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OCTOBER 30, 1985





THE IMPOSSIBLE HAPPENS ONCE TO EACH OF US.


For me, it was near Halloween in 1985, at my home in Patchin Place. Even New Yorkers find it hard to spot: a little alley west of Sixth Avenue where the city tilts drunkenly into an eighteenth-century pattern, allowing for such fanciful moments as West Fourth crossing West Eighth and Waverly Place crossing itself. There is West Twelfth and Little West Twelfth. There is Greenwich Street and Greenwich Avenue, the last of which takes a diagonal route along the old Indian trail. If any ghosts still walk there, carrying their corn, no one sees them, or perhaps they are unrecognizable among the freaks and tourists out at all hours, drunk and laughing by my doorstep. They say the tourists are ruining everything. They say they have always said that.


But I will tell you: Stand on West Tenth where it meets Sixth Avenue, in the turreted shadow of the old Jefferson Market Courthouse with its tall tower. Turn until you see a set of iron gates, so easy to miss, peer through the bars and there: no more than half a city block, lined with thin maples, dead-ending half a dozen doorways down, nothing glamorous, just a little broken alley of brick three-story apartment buildings, built long ago to house theBasque waiters at the Brevoort, and there at the end, on the right, just past the last tree, our door. Scrape your shoes on the old shoe brush embedded in the concrete. Walk through the green front door, and you might turn left to knock on my aunt Ruth’s apartment, or walk upstairs and knock on mine. And at the turn of the staircase, you might stop and read the heights of two children, mine in red grease pencil and, high above in blue, that of my twin brother, Felix.


Patchin Place. The gates locked and painted black. The houses crouched in solitude. The ivy growing, torn down, growing again; the stones cracked and weedy; not even a borough president would look left on his hurrying way to dinner. Who would ever guess? Behind the gates, the doors, the ivy. Where only a child would look. As you know: That is how magic works. It takes the least likely of us, without foreshadowing, at the hour of its own choosing. It makes a thimblerig of time. And this is exactly how, one Thursday morning, I woke up in another world.




*





LET ME START nine months before it happened, in January, when I was out with Felix to walk Alan’s dog. We had locked the green door behind us, and were making our way past the ice-covered gates of Patchin Place while the dog, Lady, sniffed each barren patch of dirt. Cold, cold, cold. The wool collars of our coats were pulled up and we shared Felix’s scarf, wound once around each of our necks, connecting us, my hand in his pocket and his in mine. He was my twin, but not my double, so while he shared my flushed cheeks and bent nose, my red hair and pale complexion, my squinting blue eyes—“fox faced,” our aunt Ruth called us—he was taller, greater somehow. I had to steady Felix on the ice, but he insisted on going out that night without his cane; it was one of his good nights. I still found him so ridiculous in his new mustache. So thin in his new overcoat. It was our thirty-first birthday.


I said, “It was such a lovely party.”


Everywhere the shivering hush of a New York winter: the glimpses of high apartments, the shimmer of the frozen streets, the muted glow of restaurants late at night, pyramids of snow at corners hiding trash and coins and keys. The sound of our steps on the sidewalk.


“I was thinking,” he said. “After I die, I want you to have a birthday party where everyone comes dressed as me.” Always thinking of a party. I remember him as bossy and self-righteously moral as a child, the kind who assigned himself as “fire captain” and forced the rest of the family through ridiculous drills. After our parents’ death, however, and especially after he escaped our shared scrawny adolescence, all that ice melted at once—he became almost a convert to the side of fire itself. He grew restless if a day had no great event in store; he planned many of them himself, and would throw anyone a party if it meant drinks and costumes. Our aunt Ruth approved.


“Oh hush,” I said. “I’m sorry Nathan had to leave early. But he’s been working, you know.”


“Did you hear me?”


I looked at him, his freckled face, that red mustache. Dark commas beneath his eyes. Thin and scared and quiet, all the fire burnt away inside him. Instead of answering, I said, “Look at the ice on all the trees!”


He let Lady sniff at a fence. “You’ll make Nathan dress up in my old Halloween costume.”


“The cowgirl.”


He laughed. “No, Ethel Mermaid. You can sit him in an armchair and feed him drinks. He’ll like that.”


“You didn’t like our birthday?” I said. “I know it wasn’t much. Could you please teach Alan to bake a cake?”


“Our birthday cheers me up.” We walked along, looking up at silhouettes in windows. “Don’t neglect Nathan.”


The light caught the ice on the trees, electrifying them.


“It’s been ten years. Maybe he could use a little neglect,” I said, holding his arm to steady him.


On the cold winter street, I heard Felix whisper, “Look there’s another one.”


He nodded in the direction of a hair salon that had always graced the corner. In the window, a sign: CLOSED FOR BUSINESS. My brother stood for a moment while Lady considered the tree. Felix said simply, “Gone home.”


That was the phrase: journal of a plague year. The dog-grooming salon. The bead shop. The bartender and the tailor and the waiter down at the Gate. All of the CLOSED FOR BUSINESS signs. And if you asked about that waiter they’d say: “He’s gone home.” The bartender with the bird tattoo: “Gone home.” The boy who lived upstairs and set off the fire alarm: “Gone home.” Danny. Samuel. Patrick. So many ghosts you couldn’t make out the Indians even if they wailed for lost Manahatta.


A loud bang; a woman had come out of the building: frizzy dyed black hair, trench coat. “You assholes are killing the trees!”


“Hi,” said Felix sweetly. “We’re your neighbors, it’s nice to meet you.”


She shook her head, staring at Lady, who was preparing to squat in the frosted grass. “You’re ruining my city,” she said. “Get your dog out of here.”


Her tone was so harsh we were both shaken; I could feel my brother’s hand clenched in my pocket. I tried to think of something to do or say other than just turning to go. She crossed her arms, defiant.


Felix said, “I’m sorry, but … I don’t think girl dogs hurt the trees.”


“Get your dog out of here.”


I watched my brother’s face. So gaunt, barely a reminder of the strong, grinning twin I’d always known, the flushed pink face now worn away. I gripped his arm and began to pull him away; he didn’t need this, not on our birthday. But he would not budge. I saw him building up the courage to say something. I had assumed he had used up all his reserves of courage in the past year.


“All right,” he said at last, reining in Lady, who stumbled. “But I have one question.”


The woman smiled smugly and raised an eyebrow.


He managed a grin. And then he said something that made her take a single step back as we disappeared around the corner and began our nervous laughter together on that cold night of our last birthday. I carried what he said through the tough weeks that followed, then the awful months, the half a year of hell that drove me deeper into sadness than I had ever known. Standing there firmly, calmly, asking that woman a question:


“When you were a little girl, madam,” he said, gesturing to her, “was this the woman you dreamed of becoming?”




*





IT ALL CAME faster than we could plan for. One day Felix was talking cheerfully about the books I had brought him. And then the next morning I was getting a call from Alan saying, “He’s going, it’s too fast now, I think we have to—” And I was rushing over to their apartment to find Felix going in and out of lucidity. Apparently his joints were so swollen it hurt to move, and the pain was beyond reckoning; the headaches had returned with severity, and the last bout of antibiotics had done no good. We stood on either side of him asking over and over, “Do you want to go?” and it was over twenty minutes later that my brother was able to open his eyes and hear us. He could not speak, but he nodded. I could tell from his eyes he was there, and knew.




*





PATCHIN PLACE, ALONE with Nathan, mourning my brother. The snow fell heavily upon the gates that winter, and weighed down the maples outside my window. Ruth took Felix’s bird, and I listened to it chirping in the apartment below, staring out, as I did, at a birdless winter day. Felix was wrong about so many things, but he was right about Nathan: I should not have neglected him.


The man I lived with but never married, my Dr. Michelson, a smart and gentle man, smiling in a red-brown beard and glasses. Long, narrow face, lined with worry at the eyes below a receding heart-shaped hairline. When we first met, I had always thought of Nathan as an “older man,” but after I turned thirty the truth dawned on me that he was only eight years older, and that as time went on the gap would close, until we were both equally old, and the revelation came with a sadness that I would lose something I “had” on him. At forty, he had a slightly sad, pleasantly smiling demeanor that led people to say, “But you’re so young!” What they meant was that he had not grown bitter. He always closed his eyes and smiled at that remark. I suppose it’s because he was what he’d always said he would be. He was a doctor, loved by a woman. He lived in Greenwich Village. Despite the gray in his beard, what I felt kept him young were the childhood hobgoblins he retained as pets: his fear of sharks, even in a swimming pool; his fear of mispronouncing “dour.” He laughed each time he caught himself, and told me so. Who knows how many others went untold? But I grew to love them as intimates, and when after years I heard him saying “dour” correctly on a few separate occasions, it was as if an old one-eyed cat had died.


You could sum up his personality by the phrase he spoke so soothingly, at every difficult occasion in our courtship: “I leave it to you.” Somehow, it was the antidote to all my fears. Was I spending too much time with Felix, and not enough with him? “I leave it to you.” Should I stay late at work or attend his mother’s party? “I leave it to you.” That phrase drained me of worry; I loved him for it. He became my companion, for ten years. In those last months of Felix’s life, however, Nathan was a ghost I could not see. I ignored him and brushed him aside, and for a while he understood. And then he did not understand. He was so kind, but when crossed could just as easily be cold. And then I lost him.


Just a few months after Felix’s death, I discovered he had taken a lover. I followed Nathan one evening and found myself before a brick building, the zigzag smile of a fire escape, seeing the silhouettes of my lover and his young woman. Who knows how long I stood there? How long does one stand before a scene of dread? It had begun to snow, in tiny dust flakes, and this lengthened how the light fell from the window onto the street.


I will always wonder if I did the right thing. I stepped away from the building and I walked back home, and warmed myself within the solitary bed, and never mentioned it to him. With everything going on, with all the grief I had plugged up, I could easily understand his need for ease and attention, for playing husband to this play wife—trying out another life, in a way—and I said to myself, “He will come home to me, not her.” After all, we had shared so many things, including the years before gray hair. Who else would ever fit him so neatly?


He did come home to me. He did leave her. I know it because one night a few weeks later, when I sat in Patchin Place reading a book while white-bean soup simmered on the stove, still an hour away from being ready, he came home streaked with rain, his face very red and puffy, and something distant in his eyes, as if he’d witnessed a murder. Beard gleaming with droplets. He said hello and kissed my cheek. “I’ll take off these wet things,” he said, and went into the other room and closed the door.


I heard a violin quartet, not what he usually listened to, but he must have tuned the radio to anything loud enough. But it was not loud enough. I heard it beneath the music, as he sat hidden from me in the other room, the sound he could not control and yet desperately wanted to hide: the sobs of a broken heart.


In some scene I can barely imagine, he had said some final farewell and kissed her, made love some final time, and pushed his way out the door as she sought for the right thing to say, the thing that would make him stay there. Make him leave me instead of her. He held the doorknob with one shaking hand; they stared at each other. Did he cry yet? For she did not find the words—and here he was. Sitting in the other room, sobbing like a boy. Violins dervishing around him. And here I was, in my chair with my book and the big brass lamp casting a hoop of gold across my lap. Knowing what he had done. Wanting to tell him that I was angry and hurt and grateful. The violins made their bumpy way down the octave. And, after a while, Nathan came out of that room and asked, “Do you want a drink? I’m making one for myself, a whiskey.” There with the grief so plain on his face. How many weeks, months had it been? How many phone calls, letters, nights had he given to her? Over like that, like breaking a neck. “Yes,” I said, putting down my book, “the soup will be ready soon,” and we drank and fed ourselves and did not talk about the great thing that had just happened.


The real surprise was that, a few months later, he left me after all. In a rental car, parked outside the gates, me in the driver’s seat.


“Stay with me, Nathan.”


“No, Greta, I can’t anymore.”


His hand on the car door, choosing the words that would end our lives together. It did not really matter what they were. I picture myself at that dire moment: pale in the streetlight, tears caught in my nearly invisible lashes, red hair recently cut short in a last bid for change, lips parted as I tried to think of anything left to say. Door handle open, wind rushing in, the last few minutes—I realized the flash of his glasses in the streetlight might be the last I ever saw of him.


“What am I supposed to do?” I shouted from the car.


He stared at me coldly for a moment, then touched the door and said, before he shut it, “I leave it to you.”




*





“TRY HYPNOSIS,” MY aunt Ruth counseled me, rubbing my temples with oil. “Try est. Try anything but shrinks, darling.” She was my sole companion in those months. I’m sure my father would not have approved of her visits; he always found his sister flighty, selfish, uncontrolled, the dangerous artist who had to be stopped. The kind of woman, he once told me, who would yell “theater” in a crowded fire. A comfort, an ally, but she knew nothing of my mind.


Everybody had advice. Try acupuncture, they would tell me when I roused myself for a party. Try acupressure. Try yoga, try running, try pot. Try oats, try bran, try colonics. Quit smoking, quit dairy, quit meat. Quit drinking, quit TV, quit being self-centered. The psychiatrist I found at last, Dr. Gilleo, talked to me endlessly about my dead parents, my childhood memories of golden dogs running on golden afternoons with my brother, and found the ordinary thorns of an ordinary life. Was it so bad, I asked him, to be sad because sad things happened? “There are a number of new antidepressants,” he said. “And we will try them.” I did try them, from Ambivalon to zimelidine. And still they could not shake the nightmare: of answering my door and seeing Felix there, in his absurd mustache, asking to come in, and me telling him he couldn’t. “Why not?” he asked. Nightly I told him, “Because you’re dead.”


Ruth rubbing my temples, kissing my forehead. “There there, darling. It will pass. It will pass.” Adding, unhelpfully as always, “I think what you need is a lover.”


It is almost impossible to capture true sadness; it is a deep-sea creature that can never be brought into view. I say that I remember being sad, but in truth I only remember mornings when that person in the bed—the person in which I was contained—could not wake up, could not go to work, could not even do the things that she knew would save her, and instead did only what was bound to destroy her: alcohol, and forbidden cigarettes, and endless lost black hours of loneliness. I’m tempted to distance myself from her, to say, “Oh, that wasn’t me.” But that was me, staring at the wall and longing to crayon-draw all over it and not even having the will for that. Not even the will for suicide. That was me in my room, looking out the window on Patchin Place as the maples turned yellow into autumn.


You could already make out my neighborhood heightening its mood in preparation for Halloween. Store windows were filled with silver-painted nude fauns, great glowing puppets, skeletons and witches of every type. Hollowed-out pumpkins lined the gate of Patchin Place; I felt you could lay my head down among them. The streets looked lonely. I looked lonely as I made my way each morning to work, and each evening home to a slighter, darker twilight, my street trading all its colors for blue, while from the west came the bright, streaming lavender sunset on the Hudson. It lit up all the sky, the tall apartment towers black and jagged against it. That is where I lived. In the fall of 1985. How I longed to live in any time but this one. It seemed cursed with sorrow and death.


How clearly I could hear my brother asking me from the grave, Was this the woman you dreamed of becoming? Was this the woman?


And then, one day, tapping his pencil on his pad, my dear old Dr. Gilleo: “There is one more thing we can try.”




*





THE DOCTOR’S OFFICE was not quite what I expected. Perhaps because it was Halloween, I thought it would look something like Dr. Frankenstein’s laboratory, carved out from the side of a cliff. Instead, it was an ordinary brownstone that shared a courtyard with what I remembered as an old grammar school; now, it had become part of the medical suite, and nurses stood in the courtyard, smoking. I sat for a few minutes in a plaid chair, across from an old lady with a bright green shawl and a knitting bag, and then was told Dr. Cerletti would see me now. The sign on the door: CERLETTI, ELECTROCONVULSIVE THERAPY.


“Miss Wells, I see here we have informed consent from Dr. Gilleo, is that right?” said a short, bald man with large half-rimmed glasses and a gentle expression.


“Yes, Doctor.” I looked around the room for the device that would cure me.


“He did a pretreatment evaluation for us, is that right?”


“I’ve been depressed,” I told him. “We’ve tried pills. Nothing seems to work.”


“That is the only reason you would be here, Miss Wells.”


Dr. Cerletti looked at his clipboard. “Do you mind if I ask a few questions?”


“Only if I get to ask a few. I’m terrified about electroshock—”


“We call it electroconvulsive these days. I’m sure Dr. Gilleo went through it all with you. No data suggests any kind of damage to the brain.”


“Electroconvulsive doesn’t sound much better.”


He smiled, and the smile on his bland, kind face was reassuring. “Things are very different from what they used to be. For instance, I’m going to give you thiopental, an anesthetic, and a muscle relaxant. It will be much nicer than going to the dentist.”


“That’s Sodium Pentathol? Will I tell you the truth, Doctor?”


“Were you planning not to? It doesn’t actually induce truth telling. It just lowers the patient’s resolve.”


“Sounds like the last thing I need.”


“For right now, it’s just what you need,” he said, writing something down and frowning. “We’ll do this twice a week except the last, a course of twelve weeks. Twenty-five procedures. We will be finished by February. It will help you make it through a hard time. I understand your brother died recently.”


“Among other things,” I said, staring out the window and watching the nurses. “Will it change me?” I asked the doctor.


Dr. Cerletti considered this very carefully. “Not at all, Miss Wells. What has changed you is your depression. What we’re trying to do is bring you back.”


“Bring me back.”


He smiled again and took a deep breath. “You can go about your normal life. Tell me if you’re trying to get pregnant.”


“That’s not likely, Doctor.”


“ECT is harmless for pregnant women, but it’s something we like to know. You might experience some disorientation afterward. That’s perfectly normal.”


“What kind of disorientation?”


“Please lie down. A slight dizziness. Possibly, just possibly, hallucinations. Not knowing where you are, quite who you are for a moment. Some people have auditory hallucinations, bells ringing, that sort of thing.”


“Wait. That sounds serious.”


“Lie down, please. It isn’t. Patients say it’s like waking up in a hotel room. At first, you’re not sure where you are. But then you’re yourself again. Lie down, there you go. First the anesthetic. You won’t feel anything electrical at all.”


The nurse arrived with two syringes—the anesthetic and a muscle relaxant. I lay down on the crackling paper and looked at the constellations in the acoustic ceiling tiles. I closed my eyes. The doctor said that I would feel the first injection, but not the second, and that it would last only a minute while he administered the procedure, which would be one and a half times the seizure threshold for a woman my age. We needed to tip me into a seizure to reset my brain, was how I understood it. Cerletti nattered on about medical history, perhaps to calm me, saying how much better this was than the old days. Long ago, they had used static electricity capacitors, can you believe it? I felt something metal attached to each of my temples, then the cold swab of alcohol on my inner arm, then the awful pinch of a needle going in. I held my breath. Almost immediately an unpleasant smell filled the room—rotting onions—my mind unlatched, and then I found myself elsewhere. Don’t bring me back, I remember thinking: Take me away.


As for what I felt—later, I would come to think of it as being cut out of the world. The sensation—not unpleasant, but more like the shock of cold limbs immersed in hot water—of the draft being removed from my skin, the crackling paper cot from my back, the air from my lungs, so that I hung for a moment utterly separate from my surroundings. Cut out of the world, as a gingerbread man is cut out of dough. Cut out, and taken who knows where?


What do you call the time when we are missing? The time, for instance, when we’ve had so much to drink that minutes stutter by with blanks inserted, or whole hours are lost to us—and yet we were there, said and did things, and are held responsible for what occurred? Or even the little lost moment when we awaken to find ourselves partway through a phone conversation, and have to bluff our way through? What is that gap time called? What part of us is functioning? Are we to blame for what we do? And finally: Who are we when we’re not ourselves?


“There.”


I opened my eyes. The doctor was smiling down at me, and I noticed a drop of perspiration between his eyebrows. “You may feel a little hangover for the rest of the day.”


I looked around at the same room, unchanged, just slightly underwater. And then I said something very odd, which made him smile: “Where are the what, Miss Wells?”


“I’m sorry, I must be coming out of it.”


“Do you think you can walk home?”


I told him yes, of course.


He nodded and said, “I think you’ll notice a shift. We’re trying these procedures back-to-back, so I’ll see you tomorrow and then next week; just set it up with Marcia on your way out.” He smiled at his nurse and, as she left the room, he gave her a little pat on the behind. The nurse, a blond permed creature with blue eye shadow and a sideways nose, brought out my clothes and waited for me to change, a little grin on her face. Perhaps it was from the doctor’s pat. Or perhaps it was from my funny little question, while still under the anesthesia:


“Doctor, where are all the children?”




*





“I SAW SOMETHING,” I told my aunt Ruth later that day. “I mean, when I closed my eyes, when they … I thought I was somewhere else.” We sat in my apartment pouring tea; rather, she sat, and I lay in my bed with my hand on my forehead, fighting the “hangover” the doctor had predicted. A small, simple room with one large window to the north and the bed placed beside it, but what had once been my childhood bedroom was now starkly modern: white walls, huge framed prints of my own photographs, red blinds, a plain low bed piled with white pillows. No furniture, no girlish touches at all except one wooden chair draped with the day’s black trousers. A bed, a view. Not so much a room as a statement of purpose.


“Are you still dizzy?” she asked. She wore steel necklaces and a black cotton dress and, though she was only in her fifties, she dyed her hair stark white, on her private theory that it would make her ageless. “More tea, more tea. You know I hate what they’re doing to you.”


“Aunt Ruth, this isn’t what I need right now. I need clarity. I’m seeing Alan in an hour.”


“Well, don’t listen to me,” she said. “You sure you’re up to seeing Alan?”


“You’re not throwing your Halloween party this year, Ruth?”


“Don’t change the subject. Of course I’m not. How could I without him?”


“He’d want you to hold one.”


“Well, then he shouldn’t have died,” she said briskly. “Don’t tell me it’s not extreme, electric shock.”


“Electroconvulsive. It’s a last resort. They tell me it’s a seizure to break a pattern in my mind, but I know what it really is. They think I should be someone else. This Greta isn’t working, obviously. She’s worked for over thirty years, but it’s time for an update. Replace all the parts.”


“Just one part.”


“Just one part. Just me. I hate it, but I don’t know what else to do. I can’t … I can hardly get up in the morning. And yet …”


“What exactly did you see?”


It came just after the odor of rotting onions, I told her. After the sensation of being cut out of the world—I never felt what I thought of as electricity—I opened my eyes and thought the procedure was over. But I found myself in a different room. Or that’s wrong—it was exactly the same room, but changed. The walls were mint green and not white; where the ECT device had stood there was a larger enameled machine, and a tray with wads of white cotton; a chart on the wall marked the parts of the brain. But the shock was what I saw out the window. Where before was a gravel yard of smoking nurses, now it was a paved square painted with lines and numbers. And full of running, panting, laughing, screaming children.


“And then I opened my eyes again.”


“You mean you closed your eyes and opened them again?”


“I mean, as if I had two sets of eyelids. And I opened the second set. And I saw the children again, this time in knickers and … old-fashioned dresses, standing in a line. And then it ended—there was the doctor’s face above me, and I …” I began to laugh, and put down my tea. “I asked him, ‘Where are all the children?’ I guess he already thinks I’m crazy anyway. I can’t explain it. It felt exactly as real as the doctor’s office. I heard the noise of traffic outside, through an open window. I could smell fresh paint.”


“Are you sure? I heard only dogs can smell in dreams.”


“It wasn’t a dream. He said there would be … disorientation, is how he put it.”


My aunt sat very still and regarded me with the simplicity of someone who is deciding whether to take you either very seriously, or not seriously at all; there is no halfway anymore. From her apartment below came the sound of a bird in its cage, Felix’s old parakeet, warbling away as it always did—singing, my brother claimed, to the birds beyond the window glass and never knowing it could not be heard. It sang and sang as my aunt looked at me; even her ever clattering jewelry was silent for a moment, and in her black, shining, staring eyes I saw a fascination and interest she had not shown in me for months.


“How could it not be a dream?”


“Well,” I said, drawing back slightly in my bed. “Well, maybe it was a spark in my brain, somehow, you know, connecting various old memories, my old classroom and old movies, a spark that made them seem real for an instant.”


“You are sure it wasn’t real?”


“How could it possibly be real?”


Her eyes roamed over my face like someone reading a book; I must have been that open and obvious in the hours after my procedure. She picked up the cup and saucer. “There are two kinds of people, I think,” she said, and the bird sang through the pause she placed there. The apostrophe between her eyes deepened, then softened. “There are the ones who wake up in the middle of the night and see a woman in a wedding dress sitting by the window, and they think to themselves, ‘Oh my God, it’s a ghost!’ That’s the first. Someone who feels something real, and believes it is real. And there are the ones who see the phantom and think, ‘I don’t know what I’ve seen, but it’s not a ghost because ghosts don’t exist.’ In my life, I’ve learned those are the two kinds.”


She took a sip from her teacup, then simply set it on its saucer, smiling. “And nobody is the second kind.”




* * *





“ALAN, YOU SEEM wonderful,” I said before I embraced him. Alan, my brother’s lover until the end, in his forties when they met and now approaching fifty. We had made a date for a quick drink, and though I nearly called to cancel, I found my dizziness clearing. We had not seen each other for months, and before that very little after Felix’s death. It was another sadness in my life, but I think we avoided each other, as criminals avoid the scene of a crime.


Alan stood a foot above the crowd, dressed in a snap-button cowboy shirt and jeans, a braided belt, an oiled leather coat. I watched as his smile made all the lines in his face come alive. Lines from sunny childhood summers in Iowa, and weekends with Felix and me in the Hamptons. Silver hair cut close, silver stubble on his big chin, with its pale scar from a gardening accident he played off as “mountain lion attack,” and yet—I had to make an adjustment for his illness. Here: a smaller version of the Alan I’d known. A narrower embrace. Felix’s big broad man now had a boy’s figure, and his coat only barely kept me from feeling his ribs. I said nothing but that he looked wonderful.


“Thank you, Greta.” He smiled, and put his hand on my cheek. “You’ve gone missing.”


“I’ve had a hard time,” I said. It was one of those old touristy cafes on Bleecker that have never lost their charm for me. We took an uncomfortable wooden booth in the corner, near a rusty Russian samovar, and he removed his coat. The cowboy shirt no longer bulged with his muscles, and, thinner, he somehow also looked younger. Beside us, a young man with a wide, clever face was beginning a house of cards. He had a tourist map beside him, and he looked up and caught my curious gaze. He raised an eyebrow and I turned away.


“How’s Nathan?” Alan asked, stroking his chin as if feeling for the old scar.


My sigh had a little laughter in it and I signaled for a coffee. “He left me, Alan. No, it’s all right. Well, it’s not, but it was a while ago, and … I’m dealing with it in my own way. It’s too long a story for now. Have you met anyone?” He smiled shyly, that grown man! Sitting with his square jaw and midwestern expression of plain concern, and then that smile! I put my hand on his rough one. “Don’t worry, Alan, Felix was never jealous, and I’d be worried for you if you hadn’t. Though I’d understand that, too.”


“Nobody, really,” he said, picking up the salt shaker and balancing it on its side. “There’s a guy who wants to take care of me. I don’t want anyone to take care of me.”


“You never did.”


“I miss him,” he said solemnly, spinning the salt shaker. I think the truth was, Alan was always much softer than Felix, easier to hurt; his quiet was half contentment and half unspoken suffering. There had been a wife, and children, before Felix. There had been a whole forty years of some other Alan. Perhaps that’s why he had loved my brother; Felix’s greed for life made up for lost time. Alan never loved to dress up, or to dance, but he had loved to watch it play out before him. In his worn jeans, wearing a slight smile.


“I miss him, too,” I said. I watched Alan spin the shaker on the table, watched it gather light and throw it on the walls like shards of glass. He stopped the shaker with his fist. I said, “You know what I wish? I don’t wish I could get over it. I wish something impossible: I wish it not to have happened.”


“Well,” he said.


“I wish it not to have happened. I’ve lost my mind, Alan. They’re giving me ECT.”


He took my hand and squeezed it.


“I had the first procedure today. It’s making me hallucinate.”


He grimaced. “My drugs do that. It fades. It comes again. I’m so sorry.”


“Let this guy take care of you, Alan.”


He took my gaze very seriously, narrowing his eyes, causing those lines around them to deepen, then after a moment he shook his head and let go of my hand. “I’m too old and sick for all that.” He sipped his coffee and shrugged; his hair was haloed in silver. “This young man, he thinks it would be romantic to be there at the end. To be the widow at the funeral. I told him I’ve been that widow. It doesn’t feel like anything at all.”


“You’re not going to die, Alan.”


It is a foolish thing to say to anyone, but it was especially foolish at that moment. He raised his eyes from his coffee cup and they were the same cracked green glaze, shining with pain and amusement at me; the dying have a way of looking at the rest of us in this strange way, as if we were the ones merely mortal. From far off, a siren wailed and wailed. A sigh beside us; the house of cards had fallen and lay everywhere.


“Of course not,” he said with a chuckle. “None of us are.”




* * *





I STAYED UP very late that night, looking through contact sheets of photographs, trying not to think of Alan or especially of Felix. Perhaps I was afraid of my dreams, that my brother would arrive in them again. It was not until four or so in the morning that I found myself in bed, staring at the bland white walls, the photographic prints, the red blinds pulled up to show a midnight Greenwich Village and that constant view: the houses of Patchin Place, the Jefferson Market tower, the garden beside it. The yellow heads of gingko trees decorating everything in between. I wish it not to have happened. I recall closing my eyes and seeing one bright blue star floating there in the darkness, pulsing with light. Any time but this one. How it split in two, and those split, and so on and so on, the throbbing blue stars dividing until they formed a circular cluster of light, and there was a kind of thunder as I fell into it—and that is the last thing I remember.
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OCTOBER 31, 1918





LATE AFTERNOON; I MUST HAVE SLEPT THROUGH AN ENTIRE day. A slow, soft awakening, like pulling one’s way out of a web—the distant sound of ringing bells. I could feel the sunlight playing on my lids, the shadows of the trees outside, and for a moment I felt as I did as a girl, at a friend’s country house, when Felix and I would swim in the river and feign sleep on the shore so our father would have to carry us one by one to the car, whispering to our mother, “Isn’t it wonderful to be a child?” I took a few long breaths, thinking of summer and of Felix, before I had the strength to open my eyes.


I lay there for a long time trying to make sense of what I saw. Sunlight and shadow. Striped satin and lace. A piece of fabric hanging over me, dappled by the sun and leaves, billowing slightly from the open window. The sound of a steam whistle, and the clatter of hooves. Striped satin and lace; it was quite beautiful, moving in slow waves above me, just as my mind had been moving in waves as I awoke: a canopy bed. My eyes moved down to take in the rest of the room, which was lit with the same watery refracted light. My breath began to quicken. Because the bed I had fallen asleep in had no posters, no fabric. And the room I saw before me was not my room.


Here it was, what Dr. Cerletti had warned me about: the “disorientation.”


For I knew that it was my room; the shape and size of it were the same, the placement of the window and the door. But instead of my white walls, I saw pale lilac wallpaper patterned in ball and thistle. Gold-framed paintings placed along it, and sooty gaslight back plates. A little table with a Japanese tableau of porcelain chopsticks and a painted fan. Long green heavy drapes hung beside the window, pleated and tasseled, and before me a great oval looking glass was set in a tilting frame, reflecting the striped fabric of the bed. Curious, fascinated by the effects of Cerletti’s procedure, almost sure of what I would find, I pulled myself up before the mirror and watched as, inch by inch, my own shape came into view….


What else can we call it but beautiful when we are someone new? I marveled at the long red hair falling in waves over the delicate yellow nightgown I had never owned before, trimmed with little useless ribbons. I touched my face and wondered: What trick was this? How could this be me?


I laughed a little, letting my fingers run through my long hair. Dr. Cerletti had said this phase would pass, and I decided to enjoy it while it lasted. Soon enough, I would be shorn-haired little Greta Wells, in slacks and a jacket, wandering from room to room. Until then: I would be this beautiful creature my doctor had made.


A knock on my bedroom door. “Greta?”


A relief. At least something familiar here. It was Ruth’s voice.


I blinked at the woman in the mirror before I climbed out of bed and saw how the yellow nightdress fell to my feet. What an elaborate hallucination this was.


“You’ve slept the day away,” Ruth said as she opened the door and entered. “You foolish girl.”


I laughed again; my “disorientation” seemed to include Ruth as well: She wore an outrageous black cloak, breastbone beads, a tight turban with a great black trembling feather. I sighed when I remembered it was Halloween. Surely she was in costume. Surely I was as well; the procedure had merely erased some long part of the day. As for the room, the steam whistle, the horse—well, it would all soon fall into place.


“We have to get more hooch before the party starts, which is very soon,” she was saying. “Get yourself together and come along.”


I said nothing. A little voice in my mind was saying, Pay attention, you’re not yourself, but I waved it away. I smiled at the little white curls that poked out from her odd turban.


“We have to get back before him, he’s lost his key,” she said, then looked me up and down. “You’re not even dressed. Let’s get you into your costume.” Ruth walked herself around my bedroom, chattering the whole time, poking through my scattered things, until she came upon a mirrored gilt armoire—sized, perhaps, for hiding illicit lovers—and flung it open with a bleat of delight. “Aha!” I was handed a white blouse and dirndl and slowly put them on. I sat very still as Ruth quickly did my hair. A letter lay on the dresser, unopened, and something bade me to pick it up and put it in my pocket. Pay attention.


“There you are. My little Gretel!”


I stood at the mirror looking at the fairy-tale girl before me. A dirndl, hair in two long braids, done up in green ribbon. You’re not yourself.


“And look at me, darling,” she said, fiddling with a device attached to her belt so that her costume revealed itself: all along her skirt, candy canes lit up in bold electric light. “I’m your witch! Now let’s go fatten you up! Ready?”


I knew that a step outside would take me further still. So, like Alice before the looking glass, I took one more look at my reflection before I said:


“I’m ready.”




*





FOR ALL OF my life, beside the tower of the Jefferson Market, down at the end of Patchin Place where Felix and I used to swing on the iron gates, there had been nothing but an empty fenced garden. And now, in its place, there had suddenly sprung up a huge brick building, lit by the setting sun. From one barred window, I saw what I thought was a twisted sheet, but soon realized was a woman’s arm, as white as a feather; it did not stir the whole time I watched. I was mesmerized, smiling at the dream I was in.


“What is it, darling?”


I laughed and pointed. “Look!” I said. “What is that?”
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