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For my grandparents




 





Listen,


How quickly your heart is beating in me.




 





—from “Any Case” by Wisława Szymborska




















 




I have sat and listened to too many


words of the collaborating muse,


and plotted perhaps too freely with my life,


not avoiding injury to others,


not avoiding injury to myself—


to ask compassion … this book, half fiction,


an eelnet made by man for the eel fighting.


—Robert Lowell, from “Dolphin”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE





This book is a work of fiction inspired by my grandparents’ true history. This story does not depict my grandparents’ actual lives, but it does incorporate some of their real letters and pictures, a few of my memories and the memories of those who knew them, and historical details from a number of books and articles. I use this documented history as a point of departure into the story I imagine. For your patience, generosity, and openness in my interviews, and also for your gift of the freedom to diffract your stories through the prism of myself, thank you Roberta Gatehouse, Melissa Waldie, Lyn Waldie, Betty Hall, Betty Campbell, Sydney Hall Jr., Joanie Singer, and Carol Avery.


In my attempt to comprehend what my grandfather’s life inside of a psychiatric institution in the 1960s might have been like, I found the following works particularly useful and inspiring: Gracefully Insane: Life and Death Inside America’s Premier Mental Hospital by Alex Beam; Under Observation: Life Inside the McLean Psychiatric Hospital by Lisa Berger and Alexander Vuckovic, M.D.; Girl, Interrupted by Susanna Kaysen; Life Studies by Robert Lowell; Lost Puritan: A Life of Robert Lowell by Paul Mariani; Anne Sexton: A Biography by Diane Wood Middlebrook; A Beautiful Mind: The Life of Mathematical Genius and Nobel Laureate John Nash by Sylvia Nasar; The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath; and The Mental Hospital by Alfred Stanton and Morris Schwartz.


The Mayflower Home for the Mentally Ill is my fictional rendition of McLean Hospital, the real institution in which my grandfather resided. Today, McLean Hospital is one of America’s leading mental health facilities and its invaluable work has helped many people and saved many lives. My depiction of the treatment of patients at the Mayflower Home in the 1960s does not describe actual conditions at McLean. The poet Robert Lowell was a patient at McLean Hospital, but the Robert Lowell of this novel is a fictional character, and—with the exception of his poems reprinted here—the actions, thoughts, and language I ascribe to him are products of my imagination. The other patients, staff, and administrators who populate the Mayflower Home are entirely fictional and they do not represent any real people.


I wrote part of this book as a Fellow at the idyllic Santa Maddalena Foundation; thanks to the generosity and support of the great Beatrice Monti della Corte von Rezzori.


Bill Clegg, David Ebershoff, and Lee Brackstone: once again, your insightful, creative, and diligent work has gladdened every page. If not for your passion, kindness, and guidance, this book would not exist. Thank you.


For springing me from self-imposed solitary confinement, thank you, thank you, thank you, my brilliant friends, readers, teachers, and publishers.


Mom, Dad, and Aaron: to say how much I owe to you would require a whole new vocabulary.
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There is the house in the wilderness. The house, Echo Cottage, with the lake spread before it, a quivering lattice of light in the late afternoon. Beneath the mossy portico, a placard displays Echo’s flaking name.


An overcast-pale porch rings Echo Cottage, and at its far corner is an aging chaise lounge, rusted aluminum supporting an avocado vinyl cushion. Sticking to the vinyl, my grandmother dozes beneath the brown-gray nest of her hair.


The air along the shoreline is dense with an insectival mist, the gnats hovering. From time to time, my cousins pierce the droning quiet with their yelps, as they tackle one another in the water. Thirty years before, my great-grandmother rested on Echo’s chaise; years later, my mother will ascend to the recumbent throne. But it is 1989, and the chair belongs to my grandmother.


My grandmother’s calves unsuction from the cushion as she wakes. Her stalwart New England face tightens, the fine wrinkles drawn taut. The translucent shells of her eyelids part to reveal her eyes, which can hold light in a nearly impossible way, as if her irises were twin concavities, blue geodes. My grandmother’s eyes look out to the lake; her gaze is as inscrutable as ever.


There is my grandmother, Katharine Mead Merrill. What do I know of her? That she was so often in that chair. That in the afternoons, she often slept. That, one afternoon, in the summer of 1989, she woke from a nap to make the vexing decision that she made.
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Katharine has been dreaming. Of what? Of her husband, of Frederick. Though the specifics of the dream recede into the static of wakefulness, a feeling of certainty remains. Not one of anger or sadness, but perhaps born of both. A simple knowledge of what must be done.


Katharine knows, suddenly, the rightness of what she must do.


Still, she takes her time. She rises slowly, pauses to receive the diffracting late afternoon light as she enters the house. Katharine passes through the musty, tenebrous living room, which always seems resentful of sunlight, seems to be the place nighttime gathers to hide out from the summer’s unblinking sun stare. As she enters the kitchen, the smell of stale coffee prompts her to empty the filter into the trash. She pulls a box of Lorna Doones from the cabinet, slips one whole into her mouth, as she used to as a child, letting it dissolve on her tongue. Increasingly, in these last months, she performs such behaviors that, if not exactly childlike, are not quite as prim, quite as austere in her familiar matronly ways. On this summer day of 1989, Katharine is sixty-nine; the early traces of Alzheimer’s have begun to fray the edges of her attention and intention. For a moment, pausing at the kitchen sink to observe my cousins diving off the dock, she remembers her certainty but forgets its object; for a moment, she thinks she woke, simply, resolved to swim. But, no, no. It was something else; the idea of a swim does not fill the space opened by her resolve.


Katharine reminds herself that forgotten notions can sometimes be found where they were first conjured, and crosses halfway back to the porch. Just before the screen door, Katharine remembers her determination, and its actual object. The actual object is lodged like a repressed memory, like a Freudian scene of childhood trauma, behind and within all the clutter of the years, somewhere deep inside the attic. The actual object she has not held for a decade or more, but she often still finds it holding her. The actual object, or the idea of it, sometimes rises in her thoughts against her will, threatening to ruin all the progress she has made in converting her memories of Frederick to the stories she tells. When she speaks with her daughters and her relatives about her husband, all accept her characterization, without a flinch of doubt. Frederick was an alcoholic, a philanderer, a madman who once exposed himself on the road leading into town. He was insane, and she was sane. He was selfish, and she sacrificed.


Frederick was a man of manic passions. He wrote a great many letters to her, just as he also wrote stories, ideas for inventions, patents, politics, and philosophy. He also wrote poetry, some good, most dreadful romantic boilerplate that leaned heavily into Elizabethan English in a sentimentalizing, embarrassing way. She can keep all of these pages in boxes in her closet, as she usually can keep the memory of him near her in her orderly way. But the actual object, that bundle of papers, is a telltale heart. She buried it long ago, and still it thumps its maddening beat. Katharine finds an ancient, paint-splattered stepladder in the laundry room, and carries it upstairs.


At the top of the cottage’s staircase, the entrance to the attic is a heavy door, carved from the ceiling. The heft of the door, along with the dexterous, near-acrobatic maneuver one must perform to pass through it, makes entering the attic an act as burdensome as the mental act that it accompanies. At sixty-nine, Katharine is lightly stooped, her gait stunted with osteoporosis, but her arms are strong from the water, from canoeing and swimming. She hoists herself, tries not to look down.


Inside, the shock of attic, the recognition of this alternate parallel space, always suspended here, above us: a silent, cobwebbed clutter of immutability, a dark antipode to the house below, forever blustery with motion and light, with cocktail parties and children chasing one another in swimsuits. Katharine eyes the piles nearest the door: the old records, the broken gramophone, a box of withered gloves. Up here, without our choosing, things simply persist. Katharine wonders at the mystery of what does and does not survive. There are a great many things she would have wanted to keep that are not here now; a great number of unwanted objects remain. Nearly all photographs from her two youthful, single years in Boston are gone, and yet here are the legs of a mildly pleasing doll she had as a girl. Katharine suspects that the truth of memory is that it works this way too: that if we do not decide to discard and rearrange, if we do not deliberately inventory and organize, unwanted things will simply persist. Memory can be a willful power, but we must always be vigilant. Always, we must choose.


She walks carefully along the beams, knowing that the space between, which appears to be a floor, is in fact the thin cardboard paneling of the ceiling below. Once, while she was sleeping   in her bedroom, Frederick, who would spend long afternoons excavating the attic’s recesses, fell from the beams and came plunging down, ricocheting off the side of her bed, landing on the floor. He then stood, holding a milk crate of antique Christmas ornaments from above. Ho, ho, ho, he said. Merry Christmas! That was Frederick.


She knows precisely where to find it, back five yards or so, in the bottom of the crate that contains the things of Frederick she cannot quite bear to throw away, yet also cannot quite bear to live with: his naval uniform, a collection of pressed and dried flowers from their early courtship, the box that once held her engagement ring. It is strange to put her fingers on these things; at first they are only common objects in her hands. Yet, if she lingers too long on any of them, they become sentient and electric. Through her fingertips, they begin to transmit something; they begin to transfer their history, nearly bucking Katharine’s determination. And so she digs. She digs and hefts and shifts until, simply, there it is. For a brief moment, it too is diminished in its objectness. It is, after all, just ink and yellowed paper, just paper holding commonplace words, like the words in which she thinks, writes, speaks. It is strange that this particular arrangement of mere words, of letters of ink, could haunt her dreams.


For a moment she thinks this whole enterprise, her resolve, is foolish, or worse. A disrespect, a betrayal. These are only the words of a man she has not seen for more than twenty years. A man she loved once in a life she no longer lives. She nearly puts the papers back, nearly leaves the attic to change into a swimsuit and enjoy the water at its best hour, as the sun starts to settle. And then, just for a moment, she lets herself read.


And suddenly here, in her hands, is another place. She knows that she does not believe—not really—the stories she tells of Frederick. She knows she does not believe—not really—the opinions of Frederick’s psychiatrists, her relatives, her own family. She knows that she still does not believe it is as simple as others tell her it ought to be, as she tells herself it ought to be: that she was sane, while Frederick was mad; that she performed the heroic necessary work of saving her family, while, in his mental hospital, Frederick indulged in the escapist writing behavior (his psychiatrist’s words) that is now in Katharine’s hands. Sane, mad, heroic, dissolute, earnest, deluded: she knows she does not believe—not really—in those simple divisions into which she has spent the last twenty years organizing the past.


Katharine’s determination returns to her.


And still, as she carefully descends from the attic, papers in hand, Katharine wonders: why now? Why all these years later, when everything has turned out, more or less, well? When the fate of her family no longer hinges on the outcome of her marriage’s drama? Why now, this certainty?


Frederick so often devised moments of dramatic catharsis, would drag himself bleeding from the night, into the living room, and demand reckoning. In those moments, with all his impassioned urgency, he was always more powerful than she, and she hated him for it. But here, now, is her reckoning, solitary and silent, the way she has always felt that such resolution actually comes. A private feeling; a quiet moment.


Does guilt at all taint her certainty? Katharine tries to encourage herself. Likely, she thinks, these pages would be of no use to anyone. Likely, their power comes only from what they signify to her alone. To others, these pages would likely seem only the madness that perhaps they are. And, besides, hasn’t she earned this? After all she has suffered and survived, hasn’t she earned this final power?


Katharine is in the downstairs living room now, stuffing newspaper into the Franklin stove, arranging the kindling.
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Twelve miles to the east along the shore of Lake Winnipesaukee, I’m sitting at the counter of the Mast Landing diner, chatting with a flanneled man in a ski cap. I pretend that my mother and my brother, seated at a table behind me, are not there. I try not to notice the man’s gaze meeting my mother’s. I’m seven years old.


David and I started a rock shop, I tell the man. We sell mica. And granite. And quartz. And fool’s gold. But mica is the best.


Mica? the man asks.


Yeah, it looks like glass. What do you do?


Mostly, the man says with a laugh, I drive a truck and eat junk food.


That’s your job?


Ha! I guess.


Holy cow.


Speaking of which, the man says, consulting his watch, I need to get going. Anyway, I think your mom and your brother are getting bored.


I turn back to them. My brother happily swings his legs as he manipulates his Game Boy. He seems grateful for the air-conditioned  diner, for the waffles now reduced to a sparse syrupy slop on his plate. My mother watches the scene, my imitation of adulthood, with unswerving adoration. I can see how adorable she thinks I am, and for a second I’m furious about it. I have started to put on these displays of my self-sufficiency every chance I get.


Yeah, I agree with the man. I should get back to the rock shop.


On the ride home, my mother maneuvering our minivan along the twists and hills of Route 109, I think about the trucker, the roads, freedom.


I’ve decided what I want to do when I grow up, I say.


Oh?


I want to drive a truck and eat junk food.


Haha! my mother says. Stefan, that’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.


That’s retarded, my brother says, not glancing up from the Legend of Zelda. You can’t make any money doing that. And you’ll get fat.


We turn off the paved highway onto the rutted dirt path, marked with the hand-painted sign for Providence Road. Sixty-five years earlier, my great-grandparents concluded their long horseback journey from Concord down the same path.


The jostle of the car catches the attention of my brother, who immediately joins me in our ritualistic competition, to be the first to spot the glimmer of the lake through the dense forest.


I see it! David claims.


No you don’t! I yell. Liar!


Why is there smoke? my mother says.


A delicate line of white smoke ascends from the chimney of Echo Cottage, just coming into view. I watch the smoke’s strange configuration, like a calligraphic word nearly written into the immaculate early evening sky. Nearly written, then vanishing.


Huh, my mother says. Isn’t it warm for a fire?


From the dirt and pine needle parking lot, we descend the path to Echo’s back door. I carry a superhuman number of bags from our stop at the grocery. I want, very much, to impress my mother with my strength.


Mum? my mother calls, once in the house.


In here, she says from her spot near the stove.


My brother rifles through the paper sacks for a bag of potato chips as I follow my mother to the living room.


(My grandmother must have been there for some time, considering. Or could it possibly have been as coincidental as that? That the moment we arrive is the moment she finally holds the papers to the flames?)


What’s with the fire? my mother asks. What are you doing?


Oh, I thought I would get rid of some things, my grandmother says, as if performing any household chore.


All three of us now turn our attention to the bundle in my grandmother’s hands. There, on the top page, are the precise slopes and flourishes of my grandfather’s handwriting.


Are those Daddy’s? my mother asks.


My grandmother shrugs.


Daddy’s, I think. My name for my mother is Mommy, but my mother’s name for my grandmother is Mum. A minor difference, but one that helps me forget that my grandmother is indeed my mother’s mother, that my mother was once, like me, a child with parents. But, Daddy. Daddy is my name for my father. Daddy, like mine, but gone. 




• • •





Awestruck and grim in their recollections, my mother and her sisters have outlined my absent grandfather darkly: adventurous, tragic, brilliant, a case study in the dangers of living too extraordinarily. During our de facto family reunions at Echo Cottage every summer, my mother and her sisters recite the Frederick mythology, stories that seem our family’s equivalent of the Trojan epic, the original story from which all our modern stories rise:


Once, when the family was at a beach town on the Gulf Coast as Hurricane Betsy neared, Katharine and the girls fled inland, but Frederick did not join them. Instead, he lashed himself to a tree to confront the storm, face-to-face.


Once, while Frederick was sailing with my mother in the South China Sea, their boat caught on a reef as a storm unfurled before them. The reef was jagged and mottled with poisonous blowfish, my mother was barefoot, and monsoon clouds fell swiftly. My grandfather abandoned his boat, lifted my mother, and carried her a quarter mile along the reef, back to open water, where they could swim to shore.


Once, after a long, boozy summer evening with friends, Frederick ascended Providence Road to Route 109, where, like a cartoon wino, he opened a raincoat to expose himself to passing traffic.


My grandfather, I know, spent time in a famous mental hospital, populated by great poets and thinkers. But a mental hospital nonetheless. I don’t know whether to admire or to fear Frederick and his legacy.


My mother often tells me, in her determined way, that I will be nothing like Frederick, but she says this so often it seems more a worried wish than a statement of fact. When her sisters and her cousins comment upon my remarkable physical similarities  to Frederick, my mother winces. At seven, I have already developed an interest in my lost grandfather that is something more than curiosity.




• • •





Please don’t, my mother says. Please.


My grandmother pauses, looking at the pages. The inscrutableness of my grandmother’s countenance never vanishes entirely. Always, she meets your eyes to reassure you, to be gracious, but still you sense unreckonable distance, still you wonder her true thoughts, her depths. For a long while she is silent and staring; what does she think?
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Katharine thinks that her daughter sees this as an uncharacteristically dramatic act. But even her daughter cannot know the importance of the moment, or what the incineration of these pages seems to promise.


C’mon, Mum. What are those anyway? Love letters?


Katharine thinks for a moment now about how to answer. A line she does not know she has memorized, a line from one of the pages in her hands, suddenly exposes itself in some internal, nearly forgotten place, some attic door thrown open. It comes to her, word after word. I tried, she thinks. I tried to make sense.


Please don’t do that, her daughter says. What if someone wants to read them later? 


Katharine wishes she could explain it. She wishes she could explain all the ways she has let herself be deceived, and the resolution she has finally come to. But, then, maybe what has proved true for her is not true for everyone. Maybe if she had loved differently, or if she had been able to think differently, or if she had been more faithful to her own visions, or if she hadn’t allowed herself to get so damned down, so damned angry, her life might have been something else entirely.


All right, you’re right, she says evenly, stands from the fire, and slips the bundle of her husband’s papers onto the bookshelf. Instead of Frederick’s words, she places two logs on the fire, and then helps unpack the groceries. Later, while her daughter and her grandsons go for a swim, Katharine reclaims her spot on the chaise.


And then. When the embers have nearly burned through the logs, she rises again; again, she enters the living room, holds her husband’s letters, sits down to the fire. This time, she burns them all.


For minutes, she watches the fire articulating Frederick’s words into something else, a plume of white, sucking upward. The transformation is both simple and impossible. A moment ago they were words, considered and set; now they are a rising whiteness. Now they could have been anything.



















The sadness of distance
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There is my grandfather. My grandfather, Frederick Francis Merrill, at the Mayflower Home for the Mentally Ill, in July 1962.


Frederick awakes in the pale blue of himself, as he has awoken every day since his arrival here, the stupor of last night’s dosage of Miltown worn thin at dawn. He will grow agitated and mystified with the day, as he invariably does, but at least for this moment, when he is scheduled to sleep but is awake, Frederick feels nearly lucid. He reminds himself of where he is; the truth of his present still seems ridiculous, impossible. He is a patient in a mental hospital, he tells himself. This is what has happened.


He is a patient in a mental hospital, and so he resolves, as he now resolves nearly every morning, to be what the hospital and its deluded staff require of him. They are deluded, and he is lucid. And so he will play their games and convince them, easily. Frederick tells himself it will be simple: he will be the model of sanity, or at least their model of sanity, for a few days, a few weeks, a month, and then he will be free. He will be free from these halls, these rooms, these pills, and then he will decide for himself whether he is sane; he will figure out on his own the causes of the abject existence that has so rapidly assembled around him.


The nurses—terse, attentive ladies, many long ago inherited from New England’s defunct Victorian orphanages—are down the hall, opening doors and announcing breakfast. When they knock at the door four down from Frederick’s, they release that daily scream, that morning bugle blare of terror, as James Marshall awakes. James Marshall, the one-limbed war hero, awakes to find himself deprived of three appendages, and screams, as he screams nearly every morning, at the horror of his present. As the day grows, there will be many men who scream at similar realizations. In the moments just before the midday sedative dosing, there will nearly be a dreadful cacophonous chorus echoing through these peeling, gilded halls. My grandfather pulls his pack of Pall Malls out of the bedside drawer, lights one, sits upright in his bed. He cannot know how, by the next morning, things will have changed.


Out his window, the high leaves of the summery green sycamores receive the first morning light. From Frederick’s place on the bed, these trees, the azure sky, and the intervening cage on the window are all he can see. But beyond are more trees, in admirable variety, each planted and arranged sixty-five years before by the great landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted for their placating, transcendent beauty. Beyond Olmsted’s masterpiece perched atop Madhouse Hill in Belmont, the city of Boston spreads incandescently, as it receives the morning sun. A single edifice, a massive, nearly completed office tower, rises luminously over the convoluted streets, cluttered with their Colonial row houses. Beyond the city, the last sign of human enterprise, the Boston Harbor Lighthouse, is half-invisible in the cling of morning fog. And beyond, the sea is calm and expansive, as placid and precise as Frederick’s mind, at least for this moment. Any sign of what will befall Boston that evening lies much farther still, nearly all the way to Bermuda, where the waves suddenly  rise, exultant and choppy, buffeted by the periphery of a late summer system. There, fish, whales, sea turtles either attempt to flee westward or else go downward, to protective depths.




• • •





Half an hour later, Frederick is on his feet, enjoying the only nondrugged walk of his day. In July, the miasma that spends half a year in the American South shifts northward to Boston, and often the air is isotonic with the body, every bit as moist and warm, one’s clothes soaking from osmosis. But today is perversely beautiful, almost an insult to Frederick that even here, even on this ancient, rusting Madhouse Hill, such irrepressible beauty is possible.


Frederick pulls in air, testing the phlegmy constraints of his smoker’s lungs, as he passes through the courtyard outside Ingersoll House. It is here that a sentence suddenly materializes in his mind. The words come in such an unconsidered, instant way, the way Frederick imagines that language must come to great poets, that he repeats the words to himself several times, believing they might be valuable, might be a vital sentence in one of the many literary projects he has told himself he will execute while at Mayflower. Frederick thinks: The sadness of always being at a distance from things, either above or else beneath.


There in the courtyard outside Ingersoll, Frederick finds Marshall, who seems already to have forgotten his waking horror. At the flagpole, Marshall carries out his morning ritual. Dressed in his military uniform, as ever, Marshall performs a daily raising of the flag with his one remaining arm. For years, under the permissive administration of Mayflower that will fall this very night, Marshall has been allowed every morning and evening—rain, snow, or sun—to raise and lower his flag. 


Frederick waits for Marshall’s eyes to meet his own and offers a smile. In his fifties, Marshall is gifted with the rare sort of face in which time and the elements have only sharpened its rugged handsomeness. If looking at a photograph of Marshall from the neck up, one would assume the face was affixed to a commensurate body, muscles nearly ossified by will and trial. A wider perspective, however, reveals the sickening absences: his uniform safety-pinned to itself, folded cleanly around the stumps of both legs and one arm. The precise means by which Marshall lost each appendage are common topics of hushed gossip and speculation among the men of Ingersoll House. What seems certain is that not every limb was lost at war. On his first day at Mayflower, Frederick watched the fingers of Marshall’s remaining hand carry out a search and destroy mission across the bald plane of his head, hunting hairs and plucking them away. The general consensus is that only Marshall’s left leg was lost to the war. Normandy, or so the story went. The rest, supposedly, has been his own doing. Several fingers of his now missing left hand had been excised with a willful application of glass, or so the rumors went. The arm itself, an escape one night to the train tracks near South Station. No explanation of how Marshall lost his second leg seems plausible to Frederick.


Stay to salute, soldier? Marshall asks Frederick.


Though the sight of Marshall, after three weeks at Mayflower, still stirs Frederick’s pity if no longer his revulsion, Frederick does take a kind of pride in this seemingly privileged relationship, that a war hero regards him as a comrade, a fellow soldier. On two or three occasions, Frederick and Marshall have reminisced about their military service, as if they were someplace else entirely, perhaps a saloon tucked in an alleyway of a rain-swept port town. 


The tension was just unbearable, Frederick told Marshall of his four months as an ensign aboard the USS Wonder. And we never even saw any action. But I would be there on the deck all night, just waiting for the world to explode.


Frederick has never told Marshall the truth of how his time with the Navy ended, nearly identical to how his time with the White Paper Company ended, nearly identical to how his early promise in the private academy he briefly attended as a child ended: with a bottomless desperation, with unmanageable, surging notions, with drastic physical transformations.


Correlation does not imply causation, one of Frederick’s Harvard Business School professors would often remind his classes. Just because two things happen at the same time does not necessarily mean one causes the other. Yes, his breakdowns—if they even deserve so certain a word—have tended to come alongside heightened responsibilities, but that does not necessarily mean Frederick cannot be equal to the fortitude his challenges require of him. Sometimes, something within him flares or extinguishes, but it is separate from him, this cycling, a pattern that has its own unknowable logic.


Do do dee do do do do dee do doo, Frederick sings the opening notes to reveille into his fist, mock-blowing on an imaginary horn. Frederick laughs, and usually Marshall laughs at this too. Today, strangely, Marshall does not laugh. Marshall only keeps his gaze upon the flag, as if the notes Frederick sings were more than some enlivening tune, as if they somehow carry a tremendous and mournful truth. Then an orderly comes, as every day, to wheel Marshall toward the cafeteria along the paved pathways.


As Frederick makes his way toward the Depression, that bowl-shaped green in the center of campus that the men must cross on the way to and from the cafeteria, he negotiates through a cluster of cows, standing idly in the shade of an elm. Thirty years before, Frederick has been told, Mayflower had again aligned itself with the popular thinking of mental hospitals of the time. It had been the latest belief among the psychiatric professionals that those interred in mental hospitals required regular work, a daily structuring purpose. And so aristocratic Mayflower, like any state hospital of that era, had become a full-fledged funny farm, the mad Brahmins poorly tending to newly constructed chicken coops, gardens, milk cows. Predictably, the staff soon found itself in charge of both the insane and their livestock, and the project was largely abandoned. Still, the administration has allowed these cows to stay, to wander like holy Hindu bovines, as if in respectful credit to the failed notion, as if not to hurt the feelings of the ancient psychologists who dreamed it up. A few of the oldest orderlies and nurses, recruits from this bygone era, still feed them hay, clean their mess, and seem to take the cows’ continued presence as a personal respect.


Passing the Depression’s nadir, Frederick is planning. He tells himself that after breakfast he will finally write the letter to Katharine. He has been considering this letter for some time; he has already drafted many sentences in his notebook. Never mind that he is not allowed to send her any letter, just as he is not allowed to phone her, until his psychiatrist grants him those privileges. He will write the letter, and then he will begin to write for himself, something that his vaunted poet ward mate, Robert Lowell, has encouraged him to pursue. He will do these things, even with the Miltown. He will try, as he has tried and failed time and again, to avoid the pills. But even if he must capitulate to his prescriptions, he will do these things. 


Frederick is in an asylum for the mentally ill, and he can agree that sometimes he gets confused and acts in ways that surprise even him. But he is lucid now, many call him brilliant, and he is only forty, practically a young man still. He is a youngish man of talent, of passions, enthusiasms, and intelligence. And he is attractive, if not exactly handsome: his hairline is rapidly recoiling from his face, his ears protrude at such angles that he likes to joke that, should he be pushed from a cliff, his ears would perform Bernoulli’s principle, and he could simply glide to safety. Frederick tells himself that he is only here temporarily, for the same reason that a number of similarly gifted men are here: too much intellect, too much passion appearing to ordinary men as madness. He will make the most of his time here. He will write, as he wishes he had time to write but never does amid the responsibilities of his life outside the hospital. It’s not that Frederick thinks he has wound up at Mayflower for these reasons. Frederick knows better than to believe, as his wife sometimes claims to, that all things happen for a reason. Things happen; it is up to us to invent for them purpose.
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This is the morning of the day that will change everything, but the men and women of the Mayflower Home cannot yet know this. One, however, will later claim to have sensed a foreboding. At the top of the far side of the Depression, Professor Shlomi Schultz sits at his mahogany desk in Upshire Hall, the grand old mad mansion. Years before, Upshire was dubbed the Harvard Club, and though it has never exactly been official hospital policy, the four corner rooms on the first floor, each ornate with the trappings of Victorian-era prosperity, each with soothing pastoral views, have been occupied by mad men who have attended the illustrious university, after which the Georgian colonial grandeur of Mayflower is modeled. In keeping with tradition, Professor Schultz is former Harvard faculty, once the P.A. McIyre Professor of Linguistics, before his schizophrenic condition intensified to the point that his colleagues concluded Schultz’s work had tilted past visionary, into the realm of the insane.


Initially, when Professor Schultz cryptically claimed to have discovered an unknown language, his colleagues had responded with an amalgam of curiosity, skepticism, jealousy, and worry. When, however, it became clear that this language was derived from sounds that only Schultz heard, they referred him to Mayflower, where he has remained for decades. But Schultz, having lost his family many years ago, does not mind his current position, does not perceive its indignity. For here, far from the demands of students and curricula, deans and symposia, he can focus singularly on his work. And the work couldn’t be going better. These days, nearly everything makes a sound, and each sound is composed of a variety of subsounds, all the way down to the screaming clouds of electrons around their nuclei.


Usually, Schultz tries to ignore that static always coming out of the upper atmosphere; he has grown accustomed to its fluctuating whine and muffled babble, just as the men of Ingersoll have grown accustomed to ignoring the television always chattering in the common area. But today there is a new sound, distant but insistent, which he cannot ignore. 
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Is your stomach readied to receive that gruel?


From a distance behind him, Frederick hears that famous voice, with its inescapable gravity. Frederick turns to face Robert Lowell.


Before Lowell, Frederick’s few encounters with the famous had invariably left him disappointed. Jerry Lewis at a USO show in Boston, an airplane ride shared with Mickey Mantle, Billy Wilder lecturing at Harvard. It had always been impossible to reconcile that which had so moved him, abstractly and at a distance, with the human-size person before him. But Lowell has proved rather the opposite of Frederick’s previous brushes with fame; he is grander in person than even his grand poetry. Lowell’s face is carved with a severity simultaneously biblical and Hollywood, not unlike that of Kirk Douglas. Even in Lowell’s overt madness, not a word or a gesture seems undetermined; his every movement can still appear guided by some nameless furious brilliance within. Even when Lowell is delusional, believing himself Christ, Milton, or Shakespeare, it can all seem part of his poetry, his poetry bursting beyond the language that cannot quite contain it, becoming his life itself. Even now, in this simple exchange, Frederick—the generative, the imposing, the brilliant Frederick—feels reduced to his childhood gangliness. Frederick glimpses himself as the sick boy he once was, withering to skeletal on his bed, trying to explain himself to his mother and the doctors, shamed to find himself without words.


Part of Frederick’s anxiety around Lowell, Frederick knows, derives from the unpredictable nature of Lowell’s attentions, from Lowell’s imperviousness to Frederick’s charisma. Near Lowell, Frederick is struck with the troubling realization that, set in relief against Lowell’s true, recognized genius, his own minor genius is insufficient, perhaps not genius at all. Frederick wants to be taken into Lowell’s private machinations, to be the object of Lowell’s creative exertions, as he has been only once, on his first day at Mayflower.


Do you see the sign? Lowell had approached Frederick that first morning with his arm extended, pointing to an empty white space near the entrance to Ingersoll.


Sign? Frederick asked.


Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch’entrate.


Excuse me?


Abandon all hope, ye who enter. Dante’s Inferno.


Ah, Frederick said.


Lowell took a step back from the new patient, his eyes traveling Frederick’s length, not so much in judgment, but as if to limn Frederick’s psychic affliction. Eventually, Lowell stated his conclusion in Latin.


Arma virumque cano.


Frederick scrutinized the man before him for a moment before the recognition came. He had heard of the famous poet’s frequent sojourns at Mayflower but had not until this moment, not during all the vertiginous confusion of his admission, considered he would find Lowell here like this, simply another man on the ward. That first day had been one of Lowell’s up days, his arms flailing in his French sailor’s jersey, his eyes unfocused, his pupils occasionally disappearing into his skull, his hair jutting from his scalp in electrified tufts, as if charged by the profound wattage within.


I sing of arms and a man at war, Frederick said. Virgil. 


Lowell flashed Frederick a sly smile, leaned to his ear, and whispered, I wrote that.


Excuse me?


For the following two hours, Lowell had not let Frederick stray far beyond the span of his arms. In his unbrushed breath, Lowell spoke rapid Latin and Italian into Frederick’s ears, occasionally muttering to Frederick how grateful he was Frederick had come, how he recognized Frederick’s rare form of intelligence, how Frederick was just the sort of man he had been waiting for, to assist in his escape into a place that was his own, where he could begin his true poetry.


Lowell, the other men later told Frederick, has reacted similarly to a number of new patients, their newness their true appeal. Their newness, which implies a chance at revision. This, Frederick senses, is part of Lowell’s affliction and also his poetry, forever seeking exit from the chaos he carries through new forms, new friends, new lovers. Lowell can go to sleep fizzled, cracked, too worn to raise a brush to his leonine mane, then wake in a manic awareness, entirely other, believing himself the true author of Paradise Lost or Hamlet or the Inferno, all of which he seems to have memorized in entirety, all of which he believes in need of revision.


Frederick understands this in a way he would be too timid to admit to Lowell. With his eyes spinning in his skull, his manic mannerisms, could Lowell comprehend him anyway? Frederick, too, has taken new women, for no reason, he often realizes in retrospect, other than the newness they promise. There have been a shameful number, but Frederick never lets himself count. Perhaps, if he allowed himself to focus, he could remember what it was, those bourbon-stained nights, that each seemed to offer him. But when Frederick thinks of them now, all those women and the sad, anarchic acts that began at lonesome, emptied bars, he generally remembers them as one, a single smear of exhilaration and failure, a collective otherness, moaning sullenly beneath him, the newness they had promised quickly disintegrating into the old familiar shame. He is sorry for Katharine, of course, but the memory of other women is most shameful not for his betrayal of his vows, but for the betrayal of a singular, knowable life that had once, with Katharine, seemed so possible.


Lowell does not wait for Frederick to respond. He surges ahead toward the dining hall, with its World War I bunker mode of drabness. Frederick follows, and, in the vacuous, scrubbed room, with its anachronistic long oak tables (seemingly borrowed from a nineteenth-century German beer garden), Frederick encounters the scene that never fails to remind him of the Eloi answering the Morlocks’ call in The Time Machine. Here, men and women, fearful of censure, drugged into compliance, line up for their morning servings. Invariably, some will protest the scene. Some will grow fearful, or suspicious, or simply rebellious. They will hurl food, cry out, smear pudding, beat a fellow patient or an orderly with a spoon. These patients, the others know, have signed their papers for a morning, if not a whole day, in the solitary ward, that squat concrete structure Frederick is grateful never to have entered, from which screams can echo all the way across the Depression. At meals, more than any other time, Frederick thinks of Mayflower’s success in rendering people into numbers.


Perhaps others receive this scene similarly. Pushed up to the table at which Frederick sits with his tray of dandelion yellow eggs and dry corned beef hash, Marshall gazes down at his food as if it were an illegible text. Marshall then lifts his head, looking about the cafeteria, as if trying to decipher its meaning. Then he makes that gesture, common as a shrug in Mayflower: with his one arm, he clutches his skull and begins to cry. Later, Frederick will not have the energy for such social efforts. As soon as his stomach metabolizes the pills that wait for him at the end of breakfast, it will be difficult to muster a sentence. But, now, Frederick tries to cajole Marshall into a laugh.


This garbage isn’t even food, Frederick says. It’s simply prefecal matter.


Marshall raises his face, and gives Frederick a look that is not quite sane, something unspeakable caught in his throat.


A half-catatonic named Stanley, sitting at the table’s far end, breakfasting on the only sustenance he allows, orange sherbet and ginger ale, barks a sound, like an engine turning, but failing to catch.


Trays are cleared. Pills are announced. The Eloi gather. Frederick, who has sworn to himself at least to try to avoid the dosage, panics at the face of the severe woman in the dispensary, and the large orderly who stands by the window, inspecting gums and mouth to make sure all prescriptions have been ingested. Frederick reminds himself that if he is to have any hope of freedom, then he must appear to obey, and sometimes that means he must actually obey. He capitulates, swallows. Already, it seems, he can feel it. He has already begun to submerge.




I had fallen asleep a boy, a part of the living matrix, and woken up something else, trapped inside the tiny room that was myself.


I told my mother I wasn’t feeling well. How else to say it?


I did not eat. Doctors were called. It seemed I might die. But, eventually, I found a way to continue. I ate her thick gravies and fatty beefs. I tried to turn myself back into a normal boy.


But after that the world and I were never the same. Occasional moments maybe. A bottle of beer in my dorm room with the promise of a night’s revelry building in the hall; the downy weight of a girl’s head on my stomach; a solitary cigarette on the deck of the ship in an ocean vast and intimate as love. Sometimes the world suddenly seemed equal to what I required of it. But, otherwise, I was under the world, a cockroach-man scuttling beneath stones in filth, scrambling from the light. Or else I was above the world, as certain and mighty as a fundamental force, as electricity. The sadness of always being at a distance from things, above or else beneath.





Frederick scrutinizes the words he has written into his journal. He still is not sure whether this is a part of a letter to Katharine, or something else. The incipit of a book, maybe. Frederick tries to write more, expecting another sentence to materialize, but none does. The Miltown is a warm, calm front pushing away the bracing bluster of his mind. Frederick rises from his bed, paces around the room, in a small fit, trying to will the medicine out of his awareness. But his words are trapped. Even his body feels trapped. An invisible molecular net has descended. And now, again, the ever-present question: how, drugged, left to long empty days, is one supposed to get better in such a place, when the omnipresence of the sedatives never admits clarity?
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Dr. Wallace repeats what Frederick has just told him.


Arma virumque cano, says Dr. Wallace. 


Looking upon the old doctor sometimes reminds Frederick of reading the early Sherlock Holmes novels, or seeing Jimmy Cagney’s first gangster movies replayed on television: one’s first impulse is to laugh out loud at this perfect cultivation of cliché, but then consider the cliché’s origin, how the seemingly absurd character before him is in fact a progenitor of an archetype that has only recently, through countless imitations, come to seem absurd. Dr. Wallace possesses all the accoutrements of his illustrious, plush office: from elbow patches to tweed to mustache wax.


I sing of arms and a man at war, Frederick says. Virgil.


Quite, the doctor says. Care to elaborate?


It’s just something Lowell said. I don’t know why it just came to me. It doesn’t mean anything.


No?


Nope. Just trying to fill the time, like you.


A man at war, the doctor repeats thoughtfully. Is that how it felt?


How what felt?


Your life with Katharine and your daughters. All the responsibility. All the fighting. Did it feel like you were at war?


Frederick shrugs. In the past, in the first week or two here, he would have argued with Dr. Wallace, or at least managed a pithy, cutting reply. But this combativeness of his, justified though it may be, certainly got him no closer to release. Still, it is not as if he is capitulating now, not exactly. He has merely adjusted to the lethargy of this place, the futility of his words and actions. Frederick, almost antithetical to his character, lets certain things pass now, unremarked upon. Is this ennui, this distance from life, the sanity to which others want to force him? When he feels nothing, will he be released?


Diagonal ghosts, moted afternoon light through the flaking green slats of the venetian blinds, hover lazily behind Wallace. Such light, it seems now, has come with Wallace every morning to this office in Upshire Hall since the late Victorian era, may hold the apparitions of all those mad Boston Brahmins who have hanged themselves, poisoned themselves, or simply faded on these bucolic grounds.


Frederick, wanting to relinquish this line of conversation, turns his attention to Wallace’s mahogany bookcase. On the penultimate shelf are twenty or so copies of the same text, written by the good doctor Wallace. Fugue: The Remarkable Story of a Man with Fifteen Personalities. This book, a copy of which Wallace has many times denied Frederick, describes, if not Mayflower’s most famous patient, then Mayflower’s most famous case study.


Frederick has witnessed this book’s subject, Marvin Foulds, few times; typically the famous madman remains in his little cabin in the woods behind Upshire. But on the rare occasions that Marvin does emerge, he immediately draws the focused scrutiny of all those ethereal, delusional men and women, who turn into impromptu paparazzi, glimpsing what they can, gossiping about whatever strange persona Marvin has donned that day. Marvin’s myriad selves may range from a French poet to a naval admiral, but like the disparate voices of, say, a Shakespeare play, all seem to Frederick to share the aesthetic mark of a singular creator’s sensibilities, each a hyperbolic identity, each engaged in hysterical congress with the Absurd. Frederick has often wondered if Marvin receives a share of the royalties from Wallace’s book, or if his payment for being one of the world’s most famous psychotics is simply the exalted court jestership he holds within this mad kingdom.


The point is that even if one’s daily life may appear quotidian, Wallace says, one can still wage a silent and extraordinary war.


Wallace took this office nearly two decades ago, and has ushered  Mayflower through a time of quiet and comfort: qualities well appreciated by the board of directors in the aftermath of his predecessor, an ambitious modernizer who—like so many in the history of mental health care—was apparently drawn to the treatment of the mentally ill for deeply personal motives, ending his own life while still holding the office of psychiatrist in chief. The board of Mayflower, seeking to contain the spread of a thanatotic contagion, had moved quickly to install Wallace, whose approach has never been overly dynamic, whose touch is arguably too light, whose greatest failing is a nearly pathological avuncularity. For almost twenty years the hospital has been nearly what the well-heeled residents of Boston like to imagine it to be when they deposit their inconvenient loved ones at its gates: a quiet, idyllic place of rest. The last twelve years, Wallace is proud to proclaim as he nears retirement, have marked the longest period that Mayflower has ever gone without a single suicide.


The balance of Frederick’s session passes in the familiar platitudes until scheduled time ticks to its end. No great progress, but also no great distress.


All right, Wallace concludes, as he often concludes. I know it’s hard not to get frustrated, week after week. But try to be patient. Try to stay confident. I’ve seen men like you do quite well in this place. A month or two, and I’m sure you’ll be feeling back to your old self. What you need is a good rest. And there is no better place than this.


A good rest, Frederick echoes.


Precisely, Wallace says. My prescription is a warm bed, a chat with me three times a week, two hundred fifty cc’s of hot cocoa, twice a day, and, of course, your medication.


Wallace hands Frederick the two tablets in a paper cup and waits for him to swallow. 
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Professor Schultz did not always hear the sounds that he now catalogs in his room at the Harvard Club: his daily work, his life’s great labor. As a child, like any, he assumed his parents’ tongue was the only way to speak. Perhaps he heard fragments of things, just faint whisperings. Perhaps he turned his head to a sound he thought he had heard, but on second thought realized he had not. In his whole, happy childhood in Bolbirosok, Lithuania (or Poland or Germany, depending on the year, or one’s perspective), Schultz perhaps discerned just the faintest rumblings of this hidden language at the edges of his perception. But it was not until his mother’s death that, for the first time, Schultz perceived a tongue unlike any other, the sounds that things made to him directly, unobscured by human speech.


When he was a boy, Schultz and his mother had a closeness that other mothers envied and other boys ridiculed. Schultz and his mother had been as two parallel lobes of a single functioning mind, until, one June day, the half that was his mother vanished. That afternoon, on a walk back from the well in the rain, Schultz’s mother had carelessly crossed the Milavetz Road, a dirt path primarily used by farmers and their horses. She had crossed the road, oblivious to the motorist from Vilnius, out for a weekend joyride with his girlfriend, exploring the back roads with teenage velocity. It had been as simple and stupid as that: she was struck. She was killed.


The sounds had begun almost immediately, at her funeral, the torn pockets of the grieving crying out with their own sh-rook, the rabbi’s beard emitting a ffff. Schultz had not been worried, not for his sanity, and not for his hearing. Whatever these sounds were, they sutured, at least temporarily, the unbearable gap that had suddenly opened, with his mother’s death, between the world and him. The vast distance of his mourning, a vast silence that separated him from others. Cococo, the wooden slats of a floor called out to him. Bleee, a crow’s abandoned feather said. He had not yet begun to comprehend what he heard; he was simply glad for the sounds, the small compensation. Four months later, his father, Moshe, finding no equal compensation, one morning left for work at the bookshop he owned, bypassed the shop, and walked instead to the river, to the tree under which his wife and he had first kissed, and hanged himself from a wide, low branch.


Thereafter, when the people of Bolbirosok tried to speak with the seventeen-year-old orphan, they grew increasingly concerned as Schultz would either not answer them or answer them with words that were not quite words. But how could Schultz be expected to attend to conversation in that restrained language? The world had begun its own conversation with him; daily, more things revealed their sounds. With each step, his pants told him of their motion. Each sympathetic face spoke with something other than its human voice. The hair of Irit Mendelsohn, the girl he had always loved from afar, made a string of vowels, like wind passing through barley.


As fate or chance would have it, over the years that followed, Schultz lost a great many things, more than one might expect any person to bear. Each loss, however, seemed to allow more and more sounds. And it was not until he had lost everything—his parents, his wife, the town of his childhood, his career, his freedom—that he could begin to perceive the true names of all things. He has suffered greatly, he knows, but he also suspects that this suffering was absolutely necessary, that if he still maintained all his human relations, with all those exchanges spinning out in their common words, noise would have obscured the other language he is now able to catalog.


The universe is a text, Irit’s father once told him. An unending text, in which all is written in living words.


Schultz remains uncertain if the language he perceives is a part of a text authored by some higher mind, or if it is merely the true and natural sound of things; he does not know if it is fate or chance that has brought him this far. But he knows all that has happened to him has been essential for his revelation.


Schultz has focused his morning energy on the specific sounds emitted by each pen in his jar, tuning out, as much as he can, the sound rising from the east. But now he lets himself listen. It is like a single syllable screamed by a baby who is just learning the word for want. WAWAWAWA, the storm says.
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Instead of circumnavigating the Depression’s lip, as the senescent and catatonic do, Frederick and his escort, one of the interchangeable old ladies, pass straight through the center, climbing the slope that ascends to Ingersoll. At the far side of the Depression, Frederick asks if they could pause for a cigarette, and the nurse agrees, but only if she can have one too. As Frederick leans over to offer her a light, he is careful to avoid the fresh dollop of cow excrement deposited there, an offering from a sacred bovine.


At the far side of the Depression, Frederick glimpses Marvin Foulds, descending from his cabin. Today, it appears, Marvin has taken perhaps his most outrageous persona, a Carmen Miranda–inspired Latin singer, supposedly named Mango Diablo. Marvin has tied a bedsheet about his slouching fifty-year-old body, tethered coconut shells over his sagging breasts, and now makes his way toward his daily meeting with Wallace by leading an imagined conga line—his fourteen other personae, perhaps? Frederick turns to the nurse, who peers at Mango, scrutinizing without apparent judgment, as if he is a television melodrama set before her.


Frederick whistles, cigarette smoke corkscrewing from his lips.


Geez. Talk about setting the bar, he says. Next time I go nuts, I’ll have to get more creative about it.


A fascinating case, isn’t it? the nurse says evenly.


Mango Diablo disappears into Upshire, and Frederick turns his attention eastward. From that height, he can see beyond the treetops, beyond the squat, complacent buildings of Belmont to the sleepy, tweedy city of Boston. Frederick thinks of when his parents drove him into Boston for the first time. He will never forget his first glimpse of it. At that distance, similar to the distance from Mayflower, the city had appeared before him as metonymy for his entire adult future: a place of human industry and sophistication waiting to receive him. But here, from this canted, elevated angle, it seems a different city.


Frederick looks to the horizon beyond Boston’s harbor. The regal day proceeds spectacularly, unaware of the wretched throngs it passes. It was a day much like this one, every bit as obliviously flawless, three weeks before, that ended with this hospitalization. Dr. Wallace often tries to speak with Frederick of what may have led to that night: of his stresses, of his failures, of his frustrations in both marriage and career. Yes, Frederick acknowledges, perhaps they all played some role, all part of that invisible calculus of motive and explanation that we cannot ever entirely deduce. Wallace and the other men of Ingersoll have asked Frederick to recall that night many times, but the truth is that he has little to say about it. The truth is that his actions that night felt no more serious—perhaps even less serious—than those of the hundred nights that had preceded it. That night had culminated, as had so many nights, in an electric two or three hours, in which the bourbon he used to medicate his agitation conflated with the energy his agitation opened.


In the long history of his electric states, Frederick has been seized by many notions; much of what he has thought and done has felt to him—still feels to him, even in sober states—poetic, radiant. Some nights, he would insist Katharine put on a dress, and he would take her dancing. Other nights, he would gather the men from his office for an impromptu poker game, which rapidly transformed into an impromptu concert, with him singing to them all. That night, the one with which his present is so obsessed, was merely another notion that he persists—no matter what anyone says—in finding, in a profound way, hilarious. He had been bored, with all those dull and self-righteous relatives and friends, and he had wanted to scandalize them, entertain the few among them who thrilled to such transgressions. Once, such behavior had thrilled even Katharine, hadn’t it?


That night, drunk, he had remembered one of the most popular spectacles he’d performed for his friends in college: without warning, one sophomore evening, he had stripped himself of all clothes and run a lap around fraternity row. Electric and seduced by this memory, Frederick had done it again, or something like it. Out he marched, from the cottage that night, wearing nothing but George Carlyle’s raincoat. And then up Providence Road to Route 109, where he opened the coat to each passing car, making of his body a carnal punch line.


He had done it again, assuming it would conclude as it had twenty years before: with hysterical laughter and a few comical expressions of disdain. Perhaps, at worst, the memory of the incident would earn a placement at the top of his regretful, hungover inventory of misdeeds the next morning. Instead, as the next morning came, Frederick was bound, literally and figuratively, for the Mayflower Home, spending the final hour of the night and the first of the day in the backseat of a New Hampshire state police vehicle. But it was only after Frederick had sobered and arrived at Mayflower that every moment began to feel gravid with consequence. He had been perplexed then, wanted only to accommodate, to downplay, to be amenable. He had simply believed, even when they arrived at the Mayflower Home, even when he signed his own admission papers, that all could be and would be reversed. Frederick could not have imagined an act as inconsequential, as utterly frivolous, as flashing two old ladies on a small country road in New Hampshire would have a resonance measured in years (indeed, in generations). How could he have? A few inches of a raincoat’s material held one direction at one moment, it seems, has permanently altered his remaining years on this planet.


A cow walks before Frederick and the nurse, offers a skeptical gaze, and moves on. The nurse tells Frederick she needs to get back to help out with checks. 


Frederick knows what awaits him in Ingersoll: another Miltown haze, men’s screams, and the smoky, greasy drabness, like a bowling alley in the midafternoon. When he is inside his room, when his mind has adjusted to his place, he will be able to bear it. But still, each time he returns, it is an only slightly dulled reenactment of the morning he was first led into Ingersoll. For there they are now, passing through the ward’s front doors, confronted with the same screams that greeted Frederick that first morning. The same catatonics clutching the common room’s corners, either silenced by or enraged at their private sounds and visions. The same airless corridor; to open a window a massive undertaking, given the cages, the locks. The same cigarette vapors, clinging to the men like their madness, always visible, harmful, emanating. Once back to his room, the same crush of solitude, loneliness not merely a concept or a feeling, but a palpable physical presence. It is all the same, except for the awareness he possesses now that he did not, somehow, when he was first admitted.


The morning he had signed those forms, Frederick had seen his admission as a simple, if embarrassing, way to avoid police charges. It then seemed a choice between a stint at the local lockup or a few days in the nuthouse. He did not understand—no, not for another week, until Wallace, after Frederick’s repeated demands, finally put his questions about Frederick’s marriage and his mother on hold to answer him directly. Because the police had brought him there, Frederick had signed a modified version of the voluntary admission form. A modification that meant that his leaving Mayflower would require the approval of the psychiatrist in chief, who presently seemed to have no interest in his speedy exit. Frederick had given his freedom over to something far worse than the judicial system. Here, his psychiatrist was judge and jury, the case on trial, his sanity. And what recourse? Other patients have told Frederick that he could attempt a plea for his release from the board of directors, a patrician-aloof set that mindlessly defers to the judgments of the psychiatrists they have hired. Frustrated with their legal obligation to attend these hearings, the board reportedly accomplishes nothing more than an ongoing demonstration of their annoyance: a nearly flawless record of denied appeals.


Frederick is drowsy again; the Miltown has settled into the crevices of his brain, and he shifts back to his bed, for the afternoon sequel to the morning’s Miltown paralysis. For a while, even with twenty milligrams of tranquilizer cycling through him, it is hard to drift to sleep. Every time his eyelids begin to descend, he is jolted back into grinding awareness by another scream.
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It is night now. The men have had their final meal of the day. In an hour, during the final checks of their shift, the nurses will dispense the nightly dosing, sleeping pills for all, mixed with stronger sedatives for some. Most of the men in Ingersoll register this as merely another night, cannot know the horror that awaits them, a horror that will alter, in significant ways, the texture of their daily lives on the ward. The most observant, however, have noticed that the rain has begun, softly, to tick at the windows, beyond the cages that separate window from room. But even they cannot know the storm’s magnitude or what it will deliver. The storm clouds, like surreptitious Trojans, have slipped in under the cover of night, no one suspicious after the gift of that complacently beautiful day. For the most part, the men are restful now, some even in a rare festive mood, plotting a small improvised party that will soon commence in Lowell’s room, marking the occasion of the four bottles of scotch a few visiting students brought him as a gift.


(Cocktails on the men’s ward of the mental hospital! This is how it is, in this era that now draws to a close.)


The first bolt of lightning to reach Belmont speaks its name. Stanley peals manic laughter. Lowell says something in a language the others cannot understand. A limb of an oak tree snaps near Upshire Hall, the Harvard Club, where Professor Schultz registers the sound with normal human perception, and also with his strange form of awareness, the sound cracking through both. The gabbing electricity in the clouds above, each raindrop a fading scream, the wind murmuring like Jews reading the Torah, but garbled and at much greater volumes. All of this, nearly deafening, will soon find echo in the normal human register. But this is not what concerns Schultz. The tumult is not what prompts Schultz to relinquish his pen, not what drives him to clutch his ears, forgetting it is not his ears that receive these sounds.




• • •





As every night, James Marshall carefully wheels himself toward the bureau drawer that contains his flag’s box, removes the box, sets it on his lap, and then, in deliberate vectors, points himself toward the door. He moves slowly, as he must, excited motion making his wheelchair veer to the walls. He must be deliberate now. Something foreign and unbearable has claimed an essential part of him.


In Lowell’s room, the last of Mayflower’s patient cocktail parties is at full tilt. The rich brown contents of the four bottles of Glenfiddich 12 splash around in each of the room’s fifteen glasses. Marvin Foulds, now in the persona of Guy DeVille, a foppish (perhaps, judging from his behavior around the men, homosexual) French poet, spouts off Rimbaud to Lowell, who corrects his French. A rarity: there are even women at this party, a special privilege before their release. Ruth, a pyromaniac housewife from Wenham, and the beautiful Brenda Logan, whose father patented some crucial alloy used on high-speed airplanes, whose reason for hospitalization seems little more than avid late-adolescent sexuality. Dr. Wallace is not present to witness the irony of Brenda celebrating her pronounced recovery by drinking too much whiskey and placing her hands upon Frederick and Lowell and others as well, in her masterful, just vaguely lascivious way. Other than the occasional glower as Brenda moves her attention among the men of the room—that and Stanley’s unintelligible conversation with invisible guests—the spirit is convivial, the cocktails temporarily eclipsing the men’s interminable, listless days.


Outside: the bluster, summertime cracking and breaking. The rain is driven horizontally and at such speeds one might not even recognize it as rain, one might perceive only a particularly lashing wind and come in wet and know there must have been rain.


Marshall wheels past the open door of the party. None but a nurse notices him. The nurse, however, only admires his dedication, seeing to the flag’s lowering in such hostile weather. She is glad to see he wears his poncho. She does not know that, underneath it, he conceals his folded bedsheet.


When Marshall cracks ajar the front door, it is an invitation for the wind, and the door slams open the rest of the way with a bang that makes the partygoers startle and giggle, would take the door clean from the hinges had it not been reinforced for the security of patients and staff. Marshall reaches the ramp, and descends.


If Marshall had hair, it might be blown into his eyes now, but, schizophrenic, he is aerodynamic as he approaches the pole, rain bouncing around the curvature of his head. Marshall looks up: the flag at the pole’s top is nearly invisible in the storm.


Then, with the assistance of his mouth, Marshall pulls on the glove necessary to manipulate the thin, lacerating metal cable. Even though he is one-handed, the hospital must buy Marshall these gloves in pairs, and he has run through a considerable number, the wire having burned straight through and badly cut him several times.


Marshall is untouched by fear as he lowers the flag. Is this the calm of a man who has been blown apart by Nazi ammunition and survived, or only the calm of a man who has claimed that final power? Even in the chilling winds, he does not waver as he reaches his one arm to unhook the flag. Soon it is folded into the box in his lap.


With the dexterity born from years of one-limbed existence, Marshall locates the clip that binds the line’s two ends and unfastens it. In the wind, the unbound line comes to sudden life, bucking against the pole like a cobra grasped by its tail. It nearly lashes his cheek but just misses.
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