yard even larger and the objects in it even more incidental. A twenty-five-ton dump truck
purred in the middle of the yard. Its cab was empty. The light was no longer on in the verandah; light was filtering
out only in the back, beyond the kitchen. I scooped up a little snow with my hand and began licking it. The four
dogs were running about soundlessly on the opposite side of the yard and eyeing me from there. I heard soft
footsteps. I took it for granted that the driver was on his way to Janika’s servant, and I deliberately didn’t greet the
man wearing a leather jacket I saw passing behind the cedar shrubbery. I thought he was going back to the girl.
But when he came into the shaft of light, his hair suddenly showed red. It was Paja. I was so surprised that the
shout stuck in my throat.
“The bastard! He kept quiet about this in our presence. In the morning he will turn up here with the truck the
very picture of innocence.”
I had to laugh. Meanwhile Paja disappeared behind the door, and the dogs trooped out onto the highway. The
truck was shaking in the snow like something bad or good about to come to pass. Still, when I think back on it,
there was in me then for the first time in weeks a bit of confidence that I would find my way back to human
beings.
I walked around the basement earth mound from propriety, so Janika wouldn’t see me just in case she stepped
outdoors—and there I unexpectedly stumbled into the unknown driver. He was just buttoning up. We stared at
each other a little nervously. He was a tall, thin man with a pale face and thick black hair. He looked toward his
truck, then back at me.
“I thought you were Paja,” I said awkwardly.
“I am not he,” he answered precisely, sticking his hands in his pockets. And from then on to the end, he helped
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me. I had only a very slight nausea, and that was caused more by the heat inside the house.
“Bend over; don’t stand like a post,” he said. Then later:
“What are you actually doing here?”
“Nothing really,” I answered. “Our truck was on the way to Tropa, and we got stuck here.”
“Your truck has been repaired already,” he informed me, and that sobered me up very quickly. According to
that, he knows Paja and our situation as well, I thought. Then there was nothing for me to explain; we might just
as well be on familiar terms. All of a sudden I was flooded by that chummy good will from which women are
forever locked away. We lighted up and strolled back to the truck.
“What a night!” I said, filling my lungs. “Do you come this way a lot?”
“Quite often. I’m really from Földvár. I’m now working here with a construction outfit.”
“Do you park here at Janika’s?”
“Not any more,” he replied with a mysterious smile and looked about the yard. “This snow is driving me
wild.”
“Why is that?”
“I am curious to find out if it fell elsewhere also. I think I will go home to Földvár. I’m home in two hours,
then I’ll come back in the morning. It’s worth it. A man can sleep once in his own bed.”
“If he has one,” I said, laughing. He looked at me sidelong; he swung his cigarette back and forth with his
tongue.
“Do you have some job to do here?”
“I really don’t know,” I muttered. “I don’t think so.”
Still, I was sorry to leave that yard behind; I was beginning to feel friendly toward it. On the other hand, the
snow lured me, and trees gliding by in the beams of the headlights; I boarded the truck impulsively. A few
minutes later we were barreling along out on the highway.
*
I must add that my friend’s name was Berci, some kind of Berci, but even to this day I don’t know more
because we didn’t care to take our measure beyond our first names. On the way, he told me that they had
butchered a little pig by way of “an introduction,” and that he would be glad to treat me to some of it.
“I hate eating alone,” he reassured me, “and the wife won’t get up to eat with me anyway. Then you’ll put up
for the night in the kitchen. You’ll get two blankets; that’ll be enough.”
“That will be splendid,” I said gratefully.
“Not really, but it will do,” he replied. “Look, what a powdery snow!”
No one had gone before us. The highway was unmarked and almost without curves. I have noted that when
one is rumbling along in a truck on a road like this, one’s thoughts become childishly simple. That route running
into the distance and closed in on both sides by trees stretches the very same thought like rubber. And the more
swiftly one races along, the more stupid and vacuous one becomes.
This is, however, a saintly stupidity and vacuity when snow is falling. No doubt Berci would have been
grateful if I had talked about Böde, but I couldn’t bring myself to say anything about her. Perhaps to Janika, yes,
but not to him. I didn’t much want to talk to him about anything. It just felt good knowing that we were going to
eat some steamed bacon together and that I would get to know what their blankets smelled like. I think he must
have felt the same, for he didn’t grill me about my doings. And yet the feeling of complicity between us was
perfect. When this night passed, I thought, and we go our separate ways, he too will remain silent because of
bashfulness about what happened between us. Which will be made all the easier because there will be nothing to
tell.
It was two o’clock when we reached Földvár. We had emerged from the snow belt about twenty minutes
before. We were as vexed with this as though some famous brain could do something about it. Why couldn’t it
also be snowing in Földvár? Cursing, we reviled the mud we encountered. Berci didn’t live in the village but past
the marketplace in the new section where farmlands and meadows began. The new section itself was formerly the
Oncsa settlement, and that had been expanded over a period of time. As best I could make out in the darkness,
Berci’s house was one of eight houses within a hair of looking exactly alike, in about the middle of the
development. This calculation wasn’t at all intentional on my part at the time. It was rather that after Berci applied
the brakes abruptly—not even noting in advance, “Well, here’s where we live”—I unintentionally recalled the pair
of houses we had just passed and the several others that could be seen in the beams of the headlights. Only one
lamp was burning in the settlement, the one at the artesian well.
Berci led me across the barren front garden; the house was in its far end. The open verandah was full of coal
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and wood. I lagged behind outside for a moment and stared at the coal without any reason whatsoever, at that
even duller black in the darkness. Meantime light struck it, and Berci called out from the kitchen:
“Should I get a fire going?”
At this, I entered. It was a shabby little kitchen with rose-colored furniture. The tile floor was sparkling clean,
but unwashed dishes stood in a pile on the table. Berci pushed the whole stack farther up on the oilcloth and made
room at the end of the table. By then he had forgotten about starting a fire. An alarm clock was ticking loudly on a
shelf, and both of us began yawning. It became evident that we had even less to say to each other now than in the
truck. However, our trust in each other remained unchanged. We didn’t even have the desire to eat. Berci
produced on a blue tin plate some pieces of blood sausage and bacon seasoned with pepper. Then we just sat in
the cold and, as a matter of form, swallowed a couple of bites. He didn’t have any wine or brandy. I drank about
four glasses of water, Berci even more. Once he smiled at me and said that we had pulled a fast one on those in
Ireg, and that it was something to snack peasant-style without a lot of bother. Then he stood up and opened a door,
and I heard him talking softly with his wife about something. He returned with one blanket, not two.
“We’ll fix ourselves a good breakfast with brandy tomorrow,” he said. “The neighbor has some brandy, I just
don’t want to wake him up.”
He made a sign for me to follow him. He entered some cubbyhole that opened from the verandah. By the time
I reached it, half a couch was sticking out of the doorway, and he called out from the darkness for me to take hold
of the other end. Apparently they stored it like that owing to lack of space, for when we set it up, it blocked half
the room.
“Well, are you going to eat some more?” he asked, after which he added his leather coat to the blanket in a
friendly way. “There’s regular sausage, too, if you want some.” He sat down at the table again.
Totally unexpectedly, I told him I’d decided never to get married. Partly because I lack the moral courage for
it, partly because of what would happen if I did. Even then, one will stand alone in the yard, eventually.
“You are depressed now; that’s why you are talking like that,” he consoled me. “But it’s good for you to
express it. Problems must be voiced, or one’s self-respect goes to pieces.”
I didn’t understand this completely, but it still felt very good. His was a human voice, and he didn’t ask for
anything in return. Then we began yawning again. He stood up, clasped my hand, wished us good rest, and went
in to his wife.
I dropped into sleep like a rock. I have no recollection of anything about the night, not even the fragment of a
dream. I woke up at early dawn to Berci’s crawling over me. It was already growing light outdoors. Berci puttered
about in the kitchen cabinet in long underwear and bare feet, then he went out. As I watched him go, my eyes
landed on the coat rack at the entrance. Worn coats and a double-barreled shotgun hung from it. I hadn’t noticed it
was hanging there the night before. I immediately got up to take a closer look at it. It was quite an old gun with a
famous trade name; it had been made by Paterlongo in Tyrol. I didn’t think of anything at the time; I just felt an
intense longing to take it into my hands. But I didn’t touch it; instead, I went out through the kitchen door. It was
marvelous. During the night snow had fallen in Földvár, and the coal on the verandah was covered with snow too.
I could see out to the white meadows, and somehow nothing had any definition in the half-light of dawn. All this
affected me like an unavoidable stage on which one must make an appearance.
In the meantime, Berci came around the house, and when he noticed me, he gave me a wink.
“Well, what do you have to say? I told you, didn’t I?”
“A gorgeous day,” I answered.
“We aren’t going to start back in a hurry either,” he replied. “We’ll call in some trouble with the truck, and
breakfast pleasantly. Until then, we’ll get another hour’s sleep.”
I didn’t say yes or no. But my first act in the kitchen was to take the shotgun down. I pointed it at Berci.
“Do you have a license for it?”
“Of course. I go hunting every weekend.”
After this, the rest went easily. Berci immediately understood that I was struck by the desire to look around the
meadows a little. In fact, if he had two guns, he would join me; that is to say, it is the greatest pleasure to wander
about in search of game in fresh snow. But he said I should just go safely by myself; the whole area before our
eyes is his own hunting ground. I should head back an hour and a half from now at the very latest.
I said good and put the five shells he gave me into my pocket. When I last looked back at the settlement, I
could definitely single out Berci’s place among the numerous identical houses. I don’t exactly know on what
basis, perhaps from the direction and the distance still fresh in my limbs. Then the far-flung whiteness made me
ever dizzier. For the first half hour I didn’t really keep an eye out for wild animals. The setting and the roundness
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of the double barrels in my fist completely satisfied me. It seemed to me that after this roaming about, everything
would be different with me thereafter: this snow-covered meadow would saturate me like mercy.
I had gone some distance when I saw the first rabbit. For some reason, it was running directly at me instead of
retreating. But I missed it. The crack echoed in the distance—and I think it started with that. It’s difficult for me to
explain this. At one time I did a lot of hunting, but in spite of that, a sense of shame now flashed through me. Like
dizziness from nicotine, to those familiar with it. It comes and suddenly passes, but the feeling still lingers that
others had noticed it. It was as if the entire settlement and village had shuddered at the report. But I didn’t concern
myself about it very much. Soon another rabbit sprang up and ran sidling toward me. It might have been the same
female as the previous one. Anyway, I didn’t miss this time; it suddenly turned a somersault in a magnificent arc.
This time the echo was fainter than with the first shot, but only later did I discover why. The bunny’s abdomen
was yellowish, like sulfur; some chemical could have stained it in the paint factory’s dump. I held it up by the legs
and looked back toward the settlement.
Meanwhile such a fog had descended I couldn’t see a thing: that was what had kept down the echo of the shot.
Shortly the fog surrounded me as well. An uneasy, painful feeling seized me—as if I had fired a gun into my own
good conscience. For a time I was able to retrace my steps, but shortly I couldn’t find them either. From that point
on, I struck steadfastly in a single direction, but I had apparently taken a poor bearing because I had not reached
any houses after three-quarters of an hour had passed. When the fog lifted from a shorter sector, I caught a
glimpse of a distant repair shed that I had absolutely no recollection of.
At that, I immediately turned back. By this time I hated the rabbit. I didn’t have the authorization to possess
arms or a hunting license, and in those days we were still close enough to the war for such a matter to be observed
to the letter. I stumbled around maybe for an hour totally blindly; not until then did the sun break through. Ten
minutes later I was standing in the blinding light in the middle of the flatland, four kilometers from the settlement.
Meanwhile life in the village had also begun. Dull tapping came from the paint factory, and men in water-proof
coats were cutting across the field toward the factory, the settlement, and the repair shed. One of them made a turn
rather close to me. Though he greeted me, I still didn’t like the look of him—his eyes had turned anxiously to my
weapon. I felt he was going to swing around after me. When he was quite some distance away, I got down on my
haunches as if I were doing my business, hollowed out a hole quickly with my knife, and put the rabbit into it. At
first I was ashamed to scrape earth over it, but I finally buried it. I knew unerringly that I had again bungled a
good opportunity; in vain had the snow come to my assistance.
Finally I dashed toward the settlement, and I stopped only on reaching the first row of houses. I searched all
eighteen streets but didn’t see Berci’s dump truck anywhere. On the other hand, tire tracks were so numerous they
only confused me all the more. I roved back and forth but was unable to detect which house was Berci’s. And I
didn’t know his last name.
I had begun to attract some attention roaming around with the shotgun. I couldn’t do anything else; I had to
speak to someone. I shouted to a woman in one of the yards, and I tried hard to describe every characteristic of
Berci’s that I could. But the woman didn’t recognize them; they too had arrived there not very long ago.
“What about your neighbor?” I asked.
“They did too,” the woman replied.
It came to light that the settlement was more of a residential section for transients, with the prefecture renting
the houses mostly to families of migrant workers.
By this time it was already past eight o’clock, and I could be certain that Berci hadn’t waited for me, and it
wasn’t worth searching for the truck. And so, not very many options remained to me. For a while I sauntered
along the streets, but when I saw a man in uniform appear, I quickly slunk away toward the meadow, holding the
gun so my body concealed it. I put it down into the first ditch I came across and stamped mud and stones on it.
This was a dreadful feeling for me who always enjoyed hunting so much. But it was a relief at the same time. It
just didn’t last very long.
When I straightened up I noticed a young woman in a sweat suit on the road about thirty meters away. She was
observing my actions with interest. She had long black hair, but what struck me more about her was that she
didn’t resemble Böde at all. I started toward her slowly. She stepped inside a yard gate, which she had paused in
front of. After a little thought, I opened the gate. The house was within a hair of looking like Berci’s, with a big
pile of wood and coal on the verandah. This completely confused me. I pressed down on the latch without
knocking. The woman was standing in the heated kitchen unpacking. She was much prettier than I had thought;
the polish was beginning to peel off her fingernails. Here, all the furniture was blue instead of pink.
“Is this my friend Berci’s house?” I asked.
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“Whose?” She was surprised, but I could tell from her eyes that she wasn’t feeling unfriendly.
“My friend Berci’s. A driver. He has a house exactly like this.” The woman burst out laughing.
“You are a real card. On that basis you could enter every house around here.”
“But it’s fortunate I came in here. You certainly won’t report me,” I said. The woman laughed again.
“You didn’t murder somebody, did you?”
“Yes, I did. A rabbit.”
“Is that what you were burying in the ditch?”
When she said that, the tightness in my chest suddenly vanished: According to that, she hadn’t clearly seen
what I was doing. And this gave me courage again. Why bother with further details? I began courting her and I
stayed there. Her husband was working in another province and came home only on weekends. I lived with her
for four days and never left the house the whole time so the neighbors wouldn’t become suspicious. I just lolled
about and gazed out on the snow-covered meadow and the plowed fields and waited for her. She didn’t resemble
Böde in any way whatsoever. And she didn’t want anything at all from me. In fact, when we parted she gave me
an address where they then wangled me a job with the next campaign, one with the sugar beet workers.
89.92 A Successful Author\fn{by Christine Arnothy (1930-

)}

Budapest, Hungary (F) 5

Antoine Pareau hesitated for two weeks before he went to see Mlle Franchon, the directrice of one of the great
popular theaters. Pareau was a very timid soul; he recalled that he had met her some years before and he put these
few lines on the card which he handed to a secretary.
“Dear lady, I don’t know if you remember me. My name is Antoine Pareau. We were together some years ago
at the Faliberts. If you could give me a few minutes …”
Mlle Franchon agreed to see him. Thin-blooded, she kept on her fur coat even in her office. Wrapped in this
expensive abundance, she gave M. Pareau a glance of despair.
“Sit down, dear sir. I’m very busy, but sit down anyhow. What can I do for you?” He cleared his throat.
“Do you remember the Faliberts, Madame?”
“I do not remember the Faliberts, my dear friend. I remember the shattering fiasco you had exactly twentyseven years ago. It was an unforgettable flop. And your work has never been performed since.”
Antoine Pareau’s face reddened slowly. He felt ashamed. He was suddenly convinced that the wrapper of the
play which he had brought to the lady-director was hardly presentable and was covered with innumerable
fingerprints.
“I have a play, Madame—”
“A play!” she exclaimed.
She would have been less surprised, perhaps, if he had mentioned a pheasant, a peacock or a snowman.
Anything would have been less astonishing … but a play by Pareau …
“I think it’s good …” the playwright murmured. The directrice shivered.
“I’m going to have flu,” she thought and unlike her usual self, she became malicious.
“Have you ever seen a butcher who does not praise the quality and freshness of his meat? For an author his
play is always good.”
“As it happens,” bleated Pareau, “I’ve found a basic idea that might affect a good many people. Revenge—this
is something that interests everybody. Monte Cristo has been a very great success. Why? Well, because someone
settled accounts in it. People were happy not because Monte Cristo won, but because his enemies were punished.”
“So you have written a piece about Monte Cristo—if I understood you rightly?”
“No, Madame,” said Pareau. “I have written a play about revenge.”
“That’s even more old hat than incest, my friend. Revenge on the stage—my God! However, leave me your
script, I’ll ring you—”
“But I have no telephone.” She felt moved, almost. He hasn’t a telephone!
“Then I’ll write to you,” she said in a hypocritically charitable tone. “I’ll write to you …”
She knew that she would never write, that she would return his script by her underlings who specialized in the
transportation of corpses with the multigraphed obituary notice:
Dear Sir:
We have appreciated the considerable values of your play, its scintillating spirit, its striking dialogue—but
unfortunately our program has already been settled for the next two years. Thus we cannot keep your play and prevent
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it from achieving the success which it deserves.
Yours sincerely

“When are you going to write?” asked Pareau, already at the door. Mlle Franchon made a gesture of despair.
“Don’t ask me to give you a definite date. I’ll write to you … However, I assure you, it would be better if you
took the manuscript with you, right away. I shall not produce it. I’m sure that I won’t produce it.
“If you could read it, Madame.”
“All right. But. It’s only as a favor that I keep it. Good-by, don’t get discouraged.”
*
For several weeks she did not even think of Pareau’s play. The leading actor left the current production of her
theater. She could find no way of keeping him. After his departure the receipts at the box office began to decline
sharply and soon there was hardly any audience. In Mlle Franchon’s mind the idea of revenge began to burgeon.
In her subconscious the word formed a link with Pareau’s piece. One evening in her rosewood bed she read the
script.
“This is utterly idiotic,” she thought, irritated, “utterly idiotic.”
But at the same time it was a play that could be produced cheaply. It had only four or five characters and a
single set. If she took lowly-paid actors, she would be able to finish her season at very little cost. She sent a note
to Pareau and when he obeyed her summons, she told him,
“I don’t believe at all in your play. The dialogue is so stupid that it needs a hero and not just an actor to repeat
it thirty times. I’m not figuring on running it for longer than just the month prescribed by the equity rules. This is
March 10: we’ll have the first night on May 1 and on June 1 we’ll end the run.”
“Maybe the public will like it,” Pareau protested timidly.
“Like this?” exclaimed the directrice. “Oh no! Never! I have more experience of the theater than you can ever
hope for. I’ve suffered a terrible loss through this ham who left me in the middle of a success; I’ll never be caught
in the same way again. The actors I’m engaging for your play will have to sign a cast-iron contract so they cannot
leave the play under any circumstance. Otherwise, with your dialogue, they might walk out after three days!”
Pareau agreed to everything. He was beaming when he descended the little iron staircase backstage and told an
unemployed producer whom he met there,
“I’m being presented at your theater.”
“Next autumn?”
“Oh no,” he replied, still beaming. “In six weeks.”
The producer knew at once that the author was only a stopgap.
“Congratulations,” he said with an undisguised sneer. “Congratulations.”
Mlle Franchon had no difficulty in finding some practically unknown actors who were unemployed. She made
them sign a draconic contract and the rehearsals started under the most unfavorable conditions imaginable.
The directrice never turned up. She was not in the least interested in this intermezzo. The producer considered
the author a madman at large who might be locked up in an asylum any moment. The actors were left to their own
devices under the supervision of an assistant who was himself often absent. They did not take the whole business
seriously until five days before the dress rehearsal. Then, at last they started to work very hard; after all, their
honor was at stake.
*
Antoine Pareau did not attend the dress rehearsal. He had no money to invite the actors to the customary
supper after the first night performance. He stayed at home, trembling in the furnished room he rented from an old
lady in Passy.
Next day there were no reviews. It was only two days later that he learned of his immense and incredible
success—when he read the articles of some critics of authority. The box office was already selling tickets for
months ahead, There was no longer any question of closing the theater for the summer. The miracle had happened.
Pareau hurried to the theater. The directrice received him with open arms, embraced him and kissed him on
both cheeks, planting a third kiss on his forehead.
“I know, my dear Antoine, I know. Would I have the courage of presenting your play without the sacred flame
burning within me? With my experience I sensed that it could be a success. Well, I’ve taken the risk and now
you’re going to be rich.”
Antoine Pareau managed somehow to hide his strong feelings. He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his
perspiring forehead. He was very much tired by life; he was strongly aware of human wickedness—yet he was.
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more vulnerable than a girl of fourteen. In the beginning whenever he reminded himself of his success, he
inevitably had tears in his eyes. The newspapers published two and three column interviews with this author who
had defied the laws of nature by filling a great theater in July and August. He was a phenomenal creature …
The actors themselves became celebrities. The male principal found himself a “discovery.” He was already
fifty though he only admitted being forty-six. The journalists clamored,
“It is thanks to Pareau that he was able, at long last, to take his rightful place!”
The leading lady was twenty-eight when she was signed for the play. For the public, obviously, she couldn’t be
more than twenty-two. The whole cast who, until then, had been considered failures, insignificant has-beens, now
had become stars.
*
After two years Pareau bought the apartment of the old lady in Passy. As landlord, he kept her for a lodger. He
also bought a small two-horsepower car. He knew that these purchases were the only follies of his life. The rest of
his money he kept in a bank account which increased considerably each month.
During this time there were ups and downs in world politics. On the days when it looked that war might break
out within twenty-four hours—the yellow peril had become again a slogan, the freedom of the blacks a pretext—
the world seemed to transform itself by returning to its hypocritical principles. But nothing, no event of any sort
could harm Antoine’s play. Twenty-four hours before a threat of world war, some people decided that they wanted
to see it while they still had the chance; then others, who had not seen it yet, celebrated the fact that war had been
averted by going to the theater and applauding it.
Seven years passed in this manner. For a long time now Antoine had decided not to set foot in the theater. He
had the horrible fear that such a visit would bring bad luck. He was convinced that if he returned to those dim
corridors whose smell he adored, his success would come to an abrupt end. Thus, the play continued its fantastic
career. Nothing seemed to attract people more than the idea of revenge. This was the secret. Generations might
come and go. Those who were buried had enjoyed Pareau’s play. Those who came into the world would certainly
go and see it one day. Revenge proved to be a gold-mine.
However, the years did not pass without the actors becoming truly sick. Not so ill that they could have stayed
at home and proudly claimed a high temperature, but morally sick. They were depressed outraged, exhausted by
the words which, so it seemed to them, they had been repeating forever. There was absolutely no chance for them
to leave the play. They had signed such a foolproof contract to this effect that even the greatest lawyers of Paris
shook their heads and said,
“You must wait. Maybe one day it will come to an end.”
The young leading lady had become thirty-five. The first wrinkles appeared, especially around the eyes. She
had to laugh so much in this play that the skin of her forehead and under her eyes became like tiny fans that were
being constantly opened and closed. She had one moment of hope—she thought she was pregnant. She imagined
her triumph when she would announce to the management that she could no longer play a virgin of eighteen with
a more than pronounced tummy. But after seven weeks she had a miscarriage and next day she again declaimed of
her purity. Her eyes were bloodshot, her face livid. That night she was truly impressive.
Among them the actors referred to the author as the blackguard.
“The blackguard has again reached the top box office royalties …”
“The blackguard had some photographers in who took pictures of the one hundred and twenty thousandth
person to see the play …”
“The blackguard hasn’t set foot in the theater for years …”
“I saw the blackguard on a café terrace. He now has a camel hair overcoat. And he wears a shining face with
it.”
“He has grown fat, the blackguard. No wonder, with the money he makes …”
They couldn’t go on any longer. They had endless nightmares. They kept on speaking their lines even at home.
They replied to their wives, their lovers, their mistresses, their cousins in Pareau’s words. It was a hallucinatory
hell.
*
During the eighth year they had an idea.
In spite of all the profits they had drawn from revenge—each of them had an apartment, a substantial bank
account, a car—they thought of nothing but revenge themselves. The leading actor had bought a country house
near Paris. He loved it; it was the achievement of a life-long dream. He suggested that they kidnap the author, to
take him to this country house and force him to listen to his own play for twenty-four hours. The cast then clubbed
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together to buy an advanced model of a tape-recorder, which was capable of repeating the same text without
stopping, changing the tapes automatically, practically forever. They surrounded this machine with that twisted
love parents felt for a child they did not want to bring into the world. There it was, in their midst, on a table;
attractive and repulsive, charming and frightening; full of buttons, switches, red and black markings and
directions.
On their free day, this blessed day, they recorded the whole play. All five of them gave up their afternoon for
this. But what happiness once they had finished! They drank a lot of champagne and were seized by the perverse
curiosity of hearing themselves.
“It isn’t bad,” said the leading actor. “Children, what freshness! How good we are!”
They were still able to appreciate their own art, after eight years …”
It was necessary to wait another week until their next free day came around. The young leading lady gave up
her mornings to make up some black hoods and yellow cloaks. On Monday they all piled into the leading man’s
huge American car. There was just room enough for a sixth person in it. At eleven that night, outside an old and
decrepit house in Passy, they put on the cloaks, adjusted the hoods. Only their eyes showed and like specters, they
climbed the stairs on tiptoe and opened the author’s door with a skeleton key one of them had procured. They
were almost intimidated by the hall in which the slight odor of cooking lingered. One by one they entered
Antoine’s study.
For the last four days Antoine had been working without a pause. He had found an idea which he thought
good. For him it was always necessary to have some basic emotion in order to create a literary work. His great
failure, at the start of his career, had been centered on the idea of happiness. Revenge had brought him glory.
Now, he wanted to achieve his crowning success with a play about gratitude.
He was at his desk, huddled over his work. There were innumerable sheets of papers, some bearing a sentence,
others just a reference, still others with only a single word or a question mark. Under the soft light of his desk
lamp, Pareau felt as if the room were full of shadows—shadows of his own invention. He had an almost lustful
desire to make these imaginary people whose souls were full of generosity, speak for themselves. A slight sound,
coming from the direction of the door, attracted his attention. He shrugged, believing it was a trick of his
imagination. The old lady slept in a room far from the main apartment of the house. As the doctors had forbidden
Antoine to smoke, he took a small piece of candy from a silver box. His solitude seemed to be no burden tonight.
He was filled and delightfully surprised by his new play.
The door opened with sudden violence. Antoine cried out once. He knew that he was not dreaming for one of
the specters upset a small, valuable antique table. These unearthly beings, dressed in yellow cloaks and black
hoods, exuded such hate that he was paralyzed into silence. They encircled him and stretched out hands toward
him. His heart raced madly. Suddenly he felt their eager hands lift him from his chair, tie him up and blindfold
him.
The specters carried Antoine Pareau downstairs and put him in the car. He was flanked closely by two of the
actors. The third who was driving, turned back and asked in a voice he deliberately disguised,
“Can the old man breathe?”
“It’s all right,” came the answer. “We left his nostrils free.”
During a few seconds they listened to Antoine’s labored breathing. Driving at a mad speed, they reached the
country house very quickly. They picked up Antoine and carried him into a room where they tied him securely to
an armchair.
“He’s docile,” said the leading lady savagely. “He is docile, the blackguard.”
They started the tape recorder and tiptoed from the room. They could hear the first few sentences. The tape
recorder sounded clear and loud.
They intended to free Antoine about nine o’clock next morning and take him back to his home. Counting on
his weakness, they justified themselves, with some malice, by saying that they wanted him at last to appreciate his
own words in full measure.
“The blackguard is capable of falling asleep,” said the leading lady. “We didn’t think of this possibility. If he
does, he won’t hear his play …”
*
They returned at seven o’clock next morning. They were haggard and gray from the cigarettes they had chainsmoked during their night of revenge. The leading lady found herself quite ugly when she glanced into a mirror
and the leading actor’s chin was blue and bristly.
“We’ll have breakfast with him,” he said now. “He won’t be abusing us so much if we feed him.”
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They found Antoine in the same position in which they had left him. There was one single difference: he was
no longer supple and warm, but rigid and cold.
“B-but he is dead!” exclaimed the leading actor.
“Oh, the blackguard!” cried the others like a Greek chorus.
And suddenly they were all seized by indescribable terror. They had killed their author.
Antoine’s eyes were closed under the bandage, his lips were pressed together over the gag. His face was
swollen and flabby. They were unable to place him on a bed. It was a sitting corpse they deposited on the divan.
They notified the police. It was the only solution. And they told the inspector everything candidly.
Their trial caused an enormous sensation. Until the final day they were allowed bail so that they could continue
to perform. They were sentenced to three years in prison—but the sentence was suspended. The directrice told
them.
“My dear idiots, you had such press notices that the play is bound to run another eight years. You’ll
understand, I’m sure, that I can’t possibly release you …”
So their prison was right there, on the stage.
One day Mlle Pranchon took a large bouquet of flowers to the grave of her favorite author.
“Poor Antoine,” she said, while pretending to pray. “He had a fine sense of publicity …”
94.49 The Elephant\fn{by Szilveszter Ördögh (1948-

)}

Szeged, Csongrád County, Hungary (M) 3

“Been to the vet’s, have you?”
The little red-haired boy picked his nose, then gave his bare leg a rub. Ambruska gave a start and blushed.
“How did you know?” he asked, embarrassed, and threw an instinctive glance around him to see if anyone else
had heard.
“Oh, because I happened to be watching you,” the other boy laughed, showing his ugly, crooked teeth. “Is your
pig sick, eh?”
Ambruska was overcome with shame. He didn’t even know the boy; this was the first time he had set eyes on
him.
“No, that’s not true!” he retorted quickly, lowering his head involuntarily. “We haven’t got a pig!”
“Well, what have you been to the vet’s for then? Don’t give me that stuff about not having a pig.” The redhaired boy brandished his fist and clicked his tongue, then scratched his skinny thigh again.
“I’ll bet your dad’s a peasant! I’ll bet he is—that’s why you’ve been to the vet’s, your pig’s sick. Want a bet,
kid?”
Ambruska only wanted to get away, to run off somewhere where this boy couldn’t catch up with him, but he
didn’t dare move. Elegantly dressed elderly ladies were walking along the street, net shopping bags in their hands
and lipstick on their mouths. Ambruska looked at the boy’s trousers and saw they were made of buckskin, with an
antler pattern embroidered on the straps. He cautiously moved his hand behind his back to cover the patches on
the seat of his pants.
“We haven’t got a pig! And my dad’s not a peasant, so there!”
“Well, what is he then? Just tell me, kid, what is he? Why were you at the vet’s if your dad isn’t a peasant, eh?”
Ambruska, covered in confusion, started walking away.
“My dad’s not a peasant, he’s … he’s a train engineer! You don’t have to believe it if you don’t want to, but my
dad’s an engine driver,” he blurted out in a gabble.
“You don’t think anyone’d believe that, do you? So why have you been to the vet’s?”
The boy with red hair wouldn’t be shaken off. There were his nice leather sandals pattering along the pavement
beside Ambruska’s worn-out gym shoes, a pair of grimy ankles visible alongside.
“If you must know, I’ve been to the vet’s because … because there’s something wrong with … with our
elephant!”
“Ha, ha, ha! What a story!” jeered the boy, tapping the end of his nose. “You’re a liar! There aren’t any
elephants for anybody to keep. They only live in zoos. And in Africa. I’ve seen them in a picture book. My dad
showed them to me.”
“Well, I don’t care, we have got an elephant. Just because nobody else’s got one, that doesn’t mean we
haven’t,” said Ambruska angrily. “He’s at home in the stable, and if you must know there’s something wrong with
his eyes. They’re bleeding. The blood is just pouring out of them!”
“I’ll believe it if I like, I’ll believe it if I like,” the other boy laughed.
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“Well, if you don’t believe it, come on over to our house, and I’ll show him to you.” Ambruska said this so
loudly that he startled himself.
“All right, I don’t mind if you do show him to me, I’ll believe you then,” the boy agreed, scratching his nose
and thrusting his hands into his pockets.
They walked along slowly side by side, without a word. Ambruska, tense with worry, looked at the pavement.
Red and red-white-and-green flags fluttered from the houses in the spring breeze, and over a shop door,
between flags, a photograph was fixed. There were few people about in the street. A street sweeper was making
his leisurely way along in the shade; then a street sprinkler came by, and as the water squirted down it churned
into mud the rubbish he had so carefully scraped together. The street sweeper swore. The red-haired boy let out a
hoot of laughter.
“That guy really got it, didn’t he?”
Ambruska did not reply. They turned another corner. The boy picked his nose.
“Have you just got an elephant?” he asked inquisitively.
“No.” Ambruska didn’t look up. He kept his eyes fixed on the pavement and on the tips of his gym shoes
where his toes stuck out.
“Well, what other kinds of animals have you got then?”
“We’ve also got a giraffe.”
“A giraffe! Ooh, that’s great!” said the boy, nodding his head in amazement. He smacked his lips admiringly.
“And we’ve got six lions too. Two of them have got those long manes, do you know what I mean?”
Ambruska’s hands traced the outlines of a mane; then he quickly put them back over the patches.
“Hey, that’s really great! Six lions! That must be just fantastic for you, pal!”
“And we’ve got a tiger too and lots of birds.”
“What sort of birds?” The boy craned his neck.
“Oh, all sorts. There’s ostriches, there’s eagles. Eagles are the ones we’ve got the most of. And we’ve got
vultures too.”
“Have you got all these at home?” The red-haired boy’s eyes opened wide.
“Of course we have. You’ll see!”
“Hey, that’s terrific! Really great! Seeing lions all the time, and a giraffe too! Do you play with them?”
“Of course I do.” Ambruska blushed and smiled. “It’s always me who feeds them. The elephant, the giraffe, the
tiger and the lions. My mom feeds the birds. I let her. I get a bit bored with the birds.”
“Of course you would, when there’s lions!”
They ambled along in silence until they came to the square. There were flags on the House of Culture too, and
large photographs and slogans, but the square was deserted. An old woman was puttering about in front of the
statue of St. Francis with his broken hand. She was arranging flowers in a jar.
“Silly old bag, isn’t she? Nuts!” sniggered the red-haired boy again.
Ambruska didn’t say anything, and the boy stopped sniggering, picked his nose and stuck his hands back into
his pockets.
“Too bad we haven’t got any wild animals. We live on the third floor, you know, and you can’t keep them
there.” He thought about this for a while, then spoke again.
“My dad’s a lecturer at the university, you know. He’s got a room all to himself there. He’s even got his name
up outside!”\fn{Of the door, presumably; on an engraved plaque}
“And my dad drives big railway engines. He goes abroad too,” Ambruska put in quickly.
“He goes abroad?”
“Yes, of course. Over to Russia too.”
“My dad’s been abroad too. He’s even been to Germany. And I’ve been to Pest and the Balaton and Sopron.
Does your dad take you with him when he drives his engines?”
“Of course. Whenever I feel like it. But I’ve had so many rides on engines they bore me now.”
“That’s something.” The boy nodded despondently and took his hands out of his pockets.
“Right now, if I wanted to, I could go anywhere I liked, because I know all the engineers and they take me with
them. But I just don’t want to right now.”
“Why don’t you want to?” asked the red-haired boy eagerly.
“Because … because I haven’t got the time. I’ve got to feed the animals.”
“Oh yes, of course. I’d forgotten that. Is it far now?”
Ambruska’s heart gave a leap. They were turning into the street where he lived.
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“No, it’s not far now … it’s just down here …” Now he was reaching into his pocket and fingering the key to
the gate.
“Can I help you feed the lions?” He looked at Ambruska with pleading eyes.
“I wouldn’t mind, but I’m afraid they might attack you. You know, they don’t know you yet—”
“But if I come around a lot they’ll get to know me, won’t they?”
“Well, I don’t mind then. All right, you can feed them if you want to.”
“Of course I want to!” The red-haired boy rubbed his hands in delight and gave a little skip of pleasure.
The pavement was surfaced with bricks, some of them missing here and there. In the dust of the roadway there
were the tracks of wagon wheels and dried-up horse droppings. The sun blazed down, and you could see that the
acacia leaves were covered with dust.
“This is where we live,” said Ambruska, pointing to a house.
“You’ve got a nice big house!”
Ambruska tried the door. He felt his hand trembling.
“It’s locked.”
He suddenly relaxed. He quickly slipped his hand back in his pocket and clutched the key tightly.
“It looks as if dad had to go off somewhere.”
“What about your mom?”
“Mom’s … mom’s away on a holiday. Didn’t I tell you?” Ambruska’s cheeks burned.
“Who’ll feed the animals? They’ll starve.” The boy looked despairingly at Ambruska.
“I’ll have to wait for my dad, he’s got the key.”
They stood there at a loss. Ambruska glanced around anxiously, in case one of the neighbors might notice
them.
“Well, what’ll we do now?” The boy picked at his nose.
“I’m going to my granddad’s until dad gets back; I know they’ll give me something to eat. When something
like this, happens I always have my dinner there.”
“Oh, I see.” The other boy nodded and scratched his head. “Okay then. So you’ll show me the lions some other
time, right?”
“Of course,” said Ambruska. “Well, I better get going to my granddad’s now.”
“Yes; I’ll be getting back home. Too bad it’s locked.”
“Yes, too bad I can’t show them to you now.”
“Still, it doesn’t matter. You’ll show them to me some other time.”
“Well, so long then.”
Ambruska set off in the opposite direction. Occasionally he stole a look back to see whether the red-haired boy
had turned the corner yet. When he saw that he had, he was back in a flash. He closed the gate quickly behind
him.
His father came back from the fields with the others at dusk. They had been hoeing, and the water can clanked
against the bicycle.
“The vet said he’d come tomorrow morning at six.”
His father said nothing. He was running water into a bucket and plunging the hoes into it. His mother was
getting things ready for cooking. She sat down on a stool. In front of her stood a basket without any handles, with
potatoes in it.
“Did you feed the chickens at noon?”
“Yes.” Ambruska squatted in the kitchen doorway.
“Have you gathered some beet leaves for the pigs?”
“Yes.”
Out in back the pigs began to squeal. His father was pouring the swill into the trough.
“Have you collected the eggs?”
“Yes, there were six. I put them in the basket.”
“Did anyone call?”
“No.”
Then there was silence. The fat began to sizzle on the stove. The pigs could still be heard impatiently gulping
their food down. The stars twinkled drowsily in the sky.
91.89 The County Of Birches\fn{by Judith Kalman (195437

)}

Budapest, Hungary (F) 6

My mother, Sári, met my father, Gábor, in a schoolhouse in September 1945. She sat with the women at the
back of the schoolroom that smelled of dust and dry leaves and a trace of chalk, like ash. The evocation of ash
was almost sensual. Powdery and soft as child’s hair, and that unreal. Murmuring was subdued, because of those
who weren’t there.
The young men improvising the Rosh Hashanah service sat up front behind a lectern. One by one they stood to
read the prayers they knew by heart, avoiding the eyes of those who had gathered.
“And this one?” Sári whispered. “Who is the one pulling his ear like a side-lock? Kramer, you say, from
Nyirbátor? And the one with red hair …?”
She had drifted to her first husband’s county when she had found no one of her own in Beregszász. In any
event, the conference in Yalta had traded her hometown to the Soviets. She left while the boundaries were just
dotted and penciled in, as empty-handed as she’d arrived. What could she have taken that would have survived the
war, a bolt of cloth from her mother’s shop?
“What about this one, the big one? Weisz? Weisz, you say. What Weisz? Which Weisz? From where—Vaja?
The Vaja Weiszes? No.”
No. János had never mentioned any relations from that village.
Sári Friedlander Weisz shared Gábor’s name by marriage. She would have passed him over like the rest had
she not learned from the other women that he was head of local JOINT, where those who came back sought
assistance. Gábor Weisz was the man to see about finding János.
Sári observed him reading. The voice tuneless but proficient, round head nodding to an age-old cadence, thick
fingers turning the page ahead of his words, just like any old-fashioned davening Jew. He couldn’t have been
more different from her János. Weisz. The same name, and from the same county. It was a cruel coincidence that
another Weisz, but of no shared blood, belonged to this sad scrap of earth.
The town of Nyiregyháza where Sári met Gábor is named for the birch tree, like many of the cities and hamlets
of the plain in northeastern Hungary. This flatland is actually more distinguished by the acacias that grow
profusely in its sandy soil than by anything we North Americans would recognize as birch. Nonetheless, my
father’s region abounds in tributes to the white-barked tree. The Nyirség, it is called—the state of being birch—
and its towns reflect this birch-ness in name if nothing else: Nyirmada, Nyirgyuiaj, Nyirbátor, Nyirvásvári,
Nyirmegges, Nyirjákó, Nyirvaja. The birch names are as ubiquitous as they are unpronounceable in English.
*
I begin here, when, after the service, Gábor passed through the congregation clasping hands. Round-faced
Gábor, his nose long and sorrowful, his brown eyes initially shrinking from something so lovely as this woman
with hair she threw back like a mare tossing its mane, accepted the hand Sári held out first. Sári Friedlander Weisz
deliberately flaunted her hair as though it had grown thick and rich, long and dark, out of defiance. Her inborn
vanity had not been expunged by near death from gas and starvation. She was a woman who had grown back
hardier and harder, like a rosebush pruned close to the quick. Her hair had been fair before it was shaved.
I imagine myself conceived when my mother, tossing back her hair, felt my father’s eyes upon her. Lightsensitive eyes that had sworn off joy. Deeply impressionable, they drank in her hair, brown and unfettered like his
first wife Miri’s had been only in the privacy of their bedroom, and her legs like a doe’s slim and long, and her
hand outstretched like a man’s.
I begin at this point when my father’s heart rekindles, though theoretically I go back further, before the great
conflagration that reduced the numbers of his family from over a hundred to fewer than twenty, to the very
beginning in fact of what we know of his ancestry, the pious vagabond without a surname called Itzig the Jew,
which may have been a name generic to every Jew in the countryside. Itzig the Jew dragging his caftan in the dust
of the Hungarian countryside at the end of the eighteenth century.
I also hark back to the vineyards where my mother grew up and she and her six siblings played hide and seek,
though it was forbidden to touch or trample the valuable fruit. (Among seven children, there are always a few
young and small enough to wriggle belly down along the furrows, and fast enough to flee the raised fists of the
field hands when they are discovered.) The story really starts with them, because who my parents once were and
where they came from is a sum I repeatedly figure, trying to calculate how it adds up to me and my sister.
Like any child, most of all I care about the I. The I that clamors to speak for itself. This I owes less to the piety
of generations of orthodox Jews or to the mercantile candor that characterized my mother’s family than it does—
its very inception—to the war that wedded them and to which it became a reluctant heir.
I knew this war like I knew the pale hand that held the spoon to my mouth. A hand moderately proportioned,
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distinguished by its smoothness and the incipient arthritic swell of its knuckles. I felt these joints when I played
with her wedding band, working the ring up and over the first knuckle. Even the second one arched slightly,
causing the ring to skin its surface. I have always known the war like I knew the impatient withdrawal of that
hand if food was not taken quickly enough or if the ring slipped and fell from my stubby fingers. I have never not
known of the war, though I don’t recall hearing about it for the first time any more than I remember the first
chime of my mother’s voice or kiss of fresh air.
The war came to me with all that is good. It dawned on me like my own sweet flesh and buds of toes and the
bright gold band that lay on the soft pads of my palm.
*
My mother’s marriage, the one before Gábor, was hardly more than a courtship. Promenading arm-in-arm
along the korzo, she in her smart suit and box hat, her military man uniformed, they made a decorative couple.
People mated during the disastrous decade. People stepped out and showed off. They would wake up one day and
the nightmare would be over. A beautiful girl like Sári, her parents reasoned, would need to be married. My
mother dwelt on that, the promenading, the handsome figure they cut as a pair. It was all she had to tell us, all
there was to that match.
And that on her wedding night she was slipped under the wire of the labor camp. She’d say that matter-offactly. On her three-week honeymoon she was smuggled into the camp nightly. Under the wire of the labor camp.
Sári, my mother, who would squirm away impatiently whenever Gábor gave her fanny a friendly pat. Sári
who, kissing me goodnight, would pull both my arms from under the bedclothes and press them firmly over the
blankets, admonishing me to keep them that way. Sári who educated me early in the decorum of intimacy with the
cryptic warning,
“Remember, it’s always the man who takes and the woman who gives!”
Her stance was prudish and ingenuous, as though she had never been touched by men’s hands.
Yet every night for three weeks, she had allowed herself to be smuggled onto János’s pallet. Risking military
discipline, they made a love that must have been memorable. Love, among the coughs and groans and gases of
male strangers. He waited for her in the dark beside the wire fence he and his friends had clipped and disguised,
then pulled her through the dark into the barracks that smelled of boots and sweat. This young woman who had
accepted his kisses coquettishly, always drawing back, who had lived sheltered in her parents’ home, never
exposed to danger. In that animal kingdom of men and their fear of death, I assume he used humor to disarm her.
Humor. Because what we knew about my mother’s first husband, we had heard from Gábor.
My father described János Weisz as a professional soldier, an officer in fact, who had served as captain in the
Magyar army. Stripped by the so-called “Jewish Laws” of his rank and career, János Weisz was conscripted into
the labor service in the fall of 1941, just like Gábor and his brother Bandi, agronomists by profession, and their
lawyer-brother Miklós. They were thrown together with village boys so poor and unschooled my father and his
brothers had to take them in hand, show them what part of the boot to polish, simple village Jews whose main
skill was the practice of Jewish tradition. János Weisz became their natural leader. When the actual sergeant
turned out to be a Hungarian peasant much like themselves, pulled from his hut and put in charge of a regiment,
no one questioned the authority of János Weisz over the rag-tail band. The military officer was relieved to lie low
in the local café.
The first labor service bore little resemblance to what would follow. As the war progressed, license with life
was taken increasingly. But when the labor service was first established, Hungarian Jews were emboldened to
believe that if this was all that was going to happen—this and their restriction from professions and owning land
—if what was to be taken from them fell short of breath, they could bear it. Labor service would kill Bandi in the
copper mines of Bor and abandon János Weisz on the Russian front, but it saved my father from Buchenwald.
Gábor respected János Weisz. János was not a big man, but his military bearing gave him stature. He was
younger than Gábor but, Gábor said, you could see that he was a man of the world, not easily intimidated. My
father was impressed by the distance János Weisz kept from the rest of them, for the sake of authority.
Enlistment took place a few weeks before Jewish New Year. For many of the men in the troop this would be
their first Rosh Hashanah away from home. Business and education had led Jews of the moneyed class out into
the world, but it was usual for poor Jews of the countryside to live their lives in one village. Observance of the
High Holy Days was through prayer and strict abstention from work. The village Jews assumed that the Lord
would see to it that His Law, as intrinsic as the laws of nature, would prevail. Tension mounted as the High Holy
Days approached and the Lord had not indicated what they should do.
János Weisz became aware that the poor Jews in his company had started looking on him as the unlikely
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instrument of the Lord. They were fearful and uncertain, bowed beneath centuries of religious tradition and cowed
by secular authority. János Weisz knew the ways of their military and Christian masters. They didn’t accept him as
a real Jew; he was too worldly, too tainted by outside influences. But in his own way he was enough like them to
understand their dilemma.
János Weisz grew aloof. He withdrew and ate alone, giving no indication of how he would direct them on
upcoming Rosh Hashanah.
Gábor and his brothers were orthodox Jews, but their God appreciated extenuating circumstances. They would
risk His wrath before that of their taskmasters. Gábor sympathized with János Weisz, whose authority was
unofficial at best. The slightest leniency on János Weisz’s part, or suggestion that he was sparing the Jews, might
unleash upon them all some devil sent to teach them a lesson, and on himself a personal penalty. But when a
delegation begged Gábor to appeal to János Weisz to permit them to observe the Holy Day with respect, Gábor
could not bring himself to refuse. He saw their beardless faces and heads shaved in military fashion, so
incongruous with the pious stoop of their shoulders and bends of their noses and melancholy eyes, and he felt for
them a deep pity. These people were helpless without their customs.
On erev Rosh Hashanah, the eve of the holiday, Gábor approached János Weisz. The mood in the barracks was
heavy with dread. János Weisz was losing his patience. Had someone died here? Which one of them had been
beaten recently, or received a bullet in the head? Which one of them had passed a day without eating? What were
these fools mooning about? Did they not realize? Did they not know that Jews elsewhere in Europe were dying?
Now here was Gábor Weisz, a man of good sense who should know better; what did Weisz expect of him?
“János,” Gábor began, “the men are deeply distressed at having to work and desecrate this Holy Day.”
“Is that so?” The reply was curt and impassive. “Let them make their apologies to the Lord then.”
Gábor was surprised and offended. He was a man of social standing, accustomed to respect in the Jewish
community. Shrugging, he returned to the others.
Rosh Hashanah dawned, a day like any other. And as on any other day, János Weisz marched his men into the
woods.
Ten days later; on Yom Kippur, no one appealed to the Jew in János Weisz. True, Gábor recalled, the mood
among the company was funereal. But no one suggested observing the Day of Days. Those who chose would fast
and pray while they worked.
János Weisz called up his company on Yom Kippur and marched them out. Each man carried his axe and his
pack. At home, they would have walked the shortest distance to shul. They would have spent the day in prayer
neither drinking nor eating until the first star appeared in the heavens. This Yom Kippur morning was cold and
clear. The sun rose in a cloudless sky, brightening the firmament. Ordinarily it would have been the kind of fall
day they might have liked being outside. The trees would wear long shadows; the men would take in the cold air,
and watch clouds of breath affirm that they were alive. But because it was Yom Kippur, the boots marched into
the forest bearing them like husks.
The discontent, unvoiced, was nonetheless pronounced. Day after day their company of Jews had felled timber
to meet a daily quota. The military officer had come out once or twice to keep up a semblance of command, but
regularly he was more than content to leave the company’s direction to Weisz. Far from the front, and performing
menial back-up services, their company had received only tertiary attention from the authorities. All Rosh
Hashanah day they had wielded their axes. And if János Weisz had called just a fifteen-minute break for them to
respectfully say a few prayers, there would have been none to know the difference. When his men looked at János
Weisz, they did not see his military training. That meant nothing to them. What they saw was an apostate Jew, and
he affected them with horror.
At noon of the holiest day of the year, János Weisz gave the order to stop. The axes ceased swinging. The men
looked up. No one pulled bread from his pack. János Weisz barked, “Quota met! Company, dismissed!”
The men stood irresolutely, unsure of what was meant by the command. Clearly they had not achieved the
day’s requirement.
“Dismissed!” Janos Weisz shouted again.
Gábor summoned his two younger brothers. Arms around each other, they turned to face east to the Holy Land,
as did each member of the company. Then, not daring to murmur their prayers aloud, they began to sway to an
ingrained measure. Some had hats; others tore leaves from the trees to cover their heads, not to appear bareheaded before the Lord.
Outside, under the sun and among the trees, they celebrated the Holy One, praised be He. Gábor said later that
the sun’s rays had poured over them. In all his life, he never had—and never would again—feel so tangibly the
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presence of God. As a boy in the synagogue of his paternal grandfather he had not felt so near to the Deity.
Nagyapa Weisz with his prophet’s face and passion had awed the boy with the force of his faith. Yet here in the
woods, in the open air, Gábor felt the Creator in His element. Gábor felt loved by God.
*
“What do you mean, Apu?” I asked, hearing this story for the third or fourth time. “What do you mean, ‘loved
by God’? How did He love you different from the others? Why you, Apu, why did God love you and not János
Weisz or Bandi-bacsi or Miklós-bacsi, or your wife Miri-nini or your baby Clárika?”
“I don’t say God loved only me, where do you get that?” he answered testily. “I say that I felt at that moment
that indeed God loved me. He loved us all to pour His glory over us. To let us worship Him so purely out in the
open amid His creations. He could only love us to create for us such a wonderful moment. Terror and sorrow and
loss transformed into the glory of God. He must have loved us to create for us such a moment. And I felt He loved
me. That He was there with me, beside me, warming me with the bread of His love.”
*
While the company of Jews prayed, János Weisz struck his axe. Throughout the afternoon, he maintained a
steady rhythm. That is how the sergeant found them. From a distance, a single axe stroke did not sound thin. But
as the sergeant neared it would have become evident that not everyone could be working. Even so, he was taken
by surprise at the sight awaiting him when he came through the trees. Men scattered in the woods, swaying
silently, lost in their own private worlds like inmates in an asylum for lunatics. One madman swinging an axe. A
company of mindless mutes, facing east, swaying on its heels.
The sergeant was a thick-armed peasant. Having neither money nor education nor aristocratic name, he would
never have reached the rank of officer in normal times. Some officers with little experience compensated with
excessive brutality.
“Weisz! What’s the meaning of this?” he demanded.
János Weisz had laid down his axe, Gábor said. He stood smartly at attention to answer his commanding
officer.
“Sir,” he said distinctly and without hesitation, “the men are overworked, Sir. They need to rest.”
“And who decided this? Who said they are tired? Who gave them permission to rest?”
“I did, Sir.”
Stalled by the authority in his subordinate’s response, the sergeant wavered indecisively until he was struck by
a baffling observation.
“On their feet! They rest on their feet?”
“Yes, Sir,” said János Weisz without blinking or expression. “That’s how they rest, Sir—Jews. Like horses.”
“Like horses,” Gábor said. “János Weisz said ‘like horses.’”
And Gabor would chuckle slyly. He was not a man given to laughter. When he did laugh, it was always with
some guilt.
“‘Like horses. Do you see?”
Not one of us enjoyed the joke more than Gabor. It was always fresh for him.
No one had laughed in the woods. No one moved for some moments. The silence was complete, palpable with
the sense of impending reprisal. But the sergeant retreated without comment.
*
My mother listened quietly whenever Gábor told us the story of the Yom Kippur woods. She never said
impatiently, as she did to so many of my father’s anecdotes,
“We know that one already.”
The rapt way in which I followed Gábor’s tales usually made her fidget or get up to make a phone call. But she
would listen to this story, told always the same way, ending always with Gábor’s chuckle,
“Like horses.”
My mother recognized the humor. She knew the man who wooed a young bride inside a barracks that was a
portico to death, the man who could find something funny in these circumstances. At the time she had understood
János’s recklessness as ardor, but Gábor’s story showed a man who defied the inexorable march of history by
slowing it down a few paces. As Gábor wove the scene of the Erdelyi Woods, Sári listened. So this was the man
who had pleasured her in the dark. This was the man with whom she might have spent her life.
Gábor survived four labor services altogether. It was during a discharge, as he was about to board the train that
would take him home to where his wife, Miri, and their child had moved to be with his parents, that his path
literally crossed that of his fellow serviceman. János Weisz was disembarking. He had been called up to re-enlist.
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The two men greeted each other warmly, hands clasping in the steaming stench and roar of the station.
And how have you fared in these lousy times?
They had not been close, not friends. After the Yom Kippur episode, János Weisz had maintained his reserve.
But when they met in the Nagyvárad train station, János and Gábor felt a warmth for each other that might have
blossomed into friendship in another clime. They shook hands, and Gábor clapped the other man’s shoulder.
“So, you’re on your way then. Do you know where they’re sending you?”
“Who knows anything?” János replied.
“But you’re going home. That’s what matters. Look, I’m not doing so bad. Let me show you.”
Gábor was anxious to board. At home they were waiting for him. Miri had written that the child, Clárika, had
started to read since he’d last seen her. She had taught herself her letters, and not yet four years old. They would
be waiting in the carriage sent to meet his train.
János Weisz pulled something from his breast pocket. Grinning, he handed it to Gábor.
“She’s a beauty, isn’t she? We’ve just been engaged.”
Gábor said he didn’t take much notice of the photograph. It was a studio shot that revealed little more than a
pretty face. He glanced at the photograph of Sári Friedlander courteously. He was glad for János Weisz. You had
to go on living, believing that one day the world would turn itself right side up.
“I wish you one hundred and twenty years of happiness,” Gábor said, using a Yiddish expression.
They had parted, one going home and the other away, one east and the other west. But they didn’t end up at
different destinations. Inscrutable the ways of the Lord that bestowed and denied, filled a moment with meaning
and discarded human life. Their paths eventually met rather than crossed. They joined at the woman who would
bear their name.
*
János Weisz returned to Hungary from the Soviet Union in June of 1948, when my sister, Lili, was seven
months old. Sári and Gábor had known of his whereabouts for a short while. They were lovers at the time János
was traced to a camp for prisoners of war, as the first prisoners were released by the Russians and began to trickle
home, bringing with them the names of others.
Sári lost her bearings when János wrote to say he was coming home. She had given him up with the others for
dead. How could he be alive if everyone else who had belonged to her was done for or gone? She had been
deserted by everyone. Mamuka. Apuka. Her sisters, too: Toni, Netti, Erzsike, all her older sisters dead. Her
brother Laci had escaped to England to avoid the labor service draft. Izi, her other brother, was pioneering in
Palestine. Only Sári and her youngest sister, Cimi, remained. The dead were all dead. They were a vast collective.
She was numb at the thought of them. Them, the solid crowd of them. When János broke from the ranks of the
dead, the whole company crumpled into separate, excruciating parts.
Gábor and Sári weren’t married. Without death certificates for their spouses, they could not legally marry for
seven years. This allowed for the lost to be found, the departed to return, for time to sort the living from the dead.
They were not officially joined, and now János was said to be alive when Sári considered someone else in every
way her husband.
She had no idea what her parents would have had her do. No one had taught her the rules for this contingency.
Where were Mamuka and Apuka when she needed their guidance most? How could they have left her? What
would they tell her was right? Right for her. Right for János, and right for this man they had never met but who
looked to her as a plant looks up at the sun and drinks the rain. She was distracted by rage and loss. Cimi was no
help. Cimi was starving somewhere in the south of the country, with a Chassidic boy she had picked up like a
stray cat. Sári screamed at Gábor to keep away.
Gábor found a rabbi—most likely a reasonable proxy, a young man who was once a rabbinical student, perhaps
—and they built a chupah, the ceremonial canopy used in Jewish weddings. He told Sári: What did the state
matter? They would be joined as Jews, they would become man and wife in the eyes of the Lord.
“And János?”
Gábor, essentially a conservative man, did not even attempt to overlook the affront to decency posed by his
displacement of János. János was his burden, another twist of fate to Gábor’s right arm.
“János will know it couldn’t be helped,” he sighed.
Sári married Gábor, older than her by thirteen years, the same age difference there had been between Sári and
her eldest sister, Toni, in whose house she used to set the table and rock the baby. She would care for her own
children as she had learned to nurse that baby who had been in Sári’s girlhood the best of toys. Gábor had lost a
child too, also a little girl. Sári saw in Gábor someone who might span the chasm between her parents and her
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present. He was the bridge she crossed to bind the broken pieces of her life.
János had written for the first time from the Soviet Union. He wrote three identical letters, sending them in
care of the JOINT offices in Budapest, in Munkács, and in Nyiregyháza, the places Sári would most likely have
gone back to. Sári responded, telling him of her new circumstances. She asked for his forgiveness.
No further news came from János until just before his return journey. Lili was a newborn. Sári wrote back that
it was no use. But János persisted. He wrote that in the black pit of his deprivations he had thought of her and the
darkness that had woven them together. He was coming home to her and to the baby, it didn’t matter whose. He
wanted her and he wanted the baby and he wanted them to begin. They had never had the chance to even start
their life together. They’d never known what it was like to live as man and wife.
She answered that she was now the wife of another. He wrote a last time once he was back in the country.
János said he bore Sári no ill. The man she had favored was a decent man, János recognized that. He wished them
well.
As children Lili and I knew of our parents’ first spouses as we knew of all their lost relatives. The card came
every holiday season from another world, somewhere called Argentina:
“Best wishes, János.”
It was Gábor who responded, not Sári, signing on behalf of us all.
*
It puzzled me, the Nyirség, the county where my parents met. Why was it named for birches? When I asked
him, Gábor would shrug. No, he would say, birches could never have grown there. Acacias were indigenous.
Acacias in the Nyirség, the county of birches. The Nyirség became for me a place of mind against which our real
acacia world would never measure up.
Gábor and Sári were plain people, something belied in the storybook concurrence of their encounter. They
worked, raised their children, tended their garden, socialized little. They cared about family, tradition, and
security. But their story was heroic.
This discrepancy irked me. The circumstances of their past imbued them with a grandeur that didn’t fit. They
were ennobled by tragic events, and elevated further when these events were shaped through telling. Gábor’s
stories grafted meaning to their lives. There was a point always to his anecdotes, as though history has form we
have only to uncover. Caught up in the story, I learned to expect meaning that makes sense of time.
Gábor often said that the finger of God pointed him the way out of each brush with death—the finger of God,
because he was not an intuitive man, nor one given to notions beyond reason, and because he would never
attribute to himself any special good sense that was not shared by other members of his family. Gábor believed in
the finger of God, because he had to explain somehow the chance of his survival.
And I believed in it too; otherwise why was I here? What I figured was that for some reason or other I had to
happen. Those people and their world must have been misconceived. God had made a mistake, brushed off the
chalkboard, and begun again. Otherwise the tally didn’t add up. My father depicted an earlier world that was a
golden era of wealth and community and insoluble family bonds. The glory, and most of the happiness, predated
me. Only cataclysm could have brought about my parents’ union. And whatever for? Why would that have been?
*
There’s a photograph of me before we left Hungary. I am standing in a field, on unsteady legs wrapped in
ribbed leggings. I am hatless, and my few wisps of hair have been gathered in a spout on top of my head. My
expression wavers between a frown and a smile. I have been crying, says my mother, because I don’t want to be
photographed.
The long grasses of the field bend in the breeze. I still have it in my hand, she says, the gold wedding band she
has given me to distract me from my tears. It is there in the picture, although we can’t see it clutched in my plump
paw. It is our last unglimpsed knowledge of its whereabouts. I know it, feel it pressed into the soft folds of my
skin. It brings the tentative smile to my face. The gold in my hand is the sun emerging from my clouded features.
I am last to have it, the ring that binds my mother and my father, before I let it slip into the dense wild grasses.
174.93 Excerpt from Like Two Peas In A Pod\fn{by Dora Esze (1969-

)}

Budapest, Hungary (F) 3

… October 15, Saturday
In media res:\fn{In the middle of things} yesterday we had the party at Orsi’s, the one they’ve been talking about
for two weeks. So where should I start? …
Orsi had been promising a big party, right? Well, she kept her word, to say the least.
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I was really craving such an event. In the afternoon, I could already feel the desire to seduce someone creep up
in me. So I did myself up the best I could. (Zozó didn’t show up; he said he had to work on Gyöngyi a bit, and he
can’t do that when I am there.) I went on ahead. My heart rippled at the smell of adventure. (Two guys got on the
tram; they stood next to me in the aisle. One of them casually commented, “You have beautiful eyes.” “Thanks,” I
replied, just as casually, and nothing happened.)
There weren’t many people at first. A few from the third and fourth terms, mostly couples (Schröder and Lámi
as well), Szabó, and a few of Orsi’s girl friends. We complained that there weren’t enough boys, so Orsi made a
few phone calls. So about two hours later Gyuli Fodor and András Zsoldos showed up, later Orsi’s ex, Gábor
Mészáros, who is, by the way, the older brother of her present boyfriend, Bucika. (Bucika didn’t come. He’s not a
party type.)
At first there was a lot of conversation. We had something to eat; at Orsi’s there are always excellent salads.
Juli from 4E wanted to know what had been going on with me lately; I mentioned that I’d met up with Márta a
few times (Juli had a crush on Márta’s brother, Gábor Pelikán, two years ago), since Márta is now taking Dad’s
class.
And I told her about the so-called Don Juan-circle, at least what I know about it, that they’re working on right
now: Tirso de Molina’s play, then Molière, a bit of Rostand and Pushkin, then Mozart’s Don Giovanni; after that,
Byron at length, because according to Dad, Byron’s Don Juan is a genuine Don, though you could argue that his
character is formed by the women who seduce him. The opera and Byron will be the climax, but if there’s time
left, they will also talk about Onegin and Werther, as a kind of postmortem.
Juli was completely amazed: This sounds great! Wow! This is true literature. Why hadn’t I told her about it
earlier. She wanted to join. (I believe she already attended class today.)
Meanwhile the dancing had started. Orsi had one or two turns with András Zsoldos, then somebody put on
totally different music, and Orsi withdrew to chat (or do something else) with her dancer. Maybe that was a sign.
Oh yes, I left something out: at school, Szabó had grabbed me during one break as I was stepping over his bag. He
grabbed me by the waist and pulled me close, asking if I was going to Orsi’s tonight. The dirty louse did it really
well, and the movement made me understand that for better or for worse part of the evening’s program had been
decided. I felt quite happy about this, but was a little annoyed too because it doesn’t hurt to explore new waters.
Just a tiny bit annoyed, but enough to look forward to Palika Szabó with somewhat ambivalent feelings. (God!
Who would have thought about a year and a half ago, when I was so crazy about him but he only noticed me on
and off, that things would turn around like this!)
So, as I was standing in the kitchen, Szabó came looking for me, took my hand, and pulled me into the room
where, besides Csaba Kúthy and Juli, there was only darkness and some romantic music. … I didn’t say no. He
pulled me close, we started to dance slowly, and this was followed by the other moves, no complaints from me.
After the song (which glued our mouths together) we sat down in an armchair. He was very gentle. He breathed
into my ear, whispering that I had no idea what a gorgeous woman I had become in only one year (why wouldn’t I
have any idea?). He said that this Fábris (he knows I hate nicknames based on my last name) sitting on his lap
could not be compared to the chubby kid I was at fifteen, and my hair looked so great like this, I shouldn’t ever
get it cut, and the way I walked and danced, and my tongue, and my kiss, blah-blah-blah. It didn’t feel bad, of
course, but on the one hand Palika always makes this speech when we run into each other, and on the other, the
feeling that I wanted something new, a new man, welled up in me again! I like this game with Szabó, but please
… The decisive, separating move nonetheless came from him. When I said that all things considered I wouldn’t
want him to consider me his toy (an unusually silly speech! but it worked), he got offended and left. Honestly, I
already knew when I sent him to see if the bathroom could be locked that he wasn’t the one I wanted to explore
there. (Though it wouldn’t have been bad at all.) And then … then I really have no explanation why I did what I
did next.
I can’t remember if Fodor was already sitting at the table in the middle room when I sat down there or if he
arrived later (to join me?). This guy is incredibly hip, my fingers were itching to touch him. At school, threequarters of the girls would get down on all fours just to lick his footsteps. (Once, when I was still in first form,
Mrs. Fülöpke, the cafeteria lady, said, “There is no other kid as handsome as Georgie in this school!”) Last
summer at Réka’s place on Lake Balaton I chatted with him for about an hour, which was enough to find out that
he thinks he is the center of the universe. Already there it crossed my mind that he should be taught a lesson. But
if I take a deep look inside, I know I wanted to get even with Dió. Although that’s stupid. That guy is pretty
unimportant, even though I took the way he got up from me on Adrienne’s bathroom rug pretty seriously. But
once a thought sneaks in, it stays there. Especially if it slips in deeper than the conscious level. At the party last
44

night I didn’t know about this though. It would really be an exaggeration to say I did. But what I did was still
pretty rotten.
As we were sitting at the table talking, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to touch him. I only invited him to the other
room because the music was horribly loud, and we lay down on the bed because that seemed the most
comfortable place. He was talking about Regina, why they broke up, how much sex they had, and I must admit he
sounded sincere. We’re not really good friends; he didn’t have to speak from deep within himself. It was his idea;
I didn’t ask for any details.
I’m not sure when the decision formed in me. One thing I clearly remember though is that at one point while,
he was talking, I wondered what he might say if, without a transition, I leaned over and kissed him.
It certainly wasn’t a logical next step in our situation at that moment. Our lying next to each other was by no
means sexual. And the way he touched me wasn’t an erotic move at first either: it was about flesh on the thighs. I
was sitting back on my heels, he was lying flat, and just to check me out, he ran his hand along my thigh, looking
at me in a way that said, Well let’s not forget that I was the one who proposed this gesture. Just as a comparison,
he then gently pulled my hand down his thigh. It would be a lie to say that at this point he didn’t desire me. And
certainly I wanted him too, otherwise it would have been pretty difficult.
He put his hand on my breast before he kissed me. Our positions didn’t change: I was leaning forward, my legs
bent, no expression whatsoever in my eyes (I think); he was looking at me more and more intensely, his fingers
under my sweater, then suddenly sat up, touched my lips, and pulled me down. I was pleasantly surprised: his
tongue is really hard, his embrace definitely masculine, good. And he looks such a softie! Meanwhile the voice in
my head didn’t shut up: how can I do it with this particular guy—but if the voice doesn’t know that at that level it
doesn’t matter, and besides the list has to grow, I can’t listen to it, sorry. What happened next I don’t really
remember. At some point, he went and put a note on the outside of the door. He asked me how I wanted to do it. I
said that I had a rubber on me. He doesn’t like them. Well, that’s tough because we can’t go on otherwise. He
sighed and agreed.
I undressed him and took off my own clothes too (he didn’t even notice—true, they usually don’t, and they
don’t even have the slightest clue that this is my magic formula). We laughed a lot. For instance, when we moved
with the sounds of the music filtering in from the next room, I rolled over on top of him and back down again
(“Wow, that was fantastic. Let’s tell them to play it again!”). Georgie Fodor did his utmost; he tried terribly to
show off the lover boy hidden inside him. (“Little bird, little bird, where haven’t you been kissed yet?”) He
planted little pecks of all sorts up and down my body. He’s fairly well versed. And he was very satisfied with me.
I was the one who ran faster though. When I reached the goal with the usual screams more painful than pain, he
was awfully happy (his chest filled with an ancient pride, I think). He continued with a big smile on his face. But
his smile subsided when I realized that if I carried on just so that he would feel good too, I’d be lying. So I didn’t
wait for him.
He was totally dumbfounded when I peeled away and started to get dressed. Everything went limp, of course.
(I almost said, “See, the problem’s solved,” but something stopped me.) “At least …,” and then there was a hint
that his whole being might find a spot, like a fountain, somewhere below my palate (not in those words though).
“You don’t know, Georgie. You don’t understand. You don’t know how to handle these things. Bye, Georgie
dear.” (Not in those words.)
I headed toward the kitchen because I was hungry. There I was introduced to two newly arrived boys. The
younger one immediately wanted to go for a ride. He didn’t care who with, and he didn’t even try to hide it. Who
does he think he is?
By the way, Gábor Mészáros didn’t care either. Initially, he was coming on to Réka pretty aggressively, but,
she rejected him even more aggressively. I, on the other hand, was somewhat interested in him, based on what
Orsi had told me about him. About his body. I set him apart almost before I saw him. Funny, eh? I remember the
moment he walked in. Probably every part of me knew right then. At least that’s why I think I didn’t chase after
him: there was no need to rush; it would happen anyway. It didn’t even bother me that he was after Réka. So when
I walked out on Fodor and headed over to the kitchen, passing by the two new boys on the way, I literally sank
into the arms of Gábor Mészáros, who grabbed me and pulled me close, because for a change there was a slow
song playing. He was whispering something in my ear to the effect that if I were to leave, he would be very sad.
His hand slid down over my butt somehow. As a response, I didn’t stay passive either. What can I say? …
Orsi hadn’t been telling lies. I could hardly believe what I felt in my hand. The dance had no particular
meaning. When it was over, I went back to tell Fodor what time it was because that’s what he’d asked me to do
before I closed the door on him. He was lying on his stomach and didn’t react. Then he slowly started to rub up
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against the arm I was leaning on. I gently pushed him off and left.
I had to find something to eat. I put some spread on a slice of bread in the kitchen. Soon Gábor showed up and
asked for permission to sit on my lap. He used a bottle of Traubi to turn off the light and didn’t even get up. Gábor
Mészáros's mouth was all salty. I felt thirsty from him. Lights. Water. Lights off. Kiss. Now me on his lap. But no
magic circle appeared, not even later, no matter how hard we worked at it.
Beyond the kitchen there was a sewing room occupied just then by Csaba Kuthy and Juli. When they came out
we went to use the freed-up space. You could take off the doorknob and use it from the inside or the outside. We
put it on the windowsill.
I spent the next few hours in there with him. As a curiosity I would like to mention that there was no light in
the room, at least none that I could find (this became interesting at the end when he was looking for his clothes
but couldn’t find them), and neither was there a bed. A tiny, tiny room filled with all sorts of stuff. Eventually we
took possession of a heap of fabric. I can’t remember a more uncomfortable place—but this wasn’t a serious
obstacle.
We couldn’t go all the way, because I’d only brought the one rubber with me, and I don’t engage in any
unrestricted situation without one. But lots else happened. … His caresses weren’t even the best part of it. It’s
hard to say what he did the best. Maybe biting—but that’s not the best word to describe it. He was cruel on me
with his mouth. Everywhere, everywhere! Cold chills kept running up and down on me; it was exhausting, more
than painful: suffering, suffering, suffering was making my skin snap. I could barely endure how he attacked my
neck, my breasts, the tip of my tongue, the fola of my thigh, my butt—but whenever he stopped, I was dying for
more. Meanwhile he kept turning me over, like bread dough, which made me laugh a lot. He pretended to get
angry, but this was part of the game and gave him reason to keep on punishing me.
When the dazed feeling I like so much is there (and that’s the reason why I do it, I admit), I pay much more
attention. But since I didn’t feel on the verge of a precipice after the first kiss, nothing trembled between us later
either. When I was walking my fingertips up his back, around his waist, above his butt, and he said hoarsely, “You
got it,” it was still the nicest thing I could be participating in.
From that moment on, I didn’t leave him alone. He whined, implored, almost cried, shook with cold on all
fours, asked me with chattering teeth to be a bit more brutal, sometimes burst out, “I can’t take it anymore,” and
slammed his head against the bookshelf. But when he found the spot on my thigh, and I screamed, he howled in
triumph—“Finally!”—and paid it all back with interest. He walked up and down on me like a cat, for endless
hours. So, in the end, it wasn’t his fault at all.
But whose was it? Mine? I don’t hesitate once I feel the bubble has left me, disappeared, and the moment has
come when playfulness dies in me, when my ideas don’t turn me on anymore and the ideas of the other don’t
either. It doesn’t bother me that at twenty-two minutes after one in the morning I still like the situation, and that at
twenty-three minutes after, the guy whose nakedness I am holding in my hands stops being interesting. By the
way, as I said, we had already been together a long time. Maybe I was bored. Bored by his shiny muscles and his
cold, faultless skin.
When I had definitely had enough, I announced I was going home. He must have felt the change himself,
because without a word he started searching for his clothes (which he had a hard time finding). Once we were out,
I couldn’t find my shoes. In the hallway some guy called Marci was waiting for his friend whom Orsi was looking
after right then, and he looked at me in a way that I could easily have completed my statistics—but there’s a limit
to everything. I couldn’t stay in that apartment any longer.
On my way home, I wondered if I should consider myself soiled. But I didn’t feel anything. No emptiness, no
satisfaction. Now I feel good again, quite good. Quite good. I woke up at twelve thirty. Then I went over to
Zozó’s; we played dice a bit, and then I told him what happened last night. All he asked was why I didn’t take the
Georgie kid into my mouth. I thought about it and realized that I was probably afraid of failing. Because I had
never done it. He asked me if I was saving that for someone who would be very important. I had never thought of
that before and didn’t know what to answer. In his life there have been several gestures of this kind that he’s
saving up—and I discovered again that he would give me all of them if we both felt that way, but only then. I
didn’t answer. He played Turandot, we lay down on the floor, and he caressed the secret spot on my thumb.
Eventually I had to whisper in his ear that I adore him, and even though I knew I shouldn’t, I hugged him. Of
course he didn’t hug me back. Because that will only happen when—and only if—only if both of us … very much
… (Once I asked him what if he never finds a girl he can hug or if nothing ever develops between us where he
could say, anyhow! Then I’ll die without it, he replied. I laughed at how sentimental he is, but perhaps I should
have admitted the truth that it will happen, and it will happen between him and me … but he wasn’t mad at me.)
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When I got home, I studied history all afternoon, because Fakir promised us a test for Tuesday:
“One mistake is an F.”
(So I asked him, “Does that mean that five mistakes is an A, professor?” He didn’t bat an eyelid. But he
wouldn’t be our adored, irreplaceable Fakir if he had!) …

The Basilica of St. Stephen, Budapest, Municipality of Budapest, Hungary: two views
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The Cathedral of St. Lazarus, Budapest, Municipality of Budapest, Hungary
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The Church of St. Margaret of Hungary, Budapest, Municipality of Budapest, Hungary: two views
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The Cathedral of Our Lady of Hungary, Szeged, Csongrád County, Hungary. Below: The Dohány Street
Synagogue in Szeged, the largest synagogue in Europe
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The Cathedral Basilica of the Assumption of Our Lady, Győr, Győr-Moson-Sopron County, Hungary

The Reformed Great Church, Debrecen, Hajdú-Bihar County, Hungary
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The Cathedral Basilica of St. John the Apostle, Eger, Heves County, Hungary: two views
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The Cathedral of St. Peter and St. Paul, Pécs, Baranya Couny, Hungary: two views
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The Cathedral of the Assumption of Our Lady, Kaposvár, Somogy County, Hungary. Below: The
Synagogue at Szekszárd, Tolna County, Hungary.
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The Church of St. Stephen, Esztergom, Komárom-Esztergom County, Hungary: three views
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The Church of St. George, Ják, Vas County, Hungary: three views
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The Church of St. Matthias, Budapest, Municipality of Budapsest, Hungary: three views
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The Basilica of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Székeswfehérvár, Fejér County, Hungary: two views
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The Church of St. Michael, Veszprém, Veszprém County, Hungary: and as seen from the air
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A church in Kecskemét, Bács-Kiskun County, Hungary

A small Lutheran church in Békéscsaba, Béké County, Hungary
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The Church of the Assumption, Miskolc, Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén County, Hungary

The Church of St. Francis, Salgótarján, Nógrád County, Hungary
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The Cathedral of St. Stephen, Székeswfehérvár, Fejér County, Hungary

A Synagogue in Szolnok, Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok County, Hungary
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The Basilica of St. Stephen, Nyíregyháza, Szaboles-Szatmár-Bereg County, Hungary: two views
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The Church of St. Mary Magdalene, Zalaegerszeg, Zala County, Hungary. Below: The Church of the
Sacred Heart of Jesus, Zalaegerszeg.
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