(1940. Ujpest. A northern suburb of Budapest, Hungary)

In April - May Norway and Denmark fell to the Germans. The German war machine was now poised to strike towards the lowlands.

Sunday 12 May 1940. My father’s 43rd birthday. The weather was perfect. A clear blue sky and pleasantly warm temperature. The lilac bushes in front of our flat were in full bloom and their intoxicating scent was hanging heavily in the air. My sisters - dressed in pretty frocks - arrived, together with uncle Elemér, aunt Klári, and the two boys. My grandma too joined us to celebrate father’s birthday. We sat outside under the lilac bush for the celebration lunch and the boys from the ambulance crew serenaded father when mother brought out the birthday cake. At the moment when their singing stopped, my mother nudged me on. I stood on a chair, apprehensively clutching a specially prepared present that I had made with some help from the nursery teacher.


- ‘Go on’ - mother encouraged me – ‘say your greeting.’

I hesitated, than clearing my throat and with a flushed face I began nervously reciting the little poem I was taught for the occasion:


- ‘Little Peter is standing here,


With a greeting for Apu
 to hear


May God bless you with long life and joy


So that you may love your son forever more.’

Instant public recognition as all my family clapped with great enthusiasm.

Father’s deep blue eyes reflected pride, joy and infinite love as he approached me to clutch me to his bosom.


- ‘Thank you my darling little son’ - he whispered tenderly – ‘this was the nicest birthday present I ever had. I am so happy.’

I was flushed with self-satisfaction and delight. He seemed genuinely happy and so was I.


- “...May God bless you with long life and joy


     So that you may love your son forever more.”...   

How could I have guessed that this was to be the last happy moment of my childhood?...

A few days later first the Netherlands, than Belgium collapsed under the Nazi jack-boot. By the end of the month allied forces were evacuating from Dunkirk as the Blitzkrieg was rapidly sweeping westward.

Early in June news arrived that uncle Elemér was feeling unwell. Father immediately went to visit him. He came back reassured.


- ‘I think it is just a mild cold or some other infection.’ - he declared.

Sunday June 9 1940. Another beautiful, warm, sunny day. Kati and uncle Sanyi and Grandma came to visit us early afternoon. They were all apprehensive about the news from France. The German army was closing in on Paris. Kati was gloomy and mother was crying. Father tried in vain to cheer them up. As he was unsuccessful with his verbal attempts, he decided to engage mother in a little harmless horseplay. He started tickling her. Mother was determined not to get cheered up and instead of going into hysterical chuckling - as was her normal reaction on such previous occasions - she started screaming at father.


- ‘Leave me alone, don’t fool around!’ - she screeched.

Father would not let go.


- ‘I’ll make you laugh if it’s the last thing I do.’ - he declared.

Mother continued screaming, whilst father was trying to get her to laugh with more tickling.

I stood near the door to our flat watching the events unfold. I had seen it all before. I felt sure that mother would eventually start crumbling and would end creased up with laughter. But somehow on this occasion she resisted. She was in no mood for horseplay. On the verge of half crying half laughing she called out to me.


- ‘Peter help!’ - she yelled.

Normally I would ignore such request. On all previous such occasions I always assisted father rather than her, much to her annoyance. On this occasion - against my true inclination - I acted with chivalry. I dashed forward and boxed father in the tummy. To my utter surprise and alarm he immediately stopped and white in the face he doubled up in visible pain.


- ‘My little son’ - he sighed in agony – ‘you’ve done it...’

He sat down holding his hand against his tummy. I was panic stricken and full of remorse. I never intended to hurt him. I never thought that my small fists could inflict any harm or pain. My mother seemed full of concern too.


- ‘Imre what’s the matter’ - she enquired with great apprehension in her voice – ‘don’t fool around.’ 


- ‘Nothing’ - father waved dismissively – ‘I’ll be all right in a moment.’

I walked up to him to hug him.


- ‘I am sorry Apuci’
 - whispered in a trembling voice – ‘I did not mean to...’


- ‘It’s all right’ - he reassured me – ‘no harm’s done.’

There was something in his voice and posture however that contradicted what he said.

I did not sleep well that night. I dreamt that he was taken away in an ambulance. When I woke, his bed was empty. There was nothing unusual about that; there were lots of occasions when he had to go to work early. Yet I felt uneasy. Mother’s bed was empty too. I climbed out of bed and headed to the kitchen. Teri was sitting at the kitchen table; no sign of mother. Now I knew something was wrong. Panic gripped me, but I quietly approached Teri and asked:


- ‘Where is Apu and Anyu?
’

Teri picked me up and set me on her lap.


- ‘Your father was not feeling too well, so your mummy took him to the hospital to see a doctor there.’ - she said in a quiet reassuring manner.

An ice-cold fear gripped me. I never knew my father even sneeze, let alone feel unwell.  We lived in an ambulance station, full of doctors. If my father was taken to hospital it must be serious. I slipped off Teri’s lap and went back to my bed. She followed me, but never said another word. I climbed back into the bed and pulled the cover over my head. I just wanted to shut reality out of my life. I wanted to cry, but I could not. Neither could I get back to sleep. I just lay there full of trepidation.

Around midday my mother arrived. One look at her face told me the full story. I knew I should be crying... I still could not... 

She picked me up, gave me a hug and quietly started to dress me.


- ‘Apu is in hospital.’ - she said eventually in a trembling voice – ‘I shall take you to see him in the afternoon.’

I stiffened. My feelings of fear, guilt for causing him pain the day before and foreboding was so overpowering I did not want to go to the hospital to see him. I loved him... and I had this awful premonition that this would be the last time… I did not want it to happen...

If I did not go to see him than it could not be the last time... Oh please God!...

Mother literally had to drag me to the hospital. We entered the single bedroom. Father - with ashen face - was almost lost amongst the white bed linen.

Mother had physically to push me towards his bed. I resisted every centimetre on the way. But when my father’s hand touched my head, my resistance crumbled. We did not stay long and I hardly uttered a word.


- ‘Be a good little boy and look after Anyu for me.’ - said father before we left as he kissed my forehead.

I nodded my head quietly, kissed him on the cheek and was glad that the visit was over. My mind could not function properly. I was in a panic stricken daze. I did not want this to be the last kiss... If I had not been there it could not have happened...

The next day, when mother suggested another visit, I screamed... I did not want to go. I overheard conversations; I knew that they were going to operate on father the following day. He had acute cholecystitis
. It was serious... 

Mother relented. She left me with Teri at her place for the afternoon. Jancsi Schmutzler was there. We played button-football all afternoon. I could not concentrate. I lost every game... It did not matter...

The following morning mother left early for the hospital and Grandma took me to the nursery. I had never seen my grandmother so apprehensive before. I was told that I would be collected in the afternoon. Normally I only stayed in nursery for the morning. Time seemed to drag on that day. It was the 12th of June. The longest, darkest day of my life...

The other kids were busy playing in the garden. I sat alone most of the day on a bench outside. I hardly touched my sandwiches. I had no appetite. We were just lined up in pairs to go inside when my grandma arrived. It was about four o’clock in the afternoon. One glimpse of her agitated ashen face as she entered through the gate... and I knew...


- ‘My father died.’ - I said to the little boy standing next to me... and I could not shed a single tear… 

My entire world collapsed... there was nothing to cry for... there was nothing to cry with... Why... when the sun goes out and darkness descends on the world, what’s the use of tears?... I lost my father... I lost the centre of my Universe... The very foundation of my life, my love was no more... I lost everything... Who could cry now into a dark empty void?... 

Not I... oh dear God... Not I...
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�Apu= Daddy


� Apuci= endearing nickname for Apu= Father


� Anyu= Mother


�Cholecystitis = Inflammation of the gall-bladder





