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n the summer of 1999 Eniké Bérénd arrived

in Budapest for the first time after her move

to New York, even though back then she
had sworn never again to set foot in Hungary.
What made her change her mind? News of her
arrival spread like wildfire even among her more
distant acquaintances and, according to some,
the indications were that this was no mere visit
but a permanent return home. The reason for
this was, it was conjectured, that her marriage
had broken down. And if that was the case, if her
New York-based husband had indeed thrown
her out, then that meant it was also curtains for

Enikd Bérond’s overseas career.

No way, the distant acquaintances said,
pooh-poohing the notion. Her kind can turn
even the most desperate of situations to their
advantage. She could have spent two years do-
ing nothing but smoking cigarettes on the bal-
cony and filing her nails and she’d still come
up smelling of roses. She’d surprise everyone
by putting her carefully distilled thoughts
down on paper, in the form of an essay or per-
haps a slim volume, and in two shakes it would
be out in an English translation. There might
be reservations about the work’s quality and
those distant acquaintances wouldn’t put hand
on heart and claim that, had it been written
by someone else, it would have been hailed as
such a success.

It’s in such people’s DNA. The grandmoth-
er made a pile back under socialism writing
novels for little girls, her father teaches phi-
losophy in Berlin, and there was said to be
a Borond who was a pianist, and another who
was an internationally acclaimed physiothera-
pist. Eniké herself had, of course, been an out-
standing student, winning prizes in secondary
school, gaining her doctorate at 27 and, in the
blink of an eye, making it to assistant professor.
Who cared that an ageing full professor might
have had a finger in that pie, as a gift to his
would-be lover. Not that it did him much good.

Then the American came on the scene,

a performance artist, hardly a decade younger
than the professor but, thanks to the athletic
lifestyle long popular over the pond and in

tandem with a diet rich in fibre, looking rather

better than most men in their thirties on this side
of the water. Eniké moved to New York, landed
a postdoc at Columbia, and within a couple of
years was leading a seminar at the New School
and publishing in prestigious social science
journals on anti-Semitic motifs in journalistic
writing and on the possible points of contact be-
tween performance art and the social sciences.
Of these, none were published in Hungarian.

Then, in the summer of 1999, she returned
home. This didn’t come as all that much of
a surprise to the distant acquaintances. The
heartwarming schadenfreude they felt about
the failure of the marriage with the American
was somewhat tempered by the news that Eniké
managed to get a job at the university and was
writing a book about her research. In short order
she was there at every important professional
event, popping up at the soirées of intellectual
opinion-formers and volunteering for a few
weeks’ teaching in a camp for disadvantaged
Roma children. In the course of the autumn
she published a series of feuilletons about her
experiences. “I thought she was a proper soci-
ologist,” says Regina Horvath, a colleague from
the provinces, long languishing as an assistant
lecturer at the University of Debrecen, throw-
ing the newspaper down on the bedside table.
“If someone is up to writing decent scholarly
articles, why does she waste her time on such
piddling little whinings?”

“Perhaps she has a wider public in her
sights,” replied Kornél Ivanka, Regina’s lover,

likewise a newly appointed assistant lecturer
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at Debrecen University. “What’s so wrong
with that? Later she’ll write it up for the
profession, too.” Kornél Ivanka, barely five
foot two but already bald as a coot, was
once in Enikd Borénd’s cohort, which was
why he still carried something of a torch for
her. Though they hadn’t known each other
well, it would be idle to deny that Enik&
brightened up the class, regularly comment-
ing on the lectures, asking questions, and
not just sitting on her backside like most of
the students.

“But what’s the point of writing so super-
ficially, it’s just misleading,” Regina goes on,
and although she doesn’t intend it to, her
voice is shaking. Why couldn’t Kornél and
the others see that what this woman was do-
ing was pure window-dressing? She would
so much like to tell them, listing point by
point just what was so infuriating about such
people, she’s just afraid that Kornél would
misunderstand and think it was jealousy
talking.

Regina isn’t jealous, she rejects that
notion out of hand.

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s not jealousy
talking.”

“Of course not, that’s obvious,” replied
Kornél, pouring them a couple of glasses
of apple juice and pushing the bigger one
towards Regina.

“I just don’t regard these successes as
justified, this...” Regina searches for the

right words, “this showy earnestness.”



Small
People

The bizarre stories of Péter Moesko’s Megyiink haza (“We’re Going Home”)
are peopled by shadow-like figures who seem out of place even when
moving on familiar if lonely ground. This world is exactly like the one in
which we live. Families, half-families, lovers, and other relationships and
bonds, traumas, affronts, resignation, and people living in the crosshairs of
everyday life, people who somehow manage to survive. For the most part,
they accept whatever fate has given them without protest, and though
each story deals with a clearly circumscribed problem, the narrative is
nonetheless not another “problem book.” The melancholy, passive voice
of the narrator enmeshes the characters, who because of their various trau-
mas form a collective universe, in a shared web: a boy who keeps his dis-
turbed mother company, a homosexual father whose teenage son comes
out, a father who only rarely sees his son and who shows him how to suffer

for not having bothered with his loved ones, the odd relationship between
G .

a man who is trying to start his life again and his landlord’s injured child.
All familiar scenes which seem to suggest that if we look more deeply
into the individual stories, we may discover very disquieting things. The
dialogues seem to take place in parallel worlds in which mutual under-
standing is hopeless. In these stories, the return home, which would seem
to promise at the least the possibility of solace or peace, is more a matter
of resignation after an attempt to grapple with the effects of trauma. Even
the stories which take place in sunny lands are shrouded in November
mists and rain, and almost every story reminds the reader to pause before

opening a new door, for one never quite knows what lies behind it.
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he doctor is filling out the papers at a lei-

surely pace. There are so many papers in

front of him that he may as well have been
working on a dissertation. In the meantime, he
occasionally looks up, at times at me, at times
at my mother. Mother is sitting in an armchair
staring at her lap. I am just standing around with
nothing to do. I try not to look impatient. The
doctor glances at us again. Where are you going
to live? At first my mother does not realize that
the question is addressed to her. She huddles
motionlessly, concentrating on her limp hands
in her lap. A tress of her hair falls over her face
and her eyes are not visible. Could it be that she

has fallen asleep? At home, I answer finally. The

doctor gives a lopsided smile. Then I am going
to ask it differently: with whom is she going to
live? Your mother cannot live on her own for
a while. For how long? Well, for ... I cannot tell
you just yet. At least for a month. She will have
to return once a week for assessment. If she
feels the need she can come more often but
it is recommended at least once a week. The
doctor no longer talks to my mother but to me.
He turns straight toward me. So, with
whom is she going to live? I don’t know.
You don’t know? I stare at the floor. After all
what could I say? It is not my job to solve
this. I don’t live at home. I don’t live at home,
I finally say it out loud. Then, where do you
live? In residence. Are you already a univer-
sity student? No, not yet. The doctor starts
thinking. In the meantime he sizes up my
mother and then me. Finally he fixes his eyes
on the empty space between us and sits there
for a while without saying anything. If there is
no one to take care of your mother she cannot
go home. I don’t know what to reply to this.
Paralyzed, I look at the wallpaper and wait for
the situation to sort itself out. My coat and scarf
feel tighter, I am sweating like a horse. I didn’t
bother to take my coat off and thought that
we could go home right away. In fact, I have
something planned for the afternoon. My idea
was to return to the residence in the evening.
The silence in the room becomes more and

more uncomfortable. It was my turn to say

something but what should it be? That I've my
own life to live? That my mother had hers too
but she had given up on it. Unexpectedly my
mother lifts her head and looking at the doctor
she says, we can go now. The doctor smiles at
her condescendingly but my mother’s expres-
sionless face makes his smile freeze. This doc-
tor is a pushover. I can hardly wait to be rid
of him. He tries to answer but my mother inter-
rupts him. I don’t want to stay here. She is al-
ready getting up from the armchair, steps over
to the doctor, extends her hand ready to shake
his and thank him for his help. The old man is
helpless. We set off toward the hospital exit.
The doctor tags along after us like a stray dog.
Fine. Then every week, right? Once a week ...
The door closes quietly behind us and then it
opens again, the doctor lights a cigarette and
follows us some more but doesn’t say anything.
My mother sits down in the driver’s seat
and waits for me to take the passenger’s seat.
I shake hands with the doctor, whose face looks
more and more like dough. Then I get in. Si-
lence at last. For a while we sit in the car motion-
less enjoying how the world is blocked out.
We can hear each other’s breath. My mother
and I have a characteristic way of breathing,
making a sound somewhere between the nose
and the throat. I remember how my mother
used to calm me down when I was small. If I got
upset or was afraid of something, she would seat

me in her lap and push her hands against my

ears. She sometimes pushed so hard it hurt,
yet it calmed me down and the effect be-
came a soothing tingle. Do you remember?
I'look at my mother without a word and

I push my hands against my own ears. To this
she starts laughing, her face changes complete-
ly and, as if this was all she needed, she starts
the engine. The radio turns on automatically
which she turns off automatically. She steers
onto the main street. She drives slowly and
carefully. There is not much traffic and when
we leave the city behind, there are no other
cars on the road at all. For a while I have
the unpleasant compulsion to say something.
But, then it passes. I have nothing to say.
The car’s drone is sufficient. We both listen
to it in communion. It is an old car. We have
had it ever since I was born. We always liked
it a lot, both of us. In the past many of my
classmates at school had a dog or a cat. I am
allergic to their hair so our car took over the
role of a pet, for better or worse. We used to
go on rides just for the fun of it. We took off
and ended up somewhere. We stopped there,
sized the place up and ambled about for an
hour or two. We collected plants or stones
and then somehow made it home. This must
be the aim this time as well, because my moth-
er turns off from the road home. We keep
changing direction. There had been a light
snowfall yesterday that had not yet melted in
the fields on either side.



RUST

INTELLEGTUALS

Gergely Péterfy’s latest novel tells a tale of survival among the ruins
of the dictatorships of the twentieth century by leading us through
the collapse of a family and a very unusual love story. Péter’s story
begins in the city of Kosice, a comfortable world in which Péter is
content to indulge in intellectual pursuits, but history is making it
increasingly difficult for him to withdraw. He then finds himself suf-
fering the pangs of love, which he had hoped to keep at least as dis-
tant as the storms of history. He escapes neither, of course, and soon
his daughter is born, Olga, the protagonist of the novel. Through
Olga’s story, we are told a complex family history in the course of
which we bear witness to the painful loss of a value system. Olga is
happy in her marriage. She lives near the Danube Bend with her
father, her husband, and her son, until one day her husband suffers

an accident and dies. She then falls under the influence of another

The Bullet
that Killed
Pushkin

man, Aron, who is driven by vanity and an obsession with ludicrous
myths about Hungarian history. Olga, however, spends most of
his days drinking or sunk into a depressed stupor. One of the most
brilliant elements of the novel is the narrator’s voice and role. The
narrator, an overweight boy who is ridiculed by everyone, goes to
the Danube Bend with his father for summer vacations, and he gets
to know Olga when he is still a child and grows up alongside Olga’s
son. Having fallen in love with Olga, he watches the family and the
ways in which the stepfather abuses his wife and stepson. The novel
thus offers a splendid if sad tableau of a moment of history. It also
resembles the family novel and Bildungsroman at times, acquaint-
ing the reader with an array of nuanced characters whose portraits
are presented in the complexly intertwining, intricately crafted tale.

It is a very Central European story of survival and loss.
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Gergely Péteszy was born in Budapest in 1966.

He graduate éz/om ELTE University with
a degree in Classical Philology and completed
his PhD in 2007. Péterfy was awarded with

the Jor his novel Kitomott
barbar (“The Stuffed Barbarian™) in 2015.

ristof had soccer practice for an hour every

day, then mornings and afternoons on

weekends, and then came woodcarving and
how to use all the different tools. The old curse
came back. He couldn’t pick up any of the tools
without cutting himself. But Aron was merci-
less. Every time Krist6f stabbed himself with the
chisel, grated his fingernails with the wood rasp,
or pinched his skin with the pliers he had to take
the offending tool in hand again and carve a new
notch on the shepherd’s crook. When he had
finished obligatory soccer practice and tool time,
he still wasn’t free to do as he pleased. He had

to clean up his room, make the bed, and fold up

his clothes. Aron would go in after a half hour to check up on him, and
he always found something wrong. Or if he didn’t, he'd make a mess
himself. He’d rummage through the clothes, wrinkle the bedsheet, or
dump the contents of the drawers onto the rug.

“So, you feel shitty enough now?”

Krist6f didn’t dare speak or even look up.

“A man should be made to tremble. Makes him strong,” Aron would
say, switching to general words of wisdom, perhaps to avoid giving
himself away.

Kristof would put everything back in the drawers, make his bed
again, and fold up all the clothes in his closet.
I often arrived right in the middle of the oppressive silence that filled
the house after one of these moments of child-rearing. While I was think-
ing about Olga and how badly I longed to see her or at least hear her
footsteps upstairs, this icy dread would tighten around my throat. It was
a kind of silence, the silence in the Waldstein house, when everyone is
quiet cause they know they have to be, not because they want to be.
It was numbing from the first breath, as if there were poisons in the air.
Aron forbade Krist6f from coming out of his room. (...) I sat down
on the stairs and waited for Krist6f’s prison sentence to be over. After
a while, I had to give up on the idea of seeing Olga. The hour was rarely
just an hour. Aron loved to throw on another fifteen minutes or even a
half hour. He might have been inspired by the thought that I was there,
waiting for my friend, and he enjoyed stealing time from both of us at
once, making a show of his power over both of us at once. From my spot
on the stairs, I could hear him stopping in front of Krist6f’s room.

“If you think you can come out now, you’re wrong.”

“When can I come out?”

“When I tell you.”

Those were the most nerve-racking minutes at the Waldstein house. And
it took a while for me to realize what was going on right in front of me.
My dad lost his temper from time to time, once or twice a year he would
make a big fuss about something and send me to my room, but I knew

once he’d blown off some steam his anger would subside. I'd sit in my
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room for a quarter of an hour just to be polite, and then, as if nothing in
particular had happened, I’d just go about my business. But I had never
seen anything like this methodical show of despotic power, which he used
with relish. I thought it only existed in novels. I would sit on the stairs
counting the minutes, and a feeling of rage at tyranny and injustice would
boil inside me, but there was nothing I could do. I could have just done
what my instincts were whispering at me to do, just scrammed, but every
time I decided that ok, I'm getting out of here, and grabbed the door
handle, I always had a pang of conscience because of Olga and Kristof.

If I couldn’t be an active character in their story, then at least I should be
a witness, I thought, and I would just keep waiting on the stairs for Kristof
to be released.

By the end of the 1970s, I was going to the resort less and less.
People were building summer vacation homes by the dozens and swarm-
ing the bank of the Danube. Wherever there was a clear spot of grass,
it was taken by motorhomes and tents, and there was trash everywhere
and a terrible stench. The motorboat engines rumbled all summer long,
and the water was muddy, with a thin layer of oil on the surface that shim-
mered with all the colours of the rainbow. (...) Olga rarely came to the
riverbank her new husband, Aron. Krist6f almost never went beyond the
dam. Péter and my dad were the only ones who insisted on the evening
walks, which they had got used to over the course of the few years which
had passed. They found in each other the kind of antagonism that makes
a conversation engaging but not impossible. It gradually became a kind
of passion for each of them to look at his life in the mirror of the other’s.
I went up to the Waldstein house in the summer and on weekends, and
I came more and more under its spell. By then, Olga must have simply
faced the fact that she didn’t have the strength to do battle with the tre-
mendous forces of this world, so she had entrusted this battle and every-
thing else to her stern and solemn husband, who stubbornly and uncom-
promisingly crushed the universe around him, always certain that he was
the anointed warrior of the forces of Good, selected, predestined, and
it was hardly mere coincidence that the world of spirits whispered its se-

crets into his ear.
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Family members and friends have gathered around a table in 1954

in Cluj, Romania to congratulate Gheorghe, the Romanian head of
the family, for having been named deputy party secretary. Gheorghe’s
son Andras, the child of a Romanian-Hungarian marriage, some-
times speaks to his mother in Hungarian, which the rest of the group

frowns on. Andras’s other shared language with his mother is a love

Luropa
Symphon

of classical music, a love which prompts him to take up the violin,
and this completely changes his life. It soon becomes clear that this
family is rent by serious tensions. Andras’s father grows distant from
his wife and son, while Andras prepares zealously for a career as

a musician. While he enjoys professional successes, Andras struggles
in his relationships with the people around him. The narrative offers
glimpses of the relationships between interpersonal problems and
family bonds. As Andras becomes increasingly close to Maia, a stu-
dent at the music school, his smothered feelings come to the surface
and a love begins to swell which will sweep away everything in its
path. The novel offers a stunningly precise depiction of the workings
and absurdities of the communist system. Maia suddenly defects,
and Andras gradually falls apart. An invitation to West Berlin for the
Cluj musicians offers Andras a chance to see his beloved again, but
he must face troubling surprises. He discovers an explanation for his
mother’s unhappiness in Wilhelm Kerr, a Berlin composer to whom
Andras bears a striking resemblance. Kerr presents a disquieting
composition entitled Europa Symphony. Before the journey begins,
however, the communist system does its job, and the rebellious
Andras is forced to make a difficult decision. How can he free him-
self from this situation? Can he accept the secrets and lies on which

his family is based and begin a new life? And at what price?
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and graduated from ELTE University.
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T THE LANTERN-LIT COLLEGE GAR-

DEN PARTY held on the riverfront, after

a bottle of red wine, Andras is noticeably
avoiding Maia, he’s spending his time with
a different girl. Now and then he glances over,
he can see the veiled disappointment, and when
Maia can’t bear it any longer, she grabs her bag
and sets off home, he runs after her. He catches
up with her in the street, turns on her and bursts
out, he can’t take it anymore, he wants her.
The girl blushes, she kisses him. Two days later
they skip school, and in Maia’s empty flat they
go to bed together. It’s her first time, yet it’s as

if she were more prepared, more experienced

as she guided him into her body. Maia is the
first love of Andras’s mature life, the first real
sensual fulfilment. Most of the time they meet
in Maia’s flat downtown, in Bolyai Street
where during the day hardly anyone disturbs
them: Maia’s mother works fixed hours at an
architectural engineering company. Between
making love they desperately try to remember
their meeting ten years ago. They see a sign

in their both having bought their first violins
in the instrument shop on March 6th Street,
but of course they know lovers search for signs
in everything and find them too, and there are
only two instrument shops in the city. They
spend their every minute together in those
weeks, they put off school and practice too.
Once after a session of lovemaking which ends
in a particularly rousing, swooning orgasm,
Maia bursts into tears, she pulls away, and she
starts speaking about her childhood. Her fa-
ther, she explains, was deported to the Danube
Delta for a careless political remark. There at
the labour camp he was lost to an epidemic,
that’s all they know. She can barely remem-
ber him, but she can remember, she weeps
uncontrollably, that during her childhood it
had been instilled into her by her mother that
she was to talk to no one about the circum-
stances of her father’s death, at all, she was not
to talk about any family matters to anyone,

or about any of her northern Transylvanian
relatives who had been taken to Auschwitz. It
wasn’t so much the absence of her father that
pained her, after all she barely knew him, but
that she had to keep a distance from everyone,

that she couldn’t get close to anyone. (...) Maia

breaks her silence suddenly, it’s not because of
her father, or her past that she’s upset, this just
came out somehow. For months she hasn’t been
able to say that by right of her father she and
her widowed mother are eligible for German
citizenship. They applied a long time ago, re-
cently they received permission and soon they’ll
leave the country. Andras’s breath catches in his
throat. She couldn’t tell him as long as it was still
uncertain. He should understand, Maia explains
through tears, the reason she didn’t want there
to be any feelings was because she didn’t want
to cause any pain, or feel any pain herself.

But then she still couldn’t resist. She’s sorry,
she’s really sorry, but that’s not true either, she
doesn’t know what she wanted, because when
she was in it, she wasn’t sorry, then she did want
it. She knows that at the time, even before then
she ought to have said for them not to go any
deeper, so as to avoid any illusions, but then it
was already too late, she couldn’t do it, and she
feels horrible, because she loves him too. Andras
can’t grasp the gravity of her declaration. He’s in
love, he feels no limits, all he sees is the other’s
finally naked, alluring, goose-pimpled body,
which he feels to be one with his one, and which
he doesn’t believe could disappear, after all it
was only a few weeks ago he could get close to it.
In this moment Maia’s moving away is unimag-
inable to him. (...) Germany of all places. Does
he mean, as a Jew, Maia asks confused. She
wipes away her tears. Is that really what’s most
important, she shakes her head uncomprehend-
ing. Does it make any difference where we go.
Doesn’t he understand they have to separate.

Who knows when they’ll see each other again.

Then she shouldn’t go. She can’t do that, for
her mother’s sake too. She can’t leave her on
her own. And if they miss this chance, they’ll
never get another. She didn’t think Andras
would mean so much to her, and she wasn’t
sure at all if they would get the passports.
Since she found out, all she’s been able to
think of is how they’ll be able to keep up the
relationship. And Israel, asks Andras instinc-
tively. Did they not think of Israel. He’s still
distancing himself from the shock.

A lot of people have got permission
to go there in the last while, so he heard.
How is that important, Maia asks irritated,
drawing up her knees and sniffling back her
tears. She doesn’t understand his reaction.
Why would he send her to Israel. Should
she take it as him calling her a Jew? Or is he
saying that for Jews it’s the only place, they
should go there? She’d rather they thought
about how they’d be able to meet. Why isn’t
he saying anything. Why won’t he say what
he feels. Can he say something already.
Shout even. Anyway, they did have doubts
about Germany, and yes, they had consid-
ered Israel. Their relatives are there, but her
mother’s afraid of wars, so she’d rather stay
in Europe. It might be absurd that a Jew
would be seeking safety in Germany, but
this way they’ll still be closer. But how the
hell could she keep this quiet for months,
Andras blurts out. How could she do this.
How could she even think it. She’s sorry,
the girl starts to weep again, she reaches for
him to console him, but Andras pulls his

face away.
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MIGRANTS
HONGARIAN

HISTORY

Every word that is used to fashion an ideology acquires meanings
that are too strong and too deliberately crafted. In time, these
words beg reexamination. Place in Laszl6 Végel’s autobiographi-
cal novel is not simply a matter of roots or ancestry. The setting, rat-
her, is the multinational region known as the Balkans, which

on the international stage is often presented as a land of conflicts
among the nationalities which live there. What is it like to live as

a member of a minority community in such a land? How quickly
do terms like nation, liberty, and identity depreciate? And how
does this shape the approach of the writer? Végel does not indulge
in ambiguous phrasing. He describes the book as an autobiograph-
ical novel, and it is hardly coincidental that he cites Sindor Marai,
a Hungarian writer who, with his Diaries, reinvigorated the genre

of the autobiography. Though this story is told against the back-

Unburied
as

drop of history, the power of the narrative is given by the very
distinctive perspective from which it is told. The story conjures
the cultural diversity of Yugoslavia at the time, and instead of a
mannered pathos, we are treated to a generous serving of humour
and self-reflexive irony. The narrator even seems at times to speak
condescendingly to the reader and to confess that he understands
our expectations. Yes, it would be lovely to speak of heroes, for
instance to write about his father as a zealous soldier who could
hardly wait for the war, but Végel’s book interrogates not only
terms like nation, homeland, and minority, but also heroism
and, in particular, heroism in its everyday uses. In the meantime,
Yugoslavia, which is falling apart in the background, comes more
and more to resemble a medusa which hides its organs. From this
perspective, the dedication of the book is particularly rich with

meaning: “To my wife, Aniko, with whom we survived it all.”
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hey walked in single file down the slippery

road, my father first, my mother behind him

with me in her arms, and my godfather, San-
dor Szlimak, behind her. My granddad, Mihaly
Paksi, lagging a bit at the back of the line with
my grandmother, Verona Vérés. There were
only a few other people loitering in the street.
In the wintertime, the people of the city retreat
inside and stare out the window at the muddy
road, as if waiting for some secret sign or the first
rays of spring. (...)

I asked my father many times what he was

thinking as he stumbled down the streets of

Begluk in the drizzling rain, though he never
gave me a straight answer. He didn’t speak
about the war. He mentioned only the house
he had built with his own hands. He had not
waited for Miklos Horthy de Nagybanya of the
Order of Vitéz to march into the land, he did
not talk about the great sacrifice he had made
for the Hungarian nation in those days, so full
of hope and promise, he had simply nodded
without saying a word when, on the eve of
war, our Serbian neighbour had assured him
that there would be no fighting in Serbia,
because Hitler would protect the Serbs: he
had proclaimed that the borders of Yugoslavia
were definitive, final. So there was nothing to
fight over. (...)

There was one man who had spat on the
ground when he heard news of the coming
disaster. Let the bigwigs wage war against each
other, he said. In his wildest dreams he never
imagined how many corpses there would be
if the rabble started going for each other’s
throats. The dayworkers didn’t want to get
mixed up in any war. They knew instinctively
that if guns started going off near their homes,
they would go wild, would become brutes
and murderers who knew neither man nor god
nor neighbour nor friend. There is no more
brutal killer than a man with bloodshot eyes
who has lived a life of poverty.

The lonely man who often wandered
the roads in rags and prayed in front of the cru-
cifix on the corner of the street that led to the
Calvary Chapel thought of abject peace. Many

people in the village said he was crazy. Chant-

ing and bellowing, he would proclaim that the
war would never, ever reach us, impossible,
for the regent only cared about the Transylva-
nian Hungarians and the Hungarians in Upper
Hungary. He had ridden into Kassa on a white
horse, after all, and in Transylvania he had
kissed the soil of the motherland, but he cared
nothing for Bacska. He would not come march-
ing in with his brigades, however desperately
we might long to see Hungarian soldiers on the
horizon, so we would be wise simply to lay low.
He swore that, in deference to Hitler’s wishes,
the Hungarian bigwigs were sacrificing us to
the Serbian bigwigs. A few months later, after
the Hungarian army had come marching in
after all, he had stopped in front of the crucifix
and bellowed, “I will be one of Mikl6s Hor-
thy’s soldiers.” He was among the first to sign
up for conscription, but they turned him down
because of his mental state. He took offense at
this, repeating over and over that the women
refused to talk to him because he had been
declared unfit for service. No doubt that was
why we saw him ambling around the crucifix
less and less often. In the autumn of 1944, he
vanished. Some people said the partisans had
taken him to Obecse, where the military tribu-
nal had sentenced him to death by firing squad
as a war criminal. (...)

His was the only death that anyone
actually remembered, even if only in whispers.
When it came to the rest of the victims who
had been shot dead, all anyone knew was that
they had disappeared in the war, or maybe not
even that. (...)

Dejan, our neighbour, often dropped
by in the evenings. My father said that he
had not been worried either. He had thought
that, in the worse case scenario, Horthy would
march into our little city with a great deal of
pomp and circumstance and then would stop
in front of the canal. Hitler would only let him
go as far as Szenttamas. They would draw the
new Hungarian-Serbian border at the Franz
Joseph Canal, so on the far side of the bridge,
we would be in Serbia. (...)

At most, the crowd in the tavern on the
corner of Svastar murmured and mumbled
about the chances of war breaking out. The
owner of the place had a raspy little radio, so
he was the most informed person in the area.
He told people the news in confidence, the
Germans had overrun Belgium a long time
ago and hadn’t stopped till they reached Paris.
Paris is far away, he would say, consoling his
guests, and then he would fill their glasses
with more palinka.

As my father’s stories made clear, in Feb-
ruary 1941, the fear people were starting to
feel in their gut was hidden, because people
of modest means, dayworkers, wage-laborers,
had instinctively known that, if the gates of
terror were to open, a brutal time would begin
for us. In those February days, the fear of
fear spread, and the poor families of the area
didn’t want to believe that war had broken
out because they sensed the evil awakening
in their souls, and deceiving even themselves,
they were more obliging and courteous with

one another.
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