CHAPTER TWO
1

DVQtilda Hor vat —-Anbassador Horvat—+t’'s Art hur

Rizler, fromChicago. I'min Prague

“ Ah, Rlzler yes, of course .

Horvat’s mind had been focused on econonic matters—a

possi bl e American bid for tel ecom and broadcasting, which the
Czechs were privatizing. Rizler, who exactly? Miust be the
scribbl er.

Had they crossed paths? Was there a prom se nade (“Wen you

get in Prague, yes, for sure, ring nme”)? How had he accessed her
private extension? (Maya had glinpsed the nunber while in the
enbassy the previous day, and resourcefully transcribed it.)

Horvat inprovised, “Well, I'’mdelighted. Short notice | guess,
for both of us. But | am having a dinner for sonme interesting
peopl e

Saturday. |'’msure you' |l make it nore interesting. I'’mglad for
your

cal |l -Aow we’ | | have a guest of honor!” Her |ist had been down a

few notches, thanks to the Castle banquet for the Stones; how
convenient that Rizler, a VIP of sonme sort, had dropped in her

| ap.

“My speech is around then, on Mzart,” Rizler clarified.
Mozart? Was this the literary Rizler? O Reisler, the conductor
who had packed themin at Ravinia the |ast couple of sumrers?
Horvat silently praised herself for not having reveal ed who she
t hought Ri zl er was; once again M chael man had failed to keep
her in the | oop.

She assured Rizler, “Don’t worry. I’Il have an invite faxed to
you at your hotel. Call ny driver after your talk—he' |l bring
you here right away.”

As Ri zl er hung up, Maya exclai nmed, “The book cl ub, the

book club! You forgot to tell her.”

He had filled Maya in about the invitation fromlirina in the
gi ft shop. Maya was keen on the book cl ub i dea—son®et hi ng

could be made of that. “A nmedia opportunity, Arthur. Tel evision!
The café where they are neeting was a fanmous gat heri ng-pl ace
for dissidents. The enbassy woul d get out the networks for sure.
Those kids will be thrilled to be seen with you on TV.”

“Sorry, | forgot about nentioning it to Horvat,” Rizler now
lied, “maybe you can discuss it with Mchaelman.” (Rizler wasn’t
going to grovel for media attention; just having to call the
anbassador

was bad enough.)

Maya qui zzed hi m about the Mbzart |ecture. m not sure,”

he replied, “something on Don G ovanni and the literary

traditi on—

why Mozart’s Don might have been the |ast great iteration of
this thene. What do you think?”

Maya couldn’t follow this. But his sounding of her views
brought back the original thrill of being courted by himwhen
she was a graduate student.



She proposed a different thenme. Recently, she’d listened to
sonme bl eeding heart liberal on National Public Radio regretting
Mozart’s early dem se—+nmagi ne, the tal king head had

conj ectured, what Mozart m ght have achieved if he had lived on
to be an octogenarian. Arthur should challenge this claptrap
about

everyone having the right to a productive and fulfilling life
past

m ddl e age. Maya suggested, “Perhaps Mdzart was fated to burn
out by his early thirties. He could have |lost his touch, if he
lived

through m ddle or old age. W overvalue longevity. It’s our
nodern, anti-aristocratic prejudice to value nere life, not just
the worthy life. Isn't the proof that Mck Jagger is a fraud,

t hat

he’s still alive?”

Ri zl er paused—how, he wondered, did his own case fit with

that line of thinking? Then he answered, “Your thesis is

ori gi nal —

that no one should have wi shed for Mdzart a happy ol d age. But
the Bl and people won't |like the inplications for the euthanasia
guestion; down to a man, they're right-to-lifers.”

“Still,” he added, “that we shouldn’'t let Mozart’s early death
forecl ose the possibility of whol eness or conpleteness in his
oeuvr e,

this is really a hel pful, perhaps quite inportant thought. I
nean,

he coul d have churned out many nore synphonies, or concerti,

or sonatas, but we can’t suppose that there is any | opsidedness
or

essential gap in what he did do.”

This little colloquy nade Ri zl er think back on how he

had becone hooked on Maya in the first place. Unlike the
previous wife (his third), Maya aided Rizler’'s processes of

t hought; she freed up his nental associations, and then got

hi m goi ng down unexpect ed pat hs.

Nunber 3, the beautiful Arsine, was a professor of acoustics,

at the top of her field. Rizler had felt she was, in her own
bai | i wi ck,

his mental equal. But Arsine wasn’'t a conversationalist. In
Arsine’s

uni verse, words were broken down into sounds, and sounds into
synbols. (Her lasting | egacy was the stereo she’d had custom
built, by the world s top engineers, for their Morningside

Hei ght s

br ownst one; when the marriage broke up, Arsine had refused to
take it—the technol ogy was no | onger the best, three years |ater.
In New York, once parted fromArsine, R zler never turned it on.
Per haps that was superstitious—t m ght be haunted with her
ghost. But when he |left Manhattan for Maine, he had it
reinstalled

by a professional, everything hooked up right; and he nastered
the instructions. In the idyllic country setting, that equipmnent
had brought Mzart to life for him again.)



Maya wasn’t a geni us—Ri zl er knew that. But she could talk

up a storm She was the perfect bourgeoi se: she bl ended the

dr eany

hi gh- m ndedness of Enma Bovary with the attention to detai

of Martha Stewart. She was born to the chattering classes, her
father a trendy psychot herapi st, her nother an eager consuner
of everything that caste called culture, from Mtherwell to
madef or -

TV M ddl emarch. Mozart included. The adol escent Maya

had practiced Mbzart on the cello, receiving advanced | essons at
Toronto’ s Royal Conservatory of Muisic, which set back Dr.
Svobodni k a small fortune. At that age, Rizler was eking out a
living for hinself, swabbing the decks of a tranp ship.

Ri zl er had been mxing with intellectuals since his first novel
caught the attention of the New York literati, but he had never
acquired their instinctive confort with Big Ideas, with isns,
with

what the old German phil osophers had called the Concept. Al

that was second nature to Maya.

He had a debt to his then-Marxist haute culture friends: They
had brought him despite his |[imted formal |earning and

r oughedged

(t hough never rough) manners, into the salons and country
houses of the establishment. Wth their polished phrases and

gr and

style, they nade the Toronto-born Rizler into sonething big—
the start of a non-parochial Anerican literature of ethnicity.
Then they turned to the Right, and had convinced R zler to

come with them

But not without a struggle. “Stay off talk shows | ong enough

to figure out why you got it wong with Stalin, then ask ne to
vote Republican.” This had been R zler’s response when beseeched
in 1979 by Al Abranowitz, co-editor of New Comrent nagazi ne,

to join a petition of fanmpus Denocrats for Reagan. Abramowitz’s
own shot at the great ethnic novel had resulted in charges of
Jewi sh self-hatred fromhis own people, the work in question
being a celebration of every crude formof assimlatory | adder
clinbing short of conversion. He was, by turns, envious and
genuinely admring of Rizler, the latter, according to
Abranmowi t z,

done out of his Nobel prize by the East Coast liberals (at whose
homes Abranmowi tz had been happy to take cocktails when

clinbing his own | adder).

Back in the Carter years (détente), Abranowi tz had been on about
the mssile gap—+he Russians were ready to lick Arerica in an
atom c

dustup. Nuke Stuttgart and Amsterdam and then what US President
woul d risk America itself in order to stand up to Moscow?
“Nonsense,” Rizler had cone back. “They' re soft—decrepit

from vodka and whores and bad nedi cine. Even the del uxe Party
hospital s have rats and rusty needles, | hear. Nuke Stuttgart?
Hardly. They need the antibiotics too nmuch.”

But soon enough Anbranmowitz was playing a different card

to woo Rizler, this time with success. The Kul turkanpf card. For



now t he tone was not being set by the retired Rand nucl ear
plotters, but rather by Allan Bloomis Cosing of the American
M nd. The threat to America was not Cerman peace marchers or
Sovi et war heads—+t was Ni et zsche, Dostoevsky, etc., Gernman

or Russi an phil osophical nihilism packaged by sexy French
intellectuals for snmuggling into Palo Alto and New Haven and
Durham then cut with a little *60s radicalismby the Yankee
professors, finally sold on the street as postnodern

mul ticul turalism (Had Bl oom been shrewd enough to foresee

the end of the cold war, to grasp that the Ri ght would need to
find a new ki nd of nenace, that in a few years the jerem ads of
agi ng rocket scientists and the diatribes of disgruntled Dulles-
era

di pl omats woul d count for nothing against the liberal s?)

After their chat about Mzart’s |ifespan, Maya had deci ded

to cut Rizler some slack. He should take tine for hinself in
Prague; she had shopping to do and ot her preparations for

Sal zburg (the visit with her parents).

Once out of the suburbs, Rizler dismssed the hotel shuttle
Maya had insisted on. Knowi ng his flaneur tendencies, she had
war ned hi m about snmog and respiratory hazards. But he deci ded
to wal k anyhow.

Everyone was renovati ng down there. Boutiques and coffee

shops were “Now Qpen!” according to the English-1anguage signs
in the wi ndows. Hi gh-energy, beeper-toting property brokers
coul d be spotted waiting anxiously for the worknen to | et them
into structures not quite ready for human occupancy. Rizler
observed people with designer togs and the | atest eyegl ass
franes.

No wonder the tourists came here to see the post-Soviet East.
Unl i ke Bucharest or Belgrade or the industrial ruins just beyond
the Envoy, in central Prague you could al nost believe that

busi ness

about the End of History: The whole world sandbl asted, with a
St ar bucks on every other block. It was the cl osest you coul d get
to the thene-park version of the death of comuni sm

Ri zler’s eye was caught by a second-hand store-what | ooked

i ke a pawnshop—+n an alley just off Wnceslas Square. It was
sandwi ched between a Benetton outlet and Prague’s own Texas
LoneSt ar St eakhouse and Tavern.

The operation was identified only by the sign “Bul tmann.”

In the window, a rich |ode of defunct technol ogy was displ ayed
wi th no apparent organi zational plan: super-eight novie

proj ectors; Soviet-era binoculars; a few old Leica caneras
(rangefinders); and what attracted Rizler’s attention in the
first

pl ace, a pre-Wrld War |1 Underwood portabl e.

He asked to inspect the nachine. He knew by heart the

features of the one that Ednund W/ son had bestowed on him

he could nake a drawing of it with his eyes closed. The nerchant
was scrutinizing him did this elderly American gent have the

| ook of a shrewd buyer or a sucker?

“How nuch do you want for this in US?” Rizler asked.

“Two hundred, let’s say, if you are agreed.”



He was sure that he had stunbled on the sane nodel and

year as Wlson's gift. The condition was near perfect. How had it
arrived in this store in Prague? Such a thought opened up a whol e
can of worns, all the dubious transfers of property that had
happened in the East since that typewiter had been built in
Depressi on-era Aneri ca.

“I can’t tell you, it’s been here so |ong,
replied

to Rizler’s inquiry as to where he had obtai ned the nachi ne.

“l guess that’s not inportant anyway,” Rizler conceded, “I1’1I
take it.”

He withdrew the plastic gold fromhis wallet.

“I"'mafraid we don’t take credit.”

Ri zl er gl anced back at the door. He had not been m staken—
there was an American Express decal.

The shopkeeper clarified, “We were getting all set up, but I
changed ny mnd. |’mabout to sell the store. Just waiting for
the final decision, but | amexpecting that Victoria s Secret
will

want it. Ladies’ things—you heard of then? They will nmake ne

a well-off man. Then | am going to your Anerica, Florida, for
retirement. Wth nmy son and grandchildren, he is a dentist near
Jacksonville.”

He prom sed to hold the antique; Rizler could conme back

with cash in a day or two.

Ri zl er wel conmed the delay; it would allow himto spin the
purchase with Maya. No, he wasn’t going to try conposing on

it; he’d bought it as a collector’s item The val ue was

senti nment al

not worldly. Like the silver pendant Maya thought she’d | ost,
from her grandnot her.

Before rel easing himinto downtown Prague, Maya had put

into Rizler’s hands an al phabetically ordered stack of calling
cards—zech witers and critics that he had nmet on previous
visits. These were di stant connections. Sonme were party hacks
fromthe old regine, and R zler couldn’'t really say now who
were and who weren’t. Qthers, doubtless, had em grated. Sone
nmust be dead.

But there was one that neant sonething—Vera Maly.

They had been | overs, in Yugoslavia. That was the dark period
after the Prague Spring had been shut down and before Charter
77 had been born. Dubrovni k was one of the few places that the
likes of Vera Maly could go to for a taste of (relative) liberty;
at

the Inter-university Center—and on the beaches—ree thinkers
fromthe East could mx with western intellectuals, |argely

wi t hout

fear. It was in Dubrovnik that R zler had taken to wearing his
Greek fisherman’s cap. This was now a trademark. Maya hated

it, but he was not going to let her make himpart wth that | ook.
When he dialed Vera’s nunber, he was greeted by a voice

with a strong Bostonian accent. “No, she doesn’t live here
hersel f

anynore. The apartnent is rented out.” The genial expatriate

t he shopkeeper



accountant expl ained, “I haven't bothered to change the | and
l'ine.

The digital network is nore reliable.” Wthout hesitation, he
gave Rizler the nunber he was seeking, apparently happy to have
been of service to a well-spoken fell ow countrynman

Vera picked up, but there was a weird echo on the line. It

rem nded himof the old days, when the secret police were
listening in. O course, she renenbered him “Can we tal k now?”
Ri zl er asked. “Qobviously,” she replied. Then, catching his

meani ng,
she |l aughed. “You' re hearing that because the apartnment is nearly
enpty. I'min the course of noving.”

She woul d be delighted to see him

Ri zl er sipped a cappucci no. The copper-pl ated beauty of a coffee
machi ne was anmong the few artifacts not yet shipped out of Vera's
pl ace; a kitchen table, a couple of chairs, and a grand piano
kept it

conpany. This one time, he could nmake excuses to Maya for the

caf fei ne (assum ng she even noticed his breath); Vera had not hing
el se on offer, and so to refuse would have been ungrateful .

“l’ve been appoi nted consul -general in Venice,” Vera expl ai ned.
“The piano is a real problem The idiots in the foreign mnistry
think it’s an excess to ship it. They say there’s one already in
t he

resi dence there. Two keyboards woul d be corruption! But m ne

is a Bosendorfer, which I inherited frommy grandparents. The
closest thing | have to a famly of ny own.”

Vera squatted on the hardwood fl oor, balancing a huge bow of

| atte between her |ong, bony hands. She was wearing bl ack

st ovepi pe

j eans and a v-necked T-shirt. Her hair was still blonde, her body
taut .

She had a bitter story to tell. She’d been in the front |ines of

the Vel vet Revol ution. But now she was sick of politics.

“I't wasn’t too bad at first. W had a | eader who believed you
coul d govern people with a guitar and nice lyrics. Wile he was
si nging these songs about comrunity and civic norality, we had
the other guy with shorter hair, making the country free for

M ckey
Mouse, and Gucci, and all that kind of thing. At |east these two,
what ever their vices, each still had his own kind of

revol uti onary

fervor. But things have changed. Now the peopl e running things,
they' re dissolute, petty, w thout nuch to conpensate.”

Vera had been he mistress of a mdlevel cabinet mnister;

t hen the governnent named her to a new agency to nodernize

t el ecommuni cati ons and broadcasting. Wth the gover nnent
sensitive to the rising political fortunes of the social
denocratic

party, they had picked Vera (the people s favorite) over the
candi date of the business community, the latter a twenty-sixyear-
ol d conmputer genius fresh froma couple years of bondtradi ng
experience in the West, a protégé of the nustached capitali st
wi th the German-soundi ng surnane.



Vera had | aunched her crusade with a speech cleared by the

very top, the poet-revolutionary-statesnman. A fundanenta
principle for tel ecomreformnust be universal access, she
stipulated. The US Constitution, she had noted, gave the people
the right to bear arnms. “In our tines,” she had said, “electronic
means of conmmuni cation and interaction is the real guarantee of
liberty. And this includes the right to be able to afford them”
Reading it at his girlfriend s place after a few beers, the
poetrevol uti onary-

statesman had | oved her draft. But for nearly

everyone else, it marked the beginning of disaster. The ol d,

i nconmpet ent gover nnent managers knew they had an eneny in
sonmeone who insisted in no-holds-barred private ownership,
auctions, arnis-length sales of assets. On the other hand, the
new

capitalists were alarned by the idea of universal access. The
“market” did not work that way. To get a technol ogy going, you
had to price it high, with access only affordable by a few. Then,
you had, as by nmagic, the “trickle-down” effect.

The poet-revol utionary-statesman didn’t stick with her.

She acknow edged, “He had nore pressing preoccupati ons—

grosse Politik, as it were, with the Germans, the Americans, al
that NATO stuff. And of course the mnor issue of nenbership

in the European Conmunity. Wth Russia in chaos, and

mur der ous thugs and nobsters running the Bal kans | ess than a

t housand kil ometers away, who could blane himfor not going

to the wall on ny behal f?

“But now they treat nme |i ke the whore of sone dictator.

Consul -general in Venice. O course, there was no such diplomatic
position. It was invented so | could be sent to a place where |
woul dn’t cause trouble. What am | supposed to do there—sel
Pilsner to the gondoliers?”

The phone. “Aren’t you going to answer?” Rizler queried.

“Long distance—the length of the rings. | think I know who

that is,” Vera said. “There’s a wild American who is trying to
sabotage the privatization—+ nmean the sale to the Germans

sweet hearts of our mnistry. He's interested an Anerican group in
buying it. He wants ne as Chairnman; there would be a veto by a
majority of Czech board menbers, and a gol den share for the
Czech people. Jereny Stuart. Maybe you’ ve heard of hin®”

“Yes,” Rizler admtted, “I know the nane. H ghly
guestionable, fromwhat | can gather.”
“Well, at least if you ve heard of him he nust be sone kind

of major player.”
“No,” said R zler, secretly chagrined she had distilled the

nmessage of Stuart’s power fromhis oblique response, “it’s just a
coi nci dence of sorts.”
He was m nded to change the subject—+o hinself. “I can

certainly understand your woes,” he enpathized, “These days

they don’t have much interest in nme either around here.”

The conparison did not sit well. “You think that being a

famous Western witer entitles you to a hero’ s wel cone? W had

a revolution despite America—the European Community taught

us that liberalismcould nean social as well as political rights,



and we had a few dreanms of our own, too.”

Ri zl er shifted and shuffled and gl anced about. Sensing she

had made hi m unconfortabl e, Vera apol ogi zed, “Look, | was

hard on you just now. Dubrovnik was very nice. At that tine

t he personal connections did matter to us, despite what | just
said.”

But do you really need our applause now? Prizes and honors

are for has-beens. You |look fit and able. And as dashing as ever,
in

that Greek fisherman’s cap. Don’t you wite books anynore?”

The phone again. Double short rings once nore.

“Stuart,” Vera divined. She sighed, “I may as well pick up.”

The s.o0.b., R zler thought to hinself, now he’'s stolen Vera's
attention.

He got up. Half-heartedly, Vera notioned to himto sit back
down; but he could see she was absorbed with Stuart.

So Rizler nmade for the door; he waved goodbye, threw her a
smle, and then was gone.

Don’t you wite books any nore?

Vera’s question kept racing through Rizler’s mnd as he

wended his way back to the Envoy, on foot.

He had not exactly been unproductive. There was A G vil

Uni on, a canpus novel he had penned in M ne, heavily

remai ndered within a year of its rel ease date-he couldn’t bl ane
Vera for not knowing it. And then in the Maya period, he had
extended a few odd short story ideas into novellas; there were
travel articles, op-ed type pieces on Anerica’s decline, the
destructive

cultural politics of the Left, the end of literacy, courtesy,
decency,

virtue, etc.

In the nost inportant sense, though, Vera had to be right.

The ki nd of book that had nmade Ri zl er his name—ich, conpl ex,
passi onate, full of characters at the edge of current Anerican
[ife—

could not be found in this |atest stage of his career.

Those | arge, take-the-worl d-by-storm novel s had been

produced on the Underwood, draft after draft. The pages of typed
manuscri pt would pile up—there would be hard, physi cal

evi dence of production. The sparser works that Rizler had crafted
since Maya | acked an obvious, material center of gravity. Until
publication, there was no authoritative version in the phenonenal
worl d. The corrected printouts disappeared into the editor’s
conferences that Maya, not Rizler hinself, would usually attend.
The gall eys would arrive nonths later. Rizler often had the

i npression that there were changes that he had never agreed to—
but how, exactly, to check or trace it?

At the University of Chicago, he had been put in the pulpit,

the podium He’'d been turned into a character in one of his nost
successful novel s—+the disgruntled, divorced, aging humanities
prof essor, proclaimng Sodom and Gonorrah, judging politicians
cowardly, deans duplicitous, colleagues cravenly anbitious for

| ucre and vul gar TV fane.

Wth this, Maya had fallen in | ove. He was anong the | ast



Great Men; one of the few who actually renenbered what
greatness was. He had been forned before the Level ers—the
believers in universal education, in public TV, in Everyman, in
affirmati ve acti on—had gotten a strangl ehold on the American
acadeny. He could be “our” Goethe, if only he had an Ecker nann
to whom he coul d pronounce his maxi ms and observations for
recordi ng and wi der di ssem nation. WAs that Maya—

Ecker woman?

And what stake did he hinself have in all the pontificating? He
didn’t Iike orthodoxi es and dogmas, especially those that cut off
hi s

own audi ence. So his new Right friends had, at first, set himup
as a

dogna- sl ayer, a naysayer to the postnoderni st groupthink
strangling

freedomin the intellectual world of America, closing the

Aneri can

m nd, as their best nouthpiece, Allan Bloom had put it.

But these people had soon wanted himto preach ot her dogmas—

t heir dognas.

“M. Rizler! H!” Irina had caught himjust as he was boundi ng
toward the el evator banks on his way up to the suite.

He explained to her, “lI’ve got ny lecture early Saturday
evening. A big deal, supposedly. If I cone to the book cl ub,
there m ght be nedia—FV. Wuld your friends m nd?”

Irina frowed. “WAit a minute. I’mgoing to |ock the shop.”

She ran back in, grabbed her keys and canme back out, hanging a
cl ock image on the wi ndow. “back in 10 m nutes.”

She took him aside, to a deserted bank of pay phones and

| nternet stations.

“Sone of the girls, they wouldn’t want that. They work parttine

in. . . clubs. Gentleman’s clubs. You understand, the

econony is difficult—+he university, it’s private and expensive.”
She watched his reaction. So far, hard to tell. He was waiting
for her to say nore.

Irina continued, “lI nmean the clients in those places—you

woul dn’t want them recogni zing you on TV.”

Ri zl er’s was annoyed—at Maya, for suggesting the bright

lights in the first place. He felt the enbarrassnment, or at |east
di sconfort, that Irina nust be going through, having to explain
turning that down.

“No television! | prom se,
get the details.”

he replied. “I’Il stop by Friday to



