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Translator’s Note


Katalin Street (1969) was the first of three novels written by Magda Szabó to explore the effect of the Second World War on the private lives of those who survived. The others are Abigail (1970), set in the months leading up to and just after the German Occupation of March 1944, and The Door (1987).


In Katalin Street, the Held family home is located between those of the Bírós and the Elekeses. These older houses in Budapest had truly vast cellars in which up to a hundred people took shelter during the Allied bombing raids of 1944 and 1945.


A guide to the (always tricky) pronunciation of Hungarian names is on p. 10; personal names have not been anglicised, but I have preferred “street” to “utça”, “bridge” to “híd”, “square” for “tér”, “Danube” to “Duna” and so on, for I hope obvious reasons.


My grateful thanks are due to Mrs Jocelyn Charity, who advised on many points of detail, both linguistic and practical, having as a child sheltered in one of those wartime cellars herself.




Dramatis Personae




Abel Elekes, retired headmaster


Mrs Elekes, his wife


Irén and Blanka, their daughters


Major Bíró, army officer


Bálint, his son


Mrs Temes, his distant relation, housekeeper, governess to Bálint, and mistress


Lajos Held, dentist (of Jewish descent)


Anna Held, his wife


Henriette, their daughter


Pali, first husband of Irén, father of Kinga







A Note on Pronunciation of Names


Elekes: “Elekesh”, with slight stress on first syllable


Temes: “Temesh”, with slight stress on first syllable


Bíró: “Bee-raw”, with slight stress on first syllable


Kis: “Keesh”


Irén: “Ee-rayn”, with both syllables equally stressed


Bálint: “Baa-lint” with slight stress on first syllable (Hungarian for “Valentine”)


Blanka: the first “a” as in “salt”, “Baltic”; slight stress on first syllable


Pali: the “a” as in “salt”, “Baltic”; the “i” as an “ee”; slight stress on first syllable


Katalin: both “a”s as in “salt”, slight stress on first syllable (Hungarian for “Catherine”)


Tímár: “Tee-mar”, with slight stress on first syllable




Historical Context


The Germans invaded Hungary in March 1944 to enforce the extermination of Jews.


The Soviets “liberated” Hungary in March 1945 and imposed full Stalinist control after 1949.


The “events” of 1956 are the ten-day Hungarian Uprising of October 23 to November 4.




The process of growing old bears little resemblance to the way it is presented, either in novels or in works of medical science.


No work of literature, and no doctor, had prepared the former residents of Katalin Street for the fierce light that old age would bring to bear on the shadowy, barely sensed corridor down which they had walked in the earlier decades of their lives, or the way it would rearrange their memories and their fears, overturning their earlier moral judgements and system of values. They knew they should expect certain biological changes: that the body would set about its work of demolition with the same meticulous attention to detail that from the moment of conception it had applied to the task of preparing itself for the journey ahead. They had accepted that there would be alterations in their appearance and a weakening of the senses, together with changes in their tastes, their habits and their needs; that they might fall prey to gluttony or lose all interest in food, become fear-ridden or hypersensitive and fractious. They had resigned themselves to the prospect of increasing difficulties with digestion and sleeping, things they had taken for granted when young, like life itself. But no-one had told them that the most frightening thing of all about the loss of youth is not what is taken away but what is granted in exchange. Not wisdom. Not serenity. Not sound judgement, or tranquillity. Only the awareness of universal disintegration.


There came too the realisation that advancing age had taken the past, which in childhood and early maturity had seemed to them so firmly rounded off and neatly parcelled up, and ripped it open. Everything that had happened was still there, right up to the present, but now suddenly different. Time had shrunk to specific moments, important events to single episodes, familiar places to the mere backdrop to individual scenes; so that, in the end, they understood that of everything that had made up their lives thus far only one or two places, and a handful of moments, really mattered. Everything else was just so much wadding around their fragile existences, wood shavings stuffed into a trunk to protect the contents on the long journey to come.


They had discovered too that the difference between the living and the dead is merely qualitative; that it doesn’t count for much. And they had learned that in everyone’s life there is only one person whose name can be cried out in the moment of death.




Places




None of them had ever got used to the apartment or grown to like it. They just put up with it, as with so many other things.


It was the place that sheltered them from the rain and the heat of the sun, nothing more: a cave, if slightly more comfortable than a cave. An air of neglect hung over everything, defying the best efforts of Mrs Elekes to keep it clean. Hopelessly untidy herself, any semblance of order or homeliness she might impose would be short-lived, evaporating within minutes under the influence of some mysterious force that followed her around. The glass selected at random by a guest would always be the one she had given the most cursory wiping over or failed to wash at all. A man reaching round for an ashtray would invariably light upon one overflowing with ash and cigarette stubs, which she had forgotten to empty.


The flat was on the sixth floor of a relatively new block on the left bank of the Danube, with views across the river. From its windows they could see their old house. Its façade had been covered in scaffolding for several months now, undergoing redevelopment along with its immediate neighbours. It looked like a childhood friend who, either in anger or a spirit of fun, had put on a mask and forgotten to take it off long after the party had ended. Bálint, Irén and Mrs Elekes would often linger on the balcony staring out across the river, even after more houses had been built along the embankment. But if either Mr Elekes or Kinga joined them they would immediately turn away and pretend to have some particular business there.


Living in the flat depressed them profoundly – so many flights of stairs to climb, the rooms so tiny! – and they desperately missed their garden. Besides, they all had personal sources of grief, Mr Elekes in particular. Apart from his granddaughter Kinga, everyone was extremely attentive to him. It was as if, with the coming of maturity, they had taken to heart all those injunctions about the virtuous life that he had showered on his former pupils, and they enveloped his days in a wearying solicitude. With his formidable strength of will he had learned to look after himself. He had always enjoyed educational handicrafts, so he made paper bags and boxes for a cooperative, and he worked away on his typewriter – short articles on pedagogic problems tapped out on two fingers. From time to time Irén would announce that she had sent one of them off to an important educational journal and it had been accepted. He never commented. He knew perfectly well that his articles had nothing new to say, certainly nothing of relevance in the present climate, and that these supposed honoraria, pitiful as they were, had been taken from the housekeeping money. The notes would be placed in his hand for him to touch and promptly returned whence they came.


The furniture was all from their former home, with one or two exceptions. A great many pieces had had to be sold off when they moved, to fit the smaller space. Mr Elekes continued to sit beneath the bust of Cicero, quite why, he was no longer sure, since the contents of the desk and its drawers were now Irén’s. Twice a day he would be taken out for a walk, as you would a dog. But despite his longing for the smell of the sun, the wind and the water, he was always conscious that the person taking him was short of time and had rather more important things to do than trudge along at a snail’s pace with him beside the Danube, and soon he would politely ask to be taken home. When Irén took him out she always bought him a little treat – in the summer an ice cream or roasted corncob, in winter a slice of baked pumpkin or some hot chestnuts. Whatever it was, he nibbled at it with loathing and impotent shame.


He was the only one who had any patience with little Kinga. She was always getting in people’s way and no-one else had time to waste on her, so it totally demoralised her when he too could no longer see what she was doing, even when she stuck her tongue out at him or made the donkey’s ears sign at passers-by from the balcony. He had no status in her eyes: she was far too sure of his affection and felt no need to strive for it. It was Bálint who she attacked with her sentimental effusions. But he never returned her affection. He would tell her, rather sharply, to go and find her father, and not to forget that she was Pali’s daughter, not his.


Meanwhile Mrs Elekes floundered despairingly in a sea of washing-up water. Irén and Pali occupied two of the rooms in the apartment and it was all too much for her. It drove her to her wits’ end. On the one hand, given her lack of strength and energy, the apartment was dauntingly large; on the other, compared with the house in Katalin Street it was mean and cramped, and she was deeply ashamed of it. Moving through the rooms she was permanently conscious of the absence of objects and items of furniture that had either been disposed of or had simply disappeared. Deprived of her attic, her basement, and her larder with its built-in cupboards and drawers, she would sometimes collapse in total bewilderment, a monument of impotence.


She missed her daughter Blanka too, so much so that on days when a long-expected letter failed to arrive she would curl up in misery. She would stand in the narrow entrance to greet the postman with a look that made him lower his eyes, as if it were his fault that the stupid envelope the old woman had been hoping for hadn’t come. She thought of Blanka more and more often, with an ever more desperate longing, and she increasingly dreaded the moment when Irén would finish work and arrive home.


They all dreaded it, even Mr Elekes. He might not be able to see what was happening, but he was always aware of his daughter’s return, coming in, greeting the others – how exhausted she was, what a difficult day she’d had at school – and immediately setting about putting things in order, like a robot. Mr Elekes, Bálint and Kinga would watch in silence as she made her way from room to room, straightening a book here, repositioning a vase there. Her mother, who felt she had already worked herself to death over the housework, often longed to snatch up the tablecloth and throw it and everything on it out of the window. The silent daily warfare over the table, the library, the precise distance between two objects that she had never mastered in all these years, was infuriating and humiliating.


But when Irén began to shout, their reactions were very different. Mr Elekes listened to the raised voice, the altered, unnatural tone, with a deep sense of shame. His wife, almost beside herself with terror, racked her brains to think how they might have offended her. Bálint simply watched with interest. Seeing him standing in a corner, smoking and gazing at her with something close to amusement, always stopped her in her tracks. She would instantly change her tone, often bursting into tears and apologising to everyone, always with the same refrain: she was getting old, she was exhausted, her nerves were in shreds. Her lack of self-control, her shouting, gesticulating, kicking off her slippers and her constant complaining were in fact more upsetting than even Blanka’s former sins. From her, after all, her father had always expected some sort of delinquency or base conduct, if not quite everything that happened later.


Kinga, who had never known Irén to be any different, listened in amazement when her grandparents talked about their former home and her mother’s childhood. The Irén who supervised her homework was the mother she knew – even if one who seemed permanently surprised that this little girl was actually hers – and this particular Irén showed little resemblance to the wonderful personage who shone so brightly in the old people’s reminiscences.


Bálint, when he found himself in the flat, was bored and bewildered most of the time. It was a constant source of surprise to him how little difference it made that he now lived here, and how vain had been the hope that by marrying Irén he could escape the unreality of his life. The number of items that Mrs Elekes had saved from his former home was small. There were several ornaments and objects from her former home too, but none of them conjured up the magic he had been hoping for. Irén’s new abode had turned out to be nothing like the one in Katalin Street, and even here he was haunted by the sense of being somewhere else. The marriage to Irén had shown him that she yearned and pined for Katalin Street just as much as he did, that she had not found it, and neither had her parents, who were locked in the same hopeless quest to recover it. Only Kinga lived without expectation, in cheerful innocence, not forever yearning for the voice of some long-lost person. She knew nothing of the world beyond this flat in Budapest, and reminiscences that had no bearing on herself she thought both dishonest and stupid.


This tyranny of somewhere else was a cruel one. It stopped Bálint seeing both the reality that existed and what he would have liked that reality to be. During his prison days, for example, while he was waiting to be transferred to the medical service, he had noticed only the hospital wards and the university teaching facility, drawing a veil over the barbed wire and the blinding floodlights. Then, once he had been sent there, he would suddenly stop in the middle of his assigned duties and stare in wonder at his filthy hands – how could he be expected to handle his patients with fingers like these? – or ask himself why he was sitting in a lecture room dressed in such extraordinary clothes. On the other hand, however desperately he tried to conjure up images of his former life, he could never visualise the Held family garden, the row of riding saddles belonging to his father the Major, or the bust of Cicero in its place in the Elekes house. On his release, whether as a lodger now in the Elekeses’ apartment or at his place of work, he was barely conscious of the room he was in, the bathtub in which he sat, the patients he treated, or the comfortable bed in which he lay at night – he saw only what spoke to him of his prison days. When he administered injections, it felt like driving a fork into the ground. Even when there was no-one else in the flat, he would rush to finish what he was doing in the bathroom because the time allowed in the latrines was strictly limited. When he might have been sleeping peacefully in his bed, he would be startled awake by the summons of the prison bell. While Katalin Street remained partly as it had been and Irén was still living in the old Elekes house before the social rehousing scheme took it over, the strangers who now occupied the other two didn’t seem to mind his staring in through the window of his old home. But he stared in vain. The house, though it still stood seemingly unchanged and there to be touched, had effectively vanished. And with it the entire street, though he could still walk down it. Everything had gone – as lightly as if someone had plucked a handkerchief from his coat pocket.


Even during his time in the village – that most harmonious period of his adult life – he had been unable to conjure up what he most yearned for. The principle of somewhere else still toyed with him. His house stood on its own plot of land, but in his mind he was still in that rented room on busy Rákóczi Street, and that room, rather than his new home, was what he saw all around him. As evening drew in, knowing that music would upset the landlord, he would turn the radio down and sit there, among the furniture he had inherited from Blanka – it seemed to cringe in fear – listening intently to the silence and the typical dusk-to-dawn sounds of the village. And now, living with Irén, everything – the prison and the hospital, the rented room in Rákóczi Street, his time in Blanka’s flat and the house in the village – coexisted in the same time frame. He would smile to see the women struggling to maintain order in this surreal stage-set of a place, where strange scenes and locations came and went. What was the point of polishing the door handles when it was all bare earth, barbed wire, and blinding floodlights, and anyway there weren’t any handles, just a guard standing there . . . and why wax the parquet floor when there were only stone slabs in the hospital, it was ridiculous trying to make them shine . . . and what were they doing now, messing about in the bathroom: didn’t they know that prisoners weren’t allowed there? But of course there was no bathroom . . . and why all this fuss about the balcony and the flowerboxes? The landlord had expressly forbidden them, and besides, anything in a pot would rapidly come to grief in Blanka’s care . . . and why were there all these people in his little house: he’d always lived there on his own . . . and look, that little girl seems to have wandered in: she must have been left behind after this morning’s clinic . . .


Scenes of his former life drifted in and out of his bedroom door. When he was too tired to read or listen to music, and had nothing else to do, he would lean back in his chair in the corner where Blanka once cocooned herself and simply watch the ever-changing procession. He would have rather liked to greet its members. He wanted to ask them if they knew each other as well as he knew them.


The actual reason why he was in the flat at all, the reason why he had sought Irén out at that exhibition – the one episode that he could recall in every detail, that he knew as intimately as his own body and central nervous system – never appeared in the procession, either with Irén present or without her. Nothing in their daily conversations or recollections ever brought it back. Irén, it was clear, knew the password no more than he did. He had married her to no purpose. The old Katalin Street on the other side of the river was gone forever. So too were the Held families, the Major, Mrs Temes and Henriette.


In their free time, if they weren’t going out and there were no visitors, they sat and talked. Their visitors were few because every time Irén had guests it was a particular trial for the old people: it meant that they went to bed later than they liked or, if they did go at their usual time, they would be constantly woken by the comings and goings and noises from the kitchen late at night when Irén washed the glasses and put them away. It was at times like these that they felt most painfully that everything of their old home was gone: the Katalin Street they once lived in had been carried off by a bird, to some never-never land. Now they would all have to accommodate themselves to an adult Irén who, for her part, had neither the time nor the inclination to adapt her present self to their wishes.


They often sat together and talked as a family. Mr Elekes would perch stiffly on his seat, all attention, while his wife flopped exhausted in an armchair. Kinga would cuddle up against Bálint to watch the others in fascination. She found their voices irresistibly funny. Everyone spoke as if the old man were deaf: loudly and ve-ry cle-arly. It amused her intensely. For the old man it was almost more than he could bear. In fact, most of the time the irritation was universal and mutual. They sat together and talked because they simply couldn’t live without each other.


The moment Pali first saw Irén in Bálint’s company – it was after he had married her – he realised how futile it would be to stay stumbling around in a daze among these people. They shared some private knowledge that he didn’t – he and little Kinga. They were party to a secret from which he was forever excluded. When Irén finally sent him packing, of all their friends and acquaintances he was the only one who understood why she had done so, the only one who wasn’t shocked and outraged that she had “traded him in” for a man who had no future, was generally considered an incompetent doctor who had fallen into his profession by mistake, was not particularly attractive, was visibly older than Irén, transparently not in the grip of some wild passion for her, and had already left her once before for someone else – as Irén herself had told him. He knew that this wasn’t about Irén and Bálint, or about himself and Irén. It was about something he couldn’t put his finger on – something that bound these people together. They tossed coded words at one another in a kind of ball game, allusions incomprehensible to himself and to his child that made their eyes light up and left old Elekes tittering with amusement. Once Pali had overcome his sense of insult and hurt he was simply glad to be able to go without guilt, to be able to “leave them to it”, playing their weird family games by themselves, behind closed doors.


But even when they did manage to evoke the secret world they shared, the heightened spirits and raised voices never lasted long. The performance quickly exhausted them. The game had no resolution, it brought no release, like desire aroused but not followed by a full embrace. They were too few to support the weight of the images their words conjured up from the void; they ached with longing for the dead, and the mood in the room started to sag, seemed to press down on their heads, like a collapsed ceiling. Before long, they would realise it was pointless – but all too soon they were at it again, because they still hadn’t come to terms with it. They hoped that if they clung to one another and held one another’s hands, and if they could hit upon the right words, then perhaps they might find their way out of the labyrinth and somehow make their way home. And until that happened they would have to endure this unreal, impermanent abode in the sky, so close to the water: even a bird needs somewhere to perch and rest. There were four of them making the journey, perhaps five – Blanka was still alive, and she still wrote occasionally. If just one of them could find the way back, then they all would. Mr Elekes would recover his sight and lead the way. Mrs Elekes would slowly relax, she would put on weight, become idle again and start to sew cushions. Irén and Bálint would rediscover their old love and Irén would grow gentle, soft-spoken, a fairy-child once more. The sun would again shine out of Bálint. His confidence would return, and with it the prospect of a great medical career.


Henriette was with them on one of these occasions. She did not assume a physical form that they could see, but she was there. She listened in sorrow. She knew that without the ones who had died their quest was in vain: they would never find their way back to Katalin Street. Kinga was still a small child at this time, and she saw Henriette. But when she tried to explain that there was someone else in the room she simply wasn’t believed. Her grandfather recited a rhyme about naughty little girls, and Irén gave her a slap on the hand and told her not to tell fibs, it wasn’t nice, then picked her up and took her off to bed.




The house stood at the tip of the promontory, high above the reach of the waves, but the sea was audible throughout the long day, sometimes just a murmur, sometimes much louder. If you gazed out over the garden wall it was visible all around, ceaselessly hurling itself against the rocks as if it had some eternal score to settle with the edge of the land.


Blanka’s sleep was never entirely unbroken, but in summer she was often awake all night. She found the heat intolerable. Her husband, her mother-in-law and the servants took this in their stride, allowing her to sleep all day, whenever and for as long as she wished, and even when she wandered restlessly about the house, refusing food, they made due allowance. When the dog-star raged she would pace back and forth in a thin nightdress, until either her husband or her mother-in-law found her “almost naked”, and insisted she put on a dressing gown. They knew that as soon as the heat abated she would calm down and be her old self again, gentle and amenable.


For example, she faithfully observed the Sunday dress code. This greatly endeared her to her mother-in-law, who knew what a sacrifice it was for her, in the intense heat, to don the traditional island costume for women attending church, sweltering inside her black robes and black headscarf purely to please the family. The demands she made on them were so few that they readily forgave her erratic behaviour in the summer and waited patiently for her to recover her usual self. If they noticed her becoming abnormally restless, they too stayed up all night – not a great sacrifice on an island where people often kept irregular hours: the day would start earlier and end later than elsewhere, and between noon and early evening life came to a complete standstill. During this time her husband and his mother would sit together and chat; the old lady would nibble at sweet pastries, the husband would mix himself drinks, and the housemaid went about under the slowly turning fan picking up items of clothing that Blanka had cast off at random around the room, or taking a pair of slippers out into the garden for her if she had gone out barefoot. After that she would sit herself down at her employers’ feet, on the bottom stair of the marble staircase, and watch her mistress’ comings and goings with genuine curiosity. She adored Blanka, who had shown her more kindness and simple humanity than anyone in her life. She watched the way Blanka would stand at the end of the garden, gazing out in all directions. She felt so sorry for the girl that she regularly prayed for her.


Sometimes Blanka would tear her dressing gown open so that she could feel the cool breath of the sea air on her skin, thus exposing her breasts. Her husband would immediately shout at her. Startled, she would quickly button herself up again and fan her face vigorously, panting all the while. The family felt just a little hurt by her failure to adapt to their climate. She had learned their language quickly, spoke it flawlessly, almost elegantly, and she had even adopted their religion – surely a far more difficult thing to do than putting up with the summer heat? They sometimes saw her walk the length of the stone-floored rooms – there were no doors separating them – then go into the kitchen and take a handful of ice cubes from the huge refrigerator. She never put them in drinks. Instead she would take them out into the garden and play a game, sliding them along her arms and down her neck or balancing them on her head.


If they noticed her nodding off, they would go and bring her in. She often fell asleep beside the garden wall. She never sat on a bench, only on the ground, under some fragrant trees, from where she had to be led, half-supported, back to the house.


Her mother-in-law’s eyes always followed her with interest and affection. It was impossible for her not to love Blanka. She was so biddable, so fundamentally different from anyone she knew, and she showed her so much more respect than any of the uppity local girls ever did, having none of their modern ideas about life. If you said you didn’t want her to go outside she would simply stay indoors. Never in all her time among her compatriots had the old lady come across such a refined young woman as her daughter-in-law, who never undertook any kind of useful task, apparently felt no obligation to do so, and seemed formed by nature to be loving and submissive. The only thing that troubled her with regard to Blanka was her failure so far to bless them with grandchildren; but she hoped that sooner or later the girl would bring them that supreme joy: after all, her son had married her only recently.


So they tolerated her irregular nocturnal behaviour, and her husband, though he felt the sacrifice keenly, accepted her absence from the marital bed in summer. When he found he could no longer contain himself, he would fall asleep immediately afterwards. Sated and exhausted, he never knew how Blanka would then stir from her near-stupor and lie fully awake, her eyes open, her body tense, her mind filled with sadness, before going out to the bathroom and letting the water from the shower pour over her until she was shivering with cold.


During the embrace her mind was elsewhere, unlike her husband who gave himself up to it in ecstasy. She would note how oddly their sweating bodies stuck to each other, or the way their skin made little squelching noises. But she felt nothing: only the intense heat, despite the fans humming overhead. No matter how much water she drank, her only source of relief was to lie quite motionless or, better still, to leave the bed and go outside into the garden and crouch down beyond the wall, fanned by the breeze from the sea.


In summer, things were of course easier during the day. After an especially disturbed night she would sleep soundly, or, if she grew tired of lying in bed, she would go down to the sea and swim for hours. The thing about the local climate she found hardest to adapt herself to was that the temperature never dropped during the night, and the long periods of wakefulness she endured as a result brought back memories that at first she had no wish to recall. Only later, once she realised that the more she tried to fend them off the more obstinately they returned to torment her, did she stop resisting them. Had she not been so loveable and submissive, and had people on the island – a place that had witnessed the birth of gods – not seen so many strange and wonderful things, her lot might have been more difficult. But her husband was devoted to her, and her mother-in-law’s sympathy made her position in the house absolutely secure.


The old lady loved her perhaps even more than her husband did. To an outsider this would have seemed all the more surprising, for, notwithstanding her willingness to submit to instruction like a child – obedient in everything that was asked of her, wearing the traditional costume for church attendance and the visiting and receiving of guests simply to please her mother-in-law, and even adopting their faith – she was still an outsider, a complete stranger. But it made no difference: she was accepted as she was, in appearance so like those other women from abroad who alone had been able to redirect her son’s love onto themselves – for he, sadly, had never been attracted by the girls of his own country. The old lady knew that those foreign women, arriving on their yachts with their pet dogs kennelled in their cabins, were rich and drank too much. They would mock her and ridicule her ancient customs; they would oppose her in everything and turn her son against her. So she had welcomed Blanka. Blanka had the same long legs and blonde hair of those other fair women from the West, but she was homeless, penniless and humble. So everyone had cause for satisfaction – her son, who had attained his exotic ideal, and she who had gained a daughter-in-law who deferred to her in everything.


The house was surrounded by palm trees, laurel, myrtle and ancient oleanders, and the steps leading up to the entrance, the open sitting area and the inner courtyard were lined with dwarf varieties in majolica pots. The old lady had been much amused to hear that Blanka’s family back home had a collection of cacti, tiny plants that they struggled to keep alive. In response, so that here too she might have a cactus of her own, her husband had carved her name into the trunk of one that had grown into a tree. There were more smiles when they learned that her family had to bring the oleander into the house in winter to save it from freezing. Blanka would go and stand beside her new cactus and carve words of her own into the thick fleshy leaves, though neither her husband nor his mother, who were familiar with and able to read the Latin script, could understand their meaning in the foreign tongue. When they asked what she had written, she replied: just names. This won their respect. It pleased them that she was loyal, that she treasured her memories. When All Souls’ Day came round on the island they gave her a bundle of tall thin candles, as was the local tradition, to make an offering to her own far-distant dead. They were surprised and impressed by the number she lit (so many of her loved ones must have died!), and by the length of time she spent at the altar. But this too pleased the old lady. Once she herself had passed away, the girl would surely cherish her own memory in like fashion.


The mother-in-law was less pleased on those days (though there were rather fewer of them) when she was more active; but they forgave her them too. Blanka was always more alive in the winter. When her husband was away, at his office in the town or in court, everyone was surprised and intrigued to see her suddenly busy. Even the menservants would steal into the house to observe her from behind a pillar. Sitting at her husband’s desk! It was most unsuitable. The mother-in-law gave them strict instructions not to tell anyone.


On a shelf above the desk stood a white bust of the Greek father-in-law. From time to time she would sit down beneath it, take up her husband’s legal documents (of which she understood not a word), draw a series of lines across a piece of paper and study them intently. Henriette, who often visited the island, knew that the bust stood for the one of Cicero in Katalin Street: Blanka was playing at being her father, marking his pupils’ essays. Reading the words carved into the giant cactus, Henriette had noted that all their names were there, including her own. She had also seen the number of candles Blanka had lit on the altar of the dead, not just for her own family and for the Major but for everyone she had left behind, even the Bíró family governess, Mrs Temes.


Henriette was often present in the room with her. She was curious to know which of them Blanka remembered, and in what way. It fascinated her, watching her down among the low-slung chairs and bronze-footed sofas, playing at being those people. The husband’s study might have been off-limits to her as a woman, but it was the only room that was anything like the ones she had been brought up in. In the kitchen – where again she had no business to be – the servants watched in awe as she burst into unwonted activity. Like all the girls taught by Mrs Temes, she could cook superbly. At home she had been too lazy to make the effort, and here she thought of involving herself only when moved by the urge to explore her memories and to re-create Mrs Temes’ presence around her: the old, familiar smells quickly brought her back. Blanka was however the only one who actually enjoyed eating what she had prepared: anyone else who tried it would push the plate away, complaining that she had brutally overdone the spice, and that simply tasting it had given them a stomach ache.
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