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A son’s investigation of his mother’s past that brings up incurable pains, night-
marish lies and undestroyable love.

The news came like a bomb. In the autumn of 2015, András Forgách 
published his most recent literary work in which he presents a troubling 
personal story. Challenging the border between fact and fiction, the 
author tells the story of how, almost thirty years after the fall of com-
munism in Hungary, he found out that his mother, whom he deeply 
loved, had been an informant for the Kádár regime and had informed 
not only on acquaintances, but also on relatives, family friends and even 
her children.

In the social sciences, numerous articles and books have been written 
on the activities and roles of the informants of the socialist era, which 
is still a subject that is only rarely spoken about openly in Hungary. 
But apart from Péter Esterházy’s Javított kiadás (“Corrected edition”), 
no literary work on this matter has been published in the country until 
now. Time and time again, calls are made in various public forums for a 
sincere discussion on the mechanisms of the secret service under János 
Kádár, including the roles of the informants, the processes of recruit-
ment, and the ways in which people were kept under observation. In 
short, there is a strong desire for an open discussion of the past, because 
the Hungarian society has not yet managed to deal with such a trauma, 
which has deeply touched the lives of many people in the country. The 
enthusiastic reception for András Forgách’s book is a moving testimony 
of this desire to confront the past.

THE AUTHOR
For decades, András Forgách has been a recognized figure in Hungar-
ian public life. He is known as a superb writer and literary translator, 
but also as an important dramatic and visual artist. He was one of the 
most exciting representatives of the counterculture of the 1970s and 
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1980s (along with his siblings, who are also creative artists), and is an 
influential narrator of the period in which his polyglot mother was ef-
fectively recruited by the secret service. A few years before making this 
devastating discovery, Forgách published Zehuze, a monumental novel 
in which a mother writes letters to her daughter, who lives in a distant 
land. He was then compelled – as a writer and as a son – to confront the 
truth of his family and its past, which had changed forever at the stroke 
of this shocking revelation.

The title, Élő kötet nem marad (“No Live Files Remain”), refers to an 
expression used by the Hungarian secret service when the files on a de-
ceased informant were closed. The book is divided into seven chapters.

The Birthday (translated into English by A.F.)
The Attempt (translated into English by A.F.)

VI.th district, Kerék str. 22. VI. floor no. 35. (only in Hungarian)
She Ends Her Activities (only in Hungarian)

London, 1962 (originally written in English by A.F.)
Under the Castle (Buda) (this will be written in English by A.F.)

Something More (only in Hungarian)

In the first chapters of the book a third-person narrator offers a chrono-
logical account of the recruitment of an agent who had been given the 
cover-name “Mrs. Pápai,” as well as her love, career and work as an 
agent up until her death. The final chapter is a disturbing first-person 
narrative about the woman who was an informant faithful to the party, 
a tender and loveable mother, a victim, and someone to be both pitied 
and scorned. This last chapter is also a sincere and moving attempt by 
Forgách, the son, to confront his family’s past, however painful this 
confrontation may become. The story provides a precise and nuanced 
account of the life of the author’s mother, her complex relationship 
with her husband, her continuous homesickness and desire to return 
to her homeland Palestine, and her devotion to communism and the 
anti-Zionist feelings that it provoked in her.

In Élő kötet nem marad, Forgách is daring to give a voice to his deceased 
mother, hold her responsible for her deeds, and at the same time defend 
memories he cherished of her as her son.

András Forgách is writing the English translation himself. Some 
chapters are/will originally be made for the international version 
of the book. We expect to have the full English text in a couple 
of weeks.
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THE DISTINCTIVE COVER AND 
TYPOGRAPHY OF THE BOOK

The original cover of the book is unusual. The jacket is a kind of placard 
that can be unfolded and opened. One half resembles the files that were 
kept by internal affairs. The other has images of family photographs and 
documents of the secrets service.

The typography used in the book is also uncommon. The literary prose 
is interrupted by excerpts taken from internal-affair reports and guide 
books that were issued to the people who worked for the secret service. 
As one critic wrote, “the typography of the book and the way in which 
it makes use of available documents reminds readers of the weighty (in 
every sense) dossiers, the era, and the political system.” Thus, Forgách’s 
narrative offers a vivid portrayal of the very real human stories behind 
the abhorrent procedures used by the regime, the flesh and blood peo-
ple, people who loved and suffered, behind the betrayals and disap-
pointments.

RESPONSES TO THE BOOK  
IN THE PRESS

“Unsettling, hair-raising, aesthetically and morally impeccable, in my 
view. (…) The lean paragraphs are interrupted by impassioned out-
bursts and chilling internal affairs and foreign intelligence documents, 
but they then resume. Sometimes these documents are part of the main 
text and sometimes, in a manner not foreign to the postmodern novel, 
they are in footnotes.” Gábor Murányi, HVG

“Forgách has managed to erect a monument, in other words, he has 
created a sculpturesque portrait by using documents, fictionalized doc-
uments, elements of memoirs, essays, psychoanalyses, and self-analyses, 
all combined in a mix of genres. The whole thing is held together by 
taste and a refined sensitivity to culture. He faced a task similar to the 
task faced by Esterházy, but he used very different tools and had a very 
different frame of mind.” Sándor Radnóti, Revizor Online

“When I put the book down, I vividly recall feeling as if something were 
lacking. There should have been a chapter entitled András, I thought, 
for in the end, this kind of recollection, which has only been around for 
a few years, always raises the troubling question, “but then how can I 
have been who I thought I was?” Then a few days passed and I realized 
that all of András Forgách’s earlier works of literature belonged in this 
chapter, even if without any knowledge of the unsettling context, and 
indeed I think that from now on all the longer prose works he will write 
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will add to the chapter, which does not figure in this brave and candid 
book.” Csuhai István, Élet és Irodalom

“It is an auspicious thing that this book has been written, for it will 
offer help. It will help further understanding and forgiveness. It will us 
forgive the people while never forgetting the baseness of this kind of 
political system.” Gittegylet.com

“A political system was built on secrets, lies, and forced silences that to 
this day we have not demolished. To this day, the files of the secret ser-
vice are not completely accessible to the wider public. We are left again 
in the inner family circle: before the change of regimes, the dictatorship 
was also sitting at the dinner table every evening, and now it is time to 
pull the chair out from under it and kick it out of the house.” Könyvesblog
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The Birthday
Mrs. Pápai arrived to the rendezvous on time. The gentlemen were 
some fifteen minutes late, for which they vehemently apologized and 
presented Mrs. Pápai with a fabulous bouquet on the occasion of her 
sixtieth birthday. It all took place on Batthyány square. The gentlemen 
apologized profusely, but Mrs. Pápai brushed off all unneeded excuses, 
and with her charmingly disarming smile, her unmistakable accent, 
the singing melody of her voice that enhanced the grace of the expres-
sion, in the falling snow (the report forgets to mention this detail), told 
them squarely: “That should be our biggest problem, gentlemen!”, to 
be exact, she used the word “comrades”, but to keep the seriousness of 
our storytelling intact, let us use “gentlemen”, the form that reflects 
best the indefatigably courteous compliments of the men bringing the 
magnificent bouquet. The company later, following an earlier agree-
ment, started for the patisserie at the edge of the square, next to the 
church, or behind it (a matter of interpretation), its semi-underground 
location harking back to the peaceful times before the great floods of 
the XIX. century. Even the ashy-grey ripples of the river lighted up for 
a moment, catching the sound of the ringing laughter of Mrs. Pápai, 
yes, even Hokusai would have envied the delightful sight of the white 
snowflakes’ oblique fall into silver-grey waters. It was at this moment 
that the tram No 19 left its terminal behind the small concrete building 
of the Metro station – its jarring clatter drowning even the laughter of 
Mrs. Pápai – in the direction of Chain Bridge.1

Mrs. Pápai wasn’t strikingly elegant. She had drawn a knitted thick 
blue wool cap into her forehead, her padded beige coat couldn’t be 
called the last model, it came from the workshops of VOR, the Red 
October Cloth Factory, she wore flat soled shoes, her only jewels be-
ing her flashingly beautiful jasper green eyes, littered with twinkling 
fragments of grey and blue. It was as if she deliberately neglected her 
looks. „That absolutely has no significance, gentlemen, ach!, how one 
looks like, clothes do not make the man!”, would she retort if anybody 
asked her. Her unspectacular appearance, we must add, was extremely 
well suited for this special occasion. That this was her birthday was not 
something the men have learnt directly from her, as Mrs. Pápai always 
advised people “not to make any fuss” about this “totally unimportant” 
date, and she hated ceremonies and celebrations – “Oh, there are more 
important things on this earth, people starve, they have no shoes, they 
are being decimated by wars and horrible diseases”, not to mention the 
vague incertitude hovering over the exact date of her birth, although 
completely unbeknownst to these gentlemen.. The birthday of Mrs. 
Pápai, as things now stand, happened to coincide from time to time 
with a famous moving feast, as her family, at least when she was a baby, 
still kept strictly to the rules of religion, and, depending on their mood, 
did celebrate Mrs. Pápai’s birthday on a, so to speak, double holiday, as 
the lighting of the candles obviously lasts eight days, and her parents, 

1 I report that on 3 December 
1982 I had a meeting in the 
Angelika Patisserie and Cafe 
with our sc. cn. Mrs. Pápai. 
The meeting was also attend-
ed by János Szakadáti police 
lieutenant colonel and Miklós 
Beider police lieutenant 
colonel. We were 1O minutes 
late. Mrs. Pápai waited for 
us on Batthyány Square. After 
introducing myself to her I 
congratulated heartily on the 
occasion of her birthday, and 
amid good wishes from all of 
us I handed over our present, 
a tablecloth with folklore 
embroidery, which she liked 
very much, and also a bouquet 
of flowers.
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following their somewhat bohemian inclinations, did sometimes deviate 
from the original prosaic date of her birth, which happened to be the 3rd 
of December, partly because her birth caused just as great joy in their 
hearts as the holy feast itself. It must have been the consequence of 
this constantly moving feast that Mrs. Pápai’s temperamental mother, 
plagued by her treacherous memory and famous for her innumerable 
flirts, being vexed to death by the long waiting hours in the innumerable 
offices, of which, as a result of the annoying double administration, the 
colonial and the local, there was an exasperatingly great number, mak-
ing an immigrant’s life needlessly hard, from time to time actually did 
submit a different birthdate, as if on the spur of the moment the only 
thing she could remember was that it was during Hanukkah, and this 
may explain the strange case, that in several different documents there 
are different neighbouring dates for the same event, 1st of December, 
2nd of December, 3rd of December – even, on one occasion the 6th!–, so, 
in the case of Mrs. Pápai (who, I almost forgot to add, was also deeply 
irreligious) the severe antipathy she felt towards her birthday seems to 
be kind of justified. If one couldn’t know for sure on which day one was 
born, it was really kind of absurd to pick an actual date. But the three 
gentlemen were ignorant about these matters.

Later, with the gallant escort of all three gentlemen (Miklós Beider 
police lieutenant colonel, responsible for the handover, and dr. József 
Dóra police lieutenant, responsible for the takeover, furthermore János 
Szakadáti police lieutenant colonel, deputy head of the Middle Eastern 
Affairs bureau)2, Mrs. Pápai descended the steep stairs leading to the 
Angelika patisserie. That this didn’t turn into a triumphal march of a 
prima donna on the stage was due only to the discreet staying behind 
of two men, Dóra and Szakadáti, in compliance with the rules of con-
spiracy. But this wasn’t the end of surprises. They were already sitting 
downstairs in the cafe, in a cozy booth, only a few moments after the 
tree gentlemen raced each other to help the winter coat from Mrs. 
Pápai’s shoulders, Miklós proving fastest, the gaze of the three gentle-
men lingered for a while on her hips and full bosoms which still evoked 
the one time beauty of the not-any-more-too-young and not very tall 
female figure, which physical traits could still be admired in their full 
glory on some – for the three gentlemen unknown – photographies, 
taken by the seaside, especially on the ones shot at sunset, on which the 
light streaming from the other side of the sea enhanced her magnificent 
silhouette, showing the full splendour of her beauty, and also her won-
derful profile, that owed its incomparable harmony partly to its perfect 
proportions, partly to an unconditional love of life, the invincible joy 
of living. Knowing that those old exotic seaside images where taken 
during conspirational meetings would surely have electrified the three 
gentlemen, had the subject been alluded to at all, but the conversation 
wasn’t about hidden seabays in the shadow of tall Lebanese cedars, 
where ladies and gents representing a wide variety of nations and reli-
gions were swimming and flirting; discussing, with donkeys, waterfalls 

2  Resolution

I hereby transfer the han-
dling of file code name “Mrs. 
PÁPAI” No 2959 B-1, M-1 and 
the managing of the agent 
thereof named … (place and 
year of birth, mother’s name 
…) for employment to József 
DÓRA (exact indication of 
authority – III/1-3), and I 
hereby take over said assets 
from comrade RUDOLF RÓNAI on 
date indicated.

Budapest, … (day) Oct. (month) 
1982

Rudolf Rónai
Transferor

József Dóra
Overtaker –

–



–9–

and the Mediterrenean in the background, the most urgent tasks of 
the local party organisation, while somewhat to the north the World 
War was in full rage. After they all took their seats and after studying 
the menu, the three gentlemen, almost in a chorus, ordered coffee, 
Mrs. Pápai ordered Earl Grey tea, which in those days was the utmost 
luxury, but then refused to consume any cakes signalling her all too 
wide waistline, although the warm baritone of the ranking gentleman, 
Miklós encouraged her. “The French cream cake here is excellent, a 
true world-champion” he assured her, “my grandson eats two in one sit-
ting, not to speak about that poppyseed…” (“Fluden! that’s some Jewish 
stuff, isn’t it?”, blurted comrade Szakadáti, but catching the disapprov-
ing gaze of Miklós and József he fell immediately silent again). Miklós, 
the longest acquaintance of Mrs. Pápai among the three insisted so 
hard and talked so much about the far and wide famous pastries of Café 
Angelika, that at long last, after some hesitation, Mrs. Pápai did allow 
herself to be convinced to consume an éclair, and, as a consequence, the 
war between the small fork and the lips of Mrs. Pápai, the fine cream 
that left some traces in the corners of her mouth, which she licked with 
rollicking laughter, allowed for some racy remarks on part of the gen-
tlemen. The gentlemen, even if they had longed to have some sweets, 
were well aware of the cost implications3, and although the agency gave 
them a free hand in this respect, they knew perfectly well that a slight 
self-limitation would not prove harmful in the long run. Just before 
the éclair arrived, in the silence, that often falls on a confidential com-
pany where suddenly everybody feels that after the usual polite small 
talk one must at long last get to the point, József suddenly produced a 
magnificent tablecloth decorated by colourful folksy broidery from his 
briefcase, to the greatest joy of Mrs. Pápai4. The tablecloth was wrapped 
in white tissue paper, tied with a pink ribbon, and all three of them, 
Miklós, János and József once again wished her a happy 60th birthday, 
because, as we have already mentioned, on the day of her handover and 
takeover, Mrs. Pápai was exactly sixty years old.

The conversation, however, to the greatest astonishment of the gentle-
men, did not proceed as planned. This was not simply the result of the 
sudden landing of the top of the éclair on the marble table, or the tiny 
smear of cream in the left corner of Mrs. Pápai’s mouth, to which the 
emboldened József, with a jaunty smile (by right of the overtaker) drew 
the attention of the comrade. Mrs. Pápai, after listening to the detailed 
elaboration of the complex tasks that were awaiting her, and after she 
very comfortingly, like an eminent student, reiterated them with ex-
treme exactitude even without having taken notes,5 proving her excel-
lent memory that manifested itself also in the opulent, richly detailed 
style of her earlier reports, and after Miklós “handed over” Mrs. Pápai 
to József, although this wasn’t the exact phrase they used, just as the 
senior officer Miklós waved to the waitress to bring the bill, placing his 
bulging leather wallet on the marble table, Mrs Pápai, with a piercingly 
shrill voice that resembled the howling of a muezzin, so that suddenly 

3 The meeting cost 386 HUF.

4  PROPOSAL

Budapest, December 1982

Secret collaborator Mrs. PAPAI  
celebrates her 60th birthday 
on 3 December 1982.

The operational relation be-
tween her and the Group Lead-
ership III/I exists since 
1976, and during this time 
she provided several valuable 
pieces of information re-
garding the operational con-
ditions of the Israeli agent 
network, and the ambitions 
of the Zionist movement. She 
delivered original material 
to us from the 29th Zionist 
World Congress and her trav-
el to the 30th Zionist World 
Congress for operational pur-
poses is also being planned.

With regard to her achieve-
ments, on the occasion of her 
60th birthday,

I propose

conferring her a recognition 
gift for 1.000 HUF in value.

5 We continued the conversa-
tion about the issue of the 
Jerusalem trip. Mrs. Pápai 
told us that her relatives 
were urging her trip and 
agreed to cover the costs of 
her stay. However there arose 
a problem – they want her to 
stay at least 2 months.
Comrade Szakadáti asked Mrs. 
Pápai to try to shorten the 
time of her stay since rel-
atively recent data would be 
needed. He suggested that she 
phone her relatives to clari-
fy their accommodation capac-
ity. I handed Mrs. Pápai 500 
HUF for the costs of the phone 
call against receipt.
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all three comrades pricked up their ears, suddenly remarked: „I think, 
its no worth (sic!) for me to do this any furtherer (sic!), I shouldn’t do 
this any furtherer (sic!)”, instantly freezing the atmosphere around the 
table; to warm it up, Mrs. Pápai added in a somewhat quieter, but still 
sharp falsetto: „and not because I don’t agree with our common goals”. 
The three gentlemen were almost petrified, and the waitress, arriving, 
with a solemn smile, at that very moment to the table, placing the bill 
containing the not too modest sum in front of Miklós, was frozen in 
the middle of her move by the police lieutenant colonel lifting his right 
index finger abruptly. Miklós’s first intention was to ask the waitress to 
come back a little later, but then, understanding the trickyness of the 
situation, with a suberb instinct realized that by doing this – violating 
the unwritten rules of conspiracy – he would only draw unnecessary 
attention to themselves. Luckily enough, the merry little company at 
this early afternoon hour in the unpopulated Angelika didn’t attract 
any attention, the café, usually visited by civil servants and clerks of 
the neighbourhood, who liked to take their coffees or drinks at noon 
or after their gruesome jobs, was now empty, with the exception of a 
couple, the obligatory lovers sitting in a corner, busy with the observa-
tion of their own reflection in the other’s gaze. Still, with the intuition 
of a seasoned warlord, comrade Beider, hissing “Later!” through his 
teeth, signaled to Mrs. Pápai to withdraw her cavalry immediately from 
the bridge. We shall not hide it from our readers that Mrs. Pápai was 
alarmed by the hardening of the expression on Miklós’s face, which lost 
all its joviality in a second, she even imagined hearing the gnashing of 
his teeth, but at the same time, as a principled communist, she realized 
that she must keep profoundly silent, that the bitterness and all the 
pain that was gnawing at her for so many years, in fact, since 19756, had 
erupted now in vain. When the waitress left the table, Miklós looked at 
Mrs. Pápai, and so did János and József, all three with some newly found 
concern and strange anticipation. „I”, said Mrs. Pápai, „to this day, did 
carry out and had performed not only countless, innumerable, for me 
absolutely uneasy tasks in the service of the People’s Democracy,” yes, 
she did use capital letters by way of intoning the words, “pushing aside 
my own heavy private duties and worries, not only that, but I had, not 
once, some concrete propositions as well. And even in such cases when 
I did get a response, saying, this is great, thank you, how wonderful, 
superb, excellent, yoffi, even in these cases nothing happened. Nothing. 
Zero. Despite those propositions that were seemingly so well received 
and praised, or maybe not despite them, but exactly because of them, you 
didn’t even bother to get in contact with me lately, as if I didn’t exist at 
all. So why should I judge this work important, if, when I propose any-
thing, nobody cares about it, only pretends to be interested, but when 
anyone wants something, I must jump, hoppla! Among comrades, well, 
I don’t know how to put it, but I don’t think it is comradely. In condi-
tions like these I don’t see the purpose of continuing my work, the only 
reason I do is that I have some hope that this new constellation will give 
it a new swing.” Hearing this outbreak the gentlemen sat for a moment 

6  SUMMARY REPORT

Budapest, 1 November 1982

Sc. cn. Mrs. “PAPAI” was re-
cruited by former collab-
orators of the Department 
III/I-4. in 1975. Actually, 
she “inherited” her husband’s 
place who was connected the 
service since the fifties, but 
currently suffers from severe 
depression rendering him in-
capable of fulfilling his du-
ties.
The recruitment of Mrs. “PA-
PAI” was founded on an ideo-
logical and patriotic basis, 
she has solid foundations, a 
convinced supporter of our 
social system.
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like three pupils being scolded, they were absolutely unprepared for 
anything of the sort, it is not often that recruited agents lecture their 
keepers, but Miklós, who already saw a thing or two in life, was soon 
in charge of the situation again. „Dear comrade Mrs. Pápai”, he said 
smartly with tact and diplomacy, „just lately we had an incredible surge 
of tasks in other areas, if you follow the news closely, you can imagine 
the chores and cares that fell upon us, and in such times, quite under-
standably we must have certain priorities…” But nobody could bribe 
Mrs. Pápai so easily and she interrupted Miklós cheekily: “When you 
need the translations of articles which I deeply disagree with, and even 
the reading of those disgusting reactionary articles cause me suffering, 
but I also have to translate them word by word, and I feel like throwing 
up, and also because I don’t know well the Hungarian, and I need help, 
but I get no help, maybe only from my son, but I cannot rob his time all 
the time and I don’t want to rag him (sic!) into this” – the longer Mrs. 
Pápai spoke and the more passionate she became, charming linguistic 
errors multiplied in her speech, the permutation of consonants, the in-
dependent life of suffixes and prefixes, things the men otherwise found 
quite entertaining, and when Mrs. Pápai apologized for this, noting 
also, what a torture it was for her to compose these reports that she had 
to scribble down during long nights, Miklós interrupted: „These lin-
guistic mistakes, the insignificant misformulations, my dear Mrs. Pápai, 
in my eyes, I must confess, make your reports all the more trustworthy, 
they are always a real refreshment, an oasis in the headache-causing 
grey sea of dry words I have to struggle myself through every day. I 
remember how superb your first report was, your, so to speak maiden 
speech, six years ago, when you travelled to your family with your son, 
a real feat, a perfect novelette, when you went back in the port of Haifa 
for your luggage7, that was something you didn’t yet write for me, but 
comrade Mercz came into my room to read it to me, and I noticed at 
once, what a magnificent observer you were, and I don’t forget it, for 
example how cute it was when you wrote that you “aksed” to be allowed 
back on to the ship…” But Mrs. Pápai frowned and interrupted Miklós 
again and carried on undisturbed: “But, however hard it is for me, I do 
comply with every request, I write reports and translate the articles, 
and when I do that promptly, leaving aside everything else, then I am 
a good comrade. But if I ask for something, or better I aks for it, I am 
nothing, maybe a little mouse, I am the last juk crawling in the dust.” 
„Juk?”, asked comrade Beider somewhat baffled. „Cockroach”, said 
Mrs. Pápai defiantly. „Now you want me to shorten my trip. If I com-
ply, what do I get in return? All my warnings go into the cantrash (sic!). 
My ideas aren’t worth a damn.” The lieutenant colonel glanced almost 
imperceptibly at lieutenant Dóra, that is, the giver at the taker, this was 
the best occasion to prove that he was worthy of the task and disposes 
of the right psychological gut feeling and can handle and control Mrs. 
Pápai, whom the three men still watched in admiration, as she mirac-
ulously rejuvenated before their eyes with each word of her fiery and 
passionate oration.

7  It is interesting, that de-
spite the strict police con-
trol, no one was stopping me 
to get off my luggage by my-
self after that the people 
queuing for the customs in-
spection had been waiting for 
their baggage in vain. What 
happened was that after hav-
ing unloaded a small portion 
of the baggage the porters 
sat comfortably on the bag-
gages in the belly of the ship 
and started having breakfast. 
Not a soul could convince 
them to hurry up with the un-
loading and finish their sand-
wiches afterwards. I exit-
ed the port’s great hall and 
aksed for admittance that I 
got easily and I took my bag-
gage myself. The others had 
to wait for hours to finish 
customs inspection. The cus-
toms inspection was rigor-
ous with some young Americans 
who had done voluntary work 
in kibbutzes before and ar-
rived for that purpose again. 
They were probably hunting 
for heroin since they dug up 
and scrutinized all their be-
longings very thoroughly. In 
my case the customs inspec-
tion was quite superficial at 
my entry as well as at my 
departure. They didn’t even 
open the suitcases. The cus-
toms declarations form was 
conventional.
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„Dear comrade Mrs. Pápai”, started Joseph on a warm tone, „that is 
exactly my aim, and I hope I can prove this already during our pres-
ent meeting with a thousand signs, that I wish the trust to be restored 
among us. A trust that can survive the occasional bumps on the road. 
After all, our goal, the fight for justice is common.” He hinted discreetly 
at the broidered tablecloth, which of course he didn’t purchase with his 
own money, but after all it wasn’t obligatory to spoil a so called secret 
collaborator with gifts. Comrade Dóra of course was completely igno-
rant that this tablecloth would soon be given away, even thouh Mrs. 
Pápai already knew to whom, what a wonderful gift it will be when 
she visits her family in Tel Aviv, on her next trip financed by her new 
sponsors, a trip with ambitious goals which, and Mrs. Pápai was per-
fectly aware of this, clearly surpassed her abilities and possibilities, she 
will of course do her very best, her utmost, leaving no stone unturned, 
but will still hardly be able to gain admittance to the Zionist Congress, 
and this fact secretly pleased her, as every fiber in her body protested 
that “chauvinistic rant”, but at least she will be close to her beloved 
ones, and that a member of the family will be extremely pleased to get 
this tablecloth with the Matyo embroidery. Mrs. Pápai wasn’t attached 
to objects, and got rid of them on the first occasion, or if she didn’t, 
they would go missing in some kind of a black hole, some place even 
she didn’t remember, reappearing and disappearing again. She wasn’t 
attached, but then again, she didn’t throw out anything either, she kept 
every scrap of paper that had letters or notes scrawled upon them, every 
document, bad or good, she preserved them meticulously, like her fa-
ther, but without a system. As a child she learned from her mother, that 
one shouldn’t fetishize objects, and her mother, although they weren’t 
rich, on more than one occasion called in poor kids from the street and 
prepared them cocoa with whipped cream, and on more than one oc-
casion, following a sudden whim, gave away her daughter’s best shoes 
or fanciest dress, and if she saw her child’s face turning sour, she would 
lecture her about communism that was going to dawn on humanity in 
the near future, insisting that they had to show a good example. Mrs. 
Pápai did not indeed attach any value to objects, the brightening of her 
eyes at the sight of the birthday gift, whatever the etiquette might have 
had to say, had only one reason, her already knowing what a nice gift 
this gift will become.

For some time comrade Szakadáti fidgeted in his chair restlessly, also 
wanting to join the conversation. Comrade Beider gently pressed his 
colleague’s knee under the table, a gesture that comrade Szakadáti un-
consciously misinterpreted as a sign of encouragement, although on the 
contrary, comrade Beider wanted to signal, in this informal way, the end 
of the already long-drawn-out meeting, but Szakadáti, maybe feeling 
frustrated having to withold all his remarks, sitting mum all the time, 
while his two colleagues, like two sometimes jovial, sometimes rigorous 
professors at an exam, chatted up Mrs. Pápai, as he saw it, couldn’t hold 
it any longer, and the words came pouring out of Szakadáti’s mouth as if 
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from a sack burst open (nomen est omen), and he, with the vehemence 
of a hot headed teenager reminded Mrs. Pápai of the intimate and warm 
atmosphere of their first meetings, as this fortytwo years old, divorced 
and – apart from occasional misadventures – solitary man in a certain 
moment totally misinterpreted Mrs. Pápai’s simple and direct style, 
when she asked him for example to forgive her spontaneous style with 
which she adressed all people, which Szakadáti adored, but still he had 
to forbid, so they communicated rather formally, although that may 
have an erotic tinge as well, and for a certain period – although every 
rule strictly forbids this – hoped rather foolishly for a more intimate 
relationship, as he was a great admirer of elder ladies. Knowing now 
that their meetings will be rarer or maybe fall out totally, as comrade 
Dóra will receive Mrs. Pápai, he will handle her from now on, and the 
processing of the materials of Mrs. Pápai will be the exclusive com-
petence of comrade Dóra, Szakadáti was feeling gloomy. He couldn’t 
complain about not having enough work, as the whole Middle-East en 
bloc was his resort, although he spoke neither Arabic, nor Hebrew, and 
his knowledge of English was also a bit scarce, and even if he did pass, 
before a blatantly well disposed committee, the exam, this took a heavy 
toll on him, especially in these very turbulent times –, so now, barely 
repressing the vibrating desire in his voice –, he reminded Mrs. Pápai 
of her charming talent to gain the trust of other people, furthermore 
reminded her of those glorious perspectives opening up before them in 
the common fight against international Zionism in the not too distant 
future. And added, maybe with a little overstatement, that Mrs. Pápai’s 
work is an invaluable treasure for the People’s Democracy, considering 
her rare linguistic abilities and her adventurous life, and he even blurt-
ed out that some high ranking Soviet comrades have also praised the 
materials produced from Mrs. Pápai’s summary reports – but at this 
point Beider went further as gently pressing his knees, and wildly kicked 
(while smiling at Mrs. Pápai) Szakadáti’s ankle.

„The daily grind!”, announced Miklós with an apologetic smile, and 
glancing emphatically at his watch, stood up from the table. But it 
wasn’t the daily grind that made him stand up so abruptly. In truth he 
was absolutely frightened, from the moment he caught sight of a certain 
person entering Café Angelika, the infamous opposition figure, the 
writer who was highly esteemed in the West, with a maddeningly pretty 
young girl, since he knew from other reports he received regularly – 
not directly questioning, but, let us put it that way, keeping the trust-
worthyness of Mrs. Pápai on the agenda –, how close a relationship her 
children had with certain circles of the Budapest intelligentsia; he was 
terrified and he wanted to prevent Mrs. Pápai noticing that man. They 
must by all means avoid that these two greet each other, he cursed him-
self now to have chosen Café Angelika, as it was well-known, he could 
read it many reports, that because of the closeness of his apartment, 
this was the prefered venue of the writer’s romantic rendezvous. Beider 
sprang soldierlike from his chair and looked very sharply at his watch. 
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What a comical sight the three beaus were at this moment, because 
all three, really like in the daily grind, jumped up from the table at the 
same time and glanced at their watches. It was ten minutes past four.8

Mrs Pápai, tying her silk shawl round her neck, buttoning up her coat 
in the swirling snowfall, pulling the knitted wool cap in her forehead, 
started to climb the mild ascent of Batthyány street towards Moscow 
square, that is, the Rózsa Ferenc Veterans Home a little further off, 
where, in their tiny common room, her crazy husband waited for her, 
the sometime Pápai, a crooked figure standing in the doorway, tortured 
by premonitions, trembling and frantic with worry.

8 We ended familiarization 
at 6.10 p.m. agreeing that we 
will see each other at the 
cafeterie at the reception of 
Kútvölgyi Hospital on the 6th 
at 3 p. m.
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The Attempt
The two boys have already spent somewhat more than half an hour sit-
ting on the corridor. They had taken the elevator up to the third floor. 
Noise of busily tapping typewriters could be heard from behind brown 
padded doors, the office appearing to be in full swing. Lady secretar-
ies swept on their obligatory high stilettos through the wood-paneled 
corridors carrying papers to be signed, every now and then a badly 
dressed pot-bellied figure with a bulky dossier under his arm trotted 
away in front of them, clad in a grey suit and necktie, and from time to 
time a man dressed in military uniform also appeared, a clearly visible 
holster attached to his waist – they came and went, doing their jobs, not 
even noticing the presence of the two boys. Nobody else waited on this 
wood-paneled corridor which was so narrow, that it did not even seem 
to be constructed for waiting, it was a rather weird situation, they had a 
strange, maybe unfounded feeling of being observed, that all this hustle 
and bustle was only a comedy staged for them, and the long-drawn-
out wait on this corridor was nothing else but the time allotted for 
their observation. Even if they shrugged off this thought, laughed at it, 
knowing that to wait was the normal course of things here, that was why 
an office was an office. A faint suspicion awoke in them though, when 
a somewhat balding young man passed for the second time, and while 
they dismissed it as if they had nothing in common with the situation, 
and as if it wouldn’t be their concern at all, a certain feeling, there is no 
proper English word for it, an unheimlich feeling, a canny feeling spread 
through their bodies: that the whole building was watching them, and 
they were constantly being kept under surveillance. But it was possible 
on the other hand, that nobody was in fact actually keeping them under 
surveillance, they just wanted them to feel that way. Although arriving 
separately, they were both punctual, and although it was not to be ex-
pected from an official having so much work on his shoulders day after 
day, the immense burden of administration, to immediately receive any-
body just stepping in from the street, but then again, if this is an office 
where they had an appointment for a certain hour, why wait so long?

The sight of the grey plastered corner-building had already aroused a 
creepy feeling in the boys, it may have been intended to be grey or it 
may have simply been irredeemably neglected, this diffuse agitation 
even increasing in them at the main entrance as a uniformed guard 
asked for their identity cards and scribbled their details into a huge 
logbook. Later the soldier made a phone call somewhere to indicate 
their arrival, all this with a stony gaze. According to the gold-lettered 
black glass panel attached to the wall to the left of the entrance, this 
corner-building was the headquarters of the Passport Department of 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs, at Rudas László street 45. The som-
bre corner-building seemed to be, by way of its strange proportions, 
unexplicably beautiful. Arriving on foot from the direction of Lenin 
Boulevard they did not even perceive its odd assymetry: nothing could 
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be distinguished but its greyness, or, to be more exact: its steely grey-
ness, maybe that’all what happened on a not especially hot summer 
day of June, 1978. A building erected before the war for sure, judged 
by its proportions and windowframes , not to speak about the two ele-
gant rosettes above the main entrance, half hidden by a polished glass 
wrought iron structure bending over the entrance. The house was be-
smeared with the same neglect, dirt and sordid insignificance as all the 
neighbouring houses, still, if the two boys could have seen the building 
in its actual reality, they may have recognized that it was like a church 
combined with an office: left to the entrance, the frontal avant-corps 
was broken by huge columns and round-arched windows, high above a 
tympanum suggested the complexity of inner spaces, and to make the 
avant-corps even more mysterious, under this greater tympanum there 
was a smaller tympanum as well. The sphinx sitting on the rooftop with 
unblinking eyes was all the more imperceptible because who would have 
sauntered over to the other side of Rudas László street to take a closer 
look at the facade of the Passport Department of the Ministry of Inter-
nal Affairs? From over the rails of the railway station, from the distance, 
from the fifth floor of a far away house one may have been able to catch 
a glimpse of it in its full splendour. But one could not even make out 
the latin lettered inscription of the year MDCCCCLXXXXVI written 
in the tympanum, proudly proclaiming that the house was built not 
only one but two wars ago, even before that, in an other century, in the 
year of the great boom and the glorious Millenium of the Hungarian 
state. Careful hands – or the bombs, or some well directed bullets from 
a machine gun – razed off all the half nude female hermas from the 
rusticated ground floor keystones, and were replaced by simple rhom-
buses. But there was an other absence purposefully designed by the 
architect: as if someone would have cut off a longish, triangle-shaped 
piece from the corner of the house at the crossing of Rudas László and 
Vörösmarty streets with a cake-knife. The building had no real corner, 
as if it wanted to declare something through this self-effacing gesture. 
As if it wanted to address the population of the whole city: at the height 
of the second floor an empty niche was to be seen, and above the niche, 
like over an orators pulpit, an unexpected decoration, a carved canopy 
with lacy muster, and above it a perhaps deliberately blank shield – all 
this was shed, had disappeared in the turmoil of the world war, and 
nothing remained to suggest that, leaving behind the blinding glare 
of a 1978 June street on this sunny Friday morning, the boys entered 
somewhat timidly in the erstwhile building of the Hungarian Symbolic 
Grand Lodge, a former palace of the Freemasons. It was now a classic 
communist office building, although its wood paneled walls were some-
what more elegant than average, as were the few pieces of custom made 
furniture still scattered here and there in the rooms. The original wish-
list of the customers adressed to the architect included three shrines and 
two workshops to be planned in the building. This indicates the newer 
practice in which, contrasting to the old times, when all the lodges had 
their own separate spaces, several lodges worked in paralell, according 
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to special time and room schedules. There was also a big dining room 
in the house, where convivial conversations were held, furthermore a 
restaurant, which could be rented, also a library, a lounge and a games 
room, and some office spaces. True, the most important Masonic sym-
bols were designed to occupy discreetly the least visible parts of the 
façade. In the small tympanum under the big one there were bouquets 
of flowers, the aediculas of the windows of the second – most emphatic 
– floor were decorated with rocailles, and the several stucco ornaments 
scattered on the wall had no symbolic meaning whatsoever. These miss-
ing contents were explained possibly by the reticence of the freemasons 
in showing off their symbols. Only the most attentive passersby noticed 
the rooftop ornaments behind the urns and the balustrade. The other 
main ornament beside the sphinx leaning on the globe, was the celestial 
sphere with all the Zodiac signs in procession. On its pedestal the most 
important Masonic symbol, the square and compasses were crowned 
with the radiating triangle symbolizing God.

With butterflies in his stomach the younger boy entered the irregular-
ly shaped and fairly low ceilinged room. A huge table was installed in 
the middle of the office, and the small man with a double chin, in the 
uniform of a lieutenant-colonal, wearing golden framed spectacles, who 
kindly offered him to take a seat, almost vanished for a moment behind 
the desk when he sat down. Because of its irregular form, the office, 
which seemed to be assembled of several chambers, seemed at once sur-
prisingly big, more spacious than usual, and at the same time even more 
cramped and uncomfortable due to its strange narrowness. A little niche 
was visible on the left side, beside the rear wall, its depth could not be 
estimated, it was maybe a passageway, where one could remain undis-
turbed if wanting to eavesdrop on the conversation in the room, since 
a person entering from the corridor could not catch sight of him, even 
if he made a few steps forward. Because of the low, possibly suspended 
ceiling and the clumsily covered semi-circular windows which obviously 
were scaled for a much larger space and which barely allowed in some 
light from the street, the lights had to be kept turned on even during 
daytime, otherwise a certain dimness would have prevailed in the room, 
the premises, corresponding to the state of mind of those occupying it, 
in certain moments seemed to be quite tiny and dark. It was even more 
surprising that in front of the semi-circular windows, for some strange 
reason or necessity, the floor was five inches lower, so anyone wanting 
to pace the room had to step a step up and then down again all the time, 
as if limping. For this reason the inhabitant of the room possibly stayed 
in the foremost part where the immense desk, in fact two different 
sized pieces put together, occupying the center of the room, usurped 
all the space. The office thus resembled a small and dark cell, which, 
from its backside, was closed down by an invisible wall in front of the 
actual wall. Who knows, maybe this was the so called “dark chamber” 
where the Masonic candidate, before he was led into the shrine and 
was submitted to the series of trials, could contemplate in solitude and 
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write his spiritual testament. Still, one spending his days here could, at 
the same time feel himself very powerful and very tiny, to be a weary, 
eviscerated small clerk and an omnipotent grey eminence having sway 
over the fate of others. On the right two bulky, brown and ugly safes, 
the key still in their shiny locks, beside them a piece of furniture from 
the rococo period, a small cupboard with glazed doors, a kind of filing 
cabinet, seemingly empty. To the left a round marble table with two 
bentwood chairs, as if one were in a coffee-house, with lace tablecloth 
on top, above it a lead crystal ashtray and a shiny metal coffee machine, 
a so called cluckling, that stood on an electric heating plate, from wich 
a thick black wire ran to a cumbersome plug. Sniffing into the air, one 
could still smell the odour of freshly roasted coffee beans. Glancing at 
his own well-groomed hands, the lieutenant colonel, after politely in-
troducing himself, fell silent for a long while. On the desk before him 
there lay a fresh and crisp passport, it was by all means ready, one could 
almost feel its scent, but the lieutenant colonel, while studying the nails 
on his left hand, put his right gently on the passport, his eyes lingering 
on the boy, like a predator who hasn’t decided yet what to do with him, 
whether to kill him at once or toy with him for a while beforehand.

Both boys were surprised when at last the secretary, a fifty year old 
matron with dyed hair wearing a long grey skirt and a white shirt with 
baggy sleeves, called the younger boy first. Jacob and Esau, the eternal 
story, the birthright, and all the privileges that go with it.9

The lieutenant colonel could choose between two paths. He has been 
practicing his craft for many years now, he could apply both with skill, 
all the expressions lay ready, right in the drawer, he simply had to take 
them out. One of them was sinister, the other jovial, menace hidden in 
the first, stormy grey clouds in the distance, possibly the blocking or 
hampering of a career, the second offered wonderful perspectives and 
security, a rosy cheeked sunrise on the horizon.

A real virtuoso, all the expressions, all the scenarios were at his finger-
tips. This moment, the moment of recruitment was in his eyes the most 
exciting, most inspiring task, this was what he relished the most, this 
was the closest to the thing he dreamed about as a child: theatre, with 
a capital T. It was a role he played with obvious pleasure, even if he 
knew quite well – he wasn’t a fool after all – how ridiculously petty a 
perspective he was about to reveal before the young man sitting in front 
of him, who of course had no idea of what awaited him, but whose 
whole being, like that of all suspects, including even those who were 
accused of things they certainly had not commited, vibrated gently. He 
may also have been afraid, but as someone who is not conscious of being 
afraid: all this demonstrated itself in a feeble excitement, lips opening 
in visible breathing, the faint blush of the skin, the glimmering eyes and 
other hardly perceivable signs for an inexperienced eye, signs of which 
the observed person was of course ignorant. And although he wasn’t a 

9 Mrs. PÁPAI drew our at-
tention to her sons who also 
would like to travel to Is-
rael in order to visit the 
family in the near future. /
We took action in their case, 
too./
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suspect, why would he be? one had to take advantage of the moment, 
let him feel, to be sure, but gingerly, delicately, that the relations of 
power are inequal, without scaring up, without scaring away the animal 
in the forest. Yes, one must chase, stalk, one must track down, dupe, and 
in most cases, even for those with a finer intellect, a faint allusion to 
possible sharp curves and accidents of a career was enough. In the train-
ing school in Moscow the lieutenant-colonel miraculously got hold of 
a volume of Talleyrand during the course of political history: seeing the 
avid look in his eyes the brilliant colonel Volkov gave it to him, with a 
manly pat on his back. After the young man, not without some difficul-
ties, procured a French-Hungarian dictionary and could read it – of 
course he lied about speaking French, lying is a kind of occupational 
hazard declared his boss once, letting on about one of his gallant affairs, 
let us not call it lying, it is but diplomacy! –, no doubt about it, the fu-
ture lieutenant-colonel fell in a lifelong love with the bishop-be-
come-revolutionary, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, as his 
full name went. He knew his best aphorisms by heart. Wasn’t the saying 
his invention: “a man with a wife and family is willing to do anything 
for money”? Of course the lieutenant-colonel’s organisation didn’t have 
that much money, and money wasn’t the point, even if, for sure, from 
time to time one had to pay, the blood-money, the rewards, the petty 
benefits were parts of the game, almost non-existent sums, but still 
enough to chain the deliquents, to tighten the grip, if with nothing else, 
than with the feeling of guilt, and wasn’t it Talleyrand again who said 
that „Speech was given to man to disguise his thoughts”? Ah, how won-
derful this one, the lieutenant-colonel started to force his brain to find 
an other good phrase, he wanted to show off to the young man who 
worked in the theatre, and who was said to be very educated, very 
smart,10 but nothing came into his mind, maybe it will pop up during 
the conversation, but what is essential: not even a shade of a shade of 
coercion should happen. Of course in the case of Mrs. Pápai they did 
not need coercion, sure, they didn’t tell her11 that she was re-qualified, 
she doesn’t have to know, she could guess though, after four years of 
smooth cooperation, that the stakes were high, and anyhow, what’s the 
difference between a “covert commissioned” and a “covert collabora-
tor”? Indistinguishable nuances, but one must take into account the 
moral scrupules of people, nobody likes to be a snitch voluntarily and 
those who do are the lowest scum of mankind, so of course one has to 
deal with such types as well. And it has become clear pretty soon that 
– although Mrs. Pápai was a convinced member of the party, there are 
indeed such freaks in this world, and her ever more frequent trips were 
not without real dangers at all, the Shin Bet being the best secret service 
of the world, no doubt about it – she took part in this endeavour with 
the sole aim to be closer to her adored father. Her crazy husband was a 
pain in her neck, who had – the lieutenant-colonel studiously worked 
himself through Pápai’s three thick dossiers when a possible employ-
ment of Mrs. Pápai was seriously considered – functioned quite unpre-
dictably, until one day he went mad. He was undoubtebly a well quali-

10 Our sc. cn. Mrs. PÁPAI, who 
has been employed efficiently 
for a long time now, told us 
that both her sons submitted 
passport applications to the 
relevant authority of the MI 
to travel to Israel. According 
to Mrs. PÁPAI the main pur-
pose of her sons’ journey is 
to participate in the birthday 
celebration of their grandfa-
ther, Avi Shaul. Avi Shaul is 
a noted writer and peace-fight-
er, the vice-president of the 
League for Human Rights.
…
 Sc. cn. Mrs. Pápai’s sons 
– Péter Forgách /birth: 
10.09.1950/ who works as a re-
search associate at the Insti-
tute for Cultural Education; 
András Forgách /18.07.1953/ is 
a dramaturge, currently still 
a member of the National The-
atre of Kecskemét. The latter 
studied History of Philosophy 
at Eötvös Loránd University 
and wants to become a film-
maker. He is a member of the 
KISZ [Hungarian Young Commu-
nist League]. He claims to be 
a communist but he cannot as-
sume the constraints associat-
ed with party membership. He 
is a very gifted person who 
not only is able to listen but 
also always keeps his eyes 
open in the world.
 According to our informa-
tion gained it seems useful 
to arrange a conversation with 
him under the pretext of his 
passport application in the 
competent office of the Pass-
port Department.
 During the conversation his 
attention would be drawn to 
the expected pitfalls of such 
journey and to the difficulties 
he might have to face without 
diplomatic relations.
 The primary objective of his 
journey besides visiting fam-
ily would also be made clear 
and he would be asked about 
his ideas and expectations 
concerning his trip to Israel.
 Provided that he makes an 
impression that he is ready 
to collaborate, he would be 
contacted upon return.
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fied person, spoke seven languages fluently, but he was messy and 
unpredictable, and most of his reports could have been archived straight 
into the wastebasket, if one had not had to file them in his dossier, not 
to mention the fact, that – even being a journalist by profession – he 
almost never wrote anything down, he always had to be questioned, and 
as Pápai’s impatient keeper (the officer who met him in a conspired flat) 
recurringly stated, each word had to be extracted from Pápai’s mouth 
as if with pliers, that his stories always kept changing, and that there 
were many such instances. When Mrs. Pápai described the well ad-
vanced persecution mania of her husband, the lieutenant-colonel almost 
quipped á la Talleyrand, that at least in this case the objective circum-
stances did confirm the subjective state of the mind, as they say: the base 
determines the superstructure. Surely, the main thing was not the use-
fulness of each and every report, reports, as a matter of course had to 
be produced incessantly, but the lieutenant did not really enjoy this 
mechanical side of the work, the fulfilment of the implicit norm, but in 
the end the permanent attention did occaisonally bring some fruit, one 
bigger catch or even two could slip in, not to mention the importance 
of keeping those reporting constantly active, to let them feel that they 
had their eyes on them. Pápai, who spoke seven languages, had the 
appearance of being enthusiastic, but was in fact a blabbermouth, quite 
an atrocious spy – this short-tempered hothead would engage in an 
argument with anybody for no reason, couldn’t cooperate with anyone 
of different opinions, and regrettably almost the same could be said 
about Mrs. Pápai, therefore she was only a „one-armed bandit”, as com-
rade István Berényi cynically blurted out at a meeting, one must break 
her habit of placing her convictions before her work.12 She never con-
cealed her antipathy towards the Jewish state, in fact this was the source 
of her motivation, one had to guide her patiently to make the distinc-
tion between these things, to separate the personal convictions from the 
serving of a greater cause, the interests of the socialist camp and the 
opinion of the network person, he spoke with her not once about it, and 
of course he never questioned Mrs. Pápai’s deep seated worldview that 
was even of anthorpological an interest, the lieutenant colonel had sel-
dom met a Jew who could hate the Jewish state, with such an almost 
caricatural vehemence, even if the land was her mother-country.13 Mrs. 
Pápai always carefully corrected him when the lieutenant colonel ref-
ered to the fact that she was born in Israel. “Not in Israel, but in Pales-
tine” interrupted an irritated Mrs. Pápai, causing the lieutenant colonel 
to break into a spontaneous smile which hurt Mrs. Pápai, but this rigid 
and childish differentiation did not carry too much weight in the lieu-
tenant colonel’s eyes. Once he laughed for ten minutes slapping his 
knees on reading a phrase in a report of Mrs. Pápai,14 but decided not 
to push the subject further and not to draw the attention of the secret 
collaborator, not even with a pedagogical intent, to the flaw in her log-
ic, a logical somersault, as he used to say, but he was really very curious 
what would be the answer of Mrs. Pápai to the impish question: „From 
what did the comrade conclude that there was probably such a feeling?” 

The conversation will be con-
ducted by comrade Miklós 
Beider lt. col. and assist-
ed by comrade György Ocskó c. 
insp.

11 Mrs. Pápai has been help-
ing our work with her very 
productive tip-off search-
ing activity due to her ex-
tensive personal connections, 
besides she is still our only 
competent Hebrew translator. 
Considering that official-
ly classifying her as secret 
collaborator is a pure for-
mality informing her there-
about seems unnecessary.

12 Mrs. “PÁPAI” is a deter-
mined and “pushy” person who 
works hard and in a purposeful 
way. However, her age (she is 
60 years old), her qualifica-
tion not exceeding secondary 
education, her unfocused con-
dition due to a tragedy af-
flicting her family, and her 
insufficient level of training 
do not allow us to maximize 
her potential.

13 In the course of our con-
versation there was a con-
stant feeling that Mrs. PÁPAI 
got so profoundly upset by her 
experiences with the situa-
tion in Israel that her pas-
sion was about to inhibit her 
from judging political issues 
soundly and objectively. She 
stressed every now and then 
that the Israeli politics is 
untenable.

14  the Jews, if they feel 
themselves to be Jews (be-
cause probably there is such 
a feeling, true or false, but 
there is)
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He understood Mrs. Pápai somewhat, because even a lieutenant colonel 
may have certain doubts and obsessions that were strange in this job, 
but he couldn’t do a decent job if he would listen to these voices of Si-
rens, still, he had to concede that with all her contradictions and exag-
gerated bigotry she was still an ideal “client”, whose rather disorderly 
financial situation and the troubled ideological deviance of her children, 
furthermore the aim of easing the entry to Hungary of her large kins-
folk living in Israel pushed her irresistibly in their arms. Evidently they 
alluded to these things only lightly with Mrs. Pápai, the lieutenant col-
onel never asked her directly about her family affairs, he helped, when 
it was necessary, with some visa-application reviews, and when some 
bitter complaint gushed forth from her,15 he listened with great com-
passion, but racked his brain afterwards to compress all the useless and 
marginal information in one concise phrase at the end of a report, and 
mused if he could really distill some useable fact or trifle from the in-
formation he just learned. „Trifles have a huge significance” was a say-
ing of lieutenant colonel Volkov in Moscow, even Talleyrand could 
have said that, but such private detours were rare, they concentrated 
more on the tasks of the network person, and Mrs. Pápai executed them 
with the utmost zeal and fervour.

According to the testimony of a black and white photo made in 1951, 
the house at Podmaniczky str. 45. – obviously to greet the celebrating 
masses marching towards Heroes square – bore a 1st of May decoration. 
Between two smaller and two larger red flags an inscription said: THE 
GREAT MUSTER OF THE PEOPLES FIGHTING FOR PEACE, 
above which there were small framed portraits of Lenin, Rákosi and 
Stalin, although the portrait of Rákosi was a few inches smaller than 
that of his Slavic colleagues. In 1979 the BM (Ministry of the Interior, 
and for a period before that, the ÁVO, the State Protection Depart-
ment) had already been in posession of the same corner house for over 
a quarter of a century, the street having also been renamed in 1951 – 
simultaneously with the final moving in of a department of the Ministry 
of the Interior – from Podmaniczky to Rudas. But neither of them could 
possibly know – neither the lieutenant colonel, nor the boy –, that right 
in that very room, on the third floor, where their intimate conversation 
took place,16 the secretary (who strikingly resembled the secretary of 
the lieutenant colonel) of no smaller Hungarian personality, than Gyu-
la Gömbös (who had for four years, between 1932 and 1936, until his 
death, been the Prime Minister of Admiral Horthy) typed diligently the 
speeches of the President of MOVE (The Hungarian National Defence 
Association). The narrow passageway led to a detached corner of a great 
vaulted hall, this most spacious premise of the building where Gömbös 
duly took up residence, exposing himself to the crude jokes his men 
incessantly cracked about those “spit out Jew” Egyptian style paintings 
on the wall, the weathered frescoes, which Gömbös, who knows why, 
didn’t allow to be removed or covered. His secretary caught him not 
once sunk in deep thoughts staring at the Egyptian reed in Art Nouveau 

15 Mrs. “PÁPAI” is a reliable, 
conscientious and trustworthy 
partner. She has always 
pulled her weight. However, 
her activity is impacted by 
her husband’s state and its 
consequences. Furthermore, 
the relations in her family 
are extremely complicated and 
unsettled.

/She has three adult chil-
dren – two sons, a daughter, 
and also a stepdaughter. All 
of them, except the last one, 
impose heavy burden on her 
already difficult life. Last 
year while visiting family in 
the USA, her daughter, who was 
otherwise under CI supervi-
sion, got married and did not 
come back. CI deemed it ap-
propriate to delay her re-en-
try. Mrs. “PÁPAI”’s daugh-
ter’s departure and even more 
her unauthorized visit cause 
serious conflicts to her./ 

16 Within the meaning of the 
approved proposal, I had a 
conversation with András 
Forgách in the competent of-
fice of the Passport Depart-
ment on 23. 06. 1978.

In the conversation I kindly 
drew his attention to the ex-
pected pitfalls of his jour-
ney to Israel and to the diffi-
culties he might have to face 
without diplomatic relations. 
I told him that some young 
people whose we appreciate 
the personal and political 
conduct are allowed to go to 
Israel at their own request, 
nevertheless their journey is 
monitored lest, in default of 
diplomatic relations, they be 
exposed to possible provoca-
tion or other unforeseeable 
difficulties. During our talk 
I mentioned a couple of spe-
cific cases that happened to 
Hungarian citizens in Israel. 
This strengthened his confi-
dence in me as he also knew 
most of them.

After that, I asked what plans 
and expectations he had in 
mind concerning his journey 
to Israel.
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style on the walls of his office, as someone touched by the metaphysical 
force radiating from those ancient images. The Freemasons were in 
reality already being little by little dumped from the building before the 
White Terror. On 19th of March, 1919, they handed over a few shops 
and offices to the Social Democratic Party, and then, on 21st of March 
the revolutionary government seized the whole building of the Grand 
Lodge. The later party of Gömbös, the racist Party of Radical Defence, 
also known as the Hungarian National Independence Party occupied 
the house on 14th of May, 1920, shortly before Mihály Dömötör, the 
Minister of the Interior banned all lodgelife on 18th of May. In Septem-
ber, 1923 the Minister of Interior Rakovszky (son of the former Grand 
Master!) directed the land registry authority to register the building 
under the name of the National Employees’ Sick Relief Fund. The 
ground-plot of the mafia was already in full swing. All the while Göm-
bös remained in the house, what is more, the Defence Association first 
acquired a sixteen year lease in 1926, and then, although Miklós Horthy 
and his circle commited everything to oust Gömbös from political life, 
the Association could register the building on its own name. Shortly 
thereafter Gömbös quit the organization he himself founded, but his 
men, some of whom later became prominent members of the Arrow 
Cross Party, remained in the house, and set it up as a perfect base for 
the raids against the Jewish population, transforming the cellar of the 
Freemasons into the ideal storehouse of the looted booty. This idyllic 
state of affairs lasted right until the siege of Budapest. The siege of 
Buda was still in full swing in February, 1945 when the Freemasons 
emerging from the air raid cellars reclaimed the Lodge House from 
the Provisional National Government, which promptly gave it back to 
the Freemasons in the great post-war freedom-euphoria, but recom-
mended them to try to come to an agreement with the National Peasant 
Party which moved into the building not long before. The position of 
the Grand Lodge was definitely improved by an order of the Ministry 
of the Interior in April, 1945, making all lodge life legal again. The 
network of the Freemasons functioned perfectly. The Grand Lodge 
as the owner has come to a temporary agreement with the National 
Peasant Party: the agreement recognized the claim of the Peasant Party 
to use the second and the third floors of the building. But this was only 
a Queen’s Gambit. The reconstruction started in September, 1946, 
partly funded by private donations, partly by American aid. Parallelly 
the controversy continued with the National Peasant Party about the 
evacuation of the building. To achieve this, the Grand Lodge even 
attempted to have the Lodge-House be qualified as a monument. The 
Grand Master Géza Supka informed the construction committee about 
this development on 1st of October, 1946, but added: „Anyway, it seems 
that the whole action will not be necessary because the Peasant Party is 
willing to leave the Lodge House peacefully.” This took place following 
a final court decision in early 1947. József Kővágó, Mayor of Budapest, 
also a Freemason, member of the Corvin Lodge, offered, on behalf of 
the capital, 30 000 forints, also debris-removal free of charge, and some 

András Forgács said that he 
would set sail at the invita-
tion of his grandfather, Avi-
Shaul, noted Israeli writer 
and public figure and intend-
ed to help Avi Shaul organize 
his literary legacy, having 
regard to his advanced age.

Then we had a brief but pro-
found talk about Israel and 
its current situation, final-
ly I said farewell and told 
that I would be happy to see 
him after his return since I 
would be interested in his 
experiences and impressions 
obtained there. At the same 
time I warned him that he 
should come willingly, only 
if he felt that he could make 
a useful service for us, and 
if he did not come into con-
flict with himself because of 
that. I asked him to keep the 
content of our conversation 
between us and to withhold 
it even from his brother who 
was also there, and to whom 
I talked separately about the 
topic except that I did not 
request him to see me upon his 
return.

I told András Forgách that I 
asked him to get in contact 
with me after returning only 
because I sensed and consid-
ered that, according to my 
knowledge of people, he is a 
person whom I could contact 
without concerns when there 
was a good cause to support.

András Forgách thanked me 
for the confidence and prom-
ised that, in any event, upon 
his return, he would pres-
ent himself in the Passport 
Department where I left my 
telephone number. After the 
conversation András Forgách’s 
mother contacted me. She said 
that András had contacted her 
after the appointment and he 
was excessively positive con-
cerning the conversation at 
the Passport Department and 
has a firm intention to make a 
report about his Israeli trip 
and experiences.
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free ornamental plants to decorate the Lodge House once the recon-
struction was finished. The work progressed well despite the finan-
cial turmoil. Groundwater posed one of the biggest problems, against 
which – and it was but a symptomatic treatment – they chose to fill the 
basement with rubble. The first floor workshop was inaugurated with 
a ceremonial opening on 15th of March, 1948. On 12th of June, 1949. 
the leadership of the Grand Lodge decided to implement a forty years 
old, but never executed resolution of the Council. The great hall was 
named Kossuth workshop, the middle workshop was named after Bal-
assi, and the workshops number 2-4. were named after Ady, Kazinczy 
and Martinovics, respectively. The idyll did not last very long. Révai’s 
(who was the cultural commissar of the communist dictator Rákosi) 
diatribes against the Freemasons in June, 1950, signalled the beginning 
of the end, and on the 12th the ÁVO (the State Protection Department) 
broke into the Lodge House and occupied the building. The fate of the 
house was sealed.

From the sudden silence that fell on them at the beginning of the con-
versation, and it was, after all, the lieutenant colonel’s own silence, he 
understood that the boy will be a tougher nut to crack than usual. An 
air of strange inviolability and invulnerability hovered around him, it 
radiated from his compliant smile, but also infinite solitude, which the 
lieutenant colonel started unwillingly to respect, and his phrases un-
wittingly transformed into the conditional, the warnings meant to be 
firm, tough and threatening melted like butter in his mouth. The time 
allocated to the conversation slowly expired, but the lieutenant colonel 
still racked his brains to find a Talleyrand-quote with which he could 
impress the young man. He doesn’t have a family. He may never have 
one – the lieutenant colonel thought dryly, noticing suddenly that the 
eyes of the boy had a striking resemblance to the eyes of Mrs. Pápai. 
This filled him with some hope, but he still couldn’t penetrate the si-
lence. He rose behind his desk, the passport in his hand, he didn’t seem 
to be much taller standing up than he did sitting – he handed the pass-
port to the boy, looked upwards, directly into his blue-green eyes and 
said, he himself surprised by his own fervour: “Coffee should be black 
as the devil, hot as hell, pure as an angel, sweet as love.” In the end he 
blushed. „Talleyrand”, he added. „Wouldn’t you like some coffee?” 
In that very moment he realized what a great mistake he made. „Ah, 
Talleyrand!”, said the boy with a big smile: „This is the beginning of 
the end.” To which, like in a chess-game, the lieutenant colonel replied 
with another quote: „It is worse than a crime, it is a mistake.” „That’s 
Fouché”, said the boy offhandedly, taking his passport from the lieu-
tenant colonel. „The minister of police.” „Who?” „Stefan Zweig wrote 
a book about him. Fundamental.” „Who wrote a book about him?” The 
lieutenant colonel was totally confused. „Thanks, no”, said the boy, 
„my brother is waiting outside.” The lieutenant colonel, as if waiting 
for this magic word, composed himself with a little shiver. „Please”, he 
started to say, surprised by the almost pleading tone creeping into his 

András Forgách is a research 
associate at the Institute 
for Cultural Education, dra-
maturg, studied history of 
philosophy in University and 
wants to become a filmmaker. 
He has a colorful personality 
and charisma. His erudition 
is above average and he is 
proficient in English.

I plan to use the future en-
counter with András Forgách 
to deepen our relationship 
because I think this could 
become a valuable connection.
Miklós Beider Lt. Col.
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voice. „We are now absolutely”, he thought, and wanted to sink out of 
shame, „like two lovers in a French film on a railway station”, his eyes 
were misty, he was breathing with difficulty. But then he pulled himself 
together. „Please”, he said firmly, „do not mention the subject of our 
conversation to your brother. Will you do me this favour?” „Of course”, 
said the boy, and looked back once more before he stepped out of the 
room. The lieutenant colonel stood, half turned away, as if watching a 
person who only he could see, and then disappeared from the sight of 
the boy, who closed the door behind himself.

“What do you think, Gyuri?” asked the lieutenant colonel from Oc-
skó who emerged from the passageway. The captain, clad in civilian 
clothes, lit a cigarette. “I have no idea,” he said simply, “I think you 
should have used a somewhat harder tone with him.” “Harder?” the 
lieutenant colonel glanced at Ocskó, “I’m glad I could utter a normal 
word.” “He bewitched you so much?” asked Ocskó mockingly. “Will he 
come back?” “I haven’t the faintest idea,” said Ocskó, who then shouted 
to the secretary: “Marika, coffee!” Marika entered on the opposite side 
between the safes through a noiseless jib-door. “Shall I make it now?” 
“Wait a second, comrade,” replied the lieutenant colonel in a hoarse 
voice, and Marika’s eyes widened. That the lieutenant colonal called her 
comrade, didn’t promise anything good.
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London, 1962

Pápai was nervous.

He had a little boy, his nine-year-old son, firmly in his grip, walking 
down Finchley road in Hampstead, if it could be called walking at all: 
the boy trying to keep up with the rhythm of the long and unpredict-
able strides of his dad, passing little shops, a bus stop with passengers 
waiting in line, the banks where people could conjure money out of 
the red-brick wall, moving along in the spicy and heavy smell of fish 
and chips, they passed before the dark throat of the Underground Sta-
tion that seemed to gobble and spit out so many people at once, they 
were approaching their destination, the big man and the small boy. He 
held the hand of his son so tight, that the little fingertips were already 
crimson and purple, as if blood could have spurted out of them by his 
little nails, but, although the strangling of his fingers did hurt a lot, the 
boy didn’t dare utter a word for quite a while. Pápai rushed through 
the sidewalk, with long and nervous steps, dragging his son with him, 
immersed in thoughts, not even noticing the passers-by.

And he was singing.

Catching the accidental glimpses of others, the boy kept his silence, 
knowing very well, that it was not always advisable to say anything, and 
at times the best was to remain silent. At their crowded home in Buda, 
and here in Hampstead, on the long corridor of the cosy apartment of 
the Elm Tree House, it happened not once that his kids had to jump 
away like grasshoppers from his path whenever Pápai – gnashing his 
teeth, clenching his fist, hitting the air, mumbling indecipherable words 
– fought with invisible enemies.

And he had many enemies.

Wherever he looked he saw people intent on destroying him. It may 
have all started with losing his father when he was four. Those tall men 
in the room, all in black, looking at him. The heavy, yellow coloured 
ice-cold hand of his dad on his head. But he wasn’t an egotist. What 
bothered him more, was that the great cause he was fighting for was 
also in constant danger of being defeated. The great cause of mankind. 
And he was alone, he was terribly alone.

And he was singing.

– Dad – said the boy in an almost inaudible voice –, if you sing, they’ll 
think you’re an idiot.
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He regretted it at once, he wanted to bite off his tongue, he did not even 
know why he said it. The huge man, his not slightly overweight father, 
whom he adored by the way, and dreaming of becoming just like him, 
to be just as disorderly, capricious and funny, and who only a moment 
ago was singing a merry little song, froze instantly in the middle of the 
street, his left leg put slightly forward, and, quenching his son’s hand 
ferociously, shouted at him with a contorted face, forcing some people 
to stop, turning their heads left and right, to understand where that 
raucous cry came from:

– How dare you call your father an idiot?!

His face livid, his lips trembling, he left his son alone in right the middle 
of Finchley road traffic, and never turned back. Teardrops started to 
well up in the boy’s eyes as he, unable to move, followed with his gaze 
the crumpled windblown mackintosh of his dad slowly vanishing in the 
distance among the nameless people of the early afternoon, all those big 
grown-ups living in Hampstead doing their inevitable shopping before 
getting home to watch Coronation Street on TV.

Yes, Pápai was nervous.

And he had every reason to be nervous. This morning he got up at 
five o’clock to get into the tiny office of the Hungarian News Agency 
(MTI) on Fleet street in time. He had to read all newspapers before 
seven local time in lightning speed to be able to type a short report for 
his colleagues in Budapest. He couldn’t get there early enough – they 
usually called at impossible hours, they always had special demands, 
they wanted to stab him in the back, they wanted to annihilate him, they 
wanted to prove that he was a lazy, incompetent and unprofessional 
fellow – well, he’ll show them who is lazy, incompetent and unprofes-
sional! He typed with two fingers fast as hell, never looking at the keys, 
like a pianist-virtuoso, like an acrobat, he enjoyed it, the physicality 
of it, putting the typewriter anywhere and conjuring the best possible 
expressions up in a maddening pace. And he did have a mighty store of 
all the phrases and idioms that were needed in his profession and in his 
present homeland at this time to be a credible journalist. His ideologi-
cal pedigree was impeccable. Yes, who was better than him? Who? He 
built up his life from scratch a third time now, no, the fifth time, from 
scratch, like a phoenix, rising from the ashes, from the ruins of a terrible 
war he watched from the fringes, with an exasperating will and all the 
cunning of the world. Every advantage that a solitary guy, a charming 
fellow with good looks and a fast tongue could muster.

But it was all in vain. All seemed to crumble again, exactly in the mo-
ment when he started to understand the tricks of his assignment, “the 
metier”, right now, when he made the necessary connections, he built 
up his network, when he was ready to apply the “dark method” of in-
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formation gathering, getting closer to people who half trusted one. The 
dream-job he started two years ago was a kind of reward for his exem-
plary behaviour after 56. He was a communist. He knew right away, in 
those heated, happy, exasperated, dangerous, treacherous, murderous 
days of October on whose side he must stand, which side of the barri-
cade, and he was proud of it, he boasted of it, into the face of a society 
that learned – after a few days of exuberant freedom – fear and silence 
again. And now the big prize, four years in London. He even had the 
chance to bow before the Queen! The envy and disbelief in all those 
eyes he met on the street gave him some sort of bitter satisfaction, the 
remarks behind his back at his workplace, and at the Hungarian News 
Agency, where they talked with him like with a piece of shit, all the 
mistrust he had to swallow! Yes, he felt for a short period again, that he 
could turn his fate, revive all hopes, and at long last have a shot at his 
true vocation, correct his fallacies, eradicate past failures, past mistakes 
that only happened, because he was a complete alien, someone blown 
there by the wind, , someone who was not born there, in Budapest, 
who was not born anywhere, as he never again, never once set foot in his 
birthplace again, never passed the border to see what has become of the 
world of his youth, where everyone he loved was murdered.

He has never been an insider, he only impersonated one with his mel-
lifluous words, the raw logic of the new ideology he made his own, 
aka. bolshevism, he was blindly jumping over dark precipices of the 
unknown, having no intimate knowledge of the finely woven warm web 
of friendships built up through generations. He had no family in the 
true sense of the word, it vanished in the nazi extermination camps, 
and he had no human network to sustain him in a foreign culture that 
spoke his mother tongue. All he had was his unshakeable faith in an 
ideology, a religion in the true sense of the word, that could furnish an 
explanation to all phenomenons of the world in a simple second. And 
those diligently scribbled notes also didn’t help, which he addressed 
to the party comrades, whom he sometimes bombarded with endlessly 
complaining letters begging their attention. Letters that were filled with 
malicious remarks about his colleagues and comrades, letters that gave 
him the bad reputation of being a denunciator even before he became 
one. It was the worst thing that could be said of anyone. Even those 
who helped him were mistrustful and cautious with him. A living Jew 
who hated Zionism. What an oxymoron. He was the perfect stranger.

But in the face of vicissitudes he constructed his life from nil with a 
rigorous rationality. As a good second chance after the war, in which he 
lost everything, he did get the biggest prize, the most beautiful woman 
on earth, who had faith in the same things as him, who believed, like he 
did, in the bright future of mankind. before the astonished eyes of his 
incredulous rivals, he, the lone hunter had her as a wife and companion, 
a second Ingrid Bergmann, as he used to call her, through his arduous, 
and rational and so convincing arguments. He hunted her down, he 



–28–

clutched her, knowing that his incurable love was not reciprocated, and 
she kept her feelings for someone else. It was a price he was ready to 
pay. There you go. His marriage was built on the very same beliefs he 
built his life on. These were his winning arguments, roared into the 
face of the world from the eye of the cyclon: the passionate words of a 
26-year-old, who survived the greatest cataclysm – and these were all 
the more convincing and disciplined as he was unsure and disorderly 
– they seemed to have a conjuring effect, and were able to defy all in-
surmountable difficulties, oh yeah, the magic of the verb was his credo 
quia absurdum est:

12th of February, Jerusalem, 1946

My dear Bruria!

Your letter, dated the 24/10, is still my latest source of information about you. 
I could not guess what are (or I hope were) the reasons of your silence. I don’t 
want to make any precipitated conclusions, I am only stressing the necessity of 
a more frequent exchange of views, considering my very complicated position.

You know Bruria, I have decided in a certain way. This was the easisest 
part of the job, you will agree with me I am sure. What comes now is to rid 
myself of all the unnecessary burdens barring the road leading towards the 
realization. It is difficult like hell to drop the great majority of my tasks in 
the movement, when I don’t see who will do the job, at least as well as I was 
trying to do. But I must drop them or otherwise my plans with chemistry will 
remain empty promises.

I have seen Helmut to-day. He told me that you received my letters and that 
you have been glad about the news. On my questions why Bruria is so silent 
lately, meaning the letters, he told me that you are too busy for that. I have 
swallowed this quietly since there is nothing Helmut can do about it. However 
I must confess that this can be only a secondary reason.

Is it too much to ask somebody, who is as close to me as I believe it to be, to 
tell me frankly if anything has changed?

“Bruria will not change her heart” – you wrote to me – “I shall not give a 
spark of hope if I would not be sure” – you wrote. Still, it can happen, what 
then? Will you keep quiet for a while and ponder about the smoothest way of 
conveying me the news?

You did not write me and you must have had a reason. Suppose I would 
have chosen the way I proposed in my previous letters: Humanities and all that. 
What was to be your attitude towards our relation in a case like that? Can 
it be true that you would have dropped the whole affair, including writing?

I wish this would not be true. I am asking myself and that’s why I am asking 
you about it. – – – – – The weeks have passed “somewhat nervously” to quote 
you again. I have been Friday evening in Tel Aviv and slept at your home. 
I met your brother but until now we could not find a way for a closer under-
standing, although I was trying hard. He was somewhat reserved. His wife 
is a wonderful person, I started to like her from the first moment and she was 
very communicative. I had a chat with your Father, he could not attend the 
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celebration of “7 November” because of a cold. He is getting nearer to me every 
time I meet him. I must make a headway towards his personality – to grasp 
more of him. It is quite difficult because our conversation is limited to questions 
from his side and answers from my side, and all this concerning me alone.

I must stop now it is very late in the night and I am so tired that my eyes are 
aching. So good night to you Bruria and don’t forget to write to me whatever 
you may deem necessary. I am taking my chances. Your Marcel who is incur-
ably in love with you and only you.

•••

Some ten years later he had to sign a little piece of paper in a window-
less room before taking up the most lucrative of missions. Well, not lu-
crative in the material sense, as he had four kids, and his salary was just 
enough to make ends meet, but lucrative in a spiritual sense, a top job in 
those maddening sixties, in the middle of the Cold War, where people 
like him, with a rigid ideological creed paired with a supple mind could 
thrive. Signing that little paper and learning some stuff about coding 
and conspiration, the tricks of a spy at the lowest grade of the hierar-
chy seemed to be a cheap price to pay for this jolt into the dream-city 
called London, the centre of the world! He signed it without blinking 
– all journalists who worked abroad had to do the same –, out of “pa-
triotic conviction”, as they used to label those collaborators who were 
not blackmailed or beaten badly and physically coerced into signing it, 
because in those times being a party member was identical to being pa-
triotic, it was a synonym for being patriotic. With one strike he became 
not only the first after-war correspondent of the MTI in London, but a 
secret agent with the code-name PÁPAI at the II/3 Intelligence Bureau 
of the Political Investigation Department at the Ministry of Interior.

Why did he choose the name PÁPAI? He never went to Pápa and had 
no connection whatsoever with the head of the catholic church, there 
was nothing “papal” in him, he was simply a faithless Jew. It was a 
weird decision, but he seemed to be ready for such whimsical changes 
of identity, not even thinking about the nomen est omen. The meaning 
of a name that effects fate. The light-speed with which he, only a few 
years before had thrown away his own name, FRIEDMANN, (“man 
of peace”), and jumped into a grey and characterless costume, keeping 
only the initial “F”: FORGÁCS (“woodchip”), testifies this. After being 
asked by his boss in 1948, he went out to the corridor of the Press De-
partment of the Prime Ministers Office, where he had a prestigious job, 
and came back in a minute introducing himself as “Comrade Forgács”. 
COMRADE WOODCHIP: the name in itself an invitation to become 
fragmentary, to be a forlorn existence being torn off from a whole and 
sound organic substance.

Sir Woodchip. A character from a Shakespeare-play. He couldn’t care 
less: just not to sound Jewish when the party was so full of Jews, that 
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even the bureaucrats in Moscow shook their heads in disbelief and 
wagged their fingers menacingly. One had to be cautious. One had to 
hide one’s true identity. An old identity someone more or less – at least 
this is what he must have said to himself – already left behind in the 
chaos of World War II. And what is more: a Jewish name wasn’t very 
good-sounding in the times of a great process being prepared against 
Jewish doctors who apparently wanted to poison the Big Brother him-
self in the Kremlin.

It was the officer of the Ministry of the Interior who helped him out 
this time.

Pen in hand, lieutenant Takács looked bemused at Not-Yet-Pápai’s 
childishly round face, at the almost comical thick black horn-rimmed 
spectacles, the cheapest and rather clumsy thing Not-Yet-Pápai bought 
for himself through the SZTK (The Social Security Center of the 
Trade Unions): those rigid black rectangles sitting on his nose, which, 
apart from his very bald head and double chin totally defined his face. 
At first the lieutenant wanted to call him PÁPASZEM (“POPE-EYE”, 
meaning “Spectacles”, a word-creation of an other age, when the gold-
rimmed spectacles of Pope Leo X, who had a lousy eyesight, amazed the 
Hungarian delegates to the Vatican, Raphaello too, who painstakingly 
painted him), but then Takács found Pápaszem too funny, it sounded 
like Hawkeye, a name of an Indian, so he cut it in half. Let it be PÁPAI. 
Papal.

Another method of hiding a Jew, paint on him this catholic hue! A 
master-stroke! The officer was extremely satisfied with himself. Pápai 
nodded. Yes, Pápai he shall be, and signed his new name with his usual 
energetic script on the document put before him.

Shedding one’s identity step by step.

Even FRIEDMANN was not his original name, thanks to a strict or-
der of the otherwise liberal Kaiser Joseph in 1787, when all Jews had 
to change their names into a German variant. But that original name 
was lost. Almost two hundred years later COMRADE WOODCHIP 
stepped on the stage briskly, with a firm handshake, leaving COM-
RADE FRIEDMANN behind, and now here was PÁPAI, the secret 
collaborator, scribbled on a piece of paper in a furtive moment.

In the sixties, when he was still in search of some kind of an identity, 
that was to be found nowhere, he invented an alter ego, a grotesque fig-
ure, whom he called Ugo Kac. UGO KAC (pronounced Katz). Some-
one with whom he could at long last identify. And this Ugo-guy hated 
music. That was his speciality. That was his trademark. Music made him 
nervous. Music. Silly noise in the ear. Music. The only thing that made 
his wife, mother of his four children happy. Schubert, Mozart, Bach. 



–31–

All was crap. And this was the last dark hole where – before everything 
got darker – with a last effort, Ugo Kac crawled into.

But back to the courtship and love-affair. After a substantially lengthy 
period of time, during which Pápai withheld his natural instinct to sleep 
with any girl expressing her readiness, realizing that even this voodoo 
ritual would not help, still no response coming from the beautiful would 
be bride’s mouth, the young and desperate gallant is on the attack again 
with a new long letter in English, as the girl of his dreams did not yet 
speak Hungarian, although born of Hungarian parents but already in 
the promised land, her mother tongue being the always changing new 
Hebrew.

The letter is about making those existential decisions that are precon-
ditions of a good marriage. After proving that he has become a serious 
man, who started his studies at the prestigious Jerusalem university, al-
though confessing that his infinitesimal knowledge is by far not enough 
to cope with his chosen profession (he never finished his studies), and 
also got a decent, well, kind of decent job: his job description sounds 
a bit shaky too, but to take on such a menial job in itself sounded to 
be a courageous step, he, like a hunter is getting closer and closer to 
the hunted game. He promises – and it is quite hard for him to with-
stand the temptation to be a glorious revolutionary –, he promises to 
withdraw from all party activities, where he is a beacon, a future star, 
someone absolutely indispensable and sooo important. He is ready to 
delay such a career for her sake. And yes, he has found a place where 
they could stay together as a young married couple, a students’ home, 
although, he admits with the same breath that there is no real privacy 
there, so it is in fact inadequate and inconvenient for a honeymoon. 
Every plan that seems to be built on solid ground at first sight, is un-
dermined the next moment by harsh reality. But that is Youth. Run 
against the wind. Have imagination. That is Fate. The idea itself is 
important, the ideal, it doesn’t have to be realistic. The less realistic 
it is, the more it deserves to be realized. And already he has another 
brilliant idea. Rabbit from the hat. A race against time. How to make 
the unreal real: let’s marry during Hanuka! Hanuka exists, Hanuka is 
important, Hanuka is the thing! Hanuka and marriage fit together like 
to halves of a riddle. An irresistible offer, as he can’t see when next there 
will be such an occasion. This in itself is an irrefutable argument, isn’t it? 
All built on drifting sand. But, miracle! She was a partner: she jumped 
blindly into this abyss.

21st of February, Jerusalem, 1946

Bruria my Darling.

So I have started both things: the laboratory and the job in this morning. I 
can’t tell which of them is the worst. In the lab I am sometimes wondering how 
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can somebody with so little knowledge, as I have got, start chemistry. It is like 
an adventure. Still I will have to complete all my deficiencies, if you will be 
here, the study will go easier. I am taking off the rust from my brains, so my 
heart can send some fresh blood into it.

The job is not so bad only I have to sleep somewhere in town otherwise 
I won’t be able to be there in time. There are about 14-16 machines to be 
washed. When the night is dry the job is easy, but when wetness covers the 
machines, I am having a hell of a time. Not only it takes double time, but it is 
never nice enough for the customers who don’t spare their voices and vocabulary 
to tell me what they think.

The party takes the heaviest toll. There is no excuse for me. We are ap-
proaching the X Congress. I shall try NOT to be a delegate so I can quietly 
study at least during those three days withoug being chased from one “extraor-
dinaly important session” to some other action where I am “indispensable”. 
Slowly I am convincing the Secretary about me being a student also for studies 
and not only for political activities in the University.

I was looking for a room in the neighbourhood of my working place but I 
couldn’t find anything good for us. Still I hope that is the worst case we can 
stay in the students home. I demanded permission for this from the Students 
organisation and in principle there is no opposition. The trouble is that there 
is not much privacy in such students homes and I don’t see why should I share 
those very few moments I can have with you with two dozen strangers.

Say Bruri, what’s your opinion about getting married in the course of Ha-
nuka! There is a whole week, when the University is closed and outside study I 
can have a spell of time to be with you more than five minutes a day. We can 
have a couple of days in Tel Aviv or Haifa too. If not in Hanuka I can’t see 
when next there will be such an occasion.

Don’t forget to convey my greetings to Naama, and don’t forget that I love 
you more than ever. If your eyes are getting tired, go to an eye specialist at 
once, the glasses won’t spoil your beauty. I shall be in Tel Aviv on the 6th in 
the afternoon.

Marcel

It must have been flattering to listen to the red hot embers of words 
coming from his mouth, to sense the passion, to feel the heat of un-
conditional love, the torrent of love, the exaggerations of a blind lover, 
but alas!, for him in the end it was a victory too easily won. Only three 
months into their marriage he has to observe that it is overwhelming and 
therefore confusing. The young husband, the poetical and upon first sight 
so rational thinker had to observe again, while arming himself with all 
the arguments that were at his disposal from reading Marx, Engels, 
Lenin and Stalin, these thinker giants who wielded the instrument of an 
irrefutable logic and thus conquered the world, that facts are sometimes 
stronger than words. He is not afraid of bitter truths. Because there is no 
solid ground under our feet and I already lost the touch with my previous life. 
Not giving up in his case meant, that he had to run with his head against 
a thick wall of silence. It is true I loved you even in my being isolated from 
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all hope of meeting you. And as he himself so perfectly formulated it at the 
end of his letter: he wanted to reach the tenderness of your feelings locked 
somewhere in the depth of your shell.

19th of March, 1947

Bruria Darling!

There are three months since we married. It is time to make some observations 
although I do not dare to pretend to know more about the future of our relation 
than my own hopes for its perpetuity.

To begin with, it is something we both know: all marriages are, or better, 
have got their difficulties at the start, still our case being a special one, we made 
the mistake of underestimating the dangers. I have taken too lightly the fact 
that you were not in love with me; you have been too daring in expecting from 
yourself to be able to cope with all the demands and possible complications of 
marriage in case of marrying anybody (anybody from the point of view of the 
sentimental attachment).

We both were mistaken and we both did not give up. This is the “deus ex 
machina”, the surprise for me and for the skeptics as well.

We did not give up because this would have been a mechanistic attitude.
We did not give up because there is not guarantee that something better or 

at least as good as that and not worse, waits around the corner.
We did not give up because we BOTH need love, and both of us genuinely 

hope that there is a possibility for changes, for a development to put it better.
The trouble was and partly goes on to be, that we had such a different atti-

tude towards love, owing to our diametrically opposed background and practical 
differences, that we were unable to compromise on the sentimental ground 
although logical decisions have been taken in this respect.

The question remains if only the form is divergent or the content of love is 
so altered in each case that no development, say no compromise will be able to 
patch it up?

I think this view is mistaken: love is a natural neccessity common to all 
normal and healthy people, those then, whose soul has not been crippled under 
the existing social conditions.

That much for what I think is common ground. Now for me alone:
I must confess to-night that I became too strongly involved in this affair. 

Too strongly because there is no solid ground under our feet and I already lost 
the touch with my previous life. It is true I loved you even in my being isolated 
from all hope of meeting you, but this love never obliged my thinking, planning 
and carrying out – my full self; it only affected my sentimental half or quarter.

To-day it is overwhelming and therefore confusing.
Please don’t take this for blackmailing you with my sentiments. It hurt me 

terribly when you asked in Ben Shemen last Thursday if I shall commit sui-
cide in case you will leave me. The amount of love is not weighed by desperate 
deeds. I am sure that I am strong enough to stand any blow may this bring the 
greatest pain and the longest suffering.
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In the past I experienced this in a very concentrated form, you know the fate 
of my beloved ones, this has shaken me out of my track for some time, but I got 
back and carried on.

Now this must be clear to you: I don’t want you Bruria because I cannot 
imagine life without you, I want you because life is nicer, better, fuller, nearer 
to perfection with you than without you.

More about this: you can make, and in some respects you already made a 
better man out of me, this of course only if you will find the right approach, and 
believe me dearest one, I can help you in bringing about the changes you wish to 
see in yourself, if you will open yourself to me not only with logical decisions, but 
with the tenderness of your feelings locked somewhere in the depth of your shell.

There is never too much love if we are ready to take it, not for its own sake 
but for the sake of our belief in an ever blooming, glorious march of the human 
race towards that to-morrow that sings in our hearts.

There is nothing more I can say that you don’t know already, I shall not use 
the word your name conveys me its content: My Bruria, Your Marcell

I have taken too lightly the fact that you were not in love with me, says the 
young and desperate husband almost casually, and in the wild turmoils 
of a brewing civil war and in the wake of the war of independence, 
during the birth pangs of the state of Israel, these young people are 
wondering if they both made a mistake.

Her feelings were locked in a shell, but otherwise the two of them passed 
wonderfully together. The cornerstone of their common belief was 
a certain person, still alive, called Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili. As 
Bruria wrote in one of her sweet letters on the 11th of January, 1946:

I was discussing with a boy of nineteen about current problems. Whenever I 
mentioned the word “Democracy” he made a wry face and murmured: “Again 
an empty, common-place word” – He is a student in the university, took up 
mathematics. His world was shaken during the last few years and every ex-
pression which for us is full of meanings, because there is action behind it, for 
him is an empty phrase. So was it when I mentioned a book by Stalin. Here he 
retorted: “You too are contaminated with this blind adoration of a man?” You 
see, he is an intelligent boy. Not a Zionist. Not narrow-minded. But altogether 
detached from the life of the simple people, the majority of humanity, from 
whose lap he himself grew. He is afraid to see meanings behind expressions. 
He is afraid to decide where to take a place. He is a typical petty-bourgeois 
intellectual.

Writes she in a letter written to Beirut to her comrades, where she 
spent years, and made the first steps of her adult life at the American 
University, studying to be a nurse. In an international company, in the 
middle of an incredible Mediterranean landscape she later simply called 
Paradise. Many nationalities, Armenians, Iraqis, Syrians, Americans, 
Jews studied there and socialized there enjoying an amazing degree 
of freedom during the war, in the “Paris of the Mediterranean Sea”, 
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enjoying life to its full. When she went back home and started working 
as a nurse in a Jerusalem hospital, she felt as if exiled in her own home-
town, and this feeling of exile, like that of her suitor, never left her. 
She felt alien at her birthplace, where she witnessed daily the colonial 
oppression of the Brits, and the terror of the right-wing extremists of 
the Zionist movement. She imagined a multinational country in place 
of a single nationalist state. All her life. But she knows it is an Utopy, 
still, it is an Utopy she wants to believe in:

To day it is a wonderful springday. Those who know Jerusalem, can imagine 
the clearness and freshness and charms of this city. When one looks at the city 
from the mountains, he forgets that it is reality which is in front, because it is 
so easy to fall into a dreamy state and see all like in a fairy-tale. I know what is 
wishful thinking, all of us do fight such thoughts but they come up nevertheless. 
To day my thoughts were concentrated on a truly dream like subject: Palestine 
free and democratic. On the mountains hundreds of people picking flowers and 
dancing. Amphiteaters for thousands of people are surging with people who 
visit the best plays there. At night, to the full moon, the best music is played and 
the ballet dancers give the most fantastic and beautiful dance, which thousands 
of people enjoy and understand!

Well, I think it is more than enough to bother you with my dreams.

Although they shared a world view, young Pápai knew that he was walk-
ing a thin line: in a letter asking for her hand what exactly did he write 
about blackmail?

Please don’t take this for blackmailing you with my sentiments. It hurt me 
terribly when you asked in Ben Shemen last Thursday if I shall commit suicide 
in case you will leave me. The amount of love is not weighed by desperate deeds.

What a prophesy! Two years before the London adventure, in 1958, in 
Budapest, he was standing on a chair with a rope around his neck in the 
bathroom, when she stormed their home, which only a few weeks be-
fore she was ready to leave forever. She was tortured by premonitions. 
And there he stood, a farewell-note lying on the floor. That morning 
she called him on the phone every ten minutes and when he didn’t take 
it, she ran. She was faster than the wind. And she never tried to escape 
again.

Shall we dance or you accompany me home? was the question flying from 
the lips of Bruria, a beautiful wild creature who caught in the madly 
gazing eyes of young Romeo the glowing fire of love at first sight. She 
was standing there, outside the room, in the candle-light, in the cool 
Jerusalem-evening breeze moving her dark hair around her face, Bruria, 
her jasmine eyes beaming from her sun-tanned face, in a simple white 
dress strewn with colourful flower-embroideries, like a fairy in a folk-
tale: ripe as a fruit to be plucked from the tree.
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Standing for a moment alone and seeming solitary among the happily 
dancing red faced communist youth of Palestine, in the Ball, where the 
band, between the foxtrots and the tangos and the sambas played the 
Marseillaise, the Internationale, and some Russian folk-melodies, and 
the dance-floor was densely packed with young men in uniforms of the 
British Army, most of them young immigrant Jewish men who wanted 
to fight against Nazis in Europe, but were stranded in North-Africa 
or Egypt or Palestine, because the Brits didn’t trust them. And there 
were young men dressed very casually, or in their working dress, in 
simple sandals or even barefoot, representing the new type of Jew, the 
able worker, and all were ready to build a brave new world of which 
they had a clear vision. The girls were like the boys, often dressed in 
men’s clothes, some of the most beautiful types from Poland, Germany, 
Hungary, children of those who escaped the nazi regime and the war. A 
very new and fresh breed of Jewish youth who already tasted both the 
hardships of cultivating new lands and the pleasures of a life in a future 
free world they already partly owned and shall own fully. The war was 
over, the setting sun in a crystal clear sky was slowly sinking behind a 
hill, the music was loud and merry.

Shall we dance or you accompany me home? was the question, the bait 
thrown to the fish still blithely swimming in clear waters, and the fish 
bit on it. The young man loved rash decisions, he mistook it for courage 
– she too, by the way, she too was swift and sometimes rash, she could 
act decisively in difficult times, and he was already in a trap. He accom-
panied her home: far-far away from the lights of the great communist 
ball, through dark alleys where anything could happen, someone could 
rob them, or the military police could arrest, or simply menace, or, why 
not?, kill them: stabbings, like in the days of Flavius, happened everyday 
in those feverish days of 1946, in Jerusalem. And after the long, seem-
ingly endless walk through the streets, during which they could agree 
on many points, giving blind hope to the boy in the British uniform, 
arriving to her room, where they had to whisper, as the whole house 
was sleeping, she, instead of kissing him, asked him a favour. Could he 
bring a letter to a certain English soldier, a certain Thomas Rogers, 
who accidentally serves in the same town in Egypt as him? She didn’t 
trust the post office in those turbulent, dangerous times. And he was 
ready to be the postman. And it changes nothing if that letter he had to 
bring, was a letter of farewell. Maybe it was, maybe it wasn’t.

•••

Folding and putting the signed piece of paper away lieutenant Takács 
beamed a satisfied smiled at Pápai. They seemed to have found a mu-
tually satisfying tone, Pápai had a good sense of humour, he seemed to 
be very well informed, and also, the Party was behind him.

– Don’t worry, we shan’t bother you for a long time, comrade Pápai.
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– I am not worried – said Pápai –, I can’t wait to serve my country the 
best I can.

– It may not be enough – said Takács somberly. A cloud ran through 
Pápai’s face. It was a calculated change of tone. But then lieutenant 
Takács went on:

– I’m only joking, of course.

The old cat and mouse play began. The invisible thread of dependence 
had to be stretched between them, the distance measured, the con-
nection assured, the subordination clarified, the discipline practiced. 
All this in a casual way, so that the subject wouldn’t feel that he or she 
was constrained in any way, all this being voluntary, a service to our 
homeland and the party, and to the great common cause of humanity.

– To whom can I turn to at the Embassy in times of emergency?

– Nobody – said Takács. – Wait until you get instructions from us. 
I see no reason for any emergencies. What counts: we are trying to 
change the image of our country on an international level. To show 
that we are independent actors, not what they call a satellite-state. The 
counter-revolutionaries who escaped in ‘56 are all over Europe. They 
denigrate, smear, blacken, slander their own motherland, our socialist 
system unashamedly. All you have to do now, until you get new instruc-
tions, is to befriend as many people as you can. And it is not a handicap 
if they are high functionaries of the state, secretaries in a Ministry, 
MPs of any, I repeat any party, right or left, or editors of influential 
newspapers, let them be as reactionary as hell. The more reactionary 
the better. As to me, they can be capitalist pigs. Just befriend them. Win 
their confidence.

– I am not worried about that – said Pápai, and Takács harked up at the 
reappearance of this little word he introduced into the conversation five 
minutes ago. He knew that denials are affirmations, sort of.

– But you should be – said Takács theatrically –, I warn you to be alert 
all the time. Do your job as best you can, we will not interfere, but please 
be alert. And here are the instructions.

He handed an envelope to Pápai.

– Read them carefully, learn them by heart and burn them. Today.

“The stupid little ritual”, he said to himself, “it is simply for the agent 
to feel more important”.



–38–

– We shall have a little conversation in order to reiterate the details in 
a week or so. But this is not a spy-novel, comrade, and you are not a 
dog on a leash.

He wondered why he had said that. What made him think of a dog? He 
stood up quickly, his hand in the air between them. Pápai wasn’t sure if 
it was an invitation for a handshake. It wasn’t.

– Good luck, comrade!

Apart from the dull codename, they did leave him alone. They allowed 
him a little breathing space in the first days and weeks, and months and 
even a full year as promised. No-one bothered to ask any favours, either 
in London or in Budapest, no burdensome tasks were given, no secret 
meetings were ordered, he was on his own for a while, for the period of 
learning his job, and he was a quick learner. He was handled as a kind 
of “sleeping agent” at the Hungarian Embassy, a resident spy. He had 
no idea, who the others were. Maybe everybody, each worker and each 
secretary at the Embassy, from the chauffeur to the gardener up to the 
ambassador himself. Maybe even the wives. In critical situations it was 
of inestimable value if the wives were in the know, as all the manuals 
emphasize. But he had to watch his words, and that wasn’t easy for him, 
as his tongue was fast, and his convictions strong.

A few moments before he left his son alone on the Finchley road on 
an early spring afternoon, they stepped out of a nearby bakery. Pápai 
loved sweets, he ate irregulary, he ate all the time, this and that, here 
and there, spent most of his money on food, he was a gourmand, and 
maybe these irregular meals partly explain the fifty kilos overweight, the 
huge belly, the childish round face and double chin, but his wife also 
loved sweets, all the sweets of her native land, Palestine, the figs and the 
dates and the halva, and any quantities of marzipan made from her cab-
balistic fruit, the almond, and Cadbury chocolate with nuts and grapes, 
regularly bought and consumed in large quantities after long years of 
poverty and deprival in Hungary, but who doesn’t love sweets? That 
was one of Pápai’s more pleasant errands today, he invented it himself, 
so he could just pop in the little bakery shop in Canfield Gardens, near 
the Underground, to have a nice chit-chat with the ladies serving them, 
and his son admired his capacity to talk up strangers, especially women, 
whatever age, he had to make them laugh, he had to make them blush, 
he was a master of compliments –, and now, back on the street, munch-
ing a muffin that he shared with his son, Pápai was right in the middle 
of a story about a prostitute in a whorehouse in Alexandria where he 
was a soldier. The two of them, the big man and the small boy were 
pausing before a shopwindow of Marks and Spencer, a favourite pastime 
of the boy, when a stranger approached them, an elderly gentleman. 
Well, he wasn’t quite a gentleman, he was an odd fish, an illustration 
of a gentleman, as if cut out from a magazine from of thirties, a Clark 
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Gable-moustache above his colourless lips and somewhat formal and 
clownish manners.

– I heard you speaking Hungarian – said he, raising his little green 
hunting hat –, excuse me for interrupting – he was talking Hungarian, 
but his Hungarian sounded funny in the young boy’s ears: all the words 
were Hungarian, the order of the words seemed to be in order, but the 
festive tone, the forced mirth, the manners of the man were odd, an 
echo of some ancient number on a crackling vinyl record. – And how 
do you like life here in London, in the free world? – he asked Pápai, 
and added: – Will you stay? – and by God!, he chose the wrong man, 
because instead of an affirmation, he got a mighty backhand. But even 
before his angry tirade, Pápai had to crack a joke: – In a country where 
they can’t make a decent coffee? Never! – And then came the lesson he 
had to deliver this grotesque old man who popped up before them out 
of nowhere. He lectured him in readymade journalistic lingo about the 
exploitation of the English working classes, the imminent fall of the 
British Empire, the inevitable decline of capitalism, the West-German 
army exercising on English soil, the atomic bomb and the Common 
Market, and the United States of America, the military-industrial com-
plex, whatever. – Pápai knew how to handle such people, how to hold 
them at bay, at least he was convinced that he knew how to do it, and it 
seemed to work, because the man with the funny moustache withdrew 
abruptly. Lifting his green hat with a feather he almost ran away – when 
he vanished Pápai, looking after him, muttered under his nose:

– I know who sent you.

He grabbed the hand of his son and they both started towards the phar-
macy on Finchley road to get some medicaments for his wife and the 
boy, who had a small accident the other day. And this was the moment 
when he started to sing. But before that, he still had something to say, 
father to son.

– These types don’t just pop up accidentally – he told his son in a very 
serious tone –, I tell you, my son, and don’t forget this, this was an agent 
provocateur.

A strange thing: he was talking with the little boy as with an equal, he 
didn’t care if he understood him or not. When they were among them-
selves he suddenly changed his style, he treated the son as an alter ego, 
no matter that the boy didn’t understand half of what he said, he didn’t 
mince his words, he spoke his heart, he confessed, he let on, he owned 
up, he avowed all the dirty little secrets of his life, he spoke freely, and 
he didn’t care a bit if his tender son understood it or not. He treated 
him as a heir, who has to know where the family treasure lay, how 
many steps from the old tree in what direction, when the time arrives. 
But when they sat in the family circle with all the others around, the 
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siblings, the wife, he switched back to normal, if one can call it normal: 
a funny, menacing, nervous, anxious figure, who had no real authority 
over his children – his wife ran the business, kept up the household, 
negotiated with the proprietor, talked with the milkman, chatted with 
the neighbours, fixed the electricity, painted the rooms, bought the 
furniture, cooked the meal, decided on how to spend each penny. Pápai, 
despite his awesome intellectual abilities, his funny style, being a fast 
thinker, a man who spoke many tongues, and was a quick wit, despite 
all this at home he was strangely absent, he in a manner became one of 
the children himself, the biggest of them all, sometimes the entertainer, 
sometimes the bully, sometimes the boss, his overweight carved out 
quite a huge space in the apartment, but this space was more or less 
empty, he used his scathing words and fast hands to discipline his kids 
without much ado, being himself reared sometimes with lightning quick 
slaps raining on him from her loving but temperamental mother, Mar-
git, a widow, of whom he was the only son. He himself grew up without 
a father, and never learned truly what it was to be one.

– Well, that black girl, who was in that dark room, you know – he said, 
while his little son eyed the painted pug nosed wooden Pinocchio, in 
his little blue bonnet, with a copper tinkler at its end, and yellow hair, 
a marionette in the shopwindow he so ardently prayed for to get as a 
birthday present –, a woman from Nubia, you know where Nubia is? 
Under Egypt, but they say, it is above Egypt, over there everything is 
upside down, and the blackest people on earth live there, they are so 
black you can’t see them at night. And did I tell you this? – he suddenly 
cut short his own story, he loved digressions –, the beautiful slender 
girl standing by our train in the desert, there was a bet going on if she 
is a he or a she? and someone threw a coin to him (or her) showing to 
raise her (or his) rags to show us what was below, we were betting on 
it, and he saw the money flying through the air, he did raise his rags 
while the train slowly moved on, and yes, that beautiful girl was a boy, 
and had quite an instrument, my son, but back to the Nubian girl in the 
darkness of the room, where there was this stench, this unmistakable 
smell of the Arab brothels in Egypt, so uncomfortable in the beginning, 
so enticing and exciting later, she just took off her majestic gown from 
her pantherlike body and she was shaved all over, she didn’t have not a 
single hair anywhere, you know what I mean? –

This was the moment when the Hungarian with the Clark Gable mous-
tache interrupted them. A little intermezzo that Pápai handled briskly 
and efficiently.

– Where was I? Did I tell you about the soldier in the training camp 
who did nothing all day but pick up dry leaves in the courtyard? And 
when he picked them up, he was muttering to himself: “This is not it. 
This is not it”, and he was throwing the dry leaves away. They sent him 
to a doctor, and after three weeks he came out with a paper in his hand, 
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beaming: “This is it!” – it was the discharging paper, and he left us for 
ever. And the other one, who always drank from the beers of others, 
who left their beer-bottles carelessly around, first asking: “Can I?” but 
not waiting for an reply, gulped down a long shot for free, until one day 
a soldier, fed up with this brazen behaviour, prepared for him a special 
beer-bottle, he drank it first, than pissed in it, sat down on the top of a 
hill, and put his bottle down carelessly and when the other one came, 
and asked: “Can I?” and not waiting for an answer drank a long shot, 
but never again. Oh, that face! – laughed Pápai still so satisfied with the 
scene he either heard or really saw. – I never drank beer, and I never 
smoked a single cigarette, I always gave it to others, the ratio, you know, 
for money, so I was rich then, I could travel to see your mom. And by 
the way, did I tell you about the girl, whom I took in my lap, a very 
sweet girl she was, we were kissing, and suddenly she farted, and the 
fart rolled all down my trousers, like a marble, all the way to my shoes 
and I could never kiss that girl again, why? I don’t know. Anyhow, this 
black Nubian girl, what bosoms she had, full bosoms, and rosy lips, 
and the blackest of eyes, well, when I saw that she was shaved off, you 
know, I couldn’t do anything, that was it for me, what a shame, she was 
the queen of the brothel, but I could do nothing, you understand? We 
used to go to the brothel after school in Szatmárnémeti, I had a special 
price, you know, the Madame loved my rosy cheeks, she pinched me 
when she saw me, an old lady with huge gold earrings, painted like a 
old doll, and then once she led me in a room, where there was a hole in 
the wall behind a painting, just to peep in and see what the others were 
doing, for half price. And a sister of a classmate was working there too, 
we all tried her, just for fun.

Pinocchio in his short blue trousers and red shirt was still smiling.

But then Pápai, grabbing the hand of his son, started to walk and started 
to sing, of all songs a British military march, Goodbye Piccadilly, Farewell 
Leicester Square! just for himself, pulling away his son from the shopwin-
dow. Pápai had other thoughts, other chores, other worries than Pinoc-
chio. Chaotic plans crossed his mind, unresolvable decisions, moments 
of clarity and confusion following one another in furious pace.

And then his son, the favourite, tells him, he is an idiot.

That morning Pápai arrived at 6:30, out of breath, after only a three 
hour nap, sweating, taking a cab get there on time, at the Fleet street 
office of the MTI, and to his greatest astonishment, he found his coun-
terpart, the old guy, “the old reactionary”, as he not very affectionately 
used to call him during the confidential conversations he had with his 
wife in the marital bed after midnight, the old reactionary was already 
sitting by the telex machine, busily typing away, not even looking up at 
Pápai, murmuring something that could be taken as a greeting. But of 
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course it wasn’t a greeting. It was a curse. Things have visibly deterio-
rated in the last month.

A few months ago his boss himself, the President of the Hungarian 
News Agency, Comrade Barcs (originally Bartsch) came to London 
to try to explain to Pápai what the problem was with the stuff he was 
sending, and why it mostly landed in the wastebasket after it emerged 
from the telex-machine in Budapest, in the grey Naphegy building, just 
in front of the house of Pápai, he saw it every day of his living there, 
under the Buda Castle, even after he was chased away from the Agency.

The explanation was in fact an official execution. Pápai felt as if he was 
standing before the firing squad.

And from that day “the old reactionary”, the seventy-six year old man, 
with perfect English manners, who lived in London since the twenties, 
in the town that had become his home-turf so to speak, used a different 
tone with Pápai. Dr. Rácz was, in a careful balance-act, which hap-
pened during the years of consolidation of the Kádár-regime after ‘56, 
recruited again, to show off to the world that they were “opening up”, 
but also because of his neutral and “progressive” attitude, which was 
well appreciated, and since the day of the visit of Dr. Barcs, the boss, Dr 
Rácz knew exactly the fate of this “fat guy”, this “obstinate, obtuse and 
obsolete figure”, as he used to call him, with a fine sense of irony, and he 
added, turning his eyes upwards: “And this is an understatement.” He 
knew that the days of the colleague, whom he never considered a real 
colleague, were numbered. He was rude, and he did not forgive Pápai 
that he had to be rude.

It was a rather complex and sophisticated manoeuvre on the part of 
comrade Barcs, who wasn’t a member of the Party, but was necessarily 
in intimate relationship with the Secret Service of the regime, being 
a puppet-member of Parliament, once also sitting on the jury-bench 
of the most infamous show trial in Eastern Europe, the Rajk-trial. He 
must have known perfectly well who Pápai-Forgács was: he had to tread 
carefully. Before he acted, he had to prove to the Intelligence Bureau – 
because even the nomination of a simple foreign correspondent was first 
approved by the highest instances of the Party – why this “parachuter” 
thrown into the serpent’s nest of the Hungarian News Agency was a big 
mistake. He also had to defend his staff, and being a sportsman himself, 
a quite successful president of the Hungarian Soccer Association for 
a while, he knew how important gaining the confidence of a staff can 
be, the staff, which was of course mainly made up of party members 
or those non-members who were all affiliated and tested and trusted 
by the system. He had to prove why Pápai was incapable and unsuited 
for the job. His painstakingly precise letters, which preceded his visit, 
and which we shall not cite in detail, do contain one very shrewd ob-
servation, deserving of our attention. Apart from his visible efforts to 
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provide cover for the Agency’s gruntling collaborators, who from the 
beginning tried to hinder Pápai’s efforts to become a correspondent, 
and not succeeding in this, they wanting to eliminate, more than that, 
to totally annihilate him when he was in fact nominated the chief of the 
London bureau. He was an intruder, a virus, he had to be destroyed, 
being an alien body put there by the Party and the Secret Service, the 
hated parachuter, he had to be wiped out, disqualified, got rid of. But it 
was not as simple as that. He had to have connections. But Barcs found 
his weak point.

Barcs detected in Pápai’s reports a paranoid tendency to see conspiracy 
and cabal even where there was none: a cabal of the different newspa-
pers, the international plot of news organizations, a complot of seem-
ingly opposing parties, and thus constantly trying to create news out of 
newsmaking itself, that is, in fact, of nothing, of something that had no 
real substance, according to Barcs, thus neglecting the real investigative 
work of a grand reporter or any correspondent. Suppositions, guesses 
and obscure references to unnamed sources filled some of the reports of 
Pápai, according to Barcs (and Pápai honestly admitted some mistakes, 
he wasn’t stupid, he knew what he was doing, after all, he remained a 
fighter, a revolutionary all his life), some stuff even seemed to be made 
up, construed on the spur of the moment within a rather narrow ideo-
logical framework, and as a result, his reports were not once about the 
world wide conspiracy of Manichean powers to destroy the good side, 
aka the Soviet Union, the Socialist Camp, the Sacred Aim of Global 
Communism. This attitude in him, who was otherwise a professional, 
must have been reinforced by the new secret role he had to play, even 
if it was theoretical in the beginning.

Being an intelligence agent, leading a double life has become a sort of 
spiritual burden on him, it enhanced the constant tension of his per-
sonality, the cultivated suspicion, all the paranoia a secret agent had to 
cultivate – but not every journalist goes into a lunatic asylum who has 
become a secret collaborator of the II/3 (later, from 1963, it was called 
the III/1), and maybe it is not wholly unfounded to assume, that this 
position did encourage and develop the paranoid thinking in him. He 
arrived to his Fleet street office as a chased wild game, sweating, breath-
ing heavily, and Dr. Dezső Károly Rácz was sitting at the telex-machine, 
busily typing away his report. Pápai was exasperated.

– When can I use the telex?

– How should I know? Come back later.

And there he stood, in the middle of the awakening London, on the 
busy Fleet Street, early morning, thrown out from his own office, not 
knowing where to go, where to turn. In a few hours he had to be in the 
Parliament where there was an important session underway, he had 
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to do his job, he had to go on, like a limb, amputated, imitating the 
movements, doing as if everything was normal, and feeling the intol-
erable phantom-pain of losing touch again with the world, losing the 
solid ground under his feet. Call his wife and ask her, flashed through 
his mind, but shivering in the early-morning breeze, he refrained from 
that too. He had to eat something quickly, a sandwich, pommes frites, 
anything, just to still his nerves.

And he had one more very good reason to be nervous.

A scandal broke out in his own household a few days ago, and it was 
approaching its climax. It started when his maybe too inquisitive wife 
opened an envelope and read the letter of her niece, written to her 
parents. The girl was a guest in their home, living with them for a few 
weeks as an au pair in London to perfect her English. She was the lucky 
one, after an almost year-long fight in the family among the relatives, 
about who should send his daughter to stay with them. She won, and 
now her presence made their almost comfortable and idyllic home in 
Hampstead just as crowded and disorderly again as their flat was orig-
inally in Budapest, where you could not move about without bumping 
into someone. It is not easy to put four children away in a three room 
apartment, and there are always conflicts, when the bigger ones already 
need some territory of their own, and where nobody could have any 
privacy without some sacrifice or other. Neither Pápai, nor his wife had 
a room of their own, okay, they became used to it, but the kids were 
everywhere and the conflicts were flaring up, heated, hysterical discus-
sions every day, and as the kids brought home some of their friends, 
and as there were always guests coming from the different parts of the 
world, the apartment was full to the brim, and the food in the fridge 
always ran out sooner than expected, and also the money. Now, with 
the niece living there, they had to pull themselves still further together, 
and the parents’ nerves were on the edge.

And then the scandal. Pápai’s wife, who – maybe not so inadvertently – 
read the letter left open, was so scandalized by its contents, the childish 
complaining about the circumstances in her home, strewing salt in her 
wounds; it hurt all the more, because there was some grain of truth in 
the vicious caricature the niece wrote to satisfy her parents, who already 
had a bad opinion of Pápai and co., as it were, they were merely more 
diplomatic, when they were, than to actually start a shouting match, so 
typical at big family reunions, about what and how a decent Jew should 
do and think about Israel. But she felt, and there was some truth in this 
too, that it was treason from her niece’s part, after she made such a great 
sacrifice to entertain her, she somehow felt obliged to swallow the bitter 
pill and host the noisy girl, who otherwise wasn’t her favourite. Okay, 
she may have been overreacting, but her nerves were on edge, know-
ing perfectly well the precarious situation of her husband at the News 
Agency, the end of his mission, spending every night trying to adapt to 
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the situation – no, no, there was no other solution: the girl must go, she 
had to be sent home. It wasn’t an easy decision, but she was adamant.

Well, it could happen in any family. But the story had a twist. And this 
was Pápai’s secret – a secret he didn’t even dare share with his wife. 
Checkmate.

“Where am I again?”, thought Pápai, before he started singing a song 
on Finchley road.

It’s a long way to Tipperary,
It’s a long way to go.
It’s a long way to Tipperary
To the sweetest girl I know!
Goodbye, Piccadilly,
Farewell, Leicester Square!
It’s a long long way to Tipperary,
But my heart’s right there.

“I am exactly at point nil, the starting point, nowhere. I am nobody 
again.”

The niece, who wrote that malevolent letter, in which she described in 
rather rude terms the family life of the Pápais, while staying in London, 
not quite accidentally befriended the bride and future wife of a young 
and upcoming English historian. Well, it happens. And the latter just 
published a quite successful book, The Appeasers, it happens too. And he 
was, since his visit in Budapest, already in the cross-hairs of the Hun-
garian Secret Service (it can happen also) – he was rather leftist in his 
beliefs, almost a communist, like many young scientists in Cambridge 
and Oxford, but also had good connections with the conservative British 
government, being a member of an upper-class family, had access to the 
archives of the government, he was ideal material for a spy. When he 
visited Budapest a year before, they “befriended” him, that is, they set 
up some agents who were masquerading as historians, or some histori-
ans who were in fact agents, and they had rendezvous with the young 
man in Vienna, in Paris, they sent him nice postcards, he answered 
them warmly, he seemed to understand the aim of this, and all seemed 
to work out quite well. He was the ideal stuff to become a real-life spy. 
He was very candid in his critique of the British political system. He 
extremely enjoyed his stay in Budapest. He had many friends there, at 
least he thought so. And he already had a codename in the dossiers as 
well: “Carrel”.

PÁPAI – and that was to be his first real job – had to furnish informa-
tion about “Carrel” and he had to manipulate somehow the niece’s 
movements in London. A perfect task for a new spy to prove that he 
was up to the job. Alas, he got it in the moment of his virtual dismissal 
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from the News Agency, where his days were cruelly numbered. What a 
quagmire! Still, he had to make an effort, or show that he was making 
an effort, and he did, he hoped, maybe not without reason, that if he 
succeeded somehow, they would keep him as a correspondent as well. 
The comrades would speak on his behalf with Barcs. He could gain 
time. All went well, and now this thunderbolt: the insolent little niece, 
who was to be the ideal bait for a big-big catch, there was no way out 
of it, had to be sent back to Budapest, back to her parents with the first 
plane. She couldn’t stay one day longer, and how could he explain it 
to his wife when he cannot tell her the plain truth about it. Madness.

She looked at him in disbelief. – You want her to stay? – He tried to 
convince her, but she stopped him right in the middle. – No! – she 
shouted. – Never!

Because she was a wild one. She could disappear in an instant. She was 
not afraid of scandals. She was not a fearful thing. She was a wild cat if 
she wanted to be. She went home on one Friday evening and turned on 
the radio. She was sixteen, a young communist. Her father, once quite 
religious but not any more, maybe a cautious atheist, told her that one 
has to respect other people’s feelings, even if one is not religious. They 
had a heated discussion, she was a revolutionary, and shouted into her 
father’s face: – All religion is a lie, it is a remnant of the old system, opium 
for the people! –, and she turned on the radio again. She wanted to listen 
to Beethoven. Her father came into her room and slapped her on the 
face. The classic Makarenko slap. Never before and never again did he 
do such a thing, he regretted it instantly, this gentle man, a teacher, 
who never hit any of his pupils, never lost his temper, only once, and 
it had to be her beloved and wild daughter. And then she ran, a gazelle 
through Tel Aviv, jumped on a military truck, and vanished in the north 
of the country. She was a runner too, an athlete. The fastest in her 
school. She wasn’t very studious, but she was a dreamy book-devour-
ing fantast. And she ran away to become a tutor in an orphans’ camp, 
somewhere in the north of the land, close to the Golan. And it didn’t 
take long for her to fall in love with a boy, as beautiful in her eyes as the 
David of Michelangelo. A real prince. And he was a Christian. She had 
a special taste for lovers who were out of the norm. A Christian Arab. 
Who came to fetch her one evening on a horse. She jumped on the back 
of the horse behind him and they vanished in the darkness. She was not 
to be blackmailed, she was not to be tamed by anyone.

•••

Lieutenant Takács was not satisfied. The conversation in the conspi-
rational apartment in Budapest was not pleasant. Lieutenant Takács 
didn’t give a damn about Pápai’s private problems or official problems. 
What he needed was cooperation. Pápai didn’t even write down any-
thing, as he promised. Takács had to take his time and question him, 
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slowly, methodically, and what was more, he had to write the report 
himself, and that didn’t make him happy. Sensing Pápai’s distractedness 
he simply thought, that Pápai was a lazy man. He even told him so. The 
business of “Carrel” was too important to be allowed to be thwarted by 
such lazy, superficial agent as Pápai.

Little did he know that with each piece of information Pápai gave about 
his wife’s niece – and Takács used literally plyers to tear them out of 
him – was spiritual torture for the man.

Failure again. Again failure.

It was an old family feud between the two families that bound his tongue 
stronger than any Sicilian omerta. The family of his wife – which, at 
least theoretically, was also his family, although he called it “my phan-
tom-family”, which was only the phantom-pain of his own family, lost 
forever, the shadow of a family, an in effigie-family, a prosthetic limb 
of a family, in which he never found the respect and sympathy he so 
craved for, instead he sufferred contempt, opposition, denigration: he 
was never, never accepted. So, now would be the appropriate time of 
reprisal and revenge – but in a strange way he felt lame, totally lame, 
unable to utter a word. Lieutenant Takács did not understand why this 
otherwise loquacious journalist, this communist with such a healthy 
sense of humour and wide knowledge of the world, behaved like a child 
gone mum, who stutters and mutters, and contradicts himself with each 
new word he so painfully draws out of him.

He didn’t know, Takács, the able lieutenant of the II/3 department, 
that he was talking to a heap of ash, the shadow of a man, who lost all 
his faith in the world and in himself. He was not a Jew, and he was not 
a not a Jew either. He was both. And nothing.

All the aunts and uncles of his wife went to Palestine following her 
father and mother in the twenties, but some of them, like the parents 
of this unhappily insolent niece, came back to Europe and Hungary in 
the worst moment, between the two wars, not finding the life attractive 
enough in the Palestinian Mandate of the British Empire, or simply 
being thrown out by the colonial powers for subversive activities. The 
Brits were in a precarious position, balancing between the Arab and 
Jewish population, but if they saw any illegal immigrant who was also 
accidentally a communist, they became severe.

The strangely opposite travels of the family, the opposite roads they 
took, crossed and reflected each other. When Pápai, as a young man, 
first escaped from the perils of an approaching apocalypse in 1939, step-
ping on the train in Gara de Nord, Bucharest, where his mother, who 
furnished him with a passport and money and all the goods she could 
heap on his beloved son for his adventurous journey to the Middle-East, 
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told him: “They won’t hurt women” – those were her last words, try-
ing to explain why she stayed behind (she didn’t have any hunch of the 
horrors that would come and engulf her too), they, a half of her wife’s 
family did the opposite, came back, and then suffered the horrors of 
the nazi regime, but all miraculously survived. During which time, as 
they said, he lived a happy life in sunlit Palestine: and this became a 
reproach and accusation against him: how can he oppose Zionism, if he 
never himself experienced on his body and soul the atrocities of a war? 
That was the most cruel argument in his ears. Why would he come back 
with his young wife after the war, why would he demand the support 
of a family if he is being so irrational? Why did they come back? Why 
didn’t they stay there?

But as her freshly married wife wrote to a friend about their feelings 
when they were still in Palestine, describing it as hell, nothing else, but 
hell:

Tonight I write to you with a fresh feeling of resistance, with a stronger will to 
struggle and with a clear knowledge of our difficult task here! You know that 
Palestine today is a hell. With all its smallness it contains all the ingredients 
necessary to make it a great camp of suffering. This is what the English want-
ed and this is how they succeeded in their aims. There is no use to write more 
about the present situation, what you know, with some exaggeration, from 
other papers is enough. You have only to interpret it, to read in between the 
lines. So we live here and sometimes a flash of thought demands from us to run 
away from here. It is easy to hide in a mountaineous village, where no paper 
ever reach, or to go to Ethiopia and work there in a small village. It is all too 
easy. But we must face it. Without facing it we shall agree to the foreign rule, 
to the ruthless crazy imperialism. And you know: we don’t want to run away 
because it is against our class-consciousness. Not because it is easier to fight but 
because we want to live with a clear conscience.

I am sorry for the long sentences, but you understand me, dear friend.
I work in the hospital for a long day… It is so far from the town. But it is 

good, I have work and earn my living. My husband studies, but unfortunately 
much of his time is exhausted in other things than chemistry… You know the 
constant need for people… and it is too sad that it is not realized that he must 
finish his studies well. Science is not a joke! It cannot be done superficially.

Strange words for many ears. But this is how they felt, two young com-
munists with ideals in their obstinate heads. She was a good girl, Bruria, 
and a convinced person, who could write a clear political analysis of the 
situation about the burning problems of Palestine, on the 26th of Decem-
ber, 1946, exactly one week after her marriage, that curiously matches 
the reports of “MRS. PÁPAI”, written for the III/1, thirty years later:

Now I am in Jerusalem, living in a curious suspension. I can start to work 
next week in a job that will give me many opportunities to develop and teach. 
It is in a Child-Welfare-Center, in the old city of Jerusalem. It is the poorest 
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and dirtiest section of Jerusalem and may be of Palestine. The only objection 
to start the work is the extremely low salary. It is 9 pounds monthly, with 
the additional pay for high cost of living it will be about 17-19 Palestinian 
pounds. It is less than minimum for us. My husband is a student of chemistry 
and he does not earn except occasionaly by working after his studies. It is truly 
a problem. It seems that I’ll have to continue a hospital job, where I’ll earn 
more, but where I shall not get any satisfaction. Any how all is quite pale in 
comparison with the burning problems of Palestine. The X. congress of the 
P.C.P has formulated its decisions in a small pamphlet. I’ll send it to my sister. 
Please ask her to translate especially those parts which concern the Jewish and 
Arab relationship. I hope that soon the Party will send an English translation. 
It will be good to translate it to French.

You will notice that the question of Immigration is formulated in a very 
tactical manner. The party under the present circumstance cannot find a way 
to bring the question in a more direct and open manner. I cannot agree, but at 
the same time my only place is with the C.P. I’ll work in the Y.C.L.

As you know probably from the newspapers, the Zionist-congress in Basel 
completed its session without reaching any final decisions. The main discussions 
were around the question: “What imperialism should the Zionist movement 
choose for its protector. The British or American?” The American sector in the 
congress is the most reactionary section of this jingoistic movement, and they 
had a majority. Now the Zionist activity will be operated on “American Ori-
entation”. The “progressive” parties, those who call themselves Marxists-Zi-
onists, decided to move for Weizman, who is for “British-Orientation”. The 
end results are: Weizman’s proposals to go to London’s sponsored “round-table” 
for Palestine, was defeated. The new “higher Zionist committee” prepares 
new proposals for Zionist activities in the future. Most of the delegates in the 
congress are for continuation of the “illegal” immigration into Palestine, and 
for new “settlement-movement” which actually means new Zionist strongholds 
in different places in Palestine.

In all this political games the C.P. stands as the only antiimperialistic factor, 
and is confronted by very difficult tasks. We are very weak in Jerusalem. We 
have not entered at all into the working-class circle. Our comrades have not 
developed yet the spirit of public, social worker. I think that Jerusalem is par-
ticularly difficult for our party work. It is a town with “comportments”, with 
a strange individualistic stamp on its people.

Nevertheless I’ll work hard and do my best.

From the moment Pápai and her beautiful wife, his prey, who made 
all men turn their heads in disbelief, got off the train that arrived from 
Prague, at the Keleti Railway Station, it was the summer of 1947 – es-
caping from a war-torn Palestine, where they felt, it was impossible for 
them to stay, leaving everything behind – burning up bridges behind 
him for the second time in his life –, they arrived to Budapest, the land 
of hope, the “furnace of the future”, not knowing how they shall thrive, 
they jumped into the void. The family had to take care of them, put 
money together, support them with furniture, but they were treated by 
some as traitors. Traitors of Israel. It was a strange family, the family of 
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his wife. He was and remained an alien in their midst, a double traitor 
to the cause of world Jewry in their eyes. He struggled hard to prove 
that he was a man, that he was an able man, but the only proof he could 
furnish after long years of struggle were his four children and a beautiful 
wife, everything else was a sham, a fake. That is how he felt.

•••

When, holding the hand of his son, they stepped out of Netherhall Gar-
dens 13, the famous Elm Tree House, and started their course down the 
hill in the pleasant breeze of a late spring afternoon, he started to talk, 
and his son, although he heard already some of the stories just loved to 
hear them again:

– You know, your grandma kicked me once in the ass, did you know 
that, and why?

– She kicked you in the ass?

– Yes, she did. She also broke an umbrella on my head when I was 
bringing shame on her during an open exam in school. As we stepped 
out of the gate she started to hit my head with the umbrella. And it 
broke. And then she cried. And then we laughed. But now, you know, 
two ladies were sitting in the living room, two boring old ladies who 
collected money for the Keren Kayemet.

The boy didn’t understand what Keren Kayemet meant, but he adored 
the words he didn’t understand. He played with them, when he was 
alone, throwing them up and watching them fall.

– They collected money to buy land in the Promised Land. “A land 
without people for people without land”, as Mr. Balfour so famously 
formulated it.

The boy didn’t ask who this Mr. Balfour was, it was good so. It was 
good not to understand things.

– Or maybe it wasn’t him, but it was really in all mouths at that time, 
1936, I remember the day, they were having tea and talking about col-
lecting to build a homeland for the Jews, and they said to my mum: “But 
there is nobody there, it is empty, it is a desert”, and when I heard this 
and I saw my mother opening her purse and giving them quite a lot of 
money, I simply asked: “But aren’t there any Arabs there?”, and my 
mum had these wild fits of anger, she jumped up in a second and kicked 
me in the ass, I flew out of the room, like a ball, I was sixteen, bang, right 
in the ass, she could play center in any soccer-team, I tell you, and I was 
laughing, I enjoyed having such a mum, and when the two old ladies 
left she was still angry a bit, I wasn’t, but she was baffled by herself and 
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she regretted it already, she just couldn’t control herself you know, and 
then she kissed me, and she gave me some money and she said: “You 
idiot, they were my best clients, silly boy” – because the ladies came 
regularly to buy carpets from us, and my mum was the best business 
woman in the world, you know, after my dad died, and we were robbed 
of the little shop, Friedmann and Co., we were robbed by the Company, 
and my father always dreamed of renaming it Friedmann and Son, he 
told me, like in the Dickens novel, Dombey and Son, and now my mother 
was left there, without a penny, with me, and she started this business 
with a little peasant girl, sent by her family, to help her out, they started 
weaving carpets, so beautiful carpets, that in the end she sold carpets 
even to the Royal Family in Bucharest, and we were quite rich, I was 
really spoiled, and the two ladies with that box of the Keren Kayemet 
bought from her regularly, I remember, we had to visit the tomb of my 
father every year, on Rosh Hashana –

They arrived to the foot of the hill, where Netherhall Gardens reached 
Finchley road, they had to tread a few steps, and the boy started to toy 
with the words Rosh Hashana, didn’t ask what it meant, and he lost a 
few words of his father.

– Aren’t you listening?

– I am.

– So what is Rosh Hashana?

– I don’t know.

– You are right, it could be any day in the calendar, but it was Rosh 
Hashana, every year, in autumn, usually quite cold already, and we had a 
huge kitchen, because we had two big apartments on the first floor, one 
was the workshop, where the girls were weawing the carpets, beautiful 
girls, I liked to chat with them, they were always singing, and in the 
huge kitchen my mum told the maid, because we had three of them, 
one specially for me, who took me to school every morning, she told 
the maid to bake ten crescent-rolls, do you know why it had to be ten?

– No, I don’t.

– Well, you know, the ten righteous man of the Bible, the Tzadikim, 
and we went to the cemetery –

They were already standing before the bakery in Canfield Gardens, but 
Pápai wanted to finish his story before. They should have gone right to 
see the doctor, as the son had a little accident two days ago, he fainted 
at the Embassy after sipping from the cognac of his mother, and his 
father took him through the crowd on his shoulders, oh, it was so good 
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to travel among the lit up faces, all turned towards them, on the huge 
shoulders of his father, all the ladies turning towards him, he was so 
proud of his father, so proud of himself fainting, it was a nic thing to 
faint, everybody asking, what happened with the little boy?

– And there were always beggars standing there in the cold, waiting for 
the rich to give them money, and she gave them the warm rolls, and 
they followed us to the grave of my father, to pray with us, that black 
marble grave that was so cold, you know, and I had to kiss it, every year, 
I hated to kiss it, I felt my lips would freeze on it, but it was a ritual my 
mother insisted upon. Maybe the only ritual she insisted upon. Yes, the 
only ritual she ever insisted upon.

Silence fell on them. Pápai took a deep breath and started for the en-
trance of the bakery, almost forgetting that he was not alone. He looked 
back on his son for a moment.

– You know, he said, I shall never forget that. The silence of all those 
tall black men in the room. The yellow face of my father in the bed. 
Chrome yellow. A corridor opened for me, a human corridor, I was 
only four you know, it was such a long way to his bed. And he was 
yellow, chrome yellow, I remember thinking, why is he so yellow? You 
know, when the big war broke out, he was already 28, and he didn’t 
want to go to the war, it was the First World War, you know, so he 
smoked two hundred cigarettes and swam through the icy Szamos, and 
almost died from the fever, and ten years later he – you know, his family 
didn’t want him to marry my mother, because her family was so poor, 
it was a mesalliance in their eyes, mesalliance, you know what it means?

But he didn’t wait for the answer and didn’t give any explanation. And 
it was good so. The word flowed before the eyes of the boy, like a but-
terfly. It was beautiful.

– And the family of my mother didn’t want the marriage, because they 
said, this Friedmann is a sick man, he has tuberculosis, he’ll never have 
an offspring, offspring, they liked this word, because, to make things 
worse, he was beaten once up in a brawl in a pub, and lost one of his 
balls, luckily not the ball that was producing semen, but the other one, 
that is the storehouse of semen, you know, it is always a bit colder than 
the other one, did you know that? otherwise you wouldn’t stand here 
and look at me with your blue eyes, my dear little son, and you know, 
I remember my dad, I had to go so close to his deathbed, I was terribly 
afraid, there was such a silence, I shall never forget that terrible silence, 
and then he put his hand on my head, and his hand was so heavy, my 
son, so heavy, I never thought a hand could be so heavy. Never.
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