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  And the Holy One, what did He do? He buried truth in the ground.


  —Genesis Rabbah
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  or, My Life in Dr. Freud’s Vienna
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  I fell in love with Emma Eckstein the moment I saw her from the fourth gallery of the Carl Theater, and this was also the night I met Sigmund Freud. My seat had cost me nearly half a krone. For a full krone, I could have stood in the parterre, but that would have meant going hungry all the following day. I owned no evening clothes. Unbeknownst to my neighbor Otto Meissenblichler, a waiter at the Sacher, I regularly sneaked into his rooms when he wasn’t working or on other occasions when he didn’t need them and took from his wardrobe his black swallowtail coat, his black pants, his black tie, and his white shirt with the gold-and-onyx buttons, restoring the ensemble long before he returned from his own night out, which was usually early in the morning.




  Otto possessed a dexterity with women that frankly eluded me, I who had so clumsily dropped and broken every heart so far entrusted to my care.




  He was also taller than I, Otto was—perhaps his height accounted for his amorous successes—and his suit was at least two sizes too large. My neck swimming in his collars, his tie drooping to my sternum, his cuffs tucked inside my sleeves, his trouser crotch falling halfway to my knee—was there ever a more ridiculous figure than I?




  What woman, other than his own mother, would find such a clown cause for sexual alarm?




  None. I knew the answer was none, and so I kept my head down and my long nose in my program, hoping to command no more attention than a shadow if I failed to meet another’s gaze. The men who glanced at me glanced away again quickly, wry grins concealed within their thick beards, and the women accompanying them looked straight through me.




  I’d seated myself behind an enormously broad-shouldered man and his enormously broad-shouldered wife. The man’s cape and the woman’s fox stole, hanging like an arras from their shoulders, formed an impenetrable horizon beneath which I couldn’t see the stage. I watched the audience, therefore, before the curtain, seated on the edge of my chair, peering through the aperture formed by the couple’s shoulders, their heads, and their hat brims.




  It was thus, my view framed by the little seahorses of their ears, that I caught my first glimpse of her, my Venus on the half shell, my ill-starred amorette: my Emma Eckstein.




  WHAT DREW my attention so irresistibly to her? Perhaps it was her broach that caught my eye. A silver angel pinned above her heart, the spangle glimmered and flashed, reflecting back light from the thousand and one gas lamps roaring in the hall. Beneath the pin, her bosom heaved in a pendulous panic as she stepped into the aisle. Verifying the seat number on her ticket stub, juggling her program against the reticule she kept in her other gloved hand, she searched the crowd in front of her (for her seat, I presumed) and behind her (for the companion from whom she’d become unintentionally parted), unable to find either, or both, or perhaps one without the other.




  She was nearsighted—I could tell by the way she brought the stub to her face—but too vain to wear her glasses, allowing a squint to mar her forehead, puckering it with a scowl.




  I couldn’t help sighing. I’ve always responded, quite often foolishly, to beauty, but it’s the eye, I believe, and not the heart or the groin, that is the organ of desire, the eye that in a convulsive ocular somersault literally turns the world upside down, defying the brain to make sense of it all.




  But can the eye be trusted? That is the question. How clearly may it peer into the heart of our attractions, when it’s the nature of beauty to beguile the eye and confound the mind?




  And the Fräulein was indeed beautiful. Her nose was straight and fine, and her mouth almost too large for the trembling pedestal of her chin. Her hair, swept off her neck and pinned into place by an opal clasp, frizzled out in small exasperated tufts. She seemed older than I—she must have been nearing thirty—and yet she had about her a frazzled air belonging more properly to a maiden. And indeed, it was this sweet and mild confusion animating and irritating her every gesture that convinced me the alarums clanging in the belfry of my heart at the sight of her were genuine. I held my breath in anticipation of the arrival of her companion, hoping he would prove to be neither husband nor lover nor (in those strangely liberated times) both. However, the relief I felt upon seeing a mother and not a lover join my darling (already I was thinking of her in this way) disappeared as I watched the Fräulein, obviously chastened by her mother, attempting to decipher the elder woman’s wishes, peering into her face as into a page of incomprehensible scribbling.




  I followed their progress down the aisle through my opera glasses but lost sight of them when the head of the man in front of me threw itself up, a big fleshy mountain, between us. Rearing back, I jolted the glasses into the bridge of my nose and was blinded by a yellow flash of pain. Swerving my lorgnette in a panic to the right, lest I lose them, I found the Fräulein and her mother again on the far side of the woman’s plumed hat.




  They were speaking to a gentleman, a family friend by the looks of it, although upon closer examination—peering in, I refocused my lorgnette—I could see that the man’s presence seemed to be rattling the younger woman. She seemed smitten by his person. Blushing compulsively, she dropped her head, unable to meet his gaze. Gripping her little purse by its chain, she let it dangle in front of her, as though to conceal the delta of her sex.




  At that moment, I realized, with a riveting sense of shame, that I was staring at her lap!




  My cheeks burned. I lifted my lorgnette and, in order to distract my gaze, took a better look at my rival. Bearded, well barbered, impeccably haberdashed, he was puffing on a slender green cigar. Steadying its nib with his thumb, he roared with laughter at some witticism or other of the mother’s; tilting back his head, he exhaled, filling the air above them with a plumy smudge.




  How I hated that man! I hated him the way one hates anyone who possesses what one lacks, whose sturdy happiness exposes how ludicrously constructed is one’s own. I felt barred from the marvelous joke they were sharing, exiled from their witty conversation, not only by the distance that separated us—I was, after all, four tiers above them—but by my poverty, broadcast plainly to the world, if by nothing else, then by Otto’s suit.




  Lower your lorgnette, I counseled myself, look away, spare your heart! But instead I watched as the mother placed an ungloved hand upon the arm of the gentleman and caressed it. Meaningful looks were traded between these two. They’d agreed upon something—that much was clear—and as they turned towards the daughter to see if she concurred, and as she signaled her assent with an embarrassed charade of shrugs, I knew I possessed no hope of winning her.




  My rival had bested me before I’d even announced my intentions!




  THE HOUSE LIGHTS dimmed, the curtain went up, and I watched the play—half a crown is half a crown, after all—though I could barely concentrate on its plot. (Dr. Herzl’s The New Ghetto, it had something to do with a count, a duel, a questionable marriage, and a coal mine.) When the gaslights came up, I stood in my box and peered over the heads of the couple in front of me to search the stalls for the girl in the lavender dress with all the extravagant flounces.




  (Ah, that women no longer dress in this way, as though they were packages waiting to be unwrapped, is an understandable, if no less lamentable thing!)




  I found her easily enough this time with my lorgnette. As soon as the curtain had fallen, she’d taken leave of her mother and was walking towards the lobbies. “Bitte!” I cried to my boxmates; standing, I bumped into their knees. My heart pounding, I charged out of the gallery through the corridor towards the staircases, where, hurrying, I leaned over its railing, searching the crowd below me for a glimpse of a lavender hem.




  Pince-nez flashing, monocles glittering, well-dressed men stood in clusters, roaring their opinions about the play into one another’s faces. Snaking through these dense knots of smokers and drinkers, I circumnavigated the ground-floor lobby, its red velvet wallpaper, its red velvet sofas, its red velvet chairs whirling about me in a hurricane of scarlet. However, the Fräulein was nowhere to be found.




  Mildly out of breath, I could only chide myself: Did I really expect to find her in so large a crowd, a solitary queen inside such a busy swarm? And if I had, what did I next propose to do? Introduce myself? Declare my love for her perhaps? No, the quest had been a foolish one, impulsive and doomed. I was on the point of conceding as much when, as though alerted by a signal only they could hear, a rout of drunken loiterers moved off, scattering from the bar in several directions at once. Behind where they had only moments before stood, indeed stationed there as though by the Unseen Hand of Fate, was the well-barbered gentleman I’d seen speaking to the Fräulein before the curtain, his immaculately tailored person encircled by the whitish fumes of his cigar.




  With no idea how much longer the interval might last, I seized my chance and placed myself beside him. As he was facing the bar, I leaned my back against it. As he was drinking a brandy, I ordered one as well, a fact he noted out of the corner of his eye, nodding almost imperceptibly in approval. With mirrors on all four of its walls, the little alcove seemed to repeat itself in an eternal stutter. Though a single chandelier dangled from the ceiling, a thousand appeared to have been strung, in long lines, back to a thousand distant vanishing points, and no matter which direction one faced, one could see the room from a dozen different angles. And so, although I was facing away from Dr. Freud, I was able to watch him while simultaneously watching myself. (Yes, the stranger was Dr. Freud. Why not reveal it now and get it over with? I’m not a novelist or a playwright, after all, that I must bait my reader’s interest by withholding pertinent information.) Like everything else in the room, like the barman and the wall sconces and the chandeliers, Dr. Freud’s figure receded into the mirrors’ staggered horizons, replicated in ever smaller versions. I followed this unending trail of Freuds, moving my gaze from the back of one of his more distant heads to the front of a head less distant, jumping from mountain peak to mountain peak, as it were, moving nearer to the original, until I realized that he was doing the same with me and my many reflections, and although we were facing in opposite directions, we were very soon staring into each other’s eyes. Dr. Freud seemed to note this queer fact at precisely the same moment as I, and a shockingly awkward intimacy ensued: one’s habitual mask falls away and one feels naked, having presented his unguarded face to another man (better to rouge one’s cheeks with the appurtenances then available to masculine physiognomy—beards, monocles, muttonchops, mustaches, dueling scars—so that if the mask slips, one mightn’t lose face altogether).




  Of course, it’s easy enough to lionize Dr. Freud now, but even then, in the years before fame enveloped him in its luminous cloak, he possessed a brooding quality, a fierce, unblinking omniscience. His eyes were dark and lustrous, whereas mine were pale and myopically blue, and though I’ve no idea what Dr. Freud saw in them, as his glance swept over their surfaces, I’ve no doubt he saw everything there was in them to see. As his many reflections turned away from mine, I felt like a mouse that had been spared inexplicably by a cat and was alarmed, therefore, to find him now only a small distance from my shoulder, looking me straight in the eye. The looming geographies of his face, so near mine, were dizzying. Beneath the whiskery arms of his mustache, he drew on a yellow-green cigar, grinding its smoke between his teeth. Two fumes coiled out of his nostrils like a pair of charmed snakes.




  “Dreary, wouldn’t you say?”




  I took a step away from him. “I … I beg your pardon?” I hoped to sound as though I’d only just noticed him, as though I hadn’t been watching him the entire time, as though I’d been the one lost in thought and it were he who had pulled me out of the mists of my own foggy preoccupations.




  “Why, the play and its themes,” he said, tilting his brandy to his mouth.




  I struggled in vain to recall the play. Though I’d been looking forward to it—it was the event of the season, as far as our little circle was concerned—I’d paid such scant attention to the opening act I could barely quilt together the fragmentary fabric of its themes. Dr. Freud had tossed me an opening, and I had dropped it, like a blind man juggling eggs.




  His thumb against the nib of his cigar, he leaned in closer to me and murmured, “I’m speaking, of course, of the low social status of the race to which we both belong.”




  At these words, all thoughts of silly Fräuleins and lavender dresses vanished from my head. “Yes,” I said, “and for my generation, it’s even worse.”




  “Worse?” Dr. Freud said. “How so?”




  “Our greater expectations, based upon your own generation’s accomplishments, combine with our more limited economic possibilities, to make everything far worse.”




  I next expressed a regret that my generation was, in fact, doomed to atrophy.




  “These are strong words,” Dr. Freud said.




  “Perhaps,” I said, warming to my theme. “However, it’s difficult to feel oneself destined for a higher purpose and still be uncertain of earning one’s daily bride.”




  Dr. Freud’s brow contracted. “Bride?”




  “Bread.” I corrected him as politely as I could.




  “No, no, you said bride: ‘And still be uncertain of earning one’s daily bride.’”




  “Surely you misheard me.” Whatever I’d said, I’d meant bread, of course (Brot in German), and not bride (Braut). Dr. Freud grinned and bit into his cigar, rolling it in quick circles between his teeth. “And if I did, what of it? It’s a simple and meaningless mistake,” I said.




  “Is it?”




  “A mere triviality—yes!—an error in speech, and nothing more!”




  With his elbow on the bar, Dr. Freud leaned his head against his fist. A thatch of his hair fell into his eyes. “I agree with you that these occasional lapses are quite trivial in nature, and yet I would suggest to you, on the evidence of my own medical researches, that there are no occurrences, however slight, that drop out of the universal concatenation of events or escape the tyrannical rule of cause and effect.”




  The universal concatenation of events? The tyrannical rule of cause and effect?




  “You’re claiming—what?—if I’m understanding you correctly that you can trace my silly verbal misstep back to the mental processes that caused it?”




  “Certainly I can, and it shouldn’t take long. However, to do so, I ask of you only one thing.”




  “And that is?”




  “That you tell me, candidly and uncritically and without any aim whatsoever, whatever comes into your mind as you direct your attention to the misspoken word.”




  As Dr. Freud leaned in closer to me, I could smell the medicinal tang of brandy and tobacco on his breath, and I couldn’t shake the suspicion that he was laughing at me, playing with me, as though it were all a merry game, or not a game, but a sport, since, like a fox beaten out of the hedges, I had no understanding of the rules that were to govern my painful exposure.




  “Bit of a parlor game?” I said, attempting to make light of it all.




  Dr. Freud tapped his cigar against the spittoon on the bar, letting a red plug of ash fall into it. “I’ve no idea what parlors you frequent, but I can assure you it’s hardly a game.” Once more, he confined me inside the prison house of his gaze. Indeed, I felt as though I’d been hauled by the imperial police into an interrogation chamber. However, what could I do? Refusing him was out of the question. Doing so would put an end to our conversation and irrevocably forfeit for me any chance of learning the Fräulein’s name. (Though I knew not yet one syllable of it, I could practically feel my tongue and lips conspiring to pronounce it.) Slyly changing the subject would be impossible, I sensed, with a man like Dr. Freud. Ruled by his passions, he’d never permit himself to be distracted or put off. I had no idea how much longer the interval might last, and I made a quick calculus: though sounding my mental depths for the buried source of this verbal slip might take the entire intermission, thus depriving me of the moment in which I might steer the conversation towards my own uses (viz., the learning of Emma Eckstein’s name), I was convinced the procedure would reveal nothing of consequence about me and that afterwards, having indulged my new friend in his harmless pursuit, I could more forcefully ask his patience in indulging mine.




  “Good! Marvelous!” Dr. Freud said, clapping his hands. “Let us begin immediately!”




  Exhibiting considerably less enthusiasm for the examination than he, I coughed into my fist and cleared my throat. “Well,” I said, “if I recall correctly, I said something along the lines of ‘It’s difficult to feel born for higher things and still be uncertain of earning one’s daily bread,’ or rather ‘bride,’ as you maintain.”




  “And what springs to mind?” Dr. Freud said. “Quick! Quick! Don’t give it too much thought.”




  I shrugged. “I don’t know. The Lord’s Prayer, I suppose.”




  “Ah, very good, the Lord’s Prayer. ‘Give us our bride, our daily bride,’ eh?” Dr. Freud said this in English, and as he did, I began to feel the first stirrings of an inexplicable shame. “Yes, you see,” he continued, “one might make a similar mistake in English, as well as in several other languages. In Hebrew, for instance, kallah is ‘bride’ and challah a sort of bread. Why, even an aristocratic Pole might confuse pain, ‘bread’ in French, with panna, the Polish word for ‘miss.’”




  I ducked my head. “Well, I suppose I’m not as cunning a linguist as you,” I said, or rather tried to say. I’d attempted this riposte in English as well, but I’d tripped over the difficult locution and now blushed, hearing my own words.




  Dr. Freud raised a well-barbered eyebrow. “A Latinist?” he chortled.




  “Forgive me, Herr Doktor,” I stammered, “if I’ve consulted you in any way!”




  “Ah!” he crowed. “If only my patients were as honest as you!”




  “Insulted, I meant!”




  “There! You see? That’s another aspect of these faulty speech acts. They’re highly contagious, and quite so!”




  “Yes, but what have you learned so far?” I said, hoping to master the situation. I could feel my cheeks burning.




  “Not much.” Catching the barman’s eye, he waved two fingers over our empty glasses. I cringed: I could barely afford the first. “But let us continue. Now, if I asked you what thoughts the Lord’s Prayer produces in your mind, you would say what?”




  “Right off the top of my head?”




  “Certainly right off the top of your head.”




  Feeling unfree to consider the matter for more than an instant, I answered him with the first thing that sprang to mind: “Why, Reni’s Gathering of the Manna, I suppose.”




  “Ah.”




  “I saw it not too long ago in a cathedral in Ravenna.” The painting still hung in my mental gallery, and I could see it clearly: Moses in his red cloak and sandals, two goat horns emerging from his head; winged babies tossing an invisible something from their nursery blanket of clouds; the crowds’ arms raised to receive; a muscular man bending, lifting something from the ground, the thumb of his hand inside the handle of a clay jar, and not a crust of bread in sight.




  “Why the Reni?” Dr. Freud asked.




  “Bread from the sky, I suppose?”




  “And of Moses, what thoughts?”




  “The lawgiver?”




  Dr. Freud stroked his beard. “Stern, harsh?”




  “Implacable,” I agreed.




  “Ah … ah …” Dr. Freud raised a finger to his lips before pointing it at my face. His eyes narrowed. “And what crossed your mind just then?” He’d apparently seen me smiling at some private thought.




  I touched my own finger to my lips and waved my hand before my face dismissively. I demurred. “It’s hardly germane to our subject, I would think.”




  “However, you’ve agreed to tell me everything.”




  “Well, no.” I sighed. “It’s just … something just … crossed my mind …”




  “Just now?”




  “Yes … but it’s really too intimate to pass on, and besides, I see no connection to our discussion and therefore no necessity in speaking the thought aloud.”




  “I’ll be the judge of that.”




  “However …” I folded my arm.




  “Of course,” Dr. Freud snorted, “I can’t force you to talk about something you find distasteful; but then you mustn’t insist upon learning from me how you came to substitute the word bride for bread.”




  “Oh, very well.” I capitulated before his greater will. “No, it’s just”—I cast my eyes down at the carpet—“this idea of a daily bride, you see.” I smiled at him imploringly. “The notion occurred to me that one might … possess, well, I suppose … six women then. One for each day of the week.”




  “Which would mean?”




  I shot an embarrassed look at Dr. Freud. “A double portion on the Sabbath?”




  He smirked and lowered his voice. “You’ve been married, I take it?”




  “Indeed, I have.”




  “More than once?”




  “Indeed.”




  “Twice, in fact.”




  “But how could you have guessed that?”




  “Both marriages imposed upon you by your father?”




  “That’s correct.”




  “The first one a marriage of great love.”




  “Yes!”




  “The second, less so.”




  I fell half a step back and took a hard look at the man standing before me. “Have we met before and I’ve forgotten it?”




  “Your father forced you into these betrothals quite against your will.”




  “And now you’re tweaking me for my absentmindedness, is that it?” I shook my finger at him, pretending to scold. “We’ve obviously discussed this matter previously.”




  “No, I assure you, we’ve never met; neither have I had the pleasure of making your father’s acquaintance. Besides, he doesn’t live in Vienna.”




  “He doesn’t. That’s correct.”




  “But in the East somewhere.”




  “Astounding!”




  “In Galicia, I would imagine. In —?”




  By reflex, I started to pronounce the name of my hometown.




  “In Szibotya, yes.” Dr. Freud finished the word for me. “I thought as much.”




  “But-but-but—how—?” I stammered.




  “‘But-but-but—how?’ That is indeed the question!”




  “Are you a mind reader or a conjurer that you’ve seen so deeply and so completely into the private recesses of my heart?”




  “Not so deeply, neither so completely, and certainly not as private as you imagine.” He downed his drink and pulled back the wings of his evening jacket, placing his fists in the small of his back. “A mind reader? A conjurer? No!” He laughed. “A humble man of science is all. In any case, you did most of the work yourself, preparing the way, as it were: a harsh father figure; give us our daily bride; ‘a double portion on the Sabbath’; the invisible manna of the Reni symbolizing a kind of communal delusion. That you’re from Galicia, anyone could discern from your accent. With Szibotya, granted, I cheated. You began to pronounce the name, and I’m familiar enough with the region, as many of my wife’s cousins reside there, to have guessed the rest of the word.”




  Eying me pensively, he grew silent. Not a large man, he was nevertheless taller than I, and, for a moment, I had the impression that he was preparing to strike me. Instead, he reached out and lightly fingered the lapel of Otto Meissenblichler’s jacket, a gesture against which, as I’d prepared myself for a blow, I couldn’t help flinching. Noting this, he frowned.




  “And now, despite the wretched history of your sentimental life and this absurd habiliment in which you comport yourself, you would have me introduce you to the young woman you saw me speaking to earlier in the evening.” He released Otto’s lapels and rubbed his thumb against his fingers, as though something disagreeable had adhered to them. “Unless I’m incorrect, and that is not the reason you have approached me after all.” His glower proved to be beneficent. “No need to verify my surmisings, and, I assure you, denying them will do you no good. Her name is Emma Eckstein, and I would be delighted to facilitate your making her acquaintance.”




  “Emma Eckstein?” I repeated the words, frightened I might forget them if I didn’t. “Forgive my amazement if I—“




  “Oh God, no!” Dr. Freud roared. “There’s nothing to forgive! Indeed, let the world gape in amazement. I’m prepared to accept its tribute!”




  The bell for the second act rang out, summoning us to our seats. I reached into my breast pocket, but Dr. Freud touched my arm. “I’ll see to this,” said he. “You were gracious enough to indulge me in my little game.”




  We swallowed the last of our drinks, and he looked me up and down again, simultaneously appraising and dismissing me, I thought.




  “Well then,” he said, fussing with his matches, his coins, and his cigars.




  “Thank you, sir.”




  “Enjoy the rest of your evening, young man.”




  “And you yours.”




  “I will, but not as much as I have this interval with you.”




  Feeling the moment called for some grand statement, and also fearing that he might too easily forget the promise he had made me, I cleared my throat and said, “My dear sir, I am a doctor as well.”




  “Yes, as the prescription pad in your left pocket testifies, although I suppose it might belong to the owner of the jacket.”




  “And so, let me assure you,” I continued, blushing, “that despite the tenor of our conversation, my intentions towards the young lady in question are entirely dishonorable.”




  Dr. Freud smiled unhappily as I strove to correct myself. “Honorable, I meant.”




  “By the way,” he said, escorting me to the staircases, “speaking of parlor games, you don’t by any chance play Tarock, do you?”




  “Tarock?”




  “We’re short a fourth for this Saturday’s game.”




  “I never miss an opportunity,” I said, although I had no idea what Tarock was nor how one played it.




  Dr. Freud purred, “In any case, it’s easy enough to learn.”




  “And Fräulein Eckstein?” I asked. “Will she be there?”




  Dr. Freud stopped and placed both of his hands upon my shoulders. “The rules of the heart, as I think you’ll discover, are somewhat more complex than those of Tarock.” He handed me his card. “You do own your own clothing, don’t you … Dr. Sammelsohn?” he said, reading mine.




  “I have a suit, yes.”




  “Then I shall see you in it on Saturday night at eight o’clock sharp!”




  He took his leave of me with a slight bow and descended the stairs, pushing through the turnstiles of men’s canes and women’s fans, while I climbed back to my place in the fourth gallery. When the final curtain rang down, I hurried out, thinking that if I could leave the theater before them and appear to have inadvertently crossed their paths, I might not have to wait until Saturday for—I glanced again at his card to remind myself of his odd-sounding name—Dr. Freud to introduce me to Frau Eckstein and her magnificent daughter. The crowds swarming through the theater doors were too dense, however, and I saw neither Dr. Freud nor the Ecksteins again that night. Still, I lingered beneath a streetlamp as couples and groups hailed cabs or drove off in private fiacres, in the hopes that I might.




  Eventually, even the actors emerged in their ordinary clothing. Their faces still partially rouged, they bid each other good night in their large voices, their gestures not as bold as before, although still somewhat affected. Finally a workman in shirtsleeves fastened a velvet rope across each of the theater’s doors, and I made my way home, my hands thrust into the pockets of Otto Meissenblichler’s coat.




  Though much about myself at that time embarrasses me still—the little mustache and goatee I wore in an effort to appear not more masculine, but less feminine; my unruly hair, worn in the Bohemian style; the little trinkets and fobs dangling from my vest, which, with the rest of Otto’s ensemble, made up my apparel for the evening—there’s but one thing I continue to scold my younger self for, and that is the alacrity with which he once again surrendered to his cravings for love.




  Ah, just look at him! The poor fool! At last, he knows the beloved’s name: “Fräulein Eckstein … Fräulein Eckstein!” It sweetens his tongue like a lemon drop when, in an ecstasy, he whispers it to himself: “Emma … Emma … Emma …” Why, he’s practically dancing on the benches in the Stadtpark, swooning against the gas lamps, gibbering at the gibbous moon! No one is abroad at this late hour, and so he feels himself the only man awake in Vienna, the only man alive in the empire, or perhaps in the entire world, the lone vertical figure crossing the planet’s horizons as it spins in its ethers, aroused by the perfumed caresses of Beauty herself.




  (Oh, what an idiot I was!)




  I knocked softly upon Otto Meissenblichler’s door and, receiving no answer, let myself in. Crossing the rug in the half-light, I removed my suit and exchanged it for the one I’d left hanging there. Self-dramatically running my hand through my hair, I slipped back into the passageway and entered my own rooms. Tossing my hat onto the table, I flung myself, fully clothed, across the bed.




  “O Noble Room!” I cried out softly. (How I cringe to report this!) “Witness for so long of my bitterest solitude! May you now serve as a sanctuary to my new and tender love for Fräulein Emma Eckstein!”




  The evening restages itself, a delightful comedy this time, in the theater of my mind, and I watch it over again. With its sparkling lamps and its incandescent chandeliers, the Carl is an empire of light. The murals on the ceiling are neckbreakingly beautiful, adorned with harps and trumpets and a whirling zodiacal wheel. There are depictions of Nestroy in costume and of the Muses in none; and beneath it all, there he is, young Dr. Sammelsohn, his heart and eye aroused to a frenzied pitch, delighting in the brilliance of it all.




  (Who could have known then that, only a few months later, the fool would learn to his peril that the heart, like the eye, is drawn not only to light but to the soothing ambiguities of darkness as well?)




  
[image: image] CHAPTER 2 [image: image]





  I tended, in the meanwhile, to my chores at the Allgemeines Krankenhaus, fiddling, for instance, with the Helmholtz ophthalmoscope and the Graefe knife, instruments whose uses I’d yet to perfect. Not that I needed to. The majority of my patients were simple malingerers feigning nearsightedness in the hopes of obtaining a government dispensation or a military deferment, and my most frequent prescription was a sternly worded lecture: “Let me assure you, Herr Whomever,” I might say, “that I have no time for these sorts of duplicities and neither does the emperor or his generals!”




  However, nothing could have been further from the truth. I was an unmarried man, living by himself in a city full of strangers: I had nothing but time. My hours were indeed so empty, I could hardly fill them. As a consequence, I was incapable of arriving anywhere late, a source of continual social embarrassment for me. Invited to dinner by my aunt Fania and uncle Moritz, for example, I arrived never less than punctually, which was always too early. Caught out like actors behind a curtain that has risen before its cue, Fania and Moritz made off-seeming conversation while seeing to the last of their preparations.




  Naturally, I had no wish to repeat this error at the Freuds’, certainly not on the evening I was to meet the Fräulein, and so when the great stone wheel of the week finally turned and Saturday finally dropped into place, I sat at the window, self-imprisoned in my armchair, waiting for the sky to fully darken. Then I dallied as I’d never dallied before. I dallied in choosing my clothing, in dressing, in bolting the door. I set the hands of my watch back ten minutes and then, intentionally forgetting I’d done so, I did so again. Descending the stairs to the street, I set out as tentatively as a blind man without his switch and crossed the city, stopping continually to ascertain whether I’d remembered my wallet. Halfway there, I began to run, fearing I was late. Arriving at Dr. Freud’s landing, I stood frozen, listening to the sounds of my own breathing, until my self-consciousness grew too acute and I forced myself to ring the bell.




  As I did, carillons bellowed eight chimes from a nearby church tower. In the half-light of the landing, I clicked open my watch. Factoring in the twenty minutes or so I’d set the timepiece back, I saw that it was precisely eight o’clock.




  “Oh, but you’re early,” the maid said as she opened the door. She pointed to a bench stationed against the wall. “Sit in the foyer, and I’ll interrupt Dr. Freud’s meal with his family to inform him that you’re here.”




  “I could come back later, if that would be more convenient,” I said.




  She pirouetted on the toe of her shoe. “Tell me, sir, what would be more convenient about receiving you twice.”




  I pointed to the wooden bench. “I’ll just wait here then.”




  “As you wish.” Curtsying, she abandoned me to the foyer.




  My spectacles had fogged, and I’d taken them off to polish, and when Dr. Freud appeared before me, it was as a column of white-and-brown splotches. “Oh, no! She didn’t leave you sitting out here by yourself, did she? You’re not the bootblack, after all.”




  “There was a chair,” I said.




  “A bench,” he said. “It’s hardly a chair.”




  A large white napkin was pinned around his neck, and he seemed to be chewing the last of his meal. Turning from me, he gripped the knobs of the twin doors behind him and rolled them into their wings. He beckoned me into a sitting room and gestured me towards a red Turkish divan. “You’ll be more comfortable in here, I should think.” With a yank, he unpinned the napkin and spat something into it. Gristle, I thought. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m running late and must prepare for the others. I don’t know what could be keeping them.” Glancing at his watch, he bowed and retreated from the room.




  I sighed and stood and looked out the window at the stand of snowburdened trees that rose up behind the apartment’s stables. What had I gotten myself into? I had no idea. Although it was nearly 1895 and although Sigmund Freud was, of course, Sigmund Freud, the truth was that no one yet knew it, perhaps least of all Sigmund Freud. Though he’d crafted a dozen or so monographs on various aspects of neurology, his foundational work on neurosis, on the dream, on the unconscious, lay very much ahead of him. Even Studies on Hysteria, the book he’d authored with Dr. Breuer and whose five case histories would soon become the creation myths of our new century, was months from publication.




  As far as I knew, as far as anyone knew, Dr. S. Freud was a struggling neuropath, a nerve specialist, shocking his clientele—the hysterical daughters of Jewish Vienna—not with irrefutable evidence of their unconscious sexual crimes but with actual volts of electricity, electrotherapy being in those days very much in medical vogue. What no one knew, indeed what no one could possibly have known, was that having dispensed with galvanism and faradism in favor of hypnosis, free association, and a rudimentary form of the now-famous talking cure, Dr. Freud was preparing to shock an even more nervous clientele: the world at large!




  (Or so the Freudians would have us believe.)




  I HEARD VOICES from the foyer: the hearty, booming voices of men who share an affectionate regard for one another. Answering the door himself, Dr. Freud had taken their scarves and their winter cloaks and was carrying them bundled in his arms. With his cigar clenched between his teeth, he was urging the men into the sitting room.




  “Ah, mais oui, notre docteur Königstein a disparu!” the first fellow said upon seeing me there. “Yes, he mentioned something about that, didn’t he?” the second murmured before noticing me as well. I felt as though I were a riddle that suddenly needed solving. The two men stood frozen before me, one slightly ahead of the other, my unexpected presence forcing them to reconsider the informality of their poses. Though their backs stiffened, their faces retained their original gay expressions, and they resembled two schoolboys caught out in a prank.




  “Oskar Rie,” the first one finally said, his expression becoming more formal, his posture less so.




  “Jakob Sammelsohn,” I answered with a bow.




  “And this, I’m afraid, is my brother-in-law.”




  “Rosenberg,” Dr. Rosenberg said, reaching around Dr. Rie. Leaning his barreled chest forward, he awkwardly extended his hand.




  “Dr. Sammelsohn and I met the other evening at the theater,” Dr. Freud said, adjusting the green ceramic stove that stood in a corner of the room.




  “Ah, the theater!” Dr. Rosenberg boomed.




  “And he graciously allowed me to coerce him into sitting in for Königstein.”




  “Good man.”




  “A dreary play, wasn’t it?” asked Dr. Rie.




  Dr. Freud stood, wiping soot from his hands. “Did you think so?”




  “I didn’t see you there,” Dr. Rosenberg said.




  “Nor I you,” Dr. Freud said.




  “That’s because I wasn’t,” Dr. Rosenberg barked.




  (I shall let this remark stand as an example of Dr. Rosenberg’s notorious wit.)




  “Hennessy?” Dr. Freud said.




  “Make it two.”




  “And little Königstein?”




  “Ludwig, please!” Dr. Rie clucked his tongue.




  “Whatever everyone else is drinking,” I said.




  “Good, very good,” Dr. Freud said. “I’ll bring the bottle down.”




  THEY WERE BROTHERS-IN-LAW, Rosenberg and Rie, although whose sister had married whom, I can no longer recall. Perhaps they’d married women who were themselves sisters. There was nothing remarkable in that. Dr. Freud’s sister had married his wife’s brother, which made Dr. Freud’s wife his sister-in-law, and Dr. Freud his own brother-in-law, I suppose. As for Rosenberg and Rie, their close family ties and the fact that both men were pediatricians—Rie cared for Freud’s own growing brood—had turned them into affectionate rivals whom Dr. Freud compared to Inspector Bräsig and his friend Karl, the one quick-witted, the other deliberate and thorough.




  Dr. Freud’s consulting rooms were in the downstairs apartment, and he led us there now, carrying the bottle of brandy on a silver tray. Inside, we lifted our glasses and drank, without irony, to the emperor, and then to Frau Freud and her children.




  By the time we sank into the red velvet cushions of our chairs, I was pleasantly drunk.




  Dr. Freud reached behind him for a letter box, which he placed in the center of the table. Wrapping his knuckles against its lid, he intoned the word “Ispaklaria!” When the box was opened, I half-expected to see a djinn rising from its velvety interior. Instead, Dr. Freud removed a well-creased deck of Tarot cards. “Don’t worry, Dr. Sammelsohn,” he murmured, shuffling, “I shan’t be telling your fortune tonight.” He plopped the deck down with a thump near Dr. Rosenberg’s hand. Dr. Rosenberg lifted the top cards and tucked them beneath those on the deck’s bottom. Dr. Rie removed a pen and an abacus from a side drawer and opened a scorebook. Without knowing precisely what I was doing, I raised my cards and hid my face behind their fan. Swords, wands, cups, pentacles swam before my eyes. I was uncertain whether I should admit outright that Tarock was a game I’d never played or whether the whole thing would prove simple enough for me to glean its rules from a round or two. Perhaps, I thought, the pleasure of trouncing me would distract my opponents from the fact that I had absolutely no idea what I was doing. Regrettably, however, the first thing I discovered about Tarock is that one plays it partnered, in my case, to Dr. Rosenberg, who, true to his name, sat across the table from me like a big red mountain. There would be no pleasure in my trouncing from his corner, only, I assumed, more abrasive comparisons to the absent Königstein.




  I blushed. I was here under false pretenses and soon everyone would know it. In truth, I cared little for the hirsute pleasures of masculine society (whiskey, smoke, and cards) and was hoping merely to be delivered through it onto the receptive breast of its feminine counterpart. At every creak of the floor boards over our heads, I imagined Dr. Freud’s wife, his daughters, his sister Rosa, and the Ecksteins, their guests, preparing to burst in upon us and insisting, as ladies will, that we surrender our cards and join them instead.




  “Oskar,” Dr. Rosenberg said gently.




  Dr. Rie looked up from his hand. “Hm? Sorry. I suppose I’m a little—”




  “You’re sitting right of the dealer.”




  “—distracted.” He nodded. “I know. However, I’ve just come from an unfortunate case.”




  “Oskar works with children,” Dr. Freud explained to me quietly.




  “Ah,” I said.




  “Heartbreaking …” Dr. Rie shook his head.




  “Another dram of Hennessy?” offered Dr. Freud.




  “Gratefully,” Dr. Rosenberg answered for his brother-in-law, and Dr. Rie moved his glass an inch nearer to Dr. Freud. With a sigh, he opened the play.




  “Anyone see the papers?” Dr. Rosenberg asked, as a way, I assumed, of changing the subject.




  “Another article on Dreyfus, I take it.”




  “Poor devil.”




  “Still maintaining his innocence?”




  “They’ve shipped him off, haven’t they?”




  “Why shouldn’t he? He is.”




  “Innocent?”




  “Of course he is! I was up all night, thinking about that poor wretch pacing that damned island.” His face increasingly florid, Dr. Rosenberg downed another drink. Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jew in the French army, had been convicted of espionage against the state. The French had sent him to Devil’s Island, and the newspapers were choking with the story.




  “Perhaps we should immigrate to Palestine ourselves before they ship us all off to Devil’s Island?” Dr. Rie suggested tartly.




  Dr. Rosenberg made a sour face. “As long as Dr. Herzl makes me ambassador to Vienna, I’ll consider it.”




  “To your cards, gentlemen, to your cards,” Dr. Freud said. “We’ve centuries yet to speak of our redemption.”




  I coughed and brought my fist to my lips, clearing my throat.




  “Ah, what’s this? What’s this?” said Dr. Rie.




  “Königstein’s replacement seems to be on the point of speaking,” Dr. Rosenberg said.




  “I’m afraid it’s been a while since I last played,” I said.




  “Has it been?” Dr. Freud eyed me sharply.




  “And I was wondering if someone might perhaps remind me of the rules.”




  “Ah, when exactly was the last time you played, little Königstein?”




  “Never,” I admitted.




  “Ha! I’d thought not!” Dr. Freud roared.




  “So I assumed.”




  “Yes, and I was wondering when you’d confess it.”




  NO WOMEN APPEARED that evening. In fact, we saw no one from the Freud family at all. As the hours grew smaller and the floorboards above our heads ceased their creaking, I could only assume the household had turned in for the night and that we were the only ones still awake in the building. Detachable cuffs and collars littered the tabletop. Cigars burned unattended at our wrists. I had no idea what time it was: the nicotine, the alcohol, the late hour had blunted my senses. Dr. Rosenberg drowsed between turns. The whole thing seemed like a dream and, indeed, at one point, Dr. Rie spoke so quietly to Dr. Freud, in intonations that were so intimate that although I was sitting no more than three feet from either man, I felt I was listening to a foreign language.




  “You’ve seen … ?” Dr. Rie asked Dr. Freud gently, raising his eyebrows.




  Dr. Freud lowered his cards and squinted at Dr. Rie.




  “… our friend?” Dr. Rie completed his thought.




  “Oh, you mean … ?”




  “The Fräulein,” he confirmed.




  “Oh, yes, that.” Dr. Freud nodded. “Sad, a sad case.”




  “Pity.”




  “Indeed.”




  “And you saw her …”




  Dr. Freud shook his head. “At the theater.”




  “When?”




  “Oh.”




  “The other … ?”




  “Evening, yes.”




  Dr. Rie emptied his chest of air. “All the Ninth District must have …”




  “Must have been in attendance, quite so.” Dr. Freud coughed. “And the mother as well.”




  The two shared a warm and liquid laugh. “Ho,” said Dr. Rie, more softly still.




  Dr. Freud drew upon his cigar. “Barely got away with my life!” Beneath its eagle’s lid, his brown eye suddenly turned on me. Caught out eavesdropping, I pretended to arrange my cards, immersing myself in the fantastical images printed on each: the Fool, the Magus, the Lovers, the Wheel. Reassured that he was speaking privately, Dr. Freud continued, in a murmur, to Dr. Rie: “In any case, she’s agreed to see me again, and I met with her for the week. The mother …”




  “Coerced her?”




  “Only in part, no, only in …”




  “And can you …”




  “Help her?”




  Dr. Freud studied his cards.




  “I remind you, Sigmund: ‘Primum non nocere.’”




  “Yes, and so I thought I’d have my …”




  “Not Berlin!”




  A low tone moved inside Dr. Freud’s throat.




  “Is that wise?” Dr. Rie said.




  “We’ve discussed this before, Oskar.”




  “And I’ve expressed my concerns to you before.”




  “Your dislike of Wilhelm is …”




  “Entirely personal? Admittedly. Nonetheless.”




  “Enough.”




  Dr. Rie sighed. “Well, at least I’ve said my piece.”




  (I’d understood not one word the two men spoke to each other. However, everything I needed to know about the Fräulein, I realized later, was hidden in their words, concealed as though in plain sight, though I was too foolish to know it at the time.)




  Dr. Freud busied himself with the cards, the scorebook, the abacus. He looked at me again, but this time I was too hypnotized by fatigue to look away. “Oi-yoi-yoi,” he said, stretching. He spat something into his kerchief. “It’s early. It’s late.” He rubbed his face. He took his pulse and stood. “Well,” he said.




  “Am-um-uh-er-whaz?” Dr. Rosenberg muttered, flustered, waking.




  “Time to go, Ludwig.” Dr. Rie tapped him on the wrist. “Come on, old man. You’ve lost a fortune.”




  Dr. Rosenberg blinked into the room with a fearful uncertainty, squinting against the lamplight. “I … I was on Devil’s Island,” he said. “We all were!”




  “No, no, you only dreamt it.”




  “Yes? And?” Dr. Freud said.




  “Not good.” Dr. Rosenberg gave him a frank look. “Not good at all.”




  Dr. Rosenberg pushed back his chair. Each man gathered his cuffs and his collar and stuffed them into the pockets of his coat. At the top of the stairs, the brothers-in-law exchanged fraternal kisses with their host. I stepped aside to wrap my scarf about my neck. It was then that Dr. Freud turned towards me and took my hand.




  “Tonight was impossible, I’m afraid.”




  “The Fräulein?” I asked, peering into his face, hoping I’d understood him.




  “But soon, soon, I promise,” he said.
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  For the month that Dr. Königstein was away, tending to his mother’s ill health, I lived on that promise, but like everything else Dr. Freud told me, it proved to be a lie. During this time, I never saw Dr. Freud during the week. On Friday afternoons, he either phoned me at the clinic or sent a telegram to my apartment, summoning me to the game. In truth, I dreaded these games of Tarock, mostly because the powers of observation that made Dr. Freud a master psychologist turned him into something of a cardsharp as well. He seemed able to anticipate my every move, and consequently, he and Dr. Rie took the lion’s share of the winnings, a circumstance that allowed Dr. Rosenberg to blame his own lackluster playing, absent his traditional partner, on me.




  To make matters worse, I now owed them a considerable amount of money!




  Still, these men were cultivated fellows, accomplished in the medical arts. Their company was stimulating, their conversation invigorating and quick, and their acquaintanceship, I knew, could only help me, the youngest colleague at the table, in a professional way. Yet, even had I cared nothing for such things, I couldn’t have refused Dr. Freud’s summons, as doing so meant forfeiting all hope of gaining the Fräulein. My attempt to meet her on my own had utterly failed. Though I’d discovered the location of her parents’ apartment and had traversed the length of the streets adjoining it to Dr. Freud’s consultancy—the only destination of hers I knew for certain—hoping to meet her along the way, the time I could devote to such skulkings was limited, during the day, by my hours at the clinic, and during the night, by my fear that with the streets deserted and my person lurking too ardently in the shadows, I might be remarked upon and a policeman summoned.




  Instead, I hoped she might contrive to make an appearance each week during the Tarock game on some sweetened pretext, such as bringing refreshments down from the kitchen in the company of Frau Freud or her sister, Minna, or her sister-in-law Rosa. However, as the women and children had been warned away from Dr. Freud’s medical domain during the week—and rightly so: his patients relied upon his discretion—they continued to respect its territorial exclusion from their lives when, on Saturday night, he converted it into a private men’s club. (Also, as I was later to learn, it was only in Dr. Königstein’s absence that the games were even held at Dr. Freud’s. The friends typically met at the Königsteins’, and the family spent these evenings no differently than it did when its paterfamilias was out, all but unaware of his presence in the rooms beneath them.)




  And so, I continued to slush my way through the snow or ride the trolley to Dr. Freud’s home, no longer making the mistake of knocking on the first floor, but heading directly to the ground floor where I was heralded by a now-familiar chorus of masculine ribaldry and subjected to an endless iteration of Tarock hands that stretched to fill the hours until the very hours seemed to stretch.




  I must admit, there were times when I doubted Dr. Freud’s sincerity and was convinced he dangled Fräulein Eckstein over my head only because he saw in me a suitably incompetent replacement for Königstein, known to be the worst of the Four Cardsmen of the Apocalypse (as the quartet had fashioned itself).




  “She’s unwell,” he told me on that second Saturday; and on the third, he said, “She’s worse.” On the fourth, he could only shake his head. “Of course, I’m not at liberty to discuss her case, but perhaps I can tell you this much as a colleague—although your interest in her isn’t really collegial, is it? However, as her condition is highly unstable, an introduction to her at this time, I’m afraid, is absolutely out of the question.”




  “Gentlemen,” he roared at the end of that final game. “A toast!” he said, pouring out four glasses and raising his own. “As we all know, Königstein will be returned to us next Saturday, Mother Königstein having made, I’m told, a remarkable recovery in the interim. Leopold will be back in his regular chair and our little malavah malkahs will convene, as is our custom, in his rooms henceforth. Your sitting in for him, Dr. Sammelsohn—let me say it now, lest I forget to do so later—has been richly appreciated by all.”




  “Bah!” Dr. Rosenberg bleated with ill-natured good humor.




  “We’ve warmed to your company. A real affection has grown up between us, and I daresay I speak not only for myself but for all of us when I say, Salut! We shall miss you.”




  Either Dr. Rie or Dr. Rosenberg began a round of applause before thinking better of it. I downed my drink in the silence that followed that aborted eruption. I understood I was being dismissed from their company and that it was unlikely I would ever see any of them again.




  I BEGAN FOLLOWING him. Perhaps I should be ashamed to admit this, but sometime after that, I’d noticed him through the windows of the Guglhupf, the coffee house I preferred. In those days, I was quite regular in my habits, and so apparently was he, for exactly at the same hour each afternoon, he rounded the curve of the Schottenring out for a daily walk or, I presumed, visiting patients. Fearful he might recognize me, I turned from the window and watched him in the large mirror along the café’s back wall; and only when he’d passed did I drop a florin on the table and take up my coat.




  I’m not by nature a sneak, and trailing Dr. Freud was anything but easy. Despite his constant smoking and what I then considered his advanced age (he was thirty-nine; I, merely twenty-one), he was a vigorous walker. Small in stature, he nevertheless carried himself with a martial stride, his chest thrust out, his shoulders back, using his stick, as a punter might an oar, to thrash through the milling crowds—the women in their complicated hats, the men in their fur coats, the students walking five abreast. He reminded me of a locomotive engine, with great puffs of cigar smoke steaming out from beneath the brim of his felt hat, and my inclination to drop back to avoid being seen by him gave way to a very real need to keep up. I struggled to hold him in my sights, as the clusters of people that broke apart for him made no such scattering concessions for me.




  There are no corners on the Ringstrasse, of course, and yet each day I managed somehow to lose him. What did I imagine anyway? That I could follow him to the Ecksteins and simply barge in behind him and force him to introduce me to their daughter? It was idiocy to think so, and at such moments I could only compare myself to him unfavorably. A man of impeccable habit, he arranged his daily labors with the precision of a military campaign: up at seven, with patients by eight, at table with his family at noon, followed by a walk and further patients and dinner at seven. Then cards with Minna and another walk (more locally, in the neighborhood, this time), and he was at his writing desk by ten, working into the small hours, whereas I was the sort of man who might leave his clinic for a coffee at noon and still be loose upon the streets two hours later, his patients wondering what has become of their doctor, the nurses uncertain where to look, and all because he’s allowed himself to become fascinated to the point of lunacy by a woman to whom he has yet to address a solitary word and whose face, despite the magnification of his opera glasses, he has gazed upon from a distance of no fewer than one hundred meters.




  Determined to return to my practice with as much dignity as I could, I strolled at a gentlemanly pace towards the cabstand until, after about five days of this nonsense, I caught sight of him entering Landtmann’s Coffee House.




  HE’D SEATED HIMSELF at a table away from the kitchens. I chose a seat in the adjoining room and ordered a Kaffee mit Schlag from an old waiter with a full mustache and the turned-out feet that mark a member of his trade. I pulled a newspaper from the rack and glanced up from it periodically, as a man will, without seeming to see anything, peering about the room and hoping in this way, were Dr. Freud to glance up at precisely the same instant, to meet his gaze. Dr. Freud, however, never lifted his eyes from his work, and so I said, “Ah-ha!” to no one in particular, as though delighted to have spotted a friend. I summoned a waiter and gave him my card and watched as he ferried it across the threshold into the adjoining room. Dr. Freud picked it up and read it and sighed exasperatedly through his nose. Peering around the waiter, he acknowledged me with a scowling nod.




  “Ah, Dr. Freud,” I said, approaching his table. “I trust I’m not disturbing your work.”




  “Dr. Sammelsohn.”




  I bowed timidly, the annoyed tones in his voice giving me pause.




  “Imagine running into you here,” he said.




  “A pleasant coincidence.”




  “Is it?”




  “Pleasant?”




  “A coincidence.”




  “But of course it is!”




  “Then why are you blushing?”




  “No, I don’t believe I am,” I said, although pronouncing this inanity only made me blush harder.




  Dr. Freud drew on his cigar. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Dr. Sammelsohn, but this isn’t your regular coffee house.”




  “No, it isn’t.”




  “Nor is it near your apartments.”




  “That is correct.”




  “In fact, before today you’ve never been here.”




  “In this coffee house, you mean?”




  “And yet today of all days …”




  “Voilà!”




  “Suddenly you are here.”




  “Yes”—I made a great show of scrutinizing my watch—“and due back momentarily at the clinic. Seeing you from the other room, I merely wished to extend my hand to you in friendship and to wish you a pleasant afternoon. That’s all. Good day.”




  Dr. Freud blew an orchid of cigar smoke into the air above his head, where it bloomed and withered.




  “It’s far from here, isn’t it?”




  “Far, Dr. Freud?”




  “The Allgemeines Krankenhaus?”




  “Yes, quite far.” I had no choice but to confirm this fact: Dr. Freud knew the local geography better than I.




  “And so your being here makes no sense.”




  I pretended not to understand him.




  “As an alibi, an excuse, a story, a ruse!” he said.




  “No, as matter of fact, it doesn’t,” I admitted.




  Dr. Freud glanced about the room. He sighed. “Well, you might as well have a seat, then.”




  “No, no, I really must be getting back,” I said.




  Nevertheless, I pulled out a chair and joined him. Through the wide doorway, I could see the old waiter with the mustache and the turned-out feet arriving at my table and searching for the gentleman who, only a moment before, had ordered the Kaffee mit Schlag he was balancing on his tray. I attempted to draw his attention to me.




  “Ah … ah … a-ha!” I said, half-rising.




  “I shouldn’t worry about it,” Dr. Freud said as the fellow returned to the kitchen. “They’ve nothing but cups of coffee here.”




  As though proving his point, the old waiter was presently at our table, handing Dr. Freud his own cup and his mail, which, in those days, one could have delivered directly to one’s table.




  “Kaffee mit Schlag,” I said, “bitte.”




  The waiter’s eyes narrowed. He looked at me and then over his shoulder at my former table before snorting contemptuously and walking off.




  “Ah! At last!” Dr. Freud said, kissing a blue envelope and—it was an odd gesture—placing it against his forehead. “A word from Berlin!” He tore the letter open. “Ah, it’s better than I’d hoped,” he said, still reading. “He’s actually coming!”




  “Who?” I said, but Dr. Freud, rereading the letter, apparently didn’t hear me.




  “Well,” I said, “I have an appointment, and so I’m afraid …”




  Dr. Freud glanced up from his mail. “You do have a curious relationship to the truth,” he said.




  “Do I? Well, nevertheless, I must go.”




  I rose from the table, but Dr. Freud gripped me by my arm. “Listen to me, Dr. Sammelsohn,” he said. “Men of science, such as ourselves, cannot afford to lie. Even in our private lives, we must ally ourselves so completely with the truth that nothing will ever turn us from it. A man who fears what his neighbor thinks will achieve nothing in this life. Now promise me you’ll discipline yourself in this way.”




  I nodded but said, “I just happened to be on this side of town, and so, of course, I thought I’d drop in for a coffee, as I’d never been here before, and when I saw you, naturally, I thought …”




  Dr. Freud looked as though a consumptive had coughed in his face. “Very well then,” he said.




  I didn’t know what to say. I stood before him, my hat covering my crotch, an Adam on the point of being expelled from Eden (and he, I suppose, the addlepated deity who had neglected to supply me with an Eve!).




  “The truth?” I said, feeling suddenly invigorated by his admonition. “Very well then: here is the truth, Dr. Freud! Yes, I intentionally followed you here.”




  “Yes, I thought as much.”




  “I saw you on the street a few days ago, and I’ve been following you ever since. All week, in fact, if not longer.”




  “But why, Dr. Sammelsohn?”




  “It’s because of the Fräulein, naturally!”




  “The Fräulein?” Dr. Freud shook his head.




  “Fräulein Eckstein!” I reminded him.




  He scowled. “Oh, but Dr. Sammelsohn, you know she isn’t well. In fact, her behavior at the moment is highly unpredictable, erratic even. The excitement of a suitor, even one as ineffectual as a Sammelsohn, could prove the worst thing for her, although one never knows with hysterics.” Hearing himself pronounce this diagnosis aloud, he said, “Although perhaps I’ve said too much.”




  “Nevertheless,” I couldn’t help pressing the matter, “I was hoping you would arrange a meeting with the young woman, as you promised me you would.”




  “What do you mean? I promised you no such thing.”




  “Well, then certainly you led me to believe that such a promise had been made.”




  “By whom?”




  “By you, of course!”




  “Then forgive me, Dr. Sammelsohn.”




  “I know, I know, you’re busy, and the Fräulein isn’t well.”




  “No, you needn’t forgive me for delaying but for promising something I have no power to deliver and no intention of ever delivering, if indeed I did.” Dr. Freud’s upper lip curled in an expression of disgust. “A woman is not an object one simply hands over to another man, like a girl in a harem! Besides, on your salary, you’d be mad to think of marrying. Wait until you’ve established your own practice and even then, believe me, it’ll be a stretch. I’m speaking from bitterest experience.”




  “But you mentioned to me that the Fräulein had expressed a desire to make my acquaintance as well.”




  “Did I?”




  “Yes!”




  “And did she?”




  “Or so you told me. And on your word, I’ve been waiting all these weeks.”




  “But why didn’t you say something to me about this earlier?”




  “I was under the impression you were aware of the situation.”




  “I’m sure I have no idea what I might have said or done to have given you such an impression. Arranging these sorts of things is more in my wife’s line of interest. You should have spoken not to me, but to Marty, although of course, I would have forbidden you from doing so. The girl is ill, Dr. Sammelsohn. I have no choice in the matter.”




  And with that, the subject was closed. It was as though he’d slashed the word Finis! across the bottom of one of his manuscript pages.




  BUT THEN, OF course, he relented.




  “Oh, what the deuce!” he cried. “Weren’t we all young and in love once? Plus, and I tell you this in strictest confidence: the poor girl’s developed too strong a dependence upon me. A suitor might be a healthy distraction, although one never knows with this sort of thing. Also, you’ll get to meet Wilhelm, and that’s the important thing, isn’t it?”




  “Wilhelm?”




  “Wilhelm Fliess! He’s coming in from Berlin especially for the Christmas party. Oh, he’s an extraordinary fellow, Dr. Sammelsohn, a first-rate mind, and you really must meet him!”




  Clipping the nib off a fresh Reina Cubanas, Dr. Freud added, “On Sunday evening, we’re having a group of friends over, the Ecksteins among them. You’ll come as well, and we’ll put this whole messy business behind us once and for all, eh?”




  That was Freud: quixotically blind to his own quixotic nature, just as I was blind to my own Sancho Panza–ish abilities to overlook his madness, explaining away his sudden surrender of professionalism and good sense until it resembled its very opposite, simply because I was getting what I wanted.
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  I spent the week in a delirious cloud; and when Sunday morning arrived, pulling Sunday afternoon in its train, I was almost too nervous to alight from my chair. Only after the sky had blackened did I make my way beneath it to Berggasse 19. Crossing the threshold, I knocked upon the door of Dr. Freud’s consultancy, and when no answer came, I knocked again. I checked my watch. Was it possible I’d gotten the date wrong? Or come too early? Could the party have been canceled? Knocking again, I succeeded in summoning no one to the door. I patted my gloves against the sides of my coat and considered leaving. Of the two prospects—never meeting Fräulein Eckstein and finally meeting her—I didn’t know which was the more terrifying, and for a moment, I considered dashing out the door. Instead, I tramped up the yellow staircase to the Freuds’ apartment, where, on the other side of the double doors, I could hear the sounds of festive company: blurred voices, spoons tinkling, decanters ringing against raised glasses, the periodic explosion of laughter.




  Wiping my feet on the woven mat, I forced out a nervous breath. Either my life will change, I told myself, or it won’t, although I very much hoped that it would.




  Was it Dr. Freud or Frau Freud or the maid who answered the door? Memory has left no trace of the figure who met me there. I recall only the apartment light spilling across the threshold and jangling my already jangled nerves. Whoever it was took me by the arm and ushered me into the salon where two or three dozen people were already gathered around the Freuds’ Christmas tree.




  (Yes, the Freuds had a Christmas tree, the first I’d ever seen inside a Jewish home.)




  The room glittered with the usual accoutrements of late-century masquerade: monocles, lorgnettes, pince-nez, stickpins, watch fobs gleamed in the candle light. The women wore their usual assortment of impractical hats, the men beards of every chop and curl and color.




  Sipping from the drink Frau Freud’s sister Minna had given me, I peered over its rim into the room, scanning the crowd like a scholar skimming a text, searching for that rare word, waiting for its familiar shape to leap out against the intentionally blurred page, when, quite suddenly, she was there—Fräulein Eckstein!—standing between Drs. Rosenberg and Rie.




  “Ah, little Königstein!” Dr. Rosenberg called out, and the two men gestured me towards their little trio. Before I could take a step in their direction, however, Dr. Freud placed his hand upon my shoulder and bellowed to the assembled crowd: “Mesdames et mesdemoiselles et messieurs, permettez-moi de présenter mon collègue—“




  “And our indispensable fourth in Tarock,” Dr. Rie piped in.




  “Le jeune docteur Jacques Sammelsohn.”




  The introduction, barked out in this way, elicited a smattering of applause and not a little laughter. Caught out in the white-hot spotlight of the room’s attention, I performed my usual dance of nervous ticks: laughing through my nose, shrugging repeatedly, I coughed and dropped my gaze, like a penitent’s, to the floor, horrified by the sight of my antigropelos (which I’d neglected to remove upon entering the apartment). Thus blinded to the room, I felt Dr. Freud push me into a cloud of extravagant perfumes.




  “Docteur Jacques,” I heard him say, “Madame Amalia Eckstein et sa fille, l’Emma incomparable!”




  Now, as anyone with any experience of the world might have told me, at the moment of capturing the long-sought object of my desire, I felt nothing but a wounding sense of disappointment. The girl standing before me was not the belle femme I remembered from the Carl. No, here was a delicate child, an invalid, lovely perhaps, but obviously unwell. She moved with a convalescent’s gracelessness, her clothing seemingly irritating her skin. The blush dappling her cheeks, I judged, was more a consequence of fevers than of the womanly arts. She looked as though she’d only just risen from her sickbed. Her hair, which I recalled as a glorious crown, lay flat, and her bosom, which in memory had defied the principles of Newtonian gravity, rested upon her chest like two apples fallen from a tree. Even worse: in her eyes, I saw no mirrored flash of recognition, no summoning flare of interest when she looked at me or heard my name. Although Dr. Freud claimed he’d mentioned me to her, and that she’d inquired after me, obviously she had not. Instead, she greeted me with a polite indifference, perhaps even a sense of irritation: she was here only to please Dr. Freud or her mother and had no interest in me.




  “What a beautifully thick head of hair the young doctor possesses!” her mother cried.




  “Maman!” The Fräulein dropped her gaze to the floor. “I’m certain Dr. Sonnenfeld has better things to do than listen to compliments about his hair.”




  Involuntarily I raised my hand and stroked my head as though calming an agitated cat. “Sammelsohn,” I said, though no one seemed to be listening.




  “Nonsense,” Dr. Freud boomed. “Women are not the only vain sex, you know!”




  He himself made a daily visit to his barber, keeping his appointment even on the morning of his father’s funeral a few years hence. And in truth, I was vain about my hair and preferred to wear it, as I’ve said, in the unkempt Bohemian style that gave me, I imagined, the tousled, late-out-of-bed look of a man so preoccupied with his thoughts that pushing him back into bed and distracting him from those thoughts would be the only thing a woman might consider doing at the sight of him. I regret to say that the effect had so far worked upon no woman more brilliantly than it had upon Madame Eckstein.




  (Perhaps because Dr. Freud had introduced us in French, I continued to think of her as Madame Eckstein. As with many of our Jewish women, there was nothing Germanic about her, not her face, which she rouged heavily, nor her shock of orange hair, nor her diamond-shaped eyes, nor her extravagant bosom from which emanated a soporific of lavender and organdie, the scent so pervasive it preceded her appearance into any room and remained long after her departure, serving as a kind of olfactory calling card.)




  I blushed against her matronly advances, while Fräulein Eckstein, mortified by these same advances, blushed also.




  “Stop it, Maman! You’re embarrassing him!”




  “But I’m not, ma fille. Use your eyes.”




  Fräulein Eckstein gave Dr. Freud a desperate look, which he ignored.




  “He’s so young to be a doctor!” Madame Eckstein whispered to him.




  “Nearly thirty,” Dr. Freud murmured in return.




  “Doesn’t look it.”




  “We’ll talk, Amalia. We’ll talk.”




  “Was I embarrassing you, young man?”




  “Of course not, madame,” I said. What else could I tell her?




  “There, Emma, you see.”




  “Well, you’re embarrassing me!” the Fräulein cried. “You all are!”




  Madame Eckstein straightened her spine, and her bosom, that fragrant sultan’s pillow, became a hard, imperial bust. “You shall not be rude to me, young lady!”




  Bending at the waist, Fräulein Eckstein placed her hands upon her abdomen. “Oh! My stomach is in knots!”




  “Are you all right, my darling?”




  “No, Mother, I am not all right! It was madness to bring me here.”




  “I didn’t insist, you know,” Madame Eckstein told Dr. Freud.




  “Didn’t you?” the Fräulein cried.




  “Emma, stop this wicked behavior!”




  “Excuse me,” said Fräulein Eckstein. “But I really must lie down.”




  “Dr. Freud, Dr. Sammelsohn,” Madame Eckstein said, following her daughter from the room.




  “Sigmund!” someone else cried.




  Dr. Freud and I turned in the direction of this summons to see Frau Freud standing beside her sister Minna, both of the Bernays women with their black hair pulled back into a severe bun, each with her arms crossed, both tapping an irritated foot, both obviously annoyed about something.
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  Enter Wilhelm Fliess, the handsome ear, nose, and throat specialist from cosmopolitan Berlin and the presumptive villain of our story. He was standing between the Freuds’ green ceramic stove and their glittering Christmas tree, a yuletide drink in his hand. A gifted monologist, he had succeeded in luring the majority of Dr. Freud’s guests to his corner.




  He was a marvelously attractive fellow. Even I will admit that. His coal-black eyes and his jet-black beard glistened in the candlelight. Though his pate shone through his tonsure like a knee through a worn trouser leg, the receding hairline only made him appear more virile. I was especially struck by the audacity of his plum cravat. Here was a man, I told myself, who had fallen deeply, madly, and passionately in love with himself, and this was perhaps the only love he’d ever fully reciprocated.




  Josef Breuer, Dr. Freud’s mentor, had introduced the two men a few years earlier, and they had hit it off immediately. Roughly the same age, each newly married, both beginning their families and their careers, they even resembled each other: bearded Jews with penetrating eyes and straight, handsome noses. But there was another, even more striking congruity: in his theoretical work, each man was stepping outside the bounds of accepted medical practice, and to the late-nineteenth-century mind, Dr. Freud’s mad-brained theories on dreams, on the unconscious, on sexuality, seemed no less far-fetched (if, indeed, far less fetching) than did Dr. Fliess’s odd notions.




  Scorned by a blinkered medical establishment, the two men sheltered inside each other’s admiration, offering a sympathetic ear and an approving bosom upon which to lay, figuratively at least, their heads. Meeting as frequently as their schedules permitted—in Germany, in Austria, in the little towns dotting the Italian border—for what Dr. Freud had christened their “private congresses,” they shared their thoughts and gave each other counsel and encouragement.




  And what were Dr. Fliess’s radical new ideas? Well, principally, he had two. The first of these, the theory of periodicity, held that all life was determined by two powerful biorhythmic cycles. The more familiar of these, consisting of twenty-eight days, was feminine in nature, whereas the less familiar cycle of twenty-three days was masculine. By multiplying one of these integers against the other, or each by the difference between the two, and adding or subtracting the results, Dr. Fliess was able to find these numbers hidden, as a unifying pattern, in virtually all of creation.




  Dr. Fliess’s other theory, and the one that more concerns us here, pertained to that triangular mound of bifurcated flesh located in the center of the human face, by which I mean the nose. The nose for Wilhelm Fliess was what the psyche was for Sigmund Freud: the source of all human unhappiness as well as the locus of its cure. He’d discovered an ailment that he christened the nasal reflex neurosis, and in a seventy-nine-page booklet entitled New Contributions to the Theory and Therapy of the Nasal Reflex Neurosis, he’d reported on over 130 cases of it. Not content to have merely discovered the malady, he also devised its cure: heavy cocaine swathes, normal cauterizations, and if these failed, galvanic cauterizations.




  “Now, when this treatment is followed,” he told us that evening, sipping at his drink, “the nasal reflex neurosis will become the principal means of earning his daily bread for the general practitioner, and as a consequence, the immense multitude of neurasthenics will disappear. By that, I mean, of course, those unfortunates who, rushing from doctor to doctor and from spa to spa, make a mockery of our healing arts as they fall into the hands of all sorts of disreputable quacks!”




  “But surely it’s more complicated than you’re making out,” Dr. Rie suggested.




  Dr. Fliess granted him a condescending smile. “We live in an age of miracles and wonders, Dr. Rie, miracles and wonders, as you well know, and as the frontiers of knowledge advance rapidly before us, we must hurry if we are to keep up. We must hurry. No, we mustn’t blind ourselves to any new discoveries. Now, I’m well aware that the astonishing newness of my ideas too easily makes skeptics of otherwise fair and impartial men, and accordingly, I’ve taken the precaution of documenting my researches with absolute meticulousness. With absolute meticulousness. For example, when the observation of blood in my infant son’s urine led to my discovery of male menstruation—“




  “Male menstruation?” Dr. Rosenberg nearly spat out his drink.




  Dr. Fliess nodded. “—occurring every twenty-three days in both men and women, I took great pains to preserve the sheet and shirt with those precious traces of blood on them. Not merely as a means of silencing my detractors, mind you, but for the sake of posterity as well. For the sake of posterity as well. However, as a doctor committed to my patients, I’m willing to try anything if it means restoring an invalid to her health. Why, only recently, I cured a slight case of strabismus in a two-year-old by scraping his tonsil with my bare fingernail. How did I know the diseased tonsils were inhibiting the maturation of the child’s eye muscles? Genius? Intuition? Call it what you will! It worked, ladies and gentlemen, it worked.”




  His ring twinkled against the lights of the Freuds’ Christmas tree as he puffed on his cigar.




  “Today, of course, everyone is crying ‘Neurasthenia! Neurasthenia!’“Dr. Fliess cried, raising his hands and shaking them in the air, as though he were mimicking a man shrieking the word. “But I’ll tell you this: most neurasthenics are simply poorly misdiagnosed wretches suffering not from neurasthenia”—again he raised his hands and shook them—“but from nasal reflex neurosis!”




  “And the proof of this?” Dr. Rie countered.




  Dr. Fliess smiled handsomely. “The proof of this is my testimony before you tonight. Oh, I know, it’s tedious to hear a man singing his own praises, but since you asked me and since I’m talking anyway, let me say only this. However, let me say it clearly: with my nasal therapies, I’ve succeeded where master physicians have striven in vain to cure. Reviewing my cases at the end of a long week, I often astonish myself. No, I do.”




  He glanced over at Dr. Freud. The two seemed to be sharing some stimulating secret. It’s well known now, of course, that in addition to aiding and abetting Dr. Fliess in his numerological preoccupations, supplying the data-hungry Berliner with all sorts of information—the birth dates and death dates of his family, the rhythm of Frau Freud’s menses, the ebb and flow of their children’s illnesses and of his own literary productivity—Dr. Freud twice allowed Dr. Fliess to operate upon his own nose as a cure for various cardiac complaints and that he recommended courses of nasal therapy to many of his own patients as well. Dr. Fliess typically swathed the postoperative nasal passages of these patients with lavish doses of cocaine, and this might go some distance in explaining the extraordinary benefit to mood perceived by all of them, including Dr. Freud, who, we now know, conducted an ill-considered love affair with the narcotic. Indeed, cocaine might go some distance in explaining Dr. Fliess’s mesmerizing conversational style. His light-footed rhythms, his quicksilver connections, his inexhaustible fund of images all bear the cloven hoofprint of that old devil, although of course none of us realized this at the time.




  “And let me tell you something even more marvelous and originally profound!” he cried out. “As our host has heroically shown—and cheers all around for Dr. Sigmund Freud!”—he raised his glass in Dr. Freud’s direction—“neurasthenia in young people is caused by nothing less sinister than masturbation!”




  Though he pronounced the word with a practiced frankness, several of the women in the room gasped, and suddenly I understood the Bernays sisters’ consternated toe-tapping. Dr. Rie hemmed and hawed; Dr. Rosenberg threw his hands in the air; Dr. Breuer scowled behind his wispy beard; Dr. Rosanes laughed into his drink; but Dr. Fliess continued on as boldly as before.




  “Naturally enough, bad sex behaviors in both genders affect more than just the nose. The nervous system is harmed as well, of course, but it’s the nose that suffers most.”




  A woman moaned. “Good Lord, man!” Dr. Rie protested weakly.




  Misunderstanding the nature of their distress, Dr. Fliess hurried to defend his thesis: “Let me assure you that I’m speaking here strictly from experience with my own practice in Berlin. Immediately after masturbation, one may observe a very characteristic swelling and a heightened sensitivity to what I call the nasal-genital spots.” He tapped his nose twice with his forefinger.




  “Sigmund, may I speak to you this very instant?” Tight-lipped and white-knuckled, Frau Freud gestured her husband from the room.




  “That’s the problem, you see,” Dr. Fliess continued. “One may remove the painful spots—I’ve done it a million times: scrape, scrape, scrape!—but they simply return as long as abnormal sexual satisfaction is occurring. Now it’s a well-known scientific fact that unmarried women who masturbate suffer from painful menstruation, along with neuralgic stomachache and excessive nosebleed. Who among us does not know this? And so you’re correct, Dr. Rie: my nasal therapies are helpless, absolutely, in aiding these women until they surrender these vile practices.”




  He was losing his audience. This frank talk was costing him the attention of all but those of us in possession of a medical degree. Most of the women had already fled the room.




  “Preposterous,” Dr. Rie muttered.




  “Preposterous?” Dr. Fliess glanced over our shoulders at the defectors. “No, but I shall tell you what is preposterous. What is preposterous is the fact that this condition, prevalent for so long in our society, has gone undetected, and that those daring enough to attempt its cure are laughed at and scorned and mocked and driven from our professional societies until we are nearly insane with bitterness and rage!” Dr. Fliess clapped the back of one hand against the palm of the other. “And yet, despite the opposition I have personally received on this score, I have persevered in devising a cure. A cure, yes! By altering the left middle turbinate bone in the nose’s frontal third, precisely in ‘the nasal stomachache spot,’ as I have termed it, I have cured my patients not only of their abnormal sexual practices but of the neuroses these practices create as well.”




  “Nasal stomachache spot!” Dr. Rie harrumphed again.




  Dr. Fliess was bristling now. “Yes. Unfortunately, however, as I’ve discovered, there is more profit in addressing oneself to laymen who are grateful for one’s work than to professionals who, in their Latin-nomenclatured ignorance, betray that ignorance by scoffing!”




  “Wilhelm, my dearest friend.” Dr. Freud had at that moment reentered the room and was looking anxiously between the two men. “You’ve allowed us to detain you long enough. When you publish the rest of your beautiful novelties, as you must, you’ll astonish more than a small group of sympathetic friends. You’ll astonish the world. And although we can wait for that, our dinner, I’m afraid, cannot. May I invite everyone in to dine?”




  (As for Dr. Fliess’s presumptive villainy, I can say only this: In the coming months, a strange story was bruited about the cafés and whispered over in our little medical circles, to wit: that Dr. Freud, fearful that through his newly minted psychoanalytic bias, he may have overlooked a physical reason for Fräulein Eckstein’s suffering, invited Dr. Fliess in to consult, and that Dr. Fliess had suggested to him that the Fräulein’s hysteria was symptomatic of nasal reflex neurosis and had recommended, as a cure, the removal of the left middle turbinate bone of her nose. The story continues: having never performed this surgery, his own mad invention, before; indeed, having never performed major surgery at all; having previously confined his practice to simple cauterizations and cocainizations of the nose, Dr. Fliess botched the job and nearly killed the girl when he accidentally left a meter of surgical gauze inside her nasal cavity. This story, as my own narrative will demonstrate, is preposterous, of course, designed to blot out the true events, which I will now recount.)
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  Nothing was as I imagined it only an hour before. I could barely concentrate on my dinner. Frau Freud had placed me between Dr. Freud’s sister Rosa and Heinrich Graf, her fiancé, and though they tried to include me in their conversation (something about the massacres at Aleppo), I could think of nothing but Dr. Fliess and his strange theories. Was it possible that masturbation actually disfigured the nose? And could the removal of the left middle turbinate bone truly relieve not only stomachache and uterine bleeding but also the psychic distress caused by masturbation? And did masturbation really cause psychic distress? (Or wasn’t it the other way around? Speaking for myself, abstinence seemed to create as much psychic distress as did autoeroticism; and normal sexual satisfaction, as Dr. Fliess had so blithely termed it, would, I feared, create only more.)




  Granted: there were similarities between the genitals and the nose. Both hung on the central column of the body without a complementing twin. In women, the nostrils resided above the mouth as did the oviducts above the nether labia; both were capable of bleeding. In men, the formal symmetry between the nostrils and the testicles, being external, was even more pronounced. I couldn’t help glancing about the table at the twenty or so noses ringed about me. Sharp, flat, hooked, pug, aquiline, Greek, snub, hawk, celestial; this one wagging his, that one caressing hers; how shamelessly we displayed them in public; how baldly we allowed them to protrude into the open air—quivering, vulnerable, receptive! I blushed as the scrolled nostrils of the woman across from me seemed suddenly as enticing as might the dimples of her rump! How was it possible, I wondered, that neither law nor custom forbade the display of nose hair in public? The way it sprouted from some of the older gentlemen’s nostrils in stiff tufts seemed almost lewd, as did the blue veins that stood out on the reddened skin of some of the coarser specimens on display. Beards, mustaches, side whiskers, even eyebrows now brought to mind only one thing: the littler beards we kept hidden beneath our trousers and our skirts. I dropped my gaze when this one chortled through hers or that one brought a handkerchief to his, pulling on it with sharp brisk tugs until he’d emptied it of its contents.




  Frau Freud’s cherried veal tasted like wood pulp in my mouth, and I’m afraid I availed myself too eagerly of the wine. It was bad enough that everyone appeared to be wearing a pornographic postcard glued to the middle of his forehead; worse was the disillusionment I felt upon finally meeting the great and brilliant Dr. Fliess. The dashing young genius from Berlin, about whom I’d heard so much, struck me as little better than a Bedlamite. I was aghast to watch him, seated at Dr. Freud’s right, soliciting from those who’d been honored with chairs near his the dates of all the significant events of their lives, from which, like a fortuneteller, he was busy calculating the hour of their demise.




  “Fifty-one months from your birthday,” he said, adding up his figures, “fifty-one being twenty-three plus twenty-eight, minus the difference between them, which is five, multiplied by twenty-three squared, divided by the square root of twenty-eight … ah, yes, here it is. According to my calculations, you can expect to expire at precisely thirty-six minutes past two on the morning of March 14, 1938.”




  His dining companions appeared eager for this information and, once it had been revealed to them, delighted to possess it. Indeed, I watched with my mouth agape as Amalia Eckstein inscribed the date of her death into a booklet she withdrew from her purse, penciling it in as though it were a dental appointment!




  (Proof of the prophet’s worthlessness, I told myself, was the fact that according to his calculations, a majority of the people at the table were to perish in March of 1938.)




  I could only shake my head. Dr. Freud had a weakness for gypsy-like parlor games, it’s true; but Dr. Fliess had gone him one better. If, like an Hasidic rebbe, Dr. Freud could read a man’s sins in the lines of his face, Dr. Fliess, like God Himself, knew the hour of his demise.




  What did it say about Sigmund Freud, I wondered, that he revered a man of such low caliber?




  STILL, ALL THIS was nothing compared to the heartbreak I had experienced upon seeing Fräulein Eckstein again. Never for a moment had I imagined that the woman whose picture I’d carried in my heart for over a month might feel only indifference towards me! It was madness to have come here, I told myself. I regretted pressuring Dr. Freud into inviting me to this odd Christmas soirée (in attendance at which there seemed to be only Jews; at a quick glance, I estimated that none of the guests had ever been within ten feet of a baptismal font!). Still, I couldn’t help watching Fräulein Eckstein. The way she laughed at Dr. Fliess’s calculations, hanging on to his every word, made me blind with rage. It pained me to see her eyes glistening with admiration for him while she sat with her fingers braided before her mouth and her nose laid out like a dainty for him upon the platter of her hands.




  (Her interest in Dr. Fliess, it turned out, was completely counterfeit. As I would learn the next day, she was merely flattering him as a way of pleasing Dr. Freud.)




  “Dr. Sammelsohn!” I heard my name called as though from a great distance. “Are you still with us, then?” I refocused my eyes, and the white and blue blotches before them unblurred into the person of Fräulein Rosa Freud, sitting beside me in a shimmering blue dress.




  “Ah, Fräulein Freud,” I said, “pardon me. I must have been daydreaming.”




  “I was only asking you whether you agreed that what Herr Graf just said was wickedly funny.”




  I looked at her fiancé, Graf. He smiled at me ludicrously, his watery eyes brimming behind his pince-nez. “Oh, well, no,” he said with modest good humor, “it’s nothing really.” He smiled tenderly at Fräulein Rosa. “I was just saying that it’s apparently not enough for Dr. Fliess to cure gynecological concerns, but he must stick his nose into Dr. Freud’s neurosis as well.”




  Although this was the second time in as many minutes that she had heard the witticism, appreciative laughter fell from Fräulein Rosa’s painted mouth. She reached across me to caress Herr Graf’s hand, and the two retreated into the privacy of each other’s gaze.




  I’d never felt lonelier in my life.




  What further disaster could befall me that evening?




  “AH, DR. SAMMELSOHN, may I touch it?” Amalia Eckstein had sneaked up behind me when I’d stopped in the hallway to admire the Freuds’ new telephone. A wooden box with a phallic-looking tube above two silver bells that resembled naked breasts—or so, in my current state of mind, the apparatus appeared to me—it was the first I’d seen in a private home.




  “What in Heaven’s name are you talking about?” I cried, turning in alarm. I had thought, of course, she had meant my nose.




  “Why, your hair, you silly-billy,” she said. “Because it’s so extraordinarily thick and marvelous!” She lifted her hand and let it hover in the now-electric air between us. What could I say to her? That I’d prefer she didn’t touch me? Of course, I did the only thing a gentleman could, which was to bow my head and offer it to her. “Oh! But oh—oh my! It’s so much softer than it looks! So soft and so curly and so full! Oh—but it’s an absolute delight!”




  I felt as though I were being examined by a careless phrenologist. Her nails nicked the skin behind my ears. As strands of my hair became entangled in her rings, she simply plucked them out. Worse: she’d pushed the shelf of her bosom so near my face that my breath had steamed up my glasses, and when I heard Fräulein Eckstein’s strangled cry—alas, the Fräulein had stumbled upon our unfortunate tableau—I had no choice but to read through the steamy lenses the horror etching itself upon her face.




  “Mother!” she cried.




  “Darling, you must come here and caress this young man’s hair immediately! It’s une expérience sensuelle.”




  “I will do no such thing! My God, Mother”—Fräulein Eckstein dropped her voice—“there are people in the other room!” Unable to force herself from the passageway, she covered her face with her hands, blocking out the image, and I feared she might at any moment faint.




  “Madame, if you will excuse me,” I said, stepping away from the mother. “Fräulein.” I nodded to the daughter. As I approached her, however, she jumped away from me, as though I were a moral leper, and for the final time that evening, I gave up all hope of wooing her.




  Dr. Freud beckoned me from the open doorway of his apartment. “Dr. Sammelsohn!” he cried, with Drs. Rie and Rosenberg standing on either side of him, like two thieves flanking the savior whose birthday they, in their strange way, had been honoring that night.




  “I’ve invited the men and the women to separate,” he explained to the Ecksteins and to me, “the women to remain above, nearer the Heavens, the men to descend into the nether regions, where each may partake of the activities biology has assigned them: the women to their chattering; the men to their brandy and cigars!”




  Happy for an opportunity to escape, I offered Fräulein Eckstein an embarrassed bow and attempted to edge past her. However, she pulled me to her and held me so closely that when she spoke, I could feel her breath palpating my lips.




  “Help me!” she whispered, as though it were a request I had too often refused her.




  “Help you, Fräulein? Of course, I will, but how?”




  “Lower you voice,” she commanded me. “The others mustn’t hear us.”




  I looked at her mother and at Dr. Freud.




  “I’ve been trying to speak to you all evening.”




  I peered into her face. “Frankly I’m astonished to hear this, Fräulein.”




  “You’re the only one who can help me.”




  I didn’t know what to say to her.




  “Will you?” she demanded.




  “Of course, I will, Fräulein.”




  “Then why haven’t you responded to me?”




  I searched her face, understanding nothing of what she was saying to me. “Responded to you, Fräulein?”




  “To my ads. In the newspaper,” she explained. “In the personal advertisement section. I’ve been leaving you ads in the Neue Freie Presse for well over a month now!”




  I continued to stare at her as though I were a village idiot who had never dreamt that men might communicate with each other by printing words in a newspaper.




  “Of course,” I said, shaking my head in an attempt to uncloud it. “I’ll look for your notice there.”




  “The next one’s scheduled for tomorrow morning.”




  “So soon, Fräulein?”




  “And you’ll read it?”




  “Certainly.”




  “And if I’ve asked you to meet me somewhere, you’ll meet me?”




  I hesitated.




  “I must speak with you,” she insisted. “It’s absolutely urgent. Not here.” She glanced at her mother. “But in private.”




  Before I could respond, Dr. Freud called for me again. The Fräulein released my hand, and my fingers ached where she had gripped them. I saw that the other men had already left the apartment and were presumably descending the stairs to Dr. Freud’s consulting rooms. I glanced again at Fräulein Eckstein. She seemed to have disappeared inside herself. It was as though the light of her face had darkened its flame. Dr. Freud and Madame Eckstein witnessed this strange phenomenon as well, and their eyes met in an unspoken moment of concern. A naïf, I imagined that they were congratulating themselves on the match they’d arranged between us. (With equal naïveté, I’d interpreted Madame Eckstein’s flirtatiousness as nothing more sinister than motherly affection. Didn’t all women fall in love with their daughter’s suitors and, later on, with their husbands?) But I might as well have been blind. Indeed, of all that was occurring about me, I saw little; and of the little I saw, I understood even less.




  With a bow to the women, I hurried down the yellow staircase after Dr. Freud.




  “Come on, come on then!” he called up, seconds ahead of me but already at the bottom of the stairs. “The time until you meet again will pass slowly, so you might as well fill it with cigars and good company. Dr. Königstein has returned, as you know, and there’s no telling when we’ll next spend a sociable hour together. With your losses at cards tonight, you will handsomely repay me for whatever services I, in my capacity as Cupid, have rendered you. Although how could it be otherwise? Where there is Psyche, Eros must naturally appear!”




  He addressed me from the doorway of his consulting rooms, a hard, mad glint in his eye. It was a look I recalled receiving before only from my father, a glance so lacerating I feared neither of us would avoid being cut to shreds by it.




  
[image: image] CHAPTER 7 [image: image]





  That night, I couldn’t sleep. I was too nervous about what I’d find in tomorrow’s paper. Abandoning my bed, I fished the Neue Freie Presse from the trash bin, where it lay beneath a moist hash of coffee grounds and apple cores. I’d never concerned myself with these sorts of things, these personal advertisements, but I understood the city was mad for them, and now I saw why: who could resist the most private of correspondences carried out in this most public of places, clandestine meetings arranged before the entire world, the particulars of one’s secret assignations announced via the public press?




  To the exquisite lady sipping coffee in the Café Griensteidl yesterday with a young child I took to be her niece; she so sympathetically shared her cream pitcher with a gentleman at the neighboring table and would do this gentleman an even greater kindness by indicating to Box 721, this newspaper, when and at what café he might return the favor.




  Things were not yet as notorious in Vienna as they would later become, with everyone and his sister crawling into bed (sometimes with each other), but an air of promiscuity had already descended upon the city, sending its inhabitants scurrying for warmth; and where better to find that warmth than in the arms of a similarly invigorated other?




  The woman who, Wednesday last, during the Mozart at the Lichtentaler Pfarrkirche, caught the eye of the gentleman behind her, enraptured by the obbligati, is hereby begged for a longer interlude at a suitable hour to be agreed upon, he prays, through Box 456, this newspaper, at the convenience of her delight.




  At the convenience of her delight? Is this what Fräulein Eckstein wanted? To declaim her love for me from behind a mask of serifed prose? If so, I suspected it had everything to do with her mother. Indeed, how intoxicating to conduct an illicit affair right beneath the nose of one’s dueña. (Ah! the nose! the nose! I couldn’t get Dr. Fliess’s damned noses out of my brain!) I turned the pages of the paper and glanced through the ads once again. I was shocked to see that even the bite of an agonized conscience was inked in printer’s black for all the world to see:




  My darling S., I live in terror over what my sister may or may not suspect. Leave no more letters at our home, nor will I meet you this afternoon in your laboratory. Communicate with me only through Box 621, this newspaper, and may God grant us the strength to stop, your loving M.




  I cinched the belt of my robe tighter. How had I gotten myself into this mess? A day before, I might have been entranced by the naughtiness of it all. Now I only felt intimidated by the game. I was in over my head, and I knew it. True, I’d been ogling women for years, but nothing like this had ever happened to me as a consequence. And the truth of the matter is it had very little to do with me. Coincidence alone had placed Dr. Freud beside me at the Carl; happenstance had allowed him to read my mind—I didn’t even possess courage enough to ask him for the Fräulein’s name—and it was the Fräulein herself who had approached me at the Freuds’ Christmas party. Left to my own devices, I’m certain I’d still be daydreaming about a nameless girl I would never see again. And wouldn’t that be preferable? I had no head for this sort of thing! I could barely navigate the circles of the city. With a map Otto had given me when I’d first moved in, I’d plotted out my essential routes—from my apartment to the hospital, from the hospital to the opera, and lately from the hospital, my apartment, or the opera to Dr. Freud’s. Despite my stalking of him, I had little idea where the rest of the city was kept, including, or rather especially, the offices of the Neue Freie Presse. Nor did I understand how one went about procuring for himself a “numbered box.” Certainly the clerk who handled these transactions understood their licentious purposes. How brazen was the Fräulein, one had to wonder, that she could meet the wink of this fellow while filling out the requisite forms?




  (Glancing through the advertisements, I soon discovered that there were many purposes, not all of them immoral, to which one might employ one’s box: professors giving piano lessons advertised for students in this way, as did merchants searching for employees and tradesmen for customers. The libertines and demimondaines who flaunted their epistolary concupiscence in the broad daylight of newsprint did so under the protective banner of these more respectable burghers.)




  It was nearly three in the morning when I threw the paper down. I lay on the sofa, and once again, I saw that hard, mad glint in Dr. Freud’s eye. Looking deeper into it, I was repulsed by the homunculur portrait of myself reflected in its vacuum. Beneath his captious leer, I appeared not as I knew myself—a lovelorn chap searching myopically through the circular maze of Vienna for a woman who might love him with an ardor equaling his own—but as Dr. Freud saw me: a wild, slobbering satyr whose membrum virile, rising like a gnarled branch from the delta of his crotch, had become so inflamed, he’d stick it anywhere to extinguish its fire. My desire for love had somehow transformed me into a rascal who couldn’t be trusted with the girls! Nor was this the first time I’d been exiled to rascaldom by the all-too-knowing gaze of another. My father’s glance used to pierce my side in the same crucifying way. Hadn’t I continually disgraced him, a boy with straw instead of thoughts inside his head, a balk of a son, compelled through life by no force greater than his own tomfoolery? As I crawled onto the sofa and stared at the ceiling, I knew a large part of the disgust I felt for myself belonged properly to my father.




  He had failed to prepare me for life in every way.




  ONLY TAKE, FOR example, the day he asked me into his study so that he might explain the mysteries of sexual union to me. This was a day I’d prefer to forget, though not one painful hour of it has escaped my memory. We sat opposite each other, my father and I, he behind a large desk piled high with bills and invoices, and I on a low, small chair before it. I was barely twelve.




  [image: image] he said, addressing me, as was his custom, in Hebrew: Ya’akov (Genesis 44:34). [image: image] Listen to everything I tell you, if you know what’s good for you (Deuteronomy 12:28).




  His short beard had turned greyer and his face thinner since the discovery of my crime. Unable to eat or sleep, he’d become an emaciated version of himself. When he folded his thin arms against his chest, the sleeves of his kapote scissored against each other, producing sharp whistling noises. He opened his mouth to speak but could apparently find nothing to say. He walked to the window and peered through it. The wind nudged a few leaves an inch or two across the meadow outside. With his arms behind his back and his spine held straight and his blue-black shadow falling behind him, he resembled the gnomon of a sundial.




  Neither of us had touched the tea my sister Reyzl had brought in to us. Our cups sat on their saucers, growing cold. When I lifted mine, my hand trembled so violently and the cup rattled so noisily, I had to put it down. Turning towards the sound, Father glowered, and my cheeks burned beneath his gaze. I knew what he was thinking: How is it possible that this creature, so alien to me in every way, this miscreant who’s made a mockery of everything I know to be true, this reproduction that resembles the original not in the least, sprung from my inner being? And now to have to school this botch of a son in the lessons of manhood so that he might plant his own seeds and produce his own children who, God forbid, will resemble me even less!




  The bitterness of my apostasy aside, it was a torment for my father to have to speak of these unseemly matters. And yet—he sighed—one is commanded to teach one’s children; and no man is exempt from the directives of the Lord.




  He picked up his tea and peered into the cup. His mouth an ugly gash, he sniffed at the drink, as though at the scent of curdling milk, before returning it to its place. He cleared his throat and rubbed his papery hands together, clapping once.




  [image: image] he said. Don’t worry, for I won’t embarrass you (Isaiah 54:4). [image: image] Come closer (Genesis 27:21). [image: image] Now, my son, listen to me (Genesis 27:8). [image: image] I’ve called you for a righteous purpose and have taken hold of your hand (Isaiah 42:6).




  He seemed to be listening to his own words—they seemed to hover in the air between us—scrutinizing them as a jeweler might a string of diamonds, searching for a secret flaw. Finding none, he proceeded. [image: image] [image: image] Only be strong and courageous (Joshua 1:7) [image: image] and listen to me without interruption (Isaiah 41:1) [image: image] for a son will show honor to his father (Malachi 1:6).




  How may I explain these linguistic peculiarities of my father’s?




  By the time I was born, he refused to speak in any but the holy tongue. What were his choices? Yiddish was a mongrel pidgin, suitable only for women and illiterates. German—a barking, braggart’s tongue—belonged to the children of Esau, and Father would have never dreamt of sullying the holy vessel of his mouth with its guttural frothings. As for Russian, it wasn’t even a human language. Rather, it had been taught to the ancient Varangians by bears (hence the Russian proclivity for laziness and violence). French, something Father had picked up in his youth, my grandmother Sammelsohn having harbored unrealistic dreams of a diplomatic career for him, was, on the other hand, an all-too-human patois: curling the tongue, it trained it for duplicity. Why else did everything in it—taunts, curses, even the blackest of threats—sound like the sweetest of psalms?




  For all his fanciful glossologies, Father might have languished in silence, had it not been for the holy tongue, although Hebrew presented its own problems: the language in which the angels beseech one another for permission to chant their unceasing praises, as well as the language in which these praises are unceasingly chanted, Hebrew was the language with which the Holy One had spoken the Heavens and the Earth into being. This troubled my father. How could he, mere ashes and dust (Job 42:6), speak the language of the Lord? Fearing the Holy One’s sacred places (Exodus 19:30), he would have preferred the distant dove of silence (Psalm 56:1) to defiling the sacred tongue by straying from its words (Proverbs 4:5).




  Fortunately, God Himself had commanded us to speak it, viz.: [image: image] [image: image]My words, which I’ve placed in your mouth, shall not be removed from your mouth or from the mouth of your children or from the mouth of your children’s children, thus saith the Lord, from now until forever (Isaiah 59:21).




  Still, painfully aware of his dismal humanity, Father leavened this celestial vocabulary with the earthier Aramaic of the Oral Law, hoping in this way to keep his feet rooted to the ground.




  And did our Father find his powers of expression limited by this peculiar choice?




  Not at all, not at all! On the contrary: [image: image] he’d say: Turn it and turn it for everything is in it (Avos 5:26). Indeed, father’s knowledge of the scriptures was so complete he was able to carry on lengthy conversations on a wide range of topics, once, for example, discussing his gastric pains with our family physician.




  [image: image] Dr. Kirschbaum asked him, in Yiddish, of course.




  [image: image] Father said. I’m in distress (Lamentations 1:20). He pointed to his belly. [image: image] There is an evil sickness I’ve seen under the sun (Ecclesiastes 5:12).




  “And your bowels?” the doctor asked, palpating him, “how are they?”




  [image: image] my father said: They’ve shriveled up (Job 6:17).




  “Any problems with flatulence?”




  Father shrugged. [image: image] Is there no end to these words of wind? (ibid. 16:3).




  Dr. Kirshbaum handed him a curative powder in a paper sleeve and played along. [image: image] This will be a cure for your navel (Proverbs 3:8).




  Another time, when Father had ordered manure to be laid upon the orchards, he’d noticed the gardener boy idling about. [image: image] [image: image] he muttered. There he stands behind our wall, peering through the lattice (Song of Songs 2:9). He called to the lad. [image: image] [image: image]Incline your ear to me and help (Psalm 71:2) [image: image] [image: image] for now the winter is past and the rains are gone (Song of Songs 2:11) [image: image] the flowers have appeared on the land and the time for pruning has come (ibid. 2:12). Steering his charge towards the fertilizer, he commanded him: [image: image] You shall spread it out powerfully westward, eastward, northward and southward (Genesis 29:14) that it may [image: image] blow upon my garden and its perfume spread (Song of Songs 4:16). But he cautioned him: [image: image] My boy, let your mind retain my orders (Proverbs 3:1), for [image: image] why should the work be halted when I leave? (Nehemiah 6:3).




  As incredible as it may seem, those who knew my father as a young man claim that though he never uttered a word that couldn’t be found in the Torah or the Talmud or the Commentaries or the Codes, he was a chatterbox who never ceased talking. However, as he grew older, the fear that he might tarnish the holy tongue through everyday use took hold of him, and by the time I was born, he’d ceased speaking in complete sentences and only whispered one or two phrases to make his will known. If our mother pleased him, for example, he might say, [image: image] (Who can find?) or [image: image] (greater than pearls), and we understood that he was showering his abbreviated praises upon her. [image: image] Who can find a noble wife? Her price is beyond pearls (Proverbs 31:10). Or if, on a cold winter’s day, I raced out to skylark with friends in the snow, he might block my path and hold out two woolen scarves to me and say, [image: image] and I knew he meant Bind them as in [image: image] Bind them about your throat (Proverbs 3:3). On Sabbath evenings, after we children had been put to bed, we’d hear him, through the thin walls of our house, crooning Song of Songs to our Mother. Indeed, he did this so regularly that, after many years, if, in her hearing, speaking of agricultural concerns, he happened to mention “a flock of goats” (6:5) or, in looking at our ceilings, muttered something about “the beams of our house” (1:7), she was helpless to control her blushes.




  My sisters—Gitl, Golde, Rukhl, Reyzl, Feyge, Khayke, and Sore Dvore—all older than I, understood him perfectly. Perhaps their education, occurring at home, had been more thorough than mine; perhaps, having known him when he’d spoken in complete sentences, they could decipher his shorthand more easily; perhaps they simply loved him better than I did and found it easier to indulge him. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t understand a word he said. Taking pity on me, my sisters and sometimes even my mother translated his remarks into a warm and womanly Yiddish, and as a result, I seldom bothered listening to him at all, nor did I take seriously the obligation to learn the Torah backwards and forwards in order to understand what he was saying.




  (A word of caution here: as my father’s eccentricities were explained to me when I was a small child by my sisters, it’s possible they thought to cast it all in a wondrous fairy-tale light, suspecting that I, a stubborn child, might be more amenable to the polylingual demands placed upon our family by our father if I could believe in their tales of talking bears and jabbering angels. It’s also possible that I’m misremembering—perhaps even intentionally!—what was in fact no more than my father’s not unusual penchant, given the time and place, for peppering his speech with scriptural quotations.




  Be that as it may, when he towered over me that day in his office and said, [image: image] You shall be holy, as I, the Lord your God, am holy (Leviticus 19:2), I understood from his tone that the preamble was over and the specifics were now to be addressed.




  He sighed unhappily. [image: image] he said. Stand erect and prepare yourself (Jeremiah 46:14). [image: image] A virgin girl will lie in your bosom (I Kings 1:2). [image: image] Be calm, fear not, let not your heart grow faint (Isaiah 7:4). [image: image] Blood may be dashed (Ezekiel 43:18) [image: image] on the day of a man’s entry into the inner courtyard (Ezekiel 44:27). [image: image] The place is tight (Isaiah 49:20). [image: image] It is hidden (Judges 13:18). [image: image] For as it is written: [image: image] Between her legs, he knelt, toppled, lay (Judges 5:27). [image: image] One fell against the other (Jeremiah 46:16).[image: image] He sat on her lap (II Kings 4:20). [image: image] Joy and gladness shall be found there (Isaiah 51:3).




  Something made him hesitate. [image: image] he said. Alas, I know not how to speak (Jeremiah 1:6). He scowled and wet his tongue nervously. [image: image] But you will know what to do (I Kings. 2:9). He peered down at his hands, lying upon his desk. [image: image] Regarding your heart’s desire (I Kings 8:18) [image: image] whatever is in your heart, go and do (II Samuel 7:3). [image: image] The maiden shall conceive (Isaiah 7:14). [image: image] Your offspring will issue from your loins (II Samuel 7:12). [image: image] Labor pains shall come (Hosea 13:13). [image: image] A bit here and a bit there (Isaiah 28:10). [image: image] Then your house will be established forever (II Samuel 7:16). [image: image] Then you shall see and be radiant, eager and expansive shall be your heart (Isaiah 60:5). [image: image] he said. Good (Genesis 1:10). [image: image] Now nothing will be hidden from you (Jeremiah 32:17).




  He had covered apparently everything and was at a loss now for anything further to say. He raised his eyebrows: two semaphores signaling man overboard, and mine, involuntarily, imitated his: I was lost at sea. We stared at each other in this way until he said, [image: image] [image: image] God made man upright, but he sought out other inventions (Ecclesiastes 7:29). [image: image] Any questions? (Judges 8:24).




  I folded my hands and cleared my throat. Father’s talk had included no pictures, no charts, no helpful graphs or diagrams of any kind—he hadn’t so much as sketched anything in the air with his hands while he spoke—and I could imagine the sexual act only as well as I could, which is to say not at all, or rather [image: image] as through a glass darkly (BT Vevamos 49b).




  “No, Father,” I replied. “Thank God, everything has been sufficiently explained.”




  He sighed again, apparently in wild relief.




  “[image: image]” And the boy grew and the Lord blessed him (Judges 13:24), he said, as a way of dismissing me.




  For many years afterwards, this conversation comprised the entirety of my knowledge on the subject.




  IT SAYS MORE about our town perhaps than about our father that he was not considered the least bit odd there. On the contrary, he was counted among Szibotya’s principal citizens. O Szibotya, what a strange little town you were! Its streets were muddy whether it was raining or not, and the town square was rhomboidal. We faced east in our synagogues, as tradition demanded, aware that Mother Russia had imposed herself there between the Holy One and ourselves, like an imperial censor, and few of our petitions, we suspected, were being let through. Rumors of violence on the eastern horizon sent paroxysms of fear through our little town, and fire was a problem as well. Every few years, Szibotya burned to the ground, and every few years, for reasons that defied logic, we rebuilt it again.




  The market was a shambles: moist barrels of glazed-eyed fish suffocating slowly; chickens, alive one moment, dead the next, their necks slashed, their feathers ripped out by gossiping matrons; legless men in wheelbarrows begging for crusts and, when crusts were scarce, for crumbs; porters sleeping on their boxes, shielding their eyes with their hats, their hands thrust into the mouths of their shoes, their most valued possession.




  And there was nothing more terrifying than a visit to the tailor’s shop. Zusha the Amalekite was the most frightening man I’d ever known. Because his big beard crept nearly to his eyes, I couldn’t look him in the face. His hands were strong enough to break a boy in two, and his breath, which he expelled from his mouth in labored grunts, smelled as though field mice had been sucked into his lungs and died there. When, on his knees to measure an inseam, he placed his head next to mine, death seemed not only the inevitable but also the preferable consequence.




  In Russia, it was said that Zusha had kidnapped boys from one town to serve in the army as the next town’s quota, and when the first town paid him, he thanked them by stealing their children to serve as a third town’s recruits. He’d made a small fortune in this way but he lost it all in bribes, fleeing from the tsarist police. Everyone knew the story: when his daughter, Frume-Liebe, slept with a Russian captain and had gotten herself pregnant, Zusha refused to let her see a doctor. Worse, when her time came, he tried to kill the baby, strangling it with a shoestring, and he would have succeeded, too, if his wife, Beyle, hadn’t restrained him. Refusing to speak to her father ever again, Frume-Liebe denounced both of her parents to the authorities before running off with her lieutenant and abandoning her child. Stuck with the baby, a brain-damaged girl they called Ita, Zusha and Beyle raced across the border and returned to Szibotya, where Ita sat now each day in Zusha’s shop on a high stool doing absolutely nothing. There was no point in sending her to school or in teaching her to cook, everyone agreed. She was an idiot first and last. Why, she could barely speak and only repeated whatever anyone said to her, but she had no idea what she was saying.




  “[image: image]” my mother greeted her, upon entering Zusha’s shop. Shalom aleykhem. (It was my mother’s task, of course, to take me to Zusha’s for my wedding clothes.)




  “Lech … umm … shlom,” Ita repeated in her halting voice.




  “You’re looking well, Ita.”




  “Uhr … ’ooken … wuuh.”




  As Ita tried to repeat my mother’s words, growing flushed at the prospect of a conversation, I hid behind her skirts, waiting for the terrible interview to end. Unlike with my father, conversation for my mother had nothing to do with the littleness of man in the face of God’s terrible greatness. Talk was for her, instead, a way of bringing everyone closer to her. Large-boned and strong, she broadcast her affection everywhere she went, her words like love letters addressed to “Whomever It May Concern,” and it was no different with Ita.




  “Have a good Shabbos, Itale,” she said, touching Ita’s sticky hands.




  “Gud … Szpass … ’uhn.” Ita nodded and drooled, et cetera, et cetera. Her face was flatter than it should have been, and her eyes didn’t focus, and when she breathed, a harp of snot vibrated inside her nasal passages. Because of Ita, I learned from an early age to keep immaculate care of my clothing. Adults commented upon it as though it were an oddity, but I would have done anything to avoid coming into Zusha’s shop.




  “Ah, so, this is the young man who’s getting married then, eh?” Zusha barked out. Mother pretended not to hear him when he added, “Oh, yes, the whole town’s buzzing with the news!”




  I’D FALLEN INTO bad company, you see.




  One afternoon, when I’d exhausted his stock without finding anything of interest, Avrum the Book Peddler asked me to stay behind. Perhaps he’d sensed my intellectual dissatisfaction—by age ten, the mandatory piety of my education had begun to bore me—or perhaps without my realizing it, when we were speaking, I’d pronounced some secret word that identified me to him as a fellow maskil. Whatever the reason, when his other customers wandered off to pray the afternoon prayers, Avrum made no attempt to hide his true feelings from me.




  “Ah, just look at them, Yankl,” he said, biting into his pipe stem, “running off to beg the Master of the Universe to do all the things He put them on this earth to do for one another.” He shook his head, and I found myself shaking my own. Those little blackened figures scurrying across the town square appeared to me for the first time as benighted and pitiable creatures of limited intellect and daring, and I wondered how I’d never seen them before in this light.
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