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      This is the story of how, through a dislocation in time, my son, Frank Standish Burden III, the famous American rock-and-roll
         star of the 1970s, found himself in Vienna in the fall of 1897. It is a complicated story, full of extraordinary characters
         and wild improbabilities. Rather than dwell on those improbabilities or the parts that require more thought and explanation,
         I will simply tell you what I know exactly as I know it and let you sort out the pieces for yourself, forgiving a ninety-year-old
         woman her various lapses of memory. As an aged poet once said, “I do not remember all the details, but what I remember, I
         do remember perfectly.” And you will forgive this very subjective narrator her need to describe herself in the third person,
         as just another character in this remarkable tale. It is, after all, my son who is the center of this narrative. The world,
         of course, knew him as Wheeler, a name he acquired in the early 1950s, playing boys’ baseball in the Sacramento Valley of
         California, exactly how we will come to later. So Wheeler it will be, as I reconstruct for you his story.
      

      Flora Zimmerman Burden

      Feather River, California, 2005

	  
	  



      

  
      PART ONE

      The Connectedness 
of All Things


	  

	    



      
      
      1

      
      Arrival

      
      Wheeler Burden did not think of visiting Berggasse 19 until the third day in Vienna, or at least there is no mention of it
         in the journal he kept with meticulous care from almost the moment of his arrival. The first days he spent adjusting, you
         might say, to the elation of newness and the spectacle of this city he knew so well in theory but had never actually visited.
         Then the practicalities settled on him, followed by a deep feeling of displacement. Wheeler was a long way from home with
         no means of either identification or support. But before the gravity of the situation set in, he was almost able to enjoy
         himself. Much of the first day, of course, he was busy marveling at his mere presence in such a magnificent and imperial city.
         It was 1897 Vienna, after all. The first hour, we learn from the journal, he spent clearing the fog from his mind and pulling
         himself painfully back to full awareness, emerging from the miasma of what seemed like a long uneasy sleep, and from the catastrophic
         precipitating event he was nowhere near ready to remember.
      

      
      In the first moments Wheeler could only stare vacantly at the handsome men in dark coats and top hats, finely adorned women
         in long dresses with tightly corseted waists and well-defined poitrines, military officers in ornate and colorful regalia, workers carrying lunch boxes. Everywhere there were horse-drawn carriages
         of all sorts, and tall, elegant marble façades of the grand buildings for which Vienna at the end of the century had become
         renowned.
      

      
      You do need to know that Wheeler Burden had never been to Vienna per se but had traveled there many times before in his mind.
         He could speak German as a result of a natural fluency with languages, and he had a general grasp of the manner in which a
         young man in fin de siècle Vienna was expected to carry himself, both a result of what now seemed like careful training in the hands of his wise old
         mentor, the Venerable Haze, whom we will encounter momentarily. In fact, after some reflection, you might conclude that, as
         with so many heroes who are invited on extraordinary journeys, Wheeler’s way had been prepared.
      

      
      Some time after his mysterious arrival, in pulling together his initial impressions, Wheeler would detail in his journal his
         first moments on the Ringstrasse, the broad and magnificent boulevard that encircled the city, as awaking from a great sleep,
         floating between oblivion and consciousness. Anesthesia was an experience he had been through twice—once having his tonsils
         removed as a child and once in adulthood in 1969, during surgery to repair a spleen ruptured by an angry Hell’s Angel at a
         well-publicized rock-concert riot. This time he was not lying inertly in a hospital room blinking at sterile walls and unfamiliar
         nurses, but rather coming to his senses walking along a magnificent, wide boulevard, gaping at finely dressed passersby and
         massive, grandly detailed buildings.
      

      
      His first recollections were ones of ambling aimlessly, smiling, gazing absently at these spectacular edifices with awe and
         elation, as if the mechanism that had delivered him to this fabulous place had carried with it, like anesthesia, the complete
         dismantling of any worldly concern.
      

      
      He must have entered, he figured later, somewhere near the Danube Canal and circled half the old city before enough consciousness
         descended to demand a verification of place and time. Wheeler found himself drawn to a newsstand, where he picked up his first
         newspaper. It was then that he realized there was no other city it could have been, really. All of the impressions that led
         to this inevitable conclusion were rooted in the Haze’s vivid descriptions of the time and place, preserved in his famous
         “Random Notes,” but of course Wheeler was at the moment much more concerned with practical matters than he was with the peculiar
         coincidence of winding up in exactly the time and place that he had heard described so often.
      

      
      First, he had to do something about his clothes. He was staring at the Viennese, predictable given his circumstance, but they
         were staring back, which, again given his circumstance as a stranger in a strange land, was not good. People staring, you
         might know, was certainly nothing new to my son. With his long hair and Wild Bill Hickok mustache, Wheeler Burden was on People magazine’s ten most recognizable list five years running in the mid 1970s, and, in the words of one of his grammar school teachers, had been “something of a spectacle” all his life.
         The Viennese focused their suspicious attention on him as he passed, not recognizing him specifically, as strollers in the
         1970s would have, but simply wondering what a man in his late forties of his appearance, dressed as he was, was doing on the
         Ringstrasse. The style of the times and the crisp morning air made being out in shirtsleeves inappropriate, not to mention
         uncomfortable. This attention was giving him a deep sense of foreboding.
      

      
      Since strangeness, not notoriety, was drawing the unwanted attention in this situation, one in which anonymity above all was
         to be wished, at least until he had his bearings, he decided that doing something about appearance was his first priority.
      

      
      No matter how much a more cautious person—his mother, say—might have advised looking before leaping, he felt he had to act.
         So, just as he had made his way around the Ring to the area of the opera house, he was drawn into his first action, a fateful
         one, one that set in motion everything that was to follow and established him indelibly as the central character in this story.
      

      
      Across from the opera house, near the grand entrance of the Hotel Imperial, Wheeler was stopped by the sight of a small serving
         man struggling to remove a heavy steamer trunk from a curbside carriage under the unsympathetic supervision of the trunk’s
         owner, a stern and athletic-looking young man in his early twenties. The young man drew Wheeler’s attention immediately, first
         because of his offensive manner and only secondarily because he was a fitter, more compact, and younger version of himself,
         almost exactly Wheeler’s size and build.
      

      
      Oblivious to Wheeler’s attention, focused singularly on the unloading of his possessions, the young man burst out, “Hurry
         up, for god’s sake. I haven’t all day, you know.” His accent was clearly American. He thrust some bills at the struggling
         man and a note onto which he had written some large numbers. “Here. Have it delivered to four thirty-three,” he said with
         a contempt that made him immediately unlikable. “I’ve an hour’s worth of business at the American consulate,” he said under
         his breath, intending not to be understood. “That ought to give even you enough time.”
      

      
      Wheeler was not sure if it was more the man’s abrasiveness or his own desperation that brought on the suddenness and audacity
         of his next move, one that would solve his immediate problem and—it must be added—create far worse ones. But however it was, he quickly left
         the scene in front of the Hotel Imperial, found a back entrance to the hotel, and strode confidently up the broad service
         stairs. An expert at secretive entries and escapes, Wheeler had learned long ago that assertive confidence always masked inappropriate
         entry.
      

      
      On the stairwell, he passed a maid in a white and black uniform. Wheeler saluted her and flashed a confident greeting; then
         as soon as she disappeared around a corner he picked up a bundle of soiled bed linen and carried it up the stairway. He explored
         until he found his way to the fourth floor stairwell within eyeshot of room 433 and watched through a crack in the heavy door
         until the little man with the dolly and trunk arrived.
      

      
      He slipped into the room unnoticed and into the large hall closet while the man fussed with the luggage. Suddenly, as he heard
         the door click behind the exiting servant, Wheeler was alone in the spacious hotel room with the large upright steamer trunk,
         and—because the young man seemed to have packed for a good long stay—with a large wardrobe to choose from. Remembering the
         “hour’s worth of business at the American consulate,” he took his time, laying out clothes on the bed. He chose the shoes,
         trousers, shirt, vest, and coat that seemed the most conventional from his brief walking tour of the Ringstrasse. As he finished
         dressing and was choosing a tie, he noticed on a trunk shelf a neat pile of five envelopes, each with the name of a country
         written on the outside. He chose “Austria” and found inside a stack of paper currency, which he began to pocket, then returned
         respectfully to its place. Wheeler Burden had been known to bend the rules, but he was not a thief.
      

      
      Suddenly, a key sounded in the lock, and the door swung open. The young man, seemingly in a hurry, walked in with his head
         down and was fully into the room before he looked up and saw Wheeler, now well dressed, standing at attention beside the trunk.
         The young man let out an involuntary grunt of surprise as his steely eyes did a quick appraisal of the situation. The two
         men stared for what seemed an interminable moment, the younger one’s face reflecting a quick evolution from stunned surprise
         to unmistakable indignation.
      

      
      Had Wheeler known then what he wrote in the journal later, he would have seen in the young man’s eyes a familiar, smoldering
         intensity too deep for either man to recognize. “And what do we have here?” the young man said, collecting himself, his nostrils flaring,
         absorbing the very essence of the intruder and sensing something primal that defied words and civility. As his words hung
         in the air unanswered, the two men remained transfixed, both taking in details of the other.
      

      
      Had the younger man been less taken aback, he might have sprung forward and attacked, but in that instant of surprised paralysis
         Wheeler seized his advantage. Before the eyes of his startled new adversary, he reached for the Austrian envelope and, deftly
         snatching it, brushed past him and stepped through the door and out into the hall. The young man paused for an instant, giving
         the intruder the slight advantage he needed, then, recovering from his momentary paralysis, darted out into the hallway.
      

      
      As Wheeler reached the service exit, he swung the door shut with a mighty force, then wedged it closed with a wooden stopper.
         He descended four flights to the back alley, the sound of the haughty young American banging on the door fading as he went.
      

      
      Quickly, he reached the Ringstrasse and adjusted his stride to match that of the average passerby. He crossed the broad boulevard
         near the opera house into the dark narrow streets in the heart of the old city, past St. Stephen’s Cathedral, well removed
         from the scene of his crime. He was now comfortably and appropriately dressed, with Austrian currency in his pocket, all but
         a shave and a haircut away from looking like a Viennese or at least a turn-of-the-century American tourist. He felt quite
         pleased with himself. After he was settled, with some at least temporary means of support, he would try to find the man and
         make amends, but for now he had Vienna to think about.
      

      
      Wheeler Burden was a new man. He gave little thought to his old twentieth-century clothing, which he had left like so much
         shed snake’s skin in a pile beside the steamer trunk in the American’s hotel room. He felt such immeasurable relief at being
         comfortably clothed and in cash, with no one staring, that, for the moment at least, he was able to disregard the fact that
         he was friendless, still without passport or any means of identifying himself, and that on this, his first day in 1897 Vienna,
         he had acquired a mortal enemy.
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      No Ordinary Journey

      
      When he instructed the Viennese barber to cut his hair short and shave the Wild Bill Hickok mustache, Wheeler finished the
         transformation to anonymity that his borrowed clothing had begun. He now looked “shockingly normal,” his long-time friend
         Joan Quigley would have quipped, had she been able to see him now in Vienna. “Now, you look just like everyone else,” he could
         hear her saying, disgusted and amused. Joan Quigley, wife of a prominent federal court judge and social power in Pittsburgh,
         where her husband had grown up before becoming a Harvard football star, had given Wheeler his first sexual experience back
         in 1959. She had remained his secret and passionate love for fifteen years. “Wheeler Burden is fifty-yard famous,” she had
         told him one day in San Francisco shortly after his injuries in the Altamont catastrophe, exasperated, referring to him in
         the third person. They were in Golden Gate Park, outside the de Young Museum, and she was trying for the umpteenth time to
         have a serious conversation about their future together. “I mean, he’s not first-sighting recognizable like Ringo Starr, say,
         or Robert Redford, or Mick Jagger, oh no, but definitely in the second tier. After walking fifty yards, in New York or San
         Francisco or Atlanta, you can bet that someone is going to come up and shake his hand and ask for an autograph or ask about
         Woodstock or whether Shadow Self will stay together.” This time she was especially peeved. “It gets damned annoying, you know,
         especially when one is trying to have a serious conversation about the future. And he doesn’t do anything to prevent it. It’s
         that damned Wild Bill Hickok look,” she continued, knowing Wheeler would never settle for anonymity. “No one would recognize
         you with a shave and a crew cut.”
      

      
      But people noticing Wheeler on the street had started a long time before the Wild Bill hair and before Joan Quigley had rolled him in the hay at Harvard in 1959. It had been somehow a natural consequence,
         Wheeler’s mother, Flora Burden, always figured, of having a famous father and an eccentric, no-nonsense mother. That and the
         fact, incomprehensible to Flora’s English sensibilities, that at age twelve or so their small Sacramento Valley town discovered
         that this young man could throw a baseball faster than anyone they had ever seen. So it was that his mother became pretty
         accustomed to having people point and stare as they walked down the street and then come up and want to talk about his future
         plans.
      

      
      Whenever Wheeler thought back on his life and its extraordinary trajectory and looked for causes, he inevitably credited being
         the son of a famously heroic father or perhaps just being generally blessed by benevolent gods. Whatever it was, he could
         pretty much pinpoint the moment it all started—his epiphany day, he called it—that day at age ten when he pasted the sparrow
         hawk with the rock. At least that was when it became clear about the throwing-arm part.
      

      
      In the fall of 1951, Wheeler Burden—then known as Stan—was ten, a fifth grader, walking with his mother in the bottom forty
         acres near the Feather River, the part of their farm inside the levees that flooded nearly every winter and was suitable only
         for row crops. Flora loved the bottom-land, with its large open bean fields and thick stands of cottonwoods and isolated pothole
         lakes where you could scare up wild ducks and pretend you were lost and alone. There was a calm wildness to it that was like
         nothing she had known growing up in London. In the long tormented days when she first arrived after the war, the walks with
         her son were her salvation.
      

      
      This one afternoon, he was giving her, as was the custom on those walks, a detail-rich and seamless version of the latest
         chapters of Ninety-Three, the Victor Hugo novel he was reading, or rereading. For young Stan Burden, his mother always conjectured, talking was discovery,
         so she would just let him ramble as she lost herself in figures from the recent prune harvest. She knew he was eccentric,
         flamboyant even, and she liked that. His free flow of ideas kept her good company, and she figured the outpouring was good
         for releasing all the pent-up male energy of growing up without a father.
      

      
      She walked and listened as he recounted all the vivid details of Hugo’s heroine, a mother hauling her children through the
         ravages of the French Revolution and the Reign of Terror. Wheeler had no idea of the events that she had worked to keep secret: that when he was
         very young his own mother had made a very similar odyssey hauling her own infant son through newly-liberated northern France
         after the invasion, searching for her Resistance-hero husband, the boy’s father, the legendary Dilly Burden.
      

      
      As Wheeler told the Victor Hugo plot, he noticed with ten-year-old fascination a sparrow hawk hovering at about a one-hundred-foot
         distance. Without thinking, and definitely without breaking stride in his narrative, he picked up a smooth stone and winged
         it straight at the bird, striking it squarely in the chest. The bird fell like an overripe peach and hit the ground with a
         thud.
      

      
      Wheeler’s story stopped midsentence, his jaw dropped, and boy and mother stood watching the fallen bird as first it lay inert
         on the bottom-land’s rich alluvial dust, then struggled to raise itself, shaking the cobwebs out of its tiny brain.
      

      
      “Look what you have done,” his mother said without a trace of either awe or humor, after it was clear that the bird was not
         dead and might in fact revive. “And for no reason.”
      

      
      Wheeler’s mother had a well-earned reputation as a no-nonsense pacifist. Five years earlier, in 1946, her husband already
         dead in the war, she had made the unlikely move with her five-year-old son from their bombed-out London neighborhood to the
         small family farm in far-off California. Wheeler’s father’s family, the Boston Burdens, had given it to Wheeler’s mother outright.
         It was a way to buy her off, to get her out of the way, a recompense for what she had been through, and a place to raise the
         family’s only grandson, the last of the Burden line. Wheeler’s mother, ravaged by war herself, had been glad to leave the
         gloom of her own and her country’s loss, and the Boston Burdens had been glad to have her out of sight. The family, at least
         Wheeler’s grandfather, had never accepted Flora. Regardless of how desperately she had loved his son and how she had left
         England to search for him almost as soon as the Allies landed in Normandy, it was clear to Flora that to the old patriarch
         Frank Burden she was little more than that English Jewess his son had gotten pregnant.
      

      
      What may have appeared to the world and even perhaps to Flora Burden as exile was for a London-born American boy a dream come
         true, the ideal surroundings for an upbringing. From his earliest years, Wheeler roamed the bottomlands with his friends, carefree
         and uncomplicated.
      

      
      Now, watching the wounded bird fluttering on the ground beside his mother, who understood little of what it was to be a ten-year-old
         rural California boy, Wheeler could only stammer. He thought of explaining to Flora the entire history of boys and rocks and
         incredible long shots, but for once in his short life he was speechless and even at the age of ten realized the futility of
         some tasks. “It was far away—” he began, still feeling the magic of the stone leaving his hand. “I never thought I’d even
         come close.” The sparrow hawk stretched out its wings.
      

      
      “You were trying to hit it.”

      
      “Well, yes,” Wheeler stammered. How do you ever explain to your English mother how an American boy throws rocks at just about
         everything, not really expecting to hit anything? And this English mother, Flora Burden, was about the most uncompromising
         woman Wheeler would meet in his life. She drove a hard bargain in buying goods for the ranch. She knew exactly whom she wanted
         as friends and whom she did not. She was single, celibate, self-assured, and intended to stay that way. She was considered
         beautiful, granted, but her commitments ran too deep. “I’m an eagle,” she would say to Wheeler. “When I chose your father
         I mated for life.” And her commitment to pacifism also ran deep. She had been a lifelong disciple of Bertrand Russell, Albert
         Einstein, and, most important, Sigmund Freud, whose seminal works she had embraced early and whom, at the end of his life,
         she spent time with when he emigrated from his Vienna home to London in 1938. She certainly did not want to be raising a young
         warrior, and, perhaps most important in this case, she knew nothing about ten-year-old arms and throwing range except that
         what began with throwing rocks ended with mighty armies going at each other.
      

      
      “I didn’t think I’d actually hit anything,” he stammered again, still amazed at what he had accomplished.

      
      “Well, now you know,” she said, her way of pointing out what she hoped would be a life lesson for Wheeler, that such tiny
         and thoughtless acts of violence were exactly what eventually caused the huge consequences of global war. She never forced
         him to promise anything. She had complete faith in her son’s rational powers, and saw no reason to explain or ask for an explanation.
         “Well, now you know” was for her all that was necessary. She had the utmost confidence that he would hear it, absorb it, and make the necessary attitude changes.
      

      
      The sparrow hawk collected itself one last time, flapped its wings, then rose haltingly and flew to a nearby stand of cottonwood
         trees. Wheeler watched silently and recalled again the sensation in his right arm as the stone had left his hand. His fingers
         seemed to follow the trajectory of the stone to the fluttering target in one beautifully unified motion. Wheeler looked down
         at his hand, opening and closing it. He looked up at the position in the sky where the hawk had been hovering; then he looked
         back at his hand, then up to the cottonwood where the bird was regrouping. It was hard to explain, but something began to
         dawn on the boy in that moment. He had felt for just an instant the connectedness of all things.
      

      
      It was, you would have to say, a life-altering moment. Wheeler’s was going to be no ordinary journey.
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      The Venerable Haze

      
      When asked the most important influences in his life in the now-classic 1969 interview in Rolling Stone magazine, just after the disastrous Altamont concert when he was nearly killed by a pool-cue-wielding Hell’s Angel, Wheeler
         Burden gave three: Victor Hugo, whose seven novels he had read for the first time by age thirteen; Buddy Holly, whose music
         he first heard in the Sacramento Valley when he was fifteen; and his Boston private school history teacher and mentor, Arnauld
         Esterhazy, indeed a most central player in my son’s remarkable story, whom three generations of boys had called the Venerable
         Haze. Esterhazy, the Haze, had taught history to the boys at St. Gregory’s School, Boston, for more than forty years before
         Wheeler’s arrival, naïve and impressionable, at age sixteen in 1957 for his high school junior year, what St. Greg’s called
         the second class.
      

      
      Esterhazy had grown up and spent his early adulthood in Vienna at the turn of the century, and while recovering from shattered
         nerves and injuries in the Great War had settled at St. Greg’s, where he became a legend. The two unlikely characters, the
         undisciplined boy from the California provinces and the old Viennese aristocrat, met in 1957 and formed a cohesive bond when
         family peculiarities brought them together. The relationship became a most formative one, even for the old man. Somehow, almost
         magically, the two—old master and young student—had liked each other from the start. “We have much to learn from you, Herr
         Burden,” the old man had said in their first meeting, then pausing for effect, “as we begin writing on your tabula rasa.”
         In his first week in the strange environment of his new school, the sixteen-year-old boy had written home about the eighty-year-old
         man, “Mr. Esterhazy and I seem to have known each other all our lives.”
      

      
      
      The Haze had taught and been close to Wheeler’s war-hero father Dilly Burden in the 1930s, the reason why, everyone assumed,
         the old man had fixed such fierce attention on the boy from the moment he arrived. The old man did indeed begin a two-year
         process of filling the blank slate. It was the Haze, then nearly eighty, who so affected Wheeler’s psyche that all other influences
         paled in comparison. That period from 1957 to 1959 was—Wheeler said later in that famous Rolling Stone interview—when two of his most important influences, Esterhazy and Holly, coincided, although the two never met nor for that
         matter knew each other existed.
      

      
      Holly, himself a mid-twentieth-century American music icon, had spent his boyhood in Texas with no connection to Vienna. The
         Haze, a St. Gregory’s icon, had never been to Texas, but had spent his boyhood in Vienna, witness to a most extraordinary
         pinnacle of culture and, simultaneously, the decline and fall of just about all the essentials necessary to preserve it.
      

      
      The Haze was tall, thin, and indelibly cultured. His eyes burned with a blue intensity that when fixed on his young impressionable
         male audience lent the kind of urgency to his classroom observations about history that stuck in the minds of his students.
         He spoke with an accent more civilized and theatrical than Germanic. His dress was elegant and simple, all his clothes tailored
         wool and the finest cottons, having taken on that worn comfortable look of a prep school master, with a scent of a rich old
         talcum. “He smells like old Europe,” an old boy told Wheeler.
      

      
      And there was little doubt that it was the old man’s kindly gentility that made Wheeler’s otherwise disastrous transition
         to St. Gregory’s bearable. As the young man from a farm in California sat in his totally unfamiliar blazer and tie among sophisticated
         boys in their totally familiar blazers and ties, he focused on his fascinating teacher instead of on his feeling of displacement.
         As Wheeler listened to the elegant descriptions of historic Europe, he focused on their compelling charm rather than his own
         deplorable lack of sophistication and classical education. And the daunting task of initiating the young man from the California
         farmlands was one with which the old man seemed strangely comfortable.
      

      
      As a young man himself, Arnauld Esterhazy, descendant of one of the Hapsburg Empire’s most prominent and aristocratic families,
         had received a superb education, had been part of the rich intellectual life of the Viennese coffeehouses, and had himself published a
         few feuilletons, the tight little highly personal essays in Vienna’s famous liberal newspaper, the Neue Freie Presse. He had considered careers in both journalism and academia before being lured to America in the early 1900s, recruited by
         an anonymous admirer and St. Gregory’s patron, to teach European history and academic German to prep school boys, which he
         did—at least according to legend—with immediate flamboyance and eventual popularity. Actually, his initiation had not been
         easy, his refined Viennese manner being perceived as haughty and arrogant, and it was not until he returned to Vienna at the
         start of the Great War and then came back in 1920, humbled by injury and nearly wrecked by the harrowing experience, that
         he began to work his way into school legend.
      

      
      Then, in 1957, the old man’s history lessons, those rich historical vignettes—“Hazings” the St. Greg’s boys called them, “the
         world according to the Haze”—had an unexplainable appeal and did indeed begin filling the young Herr Burden’s blank slate.
      

      
      More than a teacher, the Haze was like an evangelist in his prime, delivering the good news. He was a one-man cultural force
         in St. Greg’s boys’ educational lives, three generations of them, who knew their European history cold, especially his proprietary
         corner of that history. Essays in his classes were called feuilletons, and the group of the most talented students who gathered about him perpetually he called, with a flourish, Jung Wien, after the artists and intellectuals who gathered in the cafés of his beloved city. Those talented young protégés went on
         to Harvard mostly, and then to distinguished lives of business and service. St. Greg’s boys knew their European history, for
         sure, but most of all they knew about Vienna. Too many eminent Bostonians to number credited those Hazings as the primary
         inspiration for their luminous careers: one former governor of Massachusetts, a former U.S. senator, a museum director, a
         former Massachusetts attorney general and state supreme court justice, a novelist, countless Boston financiers, and many university
         scholars, to mention a few. The relationship with this charismatic old man accounted for the beginnings of Wheeler’s knowledge
         of Vienna and, one might say, for his yearning to travel there, his desire—matched by hundreds of St. Greg’s boys—to see for
         himself. “It was a time of delusive splendor,” the Haze would say alluringly, “a whole glorious way of life teetering on the edge of the abyss, totally oblivious to its own nearness
         to extinction. But what splendor!”
      

      [image: image]

      
      Every St. Gregory’s boy knew cold the gospel according to the Haze. And Wheeler was no exception. In his early days in 1897
         Vienna, we know from his journal entries, Wheeler felt strangely well prepared for this bizarre experience, the lectures echoing
         in his mind as if his beloved mentor walked the Ringstrasse alongside him, narrating. He found himself so able to identify
         dress styles, buildings, parks, and landmarks that he knew exactly where he was, and exactly when, well before actually stopping
         at a kiosk in front of the opera house to read the title Neue Freie Presse and the day’s date on one of the myriad newspapers.
      

      
      The Haze’s version went like this. In the 1850s, in a burst of civic liberalism, the Viennese, under the leadership of Emperor
         Franz Joseph, had decided to tear down the fortifying walls that had totally encircled the inner city since the early Middle
         Ages. And in place of the ancient barriers they constructed a broad and majestic boulevard, giving the city the burst of vitality
         and life that defined the end of the century. The resplendent Ringstrasse, one of the wonders of Europe, a monument to science,
         industrial superiority, and rational order, opened officially in 1865. The magnificent surrounding buildings, unmatched anywhere
         in the world, were begun and completed by the 1880s.
      

      
      The wealthy industrial middle class came to power and established a constitutional regime identified with capitalism, industrialists,
         and Jews, who streamed into the city, finding release from the oppression they had endured elsewhere, as well as equality,
         opportunity, and aesthetic stimulation. The wealthy bourgeois city fathers shared their power gracefully with the aristocracy
         and the imperial bureaucracy.
      

      
      The expansive magnificence, lined with plane trees, glorious in all directions, was too broad to be plagued by the crowded
         bustling of other European cities. “The Ringstrasse,” the Haze would exclaim. “Here paraded indeed a most astounding variety
         of elegant humanity. Riding in carriages, bustling or strolling casually, brightly dressed military officers in an endless
         variety of colorful uniforms, handsome men in silk top hats, and women, the beauty of whom legend had not exaggerated.” And
         St. Greg’s boys had no trouble imagining such a scene. All because of their Venerable Haze.
      

      
      No one in the St. Gregory’s academic community could explain the usefulness of knowing so many details about just one of the
         European cities, especially a second-tier one for those who favored Paris and London, but St. Greg’s boys knew them nonetheless.
         “The best-dressed army in history,” Wheeler remembered the Haze saying with a touch of irony, “poised on the edge of ignominious
         defeat. One could go nowhere in Vienna—a café, a restaurant, a table in the Prater, the city’s expansive public park—without
         being surrounded by military uniforms. In colorful dress and puffery they led the world, with the emperor himself dressed
         most grandly of all.”
      

      
      Now, dislocated in time, Wheeler Burden stared in amazement as he walked past the spacious greens and the grandeur of the
         enormous public buildings and the new magnificent apartments, the whole area burst with life, the intended ideal. Now, in
         the Haze’s Vienna, descriptions and musings from the master’s precious “Random Notes” seemed to leap into Wheeler’s brain,
         not as abstract curiosities for understanding modern history, but as details for survival. To this visitor from another time,
         the city whose splendor and vitality had existed only in fantastic stories and the perorations of his eccentric old prep school
         teacher spread out before him in vivid reality. Here before him stood the massive and ornate marble-façaded buildings, nearly
         all constructed in the last thirty years and representing that burst of confidence and cultural energy unparalleled in the
         rest of Europe. The very air of imperial magnificence and bourgeois grandeur that the Haze had described so many times now
         appeared before Wheeler without irony, with absolutely no sign of anything gone awry, provided one stayed out of the city’s
         depressing and grimy poorer quarters.
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      During his forty-plus years at St. Gregory’s, the old Austrian eccentric had kept a loose-leaf binder of reflections about
         Viennese life in the waning years of the Hapsburg Empire that he called his “Random Notes”—a collection of feuilletons, you might say—that he was constantly refining and reading to his students. “If you understand fin-de-siècle Vienna,” he
         drummed into three generations, “you understand modern history.” His eyes would then dart around the room to make certain that every boy’s attention was fixed where it ought to be. “It was the
         grandeur that was important,” the Haze would intone, imbedding that word in his audience’s collective psyche. “It was the grandeur.”
      

      
      In moments of special poignancy and drama, the Haze would produce his prized source, the “Little Book,” he called it, a slim
         and aged black volume from which he would read with great reverence. “This is from the fin de siècle,” he would say admiringly,
         and then read a passage that to his mind perfectly captured the flavor of turn-of-the-century Vienna, every student hanging
         on every elegant phrase. “Writing gets no better than this,” he would say in concluding and closing the book, often with tears
         in his eyes. The formal title of the sacred slim volume was City of Music, by a Mr. Jonathan Trumpp, but no one ever remembered the title; it was simply the Haze’s revered “Little Book.” And how
         every St. Greg’s boy knew, loved, and quoted from that book. He would hold the volume in his slender artistic fingers and
         open to a predetermined page. “Let us see what our eloquent Mr. Trumpp has for us,” he would say, or, “Let us enjoy the magic
         of the ‘Little Book,’ ” and then he would read some perfectly delicious description of the cultural life of turn-of-the-century
         Vienna. “Isn’t that writing absolutely exquisite?” And over the years his Jung Wien, sophisticated private school boys who could be cynical about so much in their lives, rarely directed any of their derision
         at the “Little Book.”
      

      
      It all made Vienna at the turn of the century a fascinating place to witness what turned out to be the decline from cultural
         heights into chaos. “Fascinating,” said the Haze to young intellects, the children of Boston Brahmins, only beginning to grasp
         his message. “For an impressionable young idealist,” the Haze added, in a piece of self-deprecating biography, “it was horrifying.”
      

      
      By the time of his actual visit to the great city, Wheeler’s knowledge of the Haze’s loose-leaf binder, his “Random Notes,”
         was greater than what one could have expected of the rough-hewn and eccentrically informed adolescent from the provinces he
         had been in 1957. Before the Haze’s death in 1965, the old man had inexplicably willed the notebook and all his other books
         and papers to Wheeler Burden. Exactly why no one really understood, especially considering all the illustrious St. Gregory’s
         alumni and avowed Haze disciples he had to choose from.
      

      
      “What ever happened to the Haze’s ‘Random Notes,’ ” alumni would inevitably ask, “and what ever became of his marvelous ‘Little Book’?” Then someone would have to explain that all of the
         Haze’s “papers,” books included, ended up in the hands of that strange Burden kid from California. After Wheeler became famous,
         the bequest made a little more sense, but still not much. In fact, it remained a complete puzzlement, until, that is, the
         1988 appearance of the great book.
      

      
      Five years after the Haze’s death, in 1970, Wheeler, by then a rising rock music phenomenon, showed the black binder to an
         imperious young editor from the small Athenaeum Press in Boston, who had made a special appointment and a special trip to
         San Francisco. “Have you read this?” the editor said, pointing to the bulging pages of the binder, as if its contents were
         outside the bounds of a Woodstock star’s comprehension.
      

      
      “Of course I’ve read it,” Wheeler said. “I have lived and breathed it.”

      
      The editor looked wide-eyed, having discovered in one casual reading what every St. Gregory’s boy had discovered over an entire
         prep school career. “There are a lot of parallels here,” he said, failed by words. “The music, the arts, the radical politics
         of turn-of-the-century Vienna feels like today—Woodstock, antiwar protests, the rise of the arts.” He paused, as if it were
         more than the mind could encompass. Then, as if reading from some preordained script, he offered, “We want to give you a contract.
         We will publish it, and we want you to be the editor. It’s a big job.” And Wheeler committed to work on pulling together his
         beloved mentor’s scribbled observations, a task that would come to consume almost fifteen years—in fact, the last fifteen
         years—of his life. And for some unexplained reason, Athenaeum Press waited patiently.
      

      
      So it was that in the late 1980s, years after the passing of the Venerable Haze, the “Random Notes” finally appeared in print.
         What had been for prep school boys the collected reflections and reminiscences that inspired the beginnings of an understanding
         of modern history became, when pulled together in one volume, as the Boston Globe reviewer said, “the poignant and prescient descriptions of the end of an era, profound and detailed reflections of a remarkable
         observer who spent the first third of his life thinking his culture a fantastic pinnacle of civilization and the remaining
         two-thirds uncovering exactly how it was all the cruelest of illusions.” The lessons of these essays, it was agreed by most
         critics, were ones for our own time. Partially because of the book’s timeliness and insight and partially because of the fame
         of its editor, Wheeler Burden’s refashioning of the Haze’s “Random Notes” became a national best seller. It brought with it a renewed fame and notoriety
         for a reclusive rock-and-roll icon, a “second coming,” as his mother called it, that would become fatal.
      

      
      For the title of the surprise 1988 hit Wheeler chose simply Fin de Siècle.
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      Young Vienna

      
      In 1683, the last mighty Turkish army, the Muslim scourge from the east, attacked Vienna and laid siege for six months. It
         was a horrible affair that took the walled city to the point of near-starvation before the invaders saw the approaching Polish
         army and fled home, leaving behind bags of green beans the Viennese thought to be camel food. To an enterprising Pole, a man
         of the world named Franz Georg Kolschitsky, who had risked his life to summon the savior army, the city owed a favor. Kolschitsky
         had traveled in the Ottoman Empire and, knowing what the bags were, asked for and was given the seemingly worthless beans.
         He roasted them. With his personal spoils of war, he organized a small shop to sell the brew from those beans, and the first
         coffeehouse was introduced to Vienna and Western Europe.
      

      
      At first, the sensitive Viennese thought the dark Turkish brew bitter and offensive, but when Kolschitsky thought to add sugar
         and sweet whipped cream to the mix, he created a new Viennese addiction. In the years that followed, Kolschitsky’s establishment,
         the Blue Bottle, became the gathering place of the intelligentsia, and in time it spawned numerous imitators. At the close
         of the nineteenth century, in a city with a longstanding housing shortage, clean, well-lighted places to congregate were highly
         valued.
      

      
      Two hundred and some odd years after that final siege by the Turks, Wheeler Burden, new to Vienna himself and with no place
         to go, found the famous descendant of Kolschitsky’s coffeehouse, Café Central. For a vagrant, it was a godsend. And from his
         first day, he staked out his territory. He was tired of walking and was beginning to feel lost and out of place. The moment
         he entered he knew he had found a home. The air was warm and carried the rich fragrance of fresh coffee. The tiled floor and marble tables were the prototype from which so much
         of the American sense of first class derived. Everywhere he looked were well-dressed, intellectual-looking men and a scattering
         of women, either in groups or alone, reading the abundant newspapers or talking animatedly. “There were no fewer than forty-five
         newspapers in Vienna,” the Haze would say, “and a well-appointed café, of which there were too many to enumerate, would subscribe
         to all of them. And for the small price of a cup of sweetened coffee or mineral water one could pass an entire morning catching
         up on the news.”
      

      
      Wheeler chose a table and sat, picking up the newspaper in front of him. A friendly young man at an adjoining table motioned
         to him. “Are we English?” he asked with a thick Germanic accent.
      

      
      “American,” Wheeler replied.

      
      The group of four at the table laughed and poked each other with good-natured elbowing that reminded Wheeler of his mean-spirited
         schoolmates his first year in private school in Boston. He smiled back guardedly, “But I speak German,” he said in their language.
      

      
      The young man looked at him cheerfully. “Then you must have heard us,” he said. “My friends insisted you were English. I thought
         you were French, and von Tscharner there”—he pointed to one of the smiling faces—“thought you were a Czech nationalist. We
         see Americans so rarely here in our men’s club,” he said, gesturing to the expansiveness of the café.
      

      
      “Except for your famous countryman Mark Twain, who seems to be filling our newspapers these days,” one of the young men added
         cheerfully. Wheeler was reminded suddenly that the famous writer had indeed moved with his family to Vienna for a year and
         a half sometime around the turn of the century.
      

      
      “You are our first unfamous American,” another said. “We didn’t know what to make of you.”

      
      “Perhaps tomorrow you will join us.” He held out his hand. “My name is Ernst Kleist. I am the would-be world-renowned painter
         of the group.”
      

      
      Wheeler took the hand. “My name is—” He paused. “Harry Truman.” Why he said it he was not sure, but the words were out before
         he could stop them.
      

      
      
      “Would you join us then, Mr. Truman? There is always one or another of us at this table. We do have our business to do, believe
         it or not, to make livings or earn our degrees, but we gather here whenever we can.”
      

      
      He gestured to his friends. “Those are the new generation of Viennese, a quartet.” He laughed. “We represent the four points
         of the great Viennese intellectual compass. Karl Claus there is the visceral one, a writer. You know how they are. Always
         finding connections. He engages the world through his feelings and is forever finding and defending causes.” The young man
         at Kleist’s left smiled and stuck out his hand, acknowledging the description.
      

      
      “Von Tscharner here is the tinkerer, the pragmatic one. He is our architect, redesigning the atrocious inner city. For him,
         if it works, it is good.” The young man named von Tscharner took Wheeler’s hand and shook it vigorously.
      

      
      “And Schluessler over there,” Kleist continued, “is our scientist, our Cartesian: he thinks, therefore he is. He is a university
         student, a genius in physics, rewriting Newton’s laws of the physical world. For him, everything has to be rational.”
      

      
      “And you, Herr Kleist?” Karl Claus inquired buoyantly. “How do you describe yourself?”

      
      “I am the intuitive one,” Kleist said without hesitation. “I guess you’d say the one who jumps to conclusions and is a mortal
         annoyance to Schluessler and his rationalists because with no apparent reasoning I am more often right than not.”
      

      
      Schluessler jumped in. “Annoying, yes, but Herr Kleist and his friends are rewriting the rules of oil and canvas to make the
         world forget the Parisians. He and his friend Klimt.”
      

      
      “Ah,” said von Tscharner the architect, “but he is better than Klimt, for sure.”

      
      “When this group gets too serious,” Kleist said, “I am the one who adds the leaven to the loaf.” He looked around proudly.
         “We represent all stations.” He paused and patted his chest with a broad mocking smile. “We are the Jung Wien, the Young Vienna, you Americans would say.”
      

      
      Wheeler stared. These were the sons of the haute bourgeoisie that the Haze had talked so much about, the famous aesthetic offspring of the parvenu industrial giants and bankers, the ascendant liberals of Vienna who had built the Ringstrasse over the past forty
         years. Raised by their parents in affluence and materialism, surrounded by works of art, music, and literature, these cultured
         sons shunned the financial world of their forebears and took up the creative and intellectual life. The grandfather was a
         peddler from Kiev, who thrived after the establishment of the constitutional monarchy in 1848; the father built the business
         into an industry; and the sons were born into the luxury it created. Those sons grew up in interesting homes, with fascinating
         houseguests and dinner conversations, surrounded by art. Having very little interest in the business practices of their rich
         and powerful fathers, for them aesthetics were everything. It was they who made famous the Viennese coffeehouses, and it was
         from their ranks that emerged the great intellectual and aesthetic movements that so distinguished Vienna at the turn of the
         century. The Haze himself took enormous pride in having been a latter-day member of this prestigious group, Jung Wien, he also called it.
      

      
      “I would be honored to join you during my stay in Vienna,” Wheeler said.

      
      “I look forward to getting to know you, Mr. Truman.” Ernst Kleist looked back over his shoulder.

      
      A young man came bursting through the door, as if late for an appointment. “Aha,” said Kleist, “our last member. Here is the
         one who brings it all together, our glue, our Renaissance man, our multifaceted genius, too eclectic to pin down to any category,
         if he can remember to join us. Herr Truman,” he said with a flourish, “may I present our philosopher, Herr Egon Wickstein.”
      

      
      Wheeler fixed on the young man with wild eyes and rumpled hair, carrying a small leather portfolio overstuffed with papers.
         “Wickstein?” He stared involuntarily. “That’s Egon Wickstein,” he said without thinking.
      

      
      “You know Wickstein?” Kleist said, surprised.

      
      Wheeler caught himself from bursting out with an are you kidding? and paused to collect himself. “I know his family,” Wheeler said hastily, struggling to take his eyes away, “very indirectly.”
      

      
      “Egon,” Kleist said, “this is my new American friend, Mr. Harry Truman. He knows your family, very indirectly.” The young man looked at him distractedly, awaiting an explanation, and offered his hand. Wheeler took it and found himself staring into the eyes of the most famous philosopher of the twentieth century.
      

      
      Wheeler felt a rush of embarrassment. Could he ever explain how he knew this young man, how he would grow up to be a sensation,
         an intellectual giant, how he had nearly gotten Wheeler thrown out of Harvard College? He shook his outstretched hand. “Actually,”
         he said with confidence, “I had just been told that you were someone to look up if one were serious about philosophy.”
      

      
      The young man seemed a little surprised, but satisfied with the explanation. “I’m glad to meet you, Mr. Truman, and glad that
         at least someone thinks me serious. It’s not easy being a university student in this city”—he pointed back to his friends
         behind him—“surrounded by all these self-appointed highbrow critics.”
      

      
      Kleist slapped him on the back with a good-natured laugh. “My friend is modest, Mr. Truman. He is our best student. The rest
         of us peck away at ideas. Egon brings the encyclopedia with him.”
      

      
      As the men chattered amiably around him at the table in the coffee-house, Wheeler began to piece together all he remembered
         of the famous Egon Wickstein, whose life would end tragically. Years later, posthumously, Wickstein would enter significantly
         into Wheeler’s life, when a young Harvard professor would accuse him of plagiarizing a paper from the famous philosopher.
         And here he was standing by his table at the Café Central. How close he had come to making a huge faux pas. And it was then,
         at that moment, that Wheeler had the first inkling of the thought: how easy it would have been to have blurted out something
         unthinking, as he almost did by simply recognizing the name with such enthusiasm. How easy it would be to say something to
         the young man that he would never forget, to plant a seed that might change the course of his life and change, even if only
         minutely, the flow of European intellectual history.
      

      
      What effect would it have, he began to conjecture, if he walked up to this rather pretentious but charming young Egon Wickstein
         and told him he was destined to be famous, as both a thinker and a martyr? Would it not change the course of his life? Would
         it not change his actions just enough to alter imperceptibly the course that was to eventually carry him to his fate?
      

      
      Such power, Wheeler thought lightly as he returned to the rich aroma emanating from his newly filled coffee cup. Wheeler felt elated, a new man in a new city, with a new lease on life. But,
         he knew now, he would have to be careful.
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      Wheeler would have thought more about this idea of changing history if he had not suddenly noted a disturbing turn of events.
         The stern young man whose clothes he was wearing had entered the café and was heading directly toward his table. Wheeler lifted
         the newspaper and hid his face in it as the man chose a table only a few yards from him. The man motioned imperiously to the
         waiter, then looked around the café, his eyes passing over Wheeler’s buried face, then ordered his coffee and reached for
         a paper of his own. A cold shudder ran through Wheeler as he thought of the look in the young man’s eyes. He rose, with his
         back to the man, then checked furtively over his shoulder to see if he had been noticed. The man seemed intent on his paper,
         but periodically looked up expectantly as if watching for someone. He had not seemed to notice Wheeler. Perhaps the shave
         and haircut had altered his appearance enough that he wouldn’t be recognized, but he wasn’t going to test the idea. With his
         head down, he said good-bye to his new friends, committed to returning tomorrow, and then abruptly left.
      

      
      As Wheeler got to the door of the Café Central, apparently unnoticed, he paused for a moment and looked back to see his young
         adversary joined by a handsome, well-dressed man in his fifties. The two chatted familiarly, then sat down together and began
         what appeared to be a comfortable continuance of a conversation. The threat of being noticed by his new enemy and the unexpected
         excitement of meeting Egon Wickstein were too much on his mind for Wheeler to pay much attention to the meeting of the two
         men, a fateful one.
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      Wheeler-Dealer Kid

      
      Boys’ organized baseball, called Little League, was just starting up in the rural Sacramento Valley in 1953, the year that
         Wheeler turned twelve in sixth grade. Walter Hefley, who owned the Standard station on B Street and who sold Wheeler’s mother
         the gas and oil for the ranch, was coaching one of the inaugural teams, the Indians they were to be called, and talked her
         into letting Wheeler play. “Hear the boy has a pretty darn good arm,” he said, as he showed her the oil level on her dipstick.
         “I’ll drive the lad home after the practices on days you can’t.” Fair enough, she decided, but not without taking the opportunity
         to remind her son, realizing that it would be totally lost on the very literal Walter Hefley, that after the brutalizing the
         American settlers had done to the native inhabitants in the last century, Indians did not seem an appropriate name for a group
         of impressionable American boys.
      

      
      “Only a game, Mrs. Burden,” Hefley said when she asked, reinserting the dipstick.

      
      “It’s only a game, Mother,” Wheeler reiterated back home, preoccupied with loosening up his father’s old glove, which he had
         found among some military clothes and mementoes in a trunk in the attic. “Did Father have a pretty good fastball?” he asked.
      

      
      Wheeler’s mother had no idea what a fastball was, let alone if her late husband had possessed one. She had met Wheeler’s father
         before the war in London. Fresh out of Harvard Law School, he was recruited by the U.S. Navy as a representative to the early
         version of Lend-Lease, before American entry. That had been after he was a prep school and college sports hero and before
         he was the legendary Rouge Gorge, hero of the French Resistance, who had preserved the secrets of the Allied invasion and inspired a generation with his heroic death at the hands of the Gestapo.
      

      
      “I’ll bet he did.”

      
      Flora Burden was shameless in her ignorance of American culture and sports. “Is it something important?”

      
      “A fastball? For an American boy,” Wheeler said patiently, “it is.”

      
      “Well then, I am sure he had one. Your father was splendid at everything.”

      
      That was good enough for Wheeler. “My father had a great fastball,” he would say convincingly, as if he had seen it himself.
         “I will have one too.”
      

      
      Before the season Frank Standish Burden III had been Standish to his mother, Stan at school. That first season with the Little
         League Indians was when he got his name, and when he first learned to throw the prong ball. Bucky Hannigan, who would become
         his great friend, was the catcher. Bucky would have been pitcher, but he had lost one finger and part of a second on his right
         hand playing with blasting caps in fifth grade. The day before the first game Walter Hefley said to a group of boys, “Who’s
         going to pitch for us?” And Bucky said that the skinny English kid could throw the ball pretty damn hard. “Let’s watch our
         language,” Walter Hefley had said, and wrote down “Mrs. Burden’s lad” in the starting lineup. Coach Hefley wasn’t much with
         names.
      

      
      The first pitch Wheeler ever threw in a game was the next day. It left his small slender hand opportunely, you might say,
         and flew over the heads of the batter, the catcher, and the umpire, who showed his inexperience behind the plate by yelling,
         “Look out!” as the ball whizzed past them. The last pitch Wheeler Burden ever threw, eight years later, was legend and many
         say it was one of the finest pitches ever thrown, regardless of age group and league. That last one, it is said, traveled
         at more than ninety miles an hour, headed for the upper inside corner of the strike zone, then dropped two to three feet and
         caught the lower outside corner. “Willie Mays would have had a hard time with it,” a baseball writer for the Boston Globe would write. Such baseball history was not foretold, however, by Wheeler’s second life pitch, nor his third, both of which
         sailed, similar to the first, far from the intended target and ended up at the backstop. The third errant pitch caused Coach
         Hefley to take the first walk of his life to the pitcher’s mound.
      

      
      
      “This is new to all of us, son,” Walter said with the ball in his large hand. “You might want to rein it in just a bit.” He
         was aware of the large responsibility he had laid on a twelve-year-old boy’s shoulders, but he wasn’t sure what to do about
         it. And he placed the ball back in Stan Burden’s small preadolescent hand. Walter had never coached a team before, and had
         barely played the game himself. He had no son of his own. He was a widower who spent most of his time at the gas station,
         where he had to haggle mercilessly with Wheeler’s mother over the bulk price of his product every year when the ranch’s gasoline
         and diesel contract came due.
      

      
      By contrast, Bucky Hannigan seemed to know exactly what to do. Baseball was new to everyone, it seemed, except Bucky, who
         now imagined himself a major league catcher, Roy Campanella of the Brooklyn Dodgers being his inspiration and model. Bucky
         knew his job was to settle down his pitcher. He was in his crouch behind the plate, waiting for the pitch. He spat on the
         ground, rubbed his crotch, and called out in a nasal twang that Stan’s mother figured was a tradition for American boys. “Chuck
         to me, wheeler-dealer,” Bucky Hannigan called out, since he too had not yet learned the skinny English boy’s Christian name.
         “Chuck-fire, kid. Chuck fire, wheeler-dealer kid.” And the English boy focused on the mitt with hawklike eyes, pulling himself
         in from wherever it was he had traveled. Concentrate, he said to himself. When he threw the ball this time, it was with sufficient accuracy and hardness that it made a popping
         sound in Bucky’s catcher’s mitt. Walter Hefley smiled and nodded in the direction of the boy’s mother.
      

      
      The more Bucky would call out his “chuck-fire, wheeler-dealer” litany, the more Stan would throw the ball to the center of
         the mitt. “I think we’ve got ourselves a pitcher here, Mrs. Burden,” Walter Hefley said after the game, with a broad contented
         smile. Flora Burden was still wondering if the team couldn’t have chosen a more appropriate name.
      

      
      On the way home in the car Stan Burden had a hard time containing himself to the front seat. “That’s the answer,” he said,
         as if his mouthful of a three-part Boston Brahmin family name had been the question for him for a long time. “Wheeler-Dealer
         Kid. That’s my new name, all right.” And he looked over at his mother in the way an early Christian saint might have looked
         when he was receiving the stigmata. “From now on I will be called Wheeler.” And so it was.
      

      
      
      Although totally unfamiliar with this strange American sport of baseball in general and the new youth version of it in particular,
         Flora could recognize immediately the enchantment in her son’s eyes as he played, and she loved it. She adjusted quickly to
         watching him throw the baseball, the fastball, she concluded, and imagined her son’s father as a boy in Boston doing the same thing.
      

      
      The other thing that stuck besides her son’s name was the prongball. He learned it late in the season from Bucky Hannigan,
         who had always imagined himself throwing it and would have, had it not been for the misfortune with the blasting cap. “Hold
         the ball like so,” Bucky had said, making a fork with the two good fingers of his left hand. “Lay some good wet ones on the
         spot just between the label and the stitching. Here.” He dropped a huge gob of spit onto the ball. “You keep working that
         spot, if the ump don’t catch you, which he won’t ’cause you’re just a kid. When it’s good and slick, the ball pops out between
         the two fingers like a water-melon seed, with no spin.” He squeezed his fingers and let the ball pop out. “With your speed
         and no spin, the ball’ll hop all over the damn place. No one’ll ever hit you.”
      

      
      “Let’s watch our language,” Wheeler said.

      
      The first game he tried it, he walked ten batters. Bucky, whose job it was to catch the erratic pitches, was ecstatic. “You
         see that thing jump around?” he exclaimed as Wheeler was coming off the mound after a wild inning.
      

      
      Seeing the erratic trajectories and thinking the boy had lost his stuff, Coach Hefley moved Wheeler to the outfield and put
         in Robert Collins, who gave up three home runs on five pitches. That was the last game of the season, and the Indians lost
         to the Pirates twenty-three to three.
      

      
      “Now what’d you go and show him that for?” Coach Hefley said to Bucky after the game, when he heard about the new pitch. “Here’s
         a kid who can throw the ball straighter an’ faster’n anyone’s ever seen, and now he’ll be experimenting all the time.” He
         paused, scratching his head. “You know the way he is.”
      

      
      “A historic day,” Wheeler declared on the way home, his head still full of impressions of the ball snapping out like a watermelon
         seed between his two slathered fingers. “Didja see that thing move?”
      

      
      His mother looked back at him blankly, her own head still full of the incongruity of pirates playing baseball against Indians and wondering suddenly if perhaps Dilly’s old friend Winston Churchill
         would have known what on earth her son was talking about.
      

      
      Winston Churchill, son of an American mother and genuine admirer of many things American, most definitely would have.
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      Wheeler, his remarkable pitching arm, and his ancient glove gained notoriety in the Sacramento Valley during the next few
         years, a notoriety that would persist through Wheeler’s sophomore year at Feather River Union High School.
      

      
      Walter Hefley, who retired from coaching after that first year of Little League, usually mentioned Wheeler when he pumped
         Flora’s gas. “The boy’s a wonder, Mrs. Burden,” he would say, and then she knew what was coming next. “If he could just be
         a little more conventional.”
      

      
      But being conventional, she knew, was just not in her son’s makeup, a fact she rather relished. When he was in that same sixth
         grade year, he decided he was going to call the governor of California to give him his opinion on capital punishment. He asked
         the local operator to put him through to Governor Earl Warren, but she got only as far as the lieutenant governor’s office.
         At that point, Wheeler began speaking for himself, and he got through to the lieutenant governor, a man named Goodwin Knight.
         The two of them had a long series of conversations about politics that stretched over the next ten years until long after
         Earl Warren had moved to the Supreme Court and Goodwin Knight had become governor of California himself. “You’re the only
         kid I know,” said Bucky Hannigan, “who if he don’t like what’s going on, he calls the goddam gov’ner.”
      

      
      “Let’s watch our language,” Wheeler said.

      
      Sometimes in the middle of a ball game, Wheeler would tap his glove and walk over to first base and ask the opposing player
         how he had hit his pitch. Or he’d stop by third base at the end of an inning to ask an opposing coach what he thought about
         taxation or birth control or the role of religion in Western history. Most people were amused by him, and nearly all marveled
         at his ability to throw the baseball. That single and extraordinary talent gave young Wheeler Burden a lot of leeway.
      

      
      “He’s got lots to say” was his high school coach’s way of explaining why Wheeler couldn’t just pitch and keep his mouth shut. “Nobody cares about all those ideas, son,” he’d say. “They just
         want you to throw the ball.”
      

      
      Once, when he was on a road trip to Bakersfield with a summer all-star team, he placed a call to Chet Huntley, the famous
         newsman, after an evening Huntley-Brinkley Report, talked his way through the switchboard, and conversed for almost an hour, running up a whopping bill for his hotel room.
         When his coach asked him about the call the next day, Wheeler said, “I thought he was wrong about Venezuela oil.”
      

      
      Wheeler made the all-county baseball team his sophomore year in high school, the first Feather River boy to do that since
         Ray Webster, who ended up with the real Indians in the major leagues. Now the most famous kid in town due to his fastball
         and a few minutes’ illicit instruction from Bucky Hannigan, Wheeler’s way in life seemed assured. No one in the town understood
         what happened next.
      

      
      “His mom—she was English, you know—come up with sending him off to that fancy school in the east. Wanted him to go to Harvard,”
         his best friend and catcher Bucky Hannigan said years later when asked to explain to the Rolling Stone reporter what had happened to Wheeler’s world-class fastball and major league promise.
      

      
      “Sometimes, God’s gifts go to the wrong people,” said his old high school coach in the same article. “It was all that mythology
         and Victor Hugo crap that ruined the boy. Wheeler Burden was always a first-class flake. But, jeezus, could he throw hard.”
      

      [image: image]

      
      It was right about that time that his mother’s extraordinary book was born. On one of their long walks in the bottomland,
         Wheeler began talking mythology, one of his favorite subjects at age twelve. His grandmother in Boston had given him a copy
         of Edith Hamilton’s Mythology for his ninth birthday with a note: “My dear Stan, I think you will find this according to your tastes,” and of course he
         had devoured it, in between Victor Hugo novels, and for a time, he could not have a conversation, see a movie, or read a newspaper
         article without referring to one Greek myth or another. One day, in the middle of one of their walks, he said, “Why doesn’t
         anyone think of Persephone’s side of the story?” His mother, long accustomed to the stream of thoughts that came from her
         son if she simply asked a prompting question or two, said, “What exactly is Persephone’s side of the story?” and out came a most remarkable string
         of thoughts that Flora went home and immediately wrote down in her notebook, not realizing at first the conversation’s critical
         role in her own life.
      

      
      The young mythologist’s point was essentially that Persephone, the beautiful young daughter of Demeter, the goddess of the
         harvest, when forcefully abducted by Hades, the god of the underworld, and taken away to his dark kingdom, is put in an awful
         fix. When her mother goes into mourning, the world is thrown into dark infertility, perpetual winter. Zeus gets involved and
         strikes a deal. Persephone can return to her mother for part of the year but will stay in the underworld as queen for part
         of the time. “She’s in a very bad position,” Wheeler said. “She has to be a little girl for her mother half the time and a
         big queen for her husband half the time. I don’t think anyone has been too interested in her side of the story.”
      

      
      Over the course of the next few walks, Wheeler and his mother explored the subject in more depth. On each return to the house
         Flora wrote more and more in her notebook, until she and her son had pretty much exhausted Persephone’s point of view.
      

      
      One day, not long after, Flora Burden had one of the strangest visits of her life. She was sitting in the ranch office, working
         on the books, when a man in a dark suit and tie came in asking for her. He introduced himself as Smallwood or Woodcock, or
         some such, and said he represented a small academic press on the East Coast. He had heard that she had been a student of Sigmund
         Freud in London and asked if she might wish to write a book derived from the experience. Flora explained that she had not
         actually been a student of Freud’s per se, but that she had been a psychiatry student in general, had been an admirer of Freud’s
         work, and had been in the inner circle of Londoners who had arranged for his move there in 1938.
      

      
      “Did you actually meet him?” the man asked.

      
      “Of course,” Flora answered a little dismissively, and she could see a look of genuine admiration on the man’s face. “I would
         not have missed that.”
      

      
      “Well then, would you consider writing a book for us?”

      
      At first, Flora insisted that there was not a book in her future. “I’m not that sort,” she said. “Thank you very much.” But
         then she saw the fat Persephone notes sitting on her desk. “There’s just this,” she said quickly, and handed it to Mr. Smallwood or Woodcock or
         whomever, who was staying the night at a local motel.
      

      
      He came back the next day with a wild look in his eye. “This is it,” he said. “This is the book we were hoping for.”

      
      And so Flora Burden worked for a year refining the ideas in her notes that Persephone represented the plight of the modern
         woman, raised by a patriarchal society to be the dutiful daughter, but expected by the responsibilities of the changing world
         to be the independent sovereign of her own life. “The counterweight to Freud’s Oedipus complex,” a reviewer in The New Yorker would say, “modern woman taking charge of her own destiny.” After much struggle with herself and further conversations with
         her son, Persephone Rising was born, published in 1955 in a thin volume under a pseudonym. It was Flora’s first literary effort, and it established
         her, a few years later, as one of the first voices, along with Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique, in the American feminist movement. More than forty years later the book was still read on college campuses, and the pseudonymous
         Flora Standish was still getting speaking invitations, most of which she turned down, at places like Berkeley and Northampton,
         Massachusetts, and Montreal. In all the times she appeared to talk about her book, as an act of motherly protection, she never
         really credited her main source, a somewhat erratic and hyperkinetic twelve-year-old boy who did little to control the stream
         of ideas that came when walking with his mother in the Sacramento Valley bottomlands. And she never talked about or explained
         the book’s dedication: “For Dilly.”
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      Going East

      
      The idea of Wheeler’s going east for his last two years of high school had been something of an armistice between his mother
         and his Boston grandmother. The grandmother had wanted young Standish to come board at St. Gregory’s, where his father and
         grandfather, her husband, had gone. Wheeler was, after all, the last male to bear the Burden name, and he ought to get some
         sense of the family tradition. But the grandmother seemed to accept Flora’s argument that selfishly, perhaps, she wanted her
         son and only child near her during the impressionable years of adolescence. Actually, Flora wanted her young son to have nothing
         to do with the Burden family as long as the cruel and bigoted old grandfather was around.
      

      
      Wheeler’s mother had never liked the Burdens, St. Greg’s, Harvard, or Boston, for that matter, knowing very little about them
         except for their influence on her husband, who—in spite of the fact that she had loved him desperately—had been very poorly
         served, she thought, by the combination. In fact, she had thought the whole business of schoolboy heroics, preserving tradition,
         and rigid sense of duty a dreadful influence that had probably contributed to his heroic and totally unnecessary death. All
         that duty and honor had taken a perfectly nice and bright young man and convinced him that he had to give his life for some
         cause. She did not like it, did not want her son to have any of it, and she put up stolid resistance.
      

      
      But when the stern old grandfather Frank Burden died in 1956, during Wheeler’s freshman year in high school, Flora changed
         her mind about her son’s receiving the benefits of a cultured education in Boston. And when it came right down to it, she
         had always found Mrs. Burden thoughtful and considerate, and—very much like Flora herself—a generally no nonsense sort of
         woman. It was just the thought of her being married to that awful man that soured Flora’s every impression. Now, the specter of him out of the way, the proper Mrs. Burden wanted
         Wheeler to learn Latin and German and wanted him to get some European history. She had always wanted him to be near her, a
         thought she had been expressing delicately and faithfully every month in letters. Flora, a woman famous for her resolve—sometimes
         thought of as stubbornness—finally relented. “There is only so much a single mother and a small farming town can do,” she
         said to Wheeler in putting forward the plan. “And there is more to education than reading all of Victor Hugo and throwing
         the baseball.”
      

      
      Wheeler, who had suddenly and surprisingly added popular music to his narrow range of passions, had agreed to the plan not
         because he wanted to learn German and Latin, or because, as the last Burden, he wanted to be closer to his New England roots,
         but for the simple reason that he thought he would be near his new hero.
      

      
      It was in the fall of his sophomore year, at a dance in the Feather River Union High School gymnasium, when he’d had another
         one of those life-altering experiences. The band, brought in from out of town, was playing music Wheeler had never heard before:
         country-and-western music with a rock-and-roll rhythm. Wheeler listened for two hours, barely able to concentrate on anything
         but the lead singer’s twang and the skip in his voice and the way he wiggled around as he sang. After the dance, he told Bucky
         Hannigan that the singer was a pure original and a genius. Bucky laughed and looked at him cross-eyed. “He’s just copying
         Tex-Mex,” he said. “Sucker’s just a poor fella’s Buddy Holly.”
      

      
      It was the fall of 1956, when most of the world was going wild over Elvis Presley and had never heard Holly’s name. Bucky
         had family in Lubbock, Texas, and had heard the local star three times. He took Wheeler to the local radio station where the
         DJ had a tape of Tex-Mex groups and let Wheeler hear the real thing. Wheeler immediately retrieved his father’s old Martin
         guitar from its dusty case in the attic and began learning chords and picking out what he could remember of the songs.
      

      
      In the spring of that school year when two Buddy Holly songs had made it to the Valley radio and to the national pop charts,
         he knew that Holly had traveled from Texas to New York City. Having an undeveloped sense of geography and how prep school
         students spend their time, Wheeler thought a Boston prep school would become a good launching pad for meeting his hero.
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      Frank Standish Burden III was out of place at St. Greg’s. In the words of his dorm master, a hockey player from Bowdoin College,
         “His classical training is flawed, he can only barely write a coherent sentence, and he has read next to nothing. Would that
         he could master more than the Frisbee.”
      

      
      The Frisbee remark derived from one of Wheeler’s great discoveries upon arriving at St. Gregory’s. From the moment he saw
         a group of the younger boys throwing the brightly colored plastic disks on the school’s broad green athletic fields his first
         weekend, he was captivated. “This must be something of the gods!” he exclaimed famously as his first disk came floating toward
         him. He did indeed master the skills of throwing and catching almost immediately, eventually earning the name “The Frisbee
         King,” one that stuck with him, especially among those original younger boys, throughout his time at the school.
      

      
      But the strange young man from California developed nothing else of distinction in those first months, and he would have been
         asked to leave by Christmas had he not been the only son of Dilly Burden, the greatest hero ever to attend the school, and
         had he not been befriended by the Haze, the beloved history master, who grabbed hold of Wheeler the moment he set foot on
         campus as if it had been a sacred assignment.
      

      
      Shortly after Wheeler’s arrival at St. Gregory’s, one of the younger boys came to get him in his dormitory room. “The Haze
         wants to see you,” the boy said cheerily. “He’s Mr. Esterhazy and he’s German or something and he’s lived in the dorm forever,
         but everyone calls him the Haze, although never to his face.” Then he paused with a quizzical look. “But I think he already
         knows you. He says he taught your father and that he knows your family and he is calling you the tabula rasa from California.”
         Wheeler had no idea what the Latin meant, but he sought out the old man anyway.
      

      
      Wheeler still did not know the Latin an hour or so later when the old man fixed his watery blue gaze on him at the end of
         their first visit and intoned, “So, Herr Burden, you are here at last, and we begin scratches on your persona, the tabula
         rasa.”
      

      
      Arnauld Esterhazy seemed to know everything about Wheeler, about the California provinces and small-town public education.
         Strangely, he also knew about the difficult transition to what his Brahmin grandmother was calling “the classical period” of his education. In fact, it was uncanny how the old man had picked him out and immediately
         knew all about his Boston grandmother, his hero father, his English mother, the rough details of his boyhood on the Sacramento
         Valley farm, even his prowess in throwing the baseball. From the moment the Haze sought him out on the first day and reached
         out his fine-boned hand, Wheeler felt an indefinable kinship and comfort with the old history master, something he had not
         felt before or later with anyone, regardless of age. It was, he realized much later, the feeling of complete understanding
         and unconditional acceptance.
      

      
      The Haze’s apartment—his “rooms,” the old man called them—was a beautiful oak-paneled arrangement filled with knickknacks,
         small art treasures, and antiques, at the end of a dormitory corridor. “It’s a museum,” the boy who delivered Wheeler had
         said. “He’s lived there since he came during the time of Paul Revere,” all the boys said. It seemed foreordained that the
         Haze was taking the young Californian unquestioningly under his wing, and that was that.
      

      
      “He’s always in a tie or ascot, and you’ll never see his bare arms,” an old boy told Wheeler in his first week. Even though
         he was near eighty and supposedly retired, Wheeler got the impression that the way the Haze looked and smelled now was the
         way he had looked and smelled even when he himself was a schoolboy in Vienna.
      

      
      The boys told scattered tales of his background, most of them filled with grand myths about his having been a spy during World
         War I, how he had never married because of a long and secret love affair with a prominent Bostonian married woman, about how
         one of his St. Gregory’s boys years ago had actually been his son. But from the broad strokes, Wheeler pieced together the
         fine realities: how he came to St. Greg’s from turn-ofthe-century Vienna in the first decade of the century and left mysteriously
         during the Great War. It was never clear exactly what he did except that sometime after the war’s end, he returned to the
         school, where he had to recuperate—from gassing, some said—for two years before taking on a full load again.
      

      
      He had hit his stride during the late 1920s and never left, not returning to Europe, even in the summers, except for one ill-fated
         return in the midfifties, some years after Wheeler’s father was killed in Nazi-occupied France. He had never married and had never even been seen alone with a woman, it was said, although he was considered very
         social and invited to all the proper homes and parties. On rare occasions, over the years, it was said that he had told one
         group or another that he held the great Renaissance poet Dante as his model.
      

      
      Dante had written his monumental Divine Comedy on the inspiration of a most beautiful Florentine woman named Beatrice, whom he had kept constantly before him as a vision
         but whom he had never married, never touched, even, and yet to whom he had remained indelibly faithful. “I am like Dante,”
         the Haze said on those rare occasions. “I have my own Beatrice.”
      

      
      He rowed a single scull on the Charles River during the warm months and skated with the boys or alone in the winter. Through
         the school’s long association with Harvard College, he had full use of Widener Library, where he did research for the writings
         in his “Random Notes.” He was an honored member of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, and he loved and knew intimately all the
         European masterpieces found there.
      

      
      “Life is rich and good, if you study history,” he told Wheeler, as he had been telling St. Gregory’s boys for almost fifty
         years, fixing each of them in the affectionate blue fire of those legendary cobalt eyes—Klimt’s blue, he himself pointed out.
         “You know history from your reading of Victor Hugo.” Somehow, he knew before Wheeler’s arrival that the young man had read
         all the novels of the great French writer, and Ninety-Three more than once. “I know history—” He paused for theatrical effect. “—because I lived it.” And he parceled out his truth in staccato bursts. Litanies of historical detail as it had really been, history from
         the yellowed pages of the black binder he seemed to have with him always and that Wheeler, his most notorious pupil, would
         eventually have published. “My ‘Random Notes,’ it is called, although it was not really very random. I’ve worked on it over
         the years. The world according to Mr. Esterhazy, I’ve heard some boys call it.”
      

      
      Wheeler’s father, Dilly Burden, like his own father before him, had attended St. Gregory’s, he from 1926 until 1932, the period
         Arnauld Esterhazy called his Golden Years. The Haze never hid his admiration of Dilly, but with Wheeler he was purely and
         simply emotive. “So many people make much of your father’s prowess on the athletic field—he taught me to skate, by the way—but it was the acuteness of his mind that we all should memorialize. He was a truly remarkable
         boy.” He paused, obviously calling up images of time past. “A truly remarkable mind.”
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