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      BY this year, the year ’forty-five, the Germans had already lost command of the air-space over our little town. Over the whole
         region, in fact, and for that matter, the whole country. The dive-bombers were disrupting communications to such an extent
         that the morning trains ran at noon, the noon trains in the evening, and the evening trains during the night, so that now
         and then it might happen that an afternoon train came in punctual to the minute, according to the time-table, but only because
         it was the morning passenger train running four hours late.
      

      
      Just the day before yesterday an enemy fighter shot up a German pursuit plane over our town, and blew one wing clean off it;
         and then the fuselage burned out, and crashed somewhere out in the fields. But this wing, as it tore loose from the fuselage,
         ripped out a few handfuls of screws and nuts to spatter down over the square and peck at the heads of several women there,
         and the wing itself went on hovering over the town, and everybody who could stood and watched it, right to the moment when
         it swooped lower with a creaky motion just above the square. All the customers came tumbling out from both the restaurants,
         as the shadow of this wing hung rocking above the square, and everybody who was watching it went rushing across from one side
         to the other, and then back again to where they’d been standing a minute before, because the wing kept on swinging like a
         gigantic pendulum, sending them all scuttling in the opposite direction from where it looked as if it was going to fall, and all the time it was grinding out a crescendo
         clatter and a whining song. And then suddenly it hurtled down and crashed into the deanery garden.
      

      
      And within five minutes our townspeople had made a clean sweep of all the plates and sheet-metal from this wing, and the pieces
         reappeared the very next day as little roofs for rabbit-hutches and henhouses; in fact one man spent that same afternoon cutting
         out patterns from this plundered sheet-metal, and in the evening he made them into beautiful leg-guards for motor-bikes. In
         this way not only the wing vanished, but also all the parts and plates from the fuselage of the German plane, which had crashed
         outside the town, in the snow-covered fields.
      

      
      I went out there on my bicycle to have a look, half an hour after the dog-fight. And all along the road I kept meeting people
         from the town, pulling handcarts loaded with the stuff they’d looted. It was a job to guess what use they could possibly make
         of some of that junk. But I went pedalling on, all I wanted was to have a look at the smashed plane. I couldn’t stand acquisitive
         people, and I wasn’t interested in prising off odd parts and grabbing at bits of rubbish. By this time there was a regular
         path trodden through the snow all the way to that black wreckage, and along this path my father came marching, carrying a
         sort of silver musical instrument, and grinning and brandishing these silvery intestines as he marched. Some kind of pipes,
         they looked like; and that’s what they were, pipes from the aeroplane, the pipes the petrol flowed through. It was only when
         we were at home that evening that I realized why Dad was so delighted with this plunder. He cut those pipes up into identical
         pieces, and polished them, until he’d turned them into sixty shiny tubes, and then he laid alongside them his own patent propelling
         pencil with the retractable lead.
      

      
      There wasn’t anything in the world my father couldn’t make, and that was because he’d been retired on pension ever since he
         was forty-eight. He was an engine-driver, and he’d been on locomotives from the time he turned twenty, so he had to his credit
         double the service time he’d actually put in. But our townspeople went green with envy when they reflected that Father might
         still have twenty or thirty years of life ahead of him. And on top of that, Dad went on getting up in the morning earlier
         than the people who were still going to work. He used to go round collecting from the whole district, wherever there was anything
         to be picked up, screws, horse-shoes, anything; he fetched away all manner of odd parts and useless rubbish from the public
         dumps, and laid everything away at home in the sheds and the attics. It always looked like a scrap-yard full of old iron at
         our place. And if there was any old furniture people no longer needed, our Dad would take that off their hands, too, so that
         at home, although there were only three of us living there, we had fifty chairs, seven tables, nine couches, and shoals of
         little cabinets and washstands and jugs.
      

      
      And even that wasn’t enough for Dad. He used to go riding off on his bicycle all round our district, and even farther afield,
         raking through the rubbish tips with a hook, and in the evening he’d come back with his haul, because he said there wasn’t
         anything that might not come in for something some day; and he was right, too, for when anyone needed anything that wasn’t
         being manufactured any more, some spare part for a car, or a shredding-mill, or a threshing-machine, and couldn’t get hold of what he wanted, he came along to our place, and Father considered for a moment, and then set off
         from memory for some particular spot in the loft or the shed, or prowled round the pile of stuff in our yard, and then he
         rummaged in there somewhere, and in a few moments he hauled out some piece of scrap that would really do the job. That was
         why my father was always put in charge of the ‘Iron Sunday’ scrap collections; and when he carted off all that assorted iron
         scrap to the railway station he always took it round by our gate, and tipped a little bit of his ‘Iron Sunday’ over into our
         yard.
      

      
      And yet the neighbours could never forgive him. Maybe it was because of Great-grandfather Luke, who was only eighteen when
         he was granted a disability pension of a gold piece a day, though afterwards, in the republic, he got it in crowns.
      

      
      My great-grandfather was born in the year eighteen thirty, and in eighteen forty-eight he was a drummer in the army, and as
         a drummer-boy he took part in the fighting on Charles Bridge. The students dug out cobble-stones from the paving there to
         throw at the soldiers, and they hit Great-grandfather on the knee and crippled him for life. From that time on he was granted
         this disability pension, a gold piece every day, and every day he spent it on a bottle of rum and two packets of tobacco,
         but instead of sitting quietly at home to do his drinking and smoking, he went off limping about the streets and the field
         paths, taking a special delight in turning up wherever there were people slaving away at some hard labour. And there he’d
         grin and gloat over these workers, and drink this rum of his, and smoke his tobacco, and what with one thing and another,
         never a year passed without Great-grandfather Luke getting beaten up somewhere, and Grandfather having to wheel him home in the wheelbarrow.
      

      
      But Great-grandfather only bobbed up as fresh as ever, and was soon off again bragging about who was the better off everywhere
         he went, until somebody beat him up again in the same unchristian way. Until the fall of Austria put a stop to this disability
         pension he’d been drawing for seventy years. Until his allowance under the republic dwindled so much that it wouldn’t run
         to his bottle of rum and his two packets of tobacco any longer.
      

      
      But even then, never a year passed without somebody beating Great-grandfather Luke unconscious, because he still went on dragging
         himself around the district flaunting those seventy years when he’d had his bottle of rum and his tobacco every day. Until
         in the year nineteen thirty-five Great-grandfather did his bragging in front of some quarrymen whose stone quarry had just
         been closed down on them, and they beat him up so badly that he died. The doctor said he might very well have been with us
         a good twenty years yet. That was why there was no other family that stuck in the town’s gullet like ours did.
      

      
      My grandfather again, not to fall too far short of the standard set by Great-grandfather Luke, was a hypnotist who did his
         act in small circuses, and the whole town saw in his hypnotism nothing more nor less than an ambitious bid to stroll his way
         through life as idly as possible. But when the Germans crossed our frontier in March to occupy the whole country, and were
         advancing in the direction of Prague, our grandfather was the only one who went out to meet them, nobody else but our grandfather,
         and he set out to defy those Germans by means of his hypnotic powers, to hold back the advancing tanks by the force of suggestion.
         He went striding along the highroad with his eyes fixed on the leading tank, the spearhead of that entire motorized army. In this tank, waist-deep in
         the cabin, stood an officer of the Reich, with a black beret with the death’s-head badge and the crossed bones on his head,
         and my grandfather kept on going steadily forward, straight towards this tank, with his hands stretched out, and his eyes
         spraying towards the Germans the thought: ‘Turn round and go back!’
      

      
      And really, that first tank halted. The whole army stood still. Grandfather touched the leading tank with his outstretched
         fingers, and kept pouring out towards it the same suggestion: ‘Turn round and go back, turn round and …’ And then the lieutenant
         gave a signal with his pennant, and the tank changed its mind and moved forward, but Grandfather never budged, and the tank
         ran over him and crushed his head, and after that there was nothing standing in the way of the German army.
      

      
      Afterwards Dad went out to look for Grandfather’s head. That leading tank was standing motionless outside Prague, waiting
         for a crane to come and release it, because Grandfather’s head was mashed between the tracks. And the tracks being turned
         just the way they were, Dad begged to be allowed to free Grandfather’s head and bury it with his body, as was only right for
         a Christian.
      

      
      After that there were arguments raging about it all round our district. Some were shouting that Grandfather was a fool, but
         others retorted that he wasn’t quite such a fool, for if everybody’d taken a stand against the Germans like Grandfather, they
         said, only with weapons in their hands, who could say how it would have turned out for the Germans?
      

      
      At that time we were still living outside the town, it was only afterwards that we moved into it, and I, who had always been accustomed to solitude, felt the whole world close in on me as soon as we entered the town. The only times
         I’ve been able to breathe freely, ever since, were when I was able to get out of it. And again, as soon as I came back, as
         soon as the streets and alleys shrank in on me as I crossed the bridge, I shrank, too. I always had the impression — and I
         still have and always shall have — that behind every window there was at the very least one pair of eyes watching me. If anyone
         spoke to me I blushed, because I felt uncomfortably aware that there was something about me that disturbed and upset everybody.
         Three months ago I slashed my wrists, and on the face of it I had no reason to do such a thing, but I did have a reason, and
         I knew what it was, and I was only afraid that everyone who looked at me was guessing at what that reason could be. Hence
         these eyes behind every window.
      

      
      What should a young fellow like me have preying on his mind, at only twenty-two years of age? Well, what I had preying on
         my mind was that the people in our town were staring at me like this because they were convinced I’d cut my veins, that time,
         simply to get out of working, leaving them to do my share as well as their own, just as they’d had to do for Great-grandfather
         Luke, and Grandfather Vilém the hypnotist, and for my dad, who had only gone running up and down on locomotives for a quarter
         of a century so that he could do nothing for ever after.
      

      
      This year the Germans had lost control of the airspace over our little town. When I rode along the footpath to the fuselage
         of the aircraft the snow was glittering on the level fields, and in every crystal of snow there seemed to be an infinitely
         tiny second hand ticking, the snow crackled so in the brilliant sunlight, shimmering in many colours. Then it seemed to me that I could hear these tiny hands ticking away not only in every
         crystal of snow, but somewhere else as well. There was the ticking of my watch, of course, I heard that quite distinctly,
         but I could hear another ticking, too, and this one came from the aeroplane, from this heap of wreckage in front of me.
      

      
      And there it was, the clock on the instrument panel, actually still going, and it even showed the exact time, I compared it
         with the hands of my watch. And then I saw something else, there underneath the wreck, a glove lit up by the sun, and I realized
         that this glove wasn’t on its own there, but had a human hand inside it, and that this human hand wasn’t alone, but was attached
         to an arm, and the arm to a human body which lay somewhere under the wreckage.
      

      
      I tramped on the pedals of my bicycle with all the weight of my body. The miniature second hands ticked on every side, crackling
         in the sunlight, and along the railway track in the distance hurtled a goods train, also crackling merrily. It was the coal
         train on its way back to the Most coalfield, a hundred and forty axles for sure, and in the middle of the train there was
         a brake-block that had jammed, and it was red-hot, and metal was dripping on to the track, but that German locomotive bowled
         gaily along, hauling this jammed wagon just like all the rest.
      

      
      Tomorrow I’m going back on duty. Again I shall stand by the double track in my little station, where all the trains running
         from west to east are signalized by odd numbers, according to the schedule, and all the trains from west to east by even numbers.
         After a break of three months I shall be controlling traffic again, responsible for a station with two main lines passing through it, the through line from west to east bearing the number
         one, and the other through line from east to west the number two. Then, counting from line number one, all the lines on the
         right have odd numbers, three, five, seven, and so on, and all the lines on the right from through line number two have even
         numbers, four, six, eight, ten, and so on.
      

      
      Of course, that numbering is only for us state railways employees. From the point of view of a layman standing on a railway
         platform, as it might be in my station, the first line is the fifth, the second is the third, the third line is the first,
         and the fourth is the second …
      

      
      So early tomorrow morning I shall put on my uniform, black trousers and blue tunic, and my service greatcoat with the brass
         buttons that Mum cleans for me with Sidol. I shall button up that beautiful collar, bearing on both jacket and greatcoat the
         same insignia, from which every railwayman can see at a glance my status in the service. The central-school button on my collar
         tells everyone that I’ve passed my maturity, and the splendid star next to it, embroidered in gold thread, signifies that
         I’m a traffic apprentice. And then comes the finest symbol of all, here on my collar, the winged wheel decorated with violet
         and blue spangles, a winged wheel like a little golden sea-horse.
      

      
      That’s how I shall set out in the morning, while it’s still dark; and my mother will gaze after me, standing quite still behind
         the curtains. And in just the same way there’ll be people standing behind all the windows, wherever I pass, and like my mother
         they’ll watch me, with a finger parting the curtains. And I shall ride along to the river, where I shall halt for a breath of air on the footpath, as I always do, because I don’t like going to work by train. Along by the river I can
         breathe freely. There are no windows there, no trap waiting for me, no needle jabbed from behind into the nape of my neck.
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