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Foreword


Some years ago I became involved in the psycho-evolutionary work of Dr Hugo Manarr. He was by then no longer at the height of his career – that had been twenty to thirty years earlier – but he still had a group of followers who practiced his methods of self-perfection. It was a time in my life when I was looking for someone’s guidance, and he was only one of several teachers whom I tried out and, I must admit, dropped in disappointment. The disappointment was probably with myself and not with him or the others, but that is a story I have told elsewhere, and more than once.


The events narrated here are connected not with myself but with Dr Manarr and some members of his family. I never met the principal protagonists – that is, Dr Manarr’s own daughter and his sister’s daughter. I did meet his sister, Helena Manarr (she never used her married name of Koenig), and got to know her better than I did Dr Manarr himself. He was always charming but not really approachable except by his team of blond and buxom girlfriends known as the Valkyries. I never heard him mention his daughter, and I suspect no one else did, perhaps not even the Valkyrie whom he eventually married.


I first saw Helena Manarr in the Fifth Avenue apartment that was her brother’s home and place of work. I believe she was living with him at the time, in between one of her many moves. Although she never stayed anywhere for long, she always rented in the same neighborhood of West Side apartment complexes built some twenty-five years earlier. This was where her daughter had lived with Dr Manarr’s daughter. When I met her, Helena had long since sold her family house on the East Side with all its furniture, as well as her business. She was no longer in touch with her Indian business partner – nor, as far as I could see, with anyone she had ever known. Except for her visits to her brother, she lived in complete solitude.


She was an odd contrast to the students and followers who came to Dr Manarr’s apartment. They were all set on a course of self-perfection, and the work they did on themselves made their eyes and their complexions seem very bright – an impression enhanced by the youthful clothes worn even by those of them who were no longer youthful. Helena’s dresses were black but appeared to be grayish, with dust, and sometimes had crumbs scattered over them, and there were always one or two strands of her long white hair clinging to the fabric. She carried a large handbag out of which she pulled things and dropped them, so that she was often grabbling around on the floor. If anyone helped her, she quickly snatched whatever they had found out of their hands to stuff it back into her bag. She never seemed to communicate with anyone, not even by looking at them. There was something shifty about her – literally, insofar as her eyes shifted away from meeting anyone else’s, as though she were afraid or ashamed. She gave the impression of a somewhat mad or at least eccentric old woman – she was well into her seventies – and also that she was unwilling for anyone to speak to her. Most people, including myself, did not often try.


But one day, when I left Dr Manarr’s study after working with him, she came up to me and said, quite eagerly, ‘Hugo has told me you’re a writer.’ She seemed to have been waiting for me, and we went down in the elevator together; she had put on a hat as large and black as her handbag. She said, ‘My daughter was a writer.’ Her face under the hat lit up. ‘She was a poet.’ When she spoke of her daughter, she took on a feverish vitality. She also exerted such a force of will that I felt compelled to stay and listen to her, even though I had an appointment to keep in the opposite direction. She said, ‘Would you like to see her poems?’ She meant there and then and stood still on the sidewalk, just by the canopy of an apartment building with splendid doormen eyeing us. She thrust her hand into her bag, and while I expected the usual shower of keys, glasses, and cash memos, she came up at once with a sheaf of copybook pages fastened together. She held them up for me to see, smiling coyly as though handing out a treat, only to withdraw them and stuff them back. She didn’t even have to take my arm to make me follow her – it was I who had to take hers, for she was crossing the avenue against the Don’t Walk sign. It was the middle of the afternoon, with cars and cabs pounding down the street, but she ignored the angry shouts pursuing us. She was in a hurry to get me across and into the park to sit on a bench there. We walked past several before we found an empty one but had to move again because some children were playing ball too noisily nearby. Our next bench had some birds hopping around in front of it, and I thought she might move us again in search of the utter silence and solitude required for the reading of her daughter’s poems. But finally she took them out and held them up again with that coy smile. Then she gave them to me. What could I say?


What can I say? I’m no judge of poetry, having spent my time reading and writing prose. In any case, the pages handed to me were hardly substantial enough to be matter for judgment. They were pages torn from a lined copybook; the paper had turned somewhat brittle, but the ink was unfaded. Although the poems were written over several years – the date had been carefully inscribed in another hand at the top of each page – the handwriting never varied but remained clear and childlike. So did the poems. They were very, very simple, in thought and vocabulary. I would say that they were naive except that they were imbued with something that was not naive. Perhaps all the poems written by children are like that: lucid to the point of being translucent, so that the light of another world appears to shine through them. These looked as if they had all been written with the same fountain pen, probably an early birthday present.


They now belong to me, having been left to me by Helena when she died three years ago. There would have been no one else to take an interest in them. Dr Manarr had died a year earlier, and Helena’s ex-husband, Peter Koenig, the father of her daughter, had long ago had a fatal stroke brought on by high blood pressure. The children of his second marriage are still alive – as is their mother, whom they have placed in an expensive retirement home in New Jersey – but I don’t think they would ever read this book, or perhaps any book; unlike Helena’s daughter, they have taken completely after their father’s side, so that both the family business and the family type are firmly established, and the first Koenig child can be seen as a deviation, a momentary aberration due to the Manarr strain.


After our first talk in the park, Helena persistently telephoned me – her calls became almost daily – wanting to meet me, to tell me some things and show me others. I often made excuses, which she brushed aside, so that I found myself visiting her in the various places she moved to. They were all, as I said, in the area where her daughter had lived – I believe one of them was even in the same building – and appeared to be almost identical. Impersonally functional and with no view, they were all dark and so musty that when you first entered you thought she kept some old animal in there; but it was she herself who was old and uncared for and lived shut up inside as in a lair. She flung everything open for me to see and know and remember. Among her own dusty dresses hung some flowered tea-gowns, which she said had belonged to her mother. One closet held her daughter’s clothes and shoes from the age of twelve, and except that they varied in size, they seemed to be always the same: pleated skirts, and chesterfield coats with velvet collars, and flat-heeled shoes with laces or one strap across. When she showed me her many, many photographs of her daughter – these, too, are now mine – I saw that the girl herself did not change much over the years.


Helena pursued me because I was a writer, and she wanted her daughter’s life story written. Unfortunately it was impossible to tell whether the daughter ever developed as a poet, for there was nothing beyond the juvenilia I had seen on the park bench. All the later work, according to Helena, was lost. It was always these same childish pages that Helena showed me over the three years – the last three of her life – that she hunted and haunted me; always the same facts she told me; the same photographs and books and clothes she showed me. There was nothing beyond them. And then toward the end I began to realize that this was what so tormented her – this silence, this blank, where her daughter had once been. Only on one occasion did she actually speak of it: this was when I had again asked her whether there was no writing of a later date, I didn’t even mean poems, just anything, a diary entry, a letter, a note – something. ‘Not a word,’ Helena said. ‘Not even one last word for me.’ The way she said this drew me for a moment into the great emptiness in which she lived.


I have searched for all the clues I could find in the odd little collection of books her daughter left behind. She so rarely marked a page that whatever she did underline takes on a special significance. Such as this passage from a medieval text she had, which was doubly underlined, so that I was tempted to inscribe it on the title page:




And this truly is what a perfect lover must always do, utterly and entirely despoiling himself of himself for the sake of the thing he loves; and that not only for a time but everlastingly. This is the exercise of love, which no one can know except he who feels it.





But it is not for me to ascribe an epigraph to someone else’s life story. As it is, I feel I have taken too much liberty with the material at my disposal. Only there was so little of it, what else could I do? That was why I kept postponing the writing of this narrative, always hoping that something more might turn up, or that my questions would succeed in turning another key to Helena’s memory. That never happened, and, in fact, by the time I started writing, Helena had died and there was no one left to tell me anything. But then somewhere I came across a quotation – from Goethe, I think it was – to the effect that the account of any life is bound to be a mixture of fact and imagination; and for my present purpose, I took this to mean that since Helena’s daughter had left so little of the former I was free to make whatever use I could of the latter. And in another way, too, I had no choice: having spent a lifetime writing fiction – that is, making up characters and what they would say and do in hypothetical situations – I found that, when I had to tell something that really happened, I could do so only with the same spurious methods I had always practiced.


Here I was going to end my explanation of how I came to write this memoir, but there is a postscript. Last year a very aged aunt of mine who lives in England came to visit me. Like the Manarr and Koenig families, my aunt came originally from Germany, and every afternoon at four she has to have her coffee and cake. While in New York she chose to have this in the hotel where Dr Manarr’s daughter had once lived – now greatly changed, and though still old-world, overflowing with gilded cupids and metalled fruits and blooms. My aunt is loquacious and vivacious and interested in everyone, so she routinely gets into conversation with waiters. On our second afternoon visit the waiter serving us turned out to be called Roland and was the same Roland who had worked there twenty-five years earlier, when Dr Manarr’s daughter had been a resident. He remembered her well, and her cousin, although he had no wish to talk about them at length. After my aunt returned to London, I sought him out again, and he agreed to meet me for a drink on his day off. He spoke more freely then, at least about himself and his adventures in the intervening years. He had only recently returned to work in the hotel; in between he had tried to better himself and had twice started a deli-restaurant of his own and twice failed, due to dark forces at work in the city. He hinted that there was much he could tell me about these, but finally all he said was that he was glad to be out of it and to have his old job again, even though at his age it was not easy on the feet and lower back.


I asked him about Angel and Lara. He still didn’t have much to say about them – it was long ago, after all, and much had happened to him since. In the end I asked him outright if he thought that Lara had suffered from some form of schizophrenia or other severe personality disorder. He dismissed this quite contemptuously. ‘She wasn’t mad,’ he said. ‘Just bad. People are, believe it or not,’ he added. ‘You can call it by all the fancy names you please, but that’s what it is. There are good people trying to do all right, and there are bad ones that pull them down and win.’ I could see from the expression on his face that he was no longer answering my question, but speaking out of his own experience of living and working in the city.




Chapter One


In her early years Angel had thought of herself as a poet. This was before she even knew it was possible to write words – in fact, it was better, for then there was nothing, no unwieldly medium, between her and her ecstatic soul. She simply uttered. Her first utterance came when she was three years old. By this time she and her mother had already left her father and gone to live with her grandparents, Anna and Siegfried Manarr. Every morning, while her mother was still asleep, Angel breakfasted with her grandparents. She sat on the carpet and fed pieces of roll to her doll. Above her Anna and Siegfried talked to her and to each other; she talked to them, to the doll, into space. And it was into space she said her first poem, which was two lines and involved a flower and a frog. Anna and Siegfried, whose attention with regard to Angel was absolute, heard her immediately. They looked at her, they looked at each other. Siegfried lifted her from the carpet – she grabbed her doll to go with her – and now she was sitting at the breakfast table. This was not in the dining but in the living room; it was a round table covered with a lace cloth, just by the window, so that the sun shone through the breakfast china, which was blue and gold. There were these smells: coffee, hot rolls, Siegfried’s eau de cologne, Anna’s heavy, warm perfume that breathed out of the deepest pores of her body. Angel sat on Siegfried’s knee, and surrounded by their rosy, smiling faces, she repeated her poem. They kissed – first her, then each other; so she said her poem again, louder and bolder, and then again. Each time they were more astonished, so that she couldn’t say it enough and also tried variations, while they wondered and marveled: with such a reaction, it was only natural for Angel to consider herself, and to be considered, a poet.


Later she recognized that this memory of her first poem, along with the rest of her early impressions, was idealized. For one thing, no one’s grandparents, no human beings, could live in such perfect happiness as Anna and Siegfried. They worshiped each other, along with Angel and her mother, Helena. The four of them lived in a brownstone, which was quite narrow but had several stories and a basement leading into a little garden with a stone nymph holding a bird. It adjoined other gardens, most of them paved but with some trees and flowers planted in tubs or boxes. It was part of Angel’s idealized vision that their row of brownstones was on a quiet street surrounded by other quiet streets, and with no huge buildings or roaring avenues around them. Yet they lived in the middle of the city, and even then there must have been some of the great blocks of apartment and office buildings that now hemmed them in entirely. Angel’s earliest impressions were summed up not in a poem but a drawing that her mother had kept: it showed one house, one tree, and standing next to these and bigger than either, two people – Anna and Siegfried – with round stomachs and round buttons all the way down.


Anna and Siegfried both came from Germany. They had met at a spa where Siegfried had gone for his summer vacation. He had already entered the family firm – he was a businessman, but idealistic, romantic, and shyly looking for a bride. Anna was eighteen, virginal, in first bloom – a large bloom even then, soft and voluptuous, but her big body balanced on slender legs. Love made Siegfried bold: in the hotel dining room he dared to look often to the table where Anna sat between her parents, her eyes never raised from her plate but her cheeks growing warm under the rays of Siegfried’s gaze. More prosaic forces than their own delicately unfolding desires propelled them. Anna’s family business had connections in New York, Siegfried’s was establishing them, and he was to be sent as their principal representative. He spoke good English, having as a child been tutored by an English miss, and also had a good personality: he genuinely liked people, he shook their hands warmly, knowing them to be as honest as himself. Before he had admitted his feelings to Anna, and before she had had time to admit hers to herself, their families were arranging their wedding. So it happened that their courtship was cut short, which was perhaps the reason they spent the rest of their lives making up for it.


Every working day Siegfried left for an office and Anna saw him off, helping him into his coat. He was punctual and punctilious about attendance, though it was not known exactly what he did when he got there. Whenever he or Anna mentioned ‘the business’ they made a respectful, even solemn face; this was probably to compensate for their entire lack of interest in it. Both of them lived only for the moment when he came home again in the evening; Anna watched out for him from an upstairs window. On rainy days they had a fire lit and sat by it playing chemin de fer; on fine days their car came around and they sat holding hands in the backseat and were driven through the park. They had many cultural interests and went to art exhibitions and plays, having read the review aloud to one another and afterward comparing their own impressions with it. They usually agreed with the reviewer and they always agreed with each other. They were two separate large, plump bodies, but in everything else they were one. Their principal interest was music, and during the season they were at the opera every Wednesday and at a concert of chamber music on Sunday afternoons. One day they decided that Siegfried would take singing lessons and engaged a teacher for him – a musical genius, for it was the time when there were many talented refugees eager to make a living. Siegfried stood by the piano with one hand laid on it; the teacher – tiny, balding with a tuft of long hair growing from each temple – crouched on the piano stool raised as high as for a child; and Anna watched from the couch with a smile on her face and a handkerchief crushed in her hand to contain her emotion. She couldn’t understand why the teacher wouldn’t let Siegfried proceed from the first song, nor indeed from the first bars of the first song, which he made him repeat over and over. The teacher banged and shouted and seemed sometimes to weep, but Siegfried remained calm, smiling at this display of artistic temperament. He was amazed when one day his teacher slammed the piano lid shut and, clutching at his tufts of hair, left the house never to return. Anna wanted to engage another teacher – a more sympathetic one even if not a genius – but Siegfried dissuaded her, gently accepting his fate of having no talent. From then on they looked eagerly toward their two children, Helena and Hugo, but it turned out that they, too, had no musical talent.


Yet it was time for the family to throw up some artistic potential. They had prospered in business for almost 150 years; earlier generations had been content to make money, lead good bourgeois lives, and make more money; later ones developed other, mainly cultural interests, although these were always in second place to their business affairs. It was not until Siegfried and Anna that this order was reversed; but then their children seemed to reverse it again. Helena showed an early ability to make money. She derived an income from the family business but took no part in it; instead, she started her own – when she was still at college she went into partnership with another student who made jewelry and successfully sold it for her. Later she took up with some people who designed lingerie and soon ran several high-class boutiques. Hugo went away to medical school and got married and was not seen much at home during those years – that is, the first years that Angel could remember. For her, these were filled entirely by her grandparents and by her mother. Although it was Anna and Siegfried who were there to hear her first poem, it was Helena who inspired it, if it is true that one’s artistic achievements are inspired by the deepest passion of the heart.


In later years Helena became, like Anna, big and overweight, though without her mother’s phlegmatic disposition. Even in youth she had been physically solid with broad cheekbones and broad hips; her hair was dark and heavy and she wore it hanging down her back with bangs cut straight across her forehead. She was full of energy and had a loud voice and tramped up and down the stairs. When she was home, the little brownstone – full enough already with her two large parents – bulged with her presence; but she was often out, and then Angel spent her time waiting for her to return. When Angel was ill, Helena stayed home, and this may have been why Angel was often ill. The essence of Angel’s early childhood was lying in bed with a very high temperature – in her mother’s bed, which she appropriated for the occasion. She watched Helena move around the room and felt her fever rise and burn inside her.


Angel went to school in the same way as Siegfried went to the office – dutifully, respectfully, and waiting for the moment when she could return home. Only her time at home really counted, so it was intolerable to have to give up any of it; for instance, to her paternal grandmother, who sometimes asked to see her. When this happened, and Angel failed to manage a fever, Helena had to coax her from the moment of waking and also call for Siegfried and Anna to do the same. Angel knew very well that it was not possible for Helena to accompany her on these visits, but right till the last minute she pretended to think it was. When the cab delivered them outside the apartment house, Angel wouldn’t get out but clung to Helena and had to be disengaged amid pleading and promises and then handed over to the doorman who stood waiting to lead her away.


By the time she arrived upstairs, having been handed from doorman to elevator man, Angel had resigned herself. She had even, remembering Helena’s admonitions, made some good resolutions, such as not to cry and not to ask to be taken home. And her grandmother Koenig had also made good resolutions – she wore a smile on her chronically unsmiling face and held Angel to her midriff, although releasing her almost at once to smooth her dress where Angel’s face had touched it. Angel was used to large grandparents, but whereas Anna and Siegfried softly surrounded her, Grandmother Koenig towered above her – dark in her plum-colored crepe and her pinnacle of hair brushed into a silver pompadour. And it was not only she who towered but her whole enormous apartment thickly populated with furniture, and chandeliers hanging down, mostly in dust shrouds, though in the rooms in use they had to be kept on all day because the natural light was blocked by the surrounding buildings.


Grandmother Koenig, having made inquiries as to Angel’s favorite dishes, had had her maid prepare them. This maid, Lina, who had been with Grandmother Koenig since her marriage and was no longer on speaking terms with her, had her own style of cuisine, which was heavy and glutinous and extremely difficult for Angel to swallow. Nevertheless, still full of good resolutions, she managed to push some morsels down her throat; Grandmother Koenig was also keeping up her end, telling Angel about the dinner parties they used to have at this very table where now only the two of them were – twenty sitting down, she said, all of them Grandfather Koenig’s business colleagues and their wives, eating five-course meals with a different wine for each course. The food Angel had forced down sat on her stomach in a lump, but still she swallowed more; the silverware was as heavy as gold, the edges and center circles of the plates really were gold; Lina banged in and out of the kitchen, furious but efficient. Sitting bolt upright under her pompadour, Grandmother Koenig spoke of the tremendous responsibility of these dinner parties, which had rested entirely on her shoulders – the menu, the flowers, the seating and table arrangements – ‘What is the matter, Angelica?’ For the momentous struggle not to spit her food out, not to throw up, had flushed and swelled Angel’s face, tears were in her eyes – and then gushed out when she was called by the name of Angelica: she who was Angel, Helena’s Angel, and where was Helena? Now she had to spit out on to her golden plate, the lump on her stomach rose, she swallowed it back, she choked: abandoned in misery, her condition was made worse by the expression she saw on Grandmother Koenig’s face – it was not so much anger as the disappointment of someone who had done her utmost and failed.


Grandmother Koenig’s son Peter – who was Angel’s father – said not to send Angel there anymore, what was the use? Attempts to make Angel visit his own house – he was remarried and had three small sons – had been mostly abandoned, so he had to come and see her at home. Although she liked his visits, she found that they did not have a good effect on Helena. He regularly showed up whenever Angel was sick, which was also at regular intervals. Everyone tried hard, no one wished to upset Angel. Actually, Peter should have had a soothing influence. He was cheerful and kind, and his manly hand was cool on Angel’s hot brow. Nevertheless she shut her eyes in the hope that he would go away soon. But he lingered. He asked about this and that, all concerning Angel, and included questions that had already been asked and answered. He stood by the window, rattling his keys against coins in his pocket. Helena had her back to him, fixing her hair in the mirror in which she could also see his reflection. Soon they would begin to disagree. It might start off with Angel’s visits to Grandmother Koenig – which Peter himself not ten minutes before had said were not necessary, and yet now he suggested that Angel should go there more often. Helena turned around from the mirror, her half-done hair swung angrily, she said did he have any idea what it cost her to get the child there at all? Peter said that’s what he meant: they should become more used to each other, perhaps go on outings together – afternoon tea in the Palm Court, to the zoo – Helena shouted, ‘Your mother and Angel to the zoo!’ Angel herself, lying in bed with her eyes shut, was not in the least disturbed. She knew that Peter didn’t mean what he said, he was talking only because he didn’t want to leave. He shrugged away his own suggestion – it didn’t have to be the zoo – and Helena, continuing to fix her hair, said, ‘Then why do you say these things?’ Peter replied that surely it was natural for him to take an interest in his daughter’s visits to his mother – he pretended to be aggrieved but actually sounded satisfied, to have provoked her into an argument. Then both he and Angel waited for Helena to say: ‘You’ve got other children, why don’t you send them?’ And when she had said it, Peter cast a warning look toward Angel – who shut her eyes so tight, anyone would know she was awake and listening; and he stepped closer to Helena to murmur: ‘But Angel was the first.’ Perhaps he spoke only for the sake of thus standing and remaining very close to Helena, who did not move away. Their proximity lasted only moments; but it was a matter not so much of time present as of a past that had once been theirs in common and could not be wiped out any more than Angel herself. It was always Helena who moved away, toward the bed, saying, ‘I’ll call you, I’ll tell you how she is.’ ‘First thing in the morning,’ Peter said. ‘In the office.’ He, too, came toward the bed, and they stood on either side of it; and at the same moment each put out a hand to feel Angel’s forehead, and when they touched, Peter laughed and said ‘Sorry,’ and then it was only his hand that stroked her forehead and hair while Helena stood waiting for him to leave.


During those years Hugo lived partly in Europe and partly on the West Coast, and his infrequent visits brought much excitement to his parents and sister. They all wanted to get him on his own – even Anna and Siegfried had separate secret confabulations with him, in which, it turned out, each wanted to be reassured about the other’s health. They called him the Herr Doktor, though he had already stopped practicing medicine and was getting involved in various forms of experimental psychiatry. His parents didn’t understand what it was he was doing but they had tremendous faith in his cleverness. ‘He has it up here,’ said Siegfried, tapping his own forehead, which was high and nobly arched but gave the impression of a certain hollowness due to lack of experience, or innocence. Anna, too, was very simple. Hugo did not say anything clever to anyone – in fact, he said little, and when he did tried to make it into a joke, as though afraid of getting into those serious waters that were his professional habitat. He had an air of laziness – perhaps he was lazy – with his long body mostly in a state of relaxation. He half lay in an easy chair, letting his limbs dangle. He amused Angel with letting her swing his hand, hanging limp from his wrist as if about to drop off.
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