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         1

         Autumn has arrived and the trees are turning yellow, red, brown; the small spa town in its pretty valley seems to be surrounded by flames. Under the colonnades women come and go to lean over the mineral springs. These are women unable to bear children and hoping to gain fertility from the thermal waters.

         Men are far fewer among those taking the waters here, though some are to be seen, for beyond their gynecological virtues the waters are apparently good for the heart. Even so, for every male there are nine female patients, and this infuriates the unmarried young nurse who is in charge of the pool used by the women being treated for infertility.

         Ruzena was born in the town, and her father and mother still live there. Would she ever escape from this place, from this dreadful multitude of women?

         It is Monday, toward the end of her work shift. Only a few more overweight women to wrap in sheets, put to bed, dry the faces of, and smile at.

         “Are you going to make that phone call or not?” two of her colleagues keep asking her; one is fortyish and buxom, the other younger and thin.

         “Why wouldn’t I?” says Ruzena. 

         “Then do it! Don’t be afraid!” the fortyish one responds, leading her behind the changing-room cubicles to where the nurses have their wardrobe, table, and telephone.

         “You should call him at home,” the thin one remarks wickedly, and all three giggle.

         “The theater number is the one I know,” says Ruzena when the laughter has subsided.
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         It was an awful conversation. As soon as he heard Ruzena’s voice on the phone he was terrified.

         Women had always frightened him, even if none of them had ever believed him when he announced this, considering it a flirtatious joke.

         “How are you?” he asked.

         “Not very well,” she replied.

         “What’s the matter?”

         “I have to talk to you,” she said pathetically.

         It was exactly the pathetic tone he had been anticipating with terror for years.

         “What?” he said in a choked voice.

         She repeated: “I absolutely have to talk to you.”

         “What’s the matter?”

         “Something that affects both of us.” 

         He was unable to speak. After a moment he repeated: “What’s the matter?”

         “I’m six weeks late.”

         Trying hard to control himself, he said: “It’s probably nothing. That sometimes happens, and it doesn’t mean anything.”

         “No, this time it’s definite.”

         “It’s not possible. It’s absolutely impossible. Anyway, it can’t be my fault.”

         She was upset. “What do you take me for, if you please!”

         He was afraid of offending her because he was suddenly afraid of everything: “No, I’m not trying to insult you, that’s stupid, why would I want to insult you, I’m only saying that it couldn’t have happened with me, that you’ve got nothing to worry about, that it’s absolutely impossible, physiologically impossible.”

         “In that case it’s no use talking,” she said, increasingly upset. “Pardon me for disturbing you.”

         He worried she might hang up on him. “No, no, not at all. You were quite right to phone me! I’ll be glad to help you, that’s certain. Everything can certainly be arranged.”

         “What do you mean, ‘arranged’?”

         He was flustered. He didn’t dare call the thing by its real name: “Well … you know … arranged.”

         “I know what you’re trying to say, but don’t count on it! Forget that idea. I’d never do it, even if I have to ruin my life.”

         Again he was paralyzed by fear, but this time he timidly took the offensive: “Why did you phone me, if you don’t want me to talk? Do you want to discuss it with me, or have you already made up your mind?”

         “I want to discuss it with you.”

         “I’ll come to see you.”

         “When?”

         “I’ll let you know.”

         “All right.”

         “Well, see you soon.”

         “See you soon.”

         He hung up and returned to his band in the small auditorium.

         “Gentlemen, the rehearsal’s over,” he said. “I can’t do any more right now.”
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         When she hung up the receiver she was flushed with anger. The way Klima had taken the news offended her. For that matter, she had been offended for quite a while.

         It is two months since they met, one evening when the famous trumpeter was appearing at the spa with his band. After the concert there had been a party to which she had been invited. The trumpeter singled her out and spent the night with her. 

         Since then he had shown no sign of life. She sent him two postcards with her greetings, to which there was no response. Once, when she was visiting the capital, she phoned him at the theater where, she had learned, he rehearsed with his band. The fellow who answered asked for her name and then told her he would go look for Klima. When he returned a few moments later, he told her the rehearsal was over and the trumpeter had left. She wondered if this was only a way of getting rid of her, and she resented it all the more keenly because she was already afraid she was pregnant.

         “He claims it’s physiologically impossible! That’s marvelous—physiologically impossible! I wonder what he’ll say when the little one turns up!”

         Her two colleagues fervently agreed with her. When she told them, the morning after in the steam-saturated treatment room, about her indescribable night with the famous man, the trumpeter had immediately become the property of all her colleagues. His phantom accompanied them in the nurses’ room, and when his name was mentioned, they giggled up their sleeves as though he were someone they knew intimately. And when they learned that Ruzena was pregnant they were overcome by an odd joy, because now he was physically with them deep inside Ruzena’s womb.

         The fortyish nurse patted her on the shoulder: “Come, come, dear, calm yourself! I’ve got something for you.” She opened a creased, grubby copy of an illustrated magazine: “Look at this!”

         The three of them gazed at a photograph of a young, pretty brunette standing onstage with a microphone at her lips.

         Ruzena tried to make out her destiny in these few square centimeters.

         “I didn’t know she was so young,” she said, filled with apprehension.

         “Come on!” said the fortyish nurse, smiling. “This photo is ten years old. They’re both the same age. That woman can’t begin to match you!”
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         During the phone conversation with Ruzena, Klima recalled that he had been anticipating such terrifying news for a long time. Of course he had no reasonable grounds for thinking he had impregnated Ruzena after that fateful party (on the contrary, he was certain he was being unjustly accused), but he had been anticipating news of this kind for many years now, long before he ever met Ruzena.

         He was twenty-one when an infatuated blonde thought of feigning pregnancy in order to force him into marriage. In those harrowing weeks he suffered stomach cramps and finally fell ill. Ever since, he had known that pregnancy was a blow that could strike anywhere at any time, a blow against which there is no lightning rod and that announces itself by a pathetic tone of voice on the telephone (yes, the blonde too had initially given him the disastrous news on the phone). That event of his youth always made him approach women with a feeling of anxiety (though with much zeal), and after each amorous rendezvous he was fearful of disastrous consequences. He reasoned that his pathological cautiousness kept the probability of disaster down to barely a thousandth of one percent, but even that thousandth managed to terrify him.

         Once, tempted by a free evening, he phoned a young woman he had not seen for two months. When she recognized his voice she cried out: “My God, it’s you! I’ve been waiting and waiting for you to call! I really needed you to call me!” and she said this so insistently, so pathetically, that the familiar anxiety clutched Klima’s heart, and he felt in his whole being that the dreaded moment had now arrived. And because he wanted to confront the truth as quickly as possible, he went on the attack: “Why are you saying that in such a tragic tone of voice?” “Mama died yesterday,” the young woman replied, and he was relieved, though he knew that someday he would not escape the misfortune he dreaded. 
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         “All right, what’s this all about?” said the drummer, and Klima finally returned to his senses. He looked around at the musicians’ worried faces and told them what had happened to him. They laid down their instruments and tried to help him with advice.

         The first piece of advice was radical: it came from the eighteen-year-old guitarist, who declared that the kind of woman who had just phoned their leader and trumpeter has to be brushed off. “Tell her she can do whatever she wants. The brat isn’t yours, it’s got nothing to do with you. If she keeps insisting, a blood test will show who the father is.”

         Klima pointed out that blood tests mostly prove nothing, and therefore the woman’s accusation prevails.

         The guitarist replied that there wouldn’t have to be any blood test. When you fend off a young woman, she’s very careful to avoid taking useless steps, and when she realizes that the man she accused is no pushover, she gets rid of the kid at her own expense. “And even if she ends up having it, we’ll all go, all of us in the band, and testify in court that we’d all been to bed with her. Let them try to find out which one of us is the father!”

         But Klima responded: “I’m sure you’d do that for me. But by then I’d already have gone out of my mind with uncertainty and fear. In this kind of thing I’m the biggest coward, and what I need most of all is certainty.”

         They all agreed with this. The guitarist’s proposal was good in principle, but it was not for everyone. It was especially not advisable for a man with weak nerves. Nor was it recommended for a famous, rich man whom women considered worth the trouble of rushing into a very risky venture. So the band shifted to the opinion that, instead of brushing off the young woman, he should persuade her to have an abortion. But what arguments should he use? They considered three basic possibilities:

         The first method was to appeal to the young woman’s compassionate heart: Klima would talk to the nurse as to his closest friend; he would confide in her sincerely; he would tell her his wife was seriously ill and would die if she were to learn that her husband had a child by another woman; that both from the moral point of view and because of the state of his nerves, he would be unable to bear such a situation; and he would beg the nurse for mercy.

         This method came up against an objection in principle. You could not base an entire strategy on something as dubious, as uncertain, as the nurse’s kindliness. Unless she had a really good and compassionate heart, the maneuver would backfire. She would be all the more aggressive because of the insult of the elected father of her child showing such excessive regard for another woman.

         A second method was to appeal to the young woman’s good sense: Klima would try to explain to her that he was not and never could be certain the child was really his. He had met the nurse only that one time and knew absolutely nothing about her. He had no idea what other men she was seeing. No, no, he didn’t suspect her of deliberately deceiving him, but surely she couldn’t insist she wasn’t seeing other men! And if she were to insist on this, how could Klima be sure she was telling the truth? And would it make sense to bring into the world a child whose father would always be in doubt about its paternity? Could Klima leave his wife for a child he didn’t even know was his? And did Ruzena want a child who would never be allowed to know its father?

         This method also proved to be dubious: the bass player (the oldest man in the group) pointed out that it was even more naïve to count on the young woman’s good sense than to rely on her compassion. The logic of the argument would be wide of the mark, while the young woman’s heart would be shattered by her beloved’s refusal to believe her. This would incite her, with tearful determination, to persist still more obstinately in her assertions and her schemes.

         There remained the third method: Klima could swear to the expectant mother that he had loved her once and loved her still. He should not make the slightest allusion to the chance that it was another man’s child. On the contrary, Klima would bathe her in trust, tenderness, and love. He would promise her everything, including a divorce from his wife. He would depict their marvelous future together. And in behalf of that future he would then urge her to terminate the pregnancy. He would explain that this was not yet the time to have a child, that its birth would deprive them of the first, most beautiful years of their love.

         This line of argument lacked what the preceding ones had in abundance: logic. How could Klima be so smitten with the nurse if he had been avoiding her for two months? But the bass player maintained that lovers always behaved illogically and that there was nothing simpler than explaining this, one way or another, to the young woman. Eventually they all agreed that the third method was probably the most satisfactory, for it would appeal to the young woman’s love for him, the only relative certainty in the situation.
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         They left the theater and scattered at the street corner, but the guitarist accompanied Klima to his door. He was the only one to disapprove of the proposed plan. This plan seemed to him unworthy of the bandleader he revered: “When you go to see a woman, arm yourself with a whip!” said he, quoting the one sentence he knew of Nietzsche’s collected works. 

         “My boy,” Klima lamented, “she’s the one with the whip.”

         The guitarist offered to go with Klima to the spa, lure the young woman out onto the road, and run her over: “Nobody could prove she didn’t throw herself under my wheels.”

         The guitarist, the youngest musician in the group, greatly loved Klima, who was touched by his words: “That’s very kind of you,” he said to him.

         The guitarist set out his plan in detail and with burning cheeks.

         “That’s very kind, but it’s not possible,” said Klima.

         “Why are you hesitating? She’s a slut!”

         “You’re really very kind, but it’s not possible,” said Klima, taking leave of the guitarist.
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         When he found himself alone, he thought about the young man’s proposal and the reasons that had led him to reject it. It was not that he was more virtuous than the guitarist, but that he was more fearful. The fear of being accused as an accessory to murder was not less than the fear of being declared a father. He saw Ruzena run over by the car, he saw Ruzena stretched out on the road in a pool of blood, and he had a momentary feeling of relief that filled him with joy. But he knew it was useless to indulge in illusions. And he had a serious concern now. He thought of his wife. My God, tomorrow is her birthday!

         It was a few minutes before six, and the shops would close at six exactly. He rushed into a florist’s to buy a gigantic bouquet of roses. What a difficult celebration he expected! He would have to pretend to be near her in heart and mind, would have to give himself over to her, show tenderness to her, amuse her, laugh with her, and never for a moment stop thinking about a faraway belly. He would make an effort to utter affectionate words, but his mind would be far away, imprisoned in the dark cell of a stranger’s womb.

         He realized that it would be too much for him to spend this birthday at home, and he decided no longer to delay going to see Ruzena.

         But this was not an agreeable prospect either. The mountain spa seemed like a desert to him. He knew no one there. Except perhaps for that American taking the waters, who, behaving like a rich bourgeois of the old days, had invited the whole group to his hotel suite after the concert. He had plied them with excellent drink and with women chosen from among the resort’s staff, so that he was indirectly responsible for what happened afterward between Ruzena and Klima. Ah, if only that man, who had shown him such unreserved warmth, were still at the spa! Klima clung to his image as if to a last hope, for in moments such as those he was about to experience a man needs nothing more than the friendly understanding of another man.

         He returned to the theater and stopped at the doorkeeper’s cubicle. He picked up the phone and asked for long distance. Soon he heard Ruzena’s voice. He told her he would be coming to see her tomorrow. He made no reference to the news she had announced some hours before. He spoke to her as if they were carefree lovers.

         In passing he asked: “Is the American still there?”

         “Yes!” said Ruzena.

         Feeling relieved, he repeated with somewhat more ease than before that he was greatly looking forward to seeing her. “What are you wearing?” he asked then.

         “Why?”

         This was a trick he had used successfully for years in telephone banter: “I want to know how you’re dressed right now. I want to be able to imagine you.”

         “I’m wearing a red dress.”

         “Red must suit you very well.”

         “Could be,” she said.

         “And under your dress?”

         She laughed.

         Yes, they all laughed when they were asked this.

         “What color are your underpants?”

         “Also red.”

         “I’m looking forward to seeing you in them,” he said, hanging up. He thought he had used the right tone. For a moment he felt better. But only for a moment. He quickly realized that he was actually incapable of thinking about anything but Ruzena, and that he would have to keep conversation with his wife this evening to the barest minimum. He stopped at the box office of a movie theater showing an American Western and bought two tickets.
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         Although she was much more beautiful than she was unhealthy, Kamila Klima was nonetheless unhealthy. Because of her fragile health she had been forced, some years before, to give up the singing career that had led her into the arms of the man who was now her husband.

         The beautiful young woman who had been accustomed to admiration suddenly had a head filled with the smell of hospital disinfectant. It seemed to her that between her husband’s world and her own a mountain range had sprung up.

         At that time, when Klima saw her sad face, he felt his heart break and (across that imaginary mountain range) he held loving hands out to her. Kamila realized that in her sadness there was a hitherto unsuspected force that attracted Klima, softened him, brought tears to his eyes. It was no surprise that she began to make use (perhaps unconsciously, but all the more often) of this unexpectedly discovered tool. For it was only when he was gazing at her sorrowful face that she could be more or less certain no other woman was competing with her in Klima’s mind.

         This very beautiful woman was actually afraid of women and saw them everywhere. Nowhere could they escape her. She knew how to find them in Klima’s intonation when he greeted her upon arriving home. She knew how to detect them from the smell of his clothes. Recently she had found a scrap of newspaper; a date was written on it in Klima’s handwriting. Of course it could have referred to any one of a variety of events—a concert rehearsal, a meeting with an impresario—but for a whole month she did nothing but wonder which woman Klima was going to meet that day, and for a whole month she slept badly.

         If the treacherous world of women frightened her so, could she not find solace in the world of men?

         Hardly. Jealousy has the amazing power to illuminate a single person in an intense beam of light, keeping the multitude of others in total darkness. Mrs. Klima’s thoughts could go only in the direction of that painful beam, and her husband became the only man in the world.

         Now she heard the key in the lock, and then she saw the trumpeter with a bouquet of roses.

         At first she felt pleased, but doubts immediately arose: Why was he bringing her flowers this evening, when her birthday was not until tomorrow? What could this mean?

         And she greeted him by saying: “Won’t you be here tomorrow?” 
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         Bringing her roses this evening did not necessarily imply he was going to be away tomorrow. But her distrustful antennae, eternally vigilant, eternally jealous, could pick up her husband’s slightest secret intention well in advance. Whenever Klima noticed those terrible antennae spying on him, unmasking him, stripping him naked, he was overcome by a hopeless sensation of fatigue. He hated those antennae, and he was sure that if his marriage was under threat, it was from them. He had always been convinced (and on this point with a belligerently clear conscience) that he deceived his wife only because he wanted to spare her, to shelter her from any anxiety, and that her own suspicions were what made her suffer.

         He gazed at her face, reading on it suspicion, sadness, and a bad mood. He felt like throwing the bouquet of roses on the floor, but he controlled himself. He knew that in the next few days he would have to control himself in much more difficult situations.

         “Does it bother you that I brought you flowers this evening?” he said. Sensing the irritation in his voice, his wife thanked him and went to fill a vase with water.

         “That damned socialism!” Klima said next.

         “What now?”

         “Listen! They’re always making us play for nothing. One time it’s for the struggle against imperialism, another time it’s to commemorate the revolution, still another time it’s for some big shot’s birthday, and if I want to keep the band going, I have to agree to everything. You can’t imagine how they got to me today.”

         “What was it?” she asked indifferently.

         “The president of the Municipal Council turned up at rehearsal and she started telling us what we should play and what we shouldn’t play and finally forced us to schedule a free concert for the Youth League. But the worst part is I’ll have to spend all day tomorrow at a ridiculous conference where they’re going to talk to us about the role of music in building socialism. One more day wasted, totally wasted! And right on your birthday!”

         “They won’t really keep you there all evening!”

         “Probably not. But you can see what a state I’ll be in when I come home! So I thought we could spend some quiet time together this evening,” he said, taking hold of his wife’s hands.

         “That’s nice of you,” said Mrs. Klima, and Klima realized from her tone of voice that she didn’t believe a word of what he had said about tomorrow’s conference. Of course she didn’t dare show him she didn’t believe him. She knew her distrust would infuriate him. But Klima had long ago stopped believing in his wife’s credulity. Whether he told the truth or lied, he always suspected her of suspecting him. Yet the die was cast; he had to keep on pretending to believe she believed him, and she (with a sad, strange face) asked questions about tomorrow’s conference to show him she had no doubt of its reality. 

         Then she went to the kitchen to prepare dinner. She used too much salt. She liked to cook and was very good at it (life had not spoiled her, she had not lost the habit of housekeeping), and Klima knew that the cause of the evening’s unsuccessful meal could only have been her distress. He saw her in his mind’s eye making the pained, violent movement of pouring an excessive amount of salt into the food, and it wrung his heart. It seemed to him that with every oversalted mouthful he was tasting Kamila’s tears, and it was his own guilt that he was swallowing. He knew Kamila was tormented by jealousy, he knew she would spend still another sleepless night, and he wanted to caress her, embrace her, soothe her, but he instantly realized it would be useless, because in this tenderness his wife’s antennae would only pick up proof of his bad conscience.

         Finally they went to the movie theater. Klima drew some comfort from the sight of the hero on the screen escaping treacherous dangers with infectious self-assurance. He imagined himself in the hero’s shoes and now and then felt that persuading Ruzena to have an abortion would be a trifle that could be accomplished in a flash, thanks to his charm and his lucky star.

         Later they lay side by side in the big bed. He looked at her. She was on her back, her head sunk into the pillow, her chin slightly raised, her eyes fixed on the ceiling, and in her body’s extreme tension (it had always made him think of a violin, and he would tell her she had “the soul of a taut string”) he suddenly experienced, in a single instant, her entire essence. Yes, it sometimes happened (these were miraculous moments) that he could suddenly grasp, in a single one of her gestures or movements, the entire history of her body and soul. These were moments of absolute clairvoyance but also of absolute emotion; for the woman who had loved him when he was still a nobody, who had been ready to sacrifice everything for him, who so understood his thoughts that he could talk to her about Armstrong or Stravinsky, about trivial and serious things, she was closer to him than any other human being.… Then he imagined that this lovely body, this lovely face, was dead, and he felt he would be unable to survive her by a single day. He knew that he was capable of protecting her to his last breath, that he was capable of giving his life for her.

         But this stifling sensation of love was merely a feeble fleeting glimmer, because his mind was wholly preoccupied by anxiety and fear. He lay beside Kamila, he knew he loved her boundlessly, but he was absent mentally. He caressed her face as if he were caressing it from an immeasurable distance some hundreds of kilometers away.
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         It was about nine in the morning in the spa town when an elegant white sedan pulled up in the parking lot at the edge of the spa proper (automobiles were not permitted any farther) and Klima stepped out of it.

         Running through the spa was a long, narrow park with scattered clusters of trees, sand paths, and colorful benches on the lawn. Along both sides of the park stood the thermal center’s buildings, among them Karl Marx House, where the trumpeter had spent a couple of fateful hours one night in Nurse Ruzena’s little room. Facing Karl Marx House on the other side of the park was the spa’s most handsome structure, a building in the turn-of-the-century art nouveau style covered with stucco embellishments and with broad steps leading up to the entrance and a mosaic over it. It alone had been accorded the privilege of keeping its original name: Hotel Richmond.

         “Is Mister Bertlef still staying here?” Klima asked at the desk, and, receiving an affirmative reply, he ran up the red-carpeted stairs to the second floor and knocked at a door.

         Upon entering he saw Bertlef, who came to meet him in his pajamas. Embarrassed, Klima started to apologize for his unexpected visit, but Bertlef interrupted: “My friend! Don’t apologize! You are giving me the greatest pleasure I have ever had here so early in the day.”

         He gripped Klima’s hand and went on: “In this country people don’t respect the morning. An alarm clock violently wakes them up, shatters their sleep like the blow of an ax, and they immediately surrender themselves to deadly haste. Can you tell me what kind of day can follow a beginning of such violence? What happens to people whose alarm clock daily gives them a small electric shock? Each day they become more used to violence and less used to pleasure. Believe me, it is the mornings that determine a man’s character.”

         Bertlef took Klima gently by the shoulder, steered him to an armchair, and went on: “And to think that I so love those morning hours of idleness when, as if over a bridge lined with statues, I slowly go across from night to day, from sleep to awakened life. This is the time of day when I would be so very grateful for a small miracle, for an unexpected encounter that would convince me that my nocturnal dreams are continuing, that no chasm separates the adventures of sleep from the adventures of the day.”

         As the trumpeter watched Bertlef pacing up and down the room in his pajamas and smoothing his graying hair with his hand, he heard in the sonorous voice an ineradicable American accent and something charmingly outdated about his vocabulary, which was easily explained by Bertlef’s never having lived here in his family’s country of origin and having learned its language only from his parents.

         “And no one, my friend,” he now explained, leaning over Klima with a confiding smile, “no one in this entire spa understands me. Even the nurses, who are otherwise quite obliging, look indignant when I invite them to share a bit of pleasant time with me during breakfast, so I must postpone such appointments until the evening, when I am really a little tired.”

         Then he went over to a small telephone table and asked: “When did you arrive?”

         “This morning,” said Klima. “I drove.”

         “You are surely hungry,” said Bertlef, and he picked up the receiver. He ordered two breakfasts: “Four poached eggs, cheese, butter, rolls, milk, ham, and tea.”

         Meanwhile Klima scrutinized the room. A large round table, chairs, an armchair, a mirror, two couches, and doors leading to the bathroom and, he remembered, to Bertlef’s small bedroom. Here in this luxurious suite was where it had all started. Here had sat the tipsy musicians of his band, for whose pleasure the rich American had invited some nurses.

         “Yes,” said Bertlef, “the picture you are looking at was not here before.”

         It was only then that the trumpeter noticed a canvas showing a bearded man with a strange, pale-blue disk behind his head and holding a paintbrush and a palette. The picture seemed ineptly done, but the trumpeter knew that many seemingly inept pictures were famous works of art. 

         “Who painted that?”

         “I did,” replied Bertlef.

         “I didn’t know you painted.”

         “I love to paint.”

         “And who is this?” the trumpeter was emboldened to ask.

         “Saint Lazarus.”

         “What do you mean? Was Lazarus a painter?”

         “This is not the Lazarus in the Bible, but Saint Lazarus, a monk who lived in the ninth century in Constantinople. He is my patron saint.”

         “Really!” said the trumpeter.

         “He was a very odd saint. He was not martyred by pagans because he believed in Christ, but by wicked Christians because he loved painting too much. As you may know, in the eighth and ninth centuries the Greek Orthodox Church fell prey to a rigorous asceticism intolerant of all worldly joys. Even paintings and statues were considered objects of impious pleasure. The emperor Theophilus ordered thousands of beautiful paintings destroyed and prohibited my cherished Lazarus from painting. But Lazarus knew that his paintings glorified God, and he refused to yield. Theophilus threw him into prison, had him tortured, demanded that Lazarus give up painting, but God was merciful and gave him the strength to bear cruel ordeals.”

         “That’s a beautiful story,” said the trumpeter politely.

         “A magnificent one. But surely it was not to look at my paintings that you came here to see me.”

         Just then there was a knock at the door, and a waiter came in with a large tray. He set it on the table and laid out breakfast for the two men.

         Bertlef asked the trumpeter to sit down at the table and said: “This breakfast is not remarkable enough to keep us from continuing our conversation. Tell me, what is on your mind?”

         And so, as he chewed, the trumpeter told of his misfortune, prompting Bertlef at various points of the story to come up with penetrating questions.
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         He wanted above all to know why Klima had not answered the nurse’s two postcards, why he had not taken her telephone calls, and why he had never made a single friendly gesture that might have prolonged their night of love with a quiet, calming echo.

         Klima acknowledged that his behavior had been neither gracious nor sensible. But, so he said, it was all too much for him. He had a horror of any further contact with the young woman.

         “Any fool can seduce a woman,” Bertlef said with annoyance. “But one must also know how to break it off; that is the sign of a mature man.” 

         “I know,” the trumpeter admitted sadly, “but my loathing, my absolute distaste, is stronger than all my good intentions.”

         “Tell me,” Bertlef said with surprise, “are you a misogynist?”

         “That’s what they say about me.”

         “But how is that possible? You don’t seem to be impotent or homosexual.”

         “That’s right, I’m neither. It’s something much worse,” the trumpeter admitted melancholically. “I love my wife. That’s my erotic secret, which most people find totally incomprehensible.”

         This confession was so moving that both men kept silent for a while. Then the trumpeter went on: “Nobody understands this, my wife least of all. She thinks that a great love keeps us from having affairs. But that’s a mistake. Something’s always pushing me toward some other woman, and yet once I’ve had her I’m torn away by a powerful spring that catapults me back to Kamila. I sometimes feel that I look for other women only because of that spring, that momentum, that marvelous flight—filled with tenderness, desire, humility—bringing me back to my wife, whom I love even more with every new infidelity.”

         “So for you Nurse Ruzena is only a way of confirming your monogamous love.”

         “Yes,” said the trumpeter. “And it’s an extremely pleasant confirmation. Ruzena has great charm at first sight, and also it’s an advantage that her charm totally fades away in two hours, which means that there’s nothing urging you to go on with it, and that spring launches you into a marvelous return flight.”

         “Dear friend, excessive love is guilty love, and you are certainly the best proof of it.”

         “I thought my love for my wife was the only good thing about me.”

         “And you were wrong. The excessive love you bear your wife is not the opposite pole to your insensitivity, it is its source. Because your wife means everything to you, all other women mean nothing to you; in other words, for you they are whores. But this is great blasphemy, great contempt for creatures made by God. My dear friend, that kind of love is heresy.”
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         Bertlef pushed aside his empty cup, got up from the table, and retired to the bathroom, from which Klima first heard the sound of running water and then, after a moment, Bertlef’s voice: “Do you think one has the right to put to death a child that has not yet seen the light of day?”

         A while ago he had been discomfited by the portrait of the bearded man with the halo. He had remembered Bertlef as a jovial bon vivant, and it would never have occurred to him that the man could be a believer. He felt a pang of anxiety at the thought that he was going to be getting a lesson in morality and that his sole oasis in this desert of a spa was going to be covered with sand. He replied in a choked voice: “Are you one of those who calls that murder?”

         Bertlef delayed answering. When he finally emerged from the bathroom, he was dressed to go out and meticulously combed.

         “‘Murder’ is a word that smacks a little too much of the electric chair,” he said. “That is not what I am trying to say. You know, I am convinced that life must be accepted such as it is given to us. That is the real first commandment, prior to the other ten. All events are in the hands of God, and we know nothing about their evolution. I am trying to say that to accept life such as it is given to us is to accept the unforeseeable. And a child is the quintessence of the unforeseeable. A child is unforeseeability itself. You don’t know what it will become, what it will bring you, and that is precisely why you must accept it. Otherwise you are only half alive, you are living like a nonswimmer wading near the shore, while the ocean is not really the ocean until you are out of your depth.”

         The trumpeter pointed out that the child was not his.

         “Let us assume that that is so,” said Bertlef. “But you in turn should frankly admit that if the child were yours you would be just as persistent in trying to convince Ruzena to have an abortion. You would be doing it for the sake of your wife and of your guilty love for her.” 

         “Yes, I admit it,” said the trumpeter. “I’d insist she have an abortion under any circumstances.”

         Still leaning against the bathroom door, Bertlef smiled: “I understand you, and I shall not attempt to make you change your mind. I am too old to want to improve the world. I have told you what I think, and that is all. I shall remain your friend even if you act contrary to my convictions, and I shall help you even if I disagree with you.”

         The trumpeter scrutinized Bertlef, who uttered these last words in the velvety voice of a wise preacher. He found him admirable. He felt that everything Bertlef said could be a legend, a parable, an example, a chapter from a modern gospel. He wanted (we should know that he was moved by and drawn to inflated gestures) to bow down before him.

         “I shall do my best to help you,” Bertlef went on. “In a while we are going to see my friend Doctor Skreta, who will settle the medical aspect of the matter. But tell me, how are you going to induce Ruzena to do something she is reluctant to do?”
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         When the trumpeter had presented his plan, Bertlef said: “This reminds me of something that happened to me in my adventurous youth, when I was working on the docks as a longshoreman, and there was a girl there who brought us our lunch. She had an exceptionally kind heart and didn’t know how to refuse anyone anything. Alas, such kindness of heart—and body—makes men more crude than grateful, so that I was the only one to pay her any respectful attention, although I was also the only one who had not gone to bed with her. Because of my gentleness she fell in love with me. It would have hurt and humiliated her if I had not made love to her. But this happened only once, and I immediately explained to her that I would go on loving her with a great spiritual love, but that we could no longer be lovers. She burst into tears, she ran off, she stopped talking to me, and she gave herself still more conspicuously to all the others. When two months had gone by, she told me she was pregnant by me.”

         “So you were in the same situation I’m in!” the trumpeter exclaimed.

         “Ah, my friend,” said Bertlef, “are you not aware that what has happened to you is every man’s lot?”

         “And what did you do?”

         “I behaved exactly as you are planning to behave, but with one difference. You are going to try to pretend to love Ruzena, whereas I really loved that girl. I saw before me a poor creature humiliated and insulted by everyone, a poor creature to whom only a single being in the world had ever shown any consideration, and this consideration was something she did not want to lose. I realized that she loved me, and I just could not hold it against her that she showed it the only way she could, the way provided her by her innocent low-mindedness. Listen to what I told her: ‘I know very well that you are pregnant by someone else. But I also know that you are employing this ruse out of love, and I want to repay your love with my love. I don’t care whose child it is, if it is your wish, I shall marry you.’”

         “That was crazy!”

         “But probably more effective than your carefully prepared maneuver. After I had told the little tart many times that I loved her and wanted to marry her and keep the child, she dissolved in tears and confessed she had lied to me. My kindness made her realize, she said, that she was not worthy of me, that she could never marry me.”

         The trumpeter remained silent and pensive, and Bertlef added: “I would be glad if this story could serve you as a parable. Don’t try to make Ruzena believe you love her, try truly to love her. Try to feel pity for her. Even if she misled you, try to see in this lie a form of her love. I am certain she will then be unable to withstand the power of your kindness, and she herself will make all the arrangements required to avoid wronging you.”

         Bertlef’s words made a great impression on the trumpeter. But as soon as Ruzena had come to mind in a more vivid light, he realized that the path of love, which Bertlef had suggested, was closed to him; it was the path of saints, not of ordinary men. 
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         Ruzena was sitting at a small table in the huge room in the thermal building where, after undergoing treatment, women rested in beds lined up against the walls. She had just received the charts of two new patients. She filled in the date and gave the women towels, large white sheets, and keys to the changing cubicles. Then she looked at her watch and headed for the adjoining room (she was wearing only a white smock over her bare body, because the tiled rooms were filled with hot steam), to the pool where some twenty naked women were splashing about in the miraculous spring waters. She called three of them by name, to tell them their time was up. The ladies obediently left the pool, shaking their bulky, dripping breasts and following Ruzena, who escorted them back to the treatment room to lie down on vacant beds. One after another, she wrapped each in a sheet, wiped each one’s eyes with a bit of it, and covered her with a warm blanket. The ladies gave her a smile, but Ruzena didn’t smile in return.

         It is surely not pleasant to have been born in a small town through which every year ten thousand women but practically no young men pass; unless she moves elsewhere, a woman will have a precise idea by the age of fifteen of all the erotic possibilities her lifetime will offer her. And how is she to move elsewhere? Her employers did not readily release their employees, and Ruzena’s parents protested vehemently whenever she hinted at moving away.

         No, this young woman, who all in all did her best to fulfill her professional obligations meticulously, felt no great love for the women taking the waters. We can cite three reasons for this:

         Envy: These women came here directly from husbands and lovers, from a world she imagined teeming with a thousand possibilities inaccessible to her, even though she had prettier breasts, longer legs, and more regular features.

         Besides envy, impatience: These women came here with their destinies far away, and she was here without a destiny, with one year the same as the next; she was frightened by the thought that, in this small town, she was living an eventless time span, and, despite her youth, constantly thought that life was passing her by before she had begun to live.

         Third, there was the instinctive dislike inspired in her by their sheer numbers, which diminished each woman’s worth as an individual. She was surrounded by a sad excess of bosoms, among which even a bosom as attractive as hers lost its worth.

         Without a smile, she had just wrapped the last of three women when her thin colleague stuck her head into the room and shouted: “Ruzena! Telephone!”

         Her colleague’s expression was so reverent that Ruzena knew at once who had phoned her. Blushing, she went behind the cubicles, picked up the receiver, and gave her name. 

         Klima identified himself and asked her when she would be free to see him.

         “I finish work at three. We could see each other at four.”

         Then they had to agree on where to meet. Ruzena suggested the spa’s big brasserie, which was open all day. The thin nurse, who was standing beside Ruzena and keeping her eyes fixed on her lips, gave an approving nod. The trumpeter replied that he preferred to see Ruzena in a place where they could be alone and suggested driving out into the country in his car.

         “What for? Where would we go?”

         “We’d be alone.”

         “If you’re ashamed of me you shouldn’t have bothered to come here,” said Ruzena, and her colleague nodded.

         “That’s not what I meant,” said Klima. “I’ll meet you at four in front of the brasserie.”

         “Perfect,” said the thin nurse when Ruzena hung up. “He wants to meet you in some hideaway, but you have to make sure you’re seen together by as many people as possible.”

         Ruzena was still very agitated, and the prospect of the meeting made her nervous. She could no longer picture Klima. What did his face, his smile, his posture look like? Their single encounter had left her only a vague memory. Her colleagues had pressed her at the time with questions about the trumpeter, they wanted to know what he was like, what he said, what he looked like undressed, and how he made love. But she was unable to tell them anything, and merely repeated that it was “like a dream.”

         This was not simply a cliché: the man with whom she had spent two hours in bed had come down from the posters to join her. For a moment his photograph had acquired a three-dimensional reality, a warmth, a weight, and then had again become an impalpable, colorless image reproduced in thousands of copies and thus all the more abstract and unreal.

         And because he had then so quickly escaped back into being his own graphic sign, his icon, she had been left with an unpleasant awareness of his perfection. She was unable to cling to a single detail that would bring him down or bring him nearer. When he was far away, she had been full of energetic combativeness, but now that she felt his presence, her courage failed her.

         “Hang in there,” said the thin nurse. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”
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         When Klima had finished his phone conversation with Ruzena, Bertlef took him by the arm and led him across the park to Karl Marx House, where Dr. Skreta had his office and living quarters. Several women were sitting in the waiting room, but Bertlef without hesitation rapped sharply four times on the office door. In an instant a tall man appeared, wearing a white coat and with eyeglasses on his big nose. “Just a moment, please,” he said to the women sitting in the waiting room, and then he led the two men into the corridor and up the stairs to his apartment on the floor above.

         “How are you, Maestro?” he said, addressing the trumpeter when all three were seated. “When are you going to give another concert here?”

         “Never again in my lifetime,” answered Klima, “because this spa jinxed me.”

         Bertlef explained to Dr. Skreta what had happened to the trumpeter, and then Klima added: “I want to ask for your help. First, I want to know if she’s really pregnant. Maybe she’s just late. Or it’s all an act. That’s already happened to me once. That one was a blonde too.”

         “Never start anything with a blonde,” said Dr. Skreta.

         “Yes,” Klima agreed, “blondes are my downfall. Doctor, it was horrible that time. I had her examined by a physician. But at the beginning of a pregnancy you can’t tell anything for sure. So I insisted they do the mouse test. The one where they inject urine into a mouse and if the mouse’s ovaries swell up …”

         “… the lady is pregnant,” Dr. Skreta finished.

         “She was carrying her morning urine in a little bottle, I was with her, and right in front of the clinic she dropped the little bottle on the sidewalk. I pounced on those bits of glass trying to save at least a few drops! Seeing me, you’d have sworn I’d dropped the Holy Grail. She did it on purpose, broke the little bottle, because she knew she wasn’t pregnant and she wanted to make my ordeal last as long as possible.”
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