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  PART ONE




  THE BARNES SHOW




  [image: ornament]




  



  




  CHAPTER 1




  THE ATHENIAN TAILOR




  [image: ornament] HE IS: TALL, KNOBBY-KNEED, THIN AS A QUARTER POLE, IN HIS shop on Seventh

  Street, craned over his tailoring bench, applying white piping to a vest, when the pain in his lower right abdomen becomes a searing white-hot agony. He moans and keels over his work table,

  clutching at himself. This causes Mr. Billetti, the produce vendor in the market stall next door, to come running. After a moment of panic (arms flapping, hopping on one spot, saying, “Holy-a

  cow, holy-a moly”), Mr. Billetti throws his groaning friend onto an empty wooden cart, laying him on the flatbed ordinarily reserved for rutabagas and eggplants. He rickshaws Dimitri all the

  way to St. Mary’s, bursts through the doors, and cries “Help! I needa help!” before collapsing at the toes of the Virgin Mary.




  Ten minutes later, they scalpaled Dimitri open and removed what was left of his appendix, which by that point wasn’t much, a squishy burst purple thing the size of a prune split

  lengthwise. Then they wheeled him into Ward 4 and parked him halfway down the right aisle, asleep and wearing a white flannel hospital gown. After about a half-hour or so, I wandered over and took

  my first long gander. He was lean and sharply boned and what the other trainee nurses called handsome, with his fine nose and wavy hair and olive-toned skin. Even unconscious he wore a smirk; later

  I figured out he wore it so much during the day his face had learned to fall that way natural when he was asleep.




  As the poison spread through his body, he plumped up and turned the colour of a carrot. His hands looked like they’d burst if you pricked them. He slept around the clock, the only

  painkillers in 1907 being the kind that put you out like a light. On day three, I happened to hear two doctors discussing what all that stuff circulating through his body was likely going to do to

  him. “Either it’ll kill him,” the older one said, “or it won’t. I suppose we’ll have to wait around and see.”




  After three or four days, it became obvious Dimitri was choosing the second option, for his bloating eased, his skin returned to a colour more salad oil than carrot and he didn’t look so

  mortuary-still when asleep. While emptying a chamber pot near his bed one morning, I took a moment to look him over, fascinated by the way his chest hair curled like baby fingers over the collar of

  his gown. Suddenly he opened his eyes and without bothering to focus said, “What is it your name, beautiful girl?”




  Now this had a discombobulating effect on me, for not only was he the first person since my father had died to pay me a compliment, but he’d come out of what was practically a stone-cold

  coma to do it. I looked at him, perplexed at how he’d managed this, seeing as most people come awake so groggy and confused it takes them an hour to remember which way is up. I finally put it

  down to instinct, like the way you blink when onion vapour gets in your eye. When I turned and left I could feel his eyes struggling to get a bead on my crinolined backside.




  “Maybe next time you stay longer,” he croaked, “maybe next time, beautiful girl....”




  That afternoon he asked for scissors, a bowl of hot water, a razor, a towel and a mirror, all of which I delivered when I was good and ready. Over the next half-hour he hacked at, and then

  trimmed, and then razored, the beard he’d grown over the past six days. When he was finished he looked at himself, closely, angling the mirror a hundred different ways so he could examine

  every nook and cranny, including the one burrowing deep and gopher-hole-like into the middle of his chin. “Aaaaaah,” he exclaimed, “now I am feeling like new man!” Only his

  moustache remained, pencil thin and dark as squid ink.




  Soon he was getting up and roaming around and starting conversations with other patients. Didn’t matter those on the receiving end were weak and pallid and in no shape at all to hold up

  their end; Dimitri would sit and share his opinions on his country, or the tailoring business, or the hospital food, all of which he thought could be better. (He was the sort of man who smiled when

  complaining.) When he wasn’t chatting, he was flirting with the nurses, both trainee and regular. Once, I was having a drink at the water fountain near the end of the ward when I felt a hand

  alight on my right hip and give it a little polish. Course, it was Dimitri. I spun around and slapped him and told him he’d better holster those mitts of his if he wanted to keep them. From

  then on, every time he passed me he’d look like we shared a secret—a secret he’d let me in on when and if it pleased him.




  All this fraternization infuriated our head nurse, the jowly and old-before-her-time Miss Weatherspoon, no doubt because she was the only one he didn’t turn beet-red with attention.

  She’d order him back to bed, only to have him grin, shrug his narrow shoulders and pretend he couldn’t speak English. It was a show of insolence that perked my ears, for I’d had

  my problems right off with Miss Weatherspoon, my not being the world’s greatest fan of people in love with their own authority. One day when Dimitri was up and roaming and responding to her

  bossiness in Greek, she grew flustered and decided to complain to one of the doctors. I happened to be walking by and saw her, salmon coloured, motioning with a crooked finger, face muscles tight

  as fencing wire. “But you said bedrest only” was the bit I heard. This caused the doctor, an older man named Jeffries, to roll his eyes and say, “Oh, all right,

  Beatrice, periodic bedrest if it’ll make you happy.” This put Miss Weatherspoon in an even worse mood than usual, which is saying something.




  Suddenly everything needed doing all at once. Worked off our feet, we were. I got sore joints from scrubbing body parts. Two of the other nurses—lucky ones, I mean, with options—up

  and quit that afternoon. Right near the end of shift, Miss Weatherspoon decided Dimitri needed a sponge bath, so she ordered another trainee nurse named Victoria Richmond to do the job. Now, at

  that time it was popular for girls from good families to have a stint at nursing too, mostly because it gave them something to do while waiting to bag a husband. Victoria was such a girl: sixteen

  years old, skin like alabaster, blond ringlets, father a tobacco baron from the right side of Louisville, had a home to go to at night instead of the dorm for live-aways. In other words, she was

  the kind of girl I had trouble seeing eye to eye with, for every time Miss Weatherspoon told her to do something she’d lower her eyes, curtsey and say, “Of course, ma’am. Right

  away.”




  She did so this time as well, after which she turned on her heel, practically a pirouette it was, and went off to fetch a bowl and her favourite pink bathing sponge. When she reached

  Dimitri’s bed she pulled the curtain and stepped inside, at which point I got bored and started doing something else. About a minute went by before me and everyone else on the ward, patient

  or staff, got interested again. And I mean real interested, for there was a screech, sounded like metal being sawed, and then Miss Richmond sprinted all girly toward the doors, elbows tight

  against the body, knees pressed together, lower legs wind-milling sideways. Her sponge was still gripped in one hand, and as she ran it left a series of watery drips on the floor. When she was gone

  it looked like an oversized slug had passed by.




  When the commotion was over, Miss Weatherspoon marched to Dimitri’s bed and turtled her head through the split in the curtain. We all watched. She extracted herself and stood, her face

  featureless as a plank. A thought crossed her mind—you could practically see it passing, as her eyes slendered and her features sharpened and the edges of her mouth crept ever so slightly in

  the direction of the ceiling.




  “Miss Haynie!” she bellowed.




  I moved fast enough so’s not to be insubordinate but definitely not running like Victoria Richmond would have.




  “Yes, Miss Weatherspoon?”




  “It seems Miss Richmond has had to take her leave. I’d like you to complete the patient’s sponge bath.”




  “Yes, Miss Weatherspoon.”




  “Oh ... and Mary?” She hesitated, savouring the moment. “If you enjoy your employment here, I suggest you be as thorough as possible. For unless I miss my guess, this patient

  is not the ... how shall I put this? This patient is not the cleanest of individuals, particulary in regard to his daily ablutions. His private daily ablutions. Do I make myself clear?

  I’ll inspect him when you’re finished.”




  “Yes, Miss Weatherspoon,” I said again, this time stressing the part of her name that announced to the world she was unmarried and thick at the ankles and not about to get

  younger anytime soon. Truth was, I was annoyed and mightily so, for I barely had an inkling of what she was driving at, Miss Weatherspoon being the sort of woman who never said what she meant for

  fear of breaking some social convention invented so recently she hadn’t yet heard about it. Instead, she went at things in circles, erasing her tracks with words that did little more than eat

  up time. Fortunately, with people like that body language generally makes up for any vaguenesses; the gloating leer plastered across her face informed me this task was lewd and distasteful and

  intended solely to show who was boss. My only defence was to pretend it didn’t faze me in the least, so with as much calm as was musterable I turned and went looking for my sponge.




  Upon reaching the patient’s bed, I stepped inside the curtain. Victoria’s bowl of warm water still sat on the metal bedside table riveted to the wall. Dimitri, meanwhile, looked like

  a child who’d been caught lying. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I could not help...”




  I nodded as though I understood, even though I didn’t, the upshot being his apology didn’t relax me in the least, if in fact that’s what it’d been meant to do.

  “Good morning, Mr. Aganosticus,” I said all professional. Then I pulled back the bedsheet and took my first look at the body of my future first husband. Or at least I would’ve,

  had he not been furry from neck to spindly ankles and all points in between. On top of it all floated his crucifix, chain lost in the underbrush. Rooted and awestruck, I marvelled at how the hair

  swirled over his body, like a curlicued forest, growing lighter in some spots and heavier in others, the centre of the jungle falling in the exact vicinity of his privates. If he had a penis and

  testicles, they were lost under the jungle canopy, a fact that caused me to breathe a sigh of relief. My plan was: when I got to the critical part of the bath, I’d reach beneath the upper

  branches, give him a quick once-over and call him abluted.




  I started on his neck, where gaminess can occur in the folds of skin. Dimitri closed his eyes. When I wiped his chest he sighed, which I took as a sign of encouragement. I moved my sponge over

  the area directly below the rib cage, where you can feel breath being drawn. Dimitri sighed again, and I felt encouraged again, and I proceeded to steer my hand a little lower, dampening the area

  where, on a less furry speciman, the stomach would’ve ended and the hair would’ve begun. I heard a gasp. I looked up and saw he had the same sheepish expression he’d been wearing

  when the sponge bath had begun. A second later, I saw what he had to be sheepish about, for there it was, his manly levitation, slow but unstoppable, rising through the jungle folds, like a

  totem pole being hefted by natives. I could practically hear the drumming. Though my heart was pounding and my insides felt airy, I couldn’t bring myself to look away: long and log-like it

  was, with a gnarling of grey-green veins that seemed to funnel skyward and provide sustenance to a bulbous, maroon headpiece.




  I swallowed hard, and found there was nowhere to look; every time my eyes settled on a spot it happened to be that spot, a phenomenon making it hard to think or get things done. Finally I

  whispered, “Now you look here, Mr. Aganosticus. My instructions are to give you as good a washing as I’m able, and while I’m not particularly pleased about it I don’t have

  much choice in the matter. At the same time, I’m keen those on the other side of this curtain don’t know what’s going on in here. So if you make one peep, if you make one

  unnatural noise, party’s over. You understand?”




  He nodded, and I proceeded, lathering my hands until they were barely recognizable as hands. Breathe, I told myself, breathe regular, for I was starting to feel a little

  faint, society having a way of preserving eighteen-year-old girls in a sort of virginal aspic back then. After a bit, I reached out and made contact in the way you make contact when contact’s

  a thing you’re not sure you really want. Suppose gingerly’s the word. Or tentative. Problem was, I was so young I didn’t even know when it comes to certain parts of

  the body a lightness of touch is the very thing that causes the most sensation. So I went ahead, not enjoying myself exactly but not hating it either: I remember feeling worldly for getting to know

  the contours involved and that particular way thickness can feel. After a moment, I looked up at Dimitri’s face and saw he’d clamped one hand over his mouth and that tears had welled up

  like jelly in the corners of each eye—trembling he was, and red as a fire engine. His facial contortions so fascinated me, in fact, I neglected to put an end to what I was doing to cause them

  in the first place, the upshot being that seconds later I discovered what a grown man will do when treated to an excess of soapy rubbing.




  I stood there, shocked. I was seriously considering giving the patient a whack across his sheepish-looking face, and surely would’ve were it not for the fact it was my whacking hand

  that’d gotten soiled. Then, I heard it. Shoes, comfortable ones, coming to a squeaky stop outside the curtain. I froze, which was a mistake, for the sudden lack of movement tipped her off.

  She whipped open the curtain and caught me, still as a figurine, right hand held out and messy with seed.




  For the longest time she just stood there, not talking, arms folded across her stomach, one hip jutted, smiling like a crocodile.




  Home for the next week was the hostel for Christian women on Portland Street. That weekend Dimitri and I married at the Greek Orthodox church on the corner of Seventh and Main,

  Dimitri insisting we had to, my honour now being his to protect and my being his sweet angel of mercy besides. It was a warm day, flowers blooming, air perfumed with honeysuckle, everything

  perfect.




  After my folks died, I’d spent five years with my aunt in her terrier-filled apartment in downtown Louisville, an experience bad enough I’m in no particular rush to recount it.

  Still, blood’s blood, and she did keep me from starving, so I swallowed my pride and sent her an invitation. She didn’t answer, and later I heard I’d been disowned for marrying

  down, which sounded like something that auntie of mine would do. Dimitri was without family too, they being all in Greece, though the occasion was far from lonely. Seemed all of Seventh Street

  turned out: the fishmonger, the butcher, the neighbourhood cantor, both bakers, a half-dozen washerwomen, a letter writer, the gypsy tarot card reader, a tanner, a milliner, a sausage maker, that

  damn Arab (who had a shop where he sold carpets and, if you knew to ask, risqué Parisian photos), a hat blocker, a cobbler, a confectioner, the man who ran the numbers game, the ice man and

  Mr. Wong the Chinese herbalist, who at one point got me alone and, grinning and bowing, passed me a potion marked “For Marital Impediments.” Rounding out the guest list was little Mr.

  Billetti, who looked dapper and taller than usual in a donkey jacket and high-hemmed pants (Dimitri having made the suit as a way of saying thank-you). They all brought their families, and after

  the vows every man, woman and caterwauling child crammed into the three-room apartment Dimitri kept over his shop. There were mountains of food and chatter in a half-dozen languages and as much

  dancing as was possible in the space provided.




  The last guest left around three in the morning. The apartment fell quiet, like a person grown tired of talking. Dimitri approached me, looking solemn as a priest. With a grunt he picked me up

  and carried me over the threshold into our boudoir, his spindly arm muscles tightening like rope against my backside. I could tell some of the wives had been there, for candles had been lit and

  windows opened and flowers placed. After letting me take it in for a second, he lowered me to the bed as gently as he was able and whispered, “You can get ready now....”




  He turned and walked out while I, eighteen-year-old Mary Haynie of Princeton, Kentucky, lay on the bed struggling not to cry. Lord, how I was mad at my mother, it being her job to take me aside

  and tell me how moments like this worked. (Course, it was an anger tinged with sadness, for even if she had been alive I probably couldn’t’ve counted on her for this sort of

  information seeing as heart-to-heart talks weren’t exactly something she enjoyed putting up with.) My throat swelled, I felt so sorrowfully ignorant, and what followed was my getting furious

  at myself for turning what was supposed to be the most glorious moment of my life into one of the saddest. I suppose I wasn’t yet old enough to know this is a trick human beings are famous

  for playing on themselves.




  Just then, it occurred to me that maybe taking off my wedding getup was what he meant by readying myself, so I wriggled out of my gown and pulled back the sheet, finding a dark towel where my

  pelvis would go; at least I knew what this was for, my being an ex-nurse and therefore knowledgeable of things physical. Outside the room, I heard the sound of a buckle undoing and pants being

  dropped.




  Dimitri hummed softly as he opened the door. The light from the living room showed me the natives had already hefted his totem pole into place. I pulled the sheets up to my chin while trying to

  make my eyes look at least somewhat bedroomish.




  Now, I don’t have to tell you some things fit inside other things and some things just plain don’t. If they’re too big they’re too big and that’s all there is to

  it. By the same token, there’s a fever comes over a man on his wedding night that robs him of the sense necessary to understand this simplest of mechanics. Dimitri sauntered over and slipped

  into bed. He kissed me on the lips and chin before moving onto places normally covered by clothing, though this didn’t last particularly long as my new husband seemed unduly eager to get to

  the rubbing and coaxing and prodding part of the program.




  Was no use. I suppose if I’d been at all interested it would’ve helped, the simple fact being I’d married Dimitri because it’d seemed to solve so many problems in one

  fell swoop. Unfortunately, I’d picked my wedding night to figure this out, instead of a day earlier, which would’ve been in time to do something about it. I could feel my cheeks burn I

  felt so stupid, my only hope being that Dimitri would mistake my flushing for wifely desire. To add to the awkwardness, I kept saying things like “Yes, darling, a little bit more, a little

  bit more,” which ignored the fact those little-bit-mores were so little we could’ve been there all night and still had a ways to go come dawn.




  Finally, he sat up and tried to look understanding. He stroked his chin and said, “Hmmmmmmmm.” Yet his body language was all poutiness, every vestige of hope gone out of him. I was

  about to go sleep on the sofa when his face lightened.




  “Wait!” he said. “Mr. Wong—he has give you something for this sort of problem?”




  “Yes,” I said, “he did.”




  The possibility there might be a way out of this logjam enthused me considerably, so I leapt from bed and fetched the little brown glass bottle I’d left on the windowsill in the living

  room. After unplugging the stopper I upended the contents into my mouth. It tasted bitter but not awful.




  As I hadn’t eaten much during the party (nerves) the potion took effect quickly, turning my lower body numb and my head giddy in a matter of minutes. When Dimitri plopped me back on the

  bed, in the middle of the towel, I had to fight the temptation to giggle like a schoolgirl, for it suddenly seemed so ridiculous what we women put up with. Plus I was hallucinating. This was new

  for me, and what helped take my mind off Dimitri being on top of me, eyes shut and mouth gone loose and rubbery like a cow’s, was our bedroom ceiling coming alive with marching red-and-black

  toy soldiers. Gleeful and shimmering with light they were, and not prone to exhaustion: they marched and marched while my new husband finally managed to gain entry, all of which seemed like a

  tremendous amount of effort for the four or five seconds of pistoning that followed.




  Next thing I knew, I was opening my eyes and could tell by the quality of daylight sneaking through the break in the curtains I’d slept somewhere close to noon. After waking totally, which

  took some time, I pulled back the cover; someone had removed the towel and put me in a white flannel nightie. I lifted the hem and inspected myself, half surprised and half not that everything

  looked like it had the day before. When I took my first step I most keenly recalled last night’s deflowering, on account of I was tender as a hammered thumb. I stumbled toward the bedroom

  door. On the way I discovered no amount of favouring one side over the other helps when the soreness is coming from smack-dab in the middle.




  To be truthful, all I wanted was a cup of hot tea and maybe a good cry, none of which happened because a woman I recognized in only the faintest sort of way was sitting on the living room sofa,

  knitting. I thought I recognized her from the night before, but with my head so fogged up I couldn’t be sure.




  “Oh!” she cried, “she is awake! You look so beautiful last night! You look so beautiful it make me want to cry!” As she said this, she put aside the knitting and ran

  toward me so she could hug me and kiss me and express all the emotion apparently caused by my radiance of the night previous. When finished, she took me by the hand and led me toward the sofa. She

  sat me down. Wiping away her tears, she said, “Oh, my child. Dimitri told me you are orphan? That your mother and father they die when you are just young girl?”




  I nodded.




  “Oh ... such tragedy. Such sadness we have. But you don’t to worry. Dimitri he ask me to show you how to look after a home. Is all right I help you?”




  I nodded again, which triggered another attack of tears and hugs and kisses on the part of this strangly comported woman. “Oh, is such a happy time. Soon you will have little ones, and I

  know it not sound possible but you will be even the more happier.”




  It wasn’t till later, when we were in the market, and she was showing me how to thump an eggplant, that Mr. Billetti called goodmorning to her and I realized how I knew her; she was

  married to Mr. Nickolokaukus, the baker from down the street, which explained why she smelled so warm and yeasty. Five minutes later and two stalls over, with her showing me the difference between

  good spinach and spinach readying to wilt, I asked, “Do you use the stems in cooking, Mrs. Nickolokaukus?” just so I could show I knew who in the hell she was.




  “Oh please,” she answered, “why so the Mrs. Nickolokaukus? Georgina. Please. My name is Georgina.”




  Over the next few days, Georgina decided I was pretty strong in the cleaning department, having done more than I ever cared to do at St. Mary’s, and next to hopeless in things kitchen

  related, my having only the dimmest memory of watching my father prepare tortière and nettleberry torte. (Have I mentioned he was Canadian French? That my mother was English? That they were

  an odd mixture, she being stony and capable of the darkest moods, he being passionate and on the speak-your-mind end of things? That basically I’m a mixture of the two of them,

  personality-wise?) That week, Georgina showed me how to braise fiddleheads, how to roast potatoes in garlic and drippings, how to take home a baby lamb bound at the hooves and hold it down,

  panicked and bleating, before slicing its throat in a way the flow doesn’t get on your clothing. (“You see, Mary? You must hold knife dis way....”) She watched as I struggled

  through my first moussaka, as I charred my first piklikia, as I over-garlicked my first bowl of tsatsiki, as I put way too much onion in my first batch of spanakopita, and throughout she showed a

  patience that wasn’t merited as I was still suffering from the gloominess that’d gotten a firm grip on my wedding night.




  For instance—there I was, trying to bake some sticky monstrosity called a baclava, when it caught fire and I started shrieking and Georgina had to jam wooden spoons into the handles and

  rush to the window and shout “Gardyloo” before hurling it to the street. She leaned out, haunches wide as a baker’s oven, a smouldering spoon in each hand, worried the flames

  might spread to the wooden stalls of Seventh Street, before finally saying, “Oh, the pot, it didn’t break, maybe dent a little, nothing to worry about, fire is out....” When she

  turned I was slumped in a kitchen chair, face in my hands, aching all over, ashamed. She came over and put her arm around my shoulder, a kindness that loosened my guard and made me feel a hundred

  times worse.




  “Oh do not have worry!” she said. “Please do not have ... is very difficult making baclava. Do not cry, it will be better next time....”




  So I sat there, hiding my face, letting her think what was bothering me was the fear of disappointing my husband, when what I was really thinking was, Why didn’t anyone tell me marriage

  was just another form of busy-making? Why didn’t anyone tell me a name change doesn’t change things that’ve already happened?




  Those were my days. Every night at six Dimitri came up the stairs whistling. I’d put his hands in warm water and massage them, so as to get the crimps out. When finished,

  I’d present him with whatever creation Georgina had helped me with that afternoon. Like all lanky men, he ate enough to feed a platoon, and no matter how singed or dry or oversalty the food

  he’d polish it off while making delighted little snorting noises. Was a little like listening to a Pomeranian trying to breathe.




  “Is good,” he’d say, “is so good,” the problem being he’d say this no matter how bad the food was (and many a night it was pretty bad) so that after a

  while he started sounding more like a father being patient with a child than a man discussing things with his wife. Generally, I ate little.




  Next was the evening’s recreation, Dimitri being fond of reading newspapers, listening to oud music recorded onto cylinders or having people over for games of cards. All this I

  would’ve enjoyed, as I do like music and’ve never had a quarrel with a spirited hand of whist, the problem being it was during this portion of the evening I’d start to worry about

  our nightly congress, which still wasn’t proceeding in a way I figured was even close to natural. Mind you, I wasn’t positive, my not having enough nerve to raise the subject with

  Georgina: could’ve been all women had to be elixired to the gills before dealing with husbandly randiness. I had no way of knowing, my own mother not being alive to ask, and I guess

  that’s why I put up with it as long as I did; for all I knew I was being unreasonable.




  Dimitri wanted children, you see. Wanted them the way a man lost in the Kalahari wants water. He craved them. Yearned for them. He’d wasted so much time setting up in America he worried

  he’d never have them, which to a Greek is as embarrassing as a forehead boil. What I’m saying is, he wanted to do it every night. And while we didn’t do it every night—he

  was gentlemanly if I pleaded a headache or a case of the monthlies—we came pretty close. A routine developed. I’d tense up, his long loggedness wouldn’t go where God had meant it

  to go, there’d be an excess of prodding, until finally he’d suggest I take a Chinaman bottle. After a couple of months we learned to skip the first two steps and springboard straight to

  the third, so that within fifteen minutes I’d be flat on my back, giggling and watching those damn tin soldiers on manouevres across our shimmering bedroom ceiling. I’d wake up sometime

  in the middle of the next day, feeling foggy and headachy and a little more like my grip on things was loosening.




  Understand there were things I liked about Dimitri. He brought me flowers, often, one arm crooked behind his back as he came whistling up the stairs. He wasn’t the type of man you

  had to follow around and clean up after, his having been a bachelor for so long, and he didn’t drink, other than the odd glass of retsina. Plus, he’d given me a place to go, and at

  eighteen years of age it isn’t hard to mistake gratitude for affection. It was just I was starting to mistrust his motives a little.




  One night he suggested that different ways of coupling might make baby-making easier for us. “Do not have worry,” he said. “I read in a book.”




  What followed was him suggesting I climb on top, a proposition akin to my trying to engulf a bedpost. Not wanting to disappoint, I agreed to give it a whirl. This turned out to be a

  mistake, as it gave Dimitri a green light to suggest other means of copulation, some of them more befitting barnyard animals than human beings. Over the next few weeks I watched those damn tin

  soldiers march not only across the ceiling but across the headboard, the wall opposite the foot of the bed, the pillow supporting my chin and, one night, when I somehow ended more out of bed than

  in, the chipped pine floorboards. What made it worse was Georgina had stopped coming, and though I’d always found her sugariness annoying I missed her fiercely nonetheless. Alone, I did a lot

  of sniffling and wondering how on earth everything was going to work itself out.




  My answer came one day in the new year. We’d just moved to the bedroom, and I was about to unstopper a little brown bottle when Dimitri put a hand on my forearm and said, “Wait, I

  have other idea to make things easier.”




  With this, he took the bottle from my hands and went over to the bureau. He stooped and opened the drawer reserved for socks and handkerchiefs. He then pulled out a large packet, which surprised

  me for as late as that morning his sock-and-handkerchief drawer had contained nothing but socks and handkerchiefs (my having put them there, folded and de-lintified, myself ). He sat beside me and

  unwound the string wrapping the packet. “This will help,” he kept muttering, “I am sure,” though he had difficulty unsealing the paper as his hands had gone shaky and

  unco-operative. Finally, he pulled out what looked like a breadboard-sized photograph, though I couldn’t tell for sure seeing as he kept the face of it angled away from me.




  Silence passed between us. Dimitri was reconsidering, I could tell, and he might’ve put the thing away had I not been so infernally curious. “Show me,” I said, tugging his arm.

  “Give me a look.” Finally he took a deep breath and rotated the sepia so I could see what’d been photographed. Which was: a woman, perhaps beautiful, perhaps not, wearing French

  stockings and a string of pearls, bare backed, kneeling before a nude man.




  I couldn’t move, couldn’t say a thing, forgot to breathe, even; I could only look at that browny-bronze image and wonder what on earth possessed that woman to do what she was doing.

  Extreme thirst, was the only thing came to mind. In fact, I was so stunned it took a few seconds for it to sink in why Dimitri might’ve been showing it to me. Now this was a terrible moment,

  for all along I’d thought I’d been putting up with his nightly rutting so we could have a baby. And while I couldn’t so much as summon a name for what that woman was doing, I knew

  for damn sure a baby wasn’t going to come of it.




  I suppose it was hurt and frustration that came geysering up, for the next thing I knew I was hitting him and slapping him and calling him a horny old goat born in hell, Dimitri having to throw

  me on my back and pin my hands over my head to defend himself. He was trying to calm me by apologizing and saying he loved me and promising to get rid of the photograph forthwith and heretofore.

  Had someone been listening in the next apartment (which someone probably was, the walls being thin as onion peels) they would’ve heard words like “Oh my precious petal” being

  yelled over words like “Let go my hands, you sweaty Greek son of a bitch!” Finally, he had no choice but to leap off the bed and race across the room to grab the Chinaman bottle. By the

  time he got back, the fight had pretty much gone out of me, and he didn’t so much have to force the oozing brown contents down my throat as tip the bottle for me while I drank.




  The next day, when it was clear I wasn’t planning on getting out of bed anytime soon, Georgina came. She eased the door open and crept toward my bed, where I lay feeling low as an

  earthworm. Meanwhile she was crying and crossing herself and saying, “Oh my baby, this happen, this happen, is so difficult to adjust to early days of marriage. Is so difficult.”

  Then she propped me up and wrapped her warm, yeast-scented arms around me, squeezing me and saying over and over how everything was going to be okay, just to wait and see, just to wait and see.




  Georgina tended me over the next few days, bringing me cups of sasparilla and hot ox-tail broth, placing cool compresses on my forehead and cheering me up by telling me how normal this all was,

  despite it clearly being anything but. Still, if I hadn’t felt so putrid I might’ve actually enjoyed my convalescence, for it was the first time since my parents died I didn’t

  feel like I had to be somewhere, making up for who I was. I’d collapsed, and that was the person I was: someone who’d hit the floor and wasn’t about to do anything but stay there.

  As for Dimitri, I had no idea where he’d gone to and was too tired to ask. All I knew was we were no longer sharing our marital bed, something that should’ve been a relief but, given my

  state, wasn’t.




  On day four Dr. Michaels came. He took my temperature, felt for my pulse, placed the back of his hand on my forehead and then turned me over and unbuttoned my nightie and thumped my back like it

  was one of Georgina’s eggplants.




  “Hmmmmmm,” he said to Georgina, “looks to me like this is nothing too serious. An enervated system, due to mild nervous distress. I understand she’s an orphan? That

  she’s just married? Not surprising, then. Not surprising at all. I think we can treat this here.”




  He gave her a jar of Carter’s Little Nerve Pills and told her to see to it I took one every twelve hours on the hour. He then said he had other patients to see, though before he left he

  also handed her a black box about the size of a squared-off bread loaf, with a winding handle on the front and two long black thin cords leading from the sides. These wires connected to a pair of

  dangling black pads, each one shaped like a shoe sole. Georgina held it a little nervously, tipping it from left to right as if to examine it.




  Seeing this, the doctor said, “I take it you haven’t seen one before?”




  Georgina put a hand to her mouth and turned the thing right the way upside down, inspecting its underside. Her eyes were big as spring potatoes.




  “It’s called a Faradizer. Sit the patient on the side of the bed, put her feet on the pads and give the handle a half-dozen good turns. Simple as that. I’d say one half-hour,

  three times a day, until she’s feeling better. Understand?”




  Georgina said yes, though as she did her lips trembled slightly.




  “Good. I’ll take my leave, then. Good day.”




  As soon as Dr. Michaels left, Georgina said, “All right, Mary, you hear the doctor.” With that, she yanked on my hands till I was in a sitting position. Then she

  swung my legs around, heels landing on the floor. A few seconds later, the black pads were in place and buzzing away, jiggling the soles of my feet. This was relaxing, and I admit I didn’t

  mind my Faradization sessions in the least, except afterwards my legs from the knee on down were tingly and unco-operative.




  The nerve pills were another matter as I swore not to take them, having decided I’d had it with any sort of bottled remedy. Whenever Georgina gave me one—eight in the morning and

  eight at night, like clockwork, even if it meant waking me—I’d hide it in the back of my mouth, between teeth and cheek. When she left, I’d spit it out and push it into the soil

  of one of the pepper plants growing on our bedroom windowsill. Course, this could’ve been the reason all that bedrest and Faradization wasn’t taking, for I was still interested in doing

  nothing but sleeping and having the occasional bawl; all I knew was I hadn’t rested up when I should’ve five years earlier and that the tiredness had piled up inside me, forming layer

  upon layer, until I had no choice but to snooze my way through them, all of which would’ve been fine except this was 1906 and a dangerous time to take a long nap if you were a woman.

  Half-asleep, I’d hear them, gathered outside my room, discussing my condition. They’d keep their voices down, certain words jumping out in the low carrying rumble of voices gone deep

  with concern. Hysteria. Neurasthenia. Daementia Praecox. Paraphrenia Hebetica. Undifferentiated Psychosis. Always they were spoken as though followed by question marks. Meanwhile, Georgina

  would be crying away in the background.




  How long was I laid up? Hard to say, though given the injustices being thought up in the other room I’d say it had to be a while, for you don’t cook up that kind of spitefulness

  overnight. Call it two weeks. Maybe a little more. One day the door opened and in came Dr. Michaels, though this time he was followed by Dimitri, who couldn’t look at me. Given the grave

  executioner’s look on both their faces, I knew my goose was good as cooked. The only question in my head was how.




  Dr. Michaels pulled up a chair and sat beside the bed. Dimitri hung back, staying near the door. As the good doctor went through the usual battery of tests—pulse, temperature, back

  thumping, saying aaaaaaaaaah—he directed a steady train of questions at Dimitri.




  “She’s been neurasthenic this whole time?”




  “Yes, Doctor.”




  “And the treatment hasn’t helped?”




  “No, Doctor, I am afraid no.”




  “And you say she attacked you? She struck you with her hands and feet.”




  “It was terrible, Doctor.”




  “Hmmmmmmm.”




  (A long pause, Dr. Michaels sitting and thinking, Dimitri taking little shuffling steps near the doorway, me lying there trying to convince myself this was just one of the dreams I’d been

  having lately.)




  “And,” the doctor finally said, “you say she’s hasn’t been able to conceive?”




  “No, Doctor.”




  “Hmmmmmmmm. Well, there’s only one way to know for sure....”




  With that, Dr. Michaels pulled down the covers and in a second smooth motion yanked up my nightie. Dimitri, who’d never actually looked at what was on display, turned away as though it was

  something meant to terrify. The doctor then directed my knees up and apart while he took a tube of goo from his black bag and smeared it all over the first and second fingers of his right hand.

  “Now take a deep breath,” he said, and a second later he was inside me, rooting around like a man looking for lost change in a sofa. While it didn’t hurt that much, it was cold

  and humiliating and I wanted to grab his hand and tell him to put it where it belonged. Throughout, he stared up and away, puzzling. After a half-minute or so, he pulled out his hand and stood. He

  was silent for a moment. Then he backed away and nodded solemnly at Dimitri, who’d sort of half turned, only his shoulder in clear view. The doctor’s voice was low and sombre, and for a

  moment I thought he was going to tell Dimitri I had something that might kill me.




  Instead, he murmured, “I’m sorry Dimitri ... it’s just what I was afraid of.... There’s definitely some displacement there. It’s no wonder she’s been acting

  the way she’s been.”




  He left, taking his turn-handled Faradizer with him, which worried me for it suggested I was beyond the help a Faradizer could offer. Dimitri then did something I’ve thought about for the

  rest of my life. He came over, fell on his knees and buried his face in my neck. “I never let you go, my little girl, never, never, never.”




  This reassured me, though later that day he must’ve changed his mind, for he went ahead and signed the committal papers anyway.




  Next morning my few things were packed and Dimitri took me all the way to the hospital in a wagon borrowed from one of the grocers. The trip took four hours, and by the time we

  got there I was hot and smelling of horse and dust. After a long, tearful embrace (the tears were his, as I was stunned and stiff and feeling unaffectionate), he got in the wagon and drove off. I

  looked around. The lawns were thick and green and the flowerbeds blooming and the fruit trees commencing to bud. Strange, how beautiful everything was—seemed purposeful, as though designed to

  make you lower your guard. I mounted a flight of marble steps and passed between columns until I arrived at a high wooden door. There I used a lion’s-head knocker as heavy as a bag filled

  with kittens to announce my arrival. When the door swung open, I found myself looking into the eyes of a nurse dressed exactly as I’d dressed at St. Mary’s: nun-like, with a black skirt

  reaching all the way to the floor and a collar so high it chafed the underside of her chin.




  “Yes?” she said, though she must’ve known why I was there as I had my little suitcase in front of me, hands clasped so tight on the handle my knuckles had gone white.




  “Name’s Aganosticus,” I peeped. “Mary Aganosticus.”




  “Well, come in,” she said with an enormous smile. “Please come in—you must be exhausted.”




  She took my suitcase from me and placed it next to the receptionist’s desk. Then she had me sit in a waiting room, where she brought me a cup of tea with lemon. I was alone and frightened,

  though not as frightened as I’d been earlier, for I’d expected straitjackets and big men in white suits and the sounds of people screaming, and there was none of that. After a few

  minutes, I looked over and noticed my suitcase had disappeared. This triggered a disquiet inside me, the kind that won’t stop until you do something about it, so I went and told the

  receptionist my bag had up and walked away. She looked up and offered me the same smile she’d used five minutes earlier. Then she told me everything was perfectly fine and I should wait and

  relax and she’d get me another cup of tea. This she did, and as I sipped the weak-tasting liquid I kept my worries focused and therefore small by concentrating on the square of floor space

  where my bag had been, telling myself so long as I got it back, then, yes, everything would be just like she said.




  Everything would be just fine.




  



  




  CHAPTER 2




  THE YOUNG PSYCHIATRIST




  [image: ornament] AFTER FIFTEEN MINUTES OF NOT BEING ABLE TO CONJURE MY bag out of thin air

  another nurse came up and smiled and shook my hand and said, “Hello, Mrs. Aganosticus—I hear you’ve joined us for a little rest?”




  I said I had, if that’s what you wanted to call it, though mostly I put a lid on my natural tendency toward mouthiness. She told me her name was Miss Galt and asked me to follow her. I

  did, the whole time generating as much dignity as is possible when you’re not exactly sure if you’ll see the light of day ever again. (Was I terrified? Was my stomach doing somersaults?

  Was I hoping to God all this was some sort of dream I’d wake from sweating and whimpering and gripping at bedsheets? Course. If I stop to describe exactly how scared I was every time

  something scary happens, we’ll be here for the next ten years. So do me a favour. At parts like this imagine how you’d’ve felt, and we’ll both do fine.)




  We walked through a set of doors and entered one of the hallways radiating from the front foyer. It was completely empty and for this reason foreboding: the only thing I could hear was Miss

  Galt’s feet and my feet, our heels clacking against the floor. To keep from shaking with fear I invented a game, which was to make my feet go in step with her feet. Our clacking joined up.

  Was one sound where two belonged. After a bit she noticed, turned and smiled, though it was the smile you give a child who’s just learned to use a spoon.




  As we neared the end of this long, long hallway, I started to hear a low murmur, like voices well off in the distance. It grew louder—not loud, exactly, but louder—sounding more and

  more like the hubbub of voices you get in a theatre before the play starts. We reached another set of swinging doors, which were exactly like the first set we went through, only they were thicker

  and rimmed with rubber strips. Miss Galt stopped and placed a hand against one of the doors. “This is the ward for incurables. Now it’s a little unruly in there. But don’t worry.

  You won’t be staying there. Is it all right if I call you Mary?”




  I nodded, she pushed, and, oh, the noise.




  It wasn’t talking I’d heard coming through that soundproof door but wailing and shrieking and haggard bent-over women braying like donkeys and calling the words “Oh God oh God

  oh God.” Every last one was dressed in a long grey gown, their hair gone straggly and wild, with scratches on their faces and forearms from where they’d dragged their fingernails. Those

  not up and walking and babbling incoherently were either strapped to their beds or unconscious. A few were banging their foreheads against cement walls or bed railings. There were no windows and

  the smells were awful and bugs were crawling up and down the walls. Rats, too—you could see them scurrying along the outer walls, awful rat jowls filled with heisted rat food. As I followed

  after Miss Galt, taking quick little steps, I kept seeing things that’d form foul little snapshots in my mind’s eye and then refuse to go away: a woman, spaces between her teeth,

  spotting me and lifting her gown, showing me her privates. Another woman, young like me, but with blood pumping from a nostril and when she spotted me she smiled broadly, her smile against all that

  blood making bumps come up on my forearms. Or: an old woman, frail and the colour of fireplace ash, crouched between two beds, concentrating hard on pulling shit out of herself and using it to

  write a message on the wall, but because her shit was so crumbly the word wouldn’t come out so she tried harder and harder and finally started shrieking in frustration, her hands crooked and

  covered with it. I took in all this in the time it took to snap my head away. Amazing, the way fear bends time around to squeeze things in.




  We headed straight through, Miss Galt yelling over her shoulder that only God’s mercy would help those poor souls. We passed through another short hallway, and through another ward like

  the first though muted somewhat, and without the scenes of absolute lunacy. Finally, we entered a ward far quieter than the first two, the occupants mostly sleeping or reading or lying on beds

  staring at the ceiling or chatting in small groups. There were fourteen beds, seven on either side of the aisle. None of the beds had restraints, which relieved me to no end, though I noticed there

  were locks on the doors at both ends of the ward. Basically, my eyes were moving like a ferret’s, inspecting everything, too scared to settle on one spot. Miss Galt led me to the last bed on

  the left side of the room. A grey robe sat folded on the blanket. She asked me to put it on, and as she did she gave a funny little gesture with her right hand, as though her forefinger was

  stirring milk into tea. I hesitated, wondering if she really meant I should strip right there in front of everyone, though it soon became obvious that was exactly what she had in mind. After a few

  seconds’ delay, her smile weakened, the corners of her mouth trembling and then turning downward slightly.




  I turned my back and undressed and slipped into the robe.




  “Good,” she said, holding out her arms to take my clothes.




  I was left sitting on the bed, all by my lonesome. I took a deep breath and tested the mattress by placing my palms flat against it and pushing. For some reason, I looked under my pillow,

  feeling disappointed that nothing was there but bedding. Mostly I was sitting there and fretting and wondering what it was exactly I was supposed to do when two women came over. One was about

  forty-five, the other maybe thirty, and we only had to lock eyes for me to know their stories weren’t far off mine.




  I pushed myself to the top of the bed to make room. They sat on either side near the bottom. We didn’t bother with niceties or introductions, though later I learned the older one was Joan

  and the younger one Linda.




  “How,” I said in a loud whisper, “do I get outta here?”




  Linda answered, also in a loud whisper: “First thing you have to understand is you can get out of here. You can. Simple as that. So many husbands are booking in their wives these

  days they have to let some of us out some time or another. Inspectors come around and make the decision. It might take a month, but you will get out.”




  “Yes,” Joan echoed, “you will get out.”




  “So believe me, the trouble isn’t getting out. It’s getting out without being operated on.”




  “Yes,” said Joan, “the operation.”




  “So just do what they tell you. Act pleasant. Make your purses. Don’t go scrambling on walk days. Don’t talk back or be ornery. And whatever you do, don’t hit anyone or

  you’ll go to the violent ward where they chain people to walls. There are padded cells down there too and orderlies with the self-control of goats. So toe the line is my advice, and

  you’ll get out in one piece.”




  We talked for maybe an hour. After chatting about our husbands (bastards, all three) they filled me in on ways to get by: which nurses not to mess with and which inmates were dangerous and how

  to stay on the good side of the cafeteria servers, who’d starve you if they decided they didn’t like the look of you.




  “One other thing,” Linda said. “There’s a doctor here who’s better than the others. Younger, with newer ideas. His name’s Levine. Dr. Levine. Get close to him

  if you can.”




  I repeated the name five times quickly to myself so I wouldn’t forget. See, my mind was spinning, as a mind’ll do when desperate to land on anything it might mould a plan out of.

  That was how I first saw him—by taking a look at the picture in my head. What I saw was young. New ideas. Soft-spoken. Perhaps handsome, perhaps not. Probably a do-gooder, out to change the

  world, desperate for someone to prove his way of thinking.




  With any luck, likes blond curls.




  For the next two weeks, I took my walks and sewed my purses and ate my rubbery overcooked pancakes (no butter or syrup, only blocks of salt you chipped off with a thumbnail)

  and generally fought the urge to sock Dimitri in the mouth when he came around looking for his weekly forgivenesses. Wasn’t easy, I tell you.




  On the morning of day fifteen, Miss Galt fetched me. She led me to an examination room down the hall from the top end of our ward. Then she gave the little finger waggle that meant I was

  supposed to take off my clothes, something I’d by now gotten used to doing in front of others.




  I sat naked on a table, covered with a white sheet. It was a little cold in the room, though not quite enough to raise goosebumps. I chewed my bottom lip and wrapped my arms around myself. After

  a few minutes a man wearing a white doctor’s coat came in. He was middle-aged and homely, with plump twisted lips that looked a little like Jewish bread.




  “Hello,” he said, not looking at me, “My name is Dr. Sights.”




  “I’m Mary Aganosticus.”




  He nodded, again without looking at me, though he did raise his eyes to the level of my teeth and say, “Open.” He peered down my throat, checked under my tongue, thumped my back,

  shone a light in my eyes and tested my reflexes. Throughout, he looked grim. Then he listened to my chest, flattening a thick grey ear against my left breast and then my right breast and then my

  left breast once more for good measure, which I knew from my nursing days was not in any way, shape or form how to check a heartbeat. Finally, he pulled away and wrote something on a clipboard and

  handed that something to Miss Galt.




  “She’ll be fine” was all he said.




  That afternoon, Miss Galt came yet again and found me in the day room, where I was reading a four-week-old Louisville Examiner. All smiles, she was, though in a place like Hopkinsville

  it’s amazing how things like smiles start to take on meanings different from those in the outside world. I stood, and she took me through the medium-crazy ward and the full-blown ward and

  into the front foyer where the receptionist had taken my bag fifteen days earlier. Here we took a left and walked down a hallway heading in a direction opposite from the women’s wing; it was

  long and brightly lit and with doors every few feet. After we’d passed about a half-dozen, Miss Galt stopped and unlocked one, using a key from the hoop-shaped ring she always carried in her

  right hand. Inside was dark, though when she opened the door a bolt of light fanned over a goodly part of the room, enough I could see the walls were grey and the floors concrete and in the middle

  was a large, elevated tub. Miss Galt closed the door and opened the gaslight. She approached the tub, beckoning me to do so as well. She finger-stirred, and after I stripped, she folded my robe and

  put it on the floor next to the bath.




  There was a leather sheet covering the tub, and running down the middle of the sheet was a heavy, metal zipper that looked like a bottle opener. She pulled down the zipper, steam puffing into

  the air. Then she took my hand, not so much for support but to direct me up the three steps leading to a small platform near the tub rim. From here I did what I imagined I was supposed to do, which

  was to put one leg, and then the other, through the slit in the leather. Soon I was sitting in a bath of hot water and salt. Miss Galt cradled my head until it rested on the back of the tub. Then

  she pulled the zipper to the top, where it formed a low tight collar around my neck.




  Around this time it dawned on me the zipper handle was on the outside of the leather sheet, while my arms, and more particularly my hands, were under the leather sheet, meaning if the

  zipper was going to be pulled down it wasn’t going to be pulled down by me. To make matters worse, it was equipped with a little latch fitting into eyelets on either side of the part, so I

  couldn’t even thrash around with the hope the damn thing might lower on its own.




  Now trapped is trapped, no matter how comfortable you are, plus the tub was coffin shaped and that can start a mind to racing. My heart picked up the pace, and I looked up at Miss Galt with what

  could only’ve been horror on my face. This made her smile even more broadly and say, “There. A nice hot bath. I wish I had time for one. I’ll be back to get you in four

  hours.”




  With that, she patted the leather cover, turned and abandoned me; the last thing she did was close the light and cast the room into darkness. Course, the minute the door shut I began twisting

  and kicking and flailing and generally doing everything I could to get myself free short of hollering for help, which would’ve branded me as ornery and therefore suffering from hysteria.

  After a few seconds of this uselessness, I took a rest. Then I thrashed some more, took another rest and whaled my arms and legs one last time, though in a much less enthused manner: I was starting

  to figure the leather sheet was there to stay, and no amount of wriggling or commotion was about to change that.




  This triggered a worse sort of panic. I could hear my blood pressure surfing in my ears and I could see angry jags of colour knifing through the darkness and I had to fight the inclination to

  vomit. And my heart—oh, how I called for Jesus’s help. Whereas before it’d been speeding, now it was speeding and pounding, something a heart can’t sustain, so every

  few seconds it’d up and miss a beat. Every time this happened I thought I was dying from fear, though at the same time staying alive to dwell on the process. A cruel set of dance partners

  this was, for the moment I started accepting my death as a mercy there’d be a collision in my chest, so hard it’d rattle my ribs and quake my stomach, and my heart would start charging

  along again until it missed the next beat, the whole thing repeating itself over and over and over.




  It’s hard to say how long this torture went on. Inside a completely dark place, time has a habit of looping around and doubling in on itself and playing tricks. So I can’t say. Maybe

  it was ten minutes, maybe it was longer. Felt like longer. Felt like forever, if you must know, and that’s a traumatic thing: finding out what an eternity feels like. What happens is the body

  exhausts itself, and you go completely still, and you feel cold and your fingers tingle and your bladder drains and your mind goes blank. Lying there, I reckoned this was the calming effect Miss

  Galt had promised, though it was the sort of calm you get nightmares about later on.




  So I lay there, vegetabilized and chilled, maybe dead, maybe not, having completely stopped considering the possibility I might ever get out of that tub. The door to the room opened. Miss Galt

  opened the gaslight. I clamped my eyes against the glare.




  “How are we feeling?”




  I, defenceless as an old woman, weakly muttered, “Good.” She let me out and I tried to dress, though I was so shaky she had to help me. We went back down the hydrotherapy wing, her

  walking and me shuffling, past the front desk and through the wards strung along women’s wing A. She led me to my bed, and it seemed to me the ward was quieter than usual. Perhaps some of the

  women were having their tubbings, I don’t know. Linda and Joan were there, and they hustled over and sat beside me, though neither one of them touched me.




  Linda said, “Don’t worry, Mary—first time’s the worst.”




  Joan added in a softer voice, “Yes ... first time ... the worst,” and all I could do was sit, nerves firing, glad they were there with me.




  I had tubbings the following day, three days after that, and then the day after that, the scheduling of our hydrotherapy being something understood by the staff and the staff only .




  The day after that I met my psychiatrist.




  He came by late on a walk morning, just after we’d been led back in. I was in the day room attached to the ward, wishing I could knit something, feeling low and a little

  jumpy.




  “Good morning,” he said, “I’m Dr. Levine.”




  I smiled shyly, sizing him up.




  “I thought maybe we should meet. Is that all right, Mrs. Aganosticus?”




  He was a short, doughy young man, just shy of thirty, with thin dark hair pushed to one side of his forehead. As for his face, the nose was the primary liability, for it was oddly bulbous in

  shape and it flared at the sides, like a radish cut open to garnish a salad. As he was not the most attractive of men, he made up for it by projecting warmth and sympathy and a general all-round

  niceness. Immediately I figured him for being lonely, niceness being something women don’t generally care for in men, and the thought in my head was, Good.




  “Yes,” I told him, “that’d be fine.”




  He sat looking at me. I wasn’t sure whether this meeting would take place in the future, or whether we were having it now. As Dr. Levine was just sitting there, I figured the latter was

  the case, and that I better say something interesting to get it going. Problem was, I’d trained myself to be so cautious I couldn’t think of anything to say. The pause lasted long

  enough I worried he might get bored and leave, so finally I figured I might as well up and out with it.




  “I don’t like being tubbed.”




  He smiled slightly, and I worried I’d made a mistake by complaining. My concern disappeared when he said, “Is it the darkness? The feeling of being trapped? The boredom? Yours is a

  common complaint, Mrs. Aganosticus. Sometimes I question the value of hydrotherapy myself. Particularly in light of some of the more progressive treatments coming out of Europe. Perhaps I can ask

  around, and see what I can do. Would that be all right?”




  I was stunned.




  “Yes,” I peeped, “that’d be fine.”




  We talked a little bit more that day, mostly about the hospital and how I was getting along with the other patients. He left shortly after, though not before promising to see what could be done

  about my problem. I tried not to get my hopes up.




  I had my fifth tubbing that afternoon; like Linda and Joan had promised, it was getting easier, though it was still miles from being easy. I now spent the four hours in a state of quivery

  boredom, not panicking exactly but feeling as though any moment I might. Linda had suggested I make up mental games to help pass the time; apparently, she’d pretend the tub was a magic carpet

  and she was soaring through space, visiting places she’d been and could conjure up in her head, like New York City or the ocean or the body of the man she should’ve married. I tried it

  too but didn’t have much luck, imagination never having been my strong suit. Instead, I exercised my arms and legs, swishing them about in the water, flexing my wrists and ankles, for I

  didn’t want my muscles going soft in case I was to need them.




  After I’d spent a half-hour or so of arm and leg swishing, the door to the tubbing room opened and I got scared, for the orderlies had a reputation for sneaking in during a tubbing and

  unzipping the leather covers and taking their pleasures. Squinting against the light flooding the room, I was relieved to see it was Levine. He said hello and opened the gaslight enough to cast a

  dim, soft light over the room.




  “Is that better?”




  I told him it was. He asked if I’d like it lighter, saying he could do that too, and I told him it was a fine restful light if restful’s a thing that’s possible in a tubbing

  room. This made him smile, thank God. He took a stool and placed it behind the tub. In his other hand he held a notebook and pen.




  “I’m afraid there is nothing I can do about the restraints,” he said. “Hospital policy. However, I was thinking you might not be so bored if you had someone to talk to.

  Do you think that would help?”




  I said I thought it would. He sat on the stool and, after a few seconds of rustling, said, all of sudden, straight out of the blue and without a moment’s notice, “How did your

  parents die, Mrs. Aganosticus?”




  Now, this question caught me off guard, my first reaction being, That’s personal, Mister. But seeing as how he’d helped me a little already and it was something I did want off

  my chest I figured I might as well play along. So I told him how the TB scare of 1902 had gotten my father—how over a four-month period the air had seeped out of him, his face thinner and

  paler each day, the area beneath his eyes growing darker and more sack-like as the ailment progressed. How when he coughed you could hear it coming from deep down inside him, rumbling like the

  slow, distant thunder you get when the weather turns hot. How he died on a Sunday morning, a fitting day since he was a man who believed in God; I remember listening at the door of his room and

  hearing the doctor say to my mother, “He picked a good day to go, Lela. Heaven’s got him now.” How after the doctor left I cried and my mother just sat there, quiet as a log,

  which is the English way of handling strong emotion.




  Throughout my little story, Levine sat on his stool, scribbling and saying, “Yes, yes, go on, go on,” so I told him how a wagon pulled up and two men dressed in dungarees and work

  shirts came in and carried my father out in a burlap bag. Afterwards my mother thanked them and paid them, both of which seemed like crazy things to do considering what they were taking away. The

  news must’ve spread, for the house soon filled with neighbours bearing food, some of them coming from so far away they didn’t pay taxes in the same county. Course, many of them offered

  up their teenage sons to help out with the fieldwork, offers my mother turned down as she didn’t like being reliant on the kindnesses of non-relatives. As a consequence, she had to spend more

  and more time out in the fields, tilling for next year’s tobacco, it becoming my job to entertain the visitors. A big job it was, too; they kept coming and coming, loaded down with baskets

  and jugs and jars, all determined to help out the family of the man who, upon coming south from Quebec, had changed his last name to one that was old-fashioned and American sounding and, believe it

  or not, inspired by the sight of threshed hay. This went on for months, such that my biggest recollection of mourning, aside from the pure dog misery of it, was long awkward conversations had over

  cups of tea with people I barely knew. (That, and having people treat me like a thirteen-year-old one day and a full-grown woman the next.) When we weren’t eating jams, pickles and mincemeat

  pies the neighbours had brought over, we ate root vegetables and cuts of meat preserved in clay urns filled with duck fat.




  “And your mother?” Levine asked. “What happened to her?”




  Well.




  Here I told how she grew addled with pent-up sorrow, how she’d leave the house with only one shoe on or sometimes turn to me and you could tell she was seeing someone other than yours

  truly before shaking her head and coming to her senses. How one day, when the two of us had been alone for five months, she decided to buy an old dray cheap from a guy who’d spent time

  ranching in the Appalachians. The horse’s name was Tom and he’d taken poorly to the wide-open spaces of west Kentucky: always snorting and stamping the ground and trying to manoeuvre

  his haunches so he could launch a hoof at your forehead, which was presumably the reason he’d been sold at the price he’d been sold at in the first place. A week after that, my mother

  decided she’d use Tom to harrow the northwest field, figuring the horse’s spunk might come in handy at the end of a long day. Her second mistake came when she stood between horse and

  harrow while linking the trace. Something spooked Tom, probably nothing more serious than a breeze or a moth fluttering by, and he bolted, dragging the harrow over his grief-witted owner. Course I

  was the one found the results. The sun was lowering and the cooking was done and she hadn’t yet come in from the fields so I went out looking. Walked to the northwest field and from a

  distance saw the horse buckled to the harrow, just standing there chewing and thinking about whatever it is horses think about. Twenty feet away was a dark heap I couldn’t make out. As I got

  closer it became pretty obvious what it was, though the mind’s an optimistic thing, and needs to be shown the worst has happened or it’ll go on believing the opposite. I got up close

  and took it all in. She looked like she’d been torn apart by wild animals.




  Levine was still scribbling away, trying to get everything I’d said on paper, as though I’d recited the cure for smallpox instead of details I regarded as dreary and all my own.

  After a few seconds, the sound of his pencil scratching at paper stopped and he moved the chair around so he could look me in the face.




  “Mrs. Aganosticus, I’d like to try something I have been reading about. I was wondering if you’d like to talk some more tomorrow.”




  “You mean like we did today?”




  “Yes, exactly.”




  “Would it be during my tubbing?”




  “If you’d like.”




  “Then sure, Doctor. Course.”




  That’s how I started the first talking cure ever performed in the state of Kentucky. I didn’t know it was controversial, and I had no idea it was contrary to

  hospital procedure. I didn’t even know it was treatment, for as far as I was concerned cures involved something you could lay your hands on, like pills or bathtubs or turn-handled

  Faradizers. I just figured Levine liked to talk, and ask questions starting with “Tell me about...”




  So I’d tell him. Not everything. But most things. Made up stuff too, just to keep the spice level high. To tell the truth, it did me good to get some of my mental goings-on into word form,

  particularly as regard to how much I missed having a mother. One day, after I’d been saying how cheesed off I was at her for about half an hour, Levine interrupted. “Why is it,”

  he said, “you so rarely talk about your father, Mary? Obviously you were close to him too. Do you think that’s significant, Mary?”




  “Define significant.”




  “Important. Key. Germane.”




  “Out with it, Doctor.”




  “Could it be there was something about the nature of your relationship with your father that you’re ashamed of? Something that makes you feel guilty and less inclined to discuss how

  painful his passing was? Something about the nature of your affection toward him?”




  “Like what?”




  Here he told me what he was thinking, which I won’t repeat owing to the purity of its ridiculousness; in fact, I’m only mentioning it to illustrate what a feeble notion psychiatry

  is. It should also give you an idea how desperate I was, for instead of telling him he was talking nonsense I shook my head and said, “Hmmm, maybe, you’ve got a point there,

  Doctor.”




  This made Levine get all excited and animated, so he said, “Tell me more, Mary, tell me more.”




  In other words, he was taking a shine to me. He just was. As I rambled on my lips would get dry, so he’d hold up cups of cold water for me to drink. Or he’d cool my forehead if the

  steam rising from the bath made me too warm. Sometimes he’d get real worked up and say, “Yes, yes, yes?” using his voice like a cattle prod, though other times I’d say

  something that clearly didn’t interest him and he’d steer the subject back to stuff he did want to hear about. After a while, I began to discern what he did and did not want to hear

  about. Jokes, offhand remarks, sarcastic complaining—none of that interested him. His pencil would stop scratching away and instead of saying, “Yes, yes, yes?” he’d say,

  “I see,” in a tone more professional and sober. Then he’d try to egg me on in directions more sombre and revealing.




  As the days went on, I gave him more “Yes, yes, yes?” material, and by this I mean comments along the lines of when such-and-such happened I felt like such-and-such. In my

  head I called them felt-like comments. Dr. Levine ate them up. Had they been food he would’ve gotten fat on them. Sometime my tears would come, mostly when I related what a donkey’s ass

  Dimitri turned out to be, and though at first I thought this might annoy him the opposite turned out to be true, for after such visits he’d always say, “I think we made progress today,

  Mrs. Aganosticus. I think we made progress.”




  Had we ever.




  Imagine. The tub water is hot, and the steam rising in my face causes one of my curls to become slicked to my forehead, where its tip annoys my eyelid. I blow on it, trying to free it up, but it

  won’t work because my face is dripping and the spindle of hair’s wet and sticking like a leaf blown against a windowpane. Levine reaches out and pushes it out of my eye. Now

  there’re two ways you can do this. One, you’re doing the person a favour, and another you’re telling the person something you can’t trust to words. Slowness, has a lot to do

  with it. And the way he uses three slightly curved fingers when one pointed index would’ve done just fine.




  There ought to be a word for the feeling that sets in when you’re ninety per cent of the way toward something and you know it’ll all be for nothing if the last ten per cent

  doesn’t get done. Jittery, with bursts of terror and euphoria. Sleep didn’t come easily that night. To give myself something to do after lights-out I kept picturing Levine, pen in hand,

  signing my release, apologizing on behalf of the state of Kentucky for the shabby way I’d been treated. Naturally, I dressed the fantasy up with details. The skies would be bright blue.

  There’d be birds, warbling. I’d go to the best restaurant in Hopkinsville and order steak.




  Stupid.




  The very next day, Levine came and joined me at his usual time. I could tell right off he wasn’t himself, for his “Good afternoon, Mrs. Aganosticus” lacked vim, and he was

  moving like the wind had been knocked out of him. He sat behind me, and when I started talking I didn’t hear the usual sound of his pencil madly scratching. I was in the middle of describing

  something that’d happened to me when I was young (what, I don’t remember—some girlish hurt imagined or real, I suppose) when the sound of chair legs dragging across the floor

  interrupted me. He’d moved so he could look into my face. Or not look, as the case may be, for mostly he stared into the side of the tub, taking only momentary glances in my direction. His

  body language scared me. Bowled over, is the description comes to mind.




  In a defeated voice, he explained.




  After that, everything changed. Staff who didn’t pay attention to me before now paid an enormous amount of attention, and staff who did take an interest before now

  avoided me like I was marked by the plague. I suppose in a way I was. Suddenly I was the property of a nurse named Rowlands and the orderlies at her disposal. (The scariest thing she ever said to

  me? “You’ll be going home soon, Mrs. Aganosticus.”) She was older and far sterner than Miss Galt, and always in a rush. My treatment changed. My tubbing was cut down to two hours

  daily, though my mornings were now filled with other forms of hydrotherapy: cold packs, hot packs, foot baths, cold-bath plunges, wet-mitten friction, salt-glow rubs, jet sprays, needle showers,

  tonic baths—you name it. I was plunged and wrapped and sprayed and hosed down so often I got to feeling like a piece of meat that’d been dropped on the way to the barbecue. I was doused

  with water so hot it almost burned and water so cold it set the teeth to chattering. One of Rowlands’s favourite tricks was to put me in a steam bath until I was so hot my temples were

  pounding, and then her orderlies—big men, with strong arms and shaved heads—would lift me out, always taking the opportunity to run their hands over my privates, before plopping me into

  towels so cold my body would start shivering uncontrollably. Believe it or not, it was these shiverings that were supposed to make me better.




  And: douches. Fan douches, Scotch douches, spray douches, wet-pack douches, sitz douches, alternating hot-cold sponge douches. That part of me was washed out so many times I started

  thinking of it as a bodily affliction, good only for collecting disease. To this day, I don’t understand the fascination they all had with that particular part of my anatomy. I only know they

  had it, and after a while I felt worthy of punishment just for daring to be female. That may’ve even been the point. After nine days of continual hydrotherapy—Nurse Rowlands referred to

  it as my “preparation”—I was examined again by Dr. Sights, who I sensed was behind all this, Levine having once mentioned that Sights made all the executive decisions in

  Hopkinsville.




  In a brightly lit room, just the two of us, Nurse Rowlands ordered out, he gave me the same two-finger-with-goo treatment that Dr. Michaels had given me in Louisville. The only difference was

  Sights was rougher and seemed in no rush to get through it. Of course, this made me blazing mad, and I would’ve kicked him in the neck had two things not stopped me. First, I had nothing up

  my sleeve, no ace in the hole—all the losing poker expressions applied—so I clung to Joan and Linda’s advice if I just played along and was polite everything would be fine. (This

  was suckers’ logic, and one I haven’t used since.) Second, my feet were in stirrups.




  When he was finally finished, he stepped out in the hall. When he came back in Nurse Rowlands was with him. They both looked at me for a few seconds.




  “She’ll be fine” was what he said.




  Later, I took a breather in the day room. Every part of my body was tingling from all the baths, which sounds nice but wasn’t: it was extreme tingling, just this side of spasming. No

  matter how many deep breaths I took with my eyes closed I couldn’t stop the nerves in my arms, legs, body, feet, hands and especially my womanhood from firing. Only my face wasn’t

  trembling.




  After a time, I sensed I wasn’t alone and opened my eyes. Dr. Levine sat on the sofa beside me. For the longest time he didn’t say anything. I was silent as well, for I was mad at

  him, giving false hope being one of the worst things you can to do a person.




  Finally: “Is there anything I can do, Mary?”




  I took a long time with my answer, for I wanted to wound as deeply as possible. What I came up with was something along the lines of “Sure you can. You can help me kill myself. You can

  give me a whole bunch of them barbiturates you hand out all day and I’ll take ’em after lights out and all anyone’ll think is I stole them somehow. I’m serious. I’m an

  orphan and all I need in this world is to get myself another family because a person’s not a person without family, not really, not if you think about it, and if they take that possibility

  away from me I can’t imagine a reason to stick around. You follow?”




  He sat there, eyes on the floor, looking miserable. Couldn’t even look at me.




  “Yes,” he said weakly.




  I was kept away from dinner that night, which was fine by me. After supper, I mostly stayed in bed, Joan and Linda keeping me company not by saying anything but just by being

  close. After lights-out, I couldn’t sleep for the longest time, though I eventually drifted into a light slumber—light enough that when someone crept up to my bed I heard the footsteps.

  I opened my eyes. Levine motioned for me to get up.
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