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  Author’s Note

  Of the estimated three thousand twins – most of them young children – who passed through Mengele’s experimental laboratories at Auschwitz between 1943 and
  1944, less than two hundred were known to have survived. Their survival rate had been less than ten per cent. Theirs was the untold story of the Holocaust.




  Chapter One

  Hylda Diekmann moved silently across the sitting room of the exclusive hotel suite and paused to check her appearance in one of the
  floor-to-ceiling gilt mirrors. Her dress had seen better times – but, then, so had the hotel. It was not back to its original splendour, but it heralded the changing times. East Berlin was
  free; that nightmare Wall had come down.

  Hylda stood by the sashed windows. She could see, way below in the street, the hotel porters in their new red and gold uniforms. She had not been told who booked the suite, and she waited with
  excitement. An adjoining smaller suite had also been reserved; there would be no other guests to disturb the penthouse occupants.

  From the windows Hylda saw a black Mercedes limousine glide to the entrance and a tall man in a fur-collared coat step from the front passenger seat. He gestured to the porters for the luggage
  to be removed from the boot of the car as a second car drew up behind them carrying more luggage. A blonde woman, wearing a bright red coat, was assisted out of the rear of the Mercedes. She turned
  to speak to the fur-collared gentleman as a second woman, wearing a dark coat and hat, hurried from the second car. All three conferred, before bending to the remaining passenger, still seated in
  the Mercedes. Before Hylda could see who was about to leave the car, the double doors to the suite opened.

  An array of matching fawn leather cases and trunks was wheeled in on a cart. Hylda directed the porter towards the master bedroom, then turned to see a second cart containing more leather travel
  bags. The suite was suddenly filled with movement: the porters removed the cases and placed them on luggage racks; champagne was brought in by a flustered waiter with a large silver ice bucket and
  tall fluted glasses, iced and ready for use, followed by a young waiter with caviar, finely chopped onions and egg whites, arranged on a scalloped crystal dish.

  In swept the assistant manager, his face red from the rush up the stairs. He moved a champagne glass one inch, waved frantically for the porters to leave, then snapped instructions to the
  waiters. He came over to Hylda and told her that he was not sure if her services would be required: the Baroness appeared to have her own lady’s maid.

  Hylda could hear voices in the corridor speaking in French; the manager’s stilted, heavy-accented replies were in English. ‘You will be assured of the utmost privacy . . . please,
  this way.’

  Baron Louis Maréchal, his fur-collared coat now hanging loosely on his shoulders, swept in. He was an exceptionally handsome man, grey-white wings at the side of his temples, his thick
  hair combed back from his high forehead. He wore a grey pinstriped suit and an oyster-grey tie with a diamond pin. The heavy gold ring on his left hand gleamed as he gestured to the suite.

  The Baron turned as the woman in the red coat, carrying a square leather vanity case, was ushered in. The Baron again gestured to the rooms, as the manager directed them to the bedrooms. They
  remained at the doorway, turning to the corridor as a rather plain, drab young woman entered. She, too, carried a square leather vanity case, but paid no attention to the room, looking back down
  the corridor.

  ‘Madame . . . please.’

  Baroness Maréchal paused at the open doorway. It seemed as if everyone held their breath in anticipation of her approval. She was very tall and so slim that her black mink stole appeared
  to weigh her down. Her gloved hands rested on the fur. She wore large dark black-rimmed glasses that hid most of her face. Her black hair was cut short, almost boyishly. She gave the impression of
  feather lightness, as if at any moment she would faint, or fall, or float. She moved like a dancer, quick light steps as she walked into the suite.

  She let her wrap drop, and the young woman was at her side to retrieve it. The Baroness turned, almost spinning, and her voice was husky as she exclaimed: ‘Champagne! Chandelier! Flowers!
  Caviar! Louis – it is divine!’ She was everywhere in a rush of energy, touching and admiring, running like a girl to the bedroom suite, throwing wide the doors. As if by magic she
  brought the sun into the room . . . and yet her face, her eyes, her expression remained hidden.

  Hylda blushed as the tall willowy figure rushed to her side. She was introduced to the Baroness Vebekka Maréchal, and there was a lovely gurgling laugh as the Baroness repeated:
  ‘Lady’s maid, lady’s maid! My lady’s maid – but how divine! Do I have you all to myself, Hylda? I do? Well, isn’t that lovely! Louis! My very own lady’s
  maid. I love this hotel – this hotel is the most divine hotel. Close your eyes, Louis, we have travelled back in time!’ Hylda saw the look that passed between the Baroness’s own
  maid and the woman in the red coat.

  The room, as if by unspoken command from the Baron, had emptied. The Baroness didn’t appear to notice as she continued in her light, dancer’s steps from one side of the room to the
  next. Hylda asked the Baron if she was to unpack the Baroness’s clothes. He turned, smiling, clicking his heels. ‘Yes, Hylda, immediately.’ The Baron spoke German quite well. He
  introduced Hylda to Anne Maria, the young woman, and then to the woman in red, Dr Helen Masters, a family friend, who would be using the adjoining suite.

  Hylda’s head was spinning – she felt so unsure of herself – but then the Baroness was at her side, cupping her chin in her hands. Her height meant that she had to look down
  into Hylda’s startled face. ‘Hylda, do you speak English? You do? Good. Then, Hylda, we shall be able to talk to each other. I don’t speak German, I apologize, Hylda. Hylda, we
  shall become good friends.’

  The Baroness jumped as her mink stole was slipped around her shoulders but the Baron gripped his wife’s elbow, whispered something to her, and guided her out of the room. Hylda looked over
  the stacked trunks and was about to open one when Anne Maria returned. She pointed to three cases and asked for them to be taken to her quarters. Hylda nodded, and attempted her English. ‘I
  hope to be of good service, if you need for me to do special, you ask me, yes? You are the Baroness’s maid, yes?’

  Anne Maria paused at the doorway. ‘No, I am not the Baroness’s maid. I am . . .’ She hesitated, but said no more, closing the door behind her.

  Hylda opened the first of the Baroness’s standing trunks and began to put away the garments in the wardrobe. One trunk contained silk lingerie, the delicate silks and fine embroidery
  reminiscent of bygone days, many embroidered with the letter V. In all the trunks not one item appeared ever to have been worn; even the rows of shoes looked new and each pair had a small
  handwritten note tucked inside, giving details of the matching handbag and scarf, the colours all co-ordinated: muted soft fawns, palest oyster pinks and blues. Hylda read one designer label after
  another.

  The large leather vanity case which the woman in red had carried was placed at the side of the bed. Hylda carried it into the maid’s room, and could not resist a peep inside. It was not,
  as she had expected, filled with jewels or make-up, but with bottles and bottles of pills.

  Just then, the doors burst open. The Baroness hurried in and called out for Anne Maria to come to the bedroom. Hylda tapped on the bedroom door and the Baroness wheeled round to face her,
  startled. ‘Hylda! I can’t remember if I carried my jewel-box in with me. It’s a square, dark blue leather box.’

  Hylda looked around the room; she could not recall seeing it. The Baroness rushed to the dressing-table. A vanity case, smaller than the one Hylda had placed in Anne Maria’s room, was
  stashed on a shelf beneath the mirrored top. The Baroness hugged it tightly. Hylda watched the Baroness take small silver-framed photographs from it and place them on her bedside table. She then
  gestured for Hylda to come to her side. ‘My children, my two daughters, Sasha, Sophia, and my sons . . .’

  Hylda studied the photographs of the smiling children, no more than toddlers . . .

  The Baroness’s hands fluttered constantly, touching her mouth, her hair . . . She was sure she had lost her make-up, her hair brushes. She began to rifle through the unpacked clothes,
  throwing garments to the floor. ‘My make-up box, where is my make-up box?’

  Anne Maria walked in and said rather sharply that there was no vanity case downstairs. The Baroness said she had found it but now she was looking for the navy-blue box, her make-up box. Hylda
  stood silently as if she were part of the furnishings: she was confused about the vanity cases, or boxes, or indeed how many there were.

  ‘The photographs . . . you’ve unpacked the box, Baroness!’

  The Baroness retorted that she had found her children, but now she could not find the other case. She was on her hands and knees, looking beneath the bed, when the Baron walked into the room,
  carrying yet another square case, placing it on the bed.

  ‘I think, dearest, you should rest, it’s been a long journey. Hylda, please run a bath for the Baroness.’ He turned to his wife. ‘Darling, do you want your jewels put
  into the hotel safe?’

  ‘No! I want them with me!’ She held tightly to the jewel-box. He raised his hands.

  ‘All right, all right, but take care of them.’ He turned to Hylda, his face set with anger. ‘Run her bath – she needs to rest!’

  The bath was filled with oils and perfumes and the towels were warming on the heated rails. Hylda tested the water. The Baroness, wrapped in a white towelling robe and still
  wearing her glasses, was singing at the top of her voice as she let the robe drop. She was skeleton-thin, her body white-skinned – the body of a young girl. She handed Hylda her dark glasses,
  and then stepped into the bath. ‘Hylda, will you order some hot chocolate and biscuits – chocolate biscuits.’

  The Baroness was not as young as Hylda had at first thought. The tell-tale signs of age showed beneath her chin, the skin a little loose, and around her mouth were fine lines, as also around her
  eyes, big dark amber eyes, very bright. Like a child she submerged herself in the soapy water, blowing at the bubbles; then she lay back and let the water cover her face, her dark hair fanning out.
  Hylda heard the soft low voice whispering . . . ‘I am drowning . . . drowning . . .’

  Unsure if she had heard correctly Hylda moved closer, but then stepped back as the Baroness submerged her head deeper. She was transfixed, as first the Baroness’s hands broke the surface
  of the water like a ballet dancer’s, then her back arched, the nipples of her small breasts lifted, and lastly her face emerged, cheeks puffed out. Like a child at play she spurted a stream
  of water from her mouth.

  Hylda gave a light, nervous laugh, but the Baroness seemed unaware of her presence. As she slowly submerged herself again, Hylda left the bathroom and didn’t hear the low gurgled voice,
  distorted by the water, as the Baroness repeated again, ‘Drowning . . . help me.’

  The Baron was sipping a cocktail in the sitting room with Dr Masters. From the bedroom, Hylda could hear their voices, mingled with soft laughter. She busied herself putting
  away the array of cosmetics, perfumes and powders. The Baroness had tried on and discarded a number of shoes; she was still barefoot and the black crêpe gown she had chosen to wear to dinner
  was trailing the floor.

  Hylda saw her cross to the wardrobe, then move back to the dressing-table. She repeated the movement twice but took nothing from the wardrobe, nor did she look at herself in the mirror. Then the
  Baroness quickened her pace and arched her back, her hands in front of her as if pushing something away. She caught Hylda’s reflection in her dressing-table mirror, saw that she was being
  watched, and didn’t like it: her lips pulled back over her teeth and her body arched again, like a cat’s. Hylda was mesmerized.

  The moment was broken as the Baron entered, took one look at his wife, ordered Hylda from the room and called out for Anne Maria, at the same time gripping his wife’s wrists. Anne Maria
  entered the bedroom with the case of pills and slammed the door behind her. Hylda heard screams of terror mixed with a stream of abuse in French and English. Then there was silence.

  When the Baron left the bedroom, he found Hylda still waiting. ‘My wife is very sick, she is in Berlin to get treatment. I would be grateful if you did not repeat what you have seen
  tonight.’

  Hylda nodded, murmured that she was going home, but added, ‘I will be here in the morning.’

  ‘I think not, Anne Maria will take care of her needs.’

  Helen Masters hurried into the bedroom and found him looking at the toothmarks in his hand, his head bowed. ‘She bit me, like a dog! An animal.’

  ‘She’s quiet now . . . Do you want a brandy?’

  He shook his head. ‘I’ve seen this coming on all day. She gets excited, a rush of energy and then she explodes with this terrible rage, always against – it’s against
  me.’

  ‘I know, Louis. Here, drink this.’

  He ignored her. ‘It’s as if she hates me, hates her children . . . She attacked Sasha. Sasha! I think she’s going to kill someone – me probably!’

  Helen stood by the mantelpiece, running her fingers along the cold marble carving. She felt uneasy, she had never spent time alone with the Baron, except for brief meetings when he came to
  collect Vebekka from her office. It had been her decision to travel to Berlin with them, taking two weeks’ holiday break to do so, and now she realized how deeply she was becoming involved.
  She had suggested that they consult Dr Franks, her mentor and former teacher, because Vebekka was clearly beyond her help; this evening more than substantiated that. ‘I have not seen her this
  bad, but that is all the more reason to take her to Dr Franks.’

  She looked at the Baron, whose face was taut with anger. She chose her next words carefully. ‘Dr Franks will have to ask you a lot of personal questions – he’ll need to probe
  into the background of her illness, which means your background, your marriage.’

  Louis sprang to his feet. ‘Illness! Everyone she has been to has cloaked her madness with a name. Well? What do you think, now you’ve seen her in the midst of one of her
  furies?’

  Helen coughed. ‘She is obviously very distressed tonight—’

  ‘Distressed? You tell me she has been like this with you?’ he snapped.

  ‘No, but I was aware the journey might upset her, and her behaviour was not unexpected. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go to my room.’

  Louis gave a small disarming bow. ‘I’m sorry, you must be tired, forgive me. Will you dine with me?’

  Helen paused by the door, and half turned. ‘You have nothing to be sorry for, I understand this must be a very emotional time for you.’

  He gave a wonderful smile, all his previous anger melted, as if the trouble had not occurred. ‘Can I order dinner?’

  ‘Thank you, but no, I’ll just have a sandwich in my room. Goodnight.’

  He did not press the issue further. ‘Goodnight, Helen.’ As she left, he noticed that she had very shapely legs. He picked up his brandy glass, rolled the liquid around the bowl
  before taking a sip, then pursed his lips, reprimanding himself for allowing his mind to wonder what the neat Dr Masters would look like with her oh-so-neat chignon loosened to her shoulders.

  Vebekka was unaware of whether it was day or night but she knew it had happened again, though she was beyond remembering what she had done, what she had said or who she had
  hurt this time. The strange room, with its ceiling so far away . . . Why did they not understand? How many strange rooms had she been brought to over the years? She stared at the ornate chandelier
  above the bed, and wondered if, half hoped that, it would fall and crush her to death. Why had she agreed to come to this place? Why had she insisted they stay in East Berlin? Had she
  insisted? She could not remember. She could not remember why Louis had brought her to Berlin.

  The tranquillizers made her thirsty; she slipped out of bed and stood by the adjoining room’s partly open door. Louis was sleeping, one arm crooked over his face, the other spread across
  the empty space next to him. She had often watched him sleeping, sometimes for hours, fascinated by the contours of his handsome face. Vebekka moved silently around the bed, sniffing, closer and
  closer to him. She was close enough to touch him, wanted to lie in the crook of his arm, wanted to slip her hand into his, but she could see the dark red bruises, the toothmarks, and she crept out,
  knowing she had subjected him to yet more violence. She wanted to weep, but she had wept too many times for too many years. She knew she had alienated him – and even her children. It was a
  terrible thing to see the fear in their eyes if she laughed too loudly, called out too sharply; no matter what assurance she gave, the fear hung in the air. And, lately, she had no longer known
  when she was well. She could no longer fight it. It was just a matter of time before she was swallowed by the darkness.

  The streets were empty but as she stared at the curtained window, someone called out down below, a disembodied voice, and made the panic swamp her. It was coming, it was beginning.

  ‘Oh, please, dear God, no.’

  She tried to draw back the dark green curtain, but her hand pulled away. Something was crawling inside the curtain, she didn’t want it to open. Her heart began to beat rapidly and she
  couldn’t catch her breath. She was suffocating. She whispered, for someone, anyone, to help her, she didn’t want the curtain to open.

  She felt her hands tighten, the nails cut into her palm. Her right hand clenched into a fist and she began to make heavy downward punches. Deep, dark, blazing flashes burned across her eyes, and
  a red rage took hold. Now both hands clenched together in hammer blows. She knew she had to stop, had to turn the rage onto herself. The blows would not stop, could not stop. She picked up a heavy
  marble ashtray, began banging it against the table until it cracked and shattered, but the blood-red blaze was still there, still blinding her.

  Anne Maria had heard the muffled sounds, the breaking glass, and quickly checking the Baroness’s room, found the bed empty. Panicked, she ran into the adjoining bathroom where she found
  Vebekka, naked, curled up by the toilet. She had slashed her arm with a razor. The tiles and floor were covered with blood. She was weeping, saying over and over she wanted to leave Berlin. As Anne
  Maria touched her, she struggled and kicked out viciously. She wanted to be taken home, she wanted to die. Her voice rose to a screech as she cried out that it was here, it had come for her, it was
  here, it was taking over, and they should let her die.

  Anne Maria woke Helen Masters, and the two women sedated Vebekka and together carried her to her bed. The struggle had exhausted her, and at last she seemed calm. They waited until she fell into
  a deep sleep.

  It was a sleep of nightmare dreams, unknown terrors, a terror no one could understand. As the darkness swamped her, she was powerless to tell them to stop the demons, the devils in white coats
  who worked on her brain when she slept. She fought against the induced sleep, but she was helpless.

  Anne Maria had left, and Helen Masters sat by Vebekka’s bedside, her head throbbing; she inched open the shutters to get some fresh air, staring down into the dark street below. She was
  startled when the Baron opened the adjoining door and looked in. He was still half asleep, his hair unruly. ‘What happened?’

  She flushed, drawing her dressing-gown closer. ‘Rather a lot, but she’s quiet now. I’ll stay with her.’

  He crossed to the bed and leaned over Vebekka, gently brushed her hair from her brow and rested his hand against her cheek. ‘My poor baby.’ He saw her wrist was bandaged, lifted her
  hand, kissing the palm, and then tucked it beneath the duvet. As he returned to his bedroom, he said to Helen, ‘I am glad you are here.’ The door closed silently behind him, and Helen
  concentrated on her patient, sleeping deeply, her face, in repose, like an innocent child’s.

  At 10.30 a.m. Hylda was ushered into the suite. The Baron was dressed and taking a late breakfast in the restaurant with Dr Masters. Anne Maria whispered to Hylda that the
  Baroness had specifically asked for her lady’s maid to assist her dressing, but that Hylda must make no mention of what had occurred the previous evening. The Baroness had been taken ill
  during the night, but she was calm now. ‘Don’t worry, she won’t do anything, she’s sedated, she may not even remember she asked for you.’

  Hylda entered the bedroom, smiled and murmured, ‘Good morning.’ The Baroness’s hair and make-up were immaculate, and she had painted her nails a dark crimson. Her eyes were
  expressionless, her voice low, husky. ‘I apologize if I caused you any embarrassment yesterday.’ She pushed her breakfast tray away. The glass of fresh orange juice was untouched, there
  was an almost full cup of black coffee. The bread, however, had been carefully rolled into balls: small grey pellets surrounded her place setting.

  While Hylda helped the Baroness to dress, not a word was spoken. She spent a long time deciding what she would wear, touching the clothes, holding them against herself. She chain-smoked, taking
  no more than two or three puffs of the gold-tipped cigarettes before she stubbed them out. She carefully placed into a small black clutch bag a gold cigarette case, a lighter, a handkerchief and a
  gold compact. Nothing else, no wallet or cards.

  The Baroness had tried on three hats before she was satisfied. She flipped open the jewel-box, her hand shaking badly as it hovered over the array. She removed an ornate brooch
  of a tiger’s head and then seemed upset and let it fall back into the velvet-lined box before she withdrew an exquisite sapphire and diamond bluebird clip. She held it to the light, smiling,
  whispering to herself, oblivious to Hylda.

  The Baroness sat patiently by the drawing-room window and smoked while she waited for the Baron to come for her. She had eventually pinned the bluebird to the side of her hat; the bird’s
  exquisite wings glittered as if about to take flight.

  Hylda remained in the bedroom, but could see the Baroness clearly from the open doors. Anne Maria was watching from her own room, the door ajar. The seated, immaculate woman appeared unaware of
  their presence. Both saw the Baron come in and take his wife’s arm, watched her withdraw from him and his head bend to whisper to her that she must come. Finally she gave way to his quiet
  persistence.

  Before leaving the apartment, the Baroness gave the sweetest of smiles to Hylda, then put on her dark glasses and bowed her head. But not before Hylda had seen the fear in the beautiful
  eyes.

  After they had left, Hylda looked over the breakfast table. ‘The Baroness did not eat anything,’ she said with motherly concern.

  Anne Maria nodded to the small balls of bread. ‘She always does that, or hides food in her pocket.’

  ‘She seemed very frightened.’

  ‘She’s always frightened, frightened of doctors, frightened of anyone in a white coat.’ Anne Maria gave a soft smile. ‘They are going to hypnotize her – she’s
  always refused before.’

  Hylda placed the blood-stained towels into a laundry bag. ‘Have you worked for Baron Maréchal long?’ she asked Anne Maria.

  ‘Five years, I think I’m number thirteen . . . unlucky. Not many stay long: when she’s nice, she’s very, very nice and those times, well, obviously I am not needed, but
  when she’s bad, she’s – she can be very dangerous. I was told not to tell you, but you should know, especially since she has taken quite a liking to you. Don’t trust her,
  these violent moods seem to come on without reason, she just goes crazy, and she’ll go for you like an animal, so be prepared.’

  Hylda pursed her lips and continued to tidy the room. Anne Maria drew the curtains back from the window. ‘I used to like her, she was the kindest, sweetest woman I had ever met. I also
  felt deeply sorry for her.’ She turned to Hylda. ‘She was exceptionally kind to me and my little daughter.’ She let the curtains fall back. ‘But she can be so hurtful, say
  such terrible things, things you cannot forget, or forgive. She is evil, and she is very strong. So be warned, when she turns, get out. Just run away from her – all the others did . . . but I
  need the money.’ She sipped the orange juice, looking at the small pellets of bread.

  ‘They brought her to Berlin to see some specialist. I doubt it’ll help. We’ve been visiting doctors for years, but there’s little that can be done with schizophrenia,
  apart from controlling it, and she won’t take her pills. I’ve waited and watched her, sure she’s swallowed them but then I find . . . she holds them under her tongue, you see, so
  I am not to be blamed, what happened last night was not my fault, she must have spat out the pills, and I get the blame.’

  The Mercedes moved slowly through a group of jeering students. It was almost time for the yearly celebrations to begin marking the fall of the Wall. The students gathered by a
  café set up in an old barracks, the ominous sentry box, now swathed in ribbons. They shouted abuse, their shorn heads and leather jackets, their boots and jeers directed towards the sleek
  car. Their raised voices frightened Vebekka. She sat between Dr Masters and the Baron, her hands clasping and unclasping in her fine black leather gloves.

  The Baron took a hand and held it tightly. ‘It’ll be all right, no one is going to hurt you.’

  When she replied, her husky voice was almost inaudible. ‘It’s close, Louis, it’s so close I can feel it. You should take me away from this place, please, I’ve never felt
  it so close to me before, I’m so scared.’

  Helen Masters looked at the Baron, and then turned to stare out of the window. It took her by surprise: Vebekka’s small gloved hand reaching for hers, holding on tightly. They both held a
  hand, as if she were a child, and they could both feel her body shaking.




  Chapter Two

  Dr Franks’s waiting room was comfortable, with deep sofas and coffee tables. The receptionist and secretary were kind and friendly, offering
  coffee or tea, trying to make the patients feel relaxed and at ease.

  Franks had been told that the Baroness had a deep distrust of anyone wearing a white coat, so he strolled into the reception room in a sweater and shirt, his hands stuffed into his old cord
  trousers. He was sixty-nine years old. His craggy face and gnarled hands belied his sharp-eyed nature; he was a man who could smile warmly, but his eyes would bore into you.

  The Baron shook the doctor’s hand and Helen kissed him warmly. Without waiting to be introduced, Dr Franks moved to the sofa and sat beside Vebekka. He took her hand and kissed it.
  ‘Baroness, there is nothing to be afraid of. I will spend most of my time today with your husband. You will chat with my nurse and my assistant . . . Maybe tomorrow you and I will spend some
  time together. Would you like coffee? Or tea?’

  Vebekka kept her head down and withdrew her hand; she said nothing.

  ‘Helen, will you stay here, or do you want to sit in on the sessions?’ asked Franks.

  Helen bent her head to try to meet Vebekka’s eyes. ‘Would you like me to stay with you? Vebekka?’

  The Baroness looked up, and her wide amber eyes met Dr Franks’s. ‘I will stay here. I am quite capable of being left on my own, thank you, doctor.’

  Dr Franks noticed the way she recoiled from Helen, as if she did not want her touch. He gestured towards Maja, his assistant, to indicate she should stay with his patient, but Vebekka paid no
  attention. Nor did she see Maja switch on a tape-recorder; she was too busy reaching forward to the coffee table as Dr Franks, the Baron and Helen Masters left the room.

  A child’s worn storybook lay on the table for younger patients; Vebekka slipped it beneath her coat. Maja pretended she saw nothing. She sat opposite Vebekka, as the elegant woman slowly
  began to inch the child’s book into her handbag.

  Maja waited patiently, watching as Vebekka looked around the room. Their conversation would be recorded so that Dr Franks could listen to it before he began a formal session with his
  patient.

  ‘Will they be a long time?’ the Baroness asked.

  Maja smiled. ‘Knowing Dr Franks, the answer is yes.’

  The lovely throaty giggle took Maja by surprise. ‘Oh, my husband won’t like that, I’m supposed to be the crazy one.’ Maja laughed, and Vebekka reached over and tapped her
  knee. ‘I’ve forgotten your name!’

  ‘Everything you can tell me will be of interest and importance.’

  The Baron sat opposite Dr Franks, asked if he might smoke, and lit a cigar without waiting for a reply. Helen Masters had drawn up a chair, not too close to the doctor.

  ‘Tell me everything you know of your wife’s childhood, her relationship to her parents and family, how many brothers and sisters, etc. I see from the files there is very little
  recorded on her background.’

  The Baron shrugged his shoulders. ‘I know very little. I met Vebekka in Paris, 1961, when she was twenty-two years old. We married two years later, but the year I met her, her mother died,
  and then in 1972 her father died. I never met either of them. They were originally from Canada, then emigrated to Philadelphia when Vebekka was still quite young. She is an only child, and I have
  never met any relative – she has said there is no one. All I know is that her parents were wealthy, and that on her father’s death Vebekka was left a considerable amount of money. When
  I have questioned her about her childhood she has always said it was unexceptional, but very happy. She speaks fondly of her parents.’

  Franks seemed to doodle on a notepad. ‘So your wife is not French by birth?’

  ‘No, Canadian, but she has always spoken fluent French. Doctor, I have questioned my wife over the years to determine if any other member of her family suffered a similar illness. After
  all, I have four children . . .’

  ‘Has she made any mention of mental illness in her family?’

  The Baron’s lips tightened. ‘No. She is adamant about that. She can recall no member of her immediate family ever being ill.’

  ‘Does she speak about her family?’

  The Baron hesitated, only a moment, then shook his head. ‘No, she has never really discussed that part of her life with me. In fact when I offered to accompany her to her father’s
  funeral, she refused. Perhaps I should mention that my own family were very much against my marriage. I was the heir, an only son, my family felt Vebekka was not a suitable match, I was only
  twenty-three years old myself.’

  ‘Do you know if there is any possible way we can contact anyone who knew your wife in America?’

  The Baron flicked his cigar ash. ‘I know of no one, but if you think it is important, I can try to trace someone.’

  ‘It is, believe me, of the utmost importance. I would appreciate your trying to find any documents, medical or scholastic, schools, friends, anyone who knew your wife in her early
  childhood.’

  The Baron nodded his agreement, and the doctor leaned back in his chair. ‘So you met your wife in Paris . . .’ He gestured for the Baron to continue.

  ‘She was an in-house model for Dior. I was at a function with my mother. We met, I asked if Vebekka would dine with me, and she accepted. We were married two years later as I have said, my
  first son was born ten months after that, 1964 – he is twenty-seven – my second son was born eighteen months later and my first daughter after another eighteen months. My fourth child,
  Sasha, is only twelve years old.’

  The doctor swivelled in his chair. ‘Is your wife, or was she, a good mother?’

  The Baron nodded, again flicking his cigar ash. ‘Excellent, very loving but firm. They adored her. They are all well adjusted, normal children. However, of late her behaviour has greatly
  disturbed them.’ The Baron stared into space and then looked down at his hands. ‘My younger daughter has suffered the most. Perhaps it was unwise for us to have her. Vebekka’s
  breakdowns had begun before Sasha was born.’

  The doctor again motioned for the Baron to continue, but noted how agitated he was becoming.

  ‘After the birth of each of my sons she was depressed and unstable, twice spending some time in a clinic.’

  ‘So you think her illness is connected in some way to the children?’ asked Dr Franks.

  ‘No, no, I have always had nannies to oversee them – she never had any responsibility, nothing that would put pressure on her, I always made sure of that. I am in a financial
  position to make her life very comfortable. We have the family château outside Paris, a summer villa in Cannes and two apartments – one in London and another in New York.’

  Dr Franks interrupted him. ‘Explain how she behaved during pregnancy, and after the births.’

  The Baron began twisting his signet ring round and round. ‘She had a fear the baby would be born deformed, which became obsessive. She insisted on visiting her doctors sometimes five times
  a week. Midway through a pregnancy the fear of producing a malformed child made her even consider an abortion even though her doctors insisted her pregnancy was normal. After the birth, after being
  told the baby was perfectly well, she seemed to sink into a terrible despair, a depression, not wanting to hold the baby, touch it. She seemed almost afraid of it, but then the depression would
  lift, and she would be exhilarated, checking the child out, inspecting every finger and toe, looking for any possible problems. I thank God there was none.’

  ‘When, in your opinion, did you detect a severe behaviour pattern, or breakdown as you call it, not connected to her pregnancies?’

  The Baron still twisted his signet ring round his finger as he answered, ‘There have been so many, but the worst breakdown occurred – it was totally unexpected, it came out of the
  blue – after a lengthy period when she had been so well I believed our problems were all in the past. Then she became as obsessive about having another child – we had two sons by then
  – as she had been about them being born with some disease. She wanted a daughter, and so, when she did recover, I gave way, partly because she had been so well and stable . . .’

  Dr Franks frowned and tapped his desk with his forefinger. ‘But you have two daughters, so the same pattern continued some years later when your second daughter was born, er . . . Sasha,
  yes?’

  The Baron nodded, and then gestured with his hands, shrugging. ‘Sasha was – how do you say? – not expected, and my wife’s gynaecologist suggested terminating the
  pregnancy.’ He paused, crossing his legs, and again he gave the slight shrugging gesture with his hands. ‘It was unacceptable, the termination, on two counts. I am Catholic, and . .
  .’

  Franks waited for him to continue, but the Baron seemed disinclined to embroider on the religious aspect.

  ‘So now tell me, in your opinion, when did the problems begin that were not directly linked to the births of your children?’

  The Baron sighed. ‘The birth of Sasha was not as traumatic for my wife, in fact she recovered quite quickly. Sasha was doted upon, spoiled I suppose. She is the most delightful child, and
  the one most physically like my wife. I really felt the problems were over, but they began again. This time my wife said, or felt, that someone was taking over her body.’

  ‘So that culminated in another breakdown?’

  The Baron stubbed out his cigar and clenched his hands. ‘Yes. We were in Monaco for the polo season and Vebekka took the children to a circus. During one of the acts, I don’t recall
  which one, my wife began to behave strangely, she kept on getting out of her seat, she appeared to want to get into the circus ring herself. She became abusive when she was restrained by one of the
  ushers – she was screaming about the clown – it was a midget or a dwarf but she was screaming at him, totally hysterical. She somehow got into the ring from her seat, physically
  attacked the clown, and by the time I was called she had been taken, incoherent, to a hospital and sedated. That was the first time she had actually been violent, to my knowledge. Since that time,
  her violence and irrational behaviour have grown. She has attacked every member of the family, including myself. Sasha is very much afraid of her.’

  ‘Are you saying she has physically attacked her own daughter?’

  ‘No, no, not actually gone for her, but she has destroyed Sasha’s possessions.’

  ‘I don’t understand, what do you mean?’

  The Baron looked to Helen, and then back to Franks. ‘The child’s toys, her dolls, she . . . she breaks them, burns them, destroys them.’

  Franks muttered, and then leaned back in his chair. ‘Has she ever been self-abusive, hurt herself in any way?’

  ‘Very often, she has tried to kill herself countless times, in fact she attempted to do so in the hotel last night. But surely you have her medical history?’

  Dr Franks raised his bushy eyebrows. ‘Of course, but I would like to hear first-hand. Please continue.’ Again he noted the way the Baron looked to Helen Masters, as if for approval,
  or out of embarrassment, he couldn’t surmise which.

  ‘Dr Franks, this present attack has been coming on, or building, in my estimation, for weeks . . . It was Helen’s suggestion that with a possible attack imminent, this would be the
  best time for you to see her. I think Vebekka agreed because of Sasha.’

  ‘If I decide that I can help your wife, would you agree to her staying in my clinic even though I cannot tell how long she will need to be there?’

  ‘Dr Franks, if you can help my wife, I will agree to anything you suggest. I cannot subject my children, myself, to any more torment. I have had enough.’

  The silence in the room felt ominous, as if in some way accusing, and the doctor could see a small muscle twitching at the side of the Baron’s mouth. ‘Do you regret marrying your
  wife, Baron?’

  The Baron pursed his lips. ‘That is an impossible question. I have four beautiful children, of course I do not regret marrying. But my sons, my daughters must know if this illness is
  hereditary. I need to know, that must be understandable – if my wife is to be institutionalized it will affect each and every one of us. You are my last hope, Dr Franks.’

  Franks coughed. ‘Tell me about the first time you noticed your wife behave in an irrational manner.’

  The Baron leaned back and raised his eyes to the ceiling. ‘You have all her records, doctor, is this really necessary?’

  ‘Yes, yes, it is.’

  The Baron remained silent for at least half a minute, then sighed. ‘She was four months pregnant with my first son, she was very beautiful, and being pregnant even more so. She took great
  care of herself, she ate well, good healthy food, and seemed content and very happy, we both were. We were very much in love, exceptionally close, idyllically happy. One night I woke up, and she
  was not beside me. I searched for her, called out for her. I found her in the kitchen, food everywhere, eating, stuffing food into her mouth, she must have been doing it for some time because there
  was vomit on the floor, over the table, and . . . she was eating it, her own vomit. Her face was rigid, she was like a stranger. It was terrible.’

  Franks interrupted, holding up his hand. They could hear laughter from the next room. Helen stood up, as if prepared to go into the reception area, but Franks waved his hand. ‘Maja is with
  her – she is very adept at relaxing my patients . . . seems she has succeeded!’

  Vebekka had been telling Maja, the doctor’s assistant, about her days as a model: the behind-the-scenes gossip and back-biting. She was entertaining, witty, and the more
  she relaxed the more animated she became. She stood up to demonstrate how she had first been taught by the Madame at Dior to cat-walk: arching her back at an angle, pushing forward her hips and
  parading up and down the small waiting room.

  ‘You know how many models have back trouble? I mean, can you imagine any sane person walking in this way?’ She swivelled on her heel, turning to demonstrate, and then she glided to
  the sofa and sat. ‘The gowns were spectacular, and it was amusing for us to see which celebrity bought which design. Can you imagine the fun we had, seeing those superb works of art adorning
  the most frumpy, the most rotund women?’

  Maja was entertained – it was difficult not to be – but she also detected a strange wariness. Vebekka’s eyes constantly strayed to the closed door and she would fall silent,
  sometimes in mid-sentence, and then quickly recover and launch into a different story. Maja did not attempt to steer her into discussing how she felt, knowing it would either come out naturally or
  not at all. But, as adept as she was, she was still taken by surprise when suddenly, in one quick move, Vebekka gripped her wrist.

  ‘What are they doing in there? Why are they taking so long?’

  Maja made no move to withdraw her hand.

  ‘He’s talking about me, isn’t he? Of course, stupid question, stupid question.’ She released her hold, and her hand went to her hair, patting it in place.

  ‘He may not speak with you today, but he needs to know so much about you,’ Maja said kindly.

  ‘Why doesn’t he ask me?’

  ‘He will, but your husband will probably speak more freely without your presence.’

  Vebekka nodded. ‘Yes, yes, that’s true, poor Louis. I am all right though, now. This is a waste of time, you know.’

  Maja looked at her watch. They had been there a long time. She got up and went towards a window panel between the rooms. She was going to pull up the blind to see if one of the kitchen helpers
  was there to make some fresh coffee but, as her hand reached for the string, she froze—

  ‘Don’t – please don’t. I don’t want to see through the window.’

  Maja let her hand fall and turned to Vebekka. The Baroness was hunched in her seat, staring ahead. Before Maja could say anything, the Baron came in, alone and grey with fatigue.

  ‘I’m to take you home, darling,’ he said flatly.

  Maja watched Vebekka closely, saw the relief when she learned she would not have to see the doctor. She kissed Maja warmly as she left with her husband.

  Dr Franks leaned on the kitchen sink, as Maja washed up. ‘Well, what do you think?’

  Maja slowly turned off the water tap. ‘I think she is a very disturbed woman. She is very entertaining, very sharp and witty, but I think she is also—’

  ‘Dangerous?’ he enquired with his head tilted to one side. Maja touched her wrist, remembered how strong Vebekka’s grip had been, and nodded her head. ‘Yes.
  Very.’

  Dr Franks returned to his study, where Helen was still waiting. He shut the door, and stuffed his hands into his pockets. ‘Maja agrees with you.’ He poured Helen a glass of sherry.
  ‘Tell me about her violence. Have you witnessed it?’

  ‘Yes, she becomes disorientated, very angry, verbally and physically. She is quite frightening, because although she appears to lose control and has no recall of what she has said or done,
  I think she has, and refuses to admit to it – or is unable to admit it. For example, she knows what she did to Sasha, her daughter; she knows, but denies it.’

  Franks asked Helen to elaborate on the destruction of the dolls, and listened intently as she described what the Baron had told her Vebekka had done. Helen, chewing her lips, looked directly at
  Franks. ‘He said he had come in in response to Sasha’s screams, had found to his horror that his wife had taken every doll belonging to the child, mutilated all of them, smashed their
  faces in, torn off their arms. She had stacked them, one on top of the other, and set light to them. The house could have caught fire, but she just stood watching the toys burning, forcing her
  daughter to watch with her. Sasha was terrified, tried to run, but Vebekka held her by her hair, forcing her to see the dolls melt. The Baron quoted her as saying, “Watch the babies, Sasha,
  watch the baby dolls!” He had had to pull his daughter from her grip.’

  Franks interrupted. ‘Did she give a reason for her actions?’

  Helen shook her head. ‘I spoke with Sasha, asked her to tell me about the incident, but she kept repeating that her mama looked strange. Oh, yes, I remember something else. Sasha said she
  screamed for her father, said she called out, “Papa”, and this is interesting, Vebekka was still holding the child by the hair and she said, “He is my papa, not yours, my papa.
  Papa loves me.” I asked the Baron about this, and he said that his wife did not allow any of the children to call him Papa. When I asked her about it, she said only that she didn’t like
  them using “Papa”, and when I pressed her on why not, she had no answer.’

  ‘The Baron said she attempted to take her own life last night. Is this true?’

  Helen shrugged. ‘She cut herself, self-abuse. I don’t think she would have killed herself. She wants attention, screams for attention all the time. She is a great
  attention-seeker.’

  ‘What about the violence to her husband? I noticed he had a nasty bite mark on his right hand.’

  Helen drained her sherry glass. ‘She will attack anyone who is close to her when she is irrational. He happened to be there. I surmise that she mistrusts everyone when these periods occur
  – that includes her children. But I find it interesting that she did not actually attack her daughter, just her toys. Yet her daughter was close by . . .’

  ‘What about the other children?’

  Helen referred to her notes. ‘Again, these attacks have occurred when they were close by her. When she was in her so-called irrational state, she would bite, kick, punch, but she has not
  to my knowledge taken a weapon, a knife or anything like that.’

  ‘What does she say when she is in this condition?’

  Helen flicked through her notes. ‘Back in 1982 she was to be given the truth drug, sodium pentathol. I sent you the transcript.’

  Franks opened his own file and leafed through.

  Helen continued. ‘She believes someone is taking over her mind, just as she believes that anyone in a white coat, doctor or nurse, is going to hurt her. She has a terror of injections, and
  refused the pentathol treatment. She was disorientated at the time, but still was able to refuse the injection just as she has refused shock treatment, and, until now, refused adamantly any form of
  hypnotherapy.’

  ‘Why do you think she has changed her mind?’

  ‘She knows she is getting more dangerous, has even told me she fears she will kill someone. I have gone as far as I know how. Can you help her? Do you think you can?’

  Franks tapped her nose. ‘My dear, I never give up hope. But first things first, sweet Helen, we must eat. I am starving and there’s a nice little restaurant, close by. And you can
  give me more details of her obsession.’

  Hylda had dressed Vebekka for dinner, and was delighted by her good spirits and exuberance. Louis, however, was tired and not in good spirits. He could hear his wife on the
  telephone to Sasha; Vebekka’s resilience was astonishing, unnerving. He could hear her telling Sasha about Berlin, their plane journey, as if they were on holiday. The call completed, she
  danced over to the dinner table and began lifting the silver lids from the tureens with relish. But she ate little, just sat with her chin cupped in her hands watching his every mouthful. She
  reached over and stroked his hand gently. ‘I’m sorry for all the trouble I cause you, my darling.’

  He smiled, as she poured a glass of wine for him. She was forbidden any alcohol, but he took his glass and raised it to her. In the candlelight her amber eyes were as bright as a cat’s.
  Looking at her now made him feel deeply, horribly sad. This was the Vebekka he had fallen in love with, the young girl he had showered with gifts and flowers until she had succumbed to his charms.
  She had been crazy, fun-loving, mad-cap and wilful. She was still all those things, but now, the craziness, the madness was a hideous constant torment.

  ‘What are you thinking about, Louis?’

  ‘How beautiful you look! You remind me of when we first met.’

  The next moment she was on his knee, kissing him frantically. ‘I’m still your favourite baby, I haven’t changed. Please, please, take me to bed, carry me into the bedroom, the
  way you used to, please, Louis, let’s pretend this is a honeymoon.’

  He lifted her from his knee. ‘Eat, finish your dinner.’

  She pouted, then returned to her side of the table, but she continued to pick at the food, nibbling on the French beans as she watched him. She had a glass of lemonade, and she slurped it like a
  child, trying to amuse him with coy, sweet smiles, smiles that had won him over so many times. But Louis wondered how long it would be before she turned on him. He could no longer tell how long the
  bad spells lasted, all he knew was that this sweet creature would turn, if not tonight, then a week, a month or a year later, into a vicious, violent bitch.

  Her eyes narrowed, but she smiled. ‘Take me home, Louis, please. I’m all right now, it’s over. I know I have said this to you before, but this time I know it’s over. The
  darkness is gone. I felt it go in the waiting room at Dr Franks’s. And Sasha misses me, she needs me to be with her.’

  He drained his wine glass, patted his lips with his napkin. She fetched a cigar, clipped the end for him, struck the match, like a puppy. ‘Please, Louis, take me home, we can be together,
  a family. I am fine now, really . . .’

  He grabbed her wrist and held it tightly. ‘No, no, we stay here, we stay until Dr Franks has seen you. That’s what we came for.’ She made no attempt to free herself and he
  released his hold.

  ‘Bekka, please don’t do this to me, please don’t. Maybe you feel fine now, but it could change – in the car, on the plane. Please give it a try, if not for yourself, if
  not for me, do it for Sasha.’

  Vebekka wrapped him in her arms. ‘I would never hurt my baby, please believe me. Just say you will take me home, I don’t want to stay here.’

  Louis pushed her away. ‘Sasha is afraid of you.’

  Vebekka recoiled as if he had slapped her. ‘She is not, I just talked to her on the phone. She is not afraid of me.’

  Louis spun round. ‘You don’t even know what you do to her! You will stay here, you will go to Dr Franks. I’ll make you see this through.’

  She cocked her head to one side and smirked. ‘Then you will leave me? Yes? That’s why I’m here, you want to get rid of me. I will never divorce you, Louis, not for any of your
  women. I will never release you, you are mine.’

  The Baron ignored her, turning towards Anne Maria’s room. ‘I’m going to bed, I suggest you do the same. Anne! Anne!’

  Anne Maria appeared from her room.

  ‘The Baroness is retiring. Will you see to her needs?’

  Vebekka swiped at the dishes on the table. ‘I don’t want any pills. I don’t want that ugly little bitch near me. I won’t be locked in my room.’

  The Baron looked hard at his wife. Her act was dropping already. He walked into his room and slammed the door.

  Vebekka turned on Anne Maria. ‘I don’t need anything, especially from you. Go to your room, you plain, ugly bitch! Go on, get out of my sight! Get those short squat legs moving. You
  smell – in fact you stink – your body is putrid!’

  Anne Maria began to return to her room, but paused at the door to look back at the Baroness. ‘At least my daughter isn’t terrified of me.’ She shut her door quietly.

  The Baroness’s bedroom was lit by one bedside light. Vebekka threw herself on to the bed, then sat up, panic-stricken. Where was her jewel-box? Her make-up box? Finding
  them comforted her, soothed her. She carried them to the bed and spread the contents around her. Then, in a rapid mood change, she gleefully began to make up her face.

  Louis’s eyes were closed, but he was not asleep; he knew she was in the room. The bed moved on his right side, the covers lifted. He sighed, lifted his arm, and she
  nestled against him, curling round him. He slowly turned to look at her.

  It took all his willpower not to push her away. Her face was painted in hideous streaks and colours, like a clown’s. He tried to keep his voice steady. ‘What’s that all over
  your face, Bekka? What are you doing?’

  ‘I’m a clown for you, don’t you remember? When we were in New York that time? How we laughed at the little midget, the little clown . . .’ She slid off the bed and fell
  to her knees, bouncing up and down, pulling at her face grotesquely. He sat up, looked at the time, then back at his wife. She jumped up on the bed, rolled on top of him, giggling and tickling him,
  until he held her tightly.

  ‘It’s one o’clock in the morning, I’m exhausted, this is crazy.’

  She pulled her mouth down. ‘In the present circumstances I don’t think that is a very funny thing to say.’

  He sighed. It was horribly true. It was as if she were balanced on a delicate trapeze wire; if he said the wrong word, made the wrong action, she would fall, fall from his hands, from his care,
  a care he hated still to feel. He could contain himself no longer; his body shook as he wept. Vebekka held him as she would her children, soothed him, quieted him. Louis had taken a mistress within
  months of the birth of his first son, and he had continued a similar pattern throughout his entire marriage. He told himself that he had needed to do so because of the anguish Vebekka caused him,
  and yet she could still make him want her like no other woman he had ever known. She whimpered now, whispered for him to forgive her, then asked again if he loved her. He could feel himself giving
  way, too tired to argue. She rested her head against his shoulder, her lips touching the nape of his neck, inching upwards to touch his.

  Her soft feather-light touches to his cheeks, his ears, his temples, began to arouse him. ‘Don’t do this, Bekka, please don’t . . .’

  ‘Let me make love to you, please, Louis, I can feel that you want me.’ Her hands drew his pyjama top open, pulled it from his body. She began to kiss his nipples.

  ‘Bekka, listen to me, it’s over between us. I will always take care of you, I promise you, but . . .’

  She slid open the cord of his pyjamas, easing them over his buttocks, caressing, never stopping her sucking, kissing, licking until she eased herself to her knees. He moaned as she began to
  masturbate him. ‘You see, Louis, you do want me.’

  Suddenly she sprang to her feet, and smiled at him. He made an unconscious move to draw up his pants, as if to hide his erection, and she laughed a soft, low, vicious laugh. ‘You’ll
  never get rid of me.’ She twisted the handle on his door, and she was gone.

  He felt wretched, sick to his stomach, but he didn’t follow her. Not this time.

  Helen Masters had covered her head with a pillow so as not to hear them, but even after Vebekka had left Louis – she had heard the door closing – she was still
  unable to sleep. She got up and went into the main suite to fetch a brandy. As she eased the stopper from the brandy decanter, her heart almost stopped. There was the Baroness, like a broken doll,
  hideous make-up smudged over her face, curled up by the window. Her eyes were staring blindly into the darkness beyond the cold windowpane.

  Helen gently touched her shoulder. ‘Come to bed, you’ll catch cold. Come on, Vebekka.’

  Helen tucked the quilt around her, and then sat on the edge of the bed. ‘Do you want a hot drink?’

  Vebekka slowly turned her head, as tears streamed down her face. She whispered, ‘No, nothing, thank you, Helen.’ She was staring ahead, as if listening intently. ‘There’s
  something here. Can you feel it?’

  ‘Feel what?’ Helen asked.

  ‘I don’t know. I don’t know, but it’s here, it’s taking me, Helen, it’s taking me over.’

  Helen felt Vebekka’s brow: she was sweating. Her head felt sticky from the make-up, damp. ‘Do you need Anne Maria to give you something to help you sleep?’

  ‘No, I don’t want her. Please, take me away from this place.’

  ‘I can’t . . . this is for your own good. It will all be all right, you’ll see.’

  The Baroness clung to Helen, her hands strong as she gripped her tightly. ‘Something takes over me, Helen. I have to leave here. Please talk to Louis, tell him I must go home.’

  Helen embraced Vebekka, rocked her in her arms. ‘There’s nothing here, try to sleep.’

  Vebekka whispered, ‘We have done something terrible tonight.’

  Helen went rigid. Dear God, had the woman hurt Louis? She eased Vebekka from her arms, tucked her in, sat with her until she was quiet, and then ran to Louis’s room. He was sleeping
  deeply. Make-up covered his pillows, clown’s make-up, it was even on his face. She shut the door and leaned against it. The insanity was getting to each of them, dragging them all down.

  Vebekka could not sleep. She could see by the bedside clock it was almost two-thirty. The dread slowly began to envelop her, the dread she was incapable of describing. A
  terrible weight began in her feet, trapped her legs. Like wet cement, the weight oozed slowly over and up her body. She could not call out, could not move as it trapped her arms, restricted her
  throat, a deadly white substance that left only her brain to fight the terror of the whiteness inching towards it. Only her willpower could keep the creeping mass away. It took all the energy she
  could conjure up to drive the substance back, replacing the whiteness with brilliant colours and forcing them to cut across her brain, bright flashing primal reds, greens and sky blue; like
  electric shocks, shaking her, swamping her with such an intense violence she became exhausted, had to give in, had to let the mass consume her. As it seeped over her nose she could no longer
  breathe, as it filled the sockets of her eyes she became blinded. And then it hardened: she was encased in cement and she could not move, as if she had been buried alive. Just as she felt she was
  dying she caught a glimpse of a girl in a white frilly dress, little white socks and black patent shoes, a child holding a doll in her arms. She was so far away, so distant. Then a white-gloved
  hand drew a dark curtain, hiding her, and the darkness oozed over her face and she heard the soft persuasive voice whispering for her to remember, remember the colours. The gloved hand began to
  draw back the heavy curtain again, inch by inch, but what lay hidden behind it filled her with such terror that she gave in to the darkness.

  Hylda was the first person in the suite that morning – the first to see Vebekka. She was lying on the floor, her eyes unseeing, staring in horror, her limbs rigid, her
  body in a catatonic state. Spittle and vomit covered her white nightdress. Hylda called frantically, first for Anne Maria, then for the Baron and Dr Masters, who told her that she would not be
  needed further that day. But it was not until Hylda was on the bus heading for her apartment later on that what had occurred that morning took effect. She got off the bus a stop early in her
  confusion. The cool air calmed her, and she patted her face with a handkerchief, repeating over and over, ‘Poor woman, poor woman.’

  As she waited at the pavement edge for the next bus, she decided she would walk and prepared to cross to the opposite side of the street. Not until then did she see the brightly coloured poster
  pasted to a wall, about five yards to her right. Schmidt’s Circus was appearing in West Berlin, the big brash poster announced. Hylda moved closer, and stared in disbelief. The central part
  of the poster was a massive male lion’s head. Beneath the lion was the defiant face of a woman, a strong face with wild hair; a woman with wide, amber eyes that were daring, yet mocking.

  
    
      
        
          
            THE WORLD’S MOST FAMOUS

            FEMALE WILD ANIMAL TRAINER,

            RUDA KELLERMAN – award-winning act

            straight from Monte Carlo!

          

        

      

    

  

  For a moment Hylda could have sworn that the woman in the poster was Baroness Vebekka Maréchal.




  Chapter Three

  Ruda Kellerman stepped down from her trailer. The weather was not good, the sky overcast, with rain falling lightly. She drew her raincoat collar
  up and tightened her belt; her black boots barely showed beneath the long trenchcoat. Ruda wore a man’s old cloth cap and her long hair was braided in a plait down her back. She carried a
  small riding crop and was tapping it against her leg as she strode towards the Grimaldi cages, their canvas covers rolled up. There were sixteen tigers, four lionesses, five lions and one black
  panther. The animals were three or four to a cage, except for one lion, Mamon, who sat alone in his own vast cage, and the panther, Wanton, who had a small one to himself. Ruda had, as always,
  checked their arrival and unloading from the circus train. Now she was making her second inspection of the morning, noting each animal with a piercing stare of her wide cat-coloured eyes.

  The tigers were very vocal now; occasionally she stopped as one or the other called to her. She pressed her face close to the bars, blowing what appeared to be a kiss. It was a welcome, a
  contact, a call of recognition from one animal to another. She rubbed their noses, calling their names softly, but she was never over-familiar; Ruda had always to remain the dominant figure of
  authority.

  The purring sound was so loud it was like a rumble, but there was no purring from the smallest cage in the semicircle, Wanton’s cage. Ruda called out to him, but kept at arm’s
  distance, as he sliced his paw through the bars, his sharp claws always ready to lash out against anyone passing close. Wanton was the smallest cat, but one of the most dangerous, and Ruda glanced
  upward to check that the tarpaulin over the top of his cage was well battened down. Her sharp eyes checked that there was no loose rope for Wanton to leap at, possibly hurting himself. Unlike the
  tigers, he paid no attention to Ruda’s voice as he pawed and snarled at her. She laughed at him and, in a frenzy of anger, he lashed out again and then slunk to the back of his cage.

  Ruda moved on to her babies, her lionesses. The rain was heavier and she snapped orders to two of her helpers to keep the tarpaulins on all the cages until it was time to move the cats into
  their sheltered quarters. Hearing her voice, the lionesses pressed their massive bodies to the bars, and each one received a rub on her nose. Ruda spoke softly, calming, soothing them, knowing they
  would be restless for some time, that they always were when they arrived at a new site. Any new location was greeted with suspicion, and it would be at least twenty-four hours before they settled
  down. Now they called to each other, acknowledged Ruda and paced their cages.

  Ruda ran her crop along the bars of the next to last cage, and three of her prize babies, the fully grown male lions, loped to the bars, their massive heads bent low, their paws too large to
  reach through the bars. These lions with their full manes never ceased to touch a chord of wonder inside her; they were kings, magnificent killers, and she admired the sheer force and power of
  their muscular bodies. As they pressed their heads against the bars, she noted that their straw needed changing. She turned angrily to an assistant, snapping out the order to prepare the clean
  straw. The young man, Vernon, who had been with Ruda’s team for only six months, muttered for her to give him a break, he had just arrived himself.

  In two quick strides Ruda was at his side. ‘Do it now! And don’t answer me back!’ The rise in her voice made one of the lions snarl, then all three huddled together at the rear
  of their cage, watching her, ears flattened, eyes sharp.

  The boy backed off, and hurried towards the store trailer, where four helpers were pitchforking the new hay and sawdust. Ruda made sure every bale was checked, lest they were damp in the centre,
  and each sack of sawdust tested for the tell-tale smell of poison, laid down to get rid of rats from farmers’ barns, which could endanger her cats. All of it was always sifted by hand until
  she was satisfied.

  The air was filled with the sound of animals calling out, the elephants trumpeting their arrival. Horses were led from trailers to the practice ring, dogs were barking, and a group of performers
  were greeting each other almost as loudly as the animals.

  Ruda stood looking over the bales of sawdust, prodding one bale after another with her crop. ‘Keep them out of the rain, don’t let any damp sawdust get into the cages. I’ll be
  with you in a moment to open up, get everything ready for me.’ Turning back to her last cage, she quickened her step. She gave a soft whistle, and then leaned by the side of the cage,
  whistled again and peered around to the front bars. He was in solitary confinement, a state he seemed to prefer. Ruda often wondered if he misbehaved to ensure he was solo . . . and Mamon could
  misbehave like none of the others. But, then, even his name was unique. He had had it when Ruda purchased him. Mamon was moody, uncooperative, a bully, but he could also be playful and
  sweet-natured. Lions, on the whole, are family-orientated and like each other’s company, but Mamon was very much a loner and he constantly tested her. Ruda liked that.

  His unpredictability made him dangerous to handle, and he had been exceptionally difficult to train, but he was the sharpest, the most willing performer of all the Grimaldi cats. Mamon seemed
  genuinely to enjoy the crowd’s adulation. As if he knew his value, he behaved at times like a real star: his tantrums, however, were a lot more lethal. He swung his head towards Ruda as soon
  as he heard her soft whistle, then loped slowly to the side of the cage. When Ruda whistled for the second time, he squatted down on his haunches, his nose pressed to the bars, his massive black
  mane protruding through the rails. As Ruda peered round to him, his jaws opened and snapped shut. ‘How you doing, eh? Want to say hello to your mama? Eh?’

  Mamon rolled on to his back and Ruda reached through and tickled his underbelly, but she never stopped talking to him, soothing him, always aware that even in play he could slice off her
  arm.

  The high-pitched voice that interrupted their play was like that of a young boy reaching puberty, slightly hoarse, half low, half falsetto. ‘So you got what you wanted, after all . .
  .’

  Mamon sprang to his feet, all four hundred and ten pounds of him, in one swift move, ready to attack. The cage rattled as he lunged at the bars. Ruda gripped the riding crop tighter. The voice
  was unmistakable. ‘You got even taller, Ruda.’

  Ruda turned and snapped, ‘I wish I could say the same for you, Tommy. What piece of wood have you crawled from under?’

  Tommy Kellerman gave a mirthless, twisted smile. ‘You’re doing all right for yourself. That’s some trailer parked up front! How much does a trailer that size set you back,
  then?’

  Ruda relaxed her grip on the riding crop, forced a smile. This was something, after all, that she had expected. She had known he would turn up one day. Ruda had to look down almost to her waist
  level to meet his eyes. Tommy Kellerman was very spruce: his grey suit and red shirt must have been made for him, as was his red and grey striped tie. She had seen the white trenchcoat before: he
  wore it as he had always done, slung round his shoulders; he also sported a leather trilby, a hat being about the only normal garment Tommy could buy outside a children’s-wear department.
  Kellerman was a dwarf.

  ‘That raincoat’s had some wear!’ She tried to sound casual, but her heart was hammering, and she gave a furtive look around to see if there was anyone she knew close by.

  ‘We got to talk, Ruda.’

  ‘I’ve got nothing to say to you, Tommy, and I’m busy right now.’

  Kellerman inched his leather hat up a fraction. ‘You didn’t change your name. How come?’

  ‘I paid enough to use it. Besides, I like it.’

  Ruda walked a few steps to the side of the cage, out of sight of anyone passing. She leaned against it and beckoned for him to come to her. After a moment, Kellerman joined her. He was drenched
  in some sweet-smelling cologne which wafted up, mixing with the smell of the cats’ urine.

  ‘Like I said, Ruda, we need to talk. I just got in from Paris – I got a room reserved in the Hotel Berlin.’ He had a small leather-sided bag which he dropped by his tiny feet.
  Then he took a stance against the wheel of the cage, his square hands stuffed into the small pockets, his polished child’s shoes and red socks scuffed with mud.

  ‘Have you been to my trailer? Asked for me there?’

  He laughed his high-pitched laugh, and shook his head. ‘No, I came straight from the station. I’ve been following you on quite a few venues – not in your league, of course, but
  I keep on seeing your posters, your face, star attraction. You got what you wanted, eh?’

  ‘What do you want, Tommy?’ Her voice was flat and emotionless.

  He looked up at her, and inched his hat further up his domed forehead, scratching his head. Then he removed the hat and ran his stubby fingers through thick curly hair flecked with grey. The
  last time Ruda had seen him, it had been coal black. It was the nicest thing about him, his curly hair. She noticed it was dirty now, sweaty from the hat.

  ‘I said, what do you want, Tommy? You’re not here for a job, are you? Not after what happened – they wouldn’t touch you. I’m surprised you can still find circuses
  that’ll employ you.’

  Kellerman spat into the mud. ‘Isn’t there some place we can discuss this in comfort? It’s raining, and I could do with a bite to eat . . .’

  ‘I’m real busy, Tommy, it’s feeding time any minute now. Maybe we can meet some place later.’

  He stared up at her, and his eyes searched hers before he spoke. ‘You owe me, Ruda: all I want is my fair share. I can’t get work, good work. I’m broke, I’ve had to sell
  most of my props and, well, I reckon you can give me a cut.’

  ‘Cut of what?’

  ‘Well, there’s a few ways to look at it. I’m still your legal husband, and I bet any dough your old man doesn’t know that! Now you’re rollin’ in it,
  and you’re on the number-one circuits, this must be one hell of a contract . . . and all I want is a part of it. You either get me in on the act—’

  ‘They’d fucking eat you, Tommy, no way!’

  One of the helpers passed the small alleyway between the cages. He paused. ‘Excuse me, Mrs Grimaldi, but the freezers are open. You want to come over and sign for the meat?’

  Ruda nodded. ‘Be right with you, Mike.’ She hid Tommy by standing in front of him, and remained there until Mike had gone.

  ‘Ruda, I need money, I’m broke.’

  She turned on him, snapping angrily. ‘When have you not needed money, Tommy? If it moves, you’ll slap a bet on it. You owed me, remember? I paid you off years ago, I owe you
  nothing.’

  Kellerman’s face twisted with anger. ‘You had nothin’, not even a fucking passport, I got you out of Berlin, me! I put food in your mouth, clothes on your back. Don’t
  give me this bullshit, you owe me a lot, Ruda, and if Grimaldi was to know you was still married, he’d hit the fuckin’ roof. I keep my ears to the ground, bitch. I know you took over
  his act, and I know he’s relegated to watchin’ outside the ring like a prick! And I hear he hates it, he’s still screwing everythin’ in a skirt, so how do you think
  he’d feel if he knew you never got divorced? I reckon he’d be a happy man, Ruda. Now you tell me how much you owe me. I am your husband, and I got the marriage licence to prove it. You
  got the divorce papers? Huh? Well?’

  Ruda scraped at the ground with the toe of her boot. ‘Don’t mess me around, Tommy. How much do you want?’

  ‘Well, you got two options, sweetheart. Make me a part of the act, cut me in, or . . . I know what they pay top acts, so I don’t think it’s too much, just give me one hundred
  thousand dollars.’

  ‘Are you crazy? I don’t have that kind of money! Everything I earn goes into the act. I swear I don’t have—’

  Kellerman’s short squat legs ran to the front of Mamon’s cage. He pointed with his stubby finger. ‘Well, sell this bastard. They’re worth a lot of dough, aren’t
  they? Or flog your trailer, I know how much that’s worth, and I know Grimaldi must be set up. I need dough, I got to pay some heavy guy off, and I got no one else. What you want from me, want
  me to beg? Fuck you! You owe me!’

  Ruda remained in the narrow alley between the cages. It took all her willpower to contain her anger. ‘Tommy, don’t stand in front of the cages, they don’t like it, come round
  here. I’ll get you as much as I can, but not dollars, not here.’

  Kellerman leered back at her. ‘That’s not good enough, Ruda. You want me to go over and have a chat with Grimaldi? You can get the cash from the head cashier. You think I dunno how
  much dough you’re getting paid per show – it was the talk of Paris, so don’t give me any bullshit.’

  Ruda reached out and drew him close. ‘I’ll see what I can do. I’ll see what I can raise and I’ll come to your hotel tonight after I fix their night feed. But only on
  condition you don’t work here, you leave. I also want our marriage licence. Is it a deal?’

  Kellerman looked at his watch, the big cheap clock face almost the entire size of his wrist. ‘OK, I’ll go grab a bite to eat. You get me the dough, I’ll give you the licence.
  We got a deal, my love.’

  ‘Then leave now, I don’t want you yapping to anyone.’

  Kellerman grinned. ‘Eh! There’s guys here that’d cut my throat if they saw me, so I’m gone . . . but you’d better turn up. You got until midnight.’ He
  scrawled on a card the hotel and phone number and tucked it into her pocket, smiling. Then he perched his hat at a jaunty angle and departed.

  Ruda watched the small squat figure scuttle away, watched him leave the perimeter of the trailer park. She was rigid, her face set with anger, but she forced Kellerman to the back of her mind,
  she had work to do. She strode over to the meat trailer that had arrived from the city and spent some time arranging the delivery, signing for the fresh carcasses and even haggling with the butcher
  until she had a good deal. She signed the delivery orders, then went over to her own freezer trailer.

  Mike was already sorting out the midday feed. He used a heavy-handled hatchet to slice the meat from the bone, and a carpenter’s sledgehammer with a short handle to crack open the carcass.
  Ruda collected the large trays, carefully listed and tagged for each cat: the trays were clean, the freezer trailer immaculate. Between them, she and Mike weighed the feeds, placing the trays in
  readiness for the cages. By now Ruda had on a rubber apron, blood over her hands and arms. Like Mike she wielded the knives and hatchets professionally.

  After they had washed off the blood, Ruda said, ‘You can grab a coffee, Mike, I’ll do the rest. What time have they allocated the arena for us?’

  He handed her a carefully worked-out rehearsal schedule showing when the main rings would be available for her to rehearse the act. Ruda looked over it, frowning. ‘Have the new plinths I
  ordered arrived yet?’

  ‘I think so, but until everyone’s settled, I can’t get to the delivery trucks. They’re all parked out at the rear.’

  She swore under her breath, and snapped, ‘Go and check, I’ll need to rehearse with them tonight. We’ve no time to mess around.’

  Ruda fed the cats herself, as she always did – no one else was allowed to; that way she had a constant check on whether any were off their food or had tooth problems. After the feed, she
  helped the boys clean out, sweeping and washing down the boards. By the time she had done the last cage, the first would be dry and ready for the clean straw. Not until each one was dry, straw and
  sawdust covering the floors, meat trays removed, was she satisfied to leave her animals, lazily snoozing, their bellies full.

  The helpers were tired, it had been a long journey, and they retired to their trailers exhausted. None of them had ever been able to keep up with Ruda; she seemed to have unending energy and
  stamina. She was as strong as any man, and her expectations were high: anyone not prepared to give one hundred per cent was fired on the spot.

  Not until now did Ruda allow herself to concentrate on the Kellerman problem, and she was soon so engrossed in her own thoughts, desperately trying to think what she should do about her
  ex-husband, that she virtually moved on automatic pilot. She had been so anxious to leave him that she had never considered divorce, but she had always consoled herself that no one would ever know
  because when she married Grimaldi, Kellerman was in gaol. He wouldn’t know, and Luis would have had no reason to suspect she wasn’t divorced. Now she knew what a stupid mistake she had
  made. For Luis Grimaldi to find out now that they were not legally married would be very dangerous, especially since Ruda was poised to make her move and take over the act. Ruda and Grimaldi were
  partners, everything split fifty-fifty, but they were at loggerheads. The act alone tied Ruda to Grimaldi, the act that she had built up. Ruda was planning to draw up new contracts to alter her
  take to seventy per cent of the proceeds. After months of bitter quarrels, she felt she had Grimaldi ready to sign. But what if he now discovered they weren’t legally married and she had no
  legal hold over him at all? The act was still in Grimaldi’s name, every contract she signed was in his name. It didn’t matter that everyone knew she had taken over – the act was
  still his.

  Ruda dragged her boots over the iron grille outside the trailer, inched them off and stepped on to the portable steps in her stockinged feet, opening the door. Carefully she placed her boots
  just inside the door, and then hung up her raincoat. The trailer was spacious. Her large bedroom led off the central sitting room, her husband’s was at the far end by the kitchen. Grimaldi
  had not travelled with the trains but had driven their trailer and hooked it up to the water system. Ruda showered and washed her hair. Wrapped in a robe with a towel around her head she went into
  the kitchen. The coffee pot was on: she tested it with her hand – it was still warm – and poured herself a cup of thick black coffee, then sat with the mug in her hands.

  The walls of the trailer were hung with framed photographs of herself, Grimaldi and the various animals and circuits. Her eyes rested on the large central picture of herself. It was the new
  poster, the first time Ruda was the main attraction of a circus. The fame of Schmidt’s was worldwide and she was at the pinnacle of her career, her life.

  The coffee tasted good, bitter, and she clicked her tongue against her teeth. Her big, strong, mannish hands were red raw, the skin hard, the nails cut square. She wore no wedding ring, no
  jewellery. Slowly she removed the damp towel, and her hair uncoiled in a wet dark twist. When it was scraped back from her strong, heavy-boned face, strange deep red scars were evident on her
  temples: they looked like burn scars, as if someone had held a red-hot poker to either side of her head. Ruda often aggravated the scars, because she had a habit, when she was thinking, of rubbing
  her forefinger up and down them, as if the feel of the smooth scarred skin comforted her. She began to do that now, worrying about Kellerman, what she should do – what could she do? –
  all the while staring at the picture of herself. In the photograph, surrounded by her lions, she looked so powerful, so invincible. This was not just her career at stake, or her partnership, it was
  her life. And no one was going to take it from her. No one had a right to take it away.

  Ruda rinsed her mug and placed it on the draining board by the small sink. Suddenly she realized she was not alone in the trailer. She moved silently towards Luis’s bedroom; a low orgasmic
  moan made her step back. Then she heard her husband gasping, his groan louder, louder, until he sighed deeply. Ruda remained standing by the bedroom door, wondering which of the young girls was
  being serviced – more often than not it was one of the eager starstruck grooms. Grimaldi earmarked these young girls virtually on arrival at the site. In his heyday he wouldn’t have
  looked in their direction but now he fucked whoever he could still dazzle.

  Ruda sat down on one of the comfortable cushioned seats and lit a cigarette. She inhaled deeply, letting the smoke drift into rings above her head. She heard a soft girlish laugh, and looked to
  the bedroom, wondering if they were about to start again, but the clink of glasses and the low voice of her husband asking for a refill made her think that she should move away as they could both
  be coming out. She half rose to her feet.

  ‘I love you . . .’ Ruda raised her eyebrow; poor little besotted tart. ‘When will you tell her?’

  Ruda sighed, the poor stupid little girl didn’t know his wife was well aware of these affairs. She looked to the bedroom, and said to herself, ‘Well? Answer her!’

  ‘I’ll discuss it tonight, after the show. She’ll be too busy beforehand.’ Ruda could tell by the slight slur in Luis’s voice that he had been drinking.

  The girl’s voice rose to a whine. ‘You said that days ago, you promised me. If she doesn’t care about you, why wait? You promised me, Luis, you promised.’

  ‘I’ll discuss it tonight, sweetheart, I give you my word.’

  Ruda decided she had heard enough. She was about to open the main door of the trailer and slam it hard, so they would know she was there, when she was stopped in her tracks.

  ‘The baby won’t wait. I want you to promise me you’ll tell her tonight, ask for a divorce tonight, promise me?’

  ‘Shit!’ Ruda pursed her lips. The bloody tart was pregnant!

  Grimaldi’s voice grew a little louder. ‘Come here, look at me, Tina, I promise you we’ll talk tonight, OK? But it’s feeding time now. I can’t talk it over until
  tonight – she’s gonna have to rehearse. It’s not the right time.’

  Ruda walked out of the trailer, her feet stuffed into her old boots. So what was another bloody Grimaldi brat? But could this one turn his head? He was over sixty. Could this one make his
  warped, drink-befuddled mind take some kind of responsible action? The timing could not have been worse. Jesus Christ, if Grimaldi was to discover he wasn’t legally married, maybe he would,
  out of sheer perversity, think about marrying this tart.

  Ruda’s mind began to spin. Grimaldi was old, he was feeling bitter and jealous of her success, he had been relegated to nothing more than a watcher outside the ring. This child coming now
  could give Grimaldi some sense of power. Would this bitch of a girl give Ruda’s husband the strength to confront her? With her shoulders hunched, Ruda sloshed through the mud, hands clenched
  into fists at her sides. The rage inside her made her whole body stiffen, and the cats picked it up. As soon as she reached the perimeter of their cages, they began to prowl, to growl, pacing up
  and down, heads low.

  The cages had to be driven under cover. The rain was pelting down, and the big animal tent had been pitched; all the animal trailers were being moved into the covered arena, each having a
  delineated site within it. Ruda climbed aboard the tractor with the first caged wagon ready and Mike gave her the signal to drive it in. Ruda wheeled the tractor round, hitching and unhitching each
  cage, her arms straining; to her this was as much a part of the act as feeding, and she wanted to oversee every single stage. Not until all the cages were positioned and secured in their allocated
  space did she relax. The large heaters were on full blast to ensure that the tent and grounds were kept dry and warm. All the tarpaulins from the tops of the cages were removed, laid out flat, and
  rolled up in readiness for the next journey.

  When she at last returned the tractor to the car park, she started checking the massive equipment trucks to make sure that all her props had arrived. Then she had to check out the show cages:
  each one weighed a ton, but they had to be carried and stacked. She worked along with her boys until the sweat ran down her face. Time was now pressing: she had to be ready for her rehearsal
  period. Each act had its specific rehearsal time, and if she was not ready she would lose hers. The new plinths and pedestals were still in their wrappers. Ruda helped the men heave them down from
  the truck and roll them into the practice ring, reinforced steel-framed leather-based seats or stools for the cats, ranging in height, and with reinforced interlocking frames; some were
  barrel-shaped, some used under the ends of the planks that connected them. Each section had to be stacked for easy access and fast erection. They ranged from three feet to forty feet high, and they
  were very heavy to take the weight of the cats.

  She had stripped down to a T-shirt, and sweat glistened on her face and under her armpits as she drove herself to work harder than any man. Her boots were caked in mud, her big hands covered in
  old leather gloves as she used wire clippers to uncover the first plinth. Standing back to view it, she swore loudly, then ripped off the second and third covers. The plinths were correct in
  measurement, and exceptionally well made, but she swore and cursed even louder as she pointed to the leather seat base. She had paid in advance for the plinths and pedestals to be made for her in
  Berlin, and had stipulated the specific colours to be used: red, green and blue. They were, as she had instructed, red, green and blue – but they were too bright, too primary, and the gold
  braid too yellow.

  Ruda had just completed unwrapping the last one – stacking them side by side, all the covers and wires removed – and was standing, hands on hips, in a rage, when Grimaldi at last
  made his appearance. He stood over six feet tall, and had thick black curly hair, very black as he regularly dyed it. His once handsome face was bloated now from age and excessive drinking, his
  dark eyes red-rimmed, but he could still turn heads. He was wearing his high black polished boots over cords, and a Russian-styled shirt, belted at the waist. He reeked of eau-de-Cologne. Ruda
  smelt him before she saw him.

  ‘We got a problem?’

  Ruda snapped that indeed they had, and it was all his fault. ‘All you had to do, Luis, was give the colours for the plinths and you fouled that up – look at them, they’re far
  too bright. I’m gonna have to use the old ones when I link up the pyramid formation. Look at the fucking colours. I want our old ones.’

  Grimaldi shrugged. ‘You can’t have them. I sold them in Paris. These are OK – they’ll get used to them. Give them more rehearsal time, they look fine to me. What’s
  the panic? A few rehearsals, they’ll get used to them.’

  Ruda turned on him. ‘It’s not you in the ring with them, Luis, it’s me. And I’m telling you, those colours are too fucking bright!’ Her face was flushed red with
  fury. Luis knew, probably better than anyone else, the danger that new equipment always generated – even a different coloured shirt worn in the show could disturb the cats. They hated change
  of any kind. Although they accepted Ruda’s old rehearsal clothes, they seemed to know instinctively if she wore a different stage costume and they could really play up. They always had to be
  given time to get to know the changes – and two days, Ruda knew, was not long enough.

  Ruda glared at her husband. ‘Get the old ones back, Luis, and get them by tonight!’ she snapped.

  His eyes became shifty; he hated to be spoken to in that way in front of the workers. ‘I said I sold them. Just work through the act, they’ll get used to them. No way can I get them
  back from Paris in time for the opening.’

  Ruda kicked out at one of the plinths in fury. ‘Just do what I ask. Jesus Christ! It was the only thing you had to do and you foul it up!’

  Luis began to pick his teeth with a matchstick. ‘I’ll call around. What time do you rehearse?’

  Ruda was walking out of the tent and shouted over her shoulder for him to check the schedule. Luis ambled across to the main noticeboard: they were not on until later that afternoon, so he
  joined a group of men going off to the canteen and restaurant provided for the performers.

  Alone in the trailer, Ruda paced up and down like one of her cats. She opened the safe, counted the money kept for emergencies and noted that Luis must have been dipping into it. She slammed the
  door. There was about fifteen thousand dollars left. She checked her own bank balance: in her private account she had fifty-two thousand dollars of hard-earned money. She rubbed her scar until it
  was inflamed, then began to open drawers in her dressing table, feeling under her clothes for small bundles of dollars she kept for day-to-day emergencies – like a squirrel she hid small
  stacks of notes in various currencies and denominations. But no matter how she searched and calculated, she did not have one hundred thousand, and the more she mentally added up the amount, the
  more her fury built. This was hers, every single hard-earned cent was hers, and that little bastard felt he had a right to it. Kellerman had no right to anything, least of all her money.

  The cashiers said they could give Ruda an advance on her salary, but not until after lunch when they would go to the bank. They would require Grimaldi to sign the release form, but if she came
  back at three they would have the money in dollars as she had requested. Ruda smiled, and then shrugged, said not to bother, she’d changed her mind. She was smarting with the knowledge that
  she needed Grimaldi’s signature for an advance on her own wages.

  Ruda fixed herself a salad in the trailer, and then changed into her practice clothes. She was just about to leave when Luis returned. He shook his head, his hair soaked. ‘It’s
  really coming down, maybe going to be a storm. It’s sticky, clammy weather, and the forecast isn’t good.’

  ‘Did you try to sort out the pedestals?’

  Luis had totally forgotten. He nodded, and then lied that he was expecting a return call at the main box office. She watched him in moody silence as he unlocked the wooden bench seat and checked
  over his guns; he rarely had one when watching out for her, but it was a habit from the past when his own watchers had always been armed. He habitually checked that his rifles were intact, but
  never even took them out of the box.

  ‘I’ll need you in the arena. Can you get the boys ready? We’re due to start in an hour.’

  Luis sat on the bench, picked up the towel Ruda had used to dry her hair and rubbed his head. ‘Ruda, we need to talk – maybe after rehearsal.’

  Ruda was already at the trailer door. ‘Which tart was it today?’

  Luis laughed, tossing the sodden towel aside. ‘It’s been the same one for months and you know it – it’s Tina, she’s one of the bareback riders.’

  ‘You’ll be screwing them in their diapers soon, you old goat.’

  Luis laughed again. He had a lovely rumbling laugh and it relieved her, maybe it wasn’t as serious as she had thought. He said, ‘See you in the ring, then! After, we can go out for
  dinner some place, you need a break.’

  Ruda paused, still by the door. ‘Maybe, but I’ve got a lot to do, we’ll see . . .’

  He gave a rueful smile. ‘I’m sorry about the mix-up with the plinths. I’ll get on to them and see you in the ring.’

  Luis heard the door click shut after her, lifted his feet up on to the bench, his elbows behind his head, and stared at the photographs along the top of the wall. Some of them were going brown
  with age. They were of him in his prime, standing with his lions, smiling to the camera; there was such a powerful look to him, such youthfulness . . . Slowly his eyes drifted down, as he aged from
  one poster to the next; it was as if his entire life was pasted up in front of him. He stared at the central poster, Ruda’s face where his had always been. The side wall was filled with Ruda.
  He eased his feet down and stood, slowly moving to the wall, to the pictures that showed he was past it, a has-been.

  He opened a bottle of Scotch, drank heavily from it, and looked at a photograph, curling up with age. The Grimaldi family, the act passing from father to son. There was the old man, the
  grandfather, his own father, with Luis beside him no more than ten years old. Luis’s father had taught him everything he knew, just as his father had before him, three generations of big-game
  trainers.

  Luis downed more Scotch as he stripped to get showered and changed. He bent to look at himself in the bathroom mirror, staring at the scars across his arms – warrior scars, his papa used
  to call them – scars from breaking up the tiger fights. But there was one, a deep jagged line from the nape of his neck to his groin. His fingers traced the deep jagged line, and he started
  to sweat, needing the Scotch more and more as his mouth dried up. He could never go back into the ring. She had done that to him. Ruda had made him inadequate, but it had been Mamon, her favourite
  baby, that had almost killed him. The cold water eased the feverish sweats, and he soaped his chest. He had been mauled so many times; how often he had stepped between two massive tigers, more
  afraid they would hurt themselves than him, but every one of those scars had been dismissed as part of the game. Only the terrible scar on his chest made the fear rise up from his belly.

  Mamon had lunged at him, dragged him like a rag doll around the practice ring, toyed with him, dared Luis to dominate him, and Luis had been overcome with a terror of which he had not believed
  himself capable. It had frozen him. He had no memory of how he had been dragged from the arena, no memory of anything until he woke in the hospital, the wound already filling with poison, a wound
  that wouldn’t heal, a nightmare wound that opened with pus every time he moved. The anguish and the pain had kept him in a state of fever for weeks. Nightmares had kept him afraid to sleep,
  because in dreams the scar opened and oozed and suffocated him. Luis Grimaldi had almost died. To be so physically incapacitated was hard enough for him to deal with, but harder still was the
  relentless fear. A fear that he could confess to no one. At first he had tried to hide it, making excuses – so many excuses – as to why, months after he was healed, he had still not
  been near his cats. It was during those months that Ruda had begun working solo with the cats. He had said that he wasn’t fit enough, that he needed more time to regain his strength, but the
  relentless fear was still there, and Ruda knew he was afraid. Ruda had encouraged him, half-heartedly he realized now, because she didn’t want him back in the ring. She wanted the act for
  herself and she had encouraged him to take his time.
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