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  For Leo

  As I waded through the snow still sifting down onto the beautiful town of Kostelec, I wondered how to arrange things so the two girls wouldn’t collide. For it was clear how Marie would decide: when a girl says she has to think something over, she’s thought it over already.

  I trudged back to town in the empty night, up to my knees in snow. A star that would not be blacked out hung over the castle tower, and I was blissfully happy. It looked like a swell season was about to begin.

  —Josef Škvorecký, The Swell Season

  Billy Hoyle: “Guy said I couldn’t score. Called me a honky motherfucker.”

  Sidney Deane: “You are a honky motherfucker.”

  Billy Hoyle: “But I can score…”

  —Ron Shelton, White Men Can’t Jump


  Author’s Note

  A COUPLE OF DISCLAIMERS are, inevitably, in order.

  First, throughout the text, words and phrases appear in Czech, a language the author managed not to learn in his two years in Prague, despite the formal and informal efforts of many people. Czech is a tricky language, or so the author has been told, and he cut his losses after learning how to order beer. Accordingly, he apologizes in advance for anticipated errors of grammar and usage in the Czech phrases used herein. For that matter, he apologizes for such errors in the English phrases, too.

  Second, this is a true story, in the sense that all of the people described in it are real and the events really happened in the order and manner portrayed—more or less. Some names have been changed. It is also, however, an account of the author’s athletic and romantic adventures when he was substantially younger, and if you expect such an account to be free of some significant embellishment, you probably expect too much. Memories fade over a decade and things said and done compete with things one wishes were said and done. Nonetheless, the author tried to be as true as he could to the events as they happened, and nothing herein is made up. If it were, things might have ended differently. Certainly, he would have been taller.


  Prologue: Chasing Something like the Dream

  IN FEBRUARY OF 1994, when I was twenty-three, I decided to move to Prague, the capital of the still-in-transition Czech Republic, to try and join a Czech professional basketball team. I didn’t have much of a clue what I was doing—I wasn’t positive, for example, that there were any Czech professional basketball teams—and the endeavor seemed right on the border of audacious and dumb. It also promised to be more challenging than anything I’d yet tried in my nascent and resolutely unremarkable young adulthood. But it seemed important, in some transitional way, to not be afraid to attempt something hard, even if it was a little bit crazy, and I wanted to see how far hoop and I could go.

  To prepare, I sought the advice of the toughest man I knew, and one who happened to be Czech: a formidable septuagenarian and Holocaust survivor named Jan Wiener. By the time he was my age, Jan had attended the death of his father, escaped an Italian concentration camp, and, after being recaptured in northern Italy, hanging by his forearms from the undercarriage of a train, had eaten one of the camp dogs. After his liberation, Jan joined the Czech resistance in London and flew bombers back over Prague.

  Needless to say, these trials surpassed my own.

  Jan was living in my small hometown in western Massachusetts, where he worked as a cross-country ski instructor and maintained local-legend status. He went back to Prague every October to teach classes at Charles University—I’d actually sat in on one the previous year—and as my new plan took shape, I’d begun charting his movements across town, hoping to receive his counsel. Jan had indulged my inquiries before, and when I’d settled on a plan, I sought his endorsement.

  It was deep in the New England winter, and the narrow driveway that curved through the woods to Jan’s home was banked with snow. I skidded up in my Ford Festiva and gathered my thoughts. A sizable white husky sat outside Jan’s garage, staring at me with reserved indifference. It looked like the kind of dog that came with a military option, that you didn’t want to be on the wrong side of, that if it were otherwise motivated, my Festiva would provide about as much protection as the helicopter had for the pilot in Jaws II.

  But Jan had apparently put the word out, and the husky just blinked its blue eyes as I passed. Smoke rose steadily from the chimney into the gray sky, and Jan met me at the open garage door. Close up, he looked a lot like the husky: the same piercing blue eyes, the same close-cropped white hair, the same reserved strength. A heavy punching bag hung from a hook in the garage behind him. Jan looked like the kind of man who did not mess around. I suspected that he’d built his own house with wood he’d chopped out of the forest, probably with the dog’s help, and knew each knot and plank in his walls. I had no doubt that, even in his seventies, he could beat the shit out of me.

  We sat by the fire and he made tea. We talked generally about Prague—the alleys of the Old Town, the hidden courtyards near the Bethlehem Chapel, the small, wooded island in the Vltava where, after the war, Jan had open-air sex with an anonymous beauty. “She said, ‘Pin me up like a butterfly,’ ” said Jan, smiling at the memory. “So I did.”

  I asked for—and he told again, a little wearily—his own stories of death, incarceration, escape, and eventual triumph; stories that were as dramatic as any Hollywood thriller, indeed even more so for being true. Jan had told them a thousand times, but still told them like a pro, and by the end I felt energized enough to broach the subject of my own adventure. I told him I was going back to Prague, to see if I could find a basketball team and join it for a year. I told him how I’d been struggling since graduation, not sure what to do with myself, not sure how to grow up. Now I’d settled on a mission, made a plan. Basketball in a foreign country. Character-building adversity. Ambassadorship-type stuff. A future that held hardships, border-crossings, and maybe, if I was lucky, girls who said “Pin me up.”

  Jan listened patiently and sipped his tea. I got the sense that this wasn’t the first mission he’d heard about, and somewhere down low on the list of importance. His eyes took on the same reserved indifference as the dog outside. Eventually, I said what I felt like I could say, hearing as I outlined it what a childish, inconsequential plan it was. He’s talking about life and death, and I’m talking about running off in my sneakers to play a game. I had visions of another summer of bartending, and my heart began to sink. Jan remained impassive. Having failed to secure an endorsement, it was time for me to leave.

  I was at the door, keys in hand, when Jan took me by the shoulder and fixed his blue eyes on me. “David,” he said, flexing his fingers on my arm and nodding toward some difficult future. “Don’t back out.”

  I swallowed hard. Don’t back out. Holy shit. There it was, I thought—a straight-up challenge from a Holocaust survivor. He got it. He got what I was talking about. Sure, it wasn’t World War II, but there were trials to be endured. And he’d said, “Don’t back out.” That kind of challenge, from that kind of man, wasn’t going to come along too often.

  “I won’t,” I said, and meant it. We shook hands; Jan’s grip was firm and controlled, the grip of a man at ease with himself. I thanked him and went out to the Festiva, nodding in solidarity at the husky. We were on the same page now. The Beastie Boys’ Licensed to Ill was in the cassette deck, and I gunned the engine in time with the opening horns of “Brass Monkey,” feeling like it was a soundtrack, like things were really, finally, beginning. I checked the rearview mirror, hit the gas, and immediately skidded the tail end of the car up over the low snowbank at the edge of Jan’s garage and onto his small, pristine lawn.

  When I got out to push on the fender, I saw Jan watching from his kitchen window. He looked concerned. I gave him the thumbs up. Mission accepted.

  It was months before I figured out that when Jan had said, “Don’t back out,” he had not meant “of this formative life challenge.” He had meant “of my driveway.”


  Part One:

  The Walk-On


  The New Central European Identity

  THIS STORY ACTUALLY begins a year earlier, in the summer of 1993. I was twenty-two years old, newly possessed of a bachelor’s degree in English, and a little lost when it came to what to do next. I hadn’t graduated with much of a plan—certainly not one as methodical as my college roommate’s, which was to return to his hometown, get a job as a high school history teacher, marry his girlfriend, and coach soccer. To me, that sounded pretty good—I’d seen his girlfriend—and I was jealous of his sense of purpose. My idea of “a sense of purpose” had been to fall in love with a pretty brown-haired girl from St. Louis just six weeks before graduation. After the ceremonies, she’d moved back home, rolling her eyes a little at my baroque overtures, and I found out how humid the Midwest got in June and, simultaneously, how fickle and regenerative a twenty-two-year-old heart could be.

  Other options were unappealing. With growing postgraduate dread, I had taken the Law School Admission Test. The score that resulted seemed to reflect some kind of luck more than it did aptitude. I also took the Graduate Record Exam, and would probably have taken the civil service exam if I could have figured out where and when it was offered. (In 1993, figuring out the scheduling seemed like the first part of the civil service exam.) My LSAT results meant that the odds of acceptance to law school were pretty good, and I took that as a sign to wait a year or so before applying. At the time, law school—or any other school—felt like some sort of surrender, and it seemed to me, vaguely, through an inflated sense of destiny, that the early twenties presented a window of opportunity, a window within which it was still possible to undertake tremendously questionable adolescent things, but this time as a putative adult.

  The idea of this window became, of course, a means by which to delay thoughts of a more realistic future—a mental destination in its own right—and I thought about it often while not exactly leaping through it. While waiting for fall to arrive, I hung around the sweltering hills of western Massachusetts, serving daiquiris to tourists, and dreaming of audacious ways to delay becoming a lawyer. And then I got an idea: Why not move to Prague, the gilded capital of the Czech Republic, and try to play basketball professionally?

  There. Talk about a sense of purpose. Was this how Louden Swain felt in Vision Quest when he decided to wrestle Brian Shute?

  Czech basketball. I’d never heard of a Czech basketball player, either in college or the NBA. How good could they be? Maybe I’d even get paid.

  As postgraduate ideas went, this one had some legs. There were at least four factors in the “plus” column: (1) I’d spent a weekend in Prague during a six-week junior year abroad backpacking trip, and had liked it then; it had a languid, timeworn beauty to its buildings, which contrasted with the energy and turbulence of its transitional population (plus, it was cheap); (2) I’d written my college thesis on “The New Central European Identity,” an identity I’d conjured from the published essays of my senior thesis advisor, who rather compassionately gave the paper an A; (3) I’d been cut, two years in a row, from the Boston College men’s basketball team during walk-on tryouts; and (4) I didn’t have a better idea. Of the thesis, my advisor had said, in our last student/advisor meeting, “I hope you’ll keep studying so that eventually you’ll understand how naive this paper is.” The equipment manager who gave the walk-ons our practice jerseys said, “You’re too short.”

  In the “minus” column, there were some obvious, and significant, obstacles. I didn’t speak Czech or know anybody, Czech or otherwise, living in Prague. For that matter, I didn’t know anyone else who’d even visited Prague. I wasn’t entirely sure if they had basketball leagues there, much less professional leagues. Assuming they did, I didn’t know if foreigners were allowed to play. Bravado aside, I had no idea how good the teams in these professional leagues might be (if they existed), or if I was really good enough to make one (if that was allowed). And I didn’t have much money. As obstacles went, these seemed noteworthy.

  Most of my friends and classmates were off on more practical paths, moving to New York, or back to Boston, to be paralegals or stockbrokers. I’d dropped off an application at the New England Aquarium in Boston for a job that involved putting on a wet suit and cleaning the central shark tank. Even that seemed more practical than the idea of playing professional basketball in Europe. I needed to suck it up and do something. The time to get serious was coming, if it wasn’t already here. There was a limit to how far you could get modeling your life choices on the plots of movies like Oxford Blues.

  Still, I was looking for distractions, and as distractions went, being a European basketball vagabond sounded pretty good. The utter lack of a framework to make it work didn’t stop me, day in and day out, from heading to the courts and working on my game. And then, almost threateningly, a framework started to appear. One day, in the local bookstore, my mother pointed to a small man with a white handlebar mustache and a straight back. “That’s Jan Wiener,” she said, half-mockingly, of the man who would become my unwitting inspiration. “He’s Czech. You should talk to him about your future.”

  I approached him by the nonfiction section and introduced myself. “I’m thinking of going to Prague,” I said, “to study Central Europe. I wrote my thesis on ‘The New Central European Identity.’” I wanted Jan Wiener to think of me as a serious person (actually, I wanted somebody to think of me as a serious person), so I left out the more unlikely aspects of what I’d begun to refer to, vaguely, as “my plan.” The educational benefits of “cultural exchange” seemed more respectable. And anyway, it was hard to imagine that there’d be repercussions.

  Jan Wiener smiled benignly and said, “I teach a class at Charles University. If you’re there in the fall, you can come by and sit in on my classes.”

  As that first postgraduate summer drew to an end, with little movement on other fronts, I gave that casual offer significant weight. August became September, the summer tourists turned into fall tourists, and my parents began to eye me warily. College friends were by then leasing cars, renting apartments, and going out to clubs where female bartenders poured shots of tequila down giant ice blocks into waiting mouths. I was passing the time parking cars, watching The Commish, and pining after a parade of circumscribed local girls. They wanted little to do with me, which made me pine for them even more.

  I considered my situation: I’d doubled my savings over the summer. My game felt pretty tight. Jan Wiener was holding a place for me at Charles University. Real life could wait. The time had come to take the show, such as it was, on the road.

  • • •

  FLASH FORWARD ONE year to September 1994. I was on a plane, in a middle seat, between a young woman with cheeks streaked by mascara and an older lady to whom I’d offered my peanuts. The young woman had been crying under the brim of her baseball hat since we’d left Boston. Beneath us, there was nothing but clouds and the flat gray Atlantic.

  Between October 1993 and the following September, I’d been back and forth to Prague twice on reconnaissance missions, living in hostels, never staying longer than a few months, always about half an hour from jumping into a cab, going straight to the airport, and coming home. They were ridiculous trips. Sometimes I’d go for days without speaking to anyone. Other times I’d hear someone speaking English and follow them around. One March night during my second trip, unable to sleep, I’d left my echoing, rented apartment and gone in search of a telephone. I found one hidden in the locked-off foyer of what seemed like an abandoned megaplex. The dearth of telephones was one of Prague’s eccentricities; in the early 1990s the waiting list for a private telephone line was allegedly a year long, and cell phones were still prohibitively expensive. The public phones ran on large octagonal coins or flimsy phone cards which seemed perpetually demagnetized. I’d fed a pocketful of coins into the phone, gotten a dial tone, and called my mother, waiting out an endless umbilical cord of numbers (the international phone number followed by a sixteen-digit calling card code), and then, finally, hearing her faraway voice.

  “Mom,” I’d said, trying to keep the panic out of my voice, “I’m in Prague.”

  She’d known that, of course, but still sounded a little dubious, like she’d thought maybe I’d really just gone down the road to a friend’s house. And it had sort of felt like that at times—a temporary and misguided sojourn, rather than an organized reconnaissance effort. Still, the trips had helped establish some things. Notably:

  (1) The lack of language skills was an impediment, but not an insurmountable one. Turns out that there were, by some estimates, about forty thousand young Americans making their way through Prague in 1993 and 1994. They taught English, started literary magazines and Tex-Mex restaurants, and crowded Prague’s dark hospodas and grand, cobblestoned squares. You couldn’t fall down without hitting one, something I learned by doing. They wore scarves and wool beanies and were often recognizable by their Adidas. They had even acquired their own acronym: YAPs, short for Young Americans in Prague.

  (2) Prague had basketball teams. It had taken me about a month to even catch sight of a hoop, and even longer to find a pickup game. One night toward the end of my last trip, one of the Czech pickup players arranged a scrimmage between a group of expats and a local Prague club team. The expats met at a metro stop called Náme ˇstí Míru and hiked to a huge gymnasium complex on a green hill in the Vinohrady neighborhood, about a half-mile behind the National Museum. I’d been on fire that night, drilling threes and breaking Czech ankles, and at the pivnice afterward, one of the club players said—it was a joke, really—“You should come play with us next season.”

  • • •

  THE OLDER LADY hadn’t pulled the plastic off of her little red blanket/pillow combo pack but I’d opened mine. The pillow was soft and the blanket was warm but not so big; I had the sides tucked around my legs and had to crunch to get the upper edge even halfway up my chest. It was frustrating.

  I focused instead on the larger challenge at hand. “You should come play with us next season,” the guy had said. I hadn’t gotten the details; his name, or the name of his team, likely contract terms, or a clear grasp of eligibility rules. Still, I felt confident that they would be there, and that when I asked, they would say yes.

  Please be there. Please say yes.

  • • •

  I GUESS AN important question to address at this point is: Was I any good? All this talk about vision quests and trials of the self wouldn’t mean much if I couldn’t play ball. So how good a basketball player was I? Like most things, the answer varied, depending on who you asked. For example, I thought I was the best ballplayer I knew intimately—maybe even the best player I’d ever showered with, if I didn’t count my dad. I was good enough to start for two years at point guard in high school, make some local All-Star teams, not embarrass myself too much at Division One walk-on tryouts, and lead the Oxford Blues seconds squad to an undefeated season as a JYA show-off in England. My dad, a small-college two guard, had bequeathed to me the traits found in gym rats everywhere: a respect for fundamentals, earnestness, and knee burns. A healthy amount of delusion. I was a decent shooter, a slasher who liked to pass. I hung twenty-four points on Wahconah Regional as a senior point guard for the Lenox High Millionaires, in a game where we scored only forty-four points total and lost by thirty, and won player-of-the-game honors over Wahconah’s All-County forward, who went on to be a Division III star. At walk-on tryouts as a college freshman, after I got dunked on by the starting power forward, a six-foot-seven senior named Doug Able, my dad gave me a T-shirt that said LAST CUT—BIG EAST on it, even though there was only one cut.

  • • •

  THE OLDER LADY licked her index finger and poked it into the salty creases of the empty peanut packet.

  It could get cold in Prague. The team I was going to find hadn’t looked very well funded in our one scrimmage. Maybe I wouldn’t be getting paid. I might be back in that mildewing hostel on Wenceslas Square, surrounded by snoring, beer-soaked Germans, or worse: I might be on the street. The older lady looked grandmotherly. I had a good track record with grandmothers. She had smiled and thanked me when I offered her my peanuts. A blanket was one of the many things I hadn’t packed, and her blanket/pillow package looked just the right size to fit in my backpack. Maybe I should take it.

  Wait.

  Discipline would be paramount if this mission was going to succeed. In Vision Quest, Louden Swain threw away the buns for his burgers and wore that shiny tracksuit to keep his weight down, even though people made fun of him. He had a goal. I had a goal, too, and mine, which had seemed so far away before, was now almost within my grasp. I went over the plan again: hit the ground, find a room for the night, drop my bags, and start to scour Prague 3 for the gym where we’d played the Czech team months earlier. Prague 3 wasn’t a big neighborhood and my pre-trip training had included a lot of running. I intended to run through the streets until I found a game. Discipline. Basketball was the thing I’d done longer than anything else. It had outlasted all of my romances (and occasionally been the cause of their collapse), and had provided the clearest moments of joy, and also of misery, of anything that I’d done in my twenty-three years.

  On the plane, with the girl crying again and my own tiny airline blanket riding up my ankles, I remembered my father rolling around on our living-room floor on a Saturday morning in the mid-1970s as the Bullets beat the Sonics in the NBA finals. I remembered heating up during a tournament in England and scoring forty-three points, and then talking my dad through every shot from the pay phone across the street at some exorbitant cost, something like 50 pence a minute. And I remembered one Celtics–Sixers game at the Spectrum toward the end of Dr. J’s career, the kind of game that those Celts teams always won in a condescending or unjust fashion. Doc was old and his legs were gone, and the Celts were up by two with three seconds left, poised to slide that blade in just a little deeper, and Barkley with his barrel thighs, playing like a young bull—he might have even been a rookie—tied up that chump McHale for a jump ball in the Boston end. Barkley won it (of course) and back-tipped it to Doc, who cranked up an awkward three at the buzzer, and Doc couldn’t shoot threes to save his life, but this one hit nothing but net. And my dad and I jumped into each other’s arms in our living room as the Sixers mobbed Doc on the Garden floor, and we screamed and laughed and raced out into the driveway for an early spring one-on-one. And we weren’t even Sixers fans.

  I could think of plenty of times like that, when basketball had seemed to provide the medium, the context, for the only things that had ever really mattered.

  I was trying to stuff the grandmother’s blanket/pillow combo into my backpack when she reached for it. “That’s mine,” she said.

  “Oh,” I said.

  What an idiot. You can’t take your own airplane blanket off the plane, much less someone else’s. We weren’t even to Brussels yet.

  “Uh, of course.” I put the packet back on the floor by her feet and tried to project confused innocence. Damn it. Maybe she’d think I was Belgian.

  I resumed watching the white-cheeked girl cry. She’d been weepy since she’d kissed her boyfriend good-bye at the gate—he’d turned his own baseball cap backwards for her. She was pretty, and pretty young. I felt old at twenty-three. She had a Walkman and a cassette case that said SPAIN in rainbow colors on her tray table. I stared at her until she stopped crying.

  “So,” I said, “Spain.”

  She was a junior at Wesleyan, going to Barcelona for a semester if she could bear it. Right then she was doubtful. “It’s so long,” she said, looking out of the plane window and drawing out the “so” like a beagle.

  No shit. Ever since college, I felt like I’d been living in that temporal wormhole, where everything seemed like it would either never happen or was happening right that moment. Sometimes it was the same thing, both never and immediate. This girl would never get to Spain.

  She started to cry again, quietly. I wanted to cheer us up. I considered telling her about my adventure, about how it was supposed to happen. Find the team, join the team, and set the world on fire. Nail down a purpose in life and never doubt again. I thought, too, about telling her how, if it all fell apart, we could each just go home, go back to Wesleyan or to the law school that was holding a place for me, return to the girl in the thick Midwest and the guy in the baseball hat, forget the whole thing.

  That might make us both feel better.

  When I was at walk-on tryouts as a sophomore, I almost got dunked on by a scholarship point guard named Howard Eisley, who went on to enjoy a solid NBA career as a backup. My walk-on squad was playing two-three zone defense while the scholarship players used us to run their offensive sets. Eisley had taken a skip pass on the wing, juked the block defender, and driven baseline, and I’d slid down from my elbow position to challenge him. I had a split second to decide what to do, and I thought, Should I jump? If I jump, I’m going to get dunked on again, and probably get hurt, and it won’t even matter if I get hurt, but Howard Eisley might get hurt and he’s on scholarship. And at the last second, after I had committed to throwing myself in Eisley’s path and getting posterized, he whipped a behind-the-back pass to a star freshman named Billy Curley, who was cutting down the lane, and I realized that my moment of truth was utterly irrelevant to Eisley’s decision making—that he was playing a different game entirely, playing on a higher plane, about five steps ahead of me.

  So, in the context of a continuum of basketball players, if Jordan was a ten, then Eisley was maybe a seven, and terrible guys like Greg Kite and Granville Waiters were probably fives or sixes, and they were still NBA professionals. Put Greg Kite on a court with the nine best players I knew and he’d score fifty. I played a lot, but I hadn’t even made the Boston College team. On the real-world continuum, I was probably a two. A three, maybe, if it was a bell curve.

  I told the white-cheeked girl about Eisley, and about how I wasn’t sure, as a mere two or three on the basketball continuum, if it was really reasonable to even be on the plane, deferring admission to law school yet again, to move to Prague to try to keep playing a sport I was never going to be really great at. Was it? About how, no matter how many doubts I had, it was too late, and I should just tamp that shit down, see if I could get above a four and see what happened. She could survive a semester in Barcelona; try a winter in Prague with rudimentary language skills and a little man on your shoulder, alternately whispering grow up and give it up over and over again. Jesus. What if absolutely everything fell into place—which was never going to happen—and then I turned my ankle?

  The white-cheeked girl didn’t answer. She’d fallen asleep.


  The Hotel Olšanka

  ON MY LAST trip to Prague, I’d been staying with some Americans in a basement apartment in an area of Prague called Hradčanská. One of them had applied to a Western-style graduate school called Central European University, which had just opened a small campus in the Prague 3 neighborhood. Virtually all of the students in each CEU class came, through funding provided by George Soros’s Open Society Institute, from former Soviet Bloc countries, but there was room in each class for a limited number of Westerners to enroll each year. My roommate was one of two Westerners admitted to the international relations program for the 1994–95 academic year.

  It had sounded exotic. I was interested in international relations, generally. Who wasn’t? And what better environment could there be than a class whose demographics might look like a conflict map? Tuition for the one-year program was only $8,000, and my roommate, apparently without much effort, had been offered a half scholarship. I had yet to hook up with a basketball team and needed a reason to stay in Prague that didn’t feel like drifting, so I filled out my own CEU application and put it in the mail. It felt good to do something, and I figured there was no chance of it happening, but if it did, at least I’d have a friend in the program. Then my friend decided to withdraw his admission and left to move in with his girlfriend in San Francisco. I was accepted in his place. Classes started the first week of October. I went home to pack and fret.

  • • •

  MY PLANE LANDED at Prague’s Ruzyne Airport on September 5, 1994. Customs was intimidating but perfunctory—bored soldiers with guns standing in a hallway, in a place that had yet to transition from the era in which ordinary people didn’t break the rules. Like much of Prague, the airport was slowly adjusting to the country’s new open borders. In one central atrium, you could still get a ticket and leave your luggage on a shelf for a week.

  I lugged my bags to a cab and gave the address for the CEU building, which I hoped to use as some sort of base. A half-hour later we pulled up next to a squat cement edifice in Prague 3. Huge tarps covered the western portion of the building; the architecture of the eastern portion resembled Boston’s City Hall, a brutalist modern nightmare of square layers on top of columns. Men in dusty blue overalls carried plates of mortar and jackhammers around the outside of the ground floor. The words hotel OLŠANKA were visible on a tarp-covered wall. It was the same abandoned megaplex from which I’d called my mom six months earlier, now undergoing a facelift. I looked for the pay phone I’d used as the cab pulled up to the curb, but it was gone, ripped out of the wall.

  It was midday and sunny, and I was running on adrenaline. I dropped my duffel bags and trudged to the front of the Hotel Olšanka to look up the street. I unfolded a wide map of the city and traced an outline of Prague 3. The Hotel Olšanka sat at the intersection of Ondřičkova and Táboritská avenues, on a tram line, next to a sprawling cemetery. Three blocks up Ondřičkova and six down Polská, my map showed what looked like the oblong bull’s-eye of, perhaps, an outdoor track, marked SOKOL KRALOVSKE VINOHRADY.

  Sokol was the Czech word for “falcon.” It was also the name of a social health and self-improvement movement incorporating aspects of gymnastics and aerobic exercise and dating from the mid-1800s. Before World War II, the sokol organizers had provided a sort of Olympic quadrennial in Prague’s Strahov Stadium—at the time, the largest stadium in Europe—where athletes from around the country would perform synchronized exercise routines in a national celebration. The gatherings were banned under Communist rule, but unofficial meetings continued in gymnasiums and parks. In the summer of 1994, Strahov had welcomed back the first post–Cold War sokol celebration, attended by tens of thousands of limber Czechs.

  Most neighborhoods had their own sokol fitness centers, athletic fiefdoms spread throughout the city like YMCAs for health-conscious Czechs. Kralovske Vinohrady—the Royal Vineyards—was the historic name of half of Prague 3, the other being Žižkov. So, Sokol Kralovske Vinohrady—an athletic complex? I looked up Ondřičkova, past the enormous Žižkov Broadcasting Tower built by the Communists in the late 1980s, allegedly to jam revolutionary signals coming into Czechoslovakia from Radio Free Europe. The Tower looked like a cross between the Space Needle and a super soaker; it was so tall that you could see it from almost anywhere in Prague, a modern monstrosity in a city of spires. I’d heard Czechs call it “the finger of Communism.” This finger pointed toward the future.

  • • •

  I DROPPED MY bags in a storage closet in one of CEU’s administrative offices, where a disorganized staff was scrambling to comfort a Balkan Noah’s Ark of arrivees, and headed up Ondřičkova. It was getting late in the afternoon and I wasn’t exactly sure where I would be sleeping that night, but I wanted to see if I was in the right general area. I hadn’t changed clothes since Boston, and in the early September heat my underwear was beginning to chafe. I smelled not dissimilar to my surroundings. Beneath the Žižkov Tower, hundred-year-old graves stood in the shadows of elephant legs. I crossed onto Polská, a curving cobblestoned street lined with residential buildings turning gold in the afternoon sun. Like the rest of Prague 3, the area around Polská was shielded from the tourists and pickpockets on Václavské naměstí by the formidable edifice of the National Museum. At the top of Polská, the apartment buildings cleared and a large sprawling park came into sight. My guidebook said this was Riegrovy Sady, the Rieger’s Garden Park, a favorite with dog-walkers and beer drinkers—demographics which covered most of the population of Prague. I followed along the park’s edge, which rose and turned into a driveway and then terminated at the entrance to a massive complex—Sokol Kralovske Vinohrady, home of . . . what? Whom?

  These would have been good questions to ask in April.

  The building was enormous. The lights were off. The thick iron double doors were locked. I peered in through one of the small, reinforced windows, wire mesh embedded inside its heavy glass pane. In the fading light of the late afternoon, the inside of the building looked as silent and dusty as a tomb.

  I walked back down Ondřičkova to the CEU campus, slightly dejected and more than slightly ripe. The Hotel Olšanka was across the city from the castle and hostels and friends I’d found the previous spring, and things felt a little disorienting. My expat bona fides were barely above tourist level, and Prague 3 was a total mystery, from the neo-gothic Church of St. Ludmila at naměstí Míru to the enormous cemeteries next to Hotel Olšanka. There were no expat pubs in Prague 3, at least none that I knew of, no law firms with their cascading lucre, no Derby, no Red Hot, no Globe. Nowhere, in short, to connect.

  In 1994, Prague was a city with precious few working telephone lines, and if you didn’t already have one, they were impossible to get. Cell phones and PDAs were unavailable, at least to the people I knew. Instead, the cafés and pubs and theaters and sprawling squares with their gilded landmarks provided a sort of social latticework that in other places was made redundant by the grid. Someone would say “Meet me at the Horse at four on Thursday” (meaning the statue of Prince Wenceslas on his horse that overlooked the long eponymous square in central Prague) or “Derby at nine?” And when they said it, they would mean it. Once made, plans couldn’t really be changed. If you missed a rendezvous at Radost at 8:00 P.M., weeks could go by before you’d see that person again.

  On my previous fact-finding mission, I’d made some friends among the thousands of expats floating through Prague. I’d roomed for several weeks with three guys from San Francisco who had moved to Prague with a glossy prospectus, financing from someone’s older brother, and the aim of establishing a copy shop—the prospectus said “business center”—to service Prague’s suddenly booming corporate needs. They called their company CHeK Group International, after the first letters of their surnames, and they lived in a basement apartment in the Hradčanská district of Prague 6.

  By the end of that trip, the C and K had given up and gone home, frustrated by the cronyism and their own undercapitalization when compared to the sprawling Xerox business center then opening in Wenceslas Square. Only the H remained: Cameron Hewes, the de facto leader of the company. His girlfriend Lindsey was supposedly moving from Seattle to Prague to live with him. She’d been a year behind him in college, and a vegetarian, but it sounded like their love might survive Central Europe.

  • • •

  THE CEU administrative offices, such as they were, were still in disarray when I got back from the unsuccessful gymnasium trip, and the Student Affairs coordinator just shrugged her shoulders when I asked her what her recommendations were for residential accommodations. I had my tuition in traveler’s checks in a pouch hanging from my neck. She shrugged again when I asked her to whom I should give it. Was there a bursar? A registrar? Not onsite, apparently. Should I give it to her? (I asked because I thought if I paid her, she might give me a room upstairs.) She declined, and suggested that I mail the money to an address in New York City. I decided to wait. I put my bags down and rubbed my shoulders. There was something Kafkaesque about the situation: We were standing in a hotel under construction. Every room on every floor above us had an empty bed in it. Indeed, most of the other students had already secured lodging right over my head. A Serb named Dragan started yelling at the Student Affairs coordinator, and pretty quickly she appeared near tears. After fifteen minutes she produced two keys and we each had a room.

  “One night,” she said. At least we were speaking English.

  • • •

  THE FIRST TIME I came to Prague looking for a basketball game, back in late 1993, I didn’t have a full-fledged conversation with another person for two weeks, until I tracked down Jan Wiener at a Charles University building located on a square called Ovocný trh, a name that seemed like it was short a few vowels. I’d gone there to cash in on Jan’s “sit in on my classes” promise, which I’d come to believe really meant “I will take care of you.” Jan was the only person I knew in Prague, to the extent I could even say I knew him. The administrators at the university offices couldn’t locate him, but I walked around the interior hallways for hours, trying to blend in with the legitimate students, until I saw Jan’s white mustache waving at me through a classroom-door window. I was so relieved I nearly waved back. After half an hour, his class ended, and when he came out into the hallway full of students, I stood up from a bench, smiled, and tried to project familiarity.

  The New Central European Identity, my smile said. I have come to sit in on your classes.

  Jan looked right at me, smiled back, and walked away down the hall to disappear into a faculty lounge. He had no idea who I was.

  I’d chased Jan down in the faculty lounge and tapped on his shoulder. Eventually, he recognized me, and thereafter did, in fact, let me sit in his warm classroom and doze. He gave me a winter coat when mine was stolen at a midnight disco. He bought me lunches and brought me to important meetings with significant government officials I neither recognized nor appreciated. I became his attaché.

  At one of these meetings, I spilled my demitasse of coffee on the official’s desk. Afterward, Jan took me to a café and bought me soup and sweet Czech crepes called palacinky. I had been walking around the cobblestoned squares for about a month at that point and had seen nothing that suggested people in Prague played basketball, much less that there were organized leagues one could join. When it came time to pay, we walked to the counter and Jan spoke in Czech to the hostess. I shuffled my feet and tried not to drool on the glass display case full of strudel. Behind the counter a small pennant hung on the wall, pointing at the floor. In the fat end of the pennant was a blue basketball sailing through a red net.

  I gestured to the pennant and grunted to the hostess in what I hoped was the universal What is that? grunt. She looked at it and said, in English, “A pennant.”

  I would need to know more. I took out the city map I kept folded in my pocket and spread it on the counter. I made hand gestures as Jan Wiener spoke with the waitress. We learned that the pennant belonged to her boyfriend, whose team had won the Prague city basketball championship the previous year. City basketball championship? There was a city basketball championship? Every year?

  I pointed to my map. Where did they play?

  “Here,” she said, stabbing a neighborhood of shadowy blocks in the north-central quadrant of the city with her finger. “Sparta.”

  The next day, I sat in the expat café called the Globe Bookstore and studied the waitress’s buttery fingerprint on my map, looking for large buildings that might house a basketball court. They all looked large. I’d been doing some English teaching, but the work was pathetic—I didn’t know how to teach, and my only student was a middle-aged businessman named Marek whose English was fine, at least for the limited purposes of basic conversation. The “business English” he needed, I couldn’t help him with. We sat in restaurants and had staggering conversations about the weather and the news, me asking him about Czech history and politics and him asking me about privatization and nondisclosure agreements.

  At that point, things looked dire. It was mid-December and I’d been in Prague for a month, bouncing from hostel to hostel. Marek and I held our next English class in a department store, talking about down and insulation. The students in Jan’s classes were mainly visiting Americans, wrapped tightly in the comforting limitations of their semesters. They looked at me like I was a raccoon in their garage. I was beginning to suspect that I’d be headed home again, empty-handed, by Christmas, even further from a future than before.

  I focused on the map. Sparta was a big neighborhood. Somewhere within it, at some point in the past, there had been a basketball game. I needed to find out where; I needed to make some headway toward a goal. If I didn’t find a game soon, it would be time to throw in the towel.

  I’d resolved that if I was going to get anywhere, I had to get better at being (1) positive, and (2) assertive. So as evening fell I took a tram to Sparta, my sneakers hanging from my backpack by their laces, and started walking around the dark, deserted winter streets. Mist haloed the streetlamps, and I listened for the sound of a ball bouncing behind stone walls. Basketball was good that way: You could hear it from blocks away, and if you listened closely, sometimes you could pick out details of the game just from the sounds. Were they running full-court? Were they just shooting around? What were the backboards like, and the rims? In Sparta, I was just hoping to hear a thump, repeated.
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