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INTRODUCTION



SANDI TOKSVIG


Warning – this is a book of ‘wild writing’. If you are a woman, please make sure you are up to it. Have you girded your loins? Quelled your hysteria? Asked your husband’s permission?


It seems incredible that not all that long ago, in Victorian times, there was a fairly common notion that reading could be bad for women, so I feel I should caution you – any female holding this book may never recover. You might become blind from straining your eyes and your nerves will certainly become grotesquely jangled from absorbing matters your system is too delicate to handle. If you insist on carrying on with this foolish enterprise then at least let a man read it first so he can determine which passages are appropriate. Right, that’s the health and safety out of the way.


This book marks a remarkable moment in publishing history. Half a century ago the late, great Carmen Callil decided the world needed a feminist imprint and she founded Virago. It was 1973 and the ‘second wave’ of feminism was hitting the world stage. Women demanded social and political change, and along with it they wanted to see their lives celebrated, championed and reflected in what they were reading. I knew Carmen a little and can only imagine she must have been full of righteous rage to embark on such a venture. The very name Virago was a signal of a company that was never going to stop challenging the status quo. Strictly speaking it refers to a heroic warlike woman, but there are many other less flattering synonyms – biddy, bitch, dragon, fishwife, fury, harpy, harridan, hussy, muckraker, scold, she-devil, siren, spitfire, termagant, tygress, vituperator, vixen, wench . . .


I long to be a combination of all of them because every one of those epithets sounds like a woman who would stand up for herself. Attempting to diminish women by name-calling is nothing new. I imagine since humans first vocalised language there have been those who thought a nasty title might make a woman a tad more docile and deferential, and likely to keep to her place in the cave. So much of it is gendered in subtle ways. Being a mistress is worthy of gossip, a master worthy of respect. A man can swell with pride at being called ‘an old dog’ while a woman is supposed to cower at being ‘a bitch’. Keeping to my pet names theme here – a man may be a ‘cool cat’, which is worth strutting about, while a woman who is ‘catty’ doesn’t deserve friends and ought to stay home. And if a woman carries on being cat-like in to her middle years she becomes a ‘cougar’, that terrifying prospect of a postmenopausal woman who still has a functioning libido.


(Sorry I need a minute while I think about sex . . . I’m sixty-four, it’s still one of my favourite topics . . . I’m such a slut – ‘a woman of dirty, slovenly, or untidy habits or appearance; a foul slattern’. Earliest citation for such usage is 1402, predating citations for either the F-word or the C-word. I’m embracing it.)


*


OK, I’m back now.


Aged six I felt my first stirrings of feminist rage when, on a rainy day, the boys at school were allowed out to play while the girls stayed in to do colouring. I led my first strike (with success) and have been trying to change the world ever since. According to the World Economic Forum, the Covid-19 pandemic delayed gender equality by at least three decades. As I write, the current estimate for women and men finally to face a level playing field across politics, work, health and education is about 135 years. It won’t happen in my lifetime, my kids’, my grandkids’ . . .


So what shall we do in the meantime? Well, keep battling, keep being heard and listen to each other. Speaking out is not new for the ‘fairer’ sex. The words of women run like a fine thread through the whole history of writing. It was Enheduanna, High Priestess of both Inanna, the goddess of love, war and fertility, and the even more fun moon god Nanna (Sin) who invented poetry. Enheduanna lived in the Sumerian city-state of Ur over 4,200 years ago and she is the earliest known poet. In the early eleventh century it was the Japanese noblewoman Murasaki Shikibu who wrote what is considered by some to be the first novel, The Tale of Genji. Before Murasaki, Hrotsvitha (c. 935–973) became the first female historian and the first person in Western Europe to write drama since Antiquity.


I love all forms of writing but hold a particular soft spot for a short story. It is the very origin of telling a tale. Long before anyone could write anything at all, this was the form of storytelling around the camp fire. It was usually a simple plot with some kind of central theme, perhaps a moral lesson, which could be told in one sitting. What was the first one in the world? We’ll never know, but I am confident that it began with women entertaining their children or each other while the men raced about after bison they couldn’t catch.


One of the first collections of short stories I read as a child was Grimm’s Fairy Tales, a book of more than two hundred yarns published in the nineteenth century. We remember the names of Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm but they were not the authors. The brothers merely gathered the stories and they harvested them, in the main, from women. There were a series of sisters who contributed – the Hassenpflug Sisters, the Von Haxhausen Sisters and the Von Droste-Hülshoffs. An elderly woman called Dorothea Viehmann gave them more than forty tales. My favourite source though is the Wild Sisters, Dortchen and Gretchen Wild. They lived in the same town as the Grimm Brothers but the Grimms were too poor to mix with the Wilds. Dortchen would meet Wilhelm in secret to tell him her stories and eventually they would make Wilhelm enough money to enable him to marry her. I love the idea of secret storytelling; of refusing to allow the circumstance of birth to rule one’s later life, but how I wish I had known that the fairy tales were not Grimm but Wild. It was literally Wild writing. How mad it makes me that the boys made money and achieved recognition while the women got neither. I imagine how gripped those women might have been to sit down with this hoard of fables.


When Carmen chose the name Virago she was being unmistakable in her publishing intentions. Over the last fifty years Virago has revolutionised the literary landscape. Women’s voices have been heard loud and clear, and with this volume the tradition continues. Each story is inspired by one of those Virago synonyms, as we veer from Helen Oyeyemi’s Vituperator to Ali Smith’s Spitfire, Chibundu Onuzo’s Warrior, and along the way meet Kamila Shamsie’s Churail, a kind of Pakistani harpy or ghost. It is a chorus of brilliant writers gathered in this place to speak their truth and unleash their rage. Does that mean, as Shakespeare might have it, that these stories are simply ‘full of sound and fury, Signifying nothing?’ Far from it. The tales are leavened with humour and humanity.


Some years ago, at another Virago celebration, I shared the stage and co-hosted with the legend that is Margaret Atwood. I am a super-fan. What an amazing writer – but I was not expecting her to be a comedian as well. She was hilarious. In another life I felt sure I might have found my double act partner. Dive into these stories and it is the shimmering Atwood waters you first encounter. Read the opening sentence – ‘Today’s Liminal Beings Knitting Circle will now be called to order’ – and you know you’re in for a marvellous time. ‘You used to be a princess and now you’re a toad? It can happen’ is a sentence we can all identify with.


The glory of the collection is the breathtaking speed with which one minute you stand side by side with the inspiring uprising of Polish women in 1942 in Rachel Seiffert’s Fury and the next you are rethinking your relationship with your own body after reading Stella Duffy’s Dragon. I have been soothed and stirred by these works and sometimes both in the same moment.


The last time I saw Carmen we were having a drink in a London bar with an eclectic group of women, each successful in their own field. It was an expensive place where everything from the décor to the expected decorum was muted. Carmen, however, took exception to something someone said and launched into a diatribe about identity politics and self-determination. It was furious, fluid and unstoppable. It was also very loud. She had lost none of her rage and held court with her fury. It was magnificent to behold. ‘Can’t you get her to be quiet?’ someone asked my wife, Debbie, who is a therapist. Debbie shook her head and replied, ‘Why would anyone want to do that?’


Enjoy.










SIREN



MARGARET ATWOOD


In memory of Carmen Callil





 


Today’s Liminal Beings Knitting Circle will now be called to order.


That’s right, I said order. Why are you laughing?


I’m not sure it’s funny. Yes, I understand there is some irony in the fact that an assemblage of people – of creatures – of personae – who by their very natures present a challenge to the norms of social order, is being called to order. I get it, as they say. But it’s still not funny, despite what the Harpies think. We can’t have a Knitting Circle if we can’t have meetings, and we can’t have meetings without somebody running them.


So what makes me the bossy boots? Good question, Caeleno. Well, for one thing, I can talk. Unlike those who have undergone metamorphosis into, for instance, many-headed snakes. No offence, Scylla, but hissing is not the same.


Of course you can express your opinions, even if you don’t have a voice as such! Just use the whiteboard. Hold it up. I can see it perfectly well from inside this aquarium – from inside this temporary accommodation. Not that anyone has thought to polish the glass since last week, and the place is overrun with clams. I have nothing against clams, but they get monotonous.


If you can’t use the whiteboard yourself, ask somebody with fingers or other prehensile appendages to help you.


Yes, I realize I’m lacking in empathy, so kind of you to point that out, but if you gave one minute’s thought to it you’d understand why. Haven’t you ever heard of ‘cold as a fish’?


And, by the way, I choose not to be wounded by the reference to boots. As we are all aware, boots are not an item of clothing I would ever wear, or be able to wear. Simply put, I do not have feet, as you can plainly see. The reason for that is a matter of personal history. Offered a choice between the object of my cold, fishlike passion – a human prince, to be exact – and the loss of my golden voice in exchange for the bipedalism necessary for human sexual congress, I remained loyal to song. Yes, unlike my naïve younger sister, I gave up my romantic dream of being a mute human woman with foot problems and stuck with my liminal but melodious art. I’m not saying that this doomed romance didn’t injure what I am pleased to refer to as my heart. But it improved my music, or so I am told. Gave it more depth.


Yes, it’s true that I’m famous for luring sailors to their deaths, but that’s a biased view. It takes two to tango, not that I tango. But I wouldn’t be able to lure those sailors if they didn’t want to be lured. And I’m good at what I do. I’ve put a lot of work and study into the luring business. It took me centuries to hone the finer details, while enduring demeaning taunts from those sailors I hadn’t managed to lure successfully. ‘Codsbody’ is not a pleasant nickname, nor is ‘Sharkpussy’. Though I took revenge on my tormentors in due time: I have a noteworthy collection of sailors’ buttons, bitten off their uniforms. I’m thinking of having them made into a grotto.


But that’s enough about me. Now, the meeting! I call it to order. We have some important decisions to make!


Melusina, would you please come down off the curtain rod? Yes, I recognize that you are part serpent, we all appreciate that. But it’s distracting. Couldn’t you just coil yourself somewhere?


Thank you.


Now. The Liminal . . . What is the concept? Ah. It’s your first time? You used to be a princess and now you’re a toad? It can happen. But you’re good at handicrafts, what with all the embroidering you once did as a princess? That’s very good news! We are making a group afghan. It’s an old pattern, it came down to us from Grendel’s Mother. When she wasn’t ripping the heads off Danes she was an excellent craftsworker, and she recycled, as well. All natural materials. I have a shepherd’s pie recipe from her that I’m told is excellent, for those who like shepherds.


You’ll be assigned a square – Arachne here is in charge of that – and you’ll be shown how to encode the names of our enemies in the stitches. When your square has been completed it will be incorporated into the growing tapestry. Many fingers make light the work! Welcome!


And now let me explain the reason for the existence of our little group. You old hands – yes, I recognize that some present do not have hands as such. All right then, old hands, wings or claws. Or fins. Or tentacles. Let me put it another way: you long-time members – will that do?


I will proceed. You long-time members have heard this before, so kindly forgive the repetition. The Liminal Beings Knitting Circle exists for those among us who have been excluded from all other leagues, clubs, sectors, definitions, unions, associations, identities, cultural niches and groupings generally, through our failure and/or our unwillingness to fit into or conform to a given accepted social or taxonomical category, or categories.


The Knitting Circle is for ‘presumed female’. ‘Presumed male’, such as Manticores, Cyclopes, Minotaurs and Balrogs, have a Billiards Club.


But whether Knitting Circle or Billiards Club, we have all had the experience of being despised and even feared; we have all had the experience of being, as it were, exiled and shunned. We are not welcome in respectable company, to put it mildly. That is why we have begun these groups: they were formed to provide a safe space where we need not live in terror of the double-bladed labrys, or the charmed harpoon, or the flaming torch and pitchfork, or the crucifix and garlic, or the silver bullet . . .


I’m sorry, that was tactless. Yes, I know it was triggering. Steady on! Use the choke collar. Thank you. We can repair the upholstery later.


‘Liminal’ comes from the Latin word limen, meaning a threshold. As you are well aware, each and every of us has one foot on either side of any given threshold, for instance— What is it now?


Please stop gibbering. Oh, I see: ‘foot’ is problematical. I should know better, considering that I myself do not have any feet? I suppose it would be fruitless for me to explain that I was using ‘foot’ as a metaphor, but I bow to your superior sensitivity. I withdraw ‘foot’. Please expunge it from the minutes. I will rephrase. As you are well aware, each of us experiences one half – plus or minus – of our beings on one side of a cultural or taxonomic divide, and the other half – plus or minus – on the other side. I give you the duck-billed platypus.


No, no, Francine darling. I don’t mean I’m going to give you away to anyone! Not to a zoo, no! Not in a million years! I wouldn’t think of it! You are our mascot!


The poor thing is so easily frightened. Please tell her it’s safe to come out from under the monopod.


Let me rephrase. As an example, there’s the duck-billed platypus. It’s a mammal in that the females have mammary glands, it has fur, but it has a bill and it lays eggs, like a bird. You can imagine what the closed-category classifiers must have felt when confronted by that! They simply had to come up with another way of sorting, didn’t they? And that’s what we in the Liminal Beings Knitting Circle, as well as the Liminal Beings Billiards Club, are campaigning for, among other things: another way of sorting.


Before proceeding, let us take a moment to remind ourselves of the more positive side of our nature. Liminal Beings are recognized by humans as potentially dangerous, yes; and we can be dangerous; but we are also thought of as potentially wise and instructive. Well, some of us are; many-headed serpents not so much, apologies to Scylla. Achilles was raised by a centaur, as some in the Billiards Club never tire of pointing out. Liminal Beings preside over threshold-crossings, changes of state and initiations. Weddings, funerals, childbirth, swearings-in, occasions like that. We are helpful to those who find themselves in the space between one recognized category and another. Animal and human. Unborn and born. Childhood and adulthood. Single and married. Man and woman. Sea and land.


Who made that Surf ’n’ Turf joke? Oh. One of the Harpies, as usual.


To recap. We testify to the malleability, the versatility, the lava-like plasticity of nature.


That having been said, there are limits. Now that Liminal Beings have become fashionable, not merely as mosaic floor decorations but as models for lived experience, far too many have been claiming membership in our organizations. Last year there was that matter of the vampires. Some of you were averse to admitting them on the grounds that they were not, as it was termed, ‘Classical’, but the vampires made a strong case for their liminality as being between life and death, and after a spirited debate during which a couple of members were unfortunately depleted of their bodily fluids, followed by a close show of hands – of frontal appendages – they made it in. They are quite wealthy, having had a great deal of time to accumulate loot, I mean savings, and several of them have made substantial donations to our Retirement Fund. Not that any of us ever retire.


But now this matter of the zombies has come up. I have heard it said that if the vampires are allowed in, the zombies ought to be allowed in as well, as it is the same alive/dead sort of liminality, but I strongly disagree. The vampires have preserved their individual identities through many changes, whereas the zombies don’t have any identities. You can’t have an identity without a brain. And you can’t be a being, much less a Liminal Being, if you don’t have a—


What do you mean, what about the fungi? Is a fungus a being? Yes, it’s an entity of a sort, but a being? No, I do not wish to discuss Being and Nothingness as it relates to truffles. How did we get sidetracked onto this whole fungus topic?


Order, please! Let us focus on the business at hand! The tide is turning and I don’t want to get beached.


Look, I don’t know why we’re even considering the zombies. They haven’t asked to join. No mystery about that, they can’t talk, but if they could talk they would not be clamouring to get in. Certainly not into the Knitting Circle. They have no interest in yarns.


They don’t even know what ‘Liminal Being’ is, so what difference does it make to them whether they’re in or not? No, they cannot be educated about that. How many times do I have to emphasize that they do not have brains? They have nothing but goo between their ears, if they even have ears! They’re falling apart!


I am not blaming the victim. I know it’s not their fault that they are basically just reeking heaps of disintegrating bio-trash. It’s reality, let’s face up to it.


May I have a motion to put this to a vote? All in favour of the zombies being excluded, raise an appendage.


Thank you. We’ve got to have standards.


Finally, a matter that has been troubling us for some time. It presents a problem that nothing else in our experience has ever come close to. I speak of the Disappeared. When a person or even a Liminal Being simply vanishes – becomes lost to view, as it were – they cannot be classified as dead or alive, as existing or not existing. Thus far they are liminal. But their state is unverifiable, because they could be anywhere. In the old world, such a person could not cross the Styx, drink of Lethe, and be reborn: they were doomed to wander the earth, plaguing wanderers and frightening horses, until they were discovered and given a proper burial. In this more recent world Lethe doesn’t come into it, but their unknown state causes a great deal of distress to their loved ones.


We do sympathize. Many of us are former humans who were transformed into fountains or trees or birds or sunflowers or spiders or whatnot. Our relatives didn’t even know where we’d gone! The gods who do this kind of transforming are very bad at constructive messaging.


I apologize. I did not mean ‘or whatnot’ in any disparaging way.


My point is, a number of us are capable of knowing or discovering where these lost ones are. The Dryads, the Nereids, even the Melusinae – they know what or who is lost in forests, what or who is bobbing around in the oceans. Occasionally they have attempted to share this information with the anxious and grieving humans concerned, with unfortunately negative results. Humans who hear a tree or a snake speaking to them, especially about corpses, will either run away screaming or put it down to the ingestion of too many hallucinogens.


But our duty is not only to the relatives. Surely it is to the lost ones themselves, whether alive or dead. They long to be found! That’s why they’re always pestering people in dreams. They long to be reunited with who they once were, they long to be recognized for who they are now. They long to have their stories fully told, tragic endings and all; and the endings usually are tragic, as you know. Still, telling the story allows completion. It allows release. Or so it is believed.


We in the Liminal Beings Knitting Circle are uniquely placed to understand these longings, the longings of those trapped on thresholds. The Uncanny Valley is our habitat. We know what it’s like to lack a definitive certification. Can we help these poor lost souls? Are we up to the challenge? Can we forget our differences, refrain from eating the material vestiges, and work together on this? Although we cannot bring joy or solace, we may at least offer closure. And gift the bereaved relatives one of our cosy, comforting afghans, once it has served its primary purpose as an instrument of revenge and the enemy knitted into it is defunct.


May we have a show of appendages?


Please, tone down the clanging of brazen claws. I know you mean it in a positive sense, Medusa, but it’s very loud.


Thank you. The formal part of the meeting is now adjourned. We can gossip among ourselves while consuming the assorted refreshments. If you don’t approve of the assorted refreshment that someone else is consuming, or of how they are consuming it, just look the other way.


Then will we to our separate elements disperse.


Happy knitting.










VIRAGO



CN LESTER





Personal notes on Case 36


19 July


First consultation this afternoon of a new case, which promises to prove the most interesting – or, more correctly, the most novel – of those I’ve so far encountered under Doctor K—’s instruction. No records, no details, were given to me beforehand; K— maintained his typical opacity, and said only, ‘I want your unadulterated impression.’ He had the look, or rather the deliberate absence of a look, I’ve seen him adopt numerous times with his patients, which warned against disagreement. The weather was warm, the room stuffy; the time of the appointment came and went.


When the knock sounded I was waved to sit down and remain where I was, to the side of and at one remove from the main thrust of the Doctor’s chair, its corresponding opposite. Some words at the door – a coarse bark, laughter, a quiet murmur – and in came our patient. I believe I covered my surprise. I would not have been able to say the same six months ago.


The dirty, colourless dress, the much-worn, dingy cap and apron, announced the identity of a prisoner, a female prisoner, but the person within that costume – the form, bearing and features – was a young man around my own age. His physique was trim but well-developed, his footsteps a little too bold, as though in defiance of his present situation. Each part bespoke confidence, command, except his head, which hung down, his gaze as it were deliberately and even punitively lowered – from shame or from fury, I could not decide. He did not sit, as directed, but stood awkwardly, obstinately, in the middle of the room.


I have seen K— work his charms on uncooperative patients before, and his behaviour this time was no different; he spoke a little, in a gentle but straightforward tone, about his work, how he liked to go about things, what was expected from and between each one of us in the room. He bustled about, not from a genuine need to retrieve the patient’s file (already at the forefront of his papers) or to pour himself water (he had drunk a glass off before we began), but to give the young man a chance to acclimatise, to look around and become used to us without the sensation of being observed. I watched all this from the corner of my eye, to give the impression of disinterest – I answered the Doctor’s little questions on the weather, the time of year, I lit a cigarette, I made myself comfortable. The patient remained standing; K— was not rattled. This initial refusal to engage, as I have learnt, is not uncommon among those brought here under circumstances of others’ making, and can usually be resolved with the reassertion of an unthreatening environment, a little friendliness, an open and ready ear. Seemingly at the end of his social chatter, he smiled with good humour, and asked, as though weary, ‘You will not mind, at least, if I sit down?’ Getting no response, he lowered himself into his chair, pulling towards himself the small and tidy pile of his current reading, his pencil for annotation. As if speaking to the air, he said, ‘I am perfectly content to wait until you’re ready and able to talk – but I hope you will not mind if I use the time productively?’ This, too, was his usual method; no patient I have yet seen, no matter how much they put on a show of ignoring us, can go long being themselves ignored.


Every now and then the Doctor’s pencil would make a decisive scratch in a margin, and the noise from the street below came muffled through the windows. I myself picked up the nearest book to hand and, with it open on my knees as cover, took the opportunity to study our patient more closely. I could not see his face fully, turned down and away as it was, but the line of the jaw stood out in sharp relief against the tatty little kerchief knotted around the neck; the tendrils of hair escaping from the sides of the bonnet were a rich auburn. The hands and wrists were an almost comical sight, poking out from the insufficient length of the sleeves: strong hands, with blunt fingers, and bronzed from the sun. The erect carriage reminded me of a soldier, or a consummate horseman, and the contrast between this and his clothing made me wonder if some kind of rule-breaking of the more bizarre and riotous kind within the ranks was the reason for his being brought here. At that thought I steadied myself, and cleared my mind – my task at this point was not to make judgements without facts, but to observe, to open myself up for observation, to drink down the whole of the situation to bottle and store up for later analysis. The clock ticked. I allowed my vision to grow soft, undifferentiated – the impressions within the room came to me, not I to them: the distant noises, the heavy air, and the almost imperceptible sound of three persons gradually coming to breathe together in one rhythm.


The knock at the door, an hour after the first, was like an awakening. K— stretched in a not wholly exaggerated gesture, nodded to us both, said brightly, ‘The guard.’ Again, he went to the door alone, again the muffled voices, and he returned with a solicitous smile, and an arm outstretched to lead our patient away. It was not until his farewell named it – his handing over of the prisoner – that I realised our young man was a woman. ‘I thank you for your time, Miss W—, and look forward to our appointment tomorrow,’ and he looked not to her as he said it, but across the room to me. I could not hide my surprise so well a second time.


20 July


Another silent hour of studying the carpet today, and not so easy as the first – for me, at any rate. K— unperturbed, but gave me the case file to go over, to see if I might formulate, on my own, the most appropriate way to proceed. It sits here as I write this, its three parts spread out: the criminal record, the personal statements (by and against the accused), and the initial medical report. Hanging over us is the task allotted to us by the court: to determine the underlying cause, the drive, and therefore the culpability of Miss W—’s behaviour. The crimes themselves are a mixture of the mundane and the extraordinary, and it was only in the course of the former that the latter was discovered.


The narrative supplied by the police can be condensed as follows: in December of last year, Mr W— (as she was then living) arrived in our city after fleeing her creditors in G—. Working as a journalist and translator, she struck up a friendship with an occasional colleague, Mr S—, inspired in part by their shared habit of gambling. In due course she was introduced to his family, including an unmarried sister, Anna; an attraction was formed, and the marriage took place in June with the brother’s blessing. As the romance developed so too did W—’s reliance on S—’s funds, and the promised repayments deteriorated from late and partial to non-existent. The friendship soured, and the animosity between the two ignited into violence on the night of 11 July following an evening at their habitual drinking den near Fleischmarkt. Unable to eject them, and fearing substantial damage to his property, the landlord went for the police, and in processing the arrest the discovery of W—’s true sex was made.


Mr S—, for his part, was incredulous, his accounting to the point: no, he had had no idea, and the insinuation that his sister must have been party to the deception was met with outrage. He demanded not only repayment, but criminal prosecution for the fraud committed against his family. Miss S— (for so she must now be called) made only a brief statement, her shock noted by the interviewing officer: she could not and would not believe it. In contrast to these few sentences, the record of W—’s statement was a little longer, though not so long or so detailed as I know K— would have liked. It included a précis of her history as an explanation to the crime, against which he had scribbled his usual warning: ‘cum grano salis’. She had, she claimed, been living in the guise of a man – or a boy – since her earliest years, encouraged in this eccentricity by her father who, upon noticing the child’s masculine inclinations, gave her the name ‘Nicolas’. Physical exertion, feats of daring, and the bohemian life gave her the greatest of pleasures, and she recoiled from all that was feminine excepting that it was found in the figure of a beloved woman. Gambling and writing were her twin passions, brothels were not unknown to her, and she had once been wounded in a duel. She herself noted the discrepancy between her previous affairs and the profound and tender love she professed for S—’s sister (the word ‘noble’ twice employed), a love she believed conducive to the highest, and previously unfulfilled, expression of manliness. Anna, she asserted, had no reason to doubt her husband was anything other than what he appeared to be. No details were supplied as to how that illusion may possibly have been maintained on the supposed consummation of the union.


The medical report at least had been conducted to standards acceptable to the Doctor’s method – soon, I suppose, to be mine. Full measurements had been taken of the patient’s skull, the proportions noted, and the same for the pelvis and spine; the hips were found to be so little developed that they did not correspond in any way with those of a female. The hard palate was narrow, the teeth somewhat abnormal, the thighs and arms remarkably muscular, the larynx of a decidedly masculine formation, and the extremities thickly covered with hair – but the mammae were described as soft and, to my surprise, the genitals apparently showed not a trace of hermaphroditic development: labia majora touching each other almost completely, labia minora projecting beyond with a cock’s-comb-like frill, the clitoris small and very sensitive. The vagina was noted as being so narrow that the insertion of a membrum virile would be impossible; the uterus was felt, through the rectum, to be about the size of a walnut, immovable and retroflected.


The report concluded with a proposed diagnosis of congenitally abnormal inversion of the sexual instinct, and I understood why K— had wished me to confront the facts as they appeared without the prejudicial distraction of another physician’s opinions. It was our task to determine the extent and qualification of the anomaly – whether psychico-hermaphrodism, viraginity, or gynandry – and to ascertain whether or not Miss W— had seduced ‘his’ wife to homosexual acts, and if she could and should be held accountable. So much the court had asked of us. Whether the taint in the patient is congenital – and, if congenital, incurable – is what we must ask of ourselves.


21 July


I had only a minute to consult with K— before the arrival of Miss W— at the end of the afternoon, thanks to an unpleasant and strenuous morning’s work at the hospital, covering the cases of an absent colleague as well as my own. The Doctor said nothing to me as I entered what I have still not yet come to consider ‘our’ room: a sure sign that a new direction of thought was brewing. The knock came as I was preparing my notebook and pen; I asked, in a low voice, ‘Do you think I might try something?’ and got only ‘Do you think you might try something?’ in return. The handover was swift; both parties assumed the same position as the day before, standing and sitting, the one with her eyes averted and the other carefully, cheerfully, looking elsewhere. After a few small remarks about the weather and an offer of water he would have known would be ignored, he brought out today’s method of distraction, a newspaper. ‘Far too hot for any strenuous thinking,’ he said to neither one of us, and settled down to read.


All morning I had been debating within myself the best way – perhaps any way – of persuading our patient to engage. If she had been a private client we could have taken our time, but the trial was pressing and our diagnosis necessary for a greater public good. Still, I did not want to destroy the chance of building a rapport between us before we had even begun, losing any slight hope we might have of treatment. I lit a cigarette, drummed my fingers, listened to K— turn a page. The patient, deliberately or not, had angled herself a little more towards the door this time, affording me a view of the broad and well-muscled back; in all honesty, if I had not read the truth of it, I would have struggled to believe her a woman. The arms were held exceptionally still, and she did not shuffle or shift position; the only thing that moved were her ribs, opening and closing with the force of her breath. Before I could think better of it I said, ‘Nicolas?’ and saw an instantaneous reply in the body before me as she froze. Slowly, so that she could follow my actions, I rose, and stepped a little closer, so that there would be two of us standing. I chose my next words with care: few enough to leave a gap for her to fall into, straightforward enough to flatter. ‘We are going to have to diagnose you, one way or the other, and soon. I do believe you already know this. It would be better with your help, if there was anything that would put you at ease?’


The head did not lift, the shoulders did not loosen, but after a long pause there was an audible inhalation, then ‘A cigarette, for God’s sake.’


There was a catch in the throat, as though she had not spoken for some time, and whatever voice I had expected I could not remember it after hearing her actual words. I lit one of my own and held it out, and she turned and looked up at last; I actually felt myself begin to flinch at the expectation of her expression, though I did not know what I was expecting or why it would matter – but there was nothing. I studied her face. The brow was high and intelligent, and the features fine, even handsome, strikingly masculine but for the absence of a moustache. The eyes were the one hint of delicacy: large, extraordinarily dark, and utterly blank. A broad hand reached out for the cigarette, placed it between chapped lips, and I lit another for myself to seem companionable. I let her smoke in silence for a while, then asked again, ‘What would put you at your ease?’


Instantly: ‘My clothes.’


I nodded, though I did not know how easy it would be to arrange. ‘We can find you your clothes. If we do so, will you agree to cooperate here, with us?’


Her eyes flicked to the seat where K— still sat reading, separated from us by the barrier of his paper held before him; she resembled nothing so much as a dog wary of approaching a strange hand. Then I saw her gather her dignity, such as it was, and ‘I will cooperate, but not with him – only with you. And not without my clothes.’ Before I could answer she had turned smartly on her heel, reached the door, knocked for the guard, was gone – a confused shout brought K— to his feet to authorise her return.


He was smiling as he strolled back to his desk and began to tidy his things. With a chuckle he said, ‘Well – that does look like it for the day, doesn’t it?’ I made to join him at his desk, but he stopped me with a hand: ‘No, leave it – you’ll need to plot your plan of attack for that one tomorrow, and I have a few thoughts to explore on my own.’


I hesitated: ‘Do you mean to go along with her request?’


‘I do – why not? Gets her to talk, gets you a taste of working alone. Keep the same time – I’ll make myself scarce. You can report back to me when you’ve cracked it – your verdict on our little virago.’ He chuckled again and reached for her file. ‘Into your hands she goes,’ he said, and delivered the case to me.


22 July


I cannot pretend that my curiosity was solely of a professional nature, waiting for Miss W—’s arrival in her habitual costume. I fully expected it to suit her better than her prison dress, and to expand upon, to clarify, the extent and true nature of her condition. Speaking honestly to myself, though, I admitted a prurient desire to see, and to know: how had she done it? How could she have passed unnoticed? What small tell would give her away? Though I scolded myself, waiting, for letting my imagination run loose, I could not control the images that presented themselves to me, of all the actresses, the sopranos, I have seen on stage in travesty roles – their self-conscious heroics, the exaggerated masculinity that called attention to, rather than covered, the discrepancy between illusion and reality.


I had not thought that the man – the person – who entered the room this afternoon would appear so essentially congruent that he would unnerve me completely. If I had seen him in the street I would have walked past without remark; if we had been introduced as colleagues I would have shaken his hand. I write ‘he’ here because that is the impression she gave me, and I looked at her knowing all of the details of the body that moved beneath that clothing, well-cut and fashionable, and still could not see it. She walked across the room with an easy, authoritative manner; with her head finally raised, we stood eye-to-eye.


‘I see you are still trying to put me at ease,’ she said, and gestured to where I had moved both our chairs closer to the window, with water and cigarettes on a table between them.


‘Yes,’ I replied, sitting, inviting her to do the same, ‘that is exactly what I am trying to do.’


‘And to what end?’


‘To understand you.’ Incredulity raised her eyebrows, so I expanded: ‘There is the task that I must do, which is to help those prosecuting your crime – if it was a crime – to understand exactly what happened, and what drove you to those actions. And there is the task I must do for myself, for my profession, and for you, if you will let me – which is to know and understand you as you are, and to help you with what you could be.’


Those black eyes did not blink once as I spoke, but she eventually nodded, and I felt some small relief that the first hurdle had been cleared. ‘Please, help yourself,’ I said, as I busied myself with notebook and pen, marking again the bluntness of the fingers that stretched for the bottle as she leant forward to pour a glass. In that act of reaching, one side of her neck, just at the line of the collar, was exposed, and I felt my gaze drawn to the shiny ridge of pink and white scarring, stark against the sun-touched healthy skin surrounding it. She was wounded, I remembered, in a duel. She had noticed my staring and gone quite still. I met her eyes: ‘Your wound – I was wondering how it was treated, without your secret coming to light?’
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