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IT HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH ME 

Karel and Elizabeth were heading for the Koruna automat when she caught sight of 

Thanh, whom she had not seen since the mass demonstrations brought down the Communist 

government. Little groups of demonstrators still lingered at the bottom of Václavak, as 

everybody called Wenceslaus Square, laughing and talking and waving flags. Some were still 

chanting slogans here and there. 

“Isn’t all this just wonderful!” she exclaimed to Thanh. 

“It’s wonderful for them. But it has nothing to do with me.” Thanh’s eyes sparkled. 

“It’s nice that you’re so happy about it.” 

“Come and have a drink with us.” 

“Another time, I’m just going to Dejvice to my sister’s.” 

Karel spied Ivan and Lukáš and their wives at one of the stand up tables in Koruna, 

and they all enjoyed cakes and coffee in what had become a ritual celebration after the 

demonstrations. 

Elizabeth was a little nonplussed by Thanh’s remark. She mentioned it to Karel on the 

way home. “I don’t feel that this all has nothing to do with me.” 

Was it because her parents and grandparent had fled Prague in ’48 just a month after 

the Communist putsch? Because of Karel with whom she had fallen in love? 

“I’m so glad,” said Karel, brushing back her hair. “I hope you feel that everything 

here has something to do with you. You know?” 

She did, and it did. After the year-end holidays Elizabeth moved from the residence 

hall that housed foreign grant holders to Karel’s apartment in Vinohrady. Her colleagues 

threw a farewell party, with gifts of chocolates, ceramic jewellery, pottery, and from Thanh, a 

Vietnamese bowl, spiralled inside in shades of ochre and earth. It was a running joke that 

Karel’s friends in low places had trampolined to the castle when Václav Havel became 
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president, and one of them got Elizabeth’s residence permit extended. There was a high 

demand for translators from Czech to English, and she had plenty of work. It all fell into 

place so smoothly and effortlessly. 

After the March rains, came the sun and the birds and the lilacs in the squares and 

parks of Prague. The chestnut trees raised an exaltation of pink and white candelabra to the 

sky that expressed the jubilation of a city re-finding itself.  

One morning on her way to an office in the Old Town, Elizabeth noticed a familiar 

figure crossing Kaprová. The shoulders were slightly hunched, the hands tucked in coat 

pockets, the gaze, hidden by a shock of straight black hair, directed at the sidewalk.  

“Thanh! I’ve not seen you for so long.” 

“Hello, Elizabeth.” 

There were no lights in his eyes. 

“Thanh, what’s the matter?” 

“Troubles,” he mumbled with resignation. 

“What troubles?” 

He shrugged, shifting his gaze back to the sidewalk. 

“Look, I have to deliver this translation, but then I’m free. Could we have a drink 

together? Like the old days?” 

“All right,” he nodded. 

“Could I meet you at the canteen? In fifteen… fifteen or twenty minutes?” 

“All right.” 

Whatever could have happened to Thanh? Thanh, of the happy brown eyes, who had 

become a friend in the autumn of ’88, her study partner in the university language classes 

offered to foreign grant holders. Light-hearted, quick-witted Thanh who enjoyed jokes but 

was a hard-working student of international commerce too, and already spoke English, 
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French and Russian with ease. He and Elizabeth had reviewed lessons together over lunch at 

the school canteen several days a week, and his brown eyes always twinkled mischievously 

as he mentioned clever tricks for remembering grammatical twists and irregular verbs. 

She found him seated at a table near the back of the canteen, his fine hands clasped 

over a cup of tea. He looked up at her with a stiff little smile. 

“Whatever is the matter, Thanh?” She took a seat opposite him. “Please tell me what’s 

wrong.” 

“Difficulties.” 

“What has happened to you?” 

“It’s Hông,” he said simply. 

Hông, his sister, lived in Dejvice with her husband Thích where they had a fruit and 

vegetable shop. She and Thanh had made appetizers that were the hit of the residence hall 

Christmas party in ’88. Just a week before Elizabeth met Karel at a New Year’s Eve all-

nighter. 

“What has happened to Hông? Is she ill?” 

He shook his head. “People from Viet Nam are having troubles now.”  

“What kind of troubles?”  

“Some people go to them and say, ‘Vietnamese, get out.’ ‘Vietnamese, go home!’ 

Skinheads. Others.” 

“And people said these things to Hông?” 

He nodded. 

“I am so sorry.” This was not a drink like the old days. “When did that happen?” 

“Some weeks ago. Then again. And again.” 

“She must be very frightened.” 

“Very difficult situation.” 
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“Is there anything we could do to help?” 

He shook his head. 

The questions and answers continued. Thanh’s replies were short, and he volunteered 

no additional information. Gradually Elizabeth found out that he had last seen his sister that 

morning when he was able to give her a little money. She had lost a lot when her handbag 

was taken. 

‘Taken’, thought Elizabeth. “Was she robbed?”  

He nodded. 

“How incredible! Where? When?” 

“Metro station. In the afternoon. Nobody did anything.” 

Since all prisoners were released by presidential order to celebrate the New Year, 

petty theft and violence had increased. In the wake of a revolution without a single broken 

window, many suddenly felt less secure. 

“Has her husband had difficulties?” 

“Also.” 

“Also robbed?” 

He nodded. 

“Did they go to the police?” 

“The police don’t do anything.” 

Did this mean that they had not taken Hông’s and Thích’s complaints seriously? Or 

that the two of them had not even filed a police report? It was impossible to tell from what 

Thanh was saying – and not saying – but Elizabeth could not imagine that shy young couple, 

whom she had met once and who spoke little Czech, filing a complaint. The city police were 

going out of their way to be fair and helpful in the wake of twenty years of public antipathy 

bred by a totalitarian state. Did they, too, want the Vietnamese to go home, Elizabeth 
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wondered. Or might they have given help and re-assurance to a couple who knew how to 

approach them? 

The questions pre-occupied her all day, and the conversation with Thanh was the first 

thing that she mentioned when she returned home that evening. 

Karel was having a beer in the kitchen with Lukáš and Ivan. 

“That’s bound to happen,” said Ivan. They’re not integrated.” 

‘Bound to happen’?” Elizabeth questioned. Ivan’s pug nose looked especially pug. 

He opened his palms in a gesture of indifference, tamped a cigarette on the table and 

set it on his heavy lower lip. 

“They have a much better standard of living here,” she continued. “That’s why they 

want to stay.” 

“But they don’t fit in.” The click of his lighter closed the matter. 

“They don’t,” Lukáš took it up. “But they’re very rooted in this country, they have 

been around for almost half a century. And so now, their relatives and friends are moving 

here from East Germany.” 

“They have been here a generation,” Karel objected. “And there are very few coming 

in from East Germany.” 

“A few is still too many,” Lukáš insisted, shifting his bulk to reach for the pitcher of 

beer. “The Czech Republic cannot absorb them. Besides, some of them are dealing in drugs. 

And besides that, they will steal work from Czechs in a new system of free enterprise. They 

should be sent home.”  

 “Home to what?” Karel asked. 

Lukáš shrugged and downed his beer. 

I hope those two don’t come back here, Elizabeth thought as they left, and that’s 

exactly what she told Karel over dinner. “I couldn’t believe what they were saying.” 
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“They are just indifferent,” said Karel. “Not everyone feels like that.”  

“Indifferent? Lukáš was downright hostile. All he could speak of was drugs and 

stealing work from Czechs. I doubt that either one of them knows a single Vietnamese.” 

“You are right there, neither one knows a single Vietnamese.” 

“Thanh and his sister are kind and gentle people. Hông and her husband are honest 

shopkeepers. Dealing in drugs would never even occur to them. They need help and support. 

“Thanh is giving his sister and her husband some money to replace what was stolen,” 

Elizabeth continued. “At least part of it. But he doesn’t have very much himself, and I’m 

going to chip in. Would you like to contribute?” 

“They would never accept it.” 

“I am going to give the money to him. They will not even know that a part of it is 

from me.” 

“Thanh will not agree to that.” 

Elizabeth laid knife and fork on the edge of her plate. 

“He already has agreed.” 

They looked at each other across the plates of half-eaten schnitzel.  

“I know he is a friend of yours, Elizabeth, and I’m sorry about his sister. But there is 

nothing I can do.”  

His pale blue eyes were unmoving, the generous lips thinned into a firm line. 

“I thought you sympathised.” 

“I do sympathise.” 

“But that’s as far as it goes, is it?” 

“What do you mean? If you wish to give them money, go ahead.” 

Elizabeth stared at him. 
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“They are from a very, very different culture,” Karel went on. They will never be a 

part of this one. There will always be difficulties – of one kind or another.”  

“Those difficulties can be lessened by understanding and help from people in this 

very different culture,” she said, glancing up at the bowl with its spiral of ochre and earth 

mounted on the kitchen wall. 

“You are a sweet woman, Elizabeth. But you expect far too much. People in this 

culture already have more than they can handle, making a transition from forty years of 

totalitarianism to a very, very different culture of their own: a democracy and a market 

economy. There is tremendous uncertainty and instability. The secret police still harass 

activists and tap phones, even though they have been legally disbanded. Free health care is 

disappearing. Food prices continue to rise. We do not have a family – not yet,” he said, his 

protective tone tinged with affection. “We are free of such worries for now. But most people 

are not.”  

“We are, exactly. You yourself have a secure job and a good future.” 

“I repeat, if you wish to give them money, go ahead. That is your decision. But what I 

do with my money is mine. 

There was a strained little silence. “Their problems are not our problem,” he added 

after a minute. 

“I don’t feel that way, Karel.” 

“Not my problem.” The firm voice and gaze suddenly seemed to come from very far 

way.  

“I’m sorry that they are in difficulty. But that has nothing to do with me.” 


