

[image: Illustration]





[image: illustration]









 


ROBINSON


First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Robinson


Copyright © Roxanne de Bastion, 2024


Photo author’s own


Family tree by Liane Payne


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47214-783-7


Robinson


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









 


For Richard


to those who struggle to know


where to call home


and which language is their own


to all who carry within them an ancient fear


and a sense of injustice


who may be feeling those things now


more than ever









[image: illustration]










Contents


 


My Darling Children


Part One: Music


  1 Send Me a Wire


  2 And So It Was


  3 Help, I Inherited!


  4 Blissfully Blinkered


  5 In Splendid Isolation


  6 The Family Tree


  7 For the Time Being


  8 They Danced until Doomsday


Part Two: Survival


  9 You Weren’t Warm Enough


10 Chased and Hunted


11 It’s Either You or Me


12 Everybody’s Prey


13 How the Chances are Happening


14 The Piano Player of Budapest


15 Darker Clouds on the Horizon


16 So That It Never Happens Again


Part Three: Hope


17 I’d Rather Go Back to Hungary


18 A Room With No Walls


19 All Together


20 What Sort of People Had We Been?


21 Remember Me


22 Sleep, Sleep, Little Boy


23 Farewell to Budapest


24 To Those of You Listening


 


Epilogue


Note on Writing


Acknowledgements


Index










My Darling Children



Berlin 2020


My family has a piano. It has tiny marks on the top right corner where my dad used to gnaw at the wood with his baby teeth. Years later, while he played his compositions, I’d play underneath it, soaking up the sounds before my hands were large enough to reach a fifth.


I’m sitting at that piano now and, if I stretch, my hands can just about reach an octave. I may be able to reach those eight whole notes, but I can’t stretch my mind to comprehend that my dad has just died.


He slipped away in this living room, the piano standing idly by as another of its custodians moved on. The intensity of the last few weeks has been replaced now with quiet – my dad never wanted to be a burden to anyone. And so he chose a polite moment to die, a rare minute when none of us – not my mum, my sister, our partners or myself – was in the room with him. It was just him and the piano.


The piano predates my memory. It had always been with us and, to a certain degree, I’ve taken its existence and its companionship for granted. But a loss this enormous paints everything in a new, harsher light. As I look at our piano now, I am suddenly so much more aware of its age. It’s not shiny and black-lacquered as most pianos are. Instead, it’s an aged, matt, wooden brown and is covered with lighter patches where the sun has shone on it through the blinds, like sunspots on an old man’s face. The thin ivory keys feel weathered from touch, and above them, faded golden lettering spells out the make: Blüthner. It looks as though it should be in a museum, but it’s in my parents’ prefab house in the suburbs of Berlin, where I was raised.


On special occasions, my dad would open the top panel of this baby grand piano. To my younger self that was the most magical transformation to witness: for within this instrument, hidden away, was a secret universe – golden harp-like strings held down by light, wooden hammers and a slim, dark plinth on each end, to prop up its top panel to reveal the bright inners. Open, the sound would be brighter; it would sing out, somehow more youthful and vibrant.


Most of the time, the piano would sit, calmly and defiantly. It has a kind authority, allowing toddlers to thrash at its keys with sticky fingers. It is quietly encouraging, inviting any artist, no matter how proficient or amateur, to engage and create. There’s something about our piano that brings out the best in its players and in my family – there have been four generations of them.


Family legend has it that my great-grandfather, Aladar, bought this piano in 1905, in Hungary, as an engagement gift for his wife-to-be, Katica. She, in turn, passed it on to her son, Stephen, and, when he died, it came here.


I can play, but not like my dad. Now he’s gone, it’ll be my job to take care of the piano. I’m a singer-songwriter, living in London in the age of music streaming, and I wonder whether I’ll ever be able to afford a home big enough to house it. I imagine a crane trying to lift it into my rental flat and I wonder what my landlord would say. I’m good at songwriting and singing, but I’ll never be able to improvise as beautifully or to play the piano like my dad with his perfect pitch and sensitivity – the ideal combination of head and heart. I feel lost now that he’s not sat next to me any more to ground my lofty right-hand melodies with his comforting bass notes.


There are more unusual objects in this house. An array of family portraits line the walls of our home. The largest portrait is hanging right above the piano. It’s a dark, rectangular painting of a young, glamorous-looking woman. She’s got short, dark, wavy hair; a rosy-cheeked, heart-shaped face and small, round, shiny eyes. Her impressive, silver-grey gown is draped with a dark fur wrap, revealing a bare shoulder. She’s wearing a long pearl necklace, matching earrings and a corresponding bracelet. Her smile is a mixture of coquettishness and boredom. I imagine she will have wanted to look good in the portrait but was most likely getting a little tired of sitting for it.


On the piano, stands a little black-and-white photograph of a young man with his hands resting on the same piano keys that I’m sitting in front of. He’s wearing a tailored suit jacket. From underneath it pops a crisp white shirt. His facial expression is serene, his gaze turned downwards.


The portraits were always a talking point whenever anyone came over for the first time. None of my friends had paintings of dead relatives on their walls. They were quite the hit at sleepover parties when I was little, my friends pretending the framed faces were haunted and might come to life while we were tucked up in our sleeping bags.


‘Is your family rich?’ a girl once asked me in school when I said we had a grand piano at home.


‘No. I think we used to be a long time ago,’ I replied at the age of seven.


The grandeur of the portraits and the piano are at stark odds with their surroundings. My mother is a retired social worker; my dad, whom I struggle to speak of in the past tense, a musician with various part-time teaching jobs. He’d have phases in-between and around teaching music when he would gig, in various bands or as a solo singer-songwriter. My parents are children of the sixties and seventies: liberal, impulsive, very much not business or career orientated. Still, they argued a lot about money. In a way, the baby grand piano and the family portraits were haunted. They were ghosts of a bygone era, hinting at fortunes lost.


The root note of any musical key is referred to as ‘home’. In a song, ‘home’ is an anchor. When we hear it, we intuitively feel a sense of having arrived, or being safe. I never had to ask myself what I wanted to do with my life. As vague as my understanding was of where I came from, I was always certain about where I was going. I decided at the age of four, after being introduced to The Beatles, that I was going to make music. I was obsessed with writing my own songs and made my first clumsy attempts on our piano, mimicking my dad and John Lennon in equal measure.


Outside of that musical context, home has been harder to find. Wherever I am, I am always the foreigner. I was born here in Berlin, as was my mother. My dad was born in the West Midlands, as was my sister. As a family, we moved back and forth, neither country feeling a perfect fit for us, but liberal Berlin ultimately winning over the very conservative West Midlands, England. My mother could never get used to seeing her children in uniform, nor that asking for a second opinion at the doctors seemed to be frowned upon.


Straddling two cultures and speaking two languages to the same degree of proficiency brings with it a unique set of advantages and disadvantages. I can detach the sound of a word from its meaning. As a songwriter, I wouldn’t want to miss that. Comparing idioms is a delight (in German, we dance around the hot porridge, as opposed to the more violent beating around the bush). But there is a limit to how fully I can express myself in either language, and when I’m with someone who only identifies with either one of those cultures and languages, a side of me always remains in the shadows.


And then, in addition to the German and the British, there is this third, hidden layer to my identity, the heirlooms and the hearsay. The portraits, the piano, they speak their own language, further complicating my answer to the frequently asked question: ‘Where are you from?’ ‘Home’ as in middle C is a much easier concept for me.


I knew from an early age that the artefacts in our home – the piano and the portraits – were unusual. It took a little longer for me to realise that it was also unusual to have distant relatives dotted around the globe. When I was little I assumed everyone had an assortment of relations in disparate corners of the world, such as Canada, the US and Australia. I thought little on why we were all so far apart. The older relatives on my dad’s side of the family all spoke with a different accent. They all have more than one nationality. They all have something about them that screams ‘foreign’.


Most of those relatives have long since passed, but I remember my grandmother and my Great-uncle Lorant speaking Hungarian with one another. To me, it sounded like a fantastical back and forth of animated mystery. The one stoic anchor, tying my family to its roots, is my dad’s cousin Judit. She divides her time between Hungary and Sweden. Her accent is different yet again – when she speaks, her English is a rather distinct mix of her native and elected homes. With Berlin being a good halfway point between them, she would visit us often. She would always greet my dad in that secret, lost language: ‘Szervusz dragam.’ Although the language was secret to him, too, he knew her words meant, ‘Hello, my sweet darling.’


I don’t remember when I learned that my father’s family, those faces in the paintings and photographs, were Jewish. I was always somehow aware of the fact, as if it was a shade of paint blending in the background of their portraits. Overall, there was very little discussion as to what being Jewish even meant, other than a vague notion that it was somehow the reason why we, as a family, found ourselves in a very different place, physically and metaphorically, two generations on.


My dad never identified as Jewish, no matter how much his cousin Judit insisted that he was just that, whether he liked it or not. If anything, he’d emphasise that even my grandparents and great-grandparents never practised Judaism. We grew up in a household without prescribed religion. My mother was keen to let my sister and me grow to an age where we could make up our own minds about whether we wanted to go to any kind of church. Inevitably, we didn’t. My dad’s attitude towards religion was more complex. He was equally, if not more emphatically, keen that we should live our lives without a religious label, but for reasons even he didn’t fully understand until much later. It took my dad a lifetime to accept and understand that he was holding a lot of inherited fear within him. In the end, his ardent attempts to escape ‘being Jewish’ were futile: he died on Yom Kippur, the holiest day in the Jewish calendar.


In my dad’s house, there are drawers and boxes filled with old cassette tapes, CDs, letters, documents, books and photographs. He jokingly christened himself ‘Richard the Recorder’ and garnered a reputation for being the custodian of all things family history. Whenever an older family member passed away, the default response would be, ‘Well, Richard will take this.’ Every time his sister, my Aunt Julie, went through a decluttering phase – and they were so frequent, I always wondered how there could possibly be any clutter left to discard – she’d post stacks of documents and photographs to my dad, along with a scribbled note in flamboyant cursive: Darlings – here are photos of Mummy and Daddy on holiday and some other faces I don’t recognise – may they bring you joy. Love, Julie.


For a large portion of her life, my aunt felt physical belongings, especially those relating to family history, were a burden.


My older sister and I are daunted by the fact that our dad’s life is now a part of that growing family history, his documents, photographs and belongings stored together with those of his parents and those who came before them. He had a knack for accumulating random bits and pieces and storing them in unlikely places, which makes going through his things an emotional minefield. How can I throw away a telephone bill if there are lyric ideas scribbled on the back? I open a tiny box that’s hidden away at the back of a drawer – it contains a pebble, a paper clip and a tooth: ‘Oh yeah! Don’t you know that story?’ My sister laughs at my perturbed facial expression, and we pause our sorting process for her to fill me in. Every time neither of us knows the story to a mystery assortment of things, we cry and wish we’d listened more or asked more or remembered better.


I open the drawers, one by one, of an industrial-looking filing cabinet that’s propping up the desk. It’s filled with perfectly stacked cassette tapes. Some are blank or scrawled upon in a handwriting I don’t recognise. Most of them are meticulously labelled in my dad’s handwriting, which is not cursive like his sister’s. His is neat, uniform, and it fills me with a warmth when I see it:




Stephen – The Rainbow Rooms, 1957


Stephen – 1907–1920


Stephen – In a Sentimental Mood


Stephen tells his war story – Part 1


Stephen tells his war story – Part 2


Stephen tells his war story – Part 3





In these early days of grieving, I have so many seemingly random, small thoughts. Upon discovering the cassette tapes, I am overcome with emotions: not curiosity over the contents or joy at how much there is to discover, but wonder at how neatly the cassettes are stacked and how well organised the drawers are. In that moment, I feel hopelessly inadequate. Unlike my dad, I am no good at keeping things nice and orderly.


Later that night, I listen to one of the unmarked tapes and I come across the familiar sound of our piano. It has a uniquely warm, soft tone. The player is not my dad, though. The recording sounds too old and the playing is too flowery, too classical, to be his.


I never got to know Stephen, my grandfather, the dapper man in the photograph on top of the Blüthner. To me, he is the perfect enigma. I did meet him once, but I was just a few months old, incapable of forming a lasting memory of my own. And so I soaked up other people’s stories and impressions of him, but they were confusing and painted a dichotomous picture.


In more recent photos, capturing him in the orange-and-brown-tinted nineteen seventies and early eighties, he looks vulnerable. His face is kinder than in the earlier black-and-white versions, but I feel the effort it takes him to just sit in his armchair and smile through the photo. The photograph of him playing the piano shows a serene confidence. He has what I would call ‘performer eyes’: a look that goes out into the room, above people’s heads, focusing on nothing in particular but giving everyone in the room a feeling of being seen. I love this version of my grandfather.


The cassette I’m listening to is a copy of a Ferrograph recording made in 1954. Stephen is playing a composition of his called ‘An Old Mill is Dreaming’. Perchance, it is the only composition of his that I am familiar with. Although, through this lens of raw and jagged grief, it feels like I’m hearing it for the first time.


It starts out menacingly low and slow. It’s full of sorrow, and mirrors my state of mind perfectly. Then, Stephen delicately sweeps across the keys to convey a sound we might hear in an old movie to suggest the protagonist is falling asleep. He guides the listener seamlessly through an array of emotions, from romance to chaos, drama to resolve. When the song finishes, there is a click and then a voice appears. Stephen must have recorded over a previous take – there is a ghost piano, whirling away in the background underneath his words. With modern-day recording technology this would be an easy thing to do: I’d record two separate tracks digitally, one with my piano playing, another with my spoken message, and simply stack them on top of one another using software, adjusting the volume of each individual track. In 1954, this must have been achieved by a sheer quirk of fate. Somehow, when Stephen rewound the physical tape and recorded his message on to it, it must have not fully erased what was on that tape. As if by magic, the ghost piano perfectly underlined his message:


The story is about an old mill who stood alone, deserted, in a field. His voice is deep and the tape is grainy. He has a thick, Hungarian accent that elongates the ‘o’ in ‘alone’.


On a summer night, when it was full moon, he was dreaming that he was young again. He sang a love song of his youth, and he felt his wheels going round and round, faster and faster and he was singing and rejoicing with all his heart. Suddenly, the dream has passed, but he did not want to believe it. He wanted to carry on, to be young. He forced his wheels to turn and turn again, but the wheels could not . . . any more. They stopped moving. And so, the old mill stood still again in the moonlight and gave up all hope as he realised that youth comes never back.


My dad couldn’t keep his wheels spinning in the end. Unlike the old mill, though, he never lost his youth. My thoughts are interrupted by a further click on the tape. There was that voice again: My darling children. I have finished now my story. Tomorrow is Richard’s seventh birthday. May God give you and your darling little sister Julika, both of you, health and happiness your whole life.


As I listen to my grandfather wish my dad a happy birthday, time stands still. I reach through it and hug that seven-year-old boy. Then, I think more on that deep, foreign-sounding voice. I wonder what story he is telling. ‘An Old Mill is Dreaming’ seems to contain a whole life within its nine minutes. A life full of rude interruptions.


I know that he was a charming man, although some describe him as difficult. I’m told that he could be harsh in tone and verbally cruel. I know that he was a pianist and found some success before the war. I know that he was sent to Russia as a forced labourer and that he somehow survived that, as well as imprisonment in a concentration camp. I know that he forbade my father to ever return to Hungary – a wish he upheld until Stephen was no longer alive. I know that Stephen recorded what he experienced during the war on to cassette tapes. I’ve never felt ready to hear it. I know that when he emigrated to England in 1948, ‘Istvan’ became ‘Stephen’. He changed our family name from the Hungarian ‘Bastyai Holtzer’ to the rather French-sounding ‘de Bastion’. I always thought that said a lot about him. He must have been weary enough to want to assimilate, but flamboyant and proud enough to not want to blend in entirely. Ever since I started performing, people have assumed that de Bastion was a stage name and, in a way, it is – just one created for me, two generations ago.


Thinking on all the coincidences, all the decisions, the chance meetings, the left turns that lead to our individual existence can be overwhelming. For second- and third-generation survivors of the Holocaust, this is amplified. Even as I type that last sentence, I feel the residue of my dad’s trauma course through my veins and slow down my fingertips. He would never call himself a second-generation survivor out loud. He would not use the word Holocaust and tie it to himself and his identity in any way. But I have the gift of distance. And in my grief, I have a growing longing for connection, to find out more about those missing puzzle pieces to my identity. I want to get to know my grandfather and explore how much of myself and my dad I find in him. I want to know what happened and who we were, before we were ‘foreign’. My dad would identify as a musician and a creator. He would see the piano as an accepted, positive part of himself, tying him to his family’s tumultuous past. So that is where I’ll begin. I want to unearth the stories our piano has to tell about its most prodigal player and how it, along with him, survived.


And so, I pack the cassette tapes, photo albums and letters and take them back to England. Back in my flat, I press play on the next cassette: ‘Stephen tells his war story – Part 1’.










PART ONE




Music











CHAPTER 1



Send Me a Wire


Music is a calling and twenty-nine-year-old Stephen de Bastion, or Istvan Bastyai Holtzer as he was then, has always felt it within him. Officially, Stephen works for his parents, taking care of bookkeeping and other administrative tasks in the family textile firm. Actually, he’s somewhat of a professional socialite, with infectious charm and an insatiable passion for playing the piano.


He is the eldest of four children and had therefore felt it particularly embarrassing to have recently had to move back home with his parents after suffering a bitter divorce from a short and mutually loveless marriage. It has left him with a bruised ego and a readiness to pursue passions.


One might think that living with his family would cramp this eligible bachelor’s style, but this is no ordinary abode. His family own the apartment block on the corner of the aptly named St Stephen’s Square in central Budapest. His parents’ apartment takes up the entirety of the third floor. It looks straight onto St Stephen’s Basilica, a neoclassical church, which casts a magnificent light reflected from the pale stone into the large, bay window at the rounded front of the building. The seventeen rooms of the apartment boast a stately interior with rich fabric wallpaper, fine drapery, beautifully crafted furniture, oil paintings and chandeliers. Amid such opulence, the risk of a run-in with his mother or father after a late night is low. His sister Annie has just moved in with her new husband – a newly framed photograph of her with her mother, Katica, and brothers, Stephen and Lorant, at the wedding hangs in the entrance hall of the apartment – and the youngest brother George is away at university. Stephen practically has the entire place to himself.


He can almost always be found in one particular room. Tucked away at the back of the building is a drawing room, which the family uses for entertaining. This is where they keep the Blüthner baby grand piano. As far back as Stephen’s memory can stretch, it has always been a part of their household and playing it has always been his favourite pastime. As a child, he would entertain himself for hours on end playing, learning and composing. Even now in adulthood, it is part of his everyday – he plays the Blüthner for an hour after having lunch with his parents, daydreams his way through the afternoon shift and then heads out into the evening for more music.


Budapest is bursting with a youthful exuberance. One of the largest cities in central Europe, it had grown into a vibrant cultural hub, its shine christening the city ‘the pearl of the Danube’. Budapest is a city of two halves, Buda and Pest, straddling the Danube River and connected by several bridges. While the west side of town offers the more beautiful landscape, with hills rolling south towards the sea, the east side, on which Stephen finds himself, is alive with theatre, music, drink and a raucous nightlife. Across both, there is an air of wellbeing, of abundance and optimism.


Stephen feels at home in Pest, among the artists and intellectuals frequenting the many coffee bars and high-society hangouts; he is intent on making the most of his newly regained freedom.


* * *


One evening in 1936, Stephen joins a group of friends at one of Budapest’s most elegant nightclubs. He is wearing a buttoned-down silk shirt underneath a black dinner jacket and is sitting at a crowded round table laden with ashtrays and half-empty glasses. He tunes out of the animated conversation around him. While his friends continue to swill the wine in their glasses and gesticulate with their cigarette holders, heads tilted towards one another as they share anecdotes and flirtations, Stephen shifts his gaze to the piano player across the room.


Here at the Parisien Grill, Budapest’s young and fashionable show off their finery, listen to live music, dance, drink and watch cabaret and dance performances into the early hours. The club is vast and expands across two floors. In the centre of the room, the dance floor shimmers underneath the light of chunky, Art Deco chandeliers. Beautifully winding staircases with ornately carved wooden banisters run from either side of the stage, connecting the lower floor with the upper balcony – both of which are lined with small, round tables and chairs. There’s hardly ever a free seat to be found. Today, there’s no dance or cabaret performance – just the usual house band playing.


The pianist concludes a nondescript waltz, closes the lid of the instrument and gets up to take his scheduled break. Stephen seizes the moment, as he often would, abandoning his drink and motioning with one hand for his friends to follow him as he shuffles across the dance floor towards the white grand piano. With a brief approval-seeking nod to the staff behind the bar, Stephen sits at the piano, opens the lid and starts playing. Beautifully improvised melodies weave their way around a medley of themes from popular songs of the day. A couple of his friends form a half-circle around the piano and other bar goers are quick to take note and follow suit. It’s easy for Stephen to impress people with his playing. It’s not common to see someone play without sheet music and Stephen plays freely, from memory and with his whole heart. It’s his party trick and it works every time.


‘Istvan, that was so beautiful . . .’ George, one of his acquaintances, pours Stephen another glass of wine as he sits back down at the table after his impromptu performance.


Acknowledging the compliment, Stephen places a hand on his friend’s shoulder, and re-directs the conversation: ‘So,’ he says to George, ‘tell us what fascinating adventures you’ve been up to today.’


‘Oh!’ George exclaims with a smile. ‘Today I went to the police to pick up my passport. My trio has just been hired to perform at the Küchlin Theatre in Basel. Me, my pianist and drummer, we’re moving to Switzerland next month!’


A clinking of glasses and a flurry of good wishes spill across the table.


‘Well, if that pianist of yours doesn’t work out,’ Stephen replies with a raised eyebrow, trying to hide the spark that, in that very second, has ignited within him, ‘send me a wire.’










CHAPTER 2



And So It Was


When my dad was little, he attempted to write his life story. He didn’t get very far, scrawling in his notebook, but his opening words carry an aching profundity that only the innocence of childhood can bring: ‘I was born laughing.’


The same could not be said of Stephen, who was told by his mother Katica that he had refused to come into this world. On 19 May 1907, he was eventually pulled out of her with metal tongs after days of labouring, the difficult birth of her firstborn foreboding that life ahead would not be as blessed as the family’s luxurious surroundings might suggest. When he finally arrived, his nose was completely flat, which frightened the new mother. Apparently, she had remarked that it was a good thing Stephen was not a girl; he would be all right in this world, even without a nose. The doctor was quick to reassure her that this was, in fact, normal for a newborn and that within a few days, her child would have a perfectly fine nose.


And so it was! Stephen shares in his tapes. I can still be proud of my nose, which is neither too crooked nor too long. In my opinion it is a nice nose.


A couple of years after his arrival, his mother gave birth to his twin brothers, Lorant and Aladar, followed by his sister Annie and, finally, baby brother George. The twins were sickly children and Aladar died an infant’s death. My Great-uncle Lorant would joke his entire life that he could never really be sure if he was in fact himself or his twin brother, as a careless nanny could have easily switched the two without anyone noticing.


The family was running a successful textile business and lived a very comfortable life. In their raised bungalow in Szeged was a library, a saloon where Katica and Aladar would entertain guests, not least with the help of the Blüthner piano, a dining hall, a kitchen and servants’ quarters, as well as several bedrooms. Behind the house, Aladar kept a horse in a stable, along with a pen of hunting pigeons. The staff included a coachman and his wife, a cook, a maid and a nanny to tend to the children – or a Fräulein, as Stephen would refer to them, as they would usually be German.


I wasn’t a friendly or communicative young boy.


Stephen doesn’t share many stories of his childhood. His recollections of his early years include seemingly random, inconsequential memories, yet I can’t help but attribute meaning to every single one; each holding a clue to the kind of person he truly was. In one of these fragmented memories, Stephen is walking through town with his Aunt Antonia. They run into the local rabbi. A man of great social stature, he wasn’t just a spiritual leader, but also sat in the House of Magnates, the Hungarian House of Lords. Too shy to speak when asked to introduce himself, Stephen instead kicked the rabbi in the shin. Antonia was mortified and her adult embarrassment clung to Stephen’s being enough for the story to be retold in this tape over half a century later. Don’t we all have those early memories that stick to us like goosegrass? When I was three years old I ran into the kitchen in a fit of rage (what a three-year-old has to be raging against, I do not know), grabbed a full carton of milk out of the fridge and, looking my mother straight in the eyes, smashed it down on the floor, where it burst open, milk spilling into the cracks of the linoleum. My mother tells this story laughing, but when she does, a combination of embarrassment and an age-old rage courses through my veins as hot, prickly tears shimmer across my eyes. Crying over spilt milk.


There’s a portrait of Stephen as a little boy, currently hanging in my Aunt Julie’s council flat in the West Midlands, that was never finished. In it, Stephen is posing, resting his chin on a balled-up little fist, sitting cross-legged on a red wicker chair. His face wears a pained expression of impatience. I can just imagine him squirming in that chair as the pattern of the wicker leaves uncomfortable imprints on his knees, begging for the ordeal to be over, for playtime to begin. Sitting still for hours while a stranger paints you for reasons you don’t understand does sound like torture for a little boy. I can imagine an older relative – or more likely a nanny – snapping back at him, telling him that he was not a friendly child.


Stephen’s happier early childhood memories include family holidays. The entire clan, including grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins, would gather regularly, either in a thermal spa location such as Marienbad or Franzensbad in Czechoslovakia or for a coastal holiday by the Adriatic Sea to spend quality time together. For the children, this meant playing war games. Stephen recalls one incident where, unbeknownst to him, the other cousins had agreed to come dressed up as soldiers. Stephen, unhappy to be the only one wearing a simple striped T-shirt – no helmet or pretend army jacket in sight – decided to solve the issue by simply being the first fatality, dropping to the ground and lying still until the bloody battle of the holiday house reached its conclusion.


I hear in his voice that he’s still pleased with this particular example of problem-solving and amused by his younger self. Stephen wasn’t one to sulk or feel slighted. He enjoyed finding loopholes in the system. He took any opportunity to be creative and to stand out by doing things his own way.


Whether in play or reality, war was a harsh fixture of Stephen’s life. He was only seven years old when the First World War broke out and his father Aladar was sent to fight at the Serbian front. The family are patriotic and Aladar, though a gentle man, saw defending Hungary as his duty. Suddenly, Katica found herself running the business, with little time to tend to the children. Whether it was the weight of change or simply a stroke of bad luck, Stephen fell seriously ill. He struggled to breathe and developed a dangerously high fever. It got so bad that the doctor said there was little hope and was ready to declare him dead. Refusing to lose another child, particularly her beloved firstborn, Katica took it upon herself to find a remedy for her son, the first of many times she’d go into battle for her eldest. It was the fourth doctor who finally diagnosed him with diphtheria (seven years before the epidemic would reach its peak) and intubated him so he could breathe more easily. For weeks, Stephen was confined to a bedroom, draped in sea-salt-soaked sheets to aid his breathing and healing. When he made a full recovery, his mother gifted him a complete miniature Hungarian soldier’s uniform. The ‘Hussar’ uniform consisted of red trousers, a red cap and a navy blue jacket. With patriotic pride, Stephen, in uniform, would play at home, arranging his lead soldiers, playing out in innocence a fictional version of what his father was experiencing in gruesome reality. At least in pretend battle, Stephen would never be underdressed again.


Stephen wasn’t a great student, although he was at least ‘much better than Lorant!’, as he’s quick to interject on the subject. He and his younger brothers attended the Piarista Gymnasium, a strict Catholic school. Stephen got through, by the skin of his teeth, and not without the occasional scrap with fellow pupils or those of the rivalling school. He was athletic and not afraid to pull a punch to defend himself: Maybe I was by nature a tough boy, he reflects.


If Stephen was a tough boy, it didn’t show in his piano playing. With great sensitivity and creativity, he improvised from an early age. The younger siblings loved gathering around the piano, listening to their mother and brother play Chopin together. Playing and enjoying music must have been a welcome distraction from worrying about Aladar as he fought, now on the Italian front.


After four years of deployment, Aladar was sent home early due to his worsening arthritis and soon after, the war was lost. There was much bitterness at the loss of so many soldiers’ lives and the perceived futility of it all. A general feeling of unrest and a desire for change was in the air.


For a while, though, life continued peacefully in Szeged.


Because Stephen showed such skill and enthusiasm for the piano, his maternal grandfather Gustav thought it would be a good idea to encourage his other grandchildren to take up music. He arranged for Annie to have singing lessons, bought Lorant a cello and George a violin. Along with these gifts, he also sent the family a pet – a small, yellow canary. While Annie proved to have a beautiful singing voice and George dutifully learned violin, Lorant was far more interested in the little creature living in the brass cage than the instrument left listlessly in the corner of the dining room. Much like his father, his passion was for animals and the outdoors. During the weekends, dividing parental duties became easy – every Sunday, Aladar would take Lorant with him to ride the horses, to race pigeons and to visit the shooting range, while Katica stayed indoors to play music and paint with Stephen, Annie and George.


In 1923, though, the family relocated closer to Aladar’s parents, swapping the bungalow in Szeged for the apartment in Budapest. It must have been exciting for Stephen to move to the country’s capital just as his adult life began: he was sixteen. While his younger siblings were eagerly eyeing up the toys in the conveniently located toy shop in the square by their apartment block, Stephen perused the shiny gramophone records.


In music, tension is a term that refers to the anticipation music creates in the listener’s mind for relaxation or release. A piano player might create it, for example, through gradual motion, working their way towards a higher or lower pitch, or by artfully increasing in dynamics or skilfully toying with a push and pull between consonance and dissonance. Stephen’s young adult life was defined by such a tension – a soft and constant tug of war between vocation and expectation.


Bowing to his father’s will, Stephen studied textile and machine engineering. He showed precious little interest in either (I never liked nor understood machines and in Szeged, in these times, you could hardly even see a motorcar!), but started his studies at Zurich’s prestigious polytechnic university regardless.


My nature directed me in the opposite direction, which was music – that, to me, was easy to follow.


At university, Stephen’s single-mindedness grew and time away with peers only strengthened his resolve. He soaked up all that student life had to offer, save for actually attending the classes. He would often walk past fellow students in the hallway – they were heading to morning lectures and he was heading to bed, returning from a night of partying and music making.


Stephen did involve himself in various sport activities the university had to offer. Skilled at tennis and boxing, he started competing. He took part in the summer circuit championships around Switzerland in both disciplines, representing the university he barely attended. It is clear in his retelling that Stephen took great pride in his physical fitness. He shares that Katica and Aladar even came to cheer him on in the finals. It is a proud moment he looks back on fondly.


With regards to his studies, Stephen admits, I was not interested, and so I failed, before concluding: I had three wonderful years in Zürich.


It had all come to a head when Aladar paid Stephen a surprise visit only to find him asleep, passed out in an armchair, clearly wearing the suit he had worn the night before, with an empty wine bottle beside him. Once he had managed to get his son up and dressed and, after a talking-to, he asked Stephen to give him a tour of the university. Stephen struggled even to find the way from his lodging to the lecture rooms, but he could show Aladar every coffee shop, restaurant or nightclub around town. Stephen’s photograph was hanging in the windows of the restaurants and coffee houses, advertising his weekly performances. After this visit, Aladar capitulated, finally realising that he was wasting his money on the expensive textile course.


The failed studies are followed up with internships in wholesale businesses in London and Paris. Stephen in his twenties displayed youthful arrogance, spending more of his energy on his musical endeavours than on various jobs and tasks he deemed undeserving of his talents.


His time in London was typical of young Stephen, unaware of how privileged he was. Aladar funded his lifestyle abroad, providing him with a very generous £20 a month. For context, Mr Spielman, the landlord at the flat Stephen boarded in, a two-bedroom property in Islington near Arsenal’s football ground, Highbury, earned just £3 a week. Stephen repaid Mr Spielman’s hospitality by having an affair with his wife.


Mr Spielman was a radio ham and soon retired to his room for his passion – and Mrs Spielman spent her passion with me. She was a pretty lively Irish girl. Mr Spielman was Polish. Heaven knows what they found in each other to get married.


He showed similar hubris at his job. Stephen had been gifted an internship via Aladar’s business connections at a textile company called Mullen Brothers. By the third week, he grew frustrated that many of his duties were menial, such as carrying heavy suitcases full of blankets and scarves in and out of shops along a bustling Oxford Street.


I went to Mr Mullen and told him I did not come to him as a porter, but to study export/import! So we parted amicably.


For Stephen, it was only ever about his music. It was his passion, his drive and invention that led him to knock on the doors of music publishing companies in London’s Denmark Street.


I went to Dix Publishing Group and presented my own composition and my own lyrics. It was called ‘Up and Down the Scale of Life’. He liked it, accepted it and published it. I got fifty pounds as performing rights – an enormous achievement! A little Hungarian boy of around twenty-three against all the sharks from Denmark Street.


Stephen’s composition was played on the radio and was even performed by a famous band leader of the day, Jack Payne. As exciting as this was at the time, it didn’t prove to be the career stepping stone that he had hoped for.


After nearly six years abroad, Stephen returns to Budapest. His mother, in particular, had missed him dearly during his time away and, when he returns to the family apartment, she eagerly ushers him into the living room where his father is already waiting for him. ‘What did you learn? Tell us everything,’ she asks.


‘I’ll show you!’ Stephen exclaims, full of youthful arrogance, as he rushes to the piano. He sits down and starts playing the Charleston.










CHAPTER 3



Help, I Inherited!


Some ambitions are too sacred to voice out loud. As much as he wanted to keep his parents happy, privately, Stephen always wanted to be a professional player. On one particular night out, just before his twenties come to a close, a chance meeting finally offers a glimmer of hope that this secret wish may become a reality.


Stephen is out at his most frequented spot, the Anglo-Hungarian Society. Once or twice every week, he spends his evenings here, soaking up the opulence of the social club. Bathing in the light of spectacular chandeliers, Hungarian bohemians mingle on a dance floor lined with ornate furniture; waiters in full uniform serve drinks and canapés. His fondness for this establishment hasn’t dimmed, despite the fact that it was here where he met his now ex-wife shortly after he returned from his time abroad, just over two years ago. It had seemed so good on paper – ‘Baba’, which was her nickname and means ‘Doll’ in Hungarian, was young, pretty and the daughter of a brandy manufacturer, who was keen for her to marry into a reputable family such as the Holtzers. For Baba, though, Stephen proved to be a less than an ideal partner, his musical passion far outweighing his drive in business. Shortly after their wedding, she started an affair with a local drinks distributor, before finally asking for a divorce and leaving Stephen for a man ten years his senior.


He thinks of her briefly before knocking back a cognac by the bar. Today, he feels it has all been for the best and is determined to embrace his freedom to the fullest. In that moment, Stephen sees the unmanned grand piano nestled in the far right of the hall. He slides on to the velvet-covered piano stool and leaps into a playfully syncopated version of ‘Pennies from Heaven’. When he reaches the part in the song where Bing Crosby sings ‘That’s what storms are made for. And you shouldn’t be afraid for’, he slows it down drastically and includes flowery, improvised scales in between the chords. At this precise moment, Stephen spies a striking woman wearing a floor-length, cream-coloured gown and a light fur coat walking from the crowded bar directly towards him. A master of soundtracking his surroundings, he cheekily and seamlessly transitions into a slow, embellished version of ‘The Way You Look Tonight’.


‘Now, why have I not heard you play before?’


Stephen, still playing, looks up at the woman and grins. With one more dramatic scale, he concludes his playing and jumps to his feet to meet Irene Agay.


Irene is already famous. In fact, she needn’t have introduced herself; Stephen knows exactly who he’s standing in front of. A Budapest native, Irene was a child stage and film actress who managed to grow her career into adulthood. Her most recent role, starring in the hit play Emma, elevated her to a new level of adoration. She looks the part of a 1930s movie star: her short, golden-brown hair set neatly into pinned waves, and her heart-shaped face accentuated by thinly pencilled eyebrows and dramatically painted lips. After exchanging introductory pleasantries, she motions to the bar and says: ‘Come, you must meet my husband!’
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