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i. ABOUT THE AUTHOR





  




  Imre Josef Pál Loefler (1929–2007) was born in Budapest, Hungary. He studied medicine and philosophy at the Universities of Regensburg and Erlangen, Germany, and was the first foreigner to receive a German National Academic Foundation scholarship. During and after his studies he worked in Germany, the United States, Uganda, Zambia and finally in Kenya for many years. He was a surgeon, pilot, naturalist and author of numerous publications in medical journals, wildlife journals and newspapers, as well as a lecturer, a popular speaker and a very good storyteller.




  




  The author’s grandfather had a library. Imre Loefler began exploring the world from there. He never gave up exploring, discovering, learning about the world and reading. He said he would live as long as he could read and he kept his word.




  
ii. ABOUT THE BOOK





  




  This novel is about why a boy wanted to get away from home, how he got away as a youth and what he experienced during the two years he spent abroad at the end and after World War II.




  




  Imre Loefler wrote this story at the age of seventy – like most of his publications in English and by hand. Not wanting to offend anyone, the author changed the names of most of the people in his story. Pál or Paul, however, was the middle name he got from one of his grandfathers at birth, as tradition had it. The last name of the protagonist, Lehner, was chosen haphazardly. May no real Lehner be offended.




  




  I do not believe that Imre Loefler would wish for anything from this book to be quoted out of context because it might be misunderstood. I could see him sadly shaking his head, as he did when he sometimes learned that someone, who had written his resumé, had not got the facts quite right. He would, however, want the reader to know that during his lifetime he had friends from all over the world, of many religions and all walks of life.




  




  One day the author told me that he loved seeing his writings in print. He would be immensely pleased to know that this book is now for all to read, even as an e-book. Those who knew the author or know any of his writings will know that they can expect controversy, dialectics, irony – and a laugh here and there – as the story moves from episode to episode.




  




  May the reader find out about a few years in the early part of Imre Loefler’s journey of life and some facts on the history of our world.




  




  




  Dorothea Loefler




  
iii. WORDS OF THANKS
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  P.S. If you happen to find any typos, do let me know. Even big publishing houses leave some for us to discover – probably to show that no one is perfect.




  
iv. ABOUT THE ADVENTURE





  It is Paul's biggest wish to leave home and go in for a career in the Hungarian military. In 1944 he finally manages to get into a cadet school. A few days later the school is evacuated and Paul goes on his first journey to anywhere outside of Hungary. In 1945, at the age of sixteen, he is taken prisoner and spends some months in an American Prisoner of War camp in Bavaria. There he starts learning English, works in the camp kitchen and begins his career as a surgeon. After discharge Paul and his friend, Theo, explore postwar Germany by rail. Back in Regensburg they work at the US Army hospital, until Paul receives a letter from the Red Cross.




  THE ADVENTURES OF




  CADET LEHNER




  PART I




  
1. THE ASPIRANT
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  In the thirties uniforms were part of still life in Budapest. Paul had already been exposed to the multifarious uniforms Hungarian society had on display as a little boy while walking around in town with Mother. In church they often met a retired vice marshal kneeling in the first pew. His collar was decorated with the emblems of his exalted rank, the gold oak leaves, and he always wore a green jacket with epaulets, tresses and golden buttons. His black trousers sported wide double stripes of scarlet. The police wore blue in winter and white in summer. The customs officers were clad in dark green. The gendarmes’ shakos were decorated with the golden-green feathers of noble Hungarian cocks. The two officers of the guard walking behind the white-haired head of state, Admiral Horthy, on his stroll through the park above the old town of Tabán, wore green and red. The admiral, who paused to allow Mother to bow and introduce her son, wore the blue uniform of the defunct navy. All in all, most people who counted wore a uniform in Hungary. Schoolboys and schoolgirls wore uniforms, the messengers of the various companies engaged in the delivery of letters, flowers and parcels wore uniforms, boy scouts wore uniforms and so did the janitor at the school at Krisztina Square.




  




  It was very early in life that Paul had learned how to recognize the habits of the many religious orders of monks and nuns from Mother.




  




  The uniforms of the church, the uniforms of the military and the paramilitary forces, the uniforms of the schools, the various religious youth movements and the uniforms of the many commercial enterprises all had one essential characteristic in common. It was the exhibition of identity. As in the classification of species in the system of the great Swede Linné, everyone in uniform belonged to an order, a family, a species. By looking at a uniform it was possible to identify the order, the family, the species, the subspecies, the race.




  




  Mother’s expertise in identifying the various species was limited. She was able to recognize the school uniforms. She was familiar with the appearance of the Ursuline nuns, the Sisters of Charity, Premonstratenser canons, police officers and the sailors from the armored monitors that plied the Danube. But Mother was unable to say what rank a soldier was. When Paul questioned her, pointing at an officer, whom they encountered while promenading, she replied, “He’s an officer, a high ranking officer. More I can’t tell you. You have to ask your father. No, he’s not a general. I don’t think so.”




  




  At a tender age Paul had learned that a spirited person, put in uniform, would always try to amplify the effects of the appearance of the uniform. The simplest and most common modification concerned the manner in which the headgear is worn. The regulation in the Hungarian armed forces was that the headgear, whether shako, cap, peaked cap or steel helmet, be aligned with the horizon. Headgear was to be worn at right angles to the long axis of the wearer, two centimeters above the eyebrow. A private, however, would cock his hat or push it up towards his hairline while strolling around town even on his first outing and even before he had dared to smile at a female of any category.




  




  The ranks had little other opportunity to alter their appearance. They could perhaps loosen their belts or tie the leather laces of their boots contrary to regulations. But for the educated the fashion of uniform variation was a consuming pastime. In the Hungarian military, a person who had completed senior secondary school, who had his matura, was privileged. He wore a ribbon on his sleeve, notifying the world of his educational status. Although he was only actually a private for a very short period of time, by the time he had assumed the rank of a corporal, he would already have visited the tailor and would have had his uniform altered according to his pecuniary status.




  




  There were many things one could do to a uniform. One could make the shoulders look higher and the waist narrower, make trousers snuggly follow the lines of one’s muscular thighs, wear higher boots, narrower, longer, slightly off-color shoes. The shako, as well as the cap, could be given a forward slant. By the time an educated Hungarian youth had become an officer, he was in possession of a number of custom-made uniform items made of materials not approved by the crown and in a style that was frowned upon by the high command. It was not possible to disabuse the officer corps of irregularities, such as the custom of opening the uppermost buttons of the greatcoat and turning the lapel out in a manner that Paul had seen in pictures of Napoleon. He had admired these pictures in Grandfather Tabani’s library, where he had also had the opportunity to study pictures of members of the Scottish Guard, of the Lange Kerls in Prussia, of Bavarian infantrymen, Italian pioneers, Russian artillerists, Swedish navy officers and the glorious cavalries of all the great European realms and ages.




  




  Paul would not have known what was irregular, had it not been for Grandmother Lehner, who spent most summer days on the balcony engaged in meticulous observations of the neighbourhood. From her position on the balcony, Grandmother Lehner was able to watch the approach of military men from the right and the left. She was interested in saluting. As she could not recognize ranks, she often did not know who would be the saluter and who the saluted. Superior officers reciprocated with saluting. However, the salute to a lower rank was only a quick perfunctory touch of the peak of the shako, sometimes only a wink. This in itself was irregular and the occasion to learn about other irregularities arose owing to such a violation of regulations. Grandmother had noted with disdain that a colonel, who had recently moved into the house opposite and had not found it necessary to greet her, ignored the salutes of every soldier, officer, policeman or gendarme. “I must discuss this with Victor,” said Grandmother.




  




  Victor came to pay homage to Grandmother every Wednesday. Uncle Victor himself was a colonel. He escaped from the need to return salutes. He was never saluted. Uncle Victor eschewed the wearing of uniforms. The Lehners had to go to the Resurrection Procession in the Castle of Buda to see Uncle Victor in uniform. They attended this function at the castle every year. There they could see Uncle Victor in uniform and steel helmet. They could see the eldest of all the Habsburgs, Archduke Joseph, also in uniform, also marching with the ivory baton of a marshal in his hand. Except at the Resurrection Procession on the eve of Holy Saturday, Paul had never seen his respected uncle in uniform.




  




  Uncle Victor, who preferred three-piece suits and drank chocolate with whipped cream, was a punctual man, a bachelor of set habits. Paul was present on the occasion when Grandmother submitted her grievance to Uncle Victor. “Very regrettable – to show indifference to one’s inferiors,” observed Uncle Victor. “But I tell you, Cenci,” – Grandmother’s first name was Crescentia and no other person on Earth would have dared to address her by ‘Cenci’, not even Grandfather – “irregularities abound in our armed forces. There are irregularities everywhere: in accounting, in the way the supplies and equipment are handled and in the way men are treated. To me, personally, a very incensing circumstance is the deplorable habit of uniform alteration. “Uniform alteration?” Grandmother exclaimed. Grandmother had no military attainments whatsoever, but the notion that people meddled with their uniforms seemed unbearable to her. “An abomination!” she added indignantly. “What alterations? Tell me about them, Victor!” Uncle Victor launched into the explanation of the sartorial liberties officers took. He reported of custom-made riding boots, of tunics decorated with fur, of adulterated shakos. “They even modify the swords,” he added. “The swords? How?” “They make the sheathes longer, more ornate. Sometimes they replace the regulation swords altogether with swords of greater curvature!” “My God!” Grandmother was aghast. “And why, Victor? Why?” “Vanity, Cenci, showing off! Calling attention to themselves! Take the spurs! Cavalry officers prefer spurs that are loud. I mean loud when they walk. When you stand praying in church, you can hear a cavalry officer entering.” “I’ve never heard of a cavalry officer who would go to church, Victor!” “Well, I mean – I meant it figuratively.”
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  Paul’s fascination with uniforms and his desire to make a career in uniform was overwhelming. The only true uniform was a military uniform. All other uniforms were imitations, substitutes and fakes. Paul craved for a military uniform.




  




  In those days it was possible to acquire a proper military uniform at the age of ten in Hungary. Ten was the minimum age for commencing a military career by virtue of entering the Junior Cadet School, situated in Köszeg near the Austrian border. This school had a venerable history embedded in the glorious times of the kaiserlich-königlich – imperial-royal – monarchy and had hosted multitudes of Hungarian youths, the sons of aristocrats, of the gentry, of the upper class and it was coveted by many other Hungarian boys, who had not been born into such exalted families. The cadets wore a blue tunic with golden buttons. They wore black trousers and white gloves and they wore proper shakos on their hairless heads, which were shorn every week.




  




  The cadet school in Köszeg was an elite institution with limited enrollment and therefore the number of cadets Paul knew from there did not exceed half a dozen. He had seen these lucky youngsters in the streets of Buda during vacations. He had learnt of the life in Köszeg from a cadet at the barber’s. Paul had been at the barber’s to get his Petöfi hairdo, Mother’s pride, attended to. In the chair next to him had sat a cadet subjecting himself to his mid-vacation shearing, a measure contained in the vacation order, as Paul had learnt with admiration and envy.




  




  Paul’s notions of the military were vague. According to his concept military life was a life of order, discipline, hardship, toughness and also a life spent with horses and fencing, the two noblest occupations in the value system of traditional Hungary. Paul could not imagine that the discipline, order and hardship demanded in the cadet school should be any different from home. Getting up early, jumping out of bed immediately upon the wake-up call, washing in cold water, dressing within seconds, eating a prescribed breakfast in a prescribed time. These aspects of the rigorous cadet life one heard of were realities in the Lehner home, realities Paul grew up with. When Sanyi Szöcs, his closest friend during the primary school years, described these features of military life and presented them as features of horror, Paul was not alarmed, not even in the least surprised. To the contrary: He hoped that cadet life promised hardships outside his experience. Paul wanted to be tough, wanted to become brave, manly, strong, unflinching and unafraid and acquire many other virtues he associated with military life.




  




  Sanyi’s father was appalled when he learnt of Paul’s aspirations: to become a cadet, to be a professional soldier. “The most vacuous career, I should say! Leave alone this business about uniforms! Just like birds! Each one wants to look different from the other! You are a clever boy. Choose a proper profession!”




  




  Paul’s obsession with the cadet school dominated his life during the last year at Krisztina School. He prevailed upon his parents to send him to Köszeg. Enrollment in the cadet school depended on four major criteria: birth, performance at school, performance in sports and physical exercise, and ‘protection’. The word ‘protection’, in the context of Hungarian social history, referred to a person, a protector, a godfather, a fixer, in other words a well connected person, rather a man, whose name, whose letter, phone call or personal visit would sufficiently impress the authorities and sway them in favor of the candidate. In the thirties, one could not hope to progress in public life without ‘protection’ in Hungary and admission to cadet school was paramount to entering public life.




  




  Mother’s attitude to her son’s aspirations was ambivalent. She did not cherish to let go of her favorite. She did not like the thought of a military career. In her mind the role of the military was destructive. On the other hand, she did like the notion of discipline, dedication and firmness in education. As she had begun to discover the unruly nature of her son, she may have wondered whether she and the Cistercian monks – for she wanted her son to enroll in the school of the Cistercians – could be sufficiently strict to tame him. Mother was unsure. So was Father, automatically so to speak, for if Mother did not give firm and clearly expressed directions, how could Father be expected to form an opinion? Instead of contemplating whether the cadet school would be good for his son or not, Father expressed the fear that the ‘protection’ the Lehners could summon would not be sufficient and the application would be futile. This notion enraged Grandmother Lehner. She was convinced that Uncle Victor’s position alone, without him moving a finger, would sway the authorities in Paul’s favor, for just in time, Uncle Victor had been made a general. Whether Uncle Victor believed to hold such influence or not, he certainly promised to intervene vigorously on his protégé’s behalf. He ceremoniously promised to do this at an occasion also organized by Grandmother Lehner. While the general was sitting in the corner of Grandmother’s settee, a cup of chocolate with whipped cream in his hand, Paul had to ask him formally whether he would provide the desired ‘protection’. Grandmother Lehner pursued the cadet school project with vigor. She was convinced the boy must be removed from the influence of his mother, whom Grandmother Lehner despised.




  




  Grandmother Tabani was also a supporter of the cadet-career idea. In fact this was, to Paul’s knowledge, the only issue on which his grandmothers had ever agreed, albeit for entirely different reasons. Grandmother Tabani thought that under such circumstances her brothers would have had the same aspirations. True, none of her six brothers had chosen a military career, a fact that was merely mentioned in passing. However, had the circumstances been conducive, they would certainly have pursued a similar plan. In matters of importance it was always vital to know what Grandmother’s brothers did or would have done. Grandmother’s declaration that her brothers would have applied for admission in the cadet school was of great significance. Also, Grandmother did fancy seeing her favorite in the blue uniform with golden buttons, a shako on his head. “He would look fesch, Paula! The boy in a blue uniform! With his blue eyes! I tell you!”




  




  The grandfathers, both wise men, habituated to cautious behavior by long years of marriage, did not advance opinions. By the time the issue of application had become acute, Grandfather Tabani was no more among the living. Paul knew that Grandfather Tabani had not been in favor of this aspiration, for he had had a poor opinion of the military. But Paul also knew that Grandfather had been sympathetic to the idea of adventure and self-determination. Not that Grandfather had ever partaken in any adventure. In his sixty years’ working for the same publisher he had had no opportunity. But Grandfather’s book collection bristled with adventure: Defoe and Cooper, Stevenson and Verne, Marco Polo, Sven Hedin and Captain Scott stood on the shelves. Grandfather knew of the enterprise of many heroes, factual or fictional, and had recommended to his grandson the study of these books.




  




  Grandfather Lehner said nothing. He ascertained that Latin was a compulsory subject at the cadet school. Had this not been the case, he would certainly have objected.




  




  Eventually the application was written. The documentation – of which the certificates of baptism of three generations of the family represented the most important evidence – was assembled, whereby Uncle Victor’s name was prominently displayed. Paul’s performance at school was satisfactory and his complete lack of bodily coordination, his inability to perform in any sports or physical exercise, did not represent a hurdle. His teacher, Mr. Kalocsai, himself a wounded hero of the First World War, approved of the plan that Paul be subjected to proper discipline and had therefore, in his letter of recommendation, attributed to Paul a promising athletic future without writing about the past and the present.




  




  Fortunately for Paul, Robert Musil’s novel The Confusions of Young Törless was not represented in Grandfather’s book collection and no one had heard of Young Törless.




  




  The application was unsuccessful. Reasons were not named. Mother was relieved. Grandmother Lehner advanced the opinion that Paul, because of maternal influence, was ‘such poor material’ that even ‘protection’ of the quality and magnitude of Uncle Victor’s, could not compensate for it. Paul cried. Grandmother Tabani scolded him, saying that her brothers would not have cried and gave him a piece of chocolate. Father said, “In four years we’ll try again.”
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  Acceptance in the famous school of the Cistercian order was subject to an elaborate procedure, in no way less discerning than the application procedure to the cadet school. Moreover, shortlisted applicants had to pass a selection examination. The short listing depended on criteria not dissimilar to the ones in Köszeg. What was looked into was family – baptism certificates of the last three generations – school performance and ‘protection’. Uncle Jozsef, the auxiliary bishop of Szombathely, and Aunt Josephine, or rather by her monastic name “Sister Cherubina”, a star in the hierarchy of the girls’ school run by the Ursuline order, cooperated. Obviously their combined influence in church matters exceeded Uncle Victor’s influence in the realm of the military, for Paul was invited for the selection examination at the Cistercian school. This he mastered by his own wits, largely because in his reply to the question, “Why do you aspire to become a pupil in this school?” he wrote all the good reasons that Mother had marshaled over the years like the excellence of the school, the outstanding historical performance of the Cistercian order and so forth.




  




  The junior years spent in the Cistercians’ school were not very engaging or interesting. The idea of pursuing a military career was not given up although it would not be true to say that Paul thought of the cadet school all the time. He was not single-minded enough for such a stance. But, in the same way as his plan to travel to Uganda regularly re-emerged, his plan to enroll in the cadet school at the next opportunity remained close to the surface of his consciousness.




  




  The next opportunity would present itself after completing the first four years of secondary education at the age of fourteen: the cadet school proper in Sopron was the coveted goal. When Sanyi Baranyai, who was two years Paul’s senior and who lived around the corner, was admitted to Sopron, Paul’s knowledge of cadet life was enormously enriched. Paul spent practically the entire Christmas vacation in the company of his uniformed friend, who undertook teaching him the basics of fencing, of strategical studies, of the aids by which one imparts commands on a horse and various other military arts. What gave Paul the greatest satisfaction was to walk in Krisztina with Sanyi and to observe the aloofness and dignity with which his uniformed friend deported himself. When they encountered old schoolmates or other acquaintances, Sanyi saluted and then he stood with folded hands looking serious and listening to the everyday concerns of schoolboys with sympathy and remoteness at the same time. Sanyi, who used to be a fanatic footballer, would stop at the edge of the field, where his former football friends were kicking the ball. He would watch the game with the mien of the expert, but his demeanor was such that no one would dare to suggest that he should, please, kick the ball, just once.




  




  The most impressive feature of Sanyi, the professional soldier, fencer, horseman, strategist was that he did not go to church. He was an atheist, Sanyi said. Church was for the masses, the civilians. Paul, the altar boy, may not have liked the godlessness of this declaration, yet the scoffing way in which his military friend spoke about Church impressed him. Still, Paul knew, he had to wait two more years before he would be in uniform, before he could walk with measured steps along the old cobbled streets of Buda, saluting officers and graciously returning the salute of the ranks. Actually it was not quite clear whether the ranks were obliged to salute cadets. NCOs – non-commissioned officers – certainly ignored the cadets, as did most corporals. But the privates, full of fear and confusion, did salute Sanyi, giving him an opportunity to stop them, to give them a lecture and make them repeat their salute more smartly.




  




  In the meantime, Paul had to find an appropriate outlet for his abundant energies. This he found in boy scouting. The Cistercian monks embraced boy scouting enthusiastically. At times it seemed that St. Bernhard of Clairvaux, the greatest Saint of the Cistercians, had been the proto-boy scout. In any case, he had invented the Crusade. And had not the one crusade in which the adolescents of Europe marched to the Holy Land been the first real jamboree?




  




  Mother was completely and unequivocally in favor of boy scouting. Lord Baden-Powel was a man to her liking, so was the chief boy scout of Hungary, Count Paul Teleki. Hiking, singing, bushcraft and knightly virtues dovetailed wonderfully with religion. “The boy scout is clean in body and soul,” had become Mother’s favored admonishment. Was not a boy scout a miniature St. George, ready any time to slice a head off the dragon, the fiery impersonation of sin?




  




  Paul became a devoted boy scout. He liked hiking. He was determined to learn bushcraft, to learn about trees and birds, about cutting neat cakes of grass, fire making, camping, diverting creeks, map-reading and the like. Every time he passed an examination in some scout craft, he was proud to ask Mother to sew the little square with the symbol of the respective craft on the sleeve of his boy-scout shirt, as this announced his accomplishment to the world. His shirt was really the only important boy-scout accessory, together with the green cloth draped around nape and neck and festooned with a ring of leather, wood or metal. It would have been nice to wear the South African hat, but the Cistercians had decided against that and so the members of the 25th Hungarian Boy Scout Troupe wore ordinary caps.




  Yet the nicest thing about boy scouting was not the uniform, not the bushcraft, not the marching and the singing. It was the opportunity to get away from Mother and not to have to partake in boring Sunday visits to family friends, whether living or defunct, whether in their dwellings or in cemeteries – for cemeteries were the destination of Sunday excursions, too. Frequently these family excursions, the ones to the Farkasrét Cemetery in particular, combined piety and reminiscing with hiking, sightseeing and socializing.




  Paul the Boy Scout, was freed from such weekend chores. Mother, who was ignorant of the manner in which the Cistercian boy scouts went about weekends, assumed that her son was spiritually and physically safe. She had no knowledge of the fact that the little troupe, the ‘Seagull’ tribe of the Matthias Company, under the leadership of the elder Banyi, in order to get to the cave they intended to explore, often skipped church altogether. She did not know that the exploration of the cave was conducted without the most elementary of safety measures. Mother would have been terrified to learn that her son, instead of communing with the Holy Trinity and Nature, spent his Sundays crawling through dark recesses, wading or swimming through underground waters with a torch in his mouth or hanging on a rope, trying to get hold of a ledge with his hands and feet in the dark.




  




  Paul survived these weekends, probably owing to maternal prayers and not his own judgment. It was, though, undoubtedly during these weekends that Paul learned to control his fear: his fear of heights, his fear of the dark, his dislike of everything that was slimy and wet. During these explorations of caves in the mountains north of Buda, caves large and small, many of them uncharted and not known to the authorities, he also acquired the capability to cooperate with others, to judge others and also, to some extent, to lead others. He also attained a measure of physical strength. What he lacked was skill, coordination and speed. This he was to learn under the tutelage of Small Alex.




  Small Alex was the son of Big Alex, Uncle Alex, Paul’s godfather at Confirmation. Small Alex, who did not seem to resent the designation, was a student in the Academy for Physical Education Teachers and Small Alex was commissioned to prepare his cousin for the admission examination in the cadet school of Marosvásárhely in reoccupied Transylvania. For it came to pass that Hungary had become a supporter of Hitler’s Germany, even if a reluctant one, and that in return, Hitler had arranged for parts of the glorious old Hungarian Kingdom to be reallocated to Hungary. Thus Transylvania, the home of the Székely people, was Hungarian again. In the meantime, the military gained in importance. Therefore it was not surprising that cadet schools mushroomed. Not only did they mushroom. They also became specialized. The air force had a cadet school in Kassa, in the reoccupied north of the country, reoccupied from the Czechoslovaks. Pécs had a cadet school commanded by the infantry, as was ancient Sopron. There were two new schools in Transylvania, the artillery school in Nagyvárad and the school for the motorized units, the successors of the cavalry, in Marosvásárhely.




  




  Paul wanted to join the air force school because he wanted to fly. Owing to Mother’s determination, this desire was suppressed. Even Grandmother Tabani’s assertions that her brothers would be pilots did not help. A new unlikely alliance came to bear: Grandmother Lehner joined Mother in declaring that flying was much too dangerous. Neither the grandmothers nor Mother had any idea of tanks. In the inscrutable way of the military world, tanks had become the successors of the armored medieval cavalry. Four hundred years after men in heavy, unbending armor had to be lifted into saddles on enormous armored steeds by cranes, their successors crawled into armored vehicles. Paul was not interested in tanks, not primarily. He was interested in the school in Marosvásárhely because it was far away, because horse riding was reputed to be more at the core of the curriculum than in any of the other schools, and also because the school, together with the Hussar tradition, inherited a high social standing, represented by the light blue color of the epaulette and the different shape of the sword.




  




  Actually Paul would not have minded enrolling in any of the schools. Father wanted him to join the artillery. Father was in the artillery reserve. He was a corporal, a corporal with a ribbon around his sleeve, signaling his educational attainment and hence, his class status. Father had served during the occupation of Transylvania. His job had been to account for the fuel consumption of his unit. Father believed that artillery was the most scientific of the military disciplines and that knowledge acquired in the artillery was very useful in civilian life.




  




  By early 1943, the question in the Lehner house was not whether Paul should join a cadet school, but rather which one. Notwithstanding the fact that the eastern front was collapsing and that Uncle Alex believed the war was lost, the Lehners were planning the military career of their son. Paul was planning to get away from home. To join a cadet school seemed to be the only legitimate escape. Paul wanted to escape. He found his family and his circumstances boring and petty bourgeois. He resented Mother’s moralizing, her bigotry, her churchliness. He resented Father’s subservience. He did not care for his sister. He had lost interest in his brother. He liked Grandmother Tabani, for whom he continued to purchase tobacco and cigarette paper, so that she could indulge in her clandestine habit of smoking her self-rolled cigarettes. But even his like of Grandmother was not enough to keep him at home.




  




  Uncle Victor was certain that this time he would be able to provide the required protection. “Will you pass the examination?” asked the uncle, who had obtained the syllabus for the entrance examination. The syllabus stipulated the pass marks, the pass marks in the examination papers and in the various athletic exercises. The candidate was expected to solve the equations presented to him in the mathematics examination, was allowed a stipulated number of spelling mistakes in his test in Hungarian and so forth. He was to scale one hundred and ten centimeters in height, run one hundred meters in a stipulated number of seconds and jump a given minimum distance. In addition, he either had to put the shot, throw the javelin or the discus, achieving a fixed standard for whichever missile he chose.




  




  Paul knew that he could not pass the examination without training. Small Alex was his hope and Small Alex was commissioned to teach his talentless cousin. Paul was determined to achieve the required minimum and to do better than that. Paul had never done anything as difficult as this training in his life. Small Alex was a quiet, taciturn, friendly, yet rigorous young man. He chased Paul around the field. They spent time running, jumping and throwing the classic substitutes of the weapons in antique warfare. Paul was hopeless at the javelin. He could throw the discus over a respectable distance, much in excess of what the entrance examination stipulated, except that he had no control concerning the direction in which the discus flew out of his hand. “You will decapitate the judges this way,” remarked the unemotional Small Alex. They settled on the shot. Paul was strong enough to heave the shot far and into the right direction. The trouble was that he would often follow the iron and step or fall across the white ring that marked the boundary of the permitted forward movement of the athlete.




  




  Eventually, after many weeks of training, training which, to enhance condition also included daily swimming, Paul was able to run, jump, scale and put the shot consistently, according to the requirements. In distance jumping and shot putting he did quite well and, without fail, met the requirements. However, his tendency of stepping over the white mark in both disciplines was not entirely checked.




  




  In the meantime, Father had dispatched the application. After weeks of waiting, the invitation arrived: an invitation to attend the entrance examination in Marosvásárhely.
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  Much to the annoyance of the Cistercian monks many boys of Paul’s class harbored the wish to continue their education in a military establishment. Of those who had applied in Marosvásárhely, only Kálmán and Paul were invited to present themselves. Kálmán was the top of the class. He was equally good at any subject. His report card only boasted ‘A’s. Paul had had such or almost such report cards in his junior years, but by the age of fourteen he had become the victim of a stormy and in many ways precocious puberty. He was at war with the world and himself and his scholastic performance suffered. Kálmán had not attained puberty yet. His dark skin was smooth, not blemished by a sprouting beard, pimples and boils. His voice sounded clear and pleasant and although he was half a head shorter than Paul, he ran faster, jumped higher and further and was able to discharge the javelin on his path in a manner, which suggested that the quivering missile was propelling itself.




  




  Kálmán was from Érd, a locality south of Buda. His father was the head teacher of the primary school there. In due time Kálmán brought a letter from his father addressed to the Senior Lehner, in which the teacher requested that Paul’s father attend to the travel arrangements because Father, a senior civil servant, was much more worldly than he, a humble teacher from Érd.




  




  Father had already studied the timetables and decided that the best arrangement would be to travel by sleeper, as the journey would take almost twenty-four hours. Letters were carried back and forth between the homes of the two future cavalry cum tank officers. Father had purchased his tickets and was urging the teacher in Érd to do alike. This was because in 1943 Transylvania was a popular destination. Father did not write in the letter that the reason for its popularity was black marketing, but he said so at dinner, explaining that the authorities were much more tolerant in the recently re-acquired territories – Transylvania had been occupied by the Czechs – than in the rest of Hungary. He said that in Transylvania not every head of cattle, pig, goose and chicken was registered. This, he explained, allowed the unregistered heads to be cut off and the meat to be sold to protein-hungry Budapesters.




  




  Paul continued with his training during the summer vacations. He swam his one thousand meters in the morning and practiced athletics in the afternoon. Small Alex put in an appearance every once in a while. He was satisfied with his pupil. He said that Paul had overcome his complete lack of talent with sheer will and that therefore his accomplishment was much more impressive than the performance of talented athletes.




  




  A mock examination was scheduled for the afternoon, two days before departure. The sequence of the four events: long jump, high jump, the one hundred meter run and the shot were to be determined by draw.




  




  Four days before their departure, Paul fell ill with violent diarrhea, most likely because disregarding standing orders, he had bought an ice cream from a street vendor at the Imperial Bath the previous day. He was very ill. He vomited, his diarrhea was almost continuous and he had fever. Doctor Tompa prescribed various drugs, among them carbon. Eucarbon, tablets made of finely milled compressed coal, was a fashionable cure for many diseases. Mother was inclined to cancel the excursion. Grandmother Tabani opposed this on the grounds that her brothers would not have been stopped by something like a slightly upset stomach. Then Kálmán arrived from Érd, bringing a letter, in which the senior teacher requested the senior civil servant to take care of his, the teacher’s son, for he, the teacher, could not possibly spend money on this trip, although he trusted that eventually he would be able to reimburse the senior civil servant for expenses, such as the train ticket for Kálmán. Father felt he had to acquiesce and accordingly wrote a reply.




  




  The mock examination was cancelled. Doctor Tompa, proffering more coal, stipulated that the vomiting and the diarrhea had to stop forty-eight hours before the scheduled departure. Paul’s innards had become pitch black. He had black lips and a black tongue. The emissions, which he had to deposit at frequent intervals, had become black, too. During the second night his guts quieted down, perhaps less so because of the carbon than because of Dr. Tompa’s order that the disease had to be starved. Paul was weak. Whenever he sat up he felt dizzy. He was thirsty. He drank water from the tap in the kitchen. Grandmother took mercy on him and made him a large pitcher of lemonade, which he drank in the larder, sitting on the chair Grandmother sat on when she had a smoke. The lemonade was welcomed by Paul’s system. Grandmother made him another one and gave him a piece of salami. By the eve of departure Paul was quite well, except that he was exceedingly hungry. Grandmother Tabani admonished her daughter to let the boy eat. “A hungry person is not sick!” Mother knew better. A distant relative had perished of a perforated gut because he had disregarded his doctor’s orders and, recovering from typhoid fever, he had eaten a chicken that his careless and licentious wife had smuggled into the ward. However, had it not been for Grandmother, Paul would have famished. He was sustained on pieces of salami and chocolate.




  




  Kálmán had reappeared on the eve of departure. This had been an unscheduled move. Kálmán slept on the settee after ingesting an enormous dinner right under the eyes of Paul, who according to the orders of Doctor Tompa, was allowed to have water and dry biscuits only. His first proper meal was scheduled for the following evening.




  




  Paul could not sleep. Excitement, foreboding and hunger kept him awake. He was tempted to steal himself into the kitchen and search for food. But entering the kitchen, unless invited, was forbidden. Paul thought that however great Grandmother’s compassion was, her wrath upon discovering the unauthorized entry of a mere mortal into the Sanctus sanctorum would be greater. The night dragged on. Kálmán was snoring. Father came out of the parents’ bedroom several times to check the clock, although the most reliable clock hung on the wall in that room. The clock in the parents’ bedroom – that was, unlike every other item in the room, never moved during the monthly bedbug hunt because moving it and painting it and the wall behind it with turpentine could have upset the mechanism – served as the master chronometer. Obviously Father was excited about the journey and restless.




  




  Eventually dawn came and the meticulously planned procedure of getting up, washing, getting dressed, breakfasting and luggage-checking was carried out. Sister had been posted at the window to announce the arrival of the taxi and also to announce to the taxi driver, three flights of stairs below, that his arrival had been noticed.




  




  Under normal circumstances Paul would have enjoyed the trip, would have looked at the locomotive, would have monitored the progress of the journey, engaging Father in a continuous conversation. That day Paul was too weak, too giddy and too desperate to just even look out of the window. He slept. Hunger woke him up. Father, although he carried a basket full of homemade sustenance, decided to treat his company to a meal in the dining car. Father was in his element. He had made friends with the sleeping car attendant and the conductor and had, in this manner and by means of a little bribe, saved money for the teacher in Érd. Paul, who was not used to food other than food cooked by his grandmothers, found the dining car fare so disgusting that, however hungry he was, he decided not to eat it. Kálmán ate Paul’s portion. Watching Kálmán and listening to him eating, Paul was overcome by nausea. Father, confused by his son’s refusal to eat and his obvious discomfort, withheld the contents of the basket from him throughout the evening. Only the fact that the train was late and seemed to have great difficulty climbing up the Királyhágo, the summit of the line, and the triumphant entry into true Székely country, had softened his stance. Paul was allowed to eat food from the basket. Paul drank. Paul slept. In the morning, when father delivered the two candidates at the gate of the cadet school, Paul did not feel giddy any more and his self-confidence began to return. He was taken aback though, when his nice, shy, well-behaved modest father, motioning to Kálmán to proceed, lingered in front of the gate. He addressed his son thus: “This is military country. I want to give you a piece of advice. In there, there are two rules, my son, which you should keep in mind, and these are: Firstly, you cannot piss against the wind and secondly, the stronger dog will fuck.” Father shook his son’s hand formally and with a, ‘I shall fetch you the day after tomorrow,’ he turned around and walked towards town.
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  Kálmán and Paul were among the late arrivals. They found the other candidates at breakfast. The dining hall was a friendly room. The tabletops were light blue, almost exactly the color of the epaulette of the captain, who seemed to be in charge of the proceedings. The captain was blond. He had a blond mustache with sharp pointed ends, which he kept touching and twirling. He wore the summer uniform and he wore a sword, a cavalry sword. One hand on mustache, the other on sword, he stood in the middle of the dining hall explaining the procedures. He was friendly. The candidates were at ease. They had their breakfast, messing up the light blue tabletops in the process. Paul drank a little of the lukewarm beverage. He was not able to identify what he was drinking. Fortunately the bread looked edible and Paul was able to gorge himself fast on bread.




  




  The classroom, in which the theoretical part of the examination was to take place, was friendly too. Through the window one could see the garden, the sports fields and the parade grounds. Paul thought that cadet life in this school looked promising. Even the quarters, where he had deposited his grip, looked inviting. He had counted thirty beds. The beds and the lockers were orderly and the adjacent bathroom and toilets were clean. Unlike the toilets in the great school of the Cistercian monks, the toilets of the cavalry did not stink.




  




  The examination was easy. Paul was troubled. He could not imagine that any of the candidates could have any difficulty with the mathematics test. Two of the maths questions concerned calculations familiar to the artillery: calculations concerning the flight-paths of projectiles, calculations far less demanding than the ones Father used to engage himself and his son with on rainy Sundays, when they were sitting in the dining room armed with a ruler and a compass and the logarithmic slide ruler.




  




  The essay was easy, too. Predictably the question to be answered was simple: ‘Why do you want to become an officer in the cavalry? Explain.’ Actually, in this case the word ‘cavalry’ stood for motorized troops, for although equitation was still an important part of the curriculum, the deployment of horses in combat was not practiced any more.




  




  To explain why he wanted to become an officer in the Royal Hungarian Army, Paul had to compose a judicious essay that consisted of patriotism, moralizing and extolling the classic virtues of contest and the medieval virtues of knighthood. Paul had no doubt that he had found the right tone, the pathos necessary to inspire enthusiasm in the reader who, in this case, was the assessor of his suitability for the exalted career he had just described.




  




  Paul was in a predicament. He reckoned that because the examination was so easy, the suitability of the candidates for the cavalry would be decided chiefly by their performance in athletics. Looking at his fellow candidates, Paul had little doubt that most of them would surpass him in athletics. They looked like sportsmen. They walked with the confident steps of individuals who had control over their bodies. Their bellies did not protrude. Their buttocks did not create the impression of not belonging to the rest of their bodies. When they leaned against the wall, they did not slouch and when they walked, they did not walk pigeon-toed. In other words, they did not stand, walk or relax the way Paul did. Consequently, they were likely to jump better and run better than he could. Even if he had written the very best essay, would the essay be converted into centimeters and seconds? Would the essay compensate for relative shortcomings on the sports field? Paul was still confident that he would exceed the minima. He knew that thanks to Small Alex he could manage to fulfill the criteria. His fear was that the others would do much better and that the school would use the ranking order achieved in athletics in deciding the admissions.




  




  Paul’s predicament was to have to decide whether he should present his letter before the trials or afterwards. For Paul had a letter with him, a letter furnished, upon Mother’s request, by Doctor Tompa. It informed the authorities that his patient, Paul Lehner, was recovering from severe food poisoning, that he had been gravely ill, had been so weakened that he, Doctor Tompa, had misgivings about letting him travel. The authority was requested to take the illness of the candidate into consideration when judging his performance in athletics, which to the certain knowledge of Doctor Tompa, who had known the candidate since his toddler years, was impressive to say the least.




  




  Paul’s predicament was aggravated by the fact that his parents, who because of his father’s subservience generally spoke in unison, had on this occasion disagreed in their strategic advice. Mother had been of the opinion that Paul should present the letter before the trials to the highest ranking officer he could find. “Openness, directness and honesty are virtues which are bound to be appreciated,” Mother had said. Father, with his military experience so succinctly summarized on that very morning in front of the gate, was sure that the letter should be presented only in the direst of circumstances. “Present it only if you did badly, my son, as an explanation, I mean. Why prejudice the establishment unnecessarily? In military life it is never good to call attention to oneself.”




  




  Paul was tempted to listen to Father in this instance. He would have done so, had it not been for the conversation in the quarters after the yoghurt break, when the candidates were changing into their athletes’ garb. Paul was wearing his athletics uniform from the school of the Cistercians. It consisted of a shiny, silky black pair of shorts with a blue ribbon on either side of the legs and a white short-sleeved shirt that had a black border around the neckline. There were attachments on the front of the shirt, in the middle, to clip on the coat of arms of the Cistercians. Kálmán was engaged in conversation with two other candidates. “I shall clear 145 easily,” averred one of the boys, a small freckled aristocrat. “Last week I jumped 148, but I was in better form.” Kálmán, even smaller than the freckled competitor, was sure that he would match that. The third one in the group, a lanky fellow with impressively muscular shoulders and many yellow pimples on his face, intended to throw the discus ‘about’ sixty meters. Others spoke about the 100 meters’ sprint. They knew the Olympic, the European and the national records. Paul became discouraged. He took Doctor Tompa’s letter from his grip, stuck the letter into his shirt-pocket and went to find the senior officer-in-charge.




  




  The fields were occupied by candidates, who were warming up for the trials and by NCOs, who were armed with stopwatches, measuring tapes, sticks painted red and white and various other accoutrements. The blond captain was in charge. He was busy inspecting the track and commanding that another wheelbarrow of sand be brought to the jumping pit. A sergeant major with a whistle between his lips saluted and reported that all was ready. Paul stood to attention. The captain – one hand on mustache, one on sword – looked at him jovially. “And you?” he asked. “Are you ready?” “Humbly report, Sir, I am! But may I, Sir, hand you a letter from my doctor?” “Your doctor? Didn’t you have a check-up at the military hospital?”




  




  Of course Paul had had a check-up at the military hospital. The medical check-up had been an essential and tedious part of the admission procedure. This was conducted in the military hospital in Budapest and was exceedingly thorough. It consisted of examinations and tests in many departments. Paul’s eyes had been tested, his ears and his nose looked into, his chest percussed, auscultated, X-rayed. An ECG had been obtained, his teeth looked at and counted, his scrotum checked for contents. All the doctor officers who worked along this assembly line had to attest with their signature that the candidate was fit to be a soldier. The military did not forget any aspect of health. Paul had even had to present himself with his eight-page protocol in the department of psychiatry, where, standing in front of the desk of a major – apparently the head of the department – Paul had been asked whether he had ever thought of murdering anyone. “One of your teachers, for instance?” the psychiatrist had prodded encouragingly. Now, Paul had thought of setting fire to the school in Krisztina and hoped that Mr. Kalocsai would succumb in the fire, but he did not think he should confess that desire to this bespectacled, coffee-drinking and smoking major, whose desk was in deplorable disorder. “Are you squeamish?” the psychiatrist had asked, implying that if Paul lacked murderous thoughts, this had to be due to a deficiency in character. Paul, who was definitely squeamish, whose only fear when swimming in the Danube was that he might touch a fish, possibly an eel, had with a modest smile said, “Squeamish? I? No, Sir!” “Aren’t you?” the major had raised an eyebrow. “So, you think you could deliberately do some harm to yourself?” Apparently squeamishness protected from self-mutilation. Paul had had no time to answer, for the major had taken the protocol from him, found the appropriate space reserved for psychiatry and had written something on it. He had signed and stamped the entry. “Good luck!” he had said and had continued reading the newspaper.




  




  Paul remembered this day in the military hospital including the blood tests. “Of course, Sir! I have been certified fit for the military profession. But this letter is concerned with a recent illness from which I am recovering and which according to my doctor is bound to impinge on my performance here unfavorably.” “You want to withdraw?” asked the captain, letting his mustache go and taking the letter. “No, Sir, I do not! I’m simply doing what my doctor said and am delivering the letter.” The captain put the letter in his breast pocket. For this he had to undo the golden button with the relief of the crown of St. Stephen. He buttoned himself up. “We shall see whether the need arises, the need to read it. Join your unit!”




  




  Paul’s unit, the thirty candidates who shared quarters, had assembled at the far end of the field. Apparently they were to be the first to run. They ran in groups of six. Paul was in the second-last group. In order to avoid a bad start by kicking off too early, he had a late start. He ran well because he was inspired by the competition. Although he was last in making the one-hundred-meter mark, his time was well short of the stipulated maximum. The high jump was next. This was what he was most afraid of. It had taken Small Alex many weeks to teach him what to do with his flailing arms and legs when he was sailing through the air. Here everyone had three goes. Paul managed to scale one hundred and ten centimeters on the third attempt.




  




  The trials were interrupted for lunch. Lunch consisted of goulash soup. The contents of the soup were edible, except for the meat. In Paul’s gourmet view it was only partially meat because there were bits of tendon and other things that he could not identify.




  




  The long jump was a disaster. Paul botched up the first attempt by running beyond the take-off board he was supposed to jump off from. The second time, he jumped beautifully and surprisingly far, only to fall backwards and spoil his success. At the third attempt, trying hard not to repeat either of the two mistakes, he only managed an indifferent jump. “You blew it!” remarked Kálmán. “I heard that you’re allowed to blow one thing,” said the freckled athlete. “What are you going for?” he asked. “The shot!” replied Paul.




  




  By the time Paul’s time came to put the shot it was evening. The sergeant in charge of the exercise hurried the competitors on. “Don’t waste my time!” he shouted at any trialist, who stood there with the shot, ponderingly and trying to concentrate. Whether by coincidence or by design, the captain was present when Paul put the shot. Paul tried to remember Small Alex’s words, “You don’t need to squeeze it! It’s not an orange! Relax! Swing your trunk around more to get the right momentum! It’s not your arm that propels the iron! It’s your whole body, the centrifugal force!” Paul concentrated. The sergeant, in the presence of the captain, was quiet. Paul was filling his lungs. He took a huge swing and whirled his body around, his outstretched leg leading. He let the shot go. He knew that the shot would thud down far beyond the minimum mark. All he had to do now was to control the continuing movement of his body. He failed to do so. His body followed the shot. He stumbled and crashed at full length. He stood up, bleeding. He had abrasions on his knees, elbows and hands. “That’ll be enough!” uttered the captain. “You’ll do yourself harm!” The captain tapped his breast pocket. “I shall read the letter,” he said. “Go, attend to your injuries!”




  




  To attend to the injuries of his body was easy. Paul went to the bathroom and washed his wounds. He changed into his suit. To attend to the injuries of his soul was not possible. Paul was ashamed of himself. He was upset and hurt, and he was almost sure that he had blown the examination and would not be admitted to the cadet school, would not be able to escape from home and would have to continue with the dreadful routine of going to school. He was almost convinced, but not entirely, for a spark of hope still flickered in his heart. It was hope against knowledge, a desperate type of hope. Paul had never and under no circumstances lost hope. The tenet of ‘Dum spiro, spero!’ – Cicero’s ‘As long as I I breathe, I will hope!’, was ingrained in Paul’s innermost soul.




  




  He could not sleep. In the first half of the night he could not sleep because of despair, disappointment and dejection, but also because of excitement and his flickering hope. Later he could not sleep because he was itching. Some insect had bitten him. He could feel the multiple itching, burning wheals on his belly and thighs. At dawn he was able to catch a specimen of his tormentors, but when he opened his fist the brownish insect jumped out from his palm. “Fleas!” declared the boy with the pimples. “They are not in every bed. They’re in yours, though. I know! I slept in your bed last night.” Paul did not go back into the bed, less so because of the fleas, but more so because he did not want to put his face onto the pillow where the other boy’s pimples had rested the night before. The mere thought of it made his face, neck and shoulders itch.




  




  The interviews began after breakfast. There were many interviewers. The interviewers, all of them officers – mostly junior ones – sat in various corners of the corridor. The candidates had to line up in alphabetical order. The interview resembled confession-day at school in many ways: the seated teachers or confessor-interviewers, the lines of pupil-repenters or probands waiting in respectful distance from the locus of the sacral-official event, the dismissed youngsters scurrying away, relieved, yet at the same time embarrassed, not looking at their peers. The difference was: Here they were not expected to kneel down. Also, here the interviewer had a file of the interviewee. A first lieutenant of the cavalry interviewed Paul. Paul was asked whether his essay, in which he had discussed his desire to become a professional officer, had been rehearsed at home. “It was not,” replied Paul and added that there had been no need to do so, as he had discussed the matter many times with his favorite uncle, General Victor Materna. Had he now? What unit did this general command? “None!” explained Paul. His uncle was a member of the high command in charge of logistics. “Is that so? One of those?” The interview was terminated.




  




  The admission examinations had come to an end. Results would be mailed within a fortnight, explained the captain. He gave Paul an encouraging smile. Anyway, whether he had done so or not, it was what Paul thought he had done. Father was waiting at the gate. He took the boys to the railway restaurant and bought them a big meal. He bought a small carafe of wine and allowed the boys to have a glass each. Kálmán reported of his exploits. Paul was reticent. “Do you think you managed it?” asked Father in a matter of fact voice. “I do not know,” replied Paul. He gave the same answer at home, to his anxious mother. Between the restaurant and the arrival at home Paul was not aware of his environment, not aware of his existence. He slept all the way from Marosvásárhely to Budapest. He noticed neither the Maros River, nor the valley where the Székelys lived, the Királyhágó, Koloszvár, the glorious capital of the former Principality of Transylvania, nor the town of Nagyvárad, nor the Tisza River nor the Puszta.




  




  “I don’t know,” he replied to Mother’s question. He spent the next fortnight in a trance. He behaved in the manner of a mechanical toy that is wound up and goes through predestined motions. Grandmother Tabani’s clandestine administration of salami, sweets and chocolate did not alleviate the state of withdrawal.




  




  In the second week Paul made sure that he intercepted the postman. In those days in Budapest, the mail was delivered at the door. It was dropped through the slot in the door by the postman, who rang the bell at the same time. Exactly a fortnight after the examination the postman dropped an oblong brown envelope through the slot. Paul opened the envelope in Mother’s presence. He read the contents. He gave the letter to his Mother. He went to his bed. He lay down, dressed as he was. He turned towards the wall and began to cry.
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  Mother, who had not seen her son crying for several years, was moved. She sat at his bedside, patted him and said, “Next year you will be admitted. I shall see to it.”




  




  The fall of 1943 was dominated by the news of retreat on all fronts. The Lehners had no radio and even if they had had one, it was unlikely that Father would have listened to enemy broadcast. He would probably have listened to the German news and would have been even surer of the inevitability of victory. For Father believed in the existence of miracle weapons presently to be deployed.




  




  Father believed in the assertions of the German military command, which presented the retreat as a tactical maneuver: “The temporary shortening of the frontline”. During the long evenings of that winter, this was the principal topic of conversation at the dinner table. Father’s sources of information were never disclosed. Paul had discovered that some of the confidential statements made by Father were quotes from a German war magazine by the name of Signal. This magazine reported the glorious deeds of the German military. Paul was very fond of this publication, which Father brought home personally every week. Paul liked the pictures. The quality of the photographs in Signal was better than anything Paul had seen before. The picture of the parachutist drop over Crete was a masterpiece of composition with the hundreds of umbrellas silhouetted against the grey sky. The pictures of the columns of tanks grinding their way in the mud somewhere on the banks of the Volga showed the mud flying about with such sharpness of detail that Paul felt compelled to show the picture to Sanyi Szöcs. Sanyi, whose family listened to BBC, agreed that the picture was very good, but was otherwise not swayed by the propaganda contained in Signal. Sanyi reported the information coming from the enemy to Paul, who in turn submitted the material at the dinner table, whereby he did not disclose his source of information. Both father and son remained unemotional. “So, you think Stalingrad was a strategic victory for the Germans? You say, by sacrificing a small group of heroes, the Germans have preoccupied a ten-fold force, which was then unable to regroup? I hear the whole affair was a disaster for the Germans and entirely self-inflicted by stupidity,” so the son. “Surely you won’t believe all that foreign propaganda about resistance in France? There may be, of course, a few disgruntled elements like there always are. The degeneracy of the French and this man, de Gaulle! I’ve also heard about him. He must really be a clown, to talk about the liberation of Paris! Risible!” so the father.




  




  Mother did not partake in these discussions. She sat there pale, biting her lips. Mother hated the war. She hated any kind of war and she feared the war. Air raids had become more frequent. When going down into the cellar, the bomb shelter, Mother prayed the rosary with trembling lips whilst the sirens were wailing and one could hear the airplanes, see the reflection of the searchlights, hear the explosions, and feel the trembling of the house. Paul liked the excitement. He liked the atmosphere in the bomb shelter, where he made friends with interesting inhabitants of the big apartment house, people he would otherwise not have met. His friendship with Leo, the fighter pilot, and with his brother-in-law, Captain Stifter, was the direct result of the air raids. Without this friendship, Paul would not have travelled to Lake Balaton, would not have had the opportunity to fly in the right-hand seat of a Junkers 52 and would not have been able to get involved with the girls who were living in the Stifter flat.




  




  School was a bore. Boy scouting continued, although cave exploration and mountain climbing had been pursued less assiduously and had been replaced by bridge playing in a quiet rural pub located where public transport was available. On these bridge-playing excursions one did not wear the precious boy-scout uniform. “It might get spoiled,” said Paul to his curious and perhaps suspicious mother. The reason for eschewing the beloved uniform was the reluctance, the inhibition, to be seen playing cards and drinking beer in boy-scout uniform.




  The application to join the cadet school had been renewed. This time Mother had personally attended to the matter of protection: She had visited Uncle Victor in his sprawling five-room bachelor flat on Rácokzi útca – Rácokzi Street – taking her son along and beseeching the surprised and obviously embarrassed general to go out of his way and get “this poor boy” accepted in the cadet school.




  




  In the spring and summer of 1944, the Hungarians, particularly the Budapest middle class, became the victims of schizophrenia. The war was coming nearer and nearer. The Russians had scaled the Carpathians. The Americans were bombing more and more frequently. Life was disrupted. One slept and ate irregularly. Shopping was difficult and the Lehners, in order to maintain their calorie intake, had to rely on the black market or rather on Father’s connections. Paul had become the courier. He met up with Father’s various upcountry acquaintances and transported goose fat, butter, eggs, bacon, sausages and ham across town.




  




  The Budapesters tried to behave as if the war and the threat of Russian invasion had not existed. In the summer of 1944, the garden restaurants were full. The gypsies played their music and the Budapest society escalated its interest in dance, entertainment, music, theater and every manner of social life.




  




  Mother anticipated that horrible things were about to happen. Mother’s exhortations began to lack conviction. Mother was unable to restrain her son. As long as Paul was at home by ten in the evening, Mother let her son roam. He played bridge with the girls in Stifter’s apartment. He did the shopping for them as a matter of boy-scout morality and he would have done so even if he had already known that Eva and Theresa and their aunt were not vacationing relatives of the Stifters, but Jewish people, who were paying guests in the flat. Eventually the ladies told him that they were in hiding. Paul was attracted to both Eva and Theresa. Paradoxically Eva attracted his soul and Theresa his flesh.




  




  Paul was present in the Stifter flat when men, who wore riding boots, took his charges away. He objected. He was pushed away. He ran to telephone Father and ask him to do something! Father told him not to interfere. From that day onwards Paul’s desire to leave home was replaced by the firm decision to leave. However ridiculous it may have been to crave for a military career in the summer of 1944, going to cadet school appeared to be the only legitimate way to leave home. “If I fail to get in for the third time, I shall run away,” he said to himself.




  




  Because of the air raids, the Royal Alcohol Monopoly, Father’s place of work, was evacuated from Budapest. It was thought that this important department of the Ministry of Finance, a major earner of income for the crown, of which Father had become one of the senior and most important civil servants – for without his signature there was no spirit in Hungary – that the department would be able to work better in the peace and quiet of the little town of Heves than it would in hectic Budapest.




  




  The Heves adventure was welcomed, except that for Grandmother Tabani and Mother it was difficult to accept that the comfortable house their family was billeted on had been made available to them by evicting and deporting the Jewish family who had lived there.




  




  Laci Molnár, the son of the neighbor in Heves, was a cadet and he took the aspirant on hunting trips to the woods to try to shoot magpies. The magpies were too clever and Paul had to shoot a turtledove instead. To see the slain dove lying on the ground in a most undovelike posture was an embarrassment and put Paul off hunting. Instead, he went on long bicycle trips, swam one thousand meters every day, ran and jumped. He attained a degree of fitness he had never had before. He was confident that athletics would not bar him from admission to cadet school.




  




  One day there was a telegram from Pécs from the Royal Hungarian Infantry Cadet School inviting Paul to appear for an admission examination in the following week. Much of northeastern Hungary was in Russian hands. It was rumored that the allied forces had invaded Normandy. More than half of Italy had been occupied. Father believed that miracle weapons would be deployed any moment. He thought that “the strategic shortening of the frontline” was an ingenious idea of Hitler, whom Father constantly compared to Napoleon. Grandmother Tabani, as any good Austrian would, loathed the memory of Napoleon. She reminded Father of Waterloo, which according to her, was in London. She by now opposed Paul’s enrollment in the cadet school. “Um Himmels Willen! – For Heaven’s sake, Paula, don’t listen to that husband of yours! This war is lost! The Bursch should not be found in a uniform at the end of the war!” Father was neutral on the matter of enrollment. When asked for his opinion he nodded his head obliquely. “Tja!” he would say, “Difficult to say, Paula! I’ll leave the decision up to you!” And Mother had decided for enrollment. “The officers of the cadet school will be able to look after their charges better than we....”, she argued. “The uniform will protect them because of internationally recognized conventions. I shall travel with you to Pécs myself, Paul!” said Mother. She immediately began to make preparations. She decided that the two of them should travel alone.




  




  It took a day to get to Budapest. They went to the empty Lehner flat in the Mészáros útca. The rooms were stuffy and dusty. They ate sandwiches and then they went to bed. As the mattresses had been evacuated to Heves, where they were now stacked up in one of the Radnai store rooms, Mother lay down on the settee and her boy-scout son tried to sleep sprawled upon the bare wooden lattices of the paternal twin beds. He would have been able to sleep in spite of the discomfort, but hardly had he closed his eyes, when the crawling began. Armies of bedbugs, famished because of the prolonged lack of Lehner blood, crawled over him and he spent the rest of the night squashing and squeezing and popping bedbugs between his fingernails.




  




  The next day Mother and son travelled to Pécs, where Mother delivered her charge at the gates of the cadet school. She knew of cheap accommodation in a cloister, where she was to stay for the next two nights.




  




  Very few of the youngsters seeking admission to become professional soldiers had reported for the admission examination. The examination was perfunctory. Paul jumped the one hundred and ten centimeters, but at the long jump he fell backwards, spoiling the distance he had managed to jump. The written examinations in mathematics, physics and geography were not difficult. The interview was a farce. “Why do you want to be an infantry officer?” asked an obese, bespectacled major. “The infantry remains the mother of all armed forces, Sir,” averred Paul, tall and strong, standing to attention. “That will do!” said the major, “Next!”




  




  The cadet food was good and ample. The beds were narrow and hard. The sergeants shouted all the time. “Get up! Wash! Dress! You there, you’re standing like a gypsy! Go! Come! What is your father? A milkman? Just wait until you’re enrolled! You will sweat shit under my command!” Paul did not like the experience, but his resolve to leave home was not weakened.




  




  “I will make it this time!” he announced to Mother when the two were reunited. Mother was happy. Mother had enjoyed the visit to Pécs, also called Fünfkirchen – Five Churches. She had visited the town, where she had never been before. She had made a systematic pilgrimage to almost all the churches of the ancient town. She had been to the church of the bishopric, to all parish churches and to several of the numerous churches of the various religious orders. Mother liked Pécs. To Mother the people of Pécs seemed pious and orderly. These were the two cardinal virtues in her world of ethics.




  




  Mother and Paul travelled back to Budapest at night. The wooden benches of the third class carriage were not any less comfortable than the mattressless beds in the Mészáros útca and there were no bedbugs in the train. The plan was to stay in the flat for one night and to travel to Heves on the following day. They walked home from the South Railroad Station. When entering the house, they were intercepted by Mrs. Horvath, the concierge’s wife. “A telegram for you!” she declared and handed the missive to Mother. Mother became anxious. Telegrams rarely contained good news. She opened the folded paper with trembling hands. ‘Do not come to Heves. We are returning to Budapest next week. Letter to follow. Jószef,’ read the text. “I wonder what happened,” sighed Mother. “At least we do not need to stay in the Radnai house any more. I’ve never felt comfortable there thinking of those four children. I wonder where they are!” Paul did not want to sleep on the wooden lattice. He pushed the six saloon chairs together and bound the legs to each other with strings, using a sophisticated knot he had learnt as a scout. Paul slept comfortably. Moreover, the army of bedbugs did not manage to adapt to the new navigational challenge fast enough.




  




  The next morning a thick express letter was delivered. In the letter Father explained that whereas most departments of the Royal Alcohol Monopoly were to remain in Heves, the sales department was being repatriated because it was impossible to sell the alcohol in a satisfactory manner from a village. The clients were complaining. They could not travel to Heves. In fact, they could not find Heves. If they managed to get to Heves, they found nowhere to stay overnight in comfort. The mail took too long. The telegraph and the telephone could not cope. The nation was in danger of running out of gin, brandy and all other types of liquor. The Lehners were to travel back home to Budapest in a truck in a few days’ time.




  




  Within days after the repatriation of the family, a letter arrived with the news that Paul Lehner had been admitted to the cadet school. The letter also contained a set of instructions, among them a list of items the cadet was to bring to the school. These items were to be packed in a suitcase, the size of which was stipulated. Listed up were underwear, shirts, socks, handkerchiefs and towels. The size of some items was prescribed, as was the manner in which they had to be marked with ‘Lehner’. Furthermore, the list contained items such as a toilet bag, a toothbrush, a soap dish and nail scissors. It also contained a hairbrush, although it was not obvious why a cadet, who had a shaven head all the time, needed a brush. Last on the list of things the cadet was to report with were two pairs of white chamois gloves. Mother and son did the shopping together. The state of finances in the Lehner family during this hectic summer was such that Mother could have bought the very best quality of everything. This she refused to do. She bought the best shirts and underwear and socks and towels, but she bought cheap fake chamois gloves and she bought the cheapest suitcase she could find. Paul was supposed to report in Pécs in the first week of September. The suitcase with all the properly marked items and a few personal possessions was packed by the last week of August. All Paul had to do was to count the days and in the meantime to endure his parents’ and his Grandmother’s exhortations.




  




  Father’s admonishments concerned survival strategies in military life. He did not use four letter words, but his descriptions of military reality were drastic enough to be dismissed by Grandmother Tabani. “Schmarrn! – Nonsense! Joshka! Who would put up with such things? If a sergeant had tried to treat any of my brothers in this manner, he would have been in for a surprise!”




  




  Grandmother Tabani, who had changed her mind and supported the idea of Paul’s departure, also spoke of survival to her favorite. She spoke of the most fundamental matter in physical survival: nutrition. “You’ve been spoilt, Bursch! You’ve eaten excellent food all your life. You might not like what you’ll be given henceforth. But you must eat. You must not allow yourself to lose weight, to weaken! You must overcome disgust! I know, your Mother always insisted that you eat things you dislike. She didn’t listen to me! There are so many things you dislike! But you must eat!” These lectures were delivered in Grandmother Tabani’s wonderful private mixture of Austrian and Hungarian and took place in the kitchen during extra feeding sessions, established to strengthen the cadet.




  




  Mother’s exhortations concerned the soul as well as the body. Hygiene was her topic: how to keep body and soul clean and fresh, how to avoid dirt and infection and how to repel Satan. Satan, in Mother’s system of morality, preferred to present himself in female disguise. Mother warned her son of temptation and of falling prey to bad influence. Her warnings escalated from day to day. A week before the scheduled departure, they reached their highest pitch. Mother then reminded Paul of his lecherous great grandfather, the high-ranking officer and dashing imperial courier, who was the shame of the family and who Paul looked like.




  




  One morning yet another telegram arrived: enrollment had been temporarily postponed. Orders would be forthcoming.
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  Sanyi Baranyai had received a similar telegram. Being a senior military man, he also had an explanation: “Deployment!” he declared. “The three schools, two in the east and one in the north, have been evacuated.” Sanyi did not have to refer to the strategic shortening of the front, as everybody was familiar with that. “All the cadets will assemble in Sopron and Pécs. Hence there is a congestion at the moment. No doubt we shall have our marching orders soon!”




  




  September 1944 was an eventful month for Budapesters. The Russians were approaching. – Livy, in his history of Rome, describes the approach of Hannibal upon the city. “Hannibal ad portas! – Hannibal is at the gates!” shouted the Romans. Hysteria reigned. The Senate had difficulty asserting itself. In the event, Hannibal missed the opportunity and Rome was saved. In Budapest, however, no one expected the splendid capital city to be able to avoid occupation.




  




  The advance of the Russians was relentless. Father was by now less sanguine about the miracle weapons. Although he knew that they were ready for deployment, he did not understand why they had not already been deployed. His new theory was that the Danube would be the defense line. “Like the old Roman limes. The Danube, of course! The Germans are bound to position their forces at the Danube and then, in the spring, the offensive will start. The Russian supply lines are tenuous. The Russians will be much weakened by the spring!”




  




  Paul, who had been taught history by the Cistercians, knew that neither the Tartars nor the Turks had been held back by the Danube. Although the papers did not report such details, it was quite obvious that the Russians were in the process of encircling Budapest. They were executing a classical pincer maneuver. Unlike Hannibal’s, their elephants, the T34 tanks, seemed to have been fed enough fuel for their march across the Hungarian plains. The Budapesters knew this and they made preparations. There were various kinds of preparations. Those people, who still believed in a German victory and had enough imagination to get organized, decided to move to Germany. Their problem was timing: when to leave Budapest, the pulsating heart of the country. For Budapest was alive. Paul, who had benefitted from Mother’s slackening control, had spent his days mostly in the company of Sanyi Baranyai and a group of other cadets, senior to Paul, who roamed the city in search of adventure. Paul was the only civilian in the group, civilian in appearance only, for legally and technically he was a cadet. This fact was manifested by smoking and by having cognac at ten in the morning. Admittedly, Paul had to be judicious and cease indulgence in these forbidden stimulants by noon, so that upon his return home in the evening, if Mother’s sensitive nose detected a whiff of alcohol or tobacco, he could claim that the smell had been inhaled. This did not save him from motherly disapproval, for he should not have spent his days with people who, cadets or not, partook in drinking and smoking at a still tender age. Mother’s foreboding with regard to military life and its dangers for her son were already borne out by evidence. Mother was determined to let her son go. Yet at the same time she feared that her big, strong, handsome son would be among the first ones to be captured by the Russians and taken to Siberia. It was known that the Russians took people to Siberia to work for them in the mines there.




  Baranyai’s cadets, whether they believed in victory or not, belonged to the group who were going to leave Budapest and whose roaming in the city, whose partying, whose bridge playing, whose visits to the zoo and the cinema, whose promenading along the Danube and in the parks was nothing else but a prolonged goodbye to the town of their birth. Other Budapesters behaved similarly. There was no more hysteria in Budapest in the fall of 1944. If there was any, it concerned the securing of food supplies for the coming winter – whether the Russians were stopped in their advance or not. Some of the families of Paul’s school mates, especially those who had originated in the west of the country, had nurtured their rural connections and had decided to take refuge among their relatives in the country. This was the second discernible strategy of the Budapesters. The third group, to which the Lehner family belonged, was to remain in Budapest and was in the process of amassing food. Paul was still a part-time food transporter. The geographical provenance of the items he brought home had changed. There was no Transylvanian ham any more and no Ruthenian goose fat. But Father’s connections in the south and the west of the country were sufficiently good to maintain a steady flow of food. A recipe had been found, whereby eggs could be preserved. Grandmother Lehner, most reluctantly, agreed to experiment with the recipe and therefore Paul had to carry two hundred eggs in batches of forty to the Senior Lehner dwelling. They were eggs he had received from one of Father’s Pannonian business acquaintances. Father’s business, the signing of papers, which allowed the Hungarians to drink Pálinka, their incomparable fruit-brandy, distilled from plums, apricots, cherries, apples and pears, was booming. The income of the Crown from the monopoly was steadily increasing and Father was extremely busy.




  




  September went by without Paul receiving a marching order. By October, the battle lines had moved so close to Budapest that one could hear the artillery fire. Mother was very composed, yet very concerned. Father continued to sign alcohol-related documents. Grandmother was engaged in the purchase of dry beans and peas and lentils. Sister and little brother went to school and lived the well-regulated lives of Budapest pupils.




  




  The 15th October 1944 was one of the black days in Hungarian history. On that day, upon the instigation of the Germans, the Arrow Cross Movement, headed by Szálasi, took over in a well-orchestrated coup. Admiral Horthy was detained or captured and deported. The excitement among Budapesters – either in jubilation or in anguish – was tremendous. The magnitude of the events of that day was not lost on Paul. Nevertheless, his mind remained concentrated on one issue only: how to get to cadet school.




  




  Paul was determined to leave. He was not concerned about the Russians and Siberia. His only concern, his preoccupation, was that having spent so much time, energy and emotion to get away, he might miss the opportunity. Paul, like so many other Budapesters that autumn, thought in the manner of schizophrenics: He had a split way of thinking in that he actually knew what reality was but at the same time carried on making plans which had little chance of realization. In November 1944, when in the evenings you could see the reflections of the artillery and tank fire in the eastern sky, Paul was aware that a military future with a cavalry sword, horses, fencing and the other accoutrements he had been dreaming of since his early childhood, was not on the cards any more. The enrollment in the cadet school had simply become an opportunity to leave his home and to engage himself in a big adventure with an entirely open end.




  




  Baranyai and his comrades were equally restless. One in the group, an air force cadet, had received a communication according to which he was to report to Sopron. On the very next day Paul also received an order, stating that he was to stand by for marching orders to Sopron and not to Pécs.




  




  The tension in Budapest rose from day to day. Paul decided to interpret the order he had received as a marching order. Father disagreed with this interpretation. “You can’t travel with this paper,” he explained. “The military does not issue ambiguous orders. This here says, ‘Stand by for marching orders!’ So, stand by!” Paul had been standing by since August. The suitcase, fully packed, stood in the corner of the parlor. From time to time Paul had repacked the suitcase. The last addition to his military gear had been his stamp collection. Paul had decided that he was not going to leave his valuable stamp collection to an uncertain future. He had therefore taken all the stamps out of the album and put them into envelopes, labeled the envelopes and put them into a large envelope, which he had packed into the suitcase.




  




  One would have thought that amidst all this uncertainty Uncle Victor could have given advice or provided help. Uncle Victor had isolated himself. A distinct order was issued by Grandmother Lehner, or rather only relayed by her, as she claimed: According to this order, he was not to be disturbed and very definitely not to be visited, neither in his luxury flat nor in his office in the Castle of Buda. Uncle Victor continued to visit Grandmother Lehner, albeit only fortnightly. The order promulgated by Grandmother included the declaration that on Wednesday afternoons her dwelling was off limits to anyone else but Victor. During the Sunday family gatherings Grandmother Lehner excelled in cryptic remarks referring to information she had received concerning the progress of the war. She was reluctant to reply to any question concerning the war, victory, the Russian occupation, and the future in general. She did, however, intervene on Paul’s behalf, as a result of which the family was reassured that the marching order was imminent.




  




  On 20th November, Baranyai decided to move his troops to Sopron. “We’re leaving tomorrow! We won’t go by train. If we go by train without orders, we might be turned back. We shall hitchhike. We’ll stick together! You,” Baranyai turned to Paul “can come with us. You won’t have any problem. As you aren’t uniformed, you won’t be stopped. In fact, we’ll benefit from your presence. You’ll be our communication man. We’re leaving town tomorrow. We’re leaving at night.”




  




  Paul was in a quandary. Would his parents allow him to go? He was certain that he would leave, but would it be necessary to escape? Escape would be easy. All he had to do was to take the suitcase, walk through the hall, open the door of the flat and run down the steps. No one would catch him. Paul was determined to escape, if necessary. Yet he preferred to leave without such drama, for he did not want to hurt Mother and he certainly did not want Mother to stand on the landing and shout after her running son, shout pleas and exhortations or anything at him that everyone in the big house could hear. On his way home he contemplated various tactics. One of the tactics he thought of was to declare that Baranyai had an order to collect stray cadets and conduct them to Sopron. This story would not have stood a chance in the Lehner family, so meticulous in every procedure. Even though the Lehner way of thinking was also affected by the schizophrenia pandemic in Budapest, Father would still want to see the order. Paul decided to make a plea and say, “Let me go!” If the family denied him his request he would escape. “I’ll ask at dinner. If they say ‘no’, I’ll escape tomorrow morning.” With this decision firmly in his heart, Paul entered the flat.




  




  Mother handed him an envelope. She said, anxiously, “Here, from the military!” Deus ex machina! The letter said that Cadet Lehner was allowed to proceed to Sopron. The letter was not an order. It amounted to Paul being given permission to go. “We’re leaving tomorrow night!” declared Paul. “The others have their orders. Baranyai is in command. We shall travel during the night.”




  




  It was symptomatic for the mental state of Budapest that the Lehner family did not seem to want to interfere. Grandmother spoke first. “Gott sei Dank! – Thank God! The Bursch is leaving! At least one of us will survive!” Father nodded approval. Mother started to cry.




  




  The 21st November was a difficult day. Father went to work in the morning. Normally he was not expected at home until late in the evening. Father was not sure whether he would be able to get home early enough to see his son off. “We better say goodbye now, my son. Do accompany me down the stairs!” Father and son walked down the stairs. Father seemed to be less moved than at a loss for words. “I told you about the military in Marosvásárhely. I have nothing to add. Take care of yourself! God bless you!” In front of the house, Father kissed his son on both cheeks, patted him on the shoulder and with the exclamation, “You are almost a man!” he turned and walked away.




  




  The hours passed slowly. The only useful occupation Paul could think of was to repack the suitcase and check every item against the inventory yet again. All was in order.
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