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The Price of 
Freedom

—Translated from the Czech by Gabriela Kalna

H ave you ever been to prison?
No!
And why haven’t you been yet?

Maybe because I’ve never stolen anything.
But once you steal something, they’ll lock you up.
I hope they don’t, since I’m not about to steal anything.
Why not?
I don’t have the courage. I also don’t think it’s right 

to steal.
If they locked you up, would your window have bars?
Prisons tend to have bars.
Could you swing from them like a chimpanzee?
No.
Why not?
I’m not a monkey.
So what would you do there all day?
I told you, I hope . . .
Wouldn’t you like it there? They’d bring you food and 

you wouldn’t have to do a thing.
Nobody likes it in prison. Not even animals do.
Can they even lock an animal up in prison?
No. But they can lock it in a  cage and take its 

freedom away.
I’m going to tell you a story about a silver fox, how 

I heard it from a hunter, who lived in the far north for a very 
long time. The silver fox, he said, isn’t actually silver. She’s 
almost black but her fur glistens like it’s powdered with 
a shimmering metal. This is why people hunt the silver fox, 
catch her in traps, then kill her, skin her, and sell her fur. 
Our fox lives far in the north, in a forest surrounding a lake, 
what remains of an ancient glacier. The fox is still young 
and strong at the time of this story. She can stay on her feet 
for hours on end, sneaking through birch forests, under low 
pine trees, and through juniper brush. She knows every 
path treaded by animals and walked on by hunters, who 
thankfully rarely come here. She also knows where to hunt 
for a wild rabbit, a snowy partridge, or at least a mouse. Like 
all her kind, she is quiet, quick, agile, and cautious. Recog-
nizing the hunters’ scent from a long distance, she knows 
how to avoid their traps. But there come days, especially in 
the wintertime, when the snow builds up high, and she has 
to make her way through deep snowdrift, not a single live 
creature in sight, nothing to hunt, all animals burrowed 
in their dens and lairs, sleeping deeply. Our fox is starving, 
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the banks of a wild stream to hunt frogs or even a fish. No 
longer does she pay attention to the people walking past 
her cage every day, although they observe her with interest. 
That’s a silver fox, they point at her while parents explain to 
their children that this fox comes from the faraway north. 
And the children notice: Look how she’s pacing back and 
forth, like all she wants to do is escape.

And they’re right. The fox decided that she has to es-
cape. She waits. Day after day, week after week, she waits 
for the right opportunity to escape. Her vigilant eyes watch 
the cage door every time her keeper opens it, in case it 
stays ajar. But the keeper always closes and locks it care-
fully behind him.

Until one time, the fox gets her chance. The keeper 
is cleaning her cage, when someone calls him. He merely 
closes the door, not locking it fully, and walks out. The 
fox taps the wire bars with her nose a few times, lifts the 
padlock with her paw, the door opens just enough and 
the fox darts out of the cage. She finds herself on the cold 
rock floor of her prison, and for the first time sees the other 
caged animals the way usually only humans see them. But 
the room is closed with one more door, the one the keeper 
and visitors enter through.

The fox has to wait, cowering by the wall next to the 
door. She slips between the keeper’s legs as he reenters 
the room, and suddenly she’s standing on the cold, black, 
hard ground of a path. But the fox has no time to look at 
the ground or examine her surroundings, the keeper is 
already running out the door, yelling at people to help 
him catch her. The fox takes off into a sort of meadow, 
hearing the thud of footsteps behind her, she runs with all 
her might. Even though she’s no longer used to running 
and her legs weaken quickly, she manages to outrun her 
pursuers. She comes upon a fence, to her luck not nearly 
as thick as the one on her recent cage, with holes in many 
places. She slides herself through one of them and finds 
herself among low houses, with no forest in sight, not even 
a field, only fences, with large metal beasts stretching out 
in front of them, with dogs viciously barking behind them. 
This environment startles the fox. She’s scared of the metal 
beasts, the dogs, and the humans stopping on the sidewalk. 
Even though she’s out of breath, she keeps running. Finally, 
she spots a birch forest atop a nearby hill. She runs to it, 
finally accepted by the shade of the forest, she collapses 

down in low brush, exhausted, and surveils her surround-
ings anxiously, but there’s nobody following her. The fox 
lies down on her side and pants loudly. After a while she 
notices long-forgotten scents; this is the pre-spring smell 
of blooming birch and willow trees and here is the scent of 
a rabbit. The fox gets back up, no longer fleeing, she sneaks 
carefully through the trees. She’s on a hunt. Completely 
exhausted, but free again, she can wander wherever she 
wants to. She’ll have to push herself to hunt food, she’ll 
have to dig a den to live in, she’ll always be watching, even 
in her sleep she’ll listen to all sounds, to never be surprised 
by the vicious enemy—the human. But she’ll be free.

Only a few days go by, during which the fox moves to 
a bigger forest, when she runs into a scent, one that makes 
her quiver just like that time on the bank of the lake where 
she was born. It’s the scent of another fox. She starts after 
the scent, until she runs to a den where a common red fox 
has made a home.

When he sees the silver fox, he’s astounded by her looks, 
she looks more beautiful than any fox he’s ever seen. He 
invites her in and she never moves out of his den again. 
They live together and hunt together, even though the 
silver fox still hunts with great strain. During the long time 
she spent in a cage, she’s grown out of the habit of hunting, 
her legs have grown weak, and so she prefers to crouch 
in front of a mouse hole where she senses prey and waits 
patiently until the mouse pokes its head up. Even so, the 
fox tires quickly. Sometimes she’s so tired all she can do is 
lie down in the den and rest for a long time. But she feels 
happier than ever before, more happy than on the banks of 
the lake, because she didn’t know then what life in a cage 
is like, she didn’t find joy in every free step she took yet.

Time flies and the fox is expecting young ones. Every 
time she returns from a hunt, she rips out a little bit of soft 
fur from her chest and lines the den with it, so the baby 
foxes can lie softly.

Then the young foxes are born; there are seven of them 
and they’re completely blind. The fox is happy, together 
with her mate she raises her offspring and when they come 
of age, they’re taught how to hunt. The offspring soon grow 
into adult foxes, four are red and three resemble the silver 
fox. Come fall, they’ll be able to venture into the world.

One cold fall morning, the fox is awakened by the 
sound of dogs barking in the distance. Then she catches 

she’s cold and sorrowful about her hard fate, she’d like to 
live somewhere without the torment of cold and hunger.

But then one day spring comes, short and warm in 
these parts. After its arrival, the snow disappears from the 
fields, and streams of water make their way down every 
ravine. The air sweetens with the smell of blooming birch 
and willow trees. The sun stays low on the horizon, barely 
setting. Warming themselves in its rays lie brown lizards 
with blue throats, viper snakes with rusty brown stripes, 
even lemmings, who prefer the nighttime but sometimes 
forget to hide in their ground nests. The rabbits come out 
of their dens, and the fox can now easily hunt as much as 
she could possibly need.

On a spring day like this one, the fox catches a scent 
that, without her knowing why, attracts her. She starts af-
ter it, and as the scent grows on the trail, she is overcome 
with a strange excitement. After the fox nearly circles the 
lake, she spots a big gray fox and falls in love with him at 
first sight. She runs no farther, but stops and waits for the 
wind to carry her scent over, for him to notice her and to 
start after her.

From then on they are inseparable, neither day nor 
night apart, they wander the country of scented grasses 
together, looking for a place to dig a home.

And then, because she is thinking more about her mate 
than about vigilance, the fox recklessly steps on a path 
recently walked on by a human. Only a few steps later, 
a metal sound clicks and her right hind leg is caught by 
something sharp, biting its teeth so deep into her flesh that 
she is momentarily paralyzed with pain. The fox tries to es-
cape its grips, desperately writhing, but the steel teeth only 
dig deeper into her leg, a chain to which she is now bonded.

Her companion runs vigilantly around her, sensing 
that betrayal lurks on the path.

The fox tries again and again to break free, she tries to 
bite through the chain, she tries to rip it out of the ground, 
without success. She doesn’t understand what happened, 
but senses it was something horrible and that everything 
she is now seeing might be for the last time, even her mate, 
still pacing around her in large circles. Then both of them 
suddenly smell the dangerous scent, the scent of a human. 
Her companion barks a goodbye and takes off, while the 
fox desperately writhes and looks toward the oncoming 
hunter with horror.

But the hunter doesn’t kill the fox. He locks her in 
a cage and sells her with it.

For many days the fox is closed in a crate with a wire 
lid. She rides in a car, a train, even flies on an airplane, 
but pays attention to none of it. When someone’s hand 
opens the wire lid to slide in a piece of meat, she doesn’t 
touch it, she doesn’t even move. She’s frozen with strange 
pain—and with fear of what lies ahead.

Eventually, the fox is taken out of the crate and put in 
a cage in a big brick house, where there are many such cag-
es. A pair of bear cats run around in one of them, a mink 
suffers in another, a small hyena whines in a third, the 
fourth is occupied by a large sleeping wolverine.

The cage she’s put in is narrow; the fox can take only 
ten steps forward and five to the side. The cage has thick 
wire bars, with people walking around it, scaring her at 
first, but soon she barely notices. Behind the bars is a wall 
painted white and hanging from the ceiling shines a light 
bulb, resembling neither the sun nor moon, neither rising 
nor setting, always fixed in the same place. The fox no 
longer has to worry about food, her keeper opens her cage 
door every day and throws her a piece of meat, even cleans 
her cage. The cold is also no longer one of her worries, 
because in the large room with all the cages, snow never 
falls and frost never gets in. In fact, the fox no longer has 
to worry about anything, after all, she’s protected from 
everything by thick wire bars. So she walks ten steps ahead, 
five to the side, and ten back, she paces this way for hours 
and reminisces about forest paths and meadows with ris-
ing mist. She remembers how she ran through the forest’s 
underbrush, chasing after rabbits. Sometimes, the rabbit 
would escape and her chase would be pointless, but it was 
still better than pacing ten steps forward, ten steps back, 
waiting for the keeper to throw her a piece of meat. The 
fox also thinks about her mate, who stayed far behind on 
the banks of the lake, unless they caught him as well and 
he too is suffering somewhere in a cage. As time goes by, 
the fox’s previous free life seems more and more distant. It’s 
been too long since she last saw a tree, since she heard run-
ning water, since she hunted down prey. The fox no longer 
thinks about how warm she has it here or that she’s never 
hungry, in her mind she’s running through a snowy field, 
sensing prey, then racing to her mate and together they’re 
sneaking toward rabbits’ dens, together they’re running on 



50  Ivan KlÍma

COURTESY THE ARTIST

HANA BERGMANNOVÁ KLÍMOVÁ

The Price of Freedom, 2018
Watercolor on paper, 24 x 30 in

the familiar scent of humans. Run, she wakes up her mate, 
those are the hunters. And they both start fleeing, running 
through brush, they sprint across a field, through a tall 
forest, but the dog barking grows stronger.

The fox can’t run any farther, she crouches in pine 
underbrush and pants heavily. Her tiny, cautious eyes stare 
at the direction of the oncoming dogs. Then she spots 
them, coming from multiple directions onto the clearing, 
hunters following after them. At that moment the fox is 
alone, her mate disappeared somewhere in the distance, 
and she’s exhausted and overcome with terror. And then 
she reminds herself of the awful life in a cage and she gets 
up once more. She starts running, fleeing the vicious bark-
ing, fleeing the vision of a cage and a light bulb that shines 
motionless from the white ceiling. She runs up a steep hill, 
overcomes the ridge, and nearly tumbles down to a clear 
stream. The fox is now swimming downstream, knowing 
that the water will wash away all scent and thus confuse 
the dogs. After a few bends, she jumps out of the water 
and keeps running with the last of her strength, until she 
realizes that the barking of the dogs is no longer getting 
closer, the dogs really lost her scent. Only now does the 
silver fox lie down, exhausted, onto the moss, her body 
shaking. She thinks to herself that if she had stayed in the 
cage, nobody would be chasing her, she wouldn’t have 
to flee aggressive dogs. But the fox knows that every day 
she spent free again meant more than all the days or even 
years she would have spent in the cage. And she thinks to 
herself, if the dogs were to catch her, she’d put up a fight. 
She’d rather be torn to pieces or shot by hunters than let 
them lock her in a cage, because life without freedom is 
really no life at all.

The author of more than forty novels, short-story collections, 

plays, and books of essays, Ivan Klíma, born in 1931 in Prague, 

has been richly awarded for his work, receiving the Magnesia 

Litera award and the Franz Kafka Prize, among other honors. 

Klíma’s work has been translated into thirty-two languages.

Gabriela Benish-Kalná is a Czech-American photographer, 

activist and freelance translator. Born in Prague, Czech Re-

public, she’s studied in Bohemia, Germany, and California, 

focusing her work on bi-cultural identity. Closely connected 

to the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, Gabriela has spent the past 

two years documenting the Indigenous-led #noDAPL move-

ment and fight for clean water. Beginning University at UC 

Santa Cruz, she is now continuing her photography studies 

at the Prague Film Academy.


