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You would hardly believe how difficult it is to place a figure alone on a canvas, and to concentrate all the interest on this single and universal figure and still keep it living and real.

—Édouard Manet, 1880





Outside the village there is a fire ring, blackening the thawing snow. Next to the fire ring is a basket that has sat there for months and is beginning to weather to the color of ash. There are benches where the old men huddle to warm their hands—too cold even for that now, too close to twilight, too dreary. This is not Paris. The air smells of smoke and night sky; there is a hopeless amber sinking beyond the woods, almost a sunset. The dark is coming down so quickly that someone has already lit a lantern in the window of the house nearest the deserted fire. It is January or February, or perhaps a grim March, 1895—the year will be marked in rough black numbers against the shadows in one corner. The roofs of the village are slate, stained with melting snow, which slides off them in heaps. Some of the lanes are walled, others open to the fields and muddy gardens. The doors to the houses are closed, the scent of cooking rising above the chimneys.

Only one person is astir in all this desolation—a woman in heavy traveling clothes walking down a lane toward the last huddle of dwellings. Someone is lighting a lantern there, too, bending over the flame, a human form but indistinct in the distant window. The woman in the lane carries herself with dignity, and she isn’t wearing the shabby apron and wooden sabots of the village. Her cloak and long skirts stand out against the violet snow. Her hood is edged with fur that hides  all but the white curve of her cheek. The hem of her dress has a geometric border of pale blue. She is walking away with a bundle in her arms, something wrapped tightly, as if against the cold. The trees hold their branches numbly toward the sky; they frame the road. Someone has left a red cloth on the bench in front of the house at the end of the lane—a shawl, perhaps, or a small tablecloth, the only spot of bright color. The woman shields her bundle with her arms, with her gloved hands, turning her back on the center of the village as quickly as possible. Her boots click on a patch of ice in the road. Her breath shows pale against the gathering dark. She draws herself together, close, protective, hurrying. Is she leaving the village or hastening toward one of the houses in the last row?

Even the one person watching doesn’t know the answer, nor does he care. He has worked most of the afternoon, stroking in the walls of the lanes, positioning the stark trees, measuring the road, waiting for the ten minutes of winter sunset. The woman is an intruder, but he puts her in, too, quickly, noting the details of her clothes, using the failing daylight to brush in the silhouette of her hood, the way she bends forward to stay warm or to hide her bundle. A beautiful surprise, whoever she is. She is the missing note, the movement he needed to fill that central stretch of road with its dirt-pocked snow. He has long since retreated, working now just inside his window—he is old and his limbs ache if he paints out of doors in the cold for more than a quarter of an hour—so he can only imagine her quick breath, her step on the road, the crunch of snow under her sharp boot heel. He is aging, ill, but for a moment he wishes she would turn and look straight at him. He pictures her hair as dark and soft, her lips vermilion, her eyes large and wary.

But she does not turn, and he finds he is glad. He needs her as she is, needs her moving away from him into the snowy  tunnel of his canvas, needs the straight form of her back and heavy skirts with their elegant border, her arm cradling the wrapped object. She is a real woman and she is in a hurry, but now she is also fixed forever. Now she is frozen in her haste. She is a real woman and now she is a painting.




 CHAPTER 1

 Marlow


I got the call about Robert Oliver in April 1999, less than a week after he’d pulled a knife in the nineteenth-century collection at the National Gallery. It was a Tuesday, one of those terrible mornings that sometimes come to the Washington area when spring has already been flowery and even hot—ruinous hail and heavy skies, with rumbles of thunder in the suddenly cold air. It was also, by coincidence, exactly a week after the massacre at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado; I was still thinking obsessively about that event, as I imagined every psychiatrist in the country must have been. My office seemed full of those young people with their sawed-off shot-guns, their demonic resentment. How had we failed them and—even more—their innocent victims? The violent weather and the country’s gloom seemed to me fused that morning.

When my phone rang, the voice on the other end was that of a friend and colleague, Dr. John Garcia. John is a fine man—and a fine psychiatrist—with whom I went to school long ago and who takes me out for lunch now and then at the restaurant of his choice, seldom allowing me to pay. He does emergency intake and inpatient care in one of Washington’s biggest hospitals and, like me, also sees private patients.

John was telling me now that he wanted to transfer a patient to me, to put him in my care, and I could hear the eagerness in his voice. “This guy could be a difficult case. I  don’t know what you’ll make of him, but I’d prefer for him to be under your care at Goldengrove. Apparently he’s an artist, a successful one—he got himself arrested last week, then brought to us. He doesn’t talk much and doesn’t like us much, here. His name is Robert Oliver.”

“I’ve heard of him, but I don’t really know his work,” I admitted. “Landscapes and portraits—I think he was on the cover of ARTnews a couple of years ago. What did he do to get arrested?” I turned to the window and stood, watching hail fall like expensive white gravel over the walled back lawn and a battered magnolia. The grass was already very green, and for a second there was watery sunlight over everything, then a fresh burst of hail.

“He tried to attack a painting in the National Gallery. With a knife.”

“A painting? Not a person?”

“Well, apparently there was no one else in the room at that moment, but a guard came in and saw him lunging for a painting.”

“Did he put up a fight?” I watched hail sowing itself in the bright grass.

“Yes. He eventually dropped the knife on the floor, but then he grabbed the guard and shook him up pretty badly. He’s a big man. Then he stopped and let himself just be led away, for some reason. The museum is trying to decide whether or not to press assault charges. I think they’re going to drop, but he took a big risk.”

I studied the backyard again. “National Gallery paintings are federal property, right?”

“Right.”

“What kind of knife was it?”

“Just a pocketknife. Nothing dramatic, but he could have done a lot of damage. He was very excited, thought he was on  a heroic mission, and then broke down at the station, said he hadn’t slept in days, even cried a little. They brought him over to the psych ER, and I admitted him.” I could hear John waiting for my answer.

“How old is this guy?”

“He’s young—well, forty-three, but that sounds young to me these days, you know?” I knew, and laughed. Turning fifty just two years before had shocked us both, and we’d covered it by celebrating with several friends who were in the same situation.

“He had a couple of other things on him, too—a sketchbook and a packet of old letters. He won’t let anyone else touch them.”

“So what do you want me to do for him?” I found myself leaning against the desk to rest; I’d come to the end of a long morning, and I was hungry.

“Just take him,” John said.

But the habits of caution run deep in our profession. “Why? Are you trying to give me additional headaches?”

“Oh, come on.” I could hear John smiling. “I’ve never known you to turn a patient away, Dr. Dedication, and this one should be worth your while.”

“Because I’m a painter?”

He hesitated only a beat. “Frankly, yes. I don’t pretend to understand artists, but I think you’ll get this guy. I told you he doesn’t talk much, and when I say he doesn’t talk much, I mean I’ve gotten maybe three sentences out of him. I think he’s switching into depression, in spite of the meds we started him on. He also shows anger and has periods of agitation. I’m worried about him.”

I considered the tree, the emerald lawn, the scattered melting hailstones, again the tree. It stood a little to the left of center, in the window, and the darkness of the day had given  its mauve and white buds a brightness they didn’t have when the sun shone. “What do you have him on?”

John ran through the list: a mood stabilizer, an antianxiety drug, and an antidepressant, all at good doses. I picked up a pen and pad from my desk.

“Diagnosis?”

John told me, and I wasn’t surprised. “Fortunately for us, he signed a release of information in the ER while he was still talking. We’ve also just gotten copies of records from a psychiatrist in North Carolina he saw about two years ago. Apparently the last time he saw anybody.”

“Does he have significant anxiety?”

“Well, he won’t talk about it, but I think he shows it. And this isn’t his first round of meds, according to the file. In fact, he arrived here with some Klonopin in a two-year-old bottle in his jacket. It probably wasn’t doing him much good without a mood stabilizer on board. We finally got hold of the wife in North Carolina—ex-wife, actually—and she told us some more about his past treatments.”

“Suicidal?”

“Possibly. It’s hard to do a proper assessment, since he won’t talk. He hasn’t attempted anything here. He’s more like enraged. It’s like keeping a bear in a cage—a silent bear. But with this kind of presentation, I don’t want to just release him. He’s got to stay somewhere for a while, have someone figure out what’s really going on, and his meds will need fine-tuning. He did sign in voluntarily, and I bet he’ll go pretty willingly at this point. He doesn’t like it here.”

“So you think I can get him to talk?” It was our old joke, and John rose obligingly to it.

“Marlow, you could get a stone to talk.”

“Thanks for the compliment. And thanks especially for messing up my lunch break. Does he have insurance?”

“Some. The social worker is on that.”

“All right—have him brought out to Goldengrove. Tomorrow at two, with the files. I’ll check him in.”

We hung up, and I stood there wondering if I could squeeze in five minutes of sketching while I ate, which I like to do when my schedule is heavy; I still had a one thirty, a two o’clock, a three o’clock, a four o’clock, and then a meeting at five o’clock. And tomorrow I would put in a ten-hour day at Goldengrove, the private residential center where I’d worked for the previous twelve years. Now I needed my soup, my salad, and the pencil under my fingers for a few minutes.

I thought, too, of something I had forgotten about for a long time, although I used to remember it often. When I was twenty-one, freshly graduated from Columbia (which had filled me with history and English as well as science) and headed already for medical school at the University of Virginia, my parents volunteered enough money to help me go with my roommate to Italy and Greece for a month. It was my first time out of the United States. I was electrified by paintings in Italian churches and monasteries, by the architecture of Florence and Siena. On the Greek island of Páros, which produces the most perfect, translucent marble in the world, I found myself alone in a local archaeological museum.

This museum had only one statue of value, which stood in a room by itself. Herself: she was a Nike, about five feet tall, in battered pieces, with no head or arms, and with scars on her back where she’d once sprouted wings, red stains on the marble from her long entombment in the island earth. You could still see her masterful carving, the draperies like an eddy of water over her body. They had reattached one of her little feet. I was alone in the room, sketching her, when the guard came in for a moment to shout, “Close soon!” After he left, I packed up my drawing kit, and then—without any thought of  the consequences—I approached the Nike one last time and bent to kiss her foot. The guard was on me in a second, roaring, actually collaring me. I’ve never been thrown out of a bar, but that day I was thrown out of a one-guard museum.

I picked up the phone and called John back, caught him still in his office.

“What was the painting?”

“What?”

“The painting that your patient—Mr. Oliver—attacked.”

John laughed. “You know, I wouldn’t have thought of asking that, but it was included in the police report. It’s called  Leda. A Greek myth, I guess. At least that’s what comes to mind. The report said it was a painting of a naked woman.”

“One of Zeus’s conquests,” I said. “He came to her in the form of a swan. Who painted it?”

“Oh, come on—you’re making this feel like Art History 125. Which I almost failed, by the way. I don’t know who painted it and I doubt the arresting officer did either.”

“All right. Get back to work. Have a good day, John,” I said, trying to uncrick my neck and hold the receiver at the same time.

“And you, my friend.”




 CHAPTER 2

 Marlow


Already I have the urge to begin this history over again by insisting that it is a private one. And not only private but subject to my imagination as much as to the facts. It has taken me ten years to sort through my notes on this case, and through my thoughts as well; I confess I originally considered writing something about Robert Oliver for one of the psychiatric journals I most admire and where I’ve published before, but who can publish what might eventually prove to be professional compromise? We live in an era of talk shows and gargantuan indiscretion, but our profession is particularly rigid in its silences—careful, legal, responsible. At its best. Of course, there are cases when wisdom rather than rules must prevail; every doctor knows such emergencies. I’ve taken the precaution of changing all the names associated with this story, including my own, with the exception of one first name so common, but also so beautiful to me now, that I see no harm in retaining the original.

I wasn’t raised around the medical profession: my parents were both ministers—in fact, my mother was the first female minister in their smallish sect, and I was eleven when she was ordained. We lived in the oldest structure in our town in Connecticut, a low-roofed maroon clapboard house with a front yard like an English cemetery, where arborvitae, yews,  weeping willows, and other funereal trees competed for space around the slate walk to the front door.

Every afternoon at three fifteen, I walked up to that house from school, dragging my knapsack full of books and crumbs, baseballs and colored pencils. My mother opened the door, usually in her blue skirt and sweater, later sometimes in her black suit and white dog collar if she’d been visiting the sick, the elderly, the shut-in, the newly penitent. I was a grumbling child, a child with bad posture and a chronic sense that life was disappointingly not what it had promised to be; she was a strict mother—strict, upright, cheerful, and affectionate. When she saw my early gift for drawing and sculpting, she encouraged it with quiet certainty day after day, never inflating her praise and yet never allowing me to doubt my own efforts. We could not have been more different, I think, from the moment I was born, and we loved each other fiercely.

It’s odd, but although my mother died rather young, or perhaps because she did, I have found myself in middle age becoming more and more like her. For years, I was not so much single as unmarried, although I finally rectified that situation. The women I’ve loved are (or were) all something like I was as a child—moody, perverse, interesting. Around them, I have become more and more like my mother. My wife is not an exception to this pattern, but we suit each other.

Partly in response to those once-loved women and my wife, and partly, I have no doubt, in response to a profession that displays to me daily the underside of the mind—the misery of its environmental molding, its genetic vagaries—I’ve retrained myself since childhood into a kind of diligent goodwill toward life. Life and I became friends some years ago—not the sort of exciting friendship I longed for as a child, but a kindly truce, a pleasure in coming home every day to my apartment on Kalorama Road. I have a moment now and then—as I peel an  orange and take it from kitchen counter to table—when I feel almost a pang of contentment, perhaps at that raw color.

I have achieved this only in adulthood. Children are assumed to enjoy little things, but actually I remember dreaming only big as a child, and then the narrowing of that dream from one interest to another, and then the channeling of all my dreams into biology and chemistry and the goal of medical school, and finally the revelation of the infinitesimal episodes of life, their neurons and helices and revolving atoms. I first learned to draw really well, in fact, from those tiniest shapes and shades in my biology labs, not from anything as large as mountains, people, or bowls of fruit.

Now when I dream big, it’s for my patients, that they may eventually feel that ordinary cheerfulness of kitchen and orange, of putting their feet up in front of a television documentary, or the even bigger pleasures I imagine for them of holding down a job, coming home sane to their families, seeing the realities of a room instead of a terrible panorama of faces. For myself, I have learned to dream small—a leaf, a new paintbrush, the flesh of an orange, and the details of my wife’s beauty, a glistening at the corners of her eyes, the soft hair of her arms in our living room’s lamplight when she sits reading.

 



I said I wasn’t raised around the medical profession, but perhaps it isn’t so strange that I should have chosen the branch of it I did. My mother and father were not at all scientific, although their personal discipline, transmitted to me along with my oatmeal and clean socks with the intensity parents pour through an only child, stood me in good stead through the rigors of college biology and the worse rigors of med school—the rigor mortis of nights spent entirely in study and memorization, the relative relief of later sleepless nights hurrying around on hospital rotations.

I had dreamed of being an artist, too, but when the time came for me to select my life’s work, I chose medicine, and I knew from the beginning it would be psychiatry, which for me was both a healing profession and the ultimate science of human experience; in fact, I’d also applied to art schools after college, and to my pleasure had been accepted at two rather good ones. I’d like to be able to say it was an agonized decision, that the artist in me rebelled against medicine. In reality, I felt that I could not make a serious enough social contribution as a painter, and I secretly dreaded the drift and struggle to make a living that that way of life might entail. Psychiatry would be a direct path to serving a suffering world while I would continue to paint on my own, and it would be enough, I thought, to know I could have been a career artist.

My parents reflected deeply on my choice of specialty, as I could tell when I mentioned it to them in one of our weekend telephone conversations. There was a pause on their end while they digested what I had laid out for myself and why I might have selected it. Then my mother observed calmly that everyone  needs someone to talk to, which was her way of quite rightly connecting their ministry and mine, and my father observed that there are many ways to drive out demons.

Actually, my father does not believe in demons; they don’t figure in his modern and progressive calling. He likes to refer sarcastically to them, even now in his very old age, and to read about them, shaking his head, in the works of early New England preachers such as Jonathan Edwards, or in those of the medieval theologians who also fascinate him. He is like a reader of horror fiction: he reads them because they upset him. When he refers to “demons” and “hellfire” and “sin,” he means these things ironically, with a disgusted fascination; the parishioners who still come to his study in our old house (he will never fully retire) receive instead a profoundly forgiving  picture of their own torments. He concedes that although he deals in souls and I deal in diagnoses, environmental factors, behavioral outcomes, DNA, we are striving for the same end: the end of misery.

 



After my mother became a minister as well, our household was a busy one, and I found plenty of time to escape on my own, shaking off my occasional malaise with the distraction of books and explorations in the park at the end of our street, where I sat reading under a tree, or sketching scenes of mountains and deserts I had certainly never seen myself. The books I liked best were either adventures at sea or adventures in invention and research. I found as many children’s biographies as I could—on Thomas Edison, Alexander Graham Bell, Eli Whitney, and others—and later discovered the adventure of medical research: that of Jonas Salk and polio, for example. I was not an energetic child, but I dreamed about doing something courageous. I dreamed of saving lives, of stepping forward at the right moment with some lifesaving revelation. Even now, I never read an article in a scientific journal without a version of that feeling: the thrill of vicarious discovery and the twinge of envy for the discoverer.

I can’t say that this desire to be a saver of lives was the great theme of my childhood, although, as it turns out, that would make a neat story. In fact, I had no vocation, and those biographies for children had become a memory by the time I was in high school, where I did my homework well but without unusual enthusiasm, read extra Dickens and Melville with considerably more pleasure, took art classes, ran cross-country with no distinction, and lost my virginity with a sigh of relief my junior year to a more experienced girl, a senior, who told me she’d always liked the back of my head in class.

My parents did rise to some distinction themselves in our  town, defending and successfully rehabilitating a homeless man who’d wandered in from Boston to take up shelter in our parks. They traveled to the local prison to give talks together, and they prevented a house nearly as old as ours (1691—ours was 1686) from being torn down for a supermarket lot. They came to my track meets and chaperoned my proms and invited my friends for ecumenical pizza parties and officiated at the memorial services of their friends who died young. There were no funerals in their creed, no propped-open coffins, no bodies to pray over, so that I didn’t touch a cadaver until medical school and I didn’t see a dead person I knew personally until I was holding my mother’s hand—her perfectly limp, still-warm hand.

But years before my mother died, and while I was still in school, I made the friend I mentioned before, who gave me the greatest case of my career, if we’re going to relent and put it that way. John Garcia was one of several male friends from my twenties—college friends with whom I studied for biology quizzes and history exams or threw a football around on Saturday afternoons, and who are now balding, other men I knew in medical school by their quick steps and flying white jackets in labs and lectures or later in the throes of awkward patient interactions. We were all getting a little gray by the time of John’s phone call, a little sloped around the middle or else valiantly leaner in our attempts to combat sloping—I was already grateful to myself for my lifelong running habit, which had kept me more or less lean, even strong. And to fate for the fact that my hair was still thick and as much brown as silver, and that women still glanced my way on the street. But I was indisputably one of them, my cohort of middle-aged friends.

So when John called to ask me his favor that Tuesday, of course I said yes. When he told me about Robert Oliver, I was interested, but I was also interested in my lunch, my chance to  stretch my legs and shake off the morning. We are never really alert to our destinies, are we? That’s how my father would put it, in his study in Connecticut. And by the end of the day, when my meeting was over and the hail had changed to a fine drizzle and the squirrels were running along the backyard wall and leaping over the urns, I had almost stopped thinking about John’s call.

Later, after I’d walked quickly home from my office and shaken out my coat in my own foyer—this was before I was married, so no one greeted me at the door and there was no sweet-smelling blouse from the workday slung over the foot of the bed—after I’d left the streaming umbrella to dry and washed my hands and made a salmon sandwich on toast and gone into my studio to pick up the paintbrush—then, with the thin, smooth wood between my fingers, I remembered my patient-to-be, a painter who had brandished a knife instead. I put on my favorite music, the Franck Violin Sonata in A Major, and forgot about him on purpose. The day had been long and a little empty, until I began to fill it with color. But the next day always comes, unless we actually die, and the next day I met Robert Oliver.




 CHAPTER 3

 Marlow


He stood by the window of his new room, looking out of it, hands dangling at his sides. He turned as I came in. My new patient was an inch or two over six feet, powerfully built, and when he faced you head-on he stooped a little, like a charging bull. His arms and shoulders were full of barely restrained strength, his expression dogged, self-assertive. His skin was lined, tanned; his hair was almost black and very thick, touched with silver, breaking in waves off his head, and it stood out farther on one side than the other, as if he rumpled it often. He was dressed in baggy pants of olive corduroy, a yellow cotton shirt, and a corduroy jacket with patches on the elbows. He wore heavy brown leather shoes.

Robert’s clothes were stained with oil paint, smudges of alizarin, cerulean, yellow ocher—colors vivid against that determined drabness. He had paint under his fingernails. He stood restlessly, shifting from foot to foot or crossing his arms, exposing the elbow patches. Two different women later told me that Robert Oliver was the most graceful man they had ever met, which makes me wonder what women notice that I don’t. On the windowsill behind him lay a packet of fragile-looking papers; I thought these must be the “old letters” John Garcia had referred to. As I came toward him, Robert glanced directly at me—this was not the last time I was to feel that we were in the ring together—and his eyes  were momentarily bright and expressive, a deep gold-green, and rather bloodshot. Then his face closed angrily; he turned his head away.

I introduced myself and offered my hand. “How are you feeling today, Mr. Oliver?”

After a moment he shook hands firmly in return but said nothing and seemed to slip into languor and resentment, folding his arms and leaning against the windowsill.

“Welcome to Goldengrove. I’m glad to have the chance to meet you.”

He met my gaze but still said nothing.

I sat down in the armchair in the corner and watched him for a few minutes before speaking again. “I read your file from Dr. Garcia’s office just now. I understand you had a very difficult day last week, and that’s what brought you to the hospital.”

At this he gave a curious smile and spoke for the first time. “Yes,” he said. “I had a difficult day.”

I had achieved my first goal: he was talking. I composed myself so I wouldn’t show any pleasure or surprise.

“Do you remember what happened?”

He still looked directly at me, but his face registered no emotion. It was a strange face, just balanced between the rough and the elegant, a face of striking bone structure, the nose long but also broad. “A little.”

“Would you care to tell me about it? I’m here to help you, first by listening.”

He said nothing.

I repeated, “Would you like to tell me a little about it?” Still he was silent, so I tried another tack. “Did you know that what you attempted to do the other day was reported in the papers? I didn’t see the article myself, at the time, but someone’s just given me a clipping. You made page four.”

He looked away.

I persisted. “The headline was something like this—‘Artist Attacks Painting in National Gallery.’”

He laughed suddenly, a surprisingly sweet sound. “That’s accurate, in a way. But I didn’t touch it.”

“The guard seized you first, right?”

He nodded.

“And you fought back. Did you resent being pulled away from the painting?”

This time a new expression came over his face: it was grim, and he bit the corner of his lip. “Yes.”

“It was a painting of a woman, wasn’t it? How did you feel when you attacked her?” I asked as suddenly as I could. “What made you feel like doing that?”

His response was equally sudden. He shook himself, as if trying to throw off the mild tranquilizer he was still on, and squared his shoulders. He seemed even more commanding in that moment, and I saw that he could have been quite intimidating if violent.

“I did it for her.”

“For the woman herself? Did you want to protect her?”

He was silent.

I tried again. “Do you mean you felt she somehow wanted to be attacked?”

He looked down then and sighed as if it hurt him even to exhale. “No. You don’t understand. I wasn’t attacking her. I did it for the woman I loved.”

“For someone else? Your wife?”

“You can think whatever you like.”

I kept my gaze fixed on him. “Did you feel you were doing it for your wife? Your ex-wife?”

“You can talk with her,” he said, as if he didn’t care one way or the other. “You can even talk with Mary if you want.  You can look at the pictures if you want. I don’t care. You can talk to anybody you want.”

“Who is Mary?” I asked. It was not his ex-wife’s name. I waited a little, but he was silent. “Are the pictures you mentioned pictures of her? Or do you mean the painting at the National Gallery?”

He stood in utter silence before me, gazing somewhere over my head.

I waited; I can wait like a rock when I need to. After three or four minutes, I observed placidly, “You know, I’m a painter myself.” I don’t often comment about myself, of course, and certainly not in an initial session, but I thought it was worth the small risk.

He flashed me a look that could have been either interest or contempt, and then he lay down on the bed, stretched out full length on his back with his shoes on the bedspread and his arms behind his head, gazing upward as if at open sky.

“I am sure only something very difficult could have compelled you to attack a painting.” That was another risk, but it, too, seemed worth taking.

He closed his eyes and rolled away from me, as if preparing for a nap. I waited. Then, observing that he wasn’t going to speak further, I stood up. “Mr. Oliver, I am here whenever you need me. And you are here so that we can care for you and help you get well again. Please feel free to have the nurse call me. I’ll come see you again soon. You can ask for me if you’d simply like a little company—there’s no need to talk more until you’re ready.”

 



I couldn’t have known how thoroughly he would take me at my word. When I visited the next day, the nurse said he hadn’t spoken to her all morning, although he had eaten a little breakfast and seemed calm. His silence wasn’t reserved for the  nurses; he didn’t speak to me either—not that day or the next, nor for the following twelve months. During this period his ex-wife did not visit him; in fact, he had no visitors. He continued to display many of the symptoms of clinical depression, with periods of silent agitation and perhaps anxiety.

During most of the time he was with me, I never seriously considered releasing Robert from my care, partly because I could never be completely sure whether or not he was a possible risk to himself and others, and partly because of a feeling of my own that evolved a little at a time and to which I’ll admit gradually; I’ve already confessed that I have my reasons for considering this a private story. In those first weeks, I continued treating him with the mood stabilizer John had started him on, and I also continued the antidepressant.

His one previous psychiatric report, which John had sent me, indicated a serious recurrent mood disorder and a trial of lithium—Robert had apparently refused the drug after a few months of treatment, saying it exhausted him. But the report also described a patient frequently functional, holding down a teaching job at a small college, pursuing his artwork, and trying to engage with family and colleagues. I called his former psychiatrist myself, but the fellow was busy and told me little, except to admit that after a certain point he had found Oliver an unmotivated patient. Robert had seen a psychiatrist mainly at his wife’s request and had stopped his visits before he and his wife had separated more than a year before. Robert had not had any long-term psychotherapy, nor had he been previously hospitalized. The doctor hadn’t even been aware that Robert no longer lived in Greenhill.

Robert now took his medication without protest, in the same resigned way in which he ate—an unusual sign of cooperation in a patient so defiant as to hew to a vow of silence. He ate sparingly, also without apparent interest, and kept himself  rigorously clean despite his depression. He did not interact with the other patients in any way, but he did take supervised daily walks inside and outside and sometimes sat in the bigger of the lounges, occupying a chair in a sunny corner.

In his periods of agitation, which at first occurred every day or two, he paced his room, fists clenched, body trembling visibly, face working. I watched him carefully and had my staff do the same. One morning he cracked the mirror in his bathroom with the butt of his fist, although he didn’t injure himself. Sometimes he sat on the edge of his bed with his head in his hands, jumping up every few minutes to look out the window, then settling again into that attitude of despair. When he was not agitated, he was listless.

The only thing that seemed to interest Robert Oliver was his package of old letters, which he kept close to him and frequently opened and read. Often, when I visited him, he had a letter in front of him. And once during the first weeks, I observed before he folded the letter up and put it back into its faded envelope that the pages were covered with regular, elegant handwriting in brown ink. “I’ve noticed you’re often reading the same thing—these letters. Are they antiques?”

He closed his hand over the package and turned away, his face as full of misery as any I’d seen in my years of treating patients. No, I could not discharge him, even if he had stretches of calm that lasted several days. Some mornings I invited him to talk to me—with no result—and some I simply sat with him. Every weekday I asked him how he was doing, and Monday through Friday he looked away from me and out the nearby window.

All this behavior presented a vivid picture of torment, but how could I know what had been the trigger for his breakdown when I couldn’t discuss it with him? It occurred to me, among other ideas, that he might be suffering from post-traumatic  stress disorder in addition to his basic diagnosis; but, if so, what had the trauma been? Or could his own breakdown and arrest in the museum have traumatized him this much by themselves? There was no evidence of a past tragedy in the few records I had at my command, although likely his split with his wife would have been upsetting. I tried gently, whenever it seemed the right moment, to prompt him toward conversation. His silence held, and so did his obsessive and private rereading. One morning I asked him whether he would consider allowing me to look at his letters, in confidence, since they clearly meant a great deal to him. “I promise I wouldn’t keep them, of course, or if you let me borrow them, I could have copies made and return them safely to you.”

He turned toward me then, and I saw something like curiosity on his face, but he soon grew sullen and brooding again. He collected the letters carefully, without meeting my gaze anymore, and turned away from me on his bed. After a moment, I had no choice but to leave the room.




 CHAPTER 4

 Marlow


Entering Robert’s room during his second week with us, I observed that he had been drawing in his sketchbook. The drawing was a simple image of a woman’s head in three-quarter profile, with curly dark hair roughed in. I recognized at once his extreme facility and expressiveness; these qualities leapt off the page. It’s easy to say what makes a sketch weak but harder to explain the coherence and internal vigor that bring it to life. Oliver’s drawings were alive, beyond alive. When I asked him whether he was sketching from imagination or drawing a real person, he ignored me more pointedly than ever, closing the book and putting it away. The next time I visited, he was pacing the room, and I could see him clenching and unclenching his jaw.

Watching, I felt anew that it wouldn’t be safe to release him unless we could ascertain that he would not become violent again from the stimulus of his everyday life. I didn’t even know what that life consisted of; the Goldengrove secretary had done a preliminary search for me, but we couldn’t track down any place of employment for him in the Washington area. Did he have the means to stay home and paint all day? He wasn’t listed in the DC telephone directory, and the address John Garcia had received from the police had turned out to be that of Robert’s ex-wife in North Carolina. He was angry, depressed, approaching real fame, apparently homeless. The  episode with the sketchbook had made me hopeful, but the hostility that followed it was deeper than ever.

His sheer skill on paper intrigued me, as did the fact that he had a genuine reputation; although I usually avoided unnecessary research on the Web, I looked him up. Robert held an MFA from one of New York’s premier arts programs and had taught there briefly, as well as at Greenhill College and a college in New York State. He had placed second in the National Portrait Gallery’s annual competition, received a couple of national fellowships and residencies, and had solo shows in New York, Chicago, and Greenhill. His work had indeed appeared on the cover of several well-known art magazines. There were a few images from his sales over the years—portraits and landscapes, including two untitled portraits of a dark-haired woman like the one he’d been sketching in his room. They owed something, I thought, to Impressionist tradition.

I found no artist’s statements or interviews; Robert himself was as silent on the internet, I thought, as he was in my presence. It seemed to me that his work might be a worthwhile channel of communication, and I provided him with plenty of good paper, charcoal, pencils, and pens, which I brought from home myself. He used these to continue his drawings of the woman’s head when he wasn’t rereading his letters. He began to prop up the drawings here and there, and when I left some tape in his room, he fastened them to the walls in a chaotic gallery. As I’ve said, his draftsmanship was extraordinary; I read in it both long training and an enormous natural gift, which I was later to see in his paintings. He soon varied his sketches of the woman’s profile to full-face; I could observe her fine features and large dark eyes. Sometimes she smiled, and sometimes she seemed angry; anger predominated. Naturally, I conjectured that the image might be an expression of his  silent rage, and I also speculated about some possible confusion of gender identity within the patient, although I couldn’t get him to respond even nonverbally to questions on this topic.

 



When Robert Oliver had resided at Goldengrove for more than two weeks without speaking, I had the idea of outfitting his room as a studio. I had to get special permission from the center for my experiment, and to put a few security measures in place: it was a risk, granted, but Robert had shown full responsibility when using his pencils and other drawing supplies. I considered equipping a corner of the OT Room instead. However, Robert was unlikely to paint in front of other people, I thought, in this situation. I arranged his room myself while he was on one of his walks, and I was there to observe his reaction when he returned.

The room was a sunny one, and a single, and I’d moved the bed to one side to make space for a large easel. I had stocked the shelves with oil paints, watercolors, gesso, rags, jars of brushes, mineral spirits and oil medium, a wooden palette and palette scrapers; some of these items I brought from my own supplies at home, so that they were not new and would give the feel of a working studio. I stacked one wall with empty stretched canvases of varying sizes and provided a block of watercolor paper.

Finally, I sat down in my customary chair in the corner to observe him as he came back in. At the sight of all the equipment I’d put there, he stopped short, clearly startled. Then an expression of fury crossed his face. He started toward me, his fists clenched, and I stayed seated, as calmly as I could, without speaking. I thought for a moment that he would actually say something, or perhaps even hit me, but he seemed to think better of both urges. His body relaxed a little; he turned away and began to examine the new supplies. He felt the watercolor  paper, studied the construction of the easel, glanced at the tubes of oil paints. At last he wheeled around and glared at me again, this time as if he wanted to ask me something but couldn’t bring himself to do it. I wondered, not for the first time, if he had somehow become unable, rather than simply unwilling, to speak.

“I hope you’ll enjoy these items,” I said as placidly as possible.

He looked at me, his face dark. I left the room without trying to speak to him again.

Two days later, I found him painting with deep absorption on a first canvas, which he had apparently prepared for that purpose overnight. He did not acknowledge my presence, but he allowed me to observe him and to study the picture, which was a portrait. I examined it with the greatest interest; I’m first and foremost a portrait painter myself, although I also love landscape, and the fact that my long work hours prevent me from painting from live models on a regular basis is a source of sorrow to me. I work with photographs when I have to, although that runs against my natural purism. It’s better than nothing, and I always learn from the exercise.

But Robert, as far as I knew, had painted his new canvas without even a photograph to refer to, and it radiated startling life. It showed the usual head of a woman—now, of course, in color—in the same traditionalist style as his drawings. She had an extraordinarily real face, with dark eyes that looked directly out of the canvas—a confident yet thoughtful gaze. Her hair was curly and dark, with some chestnut lights in it; she had a fine nose, a square chin with a dimple on the right side, an amused, sensuous mouth. Her forehead was high and white, and what little I could see of her clothing was green, with a yellow ruffle around a deep V of neckline, a curve of skin. Today she looked almost happy, as if it pleased her to be  appearing in color at last. It’s strange for me to think of this now, but at that moment and for months afterward, I had no idea who she was.

That was a Wednesday, and on Friday, when I went to see Robert, the room was empty; he had apparently gone out for his walk. The portrait of the dark-haired lady stood on the easel—nearly finished, I thought—magnificent. On the chair where I usually sat lay an envelope addressed to me in loose script. Inside it I found Robert’s antique letters. I drew one out and held it in my hand for a long minute. The paper looked very old, and the elegantly handwritten lines I could see on the outer side were in French, to my surprise. I suddenly felt how far I might have to travel to know the man who had entrusted them to me.




 CHAPTER 5

 Marlow


I hadn’t intended at first to take the letters off the Goldengrove property, but at the end of the day I put them in my briefcase. On Saturday morning I called my friend Zoe, who teaches French literature at Georgetown University. Zoe is one of the women I dated when I first came to Washington years ago, and we’ve remained good friends, especially since I didn’t feel strongly enough about her to regret her terminating our relationship. She made excellent occasional company to a play or a concert, and I think she felt the same about me.

The phone rang twice before she answered. “Marlow?” Her voice was businesslike, as always, but also affectionate. “How nice that you called. I was thinking about you the other week.”

“Why didn’t you call me, then?” I asked.

“Grading papers,” she said. “I haven’t called anyone.”

“I forgive you, in that case,” I replied sarcastically, since that’s our custom. “I’m glad you’re done with the papers, because I have a possible project for you.”

“Oh, Marlow.” I could hear her doing something in her kitchen as she talked to me; her kitchen dates from just after the Revolutionary War and is the size of my hall closet. “Marlow, I don’t need any projects. I’m writing a book, as you know from paying at least a little attention these last three years.”

“I know, dear,” I said. “But this is something you’ll like,  exactly your period—I think—and I want you to see it. Come over this afternoon and I’ll ask you out to dinner.”

“It must be worth a lot to you,” she said. “I can’t do dinner, but I’ll come over at five—I’m going to Dupont Circle after that.”

“You have a date,” I said approvingly. I was a little shocked to realize how long it had been since I’d had anything like a date. How had so much time slipped by me?

“You bet I do,” Zoe said.

We sat in my living room, unfolding the letters Robert had carried on him even during his attack at the museum. Zoe’s coffee was cooling off; she hadn’t even started it. She’d aged a little since I’d last seen her, in some way that made her olive skin look weary and her hair dry. But her eyes were narrow and bright, as always, and I remembered that I must be aging in her sight, too. “Where did you get these?” she asked.

“A cousin sent them to me.”

“A French cousin?” She looked skeptical. “Do you have French roots I don’t know about?”

“Not particularly.” I hadn’t planned this well. “I guess she got them at an antique shop or someplace and thought they would interest me because I like to read history.”

She was scanning the first one now, with gentle hands and a keen glance. “Are they all from eighteen seventy-seven through seventy-nine?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t looked through them thoroughly. I was afraid to because they’re so fragile, and what I saw, I couldn’t understand much of.”

She opened another. “It would take me some time to read them properly, because of the handwriting, but they seem to be letters from a woman to her uncle, and vice versa, as you’ve already figured out, and some of them are about painting and  drawing. Maybe that’s why your cousin thought they’d interest you.”

“Maybe.” I tried not to peer over her shoulder.

“Let me take one that’s in better condition and translate it for you. You’re right—that might be fun. But I don’t think I can do them all—it’s incredibly time-consuming, you know, and I have to get on with my book right away.”

“I will pay you generously, to be blunt.”

“Oh.” She thought this over. “Well, that would be welcome, I have to say. Let me give one or two a try first.”

We worked out a fee and I thanked her. “But just do them all,” I said. “Please. Send me the translation by regular mail, not electronically. You can send them a couple at a time, as you get to them.” I couldn’t bring myself to explain that I wanted to receive them as letters, real letters, so I didn’t try. “And if you can work without the originals, let’s walk to the corner and photocopy them, in case something happens. You can take the copies with you. Do you have time?”

“Ever-careful Marlow,” she said. “Nothing will happen, but that’s a good idea. Let me drink my coffee first and tell you all about my affaire de coeur.”

“Don’t you want to hear about mine?”

“Certainly, but there will be nothing to tell.”

“That’s true,” I said, “so you go ahead.”

When we parted at the office-supply store, she with the crisp photocopies and I with my letters—Robert’s, actually—I went back home and thought about grilling a sandwich, drinking half a bottle of wine, and going to a movie by myself.

I set the letters on my coffee table, then refolded them along their worn lines and put them into the envelope, arranging them so they wouldn’t knock against one another, with their fragile edges. I thought about the hands that had touched them, once upon a time, a woman’s delicate hands and a  man’s—his would have been older, of course, if he’d been her uncle. Then Robert’s big square hands, tanned and rather worn. Zoe’s short, inquisitive ones. And my own.

I went to the living-room window, one of my favorite views: the street, lapped and laced with branches that have shaded it for decades, since long before I moved in, the old stoops of the brownstones on the other side, the ornate railings and balconies, blocks built in the 1880s. The evening was golden after days of rain; the pear trees had finished their bloom and were a rich green now. I gave up my idea of a movie. It was a perfect night to stay home in peace. I was working on a portrait from a photograph of my father, to send for his birthday—I could make some progress on that. I put on my Franck Violin Sonata and went into the kitchen for a cup of soup.




 CHAPTER 6

 Marlow


It had been more than a year, I was sorry to realize, since I’d actually entered the National Gallery of Art. The steps outside were overrun with schoolchildren; they swarmed around me in their drab uniforms, a Catholic school, or perhaps one of those public schools that require pleated navy and dull plaids in an effort to restore some long-lost order. Their faces were bright—the boys with mostly very short hair; some of the little girls with plastic bubbles on their braids—and their skin was a spectrum of lovely colors, from pale and pinkly freckled to ebony. For a moment I thought, Democracy. It was that old idealistic feeling I got from social studies class in my Connecticut grade school, from reading about George Washington Carver and Lincoln, an America with the dream of belonging to all Americans. We were moving together up the grand staircase toward a museum free of charge and, in theory, open to everyone, everyone and anyone, where these children could mingle with one another and me and the paintings without restraint.

Then the mirage cleared: the children were shoving each other and sticking gum in one another’s hair, and their teachers were trying to keep the peace with only the resources of diplomacy. More important, I knew that most of DC’s population would never make it into this museum, nor feel welcome here. I hung back and waited for the kids to go in ahead of me, since it was too late for me to thread my way through and beat  them to the doors. That also gave me time to turn my face to the afternoon sun, which was warm, in the full flush of spring, and enjoy the green of the Mall. My three o’clock appointment (borderline personality disorder, a long struggle) had canceled, and for once I didn’t have an appointment after that, so I’d left my office for the museum, free, released; I wouldn’t have to go back to work at all that day.

Two women presided over the information desk; one was young, with a cap of dark, straight hair, and the other a retiree—a volunteer, I guessed, frail-looking under her frothy white curls. I chose the older for my question. “Good afternoon. I was wondering if you could help me locate a painting called Leda.”

The woman glanced up and smiled; she might have been the younger docent’s grandmother, and her eyes were a faded, nearly transparent blue. Her badge read MIRIAM.

“Certainly,” she said.

The younger woman edged toward her and watched her find something on a computer screen. “Hit ‘Title,’” she urged.

“Oh, I almost had it.” Miriam sighed deeply, as if she’d known all along that her efforts were useless.

“Yeah, you’ve got it,” the girl insisted, but she had to press a key or two herself before Miriam smiled.

“Ah, Leda. That’s by Gilbert Thomas, French. It’s in the nineteenth-century galleries, just before the Impressionists.”

The girl looked at me for the first time. “That’s the one that guy attacked last month. A lot of people have been asking about it. I mean—” She paused and tucked an obsidian strand back in place; I realized then that her hair was dyed black, so that it appeared carved, Asian, around her pale face and greenish eyes. “Well, not a lot, I guess, but several people have asked to see it.”

I found myself staring at her, unexpectedly stirred. Her gaze was knowing as she stood there behind the counter, her body lean and flexible under a tight-zipped jacket, the smallest curve  of hip showing between that and the top of a black skirt—that would be the maximum glimpse of abdominal skin permitted in this gallery full of nudes, I speculated. She might be an art student, working here in her spare time to get through school, a gifted printmaker or fashioner of jewelry, with those long, pale hands. I pictured her up against the counter, after hours, no underwear under that too-short skirt. She was just a kid; I looked away. She was a kid, and I was no catch, I knew—no aging Casanova.

“I was shocked to hear about that.” Miriam shook her head. “I didn’t know it was that painting, though.”

“Well,” I said, “I read about the incident, too—strange that someone would attack a painting, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know.” The girl rubbed one hand along the edge of the information counter. She had a broad silver ring on her thumb. “We get all kinds of crazies in here.”

“Sally,” murmured her elder.

“Well, we do,” said the girl defiantly. She looked me full in the face, as if daring me to be one of the lunatics to whom she’d just referred. I imagined discovering some sign that she found me attractive, inviting her for a cup of coffee, a preliminary flirtation, over which she would say things like We get all kinds of crazies in here. The image of the woman in Robert Oliver’s drawings came into my mind—she was young, too, but also ageless, her face full of subtle knowledge and life. “The man who attacked that painting seems to have cooperated with the police, once he was arrested,” I observed gently. “Maybe he wasn’t that crazy.”

The girl’s eyes were hard, matter-of-fact. “Who would want to hurt a work of art? The guard told me afterward that it was a very close call for Leda.”

“Thank you,” I said, now an elderly and correct man with a gallery map in his hand.

Miriam took the map back for a moment and circled with a blue pen the room I wanted. Sally had drifted away already; the frisson had been only on my side.

But I had the whole afternoon to myself; with a feeling of lightness, I climbed the stairs to the tremendous marble rotunda at their summit and wandered among its gleaming, variegated pillars for a few minutes, stood in the middle, taking a deep breath.

Then a strange thing happened—the first of many times. I wondered if Robert had paused here, and I felt his presence, or perhaps simply tried to guess what his experience must have been—here, where he had preceded me. Had he known he was going to stab a painting, and known which painting? That might have sent him past the rotunda’s glories in a rush, his hand already in his pocket. But if he hadn’t known ahead of time, if something had incited him to it once he was in front of the painting, he might well have lingered in that forest of marble trunks, too, as would anyone with a sense of surroundings and a love of traditional forms.

In fact—I put my hands in my own pockets—even if his attack had been premeditated and he had felt confident in it, or savored the thought of the moment when he would draw out his knife and open it in his palm, he might still have stopped here for the pleasure of postponement. It was difficult, of course, for me to imagine wanting to damage a painting, but I was imagining Robert’s urges, not my own. After another moment, I walked on, glad to leave that celestial, dim place and to be among paintings again, the long first galleries of the nineteenth-century collection.

 



To my relief, I found the area free of visitors, although there was not one but two guards there, as if the museum administration expected a second attack on the same painting at any  moment. Leda drew me across the room at once. I’d resisted the temptation to check for it in books or on the internet before visiting today, and now I was glad—I could always read its history later, but the image was fresh for me, startling and real.

It was a large canvas, frankly Impressionist, although the details were somewhat more in evidence than they might have been in a Monet or a Pissarro or a Sisley, and it was about five by eight feet, dominated by two figures. The central figure was a mainly nude female form, lying on beautifully real grass. She was supine, in a classical attitude of despair and abandonment—or abandon?—her head with its burden of golden hair thrown back on the earth, a wisp of drapery caught over her middle and slipping off one leg, her shallow breasts bare, arms outspread. Her skin was numinously painted against the reality of that grass; it was too pale, translucent, like the sprout of a plant that has grown under a log. I thought at once of Manet’s Le déjeuner sur l’herbe, although the figure of Leda was full of struggle, startled and epic—not calmly naked like Manet’s prostitute, the skin cooler in tone, the brushwork looser.

The other figure in the painting was not human, although it was certainly a dominant character—a huge swan, hovering over her as if about to land on water, its wings beating backward to slow the speed of its assault. The swan’s long wing feathers curved inward like talons, its gray-webbed feet almost touched the delicate skin of her belly, and its black-circled eye was as fierce as the gaze of a stallion. The sheer force of its flight toward her, caught on canvas, was astonishing, and this explained visually and psychologically the panic of the woman in the grass. The swan’s tail curled under it, a pelvic thrust, as if to further aid its impulsive slowing. You could feel that the bird had burst over those vague thickets only a moment before,  that it had come upon the sleeping form suddenly, and just as suddenly had veered to land on it in a paroxysm of desire.

Or had the swan been searching for her? I tried to remember the details of the story. The momentum of the great creature could have knocked her down, knocked her onto her back, perhaps, as she was rising from a nap en plein air. The swan needed no genitalia to make it masculine—that shadowed area under the tail was more than enough, as were the powerful head and beak as it bent its long neck toward her.

I wanted to touch her myself, to find her sleeping there, to push the creature forcefully away. When I stepped back to see the canvas as a whole, I felt Leda’s fear, the way she had started up and fallen backward, the terror in her very hands as they dug into the earth—none of this had the voluptuous victim-hood of the classical paintings that lined other galleries in this museum, the soft-porn Sabine women and Saint Catherines. I thought of the poem by Yeats I’d read several times over the years, but his Leda was a willing victim, too—“loosening thighs”—without many reactions of her own; I would have to find it again to be certain. Gilbert Thomas’s Leda was a real woman, and she was really frightened. If I desired her, I thought, it was because she was real, and not because she had already been overpowered.

The plaque for the painting was all too succinct: “Leda [Léda vainçue par le Cygne], 1879, purchased 1967. Gilbert Thomas, 1840-1890.” Monsieur Thomas must have been a highly perceptive man, I thought, as well as an extraordinary painter, to put this sort of authentic emotion into the portrayal of a single moment. The rapidly worked feathers and the blurring of Leda’s draperies recorded the advent of Impressionism, although it wasn’t quite an Impressionist painting: the subject matter, to begin with, was the kind that the Impressionists had disdained—academic, a classical myth. What had made Robert  Oliver draw a knife with the idea of plunging it into this scene? Was he, I wondered again, suffering from an antisexual derangement, or a condemnation of his own sexuality? Or had this act of his, which could have damaged these painted figures beyond repair if he hadn’t been caught in time, been some strange defense of the girl flung helplessly back under the swan? Had it been gallantry of a twisted, delusional sort? He might simply have disliked the eroticism of the work. But was it an erotic painting, exactly?

The longer I stood in front of it, the more it seemed to me to be a painting about power and violence. Staring at Leda, I didn’t want so much to touch or defile her as to push away the huge feathered chest of the swan before it flew into her again. Was that what Robert Oliver had felt, pulling the knife out of his pocket? Or had he simply wanted to liberate her from the frame? I stood pondering this for some time, looking at Leda’s hand digging into the grass, and then turned to the next work, also by Gilbert Thomas. Here, maybe, was an answer to my growing question, curiosity beyond any thought of Robert Oliver and his knife: What sort of person had Thomas been?  I read the title—“Self-portrait with Coins, 1884”—and had just gotten an impression of firmly stroked-in black coat, black beard, smooth white shirt, when I felt a hand on my elbow.

I turned, not wholly surprised—I’ve lived in Washington for more than twenty years now, and it is rightly called a small town—but saw that I’d been mistaken. There was no one I recognized; someone had simply brushed against me by accident. In fact, there were now more than a few other people present: an elderly couple pointing out a painting to each other in low voices, a dark-suited man with a shiny forehead and long hair, some tourists speaking what was probably Italian.

The person nearest me, whom I’d thought I felt at my elbow, was a young woman—youngish, in any case. She was  looking at Leda and had stationed herself directly in front of the painting as if she intended to stay there for a few minutes. She was tall and lean, almost my own height, standing with her arms crossed in front of her, dressed in blue jeans and a white cotton blouse, brown boots. Her hair was artificially dark red and quite long, hanging straight down her back; her profile—cheek, three-quarters—pure and smooth, with a light-brown eyebrow and long lashes, no makeup. When she bent her head, I saw that her hair had blond roots; she had reversed the usual procedure.

After a moment she stuck her hands in the back pockets of her jeans like a boy and leaned closer to the painting, studying something. I knew from the way she craned at the brushwork—can I be making this up, in retrospect?—that she was a painter herself. Only a painter would examine the surface from that angle, I thought, watching her turn and bend to take in the texture of the paint aslant, where the lighting hit it. I was struck by her concentration and stood there observing her as discreetly as I could. She stepped back, studying the whole again.

I felt that she stayed in front of Leda a moment too long, then another, and for some reason that was not a question of craft. She apparently sensed my gaze but didn’t care about it much. Then, in fact, she walked away—no glance for me, no curiosity. She shrugged it off: a handsome tall girl used to being stared at. Perhaps, I thought, she wasn’t a painter but a performer, or a teacher, hardened to the gaze of others, even enjoying it. I waited for a glimpse of her hands, hanging now at her sides as she turned to the Manet still life on the far wall; she seemed to peer with less concentration at his luminous wineglasses, his plums and grapes. My eyesight, although still keen, is not exactly what it once was; I couldn’t see whether or not she had paint under her nails. And didn’t care to step closer to her shrug to find out.

Suddenly she surprised me by turning all the way around and smiling in my direction, a bemused, noncommittal smile, but a smile nonetheless and one that even contained some conspiracy for a fellow close-to-the-picture gazer, a fellow lingerer in front of the view. Her face was an open one, made more alert by the absence of makeup, her lips pale, her eyes a color I couldn’t figure out, her skin fair but also rosy next to the auburn hair; on her collarbone she wore a necklace of knotted leather strung with long ceramic beads that looked as if they could have had prayer parchments rolled up inside them. Her white cotton blouse showed possibly full breasts on an angular body. She held herself erect but not delicately, not so much like a dancer as like someone on a horse, exercising a grace that was partly caution. The old people were closing in on her, so that she had to edge away: Thomas, Manet, strange middle-aged man, farewell.




 CHAPTER 7

 Marlow


She really was leaving—the young woman with the beautiful smile—and I wondered whether I’d communicated anything to her without intending to; I would have liked to ask her about my hunch that she was a painter, too. There was a Renoir on the next wall, and she strode past it, unseeing—uncaring—and out of the room. This pleased me: I don’t like Renoir either, with the exception of that canvas in the Phillips Collection, Luncheon of the Boating Party, where the people are almost eclipsed by sunlit grapes and bottles and glasses. I didn’t trail her; noticing two young women in one day seemed to me tiresome, futile, without pleasure to the exact degree that it was without future or purpose.

This had all taken only a second or two, and I went directly back to the Thomas self-portrait, where the man with the greasy forehead was now in the way. When he moved, I stepped forward to look more closely myself. Again, a painting that verged on Impressionist, particularly in the casual handling of some of the background—dark curtains—but quite different from the daring and grace of Leda. A painter of diverse abilities, I thought—or maybe Thomas had changed his style in the 1880s, progressed in a new direction. This painting owed something to Rembrandt: the brooding expression and somber palette, perhaps also the unsparing auto-portrayal of the subject’s red nose and fleshy cheeks, the descent of a previously  handsome man into less-flattering age, even the dark velvet cap and jacket—smoking jacket, it might have been called: the Painter as Old Master and aristocrat, all in one.

The title of the self-portrait came from the foreground, where Thomas had folded his elbows on a bare wooden table piled with coins—large coins and worn ones, bronze, gold, tarnished silver—antiques of various shapes and sizes so skillfully painted that you could almost have picked them up one by one between your thumb and forefinger. I could see even the marvelous old writing on them, the characters of strange alphabets, the square holes, the knotted borders. Those coins were considerably better rendered than the image of Thomas himself; next to Manet’s fruit and flowers, the painting was rather clumsy. Perhaps Thomas had cared deeply about money and not much about his own face. In any case, he had been striving for the look of the seventeenth century, turning his gaze two hundred years back, and I was staring at the nineteenth-century result, nearly a hundred and twenty years later.

There was one personal characteristic Thomas hadn’t caught from all those smoky Rembrandt portraits, I thought: sincerity. He’d been harsh enough, apparently—or vain enough, or deluded enough—to paint a wily self-consciousness around his own eyes. That shrewdness was probably calculated to make the viewer uncomfortable, especially with the presence of the coins in the foreground. It was an interesting face, in any case. Had Thomas made a lot of money from his paintings, I wondered, or had he merely wanted to? Had he had some other sort of business, or a grand inheritance?

I didn’t know the answers, of course, so I went on to the Manet still life, admiring, as the girl I’d noticed a few minutes before also probably had, the glass with its white wine pooling inside, the light on the dark-blue plums, the corner of a mirror. There was a little canvas by Pissarro I remembered liking, too;  I went into the next section of the gallery for a few minutes to see him and, while I was at it, his fellow Impressionists.

It had been years since I’d looked really deeply into an Impressionist painting; those endless retrospectives, with their accompanying tote bags, mugs, and notepaper, had put me off Impressionism. I remembered some of what I’d read in the past: the small group of the original Impressionists, including one woman—Berthe Morisot—who’d first banded together in 1874 to exhibit works in a style that the Paris Salon found too experimental for inclusion. We postmoderns take them for granted, or disdain them, or love them too easily. But they had been the radicals of their day, exploding traditions of brushwork, making subject matter of ordinary life, and bringing painting out of the studio and into the gardens, fields, and seascapes of France.

Now I saw with fresh appreciation the natural light, the soft, subtle color of a scene by Sisley: a woman in a long dress disappearing down the snowy tunnel of a village road. There was something touching and real, or touching because it was real, in the bleakness of the trees along the lane, some of which towered over a high wall. I thought of what an old friend of mine once said, that a painting has to have some mystery to it to be any good. I liked this glimpse of the woman, her slim back turned to me in the twilight, more intriguing to me than Monet’s endless haystacks—I was walking along a row of three that showed various stages of daybreak on their pink and yellow slopes. I slipped my jacket on and prepared to leave. I believe in walking out of a museum before the paintings you’ve seen begin to run together. How else can you carry anything away with you in your mind’s eye?

In the lobby downstairs, the black-haired girl had disappeared. Miriam was deep in consultation with a man her own age who seemed to be having trouble reading the museum  maps. I walked by, poised to smile if she glanced up, but she didn’t see me, so I had to postpone my greeting. Pushing out through the doors, I experienced that mingled relief and disappointment one feels on departure from a great museum—relief at being returned to the familiar, less intense, more manageable world, and disappointment at that world’s lack of mystery. There was the ordinary street, without brushwork or the depth of oil on canvas. The traffic was roaring past in the usual Washington chaos, some driver trying to get over in front of another, a near miss, horns leaned on or punched. The trees were beautiful, though, heavy with blossoms or new green; I’m always struck by their beauty after the nondescript winter that seems to be the best the mid-Atlantic can muster.

I was thinking about a blend of colors that might express those bright-green and russet leaves against one another when I saw the girl again—the young woman who had been studying  Leda ahead of me. She was standing at a bus stop. She looked very different now, not reflective or engaged but defiant, straight and tall, with a canvas bag over her shoulder. Her hair shone in the sun; I hadn’t noticed before how much dark gold was mixed with the red. Her arms were folded across her white blouse, and her lips were pressed tightly together. I was seeing her profile again, and already I would have known it anywhere. Yes, she was self-sufficient, almost hostile, but for some reason the word “disconsolate” came to my mind. Perhaps it was just that she seemed thoroughly alone, even deliberately so, and she was of an age to have been standing there with a handsome young husband. I felt a pang, as if I’d seen an acquaintance from a distance without having time to stop and speak; I had a sense of sneaking away before she could notice me.

I went quickly down the steps, and she turned just as I reached the bottom. She saw me, half recognized me (the  undistinguished fellow in a navy jacket, no tie). Why was I familiar to her? Was that what she was asking herself, not remembering me from our encounter inside? Then she smiled, as she had in the museum—a sympathetic, almost embarrassed smile. She was mine for a moment, an old friend after all. I gave what was probably a ridiculous half wave with one hand.  Strangers are strange to each other, I thought. Well, I had been stranger than she. I could see the lines around her eyes when she smiled; she might be over thirty after all. I tried to stand tall and straight, like her, as I walked away.




 CHAPTER 8

 Marlow


I got up even earlier than usual the next morning, but not to paint; by seven I was at Goldengrove to use my office computer and have a cup of coffee before most of the day staff arrived. The art encyclopedia at home had revealed little more than I already knew about Gilbert Thomas, although my Classical Handbook gave me the story of Leda: She was a mortal woman ravished by Zeus, who visited her in the form of a swan. She had slept with her husband, Tyndareus, king of Sparta, on the same night. This explained her giving birth to two sets of twins at once, two immortal children and two mortal: Castor and Polydeuces (Pollux, the Roman version), and Clytemnestra and Helen, later held responsible for the troubles at Troy. Some versions of the myth, I learned, had Leda’s children hatching from eggs, although they seemed to have gotten mixed up even in the shell, since Helen and Polydeuces, as children of Zeus, were divine, while Castor and Clytemnestra were doomed to mortality.

I had also looked up paintings of Leda and the Swan while I was at it and found quite a tradition, including a copy after a highly erotic Michelangelo, a Correggio, a copy after Leonardo in which the swan appeared to be a kind of household pet, and a Cézanne that showed the swan seizing an apparently unconcerned Leda by the wrist as if begging to be  taken out for a walk. Gilbert Thomas had not made it into this august company, but I thought there might be something more on the web.

I should probably say again here that I don’t like to resort to the internet, even now, and was less tolerant of it then—what will we someday do, I always wonder, without the pleasures of turning through books and stumbling on things we never meant to find? That happens during internet research, of course, but in a more limited way, to my mind. And how could anyone consent to give up that smell of open books, old or new? While I was searching my shelves for the myth of Leda, for example, I learned about a couple of other classical figures who don’t enter this tale but whom I still think about from time to time. My wife tells me that this propensity to leaf through a volume instead of doing my research efficiently is one of the things that most dates me, but I’ve noticed that she handles books in the same way sometimes, looking through biographies and museum catalogs with a deep, aimless pleasure.

In any case, I don’t claim to be expert at web searches, but that morning I did learn a little more about Gilbert Thomas in the depths of my office computer. He had been promising, at best, in the early years of his career, and was really known only for the Leda Robert had objected to and for the self-portrait I’d seen next to it. He had also been an acquaintance of many French artists of the day, including Manet; he and his brother, Armand, had jointly owned one of the earliest sale galleries in Paris, second or third in importance to that of the great Paul Durand-Ruel. An interesting figure, Thomas; his business had ultimately gone under and he had died in debt in 1890, after which his brother had sold off most of their remaining stock and retired. Gilbert had painted the landscape for Leda outdoors around 1879, at his retreat near Fécamp in Normandy,  finishing it in a Paris studio. The painting had been displayed at the Salon of 1880, to acclaim; it had also drawn criticism for its erotic nature. This had been the first Thomas painting accepted to the Salon, although it had not been the last; the others were lost or undistinguished, and his reputation rested mainly on this masterwork, now on permanent exhibition at the National Gallery.

When I knew the residents had finished their breakfast, I went down the hall to Robert’s room and knocked on the door, which was closed. Robert never answered, of course, so I always had to push it open a little at a time, calling in and trying not to surprise him at any possibly private moment. It was one of the things I found most inconvenient—embarrassing, even—about his silence. That morning was no exception, and I knocked and called and widened the door several times before stepping in.

He was drawing at the counter that served as a desk, his back to me, his easel currently empty. “Good morning, Robert.” I had begun to call him by his first name, but politely, this last week or two, pretending that he had invited me to do so. “May I come in for a moment?”

I left the door ajar, as always, and stepped inside. He did not turn, although his hand slowed in its motions on the paper and I saw that he gripped the pencil harder; with him, I had to watch for any possible sign that might take the place of language.

“Thank you so much for the loan of the letters. I’ve brought back your originals.” I laid the envelope gently on the chair where he’d left them for me, but he still didn’t turn around.

“I have just a quick question for you,” I began again, cheerfully. “How do you go about your research? I’m wondering—do you use the internet? Or do you spend a lot of time in libraries?”

The pencil stopped for a split second, and then he went on shading something in. I didn’t allow myself to move close enough to see what he was drawing. His shoulders, in their old shirt, were forbidding. I could see the beginnings of a bald spot on the crown of his head; there was something touching about that place age had worn away already when the rest of him still seemed so vigorous. “Robert,” I tried one more time, “do you do some research on the web for your paintings?”

This time the pencil did not swerve. For a moment I wanted him to turn and look at me. I imagined his expression as dark, his eyes wary. In the end, I was glad that he hadn’t; I needed to be able to speak to his back, without being observed myself. “I do that, too, once in a while, although I prefer to use books.”

Robert did not move, but I felt rather than saw something shift in him: Anger? Curiosity?

“Well, then, I guess that’s it.” I paused. “Have a good day. Let me know if I can do anything for you.” I decided not to tell him that I was having his letters translated—if he could be silent, perhaps I would try a little of the same.

As I left the room, I glanced at the wall above his bed. He had taped up a new drawing, somewhat larger than the others—the dark-haired lady, somber, accusing, where she could watch over him even in his slumber.

 



On the following Monday, there was an envelope from Zoe waiting in my mailbox. Before opening it, I forced myself to eat my dinner; I washed my hands, made some tea, and sat down in the living room with a good lamp. Of course, the letters were likely to be mere domesticities, like most old letters, but Zoe had promised some passages about painting, and she had left in the French salutation, knowing I would like that.

October 6, 1877

Cher Monsieur:

Thank you for your kind note, which it falls to me to answer.We were very glad to see you last night.Your presence cheered my father-in-law, for one thing, and it has been difficult to make him laugh since he came to live with us. I believe he misses his own home, although for several years already it no longer contained the loving presence of his wife. He always says what a good brother you are to him. Yves sends you his best; he is relieved that you have returned to Paris. (Life is much improved with an uncle nearby, he says!) I am pleased to have met you myself at last.You will forgive me if I do not write at length, as I have much to attend to this morning. May you travel safely to the Loire and enjoy your stay there, and I trust that all your work will go well. I envy you the landscapes you will surely paint. And I shall read to my father-in-law the essays you left for us.


Respectfully,  
Béatrice de Clerval Vignot


 



When I’d finished reading it, I sat trying to understand what Robert saw in this letter, what forced him to read it—and others—over and over in his solitary room. And why he had let me see them at all, if they were so precious to him.




 CHAPTER 9

 Marlow


We don’t usually try to interview our patients’ ex-spouses, but as I watched that striking face take shape on Robert Oliver’s canvases from week to week without being able to get any explanation from him, I felt a kind of moral defeat. Besides, he had said himself that I could talk with Kate.

Robert’s ex-wife still lived in Greenhill, and I had spoken with her once during his first days with us. On the phone, she’d had a soft voice, a tired-sounding one, made more tired by my news of his admission to Goldengrove, and there was the noise of children in the background, someone laughing. We had talked just long enough for her to confirm that she knew about the diagnosis he’d previously received and that their divorce had been finalized more than a year earlier. He had lived in Washington during much of that year, she said, and then she added that it was a difficult subject for her to discuss. If her husband—her ex-husband—was not in any actual danger and I had the papers from his psychiatrist in Greenhill, would I please excuse her from talking more?

When I called her a second time, therefore, I was violating both my usual policy and her request. I reluctantly took her number out of Robert’s file. Was it right for me to do this? But then, would it be right not to? During my early-morning visit that day, Robert had seemed to me more starkly depressed, and when I’d asked him if he ever thought about the painting called  Leda, he had simply stared at me, as if too exhausted even to take offense at my absurd question. Some days he painted or sketched—always the lady’s vivid face—and other days, like this one, he lay in bed with his jaw clenched, or sat in the armchair I usually used myself when I visited him, holding his letters and looking bleakly out the window. Once, when I came into his room, he opened his eyes, smiled at me for a moment and murmured something, as if seeing someone he loved, then leapt off the bed and briefly raised a fist in my direction. If nothing else, his wife might be able to tell me how he had reacted to his previous medications, and which had been most effective.

At five thirty, I dialled the number—Greenhill, in the western mountains of North Carolina; I’d heard of it from friends who spent summers there. When that same quiet voice answered, this time as if she had just been laughing about something with someone else, I was filled with wonder. I thought I could hear on the other end of the phone the lovely face Robert sketched day after day. Her voice quivered with joy for a moment. “Yes, hello?” it said.

“Mrs. Oliver, this is Dr. Marlow at Goldengrove Residential Center in Washington,” I said. “We talked several weeks ago about Robert.”

When she spoke again, the joy was gone and it had been replaced by a dull dread. “What is it? Is Robert all right?”

“There’s nothing unusual to worry about, Mrs. Oliver. He’s about the same.” Now I could hear a child’s voice laughing, too, and calling in the background, then a crash as if something had fallen to the floor nearby. “That’s the problem, however. He does seem quite depressed still and fairly unstable. I want him in much better shape before I can consider discharging him. The most difficult thing is that he won’t talk to me at all, or to anyone else.”

“Ah,” she said, and I heard for a second an irony that could have belonged to those radiant dark eyes, to that amused or angry mouth Robert was constantly sketching. “Well, he didn’t talk with me much either, especially during the last year or two we were together. Wait—excuse me.” It sounded as if she pulled away from the phone for a moment, and I heard her say, “Oscar? Kids? Go in the other room, please.”

“While Robert was still talking, his first day here, he gave me permission to discuss his case with you.” She was silent, but I persisted. “It would be very helpful for me to speak with you about how his condition manifested itself—for example, how he reacted to the earlier medications he was given, and some other issues.”

“Doctor . . . Marlow?” she said slowly, and beyond the trembling of her voice I heard again the child noise, laughter, and a pounding, thumping sound. “I have my hands full, to say the least. I’ve already talked with the police and two psychiatrists. I have two children and no husband. Robert’s mother and I are planning to pay some of his institutional bills when his insurance runs out—that’s coming out of his inheritance and mine, mostly his, but I’m helping a little. As you probably know.” I hadn’t known. She seemed to be taking a deep breath. “If you want me to spend time talking about the disaster of my life, you’ll just have to come down here yourself. And now I’m trying to make dinner. I’m sorry.” That tremble was the sound of a woman unused to telling people to go to hell, a woman usually polite but cornered now by circumstance.

“I apologize,” I said. “I’m sure your situation is a difficult one. I do need to help your husband, your former husband, if I possibly can. I’m his doctor and I’m responsible for his safety and well-being at the moment. I’ll call you another day to see if there’s an easier time for you to talk.”

“If you must,” she said. But then she added, “Good-bye,” and hung up gently.

 



That evening I went home to my apartment and lay down on the sofa in my green-and-gold living room. It had been an exhausting day, beginning with Robert Oliver and his usual refusal to talk with me. His eyes had been bloodshot, almost desperate, and I wondered if I needed to put a night watch on him. Would I come in one morning to find he’d swallowed all his oil paints—my gifts to him—or cut his wrists somehow? Should I return him to John Garcia for a more secure hospital stay? I could call John and tell him this case wasn’t right for me after all; I was spending too much time on it, with no real hope of results. We had cleared Robert of acute risk, but I still worried. I wondered if I could tell John, also, that something about the way I was behaving made me uneasy—the way my heart had jumped at the sound of Kate Oliver’s voice on the phone. Had I been reluctant to call her or actually eager?

I felt too tired to fill my water bottle and go out for a run, my normal activity at this hour. Instead I lay there with eyes half closed, looking at the painting I’d done to hang over the fireplace. You shouldn’t hang oils over a fireplace, of course, but I seldom lit a fire and the space had cried out for something when I’d first moved in. This was perhaps what it felt like to be Robert Oliver, or any patient depressed to the point of exhaustion; I slitted my eyes nearly shut and rolled my head listlessly, experimentally, on the arm of the sofa.

When I opened them, there was the painting again. As I’ve said, I like to paint portraits, but the oil over my fireplace is a landscape seen through a window. And I usually paint landscapes from life, especially out in Northern Virginia, where those blue hills in the distance are so tempting. This one is  different, a fantasy inspired by some of Vuillard’s canvases but also by memories of the view from my childhood bedroom in Connecticut: the green windowsill and frame all around the edges, the heavy treetops, the roofs of the old houses, the very tall white spire of the Congregational church rising out of the trees, the lavender and gold of the spring sunset. I had put everything I remembered into it, with rough strokes, everything except for the boy leaning out the window and soaking it all in.

I lay on the sofa, wondering, not for the first time, if I should have moved the church spire farther to the right; it really had been exactly in the center of my view from that boyhood window, just as I’d painted it, but the painting was too balanced that way, too symmetrical for comfort. Damn Robert Oliver—damn, most of all, his self-sabotaging refusal to speak. Why would anyone choose to be more of a victim when his own brain chemistry was hurting him enough? But that was always the question, the problem of how our chemistry shapes our will. He had once had two little children and a soft-voiced wife. He was still a man with a great facility in his eyes and fingers, a deftness with the brush that made something hurt in my head. Why wouldn’t he talk to me?

When I was too hungry to lie there any longer, I got up and changed into my pajamas and opened a can of tomato soup, garnishing it with parsley and sour cream and cutting a big slice of bread to go with it. I read the paper and then part of a mystery novel, P. D. James, a really good one. I didn’t go into my studio.

 



The next afternoon I phoned Mrs. Oliver once more just before I left work. This time she answered in a serious voice.

“Mrs. Oliver, this is Dr. Marlow, calling from Washington. Forgive me for disturbing you again.” She was silent, so I went  on. “This is unusual, I know, but it seems to me that we both care about your husband’s condition, and I’m wondering if you would let me take you up on your offer.” Silence, still. “I’d like to come to North Carolina to talk with you about him.”

I heard a little intake of breath; she seemed to be startled and thinking very hard about this.

“I promise it wouldn’t be for long,” I said hurriedly. “Just a few hours of your time. I would stay with some old friends who have a house down there, and I would disturb you as little as possible. Our conversation would be completely confidential, and I would use it only in my treatment of your husband.”

At last she spoke again. “I’m not sure what you think you would gain by this,” she said almost kindly. “But if you care that much about Robert’s condition, it’s all right with me. I work until four every day, and then I have to get my children from school, so I’m not sure when we can talk.” She paused. “I can figure something out, I guess. I told you before that it’s not always easy for me to talk about him, so please don’t expect too much.”

“I understand,” I said. My heart was leaping; it was a ridiculous feeling, but the fact that she had consented at all filled me with strange happiness.

“Are you going to tell Robert you’re coming down?” she asked, as if this had just struck her. “Is he going to know I’m talking about him?”

“I usually do tell my patients—I might tell him later—and if there are things you don’t ever want me to share with him, I’ll keep your confidence about them, of course. We can discuss that carefully.”

“When do you plan to visit?” Her voice was a little cold now, as if she already regretted having agreed.

“Perhaps early next week. Would you be able to talk with me on Monday or Tuesday?”

“I’ll try to arrange something,” she said again. “Call me tomorrow and I’ll let you know.”

 



It had been nearly two years since I’d taken time off, apart from the usual holidays—the last occasion had been a painting trip to Ireland organized by a local art school, from which I’d returned with canvases so dominated by bright green that I didn’t quite believe in them after I got home. Now I pulled out my map collection and stocked my car with bottles of water and tapes of Mozart and my Franck Violin Sonata. It was about a nine-hour drive, I calculated. My staff was a little surprised by the short notice of my vacation. Probably for just that reason—poor Dr. Marlow; it’s overwork—they didn’t ask questions. I rescheduled my private patients as well. I left orders that Robert Oliver be watched more frequently while I was gone, and I went into his room on Friday to say goodbye. He had been drawing—the usual curly-headed woman, but also something new, a sort of garden bench with a high ornate back, surrounded by trees. His draftsmanship was remarkable, I thought, as I often did. His sketch pad and pencil had fallen onto the bed and he lay with head tipped back, staring up at the ceiling, his brow and jaw working, his hair standing crisply upright. He turned reddened eyes toward me when I came in.
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