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Magda Szabo’s Abigail is the most widely read of all her novels in her native Hungary. Now, fifty years after its original publication, it is published in English for the first time.


Gina, the only child of a widowed general, lives a cosseted and carefree existence in Budapest, even in the shadow of the Second World War. When the general sends her to girls’ boarding school in Debrecen, in the east of the country, she is devastated. Her belongings are taken away on arrival, and she is initiated into the peculiar rites of her peers. She soon finds herself ostracized and, desperately unhappy, tries to escape.


When brought back to the school, all she can do is entrust her fate to the legendary and mysterious Abigail, a statue of a woman in the school grounds, to whom the pupils confide their troubles in handwritten messages. But who is the mystifying figure behind Abigail, who wishes her well? Eventually Gina achieves hard-won solidarity in a restrictive environment, and begins to discover her place in the world.


Rich in imagery, and with Gina’s internal world beautifully realised, Abigail is a tale of suspense and revelation in a shifting world where things are often not quite as they first seem.
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Gina is sent to boarding school



The change that came about in her life robbed her of so much it was as if a bomb had destroyed her home.


Her first loss was Marcelle – the Marcelle she had always addressed as “mam’selle”, though she had never thought of her as simply the young Frenchwoman who for twelve years had slept in the room next to hers and had brought her up. Marcelle had become much more than a governess or mere employee. Just to be in her presence was usually enough for Gina to forget that Marcelle was not actually a member of the family, someone who could never truly replace the mother she had lost at the tender age of two. Marcelle always knew what Gina was struggling to express, what was really on her mind, the thing she could only stammer about incoherently, and there were moments when Gina felt as close to Marcelle as she did to her father. Whenever the governess was assailed by homesickness, or Gina reacted negatively to something said or done, Marcelle would tell her to be glad that at least she had a father by her side, and one who loved her more than anyone: she, Marcelle, had long ago lost her own parents, and now she had to earn her living from the one thing they had taught her, her mother tongue. She never failed to add that, if that was to be her lot in life, then how lucky she was to have found a home with Gina and her father. Though she had never married, it was as if here at the Vitays she had a family, or at least a daughter, of her own. Marcelle was the sort of person you would always miss when away from home as you would a real parent, and Gina knew that she was so very good to her not because she was paid to be but because she truly loved her.


But Marcelle was no more: she had gone back to France. Gina’s father, the General, had said it was impossible for her to stay a moment longer, and he surely knew best. He would not have sent her away if he had not been absolutely obliged to. He knew as well as anyone the nature of the bond he would break in forcing them to part. But there was a war on, he explained: Marcelle’s and Gina’s countries were on opposing sides, and it was impossible for the young Frenchwoman to continue living with them. When there was peace again she would be able to return and they could carry on with their lives where they had left off. She had left all her belongings behind; they had simply been packed into trunks and moved down to the cellar.


But Auntie Mimó wasn’t French, and even if Marcelle really had to go home, why was it necessary to send Gina away to a boarding school? Why couldn’t her education be overseen by her aunt? When she asked her father why, if he insisted on her being under constant supervision whatever the cost, his sister couldn’t just move in with them, the General shook his head. If she hadn’t been so busy clutching at every straw in the hope of being allowed to remain at home, she too would have recognised that Auntie Mimó could never be a successor to Marcelle: she was quite unsuitable. However much Gina loved her aunt, she had made fun of her on many occasions and had often thought that at fourteen she was actually more grown up than her aunt was, even if the latter was a widow and by now over forty. But the moment it became clear to Gina that she would be parted from her too, the thought of losing her as well as Marcelle somehow enhanced her image. She forgot the many times she had giggled at Auntie Mimó’s efforts to preserve her long-vanished youth, her desperate need to be the centre of attention when in company and the anxious interest she would take in every new item of fashion or cosmetics in the hope of a miracle. Gina also forgot just how quickly she and Marcelle had realised that those famous afternoon teas, the afternoon teas with ballroom dancing that Auntie Mimó held every Thursday and which no amount of pleading could persuade the General to attend, were arranged not for the reason her aunt gave – to provide an opportunity for her little motherless niece to make herself known, to help her learn how to conduct herself in society, and to practise her dancing. No, Auntie Mimó was simply out to enjoy herself, to show off her new clothes and her ever-changing hairdos, to dance, and, with luck, to find herself a husband. That was why the guests on those occasions were generally old enough to be Gina’s father (or even grandfather), with scarcely a young person in sight. Marcelle was no doubt right when she declared that it was not at afternoon teas and dances that a young girl would learn that fundamental something she would later need to know in adult life; and she had surely been proved right that time they found Auntie Mimó in floods of tears because her hairdresser had cut her hair badly. Life undoubtedly calls for dignity and self-discipline, and for a person to be able to react to things in an adult way it was necessary to distinguish between what was merely unpleasant and what was truly bad, especially in wartime, when all over the world people were dying in their tens and hundreds of thousands. A badly cut lock of hair was an utterly trivial matter.


On the other hand, it was at one of Auntie Mimó’s famous afternoon teas that Gina had met Feri Kuncz, and had not failed to notice that, almost to the point of rudeness, the Lieutenant had had eyes only for her. She was moreover to receive an unexpected and perhaps somewhat premature gift – the alarming, almost too joyful realisation that she had fallen in love with him, and that she wanted one day to become his wife.


This business of Feri (it was the only thing she never had the courage to tell her father about) was, most unusually, something that Marcelle did not approve of. Her aunt, from the moment she spotted what was developing between Gina and the Lieutenant, had been altogether more understanding. It was she who explained to Gina that there is nothing more innocent and beautiful than the blooming of first love, the memory of which – even if it did not end in marriage – would always burn brighter than any other, and how happy she was to be the guardian of this pure, noble and entirely mutual attraction. Happy she certainly was. But Marcelle did not like Feri, and she liked this association with Feri even less. Not long before the General’s announcement that she would have to go back to France she had told Gina that she would have to tell him about it – about everything, the regular Thursday afternoon meetings and the whispered exchanges. Her father had repeatedly said that Marcelle, rather than his own flighty sister, should be the one to keep an eye on Gina. No-one from the officers’ mess should be allowed to come anywhere near her: that was all it would take for one of them to start trying to court her. In the end Marcelle kept her counsel. She was too busy preparing for her departure and the actual moment of separation. As things turned out, she might just as well have told him. Along with the governess and Auntie Mimó, the Lieutenant would also soon disappear from Gina’s life. If she were no longer in Budapest, how could she keep up the connection with him?


So now there was no Marcelle, and by tomorrow there would be no Auntie Mimó either, or Feri Kuncz. And with them, plucked away as if by a bird, her life at the Sokoray Atala Academy would have gone too. That fact was no easier to bear. She had been a pupil there ever since she had been old enough to go to school. She knew every brick in the building, every nook and cranny. It was an old and prestigious Budapest school for girls, and the staff were highly qualified and conscientious. Whenever Auntie Mimó invited Gina to one of her tea dances, to celebrate the Feast of St Barbara or St Nicholas, the headmistress always granted her leave, and it seemed no less natural that she should be allowed regular visits to the theatre and the opera. Often (for they had a season ticket) the General would join them at the performance, sitting behind them in the box Gina shared with Marcelle and her aunt. The door would open, a cold draught would caress her back and neck and the crimson-carpeted floor would creak gently as her father took his seat. More often than not his arrival gave her more pleasure than the performance itself. When she turned to greet him, it was into her own face that she smiled: her own grey eyes gazed back at her from beneath eyebrows shaped almost exactly like her own. Even their hair, in its fineness of texture, was alike, though Gina’s was brown and his was now greying. Their facial features, their mouths, even the shape of their teeth, were the same: father and daughter. In all the fourteen years of Gina’s life, although neither of them had ever expressed it in such elementary terms, they loved each other with a passion and both felt the world complete only when they were together.


And that was why it was so impossible to fathom his sudden decision to send her away to a boarding school in the provinces the moment Marcelle had gone. In the past she had been able to persuade him to do almost anything; now he seemed deaf to all her pleadings. He had decided on her fate without discussing a single detail and had merely informed her what would happen. If he had given any kind of explanation, anything she could understand and accept, it might have been easier for her to bear the thought of being torn from her familiar world. But her father had clearly not been telling the truth when he made his announcement. His reasons – that it was time for her to acquire greater self-discipline than she could learn from a governess within the walls of her own home; that the country air would be so much better for her; that he would henceforth have less time to spend with her and would feel happier if her upbringing were placed in the hands of only the very best teachers – were simply not worth thinking about. The villa on Gellért Hill stood high above the Danube and the city beyond. Where could the air have been healthier than here, in their large garden on the upper slopes? And what greater self-discipline be acquired than what Marcelle had instilled in her? More upstanding governesses? As if he had not personally chosen the best possible school for his daughter. No, for once he was not telling the truth. He simply did not want to have her in the house. And that could only mean that Auntie Mimó was almost right. For months she had been telling Gina that her brother had changed. He had grown more irritable, more reticent, and the amount of time he claimed to be spending on his military duties was quite implausible, in fact beyond belief. No, there must be a woman involved, she had said: one day Gina would see the truth, when he suddenly took the plunge and married. And perhaps the new wife wouldn’t want her around. Was it so impossible that her father should love some new woman more than his own child?


Gina was very much her father’s daughter. After hours of fruitless pleading she abruptly fell silent. There were no more questions, no more complaints. The General, who knew her every bit as well as if he were her mother, understood what depths of hurt and hopeless misery lay behind her restrained silence. When she gathered her things together the night before she left there was not the slightest hint of tears and no great emotional scene. Even without Marcelle’s help the packing did not take long, so few were the possessions she was allowed to have with her in the new school. Her father, it now became clear, had already visited the provincial town in question and had told her that the pupils were issued with their own clothing and equipment. All she would need to take was her underwear and her dressing gown; everything else would be supplied when she arrived. Before she finally shut the lid on her suitcase she ran her eyes slowly around the room, then stuffed her favourite toy, the spotted velvet dog, deep down between the nightdresses. Then she had second thoughts and put it back. It too would have to stay. Her adaptation to this unfamiliar new world would have to be total. The textbooks, the exercise books, everything would be completely new. So far she had been at a state school, now she was being sent to a religious one, where the books, and even the blotting paper, would be different.


That day they went on a round of farewells, first to her aunt and then to the cemetery.


When she learned the reason for their coming Auntie Mimó’s fit of hysterics was a model of its kind. She was outraged, of course, by the fact that Gina was to be taken from her side, but also because it was only now that she was being told. The girl was leaving the very next day, and no-one had said a word! Listening to the endless torrent of reproaches Gina felt utterly wretched, though there was nothing that she herself could have done differently. The moment she had learned from her father what was in store for her she had wanted to fly to her aunt for comfort and consolation, perhaps even help. But it had been impossible. She had run to the hallway to telephone her but had not finished dialling the full six numbers when her father was standing behind her and lifting the receiver from her hand. “You must tell absolutely no-one,” he said, addressing her not in his usual tones but as to a soldier receiving orders. “I will take you to visit Mimó, but there will be goodbyes to no-one else – not your girlfriends, not your acquaintances, not even the domestic staff. You will never mention the fact that you are leaving Budapest. We’ll shake hands on that.” Gina gave him her hand, but she could not bear to look him in the face, so upset was she that this too was being denied her, the chance to vent her grievances, the precious moments of parting, the fond words of farewell that she would have exchanged with Feri.


It was the first time Auntie Mimó had ever really fallen out with her brother. When it became clear that he was unwilling even to let her know where he was taking the girl (“You’ll be writing to her every five minutes, or sending her parcels, and you’ll be calling on her every other week. I’m not telling you, Mimó!”), she rose to her feet, thanked them for their visit and expressed the desire not to see her brother again for a good long while. Then she burst into tears, covered Gina with kisses and rushed out of the room, weeping ever more angrily. They left the house in such haste that Gina did not even have time to whisper a message for her to pass on to Feri. This was especially worrying. On the previous Thursday afternoon she had known nothing of her father’s plans and had parted from the Lieutenant with a promise to see him there next week. He would look for her in vain.


From her aunt’s her father took her to the cemetery, where they stood in silence before her mother’s grave. Gina imagined that this valediction might be rather different from those previous occasions when they had gone there, as they always did before going away for any length of time. Was he perhaps bidding farewell to her dear departed mother, saying a last goodbye to her before embarking on a new life altogether?


That evening was, to all appearances, like every other since Marcelle’s departure. They dined, the General sat by the fireplace to read, Gina pulled her stool under the standard lamp and took out her book. She stared at the lines but made nothing of the text; she did not even turn the page, she was merely pretending to be reading. Soon she became aware that there was no susurration of turning pages coming from behind her either; no reading was in progress in the depths of the great armchair. She caught her father’s gaze. Talk to me, was the message written on her face. Tell me what you intend to do, and what all this means. Whoever it is you want to bring here, I will love her. Your taste and your choice can never be wrong. How could anyone you love be a stranger to me, or someone I would choose to hate? Tell me what you have in mind. Don’t shut me out of your life. Don’t force us to live apart just because there is someone else. I won’t get in the way or make difficulties. I’ve always loved you too much for that. It’s still not too late. Don’t send me away! Make that woman understand that I will be a friend, not an enemy. Speak to me, father!


“You are going into a very different world,” he said. “It’s strange to think how often you’ve been to Switzerland and Paris and Italy with Marcelle, and with me to Vienna, and yet you’ve never lived in the provinces. Please try to bear with it.”


She made no reply. What could she possibly have said? The book slid from her lap onto the carpet. Up there on the hill the evenings were cool, even in summer. Now, though it was only the first of September, they already had the heating on. The electric fire with its imitation logs glowed a bright red.


“There is no other way,” he continued. “Please understand that, Gina. There really isn’t. If Marcelle had been able to stay the situation would have been different. Marcelle was sensible and responsible. But nowadays I am hardly ever at home. Mimó is superficial and frivolous. You cannot depend on her for anything. I have to send you away for a reason I simply don’t wish to talk about. I am no happier about it than you are, believe me.”


The girl looked at the fire, then held out her hands towards it, to warm her fingers. In her mind she had already decided what that reason was, the one he refused to discuss. But if he wasn’t going to mention it, then she too would say nothing. The unexplained reason would console her father well enough in her absence, and everything would work out very nicely. If you were sent away to a boarding school in the fifth year of your secondary education you would almost certainly stay there till your leaving exams and come home only for the holidays, so why would you change again after that? “You’ve never lived in the provinces. Please try to bear with it.” What kind of place could he be taking her to, if he had to give her such a warning in advance?


“Tomorrow we have to be up early, so do get to bed,” the General said. “I will take you there myself, in the car.”


They both stood up. Her father drew her into an embrace and held her face against his. How sad he is too, Gina thought. How much it hurts him that I am leaving. That woman is pitiless. For the first time in his life my father is being weak.


She ran up the stairs to the second floor, where the bedrooms were. In every window the shutters were closed, as required in wartime. With the view of the city and her own garden blocked, her room now felt quite alien, as if it were no longer hers, as if she had not lived and slept there since the day she had been born. Feeling like a guest in her own bedroom she sat down uncertainly on the edge of the bed and stared at the pattern on the quilt: red cups of poppy flowers on grass-green silk, as on a lawn. Feri’s words, “Ginny, little Ginny, little fairy girl”, flitted to and fro in the silence, like butterflies over the poppy-covered material. The temptation to creep back to the telephone in the hallway and try to call the Lieutenant assailed her once again. Soon it was irresistible. The General was still sitting by the fire-place in the drawing room and the staff were having supper in the basement: no-one would hear her making the call. She got as far as the door, then turned back, feeling utterly helpless. It reduced her to something like despair that she was incapable of breaking her word even when what she had promised had been so incomprehensible, so inhuman and so totally unacceptable. She went back to the bed and tried to imagine where she would lay her head the following night, and what her new bed and surroundings would be like. But it was impossible.





The Bishop Matula Academy



They set off early the next morning, without telling anyone where they were going, or why, or even how long they would be away.


János, the General’s batman, who had got the car ready, was clearly under the same impression as both Auntie Róza, the family housekeeper ever since Gina had been born, and Ili the maid: they were presumably going on a last excursion before the start of term. The three of them were still in the hall when the telephone rang. Before anyone could pick it up the General called over his shoulder to say that, whoever it was, they were no longer in Pest. Gina heard Ili telling the person, “I’m very sorry, but they’ve already left.” Auntie Mimó, she reckoned. One last try. Poor thing, after what it must have cost her to get up so early!


She had said her farewells the previous night, both to the staff and to everyone she loved, and she did not look back, either at her old home or at Auntie Róza, who stood loyally waving to them as her father started the car and drove off. What was the point in craning round when everything and everyone was receding into the distance and becoming harder to see? She stared straight ahead, trying to work out where she was being taken. The road she knew best was the one to Lake Balaton. They had often gone that way to the Adriatic coast. But instead of skirting Buda Hill they turned right and crossed the bridge. So it’s somewhere else – not towards the lake, she mused. Ah, but the trains to the west leave from the Eastern Station, so we could still be on our way to that side of the country. What large towns are there on the road to Vienna? Győr? Sopron?


Passing through Kalvin Square she thought of her two best friends, Edith and Alice. They lived close by, Edith beside the Hotel Astoria, Alice a little further on, behind the University Church. It seemed unthinkable to be leaving them like this, without a goodbye or a word of explanation, and then writing to them later to tell them that they would no longer be at the same school. Even at this early hour the traffic was heavy, and while he sat waiting for a light to turn green the General took his hands off the wheel and looked, lingeringly and earnestly, into her face. Right now he must be thinking about Edith and Alice, and how he wouldn’t let me say goodbye to them, she thought. And he can see my response: totally impassive. Why should I care where he’s taking me?


They were now leaving the outer suburbs. They talked very little. Gina felt that there was nothing to say and her father was concentrating on the road. Out of his uniform he seemed almost a stranger, and somehow older. She noted the names of the villages they passed through. She knew the geography of Hungary well enough to feel sure that they were now travelling eastwards, and when, at 8 a.m., they reached the Tisza, she knew she had been right. They took breakfast in a large town on the banks of the river, where they ate without appetite, making polite conversation. The General said that his legs were stiff from sitting so long, suggested they go for a short walk and took her arm. Gina was rather tall for her age, and when she stood up straight she was barely a head shorter than he was. They wandered about the streets, looking into shop windows. Every now and then he would stop to point out a scarf, a pair of gloves or a handkerchief, and ask her if she needed them, or perhaps would just like to have them, because he really did want to buy her something. Gina surprised herself by the crisp tone with which she declined. It wouldn’t be quite that easy to make things right again between them. Once, when she was very little and had been refusing to take some medicine, her father had come and stood beside her bed and suddenly produced a toy from behind Marcelle’s back, whereupon, though still pulling faces, she immediately swallowed the liquid just to get her hands on the present. But those things were now in the past, along with measles and other ailments of childhood, that age of total unselfconsciousness. These days she took her medicines without flinching. There was no need for either persuasion or bribery.


In one of the side streets they came across a jewellery shop. There was of course no gold in the window – it had all disappeared at the outbreak of war – but there were some silver chains and medallions glittering on velvet cushions.


“I would like to buy you something all the same,” the General said. “And I shall do that here. So no more of this play-acting, please. You’ve always enjoyed shopping. Shall we go in?”


Inside it was astonishingly bright, especially beside the table where the jeweller was repairing a watch in the blaze of a powerful lamp. He was a polite little man and did his best to find something that would please them. Gina proved a difficult client. The modest selection of goods on display was all very pretty and exquisitely made, but she seemed reluctant to settle on anything. If the aim was simply to dispel her feelings of sadness and disappointment, then she had no desire to be fobbed off with a present, whatever it might be, or however trifling. In the end the General chose for her – a beautiful moon pendant on an obviously valuable chain. Despite herself, the moment it was hung around her neck she fell in love with it. It was such a chaste little moon, with its mouth shut tight, secretive and rather mysterious, not a moon in an operetta. There was nothing showy about it, just an air of calm seriousness. Once it was around her neck there was no giving it back, and she had her present. But she still needed to make her father feel that having been given it changed nothing; that she both accepted it and didn’t.


She looked around. There were no neck chains or jewellery in the drawers, only seals, metal ornaments, figurines and ashtrays. All cost considerably more than her weekly pocket money, which was regularly topped up by Auntie Mimó.


“And I would like to buy you something,” she said. “As a memento. To remind you of me when I’m not there.”


They glanced briefly into one another’s eyes, then both suddenly averted their gaze, as if too much had been said in the silence between them. The jeweller watched uncomprehendingly. He could never have known that what Gina’s look had declared was: And I shall do as much for you, though there is nothing to celebrate. This ashtray here you would see as the sort of thing you gave someone simply out of politeness. Nobody knows better than I that you don’t smoke. But after bringing me all this way and telling me nothing about where you are taking me, or why we are going there, you can’t just hand me a present the way you used to.


And this was the answer in his eyes: Well then, give it to me as to a stranger, if that is what you wish. That’s what we’ve taught you to do, Marcelle and I. If you are made a gift by a stranger you should give one in return. One day you will ask my pardon for this. May God grant that we both live to see that day.


They took to the road again. The countryside east of the river was very different. Gina did not know the Great Plain, or indeed any other place like it. Her trips had been only to the great cities of western Europe, or to snow-covered mountains and the sea. Everything she knew about it, and its general character, she had gleaned from the poems of Petőfi, but his lines celebrating the Puszta had never really struck a chord with her. Now, as the car raced steadily eastwards, she could see nothing but the work of autumn going on in the fields, the occasional white homestead in a distant smallholding, a few thinly wooded copses or isolated clumps of beech trees dancing in the breeze, and murky canals filled with water the colour of copper. Then the wind – the distinctive wind of the Great Plain – sprang up. They found themselves enveloped by three of the four elements, water, earth and air, and she experienced something she had never known in her life, something altogether new, to which, as she sat there huddled in the car beside her father, feeling altogether overwhelmed and infinitely sad, she could put no name. Much later, when there were no more secrets to distract her, and her eyes were no longer blinded by misery to such important new experiences, she would look back and remember her first encounter with the Great Plain, in the bleak light of autumn, so different from the deep luxuriant glow of summer.


Árkod, she thought. We’re going to Árkod.


She had an excellent memory. Everything she had ever learned about the country’s geography had stayed with her almost word for word. “Árkod, the oldest university city in eastern Hungary; population 70,000; 97.5% Protestant; developing industries; its medieval guilds were world-renowned. The university is twinned with similar institutions in Scotland, the Netherlands, Scandinavia and Germany. Also known for its outstanding commercial school, for the Reformed Church Gymnasium for Boys, and for the Bishop Matula Academy for girls, the first institution of pedagogic excellence in Hungary to accept full-time female students.”


So here was the answer! She had to stop herself shouting it out. Árkod was not a city she knew, and she had no idea what sort of school the Bishop Matula might be, but even if it were paradise on earth it was a very long way from Budapest: she had never thought she would be quite so far from the capital. Well, if she couldn’t go home on Sundays, perhaps her father would be able to visit her. But then, Árkod was almost on the eastern border: it wasn’t somewhere you might just nip over to on a whim. This was worse than she had feared in her darkest hours. What was going to happen to her? Why was everything going against her? What had she done so wrong? The whole business was unimaginable.


“Don’t say a word,” the General said, his eyes fixed firmly on the road. “I beg you, don’t make things more difficult than they need be. It’s bad enough as it is.”


Ever since she had been a child the two of them had been so close that they would often come out with the same remark in the same instant, or one of them would smile at the other and tell them what they were thinking. This time she would say nothing. There was nothing she could hope to achieve by it anyway. She sensed her eyes growing heavy with the strain of holding back tears, and she allowed them to close. She tried to calculate how far it might still be, and what sort of reception she would receive when she arrived, and what the other girls would be like: in short, she was looking for a source of strength in her misery. Then everything became confused and all thought faded away. The next thing she knew was that she had slept, apparently for some time, and that her father had spoken to wake her. The car came to a halt.


She pulled herself up and blinked. The countryside looked just as it had when she had fallen asleep. Trees tossed and swayed in the same watery light. But in the near distance there rose a cluster of tall towers, dozens of them, on a small patch of ground, some standing apart, others in pairs, like twins, and the sky above the city that now appeared beyond them seemed to be impaled on their tops.


“You were up early this morning,” the General said. “I’m glad you managed to sleep for an hour or so. I’m sorry I had to wake you, but we’ll be there in a few minutes, and I won’t be able to say a proper goodbye once we get to the city and the school.

It’ll have to be here, with no-one else around, just the two of us.”


She gazed at him in silence. Was he going to tell her at last? It was not what she had been expecting.


“Promise me that you will take good care of yourself. As if you were an adult. As if you were not yourself but your mother, the mother who is no longer with us. Do you hear me, Gina?”


She heard, but she did not understand. Why was he suddenly so anxious? Here, alas, there would be little need for her to exercise caution: she would be under constant supervision by the teaching staff.


“Give me a kiss, and, I beg you, when I leave you at the school please don’t cry, or at least not in front of me. I would find that very hard to bear.”


He should not have said that; it was quite unnecessary. He should have known that she would never make a scene in front of strangers. She needed no instruction on what to feel, and she would certainly never expose what was private between them to the eyes of people they did not know. They kissed, awkwardly and unhappily. It was as if the words that had been left unspoken had changed things irreversibly.


They set off again, and a few minutes later they were in the city. Gina could not decide what she felt about it. She had never before set eyes on such a town. Árkod bore little resemblance either to the capital or to any of the provincial cities she had been to. Later, very much later, she came to see that it was indeed like nowhere else, a unique entity, a world set apart, a world of black and white. He drove on until they reached the school. He seemed to know the way rather well. It took them past a large, four-square-looking church, almost as white as chalk, its dome covered in huge glittering stars. Next to it was the entrance to a side road, named after Bishop Matula, and there, straight down at the end, a vast white edifice stood before them: the school itself.


Another squat, four-square building, Gina thought. Foursquare, severe, stark-white. Tiny windows covered with iron bars; iron bars across the entrance. It must be terribly old. It isn’t like a school at all. More like a fortress.


Getting inside the fortress was not easy. The barred entrance was shut and they had to ring. They waited for what seemed ages before anyone noticed their arrival. The person who finally opened the grille, a sombre man with a moustache, was as squat and stocky as the building itself. The caretaker in Gina’s old school was always smiling, always attentive to the girls, even when he had to tell them off for dropping peanut husks or shrieking in the corridors. This new face now turned towards them and they were questioned in detail about whom they wished to see, and for what exact reason. No glimmer of gaiety or humour ever crossed it – an unmoving face of stone, the face of an idol. On the General’s insistence the man finally made a call on the internal telephone, leaving them to stand on the other side of a metal screen that separated the inner vault from the huge courtyard until at last someone, presumably the Director, managed to persuade him that the visitors were telling the truth: there really was a Georgina Vitay on the register, and she should be allowed to enter with her father. The porter opened a hinged section of the grille and held it open for them.


They were taken up a side staircase to the first floor, over stone steps worn down in the middle by the tread of countless feet. Once again Gina had the impression that here too the white was somehow whiter, starker than elsewhere, and that, after lively, elegant, teeming Budapest, everything here was broad, four-square and blank. Apart from one or two plants, and rows of black plaques with biblical quotations in gold lettering, the corridors were bare. The door to the Director’s office was surmounted by a huge coat of arms – yet another square, if spared the usual black and white by the need for colour in heraldry: on a gold background two hands came together in prayer around a Bible or book of psalms; around and above them flowed the semi-circular inscription, Non est currentis. Gina had studied Latin since the third year and she was rather good at it, but she could make nothing of what she read: the three words taken together seemed to make no sense. Non – “not”; est – “is”. Put together: “is not”. Currentis was the present participle of the verb currere, “to run”, in the genitive case. “The person running has nothing” or something like that. But what did he or she not have?


The corridor was empty. No doubt the school term was not due to start until the following day, or perhaps the pupils were not allowed to show themselves outside the classrooms or near the staff room? The General’s hand was already on the door handle when he felt Gina’s touch. Somewhat vexed, he looked round. Why prolong the moment? Doesn’t she realise how hard this is for me too? She’s going to plead with me once again to take her home and not send her away. As if that were possible!


“When will you be getting married?” the girl asked.


The look of stupefaction on his face said more than words could ever have. This was Mimó’s doing! Mimó with her obsession with love and romance and her stupid fantasies: only Mimó could have dreamed this up. My poor little girl, my poor unhappy little girl! But surely she doesn’t really think that that is the reason why I’ve brought her here?


“Never,” he replied. “What sort of idiocy is this? Whatever put that silly idea into your head?”


Her father never lied. The shadowy figure of the unknown woman faded away: clearly her father had no intention of making that change in his life. But why then could she no longer stay with him? Opening the door, he left her no time to ponder these questions. They stepped forward, and were obliged to continue because their presence had been noted from within. In passing over that threshold, Gina was entering her new world, the one that represented her new home, the one that would so totally transform her life: she was like a child being born, or a dying man exhaling his last breath.


The walls of the Director’s office seemed even whiter than the white outside, and the man himself blacker than black. There were no pictures, just a few charts and a map of Europe pinned with blue flags representing, as she later discovered, foreign institutions twinned with the school. The full suite of furniture included a fortified cupboard, a second desk of the roll-top variety and, to her surprise, a large tank of fish.


She took it all in as uncertainly as if she had been anaesthetised. She seemed to be in another world, floating on air. It

occurred to her that, although her father and the Director were addressing each other in the familiar second person and chatting away like old acquaintances, the man had not even shaken her hand. He had merely glanced at her, nodded, and offered a chair to the General but not to her. Her father handed over some papers and an amount of money. It was obviously a large sum, to cover her enrolment, her expenses and the equipment the new school would provide. He was given a receipt, asked to read through some documents and sign his acceptance of the school rules and conditions. One clause detained him for what seemed ages, but in the end he signed.


“Sister Susanna will be the Prefect assigned to her,” Gina heard the Director say, as if she were not standing in the room right beside him. “Letters should be addressed to the relevant Sister, indicating the name of the pupil.”


“I would prefer to telephone,” said the General, “and not to write. I really don’t have the time. How often can I ring her?”


“Every Saturday. The girls are given their post on Saturday afternoon.”


That was good news. So they would not be totally out of contact. And if they could talk to each other every week, she would always have something to look forward to.


“Otherwise, everything will be as we agreed last time.”


The General nodded briefly, but did not look at Gina. It was as if he was feeling guilty about something. The girl allowed her gaze to stray out of the window. From where she was standing it was clear that the side of the Matula that faced the road was just one part of a vast U-shaped building that stood open to the rear. The Director picked up the telephone and asked the porter to take Georgina Vitay’s luggage up to the dormitory and to send Sister Susanna down to his office. She immediately began to wonder if she really would be able to keep up the disciplined and adult bearing that her father expected of her at the school. She felt even less sure of that now than she had been when she thought that he intended to marry. The Director had made repeated reference to the Sister Prefect, so she knew that a Deaconess was on her way to meet her, and now there she was in the flesh – a grave-looking young woman, someone who smiled at her at last. Gina would have liked to return that beautiful smile, but she found herself incapable of doing so. Her face remained stiff and unmoving. All she wanted was to escape from the room and put an end to the unbearable tension. Her strength was utterly exhausted.


The Director introduced her: “Georgina Vitay.” Then, as to a babe in arms, he instructed her: “Georgina Vitay, say ‘goodbye’ to your father, say ‘goodbye’ to the Director, and off you go.”


“Bye,” she muttered, not daring to look at her father.


“That is not how we address a parent,” the Director said.


“I wish you good day, Father.” She sighed.


The General stood up, put his hand on her shoulder and, with infinite tenderness, began to steer her in silence towards the door. They were just about to leave the room when Susanna stopped her with a touch. With another smile, she lifted the chain from around Gina’s neck – the newly purchased silver chain with the solemn, frowning moon.


“The girls are not allowed to wear jewellery or other adornments,” she explained. “Would the General be so kind as to take it with him?”


The little moon tinkled softly as it fell on the table in front of her father. Once again there was no exchange of glances between the two of them; both kept their eyes fixed on the carpet. The silence was like that when a bee wanders in through an open window and drones on and on, without ceasing.


“Thank you,” said the Deaconess. Gina stood and waited, not knowing how, in this blunt, four-square world of black and white, she should address the Director. Would “good day” be enough?


“I wish you good day, Director, sir,” Susanna sang out to her, as if to a first-year pupil.


“I wish you good day, Director, sir,” she whispered, her neck flushing crimson. Never in her life had she felt so hapless, so perplexed, so utterly out of her depth. Marcelle, Auntie Mimó and her old school had between them taught her everything she needed to know for her life in Budapest. Here, she was totally disoriented; she could make sense of nothing.


“Good day to you,” the Director said, and promptly turned his back on her.


In her felt-soled slippers, Susanna glided down the corridor in silence. Beside her, Gina’s leather-soled shoes made an embarrassing clatter and she desperately wanted to take them off. They came to a low door cut into the wall, one that might have been designed for a child. It led to another wing of the building, no doubt where the dormitories were. They stopped, Gina turned and looked back. If she could stand there for just a minute or two she might see her father once more, and run towards him, press herself against him and feel the familiar warmth of home, the warmth of her old life, now already further off than a dream. But Susanna took her by the hand and gently led her through the tiny opening.





New acquaintances



Never before had she been in such a strange building, with such a tangled branching-out of corridors.


As she discovered later, the renowned Bishop Matula Gymnasium was an old monastery dating from the Middle Ages, which explained the massive outer walls, the vaulted ceilings and the unusual shape of the classrooms. The inner walls had been either cut through or taken down and moved to create suitably large spaces out of the old monks’ cells. On the other hand, the furniture and fittings were rather more modern than in Gina’s old school, and everything sparkled with cleanliness. Through a door someone had left open she glimpsed the white tiles of an enormous built-in bath. Susanna immediately closed it, as if it were somehow improper for anyone to set eyes on a place where the girls would strip naked, even when there was no-one in there.


They continued on their way, ever further away from the front wing, where her father was no doubt still in conversation with the Director. Here all the windows were shut, and their panes of thick frosted glass obscured the view of the garden. They had reached the part of the building where the boarders lived, and now she had her first sight of the pupils. Girls of different ages were standing at the wall organising their lockers. As Gina and Susanna came in they all turned, stood to attention and greeted them. They all wore the same long-sleeved uniform with red piping around the shiny black material. It covered the whole body, almost down to the ankle, and the wearers looked so alike that Gina began to wonder if she would ever be able to tell them apart. Their hair was done in exactly the same way, with a parting down the middle and tresses of various lengths woven into plaits and tied by a black ribbon that looked more like a shoelace.


Susanna took her on to the storeroom, where the Sister Housekeeper issued her with her own uniform and equipment. She was sent to an enclosed space where she had to change not only her clothes but also her underwear. Her petticoat, with its bluebirds hovering over a lake of yellow silk, earned a look of such disapproval you would have thought they harboured some virulent tropical disease. The new outfit she was given in exchange for her own – hat, gloves, jacket and the long uniform with its sleeve ends reinforced with protective ruffles – was all, on close inspection, well-tailored from cloth of the finest quality. But Gina was still shocked. It was as if someone, presumably the designer, had done all she could to make sure the pupils of the Bishop Matula Gymnasium should never attract attention, and, if they did, the onlooker would simply stare in horrified wonderment that anyone could have deliberately created a costume like that for an innocent child – a Sunday-best outfit that resembled nothing so much as a naval uniform, sharply cut and sitting high against the throat, where, instead of a collar and tie, it was held tight by a narrow band embroidered with white tulips to add a festive air.


A locker had been cleared for her, and she was now able to examine the things she had been carrying: slippers, a towel, a dressing gown and a bathrobe. The ones she had brought had all been rejected and replaced – even the twelve new handkerchiefs. In her mind’s eye she went through the objects she had packed with so much love and care in her trunk: the fluffy sky-blue and pink towels, the scented nightdresses that brought back such vivid memories of the home she had left, of her father, of Auntie Mimó (and Marcelle too, who had made the soft, playful dressing gown for her), and the bathrobe with the fantastical reed beds in which baby hippopotamuses frolicked and open-mouthed crocodiles lay in wait. The Sister Housekeeper told her to take that desperate look off her face: surely she did not have to be told that such trumpery should be of no interest to a good Christian girl. The only thing she and Susanna disagreed on was whether, because of the wartime shortages, Gina might be allowed to keep and use her own toothbrush and soap, but in the end they decided against it. These last had come to Gina through some secret source of Auntie Mimó’s: the soap was green and smelled strongly of camellias, and the handle of the toothbrush was a bright cherry red. But even setting aside the question of colour, the housekeeper declared that it clearly failed to meet the regulations and its slanting tufts were a disgrace. In its place Gina was given a white one, on which the woman immediately inscribed her new registration number in permanent ink, and she was handed a large block of the school soap. “It’s made here, on the premises,” Susanna said. “Everyone uses it, including the Director.”


As she pulled on the black ribbed stockings and the tall black boots she thought that that would be all. But she was wrong. What came next was, in its own way, even more horrifying than the new outfit. Susanna teased out her long tresses with the new wooden-handled brush that had replaced her old silver-backed one, then chopped them short to match the other girls’ and added a parting down the middle and plaits, tied by the same black shoelace. Gina was now trembling with shock. They have swallowed me whole. I am no longer myself, she thought, and her breathing became a rapid pant. The Prefect, knowing what this meant in a young girl, hurried to finish her task. And now they’ve taken even my hair. I have nothing left.


“I advise you not to cry,” said Susanna. “If you must cry, let it be for something other than your hair. To cry for that would be quite unworthy.”


Gina did not cry, if only to make it clear to the two of them that she considered them absolute strangers whom she could never allow to witness her suffering.


“So there we are,” said the Deaconess. “This is how we dress here, and how we wear our hair. You will have to get used to it, because it’s the regulation. There are good reasons, you may be sure.”


“What are those reasons?” Gina asked. It was the first time she had spoken, apart from simple greetings.


“I will tell you when you have learned not to ask for explanations. You will also have to learn that you do not ask questions without prior permission. Goodbye, then,” (to the Sister Housekeeper). “We are off now.”


The new shoes were too large for her feet; they felt heavy and unfamiliar. Tagging along behind Susanna over the stone floor (which had been scrubbed until it shone), she had to take care not to trip and fall. Her personal belongings had been locked away by the housekeeper and she was carrying the new outfit she had been issued with in her plundered suitcase, while Susanna carried the bedlinen. They came to a door above which a plaque read “Day Room A, Years V and VI”. Inside, girls were sitting and chatting around a long table. The moment the door opened they all stood up and greeted Susanna.


“This is where you will be when you aren’t in the dormitory, the refectory or the classroom. Girls, this is Georgina Vitay. She has just arrived, so do give her your help.”


The girls greeted Gina the same way they had addressed Susanna: “Good morning,” followed by, “and welcome.”


“Good morning to you too,” Gina murmured, echoing what the Director had instructed her to say. It must have been the right answer, as this time Susanna did not correct her.


They continued on their way. Susanna took her to the dormitory, laid the linen on the bed nearest to the door and told her it would be hers. She would find a locker in the corridor where she could keep her things. Her name was already on it, and the key was in the lock. When she had finished she should be sure to turn the key and then hang it around her neck. If she lost it she would be punished.


The dormitory was not quite empty. Two girls were there, busy making their beds. They stopped when Susanna came in, stood to attention, as the others had done in the day room, and lowered the sheets they had been unfolding. Susanna introduced Gina and prepared to leave. Gina realised with horror that now it really was about to begin: she would be left alone with these girls she had never met, she would have to talk to them and answer their questions. What sort of person can you be, she wondered about the Deaconess, if you can’t see how terrified I am? Say something, if only to show me that you feel sorry for me, or at least that you understand. Show me that, for all your strange customs here, you are still a human being. Say something, so that this won’t be so terribly hard!


“May the Lord be with you,” Susanna called from the doorway, smiling her beautiful smile, and out she went.


She might have said something more to the point, Gina thought. Something a bit more personal, if only to help me breathe more easily.


Later, many months later, she came to understand that this laconic remark was indeed the simplest and in fact the only possible way the Deaconess, who lived so close to her God, could have said: “I truly pity you, my child. It will be difficult for you here, and in my own way I shall do all I can to help you get used to it. But I don’t count for very much in this place. Someone more powerful than I must find a way. But fear not: find it she will.”


Gina looked around the dormitory and counted the beds. There was a row of ten against each of the two longer walls. The two girls carried on unfolding their sheets and she started on hers. Feelings of intense gratitude to Marcelle began to well up inside her. Her governess had insisted that besides her lessons she should also learn housekeeping, and she would have been

ashamed to show herself less adept than these two. The three girls finished their tasks at almost the same moment and the two parties stood looking at one another for a minute or two. Then the shorter of the pair, whose pitch-black hair had been squeezed into such tight plaits they must have been hard as iron, came towards her. The taller one, the blonde, followed behind. Her eyes were red, as if she had just been crying. They introduced themselves: the shorter, dark-haired one was called Mari Kis, the one with red eyes Torma, Piroska Torma.


Mari Kis asked Gina what school she had come from and was amazed that it was as far away as Budapest. Gina explained that her father was in the army, that he was so often away from home that he didn’t have time to look after her; her governess was a Frenchwoman, but she had had to leave the country; and her mother was dead, so she had been sent here as a boarder. It surprised her how very logical it all now seemed, and how natural the other two found it. She would have loved to believe with them that the General’s conduct had been quite so straightforward and unambiguous, and that there was no other reason why she had become an inmate of this fortress.


“I don’t have a father either,” said the red-eyed girl. “Neither father nor mother. I never knew them. I grew up here.”


“Ungrateful girl!” said Mari Kis. “You’ve got no-one? What about the Director? It’s no bad thing to be the Director’s niece. You should see the trouble he takes over her education! He’s already made her cry once today. My own parents are primary school teachers, in a rural village. They sent me here because there’s no proper school there, just the elementary one.”


“Look at her handbag!” the fair-haired girl gasped.


Before starting to make her bed Gina had placed her silver-monogrammed handbag on the chest of drawers beside it. It caused her no surprise that it should be admired – Auntie Mimó had bought it for her in Lajos Kossuth Avenue one Christmas. She ran the tips of her fingers sadly over the soft leather. Its powder-blue elegance was so totally out of keeping with the shapeless school outfit.


“They’ve forgotten to give you your bag,” said Torma. “Have a good last look at your work of art. They’ll take it from you, and everything in it, soon enough.”


“Here we have school-issue bags,” Mari Kis explained. “We carry everything we need in them. Handbags like yours are strictly forbidden. And you’ll have to redo your hair. You look awful. There’s a mirror in the washroom. Come, I’ll show you where it is.”


What were they saying? That the handbag too, and everything in it, would be confiscated? They were going to take away the miniature photo album with the pictures of her father and Auntie Mimó and Marcelle, and even the one of Feri – Feri taking a fence on his horse Silkworm? And all her money? The hundred pengő note and the change left over from her purchase of the ashtray? And her powder box, her little calendar, her comb and the key to the house? I’ll have to take them out and make sure they don’t see them, hide them somewhere. But where? In the bed? Impossible. They’ll be sure to look under the mattress. Where could I possibly find a place to hide my last prized possessions? They’re all I have now to remind me of my vanished former life.


“So, are you going to do your hair? It’s time to go.”


She slipped the handbag over her arm and followed Mari Kis out. There was no refuse bin in the dormitory that she could see, but she hoped there might be one in the washroom. If there was, she might be able to hide her things behind or underneath it until she found somewhere more suitable. Mari Kis went with her to the bend in the corridor, held the washroom door open and told her to be quick, because Susanna made a note of how much time each activity took and doing your hair twice before lunch was frowned upon: in fact it was against the rules. The reason they had to wear their hair like that was so that you only needed to comb it once in the morning and again at bedtime.


The washroom was permeated with the damp odour of scoured bathtubs, but through the large, sunlit sash windows of the communal area came a stream of fresh air, rich with the scent of autumn and harvest time. In one corner stood a tall house plant. Some disease had begun to attack its leaves, so it must have been put there to convalesce in the warm stream of moist air. On the sills of the high windows geraniums glowed a cheerful red in the sunlight, in boxes placed behind a protective metal barrier to protect the varnished wood from random splashes when they were being watered. There was a waste bin, under one of the basins, but it was made of some cheap white material and was quite unsuitable as a hiding place. The toilet roll was not tucked away in a holder, as at home, but left exposed. There was no boiler or water heater to be seen – the hot water must have arrived from some central point elsewhere, though no pipes could be seen on the walls. She had no qualms about standing on the toilet seats to feel the tops of the cisterns, but they were covered with sheet iron and screwed firmly down.


She had failed. They were going to take away the last mementos of her former life. She was simply too weary to cry, and she no longer felt the urge to deal with her hair. That was not why she had come into the washroom: she no longer cared what sort of scarecrow they had made of her. She went over to the window and tried to look out, but she failed there too. The narrow opening above the thick pane of frosted glass showed her only the sky, nothing of the garden. She stood on tiptoe and gripped the geranium box, wanting to pull herself high enough to feel the fresh air blowing on her skin and caressing her face – the crisp, free-wandering breeze that would speak to her of the world outside, the one she would be deprived of for God knew how long. Her fingers slid into the gap between the protective shield and the flower box behind it, and almost brought the whole lot down on her head. She leaped backwards, her throat so dry with excitement she began to choke. She had found the answer.


It would be difficult, for most people almost impossible, to take the flower container down from behind the protective barrier. But her fencing and horse riding had given her a great deal of strength in the arm, and it might just be possible for her. Gritting her teeth at the unusual effort, she lifted it down as quietly as she could and placed it on the floor. She took everything out of the handbag, apart from the handkerchiefs. If anyone came in now, all would certainly be lost: it would be such a poor start to her life in the school that she might never be able to redeem herself; but if no-one disturbed her, she might get away with it. Nor could she afford to rush. If she didn’t go about it very carefully then it would all be in vain. Delicately, meticulously, one after the other, the photo album, the calendar with its attached pencil, the purse, the key holder, the powder compact and the silver comb were laid carefully side by side behind the protective shield. Once in position they all reached to about the same height. By the time she had replaced the box of geraniums her brow was covered in sweat, but her things were so well hidden you would never believe there was anything there. Her heart was beating so fast it was almost painful.


She took a few steps back towards the door and ran her eyes over the line of flowers, and then again from closer up. There was no sign that anything had changed. She was aware that the geraniums now stood a full centimetre higher above the barrier, but as she was the person responsible for the difference she was sure no-one else would notice it. And she had rescued something from the hands of Susanna and the housekeeper. She stood a moment for her racing heart to slow, but there was no time to dawdle. Mari Kis kept calling out to her that they weren’t allowed to spend so much time in the washroom except for a bath and she really must come now or they would be in trouble.


She went out and found her dark-haired companion waiting for her in the corridor. She took one look at Gina and shook her head. She declared that she couldn’t see any change – it was just as awful as it had been before Gina went in – and she promised to do it herself the next morning. Gina slung the handbag over her arm, and when they got back to the dormitory she tossed it onto the freshly made bed.


Torma had started to line the drawers of her bedside cabinet with paper and had her back towards Gina when she returned. She called out over her shoulder to ask her if she ever went to the theatre in Budapest, and which actresses she had seen or perhaps even met. This was balm to an aching wound, and her sadness began to melt away. Auntie Mimó’s house had been frequented not only by celebrated actresses but by male actors as well. The names she was able to mention made Torma stop and turn her head. She gazed at her with the look her uncle had hoped for in vain during Advent – a look of utter self-abnegating reverence.


At that same moment they realised that Susanna was in the room and was speaking to them. It was impossible to say when she had arrived. They had been talking rather loudly, and the Deaconess’ felt-soled shoes completely silenced her footsteps. She was carrying a bag on her arm, a large black school-regulation bag, with a white tulip and two white leaves sewn onto it, dangling from a length of black braid and held shut by two mother-of-pearl buttons.


“I forgot to issue you with your bag,” she said. “Your handbag, please, Georgina.”


For the first time, the very first time since she had become part of the fortress-world, Gina felt the urge to smile. But she resisted it and handed over the offending object. Susanna immediately opened it and searched inside. Of course she found only the handkerchiefs, the fine, polka-dot handkerchiefs Gina had deliberately left there. The Deaconess told her that if ever she needed money, for a church collection or an act of charity, she should apply to her, as her father had left the permitted boarders’ annual allowance with her, and off she went with the pale-blue handbag. Mari Kis picked up the tulip-embroidered replacement and, with a gesture of mock reverence, held it out to Gina.


“This is just the thing for your big-city life,” she said. “A supreme work of art, in the very latest fashion; a unique creation.”


She hung it over Gina’s shoulder and burst into laughter.


The outer windows of the dormitory were made of thick, grainy glass, but those inside were transparent, so that if you held something opaque behind them they made a perfect mirror. Torma hung her dress behind one and, with some effort, piggybacked Gina over to it so that she could see just how ravishing she looked. Gina noticed that two nails had been driven into the back of the window frame: they had found a way to see themselves at least down to the waist, as opposed to the face alone, as in the much smaller mirrors in the washroom. Seeing the image she presented in her regulation school outfit, Gina stared into the mirror in total disbelief, then – to her own surprise – she too exploded with laughter. A brown-haired scarecrow of a girl with misshapen plaits stared out at her from a hideous black straight-jacket; a bag such as a vagabond might carry was slung over her shoulder, and a key dangled from her neck on a length of string.


“Don’t worry,” said Mari Kis. “It isn’t really so bad here. Actually it’s pretty dreadful, but you learn to live with it. We have an awful lot of laughs.”


“We’d better do our talking now,” said the blonde, “while I’m not being punished. I’m almost always being punished. When I am you can’t talk to me at all, only after lights out, and even then it’s not a good idea, because Susanna pops up out of nowhere, and she’s got ears like a rabbit.”


“But why are you always being punished?” Gina asked. Torma had such a kind and gentle face it was hard to imagine that she would ever be insolent or misbehave.


“Actually, it’s for love,” Mari Kis explained. “Don’t be so naive. I told you that the Director is her uncle. He’s also the poor girl’s guardian, and he’s like the good Lord – those whom he loves he punishes. Now we really must go. We aren’t allowed to stay in the dormitories after the beds are made. Most of the time we just hang around in the day room, but lessons haven’t started yet, so perhaps we can persuade Susanna to let us go out into the garden.”


They set off for the day room. Someone had opened windows in the corridor and the sunshine was flooding in. Perhaps, Gina was thinking, perhaps … Perhaps there aren’t any grown-ups about, only the girls in my year. And perhaps not all the grownups are the same. Perhaps I’ll even come to like one of them, if one of them is, if only a little, like Marcelle.


As they walked, the two keys, the one for her locker that hung from her neck and the one for her drawer in the study-room table, clinked dully together. The other girls’ did likewise. Gina detested the idea of wearing a key around her neck. They were supplied with bags, so why not keep it in there? What else was it for?


“The key doesn’t belong with the things in the bag,” Mari Kis explained. “The bag is for a handkerchief, a folder for the warnings they give you, the snack they give you at breakfast if we’re going on an outing (it comes wrapped in wax paper), a Bible and psalm book for different occasions in the year, and a box for your pens. That’s it. The keys stay round your neck. It’s compulsory. Instead of jewellery.”


“Jewellery.” The word reminded her of the sad little moon that Susanna had stripped from her neck. That too was now just a memory, if not a very old one … but at that moment something else caught her attention, something her companions had noticed too: through one of the opened windows a tune could be heard, a tune coming from somewhere down in Matula Street, at the front of the building. It was a repeated triple blast on a motor horn, a motor horn on which, in a far-off world, a happier world across the oceans, a world beyond the Seven Seas, a father was sending a message to his daughter. Gina my child, Gina my child, the motor horn called out merrily each time he pressed it. Gina my child, ran the cheerful refrain, again and again, ever more insistently, until it seemed not in the least happy or merry but appallingly, overwhelmingly sad. Gina turned towards the wall and leaned her forehead against it to stop the others seeing her face. She felt she did not know either the blonde or the brunette well enough to give way to her feelings in front of them without embarrassment. Gina my child … The sound was already fading … now barely there at all … and finally no more. The car was now speeding away from Matula Street. Somewhere on its way it would go past the great church, and she would be left behind in the mighty fortress.
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