Springtime and Love behind the Iron Curtain.

This is a true story of youthful searching for love and “direction” in the confused, depressed Stalinist years; a chapter out of the forthcoming second book of my two part autobiographical novel: “Jew Be or Not Jew be – The Story of a Perpetual Alien.”

Budapest. Spring 1951.

The days grew longer and school started to irritate me more than usual. I knew I was falling behind, but I just could not work up enough enthusiasm even to get concerned, let alone worry about it. I felt remote from the rest of the class and as for the teachers.... well they were from a different world. There was just no contact on any level with them. They bored me to death and I only existed in their eyes as just another dull face. And now, after having broken off with Vera, the feeling of loneliness has descended on me with the kind of heaviness that was hard to bear at times. Certain of my hormonal activities were shifting into top gear and I could hardly think of any subject or object that did not remind me in some way of certain female anatomical features, or even worse. Sexual fantasies occupied something like 99.9% of my brain-cells; something like 99.9% of the time and the remaining .01% must have just trailed on.


Walking home from school with Peter Böhm was the only light relief in my life that spring. I took the longer route home - after all there was nothing and nobody to hurry home to - and walked with Peter in Király ucca (or Majakowsky street as it was than known.) towards the Körút.
 He was always loud and always funny - and often provocative. Not just with me but also with anyone on the street, especially complete strangers. He seemed to have lacked inhibition, which I had plenty of and had an abundant supply of extroversion, which I desperately lacked. Being with him liberated me of some of my inhibitions and at times helped me to act in an exhibitionist manner, even if it was just for a few minutes or seconds at a time.


Walking on the same side of the same street day after day at about the same time, makes you familiar with not just the buildings and other physical features but people as well. We often behaved cheekily to the same unsuspecting citizens, sometimes mildly shocking, sometimes mildly irritating and sometimes amusing. There was a young woman regularly on the receiving end of our infantile wit. She had a stunning figure and the kind of self-assured appearance that would get her noticed not by just any covertly or overtly admiring male, but also by most potentially envious women. That she walked with the most enormous Harlequin Great Dane I have ever set eyes on, was itself an absolute assurance for getting attention, but she would have attracted admiring looks in her own right even if she was wearing rags. Yes, I suppose, if she could not be called an absolute beauty, she was definitely at least a stunning good looker. The dog too could have walked away with a prize at any dog show and there was just no way that you could have missed the pair walking along the street, even if you were blind.


- 'What a beautiful beast' - I exclaimed excitedly and in a raised voice when we first set eyes on the pair.


- 'Yeah' - said Peter in a loud approving voice, than added  - 'The dog isn't bad either'.

We looked at each other and fell apart laughing. There was a fleeting smile on the young woman's face too, though she was doing her level best to pretend that she did not hear our remarks. We heard some giggling from other passers-by and felt rather big. Now as a hopeful pair of budding theatrical comedians,
 we learnt the value of acknowledgement in the form of a laugh or even a fleeting smile, so we decided that these remarks must remain part of our routine street act. After all, we laughed and so did others. That a joke is a joke once, or even twice, but not for a third time and if repeated often enough it could turn into an irritant did not enter our tiny brains. So for the price of a cheap laugh from some casual passers-by, we cracked the same line time and time again and chose not to observe the mild irritation on the young woman's face.

 
Then one day in late spring as the weather was turning prematurely hot and summery, with temperatures up in the high twenties the “dream”, with the Harlequin on a short leash, was walking towards us once again. This time however she was wearing shorts. The young woman I mean, not the Harlequin. And when I say shorts, I mean the kind of shorts that show the cheeks and even some features you would not even dream of. And what her almost transparent, flimsily buttoned blouse revealed I hardly dare to mention. Even now, some fifty plus years on, it makes me come out in a hot sweat when I think of it. Then, in that hot midday sun it just sent my juices boiling. It was that awkward time of my life when thinking about an innocent water-melon could cause a noticeable change in a certain part of my anatomy, so when I saw what I saw, I was close to a spontaneous instant daylight “wet dream”. I was wearing shorts too. Not the kind that could reveal the cheeks, but never the less under certain circumstances they could hardly disguise other parts.  I was becoming acutely aware that the circumstances were now such, that if I had to face the lady full frontal, she could not help noticing the effect of her presence on me. I did not mind embarrassing her time after time with our silly remarks, but I felt rather vulnerable now, facing the prospect of a very acute and deep embarrassment. So I turned sharply on my heels and jumped into the nearest doorway to face the wall. Peter noticed my predicament and the swine decided to capitalize on the situation.


- 'Excuse me' - he stopped the pair in his usual loud voice - 'I have often wondered how much milk a cow like yours yields per day' - and pointed to the Great Dane.


- 'Not as much as that little hot blooded young bull in the doorway is about to lose, unless he ties a ribbon on it quickly' - replied the 'dream' in a loud provocative voice.


- 'Jesus' - I prayed quietly - 'please make a hole in the ground so that I can slip through it and disappear'.

For probably the first time in his life Peter was beaten at his own game. He was speechless. He lost the initiative. The young woman moved in for the 'kill'. 


- 'Thank the pimples on your face, little jerk, that I don't slap your face for your boring insolence. I would hate to have puss on the palm of my hand'. - She had the smile of a big cat as she savoured her victory and turned on me. 


- 'As for you little boy, if you don't deflate that miserable little sausage between your legs, I shall give it to my dog'.

 
That did it! The embarrassment turned to defiance. When it came to insults I could give as good as I got.


- 'I was originally thinking of you madam' - I replied politely - 'but the dog can have it. Rather the dog than a bitch'.


- 'Touché and bravo' - she replied with a broad smile as she looked me up and down like a tigress surveying her pray.


 - 'The kid has spirit. I like it. If I have this kind of effect on you, perhaps I shall invite you one day. But be warned, you can't smart-talk yourself out of my bed Buster'. - and she walked away with her hips swaying to the rhythm of the harlequin's backside.

I slumped down exhausted on the kerb. Peter finally remembered to shut his mouth that had stayed open with surprise. He threw his briefcase down by my side and sat on it.


- 'Bloody hell,' - he sighed - 'I thought she'll eat us alive.'


- 'It's all your bloody fault' - I snapped at him.


- ‘Mine?' - he yelled back at me - 'who got the stiffs?'


- 'I did, but you could have just let her pass.'


- 'And miss all the fun? Not bloody likely. Anyway how was it?' - turned to me with an enquiring expression on his face.


- 'How was what?'


- 'How was having an erection in broad daylight in the middle of the bloody town? God, you bloody frightened the horses.'


- 'And a Great Dane!'


- 'Not to mention me!'


- 'OK I will not mention you!' - and we fell apart again with laughter, rolling on the kerb, much to the consternation of other road-users.


- 'But really' - he turned to me again when we managed to catch our breaths - 'how come you get stiff that easily?'


- 'I dunno' - I muttered - 'lately it happens when I least expect it. I just don't seem to be able to control it. It controls me.  Do you think something is wrong with me?'


- 'Yeah' - he replied with a grimace - 'you got something to get stiff with.'


- 'Why' - I turned to him - 'don't you?'


- 'Probably' - he answered with a cryptic smile - ‘only I cannot observe that unless I happen to carry a magnifying glass and a pair of tweezers with me.'

When we finally picked ourselves off the kerb and stopped shaking with laughter we continued our walk until we reached the doorway of the block of flats where he lived.  We stopped to say goodbye, but before he parted he turned to me again and said:


- 'With your equipment, you should come and amuse my mother. She'd love that.'

This remark was crude and unexpected and frankly shocked me. I slapped him on the back of his neck and yelled at him


- 'You filthy little bastard, that joke was in very bad taste.'


- 'Yeah' - he sighed - 'I know. Only it wasn't a joke.' - and he turned and ran up the stairs.

I could never tell if Peter meant anything seriously, so as I walked the rest of the way home alone, I tried to ponder for a while, just what he meant. Then I got bored with thinking about him and started to think how I would win all the field events single handed at the next Olympics - and all the swimming - and naturally under my leadership the Hungarian football team couldn't possible lose a single match, but that still left some time for me to lead the water-polo team to victory. Only first I had to take over the duties of General McArthur in Korea and straighten out the situation there. The Soviets and the Chinese must be taught a lesson by me that they would be unlikely ever to forget. I shall take Stalin apart with my own hands, capture the entire Red Army and declare everlasting world peace. And the young woman with the Harlequin Dane can attend the ceremony when they pin the Nobel Price on my chest and anoint me a saint. Then we shall go to bed together for the rest of our lives. Not the Harlequin. I like dogs, but not that much. Not even Great Danes.


When I got home and opened the door I saw grandpa in the kitchen making tea for himself. He looked more morose than usual and as I stepped inside I became aware of the presence of an unknown person, even though I could see no one else.


- 'Hello grandpa' - I yelled towards him.

He looked at me and nodded


- 'He's got a woman here' - he grunted.

He obviously meant my stepfather. The blood curdled in my veins. He wouldn't. He just could not do that, bring a woman into our flat and risk Grandpa or I telling my mother about it. Or did he think that my mother would be interned forever? 


- 'Bastard,' - I thought - 'I'll kill him'. 

I tore the door open as I rushed into the room ready to catch them in the act. No one. Ran into my room. No one. Yanked the door open to the bathroom from my room. I froze to the spot. A young woman stooped there over the bath with a wet cloth in her hand, busy cleaning. As she bent over the bath her skirt exposed the upper part of her thighs. What a sight! I slammed the door shut; I really did not wish to tempt providence twice in a day. I dashed back to the kitchen and looked at Grandpa questioningly.


- 'Who is she?' - I asked.

He shrugged his shoulder.


- 'A woman' - he answered.


- 'And where is he?' - I demanded.


- 'How the hell would I know, he left shortly after you went to school and I haven't seen him since.'


- 'A woman; but of course. She has obviously been engaged to do the cleaning and we have not been informed.'  - I sighed with relief. - 'Grandpa knows the meaning of parsimony in his spoken words. A woman. Well a woman is a woman after all even if she is "just" a cleaning woman. Right, let's have a closer look at her.' 

I opened the bathroom door, slowly this time and from the hall. She looked up for a minute then continued with her cleaning. I shut the door again went to the kitchen and sat down. I did not feel hungry. The image of her exposed thigh flushed through my mind's eye. I felt uncomfortable. I could not recall her face. I got up and had a drink of cold water. Grandpa finished preparing his tea. As usual he did not seem to be in the mood for conversation. Then as I was watching him, he just poured the tea down the drain put his cup in the sink and walked out of the flat. I heard him go down the stairs. What he did never ever surprised me. He was a man of few words. I went back to my room, not through the bathroom, took a book out, stood at the window and pretended to read. I could not concentrate; I had her thighs on my brain. I heard noises from the bathroom, water running, objects clattering, the door opening and shutting the other side. Then footsteps. I looked up from the book. There she stood. Young, slim, good firm figure, not a beautiful but a very pleasant face with a mop of straw-coloured naturally curly hair, holding a broom in her hand. She was in her mid-twenties, a strong looking lass from the country, with high cheek bones and green eyes, a straight thin nose, full lips; she was pleasant to look at. She was wearing a white cotton blouse and dark blue knee-length pleated skirt with large white polka dots.  My eyes were now firmly fixed on her bosoms. I just could not help myself and I felt my face getting redder and redder. She must have picked up some signals from me for she raised one hand and started to fiddle with the buttons on her blouse as if checking if they were all there and firmly buttoned. It was she who finally broke the silence.


- 'What's your name?' - she asked.


- 'Peter' - I replied curtly.


- 'Mmm. Not a bad name for an awkward looking hobbledehoy.' - she acknowledged.


- 'What's yours?' - I asked in turn.


- 'Erzsi.'
- she said.


- 'That's not a bad name for a good looking vixen.'


- 'You've got a sharp tongue' - she retorted.


- 'And you've got great tits'. - was my riposte. 

Well, I could not help it, it just slipped out. I knew I should not have said it, but I felt a strange compulsion to remark on, what in my considered opinion was the absolute truth. Her face went as red as mine. We were on an equal footing now.


- 'I'll clobber you' - she threatened.


- 'Oh yes?! Just try' - I said itching for a tussle.

Her eyes lit up and somehow I knew I was in for a rare treat. She threw the broom on the floor and walked towards me with a provocative smile on her face.


- 'So you want a fight?' - she asked - 'and I am about to give it to you. But I warn you, you will regret this.'

Somehow I doubted her warning, as I prepared myself with keen anticipation for what I felt was going to be a pleasant and exciting experience. She unceremoniously grabbed my ear with her left hand and her right hand clutched the back of my neck. Boy - oh boy - she was strong. Much stronger than I expected and for a fleeting moment I thought I was in real trouble. What do I do? She was a female after all so I couldn’t just grab her anywhere. I was looking for a tussle, but not for a real fight. She was pushing me towards the floor and I was not going just to lie down. So I grabbed her round the waist with both arms and with my right leg I swept her off her feet. We went down with a thud and I landed on top. Her left hand released my ear, so I could raise my head to look her in the face for a moment, checking if she was all right. There was a cheeky little smile on her face, as if she was saying this is not over yet, just you wait. Than quick as a lizard she wriggled out of my hold and got on top of me, pinning me to the ground. My face got stuck in her cleavage and suddenly I felt in heaven. This could not have been better if it was planned. I grabbed her with both arms again in a kind of bear hug, making damned sure that my face stayed in paradise. She pretended to struggle for a while to change the position, but I felt positive she was in no hurry to get away and I just lay there pulling her hard towards me ready to suffocate myself in her bosom. There was a peculiar tingling sensation running up and down my spine and I was ready to stay like that forever. But suddenly she broke my hold with incredible ease, sat on my tummy and pinned my shoulders to the floor.


- 'Now' - she said - 'this time I am going to be merciful and let you off lightly. But if you want trouble, I can give it to you. I don't play with little boys. I eat them. Do you understand?'

I understood. For now the pleasure was over, but there was just a hint of paradise to come in the way she said it. She eased her hold on me got up and grabbing my hand helped me to my feet. Then putting an arm round my shoulder, ruffled my hair with her other hand playfully and with a broad smile asked:



- 'Are we friends?' -

I nodded approvingly and quickly kissing her on the cheek I run out of the room with heart thumping like an engine.

Life continued in a boring fashion. School was as uninteresting as ever and I had the feeling that if I ever wanted to get into medical school, I had to start showing some interest in learning or I should never make it. But there simply was nothing school could offer me. Looking back on it with absolute objectivity (well as damned near absolute as objectivity can ever be), the teaching was really quite mediocre. None of the teachers showed the slightest spark of inspiration, they really just went through the motion of 'teaching' and demanding work from us without ever trying to inspire. To be fair the general political, ideological, moral and economical oppression created a sterile environment, where enthusiasm, other than to the strict Communist Party line, could be misconstrued as bourgeois decadence. Under those circumstances none of the teachers would have dared to show too much individualism and could not openly encourage us to have an enquiring mind. I continued reading just about everything that I could lay my hand on provided it was not on the 'compulsory list'; which in effect was all the 'blacklisted literature'. I visited the fine art museum several times and looked at all the art books I could find. Sometimes I would sit for hours and try to copy, with pencil, paintings and drawings that appealed to me. I started to get familiar with some of the great works of art, that it seemed I should never ever be able to see in the 'flesh'. I continued pouring out my heart into poems that kept me awake into the small hours of the morning most nights. There was only one teacher, Dr Remport, who ever deviated from the strict rule and from time to time read poetry that was sheer beauty and had nothing to do with the prescribed national curriculum. Those were the only moments when I paid attention to what was going on in class.

On one of those occasions he became inspired by a poem about the goddess Venus. I really cannot recall much about the poem now or whom it was written by, but he went completely off literature and started to describe a beautiful painting, he had once seen in Italy, about the birth of the goddess. Walking between the rows of desks, holding the book of poetry in his hand he described in minute detail Venus rising from a shell. The colour, the tone, the texture of the canvas came to vibrant life as he enthused about the experience. I was totally absorbed in his description, this was no ordinary lesson, this was sheer poetic inspiration and his words brought the picture to life in my memory. Oh yes, I have seen that painting too, alas not the real one, only a colour reproduction of it in an art-book, but it's beauty has touched me too.  When he had finished describing it, he turned to face the class and asked:


- 'Does anyone recognize the painting? Can you tell me who the artist was who created it?'

There was stony silence in the class. Not a single hand was raised as he slowly looked around the classroom, seeking out the staunch ones he could always rely on for an answer.


- 'Sükösd?' - he asked - 'di Gléria?  Any one?'

They just shook their heads in a negative manner. He looked despondent.


- 'Not a single one of you knows anything about this masterpiece?' - he shook his head disbelievingly. 


- 'Incredible' - he muttered - 'I thought at least a few of you would have heard about an art treasure like this.'

Normally I would have rather bitten my tongue off than 'play ball' with a teacher, but after such an inspiring description and the silence that followed I almost felt sorry for the man. He tried his best to raise interest and he now felt almost rejected in his effort.


- 'I know the painting Sir' - I muttered quietly.

He looked at me as if he were going to say ‘for heaven's sake don't make fun of me, not now’. There was not only total disbelief written over his face, but a kind of almost self-righteous indignation, as if he was being insulted. No, that dumb little nut who never paid any attention to anything he ever uttered could not possibly know the existence of a piece of beauty the others and better ones never heard of.


- 'Really?' - he said mockingly - 'And where would you have heard about that painting?'


- 'I have seen a reproduction of it Sir, it is indeed one of the most beautiful paintings I have ever seen.' - I could not believe hearing myself answering in such positive manner.

His expression changed. He looked at me questioningly trying to measure me up, as if he had seen me for the first time.


- 'So who was the artist?' - he asked, waiting for me to fall flat on my face.


- 'Sandro Boticelli Sir' - I replied with polite self-assurance.

His face dropped. He just could not believe it. No this had to be a freak occurrence. This boy could not possibly know the answer that eluded the bright ones. Or could he? Could there be life after death after all? He stepped nearer and looked straight into my eyes as if he was trying to get inside my head. I stood his direct gaze defiantly. No I was not going to tell him that I knew most of Shakespeare's plays and sonnets almost by heart, that I could recite the entire Cyrano de Bergerac by Rostand and knew Arany, Babits, Kosztolányi, Vajda, and many-many other greats of the Hungarian poetic literature in depth and mostly by heart. What for. That was my secret and my pleasure and had nothing to do with anyone else. And I was not about to divulge how I loved poetry and drama and all the arts. I was not seeking recognition. But just for a fleeting moment it gave me great satisfaction to let my small world know that I knew perhaps a little more than I would let them believe.


- 'So what other deep secrets and surprises have you got in store for us Peter?' - he asked as if he was reading my mind. This was the first time any of the masters called me - or any one of us for that matter - by Christian name and I felt that this was some kind of rare and grudging compliment.


- 'Nothing Sir'- I replied quietly - 'I just happened to know and like that painting.'


- 'You know' - he said softly - 'somehow I don't believe you now. I think you are a dark horse and you know more than you let on. Who knows about this boy? Somlo?' - he turned to my partner quizzingly - 'tell me about him.'


- 'There is not a lot to tell Sir,' - he answered politely - 'he is indeed a dark horse. He knows a lot of poetry by heart and long passages from a variety of plays and dramas that he bores people to death with, he likes operas and classical music, goes to concerts, theatres and the opera regularly and he visits museums. Otherwise he is just an ordinary lazy sod, like the rest of us. Oh yes he is quite good at button-football I believe. Given half a chance he will make a good drop-out.'

I quietly kicked him on the shin under the table. He just smiled back at me and continued towards Remport:



- 'And he has quite a kick too, Sir.'

- 'Button-football?' - said Remport - 'there certainly is more to the boy than meets the eye.' - 

He than turned towards me again:


- 'You are in the drama group aren't you?'


- 'Yes Sir.'


- 'I shall pop in on the next rehearsal'. - he promised, and finishing the lesson he dismissed the class.

Erzsi came to us cleaning twice a week. On those days I refused to walk with Peter or anyone else and took the short route home. Running all the way. She usually started her cleaning routine around 12.30 p.m. and was ready to leave as soon as she finished. She had a job in a small local workshop on early shift and she came straight from there before going home. She lived in a small rented room in the same block of flats as the Spitzer family in Majakowsky Street. I had to dash home to catch her, if I walked slowly I might have missed her  - and I did not want to miss her. We had a little ritual to play out from our second or third meeting onwards. Grandpa always disappeared on those days just before I got home and would not return until after 4 p.m. So we started to have wild little wrestling bouts on the floor. As soon as she finished her cleaning we would start and somehow I never had to provoke her after our first meeting, it started spontaneously and we both enjoyed it tremendously. We hardly spoke a word, just wrestled on wildly till we both ended up in a heap, exhausted. As we got to know each other’s body, the holds gradually became more and more intimate and more and more like sexual foreplay. When we finished we exchanged kisses on the cheek, she then disappeared into the bathroom, locked the doors and had a bath. And I played peeping Tom. Through the keyhole. The keyholes had covers on both side of the door. Not once was the cover inside the bathroom turned down, preventing me from peeping. She knew I was watching and took the trouble to allow me to enjoy myself, pretending she did not know. I watched her, trembling in my body from top to toe. When she finished she would come out fully dressed, but hair still wet, bringing the towel out to dry her hair, sitting on my sofa bed beside me. And she would always hand the towel over to me leaning backwards towards me, allowing me to finish the drying. Her back arched backwards elevating her bosoms, emphasizing their firm shape and it was agonizing heaven for me to watch them heave with every breath. Sometimes we chatted on for a while, at other times we just sat silently. What made her play with me in that fashion I shall never know. She was considerably older than I, engaged to a young factory worker and I am pretty certain, she was sexually experienced. She could have had any man she wanted.


Then one day I hatched a plot. I spent several hours studying the door, doorframe the lock and the bolt on the door separating the bathroom from my room. As a result I discovered a comparatively easy, quiet and non- destructive way to open the countersunk brass-bolt from the outside. The bolt engaged into a rectangular slot sunk into the doorframe. The slot was framed by a thin piece of brass facing the edge of the door. The brass bolt was sunk into the edge of the door and was operated by a sliding lever. I drilled a very fine hole in the doorframe where it met the wall, level with the bolt, ending up inside the slot. Pushing a thin long nail through the hole would push the bolt back into its casing in the door. The locks were no longer functional and the keys had gone missing a long time ago. It was child's play. Next time, after our wrestling bout, I waited with pounding heart for Erzsi to disappear into the bathroom. I watched her through the keyhole undressing and getting into the bath. She knew I was at the door watching, but did not suspect what was to follow. I waited until she finished her bath, almost sick with excitement and anticipation, then when she stood up to dry herself I quietly pushed the bolt back with the nail, opened the door and stepped inside. She was so surprised she did not even make an attempt to cover herself with the towel. I stood there trembling not really knowing what to do next. She stepped out of the bath and stood close to me. Her face so close I could feel her warm breath on my face. I lifted my hand as if in a dream and touched her breast. She gently pushed my hand away.


- 'Don't be silly.' - she whispered. 

There was no anger, resentment or fight in her voice or expression and I suspected that it was just a token resistance. I raised my hand again and placed it caressingly on her face. Her expression changed suddenly and for a fleeting moment she looked almost frightened, then with a cheeky, defiant, ready-for- anything smile she man-handled me out of the bathroom, pushed me towards the bed, threw me back on it and jumped on me. For the next half an hour or so we wrestled and played out a sexual game without the final act of sex, as she led me through to paradise and gently brought me down to earth again. By the time we disentangled our bodies, she was almost dry and I was dripping wet - in more ways than one. She then dressed quietly, kissed me on the cheek, as I lay exhausted on the bed and left. From that day onward our routine changed. We stopped wrestling on the floor. And I never had to unlock the bathroom door again. When she was ready, she would appear and we would go through the same frenzied routine time and time again. I always fully dressed, she always fully naked. Yes, we were friends. And friendships, more perfect than ours would only be made in heaven.

I took at least one positive action during that wild spring that had not the remotest connection with sexual fantasies.  Having pestered my kind mentor and adviser at the Red Cross, she arranged for me to take an advanced course in First Aid. So twice a week in the late afternoon, I attended lectures and practical instructions at the local Outpatient Clinic and at the Ambulance Service Headquarters. For the first time since my childhood, I once again experienced the intoxicating aroma of the mixture of ether, chloroform, Iodine and other assorted antiseptics in my nostrils. For a precious few hours each week I felt a sense of achievement and self-importance that was both titillating and satisfying. And I felt I absorbed the knowledge with comparative ease. I took very little note of my fellow pupils, probably because there was a conspicuous absence of any young blood apart from myself. The majority of fellow attendants were over thirty, with a few in their early forties. I was treated by them in a downright condescending manner that was hard to put up with. Therefore it was great satisfaction to me to beat them all at the practical and theoretical examinations, which took place at regular intervals. This in turn made them all even more condescending. It was even more satisfying then for me to gain the only Certificate with Merit in the group, at the end of the course.  This gave me some hope, that I might just - with a bit of luck - get into Medical School, provided I did not mess up the Matriculation exam. The school year was getting near to its final stages. In early June, shortly before the end of term our Form-master, Dr Gyapai suggested, that we should take a weekend hike into the Börzsöny hills. The idea was hailed as a brilliant one by an overwhelming majority verdict. There were just a few dissenting voices, Laci Somlo amongst them. He really hated to jeopardize his home comforts even for a few days and as for the prospect of a twenty or so kilometres hike up-hill with a rucksack on his back, well that was just too much for him to contemplate.


- 'You don't seriously think that I've been swallowing White Wash' - was his reply to me when I nudged him on to join the excursion, knowing damned well that I was wasting my breath. Compulsory or not the trip would turn out to be, he was determined to be absent and there was nothing I, or any one else could do to change his mind.  I was keen on the idea of the hike, but not too happy about joining with the crowd, as I was positive that the majority would find a good excuse to turn the occasion into a boozing binge, just to prove their masculinity. So I was looking forward with some mixed feelings to the trip. I would have liked to have Laci with me, for I could rely on him to be the only other sober person. I felt I could do with any support I could muster. I even put Ildiko up to calling him a yellow-bellied sissy, in the vague hope that ridiculing, or teasing from his sister would change his mind. I should have known him better. All I achieved was that he hit her on the head with a ruler and yelled a mouthful of the worst possible swear-words at her, to which she replied with a similar and very un-feminine tirade of some of the worst language I have ever heard. The two ended up clawing at each other and at the end Mama Bozsena had to wade in to separate them. When those two got going, the air turned blue. He finished with a red, bleeding scratch-mark on his nose and, for him, uncharacteristically ruffled hair, while Ildi run out in tears still screaming. She returned brandishing a long kitchen knife, threatening to perform an operation that would render him a eunuch, but at that point Mama Bozsena decided that enough was enough and unceremoniously bundled her out of the room. Pity. I was really starting to look forward assisting her with the surgery. He then turned on me and gave me a mouthful, calling me all the names under the sun. That did not bother me too much. He had done that before and I knew that, when he finished, we would still be friends. But not good enough friends to forsake his homely comforts. Not even for a weekend. Well I guess I tried. I could never get really mad with him. There would be no point. All my life I was regarded as a stubborn mule, but when it came to Laci, I wasn't even a beginner.


Sporting rucksacks, we assembled on an early Friday morning at the Western Railway Station to board the train to Zebegény. My stepfather had given me a note asking the teacher to let me leave on Saturday afternoon. Sunday morning we had an important engagement. It was visiting day once more at Kistarcsa
 and I was given strict instructions to be home Saturday evening, ready to visit Mother the following day at the crack of dawn. The weather was unusual for the time of the year turning cool and overcast. I was wearing shorts, ankle-high hiking boots, knee-length Scottish style woollen socks and pullover, which had light beige corduroy front and brown knitted sleeves and back. I also had a pert little khaki canvas cap with a small brass badge and carried a carved mountaineering style walking stick covered with small metal plaques. Oh yes I did look the part.  Dr Gyapai, Fülöp and Dindhofer were the only other three sporting headgear, but theirs were mundane by comparison. They were the typical felt "Mitzy-caps" or French style berets that everybody was wearing. Compared to theirs, mine was 'high fashion'. The train journey was almost uneventful if we can disregard the episode of some of the 'quiet' ones amongst us manhandling Pinocchio
 into the toilet and giving him a hair wash. In the loo-pan of course. Than naturally his hair had to be dried, so they hang him by his ankles outside the window… Upside down… Train travelling at about 80 miles an hour… His hair did dry rather rapidly… So did the blood that spurted from Dindhofer's nose when Pinocchio was finally dragged back inside…


- 'Now boys, settle down' - said Dr Gyapai quietly, while pushing his cap back from his face, after the sudden awakening, when Dindhofer sat back in his lap upon receiving Pinocchio’s fist in the kisser. - 'What's the commotion about?'


- 'Nothing Sir' - answered Dindhofer sheepishly - 'I just slipped. Sorry to have woken you up Sir.'


- 'Oh, that's all right' - Sir answered - 'accidents do happen.'


- 'Yes, Sir, they do' - replied Dindhofer, stumping his heel down on Pinocchio's toes whilst head butting him on the chin. - 'I beg your pardon Kovács, I just lost my balance again.'


- 'You are just about to loose your teeth too' - hissed back Pinocchio.


- 'Sit down Dindhofer' - ordered Gyapai - 'you are not too steady on your feet.'

Small wonder. He was losing blood. He obeyed the order and sat next to Kovács. Then while the Master pulled his cap back over his face and settled back for his catnap he grabbed that delicate bundle of Kovács's between the legs. You know, the one that denoted his masculinity. Pinocchio went rather quiet and rather red in the face. He was gasping for air.


- 'So you want my teeth' - he whispered to the hapless Kovács - 'I'll exchange them for your balls'.


- 'Sir, please Sir' - burst out Pinocchio in agony.


- 'What?... What?'… - startled Gyapai from his slumber pushing his cap back up again.

Dindhofer quickly released his hold and smiled innocently at the teacher. Kovács pulled his knees together and looked relieved.


- 'You have a nose-bleed' - the Master turned to Dindhofer with concern, ready to help - 'Thank you Kovács for waking me up, very considerate of you. Has any one got a clean hanky?'

 That was a stupid question if I ever heard one from a Master addressed to a bunch of seventeen year old boys. What did he think we all were; sissies? So he offered his own to Dindhofer and decided to stay awake for the rest of the journey.

As we got off the train at Zebegény and assembled for the hike, with the Master at the head of the bunch, Pinocchio decided to settle the score. Stepping quietly behind Dindhofer he grabbed hold of him from the back at the same delicate part he himself was grabbed at earlier. He then frog-marched Dindhofer to a nearby horse-watering trough, holding him by the short and curlies. There he pushed his head forward into the water and kept him under for a while. Revenge executed, we could settle to a reasonably well-ordered hike, without a single further incident. You would not call it an incident Pinocchio tripping on Dindhofer’s foot and landing face down on a cowpat. That was an accident. So was Dindhofer later finding himself on a dung-heap just on the outskirts of Zebegény. Those two seemed to have been very accident prone all through the trip. So when further up in the Malom-völgy (The Mill-Valley) both of them together finally ended up in the stream - obviously by accident - the rest of us all sighed with relief. They did need a wash; the air near by them was getting to be unbearable. We were all highly amused. Except of course Gyapjas the Master, who somehow failed to see the comic aspect of the situation.

The Börzsöny hills are part of the northern Hungarian mountain range, which ascends from the Danube towards the Slovakian border and sweeps eastward towards the Carpathian range. The area is known as the Danube-bend, which is a well-known beauty spot and a hot favourite for nature lovers. The hills north of the Danube overlook the Visegrád -hills on the south bank and the views are breathtaking, even though they lack the dramatic majesty of the Alps.  Just east to Visegrád the Danube's west-east direction changes abruptly as the river plunges south parallel with the Visegrád hills and enters the Great Hungarian Plain to the east. At that point the river splits forming the Szent Endre Island, which stretches down almost to the northern outskirts of Budapest. Zebegény is on the northern shore of the river and directly north of Zebegény stands Malom-hill with the Malom-stream running east of the hill on a more or less north-south course running through the town and into the Danube. We followed a path into the valley, which ran parallel with the stream and crossing the stream several times.

About an hour and a half into the hike approaching Kis-Csitár hill, there were some moans and groans from a number of the lads. Some were getting hungry, some were getting thirsty and most of them were getting tired.  So Gyapjas ordered a rest. I quietly objected, pointing out that it would be a mistake to stop at that stage. It was too early in our hike; we were not even halfway to our destination. He would not listen to me. I could hardly be surprised at that. I never paid any attention to him either. Not that I did not like him; amongst all the teachers we had, he was the most patient and understanding. He was all right.  It was not his fault, I presume, that he was teaching a very dry subject, namely History and Constitution. There was not much fun paying attention to that. 

I was not particularly perturbed by the fact that he ignored me; I was only trying to be helpful and point out that stopping at that stage for eating, drinking and generally resting was bad policy, as it would make the second stage of the hike much more difficult for everyone. I knew that the heavier up-hill stage was still in front of us and doing it on a full stomach after an unearned rest, would create a subdued atmosphere to say the least. What did I care? Whilst the others sat down to unpack their sandwiches, boiled eggs, onions and radishes, after having taken a few snapshots I decided quietly to slip away from the rest and went for a walk in the woods. I thought if I returned in a half an hour or so, nobody would notice or mind my absence. I preferred to keep on moving, as my experience in long hikes taught me that when you ease off too early, you pay for it in aches and pains later. When I returned, most of them were still stuffing their faces, whilst a few were in a seemingly deep slumber - including Pinocchio; totally unaware of the fact that Dindhofer was quietly tying his shoe-laces together. Therefore when he was rudely awakened by Dindhofer, who kicked him on the backside before running away, poor Kovács landed on his face again. The cat and mouse game was on once more. I was very positive that it would not last too long. Either they were going to kill each other, or they would collapse exhausted in a short while, when the going got tougher. About half an hour after restarting the walk - as we were climbing towards Piroska-hill - an uneasy silence started to descend on the boys. The talking, giggling and frivolity stopped and heavy breathing took over as the climb became heavier. Kovács and Dindhofer were now mercifully a long distance apart and the group was slowly breaking up into smaller 'units' with ever increasing gaps between them. By that time I was a long way out in front, alone and starting really to enjoy myself settling in to a steady rhythm. All my cares vanished as I put my back into the climb and my lungs opened up to the clean mountain air. I felt at home, at ease and totally in one with nature around me.  My pace got steadily faster as I settled into the rhythm of the climb and I felt more and more light-headed, relaxed and easy going. I started to whistle happily. I had not a single care left in the world. By about 5 p.m. skirting Kospallog I spotted our destination in the distance; the Tourist Hostel at Kisinoc, in a clearing near the brow of a hill and I estimated, that I would be there within another three quarters of an hour at most. I stopped for a minute to look back to see where the rest of the gang was and I was more than surprised not to spot a single one of them anywhere. For a minute I almost panicked thinking that I was carried away and was on the wrong route. Then thinking it out clearly, I convinced myself that I was on course after all and anyway I had no option now but to carry onwards, if I wanted to reach shelter before sunset. So I turned and settled down for the last leg of the journey. It took me a little less time than I estimated to get there, but just as I came out of the wood to turn into the clearing, I was in for a surprise. Out of nowhere and quick as greased lightning, a huge Vizsla dog charged at me with leaps and bounds over the undergrowth, barking fiercely. I never ever had any problem or bad experience with dogs, but who was there to assure me that this occasion might not turn out to be the first exception. So I froze.


- 'Here doggy, good doggy' - I said reassuringly to the beast as it was just about to jump at my throat. 

It froze in its tracks too. It stood in front of me baring its fangs, growling and barking furiously. I decided that one of us had better shown some sign of good common sense. I also decided that, on reflection, it would be good if the dog were left to show it, as at that stage I was positively not in the right frame of mind to take the initiative in that direction. So I did what every ‘animal psychologist’ would warn against doing. I bared my teeth and barked back at it. It was so surprised at my unfriendliness that it pulled its tail between its legs, turned and ran, as if I was about to bite through its jugulars. So much for animal psychology.


- 'Yellow bellied coward' - I shouted after it triumphantly and with some relief. It stopped in its track as if understanding the insult and turned back. 


- 'Now what?'  -  I thought. 

It cautiously approached me, sniffed at my ankles, than obviously deciding that the smell was not as offensive as it first thought, it jumped up on me, tail wagging excitedly and licked me all over. I learned another lesson. Never to take dogs too seriously. A dog that barks won't bite. Conversely, when they bite, they don't bark. Their mouth is too full for that. There was another few lessons to be learned about dogs later on. The second of those lessons I learned within a few minutes.

Having refused to stop with the rest of the class, I missed out on eating. So far it did not bother me. But now, my stomach was trying to tell me something; I was famished.

So was obviously the dog. I sat down at a wooden garden table just outside the Hostel and unpacked my sandwiches. The rest you can guess. The dog had them all. Well almost all. I just could not resist the way it was looking at me, with its big brown wet eyes, as if it had never seen food. It gave me another lick-over when the last morsel disappeared down its gullet - and I remained famished; but I gained a friend, for life it seemed, for it would not leave my side from than on until my departure. And then I had to resort to drastic measures to get rid of it.

Dusk started to fall over the hills by the time the first lot of boys finally arrived. They slumped down exhausted. By the time the last bunch, including Sir, made their way to the house it was almost dark. We were thrown a couple of keys to the dormitories by an elderly hunch-backed woman, presumably the inn-keeper’s wife, who had one eye on the chimney and the other on the pot and was a damn-site less friendly than the dog at first sight.  This bitch would not stop growling; or baring her single fang. Was I glad she did not behave like her dog; I would have hated to get licked all over by her.

After throwing our rucksacks on the bunks and having argued out who would sleep where, we went to the dining room, where the cross eyed witch was starting to throw food on the naked tables. The husband joined in after a short while helping with the chores and we started wondering, whether the two of them were trying to fatten us up ready for slaughter. They looked a real pair of cutthroats. The dog definitely looked out of place. It was a handsome beast.

The old witch's face lit up briefly, when the first order was placed for drinks. By midnight she was beaming. Which was a positively ugly sight considering her single fang. By the time the boys decided to retire to the dormitories, bottles of wine under each arm, both eyes of the old witch were up the chimneys. One in one corner of the house, the other in the other corner; with an imbecilic, drunken smile on her face. The husband was spread out cold under one of the tables in a deep alcoholic stupor. No smile on that face. To be sure it no longer even resembled a face. Not a human one anyway. Not that any of the boys or Sir looked very much better either. Only - and God only knows how - they still all had energy to sing. Out of tune of course. I never ever needed the company of dear, sober, dry-humoured Laci Somlo more than at that moment. Only the bastard was not there. So I had to settle for the company of the only other sober being. The dog. The two of us finally settled down in the only quiet and clean place we could find. Outside, under the open sky at the edge of the clearing. Under a hedge in the hay. There I learned another useful lesson. Dogs are never quite alone. They always have fleas for company. Having found a quiet peaceful corner, and company to keep me warm, I still could hardly sleep a wink all night; I was kept busy scratching myself. 


The following morning was a washout. In more ways then one. When I got up at first light, stiff, sore, stone cold sober, but feeling worse than if I had been drinking, it was already drizzling. Heavy mist was hanging over the hills and large glistening pearl-like droplets were decorating the green leaves and grass. My coarse blanket was heavy with moisture. My companion the Vizsla proceeded, in typical dog fashion, to get the moisture off its back and return it - with generous interest added to it from the bladder - to Mother Earth. I made my way to the dormitory, escorted by my faithful companion, opened the door and stepped inside. The dog ran out whining and nobody could have blamed him. The scene that greeted me was the kind that a Hollywood film director would give his eyeteeth and several million dollars to recreate in a horror fantasy about drunken pirates. Bottles and bodies were strewn in a crazy pattern all over the floor and bunk beds and, if I said that some were seemingly hanging from the ceiling, it would not have been too much of an exaggeration. There was a stench of spent and regurgitated alcohol, mixed with the heady aroma of natural methane and other gases and that unmistakable sharp, nauseating odour of   'forgettable meals revisited' mixed with the smell of 'wine passed by a consensus'. I do not think that there could be any picture - in Vista vision or otherwise - that could ever give full justice to the experience without the addition of "Three-D-Smell". I stepped back quickly, fighting my nausea. I quietly congratulated Laci Somlo on his wisdom of not being there. Then I went and checked the scene in the dining room. The innkeeper was in exactly the same position as I had last seen him the night before. Only a well-experienced pathologist or mortician could determine his state of health. The witch was in the kitchen labouring over her cauldron. Her eyes invisible from the bags surrounding them. It was a definite improvement on their natural state. The sight of the mess in the kitchen, combined with the smell that emerged was the last straw for my stomach. I lost my appetite for the rest of the day. There was nothing for me to stay for. I reasoned that it would probably be mid afternoon before the gang would be back to any semblance of normality, by which time it would be too late for me to make my way back to Nagymaros. The rain was getting heavier and I did not fancy staying indoors with the corpses - living or otherwise - and the smell from every direction was simply intolerable. So I quietly re-packed my rucksack, hitched it on my back and after checking my bearing at the large wall-map, left for home. I had to kick the dog to persuade it to stay behind. My own treachery towards it, after a night of shared fleas was undoubtedly inexcusable, but I had no option. I could not support a dog; I could not even support its fleas. They had to stay behind.

I decided on a different route that would be the most direct one and would take me down crossing the winding main road several times. It was a narrow trail through the dense woods and all I had to do was to follow the colour markings on the tree-barks or rocks. I estimated that it would take something like three to three and a half hours to get down at a steady pace. The rain was falling relentlessly and I was beginning to feel uncomfortably wet. About an hour into the journey, as I was about to cross the main road - which was just a glorified dirt-track really - for what seemed to be the hundredth time, I suddenly heard the unmistakable chugging noise of a motorcycle approaching from the bend above. It came upon me so fast; I had no time to jump into the woods to make myself scarce. It was ridden by a man in his thirties dressed in working clothes. He pulled up behind me and grabbed my sleeve just as I was about to run into the woods. My heart sank into my boots, as I prepared myself for the worst. I turned and faced him. He had a pleasant face and was smiling.


- 'Where are you heading for boy?' - he asked.


- 'To Nagymaros comrade' - I answered as calmly as I could - 'I have a train to catch to Budapest' - I added in explanation.


- 'Would you like a ride there?' - he enquired.


- 'No thank you' - I replied politely - 'I shall make my way there on foot.'


- 'That sounds bloody stupid to me in this sort of weather' - he argued.


- 'Oh I don't really mind' - I said trying to wriggle myself free - 'it does not take that long, and I am quite early for the train.'


- 'Just hop on' - he insisted still holding my sleeve firmly.


- 'But comrade'... - I tried to protest.


- 'No bloody nonsense' - he kept insisting - 'you are coming with me.' - and grabbed my rucksack. He yanked it off my back, took my rolled up blanket off its fastening and getting off his bike, started to wrap the blanket around the luggage rack behind the saddle. I just stood there wandering whether to run for it or fight for my belongings. He made a nice little saddle with my blanket wrapped on the rack and tied it with string.


- 'Come on then' - he beckoned when he had finished the job - 'lets get going, we’ll be down in no time.'


- 'But comrade' - I tried to argue vaguely - 'I don't want to inconvenience you.'

The truth was that I was petrified. I was unsure of his motives, I had never sat on a motorcycle, or had any intention so doing and the makeshift saddle was not at all inviting. I would really have preferred continuing on foot.


- 'Look' - he said - 'I do not need an argument right now. Are you coming or not? The weather is bloody awful; a lad of your age has no business to be out on his own in this part of the woods. I am not going to force you, but if you are not coming with me I shall have to report you to the police.' 

Well, putting it this way was a forceful argument that was hard to resist. I really did not fancy being searched for and chased by the police, in spite of the fact that I had done nothing wrong. I knew damned well, you did not have to be a criminal to be detained indefinitely, if the police so wished. So I jumped on the bike and prayed quietly. He instructed me to hold on to him, putting my arms round his waist and lean with him in sync at the turns. The journey was fast, noisy, unsteady and bone-shaking painful. I sighed with relief when we finally reached our destination. We did not exchange a single word all the way down; it would have been futile to try over the din of the engine.


- 'Could I contribute to the cost of your petrol' - I asked him politely after getting off and trying to feel whether my legs would ever get back to their normal position.


- 'No' - was his short reply.


- 'How can I thank you?' - I asked.


- 'No need' - he replied and with a friendly wave he rode away. I was relieved to find myself alive and reasonably well, but resolved that the motorbike ride would not only be my first and last one, but also my never again one. There was just one consolation for me. I could hang around for hours waiting for the train and there was very little else I hated more than hanging around waiting for a slow train. Except riding on motorcycles. Of course there was also the thrill of looking forward to the next day, visiting Mother at Kistarcsa - and what on earth could be worse than that.

Well getting to Kistarcsa for a start. At the crack of dawn Laci ba'
 and I would go out to the H.E.V. Station next to the Eastern Railway Station. There we would meet the usual crowd of several hundred relatives of the internees, all raring to go, waiting impatiently to be first on the train, trampling anybody and everybody who got in the way. With tempers fraying the seething crowd of these disenfranchised rejects of the glorious People's Republic would storm the train just as if they were about to storm the Bastille. Once inside the train, where even the few fortunate ones who managed to get a seat seemed as if they were squashed sardines balancing on their tails, the tempers eased a little and a quiet whisper replaced the yells of anguish and frustration.

The conversation, such as it was - in whispers - centred around what would be allowed to reach the individual prisoners from the various bags, hold-alls and parcels that each one of us was hanging onto and who would be allowed in to visit and who wouldn't. Rumours were generated and passed from lips to lips like sacred little sighs. This hushed roar of whispers would continue until the train finally started its tortuous journey towards its destination. The journey itself would be in almost total silence; each of us deep in thoughts and steeped in an uneasy fear of what might or might not happen, once we arrived.

On those Sunday mornings there were no pleasure trippers or fellow travellers, other than those intending to visit the Camp. There was a sense of common destiny and an undertone of deep-rooted, suppressed hatred towards the “System”,
 whose deformed creations and victims we all were. At our destination the train would disgorge us with a loud belch as we all fought like demented ghouls, trying to get off first and be at the head of the queue. Tempers... shouting...  pushing and shoving... 

Then, when the lines were finally formed and every one's position vis-à-vis the others were firmly established, a silence descended that was almost indescribable and frighteningly unbearable. Not a murmur was to be heard as the guards, automatic rifles held at hip level, with muzzles pointing towards us, paraded up and down between the waiting rows. Then the yelling would begin. Orders issuing from the guards.


- 'A to D in row five, E to G in row three'... - etc...etc. Panic in our ranks as we realized that almost everyone would be waiting in the wrong row. They did it deliberately and on every single occasion we would fall for the same trap. There was no rhyme or reason for how they organized the rows; their only aim was to get us all uptight and anxious. Would we be allowed in if we were in the wrong row? Dare we move and change rows? Then a few hands, like so many frightened little school children's would be raised and timid questions would be asked.


- 'Excuse me comrade we believe we might be in the wrong row'...


- 'Pardon us comrade, could we please move to row six?’ -... etc…etc...

Then a loud yell that would send chills down everyone's spine and freeze the marrow in our bones.


- 'Shut up you f*^*ing bloody rotten bastards, you dirty scum of this God f^*^ing earth or I will have you all shot.'

That was the camp commandant warming up for his Sunday morning sermon. He would then jump up on one of the wooden tables placed near the gate and deliver his evangelical discourse, admonishing us for our bloody stupidity, using words that none of us knew existed in the Hungarian dictionary. Hands clasped behind his back, the veins and arteries gorged with blood on his neck to bursting point, he would stand there like a madman, mouthing abuse after abuse on us for the next half an hour. Then silence. At that point when all you could hear would be your own heartbeat and you would be petrified just in case it was overheard by Him as well, you would suddenly hear a pair of heels clicking in a military style subservience, as my stepfather would break rank and march up to the table.


- 'Comrade Colonel, your gracious permission is begged for humbly' - he would start - 'we are extremely sorry to have caused unnecessary inconvenience with our unforgivable stupidity'.  - and he would bow low like a Japanese soldier - 'but we are aware just how undeserving we all are in your gracious presence, so please grant us your favour and allow us to reform our ranks, promising that it will be done quickly, quietly, orderly and to your complete satisfaction.'

My stomach would turn, hearing those subservient clichés rolling off his tongue. And I knew what would follow almost by heart. Heels clicking once more and after another low bow, he would beg Him humbly to grant the privilege of my being allowed in as well to visit Mother. The unwritten rule of one visitor only would be humbly and graciously begged to be broken. And he would always get the permission. I hated him for it, yet I had to admire grudgingly the way he would humble himself to a Nobody dressed as a Minor God in order that my Mother could see me for a few precious minutes.

And so we would be allowed to re-form the rows and after some more waiting and heel clicking we would finally be allowed to register at the tables, where the parcels would be searched and thrown onto one of two heaps. One heap for pass, the other for confiscated goods. It was entirely at their discretion what would be allowed and what not. There was no discernable logic or reason to it. What they fancied they would confiscate. The rubbish and some basic essentials of toiletries, food and some medicines might be allowed to pass. Finally we would be allowed in for the short ten minute visit.  Once inside, my stepfather would humble himself yet again and beg and grovel if necessary, so that my mother would have the only privilege denied to all other internees. At the end of the ten minutes, we could dash to a tiny window, through which my mother and I could exchange a quick fleeting kiss. And having visited here, we would emerge again depressed, demoralized and broken spirited. What kind of nation, what kind of people, what kind of political system would humiliate and torture it's own citizens in this way? What was the purpose, what was the aim, the reason?  Who would benefit from having the population of a country held in the kind of captivity that we all were. For make no mistake, the captors were captives too. Everybody was afraid of everybody else, in or out of uniform within or outside the boundaries of the barbed wire fences… We were all living dead in hell, without hope, without a prayer.

With the evenings getting lighter and warmer, I started to spend more time on the balcony. I made myself comfortable in the corner on the deck chair, rigged up a reading lamp and would settle down with my books. Not school books of course, that would have taken something away from my comfort. Reading could make me forget my sorrows and that terrible feeling of loneliness. Erzsi was fun, but I knew it could not last and there was no real hope on the horizon.  My regular visits for lunch and sometimes for an evening meal across the road to Auntie Piri and Uncle Béla
 were the only times I felt I had a family. And they were not really my family, there was no blood relationship between us, they were my family by default. I missed Mother terribly, and the old wounds of missing Father were somehow torn open again. Laci ba' was always out. He could not understand me and I would not let him either. True, Grandfather was at hand, but you could hardly have a conversation with him. Sometimes he would tell some stories about his earlier wanderings, sometimes he would reminisce about Old Budapest as he knew it in his youth, but these would be rambling one way monologues; I could hardly get a word in and I always had to beat an early retreat in order not to choke to death on his pipe or cigar smoke. The evenings were the worst for me; I had these deep melancholy feelings of missed happiness and a yearning that burned like a torch. I did not quite understand what the yearning was about, but I felt it was time to fall desperately in love again. Not with Erzsi. Even at the height of my ecstasy with her I had this acute sense of danger. This was too physical a relationship and if I allowed it to get any deeper, I felt I was in for a real burning. Beside I was not in control of the situation at all, Erzsi pulled the strings; I was only a puppet and I sensed that I was dispensable.

With windows open everywhere, sitting on the balcony, I was becoming aware again of the little girl opposite on the third floor. She was spending more and more time in front of her mirror near the window combing her hair or trying on various garments. She moved in a way that made it obvious that she was playing to a captive audience yet pretending that she was unaware of my watching gaze. She acted in an un-self-conscious and slightly titillating manner. She never actually bared herself, but gave the impression that she was just about to do so. She was sheer magic. She could change from one garment to another without ever exposing her body, or even her under-garments, creating an illusion of sensuality and femininity that was tantalizing to watch. I could not keep my eyes off her. And I suddenly realized that in spite of her small stature, she was no longer a little girl. She was a young woman and she knew it. And more than that, she was making it damned sure that I would know it too.

The ritual continued into the second week of June. I keeping my eyes on her more than on my books and she playing havoc with my furtive imagination. I finally decided I had to act. It was expected of me, I felt. I knew her name was Éva because I had heard her mother calling to her from inside. I had no idea though what her surname was. So writing a letter and sending it by post was out of the question. So was sending flowers or calling her name out across the road. It did not dawn on me at that stage that I could have asked Auntie Piri to help me find out her name. I was racking my brain, trying to figure out how I could contact her without the whole neighbourhood witnessing my efforts, when I hit on a risky idea. I would have to write a note and somehow throw it across the road through her window to land at her feet. Yes, but how? Paper, even rolled into a hard ball could not be thrown with any kind of accuracy across that distance. It had to be wrapped around something more substantial. A brick? A stone?  Hardly! These could cause damage to glass or furniture, or - God forbid - even to her. What then? I was rummaging through my collection of junk to find an answer. Surely, when you look hard the answer is there. My button-football team. The reserves of course, I could hardly be expected to sacrifice my star players for such a dicey venture.

And so the note was written in my best handwriting:


"Dear Éva,


I have watched you from afar growing from a little girl into a beautiful young lady. Now watching you from afar is such sweet agony, I can no longer contain myself.


Would you please, please give me an opportunity to meet you and allow me to make your acquaintance?


Hopefully yours,


Peter"

Than wrapping it around the well built reserve centre-half, I kissed it and threw it across the road. This was the one and only time in my life I kissed a centre-half. It worked.  It landed with a clank right at her feet... at the first attempt. I was so surprised at my lucky throw I nearly fainted. She looked up directly at me before bending to pick it up. She knew damned well were it came from, just as if she was expecting it.

She read the note and then without the slightest hesitation leaned out of her window and yelled across to me:


- 'Can you meet me tomorrow at five in front?'

There, the whole street must have heard it. So much for discretion. Lucky for me that it was dark. Nobody could see my face burning.


- 'Yes, thank you...see you at five. Good night.'

I beat a hasty retreat, excited, elated; I needed privacy now to contemplate my good fortune.

The following day was Erzsi's day as well. If I were to play with her, I would never get myself together to meet Éva. It usually took me hours to regain my composure after our little romps; I just could not face the prospect of meeting another girl straight after 'getting off' the first one. I had to avoid Erzsi.  So straight after school I went to Auntie Piri for lunch. As ever she was labouring over her stove. She looked surprised. Twice a week I missed lunch and went for dinner on some false pretence, and those days were regular. This was not my regular lunch day.


- 'So what ill wind brought you here this hour?' - she asked with raised eyebrows. - 'You were not expected for lunch today.'

I leaped on a chair - with the intended grace of a ballet dancer, but which turned out to be the gracefulness of a clown wearing baggy trousers, jumping on the trampoline - and removing an imaginary hat, I swept it across my chest whilst executing a chivalrous deep bow.


- 'Dear Lady of mercy to my hunger-torn stomach, wouldst thou deny thy favour to a miserable beggar falling prostrate before thee. Or must I remove myself from thy shining countenance and beat retreat with broken heart and rumbling belly?  Couldst thou commit such cruelty?' - I acted like a real pro in front of an audience. She was visibly impressed.


- 'So you want lunch? Why can't you say it in plain Hungarian?' - she said simply.

Or was she visibly impressed? 


- 'I am famished' - I sighed - 'what's cooking?' - and went to the stove to take a peek. 


- 'Ah Goulash soup' - I exclaimed - 'what delight!'


- 'This was intended for tomorrow' - she protested - 'I was planning pancakes for tonight. The soup won't be ready for another half an hour.'


- 'I can wait that long, and eat the soup and the pancakes together.'


- 'You greedy little pig, first of all you were not supposed to be here until half past six tonight, now you want lunch and dinner together, what next?'


- 'A kiss, my darling, on your rosy cheeks' - I jumped up and kissed her on both cheeks several times.


- 'Away with you, you cheeky little sod' - she admonished me tenderly - 'you cannot get around me so easily.'


- 'So why don't you loose a little weight? A few inches off your waist, and I bet I could get around you' - I replied. 

She hit me on the head with her wooden spoon; I suppose I deserved it.


- 'You still owe me an explanation. How come you are here now?' - she cross-examined me.


- 'Oh my Lady of the wooden spoon' - I play-acted again - 'thou wouldst not believe me if I were to say that I am about to meet an angel at five o'clock.'


-  'Really?' - she exclaimed - 'and who is this unlucky fallen angel? Do I know her?'


- 'As a matter of fact you probably do' - I enthused - 'she lives on the third floor in this block and her name is Éva. She is a peach! She is an angel! She is beautiful and I am going to marry her.'


- 'Mazzeltov! Does she know it yet?'


- 'No! Does she have to? Isn't it enough if I do?' - I enquired.


- 'Mm' - she conceded - 'it's enough. Now you don't even have to meet her. The matter is settled. You are going to marry her. And what will she be doing at the same time?'


- 'Well she could either sleep through it in typical Jewish wife fashion or pretend to have a headache. What do you think Auntie Piri?'


- 'What do I think? She won't have to pretend, that's what I think. One look at you is enough to give anyone a headache!'


- 'Oh cruel woman!' - I cried - 'not content to torture my stomach, you are now breaking my heart. Can we eat yet?'


- 'Well, how many pancakes would you like?'


- 'How many are you planning to do?'


- 'I asked you first, how many can you eat? After the soup that is.'


- 'Oh about fifty will do, until tonight. I shall come back and eat the rest later.' - I jested.


- 'I'll give you fifty, but you are not leaving here until you've eaten them all.' - she threatened.


- 'That's a deal' - I yelled - 'let's start them rolling!'

She proceeded to prepare fifty pancakes rolled and filled with apricot jam, whilst I sat down and ate the soup and then watched me with astonishment and total disbelief as I demolished all fifty of them. When I had finished, she shook her head and said:


- 'Now you don't even have to marry your angel. You can bear and deliver your own baby.'

Odd she should say that. That was just exactly how I felt at that moment. Very pregnant. And very nauseated. Having played for time and looked for an excuse in order to avoid meeting Erzsi, I found myself in a very delicate condition - through my own boastful stupidity - that made the outcome of my impending meeting with Éva very uncertain indeed. 

When I left Auntie Piri it was nearly four o'clock. I decided not to use the lift. Climbing the stairs to the fifth floor would help digest the pancakes, I thought. Instead I was out of breath by the time I reached the second floor. On turning to the next flight of stairs I bumped into Erzsi on her way down. My face was already red from the pancakes and climbing, so my embarrassment could not show.


- 'Where have you been?' - she stopped, asking pointedly.


- 'Oh we got detained' - I lied - 'I was running all the way.' 

 As I was out of breath, I thought my excuse would sound feasible.


- 'What for?' - she said in a sullen voice - 'I did not miss you.'


- 'Why? Don't you like me any more?' - I tried to sound like the injured party.


- 'What has that got to do with it? Anyway do you expect me to confess love for you?  Or what?' - she sounded annoyed.


- 'Well you could do worse' - I replied - 'after all we are almost married.'

Her face turned red, as she stared at me angrily and for a minute I thought she was going to slap my face. Instead she burst out in a short nervous laugh.


- 'You stupid little boy' - she said as she tried to brush me aside. I grabbed her arm and pulled her towards me.


- 'Let me go' - she hissed at me.


- 'Erzsi, please' - I begged - 'I am sorry'. 


- 'Sorry? Do you know the meaning of the word? Are the likes of you ever sorry for anything? And anyway, what is there to be sorry about, I told you I did not miss you.' - she insisted. -  'Now can I go? It's getting late.'


- 'Please' - I begged again - 'don't go in a huff. I really am sorry.'

The expression on her face softened. There was an enigmatic smile on her lips now, as she looked me in the eyes.


- 'What are we quarrelling about?' - she asked finally - 'we are just friends after all, not lovers.'


- 'In that case, we can part with a kiss, can't we' - I asked expectantly.


- 'Why not?' - she consented - 'no harm in a kiss between friends.' - But she turned her face away as I was about to try to kiss her on the lips. 


- 'See you in two days time' - and she ran down the stairs.

I sat down on the stairs and sighed. Partly in relief, partly in sorrow, and partly out of exhaustion. The pancakes were lying heavily on my stomach. And my conscience was not all that clear either.

I had another hour to get ready, but was not too keen now somehow to spend time in front of the mirror. I could not face looking myself in the eyes. So I changed into a clean outfit, deliberately trying to avoid looking in the mirror. But just before I left - still feeling quite full, but less nauseous from the pancakes and more so from my own behaviour - I glanced at my mirror image. And I could not resist pushing my tongue out at the rogue I saw there. I owed that much to Erzsi.

I was at the entrance to the block of flats opposite at five minutes to five. It turned out to be a stupid thing to do. Not many of the girls I dated were ever on time and this one certainly was no exception. She was fifteen minutes late, which meant I had to wait twenty minutes - on a full stomach. By the time she arrived I was almost ready to change my mind. She finally appeared, wearing a light flower patterned cotton summer dress and I was glad I had not changed my mind after all. She looked gorgeous. Petite, slim, fresh complexion, short brown hair, an impishly lovely face and deep brown burning eyes under long eyelashes. My heart missed a beat then started bumping like an out of tune engine.


- 'Servus' - I said holding out my hand for a handshake - 'my name is Peter Oszmann. I am very glad to have this chance of meeting you.'


- 'Servus' - she replied - 'my name is Éva Hadházi and likewise.'

So far so good - I thought - but what next. I became totally tongue-tied. I was thinking hard what to say next.


- 'Shall we walk towards the Island' - she broke the silence.


- 'Fine with me' - I answered.

As we started to walk towards the Körút I suddenly noticed, that she had a little canvas shoulder bag, the kind people used for carrying their swimming gear in. Odd - I thought - surely she is not contemplating swimming, but I did not say a word. I did not have to. She started talking - nay bubbling  - and did not stop for a second. That I cannot recollect a single word of that conversation now, would be excusable and understandable after so many years. But what was remarkable - and something I remember about that afternoon with absolute clarity was - that I could not recollect a single word she uttered fifteen minutes after we parted and that was pretty unusual for me in those days.  Perhaps I was not paying attention, perhaps it was the effect of the pancakes, perhaps I was too overwhelmed by the occasion, perhaps what she said was just too much and not very significant, who knows. Suddenly I found myself standing opposite her outside the main entrance to the National Swimming Stadium on Margaret Island.


- 'I am going in for a swimming practice' - she declared - 'would you like to join me?


- 'Brilliant' - I thought - 'naturally I shall swim by your side with swan like grace... Hang on!... How graceful can a swan be swimming in underpants?... Well I shall have to do it naked then... That could create some stir to talk about later... What an introduction to an angel!... Mind you, probably nobody would even notice me, as I would surely drown in the first minute from the sheer weight of those blessed pancakes...'


- 'Sorry' - I apologized with some considerable embarrassment - 'I must have missed what you said last night, I have no swimming gear with me.'


- 'You could hire a swimming trunk' - she suggested.


- 'Oh I like to, but I have a slight ear infection, and my doctor would tell me off' - I lied. I could not have confessed that for one thing I probably did not have enough money on me to get in and hire and even if I did, I would never consider wearing hired swimming trunks; as for the pancakes, what could I say about that?


- 'Well then' - she said - 'I am afraid we have to say goodbye for now, as I am going in with those friends' - and she pointed to a group of youngsters, boys and girls standing and waiting just inside the hall.  - 'Would you like to meet me here tomorrow afternoon at six?'


- 'Sure, why not' - I thought to myself, having visions of her swimming continuously for twenty four hours from now, allowing me the privilege of collecting tomorrow what was left of her to carry home on my back. - 'Great way to start a relationship.'


- 'Six o’clock? Yes I suppose so' - I answered.


- 'Thank you' - she said - 'it was fun. See you tomorrow then.'

- 'Servus' - I said, thinking hard where and how I had missed the fun she was talking about. 

Then, watching her going inside to join her friends, I finally turned and started walking back slowly. All the way home I tried hard to recall at least the gist of her chatter. I was miserably unsuccessful. I was about as elated as a party balloon six days after the party. Somehow the whole thing did not seem to make sense to me. This is not the way I imagined our first meeting and I could not blame the turn of events on eating too many pancakes. Unless the whole thing was just a bad dream caused by indigestion. Well, it started to feel that way as I slowly made my way home. By the time I got to our front door, it would have been an enthusiastic overstatement talking about me having a deflated ego. The truth was I had no ego left to speak about. However, much to my surprise I realized that my stomach was rumbling. I knew I should have felt full and still nauseated, but to my utter amazement I felt hungry. After some hesitation, I turned, ran down the stairs and across the street. Perhaps it was not so much the hunger for food, but rather the hunger for company that drove me across. I knocked on Auntie Piri's door. They were all sitting around the kitchen table, Uncle Béla, Sanyi, Marika and Ibolya. Little Gyuri was presumably tucked up in bed fast asleep.


- 'Romeo has arrived' - she announced me to the others inside - 'how was your angel?  Are you two married yet and can we start a collection for nappies?'


- 'It was not so much a going forth to multiply, rather going forth to drown... in a pool of water passed by others.' - I replied plainly.


- 'Which means you are ready for another fifty pancakes' - she said with a touch of mockery in her voice.


- 'Have a heart' - I begged - 'I don't think I could possibly cope with more then ten.'


- 'Ah' - she acknowledged - 'your heart is broken, but your stomach is alive and well. Regretfully however, as we were not expecting you back tonight - and incidentally, this is the second time today we were not expecting you Sir - you have to make do with sandwiches. All the pancakes are spoken for.'


- 'Just as well' - I thought - 'it would be tempting providence to have more of those pancakes.' 


- 'So?' - Uncle Béla turned towards me with expectation - 'are we going to hear the adventures of the greatest lover in town?'

I sighed. I was not really in the mood for comedy now, but I knew that it was expected of me. So I took a long low bow, then standing on a chair I began:


- 'My Lords, Ladies and Gentlemen pray give me your ears, minds and hearts to hear the story of a poor besotted lover jilted mercilessly by the angel of his dreams...'  - I slowly related my story, spiced with jokes that I thought up on the spur of the moment. 

I had a grateful captive audience, listening to every word I uttered, rewarding me with laughter and their undivided attention and I entertained them like a court-jester. I felt tears welling up inside me as I started, but as my imagination ran ahead of me and related the tallest story I could possibly invent and watched the faces of the five adults light up as they listened intently to my monologue, I slowly started to forget my own misery. The evening ended up on a full stomach and a high note, all of us feeling jolly and relaxed.

As I said good night to Auntie Piri at the door on my way out, she kissed me and said:


- 'You know young man even the purest, most angelic angels are capable of breaking a heart or two, if you let them. The secret is, not to let them do so.'


- 'How?' - I asked eagerly.


- 'By breaking theirs for instance'. - she replied simply.

I thought long and hard about what she said that evening, sitting on the balcony in complete darkness, waiting - unsuccessfully - to get a glimpse of my angel through the window. I gave up the vigil by midnight. I made no resolution about breaking hearts. I realized that this angel did not break my heart anyway. My heart, broken and bleeding still belonged to that other Éva. And even an angel - called Éva by some quirk of fate - could not possibly break an already broken heart.  With that reassurance, I could go to bed and sleep - not with an angel - but like an angel.

Next day I was out from school early - there were only a few days left now to the end of the school year - and went straight to Auntie Piri for lunch. I avoided Peter; I needed a little time to be on my own.

- 'Good news lover' - Auntie Piri announced as she opened the door - 'there is a love note waiting for you here.'

Gyuri grabbed my hand and started dragging me inside.


- 'Come play with me' - he insisted.


- 'Hang on buster' - I protested - 'let me read this letter first.' 

Inside the small sealed envelope, there was a short note scribbled with pencil on a torn piece of ruled paper:


" I am not coming home at six. If you have time, meet me in front of the swimming pool at four, if you can't, I shall whistle up to you around five.  Éva"

How poetic, I thought. The angel seemed to have had clay feet and wings of an ostrich.... 


- 'So, what's the good news?' - enquired Auntie - 'does she love you passionately after all?'


- 'It would seem so' - I said - 'after all I am irresistible even to angels. But I am not quite sure whether she is expecting me to wear a swim-suit.'


- ' Wear it by all means if you want to get arrested.'


- 'Come and play with me' - nagged Gyuri.


- 'Listen chum, I have to meet an angel at four o'clock, and I had better get home and put my wings on' - I teased him.


- 'Are you going to fly?'  - he asked with wide eyes.


- 'But of course' - I replied  - 'you cannot meet an angel on the ground, you have to fly to the clouds to meet her.'


- 'Can I come too?' - he enquired.


- 'Have you got wings?' -


- 'No, can I borrow yours?'


- 'No you can't. It would be too big for you for a start and any way two of us cannot use the same wings at the same time.' - I tried to put him off.


- 'But I want to come with you' - he was near to tears now.

- 'If you really want to come with me, I had better go and find you a pair of wings. Can you wait for me here and I'll come back with a pair of small size wings and than we can both fly to meet the angel.'  

This seemed to do the trick. He agreed to wait. Just as well, it could have been a difficult task to pacify him.

I arrived at the swimming pool a little before four o’clock and to my surprise; I did not have to wait more than ten minutes this time. She came out with a boy, seemingly older than I. She introduced us and then they said good-bye kissing as they did so. Admittedly not with great passion. But they kissed!  As he walked away turning back, waving with a broad smile at her and shouting: 


- 'See you tomorrow.' - 

I thought: 


- 'What is she trying to prove? What's next? Where is this leading to?'


- 'Have you time?' - she asked - 'can we walk on the Island a little before going home?'


- 'Sure' - I jumped at the idea - 'I have all the time in the word. I am single, unattached and willing.'

That put a smile on her face. She was positively beautiful when she smiled.


- 'Well tell me about yourself' - she asked.


- 'What would you like to know? I am seventeen and a half, a male, unmarried, no children to support, other than that, there is not a lot to tell.' - I replied.


- 'Surely there is more to it, you seem to be a very lonely and very serious boy' - she stated. - 'Last time we met you never even smiled once. You look a lot more pleasant when you smile.  Don't you believe in fun?'


- 'Oh yes I do' - I answered - 'but never on a full stomach.'


- 'What?' - she looked puzzled.

So I told her about the fifty pancakes. She could hardly stop laughing. And I could not take my eyes off her. She was fresh as a breath of spring and the sound of her laughter was like the sound of crystal bells to my ears. Oh yes, given time I could positively fall in love with her. Her laughter dissolved my inhibitions and we chatted freely and laughed a lot as we walked through the romantic ruins of the old monastery, where the young Princes Margit
 lived out her short tragic life and died.  We walked for about an hour, before we made our way slowly home. As we turned the corner before reaching our street, she suddenly stopped and turned towards me. Her eyes were wide, deep and shining as she stood there expectantly reaching up towards me for a kiss. I was taken aback.  It was one thing to get close physical contact with Erzsi on our first meeting. That was all right as far as I was concerned. I had no intention of falling in love with her. But now, I had every intention of falling in love with this little angel. In my own good time. I did not want to rush it or spoil it with a kiss on the second meeting. Oh yes, I wanted to kiss her, desperately, but only when I was ready, in the right circumstances, in the right place at the right time. Not like this, not on the street in broad daylight in front of strangers.

 I suppose, my face must have betrayed my feelings, for Éva's expression of expectancy changed to an expression of anger and disappointment.


- 'Don't you believe in kissing? Don't you like me?' - she asked angrily


- 'I... I...' - I suddenly stuttered feeling confused, embarrassed and angry - 'I don't believe in kissing a girl before I have a chance of knowing her well enough. I like you, I like you very much, but... but... oh hell... Why can't we meet a few times and become friends first?'


- 'I thought we were already friends' - she sounded dejected - 'how long does it take for you to decide whether you like someone?'


- 'I don't know, why don't we give it a chance?' - I felt confused and angry, more with myself now than with her. I really liked her and I just could not account for my own stupidity. - 'Can I meet you tomorrow?'


- 'Yes I suppose if you still want to' - she said, but there was some uncertainty in her voice as she turned and started to walk away from me. - 'Meet me at five at the swimming pool' - and she went without turning back or waving good-bye.

I just stood there watching her disappear through the doorway into the block of flats and I felt like kicking myself. I sprinted home and dashed up the flights of steps to the fifth floor clearing three steps at a time. I arrived home hot, angry and frustrated.  

- 'What kind of an idiot am I?   My dreams - even my waking ones - are full of desires, I fantasize about laying girls by the dozen, and when a real flesh and blood girl asks for a kiss, I fumble and step back.' 

I went straight to my room and stopped angrily in front of the mirror.


- 'Mirror mirror on the wall, who is the stupidest of them all?' - The angry red face staring at me, with hair flying in all directions suddenly made me laugh. I pulled my comb out of my back pocket and started to rearrange the tousled locks. I stepped nearer to the mirror and stared straight into the eyes.


- 'Mmm... eyes not bad' - I said reassuringly whilst starting to scrutinize the rest of the features. 


- 'Lower lip too thick, teeth crooked, the nose... my God!' - I stepped back hastily. 

I decided that the head was too elongated, almost like an egg, the hair was just like a mop and the odd pimples on the face, strategically placed to fill the gaps between the budding facial hair, were doing nothing to improve the overall appearance.


- 'Perhaps the rest of the body would make up for the disadvantages of the face'  - I thought to myself.


- 'No.... definitely not.' - I took my shirt off and stared hard at the thin hollow-chested framework of the upper torso. 

The shoulders were droopy, ribs showing through everywhere tight under the pale skin, the arms long and thin, and the few fluffs of hair on one shoulder and just over the sternum really looked pathetic. I started to flex the biceps of my right arm. I looked hard and encouragingly at the mirror image, whilst I felt my face getting redder and redder from the effort. Where the biceps should have been, the thin flesh was irresponsive to the signal from the brain. Lets face it; there was just no muscle to respond. And could that be because there was no brain either to send the signal?


- 'Adonis, oh Adonis' - I said self mockingly - 'how come you're so ugly?' 

I made one more effort to look manly. I took a deep breath, expanding the chest to almost bursting, raised both arms in triumphant salute, than started banging my rib cage like a demented gorilla.

When I could no longer hold my breath, I deflated my chest and together with it my whole ego.


- 'Me Tarzan, you Jane' - I winked at the mirror, blowing a loving kiss to the pathetic image within its frame.

A quiet, bubbling little giggle echoing through the room, made me turn sharply on my heels. There behind the half open bathroom door, with nothing more than a fluffy towel wrapped around her still wet body stood Erzsi laughing. My face went so red I could almost hear the skin sizzling. Going through the other room on my way in, rather than my usual way through the bathroom, I never realized that she was there.

This was not her regular day, and it was much - much later than her usual time. What was she doing here today?  She had obviously seen and heard my stupid little double act with my own mirror image. How embarrassing! She just stood there, her hair damp, her bare skin still glistening with water, wrapped in the flimsy towel, a broad, teasing, come on- get me - smile on her face. And I too just stood there with my heart thumping against my ribs with such vehemence, that I thought it would jump through my chest-wall. After a short spell standing there staring at each other, which seemed an eternity, she casually walked by me, sat down on my sofa bed, with her left palm turned beckoningly towards me as her hand lay on the mattress, suggesting an open invitation.


- 'Playtime!' - I yelled joyfully and threw myself on top of her. She grabbed me with both arms, and our bodies locked into a wild frenzied tangle. One minute I was on top, the next minute she was laying on top of me, almost suffocating me with her embrace. The damp, well worn Turkish towel that hugged her body a minute ago slipped off as we wrestled and hugged and fought for a short lived tactical supremacy. The game, as ever, was played out according to unwritten, but strict rules. Touching, playful kissing and biting, grabbing, pinching, tickling, and caressing any part of the body was perfectly permissible, sex was not. The rule was hers. The pain it caused in the groin was entirely mine. There was no time limit set; the game would go on until both of us got exhausted. Then she would lock my body between her strong legs, our bodies gently swaying in a rhythm. Then silence. Just pounding hearts and heavy breathing. And bliss. My cup of joy was overflowing... but regretfully and embarrassingly, that would leave a telltale mark.

When we disentangled our bodies, still flushed with the heat of excitement, she sat up, her back against the wall, still panting. I backed slightly away from her, sitting cross-legged on the bed, hot and dishevelled. She made no effort to cover herself again with the towel, and I could just sit there, looking admiringly at her firm body. She had never looked so beautiful - I thought - as some kind of warm pride flushed through my whole being. She sat there almost motionless only her chest heaving, with an enigmatic smile on her lips.


- 'I have to go' - she said suddenly - 'it's getting late and Karcsi is going to ask some awkward questions.'

She made a move to pick up the towel, but I quickly pulled it away from her and sat on it.


- 'Don't be so silly, I really have to go' - she said without any anger in her voice. 

I leaned forward towards her and buried my face in her cleavage grabbing her shoulders.


- 'Don't go' - I begged - 'I'm so lonely.'

She gently lifted my chin with her hand and blew a fleeting kiss on the tip of my nose.


- 'I have to go; you wouldn't want me to get into trouble now. Would you? And your Grandpa will be home any moment now, and what will he have to say if he sees us like this?' 

I looked deep into her eyes.  


- 'Erzsi, I have no luck with girls, what's the matter with me?' - I asked.

She threw her head back with a quiet giggle and shook her hair. Then leaning forward, she gently pulled my face with both hands towards her face. Her lips, soft, moist and quaveringly tender were now enveloping mine. This was no part of the usual game. I was paralysed from top to toe as I melted into her kiss. Then still holding my cheeks with both hands she slowly pushed my face away and looked into my eyes. It was just like looking into a bottomless lake. I felt dizzy and powerless.


- 'There is nothing the matter with you,'  - she said softly and looking almost lovingly at me she added - 'you are too much like a gentleman.'

My face flushed again with embarrassment as I sat up, and then looking back at her eyes and face my hands moved as if they were under some strange compulsive spell. I picked up the towel and wrapped it around her body. She smiled at me, shook her hair around again and said in a whisper:


- 'What did I tell you? Too much like a gentleman.' - she ran into the bathroom and quickly started to dress. 

I watched her, trembling all over in my body and it took all my self-control not to run in to grab her again.

She blew a kiss towards me and left. Suddenly it felt as if the sky had fallen in on me. I felt confused, devastated, and lonely. I was fighting back my tears. I jumped up and ran after her. I caught up with her between the first and second floor. She looked up with surprise written all over her face.



- 'Erzsi' - I burst out - 'I love you.'

She stood there as if her feet were rooted to the stairs. Her face and eyes were reminiscent of a clear lake reflecting the changing pattern of the cloudy sky above. I don't know, it may have been my imagination, or my vision may have been blurred from the tears I was fighting down, but I had the impression of her eyes being moist too. She finally moved, stepped up a couple of stairs and hugged me.


- 'Go back and have a cold shower' - she whispered - 'it will go. This is not love, and don't you ever believe it otherwise.' - She sat down on the stairs and pulled me down besides her putting her arm around my shoulders. - 'Listen to me, I know what love is, and what you feel towards me, or what I feel towards you or Karcsi is not the real thing. I like you very much, and I would even become your lover if I knew that it would help you, but you are far too weak and immature yet for this kind of relationship. I don't want you to get hurt. Not by me. Never.' - She turned towards me, held my face with both hands and kissed me gently on the lips. 


- 'Now go, and forget me. Go.' - and pushing me up the stairs, she ran down and out of my life. 

Forever. I never saw her again. She seemed to have disappeared from town without a trace. I could never figure out whether her presence on that day was a premeditated farewell, or everything just happened on the spur of the moment. I missed her terribly. I was prepared to have my heart broken by an angel, but I was not prepared to find myself wounded by a playmate.  I tried to find her, making discreet enquiries. All I could find out was that she had moved away from Budapest, breaking off her engagement to Karcsi.

The following day I received another short note from Éva breaking our date, saying that she would contact me the same evening. She did in fact call out my name, but I ignored it. I kept off the balcony. I just could not face her.

School finished at last on the seventeenth of that month and I sighed with relief. I passed the end of term assessment with a miserable below average pass-mark, but for me at that moment it was just enough. I could not care less. There was another year ahead of me to the last hurdle before leaving school and I was unconcerned about the future. I was not sure if there was any future anyway.  There were more pressing thoughts on my mind. Like what to do through the summer vacation. I had no idea what to do with myself for the holiday, but I resolved to go for long hikes and bicycle rides and try to forget about girls, women, females, anybody in a skirt. On the twentieth I received one more short note from Éva via Auntie Piri.


' Dear Peter, 


I find your behaviour towards me very peculiar. Please let me know as soon as possible the reason for your passive behaviour towards me, as "even the mother of a mute child could not understand the mute words uttered."  Éva.’

I left the note unanswered. Auntie Piri's words were echoing in my ears: 

- "Even the purest most angelic angels are capable of breaking a heart or two, if you let them. The secret is not to let them do so."  

I was having my revenge. Rightly or wrongly. Trying to break a heart or two myself. Selfishly and wrongly - I guess. I had no reason to behave this way. And I knew it. Only I was not big enough to do anything about it. I sulked like a spoiled child and wallowed in my own sorrow and self-pity, keeping my agony to myself. But that is the way of youth I suppose. And I suspect I never really managed to break a single heart. Except - perhaps - my own.

©  P. J. Oszmann

As I am still working on the full story, the story above cannot be regarded as complete.

Any constructive comments, suggestions – editorial, critical, or purely grammatical – would be most welcome and acknowledged with gratitude.

� Grand Boulevard


� Peter and I were members of the School’s Dramatic Society and our forte was comedy.


� Erzsi is the shortened nickname for Erzsėbet (Elisabeth)


� Kistarcsa, a small town, was notorious for its concentration camp, where thousands of innocent people were interned without trial, together with a small member of former Nazi collaborators.


� Pinocchio was a nickname we gave to Kovács.


� I called my stepfather Laci ba’. Ba’ is shortened for bácsi, meaning “uncle”. I refused to call him father.


� Meaning the Soviet Style Socialist/Communist System.


� Uncle Bėla was my stepfather’s younger brother


� Diapers


� All the notes from Ėva, quoted here in this story, are actual translations from her genuine originals, which I kept and still have.


� Daughter of King Bėla the Fourth. Margit Sziget (Margaret Island) is named after the Princes.
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