










Prose 
Caviar and Other 
Mouth-watering 

Delights 
by Eva Limanova 

The wife of Vacek, the insurance 
agent, was making supper. She had 
been to the market that morning for 
a pink fillet of salmon, white button 
mushrooms , green broccoli and a 
marbled cheese and poppyseed cake 
from the Jewish bakery. The magazine 
Gourmet lay open before her and she 
glanced at it occasionally. 

Vacek had just had a bath and 
smelled of Aqua Velva. He was wear­
ing a shirt he'd got for Christmas and 
a pale blue tie inherited from a de­
ceased neighbour. He was holding his 
second drink of the evening. 

"What did I tell you," he said to 
his wife. "From bus driver to insur­
ance agent, and who knows what I'll 
be a year from now." 

"It's what I've always said, isn't 
it?" said the wife. She lay the sauteed 
mushrooms on the fillet and then 
rolled the fish around them. "An 
honest and clever man can go as far 
as he wants. Maybe one day you'll 
even be able to do your pure mathe­
matics." 

"Well," Vacek sighed dreamily, 
pushing his glasses back up on his 
nose, "I'll bow to your intuition. So 
far you've always been right. But this 
job I have now is pretty close to it al­
ready. It may not seem like it, but it's 
all figures and paperwork and organi­
zation. You know, Babka, I actually 
enjoy doing it. I never thought I'd 
enjoy work, I mean anything that 
wasn't pure math." 

He picked up a slippery mushroom 
and popped it into his mouth. 

"Go on," said his wife lovingly. 
"God it's delicious. Way better 

than Lipert could do." 
"I'll never be a Lipert," said Babka 

modestly, "but one day I just might 
open a little bistro. Somewhere 
downtown with a single counter and 
a few little tables. Can't you just see 
it, darling? A red arborite counter 
and wooden bar stools with rattan 
backs. Did you know that red stimu­
lates the appetite?" 

"When I was ten," Vacek said, 
"my grandfather took me to Lipert's 
for ice-cream as a birthday treat. I 

remember him saying to mother, 
'The boy's old enough now to ap­
preciate a little luxury .' Mom tried 
to persuade him to take me to a regu­
lar ice-cream parlour. but grandfather 
wouldn't hear of it. Mom always 
treated food as something essential 
and she thought of delicacies as a 
sin." 

Vacek twisted the corkscrew into a 
bottle of white Hungarian wine. 

"They'll soon be here," said Bab­
ka. "Do you think they'll like the way 
I've done the table, darling?" 

"The table is magnificent , Babka, 
I was just about to say. I like. the 
Oowers at every place." 

"I chose red to stimulate their ap­
petite," laughed Babka. "Do you 
think they'll like the fish?" 

"That's not fish, Babka, it's a-work 

of art, I swear to God." 
"I still have to add the broccoli and 

cover it with Sauce Hollandaise." 
"Sauce Hollandaise ," Vacek 

smacked his lips . "Just like Lipert's. 
There were mirrors all over the place 
and when the headwaiter arrived, 
you could see him a hundred times 
over in the glass. He carried silver 
bowls. God. there was so much silver­
cutlery, soup dishes, sugar bowls, 
saltcellars, all silver. And the sun 
shone through gigantic plate-glass 
windows and everything glittered 
and sparkled like a huge crystal 
chandelier. Grandad ordered es­
cargots and a bottle of Lacrimae 
Christi, and pistachio ice cream for 
me." 

"Escargots! Oh, I love escargots, 
darling," Babka crooned. "And 
pistachio ice cream- a pure dream." 

"At the time I had no idea it would 
be green, so it was a real surprise. I'd 
never even heard of green ice cream 
before, let alone tasted it. They 
brought everything to us on silver 
and everyone saw our waiter a 
hundred times over in the mirrors, 
and us too. There was a huge fat man 

s1ttmg by the window, cramming 
down one course after another. 'Be­
hounek," said my grandfather, and 
he raised his glass in the man's direct­
ion. 'You're a very fortunate young 
man to encounter Behounek on your 
tenth birthday.' The fat man lifted 
his glass at grandfather in return and 
I asked who he was. 'A famous 
traveller, journalist, writer and 
cannibal,' said grandad proudly . 'A 
cannibal is someone who eats the 
Oesh of his own kind. Behounek and 
Nobile ate the famous Swedish ex­
plorer Malmgren on an expedition to 
the South Pole. Just look at him 
stowing it away.' And then the head­
waiter appeared a hundred times in 
the mirror carrying three hundred 
tiny roasted birds garnished with 
miniature tomatoes and white shoots 

of salsify. 
" 'Quail,' sighed my grandfather 

knowledgeably. 'My boy, this is in­
deed your lucky day. On your tenth 
birthday, to witness a cannibal dining 
on quail. You can't appreciate it now, 
lad, because you 're still too young, 
but one day you '11 remember it.' " 

"And he was right , darling," 
laughed Babka. "Do you think our 
boy will have memories of his child­
hood like that? I mean, with no 
grandfather or relatives and all?" 

"Of course he will. Maybe not 
about roast quail, but he'll have 
memories all right." 

"They're here already," said Bab­
ka, flustered. She rinsed her hands 
off at the sink, wiped them on her 
apron and then carefully hung up 
the apron on a plastic hook. She 
brushed the hair from her forehead 
and flushed with excitement. 

"This is my new boss," Vacek 
said, "and his wife Joan." 

"Fine salesman you have here, 
Mrs. Vacek," said the boss, and 
patted Vacek appreciatively on the 
shoulder. 

"What a delightful little house," 
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said Joan, looking around. 
"Thank you," said Babka. She 

felt pleased. 
"We do what we can. You have to 

realize that we came here with 
nothing." 

"It must have been hard," said the 
boss. "Scarcely imagine anything 
like that, eh Joan?" 

"Why did you come with nothing?" 
Joan asked. 

"You know, it was after Dubcek 
and all that," said Vacek. 

"He was your president, wasn't 
he?'' 

Babka got up and went into the 
kitchen. She knew that a lengthy 
explanation would now follow. Still, 
she continued to hope before each 
visit that the conversation wouldn't 
come around to it again, yet she 
couldn't shake the impulse to apolo­
gize for their small house and modest 
furniture. She wondered what 
Canadians talked about among 
themselves. Did they talk about 
books the way we used to at home, 
or the theatre, or music? 

She arranged the canapes in neat 
rows like a chessboard on the silver 
plate and between them she placed 
little bunches of bushy parsley top­
ped with black olives. From the living 
room she could hear Vacek explain­
ing the difference between Czechs 
and Slovaks in his heavily accented 
English. When she brought the plate 
of hors d'oeuvres and her grand­
mother's damask serviettes to the 
guests, she noticed the boss yawning 
inconspicuously. 

"How lovely," Joan cried. 
"Please help yourselves," said 

Babka. 
"Na zdravi," said Vacek, raising 

his wine-glass. 
"How did you say that?" asked 

the boss. 
"Na zdravi," Vacel repeated. 

"That's Czech for 'to your health'." 
"Na zdarvi," said the boss. 
"Naz-da-ra-vf," laughed Joan, 

and then she said, "What are those 
little round things?" 

"That's Russian caviar," said Bab­
ka. 

"So that's Russian caviar," said 
the boss. "Looks like ordinary fish 
eggs to me." He laughed. 

Vacek looked at Babka, who was 
just about to say they were not ordi­
nary fish eggs, but she caught her 
tongue in time. She went into the 
kitchen and drank a full glass of 
sherry. 

The boss's wife scolded her 
husband. "Who'd ever pay so much 
for just plain fish eggs, silly?" she 
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said, and added "The sturgeon is 
actually an aristocrat among fish. 
like the Czar." 

Babka poured herself another 
glass. She felt that pleasant, familiar 
feeling of heaviness slowly creeping 
into her legs. She heard her husband 
toss off a nonchalant question. "Do 
you like fishing?" 

"I can't stand fishing," said Joan. 
"I've got this mental block about it." 

"You know how it is," complained 
the boss . "You can't take women 
fishing. They get bored. But I enjoy 
it myself. Matter of fact I'm quite an 
avid fisherman. I like sitting up there 
in the bush in the middle of a lake 
where the mosquitoes can't get at me, 
and suddenly the water ripples and 
underneath me a school of those 
clever little buggers start nuzzling 
the bait. You know some people 
think fish are stupid but it's not true. 
Fish are smarter than people." 

"You said it," said Joan. 
"Once I caught a salmon on a gold 

spoon. A twenty-two pounder." 
Joan sighed, stood up and went 

into the kitchen to look for Babka. 
"They've started talking about 

fishing again. It's terrible. Men re­
member every damn fish they ever 
caught. Sometimes I think I'd be 
better off as a fish. At least then 
they'd notice what I've got on and 
how much I weigh," she said, running 
her hand over her slim hips. The irri­
descent material in her dress crackled 
with static electricity. 

"That's a wonderful dress," said 
Babka admiringly. "Can I touch it?" 

"Go right ahead ," Joan offered. 
The material was cold and slippery 

and it clung to Joan's body like skin. 
For a moment, Babka had the sen­
sation of touching a naked thigh. 

"It really is very beautiful," she 
said and pulled her hand away. 

The shimmering material seemed 
to quiver. 

"It picks up a lot of static ," said 
Joan. "Every once in a while l have 
to dampen my hands and run them 
over the material to bleed it off. 
Which reminds me, where's your 
washroom?" 

When Joan had left the room , 
Babka turned off the heat under the 
rice. From the livingroom, she could 
hear the boss's voice. "Salmon make 
the best fishing. They say that fish 
are cold-blooded , but let me tell you, 
salmon are passionate little numbers 
and they can put you through it better 
than a good woman. I've actually 
seen guys get erections when thay 
had a salmon on the line. It's a sexual 
experience. That beautiful smooth, 

sleek body and the power they have 
when they make their run upstream 
over the rocks, then recuperate in a 
quiet backwater, then back into it 
again, thrashing and leaping, slim as 
arrows and shiny, up over the dams 
like they had wings and then back 
again into the current, holding them­
selves in one place with all their 
might, trembling with the effort, 
flashing in the sunlight, and then 
back into the current again inch by 
inch until finally, somewhere up near 
the source, orgasm and death. That's 
what I call a sexual experience, by 
God." 

"Fish and sex," said Joan, back 
from the bathroom. "That's all they 
know how to talk about. Talk," she 
emphasized. "But when it comes 
right down to it, how many fish do 
you think he's caught in his life, not 
to mention the sex? I'll bet it's the 
same with you people, eh?" 

"At our age," said Babka, "perhaps 
it's not so important." She felt her­
self turning red. She'd never talked 
with anyone about this before. 

"What do you mean 'at our age'?" 
cried Joan. "You just heard for your­
self. Salmon don't give up until they 
die. A salmon knows very well that 
it's worth a little effort to overcome 
the occasional obstacle, to try a little. 
That's the whole point of a salmon's 
life. Can you imagine how beautiful 
it is? Swimming your way upstream, 
salmon all around you, so thick in 
places you can walk right across the 
river and not get your feet wet. You 
can actually feel their rippling 
muscles and their beautiful wet skin, 
their strength, and you can see them 
gasping with the effort, their gills 
are flushed with blood , red, full of 
oxygen, their bellies and backs and 
sides rubbing up against one an­
other ... ". J oan closed her eyes in 
ecstacy and ran her tongue over her 
lips. 

"Shit," she said when she opened 
her eyes again. "Have you got some­
thing to drink here?'' 

"There's juice," said Babka quick­
ly, "or coke." She felt her hand 
tremble as she took Joan 's glass to 
the counter. 

"I'd like something a little strong­
er, please," said Joan dejectedly. 

"I understand," laughed Babka, a 
little nervously. From behind a box 
of Special K she pulled a bottle of 
Johnny Walker, half empty. 

"I keep this hidden away for a 
rainy day," she said and glanced 
over her shoulder into the living 
room to make sure Vacek wasn't 
looking. 



"Johnny Walker, a woman's best 
friend," said Joan, pouring some 
into her glass until it was brimming. 

"I'll have some too," said Babka, 
and when she'd taken a drink, she 
went on, "So you can cross the river 
on their backs?" 

"That's just a way of putting it," 
said Joan, "but back in the old days, 
before the white man killed every­
thing off and polluted everything, 
when the salmon were going to 
spawn, Indian dogs could run across 
their backs to the other side of the 
river as though they were crossing a 
bridge." 

"A living bridge of salmon," sigh­
ed Babka. "I'd like to know," she 
continued, taking another sip of her 
drink, "If fish make love as well. Or 
is it just some kind of instinctual 
thing, just for the sake of reproduct­
ion? The way you describe it, it seems 
more like- I hope you don't mind my 
saying this - more like a huge orgy, 
all those bodies, continuous pleasure, 
ecstacy, no guilt feelings." 

"Do you believe in reincarnation?" 
asked .loan. 

"No, it's too complicated for me to 
u ndcrsta nd." 

"Haven't you ever had the feeling 
that you know something intimately 
and you don't know why, or where 
the feeling comes from? Something 
like deja vu?" 

"Of course, lots of times. But I 
never gave it much thought. I just 
accepted it, without trying to analyse 
it." 

"The reason I'm asking is because 
I want to tell you something in 
complete confidence. It has to do 
with your question." 

"It was a silly question, wasn't it?" 
sighed Babka. "How can anyone 
know whether fish actually make 
love?" 

"Listen, I've never told anyone 
this before and anyway, people would 
laugh at me, but I have a feeling 
you'll understand what I'm talking 
about." 

"More whisky?" said Babka. She 
refilled Joan's glass and her own. 

"Just imagine this. One spring I 
was walking in the Bruce Peninsula 
and the air still smelled of snow, al­
though it was already lovely and 
warm. There was a brisk south wind 
and the lake and the sky had the same 
sharp blue colour and the rocks were 
giving off that kind of moist heat and 
there was still snow in the shadows. 
That's my favorite kind of weather, 
and the wind drives me crazy. I 
imagine that's the kind of feeling 
you Europeans must have when you 

walk through the Louvre or go to 
Venice, you know, that you belong 
there, that you're part of that culture. 
Anyway, the warm wind is like a 
hundred gentle hands taking your 
breath away, and you can't help 
yourself, you have to surrender to it. 
It's real madness. That day I sud­
denly felt drawn up a brook that was 
swollen with spring run-off. !jumped 
from one stone to another, and the 
swift current below me, the melting 
snow sparkling like ice and here and 
there a salmon that had wandered 
into the stream by mistake, think­
ing it was a river. The water led me 
from a sunny meadow into the dark 
bush, the stream got narrower and 
in a little pool, where the water was 
deeper, a lone salmon was writhing 
on the spot. Every once in a while it 
would flip itself out of the water and 
land on its stomach on a dry rock. 
It would lie there, flopping ~bout 
until it would fall back into the 
stream again and be carried back 
into the pool. I didn't even want to 
think about how many times it had 
already tried that, because it was 
obviously exhausted and it had 
bloody scrapes on its stomach. 

"The stream drew me on until I 
could hardly see it any more, just a 
dark cut in the grass, the woods 
opened up and there was another 
sunny meadow where the water 
seemed to vanish. I was certain I'd 
been there before, because I knew 
intimately that soft sensation of 
water-soaked moss, the raw smell of 
marsh marigolds, the burning sun. 

"Then two feet in front of me were 
two salmon, still glistening and you 
could feel the strength oozing from 
their bodies, but their eyes were 
clouded over, dead. There was a mass 
of fish-eggs around the larger body 
and a creamy, milk-like substance 
oozing from an opening on the belly 
of the thinner salmon." 

"That's awful," sighed Babka. 
"It's like the fish really loved each 
other and went off so they could be 
alone." 

"Exactly," said Joan, "but that's 
not all. I saw myself in their place. 
All at once I felt like I'd been there 
before, as though that salmon lying 
there in the mass of eggs was me, and 
beside me was the only love of my 
life. I could still feel the paws of the 
Indian dogs on my back, the friction 
of silver bodies and the smell of cold 
water. I remembered how we lay 
there in the sun, unable to move, and 
how we slowly dried out while our 
breathing became heavier and 
heavier. But before we died, I felt an 

explosion of pleasure, something un­
imaginable, like a reward for all our 
hardships. 

"You know darling, we fish might 
even have had our own Shakespeare. 
Excuse me, I'm going to have to 
dampen myself again before we eat." 

"Everything's cold anyway," Bab­
ka apologized. "You'll have to for­
give me, but we're having fish for 
supper. 

"Don't worry about it," said Joan. 
"I'll just have vegetables and rice." 

Towards morning, when their 
guests had left and Vacek was help­
ing Babka clear the table, Babka 
said, "Do you think they enjoyed 
themselves, darling?" 

"I think so, Babka. The boss is 
really quite nice, even though politics 
bores him." 

"How did you like Joan?" 
"Well to be frank, she didn't exact­

ly ... you know what I mean? She 
seemed kind of reserved and cool. At 
work they say she has Indian blood 
in her." 

"Not just Indian," said Babka. 
"Do you know what we talked about 
in the kitchen?" 

"You don't have to tell me: 
children, cooking, clothes and 
money. But tell me this: why didn't 
she eat the fish? That really annoyed 
me. You work on it all day, thinking 
up delicacies that would put a fancy 
restaurant to shame, and then she 
won't eat it. You must have been 
really disappointed." 

"As a matter of fact I wasn't, 
darling. Not everyone's like Behou­
nek." 

"What's that supposed to mean? 
I guess you must be pretty tired," 
Vacek laughed. "What were you two 
drinking out there, anyway?" 

Don't wear your pyjamas tonight, 
darling, Babka wanted to say when 
they were in the bedroom, but she 
couldn't bring herself to say it out 
loud. I'd like to sleep naked with you, 
feel your skin against mine, rub against 
your hips, your back, your thighs, your 
stomach, your feet, your hands ... 

"Good night, Babka," said Vacek 
and he kissed her on the forehead. 
Then he turned his back to her and 
a few moments later mumbled, "Do 
you know that nobody in school 
believed me when I told them I had 
green ice cream for my birthday? Not 
to mention Behounek. When people 
don't believe you, it almost seems as 
though it never happened at all. 
Sometimes I wonder myself whether 
I'm not just making it all up." 

"Don't worry, darling, I believe 
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you," she whispered, but Vacek was 
already breathing deeply. 

Through a crack between the 
curtains, daylight was already begin­
ning to seep into the room. 

A Greenhorn in the 
New World 

by Ludck Snepp 

A big toe stared up inquisitively 
at me from a hole in my sock. I 
couldn't resist the temptation to 
draw a miniature face on the toe-nail 
with my ball-point pen. Should I 
make it smile or frown? Ah, but a 
poor immigrant can't afford to be a 
bitter pessimist , so I drew a smiling 
face. It looked a little like Mr. Abel 
from Employment and Immigration 
where they gave us financial assist­
ance until we got a regular job. 

Mr. Abel wasn't very fond of me, 
which was upsetting because he knew 
nothing about me. If he had, I might 
have forgiven him. Only today, when 
I looked at that grinning face on my 
toenail, did I realize that there were 
a number of reasons why Mr. Abel 
was not very particular about me . In 
the first place, he didn't quite know 
where to put me. He saw me as an un­
necessarily difficult case, that made 
his job all the harder. He made me 
feel that before I showed up he had 
lived a wonderful life, undisturbed 
except for perhaps occasional digest­
ive problems from too much sitting. 
Yet despite his personal antipathy 
towards me, he never failed to smile 
like a born gentleman. On my last 
visit, when I told him I couldn't even 
afford to buy food any more, his 
smile broadened and he retorted 
confidently: "No one's ever yet 
starved to death in this country." 
Perhaps he was hoping I'd become 
the first exception to the rule , be­
cause he gave me no material aid 
whatsoever. Unfortunately, my 
stomach is a barbarian, for Mr. 
Abel's spiritual consolidation did 
nothing to appease it. 

I began to sense how presumptuous 
it was of me to present myself here, in 
a foreign country, as what I really 
had been back home: a writer. Mr. 
Abel was clearly unconvinced. So I 
opened my briefcase and dumped my 
nine published books on his desk as 
proof. His only reaction was a 
grumbled "OK!" My first impulse 
was to write him off as an uncultured 
boor. Later, however, after having 
made the rounds of many companies 
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without even managing to get work 
as an unskilled labourer, I under­
stood what he had meant. He was 
worried about my ability to find a 
place in the labour market. No one 
here wants what we called a "cultural 
worker" back home, and anyway, 
what would they do with him? They 
just get in the way wherever they 
are, and everyone suspects they think 
too highly of themselves. When 
neither Mr. Abel nor I could find a 
job for myself washing dishes, he 
advised me, "For heaven's sake 
don't tell anyone you've written 
books." In the interests of my own 
salvation, therefore , I denied my 
past, stopped wearing a tie, and got 
myself a strange cap with a huge peak 
to make me look like a worker. 

I was filled with optimism. I realiz­
ed that Canada, and the whole New 
World for that matter , is a land of 
optimism and for good reason. Take 
my new homeland , for instance: a 
rich country with everything from 
bears to gold mines, oil. deep woods 
and all kinds of industry. In addition 
to a federal government, they have 
ten provincial governments, which in 
itself is a sign of wealth. So I became 
an optimist and hung a smile on my 
face that I'd copied from pretty shop­
girls. 

And now I was sitting in the cheap­
est room I could find, at ten dollars 
a week, wiggling the toe sticking out 
of my sock. Mr. Abel's picture grin­
ned encouragingly at me and I gave 
some profound thought to how best 
to invest my last dollar. Should J buy 
a new pair of socks or convert it into 
food and postage stamps? I re-read 
a want-ad looking for a superintend­
ant of a family apartment building. 
They wanted someone honest (and I 
was, so far), a non-drinker (thanks 
to the state of my finances, I had to 
be), willing to work overtime (and 
what else could I do but comply?). 
As if struck by a positive intuition , 
I quickly wrote a reply to the ad. J 
was wonderfully practiced at such 
letters , for in the past month I'd 
written more than a hundred like it. 

Forgetting the hole in my sock, I 
went out with the letter in my hand 
and a dollar in my pocket. Since I was 
familiar with temptation and my own 
weaknesses, I bought the stamp first 
and only then converted the rest into 
daily bread and a piece of salami. I 
spit on the letter for good luck and 
threw it into the post box. Then I 
went to the park where I fed myself 
and the birds hopping around me, 
and gorged my famished soul on the 
soul-destroying spectacle of pretty 

girls. The pre-spring sun bravely re­
vealed their graceful shapes and 
exciting contours. God, how much 
unused beauty there is in the world, 
radiating so unfruitfully into space. 
I almost regretted that the stone age 
was so far behind us, when a man had 
the right to carry a woman off to his 
lair. Only the thought of how I'd 
groan under the burden, or even the 
possibility of rupturing myself some­
what cooled my unappeased ardour. 
So I was content to watch in quiet 
admiration as the beauty walked by 
me, and I consoled myself with the 
hope, based on wider experience, 
that wherever I was, I had always 
managed, somehow. When I didn't 
hunt down a woman myself, then one 
caught me. I hoped that in that re­
gard, Canada wouldn't be tight-fisted. 
But even a connoisseur becomes 
satiated with beauty, so I closed the 
floodgates, turned my face to the 
Canadian sun, lay back comfortably 
on the Canadian bench made of 
Canadian wood in this tiny corner of 
an enormous country, so full of 
potential, and surrendered to in­
vigorating slumber. 

The portrait of Mr. Abel had al­
ready vanished from my toenail and 
his outlines were swimming some­
where in the sewers when the post­
office delivered another half-dozen 
responses to my job applications. 
Opening envelopes was the most 
exciting thing in my day. It reminded 
me of childhood and opening sur­
prise packages at the carnival. Hope 
always rose like grandmother's bun 
dough, but so far it had always col­
lapsed again. No one wanted to take 
me on. There was no action and 
therefore no dollars either. I forgave 
my potential employers for not 
knowing my qualities. It was their 
loss. What seriously annoyed me, 
however , was the facttha t every letter 
began "We are sorry, ... " I heard 
that phrase wherever I turned, and it 
probably echoes across the continent 
~or all I know. Gentleman bumps 
tnto gentleman and says he is sorry; 
a lousy driver smashes into another 
car and naturally he is also very sorry; 
I buy some packaged meat, only to 
find it rotting inside, and when I take 
it back, the manager is sorry. I can 
imagine that even a murderer who 
hits my arm while aiming at my heart 
would say he was sorry too, mainly 
because he hadn't sent me straight 
to the happy hunting grounds. I call 
this socially threadbare expression 
of politeness "sorryism" and it is 
essentially a disease. Every sorryist, 
through long use of this sorry drug, 



becomes a hypocrit because his 
SOIT\' often hides nothing more than 
a selfish, callous laziness and a great 
many other short-comings as well. 

Even today, over a pile of fresh 
letters, hope rose irrepressibly with­
in me, waiting to be put into the oven 
of action. The first letter began with a 
clear "We are sorry ... " The same 
phrase occurred in the next three I 
opened, but still my hopes were not 
dashed. I had genuinely become an 
incorrigible optimist. And sure 
enough, the fifth letter began dif­
ferently. "We regret ... " it said. That 
was a good omen. I opened the next 
letter with trembling hands and read 
those golden and long-awaited words. 
"Please come at 2 pm ... ". My idling 
brain immediately went into high 
gear. First I began to think about 
the best way to impress a boss look­
ing for an apartment superintendent. 
Should I don the guise of the blue­
collar or the white-collar worker? 
Should I deny, as Peter did Christ, 
my sinful past as a pen-pusher, or 
modestly admit to it? I decided on 
the golden mean. I knotted my tie 
with studied carelessness, put on a 
slightly rumpled suit and left my 
shoes unpolished. I did, however, 
put on my last clean shirt. I wore 
neither a hat nor my working-class 
cap but a neutral beret. Then I set off 
to the appointed place on the other 
side of the city. I didn't take the bus. 
Not that I was being parsimonious, 
it was just that I didn't have the 
money for ,it. It was a long and ex­
hausting trek. Cars whipped by me in 
an unending stream, splashing my 
pant-legs with muddy water from the 
puddles, because as though on pur­
pose, the weather had turned im­
possibly cold and wet. I forged ahead 
against the wind and for the first time, 
I realized how vast this country was. 
My only worry was that my shoes 
might give out and I'd arrive for the 
interview in my bare feet. The shoes 
held together and so did I, and I even 
arrived on time, though I was rather 
sodden. 

At last I entered the office, which 
at the same time served as a model 
suite. It was equipped with luxurious 
new furniture, and the only thing 
betraying its function as an office 
was a desk and a typewriter. To my 
surprise and disappointment there 
were already six couples sitting there, 
all of them clearly interested in the 
same position. For an instant, my old 
pessimism caught up with me, and I 
wondered if my pilgrimmage had 
been pointless. I greeted the others 
politely and because there was no-

where to sit down, I remained stand­
ing in the corner like a chaste young 
man. Just as I was wondering where 
the boss was, a blackhaired gentle­
man stuck his head out from behind 
a curtain leading to another room 
and called out a name. A young 
couple stood up and followed him 
behind the curtain. This freed a place 
and I sat down. Now, for the first 
time, I felt exhaustion from the long 
walk creeping up on me. Unfortun­
ately I couldn't succumb to sleep, for 
they would scarcely have hired any­
one who dozed off in mid-day, just 
like that. So I awaited my turn im­
patiently as though I were at the 
dentists, and oddly enough, just as 
one's teeth often stop aching in the 
waiting room, so my nervousness 
suddenly disappeared and I became 
completely relaxed, apathetic, utter­
ly indifferent to whether they hired 
me or not. The room gradually 
emptied and before I knew it the 
black-haired man popped out from 
behind the curtains and spoke my 
name. I followed him behind the 
curtain. He was a congenial, well­
nourished man in his fifties, dressed 
with careless elegance. There was a 
warm joviality in his face, and his 
eyes were bright. But my attention 
was drawn even more to the other 
person in the room, a woman in her 
thirties. 

"Sit down," said the man, indicat­
ing a chair by the desk. He was hold­
ing my letter in his hand and glanced 
through it. 

"So, you 're interested in the 
position of superintendent." 

I nodded. 
"Do you know what that involves? 

We've got a hundred and ten large 
housing units." 

"That means work," I declared 
loudly, as though I were at a trade 
union meeting back home. 

"A lot of work," the man correct­
ed me. "Do you think you're up to 
it?" 

"That's why I wrote you," I said, 
pointing to the letter in his hands. 

"Are you good at repairs?" he ask­
ed, pointing to the light switch. 

"Naturally, otherwise I'd never 
have dared to apply for this job," I 
replied, somewhat hurt. After all, 
what was a Czech if he couldn't make 
repairs? And if he didn't know, 
couldn't he learn quickly or, at the 
very worst, bluff? Czechs after all 
have always found their way in the 
world. We learned to live under 
German occupation, and we learned 
to live under the communists, and 
that was certainly a far greater art 

than repairing a stupid light switch or 
a dripping faucet. 

The man began to speak as though 
he had a tape-recording inside him. 
"Your first task would be to ensure 
that all our tenants feel happy. They 
pay the rent, they're our customers 
and therefore they're entitled to feel 
satisfied. So far, fifteen units are 
occupied, the rest are being com­
pleted and it would be your responsi­
bility to gradually get them ready for 
the new tenants. The entire complex 
must be rented in three months at the 
latest. Then your job would be to 
collect the rents, repair things that 
go wrong, keep the grounds clean 
and so forth. In short, you'd be re­
sponsible for the proper running of 
the place." 

I nodded until my neck hurt. I felt 
like the Czechoslovak First Secretary 
talking to Brezhnev - all nods and 
acquiescence. While the man was 
talking, or rather playing back. his 
well-rehearsed speech . I stole glances 
at the woman beside him. She must 
have been the jovial man's superior 
and he was probably simply passing 
on her wishes. She looked at me 
occasionally and was obviously 
satisfied with my talents as a yes­
man, for she always looked back at 
her note-pad, which was covered 
with figures. When our eyes first met 
directly, I felt a strange anxiety. They 
were icily cold. In fact, her whole 
face was icy, her strictly pursed lips 
and her entire mein. She probably 
had icy hands, feet and an icy soul as 
well. But she was very pretty with a 
slim figure and she must have been 
on a strict diet and at the same time, 
played some sport on a regular basis. 
Her rings and necklace alone would 
have meant a year of carefree living 
for my brother back home. But she 
lacked the most essential thing that 
makes a woman and woman : 
warmth, affection , coquettishness, 
seductiveness with tenderness. When 
I entertained the bold thought of 
lying in bed with her, I felt chilled 
to the bone. Perhaps my damp 
clothes had something to do with it. 
Yet I have always been attracted by 
inaccessibility, reserve and coldness 
and therefore when I encountered 
her strange eyes a second time, I 
filled my glance with all the male art 
I could muster- admiration, longing, 
desire and supplication . She looked 
back at me as though I were a poor 
insolent worm whom she could grind 
under her heel whenever she wanted. 
I felt as though I had been drenched 
in some refrigerant. 

The man finished his formal 
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babble by repeating the original 
credo: "Remember that our tenants 
must feel happy here." Then he look­
ed at the woman as though he expect­
ed her to applaud. She looked some­
where right past me and said dryly, 
"The pay is two hundred and eighty 
dollars." She had the wit to read the 
question in my face and added, "A 
month." 

Perhaps my face fell in disappoint­
ment, or else the woman's conscience 
had shuddered from the reflection of 
the pay she was offering me against 
her own income, for she went on in a 
warmer tone of voice, "Naturally 
you'll have the free use of an entire 
unit, with everything included, tele­
phone, electricity and heating, which 
represents another two hundred and 
twenty a month, so your pay is al­
most five hundred." 

That sounded better, even though 
I myself would never have rented a 
place with three bedrooms for two 
hundred. A forty-dollar room was 
quite sufficient for my needs. 

"Now, if you'd just fill out this 
questionnaire," said the man, hand­
ing me a pen and glancing at his 
watch. I demonstrated how quickly 
I could read and write and then hand­
ed the form back. 

"Finished already?" he said, look­
ing over the form in disbelief, then 
passing it on to the woman. They had 
no idea that in the past few months 
I had used up three ball-points on 
similar forms. The gentleman looked 
expectantly at the glacier in the shape 
of a woman. I knew that my fate now 
hung in the balance and that if they 
said, "We'll write you," the rat-race 
for a job would start all over again. 
The lady nodded slightly and the 
man said, "Could you come back 
in about two hours. We have a lot of 
applicants yet to see," and he pointed 
to a pile ofletters and questionnaires. 
"But - you're from Europe aren't 
you?" 

"From Czechoslovakia," I said, 
though they could have read all that 
in my letter. Now he nodded his head 
wisely and declared, "I know- Dub­
cek, the Soviet invasion." His eru­
dition surprised me. 

I went outside to spend two hours 
in the miserable weather. I inspected 
the site as though I were a potential 
buyer. The houses were done on 
the outside and the interiors were 
being finished, but under the bleak 
sky there were almost no sidewalks 
anywhere. The grounds around the 
houses were muddy and churned up 
by machines, just like back home 
around those famous high-rise 
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housing estates. But work was in 
progress everywhere. I stopped to 
watch some fellows laying down a 
cement block sidewalk, but I couldn't 
talk to them because they were 
Portugese and didn't know any 
English. I had a nice conversation 
with four men who were covering the 
muddy terrain with a beautiful carpet 
of green sod. Three of them were 
Dutch and one was French. Because 
I felt cold in my damp clothes, I 
began to go through the houses in­
stead. Inside they were all laid out 
the same way, with three bedrooms 
and a bathroom upstairs, and a 
kitchen, living room and dining nook 
on the ground floor, along with a 
second washroom, as they politely 
describe a normal toilet here. In the 
basement, there was a huge recreation 
room and a laundry. In one house I 
ran into an electrician of German 
origin and a carpenter whose parents 
had once escaped from Latvia. 
Drawn by the sound of singing, I 
entered another house where I dis­
covered three handsome fellows who 
looked as though their parents had 
fashioned them according to 
Michaelangelo's David. They were 
Italian house painters and they were 
drinking Canadian beer. They re­
minded me of Czech construction 
workers back home. When I told 
them what an important decision I 
was waiting for, they offered me a 
bottle of beer and drank to my luck. 
The interesting thing was how our 
Soviet brothers had made us Czechs 
famous all over the world and among 
all social classes. Almost all of those 
workers knew about our efforts in 
1968, about Dubcek, the August in­
vasion and the occupation of our 
country by the eternal allies of Russia. 
Proof that in evil there is always 
hidden at least a modicum of good. 

After two interesting hours I re­
turned for the verdict. On the way 
back, it occurred to me that on con­
struction sites here, the workers 
speak many different languages, as 
they must have during the construct­
ion of the tower of Babe!. The essent­
ial difference, however, is that here 
the constructions are soon complet­
ed. Obviously in Biblical times they 
lacked the powerful motivating 
factor hidden in the dollar. 

"It's about time you got back," 
the jovial gentleman said by way of 
welcome as I entered the office. 

"You said come back in two 
hours," I replied, pointing to my 
watch. ''I'm right on time." 

The man ignored my defence and 
made a ceremonious declaration, 

as though he were decorating me 
before a massive assembly of people. 
"We have chosen you," he said, 
shaking a thick pile of applications. 

"Thank you for your confidence," 
I replied, compelling myself to be 
grateful. 

"When can you start?" 
"Whenever you want me to," I 

replied, hoping it would be soon. 
"Yesterday would be too late," 

laughed the man. 
"Then I'll start tomorrow," I said. 

The man took three keys out of a 
drawer and handed them to me. 
"These are for your house. You can 
move in today, if you'd like." 

I held the keys in my hand and al­
though they were cold, it was a warm 
feeling to have them in my palm. 
Suddenly the lady of ice spoke up. 
"Before all the houses are occupied, 
it will be your responsibility to make 
the rounds of the site each evening, 
lock all the houses, make sure all the 
lights are out and keep an eye on the 
construction material stored outside." 

I nodded willingly. 
"And this model suite must be 

perfectly clean every day. It's an 
example of how every house should 
look. All the prospective tenants 
will come here, and therefore this will 
be rented last. Then I'll arrange to 
have all this furniture taken away." 

I nodded again. The lady gathered 
up her papers and turned to the man. 
"I have to go now." She closed her 
attache case and gave it to me as 
though I were her butler. She nodded 
goodbye to the man and walked out 
of the room at a brisk military pace. I, 
her faithful servant, walked along be­
hind in her shadow. with the attache 
case. The lady stopped beside a brand­
new Buick. I opened the door for her 
and when she had slipped behind the 
wheel, I put the attache case in beside 
her. At last she behaved like a normal 
person and said, "Good luck in your 
new job." Her ability to laugh sur­
prised me. She looked small and lost 
in that huge machine, and when she 
turned the key and the motor roared 
into life, she seemed to me even 
smaller. I waved goodbye to her and, 
as though I had given her the starting 
signal, she shot off on her one 
hundred and fifty mile journey to the 
metropolis. 

Ludek Snepp is a ll'riter living in 
London, Ontario. 
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