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            PART ONE


            
        Ludvik
        
      

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
             

         

         SO HERE I WAS, home again after all those years. Standing in the main square (which I had crossed countless times as a child, as a boy, as a young man), I felt no emotion whatsoever; all I could think was that the flat space, with the spire of the town hall (like a soldier in an ancient helmet) rising above the rooftops, looked like a huge parade ground and that the military past of the Moravian town, once a bastion against Magyar and Turk invaders, had engraved an irrevocable ugliness on its face.

         During those years, there was nothing to attract me to my hometown; I told myself that I had grown indifferent to it, which seemed natural: I had been away for fifteen years, had almost no friends or acquaintances left here (and wished to avoid the ones I did have), my mother was buried among strangers in a grave I had never tended. But I had been deceiving myself: what I had called indifference was in fact rancor; the reasons for it had escaped me, because here as elsewhere I had had both good and bad experiences, but the rancor was there, and it was this journey that had made me conscious of it: the mission that had brought me here could easily have been accomplished in Prague, after all, but I had suddenly begun to feel an irresistible attraction to the prospect of carrying it out here in my hometown precisely because this was a mission so cynical and low as to mock any suspicion that I was returning out of some maudlin attachment to things past.

         I gave the unsightly square a final knowing look and, turning my back on it, set off for the hotel where I had booked a room for the night. The porter handed me a key hanging from a wooden pear and said, “Third floor.” The room was not attractive: a bed along one wall, a small table and chair in the middle, an ostentatious mahogany chest of drawers with mirror next to the bed, and a tiny cracked sink by the door. I put my briefcase down on the table and opened the window: it looked out onto a courtyard and the bare grubby backs of neighboring buildings. I closed the window, drew the curtains, and went over to the sink, which had two faucets—one blue, the other red; I turned them on; cold water trickled out of both. I looked over at the table, which at least had room for a bottle and two glasses; the trouble was, only one person could sit at it: there was only one chair. I pushed the table up to the bed and tried sitting at it, but the bed was too low and the table too high; besides, the bed sank so much under my weight that it was obviously not only unsatisfactory as a seat but equally unlikely to perform its function as a bed. I pushed it with my fists, then lay down on it, carefully lifting my legs so as not to dirty the blanket. The bed sagged so badly I felt I was in a hammock; it was impossible to imagine anyone else in that bed with me.

         I sat down on the chair, stared at the translucent curtains, and began to think. Just then the sound of steps and voices penetrated the room from the corridor; two people, a man and a woman, were having a conversation, and I could understand their every word: it was about a boy named Petr, who had run away from home, and his Aunt Klara, who was a fool and spoiled the boy. Then a key turned in a lock, a door opened, and the voices went on talking in the next room; I heard the woman sighing (yes, even sighs were audible!) and the man resolving to have a few words with Klara.

         I stood up, my decision firm; I washed my hands in the sink, dried them on the towel, and left the hotel, though I had no clear idea of where to go. All I knew was that if I didn’t wish to jeopardize the success of my journey (my long, arduous journey) with this unsuitable hotel room, I would have no choice, much as I disliked it, but to ask a discreet favor of some local acquaintance. I ran through all the old faces from my youth, rejecting each in turn, if only because the confidential nature of the service to be rendered would require me laboriously to bridge the gap, account for my long years of absence—something I had no desire to do. But then I remembered a man here whom I’d helped to find a job and who would be only too glad, if I knew him at all, to repay one good turn with another. He was a strange character, at once scrupulously moral and oddly unsettled and unstable, whose wife, as far as I could tell, had divorced him years before for living anywhere and everywhere but with her and their son. I was a little nervous: if he had remarried, it would complicate my request; I walked as fast as I could in the direction of the hospital.

         The local hospital is a complex of buildings and pavilions scattered over a large landscaped area; I went into the booth at the gate and asked the guard to connect me with Virology; he shoved the telephone over to the edge of his desk and said, “02.” I dialed 02, only to learn that Mr. Kostka had just left and was on his way out. I sat down on a bench near the gate so as not to miss him, and watched men wandering here and there in blue-and-white-striped hospital gowns. Then I saw him: he was walking along deep in thought, tall, thin, likeably unattractive, yes, it was clearly he. I stood up and headed straight towards him, as if meaning to bump into him; first he gave me an irritated look, but then he recognized me and opened his arms. I had the feeling he was pleasantly surprised, and the spontaneity of his welcome delighted me.

         I explained that I’d arrived less than an hour before and was here on some unimportant business that would last two or three days; he immediately told me how surprised and gratified he was that my first thought had been to see him. Suddenly I felt bad that I had not come to him disinterestedly, for himself alone, and that my question (I asked him lightly if he had remarried) only appeared to be sincere, though it was actually based on a low calculation. He told me (to my relief) that he was still on his own. I said we had a lot to talk about. He agreed and regretted that he had only a little over an hour before he was due back at the hospital and in the evening he was leaving town. “You mean you don’t live here?” I asked in dismay. He assured me that he did, that he had a one-room flat in a new building, but that “it’s no good living alone.” It turned out that Kostka had a fiancée in another town fifteen miles away, a schoolteacher with a two-room flat of her own. “So you’ll be moving in with her eventually?’’ I asked. He said he was unlikely to find as interesting a job there as the one I had helped him to find and his fiancée would have trouble finding a job here. I began (quite sincerely) to curse the ineptitude of a bureaucracy unable to arrange for a man and a woman to live together. “Calm down, Ludvik,” he said with gentle indulgence. “It’s not as bad as all that. Traveling back and forth does cost time and money, but my solitude remains intact and I am free.” “Why is your freedom so important to you?” I asked him. “And why is it so important to you?” he countered. “I’m a skirt chaser,” I replied. “I don’t need freedom for women, I need it for myself,” he said, and went on: “Say, how about coming to my place for a while, until I have to leave?” I could not have wished for anything better.

         Soon after leaving the hospital grounds, we came to a group of new buildings jutting up fitfully one after the next from an unleveled, dust-laden plot of land (without lawns, paths, or roads) and forming a pitiful scene at the town’s edge, where it bordered on the empty flatness of farflung fields. We went in one of the doors and climbed a narrow staircase (the elevator was out of order) to the fourth floor, where I saw Kostka’s card. As we walked from the entrance hall into the room, I was greatly pleased: in the corner stood a wide, comfortable divan; the room also had a table, an easy chair, a large collection of books, a record player, and a radio.

         I praised the setup and asked about the bathroom. “Nothing luxurious,” said Kostka, pleased by my interest. He took me back to the entrance hall and opened the door to a small but pleasant bathroom complete with tub, shower, and sink. “Seeing this nice place of yours gives me an idea,” I said. “What are you doing tomorrow afternoon and evening?” “Unfortunately I have to work late tomorrow,” he answered apologetically. “I won’t be back until seven or so. Are you free in the evening?” “Possibly,” I answered, “but do you think you could lend me the place for the afternoon?”

         My question surprised him, but he replied immediately (as if worried I might think him unwilling), “I’d be only too glad to share it with you.” Then, deliberately trying not to pry into my plans, he added, “And if you need a place to sleep tonight, you’re welcome to stay here. I won’t be back until morning. No, not even then. I’ll be going straight to the hospital.” “No, there’s no need. I have a room at the hotel. The thing is, it isn’t very pleasant, and tomorrow afternoon I need a pleasant atmosphere. Not just for myself, of course.” “Of course,” said Kostka, lowering his eyes, “I thought as much.” He paused, then added, “I’m glad to be able to do you a favor.” And after another pause: “Providing it really is a favor.”

         Then we sat down at the table (Kostka had made coffee) and had a short chat (I tested the divan and found to my delight that it was firm and neither sagged nor creaked). Before long Kostka announced that it was time for him to be getting back to the hospital and quickly initiated me into the major mysteries of the household: the faucets in the bathtub needed extra tightening, contrary to generally accepted procedure hot water was available exclusively from the one marked C, the socket for the record player was hidden under the divan, and there was a newly opened bottle of vodka in the cupboard. He gave me two keys on a ring and showed me which was for the door of the building and which for the flat. During a lifetime of sleeping in various beds I had developed a personal cult of keys, and I slipped Kostka’s into my pocket with silent glee.

         On our way out Kostka expressed the hope that his flat would bring me “something really beautiful.” “Yes,” I said, “it will help me to achieve a beautiful demolition.” “Do you think demolition can be beautiful?” said Kostka, and I smiled inwardly, recognizing in his response (delivered mildly, but conceived as a challenge) the Kostka (at once likeable and ridiculous) I had first met more than fifteen years before. I replied, “I know you’re a quiet workman on God’s eternal construction site and don’t like hearing about demolition, but what can I do? Myself, I’m not one of God’s bricklayers. Besides, if God’s bricklayers built real walls, I doubt we’d be able to demolish them. But instead of walls all I see is stage sets. And stage sets are made to be demolished.”

         Which brought us back to where (some nine years before) we had parted ways; this time our dispute had a swiftly metaphorical pace: we were well aware of its fundamentals and did not feel the need to reiterate them; all we needed to repeat was that we had not changed, that we were as different as ever. (I must say that it was our differences that endeared Kostka to me and made me enjoy our arguments; I used them as a touchstone of who I was and what I thought.) To leave me in no doubt about himself, he replied, “What you’ve just said sounds good. But tell me: How can a skeptic like you be so sure he knows how to tell a stage set from a wall? Haven’t you ever doubted that the illusions you ridicule are really nothing but illusions? What if you’re wrong? What if they were genuine values and you were a demolisher of values?” And then: “A value debased and an illusion unmasked have the same pitiful form; they resemble each other and there is nothing easier than to mistake one for the other.”

         I walked with Kostka back through town to the hospital, playing with the keys in my pocket and feeling good to be with an old friend willing to argue me over to his truth anytime, anyplace, even here and now on our way across the bumpy ground of a new housing complex. Of course Kostka knew we had all the following evening to look forward to, so he allowed himself to turn from philosophizing to more mundane affairs, wanting to make sure I would wait for him until he came back at seven the next day (he didn’t have another set of keys) and asking me whether there was really nothing else I needed. I put my hand up to my face and said, “Just a trip to the barber’s,” because it felt disagreeably stubbly. “Leave it to me,” said Kostka. “I’ll see that you get a special shave.”

         I accepted Kostka’s patronage and let him take me to a small barbershop with three large revolving chairs towering before three mirrors. Two of the chairs were occupied by men with heads bent back and faces covered with soap. Two women in white smocks were leaning over them. Kostka went up to one and whispered something in her ear; the woman wiped her razor on a cloth and called to the back of the shop; out came a girl in a white coat who took over the abandoned man, while the woman Kostka had talked to nodded to me and motioned me to the remaining chair. Kostka and I shook hands, and as he left I took my place in the chair, leaning back against the headrest, and since for many years now I had not liked to look at my own face, I avoided the mirror directly opposite me and raised my eyes, letting them wander over the blotchy white ceiling.

         I kept my eyes on the ceiling even after I felt the barber’s fingers tucking the white cloth into my shirt collar. Then she stepped back, and all I could hear was the sound of the razor sliding up and down the leather strap. I settled into a kind of immobility of agreeable indifference. I felt her wet, slippery fingers smearing soap over my skin, and I mused on how strange and ridiculous it was to be caressed so tenderly by an unknown woman who meant nothing to me and to whom I meant nothing. The barber started to spread the soap with a brush, and it was as if I were no longer sitting there, as if I had sunk into the blotchy white expanse on which my eyes were fixed. Then I imagined (since the mind, even when at rest, never stops playing its games) that I was a defenseless victim entirely at the mercy of the woman who had sharpened the razor. And because my body had dissolved in space and all I could feel was the touch of her fingers on my face, I imagined that the gentle hands holding (turning, stroking) my head did so as if it were unattached to my body, as if it existed independently and the sharp razor waiting on the nearby table were there merely to consummate that beautiful independence.

         Then the touching stopped, and when I heard the barber step back and actually pick up the razor, I said to myself (since the mind had not stopped playing its games) that I had to see what she looked like, this keeper (uplifter) of my head, my tender assassin. I looked down from the ceiling into the mirror. I was astounded: the game I was playing had suddenly, uncannily taken a turn towards reality; the woman leaning over me in the mirror—it seemed to me that I knew her.

         She was holding my earlobe with one hand and carefully scraping the soap off my face with the other; I watched her, and the likeness that had so astonished me a minute before began slowly to dissolve and disappear. She leaned down over the basin, slid two fingers along the razor to remove the foam, straightened up again, and gave the chair a gentle turn; again our eyes met for an instant, and again it seemed to me that it was she! True, the face was somewhat different, an older sister’s face: grayed, faded, slightly sunken; but then, I hadn’t seen her for fifteen years! During that period, time had superimposed a mask on her true face, but fortunately the mask came with two holes that allowed her real eyes, her true eyes, to shine through, and they were just as I had known them.

         Then the trail became muddied again: a new customer came in and sat down behind me to wait his turn; he struck up a conversation with my barber, going on about the fine summer we were having and the swimming pool they were building outside of town; when she responded (I paid more attention to her intonation than to her words, which were of no significance), I was certain that I didn’t recognize the voice; it sounded detached, devoid of anxiety, almost coarse; it was the voice of a stranger.

         By that time she was washing off my face, pressing it between her palms, and (in spite of the voice) I began to believe once more that this was she, that after fifteen years I was once more feeling her hands on my face caressing me with long gentle strokes (I had completely forgotten she was washing, not caressing me). Her stranger’s voice babbled away to the talkative customer, but I refused to believe it; I wanted to believe her hands, to recognize her by her hands; I wanted the degree of kindness in her touch to determine whether it was she and whether she recognized me.

         She took a towel and dried my face. The talkative customer was laughing loudly at one of his own jokes, and I noticed that my barber was not laughing, that she probably hadn’t been listening to what he’d said. That disturbed me because I took it as proof that she had recognized me and was secretly shaken. I decided to speak to her as soon as I got out of the chair. She pulled the cloth from my neck. I stood up. I dug into my breast pocket for a five-crown note. I waited for our eyes to meet so I could call her by her name (the customer was still going on about something), but she kept her head turned indifferently away from me, taking the money so briskly and impersonally that I suddenly felt like a madman fallen prey to his own hallucinations and could not find the courage to say anything to her.

         I left the barbershop feeling oddly frustrated; all I knew was that I knew nothing and that it was a great callousness  to be uncertain of recognizing a face I had once so dearly loved.

         I hurried back to the hotel (on the way I caught a glimpse of an old friend, Jaroslav, first fiddle of a local cimbalom band, but avoided his eyes as if fleeing his loud, insistent music) and phoned Kostka; he was still at the hospital.

         “That barber you got to shave me—is her name Lucie Sebetka?”

         “She goes under a different name now, but that’s who she is. Where do you know her from?” asked Kostka.

         “Oh, it’s been a very long time,” I answered, and not even thinking about dinner, I left the hotel again (it was getting dark) and set off to wander through the town. 
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         TONIGHT I’M GOING to bed early, I may not fall asleep, but I’m going to bed early, Pavel left for Bratislava this afternoon, I’ll fly to Brno early tomorrow morning and go the rest of the way by bus, little Zdena will have to be on her own for two days, she won’t mind, she doesn’t care much for our company anyway, at least not mine, she worships Pavel, Pavel is the first man in her life, he knows how to handle her, he knows how to handle all women, knew how to handle me, still does, this week he was his old self again, stroking my face and promising to stop off for me in Moravia on his way back from Bratislava, he said it was time we started talking things over, he must have realized we couldn’t go on like this, I hope he wants it to be the way it was before, but why did he have to wait until now, now that I’ve met Ludvik? Oh, the pain of it all, but no, I mustn’t give in to sadness, let  sadness  never  be  linked  with  my  name,  these words from Fucik are my motto, even when they tortured him, even in the shadow of the gallows Fucik was never sad, and what do I care if joy is out of fashion nowadays, maybe I’m just an idiot, but they’re idiots too with their fashionable skepticism, why shouldn’t I trade my idiocy for theirs, I don’t want to split my life down the middle, I want it to be one from beginning to end, that’s why I like Ludvik so much, because when I’m with him I don’t have to alter my ideals and tastes, he’s so normal, straightforward, cheerful, definite about everything, that’s what I love, that’s what I’ve always loved.

         I’m not ashamed of the way I am, I can’t be anything but what I’ve always been, until I was eighteen all I knew was the well-ordered flat of a well-ordered bourgeois clan and schoolwork, schoolwork, I was as isolated from real life as I could be, and when I arrived in Prague in forty-nine it was like a miracle, I was so happy, I’ll never forget it, and that’s why I can never erase Pavel from my heart, even though I don’t love him anymore, even though he’s hurt me, no, I can’t, Pavel is my youth, Prague, the university, the dormitory, and most of all the Fucik Song and Dance Ensemble, nowadays no one knows what it meant to us, that’s where I met Pavel, he sang tenor, I sang alto, we gave hundreds of concerts and demonstrations, we sang Soviet songs and our own socialist-construction songs and of course folk songs, we liked those the best, I fell so in love with Moravian folk songs they became the leitmotif of my existence.

         As for how I fell in love with Pavel, I could never tell anyone today, it was like a fairy tale, the anniversary of the Liberation, a big demonstration in Old Town Square, our ensemble was there too, we went everywhere together, a handful of people among tens of thousands, and up on the rostrum sat all kinds of important statesmen, Czech and foreign, and there were all kinds of speeches and applause, and then Togliatti himself went up to the microphone and said a few words in Italian, and the whole square responded as usual by shouting and clapping and chanting slogans. Pavel happened to be standing next to me in the crush, and I heard him shouting something of his own into the general hubbub, something different, and when I looked over at his lips, I realized he was singing, or rather screaming, a song, he was trying to get us to hear him and join him, he was singing an Italian revolutionary song that was in our repertory and very popular at the time: Avanti popolo, a  la riscossa, bandiera rossa, bandiera rossa…

         That was Pavel all over, he was never satisfied with reaching the mind alone, he had to get at the emotions, wasn’t it wonderful, I thought, saluting the leader of the Italian workers’ movement in a Prague square with an Italian revolutionary song, I wanted more than anything for Togliatti to be moved the way I was, so I joined in with Pavel as loud as I could, and others joined us and others and others, until finally the whole ensemble was singing, but the shouting was terribly loud and we were no more than a handful, there were fifty of us to at least fifty thousand of them, the odds were overwhelming, but we fought a desperate fight, for the whole first stanza we thought we wouldn’t make it and our singing would go unheard, but then a miracle occurred, little by little more voices broke into song, people began to realize what was going on, and the song rose up slowly out of the pandemonium in the square like a butterfly emerging from an enormous rumbling chrysalis. And finally that butterfly, that song, or at least the last few bars, flew up to the rostrum, and we gazed eagerly at the face of the graying Italian, and we were happy when we thought we saw him respond to the song with a wave of the hand, and I was certain, even though I was too far away to tell, I was certain I saw tears in his eyes.

         And in the midst of all the enthusiasm and emotion, I don’t know how it happened, I suddenly seized Pavel’s hand, and he seized mine, and when the square was quiet again and another speaker stepped up to the microphone, I was afraid he’d let go, but he didn’t, we held hands all the way to the end of the demonstration and didn’t let go even afterwards, the crowds broke up, and we spent several hours together roaming through Prague in all its spring finery.

         Seven years later, when little Zdena was five, I’ll never forget it, he told me we  didn’t  marry  for  love,  we  married  out  of  Party  discipline,  I know he said it in the heat of an argument, I know it was a lie, Pavel married me for love, he didn’t change until later, but still what a terrible thing to say, wasn’t he the one who was always telling everybody that love was different nowadays, a support in battle rather than an escape from the world, that was how it was for us anyway, we didn’t even take the time to eat, after two dry rolls at the Youth League office we might not meet again all day, I’d wait up for Pavel until midnight when he came home from those endless, six-hour, eight-hour meetings, in my free time I copied out the talks he gave at all sorts of conferences and political training sessions, he attached a great deal of importance to them, only I know how much the success of his political appearances meant to him, he never tired of repeating that the new man differed from the old insofar as he had abolished the distinction between public and private life, and now, years later, he complains about how back then the Comrades never left his private life alone.

         We went together for nearly two years, and I was getting a little impatient, and no wonder, no woman can be content forever with puppy love, Pavel was perfectly content, he enjoyed the convenient lack of commitment, every man has a selfish streak in him, it’s up to the woman to stand up for herself and her mission as a woman, unfortunately Pavel was less attuned to the problem than the rest of our ensemble, especially a few of the girls I was close to, and they had a talk with the others, and the upshot of it all was that they called Pavel before the committee, I have no idea what they said to him there, we’ve never discussed the matter, but they must have been tough on him, morals were pretty strict in those days, people really overdid it, but maybe it’s better to overdo morality than immorality the way we do now. Pavel kept out of my way for a long time, I thought I’d ruined everything, I was desperate, I was ready to commit suicide, but then he came back, oh, how my knees trembled, he asked me to forgive him and gave me a locket with a picture of the Kremlin on it, his most treasured possession, I never take it off, it’s more than just a reminder of Pavel, much more, and I cried tears of joy, and two weeks later we were married, and the whole ensemble came to the wedding, sang and danced for almost twenty-four hours, and I told Pavel that if we ever betrayed each other it would be tantamount to betraying everyone at the wedding, betraying everyone at the demonstration in Old Town Square, betraying Togliatti, it makes me laugh when I look back on everything we ultimately did  betray….
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         LEFT’S SEE, what shall I wear tomorrow, the pink sweater, the blue raincoat, they show off my figure best, I’m not as slim as I used to be, but then again I’ve got something to make up for the wrinkles, something none of the young girls have, the charm of a life lived to the hilt, that’s what draws Jindra to me, the poor boy, I can still see the disappointment in his face when I told him I’d be taking the plane and he’d have to go by himself, he’s happy for every minute he can spend with me and show off his nineteen-year-old virility, he’d have broken all speed records just to impress me, oh, he’s not much to look at, but he’s good with the equipment and an excellent driver, the reporters like taking him along on minor assignments, and why not, it’s nice to know there’s someone around who likes me, I haven’t been particularly popular at the radio station these past few years, people call me a bitch, a fanatic, a dogmatist, a Party bloodhound, and I don’t know what else, but they’ll never make me ashamed of loving the Party and sacrificing all my spare time to it. What else do I have to live for? Pavel has other women, I don’t even bother to check on them anymore, little Zdena worships him, for ten years now my work has been hopelessly routine, features, interviews, broadcasts about fulfilled plans and model barns and milkmaids, that and the equally hopeless situation at home, it’s only the Party that’s never done me any harm, and I’ve never harmed the Party, not even in the days when almost everyone was ready to desert it, in fifty-six when there was all that talk about Stalin’s crimes, and people went wild and began rejecting everything, saying our papers were a pack of lies, nationalized stores didn’t work, culture was in decline, farms should never have been collectivized, the Soviet Union had no freedom, and the worst part of it all was that even Communists went around talking like that, and at their own meetings, Pavel too, and again they all applauded him, Pavel was always being applauded, it began when he was a child, he was an only child, his mother took his picture to bed with her, her prodigy, child prodigy but adult mediocrity, he doesn’t smoke, doesn’t drink, but he can’t live without applause, it’s his alcohol and nicotine, how thrilled he was at the new chance to pull at people’s heartstrings, he spoke about those awful judicial murders with such emotion that people all but wept, I could tell how much he enjoyed his indignation, and I hated him.

         Luckily the Party gave the squawkers a good rap on the knuckles, and when they calmed down Pavel calmed down too, he didn’t want to risk his cushy lectureship in Marxism at the university, but something did remain behind, a germ of apathy, mistrust, misgiving, a germ that reproduced in silence, in secret, I didn’t know how to counter it, I just clung to the Party more tightly than ever, the Party is almost like a living being, I can tell it all my most intimate thoughts now that I have nothing to say to Pavel, or anyone else for that matter, the others don’t like me either, it all came out when we had to take care of that awful business, one of my colleagues at the station, a married man, was having an affair with a girl in the technical department, single, irresponsible, and cynical, and in desperation his wife turned to our Party committee for help, we spent hours going over the case, we interviewed the wife, the girl, various witnesses from work, we tried to get a clear, well-rounded picture of things and be scrupulously fair, the man was given a reprimand by the Party, the girl a warning, and both had to promise the committee to stop seeing each other. Unfortunately, words are merely words, they agreed to split up only to keep us quiet and in fact went on seeing each other on the sly, but the truth will out, we soon found out about it, and I took a firm stand, I proposed that the man be expelled from the Party for having deliberately deceived and misled it, after all, what kind of Communist could he be if he lied to the Party, I hate lies, but my proposal was defeated, and the man got off with another reprimand, at least the girl had to leave the station.

         And did they take it out on me for that, they made me look like a monster, a beast, it was a regular smear campaign, they started poking about in my private life, and that was my Achilles’ heel, no woman can live without feelings, she wouldn’t be a woman if she did, so why deny it? Since I didn’t have love at home, I sought it elsewhere, not that I found any, but they laid into me at a public meeting, called me a hypocrite, trying to pillory others for breaking up marriages, trying to expel, dismiss, destroy, when I myself was unfaithful to my husband at every opportunity, that was how they put it at the meeting, but behind my back they were even more vicious, they said I was a nun in public and a whore in private, as if they couldn’t see that the only reason I was so hard on others was that I knew what an unhappy marriage meant, it wasn’t hate that made me do what I did, it was love, love of love, love of their house and home, love of their children, I wanted to help them, I too have a child, a home, and I tremble for them!

         Though maybe they’re right, maybe I am just a bitter old witch and people should be free to do as they please and no one has the right to go sticking his nose into their private lives, maybe this world we’ve thought up is wrong and I really am a dirty commissar and won’t mind my own business, but that’s what I’m like and I can only act as I feel, it’s too late now, I’ve always believed that man is one and indivisible and that only the petty bourgeois divides him hypocritically into public self and private self, such is my credo, I’ve always lived by it, and that time was no exception.

         As for my being bitter, I’m willing to admit I hate those young girls, those little bitches, so sure of themselves and their youth and so lacking in solidarity with older women, they’ll be thirty some day, too, and thirty-five, and forty, and don’t try to tell me she loved him, what does she know about love, she’ll sleep with any man the first night, no inhibitions, no sense of shame, I’m mortified when they compare me to girls like her just because I, a married woman, have had a few affairs with other men, the difference is I was always looking for love, and if I made a mistake, if I didn’t find it, I’d turn away in horror and look elsewhere, even though it would have been much simpler to forget my girlish dreams of love, forget them and cross the border into the realm of that monstrous freedom where shame, inhibitions, and morals have ceased to exist, that vile, monstrous freedom where everything is permitted, where deep inside all you need to understand is the throb of sex, that beast.

         And I know, too, that if I crossed that border, I would stop being myself, I’d be somebody else, I don’t know who, and I’m terrified of that awful transformation, so I keep looking for love, desperately looking for love, a love I can embrace just as I am, with all my old dreams and ideals, because I don’t want my life to split down the middle, I want it to remain whole from beginning to end, that’s why I was so fascinated when I met you, Ludvik, oh Ludvik…
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         IT WAS really awfully funny the first time I went to his office, he didn’t even make much of an impression on me, I got right down to business, telling him about my concept of the radio broadcast and explaining what information I needed from him for it, but when he started talking to me I suddenly felt confused, tongue-tied, inarticulate, and when he noticed how uncomfortable I was he immediately switched to more general topics, asked whether I was married, whether I had any children, where I spent my vacation, and he also told me how young I looked, how pretty, it was nice of him, he wanted to get me over my stage fright, when I think of all the braggarts I meet, never let you get a word in edgeways and can’t hold a candle to Ludvik, Pavel would have talked about himself the whole time, but it was really funny, I spent a full hour with him and didn’t know any more about his institute than when I came, back home I quickly put something down on paper, but it just wasn’t right, maybe I was glad, it gave me an excuse to phone him and ask if he wouldn’t mind reading over what I’d written. We met at a café, my pitiful story was four pages long, he read it through, gave me a gallant smile, and said it was excellent, he’d made it clear from the start he was interested in me more as a woman than as a reporter, I wasn’t sure whether to feel flattered or insulted, but he was so nice to me, and we understood each other, he wasn’t one of those intellectual types I dislike, he had a rich life behind him, he’d even worked in the mines, that’s the kind of person I really liked, I told him, but the thing that excited me most was he was from Moravia, he’d even played in a cimbalom band, I couldn’t believe my ears, it was like hearing the leitmotiv of my life again, seeing my youth return from the shadows, my heart and soul went out to him.

         He asked me what I did all day, and when I told him he said, I can still hear his voice, half joking, half sympathetic, that’s no kind of life for someone like you, it’s time for a change, he said I should turn over a new leaf, devote more time to the joys of  life.  I told him that was fine with me, joy had always been part of my credo and there was nothing I hated more than today’s fashionable cynicism, and he said credos don’t mean a thing, people who shout joy from the rooftops are often the saddest of all, oh, how true, I felt like shouting, and then he told me point-blank, no beating around the bush with him, that he’d be by to pick me up the next day at four in front of the radio station, we’d take a drive out into the country. But I’m a married woman, I protested, I can’t just run off into the woods with a strange man, and Ludvik responded jokingly that he wasn’t a man, he was a scholar, but how sad he looked when he said it, how sad! Seeing him that way made me hot all over, what joy, he wanted me, he wanted me all the more after I reminded him I was married, because it made me more inaccessible, and men desire most what they consider inaccessible, and I drank in all the sadness from his face and realized he was in love with me.

         The next day we heard the Vltava murmuring on one side of us, saw the forest rising abruptly on the other, it was all so romantic, I love life to be romantic, I’m sure I behaved like a silly young thing, which may not have been becoming to the mother of a twelve-year-old, but I couldn’t help it, I laughed and skipped, pulling him along with me, and when we stopped my heart was pounding, there we stood face to face, and Ludvik bent over slightly and gave me a gentle kiss, I tore myself away from him but then took him by the hand and started running again, I have a little trouble with my heart now and then, it starts beating wildly after the slightest bit of exertion, all I have to do is run up a flight of stairs, so I slowed down a little and got my breath back, and suddenly I heard myself humming the opening two bars of my favorite song, Oh, brightly  shines  the  sun on  our  garden …, and sensing he recognized it, I began to sing it out loud, without shame, and I felt years, cares, sorrows, thousands of gray scales peeling off me, and then we found a little inn and had some bread and sausage, everything was perfectly ordinary and simple, the surly waiter, the stained tablecloth, and yet what a wonderful adventure, I said to Ludvik, did you know I was going to Moravia for three days to do a feature on the Ride of the Kings? He asked me where in Moravia, and when I told him he said that was his hometown, another coincidence, it took my breath away, I’ll take some time off and go with you, he said.

         I was afraid, I thought of Pavel, of the spark of hope he’d kindled in me, I’m not cynical about my marriage, I’m ready to do anything to save it, if only for little Zdena’s sake, no, that’s not true, mostly for my own sake, for the sake of the past, in memory of my youth, but I didn’t have the strength to say no to Ludvik, I just didn’t have the strength, and now the die is cast, Zdena is asleep, I’m frightened, at this very moment Ludvik is in Moravia, and tomorrow he’ll be waiting for me when my bus pulls in. 
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         YES; I WENT wandering. I stopped for a moment on the bridge that spanned the Morava and gazed downstream. How ugly, this Morava (a river so brown it seems to run liquid mud instead of water) and how depressing its bank: a street of five two-story middle-class houses, each standing separately like a freakish orphan; apparently they were the beginnings of a grandiose embankment that never came to anything; two of them were ornamented with ceramic angels and small stucco bas-reliefs now chipped and cracked: the angels had lost their wings, and the bas-reliefs, worn down in places to bare brick, had lost their meaning. Beyond the orphan houses the street petered out into a row of iron pylons and high-tension wires, then grass with a few straggling geese, and finally fields, horizonless fields, fields stretching out into nowhere, fields in which the liquid mud of the Morava is lost to sight.

         Towns have a propensity to produce mirror images of each other, and this view (I had known it from childhood, and it had no significance for me at all) suddenly reminded me of Ostrava, that temporary dormitory of a mining town, full of deserted buildings and dirty streets leading into the void. I had walked into an ambush; I stood there on the bridge like a man exposed to machine-gun fire. I couldn’t bear to go on looking at that woebegone street of five solitary houses because I couldn’t bear to think about Ostrava. So I turned my back on it and started walking upstream.

         I walked along the bank on a narrow path flanked on one side by a thick row of poplars. To the right of the path a mixture of grass and weeds sloped down to water level, and across the river, on the opposite bank, stood the warehouses, workshops, and courtyards of several small factories; to the left of the path beyond the trees there was a sprawling rubbish heap and, farther on, open fields punctuated by more metal pylons and high-tension wires. I walked that narrow path as though crossing a long footbridge over the waters—and I compare that landscape to a broad expanse of water because I felt the cold go through me; and because I walked the path as if at some point I might plunge off it. I was aware that the ghostly atmosphere of the landscape was merely a metaphor for everything I had tried not to recall after my encounter with Lucie; I seemed to be projecting suppressed memories onto everything I saw around me: onto the desolation of the fields and courtyards and warehouses, onto the murk of the river, and onto the pervasive chill that gave unity to the whole scene. I understood that there was no escaping the memories, that I was surrounded by them.
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         THE EVENTS LEADING to my first major disaster (and, as a direct result of its uncharitable intervention, to Lucie) might well be recounted in a lighthearted and even amusing tone: it all goes back to my fatal predilection for silly jokes and Marketa’s fatal inability to understand them. Marketa was the type of woman who takes everything seriously (which made her totally at one with the spirit of the era); her major gift from the fates was an aptitude for credulity. This is not a euphemistic way of saying that she was stupid; no: she was gifted and bright and in any case young enough (nineteen) that her naïve trustfulness seemed more charm than defect, accompanied as it was by undeniable physical charms. Everyone at the university liked her, and we all made more or less serious passes at her, which didn’t stop us (at least some of us) from poking gentle, nonmalicious fun at her.

         Of course, fun went over badly with Marketa, and even worse with the spirit of the age. It was the first year after February 1948; a new life had begun, a genuinely new and different life, and its features, as I remember them, were rigidly serious. The odd thing was that the seriousness took the form not of a frown but of a smile, yes, what those years said of themselves was that they were the most joyous of years, and anyone who failed to rejoice was immediately suspected of lamenting the victory of the working class or (what was equally sinful) giving way individualistically to inner sorrows.

         I had few inner sorrows at that time, and moreover, I had a considerable sense of fun; even so it can’t be said that I fully succeeded with regard to the joyousness of the era: my jokes were not serious enough as long as contemporary joy could tolerate neither pranks nor irony, being, as I said, a grave joy that proudly called itself “the  historical  optimism  of  the  victorious  class,” a solemn and ascetic joy, in short, Joy with a capital J.

         I remember how we were all organized into “study groups” that met for frequent criticism and self-criticism sessions culminating in formal evaluations of each member. Like every Communist at the time, I had a number of functions (I held an important post in the Students Union), and since I was also quite a good student, I could pretty well count on receiving a positive evaluation. If the public testimonials to my loyalty to the State, my hard work, and my knowledge of Marxism tended to be followed by a phrase along the lines of “harbors traces of individualism,” I had no reason to be alarmed: it was customary to include some critical remark in even the most positive evaluations, to censure one person for “lack of interest in revolutionary theory,” another for “lack of warmth in personal relations,” a third for “lack of caution and vigilance,” a fourth for “lack of respect for women.” But the moment a remark like that was not the only factor under consideration (when it was joined by another or when someone came into conflict with a colleague or was under suspicion or attack), those “traces of individualism,” that “lack of respect for women,” could sow the seeds of destruction. And each of us carried the first fetal seed with him in the form of his Party record; yes, every one of us.

         Sometimes (more in sport than from real concern) I defended myself against the charge of individualism and demanded from the others proof that I was an individualist. For want of concrete evidence they would say, “It’s the way you behave.” “How do I behave?” “You have a strange kind of smile.” “And if I do? That’s how I express my joy.” “No, you smile as though you were thinking to yourself.”

         When the Comrades classified my conduct and my smile as intellectual  (another notorious pejorative of the times), I actually came to believe them because I couldn’t imagine (I wasn’t bold enough to imagine) that everyone else might be wrong, that the Revolution itself, the spirit of the times, might be wrong and I, an individual, might be right. I began to keep tabs on my smiles, and soon I felt a tiny crack opening up between the person I had been and the person I should be (according to the spirit of the times) and tried to be.

         But which was the real me? Let me be perfectly honest: I was a man of many faces.

         And the faces kept multiplying. About a month before summer I began to get close to Marketa (she was finishing her first year, I my second), and like all twenty-year-olds I tried to impress her by donning a mask and pretending to be older (in spirit and experience) than I was: I assumed an air of detachment, of aloofness; I made believe I had an extra layer of skin, invisible and impenetrable. I thought (quite rightly) that by joking I would establish my detachment, and though I had always been good at it, the line I used on Marketa always seemed forced, artificial, and tedious.

         Who was the real me? I can only repeat: I was a man of many faces.

         At meetings I was earnest, enthusiastic, and committed; among friends, unconstrained and given to teasing; with Marketa, cynical and fitfully witty; and alone (and thinking of Marketa), unsure of myself and as agitated as a schoolboy.

         Was that last face the real one?

         No. They were all real: I was not a hypocrite, with one real face and several false ones. I had several faces because I was young and didn’t know who I was or wanted to be. (I was frightened by the differences between one face and the next; none of them seemed to fit me properly, and I groped my way clumsily among them.)

         The psychological and physiological mechanism of love is so complex that at a certain period in his life a young man must concentrate all his energy on coming to grips with it, and in this way he misses the actual content of the love: the woman he loves. (In this he is much like a young violinist who cannot concentrate on the emotional content of a piece until the technique required to play it comes automatically.) Since I have spoken of my schoolboyish agitation over Marketa, I should point out that it stemmed not so much from my being in love as from my awkward lack of self-assurance, which weighed on me and came to rule my thoughts and feelings much more than Marketa herself.

         To ease the burden of my embarrassment and awkwardness, I showed off in front of Marketa, disagreeing with her at every opportunity or just poking fun at her opinions, which was not hard to do because despite her brains (and beauty, which, like all beauty, suggested to those in its presence an illusory inaccessibility) she was a girl of trusting simplicity; she was unable to look behind anything; she could only see the thing itself; she had a remarkable mind for botany, but would often fail to understand a joke told by a fellow student; she let herself be carried away by the enthusiasm of the times, but when confronted with a political deed based on the principle that the end justifies the means, she would be as bewildered as she was by a joke; that was why the Comrades decided she needed to fortify her zeal with concrete knowledge of the strategy and tactics of the revolutionary movement, and sent her during the summer to a two-week Party training course.

         That training course did not suit me at all, because those were the two weeks I had planned to spend alone with Marketa in Prague, with an eye to putting our relationship (which until then had consisted of walks, talks, and a few kisses) on a more concrete footing; and since they were the only weeks I had (I was required to spend the next four in a student agricultural brigade and had promised the last two to my mother in Moravia), I reacted with pained jealousy when Marketa, far from sharing my feeling, failed to show the slightest chagrin and even told me she was looking forward to it.

         From the training course (it took place at one of the castles of central Bohemia) she sent me a letter that was pure Marketa: full of earnest enthusiasm for everything around her; she liked everything: the early-morning calisthenics, the talks, the discussions, even the songs they sang; she praised the “healthy atmosphere” that reigned there; and diligently she added a few words to the effect that the revolution in the West would not be long in coming.

         As far as that goes, I quite agreed with what she said; I too believed in the imminence of a revolution in Western Europe; there was only one thing I could not accept: that she should be so happy when I was missing her so much. So I bought a postcard and (to hurt, shock, and confuse her) wrote: Optimism is the opium of the people! A healthy atmosphere stinks of stupidity! Long live Trotsky! Ludvik.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        3
      

         

         MARKETA RESPONDED to my provocative postcard with a brief and banal note and left the rest of the letters I sent her during the summer unanswered. I was up in the mountains pitching hay with my student brigade, and Marketa’s silence overwhelmed me with heavy sadness. I wrote her almost daily letters overflowing with prayerful, mournful infatuation: couldn’t we at least see something of each other the last two weeks of the summer? I begged her; I was willing to give up the trip home, the visit to my poor deserted mother; I was willing to go anywhere just to be with Marketa; and it was not merely because I loved her but because she was the only woman on my horizon and the state of boy without girl was intolerable. But Marketa never answered.

         I couldn’t understand what had happened. I arrived back in Prague in August and managed to catch her at home. We took our usual walk along the Vltava and over to Imperial Meadow (that melancholy island of poplars and deserted playgrounds), and Marketa claimed that nothing had changed between us; she behaved, in fact, as she had before, but precisely that rigidly unwavering sameness  of everything (sameness of kiss, sameness of conversation, sameness of smile) depressed me. When I asked if I could see her the next day, she told me to phone and we would set a time.

         I did phone; an unfamiliar woman’s voice informed me that Marketa had left Prague.

         I was unhappy as only a womanless twenty-year-old can be, a rather shy young man who has known few encounters with physical love, few and fleeting and gauche, and who is constantly preoccupied with it. The days were unbearably long and futile; I was unable to read, I was unable to work, I went to three different films a day, one showing after another, just to kill time, to drown out the screech of the hoot owl issuing from deep inside me. I, whom Marketa regarded (thanks to my own laborious attempts to show off) as a man almost totally blasé about women, could not get up the courage to talk to girls walking along the street, girls whose beautiful legs made my heart ache.

         And so I was very glad when September came at last, bringing classes and (several days before classes began) my work at the Students Union, where I had an office to myself and all kinds of things to keep me busy. The day after I got back, however, I received a phone call summoning me to the District Party Secretariat. From that moment I remember everything in perfect detail. It was a sunny day, and as I came out of the Students Union building I felt the grief that had plagued me all summer slowly dissipating. I set off with an agreeable feeling of curiosity. I rang the bell and was let in by the chairman of the Party University Committee, a tall thin-faced youth with fair hair and ice-blue eyes. I gave him the standard greeting, “Honor to Labor,” but instead of responding he said, “Go straight back. They’re waiting for you.” In the last room of the Secretariat, three members of the committee awaited me. They told me to sit down. I did, and understood that this was out of the ordinary. These three Comrades, whom I knew well and had always bantered with, wore severe expressions.

         Their first question was whether I knew Marketa. I said I did. They asked me whether I had corresponded with her. I said I had. They asked me whether I remembered what I wrote. I said I did not, but immediately the postcard with the provocative text materialized before my eyes and I began to have an inkling of what was going on. Can’t you recall anything? they asked. No, I said. Well, then, what did Marketa write to you? I shrugged my shoulders to give the impression that she had written about intimate matters I couldn’t possibly discuss in public. Didn’t she write anything about the training course? they asked. Yes, I said. What did she say? That she liked it there, I answered. And? That the talks were good, I answered, and the group spirit. Did she mention that a healthy atmosphere prevailed? Yes, I said, I think she did say something like that. Did she mention that she was discovering the power of optimism? Yes, I said. And you, what do you think of optimism? they asked. Optimism? I asked. What should I think of it? Do you consider yourself an optimist? they went on. I do, I said timidly. I like a good time, a good laugh, I said, trying to lighten the tone of the interrogation. Even a nihilist can like a good laugh, said one of them. He can laugh at people who suffer. A cynic also can like a good laugh, he went on. Do you think socialism can be built without optimism? asked another of them. No, I said. Then you’re opposed to our building socialism, said the third. What do you mean? I protested. Because you think optimism is the opium of the people, they said, pressing their attack. The opium of the people? I protested again. Don’t try to dodge the issue. That’s what you wrote. Marx called religion the opium of the people, and you think our optimism is opium! That’s what you wrote to Marketa. I wonder what our workers, our shock workers, would say if they were to learn that the optimism spurring them on to overfulfill the plan was opium, another added. And the third: For a Trotskyite the optimism that builds socialism can never be more than opium. And you are a Trotskyite. For heaven’s sake, what ever gave you that idea? I protested. Did you write it or did you not? I may have written something of the kind as a joke, but that was two months ago, I don’t remember. We’ll be glad to refresh your memory, they said, and read me my postcard aloud: Optimism is the opium of the people! A healthy atmosphere stinks of stupidity! Long live Trotsky! Ludvik. The words sounded so terrifying in the small Party Secretariat office that they frightened me and I felt they had a destructive force I was powerless to counter. Comrades, it was meant to be funny, I said, feeling they couldn’t possibly believe me. Do you consider it funny? one of the Comrades asked the other two. Both shook their heads. You have to know Marketa, I said. We do, they replied. Then don’t you see? Marketa takes everything seriously. We’ve always poked a little fun at her, tried to shock her. Interesting, replied one of the Comrades. Your other letters give no sign that you fail to take Marketa seriously. You mean you’ve read all my letters to Marketa? So the reason you make fun of Marketa, said another one, is that she takes everything seriously. Tell us now, what is it she takes seriously? Things like the Party, optimism, discipline, right? Are those the things that make you laugh? Try to understand, Comrades, I said, I don’t even remember writing it, I must have dashed it off, it was just a few sentences, a joke, I didn’t give it a second thought. If I’d meant anything bad by it, I wouldn’t have sent it to a Party training course! How you wrote it is immaterial. Whether you wrote it quickly or slowly, in your lap or at a desk, you could only have written what was inside you. That and nothing else. Perhaps if you’d thought things through, you might not have written it. As it is, you wrote what you really felt. As it is, we know who you are. We know you have two faces—one for the Party, another for everyone else. I had run out of arguments and kept reiterating the old ones: that it was all in fun, that the words were meaningless and that there was nothing behind them but the state of my emotions, and so on. I failed completely. They said I had written my sentences on an open postcard, there for everyone to see, that my words had an objective  significance that could not be explained away by the state of my emotions. Then they asked me how much Trotsky I had read. None, I said. They asked me who had lent me the books. No one, I said. They asked me what Trotskyites I had met with. None, I said. They told me they were relieving me of my post in the Students Union, effective immediately, and asked me to give them the keys to my office. I took them out of my pocket and handed them over. Then they said that the Party level at which my case would be handled was that of my own Organization at the university’s Natural Sciences Division. They stood up and looked past me. I said “Honor to Labor” and left.

         Later I remembered I had a lot of things at the Students Union office. My desk drawer had socks in it as well as personal papers, and in a cabinet, alongside the files, was a half-eaten rum cake from my mother’s oven. I had just given up my keys at the Party Secretariat, but the downstairs porter knew me and gave me the house key, which hung with all the others on a wooden board; I remember everything down to the last detail: the key was attached by strong cord to a small wood tag with the number of my office painted on it in white; I unlocked the door and sat down at my desk; I opened the drawer and took out my things; I was slow and absentminded; in that short period of relative calm I was trying to come to grips with what had happened to me and what I ought to do about it.

         It wasn’t long before the door opened and in came the three Comrades from the Secretariat. This time they were far from cold and reserved. This time their voices were loud and agitated. Especially that of the shortest of the three, the official in charge of Party cadres. How did I get there? he snapped at me. What right did I have to be there? Did I want him to have the police haul me off? What was I doing rummaging around in the desk? I told him I’d come for the rum cake and the socks. He said I had no right whatsoever to be there even if I had a whole file cabinet full of socks. Then he went to the desk and looked through the contents paper by paper, notebook by notebook. Since these were in fact my personal belongings, he finally allowed me to put them into a suitcase while he looked on. I stuck them in with my dirty, crumpled socks, and managed to squeeze in the rum cake, by wrapping it in the greasy paper that had caught the crumbs during its stay in the cabinet. He followed my every move. I left the room with my bag, and he told me not to show my face there again.

         As soon as I was away from the Comrades of the District Secretariat and from the invincible logic of their interrogation, I felt I was innocent, that there was nothing so terrible in what I had written on the postcard, and that the best thing to do would be to talk to someone well acquainted with Marketa, someone I could confide in, someone who would tell me the whole business was ridiculous. I looked up a fellow student, a Communist, and when I’d told him the story from beginning to end, he said that the Secretariat was bigoted and humorless and that he, knowing Marketa, had a clear idea of what it was all about. In any case, the man for me to see was Zemanek, who was going to become Party Chairman at Natural Sciences and knew both Marketa and me very well.
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