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         When the poet’s mother wondered where the poet had been conceived, there were only three possibilities to consider: a park bench one night, the apartment of a friend of the poet’s father one afternoon, a romantic spot outside Prague late one morning.

         When the poet’s father asked himself the same question, he concluded that the poet had been conceived in his friend’s apartment, for on that day everything had gone wrong. The poet’s mother had refused to go to the friend’s place, they had quarreled about it twice and reconciled twice, and while they were making love the door lock of the adjoining apartment rasped, the poet’s mother took fright, they broke off, and then they resumed lovemaking and finished in a state of mutual tension to which his father attributed the poet’s conception.

         The poet’s mother, on the other hand, never admitted that the poet had been conceived in a borrowed apartment (she was repelled by the bachelor’s untidiness, by rumpled sheets and pajamas on a stranger’s bed), and she also rejected the possibility that he had been conceived on a park bench, where she had let herself be persuaded to make love, reluctantly and without pleasure, thinking with disgust of the prostitutes who made love this way on such benches. So she became absolutely convinced that the poet had been conceived on a sunny summer morning in the shelter of a huge boulder that stood with sublime pathos among the other boulders in a small valley where the people of Prague liked to stroll on Sundays.

         For several reasons this setting is an appropriate place for the poet’s conception: in the late morning sun it is a setting of light rather than darkness, day rather than night; it is in the middle of open nature, thus a place from which to take wing; and finally, though not very far from the apartment buildings on the city’s outskirts, it is a romantic landscape strewn with boulders looming out of wildly rough terrain. For the poet’s mother all this seemed to express what she was experiencing at the time. Wasn’t her great love for the poet’s father a romantic rebellion against the dullness and regularity of her  parents’ life? Wasn’t there a hidden likeness between the untamed landscape and the boldness she, the daughter of a rich merchant, showed in choosing a penniless engineer who had just finished his studies?

         And so the poet’s mother was living a great love, despite the disappointment that followed a few weeks after the beautiful morning at the foot of the boulder. When she disclosed to her lover, with joyous excitement, that the intimate indisposition that monthly disturbed her life was several days overdue, the engineer asserted with appalling indifference (but, it seems to me, a feigned and ill-at-ease indifference) that it was an insignificant disruption of her cycle, which would soon resume its benign rhythm. The poet’s mother, perceiving that her lover refused to share her joyous hopes, was hurt, and she stopped talking to him until the day the doctor confirmed her pregnancy. The poet’s father said that he knew a gynecologist who would discreetly relieve her of her worries, and she burst into tears.

         The poignant end of rebellions! First she rebelled against her parents for the sake of the young engineer, and then she ran to her parents for help against him. Her parents didn’t let her down: they spoke plainly to the engineer, who clearly understood that there was no way out, agreed to an ostentatious wedding, and readily accepted a sizable dowry that would enable him to establish his own construction business; then he packed his belongings into a couple of suitcases and moved into the villa his new wife had lived in with her parents from the day she was born.

         The engineer’s prompt capitulation, however, couldn’t hide from the poet’s mother that the adventure she had precipitated herself into with a heedlessness she found sublime was not the great shared love she believed she had a full right to. Her father was the owner of two flourishing shops in Prague, and the daughter’s morality was that of balanced accounts; since she had invested everything in love (she had been ready to betray her own parents and their peaceful home), she wanted her partner to invest an equal amount of feeling in their joint account. Striving to redress the injustice, she wanted to withdraw from the joint account the affection she had deposited there, and after the wedding she presented a haughty and severe face to her husband. 

         The poet’s mother’s sister had recently left the family villa (she had married and rented an apartment in the center of Prague) and so the old retail merchant and his wife lived on the ground floor and the engineer and their daughter above them in the three rooms—two large and one smaller—furnished exactly the way they were twenty years before when the villa was built. Acquiring an entirely furnished home was a rather good deal for the engineer, because he really owned nothing but the contents of the aforementioned two suitcases; nonetheless, he suggested some small changes in the appearance of the rooms. But the poet’s mother didn’t allow the man who had wanted to put her under the knife of a gynecologist to dare disrupt the time-honored arrangement of rooms that harbored the spirit of her parents, twenty years of sweet routine, and mutual intimacy and safety.

         This time, too, the young engineer capitulated without a struggle, permitting himself only a moderate protest, which I note: in the couple’s bedroom there was a small tabletop of heavy gray marble on which stood a statuette of a naked man; in his left hand the man was holding a lyre against his plump hip; his right arm was bent in a pathetic gesture as if the fingers had just struck the strings; the right leg was extended forward, the head slightly inclined, and the eyes turned toward the sky. Let me add that the man had an extremely beautiful face, that he had curly hair, and that the whiteness of the alabaster from which the statuette had been sculpted gave the figure something tenderly feminine or divinely virginal; it’s not, moreover, by chance that I use the word “divinely”: according to the inscription carved on the pedestal, the man with the lyre was the Greek god Apollo.

         But the poet’s mother could rarely look at the man with the lyre without being angered. Most of the time it was his rear end that faced the onlooker, and sometimes he served as a peg for the engineer’s hat or a shoe was hung from his fine head or a smelly sock of the engineer’s stretched over him, the latter a particularly odious defilement of the master of the Muses.

         That the poet’s mother was impatient with all this was not solely due to her meager sense of humor: she had in fact correctly guessed that with the buffoonery of putting a sock over Apollo’s body her husband was letting her know what he politely hid from her with his  silence: that he rejected her world and had only temporarily submitted to it.

         Thus the alabaster object truly became an ancient god, that is, a supernatural being who intervenes in the human world, schemes, scrambles destinies, reveals mysteries. The newlywed wife regarded him as her ally, her dreamy femininity transforming him into a living creature whose eyes at times took on the colors of illusory irises and whose mouth seemed to draw breath. She fell in love with the naked little man, who was being humiliated for and because of her. Gazing at his lovely face she began to hope that the child growing in her belly would resemble this handsome foe of her husband’s. She wanted the resemblance to be so strong that she would be able to imagine the child as this young man’s rather than her husband’s; she implored him to use his magical powers to rectify the fetus’s features, to transform and transfigure them as the great Titian once did when he painted a masterpiece over a bungler’s spoiled canvas.

         Instinctively modeling herself on the Virgin Mary, who became a mother without the intervention of a human begetter and thus the ideal of maternal love without a father’s troublemaking interference, she felt a provocative desire to name her child Apollo, a name that to her meant “he who has no human father.” But she knew that her son would have a hard time with such a pretentious name and that it would make both him and her a laughingstock. So she looked for a Czech name that would be worthy of a young Greek god and came up with Jaromil (which means “he who loves spring” or “he who is beloved by spring”), and this choice was approved by everyone.

         Moreover, it was spring and the lilacs were blooming when they drove her to the hospital; there, after some hours of suffering, the young poet slipped out of her onto the soiled sheet of the world.
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         Then they put the poet into a crib next to her bed and she heard the delightful cries; her aching body was filled with pride. Let’s not begrudge her body that pride; until then it had not experienced it,  even though it was well built: it did have a rather inexpressive rump and the legs were a bit too short, but the bosom, on the other hand, was unusually youthful, and beneath the fine hair (so fine it was difficult to set) a face that may not have been dazzling but had an unobtrusive charm.

         Mama had always been more conscious of her unobtrusiveness than of her charm, all the more since she had lived since infancy with an older sister who was an outstanding dancer, was clothed by Prague’s best couturier, and tennis racket in hand, moved easily in the world of elegant men, turning her back on the parental home. The flashy impetuosity of her sister confirmed Mama’s sullen modesty, and in protest she learned to love the emotional gravity of books and music.

         Admittedly, before she met the engineer she had gone out with a young medical student, the son of friends of her parents, but this relationship had been incapable of giving her body much self-confidence. The morning after being initiated by him into physical love in a summer house, she broke up with him with the melancholy certainty that neither her feelings nor her senses would ever experience a great love. And since she had just finished high school, she announced that she wanted to find the meaning of her life in work and had decided to register (despite her father’s practical man’s disapproval) in the faculty of arts and letters.

         Her disappointed body had already spent four or five months on the wide bench of a university lecture hall when it encountered an arrogant young engineer in the street who called out to it and three dates later possessed it. And because this time the body was greatly (and to its great surprise) satisfied, the soul very quickly forgot its ambition of a university career and (as a reasonable soul always must) rushed to the body’s aid: it gladly agreed with the engineer’s ideas and went along with his cheerful heedlessness and charming irresponsibility. Even as she knew that they were foreign to her family, she wanted to identify herself with the engineer’s qualities, because in contact with them her sadly modest body ceased to doubt and, to its own astonishment, began to enjoy itself.

         Was she then happy at last? Not quite: she was torn between doubt and confidence; when she undressed before the mirror she looked at  herself with his eyes and sometimes found herself arousing, sometimes vapid. She handed her body over to the mercy of another’s eyes—and that caused her great uncertainty.

         But even though she fluctuated between hope and doubt, she had been completely torn away from her premature resignation; her sister’s tennis racket no longer demoralized her; her body finally lived as a body, and she understood that it was beautiful to live like that. She wanted this new life to be more than a deceptive promise, to be a lasting reality; she wanted the engineer to tear her away from the lecture-hall bench and from her parental home and turn a love adventure into a life adventure. That is why she welcomed her pregnancy with enthusiasm: she saw herself, the engineer, and her child as a trio rising to the stars and filling the universe.

         I’ve already explained this in the previous chapter: Mama quickly realized that the man who sought a love adventure dreaded a life adventure and wanted no change at all like the image of a duo rising to the stars. But we also know that this time her self-confidence did not crumble under the pressure of the lover’s coldness. Something very important had in fact changed. Mama’s body, recently still at the mercy of the lover’s eyes, entered a new phase of its history: ceasing to be a body for the eyes of others, it became a body for someone who could not yet see. Its outer surface was no longer so important; the body was touching another body by means of an internal membrane no one had ever seen. Thus the eyes of the external world could only perceive its inessential aspect, and even the engineer’s opinions no longer meant anything to the body, for they could have no influence over its great destiny; the body had finally attained total independence and autonomy; the belly, which kept growing bigger and uglier, was for that body a steadily increasing supply of pride.

         After the delivery, Mama’s body entered a new phase. When she first felt the groping mouth of her son sucking at her breast, a sweet shiver radiated from her chest through her entire body; it was similar to her lover’s caress, but it had something more: a great peaceful bliss, a great happy tranquillity. She had never felt this before; when her lover had kissed her breast, it had been a moment that should have made up for hours of doubt and mistrust; but now she knew that the  mouth pressed against her breast brought proof of a continuous attachment of which she could be certain.

         And then there was something else: when her lover touched her naked body, she always felt ashamed; their coming close to each other was always a surmounting of otherness, and the instant of embrace was intoxicating just because it was only an instant. Shame never dozed off, it exhilarated lovemaking, but at the same time it kept a close eye on the body, fearing that it might let itself go entirely. But now shame had disappeared; it had been done away with. These two bodies opened to each other entirely and had nothing to hide.

         Never had she let herself go in this way with another body, and never had another body let itself go with her in this way. Her lover could play with her belly, but he had never lived there; he could touch her breast, but he had never drunk from it. Ah, breast-feeding! She lovingly watched the fishlike movements of the toothless mouth and imagined that, along with her milk, her son was drinking her thoughts, her fantasies, and her dreams.

         It was an Edenic state: the body could be fully body and had no need to hide itself with a fig leaf; they were plunged into the limitless space of a calm time; they lived together like Adam and Eve before they bit into the apple of the tree of knowledge; they lived in their bodies beyond good and evil; and not only that: in paradise there is no distinction between beauty and ugliness, so that all the things the body is made of were neither ugly nor beautiful but only delightful; even though toothless, the gums were delightful, the breast was delightful, the navel was delightful, the little bottom was delightful, the intestines—whose performance was closely overseen—were delightful, the standing hairs on the grotesque skull were delightful. She watched over her son’s burps, pees, and poops not only with concern for the child’s health; no, she watched over all the small body’s activities with passion.

         This was an entirely new thing because since childhood Mama had felt an extreme repugnance for physicality, including her own; she thought it degrading to sit on the toilet (she always made sure that no one saw her going into the bathroom), and there were even times when she had been ashamed to eat in front of people because chewing and swallowing seemed repugnant to her. Now her son’s physicality,  amazingly elevated above all ugliness, purified and justified her own body. The droplet of milk that sometimes remained on the wrinkled skin of her nipple seemed to her as poetic as a dewdrop; she would often press one of her breasts lightly to see the magical drop appear; she caught it with her index finger and tasted it; she told herself that she wanted to know the flavor of the beverage with which she nourished her son, but it was rather that she wanted to know the taste of her own body; and since her milk seemed delectable to her, its flavor reconciled her to all her other juices and secretions; she began to find herself delectable, her body seemed as pleasant, natural, and good to her as all natural things, as a tree, a bush, as water.

         Unfortunately, she was so happy with her body that she neglected it; one day she realized that it was already too late, that she had a wrinkled belly with whitish streaks, a skin that didn’t adhere firmly to the flesh beneath but looked like a loosely sewn wrap. The strange thing is that she wasn’t in despair about this. Even with the wrinkled belly, Mama’s body was happy because it was a body for eyes that still only perceived the world in vague outline and knew nothing (weren’t they Edenic eyes?) of the cruel world where bodies were divided into the beautiful and the ugly.

         Though the distinction was unseen by the eyes of the infant, the eyes of the husband, who had tried to make peace with his wife after Jaromil’s birth, saw them all too well. After a very long interval, they began again to make love; but it was not what it had been: for their embraces they chose covert and ordinary moments, making love in darkness and with moderation. This surely suited Mama: she knew that her body had become ugly, and she feared that caresses too intense and passionate would quickly lose her the delectable inner peace her son gave her.

         No, no, she would never forget that her husband had given her pleasure filled with uncertainties and her son serenity filled with bliss; and so she continued to search nearby (he was already crawling, walking, talking) for comfort. He fell seriously ill, and for two weeks she barely closed her eyes while she tended the burning little body convulsed with pain; this period, too, passed for her in a kind of delirium; when the illness began to subside, she thought that she had  crossed through the realm of the dead with her son’s body in her arms and had brought him back; she also thought that after this ordeal together nothing could ever separate them.

         The husband’s body, swathed in a suit or in pajamas, reserved and self-enclosed, was withdrawing from her and day by day losing its intimacy, but the son’s body at every moment depended on her; she no longer suckled him, but she taught him to use the toilet, she dressed and undressed him, arranged his hair and his clothes, was in daily contact with his gut through the dishes she lovingly prepared. When he began, at the age of four, to suffer from a lack of appetite, she became strict; she forced him to eat and for the first time felt that she was not only the friend but also the sovereign of that body; that body rebelled, defended itself, refused to swallow, but it had to give in; with an odd satisfaction she watched this vain resistance, this capitulation, this slender neck through which one could follow the course of the reluctantly swallowed mouthful.

         Ah, her son’s body, her home and her paradise, her realm …
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         And her son’s soul? Was that not her realm? Oh, yes, yes! When Jaromil uttered his first word and the word was “Mama,” she was wildly happy; she thought that her son’s intellect, still consisting of only a single concept, was taken up with her alone, and that although his intellect would grow, branch out, and bloom, she would always remain its root. Pleasantly inspired, she meticulously followed all of her son’s attempts to use words, and knowing that life is long and memory fragile, she bought a date book bound in dark red and recorded everything that came from her son’s mouth.

         So if we were to look at Mama’s diary we would notice that the word “Mama” was soon followed by other words, and that “Papa” was seventh, after “Grandma,” “Grandpa,” “Doggie,” “You-you,” “Wah-wah,” and “Pee-pee.” After these simple words (in Mama’s diary the date and word were always accompanied by a brief commentary) we find the first tries at sentences. We learn that well before his second birthday he  proclaimed: “Mama nice.” A few weeks later he said: “Mama naughty.” For this remark, made after Mama had refused to give him a raspberry drink before lunch, he was smacked on the behind, upon which he shouted, in tears: “I want other Mama!” A week later, however, he gave his mother great joy by proclaiming: “I have pretty Mama.” Another time he said: “Mama, I give lollipop kiss,” by which he meant that he would stick out his tongue and lick her entire face.

         Skipping a few pages, we come upon a remark that catches our attention with its rhythm. His grandmother had promised Jaromil a pear, but she forgot and ate it herself; Jaromil felt cheated, became angry, and kept repeating: “Grandmama not fair, ate my pear.” In a certain sense, this phrase is like the previously cited “Mama naughty,” but this time no one smacked his behind because everyone laughed, including Grandmama, and these words were often repeated in the family with amusement, a fact that of course didn’t escape Jaromil’s perspicacity. He probably didn’t understand the reason for his success, but we can be certain that it was rhyme that saved him from a spanking, and that this was how the magical power of poetry was first revealed to him.

         More such rhymed reflections appear in the following pages of Mama’s diary, and her comments on them clearly show that they were a source of joy and satisfaction to the whole family. This, it seems, is a terse portrait: “Maid Hana bends like a banana.” A bit farther we read: “Walk in wood, very good.” Mama thought that this poetic activity arose not only from Jaromil’s utterly original talent but also from the influence of the children’s poetry she read to him in such great quantities that he could easily have come to believe that the Czech language was composed exclusively of trochees. But we need to correct Mama’s opinion on this point: more important here than talent or literary models was the role of Grandpapa, a sober, practical man and fervent foe of poetry, who intentionally invented the most stupid couplets and secretly taught them to his grandson.

         It didn’t take long for Jaromil to notice that his words commanded great attention, and he began to behave accordingly; at first he had used speech to make himself understood, but now he spoke in order to elicit approval, admiration, or laughter. He looked forward to the effect his words would produce, and since it often happened that he  didn’t obtain the expected response, he tried to call attention to himself with outrageous remarks. This didn’t always pay off; when he said to his father and mother: “You’re pricks” (he had heard the word from the kid next door, and he remembered that all the other kids laughed loudly), his father smacked him in the face.

         After that he carefully observed what the grown-ups appreciated in his words, what they approved of, what they disapproved of, what astonished them; thus he was equipped, when he was in the garden with Mama one day, to utter a sentence imbued with the melancholy of his grandmother’s lamentations: “Life is like weeds.”

         It’s hard to say what he meant by this; what is certain is that he wasn’t thinking of the hardy worthlessness and worthless hardiness that is the distinctive feature of self-propagating plants but that he probably wanted to express the rather vague notion that, when all is said and done, life is sad and futile. Even though he had said something other than what he wanted to, the effect of his words was splendid; Mama silently stroked his hair and looked into his face with moist eyes. Jaromil was so carried away by this look, which he perceived as emotional praise, that he had a craving to see it again. During a walk he kicked a stone and said to his mother: “Mama, I just kicked a stone, and now I feel so sorry for it I want to stroke it,” and he really bent down and did so.

         Mama was convinced that her son was not only gifted (he had learned to read when he was five) but also that he was exceptionally sensitive in a way different from other children. She often expressed this opinion to Grandpapa and Grandmama while Jaromil, unobtrusively playing with his tin soldiers or on his rocking horse, listened with great interest. He would look deeply into the eyes of guests, imagining rapturously that their eyes were looking at him as a singular, exceptional child, one who might not be a child at all.

         When his sixth birthday was approaching and he was a few months from entering school, the family insisted that he have his own room and sleep by himself. Mama looked upon the passage of time with regret, but she agreed. She and her husband agreed to give their son the third and smallest room on their floor as a birthday present, and to buy him a bed and other furniture for a child’s room: a small  bookcase, a mirror to encourage cleanliness, and a small desk.

         Papa suggested decorating the room with Jaromil’s own drawings, and he soon set about framing the childish scrawls of apples and gardens. Then Mama went over to Papa and said: “I want to ask you for something.” He looked at her, and Mama’s voice, at once shy and forceful, went on: “I’d like some sheets of paper and paints.” Then she sat down at a table in her room, laid a sheet of paper in front of her, and on it started to draw letters in pencil; finally she dipped a brush in red paint and redid the penciled letters in that color, the first a capital L. It was followed by a small i and an f, and went on to form this line: “Life is like weeds.” She examined her work with satisfaction: the letters were straight and well shaped; and yet she picked up a new sheet of paper, again wrote the line in pencil, and colored it in dark blue this time, for that seemed to her much better suited to the ineffable sadness of her son’s maxim.

         Then she remembered that Jaromil had said, “Grandmama not fair, ate my pear,” and with a happy smile she started to write (in bright red), “Grandmama fair, loves her pear.” And after that, with a hidden smile, she again remembered “You’re pricks,” but she refrained from copying this thought and instead penciled and colored (in green), “We’ll dance in the wood, our hearts feeling good,” and then (in purple), “Dear Hana bends like a banana” (Jaromil had actually said “Maid Hana,” but Mama found the word offensive), then she remembered Jaromil bending down to stroke a stone, and after a moment’s thought she wrote and painted (in sky blue), “I can’t harm or even alarm a rock,” and with a bit of embarrassment but with all the more pleasure (in orange), “Mama, I give you a lollipop kiss,” and finally (in gold), “My mama is the most beautiful in the world.”

         The day before his birthday his parents sent the overexcited Jaromil down to sleep with his grandmother while they moved the furniture and decorated the walls. The next morning, when they brought the child into the renovated room, Mama was tense, and Jaromil did nothing to dispel her agitation; he was dumbfounded and silent; the main object of his interest (which he showed only feebly and shyly) was the desk; it was an odd-looking piece of furniture resembling a school desk, with the slanted desktop (its hinged lid  covering a space for books and notebooks) attached to the seat.

         “Well, what do you say? Do you like it?” asked Mama impatiently.

         “Yes, I like it,” the child responded.

         “And what do you like best?” inquired Grandpapa, who with Grandmama was watching the long-awaited scene from the room’s doorway.

         “The desk,” said the child. He sat down and began raising and lowering the lid.

         “And what do you say about the pictures?” Papa asked, pointing to the framed drawings.

         The child raised his head and smiled. “I know them.”

         “And how do you like them hanging on the wall?”

         The child, still sitting at his little desk, nodded to indicate he liked the drawings on the wall.

         Mama was heartbroken and wanted to vanish from the room. But there she was, and she couldn’t allow the framed, colored inscriptions on the wall to be passed over in silence, for she would have taken such silence for condemnation. That is why she said: “And look at this writing.”

         The child lowered his head and looked inside the little desk.

         “You know, I wanted …,” she went on in great confusion, “I wanted you to be able to remember how you grew up, from cradle to school, because you were a bright little boy and a joy to us all.…” She said this as if in apology, and since she was nervous, she repeated the same thing several times. At last, not knowing what to say, she was silent.

         But she was wrong to think that Jaromil was not pleased by his gift. He didn’t know what to say, but he wasn’t disappointed; he had always been proud of his words, and he didn’t want to utter them into the void; now that he saw them carefully copied in color and transformed into pictures, he experienced a feeling of success, a success so great and unexpected that he didn’t know how to respond, and it gave him stage fright; he understood that he was a child who uttered striking words, and he knew that this child should at this moment say something striking, yet nothing striking came to mind, and so he lowered his head. But when he saw out of the corner of his eye his own words on the walls, set, fixed, more durable and bigger than himself, he was  carried away; he had the impression of being surrounded by his own self, of being vast, of filling the entire room, of filling the entire house.
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         Jaromil already knew how to read and write before he started school, and Mama decided that he could go directly into second grade; she obtained special authorization from the ministry, and after passing an examination before a committee, Jaromil was permitted to take a place among pupils a year older than he. Because everyone in school admired him, the classroom seemed to him merely a reflection of the family house. On Mother’s Day the pupils performed at the school celebration. Jaromil was the last to step up on the podium, and he recited a touching little poem that was much applauded by the audience of parents.

         But he soon realized that behind the audience that applauded him there was another that was slyly and antagonistically on the lookout for him. In the dentist’s crowded waiting room one day, he ran into one of his schoolmates. As the boys stood side by side with their backs to the window, Jaromil saw an old gentleman listening with a kindly smile to what they were saying. Encouraged by this sign of interest, Jaromil asked his fellow pupil (raising his voice a bit so that the question would be heard by all) what he would do if he were the country’s minister of education. Since the boy didn’t know what to say, Jaromil began to elaborate his own thoughts, which was not very difficult because all he needed was to repeat the speech with which his grandfather regularly entertained him. And so if Jaromil were minister of education, there would be two months of school and ten months of vacation, the teacher would have to obey the children and bring them their snacks from the bakery, and there would be all kinds of other remarkable reforms, all of which Jaromil loudly and clearly put forward.

         Then the door to the treatment room opened, and a patient came out, accompanied by the nurse. A woman holding a book with her finger in it to mark the place turned to the nurse and asked, almost pleading: “Please say something to that child! It’s dreadful the way he’s showing off!” 

         After Christmas the teacher had the pupils come to the front of the room one by one to tell what they had found under the tree. Jaromil began to enumerate a construction set, skis, ice skates, books, but he quickly noticed that the children didn’t share his fervor, that, on the contrary, some of them were looking indifferent, indeed hostile. He stopped without breathing a word about the rest of his presents.

         No, no, don’t worry, I don’t intend to retell the tired old story of the rich kid his poor schoolmates hate; in Jaromil’s class there were in fact children from families better off than his, and yet they got along well with the others, and no one resented their affluence. What was it about Jaromil that annoyed his schoolmates; what was it that got on their nerves, that made him different?

         I almost hesitate to say it: it was not wealth, it was his mama’s love. That love left its traces on everything; it was recorded on his shirt, on his hair, on the words he used, on the schoolbag in which he carried his notebooks, and on the books he read at home for pleasure. Everything was specially chosen and arranged for him. The shirts made for him by his frugal grandmother resembled, God knows why, girls’ blouses more than boys’ shirts. He had to keep his long hair off his brow and out of his eyes with one of his mother’s barrettes. When it rained Mama waited for him in front of the school with a large umbrella, while his friends took off their shoes and waded through the puddles.

         Mother love imprints a mark on boys’ brows that rebuffs the friendliness of schoolmates. Eventually Jaromil gained the skill to hide that stigma, but after his glorious arrival at school he experienced a difficult time (lasting a year or two) during which his schoolmates, who taunted him with a passion, also beat him up several times just for the fun of it. But even during that worst time he had some friends to whom he would remain grateful throughout his life; a few words need to be said about them:

         His number one friend was his father: sometimes he would go out into the yard with a soccer ball (he had played soccer as a student), and Jaromil would plant himself between two trees; his father kicked the ball toward Jaromil, who pretended that he was the goalkeeper of the Czech national team. 

         His number two friend was his grandfather. He would take Jaromil to his two businesses—a large housewares store that Jaromil’s father was now running, and a cosmetics shop, where the salesgirl was a young woman who greeted the boy with a friendly smile and let him sniff all the perfumes, soon enabling him to recognize the various brands; he would close his eyes and make his grandfather test him by holding the little bottles under his nose. “You’re a genius of smell,” his grandfather would congratulate him, and Jaromil dreamed of becoming the inventor of new perfumes.

         His number three friend was Alik. Alik was a wild little dog that had been living in the villa for some time; even though it was untrained and unruly, the dog provided Jaromil with fine daydreams of a faithful friend who waited for him in the corridor outside the classroom and, to the envy of his schoolmates, accompanied him home after school.

         Daydreaming about dogs became the passion of his solitude, even leading him into a peculiar Manicheism: for him dogs represented the goodness of the animal world, the sum total of all natural virtues; he imagined great wars of dogs against cats (wars with generals, officers, and all the tactics he had learned while playing with his tin soldiers) and was always on the side of the dogs, in the same way as a man should always be on the side of justice.

         And since he spent much time with pencil and paper in his father’s study, dogs also became the chief subject of his drawings: an endless number of epic scenes in which dogs were generals, soldiers, soccer players, and knights. And since as quadrupeds they could hardly perform their human roles, Jaromil gave them human bodies. That was a great invention! Whenever he had tried to draw a human being, he encountered a serious difficulty: he couldn’t draw the human face; on the other hand, he succeeded marvelously with the elongated canine head and the spot of a nose at its tip, and so his daydreams and clumsiness gave rise to a strange world of dog-headed people, a world of characters that could quickly and easily be drawn and situated in soccer matches, wars, and stories of brigands. The adventure serials Jaromil thus drew filled many a sheet of paper.

         The only boy among his friends was number four: a classmate  whose father was the school janitor, a sallow little man who often informed on pupils to the principal; these boys would take revenge on the janitor’s son, who was the class pariah. When the pupils one after another started to turn away from Jaromil, the janitor’s son remained his sole faithful admirer and thus was invited one day to the villa; he was given lunch and dinner, he and Jaromil played with the construction set, and they did their homework together. The following Sunday Jaromil’s father took them both to a soccer match; the game was wonderful and, just as wonderful, Jaromil’s father knew all the players’ names and talked about the game so like an expert that the janitor’s son never took his eyes off him, and Jaromil was proud.

         It seemed like a comical friendship: Jaromil always carefully dressed, the janitor’s son threadbare; Jaromil with his homework carefully prepared, the janitor’s son a poor student. All the same Jaromil was contented with this faithful companion at his side, for the janitor’s son was extraordinarily strong; one winter day some classmates attacked them, but the attackers got more than they bargained for; though Jaromil was exhilarated by this triumph over superior numbers, the prestige of successful defense cannot compare with the prestige of attack:

         One day, as they were taking a walk through the suburb’s vacant lots, they encountered a boy so clean and well-dressed that he could have been coming from some children’s tea dance. “Mama’s darling!” said the janitor’s son, barring the way. They asked him mocking questions and were delighted by his fright. Finally the boy grew bold and tried to push them aside. “How dare you! You’ll pay for this!” Jaromil shouted, cut to the quick by this insolent contact; the janitor’s son took these words as a signal and hit the boy in the face.

         Intellect and physical force can sometimes complement each other remarkably. Didn’t Byron feel great affection for the boxer Jackson, who trained the discriminating aristocrat in all kinds of sports? “Don’t hit him, just hold him!” said Jaromil to his friend as he pulled up some stinging nettles; then they made the boy undress and flogged him with the nettles from head to toe. “Your mama’ll be glad to see her darling little red crayfish,” said Jaromil, experiencing a great feeling of fervent friendship for his companion and fervent hatred for all the mama’s darlings of the world. 
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         But exactly why did Jaromil remain an only child? Did Mama simply not want another one?

         On the contrary: she very much hoped to regain the blissful time of her first years as a mother, but her husband always found reasons to put her off. To be sure, the yearning she had for another child didn’t lessen, but she no longer dared to be insistent, fearing the humiliation of further refusal.

         But the more she refrained from talking about her maternal yearning, the more she thought about it; she thought about it as an illicit, clandestine, and thus forbidden thing; the idea that her husband could make a child for her attracted her not only because of the child itself but because it had taken on a lasciviously ambiguous tone; “Come here and make me a little daughter,” she would imagine saying to her husband, and the words seemed arousing to her.

         Late one evening, when the couple had come home a bit tipsy from the house of friends, Jaromil’s father, having stretched out beside his wife and turned off the light (let me note that, ever since their wedding, he had always taken her blindly, letting his desire be guided not by sight but by touch), threw off the blanket, and coupled with her. The rarity of their erotic relations and the influence of wine made her give herself to him with a voluptuous sensuality she had not felt for a long time. The idea that they were making a child together again filled her mind, and when she sensed that her husband was approaching his spasm of pleasure she stopped controlling herself and began to shout ecstatically at him to abandon his usual caution, to stay inside her, to make her a child, to make her a pretty little daughter, and she clutched him so firmly and convulsively that he had to struggle to free himself so as to make sure that his wife’s wish would not be granted.

         Then, as they lay exhausted side by side, Mama moved closer to him and, now whispering in his ear, again said that she wanted to have another child with him; no, she no longer wanted to insist on it, she only wanted to explain why a few moments ago she had shown her desire so abruptly and emphatically (and maybe improperly, she  was willing to admit); she added that this time they would surely have a little daughter in whom he would see himself just as she saw herself in Jaromil.

         The engineer then told her (it was the first time since their wedding that he had reminded her of it) that he had never wanted to have a child with her; that he had been forced to give in regarding the one child, and that now it was her turn to give in; that if she wanted him to see himself in a child, he could assure her that he would see the most accurate image of himself in a child that had never been born.

         They lay side by side, silent for a moment, and then Mama began to sob and she sobbed all night, her husband not even touching her and saying barely a few soothing words that couldn’t even get through the outer wave of her tears; she felt that she understood everything at last: the man she lived with had never loved her.

         The sadness into which she had sunk was the deepest of all the sorrows she had ever known. Fortunately the consolation her husband had refused her was provided by another creature: History. Three weeks after the night I’ve just described, her husband was called up for active duty in the military, and he took his gear and left for the country’s border. War was about to break out at any moment, people were buying gas masks and preparing air-raid shelters in their cellars. And Mama clutched the misfortune of her country like a saving hand; she experienced it with emotion and spent long hours with her son colorfully describing the events for him.

         Then the Great Powers reached an agreement in Munich, and Jaromil’s father came home from one of the fortifications now occupied by the German army. After that the whole family would sit downstairs in Grandpapa’s room evening after evening to go over the various moves of History, which until recently they had believed to be dozing (maybe, since it was watchful, pretending to be asleep) but which had now suddenly leaped out of its lair and overshadowed everything with its great bulk. Oh, how good Mama felt to be protected by this shadow! Czechs were fleeing the Sudeten region en masse, Bohemia was left defenseless in the center of Europe like a peeled orange, and six months later, early in the morning, German tanks swept into the streets of Prague, and during that time Jaromil’s  mother was always close to the soldier who had been prevented from defending his homeland, completely forgetting that he was a man who had never loved her.

         But even during periods when History impetuously rages, everyday life sooner or later emerges from its shadow and the conjugal bed shows all its monumental triviality and astounding permanence. One evening, when Jaromil’s father again put his hand on Mama’s breast, she realized that the man who was touching her was the same man who had brought her down. She pushed his hand away, subtly reminding him of the harsh words he had said to her some time before.

         She didn’t want to be spiteful; she only wanted to signify by this refusal that the great matters of nations cannot make us forget the modest matters of the heart; she wanted to give her husband the opportunity to rectify today the words of yesterday and to raise up the person he had brought down. She believed that the nation’s tragedy had made him more sensitive, and she was ready to greet with gratitude even a furtive caress as a sign of repentance and the beginning of a new chapter in their love. Alas, the husband whose hand had just been pushed away from his wife’s breast turned over and quickly fell asleep.

         After the great student demonstration in Prague, the Germans closed the Czech universities, and Mama waited in vain for her husband again to slip his hand under the blanket and put his hand on her breast. Grandpapa, having discovered that the pretty salesgirl in the cosmetics shop had been stealing from him for ten years, went into a rage and died of a stroke. Czech students were taken away in cattle cars to concentration camps, and Mama consulted a doctor, who deplored the bad state of her nerves and recommended a rest. He told her about a boardinghouse on the edge of a small spa, surrounded by a river and lakes, which every summer attracted crowds of people who liked swimming, fishing, and boating. It was early spring, and she was enchanted by the thought of tranquil lakeside walks. But then she was afraid of the delightful dance music that, forgotten, lingers in the air of restaurant terraces like a poignant recollection of summer; she was afraid of her own longing, and she decided that she couldn’t go there alone. 

         Ah, of course! She knew right away with whom she would go. Because of the sorrow her husband had caused her and because of her desire for another child she had for some time nearly forgotten him. How stupid she had been, how badly she had treated herself by forgetting him! Repentant, she bent over him: “Jaromil, you’re my first and my second child,” she said, pressing his face to her breast, going on senselessly: “You’re my first, my second, my third, my fourth, my fifth, my sixth, and my tenth child,” and she covered his face with kisses.

         6

         A tall, gray-haired lady with an erect bearing greeted them at the railroad station; a sturdy countryman grabbed the two suitcases and carried them out to a waiting horse-drawn black carriage; the man got up onto the driver’s seat and Jaromil, Mama, and the tall lady sat down on the facing passenger seats to be conveyed through the streets of the small town to a square bordered on one side by a Renaissance colonnade and on the other by a wrought-iron fence before a garden in which stood an old vine-covered château; then they headed down to the river; Jaromil noticed a row of yellow wooden cabanas, a diving board, white pedestal tables and chairs, a line of poplars in the background along the riverbank, and by then the carriage was already on its way to the scattered riverfront villas.

         In front of one of them the horse stopped, the man got down from his seat and picked up the two suitcases, and Jaromil and Mama followed him through a garden, a foyer, and upstairs to a room with twin beds placed against each other in the marital arrangement and with two windows, one of them opening onto a balcony facing the garden and the river. Mama went over to the balcony railing and took a deep breath: “Ah, how divinely peaceful!” she said and again inhaled and exhaled deeply, looking at the riverside, where a red boat moored to a wooden landing was rocking.

         That evening at dinner downstairs in the small dining room, she met an old couple who occupied another of the guest rooms, and every evening thereafter the murmur of prolonged conversation  ruled the room; everyone liked Jaromil, and Mama listened with pleasure to his small talk, ideas, and discreet boasting. Yes, discreet: Jaromil would never forget the woman in the dentist’s waiting room and would always seek a shield against her nasty look; to be sure he would still thirst for admiration, but he had learned to gain it with terse phrases naively and modestly uttered.

         The villa in the peaceful garden; the dark river with the moored boat awakening thoughts of long voyages; the black carriage that stopped in front of the villa from time to time to pick up the tall lady who looked like a princess from a book filled with castles and palaces; the still, deserted swimming pool to which one could descend upon leaving the carriage as if passing from one century to another, one dream to another, one book to another; the Renaissance square with the narrow colonnade among whose columns men with swords once clashed—all this made up a world that Jaromil entered with delight.

         The man with the dog was also part of this beautiful world; the first time they saw him he was standing motionless on the riverbank, looking at the water; he was wearing a leather coat, and a black German shepherd sat at his side; their stillness made them look like otherworldly figures. The next time they met him it was in the same place; the man (again in the leather coat) was throwing sticks, and the dog was retrieving them. The third time (the setting was always the same: poplars and river), the man briefly bowed to Mama and then, as the perceptive Jaromil noticed, he turned to look at them after they passed him. Returning from their walk the next day, they saw the black German shepherd sitting at the entrance to the villa. When they entered the foyer they heard voices in the next room and were in no doubt that the masculine one belonged to the dog’s master; their curiosity was great enough to keep them standing in the foyer for a while, looking around and chatting until the tall lady, the boardinghouse owner, at last appeared.

         Mama pointed at the dog: “Who is that man this dog belongs to? We’re always running into him on our walks.” “He’s the art teacher at the high school here.” Mama remarked that she would be very delighted to talk to an art teacher because Jaromil liked to draw, and she was eager to have an expert’s opinion. The boardinghouse owner  introduced the man to Mama, and Jaromil had to run up to the room to get his sketchbook.

         Then the four of them sat down in the small salon—the boardinghouse owner; Jaromil; the dog’s master, who was examining the drawings; and Mama, who accompanied his examination with her commentary: she explained that Jaromil always said that what interested him was not drawing landscapes or still lifes but rather action scenes, and, she said, his drawings really did have astonishing vitality and movement, even though she didn’t understand why all the people in them had dogs’ heads; maybe if Jaromil drew people with real human bodies his modest work might have some value, but the way it was she unfortunately couldn’t say whether it made any sense at all.

         The dog’s owner examined the drawings with satisfaction; then he declared that it was in fact the combination of animal head and human body that captivated him. For that fantastic combination was no chance idea but, as so many of the child’s drawings showed, a haunting image, something rooted in the unfathomable depths of his childhood. Jaromil’s mother should be careful of judging her son’s talent only by his ability to depict the outer world; anyone could acquire that; what interested him as a painter (letting it be understood that teaching for him was a necessary evil to earn a living) was precisely the original inner world the child was laying out on paper.

         Mama listened with pleasure to the painter’s praise, the tall lady stroked Jaromil’s hair and asserted that he had a great future ahead of him, and Jaromil looked down, registering in his memory everything he was hearing. The painter said that next year he would be transferred to a Prague high school, and that he would be pleased if Jaromil’s mother were to bring him further examples of the boy’s work.

         “Inner world!” Those were grand words, and Jaromil heard them with extreme satisfaction. He never forgot that at the age of five he had already been considered an exceptional child, different from others; the behavior of his classmates, who made fun of his schoolbag and shirt, also (at times harshly) confirmed his uniqueness. Until this moment that uniqueness had only been a vague and empty notion; it had been an incomprehensible hope or an incomprehensible rejection; but now it had received a name: “original inner world”; and that  designation was immediately given definite content: drawings of people with dogs’ heads. Jaromil of course knew very well that he had made this admired discovery of dog-headed humans by chance, purely because he couldn’t draw a human face; this gave him the confused idea that the originality of his inner world was not the result of laborious effort but rather the expression of everything that randomly passed through his head; it was given him like a gift.

         From then on he paid great attention to his own thoughts and began to admire them. For example, the idea came to him that when he died the world he was living in would cease to exist. At first this thought only flickered in his head, but now that he had been made aware of his inner originality, he didn’t allow the thought to escape (as he had allowed so many other thoughts to escape previously) but immediately seized it, observed it, examined it from all sides. He was walking along the river, closing his eyes from time to time and wondering if the river existed when his eyes were closed. Of course, every time he opened his eyes the river was flowing as before, but what was astonishing was that Jaromil was unable to consider this as proof that the river was really there when he was not seeing it. That seemed inordinately interesting to him, and he devoted the better part of a day to this observation before telling Mama about it.

         The nearer they came to their vacation’s end, the greater the pleasure they took in their conversations. Now they would take their walks after dark, just the two of them, sit down on a worm-eaten bench at the edge of the water, hold hands, and look at the wavelets on which an enormous moon gently rocked. “How beautiful,” Mama said with a sigh, and the child watched the moonlit circle of water and dreamed of the river’s long course; Mama thought of the empty days that would soon resume, and she said: “Darling, there’s a sadness in me you’ll never understand.” Then she looked into her son’s eyes, and it seemed to her that she saw great love there and a yearning to understand. This frightened her; she couldn’t really confide a woman’s troubles to a child! But at the same time those understanding eyes attracted her like a vice. When mother and son lay stretched out side by side on the twin beds Mama remembered that she had reclined this way beside Jaromil until he was five years old and that she was happy then;  she said to herself: He’s the only man I’ve ever been happy with in bed; at first this thought made her smile, but when she looked again at her son’s tender gaze she told herself that this child was not only capable of distracting her from the things that grieved her (thus giving her the consolation of forgetting) but also of listening to her attentively (thus bringing her the consolation of understanding). “I want you to know that my life is far from being full of love,” she said to him; and another time she went so far as to confide to him: “As a mama, I’m happy, but a mama is not only a mama, she’s also a woman.”

         Yes, these incomplete confidences attracted her like a sin, and she was aware of it. When Jaromil once suddenly said to her: “Mama, I’m not so little, I understand you,” she was almost frightened. Naturally the boy hadn’t surmised anything precise, he only wanted to suggest to Mama that he was able to share her sorrows, whatever they might be, but what he had said was fraught with meaning, and Mama saw his words as an abyss that had suddenly opened: an abyss of illicit intimacy and forbidden understanding.
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         And how did Jaromil’s inner world continue to expand?

         Not much; the schoolwork that had come so easily to him in the elementary grades became much more difficult in high school, and in that dullness the glory of the inner world disappeared. The teacher spoke of pessimistic books that saw the here and now merely as misery and ruin, which made his maxim that life is like weeds seem shamefully trite. Jaromil was no longer at all convinced that everything he thought and felt was solely his, as if all ideas had always existed in a definitive form and could only be borrowed as from a public library. But who then was he? What could his own self really consist of? He bent over that self in order to peer into it, but all he could find was the reflection of himself bending over himself to peer into that self.…

         And so he began to yearn for the man who, two years before, had first talked about his inner originality; and since his art grades were  barely average (in his watercolors the paint always strayed beyond the penciled outline sketches), Mama decided to accede to her son’s request, find the painter, and arrange for private lessons to remedy Jaromil’s inadequacies, which were spoiling his report cards.

         So one fine day Jaromil went to the painter’s apartment. It was a converted attic consisting of two rooms; the first contained a big collection of books; in the second, windowless but with a large skylight in the slanting roof, there were easels holding unfinished canvases, a long table with sheets of paper and small bottles of colored ink scattered on it, and on the wall strange black faces the painter said were copies of African masks; a dog (the one Jaromil already knew) lay motionless on the corner of the daybed watching the visitor.

         The painter seated Jaromil at the long table and began to leaf through his sketchbook. “They’re all the same,” he finally said. “They don’t take you anywhere.”

         Jaromil wanted to reply that these were exactly the figures with dogs’ heads that had captivated the painter and that he had drawn them for him and because of him, but he was so disappointed and upset he couldn’t say anything. The painter set a blank sheet of paper in front of him, opened a bottle of India ink, and put a brush in his hand. “Now draw whatever comes to mind, don’t think about it much and just draw.” Jaromil was so frightened that he had absolutely no idea what to draw, but since the painter insisted, he again, dying a thousand deaths, fell back on the head of a dog on top of an ill-formed body. The painter was dissatisfied, and Jaromil, embarrassed, said that he would like to learn how to paint with watercolors, because in class the colors always overflowed his outlines.

         “So your mother said,” said the painter. “But forget about it for now, and forget about dogs too.” He set a big book in front of Jaromil and showed him pages where awkward black lines wiggled whimsically over a colored background, evoking in Jaromil’s mind images of centipedes, starfish, beetles, stars, and moons. The painter wanted the boy to use his imagination and draw something comparable. “But what should I draw?” he asked, and the painter replied: “Draw a line; draw a line that pleases you. And remember that it’s not the artist’s  role to copy the outlines of things but to create a world of his own lines on paper.” And Jaromil drew lines he didn’t like at all, covering sheet after sheet with them and finally, according to Mama’s instructions, giving the painter a banknote and going home.

         The visit had thus been different from what he had expected, not having led to the rediscovery of his lost inner world but rather the contrary: it had deprived Jaromil of the only thing that belonged to him alone, the soccer players and soldiers with dogs’ heads. And yet, when Mama asked if the lesson had been interesting, he talked about it enthusiastically; he was being sincere: the visit had not validated his inner world, but he had found an unusual outer world that was not accessible to just anyone and had instantly granted him some small privileges: he had seen strange paintings that had bewildered him but offered the advantage (he understood immediately that it was an advantage!) of having nothing in common with the still lifes and landscapes hanging on the walls of his parents’ villa; he had also heard some strange remarks that he appropriated without delay: for example, he understood that the word “bourgeois” was an insult; bourgeois are people who want paintings to be lifelike, to imitate nature; but we can laugh at the bourgeois because (and Jaromil was delighted by this idea!) they were long since dead and did not know it.

         And so he gladly went to the painter’s, passionately hoping to repeat the success he had gained in the past with his dog-headed people; but in vain: the doodles that were meant to be variations on Miró’s paintings were forced and entirely lacking the charm of childlike playfulness; the drawings of African masks remained clumsy imitations of their models and failed to stimulate the boy’s own imagination, as the painter had hoped. And since Jaromil found it unbearable to have been at the painter’s so many times without hearing a word of praise, he made a decision: he would bring him his secret sketchbook of female nudes.

         His models for most of these drawings were photographs of statues he had seen in illustrated books from Grandpapa’s library; in the initial pages of the sketchbook they were therefore of sturdy mature women in the lofty poses of the previous century’s allegories. Then there was a page with something more interesting: a drawing of a  headless woman; better still: the paper had been slit at the level of her neck, so that it looked as if the woman’s head had been chopped off and that the paper still bore the mark of an imaginary ax. The slit in the paper had been made by Jaromil’s pocketknife; there was a girl in his class he liked very much, and he often gazed at her, wishing to see her naked. To fulfill this wish he obtained a photograph of her and cut the head out; he inserted it into the slit. That is why all the women in the following drawings were also decapitated and bore the same mark of an imaginary ax; some of them were in very strange positions—for example, in a squatting posture depicting urination; at a flaming stake, like Joan of Arc; that execution scene, which I could explain (and perhaps excuse) as a historical reference, inaugurated a long series: sketches of a headless woman impaled on a sharpened pole, a headless woman with a leg cut off, a woman with an amputated arm, and other situations it is better to be silent about.

         Of course Jaromil couldn’t be certain whether these drawings would please the painter; in no way did they resemble the pictures he saw in his big books or on the canvases on the easels in his studio; even so it seemed to Jaromil that there was something about the drawings in his secret sketchbook that was close to his teacher’s work: their aura of something forbidden; their originality, as compared to the paintings at home; the disapproval his drawings of nude women would provoke, much as the painter’s incomprehensible canvases would if they were submitted to a jury consisting of Jaromil’s family and their friends.

         The painter leafed through the sketchbook and then, without a word, handed Jaromil a big book. He sat down some distance away and began drawing on sheets of paper while Jaromil went through the book, seeing a naked man with buttocks so extended they had to be supported by a wooden crutch; an egg hatching a flower; a face covered with ants; a man whose hand was turning into a rock.

         Coming over to Jaromil, the painter said: “Notice what a wonderful draftsman Salvador Dalí is,” and then he placed a plaster statuette of a naked woman in front of him: “We’ve been neglecting draftsmanship, and that’s a mistake. We need to start by getting to know the world as it is before we can go about radically transforming it,” he said, and  Jaromil’s sketchbook was soon filled with female bodies whose proportions the painter had corrected and modified with strokes of his pencil.
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         When a woman doesn’t live sufficiently through her body, she comes to see the body as an enemy. Mama didn’t much like the strange scrawls her son brought back from his drawing lessons, but when she examined the drawings of naked women the painter had corrected, she felt intense disgust. Looking out of the window a few days later, she saw Jaromil down in the garden holding the ladder for the maid, Magda, who was picking cherries while he gazed attentively under her skirt. Feeling herself assailed on all sides by battalions of bare bottoms, she decided to wait no longer. That day Jaromil was supposed to have his drawing lesson as usual; Mama dressed quickly and got there ahead of him.

         “I’m not a prude,” she said, having seated herself in one of the studio’s armchairs, “but you know that Jaromil is entering the awkward age.”

         She had carefully prepared everything she wanted to say to the painter, but now she was at a loss. She had gone over her sentences in familiar surroundings where a window looked out onto the garden’s peaceful greenery, which silently applauded her every thought. But there was no greenery here, there were only bizarre canvases on easels and on the daybed a dog with its head between its paws examining her with the fixed gaze of a distrustful sphinx.

         The painter refuted Mama’s objections with a few sentences, then he went on: he frankly admitted that he had no interest at all in the good grades Jaromil might receive in art classes that do nothing but kill children’s pictorial sense. What interested him in her son’s drawings was his original, nearly mad imagination.

         “Notice the strange happenstance. The drawings you showed me some time ago depicted people with dogs’ heads. The drawings your son showed me recently depicted naked women, but all of them headless. Don’t you find it significant, this stubborn refusal to acknowledge man’s human face, to acknowledge man’s human nature?” 

         Mama was bold enough to reply that her son was surely not so pessimistic as to deny man’s human nature.

         “Of course his drawings don’t come from some pessimistic logic,” said the painter. “Art arises from sources other than logic. Jaromil spontaneously had the idea of drawing people with dogs’ heads and women without heads, not knowing how or why. It was his unconscious that dictated these strange but not absurd images to him. Don’t you feel there’s some kind of link between your son’s vision and the war that shakes us every hour of our lives? Hasn’t the war deprived man of his face and head? Aren’t we living in a world where headless men only desire decapitated women? Isn’t a realistic vision of the world the emptiest of illusions? Aren’t your son’s childish drawings much more truthful?”

         She had come here to rebuke the painter, and now she was as shy as a little girl afraid of being scolded; she didn’t know what to say.

         The painter got up from his armchair and headed for a corner of the studio where unframed canvases were leaning against the wall. He picked one up, turned it face out, took a few steps back, squatted down, and looked at it. “Come here,” he said, and when she (obediently) came near him he put his hand on her hip and drew her toward him, so that now they were squatting side by side and Mama was examining a curious assemblage of browns and reds making up a kind of charred and deserted landscape filled with dying flames that could also be taken for steaming blood; and scraped into the landscape with a palette knife was a strange human figure that seemed to be made of white string (the whiteness was the bared canvas) and seemed to be floating rather than walking and more diaphanous than substantial.

         Mama still didn’t know what to say, but the painter kept on talking, talking about the phantasmagoria of war, which by far surpasses, he said, the fantasies of modern paintings, talking about the ghastly image presented by a tree among whose leaves scraps of human bodies are entangled, a tree with fingers and an eye looking down from the tip of a branch. Then he said that in a time like this he was no longer interested in anything but war and love; a love that appears behind the blood-soaked world like the figure Mama saw on the canvas.  (For the first time in the conversation she felt that she understood the painter, for she too had seen a kind of battlefield on the canvas and had perceived a human figure there.) The painter recalled for her the path along the river where they had first seen each other and then met so often, and he told her that she had suddenly appeared before him out of a fog of fire and blood like the shy white body of love.

         Then he turned the squatting Mama’s face toward him and kissed her. He kissed her before she knew what was happening. It was, moreover, characteristic of everything about this meeting: events were catching her off guard, running ahead of her imagination and her thinking; the kiss was a fait accompli before she had the time to reflect on it, and any further reflection couldn’t change what was happening, for she had barely the time to tell herself quickly that something was happening that should not be happening; but she was not even quite certain about that, which is why she left for later the response to that debatable question and concentrated all her attention on what was, on taking things as they were.

         She felt the painter’s tongue in her mouth and in a fraction of a second realized that her own tongue was timidly sluggish and that it must feel to the painter like a wet rag; she was ashamed and quickly thought, almost angrily, that it was no surprise her tongue was a rag after all that kissless time; she hastened to respond to the painter’s tongue with the point of her own tongue, and he lifted her up from the floor, led her to the daybed (the dog, whose eyes had been fixed on them, jumped off and lay down near the door), set her down on it, started to caress her breasts, and she felt satisfaction and pride; the painter’s face looked young and eager, and she thought how long it had been since she had been young and eager, and, afraid of being incapable of it, she urged herself to behave like a young and eager woman, and suddenly (this time again, the event occurred before she had time to think) she realized that inside her body she was feeling the third man ever to enter it.

         And she realized that she didn’t know at all whether she did or didn’t want him, and it occurred to her that she was still a silly, inexperienced little girl, that if only she had suspected in the recesses of her mind that the painter was going to kiss and go to bed with her,  what was happening would never have taken place. This thought provided her a reassuring excuse, for it follows that she was brought into adultery not by her sensuality but by her innocence; and the thought of innocence immediately increased her anger toward the one who perpetually kept her in a state of innocent half maturity, and this anger fell like an iron curtain in front of her thoughts so that she only heard her breath quicken and she gave up pondering what she was doing.

         Then, when their breathing eased, her thoughts reawakened, and to escape them she put her head on the painter’s chest; she let him caress her hair, breathed in the soothing odor of oil paints, and wondered which of them would first break the silence.

         It was neither one nor the other, but the doorbell. The painter got up, quickly buttoned his trousers, and said: “Jaromil.”

         She was very frightened.

         “Stay here and be calm,” he said to her, and he caressed her hair and went out of the studio.

         He greeted the boy at the front door in the other room and asked him to sit down.

         “I have a visitor in the studio, so we’ll stay here today. Show me what you’ve brought.” Jaromil handed his sketchbook to the painter, the painter examined the drawings he had made at home, and then he put paints before him, gave him paper and a brush, suggested a subject, and asked him to draw.

         Then he returned to the studio, where he found Mama dressed and ready to leave. “Why did you let him stay? Why didn’t you send him away?”

         “Are you in such a hurry to leave me?”

         “This is crazy,” she said, and the painter again took her in his arms; this time she neither defended herself nor yielded; she stood in his arms like a body deprived of its soul; the painter whispered into the ear of this inert body: “Yes, it’s crazy. Love is either crazy or it’s nothing at all.” He sat her down on the daybed and kissed her and caressed her breasts.

         Then he returned to the other room to see what Jaromil had drawn. This time the subject he had given him was not intended to exercise  the boy’s manual dexterity; Jaromil was to draw a scene from one of his recent dreams. The painter now talked for a long while about this work: what is most beautiful about dreams is the unlikely encounter of creatures and objects that couldn’t possibly meet in everyday life; in a dream a boat can sail through a bedroom window, a woman dead twenty years might be lying in bed and yet here she is getting into the boat, which immediately changes into a coffin, and the coffin begins floating between the flowering banks of a river. He quoted Lautréamont’s famous phrase about the beauty of “the encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella on a dissecting table,” and then he said: “That encounter, however, is no more beautiful than the encounter of a woman and a child in a painter’s studio.”

         Jaromil could see that his teacher was a bit different from the way he had been before, noticing the fervor in his voice when he talked about dreams and poetry. Not only did he like that, but he was pleased that he, Jaromil, had been the justification for such an exhilarating speech, and above all he had registered his teacher’s last remark about the encounter of a child and a woman in a painter’s studio. A short while before, when the painter had told him that they would stay in this room, Jaromil had surmised that there was probably a woman in the studio, and certainly not just any woman, because he was not allowed to see her. But he was still too far away from the adult world to try to clear up this puzzle; what interested him more was the fact that, with that last remark, the painter had placed him, Jaromil, on the same level as this woman who was certainly important to the painter, and the fact that Jaromil’s arrival obviously made the presence of this woman still more beautiful and precious, and he concluded that the painter liked him, that he mattered in his life perhaps because of a deep and mysterious inner similarity between them that Jaromil, still a child, could not clearly discern but that the painter, a wise adult, was aware of. This thought filled him with calm enthusiasm, and when the painter gave him another subject he bent feverishly over the paper.

         The painter returned to the studio and found Mama in tears.

         “Please let me go home right now!”

         “Go ahead, you can leave together—Jaromil will soon be finished.” 

         “You’re a devil,” she said, still in tears, and the painter embraced her and covered her with kisses. Then he returned to the adjoining room, praised Jaromil’s work (ah, Jaromil was very happy that day!), and sent him home. Then he returned to the studio, stretched tearful Mama out on the old paint-stained daybed, kissed her soft mouth and wet face, and again made love to her.
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         Mama and the painter’s love affair never freed itself from the omens that marked its beginning: it was not a love she had long and dreamily contemplated in advance, firmly looking it in the eye; it was an unexpected love that had grabbed her by the neck from behind.

         This love constantly reminded her of her unpreparedness for love; she was inexperienced, she knew neither what to do nor what to say. Before the painter’s unusual and demanding face, she was ashamed in advance of her every word and gesture; even her body was no better prepared; for the first time she bitterly regretted taking care of herself so badly after she gave birth, and she was frightened when she looked in the mirror at her belly, at its sadly hanging wrinkled skin.

         Ah! She had always dreamed of a love in which her body and soul, hand in hand, would grow old together (yes, that was the love she had long contemplated in advance, looking it dreamily in the eye); but now, in this difficult liaison she was suddenly immersed in, she found her soul painfully young and her body painfully old, so that she moved forward into her adventure as if she were tremulously walking on a much-too-narrow plank, not knowing whether it was the youth of her soul or the age of her body that would cause her to fall.

         The painter treated her with extravagant solicitude and tried hard to introduce her to the world of his paintings and thoughts. She was delighted by that; she saw it as proof that their first rendezvous was something other than a conspiracy of bodies taking advantage of a situation. But when love occupies both body and soul, it takes more time; Mama had to keep inventing new friends to justify (especially to Grandmama and Jaromil) her frequent absences from the house. 

         She would sit beside the painter as he worked, but that was not enough for him; he explained to her that painting, as he conceived it, was merely one method among others of quarrying the marvelous from life; and even a child could discover the marvelous at play or an ordinary man by recalling a dream. The painter gave Mama a sheet of paper and colored inks; she was told to make blots on the paper with the various colors and blow on them; rays ran over the paper in all directions and covered it with a multicolored web; the painter displayed Mama’s output behind the glass panes of his bookcase and praised them to his guests.

         On one of her earliest visits, he gave her several books as she was leaving. At home she had to read them secretly because she was afraid that Jaromil would ask her where she got the books, or another member of the family might ask her the same question, and she would find it difficult to find a satisfactory lie because a glance at them was enough to show that they were very different from the ones in the libraries of their friends or parents. She therefore hid the books in the drawer under her brassieres and nightgowns and read them during the moments when she was alone. The feeling of doing something forbidden and the fear of being caught probably prevented her from concentrating on what she was reading, for she seemed not to be absorbing much of what she read, not understanding most of it even when she reread many pages two or three times in a row.

         She would then return to the painter’s with the anxiety of a student who was afraid of being quizzed, because the painter would begin by asking her whether she had liked a certain book, and she knew that he wanted to hear not merely a positive answer but also that for him the book was the point of departure for a conversation, and that there were observations in the book on a subject he wanted to be in alliance with her about, as if it were a matter of a truth they defended in common. Mama knew all that, but it didn’t make her understand any more of what was in the book, or what in the book was so important. And so, like a cunning pupil, she came up with an excuse: she complained that she had to read the books in secret to avoid being discovered, and she therefore couldn’t concentrate on them as well as she wanted to. 

         The painter accepted this excuse, but he found an ingenious way out: at the next lesson he spoke to Jaromil about the currents of modern art and gave him several books to read, which the boy gladly accepted. When Mama first saw these books on her son’s desk and realized that this contraband literature was actually intended for her she was frightened. Until then she alone had taken on the entire burden of her adventure, but now her son (that image of purity) had become an unwitting emissary of adulterous love. But there was nothing to be done, the books were on Jaromil’s desk and Mama had no choice but to leaf through them in the guise of understandable maternal concern.

         One day she dared to say to the painter that the poems he had lent her seemed needlessly obscure and confused. She regretted uttering these words the moment after she said them, for the painter considered the slightest divergence from his opinions as a betrayal. Mama quickly tried to erase her blunder. As the painter, his brow wrathful, turned away toward his canvas, she rapidly slipped off her blouse and brassiere. She had pretty breasts and knew it; now she proudly displayed them (but not without a remnant of shyness) as she crossed the studio, and then, half hidden by the canvas on the easel, she planted herself in front of the painter. He continued sullenly dabbing at the canvas, several times giving her a baleful look. Then she tore the brush from the painter’s hand, put it between her teeth, said a word to him she had never said to anyone, a vulgar, obscene word, repeating it in an undertone several times in a row until she saw that the painter’s anger had turned into erotic desire.

         No, she had never before behaved this way, and she was nervous and strained; but she had realized from the beginning of their intimacy that the painter demanded from her free and astonishing types of erotic expression, that he wanted her to feel entirely free with him, released from everything, from all convention, from all shame, from all inhibition; he liked to say to her: “I don’t want anything except that you give me your freedom, the totality of your freedom!” and he wanted at every moment to be convinced of this freedom. Mama had more or less come to understand that such uninhibited behavior was probably something beautiful, but she was all the more afraid that she  would never be capable of it. And the harder she tried to know her freedom, the more this freedom became an arduous task, an obligation, something she had to prepare for at home (to consider what word, what desire, what gesture she was going to surprise the painter with to show him her spontaneity), so that she sagged under the imperative of freedom as if under a heavy burden.

         “The worst thing isn’t that the world isn’t free, but that people have unlearned their freedom,” the painter told her, and this remark seemed deliberately directed at her belonging so completely to that old world that the painter maintained had to be totally rejected. “If we can’t change the world, let’s at least change our own lives and live them freely,” he said. “If every life is unique, let’s draw the conclusion; let’s reject everything that isn’t new.” And then, quoting Rimbaud: “It is necessary to be absolutely modern,” and she listened to him religiously, full of trust in his words and full of mistrust toward herself.

         It occurred to her that the love the painter felt for her could only be the result of a misunderstanding, and she sometimes asked him why exactly he loved her. He would answer that he loved her as a prize-fighter loves a fragile forget-me-not, as a singer loves silence, as an outlaw loves a village schoolteacher; he would tell her that he loved her as a butcher loves the timorous eyes of a heifer or lightning the idyll of rooftops; he would tell her that he loved her as a beloved woman stolen away from a stupid habitat.

         She listened to him enraptured and went to see him whenever she could spare a moment. She felt like a tourist who has before her the most beautiful landscapes but is too worn out to perceive their beauty; she gained no joy from her love, but she knew that it was grand and beautiful and that she must not lose it.

         And Jaromil? He was proud that the painter lent him books from his library (the painter had told him more than once that he had never lent anyone books, that Jaromil was the only one with that privilege), and since he had a lot of free time, he dreamily lingered over their pages. At that time, modern art had not yet become the property of the bourgeois multitude, retaining the spellbinding allure of a sect, that allure so easily understood by a child still at an age when one dreams of the  romance of clans and brotherhoods. Jaromil felt that allure deeply, and he read the books in a way entirely different from that of Mama, who read them from A to Z like textbooks on which she would be examined. Jaromil, who ran no risk of being examined, never really read the painter’s books; he scanned them, strolled through them, leafed through them, lingered over a page, and stopped at one line of verse or another, unconcerned whether or not the poem as a whole had something to say to him. A single line of verse or a single paragraph of prose was enough to make him happy, not only because of their beauty but above all because they provided entry into the realm of the elect who knew how to perceive what for others remained hidden.

         Mama knew that her son was not content to be a mere emissary and that he read with interest the books that were only apparently meant for him; she thus began to discuss with him what they had both read, and she asked him questions she didn’t dare ask the painter. She then was terrified to learn that her son defended the borrowed books with more implacable stubbornness than did the painter.

         She noticed that in a collection of poems by Éluard he had underlined some lines in pencil: To be asleep, the moon in one eye and the sun in the other. “What do you find so beautiful about that? Why should I sleep with the moon in one eye?” Legs of stone in stockings of sand. “How can stockings be made of sand?” Jaromil thought that Mama was not only making fun of the poem but that she thought him too young to understand it, and he responded brusquely to her.

         My God, she couldn’t even stand up to a child of thirteen! When she went to the painter’s that day, her state of mind was that of a spy wearing the uniform of a foreign army; she was afraid of being unmasked. Her behavior had lost the last vestige of spontaneity, and everything she said and did resembled the performance of an amateur who, paralyzed by stage fright, recites her lines in fear of being booed.

         It was at about that time that the painter discovered the charm of the camera; he showed Mama his first photographs, still lifes made up of an odd assortment of objects, bizarre views of forgotten and abandoned things; then he led her under the luminous skylight and started to photograph her. At first it made her feel a kind of relief, for there was no need to talk; she only had to stand or sit or smile or listen  to the painter’s instructions and to the compliments he from time to time bestowed on her face.

         The painter’s eyes suddenly lit up; he grabbed a brush, dipped it in black paint, gently turned Mama’s head, and made two oblique lines on her face. “I’ve crossed you out! I’ve destroyed God’s work!” he said laughing, and he set about photographing her with the two thick lines crossing on her nose. Then he led her to the bathroom, washed her face, and dried it with a towel.

         “I crossed you out in order to create you all over again now,” he said, again taking up the brush and starting to draw on her. This time it was circles and lines resembling ancient ideographic writings. “A face-message, a face-letter,” said the painter, and he took her back under the bright skylight and began again to photograph her.

         Then he had her lie down on the floor and beside her head placed a plaster cast of the head of an antique statue on whose face he drew the same lines she had on hers, then photographed these two heads, the living and the lifeless, and then washed the lines off Mama’s face, painted other lines on it, photographed her again, had her lie down on the daybed, and began to undress Mama, who, fearing that he would paint on her breasts and legs, even risked a joking remark intended to make him realize that he should not paint her body (it took courage for her to risk a joke, for she was always afraid that her jokes would misfire and make her look foolish), but the painter was tired of painting, and instead of painting he made love to her and, at the same time, he held her head between his two hands, her head covered with his designs, as if he were particularly aroused by the thought of making love to a woman who was his own creation, his own fantasy, his own image, as if he were God lying down with a woman he had just created for himself.

         Mama really was at that moment nothing but his invention, one of his paintings. She knew it, and she marshaled all her forces to keep him from seeing that she was not at all the painter’s partner, his miraculous counterpart, a creature worthy of love, but merely a lifeless reflection, a mirror proffered with docility, a passive surface on which the painter projected the image of his desire. And in fact she passed the test, the painter had his rapture and blissfully withdrew from her  body. But then, once she was home, she felt as if she had undergone a great struggle, and that evening she wept before she fell asleep.

         When she returned to the studio some days later, the painting and picture taking resumed. This time the painter bared her breasts and painted on their beautiful contours. But when he tried to undress her completely, for the first time she denied her lover something.

         It’s hard to conceive of the skill, even the trickery, she employed, during all her erotic games with the painter, to hide her belly! She would keep on her garter-belt, implying that such seminakedness was more arousing; she would get him to make love in semidarkness instead of in full light; she would gently remove the painter’s caressing hands from her belly and set them on her breasts; and when she had exhausted all her tricks, she would invoke her shyness, a trait the painter was familiar with and adored (he often told her that she was the incarnation of the color white, and that he had expressed his first thoughts of her in a painting by scraping white lines with a palette knife).

         But now she had to stand in the middle of the studio like a living statue in the grip of the painter’s eyes and brush. She resisted, and when she told him, as she had during her first visit, that what he wanted from her was crazy, he answered, as he did then: “Yes, love is crazy,” and tore off the rest of her clothes.

         And so she stood in the middle of the studio thinking only of her belly; she was afraid to look down at it, but it was before her eyes as she knew it from having despairingly looked at it a thousand times in the mirror; it seemed to her that she was nothing but a belly, nothing but ugly wrinkled skin, it seemed to her that she was a woman on an operating table, a woman who must not think about anything, who must yield herself up and simply believe that all this was temporary, that the operation and the pain would come to an end and that meanwhile there was only one thing to do: hang on.

         The painter picked up a brush, dipped it in black paint, and applied it to her shoulder, her navel, her legs, stepped back and picked up the camera; then he led her to the bathroom, where he had her lie down in the empty bathtub and, placing across her body the metal snake with its perforated head, told her that this metal snake  didn’t spray water but a deadly gas and that it was now lying on her body like the body of war on the body of love; and then he led her out to another spot and photographed her there too, and she went obediently, no longer trying to hide her belly, but she always had it before her eyes, and she saw the painter’s eyes and her belly, her belly and the painter’s eyes …

         And then, when she lay stretched out on the rug, all covered with paint, and he made love to her beside the cool, beautiful antique head, she couldn’t hang on any longer and began sobbing in his arms, but he probably failed to grasp the meaning of these sobs, for he was convinced that his ferocious bewitchment, transformed into steady, pounding, beautiful movement, could evoke no response other than tears of rapture and bliss.

         Mama realized that the painter had not guessed the cause of her sobs, so she controlled herself and stopped crying. But when she got home she was overcome by vertigo on the stairs; she fell and scraped her knee. Frightened, Grandmama led her to her room, put a hand on her brow, and stuck a thermometer in her armpit.

         Mama had a fever. Mama had a nervous breakdown.
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         A few days later, Czech parachutists sent from England killed the German ruler of Bohemia; martial law was declared, and long lists of those who had been shot in reprisal appeared on the street corners. Mama was confined to her bed, and the doctor came every day to stick a needle into her bottom. Her husband would come to sit at her bedside, grip her hand, and gaze into her eyes; she knew that he attributed her nervous collapse to History’s horrors, and she thought with shame that she had deceived him while he, in this difficult time, was being good to her and trying to be her friend.

         As for Magda—the maid who had been living in the villa for several years and about whom Grandmama, respectful of a sturdy democratic tradition, would say that she considered her more a member of the family than an employee—she came in weeping one day  because her fiancé had been arrested by the Gestapo. And a few days later the fiancé’s name appeared in black letters on a dark red poster among the names of others who had been shot, and Magda was given a few days off.

         When she came back, she said that her fiancé’s parents had been unable to obtain his ashes and that they would probably never know the location of their son’s remains. She dissolved in tears and continued to weep almost every day. She wept most often in her small room, where her sobs were muffled by the wall, but sometimes she would suddenly begin to weep during lunch; since her misfortune the family had allowed her to eat with them at their table (before that she had eaten alone in the kitchen), and the exceptional nature of this favor reminded her at noon, day after day, that she was in mourning and being pitied, and her eyes would redden and a tear emerge and fall on the dumplings; she did her best to hide her tears and the redness of her eyes, lowering her head, hoping not to be seen, but they were noticed all the more, and someone was always ready to utter a comforting word, to which she would reply with great sobs.

         Jaromil watched all this as an exhilarating show; he looked forward to seeing a tear in the girl’s eye, to seeing the girl’s shyness as she tried to suppress sorrow and how sorrow would triumph over shyness and allow a tear to fall. His eyes drank in that face (surreptitiously, for he had the sense of doing something forbidden), he felt himself invaded by a warm excitement and by the desire to cover that face with affection, to caress it and console it. At night, when he was alone and curled up under the covers, he imagined Magda’s face with her big brown eyes, imagined caressing it and saying, “Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry,” because he could find no other words to say.

         At about that time Mama ended her medical treatments (she had cured herself with a week of sleep therapy) and began again to do the housekeeping and shopping even while constantly complaining of headaches and palpitations. One day she sat down and began to write a letter. The very first sentence made her realize that the painter would find her silly and sentimental, and she was afraid of his verdict; but she soon put herself at ease: she told herself that these words, the last she would ever address to him, required no answer, and this  thought gave her the courage to continue; with relief (and a strange feeling of rebellion) she created sentences that were entirely herself, that were entirely as she had been before she knew him. She wrote that she loved him and that she would never forget the miraculous time she had spent with him, but that the moment had come to tell him the truth: she was different, completely different from what the painter imagined, she was really just an ordinary, old-fashioned woman afraid that some day she would be unable to look her innocent son in the eye.

         Had she therefore decided to tell him the truth? Ah, not at all! She didn’t tell him that what she called the bliss of love had been for her a taxing effort, she didn’t tell him how ashamed she had been of her marred belly or about her scraped knee, her nervous breakdown, or her having to sleep for a week. She didn’t tell him anything of the kind because such sincerity was contrary to her nature and because she finally wanted again to be herself and she could be herself only in insincerity; because if she had confided everything to him sincerely, it would have been like lying down naked before him with the stretch marks on her belly showing. No, she no longer wanted to show him either her inside or her outside; she wanted to regain the protection of her modesty, and therefore to be insincere and write only about her child and her sacred duties as a mother. By the time she finished the letter she had persuaded herself that it was neither her belly nor her exhausting efforts to follow the painter’s ideas that had provoked her nervous breakdown, but her great maternal feelings that had rebelled against her great but guilty love.

         At that moment she felt not only boundlessly sad but also noble, tragic, and strong; that she had depicted with grand words the sadness that a few days before had made her suffer now brought her a soothing joy; it was a beautiful sadness and she saw herself, illuminated by its melancholy light, as sadly beautiful.

         What a strange coincidence! Jaromil, who at that time spent entire days spying on Magda’s weeping eye, was well acquainted with the beauty of sadness and had fully immersed himself in it. He again leafed through the book the painter had lent him, reading and endlessly rereading Éluard’s poems and falling under the spell of certain  lines: “She has in the tranquillity of her body / A small snowball the color of an eye”; or: “Distant the sea that bathes your eye”; and: “Good morning, sadness / You’re inscribed on the eyes I love.” Éluard had become the poet of Magda’s calm body and of her eyes bathed by a sea of tears; her entire life seemed to him to be contained in a single line: “Sadness-beautiful face.” Yes, that was Magda: sadness-beautiful face.

         One evening the rest of the family went out to the theater, and he was alone with her in the villa; aware of the habits of the household, he knew that Magda would be taking her Saturday bath. Since his parents and grandmother had arranged their outing to the theater a week in advance, that morning he had pushed aside the keyhole cover on the bathroom door and glued it in place with a wad of moistened bread; to provide a clear view, he took the key out of the door. Then he hid it carefully.

         The house was quiet and empty, and Jaromil’s heart was pounding. He sat upstairs in his room with a book as if someone might suddenly turn up and ask him what he was doing, but he was not reading, he was only listening. At last he heard the sound of water rushing through the plumbing and the flow hitting the bottom of the bathtub. He turned off the light at the top of the stairs and tiptoed down; he was in luck; the keyhole was still open, and when he pressed his eye against it he saw Magda leaning over the bathtub, her breasts bare, with nothing on but her underpants. His heart was pounding violently, for he was seeing what he had never seen before, would soon see still more, and no one could prevent it. Magda straightened up, went over to the mirror (he saw her in profile), looked at herself for some moments, then turned (he saw her facing him) and headed toward the bathtub; she stopped, took off her underpants, threw them aside (he still saw her facing him), then climbed into the bathtub.

         When she was immersed in the bathtub, Jaromil went on watching her through the keyhole, but since the water was up to her shoulders, she once again was nothing but a face; the same familiar sad face with eyes bathed by a sea of tears but at the same time a completely different face: a face to which he had to add (now, in the future, and forever) bare breasts, a belly, thighs, a rump; it was a face illuminated by the body’s nakedness; it still elicited tenderness from him, but this tenderness  was different because it echoed the rapid pounding of his heart.

         And then he suddenly noticed that Magda was gazing right at him. He was afraid he had been discovered. Her eyes were fixed on the keyhole and she was smiling sweetly (a smile at once embarrassed and friendly). He quickly moved away from the door. Had she seen him or not? He had tested the keyhole many times, and he was sure that a spying eye on his side of the door couldn’t be seen from inside the bathroom. But how to explain Magda’s gaze and smile? Or was Magda merely looking in that direction by chance, and was smiling only at the thought that Jaromil could see her? In any event his encounter with Magda’s gaze so disturbed him that he didn’t dare go near the door again.

         And yet, when he calmed down, he suddenly had an idea that went beyond anything he had ever seen or experienced: the bathroom was unlocked, and Magda had not told him that she was going to take a bath. He could therefore pretend ignorance and simply go into the bathroom. His heart again started pounding; he imagined stopping in the doorway, an expression of surprise on his face, and saying: I’m just getting my hairbrush; walking past the naked Magda, who is speechless; shame reflected on her beautiful face, as it is at lunch when she suddenly begins sobbing; and Jaromil moves along the bathtub to the washstand, picks up the hairbrush, and then stops at the bathtub to lean over Magda, over the naked body he sees through the greenish filter of water, and again he looks at the face that is ashamed and caresses the shame-filled face.… But when his imagination brought him to this point, it clouded over so that he could neither see nor imagine anything more.





OEBPS/9780571268016_cover_epub.jpg
TIMES

SUNDAY

‘Brilliant’

NEW TRANSLATION






OEBPS/faber_colophon_black_rgb_large.png





OEBPS/logo_online.png
faber





