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CHAPTER ONE

Mixing Dumplings

In his pocket, Doran Seeger fingered a roll
of banknotes (money he fully intended to lose at tonight’s poker
game) as he walked after sunset across the fabled Charles Bridge on
his way to Prague Castle. In truth, he’d never had much luck at
card games—or other circumstances governed by chance. Which was not
to say that serendipity hadn’t played a fundamental role in his
destiny. Quite the reverse was true—at least since he’d given up
his all-too-conventional life in America and cast his proverbial
fate, like a fallen leaf, to the winds that blew over European
terrain. That was nearly ten years ago, and while he’d never really
accomplished anything approaching full cultural integration in
Europe, he did now exist within a certain zone of comfort.

During the first few years of his
expatriation, he’d drifted from city to city—Amsterdam, Geneva,
Rome, Paris, Munich, among others—trying in each location to find
cause to remain and put down roots. But each stop on his
continental march had proven, for one reason or another,
inadequate. He considered the possibility that perhaps this
particular period of his life was simply ordained for itinerancy:
it seemed to him as likely a possibility as any. In fact, the
closest he’d come to finding a suitable home was during his first
summer as a wayfarer. On the Island of Corfu, he’d encountered a
nurturing environment, an agreeable local culture, and a totally
unexpected romance with a Dutch woman named Alarice Van Zyl, who
had come to Corfu on a summer long holiday with her younger sister.
But the affair had faltered as summer turned to autumn, and the Van
Zyl sisters returned to Rotterdam to care for their ailing
mother.

For a time Doran carried a torch for Alarice,
hoping for an eventual reunion on Corfu. He might easily have gone
to the Netherlands to be with her, but he sensed—probably
correctly—that the vivacity of their relationship emanated from
particular circumstances at a particular locale. For a while they
corresponded faithfully, but the ecstasy of everyday contact dimmed
over time, and the letters grew more and more infrequent. And while
Doran had never intended for the affair to end by default, that was
indeed the way it had ended.

Serious romance had not found him since that
first summer in Europe, and while he’d made many friends across the
continent, a definite void existed in his life concerning devotion
and commitment. A man without love was not complete: this he
readily acknowledged, while the sad realization of his circumstance
brought him no closer to fulfillment.

In retrospect, he sometimes wondered why he’d
chosen not to pursue the affair with Alarice. There was no denying
the fact that the connection they’d experienced that summer on
Corfu was very special—an all-too-rare occurrence in Doran’s life
to date. For he was not a man inclined to frivolous love. Nor was
he likely to expose his vulnerability as a matter of course.
Certain events in his past had put him on guard, and his defenses
often had to be broken down by degrees. It took a kind and patient
heart to draw him out of reticence, yet when he was finally able to
trust the intentions of a woman, the love he returned was
unconditional.

Yet even in the absence of a romantic union,
he did not exist in a social vacuum. Since coming to Prague he’d
made many friends, some of them more or less influential in the
city’s cultural revival since its liberation from totalitarian
Communist rule in 1989. Primary among his circle of friends was
Scarlet Ponton.

Doran had met the audacious Colombian girl
shortly after his arrival in Prague. Happy to have the counsel of
another expatriate, he’d accepted one invitation after another to
accompany her to bars and nightclubs and cultural events. Perhaps
each had assumed that a romantic relationship might blossom out of
familiarity, but it had simply not come to pass. Neither held the
other accountable for the absence of romantic passion; instead each
came to value, somewhat protectively, their platonic
friendship.

At only twenty-six, Scarlet was fearless in
the realm of commerce, time and again risking family money on
outrageous business schemes that somehow always seemed to succeed.
Coming to Prague immediately after the Velvet Revolution, she’d
been the first to import drinkable coffee into Czechoslovakia. And
shortly thereafter she’d hatched a plan to buy paintings from
disenfranchised Ukrainian painters and import them into Western
Europe. On a whim, Doran had gone with her to Kiev to buy canvases.
Scarlet purchased the artwork with currency only slightly less soft
than the rubles the artists so desperately needed. Sometimes she
traded jeans or denim shirts for paintings. Back in Prague, or
Berlin, or Frankfurt, she connected with German buyers flush with
money and eager to acquire the spoils of a fallen system. Needing
an occupation, Doran stuck with her as she tutored him until he was
ready to go on buying trips alone.

He also counted Jan Storic among his friends
in Prague. A former dissident, Storic now worked as an
administrative secretary in the Executive Office at the Castle. As
a long-standing member of the resistance organization, Charter 77,
Jan had known Havel for years. Like his friend, the president, Jan
was a playwright. Two of his plays had been critiqued by Havel’s
wife Olga, and eventually performed at the Magic Lantern. In the
political realm, he had served Charter 77 not as an idea man, but
as a facilitator, and, as most Czechs, he held the new president in
high esteem. But his feelings went beyond loyalty. He saw the
president as a new type of leader for the free world—a politician
committed to real civility. And he saw himself as part of a
liberating fraternity.

Also invited to tonight’s slightly illicit
poker party was Vasil Basso, a thirty-two-year-old writer and rock
singer whose star was rising in the Prague underground. As an
artist, he too had endured the repression of the Communist regime,
and he found this renaissance of creative freedom invigorating,
though somewhat daunting. Vasil also knew Havel from the wine bars.
He’d encountered the future president on many occasions, engaging
him in philosophical discussions concerning literature and
politics. Doran was not always inclined to agree with Vasil’s
particular vision of a liberated society, (anarchistic yet
completely civil; altruistic yet somewhat protective of its
cultural identity), but he certainly admired the poet’s sense of
resolve, and his stamina.

It was Jan Storic who had negotiated the
terms of their entrance to Prague Castle, then to the inner offices
of the Czech president himself. (A somewhat effortless arrangement,
Doran concluded, and so unlike the fate of Kafka’s frustrated Land-
Surveyor, K). Their presence here tonight was not officially
authorized, though under present circumstances, Securité
was not likely to intervene.

For tonight the entire country held its
breath and prayed for its ailing national hero, the poet and
president Vaclav Havel. This unlikely head-of-state, Doran agreed,
embodied the qualities for which a true leader should stand: truth,
fairness, humanity, and genuine political decency. The dramatist
and poet turned politician now stood upon the worldwide stage,
symbolizing hope for politically oppressed people everywhere.

Recently reborn, the current incarnation of
the Czech democracy was still somewhat fragile, and after years of
totalitarian repression, the Czechs had good reason to question its
efficacy. Their caution was not merely the result of cynicism and
fear; it was a condition resulting from years of necessary social
withdrawal. Reticence and anonymity had become the passkeys to
survival.

During November 1989, Doran, along with the
rest of the world, had watched in amazement as a critical mass of
solidarity was reached throughout the Communist block. Wenceslas
Square filled with key-rattling students, workers, clergy, and
journalists, and a once obsequious proletariat, suddenly
emboldened, demanded the immediate abdication of a government
turned not only against them, but also upon itself. As the Soviet
stranglehold on Eastern Europe lost its autocratic grip, the
multitude in Wenceslas Square grew by the day. Russian soldiers
with drawn automatic weapons quickly moved in to ensure order, but
the Czech demonstrators only belittled the once-feared commandos by
placing flowers in the barrels of their guns.

Meanwhile, Gorbachev sequestered himself
inside his villa on the Black Sea; he would take no calls from the
Russian intelligentsia. Soviet military tanks did not rumble
through the Prague streets as they had in 1968. The secret police
were now powerless in the face of the citizens’ quorum. The
Communists slunk away hoping only to save their necks. Not a drop
of blood was shed in the Velvet Revolution, and Vaclav Havel, a
long-suffering dissident who embodied the conscience of a stifled
society, became president of the reformed Czech-Slovak Republic.
These thoughts and others occupied Doran Seeger’s mind as he
entered Prague Castle.

Once inside the complex, a security guard
escorted him to the president’s inner offices, for it was there
that tonight’s poker game was to take place. Already present were
his three friends: Scarlet Ponton, Jan Storic, and Vasil Basso.
Doran shook hands first with Jan, then with Vasil. Scarlet kissed
him warmly on the cheek and queried, “Did you bring your money,
Seeger?”

“I brought enough to bankrupt the three of
you,” he said.

“Now that’s American confidence for you,”
Vasil laughed.

Storic offered a beer as Doran sat down at
the already prepared poker table. “Any word yet on Havel’s
condition?” Doran asked the presidential secretary.

Storic’s face showed the concern he surely
felt for his friend and his president. “It’s too soon,” he
answered. “We won’t know anything for a few more hours. Pavel
Kahout promised to call as soon as Havel is out of surgery.” Jan
took a seat at the poker table, and laying his palm on top of the
deck of playing cards, he invited the others to take their places
as well. So the game began at this unlikely time and place, as the
four friends waited for word of Havel’s prognosis from Vienna.

Though hardly an aficionado at cards, Doran
was holding his own after two hours of play, winning a pot every so
often and hedging his bet on weaker hands. It was Storic’s turn to
deal, so he shuffled the cards, defined the game as five-card draw
with no wild cards, called for the ante, and dealt a new hand. One
by one, Doran routinely collected his cards: first, the king of
hearts; then the ace of spades; another king; a third monarch… He
waited in utter disbelief as Storic methodically dealt the final
card of the hand. Was it possible that he might receive a second
ace? Surely the odds against being dealt such a fortuitous hand
were astronomical. Finally, he received his fifth card: the ace of
clubs. An ace-high full house! It was certainly the best hand he’d
ever drawn directly from a dealer. Realizing that over his boyish
features a poker face would probably look ridiculous, he
nevertheless tried to remain placid.

Rubbing reddened eyes, Vasil Basso drew two
replacement cards from the deck to augment his weak hand and
regarded the female member of the group. Scarlet declined
replacement cards. Of course Doran also refused cards, instigating
a friendly but predictable showdown. Storic took three cards from
the deck and immediately folded. Assessing tonight’s poker losses,
he laughed ironically, for he was somewhat accustomed to ill
fortune and personal mediocrity.

“What time is it anyway?” Vasil Basso wanted
to know.

“Eleven-thirty,” answered Storic.

“What’s taking so long?” Basso asked in an
irritated voice. He arranged the cards in his hand, his long
fingers moving nimbly but nervously. “Why doesn’t Kahout call?”

“It’s complicated,” said Storic. “He’ll call
when they know something.”

“The waiting is terrible,” Vasil
grumbled.

“Play your hand,” said Scarlet. “The game
will occupy your attention.”

Basso indulged her, increasing the pot by
twenty-five crowns. “I can’t help thinking about him lying in that
operating theater. I get a vision of overpowering whiteness. God
only knows what they’re doing to him.”

“He’s getting the best of care,” said Jan
Storic. “It’s not like he’s here in Prague. Or in Moscow. He’s in
Vienna, Vasil. They have every imaginable medical miracle in
Austria.”

Basso was hardly consoled.

Scarlet Ponton’s wager was considerably more
aggressive than Basso’s: one hundred fifty crowns. Her expression,
though, was one of abdication. She directed her comments to Jan
Storic, whom she’d known since first coming to Prague just days
after the Velvet Revolution: “How can a doctor warm the lungs of a
man who has spent months in a dark, wet prison cell?”

“This is not the president’s first operation.
Nor will it be his last. For Havel, it is one more trial in a long
line of spiritual tests,” said Storic.

Scarlet’s look conveyed disregard. “Jan, the
truth is that the man is dying—perhaps by degrees—but he’s dying.
And I don’t know if I should break down and cry or be sick or just
give up hope.”

“You’re not Czech,” observed Vasil Basso. “So
why such depth of feeling, Scarlet?”

She brushed the black, curly hair from her
round face. “So many reasons,” she said. “Of course there is my
capital investment. But that’s almost beside the point. There’s a
spiritual element as well.”

Doran Seeger’s reasons for living and working
in the new Czech Republic, on the other hand, were far more
coincidental. As an American, his political convictions were less
than resolute. At forty-nine, he had now fully mortgaged the
certainty of a materially comfortable future, only to borrow the
soul of a gypsy.

Doran matched Scarlet Ponton’s bet and raised
the stakes another one hundred fifty crowns. Which drove Vasil out
of the contest immediately. “You can’t be serious, Seeger,” said
Scarlet.

Doran did not answer; he did not flinch.
“It’s your bet, Scarlet,” he said simply. “But take your time.”

“I’m ready to play now,” she said
confidently. And she laid down another one hundred fifty
crowns.

Doran held his cards close to his chest as he
recounted the day the American president had visited Prague.
“Together, Clinton and Havel walked slowly across the Charles
Bridge as the reporters and cameras followed. And I remember
thinking: Clinton’s teeth are so white and straight! And his mouth
is so wide! His lips were flapping like a banner in a gale as he
outlined the conveniences of a very peculiar kind of democracy, a
democracy that ultimately separates classes with the precision of a
centrifuge: a democracy called the Market Economy. And all the
while Havel walked with his hands clasped behind his back,
listening, listening, listening. His head was bowed, and he
exhibited that characteristic, pensive expression he often has on
his face, as he extracted the unfeigned intent concealed in the
silence between Clinton’s words.”

“Heady assessment, Doran,” said Jan
Storic.

Doran shrugged. He looked straight into
Scarlet’s black eyes and said, “I have to call for your cards
now.”

“Of course,” she said, and laid down three
queens.

“Ah! Very good, Scarlet. Very good indeed!
But not good enough, I’m afraid.” He gloatingly revealed the full
house.

“I don’t believe this!” she consternated as
he drew the chips to his position. Laughing, she suggested, “Now
you can buy us all breakfast, Seeger.”

The midnight bells in a hundred spires began
to chime as they cleared away cards and coins. The telephone rang,
and Jan Storic jumped up to answer it. Offering neither salutations
nor small talk, he conversed quietly with the caller, listening
more than speaking. His brow was furrowed; his fingers worked the
receiver. Thanking the caller, he hung up the phone and turned to
his friends in the presidential anteroom: “That was Pavel Kahout.
Apparently, the surgery went well. But Havel is not out of danger.
He’ll be in intensive care for several days—maybe weeks. The
doctors will be able to form a prognosis in forty-eight hours.
That’s all Kahout knows. So we wait. We wait.”

 


At night, Prague was magical. From the time
of his arrival in the city Doran had felt the nocturnal mystery of
its cobbled streets and narrow alleyways, the fascination of its
unscathed architecture resplendent throughout a complex history,
the allure of a newly free society and a critical generation hardly
aware of its reconstituted potential. Walking with Scarlet and
Vasil on his way home, all three paused, as if on cue, halfway
across the deserted Charles Bridge. Gazing across the river, Doran
contemplated the bright spotlights that illuminated the Castle’s
exterior and reflected upon the black water of the Vltava. And
though he had deliberated upon this scene a hundred times or more,
his emotions were dramatically affected each time he stopped to
consider his presence at this site.

The Prazsky hrad, or Royal Palace, was
actually a collection of galleries, halls, towers, cathedrals,
gardens and residences. It’s architecture spanned more than six
hundred years, including styles as diverse as Romanesque, Gothic,
baroque, and renaissance. And its favorable position in the
Hradcany district near the Vltava River was equaled only by its
venerable place in history. Once the domicile of Bohemian princes
and kings, it was now the seat of government in the Czech
Republic.

On the right bank, the lighted towers of the
Bethlehem Chapel and the Old Town Hall served as beacons on the way
to the Staronamesti, or Old Town Square. The trolleys were
not running after midnight, and few cars passed in the darkened
side streets. Walking in front of the clock tower, they went
through an archway and turned up the grand pedestrian mall known as
Vaclavske namesti, then to the right along Vodickova Street,
leading to the location of the New Town Hall. Doran’s second floor
apartment was located in an early nineteenth century building that
stood at the intersection of the New Town Hall Square and a
tributary street called Navratilova.

Reaching the door to the foyer, they paused
in shadow before Doran took out his key. Overhead a sliver of
moonlight filtered through a few wispy clouds in the indigo sky.
Certainly spring was not long in coming, but tonight Doran could
see the vapor from his breath. “I’ll brew coffee,” he told his
friends. “Come inside awhile.”

The American turned the key in the lock and
the door opened onto a dimly lighted, musty foyer. All three moved
quickly inside and the heavy door closed behind them. Having been
away the entire day, Doran collected the mail in his box. From it
he took a single letter with a rather surprising return address. It
read: Van Zyl: Lagos, Portugal. He knew surely the name, if
not the locale, but the handwriting was not familiar. Climbing the
spiraling stairs with his guests to the second floor, he tapped the
envelope against his free hand and speculated silently about what
news it might contain.

Unbolting the double lock on the door of his
apartment, Doran directed his guests inside ahead of him. The
apartment was noticeably cold, for the building’s furnace was
anything but reliable. But most everyone in the Czech Republic was
sadly accustomed to such inconveniences; in fact, it was far better
now than it had been before the revolution. All three kept their
coats buttoned to the neck as Doran tossed the envelope onto a
table and began fiddling in vain with the old-fashioned
thermostat.

“Would you mind brewing the coffee, Scarlet?”
Doran asked.

Rubbing her cold hands together, the
Colombian girl went to the kitchen and measured the dark blend into
the basket. She filled the pot with water and set it to boil on the
stove. When the brew had sufficiently percolated, she called for
Vasil and Doran to join her at the table.

Such a centrally located, old-city apartment
was a rare find indeed for a foreigner, but Doran had come across
it serendipitously, like so many circumstances in his life since
he’d left the States, and rented it, modestly furnished, from a
Czech doctor who was currently in residence at a hospital in
Budejovice. The apartment itself consisted of a parlor, a kitchen,
a bedroom with a sleeping loft, and a combination bathroom/laundry
room with a separate toilet. The fixtures and furniture were
standard Communist issue: a tragically comical 50’s-style orange
and black vinyl dining booth installed in one corner of the
kitchen; metal cabinets with industrial-looking handles; linoleum
floor and countertop, once matching but now yellowed. Modular
shelving covered the length of one wall in the parlor. The doctor
had taken away the television, but a small radio that received only
news and classical music remained. Besides a black vinyl sofa, an
old wooden rocker, and a frayed, wing-back chair, there were
several mass produced, veneer-covered accent tables that were
manufactured to look modern, but looked, to Western eyes, only
pathetic. The carpet was slightly shabby; the walls needed
paint—not desperately, but noticeably. And the doctor’s bed was
made of a four-inch-thick piece of foam rubber, cut to size and
laid over a plywood foundation. A heavy, antique armoire stood in
one corner of the bedroom. A matching dresser was placed near a
window that looked out to a central courtyard. There, children
often played ball while women hung wash to dry in the breezy
alcove.

The building was surely timeworn, though the
advantages of living in the area known as the Nove Mesto,
only blocks from Wenceslas Square, were obvious. Numerous cultural
events played at theaters and concert halls year round and were
within easy walking distance of the apartment on Navratilova
Street—venues such as the now famous Theater on the Balustrade, the
Semaphore, and the Café Slavia, where intellectuals and artists
still gathered each night to fashion the philosophical bearing of a
society in rebirth. A nearby language school offered Doran the
opportunity to meet other foreigners who, like himself, were trying
to learn enough of the Czech language to facilitate their own
particular needs. He often visited the office where the English
language newspaper was published and even wrote a few articles
fashioned to aid recent American or British or Australian
expatriates now living in Prague. Or sometimes he would loiter at
the American Bar just off the Staronamesti to drink beer or
wine and see who might turn up. The nineteenth century apartment’s
old-world charm was undeniable. The large parlor window overlooked
Navratilova Street, where a rather animated café with summertime
outdoor seating attracted gatherings that not long ago were
forbidden by the Communists. Up the street, near the New Town
Square, ran red trolleys with clanging bells. A nearby outdoor
market offered everything from tasty homemade foods to clothes,
household staples to handicrafts.

Doran knew that his time in Prague might well
be limited; still he took the initiative to personalize his rented
living quarters. He hung paintings that he’d acquired in the
Ukraine on the parlor’s walls, and covered the floor with
hand-woven rugs from Slovakia. Books and magazines in Czech,
English, and German were scattered about the apartment, and various
clippings of personal interest were taped to the refrigerator. On
one of the of the kitchen walls he’d hung a handwritten recreation
of Vaclav Havel’s peculiar typo-gram entitled, ‘ALIENATION,’ a
picture-poem in which a maze of intertwining asterisks were
initiated with the possessive, ‘MY’ and concluded with the somewhat
dubious concept of ‘SELF.’

“The genius of Havel’s literary talent was
realized by intellectuals and working people alike,” said Vasil
Basso, referring to the enigmatic poem on Doran’s wall, “but his
morality and his sense of conviction, and especially his
philosophical depth, were largely overlooked outside
Czechoslovakia. I believe his rise to the presidency took other
world leaders completely by surprise. I’m sure many refused to take
him seriously. After all, a poet as president! Yet the fact that a
once-jailed dissident was able to assume a position of national
leadership in today’s singular political hierarchy is a powerful
message to elitist governments concerning the final authority of
public will.”

Scarlet related: “I was traveling outside
Colombia for the first time in 1990, and Prague was so alive that
summer. It seemed everyone in Europe had come here to celebrate the
end of totalitarianism. From May through September, the momentum
continued to build and people poured into the city, but the Czechs
themselves were slow to join their own party. They looked stupefied
by the obvious wealth of Western Europeans—by cars and clothes and
jewelry. Nevertheless, there were parties in the street,
celebrations with ethnic music and dancing and food. On my second
day in the city, I was crossing the Charles Bridge when a girl
handed me a free ticket to a staging of ‘Audience’ and ‘Private
View’ at the Semaphore Theater. I’d never seen one of Havel’s
plays, so I decided to attend. It was incredible! And the theater
was magical! Have you ever been inside the Semaphore, Doran?”

“Never,” he answered attentively.

“Just off Wenceslas Square,” she continued,
“the theater is built three stories underground. Symbolizing
resistance to censorship, of course. All the actors and directors
who worked there for free during the 60’s, 70’s, and 80’s have
autographed the walls: Kirk Douglas; Shirley Temple Black; so many
others. The Festival Theater Company’s production was enthralling.
Sitting in the audience, I became aware that I was taking part in
something tremendously important, and I concluded that I was
presently in the most free and open society on earth. Somehow I
knew I’d better start learning Czech and find a way to make a
living, because I wanted to be nowhere else.”

“So, Scarlet the entrepreneur was born,” said
Doran.

Scarlet laughed. “First I used family
connections to import coffee. The coffee here was terrible—full of
grain. The idea seemed natural enough, but the bureaucratic
problems were monumental,” she said, shaking her head. “It was a
nightmare. Regulations galore! The old system of commerce was not
fully unraveled. That took time. I became frustrated, but I stayed
with it.”

“And the entire country is glad you did,”
Doran observed as he sipped the rich Colombian brew.

“Eventually I went to St. Petersburg. Just to
have a look,” Scarlet continued. “From there I went to Moscow.
Finally, I ended up in Kiev. There I was introduced to a group of
artists. Their circumstance was regrettable. They were accustomed
to all kinds of subsidies—the Soviets were essentially underwriting
their entire profession—and I quickly recognized an opportunity.
These creative people were desperate to make a living in a society
where prices were spiraling out of control. They were starving
while the Russian Mafia flourished by stealing cars.”

“And when you saw the quality of the work,
you knew you could sell the paintings in Europe.”

“I risked little to find out. A few D-marks
purchased five paintings. I went to Berlin and immediately tripled
my money. I knew I had something. But I never imagined the scope of
the demand. Not for six more months. By that time I’d been in and
out of the Ukraine more than a dozen times. Each time I arrived
with more hard currency in my pocket, and each time I left with
more paintings than the time before. The artists with whom I dealt
told their friends. Soon I was shipping canvasses by rail in
specially constructed wood crates. If I failed to show up in Kiev
when expected, they would write to me in Prague, imploring me to
buy more artwork. Of course, that’s about the time I met you,
Doran. And you know the rest of the story. You helped write
it!”

It was true: there were countless
opportunities for venturous people in the recently liberated Czech
Republic, and many expatriates were making sizable fortunes. With
Scarlet Ponton’s help, Doran had carved out a niche for
himself.

The three friends talked until four in the
morning, mostly speculating about the future of the Republic should
President Havel not recover from his illness. Vasil Basso
enucleated the political background; Scarlet Ponton offered vision
and unbridled enthusiasm. True to character, Doran listened
quietly, filed away the information and opinions offered, and
reserved judgment.

Once his friends had gone, Doran undressed
and lay upon his bed. Though tired, he could not sleep. Impatient
with his insomnia, he rose. He went to the kitchen for a snack but
changed his mind. He looked out the parlor window. The first light
of dawn was in the sky, but Navratilova Street was deserted. Going
room to room, he paced circles around his discomfiture. Then he
noticed the letter he’d tossed aside earlier that evening.

Turning on a light, he stared at the
envelope. The return address was quite curious. The letter had come
from Portugal. Alarice lived in Rotterdam, and he’d not heard from
her for nearly a year. That fact aside, the handwriting was
definitely not her familiar script. Finally, he unsealed the
envelope and removed the letter.

 


15 March, 2001

 


Dear Doran,

 


Dag! I’m sure you are surprised to hear
from me. I hope you are well. It’s been nearly ten years since we
parted on the dock at Corfu Harbor, yet it seems like only
yesterday. What a summer it was!

Of course you know that Alarice and I
returned home to the Netherlands. Mother was quite ill with
Parkinson’s disease. She underwent fetal transplant therapy, but in
the end it was not successful. Her death was very hard on my
father. His health declined as well, so Alarice (always my dutiful
sister) chose to remain in Holland to administer his business. I,
on the other hand, could not remain at home—not after that glorious
summer on Corfu. The university never appealed to me, so I worked
for a while and saved all my money. I knew that traveling was in my
blood. I landed first in Malaga, Spain, then Morocco. I even went
to Senegal for a while! Each time I ran out of money I went back to
Rotterdam to work with Alarice in Father’s business, but I guess
it’s true—at least for some people—that once estranged,
philosophically speaking, you can never really go home. I now
reside in Lagos, Portugal.

Alarice told me that she corresponded with
you for a time. I know she was ecstatic to receive your letters.
When I last inquired about you, she told me that she’d not heard
from you for a very long time. I was afraid that we’d lost you
forever. Then something extraordinary happened.

Here in Lagos, I met a young man from
Ukraine. His name is Alexi Stolaroff. We live here in Lagos
together. He is an artist. His father, Vladimir, is also an artist
still living in Kiev. When Vladimir told Alexi that there was an
American man in Kiev buying paintings and importing them to Western
Europe, we asked his name. Imagine my surprise when he said Doran
Seeger! Apparently, you’ve bought several paintings from Alexi’s
father. Of course Vladimir had your address in Prague. For a time,
I considered whether or not to write to you. But life is so short.
And good friends are rare. So I write this letter in hopes of
reconnecting, Doran.

But that is not the end of my story. The
relationship between Alexi and me is tentative. I am considering a
break-up. For me, Lagos has run its course. I need to go somewhere
else, and the thought of returning to Rotterdam chills me to the
bone. I hear Prague is a splendid city. I look forward to coming
there in the near future. I will look you up when I arrive.

Until then, good luck to you, and I
remain,

 


Your loyal friend,

Gisela Van Zyl

 


Doran laid the letter on his lap and smiled.
His remembrances of Gisela Van Zyl were fond ones indeed. On
holiday with her sister in Corfu, she’d seemed an impetuous
teenager, though the tone of her letter now suggested the similarly
gracious approach of her older sister. Apparently, Gisela had grown
into a mature young woman.

Considering that their parting on Corfu had
been wholly circumstantial, Doran wondered to himself why he’d ever
stopped communicating with Alarice. And he also wondered whether
Gisela had shared his current whereabouts with her sister. In any
case, Gisela’s letter had calmed him, and he was quite happy that
contact had been re-established between himself and the Van Zyl
sisters. As the morning light spread over the city, Doran knew he
would now be able to sleep.

 



CHAPTER TWO

Plastic People of the Universe

Even in wintertime the sun shone nearly every
day in Lagos. Located along the Portuguese south coast, the waters
were Mediterranean rather than Atlantic. Morocco was a short ferry
ride away, and often the siroccos blew from North Africa to warm
the beach towns and fishing villages of the Algarve. The Canary
Islands and the lush oasis of Madiera lay further to the
southwest.

Lagos was largely a tourist destination, but
it was the off-season, and the town was quiet except for housewives
buying produce at the outdoor markets, or laggards idling over cups
of espresso.

Arriving as a summertime tourist, Gisela Van
Zyl had never intended to stay long on the Algarve; she’d meant
only to have an extended holiday on the south coast of Portugal,
and then return home to Holland once her money was spent—a routine
she’d certainly practiced to perfection. But one thing had led to
another. The offer of a job in a dress shop, along with the fact
that she hated winters in Holland, had convinced her to stay as
summer turned to autumn and most of the tourists went away.
Telephoning her sister Alarice in Rotterdam, she explained the
situation.

“It’s so lovely here, Arissa. Sunshine
everyday, sea breezes, and flowers everywhere. And I just can’t
face another cold, rainy winter in Holland.”

“I knew it would come to this,” said her
sister. “Ever since our trip to Greece ten years ago, I’ve known
that you would eventually leave Holland forever.”

“Who said anything about forever?” Gisela
postured.

“There’s no need to justify your decision,
Gisela.”

“I’m not justifying, Arissa. But I don’t want
you to feel as though I’m deserting you. Or the business…”

“Gisela, darling, you’ve never really had an
inclination for business of any kind.”

“That’s true,” she conceded. “You’ve always
been the serious one.”

“For me, it’s a way of life,” explained the
older sister. “For you, it never will be.”

Silently, Gisela acknowledged the truth in
her sister’s assessment. “I have a job in a shop,” she related.
“And I’ve rented a lovely apartment that overlooks the sea. I’ve
furnished it with wicker chairs and colorful prints and painted
pottery.”

“You see? You can’t help yourself. You’ve got
a full-blown case of wanderlust. If it’s in your blood, you must
get it from mother. I’m more inclined to take after papa.” Alarice
sighed as she thought of her parents, both deceased.

“I miss them terribly, Arissa. Especially
mother.”

“She left this world far too young,” said
Alarice.

Gisela agreed. “I know she was looking
forward to her retirement. I think she might have liked to travel
or teach.”

“But of course papa was all business. He was
never inclined to venture out.”

“But I believe that mother’s inclination,
deep down, was different. After all, it was she who encouraged you
to go to Greece that summer. And it was she who cajoled you into
taking me along. Remember? My God, if she’d only known what she was
instigating. In me, I mean. Look how things have turned out.”

“Oh, I think she knew your nature, Gisela. I
remember her telling me not to keep too tight a rein on you. Even
then. Even when you were only nineteen.”

“It seems like all papa ever did was
work.”

Alarice sighed. “And look at me,” she
lamented. “I’m following right in his footsteps. Sometimes it seems
as if he’s looking over my shoulder. But I can’t escape my nature
any more than you can escape yours, Gisela. So everything’s just as
it should be, darling. No need for you to fret over me or over the
business.”

“Still, I can’t help indulging myself in a
little bit of guilt.”

“I’ll send you some money,” said Alarice.

“Thanks,” said Gisela. “It will probably
help.”

“Now don’t forget to telephone me,” implored
Alarice.

“I’ll call at least once a week,” Gisela had
promised.

Shortly after deciding to remain in Lagos for
the winter, Gisela had met Alexi Stolaroff in the lending library
at the English Church. Finding Russians on the Algarve was hardly
common, and Gisela was intrigued. They were the same age. They were
both expatriates: she from Holland, and he from the Ukraine. She
had no particular profession, but he was a painter. He spoke
English well, as did she, and they’d gone to a café and talked over
drinks for hours.

Over the course of the next few weeks she’d
run into the young painter on several occasions. Meeting in front
of a news kiosk, Alexi had told her that he was being evicted next
day from the studio where he worked and lived. “I don’t know what
I’m going to do,” he said in frustration. “I can sleep anywhere,
but I need a place with good light, so I can paint.”

Gisela considered the young artist’s dilemma,
but only briefly. “My place has beautiful light; perhaps you could
paint there,” she’d offered.

Expressing profuse gratitude, Alexi had
accepted the invitation to stay at her apartment, and moved in
immediately.

In the beginning their affair had been filled
with the romance and daring of an artistic lifestyle, and the
delight of new love. They lived life by a different clock: Alexi
often painted throughout the night, so they might linger in bed
until noon, falling in and out of slumber, and making love.
Sometimes they drank champagne for breakfast, or ate their dinner
at midnight.

Gisela had always considered herself an
iconoclast, but she knew that Alexi’s sense of rebellion far
exceeded her own; and even though Gisela’s personality was a strong
one, still Alexi occupied a dominant role in their relationship, a
dynamic with which Gisela was not always at ease. Within a month of
their first meeting he had literally taken over her apartment, his
canvases and paints and brushes and bottles of turpentine occupying
every modicum of empty space. Only their bed was spared his
clutter. Everywhere else—even the bathroom— contained the muddle of
Alexi’s life and vocation.

But that was not the worst of it. Alexi liked
having things his own way, and he had a bad temper when crossed.
And he drank. He drank far too much. She would often haul seven or
eight empty bottles of Stolichnaya to the trash along with the rest
of the household refuse.

After living together only a few months,
Alexi’s once compelling, nonconformist personality had become the
sole source of Gisela’s anxiety, and she found her tolerance
severely tested by his habits and his idiosyncratic personality. He
was self-centered, sometimes loutish, and perpetually inconsiderate
of her needs and feelings. To Gisela, it seemed that Alexi was
maniacally compulsive about everything he did, a personality trait
thoroughly contrary to her own nature. Yet she was undeniably drawn
to him as well, so she walked a precarious line between obsession
and instinctive caution.

And though she’d never intended it, Alexi had
become a fixture in her home, and in her life as well. Now, Gisela
often felt like an intruder in her own apartment—the bright and
pretty apartment overlooking the sea that she’d furnished with
wicker chairs, colorful prints, and painted pottery. And as the
months passed she found herself spending more and more time away
from home—especially cherishing the morning hours as a time to
reconnect with her more private self, a time to recapitulate and
analyze, and a time to plan.

Working on a difficult canvas for days, Alexi
had been drinking continuously, not stopping to eat or sleep. His
clothes were stained and filthy, and he smelled from not having
bathed for days. Gisela knew well to leave him alone during such
fits of creative frustration, and she’d gone to bed that night
without so much as a kiss or a kind word.

But in the early hours before dawn she had
awakened to the unmistakable sounds of destruction. Alexi was on a
rampage, slashing canvases, fracturing easels, hammering palettes,
and spreading his red anger over everything. Still in her
nightgown, she bolted out of bed and ran into the parlor—or rather
the room that had once been the parlor and now served as Alexi’s
studio—only to see an expression of torture on her lover’s face.
She screamed at him to stop, but instead he picked up a tray of
paints and flung it at her. Gisela ducked away as the tray crashed
against the pristine white wall, spreading primary colors in a
random mosaic.

“What’s wrong with you?” she yelled.

“It’s shit!” he barked. “It’s all shit!”

“What are you talking about?”

“Look! It’s plain to see!” he bellowed as he
took up a knife.

“What are you doing?” Gisela pleaded.

Alexi proceeded to slash yet another canvas
from end to end, and then kicked out the legs that supported the
easel with the severed canvas.

“You’re drunk!” Gisela scowled.

Alexi laughed pathetically. “Of course I’m
drunk. It’s the Russian way.”

“This is bullshit,” Gisela retorted.

“It’s all bullshit, isn’t it?” Alexi
muttered. Then he threw up in the middle of the parquet floor.

Gisela ran back into the bedroom and slammed
the door. Trembling from anger, and terrified to come out of the
bedroom, she dressed hurriedly to the sounds of Alexi’s riot. After
fifteen minutes she heard a heavy thud, and then it was suddenly
quiet in the parlor. Peeking out through a crack in the bedroom
door, Gisela saw that Alexi had passed out cold on the floor in his
own vomit. Unmoved to revive him, she ran from the apartment in
disgust and took refuge at a nearby café. There she’d passed the
early hours of the morning drinking coffee and smoking, and
considering how to be rid of the brutish Russian painter once and
for all.

Indeed, this was not the first time Alexi had
turned aggressive. Neither was it the first time he’d driven her
from the apartment to seek refuge and peace. In fact, two weeks
earlier, under similar circumstances, she’d written a letter while
sitting at this same café—a letter to her longtime friend Doran
Seeger, a letter indicating her intention to leave both Alexi and
Lagos and come to Prague. In retrospect, Gisela acknowledged that
her letter to Doran had perhaps been written speculatively, yet in
light of Alexi’s most recent outburst she was now glad she’d taken
the initiative to contact her sister’s former lover.

Ten years ago, Doran Seeger had proved to be
what she least expected of an American. He was thoughtful and he
spared his words. But when he spoke, his opinions often reflected
an obvious consideration of the ideas of those around him. At the
time Gisela had entertained the unspecific notion that the laconic
American was trying to escape an undeclared demon, though the
affair with her sister, as well as their experiences in Greece as a
threesome, had seemed to draw out his more hopeful side, and to
somehow revitalize and heal him. She herself had been involved with
a Greek boy all during the summer holiday, so her core appraisal of
her sister’s lover was mostly based on casual observations, which
were supplemented by her own conjecture. Though later she had
learned more about him through conversations with her sister, and
by reading a collection of letters sent to Alarice after their
return to Holland, letters her sister offered to share with her.
The letters determined Doran’s essential timeline, though the
intermediate details of his life remained sketchy.

Gisela remembered their parting on the dock
at Corfu Harbor as if it had happened only yesterday. The night was
black, but the lights from the two ferryboats docked in their
berths illuminated all three faces. It had been a very emotional
time, and each had seemed to be searching for something not yet
recognized. Indeed, they were already old friends. They were
friends of the best kind. And they’d hugged and kissed and promised
to write letters at Christmastime, and to return to Corfu the
following summer. But even as they made their promises each had
known that it would be impossible to recapture the splendor of that
wonderful time.

Unforeseen events had imposed themselves upon
sincere intentions. Returning from Greece, Alarice had become
predictably involved in circumstances at home in Rotterdam; while
Gisela’s own course had taken one unexpected turn after another—a
trend that, to her, now seemed redundantly defining. Immersed in
the vicissitudes of her own life, she’d thought only occasionally
of Doran Seeger, but as she sat quietly sipping coffee, and
contemplated abandoning both Alexi and Portugal, Gisela guessed
that she and Doran had always shared a common nature, (though at
nineteen she had been too young to recognize it), and she could not
help wondering just what diversity a fast moving decade had offered
him. Perhaps he would answer her letter. Or perhaps they would
reconnect in Prague.

 


Alarice Van Zyl was nothing short of
flabbergasted when she learned that her sister Gisela had
discovered, quite by accident, the whereabouts of Doran Seeger.

“One chance in a million,” she said to Gisela
calling from Portugal. “Who would think that your Ukrainian
boyfriend, whatever-his-name-is— ”

“Alexi.”

“Who would think that he’d lead us back to
Doran?”

Gisela taunted her sister with playful
repartee: “Spooky, huh?”

“It’s just so unlikely.”

“He’s living in Prague. I’m sure of it.”

“And when are you going there?”

“Not soon enough.”

“Then it’s really bad between you and
Alexi?”

“I can’t pack fast enough.”

“Do you want to come home for awhile?”
Alarice asked.

“I’d rather go to Prague.”

“I hear it’s beautiful there,” Alarice
sighed.

“It was never bombed during the War,”
informed Gisela. “And fifty years of Communism saved it from
automobile pollution, because there were very few cars.”

“I haven’t heard from Doran… I can’t even
remember how long it’s been.”

“This is really odd,” Gisela began.

“What’s really odd?”

“When we were in Greece, and you met him and
started whatever it was that you started…”

“Yes?”

“I didn’t think much of him. And I couldn’t
understand why you liked him so much.”

“There’s no explaining the chemistry between
people,” Alarice concluded.

“No lie! If I understood that, I wouldn’t be
in the trouble I’m in now. But my present situation aside, I found
that the more I thought about Doran, and about the way he was—or
is—the more I liked him. Or at least I appreciated him.”

“He was kind and gentle to me.”

“To me, he seemed lost.”

“That too…”

“Anyway, it should be interesting.”

“Maybe you might convince him to come to
Holland for a visit?” Alarice suggested.

Gisela chuckled. “I think that’s your cause,
Arissa.”

“It’s been ten years,” Alarice observed.

“And that in itself is a little
overwhelming,” said Gisela.

Alarice only sighed.

Indeed, it had been tens years since she’d
taken her last holiday, since she’d spent an enchanting summer on
Corfu—her one real adventure to date! And it had been ten years
since she’d met Doran Seeger and fallen in love with him while
touring the Cyclades. But that wonderful summer, as well as their
affair, had ended so abruptly.

For just as she and Doran had returned to
Corfu from a romantic cruise of the Aegean Islands, Gisela had
informed her that she’d been told by their father that their mother
was seriously ill with Parkinson’s Disease, and that he’d suggested
they return home at once. Alarice had not wanted to leave Corfu.
And she had not wanted to end her affair with Doran Seeger.
Nevertheless, she’d gone home to Rotterdam. For a time she held out
hope that Doran would come to Holland to be with her. Instead, he
chose to drift through Europe that winter. She received his letters
from Munich and Paris and Sicily. Though not once did Doran offer
to come to the Netherlands.

Maude Van Zyl had died the following spring.
At the height of the tulip season in Holland, the girls buried
their mother and consoled their father, barely taking time to
reconcile their own loss.

Consumed by overwhelming grief, Frederick Van
Zyl lost interest in just about everything, particularly his
business. Such a disposition was decidedly out of character for the
lifelong entrepreneur, and the change in his personality came as a
complete surprise to his daughters. Each, in her way, tried to
redirect his perspective, but the widower stubbornly resisted all
efforts. In the months following his wife’s death, Frederick began
to neglect not only his affairs, but his personal hygiene as well,
allowing his once meticulously trimmed hair to grow wild and
unkempt over his ears and shirt collar, and often forgetting to
shave for days at a time. He bathed only after his daughters
insisted. And his once profitable import-export business teetered
on the edge of bankruptcy. Had Alarice not taken control of the
firm, the prosperity resulting from a lifetime of effort would
surely have been lost.

Ten years… Where had the time gone? Gisela
had worked at her side all during that spring and summer, while
Frederick continued to decline.

“Papa stares vacantly out the window for
hours on end,” Alarice lamented to her younger sister. “What is he
thinking? What is he feeling? Does he expect Maude to come riding
around the bend on her rundown bicycle, her thumb poised on the
warning bell attached to the rusted handlebars, her frumpy sweater
buttoned unevenly over her chest, and her faded scarf covering her
head? He mutters to himself. He’s losing his will by the day. It’s
so sad, Gisela.”

“I don’t know how much longer I can stand to
watch him falter,” Gisela said somberly.

“Yes, he’s failing,” Alarice assessed.
“Steadily and quickly. We’re going to lose him, too.”

Gisela felt a lump come into her throat.
“Then you don’t think he’ll come out of this?”

Alarice shrugged. “Who knows? But I don’t
think it’s likely.”

“Maybe Dr. Voorwinkle can give him something
for the depression.”

“Why put him through that?” Alarice
asked.

“I don’t know. There are drugs for
depression.”

“But there’s no cure for a broken heart, is
there?”

“Since when have you become such a fatalist,
Arissa?”

“I’m not. But look at him!”

“I can barely bring myself to look at
him.”

“I know. I want to do something to help him.
But maybe there’s nothing to be done,” said Alarice.

The following November, Frederick Van Zyl
followed his wife to the grave. He died without a sound while
sitting upright on a straight back chair and staring out his parlor
window at the pouring rain. Returning home from work for lunch,
Gisela had found him with his hands neatly folded on his lap, his
lips slightly parted as if unexpectedly silenced in the middle of
some unknown utterance. His pale blue eyes were wide open. She
sighed as she covered his legs with the wool blanket that had
fallen away. Then she telephoned her sister to come at once.

Both parents dead within thirteen months:
once unthinkable, it was nevertheless true. Each sister sought to
redefine her life as an orphan. Alarice had her own apartment in
the Cubiswohnung; she’d lived there ever since graduating
from the university at Leiden. And she had long ago immersed
herself in Frederick’s business affairs. But Gisela was hardly so
well grounded. She continued to live in her parents’ apartment even
after Frederick’s death. And she worked faithfully at her sister’s
side. She was barely twenty-one, and she was indeed too young to
have suffered such a loss. But fate was irrevocable, and she
diligently tried to immerse herself in the life that her father had
wanted for her—no doubt a life that her sister lived at the expense
of her own happiness. Of that Gisela was certain. Yet one was
obliged to respect the wishes of the dead—especially one’s
parents—and there were certain well-defined obligations to uphold.
Time and again Gisela imagined her father’s taciturn face charging
her from the grave. She desperately wanted to honor his memory, yet
the drudgery she felt day by day as she processed orders and
detailed shipments ultimately evoked her true nature—the vagabond
personality that Maude so astutely suspected when she had implored
Alarice to take her to Greece.

For Alarice, her one attempt at escaping such
a life, subconscious as it surely was, had been subverted through
circumstance. She was socially particular; this much she understood
of her character. Doran Seeger had found her sitting
contemplatively upon a giant sunflower, her back turned toward him
as she stared out to sea. A mirage-like pyramid floated upon Ionian
waters. A solitary island near the horizon…

And like an ultramarine jewel, the tranquil
sea ebbed and flowed between its blue-green and violet moods.
Centuries ago, mythological superstars had populated these isles,
self-absorbed in the hemisphere of Creation. Had she, herself,
descended from Zeus and Dione? Such a notion seemed entirely
possible, for here time was irrelevant.

Aboard the ferryboat Poseidon, Alarice
had watched moonbeams skip across the waves as Doran lay sleeping
on the narrow bed opposite her. It was very late, but she could not
sleep. The ship rocked from side to side, but the motion of the
ferry boat did not disturb her equilibrium nearly as much as did
the gentle man sleeping on the berth opposite hers.

On their first night in Athens, Doran had
been robbed. After midnight, they’d lain upon a large flat stone in
the Agora at the foot of the Acropolis. They’d meant only to rest a
few moments, but they’d fallen fast asleep in each other’s arms.
When they awoke, Doran had discovered that his wallet was missing.
They scoured the ground near the stone where they’d slept, but the
wallet was nowhere in sight. Luckily, the thieves had profited
little, and when they returned to their hotel room Doran was
philosophical about the crime. “I left a funny little note inside
my wallet for a potential thief,” he told her as she washed her
face and brushed her hair in the bathroom. “It informs him that the
leather is coated with a slow-acting, iridescent ink.”

“Just like Houdini,” she’d laughed.

And as she came out of the bathroom wearing
only her bra and panties, Doran sat at the foot of the bed. So
smoothly, she sidled beside him, tenderly rubbing his back and
neck. She pressed her soft cheek close to his, and her warm breath
coaxed him out of concealment. In a moment his hand was on her bare
thigh. The fine hairs on her lithe arm rose under his touch. Their
lips brushed lightly together, then they kissed fully.

At Paros Island they’d toured the interior by
Jeep, visiting the towns of Naoussa and Lefkes. They swam at golden
beaches and sunbathed naked on top of stone ledges by the sea. They
tramped through the Valley of the Butterflies, falling to the
ground amidst thousands of cornflowers to make passionate love
under a perfect sky.

Mykonos was something else: giant pink
pelicans scolding sybarites as they nursed hangovers in cafés at
noon.

On the Island of Naxos, they’d visited the
Temple of Dionysus, walked the streets of the Kastro, and made an
excursion to the ancient mountain village of Chalkia. There they
met an amiable Greek man who offered them a drink called
raki.

“What’s raki?” Alarice asked.

“Po, po, po! You don’t
know about raki? Ohhh… Ahhh… Listen! When the
treading of the wine grapes is finished, what remains in the vat is
never thrown away. It is put into a special jar called the
harani, and then it is boiled to practically nothing. The
end product of the distillation is called raki!”

The old man’s clear moonshine was pure
poison, and Alarice recalled fondly the little poem he’d recited
for them:

 


“We’re making wine

So come and help,

Stand in the vat

And tread the grape.

 


And if our grapes are trodden

By one as sweet as you,

Then this year’s wine will surely be

As sweet as honeydew.”

 


In the shade of a plane tree they drank
raki with their host until a downpour drove them indoors.
When the bus bound for Chora arrived, they thanked their host for
his hospitality and climbed aboard. And as the bus pulled away,
Alarice remembered, they had watched through a dust-covered window
as the happy Greek danced the steps of a well-practiced,
traditional dance.

At the wayward side of Santorini they’d
discovered Perissa beach, (an eight-kilometer-long stretch of black
sand), a dramatic mountainside, (on top of which were the ruins of
ancient Thira), and the seaside village of Kamari, a place so
picturesque that one might want never to leave. And Alarice had met
Professor Dumas at the archeological excavation site of Akrotiri.
She’d always loved archeology, and offered to work for no pay.
Professor Dumas had taken her on, and the hot days of August had
passed with her going off to sift sand at the dig, while Doran rode
across the island on a rented scooter to swim and jog along the
expansive black sand beach. Around four o’clock she would return
from the site looking filthy but happy. Brown as cinnamon, Doran
would come riding up by six. They would shower together, and then
make love as the siroccos came in from northern Africa. She
remembered the long white curtains in front of the terrace doorway
blowing gently in the breeze, and the air coming into the room to
cool their torpid bodies.

And each evening they arrived at the Oasis
Bar before sunset. Over glasses of luscious Santorini wine they
watched as the star-like lights of Thira Town rose. In the sky,
streaks of violet light intimated the coming change of season, but
unaware of their impending separation, they basked in the warm
currents of late summer.

In the cool darkness of the Eden Restaurant
in Athens, a four-blade fan whirled overhead as Doran told her,
“I’m considering not going home.”

Silently, Alarice totaled the sum of the past
month’s experiences. “The idea of staying in Greece is very
tempting,” she conceded.

“After seeing how happy you were working at
Akrotiri, it’s difficult for me to imagine you back in Rotterdam,
working in your father’s business,” he said.

“Are you suggesting I stay here with
you?”

“Surely our feelings for one another are
grounded here.”

They had arrived back at Corfu on the morning
of Aphrodite’s funeral. The mother of their friend Modestos had
passed away only the day before their return. That was the first
bit of bad news. Gisela’s break-up with Spiro was the second.
Learning of Maude’s illness was the final shock. With Gisela, they
sat at the back of the church as the Thromos family mourned the
loss of their matriarch.

That evening, as the sun was going down,
Alarice had found Doran sitting alone on the beach. She sat beside
him and wrapped her arms around her knees. For a time they shared
silently the sights and sounds of a place where they had first come
to know one another, and fallen in love. Together they lay on the
warm sand and talked in whispers.

“What happens to us when the light of
Hellas fades from our memories?” she had asked.

“Sometimes a choice is no choice at all,” he
replied.

Anxious for rapprochement, Alarice conveyed
an alternative. “Why not come back to the Netherlands with me?
We’ll take all the beautiful memories of this summer with us.”

“Or you could return here once everything is
resolved…”

Through her tears, Alarice saw the evening’s
first star appear, and no longer able to deny the reality of the
impasse, she fervently wished that blind Eros, his arrows dipped in
fire, would never leave her heart.

And as they stood waiting at the dock, the
lights of two ships bound for different ports illuminating their
sad expressions, Alarice found herself swept out to sea and thrown
over waves, swallowed by troughs until she was finally washed
ashore on an all-too-familiar solitary island.

Now, ten years later, she caught her breath
as she realized the impact of that glorious summer. Time had dulled
the ache of their parting, just as it had led her back to the life
she’d managed to briefly forget—a life of credits and debits. A
life, perhaps, for which she was meant.

 



CHAPTER THREE

Announcing the End of the World

“Stolaroff has five new canvases,” Scarlet
Ponton told Doran. “And he’s collected two dozen others from his
artist friends in the Ukraine.” Along with their friend Vasil
Basso, they sat at the underground wine bar U kocoura
(located in Mala Strana, or small town) after midnight.
Nearby and settled upon a hilltop in all its luminary magnificence,
Prague Castle prevailed over the venerable Czech capital.

“Are you planning a trip to Kiev?” Doran
asked.

“I can’t go. My mother is arriving from
Colombia the day after tomorrow,” Scarlet explained.

“How is your money situation?” he asked
her.

“Renting shop space and buying computers has
left me a little strapped,” she confessed. “But I can afford some
of the paintings,” she said. “What about you?”
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