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Foreword


Jonathan Sklar


This is a marvellous book! The author's deconstruction of the personage ‘Peter Pan’ reveals not only the adventures but also the profound trials and tribulations of a child-adult who has chosen to live in Neverland rather than confront the limits of reality. Three stories intermingle, versions of Peter Pan, the biography of James Matthew Barrie, and extracts from the life of the author-psychoanalyst. Through the interlacing of these story lines, one is gradually led from the ‘great adventure’ of the ‘young, innocent and heartless boy’ smiling with his baby teeth, to the vortex of childhood trauma.


The reader is buffeted by intense yearning, wells of desire, and pain, discovering the emotional consequences of life lived in the shadows of tragedy. At times the simple prose reminds us of the hidden flair of Saint-Exupéry's Le Petit Prince. As ‘little wisdoms’ emerge, we, the reader, are surprised to encounter our own children, our own parents, and even ourselves as children with the tribulations of ‘growing up’.


Time is that of the psyche, of free association moving backwards and forwards. The story of Peter Pan intermingles with vignettes from the author's psychoanalytic practice as well as from her own wounded childhood. This is a brave book to write, as it is to read. The light innocent story, full of adventures through the eyes of Peter Pan, darkens as we discover the hidden secrets of James Matthew Barrie and how he is condemned to search for his lost childhood through the children of others. Is he at times Captain Hook, capturing innocent babes with his iron hand and crooked smile? The crocodile is always close, ticking away with a clock inside, just as death is ever-present in reality but denied in the fantasy of Neverland where no one ever grows up, and all inhabitants move unceasingly in the same direction.


This psychoanalytic book is a profound meditation on the use of stories to explore the hidden phantasy structures as metaphors for understanding the psychological processes of growing up. It also illustrates how traumatic this process of maturation can be when impacted by tragedies not only personal but historical. Wars, plagues, and natural disasters have had enormous influence on the individual and social psyche and its evolution through time. What will be the effects of COVID-19 on a generation of children today, given its isolation and destructiveness throughout families and society, together with the existential threats of global warming?


The original book, Peter Pan ou l'enfant triste, was published in France by Calmann-Lévy in 1992. A second edition came out in 2005 with continuous sales today. Kathleen Kelley-Lainé has written a tour de force and its publication in English by Phoenix is to be congratulated.











CHAPTER 1


Peter Pan is born


Mummy, did you know how to fly when you were little?’ The question seemed to come out of the blue, but my son's face was earnest. When I was a child I had my own vital questions: ‘If I wasn't I, who would I be?’ ‘If I wasn't here, where would I be?’ I answered him, ‘Yes, my darling, I did know how to fly.’ Perhaps circumstances forced me to learn and never to forget the art of flying, of soaring over life's tragedies until they became so small as to disappear from sight. I dreamt of ‘Once upon a time, was there ever a time, perhaps there was never a time’. All Hungarian fairy tales open with these magic words.


Like Peter Pan, who flew out the window shortly after his birth to avoid growing up, I made ‘nowhere’ my home, and ‘Neverland’ my universe. I suppose that I met Peter Pan rather early in life, maybe on the day I was born when my father first held me in his arms and ordained me with his most intimate wishes: ‘Here is Doctor Kanitz Katalin!’


Words pronounced upon the heads of newborn babes are always heavy with meaning; they can sometimes be so important as to determine the entire life of a person. Was it the word ‘doctor’ that frightened me enough to make me fly away to Kensington Gardens, just like baby Peter Pan? Or more likely the weight of my father's dreams behind those famous words must have borne heavily upon my cradle. Nevertheless, I didn't move. After all, I had just arrived, a tired little thing having survived the adventure of birth, and the warmth of his hands felt good; those hands that were to become so very important for me. Peter, on the other hand, was absolutely convinced that babies are birds before they are born, and that he could still remember how to fly, which is why he decided to slip out of the window without any hesitation…


Like a bird


Well, Peter Pan climbed onto the window-sill from where he could see the tops of the trees, certainly those of Kensington Gardens. He immediately forgot that he was a little boy in a nightdress, and away he flew, right over the houses to the Gardens. It was extraordinary that he could fly without wings, even though he felt a terrible itch between his shoulders where normally wings were placed. Who knows, perhaps we all could fly if we were as convinced as Peter Pan was that evening. The advantage of such power is that it offers the possibility of travelling through time; grown-ups, however, don't dare take the risk of soaring around like Peter Pan for fear of falling backwards, into Neverland.


Peter landed so successfully in the Gardens that his first reaction was to lie on his back and wriggle his legs in the air. He had already forgotten that he was a human being and honestly thought he was a bird. He could have answered my first question immediately: ‘If I wasn't me, who would I be?’ ‘A bird!’


The assurance of one's ability to fly is often accompanied by a certain lightness of being that facilitates all sorts of dislocations. In principle, when a baby is firmly held in its mother's arms, a comforting sensation of gravity installs itself together with the reassuring impression of becoming a ‘me’. Gradually the wings fall off; the baby gains weight and sufficient confidence to start its journey in time without wanting to constantly look back. This conviction of ‘being’ is accompanied by the capacity to feel and to love.


In fact, one wonders whether Peter Pan felt anything at all upon his arrival in the Gardens. For example, he had to watch the fairies carry their pails to milk the cows before he realised that he was thirsty. He therefore flew over to the Round Pond with the intention of plunging in his beak, but of course it was only his nose! He did succeed, however, in sipping a little bit of water, but it was not as refreshing as usual. Then he tried a puddle, and fell right into it.


When a real bird falls into water, he spreads out his feathers and pecks them dry, but Peter could not remember what to do and decided rather sulkily to go to sleep on the weeping-beech in the Baby Walk where sad children go to have a good cry.


A little later terrible noises woke him, but as is often the case with very ‘light’ individuals he was unable to locate where the sounds were coming from. Were they inside or outside his body? In reality he ignored the fact that the terrible noises were his very own sneezes.


He desired something so very much, he knew he wanted it with all his might, but he could not figure out what it was. What he really wanted was for his mother to blow his nose, but since he ignored that fact he decided to consult the fairies.


Babies, not having acquired significant weight in their mother's arms, or for whom the sensation of ‘being’ was interrupted by a tragic event, risk becoming lost children condemned to fly around in Time searching for a piece of their lost childhood.


It is often the case that a lost child, in the effort not to cry over his or her lost childhood, will lose the capacity to feel; from then on, there is no telling what comes from inside or outside. Like Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens, he is obliged to ask someone, for example, a fairy, to tell him what is happening.


I once met a little boy who was terribly sad at having lost his childhood, even though no one suspected he was lost, or that he had lost his childhood. He never stopped drawing aeroplanes, always the same ones. On one occasion, despite shaking his head with energetic ‘no's, we were able to evoke his sadness, and I even detected a small tear in the corner of his eye. With few words he told me how unhappy he had been when his parents obliged him to leave the house where he was born. He was still wearing nappies, and his mother already had a new baby in her tummy.


He certainly did not want to know how babies are made, so we never raised the issue again. Nevertheless, from the day of the tiny tear his drawings changed: he began elaborating long sinuous underground tunnels wherein very complicated, terrible, and mysterious conflicts occurred. I knew from then on that he had landed a little. In leaving the sky, he was able to imagine contacting the feelings inside, while discovering that they would not kill him.


The nightgown


Peter Pan wanted to escape the destiny of a human being so much that he decided to remain a bird just as he was before his birth. Alas, it was not enough simply to have landed in Kensington Gardens; one also had to be accepted by its inhabitants, the fairies. In fact the fairies were afraid of Peter Pan. He seemed so strange in his little white nightgown that as soon as they saw him they fled to all corners of the Gardens.


Seeing the fairies running away in all directions when he tried to speak to them, Peter had to admit at last that there was a problem. He therefore decided to consult the wisest bird in the Gardens, Solomon Caw, to tell him about his difficulties. Solomon Caw was of invaluable support to Peter Pan as he was able to help him understand that in fact he was not a ‘bird’ but a little ‘human being in a white nightgown’.


‘Look at your nightgown if you don't believe me,’ Solomon said; and with staring eyes Peter looked at his nightgown, and then at the sleeping birds. Not one of them wore anything.


‘Ruffle your feathers,’ said that grim old Solomon, and Peter tried most desperately hard to ruffle his feathers, but he had none. Then he rose up, quaking, and for the first time since he stood on the window-ledge, he remembered a lady who had been very fond of him.


‘I think I shall go back to Mother,’ he murmured timidly.


‘Goodbye,’ replied Solomon Caw with a queer look.


But Peter hesitated. ‘Why don't you go?’ the old one asked politely.


‘I suppose,’ said Peter huskily, ‘I suppose I can still fly?’


You see he had lost faith.


‘Poor little half-and-half!’ said Solomon, who was not really hard-hearted. ‘You will never be able to fly again, not even on windy days. You must live here on the Serpentine island always.’




‘And never even go to the Kensington Gardens?’ Peter asked tragically.


‘How could you get across?’ said Solomon. He promised very kindly, however, to teach Peter as many of the bird ways as could be learned by one of such an awkward shape.


‘Then I shan't be exactly a human?’ Peter asked.


‘No.’


‘Nor exactly a bird?’


‘No.’


‘What shall I be?’


‘You will be a Betwixt-and-Between,’ Solomon said, and certainly he was a wise old fellow, for that is exactly how it turned out.


It is sometimes vital to consult someone in order to discover the feelings of a ‘human being’.


But the best thing Solomon had done was to teach him to have a joyful heart under all circumstances. All birds have joyful hearts unless you rob their nests. It was the only kind of heart that Solomon knew, so it was easy for him to teach Peter how to get one.


Peter's heart became so joyful that he felt he must sing just as the birds sing for joy all day long. The fact that he was partly human posed a problem, for unlike birds he needed an instrument. He therefore improvised a flute out of reeds, and in the evening he would sit on the shore practising to imitate the sighs of the wind and the ripple of the water.


At other times, as Peter sat by the shore tootling divinely on his pipe, sad thoughts arose, and his music became sad. The reason for all this sadness was the impossibility of reaching the Gardens, although he could see them through the arch of the bridge. He knew he could never be a real human again, and scarcely wanted to be one, but oh how he longed to play as other children play, and of course there is no such lovely place to play in as the Gardens.


The first wish


The proof that he remained a boy despite everything was the mighty desire to see his mother. He managed to find a way by tricking the fairies; he asked them to grant him his dearest desire, to be able to fly once more to return to his mother. The Queen of the Fairies tried to dissuade him:


‘Will the window be open?’


‘Of course!’ replied Peter, absolutely sure of himself. ‘Mother always keeps it open in the hope that I may fly back.’


‘How do you know?’ they asked, quite surprised, and really Peter could not explain how he knew.


‘I just know,’ he said.


The window was wide open, just as he knew it would be, and in he fluttered. There was his mother lying asleep. Peter alighted softly on the wooden rail at the foot of the bed and had a good look at her. She lay with her head on her hand, and the hollow in the pillow was like a nest lined with her brown wavy hair. He remembered, though he had long forgotten it, that she always gave her hair a holiday at night. How sweet the frills of her nightgown were! He was very glad she was such a pretty mother.


But she looked sad, and he sensed why she looked sad. One of her arms moved as if it wanted to go around something, and he knew what it wanted to go around.


‘O Mother,’ said Peter to himself. ‘If only you knew who is sitting on the rail at the foot of the bed.’


Very gently he patted the little mound that her feet made, and he could see by her face that she liked it. He knew he had but to say ‘Mother’ ever so softly, and she would wake up. They always wake up at once if it is you that says their name. Then she would give such a joyous cry and squeeze him tight. How nice that would be to him, but oh! how exquisitely delicious it would be to her. That, I am afraid, is how Peter regarded it. In returning to his mother he never doubted that he was giving her the greatest treat a woman can have. Nothing can be more splendid, he thought, than to have a little boy of your own. How proud of him they are! And very rightly so.


But why does Peter sit so long on the rail; why does he not tell his mother that he has come back?




I quite shrink from the truth, which is that he sat there in two minds. Sometimes he looked longingly at his mother, and sometimes he looked longingly at the window. Certainly, it would be pleasant to be her boy again, but on the other hand, what times those had been in the Gardens! Was he so sure that he should enjoy wearing clothes again? He popped off the bed and opened some drawers to have a look at his old garments. They were still there, but he could not remember how to put them on. The socks, for instance, were they worn on the hands or on the feet? He was about to try one of them on his hand, when he had a great adventure. Perhaps the drawer had creaked; at any rate, his mother woke up, for he heard her say ‘Peter’, as if it was the loveliest word in the language. He remained sitting on the floor and held his breath, wondering how she knew that he had come back. If she said ‘Peter’, again, he meant to cry ‘Mother’ and run to her. But she spoke no more, she made little moans only, and when he next peeped at her she was once more asleep, with tears on her cheeks.


It made Peter very miserable, and what do you think was the first thing he did? Sitting on the rail at the foot of the bed, he played a beautiful lullaby to his mother on his pipe. He had composed it himself from the way she said ‘Peter’, and he never stopped playing until she looked happy.


While playing his instrument he thought himself so clever that he could scarcely resist wakening her to hear her say, ‘O Peter, how exquisitely you play!’ However, as she now seemed comfortable, he again cast looks at the window. You must not think that he wanted to fly away and never come back. He had quite decided to be his mother's boy, but hesitated about beginning that very night…


The promise to return


Once one has lost the sweet feeling of gravity in mother's arms, it is difficult, perhaps impossible, to find it again. But the memory of it persists, and one often tries to feign the sensation even if one doesn't feel it, just like Peter Pan.


Twice he came back from the window, intending to kiss his mother, but decided against it for fear of waking her, so he chose to play a marvellous kiss on his flute before flying back to the Gardens for good.




Many nights and even months passed by before Peter asked the fairies to allow him to fly back again: first of all he wanted to say his goodbyes not only to his friends but also to his favourite places. Then he took his last sail in the boat, then his very last sail in the boat, then his truly last sail in the boat…


There was no real urgency, he thought, as his mother would never weary of waiting for him. So when at last he said to them bravely, ‘I wish now to go back to mother for ever and always,’ they had to tickle his shoulders and let him go.


He went in a hurry in the end, because he had dreamt that his mother was crying, and he knew he was the great thing she cried for, and that a hug from her splendid Peter would quickly make her smile. Oh! He felt sure of it, and so eager was he to be nestling in her arms that this time he flew straight to the window, which was always open for him. But the window was closed, with iron bars, and peering inside he saw his mother sleeping peacefully with her arm around another little boy.


Peter cried out, ‘Mother! Mother!’ but she heard him not; in vain, he beat his little fists against the iron bars. He had to fly back, sobbing, to the Gardens and he never saw his darling mother again. What a glorious boy he had meant to be to her! Ah, Peter! We who have made the great mistake, how different we would be with a second chance. But Solomon was right—there is no second chance for most of us. When we reach the window, it is closing time. The iron bars are up for life.


Parents’ dreams


My mother's dreams began well before I was conceived. She already had a boy so she imagined a little girl, blonde with blue eyes, who could dance. I was blonde with blue eyes and loved to dance. My weight was already established before arrival; it was only later that I acquired the lightness of Peter Pan.


Without a doubt, my father was firmly held in his mother's arms. He thus gained sufficient weight to anchor his sense of ‘being’: he was the first son, and he was charming!


However, I suspect that he met Peter Pan rather early in life; otherwise, how could he have used the strategy of ‘flight’ so often? The first time must have been when he discovered a little brother who had taken his spot in the cradle. Had he wanted to keep his mother to himself forever?


This original wound never quite healed, and opened up again at the birth of his son. It was so painful that he was unable to set eyes on the little intruder right away. It was therefore much easier, later on, to plant all his dreams in a daughter.


My mother encountered Peter Pan in a different way. As the last daughter of a family of thirteen children she probably weighed less heavily in her mother's dreams. In fact, she stole the place of her little sister, who was not ready to give up her status as ‘the baby’. She was such a merry and charming child but became overwhelmed with sadness at the birth of my mother. She even stopped laughing and singing. As a result my grandmother felt guilty and found it difficult to take care of her newborn baby under the jealous gaze of the little sister. The family legend told of how little Ida cried persistently, day and night, in a desperate effort to attract the vital presence of her mother!


Peter Pan is often present around the question of life and death. He waits for the right moment to whisk up a child who may have fallen from his perambulator, not having been held sufficiently. This type of accident, often due to parental neglect, can also be the result of too much love, and curiously enough the effect is the same.


At age two my mother came down with diphtheria. Her older sister left her sitting for hours in a cold and humid corner of the cellar. The next day she was choking to death. Her face was already black when my grandmother, in a moment of drastic lucidity, took a wooden spoon, reached down her throat and succeeded in getting rid of some of the thick matter blocking the air passage. My mother survived, but forgot her baby words and her first steps and had to be taught how to walk and talk all over again. I often heard her say musingly, ‘What if she had let me die?’


Both my parents encountered Peter Pan early in life. But it was perhaps my grandmother who came into closest contact with him. She had a little sister whose sole passion was to play ‘burials’. She buried everything—her dolls, dead birds, flies, and chicken bones. She was a pale, transparent-looking creature, and the contrast with my robust, rosy-cheeked little grandmother was almost scandalous. Little Emiko, despite her morose character, and eternal ‘No, I don't want any’ was her mother's favourite when it came to eating. She died on her fourth birthday and no one knew why. During the burial ceremony my grandmother kept close behind her mother—was it to make sure not to lose her? Nevertheless, she was near enough to catch those terrible words that remain engraved forever: ‘Why didn't Elizabeth die instead?’


A mother who wishes a death, a mother who saves a life, is a mother the child cannot leave. It is as if her arms were not safe: she either holds the child too tightly, or she is ready to drop it. The child is not free to acquire the feeling of just ‘being’, and the dream of a soft mother with whom it is so good to ‘be’ remains the child's quest for a lifetime.


Even if he perches on the window-sill and tries to fly off, the child will not be able to tear himself away from the fatal attraction of ‘Mother’, guardian of the tantalising secret of life and death.


I have met people who remain on life's window-sill forever, incapable of making a choice. They don't dare to turn back for fear of meeting the terrible ‘she’, nor can they live without her proximity. They feel addicted to her substance, like a drug.


Peter Pan found a clever solution by going to live in Neverland: that cosy little island probably reminded him of his mother's arms even though the length of his journey gave him the impression of having left her.


There are various methods for giving oneself the illusion of having left the ‘Goddess Mother’ while keeping her firmly implanted in one's soul. The strategy of ‘flight’ can take on a number of different forms, but Peter Pan's departures are readily discernible by their ephemeral nature, as well as by his cocky laughter mocking us from the top of a cloud, or simply from the corner of the street.


One of the most important characteristics of these flights is the nostalgic desire to be held in mother's arms, and to relive those strong baby sensations they shared at the very beginning. All these departures are in fact desperate attempts at finding a second chance, especially when the feeling of ‘being human’ has not been established with sufficient force. Such flights are looked upon as great adventures, while in fact the eternal search for lost childhood is a real tragedy.




The hour of departure


We were convinced of experiencing one of the greatest adventures the night all four of us flew out the window in search of a foreign land where there would be no more tragedies and where we would live happily ever after. We left our home one wintry night while all the neighbours were still asleep…our home that was later to become the Neverland of my life.


Why such a sudden departure? I didn't dare to ask that question until now. At the time it all seemed very clear and later it became a story that we persisted in telling ourselves to justify events. With passing years it turned into a souvenir that I would pull out of a drawer whenever someone asked me, ‘In fact, where do you come from?’ My father was Jewish. When the Germans arrived in Hungary, Jews were collected and taken to camps and disappeared. Many were simply shot and thrown into the Danube.


My mother was horrified as she witnessed the long lines of victims being forced towards the river: it was winter, the water was frozen, so they made holes in the ice…‘No! No! Please sir, I am too young; I want to live!’ The young adolescent's red hair flashed like blood against the grey sky. My mother closed the window, but was never able to eradicate the image.


On the day the superintendent received orders to gather all the Jews in our building, my father was coerced into joining the line-up on the sidewalk. Women and children and old people were sent to houses with a yellow star and the men to labour camps. It was Christmas. I was two years old. The living room looked especially desolate, as there was no tree.


I remember my mother sitting on a chair in the middle of the room, crying. In her lap was a crumpled piece of paper indicating the labour camp where my father had been deported. In a few weeks he would be shipped off to Germany. The bombs crashed over Budapest, and people rushed to their basements. My brother put me into a basket and started to run; I must have been very light indeed. The sirens, the planes, and the bombs exploding both frightened and fascinated me. The damp cold of the cellar wall penetrated my back as I leaned against it, singing as loudly as I could. Some people smiled at the charming child. Was I trying to cheer up the sad faces? Nothing could ever happen to me; this was a great adventure!


One day my brother and I remained alone, running from the flat to the basement; we couldn't find Mother. She was too anxious and scrupulous not to have told us where she was going! ‘Your parents are dead; your parents are dead,’ a little neighbour kept repeating with a kind of joy I never understood.


My mother had received a message informing her that my father was free. He succeeded in escaping from the camp. The guards had herded the prisoners toward the trains destined for Germany. They were shuffling slowly in a long line when my father noticed the open basement window of a factory. He jumped in without being noticed. The workers chased him out immediately, but the line of prisoners had passed and my father was not missed. He was able to reach Budapest and notify my mother. A hiding place had to be found immediately; there was no question of coming home. My mother was desperate to find a safe place. The family printing firm was the first obvious choice; surely his secretary would have a good solution! But it was already closing time, and the office was locked; this was fortunate as it turned out later that the secretary was a militant Nazi.


She found him waiting for her in the shadow of a doorway in Vaci Utca. Was it really he? So thin and haggard with borrowed clothes sagging on his back; he who was always so elegant and well-groomed…only his smile had not changed, but there was no time for long embraces; they had to hurry…Where to go? Where to hide? ‘To your brother, of course…no one will suspect anything…’


My father spent the rest of the war crouched in a cupboard at his brother-in-law's apartment. Feri knew he risked both his life and that of his family, but he was a very good-hearted man. The day my father was blown out of his hiding place by the pressure of a bomb dropped nearby, he was obliged to go down to the basement with everyone else.


‘Here is my cousin who has just come up from the country.’ That was how my uncle Feri introduced his brother-in-law to the neighbours. He was a tall, well-respected, handsome man, and no one questioned his word. My father survived when he was meant to perish.




Apu comes home


Father's return home is still vividly engraved in my memory. It must have been around midday as my mother was preparing lunch on the makeshift open fire that served as our wartime kitchen in the courtyard of our building. Other women were also busy preparing food, and I spent my time wandering back and forth between the yard and the street. On one of my trips my eye caught the form of a man walking toward me on the pavement. His steps seemed strangely familiar and suddenly, without knowing why, I found myself running into his open arms…


Who was this man? Where had he gone? Why did he come back? Had they lied to me? ‘Daddy has left on a trip. Daddy is in the country. Daddy will be back soon.’ ‘Daddy, Daddy, Apu, Apu!’


From then on, life seemingly returned to normal, until the day when it was the Russians who hounded my father. They needed a certain number of Hungarian prisoners to take back to Russia. After all, this country had sided with the Germans. They rounded up people all over the city, sometimes forcing entry to individuals’ apartments in the middle of the night for unknown motives. They used the same methods as the Germans, only this time the reasons were that of ‘class’ and not of ‘race’. But we were targeted once again. Despite the apparent normality of everyday life, my father was increasingly anxious about the menace of ‘history’.


It became clear that we had to leave, run, escape, and fly away. My father was experienced, only this time he had his family with him. Surprisingly, Christmas was remarkable! Santa Claus, exceptionally generous, brought me: a beautiful doll, a crib, books, and a magnificent pen for my first written words. A gloriously decorated tree reached the ceiling of our apartment. Granny had made more beiglis than usual, those delicious traditional Hungarian nut and poppy-seed cakes I adored. My mother wore a silk dress and smelled of the sweet French perfume her husband had bought for her in Paris. My father seemed strangely absent; was it worry that stole his smile?


A few days later, he announced that we were leaving on a winter holiday. It was as unexpected and brutal as the day he revealed that we had changed our name. This event occurred, I must admit, following an incident in my school. The teacher called me ‘that Kanitz girl’ with so much hate in her voice that I asked my father why we had such an ugly name. Two days later our name was ‘Christianised’ to Kellei. My mother was not happy about the changed name. Yes, the war was over, and some Jewish families had changed their name in an attempt to escape the Nazis’ final solution, but why do it in 1948, after all we had survived?


Travelling without baggage


Before leaving, my father told us we could not take much baggage; no dolls, no crib, no books, even my new pen remained on the table. I had to be very light on this vacation; I chose to take my little stuffed rabbit. Years later I understood that the little rabbit symbolised a moment of great joy in my childhood. I remember being woken by my smiling parents on the day I turned five; they were holding a gift—it was the little rabbit. I felt enveloped by their love, the warmth of their presence. I was happy and I knew it!


The suitcases were finally ready. As my father locked the door, I ran down the stairs full of joy and expectation. To my surprise a large black automobile was waiting for us in the street. We didn't drive in cars much in those days, and it seemed very odd that we should be afforded this luxury. It was night, but the stars were not shining as brightly as on the Christmas eve when my brother took me out for a walk in the snow while our parents decorated the tree…I took a last glance at our windows, and imagined letting my fingers run around the wrought-iron trimming of the balcony. The same feeling returned many years later when I saw our house again.


I hugged my little rabbit very tightly and felt sad about abandoning my new doll even if it was only for a short vacation.


Before leaving Budapest, we stopped at the home of some strange people I didn't know. I was astonished by their sombre appearance; a woman dressed in black spoke to my mother about things that I couldn't understand. We had to leave our suitcases at their place.


‘Of course we will send you all your valuable objects…of course.’


‘Come here, little one, give me your rabbit; my son will keep it for you.’




The woman in black smiled at me knowingly. My mother did not hear my silent cry for help. I needed her protection, I wanted her to save my rabbit, I wanted her to put out her arms to prevent the tragedy…but she was absent, her look was empty. For the first time in my life I felt completely alone, and helpless. I had to relinquish my little rabbit.


Our next stop was in the country, in the basement of someone's house. A group of men in uniforms were huddled together on the cold floor while we waited for others to arrive. My father warned me not to speak. ‘We must be very quiet not to wake the people sleeping upstairs.’ Then he whispered in my ear: ‘They don't know we are here; it's a secret!’ What an adventure!


A little later we were instructed to split into two groups. It was agreed that my father and brother would continue by bicycle; my mother and I, disguised in scarves to look like peasants from the country, were to take a bus with another woman. If anyone should ask me the question, I was to say that the lady was my mother and my mother was my aunt. I didn't understand a thing and yet somehow I understood it all. Images of the countryside rushed by the windows of the bus, and the wheels sang ‘goodbye, goodbye, goodbye…’ until we finally arrived at a large farm. There were a thousand things for a city child like myself to discover, but I was told not to play: ‘Stay close to the house, and if you see a mounted policeman come in immediately. Take the gold chain off your neck; it could attract attention.’


I was chasing the geese and ducks when two men in uniform stopped me short. My heart began pounding violently, and I ran to find my mother; she turned as white as a sheet. ‘Your papers, please!’ My mother fainted and the two men burst into laughter: ‘Mrs, you mustn't take things so hard. We have come to help you. It was just a joke, that's all!’ The two jokers were our ‘passers’, come to take us over the border to Austria. It took some time to reassure my mother; she was never able to laugh about it.


We crossed the border, ostensibly more of a gutter than a significant political barrier. The electric fencing that later represented the ‘iron curtain’ had not yet been installed, and all that was needed was a little jump to get to the other side. I thought it was great fun to ride on the shoulders of one of the jokers in uniform who helped us across. Once in Austria, we walked for a long time through fields and forests before reaching our destination, the farmhouse where we would spend the night. All was silent, but I seemed to hear my father whisper, ‘We are free!’ Bowls of warm milk awaited us; the simple, comforting welcome of the farm family felt like a blessing. We all slept in the same large room with the grandfather, his little grandson, and the Christmas tree that was still in place. I shared a bed with my mother, and despite the reassuring warmth of her body, I had great difficulty in falling asleep. The next morning she revealed that we had left Hungary forever. At last I was able to cry: ‘Oh, my doll! My little rabbit, I have lost you; I shall never, never find you again!’
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