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  Foreword

  Why the subtitle “Sort of a Memoir”? Because what follows is not a traditional memoir (i.e., a chronological description of one’s life, with recurring themes that lead to a grand summation). Not every event, episode, or adventure, however exciting, that we experience during our lives lends itself to a story, while these scribbles describe only those that do. Consequently, it is not a complete picture of my life; that was not my objective. I only hope that it’ll make for an amusing reading.

  


  Arrival in the New World

  The year was 1969, when the word on the street in London was “America is a tough place; everybody tries to rip you off.” I felt almost cocky, thinking, “Not me. I am not too stupid. I speak English. So I am not going to be ripped off.” As it turned out I was ripped off twice within my first few hours on the North American continent.

  
    [image: ]

    1969 in London, before leaving for New York.

  

  The first time was in the Customs Hall on Pier 54, where the boat that carried me from Southampton docked. Located on the Hudson River on the west side of Manhattan, the hall was a cavernous space to which passengers were ushered after going through passport control. From the rafters were hanging giant letters of the alphabet. The idea was that you would find your luggage under the first letter of your last name, and sure enough, under the H, there was a heap of my baggage—all eleven pieces of it, including a pair of skis, several suitcases, and one large trunk.

  After some waiting during which I surveyed the scene, a customs officer came by and reviewed my passport and my customs declaration; he then demanded that, of all my pieces of luggage, I open the large trunk. It so happened that this was the one piece that I had had professionally packed and shipped by a London forwarding company, and as such, its lid was fastened by two steel straps that went around the whole trunk. This is a standard way of securing wood crates and large trunks. There is a special tool to snap and unsnap those straps; with that tool, undoing those straps is a snap, both literally and figuratively, but without it, there is no way to unfasten them with one’s bare hands. I explained that to the customs officer. His response—“Not my problem. Call me once you have that trunk open.”

  What now? I couldn’t well leave my luggage unattended and go looking for a hardware store to buy some pliers with which I might remove the straps. However, soon I found that my predicament was not unique. I was approached by two men, one of whom, wielding the coveted tool in his hand, asked me, “Wanna open that trunk?” With a sigh of relief, I said, “Of course, how wonderful. Thank you so much.” But before making a move, the man continued, “It’ll cost you $20.”

  I couldn’t believe what I heard. In January 1970, twenty dollars was serious money, especially for someone coming from London. To ask that kind of money for doing something that would take only five seconds was beyond my comprehension. My righteous indignation clouded my judgment, and I sent the men away.

  Across the hall I noticed a cop leaning against the wall. Being used to London, where bobbies were friends of old ladies and children, I dashed to him and said, “Sir, that man over there is asking $20 for unsnapping a steel strap.” The cop, without ceasing to chew his gum, said, “So what do you want me to do about it?” Only half-joking, I replied, “I want you to arrest him. Isn’t blackmail illegal in this country?” By turning his head and looking elsewhere while continuing to chew, the cop indicated that further discourse with me was beneath his dignity.

  I soon realized the folly of my ways, found the man with the tool, and paid him $20 to open my trunk. With the trunk open, I called the customs officer who, satisfied that it was open, didn’t even bother to look inside it. He stamped my form, and I was allowed to leave the Customs Hall. I stowed everything in the storage at the pier, except for two suitcases that I could carry, and went to the street to hail a cab.

  Then came the second rip-off. I had a plan of Manhattan and knew the distance between where I was then standing and where I wanted to go. Having consulted my American friends in London, I also knew that the taxi fare should be $3–$4. So when the driver of the first cab I hailed told me that the flat fare from the pier was $12, I sent him away. I did the same to the second and the third drivers. By then I realized that there was a racket, with all the drivers in cahoots. So with suitcases too heavy to carry to the next block, when the fourth cab pulled up, I threw the luggage in the trunk and got in.

  What follows has nothing to do with being ripped off, but I want to finish the story of my first few hours in America. The cab I got into at Twelfth Avenue and 54th Street took me twenty-six blocks north and several long blocks east to West 80th Street between Broadway and Amsterdam Avenue, to the apartment of David Roth, an architect my age whom I had met five years earlier in Prague.

  David was then in Europe on a Fulbright grant, and when he visited Prague, we spent some two days together. Before we said good-bye, he extended an open-ended invitation to stay with him whenever I found myself in New York. We both understood that this offer was kind of an unspoken joke, because it was made during the Cold War—when it was more likely for me to become a member of the politburo than ever to be able to go to New York. I was living in London when I received David’s wedding announcement on which he’d scribbled that he not only had gotten married but also had started his own firm and moved into a six-room apartment. I was duly impressed.

  You can imagine my surprise when the taxi drove down his block of West 80th Street.

  In 1970 it was a slum. Beer cans strewn around, garbage all over, wobbling men in doorways and on the stoops. When the taxi stopped in front of 205 W. 80th St., I told the driver, “This cannot be the right address. My friend is an architect.” He replied, “Well, go in and check it out.” I did, and indeed, “David Roth, Architect” was written above one of the mailboxes in the tiny lobby. I soon found out that the six-room apartment was a fourth-floor walk-up railroad flat.

  I paid the driver the usurious $12 fare, retrieved my two suitcases, and returned to the lobby. Shortly after I pressed the button on David’s mailbox, a greasy-looking, fat woman with a mustache opened the door, looked me over, and addressed me thusly: “What do you want?”

  Those were the first words of welcome I heard on the North American continent. I replied, “I am here to see Mr. Roth.” The woman looked first at me, then at the two suitcases that nearly filled the lobby, and asked, “With all that?”

  By now, David had walked down to the lobby, and it became clear that the fat woman was the superintendent, because David proceeded to discuss with her some housing grievance, like not having enough hot water or some such. Once he was done with that, he turned to me, and we greeted each other. He then carried one of my suitcases up to his apartment on the fourth floor, and from then on, everything was just fine. It was time for cocktails, so we had some drinks, followed by a fine dinner prepared by David’s Finnish wife, Marja. Despite the two rip-offs, my first day in the New World ended splendidly.

  


  Peach on the Beach

  Barely five months after my arrival in New York City, I experienced a watershed event in my understanding of American democracy. Stanley Gendell, my colleague from Frost Associates, my first New York employer, decided to show me Fire Island. It is a barrier beach strip of land off the south shore of Long Island, accessible only by ferry boats. No cars are allowed. One can take a train from Penn Station to the ferry and be on the island in little over an hour from Manhattan, so it makes for a nice day trip.

  One Sunday morning in June 1970, Stanley and I arrived at Fire Island; I no longer remember at what community, perhaps Ocean Beach. We found our way to the beach along a boardwalk that led across the dunes. Next to the boardwalk was a sign with large letters reading, “NO EATING ON THE BEACH.”

  Life in a totalitarian country, as in communist Czechoslovakia, was full of idiotic orders, restrictions, and rules, so that those who lived in that environment developed an instinct, which became ingrained, to either ignore or circumvent those regulations. Consequently, although I did notice the sign, it struck me as being so preposterous that taking it seriously didn’t remotely cross my mind.

  Stanley wasn’t much of a swimmer, so after taking several long swims by myself, a moment arrived for which I had brought along, in a little plastic box, several juicy peaches. I offered one to Stanley, who declined it, so I proceeded to eat alone. All of a sudden, out of nowhere, a policeman appeared and, in a rather stern voice, informed me that there was no eating on the beach. By this time the peach was eaten, so I wrapped the pit in a napkin and put it in the plastic box. I wanted to show the policeman that I was not littering. He walked away unimpressed.

  I was so thick that, even after this episode, I still didn’t get it. So after taking another swim, naturally I ate another peach. Before I could put the pit away, the policeman was back, telling me, “You were warned. Now I have to arrest you.” He pulled out a pair of handcuffs. This time I knew I was in trouble, mainly from the expression on Stanley’s face. It was only due to Stanley’s convincing eloquence that I wasn’t led away in handcuffs for the crime of eating a peach on the beach.

  Stanley told the officer that I had just arrived from Europe and still didn’t know what America was all about, that I meant no harm, and that I worked for a prestigious office in the city; he begged him to please not ruin my life by saddling me with an arrest record. I must have looked the part of the naïve innocent Stanley was describing, so the policeman relented and walked away. We left shortly thereafter, had a meal on Main Street on the island, and returned to the city.

  I was, however, genuinely perturbed by this incident. Is this America, the land of the free, or the land where you can get arrested for eating on the beach? I had already visited other Long Island beaches, such as Jones Beach and Robert Moses Beach, where people snacked with abandon. So how come that in one little town on Fire Island, one could not eat on the beach?

  I spoke about this incident to many people, including some lawyers, and eventually, a picture emerged. In America, any community, large or small, can pass any law, no matter how stupid, and that law will stay on the books until someone challenges it as unconstitutional; if the judge agrees with the challenge, the law is then stricken. But suing a municipality to get rid of an antiquated law is time consuming and expensive and therefore is seldom done. As a result, there still exist many idiotic laws that no one has bothered to challenge.

  In a small town in Virginia, for example, if someone steals another person’s horse, the owner has the legal right to hang the accused from the nearest tree. In a western Massachusetts town, it is still illegal to taunt someone for not accepting a challenge to a duel. In San Francisco it is against the law to pile horse manure higher than six feet on a street corner. (All these cases were gleaned when I Googled “stupid laws still on the books.”) And in a little village on Fire Island, it continues to be illegal to eat a peach on the beach.

  


  An Angel on Wheels

  When I was living in Prague, I had heard of a scientist with the same surname as mine, Miroslav Holub. No family relation. He was well known, because in addition to being an immunologist, he was also a writer and a poet. I had not read any of his poems or books, except for one: Angel on Wheels (Anděl na Kolečkách). It was a nonfiction account of the year he spent in New York in the early 1960s.

  Dr. Holub must have struck some Faustian bargain with the communist regime, because in the dark age of the Iron Curtain and the Cold War, when no ordinary person in Czechoslovakia was allowed to travel to the West, he was granted permission to spend a year in the United States. Because of his work in immunology, Rockefeller University had invited him to work in its research labs, and amazingly, the communist government let him go. When he returned home, he wrote a book about his impressions of the United States, specifically New York.

  At the time, according to communist propaganda, the United States was a land of Wall Street warmongers, capitalist exploiters, starving masses, and child labor. The state censor would not allow a book to be published that would cast America in a positive light. By focusing on American eccentricities and oddities, however, Miroslav Holub cleverly managed to publish a quite balanced description of the New York scene.

  What particularly captured his imagination, and where the title of the book comes from, was an angel on roller skates, an apparition that could be encountered in the early morning hours along Eighth Avenue between 30th and 40th Streets. He described an angel with flowing robes and huge flapping wings who roller-skated in the middle of the avenue. At the time I read the book, I didn’t take the chapter about the angel at all seriously: I was convinced that Holub was making it up to make the book more interesting. After all, who could possibly verify it? At the time, the idea of a regular Czech citizen ever being allowed to travel to New York was simply inconceivable.

  Fast-forward some ten years. I was then living in New York, working as a design consultant, and one of my clients was a firm in Knoxville, Tennessee. My work for that firm consisted of preparing design proposals for housing and commercial developments, most of which had strict deadlines. It was before the advent of FedEx and other delivery companies, when the only way to dispatch drawings overnight was via the US Post Office Express Mail. The nearest post office that was open twenty-four hours a day was across from Penn Station on 34th Street and Eighth Avenue. There was also a twenty-four-hour blueprinting service on Madison Avenue near Union Square.

  On several occasions in those years, to meet a deadline, I would work all night, and by about 4 a.m., I would roll up my drawings and take a cab to the printing service. With the blueprints neatly wrapped in a parcel, I would then take another cab to the twenty-four-hour post office and mail the drawings overnight to my client in Tennessee. If the parcel was mailed before 6 a.m., it would arrive in Knoxville before noon the following day. Once the drawings were mailed, I would saunter to a coffee shop across the street where I’d treat myself to a coffee and donut.

  Now, imagine my shock when, on one of those occasions, as I was leaving the coffee shop, I saw the angel. It was about 5:30 a.m., the sun was just rising, and in the light of dawn, the angel was leisurely roller-skating down an almost empty Eighth Avenue. The flowing robe and the flapping wings were just as Miroslav Holub had described them. How I had wronged him to have assumed he had made it all up!

  


  My Mother’s Purchase of Art

  My mother was released from the communist prison in the late summer of 1951. Although she was never convicted of any crime, simply having been a political prisoner left a black mark, so that no institution was willing to offer her full-time employment. As an art historian, she was eking out a living by taking on freelance assignments for the National Gallery, the Museum of Natural History, the Archives of Nation’s Letters, and other government-run institutions. She went from one task to another, with gaps of not working in between. This continued until 1954, when she was appointed an associate professor of art history at the Academy of Applied Art.

  In those three years, we were poor as church mice. Toward the end of each month, my mother would summon me to the kitchen table, turn her wallet upside down, and shake it until all the money fell out. Then she would say, “This is what we have to live on until the end of next month.” As a thirteen-year-old child with no reference points for comparison, I found nothing unusual about our precarious situation. In fact, it was sort of fun for me. I made a daily budget, figuring out how much we had to spend on public transportation and food to see if there would be any money left for me to go to the movies. I recall no sense of hardship; it was all perfectly normal to me.

  It was during those lean years when, out of the blue, we came into big money (relatively speaking). The only permitted artistic style in communist Czechoslovakia then was social realism, which depicted realistically rendered figures of peasants and factory workers performing their tasks. It occurred to my mother that somewhere in storage (with the rest of the stuff that didn’t fit into the small apartment the government had moved us to while she was in prison) was a piece of sculpture we owned that might fit the current official vogue. It was an equestrian bronze cast of a peasant wearing a national folk costume done by a mediocre nineteenth-century sculptor—it was basically kitsch. My mother didn’t remember how the family ended up owning it. As a work of art, she thought nothing of it. So she offered it to the National Gallery, which, amazingly, bought it for 10,000 crowns.

  In terms of purchasing power, 10,000 Czech crowns in 1953 were close to what $10,000 might buy today. At the time, my mother and I were surviving on an equivalent of $200 to $300 per month, so just imagine what an enormous sum of money the 10,000 crowns was for us.

  So what did my mother do with this newly found fortune? She bought two contemporary paintings from Libor Fára, an abstract Czech painter, for 7,000 crowns. She put the remaining 3,000 crowns into a savings account to supplement her meager earnings. Again, at the age of thirteen, I found all this perfectly reasonable.

  In retrospect, it is amazing what my mother accomplished with the purchase of those two paintings. First, it was an uplifting act in defiance of the drab cultural environment created by the communist regime, in which abstract art was considered bourgeois and decadent and, as such, was not tolerated. Second, those two paintings made an enormous difference in our small living quarters. The tiny space in which we were crammed became somehow more sophisticated. Third, it helped to support and give encouragement to an artist who had no chance to be exhibited or have his work sold.

  I don’t know what happened over the years to the smaller of the two paintings, but the larger one now hangs in my country house and delights me each time I look at it. In addition to being a fine work of art, it brings back memories of the times and circumstances when my mother bought it, and it fills me with a deep appreciation of her values.

  


  Going to Tehran

  At the time of my first trip, in February 1975, there were not yet direct flights between New York City and Tehran, so I decided to go via London and treat myself to a three-day stopover there. It was my first visit of London since I had left it in January 1970.

  I disregarded many warnings from friends and booked my flight to Tehran with Iran Air. Before leaving for the airport I called the airline to inquire if my flight was on time and was told, “Absolutely…On time.” After arriving at Heathrow, I checked my luggage at the Iran Air counter and repaired to the designated gate. The counter at the gate was manned or, rather, “womanned” by two young, gum-chewing, but otherwise stunningly beautiful Iranian women dressed in smart airline uniforms. I later learned they were designed by Yves Saint Laurent.

  Wondering if I had time for a cup of coffee, I asked the ladies when they’d start boarding. With a bored face and without ceasing to chew, one of them announced that the flight was delayed. I asked for how long. She replied, “We don’t know yet but minimum three hours.” I was incredulous and said, “I called before coming to the airport and was told that the flight was on time.” She made a gesture with her hand that could be interpreted as “too bad” or “not our problem.” She also failed to disguise her minor amusement over my exasperation. This was my first exposure to what I later found to be a typically Iranian arrogance.

  Having found there was a Lufthansa flight leaving for Tehran in less than two hours, I went back to the Iran Air counter in the departure hall and asked if I could have my luggage back. The answer: “Absolutely impossible; once it’s gone from here, no way to get it back.” Thus I ended up being trapped at the airport for more than five hours. The flight scheduled to depart at 1 p.m. eventually departed a little after 6 p.m.

  During those five hours of waiting, I kept going to the gate counter every half hour or so and received numerous replies: waiting for equipment (i.e., the plane), equipment coming from Berlin, landing at Heathrow, ready for boarding in an hour. One or the other of the ladies was always either doing her nails or touching up her makeup. While other airlines in similar circumstances issued vouchers for free meals and drinks, from Iran Air there was never a word of apology—not one “Sorry for the inconvenience”—nothing of the kind.

  I was to be met at the Tehran airport by someone from my client’s office, but as I later found out, the fellow who came to meet my flight that was to land at 9 p.m. gave up waiting and went home at midnight. When I got off the plane a little before 3 a.m., there was pandemonium. I soon learned that in Iran when a person returns from abroad, it’s not just his wife or a friend who comes to meet him, but the entire family, including distant relatives. The families tend to be large, so it’s not unusual for one person to be met by a group of twenty people.

  Consequently, the airport was a beehive of pushing and shoving people looking for each other and trying to come close to the carousel to get their baggage. It took me an hour to assemble all the pieces of my luggage, including a pair of skis. It was more than one man could carry (my client paid the moving expenses).

  Before I could think of what to do next, two burly Iranian men appeared and asked, “Want a taxi?” Again, before I could say yes or no, they grabbed my suitcases and skis and started pushing their way through the crowd. Even with only my carry-on shoulder bag, I had trouble keeping up with them. Once outside, we walked quickly to a car parked at the far end of the lot. The guys threw my things into the trunk, and the skis ended up with me in the back seat sticking out of the window. They mentioned the price, which seemed high, but not unreasonably high, so I went along (as if I had a choice). Then we took off.

  It was only when we were on the dark road between the airport and Tehran that it dawned on me that this was no taxi: it was an Iranian version of a New York City gypsy cab. As we hurtled through darkness toward Tehran, it occurred to me that, if they turned on a side road, did me in, and threw me in the river or in a ditch, no one would ever find out what happened to Martin. Fortunately, I escaped this scenario.

  However, that something nefarious was in the air became evident as we drove by the Rudaki Hotel, where I had reserved a room. Instead of dropping me off in front of the hotel, the driver passed by the entrance, and drove some one hundred feet farther down the road before stopping. Then both men jumped out, in a flash got all my stuff out of the trunk, dropped it in the middle of the road, grabbed the money I handed to them, got back in the car, and without saying a word sped away.

  I walked back to the hotel, woke up the receptionist who woke up a bellhop, who helped me take my things to the room. By the time I was in bed it was after 5 a.m. At 9 a.m. I reported to my client’s office. Such was the beginning of what turned out to be my four-year Iranian adventure.

  


  Exchange Trip to Georgia

  As life experiences go, this one rates as one of the more memorable ones. During the Cold War, when Czechoslovakia was cut off from the civilized world by the Iron Curtain and its currency was useless beyond its borders, the only way for students to travel abroad was via exchange trips. A given number of students from one Soviet satellite country would be hosted by students from another satellite country, and then the identical number of students from that host country would visit and be hosted by the students from the first country.

  A year after graduating from the School of Architecture at the Czech Technical University in Prague, I enrolled in a three-year, postgraduate program for already working architects in the School of Architecture at the Academy of Fine Arts. While a student at the Prague academy, one of my projects received an award: participation in an exchange trip to the Academy of Fine Arts in Tbilisi, Georgia. We students of the academy in Prague went abroad first, in September 1966, with the students from Tbilisi coming to Prague during the next year’s spring break.

  Georgia was then one of the Soviet republics, and for the Georgian students, traveling to Prague was tantamount to what for us would have been going to Paris. Consequently, we were treated like VIPs. As was normal at the time, our group was chaperoned by an official from the Office of the President of the Prague academy, who was well known to have close ties to the Czech secret police.

  Immediately after we landed in Tbilisi, we were ushered to a VIP lounge at the airport, where champagne flowed freely. At the time, every official speech was expected to include toasts to the Communist Party, the workers’ achievements, the socialist regime, and so on. Both we and our Georgian hosts had suffered through many years of compulsory Russian-language classes, so even if we were very bad students, Russian was clearly the one language we could communicate in. No matter: it turned out that just as we hated to be under Soviet domination, the Georgians hated being part of the Soviet Union, and consequently, we both hated speaking Russian.

  As we were sipping champagne, a handsome, smartly dressed Georgian student came to the microphone to deliver a welcoming speech. The first surprise was that he did not speak Russian as everyone expected, but English (or at least he tried to). The second surprise was that he didn’t offer any toast to the party or to the socialist regime, or any such customary pronouncements. Instead, he proposed a toast to the elegant curves of the ankles of the Czech female students. Wow!

  Perhaps because my colleagues knew that I spoke a modicum of English, it fell to me to respond to that welcoming speech. After thanking them for their warm reception and for the champagne, in the spirit of my Georgian counterpart, I proposed a toast to the shimmering horizons of the Caucasian mountains, which we could see from the airport. As I spoke, I was watching our chaperone, who was growing visibly nervous because I had not made any toasts to the Communist Party or to the usual socialist ideals.

  When the Georgian came back to the microphone, he proposed a toast to the beautiful, sunny weather we were having and expressed his hope that it would last throughout our visit. He further expressed hope that the sun would shine not only outside but also in our hearts, and he finished by proposing a toast to freedom.

  Another wow! At the time, freedom was an extremely loaded word because it could have been understood as freedom from Soviet domination. On the other hand, who could object to freedom? Thus our relationship with our Georgian hosts was clinched from the first encounter. We formed an instant bond; we understood each other.

  That reception started what turned out to be ten days of euphoric inebriation. I had not experienced anything like that before or since. Our days started with a late champagne breakfast, after which, already in high spirits, we piled into a tour bus and went to see one of the early Christian churches, of which there were many. When we were finished with the day’s sightseeing in the early afternoon, we were taken to an apartment or house of the family of one of the Georgian exchange students, where we were treated to a banquet. And what banquets they were!

  If I had not experienced it, I would never have thought it possible for a human being to sit down at a table around 4 p.m. and be engaged in continuous rounds of eating, drinking, singing, dancing, and toasting and then more eating, more drinking, toasting, dancing, singing, and so on until well after midnight—that is, for more than eight hours at a time, day after day.

  And the toasts! To Georgians, toasting comes naturally; they seem to have an innate need of ritual, of which toasting is just one expression. Taking a sip from a glass of wine without proposing a toast is considered very bad form. They were particularly good at proposing witty toasts full of double entendres. But our toast-proposing skills improved very quickly, and we soon caught up with them. Especially in the late hours, toasting to freedom became de rigueur. And the singing! We were a poor match for the five-voice harmonies of the Georgian spirituals, although we could harmonize Czech folk songs. After a few days of this regime, we had all reached a state of a permanent high, bordering on euphoria.

  On one of these rowdy evenings, it fell to me to open yet another bottle of champagne. I was not careful enough, and the cork shot up and got stuck in the cheap, soft plaster of the ceiling. I felt embarrassed about the damage I caused and apologized profusely. But instead of being upset, our hosts procured a stepladder and a pencil, and they asked me to sign my name on the ceiling next to the cork as a memento of the good times we had. Such was the mood of those dinners.

  The Czech students were ill equipped to sustain the sheer physical assault of those evenings. The dance of choice was kozatchek—that’s the dance where squatting men kick up their legs sideways. The Georgians excelled at it, and we tried to keep up with them. However, after we washed many toasts first with champagne, then with wine, then with vodka, and finally with an excellent Georgian cognac, inevitably, one of the Czech students would pass out. Our hosts were neither upset nor surprised by the sight of a stiff body lying in the middle of the dance floor. Out of nowhere a stretcher would appear, the body would be transferred onto it and taken to an adjacent room, and the party would go on. It was all par for the course, nothing to worry about.

  Eventually, the ten days were over, and in high spirits we were taken to the Tbilisi railway station where, after tearful farewells and more speeches and more toasts, we boarded a train for a two-day trip back to Prague: the budget of the exchange trip didn’t allow for round-trip airfare. It was my first and only experience traveling on the wide-body Russian train, but that would be another story.

  Now comes the sad part. When the Georgians appeared in Prague a half a year later, we failed to reciprocate nearly in kind. Most of us had jobs and were busy, but mainly, we were just not interested in spending time with the Georgians. The Tbilisi trip seemed like ancient history. And so having been treated in Tbilisi as royalty, when it came time to return the favor, we gave the Georgians basically a cold shoulder. I am ashamed to this day whenever I think about it.

  


  Strictly Personals

  Karen used to like to hear me say that it took me seventeen years to find her. It was a statement of fact. From the time I left my first wife Eva to my first bona fide date with Karen was exactly seventeen years. During that long search for the right woman—in which I left no stone unturned—there were many humorous incidents; this is a story about one of them. Saying that I left no stone unturned is not entirely accurate, because with this one exception, I never answered or posted a personal ad.

  The exception occurred sometime in the early 1980s when two of my female friends, independently of each other, cut out and sent me a personal ad from the “Strictly Personals” section of New York magazine. Each of the women, who knew me well, added a note, “Martin, here is your woman. You have to answer this.”

  To paraphrase from memory, the ad read as follows:

  
    It is now over four years since my wife and I have amicably separated and later divorced. I have since found another love and have been happily married for over a year. I wish the same happiness for my ex-wife who was not so lucky, which is why I am writing this ad for her. My ex-wife is in her midthirties, a highly educated, extremely attractive, gentle, graceful, and charming woman. However, if you are not comfortable with ambitious, accomplished, and successful women, read no further, because she is all the above. If you are not threatened, answer this ad. You’ll be glad you did.

  

  It was an unusually long personal ad, which must have been exorbitantly expensive to post. I answered it, giving basic information about myself, including my profession and age, and stated that I’d be much interested in meeting the woman described in that ad. I mailed it to the given box number at New York magazine and promptly forgot all about it.

  About a month later, my phone rang. A woman announced that she was calling about my response to the ad in the magazine. I told her that I was delighted to hear from her and that I was eager to find out more about her—namely, in what field she had accomplished the success her ex-husband mentioned. She told me that she was a writer, currently spending her summer in East Hampton where she was finishing her latest novel. I asked her name and whether she would give me a title of one of her previous books, which I might read. She refused on both counts.

  Regarding her name, she said she would not be yet comfortable revealing her identity, and that she’d have to remain nameless until we met. By the same token, giving me a title of her book would be tantamount to giving me her name, so that too would have to wait. Besides, she added, she wouldn’t want me, at this early stage, to read any of her books anyway, because they were full of sex, which might wrongly color my opinion of her. My curiosity was stirred!

  She lived on the Upper West Side (from my letter she knew that I did as well) and would be returning to the city after Labor Day, at which point she said she’d call me and we could arrange to meet for a drink at some neighborhood bar. During the whole conversation, she did not ask me a single question.

  Given it was mid-August when we first spoke, I had to face some three weeks of suspense before laying eyes on this creature. I had, of course, no idea how many men responded to that ad or how many of those responses the secretive writer answered. Labor Day came and went, and my phone rang again. The by now familiar stranger announced that she was back in the city and that, if I were still interested, we could meet for a drink. I responded that I was keenly interested and deferred to her choice of place. She suggested a bar on Amsterdam Avenue, and we agreed on a mutually convenient time. She was clearly in charge.

  I arrived at the appointed time in a sparsely populated bar, sat down at the counter, and ordered a glass of red wine. Five minutes later, a pudgy-looking woman wearing knickers entered the bar. My first impression was twofold: first, she looked way older than in her midthirties and, second, she didn’t have the figure to pull off knickers: her legs were much too short. Still, she exuded confidence.

  I nodded; she smiled and joined me at the bar. I asked her if she had managed to finish the book she was working on in the summer. She said she had and had already delivered the manuscript to the publisher. The second question I asked was when she planned to reveal her identity. My appearance must have put her at ease, because she chuckled and said, “Well, why not right now? My name is Gael Greene.” She clearly expected me to know who she was.

  While I had heard or seen that name before, I could not quite place it. I certainly had not heard of any writer by that name, and I told her as much. She was evidently disappointed that I didn’t know who she was and, with an air of intimating something of great importance, declared, “I am the restaurant critic of New York magazine.” I explained that I wasn’t a regular reader of that magazine, but that, yes, I now remembered her name in that connection and that I might have even read some of her reviews. Then, by way of excusing my ignorance, I explained that I wouldn’t put restaurant critics under the heading of writers, which was why it didn’t cross my mind that she could have been one. Gael replied that, although she had written several well-received novels, she was still better known as a restaurant critic than as a writer.

  I once again asked if she would give me a title of one of her novels so that I might read it. Gael again demurred, saying she’d rather not, because her books might warp my nascent impression of her. We stayed in the bar for more than an hour, each of us drinking three glasses of wine. While I thought that her ex-husband’s description of her attractiveness and gracefulness was way overblown and I didn’t have the slightest interest in pursuing her romantically, I did find her to be someone whom I’d have liked to count among my acquaintances. Her interests went beyond food and wine. She was well read, au courant on global affairs, and witty, with a dry sense of humor. She was also not a little self-absorbed. From my accent, she must have surmised that I wasn’t local, yet she didn’t ask me where I was from; in fact, during the whole time in that bar she didn’t ask me anything. When the bartender brought us a check, she wanted to pay, but I prevailed and picked up the tab.

  When parting, I told Gael that I’d like to keep in touch and asked her if she’d honor me by lunching with me. She said she’d love to and whipped out a pocket calendar to pick a date. I didn’t have a calendar on me and told her that I’d have to call her. I still remember how unhappy she looked that she had to give me her phone number. When I called her the next day, it turned out that the earliest open lunch date for both of us was some three weeks later. We agreed to meet at the Museum Café on Columbus Avenue and 77th Street.

  When Gael showed up for our lunch date, I was amazed to see that she was wearing the very same unflattering knickers she had donned three weeks earlier for our first meeting. Very few women would wear the same outfit twice. I interpreted that to mean that I didn’t rate high on her scale: I was clearly not worth her worrying about her wardrobe. In spite of that, however, we had a pleasant lunch. Gael seemed more relaxed and even more talkative. I remember she told me that the blue shirt I was wearing went well with my blue eyes. It was also during this lunch that she fessed up that there was no ex-husband, that she had written the ad herself. And because she was working for New York magazine, the ad had cost her nothing. I complimented her on the clever stratagem.

  For the third time, I asked Gael if she would give me a title of one of her books. I said that she should give me credit for being able to distinguish between fiction and reality, so that if she had in her novel a character who was a nymphomaniac, I would not automatically assume that she was one herself. This time she relented and said, “If you really want to read one, get my latest published book. It’s called Blue Skies, No Candy.”

  When the check arrived, Gael wanted to contribute, but since I had invited her, I insisted on paying. But I said I’d be glad to let her pay next time, hoping to indicate in this way that, although I was not interested in her romantically, I was interested in staying in touch and having an occasional lunch or dinner together. Also, I felt that since everything had been on my initiative so far (I answered her ad, I paid for drinks at the bar, I invited her to lunch), the ball was now in her court. If she wanted to continue seeing me, the next move would have to be hers.

  I have not heard from her since. Gael thus joined a long line of women who, once I didn’t pounce, were not interested in being my friend.

  After that lunch, I walked to Barnes and Noble on Broadway and bought Blue Skies, No Candy. After reading the first twenty of its three hundred pages, I put it down: it was pure trash. I still have the book on a bookshelf in my country place.

  


  How Did I Become an Architect?

  Leon Botstein said he knew he wanted to be a conductor ever since he was nine years old. When I was nine years old, I don’t think I knew what a conductor was. I was certainly not a precocious child. My parents worried about my lack of ambition and my lack of interest in anything except running around and making mischief. Later on in my teens I developed an interest in skiing and then in going to the balls, drinking wine, and chasing girls. But an inclination toward some profession? Nothing of the sort.

  Eventually, the time came when I had to decide to what school to apply. If I were in the United States or in England, I would have enrolled in some liberal arts college and postponed the decision for four years. Unfortunately, in Czechoslovakia (and in other Central European countries), there was no such thing as an undergraduate degree in liberal arts. This had nothing to do with the communist regime; it had been that way since the nineteenth century. We had to decide right after high school what we wanted to do in life and then apply to the appropriate school.

  Because my mother was an art historian, the only profession I knew a little something about and could relate to was art history. So I decided to apply to the School of Art History and Classical Archeology at the Philosophical Faculty of Charles University in Prague. However, this was the time of communist centralized planning, and it so happened that the bureaucrats at the Ministry of Culture had determined that there were enough art historians for the time being; therefore they instructed the School of Art History not to accept any new students that year. So that avenue was closed to me even before I submitted my application.

  My choices were either to risk being drafted in the army while waiting a year (in the hope that the following year the School of Art History would once again start accepting applications) or to pick another field. It was at this time when two chance—but crucial—encounters decided the course of the rest of my life.

  The first one was with Pepa Čihák, my mother’s acquaintance and her contemporary: he was an architect, but only by education. He also had a reputation of being a bon vivant who loved good wine and women, so I was intrigued by him. One evening he stopped by our apartment with a few friends to pay my mother a visit. It was on this occasion that he asked me, “Well, young man, what are you going to do when you grow up?” I responded that it was a question that I had recently been pondering very intensively. Pepa’s interest was sparked and he asked, “Well, what are you good at?” I responded that my problem was that I wasn’t really good at anything. At that, Pepa threw his hands into the air and declared, “It’s simple then: problem solved. You should be an architect!”

  I had, in fact, already considered architecture. Its confluence of art and technology appealed to me. But I dropped the idea, because everybody I talked to about architecture, including my parents, convinced me that an architect had to know how to draw, had to have a flair for freehand sketching, which was something I decidedly lacked.

  The second of the crucial encounters occurred a week or so after my meeting with Pepa Čihák. Walking along a street in Prague, I ran into Marie Benešová, an art historian colleague of my mother’s, who was teaching art history at the School of Architecture. As did all grown-ups at the time, she asked me what I was planning to study. I told her I wanted to study art history, but how that plan was thwarted and I had not yet come to a decision what other field to pick. She asked whether I had considered architecture. I answered that I had, but then abandoned the idea because I was not good at drawing.

  Marie Benešová was the first person to tell me that the level of drawing an architect needs is a learnable skill. “Martin, you are not expected to draw like Dürer or Michelangelo. We have evening drawing classes at the School, so why don’t you come and check it out?” She needn’t have said another word: I was in that drawing class that same evening.

  It is hard to picture how drearily prudish were those communist years. There were no strip clubs, no Playboy or similar magazines to satisfy an adolescent boy’s curiosity about female anatomy. So you can imagine my shock when I walked into that drawing class and saw some half-dozen stark-naked women standing on pedestals. I was, however, not destined to draw the naked women. After telling the instructor that I was thinking of studying architecture and needed to pass an entry exam that included drawing, he advised me what kind of pencil, eraser, pencil sharpener, and drawing pad to buy and told me to come back the next day. No question, however, that those naked women were a powerful incentive in my early attendance of those drawing classes.

  The next day when I arrived with the required equipment, the instructor directed me to an arrangement of wooden crates on the floor. He then explained the rudiments of perspective—horizon and vanishing points—and told me to have a go at drawing those crates. I wasn’t good at it, but trying to get it right absorbed me. The following day I was back, and not only because of the naked women. It was midwinter of 1956 and the entry exams were at the beginning of June, so I had a little more than four months to learn how to draw objects.

  Perhaps because it didn’t come easily to me, I became obsessed with drawing. After the crates came round objects, such as a group of clay pots. Then, little by little, I drew anything and everything: a chair, a plaster cast we had at home of a torso of Matyáš Braun’s Prodigal Son, a ceramic jug. I wouldn’t stop until the lines on my drawing bore a close resemblance to the object I was drawing. There was certainly not the slightest dash of flair in those drawings, but there was verisimilitude for sure. Much, much later on, my mother told me how all the adults around me at the time were astonished by the change that had come over me. For the first time ever, there was a focus to my life: I had an objective and I was applying myself toward achieving it.

  At the beginning of June I took the entry exam. It consisted of three parts. The first was a general interview in which I remember being asked why I wanted to be an architect. That part was easy. Then there was an exam on the history of art and architecture. I was shown pictures of buildings and asked what period they were from, whether Romanesque, Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque, or Rococo. Because of what I had learned from my mother, that was easy for me as well. The final part of the examination was drawing. In the morning we were asked to draw the cubes in the studio, and in the afternoon we went to a nearby park and drew a landscape scene. That part was the hardest, but I squeaked by. At the end of June I was notified that I was accepted at the School of Architecture and Town Planning. I could not wait to start.

  In their autobiographies, famous architects often mention how as children they built structures from wooden crates in their backyards or sketched floor plans of houses, but, mainly, they write about how they enjoyed drawing—drawing buildings, landscapes, everything. As a child, I showed absolutely no such proclivities. I was not particularly handy, so I never built anything, plus, as I’ve mentioned, I wasn’t good at drawing. So perhaps, I have spent my life pursuing a profession for which I was ill suited. Be that as it may, once I got into it and tasted it, I had no second thoughts or had ever figured out anything else I’d rather be than an architect.

  


  My Grandfather Bohumír

  My grandfather on my mother’s side, the youngest son of a miller, was born in 1875 in the small Moravian village of Sebranice. The custom of the time was that the eldest son would inherit the farm—or, in this case, the mill—and the youngest would receive an education. (I never found out what happens to those in between.) Consequently, after graduating from high school, Bohumír was sent to Brno, where, five years later, he graduated from the Technical University as a chemical engineer. Over the next ten years or so Bohumír worked as a production engineer running chemical factories and dreaming that, one day, he’d have a factory of his own.
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  Bohumír at twenty-one in 1896 as a university student.

  

  His dream came true when he married the daughter of an industrial magnate. Bohumír had invented and patented a new method of making exterior house paints out of locally surface-mined ores; with his wife’s dowry he bought the ore mine and started a paint-making factory that he named Teluria. With an eye toward making his own electricity he also purchased a parcel of land through which ran a fast river and built an enclosed shed, purchased ore-grinding machinery, hired five workers, and started churning out barrels of powdered paint. My grandmother proved adept at running the business side of the enterprise, and it grew quickly. In a few years another shed was built, more machines were bought, and there were close to twenty workers working at Teluria.

  At that point Bohumír decided that the time had come for him to buy a turbine and start making his own electricity. I don’t know how he arrived at the conviction that the best turbines in the world were made in Cleveland, but he resolved to go there and buy one. He bought the turbine before my mother was born, so it must have been a few years before 1913 when Bohumír traveled to Cleveland.

  I am, to this day, surprised how little was made of this fact in the family. When I was a child and the subject of the turbine came up, I was simply told, “Your grandfather bought it in Cleveland,” as if that were someplace ten miles down the road. Incredibly, that turbine is still generating electricity in Teluria to this day, more than a hundred years later! Other than the turbine itself, the only vestige of Bohumír’s trip to Cleveland was a giant Stetson hat that he wore as an old man when he lived in Prague. At the time, it must have been the only Stetson in all of the city. When I asked my mother about the hat, she simply said, “Your grandpa brought it from America when he was there to buy the turbine for Teluria.” I am so sorry I don’t have any photo of my grandfather wearing his Stetson.

  After World War I, Teluria’s business continued to grow, and by the mid-1920s the factory was employing more than two hundred workers and exporting paints all over the world. My grandfather was the largest employer in the county. The family had six servants: two maids, a butler, a cook, a chauffeur, and a gardener. Abhorring any semblance of ostentation and as if he were embarrassed by his wealth, Bohumír kept trying to hide it. He ordered his mechanic to disguise the Rolls Royce he bought by removing the recognizable RR emblem from the hood of the car, saying, “I bought it because it is a most reliable car, not as a status symbol.” His coats had fur on the inside, as a lining, because “the fur is to keep you warm, not to show off.”
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    Bohumír at the height of success in 1921.

  

  Unfortunately, as the enterprise prospered, the marriage of my grandparents deteriorated. My mother much later concluded that her father suffered from manic depression or what we now call bipolar disorder, a condition that today can be controlled by drugs but was untreatable at the time. Bohumír had a volatile temper, with frequent outbursts alternating with days of melancholy. Feeling unappreciated and unloved both by his wife and by his children, one day in 1935 he attempted suicide. Unfortunately for him, he did not succeed. The bullet missed his heart by two millimeters. A chambermaid of the hotel where Bohumír shot himself found him in the morning in a pool of blood, but he was still alive.

  Surviving one’s own suicide must be an embarrassing affair, and Bohumír took it hard. He divorced my grandmother, retired from Teluria, handed its reins to his eldest son, and moved into a one-bedroom apartment in Prague. He was sixty-two years old and came to consider the remainder of his life a punishment from God for the sin of trying to kill himself.
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    Bohumír in 1929 with my grandmother Maryan.

  

  What I have written so far about my grandfather is what I learned from my mother and my uncles. The rest of this chapter is from my own memory. I think I was perhaps three or four years old when I first became conscious of my grandfather’s existence. He was very fond of me and visited often.

  From the vantage point of a four-year-old child, the most striking thing about my grandfather was his appearance. He was taller than anyone around, slender, straight as a ramrod, and with his broad-brimmed hat with a tall crown, there was simply no one like him in all of Prague! When he visited, he would sit with me on the floor and we would play with my toys. He showed me new ways of hitching together various toy cars that I had not thought of before. When I was a bit older, he started taking me for walks. Oh, those were exciting adventures! Even though I didn’t yet know how to swim, my grandfather said that if I promised to do exactly what he’d ask me to do, he’d take me boating on the Vltava River. Naturally, I promised and we rented a rowboat and paddled all around the river—my very first time on a boat!
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    Bohumír in 1934, a year before his suicide attempt.

  

  I also remember my grandfather taking me to a quarry on the outskirts of Prague, where he not only let me but encouraged me to climb the rock face. I was then perhaps five or six years old. One time I climbed too high, got stuck, and didn’t know how to get back down. Standing on a narrow ledge with my nose to the rock face, I didn’t know what to do next and was on the verge of crying. My grandfather saw I was in a pickle, and he yelled up to me, “Don’t worry a bit; just do what I tell you, and you’ll be down in no time. Now, stretch your left hand up until you hit a little root sticking out of the rock. A little to the left—now you have it. Grab hold of it. Now, lower your right hand until you feel the crevice; a little lower—you’ve got it. Stick your hand in it and grab hold of the edge. Good. Now, lower your left foot, and just keep scraping the rock until you hit a ledge, a little lower—now stand on it.” And so it went.

  I was standing with my nose to the rock, so I could not see any of the ledges and crevices my grandfather was guiding me to, but following his calmly delivered instructions, I soon got down. On our way back home, my grandfather suggested that it might be a good idea not to mention this adventure to my mother. Of course, I told my mother everything at once, as I was very proud of my achievement—both that I didn’t cry and that, following my grandfather’s instructions, I managed to descend.

  When I got a little older and was able to negotiate the Prague public transportation, my mother would let me from time to time take a tram by myself to my grandfather’s apartment. I’d go on Saturday afternoons and stay with him overnight. Those were great times. While my mother was trying to instill in me some degree of discipline, my grandfather would declare, “In my house we don’t live by the clock. We eat when we are hungry, we sleep when we are sleepy, we get up when we wake up. The body tells us what to do, not the clock.” This was music to the ears of an eight-year-old boy!

  One Saturday visit, which took place shortly after I had returned from summer vacation, stands out in my memory. My mother and I always spent the summer in the country at my grandmother’s house next to the Teluria factory in Moravia. At the time, I was completely ignorant of my grandfather’s past: his unsuccessful suicide, his divorcing my grandmother, even of the fact that he was the sole founder of the Teluria enterprise and that he ran it until the day he handed over the reins to his eldest son, my uncle Milek, sometime before I was born. Those things were not discussed in my presence. So when my grandfather asked me questions about Teluria—whether a certain shed between the two large halls had been rebuilt or if it was still leaking—I was surprised by his precise knowledge of the factory. On one such occasion, I asked him, “How come, grandpa, you know so much about the Teluria factory?” My grandfather grew incredulous, shouting, “What! They didn’t tell you that I built it all?”

  Children don’t think figuratively, so I was convinced that what my grandfather was telling me was that he alone—all by himself, brick by brick—built the whole giant complex of buildings. That I found hard to believe. To make sure I understood him properly, I asked, “Grandpa, you really built the whole factory?” My grandfather responded, “Of course I did; there was no one else.”
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    In 1945, my grandfather at seventy.

  

  When I returned home on Sunday and asked my mother if my grandfather had built the whole Teluria factory by himself, she quickly grasped that I had taken his answer literally and explained that he hadn’t physically built it, but had conceived it and caused it to be built. Therefore, because it would not have existed without him, he was perfectly correct to say that he had built it. I felt better understanding that. Many years later when I recalled this incident, I realized how deeply hurt my grandfather must have been when he saw the disbelief in my face and how he surely considered it yet another proof of his ex-wife’s hostility that she hid from their grandson the fact that he, Bohumír, was the founder of Teluria.

  During those Saturday visits, my grandfather taught me chess moves, so we played a lot of chess together. While I didn’t excel in anything at school, I turned out to be surprisingly good at playing chess, so much so that once in a while I ended up beating my grandfather. I suspected that he sometimes lost on purpose to make me feel good, but he swore that was not the case. My grandfather also taught me how to boil potatoes and scramble eggs. He would let me eat the potatoes by hand. I remember how much I loved eating freshly boiled potatoes with just salt and butter.

  My grandfather also liked to tell me stories from his younger years, especially about his time serving in World War I. He was an officer in the Austro-Hungarian army. I no longer remember where he was posted, but his description of how he moved forward during a cannonade has stuck with me. When he found himself in an area bombarded by cannonballs that were making craters all around him, the moment he saw a new crater, he crawled into it on the theory that the cannon shell would never hit the same place twice. Then he waited until he heard another explosion, counting the time between them. Once he heard the next explosion, he quickly climbed out of the crater, ran in the direction he needed to go and, before the next shell was due to hit, he would crawl into another crater, where he would wait for the next explosion—and so it went. I found it hard to imagine a distinguished gentleman like my grandfather engaged in that sort of activity.

  The communist take-over of 1948 brought these idyllic visits to an abrupt end. As a prima facie capitalist, my grandfather found himself among the “enemies of the people” who were evicted from their apartments. His eviction was probably a combination of the communists’ systematic liquidation of the bourgeois class and of the communist apparatchiks’—who were of humble backgrounds—coveting those bourgeois apartments. In any case, my 74-year-old grandfather had to move and had nowhere to go. As my mother was only a daughter of an enemy of the people, we were, for the time being, allowed to stay in our rather large bourgeois apartment and were able to put up my grandfather in the room my mother used to rent to foreign journalists. There were no more foreign journalists in Prague anyway.

  A year or so later, my mother found herself in the communist prison. While she was in prison and I was attending a boarding school, my grandfather was once again evicted. This time, however, he was moved to a tiny, two-room flat on the ground floor of a rundown apartment building in a working-class part of Prague. After my mother was released from prison and I returned from boarding school, the three of us tried to live together in that flat, but it was impossible. My grandfather’s niece, who had a spare room in her house in a small town in Moravia, came to the rescue and offered to take him in. And so it happened that, of his last two years on this earth, this former industrialist who once employed more than two hundred people spent one year with his niece and the other in an old people’s home.

  I visited him in both places. Totally resigned to his fate, Bohumír outlived his suicide by eighteen years but never complained. I was fourteen when he died and remember going to Brno for his funeral. I knew he was cremated, but it wasn’t until a number of years later that I realized that I didn’t know where the urn with my grandfather’s ashes was. When I asked my mother, she responded, “The last I heard, it was in the closet of Jožka Sedlmajer, my father’s cousin. It was he who picked it up from the crematorium, because he lives in Brno. We need to do something about it, but I just don’t know where to put it.” Then the exigencies of life took over, and I don’t recall that we ever did anything about fetching the urn.

  
    [image: ]

    My grandfather in a nursing home in 1953, a year before he died.

  

  Much later, my mother settled the debt she felt she owed her father by writing a book that was translated into English under the title More than One Life. Although a work of fiction, it is loosely based on her family, with her father as the main character. She came to believe that he was wronged both by his wife and by his children, and she wrote the book to right that wrong.

  


  Flash Revelations

  I have always been fascinated with how some people manage to reveal who they are in one instant—with one sentence or phrase or action—as if stripping naked for all to see.

  During Karen’s and my six-year courtship—for lack of a better word—the time came for me to meet her father Harold. Karen’s parents were divorced, and Harold lived in California with his second wife Mary, who was five years younger than Karen. It was during one of Harold and Mary’s rare visits to New York that Karen invited me to dinner at her apartment so that I could meet her father.

  As we were sitting in the living room sipping wine and munching hors d’oeuvres, Karen mentioned that McKinsey, the international management consulting firm for which she was one of over four hundred partners, had just elected its new managing director; this election happens once every four years. The managing director is elected by the firm’s directors, and because there are more than eighty offices around the world, McKinsey actually hires an outside firm to conduct the election. Describing the process, Karen jokingly said that it was almost tantamount to electing the pope. Harold immediately asked, “What do you mean by that?”

  Karen responded that just as the pope is elected by the cardinals, the managing director is elected by the firm’s directors. Harold rejoined, “Come on, you don’t really believe that the pope is elected by the cardinals, do you?” Karen and I exchanged glances and Karen asked her father, if not the cardinals, who then elects the pope? To which Harold responded, “Oh, no one elects the pope. It’s all cooked up in Washington by the CIA, and the cardinals are there just for show.” Karen and I exchanged glances once again, and I understood that I was not to argue with her father, not that I had any intention of doing so. Karen said, “Oh, I see,” and changed the subject. And so it happened that, within the first fifteen minutes of our acquaintance, I was able to form a very precise idea of my future father-in-law.
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  One other memorable instance of this phenomenon comes to mind. Sometime in the early 1980s I met Lise, who was an editor for either a publisher or a magazine, I do not recall. She was one of the rare women who wanted to remain friends even after the eros evaporated from our erotic friendship, and friends we did remain for many years. A very attractive woman, she had no shortage of gentleman callers. One of her paramours was someone she referred to as “businessman Bill,” because, she said, everything he touched turned to money. She was fond of him, yet I sensed a certain ambivalence. She wanted me to meet him and then tell her what I thought of him, so we arranged a dinner. The plan was that we’d meet at my place, have some wine and nibbles, and then go for dinner to Oenophylia, at the time one of the few fine restaurants on Columbus Avenue.

  On the given date, I bought some pâté and cheese at Zabar’s and pulled out of my wine rack the best bottle of Bordeaux I had. When they arrived, I could see why Lise liked businessman Bill. He was relaxed, unself-conscious, unpretentious, naturally confident, and self-assured, yet there was something warm and fuzzy about him. After a brief introduction, I opened the bottle of wine to let it breathe. Bill noticed the three wineglasses on the serving table and exclaimed, “Oh, I love wine! Could I taste some?” I responded that, naturally, that was what the wine was for.

  While we were still standing, Bill took the bottle and filled one glass with wine to the brim. Then he took the glass, raised it as if he wanted to say “à la vôtre,” brought it to his lips, and gulp-gulp-gulp-gulp until the glass was drained. Putting the glass on the table and looking at Lise while pointing at me, businessman Bill then proclaimed, “This is the best wine I ever had in my life. Lise, this man knows his wines!” And so before we even sat down, I had a pretty good idea who businessman Bill was.

  The next day Lise called me, thanked me profusely for my hospitality, and then said, “You don’t need to tell me anything. I saw it for myself.”

  [image: ]

  When I lived in Tehran, I met an Austrian fellow by the name of Gerhard on the ski slopes of the Alborz mountains; I no longer remember his surname. We met one drizzly afternoon because he and I were the only ones skiing the Poma lift, which was the only one still running: everyone else had either gone home or was drinking coffee at the midmountain lodge. After that rainy day, Gerhard and I met each other often at the slopes and enjoyed skiing together. During our chairlift rides up the mountain we conversed and found out basic information about each other. I learned that he was working for the local office of Ernst & Young, a large American accounting firm, that he had an Italian wife, that they had already been in Tehran three years—but that was all. Our acquaintance did not progress beyond skiing until one weekend, at the end of the ski season, Gerhard invited me to dinner at his house.

  It was a large house in an exclusive part of north Tehran, near Darban. Two servants were serving drinks and hors d’oeuvres, and I noticed a cook in the kitchen. As was the norm at the time in Tehran, the company was very cosmopolitan. There were two Ernst & Young colleagues of Gerhard’s, one American and one Iranian, both with their wives; a Swedish couple I remembered from the ski slopes; and one unattached Iranian lady. The person who stole the show, at least for me, was Gerhard’s wife Angelina. She was lovely in every sense of the word. She was vivacious, exuding joie de vivre from every pore, and moved about with astonishing grace. Yet everything about her seemed genuine, with nothing phony or affected. I was smitten. If she were not married, I would have launched the hottest of pursuits.

  When we repaired to the dining table, Gerhard and Angelina sat at opposite ends. Gerhard announced that the main course would be a rack of lamb. Then I noticed that he was surveying the table, as if looking for something. Not finding what he was looking for, he asked Angelina, “Ange, did you get the mint jelly?” With genuine sincerity, Angelina responded, “Oh, honey, I thought you were getting it as the store is right next to your office.” Now we all looked at Gerhard, and I saw an amazing change come over him. He straightened up in his chair, leaned forward, composed his features into an extremely stern expression, and, with his head tilted ever so slightly back, spoke loudly, slowly, and ever so distinctly: “Angelina, I am surprised at you. Have you forgotten about my recent promotion? Do you realize how many more responsibilities I now have? And you expect me to worry about mint jelly?”

  Unfazed, Angelina responded, “Oh, I am sorry, honey. So because of your promotion, we’ll just have to eat lamb without the mint.” As if on cue, all the guests chimed in. One said, “Oh, no problem, we don’t need the mint.” One of the wives added, “I never serve mint with lamb.” And on it went. I could see that Gerhard was not entirely happy with this turn of events, but he was smart enough to realize that the only course of action left for him was to go along with the general merriment. So he leaned back in his chair, relaxed his features, and proposed a toast to the fine evening and the fine company. The servants served a very tasty and succulent lamb, and the mint incident was soon forgotten. However, because of that single moment, I was able to find out in a flash what sort of person Gerhard was—something I would not have found out in a lifetime of skiing with him.
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  And then there are people’s reactions to my place of birth, which quickly reveal a good deal about them. Speaking with an accent, I am often asked where I am from. My stock reply is, “I was born in Prague.” The gamut of reactions to this piece of information runs from “Oh!” at the one end of the spectrum, to “Ah, Prague! Franz Kafka, Mozart, Don Giovanni, Rilke, ah, how I long to go to Prague!” at the other end. From time to time, out of pure mischief, I ask some of those whose reaction was “Oh!” if they know where Prague is. The responses have included “I’ve heard of it, but cannot quite place it”; “Is it in Europe or South America?”; “I think it’s in France”; “You got me there; I have no idea”; and so on.

  I believe I was handed an unfair advantage by being able to sort people out in a flash by their reaction to my place of birth, something I would not have had if I were born in Philadelphia.

  


  First Visit Home

  My first visit home since leaving for London in 1967 took place at Christmas of 1983. Some eight years after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, once the communist government considered the domestic situation sufficiently normalized, it started allowing some of those émigrés who escaped after the invasion to visit their families back home. But there was a hitch: before applying for a visa, the emigrant had to “rectify” his or her citizenship, which had been marred by escaping (or, as was my case, not returning to) the occupied country.

  In practice, this rectifying amounted to paying the government of communist Czechoslovakia for the free education we had received, since most of the people who had escaped had university degrees. At the time, the government calculated the cost of university education to be around $5,000. This was certainly not a grand sum, but the principle of caving in to the communist government bothered many people. Many in the Czech expatriate community condemned those who paid that price to visit their aged parents. I am not sure what I would have done if I had faced that decision.

  Those of us who had become US citizens were spared that dilemma. For some reason, the communist government honored a 1927 treaty between the United States and Czechoslovakia, which provided for an automatic loss of the original citizenship should a national of one of the two countries become a citizen of the other country. Therefore, once I became a US citizen, my Czechoslovak citizenship was automatically void, and, consequently, because it didn’t exist, it could not be rectified.

  I became a US citizen in 1977, which, coincidently, was the year of Charter 77, a Czech manifesto written by dissidents calling for the communist government to honor the human and civil rights provisions of the Helsinki Accords, which, among other countries, had been recently signed by Czechoslovakia. Since, as a signatory of the charter, my mother was not allowed to visit me, I started applying for a visa to visit Czechoslovakia beginning in 1978, and then each year thereafter. On each of those applications, under “reason for the visit” I checked “tourism.” And each time, I received a terse notice from the Czechoslovak Embassy in Washington, DC, informing me that my application was denied.

  In 1983, I checked “other” and, in the box below, wrote “visit of my mother who is recovering from breast cancer surgery.” In due course, I received a notice from the embassy stating that my visa application was being processed and asking me to send in my passport so it could be stamped with an entrance visa. A week later I had in my hand a passport stamped with a visa for a stay of up for two weeks in Czechoslovakia, valid for the next six months.

  It was early in December, so I called my mother and told her that I was coming home for Christmas. Naturally, I was excited at the prospect of seeing my mother and other friends I had not seen in nearly seventeen years, but I was also more than a little apprehensive. After all, I was going to a lawless totalitarian country in which I had been sentenced in absentia to four years of hard labor for the crime of not returning after my exit visa had expired. My US citizenship supposedly voided that sentence, but who knows what could happen? Had I disappeared in some labor camp, I didn’t think the United States would start World War III for my sake.

  Meanwhile, after she signed Charter 77, my mother was subject to the same kind of harassment as was visited on all of its signatories: her driver’s license was impounded, her phone was disconnected, and she was frequently interrogated. The preferred time for the police to take her in for interrogation was between 3 and 4 a.m. Worst of all, for several months after issuance of the charter, a policeman was stationed 24 hours a day on the landing outside the front door of her apartment, monitoring her and her visitors’ comings and goings. During the first year after the charter was published, my mother was interrogated once or twice a week; gradually, the frequency of these sessions decreased. Eventually, her driver’s license was given back to her and her phone was reconnected as well. But the secret police continued to watch her.

  So much for the background, and now let me describe my visit. I arrived in Prague on December 21. On our way home from the airport, my mother told me what had happened before I arrived. About a week earlier, two secret police agents had paid her a visit. She knew one of them from her prior interrogations. She found it unusual that this time they were exceedingly polite and even brought her a bouquet of flowers. When they asked to come in, my mother showed them to the living room.

  They sat down and the conversation went like this:

  “I bet you are glad that we have allowed your son to come for a visit.”

  “Yes, I am very glad that you did,” responded my mother.

  “I bet you are looking forward to his visit, yes?”

  “Yes, I am very much looking forward to it.”

  “Well, you know, just because we gave him a visa doesn’t mean that we’ll let him come in.”

  “Oh, really? I didn’t know that,” said my mother.

  “Oh, yes, there were those who flew in and we sent them right back where they came from.”

  “So what do you want from me?” asked my mother.

  “Once your son arrives, we’d like to come and have a word with him.”

  At this point, my mother told me that what made her consent to their request was the thought of my eighty-three-year-old father whom I had not seen in almost seventeen years and whom I might not ever see again if I don’t come at this time. Although divorced since 1945, my parents were on friendly terms. The agents knew when I was arriving, so they suggested they would visit the day after Christmas at 10:30 a.m., a quite civilized time. This is what, in the spirit of “guess who’s coming to dinner,” my mother told me on our drive home from the airport.

  Concerned about this turn of events, on the morning of the next day, before going to visit my father, I went to the US Embassy. I told the receptionist that I was worried about my safety and would like to talk to an official to whom I could explain why. It was a slow day at the embassy, and it so happened that the new US ambassador Bill Luers and his wife Wendy had arrived a few days earlier and were just settling in. The receptionist called the ambassador, and, in short order, I was talking to Bill Luers, relating what I had learned from my mother. Mr. Luers was well acquainted with Charter 77 and had high respect for its signatories; he thanked me for the information and asked if I was free to come for dinner the next day. And so on the third night of my visit, I was dining with the US ambassador and his wife at their residence in the Dejvice section of Prague.

  Dinner was very informal, just the three of us, but we were served by a Czech butler, which for me precluded any political discussion. There was no question in my mind that the butler was an agent of the secret police, but I wasn’t sure if this was also clear to Bill Luers. I soon learned that it was not, when Bill started asking me questions about my mother’s involvement with Charter 77.

  I responded in the most innocuously vague terms, and when the butler was not in the room, I rolled my eyes and then looked in the direction of the door through which he was coming and going. I then suggested that it would be nice if, after dinner, Bill and I would take a stroll in the garden. In addition to the fact that the butler was working for the secret police, I was also sure that the room was bugged. Bill finally understood my concerns, and we spent the rest of the dinner talking about my four years in Tehran and my take on the Iranian Revolution. After dinner, we put on our coats and walked to the garden.

  Once in the garden, I told Bill my concerns about the butler and the bugged dining room. He had eventually understood my suspicions, but at the same time thought that they might be a trifle exaggerated. I told him to not underestimate the efficacy of the Czech secret police. Bill then asked me if I had any idea how he, meaning the US Embassy, could be helpful to the dissident movement. I responded that as far as I knew, the items most coveted by the dissidents were copy machines. Most of the time they were reduced to copying pamphlets on typewriters using carbon paper, because the government saw to it that copiers were simply not available in communist Czechoslovakia. Bill was familiar with the samizdat publishing—clandestine and passed hand to hand—so he understood the problem. He then thanked me for the suggestion and, upon my leaving, asked me to see him at the embassy after my meeting with the secret police and report on what had transpired.

  By the time I got back to my mother’s apartment it was close to midnight, but she wanted to hear about my dinner. When I told her about the Czech butler serving us, our conversation in the garden, and how the ambassador thought that my concerns were exaggerated, my mother rolled her eyes at the naïveté of Western politicians; she then told me that when I next see the ambassador I should tell him to be extra careful about the copiers, because she was certain that the garden was bugged too.

  After a pleasant few days with my mother over Christmas, the morning after arrived. At 10:30 sharp, the doorbell rang and the two agents came in. Once again, they brought a bouquet of flowers and were extremely polite. Despite my mother’s protests, they took off their shoes and walked in to the living room in their socks. We shook hands and sat down. My mother and I had decided to not offer them anything, so we sat around an empty coffee table.

  One of the agents remarked how happy I must be to visit my hometown after such a long time. I nodded, saying nothing. The agent continued, “If there is anything we could do, Mr. Architect, to make your stay here more pleasant, such as giving you tickets to a hockey game, or arranging a tour of a brewery, we’d be only too pleased to do that for you.”

  The scene looked surreal; I felt like an actor in a Václav Havel play. The break came when my mother excused herself. The moment she left the room, one of the agents turned to me and said, “Mr. Architect, we’d like to talk to you without your mother present. Could we meet in a nearby restaurant at a time of your choosing?”
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