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Melanie Dvorak paid the taxi driver when he stopped near the Gothic Powder Gate Tower just outside Old Town.  Melanie handed over the fare plus tip, paying in koruny.  She didn’t know whether the driver had overcharged her; too distracted to try to convert the amount into dollars, Melanie told him to keep the change.

“Thank you,” the driver said; he was a middle-aged, corpulent man whose English was adequate if thickly accented.  “The café is over there, you see?”

He was pointing across the street at the Municipal House, a baroque building taking up the entire block.  Melanie was no expert when it came to architecture, but the style evoked the early 20th Century, around the time her grandfather had been born nearby and when this had all been part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

As a reminder of her own past, Melanie hauled a large backpack out of the car.

“Oh, sir?”  she asked the driver, zipping up her coat.

“Yes, miss?”

“This car, is it a LADA?”

“Yes, miss.”

“Děkuji,” Melanie said a bit uncertainly. 

After pulling the straps over her small yet strong shoulders, she swiftly crossed behind the taxi to jog across the road.

So she has the name of a car, Melanie thought as she smiled to herself.  It’s like a girl being named Mercedes.

Glancing back at the passing traffic, she decided Lada’s name was closer to Fiat than Mercedes.  Melanie strolled up to the entrance of the Café Obecní dům, admiring the Art Nouveau décor.  

It was a dreary January morning, cloudy skies overhead.  Melanie was happy to get inside the building.  She looked up at the array of chandeliers hanging from a molded ceiling, then at the rows of marble-topped oval tables with wooden chairs in the middle of the dining area, flanked by half-booths under the leaded glass windows on one side and a balcony on the other.

Just as she was taking in the faces of the several customers sitting around the tables, Melanie heard her name.

“Melanie!”

She turned to her right and saw a small woman in a tweed jacket looking intently at her.  She had dark hair down to her shoulders, streaked with gray just like Natalie’s.  Her face was obviously an older version than the photo Melanie was carrying: high cheekbones, full lips, short nose, dark brows over bright, pastel-blue eyes.  Aside from gray hair signs of age were laughlines framing the mouth and wrinkles radiating out from the corners of her eyes.

“Lada?”

“Melanie Dvorak!”  

The older woman got up from the table and stepped over towards Melanie. 

“Dobrý den!”  Melanie exclaimed, shrugging off the backpack.

“Mluvíte česky?”  Lada asked as they embraced.

“Sorry, I don’t speak Czech,” Melanie admitted as Lada kissed her on the cheeks.  “Good morning is about all I know.”

“It’s all right.  I would not have expected that.”

“Aren’t you tall?”  Melanie grinned, squeezing Lada’s forearms as she looked up into her eyes.

“Me?  Tall?  It’s the boot heels, darling.  I am only 157 centimeters in stockings.”

“That’s still three centimeters more than me.  These sneakers make things worse.”

“Come sit!”

Melanie dragged her backpack alongside Lada’s table and sat across from her.  There was already a cup and saucer on the table, the coffee sipped halfway down.  Melanie was disappointed by the ashtray containing four cigarette butts.

“You probably know several languages,” she said, to avoid mentioning the cigarettes.

“Why do you think so?”

“Europeans always speak multiple languages, don’t they?”

“Depends on how much travel one does, or is allowed to.”

“Allowed to, right.”

“Don’t look sad, dear.”

Lada held Melanie’s hands on the table.

“I do speak French,” Melanie said.  “Not fluently, but enough to get by.  Maybe we’ll need it when we pass through de Gaulle airport.”

“I speak French.”

“Oh, nice!  And what else?”

“German, Russian.”

“Oh, Russian!  I guess you had to know that one.”

Lada squeezed Melanie’s hands.

“I am so happy you’re here, little cousin!”

“So you recognized me?”

“It is like looking into a mirror that takes twenty years from my face.”

“Daddy gave me this picture to help identify you.”

Melanie unzipped her coat and reached inside.  She handed the snapshot to Lada.

“Oh, but that’s such an old picture!  God, I was only twenty years old!”

“That’s the photo Grandpa had from your father.  Mailed it to him before you escaped the country.”

“Several years before.  They exchanged family photographs.”

“It’s what they had to identify you when you got to the U.S.  I think Daddy gave it to me for sentimental reasons, not to be practical.”

“Ah, well.  Even if you had a photo of me from the day I left your country to return here, it would’ve been long out of date.  But can you also see our family resemblance?”

“Of course I can!  Oh, Lada!  You’re lovely.”

“Please!  You’re a beautiful young woman, Melanie.  I remember you as a little girl in Vermont.”

“I wish I remembered you better.”

“You were barely a schoolgirl then.  Six years old?”

“Yes.”

“You had those eyes even then.  Your father and your aunt have them too.”

“I thought you might have dark blue eyes like us but they’re much lighter.”

“My German blood; one Babička was from the Sudetenland.  Or she should be called Oma.  Many German-speakers lived in the Sudetenland; that is on the border.  After the Second World War, they were deported to Germany because most of them sided with the Nazi occupation.  So that was where my mother’s mother came from.”

“Was she pro-Nazi?”

“No, indeed!  As a matter of fact Oma remained in Czechoslovakia because she hated the Third Reich.”

“Is that how you learned German?  From your oma?”

“How it started, you could say.”

Lada returned her outdated portrait to Melanie.  The younger cousin then resumed hand-holding because the affection felt good.

“I guess both our mothers gave us small noses,” Melanie remarked.  “I like the Dvorak eyes but not the Dvorak nose.”

Lada smiled and sipped her coffee.

“But Natalie makes her nose look good,” Melanie added.

“Now she was a beauty.”

“Still is.  Wait til you meet her again!  Nat’s my hero!”

“Policewoman, isn’t she?”

“A State Police detective.  A sergeant.”

“Impressive!”

“I’m impressed.”

“Perhaps I might impress you, too.”

“You already do, Lada!  You escaped when this was a dangerous place and then came back.  You have to tell me why.”

“Have some coffee and we’ll talk.”

Lada beckoned a waiter and told him, “Moje sestřenice, ráda by si objednala kávu.”

“Cappuccino, please,” Melanie said.

“Of course, madame!”  the waiter nodded.

“Do you think we could converse in French?”  Lada asked after the waiter left.

“I can certainly try.  Why?  You don’t want to be overheard?”

“I don’t.”

“But the revolution’s over, isn’t it?  Your side won.  I saw all those posters from the taxi.  O.F.  What does that stand for?”

“Občanské fórum.  Havel’s political party.  Civic Forum in English.”

“Oh, right!  I read up on that a little before I left.  I wanted some idea of what’s going on.  I was proud to be at least part Czech when that got started.”

“Thank you, dear.”

“Even before we heard from you,” Melanie nodded.  “So you’re with Civic Forum?”

“I am not a party member but I support Havel.”

The waiter set Melanie’s drink on the table and was gone before she could try to say děkuji again.  

“You aren’t afraid of Communists are you?”

Lada shook her head as Melanie lifted her cup in both hands.

“All the same, I would prefer to keep some matters confidential.”

“What if there are French tourists nearby?”  Melanie asked, teasingly.

“The French are too aloof to pay attention to what two Czech women are saying.”

Melanie smiled, thinking it would be a compliment to be mistaken for a native.

“Alors, cher Lada...”

“...I was wondering why you asked to have a member of the family escort you to the United States,” Melanie said in French.  

“It’s the trauma.”

“Trauma?”  Melanie’s eyes widened with concern.

“I should explain what became of me when I returned here in 1969.”

Melanie nodded.  The whole family in America wanted to know.  It was thrilling to be the first to hear the story.

“You are a journalist, Melanie?  That’s what Natalie told me.”

“Not exactly; I am an editor for a left-wing...  What is the word in French?”

Melanie said “newsletter” in English and Lada replied with “bulletin”.

“Almost the same meaning in English,” Melanie continued in their lingua franca.  “But are you suggesting I am curious because of my work?”

“That is so.  I’m sorry to delay what you want to hear about but...”

“The trauma.”

“Yes.”

“Take your time, dear one.”

Already Melanie could see a change in Lada’s face.  Anxiety.  Post-traumatic stress, wasn’t it?

They sipped coffee for a moment.

“I have a boyfriend,” Melanie said, to divert the conversation but kept it in French.  

“You do?”  Lada smiled.  “Is it serious?”

“But of course,” Melanie giggled.  “Or I wouldn’t have mentioned it.  We live together near Boston.”

“What’s his name?”

“Simon.  He’s my age.  Works in a video shop.”

“Is he kind?”

“The kindest man I’ve ever known other than my father.”

“Does Simon get along with your parents?”

“Yes, very well.”

“Do you have a picture?”

“In my backpack.  You may see it later.”

“I will remind you.”

“Any man in your life?”

“No.”

“Woman?”

Lada grimaced.

“No woman, either.  Why would you ask that?”

“Oh, God!  We could get so far off track if I get into that.  Let me say just this: I was a wild girl until I met Simon.  Well, I was already twenty-five so maybe becoming monogamous was going to happen anyway.”

Lada shrugged.

“A promiscuous young woman?  Melanie, that doesn’t shock me.”

“Coming into the airport with just a backpack made me think of my summer in Europe five, six years ago.  I was staying with my grandparents in London.  But I traveled the continent, too.  Youth hostels.  Met other kids from all over.”

“And had sex with them, of course.  Boys and girls, yes?”

Melanie smirked.

“Anyway, I never did cross over into Czechoslovakia although I was tempted.  My mother’s family is British but I wondered about where my father’s people came from.  Still, I was intimidated by that Iron Curtain.”

“I understand.”

“Again, I am impressed that you came back.  What happened to you, Lada?  Please tell me.  I love you already.”

“Blood love?”  Lada asked, smiling shyly.  “But I feel it, too.”

She lit a cigarette and Melanie restrained her animosity for the smoke.

“Hold my hand and I’ll listen.”

Their short fingers interlaced, left hands clasping.  

Lada’s head twitched but she began to speak.

First let me tell you about the end of Prague Spring, how I experienced it.  Melanie, I was the same age you are now.  No longer a young student like the one in that little photograph.  I was working at a bookstore here in the city, had been for four years when the reforms under  Dubček began.  It was an exciting time, I can tell you.  We had been selling underground books and periodicals for a long time.  Materials banned by the communist government but smuggled in from the West.  With the reforms it looked like we could sell such material legitimately and lose the fear of being caught by the police.

I had a fiancé then, did anyone ever tell you?  Karel, a medical assistant.  My age.  I met him in the bookstore when he shopped there.  He was tall and handsome, a wonderful young man.  We were so hopeful about the reforms; Karel proposed to me only weeks before the Russians came over the border with their tanks.

Yes, it was frightening.  Our own military didn’t fight back but citizens protested.  Karel knew I had relatives in the United States.  My Uncle Stefan, your grandfather of course, and his wife and adult children.  Your father and aunt.  Karel insisted I join the exodus before the Soviets stopped it.  My own parents were dead by then so I had no immediate family in Czechoslovakia to consider.  But Karel had his parents and they could not pack up and leave so easily.  Karel promised to follow me when he could.

And so I fled.  I went to your grandparents’ home in Vermont as you know.  As we watched the invasion from across the sea, I felt guilty that I hadn’t stayed with Karel.  I knew he had joined the civilian protests.  But then I could not reach him.  I wanted to go back but Uncle Stefan fordbade me to leave his protection until after the Russians put the hard-liners back in charge.  The reform movement had failed.

Your grandfather still wanted to keep me where I was but knew how I felt about Karel, how I had to find him.  It was twenty-one years ago this month that I came back here, to Prague.  I was reunited with friends in the city and stayed with some of them.  No one could tell me what happened to Karel.

The bookstore was closed; the black-market sales of banned literature had been reported.  Someone informed the Státní bezpečnost, the StB, and I thought it was only a matter of time before they took me in for arrest and interrogation.  I was more worried about Karel than myself so I almost didn’t care when the StB hauled me in to their headquarters.

Melanie shuddered and squeezed her cousin’s hand more tightly.  She had been too young to understand about Karel, maybe.  Was that why no one really told her at the time?  Or had she forgotten having been told?

“They tortured you?”  Melanie asked softly.

“En français!”  Lada hissed.

...but yes, they did that to me.  They accused me of more than distrubiting forbidden literature.  They claimed I was part of an espionage ring, that Karel had recruited me for an operation set up by the British, their MI6, to move secret documents out of Prague.  They showed me microfilm cut from the spine of cloth-bound books that were being shipped to London.  The StB claimed we had received encrypted instructions to help their spies in Prague.

I denied that I had known anything about it.  They tried to beat a confession out of me.  Electric shock, sleep deprivation.  But the worst was when they brought me to Karel.

“Karel était un agent double?”  Melanie gaped.

“Ah, non.  Quelque chose de pire. Il était mort.”

His body was lying on a slab.  Two StB men held my arms as a third, my primary interrogator, pulled back the sheet to show me Karel’s face.  His face was damaged like mine from his beatings.  Then he turned Karel onto his side so that I could see the bullet hole in the back of the head.

“Executed for treason,” my interrogator said.  “You are also a traitor to the state.  Confess and you will live.”

I told him I didn’t want to live.

They threw me into solitary confinement.

More torture?  Yes, but it tapered off.  Solitary was a torture method in itself.  I was not allowed anything to read, let alone to have any outside contact.  I didn’t know what time it was, what day it was.  Weeks disappeared, then months.  Even though I was allowed out of my cell for an hour of exercise, no one spoke to me.  The guards brought my awful food and opened the door for the exercise but did not converse.

Sometimes, they raped me.

Melanie began to cry softly.  Lada put her cigarette in the ashtray and reached across the table to wipe Melanie’s tears with a napkin.  Lada’s head twitched as she continued speaking. 

It did not last forever, dear one.  All I knew was that the regime was still in power, the government that decided I was a traitor.  Finally, an officer in the StB told me I was to be released into the general population.  A secret trial had been held during my solitary confinement and I was sentenced to life imprisonment for high treason.  To spare my life was an act of clemency.

I had been held in segregated custody for eight months.

And so, my life became better.  No more torture although guards would sometimes lash out at us.  Women were used for sex but the older I got, the less interested they were in taking me.  The months dragged on into years.  Decades.

“La Révolution de Velours tu a libéré?”

“Oui.”

“Mais c'était plus de vingt ans de prison!”

Correct.  More than twenty years.  The new government reviewed my case, as with all political prisoners, and ruled that there was insufficient evidence that I had committed acts of treason, and declared me a victim of injustice.  I have been awarded a pension for compensation and so I can afford a small apartment and meet my basic needs.

But I don’t like to be in crowds alone.  That is why I so rudely asked you to come in from the airport on your own.

“I’m sorry about that,” Lada told Melanie in English.

“Don’t be,” Melanie said softly.  “But you feel safe with me?”

“Yes, of course!”

When Natalie had recruited Melanie to escort Lada to the New World, she hadn’t been able to account for their cousin’s whereabouts before now; Lada said she couldn’t explain it over the phone.  

“I’ll take care of you,” Melanie said.  “All of us will.”

Lada smiled.

“Come,” she said, “let’s go to my apartment and leave your bag there.  Then you must have a whirlwind tour of Prague before we fly out tomorrow.”

Melanie tried to pay the bill but Lada wouldn’t let her.

The apartment building where Lada lived was within walking distance of the Municipal House.  It was an older structure that reminded Melanie of brownstone buildings on Newbury Street in Boston’s Back Bay.  There were shops on the ground floor and the three stories above them had carved stone window frames, most of them with flower boxes on their sills.

Lada led Melanie up a dark staircase to the second residential level and then down a corridor to the far end opposite the street.  The carpeting was threadbare and the lighting was dim.  Lada unlocked the door to the apartment on the right using a long brass key.

“Here is home,” Lada announced.

She turned a circular switch on the wall to make the glass covered overhead light to come on.  What was revealed under the light was a small if tidy apartment.  Melanie could smell the residual cigarette smoke as soon as she stepped inside and wondered if her parents would make Lada go outdoors for her nicotene fixes.  

There was a living room with a pair of windows overlooking the courtyard.  The overcast sky hadn’t been providing much light.  The dining area was also part of the room, a small table with two chairs accompanied a two seated sofa, coffee table, bookshelf, and a cabinet.  There was no television set but a small radio sat on top of the bookshelf.

The furniture looked like it was made from cheap plywood.  Melanie thought of the Beatles song about Norwegian wood.

The kitchen had a high, narrow refrigerator, a gas stove, a short counter below cabinets, and a tiny, front-loading washing machine below the counter.  Lada showed Melanie the bathroom with its toilet, bathtub, and sink along with a hot water tank.  Lada’s bedroom was dark and windowless; a futon on a platform served as her bed.

“That is where you will sleep,” Lada announced.  “I will use the sofa.  Don’t argue!”

Melanie went to the bathroom after putting her backpack in the bedroom.  When she came out to the living room, Lada was smoking another cigarette. 

“Shall we go?”

“I just feel childish in these sneakers,” Melanie said.  “Do you have another pair of those nice boots that I could borrow?”

“An older pair, yes.  What size do you wear?”

“European size?  It would be 35.”

Lada laughed and tousled Melanie’s hair.

“My little elf!  That’s two sizes smaller than mine.  There’s a shoe store at the end of the block if you want to go there first.”

“Yes, but I’m going to pay for them.”

Later on, Melanie stood taller as she broke in her black leather fashion boots.  The sneakers had ended up in a trash bin.  She hoped Simon would like the new footwear.

Lada showed Melanie around the cobblestoned streets in Old Town.  They looked up at the medieval Astronomical Clock, the most famous tourist attraction in the Square.  

Melanie was glad that her cousin was more relaxed now.  It had been distrurbing to hear the story of Lada’s imprisonment.  That she had told it in French made Melanie feel like they were in some kind of shared trance; her imperfect grasp of the language making it difficult to follow Lada’s account at times.  Then there had been that unsettling head-twitching as well.  Although Melanie would rather know than not know, it was a relief to be interacting on an entirely different level now.

After Old Town, Lada and Melanie took a tram ride across Mánes Bridge over the Vltava River and on up to Prague Castle.  There were several structures to look at from a variety of historic periods; Melanie had been to the Tower of London, but this site covered a lot more ground.

“Why didn’t you call earlier?”  Melanie asked as they strolled The Golden Land with its small houses built hundreds of years ago.  “It looks like you’ve been living free for at least a little while.”

“Malá holka, I needed time.  Adjust to my life outside the prison walls.”

“I suppose that must be true.”

“It is.  Then, too, I had been so long out of contact that I didn’t know for sure where any of you were.”
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