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         Silently, the gates slid open. Two black cars passed the porter’s lodge and drove on through the grounds. It was a fine day: the trees were bathed in golden sunlight, and there was a scent of earth and freshly-mown grass. The white building resembling a castle which came into view among the trees and bushes was a dazzling sight. Rosebeds stood on either side of the drive.

         Gisela Peltzner stared through the window of the first car at the Doric columns of the porch. Two men in white doctors’ coats stood there, hands in their pockets. They appeared to be waiting for the two cars now driving slowly through the grounds.

         Inside the second car, Anna Fellgrub leaned forward to speak to the chauffeur. “We’ll stay in here and wait till it’s all over,” she said quietly, as if the occupants of the other car could hear her. “Such a dreadful thing . . . I don’t want to watch!”

         The first car stopped. The two white-coated men came forward and opened its back door. The face raised to them was a girl’s face surrounded by thick fair hair, the blue eyes unnaturally wide and lifeless, shining like the artificial eyes of a toy, no emotion in them.

         “I’m Dr Pade, senior consultant here,” one of the men introduced himself. “How do you do, Fräulein Peltzner?”

         He offered Gisela Peltzner both his hands. Automatically, she took them, and he gently helped her out of the car. She stood there like a doll, her fair hair shining in the bright sun.

         The other doors of the car opened, and Gisela’s uncle, Ewald Peltzner, her cousin Heinrich Fellgrub, Dr Vrobel and Mr Adenkoven got out. Vrobel was a specialist in nervous disorders; Adenkoven was a solicitor.

         Meanwhile, the second car had come to a halt too, and was standing in the shade of a huge chestnut tree. Its doors remained closed, but faces were pressed to its windows, curious eyes gazing out at the blonde head of the girl standing there surrounded by the men.

         What would she do? Would she start shouting again and become violent? Would she clutch at the doctors, crying, “I’m not ill! I’m not mad, I’m as sane as you are, can’t you see that?” Or would she do nothing, just go with them in the same way as she had got into the car, her eyes empty, her will-power gone, moving with the mindless obedience of a robot? What would she do?

         Dr Pade looked at the little gathering. “Are all of you family?”

         “No, only my nephew here and myself. I am Fräulein Peltzner’s uncle.” Ewald Peltzner buttoned the jacket of his light silk suit over his paunch. He was sweating profusely, as a result of having drunk three whiskies to fortify himself for this journey. “This is Dr Vrobel.”

         Dr Pade shook hands with his medical colleague. “How do you do, Dr Vrobel? Please come inside. The Professor will be with you directly.” He failed to notice that Adenkoven was still waiting to be introduced.

         As the men moved into the shadow of the porch, Dr Pade turned to Gisela Peltzner again. Dr Ebert, the ward physician in whose charge she would be, was standing beside her, scrutinizing her in silence. Her glance went past him as if she did not even see him, wandering over the white walls of the building, the shining, clean windows, all of them closed, back to the door, and then settled on Pade, who was coming towards her.

         “Did you have a pleasant journey?” he asked in friendly tones.

         “Yes.” Her own voice was light, clear and firm.

         “Well, do come in, Fräulein Peltzner. You must be tired. I’ll get them to bring you a cold drink. It’s cooler indoors; we have good air conditioning here.”

         Mechanically, as she had done everything during this last hour, she took the doctor’s arm. “No, I’m not tired,” she said calmly. “I am a little thirsty—but I’d really like to see the Professor, at once.”

         “And so you shall, Fräulein Peltzner. The Professor will always be at your disposal.”

         “At once!” she repeated, a sudden gleam in her bright, fixed eyes. “You see, I am perfectly sane, and I don’t know why I’m here.”

         “Yes, of course you’re sane!” Dr Pade smiled at her.

         The light in her eyes went out again. Pade recognized the phenomenon from hundreds of similar cases: patients sedated by drugs walked, talked, saw and ate, but it was as if they were living behind a layer of cotton wool.

         Gisela was led through a large hall, and found herself in a big, light room with a flowered couch, plain pale blue wallpaper, some pretty little French chairs, and lilac curtains.

         “I should lie down and have a rest,” said Dr Pade, indicating the couch. “They’ll bring you a glass of iced orange juice immediately, and I’ll be back myself very soon.”

         Gisela Peltzner sat down on the couch. Smiling, Dr Pade left the pleasant, sunlit room. The door closed almost soundlessly behind him.

         A door without a handle.

         Gisela stared at the flat, bare spot just above the keyhole.

         It’s happened, she thought. The door has closed on me. A door without a handle. I’m in a mental hospital, and I’m sane—perfectly sane . . .

         She did not have the strength to jump up and shout, hammer on the door or fling the window open. The drug was paralyzing her nervous system, sapping the last of her strength. She let herself lie back on the couch and closed her eyes.

         When a nurse brought her the glass of orange juice, Gisela was asleep on the couch, her head hanging down, its flowing golden hair framing a pale, fine-boned face.

          
      

         The Professor had opened Gisela Peltzner’s file, and was taking another look at the diagnoses that had persuaded him to admit the girl to his hospital. It was some time before he looked up again; then, turning to Dr Vrobel, he put his first question quietly but firmly.

         “So you consider it a matter of urgency to have Fräulein Peltzner admitted, doctor?”

         “Yes,” said Vrobel, quickly. “I was going on Mr Adenkoven’s report: as legal adviser to the Peltzner Works, he could give me a comprehensive account of everything that’s happened over the last few months.”

         “Ah, yes: Mr Adenkoven?” The Professor looked at the solicitor without expression, as if demonstrating that he did not think much of lay opinions. Adenkoven looked weary, with dark rings under his eyes, and sounded nervous when he spoke.

         “I really have no choice but to suggest Fräulein Peltzner be declared legally incapacitated. The report you have there describes everything which led us to take this step. It’s really tragic that matters should have come to this. She needs to be examined here in your hospital, Professor; her symptoms are severe psychosis, a state of excitability, refusal of food, suicidal tendencies . . . well, Fräulein Peltzner simply is not in command of her faculties. In fact, she could ruin the Peltzner Works. As you know, after her father’s tragic accidental death out hunting, she inherited his entire fortune, and all his factories and other properties. The will is perfectly legal. Only a few months later, however, she showed such alarming signs of derangement that we were obliged to place her under medical supervision, in the interests of the Works and their twenty thousand employees. Since then, her condition has deteriorated so much that we decided it was urgently necessary for her to be examined in a psychiatric hospital. We see no alternative but to have her certified insane—that will depend, above all, on your diagnosis, Professor.”

         Ewald Peltzner nodded. Adenkoven wiped his mouth with a handkerchief.

         Professor von Maggfeldt bit his lower lip. “Hm—and you’re the patient’s uncle?” he asked Ewald Peltzner.

         “Yes. My brother was devoted to his only daughter, but as managing director of the Works, I could see the whole thing coming. Really, it’s a mercy Bruno isn’t alive to see it too. A terrible thing, my brother’s child ending up here . . .”

         Ewald Peltzner fell silent, obviously much moved. He was sweating even more profusely, though he thought that Adenkoven had said his piece perfectly, not forgetting to include concern for the welfare of the twenty thousand employees.

         “You’ve been managing the business since your brother’s death?” asked the Professor.

         “Yes, along with my nephew here, Herr Heinrich Fellgrub.”

         The Professor glanced at the young man sitting beside Dr Vrobel. Heinrich Fellgrub had clasped his hands, and did not look up. He, too, seemed to find the occasion a very painful one.

         Maggfeldt slowly closed the file, and said, “Well, if your diagnosis proves correct, Dr Vrobel, we shall do everything in our power to . . .”

         Here he raised his scholarly, white-haired head in surprise and some displeasure: Ewald Peltzner had interrupted him! Peltzner was saying, “Yes, Professor, and when shall we know—I mean, when do we hear whether . . .” He glanced at his solicitor. “As we were saying, there’s the welfare of twenty thousand employees to be considered. Until my niece is certified insane, the Works can’t dispose freely of . . . that is . . .”

         Ewald Peltzner had run out of words. Adenkoven came to his rescue.

         “Just to give you one example, the last thing the poor girl did was to donate quarter of a million marks to a Children’s Home.”

         Professor von Maggfeldt made a note of the sum. “But surely that was a very philanthropic act,” he said thoughtfully. “And people have a right to do what they like with their money, don’t they, Herr Adenkoven?”

         “I’m afraid it’s just not possible to withdraw so large a sum while the Peltzner Works are involved in the development of new production methods. Pursuing such a course would mean ruin—and Fräulein Peltzner has had sole and full rights of disposal over all the bank accounts!”

         “We shall examine Fräulein Peltzner, and keep her under close observation,” said the Professor, a dismissive tone in his voice.

         “But when,” Ewald Peltzner persisted, “shall we know whether . . .?”

         “In about six weeks’ time. At the earliest.”

         Peltzner thought: as long as that? But he did not put his thoughts into words. They had brought off the trickiest and most important part of the business: the doors of the mental hospital had closed on Gisela.

         Professor von Maggfeldt accompanied his visitors to the door of his office, shook hands, and then watched them leave, with a nurse to escort them to the front door.

         Dr Pade came along the corridor, carrying a new file, its pages still blank. Soon they would contain a case history: the history of a human being laid bare, her mind stripped of all its mysteries.

         “I’ve put her in Room 3,” said Dr Pade, in reply to Professor von Maggfeldt’s glance of inquiry.

         “Is she quiet?”

         “She’s asleep. Dr Vrobel had her well sedated. But she wanted to speak to you, Professor. She was insisting that she was perfectly sane.”

         Maggfeldt nodded, almost tempted to sigh wearily. The old, old story, he thought: they shouldn’t be here at all, they don’t feel ill, they’re quite normal, it’s everyone else who’s crazy. They all say so, all the patients here in the wards situated in separate buildings around our grounds. A strange little world inhabited by people like animals, stammering idiots, raving maniacs, the weak-minded, and laughing, screaming madmen.

         “Let’s go and see her,” said Maggfeldt. “I think we should be there when she wakes up.”

          
      

         By the time the party of men, led by Ewald Peltzner, came out of the main hospital building, the occupants of the second car had got out of it: Anna Fellgrub, Gisela Peltzner’s aunt and her dead father’s sister, and Monique Peltzner, Ewald’s flighty young daughter. Monique was looking around her with distinct boredom; she hated family expeditions of any kind.

         Unable to contain her excitement and curiosity any longer, Anna Fellgrub ran to her brother and grasped the lapels of his jacket. “Well?” she asked. “How did it go, Ewald?”

         “She’s staying there.”

         Anna Fellgrub let go of him. “You mean that’s all? What about having her certified?”

         “That won’t be for another six weeks at the earliest. It seems they want to go into her case very thoroughly.”

         “But why, Ewald? I thought the medical recommendations of Dr Vrobel and Dr Oldenberg would be quite enough?”

         Ewald Peltzner shrugged his shoulders. “Apparently not.”

         Anna Fellgrub looked at the big white building. An elderly man was standing at a window in one of its side wings, catching imaginary flies. His cupped hand described perfect circular movements in the empty air, snapping shut time and time again. As he did this, he grinned broadly at Anna Fellgrub, standing there below, and stuck out his tongue.

         “Let’s go—quick!” she said to Ewald Peltzner, and hurried back to her car. Monique was powdering her nose. Her pretty, vacant face with its saucer eyes was a daring composition of colours.

         “Has Daddy done what he wanted to do, Aunt Anna?” she asked, licking her full, red-painted lips. Her black hair was sleek and shiny.

         “Get in the car—let’s get away from here!”

         Slowly, just as they had come, the two black cars drove back through the grounds. The gates automatically slid aside to let them out again.

         Once they were out in the road, Ewald Peltzner loosened his tie, opened the neck of his shirt, and reached for a cigarette with fingers that trembled slightly. “Well, we managed that all right,” he said hoarsely. Dr Vrobel and Mr Adenkoven were sitting one in front of him, one beside him; he patted them both on the back. “We’ll drop in at home, gentlemen, and you can pick up your cheques straight away.”

          
      

         When Gisela woke, the sun was still shining on the French chairs, the pale blue wallpaper, the flowered couch and the door without a handle. She sat up abruptly, seeing the faces of Professor von Maggfeldt and Dr Pade, and put both hands up to her long fair hair to tidy it. The fixed look had left her eyes. There was life in them now, life and the will to fight, grief, horror and hope—they were the eyes of a human being again.

         “So you think I’m mad?” she asked. She hardly remembered meeting Dr Pade, tall, very correct and well-groomed, dark-eyed and thin-faced; he was as much a stranger to her as the white-haired Professor with the kindly face.

         “No, not at all,” said Professor von Maggfeldt.

         “Still, my uncle’s managed to get me put away here! On account of false diagnoses made by doctors bribed to give them! That’s a criminal offence.”

         “It certainly would be,” said Professor von Maggfeldt.

         “But you’re going to keep me prisoner here?”

         “My dear Fräulein Peltzner, no one is keeping you prisoner. You are here so that we can find out the facts, that’s all.”

         “What facts?”

         “Whether the diagnosis of— of those two doctors is true or false.”

         “It’s false, Professor.”

         “Well, now that you’re here, wouldn’t it be better for you to trust us and leave all that in our hands? Whatever happens, you’re safe with us.”

         Maggfeldt’s kindly, paternal voice had a hypnotic effect. Gisela Peltzner leaned back on the flowered couch again. Her slim hands were trembling as she picked up the glass of orange juice and took a small sip.

         “Thank you, Professor,” she said almost inaudibly. “All right, I trust you. I’m ready to undergo the necessary examinations. I’ll stay.”

         Professor von Maggfeldt went over to Gisela, sat down beside her and patted her clasped hands. “Good,” he said. “I’m delighted!”

         Gisela looked thoughtfully at the Professor, as if, in spite of his words, she was by no means sure about him. “Professor,” she said firmly, “I don’t want to start out with any more misunderstandings. I’m not after protection of any kind, or a cure; all I want is my rights!” And she went on, passionately, “My father left me the Peltzner Works! Me, no one else. My uncle and aunt thought I was just a silly little girl who liked pretty clothes, fast cars and expensive furs, travel and love affairs. Well, I could certainly have spent my time that way—but instead I began looking through the firm’s books. I had the accounts audited, and within three months we were checking up on all the expense accounts too. Then we got to the research budget—and there were two hundred thousand marks missing there alone! Money my uncle had gambled away at casinos.”

         She rose, and stood in front of Professor von Maggfeldt, her face flushed with anger. “And that is why I’m here! I was making myself a nuisance; I’d suddenly found too many of the skeletons in the family cupboard. I was also planning to marry, and that would have meant a final goodbye to the Peltzner fortune for the rest of the family. That’s why I’m here—the one and only reason I’m here. I think they did away with my father first . . .”

         The Professor and his senior consultant exchanged quick glances. Maggfeldt was thinking of that large sum donated to the Children’s Home. It fitted the picture of a person given to irrational, impulsive actions and disturbances of objective thought. If she were really suffering from paranoia, then Gisela Peltzner might now be in the middle of one of those fits of paranoid delusion which recur after intervals of near normality.

         “What you claim happened is a serious matter,” said Maggfeldt soothingly. “Now, sit down, have some more orange juice, and tell me all about it.”

         “Certainly!”

         And Gisela looked from one doctor to the other. Once again, she was suddenly aware of being in a mental hospital, a lunatic asylum, a place where you could talk as much as you liked and no one would believe a word of it. Her throat constricted, and fear came into her eyes.

         “Oh, let me go home after all!” she begged. “Please—I’ll show you all the evidence, I can prove they’ve committed a crime. Why won’t you believe me? My God, what do I have to do to make you believe me?” Suddenly she was weeping helplessly, like a small, lost child.

         Dr Pade made a note. Spontaneous depression, he wrote, ringed the word in pencil and added a large question mark. Professor von Maggfeldt shook his head, and signed to Gisela to sit down again. “Come along, tell me all about your life, right from the start. Let’s begin with the earliest events you can remember, the very smallest details. Whether you cut your finger, fell off your scooter, saw a car accident . . . what’s the very first thing you think you can remember?”

         He leaned forward, took Gisela’s limp hand, drew her down on the couch again, took a handkerchief from his pocket and gently wiped her tears away.

         “My first memory?” Gisela looked at the window. “Oh, I must have been four years old, and my father came home very angry. He flung down his briefcase and shouted, ‘Those damn Nazis, they want me to turn production over to armaments! One of these days they’ll be taking the factory right away from us!’ ”

         Dr Pade nodded, and made another note: first childhood impressions are of agitation, injustice, distress.

         “And what else?” Maggfeldt’s voice was so soothing that Gisela relaxed, and her sobs died away. “You must tell me everything—we have plenty of time. Shall I send for another drink for you?”

         “Yes, please.” She looked at Dr Pade as he unlocked the door with a key and went out. Anxiously, she clutched the Professor’s arm. “They told you I was mad, didn’t they? My uncle, and the others?” she cried. “Oh, do please make sure this lie is cleared up! All they want is to get their hands on my money. Please, please help me!”

         Professor von Maggfeldt put his arm around her shaking shoulders and held her to him like a small child.

         “Now, you must be quite calm,” he said in soothing tones. “Calm and relaxed. Of course we’ll help you; that’s what we’re here for. Now, go on—think back over your life.”

         * * *
      

         A year ago . . .

         A cheerful hunting party was out in Bruno Peltzner’s game preserves. The lord and master of the Peltzner Works had invited a number of foreign customers, diplomats, bankers and economists to come staghunting.

         The guests were driven across country to Peltzner’s isolated hunting lodge, where a large spit was already waiting over a fire. The forester welcomed the party, and bottles were passed from hand to hand. It was too soon for the men to get into position yet. As evening twilight came down over the forest, the deer would emerge from the undergrowth, but there were still a couple of hours to go.

         Bruno Peltzner beckoned to his brother Ewald to follow him out of the lodge and into the forest. Bruno was a powerful man of medium height, with the shoulders of an athlete. Thirty years ago, he had been a working blacksmith, but he spent the evenings sitting by the glowing fire of his smithy, designing and calculating. One day the device he had invented was ready, he applied for a patent, and an American firm bought it up, paying a good enough price for Bruno Peltzner to be able to buy a small factory of his own: the springboard from which he took off.

         After that, things moved fast. More patents were applied for, huge orders came in, Peltzner soon needed new buildings and branches. He was given an honorary doctorate in engineering, he won international fame, but he never lost his grasp of business or his good sense. The more prosperous be became, the quieter and more prudent he was.

         His brother Ewald, who had left a career in banking in order to become commercial director of the Peltzner Works, followed Bruno, as he walked slowly and unobtrusively away from the main party. There was a raised hide for observation some fifty metres away from the lodge. Peltzner turned when he reached this hide and waited for Ewald, who was overweight and suffered slightly from breathlessness.

         “I didn’t get an opportunity to speak to you alone before we started out,” said Bruno Peltzner abruptly. “I happened to come across our advertising budget the other day. Ewald, you’ve withdrawn thirty thousand marks for a completely non-existent promotion. Which means you’re gambling again.”

         Ewald Peltzner mopped his brow, and tried to smile. “No, really—I assure you, I’ve given up gambling!”

         “So what about the money? Where is it?”

         “Bruno . . . you must try to understand . . . well, of course you’re right! You’re always right, you’ve always been the honest, upright citizen—sometimes too upright.”

         “And it’s got me where I am today.” Bruno Peltzner put his big hands behind his back. “Where is that money?”

         “Give me a little breathing space, Bruno. I—”

         “The money!” shouted Peltzner. The voice proceeding from his broad chest was a powerful one. Ewald Peltzner looked nervously at the lodge.

         “Do you want everyone to hear this, Bruno?”

         “Why not? Why shouldn’t they know my brother is stealing from me? Gambling, lavishing money on his mistresses, furnishing apartments for them—just what became of that thirty thousand marks?”

         “I gave them to Sylvia,” said Ewald dully, sheer hatred in his glance. Damn him, he was thinking. Rose from being a blacksmith in a small way of business to become chairman of a huge firm, just because he got a couple of ideas. He was never much good at school—I passed all my exams, I trained in banking, became quite an expert, and now he thinks he can get away with paying me a miserable director’s salary, and that’s it!

         “What for?” asked Bruno coldly.

         “ What bloody business of yours is that?”

         “So the girl’s called Sylvia this time.” Bruno Peltzner’s hands shot out. “By God, I could break every bone in your body! Next month, those thirty thousand marks will be back where they belong. I shall ask to see the books. I don’t mind where you get the cash. I’ve covered up for your dissipated life for fifteen years— your gambling debts, indemnities, presents to girls, blackmail money. All added up, they’ve cost me as much as a small factory! Well, this is the end of the line.”

         “It would be so different if you’d take us into the business as partners, the way other people do when they have a family firm!”

         “You?” Bruno Peltzner laughed out loud: a laugh of near desperation. “Take a man like you into partnership? Why don’t you suggest I commit suicide and have done with it?”

         “Damn you!” Ewald was trembling all over. “Bloody upstart bastard!”

         Bruno Peltzner looked at his brother, taken aback. Then what he had heard sank in, and, without a word, he swung back his fist and punched Ewald in the face. Ewald fell heavily to the ground, rolled a few metres down the slight slope, and ended up by a tree stump.

         Taking no more notice of him, Bruno Peltzner went back to the hunting lodge and his cheerful party of guests. “When do we start?” asked a French diplomat.

         “Straight away.” Bruno Peltzner took a gun from his gamekeeper’s hands. “I’m one ahead of you already!”

         Two hours later, after much blowing of horns, they realized that Bruno Peltzner was missing. Both the forester and Ewald Peltzner had seen him only half an hour earlier, moving to a better position. The forester had the hunting horns blown again, and Peltzner’s guests all shouted his name. Then they sat around the spit over the fire, baffled and rather worried.

         “He could be—well, one over the eight?” suggested a South American diplomat. “This schnapps of yours is good, but strong stuff!”

         “My brother never drinks during a hunt.” Ewald Peltzner rose abruptly. “I don’t like this. Bruno has had some circulatory trouble lately.” He paused. “I think we ought to go and look for him.”

         They hurried off, but they did not have to search long. Bruno Peltzner was lying full length in the tall bracken hardly a hundred metres from the hunting lodge, clutching his gun in both hands, his eyes staring. There was a small hole in his throat, just below the chin.

         “My God—oh, my God!” stammered Ewald Peltzner. He knelt down beside his brother and turned him over. The bullet had come out on the other side of the neck, after passing through a vertebra. Bruno Peltzner must have died instantly.

         The torch in the forester’s hand shook. Slowly, Ewald Peltzner stood up again, tears in his eyes.

         “How—how could it have happened?” asked one of the guests.

         The forester took off his hat; his face was working. “There’s only one explanation, sir. Herr Peltzner got too close to the game trail. Very keen on hunting, he was, sir. He’ll have come into the line of fire.” He swallowed, almost choking on the words. “Any of us could have Shot him—we were all here waiting for the deer to come out. Any of us . . .”

         As for Gisela Peltzner, her father’s sudden death meant the collapse of a hitherto carefree, happy world. She was staying in Ascona with some other girls when Ewald Peltzner’s telegram arrived.

         “Please come home at once stop Father ill stop Uncle Ewald.”

         When Gisela drove into the grounds of the Peltzners’ villa, tired and travel-stained after a twelve-hour journey, she saw the first wreaths lying on the lawn, near the front door. Her Aunt Anna, in tears, came down the steps to meet her, flinging her arms around Gisela in a theatrical gesture.

         “Your poor, dear father . . .” she sobbed.

         Rigid in her bearing, Gisela went to the library where Bruno Peltzner lay in his coffin, walked up to it and stared at her father’s peaceful face. Ewald Peltzner had stopped in the doorway, hands clasped and head bent.

         “So he was shot.”

         Ewald’s head jerked up. He had expected tears, screams, a hysterical collapse beside the coffin, but not this clear, cold voice.

         “It was an accident.”

         “Who shot him?”

         “We don’t know. It could have been anyone. He got into the line of fire; it was no one’s fault.”

         Gisela bent her own head. “Leave me alone with Father, please,” she said quietly.

          
      

         While preparations were going ahead for a big funeral, the dead man’s relatives sat around a table in a small room in the family villa. Ewald Peltzner was there, with his daughter Monique, his sister Anna Fellgrub, née Peltzner, and her son Heinrich Fellgrub. Gisela was out: the family solicitor had asked her to go and see him about the arrangements Bruno Peltzner had made in advance for the reading of his will.

         “We shall hear what’s in it tomorrow,” said Ewald Peltzner, “but I imagine Bruno had everything neatly tied rip. A few months ago, he happened to mention that if we survived him, the Works would continue as a family firm.”

         “Good gracious—we’d all be millionaires!” Anna Fellgrub could not help explaining.

         Ewald Peltzner laid his fat hands on the table top. He looked at his daughter Monique, whose life consisted of making herself pretty and going around with dark, handsome men, preferably of Mediterranean origin and with clear-cut profiles and white sports cars. She was well known all along the Riviera from Cannes to Genoa, and spent her brief visits home wheedling more money out of her father, or giving her cousin Gisela fascinating hints on the way to hook an Italian count.

         “We must look at this soberly,” said Ewald Peltzner, but his voice was jovial. “As head of the family, I’m responsible for Gisela now. Of course, she’ll inherit a large part of the estate, and we must manage it well for her, make sure the money is well invested. We must try to make her life as carefree as ever. Poor child, she’s lost everything— except the money.”

         “Poor child!” repeated Anna Fellgrub, dabbing at her eyes.

         “Can I have a new car?” Monique breathed on her long red fingernails, and then polished them up on her mohair sweater. “I saw this gorgeous coupé in a car showroom in Paris—with ocelot upholstery, it was just lovely!”

         “For God’s sake!” Young Heinrich Fellgrub resembled his cousin Gisela more than the rest of the family; he was tall and lean, with a fine-boned face. “Uncle Bruno isn’t even in his grave yet, and there’s Monique going on about cars with ocelot upholstery!”

         “Well, yesterday you said you’d buy a yacht in Nice if we . . .” Monique pouted prettily. “I mean, Uncle Bruno’s dead; we can’t help that. But life is still fun, right? Are any of you really miserable about it?”

         “Monique! People don’t say such things!” Anna Fellgrub was angry, but Ewald stopped her with a gesture.

         “Monique has my own realistic attitude to life. After all, Bruno was something of a tyrant. He kept a tight hold on the purse-strings and just doled out alms to us—his closest relations! He thought we were spongers, and he showed it. I think that had to come out into the open and be said some time. Bruno never did have much family feeling. However, that’s all over, and now we have to face the problems of his huge inheritance. We must show we can handle it well. I suggest, for reasons of tax concessions, we form the Works into a limited liability company, with ourselves as the main shareholders, retaining 75% between us. I’m prepared to accept the responsibility of acting as Chairman of the Board and managing director. That strikes me as a good solution.”

         Anna Fellgrub glanced at her son. Heinrich seemed to have no objection; he obviously thought Ewald’s suggestion a good one too. “Well, you know best, Ewald,” she said. “And you’ll have Heinrich to help you.”

          
      

         Bruno Peltzner’s was a very grand funeral. Anna Fellgrub was weeping bitterly, and had to be supported by Ewald as the coffin was lowered into the family vault, to the sound of a funeral march. Even Monique was crying; her tears suited her elegantly cut black dress as well as her fine string of pearls did.

         Gisela Peltzner stood there, her face stony. She had cried in her own room, at night, but here, with all eyes on her, she was like a marble statue. Now and then she looked at Ewald Peltzner supporting his sister Anna, his fat face trying to express grief. The sight revolted Gisela.

         Then came the long line of people offering condolences. Automatically, Gisela shook hundreds of hands, heard words which she forgot again directly, looked at faces which she saw only as blurs. When they had all left, Heinrich Fellgrub came up to her and took her arm. Gisela jumped.

         “Come on,” he said quietly. “They’re waiting for us.”

         “Who are?”

         “The guests of honour. All very well-known people. Uncle Ewald’s arranged it—a cold buffet—he thought that was the most suitable thing to do. In honour of . . .”

         He stopped. Gisela was staring blankly at him. Then she withdrew her arm from his, turned and walked out of the cemetery alone, by the opposite exit. Ewald Peltzner, who had been watching the scene from a distance, shrugged his shoulders, and stopped his sister when she tried to follow Gisela.

         “Leave her alone, Anna,” he said. “She isn’t over the shock of it yet.”

         And a long procession of cars drove back from the cemetery to Bruno Peltzner’s villa.

          
      

         “Well, that’s enough for one day.” Professor von Maggfeldt had risen, and closed the window. Golden evening sunlight lay over the hospital grounds. Gisela was sitting on the couch, head back, staring at the ceiling.

         Dr Pade had been making copious notes. They now had information about any family illnesses or idiosyncrasies, anything that might give a picture of possible genetic influences. They knew Gisela had been a premature baby, had had the usual childhood illnesses, and had been in a minor car crash at the age of twenty. She had been a good pupil at school, had passed her public examinations, and then gone to business college, leaving three years later with a good diploma. She had no history of mental disturbance, her feelings were all normal, her first real sexual experience had occurred when she was twenty and on holiday in Upper Bavaria; when various test questions were inserted into the psychiatrists’ conversation she showed above-average intelligence in her ability to react. In fact, her responses all seemed normal, apart from her complex about her family.

         Gisela was feeling tired again. She wanted to rest.

         “How much longer will it take you to find out I’m not mad?” she asked.

         Professor von Maggfeldt clasped his hands together in mock dismay. “Longer? Why, we’ve only just begun. You’ll have to stay here—well, for several days . . .”

         “Several days?” Gisela’s eyes widened with horror. “Here—with all the mad people?”

         “You won’t be seeing any of our patients.”

         “Professor, I’m afraid.”

         “Afraid?” he said kindly. “Why, there’s no need for you, of all people, to be afraid! Think of this as just like staying in a big, comfortable hotel. You’ll have a bedroom of your own.”

         “But Professor, will you promise me—” Gisela began. Maggfeldt laid his narrow, scholarly hand soothingly on her fair hair.

         “I promise you that nothing at all is being done that’s not for your own good.” He helped her to rise from the couch. “Now, would you come with me? I’ll show you your room.”

         It was on the first floor, with a beautiful view of the hospital grounds and their rosebeds, and it, too, was decorated in pale pastel colours. The only jarring note was the stout grille of wire-netting over the window.

         “To keep the flies out,” said Maggfeldt. “They do tend to come up from the lake in the evenings, and get into the rooms.”

         Then Gisela was alone. The door had closed behind her: another door without a handle.

         * * *
      

         The will was opened in the probate court. Bruno Peltzner’s heirs, wearing black, sat in front of the probate court judge’s big desk. Anna Fellgrub was shredding a handkerchief between her fingers. Monique kept patting her lacquered hair into place. Gisela Peltzner was staring at the rug on the floor. Young Heinrich Fellgrub, sitting beside his cousin Gisela, was fidgeting with his black tie. Only Ewald Peltzner was quite calm at this, his moment of victory. Chairman of the Peltzner Works Ltd! Independent, a millionaire, with no brother to keep an eye on him now, remonstrate with him, make any demands on him.

         The probate court judge glanced at the little company. “Please watch while I break the seal of the will,” he asked them.

         Anna Fellgrub swallowed, convulsively. The judge picked up the envelope and broke the thick, red wax seal. Then he opened it and took out several folded sheets of paper.

         Monique craned forward, and Ewald Peltzner had to dig her gently in the ribs. She leaned back again, pouting.

         “I will now read the will,” said the judge, “and each of you will receive a copy later.”

         “Go on, we’re listening,” said Ewald Peltzner, now head of the family. The judge picked up the first sheet.

         “This is my last will and testament.

         All my life, I have never been a man to waste words on the obvious. So I shall make my will short and clear too. I make this will in full possession of my mental and physical powers, appointing my solicitor, Mr Michelberg, my executor, to ensure that my instructions are carried put to the letter. I am particularly anxious for my family to respect the terms of this will—”

         “Yes, well, of course!” interrupted Ewald Peltzner, and the judge glanced up doubtfully before he read on. Anna Fellgrub’s handkerchief was in rags by now.

         “First, and most important, the point in which my family will be particularly interested; they may be trying to appear indifferent, but at the moment they can probably hardly wait to hear it . . .” the judge read on.

         Ewald Peltzner smiled, rather confused. “That’s Bruno all over—mocking, a bit sarcastic. Still needling us now he’s gone!”

         The judge took a couple of deep breaths before going on. His eyes had travelled over the lines ahead before he read them out aloud.

         “The disposition of my estate could not be simpler. All my possessions, my factories, my patents, their exploitation and licensing, all my capital assets in the banks listed at the end of this document, in short, my entire estate is left to my daughter Gisela Peltzner.”

         “Oh!” gasped Anna Fellgrub, sweeping the scraps of her handkerchief to the floor. Ewald Peltzner put a hand to his collar and tugged to loosen it.

         “My reason for doing this is simple too,” the judge’s unemotional voice went on. “My brother Ewald, who, if he survives me, will have been imagining himself a millionaire, would waste my money on women and gambling. Sorry as I am to say so, he is an unstable character, who thinks of nothing but his own pleasures.”

         Here the judge paused.

         “Daddy, are you going to stand for this?” cried Monique.

         “Be quiet,” said Ewald, almost gently. None of them had ever seen him so pale before. Then he turned to the judge. “Is there any more of this nonsense to come?”

         “My sister Anna,” the judge went on, without even looking up, “my sister Anna—and I am sorry, too, to have to say this of my only sister—is too stupid to manage money.”

         “Heinrich!” Anna Fellgrub put out her hand to her son. “Do you hear the way your Uncle Bruno’s insulting me? In all my life, I’ve never—”

         “Uncle Bruno’s dead.” Heinrich Fellgrub gritted his teeth. “Let’s hear the end of the will.”

         “But,” went on the judge, “I am not a monster. Despite everything, I have a sense of family feeling. I therefore leave my brother Ewald Peltzner, who is to retain his position as director, and my sister Anna, whose son Heinrich I hereby appoint junior technical manager of the Works, a ten per cent share each in the profits of the Works, these dividends to be paid on 20th April annually. My private fortune is excluded from this arrangement, and is left entirely to my daughter Gisela. The sums of money surreptitiously withdrawn from the firm’s funds by my brother Ewald are to be balanced against his dividends until the full amount owing is repaid. At the time when I make this will, the sums he has misappropriated amount to a hundred and thirty-seven thousand marks . . .”

         “Ewald!” Anna Fellgrub whirled round. “Is that true?”

         Ewald Peltzner was hunched in his chair, beads of cold sweat on his forehead—and in his eyes a look of pure hatred which frightened even Anna.

         “Goodness, is it true?” Monique echoed her aunt. “A hundred and thirty-seven thousand!”

         Ewald Peltzner leaped to his feet, his stout body shaking. “I won’t be a party to this ridiculous spectacle any longer!” he cried. “You can send me my copy of the damn thing!” And he pushed his chair back and strode out.

         The probate court judge let the will drop on the table. “Would you like me to go on, or would you all prefer a written copy?”

         “I for one certainly don’t want to hear any more!” Anna Fellgrub rose. “Call that a will? It’s an act of revenge!”

         “That’s hardly for me to say, madam.” The judge waited until Anna Fellgrub, her son Heinrich and her niece Monique had left the room. Gisela sat there, still motionless, her head bowed, alone now in the semicircle of empty chairs and crying quietly to herself.

         “I will read you the rest,” said the judge.

         Gisela nodded. “Yes—please do. These are my father’s very last words, after all.”

         She heard lists of names and numbers, yet all she really took in was the rise and fall of the voice; she hardly grasped the sense of the words. She did realize that Peltzner’s legacy was a heavy burden, and she did not know quite how she would carry it. Her uncle and aunt hated her bitterly; she had seen that clearly enough in these last few moments. Along with the Peltzner Works, she had inherited their hatred of her father . . .

         “Your capital assets amount to two million seven hundred thousand marks. As for the value of the entire complex of the Works, their buildings and machinery, that can be only approximately estimated, but it will be in the region of a hundred and twenty million marks.”

         Gisela nodded. Figures, she thought, figures which were beginning to revolve alarmingly before her eyes, going faster all the time.

         “Your father named two experienced chartered accountants to advise you,” said the judge. “They will be at your disposal whenever you wish.” He realized how helpless Gisela looked, sitting opposite him. “Don’t be afraid of the task ahead. I’m sure you will find yourself equal to it—after all, you are your father’s daughter. Set out to prove that he was right in his judgment of you, and you will find you can do it with ease.”

         Gisela could only nod, silently.

         Out in the street, Ewald Peltzner was waiting for her. He had driven into a side street, and waited until the rest of the family left in Heinrich’s car before coming back. After his first outburst of rage, he rapidly came to the conclusion that he had behaved stupidly. Gisela was the sole heiress, yes, but she could not understand all the firm’s complex financial transactions—and if Bruno’s own accountants had not, in fact, noticed all Ewald Peltzner’s misappropriations from the funds, which amounted to a fortune, it was hardly likely Gisela would discover the full extent of them either. In any case, it was best to be on a friendly footing with her and win her trust.

         A new plan began to take golden shape in Ewald’s mind. Suppose Heinrich Fullgrub married his cousin Gisela, the whole fortune would stay in the family—for the family’s use . . .

         “Gisela, I’m afraid I lost my temper,” said Ewald Peltzner, coming towards his niece and taking her arm. “Will you forgive me? Your father—oh, well, let’s forget it! That was always his way. Ten per cent isn’t a bad legacy, and for your sake I’m delighted that you’ve inherited the estate. You can count on me for help and advice at any time.”

         “Thank you, Uncle Ewald.” She did not seem in the least touched by his apology, and Ewald looked at her, rather surprised.

         “Well, where can I take you?”

         “Home, please. And we’ll see each other at the Works tomorrow. Father named two accountants, and I must ring them; I want them to start to audit all the books and accounts as soon as possible.”

         This could be tricky, thought Ewald Peltzner, opening his car door for Gisela. He had reckoned on a longer breathing space; now he saw that he must act fast.

          
      

         This time the family council was short but eventful. It was held, at Ewald Peltzner’s insistence, late on the evening of the same day the will was read. They met in the library where Bruno Peltzner had lain in his coffin, surrounded by a sea of flowers, just four days earlier. Ewald and his sister Anna had moved into their late brother’s house—in order, as they explained, to be at Gisela’s side during this time of grief and loneliness for her.

         Gisela had gone to her own room long before.

         “To be blunt,” said Ewald Peltzner, voice lowered, “there’s only one way out of this fix: Heinrich must marry Gisela.”

         “You must be crazy, Uncle Ewald!” said Heinrich, half amused.

         “Oh, what a brilliant idea!” Anna Fellgrub shook her head at the sight of the glowering expression on her son’s face. “Dear me, why does one always have to make children be happy? Of course—Heinrich gets married to Gisela! You’d suit each other down to the ground. I’ve always thought so myself! How wonderful that would be, Heinrich!”

         Heinrich realized, obviously for the first time, that his uncle’s suggestion was serious. “You must be out of your minds! Me, marry Gisela? Are you going to try telling me you’ve fixed it up with her already? She’d just laugh at you, and serve you right.” Heinrich had worked himself into a state of genuine indignation. He got to his feet. “What the hell’s the idea?”

         “Simple. We send the two of you off travelling somewhere together, and everything will follow naturally from that. First you have single rooms, then you come to a fully booked hotel, just the one double room free . . .”

         “No, really!” said Heinrich, scarlet in the face.

         “You’re obviously a beginner!” Ewald Peltzner nodded his head, with resignation. What were young people coming to these days?

         “Look, I’ve often slept in the same room as my cousin Gisela!”

         Ewald Peltzner greeted this naïve utterance with a hollow laugh. It was too much even for Anna Fellgrub. “Ah, yes, but not in the same way, dear,” she said, with maternal kindness. “Now, if you’ve both had a drink or so beforehand—”

         “Marsala,” put in Ewald. “Women like Marsala— softens’em up.”

         “And don’t forget the kissing and stroking,” said the experienced Monique. “A girl who respects herself needs a bid of tenderness as well.”

         Heinrich Fellgrub stopped in the library doorway.

         “I’m ashamed to be related to you!” he cried. “Me and Gisela! For heaven’s sake, we used to play together in the sandpit when we were kids!”

         “Well, you can still play together, but games more suitable for your age.”

         “Oh, sure, Uncle Ewald, and I hope you won’t mind Gisela slapping your face instead of mine, because you’re welcome to that one!”

         “No such thing is to happen.” Ewald Peltzner’s fist came down on the table. “Even if you have to rape her—well, there’s no other way to get Bruno’s inheritance fairly divided. And there’s no time to be lost, my boy. Do you think I’d have brought the subject up today if we had time on our side? Now, before you go off, I need to know if you’re ready to do your comparatively pleasant part in contributing to the success of our plan.”

         Heinrich Fellgrub turned to his mother. Anna looked at him with large, pleading eyes. Heinrich, said those eyes, there are millions at stake!

         Heinrich nodded. “I’ll try,” he said, in hollow tones. “But don’t blame me if it’s a fiasco.”

         A shadow moved among the bookshelves of the upper gallery, and then flitted away. Downstairs, in the main part of the library, they did not hear a door close quietly, Ewald Peltzner was busy opening a bottle of wine.

         A good plan, like a good ship, deserves to be christened.

          
      

         Gisela’s second day spent under observation in Professor von Maggfeldt’s Park Clinic passed less quietly than the first.

         She had risen early, and found in her large wardrobe everything she would need for quite a long stay. She had not realized how many suitcases had come with her in the car yesterday, or that two nurses had unpacked her things and put them away while she was asleep. She had been given a sleeping draught mixed with a glass of orange juice, so that she slept soundly, and without dreaming. She woke in the morning feeling almost refreshed.

         She drew back the curtains and looked out at the grounds. A motor mower was humming quietly away, with a gardener in a green apron walking behind it, his face shaded by a big straw hat. Two years ago he had still been the successful architect Franz Dorpke, designer of theatres and big housing estates. To Gisela, he was just a gardener who fitted into the placid picture of the grounds on this bright, sunny morning, full of larksong and the scent of flowers. Farther away, among groups of trees and bushes, she saw the flat roofs of the buildings containing the various wards. Full of mad people, she thought, a shiver running down her spine.

         The fear she had felt yesterday, her horror at the thought of having to stay here, overcame her again, wiping out the impression of the sunlit beauty of the grounds.

         Quickly, she turned away from the window and went to the door. The lock with no handle beside it seemed to grow to gigantic size. She felt panic-stricken, and pressed the bell to call the nurse.

         “Open this door!” she shouted. “Open it! I’m not mad—why have you locked me in?”

         “Did you ring, Fräulein Peltzner?” The nurses had been told to be very polite to Gisela, and give her as great a sense of freedom as possible.

         “Yes. I want to see the Professor.”

         “He’ll be here at nine; I’ll tell him as soon as he comes in.” The nurse pulled back Gisela’s bedclothes, opened the wire netting grille over the window with a special key, and pushed it open. Morning sunlight flooded into the room unimpeded. “Shall I bring you your breakfast?”

         “I’m not hungry.”

         The nurse quietly left the room, and was soon back with a trolley. She laid breakfast on the little table by the window, and poured Gisela a cup of coffee. Gisela waited until she had left the room again. Rolls, bread and butter, jam, a boiled egg, sausage and ham, fruit—in fact, Gisela was hungry: very hungry. She had taken nothing but liquids for three days. When Ewald Peltzner locked her into her own room and the doctors came to examine her, she had protested by refusing food—a fact mentioned in their diagnosis.

         Now she picked up a knife and fork. They were made of soft plastic; the blade of the knife was flexible as rubber. She could use it to spread butter, but it would not cut anything. The prongs of the fork were plastic too. It was impossible to injure yourself with it, quite impossible to use it as a suicide weapon.

         Gisela dropped the knife and fork back on the table as if they had burnt her fingers. Her hand trembling, she drank her coffee and ate a slice of dry bread. She did not touch anything else.

         Professor von Maggfeldt appeared just after nine, accompanied by Dr Pade. Smiling, he went over to Gisela, cast a quick glance at the breakfast table, and shook his head. “Just a slice of bread? That’s not enough. You must keep your strength up, you know.”

         Gisela turned away from the doctors. Routine politeness, a smooth expression on their faces—the mad might be taken in, but she was not. “I want to see my lawyer. And I want to have Dr Klaus Budde informed, at once.”

         “I’ll see to it immediately. Er—may I ask who Dr Budde is?”

         “My fiancé.”

         “Oh—you’re engaged?” The Professor sat down. “You didn’t mention that yesterday.”

         “Didn’t my uncle mention it either?”

         “No.”

         “Ah—well, my engagement was the last straw. His most pressing reason to get me here, out of the way. My uncle saw danger coming at once. You see, he wanted me to marry my cousin Heinrich, so as to keep the money in the family.”

         “Your cousin Heinrich. How interesting.” Professor von Maggfeldt nodded to Dr Pade. “You must tell me all about it, Fräulein Peltzner. Let’s go over to my office, and we can carry on talking while Dr Pade here examines you.”

          
      

         At this moment, the rest of the Peltzner family were having breakfast on the terrace of Bruno Peltzner’s villa. Ewald had moved right in six months after his brother’s death, claiming it was necessary once the first signs of Gisela’s mental disturbance showed up. “The poor child needs protection,” he told everyone. “I owe my brother that much.”

         “And what do we do about Dr Budde?” Anna Fellgrub asked, spreading honey on a brown roll. “Apparently he was back at the Works again yesterday. I don’t think he believes our story about Gisela’s having to go away suddenly.”

         “I shall simply throw him out if he comes back again.” Ewald added a shot of cognac to his coffee, a habit of long standing; he claimed it was good for the circulation.

         “I wonder if that’s the right way to go about it?” said Heinrich Fellgrub.

         “Right or wrong, what does it matter? In a few weeks’ time we’ll have Gisela certified, safely put away in the psychiatric hospital—do you think a nobody like Klaus Budde can knock down the walls of a lunatic asylum? Oh no, I’ve found out all about it: once you’re committed to a mental institution, you’re there for good! They don’t let people out so easily.”

         “Don’t forget, Dr Budde is formally engaged to Gisela, and she gave him certain powers of attorney.” Anna wiped her sticky mouth on her napkin.

         “Why don’t we tell him, straight out, his fiancée is schizophrenic?” Ewald Peltzner rose to his feet, gesturing excitedly. “My God, that’s a good idea! We can get any powers of attorney she gave him invalidated —a madwoman can’t give powers of attorney anyway. Oh, we’ll sling Budde out of the Works all right!” Ewald drank his laced coffee and buttoned up his jacket. The chauffeur was bringing round his car.

         “Shall I ring the hospital?” asked Anna Fellgrub.

         Half-way to the door already, Ewald swung round. “Don’t be silly. Ring the hospital? What for? The less fuss we make the better. We must keep as low a profile as possible until she’s actually certified, my dear Anna—surely you can see that?”

          
      

         It was a few months ago that Gisela and Budde had first met . . .

         A rather remarkable car was puttering along the main road. Its radiator was chopped off short, it had large mudguards and big, noisy, spoked wheels, a horn mounted beside the windscreen, round headlights above the two front mudguards, and an exhaust which steamed and clattered. A vintage 1910 model.

         The driver of this antediluvian car had inherited it from his uncle, who had kept it in an outhouse full of old junk for nearly fifty years. Indeed, it was only when the outhouse was pulled down that the old gentleman discovered he still had this magnificent Benz, and passed it on to his nephew, who spent three days cleaning it, oiling it, washing it and generally polishing it up. When the tank was filled with petrol, the engine and gears given oil, and the starting handle turned, the engine sprang to life as if it were only a couple of months and not fifty years since its last drive.

         The driver of the old vehicle was in a good mood. He was off on holiday, on his way to the island of Norderney in East Frisia, to lie on the beach for three weeks, bask in the sun, swim in the sea, or go chugging out to the seal banks in one of the resort’s little motor boats.

         Once past Papenburg, where the road led through moorland, he trod hard on the accelerator, and the car rattled along through the summer day like some creaking giant beetle.

         Quarter of an hour later he stopped, with a screech of brakes. A small white sports car stood by the roadside, and a slender blonde girl was waving both arms. She wore close-fitting red trousers and a white sweater. The old car drew up beside her. “Can I help you?” asked its driver.

         “Maybe!” The girl laughed at the squeal with which the door of the old car opened. “I’ve run out of petrol. And don’t say: Typical woman driver, what’s a fuel gauge for? Because mine must have gone wrong—it still says I’m a quarter full.”

         “Oh, that’s easy, then” said the driver of the old vehicle. “My car may date back to the Kaiser, but the petrol’s modern! In fact I filled up first thing this morning. No problem! My name’s Budde, by the way: Dr Klaus Budde.”

         “And I’m Gisela Peltzner. You sound very cheerful, Dr Budde!”

         “I’m off on holiday with Max.”

         She looked at him with a smile of inquiry.

         “This is Max—my car. Called after his first owner, my uncle.”

         Laughing, Gisela sat down on the flat boot of her sports car, and looked Dr Budde over as she offered him her gold cigarette case. She saw a tall, lean, brown-haired young man in a very crumpled grey suit and an open-necked shirt.

         “You and Max are just right for each other!” she said.

         Klaus Budde nodded, accepting a cigarette. “Just what all my friends say!” He tapped the gold case with his finger. “Good Lord, that’s never real?”

         “Well, yes.”

         “Ah—present from your rich and doting Daddy?”

         Gisela’s eyes clouded. She turned away, treading out the cigarette she had just lit. “My father died a few months ago.”

         “ Oh lord—I ’m so sorry!” Impulsively, Klaus Budde reached out his hand. “I didn’t mean—well, I wasn’t to know: you meet a girl in red trousers and a white sweater and . . .”

         Gisela looked at the bushes by the roadside. “You think I’m unfeeling? One doesn’t have to wear mourning on the outside. I’ll never forget my father, whatever colours I wear. And he wouldn’t have wanted me to wear black for him, either.” She pushed her ruffled hair back from her face and turned back to Klaus Budde. “What’s your doctorate in?”

         “Political science. I’m a chartered accountant now—I get the privilege of adding up columns of figures for my boss, bringing him his files, auditing the expense accounts of half a dozen factories. Position of confidence, you might say, with an income to match! Well, at least I’m still on speaking terms with the grocer, and the butcher kindly lets me know when there’s liver sausage going cheap . . .” He had unscrewed the cap of Gisela’s petrol tank, and glanced at Max. “Got a piece of rubber tubing in the boot?” he asked her.

         “No.”

         “Modern drivers! Now how am I going to get the petrol from my tank into yours? Wait a minute, though—there are all sorts of pipes inside poor Max, and God know what half of them are for. No doubt he can spare you one.”

         “But—Dr Budde!” Gisela watched in alarm as he set to work with his penknife to chop a length of tubing out of the tangle of wires and cables under the bonnet. “If you don’t even know what that’s for . . .”

         “Oh, Max will get by without it. He’s pretty tough, is Max.” And Klaus Budde siphoned petrol from Max’s tank through the tubing into a large saucepan which he produced from inside the car. “There, that should get you to the next filling station,” he said, carefully pouring it into the tank of the white sports car. He screwed the cap back on. “The road’s all yours again. Delighted that Max and I could be of some assistance!”

         “I wish I knew how to thank you!” Hesitantly, Gisela held out her hand. Suddenly she was in no great hurry to drive on. He has marvellous brown eyes, she thought, and when he laughs he gets dimples in his cheeks.

         “Oh, that’s all right. A privilege for old Max to be able to donate blood to a high-class lady like that car of yours. It’ll lend him wings—shouldn’t be surprised if he gets up to at least five or six kilometres an hour after this.”

         “You’re hopeless, Dr Budde!” Gisela got into her car, took a round leather cap from the passenger seat and put it on her fair head. “Are you going to Norderney too?”

         “Yes.”

         “Then perhaps we’ll meet again there.”

         “Could be. I’m not much of a swimmer; what about you?”

         “I can swim like a fish.”

         “Oh, good. Maybe I’ll let you rescue me from drowning—then we’ll be quits.”

         He stood in the road waving as Gisela started her car and drove away. She saw him receding rapidly from sight in her rear view mirror—he was only a dot now, but the dot was still waving a white handkerchief . . .

         The rest of Klaus Budde’s journey was rather dramatic. It turned out that Max was sensitive to the loss of his piece of tubing after all, and four kilometres further on Dr Budde realized that the engine was overheating. He had to nurse Max along to Norddeich by easy stages, pouring water over the steaming engine at frequent intervals whenever he came to a filling station, until finally, just beyond Emden, he found a garage which would fit a plastic pipe and get the cooling working properly again. He was lucky to catch the last ferry to Norderney.

         So her name’s Gisela, he thought, as the ferry rocked across the water. Let’s be realistic: she’s obviously right outside the class of a poverty-stricken chartered accountant . . .

         And Dr Budde decided he had better forget that little incident on the road.

          
      

         However, they were three wonderful weeks.

         Any social differences were purely superficial. Klaus Budde was lodging in the attic of one of the islanders’ houses; Gisela Peltzner was staying in a big hotel, in a room with a balcony looking out on the sea. Klaus Budde ate fried fish in the local café; Gisela Peltzner had four-course meals served in silver dishes. But on the beach, with the waves breaking nearby, covered by the sand that the wind blew over their outstretched bodies, they were just two happy young people enjoying the sun and the sea. Dr Budde had not meant it to happen, but it was only natural: they fell in love.

         Gisela told her family the news directly she got home.

         “I’m going to be married,” she said, her tanned face radiant. She smiled even more broadly at the sight of the surprise and horror on Ewald and Anna’s faces. “Not to Heinrich, either,” she added, “though that may have been the way you’d fixed it!”

         “Who said any such thing?” Ewald Peltzner was on the defensive.

         “Anyway, my fiancé’s name is Klaus Budde, Dr Klaus Budde, and he’s a chartered accountant. He’s coming to work for us at the firm next month, and I’m giving him powers of attorney. He’ll start by auditing the accounts. As it happens, I’m not satisfied with the present auditor; I shall sack him. I fancy you’ve been paying him a good price to overlook the money you quietly withdrawn, Uncle Ewald.”

         “Gisela!” Ewald Peltzner was red-faced and furious.

         “In any case, Klaus will be able to find out just how much it’s been lately. I think you may be some time in paying off your debts with that ten per cent legacy Father left you.”

         And she turned and went upstairs to her room, without waiting for a reply. They waited until they heard doors close up on the first floor.

         “Her father all over again!” said Anna Fellgrub, quietly. “Now what?”

         “This marriage mustn’t take place, Anna. She marries Heinrich or no one.”

         “Are you afraid?”

         “Afraid?” Ewald Peltzner went to the built-in bar and poured himself a large cognac. “You stand to lose millions, too, if Heinrich’s put out of the running like this. Dr Klaus Budde! Who the hell is he? Where did she meet him? Oh, Norderney, obviously. Just a holiday romance. No call to get married on the strength of a holiday romance!” He poured another cognac and drank it. “Yes, I’ll put it to her that way. You leave this to me.”

         “Ewald, I’m afraid you’re overestimating yourself.” Anna rose to her feet, wringing her hands nervously. “Remember how she wouldn’t go away with Heinrich? She’s avoiding him on purpose—he never gets a chance to be alone with her.”

         “Your son Heinrich is an idiot!” Ewald Peltzner glanced at the stairs. Lowering his voice, he went on, “When I was his age, it wouldn’t have taken me more than a fortnight. Yes, I know he’s your son, Anna, don’t take offence—he’s still a bloody fool.”

         “How much money have you been taking?” asked Anna Fellgrub suddenly. Ewald turned away abruptly.

         “Don’t talk nonsense,” he snapped.

         “You went away for three days again recently. Gambling at the casino in Neuenahr . . .”

         “Oh, so the grape-vine’s at work? A nice family this is! Sometimes I sympathize with my brother Bruno’s point of view.”

         He strode out of the library. Anna waited until he had closed the door before she said shrilly, “Bastard!”

          
      

         It was about ten in the morning when a man visited Ewald Peltzner’s office. The Venetian blinds were down in the big office building of the Peltzner Works: the September sun was hot. Ewald Peltzner stared at the card his secretary brought in.

         Dr Klaus Budde.

         “No, I can’t see him,” said Peltzner, throwing the card into the waste paper basket. “Let him wait.”

         Klaus Budde sat waiting in the hot room outside Ewald’s office for two hours. However, he smiled amiably when he was finally let in. He was carrying a large briefcase, and Ewald Peltzner looked at it warily. He did not rise to greet Budde.

         “Yes?” he said curtly.

         “I just thought I’d introduce myself to my future in-laws,” said Dr Budde cheerfully.

         “Are you from the lunatic asylum, or what?” Ewald Peltzner lowered his head like a bull about to charge.

         “No, from the Accounts Department.”

         Suddenly, Ewald Peltzner felt the big office was cold.

         “Who gave you any right . . .?” His voice rose. “I know what it is—you’ve wormed your way into my niece’s confidence, tricked the poor unsuspecting girl into falling for you and trusting you. I shall speak to my niece at once! Now, please leave my office immediately— and this building!”

         Klaus Budde nodded politely to Peltzner, and went out. He had found confirmation—confirmation which was only too clear—of what Gisela said. Her family were indeed making inroads into the fortune left her by Bruno Peltzner as his sole heiress.

         It was that evening that Ewald Peltzner uttered what struck even his relatives as a chilling remark.

         “There’s only one way left: we must get Gisela certified insane. Put away in a mental home and declared legally incapacitated.”

         Anna Fellgrub put both hands to her throat. “But— but how can you do that?” she stammered. Heinrich and Monique, pale-faced, looked at Ewald.

         “As for how, Anna, leave that to me. I’ve made inquiries in the right quarters. I only wanted to make sure you agree. We do all agree, don’t we?”

         He looked around. Anna and her son Heinrich had bowed their heads. Even Monique’s tiny bird-brain seemed to grasp something of what was going on.

         “Well?” asked Peltzner. No one answered. “Anna!” he snapped. Anna Fellgrub jumped as if someone had struck her. Her lips quivered.

         “Ewald—a mental hospital? Can’t you think of some other way?”

         “Yes or no? Millions of marks for you depend on what you say.”

         “Oh, do what you like!” cried Anna Fellgrub, turning away.

         “Heinrich?” Heinrich was facing the wall; he could not bear to look at his uncle. He nodded, silently, and then put his hands over his eyes, as if he could not stand the light of day.

         “Monique?”

         Monique’s lower lip pouted. “Oh, poor Gisela! Is she really mad?”

         “Yes!” said Ewald Peltzner harshly. “I’ll buy you a house on the Côte d’Azure, Monique.”

         Monique shrugged her slim shoulders. “Well, so far as I’m concerned—I mean, there’s nothing I can do about it, is there?”

         “Then we’re all agreed.” Ewald Peltzner sat down and clasped his fat hands. “From now on we treat Gisela politely and kindly, but as if she were very ill. We keep telling her she needs rest, plenty of rest. And if she gets angry, all the better. We regard her as someone who’s incurably insane, understand?”

         The others nodded silently, their throats constricted.

         “But where will you get doctors to confirm it?” whispered Anna Fellgrub.

         “I’ve already told you to leave that to me. But if you insist on knowing, I shall buy them!” Ewald Peltzner snapped his fingers. “Every man has his price—and with several thousand doctors in the country, I’ll be sure to find one or two who think more of getting a hundred thousand marks for signing their names than of upholding the standard of medical ethics. There are bad apples in every barrel, you know.”

          
      

         The examination of Gisela’s skull, tests of her cranial nerves and her motor reactions were over. Dr Pade was pleased with the results: they confirmed what he had privately expected all along. Everything seemed quite normal.

         Professor von Maggfeldt was less pleased. His conversation with Gisela Peltzner, duly entered in her case history as ‘Psychic Findings’, provided no satisfactory point of departure. Her general behavioural picture was clear; slightly depressive, but not psychotic. She was courteous, though reserved and wary. It was only when she mentioned her family that she became tense and angry, and sometimes departed from the facts. This seemed to be where the trouble lay: she was suffering from a psychopathic hatred of her relatives, along with the delusion that they had been plotting against her.

         Apparently a mild case, thought von Maggfeldt, as he rose after two hours of conversation with Gisela. Even so, psychopathic hatred of that kind could lead to catastrophe, even murder, if the delusion motivated the sick person to act in supposed self-defence.

         “Well? Am I crazy?” asked Gisela Peltzner. Her voice was very well controlled.

         “Please, Fräulein Peltzner!” Dr Pade replied, before the Professor could say anything. “We’re doing all we can here to prove just the opposite!”

         “And what about Dr Vrobel’s diagnosis? And Dr Oldenberg’s? I heard them telling my uncle, ‘We’ve got her where we want her now’.”

         “We’ll talk again this evening,” said the Professor. “Now, I suggest you go for a walk in the grounds. You could rest for a while after lunch, and there’s the swimming pool if you feel like a dip. I hope you’ll be quite happy here.”

         “I want to speak to my solicitor, and my fiancé Dr Budde.”

         “We’ve already let them know.”

         It was von Maggfeldt’s first lie to Gisela, and he was lying for the sake of his diagnosis: he always found it quicker to diagnose the condition of a patient who was not distressed and agitated.

         Gisela did swim a few lengths in the green-tiled pool after lunch, and then accompanied by two nurses, went for a walk in the grounds, wandering past rosebeds and flowering shrubs. She had left the nurses a little way behind when she suddenly stopped. She saw a woman in front of her, crawling along on the ground like a reptile. The woman’s grey hair fell over her wrinkled, sharp-boned face like a veil, and her bony hands were pushing a large stone ahead of her. She was muttering softly, and now and then she leaned forward to kiss the stone tenderly.

         Gisela was rooted to the spot by the sight, unable to retreat or cry out. Her shadow fell on the crawling woman, who raised her head. Wide, protuberant eyes stared at Gisela. The madwoman’s mouth was wide open, too, as she clutched the big stone to her breast with both hands.

         “Don’t take him away!” she gasped. “Don’t take him away—you only want to take my Ludwig away from me, you want to cover him in gunpowder and blow him up—why are you looking at me like that, why are your eyes so cruel? No, no—don’t take him away— don’t take my Ludwig away!”

         She got to her knees, picked up the stone and brought it down on her own head with both hands, again and again. The skin of her forehead was broken; blood ran from other injuries that she inflicted on her face.

         “Nurse!” cried Gisela, terrified. “Nurse!” She ran to the madwoman and tried to snatch the stone away from her, but the woman clutched it with amazing strength as she kicked and spat, shouting, “Leave my Ludwig alone!”

         Then she raised the stone again, and hit out at Gisela this time. It struck Gisela on the shoulder, and she fell backwards among the flowers. “Nurse!” she cried again, as she fell.

         With a whoop of triumph, the woman ran off through the grounds, hugging the stone. Two male nurses set off in pursuit.

         “How could something like this happen?” asked Dr Pade furiously, when Gisela was carried into the main building and laid on her bed. There was a huge contusion appearing on her left shoulder. “How did Frau Paulis get out into the grounds?”

         It seemed that Frau Paulis, who suffered from the delusion that everyone wanted to take her only son away from her, put him in uniform and shoot him, had knocked down the cleaning woman in a sudden, unexpected fit of violence. Before the two other inmates of her room could stop her, she had run along the corridor, flung open the front door of the ward building, and disappeared into the grounds. Two male nurses, alerted at once, had been searching frantically for the fugitive when they found Gisela among the bushes.

         Professor von Maggfeldt had not been successful in treating Frau Paulis; her attacks were increasing in frequency. He had tried tranquillising drugs and electroconvulsive therapy. She had had E.C.T. five times; on each occasion her condition improved slightly, and she lived a normal, quiet life in her ward for a few months. It was a ward which accommodated the milder cases of mental disturbance. Then her madness would suddenly flare up in her eyes again, she would seize some object such as a cardboard carton and run off with it, shrieking, “You want to take my Ludwig away!” And Professor von Maggfeldt prescribed another convulsive treatment.

         “Poor woman, I feel really sorry for her,” he had told Dr Pade. “She just can’t get over it.”

         “It” was the death of her beloved nineteen-year-old son, Ludwig Paulis, at Stalingrad in 1942. Nothing was left of him, no identifying marks, no wallet, not even a button from his coat—there was nothing left where he had been standing but a great, smoking crater.

         Dr Pade did not report the latest incident to his superior until Frau Paulis had calmed down again, and it turned out that Gisela Peltzner was not badly injured.

         “Very unfortunate, Pade,” said Maggfeldt, displeased. “That sets us back at least two weeks. We shan’t get much farther with Fräulein Peltzner until she recovers from her unpleasant experience.”

         Pade started to say something, but the Professor cut him short. “Yes, I know it’s not your fault—more mine than yours. I have to admit I’ve failed with Frau Paulis. What can we do for her now? Another shock? A very sad case indeed . . .”

          
      

         “Where is Gisela?”

         Klaus Budde was facing Ewald Peltzner. He was no longer the cheerful, rather boyish young man he had once been; his face was pale and drawn, and when he placed his hands on the desk, Peltzner saw that the fists were clenched.

         “Don’t you know?” Peltzner hedged; “After all, you’re her fiancé.” He retreated towards the window; the expression in Budde’s eyes made him less self-confident.

         “She hasn’t come to the Works for four days. No one has seen her and I’ve had no news from her.”

         “Ah, well, the moods of a rich, capricious young woman . . .”

         “Don’t talk such nonsense. You know where Gisela is!”

         “Come, come!” Ewald Peltzner tried to smile. “That’s what rich girls are like, you know—or did you think your personal charms would keep Gisela bound to you for good?” Peltzner spoke in a jovial tone. “Oh, very well, I’ll tell you—Gisela’s gone away.”

         “Gone away? She never mentioned it to me. Where’s she gone?”

         “I’m not authorized to tell you that.”

         “I have some important documents for her to sign.”

         “You can give them to me. I’m taking my niece’s place in her absence.”

         “Do you have a power of attorney?”

         “Power of attorney? My dear fellow!” Suddenly Ewald Peltzner was bellowing loud enough to be heard the other side of the solid door of his office. “The name of Peltzner is quite good enough!”

         Klaus Budde looked suspiciously into Ewald Peltzner’s eyes, and saw nothing there but hatred. He turned on his heel and left the room. Back in his own office, he tidied his desk, locked it, and then left the big tower building of the Peltzner Works’ offices. But she hasn’t gone away, he thought. Something else has happened, something terrible, I can sense it. I must look for her.

         Going down in the lift, it occurred to him that somewhere or other, in passing, he had heard someone mention “poor Fräulein Peltzner” to a colleague. Yes— in one of the corridors on the third floor, outside the Export Department. He remembered more clearly now: a man with short grey hair and horn-rimmed glasses. Some stupid piece of office gossip, he had thought at the time. Now the words took on alarming significance. Did the other people in this huge building know more about Gisela than her own fiancé?

         Dr Budde pressed the Stop button, and the lift came to a halt. He went back up to the third floor. The Export Department occupied the whole of this floor: three hundred people sitting there in glass-walled cubicles. He stood in the main doorway, looking from cubicle to cubicle. Finally he saw the grey head and horn-rimmed glasses in the middle of the huge room. He walked down the broad central gangway, opened the glass-panelled door of the cubicle, and went in.
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