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Nagy, editing by George Bisztray, final edit by Oliver A. I. Botar
Mother stood next to the apple tree and took from Ákos those apricots that
were still green. Zsuzsi and I were selecting the ripe ones for cooking jam
and my face was already a yellow mess from all the tasting. Grandmother
sat at the end of the table and fumbled with the bean-slicing machine.
Shadows of leaves scampered on her face as she kept swatting a stubborn fly from the red wart at the base of her nose. Buzzing bees from the
rose garden circled above us, in the vineyard the cat vexed two cheeping
chicks and Grandmother furiously commanded the yardman to chase the
chicks into the poultry yard and not to let her catch sight of them inside
again. “They pluck off the grafts from the vine stocks!” A wormy apple
plopped from the tree, Ákos immediately pocketed it. We played with
these while swimming, when Uncle Horváth took us down to the Tisza.
True, it was sad that our father didn’t take us to the pool like
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the other children’s fathers did. We were taken as a favour by others.
But then we didn’t have a father. Only since we began school did we
write two letters to him. “Thanks to God we are well and we wish you
all the best, your loving sons Dezső and Ákos kiss your hand.” Mother
ruled lines on the paper with a hairpin so that the letters would run
in straight rows. Mother and Grandmother never spoke of him. Once,
when Grandmother scolded Ákos for eating too many green plums,
she said that he’d become a bum like his father. That was all. So we
thought that Father was a bum. On the other hand we were surprised,
because Ákos and I knew that we were princes and that we were only
boarding out with Mother’s family. But once Mother had told us of a
king, who had been a bum, and then we knew for sure.
Uncle Holló chased the chickens and had already upset four
stakes when, to his shame, he somehow trampled one of the chicks. Well,
Grandmother noticed right away, went red as a poppy, and shouted,
“It just had to be the leghorn, of which there was only one,” which
she had gotten from Mrs. Bizinger, the rarest one! and she practically
choked with rage. Uncle Pista, the overseer, came with a letter and delivered it to Grandmother. Someone had summoned the young gentlemen.
Grandmother slashed open the letter, read it, and impatiently tossed it
to Mother. What a time for this to happen! Mother read it, sat down on
the bench saying nothing and stared sadly. “Well,” said Grandmother,
“what are you staring at? We’ll just have to send them.” Mother didn’t
answer, got up as if shaking something off. “Leave the apricots, come to
the bathroom,” and Grandmother nodded in approval and summoned
Uncle Holló (who was in the process of slinking away) and promised
him three slaps in the face. We were pleased at this because recently,
when Csákó had a little calf, Uncle Holló didn’t want to let us in the
barn. Serves him right! In the corridor Ákos asked Mother, “Who
wrote?” “Your father,” said Mother. “He wants to see you.” We were
surprised. We didn’t know whether we should be happy or not. What
could he be like? Did he really want to see us? Did he have a moustache like Uncle Horváth, and did he have a pince-nez and can he blink
like Uncle Macskáski? As Mother washed us, Ákos didn’t cry as he usually did, and we wondered if from then on he’d be taking us swimming.
Mother instructed us to kiss his hand nicely, not to shout, and not to
start off with what he had brought us, but rather to behave politely. “And
if he asks about me—” here she sighed deeply and forgot what she was
going to say, just staring into the bath. Ákos asked if we had to cross

our arms on our chests. I said, “You dummy, we’re not going to school,”
and Mother smiled, but then was sad again. “But why isn’t he coming
here?” I really was curious. Mother thought about it. “Because Grandma
is angry with him,” she said. Immediately we felt sorry for him and Ákos
asked, “He’s been a bum since then, hasn’t he?” Mother looked surprised
and exclaimed immediately that we shouldn’t dare to speak such stupidity and from whom did these children learn such things? Though I
remembered that we had heard it from Grandmother.
Uncle Pista escorted us to the restaurant. I was very proud of my
piqué spencer and that my trousers had small red speckles, which Ákos’
trousers didn’t have. Mother had tied our neckties the same way, but
Ákos had a short neck and so his stuck out like a bun. I made fun of him,
calling him “bun-head” and we almost got into a fight, but then Uncle
Pista shook his head disapprovingly, “Weren’t the young gentlemen
ashamed, at a time like this?” And surely enough we were stirred into
good behaviour, and when we encountered Jani Göblös and he asked us
where we were going, Ákos and I only looked at each other and we said,
“To the restaurant,” and didn’t say anything else.
At the restaurant Father came towards us.
He had a big gray moustache and his eyes ran back and forth over
us like small mice. It was very odd. And as he kissed us, his moustache
felt prickly. We weren’t used to this. Mother and Grandmother didn’t
have moustaches. And he said, “Hello, lads.” You must be Dezső, and
you must be Ákos, right? But he had gotten us mixed up and we laughed
hard that he gotten it wrong. This confused him and he apologized.
And I told him (so that he wouldn’t be embarrassed) that it didn’t matter, that Uncle Jani had also mixed us up the other day, it was no problem. “No problem, is it, my little Dezső, no problem?” and he laughed
with a little cough. But I saw he wasn’t pleased. How we had grown.
“And what is Jenő doing?” he said. Jenő is our big brother. He was in
Budapest at school. We said it too: “He’s in Budapest with Aunt Sárika,
he’ll be home in August.” Up to that point we had behaved properly,
but that monkey, Ákos suddenly began to giggle. Father was surprised,
“what’s he laughing at?” Ákos laughed so hard that he could barely say
that then, that in Aug - - - ust - - - he - - - would - - - come - - -“
“But why is that funny?” Of course Father could not have known, ‘cause
he didn’t know Uncle Macskáski, but I knew, so I started to grin, ‘cause
he had taught us “O du lieber Augustine, keldesztin,” and the necktie was
choking me so much I could barely tell him, and as I looked at Ákos he
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was already as red as a balloon, I had to giggle and laugh even harder.
Father also laughed a little and kept saying, “Well, this really is a big
laugh, really!” And slowly we grew abashed at such bad behaviour and
I looked angrily at Ákos and he signalled with his eyes that I should lay
off, which I did. But then we went into a room where the curtains were
drawn so that the sun wouldn’t shine in. But the curtains were ripped
and so the sun shone in through the tear and flickered on Ákos’s nose
like when were playing with mirrors, and we heard the zither players
bowling in the courtyard. There was a red cloth on the table, half of
which was faded by the sun like ours in the maid’s room at home.
Father fumbled with the match holder, and we didn’t know what to say,
because by then, we really weren’t laughing any more. So we just stared
at him. Strangely enough, there were two furrows on his face, just like
the ones we’d seen Thursday in a picture in the Sunday paper, and now
his eyes no longer darted about, but were as if they had clouded over.
Maybe he had looked into the sun, that would sometimes make you cry.
At the pool Uncle Horváth always put green mulberry leaves over his
eyes when he lay in the sun. “Ring that bell over there,” Father turned to
Ákos, and Ákos rang and Csillag came in, “What would the esteemed
gentleman care for?” “Two bottles of beer and pretzels,” said Father.
“Do you like that?” And he kept rapping the table with the porcelain
match holder. We’d never had beer before, we said “yes” at the same
time, and could hardly wait to try it. “So, tell me something about yourselves, children.” “So you little Dezső, you’re a big boy. So, what’s going
on?” We really didn’t know what to tell him. Then Csillag brought the
beer and three glasses and we had some too, not daring to mention that
it was bitter. It was really very bitter. And Ákos had also thought that its
foam would be sweet.
Father then asked us which books we’d like, and Ákos asked for
The Three Gallant Hungarian Soldiers, I for Sir Bruin’s Travels. Father took
out his notebook, it was a beautiful shiny brown leather notebook, and
he made a note in it, and the coach came because he now had to go to
the railway station, and he took us home in it. He kissed us and sent
regards to Mother as well as to Grandmother, and let us off at the gate.
We watched him as he left and thought, “This is what a father is like?”
Mother and Grandmother asked, what happened? Well, what happened, nothing really happened, and did he ask about them? He didn’t,
however, ask anything about them and that afternoon we went swimming with Uncle Horváth, and from then on we waited for the books.

Finally they arrived. The cover of The Three Gallant Hungarian Soldiers
was a beautiful red, that of Sir Bruin was blue.
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