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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         The  Book  of  Laughter  and  Forgetting  was written in Czech between 1976 and 1978. Between 1985 and 1987, I revised the French translations of all my nov­els (and stories) so deeply and completely that I was able to include, in the subsequent new editions, a note affirming that the French versions of these works “are equal in authenticity to the Czech texts.” My interven­tion in these French versions did not result in variants of my original texts. I was led to it only by a wish for accuracy. The French translations have become, so to speak, more faithful to the Czech originals than the originals themselves.

         Two years ago, when Aaron Asher and I reread the English language version of The  Book  of  Laughter  and Forgetting,  we agreed on the need for a new transla­tion. I suggested translating from the authentic French edition and urged Aaron to take it on himself. Following his work very closely, I had the pleasure of seeing my text emerge in his translation as from a miraculous bath. At last I recognized my book. I thank Aaron for that with all my heart.

         
             

         

         Paris, December  1995
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         1

         In February 1948, the Communist leader Klement Gottwald stepped out on the balcony of a Baroque palace in Prague to harangue hundreds of thousands of citizens massed in Old Town Square. That was a great turning point in the history of Bohemia. A fate­ful moment of the kind that occurs only once or twice a millennium.

         Gottwald was flanked by his comrades, with Clementis standing close to him. It was snowing and cold, and Gottwald was bareheaded. Bursting with solicitude, Clementis took off his fur hat and set it on Gottwald’s head.

         The propaganda section made hundreds of thou­sands of copies of the photograph taken on the balcony where Gottwald, in a fur hat and surrounded by his comrades, spoke to the people. On that balcony the history of Communist Bohemia began. Every child knew that photograph, from seeing it on posters and in schoolbooks and museums.

         Four years later, Clementis was charged with trea­son and hanged. The propaganda section immediately made him vanish from history and, of course, from all photographs. Ever since, Gottwald has been alone on 4the balcony. Where Clementis stood, there is only the bare palace wall. Nothing remains of Clementis but the fur hat on Gottwald’s head.

         2

         It is 1971, and Mirek says: The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.

         With this he is trying to justify what his friends call carelessness: meticulously keeping a diary, preserving his correspondence, compiling the minutes of all the meetings where they discuss the situation and ponder what to do. He says to them: We’re not doing anything that violates the constitution. To hide and feel guilty would be the beginning of defeat.

         A week before, at work with his crew on the roof of a building under construction, he looked down and was overcome by vertigo. He lost his balance, and his fall was broken by a badly joined beam that came loose; then they had to extricate him from under it. At first sight, the injury seemed serious, but a little later, when it turned out to be only an ordinary fracture of the forearm, he was pleased by the prospect of some weeks of vacation and the opportunity finally to take care of things he had never found the time for.

         He ended up agreeing with his more prudent 5friends. The constitution did indeed guarantee free­dom of speech, but the laws punished anything that could be considered an attack on state security. One never knew when the state would start screaming that this word or that was an attempt on its security. So he decided to put his compromising papers in a safe place.

         But first he wanted to settle the Zdena business. He had phoned her in the town where she lived, but was unable to reach her. That cost him four days. He got through to her only yesterday. She had agreed to see him this afternoon.

         Mirek’s seventeen-year-old son protested: Mirek would be unable to drive with his arm in a cast. And he did have trouble driving. Powerless and useless in its sling, the injured arm swayed on his chest. To shift gears, Mirek had to let go of the steering wheel.

         3

         He had had an affair with Zdena twenty-five years earlier, and all that remained from that time were some memories.

         One day, she had appeared for a date wiping her eyes with a handkerchief and sniffling. He asked her what was wrong. She told him that a Russian states­man 6had died the day before. A certain Zhdanov, Arbuzov, or Masturbov. Judging by the abundance of her tears, the death of Masturbov had moved her more strongly than the death of her own father.

         Could that really have happened? Isn’t it merely his present-day hatred that has invented those tears over Masturbov’s death? No, it had certainly happened. But of course it’s true that the immediate circumstances which had made these tears real and believable baffled him now, and that the memory had become as implau­sible as a caricature.

         All his memories of her were like that: They had come back together by streetcar from the apartment where they first made love. (Mirek noted with dis­tinct satisfaction that he had completely forgotten their coitions, that he was unable to recall even a sin­gle moment of them.) She sat on a corner bench in the jolting streetcar, her face sullen, closed, surpris­ingly old. When he asked her why she was so silent, she told him she had not been satisfied with their lovemaking. She said he had made love to her like an intellectual.

         In the political jargon of those days, the word “intel­lectual” was an insult. It indicated someone who did not understand life and was cut off from the people. All the Communists who were hanged at the time by other Communists were awarded such abuse. Unlike those who had their feet solidly on the ground, they were said to float in the air. So it was fair, in a way, that as punishment the ground was permanently 7pulled out from under their feet, that they remained suspended a little above the floor.

         But what did Zdena mean by accusing him of mak­ing love like an intellectual?

         For one reason or another, Zdena was displeased with him, and just as she was capable of imbuing the most abstract relationship (the relationship with Masturbov, whom she didn’t know) with the most con­crete feeling (embodied in a tear), so she was capable of giving the most concrete of acts an abstract signifi­cance and her own dissatisfaction a political name.

         4

         In the rearview mirror, he noticed a car persistently staying behind him. He had never doubted he was being followed, but up to now they had behaved with model discretion. Today a radical change had taken place: they wanted him to know they were there.

         Out in the country, about twenty kilometers from Prague, there was a high fence with a service station and auto-repair shop behind it. He had a pal working there who could replace his defective starter. He stopped the car in front of a red-and-white-striped barrier blocking the entrance. Beside it stood a heavy woman. Mirek waited for her to raise the barrier, but 8she just stood there staring at him. He honked his horn, in vain. He stuck his head out of the open win­dow. “Didn’t they arrest you yet?” asked the woman.

         “No, they haven’t arrested me yet,” answered Mirek. “Could you raise the barrier?”

         She stared absently at him for some more long moments, then yawned and went back to her gate­keeper’s shack. She sat down there behind a table, no longer looking his way.

         So he got out of the car, walked around the barrier, and went into the repair shop to find the mechanic he knew. The mechanic came back with him and raised the barrier himself (the heavy woman was still sitting in the gatekeeper’s shack, staring absently), allowing Mirek to drive in.

         “You see, it’s because you showed up too much on TV,” said the mechanic. “All those dames know who you are.”

         “Who is she?” asked Mirek.

         The mechanic told him that the invasion of Bohemia by the Russian army, whose occupation of the country had affected everything, had been for her a signal of a new life, out of the ordinary. She saw that people who ranked above her (and everyone ranked above her) were being deprived, on the slightest allegation, of their powers, their positions, their jobs, and their bread, and that excited her; she started to denounce people herself.

         “So why is she still a gatekeeper? Why wasn’t she promoted?”

         9The mechanic smiled. “She can’t count to ten. They can’t find another job for her. All they can do is let her go on denouncing people. For her, that’s a promotion!”

         He raised the hood and looked at the engine.

         Mirek suddenly became aware of a man standing near him. He turned: the man was wearing a gray jacket, a white shirt with tie, and brown trousers. Above the thick neck and puffy face was a head of gray hair in a permanent wave. He had planted him­self there to watch the mechanic leaning under the raised hood.

         After a moment, the mechanic noticed him too, and he straightened up and said: “Looking for somebody?”

         The thick-necked man with the permanent wave answered: “No. I’m not looking for anybody.”

         The mechanic leaned over the engine again and said: “In Wenceslaus Square, in Prague, a guy is throwing up. Another guy comes up to him, pulls a long face, shakes his head, and says: ‘I know just what you mean.’”

         5

         The assassination of Allende quickly covered over the memory of the Russian invasion of Bohemia, the bloody massacre in Bangladesh caused Allende to be 10forgotten, the din of war in the Sinai Desert drowned out the groans of Bangladesh, the massacres in Cambodia caused the Sinai to be forgotten, and so on, and on and on, until everyone has completely forgot­ten everything.

         At a time when history still made its way slowly, the few events were easily remembered and woven into a backdrop, known to everyone, before which private life unfolded the gripping show of its adventures. Nowadays, time moves forward at a rapid pace. Forgotten overnight, a historic event glistens the next day like the morning dew and thus is no longer the backdrop to a narrator’s tale but rather an amazing adventure  enacted against the background of the over-familiar banality of private life.

         Since there is not a single historic event we can count on being commonly known, I must speak of events that took place a few years ago as if they were a thousand years old: In 1939, the German army entered Bohemia, and the Czech state ceased to exist. In 1945, the Russian army entered Bohemia, and the country once again was called an independent repub­lic. The people were enthusiastic about the Russia that had driven out the Germans, and seeing in the Czech Communist Party its faithful arm, they became sym­pathetic to it. So the Communists took power in February 1948 with neither bloodshed nor violence, but greeted by the cheers of about half the nation. And now, please note: the half that did the cheering was the more dynamic, the more intelligent, the better.

         11Yes, say what you will, the Communists were more intelligent. They had an imposing program. A plan for an entirely new world where everyone would find a place. The opponents had no great dream, only some tiresome and threadbare moral principles, with which they tried to patch the torn trousers of the established order. So it’s no surprise that the enthusiasts, the spir­ited ones, easily won out over the halfhearted and the cautious, and rapidly set about to realize their dream, that idyll of justice for all.

         I emphasize: idyll  and for  all,  because all human beings have always aspired to an idyll, to that garden where nightingales sing, to that realm of harmony where the world does not rise up as a stranger against man and man against other men, but rather where the world and all men are shaped from one and the same matter. There, everyone is a note in a sublime Bach fugue, and anyone who refuses to be one is a mere use­less and meaningless black dot that need only be caught and crushed between thumb and finger like a flea.

         There were people who immediately understood that they did not have the right temperament for the idyll and tried to go abroad. But since the idyll is in essence a world for all, those who tried to emigrate showed themselves to be deniers of the idyll, and instead of going abroad they went behind bars. Thousands and tens of thousands of others soon joined them, including many Communists like the foreign minister, Clementis, who had lent his fur hat to Gottwald. Timid lovers held 12hands on the movie screens, adultery was harshly sup­pressed by citizens’ tribunals of honor, nightingales sang, and the body of Clementis swung like a bell ring­ing in the new dawn of humanity.

         And then those young, intelligent, and radical peo­ple suddenly had the strange feeling of having sent out into the world an act that had begun to lead a life of its own, had ceased to resemble the idea it was based on, and did not care about those who had created it. Those young and intelligent people started to scold their act, they began to call to it, to rebuke it, to pur­sue it, to give chase to it. If I were to write a novel about that gifted and radical generation, I would call it In  Pursuit  of  an  Errant  Act.
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         The mechanic lowered the hood, and Mirek asked how much he owed him.

         “Forget it,” said the mechanic.

         Touched, Mirek got behind the wheel. He had no desire to go on with his trip. He would rather have stayed here with the mechanic and listened to his funny stories. The mechanic leaned into the car and threw him a friendly punch. Then he went over to the gatekeeper’s shack to raise the barrier.

         13As Mirek drove past him, the mechanic nodded toward the car parked at the entrance to the service station.

         The thick-necked man with the waved hair stood gazing at Mirek beside the open gate. The one behind the wheel was also looking at him. The two men stared at him insolently and shamelessly, and driving by, Mirek tried to look at them the same way.

         In the rearview mirror, he saw the man get into the car, which made a U-turn to go on following him.

         He thought he really should have gotten rid of his compromising papers earlier. If he had done it the first day after his accident, instead of waiting to reach Zdena on the phone, he might have been able to move them without danger. But all he could think about was this trip to see Zdena. Actually, he had been thinking about it for several years now. But in recent weeks he’d had the feeling he could not wait much longer, because his destiny was rapidly coming to its end and he must do everything to make it perfect and beautiful.

         7

         Breaking up with Zdena in those long-ago days (their affair had lasted nearly three years) gave him a tremendous feeling of immense freedom, and suddenly 14everything began to go well for him. He soon married a woman whose loveliness gave him self-confidence. Then his beautiful wife died, and he was left alone with his son in an alluring solitude that gained him the admiration, interest, and solicitude of many other women.

         At the same time, he made a name for himself as a scientist, and that protected him. The state needed him, so he could allow himself to be caustic about it at a time when hardly anyone was daring to. Little by lit­tle, as those who were in pursuit of their own act gained influence, he appeared on television more and more, becoming well known. After the Russians arrived, he refused to renounce his convictions, was removed from his job and hounded by the secret police. That didn’t break him. He was in love with his destiny, and even his march toward ruin seemed noble and beautiful to him.

         Please understand me: I said he was in love with his destiny, not with himself. These are two entirely dif­ferent things. It is as if his life had freed itself and sud­denly had interests of its own, which did not corre­spond at all to Mirek’s. This is how, I believe, life turns itself into destiny. Destiny has no intention of lifting a finger for Mirek (for his happiness, his security, his good spirits, his health), whereas Mirek is ready to do everything for his destiny (for its grandeur, its clarity, its beauty, its style, its intelligible meaning). He felt responsible for his destiny, but his destiny did not feel responsible for him.

         15His connection to his life was that of a sculptor to his statue or a novelist to his novel. It is an inviolable right of a novelist to rework his novel. If the opening does not please him, he can rewrite or delete it. But Zdena’s existence denied Mirek that author’s preroga­tive. Zdena insisted on remaining on the opening pages of the novel and did not let herself be crossed out.
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         But just why was he so horribly ashamed of her?

         The easiest explanation is this: Mirek is among those who very soon joined in pursuit of their own act, whereas Zdena has always been loyal to the garden where nightingales sing. Lately she was among the two percent of the nation who joyfully welcomed the arrival of the Russian tanks.

         Yes, that’s true, but I don’t consider this explanation convincing. If her rejoicing at the arrival of the Russian tanks were the only reason, he would have attacked her loudly and publicly, and not denied he knew her. No, Zdena was guilty of something differ­ently serious. She was ugly.

         But why did her ugliness matter, when he hadn’t made love to her in twenty years?

         16It mattered: even from afar, Zdena’s big nose cast a shadow on his life.

         Some years earlier, he’d had a pretty mistress. Once, she returned from a visit to the town where Zdena lived and asked with annoyance: “Tell me, how could you possibly have gone to bed with that horror?”

         He professed she was only an acquaintance and vehemently denied having had an affair with her.

         For he was aware of the great secret of life: Women don’t look for handsome men. Women look for men who have had beautiful women. Having an ugly mis­tress is therefore a fatal mistake. Mirek tried hard to sweep away all traces of Zdena, and since the nightin­gale-lovers hated him more with every passing day, he hoped that Zdena, busy making her career in the party, would swiftly and gladly forget him.

         He was mistaken. She talked about him all the time, everywhere and every chance she got. Once by disas­trous coincidence they met in public, and she was quick to speak of something that clearly showed they had formerly been very close.

         He was furious.

         Another time, one of his friends who knew her asked him: “If you hate that woman so, why were you with her in those days?”

         Mirek began by explaining that he had been a fool­ish kid of twenty and she was seven years older. She was respected, admired, all-powerful! She knew every­one on the party Central Committee! She helped him, pushed him, introduced him to influential people!

         17“I was a climber, you idiot!” and he started shout­ing: “That’s why I hung on to her, and I didn’t give a damn about how ugly she was!”
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         Mirek was not telling the truth. Even though she had cried over Masturbov’s death, Zdena had no great con­nections twenty-five years before and no means of making a career for herself or of easing the way to one for others.

         Why then had he invented that? Why did he lie?

         Driving with one hand, he saw the secret-police car in the rearview mirror and suddenly blushed. A com­pletely unexpected memory had sprung to mind:

         When she reproached him, the first time they made love, about his acting too intellectual, he had tried, starting the next day, to correct that impression by showing spontaneous, unbridled passion. No, it’s not true that he had forgotten all their coitions! This one he remembered clearly: He moved on her with feigned fierceness, emitting a lengthy growl like a dog strug­gling with his master’s slipper, at the same time observing (with mild astonishment) the very calm, silent, and nearly impassive woman stretched out under him.

         18The car resounded with that twenty-five-year-old growl, the unbearable sound of his submissiveness and servile zeal, the sound of his overattentiveness and subservience, of his ridiculousness and misery.

         Yes, it was so: Mirek had gone so far as to proclaim himself a climber to avoid confessing the truth: he had made love to an ugly woman because he didn’t dare approach pretty ones. He thought himself unworthy of anyone better than a Zdena. That weakness, that deprivation, was the secret he was hiding.

         The car resounded with the frenzied growl of pas­sion, and the sound proved to him that Zdena was merely an apparition he wanted to get to in order to destroy his own hated youth.

         He parked in front of her apartment building. The car following parked right behind him.
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         Historical events mostly imitate one another without any talent, but it seems to me that in Bohemia history staged an unprecedented experiment. There, things did not go according to the old formula of one group of people (a class, a nation) set against another, but instead, people (a generation of men and women) rebelled against their own youth.

         19They tried hard to recapture and tame their own act, and for a while they nearly succeeded. In the six­ties, they gained more and more influence, and at the beginning of 1968 their influence was almost com­plete. That is the period commonly referred to as the “Prague Spring”: the guardians of the idyll saw them­selves forced to remove microphones from private apartments, the borders were opened, and the notes were escaping from the enormous Bach score for everyone to sing in his own way. It was an unbelievable gaiety, it was a carnival!

         Russia, which had composed the enormous fugue for the entire terrestrial globe, could not tolerate the scat­tering of the notes. On August 21, 1968, she sent an army of half a million men to Bohemia. Soon about one hundred twenty thousand Czechs had left the country, and of those who remained, about five hundred thou­sand had been forced to leave their jobs, for isolated workshops in the depths of the country, for distant fac­tories, for the steering wheels of trucks—that is to say, for places where no one would ever hear their voices.

         And because not even the shadow of a bad memory should distract the country from its restored idyll, both the Prague Spring and the arrival of the Russian tanks, that stain on a beautiful history, had to be reduced to nothing. That is why today in Bohemia the August 21 anniversary goes by silently and the names of those who rose up against their own youth are carefully erased from the country’s memory, like mistakes in a schoolchild’s homework.

         20They effaced Mirek’s name too. And as he climbs the steps to Zdena’s door, he is really only a white stain, a circumscribed fragment of the void going up the spiral staircase.
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         His arm swaying in its sling, he sits facing Zdena. Looking at him sideways, Zdena averts her eyes and speaks glibly:

         “I don’t know why you’ve come. But I’m glad you’re here. I’ve been talking to some comrades. It’s quite insane for you to end up as a construction worker. It’s certain, I know it is, that the party still hasn’t closed the door on you. There’s still time.”

         He asks her what he should do.

         “Ask for a hearing. You yourself. It’s up to you to make the first move.”

         He saw what was going on. They were letting him know he still had five minutes, the last five minutes, to proclaim loudly that he renounces everything he said and did. He was familiar with this kind of deal. They were ready to sell people a future in exchange for their past. They wanted to force him to appear on television and explain in a choked voice that he had been in error when he spoke against Russia and against nightin­gales. 21They wanted to compel him to cast his life away and become a shadow, a man without a past, an actor without a role, and to turn even his castaway life, even the role the actor had abandoned, into a shadow. Having turned him into a shadow, they would let him live.

         He looks at Zdena: Why is she talking so fast and in such an uncertain tone of voice? Why is she looking at him sideways, why is she averting her eyes?

         It’s only too obvious: She’s set a trap for him. She’s acting under instructions from the party or the police. Her task is to convince him to surrender.

         12

         But Mirek is mistaken! No one has assigned her to deal with him. Ah no! Nowadays, no one among the pow­erful would give Mirek a hearing, even if he were to beg. It’s too late.

         Zdena urges him to do something to save himself and pretends to be transmitting a message from high-ranking comrades only because she feels a confused and futile desire to help him as best she can. And she talks rapidly and averts her eyes not because she has a set trap in hand but because she is empty-handed.

         Has Mirek ever understood her?

         22He always thought Zdena was so frenetically faith­ful to the party because she was a fanatic.

         That was not true. She remained faithful to the party because she loved Mirek.

         When he left her, her only desire was to show that faithfulness was a value superior to all others. She tried to show that he was unfaithful in  all  and that she was faithful in  all.  What looked like political fanaticism was merely a pretense, a parable, a demonstration of faith­fulness, disappointed love’s coded reproach.

         I imagine her on a beautiful August morning awak­ening with a start to the terrible din of airplanes. She runs out into the street, where panic-stricken people tell her that the Russian army is occupying Bohemia. She breaks into hysterical laughter! Russian tanks have come to punish all the unfaithful! At last she’ll see Mirek’s downfall! At last she’ll see him on his knees! At last she—the one who knows what faithful­ness is—will be able to lean over him and come to his aid.

         Mirek has decided to break off abruptly a conversa­tion that is heading in the wrong direction.

         “You know I used to write you a lot of letters. I want them back.”

         She raises her head in surprise. “Letters?”

         “Yes, my letters. At the time, I must have written you at least a hundred.”

         “Yes, your letters, I know,” she says, and suddenly ceasing to look away, she fixes her eyes on him. Mirek has the unpleasant impression that she can see into the 23depths of his soul, that she knows exactly what he wants and why he wants it.

         “Your letters, yes, your letters,” she repeats. “I reread them a little while ago. I wondered how you could have been capable of such an explosion of feel­ings.”

         She repeated the words “explosion of feelings” sev­eral times, uttering them not rapidly or with any kind of haste but slowly and reflectively, as though she were aiming at a target she did not want to miss, not taking her eyes off it, making sure that she hit the bull’s-eye.

         13

         His arm in its cast is swaying on his chest and his face is flushed: he looks as if he has just been slapped.

         Ah yes! undoubtedly his letters were terribly senti­mental. He had needed at all costs to prove to himself that it was not his weakness and poverty that bound him to this woman, but love! And only a truly immense passion could justify an affair with such an ugly girl.

         “Do you remember writing me that we were com­rades in arms in the struggle?”

         24If possible, his blush deepens. What an infinitely ridiculous word, this word “struggle”! What was that struggle of theirs? The interminable meetings they went to put blisters on their buttocks, but the moment they stood up to utter some extreme opinions (it was necessary to castigate the class enemy ever more harshly, to formulate this or that idea in ever more cat­egorical terms), they felt like the figures in heroic paintings: he, gun in hand, falling to the ground with a bleeding wound in his shoulder, and she, clutching a pistol, going forward, ahead to where he can no longer

         At that time, his skin was still covered with youth­ful acne, and to keep it from showing he wore a mask of rebellion. He told everyone that he had broken per­manently with his father, a well-off farmer. He spat, he said, on the age-old rural tradition of attachment to the land and to property. He described the scene of the quarrel and his dramatic departure from the parental home. There was not an ounce of truth to any of this. When he looks back nowadays, he sees only legends and lies.

         “At that time, you were a different man,” said Zdena.

         He imagines taking the parcel of letters away with him. Stopping at the first garbage can, he carefully holds the parcel between two fingers, as if it were besmirched with shit, and drops it in among the filth.25

         14

         “What would you do with these letters?” she asks. “Just why do you want them?”

         He couldn’t tell her he wanted to throw them in the garbage can. So he put on a melancholy tone of voice and began to tell her he had reached the age when you start to look back at the past.

         (He felt uncomfortable saying this, having the impression that his fairy tale was unconvincing, and he was ashamed.)

         Yes, he was looking back, because nowadays he had forgotten who he had been when he was young. He knew he had failed. That is why he wanted to know where he had come from, to understand where he had gone wrong. That is why he wanted to go back to his correspondence with Zdena, to find there the secret of his youth, of his beginnings and of his roots.

         She shook her head: “I’ll never give them to you.”

         He lied: “I only want to borrow them.”

         She shook her head again.

         He reflected that somewhere in this apartment were letters of his, which at any time she could give to any­one at all to read. That a piece of his life remained in Zdena’s hands was unbearable, and he longed to hit her over the head with the big glass ashtray on the cof­fee table between them and take away his letters. 26Instead, he again began to tell her he was looking back to find out where he had come from.

         She raised her eyes, silencing him with a look: “I’ll never give them to you. Never.”

         15

         When they came out of Zdena’s apartment building together, the two cars were still parked, one behind the other, right in front of the door. The secret-police men were pacing up and down the opposite sidewalk. They stopped now to look.

         He pointed at them: “These two gentlemen followed me the whole way.”

         “Really?” she said incredulously, with forced irony. “Is everyone persecuting you?”

         How could she be so cynical as to maintain that the two men opposite, who were conspicuously and inso­lently looking them over, were only chance passersby?

         There was only one explanation. She was playing their game. The game that consisted of pretending the secret police did not exist and no one was being perse­cuted.

         Now the secret-police men crossed the street and, in full view of Mirek and Zdena, entered their car.

         “Goodbye,” said Mirek, not even looking at her. He 27got behind the wheel of his car. In the rearview mirror, he saw the secret-police car pulling out behind him. He did not see Zdena. He did not want to see her. He never wanted to see her again.

         And so he did not know she stood on the sidewalk, following him with her eyes, for a long while. She looked terrified.

         No, it was not cynicism on Zdena’s part to refuse to see secret police in the two men who were pacing up and down on the opposite sidewalk. She was panic-stricken by things that were beyond her. She had wanted to hide the truth from him, and to hide it from herself.

         16

         A speeding red sports car suddenly cut in between Mirek and the secret-police car. Mirek stepped on the gas. They were entering a built-up area. Then there was a curve in the road. Realizing that his pursuers were momentarily unable to see him, Mirek turned off into a small street. His tires squealed, and a kid start­ing to cross the street jumped back just in time. In the rearview mirror, Mirek saw the red car going by on the main road. But the secret-police car had not yet appeared. A moment later, he managed to turn into 28another street and disappeared for good from their field of vision.

         He left the town by a road going in an entirely dif­ferent direction. He looked in the rearview mirror. No one was following him, the road was empty.

         He imagined the unlucky secret-police men looking for him, afraid of being lambasted by their superior. He burst out laughing. Slowing down, he started to look at the scenery. Actually, he had never before looked at the scenery. He had always driven toward a goal, to arrange or discuss something, and for him the world’s space had become a negative, a waste of time, an obstacle slowing down his activity.

         Not far ahead, two red-and-white-striped crossing barriers were slowly coming down. He came to a stop.

         All at once, he felt immensely tired. Why had he gone to see her? Why did he want the letters back?

         He felt assailed by everything absurd, ridiculous, and childish about his trip. It was not reasoning or a plan that had led him to this trip but an irre­sistible desire. The desire to extend his arm far back to the past and hit it with his fist. The desire to slash the painting portraying his youth. A passion­ate desire he could not control and that was going to remain unsatisfied.

         He felt immensely tired. Now he could probably no longer remove the compromising papers from his apartment. The secret police were on his heels and would not let him go. It was too late. Yes, it was too late for everything.

         29He heard the distant chugging of a train. A woman wearing a red kerchief on her head stood in front of the crossing keeper’s house. The slow local train came by, with a sturdy countryman, pipe in hand, leaning out a window to spit. Then a bell rang and the woman in the red kerchief walked over to the grade crossing and turned a crank. The barriers rose up, and Mirek moved forward. He came to a village that was just a long street ending at the railroad station: a small, white, one-story house with a wooden fence through which you could see the platform and the rails.

         17

         The railroad station’s windows are decorated with flowerpots filled with begonias. Mirek has stopped the car. He sits behind the wheel, looking at the house with red flowers at its windows. From a long-forgotten time the image comes to him of another white house with the red glow of begonia petals on its windowsills. It is a small hotel in a mountain village where he spends his summer vacations. At the window, among the flowers, a very big nose appears. Mirek is twenty; he looks up at that nose and feels immense love.

         He wants to step quickly on the gas so as to escape 30that memory. But this time I am not going to let myself be fooled, and I call on that memory to linger awhile. And so I repeat: at the window, among the begonias, there is Zdena’s face, with its gigantic nose, and Mirek feels immense love.

         Is that possible?

         Yes. And why not? Can’t a weak boy feel true love for an ugly girl?

         He told her he was in rebellion against his reac­tionary father, she inveighed against intellectuals, they got blisters on their buttocks, and held hands. They went to meetings, denounced their fellow citizens, told lies, and were in love. She cried over Masturbov’s death, he growled over her body like a dog, and nei­ther one could live without the other.

         He wanted to efface her from the photograph of his life not because he had not loved her but because he had. He had erased her, her and his love for her, he had scratched out her image until he had made it dis­appear as the party propaganda section had made Clementis disappear from the balcony where Gottwald had given his historic speech. Mirek rewrote history just like the Communist Party, like all political par­ties, like all peoples, like mankind. They shout that they want to shape a better future, but it’s not true. The future is only an indifferent void no one cares about, but the past is filled with life, and its counte­nance is irritating, repellent, wounding, to the point that we want to destroy or repaint it. We want to be masters of the future only for the power to change the 31past. We fight for access to the labs where we can retouch photos and rewrite biographies and history.

         How long did he stay in front of the railroad station?

         And what did this stop mean?

         It meant nothing.

         He immediately wiped it from his mind, so that now he no longer remembers the small white house with the begonias. Again the world’s space was merely an obstacle slowing down his activity.

         18

         The car he had succeeded in shaking off was parked in front of his house. The two men were a short distance away from it.

         He pulled up behind their car and got out. They smiled at him almost cheerfully, as though his escape were a prank that had greatly amused them. As he passed in front of them, the man with the thick neck and waved hair started laughing and nodded at him. Mirek was gripped by anguish at this familiarity, which meant that now they were going to be still more intimately connected.

         Not batting an eye, Mirek entered the house. He opened the door to the apartment with his key. First he saw his son, a look of suppressed emotion on his face. 32A stranger wearing glasses approached Mirek and identified himself. “Do you want to see the prosecu­tor’s search warrant?”

         “Yes,” said Mirek.

         There were two more strangers in the apartment. One was standing at the worktable, on which papers, notebooks, and books were piled. He was picking up items from it one after the other. Sitting at the desk, the second man was taking dictation from the first man.

         The man with the glasses took a folded piece of paper out of his breast pocket and offered it to Mirek. “Here, this is the search warrant, and over there”—he indicated the two men—“they’re making a list for you of the items we’re seizing.”

         Papers and books were scattered all over the floor, the cupboard doors were open, the furniture had been pushed away from the walls.

         His son leaned over toward Mirek and said: “They came five minutes after you left.”

         At the worktable, the two men drew up the list of seized items: letters from Mirek’s friends, documents from the earliest days of the Russian occupation, analyses of the political situation, minutes of meetings, and some books.

         “You don’t have much consideration for your friends,” said the man with the glasses, nodding toward the seized items.

         “There’s nothing here that violates the constitution,” 33said his son, and Mirek recognized his own words.

         The man with the glasses replied that it was up to the court to decide what does or does not violate the constitution.

         19

         Those who have emigrated (one hundred twenty thou­sand people) and those who were reduced to silence and driven from their jobs (half a million people) are disappearing like a procession moving away into the fog, invisible and forgotten.

         But a prison, even though entirely surrounded by walls, is a splendidly illuminated scene of history.

         Mirek had known this for a long time. For all of the past year, he had been drawn irresistibly to the idea of prison. It was probably the way Flaubert was drawn to Madame Bovary’s suicide. No, Mirek could not imag­ine a better ending for the novel of his life.

         They wanted to efface hundreds of thousands of lives from memory and leave nothing but an unstained age of unstained idyll. But Mirek is going to land his whole body on that idyll, like a stain. He’ll stay there just as Clementis’s hat stayed on Gottwald’s head.

         34They made Mirek sign the list of seized items and then asked him and his son to come along with them. The trial took place after a year of preventive deten­tion. Mirek was sentenced to six years, his son to two years, and ten of their friends to one to six years in prison.
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