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                Chapter ONE


In memory of my brother, Igor

    Based on a true story

    The book contains some scenes at which I was not present and I have relied on reports from my associates for the details. There are also a few events that neither my associates nor I witnessed in person. I wrote these latter as I imagined they played out.


    Dear Readers,

    I recommend my book to everybody. It was inspired by my life story:

    a harsh and cruel but beautiful reality.

    I also recommend it to those who, looking in the mirror,

    are lying even to themselves, since in the real sense of the word human,

    deep down inside they are not people, not anymore!

     

    – Ivan



    CHAPTER ONE

    I learnt friendship …

    And followed my fate …

    I met God on Earth …

    And wrote my story in my blood …

    My mother gave me life –

    To have dreams …

    My father’s thought taught me –

    To live my life …

    So, this light shadeth my cheeks,

    Upon leaving …

    Casting an anchor into the dark night,

    Not knowing …

    Eastern wind drifteth my boat –

    My soul is on the run –

    Not finding a cloud haven …

    Oh! Happiness!

    My drunk mind is in your forest …

    And in the eyes of my life,

    The velvet of their joy

    Is my light …

    The foot of a weeping willow

    Scents of my parents’ perfume …

    As I breathe,

    This love

    Is sublimated

    In my heart –

    For ever and ever …


It was the summer of 1967 when I first saw the motes of dust dancing in the sunlight. And maybe I already knew then that my life would be full of turmoil.

My skin was so dark that the first thing that came to my dad’s mind was, Who is this Gipsy kid?

If anybody knew about it, my father did. Yeah, of this he should have been aware! After all, he was the one who had made my mother pregnant in the coal, where he had stolen her virginity five years earlier – resulting in the birth of my elder brother.

Rejecting me as his son, my father pushed me back on the bed – beside my mother. And as he shut the door on his way out, he pounded his chest and muttered, almost stamping his feet, ‘I’m a real motorbike officer – this one’s not my kid! This one’s whinging like a pissed off whore …’

Even though my mother caressed my little bald head, the scene scared me so much that my tiny lips trembled. I cried inconsolably, like any other newborn would have done. Then I promptly pooed in my mother’s palm.

She put me down, got out of bed and tripped barefoot to the washbasin resting on a stand in the corner of the room. She was still weak, poor thing. Her curved lips opened to a wide smile while she washed her hardworking hands. After wiping her palms dry, she dug her fingers into her chestnut hair.

‘Your name will be Ivan, my child, like that of that old Russian Tsar.’

The door flew open, and my father strode in; he was the spitting image of Clark Gable. However, my father was somewhat more muscular and stronger than the actor. He had slicked his short black hair back with the help of some soap, and his brown eyes didn’t soften the effect of his sharp cheekbones.

His shoulders were shaking with anger. His ruddy face had an unusual, startling austerity. He was muttering, his thick black moustache bouncing up and down under his hawk nose, ‘Ye gods, woman! Are you choosing his name alone?’

Had she been wearing lipstick, it would have smeared across her face. But since she wasn’t, she just wriggled out of his grip.

Then my father gave in to her begging eyes and nodded.

‘Let’s call him Ivan. The other one’s got a Russian name too, so it doesn’t matter any more.’

‘Please, Daniel! Don’t talk about politics – even the walls have ears,’ said my mother. There was hostility in her eyes because she had been afraid of politics since the Hungarian Revolution of 1956.

In those days, our father had been on the losing side, and due to this, he had lost his job. Still, he must have been glad that he had got away with it – some unlucky people had been shot down like dogs or hanged from lamp posts on the street.

Back then, Budapest had been flooded by T-54 tanks decorated with red stars to crush the revolution. People didn’t feel safe even in the depths of their cellars. The political prisoners – who had even had their entire fingernails torn off in jail – were released after the revolution, and thus they could become the leaders of the militiamen.

Those strict, cruel people rounded up a large number of persons – revolutionists – who were then imprisoned or shot right there on the spot where they were found. They were fortunate if they were able to contemplate their anti-communist ideology as political prisoners while in the depths of the jails. Many others were put in mental hospitals and could only hope against hope that they might get out. People had to work just like robots, keeping their mouths shut.

The militiamen became government ministers of Hungary, the dogsbodies of the Soviets. They seized lavish villas at the cost of the people’s misery, and went hunting illegally with helicopters, while the people were left with only a few crumbs from the whole loaf. In other words, they preached water but drank the good Hungarian wine, Bull’s Blood of Eger. And they paid proper taxes to their Russian comrades in the form of food, technology and who knows what else.

The entire country was underprivileged. Plus, all views were banned except for communism, which otherwise was called socialism before the people. This regime had been in place since the revolution (or uprising) of 1956.

It also explained the permanent presence of the Soviet army in the country. This way, they outnumbered the Hungarian army. Generally, the people had no reason to complain about the Russian fighters, apart from some evil-minded soldiers who raped women for the sheer pleasure of it. The smart ones did some business with the residents, though. Gold watches and colour TVs changed hands rapidly. These items were highly prized; this was how Russian foot soldiers and officers made money to cover the cost of their occasional leaves.

Obviously, the Russkis weren’t stationed in the country voluntarily. They were in Hungary because they had to be. So sometimes the squaddies got stressed because they didn’t feel up to military service. They fled the army with their guns. Most of the deserters were ‘rewarded’ with a 9-mm lead bullet in the back of the head. Right there on the spot where they were caught. Or – very rarely – they were sent to the gulag in Siberia. More precisely, the runaways would rot away in forced labour camps for the rest of their lives.

The Reds controlled the country as their umpteenth province. Studying the Russian language became mandatory in primary school, along with becoming a pioneer and wearing a red tie. Later on, the process of swearing into the Hungarian Young Communist League (KISZ) required that the young learn the required ideology. So, they didn’t fill the people’s teeth but their heads.

People were no different on the other side. Teenagers looted wagons at the railway stations and shot at anybody who disrupted their activity. These eager young people were also imprisoned after 1956, who, when released twenty-five years later as ‘revolutionists of 1956’, were rewarded with massive amounts of money by the new ‘Democratic State’.

My family somehow survived the regime change. My father became a drinker – but also a cab driver, transporting people in his well-preserved ash-grey Warszawa. After some early struggles, my family’s financial situation stabilized. Sometimes we had some debt, but we no longer had just jacket potatoes for supper – we also had sausages with mustard.

The cottages in the capital’s poor district were identical. All of them looked like ours: rundown. Mature ash trees shaded many decaying picket fences with their sprawling canopies. They also shaded a couple dozen hustling prostitutes. However, neither the doors nor the prostitutes escaped the ravages of time. A gentle breeze could’ve knocked them all down.

The buildings in District 8 suited the working girls: like conjoined twins, they almost completed each other. This part of the city was very small in comparison to others. Its real name was Harlem, home to thousands of penniless workers, who had always humbly served the wealthy’s most ridiculous and shameful whims.

Igor, my brother, was a first-year student who didn’t go to school voluntarily. Ma woke him up at 7 a.m., got him washed and herded him and Dad to the kitchen to eat. Soft-boiled eggs, toast and hot coffee was the regular menu; they rarely had homemade jam or margarine.

One day, while my dad and my brother were having breakfast across from each other, the old man picked up Igor’s wooden pen holder and smashed it over his head.

‘I’ll skin you if you don’t study, you little sod! Don’t just mess around on the street, Igor!’

My mother held me in her lap; I couldn’t understand a thing – I was just a toddler. But I could already sense that there was something wrong. I started crying desperately.

My brother didn’t dare make the smallest sound, but he also knew that our father would buy him a new pen holder. The broken one will still be useful for fighting with my classmates, Igor thought while he wiped the blood running from his nose with his palm.

‘Quiet!’ my father snapped at me, but he had soon twigged that it made no sense to roar at me. He folded his hands, which were like big heart-shaped shovels, in front of him and turned to Igor.

‘Let’s make a deal, son. I spoke to your class teacher yesterday. I know that you receive a red disc for every correct answer and a blue one for every wrong response. Is that right?’

‘Yes, Daddy,’ said my brother, casting his eyes down.

The old man went on, ‘Now, Igor! I’ll give you a Kossuth-coin of five forints for every red disc. But if you bring home a blue one, I’d rather not see you again!’

Our mother was a reasonable person: she never flashed a teasing smile or pout. She seemed to be a good-natured, ingenuous soul. She just nodded at my father, indicating her consent while she looked at the dingy furniture of our flat.

Pa brought home a beat-up beggar that night. Perhaps he wanted to atone for his sins before God. Who knows?

Our mother was calm, smiling at the stranger with an impassive face while breastfeeding me, sitting at the kitchen table.

The beggar put his snow-white head of hair in order, suddenly appearing distraught as if he didn’t know what he should be doing. All excited, he hurried over to my mother, opening his arms to embrace her.

‘It’s very hot in here.’

My mother’s face became whiter than fresh snow. Her eyes flashed like fiery coals.

‘Lay an extra place at the table for our guest, woman!’ my father said ferociously, and then something happened that had never happened before.

My mother came out from behind her mask, screaming, ‘I don’t even know who this man is!’ Mum’s posture and stern voice radiated vicious disapproval.

Dad’s face turned porcelain white. He threw his dirty trenchcoat over his bulky shoulders, pulling his wide-brimmed black hat down over his left eye. Ruthless hostility glinted in his eyes, which would have sent a chill down anybody’s spine. He spoke in a raspy voice, his lips barely moving. ‘Snatch that pan of cooked spuds from the stove, Balazs!’

My father tied the corners of the tablecloth together. It contained all the food that had been set on the table. He put the bundle on his back. ‘Well now, let’s get out of here, man. You can see that you’re not welcome.’

Then, goading the beggar in front of him, Dad left our home without saying a word. The mysterious light of the moon, hiding behind clouds, had spread over our house by the time Dad got back. His head was rolling on his long neck like the periscope of a surfacing submarine. His broad chin was framed by black stubble: his appearance wasn’t exactly pleasant.

Even the piebald cat lounging in the anteroom looked at him with anxious eyes, probably thinking, This man is destructive. The tomcat sneaked out of the house.

Pop stood there, dead drunk. Heavy, purple-black wrinkles ran under his eyes, giving his face a deep bronze-red hue. He put his arms around my mother’s waist and smacked a huge kiss on her smooth cheek.

Ma was so scared that she trembled, but she couldn’t resist speaking, proudly snapping at the old man, ‘I hope you’re pleased now that your family haven’t eaten anything today.’

My father’s response was immediate. In front of Igor, he hit our mother with his large shovel-shaped hands. He hollered at the top of his voice, ‘So what do you want? You don’t like the system?’

Thank God, Pa got tired of his little game after having slapped Ma a couple of times. Then he toppled everything in his way and stumbled into the bedroom. Still in his dirty, mud-stained dungarees, he collapsed on the bed with such force that even the wooden beams in the ceiling creaked.

xxx

Pa had underestimated my brother. Igor – oddly enough – brought home so many red discs after their special pact that Pop couldn’t give him the five-forint coins fast enough.

However, our father kept his word. There was no problem until the end of the first term. But afterwards? Dad discovered at the first parents’ meeting that, lo and behold, it wasn’t looking too good for Igor. It turned out, my brother was about to fail several subjects.

Pop came home in shock on that day, his thick leather belt swaying in his hands, double-folded.

‘You scoundrel!’ he screamed as Igor stood in front of him in the kitchen, eyes cast down.

Dad asked him a second time before my brother plucked up his courage and dared to look him in the eye.

‘So, where did you get those red discs, you good for nothing? Don’t make me ask you again!’

‘I bought ’em for two forints apiece … from my classmates,’ Igor said, cowering, hunching his shoulders to protect his red ears.

Father’s reaction was fast. Swollen red welts soon appeared on Igor’s small body, similar to fresh sausages seen at pig-killing feasts in the countryside. Pop relentlessly pounded him with his belt as if Igor were a hired mule.

‘Daddy! Ouch, don’t hurt me …’

The begging didn’t work. The old man was covered in sweat. He was shocked by the fact that my brother had rooked him out of so many Kossuth fives.

After this incident, Igor gave up buying discs, to the great sorrow of his straight-A classmates. But time passes and people evolve. The following day my brother snitched his two richest classmates’ savings stamp books. They contained 250 forints lying there to waste, which was good money at the time.

However, the real issues started when the caretaker of the school, a fat and slothful fellow, visited us along with his dangling catfish-like moustache. He looked Igor up and down with his rigid fish eyes and bellowed at our father at the top of his voice, without taking his eyes off of Igor, ‘You cannot bribe me, you brat! Where are the stamps?’

Igor, of course, admitted nothing. At that point he would’ve denied the existence of the starry sky above him, so afraid was he of our father’s anger.

‘I swear on the lives of Mr Caretaker’s children, I haven’t taken anything.’

Slothful Berci grabbed Igor’s ear hard.

At which point our father flew off the handle. He grabbed the back of the caretaker’s collar and bundled him out the door as if he was a stray cat, and hollered after, ‘My son is not a thief, you pig!’

While the man was fleeing the scene, Pop bellowed at him from the porch, ‘Come here again uninvited, and I will smash your big chucklehead flat!’

My brother thought he had got away with it. He was as happy as a hog in muck. However, his hopes were dashed when the last beams of the setting sun began pouring through the small window of our kitchen.

The family were getting ready for supper. Being just a nursling, I rested in Mum’s lap, blinking at everything and everybody. Igor’s face glistened pink in the candlelight.

Pa stormed in through the door, raging like a wildfire. Judging from the severe expression on his face, everyone knew there was something wrong.

‘Tell me, son.’ The old man stared at Igor with a piercing look that penetrated his still-developing body, ‘What are the names of those two boys whose stamps you stole?’

Turning pale as a ghost, my brother felt something wasn’t right. He wanted to check the stolen school items at his hiding place in the shed, but he couldn’t go out. Then, thinking of Pop’s belt, he blurted out, ‘Well – uh, the Feldmäyer brothers …’

‘Are you a thief, then? My son is not a thief!’

Both Igor and Mum thought that the old man would maim him in anger.

For once, Dad didn’t hit him. He spoke to my brother in a voice that was unyielding and unemotional.

‘There you are, you take the loot. From now on, make your own fate. You can run away. It’s your choice. But if you want to stay in my house, I’m beating you right now!’

Meanwhile, Mum, holding me, just sat beside the stove and didn’t make a sound. She didn’t really want to protect Igor because she had little love for her son. Her once sharp-cut and noble face sagged; she was tired of struggling in her long life.

Igor put some of his things in his school bag, while our mother took his raggedy shoes away from him, which were two sizes too big for his feet anyway, though Pop used to tell him he’d grow into them. Ignoring our parents, my brother rushed outside in the cold of winter – barefoot as he was.

My parents thought he’d come crawling back in a few minutes.

But he was more scared of Pop than of anything else. Igor was gone: no one saw him in the neighbourhood.

Half an hour later, Pop couldn’t find him anywhere, even though the old man walked the nearby streets up and down, shouting Igor’s name. It was already late at night when Dad walked into the local police station.

The duty officer was astonished to hear what my father said.

‘Well, uh. I came here because my kid has run away …’

Obviously, Pop wasn’t aware that Igor hadn’t gone that far during his world tour.

Clutching a leather bag under his arm, Igor wandered the city without food or water that night. Morning came very slowly for him. When the earth was covered in complete darkness, he spent his time sitting under a table in the marketplace, shivering with cold.

The sky began turning pale behind the houses, but the street lamps still exhaled light into the night. Hidden in his secret place under the cloak of the night, Igor listened to the footsteps pounding on the cobblestones. At first, he blinked excitedly at the play of lights and shadows cast on a white wall and then gazed at the tentative rays of moonshine before he dozed off completely.

His dream took him to a wondrous castle. The building itself looked rather foreboding, but it was bright with light. Blood-red roof tiles gleamed like rubies. He saw mediaeval turrets here and there, one of them flying a swastika flag. As in a monastery, wrought iron bars covered the windows. Igor walked into the brightly lit foyer, where the white marble floor was covered with a cherry-red velvet carpet leading to the stairs …

At this point in the dream, a rough arm pulled him back to reality.

‘Hey, kid! You’re kipping in here, eh?’ A swarthy man with slate-grey eyes and a stern weathered face looked at Igor.

My brother didn’t say a word; he just stared at the man’s greying hair and soon realised that the fellow must be between fifty and the grave.

The stranger twirled his wispy moustache with his very hairy and sinewy fingers and, still peering at my brother, he smiled and said, ‘You haven’t got a place to live, have you, young man? Easy there. Where seven can graze, there’s enough food to feed an eighth.’

Thereupon, the old Gipsy, named Bakro, adopted my brother into his large family.

As they hit the cobbled road, the old man took Igor by the hand, muttering under his moustache, ‘We’re going home, poppet. You must be feeling peckish.’

They walked a long way. It was morning by the time they reached the old clay cottage on the outskirts of the city. The small house was surrounded by a large field, which was left fallow during wintertime. The old Gipsy sowed fodder crops on the soil in the spring – but only for his two grey-roan horses.

The whole family slept in the house, which comprised only a large room whose floor was covered by shabby carpets, plaster falling from its whitewashed walls. Bakro slept on a very old chaise longue with his wife Linus, and the children slept in one corner of the room on a heavy wool blanket laid on straw and covered with two huge eiderdowns for those who felt the cold more than the others.

And even though they had a coal stove as old as Methuselah, fuel was scarce in their home, apart from those few kilos of fine-grained coal debris fallen from delivery lorries, which was picked up by Bakro’s sons every day. That little amount was immediately consumed by the heater. As a result, all the urchins living in the shack slept huddled together regardless of their age, entangled on top of each other and filthy.

Igor was taken in straight away. Laughing, he scampered under the eiderdown. He wasn’t hungry any more; he just wanted to join the children, to get warm. Only two of them were around his age. All the others were older than him, all boys. The boys had only attended school for a couple of days in their short lives, and even that was in vain because they soon got cheesed off with that stern institution called ‘schoolhouse’ and left the bare classroom quickly and for good.

Bakro’s partner Linus wasn’t his first wife, which may have been the reason for the age difference of twenty years between them. She had a lovely face, high cheekbones, and a warm smile. With her bronze skin, she looked like a Native American. She wore her long black hair braided and pinned at the back. Her white teeth gleamed. She had large green eyes like those of a little girl that made her face mysterious, even charming.

And she was intrigued by the saving stamps, which she looked through while my brother was sleeping. Linus took the matter into her own hands. She quickly got rid of the collection at half price, within half an hour or so. So, when she returned to her children, she was carrying a huge basket, full of food, in her arms. She rewarded my brother with a pair of barely used shoes, gracefully handing them over to him.

‘Well, kid, they seem more like moccasins to me, but they’re better than going barefoot.’

‘Thank you, ma’am,’ Igor said with his eyes cast down.

He put his new shoes on. He didn’t go to school after his escape (if his dismissal from home could be called that).

Pop and the authorities looked all over the city for him, but they couldn’t see the wood for the trees. My brother became wholly integrated into the Romani family.

Old Bakro walked everywhere, mainly to the markets, where he took his entire family. While he was wheeling and dealing – doing business, his kids pinched anything that wasn’t nailed down. It was difficult to hide the vast amount of loot under the straw on their horse cart. These items were later sold or bartered by the old man – mainly for food and rarely for drink. He wanted neither pity nor sympathy. He had all the sold loot restolen by his kids. Old Bakro was as wily as a carthorse.

One early morning a few weeks later, Igor saw our father in the flesh at the market. It came as a bolt out of the blue. Pop grabbed Igor by the neck and gave him the fright of his life. All of a sudden a huge crowd surrounded them. There were about half a dozen vendors and a dozen curious onlookers.

One of the onlookers said to our father, ‘What do you want with that child?’

Father looked at old Bakro as if he wanted to kill him and yelled loudly, ‘It’s none of your business what I do to my son!’

Then Pop left, dragging Igor by the ear. My brother begged him in vain: Pop’s strong hand didn’t loosen its grip on his ear. Dad didn’t say a word until they got home. But my brother was sure he would be in trouble once they got to the porch. And he was right. The show started when they reached the hallway. Even though God only knows how often my brother got more punches than food, never before had he been slapped in the face like that.

Pop’s huge palm completely covered his face, just like the snow blanketed Moscow in 1941. Igor flew about three metres, like a low-flying Stuka. Upon landing, he knocked over the coal stove. Blood spewed from his nose as if he was giving it away freely.

In the meantime, the old man unbuckled his belt and shouted at Igor, ‘Come here, you bastard!’

My brother first thought, Oh, boy, he’s furious now – he’ll have my guts for garters. He could not get to his feet, no matter how hard he tried. He turned to Dad, crying, ‘Daddy! Please don’t hurt me. I can’t get up.’

And while he wiped the tears from his pimply face with both hands, the cavalry arrived. Our granny stepped in, who Pop simply called Witch, although the old lady was pretty cool.

‘Come on, son! Don’t hurt that child anymore! Can’t you see what you’ve done to him?’

My brother hadn’t noticed anything until then, but now he glanced at the lower part of his long trousers. His tibia was exposed between the ankle and the knee, breaking through the skin. Pop noticed it too and got frightened.

The whole family gathered around Igor; I was sleeping in my mum’s arms – hanging there like a cherry from a tree. Everybody began to fuss over my brother. They promised the world to him if he told nobody what had happened.

Pa put him into his cab and rushed him to the family doctor. He told the doctor that Igor had fallen down the stairs on his way to the cellar.

The doctor suspected our father was lying and banished him from his office. Then he said to Igor in a soft voice, ‘Your father didn’t tell me the truth, did he, young man? You were beaten, weren’t you?’

‘No, no! I fell down the stairs,’ my brother said, stubborn as a mule.

The doctor couldn’t do anything about it, so he called our father in. ‘There’s no evidence against you, but I will have you prosecuted anyway – I’m convinced that you have beaten your child.’

Pa grumbled and went on his way without saying a word. He was afraid he would be put in jail because of Igor.

My brother was taken to hospital. A kind nurse cut off his shaggy shoulder-length hair, which was full of lice. Having spent some time with the Roma family, the boy had become a bit ‘buggy’, to say the least.

That could have happened anywhere in those days. Igor didn’t blame his foster family for anything; they had taken him in as one of their own. They had fed and watered him. They had been kind to him – and had never hurt him.

While a nurse disinfected him, another rubbed his entire body with some odd-smelling ointment. Having been X-rayed, he was taken into the operating room, where special screws were inserted into his heel.

Bedridden as a surgical patient, Igor was soon bored to death in the hospital. Like every child of his age, he was a cheeky devil sometimes, who annoyed the nurses. Every now and then, he put his hand on a nurse’s bottom or grabbed another one’s boobs when they bent over to put a thermometer into his mouth.

Some of them laughed, but others pitched a fit or even screamed for the head physician. The doctor laughed when my brother explained that he touched the white-coated ladies because he wanted to please them. Anyway, he could soon walk again. Igor didn’t spend much time in hospital.

Finally, the head physician achieved what he intended. He found a new home for Igor, and our parents somehow resigned themselves to that fact.

My brother was taken away by two priests in cassocks.

As Igor limped between them, one of them said, ‘Don’t be so sad, buddy. Your parents don’t love you – they don’t even want to see you any more. They have completely given up on you.’

On their way to District 2, the priests filled his head with nonsense like that. They stood among huge tenements on a quiet street. Igor gazed at the buildings of the Piarist Institute. The living quarters and the school faced each other on opposite sides of the street. They entered the school. Igor’s limping footsteps pattered on the grey stone floor of the long maze-like corridors. The cowled men eventually stopped at a large double door.

‘This is the chief abbot, son. Be respectful.’

They entered a spacious room, where a life-sized oil painting hanging above the fireplace caught Igor’s eyes.

The stocky little abbot was leaning on his elbows at a well-worn desk.

‘That’s Count Karoly on horseback in full battle regalia,’ he told Igor, who wasn’t paying attention.

He gazed at the refined details of the landscape in the background of the painting. It seemed alive. Igor’s eyes drifted to the fireproof filing cabinet by the window, and then he looked out beyond the glass. The suburban houses were enveloped in a misty fog with distant glimmers of sunlight.

The abbot jumped up from his seat. His grease-stained robe fluttered in the air, almost like a victory flag. His green eyes, too close to each other, lit up. He flashed his false teeth severely at my brother.

Igor wasn’t scared of him and greeted him loudly.

‘I’m deeply honoured, Father Abbot.’

‘At last you have acknowledged me. You little rascal! This building, where you’ll live and study, was built in 1727, and great people were raised here. Count your blessings, boy!’

xxx

Igor and his classmates marched in pairs from the living quarters to the school in an orderly fashion. Two monks escorted the boys – one in the front and one at the back.

The monks yelled and clapped their hands. ‘Move it, gentlemen. Move it.’

My brother got into trouble in the first religion class. Sitting alone at the back of the classroom, he was reading a cheap thriller. Suddenly, the young novice giving the course was standing before him.

Igor glanced at the Bible in the hand of the man of the cloth and laughed. ‘Oh, my God! What now?’

The robed man frowned and threw the Bible with both hands. Igor ducked, the speeding book raising a small dust storm on his shoulders.

‘You little idiot! Follow me to my desk,’ said the novice, blushing. Then he yelled at another teenager, ‘What are you grinning at, Egon? To my desk. You too, Buzz!’

Three children stood in front of the shabby desk.

The novice took his long thin cane and beat the fingers of each of the boys’ right hands until they were bloody. The class gazed at the punishment in dead silence, their eyes ablaze with fear. None of the punished boys said a word.

When they got back to their places, my brother raised his right hand.

‘Go ahead. What do you want to say?’ The novice looked at Igor, frowning.

‘Reverend, would you be so kind as to return the book that I’ve just been reading? Since you’ve beaten my hands so badly that they are covered in blood.’

‘You meddling child! Have you not learnt your lesson yet? If you say another word, I’ll beat your other hand as well. Dammit.’

Igor didn’t push it; he remained silent. After the bell, the children filed out to the courtyard, except for the two head boys. Buzz and Egon took my brother aside – behind the lavatory. Egon was the strongest teenager in the class, so all his classmates guessed the lads hadn’t gone there just to play games, and at least eighteen boys followed them.

‘Gentlemen!’ said Egon, turning towards his large audience, pointing his forefinger at Igor. ‘Everyone’s guffawing at us because of this little shite! Well, now he’s gonna pay!’

Egon nodded to Buzz, who immediately rushed at my brother like a wild lion. The children fell to the muddy ground entwined like two prize fighters. They beat and pounded each other – as best they could. All the while, the audience applauded the heavy punches, shouting. Buzz couldn’t overcome Igor, so Egon threw himself into the fight – attacking my brother from behind.

The audience whistled and went mad, shouting ‘ugh’ when they saw how Egon had behaved, but none dared to interfere. The bell rang in the courtyard. Everybody ran off to queue up, except for my brother.

His face smeared with mud and blood, Igor walked into the lavatory to clean himself up. The courtyard was already empty when he shuffled up the grey stone stairs to the first floor. He knocked on the large ochre door and stepped into the classroom.

The technical drawing teacher crossed the room on his skinny legs. He stood in front of Igor, holding at least a dozen T-shaped rulers in his hand. He stared at Igor with his cold blue bug-eyes.

‘Well?’ he asked my brother, with apathetic calmness, his buckteeth hanging out of his mouth.

‘I-I—’

The rest of the children made sounds mimicking rabbits.

Professor Valkai, known as ‘the Bunny’ because of his mobile face, said to Igor, ‘Hand out these rulers – put one on every desk!’

With downcast eyes, my brother did as instructed until he got to Egon’s seat. Then he tossed all the rulers aside but for one, which he gripped in his right hand and, in a split second, smashed over Egon’s head. Buzz immediately rushed to Egon’s aid, engaging in a proper ‘sword’ fight with Igor.

Within moments, the whole class joined the fight. Bunny, or Mr Valkai, who had been holding a drawing board, flung it down with both hands onto his desk so forcefully that the board broke into pieces.

The teacher yelled, ‘Reprobates! Enough is enough. All of you need to lead by example – our dear state supports you!’

The brawl petered out.

Egon shook hands with Igor, whispering to him, ‘Our dear state! That has been a land of traitors for centuries. Amusing, huh? Nah …’
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