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The Mahogany Elephant



He waited for her for three months. He sorted out his photos, rearranged his books, moved some of the furniture around, and then he went on waiting. After that he read all the letters he had ever received and threw most of them away, and he bought a large map of India and hung it above his bed. Or rather he didn’t buy a map of India, but that was what he really wanted to do while he was waiting. He waited and waited, and began to write a story about waiting for her, but he didn’t know how it would end, so he dropped it. Finally he did nothing at all; he didn’t even wait anymore. He was sleeping less and less, he ate nothing but bread and tomatoes and yellow supermarket cheese, and then at last she came back, they sat together on his sofa, and she said, “It’s been a long time.”

“Yes,” he said, although he had firmly made up his mind to say as little as possible, “it’s been a very long time.”

She had lost weight on her travels, and he didn’t think she looked better than before. She was tired, but then, she was always tired; she’d gone away to recover from feeling tired all the time, and now that she was back she was still tired. And she’d grown older. Older or more serious or harder, he wasn’t sure which. There was a gray tinge to her suntanned skin, the kind you usually see only on older women, her smile was much too grave and thoughtful, and her cheekbones were even more prominent than before.

She rose to her feet and went out. When she came back she had a bright-colored bag in her hand.

“This is for you,” she said.

“Thank you, my love,” he said. He opened the bag. There was a small, fat, black mahogany elephant in it.

“Would you like a drink?” he asked.

“Some water.”

“I bought wine for you.”

“No, water,” she said.

He slowly stood up and brushed his leg against hers. Apart from the fleeting kiss when she arrived it was their first physical contact in three months.

“Really just water?” he called from the kitchen, but she didn’t reply. “Chilled or room temperature?” he asked, and she called quietly back, “Room temperature.”

He took a new crate of water out of the closet, pushed it straight back in again with his foot, and opened the bottle of wine that had been standing on the kitchen table for the last six weeks. He picked up the glasses and the bottle, and before going back to the living room he took the elephant out of his trouser pocket and threw it in the garbage.

“Jordi,” she said, “I didn’t want wine.”

“No,” he agreed, “it’s still too early for wine.”

“I didn’t drink at all while I was there,” she said.

“That’s a pity,” he said.

“No, I don’t think so.”

“I think it is.”

He poured wine first for himself, then for her, and they clinked glasses. She didn’t look in his eyes, and she drank only a tiny sip before going into the kitchen to fetch a bottle of water. She sat down on the sofa again, as far from him as she had been just before, and began telling him about her travels—but he was barely listening. While she was away he had kept trying to imagine where she was at any given time, and what it was like there, but now he couldn’t care less about India, he just wanted to know what her decision was. Of course, he knew already, but he wanted to hear it from her own mouth. He wanted her to suffer a little, he wanted her to have to say it and feel unhappy about hurting him. No, she would say, we’re not going to get married, Jordi, I know that’s not what I want now, so we’ll never see each other again, the way we agreed.

“Did you miss me?” he said.

“No, Jordi,” she said, “I didn’t.”

“Of course not,” he said, and nodded.

“Are you angry?”

“No.”

“I’m glad.”

“Good.”

“Are you sure you’re not angry?”

“I’m sure.”

He looked out the window. When she had left, you could still see right over the square to the Church of Zion. Now the trees were in leaf, and all you saw from the window were those wonderful large green leaves. The leaves swayed back and forth in the wind, reminding Jordi of seaweed drifting in the ocean.

Perhaps it was because they hadn’t seen each other for so long. They hadn’t seen each other for almost as long as they’d known each other! He laid his arm on the back of the sofa behind her and left it there for a few minutes, but then he took it away again. The arm didn’t feel quite sure of itself.

“What about you?” she asked.

“Me?”

“What have you been doing?”

“Why didn’t you call?” he said. “Not once in three months!”

“But you know,” she said, taking alarm. “That was our agreement, wasn’t it?”

She was right. She’d even said, “Suppose I stay there for good?” And he had said that would be okay, she was a free agent, and if they never said another word to each other again that would be okay too. But he had said so only out of calculation, because he knew that she was an Aries—and just try keeping a ram captive.

“There’s a story about that elephant,” she said. She paused, waiting for him to ask what the story was, but all he was thinking about was how to get the elephant out of the rubbish bin again without her noticing.

“It was the fourth,” she said, “honestly, it was the fourth, I swear it.”

He still didn’t say anything. Then he went into the kitchen without a word, and before bending over the trash he turned around, to be on the safe side.

“I lost the first three!” she called from the living room. “Can you imagine it—all three of them? Do you think that means something?”

He was frantically searching through the garbage, but he couldn’t find the elephant. He dug his hands deeper and deeper into the damp, smelly trash, and then he took everything out and laid it on the floor.

“I know this one’s ugly!” she called again. “I bought it at the airport in Bombay. You should have seen the others. They were really pretty!”

He couldn’t find it. He knelt, sweating, with the trash of the last three days spread out on the floor around him, and suddenly he realized how crazy he was. He thought, If she sees this she’ll think I’m totally crazy, and he began picking up the trash and stuffing it back in the garbage can.

“Actually that’s not true. I didn’t want to bring you anything back.” There she was behind him all of a sudden. “I simply forgot about you.”

He turned his head and looked up at her from below. She ran her hand through his hair and said, “And then I remembered you again in Bombay, at the airport…. What’s the matter? Have you thrown it away already?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Then we’re quits,” she said. She knelt down beside him and helped to pick up the trash. It was soon done, and then they washed their hands together in the bathroom, looked at each other in the mirror, and smiled.

“Would you go out, please?” she said.

She had never felt shy about going to the bathroom in front of him before. Although he didn’t really like it when she did, he would have given anything for her not to send him out now. He closed the door behind him and went into the living room. He sat down on the sofa, but got up again the next minute and put some music on. It was a CD they’d listened to together a couple of times, so he quickly turned it off. He sat down on the sofa again and looked out the window, watching the large green leaves swaying in the wind, and then he didn’t feel so bad after all. It was as if he himself had just come back from a journey, a very good one, but difficult too; indeed, often simply tedious. And now he was back, glad not to be travelling, glad he could just sit here where he had sat for years, looking out the window at the large green leaves and enjoying them, and waiting for them to fall so that he could see the church behind them and be glad to think they would soon be growing again.

Before she went away, they’d tried it on the sofa once. No, he had tried it; she had gone along with him at first, but then she suddenly crossed her arms over her bare breasts. He ran his hand over her belly, and she pressed her legs firmly together. He turned away, disappointed, and she said it was horrible of him to punish her like that. After her flight had taken off, he sent her a text message apologizing, and perhaps she had seen it when the plane stopped over in Zurich, or perhaps not.

How much longer would she stay on the toilet? She usually took very little time about it—he was always surprised how little time she needed—but she went very often. He sometimes had to go frequently, too, but only when he was nervous, which maybe meant that she was always nervous. Today was different, this was the first time she’d gone to the bathroom since arriving, and she had been here for two hours. So today she wasn’t as nervous as usual! As soon as that thought occurred to him he felt nervous and wanted to go to the bathroom himself.

He sat there for a while, waiting. Ten minutes must have passed, and then he couldn’t wait any longer and went over to the bathroom. The door was closed, so he knocked, but there was no answer. He knocked again, louder, and now he heard her.

“I’m here,” she said quietly.

“Where?”

“Here,” she said even more quietly.

She was in the bedroom. She was lying in his bed fully clothed, and when he came in she said, “All right, let’s get married.” She lay there in his bed fully clothed, and then she turned on her side, she laid her head on the pillow and put her hands under it, and looked at him gravely and sadly.








Seven Attempts at Loving



The first time, they were sitting side by side at school lunch in the kindergarten on Slavíkova Street, showing each other their little secrets under the table. She only had to open her legs slightly, he unbuttoned his trousers. It was always rather dark at the kindergarten, and they didn’t see much. When they had had lunch all the children went into the big dormitory. Jirka followed Alena slowly and was sorry his bed wasn’t next to hers. After that they played together, as he could still remember, although what they had played he didn’t recollect. When their parents fetched them they did not say good-bye. They looked away, and the next day they didn’t talk to each other. A few days later Alena pinched her own forearm until it was bright red. She yelled with pain, and when the kindergarten teacher was cuddling her Alena said, through her tears, that Jirka had done it.

Alena and Jirka were children of the Vinohrady district. It made no difference to them at the time, but later on they both often thought of that. He lived with his parents in Mánesova Street, up at the top by the square where the big rectangular church with the see-through clock stood. If the window in his room was open, he heard the trams going along Vinohradská Street. She lived in Chopinova Street. She only had to cross the road to reach the park. They often saw each other there, and just before his family and hers fled to the West in ’68 he met her at the side of the park where you could look down at the city. It was late summer, the setting sun bathed the castle in lilac, and Alena was playing hopscotch with her girlfriends on the asphalt path. They’d drawn lines with blue and yellow chalk, they were hopping from square to square on one leg, and Alena didn’t notice Jirka passing with his mother. Only when they reached the sports ground did he hear Alena call his name. He turned, and she ran toward him. When they were facing each other, she said, “We’re going away soon, Jirka.” He didn’t reply, but his mother said quietly, “Alenka, I’m sure you’re not supposed to tell anyone.” He didn’t yet know that his own parents were making similar plans, and he would soon see Alena again at the transit camp in Friedland. “See you,” he said, and for the first time in ages he took his mother’s hand again and drew her away.

In Friedland, Alena and her parents were in the hut right beside the exit from the camp. Perhaps that gave them hope. They were still there when Jirka and his parents arrived that winter. It was a few days before he and Alena discovered each other. Alena had grown during the six months since they last met; she had small breasts now, and often wore the short, pale blue skirt that her mother had made her in Prague. Jirka didn’t like Alena so much anymore. She was reading all the time, and when she wasn’t reading her mind was elsewhere.

“What are you doing this afternoon, Alena?”

No reply.

“Shall we go to the cinema in town?”

“The cinema?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know.”

“Alena, it’s no fun sitting around indoors the whole time.”

“What did you say?”

“Oh, never mind.”

A pause.

“Sure you wouldn’t like to come with me, Alenka?”

Still no answer.

When Jirka and his parents moved to Frankfurt the next spring, Alena gave him one of her Czech books. The cover showed a young woman with long black hair framing her face, like a harp turned upside down. Her eyes were blue, her mouth was black. Jirka put the book on the bookshelf in his new room, and when he thought of Alena he took it out and looked at it. He took it out less and less as time went on. Sometimes he didn’t look at it at all for two or three years, or he picked it up just by chance. As he remembered Alena, she looked like the young woman on the cover of the book, and when he went to study in Munich he took it with him.

Alena was planning to study in Munich too. Just before she went there her parents phoned his parents, and Jirka’s mother said she was sure Alena could stay with Jirka when she went to register at the university.

Alena stayed there for three days. At first they hardly recognized each other, then they talked Czech, fast and excitedly, and suddenly they didn’t feel so much alone. Jirka went to Adalbertstrasse with Alena when she registered, he showed her the canteen in the Art Academy, and the Venezia, and they slept in the same bed. On her last night he tried to kiss her. She was wearing a see-through nightie, and he put his hand on her breasts. They weren’t as small as they had been in Friedland. She did not return his kiss, and pushed his hand away. In the morning she got up early and went back to her parents in Hamburg until the beginning of the semester. She didn’t mention the kiss, but Jirka felt ashamed of himself. He wasn’t in love with her, he thought, so why hadn’t he left her alone? After the door had closed behind her it struck him that she really did look like the girl on the cover of the book.

At the last film festival in the Artists’ House—this was a good deal later—they suddenly found themselves standing side by side. After that they were a couple. Before, they had seen each other about once a year, somewhere in the city, or in the little café in Amalienstrasse, and all they’d said was, “Hi, how are you?” In fact they were doing much the same thing now. They stayed together for four months, and it ended as it had begun—without many words. Alena went to collect Jirka from the School of Journalism, and they walked through the city to the river Isar. She held his hand, after a while she slowly let go of it, and he knew she would never hold hands with him again. Later, in his room, she sat at his desk under the large Face poster of the little boy with the gangster’s hat, and she slowly turned the chair round in a circle. He took her to the U-Bahn station on Josephsplatz, and as they passed the tall old buildings in Isabellastrasse he thought of the tall old buildings of Vinohrady.

Three weeks after the revolution he was back in Prague to write a piece for Die Weltwoche, and when he returned to Munich he was dreaming of a Vinohrady apartment. He soon forgot the idea again, but after his next visit to Prague it was just the same—yet again he wanted to stay and yet again, after a week back in Munich, he didn’t mind one way or the other about Prague. This went on for quite a while, and then his parents bought an apartment in Chopinova Street. After that, and when his parents were in Frankfurt, he went to Prague to work for a few months every year. Sometimes he stood outside their old apartment building in Mánesova Street and listened to the trams driving past on Vinohradská Street.

Since his first kiss Jirka had slept with eighteen women, he had kissed nine but done no more with them, he had gone almost all the way with three; he’d had three real girlfriends and an affair of some length which still kept flaring up again, and he had been with Alena for four months. Since her first kiss Alena had had three real boyfriends, one of them being Jirka, she had kissed someone five times, and she had once risked a one-night stand which was better than she had expected. Now she was married to a German architect twelve years her senior, she had no children, and she often thought of Jirka. When she went back to Prague again for the first time, in the spring of 2002, she was very excited. She hoped to meet him there by chance.

She did meet him in the city—outside Tesco. They were both waiting for the Number 22 tram, and for the first few minutes Alena didn’t say a word. She just smiled and put the hair back from her face. Then the tram arrived, and they boarded it together. The tram drove off fast, then stopped abruptly, and all the passengers were thrown backward. Alena decided to make use of this opportunity. She fell into Jirka’s arms, he held her tight and only slowly let her go. They both got out in Peace Square and went to their old park.

Jirka and Alena saw each other every day. They phoned each other in the morning and made a plan of some kind for the afternoon, and sometimes they stayed together for their evening meal. Alena too was based in Chopinova Street, in the building where she had grown up, staying with neighbors who had lived there for forty years. She was in Number 4 and Jirka was in Number 12, and they always split the difference fairly by meeting outside Number 8.

After a few days Jirka began giving up the morning phone calls. He often didn’t call Alena back until the afternoon, saying he’d been overworked and he was afraid he was too tired to do anything now. Once they didn’t see each other for three days, and he hoped Alena would stop calling entirely.

She didn’t call, but she dropped in. She stood in the doorway before him, and in her white blouse and her short blue skirt she looked just like her mother and his own in the old days. She looked the way almost all Czech women looked in the sixties: stern, sexy, and older than she really was.

“I’m leaving tomorrow,” said Alena, and suddenly it was all just the same as back then in the park when she was playing hopscotch with her girlfriends, and he had thought he’d never see her again.

“Come in,” he said.

“Oh, no,” she said.

“Please.”

She came in and stood in the foyer. He asked if she’d like something to drink, and she drank a glass of water without sitting down.

“Do you have someone?” she said.

“No,” he said.

“Oh, well,” she said, “it doesn’t really matter.”

“No,” he said.

“I’m never coming back to Prague again,” she said.

“I can understand that,” he said.

She began to cry, turned, and went away. He stood in the doorway and watched her going down the stairs, and then he stood on the balcony and looked after her as she left. She went slowly down Chopinova Street, and after every few steps she stopped, shed tears, and then went on again.








The Maserati Years



It was a very cold day. He hadn’t closed the balcony door overnight, and when he breathed out, a small cloud of vapor rose from his mouth. He lay in bed with only his face showing outside the covers, making clouds of vapor. Another five, no, another ten of them, and then he’d get up.

She hadn’t kissed him when she awoke at dawn. She had reached for him, and when he was lying on top of her she didn’t give him any help, but it was quite easy all the same. She didn’t kiss him afterward either, and he went to sleep again straightaway and dreamed of a bottle of Corona as large as the water pump in Monbijouplatz.

Then he woke up once more, it was afternoon, and he thought of the big bottle of Corona. He’d have liked a cigarette, but he didn’t have any left. He went to the bathroom, came back, turned his cell phone on, and put it down again. “Hi, Tom-Cat, I’m pregnant. Sorry to tell you this way. Going to my parents.”

Two other text messages had arrived, both from someone at the production company, who had also left messages on his voice mail, sounding rather angrier every time, asking where he was. There’d been a rehearsal at one o’clock, someone would be there until six.

“Hi, Tom-Cat, I’m pregnant. Sorry to tell you this way. Going to my parents.”

Oh, go to hell, he thought, breathing out another little cloud. Number four.

They were three friends meeting again after many years. One was now a singer, one was a doctor, and the third, the part he played, was nothing much. His character had never left home—he still lived with his family—and he wasn’t as handsome as he used to be, but you could see that he once had been. During the single night depicted in the film, everything would change for all of them. The Lost Night. Not a bad title, if a little too American.

He still had the cooking sherry his mother had bought the last time she visited, and maybe there was a bottle of wine somewhere. A cigarette would be better. He imagined the smoke filling his lungs, slowly making him dizzy, and then the smoke would have to leave them again, although he’d prefer not to breathe it out at all. Little cloud number five.

I’ll have to sell the car, he suddenly thought. He was surprised to find himself thinking that, but it was exactly what he thought. I’ll have to sell the car, I can’t afford it anymore if I have to pay up every month. Not this car, anyway. Step on the gas too hard and something goes off, bang, and the guy from Brunnenstrasse has to come and tow it away, and you take taxis until he’s got hold of a new engine, and an engine like that costs a bundle. So there go the Maserati years, he thought, and for a moment he felt sad. Then he felt furious, and then he closed his eyes and went to sleep.

When he woke up it was getting dark again. Not entirely dark yet, but pretty dark. It was gray, blue-gray outside—the kind of light you got only at the end of November, the beginning of December, at around three or three-thirty in the afternoon, when Berlin might as well be in Finland.

Three or three-thirty—right. He got up, went to the bathroom, and on the way back he looked in the big kitchen drawer to see if there were any cigarettes there. He didn’t find any, and he picked up the sherry bottle, but then he put it down again. Once back in bed he felt for a moment the way he used to as a child, walking around the apartment on a Sunday while the others were still asleep. Since there was no one who wanted to play with him he would go back to bed, and the bedclothes were as perfectly cool as they felt now.

They had never discussed it. He hadn’t asked her any questions, and she hadn’t said anything. He thought, If she doesn’t say anything then there’s nothing to discuss, nothing can happen. It was that way with other women. If there’d been anything to discuss she would surely have said something, he’d thought, and now he was thinking that of course that had been stupid of him. She would have said something only if she didn’t want any problems. So either there was nothing to discuss, or she did want problems.

When he first met her, in the Casolare, he’d thought, This is going nowhere, and if it does go anywhere then it won’t be for long. He had looked out at the canal and ordered successive glasses of wine for her, thinking the same thing all the time. Presumably, she had been thinking something quite different. She had black hair, blue eyes, and a look that could bring you to tears. He thought, That’s how it is when they’re a little older, they’re often like that. They aren’t ashamed of anything in bed, though, and you don’t have to feel ashamed of anything with them either.

His mobile rang, and he jumped up at once. When he saw that it was someone from the production company he let it ring. It stopped, and then a text came in from the wardrobe supervisor, but he deleted it without reading it and went back to bed. Then he got up again and closed the balcony door. He put some music on, lay down, and listened to Al Green, and thought how he’d never listen to Al Green in his beautiful car anymore. It was still rather cold in the room, he’d pulled the quilt right up to his chin, and the cold wind was like the wind that blew in his face in the Maserati. He drove up Leipziger Strasse to Potsdamer Platz and then on west. He listened to “La-La for You,” and the white winter sun danced between the buildings ahead of him.

The Biturbo really was a beautiful car. Its engine had a pleasant, stern sound, it sat five people, and it was as angular as a chocolate box. And now all that was over because she hadn’t told him he had to take care. They’d done it ten or perhaps twelve times, even when she’d had her period. They’d been good together, he’d enjoyed himself and so had she, and now he’d have to get rid of his beautiful car.

He breathed out through his mouth, but nothing happened. He tried again, but the air in the room wasn’t cold enough anymore. He could feel the warmth of the radiator behind the bed. You could almost touch that warmth, and when he thought of the cold weather outside he didn’t want to go out at all.

They wouldn’t be shooting without him anyway. They couldn’t go on shooting without him! Niklas had written the part specially for him—his character in the film was a little like his real self. Niklas had often said so, and he hadn’t always liked that, but mostly it was okay. Now he was glad, because they really couldn’t do without him, even in rehearsal. Anyway, at the moment everyone wanted to make films featuring him.

Or no, of course they could manage without him. And who in fact did still want to make films featuring him? Exactly—people who hadn’t worked with him before. He was always offered the same kind of part, and that was his own doing—he could have said no. The directors he’d started out with worked with other people now, just throwing him the occasional bone out of charity. A small part in the film, large letters in the opening credits: “Guest appearance by our old friend Feri, and no, we don’t know why we’re doing this either.”
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