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  By the same author

  SWAN DIVE

  ARCHANGEL


   

  For Those Who Stood

  With Me

  Through the Coldest

  Watches of the Night


   

  Homo sum

  Humani nihil a me alienum puto

  I am a man.

  Nothing human is alien to me.

  —Publius Terentius


  BOOK I

  THE PATIENT

  DOES NOT EXIST


  Chapter 1

  Frau Direktor

  Frau Direktor put down her pen and turned away from the unfinished letter. Beyond her office window, new snow fell onto the street below, muffling the scrape of horse-drawn sledges and the rattle of carts on the icy cobblestones. The pen felt awkward in her hand,- her fingers had grown thick and clumsy, as though swollen from the effort of writing…. Once more she stared at the stubborn page, damning herself to force a line or two from her tired brain. Just a little further. Anything. Just to finish and be done. Put the thing in an envelope and lick it closed. Find a stamp and take it to the corner…. God, how she hated to beg.

  
    Herr C. G. Jung

    Bollingen Tower

    Bollingen Zee, Schweiz

    January 10, 1933

    Dear Beloved,

    How many years since we have spoken? I’ve lost count. The time has passed so quickly. Though I never thought I would be able to live without you, I have thrived nonetheless. Now I must beg a favor. But first, rest easy,- all is well here at the Clinic. We recently received our quarterly payment from the Ministry of State Medicine, and so our near future is certainly assured. It is gratifying to know we enjoy the confidence and support of those above….

  

  What lies! Nothing could be further from the truth. But how else could she get a letter out of the country without attracting attention? Rumor had it the authorities opened all the international mail. Perhaps they did, perhaps they didn’t —- how could one know? But if they did, they would find no complaint, no grumble of discontent, no hint of trouble in this awful, awful place. Ach, even to address him as her beloved. How obscene. Having loved did not make you beloved. No, the rose had died, no petals left upon the stem. He had seen to that. Her one and only — who found her lost in an asylum room, who unlocked the door and led her gently out. Who cast her away in the end … So when he read her calculated lies, he’d know at once things had gone from bad to worse and the days of her clinic numbered by those who kept watch in far-off Moscow.

  So what should she tell her precious Herr Doktor to make him do what she so needed? To accept one of her children into his care. The one child she would manage to spirit out of the city. The last survivor of all her hope and devotion. And if Herr Doktors ever watchful Frau Emma should come upon her letter first? Cold, spiteful Emma, keeping a man she never really wanted. Then all would be in vain….

  The evening wind played havoc with the papers on Frau Direktors desk,- the unfinished plea turned over by itself. The sound of horses’ hooves clattered through the frosted panes of glass. In the black years of her madness, the clippety-clop of hoofbeats would have set her teeth on edge, sent her cowering to some dark, safe place. But Herr Doktor had mended her of that. Or tried to. The window opened easily,- she forced herself to look below. Still battling the renegades of bedlam after all these years. Gritting her teeth against the innocent sound of horses’ hooves upon a street of stones, simply because once upon a time it used to drive her mad.

  Raving.

  When other young women sat primly at garden parties, she ranted in empty rooms, shut up in the prison of her mind. But a Frog Prince had laid a kiss upon her brow, turning her into a butterfly that flew between the bars.

  And now, incredibly, she stood in an office of her very own. Waste-basket overflowing. Pencil points broken. But hers. All hers … Frau Direktor of the Rostov Children’s Psychiatric Institute. Rostov-on-Don. U.S.S.R. The house of the last chance when all other doors had closed. The pompous lines she had written reproached her:

  
    I must confess it still pleases my vanity to hear the Clinics two interns call me Frau Direktor, pronouncing that imperial title with your erect Germanic K — as I heard it so often in that place where we began….

  

  To one who knew her, that overbearing prose would only show how completely topsy-turvy matters had become. Why bring up “that place where we began” except to reveal her own fear? All the important words in the paragraph lay exposed for him to see like some word-association test they had done a thousand times. Confess. Vanity. Title. Direktor. As if to say: I confess, my title as director is all just vanity. I direct nothing. Not like That Place where we began.

  No, not like that great European institution at the turn of the century. Where their exalted Herr Direktor ruled the lives of hundreds of patients and a phalanx of staff. Like a field marshal or a god,- where the professors and the doctors were his captains, the nurses and orderlies his soldiers. And the lowly interns, beholden pages, bowing and scraping for the merest nod from on high. The lot of them appearing the very model of proper Swiss behavior. All in the polished marble corridors of a Zurich sanatorium for the mentally diseased in the year 1905, the very walls exuding order and security. Respectability. And permanence.

  Nothing like her own clinic. Nearly three decades later, the Rostov Children’s Institute, despite its daunting name, was merely a rundown four-story town house in a damp part of town, where people threw stones at their windows just for the hell of it and bargemen stumbled down the street drunk, shouting abuse. Several of the clinic’s windows had been broken and still needed mending. The hallways wanted paint too. Her ‘Institute” had no grand staff — just one orderly, one nurse, two interns —- and only a dozen children. Nothing whatsoever like that place where she began … The pen came to her fingers and flowed across the page:

  
    And it has always been my hope that what we once started would never really end. But that we would somehow pass on to others what we had learned. So in this way we may never die.

  

  There! The key words. End. Die. Pass on. Hope. He’d have to be stone deaf or stupid not to perceive what had come to pass. For the Institute had been put on notice. Their pimply orderly had failed to report to work. Their dining room workers had gone as well, and with them the food deliveries. That meant someone had to spend long hours buying food piecemeal in the markets, a tiresome and consuming job. Yesterday a moving van had stopped at the Institute’s front door,- the stout driver and a pair of porters in blue jumpers asked if the furniture and brass fixtures were ready to be removed. Frau Direktor sent them away, saying there must be some mistake. No, she knew…. There was no mistake. Obviously the police were coming to get her.

  The pen moved of its own accord,- the lines crawled across the page….

  
    That is why I am referring a colleague to you. One of my old Zurich patients is in need of therapy. The patient is suffering from a troubling relapse and has begun acting like a child again. You remember, the kind of behavior we all wish to escape.

  

  What nonsense! She had no “Zurich patients” — when last in Switzerland, she had been the patient, no one else. And once more, the code words. Trouble. Child. Suffer. Escape. Colleague. Zurich. Therapy. What could be plainer than that? My colleague is escaping with a child in need of treatment…. But which intern should she send? And which child?

  She addressed an envelope and found a stamp,- she took her coat from the stand and went outside. The snow had thinned,- tiny drifts shivered on the clinic’s steps. The post box on the corner stood alone under a shaft of light. The metal grate squealed and snapped as the letter went inside. She scanned the blind windows in the buildings for any sign of life or watchful eyes, peering closely — but saw nothing. The lighted windows of her clinic’s living room shone into the dark. Beyond the shabby curtains her interns, Maximilian and Madame, waited to begin their regular end-of-day discussion. Frau Direktor and her interns held their meetings in that old dilapidated living room when the children lay in their first lap of sleep. Later they might wake with night terrors and call the adults from their beds, but in the evening the staff seized this first sigh of slumber, when the house was quiet.

  She took off her coat and hung it on the stand,- the light from the living room spilled redly across the floor. The walls were covered in pink satin wallpaper with a red rose motif, the budding flowers like drops of blood. The pink satin had curled, yellowing like an opium addict’s skin. Frau Direktor had come to see her town house as the rotting husk of some mysterious plant, and her helpers as its complex living seeds, waiting only for the gentle rain and warmth to split their shells.

  They would have finished putting the children to bed by now, sitting in mismatched chairs, as they always did, heads bowed close as though telling secrets. Maximilian’s low voice came down the hall, the words blurred and indistinct…. The man was a lanky thirty-five-year-old bachelor, dainty and fastidious, with the scent of witch hazel and solitary meals about him. He was already an accomplished surgeon at the Leningrad Hermitage Hospital when he came to the clinic two years ago. Giving up the lucrative and respected Leningrad practice must have appeared odd to his peers, for by leaving the Surgery Unit of the Hermitage he gave up not only thousands of rubles in “insurance fees” when servicing elite members of the Party or the army, but also the well-laid path to all the better things in life: a larger apartment, quality food, good liquor, fine tobacco, unprocurable books to read — all the gifts an eminent surgeon might expect in return for removing a commissar’s gallstones or a Hero of the Revolution’s swollen prostate. His patients were those corrupt old men who refused to die, who would pay anything to keep the slender thread spinning out a little longer. And here a young man gave that up in favor of an obscure clinic that specialized in a peculiar branch of psychotherapy? Which few authorities believed in? It made Frau Direktor wonder. Many months passed at the clinic before Maximilian told anyone the real reason for his departure from the Hermitage Surgery Unit.

  As a child of ten, he had suddenly been struck down by a repulsive affliction: a purplish growth the size of a ripe plum rose out of his forehead like a rhinoceros’s horn. Instantly he became the unpopular freak, a Quasimodo, who was picked on unmercifully throughout his school life. His otherwise prissy appearance, his long, delicate fingers, the way he minced about from place to place — add to these the rhino growth, and inevitably Max’s classmates used him in an endless dance of torture. The pleasurable torture of schoolboys, notoriously the most savage of mankind’s primitive tribes.

  In Maximilian’s teens, a moderately competent surgeon removed the plum from the center of his forehead. After the operation his hair partly covered the incision,- a coin-sized circle remained, like a burn scar — not so unbecoming for a man. But the damage had been done. Young Max had been touched for life. While surgery saved him from endless years of looking repulsive, the lad still had to carve beauty from the beast within. Though only a mediocre student, Maximilian studied like a madman, eventually becoming a surgeon in his own right. Among the best the Hermitage Hospital had ever seen. Delicate. Precise. And flawless.

  Even as surgery and the learning of surgery gave him a chance at a life in the world of men, now Max indulged the ache of his old wound, and a sick fascination blossomed within him. For he learned how to pick unmercifully into the bodies and organs of others. His long fingers probing the moist innards of a helpless body, feeling the yielding forms of the organs within. The power of it! The depravity! Arousal in the very guts of life. Stirring him to an erection. And when, as sometimes happened during a long and difficult operation, Maximilian needed to urinate, the inevitable obliging nurse appeared at his side, ready to help him — that is, by taking him out of his trousers and holding a glass beaker as he passed his water. Those unfamiliar with this odd operating room procedure might find this nurse-to-surgeon encounter either shocking or hilarious, but it had its practical side. The doctor eventually has to urinate,- must he leave the patient, hobble down to the lavatory, and stand at a public urinal —-perhaps beside an anxious relative, desperate to know how the operation is going? No: far simpler for a nurse to hold the receptacle and resterilize her hands. Much simpler than for a sawbones with his fingers in the soup to wash them off after handling his dirty spoon.

  To this sensible surgical practice Max added the touchy problem of a spontaneous erection. And though needing to urinate might partially subdue his arousal, his swollen condition was still evident to the nurse handling him under the table. And even when he did go down, the poor fellow nearly always found it impossible to relieve himself. Pee-shy is the vulgar expression. Making the surgeon (once again) the source of high amusement among the Hermitage operating room staff.

  For many years Maximilian cultivated an appearance of cool indifference. After all, he saved lives, and not just any lives but those of influential Party members and admirals awarded the Order of Lenin. Yet he was also slowly getting even, now, as a surgeon, he could laugh, laugh at his patients on the table as his fingers touched their brains. Laugh so wide his head nearly split at the ears, for his erection was a monstrous howl, roaring, See! I’m in you! In you all the way! And that he couldn’t urinate was simply a direct message from his hidden better self:

  All this nonsense must stop, Max. Stop now!

  In the end the young man had three choices. Discredit several nurses to keep them from gossiping. Graft himself to some dangerous functionary as that man’s personal physician, insuring a terrified silence in the operating room and far beyond. Or the final choice: leave the practice of surgery at the Hermitage forever.

  For indeed, if Maximilian kept on much longer, his secret laughter was bound to slip out and his private monstrous howls of revenge would soon be perceived by people even more dangerous than himself. It had to end somewhere,- he heard a rumor about a clinic in Rostov that specialized in the neuroses of children. With considerable difficulty, he resigned his post. He had no clear plan…. First travel south, then offer his services as a doctor, and in return — in return, what? In many ways the Hermitage Hospital had been Max’s reason for being. For without the critical surgery of his youth and the skills he learned later, Max certainly would have twisted into something malicious. A worse man would have stayed and contrived to hide his secret laughter as he denounced one talkative nurse after another, while saving worthless old men from death. But the hospital’s usefulness had come to a close, nearly destroying him. Frau Direktor thought it a mark of good character that Maximilian did in fact leave the operating room,- a mark of his better self that he heeded the hidden message of his inability to urinate. He had read the message in the nick of time. And chose to try something different.

  Yet all this thinking had brought her no closer. Perceiving hidden messages was one thing; taking care of crazy children another altogether. Max had youth and strength in his favor: arranging forged papers, negotiating trains and steamships, passing through customs, avoiding the police, all well within his powers. Certainly easier for him to start life again in a strange country, learn a new language, but what of the long haul with whatever child? The loneliness and doubts through the endless nights and struggling days? And what of therapy? A mere two years’ experience at the clinic was hardly sufficient, and he had never undergone analysis, Max possessed all the raw materials to become the bedrock of a sick child, to help a broken thing build itself from scratch — but had never been refined. And no time was left to do it now.

  Frau Direktors other intern could not have been more different, with all the required skill, experience, and insight, but perhaps she’d been refined too much. Madame Le Boyau, of Paris, had been a practicing analyst longer than Frau Direktor herself,- a mangy dowager now, Madame had a ruined face of lines and jowls. A monkey’s face, toughened and embattled from years of listening to the ceaseless demands of other people’s problems. Troubles she could no longer help them solve.

  Too many of her patients had been whiners and shirkers, unfit for analysis: people who expected their problems to be analyzed and enjoyed like the rarest food and wine…. Madame Le Boyau had allowed herself to become the maître d’hôtel in the restaurant of their minds, serving up one dish or another for them to taste or reject. And like the propriétaire of a chic restaurant, she tried to make their dishes pleasing and palatable. A light, calm soufflé for the widowed Society Neurotic, her furs and lovers both wearing thin, A bracing cocktail for an insecure Writer of Plays, a scribbler spoiled by too much money and easy acclaim, yet suffering gnawing pangs that his talent was a fraud.

  In case after case, Madame Le Boyau served up delicacies to people who were under the impression that because they possessed nearly everything important in life, and a few luxuries besides, they had arrived. So why were they miserable? Madame Le Boyau’s therapy no longer held any answers. She had merely grown accustomed to their fees,- protecting them from the ugly struggle of life, taking their good money, but giving nothing in return. She even stimulated their doubts when they showed signs of leaving her, with a word here, a gesture there, weakening their will, letting them pay and pay. And as often as required, she promoted the feeling that they were really accomplishing something when they paid Madame the hour-long visit….

  In truth, Madame had only really cared for her last and final patient, À pretty, polished young man of twenty-two in a terribly desperate state. She called him her fleur du mal. He was the worthless son of a well-to-do manufacturer, who had shown little interest in the family business and little aptitude for anything else. At last he found a position with an elderly and respected art dealer. The situation seemed perfect for a boy of genteel temperament, bred to the better things in life, with exquisite taste and an eye for objets d’art. His father was satisfied,- at least the boy had a future. Bonne chance!

  When the young man appeared in Madame Le Boyau’s office he had been employed by the art dealer for about a year. He claimed to be suffering from insomnia and opium addiction. He wrung his ivory hands and hung his head. “Save me!” he begged her. “It’ll kill me! For the love of God, please save me!”

  What would kill him? Employment? A wealthy art dealer?

  At once a curious change came over him. He no longer groveled but became superior, patronizing. “Did you ever wonder,” he asked coyly, “what young men are good for? Or how a dilettante with no prospects secures a position? Oh yes, I have some talent, a good eye, but he doesn’t need that. An old man needs a young man to do what he no longer wishes to do for himself. A personal secretary, A court jester. I provide his distractions, his entertainment, I’m his procurer,”

  What in heaven’s name did the boy mean? And so he indulged her, spinning out his tale a little longer. “In the beginning he had me do simple tasks for him. Run errands, catalog shipments — the busy work of the gallery. Then he drew me in. First we stayed out all night, eating and drinking. Then we tried opium together….We went to a brothel. Soon we became habitués,- the proprietress knew us well. She arranged for specialty tastes, boys or girls or both. First in the brothel, then other days bringing them to a private apartment he kept….” The young fleur paused for what seemed a long time, then flushed sheepishly and shrugged.

  “After a month of this, I knew what he wanted without even having to ask. And it became clear why he hired me…. ‘A pretty poppet/ he might murmur when I arrived at the gallery in the morning. But soon it wasn’t necessary to say anything. He kept a small icon of baby Jesus on his desk, the same way people keep pictures of their wives. When he wanted his distraction, the icon always faced me as I came in the gallery door…. And Î knew what to do.” Yes, the lad knew his task. To steal out in the black of night into the crumbling corners of the city, where people lived like rats in hovels a few feet above the storm drains. And once there, the young man found a child to purchase. The poor were always willing enough to part with an extra mouth. And so the procurer left the hovels with his pretty poppet, meeting his employer by arrangement in the apartment across town.

  “Sometimes after a night of his pleasure, he let the child run home to its parents with an extra wad of francs.” The young man’s voice darkened. “But sometimes not. And I waited through the long hours of the night until he had done with his possession. Until it was no longer a thing to possess.”

  “And what happened to the child?” Madame demanded.

  “That was my last duty. I took the body down to the Seine. And spent the rest of the week in a friendly brothel I knew, drinking and smoking opium. Trying to forget…. He’s a charming man, really, if you meet him. This wasn’t the first time he’s trained a procurer. He’s mastered the art of going inch by inch. It seemed like you were hardly moving at all, until you looked over your shoulder and saw how far you’d really come.” The young fleur fell silent. Madame’s eyes had taken on a look of doubt. “I daresay you don’t believe me. Well, I suppose I could scrounge up a body for you if you want. I hid one in a rotting boathouse on the river.”

  Madame was dumbfounded. She hadn’t even the presence of mind to ask, How many times? She didn’t want to know. This pink-faced boy revolted her.

  But would she hand him over to the Prefecture of Police? Madame said nothing. Where was the proof? A body in a boathouse? Perhaps he’d seen it there and woven a fantasy for her….

  At once she brought all her old powers to bear on this young fleur, helping him to dissect himself. The young man did, in fact, shortly leave the art dealer and soon thereafter cease his opium smoking. But as to his sick story — true or false? Had he invented it for reasons she could not fathom? Should she turn him over to the police or let him delve a little further? She hesitated, letting him explore…. One day she felt sure the tale was true — the next, equally sure it was false. And so she let him disassemble himself, allowing his fragments to fall where they would. She led him to the dark, weedy pool where the fleurs du mal cluster, and there she bid the boy stare into its still water and drink….

  By allowing the young man to go on talking and talking, Madame picked at the scabs of his troubles, forever opening his sores so as never to let them heal. Of course the story of the wicked old art dealer was true! Of course she should have turned him over to the police. Was she crazy? No, she was exacting justice of her own making: for when the young Narcissus gazed deeper and deeper into the fetid pool, he saw at last his own dark reflection in its loathsome depths. In the end he saved Madame herself from the Prefecture of Police,-he took his own life. They found a note implicating the art dealer. Madame Le Boyau’s name did not come up. She was safe.

  In a roundabout way Madame Le Boyau had avenged the little possessed poppets, while revenging herself on the hollowness of her own practice. But she had failed miserably in losing the one patient with serious enough troubles to be worth caring about. And she had doubtless added to the crime: the respectable art dealer went on with his perversions as the young man had talked and talked — how many more children had there been? Was not their fate her fault too?

  This, then, became her disaster.

  She had taken a police matter into her own hands for her own ends and caused more harm than good. In failing to unmask the deepest source of the young man’s troubles, she had merely led him to a sour backwater of his mind and left him there to die. But she had unmasked herself as a fraud: so weary of her own life that she thought nothing of watching another destroy his. And just as guilty as the art dealer. Worse, in fact, because all along she knew better.

  With the last few shreds of common sense and common decency, Madame Le Boyau took steps to close her practice of thirty years and refer her few remaining patients to the other analysts of Paris. She had some funds, more than she could spend, and cared little for comforts. She wandered across Europe on a slow sightseeing tour to nowhere. Along the way she conceived the idea of writing a monograph on the psychiatric institutions of the Continent. And so she visited place after place, talking with doctors and their staffs and making her notes. In reality she was searching for a place from which to start afresh. A place where she could find once more those qualities she had banished to the attic of her self. And since her chance arrival at the Rostov Institute, Madame had indeed begun to lower again, as though healed by her work with the clinic’s children. She had even mentioned her desire to undergo yet another analysis this late in life,-perhaps with Maximilian. For his fragile looks appealed to her, strangely reminiscent of that other fleur, lying in the ground a continent away. Madame had found her home at last. She deserved another chance.

  But in all frankness Frau Direktor had no illusions about these people. One too inexperienced, the other too old to see the process through. The young man a kind of cripple, with the scar of an old wound that could never really heal. And the old woman a kind of dangerous charlatan, whose tricks had nearly done her in…. Yet both had shown that one quality essential to their work by amputating their sickly parts — cauterizing their frailties and turning them to strengths. Disarming their follies and taking charge of their fate. Perhaps each could take a child to her precious Herr Doktor in Switzerland?

  Ach, Madame would be lucky just to save herself….


  Chapter 2

  Variations on a Theme of V

  No child baffled them more than their Marie.

  The clinic’s most puzzling charge had come up for discussion nearly every day for countless weeks past. Marie … the “promising child” now crippled by an unforeseen madness. Once she had been a bright, intelligent girl of nine, kindly and cheerful. The child’s mother told Frau Direktor how Marie had long studied the piano, taken to music as children sometimes do, learning whole pieces at a time. Every day without fail, mother and daughter sat for an hour as Marie practiced her scales or tried to master new phrases. Then one afternoon, while taking the ferry across the Don, she was struck down by an inexplicable fainting fit. When the child revived, she no longer spoke.

  Instead she began mindlessly repeating snatches of tunes. She hummed or sang bits for a few bars and then abruptly changed to something else. A few more irritating bars off-key, then off again to a new piece. À chaotic jangle of broken melodies, never singing one long enough to bring out its form, but enough to make one want to hear the rest. Infuriating the way a dripping faucet inevitably drives you mad. Yet occasionally her mother thought she detected snatches of familiar melodies. Was that the first three bars of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony? Or something else, in three-quarter time — a waltz, perhaps?

  State physicians hinted darkly at some kind of mental, emotional cause. They prescribed medication, which either put Marie to sleep or made her sing all the more stridently. Travel abroad to seek medical help was out of the question. Though if Marie’s father had been alive, he might have had some influence. As a merchant ship’s captain, he traveled half the year, but had been lost at sea some months before the child’s fit.

  The mother was a pretty, pinched woman — prone to melancholy airs. À wan, pale spirit who could go for days without speaking a word. She frankly told Frau Direktor her marriage with the girl’s father had been in name only. In the months he sailed the Indian Ocean or the China Sea, she shunted Marie from neighbor to neighbor and back again (staying with her “aunts,” they called it), the child spending nights away from home while her mother sought a furtive kind of satisfaction with the men she entertained: men, Marie soon knew, who were not her “uncles.”

  An unbridgeable chasm grew between husband and wife, yawning wider with each voyage. While Marie’s father was away, he was away. And when he returned, well … he slept in the house and ate in the house and went about with his daughter. Alone. The marriage became a noose, slowly strangling both parents with each passing year. Still, they made no break, waiting as couples often do. They were still waiting when his ship went down at sea.

  After the child’s fit, the mother tried to take her daughter in hand. But dealing with a brat who squalls random snatches of melodies went far beyond the mother’s powers. Shouting and threats had no effect; they merely changed the frequency and tone of Marie’s idiotic rant-ings: from La-la-la to Li-li-li, from Na-na-na to Ni-ni-ni. Marie’s mother was reduced to brute force,- she hit on the idea of rationing the amount of water the child drank. Little by little she allowed Marie less and less. No water with meals, no water before bed — just half a glass in the morning. After ten days, Marie drank only the barest minimum required for life. The result: the little girl sang herself hoarse after her half glass in the morning and then went quiet as a church mouse for the rest of the day. At first her mother thought she had succeeded in some way. But soon Marie began starving herself. Her hair fell out, sores appeared on her mouth, her skin went gray. The girl’s clothes hung like limp rags. Marie was dying….

  The mother grew terrified, seeing her mistake. She tried letting the girl have water again, tried coaxing her to eat — but to no avail. Marie kept on as before, drinking little, eating almost nothing. In desperation her mother cornered the state doctor in his office, screaming shrilly at him, “Cure my baby! Cure her, damn you! Do something!”

  The doctor was exhausted from an endless day. Whose crazy mother was this? He had treated dozens of little girls that week already: Marys, Maries, Marinas —- which little girl? The tirade grew worse, ranting now — they were all witch doctors, ghouls,- it was the pills they gave her. “Poison! Filth!”

  “Get out of my office,” he shouted at her. In moments a pair of meaty orderlies forcibly ejected Marie’s mother from the building. But even as she brawled in the street, with her dress ripped, and one orderly clutching a kicked shin, the state doctor remembered this Marie and dashed downstairs. He sent the orderlies off and calmed the mother. She must forgive him, he was not such a bad man, “but in our place we see so many children, please understand.” He sighed, then in low tones he told her about the Rostov clinic, “I know the di^ rector—-you can have a letter of introduction….” State doctors weren’t encouraged to refer large numbers of cases there, but in view of how badly the girl’s condition had deteriorated, perhaps the Children’s Psychiatric Institute might do some good.

  When Marie first arrived, the staff thought she was mute. Now free of her mother’s deprivations, nothing changed immediately. But after a week or so she began to eat a little more. And drink. As for her apparent muteness, they all soon learned better.

  Marie was dying of thirst!

  The little girl liked nothing better than sitting in a warm tub half the day, drinking the bathwater as she let it soak into her. Drink the bath and pee in the bath. And then drink some more. After an hour Marie’s skin was puckered and the water smelled a trifle cloying. But Madame, who supervised the child’s bathtimes, solved the problem by opening the drain a crack and letting the tap water flow half a turn. Soon Marie drank from the tap exclusively, the water from her body passing harmlessly into the warm tub and down the drain.

  As soon as her parched vocal cords drank their fill, the inane toneless singing began once more. Clearly Marie sang some kind of mu= sical notes, but no one could place them, they were so garbled, so atonal…. Max alone thought he detected the first few bars of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.

  And then one night, as Madame tucked the little girl into bed, Marie finally spoke two words, whispering them into an empty corner of the room.

  “Go away,” she said.

  At first Madame thought the child had cruelly dismissed her. But when she withdrew, the girl’s off-pitch bleating became frantic,- she hacked on till she nearly choked. No, Madame realized … Marie didn’t want her to go away. For when the old woman returned to the child’s bedside her frantic stutterings subsided and she let Madame stroke her hair. Snuggling sideways under the covers as she always did when calming down, letting Madame pet her until the toneless singing lapsed into silence and Marie fell into a restless sleep.

  The little girl now ate regularly. Her hair no longer fell out but grew in dark and glossy. And Max had become a favorite of hers, reading to her at bedtime. As he read, her toneless singing dropped to a dull hum. She even played with toys: a doll in a periwinkle-blue cotton dress and a small model tugboat that she took into the bath and sometimes even to bed. At the time she spoke those first words, Go away, they all felt the child had indeed come a long way…. When Frau Direktor went back over her case notes, she saw Marie had been with them a year.

  Typically, no one was ready for the child’s lapse when it came a month ago…. One day Marie reverted to silence. All the old troubles reappeared,- she refused water and no longer wanted to bathe. Her eating fell off. Max made the clever suggestion that Marie’s silence was in fact a demand for the opposite — that is, noise, sound. Music.

  Frau Direktor managed to borrow an old phonograph and a slightly scratched recording of Beethoven’s Fifth. Alas, though Maximilian swore he saw a glimmer of pleasure in the girl’s eyes — no real response. A clever idea, but wrong. And Marie worsened…. But when the girl’s case arose for the umpteenth time at yet another end-of-day discussion, it seemed that Madame had finally latched onto something. The old woman had the annoying habit of staring out the window as she talked. Plucking an endless chain of cigarettes from a platinum case and smoking them in a stout, businesslike holder, which she clenched between her teeth, she glanced outside with watery eyes as her words floated across the room on a wretched cloud of Balkan tobacco smoke….

  “Let us recall Marie’s only words to date. A command; ‘Go away.‘“ Her cigarette glowed as she inhaled. “But is this really a command? What else do we know about Marie? That she was a fine young pianist. That her mother entertained men. That before her father went down with his ship he brought his daughter presents and gifts from foreign lands, lavishing all kinds of attention on her. So much attention the mother admitted growing spiteful and angry. And lastly, that when Maries father went off to sea, the mother took many of the gifts away — only to return them for show when the father came home again. Given and taken away …,” Madame mused to herself. “Given and taken away …” Suddenly her eyes narrowed, “Marie’s words are not a command but a description, ‘Go away describes the unhappy state of her home life, in which the father was always going off. Yet they also apply to the hard evidence of his affections, the toys and gifts — which vanished and returned…. And finally the words ‘Go away’ apply to her mother, whose secret sexual life entailed that the girl be sent off to strangers, so the woman might be free. In fact, Marie may have wished that all the inconveniences of her life had simply ‘gone away.’ And now it appears the words also describe what the child managed to accomplish. Like her father before her, she too has gone away from home. Gone away and come to us,”

  Max sat up sharply, struck. “But in your case, she didn’t want to be left alone in bed. She didn’t want you to go away!”

  Madame Le Boyau opened her hands in agreement, allowing yet a new twist on the child’s words. “Ah, well, there now, so you see … old Madame has detected a method to the madness.” She discarded the stub of a cigarette in an ashtray by her elbow, then coughed gently into a pretty Swiss handkerchief, She glanced into the hankie, but whatever she saw did not surprise her, and she put the frilly thing away,

  “Let us consider the child’s most striking symptom. The muddled droning. What a stunning signal of her unhappiness. Marie stutters music because she used to study it. And as for Beethoven’s Fifth, well, it’s a very famous piece of music….” Madame touched her throat, massaging it. “Pardon my singing.” Then she belted out a fairly credible pounding of the Fifth Symphony’s opening bar:

  “Dah-dah-dah-dah!”

  She paused to regain herself. “We’ve all heard it, no?” A sly smile came into Madame’s crinkled eyes, she ruffled her shoulders like a molting bird. “Tell me, what are Marie’s favorite toys? Boats. Ships. Vessels. All touching upon her father. And lately she has even played at shipwreck. Is she sailing the sea in her own toy boat, I wonder? And if she finds the Korkov, on which her father served, how would she signal him?”

  “By radio?” Max tried.

  “But if the radio is broken. Or the ship is at war?”

  “Then the ship is silent. Mute …,” Max answered. “Just like our little girl”

  “Bravo!” Madame clapped her hands. “And when ships are silent, how do they signal each other?”

  “Morse code!” Maximilian cried at once.

  “Morse code,” Madame agreed. “Ships at sea flash silent signals across the waves with blinkers. In the chaos of a storm with the radio down, or in a state of war, ships flash signals to each other. Dah-dah-dah-dah! In code that’s Dot-dot-dot-dash. The sign for the letter

  V … Breaking through the storm of Marie’s chaotic, stop and go singing, it comes again and again. She is calling out the code sign

  V … V … V!”

  “Consider the many ways we can read the sign V,” Madame went on. “It is the Roman numeral for the number five. As in Beethoven’s Fifth. It is the common abbreviation for the Latin word versus. As in ‘this against that.’ It is the first letter in the name of the female love goddess, Venus. And to my mind, the symbol V is the most common pictogram of the female genitals —”

  “Oh, really now!” Maximilian growled skeptically. “That’s positively absurd…. What are you saying? That when Marie was five years old she heard Beethoven’s Fifth and talked to her father in Morse code? Then had some mysterious experience with her vagina? Thought her parents were lost souls at sea or, worse, like ships at war? As in mother versus father?” Maximilian leaned back in his chair, slowly stroking the side of his face. “I forgot to include the volcano Vesuvius somewhere.”

  Madame stared wide-eyed at the surgeon for a moment and then shook with laughter. “No, no, no, my dear Max, but that’s a wonderful tale. Who knows? Maybe some of it is true. A mysterious experience with her vagina! I like that, coming from a man. Vaginas are mysterious things by and large. I daresay many men have found them so….Which is unfortunate. For the vaginas, that is. Of all mankind, only Tiresias the Seer was both male and female in his lifetime. And he said:

  
    If the parts of love’s pleasure be counted as ten, Thrice three go to women,- only one to men!

  

  “The Seer was obviously a blind optimist,” — Madame sighed — “more than ready to believe in the best of all possible female worlds. His name in ancient Greek means ‘He Who Delights In Signs.’ And his remark clearly indicates that at least one mysterious sign of V is more pleasing than others. In the case of vaginas, unquestionably true. But I’m afraid you’ve got me wrong, Max: what I meant to show was not coherency but coincidence.

  “And here I have been a trifle unfair with all of you, for there is still one coincidence, one sign I have not shared. Our sweet chambermaid, Petra, found a clue in the pocket of Marie’s jumper before it went into the wash. Good thorough girl, that Petra — always checks the children’s pockets before she accidentally boils some precious artifact which might have been left there on purpose … Does anyone recall Marie’s mother remarking she heard a waltz in the child’s droning?”

  Madame opened her cigarette case and took out a slip of worn, red-colored paper. “A concert ticket to the Rostov Orchestra. Notice the seat — one of those secluded boxes above the pit, number five. Notice the program printed on the ticket,- it is written in an abbreviated form to save space:

  BTHVN V, SATIE VALSE “VEUX.”

  “What a considerable wealth of information is crammed into that brief line. The first item on the program is clear enough — Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony was to be played. But what of the second offering? Valse “Veux”? Easy if you know a little music. A short piano waltz by the composer Erik Satie, his most famous waltz (valse, if you will), entitled, ‘Je te veux’ … I want you …”

  “Je te peux,’’ Maximilian said softly, feeling the words on his tongue. “I want you.”

  “As between intimates.” Madame’s voice sank. “Lovers.” Her last word stood alone. “Yet how many more V’s have appeared! One more in the word 'valse.’ Another in the word 'veux', want. A hidden V in the ‘First Ring Box Number Five’ … Artless, did we call the child’s ranting? How eloquent, 1 say! Call it, rather, Variations on a Theme of V. Variations hidden from our eyes until we learned to see. From Beethoven’s Fifth to the Morse code sign for V to a program of raises in a Rostov theater — the Black Water Theater, I think they call it. Ominous, no? Prophetic, even. Was this little red stub the last memento from a father and daughters final waltz?” She shrugged. “And was Petras finding the ticket simply an accident? Hardly!” she snorted. “No, Marie saw it as a kind of test. Of us, if you will. Would we throw away the ticket in our ignorance? Or discover the precious stub and decipher its message? Yet for its message to be heard, the ticket must pass from hand to hand until someone reads it who understands. The child is saying, ‘Petra, here is my ticket. Show it to your cousin Henrietta, who makes the beds,- show it to Kurt the orderly, and Hanna the nurse, and Freda the cook. Please, Petra, I want them all to see.’“ Madame’s eyes went hard, cruel. Raising her voice as though speaking to the deaf and dumb, “Show it to them all! To you! And you! And we.” She slapped her chest, exploding into a fit of coughing. Then waved away Maximilian, who rose up in alarm. She lay back weakly in her chair, eyes half shut, pale and sick and altogether wasted. The silky cigarette croup rumbled in her throat. “Je te veux … I want you. Her father, who else? But as for the child’s recent lapse into silence and starvation? And why her fainting fit on the ferry, which started it all — this Î do not know,”

  Sitting with her interns that evening, Frau Direktor could see the Black Water Theater in her mind. She knew it well. The wonderful old place had fallen into ruinous decay — like everything around them now. She’d seen the crossboards nailed to the doors and the broken windows staring down in wide-eyed blindness. The posters plastered around its huge front columns were peeling off like scabs. The management of the Black Water Theater had come under some kind of official cloud. Squatters lived within. They had torn up the seats and used the stuffing for their clothes and the wood for their fires. Now those first ring boxes were like little caves in the side of a cliff. With the electricity shut off, cook fires flickered in all the private boxes, tier after tier.

  She remembered statues of gilded plasterwork. Gods and goddesses rising up in an arch over the proscenium, making love until they reached the top…. Now the gold paint flecked off in patches, showing them not as gods at all, but merely white plaster underneath. The cherubs nearest the stage had their noses broken. Time had been when people came by carriage, and footmen stood at the door to every box. When box seats in the first ring were lit by candles, and heavy burgundy curtains hung at the back. Sitting there, you were cozy and secluded, and when the orchestra played, the sound flowed everywhere, like the fragrance of roses in winter. Close your eyes, and it filled your head. The warm romance of father and daughter sitting up there alone. Listening as the music swirled into the padded little box. As the waves of sound surged over them like surf pounding a cliff, only to fly apart into a thousand silver drops, white pearls falling back into the seething black.

  “In many ways Marie and her father were abnormally close,” Frau Direktor told her interns. “More and more so each time he came ashore. I believe the father had no other woman. And because Marie was a child, she had no other man. What veiled bonds held them, which no one saw or felt but them alone?”

  Frau Direktor watched Maximilian’s face gradually darken, one particular V crawling into his mind again. Was all this just some lurid incest knot between a lonely evil man and a helpless love-starved girl? Frau Direktor nodded sadly to herself. It could be. Such dark things there were in the world. Hidden wishes. Secret loves. And people make up fairy tales — stories they want to see come true. Wounded children most especially.

  Especially Marie.

  “Madame’s bit of evidence hit closest to the mark,” Frau Direktor said at last, “when she saw that V stood for Venus and versus. I now recall that Venus is one of the goddesses portrayed along the arch of the proscenium in the Black Water Theater — and also Neptune, god of the deep, water and seashells streaming from his hair. Father and daughter rising above the multitudes. Was it so hard for the child to see herself in the gold statue? Or see her father in the other, holding his golden hands above the world? If we had listened more closely to Marie, would we have heard Satie’s love waltz ‘Je te veux’ in the frayed snatches of the child’s endless songs? The tune, itself is halting and slow, with more rests between the notes than notes themselves. A little like the girl herself, singing bits of broken songs, songs that always shift — and therefore never end … Unfinished. Unresolved. I hear the song of her stop-and-go. An endless repetition; Stop and go, stop and go.

  “Didn’t the mother tell us, Marie clamored to be taken for a ferry ride every chance she could? Marie adored the rides. Of course she did! With her father out to sea, she played Venus searching the waves for Neptune. Once on board the ferry, the girl actually traveled upon the water for the man she loved. Yes, a pathetic search, a hopeless search — but while her father lived, a search it was.

  “Yet when her father died, do you imagine Marie no longer wished to find him?” Frau Direktors words rose and twisted into Madame’s cigarette smoke. “Of course not! When Marie’s father was lost at sea, the child wished to find him more than ever!”

  Then, in a hush, “But the father no longer sailed the ocean,- he had sunk below it… and to search for him in the cold black water, Marie must go below the waves herself. 'To find him, she must drown….'

  “The father is lost. The mother adulterous. The family a failure. Marie had a bitter choice. To die, searching for her father beneath the waves — or give him up, losing him forever. Is it any wonder the girl had an insane fainting fit on the deck of the ferry? Any wonder she revived hours later unable to speak, ranting bits of V! V! V! Follow her father or lose him forever? When the mother denied the girl drinking water, Marie took starvation as her final path. This, then, is the last hard road to us.

  “Strange fate. For in this place she can have as much water as she wants. Gallons and gallons. Endless baths where she can sing the stop-and-go to her heart’s content. Indeed, with us Marie is able to drown in water if she pleases. And so her search continues — soaking in the water and drinking from the tap. Hoping against hope that one day shell find her father’s body; if not on the seabed, among the sunken wrecks of other families, then perhaps at the bottom of her own bathtub….

  “So her fainting fit on the ferry and her current regression to silent starvation are tied together. Marie fears abandonment. Fears we will leave her. For if she gives up her most critical symptoms, silence and starvation, if she becomes better, if she is ‘cured,’ then her time with us must come to an end. Back to her mother once more. Who took her toys away, who shuttled her off to any available ‘aunt.’ Marie’s current silent starvation is her life rope. While she clings to that, she will never leave. For we have become her family now. And so must never part.

  “Never go away …”

  A worn sigh escaped from them that bygone evening. Not the search and discovery but the final seeing of a thing tired them so. After the effort of holding out, resisting, refusing to see the answer for so long. More than enough for one end-of-day discussion. And why not? Only a short week ago, Frau Direktor and the others fully expected many, many more. Always another meeting, another moment for reflection, stretching out in an ocean stream of talk. Their own endless stop-and-go.


  
Chapter 3

  No More Fairy Tales

  And what of this could Frau Direktor put in a cryptic letter to that eons-distant friend? The letter might get there, or it might not. A child might arrive safely with Max or Madame — or might not. For in a few short days their world had changed. Almost overnight, it seemed, the clinic staff had struck camp. No rattle of work in the kitchen or footsteps in the halls. Kurt, their silent giant of an orderly, who for years attended the children in every conceivable way — from discovering the whereabouts of a lost sock to fetching the special glue to mend the broken arm of a doll — simply stopped coming to work. Hanna, their hook-nosed nurse, who could coax a thermometer into a chattering, feverish mouth, cure a case of rampant diarrhea, or find the right salve for a bruised knee — now she was gone. Their cook, with the face of a boiled lobster, and her Serbian dishwasher, with arms mottled from the suds — one who prepared and cleaned up an endless cycle of despoiled meals and the other who always found the special treat each child secretly loved (from a mandarin orange to an anchovy) but never told anyone, placing the dainty on the tray with a wink and a nod — they too were gone.

  And the clinic’s giggling imp of a chambermaid — good, thorough Petra — who made sixteen beds a day, who washed the wetted sheets and soiled clothes, who swept the floors and straightened the rooms, putting a hundred tin soldiers back in their box without losing the one-legged infantryman under the dresser, and who always placed the stuffed tiger on the pillow just so …

  All gone,

  Flown up into a winter sky like sharp little chimney swifts who feel an earthquake coming in their thin bird bones,- hovering over the earth until the tremors subside and it is once more safe to land. Marie’s fears were coming true despite all their efforts to understand. Soon to be put in a box and sent home. All the children sensed it. Where's Kurt? I wanna see Hanna, Petra, are you there?

  And it struck them now, like a slap in the face — that their maid had never been merely a housekeeper, their cook merely a préparer of food, or their nurse the fetcher of clean bedpans, but the nimble fingers and willing backs that allowed the directorial “brains” to float above the daily cares. Abandoned now to the chosen elite, the clinic had become a leaden weight.

  Especially when the place was unkempt and there was no time to clean it, with mouths to feed and no hands to cook, when they felt lost and tired and too weak to care.

  Even crazy children knew. Their clinic was doomed.

  After a few days without support staff, Frau Direktor, Madame, and Max — consumed with cooking and cleaning — faced the brutal fact that three adults could not manage a dozen troubled children (nearly all of them prone to fits and rages) when housekeeping was thrown in too. You could tend to the furies or make the beds. Not both.

  Maximilian had missed shaving a spot on his chin several days running, giving him the appearance of someone sporting a new and bizarre style of beard. Bits of food clung to Madame Le Boyaus clothes, and she had torn her dress. In addition to cooking, she’d been changing the sheets of the chronic bed wetters — sometimes more than three times a day — later crawling about on her hands and knees to straighten the rooms.

  Then one morning Petra the housekeeper appeared on their front doorstep as if to save them, “I’m back,” she said simply. “I missed Marie.” And with no further fuss, Petra, that good, thorough girl, went quietly to her tasks as if nothing had happened. But still, the daily routine — wash, cook, clean — was grinding them down. And so the accumulation of their errors began. First casting off one minor chore and then another. Telling themselves it was really much quicker that way. Then giving up cleaning the toilets or preparing every meal,-losing their grip one thread at a time. Until it was all they could do just to rise from bed in the morning and face the day …

  And so who was worse off? A child like Marie, returned to the mother who made her want to drown — or the children with no parents at all? Their fate lay in the hands of the state. A few miles across Rostov stood the new city orphanage, the Home for Children, installed in the altered hulk of a bank. Children surrounded by walls of grieving marble, rows of metal beds with crusty paint flaking off and thin mattresses over the coiled springs. A place of communal showers and lukewarm meals spooned onto dented tin trays. Frau Direktor had seen a notice in the press praising the home for being “modernly efficient” and housing five hundred. Five hundred what? Tons of sausage? The newsmen slurred words together for the sake of rendering complex thoughts into digestible hunks; modernly efficient — as if a Home for Children were some kind of meat-packing plant, where they packed little living sausages onto coil-spring beds and kept them fed and washed and warm enough till the next meal came around.

  Frau Direktor ceased squandering her time on dark thoughts,- for better or worse she had put her hopes in a cold box on an empty street. No use dwelling on outcomes she could not affect. No, she must stand before her interns. Tell them what she had written and show them what they must do. Run. Fly from this place. They had to try.

  Her two interns rose to greet her. “Thank you,” she said. “It would have been hopeless here the last few days without your help. Most of all, you, Petra, who came back heaven sent.” Their young housekeeper sat shyly on the couch like a wallflower at her first dance, clearly in awe of her sudden admittance to the inner circle of the clinic. Nighttime pressed against the windows,- the streetlamps outside shone like yellow coal miners’ lanterns in a smoky tunnel. Upstairs the children slept, that whole part of the house breathing as one.

  “We have to get out,” Frau Direktor said. She waved her hand about the four corners of the dilapidated living room. “It’s over.”

  At first the blank eyes stared dully back. The slaves had adjusted to their extra burdens, to the lack of sleep, the gritty food. They had stopped looking forward — plodding on like yoked oxen, never raising their heads. Their backs about to break, and they didn’t even know it.

  Madame Le Boyau perceived her exhaustion first, nodding slowly as if she’d finally seen the future. “How much time do we have?”

  Frau Direktor could see their minds furiously spinning, tracing paths of flight; quick mental head counts of the children tossed like photographs, snap judgments weighing one child’s merits over the next. Which ones would travel well? Which the best in crowds? Easiest to feed? Or in the toilet?

  “Do you want me to choose for you?” Frau Direktor asked thickly. “In a few days and with a little luck, you’ll be on your way out of the country. You may be lost in an unfamiliar city, or running in a railway station with minutes to catch your train. There’ll be a policeman at the end of the platform, checking papers, and a family of fat Slovaks pushing you from behind. You’ll have a mentally disturbed child on your hands, threatening to explode. Maybe more than one. So if you have to rely on me for your analytical technique to get you on that train or out of that public rest room, you’re in serious trouble. Because I’m not leaving. I’m staying here. For the police.”

  This left her breathless,- she felt a constriction in her chest, a faint whistling…. Asthma. Her first attack in years. She tried to ignore it. God, how awful! The choking on her own tubes, the frantic drowning with air all around. Why was she staying behind? To give the authorities their victim? No: to punish herself. Because she had failed. Failed to secure the safety of the clinic and its most precious wards. The subconscious strangling the life out of her body,- soon it would strangle her to death….

  Madame Le Boyau’s cigarette had grown a long dangling ash — precarious, yet intact. Like all of them: so fragile, wanting only the slightest tremor to break and fall.

  “It’s our fault too,” Max said, a note of panic in his voice — as if ready to overlook anything so long as he got the last seat on the train. He forced a smile and gave a little nervous shrug. “We’ve been sitting under the ax so long, I guess we didn’t see it anymore. Just slipped our minds. When what we really needed was a good Fehlleistung,”

  Our minds?

  How could a thing like that just slip your mind?

  Max had used the German. Fehlleistung, Fehl meaning faulty. Leistung meaning achievement. Not a simple slip but a veiled accomplishment. A hidden gain. Frau Direktors obvious failure had been to ignore the voice of doom when it cried Beware! But whatever in this mess could be construed as an achievement?

  The asthma that strangled her? Perhaps … as a timely message. For it forced desperate life to rise inside. Commanding her to take a chance. Throw the dice. Play out the game to the bitter end. And Frau Direktor heard those same tirgings in all the other German words for clever mistakes: versprechen, vergreifen, vertun. misspeak, mistake, misdo.

  A mere slip of the tongue was easy to grasp. Easy to say, easy to laugh at, easy to misunderstand. With a simple slip there might be faults but not much achievement. Nowadays people called it a Freudian slip, as if the man himself had concocted the thing in a dim, gaslit nineteenth-century laboratory and quietly infected the world. Somehow his “slip” managed to escape its glass test tube, to spread unchecked from city to city like a runaway virus. All mankind catching the same nasty cold, the Freudian flu.

  So her stubborn denial of their common danger was more accurately: a Vergreifung. A mistaking. But the greifen in Vergreifung also meant to snatch, to catch hold of, as if by making this error she really tried to grasp the thing that lay just beyond her reach. Frau Direktor began to murmur softly, recalling a passage in a book. She struggled for the air to say the words out loud:

  “‘When I set myself the task of bringing to light what human beings kept hidden within them …”‘ — and here, she gasped for breath —’“by observing what they say and what they show, I thought the task was harder than it really is. He that has eyes to see and ears to hear may convince himself that no mortal can keep a secret….’“ She filled her lungs. “If his lips are silent he chatters with his fingertips,- betrayal oozes out of him at every pore. And this task of revealing the most hidden recesses of the mind is quite possible to accomplish….’“

  When she found the air to quote the source, her voice had fallen to a whisper. ‘“Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria,’ Monatsschrift für Psychiatrie und Neurologie, 1905. Later reprinted in the Sammlung kleiner Schriften, 1909. At one time, my friends, the most scandalous piece of prose available to the reading public. When scandal and shame were inseparable. You read your filthy book alone, you stared at your dirty pictures by yourself….” She gasped for air, pawing the armrests of her chair as if that-helped. “But a certain Herr Professor Freud had the bad judgment to publish a paper where he claimed his young patient Dora had a goodly knowledge of sexual practices. Some she repressed, others she misunderstood, and some she applied to inappropriate persons. Now, to say that little girls might have sexual thoughts hidden under their lace petticoats was evil enough. To publish it as a truth of nature — this was unforgivable.”

  Frau Direktor strained to breathe. Her hands futilely gripped the armrests of her chair. “I doubt the man sold three hundred copies of his work in twenty years.”

  She clutched her chest, trying to press the tightness to other parts of her body, where it wouldn’t matter so much. “Forgive me,” she said hoarsely. “I get carried away…. But in the matter of our immediate future, this asthma of mine is really a soggy way of shouting: See, you dolts! Achtung! It’s not too late!” She brought out a carefully handwritten copy of her miserable letter. Now Frau Direktor unfolded the paper and passed it around for each of them to see.

  “However, it has never been my intention to send you out into the void. There’s someone you can contact; someone who knows what we do and knows me well. I’ve written a letter of introduction. Perhaps someone who can help …”


  Chapter 4

  Herr Kinderweise

  To her eyes the living room had taken on a yellowish tinge, as though seen through old glass. Everything gone flat and pale, all the blood and color drained off. It seemed too that the people were hardly moving, like life-size dolls sitting placidly in their chairs. Waiting for what? For their Frau Direktor to take them by the hand and lead them out? She had tried to show them there were really two men who understood their struggle. The one in Zurich, with food and clothing and shelter and money, a man of connections and influence who could help them work the complicated machinery of life.

  And then the other, the older one, in Vienna: too frail now to ease their road, but who had smiled upon her long ago. Whose written words and thoughts would light the way even in the dark. The words of that certain Herr Professor echoed faintly in her head:

  He that has eyes to see … Mo mortal can keep a secret. Betrayal oozes out at every pore.

  But those stiff dolls sitting there like lumps, did they really see the man who wrote those words? Did they know his smile, feel the terror in his growl or the bark in his laugh? And when she said “Monatsschrift” could they feel the thin waxy paper of this publication? Or know his entry was just one among others? Other essays, soberly weighed and gravely discussed. While his at the time — “Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria” — was studiously ignored. His and his alone.

  Decades passed before the man became a target worthy of abuse. Years in which solitary people studied him in countries far away, applying fragments of his method with untrained hands. Her own imperfect cure had been a product of such times. In the years when his Wednesday Society grew to fullness, many who knew those sessions knew them by that chance name, given simply because Wednesday was the day chosen for the group to meet. This when the circle was a scant handful of five or six men. Those evenings they talked about what they knew of their own minds and what they guessed of the minds of others, sharing the strange cases they had known, and always, always the dreams…. She had gone there herself once, in her first bloom of sanity, gone to touch the hem of his magic robe and thank him. Arriving one Wednesday of the latter days, to give a paper she had written and to be admired. The highly polished dining room table where they sat glowed black … and the faces gathered round were reflected back again, as though gazing upward out of a deep pool of dark water. Here the images of speakers mouthed soundlessly from below what was said above. Pale ghosts speaking out of a lagoon, past the ashtrays and aperitif glasses that floated upon its sullen surface.

  The conspiracy of sitting around a shadowy hidden pool, and the sudden laughter when someone made a slip of the tongue. For the guilty mishandler, there was no escape. All case discussion ceased: the rest of them examining his faulty achievement, peering into the cracks of his character, while the image of the poor speaker drowned helplessly below in the black depths….

  The scent of tobacco smoke preceded him like invisible cherubs, their nakedness garlanding him in the sweet whiffs of a good cigar. She met Herr Professor for the first time in his downstairs hallway. He cleared his throat softly before he spoke, saying, “Mein liebes Fräulein Doktor!”

  And she was embarrassed at the title,- for she had been Fräulein Doktor only such a little while. He took her hand, covering it in both of his. “At last,” he said. “We know each other’s face.”

  But what of his face, then? The portraits taken in the early 1900s were stiff, dead things. He posed for them as though he were sitting for an oil: regal, motionless, dignified. Posing as he wished the world to view him, posing for a public of strangers. But in real life his face fairly rumbled,- his eyes roving over you, though without making you feel exposed. He led her up a flight of well-worn stairs, countless feet having rubbed the steps smooth. Climbing one-two-three! Arriving in the parlor out of breath.

  A rug filled the room, a Persian carpet, colored tiger rose, with cobalt tracery in the pattern of a battlement, with spearheads bristling behind as though hidden men waited for an assault. And then within the battlement, the white crescent moon of Allah and his white scimitar, repeated endlessly like soldiers of the faith. And yet deeper inside the fortress of this Persian carpet there came a line of flowers, blue irises and yellow daffodils: a garden kept inviolate behind the wall of spears and swords. The innermost panel of the carpet was laid out like a royal garden, with tracery walks and azure pools, green grass, more daffodils and fountains. The flowers were very human, for the daffodils’ little faces thrust out of the stiff collar of white petals and they half pranced on the twining paths, tipping their heads this way and that like the court princesses of Suleiman the Magnificent, out for a dainty stroll. Making young Fräulein Doktor think suddenly, Is this where they keep their women? In a gardenr safe behind swords and spears?

  “You’re wondering what kind of men would keep their women behind battlements and swords,” he said. I am.

  Yes, what kind of men?

  If Allah kept his women behind battlements, perhaps God and his Prophet knew better than to trust their men with women. Or perhaps the women were a kind of luscious bait to lure infidels on to a futile assault upon his walls. Enemies of the faith martyred on the altar of their sisters and mothers. Was this why Allah’s people cherished the story of a flying carpet — a carpet ready to fly them from the prison of their passions, over the walls of a garden forever under attack?

  A beautiful bas-relief hung on the wall of his study: a Roman copy of a Greek temple carving. Small, intricate, perhaps made of yellow stone, not plaster — for in places it was polished smooth and pitted with age. The frieze showed a man riding a chariot, the rider whipping the horses to a gallop.

  “Look at the galloping man,” he said. And with those words, her host’s real name no longer rang the same again. No longer was he Herr Professor Freud of 19 Berggasse,- no, no longer just a signature at the end of a handwritten letter, or the coda of the strangely familiar hand that led her up the carpeted parlor stairs. In that moment she found her own name for him. A private name, only for him. Like the taboo names of the South Sea Islanders, which they tell to no one. Only now could young Fräulein Doktor claim a shred of his soul for her very own, like the lock of hair one treasures for a keepsake. For when her host said, “Look at the galloping man,” and not, “Look at the galloping horse,” he said it as a child might say it, knowing the frieze in its overwhelming entirety. Binding the man and the horse, the chariot and the speed, as one. For it was only dull adult minds that saw things in their separate logical parts, squeezing out the life in crushing correctness, Herr Kinderweise. Herr Child-wise.

  “Look at the galloping man,” he said, “how they both have the speed and the power. He is the horse, and the horse is him. The chariot spokes are his bones, and the horse his muscle. They are the rush of air, the clatter of hooves, a harsh cry on a dusty road. They are the crack of the whip and the sting of a pebble as it shoots from under the screaming wheels. An earthquake. A tempest. A swirling cloud flattening everything in its path. He is the Horse God. And the beast — the God of Horses. Riders of the mighty wind!”

  Herr Kinderweise. Herr Childwise. She never spoke that name for him out loud, fearing it might slip off her tongue and lose its magic forever. Yet for the rest of her life, it was carved and pitted in her brain, like the yellowing stone of the man and the horse.

  Her interns were moving sluggishly like marine plants, sea anemones swaying gently in deep ocean currents. Yet she felt an invisible wall of glass between herself and everyone else, dividing them in time and place, As in the vastness of space, where the movements of the stars, coming from such great distances, had long since ceased to occur. An ash from Madame’s cigarette took many seconds to fall to the floor. Max had risen to close the living room door, which had yawned open, but he walked like a slow drunkard. Petra crossed her legs, but temptingly, luxurious and sexy — not at all what she intended.

  Frau Direktor heard the young woman ask, “What — is — the — matter —- with — you?”

  She tried to touch her own face. The fingers seemed to take an age to move. Finally, after a great effort, her leaden palm came off the chair. What was happening? Was this Newton’s world of ordered rules — or was their hollow room but a shabby cardboard box in time, the people stuck within like porcelain dolls, expressions painted on their faces?

  No, like stones … Like the carefully nurtured stones in a Japanese rock garden, Their bodies weighing them down: planted stones. Silent, Immovable. Stable for a lifetime. Forever, compared to the lightning flash of the mind. There in the garden they sat: the weathered, craggy stone in a smooth sea of raked sand, a scrap of moss quietly thriving in the shade, and nearby a miniature shrub of pine, standing in repose. Fifty years it took the gardener to arrange this garden of stone, as all the while the air around it was vibrating and alive. While rain came and snows. And sun again. An irreverent butterfly lands on a stone pinnacle of their little rock and then flits off into eternity A wisp of thought on its own wings: gone in a sky of blue and gold …

  Maximilian had finally managed to reach the door and close it. A new length of ash was beginning to grow on Madame’s Balkan cigarette. Petra finished crossing her legs, laying her hands in her lap like dead fish. Everyone moved slower and slower, as though wading through a pool of mire — and Frau Direktor began to feel the heat of their thoughts glowing in their brains: little flickers of flame behind their eyes…. Their minds lay open for her.

  Inside Maximilian a curl of resentment rose like a tidal wave: what a waste, the clinic, the effort, the children. Did anyone really believe a silly letter to Mister Jung in Zurich would change anything? Then a weak, diabolical stab: what if he, Maximilian, could save the clinic? Just find the right levers of power. The proper official in control. If you just found him and reasoned with him — that would fix it. After all, Maximilian wasn’t “political.” He could take all the children into his own care and start afresh. It was the others who were condemning them to ruin. Frau Direktor obviously had not been in touch with the proper authorities. A series of waxy faces drifted across his mind, colleagues at the Hermitage Hospital, surgeons, administrators, research scientists: they’d vouch for him all right — they’d know the proper steps to take, they’d know the real official in charge!

  Then all at once this silliness collapsed with the flat slap of despair. There was no help for it, no mysterious official with the proper levers of influence. Max’s silver ball clattered around the roulette wheel, hopping back and forth over the green double zero. As the croupier with the pencil-thin mustache called out, Messieurs et mesdames, les jeux sont faits! Les jeux sont faits! What rubbish, him thinking he wasn’t part of it. So how the hell were they going to get out?

  A hot cinder burned in young Petras head. Ex-chambermaid! Ex-housekeeper! No more beds, no more laundry, She preened inside…. Intern Petra. She’d flee the country with Marie. Then a sharp twinge. Alone? With who, then? That old badger, Madame? Ugh. Or the other? The man. Why did his Houdini eyes seem so terribly a part of everything now? She imagined her fingers touching his dark hair while he slept upright on a steamer trunk in the baggage coach of a train. She saw herself brush the locks from his forehead, touching the faded purple scar, whispering, Don’t leave me, stay and sleep, darling, stay with your Petra and sleep, … Then a bitter swallow as she suppressed the whole thing. What the devil was the man to her? She could get on without him. As well as anybody. And with the children too …

  Madame Le Boyau’s mind was the smoky glow of a wick after the candle had been blown out. She had long ago dismissed the idea of fleeing as absurd. She felt too old to go begging at the doors of famous strangers. She would wait with Frau Direktor until the end. Let them take her brittle bones. Better to die dignified, sitting in an old dining room chair, than tremble in a cold, muddy ditch with ice at the bottom, while the whole countryside was out searching high and low, … Better to sit it out and wait.

  And yet part of her wondered how in heaven she would manage cigarettes in the days and weeks following her arrest. She quickly began to scheme this way and that — which merchant she might pay for an extended period of credit, which jailer she might corrupt to smuggle in her Balkan brand. How to achieve it — seduction or bribery? Ah, you flatter yourself, ma chère, Inevitably she’d lose a percentage off the top. From the merchant to the guards, they would all cheat ruthlessly. And what if they sent her to a camp? There must be all kinds of contraband floating about, plenty of thieves and racketeers. What had she to offer any rascal in exchange for the simple creature comforts? Therapy?

  The three of them had become transparent. Had Frau Direktor become transparent too … ? And they to each other? When the policemen came to take their bodies away, would their minds return to the dilapidated living room, the familiar hallways of the clinic? Where was Herr Kinderweise right this very moment? And what of her remote Herr Doktor in Zurich? Was either of them alone? Reading in his study? Listening to a patient? Or with his wife? No, she sensed Herr Kinderweise’s thoughts turned elsewhere. And her precious Herr Doktor had long ago managed to banish her out of mind.

  There came a sinking, the air barely reaching down her trachea. The asthma very bad. She heard the labor of her breathing.

  Maximilian, she thought, said, “What’s the matter? Can we get you something? Look out!”

  The room turned on its side. Max’s face peered at her, upside down. He was saying, “Someone, quick! Get me a pillow for her head!”


  Chapter 5

  The Enduring

  The slowness of everything made her think of dandelion puffs floating through the air, lazy specks drifting aimlessly across a summer field. The wall of glass between herself and the others had become thicker and thicker. But now blurring, glazed over as if with frost. Maximilian’s head tilted gently from side to side,- he looked concerned and puzzled, like a troubled dog who can’t understand laughter or tears. Madame Le Boyau flickered through the cigarette smoke. “I’ll prepare the bed,” she said, and was gone.

  She guessed they were planning to carry her upstairs. Why so soon? There was so much left to do, so much to discuss and decide. Frau Direktor wanted to stop them, saying, “Never mind me, let’s get on with it,” but moving her mouth was such a great effort, her tongue as thick as leather. Her body felt impossibly heavy, arms and thighs like sacks of meal. “Check her pulse,” a voice said. Then, “Loosen her clothes!” A harsh light glared into her eyes; Max was holding up an eyelid. His thumb seemed as large as a brick. Get your damn thumb out of my eye! But her tongue was too thick for it. They lifted her, Max on one side, good thorough Petra on the other.

  “Can you walk?” Max asked. “Come along now, try to walk. We’ll go to bed. You’re just tired, that’s all. Too much housekeeping.”

  She tried to smile into Max’s face. Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. They stumbled up a long flight of stairs that went on endlessly into darkness, one weary step after the next. But all the while Max’s face stayed right beside her own, the sweat running down his shaven cheek. She felt like telling him what a nice fellow he was to keep her company this way. Just say, You’re a nice fellow, Max —- but she was simply too tired to make the words come out…. Besides, her tongue felt so awfully thick. Lungs all choked. Tubes blocked. Just no extra breath for it.

  They carried Frau Direktor into her tiny room. A small electric lamp stood on a nightstand by the bed. It burned, shedding a pale white light.

  Did she faint? she wondered stupidly….

  Petras voice now: “Look, look at her hand! It’s twitching. Stop it! I can’t stand to see it twitch like that!”

  Twitching, she called it? No, that was wrong. They used to call it by another word. Twitting. Twiggling. No, wrong. Twiddling. Yes, twiddling! What a funny word. Try to tell Petra. Try to say it out loud for her: twid-twid-twid. Oh, Petra, listen carefully and you’ll hear it on my breath: twid-twid-twid …

  The ring of faces around the bed had grown blurry. “She’s barely breathing. Is this asthma?” Madame asked. “I’ve never seen it this bad. Will it go away?”

  No answer …

  After a moment Max said, “There now, Frau Direktors sleeping.” But he was wrong. She was looking straight up at the cracked ceiling through half-shut eyes. She tried to focus on his face, but she saw only a round blur like a rising moon…. One by one the faces floating about the bed drew off. Everyone was leaving. Madame, last of all, shuffled stiffly to the door. She tried one last time to call out for her to stop, but she kept on shuffling. Barely picking up her feet, the dry steps fading out the door. Please come back, don’t go. Wait for me! I’m coming! Wait!

  Frau Direktor rose and went to the door. Glancing back at her bed, she was dimly aware of a snuggled lump, hidden under the covers. The faded light from the bedside lamp seemed to be shining on the huddled form as from a great distance. Illuminating it, faintly, and leaving all else in gloom.

  Madame had left the room, closing the door behind her. But that did not matter now, how easy to follow her down the stairs. Frau Direktor could feel the house living all around her. In the handrail she grasped, a family of termites gnawed happily and methodically away. Upon the wall, the wallpaper was becoming more and more brittle, imperceptibly peeling off the plaster. In another part of the house, a toilet flushed. And in yet another, a child cried in its sleep; then a short moment later came the sound of caring footsteps hurrying to the rescue.

  She tried not to let the life of the house distract her from following Madame down the dark staircase, but the old woman seemed to be swept beyond her reach. I’m dying, Frau Direktor thought. Look, even the staircase was changing, becoming narrower and narrower and altogether black. She heard the faint sounds of people talking. But then this too was gone, as though they had stopped. The air grew hot and stuffy. The house now filmy and transparent: a ghost house, like a stage with paper doors, no glass in the windows, and walls of scrim. Snow lay on the street outside,- the streetlamps glowed. A few flakes came down, weaving in and out of the lamplight, settling on the black iron of the lamp cages. A brewer’s cart with great casks strapped in place rolled down the street,- the horse team snorted in the cold. From the black sky above, snowflakes drifted down in lazy spirals. White coming out of the void … And then even the snow ceased to fall.

  In the top floor of their town house, she saw the dark little room with the bedside lamp that gave hardly any light. And she saw the huddled lump in the narrow bed. Then the room faded, leaving her alone in the empty night. It was much better when you didn’t have to breathe. Was this how you came to an end? With a pause in eternity stretching from one heartbeat to the next, one moment to the next, one age to the next — when nothing moves, in a deep, patient stillness? Was this the life after death? A long silence between living and dying. Yet no oblivion … Only a long gray staircase leading up and down from one moment to the next — to walk upon time as though upon a stair — when your lifetime was but a single landing.

  And when you died, dissolution. An interminable fading while the intricate machine of your existence shut down. All its components taken out and disassembled. One by one each piece crushed, or melted, or rusted away,- until nothing stood on the steps of time but the soulless dust of souls. And this, too, to be swept off the gray stairway. No molecules, no atoms. Only the pause in the clock’s second hand existed. One duration flowing into another, And when she had endured eternity she was in another time. Another place. Times and places, places in time. Forward or backward. Persisting. Existing.

  Enduring in the minds around her … A fresh breeze scented with jasmine and gardenia swept into a brightly sunlit morning room. The sound of a fountain pen scratched softly across a paper tablet. But that was all she knew or heard or saw: her enduring had narrowed the senses down to a slim band. As though, when swept off the staircase of eternity, all her senses had been pressed together, only to be handled selectively, and one at a time.

  A writer’s hand wrote with a black fountain pen,- the writer’s script tilted dramatically forward, as though everything he thought was angled only toward the future. Then, as the enduring faded, a few familiar senses returned as well. She recognized the hand immediately, though it had changed with old age, the script feebler. Herr Kinderweise. As old as a man could be.

  But this was not the study in Vienna, the study of the galloping man! Where were they? And even as the last shred of the enduring dissipated and her senses bloomed in all directions, Frau Direktor knew somehow one important fact — she existed no more, She was some years dead. But this did not particularly trouble her, for the police had long ago enacted whatever fate decreed, and for that she was grateful: because it seemed she had been spared the grim pain of punishment. And now her senses were free, to drift upon the wind. She forgot about Herr Kinderweise’s new study and raced out to look over the world, listening for a billion heartbeats, for a billion voices,- feeling the rain in a backwater Amazon jungle and the raw bite of wind on the Greenland ice pack; brushed by the pungent smell of turmeric and reeling from the caw of parrots in a noisy, crowded Rangoon market stall. Her restored spirit reached out into the world, and then she knew for certain that all of them were gone. Her poor clinic no longer on any person’s mind, not even the Russian Special Police,- a final closing of the bedroom door … not a soul on the planet remembered Frau Direktor at all.
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