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  He loved making love on the rug.


  It was a soft rug, or rather fluffy, very thick textured. For a long time he had thought that it was a prayer-rug. Now he knew that it was not, and also knew that it was valuable, indeed, very valuable. He could have guessed that from its turbulent and mysterious history. One should always be on the alert if an object has had a destiny, a singular durability, which in time gives rise to the suspicion or feeling of an aura of immortality about it. This rug was indestructible, that he had established long ago, but it had never even occurred to him that this might have something to do with its intrinsic market value. Its curious immortality was a personal value, nothing more; its distinctive pattern, which bore no resemblance at all to that of familiar oriental rugs, also supported his instinctive or automatic conviction – though he had never thought it through. Even in values one seeks a generally agreed principle that offers a point of support. If it did not resemble a single one of the oriental rugs that he had trodden in his father’s house – and, of course, in those so-called better houses in which he had been as a child – this could not be a really valuable item.


  The first occasion when he got an inkling that this was not entirely the case was in early 1954, when he returned to Budapest from relocation. That had still been less than legal, because although in the summer of 1953 the new Prime Minister, Imre Nagy, had heralded an amnesty in his government’s programme – he had temporarily upstaged ‘the most faithful disciple’, Mátyás Rákosi, after the death of his master, Stalin – all manner of things in the unquestionably great changes had remained as they were. Relocated persons had therefore been able to leave their places of compulsory residence in the provinces, for example, but not a single one had had their Budapest home restored to them.


  The section of the proposals that applied to him – how avidly he had read it! – stated:


   


  A correct relationship must be created between the people’s democratic state and the populace. Illegalities and the practice of abuse of the law in the work of the police, in the organs of state security and justice, and in the councils must be eliminated … Motions concerning amnesty must be laid before the coming session of the National Assembly, and under the amnesty law all whose crimes are not so serious that their release could jeopardise the security of the state, public safety or the security of private property, must be released. The system of internment must be ended and internment camps abolished. The judicial function of the police must be ended by legal means. It must be made possible for relocated persons freely to choose their abode under the legal considerations that equally apply to the citizenry as a whole.


   


  The snag lay in the seemingly insignificant words ‘under the legal considerations that apply equally to the citizenry as a whole’. Persons that had been relocated had by now not been resident in the capital for more than two years. ‘Legal considerations that applied equally to the citizenry as a whole’, however, meant that anybody in the country could move to Budapest – but only with a residence permit. And as residence permits were not being issued, ostensibly on the grounds of over-crowding in the capital – it was obvious that there was no chance of either resettlement there or of recovering one’s erstwhile house or flat. So it was, therefore, that after marrying in the spring of 1954 he in fact slept illegally at his wife’s address until 1956. His mother-in-law’s flat, where they lived, was frequently disturbed at night by the police, ringing the door-bell to check whether he was sleeping there with his wife instead of leaving for Nógrádverőce{1} to spend the night in his declared lodgings. When making the bed, however, they now pulled the glass cabinet, which stood in the corner, away from the wall, and if the police rang during the night he slipped behind it with his bedclothes, and Júlia opened the door to the police while her mother pushed the furniture together. The police would look round the flat, cast an enquiring eye at the marital double bed – was it not made for two? – then plod heavily out into kitchen, lavatory and bathroom, and finally leave, not fully convinced, without a word. In those days, therefore, when life was very hard (there were mornings when they did not know what, if anything, there would be for lunch), I say, one morning in those hard times when he was completely sunk in hopeless material anxieties (one can sink into anxieties, you know, not only into fluffy oriental rugs) he pulled himself together, rolled up the rug and took it to a commission shop.


  In those days – but much earlier too, from the start of the fifties onward – fantastic items, antique furniture, pictures, mirrors, vases and valuable bric-à-brac came to these shops in a veritable flood, offering a striking contrast with the shoddily dressed people, empty shop windows and aggressive dreariness of everyday life. These shops were resplendent with the requisites of plenty and wealth. Richly inlaid secrétaires, sets of Empire chairs, Maria Theresa chests, Altwien and Meissen porcelain and Chinese vases poured into the storerooms of these omnivorous shops through two channels – first- and second-hand. First-hand meant former gentry and middle-class persons trickling out their ancient family heirlooms, people squeezed to the periphery of society trying somehow to stay afloat and to supplement by this slow wastage the steadily dwindling crust from the black bread of society that the authorities allowed them as class enemies.


  The second channel was the state itself: here were brought superfluous items from the villas and flats of relocated persons – superfluous, in the sense that, except in rare instances, the members of the new ruling class who moved into these premises attached no value to all that antique furniture, although some of them did contrive for it not to be removed after the persons deported had gone. There was particularly little regard for the many remnants of aristocracy: these went cheaply into the commission shops and came out as cheaply as could be. Some people did well: those whom the authorities either overlooked or did not drag away on account of their staunch fellow-traveller attitudes, and who nevertheless had not forgotten what a genuine Chippendale or Louis XVI armchair looked like, bought up cheaply wonderful furniture from plundered villas and bourgeois homes.


  And so it was that one hopeless September morning in 1954 Ádám took the rug for valuation. This was not considered a pleasant thing to do; it had something darkly political about it, obviously not by chance, as in these places, which were separate from the shop itself, old people branded with the indelible seal of class-enmity abandoned one after another their shakes of the head, their tremulous glances and the breath of permanent epigastric agony as they left their sacred family heirlooms there for sale. Anyone that came here to sell was neither worker, peasant, nor progressive intellectual; on him the valuer might vent his spleen as he sat behind his table like an examining magistrate investigating a political matter. And there was no appeal against his power.


  When Ádám slowly unrolled the rug the valuer raised one eyebrow, then looked at him with that penetrating look, typical of valuers, by which we are rendered less than confident. (Worse than this is the other sort of valuer, who does not even look up; it is as if we were not there, as if the item alone existed as far as he was concerned, and he clings to it with all his might like an octopus while making disparaging remarks on the question of life and death, because it is a matter of life and death, or rather, how much he will give for the item.) The valuer looked at Ádám: first he established that the rug was not stolen, though that interested him less. He was much more intent on discovering whether Ádám had any idea of the value of the rug. At such a moment the vendor must shrug his shoulders, purse his lips gently, softly, half lower his eyelids – this has a very telling effect – tilt his head a little to one side and with the merest change of angle look not at the item, and less still at the valuer, but at some distant point – in a meditative reverie, as if momentarily his least concern is greater than that the sum to be offered might interest him. The valuer registers this telling aloofness and states a figure. Now he is really beginning to pay attention! This is the decisive moment in the game. Now we must slowly and absent-mindedly retrieve ourselves from meditative reverie and with an expression on our face as of one returning from a very long journey must say ‘I beg your pardon, I was miles away, how much did you say, please?’ When the valuer has to repeat himself because we have absent-mindedly ignored what he said, or rather have indicated that we have not been watching his lips for the statement – this is always to the good. It constitutes a slight – indeed, minimal – exchange of roles.


  And then the valuer, under pressure, proposed a still higher figure! A definitely impressive one! Although it was obvious that this was not the real one, he was stating it as a point of information. Slowly Ádám rolled up the rug, leaving the valuer, reduced to silence, gaping in the unpleasant odours of his mouth, put the roll under his arm and made quickly for the door.


  “Hey!” the valuer called after him, forgetting himself and in his surprise lapsing into the demotic, “hey, just a minute! Let me have another look, more thoroughly!”


  But Ádám, turning round at the door, only said: “Thank you, you can’t have been serious.”


  And he slipped into the street. Almost escaping – as if he had stolen the rug – he turned into the first gateway and quickly found a hiding-place in a dark corner behind the lift-shaft. He knew that the valuer would not leave it at that; the rapacious gleam in his eye had betrayed how great a prize that rug could be, he would not let it slip so easily through his fingers. He waited with bated breath behind the lift, and heard the valuer’s voice:


  “Come on, perhaps he’s in here!”


  Three men came into the gateway. One went up to the first floor, the second searched the passages leading from the yard, while the valuer himself glanced at the lift and then went behind the lift-shaft. So close were they to one another that Ádám once more smelled his bad breath. But it was so dark, and he flattened himself so against the wall, that the valuer failed to see him. As long as he doesn’t strike a match! Then he heard him taking out his matchbox, rattle it, fumble with it. I’ll knock him down! He felt sweat trickle slowly down his spine. The valuer put the match to the side of the box, it spat, gave a flash, and went out. Good old Hungarian matches! He heard the valuer getting out the next match, but he dropped the box and in the pitch darkness all the matches scattered. The man swore, then abandoned the dark corner. The other two had now come back.


  “Haven’t got a match, have you?”


  “No.”


  “What about this chap?”


  “No sign.”


  “Damn! Ought to catch him, though. He’s got a fantastic rug with him. I mentioned a quite ridiculous figure and he walked out.”


  “A valuer should be a valuer and not honest!” said one and laughed. The valuer did not laugh, he was furious.


  “Let’s get back to the shop. But one of you stay outside in the gateway and watch the street. Will you recognise this chap?”


  “The rug under his arm’ll give him away, won’t it?”


  “Yes,” said the valuer thoughtfully. “By this time he knows it’s a valuable item, he isn’t going to leave it anywhere … Both of you stay outside in the gateway! And keep your eyes open!”


  The voices died away and the three men disappeared. How was he to get out of there with the rolled-up rug under his arm? There was only one thing to be done, the valuer had given him the idea: leave the rug there and come back for it after the shop was closed. It was to be hoped that the two men would not recognise him without the rug. He had some matches (he should have offered the valuer one when his were spilled! A gentleman is a gentleman even in Hell!){2}. He struck one. In the other corner were some rolls of tarred paper leaning against the wall. Excellent! He placed his own roll behind them; they were longer, and hid the treasure perfectly. He waited for a quarter of an hour, then looked cautiously out of the gateway.


  The two hounds were standing there outside the commission shop, watching the street. A white taxi drew up at the kerb and the driver jumped out, greeted the two and a conversation started. Obviously, they were telling him about the incident.


  This was his chance. Nice and slowly, so as not to arouse attention, he walked out of the gateway and set off in the opposite direction. He restrained himself until reaching the corner, then turned and raced home.


  They had been anxiously waiting for him to bring the money, and he had also had to buy something for lunch. He showed by holding out his arms that he had nothing.


  “What about the rug?”


  “They’ll tell me this afternoon whether they’ll accept it.”


  He looked at the two women’s faces: were they taken in?


  “They’ve kept it until then,” Ádám closed the subject a little uncertainly.


  Lunch that day was bread and dripping.


  He could hardly wait for closing time. Long before then he strolled that way, but then it occurred to him that this was not wise as he could be recognised, so he wandered down to the Danube embankment. The lump in his stomach became harder and harder: what if the rolls of tarred paper had been removed and the rug was not there? Half an hour after closing time he walked nice and slowly in at the gateway and straight to the back of the lift-shaft. He did not want to strike a match but only felt around in the darkness. The tarred paper rolls were there, but he could not find the rug. He groped around, almost in a panic, and two rolls fell over with a loud bang, but the rug was nowhere. His hand trembling, he struck a match. Yes, there was the rug, hidden behind three rolls. He picked it up and, throwing caution to the wind, hurried out with it into the street. Only when he had turned the corner could he finally let himself relax. He allowed his face to show his triumph. So he had a serious piece of property under his arm! Now he was not thinking of selling it. With that knowledge he felt better even about having had no lunch.


  “They wouldn’t take it,” he said at home, with ill-concealed jubilation. Júlia raised her head slowly, looked at him and said nothing.


  Not long after the brush with the commission shop, that is, he was with a group discussing Mohammedanism, and one of those present began to talk about prayer-rugs. It was then that he learned that prayer-rugs do not merely serve the sanctity of prayer – as do so many ritual aspects of religions – but are extraordinarily practical. A portable sanctuary, mobile cleanliness. Actually, wherever the five prescribed times of daily obligatory prayer find the believer, prayer can be performed at will, irrespective of location, but a clean place is required for the purpose, and although even bare earth will do if suitably tidied, how much easier is the rug, which carries cleanliness rolled up in it. It is not required merely for the sake of holy worship, but also has a practical aspect, because the rite demands that as the worshipper kneels he must frequently prostrate, and then his face comes into contact with the ground. The use of a rug is therefore hygienic. This too interested Ádám, but he really began to pay attention to the conversation when it emerged that the Shi’ites – who only accept the descendants of Mohammed’s daughter as khalif, that is, representative of the Prophet – do not prohibit the portrayal of men and animals on rugs, whereas the orthodox Sunni always respect the prohibition that no living beings, but only plants, may be woven into rugs. This puzzled him, as his rug veritably seethed with animal forms. Continuing discussion finally settled that what he had was not a prayer-rug. He realised – as he should have done before – that the ornamentation on prayer-rugs is symmetrical only longitudinally, and while the lateral axis of the patterning does not divide the rug in the centre the two ends are markedly different from one another. The explanation for this – again, what practicality there is in holiness! – is that as he prays the Moslem believer does not wish, even accidentally, to place his nose and forehead where his feet have been, and the asymmetric arrangement of the differing patterns always shows him where his head and his feet should be.


  On hearing this Ádám became very excited. He jumped up, feeling the urgent need of a drink, excused himself from the company, muttered that he was worried about Júlia and hurried home. He felt that he must get together with the rug at once. Júlia had stayed in; she was pregnant and felt unwell. (She actually had an abortion a few weeks later.) Ádám had wanted to stay in with her, but she had sent him away, wanted to be alone. She was surprised that he was back so soon.


  “What’s happened?”


  “I had a headache,” said Ádám, and flung himself down on the sofa. When Julia went out to the bathroom he immediately sat up on the edge of the sofa. There at his feet lay the rug. He looked at it long and searchingly, like an interrogator might a delinquent who was maintaining an obstinate silence. And he muttered:


  “Who are you?”


  Yes, he loved making love on that rug. He eased Ágnes off the bed onto the floor and rolled about with her this way and that until finally coming to rest on the prayer-rug, or rather what he had once thought was a prayer-rug. It was only then that he began to undress her, unbuttoning her blouse with careful, deft movements. And it seemed that she too sensed the magical effect of the rug, because when they were on it, it was as if she were at home, and she did not persist in the defensive gestures of which most women have need before surrendering, to demonstrate not so much in the man’s eyes but their own that they have not yielded easily, so to speak, at the first word. And so there followed that pleasant moment of relaxing, when she finally relieved him of one burden, engaged as he was in a multiplicity of doings: kissing, murmuring sweet nothings and undressing with no little technical preparation all at once, and meanwhile imperceptibly, bit by bit loosening items of his own clothing too so that not every problem – shoelaces, buttons and zips – should be left to the climactic moment, but all these should take place in parallel even in the heat and urgency of passion, so that when the moment came the appropriate position should be attained. If, in the midst of this sea of cares, the partner’s initial, ritual opposition – the overcoming of which demands equally powerful focusing of activity – is turned off it is certainly a great relief, and the euphoria to which it gives rise releases an energy that adds a mighty impetus to what follows.


  As he kissed Ágnes’s ear his gaze wandered to a bird-motif on the rug. More precisely, it did not wander at all, but as he was leaning on his elbow his arm slipped and as a result of that momentary confusion he fell flat on his face and, as he reached up to regain his balance, once again seeking Ágnes’s ear with his lips, there was that particular bird spread out next to her face. He had no idea what kind it was, obviously an imaginary bird, and he had always hoped so, because so surrealist a stylisation of reality as this rug had no place for a real bird. It was not a zoo, with real creatures, it was poetry. The bird was – in an approximate description – a mixture of parrot, egret, pelican, flamingo and turul,{3} but all that fell short of accounting for an improbably poetic fantasy-form. As he slowly went on peeling Ágnes out of her blouse – never in his life had he seen so many buttons on a single damn blouse! – he stared at the bird, and it stared back at him, with its head cocked to one side. Now he realised in that moment where and when – apart from on that rug – he and the bird had met!


  He and his parents had been living – if you could call it that! – for months on the Bobák farmstead, seven kilometres from Mocsány, the nearest community, their designated place of compulsory residence, as it was called in 1951. This was relocation – the term ‘deportation’ was not to be used for the segregation of the class enemy, thereby avoiding painful analogy with 1944. The two could not be confused, great care was taken over this, although there were also among those relocated numerous Jews who had previously been deported and had had six years to heal the wounds of concentration camp, forced labour and destruction of their families before being able to set off once more in June 1951, bundled into lorries in the thick, grey light of dawn, for some goods-yard and the now familiar cattle trucks.


  In July 1951 the Executive Board for Hungarian Jews and the two rabbinical councils promulgated an order:


   


  The principal organs of Hungarian Jewry consider it their conscientious duty to voice a protest against those slanders which the Western press and radio and their backers are disseminating concerning the conduct of our People’s Democracy with regard to Hungarian Jewry … Contrary to reports, those relocated have all been wealthy businessmen, manufacturers and landowners, and those who, together with them, were participants in and profited by the Horthy régime, which was known world-wide for its persecution of the Jews and to which those relocated gave material and moral support in its time.


  We protest at and repudiate the slanders of the Western powers and their cronies. We will not tolerate relocation being represented as persecution of the Jews in an attempt to undermine the standing of our People’s Democracy in the eyes of our co-religionists abroad, and the besmirching of its reputation.


  We repudiate utterly the fabrications of these foreign meddlers. We despise their foolish attempts and their ill-intentioned lies, by which they would like to make use of us Hungarian Jews for the purpose of slandering our country. Our message to them is that they should look in their own back yards if they wish to find persecution of the Jews and racial discrimination. These slanderers are nothing but revivers of fascism – the fascism to which 600,000 Hungarian Jews fell victim. We want none of such ‘defence’. This protest and repudiation apply also to the attitude and activity of the representative in Hungary of the state of Israel. In formally repudiating the false propaganda concerning Hungarian Jewry we declare: Hungarian Jewry stands loyally beside our People’s Democracy, which ensures its peaceful and free life after several decades of repression and persecution.


   


  Ádám remembered this proclamation when it emerged at Mocsány{4} that there were several Jewish families in their relocation group. Such were, for example, Popper and his family. He did not meet him when the transport delivered them, nor on the train, nor even in the loading-bay at Horka–Mocsány station, where the families relocated from Budapest hung about by the cattle-trucks, sitting on their bundles and waiting for the appointed kulaks{5} to appear with their carts and take them to their new homes. He did not see Popper then, he was only whispered about, because the invisible telegraph wires of the information network began to operate at once here too, as is always the case, even in the most impossible circumstances, just as in the punishment camps or prisons. This capacity in humanity is probably a manifestation of the instinct for survival. News meant oxygen, the oxygen of the establishment of contact, in circumstances when the main aim of the punishment mechanism was precisely to sever all links between its victims and the world around. It was there on the loading-bay, as he hung about with his parents in the blazing sunshine, that he first heard tell of Popper, but not in a little malicious undertone (malicious backbiting is the other oxygen that immediately begins to be produced in people forced into desperate situations and which helps them to survive), but the rumour spread from family to family that here among the relocated was a Party Secretary. A fortnight before, in the factory where he had been Party Secretary, Popper had addressed an informal meeting (or the daily Szabad Nép Half-hour{6}) and welcomed fervently the wisdom of the Party, the sage foresight of the working people, in purging the capital of the subversive corruption of the class enemy. Then a vigilant member of the staff of the personnel department, for whom Popper had not arranged a trades-union voucher for a stay in a superior holiday home, let it be known that before the war Popper’s parents – who, incidentally, had perished in Auschwitz – had had a little coffee shop in Pozsony, and therefore in Slovakia under Hitler’s vassal President Tiso, and that Popper had failed to refer in his CV to his dark petit-bourgeois origin while studiously emphasising the gas-chamber and making much of Auschwitz, and so, deceiving the Party with despicable bourgeois fraud, had insinuated himself into the ranks of leading Party members and had not refrained from breaching the bastion of the peace-camp and securing himself the office of Party Secretary.


  That man from the personnel department had been responding to the Party’s call. By then the wave of vigilance was revealing all. At the end of May the editor of Szabad Nép declared in an article:


   


  Increase vigilance! Vigilance is an indispensable communist quality. It means that we must never lose sight of the class war waged between the army of the workers, those that toil, and that of the exploiters – a ceaseless life and death struggle – until the ultimate triumph of the people. It means that we must go about with our eyes open to see who and what can advance and who and what can hinder the realisation of the policy of our Party: let us observe vigilantly who is our friend and who our enemy … The vigilance of the leaders in itself is not enough. Without the assistance, vigilance and judgement from below of the masses our struggle for the purity of the ranks of the Party cannot be effective against the enemy. Comrade Rákosi has pointed this out several times, especially since the exposure of the Rajk gang.{7} The judgement of the masses must be encouraged everywhere.” Comrade István Kovács had now proclaimed at a session of the Central Committee: “A leader has only two eyes and two ears, he cannot see and hear everything. Thousands and millions have many eyes and many ears, and the masses can see and hear all sorts of things, discover all sorts of things. It is right and necessary that the leaders should urge them to watch the responsible organs of Party and State.


   


  {1} North of Budapest, on the left bank of the Danube.


  {2} A Hungarian proverb.


  {3} The mythical eagle of Hungarian folklore.


  {4} Horka and Mocsány are imaginary places.


  {5} Rich peasants’. The term is borrowed from Russian usage. The Russian word means ‘fist’.


  {6} Szabad Nép (Free People) was the organ of the Hungarian Workers’ Party.


  {7} László Rajk (1909–1949) was a Hungarian Communist politician, who served as Minister of the Interior and Minister for Foreign Affairs. He was an important organizer of the Hungarian Communists’ power – for example, he organized the State Protection Authority (ÁVH) – but fell victim to Rákosi’s ambition.
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