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            In a world where we have so much choice, curation is becoming increasingly key. Walter Presents was first set up to champion brilliant drama from around the world and bring it to a wider audience.

            Now, in collaboration with Pushkin Press, we’re hoping to do the same thing for foreign literature: translating brilliant books into English, introducing them to readers who are hungry for quality fiction.

            The title of this book immediately caught my eye. Set in post-Communist Prague, the story revolves around a journalist who is tasked with investigating a seemingly ordinary widow, with no previous musical training, who claims she is visited by the ghost of Frédéric Chopin. What’s more, the great maestro is dictating dozens of wonderful musical compositions to her. Is it a hoax, a con or has the virtuoso’s spirit really taken hold of her? Roll over Beethoven, here comes The Ghost of Frédéric Chopin, a finely crafted, delicious, spellbinding mystery.
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            This novel is very loosely inspired by the life of Rosemary Brown (1916–2001)

         

      

   


   
      
         
            In artistic works, there is a twofold possibility of existence, he believed. Just as an ancient lotus seed will flower again when dug up and replanted, the work of art that is said to possess everlasting life can live again in the hearts of all times, all countries.
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            I

         

         The cobblestones were damp and slippery but, all things considered, he decided it was better to risk twisting his ankle than to lose sight of the woman walking quickly a hundred feet ahead of him; this woman who, according to Slaný, was in communication with Frédéric Chopin a century and a half after his death. A strange case… If anyone had told him, ten years before, that ten years later – on this gloomy Monday, an All Saints’ Day in the twilight of the century – he would no longer be a member of the secret police but would be reduced to playing private detective in a country that had been sliced in half and converted to capitalism, he would have cursed the future. Then again, if that same someone had added that he would be spying on a former school dinner lady who transcribed dozens of posthumous scores dictated to her by the Polish composer, the fanciful part of his personality would have been awakened and he would have thought that, on further consideration, the future merited a closer look. And if, moreover, that mysterious someone had told him that the woman in question was the widow of a recalcitrant individual whom he had followed years before, he would have seen in his future occupation of detective the suggestive glow of destiny, of a torch handed on from past to present.

         Yes, this woman and her ghost made a change from those dissidents who haunted bars into the small hours under the previous regime, those damned dissidents who had given him so many nagging chest infections over the years, from sitting and waiting in unheated cars, because this StB agent had suffered from weak lungs ever since he was a little boy.

         
             

         

         The woman he was following, whose fame was starting to spread far beyond the mountains of Bohemia, had been called Věra Foltýnova since her marriage, twenty-six years earlier. She was born Věra Kowalski one June day in 1938 – nobody remembered the exact date – which made her fifty-seven on that particular All Saints’ Day in 1995.

         When she reappeared in his field of vision, the former StB agent breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t the first time she’d briefly vanished from sight that day, since leaving her apartment; each time he lost her like that, he started sweating, despite all his experience of shadowing people from a distance. And then her chubby figure would materialize again, a mischievous smile on her face. If that was the game, he was happy to play along.

         She had been constantly on the move since mid-morning. And the detective hadn’t had a chance to rest in the past week.

         Now that the street had straightened out, he thought things might get easier. He would follow her more closely to make sure he didn’t lose her again. Where could she be headed? One thing was sure: she wasn’t going home, because her home was in the opposite direction. It was almost noon… When she went into a food shop, he exhaled and celebrated this brief respite by lighting a cigarette. Just then, he remembered that the journalist had asked him to get in touch as soon as he had some news. He spotted a telephone booth a dozen feet from where he stood. It rang twice before the journalist answered.

         ‘Ludvík Slaný, Česká televize.’

         ‘It’s Pavel Černý. You asked me to keep you in the loop, and I’ve got a moment now because she’s nipped into a shop. She left home just before ten and went to Olšany to put flowers on her husband’s grave. Right now, I’m close to Vyšehrad.’ He went on like this for a few more sentences, then suddenly said: ‘Hang on, she’s coming out. She bought another pot of chrysanthemums. And now… yes, it’s just as I thought: she’s going up the street. I’ll call you again when I get a chance. I don’t want to lose her…’

      

   


   
      
         
            II

         

         One month before this, the ringing of the telephone interrupted the eight o’clock silence in the home of Ludvík Slaný, who began each morning by finishing the chapter that he’d started reading the day before. The journalist couldn’t stand it when the world intruded on him during this reading time, even if it was only the miaowing of his cat. He usually treated these attempts at intrusion with contempt, knowing that if he gave into them his day would be ruined, like a sleepwalker rudely awakened during his nocturnal perambulations. Slaný’s early-morning reading time was sacred. It was the antidote that allowed him to come back to life. After that, the world’s slings and arrows could rain down on him, but they never truly hurt him.

         That morning, the telephone rang for so long that, after a few ineffective curses, he rushed across the room, knocking a photo frame from a shelf in his haste. The frame fell to the floor and he heard the glass smash. He picked up the phone in time and answered nervously: ‘Hello? … Oh sorry, it’s you. Excuse me, I thought… No, you’re not dis— Actually, I was just getting ready to leave… Lunch, today? Um, yes, I’m free… Of course, it would be my pleasure… It’s not bad news, is it?… Okay, Filip, see you inside at quarter past twelve. And you’ll book a table? Okay, bye.’

         Ludvík picked up the pieces of glass and the frame and, in a flash of pain, he remembered the day he took that photograph of Zdeňka – a close-up of her beautiful Tatar face, or pre-Asiatic as he’d called it back then, at the beginning of their affair. It had been during that Sunday outing to Kutná Hora that he’d told her how much she resembled the Russian actress Tatiana Samoilova. And that wasn’t just a line – he really meant it. With her high cheekbones, almond eyes, flowing curls and dark eyebrows… Ironic that it should have been a call from Novák that caused the clip-frame to fall from the shelf. Perhaps, after all, it was time to find a drawer for that picture of his girlfriend… or ex-girlfriend? He no longer knew what to call her, since nothing remained of that love affair but the broken pieces.

         What did his editor want, calling him at home so early in the morning instead of waiting for him to arrive at ČT1? True, Filip Novák did not like mixing with lowly reporters, but he could easily have called Ludvík’s desk phone later that morning and summoned him… He hadn’t said much on the phone – a habit from the old regime. And although Ludvík Slaný told himself that nobody invited you to lunch if they wanted to reprimand you, he knew that it would be a long morning, waiting to find out what his editor wanted. Everyone who worked in the editorial department feared the summons to Novák’s office on the third floor. Whenever someone was told to ‘go upstairs’, they would turn pale and ask if the boss had, by chance, said anything else? Nope, nothing else. Maybe he has a surprise for you, the others would say, sniggering. Or maybe he just wants to let you stew…

         Later, on the tram, as he reluctantly surrendered his seat to an old lady, Ludvík thought that perhaps it was a good thing he was so wary of his editor. It’s never a nice feeling when you learn that a superior wishes to speak with you, but when that superior is Filip Novák the sense of unease takes on proportions difficult to imagine for anyone who doesn’t work for him. Particularly when you have reason to believe that you are his enemy.

         
            *

         

         Novák liked to give the impression that he had been a regular at Na Rybárně for several months now. He had his table, in the best room. The boss wants to join the new era, to mingle his thoughts with the nicotine of ex-dissidents, his colleagues joked.

         It was the first time Ludvík had ever been inside this restaurant. He was early. He walked down the half-dozen steps and – surprise! – saw Novák already there, standing up from behind the table and reaching out to shake his hand, an uncustomary smile on his face.

         Behind him, along the painted wall, raged a sea at dusk. A whaleboat rode the waves, listing dangerously for the fifteen fishermen who sat inside it. Over time, those waves had taken on the yellowish stain of tobacco. One man stood in the boat, paddle in hand, on the lookout, but during the rest of the meal Ludvík didn’t have a second to observe him, to see if he could spot the cetacean they were hunting, because Novák, being a busy man, gave him just enough time to order his food before getting down to business.

         ‘I’m looking for someone with a logical mind… you know, someone with a good head on his shoulders. Someone who can think clearly and won’t be distracted by a good story or some surprising revelations. And I think you are the rational man that I need.’

         ‘For what?’

         ‘A documentary of a particular kind, something close to my heart. It will require an unusual amount of time, thought and probably cunning too. It’s a delicate subject and it’ll need just the right approach. You’ll see why.’

         ‘If this is about politics or corruption… how can I put this?… I would rather not get…’

         ‘Don’t worry, it’s nothing like that. But it’s potentially even more explosive. Before I gave you the job, I wanted to talk with you and make sure you were up for it. You know what it’s like in our line of work: people can be jealous, ambitious, and it’s my job to manage those emotions. Did you hear the one about the journalist who committed suicide?’

         Ludvík raised his eyebrows.

         ‘He threw himself from the top of his ego… No, seriously, I want to be certain that you’re committed to the project before I announce that you’re in charge of this investigation, because the slightest hesitation could be exploited. I could write a book, you know, about conflicts between rival reporters.’

         ‘And are you absolutely sure that—’

         ‘It’s your kind of thing, believe me. A story about a musical medium. None of the journalists who’ve investigated it up to now have been able to disentangle truth from fiction. You’re probably familiar with the name of the woman at the centre of this story: Věra Foltýnova.’

         Ludvík Slaný had never heard of her before, and yet he shuddered, as if certain names, when uttered aloud, release a sort of electric tension and what one might call a memory of the future, a vague intuition of what is going to happen. The shudder lasted only a heartbeat, though, and by the following heartbeat he’d forgotten about it and his attention was riveted on Novák, who was telling him about musical mediums. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘since spiritism became fashionable in the second half of the nineteenth century, there have been those who claim to be visited by famous dead people, who continue their work and attempt to get recognition down here for their posthumous compositions. There was a spiritualist called Georges Aubert, in France, who said he was in communication with certain composers; there was Victor Hugo, who killed time during exile by communicating with the great men of history… And now, here, we have the case of this Foltýnova, who is fast becoming a media darling… Since we got freedom of speech, she’s been telling anyone who’ll listen that Chopin has dictated about a hundred pieces to her. She’s not talking about a handful of compositions, which it would be relatively easy to fake. No, she’s talking about a hundred. Mazurkas, ballads, études. We haven’t been spared anything.’

         ‘It all depends when she started composing, doesn’t it? How old did you say she was?’

         ‘Fifty-seven. Her father was Polish, so although she doesn’t speak French, she is fluent in Chopin’s native language. Supraphon sniffed an opportunity and they’re making a Best Of CD of his supposedly posthumous output, some of which will be played by our Věra. The other pieces will be played by a famous pianist, as a way of drawing attention to the music. The foreign press is getting carried away and journalists from all over Europe have started turning up at her apartment. Only this month she’s given interviews to the Guardian and La Stampa… Here, I brought you copies of them… So, yeah, this is already making waves in classical music circles. It hasn’t yet reached the wider public, but those in the know are fighting over the truth. Camps are forming. The biggest camp is the sceptics, who are merrily pointing out the weak spots in what they claim are simple pastiches. Then there are the true believers, who are deaf to any arguments against this miracle: some of them are just people who need a fairy tale in their lives; others genuinely think that these “dictated” pieces are by Chopin himself… Between these two camps there’s a grey zone of indeterminate geometry filled with fence-sitters of all stripes, the kind of people willing to follow the most cunning charlatans. Let’s call this the swamp of the bewildered. But anyway, back to Věra Foltýnova. I’m not going to ask you what you think of her…’

         ‘I don’t think there’s any point.’

         ‘Do you know what she claims?’

         ‘I feel like I’m about to.’

         ‘That she’s never had any musical training at all! An intriguing idea, obviously, and a lot of people have already fallen for it: fakers, cranks, mystics, gullible fools… but also some serious musicologists and musicians.’

         ‘No musical training… Like, none at all? Not even a few piano lessons in childhood? That seems unbelievable…’

         ‘I’m just telling you what’s being said. And given the number of articles and interviews being published at the moment, I’d say the press, too, is being swept up in this craze. And you know the press as well as I do: it never does anything by half. All those journalists who – whether from a lack of means or a lack of professionalism – never have time to dig deeper to find out the truth of a story, who just swallow whatever bullshit they’re told… Is that our job? No, for God’s sake! We’re not there to just regurgitate the lies we’re fed! Some days, it’s like we’re back in the Middle Ages, with cabalists, witches and alchemists. If this woman really is Chopin’s secretary, we need to demand proof. So, what I want from you is… a long documentary that will take the time to dismantle and dissect everything, and to expose the deception. Tear away the disguise. Prove that these pastiches really are fakes… You’re a respected journalist in your scientific niche, but maybe you need to broaden your horizons, don’t you think? To get out of your comfort zone for a while. You’ll have the time you need, but the investigation has to be finished and the documentary ready to be shown before that Supraphon CD comes out. That gives us three months. There have been plenty of excellent documentaries made in less time than that… So what do you say? We can’t just stand here and watch this happen. We have a duty to the public to set things straight. Let me be clear: we are not the prosecution here! Our role is to help people think, to question what seems set in stone. A serious documentary, one that will go down in history. I don’t want to make a fool of a good woman, of course… Just to provide the public with the facts.’

         ‘Okay, but I’m not sure how we can make people think, as you put it, and at the same time leave no room for doubt?’

         Ludvík Slaný had been feeling nervous and uneasy for some time now. Sometimes he frowned, sometimes he scratched his chin or lifted up his glasses to rub his itchy eyelid. Something had awakened his suspicions. He felt nauseous, as if he were out there in that storm-tossed whaleboat with the men in the painting, as if this conversation were leading him on a long journey to an unknown destination.

         ‘I would like us to get to the truth, to tear back the curtain and show the world the real Věra Foltýnova. To reveal the hidden side of the human heart, where shameful secrets are conceived. Believe me, this case seems to me symptomatic of a world without rules, of a ballooning egotism, a thirst for sensationalism… And perhaps, by extension, it also reveals the changes that have overcome our society in the last six years… The more I think about it, the more certain I feel that that is why this story is so captivating. As if the valve of a pressure cooker had suddenly exploded… Obviously, all this would have been impossible seven or eight years ago; this woman would have gone to prison before the press knew anything about it… You want another one?’

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘Another drink?’

         And while, without waiting for an answer, Filip Novák hailed a waiter to order more beers, Ludvík, waving away the plumes of smoke drifting from table to table, felt his suspicions aroused by his superior’s flattering words at the same time as a faint drowsiness started to overcome him, as if the nicotine floating in the air were mixed with opium.

      

   


   
      
         
            III

         

         They ordered coffee. The restaurant slowly emptied. Outside, further up the street, the sun was making its first appearance of the day, but a shadow passed over Ludvík Slaný’s face. He clumsily raised objections, citing all the work he was saddled with, the weeks it would take to be free of it. Besides, looking at this logically, wasn’t the job he was being asked to do intrinsically biased, far from the objectivity he was being asked to display? Novák remained stubbornly determined, which started to make Slaný suspicious. He listened calmly as his employee became entangled in the convoluted threads of his own arguments and patiently waited for him to surrender. Novák was in no rush. He knew that he would eventually wear his opponent down.

         The dregs slowly settled to the bottom of the men’s cups; they had forgotten all about their coffee. Novák never directly addressed Slaný’s objections. When at last he took a sip, he immediately frowned, a sign that the coffee wasn’t very good, or perhaps that he was preparing his final attack, something along the lines of ‘you know, I’ve given this a great deal of thought…’ And that, indeed, was almost exactly what he said. ‘I’ve thought about this, Ludvík, and I’m convinced that you’re the right man – the only man – for this job…’

         ‘But…’

         ‘Let me finish. It’s fine for you to start in two or three weeks, to give you time to finish what you’re working on now. We’ll find a way to arrange things. Or you can finish that other stuff later…’

         Why was Novák being so stubborn about this?

         ‘Because I know you, and because – as I already said – you’re the one I need. Not because you’re a detective but because I know you won’t be fooled by the smokescreens that other people accept as reality. You’ll lift up the veils one by one, until you reach the last one.’

         ‘Assuming that some veils can be lifted,’ sighed Ludvík, who was now regretting having answered the telephone that morning and starting to sense that he was being lured into some dishonourable scheme.

         ‘You’ve probably thought, at times, that I didn’t fully appreciate you, Ludvík. At least that’s what I’ve gathered, because the walls of the editorial room have very sensitive ears. But I want you to know that it’s not true. Contrary to what you might imagine, I feel no animosity towards you… You’ve already proven yourself an excellent muckraking journalist… Please don’t make me flatter you too much; I’ve earned a reputation as a man who never compliments anyone and I don’t want to lose that. But sometimes compliments are necessary, in situations like this one. I’m going to have another coffee. Will you have one too? Two espressos,’ he said to the waitress, who was bringing them beers, confused by the drinking habits of these gloomy-looking customers absorbed in their verbal game of chess. ‘Yes, you’re a materialist. In this case, you see, the fact that you come from a family of communists is in your favour… Your mind is immune to the religious nonsense that is spreading everywhere and you’re able to reason intelligently without slipping into the bargain-basement parapsychology that everyone’s into at the moment. You were in the Young Communists, right? And… I know this probably isn’t a very pleasant memory for you, Ludvík, but I remember the troubles you got into with Sholokhov thanks to your fascination with falsity and fraudulence. Am I wrong? You’re attracted by duplicity and deceit, aren’t you?’

         When was the last time Novák had been wrong about anything? This was what Ludvík hated most of all in his boss: his sniper-like aim. His unerring ability to hit his adversary’s Achilles heel to bring him down. The Sholokhov affair wasn’t ancient history – six or seven years ago, perhaps – but how had Novák brought it up at such an opportune moment? That bastard, thought Ludvík, he’s going to corner me… They fell silent then, as the waitress brought them their coffees, and Ludvík’s mind was suddenly filled with bad memories. Why was it still so painful to him? Because, ultimately, he owed a deep debt to that affair… At the time, as a budding journalist at Mladá Fronta, he’d thought that the investigation was going to be his downfall, but a year later history transformed it into his saving grace. When Martynov, his section editor, had suggested he write an article on fraud in the arts, to fill the empty pages of summer 1989, he’d jumped at the chance. The piece had been accepted without difficulty but, on the day it was published, he was summoned to the managing editor’s office. What could they want with him, the paper’s rising star? He liked pastiches and frauds because he saw in them an artistic, contemporary reflection of the animal kingdom’s most cunning survival strategy: deception and ruse. The chameleon’s ability to conceal itself. The sole hiding in the sand at the bottom of the ocean… Ludvík probably saw in these methods a way to survive the regime of the time, but he kept that to himself.

         The problem with his article related to the lines about Sholokhov, the author of And Quiet Flows the Don. According to some people, the Soviet writer hadn’t written this book generally considered to be his masterpiece: he’d found the manuscript and claimed the credit for it himself, relegating its true author – a Cossack and White Russian by the name of Fyodor Kryukov – to oblivion. Where did the truth lie? Perhaps seduced by his admiration for successful deceptions, Ludvík seemed to give credence to the plagiarism theory. All he’d done was repeat some very old claims: namely, how could Sholokhov, at only twenty-two years old, have written the first volume of a work of such sweep and such erudition, knowing that he would deliver the following two volumes within the next four years? How could this womanizer who had never finished school have given life to a thousand characters, four hundred of whom actually existed?

         The managing editor had hissed angrily: ‘How dare you mention Solzhenitsyn’s arguments? A traitor who was jealous that a real communist should receive the Nobel Prize before him! Don’t you realize that Solzhenitsyn was trying to bring Sholokhov into disgrace?’

         ‘But… I was careful not to mention his name…’

         ‘Instead you quoted that idiot Medvedev and his book, which has been discredited by computer analysis of the work… I already have the Foreign Ministry on my back, thanks to you! And saying that everything Sholokhov wrote during the rest of his career was mediocre… well, that’s just insulting.’

         ‘I wasn’t trying to… But, I mean, it’s obvious, isn’t?’

         ‘What’s obvious is that you are no longer employed by this newspaper. Finish your day and then leave… And think yourself lucky that I’m not disciplining you in any other way, out of consideration for your father’s career.’

         After he had spent a few months in the wilderness, events towards the end of 1989 overturned the order of things. That cursed article had given him quasi-heroic status and allowed him to find a job in public television; his stigmata had been transformed into a martyr’s halo. How many others wished they had such a stain on their communist-era CV to give them a leg-up in this new world?

         ‘… and so,’ Filip Novák went on, ‘I think your involvement in the world of fakes is not yet over. But don’t worry, you have nothing to fear from that world now. Times have changed…’

         Yes, that was true. What did he have to fear, now that everyone could express themselves with impunity? Why, then, did he have this feeling of doom? He should have been happy, because Novák was right: this story was temptingly to his taste.

         We dream of projecting our ideal double into the world, whether to surprise ourselves or to amaze our dreamt-of soulmate. If Mikhail Sholokhov really had plagiarized a Cossack named Fyodor Kryukov, thought Ludvík, it was to show the world an idealized version of himself: the man he might have become if he’d finished school, if he’d only been blessed with talent. Or did he just want to achieve fame without having to work for it? Projection… Isn’t he our worst enemy, the man we wish to be? He’s a hitman who pursues us all our life, who kills us slowly, without ever opening fire. Our assassination lasts a whole lifetime.

         What lack, what obsession, what inner catastrophe had driven Věra Foltýnova to make people believe that she welcomed Chopin into her living room and acted as a go-between for the worlds of the living and the dead? This investigation, thought Ludvík, would be a walk in the park if it weren’t for a dark cloud on the horizon: in the opinion of several renowned musicologists and pianists, Mrs Foltýnova’s pastiches were astonishingly clever, even confounding. If only they’d been able to find some small fault in those scores, some exogenous element never found in Chopin’s work… Novák was quite frank about this (or at least he wanted to appear that way): the investigation was not going to be easy. That dark cloud threatened to unleash a rain of curses on him; Ludvík felt a strange certainty about this… And he was the one stuck with this unpleasant task.

         ‘It’s the perfect subject for you,’ Novák insisted. ‘You’ll find the right arguments to counter our Chopinova’s apostles. I have absolute faith in you.’

         Faith? But what if Foltýnova had devised her plan to such perfection that even the most meticulous investigation wouldn’t be able to dismantle it? What if she had accomplices? What if she was, in fact, merely a feminine screen concealing some wealthy plagiarist with the talent to compose à la manière de Chopin? The image of a poisoned chalice flashed through Ludvík’s mind. The idea that this documentary would be impossible to make… He’d often chided himself for his anxious nature and had done everything he could to circumvent it, but now he felt it overpowering him, a sort of dark, tenacious trepidation. Was he walking into a trap? For months, he’d been fearful that Novák had found out the truth about Zdeňka and him, and had been seeking a way to get back at him. What if this documentary was the instrument of his vengeance? The banana skin? Novák was known for that kind of thing. He’d done it before to other journalists, giving them impossible assignments… For several weeks now, Ludvík had suspected the man sitting across from him of plotting his downfall. Had he found the ideal means to do exactly that?

         What had put such an idea into his head now, rather than four, five or six months earlier? Ludvík had no answer to that. But how could Novák forgive him? He had become the lover of the woman who had dumped his boss! And the affair between Zdeňka and Novák had not been some mere fling. Zdeňka had admitted the fact to him once: ‘I think about him sometimes, Ludvík. You have to understand: we lived together for three years. That’s not something you can just forget.’

         Zdeňka had sworn that nobody at the newspaper had a clue about her and Ludvík. Knowing her, however, he had reasons to doubt this; he sensed that she’d talked about it, swearing her listener to secrecy, of course, and that her words had been twisted or amplified on the grapevine before finding their way to the editor’s office. It was true that Zdeňka no longer worked at ČT1. In order not to have to sit in editorial meetings and face her ex-lover and boss, as well as her new lover, she’d resigned after a few months; since then, Novák’s heart had had time to stop aching, perhaps even to forget its pain… But could he be sure of that? Revenge is a dish best served cold, so perhaps Novák had waited, deliberately, before setting an ambush for Ludvík just when he had stopped fearing such a possibility? Was he about to pay a heavy price for the crime of being his boss’s successor? Novák’s insistence that he should take on such a delicate subject set him thinking. Ludvík wanted to pre-empt his boss by telling him that Zdeňka was leaving him too, so they were now partners in misfortune, abandoned by the same cold-hearted woman, and they should be on the same side… He wanted to tell him that she was like a nomad in the desert of love, never satisfied by the water she drank and, from the first taste, already thinking about her next oasis.

         When the waitress came over to ask them if they needed anything else, her smile reminded him of what he considered Zdeňka’s master smile – and the days when she still smiled at him – and this plunged him into sadness. What would he have left of her once their separation was complete? He wished he could steal that smile from her, keep nothing from their relationship but that image. He would have given anything to know whether she’d perfected it just for him or whether she’d used it with other lovers in her past. He still wanted to believe that it had been retired now and would never be used again. Had Novák, too, been the recipient of that sovereign smile, back when he and she shared everything, from a bed to their dreams?

         Since their separation had started to seem inevitable, Zdeňka’s face had transformed into one of those Noh masks: Ko-omote, the young woman with the impassive features.

         Yes, the temptation to tell Novák point-blank that she was leaving him surged through Ludvík like a flash of lightning, and yet something held him back. What if Novák hadn’t heard about their affair? In that case, telling him would be a ridiculous blunder. It would give his boss a reason to hate him, would rekindle the memory of a woman who was, for him, perhaps nothing more than a cold idol.

         In that instant, Ludvík felt something fundamental change inside him. It was like nothing he had ever felt before. A decision formed. He was going to surrender to Zdeňka’s master smile, which hovered in his mind, and make this documentary, even though he had no real reason to, even though his intuition was warning him not to. If it was his fate to live for a long time – a long time after his separation from Zdeňka Ustinova, a long time after Novák, a long time after 1995 – he would think back to this lunch with the man sitting across from him, motionless as a predator lying in wait, sipping his second coffee of the morning and hearing, without blinking, those few short words with potentially far-reaching consequences: ‘Okay, Filip, I’ll do it. Give me a few days off and I’ll get to work. Any chance Roman Staněk would be free to work with me? I don’t want it to sound like I’m setting conditions, but I’d really like him to be my cameraman.’
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