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. . . a time to keep silence, and a time to speak.


Ecclesiastes 3:7
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I


Mrs Pápai




The Birthday


Mrs Pápai arrived at the meeting right on time. The gentlemen were fifteen minutes late, for which they humbly and repeatedly apologized before greeting Mrs Pápai with a bouquet of flowers on the occasion of her sixtieth birthday. All of this occurred on Batthyány Square. The gentlemen were still apologizing when Mrs Pápai, with a flick of her hand, brushed aside any further protestation, and with a disarming smile, an unmistakable accent and a melodic voice, which together accentuated the charm of her pronouncement, said among the swirling snowflakes (which, by the way, the report neglected to mention): ‘May this be the biggest problem, gentlemen.’ True, she in fact addressed the gentlemen as ‘comrades’. But in the interests of the solemnity this story merits, let us stick with ‘gentlemen’, which is, after all, more in keeping with the compliments the men extended alongside the lovely bouquet.


The formalities over, the little coterie, as agreed in advance, headed off along the edge of the square towards the patisserie situated beside or behind (depending on perspective) the twin-spired church and below the square, in the basement, evoking the time before the great floods, when the basement was at street-level. On hearing Mrs Pápai’s tinkling laughter, even the river’s grey spume seemed to cheer up momentarily – yes, even Hokusai might have envied the slanted curtain of huge snowflakes falling on the grey-silver water of the Danube. At that very moment, Tram 19 embarked on its journey along the river towards the Chain Bridge from its terminus behind the concrete cube of the subway station, its ear-piercing rattle drowning out Mrs Pápai’s laughter.1


Not that Mrs Pápai cut such a strikingly elegant figure, with a colourful winter cap knitted from thick wool pulled down over her forehead and a rather plain-looking, beige winter coat – the product of the Red October Clothes Factory – that wasn’t quite the latest model either. She wore a simple pair of flat-bottomed shoes; her sole item of jewellery consisted of her glittering emerald-green eyes, twinkling with speckles of grey and blue. As if she deliberately hadn’t bothered with her looks. ‘Ach! It’s not how you look, gentlemen, not what you wear that makes a man!’ she would have said, had she been asked. In fact, her unobtrusive appearance was well suited to the occasion. Certainly, Mrs Pápai hadn’t told the gentlemen that today was her birthday, taking pains to let everyone around her know ‘not to make a fuss’: she didn’t care for ceremonies, for needless celebrations. ‘Oh dear, there are much, much more important things than this in the world! People starving, people without shoes, people dropping dead all over in diseases and wars.’


And yet a bit of uncertainty did float around Mrs Pápai’s date of birth, though the three gentlemen couldn’t have known this. From time to time her birthday fell on the first day of a famous moveable feast, and in her childhood, her family – which back then was still at times strictly observant – celebrated Mrs Pápai’s birthday on this double holiday, sometimes for days on end, depending on the mood at home, for the lighting of candles, as is well known, lasts for eight days, and Mrs Pápai’s parents, yielding to their bohemian, artistic inclinations, sometimes departed from the original, prosaic date; for the little girl’s arrival, which in fact fell on 3 December, brought them just as much joy as the famous holiday itself. And it was because of the moveable feast that Mrs Pápai’s mother – whose memory was by no means infallible, and who was famously coquettish and of a passionate nature – sometimes gave the wrong date when asked for it in colonial and other offices, of which, because of the dual administration, there were irksomely many, needlessly rendering the lives of immigrants that much more difficult. Yes, on the spur of the moment all she could recall was that her daughter’s birthday was at the time of Hanukkah, and this presumably explains why, in various documents, Mrs Pápai’s birthday is listed by turns as one of several days – 1 December, 2 December, 3 December, and, in one instance, even 6 December! This was enough to justify, for Mrs Pápai, given her professed nonreligious frame of mind, the indifference, even antipathy, she felt towards her own birthday.


But the gentlemen could have known none of this.


So Mrs Pápai descended the short but steep flight of steps to the Angelika Patisserie, escorted by the three gentlemen, Police Lieutenant Colonel Miklós Beider (renderer) and Police Lieutenant Dr József Dóra (receiver), not to mention Police Lieutenant Colonel János Szakadáti (sub-department head).2 That this did not resemble a prima donna’s entry onto the stage was thanks solely to the fact that two of them, Dóra and Szakadáti, in accordance with the rules of a conspiracy, lagged discreetly behind. But the surprises were not over yet. Having descended the steps, they were now sitting in a comfortable booth, though not before the three gentlemen had vied for the honour of helping Mrs Pápai to remove her winter coat, Miklós proving the most deft. As soon as the coat came off Mrs Pápai’s shoulders the three gentlemen took in for a moment the bygone beauty of the no longer young, not so tall woman before them. It was conjured up by the shapely hips and full bosom whose loveliness had been revealed in its entirety by seaside photos – photos that, by the way, were unknown to these gentlemen – especially in those taken in the after-glow of sunset, which only enhanced her magnificent twilight silhouette and the profile of her radiant face, whose beauty stemmed as much from its exquisite proportions as from Mrs Pápai’s unconditional love of life and cheerful character.


That these exotic pictures had been taken in the course of conspiratorial rendezvous of a different sort would surely have piqued the three gentlemen’s imaginations, had their provenance come up, but the conversation did not touch on what had happened in those bays hidden in the shadows of the cedars of Lebanon, where ladies and gentlemen of diverse nationalities and religions had swum and flirted; had had their pictures taken in the company of donkeys, waterfalls and the Mediterranean Sea; and had discussed the most important tasks of the local Party organization while the world war raged to their north.


So, once all four had gathered in the Angelika on this day, taken their seats in the booth, and had a chance to look over the menu, the three gentlemen said ‘espresso’ to the server in unison, while Mrs Pápai ordered an Earl Grey tea, which back then counted as the height of luxury. However, citing her full waist, she declined a pastry, despite the encouragement of the senior of the gentlemen, Miklós, in his warm baritone voice: ‘The French cream-cake here is simply exceptional, sensational,’ he declared. ‘My grandson can eat two in one sitting, and that’s not to mention the poppy-seed-filled—’


‘Flodni, ah . . . That’s some sort of Jewish thing, right?’ Comrade Szakadáti blurted out before falling silent on noticing Miklós’s and József’s disapproving stares. Miklós, who had known Mrs Pápai the longest, continued to praise the pastry wonders of the Angelika – which, he insisted, were famous in distant lands – until Mrs Pápai, after prolonged hesitation, finally let herself be talked into consuming a cream puff. The resulting war between the tiny fork and the cream puff left fine dabs of cream at the edges of Mrs Pápai’s lips, which she licked off while laughing heartily, occasioning numerous droll remarks from the gentlemen.


As for the gentlemen, even if they did desire something sweet, they were acutely aware of the meeting’s budgetary implications,3 and while the office had granted them free rein, they knew that a bit of self-control never hurt. Before the cream puff even arrived, József, who was about to cause Mrs Pápai immense delight, chose a moment of silence – a moment of the sort that often occurs in such cosy settings, when everyone senses, after the meaningless generalities are done with, that it is now high time to get down to business – to produce from his suitcase a splendid folk-embroidered tablecloth4 wrapped in tissue paper and tied with a pink ribbon. In unison all three gentlemen – Miklós, János and József – once again wished Mrs Pápai a happy sixtieth birthday, for, as previously noted, this day of rendering and receiving was, it so happened, precisely that.


And yet the conversation, to the great dismay of the three gentlemen, did not go according to plan. This was due not only to the somersaulting of the upper part of the cream puff over the marble table and the smear of cream on the edge of Mrs Pápai’s lip, to which József (in his capacity as the receiver), after a moment’s hesitation, boldly called the comradina’s attention. No, it had more to do with something Mrs Pápai blurted out after her interlocutors had detailed the rather complex tasks she was to be assigned; after she had repeated them word for word, reassuringly, like a star pupil,5 having taken no notes, thus proving her exceptional memory, which the torrent of rich detail in her earlier reports also bore witness to; after Miklós had ‘rendered’ Mrs Pápai to József; and after Miklós, being the ranking officer, had waved to the waitress to bring the bill and had even produced his fat wallet. At that moment Mrs Pápai, in a sharp, piercing voice resembling the call to prayer sung by a muezzin from a minaret, and at which all three comrades pricked up their ears, suddenly announced, ‘I think it not worth me doing this longer. No, no longer must I do this.’ The air around the table froze as Mrs Pápai added, more quietly but in the same sharp falsetto, ‘And not at all because I do not agree with our common goals.’


The three gentlemen sat there stone-faced. As the waitress approached with a cheerful smile and a not so modest bill in her hand, Miklós, police lieutenant colonel that he was, raised his right index finger into the air, stopping her in her tracks. At first he thought he’d ask the waitress to return shortly, but then, perceiving the turn the situation had taken with exquisitely honed instinct, he realized that doing so would simply draw attention to them, violating the unwritten rules of a conspiracy. So far, in the half-full Angelika on this early afternoon, the merry gang had fortunately raised no eyebrows. The Neighbourhood’s office workers, who were fond of dropping by for a coffee or a beer at midday or after a tiring day of work, were engrossed in their own conversations; and of course, in the corner, the requisite lovers were cuddling, busy staring into the deep reflections in each other’s eyes.


Just then Comrade Beider, with the intuition of a much-decorated general, signalled to Mrs Pápai – with the single word ‘Later!’ hissed through clenched teeth – that having risked this advance she would now be well advised to retreat. It has to be said that Mrs Pápai got cold feet on seeing Miklós’s hardened face, whose convivial glaze had melted away in an instant, and she could have sworn she heard the grinding of his teeth, too. As a good communist she understood at once that she mustn’t say so much as a word, even if the bitter disquiet that had been whirling inside her, suffocating her since 1975,6 was ready to erupt.


When the waitress finally left, Miklós looked at Mrs Pápai, as did János and József, with no little apprehension. ‘I,’ said Mrs Pápai, ‘have so far fulfilled your not so easy at all requests more times than I can count in the service of People’s Democracy. In doing so I have cast aside serious personal problems – and more than once I also made specific recommendations to you. And even when you replied to my recommendations with words like “wonderful”, “thank you”, “remarkable”, “exquisite”, “splendid”, “superb”, “yofi”, no, not even then did anything happen, not a thing. And despite these words of yours praising recommendations of mine, or maybe because of them, these days you do not even look me up, as if I am gone from this world. Well, why should I think this work important if, when I say or recommend something, no one is interested in me? When they only pretend? But when they need something, why then, like that – poof – you expect me to get up and go. Among comrades I don’t think this is, how to say, comradely. In conditions like this I don’t see the meaning of my work, and the only reason I keep doing it anyway is because I trust that the change will bring an upswing in our common endeavours.’


When Mrs Pápai’s outburst had ended, the three gentlemen sat there for a moment like scolded schoolboys. They weren’t prepared for this sort of thing: recruited agents were not in the habit of telling off their handlers. Miklós, though, who’d seen a lot in his time, rose to the occasion. ‘Dear Comrade Mrs Pápai,’ he began diplomatically, ‘lately in particular we’ve had a great deal to take care of, and if you’ve read the news carefully you’ll be able to imagine how many problems and difficulties we face, and at a time like this it must be understandable that there are certain priorities—’


Mrs Pápai was not so easily appeased, however, and brazenly interrupted: ‘When you ask me to translate articles I disagree with deeply – filthy reactionary articles that bring suffering to me when reading and that I then disagree with even more deeply – sometimes word-for-word translations that make my stomach sick, even more because my Hungarian is not so good, so I need help, but I get no help from no one except maybe my son only, but I can’t rob his time all the time, and I don’t want for him be dragged into this . . .’


The longer she talked and the angrier she became, the more it was that charming grammatical errors began to pepper her meandering speech, that consonants were misplaced and suffixes enjoyed unintended lives of their own. For their part, the gentlemen were greatly entertained, and when Mrs Pápai apologized, explaining that drafting her reports at night by hand was sheer torture for her, Miklós interrupted: ‘These grammatical errors, these minor stylistic missteps, dear Mrs Pápai, make your reports all the more credible. I can tell you that they make a refreshing change from the headache-inducing grey sea of words I have to wade through every day. I remember how exceptional your very first report was – a debut performance, so to speak – six years ago, when you travelled with your son to visit your family. It was a virtuoso performance, a beautiful piece of prose, a little gem, when you described how you returned to the port of Jaffa for your bags.7 It wasn’t me you wrote the report for, but Comrade Mercz made a point of coming to my office and reading it aloud, and even back then I noticed what a brilliant observer had written it, and, well, I haven’t forgotten how touching it was when you wrote that the dock workers “flopped down on the bags in the ship’s stomach” – not the ship’s belly, comrade, but its stomach! – and that “American young people were very thoroughly inspected, inside-out” – “inside-out”! – and that the inspection was “quite supercifial”. Well, I burst out laughing. It made my day.’


Mrs Pápai, knitting her brows, interrupted Miklós once more: ‘But I, no matter how hard I do so, do what you ask, write the reports, translate the articles. And I do so urgently, putting all other things aside, and then I am a good comrade. But if I ask something, why then I’m a little mouse, the lowest jook, crawling in dust.’


‘A jook?’ Comrade Beider asked, perplexed.


‘Cockroach,’ Mrs Pápai snapped in reply. ‘Now you want me to shorten my trip. Even if I do, for what gratitude? My warnings, you toss those in the rubbish. My ideas aren’t worth damn.’


Police Lieutenant Colonel Miklós Beider now looked conspicuously at Police Lieutenant József Dóra, renderer to receiver – yes, here was his chance to prove that he was up to the task, that he possessed the requisite psychological sensitivity to handle, if not in fact guide, Mrs Pápai, whom in these moments all three men secretly admired all the more, for her passionate outburst had made her young again.


‘Dear Comrade Mrs Pápai,’ József said in a warm voice, ‘my goal, and perhaps at this meeting of ours I have proved this with a thousand signs, is that trust be established between us once again. Trust that endures despite the occasional hitch. For our goal – the struggle for justice – we share in common.’ Tactfully he alluded to the folk-embroidered tablecloth, which, even if he hadn’t bought it using his own money, had not been an obligatory means of greasing the palm of a so-called ‘secret colleague’. Comrade Dóra did not suspect for a moment that Mrs Pápai would in turn give the tablecloth away as a gift, while she was already thinking that it would be perfect for her relatives in Tel Aviv, whom she would see on this trip to be paid for by her employers, a trip whose objectives – and Mrs Pápai was well aware of this – were completely beyond her; for though she would do all she could, she hardly stood a chance of gaining admittance to the World Zionist Congress.


Truth be told, she was secretly happy about this, for every fibre of her being recoiled at the ‘nationalist ranting’ she would have to listen to there, and she would at least get to spend time with her loved ones, to whom the embroidered floral motifs from eastern Hungary’s Great Plain would bring much pleasure. For her part, Mrs Pápai had no affinity for objects whatsoever, and at the first available opportunity would get rid of them; or if not – she wasn’t one to throw things away – they would vanish into some nook or cranny. As far back as her childhood she’d learned from her mother that objects mustn’t be fetishized – her mother who, even though the family was by no means rich, regularly invited children from the street into their home and made them hot cocoa with whipped cream, and more than once, on a whim, gave them something that belonged to her daughters, a pair of shoes perhaps or a dress. And if she noticed her children’s faces sink into despair, she would give them an impromptu lecture on communism, which, she insisted, would before long shine its light upon humanity, and which they must be exemplars of. No, Mrs Pápai did not care for objects: her eyes had glimmered at the sight of that birthday gift, yes, but – etiquette shmetiquette – they did so only as she contemplated what a fine gift this gift would soon make.


Comrade Szakadáti had been squirming in his seat for a while now, wanting to make a contribution of his own. When Comrade Beider discreetly pressed his colleague’s knee under the table, Comrade Szakadáti unwittingly misinterpreted it as a gesture of encouragement, whereas Comrade Beider had meant to signal that this drawn-out meeting should come to a close. But Szakadáti, perhaps because he’d kept what he had to say bottled up for too long as his colleagues conversed with Mrs Pápai by turns jovially and then like grim professors giving a student a viva, now burst like a balloon. With the vehemence born of blind devotion to a cause, he reminded Mrs Pápai of the warm, intimate atmosphere that had characterized their first meetings.


Here it should be noted that, at those early meetings, this then forty-two-year-old divorced man, who lived a solitary existence (notwithstanding the occasional, rather wretched fling), had been decidedly pleased when Mrs Pápai had begged his pardon, explaining that when possible she addressed everyone with the informal ‘you’. True, Szakadáti had to prohibit this, whereupon the two of them returned to addressing each other in more formal terms, though that, too, had its own erotic edge; for back then, and for a while yet to come, Comrade Szakadáti, an aficionado of older women – notwithstanding that every regulation strictly prohibited such liaisons – playfully held out hope of a somewhat more intimate relationship.


Now, aware that their meetings would be rarer or else end completely – for Comrade Dóra was to assume the handling of Mrs Pápai from Comrade Beider, and the processing of her materials would be solely in the purview of Comrade Dóra – Szakadáti was forlorn. Not that he could complain that he didn’t have enough work: he was responsible for the whole of the Middle East, after all, even though he knew neither Arabic nor Hebrew, and his knowledge of English was pretty scant, too, even if he had passed the language test before an obviously good-natured committee. In short, his professional burdens were many, especially in these troubled times. And yet the same yearning trembled through his voice, even now, barely stifled, as he reminded Mrs Pápai of her ability to bewitch, of how adept she was at insinuating herself into the favour of others; and as he reminded her, moreover, of those perspectives which their common labour – the struggle against international Zionism – would open up before them in the not too distant future. What is more, and exaggerating somewhat, he added that Mrs Pápai’s work was of inestimable worth to the People’s Democracy, in light of her rare fluency in foreign languages and her adventurous spirit. Why, he even let slip that high-ranking Soviet comrades had praised the materials he and his colleagues had prepared from Mrs Pápai’s summaries – but by now Beider didn’t stop at a tactful bit of pressure on his comrade’s knee but (while smiling at Mrs Pápai) kicked Szakadáti square on the ankle.


‘Rabota calls!’ Miklós announced apologetically, glancing pointedly at his watch as he got up. But it wasn’t because of the rabota, the work, they had to do that he rose from the table so suddenly. In fact, he’d been struck with terror at that very moment on noticing that a notoriously opposition-oriented writer who’d achieved distinction even in the West had just stepped into the Angelika with a beautiful young woman. And, as he knew from the reports that regularly crossed his desk – reports that concerned Mrs Pápai’s trustworthiness, not exactly questioning it but, let’s say, keeping an eye on it – Mrs Pápai’s children were on very friendly terms with certain circles of Budapest’s intelligentsia. Miklós was terrified that Mrs Pápai, too, would recognize the writer in question. He had to keep them from greeting each other at any cost. He cursed himself for having chosen the Angelika, which, as he’d also read in no few reports, was among this writer’s favoured venues for romantic rendezvous, since his flat was close by. And so Miklós sprang up from the table like a soldier standing to attention, gazing fixedly at his watch. What an entertaining spectacle these three beaux made, rising from the table at precisely the same instant, like robots, glancing at their watches. It was ten past four.8


Mrs Pápai – having tied her silk scarf around her neck and buttoned her coat all the way up as she stepped out into the gently falling snow, her knitted cap pulled down tight over her forehead – went off on foot up the slight ascent of Batthyány Street towards Moscow Square, and from there towards the Ferenc Rózsa Veterans’ Home, where, in their tiny living room, her crazed husband, the one-time Pápai, awaited her, a crooked, trembling figure standing in the doorway, tormented by premonitions, frantic with worry.




The Attempt


By then the two boys had been sitting in the hallway for a good half an hour. They’d taken the elevator to the third floor. The sound of fingers diligently tapping away at typewriters could be heard beyond the padded doors. The office was clearly busy: secretaries in apparently obligatory stiletto heels, documents awaiting signatures in their hands, whisked past between the hallway’s veneer walls; now and then a pot-bellied gentleman in a cheap wrinkled suit and tie trotted past, a thick dossier under his arm; and from time to time a figure in a military uniform appeared, holster at his side. They came and went, going about their business as if not even noticing the two boys.


No one else besides them was waiting in this hallway with its veneer walls, which perhaps had not been designed for waiting at all – no one else, and that was pretty odd, though despite it all they had the sense, possibly unfounded, that they were being watched, that all the hubbub had been staged for their amusement, and that the prolonged waiting was nothing more than an opportunity to observe them, even if they sought to dispel the thought, to laugh it off, saying to themselves that, here, waiting was nothing unusual: an office is an office is an office.


And yet the hint of suspicion arose in them again when a balding young man walked past for a second time, and even as they made as if they were outside and above it all, that uncanny, unheimlich feeling took root in them all the same, that haunting feeling that the entire building was watching them. Or perhaps they weren’t being watched, but instead were being made to feel as if they were being watched? They’d arrived right on time, after all, even if they had come separately, and though an office worker saddled with lots of work can’t be expected to drop everything to receive just anyone who steps in off the street – if indeed this was an office, and it certainly looked like one, and if indeed this was where they’d been summoned for an appointment – why the long wait?


An unspeakable disquiet had taken hold of them earlier, even as they approached the greyish building on the corner – grey more from neglect than from being plastered grey – and as they arrived at the porter’s booth by the main entrance, where a uniformed man had asked for their IDs and made a record in a huge logbook, the porter’s book, and as that man called some number to signal their arrival. Just outside the entrance, gold letters on a black glass board told them they had arrived at the Interior Ministry’s passport department, 45 László Rudas Street, a bleak house whose proportions invariably inspired a momentary impression of beauty nonetheless. As for the boys, they hadn’t noticed the strange asymmetry – no, they had seen nothing much of the building while approaching on foot moments earlier from Lenin Boulevard, only its greyness or, more precisely, steel-greyness.


And perhaps that sums up just what happened as these two boys approached, and then arrived at, their destination one not particularly sweltering summer’s day in June 1978.


It was a pre-war building, that much was certain from its proportions, its windows and the two rosette inlays in the façade above the main entrance, which were partly obscured by a wrought-iron glass-encased structure extending above the door. Touched though it was with the same paltriness that characterized all the neighbourhood’s buildings, if the two boys could have seen it in its entirety, perhaps they would have noticed that it looked as if a church had been turned into an office: to the left of the entrance, columns and arched windows composed a surprising ornamentation on the bay of the façade; a tympanum up above hinted at the multi-faceted nature of the spaces inside; and, rendering the bay even more mysterious, a smaller tympanum was visible under the larger one. As for the stone-faced sphinx lounging on the roof, there was no seeing that – for who would have thought to approach the building from the other side of László Rudas Street? Just to peruse the Interior Ministry’s façade?


From a distance, from the fifth floor of some building beyond the tracks of the nearby train station, perhaps the ministry building could have been seen in all its beauty. Most significant, though, and beyond the notice of those not approaching from László Rudas Street, was the year MDCCCLXXXXVI inscribed in the tympanum, proudly announcing that the building had been built not one war earlier, but two, in the glorious year of 1896, that annus mirabilis that had marked the thousandth anniversary of the Hungarian state. The hermae of half-naked women that had projected from the rustic keystones of the ground floor had been dismantled by careful hands – or by bombs or a well-aimed round of machine-gun fire – to make way for austere rhombuses. Other omissions were attributable to the crafty architect himself: that corner of the building where László Rudas Street met Vörösmarty Street seemed to have been lopped off with a cake knife, leaving the building without a corner at all, as if with this small surface the building sought to address all the city’s residents; its second storey held a statueless niche, above which, as if above an orator’s lectern, was some unexpected decoration in the form of a lace-like baldachin; and above that a coat of arms perhaps intentionally left empty; for all of this had been stripped away in the whirl of the Second World War. Yes, it had vanished, with nothing left to reveal that on this Friday morning in June the boys had stepped – timidly, from the sun’s blinding glare – into the former Symbolic Grand Lodge of Hungary, the one-time palace of the Freemasons.


It was a classic communist office building, though perhaps more elegant than most, with its veneer walls and a few surviving pieces of the original, custom-made furniture in its offices. The building’s architect had been asked to include three sanctuaries and two workshops. This was in accordance with the Masonic custom of the time, because, in contrast to earlier practice whereby individual lodges had their own premises, here several lodges operated in one building, at set times and in their own reserved spaces. The building also had a refectory in which jovial conversations unfolded after the work was done, a restaurant available for lease, a library, a reception room, a recreation room, and, yes, offices.


The key symbols of Freemasonry could be found in less conspicuous spots, in keeping with the Freemasons’ tendency to shy away from revealing too much of themselves to the world. Bouquets were set in the small tympanum below the larger one above the main entrance; and rocailles ornamented the aedicules of the second-floor windows. But the stucco decorations spotting the wall had no symbolic import. Only the most observant pedestrian would have noticed the ornaments on the roof, behind the parapets decorated with urns and balustrades. Along with the sphinx leaning against a globe, the building’s other crowning ornament comprised four owls holding up a celestial sphere marked with the signs of the zodiac. Its pedestal bore the most important Masonic symbol, a square and a set of compasses joined together, the crowning triangle symbolizing God.


It was an irregularly shaped office with a rather low ceiling into which the younger of the two boys, his stomach softly churning, now entered. An enormous desk stood in the centre of the room, and the short, double-chinned man in a lieutenant colonel’s uniform and gold-framed glasses who stood and genially offered him a seat seemed to vanish momentarily behind the desk as he, too, sat down. Owing to its irregular shape, the office, which seemed to have been spliced together from several spaces, at once seemed unusually spacious and, in its narrowness, also rather cramped. A small recess could be seen on the left, by the rear wall, whose depth could not be determined – it may have been a passageway to another space. If someone wanted to eavesdrop on the conversation in the office, he could hide away quite happily in that recess, for anyone entering from the hall, even if he took several steps into the room, still could not see him.


Both because of the low suspended ceiling and especially because of the clumsily half-covered arched windows – which had evidently been made to serve a much larger space – the office lamp had to be kept on during the day, and so at certain moments the room, in harmony with the emotional state of those inside, seemed minuscule and dark. Yet another oddity: owing to some technical constraint or less fathomable consideration, a one-and-a-half-metre span of floor in front of the arched windows was a few inches lower than the rest, so that anyone walking back and forth there would have to constantly take one step down, and one step up, as if limping. For this reason, the room’s current occupant probably stayed put on the near side of the room, while the colossal desk – in fact two pieces of furniture of different sizes pushed together – stood in the middle and swallowed up nearly all the space. The room resembled a jail cell. Was this that ‘dark room’ where a Freemason candidate, before being led into a sanctuary to be subjected to various rites of passage, could undertake solitary reflection and write his spiritual will? Whatever the case, anyone passing his days in here would feel simultaneously diminutive and gigantic: a weary, enervated bureaucrat on the one hand, an omnipotent éminence grise wielding power over the fates of his fellow man on the other. To the right stood two large safes painted a revolting brown, keys hanging out of their shiny locks; and beside them was a piece of rococo period furniture with a glass door – a sort of document cabinet, conspicuously empty. To the left was a round marble table with two bentwood chairs that would have better suited a café; on the table was a doily, on top of which was a lead crystal ashtray and a sparkling mocha pot resting on a hotplate, from which a black cord led to a plug hanging clumsily from a socket on the wall. The air held the aroma of freshly ground coffee beans.


After politely introducing himself, the lieutenant colonel stared in silence for some time at his well-manicured hands. Before him was a brand-new passport, the smell of which seemed to linger in the air. Scrutinizing the nails of his left hand, the lieutenant colonel placed his right hand gently on the passport as his eyes fell upon the boy with a distant stare, like a predator deciding what to do with its victim: kill it immediately or first play with it?


Both boys had been surprised when the secretary – a fiftyish matron with dyed hair, a long grey dress and a white blouse with baggy sleeves – called the younger of them in first. Jacob and Esau, that immortal story of the privileges of the firstborn.1


The lieutenant colonel had two approaches to choose from. He’d honed his skills for long years now, so he could effortlessly put either one into practice – the words were right there at his disposal, in his desk drawer so to speak, and all he had to do was pull them out: one version was foreboding, the other enticing; one was strewn with storm clouds and, more to the point, indirect threats, such as the blocking of a career, the other promised undreamed-of opportunities, security and pink sunrises. Like a virtuoso, the lieutenant colonel had the script at his fingertips, and it was this moment of recruitment that he considered one of the most exciting and inspiring of all his duties. This is what he savoured the most, that most resembled that which he’d dreamed of as a boy – the theatre. It was a role he gladly played even if he knew – he was no fool, after all – how ludicrously petty it was, the prospect he was now preparing to unveil before the kid sitting across from him, who could not guess what awaited him.


As with all suspects, including those accused of crimes they surely hadn’t committed, the boy’s entire being was delicately vibrating. Perhaps he was scared, too, without being entirely conscious of it. All this was evident in the way his lips parted, ready for a breath; on his faintly flushed skin; in his sparkling eyes; and in other signs an amateur would not notice – signs the individual himself wasn’t even aware of. And while he wasn’t actually a suspect – why would he have been? – this moment of opportunity had to be exploited. Yes, he, the lieutenant colonel, had to suggest, delicately of course, that the balance of power here was unequal. But he had to do so without scaring off or even alarming his prey, but, rather, luring it into his trap. It was often enough – even in the case of those with intellects sharper than this kid’s – to subtly allude to the twists and turns, and the accidents, that can befall one’s chosen career.


During a professional development course in Moscow, the lieutenant colonel, by some miracle, had got hold of a dogeared volume of Talleyrand during political history class. Noticing his lingering stare, Lieutenant Colonel Volkov, a brilliant mind, had pressed the book into his hand with a manly slap on the shoulder, and after the young man managed with no little difficulty to acquire a French–Hungarian dictionary, he was finally able to read the book. Of course he’d lied when he said that he knew French. Lying was – what else? – a professional affliction, or so his supervisor had once declared as he filled him in on his affair with some woman. ‘But let us not call this lying,’ his supervisor had observed. ‘It is diplomacy!’


Without a doubt the future lieutenant colonel had, in Moscow, fallen in love for life with that French bishop-turned-revolutionary, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord. He was in the habit of repeating his finest aphorisms by heart. Was it not Talleyrand who’d said, ‘A married man with a family will do anything for money’? Of course, at the firm, money did not grow on trees – though it wasn’t all about money – but sometimes it was necessary to pay blood money or a reward or drop-in-the-bucket disbursements – trivial sums, but enough to further ensnare delinquents, with a guilty conscience if nothing else. This came with the territory. And was it not Talleyrand who’d also said, ‘Speech was given to man to conceal his thoughts’? Brilliant! thought the lieutenant colonel as he began to rack his brain for an apt little saying with which to impress this young man who worked in the theatre, who was said to be – which it took only a look to confirm – highly cultivated and clever.2 But nothing came to mind. Perhaps during the conversation it would.


The point was, in any case, that the subject must not have even the faintest suspicion that they were being coerced. Of course, in Mrs Pápai’s case coercion was unnecessary. True, they had not told her that they had long since re-classified her,3 but she didn’t need to know this – after three years of trouble-free co-operation she must have come to suspect that this certainly wasn’t child’s play, and, besides, what was the difference between a ‘secret associate’ and a ‘secret colleague’? A question of nuance, really, but an individual’s moral sensitivity had to be considered. No one is eager to snitch voluntarily; or, rather, those who are eager represent the dregs of humanity, though of course one must do business with such people too. Though it became clear early on that Mrs Pápai was an avowed Party member (there were such odd birds in the world), she undertook her increasingly frequent trips, which were not without risk – Shin Bet was, after all, no doubt the world’s most formidable intelligence service – above all so that she could visit the father she so adored. And then she had her crazy husband around her neck; a husband who, previously – the lieutenant colonel had conscientiously pored over his three thick dossiers when the matter of employing Mrs Pápai was first considered – had operated pretty erratically until, one fine day, he went mad. A man of many talents, that much was beyond question – he spoke seven languages fluently – but he was too careless and unpredictable. Most of his reports might just as well have gone in the rubbish bin had it not been necessary to bind them into his work dossier. What’s more, despite being a practising journalist, he told them hardly a thing, and his handler’s repeated observation was that in the conspiratorial flat where they met, words had to be pulled out of him like teeth, and when the words did come, he’d recount the same story differently on every occasion. And when Mrs Pápai let them in on her husband’s well-developed paranoia, the telling phrase, à la Talleyrand, nearly slipped from the lieutenant colonel’s mouth: that at least in this case it can be determined that the objective circumstances validate the subjective state of mind, that the base determines the superstructure, as old Marx said.


Of course, the point wasn’t that the reports should always be useful, but that they had to be manufactured nonetheless, and the lieutenant colonel wasn’t so fond of this, the industrial aspect of his work. But if the factory kept churning out its wares, something nice came off the production line every now and then. And of course an informant had to be kept busy, could not be neglected, and had to feel watched. But Pápai, despite the seven languages he spoke and his apparent enthusiasm for the work, was, in his babbling way, an atrocious spy, descending easily into arguments with anyone and unable to co-operate with those who didn’t share his political convictions.


Unfortunately, the same was partly the case with Mrs Pápai, which rendered her no more reliable than a ‘lottery ticket’ as well, as Comrade István Berényi cynically observed at a meeting. She had to be weaned off the habit, if at all possible, of placing her convictions above her work.4 She made no attempt to hide her antipathy towards the Jewish state – on the contrary, that is essentially what motivated her – and so had to be patiently guided to separate her personal convictions from her service to the cause, the opinions of the network individual from the interests of the socialist movement.


More than once the lieutenant colonel had taken her to task about this, but naturally without questioning her entrenched worldview, which was itself a matter of anthropological interest – he had rarely met a Jew who loathed the Jewish state – her homeland no less – with a vehemence that was almost a caricature of itself.5 Mrs Pápai always took care to correct him when the lieutenant colonel suggested that she’d been born in Israel – ‘Not in Israel, but in Palestine,’ she’d nervously interrupt, at which he couldn’t help breaking into a smile. This hurt Mrs Pápai, but the lieutenant colonel did not regard what he saw as a rigid and childish distinction as all that significant. On one occasion, he spent some ten minutes slapping his knee and laughing over a sentence in one of Mrs Pápai’s reports,6 but he decided not to press the issue; not even to satisfy his own curiosity would he call the secret colleague’s attention to her logical stumble. But he would have been quite keen to know how Mrs Pápai would have replied to his not entirely innocent query: ‘What on earth led you, comrade, to conclude that “there probably is such a feeling”?’ It was not that he couldn’t sympathize with Mrs Pápai. Even he had doubts and obsessions that were contrary to his work, but he would have been unable to perform his duties satisfactorily were he to heed these Siren calls. Still, even with all her contradictions and her excessive toeing of the line, Mrs Pápai was an ideal ‘client’, one who had been inexorably thrust into their arms by her rather topsy-turvy financial affairs, her children’s muddled and deviant worldviews, and the need to ease the entry into Hungary of her many relatives in Israel. Of course the lieutenant colonel spoke with Mrs Pápai about these things only in passing, and he never asked her about her family affairs; as needed, he adjudicated on this or that visa application. But when Mrs Pápai gushed forth with complaints,7 he commiserated wholeheartedly with all she had to say, all the while racking his brain to figure out how the hell he could encapsulate this useless and marginal information into a necessarily compound but nonetheless succinct phrase in the report he would have to write. Was there any valuable fact or titbit to be gleaned from the heap of information that came his way? ‘Trifles have gigantic consequences,’ Lieutenant Colonel Volkov had said in Moscow, but that might have been said by Talleyrand as well. All the same, such forays into personal matters occurred rarely in the course of the lieutenant colonel and Mrs Pápai’s meetings, which focused mostly on her duties as a network individual, duties she carried out with the utmost zeal.


A black-and-white picture from 1951 bears witness to the fact that the building at 45 Podmaniczky Street – no doubt to welcome the celebrating throng marching towards Heroes’ Square on May Day – was decorated, between two large and two smaller red flags, and above the inscription THE PEOPLE’S PARADE FIGHTING FOR PEACE, with portraits of Lenin, Rákosi and Stalin, though Rákosi’s was somewhat smaller than those of his Russian and Georgian colleagues.


By 1978 the building had been the headquarters of the Interior Ministry for more than a quarter of a century – initially the State Protection Authority (ÁVÓ) had been based here, and in 1951, when the Interior Ministry moved here once and for all, the name of the street was for a time changed from Podmaniczky to Rudas. But on that June morning in 1978, at any rate, neither the lieutenant colonel nor the boy knew it had been in this very room – in which their own intimate conversation would unfold8 – that the far-right politician Gyula Gömbös’s secretary, who bore a striking resemblance to the lieutenant colonel’s secretary, had typed up the speeches her boss – Admiral Horthy’s sometime ally and a future prime minister – gave from 1920 to 1928 as president of the Hungarian National Defence Association (Hungarian acronym: MOVE). For back then, that narrow passageway in the back of the room had led to a closed-off, still-domed area of the great hall, which the Freemasons had abandoned along with the rest of the building with the communist takeover in 1919.


So it was into this spacious space that Gömbös settled, which became his office, his young henchmen passing the time by mocking the hall’s Egyptian-style frescoes, which were, as they put it, ‘spittingly Jewish’. But for some odd reason, Gömbös – years before he was obliged to rein in his radical anti-Semitism as a condition of his ascendancy to the throne of government in 1932 – would not allow the frescoes to be either covered or removed. More than once his secretary caught him, deep in thought, staring at the art nouveau-style Egyptian reeds on his office wall, as if touched by some metaphysical force radiating from those ancient images.


The Freemasons had in fact been sent packing from the building on 19 March 1919, two days before the Hungarian Soviet Republic’s hundred-day reign began and well before the White Terror that followed. And then – just two days later, on 21 March – the Hungarian Soviet Republic seized the whole of the Grand Lodge. Gömbös’s far-right organization, MOVE, took over the building on 14 May 1920, and on 18 May (by which time communist leader Béla Kun had escaped to Moscow) Interior Minister Mihály Dömötör outlawed the Freemasons. In September 1923, Interior Minister Rakovszky – who, ironically, was the son of a previous grandmaster of the Hungarian Freemasons – ordered the registry of deeds to transfer ownership of the building to the Civil Servants’ National Medical Benefits Fund. (Hungary’s real estate mafia was alive and well even back then.) In the late Twenties Gömbös left the organization he had cofounded, but his men, a number of whom later emerged as prominent members of the fascist Arrow Cross Party, remained in the building, which became their base for raids against Jews, and the Freemasons’ former cellar an ideal storeroom for their loot.


The siege of Budapest was still underway in February 1945 when those Freemasons who emerged from air-raid shelters all around Budapest requested that the Provisional National Government return their Grand Lodge to them. In the euphoria of freedom following the war the request was granted. But the new government recommended that the Freemasons reach an agreement with the National Peasant Party under which the latter, which had earlier moved into the building, could remain.


The Freemasons’ extensive network of contacts had paid off splendidly. Renovation of the building began in September 1946 thanks to both local donations and American funding. As the work started, the Freemasons insisted that the building be vacated; the National Peasant Party begged to differ. Reluctant to admit defeat the Freemasons went so far as to apply for recognition of the Grand Lodge as a national monument – in order, that is, to reacquire the right to do with the building as they pleased. These were financially trying times, but nonetheless the work progressed smoothly. One of the biggest problems was flooding from groundwater, the solution being to treat the symptom: the basement was filled with rubble. On 15 March 1948 – the centennial of the 1848 Hungarian Revolution – a formal ceremony was held to mark the opening of the newly renovated first-floor workshop.


This idyllic state of affairs did not last long. In early June 1950, József Révai – one of the founders of the Hungarian Communist Party – issued a fierce diatribe against the Freemasons, and on the 12th the ÁVÓ raided the Grand Lodge, seizing the premises. With that, the building’s fate was sealed.


* * *


From the deafening and quite unexpected silence that descended, perhaps even plummeted upon their conversation right from the start – a silence that was in fact his own – the lieutenant colonel sensed that the young man seated across from him would be a tougher nut than most to crack. An air of inviolability and invulnerability enveloped him, radiating from his compliant smile, and there was an aura of profound solitude, which the lieutenant colonel – he couldn’t do otherwise – began to respect. Because of this, in the course of their conversation his sentences became – he found he couldn’t help it – less certain of themselves, and his words of caution – intended to sound unrelenting, steely and menacing – softened like butter in his mouth before he spoke them.


The time allotted for the meeting was soon up, but the lieutenant colonel was still racking his brain for something from Talleyrand with which to impress the kid. He has no family of his own. Perhaps he never will have one, the lieutenant colonel thought dryly as he noticed that the lad’s eyes bore a striking resemblance to Mrs Pápai’s. This filled him with a sort of hope, and yet he still could not penetrate the silence. The lieutenant colonel had already stood from behind the table, passport in hand – he didn’t seem much taller than when sitting – and was proffering the passport towards the boy when he looked up, straight into the boy’s grey-blue eyes, and said, with a fervency that surprised even him, ‘Coffee should be black as the devil, hot as hell, pure as an angel, sweet as love.’ When he finished, his face was red. ‘Talleyrand,’ he added. ‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’ In that moment it struck him that he’d made a colossal mistake. ‘Ah, Talleyrand,’ said the kid with a wide grin. ‘This is the beginning of the end.’ To which, as in a game of chess, the lieutenant colonel replied immediately with another quote: ‘It is worse than a crime, it is a mistake.’ ‘That’s actually Fouché,’ the lad responded nonchalantly while taking the passport from the lieutenant colonel’s hand. ‘He was Napoleon’s Minister of Police.’ ‘Who?’ ‘Stefan Zweig wrote a book about him. It’s a must-read.’ ‘Who wrote a book about him?’ The lieutenant colonel was utterly confused. ‘Thanks, but I don’t want any. My brother is waiting outside.’


The lieutenant colonel, reeling slightly, as if waiting only for this magic word, now gathered himself. ‘Please . . .’ he began to say, surprised at the almost pleading tone seeping into his voice. Meanwhile he thought (and he would have gladly sunk into the earth with shame), We’re just like two lovers in a French film, at a train station – his eyes were misty, his breathing laboured. But he quickly pulled himself together. ‘Please,’ he said resolutely, ‘don’t mention the subject of our conversation to your brother. Will you do this for me?’ ‘Of course,’ said the boy, who looked back once more before stepping through the doorway.


The lieutenant colonel stood there, already half turned away, as if with one eye on a person in the rear of the room whom only he could see, before vanishing from the boy’s view as he closed the door behind him.


‘What do you say, Gyuri?’ he asked Captain György Ocskó, who now emerged from the passageway. Ocskó, who was in civilian clothes, lit a cigarette. ‘Dunno,’ he said. ‘I think you could have been harder on him.’ ‘Harder?’ asked the lieutenant colonel, casting Ocskó a perplexed stare, ‘I’m glad I managed to make any sense at all.’ ‘Was he really so mesmerizing?’ The lieutenant colonel paused before asking, ‘Think he’ll check in after his trip?’ ‘I have no idea,’ said Ocskó, who then shouted for the secretary: ‘Marika, coffee!’


Marika entered the room from the opposite side; from between the safes, that is, through a hidden door that opened noiselessly. ‘Shall I make it now?’ she asked. ‘Wait a sec, comrade,’ came the lieutenant colonel’s throaty reply, at which Marika’s eyes opened wide. That the lieutenant colonel had called her ‘comrade’ was a very bad omen.




London, 1962


Pápai was nervous.


A little boy, his nine-year-old son, was firmly in his grip as they walked down Finchley Road in Hampstead, if it could have been called walking: the boy trying to keep up with the rhythm of the long and unpredictable strides of his dad as they passed small shops and a crowd waiting in line at a bus stop. The smell of fish and chips enveloped them, and then they were walking past the dark throat of an Underground station, which seemed to be gobbling up and spitting out so many people at once. Approaching their destination, the man held his son’s hand so tightly that the little fingertips were crimson, as if blood might spurt out from under the nails at any moment. Despite the pain, the boy didn’t dare utter a word. Immersed in thought, not even noticing the passers-by, Pápai rushed along the pavement with long, nervous steps, dragging his son.
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