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WHEN BUDAPEST FELL 

R J Burgess 

 

My father was in Budapest on the night of the firebombings. Or 

so he claims. He's always been prone to his little exaggerations 

has my father, especially when the drink‟s in him, but the way 

he tells it he was standing right in the middle of the chain 

bridge when the first fusillade hit the sky and the city was 

rendered into a thousand shades of flame.  

“It came completely out of nowhere,” he told me one night 

over his third tumbler of whiskey. We were watching a report on 

TV about Budapest at the time – one of those human interest 

documentaries where they follow a handful of locals back to the 

city they fled from and film them as they search through piles 

of rubble for some remnant of their past. 

After the programme was over, my father sat in silence for 

some time, sipping at his whiskey. His gaze far away and his 

mood darker than I‟d ever seen it. 

“I was there that night,” he told me, his voice all but 

empty of emotion. “Budapest. I should have told you a long time 

ago, I know, but I was always so frightened.” 

I laughed. “Come on dad, don‟t mess around. People died.”  

“They did,” he agreed.  

“It‟s not right to make fun.” 
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“Who‟s making fun?” he asked. “I remember it like it were 

yesterday. Smoke everywhere. People screaming. Sirens. Every few 

seconds there was another flash of light in the distance and 

then this sonic boom - so loud it was shaking the glass from the 

buildings like a dog playing with an old chew toy.” He sighed 

wistfully at his own metaphor and I just sat there staring at 

him in shock, unable to believe the lies I was hearing.  

My father has always been a man known his little 

eccentricities but this... this was obscene. 

“Stop it dad,” I said. “This isn‟t funny.” 

“When there‟s that much noise around you, it confounds a 

man, Rémi. You don't know where to turn – don‟t know what to do 

- because everywhere you look it‟s all the same. When everything 

around you is on fire, where can you go to be safe?” 

I had no idea what to say. Never mind the fact that not a 

single person survived that awful night in Budapest 20 years 

ago. Never mind the fact that, if even part of what my father 

was telling me were true, he would be world famous, his face 

splashed over every magazine from here to Timbuktu alongside the 

words, “The Survivor Speaks”.  

Over two million Hungarians had died in that city – blasted 

apart by Novi bombs and the weeks of radiation that followed – 

and I was expected to believe that the only survivor of that 

whole tragedy was a 30-something British guy who had only been 

visiting the city in the first place out of simple curiosity? 
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“Dad,” I told him, far more patiently than I felt he 

deserved under the circumstances. “You‟ve been drinking.” 

He blinked at me. 

“You do realise I‟m a scientist, right? The radiation 

output from just one of those bombs was more than 50 times the 

safe limit for a human. We took one of them apart during a 

lecture once. There were radioactive isotopes in there we‟d 

never even seen before. Heavy elements we didn‟t even have names 

for!” 

It was as though I hadn‟t even spoken. “I never saw a Novi 

bomb up close,” my father mused, as though it were a big regret 

of his. “When you see them on TV they look almost peaceful. Like 

a rain of sparks with little puffs of smoke at the end. But when 

you‟re there...” He shrugged. “Of course that was nothing 

compared to what happened after the Tripod went up.” 

“You can‟t be serious!” This time I didn‟t even try to hold 

back my snort of derision. “Bullshit dad, I‟ve heard enough. 

You‟re drunk, it‟s late. I‟m going to bed.” 

I stood up to leave. 

“Please don‟t go,” my father begged from the depths of his 

armchair. “There‟s so much I need to tell you.” 

“What? More lies?” 

He shook his head back and forth like a dog trying to rid 

itself of fleas and stared up at me with an expression so 

earnest that, had I not known him any better, I might have 
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actually believed him. “I need to tell you about your mother, 

Rémi. I need to tell you where you came from.” 

# 

Before I go any further, I should probably say something 

about my father. He is, what they call in polite circles, a big 

man. “Rotund,” they might say if they were being nice. “Larger 

than life.” A jolly red-faced fellow with a receding hairline 

and a multitude of chins who appreciated the finer things in 

life and always had a plethora of funny anecdotes to hand to fit 

every occasion. 

In impolite circles they would call him fat and still be 

short of the mark. A big fat liar, that's who my father is, who, 

larger than life or not, won't be living much longer if he 

doesn't stop with all the fried food and tots of whiskey every 

night. 

He laughs, he jokes, he had a coronary at 53. And if he 

really was at Budapest on the night of the firebombings then I'm 

the bloody pope. 

Please understand, I don't mean to take anything away from 

that night or the tragedy of what happened. What the Novi did to 

Budapest was nothing short of a travesty and one I fear the 

world will never fully recover from. 

There is a scar in the Hungarian basin that used to go by 

the name of Pest. I‟ve heard some people are still living in 

Buda, but then again people have always been doing stupid things 
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that they really should know better about. Personally I wouldn‟t 

go near the place if you paid me. 

The Tripod stands proud over the ruins of the city. One 

hundred metres tall, made from some sort of carbon composite 

material our scientists still haven‟t been able to figure out. A 

relic of our alien invaders.  

Below it lies the bore: a hole cut 20 metres from end to 

end. How deep that hole is, no one can say. The energy shield 

the Novi erected around it shortly after the Tripod was raised 

means that no one can get within 10 metres of the place without 

dying, but simple visual evidence suggests it goes down at least 

a dozen kilometres. It‟s a straight shaft bored into the Earth‟s 

crust from within which the fires of the mantle can be seen 

glowing at all times of day, held in vacuum and kept away from 

the surface by the wonders of Novi science. 

No one knows its purpose. Some have speculated it was put 

there so the Novi could conduct some sort of scientific 

research, or that it was done to test some new technology. Still 

others – myself included – believe that it‟s a device to harvest 

energy from the Earth‟s core, somehow tapping into its magnetic 

field in order to... do something. After all, they argue, the 

Earth‟s core is made up of molten rock which spins with the 

Earth‟s rotation to create the natural dynamo effect which, in 

turn, generates the Earth‟s magnetic poles and keeps us safe 

from solar radiation. Without that magnetic field in place, life 
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on Earth would be impossible and there are many in the 

scientific community who believe that the Earth is actually 

fairly unique in possessing such a thing.  

Certainly none of the other planets in the solar system 

have magnetic fields and if you scale that up to galactic size, 

it‟s not unreasonable to imagine that the Earth is something of 

a treasure trove for those with the know-how to plunder it. 

All we know for certain is that in the 20 years since the 

Novi attacked us, the Earth‟s rotation has slowed by four 

millionths of a second more than natural orbital degradation 

should account for. Those two factors can‟t be unrelated. 

We studied the phenomenon once during one of my physics 

lectures. “Gravitationally speaking,” my lecturer said to a hall 

full of rapt students. “The Tripod and the bore it stands over 

is the equivalent of a car driving down a motorway with a nail 

sticking out of its tires. It won‟t slow the car down by much, 

to be sure, but it will certainly do enough to ensure a bumpy 

ride for everyone on board.” 

Apparently my father knew better, however. “I saw the 

Tripod going up,” he insisted, even though it flew in the face 

of all common sense. “Black. Three legs. Bloody tall. Tripod.” 

“Dad, the tripod didn‟t go up until after the city was 

already cleared. You think the Novi are going to start drilling 

holes in the Earth‟s crust when the ground‟s still being cleared 

around it?” 
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“I never said it was drilling,” he countered, bitterness 

showing in his voice as he backpedalled over his lie. “I saw it 

going up. That‟s a different thing entirely.” 

Fine, whatever. Hiding my frustration, I let him continue 

his fairytale. I wondered when he was going to start talking 

about my mother. 

“I should have been running – I know it,” he said. “I mean, 

a bridge is no place to be at a time like that. But somehow I 

couldn‟t bring myself to move. I kept looking up at this three-

legged monstrosity on the horizon - the top of it all bearded 

with vapour trails from the bombs still falling around us. And 

all I remember is this young pregnant girl - must have been at 

least six months gone at the time - screaming at the top of her 

lungs. The same word over and over. „Istenem.‟ My God. She was 

cowering against the side of the bridge, next to this statue of 

a lion, and all I kept thinking was how much I wanted her to 

shut up and that then everything would be all right. If she 

would just shut up for a second... Then I could think. Get some 

perspective.” He sighed. “Only then she did shut up – forever – 

and I realised that nothing would be all right ever again.” 

“Let me guess,” I said, rolling my eyes at the theatrics of 

it all. “Bomb hit the bridge? You had to make an Indiana Jones 

style dash for safety with a random baby clutched to your 

chest?” 
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“Not the bridge,” he insisted, apparently deaf to my 

sarcasm. “The river. Superheated right underneath us. That poor 

pregnant girl was literally flash-boiled alive.” 

Say one thing for my father, his lies were certainly 

colourful. 

So he hid, or so he says. While the city was splintering 

apart under the weight of that initial bombardment, its thousand 

years of history turned to rubble in an instant, my father threw 

himself down on a wharf by the banks of the Danube and tried to 

hide from the madness. 

“I was in Buda at the time – the castle side. I just buried 

my head in the dirt - like an Ostrich – and waited for the end 

to come. I didn‟t know what else to do. I just wanted to shut 

out the noise. I just wanted everything to shut up.” 

Heat rolled over him. Heat and death and screams and dust. 

Sirens in the distance. Sonic booms tearing up the sky. The city 

groaning as it fell apart around him.  

“And then silence,” he said. “And that was even worse, 

„cause then I had plenty of time to think. When I looked up from 

the bank and saw that I was one of the only things left moving 

in the whole of Budapest... Well, it wasn‟t a moment of relief I 

can tell you that much.” 

He felt the Novi before he saw them – felt the blazing 

light of their search beams as they sliced through the dust 
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looking for survivors. “Here,” one of them said in a thick 

sibilant tongue. “We‟ve got a live one.” 

“I looked up and they were behind me suddenly, restraints 

in hand. They took me.”  

He swallowed and looked away, his hands trembling against 

his empty whiskey glass. And it was the strangest thing; for the 

first time in his entire story, I felt I could almost believe 

him.  

“They took me away.” 

 

 


