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„…if we imagine happiness to be like a lake, 

why is it that in retrospect it still seems to fit 

in a shot glass?” 

 

Number 79 Endeavour Street is an insignificant 

house a bit off from the centre of an unnamed little 

town in Romania, somewhere near the Hungarian 

border, with it’s usual mix of minority Hungarians and Romanians, and all the quirky, sad and 

happy and beautiful and terrifying tales that a house of four floors can contain in a Central-

European city. You can meet here Rakucsinec, the man who always knows if some food or other 

product has arrived to the shops and it’s time to start queueing from dawn till dusk to get some 

sugar or chicken scraps for your tickets; or Toroczkay’s mother, who dresses up every day to 

prepare herself for the eventual traffic accidents which might of might not happen below her 

balcony; or Rudolf, the newly-recruited informer of the Secret Service who struggles to find the 

difference between crude documentation and literature while writing his reports. 

Although we get to know every inhabitant of the house through the course of the novel, it is 

one particular flat of three rooms that is in the centre of the narrator’s attention: the three big 

chapters recount the stories of the three families living in the same apartment one after the 

other. And through their life, a complete panorama of Central-European existence is drawn from 

the late days of the communist dictatorship through the confusing and chaotic days of the 

revolution, up until the new times with the advent of the free market, Western influences and 

capitalism. First it is Rudolf and his wife, Márta who get to move in into the brand new apartment, 

given to them by the state on the condition that they produce a child as soon as possible. And the 

child, named Balázs is born, while Rudolf and Márta slowly grow cold to each other. Balázs grows 

up to be a rebellious young man who one day disappears near the strictly protected border – and 

it remains a mystery wether he was killed by the border patrol or got through, and if he did, what 
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happened to him. His parents are informed about his death, but they can only have a the coffin 

for his funeral if Rudolf agrees to become an informer of the Securitate – and they cannot even 

open the coffin to make sure it is their own son they are burying.  

After that Rudolf hangs himself in one of the rooms and Márta leaves the house, it is the mixed 

family of the Hungarian Laura and the Romanian Mihai Gondru who move in with their two sons 

Viorel and Roland, from whom Viorel is brought up to be Romanian, while Roland to be 

Hungarian. Mihai seems to be the perfect man of the system, who never tires to use his wit and 

cunning to climb higher and higher in the hierarchy of the Party; but when one of his sons doesn’t 

seem to remember Ceaușescu’s birthday and anwers insolently to the question, he beats him 

nearly to death with his belt and his demise begins. Meanwhile we also see Roland growing up 

with all the teenage loves and troubles of his age, and his uneasy romance with Eszter Novák, who 

is to become the protagonist of the third part of the book after Roland leaves the country and 

leaves the empty apartment to Eszter’s care.  

Pretty much in the vein of Uwe Tellkamp’s exquisite novel The Tower (Der Turm), Little Lives is 

a book you would give  your children when they ask you about the events and the life in the 

Eastern Bloc in the last fifty years. Sándor Zsigmond Papp succeeds in showing all the absurdities 

and tragedies of life under communism and during and after the system change in a very realistic 

and cruel, yet funny and loveable way, while always keeping up suspense with the recurring motif 

of Balázs’s disappearance, about which we always read newer and newer versions, often 

contradicting themselves. The cold objectivity of the narrator’s voice is counterbalanced by his 

deep understanding of human frailties, making this vast panorama of a novel a delightful and 

heartwarming read.  
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Number 79 Endeavour Street is a massive, corner building that has dried to a grey-

brown colour. Nobody got that carried away this far from the centre of town, they just 

threw the four floors one on top of the other. If it had been planned a couple of streets 

further in, it would have perhaps earned itself plaster angels or balconies looking out 

onto the street. An exuberant overdose of materials. As it is, it looks more like an officer 

after a court-martial. A little Dreyfus. Just without all the other nonsense.  

It has also managed to stay well out of the way: the bombs fell elsewhere and it hasn’t 

been greatly affected by redevelopment. It stands on the corner of Engels and Endeavour 

Street but just before the two meet, it’s as if Engels has had second thoughts and taken a 

sneaky side step to turn towards the centre by the sycamores in the Stone Throwers’ 

Park. Shaped like a half moon, the square in hardly larger than the park itself but never 

managed to spread because its expansion is truncated by the road heading straight for 

the station. Perhaps it’s because of the bend that so many accidents happen here, or 

maybe it’s just that people lose track of their speed in the enticing calm of the trees. If fog 

descends in patches from Csemergi Hill, or they get a spot of freezing drizzle, it’s enough 

to sit by one of the windows on the first floor and wait for the square to fill with a cloud 

of blasphemy. It’s a time when folks can let off a bit of steam, everyone can speak their 

mind at last and there’s no need to ponder every word or filter phrases or hold anything 

back. Tempers run high, there’s a wisp of freedom. And no one has any problems with the 

police anymore, no one complains about the need for more road signs or that a mirror 
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should at least be put up on the corner of Endeavour, because it really doesn’t matter 

anymore, it just doesn’t matter.  

Toroczkay’s mother with the blood pressure is the one who concerns herself most with 

the junction. She mutters to it and pets it. It’s all she’s bothered about, that and Dallas. 

She doesn’t read a newspaper and she avoids the neighbours whereas she has taken the 

time to rank accidents on a scale like earthquakes. A little knock gets a one and isn’t even 

worth looking out of the window for but there’s no messing with a six when someone 

runs for an ambulance and folks rush around dishing out orders. Women turn to look 

away from an eight and order their children back indoors. A ten is only a theoretical 

possibility to round the whole thing off. Routine or no routine, a seven still brings Margit 

out in a cold sweat. The sight of blood takes her right back to that quiet Sunday afternoon 

in the war when a bomb hit the Bükkvárad Express. God, what a scene! Rags and flesh, 

flesh and rags, as if the whole train had gone through the grinder. The nearby dried goods 

warehouse must have also had some of it because people were still picking dried beans 

up in the main square a good week later. People who had the stomach that was.  

She would never admit it but her whole being longs for a ten. Without it the scale is 

virtually meaningless: why categorise something that doesn’t exist? And perhaps this 

would get closest to that day, that academic level of horror, that could be neither looked 

at nor endured. How else could you rank a train torn to pieces no larger than paper 

handkerchiefs? And yet it was still impossible not to look and not to stare with wide-open 

mouth into the grinning face of destruction because it was exactly this abhorrent 

spectacle which hid something that doesn’t show itself in full at the time. It was only 

when she got home, her heart still pounding and her face as white as a sheet, and after 

she’d taken one or perhaps two sips of brandy to calm her nerves, slumped on the sofa, 

her lungs no longer burning from smoke and brick dust, that everything became clean. 

She was suddenly overcome by a barely suppressible joy of existence that she’d never 

considered for a second before and that, yes, she was alive and breathing even if it was 

for half or a whole moment longer than the ones who had been preparing to disembark 

the train. It is this narrow delight, hardly admissible without shame, that sees her sitting 

at the window day after day. Some days she even runs a comb through her hair and slaps 

a bit of lipstick on so as not to be caught unawares should the worst occur. And if she 

doesn’t sleep for weeks again afterwards, and the Devil comes again to call in his debt, 

she’ll ask her son to move in with her, because it’s long overdue as it is. You see, neither 

her nor Pista manage on the money they get but if they combined her skill for making 

something out of nothing and her son’s extravagance, then she too would be capable of 

producing the kind of smells that bubble up behind Rakucsinec’s door and hang heavy in 

the building twice a day. Why should we deny it when everyone knows that this is what 

it’s all about? Whoever thought this whole thing up knew all too well that you can’t turn a 
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stomach off. It looks, listens and gossips for everybody and that is how it should be. If 

God’s place has become empty then an inner voice has to remain.  

The ration book you get at the end of the month is more like a lottery ticket than 

anything else: it doesn’t guarantee a win, it simply lets you play the game. Anyone could 

end up with a kilo of pork, a bag of sugar, half a kilo of rice or a quarter of butter, if they 

keep their eyes open. Rakucsinec is the sort who can say simply by sniffing the air were 

they are going to be getting chicken scraps or proper coffee and won’t ask for coupons. 

He only has to say the word and the whole house gets going. They bring stools and chairs 

but a camp bed isn’t such a rare sight either. The secret is to go and stand behind the 

shop before first light to get pole position because you can never tell when they’ll run out 

of stock or how much they’ll sell under the counter.  

It’s pretty hard to beat a good queue. It outdoes the TV and the newspapers: if it’s not 

news here, it won’t be news anywhere. Legends are born and evaporate in a matter of 

minutes but they avoid politics because no one’s that stupid. Adversaries make their 

peace or take their dispute to a higher level because the long, dawn hours spare nothing 

and nobody: people are honest here who wouldn’t normally admit to their own name. 

They change watch every two hours and this lets everybody get a bit of sleep. When they 

get towards the front of the queue, they call their kids down or borrow a couple if they 

can because it’s numbers that count. You can refer to absolutely anyone whether it’s a 

bedridden grandparent, husband with a broken leg, or a pregnant wife but this doesn’t 

ruffle the more practiced shopkeepers. They listen like a mother to her squabbling brood. 

The whole thing requires constant vigilance and a degree of flexibility because a family 

meal may need to be cancelled in seconds, or a trip to see the in-laws or a matinee at the 

pictures, if Rakucsinec pops in with news or if you spot what looks like a queue in the 

making outside a shop on the way home. You can’t just stop and stare outside a place 

willy-nilly because two people will instantly be joined by a third and then a fourth and 

before you know where you are, there’ll be a line snaking back to the corner within a half 

hour and rippling with the question: what have they got? It isn’t really important what 

they’ve got, just that they’ve got something.  

 

He put his pencil down. Rudolf could never write more than a couple of sides at one 

go. Something got tired inside and he had to stretch, massage his stiffened limbs or pace 

around his desk to rediscover the urge to write within him. But then there were times 

when the spark left him for the rest of the day and no matter how long he sat hunched 

over the blank sheet, all it did was add to the hours that passed. 

Perhaps they don’t believe him, but informing also requires a degree of experience. It’s 

very much like plumbing or carpentry: without knowledge of the basic techniques, you 

struggle and sweat. And in most cases that happens right before the customer’s eyes. At 
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least here there is no one staring. Of course, he was given a few guidelines as to what to 

look for and where to write but it still isn’t easy. Some days he just sits orphaned in front 

of the pile of paper and he hasn’t got the faintest idea how to get started. He’s all alone 

like he was in his mother. What should the first, all-encompassing sentence be? Should 

the whole thing have an elegant arc or should it be simple facts listed in a line? Which 

voice is the most convincing: boringly objective or intimately readable? So many 

dilemmas in one day… 

It was exactly this that Rudolf disliked so much about himself. It was this measured 

courage or something. This hesitant diligence. But this is how he was raised. He was 

taught to act as if a starchy school ma’am were watching his every word and gesture like 

some kind of eternal conscience. Perhaps his son had it right when he chose to blank this 

dry, humourless female and then she had no further hold on him. How could anybody 

else have told him what to do after that? Him or his mother, his teachers or friends, when 

each and every one of them were allies in this sticky web of deceit? Whatever happened 

was inevitable and so were the consequences. He remembers after he signed that bloody 

paper in the crypt that they suggested he go home and have a good cry. Courageously. 

Like a man. Because if he didn’t, the accumulated stress and despair would hinder his 

work. What could he have said to that? As it if were that easy. It’s not like pulling the plug 

out after a bath and letting the dirty water run away. 

After lunch, like other times, he gave the plates a quick rinse and put his pencils ready 

on the kitchen table next to sheets of blank paper and a glass of soda because excitement 

always gave him a thirst. He only felt good in the kitchen of late. It might well be the most 

cramped room in the flat but at least he could control this restricted space: the glasses 

huddled behind the cabinet door, the food baked to the bottom of the pans, the stove 

turned brown with cooking. Objects here still obeyed him. These were moments of 

mercy, moments of purification. It felt good watching time that, after a little resistance, 

eventually gave itself up to paper, and the memories as they clung to one another 

between the lines as if they had always been the subject of order. But he recorded 

everything without selection, everything that came before him. He didn’t feel that it was 

his job to weigh things up, to highlight particular details. The writing dug a furrow and he 

just followed obediently behind. 

Now not only the flat but the whole building swam in its own silence. People even 

walked their dogs on tiptoe and a game of button football could never get going without 

a disapproving parent stopping play if the fans started to shout their side on. These hours 

of quiet were respected by all without exception. If irresponsible elements were to start 

an uprising in the city streets, they’d have to get it all done by three in the afternoon or 

else the whole revolution would fall asleep on its feet. Rudolf always used to say that 

communism was kept alive by the afternoon nap. He once sat down and worked out that 

a decent disturbance would take at least three days. Three days would mean three weak 
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points that had to be negotiated and there’d be a lot to do: occupy the Ministry of the 

Interior and Party HQ, block all main roads and carefully rip up tram lines while not 

forgetting to convince the military and then convert them. Even the most organised of 

men couldn’t do it any quicker if you considered the potential number of resistors divided 

by the number of entrances to the buildings in question and multiplied this by the 

amount of ammunition. It was this account that attracted the most attention. Even Nicu 

Zmeura came to take a look at the man who had predicted the end of the regime with 

such measured precision. Zmeura was a tough officer known to hit anyone hard at the 

mere mention of disorder but who chose on this occasion to turn up with a bottle of 

muscatel, he’d possibly been saving for some special occasion, and proceeded to force it 

down Rudolf  

They’ve looked at him differently since then. They don’t make sarcastic remarks when 

he hands in a complete novel for a weekly report when he could be much more succinct 

and to the point. But now everything is just fine as it is. He can’t go wrong even if he 

wants to. It’s two years since he first picked a pencil up and this was his first real success. 

He never had cause to complain about lack of raw material, thank God. It was the kind 

of town, the kind of street, the kind of building that always had something worth 

scribbling down. It’s a windy place, trapped between hills, and makes no allowances for 

anyone. The river suddenly speeds up when it gets here and is pitted with unpredictable 

whirlpools. It takes the lives of a handful of fools every year. They rarely speak about 

roots and traditions but if they do, it’s like the bubbling banter of pretty women. If you 

really thump the table, they’re willing to show you a couple of the local sites: the fire 

tower, the main square left over from times long forgotten, the striking university 

building, or one or two statues of men who never lived in the town. That’s all, nothing 

more. People here have moderation driven into them as children. If a man wakes in his 

sleep, he still knows who to keep shtum in front of and who to greet first. The passing 

years are recorded like some kind of questionable glory or like a bill that still has to be 

settled. It’s good to know that concrete, wood and everything behave differently here, 

and it only takes an unguarded moment for things to crumble. Few folks know this 

because it’s not good to think about it when you can laugh at the whole thing. The 

pretence of happiness is something of a local speciality like the quarry lake a couple of 

miles south or cornmeal served with bacon. They rarely write books and if they do, the 

whole thing tends to be unreadable drivel while everybody likes the theatre. They call the 

actors back onto the stage again and again with unending applause but then refuse to 

recognise them on the street out of spite. If possible, no one should make the arts their 

hobby. But travel perhaps still means something because quite a few have been beyond 

the hills and further than can be shown on the scanty map. Although it’s pointless you 

asking anyone about their time there and whether the sea’s really salty or if it’s true that 

they have more than one sort of cheese in the shops, no one answers. They complain that 
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it’s too tiring or they simply give a knowing grin. The only indicators are their browned 

faces or oddly coloured items of clothing, which they only ever wear out at their garden 

on the edge of town because they didn’t seem to go with the rest of their wardrobe when 

they got home. They never bother to get their pictures developed because the whole 

thing seems so unreal.  

Eszter Koltai, the one with the big breasts from number 3 on the ground floor, brought 

a bloke home from a communist youth congress in Havana once. He had ginger hair and 

freckles, claimed to be Irish and was always going on about how they had hills there, too. 

In the end, they had a ginger kid with a face like a frog and blond eyebrows and lashes. 

You couldn’t look at him without laughing. The Irishman didn’t wait for his second 

birthday. He went swimming in the quarry and didn’t jump in where he was told. They put 

a sign up after to stop people blaming their stupid stunts on the lifeguard. No one caught 

anything decent there for a whole month afterwards no matter how fat their worms, how 

juicy their grubs or how much bread or milk-soaked sweet corn they sprinkled into the 

water. But no one ever feels sorry for fishermen even though they’ve got families, too. 

Kalcsek, head of the residents committee, was making a noise down below. By the 

sound of it, he was pushing the dustbins out onto the pavement. The dustbin men were 

getting fussy nowadays and were only willing to take what got left right under their noses. 

He even gave them money and took coffee to the loutish lot but there were still some 

things that couldn’t be solved with caffeine and matey behaviour. Poor Kalcsek still 

doesn’t know but he’s going to have a long morning again tomorrow. Nicu Zmeura called 

last week to say he’s coming and from the way he spoke, Rudolf’s sure that he’ll bring 

some foreign booze for Kalcsek along with the usual stuff. He normally comes at seven 

and that’s only two hours away.  

 

Translated by Ralph Berkin 


