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For reasons having to do with the language I spoke, I decided,
after the suppression of the 1956 revolt, to remain in Hungary.
Thus I was able to observe, not as a child this time but as an adult,
how a dictatorship functions.” In Detective Story, Kertész explores
the sickening logic of dictatorship from the perspective of a secret
policeman. Antonio Martens is in prison awaiting trial after the
collapse of the oppressive regime he served somewhere far from
Europe. He reflects, coolly, on his involvement in the “Salinas
case: Federigo and Enrique Salinas, father and son, proprietors
of the chain of department stores that are dotted all over our
country.”

In another fictional universe, perhaps this is the same family
that owns the sports store in Fatelessness. The Holocaust is in the
past, but it is ever-present. Martens remembers a colleague, Rod-
riguez, reading a book with “Auschwitz” in the title: “I’d heard
something about it, of course: it had been a long time ago and also
along way away, somewhere in that scummy Europe, in its eastern
half. The hell if I could make out what it had to do with us, and
how it entered into things.” Inspired by the book he has read,
Rodriguez commissions a statuette of a “Boger swing” for his desk,
then a life-size model for his “operating theater.” It is simply a
horizontal rod, suspended between two vertical forks, around
which it is possible to loop a human body by bending it backward
and handcuffing wrists to ankles. “He flicked the diminutive doll
on the head with an index finger. It spun a few times, then the
momentum died down, and it just swung on the rod, head down.
You could see the thighs and the crudely carved buttocks, not
omitting what lies in between. To Rodriguez’s credit, it should be
made clear that it was a male doll.”

rom book, to statuette, to torture chamber: this is the infernal
sequence that Detective Story exposes. Kertész is scrupulous-
ly economical. The reader is never taken into the “operating
theater”; emotive details are used extremely sparingly; it is
the underlying logic of wrongdoing that preoccupies Kertész.
“Our line of work is hazardous,” Martens reflects. “Once you get
started, the only way back is to carry on straight ahead.” His first-
person narrative attempts to reconstruct the series of events that
lead inevitably to the destruction of the Salinases. To do this he
draws on the son’s diary. Enrique is wryly amused that his captors
have allowed him to keep the diary with him in his cell: “I have it
really soft in here, I can’t complain. There’s no two ways about it:
with us, requests like that were unlikely to have been honored, as
the wiseguys who make the rules are in the habit of phrasing it.”
The diary reveals Enrique to have been little more than a child,
thirsty for “life, action, friendship, and love.” Among other things,
it recounts a romance blighted by politics. One day, Enrique takes
his fiancée, Jill, on a trip to the coast to join a group of student
friends on the beach. Driving her home in his Alpha Romeo, he
slows below the minimum speed limit on the road that passes a
state building “equipped with all the necessary paraphernalia: fences,
electronics, watchtowers, and whatnot.” The car is stopped. Enrique
isinterrogated and dismissed with a mild warning: “You’d do better
hitting your study books than bumming along the highway!” Hardly
a traumatic encounter, but enough to end the romance; and
enough to ensure that months later, when the secret police are
looking for someone in particular to call in from their many photo-
graphs of students, they pick on him. “From that moment on En-
rique Salinas did not take a step without our knowing about it.”

“So be a good boy, open your mouth. Or are we going to
have to open it for you?!”
“Who’s your go-between?”
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“Where’s the envelope?”

“Where’s your weapons dump?”

“When are you planning for the
atrocity to happen?”

“Which group do you belong to?
Spit it out!”

“You’ve no choice anyway. Let
yourself go, be sensible!”

“Be sensible, then you’ll soon be
rid of us.”

“Your accomplices have hung you
out to dry. Do you want to carry the
can alone? In their place?”

“Not talking, then?”

These questions fired at Enrique are
disconcerting: a reader can easily imagine
them being fired at detainees in any num-
ber of historical or contemporary contexts.
Detective Story is a superb exploration of
the banality of evil, one that recalls and
resonates with Hannah Arendt’s. What
antidote is there to the cynicism of some-
one like Antonio Martens? Kertész has his
character reflect on the logic of what was
done to the Salinases: “That logic was not
without its flaws. Who said it was? It was
initially more just an idea; only later did it
become logical.”

In explaining something of the weight
and importance of Kertész’s subjects and
creative achievements, it is hard to convey
simultaneously the deftness and vivacity of
his writing: his sheer joy in making some-
thing new with words. Tim Wilkinson
must be deeply responsive to Kertész’s
delight in language to convey it so perva-
sively in his translations. There is some-
thing quintessentially youthful and life-
affirming in this writer’s sensibility—like
Gyuri Koves, arriving in Auschwitz and
noticing a football pitch: “Green turf, the
requisite white goalposts, the chalked lines
of the field of play—it was all there, invit-
ing, fresh, pristine, in perfect order. This
was latched onto straightaway by the boys
as well: Look here! A place for us to play
soccer after work.” Kertész explains that
for a long time he thought he must have
been mistaken in remembering the foot-
ball pitch because he never found another
reference to it in his extensive research on
the Holocaust. Eventually, he found cor-
roboration in one of Tadeusz Borowski’s
short stories, translated into Hungarian
in 1972 in a volume called Kovildg (The
World of Stone). Yet fiction is not just a
repository for the small details that other
kinds of narrative leave aside. It also pre-
serves the life-affirming hope that, even in
Auschwitz, flushed the heart of one boy
with joy. [
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“Scene of the Crime,” cigarette card, circa 1935-38

In the Lost Realm of the Real

by CARL BROMLEY

or Aurelio Zen, the urbane detective

creation of the English writer Michael

Dibdin, a few fateful weeks in Rome in

1978 changed everything. At the time

Zen was on a career fast track. He had
a top post in the kidnapping section of the
Rome Questura (police headquarters) with
the prospect of further promotion to vice-
questore (deputy chief), perhaps even to
questore. But then a combination of fac-
tors—his curiosity and sense of justice and
a glimpse of the “secret center” of the Italian
state—destroyed it all.

When the Red Brigades kidnap former
Italian prime minister and Christian Dem-
ocratic Party kingpin Aldo Moro, He is
thrown into the investigation under the
direction of Rome’s Political Branch. Zen is
incredulous to find that a department flush
with government money “claimed to have
no material on the terrorists beyond a few
isolated descriptions and photographs.” Zen
and his colleague are reduced to conducting
house-to-house searches, work that takes
them to a part of Rome that’s too close for
the comfort of their superiors. His partner
dies mysteriously, and when Zen narrows
in on what his partner had discovered, he
is intercepted by “the Politicals” for whom
he is supposedly working. He is told, with
classic bureaucratic terseness, that his “re-
quest to be transferred to clerical duties at
the Ministry of the Interior had been
granted.” Zen, of course, put in no such
request.

Imagine Aurelio Zen as the Venetian
cousin of Ian Rankin’s John Rebus or Mi-
chael Connelly’s Harry Bosch, someone
resentful of the “shit for brains who carry
the right party card” he has to flatter. Be-
cause he is morbidly haunted by the past,
Zen is, by habit, a perpetual outsider wher-

Carl Bromley is the editorial director of Nation
Books.

ever he ends up; even in his hometown,
Venice, he tells a tourist, “I'm a stranger
here myself.” One can imagine the haunt-
ing organ score from Jean-Pierre Mel-
ville’s Le Samourai’ accompanying Zen as
he drifts across the boot of Italy, his gaze
“dull and opaque, like the surface of water
where the last traces of some violent shock
lingers on.”

When we come across Zen in the first
of Michael Dibdin’s Zen novels, Ratking
(1988), he is in limbo, a police commis-
sioner attached to the Ministry of the Inte-
rior but permanently suspended from in-
vestigative duties, “nailed down, stuffed
and varnished, with years of dreary routine
to go before they would let him retire.” His
hangover from the anni di piombo—the so-
called “years of lead,” the era of escalating
right- and left-wing violence in Italy—
hasn’t quite passed. He is long separated
from his wife (though divorce seems elu-
sive), living with his mother and having
an affair with an American divorcée. The
nearest he gets to real police work is “smash-
ing the great stolen-toilet-roll racket at the
Questura in Campobasso.” But in Ratking,
thanks to his expertise in kidnapping and
a boost from a back-room political fix, he
is dusted off and temporarily reassigned
to investigate the snatching of a well-
connected industrialist in Perugia. By the
end of the novel Zen has managed to climb
his way back into favor: he is promoted to
vice-questore and reinstated on the active
roster of the Polizia Criminale (Criminal-
pol). Throughout the case, however, he
senses that “he was no more than a pawn in
whatever sophisticated games were being
played.” In Zen’s second adventure, Ven-
detta (1990), his superiors assign him to
investigate a mass murder in Sardinia; in
reality, they send him there to solve noth-
ing, only to create the pretense of police
interest in the case. What they really want
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