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For Carolyn
THE OTHER BEARS
Dutch children's song

Kleine Beertje Pippeloentje           Little Bear Pippeloentje

Geeft zijn mama weer een zoentje      Gives his mom another kiss

Geeft zijn papa weer een hand         Shakes his father's hand again

Want hij gaat naar Engeland           For he goes to England

Pippeloentje heeft een jekker         Pippeloentje has a jacket

En een koffer met een een wekker      And a suitcase with an alarm clock

En een grote zak met brood            And a big sack with sandwiches

Hij gaat varen op de boot             He's going to travel on the boat

En de Westenwinden waaien             And the Western winds are blowing

En de andere beren zwaaien            And the other bears wave goodbye
En ze roepen met z'n allen            And they're all shouting

Zul je niet in't water vallen         Don't fall in the water

En niet op de railing staan           And don't stand on the railing

En geen andere beren slaan            And don't hit other bears

En niet schoppen met je schoentje     And don't kick with your shoes

Kleine Beertje Pippeloentje!          Little Bear Pippeloentje!

music by V.O.F. De Kunst, lyrics by Annie M.G. Schmidt
1:  Alabama Evenings


On warm nights we used to sit on the sill of the big open front window of our cafe (our Amsterdamse stamkroeg) dangling our feet, flirting, lying to each other, trying to impress one another, drinking Heineken and jenever gin, and looking out at the view.  It was spectacular.  Two elm-lined canals crossed there, their dark water reflecting ripples of wine, pewter and the warm yellow of the bulbs strung along the arches of their bridges; off to the right the tall old black cathedral, the Westertoren, shone its clock into the night; and over the bridge in front of the cafe‚ streamed the world's most beautiful women, on old bicycles, sneakers and high heels which clopped against the cobbles like horses' hooves.  Lanky, they looked right back at you with painters' eyes, as if both of you were human.


Bicycling to the Alabama always aroused a thirst, particularly when someone's pretty tush was balanced on my old wreck's back carrier, so the first beer usually went down in two drafts.  After that the feeling everyone was staring at you would dissipate.  I spent most nights of that year of exile with Dutch people (hearing Dutch brought back my grandparents talking, brought back that comfort, so anyone who spoke it I heard as family) but my Alabama crowd was mostly American.  We were all in our 20's except Algernon Hampstead, who probably affected me so strongly just because he was so unlike my estranged father, except in age.


He's the strongest element of these still ruminant memories--a nostalgia of joy and shame, my personal 60's, formative years--but this cud, delicious or painful, is a compound, a lump in time's throat formed of many things:  of that expat scene, its conversations, the flavors and colors of our discoveries and of our avoidances (of what we'd tried to leave behind--which chased us across the waters); of my possession by women, entwined with feelings about my father, my patria, my imaginable futures.  It was a mixed bag.  So despite my Puritan American yearning to transcend to an epiphany, to reduce experience to a message, to transmute nature into a script, my past into a 'story' with a focus, perhaps even a moral, I'm still unable to convert time's Otherness.  We Americans, ideologically convinced of Progress no less than Religion, want to show ourselves superior to our past--or it to us.  But while I've extracted meaning from this past, many meanings, it remains ineluctable, irreducible.  It was what it was.  I AM THAT I AM.


By the time Dagmar Schuhmacher and I arrived one night, the Alabama was already pouring yellow light and the cheerful odor of good beer into the evening.  We'd only been back in town a few days.  She was dropping me in Amsterdam on her way back to Hamburg from our vacation in Provence.  (The dollar still went far then, even though the 20's 'American in Paris' had receded into exemplary myth.  I spent only $3500 that whole modest year.)


Martin Earley was already there too, though he usually liked to come late--if at all--with an air of having been places and an attractive date (a word the rest of us avoided, as it smacked of scary traditions).  I saw Martin watching us through the big window as I locked my bike to the bridge railing.   The slow water of the canal below wafted tendrils of sumptuous ointments--balm and myrrh from sea and city.  I waved at Martin.  Well-knit, with elegant hands and feet, he wore aviator glasses, a smooth opaque look and a self-confident chin.  He was sitting with his feet on the sill, an arm draped suavely over the back of his chair.  We entered hesitantly and walked over to him.  The bar was half empty, the evening young.


Anti-tradition, we normally avoided introductions (and in those days I felt so shy I'd sometimes block even on lovers' names) but I'd begun imitating European manners so I uncomfortably shouted "Dagmar, Martin" over I'm Just an Okie from Muskogee.  The tune amused sardonic Kees the ober that summer.  Kees--more sophisticated than his beefy blond mates--had been to America and had decided admiring its energy was hipper than deploring its crassness.  (Kees liked to be original.)  He'd only talk to me in the afternoons, when the older crowd hadn't shown up yet.  Evenings, he found it déclassé to be seen chatting with anyone who spoke Dutch as imperfectly as I.  It'd have been different if I'd spoken none at all--been a foreign artist or one of the rockers on tour who sometimes came by.


Lean dark Lennon-rimmed Kees.  For the younger women in the cafe, he was the very image of a demon guitarist, his long black hair--exotic in Holland--snaking alongside his lanky face, by his Nureyevan neck and past his sinewy shoulders to almost mid back.  He wore Levis, Levi jackets and white T-shirts, eschewing the tie dyes and bell bottoms with which most of us varied that costume.  (They now claim our dress was but another fashion--even a foolish nostalgie de la boue in Tom Wolfe's words--but I still believe though not as strongly that we ported an anti-fashion:  surely the first symbol of freedom from the suit jacket and all it means since the sartorial individualism of the Italian Renaissance.)  Kees' sound system, now blaring a bootleg of the Stones' version of "Money," played jazz (swing to hard bop), R&B and what's now called classic rock.  I felt America had no high culture to speak of, but I saw our pop arts peerless.


Martin stood easily to give Dagmar a European hand.  Dagmar, also shy, wasn't struck by his gesture, normal in Germany.  Martin pulled out a chair for her.  A green Indian print lampshade hung over the table, framed old photos covered the walls and the bar had a copper hood.  Kees later replaced the hood (ancient and greasy) with a line of those Japanese ribbed lamps.  I found them--orange as pumpkins--a lapse of the impeccable Dutch eye, but when Kees said "Like what?" I realized to him they were just forms, Halloween unknown.


Martin and I used to talk about our fathers.  "What's your father like?" was his version of Napoleon's perennial "qu'est-ce qu'il a fait?"  (Yeah, but what's the guy done?)  Like me, Martin had taken a year off from college, where he'd been majoring in poli-sci, pre-law; but unlike me Martin wasn't suspended for a sit-in.  He seemed to me to be having no trouble finding his way back.  I thought his mild stutter arose only from fear of failure, particularly in the eyes of his father.  Martin Sr. was a partner in a brokerage, a college president, a financial authority.  He'd helped Rohatyn with the NY bail-out.


After my suspension my father and I had quarreled.  Over time fathers' and sons' shy and easily hackled longing for love and respect had picked our rift into what doctors poetically call a weeping wound.  Almost a year after I'd left the US excruciating letters about politics still passed monthly between Philadelphia and Amsterdam--even though politics wasn't a discipline which truly spoke to either of us.


Its reduction of people to common denominators pained my faith in human variety, and politics was too unfocussed for his taste.  John Overmeer--my bullchested crewcut father, hard wire wizard--had limited patience for woolgathering, limited sympathy for circuitous routes.  My earliest memories of him were of walking hand in hand to our Dutch Reformed Church--my other hand then too small to carry both the hymnal and the proverbs--but my dad was no naive fundamentalist.  He was a cynic and, like many hackers, a kind of libertarian.  He saw no use in political protests which led one to lose a University education.  Nor could he see any point in expatriating to Europe, away from your contacts.  You could always get around the draft, and he found the war ill-advised, not immoral.  "Moral wars only occur in that weakly defined fiction your professors call political science," he'd say, in an oxblood baritone--which I sometimes seemed to hear even in Amsterdam, when I was half-waking, hungover.  I usually couldn't quite make out the words.  A voice unlike my own internal monologue, carried on in my reedy, choked, still sometimes breaking tenor.


But, as a youthful moral purist, I felt obliged either to accept or reject the draft--though now that I can no longer tell him so, I believe my father was right.  One isn't obliged to immolate oneself upon, rather than finesse, obsolete laws, anymore than one need remove illset brick with one's head.  And even then I didn't feel a need to go to jail OR to help my country persist in a widely recognized mistake.  Nor--since that's what it really came to--to die in aid of Dr Kissinger's bargaining position.


From Psych, I remembered Bruno Bettelheim, frowning his childlike frown, calling my generation's rebellion paranoia.  And paranoia, he'd reminded us, is caused (in Freud's etiology) by Oedipal conflicts.  I must admit Bettelheim stuck to his guns.  When a Weatherman I knew challenged him to communicate that diagnosis to a draft board, Bettelheim did.


But to say my father's and my rending letters on politics were a displacement of the real causes of our estrangement may be defining politics too narrowly, with eyes blinded by the present.  In the 60's all our myths were projected onto politics:  our times' archetype, nebulous but encompassing.  For in those days I seemed to feel in my filial wounds, in my exile, a Procrustean society sawing at life's tender fecundity.


And, you know, I’ve come to realize that most people are fairly indifferent to their country, or rarely think much about it, and the ones who do care are all deeply ambivalent. On the one hand, you have the Northeastern educated Eurocentric liberals, to reduce some of my crowd to a cliché, who would rather America was more like Europe, but don’t move there; on the other hand you have the Southern redneck conservative, to reduce the other pole to a cliché, and you find that his patriotic love of country is mostly expressed in a powerful hatred of the schools most of us go to, the media and Hollywood movies most of us watch, and the government which inspects and regulates our clothes, housing, cars, highways and the very air we breathe.  He really seems to love very little, besides an image of the 50’s, such as they never were.


So in my exile I hoped to ruminate brighter, less Freudian, more multicolored truths about fathers and sons.  This required some optimism, for it wasn't often a student got the better of Bettelheim.  Though I had heard a story about a woman who liked to knit in his class.  Asked by an offended Bettelheim if she knew what her knitting represented, she said, "Dr. Bettelheim, when I knit, I knit; and when I masturbate, I masturbate."  An apocryphal tale perhaps--because Bettelheim was sharp, fast on his feet, and all students (all adolescents) cherish tales of anti-authority repartee.  The epigrams pass down our post-exilic oral tradition, rolled lapidary as brookstones by East Edenic creeks.


The rest of us, unlike Martin, didn't have any money or obvious prospects.  I lived and cooked in an old roominghouse, eking out a student subsistence by editing, with an occasional secret subsidy sent by my mother, from whose genes the concept Wanderjahr abetted compassion's whelming of duty.  Suzie Reber worked black (off the books) as a chambermaid.  She earned only enough for rent, food (women seemed to need so little) and a couple beers every other night.  But her sublet was located in a wonderful neighborhood:  the not-yet-gentrified working class Jordaan, embracing the Alabama.  The rest of us were forced by not the possession of little, but the nonpossession of much, to rent rooms beyond the ring canals:  outside Amsterdam's Golden Age center, in the 19th century neighborhoods bounded by the spoke canals.  Suzie's room's finest feature was a clavichord.  She could play it, reputedly, though we never heard her.  I think her standards were too high to release but the occasional witticism.


She contemned, for example, her hair.  It was kinky and abundant, that faded rust color.  Nowadays women would kill for it, but Jewish girls in my high school used to iron theirs if it wasn't straight (preferably blond).  I remember a day when a bunch of us were loitering in a Montmartre hotel room we'd rented on a trip to Paris (six hours from Amsterdam by train, quicker and cheaper if you hitched a ride at American Express or Amsterdam Liftcentraal).  We were drinking vin du table and eating white peaches, blood oranges, cheese and a baguette as we sat on a pair of those mythically lumpy beds cheap French hotels preserve (I always maintained) to commemorate the Second Empire.  I also maintained the mattresses were stuffed with horsehair, from beasts who'd perished during the retreat from Moscow.  Now I remarked that Suzie's hair clashed with the waterstained rose wallpaper behind her.  "Actually," she said, "I think it clashes with my skin."


Suzie had already materialized in the Alabama by the time Algernon's angular son Eric joined our table.  Suzie was so unobtrusive that by the time you'd notice her she'd already have been present for a while.   By then, too, a second jenever had diluted the corrosive ink from that morning's Philly letter and better oiled my English/German conversation.  At least I thought so, and Dagmar's ears were clouded with infatuation.  Her amber hair was shining with platinum glints caught from the subdued light of the Indian print hanging lamps.  She looked alert, so alive.


Eric squeezed in his inseparable girlfriend/dance partner Becky Canins and went to scrounge a chair for himself from the by now crowded cafe.  He and Becky were intense, driven.  They rarely looked at each other in company but this seemed only to underscore their bond.  You knew their radar, eyeless, was locked in on each other's mood.  I always sensed Sturm und Drang.  Even now, drinking and chatting, they sat erect-torsoed in leotards.  Indian cotton drawstring pants--modest as the chador--unsuccessfully masked their cut legs.  In any cold at all, they'd be sheathed in leg warmers.


Eric and Becky were but two among many American modern dancers in Amsterdam.  (Like jazz musicians, dancers were not without honor but in their own country, so hordes of them were drawn to Amsterdam's well-supported modern and classical scenes, its English theater, visual arts exhibits, Concertgebouw and Stadschouwburg.)  Still, what Eric and Becky did was unusual.  They practiced with a troupe, to be sure, but they also danced Rogers/Astaire numbers together, helped by my beloved Algernon.  (Algernon had known Astaire in Hollywood.)  When I arrived at the Alabama early, I'd watch the three of them across the canal through the big window of a school to which they had a key.  They'd be practicing for their upcoming show, in reduced light so as not to attract a crowd.  A Dutch grant covered a stop-frame 16mm projector so they could copy U of Amsterdam lent film step by step.  Before VCRs this was the only way to view a single frame without burning it.


Astaire fascinated Eric.  He said Astaire was the first to do floor work, way before Merce Cunningham and, I forget, someone else credited with its invention.  The first to use furniture and props in routines.


"If genius is an infinite capacity for taking pains, this is it," Eric would say, showing us some film.  His enthused inhales almost slurped when he was excited.  "Look, the guy had strange proportions, big hands and feet.  So look, always black shoes, and, see, he always, even during the most complicated steps, always held his middle fingers bent in, crumpled.  See?  So your impression of his hand is taken from the index and pink--the shortest fingers.  Look.


"Then see here the way he hangs back, dawdles legato, and then explodes, rushing the beat.  He learned that from Lester Young, Pop says.  Everything impeccable, yet felt."  And projector leaks would etch Eric's angular brows' almost idiot concentration against the dark.


By now the bar already stank as usual of coarse tobacco butts and spilled beer.  One of the many functions of alcohol, in my opinion, was anesthetizing the eyes and nose.  But tonight I felt fine, as if someone had told me wonderful news, which I'd laid up on some shelf in the back of my mind, ready to be taken out, stroked, savoured--though in reality sinking patriarchal or scholastic realizations often awaited me there instead.


Kees' tape had moved on to Jerry Lee Lewis exhilarated by girls with a wiggle in their walk, Eric and Becky were waiting for Algernon to come help them choreograph, Martin and I were wrangling as usual--his capitalist Realpolitik vs my socialist anarchism--and a Dutch guy I knew had stopped by, affecting to listen to our argument.  Less drunk, he would've supported me with carefully chosen English and, probably, better economics.  As it was he was hoping to meet Becky, who was ignoring him.


"The only thing that's interesting is money," Martin was saying, tilting his chin superciliously.  "It runs everything, it tells you how and what to think."  For a change, though, Martin did look earnest rather than ironic.  He was tipped forward rather than back.


"It's defensible," I said mildly, sipping my gin.


"I don't care about it," Becky said, sounding annoyed, her back as straight as if ahorse.  She just didn't feel like being bored by either of us that night.


"Me neither," I said.


"You're supported by your Mom," Martin answered me, paying Becky no mind.  "You're not aware of how much you care.  You will."


"It's defensible in theory," I said, "but businessmen, economists, politicians are the dullest people on the face of the earth.  Becoming one is a fate worse than death."


"It's...not the people, it's the money itself."  When Martin hit resistance, his voice used to hesitate--cock rather than truly stutter.  Still, "a family tradition of public service" as the Kennedys put it (lust for power, I said) gave him presence, while I was louche with grownups.  All the same we respected each other.


Giving up, the Dutch guy stumbled off, rubbing his spiky blond hair.


Martin was Southern, I came from New England--a Calvinist background on my father's side, as I said.  So Dutch post-Calvinism spoke ethnically to me:  its undecorated church become none; its iconless worship, agnosticism; its congregation, socialism; but charity still charity, duty duty.


At that time I could only perceive repression in Martin Sr's inculcation of manners, and coldness in my own father's laissez-faire approach.  Later I realized a kind of shyness, a respect for distance, had conditioned my father's behavior more than his remoteness; I realized that perhaps he'd merely been surrendering to my passive resistance, which in turn was the only way a hiding creature could cope with his presence.  For at that time I liked to believe my view of our fathers was cynical, but in fact I was naive to see only the dark face of that multifaceted enigma we abuse with the name truth.


Yet I did observe stress--parental pressure--in Martin's stiff shoulders, in his eye's startle when his voice caught.  I'm afraid I often leapt into those little vocal breaches during the heat of debate.  Thinking on my feet always aggravated the fluidity which so worked on my incisive father's nerves.


"You're telling me," I replied to Martin, "that money is more interesting than people.  Not defensible.  Money is accident, not essence.  Even if it overpowers us, it's interesting only as part of society.  Quod ergo refutandum."


And with that sententious exit, I got up to fetch my round of drinks--jenever for me, beer for the rest except Martin, who was drinking cognac.  Martin was generous, but in one way or another hanging out with rich people always got you involved in expenses you couldn't afford.


I returned, negotiating the crowd with a tinkling tray.  As soon as I'd set it down, Martin said, "And yet it moves."  He was turning against me my Red (maternal) grandma's favorite quote--Galileo denying, sotto voce, his church- forced recantation of solar system theory.  Martin was leaning back again, almost supine in his tipped chair.


I raised my tulip jenever glass to the implied famous name and said "The memory of the dead."  We often used this phrase, sometimes to one-up someone who'd fielded a nice quote.  We'd originally learned it--an IRA toast--from another sort of Anglophone expatriate, but it'd become one of our customs, one of those conceits which cement and define a crowd.  We generally meant it as a comic gesture of gratitude to those giants in the earth from whose shoulders we ambitiously hoped to see far, but we greeted any new application as wit, or at least coziness.


Martin raised his own solemn glass of truce, which required adroitly rebalancing his chair.  The juniper bite of the jenever matched the tinkle of glasses, the swoosh of the obers pumping beer mugs clean, the fauve crowd into whose smoke and drink the tender Amsterdam night still managed to penetrate, soft as canal water or duck down.


A kinky-haired mutt belonging to one of the regulars began nosing around under our table, looking for scraps.  I sighted Algernon's poised head.  Smiling, floating through the loud and jolly cafe, he was wearing his white bucks and linen suit, which I admired but felt politically constrained to condemn.  I always loved watching him work a crowd, sifting it for attractive women.


Algernon had led a strange life.  He'd been a ballroom dancer in the swing era--the only white to win (twice!) at Roseland, I think Eric once said.  A handsome guy, a charmer, an elegant dresser, Algernon must've been a killer, being able to dance like that.  He was still fit and erect, still dressed well and still parted his wavy hair just off center like Rudy Vallee--or Reagan for that matter.


Algernon had tried but failed to make it in the movies.  When the gigs as extra in dance scenes petered out, he'd come back from Hollywood to Westchester, where he settled with his equally elegant wife in a cameo civil war house gassed by the Post Road.  They taught a kind of finish and dance class to seventh graders in a nearby rich suburb, someplace like Scarsdale or Larchmont.  Eric went to school there.


Algernon terrified his students.  The boys would have to line up to introduce their partners, then step back a certain way and cross behind their taffeta skirts to shake hands with the wife.  Some, frozen with fear, just copied the guy ahead, down to giving the same name.  Then they'd learn the Lindy and the Foxtrot.


Already archaic, this died in the 60's.  Algernon retired young.  He moved to Europe to stretch a fixed income garnered from savings (surprisingly), small WASP inheritances making their way down the line, and a VA disability pension.  Algernon was blind in one eye and still suffered headaches, which the VA form I later saw among his effects called "sequelae of trauma to the head received while on active duty at Omaha beach."


Algernon had already smiled at me, waved a greeting and passed on when we suddenly caught sound of Coleman Hawkins' Body and Soul.  We sought each other's eyes again, sharing a moment of recognition as--arrested, mouths ajar to hear better--we listened briefly, sifting the classic tenor solo from the cafe's congenial roar.  Our lambent eyes were half-vague with concentration but joined in an interlude of cafe time, which slowed and deepened in color perhaps only for us, and maybe Kees, somewhere behind the bar.  Or perhaps the crowd provided habitat for yet another fan who, similarly receptive, also recognized Bean's masterpiece mingling with the coarse tobacco smoke suffusing the oblivious crowd's disheveled elegance.  We raised our glasses, Algernon's imaginary.  The memory of the dead.


Dagmar had let go of the conversation at our table.  Her blue eyes were unfocussed on the middle distance.  Dreamy, lovely, tired by English, she was just touristing now, enjoying her romantic foreign adventure.  I imagined she was feeling inspired, in the Innerlichkeit I shared with her (both introverts), by some German Idea.  Wanderlust, Weltschmerz.


I found it odd Germans could feel superior without xenophobia:  a concomitant of every other nation's chauvinism.  Though--someone once explained to me--Hitler's "master race" had so flattered the Germans because French waiters made them feel uncouth, Englishmen poorly dressed.


Dagmar's youth and beauty made me feel weak in my stomach.  Perhaps our love was simple as my German but we seemed to hear Hawk's umber, rolling ballads even when Kees wasn't playing them.  I took her by the arm.  We strolled outside for some air, walking out onto the bridge to escape the beery smoky bar for a breath of musty cobbles and canal wrack.  Embracing, we leaned against the green-painted iron railing and watched the canal's reflected light roiled by duck and houseboat.  I passed a forearm behind her waist, pulled her to me and smelled her clean thick curly blond hair, hearing her pretty flowerprint dress crinkle with nervous, slender movements--a deer's surrender.  I buried my face in sandalwood down, closing my eyes.


Dagmar so blotted out the world that I didn't hear Marijke's hello.  Dutch, practical about love, she teased "So wrapped up...."  But even though I hadn't seen her for over a year, Marijke still wanted to bike right on to her rehearsal--for a part in some vaudeville or cabaret kitsch revival, then among the theater projects she was always juggling, sweaty, hyper, sleepless.  I persuaded her to come in and join us at our table for a moment:  for Marijke, though restless as ever, also liked being late for work.  But after the round of introduction she began speaking German with Dagmar, ignoring the rest of us almost rudely.  Marijke always went one on one.


I could see Martin was entranced by her.  Marijke wasn't fragile--she was six foot, dark, narrow-built, with fingers a half inch longer but a third less thick than mine, though I have womanish hands--but from what Martin said later I knew he saw her as an Audrey Hepburn (also Dutch).  A spiritual attribute of success, I thought.  So, I decided, even to Martin money was means to an end.  The sophistication and romance that came with wealth were for him, too, more than merely a veneer or facade; maybe they also meant an essential transcendence, an escape from what he, then, just as much as I, must've felt as a mean world.


His classic Jaguar was more evidence.  It was always in the shop, and a car was pointless in Holland, or was until the trains became so expensive.  Even Martin's father, no less, showed a form of aristocratic sprezzatura--an insouciant grace--by affecting to make money lefthanded, as his right dabbled in politics, fundraising, speeches, the Fed.


Martin wasn't at home enough in Marijke's culture to see that despite her wild life, irregular hours, success as an actress, she was still quite adolescent, though 19 or 20.  She was always dirty, hung out only with old pals, wasn't ready for love affairs.  Anyway, I decided, that was why I'd gotten nowhere with her, much as she fascinated me too.  Too bad.  Having unearthed but small place in the world of men--a patriarchy whose weight I felt above me--I'd found much blind solace in the arms of a more succoring sex.


I knew a lot about Marijke.  Once we'd spent half the night talking, mostly about her life, while I was plying her with expensive drinks I couldn't afford in the American Cocktail Lounge, an obscure bar Algernon had showed me.  I'd hoped the arcana--the American cocktails and decor--would impress her.  But, like me, Marijke had a self-protective unawareness of many things, of most people, on whom her soul's society had shut the door.  She never remembered what I'd said to her, for example, or anything I'd told her about my life.  She wasn't ready to deal with all the people her gifts attracted.


She'd more or less raised herself.  She'd learned much from the safe and supportive Dutch streets, but not for example how to brush her teeth regularly.  Teeth were never, anyway, as high a Dutch priority as a tight family, though she didn't have that either.


Her parents had written a how-to best seller about happiness--more highbrow than I'm making it sound--but they hadn't had much time to worry about hers.  Or they figured the less they had to do with it the more there'd be.  They appeared regularly in the media, over the neologism guru.  The Dutch spelling, goeroe, made the word risible to me.  One of the benefits of expatriation was some freedom from the current of events.


Marijke affected an almost insolent ease but chatted freely not even with her acting school friends.  Of all of us, Algernon had the best rapport, an unulterior flirtatiousness like training wheels.  His lead provided more security than our tentativeness.  If he'd ever gotten her to come fully to roost, I suppose he would've slept with her--God, who wouldn't! you had to see her--but he enjoyed looking and talking wherever it lead.  Algernon loved women but he was no seducer.


Marijke sat almost sideways on her chair at our table, looking elsewhere, over our shoulders.  Algernon, avuncular, drew her out with some soft questions.  She'd been in Rome since I last saw her, on an acting studio scholarship.  She'd learned Italian.


Acquiring another language seemed to take a Dutch person about two weeks.  We Americans--hopeless--didn't even admire, envy or worry about this, anymore than it would've occurred to us to compare broadjumping skills with kangaroos.  Stupid, really.


At first Marijke hadn't known anyone in Rome.  She'd lived in a decrepit pensione.  Keeping late hours, she'd awoken the padrone after lock-up night after night to get in.  "I'll wring that long slender neck one of these days," he'd said, angry but clearly feeling that beauty makes its own rules.


Then she'd been adopted by some Romany street artistes.  This implied nothing erotic, I decided.  Their bushy grey haired leader intimated he had some mystic intuition about her.  But after a month he threw her out.  "If you stay, you become one of us.  That must not be, now."


Abandoned, weeping as she walked along the Via Veneto, Marijke was adopted by another odd group, who invited her to join their table, stood her drinks:  nobles who lived in a decaying Roman castle and had underworld connections.  Roman minor nobility plus mafia sounded unlikely to me, but I didn't know Italy.  Maybe Marijke misinterpreted, or I misremember.


One of these figures had designs on her, which she rejected.  But one night she was either threatened or she panicked.  (She was no hysteric.)  So she ran through the Trastevere as in a dream or a Fellini film, like an impala probably, given those legs and dressed as she did--perennially in loose pants and a dirty Waterlooplein flea market raincoat.  Around a corner, suddenly, appeared the Gypsies.  The old man gestured.  She dove into their midst, crouching behind the drum as they closed round her without a wasted glance or movement.  Her pursuers skidded the corner, straining their loafer seams, besweating their double-breasted silk suits, only to pull up nonplussed, the strains of accordion and violins unheard.


As I watched Marijke talk without meeting our eyes--an edgy performance elicited by Algernon's warmth--I wondered, was this story true?


Why not?  She worked in New York on a Carnegie when all my US actor friends were unemployed.  She had something.  You noticed her onstage, even though I didn't think she always played well.


Then, finished, Marijke looked at me, giving me a shy smile intended to be brassy.  The story had been a kind of return for the night of cocktails, after all.


Martin gazed upon her, his eyes like forest pools.


Comfortable silence had embraced the table by the time I returned from the toilet.  Marijke had left.  The mutt, you'd say attracted to similarly textured hair, had curled up under Suzie's stool and fallen asleep.


Suzie wasn't pleased.  She found pets "dirty and superfluous."  She shifted her chair irritably, smoothing the hair from her face.  It bounced back unfazed.


My friends were watching the strolling crowd and playing an Amsterdam game:  guessing passers' nationalities by clothes, mannerisms, posture.  We found Italians the easiest to spot, but I couldn't have said why; it was like telling good fruit from the skin.


Pale Englishmen seemed undernourished.  Martin used to say they appeared to have crawled out from under a rock, or to need adenoid work. Hobbits.

Germans looked like meaner and scruffier Dutch, or had that self-satisfied Mercedes air.  Though each hated each, all hated the Germans.


Scandinavian men were stiff, with the unworldly eyes and awry skulls of the angels in Mann's Joseph tetralogy; the women were too wonderful to be human, or too human to be made by civilization:  ethereally colored (delicately glowing), tall as basketball stars--like supermodels, if supermodels looked at you candidly with intelligent eyes, out of not plastic but skin, impressionistically shaded with fauna tones and fine hairs.


All of them, except the rare Italians, seemed to us inches taller than our loose-gaited ex-compatriots, whom we found ugly.  We saw Americans as fat; they stuffed their pants pockets, wore plastic, wild checks, unmatched colors and corduroy. (Europeans had some prejudice against corduroy which I didn't understand, though I adopted it.  The English must've once found the fabric chic, since they called it corde du roi, corded fustian of the King.  Or maybe the name had been an advertising hype from the beginning.)  We flinched hearing our countrymen bellow trivia.  They meant we have no secrets, but even our number one booster, Whitman, had had to call those nasal diphthongs a "barbaric yawp," and we knew the Dutch heard the loud small talk as a complacent imposition of banality.  They wished to be discreetly interesting; Americans wanted to be regular guys.


I don't think any of us felt like regular guys, nor had we that ambition, and we suspected no one really was one, under the orthopedic cast.  But why couldn't we have taken our compatriots at their word? why were we bitter? given they meant well--even discounting their mistakes in action and understanding, their often sanctimonious sense of moral superiority toward cultures and opinions they knew little about.


Who knows? is one answer, and surely we had multiple reasons.  Vietnam was clearly a precipitating factor--a catalyst--since it was quite a horrible war even if only in its use of chemicals on civilians, and since it had gradually come to seem a bad idea even to a majority of unexpatriated Americans.  (Remember, in '72 one candidate proposed immediate withdrawal, the other 'peace with honor.')  And yet the war went on.


So other grievous flaws in our culture became more apparent.  The pervasive violence in everything from arts and media to street life to sports to gun laws to transportation (car wrecks) to schoolyards.  The contempt for culture--not merely the arts, bad enough, but conversation, reading, food, hobbies, leisure.  The growing selfishness--"narcissism" Christopher Lasch had called it in his recent bestseller--a starvation of communality or public life at the expense of the most rampant, absurd, even pernicious growths in PR and commerce.  The backwardness of environmental policy and education.  Competition preferred to cooperation.


Surely the US displayed many stellar qualities too; and another kind of hysteric malcontent--in that polarized time--liked to deny patriotism could be anything but virtue.  So why were we--not just my small crowd, obviously, but all those who were demonstrating, reading The Ugly American, later flocking to Dances with Wolves--taken with the dark side?


Many reasons.  Our disappointed unconscious faith in Progress.  Our Romanticism.  Our youth:  callow and innocent, characteristically unable to sort real evils one had to put up with, from ones that should be eliminated, from ones which might not be evil at all.  Add personal flavors (you were right Bruno! partly) like those which steeped my life:  filial discomforts which were even harder to evaluate, mixed as they were with politics and with all those emotions evoked by the word success:  fear, desire, rebellion, outrage, envy and disgust.  For ambition is an evil, if a good, and determining in what parts, or becoming resigned (complacent?) about our inability to cleanly separate them is a virtue--if such it is--which does not inhere in youth.  Nor in a youth culture neglectful of the past.


The compatriots we saw from our cafe vantage generally meant no harm, so they might've seemed inoffensive to less jaundiced eyes, but there were a lot of them, which sometimes tried even the patience of the hospitable congenial Dutch; and, to reinforce our prejudices, we encountered enough Americans who acted like they were alone with the scenery.  They found Europeans quaint rather than human, and underestimated their ability to understand English--or anything else.


Martin did stick up for his countrymen--he got huffy when we waxed too critical--but even he had a risible streak easily tickled into mocking at provincialism.  He never suffered fools.


Nor could the rest of us fret all the time--in the richness of our becoming, given life's fleeting spotlight.


"What do you think about when you're sitting on the pot?" I asked, pulling out my chair.  The barlight had become pale gold, especially after the fluorescent john.  Dagmar bridled, her giggle delayed and intensified by the time the English took to hit.  Martin, still slightly pissed about the money bit, didn't turn his head; he was gazing vacantly at the passing crowd and probably dreaming of Marijke.  I mock-scowled at the back of his head.  Suzie held her bushy red hair off her neck for coolness, then rotated full face--an owl mannerism--to Eric's serious answer:


"I get choreographing ideas.  Then and showering.  Maybe because nothing distracts you, though...."  Eric frowned.  "Maybe primal gestures put you in touch....I work out steps.  Of course in the shower I can't write them down.  What about you?"  Eric was always ready to indulge me with a straight line.


"I fantasize I'm a bombardier over Germany," I said.  "The pilot is screaming at me to hurry the drop, so he can take the controls back and yank our plane out of the flak, but I'm intent, waiting for the Norden bombsight to give me the exact moment....”

"My father"--as I spoke, Martin's father obsession swivelled him around--"told me he wasn't toilet trained till four.  His mother had post-partum depression, so she found it easier just to clean up."


"Must've been more than post-partum, lasting four years," Martin observed.  Chin out, he tipped his head to the side.


"I think she wasn't happy with my grandfather."


"Hmm, your father was divorced too."


"My grandfather married late, died young.  They were married only 15 years.  Then my grandmother was--is--a widow, now 80 and going strong, not really living a whole second lifetime."


"If you eat a lot of raw beets, your piss turns red," Suzie said, looking somber.  "Gives you a hell of a shock."


"This is a really Dutch conversation, the scatology," I said.  Suzie's remark had delighted me.  "Maybe we're repatriating."


"Not me," said Martin inattentively, already gazing at the crowd again.


"Though Proust--French--does a scat on asparagus," I began.


"The memory of the dead," Becky said.  Drily amused, she looked at me, gin flushed.


"It's one of his sensory memories," I continued, "how good it tasted, what it looked like.  Volumes later you find Francoise served so much asparagus in Balbec that Spring because she was feuding, typically, with a scullery maid allergic to it.  But Montcrieff buries the punch line.  He translates, 'and it turns your chamber into a bower of flowers,' from guess what?"


A silence.  Sensing Becky closing, I said, "More literally, 'and it transforms your chamberpot into a bowl of perfume.'"


Suzie pushed her bushy hair back with both hands--to no effect--and said, "The French have strange noses, calling that stink perfume."  The cafe, though jammed, was still quiet enough for talk, even if navigating to the bar or toilet had become expeditionary.  Martin had done us proud for his round ("Oh hell, order summat fancy, me ye have not always") so our tabletop teemed.  Big import glasses thickened the copse of empties the obers, crowded and busy, hadn't been able to gather in a while.


"A gay friend told me asparagus does the same to come," I said.  "How about it, girls?"


"I don't know," said Suzie.  Dagmar didn't get it.  I decided not to translate, as I felt Germans tended to be prudish--Dagmar wouldn't tell me any German slang words for penis during bed chat, for example.


Algernon had stopped by earlier, left to talk to someone he knew, then table hopped back, to lean, legs crossed, against the balustrade behind our table.  Bored by the serious kids discussing Proust, he'd started listening to Hawk.  Now he exited soft shoe to Smack, an innocent smile lighting his face.  Eric pressed his lips together.  The bar was smoky, beery, loud.  Its cozy warmth was chilled by the damp of sodden overcoats.  Peak hour.


I'd been expecting a yelp from a paw-trodden pup at some point but I'd forgotten how still Suzie was, except when her hair was bothering her.  The dog had chosen astutely.  Suzie moved less than any person--mammal--I'd ever met.  Sometimes only her flaming mane kept her from disappearing like a lizard into the surrounding coloration.


"Does Moncrieff bowdlerize the whole book?" she asked.


"Yup," I said.  "There's the passage where Marcel discovers homosexuality, when he overhears Charlus and the manservant, whatsisname, Morel, through a transom.  (The book is full of eavesdropping and voyeurism).  In the French Morel says 'What a big ass you have, Baron'--with the formal vous, very funny.  But Moncrieff has it 'Oh, Baron, aren't you naughty!'"


"Naughty?" said Susie.


"Yeah, exclamation point, can you believe it?  Those English.  Either they're all reserved and prissy or, as in bed, babbling babytalk, totally uninhibited."  I took a breath and went on:


"And Montcrieff made the description of Albertine's cunt so glancing it perishes unseen, as drained of meaning as a boring afternoon.  He just flat passes it by on the other side of the street, like the Levite in Scripture.  'When he was at the place, he came and looked on it, and passed by on the other side.'"


And that was the end of a set piece I'd been turning over in my mind since I'd read the passage the day before.  (I read both the French and the translation because I needed the help and I didn't want to miss anything.)  In those days, everything I thought about I thought about in terms of telling to Dutch friends or to Martin or Becky or Suzie or Algernon.  That was true even of things I didn't or couldn't get around to telling.  This hyperconsciousness, this enhanced interior narration, this invisible but omnipresent audience was exhilarating for a bookish kid.  It fixed experiences and books in my memory, deepening my history and thus making me more human; it made me a more communal being, more verbal, more aware in some ways of what I felt.  In fact it made me feel more.  The light and shape of telling nourished my mental inhabitants into larger, more distinct and surely sometimes more lurid colors and forms.


Someone squeezing by with a trio of beers in hand jostled Suzie--though the Alabama was generally a mannerly bar--so she said, "Jezus," the only thing you could say at such a point in this simple earthy language.  The guy said "Spijt me echt" [pains me truly--I'm sorry] politely, sincerely, but without looking back.  He hunched his shoulders more protectively round his glasses of pils.


"Do you remember what transom is in French?" Becky asked.


"No."


"Le vasistas.  Know the derivation?"


"Nope."


"They say the French had no word for transom.  And Germans, in a cold climate, don't have them."


"That is true," Dagmar said.  She was studying Becky.


"So Germans asked 'Was ist dass?'"  Becky pointed illustratively.  "The French said, 'Gee, so that's what they're called.'"


"That's hilarious," I said.  Dagmar thought so too.


"And bistrot?"


"No."


"The Russians in Paris cafes, after the retreat from Moscow. 'Bistro, bistro.'"  Becky banged on the table, deepthroating the uvular Russian I.  "It means 'quickly, quickly' in Russian."


Gradually the crowd thinned and settled a bit.  Becky and Eric rose and crossed the canal to practice with Algernon, though they liked conversation well enough.  All the dancers I knew were congenial souls.


Becky always intimidated me.  Eric too.  Even apart from dancing, they were so accomplished, so professional.  I felt uneasy, almost shamefaced around them.  Eric's angled lips would press together when his father charmed us with some tomfoolery.  And Becky, besides French, German and Russian, knew Greek and Latin.


Amateurish, I'd never gotten very far with Greek--the second aorist had been the last straw--so I got along better with Eric's father than with him, age notwithstanding.  Algernon was more of a wastrel, like me.  His fecklessness soothed my agon for my own father; jollied my old super-ego back into its cruel hole.


I sometimes used to join Algernon at a Leidsestraat cafe overlooking the Herengracht, where he took his three PM coffee--one of the rituals he used to anchor his daily improvisation.  He told me he most enjoyed the custom in Italy (cappuccino!).  On clement days we'd sit at one of the tables the cafe set out by the canal, across the cobbled street, next to a massive bike rack where Leidseplein shoppers parked.


"You know," Algernon would say, "the ideal cafe overlooks water and a crowd, preferably including attractive women. Mountains, vegetation and tasteful dress are fine, but nothing beats water."


As we walked in the rain over wet streets, or by the light of the Alabama's green Indian print lamps, or sometimes over coffee with whipped cream in one of the smaller cafes by a canal, we'd talk about our favorite places.  I listed where I'd like to have houses.  Algernon, amused but dismissive, said he'd rather live in good hotels.  He winked at me from under the brim of his Trilby, dripping gathered drizzle.


I loved Amsterdam, which he liked too, but he told me he preferred the Riviera's Cap Roux, a partial nature reserve where a kilometer broad ridge of red rock descends from the Alpes Maritimes to cross the Corniche de l'Esterel before plunging into a contrasting blue Mediterranean.  We both liked the Massif, Bretagne, most of rural France.  Algernon spoke French, which he'd learned, badly, in prep school, but improved during the war.


The way I lived reminded him of himself, I think.  My head would swivel all the way round to watch some woman.  Or I'd come into the Alabama with a dazed, perplexed look, after having followed someone a few blocks, my stomach weak, trying to work up nerve and an opening, feeling I'd lost the world, failed utterly, when I couldn't.  Being told to scram would've shattered me.


He'd notice when I arrived with some new love, would talk to her and charm her to death.  Ineke, the leggy one with the redgold hair--she said she had a perfect figure, and did in an oldfashioned way, but that hair! the most beautiful color in the world!--Ineke still remembers him vividly, after one conversation.


She hadn't been bragging about her figure; a farm girl whom neuroses had driven to the big city, and the arms of a foreigner, Ineke was just repeating something her mother or an aunt used to tell her.  Someone more modern would've said "body."


Ineke had inherited her anxiety from her Mom, who had a bad washing compulsion.  Ineke told me when they used to go shopping, her mother, always gloved, would carry two separate plastic wallets in her purse.  The first was for dirty incoming change, the other for clean outgoing, which she'd have washed.


I visited their farm once.  Ineke was sniffy about my lack of interest in the milking machines--her ex, Joris the engineer, had been fascinated--but she could be sniffy about a lot of things.  I did admire the big low-eaved thatched house with the Persian rug covered tables (though big houses are less remarkable to an American) but I was too young and sleepy to make compliments.  Ineke had kept me up all night talking.  Her family teased us about being tired.  Sleeping with boyfriends was acceptable in Holland, even in farm communities.  They had trial marriages in 1600.  But casual affairs were still kind of out, even in the 60's.


But Algernon was pretty unhappy.


Once, after we'd closed the Alabama, he took me along to one of his hangouts, the American Cocktail Lounge (the place I later took Marijke), where nostalgia sometimes pulled him, despite the prices.  I imagined he didn't have many other people to talk to.  His wife was dead and he'd moved around too much in the States to develop many fast friendships.  He'd left too many people behind who knew about his big dreams, people he wouldn't want to see again.  We were both looped, otherwise I'd have gone home to bed.  Algernon didn't usually drink much.


The Lounge was obscure, hard to find if you didn't know where to look.  Its "Cocktail Bar" cut one corner of a small, bright, second story room above the Oblomov Cafe--a wellknown hangout for the fashion crowd, done in art deco in the middle of a quiet street behind the flower market, near the Munt.  The Lounge wasn't ritzy, except for the prices, but it had a stuffed red leather feel.  Cocktail menus adorned the tables and the bartenders had to be handy with blenders.


"I used to enjoy a very full life," Algernon told me.  "I lived to dance--though I wasn't serious and academic about it like Eric.  That will give him more future.  I was happily married.  That didn't keep me from chasing.  I felt uneasy about it sometimes--though I didn't think it was wrong--but like you, women made me weak."  He winked kindly.  "My wife understood.  That wasn't so uncommon two generations back.  She knew my affairs weren't serious--always pretty, younger women.  No one I could talk to like her, no one I'd shared a life with.


"You know," Algernon said, "I realized one could lose interest in dancing."  He'd ordered us planter's punches--those drinks with 24 ingredients, half of them rums.  "Any art, either you progress, or it fades.  That applies to practice AND appreciation.  That's why people my age who were crazy for big bands, crazy for jazz, now they have some Sinatra or Goodman records they rarely play, and that's it.


"It'll be the same with the rock and roll fans.  Some will study, go on to classical, jazz....most, like the Sinatra fans.


"But I didn't realize that could happen with women too.  You don't keep them as friends after affairs.  Maybe some men do, but most don't.  Lovers come and go.  You break up because they don't like you anymore, or you them.


"I used to hang on to whomever I could.  I assumed that after a while I'd be intimate with a number of women.  I was young and hotblooded then so that seemed like a vision of paradise.  But usually I saw one, sometimes two in transitions.  There were many, but serial.  They seem like a lot, adding up the decades, but at the time each affair felt slow and intense.


"I loved the dresses, the way women move their arms, carry their shoulders, but it was more than that.  A guy like Martin Earley, he appreciates that too, but he doesn't really love women.  He doesn't--I wanted to say see them as real people, but no one sees a beloved as entirely real.  It's a rare man for whom women aren't fabulous monsters.


"But Martin doesn't even see women as animals like himself, love the smells, the different ones in different places, the way the little hairs grow along the spine--as you do."


I don't know how he knew that.


"I'll tell you what happens.  The sex drive wanes.  You can worry about impotence--I've had that vicious cycle--but more important the act comes to seem like it did when you were a child.  It seems weird to be in bed with someone you hardly know.  Intercourse seems Martian.  So fewer and fewer women inspire the melt-down that overcomes that.  You've known so many.


"At first this is a relief.  You can just enjoy a woman's company without feeling any pressure.  You can talk, look into her eyes, even a friend's wife's.  But it leads on or palls.


"That's not the worst.  It's a fetish, anything that obsesses you is a fetish, a goal you can't have.  Until if you're healthy you get bored and move on.  The fetish might be frustrating.  Unfulfilled appetites can make one unhappy.  You want the loveliest woman you've ever seen, but you can't have her.  Or you meet a Beauty of another type.  But when you lose the fetish you lose a reason for going on, lose a distraction from knowing life is pointless.


"So the fetish is the most beautiful.  On these European nude beaches, only 16 year old girls are perfect.  Even 19 or 20 starts to crepe a little.  Of course, before the US exercise craze, perhaps still, European women used to age slower.  It was the washing by hand, carrying groceries, riding bicycles to market, associating with people of different ages.  American asses were notorious.


"But my point is this.  There comes a time when you can't talk to young girls any more.  In America, they see you as a dirty old man if you don't handle it well, but that's not what I mean.  Europe, New York aren't such peer ghettoes, some young people realize you're human.  And some women want father figures.  Always have.


"My point is I'm no longer interested to converse with young women.  They've become children for me.  What interests them seems stupid to me--I've seen it before.  They think I don't appreciate Jim Morrison because I'm shocked.  I'm bored.  A rebel?  To me he's an imitator, a pale one, of DaDa, Byron, DeQuincy, Liszt--of whom they've never heard.  Morrison's grampaw probably mumbled, slouched and yearned to walk on the wild side.


"The thrill is gone.  Your high school's most popular girl was a symbol, an idol like a screen star.  But this year's is just another pretty girl.  Glamorous Movie Stars have become feather headed actresses.


"So that leaves older women--and the older I get, the older that becomes.  When he was 80, Plum Wodehouse told me, 'Nowadays, when a story introduces a 60 year old character, I think, "Ah, The Young Love Interest."'"  Algernon threw back his head to laugh, momentarily interrupting his dour mood.  He gave himself to transient emotions more than any Anglo-Saxon I ever knew.  An access of pity or sympathy could flood his eyes so startlingly, so intensely, that his tunneled focus would become almost tactless.


A pause.  Then he picked up his thought abruptly.


"But I don't find older women attractive.  That's not a simple statement.  I mean teeth, skin, muscle tone, but also something more important.  They're too individual.  The animal is hidden under the look they've made.  They have no naivete, no innocence, no blankness.  I can't want something that just has to remain itself....


"That's why you have to fit a comfortable image to be successful with women, not be too interesting or different, which arouses fear.  That's the main point of fashion and conventional dress, really, to make yourself a pattern model.  Women know what you're for instead of having to figure it out....


"I don't know.  I couldn't hack the good old US of A.  They have a different definition of maturity.


"If you make earnest efforts to flatter a whole raft of men, draw them out about their interests 'sincerely'--which is what Dale Carnegie advises in a book you may have heard of, How to Win Friends and Influence People--if you do that, Americans think you're a great guy, a true businessmen, they elect you President.  Europeans find that kind of guy superficial, pushy and venal.


"And if you don't ignore women, if you love them, Americans find you predatory, a Lothario, effete.  If you have affairs, even if you're single, they call you a womanizer, they label you 'superficial and manipulative.'  Manipulative! as though women can't take better care of themselves socially than men!


"And 'superficial' compared to what?  Networking?  American family life?  Its neighborhoods?  Movies?


"The only long term 'significant other' Americans have is their TV set.  If they read at all, they find the affairs in European novels and movies 'high school'--as if adults should lose interest in love.  For them, a good plot is an adolescent fantasy of violent revenge.  Event event event event--with nary a pause to consider what they mean, why they happened, what kind of joe caused or suffered them.  'Talk is dull.'


"The 60's won't change anything, it's just a fad ruffling the old neovictorianism.  Just settle in with the second or third wife and hope the kids from the first marriage stay out of trouble....


"But still they're my people."


Soon after that we went our separate ways.  Algernon left, after clapping me on the shoulder, and I stopped by the john to disembarrass myself of a couple or three planters' punches I didn't seem to have any further use for.  I hadn't felt Algernon just wanted to talk, but I didn't know what to say.  Young people often don't, so older people may not realize how much of an impact they're making.


But for me the effect came much later.  I should've identified more then, for just like his, my first love affair in a foreign tongue had made me feel reborn:  as overwhelmed as by first love, but now I could enjoy it.  I wasn't as panicky.  I knew it'd work, or if not, that that didn't mean my whole life had failed.  But clearly I couldn't carry on this way indefinitely, just learning another language, and....


Once outside, I breathed in the mist silvering the Dutch night.  In Amsterdam the darkness was so luminous it pushed against your brow.  The evening was lambent with moist air.  The streetlights shone knowingly, reflecting Doric bronze from the wet streets and tram rails.  The dim brick, gables and dark gardens, under those fluffy white clouds and that blue sky radiant above the dusk, were as strange as a Magritte, and wise with shadowy elms.  I could hear the fog-furred rustle of a distant threewheeled streetsweeper's big twiggy brushes.


My bike, at the Alabama, was so far back that I decided to walk on to my Binnenkant roominghouse.  Tenants shared a primitive kitchen, bath and phone, but the rooms though small were lovely--high ceilinged, corniced.  Mine even had a sidelong view of a canal.  I have snapshots of it--in winter, frozen, with snow on the little bridge, in spring and summer with fuzzy ducklings following their mom and the willow cascading soft yellow-green bloom to a mirror image.


The Oblomov was closed--most places shut by two.  I walked past the flowermarket's battened barges, looked up at the Munt tower shining its tracery of lights against the night, then crossed the Rokin's open waters to walk alongside the Kloveniersburgwal's spacious canal houses and little hidden bars.  I can't remember brooding, but I know I felt moved.  I sensed even then that my life and Algernon's would come to seem entwined, though whether for good or ill (both, neither) was far from clear.


I set course by the mast of the Zuiderkerk until I hit the red light district.  Its canals were smaller than the Jordaan's, perhaps cozier and more charming, but more closed-in, less stately.  Ruby lamplight spread in the foggy air, reflecting in the canals and polishing the half-naked women like fruit.


Feeling drunk, I was walking through a narrow alley, perhaps six feet wide, when I heard a coo from a red-lit doorway.  I thought, why not? but it wasn't erotic curiosity, or not in any narrow sense.


The woman was about 40 and not attractive.  All I can remember now is a waxy complexion, dry hair and a long nose.  Eyes hard to hold as a half tame cat.  Later, sober, I saw she meant to cajole as much money, deliver as little service and be as unpleasant as traffic would bear.  My questions met evasive or defensive answers, my banalities insincerity and anything else boredom.  The black light seemed stupid, and wasn't flattering.  A rough synthetic or wool coverlet sanded my bare ass.  Smeared with green antiseptic, latexed, I was given to feel I was being treated for a loathsome disease which was my own fault.  If anyone disapproved of prostitution, it was this lady.


I mustn't have got home till four.


A few days later found me in Suzie's Jordaan sublet with some people from my Alabama café expat crowd.  Her place, a single good-sized room with an attached sink-closet, seemed somehow full of old plush, an effect lent perhaps by curtains, rug, double bed, armchair, shower stall and clavichord all crowding a low ceiling.  Both windows looked out on a cobbled alley cramping a chestnut tree.  Suzie sat on the bed, rusty hair half-drawn like a curtain.


Eventually we got too stoned--on resiny, legal Algerian hash--to do anything but lie on the floor and listen to baroque clavichord concerti on her sublet stereo, but before that I remember we talked about Eric and Algernon.  Martin didn't spend enough time with us--wasn't intimate enough with us--for me to be able to picture him supine on that dusty red Persian rug, stoned, but I think either he was and brought up Eric and his father, or someone else did in the context of remarking on Martin's father obsession.  It was kind of the standard line on Martin.  I didn't mention my talk with Algernon.  I felt private and sensitive about it.


At some point it occurred to me that Suzie never spoke of her family.  She'd been living in Amsterdam for years by then, though she was still chambermaiding and hadn't yet started working for the English Theater--which paid no better, but was at least more interesting.  Amsterdammers had already begun to find Suzie's lack of Dutch bizarre, given how long she'd lived in Holland.  More sophisticated ones called it a bizarre national trait.  But they all spoke English to her, so it was no wonder, really.


"Suzie, when did you last see your parents?" I asked.  Expatriate means away from the father's land, Becky the Latinist had told me, so I figured Suzie and I might share similarities, or at least interesting differences.  My legs crossed at the ankle, I was floating on the oriental carpet--none too clean--or perhaps on her thick burgundy feather bedcover (I can't remember which) and a full-palated piney cloud, softly dissipating but still aromatic, seemed to haze my half unfocussed gaze as it idly followed the ceiling scrolls, floral, angelic.  One of those breast-shaped fixtures we called house-tits (when we were wondering, not very energetically, what they were for) formed the centerpiece.  Someone had lipsticked the nipple pink, much to Suzie's disgust, though--depressed, overworked--she hadn't got round to wiping it.  Someone Dutch, probably--none of the Americans we knew ever wore lipstick then.  You might think a Dutch person would be too accustomed to such fixtures to see them anymore, but the Dutch see everything.  A painterly folk.


Suzie replied, "They visited Christmas before last."


"So once in three years?"


"Once too often," Suzie said, drawing her frizzy curtain.


So I didn't pursue it.  But later I thought, Suzie lived in Holland, didn't learn the language, didn't see her parents, had no boyfriends I knew of (in fact she once told me she'd never been in love, didn't really understand it).  She didn't know many people, or want to meet more.  "Any guy who approaches you, you just assume is a creep."  A real expatriate.


"Once too often."  Never more than a sentence.  A woman of few words.


It'd started getting on my nerves.  I felt I was pouring energy into these folks, shepherding cafe chat, planning trips, translating.  I needed dialectic in return.


Sure, I'd been nurtured in laconic John Wayneland, but on talky European novels.  So perhaps I was trying to build a compromise patria--maybe fantastic.  Maybe those novels had misled me about European congeniality, just as when I'd absorbed from Balzac and Co. that you either became a great artist or sold out for wealth and fame.  None of the above never arose.  Not in the parts of La Comedie Humaine I read, or not as I read them.


But the Dutch did talk more and better, watch less TV.  So I talked with them--but through the veil of a non-native tongue, and not about childhood, school, things I shared with Americans.  That they didn't talk about.


One night Suzie came home with me.  Another wet evening, the pavement almost slimy in places--actually green, like all the tree trunks.  She looked dubious, cruising awkwardly erect over the cobbled hills of the bridges--pedal/coast, pedal/coast.  I'd discovered that a misconception of inertia led to her pedal cadence, so I could've explained momentum to her again (the Village Explainer, I'd normally expound things to people as often as they'd stand) but instead I reminded her nothing had to happen.


"I'm not worried about that.  Just afraid I'll get lost on the way back."  She looked back at me, risking her balance.  Her bike was an old model--that high-barred, frigate-like women's type with the bowed, deeply inclined top tube.  They were much in demand actually, both for reverse chic and since, by now wrecks, they were almost immune from theft, a ubiquitous annoyance.  Her big oldfashioned forewheel looked enormous, made her seem small and frail, though she was over medium height--at least for an American.


I think Suzie was astigmatic.  She was too precise and alert to otherwise account for her doubtful sense of direction.  She danced surprisingly well, though, given her inhibitions.  Musicians generally can dance, so she probably really could play the clavichord.  With those fine, almost transparent fingers.


In bed, slender, I put forth a slender hand.  Suzie, as flat on her back as a plank, was dry as a bone and motionless, so I went to sleep.  I assumed she felt shy, or was governed more by idea than feeling.  We sixties' Romantics revered adventure, experimentation, experience, sex, and condemned the ownership we thought implied by monogamy; but incessantly questioning our identities made us timid.


In the morning, Suzie was still lying in exactly the same position, flat on her back, curved nose pointing straight up from an itchy nest of rusty hair.  By then sex had become a ridiculous idea again, Martian in Algernon's sense.


I didn't get back to the Alabama for weeks--I think that was when I was in Vienna and Berlin.  When I finally rode up one night, Suzie was sitting by herself at one of the tables Kees put out for summer.  Her cloud of hair caught the evening light like a psychedelic halo.  She was wearing tea-colored fine-wale corduroy bellbottoms and a print shirt.  Her scruffy Waterlooplein fleamarket leather jacket was flung half off her shoulders onto the chairback and one boot was resting on the stool before her--typisch Amerikanisch, as the Viennese train conductor had admonished me.  ("Alles jetzt in Ordnung?" I'd said, flooring my stocking feet, sitting at attention.)  It was early yet, still daylight at about 10--Amsterdam being near the arctic circle.  New York is the latitude of Madrid.


Immediately, Suzie told me Algernon had disappeared.  Everyone assumed it was suicide.  He'd left a dark though ambiguous two-word note ("€a suffit") and abandoned his cobbled-together squat, leaving his effects scattered, though he was an orderly person.


Sitting, watching people crossing the bridge, Suzie and I didn't talk.  She never talked much anyway.  I felt as if I were in a dream, more bereft than I could've imagined.  I thought about my own father but it hadn't yet occurred to me to wonder how Eric was taking it, even though I could see him across the canal--still practicing with Becky.  Their show was ready, but he was such a perfectionist.


The evening became cooler.  Tendrils, wisps, catspaws of dank fog were building in the oily canal, though our air was still crisp.  My flushed neck felt mumpish, swollen; I felt frail, penetrated by the topaz light flickering its last minutes in the elm leaves and in the fair hair of women crossing the bridge--light Algernon loved, light of Vermeer, light of the Golden Age.  De Gouden Eeuw.


When Becky joined us, she said, "Eric can't talk.  Let him be."  But when he arrived, I did say how sorry I was.  Eric didn't look up.  He even sat noncommittally.


Algernon's suicide was the first death I knew.  I wanted to know more about it.  But rather than ask questions, I talked about Berlin.  I was conscious of Eric's bony profile looking out over the canal, so I didn't tell the fablieau I'd rehearsed about ridiculous East block products like Czech vermouth (alcoholic licorice), or about my bumbled attempts to exploit black market Eastmarks.  Instead I described to them the only European city which ever felt to me like New York or Chicago, not just because of its modern buildings, but in its evil, factual strength; described a cathedral left ruined as Denkmal of Bergen-Belsen and Dachau; Weimar decadence surviving only on the Ku-dam, in the black leather clad Park whores and the transsexual--betrayed only by big hands--who ran the hostel I'd stayed in.


I talked about Checkpoint Charlie, the Wall; how the East Sector had seemed to me like a Venusian colony constructed in the still muddy red bomb-rubble of a city aliens had blasted--a futurist wasteland of unfinished avenues and dormitories radiating from the hollow old center, where small East German commerces clung like Mongol lean-tos against the seemingly abandoned imitation Roman monuments like the old Opera.  Unter den Linden had become but a flaneur's memory.


Eric asked some questions, then faded from the conversation, which halted, not uncomfortably, while we watched the world of the evening arise from the gathering dark.


Martin came by with Marijke, which surprised me.  I hadn't thought she felt that comfortable with him.  But it turned out she was just dropping him with us, like a horse brushing a rider off on a tree.  He'd popped by her flat--standard etiquette there.  She was squatting semi-legally ('grey' not 'black') with some other acting students in an old school near the Nieuwmarkt.


It grew darker.  Kees had an R&B tape on:  Elmore James doing "Stormy Monday" or that one that's wall-to-wall voice--sheets of sound--where James vocalizes all the pauses, the one that goes "the sun is shiningaaaaaaahlthough it's raining in my heartyeaaaaaaaah."


Martin couldn't keep his eyes off Eric.  Horror erasing even his passion for Marijke, Martin looked younger and smaller without his customary air of irony and nonchalance.  One doesn't affect sprezzatura about a father's death.


Suzie, uncomfortable, left soon after Marijke.


Then Eric, sans peur et sans reproche, extended a courtly hand to Becky, and together they crossed the cobbled bridge arm in arm, toes turned out, bouncing on their thighs.  The invading fog had wafted up out of the bolgia to waist high by now and Eric's blond head and brightclad dancers' shoulders caught street and cafe light as though he were Vergil leading Dante from the circle of the sullen to that of Paolo and Francesca.


Moments later the school lit up.  Music from the Alabama drowned theirs out, but Eric and Becky were clearly visible, bathed in fluorescence, almost glittering above the hardwood floors.  In seemingly total silence they jitterbugged, crazy, witty steps, Eric throwing Becky through his legs, over his back, his high-drape pants flailing and her skirt tangled out of existence by wild twisting knees.


With wet eyes, Martin was telling me his belly hurt, hurt every time he ate.  He'd put on a sweater and a long dark alpaca coat--a la Proust--though the evening was barely cool.  Martin later nearly died of colitis, of wanting to do something his father didn't approve--become an entrepreneur or something instead of a banker.  The irony was that while Martin Sr. was writing an article for The NY Times about how he beat cancer through will power, his son would be almost dying of a psychosomatic disease, of--let us say--complications of circumcision.


Though moved, I didn't catch all Martin said.  Repressing envy, fearing for my own future, I couldn't focus on his, much as I'd always valued the animal humor shining through his facades like the flushes or occasional pimple revealed by his lucent complexion--pale, slick, boyish, regretted.  I was fond of Martin, but I'd lost Algernon and my own father, and over Martin's shoulder I could see Eric and Becky jitterbugging in silence, jamming that incredibly fast joyful rhythm you see on old clips of VE day, living as comfortably in a precisely understood beat as a black R&B band 'in the pocket.'  A flying, relaxed, accurate beat I couldn't hear with my ears.


A crowd collected to watch what I supposed was the dress rehearsal.  Even from across the canal, Eric's face looked dead.  Then the lights went and only applause remained, died out and it was as if it had never happened, except I can still see it sometimes, down to Eric's face.


Martin ran out immediately after the performance, gunning the Jag like a fool through the narrow streets.  Eric and Becky never returned.  After sitting there for a while alone, I left too, in poor shape.  Once twilight was completely gone, the evening felt dark, even darker than it would later, because I hadn't yet adjusted to the night and some streetlights and windows were still unlit.  For the first time, the canal smelled putrid to me.  I'd always loved its whiffs of seawrack, much to the surprise of Amsterdammers, who generally complained about it, Greenly.


I didn't feel like being alone or like talking to anyone I knew, and I could tell I wouldn't sleep for a while, so I stopped in the red light district on my way home.  I locked my bike by the Oudekerk and wandered in a light mist, looking at the sights, the red-lit windows, their light reflecting on the canals, the gritty crowds, an occasional pimp cruising his Mercedes maybe half a mile an hour through the dense, tight streets.  The night air was balm.


On impulse I walked into a sex emporium/peep show on a cross street, paying my guilder.  I sat down in one of those ratty fold-down chairs cheap movie theaters use, smelling stale popcorn, I recall, though that can't be right, watching a naked, skinny woman with coarse black hair dancing both desultorily and nervously to amplified rock.


The sound system went out, to mild complaints.  I felt bored and grateful for it.


Excusing herself, standing there awkwardly with nothing to do, the dancer said, in German, "Ich bin nur in dienst hier."  (I only work here--"in service.")  From the back a reassuring, avuncular, Dutch-accented voice replied, also in German, "Dass sind wir alle."  (Aren't we all.)
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