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INTRODUCTION

Though he had his back turned to me, I knew it was him: the man who’d occupied my 
thoughts for weeks. From that first sight, it was his stance, his surprising intensity, that 
moved me.

He had no way of knowing that, for me, it was more than lucky coincidence that we 
were standing in front of Guernica at the same time. 

Both of us were old enough to remember the Spanish Civil War. Both children then, 
we could still recall the menace of those years. Maybe that chapter in history had left him 
disfigured —more than others, more than me. Was that why he now seemed so absorbed 
by the images of hardship and horror? Was that what had scarred him: the Civil War, the 
prelude to all the misery that followed? Was he reliving it? Or was he simply overwhelmed 
by Picasso’s vision?

No, not likely. The man I saw was no lost soul.
For a second, after he turned around, I more or less forced him to look at me. Then 

he must have decided to ignore me. Not so strange – at a time like that, even the sight of 
someone he knew would have been unwelcome. If I’d hesitated even for a moment, my 
one chance to meet him would have slipped away. I’d never have forgiven myself for that.

I said, ‘I’m writing a book about you, and me running into you like this in Madrid, in 
front of Guernica, is not as much of a coincidence as it seems.’ Though he seemed poised 
to walk on, his eyebrow lifted in something other than irritation – curiosity, maybe? It was 
more than I had hoped for. 

I went on, ‘I saw you in a film. It started with a meeting of the Politburo in Prague, 
after the death of Jan Palach. I could see you were the odd man out. That was what gave 
me the idea for the book.’

Soon afterwards, we found ourselves sitting in a café, though not because either of us 
had extended a friendly invitation. No, it was Jan Palach who had brought us together 
there. Had my story put him on guard? Or was it a reflex, the old habit of glancing 
backwards over one shoulder? A past that had taught him to dispose of sensitive subjects as 
swiftly as possible? But after the Velvet Revolution, what was left for him to fear?

As we sat facing each other, stiff and awkward, in the nearly empty café, and I tried to 
think how to get a conversation going, he spoke first, asking me to explain my plans. 

‘Yes, of course.’ I started with the impression the film had made on me. ‘At that 
Politburo meeting, you looked like an outsider. An observer who missed nothing, knew 
all about the others, and never used two words when one would do. He takes precautions, 
I thought to myself. He’s smart. And he bides his time. Your comrades may have wondered 
if they could trust you. Maybe one or two of them weren’t sure, but somehow you were 
important to them – or maybe to the system? Because you managed to stay informed 
about everything? That gave you power and status, though seeing you now, I don’t think 
you were one to play power games.’



‘Not bad,’ he said, surprised. Such a handsome man. He didn’t realize how attractive 
he was to me—or how exceptional. The same man as twenty years earlier. Older. No less 
charming.

‘Go on,’ he said, still focused on my story.
‘My plan is to write a book about a man like you, against the background of the 

Czech Socialist Republic. I’ll give that man a name and a biography. The background is 
essential, but it won’t play a major role. I’m not from your part of the world, and I don’t 
know what people are like there or how they think. I don’t know how they felt about the 
occupation. There’s plenty of information about the occupiers, but aren’t all occupiers 
the same, anyway? I know the facts, I’m reading up, but that gives me no more than a 
framework.”

I paused. Maybe I’d said too much. 
He let it sink in. Weighed the objections. Didn’t seem bothered by the word 

‘occupier’.
‘So you could just as easily set it someplace else?’ he asked.
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Maybe. But I’ll probably adapt my story to the Czech situation.’
He nodded. ‘Hmm.’
‘After all, there’s nothing left for you to fear anymore, is there?’ 
I didn’t know what I was talking about, that much was obvious.
‘No,’ he replied.
‘I was thinking of calling you Ferenc – Ferenc Hacha.’
‘Me?’
‘The character based on you.’
‘Right,’ he said, looking uncomfortable. Then, with a smile: ‘So it’s really no more 

than a harmless word game?’
‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘No more than that. And now that we’ve straightened things out, I 

wonder if I could ask you a few questions? If you wouldn’t mind, I’d really appreciate it.’
He said nothing. On guard again.
‘To tell you the truth, I have a feeling you’re German,’ I said. ‘It would be perfect if 

you were, mainly because I’d like Ferenc Hacha to come from Germany.’
He was startled. ‘I grew up in Germany. We were Jewish.’
‘But your family moved to Prague?’
‘Yes, we arrived in 1937. As refugees.’
‘I appreciate you telling me that.’
Neither of us noticed the coffee was cold, or knew what to say next.
‘Would you like to read the story of the life that I invent for Ferenc Hacha?’
I could see his inner struggle. If he said ‘yes’, he was taking another step down this 

road. Was he willing to do that? 
‘Then I’d have to give you my name and address,’ he said.
‘If you did,’ I said, ‘I could send you a few pages now and then, if you’re interested. 

I’d be more than happy to. It would be a big help to me, of course, if you could send me 
some comments from an insider’s perspective. Or am I going too far, too fast?’

He sat in silent reflection for such a long time that I started to worry I really had gone 
too far. Maybe he was tired of this woman who didn’t know when to stop.

Eventually he said, ‘I should have offered you a drink. Could I ask you to stay for a 
glass of wine?’

Whatever I’d expected, it wasn’t that.
As we sipped our wine, we broke the long silences with small talk about the sights 



we’d seen in Madrid. Superficial, safe. Soon afterwards, we said our friendly, clumsy 
goodbyes, with an odd sense of anticipation. After slipping on his coat, he handed me 
his card: Josef Schlesinger. He entrusted it to me.

I’ll call him J.S.

The year was 1990. We met in the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía. We 
didn’t know if we would ever see each other again.



I

PRAGUE, JANUARY 1969

It was not the death of Jan Palach. It was the fact that the Politburo’s new member had 
chosen not to recognize him, Comrade Ferenc Hacha.

He is worried. Rachel Husson has entered his life again.
She might have known the confrontation would come as a blow. Or if not a blow, 

then at least a warning – and anything but a pleasant surprise. There was no way it could 
be a coincidence. There was no such thing as coincidence. Everything happened for a 
reason. Even the unfathomable happened for a reason.

In any case, she must have known her arrival would plunge him into confusion, 
making him search every corner of his soul. Throwing him off balance, raising questions. 
It was worse than the shock wave they were facing in the wake of Palach’s death.

The situation troubled him. His own indecision troubled him more.

It was the day after the death of Jan Palach. Six days after he had burned himself alive. 
The story was that he’d offered himself up as an act of resistance against the loss of 
freedom. The freedom of which Dubček had given students like Palach a brief taste.

At first, he’d felt little sympathy for the boy. Some hothead, foolish enough to play 
the hero. Still, at the funeral, he had permitted himself to feel oddly moved. And then 
the endless procession of men, women, and children, walking out in front of the coffin 
in solemn silence, holding candles, without a trace of anger—that had really shaken him. 
It demonstrated a new collective consciousness. It represented a new danger.

The regime had no choice but to demand corrective action from the Politburo, 
without delay. Whatever it took to make sure that Jan Palach would not become a 
martyr.

Eighteen members. As always, there were eighteen members. Which raised a 
question. Who had made way for her, Rachel Husson – Comrade Husson, she was 
now? Who had been forced out? It was out of the question that anyone had resigned 
voluntarily. There would have been so many indications beforehand, departures from 
routine that would have tipped him off. A barely perceptible gesture, a word that struck 
a false note, a show of indifference, or, more probably, the merest hint. He could hardly 
imagine he would have missed the signs. That would be unforgivable.

He scanned the room. Opalka. Opalka was missing. How could he not have noticed 
right away? He had put Opalka in Group Two. A provisional assignment. Not yet 
confirmed. No one knew about the three groups into which he’d classified the Eighteen 
for his own purposes. His system for keeping track of the big picture.

Opalka was not an open book. None of the Eighteen were, of course – they were too 
careful. But he’d never known what to make of Opalka. The man had brains – no doubt 
about that. And character, too, he thought, to his own surprise. Character – such an 
old-fashioned word. Out of date, like so many others. A phrase shot through his mind – 
the invisible one. More obsolete language? Was it Augustine who had written about the 
invisible one, who could be present anywhere and sometimes knew things before they 
were thought or said?

Anyway, the Politburo was a dangerous place for men with brains. Careful diplomacy 
was required to make sure the morons in Group Three wouldn’t lash out against the 



‘eggheads’, and to avoid provoking Groups One and Two or driving them into a corner. 
He feared he’d never see Opalka again. In fact, he thought he might miss him. That 
night, at home, he would worry about what had become of Opalka. For now, he’d have 
to let the Rachel problem simmer. When the time came to face up to it, he would know. 
There’d be no escaping it.

Like it or not, the Eighteen’s first order of business was to reckon with Palach’s self-
immolation, which had unleashed every sort of turmoil. No one had expected it would 
be so bad. So far-reaching. Unsafe to ignore. A real pain.

 Their collective task was to present detailed plans for neutralizing any resistance 
from the bourgeoisie, no matter what variety or scale, so that law and order could be 
enforced without respite or mercy. Bourgeois elements who were unwilling to accept 
reality, who could not cope with the loss of their old, mouldering status and influence, 
the illusionists, the obstructionists – those were their enemies. Their so-called enemies. 
Identified and documented. Their names on more than one list.

That his list differs from the others is a closely guarded secret. He has priorities of his 
own. He gathers more and different information. No one knows about his lists. No one 
knows who he’s assigned to each of his three groups. Three times six. The eighteen trusty 
members of the Czech Politburo.

In retrospect, it had been a shameful evening. One of those meetings where the invisible 
one did not betray his presence with even the slightest flutter.

First Secretary Stavorsky had begun introducing Comrade Husson, a loyal party 
member with a suitable record, in the usual inflated terms. The members nodded and 
greeted her stiffly. She nodded back, understanding that she was their new rival. 

Until Stavorsky had had enough. As so often, he seemed fed up with the whole 
business, but at least he had come unprepared and was improvising. A stroke of luck – 
they might be done by ten. If he had brought written notes, who knows how long his 
prepared monologue might have kept them from their beds. In any case, they would 
have to sit through whatever he had to say. 

Whether by accident or by design, Stavorsky made quite an impression with the tie 
he had chosen to loop around his burly neck that morning. It gave his usually colourless 
appearance an accent that was impossible to miss. Stavorsky shot glances in Comrade 
Husson’s direction strangely often, too distracted to pay much attention to Novratil, the 
prompter, whose job was to nod or shake his head, almost imperceptibly, at the right 
moments. So Stavorsky was bound to miss certain signals. Novratil must have resented 
this constant interruption of the silent diplomacy between him and Stavorsky, which 
had always been seamless. But Novratil kept quiet. He always did, when there was 
nothing to gain by speaking.

It was Krasa who put forward the winning idea. They had more than enough 
expertise, Krasa said, to turn Jan Palach into a traitor, a leading member of a secret 
extreme right-wing group, at work in the shadows for no other purpose than to 
undermine their socialist society with chaos and unrest. Krasa was an up-and-coming 
Politburo member, thanks to his own efforts and the support, or at least the forbearance, 
of the powers-that-be.

Stavorsky thanked Krasa for his idea and proposed that he, Stavorsky, with Arad’s 
help, would write it up over the next two days. It would be the summary of a fictional 
full investigation, proving beyond all doubt that Palach was the front man for a group 
of right-wing extremists. Stavorsky and Arad accepted the honour of the assignment, 



granted to them by the other sixteen members. They promised the document would 
be on Novy’s desk at the Central Committee two days later. Novy would rubber-stamp 
their request to make their findings public as soon as possible. They were sure of that. 
After all, they had to put a stop to all the commotion around that useless so-called hero.

Stavorsky, sure. But Arad? Strange. Why not Krasa, since it was his idea? No 
coincidence. He had to work it out. 

Ogoun, one of the three women, had asked whether they had accurately assessed 
the impact on civil society, whether a report like the one they proposed would have the 
intended outcome. But Stavorsky had cut off the debate with a wave of his hand. Of 
course he had – Stavorsky could never hold his own in a debate with Ogoun.

Krasa had kept quiet – sulking, maybe? Fortunately, the blowhards like Padra and 
Satrapi had realized in time, to their disappointment, that this would be a good evening 
to keep their mouths shut. He wasn’t sure what he himself might have said if Comrade 
Husson hadn’t been seated directly across the table. She had tried, or pretended, to 
follow the whole thing with interest. Clearly a cultivated habit, maybe covering a deeper 
layer of smouldering cynicism. A little cynicism wouldn’t be so strange. Their work took 
its toll on all of them. She’d grown older. Of course. Too bad one point of her collar 
needed ironing and refused to stay in place. Distracting. Maybe that too would be 
flattened before long.

No, he had felt uncomfortable the whole time. He wondered if he should worry 
– about her position. About his confusion, his memories of their time together at the 
Jewish school – that, most of all. And about the fact that after the meeting was over, he 
had left first, and alone. And no one had said a word about it, not even her. The other 
sixteen had accepted long before that he was a loner. How frustrating – and foolish – 
that he had forgotten his briefcase. But it was no disaster. He kept his secret papers well 
out of sight of the curious – or, worse, the malicious.

Now for Bach, a snifter of port, and Opalka. He needed to get a reasonable grip on 
the situation before his nerves got the better of him again. Given Opalka’s removal 
from their midst, it was safe to assume he hadn’t received his promotion. Otherwise 
Stavorsky would have announced it with due fanfare. He’d have had no choice. No, the 
signs were bad. Maybe Opalka hadn’t shown enough caution in his role as a member of 
the Politburo. He lacked cunning; he hadn’t known how to secure his position, or when 
to grovel. Not every word that came out of his well-groomed mouth – another thing 
that worked against him – was bland enough to be digestible by all. That was asking 
for trouble. Opalka could count himself lucky if this turned out to be no more than a 
minor setback. Or if, instead of vanishing into Nacht und Nebel, he’d been allowed to 
join Dubček on the maintenance crew for the city parks. Either way, he would find out 
sooner or later what had become of the man. Maybe a posthumous promotion would 
be in order, from Group Two to Group One. Maybe Two wasn’t really the place for 
him. 

He took him out of the cupboard. Second shelf, third from the right. Placed him on 
the board for the Eighteen, eighteen by eighteen squares. Left of centre. Next to Tafik, 
on the changeover square for Group Two. Tafik is craftier than Opalka. No flies on him.

He was pleased to see that his admiration for Opalka was clearly visible. The mask 
he gave him wears an almost friendly expression and is so transparent he could really do 
without it. Maybe he should get rid of it. Still, no need to rush. He left the spot in the 
cupboard vacant, merely sliding him a little further back. That made things clear. He 



left the cupboard door open a little longer. Looked at the whole field of play. Not bad, 
though there was room for improvement.

As he pondered whether it would be unfair to Opalka to replace him with Rachel, 
his eye fell on a potted plant. Sansevieria. Snake plant. A thought popped into his head, 
and he couldn’t resist: he threw the plant into the dustbin. The deed brought him little 
satisfaction. But he hadn’t hesitated for an instant. He asked himself how he had come 
by the plant and how he could have overlooked it until then, stood the sight of it. Two 
questions arose. One: would his sudden rejection of the houseplant spell his doom? Or 
two: would it inspire him to throw off everything that had him in its tentacles?

Time to turn his thoughts to Rachel. Comrade Husson. Like him, she must have 
changed her name. Rachel is impractical, too defiant. Rachel belongs to a past she may 
long ago have overcome.

Thirty years earlier, what had fascinated him most was not her outward beauty, but 
her voice.

Had Rachel made her appearance because Opalka had fallen out of grace, or had 
Opalka been forced offstage to clear the way for Rachel? The question echoes in his head 
all night.

Message from J.S.
Written in M., 8 May 1990
Dear Ms Berg,
Thank you for your letter. 
My first thoughts:
A meeting of a Politburo or the like could have gone that way, in Prague or anywhere 

else. As long as the outcome is not too improbable – and your tale will pass that test – 
it doesn’t matter if the teller takes a different path to get there. A new member arrives 
as an old one departs—but which is the cause and which the effect? Such situations 
can always arise. They are inherent to any distrustful regime that must keep itself sharp 
and is constantly on the defensive. Against itself, but also against society – that’s always 
apparent in the end. The methods employed to tarnish the legacy of Jan Palach have lost 
none of their relevance. The general atmosphere is not unfamiliar.

I’m curious how you’ll go on from here, and in particular, what role your Mr Hacha 
will play in the story. The problems he seems to be having with Comrade Husson and 
her unexpected arrival are new to me, but conceivable. What your protagonist does in 
the privacy of his home is his own business. If I need to know more about that, I trust 
you will keep me informed. I have no objections; how could I? You are free to write what 
you see fit.

Your humble servant,
J.S.

Rachel, January 1969
Well, well. Ferenc. Just as handsome as ever. Just as desirable. Just as solitary. Unchanged, at 
first sight. But beneath the surface, a different man, I fear. 

Fear? Isn’t it a good thing that an unbalanced boy has grown into a man who attracts 
attention, raises questions and wins admiration? 

After more than twenty-five years, a Czech woman and a German man, both Jewish, 
are reunited in the Politburo of the Czech Communist Party. None of the students we knew 



would ever have believed we two would meet again under these circumstances. He recognized 
me, of course, and now is wrangling with a hundred questions, his eyes and ears on red alert.

My first blunder must have prompted his first questions: why is she here, and why would 
she choose not to recognize me? It’s easy to see why that would have troubled him from the 
start. I shouldn’t have made that mistake. He’s not the kind of man to play games with me. 
Besides, it was I who made the first move. Now he’s been warned. I have to assume he’s raised 
all his bridges and shut the gates.

To think that the Party is only now asking questions about his attitude, his abnormalities, 
his brains – more than most of us have, a dangerous quality, always disturbing and 
suspicious. Their negligence defies understanding. Whether it surprises Ferenc, I can’t yet say.

I’ll see. The first step, in any event, is to make sure I’m seated comfortably.
 


