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CHAPTER 1

DISCOVERIES

			It was my last day of summer vacation from school in the year of 1938. The gentle summer wind carried the fragrance of autumn as it entered the city of Budapest from the surrounding hills of Hungary. As the sun set over the horizon, the sky became a painted masterpiece of colors, changing by the moment, swirling an endless dream of beauty. I was so taken by this magnificent symphony of pastel colors and formations that I stopped to admire this wonderful gift of nature. I was fascinated with the beauty of the world God had created for us. The contrasting silhouette of the intricately carved buildings against the sky was something I had not noticed before. I knew that every detail of this panoramic view would be engraved in my mind forever. There was a feeling of tranquility within me. One of great expectation as to what the future had in store for me. I was only eleven years old, yet I knew a life of adventure was in my grasp, and all I had to do was reach out for it.

			My violin was tucked under my arm as I continued to walk leisurely home from my music lesson when I suddenly remembered that I had to help my mother at Baron Grudle’s mansion where she worked as a chef. The Baron and Baroness frequently had guests for dinner on Thursday evenings, and my mother was required to prepare a sumptuous feast. Not wanting to keep her waiting, I quickened my pace of walking.

			As I approached the stately mansion, I admired the massive granite building. It was trimmed in white, topped by eight gables and roofed with terra cotta barrel tiles. The entire grounds were enclosed in a six-foot tall granite wall fronted by a decorative black wrought iron gate. The driveway was laid in ochre ceramic tiles, bordered by immaculately manicured gardens. I rang the bell at the gate and waited for someone to open it. I spotted Itsvan, the gardener tending to the roses, so I shouted out to him.

			“Hello Itsvan!”

			He turned around and waved.

			Just then, the gate magically opened by itself, and as always, I was baffled at the sight. I walked up to the front door and as I was about to ring the bell, the butler opened the door and greeted me in his usual stern manner. I bowed my head, mumbled hello and ran through the foyer, past the stairway directly to the kitchen. I reached up for my apron that was hanging on a hook behind the door and greeted everyone as I tied the apron around my waist. I washed my hands, made the cappuccino coffee and placed the plates in the warming oven. I sat on the stool in the corner of the room as I admired the colorful spread of food on the table with brass and copper pans hanging above. The thought of it all made my mouth water as my hunger became almost more than I could bare.

			I sat patiently on my little stool in the corner while the food was being served as I peeked into the dining room every time the door swung open. I admired the aristocrats as they chatted happily while enjoying their meal. I dreamed of being one of them although I knew in my heart it could never be. When the aristocrats finished their meal, they retired to the parlor for conversation, but it was too far away for me to see or hear.

			As the dishes were brought back into the kitchen, I helped to clean them off and stack them on the cupboard. I joined the staff as they sat at the kitchen table to eat what was left over. As usual, it was enough for everyone. I thoroughly enjoyed the delicious meal my mother had prepared and remarked at how the Grudles were fortunate to have her as their chef. The crew broke into applause and my fair skinned mother’s face turned rosy red.

			I thought that my mother was just as fortunate to work for nice people. The Gredels were very kind to my mother and occasionally gave her lovely things they had grown tired of, such as perfume, jewelry, clothing and various artifacts. My mother appreciated it, and our little apartment was filled with beautiful things from them. Gredels home was filled with plush oriental rugs on wood and marble floors. Fine tapestries and large oil paintings graced the walls with bronze and marble statues which added a touch of elegance throughout. Mahogany furniture carved in intricate detail occupied most of the rooms. My favorite pieces of furniture were those trimmed in brass. I loved going to their beautiful mansion, especially to see how the aristocrats lived, dressed in their finery and enjoying the best things in life.

			As my mother and I walked home that evening, I told her about my experience as the sun was setting that evening, and how I suddenly noticed things I had never seen before.

			She took my hand in hers.

			“My dear, Robika, the beautiful things in life have always been there.” she said. “It’s good to hear you’ve become aware of God’s creations. You appear to have a good eye for details, and judging by your drawings, I believe you will become a fine artist.”

			My mother had always been encouraging and I loved her dearly for it.

			“I’m sure glad God chose you to be my mother,” I said.

			“I am too,” she replied, and squeezed my hand.

			On Saturday, my mother and I boarded the train heading for my maternal grandmother’s house in the village of Uj-Pest. It was 16 Kilometers (10 miles) north of Budapest along the Danube River. My mother left me with my Grandmother Stevonka for three weeks as she did every summer. Grandma Stevonka had little money and lived with her spinster daughter in a roomy, two story row-house. The row-houses had been built in the 1880’s for the workers of the leather tannery where my aunt now worked. There was no electricity in the village, so they relied on oil lamps for light and coal or kerosene for heating. Wood or coal was used mostly for cooking in their iron stoves. However, my grandmother didn’t use coal because it left a back film on everything which was difficult to clean. She told me that the coal dust got into her lungs which made breathing difficult. Outhouses stood behind every row-house, and spring-fed wells in front supplied everyone with fresh cold water. In the corner of the kitchen stood a triangular shaped oak table with a ceramic water basin and a pitcher. Underneath it, was a shelf for towels and washcloths. Above it was a corner shelf with a mirror on it. An oak cabinet on wheels, for dishes stood against one wall and a matching one for food stood against another. A round oak table with a heavy pedestal and four chairs sat at the end of the kitchen near the cellar door. My grandmother’s beautiful needlework framed in oak hung on the stucco walls. Her dark oak sofa and chairs were covered in lovely flowered needlepoint designs she had stitched herself. Matching tables with beautiful blue and green glass oil lamps finished off the room to perfection. Canned foods from my grandmother’s little garden, along with wine, root vegetables and meats were kept in the cool dry cellar.

			My grandmother earned her living with her fine needlework and was well known throughout Uj-Pest. She was a kind hearted, loveable little bit of a woman with graying blond hair and clear blue eyes. I loved her dearly and enjoyed helping her by fetching water, doing chores around the house and tending to her garden. Sometimes, we sat on the river-banc across the street and sat in the grass eating sandwiches and pastries while we watched the boats sail by. She made up a bed on the sofa for me every night, then sat beside me and read stories from Grimm’s Fairy Tales. Never did a night go by that she didn’t give me a hug, a kiss and tell me she loved me.

			When my three weeks were up and Friday evening came around, my folks came to get me.

			The next morning, my paternal grandfather Kovacs took me on a train to Nagy Kata, 35 kilometers (22 miles southeast of Budapest where his summer cottage was. He was a butcher and only went to Nagy Kata on weekends because he had to work all week. However, my grandmother Kovacs remained at the cottage for the entire summer. She was stern, unfriendly, and scolded me far more than she was civil to me. She never hugged or kissed me, and acted like she simply tolerated me because she had to. I wasn’t the least fond of her and spent more time with Mrs. Razdira who lived next door. Mrs Razdira was a very old lady who wore long black dresses from the turn of the century, and was the sweetest person I had ever known. She was always delighted to see me and gave me the love and attention I never got from my grandmother Kovacs. I did everything I could for her without being asked, and it was obvious she didn’t appreciate it. I had known Mrs. Razdira since I was born, and never a day had gone by that I didn’t go see her when I was in Nagy Kata. On Sundays, she wore her best black dress with fresh lavender flowers in her hat. She loved lavender and had planted them all around her house. There was always a bouquet of lavender flowers in a crystal vase sitting on her dining-room table. All the children in the village loved her as well. She always brought a pitcher of lemonade outside for the children, and invited them to come up and refresh themselves. She enjoyed sitting on her veranda to watch them play. They were always welcome in her yard and on her veranda. She often told them stories and listened to theirs as well. The children were always considerate enough to enter her yard only when she was outside. She sometimes gave them each a flower to take home to their mothers. My grandmother Kovacs didn’t seem to appreciate getting one, so I stopped giving her any. I usually put mine in a bud vase and set it on the little table beside my bed in the attic.

			As soon as my grandfather Kovacs left for Budapest on Monday morning, I rushed to see Mrs. Razdira next door because I hadn’t seen her in nearly a year, I had to go through a thicket of bushes to get there because her bungalow couldn’t be seen from my grandparent’s cottage. But much to my dismay, the grass was nearly as tall as I was, the flower bushes had grown wild and all the shutters on the windows were closed. The shade in the window of the front door was down and there was no way to see in. I thought she was ill or too old to keep up with the yard, so I left. The more the hours passed, the more worried I became. By late morning, I went back to check on her, but there was still no answer or shades drawn. Terribly worried about the old lady, I frantically knocked on the door, hoping she would answer. I was afraid she was too weak to tend to her yard and I wanted desperately to help her in any way I could. Just then, I heard a man’s voice as he was walking by.

			“Mrs Razdira died last fall, if that’s who you’re looking for,” he called out.

			I was shocked at the news, and didn’t know what to do next. All I could think of was to sit on the steps and cry.

			Every day when I walked past, I stared at the house from the gate and wished I could go in and relive times gone by. One day when my grandmother was yelling at me, I sneaked out of the house and headed for Mrs. Razdira’s house as I had every time my grandmother was in one of her awful moods. I sat on Mrs. Razdira’s veranda in one of the old rocking chairs and pretended she was sitting in the other. The tears rolled down my cheeks as my heart was breaking because she was no longer there to comfort me when I needed her. I tried cheering myself up with memories of the stories she told me about her own childhood. She always helped me forget about my problems, and I loved her dearly for it.

			After a while, I felt a little better, so I walked around her yard. I noticed her favorite white rose rambler on the trellis along the side of the house had grown wild and was in need of trimming. I went into the shed to get her pruning shears and began trimming. When I was finished, I cut off a long branch covered in roses and eagerly headed for the cemetery. I walked through the village to the church where I found her grave in the cemetery behind it. I gently placed the roses in front of her tombstone, then sat on a large rock beside it in the shade of an oak tree. The tears rolled down my face with sadness at the thought that I couldn’t see her anymore. After regaining my composure, I wiped my tears with my shirt sleeve and spoke aloud.

			“Hello Mrs. Razdira, I thought you might like to have some of your favorite roses. Your rambler is doing very well this year. It’s covered with thousands of roses. I really miss our great times together. It’s just not the same without you. I’ll never forget all the wonderful stories you told me about Nagy Kata in the 1800’s. And I’ll remember you for the rest of my life because you have been very special to me.” I said sadly with tears running down my cheeks.

			The following day while I was sitting on the steps of my grandparent’s front porch, I overheard my grandfather talking to a neighbor about an old gypsy woman who was known for her powers. After the man left, I got up and sat in the empty rocker.

			“Grandpa, where do Gypsies come from?” I asked.

			“From Egypt, originally,” he replied, “They’ve always had a gift for seeing into the future, and at one time they were advisors to the Pharaohs. But since the fall of the Egyptian empire, they Gypsies have been roaming the earth.”

			“Is that why they live in wagons?” I asked.

			“Yes, they’re always on the move.” he replied.

			“What about the old Gypsy woman who lives on the edge of the forest you mentioned earlier?” I asked, curiously.

			“She prefers to stay in one place.” he said, in a matter of fact.

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Well, she’s too old to travel, I suppose. Besides she has far too much stuff to fit into a wagon.” he replied.

			“Like what?” I asked, more curious than before.

			“Oh, herbs and things of the like that she uses to heal people and stuff like that.” he replied, then looked at me as though I was asking too many questions.

			“Wow! I want to go see her.” I remarked with excitement.

			“No, Robika. You must never go there. Gypsies also cast spells and some of them can be bad. They keep to themselves and there’s a reason for it. You keep away from there. Now go play,” he ordered, in a stern manner.

			Disappointed that he forbade me to see her, I walked away and climbed the large tree in the back yard. I climbed as high up into the tree as I could and looked down toward the tiny village of Nagy Kata. For a moment, I swore I saw Mrs. Razdira walking past her bedroom window. The shutters were open and the sun was shining in. Suddenly, I remembered she had died and assumed someone else was in her house. So, I quickly shimmied down the tree and ran over to see who was there. I knocked on the door but no one answered. The more I thought about it, the more I was certain it was Mrs. Razdira’s form that I saw. No one else could possibly look that much like her, especially from only thirty meters away, I thought.

			My grandfather was still sitting on his veranda when I got back. I walked up to him and asked.

			“Grandpa, do you believe in ghosts?”

			“Yes, Robika. Why do you ask?” he replied.

			“Did you ever see a ghost in Mrs. Razdira’s house?” I asked.

			He chuckled. “No. Did you?” he replied.

			“I think so. Just a little while ago.” I said, beginning to doubt myself.

			“Really! What did you see?” he asked curiously as he stopped rocking.

			“Someone who looked just like her walked past the bedroom window,” I replied.

			“Could very well be,” he said, “sometimes they don’t even know they’re dead.”

			“Did you ever see a ghost?” I asked.

			“Yes. Sometimes from the corner of my eye, but when I turn to get a better look, they’re gone. Many times, I recognize who they are, but then I remember they’re no longer with us.”

			I was so excited, I rushed into the house to tell my grandmother about having seen Mrs. Razdira’s ghost, but she quickly responded by accusing me of telling lies and scolded me harshly. I stared up at her while she was carrying on and became aware that she greatly resembled an ugly old toad. Startled at what I was seeing, I stood motionless, in astonishment. It became obvious that I was making her feel uncomfortable. In her haste, she screamed at me to get out and never bother her with nonsense again. I learned an important lesson that day, and that was to tell my grandmother anything I experienced again. That night, I tossed and turned all night thinking about seeing Mrs. Razdira’s ghost. And the thought of the old Gypsy woman with the special powers intrigued more with every passing moment.

			The next day, while I was playing with Imre, a boy my age. I asked him if he knew about an old Gypsy woman with special powers.

			“Yes. She lives next to the forest by the Gypsy camp. Why?” Imre asked.

			“I heard my grandfather talk about her, and when I asked him about it, he strongly advised me to stay away,” I replied.

			“Yeah, I know what you mean. Some people are afraid of her.” replied Imre.

			“Are you too afraid of her? I asked, eagerly.

			“No, not me!” replied Imre.

			“Would you take me there?” I asked. “All I want is to get a glimpse of the Gypsy woman.”

			“She’s nothing to be afraid of,” said Imre. “She’s really a nice old woman.”

			“You know her?” I asked, my eyes bulging out of my head.

			“Yeah, I’ve done work for her in exchange for a palm reading.” he replied calmly. “I’ll take you there now, but you can’t go empty handed. You must bring her a gift of some sort.”

			“Okay,” I said with great anticipation, “I’ll go get her something in the house. Wait here.”

			I didn’t want my grandmother to see me take anything for fear she’d ask why and where I was going. She was out back hanging clothes on the line, so I sneaked in the cellar and took a Hungarian sausage and a big piece of smoked bacon that was hanging from the rafters. I put them in my backpack and ran out the front door to join my friend.

			Imre led me through the village and passed a Gypsy camp that was set up on the edge of the woods. Chills of fear went through me because I had often been warned to keep my distance from them. Two of the Gypsies saw us, but made no attempt to say anything or approach us. They simply turned their heads and looked the other way. We soon approached a tiny old cottage made of mud and rocks with a straw roof darkened by oxidation over the years. I assumed it belonged to the old Gypsy woman and slowed down my pace because I was frightened, but Imre’s lack of fear gave me the courage to keep following him.

			“Hello! Is anyone home?” Imre called out.

			Suddenly, an old woman with deep brown eyes, grey hair wearing a colorful dress with a lot of colored beads slowly opened the door.

			“Oh, hello Imre,” she said, “I see you’ve got the butcher’s grandson with you. How nice of you to come see me.”

			“How does she know who I am?” I whispered to Imre.

			“Do come in, boys,” said the Gypsy woman as we approached the door.

			My fears quickly dissipated when I saw how friendly she was. Imre heard me let out a sigh of relief and poked me.

			“See? I told you there was nothing to be afraid of,” he whispered.

			As we entered her small dark living quarters, I pulled the sausage and bacon out of my bag and handed it to her.

			“This is for you,” I said shyly.

			“What a little gentleman you are,” she said as she took the meat, “Thank you.”

			I noticed a strange smell and looked around to see where it was coming from. It was fairly dark inside which made it difficult to see because the tiny windows cast very little light. The smell of food blended with old wood, straw and something I couldn’t distinguish lingered in the air. As my eyes adjusted to the dark, I was able to see an old wooden table with three chairs in the center of the room. In a far corner hung a colorful curtain that was held back by a rope that exposed a small bed with a straw mattress. A bat with spread out wings was nailed to the wall above it. An animal’s skull which I couldn’t identify, hung on another wall. The one room cottage was cluttered with a menagerie of unusual artifacts. The walls were lined with shelves filled with antique jars, bottles, small clay pots and wooden boxes. I was so stricken by the sight, I couldn’t move.

			“Sit down,” said the old Gypsy as she reached out to me with her open palm up. Confused, I turned to Imre.

			“Give her some money.” he whispered.

			I reached in my pocket and gave her a half pengo.

			“Nice boy, nice boy. You are welcome,” she said as she put the money in her pocket and poured us each a glass of goat’s milk. The milk tasted salty and I couldn’t drink much of it, but Imre gulped his down. The old woman sat in the chair beside me and took my hand, palm up, in hers. She examined it carefully before she spoke.

			“You will soon be recognized for your talents and will earn money because of it,” she said, staring at my palm for a few minutes, then put my hand down as though she had nothing more to say.

			“If you come back tomorrow, I will make you some real Gypsy stew with the sausage you gave me. Grandma Miriam is a good cook,” she said. “You will like it.”

			I eagerly nodded in agreement as Imre tugged on my arm for us to leave.

			After we were outside and out of hearing range, I turned to Imre.

			“I can’t understand why my grandfather warned me about her. She’s such a nice old woman.” I said.

			“People are afraid of her because of her mysterious powers or something, but I’m not afraid of her. I think she’s very nice,” replied Imre.

			“I like her too and I hope she can tell me what else she saw in my hand, when we come back tomorrow.” I said anxiously.

			I looked for Imre all over the village the next day, but couldn’t find him anywhere. I fetched a young hen from my grandfather’s chicken coop while my grandmother was busy in the house and couldn’t see me. I immediately ventured out to find the old Gypsy woman’s cottage by myself.

			When I got there, I hollered out to her.

			“Hello! Is anyone home?”

			The old Gypsy quickly opened the door and stepped out. She looked around then looked down at me

			“Where’s Imre?” she asked.

			I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know. I couldn’t find him anywhere,” I replied.

			I handed her the chicken. “This is for you,” I continued.

			“Just what I needed,” she said happily as she looked the chicken over as she held it gently in her hands.

			“This nice little hen should be big enough to give me eggs for my breakfast in only a few weeks. Thank you, Robika, you’re a good boy,” she said.

			I followed her around the back of the house to a shelter enclosed in chicken wire. Inside was a rooster, a cow, a horse, a goat, and a duck. She opened the little gate made of thin wooden slats and walked inside.

			“Pick up that wooden cage and bring it in the house, she said.

			I did as she instructed and she put the chicken inside it. She brought it in the house and placed it in the corner of the room. Three clay bowls with wooden spoons were sitting on the table. She shoved one of them aside and pointed to an old worn wooden chair.

			“Sit down.” she said, “The stew is ready to eat.”

			She poured some stew into the two bowls as I watched. It smelled delicious and I couldn’t wait to taste it. A pitcher of cold water was sitting on the table so I poured some into our glasses. The stew was very good and I was sorry that Imre had not come. I couldn’t imagine where he had gone and wondered if he would show up while I was still there.

			After we finished eating, the old woman pulled the candle close to the edge of the table, took my hand in hers and examined my palm once more. Without saying a word, she got up from her chair and fetched a bottle of oil, then rubbed some in my hand and mumbled strange words I didn’t recognize. She got up to get a large coffee cup and put a spoon in it.

			“Now, shake the cup until the spoon spins around in it,” she ordered.

			I did as I was told.

			“Now, put it down quickly,” she continued.

			When I did, the spoon stopped directly in front of me.

			“Lucky boy! Very lucky boy,” she said smiling.

			I didn’t understand what she was doing, but I went along with her it. regardless. The next thing she did was close her eyes and felt my face and head with her hands as though she was blind. When she opened her eyes, she rubbed more oil on my face, head and neck. She removed my shirt and rubbed oil on my chest and shoulders, but when she got to my left arm, she stopped.

			“It’s too bad you won’t grow up to play the violin,” she said, “You have talent.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked, “I play the violin now and I love it.”

			“You will hurt your arm before you turn sixteen and won’t be able to play the violin any more, but you’ll be able to do everything else because you have many talents.”

			She rubbed the odd smelling oil all over my body, and when she got to my genitals she stopped and smiled.

			“Oh yes, you will do very well with this thing, little man.”

			I was confused and didn’t understand what she meant.

			“You will walk thousands of kilometers in the years to come. It will be difficult at times, but you will get to where you want to go,” she continued.

			As she sat in the chair beside me, she moved the candle in a large circle in front of me seven times while mumbling more strange words. She then picked up my two hands in hers turned them over with palms up and stared at them for several minutes without saying a word. When she put them down, she looked deep into my eyes and asked if I would like to be her grandson because it would be beneficial for me. I told her about my grandmother Kovacs not liking me, and about Mrs. Razdira who was more like a grandmother, but to my dismay, she had recently died.

			“I would love to have you for a grandmother.” I continued.

			“Very well. From now on, you must call me Grandma Miriam,” she said with a smile.

			She got up again and this time she went to the hutch, and brought back a very old silver dagger with an ivory handle wrapped in goat skin. She picked up my left hand and held my thumb up to the candle light, swung the dagger over the flame seven times, then quickly jabbed my thumb with it.

			“Ouch! That hurt.” I screamed as the blood dripped on the floor.

			Still holding my thumb in her hand, she blotted my blood on a maple leaf in seven places. It suddenly stopped bleeding and didn’t hurt any more.

			“There!” she said, “I will keep this leaf with your blood so you will not lose your thumb and your hand will be safe.”

			She put my hand down and continued. “That’s all for today. Come back to see me anytime, my beloved grandson,” she said, lovingly.

			Grateful for her kindness, I thanked her, gave her a big hug and bid my new grandmother farewell.

			I never told anyone about what happened that day, until now. However, I went back to see her several times before the summer was over, and each time I brought her a piece of meat. One day, she asked for a piece of beef liver for a magic ceremony she had to perform. I never found out what she did with it and didn’t dare ask.

			The day before I left Nagy Kata, to return home, I went searching in my grandparent’s attic looking for a farewell gift for my new Gypsy grandmother. I found a dirty old green glass lying on the floor behind a large box. So, I hid it under my shirt and brought it outside and washed it in the bucket of water by the well. A rag was lying on the rock edge of the well, so I picked it up and scrubbed the glass. I was amazed at how beautiful the color was and how it sparkled in the sunlight. Satisfied with my finding, I hid it under my short again and headed for Grandma Miriam’s cottage. When I arrived, I was taken by surprise to see a little gypsy girl about nine years old with long, bushy black hair and big brown eyes, sitting on the bench next to the door. She stared at me, tensely twisting and pulling on her skirt as she watched me walk up the pathway.

			“Is Grandma Miriam home?” I asked.

			“Yes. You’re the boy from Budapest, aren’t you?” she replied.

			“Yes, I am,” I replied.

			“Grandma! Robika is here,” shouted the little girl.

			“Hello, Robika. What do you have for me today? Said Grandam Miriam as she came out of the house.

			I took the glass out of my pocket and proudly held it up in the air for all to see.

			“Oh, what a lovely goblet!” She exclaimed. “Isn’t he a nice boy, Emokee?”

			“Yes, he is. Can I hold it?” asked Emokee.

			Grandma Miriam nodded in approval and handed her the glass.

			“Emokee, dance for Robika!” she said, “Robika has been very good to me all summer, and I’m sure he will enjoy you.”

			Emokee handed her grandmother the glass, picked up her tambourine on the bench next to her that had been concealed by her skirt. She got up and began singing and dancing to a tune I had never heard before. The song was about a fox that always got away, like the girl who always gets away from the man who loves her. She steals his heart and he is forced to hunt her to find it again. Nearing the end of the dance, she spun around with her skirt flying up in the air, exposing her bare bottom. She ended the dance abruptly and threw herself in the grass, rolling and laughing with glee. I was greatly impressed and expressed my gratitude for her putting on such a wonderful show.

			“The name of this song is The Red Fox, and you must remember it, Robika,” said Grandma Miriam. “It’s very important that you do because it’s our tribal code, and you will need it someday.”

			She then turned to Emokee and told her to give me a goodbye kiss. Emokee kissed me, so kissed her back. I could feel my face blushing in embarrassment. We all hugged each other and I went on my way.

			On Sunday my grandfather Kovacs and I walked down to the train station to meet my mother and father. They had come to visit us for the day. I was so excited, that I gave them both lots of hugs and kisses. I hadn’t realized how much I missed them until I saw them. We talked about my summer as we walked back to the cottage, but I was careful not to mention my newly adopted grandmother, Miriam. We spent the afternoon sitting on the porch chatting about everything we could think of. My grandmother joined us when she wasn’t busy inside the house. Fortunately, we avoided talking to each other. My grandmother Kovacs dared not speak to me in a hash voice when my parents were present.

			I was glad my grandfather took the time to play chess with me on the weekends because that was the only time I stayed around the house. On the week days, I made myself as scarce as possible to stay out of my grandmother’s way. I knew she didn’t miss my being around because I often heard her tell my grandfather that she found me annoying. I didn’t miss her in the slightest, so the feeling was quite mutual.

			


	

CHAPTER 2

THE ROYAL OPERA

			The first week of September rolled around and I was reunited with my old buddies at school. Choir was the last class of the day, and I joined again because I knew I had a strong voice and carried a tune well. The teacher, Mr. Korda, announced that he was going to give us each a test because the best twenty voices would be chosen to perform at the Royal Opera. I was excited and certain to be chosen because many of the boys told me I had the best voice. Mr. Korda was a tall, stern grey-haired man whom I didn’t like because he was cold hearted and had always ignored me. However, I tolerated him simply because I loved to sing. He told us we were going to be divided into four groups. He took notes while hearing each of us go through the musical scale. There were more than a hundred boys, and I was the last one to be tested. When he told me to go stand with the youngest group, I was startled because many of them were beginners. One group was told to stay behind after the class was dismissed, but to my astonishment, I wasn’t among them. I was crushed to think I had been rejected. Although I felt Mr. Korda disliked me, I failed to understand why he didn’t choose me for the quality of my voice. After all, everyone knew I had one of the best voices in the choir. My head hung low as I moped all the way home, saddened by the rejection.

			As I walked through the large ornamental gates to our three-story stone apartment building on Bulyousky Street, I dragged my feet through the courtyard and up the staircase. I passed my hand over the fancy black wrought iron railing, making a flubbing sound as I walked. I turned the corner on the second floor and went inside the middle apartment in the front of the building. My mother was standing at the old green wood-burning stove, cooking supper.

			“Oh, you’re home early, how come?” I asked.

			“The Grudles are eating out tonight. Why the long face, Robika?’ She asked as she set the wooden spoon down.

			I sat down in one of the white wooden chairs then put my elbows up on the metal table with my chin resting in my hands. I proceeded to tell her the whole story about my day, tears running down my face, expressing how distraught I was. She sat in the chair across the table from me and attentively listened to everything I had to say. Then she got up from the table, took the pot of food off the heat and placed it on the iron shelf above.

			“That’s it!” she said, “Go put your Sunday suit on, Robika. We’re going to the opera house to see about this.”

			As scared as I was, I knew she knew best, so I ran in my room and quickly changed my clothes. When I joined her in the parlor, she looked down at me.

			“Tie your shoes and hurry. We have five minutes to catch the subway,” she said. She quickly threw her sweater on and tied her babushka around her head.

			I hurriedly scuffled behind my mother as she led the way to the station. It was convenient having the elegant 1890’s subway only a block from home. I jumped on the soft brown velvet seats of the train car by the window, and pulled the gold velvet drape back to get a better view of the approaching tunnel. The smell of the varnished wood filled my nostrils as I passed my hand over its smooth surface. The twenty-minute ride felt like an hour as I stirred with mixed feelings of dread and suspense.

			When we exited the subway on Andrassy Avenue and I saw the grand, palatial opera house before me, chills ran up and down my spine. The interior was more elegant than I had anticipated. White marble floors reflected the large multicolored marble columns that supported several enormous archways. I looked up at the ceiling to find elaborately painted frescos with Victorian chandeliers laced in delicate glass shades. I was in awe at the sight.

			My mother tugged on my hand and led me through the corridors to the choir room. There, we found the boys standing around waiting for instructions. My mother bravely walked up to the two men dressed in black suits, and speaking softly, yet firmly, said;

			“Gentlemen, my son is a member of this choir and I fail to understand why Mr. Korda did not choose him to come today. I would appreciate a second opinion of his voice if you would be kind enough to take a few minutes of your time.” Amused at her endeavor, the director, Mr. Rubanyi answered;

			“Certainly, madam.”

			He then walked over to me and took my face in his hands.

			“Well now, young man, let’s see if we have ourselves another Caruso. Go stand next to the piano and we shall give you a voice test.”

			I eagerly dashed over to the piano and waited for the pianist to begin. The director turned the pages and stopped at the song, “Ave Maria.” Casting my fear aside, I took a deep breath, threw back my arms and sang like I had never sung before. I felt like a giant in a world of my own. My voice was crystal clear as it echoed through the opera house. Upon finishing, the director turned to my mother, shook her hand and exclaimed;

			“Perfect! Thank you for bringing your son to our attention. He certainly belongs in the Opera.”

			When hearing this, the boys applauded which gave me a vote of confidence.

			My mother sat in a chair against the wall and watched while Mr. Rubanyi, a white-haired gentleman informed us of what was expected of us. He told us to report for two hours of practice every day, six days a week. He went on to tell us that we would be giving a performance once a month on Sunday afternoons, and an occasional one in upcoming operas. He finished his speech by telling us that we were going to be paid in Pengo, equivalent to $2.00 in American money for each rehearsal and $4.00 for each performance. The thought of earning money gave me a feeling of importance and the inspiration to do my best. It was a turning point in my life that gave me pride, dignity and the determination to succeed.

			As we were walking down a flight of stairs, I noticed about thirty little ballerinas dressed in tiny pink costumes floating to the music of the orchestra as they filed on-stage to perform. I lessened my pace to get a better look at the young ladies when I spotted one with dark velvety hair who took my breath away. She was looking straight at me with her penetrating brown eyes. My heart pounded as I watched her. I was mesmerized by her beauty as I froze in my tracks. There was something magnetic about her. She smiled and waved at me, then disappeared behind the curtain.

			The sound of my mother’s voice suddenly brought me back to reality.

			“Do you think she’s pretty?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

			I looked down at her and nodded in agreement.

			“I thought so. You’re like your father. Now let’s go home and tell him all about your big day,” she said as she reached out for my hand.

			My father was a tall handsome man with black hair, blue eyes and thick eyebrows. He walked in the door shortly after we got home.

			“Okay, what’s the good news? I know something happened today. It’s written all over your faces,” he asked with curiosity.

			Filled with excitement, I babbled on so fast he couldn’t grasp everything I was saying. My mother laughed and took pride in explaining what I was trying to convey. My father sat in his chair and lit his pipe as he listened. When she was finished, he turned to me.

			“Congratulations, young man. I hope you realize how fortunate you are. Very few people have such an opportunity in their lifetime.” he said.

			From there, he went on to lecture me, but I only heard half of what he was saying because my mind kept drifting to the events of that day. I was so excited I could hardly eat my supper and I barely slept that night.

			I attended rehearsals at the opera house every day after school, and on Saturdays. I worked hard on perfecting my voice and enjoyed every moment. Mr. Rubanyi, the senior director, was a distinguished old man who spoke with such great authority we couldn’t help but admire him. Every time he paused to think, he stroked his thick moustache as he stared into space, which kept everyone in suspense. After much practice, he announced that we would be performing in the up-coming opera; LA BOHEME. He informed us that we would be singing as we played in the streets of Paris while the ballerinas danced about. I was delighted at the thought of my dream girl performing on-stage with me. I hoped to catch a glimpse of her during rehearsals, but the girls danced on-stage while we sang backstage. It saddened me to think that a mere curtain separated us from seeing each other. I really wished someone would pull the curtain, but it never happened. At long last, I asked one of the stage workers if he could open it, but he laughed and said, “Can’t do that. It would be too distracting and the directors would never go for it.” He did make sense, and I understood their reasoning then proceeded to concentrate on what was expected of me

			On the night of our dress rehearsal, final adjustments on our 19th century costumes were being made while stage setups of the streets of Paris were being positioned. I was so excited at the thought of seeing my dream girl that my heart was racing. I frantically looked for her among the girls, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. Saddened, I assumed she had taken ill and wouldn’t be present for opening night the following day.

			The night of our first performance, when everyone stood in their positions backstage waiting for the curtain to rise, I spotted the beautiful ballerina among the girls on the other side of the room. She smiled, raised her hand to her chest and gave me a little wave. My heart soared as I returned the gesture with a beaming smile

			The curtains open for the first act of LA BOHEME.

			The tale is about four poor men. Marcel the painter, Rudolpho the poet, Schaunard the musician and Colline the philosopher, who share a rooftop apartment in Paris. The scene takes place on Christmas Eve in 1840 when the four artists decide to go to the local café for a bite to eat. They all leave except for Rudolpho, the poet, who promises to follow shortly after. But before leaving, he hears a knock on the door. It’s a lovely flower girl who lives in the building and introduces herself as Mimi. She’s in search of a match because she has no more and her candle has blown out. Rudolpho falls in love at first sight and pours his heart out to her in poetry and song.

			I was on-stage when the curtains opened for the second act. I knew my parents, grandparents and aunt were in the audience to see me perform. I wanted to make them proud of me and looked for them, but all I could see was darkness with a few flashes of light reflecting on the opera glasses from the stage-lights. A sudden fear came over me, but as soon as I turned my attention to the conductor and heard the music, I started singing, and my fears quickly dissolved. As I ran around the stage in play with the other boys, I floated to the music as though I was on a carousel. I loved combining play-acting with singing and wanted to savor this feeling forever.

			In this scene, the children are playing in the streets, singing and dancing as they chase the toy-maker. Meanwhile, Rudolpho and Mimi join the others in the Café. My dream girl is dancing about and deliberately runs into me. So, I began to clown around, trying to impress her as little boys do. The attention turns to us and the audience applauds. Marcel, the painter’s old flame, Madame Musette catches the attention of everyone in the Café when she arrives, richly dressed with a wealthy old man who is carrying boxes of gifts for her. Musette sees Marcel and leaves the old man and goes to him. She expresses her love for Marcel in song. Afterward, she deliberately breaks the heel on her shoe and sends the old man out to have it repaired. Meanwhile, the four artists discover they don’t have enough money to pay the bill, so Musette applies their bill to the old man’s. The four men express their gratitude to Musette, and everyone leaves the Café. The old man returns with Musette’s shoe to find no one is there. Only a large bill awaits him.

			In the third act, Mimi goes to meet Marcel in the courtyard to ask for advice about Rudolpho’s jealousy. But as she approaches, she hears Rudolpho’s voice and hides behind the wall only to hear him pour his heart out to Marcel about his love for her. Touched by his flood of emotion, she comes out of hiding and sings of her love for him.

			In the fourth act, Musette barges into the four artist’s apartment, desperately looking for help because Mimi has fainted in the street. Two of the men bring Mimi in and lay her on the bed. Then everyone leaves except for Rudolpho. He and Mimi sing of their love for each other only to have her die in his arms.

			I watched the last scene from backstage and wept. Not wanting anyone to see me, I turned with my face toward the curtain, pulled my handkerchief out of my pocket and dried my tears.

			After the curtains closed and the audience got up to leave, we gathered backstage to meet with Mr. Rubanyi.

			“Congratulations! That was a job well done,” he said as he turned to me.

			“Robika was a good example. Get involved like you’re really living the part.”

			I was as proud as a peacock, but my dream girl really boosted my ego even more when she gave me a flirtatious smile from across the room.

			When we collected our first pay after the performance, I tore the envelope open to find seventeen Pengo inside. Proud to have earned it, I ran outside to find my relatives waiting for me. My maternal grandmother Stevonka was the first to hug me and tell me how proud she was of me. My aunt gave me a kiss on the cheek and told me she thought I was funny. My paternal grandfather Kovacs congratulated me but my step grandmother Kovacs had nothing to say. My parents expressed how proud they were, then everyone parted and went their separate ways. My parents and I started walking toward the subway when my father spotted a taxi and flagged him down.

			“We can’t expect the star in the family to take a subway the night of his first performance, can we?” he asked as he opened the car door.

			I slid across the back seat after my mother and sat between her and my father. It was my first ride in a taxi and I felt like a celebrity traveling in luxury. The most exciting part of it was seeing the lights of the city late at night. When we got home and stepped out of the taxi cab, I looked up at the sky. It was crystal clear out and the millions of stars seemed to sparkle more brightly than I had noticed before.

			I thanked God for giving me a good voice, and most of all, for helping me to be a part of the opera.

			One day after rehearsal, my friend Miklos and I were walking home when he asked,

			“Did you see the new schedule they posted today?”

			“No, why?” I asked.

			“The name of the next opera is CARMEN,” he said.

			“Oh, like the song on the radio?” I asked.

			“Must be.” he replied as he jumped up and grabbed a low branch from the elm tree alongside the sidewalk. “I don’t know the story of CARMEN, do you?” he continued.

			“No,” I replied, “I wonder if there’s a part in it for us.”

			“Might be,” said Miklos, “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

			The following week, Mr. Rubanyi passed out music sheets containing the words from the opera, CARMEN. Practice would soon begin and I was anxious to learn what the story was about, so I read the entire story that night. CARMEN was a story about a beautiful Gypsy girl who could not remain faithful to her lover. Rather than lose her to someone else, her lover killed her in a rage of jealousy. I found the story to be very emotional and I loved the music. My part was to sing along with a few other boys as we followed the military band marching down the street. My dream girl danced along the sidelines and often flirted with me in the process. I was excited with the idea that she liked me. I desperately wanted to talk to her, but I was afraid to in case I was mistaken. We practiced on the opera, CARMEN for weeks as I toyed with the idea of approaching her but never found the courage.

			CARMEN always packed a full house, and received standing ovations. We put on several performances, each one as good as the last. I often stood to one side of the stage where I wouldn’t be seen by the audience, to watch the acts I had no part in. I wondered if all Gypsy girls were like CARMEN.

			One day, the young director, Mr. Rubanyi told us we were to study the music and words to the opera, THE ROSEN CAVALIER. Only three boys and three girls were to be chosen for this opera. It was quite an honor to be chosen to play the part of the youngest child who sings alone. Having everyone’s eyes and ears concentrating on me was so exciting, I could barely breathe. My dream girl was chosen to play one of the sisters, which delighted me even more. I nearly shouted with glee when she was chosen, and had a hard time to contain myself. The thrill of being in another opera with her was almost more than I could bare.

			Mr. Roubanyi, took the six of us aside and told us to follow him to the far end of the stage. He stood in the corner, holding the script in one hand and twisting his white moustache in the other as he spoke firmly as silence filled the room.

			“THE ROSEN CAVALIER is a difficult opera which will take great concentration and hard work. That’s why we chose the most talented singers, dancers and musicians. Practicing until you all reach perfection is essential for this particular opera. Performances are limited to five per season, and I expect you will put your greatest effort into your work.”

			Wow! I thought. I was impressed with his speech and knew deep inside I could do it and make him proud.

			My violin teacher, Sandor Gabor, was among the musicians chosen. Proud to be his student, I waved to him from across the stage. He returned the gesture with a humble smile and a nod.

			THE ROSEN CAVALIER by Richard Strauss was to be sung in Latin. I was fortunate to have studied Latin extensively since the age of eight when I had become an altar boy. It was a good thing I understood the story as I read the lyrics. I learned a lot about the love between this man and woman. As I sang, I felt the deep love between them like the turbulence and uncertain waves of a storm.

			After weeks of practice, the day of dress rehearsal came. My costume was a French 17th century, silver brocade suit with a silver wig. My dream girl wore a pale blue brocade dress with a matching wig. I could not take my eyes away from her, she was so striking. Although she was only thirteen, I could see the woman in her. The warm radiance she gave off sent my head in a whirl.

			The next day, I finally had the courage to walk up to her during break.

			“What’s your name?” I asked in a shaky voice.

			“Gabriella,” she replied in a sensual voice.

			It was like music to my ears.

			“You have a very strong voice,” she continued, “We’ve had lots of boys sing here before, but you’re the best we’ve heard.”

			At that moment, I knew deep in my heart that our meeting was written in the stars. Embarrassed at the thought she might know what I was thinking, I excused myself and walked away. I was only steps away when I realized what I had done. “Stupid! Why did I do that?” I thought, “I can’t blow it now.” Then an idea came to mind, so I followed through with it and got us each a glass of lemonade. I returned with them quickly before she disappeared.

			“You’re a wonderful dancer.” I said as I handed her a glass. “I’ve been watching you.”

			She blushed and thanked me.

			“Everyone in their places.” rang out Mr Rubanyi’s voice as he brushed his thick white hair from his face. His eyes penetrated through everyone as they shuffled back to their places. He was a powerful, yet gentle man who had performed in the opera before becoming a director. His talent and good looks had gained him popularity, especially among the women. They swooned over him like ducklings over a graceful swan.

			After the rehearsal, Gabriella waved to me from across the stage, motioning for me to meet her behind the screen. My heart pounded as I made my way like a humble servant.

			“What’s your name?” she asked.

			“Robika,” I replied with a lump in my throat.

			“Oh, I like that name,” she said, “And thank you for being such a gentleman.” “You’re welcome.” I replied with a frog in my throat.

			“Would you like to meet me here again after the performance tomorrow?” she asked. “Maybe we can get together for a few minutes a day to get to know each other.”

			“Certainly, I’d like that.” I said, my heart pounding so hard, I thought,

			Surely, she could hear it.

			I left the opera house that day, hopelessly in love. I was so enthralled with her, that I walked halfway home before I realized I had forgotten to take the subway.

			The following evening was our first performance of THE ROSEN CAVALIER. I caught glimpse of Gabriella from across the stage. We still had a few minutes to spare so I quickly fetched her a drink. We only chatted for a minute before we had to take our places.

			The music began and the curtain went up. I loved being on stage under bright lights while the audience silently watched our every move from the darkness.

			In the first act of THE ROSEN CAVALIER, the scene takes place in the grand hall of the mansion, backed by a huge circular staircase. The six of us children dance around our father, demanding his attention while singing; “Papa, Papa, Papa.”

			As the youngest, I, alone, step forward and sing while begging for his attention, but still in a drunken state, Papa pays no attention.

			The audience was in complete silence as I sang to my heart’s content. When I stopped singing, the entire opera house broke out in a loud applause. I was stunned at first, but then a powerful feeling came over me as I proudly basked in the limelight.

			In the next scene, I stood to the left of the stage as I watched Gabriella dance on stage. She reminded me of a delicate butterfly in flight as she fluttered with the music. I was standing against the curtain when she suddenly ran directly into me while making her exit. I quickly grabbed her and held her in my arms and wouldn’t to let her go. She giggled as though she was enjoying it. Her heart was beating against my chest and the aroma of her perfume was like a breath of fresh flowers as it filled the air around us.

			“I’ll never let you go. I love you with all my heart.” I whispered in her ear.

			She blushed, then reached up and pulled her wig off, allowing her long, silky hair to fall onto my hands. As I held her in my arms, I longed to smother her with kisses, but afraid of being seen, I held back.

			“Follow me,” she whispered as she pulled me behind the screen to an Egyptian sarcophagus where we couldn’t be seen because of the dim lighting. She held my face and kissed it all over as I melted like putty in her hands. She then took my hand in hers and placed it on her small breast while she kissed me on the lips. I was short of breath and wondered if this was how Adam felt when Eve kissed him for the first time in the Garden of Eden.

			Our spell was suddenly broken when a stage-worker came backstage and frightened her away like a sparrow taking flight. I was left standing there alone, stupefied and afraid of being questioned by the man, so I pretended to be looking for something, but he just continued on his way as though my presence didn’t matter in the slightest. My face was flushed and my heart was beating rapidly as I rushed to the dressing room to change.

			I left the opera house alone, still dazed, wondering if Gabriella cared for me as much as I did for her. I was halfway home when I came to the realization that the feeling must be mutual because of the way she carried on. It made me wonder how she could possibly know such things, for I had never seen anything like it in the movies and I didn’t know what to make of it. I had never been kissed by a girl before, so I didn’t know anything about it. I thought about the older boys in the locker room talking about kissing the girls. I suddenly realized why they were so excited to talk about it. I thought about the Catholic Church teachings and questioned my actions, wondering if what I had done was forbidden. But I didn’t care and was willing to pay whatever consequences there were, because I had every intention of doing it again.

			Following that episode, every time I saw Gabriella, I started examining every inch of her body to a point that I was able to go home and draw pictures of her which became an obsession. She had suddenly become enticing and I couldn’t get enough of her. I fantasized about taking her to a deserted island where I had her all to myself where I would build her a grass hut with a grass matt to lay her on and kiss and feel every inch of her body. I couldn’t get her out of my mind.

			Boy-scouts and violin lessons were still a part of my weekly routine, but Gabriella and the opera had become my greatest loves. I looked forward to going to the opera house every day, for it was a temple of art and music and a place where my dreams always come true. I met famous singers and conductors who came to perform, but the most rewarding part was receiving an applause from the audience.

			One afternoon after our matinee performance, Mr. Rubanyi announced that a new opera was on the agenda. Beginning on Monday, we were to learn the songs to the opera; SISTER ANGELICA. The boys were to sing the part of the Angels from behind the curtain while the girls were to portray the Angels on-stage. The stage set-up was very impressive. It was a convent courtyard so perfectly painted, it looked three dimensional. I examined it closely in hopes of achieving the same results in my future paintings. Suddenly, the artist himself was standing beside me.

			“Anything wrong?” he asked.

			“Oh no! It’s so perfect and looks so real, I had to look at it up close to see how you did it.” I replied.

			“So! You paint, do you?” he asked.

			“Yes. Art is my favorite subject in school.” I replied.

			“You do nice work?” he inquired.

			“Yeah, I guess so, but not as good as you. How do you do it?” I asked

			“Stick around and watch me sometime when you’re not rehearsing,” said the tall slender man.

			“I will certainly do that.” I said as I stepped back and observed what he was doing for a while.

			In the opera; SISTER ANGELICA, the nuns are scattered through the courtyard, while Gabriella poses as a statue of an Angel against one wall. In the final scene, Sister Angelica takes poison from a cup and falls to the ground. Gabriella, as the statue, comes to life, dances over to Sister Angelica and envelopes her as she dies in her arms. The Angels then dance around the stage as we sing the final song from behind the curtain.

			It was a touching scene that brought tears to my eyes. I was proud of Gabriella for her excellent performance. Afterward, when everyone was scurrying backstage, I spotted Gabriella in the crowd. She must have felt my eyes on her because she immediately looked at me and smiled. She bent over as though to tie her slipper. I stood still and watched her every move, hoping she would invite me behind the screen as she had done before. She remained down until nearly everyone was gone. Then she looked up at me and pointed to the screen. Delighted with the invitation, I hurried to meet her, but when I got there, she was nowhere to be seen. A sudden fear of having lost her came over me, but before I could take another step, I felt her delicate hands reach over my eyes from behind. I gently removed them and turned around only to embrace her. The transparent white veils she wore gave the appearance of her being nude. The thought of it sent chills up and down my spine as I envisioned her nude body against mine as I became wild with desire. She gently placed her soft lips against mine and kissed me passionately as I moaned like a wounded animal. I opened my mouth slightly and felt her tongue slip between my lips. She slipped her hand down the front of my pants and grabbed my penis, causing me to nearly lose my mind. Our passionate lock continued for a few minutes until our spell was broken by the sound of her teacher calling out her name. Startled, she flew away, leaving me with a painful unfinished sensation, only to walk away in bewilderment.

			


	

CHAPTER 3

MY BUDAPEST

			As a child, I learned an old proverb, “Nothing is free in the universe. Without sacrifice and hard work, there is no glory.” I believed this and lived my life by it. My involvement in the opera was not an exception. I applied this wisdom to achieve what I wanted in everything I did.

			I started playing the violin when my Uncle Lajko gave me a new 3/4 size Steinburg for my eighth birthday. My father’s friend, Sandor Gabor, a violin teacher, bartered with my father for meat from the butcher shop so I could have music lessons. Mr. Gabor lived in a lovely old house with a small music room. The wall facing the door had a massive bookcase filled with music books and antique bookends. A highly polished, ebony grand piano sat on a red Persian rug in the center of the room. The music stands and delicate mahogany chairs stood in front of four white French doors overlooking a small garden. A beautiful antique, Stradivarius violin displayed in a glass case hung on the opposite wall. It had been handed down to Mr. Gabor by his grandfather and was his prize possession. Sandor Gabor was a kind, soft spoken gentleman who taught me to play with gentle precision which made it a pleasure to learn. I did not plan to be a concert violinist. I simply enjoyed playing the instrument and hearing the lovely music that came from it.

			Being a boy-scout from the age of six played an important role in my life. I never missed a meeting or a weekend outing. My friend, Teddy who lived in my building, attended boy-scouts with me on a regular basis. He was a little taller than I, and a quiet kid with wavy brown hair and brown eyes. We sang in the church choir and served as altar boys together a couple of times a month. He was always around and went along with just about everything I wanted to do.

			Miklos and Arpie were two other boys who lived in my building, and the four of us played together a lot. Miklos, who was my age, also was a part of the royal opera, so we usually walked to practice together. I often asked him to join the boy-scouts with Teddy and I, but he never wanted to come along. He preferred to stay home and play with Arpie, who was three years younger. Arpie was a good-looking child with spiky, light brown hair and hazel eyes. Arpie preferred to follow us around rather than play with boys his own age. He had two sisters, Elizabeth and Greta who were a little older than I. Greta was a beautiful redhead and as kind as she was pretty.

			The name of our boy-scout troop was, The George Washington Troop. It consisted of twenty- five boys, but normally only eighteen or twenty attended. Even less attended on Saturday hikes, and only half came on the camping trips. I loved camping in the wilderness. Map reading was one of my favorite things, and I was always the first to volunteer. I loved leading the troop through the countryside using a different route every time. Sometimes we followed the Danube River, and other times we went to the mountains or the hills. Occasionally, we visited the farm lands. I became quite familiar with the surrounding areas of Budapest by the time I was twelve. Teddy missed a lot of weekend outings and had no idea how much fun he was missing. When it came to cooking, the boys all took turns. Fortunately, my mother had taught me how to enhance the flavor in foods and how to cook for large groups, so this came in handy and I took advantage of it. As a result, I earned a special merit badge. I was proud to receive it, but found it more rewarding to please the boys with my cooking.

			Our scoutmaster’s name was Mr. Benke. He was a tall, thin man in his twenties with black curly hair and blue eyes. Since he lived in my building, I had known him all my life. He was always friendly, and watched over me as I was growing up. He was good with children and inspired me to join his boy-scout troop. This particular summer, most of the boys were eleven and twelve years old, and Mr. Benke felt we were old enough for pre-military training. He stressed the importance of first aid and life saving techniques. He taught us to work together as a team and help each other in everything we did. Our training consisted of crawling on the ground pretending that bullets were flying over our heads. We also learned how to dig trenches, and camouflaged ourselves with foliage as well as hiding behind bushes and up in the trees. We played war games, often re-enacting battles from Hungarian history. Teddy loved this part of our outings most.

			One day, the scoutmaster had us set up a target range. He taught us to fabricate targets out of straw and cover them in old white bed-sheets and paint black target rings on them. We made the stands for the targets from scraps that people had discarded. When the targets were finished, Mr. Benke told us to set them up in an open field. Then he took out a couple of handguns and rifles from his bag and taught us about each one. Once we were familiar with the guns, he taught us how to aim and shoot. Because of Mr. Benke’s faith in my ability, my father loaning me his revolver from World War I, I never missed a weekend of practice. Before long, everyone had improved tremendously on our shooting skills.

			My favorite pastime was telling stories by the campfire at night. I loved being the center of attention, dramatically acting out every part. It was great watching the expressions of fear on the boys faces as each story grew frightening. Then there was a look of relief as the story turned to a happy note. I loved acting and often dreamed of becoming an actor at the Royal Opera when I grew up.

			One evening at sunset, Mr. Benke and I decided to play a prank on the boys. He took me aside and gave me explicit instructions of what to do. I was delighted to go along with him and set out on my mission. Keeping out of sight, I circled around through the woods while playing a drum. I made my way around the other side of the hill and climbed to the top, laughing as I sat hidden in the grass and out of sight while waiting for my cue. Mr. Benke told the boys to sit around the campfire, then began telling his story;

			“Once upon a time, hundreds of years ago, many great battles were fought in this very spot. At that time, armies appointed drummer boys to signal when a fight was about to begin. One drummer boy was a farmer from a distant country and was of neutral ground. Unfortunately, one day, the little drummer boy was killed. No one knew why he was killed because he was no one’s enemy, nor did they know whether it was deliberate or accidental. They still don’t know to this day. Only the little drummer boy knows the answer. Legend tells us that every time a battle takes place here, the little drummer boy appears, beats his drum and scares the enemy away. Many have said to have seen him at the top of the hill as they were passing through. Maybe, if you look hard enough, you’ll be able to see him for yourself.”

			When the scoutmaster pointed to the top of the hill, I stood up and exposed my silhouette against the evening sky as I started beating the drum to the battle hymn. The sound of my drum echoed in the silence of the night as I descended slowly toward the troop. The boys began trembling and huddled close together, grabbing onto each other. When I got about ten meters away from them, Teddy recognized me and shouted; “Robika! It’s only Robika!”

			Still frightened and unsure, the boys waited until I got closer. When they realized it was really me, they started shouting and gathered around me. Amused at the prank, I started laughing and couldn’t stop. They pushed me down, but I was laughing so hard and holding onto my stomach as I rolled around in the grass, that I didn’t care. Most of the boys started laughing, but a few of them didn’t think it was funny. Eventually, everyone quieted down and we crawled into our sleeping bags for the night. As I lay there, I kept thinking about the boys believing they had seen a ghost, and I began giggling. Before long, everyone was giggling, including Mr. Benke. Finally, Mr. Benke announced it was eleven o’clock and reminded us he was going to wake us up at the crack of dawn. That was enough to settle us down and we soon fell asleep.

			The next morning, I awoke to the sound of a large toad croaking while jumping on my chest. When I discovered it was inside my sleeping bag, I sprang out of it so fast, I tripped and fell. They boys were gathered around me laughing hysterically. When I realized they were getting even with me, I broke into laughter.

			“Okay, you get the last laugh,” I shouted “now we’re even.”

			Often, when I was home alone, I spent my time drawing pictures from library books. On pleasant days, I went to the park and sat on a bench or a rock and drew everything around me that caught my attention. Sometimes it was simply a tree or a bird, but often, it was people walking around or children playing. I always earned A’s in art class at school, and sometimes the teacher asked me to assist other students. The teachers encouraged me to enter art contests. As a result, I won several ribbons. Making posters for school events became a routine. When I was ten years old, I made a topographical map of the mountainous terrain north of Budapest where I often camped out. The teacher, impressed with my work, entered it in a nationwide contest. Much to my surprise, I won first prize. A reporter from the newspaper came to my school and took pictures of me receiving the trophy. I was proud and gained popularity as a child artist throughout Budapest.

			My best friend, Miklos was a likeable lad who had a good sense of humor and liked clowning around. However, he was naive and unaware of his popularity. We hung around together every day. Going to the zoo was one of our favorite pastimes. He usually made me bring my sketch pad and pencil along so I could draw some of the animals for him. He loved to watch me as I worked on them and begged me to give them to him so he could hang them on his bedroom wall. On hot summer days, we often went down to the lake and rented a boat. We loved rowing way out on the lake and took turns diving into the cool water. Miklos was a good swimmer and had no fear of the water. He insisted on teaching me how to swim. If it were not for him, I probably would have never gone swimming, nor had I ever learned how.

			A small replica of the Wayda Hunyada Castle in Transylvania stood on a small island in the center of the lake. It had been built for the millennium celebration in the late 1800’s, and the only way to get to it was by boat. The tall granite castle with its many towers seemed to reach up to the clouds. The windows were of gothic design with balconies that were far beyond anyone’s reach. The castle itself was surrounded by a moat with a drawbridge, making it the only entrance. Huge gargoyles hung on each side of the entryway, threatening all who entered. My friends, Miklos, Arpie, Teddy and I often pretended to be knights, fighting off dragons, soldiers or pirates from entering the castle.

			One day, as I was playing with Arpie in the courtyard of our three-story building on Bulyosky Street, I decided to practice climbing up and down cliffs like the boy-scouts did in the mountains. Not having a mountain to climb, I went up to the third floor as Arpie followed close behind. I tied one end of a rope I had found in the cellar around my waist, then tied the other end to the wrought iron railing. When I started to climb over the railing with the rope over my shoulder, I heard a voice cry out. “No! No, Robika! Don’t do that.”

			I quickly turned to Arpie, “What?” I asked.

			“I didn’t say anything,” he answered, looking puzzled.

			Then I realized it was a woman’s voice, and not Arpie’s. Whoever it was must have been watching me. The voice was very familiar although I didn’t recognize it as belonging to any of the women in my building. Deciding to obey her command, I untied the rope from the railing and descended to the second floor. Once more, I tied the rope to the railing, and just as I was about to climb over the railing, I heard the same voice call out;

			“No Robika. No!”

			Still holding onto the railing, I looked around but couldn’t see anyone. I knew that voice but still wasn’t able to place it.

			“Did you hear that woman calling me?” I asked Arpie.

			“No,” he replied. “I didn’t hear anything, but if I were you, I’d go down to the first floor in case something goes wrong.

			“What can go wrong? I’m doing this just like the book says. But if it will make you and that woman, feel better, I’ll go down to the first floor.”

			I untied the rope from the railing again and walked down another flight. I tied the rope around the railing and when I started to climb over the railing for the third time, I heard the woman’s voice again.

			“No Robika. Please!”

			I looked around again but still couldn’t see anyone.

			“Arpie, are you imitating an old woman’s voice?” I asked.

			“No Robika, I didn’t say anything and I didn’t hear anyone either. Maybe you should go to the landing cause that’s only about 2 meters (6 ½ feet) from the ground. This one’s got to be at least four meters up.” warned Arpie.

			“Alright, let’s go,” I said, untying the rope one more time.

			I went down to the landing, tied the rope around the railing and climbed over it. I looked around and waited to hear the old woman’s voice, but didn’t see or hear anyone, so I lowered myself and slid down the rope when suddenly it snapped like a thread and I fell to the ground. Arpie was standing on the landing staring down at me with his mouth open and his eyes bulging out of his head. I looked up to thank the old woman for saving my life but I couldn’t see her anywhere. Suddenly, I recognized her voice. It was Mrs. Razdira’s voice from Nagy Kata, who had passed away.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Razdira,” I said aloud.

			“You’re welcome,” I heard her voice reply softly.

			“Are you alright?” Arpie’s voice rang out as he ran down the stairs.

			“Yeah, I’m fine. It wasn’t much of a fall.” I said.

			Just then, Arpie’s mother called him in for supper.

			I got up, threw the rope in the trash barrel, walked through the courtyard and opened the gate. While I was walking to the park, I recalled an incident that happened when I was five years old. I was playing on the balcony overlooking the courtyard, when it started to rain. I loved the rain so I stood against the railing and watched it as it turned into a storm with strong winds as lightning struck and the sound of thunder filled the air. I was looking up at the sky with the rain pouring on my face when suddenly, I saw a bolt of lightning hit one of the radio antennas on the roof and blew the insulator to pieces. The antenna cable snapped loose, swung down and touched the railing across the courtyard for a split second. Since the railing was Attached all around the courtyard, I suddenly felt a surge of electricity pass through my body. I jumped back from the railing but my entire body was still feeling the effects from the ordeal. Just then, the wind blew the cable wire and it hit the railing again. When it did, the railing steamed up and I felt the electricity come up from the wet floor, through my bare feet and up to the top of my head. I heard my mother scream as she ran outside. She grabbed me in her arms and carried me inside. She checked me all over but didn’t find any burns anywhere.

			“Thank God you’re alright. Whatever you do, don’t tell your father, he’ll blame me for not watching you,” she said frantically.

			“I won’t Mama, I don’t want Papa to get mad at you.” I said, concerned for her.

			I didn’t tell her about the feeling I had when the wire hit the railing because I didn’t want to worry her, especially because I wasn’t hurting anywhere and felt fine.

			Ever since that episode, I noticed I was able to tell time without looking at a clock. When I wanted to get someone’s attention, all I had to do was look at them and they always turned around or looked up at me. Most of the time, they thought I had called out their name. I had the same reaction with the animals at the Zoo where they would come up to me at the fence and reach out. I was able to get them so mesmerized that they fell asleep at my command. Now, I was able to see Mrs. Razdira’s ghost as well as hearing her voice. I knew she was watching over me because she always made herself seen and heard when I was being careless about something, or in some sort of danger. All my mother or father had to do was to think of me and I answered aloud, baffling them every time. Then it started happening with the school teachers, music teachers and the people at the opera. Sometimes they shook their heads in bewilderment, and other times they made comments like; “Did I call your name yet?” or “Uh! I was just about to call on you.” That’s how I knew my choir teacher at school didn’t like me. I always knew what he was thinking when he looked at me. I heard a saying about your eyes being the mirror of your soul, and I surely believed in that one.

			


	

CHAPTER 4

A SUMMER TO REMEMBER

			The summer of 1939 arrived and I turned twelve a week after school let out. The sound of war was in the wind and men everywhere were joining the army, Air raid shelters were being built in everyone’s basements and practice alarms were blowing daily throughout the city.

			One Saturday afternoon, while walking home from my grandfather’s butcher shop with my father, I noticed men in strange uniforms appearing everywhere.

			“Who are those men, Papa?” I asked.

			“They’re German soldiers, son.” replied my father, nonchalantly.

			I assumed, by his reaction that they were friendly, so I said “Hello” as we passed, but most of them didn’t respond. There was something about them that gave me an uneasy feeling in spite of my father’s passive attitude.

			When we got home, I ran into the kitchen and blurted out;

			“Mama, we saw German soldiers all over the city today!”

			My mother dropped her wooden spoon on the floor and a look of fear came over her as she turned to my father and stared at him in awe. I looked at him and waited for a response, but still unmoved by the episode, he picked up the spoon off the floor and handed it to my mother.

			“What’s for supper?” he asked as he sat in one of the kitchen chairs.

			My mother didn’t answer as the look of shock was still on her face. I couldn’t understand how my father could remain so calm after seeing her reaction. Although I didn’t know her reason for alarm, I knew the presence of the German soldiers was not a good thing. My mother never became upset without good reason. Nothing was being said between them and I knew they wouldn’t discuss it in my presence, so I left the room and sat in a parlor chair where I would not be seen, but was in hearing range.

			“German soldiers?” my mother asked, her voice quivering.

			“Yes, and they were friendly enough, so don’t worry so much Irma.” my father responded calmly.

			“Oh, I don’t know, Jozsef,” she went on, “I don’t have a good feeling about them, especially the way Hitler is forcing the German Army into the surrounding countries.”

			“Well, that’s not happening here. We’re their allies, and allies don’t fight each other, they work together.” my father responded, confidently.

			“Maybe so, but I still don’t trust Hitler and his whole army.” my mother insisted.

			From that point on, my curiosity was so aroused that I listened closely to what every adult had to say about the subject. There were many different opinions. Some of the people didn’t want the German soldiers in Hungary because of Hitler’s fast growing, notorious reputation. Others felt it was better that Hungary was at peace with the Germans because our country was not being destroyed. Then I overheard one man at my grandfather’s butcher shop say;

			“Hitler simply wants to use Hungary as a means to get to Yugoslavia.”

			“Why?” I blurted out without thinking.

			“So, he can take the country by force. They don’t want him there.” The old man answered, angrily.

			“That’s terrible!” I shouted, “Why can’t they leave the other countries alone?”

			“Hitler wants to rule the whole damn world!” another man said with disgust.

			“Robika, go out and play.” my grandfather growled.

			I couldn’t understand the purpose for the war, only that it made no sense. My Grandmother Stevonka was from Austria and often spoke to me in German. Being able to understand the German soldiers in conversation, I often listened to what they had to say. Unfortunately, I learned very little.

			It was only the 27th of June, when Mr. Roubanyi announced that there were to be no more rehearsals until further notice.

			“Why?” many of the boys asked at once.

			“Because the entire Royal Opera is recessing until fall.” he replied and walked away.

			“Some birthday present this is,” I thought. “What a bummer!”

			“So, what are you going to do with your summer?” Miklos asked, “Going to see your two grandmothers again?”

			“I suppose,” I answered with a sigh.

			I was happy to spend time with my Grandma Stevonka again, but the thought of having to go to my grandmother Kovacs was disappointing, especially since Mrs. Razdira was no longer next door. But then I had my new Gypsy grandmother to see, so it didn’t seem so bad. The only downfall was that I wouldn’t get to see Gabriella the entire summer, and I was going to miss the Opera as well.

			The following day brought our last performance for the season at the Royal Opera. Afterward, Mr. Roubanyi called all of the boys and girls backstage and announced that there would be a summer season for the Opera on Margaret Island, and only a few boys and girls would be chosen to perform. I prayed to God that I would be chosen, and sure enough, my name was the first one called. A total of five boys and six girls were chosen, and in answer to my prayer, Gabriella was one of them.

			“Now, this is a Birthday present!” I muttered.

			Mr. Roubanyi instructed us to wait aside for further instructions while he wished everyone else a fun-filled summer. After they had gone, Mr. Rubanyi handed us a list of the operas on the agenda along with a schedule of rehearsals and performances. The operas chosen were; SISTER ANGELICA, DAPHNE, and HONOR OF THE PEASANTS. I suddenly felt Gabriella’s presence next to me as she slipped her hand in mine and whispered;

			“I’m glad we’ll get to see each other.”

			“So am I.” is replied softly, as I gave her delicate hand a squeeze.

			Anxious to tell my father the good news, I ran all the way to my grandfather’s butcher shop where he worked. When I got there, my grandfather Kovacs was waiting on Mrs. Gabor, an attractive older woman with pale blonde hair that all the men fussed over.

			“Hello Robika,” she said as I slipped past them to get to my father who was cutting meat in the back.

			“Hello, Mrs. Gabor,” I replied shyly, honored that she had even noticed me.

			“I’ve enjoyed your performances at the Royal Opera,” she said, “Especially where you sing alone in the first act of The Rosen Cavalier.”

			“Thank you. You’re very kind.” I replied, desperately wanting to tell her the latest news, although I thought my father should be the first to know.

			“Papa! I was chosen for the summer season at the theater on Margaret Island.” I boasted. “Only eleven children were chosen and I was the first one called.”

			“Good for you.” my father replied proudly.

			My grandfather, who normally ignored me, turned around and looked at me.

			“Congratulations, Robika. That calls for a reward,” he said as he pulled a lollipop out of his pocket and handed it to me.

			“How nice! Which opera will you be performing in?” asked Mrs. Gabor.

			“I’ll be in; HONOR OF THE PEASANTS, the first week of July.” I proudly replied.

			“I’ll be there. It’ll be an honor to watch you perform,” she said with a smile.

			It was no wonder the men dawdled over her. She was the most glamorous woman I had ever seen. There was a charismatic air about her that males couldn’t resist.

			My father stopped cutting meat and looked over my schedule.

			“Hmm, let’s see. We must decide what to do with your mornings because I don’t want you to be home alone.” he mumbled.

			Scratching his head, he looked up at his father.

			“Pa, what do you think if Robika comes in with me in the mornings?” he asked. “I definitely could use his help.”

			My grandfather put his hand on his chin as though to give the matter a great deal of thought.

			“I suppose that would be alright, Jozsef.” he replied.

			I was surprised he agreed as quickly as he did since he never paid much attention to me when I went in the butcher shop to see my father. Then again, he might have been too busy to be bothered with me, I thought.

			As I walked home, I reminisced about my childhood with my Grandfather Kovacs. My Grandmother Kovacs was his second wife and not my natural grandmother. She had no children of her own and I was the only grandchild, so to speak. I wondered if that was her reason for not liking me. My grandparents lived in the same building as we did, but in a much larger, elegantly furnished unit on the first floor. I was only allowed to enter their apartment on holidays when my grandmother’s relatives were also present. She had a niece with two children who always attended on holidays. She wouldn’t even allow me to sit in her parlor. A wooden chair in the kitchen by the parlor door was as close as I could get. She gave her grandniece and nephew fancy chocolates in the parlor, and all I got were a couple of cookies while I had to remain in the kitchen. I didn’t like her in the least and had nothing but bad memories about the way she treated me. The cruelest thing she had done was when I was only eight years old. I had come home from school two hours before my parents and could not get into my apartment because I had lost my key. My first thought was to go to my grandparent’s apartment to get out of the cold. But that mean old woman refused to let me inside and told me to wait out on the balcony until my parents came home. Then she slammed the door in my face. I sat on the steps next to Arpie’s apartment, shivering and crying when I suddenly felt a warm breeze against my face and the presence of a woman standing before me. My natural grandmother Kovacs immediately came to mind. As I looked up through tear filled eyes and happy to see her, I was saddened to find no one was there. That’s when I remembered she had died only a year to two before.

			Suddenly, Arpie’s apartment door flew open. His mother, feeling the chill came to close the door and saw me sitting there,

			“Robika! What are you doing out here in this bitter cold? Why, you’re crying,” she said as she took my hand and helped me to get up.

			“I lost my key and my Grandmother Kovacs won’t let me in her apartment.” I replied sadly.

			“My goodness, you’re shivering,” she said, “You stay inside with us until your mother and father get home. Here, have some hot chocolate and cookies. That should warm you up,” she said.

			I dried my tears on my sleeve and turned to the stairs to thank my natural grandmother. Although I couldn’t see her, I knew she was there because I could smell her rose perfume as well as sense her presence.

			“Thank you.” I whispered, and followed Arpie’s mother inside.

			I was grateful that my grandfather cared more about me than his second wife did. I was happy that he let me work in his butcher shop, and in appreciation, I was determined to work hard. Now that I was thirteen, I felt mature enough to do the job and make him proud of me.

			When I got home, Teddy and Arpie were playing in the courtyard, so I ran up to them to tell them I had been chosen to perform in the summer theater. They told me that Miklos had already told them. Just then, Miklos came out and joined us. All three boys wished me luck and Miklos told me he was glad he wasn’t be chosen because he preferred to spend his summer playing and going to summer camp.

			After the boys went inside for their supper, I anxiously waited on the landing to the first floor for my mother to get home. When she walked through the gate, I ran down to meet her.

			“Mama!” I called out, “I was chosen for the summer theater and Grandpa Kovacs is letting me work in his butcher shop in the mornings. And I’ll have time to help you at Baron Grudle’s on Thursdays after rehearsal. And I’ll even have time to go to the Zoo and play.” I said, excitedly.

			“My Goodness, that’s a lot of information in one breath,” she said as she took me under her arm and hugged me “I see you have it all worked out.”

			“Is it okay with you?” I asked in wonderment as we went up the stairs.

			“Of course, it’s okay with me,” she said as she handed me a pastry from her sack.

			“Let’s sit at the table and you can tell me all about it,” she continued.

			The first performance of DAPHNE took place in an amphitheater under a clear, starry sky on Margaret Island. The island sits in the center of the Danube River with bridges on both sides, connecting it to Buda and Pest.

			DAPHNE, from Greek Mythology, is about the God, Apollo, who comes down to Earth to take a girl named Daphne to Parnassus, a home of the Gods. Zeus, the father of the Gods, does not approve of this marriage and turns Daphne into a tree, leaving Apollo devastated.

			In the first act, Gabriella played a little peasant girl dancing in the forest while I sang from the orchestra pit. Delighted, I watched her through the entire performance. When our eyes finally met, I immediately knew she wanted to meet me backstage after the performance. My heart leapt at the thought and I nearly lost my voice. In the second act, I played a shepherd boy while she watched from one side. When I glanced at her, she pointed to the back of the stage. I winked in response and grinned because my hunch was correct.

			I made my way to the back of the stage after the performance. There were people everywhere and Gabriella was nowhere to be seen. Small mobile trailers scattered throughout the area resembled a Gypsy camp. I passed the trailer containing the musical instruments and the one with our costumes. Thinking she was in one of the dressing room trailers, I stopped and asked if they had seen Gabriella, but no one had. Suddenly, I spotted her weaving through the crowd toward me. She motioned for me to follow her into the forest. We only had fifteen minutes and I didn’t want to waste any time. When I was out of sight from the crowd, I stopped to wait for her to catch up. We walked a little deeper into the woods so we couldn’t be seen by anyone before we stopped. As we gazed into each other’s eyes, I wanted to take her in my arms, but was afraid of scaring her away. Her soft brown eyes penetrated through me as she seductively dropped her tunic from her shoulder as it slipped gently from her body. The moonlight casting through the trees shimmered against her nude body as my mouth became dry, my heart pounded and my body burned with desire. She stepped forward and kissed me gently. Unable to control myself, I passionately returned the kiss. She took my head in her hands and lowered it to her small, firm breasts. I kissed them as I would a delicate flower. She placed my head in her hands once more, and lowered it even more. I smothered her lily-white body gently with kisses. She looked like a marble statue in the moonlight, yet warm, soft and very much alive. I gently pulled her down to her knees onto the lush green grass. It felt like a velvet carpet which gave the experience an even greater thrill. I laid her down in the grass as I continued to kiss her all over and placed my hand between her thighs. She moaned with pleasure as I kept repeating, “I love you” over and over again. Then, suddenly, she stopped and let out a sigh. “Thank you, Robika, you’re wonderful,” she said as she rolled me over, kissed me and lay her head on my shoulder. I was awestruck. And before I could utter a word, the warning bell rang for everyone to return to the bus because the lights were about to go out. Gabriella jumped up, quickly slipped into her tunic and ran out of the woods. I suddenly found myself alone, bewildered and confused. My genital area was in so much pain, I was afraid to walk. I sat on an old tree trunk for a minute hoping the pain would leave me but it didn’t. The lights started going out, one by one, and afraid to be left alone in the dark, I got up and ran out of the woods in spite of my pain. I changed my clothes just in time to get to the bus as it was pulling away. I was glad Gabriella had left with her family because I didn’t think I could face her after what I had just done.

			I tossed and turned that night, unable to sleep, worrying about Gabriella and wondering what she wanted from me. Our meetings were always too brief to get acquainted and discuss our situation. Discussing my problem with a friend was impossible because a rumor would surely get around, resulting in ending our relationship. My being thrown out of the Royal Opera was also a possibility and I couldn’t bear the thought of losing both. I was forced to keep my secret to myself. I tried to think of a place where we could meet secretly, but couldn’t come up with anything. I finally fell asleep at 5:00am with exhaustion.

			My mother woke me at 6:00am to remind me it was time to get up and go to work with my father. I dragged myself to the breakfast table, half asleep.

			“What’s the matter? Didn’t you sleep well?” asked my mother.

			“Must be the excitement of his first night at the Garden Theater,” said my father.

			They had no idea how worried I really was. Excitement was the last thing on my mind. I was devastated! I felt embarrassed at what we had done and didn’t know how to face Gabriella. I kept wondering if she had learned to do these things from an older man, because she couldn’t have learned about love making on her own.

			My mother was much more observant and knew something was troubling me.

			“Did you have a bad dream?” she asked, very concerned. I nodded to let her think I had. As much as I wanted to tell her about my problem, I knew I couldn’t.

			I went to work with my father and helped him cut meat and clean, working diligently and silently. At noon, I left for the opera house to rehearse until three. Since I had three hours of free time left, I walked slowly to the Zoo while trying to figure out where to meet Gabriella so we could spend more time together and talk. Just as I entered the gates, I suddenly remembered the mountain caves in the center of the Zoo. They had been closed down, fenced off and padlocked for years. And I knew exactly where the key to the padlock was. It hung on the wall of the animal trainer’s office, who was my friend Andrew’s father. I had been in his office with Andrew several times before and knew where everything was kept. Suddenly, I remembered that Andrew and I had a duplicate key made a couple of years before so we could sneak up there to smoke cigarettes. The key should still be somewhere in my possession, I thought, but where? I reached in my pocket and pulled out my key-chain, and there it was. It had been there so long I had forgotten what it went to. Why had I not thought of this before? I wondered. I had found my answer at last and I couldn’t wait to tell Gabriella.

			Daydreams of bringing Gabriella to the cave where we could be alone filled my head. And what were we going to do all that time? I wondered. Suddenly the thought of an older man teaching her about lovemaking crossed my mind and brought my beautiful dream to a halt. The thought of it haunted me.

			A few days later, I was sitting under a tree at the Zoo, reading a book, when I heard girls giggling. I looked up to see who it was, and much to my surprise, it was Gabriella with some of her girlfriends. I wanted to get her attention so I could tell her about the caves, so I just sat there staring at her, calling her name in my head.

			Within seconds, she looked in my direction and saw me.

			“Robika! What are you doing here?” she asked as she made her way toward me. I smiled, pulled my membership card out of my pocket and showed it to her.

			“Oh, I’m a member too,” she said, laughing.

			“Would you like to go down to the lake with me?” I asked getting up on my feet. “We can rent a boat and go out to the center of the lake where we can be alone.”

			“Sure. Sounds good to me.” replied Gabriella.

			“Hey, let’s all get boats and go out on the lake,” one of her friends shouted.

			Everyone agreed, and we all walked down to the lake together. Gabriella and I held hands as we walked. “I’m sure happy we ran into each other today,” she said.

			“Me too, and I have something to tell you.” I said, grinning from ear to ear.

			“What?” she asked, laughing, “It must be good judging by the look on your face.”

			“You’ll find out soon enough.” I said as I pulled the money out of my pocket to pay the boat attendant for a half hour of time.

			Everyone paired off in twos and went in different directions. I told Gabriella to sit at the narrow end of the boat so I could sit in the center, facing her, and show off my ability in handling a rowboat. I rowed out a good distance and away from everyone and put my oars down inside the boat. I sat there admiring my lovely mademoiselle sitting before me in her white lacy cotton dress and her long silky hair blowing in the breeze.

			“Gabriella, I have something that’s been bothering me for a whole year now, and I must know the answer.” I began. She waited in anticipation for me to continue.

			“Where did you learn all this stuff about lovemaking?” I asked.

			She squirmed in her seat, obviously embarrassed at my question. She looked down at the water and began to speak.

			“Two years ago, while at our summer home in the country, my thirty-year old cousin sneaked into my bedroom in the middle of the night and crawled into my bed with me. He started fondling my breast. It felt bizarre at first and I didn’t know what to make of it, but it felt good enough to let him continue. After that night, I looked forward to it and found it exciting. It was hard to resist. He never forced himself on me. He was always gentle and I loved everything he did to me. Then one night, only minutes after he came in my room and crawled in my bed, my aunt and uncle came barging in. All hell broke loose. It was a big scandal. Everyone in the family heard about it and they forbid him to ever set foot in our summer home again.”

			“I see, but why me?” I asked.

			“I liked you the first time I laid eyes on you, and the more I saw you, the more I wanted to do those things to you,” she replied, looking at me sheepishly.

			“Is there anyone else?” I asked.

			“No. Only you,” she replied.

			I looked away. My first thought was of her cousin touching her, which angered me. Then a feeling of jealousy came over me, fearing she would abandon me for him. Then I realized that she said I was the one she desired, which made me feel better. I was happy she was honest with me, yet I was sorry I had asked. When I looked up at her again, tears were rolling down her cheeks. I wanted to get up and console her, but was afraid I’d tip the boat and we’d end up in the water,

			“Are you angry with me? I suppose you don’t want me anymore now that I’ve told you everything,” she cried.

			“Oh no! I still feel the same way about you and I really do love you.” I answered.

			She let out a sigh of relief. I looked at my watch and noticed it was time to return the boat, so I picked up the oars and started rowing back to shore. When I reached the dock, Gabriella stepped out of the boat and tied the rope around the piling. I secured the oars inside the boat and stepped up onto the dock. Feeling badly for her, I took her in my arms and held her tight. She looked deep into my eyes as though to say she was sorry.

			“Now, it’s time for my surprise,” I said smiling, hoping to cheer her up. “I know of a great place right here in the Zoo where we can go to be alone for as long as we wish.”

			Her eyes lit up. “Where?” she asked.

			“Meet me in the Palm Garden Tomorrow at three o’clock, and I’ll show you where it is.” I said. I reassured her everything was going to be alright and we parted ways.

			Before heading home, I went to explore the caves to see if everything was still the same. Nothing had changed. Even my canteen was still lying on the floor with old cigarette butts scattered around. I decided to gather a few things to make our meetings more comfortable, so I headed home to fetch a blanket, a candle and a box of matches. I slowly walked home, painstakingly planning how to make our rendezvous a perfect one.

			On my way to the Zoo the next day with everything in my back-pack, I stopped to smell the pansies. They were so lovely, I decided to buy Gabriella a bouquet of flowers at the outdoor market. A cute little old lady was set up with a cart full of flowers of all kinds, and when I spotted a small bouquet of violets, I picked them up to smell them.

			“Lovely, aren’t they?” she asked.

			“Yes, they’re perfect.” I said as I handed her a coin.

			“For a young miss?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye.

			“Yes,” I answered proudly.

			I arrived at the Zoo a few minutes early. Gabriella was nowhere in sight. Nervous and afraid, I started pacing. I feared she had changed her mind and wouldn’t show up. I looked at my watch and it was only 2:50pm, so I sat on the stone bench, holding the violets in one hand and a box of chocolates in the other. It felt as though an hour had passed when the clock on the tower struck three. Seconds later, I saw Gabriella approaching with one of her friends. My heart went up in my throat.

			“Oh no! We won’t be alone,” I thought, “Why would she bring someone along?” I sat like a wounded animal on a log, pitying myself.

			“Hi Robika, I want you to meet my next-door neighbor, Marika,” said Gabriella.

			“Hello,” I muttered, looking up at the thin, plain brunette.

			“Don’t worry, she’s my cover,” said Gabriella, “I’ll meet her at the Library later.”

			“Oh, that’s good.” I said, perking up and sitting up straight. “Thank you for coming, Marika.” I continued in embarrassment.

			“You’re welcome. I’ll see you later,” she said as she walked away.

			I handed Gabriella the violets and chocolates. She thanked me and kissed me on the cheek.

			“Now, where’s this place you promised to show me?” she asked.

			I took her hand in mine and led her to the mountain gate which was behind a building, away from the crowds. I looked around nervously, afraid someone might see us there, but there was no one. I quickly pulled the key out of my pocket and unlocked the gate.

			“How on earth did you get the key?” she asked.

			“My friend’s father works here. One day, he and I snatched the key and had a duplicate one made.” I replied.

			“But, why?” she asked.

			“To smoke,” I bragged.

			“Boys!” she exclaimed in laughter.

			We quickly walked up the path of the man-made mountain, hand in hand, passing large rocks, trees and bushes. I led her to the deepest cave. My heart was beating so loud, I thought, surely she can hear it.

			Once we were deep enough into the cave, I stopped, grabbed her, and kissed her like a starving caveman. She giggled with pleasure which excited me even more. I finally took control of my emotions and started kissing her slowly and gently. The fragrance of violets filled the cave. I leaned back to get a better look at the lovely belle in her soft blue dress, glowing in the dim pink light. Her hair, pulled up to her crown, was secured by a light blue ribbon, allowing her long hair to fall in the middle of her back. She held the deep purple violets up to her nose.

			“Can we just kiss and hug today?” she asked.

			I nodded in approval, kissed her again as I gently stroked her hair. I was so obsessed with her, I could hardly contain myself. I was floating in a heavenly pink cloud of love wishing this day would never end. It seemed as though we had only been in the cave for five minutes when I glanced at my watch and saw that a half hour had passed.

			“Oh, we must go!” she declared when she saw what time it was.

			“Wait here. Let me go ahead. I don’t want anyone to see us together” I said. “When I get beyond that bent tree, you can start to follow, but keep at a distance.”

			When we reached the bottom of the hill, I locked the gate and took her hand in mine. I looked down at her shapely body and noticed she had developed quite noticeably since I had first seen her the year before.

			“In another year she’ll look like a woman and I will still look like a little boy in short pants,” I thought. “Surely, she’ll notice and this wonderful dream will come to an end. It can’t last forever so I’ll have to enjoy every moment with her while I can.”

			“Would you like to meet here again next week?” I asked, uncertain of her reaction.

			“Sure. We can make it a weekly ritual,” she happily replied.

			“Great! I’ll have a key made for you so you can get in if you arrive first.” I said.

			My heart soared with joy. I felt like I was the happiest boy alive.

			The Opera, HONOR OF THE PEASANTS, continued through the month of July. Since our presence wasn’t needed in the final act, we utilized the time by spending it in the forest alone. We kissed and petted in our favorite patch of grass every time.

			The Opera, SISTER ANGELICA, was performed only a few times in the interim. I sang below the front of the stage as I watched Gabriella’s every move, and my love for her grew with each passing day.

			In early August, I went to the cave to meet her only to find a note on the cave floor. It was secured by a small rock to prevent it from flying away. I nervously picked it up and began reading.

			“Dear Robika;

			I won’t be needed in the upcoming opera and must go to our country home for the remaining three weeks. I won’t see you again until the fall season opens. Please don’t bring anyone else to our secret hideaway. You are mine and I love you. Gabriella”

			My heart sunk. Feeling sad and alone, I dropped the note on the floor, sat on the blanket and closed my eyes. Visions of our time together appeared over and over in my mind. The thought of her absence brought tears to my eyes. They ran down my cheeks and fell to the floor as I wallowed in self-pity.
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