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Maximilian searched for them in the carriage house and the cattle shed, even had a look in the springhouse, although he knew almost at first glance he wouldn’t find them there. Rudy wouldn’t hide in a place like that, dank and chill, no windows and so no light, a place that smelled of bats. It was too much like a basement. Rudy never went in their basement back home if he could help it, was afraid the door would shut behind him, and he’d find himself trapped in the suffocating dark.


Max checked the barn last, but they weren’t hiding there either, and when he came into the dooryard, he saw with a shock dusk had come. He had never imagined it could be so late.


‘No more this game,’ he shouted. ‘Rudolf! We have to go.’ Only when he said have it came out hoff, a noise like a horse sneezing. He hated the sound of his own voice, envied his younger brother’s confident American pronunciations. Rudolf had been born here, had never seen Amsterdam. Max had lived the first five years of his life there, in a dimly lit apartment that smelled of mildewed velvet curtains and the latrine stink of the canal below.


Max hollered until his throat was raw, but in the end, all his shouting brought only Mrs Kutchner, who shuffled slowly across the porch, hugging herself for warmth, although it was not cold. When she reached the railing she took it in both hands and sagged forward, using it to hold herself up.


This time last fall, Mrs Kutchner had been agreeably plump, dimples in her fleshy cheeks, her face always flushed from the heat of the kitchen. Now her face was starved, the skin pulled tight across the skull beneath, her eyes feverish and bird-bright in their bony hollows. Her daughter, Arlene – who at this very moment was hiding with Rudy somewhere – had whispered that her mother kept a tin bucket next to the bed, and when her father carried it to the outhouse in the morning to empty it, it sloshed with a quarter-inch of bad-smelling blood.


‘You’n go on if you want, dear,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell your brother to run on home when he crawls out from whatever hole he’s in.’


‘Did I wake you, Mrs Kutchner?’ he asked. She shook her head, but his guilt was not eased. ‘I’m sorry to get you out of bed. My loud mouth.’ Then, his tone uncertain: ‘Do you think you should be up?’


‘Are you doctorin’ me, Max Van Helsing? You don’t think I get enough of that from your Daddy?’ she asked, one corner of her mouth rising in a weak smile.


‘No ma’am. I mean, yes ma’am.’


Rudy would’ve said something clever to make her whoop with laughter and clap her hands. Rudy belonged on the radio, a child star on someone’s variety program. Max never knew what to say, and anyway, wasn’t suited to comedy. It wasn’t just his accent, although that was a source of constant discomfort for him, one more reason to speak as little as possible. But it was also a matter of temperament; he often found himself unable to fight his way through his own smothering reserve.


‘He’s pretty strict about havin’ you two boys in before dark, isn’t he?’


‘Yes ma’am,’ he said.


‘There’s plenty like him,’ she said. ‘They brung the old country over with them. Although I would have thought a doctor wouldn’t be so superstitious. Educated and all.’


Max suppressed a shudder of revulsion. Saying that his father was superstitious was an understatement of grotesquely funny proportions.


‘You wouldn’t think he’d worry so much about one like you,’ she went on. ‘I can’t imagine you’ve ever been any trouble in your life.’


‘Thank you, ma’am,’ said Max, when what he really wanted to say was he wished more than anything she’d go back inside, lie down and rest. Sometimes it seemed to him he was allergic to expressing himself. Often, when he desperately wanted to say a thing, he could actually feel his windpipe closing up on him, cutting off his air. He wanted to offer to help her in, imagined taking her elbow, leaning close enough to smell her hair. He wanted to tell her he prayed for her at night, not that his prayers could be assumed to have value; Max had prayed for his own mother, too, but it hadn’t made any difference. He said none of these things. Thank you, ma’am was the most he could manage.


‘You go on,’ she said. ‘Tell your father I asked Rudy to stay behind, help me clean up a mess in the kitchen. I’ll send him along.’
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