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			THE GLASS CHILD

			

		

	
		
			

			1

			The snow of the dying century still lay on the edge of the dark forest when Lajos von Lázár, the translucent child with water-­blue eyes, first glimpsed the man he would believe to be his father for his whole life and beyond.

			It was the evening of Epiphany. The forest swallowed the last of the murky blue light. The room where the child was born lay in the western wing of the manor house, right next to the one painted blue, which nobody ever entered.

			While the midwife washed the child’s back, Sándor von Lázár stood at the window, scanning the forest. It was as if he had seen something vanish into the undergrowth.

			He was standing there, feeling the cold of the glass, sweeping the edge of the forest with his gaze, letting it wander across the bark of the tree trunks, when a sudden fissure opened up inside him. At once he felt that well-­known anxiety, the familiar panic course through his body, flooding everything. Then he blinked and the fissure closed. He breathed a sigh of relief. He was not like his brother, nor like his mother, just slightly unsettled, which should come as no surprise given that his wife had just given birth to a baby whose tiny organs were visible beneath its transparent skin.

			

			 

			The baron ate dinner only in the company of his six-­year-­old daughter, who was not at all happy about the birth of her brother. When Ida, the German nanny, had taken Ilona to the room in the western wing, the girl had narrowed her brown eyes, looked very serious as she stared at this wrinkled, pale-­blue and bloated creature, and said drily, “He’s very ugly.”

			Then she had hurried over to her father who, unsure as to why she looked so wan, had left the window closed, and she had vomited on his shiny leather shoes and brown checked trousers.

			Now, after the baron had changed his clothes, the two of them were sitting at the dining table that was long enough to serve twenty guests a suckling pig, a goose, a pheasant and three hares. They said nothing because they were used to Mária making the conversation. She was lying in soft satin pillows in the western wing, the child pressed to her breast, listening to his short breaths, Imre’s constant clearing of his throat in the room next door and the sounds of the house, feeling that she was sinking into the pillows, as if the pockets of her dark-­blue cardigan were filled with heavy stones, whose weight was pulling her down, ever deeper, as she disappeared into the covers, mattress and goose feathers. It was not a bad feeling, not a frantic falling or a panicked drowning, such as she knew from her dreams; it was a simple immersion, a silent receding from life; it was all she wanted.

			 

			Ilona could tell that her father was still angry with her by the energetic way he was cutting up his red meat. She knew he could sense her eyes on him – he could tell at once when someone was looking at him – but she could not avert them from the thick, bushy moustache that danced above his chewing mouth.

			

			When her father looked up, she immediately turned her gaze to her huge plate. She did not understand how anybody could put such a coarse chunk of meat on such a beautiful plate of the most exquisite Herend porcelain, decorated with filigree butterflies, dragonflies, birds and hazel twigs. Fortunately the chandelier was not lit, but the gas lamps on the papered walls showed more than enough. The trick was to focus on the golden upper rim of the plate, so it looked as if your eyes were on the food, whereas only at the bottom of your field of vision could you actually see what you were cutting up.

			She heard her father chewing and, without looking up, knew he was allowing his eyes to roam the room. He was proud of all these possessions, although even young Ilona knew that he had nothing to do with any of it and that they owed their wealth to the people staring down at them from the paintings, who never gave the merest hint of a smile despite the many jokes they were told.

			 

			After dinner, Sándor moved to the adjoining smoking room, lit a cigar and for a while paced up and down in silence. So far he had blocked out all thought of the newborn child, but now that he was alone he could no longer fight against it. He smoked, frowned deeply and thought hard, without being able to say what he was thinking about.

			Török, the country doctor, was equally astonished by the child:

			“I have to say, in all my years as a doctor I’ve never seen anything like this, my dear Baron. But the child appears to be healthy, its organs are functioning and although the skin is extremely thin, it’s holding up. Sunlight might be a danger to him though.”

			

			So the child was healthy, which did not make the situation any easier. A stillbirth would have been simple.

			At the thought of the next few years of his life, which would be determined by a see-­through child, for the briefest moment Sándor considered lifting the baby from its mother’s breast, putting a hand over its nose and mouth in the bathroom, and then replacing it on Mária’s chest. This would allow him to continue living the life he was accustomed to, which he had arranged so as to maintain old traditions and create new ones, on a large scale as well as small, through the sedate progress of the years as well as in the convoluted haste of daily life. Already as a child he could not wait to tackle day-­to-­day business with the same solemnity as his father –

			Pressing the dark-­green signet ring into the red wax. Signing contracts. Receiving business associates. Pulling the pocket watch from his jacket. Raising the wine glass to his lips.

			Following his father’s example, the baron conducted his life according to strict routine. He got up at sunrise, pushed the pine-­green curtains aside so his wife would wake up too (he could not abide late sleepers), went into the bathroom to shave his cheeks, chin and neck, rubbed olive oil into his moustache and then got dressed in front of Mária’s puffy eyes, to show her how efficient, well ­groomed and superior he was. Then he would go down to the dining room to read the newspaper.

			Mária did not get out of bed until she heard her husband’s footsteps fade away in the hall. In the blue-­tiled bathroom she too picked up the razor, its handle still warm and, with precise movements honed over the years, made small cuts in the soft, porcelain undersides of her arms, cuts so fine that there was hardly any blood and the wounds would close again after a few days. What remained was a barely visible patten of threadlike rosy scars that nobody ever noticed apart from Pál.

			

			 

			The young groom saw them when, one unusually warm spring afternoon, he helped the baroness up onto her white horse and passed her the reins. The sleeves of Mária’s light-­blue blouse had ridden up, exposing her forearm. She could tell at once from Pál’s water-­blue eyes that he had seen the scars; for a moment he was even going to touch her forearm with his coarse hand, but then he merely said, “Why do you do that, most noble Baroness?”

			Mária had looked at the boy sympathetically, as if he were the one with the scarred arms, and then replied, “So I know I’m still alive.”

			When Pál helped the baroness out of the saddle that evening he was just as sad as he had been three hours earlier. Mária felt as if she had not seen this boy properly before. She gave him a tender smile; he turned bright red and hurried into the stable with the saddle. But Mária followed the groom, marvelling at his broad shoulders, and when she was just a few paces behind him she cleared her throat almost silently.

			Nine months later Lajos was born.

		

	
		
			

			2

			Two and a half years passed before the baron looked at the boy properly for the first time and asked his wife the question she had been dreading for so long. Contrary to what she had expected, the fear had not subsided over the weeks, months and years that had passed since the birth, but increased, for the question would come, this was certain, and with every minute the lie grew, driving its root system deeper into the ground, extending its leaf canopy further and further until it would overshadow her family, the manor house and her entire life.

			But Mária didn’t allow her fear and the creeping lie to get her down. On the contrary, she resolved to face up to the falsehood, whet her knives and sharpen her senses for the day when the question hovering over them all threatened to burst it.

			For this, Mária had to learn how to lie. Her mother was a pious Christian who only wore grey and read the Bible for three hours every day – one before breakfast, one before lunch and a final hour before supper. Throughout her entire life no untruth had ever passed her thin, bright-­pink lips, and she had raised her six children to the same standards. If they did happen to lie and were found out, they were made to write out the Lord’s Prayer one hundred times, with their left hand and using the oldest pen, without smudging a single letter.

			

			And so it is all the more astonishing that Mária mastered the craft with such speed, consistency and refinement. The method she used was as simple as it was successful: she lied whenever she could. She gave a false answer to each question she was asked, even if it was as banal as whether she would prefer to have paprika chicken or game for dinner. And with every lie that left her lips, she cast off part of her childhood self, left part of that Lord’s Prayer-writing girl behind, gaining instead in self-­assurance, shrewdness and mischief, so that when Sándor finally posed the question she had been dreading for so long, she knew that her fear was unfounded, for by now she found it easier to lie than to tell the truth.

			The question arose when the von Lázár family was sitting round the dining table, eating goulash soup. Mária was regaling them with a fanciful story, pretending it was the truth, while the others listened in silence, their thoughts elsewhere. Sándor was just wondering where love had gone when his son threw a chunk of beef at his chest. Looking up in disbelief, the baron saw his son sitting in the highchair, and for a moment did not know who this young person was.

			He sat there, his snow-­white shirt spattered with reddish-­brown sauce, a scrap of beef over his heart, and could not say who this child was. Although the baron knew that the little boy was of significance to his life, he could not think why. Now, free from any preconceptions, for the first time he saw Lajos as he really was: blond, blue-­eyed and jellyfish-­skinned.

			Once more it struck him: this was supposed to be his son. But he did not look like him one bit.

			

			“Are you sure that child is mine?” he asked as a joke, but aware too that he was terrified of the answer. Mária, who had played out this scene in her head a thousand times, said casually, “But of course, darling. How else would he look so much like Hayo the First?”

			This was a bold answer, for there was neither a picture nor a description of the forefather of the Lázár dynasty, who at the age of fourteen had followed the Danube to Budapest with nothing save for a blue-­black raven on his shoulder and a hunk of hard bread in a bag, had trained to be a jeweller, fought in the Siege of Szigetvár, surviving the battle thanks to his extraordinary cowardice, and then, to counter his innate solitude, had fathered sixteen children.

			This mattered not though, for as soon as Mária had given her answer, the baron sketched his own portrait, using Lajos as his model. And he was so delighted that his son resembled the famous Hayo that he completely forgot to give the child a box on the ear.

			 

			At first Mária was worried that the question would return, but it did not. Sometimes Sándor had the subtle feeling that he recognised the water-­blue eyes or blond hair from somewhere, but Pál had died a few weeks after the child’s birth, having been kicked by a horse, and so he merely hovered in the periphery of the baron’s mind as a lost memory.

			After Pál’s death the baroness did not leave her room for six weeks. This was not a conscious decision, a wake or a prolonged moment of silence, nor a flu or persistent migraine as Sándor, who had not hesitated to move into one of the guest rooms, thought. No, she simply had not been able to get out of bed. All day long she just lay there, staring at the ceiling. Sometimes she cried, and sometimes she fell asleep with exhaustion, dreaming of the water-­blue eyes she could have swum in, and feeling as she had with Pál when, after they had made love in the farthest stall and were still lying naked beside each other in the hay, he had run his rough fingers down her narrow spine and said, “I could snap this so easily. Like a dry twig. It would be the simplest thing because then I could have one half and your husband the other.”

			

			On the seventh day after his death she got up and carried on from where she had left off. And yet she did not appear to find her way back entirely, because she could not rid herself of the habit of talking to the dead Pál, or of the bags under her eyes that had formed over the six sleepless nights. It was not surprising, therefore, that Sándor began to think of his mother and brother with increasing panic.

			His mother who, following his father’s death, kept running into the forest that surrounded the house, whispering muddled words to herself. This forest that had swallowed up his father while hunting. This forest that had spat out a dead stag instead. This forest that had hung a garland of ivy around the stag’s antlers and put a fly agaric in its mouth. This forest that let the stag run until it collapsed outside the music room with its large windows. This forest that sent his mother signs. This forest that called her. This forest that snatched her. This forest that had swallowed his father, killed his mother and driven his brother mad.

			 

			His brother. A man in his thirties who had been an intelligent, reclusive child, who had collected dead butterflies and beetles, watched birds and drawn plants. His obsession with the natural world had come to an abrupt end with the death of his father. All of a sudden the expanse of the forest was a dark threat rather than a promise of freedom. All of a sudden he was afraid, afraid of the shadows that the boughs of the trees cast into his room, of the ferns that grazed his ankles, and of the birds that called out to him from the forest’s depths.

			

			One evening, when Imre went up to his room after dinner, he found a man sitting on his bed. He was dressed like a hunter and sat there, without moving, in the twilight, only his green, feline eyes darting back and forth in his dark face. When Imre lit a lamp the man vanished; on the bedside table lay a book with the title Night Pieces.
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			Imre devoured Night Pieces.

			He read it for the first time in the night of that day, which later would weigh as heavily and imposingly in his life as a large, lichen-­covered boulder that diverts the stream of time in a different direction.

			He tried to banish the image of the hunter, drew the curtains and lay fully dressed on his bed. It was so dark that he could not see his own body; for a short while he was unsure whether he even existed. Through the ceiling he heard his mother, heard her talking and talking, about herself and the cook who she did not trust, who she always insinuated was stealing food and giving it to the poor children and widows in the village; about him and his brother, who was less handsome, but smarter and stronger-­willed, and who would provide the better heir; about the pearl necklace that she never took off and yet was permanently looking for; and about the foaling horse, her portrait and the painter with whom she had cheated on their father, which she now regretted more than anything in her life. All these words, this whole stream of dammed-­up phrases flowed down to him through the ceiling, disgorging over him, soaking into his clothes, his skin and his bones until he seemed to consist only of this liquid despair, these watery feelings of guilt and this fluid madness. Even though it was his mother who was speaking to his father; none of this was anything to do with him, was it? But how could you separate it, how could he fail to hear these words when he was of the same flesh and blood as them, the missing man and the grieving wife, who sat all day long in silence and as still as a stone by the window, gazing into the forest with crazed eyes that slid off the bark of every trunk, unable to find purchase on any leaf, scurrying like an animal from tree to tree? – It was impossible.

			

			The first night piece was a story by the name of “The Sandman”. Imre read it in one go in the light of the gas lamp that stood on the small table by his bed. When he put the book down beside the lamp he realised that his hand was trembling, that his arm too was moving about restlessly, and finally that his whole body was shaking. Fixing his gaze on the black cover of the book, he waited for the attack to subside.

			Then he lay there still again. His mother had gone to bed. He heard his organs – heart, stomach, intestines – heard them working away, keeping him alive, realised how he was dependent on their functioning. He remembered –

			He remembered the Grimms’ fairy tales that Johanna, their Austrian nanny, used to tell them, and which superficially were not much different from the story he had just read. For this reason it had felt as if the tale was one of those he had fallen asleep to as a child and which he had not thought about in years.

			The thing was, Hoffmann’s story was disguised as a simple fairy tale, but in fact it was profoundly psychological and, without his being able to say why, an immeasurable comfort for him. Did he see himself in the sensitive, wildly imaginative Nathanael? Perhaps. Although it felt rather as if the story had burrowed into the dark pit of his stomach and uncovered something whose existence he had always known about, but which he was now seeing before him for the first time.

			

			After his frantic breathing had calmed, he extinguished the light and tried to sleep. In vain.

			He lit the lamp again, sat up, stuffed the pillow behind his back and read the next story – and the next one – and the next. And so it went on until he had read the cycle to the end. In his overwhelming tiredness the individual stories strung together into a dark volume, with nothing separating them. The characters emerged from their milieus, meeting and greeting each other: the lawyer Coppelius shook the hand of Court Counsellor Reutinger, and Ignaz Denner slashed open the chest of the narrator Theodor. When Imre’s eyes finally closed it was he whose chest was slashed open and, to make the matter more complicated, he was also the one wielding the knife.

			 

			To begin with Imre said nothing about the book and only read it at night, but it gradually crept its way into his daily life. For example, a few days after it had come into Imre’s possession, it lay for all to see on the ottoman in the study, even though he was certain he had not read the book in there.

			Soon he brought the tales to the light of day himself, reading one after breakfast, one after lunch and one after dinner, over and over again. Now the book could no longer fail to come to the attention of Sándor, whose protective instinct for his puny, dreamy elder brother had turned into contempt since the disappearance of their father. For now, Imre was the master of the house; now he had to uphold the family’s honour and transact business. But instead he gorged on horror stories and trash novellas, such trivial literature, diabolical tales and ghost stories, and was gradually losing his mind.

			

			At first it was barely noticeable. Even though he would not stop talking about this book, at least he was no longer so withdrawn. And could he really be criticised because he preferred reading to attending to the family’s affairs? After all he was almost a child still, and unlike Sándor had never shown an interest in the fishponds, livestock breeding, wheat fields and wood business. Even when he appeared at breakfast one morning sporting two different cuffs and a tie knotted wrongly, nobody was surprised – was it not understandable for him to feel shattered by the death of his father, whose body had still not been found? It was only when he failed to appear for dinner one evening that Sándor realised his brother’s sanity was crumbling before their eyes.

			He had just started on his soup when Béla, the butler, who had been sent to fetch Imre, returned to the table, saying that his brother was talking to somebody in the drawing room and had not reacted to his knocking. Sándor stopped short. Who might he be talking to? They did not have guests, and Imre generally avoided the servants, whose polite, almost sycophantic manner he could not cope with. Resting the spoon on the edge of his plate, Sándor stood up and said, “Excuse me, Mother, I’ll be right back.” Then he followed Béla to the drawing room.

			Already from the hallway he could hear Imre talking to somebody. He sounded incensed and he did not stop even when Sándor pounded his fist against the door. Who on earth was that? After hammering at the door once more, Sándor went in. With his back to them, Imre seemed not to have noticed that anyone had come in. He was wearing neither shoes nor socks and was wandering between the English hunting scenes and family portraits, gesticulating wildly. There was nobody else in the room.

			

			 

			Soon after that Sándor took over the business affairs. His brother was sent to recuperate in a sanatorium in the Swiss Alps. He stayed there for sixth months, returned with a venereal disease and yellow eyes, took a spartan room in the western wing, which was painted blue to calm his nerves, and spent many hours a day staring at the forest. There, between the densely packed trees, he saw the characters from Hoffmann’s tales. Sometimes his mother too, who went into the forest every day to look for the father’s hunting lodge, which did not exist and never had. Until one day she never came back.
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			There was no portrait or photograph of Imre. Not in any archive, antiquarian bookshop or photograph album, not on any bedside table or chest of drawers.

			If the photographer came from Pécs to take pictures of the parents with their spruced-­up children, Mária on her white horse, Sándor and his friends after hunting, rifles over their shoulders and the slain red stag on the grass before them, or the manor house with its garden laid out in the English style, he would be locked away in the blue room to avoid his appearing by accident in the background. And yet, with his slender face, straight nose and amber eyes, he would have made a good model, probably a better one than Sándor, in whom the aristocratic manifested itself in the way he spoke, ate and dressed, things he had had to learn and which sometimes, in moments of absent-­mindedness or tension, he forgot, leaving his entire aura to crumple. Imre, who appeared noble from his facial features to his hands, could by contrast wander barefoot through the garden and still look thoroughbred.

			 

			

			Sometimes Mária dreamed that her husband carried her naked, saddled and on all fours into his brother’s blue room, where she tied him to one of the bedposts and made him watch Imre and her make love. In reality she had exchanged scarcely more than a few words with her brother-­in-­law, for their lives ran in parallel. Her room was in the eastern wing and he only ever left his to eat. But he did not even eat with them, on the one hand because Sándor despised him for his illness, which he regarded as a weakness and a case of surrendering to his fate, and on the other because they regularly entertained guests from whom the dark side of the family was kept secret by every means.

			Nor was Lajos allowed to eat at the long table until he could use his knife and fork flawlessly, and so he had to eat with his uncle and Ida the nanny in the small drawing room, for his parents would never have left him on his own with the madman.

			And yet during meals a sort of friendship developed between the two. Lajos liked the man with the nimble hands that were continually on the move, never still, always stroking the seam of the tablecloth, the rim of the wine glass and the tips of the knives as if they had to feel the ends of everything, compulsively; he had liked him at least since the day when, with a wink, Imre popped a golden-­brown fried potato into his bowl of slimy semolina pudding.

			The semolina pudding he was given day in, day out, in the belief back then that there was nothing better for children, was the worst thing he could imagine in his early childhood. Every morning, every lunchtime and every evening he wondered what he had done to deserve this, and he was constantly thinking of new ways to please his parents. Would they like him better if he stepped only on the black marble tiles in the entrance hall? Or was he being punished because he cleared his throat too seldom? Or sang too often when it was raining? He could not work it out; the world of grown-­ups was too complex and opaque.

			

			Only Imre seemed to understand him. Besides, he was kind to him in a way that nobody else ever was, for whenever Ida looked out of the window, Imre would shovel some of his food into his nephew’s bowl. Then he told these marvellous stories, featuring all the creatures and figures that Lajos sometimes encountered at the edge of the forest.

			 

			Ilona was envious of Lajos’s being allowed to eat his semolina pudding in the little drawing room. Not only because whenever she ate offal she could not help thinking of the cook’s fleshy hands rummaging about in the dark, bloody belly of the animal, and of the fat, shiny bluebottles that landed on the hunks of meat, but also because she could not bear grown-­ups. She did not understand how people could approach life with such indifference, how you could simply allow yourself to be rolled over by the years until one day the wheels were so heavy that they crushed you to death. Her father was the worst, with his painful seriousness, his deliberate movements and his scrupulous decorum, which to him was more important than anything else.

			Of course she found the other grown-­ups ludicrous too, for example Dr Török, who was probably the silliest person in the world. But in contrast to her father, the doctor was a likeable man because he seemed to be conscious of his peculiarities. Well aware of the healing power of comedy, whenever he was called to the bed of a sick child he would waggle his large, sticking-­out ears.

			The cook, too, who with her huge bottom could not fit through the door of the icehouse, or the groom, who always bowed deeply and theatrically, and said, “I hope you have a capital day, Baroness,” when he ran into her – she found both of them ridiculous in this likeable way. She could not stand her father, on the other hand.

			

			 

			When Lajos was finally allowed to sit at the long table with twenty-­four chairs, the backs of which were decorated with the family’s coat of arms, he understood at once why Ilona had always envied him. Mealtimes were torture. All the while he was terrified of dropping the silver cutlery, for he was sure his father would then leap to his feet and drag him by the wrists into the next room to give him a thrashing while the dismayed guests continued eating in silence.
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			The buzzing of a bee trapped between slatted shutter and window. Narrow strips of light slanting into the room and coming to rest on the flowery blanket, the Persian carpet, the pompous, dark furniture and the yellow wallpaper. Thus the day began.

			Opening her eyes, Ilona saw the yellow light coming into her room very differently from how it did in the manor house, and realised that it was spring.

			At home she had difficulty getting up in the morning and thought that almost nothing could be worse than the shrill ringing of the alarm clock, which first bored into her dreams, then violently wrenched her from them. But here, in Héviz, where there was no alarm, only the buzzing of the bee and at most the pealing of the bells, she liked to get up.

			Nor, upon rising here, did she have to face her father, who needed do nothing more than rustle his newspaper to put her in a foul mood for Mrs Major’s lessons. No, here she got up, went barefoot to the window, delighting in the parquet floor which felt so different from back home, and pulled up the roller shutters. In the manor house this was Ida’s job and usually the last means of getting her out of bed.

			

			Ilona opened the window. The bee flew off through the green branches of the chestnut tree. In the street, passers-­by, carriages and vegetable sellers with wooden carts got out of the way of the automobile that Mr Fehér drove up and down the avenue, as he did every Saturday. Ilona crawled back under the covers.

			She loved lying in a warm bed with the window open, the fresh morning air, the dew on the leaves, and smelling the flowery blanket that had been washed with the same soap ever since she could remember. But what she liked most of all was hearing the sounds in the street that drifted into her room without disturbing the peace.

			Whenever she lay in bed like this, everything was like the year before. And outside in the avenue nothing had changed since she had lain down again; she knew this without having to look, for she heard the rattling engine of Mr Fehér’s automobile, the sound of horses’ hooves on cobbles, the cries of the fruit and vegetable sellers and the high-­pitched, happy voices of the women. This thought, that all of that existed quite independently of her, that this small world outside the window was still there when she was not looking at it, reassured her like no other.

			 

			But the weeks in Héviz were the loveliest time of the year not just for Ilona. Mária, too, blossomed in the spa town, not so much owing to the relaxing effect of the thermal lake, where the water was at body temperature, but chiefly because she was amongst people. Seeing and being seen was her restorative treatment, the gaze of others the only cure for that sense of not really existing, of being a mere construct of words and thoughts.

			Here in the town she never had this feeling. Only sometimes, when she saw a particularly white cloud or came across an unfamiliar word in the newspaper, did she think about it, but in the way one thinks about a familiar pain which in retrospect is merely a vague memory. The idea that all of this – the newspaper she was reading, the chair she was sitting in, the reading glasses she was wearing, or the sky in which the cloud floated – was nothing more than a linguistic creation seemed so crazy that she shook her head, grinning.

			

			Mostly she had no time for such thoughts, for the Easter ceremonies took up every free minute. You had to pray continually, eat, look for red-­painted eggs and pretend you had seen the Easter Bunny disappear behind the cherry tree or hibiscus hedge.

			The weeks that followed were no less full of activity. During the day she tried to recover from the strains of the feast days in the warm water of the lake, although she kept meeting acquaintances with whom she had to gossip about other acquaintances; in the evenings they were invited to dinners or minor balls, or they visited the casino, open-­air theatre or a film screening. The opportunities were endless; the world, which shrank in the manor house, opened up again before her here.

			 

			When the yellow room was filled with the fragrance of the chestnut trees, Ilona heard through the wall separating her bedroom from the dining room the faint clatter of crockery, which always made her think of an oriental belly-­dancer with countless golden bracelets on her narrow wrists. How easy it was on a morning like this to dream of the most magical places, given that here one could scarcely breathe in the face of such beauty! For it was spring, the deep, dark forest was far away, and in the town the trees were mere ornamentation. Here the chestnuts lined the main street in rank and file; only in the mornings and evenings did they rock their deep-­green crowns, in full leaf, where the turtledoves sat and cooed. Sometimes Mr Fehér in his automobile or a horse-­drawn carriage would trundle along the bumpy cobbled avenue and then the top hats of the coachmen dressed in black would almost brush the lowest branches of the trees. And above all this was the sky – endlessly, unbelievably blue.

			

			When the clock in the hall struck nine, Ilona got out of bed, closed the window and, behind a screen, removed her nightdress and put on an embroidered dress. When she got to the table, Ida was removing the cloches from the last of the dishes.

			Ida’s body too was full of spring, even though to outsiders it looked as though a winter virus were raging inside her, for her cheeks were glowing red, her brow was burning hot, her eyes glistening feverishly and her hands trembled as she put the platters and bowls on the table.

			“Are you not feeling well, my child?” Mária asked her before every meal.

			To which her husband answered, before the nanny could open her mouth. “Of course she’s well! How could she be anything else with us?”

			 

			It was morning, then it was evening and time raced in between because, with all the hustle and bustle, as well as the sunshine, one altogether forgot to take note of its passing. Thus the hours – days – weeks slipped past.

			The father never stayed for longer than six days, after which he would leave to devote his attention to business again and check that everything was in order at the manor house. The time without him was even lovelier, for only then were they able to laugh – even at the table. Moreover, the good Ida was allowed to let her Paul in at night, when the children were asleep, and take him to her room, for the baroness knew what it was like when spring and fever raged inside the body and one could not find a quiet place to resolve the battle.

			

			Only, the children were not asleep when the Grünfelds’ long-­serving domestic knocked at the door of the red-­brick house late in the evening. Or at least not both of them. Every night, thirteen-­year-­old Ilona waited with aching tension and fervent anticipation for the heavy footsteps of the unknown man in the stairwell, because the muffled, rhythmic clacking and the stifled animal noises that reached her shortly afterwards through the ceiling produced an inexplicable tingling in her belly, which felt like the premonition of something great, important and for which, strangely, the only thing that helped was a pillow wedged between the thighs, against which she could rub her belly.

			Early in the morning, before the chestnut trees rocked their dark-­green crowns, Paul had to go. He dressed, gave the sleeping Ida a kiss on her hot brow, left the red-­brick building, crossed the deserted street and entered the Grünfelds’ house. In the boughs of the chestnuts the first turtledoves cooed, and Mária, who had been woken by the heavy footsteps on the stairs, thought of her Pál – and Ida, who had been awoken by the kiss on her brow, thought of her Paul.

		

	
		
			

			6

			Jakub Jakubowski’s best years lay far behind him (if they had ever existed in the first place). He had spent four decades on the easternmost border of the powerful Monarchy, on the doorstep of fertile and yellow Ukraine, as a captain’s scribe. His life had been as monotonous as the landscape was expansive, the days barely distinguishable from one another. As the idea that the Habsburg Empire could be finite was inconceivable, there was not much to do – they were just one of the thousand small towns on the secured border of the huge imperium. The soldiers drilled, cleaned their rifles, boots and swords, visited the casino in the evenings and then the brothel. Sometimes they would look up at the infinite sky or at the endless yellow solitude of the Ukraine and curse the emperor for his megalomania.

			Jakub Jakubowski saw the sky and the landscape only in summer, for he entered the writing room next to the captain’s study early in the morning and did not leave it again until late in the evening. In the intervening hours he wrote letters.

			These were exclusively love letters, which he wrote in the captain’s name to his seven girlfriends and wives scattered throughout the Monarchy. He also read the missives they sent back to the captain, and so after a short while he too had the feeling that he was loved by seven women in the empire. At the same time he became increasingly soft and less soldierlike, because daily contact with love smooths any edges.

			

			Yet even here, at the edge of the world, time passes, and Jakub the scribe grew older. His hair turned grey, then white, and his hands restless. Eventually the captain was forced to dismiss him, because the smudged ink and jittery letters were at odds with the honourable, steely man he purported to be. Having belonged to it all his life, at once Jakub Jakubowski was no longer part of the imperial army, no longer a cog in this gigantic machine. From now on he was a simple subject, a short, old, Galician man, all alone in the endless expanse of the world.
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