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The contemporary zoo, the ‘Zoo Eden,’ is the final irony: a false paradise in which the last respresentatives of soon to be extinct species are displayed to a public eager to be absolved for their extinction. The expensive exhibits conjure up a world that never did, never will, exist, in which predator and prey gaze stupidly at one another across invisible but effective barriers, while plant life flourishes, water supplies are stable, and all of nature is benign.


Ellen looked up from the magazine. There were more of these essays about zoos lately, and some were in unexpected places. This one was in a magazine Paul had brought her which was usually devoted to articles about the economy or politics. She glanced down to the end of the paragraph to see what the author was getting at. In nature, as in our own society, she read, we will not rest until we have eliminated all possibility of ‘the wild.’


Was it true? Well, it might be true. Lucius stood up on the window-sill and arched his back, gazing on his mistress with cold feline eyes, the domesticated cat, bored by surveying, through the screen, his archenemy, Barker, the over-bred, aristocratic collie. No wildness in this scene.


But what exactly did this journalist mean by ‘the wild?’ The sounds of her husband getting out of bed, crossing the landing outside her door on his way to the bathroom, triggered her fingers back through the pages to the beginning of the article, where ‘The Great Divorce’ was printed in large letters and, beneath that, in smaller letters, the author’s name. The title intrigued her, for she had used the word divorce in her own mind to describe the breakup between the human species and the rest of nature, which like all divorces was causing pain in many quarters, even to the couple’s dimwitted friends who refused to take sides, like Lucius, who didn’t care, or Barker, who followed his nose in the dull hope that everything would turn out all right.


She slipped the magazine back on the shelf. She could make coffee for Paul, tea for herself; they might have time for a quiet breakfast before the girls got up. But as she rose from her chair the phone rang; of course it was Beth. Gina was on her way from Primates with an infant Diana monkey; the mother had bitten off one of its fingers. ‘How bad is it?’ Ellen asked.


‘Gina said it’s completely off. I haven’t seen it yet. I can have a look and call you back.’


Paul was singing now. In a moment he would be in the shower. ‘No,’ Ellen said, ‘I’d better come. I’m on my way.’


She would get a cup of coffee and a brioche at Mylie’s. In the kitchen she wrote a note on the phone pad: Hurt monkey, be back soon. Paul was hitting the high note of Tosca’s aria to God: ‘Perché, perché, Signor.’


Why do you pay me back like this?


Last night there had been another phone call. Paul answered, gave his diffident hello, his eyes on Ellen because he was midsentence with her on the subject of a trip to Saint Francisville he would take next week – he really had found an extraordinary old murder case – then he listened. His expression changed, there was the flicker of a smile, his eyes shifted from her expectant face to some middle ground of air between them, and he said, ‘No, I’m afraid you have the wrong number.’ He hung up but he’d lost the thread; Ellen had to bring him back to it. So he had started a new affair and she was bold enough to call him at home. This explained his high spirits of late, his enthusiasm for the old murder case, the necessity for research trips. To his credit he would keep the woman out of town as much as possible and probably get the work done as well, for the combination of guilt and energy an affair inspired was a tonic to him; his confidence soared, he was full of good humor and sympathy for all his fellows.


And she would have some time to herself, a few quiet evenings – if the girls didn’t have a crisis to deal with – in which she would drink expensive wine, read and catch up on work, go to bed early, and sleep in the middle of the bed.


In the car she considered a title: ‘The Rewards of Adultery for the Maligned Spouse,’ and a list: more time to pursue own interests, ebullient, oversolicitous mate, catch up on children, never have to answer phone, no guilt. It was age and cynicism that turned up such thoughts, no doubt. There was a time when she would have exhausted herself trying to figure out who the woman was and how to put a stop to the affair, how to let Paul know that she knew, that he was hurting her, yet do all this without creating a confrontation. The tightropes of yesterday. Now that seemed so much unnecessary drama. If Paul was going to leave her, he would have done so long ago.


She turned the car into the long, tree-shrouded drive to the hospital, her thoughts converging on the world behind the gate ahead. It wasn’t uncommon for a baby primate to suffer aggression from an adult; the attacker was usually an adult male, occasionally another female. Yet Beth had been clear on the phone; this infant had been wounded by his own mother. In a way, Ellen thought, the actual injury was the least of their worries. The mother was doubtless a problem individual, neurotic at best, who would continue to cause trouble. Primates adjusted to captivity more readily than most animals, carrying on, as well as they could, their own peculiar and complicated idea of community. But this community could never be what it was in the wild, because it was closed off, controlled. There was no place for the inevitable outcasts to run. Neither wild nor domestic, they existed in a netherworld of human scrutiny and intervention. Ellen was determined to intervene as little as possible. The baby would be returned to the mother, and with luck, if rejected, he would be adopted by another female.


Ellen parked her car and walked quickly to the hospital door. When she entered the treatment room Gina and Beth were standing before the x-ray screen; the monkey lounged in Gina’s arms, a limp mass of fur, his impossibly long arms draped about her shoulders, his bleary eyes fixed on her face as she crooned to him, commiserating, ‘Your mom isn’t very nice to you, is she, poor fellow. You haven’t got much of a mom.’
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Paul found the first mention of Elisabeth Boyer Schlaeger, the ‘catwoman of Saint Francisville,’ on a microfiche of the New Orleans Item, dated April 30, 1846. As was often the case with his best discoveries, he was looking for something else, some record of a property transfer, and here, tucked away on a back page, was a notice of the public execution of a woman, surely a white woman, for the paper listed her full name as well as that of her husband, whom she was said to have murdered. Paul leaned over the strip of film, his mouth frankly agape. To his knowledge – and not many people knew more about such matters than he did – no white woman had ever been executed in the state of Louisiana. And what was to be made of this cryptic allusion to the murderess as the ‘catwoman,’ as if every reader was familiar with the case, as if the town had been following a scandalous trial, when, in fact, he had been over the court records of this period more than once and never seen a word about it?


He sat back in his cold library chair and thought hard. This was what he loved about his work, these moments when his brain seemed to blaze with activity and he remembered scenes he had summoned up from old records, letters, diaries, newspapers, a world he wrested back from the dead. Two thoughts came forward, the first a disheartening one, that the records from 1852 to 1860 were woefully inadequate. There were gaps, weeks at a time, lost in fires, to mice, a whole year destroyed in a flood near the river only fifty years ago. The second was that the name Schlaeger was familiar. He had a list of the owners of every plantation from Pointe-à-la-Hache to Natchez for well on a hundred years, and he felt certain that Schlaeger was one of them.


Paul made a note of the date and the two names, Elisabeth Boyer and Hermann Schlaeger, then flicked off the machine and sat rubbing his eyes, smiling to himself. ‘The catwoman,’ he said softly. Did she keep a lot of cats? She was French, but her husband, Hermann, was surely not. Not many Germans owned big houses in Saint Francisville. Perhaps he was an American, part of the invasion, and he’d married a Creole to gain access to the salons of his neighbors. But it hadn’t worked. Creole society was inbred to the point of genetic exhaustion and determined to remain so. Mlle Boyer was probably expected to marry one of her cousins. She’d refused, married a German, and found herself excommunicated from her family and from all the lighthearted entertainments, the gay soirées and riding trips along the levees, isolated on her husband’s plantation, where the only French she heard was from her own slaves.


Paul gathered up his notebooks and pens, dropped the microfiche at the desk, and made his way out into the humid air that hung like a drapery between the air-conditioned library and his air-conditioned office. He hardly noticed the heat. It seemed to him he could see the list, the very page on which he had read the name Schlaeger. The records in Saint Francisville were in better condition than those in New Orleans; it wouldn’t be difficult to find a notice of an arrest. Unless he was wrong and the Schlaegers were not wealthy landowners but poor whites of unknown origins, living on the outskirts of civilized society, not Creole nor free people of color nor slaves nor rich Americans, but something other and excluded by all, left to their own devices on land even a slave would disdain to farm. Then there might be little in the way of records, and the case would not repay his investigations. His readers had no interest in proletarian violence, the banal passions of the disenfranchised or the poor, though if a wealthy man murdered his slave or vice versa, they might be entertained, especially if the details were grisly, as was often the case with such crimes. What they craved were stories of grand passions, of beautiful women and wealthy, cultivated men, of power, greed, treachery, great successes, greater failures. His subject was a doomed world; everyone knew it and read accordingly, with little sense that their daily newspaper offered them a vision into a similar decline. Paul’s heart raced on two counts. The first was a premonition that he had stumbled upon something very fine, a bit of history that would serve as a centerpiece for the large important work he knew he must do, the book that was not just a string of connected historical anecdotes, but a serious meditation on the past. The second was the thought of the long drive to Saint Francisville with his attractive young mistress at his side. Donna might have to take a few days from her secretarial duties, but he felt certain it could be arranged to everyone’s satisfaction. Her department chair was a personal friend. It could all, he was confident, be easily arranged.
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After the last visitor had filed through the entry gates and the zoo was closed for the day, Camille began the ritual of closing out the night house in the Asian exhibit. She did this each day in the same way, though no day was exactly like the others. First she stopped in the yard and stacked the meat sticks from the ice chest into the wheelbarrow. She carried the bucket of fruit for the sun bears over her arm. At the door she put everything down, beat against the metal with her fist, opened the door, and shouted, ‘Hello, hello,’ as she had been taught to do, for one could never be too careful around the big cats, particularly Sonya, who longed to tear apart something that would give her resistance. Inside, she flicked on the lights and carried the bucket to the back cages, then pulled the long chains that opened the outer door to the sun bear exhibit. The three bears came in at once: Jojo, the oldest, always first, moved quickly to the far cage and put his front paws up against the feed tray. His mate Jana and their daughter Kim came in behind, doglike and patient; they made concentric circles on the cement while Camille shoved fruit through the tray for Jojo. She watched for a moment as they shoveled in the fruit, licked out their yogurt cups with their strange long tongues. This was the third day in a row Jojo had left his apples. Kim waited until he moved well away, then swept in the two apples with a single stroke of her forepaw, flipped one into her mouth, and stood quietly munching while her mother took the other. Camille wrote the words no apples under Jojo’s name on the chart attached to the wall. Another day and they would have to tell the vet.


She went back to the wheelbarrow and pulled out a few of the meat sticks, which she dropped before each of the cat night cages. Today there were rabbits as well, which made the cats excited; they knew the feeding schedule as well as their keeper. The night houses had all been cleaned during the day, so Camille went about giving each of the padlocks a perfunctory tug. Keeper-trainees were not always reliable.


There were eight cats to bring in, a total of six steel doors to be opened by means of heavy chains and wheels. As she opened the doors one by one the cats seemed to materialize behind each set of bars. First Paolo and Antonella, the lion and his mate, who came in single file, though never without a quarrel, a growling match; Sonya, the white tiger, the star of every show and the most disagreeable of all the cats; the two Bengal tigers, Clio and her daughter Stella, both geriatric now, hard of hearing and overweight, padding in heavily, lumbering like elephants; the clouded leopard, Maxwell, and his mate Flo, both as tame as housecats, approaching their empty trays amiably, with domestic confidence; and finally Magda, the black leopard, sudden and wild, Magda the powerful. Camille had the rabbit ready for her, as Magda knew she would. When the door creaked open on its heavy chain Magda tore across the concrete like a beam of black light, hit the front bars claws out, mouth open, with enough force to break a man’s leg. She snapped up the rabbit from paw to mouth in a motion so rapid that Camille was never able to say she had actually seen it, fell back on her haunches for a split second, then landed high on her stone slab, her imitation of a cliff, where she looked down briefly, her yellow eyes twin stones in the impassive black of her long, serious face, her white teeth sunk deep in her dinner, blood welling up to the gum line and running in a thin stream off her tongue. She took the rabbit between her great paws and began licking it greedily.


Camille stood smiling in the cool aisle between the cages, surrounded by the feeding cats, all so close to her that she could hear their throats contracting over the gobbets of raw meat as they swallowed. Though they never looked one another in the eye, they were all willing to stare coldly at their keeper, so Camille stood in a crossfire of feline eyebeams. Sonya finished her meal quickly and began a low, continuous growl, a wave of sound that set all the others on edge. One after another they lifted their big heads from their dinners and growled back, all but Magda, who was chewing off her rabbit’s head, her eyes on Camille, unreadable. It was a scene so unnatural that the oddity of it seemed to speak: a young woman standing quietly among an assortment of the last of the great cats, none of whom had ever been in the wild nor ever would be. Yet the sounds they made seemed to come from a dark continent and their eyes looked out from a world in which there were no bars, no limits of any kind. The young woman had stopped smiling. Her knees were weak, and as there was nothing to hold on to but the bars that kept her from being torn to bits, she had no choice but to sink to the concrete floor. ‘Oh, Lord,’ she said, and she brought one hand to her chest, for her heart was racing. She made another sound, not a word but a groan. No one could see her but the great cats who watched her, and they did not care who she was or what she did, as long as the bars stood between. Unlike her charges Camille knew herself to be, for a little while at least, entirely free.
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On July 10, 1845, just before dawn on what some accounts were later to call ‘the hottest night of the year,’ a Negro boy, still in his white nightshirt, riding bareback and by torchlight on his master’s own sorrel mare, arrived at the long oak avenue of the Rosedawn Plantation. He had come twelve miles from his home at Montague at a dead run, his eyes wild and his heart nearly bursting in his chest, to bring the news that his master, Hermann Schlaeger, was dead. He began shouting for help halfway up the alley, and the house servants who were awake heard his cries and the clatter of his horse’s hooves as they left the hard ground and came right onto the wooden porch. Roderick Mouton, his master’s manservant, who later testified at the trial, threw open the heavy front doors of Rosedawn and shouted to the astounded messenger, ‘Get that horse off this porch and come to your senses, child!’ The boy complied with the request, handing down his torch to Roderick and backing the horse carefully down the steps to the hitching post, where he slid off with the ease of an experienced rider, secured the reins, and, returning gravely up the wide steps to the house, announced, ‘My master is dead. He been killed in his own house.’


The master of Rosedawn was awakened from his slumbers in the dreamy security of his mosquito netting and told of his neighbor’s misfortune. He groaned to hear it, dispatched Roderick to wake his sons, but on no account ‘to disturb the ladies.’ The three white men made a quick toilette and descended to the dining room, where they took their coffee and French bread while the bewildered boy stood next to the table. They questioned him closely but he knew little more than he had told on his arrival, for he had not been in the house nor seen any signs of the violence that ended in his master’s death. His mother, the cook at Montague, had come running back to the cabin and pulled him out of bed, then run with him to the stable, where she and the stable man agreed it would be proper to take the master’s own mare, as she was both fast and reliable. The boy was very clear on this point and repeated it, lest he be accused of an impropriety, and indeed, as he had raced through the swamp in the hot, foggy air, it had come to him that if anyone saw him riding so hard on so fine a horse he would be taken for a runaway and shot without question, so he rode low to the horse’s neck and prayed God would see him to his destination. His mother had told him only to go to Rosedawn and say our master has been killed. That was all he had to say.


‘Did she say he was dead,’ the master of Rosedawn inquired, ‘or murdered?’


‘She said killed, sir, is all I know.’


The boy was dismissed and taken off to the kitchen, where the cook gave him some breakfast and asked after his mother, to whom she was kin. As no one seemed in a hurry to send him home, he stayed the day at Rosedawn, visiting in the cabins, and he slept there that night, for by evening a full story of the strange happenings at Montague had made its way back to Rosedawn. The next morning the same boy carried a written message to the judge at Saint Francisville, and it was only then that two officers were dispatched to arrest Hermann Schlaeger’s beautiful young wife, Elisabeth, for the murder of her husband.
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‘It starts in my mouth,’ Camille said.


‘Can you describe it?’


She shifted in her chair. She had not spoken of it before. ‘The roof of my mouth. It gets thick and hard. It hurts. My gums ache. My teeth hurt.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Then my hands. My fingers cramp up and they swell. I have to take off my ring. My nails hurt.’


‘Yes.’


She looked at her hands clutching the arms of her chair. Ordinary hands. One of the nails was torn; another had a line of dirt underneath it. ‘My eyes,’ she said.


He regarded her steadily. His expression did not betray his feelings, a result of his training – not to show feelings, not to have them if possible.


‘Just a headache at first,’ she said. ‘Here,’ her forehead, ‘and here,’ she pressed her fingertips against the nape of her neck. ‘I see patches of light, spots of light.’


‘Do you feel dizzy?’


‘No. There’s a blur, but I don’t feel dizzy. It’s as if another dimension was being laid on.’


‘Another dimension?’ His question was punctuation.


‘Heat,’ she said. ‘A dimension of heat.’


He took in a long breath, let it out slowly. Strictly speaking he did not believe her. They had come too far, too quickly. He had not pushed her, had tried to let her find her own way. This was what she wanted him to believe; therefore, he was not responsible for believing it. They were not lovers, but it was as it is when one lover says, unsolicited, for the first time, ‘I love you,’ and the other draws away, satisfied, free of responsibility, a smug little moment.


‘You don’t believe me.’


‘What makes you think that?’ he said.


‘Well. How could you?’


‘Let’s not worry about what I think. It’s not important. Concentrate on what you remember, on what happens.’


‘My hearing,’ she said. ‘Odd sounds. Scratching. Vibrations. A sound like a whisper, but I can’t make it out. Magda’s breathing. Or it may be her heart.’


‘You hear her heart?’


‘I think that’s it. I hadn’t realized that before now. I hear her heart beating; then everything gets red. I see everything in shades of red.’ She pulled her fingers through her hair, a nervous habit she had.


‘Are you afraid?’


‘Now?’ she said.


‘No. Then. When it happens.’


She closed her eyes. Who wouldn’t be afraid to hear the heartbeat of an animal twenty feet away, to have ordinary vision turn to blood and heat? ‘I’m not so crazy I’m not afraid,’ she said.


He raised his eyebrows. He didn’t want her to use that word, not in his office and not when she was describing an experience they both knew was impossible, her literal transformation from the plain, intense, self-absorbed young woman she was into a wild animal. ‘Don’t say that word,’ he cautioned her.


‘What?’ she said. ‘What word?’


‘Crazy.’


Camille laughed. A genuine laugh, he thought. It embraced them both with unexpected good humor; it cleared the air. In that moment they could not dislike each other, no matter what came next. Their eyes met, he lowered his, but he was smiling.


‘Right,’ she said.
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The juvenile howler monkey was found lying on his back in a corner of his night house, gasping for air, his eyes glazed. By the time the keeper got him confined to a kennel and transported to the hospital, he had begun to seizure. He beat his head against the plastic floor and sides of the kennel, saliva pouring over his lips, which were drawn back over clenched teeth, as if he were smiling. There was no getting him out of the kennel; he thrashed his arms and legs wildly whenever Ellen and Beth drew near.


Beth prepared a syringe of Valium while Ellen pulled on heavy welder’s gloves, for the monkey would surely bite if he got the chance. He was making a high-pitched sound, a scream of terror, though his face betrayed no sign of anything, frozen in its deathlike grin. Now his body began a series of spasms, his spine arched high off the floor, then flat, then high again. Ellen hovered over the wire gate, waiting for him to move toward the back of the kennel. His body writhed pitifully, twisting him sideways. He raised his arms toward the metal screen at the top, as if reaching for something to hold on to, and as he did, Ellen popped open the gate, reached in quickly, and caught him just above the biceps. Before he could turn toward her, she had pinioned his arms back in a position that forced him to drop his head forward. She eased his suddenly inert body from the cage, but he kicked at it as he came free, knocking the kennel back on the counter. Beth was ready with the syringe and plunged it into his shoulder. He continued screaming. For a few moments, Ellen held him immobilized while Beth busied herself writing labels for the blood work and x-ray plates. The monkey began to salivate so heavily that water poured down his chest. ‘Give me two cc’s of atropine,’ Ellen said. ‘He’s drowning us here.’


Gradually Ellen felt his taut muscles relaxing, and he hung limp from her gloved hands; his eyelids drooped, though his teeth remained clenched, his lips pulled back in a grimace. Ellen loosened her grip on his arms and carried him gingerly, cradled like a child, to the table. His eyes were fastened to her face, but she didn’t think he could see her. The howlers were unused to being touched; she could feel his inward shrinking though he hadn’t sufficient control of his muscles to move decisively in any direction. When she laid him on the cold steel of the surgery table, his small perfect hand contracted briefly around her forearm, as if he were asking for help.


For the next hour the two women worked over the dying monkey. Ellen had little hope that he would survive; his vital signs were all unpromising, he was dehydrated, and the rapid onset and intensity of the seizure suggested that a good deal of damage had already been done. She wanted to know what was killing him. She made a mental list: toxoplasmosis, lead toxicity, acute peritonitis, acute encephalitis. Beth packed up her tubes of blood and went down the hall to her microscope. Ellen put the stethoscope over the monkey’s flagging heart. He was still now; even his jaw had relaxed. She ran a thumb under his lips to look at the gums, which were pale, edging toward blue. She pulled out the oxygen tubing, clipped on a mask, pressed it over the animal’s face, and set the flow. ‘Breathe,’ she said. She had rested her hand across his abdomen, so she felt the spasm coming up right under her fingers, into her palm. She put the other hand loosely over his chest so that she could hold him on the table while his body lurched, once, twice, then, after a pause, twice more. There was a gagging sound, an expulsion of breath, his eyes flew open, dropped half closed, and as she lifted the mask and turned his face toward her own, she saw the light leaving his eyes, a dull gray sheen in its place that seemed to flood the eyeball from inside, announcing that life had gone.


‘Damn,’ Ellen said. She was alone in the treatment room, her hands resting lightly on the dead animal, but she could hear the soft tread of Beth’s rubber-soled shoes as she came back down the hall. From outside the window the clamor of two jays squalling over their territory tore into the air. Ellen lifted her head to hear it, for it was curiously reassuring, this fury over property so close to the scene of her sudden, unexpected loss. Her hand strayed over the dead monkey’s face; she smoothed his fur back over his jaws. Beth appeared in the doorway, speaking before she took in the scene. ‘Count’s normal,’ she said, then, ‘Oh. He didn’t make it.’


‘No,’ Ellen said. She folded the monkey’s arms and legs up so that she could carry him back to the kennel like a sleeping child. ‘He’s gone.’
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In the early hours of that steamy morning in July, when the masters of Rosedawn arrived at the doors of Montague Plantation, they heard to their astonishment the sound of piano music drifting through the French doors and out across the wide veranda. André Davillier recognized the tune as one of Mendelssohn’s Songs Without Words, a particular favorite of his. It combined classic purity with an unexpected moodiness, a brooding quality he associated with the image of the torches his servants carried up to the house after dark, moving erratically among the great oaks like enormous fireflies. So serious was his mission that he hardly stopped to listen. His sons, Robert and Adrien, hung back on the steps as he crossed the porch and pounded on the heavy cypress door.


There was no answer. The music continued, but no sound of movement came from within. In fact, as the three men stood there an eerie silence settled over the scene, broken only by the strains of languorous music pouring into the heavy, scented air. André looked back at his sons, then up and down the long veranda and out across the yard. Not a slave in sight. He pounded on the door again, more insistent than before; the thudding of his fist against the wood was like a volley of gunshots. After a moment he tried the knob, which, to his surprise, turned so easily that the door seemed to float open before the three visitors, beckoning them inside. André stepped in at once, his sons behind him, and he was on the verge of calling out when his eyes, drawn upward by the graceful curve of the staircase that rose before him, fell on a sight so startling his greeting stuck in his throat and he made only a faint rasping sound.


The staircase was divided by a wide landing, halfway up, a stage designed for a descending lady to pause, arrange her skirts, and look down upon whoever came to her door, admiring suitor or suppliant tenant. It was the master of Montague who used this landing now, and in a macabre way he was looking down upon his guests. He lay on his back, his arms and legs stretched wide, his head dropped over the step, so that, though his face was upside down, he did appear to be staring, for his eyes were wide open. The Davillier clan stood frozen beneath him. Robert made a soft moan, turned it into ‘Dieu,’ and fell silent. There was, they explained when they returned to Rosedawn, more blood than anyone could take in without horror. Hermann Schlaeger’s long silver hair was black with it. His shirt hung in shreds over his blood-soaked torso, and even from their awkward position at the foot of the stairs, the three men could see that his throat had been entirely torn away.


Yet the delicate piano music still filled the air like an agreeable perfume. It was difficult to know how to react, as if the senses were being purposely disoriented, the eyes riveted by horror, the ears soothed by music. At last André turned from the staircase and strode across the marble hall to the doors that stood open to the drawing room. There he found what he described as ‘an equally disturbing sight,’ though it was only a woman playing the piano. She was dressed in a pale morning gown, tight in the bodice, and her heavy dark hair, which he had always seen wound in a thick coil at the nape, was loose across her shoulders. The unsettling part was her hands, stained with blood to the wrists; they flew across the keys heedless of his entrance, of everything but the rigors of the music. He took a step forward and said her name, ‘Elisabeth.’ Then, he said later at her trial, she stopped playing and turned toward him, not with an expression of surprise or of interest; rather, she appeared to be annoyed at the interruption. Added to the inappropriateness of her expression was an additional shock, for poor André saw that she had dried blood on her mouth and neck, that there was a deep stain across her bodice, and that she did not seem to be aware of the spectacle she presented. ‘What is it?’ she said, folding her bloodstained hands in her lap as she had been taught to do at the convent in New Orleans. ‘Why are you here?’
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In the dream Camille was screaming. Her arms and legs were twisted, stunted, and her face was horrible, a monster’s face. Yet she was in her own bed. The pain was unendurable; she knew she would not survive it, so she screamed for help and for relief. Soon she understood that she was asleep and that she was screaming to wake up. Louder and louder she screamed, stretching her ugly little arms out before her until, at last, with a thump, she fell back into consciousness and her eyes flew open like windows. She threw off the sheet at once and stood up shakily, holding on to the arm of her sofa bed, breathing hard.


Then she heard a sound that filled her with terror of a more familiar variety, more visceral than the nightmare, a reality, after all, from which she could be awakened. This was the sound of her mother’s footsteps moving quickly toward her bedroom. In the next moment the door flew open and the quiet darkness was shattered by brutal light. Camille felt her stomach turn; her knees, already weak from the nightmare, sagged against the cold metal of the bedframe. She averted her eyes, but not quickly enough. As she sank back onto the mattress, she saw her mother in her mind’s eye, her wild, unkempt hair matted about her face, her glaring eyes so glazed by alcohol that, Camille sometimes thought, if she got too close to a match they might go up in flames, and her mouth, the mouth of a dragon, issuing smoke. She stood poised in the doorway, one hand on the light switch, the other clutched at her side, dressed only in her loose nylon underpants, her sagging breasts and belly, white and unappealing, her pale, sturdy legs planted well apart, a fury straight up from hell where her slumbers had been disturbed. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she said.


‘Sorry,’ Camille replied, pulling the sheet back, arranging her nightgown to cover her legs, keeping her eyes down. ‘I had a bad dream.’


‘You woke me up. It’s three o’clock. I’d just gotten to sleep.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Camille said again.


‘You know how hard it is for me to get to sleep.’


‘I know,’ Camille said. ‘I’m sorry I woke you.’


Her mother stood glaring at her for a few moments while Camille studied her own hands, the long crack in the blue Naugahyde arm of her sofa bed, her hands again.


‘Well. Do you want the light on?’ her mother said at last.


‘No. Please.’


The light went out, suddenly, mercifully, and Camille heard the door close, then the retreating steps. She’d gotten off easy. She stretched out under the thin sheet, folded her hands over her chest, and indulged in her favorite fantasy, that she was dead. She made her breathing more and more shallow, tried to extend the time between breaths. How shocked her mother would be when she got up sometime in the afternoon, imagining Camille had gone off to her job, and, passing down the hall, would notice the door ajar, would look in and find her daughter dead, completely out of her reach, out of her control. How she would reproach the disobedient corpse.


Camille smiled at the thought and turned on her side, pulling her pillow between her legs. Then, as mysteriously as it had appeared, the smile disappeared and she succumbed to wave after wave of anger. She surveyed the darkness of her ugly room. The windows were too high to see out of and were shrouded in the heavy draperies her mother put over every piece of glass in the small apartment. The room was so small that the opened bed took up most of it, leaving just space enough for her to pass in front of the shabby pine dresser that constituted the other furnishings. My night house, she thought. It was not as large as the concrete cages the cats slept in, but certainly as black. What did they do all night? Did they have roaring matches, filling up the closed compound with a magnificent sound no one ever heard? Did they pace all night? Certainly they didn’t sleep much, because they slept all day. Magda was a night hunter; did she spend the long hours gazing into the darkness, listening for anything that moved? There were rats in the night house. They went after the bears’ feed, which was stored in an empty cage, and then, apparently, went along the passageway between the other cages. Three had turned up in traps this week. It was ironic, setting rat traps in a building full of giant cats, but presumably the rats were too smart to get close to the big paws. Perhaps the cats didn’t bother, or they might actually catch a few and eat them entirely.


Camille rolled over onto her back, the thin mattress sagging beneath her weight, and worked on another fantasy – or was it a plan – that she would spend an entire night in the night house. It would not be as difficult to elude the zoo authorities as it would be to escape her mother’s vigilance. A great yawn overtook her. She tried to make it look like Magda’s yawning, lips back, canines exposed; she stretched her jaws open until they hurt. Her mother’s night house closed over her. She stretched her arms and legs into the darkness and pushed against the imaginary restraints, pushed and clawed, lifting her head from the pillow to assist in the struggle of white limbs against darkness. She was careful to make no sound. I must get out, she thought, I must get out, and she imagined Magda, in her dark cell on the other side of town, lying on her shelf and tearing at the low ceiling, as she had seen her do once, every muscle taut and straining with the same urgency: I must get out.
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Ellen stood over the opened body of the monkey, snipping out bits of tissue – heart, liver, kidney, a thin slice of lung – dropping each one into the specimen jar. She raised her eyes to watch the piece of lung, which sank like the others, then, halfway down, floated to the top of the clear liquid. Nothing wrong there. The liver was slightly enlarged with some fatty infiltration, nothing serious. The heart and pancreas were normal. She put down her scalpel and surveyed the mess of organs, the spleen, the flat pale lungs, the open stomach, in which she had found two small stones and, curiously, a small plastic button. Then she took up the saw and, holding the monkey’s head in place by pressing her palm across his face, cut her way into the skull, where she had suspected all along the problem was.


And she was right. As soon as the bone gave way and she had pried her way into the brain, she knew it. The color was wrong, a sickening yellow brown, and the meninges were thick, hard. She took up her scalpel and cut out a slice of the cerebellum. Probing at the hole she had made, she discovered a small lesion, then another.


The air conditioner cut on, startling her, for there was no sound in the cold bright room but her own breathing and the occasional clink of her instruments. She would tell Gina to put the howler keepers on alert, but for what? Viral infections were tricky. There could be nothing for weeks, and suddenly animals would start dropping like flies. She closed up the monkey’s head and folded him back together to fit into the disposal bag, examining her own cliché: dropping like flies. As if flies weren’t animals. She screwed the lid down carefully on the specimen jar. Perhaps the lab would have a surprise for her. She looked at her watch.


It was late, nearly seven. Celia and Lillian would be home, lounging about the kitchen, looking for something to eat. Paul was on his trip; he wouldn’t call, nor would she call him, though she knew which motel he was in. They were in.


She had watched him packing his slim case with the fastidious care that was so much a part of his character. Everything must be just so. He would unpack it on his return immediately, entirely, putting everything away, never, as she did, leaving the open case on the floor for a day or two, fishing it clean a bit at a time.


But what if he didn’t come back?


As he snapped the suitcase closed, the thought struck her like a slap and she’d flinched before it.


‘What’s wrong?’ Paul had asked.


‘I just had a feeling something might happen to you.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘An accident,’ she said.


He set the case on the floor and put his arms around her, pushing her backward over the bed until she lost her balance and collapsed beneath him while he covered her laughing mouth with his own. She held him close, wrapping her arms and legs around his back, feeling the exciting hardness of his body against hers, and so touching was her sense of him, of his dearness, that her eyes filled with tears.


Now she took the saw and scalpel to the sink, turned on the faucet, and watched the bowl turn red as she rubbed the instruments in the running water. She remembered the little monkey’s terrified expression when he approached the kennel. He had lost control of everything – even his agile, responsive musculature had deserted him – and all he could do was scream. There was no telling how long he’d been host to the virus that destroyed him, how rapidly his elegant mechanism was undone. Opening a dead animal was often like arriving at the scene of an automobile accident: all she could do was try to extrapolate from the wreckage the trajectory and speed of the vehicles before their collision.


She had lied to Paul, she admitted. It wasn’t an automobile accident she feared. It was something else, some change in the delicate balance of their marriage, small now, difficult to detect, but ultimately fatal. Though she was not superstitious, she succumbed to a premonition: the accident that would destroy their happiness had already occurred.
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Hermann Schlaeger appeared in New Orleans in January of 1842, having come downriver from Cincinnati on the steamboat Hecla. He brought with him his wife, Hilda, four slaves, and a small load of furniture. The furniture belonged to his wife: she had brought it with her from Germany some twenty years earlier, and their first order of business on arrival was to find safe storage for it, not an easy matter in the damp, dangerous, bug-infested swamp they hoped to call home.


Hermann was a resourceful man, equal to the challenge of this new environment. He had ambition, energy, and money. The only thing he didn’t have was French, and it was this, in an odd way, which finally brought about his ruin. He was a stubborn, proud man, and he found the new society around him contemptible in manners, language, but particularly in efficiency. He had made a fortune through clever, often shady, land speculation, and he wanted now to be what his father had dreamed of being, a gentleman farmer. He left his wife, her furniture, and his four slaves on the boat landing at four in the afternoon. By eight he was back with an ox cart and two sets of keys.


For the next two months the Schlaeger entourage resided at the Saint Louis Hotel. Hermann spent his time and a good deal of his money looking for the house and land that would substantiate his vision of himself. At first he proposed to build the house but soon abandoned this plan. It would take too long, nor was there much uncultivated land for sale, especially along the river. There were grand houses being built on Saint Charles Avenue, the town residences of the invaders, the Americans, who competed with one another for opulence. Creole society was closed to them; all their money could not open the doors of the old homes in the French Quarter or the big houses along the river. They couldn’t even buy their way into the Saint Louis cemetery but were forced to establish a new one of their own.


Hermann found himself straddling two worlds: the landed, declining aristocracy of the Creole planters, and the vital, acquisitive, flourishing arena of the American businessmen. His American acquaintances advised him to give up the idea of a plantation and settle in the city, where there was money to be made. But Hermann was not dissuaded. He made frequent trips upriver, inquiring at towns along the way for news of planters in financial straits, or those, like himself, who were childless and without relations. At length he was directed to Montague, the home of François deClerc, who, after an illness that had left him blind and mad, convinced at the end that a fly had entered his nose and laid eggs on his brain, had providentially fired a bullet into his ear on the very day of Hermann’s arrival in New Orleans. His only daughter had married a Virginian, a man of business, who knew nothing about cotton and needed the proceeds of his wife’s inheritance to secure certain investments of his own. Hermann toured the plantation, which, thanks to a competent foreman, was running smoothly with no master at all, and made an offer at once. Everything about Montague pleased him – the oak-lined drive, the layout of the slave cabins, the access to the river – but especially the house itself, which differed from the others he had seen in an excess of millwork, giving it, in Hermann’s mind, an alpine air.


Hermann stayed in Saint Francisville until the sale was concluded; then, one clear, hot morning, he left his horse at the stable that was now his own, walked down to the boat landing that was his as well, and got on the steamer Doswell, which carried him back to New Orleans, where his wife lay dying of malarial fever. She lasted long enough to tell him that she hated New Orleans, hated the whole territory of Louisiana, and wanted to go home. A priest appeared at the door – he had been summoned by the hotel management – and while Hermann was shouting that his wife was no papist, that she would have nothing to confess to a French bastard even if she were a Catholic, Hilda closed her weary eyes and died.


So Hermann Schlaeger became a widower, the owner of two thousand acres of prime cotton land, half as many slaves and animals, and a house that was designed to hold a large family and up to thirty guests overnight. If he had any feelings about the passing of his wife, he did not show them. He had her body shipped up to Montague and buried in the cemetery on the property there, and he rode to Saint Francisville to secure the services of a Lutheran minister, who officiated at a brief ceremony attended only by Hermann. When it was over, he walked away without a word of thanks, nor did he make the expected gift of money to the young minister, who returned to Saint Francisville with the news that the new owner of Montague was a coldhearted skinflint who had buried his wife of twenty-five years without shedding a tear.


But etiquette on the river had little to do with personal likes or dislikes. The plantations were held together by rounds of dinners and parties from which no landowner was excluded, and any master traveling to New Orleans or Saint Francisville counted upon the hospitality of his neighbors along the way. Hermann had not been settled in his big house a week when André Davillier rode up the long drive of Montague to welcome his new neighbor. Hermann’s manservant, Kirwin Charles, who had come with the property, explained in his halting English that Mr Davillier would require coffee and spirits, that Hermann must invite him into the drawing room, and that if the master of Rosedawn was traveling, he must be offered a room for the night. Then, with his big, brooding new master following grimly behind him, Charles opened the door and, smiling broadly for the first time since Hermann had arrived, exchanged a few words in French with M. Davillier. Hermann straightened his back at the sight of his elegant neighbor and the sound of the language he found so unnerving; its very softness and fluidity suggested weakness to him, a language for women and slaves. But André addressed himself to Hermann in surprisingly flat English, his accent confined to the occasional misplaced stress, congratulating him at once for having acquired so fine a plantation and expressing sympathy for the unfortunate loss of his wife. The two men sat down to coffee and bourbon in the drawing room, and, an hour later, when André rose and extended his small, fine hand which disappeared in the stronger, coarser paw of his new neighbor, Hermann had accepted an invitation to a dinner dance at Rosedawn the following week. He followed André and Charles out onto the veranda and watched solemnly as André’s horse was brought up. Again the Frenchman and the slave exchanged a few impenetrable words, and Hermann, who did not make it a habit to notice his slaves’ faces, saw a look exchanged between the two that further unsettled him, for he felt himself to be the subject of it. He was being invited in, he thought, only to be informed that he would always be left out.


He turned back into his mansion filled with a petty, useless, simmering anger. He would have to consult his servant about what to wear to this party, and that galled him, but ask he must, for he did not intend to be left out for long.
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Camille lifted the coffee cup to her lips and peered over the rim at the man leaning against the counter. He was talking softly, almost without animation, to a black man who stood behind it inclined a little away from him, his eyes on the griddle where Camille’s grilled-cheese sandwich simmered in a thin layer of grease. The white man was dressed shabbily – an old plaid shirt, pants that fitted him oddly, too loose at the hips, too short at the cuffs, where a few inches of white socks clung to his thin ankles and disappeared into worn sneakers, gray from wear and torn at the toes. Camille passed her eyes up and down the back of the man. Like her sandwich, he was coming to her. She smoothed her fine hair back behind her ears and pulled another hair out of her sweater, short, black, not her own, not human, she thought with a smile. Probably her mother’s cat had left it there, but as she rubbed it between her fingers she told herself it must be Magda’s. The man had concluded his conversation; he approached her now, carrying the sandwich, which he held out before him disdainfully.


‘Thanks,’ she said when he sat down.


‘That looks awful,’ he said.


Camille bit into the limp sandwich. It was tasteless, an amalgamation of blandness and grease. ‘No,’ she said, ‘it’s good.’


The man looked about the room nervously. There was no one else in it, only the black man, who was adjusting the heat on his griddle. ‘I’ve only got an hour,’ he said. ‘The room’s a few blocks from here.’


‘Where?’ she said.


‘Dauphine, near Governor Nicholls.’


‘Is it your room?’ she asked.


‘No. A friend’s. He won’t be back until tonight.’


Camille nodded and finished her sandwich in silence. She licked the grease off her fingers, one by one, her eyes lowered, until the man said, ‘Why don’t you use a napkin?’ Then she looked up. He met her eyes, a mixture of contempt and reproach in his own. He was impatient; he wanted to go to the room. She pulled a napkin from the container and wiped her fingers carefully, crumpled it, and dropped it into the plate. ‘I’m ready,’ she said.


On the street the man did not touch her. He walked rapidly, and she had to take running steps to keep up. She had been with this man once before. He had not hurt her, and yesterday, when he saw her on the street, he had come up to her at once and asked her if she could come to this room, he thought he could get it, today. He didn’t smile nor did he seem pleased to see her; rather, he looked up and down the street nervously as he spoke, softly – she liked his soft voice – urgently. Perhaps he was married or lived with a jealous woman and feared detection. He had the look of a man in trouble.


The room, behind a peeling door at the end of a dim, carpeted hallway, was appallingly ugly, but the man did not seem to notice. There was a mattress on the floor with a thin blanket thrown across it, a single straight-backed chair, and a pile of clothes that had started on the chair but overflowed onto the floor. The one window looked out onto the brick wall of the opposite building. A light bulb hung from a cord that came through a hole in the high ceiling. Mercifully it was not lit, and the unpleasant room was suffused with the gloomy afternoon light from the window.


The man went directly to the mattress, sat upon it, and began unlacing his sneakers. Camille stood just inside the door, watching him. When the sneakers were off she saw that there were holes in his socks. ‘Come on,’ he said, patting the mattress beside him.


She sat down next to him and slipped off her own flat shoes. Then she unbuttoned her blouse slowly, not looking at anything, especially not at the man, who turned to watch her.


‘How old are you?’ he asked.


‘Nineteen,’ she said.


‘I only see you on weekends. Are you still in school?’


She looked up at him as she pulled her blouse away. His eyes were instantly fastened to her breasts, the sight of which seemed to please him as nothing in her face ever would. The hard lines around his mouth softened; there was a hint of a smile on his thin lips.


‘No, I have a job,’ she replied. He had taken his own shirt off, revealing his thin, hairless chest, his long smooth torso. He began unfastening his pants. Camille turned her attention to her skirt.


‘Yeah?’ he said. ‘What do you do?’


‘I work at the zoo,’ she said. ‘I’m a keeper.’


The man seemed actually to take an interest in this information. ‘That must be nice,’ he said. ‘You’re outdoors all the time.’


‘Yes,’ she said.


‘I never been there,’ he concluded.


Camille did not tell the man he should go to the zoo. She didn’t think he could afford the admission price, four dollars and fifty cents, nor could she imagine him strolling about among the great oaks, over the wooden walkways, having an ice cream while looking at the gorilla; in fact, the idea struck her as disagreeable. She sat quietly, stripped to her underpants, and waited for the man to get his pants off. When he stood halfway up to pull them over his ankles, she found herself looking at his thin, pale buttocks. When he sat down again, she saw that he had an erection, a shocking sight; she thought she never would get used to it, nor did it seem polite to stare. She looked away. The man touched her shoulder, then her breasts. ‘You have such a pretty body,’ he said.


Camille smiled briefly. God knew what this poor fellow had seen. His hands moved to her shoulders again, pushing her back. She didn’t resist. She lay half on the ugly stained mattress, her legs and feet stretched across the floor. She looked quickly at his face; he was staring at her crotch fixedly, a bit of saliva had collected at the corner of his mouth. She looked away, at the light bulb dangling over them on its dirty gray cord. Her throat ached. The man licked his fingers, put his hand between her legs, and pressed hard until his fingers slipped inside. Once a man had spit on her there, and she was always cringing at the start lest it happen again. Relax, she told herself. He pushed her legs apart and she did not resist, though a wave of revulsion ran from his fingers to her throat as he slipped to his knees on the floor, brought his face down between her legs, and began licking her, slowly, with a kind of studied insistence that was the opposite of passion; more, she thought, like work.


They all did this and Camille understood it was supposed to be pleasant for her, but she could only think of dogs, always sniffing at one another under the tail or licking their own genitals. She could not overcome her sense that it was degrading and disgusting to be treated in this way, yet she said nothing and stayed very still. After a few minutes the man looked up, moved over her, and fitted his penis between her legs. She closed her eyes, turned her face away, bracing for the sharp pain that she could not deny was strangely pleasurable, especially as it was over so quickly; and then the sensation of his pushing inside her, pulling, back and forth, began. She kept her eyes closed. The man made a low sound; he was moving more rapidly now, and he brought his hands under her hips, pulling her up to him. She arched her back so that her upper body was as far from his as possible, for she disliked having anyone too close to her face. Her throat was tightening, throbbing in time with his sharp thrusts, and she felt a strange swelling in her mouth. Her upper lip drew back involuntarily from her teeth, an amazing sensation, coupled with another, equally disturbing and involuntary, a sure sense of her canine teeth, of their being exposed to the dim figure of the man lurching over her. She could hear the big cats, Sonya and Clio, Stella and Antonella and Magda, especially Magda, who never gave any warning, who would not join the snarling matches that seemed so important to her cellmates, who was, as Camille felt herself to be now, only occasionally possessed of a sudden, inexplicable rage. Thinking of Magda, her long, serious face transformed in sudden fury, Camille opened her eyes and looked up at the man. His face was red, his eyes bulging a little, and his mouth had dropped dully open. He met her eyes and attempted a weak smile, almost apologetic; he was nearly done. Her heart swelled with hatred. She could feel the blood coursing through her limbs, out to her fingertips. All around her the miserable room came into focus, a place where anything could happen and no one would care. The man driving himself into her was faceless, the sort of man no one would ever look for, no one would miss. She fastened her eyes on his throat, exposed to her as, in his final moment, he lifted his head and, with his eyes finally closed, emitted a series of grunts, like a pig, Camille thought, his whole body momentarily rigid. She searched through her memory for his name. She imagined that if she could come up with it, somehow his life, which was worth nothing, would be saved. And as he collapsed over her she found it, gratefully, in some corner of her consciousness where she did not hate him; it was Eddie.


‘Eddie,’ she said tentatively, trying it out.


Eddie pulled himself out of her and rolled over on his back. ‘Jesus,’ he said.
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Natural. Another meaningless word, or a word that could mean anything, like love. At dinner last night Celia had said, ‘I love pasta. I love, love, love pasta,’ and then, to her father, who had cooked the pasta for her, ‘And you, Dad. I love, love, love you.’ Ellen watched the change in Paul’s expression, how he basked in the light of his daughter’s affection for him, in her ‘natural’ affection for him.


Ellen made a list: natural food, natural childbirth, natural selection. How could one word mean so much or so little? How, given the canine teeth and close-set eyes that declare the human animal to be a predator, had we come up with the notion that oat bran is more natural to eat than chicken? Even our closest relations, the baboon and the ape, would not, in ordinary circumstances, eat oat bran. Yet advertisers suggested that buying oat products, in boxes covered by pictures of fields, sky, rural felicity, would somehow bring us closer to nature, to what is natural for us. And who had come up with the idea that what was called natural childbirth had anything to do with what really happens in nature, where birth mortality is the natural way to control the population of a species? Didn’t natural selection mean dead babies, lots of them, dead at birth or deserted by mothers who didn’t like the look of them and knew instinctively that they wouldn’t repay the investment of mothering? And finally, what perverse twisting of what happens in nature had visited upon women the notion that mothering is a natural instinct, that a woman who does not love her child is unnatural, when the most casual investigation of mothers in the wild reveals that only those with leisure and a plentiful food supply indulge themselves in the luxury of caring for their offspring?
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