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  Not long ago, somebody entrusted – or should I say saddled – me with this story or rather confession. I can not say more, only that it was somebody. I have promised him never to divulge his name; not only his family, but even his Christian name. However, since a name will be required in the course of the story, let us call him János for the sake of convenience. And as far as a family name is concerned, we definitely will not need one. Let us only reveal, as it is a relevant circumstance, that it is a matter of a very old historic family.


  Accordingly on a certain day in the summer of 2012, my phone rang. I lifted the receiver. He introduced himself and asked to meet me.


  “I would be most honoured if you were to accept my request. I should like to tell you a story. Only to you.”


  I was fed up with such offers, which always begin with “My life is like a novel, it just has to be written.”


  Yes, literature is that simple. It just has to be written, that’s all.


  “I’m sorry, but I’m up to my neck in work and deadlines.”


  “It was only after lengthy soul searching that I made up my mind to ring; I had never done anything like this before. But when I learned we were born in the same year and on the same day, I considered it a sign from heaven.”


   “Lots of people were born on this day. I’m sorry, but I have to hang up; I’m in the middle of work. All the best!”


   I was just writing my play about Artúr Görgey. The topic that I had steered clear of all through my writing life unsettled me anyway, but now in my dotage I realized I could no longer avoid it.


  A few minutes later the phone rang again. I had a hunch it was once again the previous caller. Although I didn’t want to answer it, I did after it had been ringing for a long time.


  “Forgive me, it is me again. Never in my life have I been this pushy, but I cannot rid myself of the compulsion of meeting you. Believe me, it is not my style, and I am truly mortified. Still, I am repeating my request. Please regard what I am planning to tell you as a confession.”


  “Well, if you insist that much,” I said after a long pause and a sigh, “let’s try it.”


  We arranged a date. He came to see me. He was an erect elderly man and, as had already been established during our phone conversation, exactly the same age as I.


  The first half-hour passed awkwardly, and it was obvious how difficult it was for him to broach the actual subject. This made me feel some sympathy for him; it did not fit into the ready-made pattern of “my life is a novel” situation.


  “Scotch or bourbon or perhaps some fine homemade plum schnapps? Which would you prefer?” I asked, slightly more relaxed after my listless mood due to the good first impression.


  “Thank you, a szilvórium would be splendid.”


  Another point in his favour. Anyone calling plum brandy by its antiquated name, szilvórium, is near to winning in my book. That is what I call it following in my father’s footsteps, but nowadays most of the time I get a vacant look as if I were quoting from The Old Hungarian Lamentations of Mary, the oldest extant Hungarian poem.


  “Chilled?”


  “God forbid! A good schnapps loses its character if it is served iced. It becomes vodka.”


  It’s all over. This guy is becoming more and more simpatico. So much so that when we clinked glasses, I couldn’t help but address him in an informal way:


  “Here’s to you!”


  “Very kind, thank you. And to you!” After we made ourselves comfortable, he began:


  “My story is sure to be muddled, as I jump back and forth in time, but then I’m not a writer like you. You will sort it out.”


  “What do you mean, I’ll sort it out?”


  “When you’ll write it.”


  It seems I didn’t get away after all.


  “You mean I have to write it too?”


  “I’d like you to.”


  “You said I should regard it as a confession. Priests are not known to write what is confessed to them.”


  “In my case this applies only to the extent that it will not be published as long as I am alive. I do not want to see it. But I consider the moral lesson important, that is why I want to entrust it to you. It should be read.”


  “Do you mean I should write it after you are dead? We are the same age, how do you know I’ll survive you?”


  “I know.”


  This sounded rather ominous. After a short pause I asked:


  “Cancer?”


  He looked at me and smiled.


  “I’m as fit as a fiddle. At least physically.”


  “Alright, don’t let us waste time. Let’s begin!”


  I placed my new digital dictaphone on the table; I have never used it anyway. And I listened.


  * * *


  My father was born in the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1882. According to genteel tradition he could have been a landowner, but by then the family estate had been dissipated. Or a jurist, which of course was only a feather in the cap, it didn’t mean practising law, it wasn’t really a gentlemanly occupation, but it was useful.


  What remained was a military career. Apart from being a landowner, this was most befitting a Hungarian nobleman. My grandfather too was an Imperial and Royal (k.u.k.) cavalry lieutenant general. He died before I was born. I’ve only seen photographs of him and a full-size painting in his impressive Hussar lieutenant general’s dress uniform hanging in my father’s room. As a child, whenever I passed under the strict lieutenant general’s likeness, I looked up at the painting in alarm. I would have loved it had he only once raised his proudly held head slightly and, nodding, cast a friendly glance at me. But he remained locked in his unyielding severity.


  My father was born in the golden age that followed the 1867 Compromise. At the time, when this fallow country started a hitherto never seen development, no matter how the late Kuruc persisted in their entrenched ideas, and no matter how much they disliked the country to become one of arable fields and industrialisation instead of a country of fighting fields. To this day the new Kuruc’s greatest object of pride is the undoubtedly enchanting Hortobágy, this tiny Kazakhstan.


  In this tolerant era Hungarian Jewry was able to unfold its talent, earning enduring merits in the process of modernization.


  Yet even in this normal golden age one of the most absurd versions of anti-Semitism reared its ugly head, namely the Tiszaeszlár blood libel, according to which the local Jewish community had murdered Eszter Solymosi during a ritual sacrifice, as they required the blood of a Christian virgin for the rite.


  As a precocious ten-year old and an avid reader I read in astonishment that the writer and lawyer, Károly Eötvös, was the implacable defence counsel of the accused Jews. Even then I couldn’t understand how in a European country such accusations could at all be taken seriously about a group of peaceful simple country people. How could a serious court devote its time to such blatant nonsense? And how was it possible that only a man with the brilliant intellect and knowledge and impeccable honesty of a Károly Eötvös was able eventually to gain the acquittal of these unfortunates? I had already earlier blissfully read his “Journey Around the Balaton” about the still virginal Balaton, which in my later life became an object of deep love and belonging.


  When I asked my father about all this, he said something like that there had been a lot of rumour going around; it wasn’t worth talking about it. This shocked me even more. I would have expected a more definite answer from him. Had he at least read Károly Eötvös? I actually asked him. He said he hadn’t read anything of his, but knew he was the one who had whitewashed the Tiszaeszlár Jews.


  What does he mean whitewashed them? – I thought. I could not yet articulate why I felt that way, but deep down in my child’s mind I felt a vague protest and did not like at all the trivializing sentence, instead of unequivocal indignation. By now I know already that whitewashing meant glossing over some unclear matter rather than getting at the clear truth. In my opinion though – and in your capacity as an author forgive my attempt at amateur linguistics – whitewashing might originally have meant when the midwife washed the blood and other remnants of birthing off the baby. It was a beautiful ancient act. Even if am wrong linguistically, I think the idea is worth considering.


  But to return to my father: as a young man he graduated from the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s cadet school, that is why German was his second native language and also because his mother was Austrian. She too came from a distinguished family. I didn’t know my grandmother; she was no longer alive by the time I was born. I don’t recall whether there were any pictures of her like those of my grandfather. Father never spoke a word about them, and I had no idea what they could have been like, what their relationship was with each other and with my father. By the time I realized I knew nothing about them and could have asked something, my father had died. I couldn’t find out anything from my mother either, although she survived my father by ten years. Incidentally, it was a second marriage for both of them and I became the fruit of this union.


  Please, don’t use the word fruit when you get to transcribing it; this expression is fit at best for the pen of Cecile Tormay. Tell me, have you ever read anything by Cecile Tormay? In your teens? I’m sure her books were lined up in your father’s library. Her novels were present in every gentleman’s library. Terrible tear-jerkers, full of subtle and not so subtle but abominable genteel anti-Semitism. I don’t know how much you remember of her, but now in 2012, 70 years later, I flipped through her writings again. Since this regime is the current bumpkin version of national conservatism, it naturally dug out Cecile Tormay from the beneficial grave of oblivion. Do not bother with her. Trust me, she is unreadable. It is typical that in Horthy’s Hungary it was she who was nominated for the Nobel Prize. At a time when Mihály Babits and Kosztolányi were still alive, just to mention two impeccably Christian and far from revolutionary great writers. After all, officialdom did not know anything at all about the genius of the Jewish Milán Füst and the splendid generation of Jewish writers of the important literary journal, the Nyugat.


  But let me spice up this, for me at least, agonizing story with some humour. An insider friend of mine told me that none other than the current president of the Academy of Sciences had stated that Cecile Tormay was one of his favourite authors. The one whose resurrection we owe to the political necrophilia of the reigning bumpkin regime. Really? Haven’t you heard? Do you really live in such a happy ivory tower? Then I’ll tell you more.


  One of the cultural government’s chief luminaries also asserted that there should be a place in the new national curriculum for such great writers as Cecile Tormay, who had been undeservedly ignored under communism. Next came the grossly anti-Semitic Albert Wass followed by József Nyírő, a member of Szálasi’s 1944 Arrow Cross parliament.


  His books, bound in white, ‘genuine’ Transylvanian halina cloth, were surely displayed also in your father’s library same as in ours, as well as in all the libraries of the Hungarian gentry class during the inter-war years. Furthermore, stated the above-mentioned chief luminary, neither must Bence Úz be left out from the syllabus from amid the outstandingly nationalist minded Hungarian authors!


  Yes! Believe it or not: Bence Úz, who of course is none other than József Nyírő’s Transylvanian protagonist, but who was promoted in the national syllabus to a great Hungarian author! Good, don’t you think?


  I can give you some further narrow-minded delicacies. For example, the prominent Christian Democrat parliamentary representative stood up for the removal of Attila József’s statue from the side of Parliament, because there was no place on this hallowed ground for a poet who had committed suicide, an act deeply condemned by the Catholic Church. Wait, there’s more! Someone told him there was a problem with that, because Cecile Tormay, on the other hand, was a lesbian. To which the man, entrusted with the care of culture, graduate of theology, former chaplain and now a Christian Democrat minister, looked at him blankly and asked: “A lesbian? What’s that?”


  These are the people who have led the country since 2010.


  Do not think that such digressions are mere prattle; every single element is related to the self-torturing story I want to open for you. Each detail is a repressed station of a collective guilty conscience. Often I feel like a man who has pierced a huge abscess and is engulfed in the stinking discharge. In addition, in certain moments this strange feeling is accompanied by an inimitably disgusting taste in my mouth. This has accompanied me throughout my entire life, since the age of fourteen to be more precise, as the result of an awesome experience. But more of that later.


  Getting back to my father, he was still doing his officer’s training course at the Ludovica Military Academy when he lost his apparently austere father in 1903. Shortly afterwards my Austrian grandmother died as well. His two-year younger brother, Uncle Isti was left, who always impressed me with his laid-back lifestyle and his English tweed jackets. I never knew the youngest brother, my Uncle Charlie; he died on the Russian front at beginning of the First World War.


  And there remained two sisters, twins, a few years older than my father, Amália and Emilia, that is Aunt Máli and Aunt Emi. My first childhood memory of them is that I couldn’t decide which one was the uglier. Eventually I decided on Aunt Máli, rightly I believe. Aunt Máli was an enormous witch, aggressive and easily offended to boot. She had very firm opinions about absolutely everything under the sun, and if she didn’t meet with success, her thin lips – which looked as if the Creator had forgotten to place an orifice in her face and the scared obstetrician cut an opening with his scalpel – she pursed these lips so fiercely that they disappeared. So once again they became like when the hapless medico first set eyes on this lipless creature. This offended lip pursing definitely did not enhance Aunt Máli’s beauty.


  Meanwhile, turning to one side, she would indignantly shake her head back and forth while both her shoulders went into a wavelike motion under the weight of the world’s injustice. I must say, it was not easy to come through these moments without shrieks of laughter. Moments that my father, whom Aunt Máli was able to drive crazy with her revelations, was often able to induce by snapping at her.


  Aunt Emi was made of gentler stuff. She too was ugly, but at least not obnoxious. Her face was overlaid with an interesting kind of skin. Anyone who has seen dried tobacco leaves will know what I mean by it. Have you seen dried tobacco leaves, or do you only smoke cigarettes? You have? Well, then you know. Light brown, when stacked they rustle drily, and care must be taken because an incautious gesture could make a piece peel off it and start to crumble. Yet skin like. So if you’ve seen Aunt Emi, you would be thinking of a dried tobacco leaf, and when you saw a tobacco leaf, it would immediately evoke Aunt Emi’s face.


  One of life’s amusing twists is that in the thirties Aunt Emi would have liked to have a tobacco kiosk and my father arranged this for her. (At the time this was a state monopoly, and it is no coincidence that those, who are at present working on a dumbed-down version of the Horthy era, should re-establish the state tobacconist empire.) In short, my father obtained a kiosk for Aunt Emi, namely at the Pest end of the Chain Bridge, embedded below the lion guarding it. During those times many people were still crossing the Chain Bridge on foot, so a good turnover was assured. It was fun to see in the small window under the huge stone lion Aunt Emi’s face papered with tobacco leaves in the company of cigars, cigarettes and cigarillos made of the same material. Aunt Emi was created to spend her days there by the Good Lord. And my father.


  Anyway, she was a quiet being unlike Aunt Máli, who arrogated for herself the dominant role in every respect. Both predestined for spinsterhood, they lived their lives as an inseparable couple, and in such instances there always evolves a hierarchy of command and subordination.


  In the autumn of 1944, when Soviet guns were already roaring within the Carpathian Mountains, the rumour spread that the advancing Soviet troops raped all the women who came their way. Unfortunately, as we know, this proved to be not merely a rumour, and a lot of family tragedies came about from this horror. By the way, I believe that this has for thousands of years been a concomitant of the delirious madness and lawlessness of war and was no different during Alexander the Great’s campaigns or the horrors of the Thirty Years War.


  In any case, the two not only ugly, but by now old spinsters, packed up according to Aunt Máli’s definite decision, hired a truck and fled to the still Nazi Munich. As Aunt Máli proudly proclaimed to her dying days in the old people’s home in Munich, they had indeed placed themselves in safety in time to prevent exposing themselves to the violation of the vicious, sex-starved Soviet hordes. On these occasions, Aunt Emi always nodded in quiet surrender and, although she did not voice it, one inevitably had the impression that she had not fully shared Aunt Máli’s decision. On her enraptured face something like a flickering light dawned behind the layer of tobacco leaves, the melancholy candle world of a missed opportunity. This Soviet horde would have been the last chance of losing their maidenhood, if the enterprising Soviet soldier had covered their faces with some piece of clothing so he wouldn’t see with whom he got involved.


  The reason I touched upon my two aunts’ portrayal in such detail, is because they play an important part in my story.


  After graduating from the Military Academy, my father was sent to the elite corps of the 13th Jász-Kún Hussars. Grandfather, the Lt. General who ignores me brusquely from his portrait hanging on the wall, lived only long enough to see his son’s promotion to an officer of the Hussars. A few years later, by now a First Lieutenant, my father got married. His young wife, daughter of an aristocratic family, gave birth in 1910 to their son, Kornél, my half-brother twenty years my senior.


  At the time, young officers were ordered from garrison to garrison, not a particularly advantageous situation for married life. Father seems to have only paid visits to his young wife in Pest to fulfil his marital duties. All I know about her is that she was a beautiful woman but nothing more, not even via hearsay. Some repressed secret was floating around in the family, but even that was so impersonal that nobody ever uttered her name.


  Later, as an adolescent, when one is poking around wanting to find out everything, I managed to put together some sort of a mosaic of the big secret from the slips of the tongue by Father’s former orderly and groom-turned-janitor of our Rose Hill home or old Mrs. Jantó, the omniscient cook inherited from his first marriage.


  By all accounts my father was a regular client at the elegant and cosy brothel, the Madame Pompadour, operating in the current garrison’s small town. During the Monarchy, as you know, these were officially approved institutions, and even outside Budapest every self-respecting country town had a notary, a casino as well as a brothel.


  Surely you know the case of the old, deeply religious, highly respected Count Albert Apponyi. Are you serious? You haven’t heard it? But you must know that in Magyar Street, behind the Károlyi Gardens – it was a very fine neighbourhood – wedged between the Count Mailáths’ and other magnates’ palaces – there operated a refined bordello decorated in sumptuous elegance, with magnificent girls and a magnificent Madame.


  Old Apponyi was a good piano player, fond of chansons and operettas. In the salons of these houses, where after a few cognacs the guest has selected one of the girls fluttering around, the mood is always lifted by a pianist. When passing by one day, Apponyi heard the music filtering out and, having no idea of the nature of the house, entered the pleasant premises to have a cup of coffee. When Madame recognized him, she ran in ecstatic rapture to the count who really liked the warm welcome and the way the beautiful girls were buzzing around him. In a liberated moment His Grace stood up when the pianist took a break, sat down to the piano and began to play. It was a huge success! And he enjoyed it, because as a politician he never had such success. The unusual, intense mood boosted also the business, and the Madame was run off her feet collecting the proceeds.


  So when the old Count became tired, got up from the piano and wanted to pay for his coffee, the Madame declined and cordially persuaded him to come more often, saying he could play any time at his heart’s delight. It was obvious how successful he was with the music-loving public. The old gentleman liked the idea and often returned of an evening for a bit of piano playing. His Grace had no idea he had become a successful worker of the buoyant Pest night’s sex industry. Eventually it all came to light, there was a bit of a scandal, and the aristocratic brothel pianist’s activities came to an end.


  Well, that’s it. Se non è vero, è ben trovato.


  Now, what happened to my father was that he came home for two weeks’ leave to his wife and young child to live a family life when the doorbell rang one afternoon in their Buda apartment, and the maid went to open the door. She entered the salon and reported that a lady was looking for the master.


  “What sort of a lady?” asked my father.


  “I don’t know, she said I should just say it was Judy.”


   In a panic my father immersed himself in the newspaper, and from behind the sheet of paper simply said:


  “I don’t know any Judy. Send her away.”


  “Just a moment!” interjected the wife, looking up from her knitting. “Don’t send her away. Show in that Judy! Kornélka, you go to the nursery!”


  It was a tempestuous omen. Father slammed down the newspaper, jumped up from his favourite elephant ear fauteuil and snapped:


  “What’s all this unnecessary fuss about?”


  “It is not unnecessary, my dear. At least we’ll find out with whom this Judy confuses you, and maybe we can help her with an exact address. Show in the lady, Mary.”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” Mary curtsied and went back to the entrance hall.


  (Incidentally, the reason why I can recall this scene and other similar small nuances with such relative accuracy is, because in addition to Mrs. Jantó the cook, I managed much later to locate Mary the maid in a small village, by then a nice old peasant woman. Of course, that ominous afternoon Mrs. Jantó was also present in the kitchen, however, in line with her position, it was the maid’s task to answer the doorbell in her starched white headdress.)


  Judy entered. She caught sight of the knitting lady. She was bewildered. “I kiss your hand,” she said, and the lady furiously slapped her knitting in her lap, because in a single instant a small-time country whore about her own age made her seem like an old woman. Judy turned to my father.


  “Daddy! You are sitting around here in Budapest? And I’ve been sending away customers for the past two weeks because you’ve reserved me with Madam, and where is my allowance?”
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