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Synopsis

On September 1, 1938, at a fashionable swimming pool in Levice in the centre of Europe, three
thirteen-year-old adolescents - Hungarian, Czech and Jewish - decided to compete in a swim-
ming competition to win a claim over a Slovak blonde, Maria. The three friends’ contest for love
is repeated in virtually every year of the novel’s progress, but the race never ends in victory.
The novel rushes its characters onward through political tribulations, but never allows them to
finish the fateful race. Even though the characters’ lives are filled with incredible events, they
are never filled with the most sacred emotion of them all - love. Nobody wins Maria and Méria,
the most innocent, loses all.



Stalo sa prvého septembra (alebo inokedy)
Pavol Rankov

Epizéda 1951

Prvého septembra bola sobota. Jan si na tento datum pre-
lozil poslednu skusku z letného semestra.

Vstal z lavice, v ktorej si robil pripravu, a sadol si na sto-
licku oproti katedre.

Tak kolega, ukazte mi najskor, aku otazku ste si vytiahli,
- povedal bodro profesor Oc¢ovsky. Jan mu podal papierik a
povedal:

Clostridium botulinum.

- Clostridium botulinum? ! — potesil sa profesor. — To je
zlaty fond predmetu Bakterioldgia II. Tak spustte.

- Clostridium botulinum je baktéria rozmnozujtca sa v
konzervovanych potravinach, ak boli sterilizované pri nedo-
statocnej teplote. Sposobuje otravu nazyvanu botulinizmus.
Botulinizmus sa prejavuje bolestami hlavy, smddom, dvoji-
tym videnim, ochrnutim dychacich svalov, problémami pri
hovoreni a prehitani. Ale vratim sa k samotnej baktérii.

- Nevracajte sa nikam, kolega, - usmial sa profesor
Ocovsky. - Dajte index, zapiSem vam jednotku.

- Tak rychlo? - prekvapil sa Jan. Profesor razne vpisal do
Janovho indexu znamku a vratil mu ho.

- Nech sa paci... Ale nechodte e$te pre¢. Musite sa zastavit
na konci chodby v miestnosti ¢islo $tyridsatdevat.

Pravdaze, hned tam idem, - tesil sa stale Jan. — Dovidenia.
A este raz dakujem.
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Nedakujte, kolega, nie je za ¢o, — povedal profesor, ked sa
dvere za Janom zatvorili.

Jan sa tejto skusky, presnejsie nevyspytatelnych nalad
skusajuceho profesora Ocovského, obaval rovnako ako vsetci
spoluziaci. Preto ho velmi potesilo, ako rychlo a lahko sa
dostal k jednotke. Bola to znamka, akou sa z Bakterioldgie II.
mohol pochvalit malokto.

Ked Jan klopal na dvere ¢islo 49, este stale sa usmieval. A
usmev mu nezmizol z tvare, ani ked vosiel dnu a zastal oproti
Sedivému patdesiatnikovi, ktory sedel za tizkym stolom. Muz
mal na sebe tmavomodry oblek, ktorého rukavy boli odspodu
tak vysuchané, az sa leskli. SIne¢né luce prenikajuce do malej
miestnosti spoza jeho chrbta sa na predlaktiach odrazali ako
na hladine jazera. Na stole pred muzom bolo niekolko papie-
rov. Niektoré popisané strojom, iné modrym perom.

- Dobry den. Posiela ma sudruh profesor Ocovsky, -
povedal veselo Jan.

- Potom musite byt sudruh Jan Bizek, - potesil sa muz
a vyskocil, aby podal Janovi ruku. Zo stola pritom zhodil
niekolko papierov. Jan ich chcel zdvihnut, ale chlapik sa
rozkrical:

- Nie, rozhodne mi to nedvihajte. Vsetko si pozbieram
sam. Vy si, sudruh Bizek, sadnite tu do kresla, nech sa paci.

Jan sa posadil a pozoroval muza, ktory si usporaduval
harky, ktoré zdvihol zo zeme. Potom sa obratil k Janovi.
Obaja sa usmievali a zaroven si uvedomovali, Ze vlastne nie je
dovod, aby sa usmievali.

- Tak ako dopadla skuska? - spytal sa muz.

- Na jednotku, - pochvalil sa Jan.

- Ved preto, — zdvihol muz veselo prst, — prihovoril som sa
za vas u sudruha Ocovského.
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— Prihovorili ste sa?

— Ano, sme s nim stari zndmi. Prizvukoval som sudruhovi
Ocovskému, aby vas velmi neunavil a nezdrzal, - usmial sa
muz a pleskol si dlanami po stehnach, akoby tym chcel vyjad-
rit, ako velmi ho tesi, Ze sa dobra vec podarila.

— A preco ste sa za mna prihovorili?

- Nechcel som, aby ste za mnou prisli v zlej ndlade a
unaveny. Velmi mi zdlezalo, aby nas rozhovor bol priatelsky a
prijemny. Nechcem vas oberat o Cas, je predsa sobota.

Janovi zrazu napadlo, Ze pred nim sedi tajny. Zavahal, ¢i
sa ma na to rovno spytat, alebo predstierat, ze zatial nicomu
nerozumie. Rozhodol sa pre to druhé.

- Ale ja vobec nechapem, prec¢o sme sa stretli.

- Mam pre vas ponuku.

- Aku?

- V Trencine neddvno vznikol potravinarsky vyskumny
ustav.

- Ano? Nepocul som o tom.

- Tak to ma byt. Je to tajné vojenské pracovisko. Dobre, Ze
ste o tom az doteraz nepoculi. Muz vytiahol cigarety.

- Zapalite si? - spytal sa.

- Nie, dakujem, - Jan premohol chut na cigaretu.

- Nie? Myslel som si, Ze fajcite.

— Fajc¢im, ale teraz si nedam.

- Ach tak, - pokyval muz zamyslene hlavou. - Tak budem
faj¢it sam.

Muz si zoparkrat potichu potiahol. Zadrziaval dym v

ustach a vychutnaval jeho chut. Jan ho pozoroval a ¢oraz viac
ho mrzelo, Ze si nedal aj on.
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- Ale k veci, - strhol sa zrazu muz. - Vyskumné praco-
visko v Trenc¢ine potrebuje $ikovnych ludi. Podla moznosti
mladych. Takych, ktori maji zdujem o potravinarsku chémiu
a zaroven si uvedomuju, Ze pracuju v poprednom ustave stra-
tegického vyznamu, kde je vsetko, takpovediac, prisne tajné.

Janovi sa ulavilo. TakZze nejde o vysluch suvisiaci s nedavno
ukoncenym pripadom Mariinho otca, ale o ponuku préce.

- Spytam sa vas teda priamo: Chceli by ste pracovat v
takom vedecko-vyskumnom ustave?

- Ano, - odvetil Jan, - ale ¢aka ma este rok $tudia.

- Diplomovku by ste pisali na tému, ktorej by ste sa veno-
vali aj v ustave, — vysvetlil muz. - Samozrejme, museli by sme
si dat pozor, aby ste v nej nevyzradili nejaké $tatne tajomstvo.
Ale to by nebol problém. Precitali by sme si to a posudili, ¢i
nieco netreba vyskrtnut.

— Takze by som mohol nastupit uz pocas studia?

- Presne to vam ponukam. Uzite si este letné prazdniny a
zacnite pracovat od prvého septembra.

- To by bolo prima, - rozziarili sa Janovi o¢i.

- V poslednom ro¢niku uz mate len zopar predmetov.

Mozno by sme vam vedeli vybavit, aby ste chodili do $koly
len kazdy druhy tyzden. Jan sihlasne pokyval hlavou.

- Mimochodom, - pokracoval nezavizne muz, - povedali
ste, ze by to bolo prima. To je také ¢eské slovo — prima. Vy ste
povodom Cech, viak?

- Ano, - odvetil Jan.
— Takze Jan, a nie Jan, — usmial sa muz.
- Uz dlho zijem na Slovensku, - vysvetlil Jan.

- Ale dospievanie ste cez vojnu prezili v Protektorate,
vsak?
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- Ano, v Brne.

- Tam ste stratili rodicov, vsak?

Jan pokyval hlavou:

- Vidim, Ze o mne viete vSetko. Armada je armada.

- To teda mate pravdu, vieme skoro vsetko, - zasmial sa
muz. - Len vasda sestra je pre nas velka zahada.

Jan mlcal.
~ Co by ste mi o nej vedeli povedat?
— Skoro ni¢. Zmizla pocas vojny. Obavam sa, Ze tiez zahynula.

- Ale hovorilo sa o nej vseli¢o, — povedal muz a zahladel
sa na Jana.

- Naposledy som ju videl niekedy v $tyridsiatom druhom
alebo tretom. Nebyvala s nami.

— A kde pracovala?

- Tak toto naozaj neviem, verte mi.

- Predstavte si, Zze vam verim. Ani ndm sa o nej nepoda-
rilo ni¢ zistit.

Muz znovu vytiahol bali¢ek s cigaretami.

- Naozaj si nedate?

- Dam.

- No vidite, - muz sa potesil, akoby ziskal Janov stuhlas
v nejakej mimoriadne zavaznej veci. Ked Jan vydychol prvy
oblacik dymu, ticho sa spytal:

- Vadi to?

- Co? - spytal sa nechdpavo muz.

No... — hladal Jan slova, - Protektorat a tak.

- Ale kdeze, - zasmial sa muz, — skér naopak. Pracovali
ste predsa v konzervarni. To sa vam rata ako prax. Jan spo-
kojne pokyval hlavou.
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- Ale je tu este Cosi, — povedal muz, ked zatlacal ohorok
do popolnika. Otvoril zasuvku a chvilu sa v nej prehraboval.

- Aha, uz to mam, - usmial sa, ked sa vystrel. Jan na neho
neddvercivo pozeral.

- Toto, - povedal muz a podal mu novinovy vystrizok.

Janovi stacil jediny pohlad na fotografiu a nadpis Krysy
utekaji, no hrdinovia sa vracaju. Bol to ¢lanok, v ktorom
Peter pisal o Janovom pobyte v Izraeli.

- Takze vy ste hrdina, - povedal muz bezfarebnym hlasom.
- Ja som to nepisal, - hlesol Jan.

- Aby sme si rozumeli, ni¢ vdm nevyc¢itam. Vietci sme
ocakavali, ze sa Izrael stane bastou boja proti americkému
a britskému imperializmu na Blizkom vychode. Aj sudruh
Stalin predsa podporil vznik zidovského s$tatu. Ide o to, ze je
to uplne iny $tat, ako sme predpokladali.

- Ja za to nemo6zem, — povedal Jan a sam sa pousmial nad
hlupostou svojej odpovede.

- Mate tam asi mnoho priatelov. Co si oni myslia o vyvoji
v Izraeli?

- Nemdam tam ziadnych priatelov.
- To nie je mozné. Za dva roky ste sa s nikym nezblizili?

- Zblizil som sa s jednou arabskou diev¢inou. Ked sa roz-
putali boje, jej rodina z Izraela usla. Nemam potuchy, ¢o je s
nou teraz.

- Co si myslite o sionizme?
— Sionizmus je stahovanie Zidov do Palestiny?

- Nie, sionizmus je zidovska doktrina ovladnutia sveta, -
povedal muz ostro.

- Nikdy som sa tym nezaoberal, - Jan si nervézne zacal
¢istit okuliare.
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— A ¢o si mysli o sionizme vas priatel Rosenberg?

- Len pred par mesiacmi ho prepustili z plucneho sana-
toria. Mal tuberkulézu. Bojoval o Zivot. Jeho politika nezau-
jima, za to sa vdim mozem zarucit.

Jan si spomenul na chvile, ked spolu s Gabrielom stali na
lodi pred britskym velitelom. Kri¢al vtedy, I am not a Jew.

- Neviem, ¢i ste o tom informovany, - povedal napokon
Jan, - ale ja nie som Zid.

- Viem to, - pokyvoval muz pomaly hlavou, - ale nepri-
kladam tomu velky vyznam. Rovnako ako ja viete, kto su
Zidia. Bankdéri, velkopodnikatelia, milionari. Pre nich nie je
problém kipit si kohokolvek. Cecha, Slovika, Araba. Rosen-
bergovi jeho otec poslal drahé lieky.

- Mna si nekupili. Ani mi nechceli dat $tipendium na
stadium.

- Tak $tudujete u nés. A to je dobre, aspon mozete prispiet
k budovaniu socializmu vo svojej vlasti, - povedal muz. Jan
ho nepokojne pozoroval. Cakal dali ttok. Muz vstal od stola
a podisiel k oknu.

- Sudruh Bizek, difam, Ze vam nevadji, Ze vas takto, takpo-
vediac, spovedam. Musite nds chdpat. Ponukame vam predsa
ddlezitu pracu v ustave s vysokym strategickym vyznamom.
Vsade okolo nas zuri studena vojna. Na Korejskom polostrove
ju dokonca imperialisti premenili na horicu. Zomieraju tisice
nevinnych ludi. Teraz sa rozhoduje nielen o budicnosti Kérey
¢i Ceskoslovenska, ale aj o budicnosti sveta. Muz si sadol za
stol. Opét prehovoril hlasom zbavenym vsetkych emdcii:

- Vas buduci svokor dostal len sedem rokov. Ked si pred-
stavime, z ¢oho vSetkého ho obvinila obzaloba, nebolo to vela.
Aj vy ste ¢akali viac, v§ak? Janova tvar ocervenela. Napadlo
mu, Ze by mal vyskocit a chlapa oproti sebe udriet. Mal by ho
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zabit. Asi by sa mu to podarilo urobit skor, nez by ten podliak
stihol vytiahnut revolver, ak vobec nejaky mad. Jan si predsta-
vil, ako jeho ruky pomaly pustaju muzovo hrdlo a bezvladne
telo sa zosype pod stdl. Ten obraz ho upokojil, takze mohol
povedat:

- Cakal som, Ze pana Belaja oslobodia. Nebol som sice v
Leviciach cez vojnu, ale som si isty, Ze neurobil nikomu ni¢
z1é. Nebol fasista.

- Na sude to tvrdil aj Rosenberg. Jan vstal:
- Odchadzam.

- Pockajte, - rozhodil muz prekvapene ruky. —-Vy ste ma
nepochopili. Ja vas z nicoho neobvinujem. Ni¢ proti vam
nemame. Ba ¢o viac, ponukame vam spolupracu. Chceme,
aby ste svoje schopnosti rozvijali v prisne tajnom armadnom
laboratdriu. A zaroven od vas o¢akavame aj dal$iu spolupracu.

- Aku? - spytal sa Jan.

— Chceme len tolko, aby ste napisali o vSetkom, co ste
z-azili v Izraeli. Samozrejme nemusite pisat o vasej arabskej
milenke, ale len o veciach suvisiacich s armddou. Mena os6b,
nazvy jednotiek, sposob boja.

- Radgsej nie.

- Nie? - muz sa zasmial. - Vysiasi neuvedomujete, nakolko
od nas zavisi vas zivot. Bojovali ste v cudzej, dokonca izrael-
skej armade. Vas najlepsi priatel dostava baliky z Izraela. No
ja zatial netvrdim, Ze ste sionisticky §pidn. Vasa sestra bola
fanatickd nacistka. Otec vasej frajerky je zavrety za zlociny,
ktoré spachal v uniforme $ipovych krizov. No ja zatial netvr-
dim, Ze aj vy ste zakukleny fasista. V tejto chvili eSte verime,
ze ste na nasej strane, ved vam dovolime, aby ste nadalej stu-
dovali. Dokonca aj vasej frajerke. Mali by ste v§ak svoj vztah k
ludovodemokratickej vlasti a nasej robotnickej triede nejako
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prejavit. Mozno stojite na krizovatke a ja vas nabadam, aby
ste vykrocili spravnym smerom. Jan horuckovito uvazoval.
Podla procesu s Mariinym otcom vedel, ako malo stac¢i na
obvinenie z akéhokolvek zloc¢inu.

- Date mi aspon ¢as na rozmyslenie? — spytal sa Jan.

- Pravdaze, - usmial sa muz. - Stretneme sa v pondelok o
jedenastej. Tu. Ale neurobte zatial nijaku hlapost. Rozhodne
nehovorte nikomu o nasom stretnuti. To by sa mohlo povazo-
vat za dalsi dokaz proti vam.

Jan svoju prvu spravu musel odovzdat do polovice augusta.
Uviedol v nej véetko, o ¢o ho estebak ziadal: mend osob, ndzvy
jednotiek, sposob boja, s akym sa v izraelskej armade stretol.
Napisal dokonca es$te viac. Ak si na nejaké meno nevedel
spomenut, vymyslel si ho. Vedel, ze tymto opisom nikomu
neublizi. Na Iudi, ktorych v sprave spominal, nemohla mat
ziaden dosah &eskoslovenska Stdtna bezpeénost, presnejsie jej
zlozka zamerana na vojensku kontrarozviedku, kam zrejme
patril muz, ktory Jana riadil.

Najviac vsak Jan pisal o ceste z Izraela domov. Trikrat
uviedol, Ze sedel v lietadle spolu s nositelom vyznamenania
Hrdina Sovietskeho zvdzu Antoninom Sochorom. Tesdil sa,
aky zmitok v Statnej bezpec¢nosti tdto informacia vyvola. Na
Sochorovu hodnost si vSak uz presne nespominal, a tak ho raz
oznacil za majora, potom za kapitana a tretikrat za dostojnika.

Stretnutie, na ktorom Jan spravu odovzdal, bolo kratke.
Presediveny muz si ju len zbezne prehliadol a uskrnul sa:

- No vidite, ani to nebolelo.
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It Happened on September the First
(or whenever)

Pavol Rankov

Translated from the Slovak by Heather Trebaticka — Episode 1951

The first of September was a Saturday. Jan had postponed
his last summer term exam until this date.

He got up from the desk where he had been preparing his
notes and sat down on the chair in front of the examiner’s
table.

‘Well, colleague, first show me what question you have
drawn,’ said Professor Ocovsky genially. Jan handed him the
slip of paper and said, ‘Clostridium botulinum.” ‘Clostridium
botulinum? !’ the professor repeated with evident pleasure.
‘That is the gold reserve of Bacteriology II. Well, let’s have it.’

‘Chlostridium botulinum is a group of bacteria to be found
in food that has been sterilized at an insufficient tempera-
ture. It causes poisoning known as botulism. The symptoms
of botulism are headaches, thirst, double vision, paralysis of
the respiratory muscles, difficulty in speaking and swallow-
ing. But I'll come back to the bacteria itself’

‘Don’t come back to anything, colleague, Professor
Ocovsky said, smiling. ‘Hand me your student record book.
I'll write a first in it

‘That quick?’ Jan was surprised.

The professor briskly wrote in the grade and returned the
book to Jan.

‘Here you are... But don’t go away yet. You must stop by at
room forty-nine at the end of the corridor.’
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‘Of course, I'll go there right now, Jan said, still feeling
elated. ‘Goodbye. And thank you once again.’

‘Don’t thank me, colleague, there’s nothing to thank me
for,” said the professor, when the door had closed behind Jan.

Jan had been as apprehensive about this exam as all his
fellow students, or to be more exact, apprehensive about the
unpredictable moods of the examiner, Professor Ocovsky.
Which is why he was very pleased to have got a first so quickly
and effortlessly. It was a grade that few people could boast of
having for Bacteriology II.

When Jian knocked on door number 49, he was still
smiling. The smile didn’t even disappear from his face when
he entered and found himself standing before a grey-haired
man of about fifty, who was sitting at a narrow table. The
man had on a dark blue suit, the sleeves of which had been
rubbed so smooth on the underside that they shone. The rays
of sunshine penetrating the small room from behind his back
reflected off his forearms as off the surface of a lake. On the
table in front of the man lay several sheets of paper. Some
typed, others covered with writing in blue pen.

‘Good afternoon. Professor Ocovsky sent me here, Jan
announced cheerfully.

‘Then you must be Comrade Jan Bizek, said the man,
looking pleased, and he jumped up to offer Jan his hand. In
doing so, he knocked several of the papers off the table. Jan
went to pick them up, but the fellow cried out, ‘No, no, don’t
pick them up. I'll collect them all myself. Please sit down here
in this armchair, Comrade Bizek.’

Jan sat down and watched the man putting in order the
sheets he had picked up from the floor. The man then turned
to Jan. Both of them smiled, at the same time aware that there
really was no reason to smile.
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‘Well, what did you get for the exam?’ asked the man.
‘A first, Jan boasted.

‘I should think so,’the man said, cheerfully raising a finger.
‘I put in a word for you with Comrade Oc¢ovsky.

‘You put in a word for me?’

‘Yes. He and I are old acquaintances. I urged Comrade
Ocovsky not to wear you out or keep you long,” the man said,
smiling and slapping his hands on his thighs, as if to show
how delighted he was that his plan had worked out.

‘And why did you put in a word for me?’

‘I didn’t want you to come and see me tired and in a bad
mood. I was anxious that our talk should be friendly and

pleasant. I don’t want to take up your time. It is Saturday after
all”

It suddenly occurred to Jan that the man sitting in front of
him was a secret policeman. He wondered whether to ask him
outright, or pretend for the time being that he had no idea
what it was all about. He decided on the latter.

‘But I don’t understand why I'm here.’

‘T have an offer for you.

‘What kind of offer?’

‘A food research institute has recently been set up in
Trencin.

‘Really? I haven’t heard about it

‘That’s how it should be. It’s a secret military establish-
ment. It’s a good thing you haven’t heard about it yet.

The man pulled out a box of cigarettes.
‘Will you?” he asked.

‘No, thank you,” Jan suppressed his longing for a cigarette.
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‘No? I thought you smoked.’

‘I do, but I won’t have one now.’

‘Ah, so that’s it,” the man nodded his head pensively.
‘Then I’'ll smoke alone.’

The man quietly drew on his cigarette a couple of times.
He held the smoke in his mouth and relished its taste. Jan
watched him, increasingly wishing he had lit up too.

‘But to get down to business,the man suddenly stirred
himself. “The research institute in Trenc¢in needs clever people.
Preferably young. People interested in food chemistry, who at
the same time realise they are working for a leading institute of
strategic importance, where it could be said everything is strictly
top secret.

Jan felt relieved. So it wasn’t an interrogation connected
with the recently concluded case of Maria’s father, but an
offer of work.

‘So I'll ask you directly. Would you like to work in such a
scientific research institute?’

‘Yes, I would,’ Jan replied, ‘but I've still got a year of studies
ahead of me’

‘You’d write your degree thesis on a topic you’d be dealing
with at the institute, explained the man.’Of course, we’d have
to make sure you didn’t reveal any state secrets in it. But that
would be no problem. We’d read it through and judge whether
anything needs to be omitted.’

‘So I could start work while I'm still studying?’

‘That’s just what I'm offering. You could still enjoy the
summer holidays and you’d begin work from the first of
September.’

‘That’d be marvellous. Prima.’ Jan’s eyes lit up.
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‘You'll only have a couple of subjects in your final year. We
might be able to arrange for you to attend classes just every
other week.’

Jan nodded his head in agreement.

‘By the way,” the man went on noncommittally, ‘you said
that would be ‘prima’. That’s a very Czech word - prima.
You’re Czech by birth, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, Jan replied.

‘Then you’re Jan and not Jan, the man said with a smile.

‘T've been living in Slovakia for a long time,” Jan explained.

‘But you grew up during the war in the Protectorate, didn’t
you?’

‘Yes, in Brno.

“You lost your parents there, didn’t you?’

Jan nodded. ‘I see you know everything about me. That’s
the army for you.’

“You're right there. We know almost everything,” the man
laughed. ‘Just your sister is a great mystery to us.’

Jan said nothing.
‘What could you tell me about her?’

‘Hardly anything. She disappeared during the war. I'm
afraid she must have died as well.’

‘But there was all kinds of talk about her, the man said,
fixing his eyes on Jan.

‘The last time I saw her was in forty-two or three. She
didn’t live with us.

‘Where did she work?’

‘That I really don’t know, believe me.’
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‘It might surprise you, but I do believe you. We didn’t
manage to find out anything about her either.’

The man took out the box of cigarettes again.
‘You really won’t have one?’
“Yes, I will’

‘You see,’ the man looked as pleased as if he had got Jan to
agree to something of exceptional importance.

When Jan had breathed out the first little cloud of smoke,
he asked quietly, ‘Does that matter?’

‘What?’ the man asked, puzzled.

‘Well...” Jan was searching for words. ‘The Protectorate
and all that’

‘Oh, no,” the man laughed, ‘rather the opposite. After all,
you worked in a canning factory. That counts in your favour
as experience.’

Jan nodded, satisfied.

‘But there’s something else,” said the man, stubbing out his
cigarette in the ash tray. He opened a drawer and rummaged
around in it for a while.

‘Ah, here it is, he announced, smiling as he straightened
himself up.

Jan looked at him distrustfully.
‘This,” said the man, handing him a newspaper cutting.

Jan only had to glance at the photo and the heading Rats
run away, but heroes come back. It was the article Peter had
written about Jan’s stay in Israel.

‘So you're a hero,’ the man said in a colourless voice.
T didn’t write it, murmured Jan.

‘Let’s get this right, 'm not reproaching you for anything.
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We all expected Israel to become a bastion in the struggle
against American and British imperialism in the Middle East.
After all, Comrade Stalin also supported the founding of a
Jewish state. The thing is, it’s quite a different state from what
we expected.’

T can’t help that, said Jan, himself smiling faintly at the
stupidity of his answer.

‘You've probably got a lot of friends there. What do they
think about the developments in Israel?’

‘T haven’t got any friends there.’

‘That can’t be true. In two years you didn’t make friends
with anyone?’

‘I made friends with an Arab girl. When the fighting broke
out, her family fled from Israel. I've no idea what’s happened
to her now.

‘What do you think about Zionism?’

‘Zionism is Jews moving into Palestine?’

‘No, Zionism is the doctrine of Jewish world rule, the man
said sharply.

T've never thought about it, Jan uneasily began to clean
his glasses.

‘And what does your friend Rosenberg think about
Zionism?’

‘They only let him out of the lung sanatorium a couple of

months ago. He had tuberculosis. He was fighting for his life.
He’s not interested in politics, I can assure you of that.’

Jan remembered a moment when he and Gabriel had been
standing before a British commander on a ship. On that occa-
sion he had shouted, I am not a Jew.
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‘T don’t know whether anyone has informed you,” Jan said
eventually, ‘but I am not a Jew.

‘I know that,'the man slowly nodded his head, ‘but I don’t
consider that to be very important. You know as well as I do
who are Jews. Bankers, big businessman, millionaires. It’s no
problem for them to buy anyone. A Czech, a Slovak, an Arab.
Rosenberg’s father sent him expensive medicines.’

‘They didn’t buy me. They didn’t even want to give me a
grant to study.’

‘So you're studying here. And that’s a good thing. At least
you can contribute to the building of socialism in your own
country, the man said.

Jan observed him anxiously. He was expecting another
attack.

The man got up from the table and went over to the
window.

‘Comrade Bizek, I hope you don’t mind me, you might
say, questioning you like this. You must understand. After
all, we’re offering you important work in an institute of stra-
tegic importance. A cold war is raging all around us. On
the Korean peninsular the imperialists have even made it a
hot one. Thousands of innocent people are dying. Now it is
not only the future of Korea or Czechoslovakia that is being
decided, but the future of the world.’

The man sat down at the table. Once more he spoke in a
voice void of all emotion: ‘Your future father-in-law only got
seven years. When you consider all the things he was accused
of by the prosecution, it wasn’t much. You yourself expected
more, didn’t you?’

Jan’s face flushed. It occurred to him that he should jump
up and hit the man facing him. He should kill him. He could
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probably do it before the rat could pull out his revolver; that
is, if he had one. Jan imagined his hands slowly letting go of
the man’s throat and his lifeless body collapsing under the
table. The image had a calming effect on him, so he was able
to say, ‘T expected Mr. Belaj to be released. I wasn’t in Levice
during the war, it’s true, but I'm sure he didn’t do anyone any
harm. He wasn’t a fascist.’

‘That’s what Rosenberg claimed in court too.

Jan got to his feet. T'm going.’

‘Wait a minute,” the man said, throwing up his arms in
surprise. ‘You misunderstood me. I'm not accusing you of
anything. We’ve got nothing against you. What’s more, we are
offering you a chance to work for us. We want you to develop
your talent in a top secret military laboratory. And at the
same time we expect you to cooperate in another way.’

‘What way?’ asked Jan.

‘All we want is for you to write down everything you expe-
rienced in Israel. Of course you needn’t write about your Arab
girlfriend, but just about things concerning the army. Names
of people, units, the manner of combat.’

‘T’d rather not.

‘No?’The man laughed. “You probably don’t realise to what
extent your life is in our hands. You fought in a foreign army,
the Israeli army even. Your best friend receives parcels from
Israel. But as yet I'm not claiming you are a Zionist spy. Your
sister was a fanatical Nazi. Your girlfriend’s father has been
jailed for crimes he committed in the uniform of the Arrow
Cross Party. But I'm still not claiming you are a fascist in dis-
guise. At present we still believe you are on our side. After
all, we are allowing you to continue your studies. Even your
girlfriend too. But you should show your attitude towards our
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people’s democracy and working class in some way. Maybe
you are standing at a crossroads and I'm encouraging you to
go in the right direction.’

Thoughts raced through Jan’s mind. He knew from the
trial of Maria’s father how little it took to be accused of any
crime whatsoever.

‘Will you at least give me time to consider?” he asked.

‘Of course,” said the man with a smile. “‘We’ll meet on
Monday at eleven. Here. But don’t do anything stupid in the
meantime. You should definitely not tell anyone about our
meeting. That could be considered further proof against you.’

Jan had to hand in his first report by the middle of August.
He included in it everything the secret policeman had asked
of him: the names of people, units, the manner of combat he
had met with in the Israeli army. He wrote even more. If he
couldn’t remember a name, he made it up. He knew this infor-
mation could do no one any harm. The people mentioned in
his report were well beyond the reach of the Czechoslovak
State Security, or more precisely, its branch specialising in
military counter-intelligence that the man in charge of Jan
clearly belonged to.

Jan wrote, however, at great length about his journey back
from Israel. He mentioned three times that in the plane he
had sat next to a bearer of the title Hero of the Soviet Union,
Antonin Sochor. He thought gleefully of the commotion this
would cause in the State Security. But he couldn’t remember
exactly Sochor’s rank, so he once referred to him as a major,
then a captain and the third time as an officer.

The meeting at which Jan handed over his report was
short. The grey-haired man just glanced over it and smirked.

“You see, it didn’t even hurt.
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