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    The insane are always mere guests on earth, eternal strangers carrying around broken decalogues that they cannot read.




    —F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, in a letter to his daughter, Scottie, c. December 15, 1940




    O body swayed to music, O brightening glance,




    How can we know the dancer from the dance?




    —WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS, “Among School Children”
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    Highland Hospital (Asheville, North Carolina)




    ASHEVILLE, N.C., MARCH 11, 1948 (AP)—Fire roared through a mental hospital here early today and snuffed out the lives of nine women patients. They died as 20 others, some screaming, some calm, were led to safety. Flames quickly engulfed the four-story central building of the Highland Hospital for nervous diseases. Wailing of some of the 29 women echoed over the spacious grounds. Firemen, police, nurses, doctors and townspeople rushed to the rescue. But seven women were trapped on the upper floors. Two others removed by firemen died in a short while.




    Chief Fitzgerald said he believed today’s fire started in the kitchen of the hospital’s central building. But that had not been officially determined. Dr. B. T. Bennett, hospital medical director, estimated the fire loss at $300,000. Miss Betty Uboenga of Lincoln, III., assistant supervisor, described how she and Supervisor Frances Render of Scarboro, W. Va., first went after the helpless patients. “We felt that the others were awake and would help themselves,” she said. “As soon as we got the helpless ones out and safely put away elsewhere, we rushed back to help others. By then we knew some had been trapped. Some of them were awake, we know, and were rousing the others. It seemed no time at all until the entire building was like a furnace.”


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    Canst thou not minister to a mind diseased,




    Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow,




    Raze out the written troubles of the brain,




    Cleanse the stuff’d bosom of that perilous stuff




    Which weighs upon the heart?




    —WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Macbeth




    “An Institution Employing All Rational Methods in the Treatment of Nervous, Habit, and Mental Cases: Especially Emphasizing the Natural Curative Agents—Rest, Climate, Water, Diet, Work, and Play”




    —From the manual of Highland Hospital, Asheville, N.C., founded in 1904




    FOR YEARS I HAVE intended to write my own impressions of Mrs. Zelda Fitzgerald, from the time I first encountered her when I was but a child myself at Highland Hospital in Asheville, North Carolina, in 1937, and then a decade later during the several months leading up to the mysterious tragedy of 1948. I bring a certain insight and new information to this horrific event that changed all our lives forever, those of us living there upon that mountain at that time. This is not my story, then, in the sense that Mr. Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby was not Nick Carraway’s story, either—yet Nick Carraway is the narrator, is he not? Is any story not always the narrator’s story, in the end?




    Therefore I shall now introduce myself, as humbly and yet as fully as necessary, so that you may know who is telling you this tale, and why it has haunted me all my life. We must strike up an acquaintance, you and I, if not a friendship, as perhaps the circumstances of my early life are dark and bizarre enough to put you well off that.




    “Enough!” as Mrs. Carroll used to say, rapping on my fingers with that pencil, above the ivory keys.




    We begin, then.




    MY NAME IS Evalina Toussaint, a romantic name, is it not? A courtesan’s name—which, under the circumstances, was fitting, though not—never!—for me, myself, a slight ratty sort of child with flyaway hair and enormous pale eyes that made everyone uncomfortable, then as now. I am at present a thin, bookish sort of person whom you would never notice if you passed me in the street, which you will not. Yet I was always my mother’s child, through and through. My mother’s beloved child, her only child, her helpful “little right hand,” as she called me.




    My mother, Louise Toussaint, was beautiful, and kind, and I loved her with all my heart. My early childhood was spent in our tiny apartment upstairs over the Bijou on the rue Dauphine, in New Orleans’ French Quarter. I remember the shimmering curtains that swelled in the breeze and billowed to pools on the floor, and the enormous mahogany and red velvet divan that floated like a boat above the old Persian rug. I could see myself, that funny little girl perched upon this great ship, in the huge gilt mirror that covered the wall across from it. My first actual memory is of holding myself up in my bed by the fancy grille work at the open window, looking out at the flashing red neon lights across the way: GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS. I fell asleep every evening in their rosy glow, to the shouts and laughter of the streets below, and even in the deepest night, to the rich, round notes of saxophone or trumpet floating out on the air and the clip-clop-clop of a horse down the cobbled stones and, sometimes, a woman’s high-­pitched laughter. Often I woke to find that Mamma had dropped into bed with me, still fully dressed and exhausted when she came in toward dawn to kiss me goodnight.




    On Sundays I was dressed in white organdy and given a dime for the beggar before we walked the little streets through the Quarter and crossed the cobbled square to the grand cathedral. Everyone we passed knew Mamma and tipped their hats or bowed or said hello, greetings that she returned as graciously as a queen. I gave my dime to the legless man on the wide stone steps at the corner of Pirates Alley just before we entered the cavernous chill of St. Louis, where I loved the candles burning redly in their shrines along the sides, the continual chant and murmur of the prayers, the smell of incense burning and the constant movement throughout—the shuffle of feet, the rise and fall as people knelt to pray and rose again, the high, thin sacred songs. I loved the scary Christ-­crucified pictures and the sweet, fat baby Jesus pictures and all the sad virgins and the statues of the saints, which often looked like my mother, for she had a ripeness and a paleness and a stillness about her, too, though she was puffier and softer, like the cotton candy sold outside in Jackson Square or one of the angels floating high overhead in the dome.




    She was an angel, Mamma, filled with love, always laughing in those early days in the apartment on the rue Dauphine. But everyone loved her, not only me. Flowers and billets-­doux were always arriving, brought up the tiny back stair by the hunchback Georges from the Bijou, for no one was to know where we lived. Georges’s wife Anna stayed with me at night until I fell asleep, and I went to school with the nuns in the daytime. I was being very carefully raised, so carefully that I was not even allowed to go to the Mardi Gras parade at carnival time, though Mamma rode atop one of the floats.




    “It is good she is plain, this little one,” I remember Mamma saying of me to her girlfriends from the Bijou, “so she will not fall into bad company or bad ways. Perhaps she will make a teacher. Or a nun!” Much laughter. I wore a white blouse and a green plaid skirt and a sort of bowtie to school. I loved this outfit.




    After school I did my homework and played downstairs in the Bijou bar while Mamma slept; often I helped take care of the other, smaller children. It was here that I first learned to play the piano from Mojo, a Negro boy not much older than myself, who would later become famous. I sat on a stool beside him and did exactly what he did, in octaves, and soon I was playing by ear. This amused even Charlie, who was the boss of everything, and Anna and Georges and all those others who were so kind to me.




    Gentlemen did not come to our apartment when I was present, though once I found a hundred-­dollar bill in the sugar bowl as I was carefully fixing my mamma her customary cup of tea in the late afternoon and, another time, I found a gentleman’s diamond stud on the carpet. I threw it out the window, and never told. It was only the two of us, Mamma and myself, and our cats Fleur and Madame, with an occasional visit from the woman out in the parish, whereupon Mamma would run to the drawer where the money was hid before she went out into the hall, closing the door behind her.




    I did not then, and do not now, know what that was about. As far as I knew, Mamma had no family and no past, truly like an angel, for angels have no memories either, n’est-­ce pas? Mamma often added these words onto the end of her sentences—n’est-­ce pas? A graceful phrase which always made me feel a part of things. “Such a good time, n’est-­ce pas?” she might say, tousling my hair, after we had been out with the girls from the Bijou, or, “Delicious, n’est-­ce pas?” when we bit into our sugary beignets at the Café du Monde.




    So it went until, as she put it, “Arthur Graves fell in love with us”—and she with him.




    Suddenly there were carriage rides and pleasure-boat trips and new dresses for me and diamonds and shoes for Mamma, who was so happy then that she gave off light like the sun. I am not exaggerating. She glowed during the courtship of Arthur Graves. I liked him, too. Though he was a rich and powerful man, a cotton broker with a grand house in the Garden District and offices that took up an entire building on the river, he seemed truly kind, bending down from his great height to ask me how the nuns were, and what I had done in school that day. He brought me a pink glass necklace and a tiny leather book named Poems for Children that included “Jabberwocky,” my favorite.




    MR. GRAVES WAS not present, however, on the day the big truck came with the men who packed up all our things while Mamma stood down on the sidewalk looking suddenly small and hugging the girls and Anna and Georges and me, and then we got into the waiting taxi, which took us to our very own house out in Metairie, near the canal. It was a long, hot ride in the taxi; by the end of it, I felt that we had indeed come to a different country. The yellow-­painted frame house had a nice little grassy yard enclosed by a flowering hedge and a picket fence. A sidewalk ran down the shaded street past other, similar houses. It was quiet, so quiet, and the spaces between the houses seemed huge to me. The sky seemed huge, too, hugely blue and distant. I felt loose in the world, no longer cradled by the close Quarter. Our beautiful things from the apartment were carried inside the yellow house, where they looked tatty and odd and out of place. Pictures of people we didn’t know, with fat faces, hung on the walls.




    Mamma and I spent that entire first afternoon trying to find our orange cat, Madame, who had run out the door of the yellow house as the men carried the divan inside. We scoured the leafy streets, but we never saw Madame again. At dusk, people came out to sit in their little yards, and finally Mr. Arthur Graves arrived in his long black car, bringing Matilda Bloom, who would take care of us and the new baby.




    This was the first I had heard of the new baby.




    Mamma ran out the little stone walk to greet them at the gate. “Oh Arthur,” she said, clinging to him, “this is just perfect!” Then she burst into tears, as all the neighbors looked on with interest.




    “Come on, honey,” Matilda said, putting her heavy arm around my shoulders. “Now you must show Matilda everything.”




    I came to love Matilda, who loved me, I believe, though she did not love Mamma after a time. After Michael was born, so small and blue. He could not breathe properly, and Mamma wept all the time, and quarreled with Mr. Graves.




    Mamma took the baby from doctor to doctor to doctor; she wore a dark blue suit, and a little round hat, and did not look or act anything at all like herself. I considered Michael to be my own little doll, and spent as much time as possible holding him. I was as good as Matilda at swabbing the mucus from his nose and throat. As time passed, he did grow, a bit; he smiled, and sat up, but his breathing was horrible, the breathing of an old man. His eyes were a pale but bright blue, opaque, like robins’ eggs, filled with kindness and goodwill. I adored him. But Mamma was weepy, and spent her time playing solitaire or visiting with her girlfriends, who came out bringing cigarettes and gin and scandal sheets, trying to make her smile. Then there was an argument with Mr. Graves, and the girls did not come anymore. Mr. Graves sent Mamma, Anna, and Michael away on a train to Birmingham, Alabama, to see a famous specialist, who could do nothing. I missed them terribly. I was so happy when at last they came back, and once again Michael’s breathing filled our tiny house.




    Mamma wept or stared into space or played solitaire while Matilda bustled around taking care of us all. “You gots to buck up now,” she told Mamma. “You gots to put on your pretty face for him now,” which Mamma could not do. Mr. Graves came to visit less often, though Charlie, from the Bijou, began to appear frequently, bringing Mamma the opium that she required by then, and I knew it, and said nothing, and neither did Matilda. “Honey, honey,” Matilda said to me, walking me to school where, as always, I did extremely well.




    Then one day I came home to find that Michael was gone, just gone, along with his cradle and all his tiny clothes.




    Next I remember standing by myself in the vast cemetery to watch a man place his little blue coffin in a concrete tomb above the ground in that veritable city of the dead, beneath a steady drizzle. Mr. Graves and Matilda were holding Mamma up, one on either side of her; she wore the suit she had worn to Birmingham. They half-­carried her back to the car. I stopped to pluck a white flower from a wreath on one of the adjoining graves, then kissed it and put it down on the rounded top of Michael’s small tomb. I turned back to see with alarm that Mr. Graves’s black car was already pulling out, its red back lights visible in the rain. They had forgotten me. I had to run after the car and pound on the door to be admitted.




    For me, the gray drizzle of that terrible morning was to continue without letup, darkening and obscuring what was to follow, as if it all took place behind one of those filmy curtains that used to billow in our windows on the rue Dauphine. Mr. Graves did not come to our house. Charlie came and went. Mamma lay upon the divan eating opium. She would scarcely eat food, not even the little corncakes that were Matilda’s specialty, nor the beignets that some of the girls brought from the Café du Monde. I gobbled them up instead, their taste bringing back, in an instant, our old sweet life.




    One day I came walking home from school and was surprised to see Mr. Graves’s car parked outside our gate, black and ominous against the scarlet flowering hedge. Just as I touched the latch, the front door burst open and Charlie came tearing out, stumbling down the steps, mouth agape, wearing no jacket and no tie, white shirttails flapping behind him as he ran straight down the quiet lane toward the streetcar stop, knees pumping high. I had never seen any sign of such activity in Charlie, normally an indolent, slow-­moving sort of man. I watched him out of sight.




    Coming up the front walk, I glanced in the front window and saw Mr. Graves slap Mamma hard across the face, causing her to fall over and cut her chin on the marble-­top table. Blood poured down her silky white blouse. I rushed into the house and leapt upon Mr. Graves from behind like the little monkey that used to ride on the organ-­grinder’s back in the park at Jackson Square. Mr. Graves swore a terrible oath and flung me to the floor where Matilda, coming in the door with her net bag of groceries, sank to comfort me. “Now, now, now baby,” she crooned.




    Then—perhaps most terrifying of all—the great Mr. Graves stood completely still in the middle of that small room looking utterly lost, bereft, his hands hanging open and useless at his sides, for there was nothing he could do here, even with all his wealth and power. He raised his face to the ceiling and began to sob, hoarse, wracking sobs from deep within.




    Matilda patted my shoulder and stood up slowly, with difficulty, groaning and brushing off the front of her skirt. “I reckon you better go on home now,” she said right to Mr. Graves’s face, “for you have sure done made one hell of a mess here, Mr. Graves, and all that crying and carrying on ain’t going to do you one bit of good. This is Matilda talking, you listen to me. You was one fine little boy that made a fine man, and now it’s time to get back to it. You have done been hoodooed, in my opinion. You have got to get this girl on back to where she come from, so that some peoples can come and take care of this here child.”




    With a start, I realized that she was referring to me. Michael was dead, and I was still a child. I looked at Mamma who lay bleeding on the divan, in a listless state.




    Matilda slapped her thighs. “You go on and call Willie right now on the telephone, and get some mens over here, and as for you and me, we is going on home. Right now.”




    All these things happened, that very day.




    But what about me? I wondered and wondered. Didn’t Matilda love me, as I had thought? How could she leave me, to go away with mean old Mr. Graves?




    Yet I could not ask Mamma, who was beyond such conversation then, and later seemed not to care, as if our episode in Metairie had never happened at all. Even when I mentioned Michael, there was not a flicker of interest in her eyes.




    Some things are irrevocable; I know that now. Mamma and I were never to be the same again, though we did move back to the Quarter, this time to a ground-­floor apartment with a courtyard just off Bourbon, paid for with the allowance provided by Mr. Graves. In my view now, his generosity (or guilt, or whatever it was) was unfortunate, for Mamma did not have to work, and she never worked again. Perhaps she was not able to, dependent upon the drugs.




    I went to the nuns as before, but now there were bad people in and out of our apartment, people we had not known before, and when I came home from school, I had to do everything, even wash Mamma off sometimes, and clean up certain messes. I never told the nuns any of this; at school, my marks were exemplary.




    On January 20, 1937, I came home from school to find that Mamma had slit her wrists with the silver penknife that had the fleur-­de-­lis handle, which she had used to open billets-­doux. Blood was everywhere, soaking her legs and the pretty afghan. It had a certain smell, like copper pennies, I will never forget it. I put down my books and took off my coat and climbed up beside her on the great divan and curled into her back the way we used to sleep sometimes, two girls together, and made believe that we were on a ship indeed, sailing down the narrow streets of the Quarter out into the great Mississippi River and far, far away.




    WHAT HAPPENED NEXT is perhaps the strangest and most implausible chapter of my life.




    I had been placed at the Catholic orphanage on the rue Ursulines but had spent only a few days there when a great commotion commenced out in the courtyard where stood the famous statue of the Virgin Mary with her welcoming arms outstretched. Upon my arrival, I had found her comforting. For I had always liked the nuns, as I have told you, and I felt that I might grow to like the shy little red-­haired girl from Mandeville with whom I shared my room. But no. Into the quiet courtyard came Mr. Graves like a conquering army. Apparently he had undergone some sort of religious conversion accompanied by grand remorse and a change of heart.




    He had come for me; he would take me now. He would give me every advantage: an education, a home, a family. “What family?” asked the nuns. Why, his, of course. His? I had never met any of his family, not one. In fact, he had never mentioned them. I remembered the pink mansion with the high wall around it. The house took up an entire block of the Garden District. It even had a name: “Bellefleur.” Mamma and I had ridden past it once in a carriage, just to look. I did not want to go there. I wanted to stay right here with the nuns, yet I could not seem to speak. Mr. Graves was so huge, bigger than the statue of the Virgin Mary, he filled up the whole courtyard. The nuns began twittering about rules and state regulations. Mr. Graves smiled; he was charming. Had he really hit my mother across the face? A charitable donation was made.




    Thus I found myself inside that mansion within an hour’s time, meeting Mrs. Graves, a tall, thin woman drawn tight as the string of a bow, and a row of children, three round-­eyed boys and a girl who looked like her mother—two older boys were already away at college. This was to be my “new family.” They glared at me, and dispersed.




    The house itself was ancient, its vast public rooms on the scale of a government building, filled with sculpture and tapestries and silver. Marble columns stood everywhere. I was shown to a fancy little blue bedroom on the third floor, with a puffy bed filled with embroidered pillows and a curvy painted desk in the corner—all my life, I had wanted my own desk. I had dreamed of it. A young Negro maid came into the room to “help me put away my things,” which somebody had tied up in an old sheet, as I had no suitcase.




    Immediately I lay down upon the pretty bed and fell into a profound sleep that lasted until dinnertime, when the Graveses’ daughter, Alicia, was sent to bring me down. She knocked on the door; I opened it.




    “It’s time for supper,” she said in a high, thin voice.




    “Thank you,” I said.




    “You are welcome,” she said.




    We were like the doll girls I had seen in the windows of the antique stores in the rue Royal.




    “How old are you?” I asked as we walked down the forever stairs of the three-­story spiral staircase. “And where do you go to school?” for I had been visited suddenly by manners, perching like a bird on my shoulder. I had read, of course, any number of English children’s books.




    “You don’t need to know,” Alicia said, rounding the first great turn at the landing.




    “I beg your pardon?” I stopped and looked down at her.




    “We don’t have to get to know each other,” she explained. “My father has had a nervous breakdown, that’s all. Everyone says so. He has made some rash decisions and you are one of them. You won’t last.”




    “I see,” I said, though I doubt she heard me, as I disappeared down the stairs.




    I took my pencil out of my pocket and held it at a right angle to the exquisitely carved white banister posts, so that the lead made an unsightly black mark on each one as I ran down the rest of the way, taking sometimes two or three steps at a time. Mr. and Mrs. Graves stood waiting for me at the bottom, watching me do this. Her mouth was as thin as a razor’s edge, while he blinked back his copious tears—would this man never stop crying?




    “Evalina, Evalina,” he said. He picked me up and crushed me to his chest, the first time he had ever done such a thing in all the three years we had known him. He smelled like something baking­­—cinnamon or cloves. “I hope that you will forgive me, as God has forgiven me,” he said.




    I lost all respect for God in that very moment. Mrs. Graves rolled her eyes.




    Mysteriously, I was unable to eat a single bite at that immense table, though I was served many choices of wonderful food, which I pushed around on my plate with the heavy silverware and my new, perfect manners. I answered the questions asked me, mostly questions about school, and recited “The Spider and the Fly” in its entirety. Mrs. Graves rolled her eyes again at this, while Miss Ella, the maiden aunt, seated to my right, patted my hand kindly. She wore a ring on every fleshy finger, and lived at Bellefleur, too. After dinner we all went into the music room where I played the “Maple Leaf Rag” on the grand piano.




    Later, rice pudding was brought to my room, but I could not eat that either. I ate scarcely a bite the entire time I stayed in that house. I am still not quite sure why this was so, though Dr. Carroll and I were to have some interesting discussions about this phenomenon once I reached Highland Hospital. As I was already a child with no fat to spare, my condition soon became serious. I grew light-­headed, and very tired.




    Matilda, who had been mostly avoiding me since my arrival at Bellefleur, I believe, appeared in my room with a bowl of gumbo, and sat on the side of my bed. “Here, now.” She propped my head up on the pillows. “You stop all this silly behavior right now, Evalina, and eat yourself some of this nice soup. I know you, honey. I know you are a smart girl, and you have got to realize, this is the chance of a lifetime here. Your mamma would want you to take it. She would want you to grab that brass ring that she never got ahold of herself. Why, the Graves will send you off to school, they will give you everything. Don’t you see? Don’t you know nothing, girl? You are cutting off your nose to spite your face.”




    I knew it, but I couldn’t help it. I soon became weak and confused. Once I awoke to see Mamma sitting in the wing chair by the window of my little blue room, holding my baby brother Michael on her knees. “Oh Mamma,” I said in a rush, “I am such a bad girl, I didn’t help you. It is all my fault.” The minute I said this, I knew it was true, and I believed it absolutely. I should have told somebody, anybody—the nuns, the police, anybody who would have come and taken Mamma out of that apartment and put her into a hospital. I could have saved her life, and did not. Mamma looked up at me and smiled, in the old way, before she and Michael began to fade. “Don’t go! Don’t go!” I guess I was screaming, for people ran into the room.




    “She’s got to eat.” I remember Mrs. Graves saying at one point. “She can’t do this to us.” Force-­feeding was tried, disastrously, by a physician who came to the house, with a male assistant to help him. After they left, I burned my arm with matches I stole from the pantry.




    Before I knew it, they were packing up my few belongings again, this time into a small leather suitcase provided by Miss Ella, who was to accompany me on the train to Memphis, where I would be met by a trained nurse who would take me on to Highland Hospital, in Asheville, North Carolina. I remembered that the Graves owned a summer home somewhere in North Carolina. Perhaps this was how they had known about Highland; in any case, I am sure that Mrs. Graves wanted to send me as far away from New Orleans as possible.




    “Get well,” Mr. Graves implored me, “for the souls of your brother and your mother and for the love of God!”




    “He’s the one that ought to be going to that hospital if you ask me,” Miss Ella whispered unexpectedly into my ear. The last thing I saw at Bellefleur was Alicia Graves sticking her pink tongue out at me as the car pulled away. We soon arrived at the station where several of the Graves servants helped us onto the train, which reminded me of a giant stallion, stamping and snorting on the track. I was filled with excitement, never having been on a train before. In fact, I had never left New Orleans. I was wrapped in a shawl and settled into a seat by the window of our private compartment. The engine roared, the whistle blew, and we were under way.




    “There now,” Miss Ella said, lighting a cigarette—something I had never seen her do at Bellefleur.




    A porter came through the car to take our tickets and then another man came through with a tray of food.




    Suddenly I was ravenous. “Please, ma’am,” I said to Miss Ella, for of course I had no money. “Please ma’am, a muffuletta.”




    “What?” Her eyebrows shot up as she dashed out after the man, coming back with two of the big sandwiches, which we ate with delight right there in our compartment, each bite bringing back to me the tastes and smells and sounds of the Quarter. How I enjoyed that muffuletta! Though it was too much for me, as I was immediately sick afterward in our tiny toilet, to Miss Ella’s consternation. But I felt better. I tidied myself and settled down to watch the endless low-­lying environs of the city at last give way to scrub pines and dark swamps, which rushed past us on either side, faster and faster, as we headed north.




    I could not get away from Bellefleur fast enough.




    Later, the curtain of our compartment was pulled shut; we slept. In the morning, we walked down the swaying train to the dining car for breakfast. There were linen tablecloths, and little pots of jam, and a cut glass vase of flowers on our table. I ordered toast, which “sat better” on my stomach. “And no wonder!” Miss Ella said. “I can’t believe I let you eat a muffaletta!”




    In Memphis we were met on the platform by a tall, thin, twinkly sort of man, with a gold watch and round gold eyeglasses. He thrust a bouquet of red roses into Miss Ella’s arms, and bowed to her.




    “Never tell,” she whispered into my ear, giggling.




    Who would I tell? I wondered, for I knew I would never go back. Immediately I had a fantasy that I would live in Memphis from that day forward with these two as parents, Miss Ella and her boyfriend, yet of course this was not to be.




    I was hugged and given over to Mrs. Hodges, a large Scottish nurse wearing a plaid cape. I expected I would like her, too. She looked just like a nurse in any number of those same English children’s books that I had enjoyed immensely.




    “Come right along, then,” she said, grabbing my bag. “We’ve just enough time to make it!”




    We flew down the platform through the grand, echoing station and then down another platform to board another steaming, clamorous train. I slept a great deal; it seemed as if I could not sleep enough. Mrs. Hodges kept a close, watchful eye upon me while knitting constantly, some mammoth thing large enough to fit a giant.




    “For my husband,” she announced at one point. “He’s a big one!” We changed trains in the middle of the night; stars were out, and the brisk wind was chilly.




    IT WAS COLD in Asheville, too, that early morning of our arrival, yet the air was sparkling, sharp and clean, shot through with sunshine and smelling of—what? Pine! Asheville was a city at the bottom of a bowl, a blue bowl of mountains. They encircled us on every side. Some of them were truly enormous, their tops obscured by clouds. We got into a waiting car, which bore us through the bustling downtown past large buildings and spacious parks, up a wide fancy street named Montford Avenue. We passed many big square houses with well-­kept yards, inspiring confidence, though built in a style unfamiliar to me. A uniformed maid was out sweeping a spotless sidewalk.




    “Who lives here?” I asked.




    Mrs. Hodges said succinctly, “Rich people.”




    “Do they live here all the time or just in the summer?” I asked, thinking of Mrs. Graves. I was sure she was the one who had sent me on this long journey.




    “Depends.” She tied off a knot of yarn. “There’s many comes up in the summer for the climate, don’t you know, and others comes for the society, and still yet others that comes for their health. Oh, we are famous for it,” she amplified in answer to my glance. “They comes here for the tuberculosis, for the vapors, the rheumatism, the aches and pains, and the alcohol, don’t you know. Why there’s more clinics than you can shake a stick at, it’s a reg-­u-­lar industry.”




    Suddenly it hit me like a slap in the face: I was going to a mental institution. Highland Hospital was a mental institution. I would be a mental patient. Would they lock me up? Would they put me in a cage? I remembered the scary, wild-­haired people high up behind the bars in the old Public Health Hospital on State Street in New Orleans. I was terrified.




    As if she could read my mind, Mrs. Hodges patted my hand. “Now, now,” she said. “You’ll be fine here. We’re a bit different.”




    “What do you mean, different?” I asked as we went through a handsome stone gate and passed the modest sign that read simply HIGHLAND HOSPITAL.




    “Like a family,” she said. “You’ll see.”




    I rolled the window down and hung my head out to breathe in the piney, crystal-­cold air and get a better view of the beautiful grounds, which looked more like a park than anything else, the gentle slope giving way to a wild ravine on the right-hand side, while the grassy hill to the left was topped by a cluster of buildings that to my eye resembled a resort such as I had seen only in pictures. Though winter had scarcely released her grip upon these high mountains, here and there a blooming tree—redbud, dogwood—was already to be seen. Stone walls accentuated various features of the landscape, but there were no fences, no locked gates. Driving slowly along the paved road up the slope, we encountered several groups of vigorous-­looking people; most of them waved at me, and I waved back.




    “Our Dr. C believes in exercise,” Mrs. Hodges said. “He gets them walking, all of them, five miles a day. This is the cornerstone of his philosophy.”




    “But what if they don’t want to walk?” I asked. I had never seen anyone walk for pleasure, or even exercise. I had thought walking was for poor people.




    “Oh, they change their tune soon enough! Exercise, diet, and keeping busy! That’s the ticket!” boomed Mrs. Hodges from inside the car. We were passing a huge and very unusual building on our left that featured turrets and towers and even a crenellated battlement, as in Jane Eyre. “That there is Homewood, the residence of Dr. and Mrs. Carroll themselves,” she announced.




    “It looks like a castle,” I said.




    “No, no, you’ll see—it’s also for music, and theatricals, and dances and games, and arts and crafts. You’ll have your classes there, too. They keep the children quite busy, you’ll see.”




    “But where are the children?” I asked. “I don’t see any other children.” I was panicking again.




    “In the schoolroom, I daresay,” Mrs. Hodges said cheerfully. “Dr. C always takes on a few, if he is interested in the case.”




    “Is he interested in my case, then?” I asked.




    “Well, he must be, wouldn’t you think? Or you wouldn’t be here, now would you?”




    I didn’t know. I didn’t know what to think, having no say in anything. Both these ideas—that anyone might be interested in me, and that I was a “case”—astonished me. But now we were approaching the grassy, open top of the mountain with its impressive buildings surrounded by gardens and shrubbery.




    “That’s Highland Hall.” Mrs. Hodges indicated a huge fancy building with many verandas. “Offices on the first floor, patients’ rooms upstairs. Next is Central Building, that’s where the women patients live, and the assembly hall, and more offices, and then the treatment rooms on the top floor, and, of course, the kitchen and the dining hall downstairs. The dining hall’s quite lovely, you’ll see. Oak Lodge over there, that’s for the men.” She pointed out other, smaller structures as we came to a rolling stop before Highland Hall, where a tall, well-­dressed man stood under the portico, shading his eyes to watch our arrival.




    Instinctively I knew that this must be Dr. Carroll. He walked forward to open my door in a courtly manner. “So. Evalina,” Dr. Carroll said gravely. “Welcome to Highland Hospital. You have had a long journey.”




    “I am not crazy,” I said. “I am not a case.”




    “No,” he said. “But you have been through a lot. You are much too thin, and very troubled, and very sad. I believe we can help you. We shall give you a place to grow up a bit, and keep you safe. Soon you will feel better,” he promised.




    “I doubt it,” I said.




    “Well, we shall see. Let us try.” Dr. Carroll had a nice smile, though he was a homely, awkward man, with jug ears and a big nose and gold-­rimmed glasses. He held out a hand that was surprisingly hard—more like a workingman’s hand than a doctor’s. He must participate in these physical programs himself, I thought. He held my hand a long time, patting it as if it were a small wild animal. This was oddly calming. “Wait a bit, Evelyn,” he said to Mrs. Hodges.




    “My wife would like to welcome you, too,“ he said to me. “Come in—” He opened the ornate door and led me through the wide entrance hall with its stained glass windows to the panelled drawing room on the right, where a beautiful blonde woman sat in a cozy chair by the fireplace, reading a book.




    She looked up and smiled. “Evalina.” She rose gracefully, closing the book. She was very tall. “It is such a pleasure to have you here. I, too, am a pianist.” In fact, a gleaming spinet piano stood in the corner of that room.




    “Allow me to introduce my wife, the world-­renowned concert pianist Grace Potter Carroll,” he said with a smile.




    “You exaggerate, my dear.” She smiled at him, and winked at me. “But I am a piano teacher as well, and I am hoping that we may work together, you and I, after a bit, when you are settled. Would you like that?”




    “No,” I said, for I did not deserve this good fortune, which seemed to me like a dream come true. I deserved punishment, disaster, death. “Anyway,” I said, “I thought this was a mental institution.”




    “It is,” Mrs. Carroll said. “It is also our home.”




    At that moment I realized that I had no home at all, no place to go back to in New Orleans or anywhere else in the world. Would I have to live in this fancy mental institution forever? “I am not crazy!” I screamed at Mrs. Carroll, my loud, angry words immediately absorbed into the drawing room’s thick rug and soft furniture.




    “Why are you here, then?” Dr. Carroll asked with interest, while his wife continued to smile as if my behavior were completely normal.




    “Because I killed my mother,” I said.




    At this, Mrs. Carroll knelt suddenly, unexpectedly, before me, taking my chin firmly in her fingers. She looked into my eyes. “I’m sure that is not true,” she said. “Now, can you read music?”




    “No,” I said.




    “Ah,” she said, standing back up. “We have a starting point.”




    MRS. HODGES SAT waiting for me on a bench in the entrance hall. “Quite the pet, aren’t you?” she said acidly after Dr. Carroll shook my hand and turned to leave. She put away her knitting and stood up.




    “Am I?” I felt dazed, and dizzy again.




    “Now, now, pay no attention to me,” she said. “It’s high time you had some care, if I am any judge, so come along, this way. Let’s go round back, where your dormitory is.”




    The sun seemed too strong for me suddenly, the grass too green, the blooming forsythia too bright. Yet I followed obediently, or tried to. People streamed down the hill behind Highland Hall toward a wooded area where I could barely see a rustic building set deep in the forest, and then a long, sunny stretch of bare ground. “Brushwood.” Mrs. Hodges jerked her thumb in that gesture I had grown accustomed to. “This is where they do all the gardening, hours of it, every day, all year round, mind you. You’ll see. That there’s the greenhouse, back in there. Oh, he’s nuts about it, Himself is, digging in the earth, mind you.”




    Now I could tell that there was, indeed, something wrong with many of these people. Several spoke to themselves as they came up the path, while others hung their heads, looking neither left nor right. Harsh words of argument came from behind a boxwood hedge; we reached the end of it in time to see an athletic-­looking man, whom I took to be a staff member, walk away from a woman seated on a boulder, smoking a cigarette and swinging her foot disgustedly against the rock. Oddly—for it was still winter—she wore black tights and ballet slippers.




    At that time, Mrs. Fitzgerald was quite mad. She had been a patient at Highland Hospital for almost a year, Mr. Fitzgerald having moved her there in desperation from Sheppard Pratt in Baltimore, following stays at other clinics in Europe. My first view of her is as clear to me today as it was then—etched in my brain as if by acid.




    I could not move, transfixed by her ferocious gaze and weakened, I suppose, by hunger. I had a vivid, intense impression of bright flowers and blue sky, sunlight and piney air, before my own vision grew dark as hers and I fell to the ground insensible.


  




  

    CHAPTER 2




    I WAS PLACED DIRECTLY into an upstairs hospital room in the Central Building, where several doctors and many nurses came and went, giving me pills that I later learned were barbiturates, poking me and prodding me, taking samples of blood and such as that. My tiny, rectangular room was like the interior of a shoebox, very white and very clean, with no pictures. Its one long window looked out upon the blue peak of a mountain, sometimes wreathed in clouds and sometimes shining in the sunlight so that I could still see high patches of sparkling snow. Or was it simply stone? But it was all I could do to merely notice this view; other­wise I lay totally still, exhausted, fingering the tiny balls on my pink chenille bedspread, often falling asleep even while the kindly nurses were still talking to me. I slept and ate; they seemed always to be feeding me, especially Cream of Wheat and oatmeal and applesauce, as if I were a baby. People came and went, their voices flying back and forth across my head like birds.




    “She is resting.” I remember Dr. Carroll’s calm voice in response to someone’s question. “This is her work now, her only work, and she is doing a good job of it, too. Yes, you are,” he said directly to me, patting my hand in that way he had. “You are a good girl, Evalina”—though even in my nearly vegetative state, I knew that I was not. “Never assume that they cannot hear you, even while in coma . . .” he went on to say to the nurses in training assembled by my bed. “We understand so little about human consciousness. Never, ever, underestimate the human brain . . .”




    Somehow, after several weeks, they had me sitting up and reading books, though I refused the first batch Mrs. Hodges brought me, as I had read them all. “Too babyfied, eh?” she said in surprise. “How old are you, then?” she asked, appearing dumbfounded when I answered thirteen, and doubly dumbfounded when I could not tell her what my birthday was, as no one had ever celebrated it. Mrs. Hodges reappeared with more books, including some Nancy Drew mysteries, which I had never heard of. Obviously, the nuns had not approved of them. I devoured book after book—The Secret of the Old Clock, The Mystery at Lilac Inn, The Secret of Shadow Ranch, The Hidden Staircase (my favorite!). I loved the way independent Nancy zipped around solving the mysteries in her blue roadster with her chums, boyish George Fayne and plump, easily frightened Bess Marvin. Another friend named Helen disappeared after the first few books, and I liked to imagine that perhaps she had been sent away to Highland Hospital in North Carolina and would soon appear as my chum.




    “You’re looking better now,” Mrs. Hodges observed at length, bringing me another stack. Was I? How should I know, since we were all denied mirrors at Highland.




    Though I resisted leaving my little white room in the clinic for a good while after Dr. C said I could go, it was finally the possibility of “chums” that coerced me into my dormitory room in the Annex of the Central Building at last. Here I found my poor belongings, such as they were, all unpacked and arranged and waiting for me, as well as six brand new Nancy Drew books along with an engraved note card from Grace Potter Carroll. “Ready for lessons?” she wrote in her elegant hand. This was the kindest thing anyone had ever done for me. I burst into tears and threw myself onto my now-­beloved chenille spread, which they had allowed me to bring over from the clinic.




    Thus it began: my long tenure at Highland Hospital, my new life. And indeed I would have chums of my own, several of them, over the years I was to remain there, the first being the dark-­haired girl whose room was just across the hall in the Annex from mine. Lily Ponder stared but did not speak; she had not spoken since the rest of her family was killed in an automobile accident in Mississippi almost a year earlier.




    “Severely de-­pressed, and little wonder!” Mrs. Hodges announced as we passed right in front of her.




    “But she can hear,” I whispered to Mrs. Hodges fiercely, remembering what Dr. C had said. “Just because she doesn’t speak doesn’t mean she can’t hear.”




    Though that might be an advantage, I would realize soon enough, since another occupant of our small annex talked constantly, unable to shut up for even an instant. Virginia Day talked when others were present and when we weren’t—it made no difference at all. This was a fat, excitable blonde girl who waved her hands and jabbed at the air to make her points. “There is nothing wrong with me, nothing, nothing, nothing,” she said over and over. “She sent me here! She hates me, that’s all, and she has bewitched him.”




    “Who?” I had to ask.




    “My father, the goddamn son of a bitch!”




    I was fearful yet exhilarated to hear this language.




    “Who has bewitched him? Your mother?”




    “Not my mother.” Now Virginia was hugging herself, rocking back and forth. “They have killed my mother, he pushed her off the pier. It was not an accident, not at all. I saw it. I saw it all, yet no one will believe me.” Her diagnosis was dementia praecox, now called schizophrenia. But who was to say whether Virginia Day was telling the truth or not? Or telling, perhaps, a deeper truth? It was a mystery, beyond the skills of even Nancy Drew. I was to hear many such mystery stories at Highland; I shall spare you all the details. My new chums came and went, sometimes with such rapidity that I was tempted to try to gauge how long a promising new girl might stay before I went to the trouble of befriending her—rather like Alicia’s cold attitude toward me back at Bellefleur. Some of these girls got better; some got worse.




    But I loved school. I loved our castlelike building, our big, airy schoolroom, and especially our English teacher, who was named Miss Tippin and wore her long brown curls pulled back in an old-­fashioned bun. She loved poetry and could recite hundreds of poems, it seemed, aloud. She would close her eyes and lift up her face when she did it, rocking back on her heels like a person in a trance. Miss Tippin was a remarkable teacher as she faced the formidable task of reaching us all at our differing levels; her individualized assignments, I realize now, were both imaginative and therapeutic.




    Dr. Broughton, our heavyset science and math teacher, looked rather like a monk with his bald head as round and shiny as a ball, and then the long fringe of red hair above his collar. While I had always been the smartest girl in all of my classes, here at Highland I was faced with a genius boy of my own age, Robert Liebnitz, so brilliant that he was already reading college texts; rather than classes, he simply engaged in “conversations” with Dr. Broughton and Dr. C and professors at the college in town. I couldn’t even try to compete, which turned out to be a relief. The head of physical education, Mr. Axelrod, generally wore shorts and knee socks and a cowboy hat. He was considered to be a real character. Our young music teacher, Miss Phoebe Dean, was a “flippertigibbet” in the words of Mrs. Hodges, but I liked her bobbed hair and her enthusiasm.




    I liked them all, in fact, but it was my piano lessons that I lived for, revering Mrs. Carroll above all others—for her kindness as well as her brilliance, of which I had soon enough ample proof, accompanying Mrs. Hodges to see Mrs. Carroll perform Rachmaninoff, then Chopin’s very dramatic “Grand Polonaise,” and then a big Brahms “Ballade” in concert at the Asheville City Auditorium downtown. Mrs. Carroll wore a red evening dress and a boa; I saved the program.




    My own classes with Mrs. Carroll were held at the grand piano in their private living quarters, filled with antiques, art, and oddities from their world travels—a Viennese crystal punchbowl containing postcards from every foreign country I had ever heard of, and several I had not, each with its exotic stamp; a life-­size statue of a male dancer, miraculously balanced on one marble toe; six frightening African masks, lined up across one wall; a Tiffany lamp; a beautiful carousel clock, with moving horses, on the mantel, purchased on their honeymoon in Italy. I intended to have a honeymoon in Italy, just like Mrs. Carroll. In fact, I intended to be her.




    A red silk fringed scarf lay across the top of the gleaming black Steinway. She always jerked it off with a flourish before we began, and flung it across a chair. Every little thing had to be done correctly, following the Diller-­Quaile method. She was very strict. A child prodigy herself, Mrs. Carroll had once studied piano in Vienna with “the great Busoni,” who had told her, “Music is freedom.” She told me this again and again.




    “Now you must sit just so, Evalina,” Mrs. Carroll said, demonstrating. “No more of that slouching.” She taught me to hold my arms straight between elbow and wrist, parallel to the floor, curving my hand as if I were holding a lemon, manipulating my fingers until they hurt. I was not to touch the pedals, nor to play by ear.




    Every lesson began with about fifteen minutes of scales, then arpeggios. Soon we had advanced to simple Bach inventions, which I must learn one hand at a time, right hand first; I was not allowed even to try the left hand until the right was mastered. Imagine my delight when Mrs. Carroll sat next to me on the bench and played the left hand herself while I played the right—a duet! I adored her musky perfume, her dark red lipstick, the longish dresses and high heels she wore regardless of the elements. I loved it all—the diamond-­paned windows that threw the light in rainbow prisms around the room, the sternly beautiful lines of the elegant notes marching across the staves, the rustle as we turned the pages.




    I liked the theory sessions as well, held in the schoolroom with two town girls and one boy, where Mrs. Carroll walked around and looked at our hands on piano boards while she told us about the lives of the composers. We learned that Mozart was a prodigy; that Chopin had died of TB in his thirties, hunched over and bleeding at his keyboard; and that Bach had had twenty children. That was too many children, I thought. That might be almost as bad as being an orphan. After I learned to play some of his simple waltzes, it became my sole aim to play the “Minute Waltz” in one minute (molto vivace!) as demonstrated by Mrs. Carroll. I practiced and practiced, using a metronome, and was proud when I got it down to three. I learned to play Bach’s “Little Prelude in C Major” and “Für Elise,” by Beethoven, which I loved. Who was Elise? I used to wonder, playing. Was she his girlfriend? His wife?




    A huge vase of fresh yellow roses always stood on the round marble top table at the center of the drawing room, the weekly gift of Dr. Carroll, we were all to learn, delivered like clockwork each Tuesday. He had met Grace Potter on a Tuesday and he had given her a dozen yellow roses every Tuesday since, for over thirty years. Robert Liebnitz did the math in his head and announced that this was 187,000 roses, which had cost at least $187,200 dollars. Dr. and Mrs. Carroll still called each other “darling” aloud, even in public, as if they were interchangeable, or a single organism. Robert said that their relationship was symbiotic.




    In love with my study of the piano and with my classes, I cherished especially those early morning hours at the old piano in the little practice room on the second floor of Homewood—virtually the only time I was ever allowed to be alone during my entire time at Highland Hospital. Otherwise I was forced into the many activities that were so much a part of the program here: games, hiking, gardening, art. We all had to do it. We all had to do everything, thus “combating the damaging tendency of most illness to foster introspection,” which was to be avoided at all costs. Dr C was adamant on this point.




    THUS I FOUND myself face to face with the woman in the black ballet slippers and tights again, in the art studio at Homewood, several months after our first encounter. I sat at a long table, dabbling half-­heartedly in watercolors, attempting a still life of the fruit that the art teacher, Miss Malone, had piled up in a wooden bowl before us. Yellow pears, red apples, dusky grapes. Padding softly from person to person with quiet words of encouragement, her thick gray braid hanging down to her hips, Miss Malone was somehow different, in a way I could not define, from the rest of the staff. She was a real artist, I would realize later, and a freethinker whose ideas sometimes differed from Dr. C’s. Meanwhile a summer breeze blew through the studio, with its heavy leaded windows propped open, its doors ajar. I wanted only to be out of there, to be in the swimming pool, newly filled and opened, shimmering in the sunshine.




    Miss Malone struck her hanging gong, the sign that the class was over. “Next time, we shall paint en plein air,” she announced.




    These French words caught me unawares, bringing me back to New Orleans, where suddenly I could see the dusty summer streets, hear the clip-­clop of the horses and the buggies down by Jackson Square, taste the multicolored ices the old man sold from a cart at the corner. I bowed my head to hide my tears as I washed out my brushes and packed my supplies away.




    “There, there,” a kind voice said, and I looked up in surprise to see the fearsome Mrs. Fitzgerald now changed entirely. She wore a loose-­fitting artistic smock; her brown hair swung to her shoulders. She looked younger and prettier than she had before. “Now let me see.” She smoothed out my “painting,” which was terrible. “Not bad at all—though it must be boring for you, such a fuddy-­duddy old assignment.”




    It was boring, though I hadn’t thought of that. Determined to be a good girl, I did everything that I was told at Highland, as I had with the nuns, questioning nothing. I loved rules.




    “I had a little girl, too, once upon a time,” she told me gently, smiling. “A little pie-­face girl like you. She was awfully cute.”




    “Where is she now?” Too late I realized that perhaps I should not have asked this question, but Mrs. Fitzgerald’s answer was calm.




    “Oh, she’s away, far, far away, away from here, at a boarding school named Ethel Walker. She likes it there, she’s better off.” Her tone was wistful.




    Better off than what? I wondered.




    Others were leaving now. Miss Malone had come up to hover behind us, listening to our conversation, though she did not interrupt—according Mrs. Fitzgerald, as did the others, a kind of special respect. At that time, Mrs. Fitzgerald was spending almost all her time in the art studio, as much as Dr. C would permit.




    “I know what little girls like.” She was smiling at me. “Paper dolls!”




    Inadvertently I clapped my hands, for I had never had any paper dolls, though I had always fancied them. “I would love that,” I said sincerely. “But I’m afraid I am too old for them now.”




    “Well then, we shall make some very sophisticated older paper dolls for you,” she said, “with very exciting lives. Look here.” She hauled a leather portfolio onto the table and began pulling out big sheets of paper, all the colors of the rainbow. “Scissors?” she said to Miss Malone, who produced them without a word.




    “Get the glue,” she said to me, and I ran to do so, while the studio emptied out around us. She pulled up her chair; I pulled up mine, all thought of the swimming pool vanished.




    Now the scissors began to flash in earnest as the silhouettes of girls—three, four, five, six, ten girls! emerged, fluttering out onto the table. They had very, very long legs and arms, big feet and hands, and breasts like tennis balls, which appeared to be just stuck onto their bodies, as if glued to their chests. Many of them seemed to be dancing, like ballerinas. Some of them had bobbed hair, some not, but all their little heads were tilted back, looking up. What are they looking at? I wondered, glancing up myself at the high, vaulted ceiling and wrought-iron light fixtures of the art room.




    “Well, make them some clothes, then!” Mrs. Fitzgerald shot at me, and I did, clumsily at first, tailoring their skirts and jackets as best I could, Miss Malone appearing with bits of lace and cloth and sequins to glue on. Soon the table was filled with these girls and their rudimentary clothing, as the dappled sunlight shifted outside and the sounds of a faraway game floated in the window.




    “Now look,” she said, folding the biggest sheet of paper just so, then snipping quickly, expertly, before pulling them out suddenly—a string of six girls, then twelve more after that, holding hands, dancing. I was blissfully happy. It was all the chums I had ever wanted.




    “But where will they all live?” I blurted out, for this was the question I worried about all the time.




    “Draw them some houses, then,” she said imperiously, pushing over another of the largest sheets, and I did so, an entire street of houses, something I was very good at, drawing houses with two stories, houses with three stories, houses with pointed windows in the eaves, some with balconies, some with chimneys, some little houses with picket fences surrounding them. I drew a grand house with a crenellated roofline, like Homewood, where we were, and then another, a real castle with a similar roofline and a tower with a flag flying from it. I cut out a piece of blue cloth for the flag, and glued it onto the flagpole. Then I took up one of our paper dolls and gave her a smiling face and blue eyes and a long blue dress and a yellow crown—this took quite a while; it was by far the most detail I had yet lavished upon any of my chums—I was working so hard, concentrating so intently, that I did not at first realize that Mrs. Fitzgerald had ceased her own fierce population of our town and sat quite still, observing me.




    “Now she has been chosen princess by everyone in the country,” I said, gluing the crown on her head, “and now she is going to claim her kingdom.” I placed her up on the top of the tower, next to the flag, and drew a happy, smiling yellow sun in the sky above. “There now!” I said. “Ta-­da!” imitating trumpets.




    Mrs. Fitzgerald, saying not a word, reached forward in a lightning stroke to grab up my beautiful princess and crumple her into a ball, which she tossed under the table. I sat paralyzed, like a paper doll myself, feeling my own blood and all my volition draining out of my body.




    “You have killed her,” I whispered.




    “Don’t be such a silly little pie-­face, Patricia,” she said abruptly. Who was Patricia? “It is far better to be dead than to be a princess in a tower, for you can never get out once they put you up there, you’ll see. You’ll see. You must live on the earth and mix with the hoi polloi.” At this she began gathering up all our other paper dolls and crumpling them up, throwing them into the air, where they were caught by the breeze and fluttered everywhere.




    “Now, now, Mrs. Fitzgerald, let’s save these. Perhaps you and your young friend could create a fine collage,” came the reassuring voice of Miss Malone, but I did not stay to see whether this suggestion had any effect or not. I grabbed up my chains of hand-­holding chums and ran for dear life out the door, heart pounding, and did not look back.




    YET MRS. FITZGERALD was perfectly friendly the next time I saw her in the art studio, and we did end up making that collage with the paper dolls Miss Malone had carefully saved, and also, miracle of miracles! a dollhouse, beginning with a cardboard shipping box and adding cardboard floors and walls, which we painted and papered, painstakingly. Everyone—patients and staff alike—got into the act on the dollhouse, fashioning little pieces of furniture for us. Mrs. Carroll brought in a fancy gold compact mirror from France; we hung it in the front hall.




    Mrs. Fitzgerald often called me “Patricia” during the construction of the dollhouse, but I grew used to this and did not mind, once Mrs. Malone had explained to me that it was the original name of her daughter, now called Scottie, far away. I was happy to be a stand-­in for anyone’s daughter, though I remained a bit wary after the incident of the princess in the tower.




    But some of the things she said have stayed with me still, the sanest advice imaginable, though it came from a crazy woman. Or was she? Usually she hummed mindlessly, under her breath, as we worked on our dollhouse, but one summer morning she turned to me and said suddenly, rather formally, “It is excellent to have an interest in the arts, and to begin it early. The saddest thing in my life is that I am no good at it, having begun everything too late.”




    “Of course that isn’t true,” soothed the ever-­present Miss Malone. “Why, Mrs. Fitzgerald is preparing an exhibition of her paintings right now, isn’t that so? She is an extraordinary artist.” Miss Malone always spoke slowly and with great conviction, after long consideration. She absolutely believed in Mrs. Fitzgerald’s “genius,” the word she used. I am sure that she did not agree with Dr. C’s idea that women patients in general should be urged to give up their “unrealistic ambitions” and be “re-­educated toward femininity, good mothering, and the revaluing of marriage and domesticity,” as I would read later in his books.




    Privately I went along with Mrs. Fitzgerald’s own assessment of her talents. To me, her paintings were sort of scary, people’s bodies that did not look like bodies mostly, with big blobs of muscles and mean faces. No one was smiling, not even the nursing mothers who seemed scariest of all, their tiny weird babies jammed into their huge breasts with no love, or even affection, evident. I preferred Mrs. Fitzgerald’s floral compositions, for she truly loved flowers, and though these flowers did not look real either, at least they were better than those mothers. And I actually liked one painting of the pink and purple hollyhocks that grew along the stone wall by the entrance to Homewood itself. Perhaps Mrs. Fitzgerald had more aptitude for dancing—she was said to be a dancer—or for writing. She was forever scribbling in a black notebook, which she closed up immediately when anyone drew near.




    Still, I loved the dollhouse, continuing to play with it long after Mrs. Fitzgerald had turned against it; for once it was done, she did not want to allow the dolls to live there, finally, rather like the princess in the tower. “This house will be the end of them!” she said, darkening in that way she had, leaving our table abruptly to go outside and smoke cigarette after cigarette on the stone bench under the blooming crepe myrtle.




    “Why don’t you go ahead and take the dollhouse to your own room now?” Miss Malone surprised me by asking, and surprised me further by helping to carry it over there herself that very afternoon, since it was too heavy for me alone. Later I wondered if perhaps she feared its destruction by Mrs. Fitzgerald—but in any case, its possession was a kind of turning point for me. It was the most splendid thing—the only splendid thing—I had ever owned.




    The dollhouse stayed in my room, and Mrs. Carroll continued to bring me little items for it: tiny lamps, silverware and china, little scraps of carpet, from all their travels. I was totally devoted to her, and to my studies on the piano. Mrs. Fitzgerald’s advice had sunk in.




    MRS. FITZGERALD WAS one of the few adults frequenting the large stone swimming pool that summer, one of Highland’s true delights. Here we “children” could splash and swim without so much direction and regimentation as was found in all other areas of hospital life. We had the pool mostly to ourselves. Some of the staff were always on duty as lifeguards, but laps were not required of anyone. I have the fondest memories of this pool, for I had never been in one before, and was delighted by the sensation of floating, once our vigorous young Miss Quinn showed me how. Soon she had me swimming, too, kicking and flailing away in the shallow end. The huge trees arched over us; sunlight dappled the water. Here we all seemed less like patients than like regular kids, dunking each other and playing Duck Duck Goose.




    On the hottest days even the shyest, quietest patients came, too, such as the frighteningly skinny Gould twin sisters from Baltimore, who appeared in huge black jerseys, so cumbersome when wet that they couldn’t even swim. They sat on the stone steps submerged to their chins and spoke only to each other, in a private language.




    “Why won’t they take off those big sweaters?” I asked Miss Quinn. “Are they embarrassed because they’re so skinny?”




    “No,” she said, “It’s because they think they’re too fat.”




    I looked down at my own legs, wavy and white and insubstantial in the water. Everything seemed changed at the pool, by the light and the breeze and the water—even my own legs, even my own body, for I felt different suddenly and had begun to suspect that I might be on the verge of developing breasts.




    “Watch now,” Miss Quinn said suddenly, quietly, and I looked up to see, of all people, Mrs. Fitzgerald alone at the deep end, wearing a white bathing suit, pulling a cap over her glorious hair, fastening the strap beneath her chin. Her body was long and deeply tanned, like a girl’s, and as I watched—we all watched, in perfect silence—she climbed up the ladder to the high board where she stood poised for an instant, outlined against a patch of blue sky.




    I gripped Miss Quinn’s muscular arm.




    “Ssshh,” she said. “It’s all right,” just as Mrs. Fitzgerald went up on tiptoe, lifted her arms, and executed a perfect swan dive high into the air, then disappeared into the water below without a ripple, without a trace. She was down way too long, I thought, my heart in my throat, but then the rubber cap popped up, quite close to us now, and we all burst into spontaneous applause, Mrs. Fitzgerald then favoring us with one of her rare radiant smiles. She swam back to the ladder, climbed up and dove again, several more times, from the lower board. Though we all moved about in the water again, no one joined her at the deep end. It was as if she owned it. Finally she toweled off, removed her cap, shook out her hair, and lay back in the sun on a towel, smoking, at a distance from the rest of us. She was always smoking.




    “They do say she was quite a swimmer in her youth,” Mrs. Hodges remarked another day that summer, as she sat by the pool fully clothed and knitting. “And I’d believe it, for sure. Then she married and they took to gal-­i-­van-­ting all over Europe, mind you, her and Mister Scott Fitzgerald—France and Italy, la-­ti-­dah, oh my! Look there, how she loves the sun!”




    In fact, Mrs. Fitzgerald was the only grown-up who came to the pool regularly, and the only person who lay in the sun like that, for hours on end. What was she thinking? I wondered. Why did she love it so much?




    ONE BEAUTIFUL JULY day Mrs. Fitzgerald brought a notebook to the pool and sat writing furiously at one of the old round cement tables before flinging down her pen and rushing over to the unoccupied deep end where she made dive after dive off the board. I shall not forget the last swan dive that day when she was momentarily poised in nothing but the air—arms open, head up, looking out at the trees and the sky beyond with wide fixed eyes. Then she wrapped her towel around herself and exited the pool area abruptly, her pen and the notebook abandoned upon the table. Before I left, I picked them up and saw that she had been writing a letter to her husband. To my shame, I read what she’d written:




    Dearest Goofo,




    Summer has come round like a yellow cat sleeping heavily in the sunshine, purring and rubbing against our legs slow and inexorable in his passage, the purr and slink of days. Bright red burst of birdsong in the a.m. and the diamond counterpane of dew upon the grass punctuated by spiderweb cathedrals as insects go about their unfathomable tasks, complaining loudly. Then tennis that ridiculous game oh why does one love it so? To be followed by a wonderful sketching expedition down the hot white lane across the marching fields now filled with goldenrod and lavender asters and deep purple ironweed God’s summer palette as we climb into the billowy mountains and arching blue sky radiant with His unfolding promise up and up and up we go into the very air, the world but a dream below spread out like a marvelous feast a buffet for the senses and I am so greedy for it all, the lovely things of this world, for life unlived and summers past on the Riviera. I already have a fine tan I should love to place it upon your shoulder Dear Heart and lick the salt from the crook of your neck and lie sleeping through the long hot afternoon at Cannes with the murmuring sea so blue just there, in the open window.




    I know this place must cost a lot of money and it is a strain upon you who have always been the kindest and most generous of souls so I do not wish to complain, yet I am so lonely here DoDo in spite of people everywhere they are not real people and I am not a real person either though you will recognize me right away I dare say by the light in my eye to see you. I am counting the days in French until you come again un deux trois quatre cinq though I know forever after will not come again. The halcyon days of love and youth shone like a row of soldiers impregnable in their golden armor but we have killed them DoDo, we would have killed anything




    Here the letter ended abruptly in a long jagged mark. I was frightened, and took it over to Mrs. Hodges who sat in the shade knitting. She merely glanced at it and patted my head and stood up heavily. “I’ll see she gets it back. But not to fret too much, dear, it’s good for her, all the writing, you know. The walking. The art. The swimming. It’s good for her here.”




    THE SUN, THE water, and the mountain air were working their magic upon me, as well. I had never lived in the out-­of-­doors before. Nor had I lived in my own body, which continued its development apace, once begun. My legs grew stronger, sturdier—sometimes I held them out from a chair in wonder, just to look at them. I found myself standing with my arms crossed, or holding my bookbag up against my chest, to hide my developing breasts.




    Robert Liebnitz, the genius boy from Boston, took to walking with me from place to place around the hospital grounds. “Ooh, he likes you,” Lily said, which threw me into a fit of embarrassment and discomfort, as well as a certain undeniable pleasure, for Robert was extremely odd. How can I explain it? He was caught back in his brain somehow, which was filled to bursting with strange facts and reams of history that he announced in his loud, halting voice at the most surprising moments. Even the shape of Robert’s head denoted his intelligence, with its huge white bulging forehead.
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