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			To Peter

		

	
		
			Staré Město

			This epoch of unexpected happiness and drunkenness lasted only two short years; the madness was so excessive and so general that it would be impossible for me to give any idea of it, except by this historical and penetrating reflection: the people had been bored for a hundred years.

			—Stendhal

		

	
		
			It was October, and the leaves of the oaks around the language school had turned gold and were batting light into its tall windows. A young Irish woman was seated alone in the teacher’s lounge. She had made herself a cup of tea on the range in the corner, and she was opening a tangerine on a paper napkin, with hungry carelessness.

			One of the American teachers walked in. “Are you always the first one here?” he asked.

			“It’s quite far, the trip from the D[image: ů]m. I like to collect myself.” Her hair was disorderly and thick, and had all the colors between blond and red that you might find on a peach. When she wasn’t wearing her glasses, she didn’t always meet a person’s gaze.

			The American sat down opposite her. He was younger than she was.

			“Would you like some?” she asked doubtfully, offering the tangerine. “I wouldn’t offer if poxy Thom and all of them were here, but seeing how it’s only you . . .” She neatly turned off a cluster of three of the fruit’s plump wedges and put them on the corner of the napkin closest to him.

			“You eat it. You need the vitamins.”

			“My mother sent them to me,” she continued. “You can’t find tangerines in bloody Prague. But you’ll spoil it if you don’t take some now I’ve offered it to you specially.”

			He ate one of the wedges. “Thanks,” he said. He took out his keys.

			“I quite like having a cabinet with a key of my own, don’t you?” she said. “I feel as if I’m an established person.”

			“It’s very grown-up.”

			“Well, it may not be such a new experience for you.” She had abruptly dropped the color from her voice. “As a Harv. No doubt you had lockers and such.”

			“I’ve never had a serious job before.”

			“Your man Rafe”—it was spelled Ralph, but Rafe was how everyone pronounced it, even though he was American—“your man Rafe started teaching here with us but then they asked him over the castle.”

			“What does he do there? No one will tell me.”

			“Don’t you think it’s peculiar that there are so many of you? Harvs, I mean. You’re like rabbits or something. You’re all Agency, aren’t you. That’s what they call it, you know.”

			“Agency?”

			“Didn’t you know? I imagine you’re not one of them then, Jacob.”

			“How do you know what they call it?”

			“From the telly.”

			She gathered the tangerine rind in her napkin, as if she were folding up a tiny picnic, and dropped it in the can beneath the sink. After she rinsed her hands, she sniffed the backs of her fingers quickly. “Are you coming to Mel and Rafe’s on Saturday?” she asked.

			“I don’t think I was invited.”

			“Melinda’s going to invite you this afternoon. She told me last night.”

			He hesitated. “I was thinking of going to a bar.”

			“Oh?”

			“A gay bar,” he added.

			“Oh? I had no idea—not that you would care if I did. It’s not the sort of thing a person would expect, to look at you.”

			He glanced at the door. “No one else knows.”

			“Oh, I’m good with secrets. A proper crypt.” She watched him pinch the corners of the workbooks in front of him, to square the stack. “Shall we have a smoke on it?”

			“Would you like a Marlboro?”

			“Ehm, do you happen to have the light ones again today?” He flashed the pack. “Do you fancy Thom, then?” she asked, as they stood up.

			“He seems awfully straight.”

			“He’s such a New Lad. Too much of a lad for me. I don’t fancy him, though he’s a fine specimen, really.”

			“Are you telling lies about me again, Annie?” said Thom, coming into the lounge just as they were leaving it. He was a Scot with straight, tow hair and a Roman nose. “I heard the word ‘lad,’ used disparagingly I thought.”

			“Oh, bugger off,” Annie answered out of habit. Then she added, “I mean . . .”

			“Off for a smoke? Mind if I join you?”

			The headmistress allowed them to smoke in what had been the shower, back in the First Republic, when the building had served as a day school for girls. There were square, cream-colored tiles on the walls and floor. Every few feet a pipe curved out of the wall, and then up and over, like an upside-down candleholder. Far above were windows, which someone kept surprisingly clean, and light came down from them as from a clerestory.

			Thom hung his red jacket and his satchel on one of the hooks once intended for the girls’ towels. Jacob offered his cigarettes. “Do you mind?” Thom asked as he took one. “It’s a pleasant change from a Sparta.”

			“And are you going to come to Mel and Rafe’s?” Annie asked.

			“I think I will do, yes. Shall I see you there?”

			She nodded as she inhaled. “You aren’t going to be gallivanting about with loose Czech women.”

			“Not on Saturday night, no. And you, Jacob?”

			“I’m supposed to meet a friend.”

			“You could meet your friend another night, Jacob,” Annie interposed.

			“Well, I’ll see.”

			Later in the day, over a quick cigarette between classes, Annie told him that she hoped he was careful. “You know, poxy rubbers and all.”

			•   •   •

			A dead pig was hanging, face down, beside the door to Jacob’s apartment. Blood drained into a plastic bucket from the hollow where its guts had been taken out. One stream ran in a wet line down from the pig’s fore chest and around its neck, where it met another falling through and out of its snout and mouth. The animal’s skin was thick and pearly. Blue-and-white twine, tied around its hind trotters, suspended it from the balustrade at the top of the stairwell. The Stehlíks, who owned the building, lived up there; the pig must have come from their cottage in the country. Jacob pulled his eyes away and went inside.

			He rented rooms that Mrs. Stehlík’s parents had once lived in: a bath, a kitchen, and a bedroom. Sometimes Alžb[image: ě]ta, the Stehlíks’ grown daughter, who went by the name B[image: ě]ta, knocked and used the bath. The bedroom had been a living room until recently; in fact, Jacob slept on a couch, or rather, on three of its orange foam panels, which he laid end to end on the floor at night like dominoes, and covered with his zipped-open nylon sleeping bag in order to keep off the chill that sometimes rose through the floor. The furniture was plywood, painted white, and the curtains, like the couch, were orange. Along one of the bedroom walls ran a low, built-in sideboard, its shelves backed with speckled mirrors, where the Stehlíks must have displayed crystal and china while the grandparents were alive. Jacob kept a few books there: a guide to Prague, a Czech-French dictionary (all the city’s bookstores had sold out of Czech-English ones), and Pléiades of Rousseau and Stendhal from the 1930s, which he had found while looking for the dictionary. There were too few books to obscure the mirror. On the floor at night he faced away from it so he wouldn’t have to see himself not sleeping.

			A window in the bedroom faced west onto a small lawn, a sidewalk, and a jagged concrete wall that protected the house from the noise and dirt of a highway. A window in the kitchen faced east onto a courtyard where Mrs. Stehlíková hung the laundry on Wednesdays and where B[image: ě]ta beat the family’s rugs on weekends, stagily coughing, waving, and blinking to entertain herself. Someone had put a woven red tablecloth in the kitchen, to brighten the room, and Jacob was slowly ruining it with a candle that he lit at his dinners to cheer himself up. He hadn’t thought to put down a plate to catch the wax until too late.

			He had only himself for company. Sometimes he had the feeling, which one may have if one lives alone, that time had paused for him, though perhaps in this apartment only, as if, canoeing along Time, he had turned into a still inlet. The rooms were the same from day to day, uninterrupted. Was the feeling a safe or a dangerous one? He would turn on the hot water tap in the kitchen just to hear the soft boom as a large purple flower of gas ignited and then focused in the tall white metal heater near the ceiling. There was a similar heater in the bathroom, larger and even more ebullient in its ignitions. If he was at home when the sun set, he would sit on the floor in a corner of the bedroom, his back against the couch’s front, eyes closed, a glass of water folded between his hands in his lap, and let the light warm his face and arms. He always got up just before the light was going to pass, so he would not have the feeling of its leaving him.

			The sight of the pig had taken away his appetite, but there would be no food in the apartment unless he went to the stores before they closed, so he picked up his small backpack and headed out.

			In the hallway, he met B[image: ě]ta, who was just returning from the stores, her mesh bag in hand.

			—I go for food, he said in his simple Czech.

			“You do not want . . . ,” she began in English, and rolled her eyes toward the hanging cadaver. “How do you say?”

			“Pork?” Jacob supplied. —Maybe later, he added in Czech. —But it’s pretty.

			—Pretty? She blinked and stepped back from it, her frizzy black hair aquiver. —It’s large, she declared, —and dreadful.

			“Who has to butcher it?” he asked in English, with a little sawing gesture, which she watched with horror.

			—Mother and I. She smiled at him fixedly as if the injustice of it were the best part.

			—That is dreadful, really.

			She shrugged. “You want to help, perhaps?” she asked, in English again.

			“Oh no, no. You’d better go ahead and start without me.”

			She echoed the sentence, to teach herself the phrase, then answered him: “Okay.” In her voice he could hear her pride in knowing the American word.

			•   •   •

			In the shadow of the ugly sheltering wall it was cold, and Jacob was sorry he hadn’t put on his sweatshirt under his raincoat. He didn’t have his real winter clothes yet; his mother was going to mail them soon. Three houses down, a border collie ran to the fence as he approached and began to bark industriously. ZLÝ PES, read a little tin sign in black and white. Evil dog, was the literal translation. Jacob could see in the collie’s eyes that if the fence hadn’t been there it would have let him pass quietly. The fence was a kind of permission to bark, maybe even an obligation. As soon as Jacob stepped past the yard, the collie fell silent and trotted back to its doormat on the front steps, where it curled up to save its warmth.

			None of the laws liberalizing commerce had yet gone into effect, so the stores were still run on the old system and bore their old, plain names: foodstuffs; meat; fruits and vegetables; frozen goods. As if to emphasize their plainness, the words appeared on the signs in lower-case. The stores were lodged in an L-shaped, two-story mall of rough cement. Jacob pushed through a delicate chrome turnstile to enter the largest one, which was on the ground floor. There were only three aisles, and most of the shelves were empty. In the back, however, there was a great mound of bottled beer, without any labels on the brown glass; only the metal caps told you the brand was Staropramen, which Jacob liked. It was absurdly cheap, but it was absurdly cheap in pubs and bars, too, so Jacob never bought any here. There were no spare shopping baskets, because it was the end of the day and the store was crowded, so Jacob cradled in the crook of his left arm the groceries he found: a rectangular paper sack of rice, a jar of half-pickled red cabbage, a brick of butter in foil, and milk in a clear plastic bag with blue stenciling. With tongs he put into a small white paper sack five rohlíky, Czech croissants, slightly pasty in flavor. They were straight, like swollen fingers, because at some point, under socialism, the traditional curve had been eliminated as frivolous. He approached a board where sour brown bread was stacked. He wanted a quarter loaf, which he risked picking up with a bare hand. Last, at an unplugged refrigerator cabinet against the wall, he picked up a white paper sack of eggs. The sack was the same kind as for rohlíky, but with six eggs already inside, the top neatly crimped shut. He balanced it on the bag of milk, reasoning that the milk might provide cushioning, like a waterbed.

			The cashier wrote out his total on a scrap of paper as she pronounced it, because she knew he didn’t understand numbers yet, and then fished the correct change out of his open palm. She sighed as she did it. He felt childish and trusting. There was no greed here, it sometimes seemed. There must be, of course, but sometimes it did seem that there wasn’t. Upstairs, afterward, he bought some sausage to fry, and in the vegetables-and-fruits store across the street he found some onions and salad greens.

			In his apartment he made himself a plate of scrambled eggs, two slices of sausage, and salad. He lit his candle and read a chapter of La Chartreuse de Parme. After night fell, he looked up to see that his reflection in the dark window looked like a Dutch painting: young man, candle, fork on empty plate, book. Of course it wasn’t Dutch; there was no wife and no wealth. Only the illusion of time held in place. He stood up and drew the heavy orange curtains.

			•   •   •

			According to the pages on Eastern Europe that he had torn from a guide to gay life abroad purchased in Boston—burying the rest of the book at the bottom of a garbage bag full of food scraps soon after, so that no one would inadvertently come upon its advertisements for massage parlors and bath houses—there were two gay bars in Prague, and the one not described as “rough” was to be found in a street one block long near the foot of Wenceslas Square. After his last class on Friday, he made pancakes and ate them with a can of bor[image: ů]vky, which he had spotted in the window of a store near school, and which he thought were blueberries, since they looked and tasted like them. (They were bilberries, he discovered years later, when he had a better dictionary.) He showered, brushed the blue off his teeth, and slipped his Penguin Typee, a book he had brought with him from Boston intact, into the pocket of his raincoat. It was a long tram ride to the subway.

			The tram was nearly empty. Most residents of the outlying neighborhood where he lived stayed home on a Friday night. He looked out the window idly. The tram ran through a manufacturing district, and for a mile or so there was nothing to see but low, gray, cement-covered walls and long sheets of corrugated metal, ineffectually undermined by weeds. Intermittently, a wall gave way to a fence, and then a gate, through whose iron bars one could see the tall front of a factory. STANDARDS AND QUALITY FOR EVERYONE EVERYWHERE, read a slogan over the door of one of the factories. Further on, the tram ran past a housing development—a group of dirty white concrete high-rises, called paneláky.

			Since he was alone in the car, Jacob slid open a window. It was a warm night. A breeze touched him haphazardly, like someone unfolding a shirt near his bare skin. Then the breeze whipped him gently in the face; he shut his eyes. When he opened them again he took out his paperback but paused on his bookmark, a postcard from a man he had fallen in love with back in America, unhappily. He knew the words on it by heart, of course: Daniel wrote that he had taken a job at a men’s magazine, which he described ironically, and foresaw that Jacob would soon have a tall, dark, Slavic lover. In a black-and-white photo on the other side, a shirtless model with a ponytail sneered angrily at the camera and seemed to be in motion toward it; the picture was blurry. Jacob had tried to convince himself he liked the image, because Daniel must have liked it, or must have thought Jacob would, or should, like it. In the time they had spent together, much of what Daniel had shared with him had taken the form of lessons. Jacob had been a poor pupil. Politics had made a path of resistance obvious. Just as he hadn’t believed Daniel’s claim that Thatcher and Reagan had brought freedom to the West as well as the East, he had declined to believe his theories of love, though he had been made to feel their power in his own case.

			And now he didn’t believe this postcard. Czech men were neither tall nor dark, for the most part, and the name that Daniel had imagined for Jacob’s future lover was a Russian-sounding one, which a Czech man his age, born during the Prague Spring, would be unlikely to bear. He had traveled a long way in order to know more about something than Daniel did, Jacob observed of himself, mock-tragically. He tucked the card into a later chapter and tried to read a few pages of Melville.

			•   •   •

			At M[image: ů]stek, the city’s central subway station, which already, after just a month and a half, he knew well, he alighted, and the round dimples in the brass wall panels, which arched up in parallel rows like the recessed squares in the ceiling of Hadrian’s Pantheon, seemed to focus on him. He rose to the street level on an escalator that debouched beside a small pastry shop, now dark, curtains drawn in each of its four glass sides. He felt the sense of difference, the uneasy alertness, that comes over a person on the hunt. He would not be able to explain himself if Melinda, Thom, or Rafe were to see him now. Or even Annie. He felt painfully aware of the few people who glanced at him, as if a part of him was trying to keep a record of their faces, in case he had to answer to them later.

			He found the street easily. The far end—it was no more than an alley, really—was boarded shut, and only the windows of one pub were lit, so once he had read this pub’s name off its windows and passed by it, he could have no pretext for walking here other than his real one. Therefore he had to keep walking; he had to turn out of the street when, having doubled back, he reached the end of it; he didn’t stop until he came to Národní t[image: ř]ída, a broad avenue a few minutes away.

			There he rested his eyes on the books in a publisher’s display window and tried to think. He hadn’t seen any sign of the gay bar he was looking for, which was called T-Club. If you were to visit the street today, you wouldn’t find any sign of it, either; an establishment with the same name has opened in another part of town, but the particular club that Jacob was in search of that night has long since vanished, and the boards at the end of the block have been removed, to reveal a gated pocket park, with wrought iron benches, banks of flowers, and a long rectangle of water where children float toy ships with paper sails. Of course Jacob didn’t know at the time what the boards hid; he wondered if the bar that he wanted lay behind them, shuttered. He had to try again. The guide had given a street number. He would walk to that number and look slowly and carefully. He promised himself to look longer than felt comfortable.

			When he retraced his steps, he found, to his surprise, that the street number corresponded to the pub with the well-lit windows. As he stood before it, awkwardly, he could see men drinking, talking, and smoking inside, a few in blue work suits, most in street clothes. They were middle-aged, for the most part, many of them bearded. They had none of the self-watchfulness that Jacob associated with homosexuality. The name painted on the window was wrong, but perhaps the name had changed. Perhaps gay life in Prague was going to be different than he expected—more ordinary—plain, even. He stepped up onto the threshold.

			No one turned, but the bartender shot him a look of dismay. Jacob saw his mistake. He was not in a gay place; Daniel had taught him that much about the gay world. He was in a straight place near a gay place, and partly out of courtesy, partly as a defense, the men here, he realized, kept up a pretense of blindness, which the bartender was afraid Jacob would break by asking a foolish question; with his look he was warning Jacob not to. It was no different here, Jacob decided. It was like home.

			He stepped backward silently into the street, and saw, as he did, his vision sharpened by fear and anger, a flight of stairs overlooked before. They led down and to the left. No sign indicated that they led to T-Club, but Jacob followed them anyway, underground.

			At the bottom of the stairs was a floor-to-ceiling metal grille, painted black, into which a yellowish artificial vine had been artlessly wound. On the other side of the grille, leaning against the counter of a coat-check closet, was an attendant, a short, powerfully built man in his fifties, with a white pompadour and deeply lined, cigarette-gray skin, dressed, rather formally, in a fine white shirt and black slacks. He nodded when Jacob said good evening. Beyond him, around a corner, which obscured it, was the bar. Jacob could hear the tinny sound of European disco played on small speakers.

			Since the attendant did not offer to open the grille, Jacob tugged at it. It seemed to be locked. There was no knob to turn. —Please, Jacob said in Czech, tracing a small circle in the air with an index finger, to signify unlocking.

			“Není místo.” The man shook his head. There isn’t room. “Kein Raum,” the man added, in German, pronouncing the words as if he were addressing a child. He tapped a paper sign taped to the grille, on which was written a word Jacob did not know, no doubt an advisement that the bar was full.

			—Later? Jacob asked in Czech.

			For an answer, the man tilted his head back slightly and then looked away. The tilt might have been a variation on a shrug, an indication that the attendant didn’t know the answer to Jacob’s question, but his manner was so heavy with scorn that the gesture might equally have been a comment on the kind and number of questions it was his lot to endure. Jacob held both possibilities in mind and continued to study the man. He knew no other way to make sense of signals he didn’t understand. He knew as yet only a few words of the language, and he had to make sense of such signals often, keeping, as a conversation progressed, a larger and larger hand of possibilities, like a player losing at a card game, until at last he was given a hint—drew a card that decided possibilities—and found himself free to set a number of them down.

			A couple of men in their thirties pattered quietly down the stairs. They greeted the attendant, just as quietly, and he unlocked the grille with a large, old-fashioned key, admitted them, and, before Jacob had understood what was happening, locked the grille again behind them. There was no small talk as he checked their coats; they weren’t, in other words, the attendant’s friends.

			It was a puzzle. Perhaps the attendant thought Jacob was too young for a gay bar and was protecting him. Or perhaps he thought Jacob, as a foreigner, might have come to the wrong place. Of course the sight of the two men just admitted, whose aspect was not ambiguous, would have cleared up Jacob’s misapprehensions, if he had been suffering from any. —Please, Jacob said in Czech, approaching the grille again, and gesturing along the path the men had just taken. —There’s room now?

			The attendant answered rapidly and angrily, flicking a hand after the two men, as in dismissal. Jacob didn’t understand, and he expected that the man would yell at him in German if he asked him to repeat himself. He watched the attendant walk away, to the far end of the short corridor that was his province, and light a cigarette.

			He couldn’t tell whether pressing his case had bettered or worsened it, but the attendant didn’t seem to object to his continuing to wait, so he took out his paperback. His eyes passed hollowly over the words.

			At last there were shoes on the stairs again—louder this time, a clatter—and three young Czechs rushed down. The tallest, who had a comically long face and thin, sandy curls, seemed to be telling his companions a joke, which he himself laughed loudest at. “Dobrý ve[image: č]er,” he saluted the attendant. There was something arch about the formality with which he spoke the greeting, and Jacob felt at once that he liked the young man. He drifted away from the wall he’d been leaning against, with the intention of slipping in behind the trio as soon as the attendant opened the grille. “Ahoj,” the tall, curly-haired man said to Jacob out of the corner of his mouth—now his voice was feline, and the greeting, sounding very much like the sailor’s hello in English, was a familiar one—to intimate that he had noticed Jacob’s approach.

			The attendant had noticed it, too, and because Jacob didn’t want to take advantage of the young men’s entrée unless he was sure of their permission, and because he was put momentarily at a loss by the touch of proposal in the young man’s voice, he hesitated, and the attendant slammed the grille in his face with a clang.

			“Hey,” Jacob said in English, startled into his own language.

			“Are you American?” the tall young man asked through the grille. He had heavy-lidded, drowsy-looking eyes, but the rest of him seemed to be constantly in motion—turning, stretching, adjusting.

			“Yes.”

			“Come and talk to us,” he offered.

			“I’d like to,” Jacob answered. It seemed superfluous to say that he wasn’t certain of getting in.

			The three young men checked their coats, the tall one spinning, as they did, a long commentary that seemed to touch on every detail of the transaction, even down to the numbers on their claim checks (Jacob did know the general sound of numbers; he just couldn’t tell them apart yet), which must have been funny or lucky, because the other men laughed when the tall one called the numbers out, but Jacob could detect nothing in the way of an appeal to the attendant on his behalf, and soon the three turned the corner, out of sight, the tall one acknowledging Jacob’s predicament by no more than a wistful half wave, his hand at waist level behind him.

			Jacob paced back and forth, then looked up the stairs that led to the street, deliberating. Unexpectedly, at this moment, the attendant whistled at him, as if he were a horse or a dog, unlocked the grille, and said, in English, “Please.”

			He quickly stepped inside. The attendant extended his hand for his coat, smiling with a perfect falsity, and Jacob surrendered it. Sometimes Jacob had a hateful capacity to go along. He paid the two crowns and took his claim check. The attendant had no shyness about meeting his gaze. Jacob wondered what he would have to do later on, to get his coat back.

			•   •   •

			The interior reminded Jacob of a small boxing hall that he had once visited in Somerville. In the center was a square for dancing, tiled in a much-scuffed black linoleum, heavier than that covering the rest of the floor, and set off by four thin, white-painted, steel-and-concrete columns, which looked alarmingly functional, as if they held up the basement’s roof. Plastic tables and chairs cluttered the immediate periphery of the dancing area; farther out, on each side, the floor was raised a foot, as if to ensure a view of the dancers, in arcades palisaded by still more steel-and-concrete columns. In the far corner of the right-hand arcade was the DJ’s table. The microphone was so heavily amplified that the DJ’s voice, which the DJ seemed to want to pass off as a bass, extinguished the music when he spoke. The Czechs in the room laughed at some of his patter, but the amplification blurred his consonants and Jacob had no idea what he was saying. The bar proper was tended by a young man about thirty with a pink face, large glasses with lenses too smudged to show his eyes, receding flaxen hair, and a black polyester tie. He sold Jacob a beer with wordless courtesy. The price was no higher than in any downtown bar—just a couple of crowns more than in a neighborhood pub. In this detail, at least, socialism was still intact.

			The tall young Czech who had spoken to Jacob outside the grille was sitting at a table near the dancing area, holding forth to his two friends and a few others. He eyed Jacob from time to time as he spoke, without beckoning to him. After a few sips, Jacob threaded his way toward him through the crowd, which gently, unanxiously parted for him, at light touches, in the way of gay crowds around the world. As Jacob approached, he noticed that the young man was wearing a short-sleeved polo shirt in a knit cotton finer than any you could purchase on this side of the fallen Iron Curtain, somewhat nicer, in fact, than the paisley shirt he himself was wearing. It surprised him that he had already learned to make such distinctions.

			“Hello, sir,” the Czech said in schoolbook English, which, his smile suggested, he knew to be overpolite. Outside, Jacob had judged him to be his own age, but now he saw that he was a few years younger, nervous, about nineteen. “Please take a seat.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I am Ota. Is short for Otakar. ‘Short for’ is right?”

			“Yes,” Jacob assured him. “I’m Jacob.”

			“Ah, ‘Jacob.’” To Jacob’s embarrassment, he repeated the name slowly, holding on to the English pronunciation, and then, on a further repetition, exaggerating it, as if to teach himself not to substitute for it the Czech form of the name, which sounded like “Yah-koop.” The boys on either side, who looked the same age as Ota, followed the interaction with shining eyes.

			“The man at the door,” Jacob began.

			“Ivan,” a boy in a blue cap supplied. So more than one of them spoke English.

			“Ivan? Ivan. Why didn’t he want to let me in?”

			The question made Ota merry, and when he translated it for his friends, they laughed too. “But you are from capitalist country,” Ota said. “Surely you understand.”

			“Was I supposed to pay him?”

			“No, no, do not pay him,” Ota said darkly. He brought his drink, a liqueur on ice, to his face, and his large, deft hand held it there for a moment as one finger slid the red plastic stirrer away from his eyes so that he could safely sip. “Is not in gay bar in America?”

			“No,” Jacob said. “At least I don’t think so.”

			Ota shifted in his chair and trilled out a quick aside to his friends, who again laughed. “Tell me, Jacob, are you gay?”

			“All right, smart ass.”

			“Smart ass,” Ota echoed, and then, leaning over to the boy in the blue cap and nodding at him in order to solicit his confirmation, translated the words individually: “Inteligentní prdel.”

			“But why did he keep me out? Does he not like Americans?”

			“Well, he likes Germans,” Ota answered, before translating the exchange for his friends, who appreciated it. Jacob glanced around and saw that there were indeed several men who looked German or Scandinavian in the room, in suits with their ties loosened, and that he seemed to be the only American.

			“Is Ivan gay?”

			“Definitely not. Horror, Jacob, horror.”

			“Well, it seems wrong,” Jacob concluded.

			Ota laid two fingers on Jacob’s forearm and made a moue as he summoned up the English for what he wanted to say. “In Czech, the name short for Jakub is Kuba.”

			“Cuba?” Jacob interrupted.

			“Yes,” Ota nodded, “and you are truly Kuba, because you are pretty, New Worldly, warm, and still Communist.” As he finished his speech he drew back abruptly, as if he had lit a small firecracker, and when he translated it for his friends, or rather, when he gave them the witticism in the original, for it was clearly the English version that was the translation, they obliged him by laughing. Although Jacob knew he had been flirted with, he couldn’t find the part of the joke that was at his expense—the part that made it funny—other than, obscurely, the implication that in his resentment of Ivan there was a resistance to political change.

			“I don’t understand. Why am I warm?”

			“Teplý; warm,” Ota glossed. “Like T-Club.”

			Jacob shook his head.

			“T for teplý. Maybe I have wrong word. Not hot, not cold,” he explained, wavering a hand in midair.

			“Yes, that’s warm.”

			“In Czech, warm is gay. Not in English?”

			“No,” Jacob answered. “I thought T-Club had to do with tea, as in [image: č]aj.”

			“Pro-o-o-o[image: č]?” Ota purred, at the prospect of a piece of Western gay lore he did not yet know. “Why? Is tea gay in America?”

			“Kind of.”

			“You must explain. I know, that it is hard work, translation, but is rewarding.”

			•   •   •

			For the next hour Ota bantered with Jacob, sometimes in Czech but mostly in English, which he continuously interpreted for his audience, shifting as continuously in his chair, so that each comment flew into the face of one of the boys, each comment to a different boy in an unpredictable sequence, fixing them with his attention and binding them together, through him, in a radiant pattern. As he shifted, too, he seemed to take glances at Jacob from every conceivable angle.

			The youngest Czechs in the bar, including the ones Jacob was sitting with, chattered freely, but among the rest, conversation was rare, and they stood apart from one another. Jacob wondered how acquaintances happened among these men, if they ever did, or whether they all knew one another already. Perhaps a shift of attitude had come with the Velvet Revolution, and the grown men were not yet accustomed to it.

			“Do you think it’s easier to be gay here since last year?” Jacob asked.

			“Since last year?”

			“Since November.”

			“Ah. We hope, that it is easier. Yes, it is easier. Everything is easier.” Ota seemed to gain momentum as he answered. “But, you know, this is state socialist bar. State socialist gay bar.” He seemed anxious to be just to the old regime. He did not translate what he said into Czech, however, and his hold on his audience momentarily slackened.

			“I’m going for a walk,” Jacob said, rising.

			“A walk?” Ota repeated.

			“A tour,” Jacob explained.

			“Ah. ‘As you like it.’” He waved Jacob up and out of his chair, graciously.

			From the bar, where he bought another beer from the polite, silent bartender, Jacob surveyed the crowd. There was only one really handsome man in the room. He was standing behind Jacob and to his left, near the door. Tall and fine-featured, the man looked a few years older than Jacob—twenty-six or twenty-seven, like Daniel. His smile seemed measured, and his eyes pensive, as if he weren’t entirely at ease. A courtier whom the republicans had forgotten to purge, and who was thinking through his next few steps. When he caught Jacob looking at him, he looked quickly away, but a delicate amusement slowly surfaced in his face, as if despite himself, and for a moment Jacob thought he saw in his eyes a wish for Jacob to approach him—in this climate Jacob figured he had an almost exotic appeal, and he meant to take advantage of it—before a subtle flutter passed over the man’s features, like the blades of an iris swiveling shut inside a camera’s lens, and whatever it was that Jacob had seen was gone, or at least obscured.

			Pretending to want a better view of the dance floor, Jacob walked to an empty spot just past the man and stood there for a minute, taking nervous gulps of his beer. The man’s shoes were Czech, with thin, flat soles and a rubbery leather whose dye seemed to have worn off at the toes, but he wore a Western-made sweater, cream-colored, with a neat steel zipper.

			“Ahoj,” Jacob said, nodding.

			The man nodded back.

			—Are you Czech? Jacob asked, stupidly but in Czech.

			—Yes, the man said. —And you, you’re not Czech? He enunciated with a gentle precision.

			—No, Jacob admitted.

			The man play-acted surprise, and Jacob play-acted a bashful pride at having seemed so convincingly Czech as to have necessitated an explicit denial. They introduced themselves; the man’s name was Luboš.

			—Why are you here? Luboš asked.

			—I’m teaching English.

			Luboš asked a further question, which Jacob couldn’t understand. Seeing Jacob’s difficulty, he repeated it, first in fluent German, which Jacob understood no better, and then in halting French.

			—You speak French? Jacob asked in that language, with alacrity.

			The question seemed to alarm Luboš, who leaned over and whispered his answer—“Je déteste le français”—in an accent so faulty that Jacob thought at first that he had said that he hated the French people, not their tongue.

			English was no use, either, because Luboš knew only a few words, but in each of the failed attempts there had been a clue, and by now Jacob had pieced together the man’s objection: Jacob could teach English anywhere, and his answer had therefore failed to explain why he had chosen Czechoslovakia.

			Jacob held up an index finger while he sorted through the Czech words he knew. —I want to write, he answered at last. It wasn’t what he would have said in English, but it was something he knew how to say.

			—Like Havel.

			—Yes, Jacob said. In English he would have said “I guess” or “Sure,” but he didn’t know how to in Czech.

			—And that’s why you’re here. To write plays and to be president.

			—Novels, Jacob specified.

			—Ah, novels, the man said. His smile faded into a look of mild concern, as if he had just remembered something, and his eyes drifted to a plane beyond Jacob, who nervously checked over his shoulder for a rival, and felt ashamed of himself for doing so. He was afraid he must seem young to the man, that the man was indulging him, as Daniel had, and that he would therefore, like Daniel, turn inconsequently away when he was ready to find pleasure for himself.

			—You’re very handsome, Jacob said, somewhat desperately.

			The compliment brought the man’s eyes back into focus. —And what do you do in America? Are you a student?

			—No, I work.

			—Do you write?

			—No, I work in an office. And you?

			For a moment it seemed the man was not going to answer. —I work for my friend, he said at last, quietly, and with a small nod of his head indicated a man standing behind him.

			In most of the men in a gay bar there is a greater responsiveness than is usual in the world outside, and though most of them make it a piece of strategy to restrain their response, and though the elements composing it are more often subtle than not—a shift of weight, an extra blink of the eyes, an effort not to look at something that naturally draws attention—its presence is palpable; the room vibrates with it. It was therefore exceptional that the man indicated by Luboš gave no sign that he was aware that Jacob and Luboš were discussing him. Jacob did not at first appreciate this absence fully; he merely took it as an opportunity to study the man, angular but otherwise nondescript, clean-shaven, about fifty. He was not Czech. Many of the Czechs in the bar wore one or two items of Western clothing, and though the items were, in themselves, cheap, at least to an American eye, in context they nonetheless served as badges of something higher, a wish for color or fineness. This man, however, was dressed entirely in such items, and so there was nothing for them to contrast with, and they appeared merely to be what they were, shoddy clothes, without a brand, loosely sewn together from fabric that wouldn’t have seemed out of place on office furniture. You couldn’t find such clothes in a mall; you could only buy them on a certain kind of city street, where stores go regularly in and out of business.

			The man’s presence in the room was like a spot cut out of a map.

			—Who is he? Jacob asked.

			“Businessman,” said Luboš quietly, in English. Jacob wanted to take Luboš away, immediately. He didn’t want to see the man, any more than the man wanted to be seen, because he compromised the picture that Jacob was composing, even if he was no more than an employer. —He’s French, Luboš added, speaking in Czech again.

			Jacob had finished his beer, but he pretended there were still a few drops left and raised his bottle again. For some reason neither he nor Luboš seemed to be able to say anything further. As Jacob watched, Luboš’s face relaxed into a fine indifference, as if he were already wishing Jacob farewell. Jacob studied hungrily the features that went into this diplomatic attitude, but he could not think of a way to open them again.

			“Dance?” Jacob asked in English.

			—I can’t, Luboš answered. —I must stay here, because my friend does not speak Czech.

			This sounded final, at least for the evening. —Do you have a telephone?

			—No.

			—I am staying with a family, and they have a telephone, Jacob volunteered. He took the number out of his wallet and copied it over on a slip of paper borrowed from the bartender.

			—I will call, Luboš said. Jacob had no idea whether he would.

			“You are leaving,” Ota inferred, when Jacob appeared at his table. “And now you know Luboš. Is problem.”

			“Is the problem Luboš or my meeting him?”

			Ota smiled, showing his teeth. “No, no. Forget it. It is good to meet you.” He held Jacob’s hand in both of his when they shook. “I will see you here again.”

			The attendant, Ivan, surrendered Jacob’s raincoat easily. At the top of the stairs, the street looked almost exactly as it had when Jacob had arrived. It was slightly darker; the pub that he had mistaken for T-Club was now closed. It was as if the aboveground world didn’t believe in the one he had just been visiting. He walked around the corner to wait for a night tram.

			•   •   •

			It was with the feeling of having swum several lengths of a pool underwater and at last emerged into air that Jacob knocked at Mel and Rafe’s apartment the next evening. “Jacob, darling, welcome,” Melinda greeted him at the door. She was wearing a black velvet gown, which showed her off—an English beauty with black hair, slender features, bad posture, and a classic complexion, three drops of red wine in a glass of whole milk. “Are we shaking hands, then?” she continued, and kissed him.

			“I’m underdressed.”

			“Oh no, darling. My mother posted this off to me, on account of the revolution, she said, and I don’t foresee any occasions more formal, so I thought I should improve the opportunity. It was her mother’s, as it happens.”

			“It’s gorgeous.”

			“This is my favorite part of it,” interjected Rafe, advancing, and he traced the V of the dress as it exposed the pale, spine-dimpled skin of her back, lightly brushed by the loose tresses of her hair.

			Rafe had a boyish face, which he disguised with boxy glasses and flyaway hair. “You and Annie are the first ones here.” He beckoned Jacob into the small, yellow apartment. “I’m amazed we don’t have Kaspar yet. He usually shows up at three in the afternoon when he knows something’s on.” Kaspar was an East German dissident, or had been until recently, when those categories collapsed. Mel and Rafe seemed sometimes to have adopted him, though he was a decade their senior. “To take a bath,” Rafe explained. “We have a lovely bathtub. Have you seen it before?” The tub was at the end of their narrow kitchen, and Jacob discovered Annie sitting at a small table in front of it. They waved at each other; then Jacob leaned over and gave her a kiss, which seemed to give her a mild startle. “It’s not very private,” Rafe continued, “especially if this isn’t your house.”

			“Kaspar is without any shame,” Melinda said. “It’s quite refreshing. I’ll be keeping myself demurely in the other room, a novel in hand, and he’ll call to me, while soaking, and demand that I brew him tea.”

			“Well, not demand,” Rafe qualified.

			“No, he doesn’t demand, does he. Plead in his engaging, Kaspar-like way, would I mind, could I possibly allow myself to be troubled to make him some tea, which I must then do, of course, eyes schoolgirlishly averted.”

			“It’s very sexy, her schoolgirl thing,” Rafe said. “Staropramen, slivovitz, or some wine from Slovenia that happens to be quite good?”

			“His informants put him on to it,” Melinda explained.

			“I’ll try the wine,” said Jacob. The kitchen’s top shelf was devoted to empty bottles, no two alike, and their number was a kind of boast of well-being, of openness to experiment.

			An empty cup and saucer were in front of Annie, and she was staring at them while Mel and Rafe were speaking. When Jacob sat down across from her and asked what she had been up to, she seemed to shake something out of her eyes, or to dust something off of herself, a mood perhaps. “I did the wash this morning. We have machines in the D[image: ů]m, you know. It’s quite convenient.”

			“My landlords let me use theirs, but I’m not sure they’re happy about it. I think the mother and daughter keep it a secret from Mr. Stehlík.”

			She nodded in the way of a person not closely listening. “It’s very considerately managed, the D[image: ů]m. It’s a great luxury for there to be a machine that one has an undisputed right to. I’m very slow about the wash, as a result. I savor it, really. I spend the whole morning.”

			“And that was your day.”

			“I felt a little melancholy, so I came by early, and Melinda had me on her hands instead of Kaspar. We had a good chat.” She straightened herself in her chair and met Jacob’s gaze.

			“You don’t have to say, if you don’t want.”

			“Oh, it’s quite tiresome, really,” she said. She claimed that it wasn’t worth going into. She had come to Prague looking for adventure, and she’d found a great deal of that, as much as she wanted, anyway. “But one would like a spot of romance as well. Did you find any, last night? Romance, I mean.”

			Had she forgotten it was a secret? “No, no, it was dull.” He had in fact been looking forward to telling her about Luboš. He had hoped that she would be able to hear the pattern in what, at moments, seemed to him no more than an arbitrary sequence of facts.

			“Were you on the prowl last night, Jacob?” Melinda asked. “Do tell.”

			“I went to check out a local pub,” Jacob said. “Nothing to report, I’m afraid.”

			“Too bad!” Melinda exclaimed, shaking a small fist in a light mockery of frustration.

			“Are you a free agent, Jacob, or did you leave someone behind in Massachusetts?” Rafe asked.

			Jacob wondered why Rafe had said “someone” but saw no way of finding out. “No one who would have me,” he answered.

			“The best sort of freedom, then—vengeful.”

			“That’s right. Fuck ’em,” said Jacob, pretending to belong to the party of boys versus girls, and clinked his glass against Rafe’s.

			“Such fine sentiments,” Annie observed.

			“Come see my cimbalom,” Rafe suggested, now in a parody of refinement, rising up on the balls of his feet and putting his fingertips together.

			“Your what?”

			Rafe led him into the living room, where, on top of a bureau, there lay a musical instrument. It resembled the insides of a piano, but smaller and with the metal strings crossing into each other from both sides, like the lacing of a shoe. The case was a finely tooled blond wood. Lying idly across the strings were two wool-wrapped mallets, looking like caterpillars on sticks. Rafe picked them up and tapped out a scale. From the pattern of the blows Jacob saw that one would have to memorize the tuning; it wasn’t simple. The sound was gentler than a harp—softer at the onset of a tone—and because it lacked the machinery of keys, it was less regular and more personal than a piano.

			“It’s beautiful,” Jacob said. “Where’d you get it?”

			There was a buzz. “Oh, the door,” Rafe excused himself.

			Jacob took up the mallets and tried to pick out thirds, fifths, octaves. He didn’t even have a radio in his apartment. Sometimes, at night, a tram that he was riding in would set up vibrations in its rails and wires as it scraped slowly around a curve, and he would leave off reading in order to listen. The sound in the tram’s wires resembled that made by drawing a wet finger along the rim of a wine glass.

			It was Kaspar who had arrived. He was a short, bearish man with soft chestnut hair and a disorganized beard, and he was wearing a drooping, broad-striped sweater at least a size too large. Between kissing Melinda and shaking Rafe’s hand, he nodded at Jacob from across the room, as if to signal that he should stay where he was. After the silent communication, Jacob was shy about sounding the instrument.

			“Are you able to play?” Kaspar asked, once he had made his way to Jacob.

			“This is Jacob,” Rafe put in.

			“Oh yes, I know,” said Kaspar. “The writer.” His eyes were glossy with delight.

			“I haven’t really written anything yet.”

			Kaspar turned to Rafe. “You told me he had written a novel.”

			“It’ll never be published, though,” Jacob explained, before Rafe could answer.

			“That is not what matters,” Kaspar said. His eyes weren’t aligned, Jacob saw; one of them wandered, though each seemed to be studying him from its distinct angle. “It is the spirit of what you are doing.” He seemed on the verge of tears as he spoke, and Jacob sensed that Kaspar was offering an idea that had given him solace.

			A Westerner hardly deserved the benefit of it. “I’m an American,” Jacob protested. “There’s no one I can blame for holding me back.” He was reluctant to contradict the man any more sharply; he seemed so fragile.

			“It is still the spirit that matters,” Kaspar insisted.

			“If I believed that, I might never actually do anything. I might never get around to being the person I thought I was.”

			A flicker of mischief came into the East German’s eyes. “Yes, those are the conditions we lived under.”

			It was a bribe offered not from an intention to corrupt but from a wish to be pleasant to a new friend. The man’s skin hung loosely at his wrists and under his cheekbones, Jacob saw, as if he had recently lost more weight than he could afford to. He was like a monk who, in a misplaced spirit of penance, was offering to sell short his and his brothers’ labors. “Really, I don’t have your excuse.”

			“Is it only an excuse?”

			Rafe interrupted: “I feel obliged to warn you, Jacob, that Kaspar was anti-Communist only until the Berlin Wall was breached, and then switched sides.”

			Kaspar glanced at Rafe. “I sound so contrary, in your story of me,” he said. “In reality I had no choice. So many horrible people were becoming anti-Communist that day. It was an opportunity for them. They were my—what is the word? In Czech they are called korouhvi[image: č]ky.”

			“Weathervanes,” Rafe supplied.

			“They were my weathervanes,” Kaspar continued. “If they were willing to betray Communism, there was something in the idea after all.”

			“So he’s not going to agree that it’s harder to be a writer under Communism than capitalism,” Jacob said, addressing Rafe.

			“No, he’s probably not,” Rafe answered.

			“I am not an optimist,” Kaspar said, “except about spirit.”

			Jacob was embarrassed for Kaspar. The avowal reminded him of people he knew from school with high but vague ambitions, who after graduation had moved to bad neighborhoods and taken jobs supposedly beneath them, in order not to be reminded of the larger competition they hadn’t wished to enter.

			“Are you a writer?” Jacob asked politely.

			“Ah, no, only a translator.”

			“And a smuggler, eh?” Rafe boasted on Kaspar’s behalf. “Countless Czech manuscripts reached their German publishers through Kaspar.”

			“I worked in a hospital,” Kaspar explained, “In such a place it is easier to judge whether a person may be trusted.”

			“What do you do now?” Jacob asked.

			“Why, I teach with you in the language school.”

			“He teaches German,” Rafe said.

			Jacob noticed that he still had the cimbalom mallets in his hands. He addressed Rafe: “You were going to say where you got this.”

			“The director of the symphony asked me to take it home for a while,” Rafe said.

			“The symphony?” Jacob echoed, but Rafe drifted away to answer the door again.

			Kaspar intercepted Jacob’s look of puzzlement. “Rafe, for example, is a person often trusted.”

			The room was filling up. Thom had arrived with a fellow Scot named Michael and with Henry, a wiry Englishman with wide set eyes and curly hair, who had lived in Prague since before the change. Henry was responsible for bringing the Scots to Prague. He had met them while studying philosophy in Edinburgh, and after arriving in Prague he had sent back word of teaching opportunities. Jacob recognized several other teachers from the school as well, and Annie was emerging, with the tentative, cautious steps of a cat, from the kitchen where they had left her.

			“Did Rafe help you with the smuggling?” Jacob asked.

			“Oh no. He wasn’t working here then.”

			Having fetched a beer, Thom came over. “Have you brought me a ham by any chance, Mr. Putnam?”

			“I haven’t seen the thing for a couple of days, actually.”

			“Jacob’s landlords hung an entire pig beside his door,” Thom explained to the group. “Trying to send him a message, we think.”

			“‘Go home, Yank’?” Michael proposed. He was a big man who wore a black fisherman’s cap to hide his thinning hair and was never serious.

			“It’s quite impressive,” Thom said, “an entire pig, especially now, when there are no potatoes in the shops. I recommend you stay on good terms with your landlords.”

			“I thought it was just my local store that didn’t have potatoes,” Jacob said.

			Henry explained: “The farmers are holding back anything that will keep until January, when the market prices take effect.” Like Kaspar and Rafe, he spoke Czech fluently and learned such things easily.

			“Is that so, professor,” Thom said.

			“But hops and barley fall under a different law,” Henry continued, “so you needn’t worry about your Staropramen.”

			“As if my supply of Staropramen were the limit of my interest in the Czechoslovak economy. I thank you for that.” He took a drink for punctuation.

			“Drunken sod,” Michael commented. All the Scots looked up to Henry, and they only allowed so much raillery of him.

			“What’s that?” Thom replied. “I thought I heard the sound of a pot addressing a kettle.”

			Thom offered around his Sparty, and Jacob took one because he was out of Marlboros. Annie, too, stepped up at the sight of the distribution. Her presence didn’t disrupt the coarse, boyish back-and-forth; she highlighted it, rather, by objecting to the men’s vulgarities with an imperfectly disguised pleasure and by saying, several times, that she expected no better from them. For his part Jacob loved the coarseness, because it meant they did not suspect him; he was one of them, so long as he, too, was insulted freely. He didn’t want them to watch themselves around him; he wanted to belong.

			Later, Jacob and Annie found a corner. “Your new friend seems very taken with you,” she began.

			“Who’s that?” he asked, startled.

			“Kaspar.”

			For a moment, he had thought that the details of his visit to T-Club had got out somehow. “Oh, Kaspar. Did you know he taught at the school?”

			“Oh yes. He made a comment the other day to the headmistress about my accent. He doesn’t even teach English, mind you. Said I was likely to mislead the students. And Thom’s accent, as well.”

			“Oh dear.”

			“As if our ways of speaking were inferior. That they are different I don’t deny. But some people would think it an advantage to the students to be exposed to them.”

			“He couldn’t have meant it. He seems to have a thing for the underdog.”

			“If the underdog is a Harv with running hot water and a full larder. His beady little eyes lit up when Rafe said he knew you from university.”

			“We didn’t actually know each other. We more or less have to take each other’s word for it that we were both there.”

			“No, you published some poem in the school paper, and Rafe read it.”

			“Oh, god.”

			“It’s quite sweet, really, that he remembers it.” She took a moment to survey the party as it was taking place around them. “Mind you, I don’t say I dislike Kaspar.”

			“You just said he had beady little eyes!”

			“Did I? He’s quite kind at times. When one’s out of sorts.”

			The air was misty with cigarette smoke, now, and there was a pleasant din—all talk and laughter, because Mel and Rafe had no stereo. “I’m sorry you felt down,” Jacob ventured.

			“I daresay you haven’t noticed, and why would you, really, but all the women from the West either brought a man with them or found one immediately they got here. It’s different for the men, of course.”

			“That’s such an impersonal way of looking at it.”

			“But I think I’m right. Not that I mind enormously, but I had to think it through. Now did you really meet no one last night? I don’t want to hear if it’s too sordid. Because I had a friend in Berlin . . .” She left the sentence unfinished.

			•   •   •

			On Wednesday, late in the afternoon, B[image: ě]ta knocked on Jacob’s door. He had lain down for a nap after work and when he answered was not fully awake. “Shower?” he asked her, offering the use of it with a gesture.

			“No, no,” she shook her curls. “You have telephone. Upstairs. Come, come. Father is not home yet.”

			As she nervously glanced behind, as if afraid her father might suddenly appear, he followed her up into the Stehlíks’ apartment, with its brown-and-green-patterned wallpaper and its red-and-gold-patterned carpets. Mrs. Stehlíková, in the kitchen, silently out-whistled a long drag on a cigarette when she saw him, then grinned and nodded, blinking like her daughter, in welcome. On the stove behind her were two simmering pots, a stew for her family, she explained, and an even larger one for their two dogs, who greeted Jacob by nosing at his crotch.

			“Come, come,” B[image: ě]ta beckoned. In the living room, she handed him the phone’s persimmon-colored receiver and then retreated.

			“Hello?” Jacob said into the phone, the base of which, brown with white keys, sat on a tea tray. He perched on the edge of an easy chair of fake green leather.

			“Halló? Kubo?”

			“Ota?” Jacob asked, though he hadn’t given Ota his number.

			—No, replied the speaker, in Czech. —Luboš here. Am I speaking with Jacob?

			“Yes, sorry,” Jacob answered, in English. “I didn’t recognize your voice.” He was upset with himself at the misstep. He had thought of Ota because it was Ota who had explained the nickname Kuba to him. Of course he had been hoping for Luboš.

			—Please? asked Luboš, not having understood.

			—Nothing, nothing, Jacob assured him hurriedly. It was much harder to communicate on the phone than in person, Jacob realized. There was an awkward pause. Jacob’s eyes were caught by two African-style wooden masks on the opposite wall, one smiling, another frowning, like Tragedy and Comedy. He nervously pressed his fingers between adjacent revolutions of the phone cord’s cool spiral.

			—Want to meet? Luboš asked, speaking as simply as possible.

			—Yes, said Jacob. —When?

			—Tomorrow, at eighteen hours. At M[image: ů]stek.

			—Underground?

			—No. In the street. Under the clock, across from the Automat.

			—Yes, Jacob said again, knowing the large, ugly clock that Luboš had in mind. It sat on the roof of a glass building at the foot of Wenceslas Square, where the word DISCO, in a sans-serif font, appeared in the windows of the top floor, one letter per pane.

			He and Luboš fell silent again. Having succeeded in their negotiation, it was now a comfortable silence, maybe even a confident one. There was a thrill in arranging a date while in a room that spoke so much of family, even if the family wasn’t his. On the near wall hung a medieval Slavic icon, or a replica of one, a madonna’s face painted in oil and set in a costume and landscape of silver, like one of those old sideshow attractions where a cousin pokes her head through a hole in a signboard so that her face appears over the body of a circus strongman, or under the top hat of a lion tamer cracking a whip, another cousin’s face figuring as the lion.

			—I look forward, said Luboš.

			—I, too. A great deal. The energy that ordinarily went into complicating or refining one’s speech instead had to be devoted to simplifying it. It wasn’t possible to mislead each other, Jacob decided, when it took so much effort merely to reach across the space between them.

			•   •   •

			Jacob left the M[image: ů]stek subway station and walked up Wenceslas Square, away from where Luboš would be waiting, in order to buy a Western newsweekly he liked at one of the few stands that sold it. The sun had not gone down, but it could not be seen. So neutral was the twilight, in fact, that instead of fading from behind the leaden clouds above, it seemed to be settling out of the air one walked through, as if it were a kind of dust. It sharpened the outlines and details of the buildings but dissolved what little color they had into a uniform gray. Jacob couldn’t have said why he was going out of his way. As he had traveled toward M[image: ů]stek, his wish to buy the magazine had grown more and more urgent, until, upon arrival, he had had no choice, even though he was late and the detour would make him later. Only when he had it in hand did he feel armed. He waved it, rolled in a fist, at Luboš when he sighted him. Running across the granite bricks, he wondered if Luboš had seen him. There were so many eyes carved in Prague’s façades, belonging to caryatids, masks, reliefs of politicians, and the figures of ideals, that one was never free of the sense of being observed.

			They greeted each other in Czech. Jacob searched Luboš’s face for a sign of what would happen between them tonight, a hint of what footing they stood on. It was not a soft or a warm face, though it was not unkind. The suggestion in it of toughness excited Jacob. As he looked into the face, he saw by the change in its shading that the mild and even twilight was, even as he watched, at last lapsing, and leaving exposed, as a tide might leave rocks and shells, the sharp and fragmented lights cast by street lamps and shop signs. After they had stared at each other hesitatingly for a few moments, not touching, Luboš proposed that they walk down Národní t[image: ř]ída to Café Slavia, which overlooked the Vltava, and Jacob agreed. They walked slowly and with uneven steps, not yet adjusted to each other’s gaits. They soon gave up on French and German. Luboš asked simple questions in Czech, and Jacob acted out words he didn’t know, which Luboš supplied as soon as he could identify them. When Jacob turned the same questions back on Luboš, Luboš then drew on this fresh vocabulary, as in a card game where you may take from another player’s discards. By this means, as they walked, Jacob made the commonplace revelations of a first date: that his parents had divorced when he was a child, that he had only come out a year and a half ago, that he did not have a boyfriend. For all the struggle required to communicate—though whether it was despite the struggle or because of it he could not have said—Jacob found that his own sense of his meanings burned clear and bright in his mind, unshadowed by the misstatements he threw off on his way to them. The misunderstandings were too numerous to stop for; they were only temporary. Luboš, however, was more cautious; when Jacob asked about his parents, for example, he answered only that he did have parents, he was fairly sure, and his smile stopped Jacob from asking more. He had always known he was gay.

			Just before they reached the river, they stepped to the right through two sets of glass double doors into Slavia. It was crowded and indifferent to them, but Luboš found a welcome by sharing a word with the cashier in a low and confidential tone. He then led Jacob down the long L of the café, past a fragile-looking upright piano jammed into its elbow, to a table littered with previous visitors’ plates and cups but otherwise abandoned. He had walked to it as if he had known it would be there. Through the
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