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I laughed to hear an elfish spirit, drenched by the shower, buzz around the lighted house, without


being able to find the door by which I had entered.


(ALOYSIUS BERTRAND: Gaspard de la nuit1)





The houses of tired feet


have the greatest number of steps.


The houses of crippled arms


have no railings.


The houses of the dying


have bars on the ground floor.


(VLADIMÍR HOLAN)





One is always located at a post through


which various kinds of messages pass.


(JEAN-FRANÇOIS LYOTARD)





But the difference between the present and the past is


that the conscious present is an awareness of the past


in a way and to an extent which the past’s awareness


of itself cannot show.


(T.S. ELIOT)





1 Gaspard de la Nuit, Old Paris, III, The Lantern, translation © John T. Wright, 1977




PREFACE


This is not a true story but it could easily be.


To begin with, however, there are two true stories.


Family history is a strange thing. As you get to know people who were here before you, you also learn a few things about yourself. You recognize yourself in the faces in photographs; you detect (whether with delight or shame) your own way of thinking.


One of the stories brushed past me, imperceptibly, as long ago as 1984. My maternal grandfather, Vladimír Kriško, was an elite war pilot. An ace fighter pilot. A veteran of countless dogfights during World War II, he joined the Slovak National Uprising against the Nazis and was the commander of the insurgents’ Three Oaks airfield near Zvolen. After the war he continued to serve in the army, working at the Ministry of Defence with the rank of lieutenant colonel until he was suddenly dismissed in 1952 – apparently because my grandmother insisted that her newborn son – my uncle – had to be baptized. Which was, to put it mildly, hardly the thing to do in those days. And so my grandfather spent the rest of his life as a warehouseman (or, to use his better-sounding official title, warehouse executive) and later as a bookkeeper with the State Forestry Enterprise. He died in 1988. In the early 1990s he was posthumously rehabilitated and promoted to the rank of colonel. A classic story with a predictable beginning and end, not worthy of further exploration.


In 1984, to mark the fortieth anniversary of the Uprising, we were given a school assignment to ask any of our relatives who had taken part in the events to tell us about their experience, and write an essay about it. My grandmother, a former teacher, summoned my grandfather into the living room. I got pen and paper ready, we sat down on the sofa and I shot off a starter question:


“So, how many German planes did you actually shoot down…?”


Grandfather responded with an uneasy silence, as if he didn’t really know what to say. I put this down to his innate modesty and an unwillingness to rake up ancient history. Grandmother had to come to his rescue, cleverly supplying a couple of standard stories gleaned from books and films of the period. I wrote these up, got an A and a commendation, and everybody was happy.


In 2008, twenty years after my Grandfather’s death, a brightly coloured postcard landed in my letterbox. Showing some kind of pleasure boat sailing down the beautiful Rhine, it was addressed to my grandmother, who was no longer with us. On the reverse were a few sentences scribbled in a spidery hand, explaining that the writer (a Slovak who happened to be a steward on the pleasure boat pictured, the River Symphony) was researching the history of wartime pilots of the 1940s and would be interested in photographs of the period – or later – that might show my grandfather. I didn’t give the postcard much thought and promptly forgot about it until I came across it accidentally while tidying up. I wrote back on a whim. Some two months later, when the sailor’s tour of duty was over, we arranged to meet outside the Franciscan Church in Bratislava and then went to a dark and dingy cavern of a pub where, over a glass of disgustingly tepid beer, he introduced me to my grandfather in his full glory, shedding clear light on him for the first time.


He took out a photocopy of my grandfather’s funeral card, which he must have got from my grandmother all those years ago, or have acquired in some other way. With a shiver down my spine I recognized my own childish signature …our beloved husband, father, father-in-law… Reluctantly, through the thick smoke and the din of drunken voices, I began to listen.


Having graduated from the military academy in the 1930s, my Grandfather became a fighter pilot, rising swiftly through the ranks in the army of the Slovak puppet state. In 1941, now a lieutenant, he was sent to Karup-Grove in Denmark as part of the 5th Slovak Staffel/Jagdgruppe Drontheim, where he spent some months training as a German Messerschmitt pilot – so that explained why I kept finding wartime Danish coins in our cellar. After his return he was transferred to the eastern front as a fighter squadron commander. To Russia, in other words, since Slovakia had proudly joined the fight for a New Europe alongside the German Reich. Documents show he flew 156 sorties, shot down nine Soviet planes, earning him the sobriquet flying ace, an achievement matched by only two other Slovak officers. Grandfather kept a record of his kills and had to produce witnesses for each of them but he was officially credited with only nine, less than half of the actual number. Although his Messerschmitt Bf109F-4 was heavily damaged in a dogfight on 3 February 1943, by some miracle he managed to fly it safely back to Krasnodar. In recognition of these spectacular achievements he was awarded the Iron Cross, First and Second class for the Campaign Against the USSR, and a number of lesser decorations, including the charmingly named Gold Cross of the Virtutea aeronautică from the Romanian fascist state.


The question is: could he have told his not quite eleven-year-old grandson in 1984, who was writing a school essay on the subject to boot, that the planes he had shot down were not German but Soviet?


After returning from Russia, my grandfather, by then promoted to first lieutenant, was put in charge of the 13th Air Squadron, which was deployed to the airfield in Vajnory and later in Piešt’any to defend western Slovakia from US air raids. By a stroke of good fortune, on the day his squadron was wiped out and on which nearly all the pilots perished he had gone to Bratislava for a medical check-up. Had he flown that day, it is very likely that this book would never have been written.


He had, of course, brought down a number of US fighters in air-to-air combat. The Americans usually ejected, and those who were caught on the ground were interned in a PoW camp in Grinava near Pezinok.


Cut. Enter another man – my father’s grandfather, my great-grandfather, an upstanding citizen of the small town of Pezinok. František Tuma owned a quarry and a haulage company with a sizeable fleet of vehicles.


After the Uprising broke out the Germans decided to evacuate the Grinava PoW camp, which in plain English meant that the US pilots had become something of a burden. In other words they were about to receive Sonderbehandlung, special treatment, which normally meant extermination. Under cover of night my great-grandfather Tuma loaded 29 American pilots dressed in Slovak army uniforms onto a lorry (or rather, a small bus) – they were armed and a machine gun was ready on the roof – and drove them to insurgent-held territory (in his own words: “It was a clear night, we drove without lights on…”). They reached the Three Oaks airfield (this is actually documented by a photograph taken on 7 October 1944) from where an Allied plane transported them to the Italian base at Bari.


In the early 1990s my father received an official letter from the US embassy. Its final sentence read: Let me express my heartfelt admiration for your late grandfather’s courageous act. He will be remembered with our deepest gratitude. Yours respectfully, Theodore E. Russell, Ambassador of the United States of America.


In October 1944, the commander of the Three Oaks airfield was my maternal grandfather, Captain Kriško, who had by then – on 30 August 1944 to be precise – joined the Uprising. He was in charge of air reconnaissance, air raids on enemy (now German) positions and, for a while, he was also responsible for the temporary airfield in Donovaly, where an aircraft was waiting to take the rebel generals Viest and Golian to Moscow. However, as we now know, they chose to retreat to the mountains, setting the aircraft on fire before abandoning their position.


But let us return to the US pilots. It is quite likely that they included some actually shot down by my grandfather. But even if he wasn’t personally responsible, it would have been a member of the 13th Air Squadron under his command throughout the summer of 1944 who was. And, as we know, it was these fighter pilots who failed to prevent the air raid on Bratislava’s Apollo refinery because they had secret orders to save their fighter jets for the Uprising that was being planned.


This is the point at which my audience usually loses the thread. The story seems to fray like some old jumper. The reasons are clear: in spite of all the twists and turns over a short period of time this is the story of two people – my maternal grandfather and paternal great-grandfather. And that’s it.


I have no idea if these two men ever met.


And even if they did, I’m sure it would never have occurred to them that they had something in common.


Me.


I’m certain they would never have guessed that one day they would meet in this book, or in any other book for that matter. That someone would bring their stories together in this way.


I am sure they would never have guessed that their encounter would result in The House of the Deaf Man.


This book is not a record of my family history and was never intended to be. After all, any attempt at recording it is always doomed to be a piece of fiction, just like any private diary that is published, since everyone feels the need to clear their name and justify the motives for their actions.


The House of the Deaf Man tells how the astounding twentieth century affected the lives of the people of Slovakia.


Astounding in every sense of the word.


Peter Krištúfek


Bratislava, October 2012







PROLOGUE


“Many people have become aware and understand the importance, impact and influence of even only a few principles of Feng Shui, the ancient Chinese art of placement that brings luck, harmony, health, love and prosperity. It is increasingly popular today in the Western world and in our country, too. Many people now apply its essential principles in their environment and in designing their dwellings.“


It is almost spring and the trees I see from the car have been gnawed clean by the cold and bleakness. It’s been only a few days since snow has retreated from these parts. The white blanket of the landscape is dotted with the black of rooks and crows. I have to keep glancing at my red car from time to time to reassure myself that some catastrophe hasn’t bleached the world of colour. As a matter of fact, everything drifts towards greyness. Like clothes that have turned pale and grey through repeated washing. Grey is the queen of all the colours. And also their death.


Oh dear. What a cheerful train of thought! Well, I am seventy so it’s quite natural to feel that the end of the world is nigh, and surely this is part and parcel of it?


But then again, it might just be because of the talk I’ve been listening to on the car radio. Lately I have found that music irritates me. It is charged with too much emotion, something I’ve been taking care to avoid. Maybe today is the day. Ever since our house started going to seed after my father died, I have been tiptoeing around the place as if it were contaminated. Every time I come back, I am seized by this terrible anxiety. I left Bratislava half an hour ago, heading for Brežany, some 50 kilometres away. I haven’t been back for a few months and I’m tempted to ask directions at the petrol station, just to see what it feels like. I would find my way there blindfold – like when you try to walk with your eyes closed for as long as you can. I pay without a word and get back into the car. And lo and behold, the sun makes a brief appearance.


I toss a coin. This is an old habit of mine. I’m painfully indecisive and this technique has often helped me over the years. Heads or tails – heads means keep going, tails means go back.


It’s tails.


But that’s not what I want. I toss the coin again.


Tails again. I think about it. No.


Finally, at the third attempt, it’s finally heads.


All right then, you’ve talked me into it. I continue my journey.


I pretend there is an alternative. But the truth is – however theatrical this may sound – this will be my last visit ever to the old house in Brežany. It will be gone the next time.


The radio continues: “It all starts with the position of your block of land. Evaluating the site and its surroundings, always take into account the placement of your house. The block of land is preferably flat or sloping upwards. As for the surrounding area, it is preferable to keep the mountains at the back of the house (they are then acting as security and stability for the inhabitants). Potential ‘water’ (or its symbol) should be flowing gently in front of the house in an auspicious direction.


Taking into account the geomantic survey of your block of land and the location of the ley lines and underground water veins, you should avoid sleeping above those health hazards, and main bedrooms should not be located above them. Your planned design and house orientation should incorporate the best possible Feng Shui principles to maximize your well-being. A grid can be designed showing the influence and impact of this building on various parts of your life (Career, Love, Health, Respect, Prosperity, Personal Growth, Travels, Helpers, Children, Creations, Studies, Openness, Fame and Recognition).”





I turn off the motorway and speed past the mud-spattered sign for Brežany.


What makes life so exciting is that as you throw a message in a bottle into the sea you only know one part of the story. You don’t know the ending. That’s what my father used to say.


As our old house gradually materializes in front of me, I hear the echo of us children shouting čik-čik, domček!, Home, home, our very own! We used to chant this when we finally reached the haven of our house. It was our private spell.


A spell that didn’t work.


As we set out on our wild, spur-of-the-moment trip to Spain with my father’s ashes in a cigar box, my son Bony remarked that no matter what I said, the past didn’t really exist. And I still don’t know whether those few days we spent together in the car have made him change his mind. His three-year-old son, my grandson Samko, asked me the other day:


“When is yesterday?”


I didn’t know what to say.







Part 1


The Fates
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1.


Every clock in this house shows a different time.


That’s how this place has always felt to me – while I was growing up and also later, when I kept coming back, for whatever reason.


You enter the house from a busy street through a tall gate with an arched portal. Until a few years ago, if you continued straight ahead you would have found yourself in a vast back garden with fruit trees, or you could have taken a turn and entered the house. It consists of a ground floor and a first floor with spacious sunny rooms and high, old windows.


The house has a small front garden. Some of it used to be covered in creeping vines that formed tunnels and passages. This is where my parents would sometimes leave me in the afternoons to nap in my pram.


My mother’s face appears to me. She is bending over me. I have just turned one. That’s how I imagine the scene, probably from a photo I once saw and have lost long ago. Because you don’t normally retain memories like these.


The next thing I remember: I’m four years old and I have suddenly come to life, suspended in the air.


I’m in the garden, in the middle of a fall. I have climbed onto a chair to get a better view but couldn’t keep my balance. This is my first and most distant memory.


It was a sunny day in May, one of those when you’re supposed to have friends and acquaintances over and have fun. A Saturday or a Sunday. We children played hide-and-seek behind the house while our parents sat around the bonfire, drinking and laughing. They filled the garden. The elderflower was in blossom and the fragrance of the linden trees wafted in from the distance, suffusing the night – isn’t it strange how memories are linked to smells? A cat ran across the garden now and then.


I was told to count to a hundred. To block my ears and count out really loud. The other children rushed off to find hiding places. Tightly screwing up my eyes I skipped the odd number but I tried my best. Forty-five… forty-six… forty-seven… forty-eight… forty-nine… fifty! Sweating with excitement and concentration I finally shouted – One hundred! – and turned on my heels.


I turned on my heels and found the huge garden empty.


Just glasses, plates, bottles and a smouldering fire. Not a soul. Silence. Confused, I ran around for a while, gradually gripped by horror. I was the only person left on the planet! So I climbed onto the chair and began to howl.


My father and mother picked me up from the ground. I had grazed my nose. The other grown-ups, who had all conspired to hide quietly, tried to suppress their laughter.


And today, just like then, as I gaze into the overgrown and deserted garden of this house from the street outside, it is empty again. I am all alone on an empty planet. A lonely astronaut, lost in the grass and the thicket, beneath trees untended for years, everything overrun by plants. Plants that had devoured the house, slowly and steadily.


These are the kinds of random thoughts that pass through my head as the engine cools down and the car is buffeted by a gust of wind every time a lorry passes by.


Eventually, I turn off the radio. This time it vies for my attention with news that Abu Sayaf’s militant Muslim group has claimed responsibility for the explosion on Super Ferry 14 in the Philippines, in which 116 have died, making it statistically the most lethal attack ever at sea. I catch the beginning of a discussion on our impending accession to NATO and the European Union, open the car door and emerge into a light drizzle that has supplanted the intermittent sunshine from a minute ago.


For the first time in ages I pluck up the courage to clamber to the top of the church tower to get an aerial view of Brežany. The town has swollen and spilled out into the distance.


The church is quite large, and the crypt below contains the usual scraps of cloth, old bones and metal, an assortment of curiosities for the occasional tourist. The spire lost its claim to be the tallest building around many years ago and these days you can no longer see as far as the end of town from the top of the tower.


A sea of roofs stretches away below me, many of them dilapidated and damaged. Modern glass and steel structures protrude from gaps between them like scars. Sometimes only the walls on either side suggest that something is missing – the unfinished brick boundaries of houses no longer there. Housing estates with their regular grid of streets stretch away across the hills to the north and east. The scene is divided by the straight line of the wide and dirty Sálava river – a stream that has never allowed itself to be defied or erased, only straightened out and regulated, something that happened as early as the 1970s, when ironing out its twists and turns, felling trees and changing the direction of rivers was in vogue.


Directly below me in the main square a huge billboard has sprouted up, proclaiming TESCO 1.2 km. Štúr Street, nowadays widened to four lanes, snakes around the houses on its way south.


The History of our Town page on the town website, after relating in great detail what Rákóczi, Matthias Corvinus, King Béla IV and anyone who is anyone had to say about Brežany, and enumerating every piece of land they had donated or taken away, goes on to list the new housing estates and all the improvements that came after the Velvet Revolution. However, it maintains a discreet silence with regard to the era that left the most profound mark on Brežany. The era that wiped out most of the town.


The front gardens are now largely empty but when I was young, I remember, there was a walnut tree growing in front of nearly every house. The tree provided shade and its scent repelled insects and mosquitoes. Most of the trees have by now been cut down, leaving only grass or concrete. The present-day inhabitants of Brežany like it that way. That’s what they see on TV.


When I wet my finger with saliva and wave it in the air following the direction of the wind and turn off Štúr Street into a gap among the buildings, I come across our house. My house, my father’s house, my father’s father’s house.


Here the wind usually blows from the east.


Our house has always exercised a magnetic pull, which I tried to resist right until the last moment when I could no longer delay entering. Just like now. I’ve always come up with any number of reasons for putting off the moment. But the house would always catch me in its spider web and wouldn’t let go. And it’s just got worse as the years went by.


Staying in the same place rots the soul, my father’s brother, Uncle Rudo, used to say.


If that happens you must ask someone to come, pack your things, bundle you into the passenger seat and whisk you away. Or it may cost you your life.


Or worse. You can never tell.


It happened to me once, and my sister Tina came to my rescue. If it hadn’t been for her I would have stayed here forever, under its spell like some deranged Sleeping Beauty.


My mobile has packed up so I go to the nearby post office to phone my son Bony. He sounds grumpy. I tell him I’ve arrived and ask if he really doesn’t want anything from the house. As I stand in the queue my eyes are drawn to a poinsettia in a McFlurry plastic cup.


Well, well. So Mr McDonald has made it all the way here. Well done!


For some mysterious reason the lady behind the counter smiles at me.


People in Brežany used to recognize my face. The first time it happened it gave me a bit of a shock. Then I realized I have my father’s face, my grandfather’s face, my great-grandfather’s face… A family countenance, passed on from one generation to the next. Apart from subtle variations in individual features a face remains basically the same. It is a face that doubles as a business card.


I’ve never had to introduce myself. The minute I walked out into the street someone would come up and address me (sometimes uncertainly, sometimes without a second thought) as Alfonz and patiently I would put them right: Adam. My name is Adam. But most of them paid no attention and went on calling me Alfonz, Alfie or just Doctor.


My father had a small scar on his left cheek. When I was little I used to think that it had happened while he was drinking coffee, that one of those small spoons with a sharp end had made a mark on his skin because he forgot to take it out of his mouth. Nobody was able to persuade me otherwise.


The scar didn’t fade with age and my eyes would invariably be drawn to it when I sat with him in the kitchen. By then he was barely able to hear me, which simplified our dealings no end, since he was the one doing the talking while I was expected only to listen. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the narrow slits of his eyes either. They mesmerized me.


2.


When I was small I was convinced that the wardrobe on the first floor concealed a passage into another house. A house identical to ours, only much more mysterious. It might even have been its mirror image. You would open the wardrobe door, push the clothes aside and you’d find another door. You wouldn’t need a key, as it wasn’t locked. All you had to do was push down the handle and… On the other side there would be similar clothes that would likewise have to be pushed aside, and behind them an identical room…


This is the first thing that crosses my mind as, after a long absence, I enter this house located in what used to be a quiet street in the small town of Brežany. Years ago the town, too, used to be small. It has gradually swollen and grown, turning into a happy, dirty city, indistinguishable from many others in this country.


The house originally belonged to my grandparents, then my parents, and now it stands empty. After a while you might begin to doubt that anyone could ever have lived here. But apparently someone has. Everything points in that direction.


All you need to do is feel your way to the fuse-box, guided by memory, and turn the power on – amazingly, it still works – avoid the dangling cobwebs, exhale to get rid of your anxiety, draw the broken blinds and throw open the windows. Let some fresh air into the place.


I have tonight and all day tomorrow to sort everything out. The following morning a lorry will come and the removal men will load up everything that is still of any value.


The house used to be filled with the scent of vanilla. Actually, it was just me who believed it was vanilla (because my mother used to keep a vanilla pod in the sugar bowl) and it wasn’t until I picked up a particular brand of eau de cologne at the chemist’s and took a sniff that I realized this was what my father had used as aftershave. Combined with the cigarette smoke in his room this was what gave the house its unique atmosphere. Faux vanilla.


A great many things have vanished. What remains is wallpaper hanging down from the walls, cobwebs, a straight line dividing beige from white, orange from green, dating back to the times Father didn’t feel like moving away the furniture every time he redecorated the walls. Now all that’s left are these useless lines, like a high tidemark of my childhood. And the wardrobe. The upstairs wardrobe at the top of the spiral wooden staircase leading to the attic. It was Father who came up with the idea of the other door and the other house, a mirror image of ours, and whenever he mentioned it everyone in the family nodded and smiled mysteriously.


I sit down on the stairs and inhale the air thick with the smell of damp plaster and musty clothes. I close my eyes a little to sharpen my senses. My heart is pounding with excitement.


I never dared open the wardrobe door. I suspected it contained nothing apart from a pile of clothes full of mothballs. I wanted to spare myself any disappointment.


My father spent all his life making things up – albeit in a graceful and charming way – and that is why everyone believed him. He would get away with things no one else could. He was a superman, as my grandson Samko would say. Few people believed that he had been gravely ill for many years, or even that he died. Indeed, even today people in the street ask me how he is.


“How is the good doctor?”


It seems that some people are immortal.


Here, on this staircase, is where Vojto liked to sit, my friend Vojto. Perhaps my closest friend, my second self – although a mirror-image kind of self. He used to come to this place even when nobody was at home. He liked it here. Once he crept in and caught my father secretly lighting up after lunch – the same man who had strictly forbidden tobacco to his patients and would never tire of telling them off for the habit.


“You’re a smoker, doctor?”


From a dark corner my father turned towards the voice:


“One cigarette won’t do you any harm, my friend. But you have to be careful not to inhale too deep, just exhale from the corner of your mouth, like this, see…!”


I stand up and climb the rickety wooden stairs. One day, when you’ve reached a certain age, you’ll understand that some things are easier said than done. But once I force my old knees to cooperate they do move. Tina’s crazy daughter Jenny, who knew all our childhood stories, once emptied the mysterious wardrobe of ours, unscrewed its back panel and pushed it towards the attic door. You had to go through the wardrobe to enter. So I open the wardrobe and walk in.


If a house possesses a subconscious, it will definitely be located in the attic, together with all the junk people no longer have any use for but dare not throw out.


Dust particles are floating in the air. In the light filtering through the cracks in the old roof they look as if they were made of gold. They remind me of those old Bols bottles with a dancing ballerina inside. Mother used to keep one in the wardrobe, the little flakes of gold suspended, as if frozen in time, in the thick liquid that had gradually evaporated over the years.


I’ve always had difficulty breathing in the attic.


Asthma bronchiale – Father used to say. My bronchial membranes would get irritated by the clouds of smoke from his cigarettes, which he would light up in secret hoping that no one, including himself, would notice. A doctor at the allergy clinic patiently explained that the composition of dust varies from house to house, making it virtually impossible to devise an effective vaccine that would help the system to adapt to all the microscopic particles of dead skin, animal fur and other bits and pieces to be found in a particular household. The dust here has always made my eyes sting and my throat itch. Perhaps tiny particles of my father also float around hereabouts. He lived in the house longer than anyone else, eventually becoming its sole inhabitant.


I trip over a pile of dusty stuff. I pull out a photograph with a huge head stuck on it, and an old banknote comes to light. Exercise books and shrivelled folders, faded soft toys, Father’s medical records.


A notebook. On the back a label with the word Diseases scrawled in an ungainly hand. A faded orange endpaper stamped Alfonz Trnovský, MD, and Father’s signature that he endlessly practised on blotting paper. Next to it a BAYER diary, the year 1937 printed on the spine. I recognise it: it’s the one I used for my jottings when I was little.


Under it the 1943 Medical Yearbook. On page 127 the List of Physicians in Slovakia registered with the Chamber of Medicine as of 31 May 1939, in compliance with Article 3 of Law 56/1939 features Trnovský Alfonz, of the Rom. Cath. Faith, D.o.b. 30.VII.1912, graduated 29.VI.1935, Bratislava, general practitioner, Brežany.


There is an old chess set in a wooden box (the pieces disappeared one by one, like characters in every good story) and inside it a forgotten round stamp with a circular brown head, ending in metal letters A.T. MD., back to front. And another, oblong stamp, bearing the name Dr. Trnovský Alfonz, Brežany with a figure “1” on the right hand side.


A few photos of Father’s old consulting room showing various instruments. An X-ray machine, a medicine cabinet, a sunlamp.


So he really was here once, this is proof positive!


When Ötzi the ice man was found in an Alpine glacier there was still some undigested food in his stomach and some kind of mushroom in his pocket, with each newly-discovered detail spawning a new version of his imaginary prehistoric life.


Imagination is a great thing. It’s the Achilles heel of the human brain.


But the body of evidence continues to grow.


Septichen inject… Sepsis post partum et post abortum. Pneumonia, ulcus cruris… REMED Prague. I request a shipment of specimens…


Then there’s a pile of albums with family photographs, each picture with Father’s detailed caption. This is a key family trait – we don’t rely on our own memory. Moreover, someone later added comments in felt-tip and ballpoint, in an unsightly spidery scrawl, unwittingly creating two versions of history. I’m not one to point any fingers but I think Mother is to blame, after my parents’ relations got sort of complicated. She was an impulsive, restless person, though not always able to channel her energies in the right direction.


Sunday lunches, family celebrations, group photographs of people smiling at the camera. Mother in a photographer’s studio, in a white dress and sandals, framed by roses. Mother sitting next to a radio receiver, wearing a hat – obviously listening to some popular song she would later play on the piano… (1951). Mother and Father in the car. The first head leaning out of the back window is that of Polino the dog… (1940). Mother with some girlfriends at a lido… (1936). Our new car … (1940) Me tuning the radio… (1944). My school form – children looking at the camera, a teacher standing behind them by a map of Europe, next to her a stove and further down coats on hangers and a drawing of a human skeleton…


I recognise myself in the third row.


At the bottom of an old box I find a simple funeral card with a black border:


It is with the deepest sorrow that we inform you that our dear husband, beloved father, brother, brother-in-law and uncle, reserve lieutenant colonel Vojtech Roško, passed away on 2 May 1965 after a brief illness in Brežany, where his remains were cremated. His wife Natália… His son Vojto…


Vojto’s father.


A postcard has somehow got attached to the back of the funeral card with something sticky – presumably the wonderful, deliciously sweet cough syrup from Father’s medicine cabinet that Vojto and I used to sip from in secret. The postcard shows a statue of Lenin sitting on a pedestal in Moscow’s Kremlin. He is staring pensively into the distance, as if everything had suddenly dawned on him. Had he been misunderstood? Had his words been misinterpreted? All he wanted to do was proclaim equality for all. Happiness. Peace. Love. Didn’t comrade Jesus want to do the same?


The film on the 1960s postcard makes the statue appear as it were floating in space. Comrade Lenin, aloft in the characteristic hue of East German ORWO film that turned all the browns a shade of blue. I know it intimately from the kilometres of film that have passed through my hands as film director in the editing studios of the state TV.


I could go on like this for a long time but my legs are becoming stiff and I’m getting short of breath. Absent-mindedly I stuff an empty box of Luminal into my pocket as a trophy, along with Father’s medical diary, and grab a well-thumbed book on Goya with many reproductions in colour.


As I climb down gingerly I recall a summer’s day, many years ago. My older brother Peter and I took Father for a swim in lake Senec, one of those rare occasions when the three of us went on an outing together – it may even have been the last. My father slipped on the slime-covered steps, hit his head and lost consciousness. Carefully we laid him down in the grass and tried to resuscitate him. After a while he opened his eyes, slowly sat up, looked around and said, feeling the swelling bump on his head.


“Oh my, I’ve regained my memory!”


3.


There is a fridge in the kitchen, still in its original packaging. It’s brand new, white and pristine. It seems rather out of place in this crumbling house.


Gifts from the Tropics are unloaded from large ships in the harbour. Special carriages at the harbour ramp are ready to transport the gifts to Czechoslovakia, sorted into three categories according to quality – at 25, 20 and 10 Czechoslovak crowns… – reads a scrap of ancient newspaper lying on the floor.


I see Mother standing in the garden at nightfall, bending down, her face illuminated only by a dim light – by now she had become a grandmother, her unruly grey hair boasting a magnificent purple rinse. She is holding a rake in what could almost pass for a classic scene, although she probably wouldn’t have seen it that way.


A painter like Millais, or our very own Benka, however, would have found it inspiring.


Dostoyevsky in his classy burgundy binding is still in good shape. Crime and Punishment, Father’s favourite book. Kafka didn’t fare quite so well – five damp volumes, lovingly wrapped in yellowing paper. Now she’s picked up Hesse’s The Glass Bead Game and Rimbaud’s A Season in Hell. At first she wasn’t going to touch them, wanting nothing to do with books he had held in his hands nearly every day.


He had died a week earlier. He had left a bout of pneumonia untreated – as you might, when you’re of a certain age and mind. The two of them had spent half a century together. That was quite enough. More than enough! From now on he would stay forever frozen at the age he reached, while she imagined herself turning eighty-seven, eighty-eight, ninety, ninety-two… four… five. The idea appealed to her. She would now start enjoying life at last, she would travel, have the house redone, buy new furniture. Right after the funeral she ordered a new fridge and washing machine.


I can almost see the pain shooting into her lower back, forcing her to sit down for a while and stretch. I’m sure she pictured calcium slowly seeping out of her bones, leaving them stiff and increasingly less flexible, life draining from her drop by drop. Like in her beloved game Heads-shoulders-knees-and-toes. Countless illnesses she so loved to talk about.


Now she has picked up the collected works of Tacitus, her fingers trembling with impatience. The November cold and frost makes her skin turn blue. Her coat lets the wind through. Her breath, visible, rises from her mouth.


By the end of his life Father’s study, or solitary cell, as he used to call it, was piled high with books, leaving just a tiny space, barely big enough for him to sleep in. It had always got on Mother’s nerves. They hadn’t been on speaking terms for years and lived at the opposite ends of town. Though they never divorced.


I guess we all have a certain allocation of words to say to another person. And once we’ve used them up there’s nothing more to say. Having spent the greatest part of their lives together, most couples end up resembling each other, whereas my parents ended up being increasingly at odds. By the end their vocabulary shrank to a dozen words they kept exchanging. Father’s worsening deafness can’t have helped either.


Three days earlier Mother finally had her grand revenge.


I see her again in my mind’s eye. I imagine her walking along the gravel path towards a big gate, leaning on a stick, slightly bent over but determined. Black crows perch on the copper church roof, the smell of incense wafts from within.


It must have been a heart-warming feeling for her. She enjoyed every breath she took. She found a seat at the very front, close to the lighted candles. The pompous, tearful sound of the organ made her raise her eyes towards the bright stained-glass windows and look somewhere beyond them, where she sensed him to be. Him, my father, Alfonz Trnovský. As a smile played on her face, his face seemed to materialize here, amid the cold walls, the face of the man who now belonged to her alone, with everything he had ever owned in this world. Not for a long time had she seen a face as ashen yet as furious. Who knows if souls have faces? Who knows.


Father had never believed in God and remained a staunch atheist all his life. He had been baptized and went to Holy Communion (mainly to please his parents – Grandpa Albert would never have forgiven him if he had not) but that was all. During the war it was Mother who almost didn’t get baptized because he refused to go to confession. He considered it absurd. He relented in the end. For in those days, as they say in adventure novels, it was a matter of life and death.


Eventually the priest at the recently renovated and rebuilt Dominican church (my mother, who hadn’t set foot inside it for over sixty years, must have been surprised by its appearance) gave his consent, just as his colleague did during the war. He promised to celebrate a requiem mass for him. Although it was going to be rather expensive, she could afford it as she knew that lots of people would be interested in the rare 78s of Gershwin that Father had collected all his life. She was as free as a bird at last! She had never felt as liberated as she did now.


The Dominican monk intoned solemnly:


“Alfonz Trnovský was a brave man and a good Christian. A good and honest man. He is a great loss to us all. Alfonz has gone to meet his Maker. May the Lord have mercy on his soul! Amen.”


Mother was the sole person in attendance. She managed to keep this spectacle to herself. And she knew very well why. I only found out later when the priest told me about it. As the last notes of the organ died away, Mother slowly rose to her feet and, with difficulty, walked out of the church.


We are back in the garden behind our house. Her violent coughing rings out in the unseasonably cold May night.


There are still a few books left. Lorca, Aloysius Bertrand, Verlaine, and some papers, a whole pile of them covered in Father’s handwriting. She throws them into the embers, just like the others before them and waits until they turn into tiny particles of soot and thin slivers of ash. The wind whirls them around like dark powdery snow. She pokes open the hard covers to help the books burn. The flames have got hold of the yellowing paper again. A black horse, a round moon, there are olives in my pack… death stares me in the face… Cordoba. Away and alone. The letters are black in the grey ash. Mother inhales the smoke. She can hardly feel her face, her fingers have gone numb with cold. The flames flare up high and then suddenly go out and continue to smoulder. All that’s left is a fragment of the burgundy binding… VICH DOSTOYEV… the worn golden letters proclaim. A truly superior binding. The icy wind blows her coat open. Chilled to the bone, she draws it tight around her. She is seized by a violent fit of coughing. Her tiny, frail body stands guard over the smouldering embers in the garden of this big house.


The next morning she wakes up with a fever. When the new fridge is delivered later that day, she signs the delivery note as if in a daze.


And now the fridge gleams white and superfluous in the middle of the kitchen. She never got round to unwrapping it.


There is a Slovak proverb that says death always comes to a freshly-tidied house. I don’t usually think much of proverbs but this one hits the nail on the head.


4.


The good old days are still to come – Uncle Rudo, my father’s brother, used to sneer whenever someone brought up the past. It took me a long time to understand what he meant.


First it was my son Bony who wanted me to draw the family tree and then, much later, years after the Velvet Revolution, his son Matúš, too, asked me to do one. He was told to bring one to school. It was supposed to be very detailed, complete with names, family relations, professions, titles, dates of birth and death.


On that first occasion, in the early 1970s, I suspected this was a sneaky way of using schoolchildren to vet people and dig up some dirt that could be used against their families. Bony drew a big tree with lots of branches on several pieces of drawing paper glued together, and left me to muse over it. Meanwhile, he skedaddled off after lunch into a radiantly sunny day, leaving me to slave over the family tree until Sunday night.


My memory immediately churned up a pot-pourri of family stories.


The man who was to become my grandfather, young Grandpa Albert, had once accompanied his parents on a business trip to Vienna. As they were checking into their hotel, an enormous lift landed in the lobby, thrumming and buzzing. Its doors opened revealing an area flooded with light. Grandpa Albert, who had never seen anything like that in Brežany, thought their hotel room had been sent down for them. He was stunned, his eyes like saucers. Their neighbours’ daughter had travelled to Vienna with them. For lack of suitable formal wear her parents kitted her out in national costume. In front of St. Stephen’s Cathedral people stared at her as if she had come from another planet. She was his future wife, Grandma Mária. My grandma.


Bony’s family tree had Grandpa Albert down as a worker and Grandma Mária as a domestic. Some twenty years later, in Matúš’s family tree, he was transformed into a civil engineer, hardworking though not particularly affluent, which at least came closer to the truth. Grandma Mária ran her own small business, giving manicures in people’s homes. That’s a fact.


Grandpa Albert died young, in a mining accident. An old photograph shows Grandma with little Alfonz, my father, in her lap, flanked by his older siblings and Uncle Karol. Their father is no longer alive: Alfonz was born three months after his death. But he is with them none the less – Grandpa Albert’s face had been cut out from another photograph and pasted over Uncle’s face – a big head stuck on slender shoulders. The family was complete at last.


This photo is among those I have brought down from the attic, along with a few other odds and ends. My father used to tend it as a family relic. Every now and then, in difficult moments, when he thought no one was looking, he would take it out, and consult his pasted-in father, engaging in long conversations with him.


It is not known whether Grandpa Albert responded.


The situation was trickier as far as my mother’s lineage was concerned: her father, Béla Blau, was a Jewish businessman, quite wealthy by Brežany standards. In 1974 I didn’t dare include this information in our family tree. So I translated his name, admittedly rather obviously, turning him into a respectable-sounding Slovak, Vojtech Modroch, and making him a clerk at Brežany’s post office. I didn’t imagine he would have taken offence, as this was also a desk job, after all. To compensate for this little deception I granted him a longer lease of life. At the time we were living in the increasingly anonymous capital, Bratislava, and our block of flats in Malinovský Street was populated by people who had migrated there from all over Slovakia, so discretion was assured. There was no risk of my deception being discovered.


Sixty years after his death, zeyde Blau reverted to his original name and profession in Matúš’s family tree and I hope it will now stay that way. He managed to die (this time for real) in 1938, just before the war, having been spared everything that was bound to have happened to him. Dying at the right time is a great art. This mattered a lot to him, a man who was exceedingly scared of death. Who knows if he had managed to find the Biblical red heifer without spot, whereon is no blemish, and upon which never came a yoke. In the last carefree day of his life he took his wife Sarah for a ride in the rain and as he was speeding down an avenue of trees that no longer exists, his Laurin & Klement 360, vintage 1926, hit a tree about a kilometre outside Brežany. Some people say this is just the way it ought to be – the advent of motoring has enabled us to leave this world in style and while riding high, so to speak.


Grandmother, also known as bobe Sarah, didn’t have a job and was a housewife. That was in Matúš’s version. In Bony’s version of the family tree her name was Štefánia and she toiled in a factory.


As my father used to say: Nostalgia is the memory of something that never happened.


This is especially true in Central Europe.


And as for my mother… Her origins remained shrouded in mystery since it was a topic she was never willing to discuss. She was only a little girl when, for reasons best known to themselves, a Jewish family decided to adopt her. That was the official line and I never got her to tell me any another.


In fact, if one believes stories told in books, whenever a girl from a good family happened to bring a child into this world, she would be sent to stay with relatives, preferably very far away. Upon her return the child would be raised as her younger sibling. There are things I shall never know for sure, but that gives me the freedom to use my imagination to fill in the gaps.


During the wartime Slovak State Mother was treated as a Jew, no questions asked. No filling in of the gaps, no imagination. Just cold, hard facts.


Ultimately that makes my son Bony an echt Slovak because in his veins there flows Czech, Hungarian, German, Polish, Jewish and, not least, also Slovak blood. A proper Central European cuvée. Some of it he’s got from me and some from his mother – the mad, maddening and beautiful Zuzana, whom I haven’t seen in over ten years, bless her.


5.


To be honest, one of the reasons I’ve come back to Brežany is the bones. I can’t get them out of my mind.


Actually, it all started with the bones. It was sometime in the mid-1980s, when Father was in hospital. We had been drifting apart, even as we sat side by side. He was the one who made me fully realise how difficult it can be to stay alone with someone else, just the two of us, me and Father.


This sounds rather strange, I know, considering I was the one who stuck it out with him to the end. My sister Tina had always had one foot in England (which provided her with plenty of excuses) and my brother Peter, well, he was out of the equation in a rather different way. The first born, the crown prince with his head full of big ideas, he was entitled to a life of his own. He had suffered a lot, oh yes he had, Mother used to say. He could serve as an example to us all, oh yes he could, she said. Habitually adding a story from his early childhood – about the way their hands were shaking when they brought him home from the maternity ward and how his every fart (pardon my language) called for an elaborate scientific procedure. When it was my turn, they would just stick a propelling pencil up my bum without further ado to loosen my bowels. How I loved these stories! There he was, the knight in shining armour, and there was me, younger brother with a pencil up his bum.


One might even say it was because of the bones that I got closer to my Father again – yes, these things do happen, nothing strange about that where death is concerned. Although in this case it wasn’t about death, at least not Father’s.


Up until that memorable autumn day (an endless flock of honking wild geese was flying above the house and my only witness was the neighbour’s cow with a disposition to spend entire days glued to the same spot) I had been deaf and blind, concerned solely with watching my own feet in a desperate attempt not to trip and fall over. I wasn’t able to see the whole picture – I don’t suppose I can see it now, either, but that’s beside the point. But on that day the scales finally fell from my eyes.


To cut a long story short – having just visited my father in hospital, I went to check on the empty house and was about to leave when I remembered something. When I was little I had buried a childhood treasure under an old yew tree. Inspired by Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, I thought it would be fun to bury something and dig it out years later. I could even remember the precise moment – Father was mowing the lawn, a light drizzle was falling and I had collected some big snails and carried them over to the tree. There may have been as many as twenty of them crawling about, leaving trails of slime behind them. That’s when I buried my treasure.


The yew tree had been chopped down ages ago, as it had grown out of all proportion and blocked Mother’s view from the kitchen window (otherwise it would still be with us today, since yews are hardy trees that, under normal circumstances, outlive humans many times over) and all that was left was a rotten stump. The garden had by now been reduced to its present state, a jungle of untended trees with a half-collapsed wall at one end, covered by an ad hoc mesh, which proved little impediment to the local hooligans who could easily jump over it on their regular forays to steal apricots and plums.


Nowadays you have to fight your way through a wilderness, as in Ancient Rome at its nadir.


On that autumn day I picked up a shovel that had not yet been stolen and went over to dig out my childhood treasure. I knew that if I didn’t do it then, I never would. I didn’t know where to start, couldn’t remember the exact spot.


And that’s when I found them. First the bones and eventually also a skull, in a shallow grave under a thin layer of soil.


Father was the only one in the family who knew everything about the garden. Hardly anyone else used it.


And although I soon managed to dig out my little treasure chest (its contents didn’t mean much to me anymore) I found my other discovery much more intriguing.


I have managed to connect with my father thanks to a small heap of bones that weren’t even his – that, too, strikes me as typical of our relationship. It was as if, by pure chance, a minor extra had suddenly turned into a key character in my life.


This was when I became interested in the past. I began to wonder what might have happened here.


6.


It is getting dark, and from the cold street outside comes a gentle hum. I have turned on a few small lights. Two light bulbs are buzzing suspiciously. I’ve been through all the rooms and picked out the items of furniture that deserve to be salvaged; I’ve packed a few bits and pieces, and now I’m sitting in a dusty armchair, sunken in time. People always miss their home rituals. At least I do. I have brought a couple of books with me but have given up on both of them after a sentence or two, and laid them aside. Everything in this house conspires to distract me.


I hear an occasional creak, every sound amplified by the empty silence, as if invisible animals were moving about. It’s the desiccated furniture groaning. None of it has seen a drop of varnish in years. And then, all of a sudden, I have the audacity to turn up here, open up the doors and let fresh air stream into the stillness, inconsiderately letting humidity in! The dry creaking that reverberates through the room is the furniture protesting against the brutal intrusion.


I lie down on the sofa and watch the shadows flit by.


Slowly, almost imperceptibly, evening anxiety creeps in. It’s my favourite kind. Large empty houses at dusk seem to attract it. By the time the night falls I will be wallowing in it like fish in oil. A familiar sensation. Good old anxiety!


To chase it away I imagine all the builders and artisans who laboured away on this place to transform it into a dwelling. They covered the walls with mortar, put in windows and doors, applied several coats of paint, scrubbed off splatters and dried puddles, hung the curtains (to stop people seeing what was going on inside – known as privacy, this usually starts with curtains although in small towns that’s also where it often ends), finally they lugged the furniture indoors and set it down, panting… Who were they? Men smelling of plaster and plum brandy, sweaty and muscular, their eyelids caked in paint, covered in cigarette ash and grease, working under the baton of Grandpa Albert who, having earned the money to build this house by helping to construct the Suez Canal, wouldn’t let anyone tell him how to go about things or move anything without his permission. His connection to the house was so intimate it almost seemed to me that if I were to grab the big dining table now and push it towards the window – as dear Grandma kept suggesting all her life but never dared to, out of respect – Grandpa Albert would sense it from the far end of the house, across two rooms, the kitchen and pantry and like a spider following its thread, jump out of bed and know that something was amiss. He would fling the door open and make me put everything back the way it was before. Provided, of course, that he was somewhere around here.


Somewhere in this house, where each clock shows a different time. Or all the different times at once.


Anxiety.


I open the BAYER medical diary I have brought down from the attic. When I was young I used its Daily Notes section to keep a diary. My funny scratchy script spills out every which way across the green frame of the chart marked Number / Date / Patient’s Name / Medical History / Diagnosis / Treatment / Special Prescriptions / Fee / Paid / Comments.


Monday, 13 March


When I woke up this morning I heard Mummy and Daddy talking. I opened my eyes just as Daddy asked Mummy how high my temperature was yesterday. I shouted: “Thirty-six“. Then Daddy told me I could get dressed and walk up and down the room a little. I was very happy. Airplanes have been flying over all day today, bombing the Sálava because it has frozen over. This year it has frozen over really badly and then snow fell on the ice and now the ice and snow are melting and there is water everywhere and people who live on the banks of the Sálava have had their cellars flooded. Over dinner Daddy told me about skyscrapers in New York. It was very interesting. Especially when Daddy said that if you live on the fiftieth floor it takes five minutes to get there by lift. That’s enough to put you to sleep.


And underneath, in tiny letters:


Luminal, SEDATIVE AND ANTICONVULSANT


On that day there was darkness and turmoil in our class. Our teacher, Miss Horecká, even asked someone to draw the heavy curtains, which was normally done only in blistering heat. All you could hear in the darkness was giggling, whispering and her irritated voice. We bumped along in the queue, slowly, one after the other, making our way to the blackboard and approaching the faint, milky-blue glow of a machine. X-way, whispered those who couldn’t yet pronounce their Rs as well as those who had never heard this outlandish word before. The X-ray machine was mounted on wheels. Each of us had to step onto a round platform, lean back against a small support, place our head upright into a headrest, raise our arms and grasp the two handles overhead. And then the operation could begin.


“Next!” I heard my father’s voice.


Father was sitting by the machine wearing a white gown and special goggles. We could see only his silhouette and the slender outline of a child’s body.


The faint light went out.


“Next!”


It reminded me of the early evening film screenings at Brežany’s Slovan cinema. The audience usually included Father Savický, deputy headmaster at the Catholic school, whose magnum opus, Romantic Tales of Brežany, graced the shelves of many a family library (mainly because of its burgundy-and-gold cover with a picture of the local variety of the national costume), which few people, apart from himself, had actually ever read. He ensured that the material being shown was suitably modest. He used to sit right next to the aperture through which images travelled from the projectionist’s booth and the minute he thought something in the film was objectionable – be it a kiss or an exposed female forearm – he would cover the projector lens with his hat and announce in his rather funny high-pitched voice:


“Rows one, two and three out!”


That was where the youngest schoolchildren sat. They had to get up obediently and file out of the cinema. Only then would the screening be allowed to continue.


“Next!” My father’s voice rang out wearily in the darkness.


It was the turn of a skinny boy. Father took him by the shoulders and pushed him towards the machine. The light flashed.


“Well, well, if if isn’t Vojto….” he muttered.


Father couldn’t see his face but he had the boy in his hands, so to speak.


“All done!”


He gave him a slap on the shoulder.


“Just don’t let me catch you and Adam wandering around town after school again!”


What can I say about Vojto Roško? He was my best friend. The closest friend I’ve ever had. He is no longer with us, but that’s quite a different part of our story.


His mother, Mrs Natália Roško, had a book that said:


A male child born under the sign of Virgo is likely to be inquisitive and self-assured; he will happily contribute to charitable causes but this will not always bring him praise and gratitude. A wealthy widow will fall in love with him but he will seek out a sharp-witted and capable maiden and will sire many children.


I could tell you many tales about the last statement. And I shall.


Just one more thing perhaps: Father’s X-ray detected that Vojto had situs inversus viscerum. That is, his internal organs were reversed – his heart was on the right and his liver on the left side of his body – as if he hailed from another, parallel world.


And sure enough, in many respects he was my exact opposite. Each of us was lacking something. We complemented each other.


Until the 1920s, roughly speaking, people would be born and die at home. Only later did women have the benefit of clean, sterile hospitals. It was a gradual process and that is why I, too, was born at home. Vojto, on the other hand, was the first child in Brežany to come into this world in the newly built general hospital. As soon as he learned to speak he would boast about this rather inconsequential fact to anyone who would listen, as if he had been accorded some special privilege. I suspect that his mother Mrs Roško was to blame.


In our youth, Vojto became an expert mouse-catcher. He could catch a mouse without hurting it. Then we would get a straw, shove it down its backside and blow. We would pump the poor thing so full of air that it could no longer fit down its hole. It would charge against the wall, desperately trying to get inside and hide. Then suddenly, with a big loud fart, it would deflate and scuttle away.


Vojto’s father was a military man, a fighter pilot to be more precise. I often saw him in the garden of their house in his khaki trousers and braces, white vest and perfectly combed hair, chopping wood or cropping trees. The tree crowns reminded me of his hair.


He taught Vojto how to use an air gun. They would practise while Mrs Roško baked a kuglhupf. Vojto was so good he could shoot raisins into the cake.


Saturday, 29 April


Tomorrow I have to get up early. I’m going to confession. We had to wait for a long time and then Father Savický sent us over to the Jesuit church. Vojto and I walked down the street and tore up the papers with our sins on them. We tossed one little piece of paper into the street and the other into the sewer so nobody could stick them together. We bought two cones of popcorn and went to the park to play marbles with the other children. I started out with twelve marbles and came home with sixty-three. After lunch I sat down to do my homework. I worked from three o’clock till nine in the evening. I made a drawing, did five maths exercises, wrote an essay about my brother and sister Peter and Tina, and learned a poem by heart. Now I have to go to bed early because I’m very tired.


There’s one question I keep thinking about – was Jesus Christ Catholic or Protestant?


Bactifebrin FOR THERAPY OF ACUTE ENCEPHALO-RADICULO-NEURITIS.


Strong family ties always meant a lot to Father. There were rumours that he had married my mother Berta, a Jewish businessman’s daughter, just for her money. (This was a rather cheeky claim, you might even call it chutzpah. But it never bothered anyone in my family.) They had three children – a daughter and two sons. I am the middle child.


Me.


Some people say if you start your sentences with the word “I” or “me” too often it means you think only of yourself. But this is my story. Or rather – the story of my father whose reincarnation I am. And the story of Bony, who is a later reincarnation of me. And this person – He-Me-Father – will undergo a further reincarnation. In fact, it has already begun to happen. Because there is no long thin white line leading from the past to the future. Everything goes around in circles. That’s what it’s like, ladies and gentlemen.


Circles.


The pre-war years remain etched in my memory like scenes from colorized movies. Or like photo images showing re-touched people against re-touched backgrounds numbly staring into the camera, desperately trying to look natural. To recognise anything in the picture you need light, lots of light. Dark corners are undesirable and besides, they are impossible to capture anyway.


All that is left is a stylized imprint of life embellished with a bit of poetry: My love is endless like the sea, in my heart you’ll forever be. Like a bird that seeks a nest, you will forever be the best. The undulating sea in the background is heaving, flooding the whole scene with its romantic waves.


I have this picture of Father and Mother taken heaven knows when.


One of Mother’s most cherished possessions was a large oblong scrapbook labelled Beliebte Filmstars, in ornamental lettering. Photos of American and German film stars – Cary Grant, Charlie Chaplin, as well as Emil Hörbiger and Marlene Dietrich that came with Lindt & Sprüngli chocolates – had to be stuck into pre-assigned slots to complete the album. Mother tried her best; unsurprisingly, she put on weight at this time, which bothered her.


The album was out of bounds to us children. She got very cross if she caught any of us with it. Only on rare occasions, after Sunday lunch, if she was in a good mood and Father was having a nap on the sofa, would she take it out with great care – Let me turn the pages, Adam! – and treat us to a presentation.


Father pretended he was still asleep even as music started pouring from the gramophone, since for Mother music was a natural complement to her beloved photo album. She often played film songs or tunes from the Slovak operetta Under a Foreign Flag, starring František Krištof Veselý. I was always transfixed when I heard him declaim, in his gentle Hungarian accent, the patriotic lines: The most beautiful corner in the whole wide world is my motherland… It is the only country that is so beautiful for me…!


After cranking up the gramophone, the fragile 78s Esta, Ultraphon or His Master's Voice (with that little doggie listening to his master’s voice coming from the gramophone’s horn) began to spin around on the turntable.


Sarah Blau – my Jewish bobe – would sometimes join us, only to nod off in an armchair. I only have a two-dimensional image of her because she died too soon, an inanimate image set in motion, her close-cropped hair topped by a wig which she used to cover with a fancy scarf adorned with little pearls, as befitted a practising elderly Jewess.


She adored matzo. And everything that went with it. At breakfast she would crush some into her cup and pour white coffee over it. In her golden chicken soup, goldene yoich, there floated matzo kneidlach, little dumplings made from ground matzo, parsley leaves and goose fat, to make sure they stayed light and fluffy.


Although my grandparents had two sets of crockery and kept kosher, they didn’t object to their daughter marrying a goy. Zeyde Blau spent as much time as he could communing with God – at six in the morning he went to pray at the Ashkenazi synagogue and at eight o’clock to the Sephardic one, just in case. I guess he wanted to make sure he didn’t miss any key developments between Heaven and Earth, and that all the debates he had initiated were duly concluded. At Purim, like all the more affluent Jews, he would send the Rabbi a donation for the poor. And in summer, when begging schnorrers arrived from Galicia and Mukachevo in the east, he would offer them pastries and make sure they left with a few crowns in their pockets.


Neither my Mother nor my grandparents, nor Uncles Armin and Oskar, had typically Jewish features, as described in detail in the 1925 anti-Semitic pamphlet The Jew’s Mirror, lavishly the illustrated with bizarrely contorted drawings of the unhinged Czech painter Karel Rélink. The pamphlet detailed how, under cover of darkness, the Jews murdered Christians, seduced their wives, maligned them in every possible way and stole their money and property. In my family there were no long crooked noses, supposedly reminiscent of the figure 6, nor protruding pointy ears, nor even brown eyes.


We would all gather for lunch on Sundays. It was a technicolour dream.


Saturday, 28 April


Today we had firemen’s tests. A lot of firemen did clever tricks that made everyone clap. We don’t usually have firemen’s tests but we’re having them now because there’s a heatwave. Lots of people came to watch. I got so drawn in I forgot to eat my lunch. I almost couldn’t breathe at lunchtime because it was so terribly hot. Then I took a shower.


Tonophosphan, A POWERFUL NON-TOXIC PHOSPHORUS PREPARATION. HAS A LONG-LASTING, STIMULATING AND TONING EFFECT ON WEAKENED CARDIAC MUSCLES.


In the summer the whole town was parched from the sweltering heat.


The air was still and heavy. People said the atmosphere was just as sleepy and languorous immediately before the outbreak of the Great War. Apparently the town councillors, feeling chatty and sociable after work, used to go for a drink to the local hotel, Zum Goldenen Hirsch, with its eponymous gold-painted glass stag above the entrance. They had a private room reserved for them at the back of the restaurant, away from the daily hurly-burly.


This is where they must have been sitting on the night of 28 June 1914, as well as the night of 28 October 1918.


They hardly took notice of the excited municipal clerk who barged in, elbowing his way through the tables. Until, out of breath, he shouted:


“The Czechoslovak Republic has just been declared!”


Yes, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, that vast amoeba randomly stretching across Central Europe, was about to pass away.


Turning to the clerk as he downed his glass of red wine, the mayor said with a wave of his hand: “What’s all the fuss about, my good man?”


The phrase would have gone really well with Brežany’s coat-of-arms, comprised of the customary bunch of vines, the arrow of St. Giles and the letter B. The motto beneath might well have read:


“What’s all the fuss about?” How fitting.


Particularly as the nineteenth century still continued in Brežany, its shoots reaching deep into my childhood. And showing not the least inclination to end.


On Sunday afternoons we usually went for a stroll in the main square. My Father, still young, slim and well-groomed, would don his favourite off-white suit, Mother would put on a summer frock (and a summer hat, of course, as her head had to be covered), while my brother and I trailed along in our little sailor suits and my sister in her little dress. This, at least, is what has been captured in the faded photograph now in my hands.


It would have been inconceivable for our family to pass by the patisserie without dropping in, as we children begged for ice cream. The photograph shows us about to enter just as Vojto and his parents are passing by – cordial greetings are exchanged all round, Vojto’s father flaunting his dress uniform, as at this point he was a non-commissioned officer, a fighter pilot, though I’m not sure of the rank.


The patisserie belonged to Mr Puškár. This was where Father used to go to play cards with a group of regulars. Their back-room gatherings were his source of the latest news. Sometimes the odd Jew would drop by, too. Mr Schreiber, the vet, was highly influential, as was the lawyer, Mr Reis. The latter wasn’t doing too well; people usually prefer lawyers who can whip up passions rather than those who try to talk them out of doing something foolish.


Another regular was Ambi Krebs, who usually walked around bareheaded but always carried his hat pinned to his coat. On a whim, Ambi Krebs had established a small private botanical garden in Brežany. The grown-ups mocked his efforts but the children adored him – for a small fee he used to give them tours of the exotic bushes and trees until he lost them to the harsh winter of 1944.


Puškár loved to recount how his mother suddenly went into labour on her way from the cemetery and gave birth in a stranger’s house, the first house on whose door she had knocked. And this was where his patisserie was now located. Nobody believed him.


His vocabulary was very peculiar. For example, if in the heat of a card game someone inadvertently gave a loud fart he would slap the person sitting next to him on the back and shout: Buenos Aires, amigo! Mind you, he never dared to treat my father in this way – they had never even been on first name terms. His favourite turn of phrase was: The God of patissiers has granted me cream slices. The God of diseases has granted me typhoid.


So, for now, Puškár’s patisserie is still in the main square – at least in the photo.


We all pile in. Me, my brother Peter and my sister Tina (her name was actually Marta but she hated it and insisted on being called Tina, which made everyone think that her real name was Martina). Our parents stay outside in the sun.


“I want strawberry…!” I shout.


Puškár says hello to my father through the doorway.


“Good afternoon, doctor!”


Tina gives me a nudge and snaps:


“You have to say please!”


“Strawberry… please!” I give her a nasty look.


“As you wish…,” says Puškár, scooping up some strawberry.


“Vanilla for me,” Tina says.


The coins jingle in her hands.


“We say please!” I shout.


Peter just laughs. For some reason, he’s never liked ice cream.


“That’ll be seventy-four plus thirty hundredths,” says Puškár with a smile.


“What…?” asks Tina, her eyes popping.


“We say please!” I poke her mischievously.


“Seventy-four plus thirty hundredths!”


Tina stares at the change in her hand, not sure what to do.


“Let me give you a hint: one Czechoslovak crown officially equals thirty seven plus fifteen hundredths of a milligram of gold.”


“What?”


“Meaning that you can pay me in gold. Or in crowns if you wish. I don’t mind either way.” Puškár beams at her – he’s having a whale of a time.


A confused Tina places two crowns on the counter, licks a small yellow stream of ice cream that’s trickling down her arm and heads for the door.


“Bye-bye…!” we hear Puškár shout as we run out.


Outside the shop window Father is talking to Mrs Angyal. My mother used to say she makes little angels, and it took me a while to figure out that this was because, as a midwife, she sometimes performed abortions as I was too young to understand the hint.


We run around trying to get as dirty as possible while the ice cream is melting fast in the blazing summer sun.


“So you say the amniotic fluid was greenish-yellow?” asks Father, rubbing the tip of his nose. I always felt he wasn’t too keen on Mrs Angyal. He doesn’t trust her, so he chooses his words carefully, to make sure she doesn’t read something else into them.


Mrs Angyal nods.


“In case of an apparent death the newborn’s skin is bluish-red, the face and the entire body are swollen; the arms and legs slightly taut, the rectum is closed, the heartbeat is intermittent and faint, the pulse in the umbilical cord has ceased or is intermittent… If you stick your little finger down the baby’s throat and the throat closes around it, you have to resuscitate it. You have to put the baby on its back and remove the mucus from the oral cavity. From the mouth and the throat, do you understand?”


Mrs Angyal narrows her eyes like a big cat, trying to commit it all to memory.


“Next you have to get hold of the baby’s chest and give it a few good thumps. Then you lift its legs with one hand and give it a couple of slaps on the bottom, then get hold of its chest again and shake it up. If this doesn’t revive the baby, you have to sprinkle cold water on its face and chest. Then, gradually, it should start breathing and turn pink. But you have to keep going until it starts howling away.”


Mrs Angyal thanks him, strokes one us on the head, ruffles the hair of another, and leaves with a smile. Father joins us.


Yes. If someone had released the shutter at that moment and taken a picture, they would have captured a world where everyone was jolly and happy. A world where nothing dramatic ever happened, was happening or would ever happen, a world that was not under any threat, a perfect sunny world on a lazy sleepy Sunday afternoon somewhere in Slovakia, in a town called Brežany.


As a matter of fact, someone did take that very photograph. He has re-touched and colorized it, stamping it with the logo Nežný et Co. Studio. The time that had never existed has stood still in the photograph.


As if that wasn’t enough, the people in the background include Screwy Igor, bent double and casting around for any bits and bobs he can find in the street – screws, nuts, ball-bearings – to take back home. Whatever it is, he takes it apart and after putting it together again there’s always a piece left over. His yard is filling up with all kinds of odds and ends, carcasses of cars and a jumble of spare parts whose original purpose can no longer be divined.


Screwy Igor is a shrewd businessman who keeps selling the same five or six objects, a proud forebear of present-day marketing.


“I’ve got something just for you! A pair of special flower trimmers and a cigar knife. Here, please take a look!”


“Hmm… But didn’t you say last week that these were special French scissors for trimming eyelashes, and that this was a cork knife?!”


“Well, yes, but that was something different. And you wouldn’t believe it – they sold like hot cakes! This time, though, I’ve got two first-class novelties on offer. Great innovations. Don’t be misled!”


“Oh, c’mon – I remember the writing on this one!”


“My dear lady, surely you’re not suggesting I’m trying to cheat you? Why would I do that? All right, I admit that these scissors could also be used to trim eyelashes, but their primary purpose is trimming flowers. The same goes for this gorgeous little knife – it’s meant for cigars but if the master of the house feels like a drop of wine, it’ll come in handy as a cork knife!”


“But excuse me – the last time you told me this was a razor for scraping the rough skin from one’s heels.”


“That must have been a misunderstanding. Nice meeting you, have a lovely day!”


And somewhere in the distance, where apart from me nobody even suspects his presence, is our dentist, Mr Gronsky. An Orthodox Jew, he is enjoying his Sunday stroll with his lady wife, like any respectable citizen. I have no idea what a goldmine might be called in dentist jargon but that’s roughly what my father represented to him. He wears a pince-nez and an old-fashioned hat, as if constantly trying to remind people that the good old times did indeed exist, no matter how it might seem these days.


7.


Browsing through the photos I reach for the little bottle of Noax on the bedside table. I let five drops fall onto a spoon and swallow. I’ve been doing this every now and then ever since that complicated leg fracture. Mostly in the evenings. My doctor prescribed Noax as a painkiller. And so what – it’s human nature to try and make things easier for oneself. Cigarettes, alcohol or harmless Ibalgine for elderly ladies: take your pick. Just to make life a little easier. My head clears after a short while. Not too much, just a little. Fine tuning, as Bony would say.


One of the photos that I inspect by the light of the bedside lamp shows the front of our house, still sporting a neat sign made of copper: Alfonz Trnovský, private medical practitioner. After a few years it replaced the original, cheap enamel one. What the picture doesn’t show is my Father’s consulting room – you had to pass through the front door, go up a few steps and make two right turns. Zeyde Blau contributed to the cost; it was Mother’s dowry, so to speak. A former kitchen and an adjoining room had been converted into a consulting room and waiting room, though traces of their original purpose remained visible for a while.


Father had studied medicine at Bratislava University, apparently at considerable cost, tempted by the promise of an attractive and prosperous future.


Sometimes he would recall those heady days, including the splendid intravenous hangovers induced by pure alcohol that he and his fellow medical students used to inject. Thinking about it always brought a wistful expression to his face. He passed through the evolutionary stages typical of his day and age: medical student – medical intern – medical demonstrator – assistant researcher – unpaid assistant. Eventually he was able to set up his own practice.


He wasted no time in having business cards printed and sending them out with the following notice:


A. Trnovský MD, former assistant at the Neurology Clinic in Bratislava, external physician at the Urology Clinic of the same hospital and junior registrar at all other clinics in Bratislava as well as Nitra, has the pleasure of informing you that he has established a private practice in Brežany, at 18 Hurban Street, and offers the most up-to-date treatments, electro-physical therapy, sun lamps, solux and diathermy.


Father displayed his medical doctorate diploma inconspicuously in a conspicuous place on a wall for his patients to admire as he wrote out their prescriptions.


There was also a boxroom for the X-ray machine, which he would regularly and proudly show off to all his visitors. Only from the outside, of course, since an X-ray machine is highly sensitive and not meant to be gawped at. The darkroom, containing only a gold-emblazoned sign on a black background, remained empty since Father had run out of money. Inquisitive patients would not have been able to detect the absence of the X-ray machine even if they had peered into the darkness within. The light bulb didn’t work.


Right next to the boxroom hung a large orange poster with the photo of a gorgeous lady in a swimming costume and a bathing cap, enthusiastically waving to someone outside the picture. She was smiling from beneath the words PERMANENT SUNSHINE in huge letters, which continued: UNDERNEATH A PHILLIPS “BIOSOL” LAMP and in smaller letters below: The human body needs sunshine! The few days of leisure and vacation enjoyed by people in full-time employment are rarely sufficient to provide the body with the requisite amount of healthy sunshine. It is therefore often necessary for a physician to compensate for this deficiency by treatment with artificial ultraviolet rays.


Between the ages of five and six I was madly in love with the lady in the swimsuit costume, throwing myself into an intense love affair marked by passion, jealousy, rows and, eventually, a break-up.


Admittedly, at first Father lived rather beyond his means, as evidenced by the burnished sign on the door, the fancy business cards, non-existent X-ray machine and equally non-existent sunlamp, as well as the actual consulting-room equipment which, on the other hand, did exist, with its gleaming chrome and stainless steel that hurt the eyes. He also liked to pretend he had a full diary – in those early days Mother often caught him holding a receiver to his ear (yes, we had a telephone as well, our number being 46-75), leafing through empty pages and accompanying every attempt to make an appointment with some tut-tutting until, at the fifth or sixth try, the caller finally struck lucky. In short, Father did quite a lot of faking at the beginning and as a result soon became quite successful.


This is a tried and tested method, and not just in this profession.


At first he used to go and see his patients on foot or by bike. At night he slept fitfully, constantly expecting the ominous knock on the door that would yank him out of bed and drag him into the dark night. Then he bought a Praga Piccolo, as – obviously – driving to see his patients added to the cost of the visits and made the prescribed medication more effective. That is what the smiling company rep in his perfectly fitting sharp suit also said. He offered Father an American cigarette, and bought him a cup of coffee and a piece of cake in Puškár’s patisserie in the main square. They had a talk, and after reeling off the virtues of the vehicle, the rep whisked Father off on a ride around the square and the bumpy roads on the outskirts of town.


Some time later my father opened another practice in Nevedovo, a village fifteen kilometres outside Brežany, and started commuting there by car twice a week. The locals were so frightened of cars that they erected a sign saying Cars 6 kms! outside the first house in the village. Anyone driving even a fraction faster got fined. Sometimes they also stopped speeding cars in the main square but Father usually got round this by stopping before he reached the police patrol. The obsessive mayor went as far as to check whether drivers blew their horn while driving around a bend, and anyone who failed to do so was also liable to be fined.


This was all because of Ambi Krebs. He was once brought to Father’s surgery with a fractured skull, with cerebrospinal fluid pouring out of his nose. He had crashed his car into a tree behind Nevedovo and suffered a severe concussion.


It was Mother who initially took on most of the administrative tasks at the practice; she was also in charge of sterilizing the instruments. As the number of patients grew, Father often didn’t manage to eat lunch before six o’clock and dinner before midnight, and he was hardly getting any sleep. The phone in his practice never stopped ringing.


A large loan from the Medical Savings Bank eventually enabled him to buy a Heliodor-Duplex portable X-ray machine (“offering full protection against high voltage and harmful X-rays”) for his darkroom. And since a certain amount of decorum had to be maintained, he would start each day with a visit to the hairdresser’s, who would run around in his white coat brandishing a razor. A doctor couldn’t do his own shaving, as that may have given rise to rumours, giving his competitors an excuse to cast aspersions. For the same reason, whenever he went to see patients from upper-crust families he relied on the services of a personal chauffeur (usually Ambi, if he wasn’t too busy) and left him waiting outside polishing the car with a patient smile. People love things that remind them of film scenes, particularly in a small town inhabited by small people who have remained small even after the town has expanded, spilling into its environs and acquiring the designation of a “district” town, but remaining a small town none the less. A town under a spell, proud of its enormous smallness and small manners.


Father used to cross the square with slow and dignified steps and greet acquaintances by raising his hat. While the hairdresser gave him a shave, he read the paper and listened to the latest local news.


Mother’s brother, Uncle Armin, a man prone to incessant quipping and the telling of jokes, had just opened a hairdressing salon. Father wanted his peace and quiet and would sit there with a forced smile and an occasional “Hmm” or “Aha” or sometimes a “Really?”


Carrying a black leather briefcase similar to Father’s doctor’s bag, Armin walked over to the Silbersteins’ big house in the main square, as the family insisted on having their hair cut by a Jewish hairdresser. Armin must have been the source of the story about Silberstein, a fabric merchant, summoning to his deathbed his two sons Arthur and Albert, who hated each other’s guts, and who would never have agreed to spend any length of time in the same room if it hadn’t been necessitated by this unique event, which they might have been secretly anticipating. Silberstein Senior lay in his sweat-soaked bed, with a slice of buttered bread in his hand and a solemn expression. He asked them to come closer and they did.


“Take a good look!”


Not until he took a bite of the slice of bread did the sons notice little oblong pieces of paper on the bread. They were too shocked to stop the disaster from happening. Their father was gulping down his precious stamp collection – his famous 50:50 overprints and other rarities. He just wolfed it all down before his sons were able to move and tear it out of his hands, from under his tongue and between his teeth.


“There – so you can’t fight over it! Now I can die in peace.”


However, Armin’s favourite subject was women, women of every conceivable shape and condition. My Mother used to say he had never got married in order to be always “available”.


In his practice Father developed a peculiar habit of addressing his patients in the third person.


“Has he been taking his medication regularly?”


“Where does he hurt?”


“Is she coughing?”


Then he would lay the chrome-plated end of his stethoscope on the patient’s bare chest.


“He should breathe! He should take a deep breath! Very deep! He should turn around. That’s right.”


“She’s breathing, she’s breathing!”


One of his patients, a man called Monako, was something of a weirdo. He was thirty when Father gave him a thorough examination and told him that the dark spots in the X-ray indicated TB and that he had about a year left to live. And even though he couldn’t feel anything, the blood he was coughing up suggested that his lungs were shot. And that he should pack his things and go to the Hágy resort in the High Tatras.


When he left Father’s consulting room Monako headed straight for the Golden Stag where, ignoring Father’s advice, he ordered a bottle of red wine and a packet of cigarettes. He placed both on the table next to the X-ray of his lungs.


He spent the whole evening looking at the picture, drinking and smoking one cigarette after another and when he finished he ordered more cigarettes and another bottle… And he kept staring at his lungs in the blue-and-black picture with his name at the bottom. In the early hours, as the cockerels began to crow, the bar was closing and he had consumed four bottles of wine and fifty cigarettes, he got up and went home.


He told Father: “That night I came to terms with it, right here, in my head.”


And he went on living for many years. Considering the role he was to play in my Father’s life this sounded like a badly told joke.


One evening, as my Father was getting ready for his late supper and Zdenka the nurse reported there were no more patients in the waiting room, an agitated young lady entered the surgery. She had fallen in love with a man who wore claret-coloured shoes with metal tips. That was the only bit of information she was able to divulge about the mysterious stranger, – most likely a travelling salesman, probably hailing from a big city, Prague perhaps – she had run off with. They stayed in hotels and everything seemed very exciting and romantic until one fine morning he put on his stylish claret-coloured shoes and walked out of her life. It might have been the shoes she had fallen in love with.


Her name was Klaudia somebody. She wanted Father to perform an abortion. She was Klaudia with capital K, the biggest capital letter you can imagine. A CAPITAL K. Klaudia Horváthová. Father would later have a tale or two to tell about her.


But in the meantime he examined her and told her she was probably not pregnant. However, she didn’t believe him and said she understood that as a doctor he had to adhere to certain moral principles and didn’t see any reason why she should get rid of the baby. That he just wanted to talk her out of it. She, on the other hand, needed to be absolutely sure – in a few weeks’ time it might be too late to do anything. And that was why she would really like the doctor to try giving her an injection (she had heard that an injection might help if the pregnancy wasn’t too advanced). She didn’t want an operation. She would be very much obliged.


So Father told her to undress, prepared a needle and injected a good dose of distilled water into the silken, supple skin of her upper arm.


Two weeks later she came back, beaming with joy. She thanked him for the intervention: the injection had worked and everything was perfectly fine now.


8.


I had always admired Father’s systematic and organized approach to things. For example, he was in the habit of getting up early in the morning and running up the nearby hill in a pair of breeches, a shirt buttoned up right up to the neck and a hat, taking a few deep breaths to warm up and then running back home. But first he would spend a little while on top of the hill watching the morning sun (if it was visible) as he took his deep breaths and told himself what a wonderful day it was and what great times we lived in.


On his way back he usually bumped into Father Peterský, the parish dean. He would greet my father respectfully and always seemed on the verge of asking him something important, apart from the usual gripes about his rheumatism and the early onset of arthritis.


Father thought he was just imagining it until one day he finally spat it out:


“Excuse my prying but… do you go to church, doctor?”


Father nodded.


“That’s good, very good! Please forgive me, but I haven’t noticed you at Holy Mass. No wonder, our church tends to get very full during the Sunday service, thank God!”


“But I don’t go to mass.”


Peterský was thunderstruck. “But isn’t it our Christian duty to attend Holy Mass every holy day? Still, it is good of you, doctor, to grace the church with your presence from time to time.”


“Please don’t misunderstand me. I don’t go there to pray.”


“Don’t you? You’ll have to explain.”


“I go to church to examine corpses, Father. According to the regulations this should be done at the place of death. But then I would have to go all the way up the Volovec Mountain, to the little hamlets in the hills that can only be reached on foot. That way I would waste a lot of time. But all the dead are brought down and laid out at St. Giles anyway.”


Dean Peterský turned on his heels and left.


Peterský’s chaplain, Jablonický, sometimes accompanied my father on patient visits. They would drive down the paved road in the Praga and then ride up the hill on a hay cart. Father would examine the patient, the chaplain would perform the last rites if he was about to turn up his toes – as the locals would put it –, then they would down a shot of plum brandy proffered by the family and ride back to the car.


Once, they were nearly drafted into a communist march. On that occasion, Father had taken me along so I would have a day out. We had to wait in the car for the Labour Day parade to pass. The foreman from the timber-processing college made his apprentices join the parade and they were happy to get out of school early on such a lovely day. The officials rode slowly on borrowed bicycles with red crepe paper plaited into the wheels’ spokes. They were followed by trumpet players adorned with huge red sashes playing an excruciating version of the Internationale, since none of them could play properly. After the rally the chairman of the local Communist Party cell invited everyone to lunch at the Golden Stag to demonstrate how generous and close to the people the communists were.


Father turned his head in the direction of the march and mumbled to Chaplain Jablonický:


“The Lord sees everything and finds us very amusing!”


“You shouldn’t say things like that, doctor!”


9.


Vojto’s mother had a beautiful name, Natália. Whevever she introduced herself she stressed that her Russophile mother had named her after Alexander Pushkin’s great love, Natalia Goncharova, one of the most beautiful women of her day. She would always add that it was because of her that Pushkin was killed in a duel. Who knows if she meant this as a hint to her husband that he should make a similar sacrifice for her. If she really needed a poet to sacrifice his life and writing career for her charms – in other words, if her physical beauty was meant to destroy spiritual beauty just for the sake of destruction – she should have married Ján Smrek, whose poetry she so admired. Unfortunately, her path had never crossed that of the great poet.


She was born into a prominent Brežany Catholic family where there had to be a reason for everything and rules had to be strictly obeyed. As far as other people were concerned, the family knew exactly who were “people like us” and who weren’t, and behaved with aristocratic condescension, driven by the belief that members of this distinguished family were the yardstick by which the entire universe was judged. It was they who were used by the gracious Lord to judge what was good and what was evil, rather than the other way round. He had endowed Natália Roško with great beauty – high cheekbones, a wide, round face and huge green eyes, a powerful, imperious chin and long black hair. She looked stunning when she was angry, which happened rather frequently.


I remember one particular day when Vojto and I were playing with his wooden soldiers in his nursery and heard snatches of shouting from the kitchen, followed by the slamming of a door.


“Silly woman!” Vojto’s father said, walking down the corridor.


She ran out after him, shouting:


“And what about those knees of yours, and all the grass stains you’ve got on them? Well? Tell me where you got them, you whoremonger!”


Noticing that the door to Vojto’s nursery room was open, she put on a smile, slowed her step and asked:


“Boys, would you like some lemonade?”


We nodded, she walked back to the kitchen, and the shouting resumed.


It was fairly common (or at least whispered) knowledge in Brežany that Vojto’s father had married her basically because he grew up in poverty and because, as the youngest of ten children, there was no room for him at home and the military academy was his only option. Natália liked his pilot’s uniform and he, in turn, liked the house into which they were soon to move. Natália’s father ran a flourishing haberdashery shop.


The other reason – which Vojto didn’t mention until many years later, over a bottle of his favourite Metaxa brandy – was that in order to join the army and have any prospect of promotion in the military, his father had to be a married man. And since he was courting his mother at the time, he thought he might as well propose. Besides, their relationship had apparently resulted in two abortions already so this way it all stayed in the family, as it were, and as a result, Vojto was born, followed by his brother Theo. But Vojto’s father liked other women, too – women who were huggable, less complicated and less demanding – as suggested by those green knees. His air squadron was often deployed all over the place but rarely at home.


“Here’s your lemonade, boys!” Mrs Roško said, leaving a tray with a carafe and two glasses on the table.


She had to serve it herself because two days earlier she had fired Elenka the maid and had not yet found a replacement. Elenka had to go because of a dalliance with Mr Friedl, the Jewish doctor who was visiting Brežany. And although they were only seen together once having dinner, that was already too much for Brežany. That started the rumour mill and Elenka had to go.


As this was the day of Natalia’s regular salon, she had no choice but to borrow domestics from the manor of the local count. A cook and two maids. She usually held her salon in her beloved Slovak Room, replete with shepherds’ hatchets, custom-carved folk-style wooden furniture, a plaster shepherd with a sheepdog and an example of the local costume.


Mrs Roško kept meticulous records of every event of this kind in a special leather-bound Guest Book. All her illustrious visitors had written or drawn something nice in it. Several inscriptions had come from mayors past and present, Mr Levendovský the notary, Father Peterský, the opera diva Jarmila Kšírová, even the famous operetta tenor František Krištof Veselý. Sitting in front of the fireplace, caressing her precious bear skin and sipping ten-year-old port, Mrs Roško always longed for her home (which she liked to refer to as her “modest abode”) to establish itself as a kind of showcase salon in the town of Brežany.


She tried to entice one or two local poets but they fled to Bratislava in search of publishers or the right kind of cafés. The only local artist who frequented her salon was Father Savický, deputy headmaster of the Catholic school, author of a rambling historical opus whose main claim to fame was its feeble plot.


In addition to his other virtues and writing ambitions, Father Savický was also a legendary patient of my father’s, suffering as he did from every disease known to mankind, sometimes even from ones yet to be discovered. He loved to discuss his illnesses, exaggerating each of them mightily. He boasted of his arsenal of medications. He had something for everything. He had medicines for pain, the common cold, spots, sleepiness, insomnia, sadness and excessive happiness, depression, excessive depression, over-excitedness, and so on. He used to pop the pills like sweets. He was constantly sucking on something, generously offering it to others, too.


10.


Before the war there used to be a small general store in the main square, where there is now just a gap between buildings hidden behind a Tesco billboard, waiting for a developer to seize his opportunity. It boasted a large sign outside, while inside there was a black, waxed floor and the shopkeeper, Mr Malánek, wearing dazzling white overalls and a smile on his face. The smile was there even when he had no reason to smile, a mask he was no longer able to take off.


Mr Malánek represented the only feature of Brežany that never changed as the years went by. He stood in the same place, with the same expression, come summer or winter, autumn or spring, even when children happily playing by the Sálava made a Russian grenade explode not far from his shop, and when Ambi Krebs came hurtling through the shop window in his new Austrodaimler. He stood there when his general store was nationalized and he was made to wear new, cheaper white overalls made of Bulgarian synthetic fibre and the sign above the door was replaced by angular script proclaiming SELF-SERVICE.


Mr Malánek was still standing at the counter when my father diagnosed him with morbus parkinsoni, allegedly a side effect of the Spanish flu he had once contracted – he was trembling, his face had gone stiff and he talked as if he were chanting slogans. He went on standing there because he was too ill to move from the spot, and once he started to move he couldn’t stop. So he preferred to stay safely parked behind the counter.


As far as I remember, the most fascinating item his store had to offer a child were sweets kept in glass jars and sold by weight. Today it seems to me that this was the only thing you could get in his general store. I don’t recall anything else. Just a clean, airy room with jars full of sweets on the counter.


The thing is, we never bought anything else there. Father used to get every imaginable gift from his grateful patients. They always remembered “our good doctor” – whether they slaughtered a pig or a goose. They would come bearing gifts of roast meat, goose fat, vegetables, fruit, potatoes, chicken, ham and sausages, and home-made wine. We seemed to be living beneath an inexhaustible horn of plenty. That’s what happens when your life is in somebody else’s hands.


Until the arrival of the radio, divine silence used to reign in our house.


In addition to the occasional orchestra playing on the 78s the only other sound in our house was Grandma Mária singing: How quiet the night, so dark and fair, / My heart does make me rest foreswear. / The moon sleeps not a wink all night, / What tales it knows, of love so bright. / At dead of night will love change round, / When nightingales in the groves resound. That is how the folksong went.


But once the contraption arrived, it never stopped playing. At first they broadcast live music, then later someone would play records. Radio plays were presented, complete with every careless mistake and spiteful tiff. Our privacy was later invaded by television – my sweet, beloved, hated television, the device intended to make all brain activity cease. But its advent was still way off.


Now once again silence reigns in the house. As it should at the final curtain. Everything that has ever happened here is long gone.


On the other side of the corridor, almost directly across from the kitchen, is where the dining room, or the drawing room as we called it, used to be. Although it is hard to say what this room might be called these days. The wind is whipping up again outside, making everything within whistle and rattle, as during Father’s final years.


Father never tired of trying to keep up family rituals, with everything he thought that entailed. On Sundays there had to be a proper Sunday lunch. A classic Sunday lunch, say in 1938, followed certain fixed rules – chicken consommé complete with chicken necks, feet, stomachs, and cooked vegetables served on the side. The main course was fried chicken with potatoes. Or goose, and sometimes duck from a grateful patient; served with cabbage, dumplings or lokše, potato flatbread fried in goose fat. And sweet preserved tomatoes with rum on the side. Or stewed apple. And some delicate crème de menthe.


We sat around the big table, Father taking the place of honour at its head. His brother, Uncle Rudo, with Aunt Julka and their son Filip, my cousin, were regulars, as were several members of Mother’s family: Uncle Armin, Uncle Oskar with Aunt Rózka and their children. Naturally, all family celebrations had to be held on Sundays.


I used to help Terka, our maid and cook, serve the dishes.


Uncle Rudo would instruct me, reading out extracts from a dining manual:


“The basic rules of serving at table are as follows… First: Food and drinks must be placed on the table using the right hand and on the diner’s right-hand side. Second: Platters are served using the left hand and on the diner’s left-hand side. Three: Drinks are topped up using the right hand and on the diner’s right-hand side. Four: Plates are cleared away and replaced from the right and left, respectively. Five: While serving you must never turn your elbows towards the diner, except when serving soup in cups. Six: Every service is to be performed in the quietest and most unobtrusive manner possible. All dishes are to be offered twice, the second time also to those guests who had not partaken of the first serving. Food may always be offered, but not imposed, which would be impolite. This inappropriate style of hospitality should also be banished from country feasts, where it has become rampant!”
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