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FOR JILL




You’ll always arrive at this same city.

Don’t hope for somewhere else;

no ship for you exists,

no road exists.



FROM “THE CITY,” BY CONSTANTINE CAVAFY, 1894
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APPRENTICESHIP

THE GATEPOST, STUCCOED PINK TO MATCH THE villa, bore a glazed tile painted with a blue number, the same as that in the advertisement. Please inquire in person. Avenue des Fleurs, 72.

A hot day, and so bright. Sun flared off windowpanes and wrung sparks from freshly watered shrubs. One after another, applicants paused at the locked gate, considered its wrought-iron flourishes and the distinctly self-satisfied hue of the residence glimpsed through its bars. They checked the number twice, as if lost, hesitated before pushing the black button in its burnished ring of brass.

When the houseboy appeared with a ring of keys, his severely combed hair shining with petroleum jelly, they ducked in response to his bow and followed him through the silently swinging gate with their heads still lowered, squinting dizzily at the glittering crushed white quartz that lined the rose beds along the path.

“Won’t you sit down?”

May received them in the sunroom. Behind her chair, glass doors offered a view of terraced back gardens, an avalanche of extravagantly bright blooms, a long, blue-tiled swimming pool that splattered its reflection over the white walls and ceiling.

Of the eleven men and women who answered her notice, four did not resist staring at May outright, and she dismissed them immediately.

Whatever the name Mrs. Arthur Cohen might suggest to someone answering an ad, May would not have been it. To begin with, wasn’t Cohen a Jewish name? And there she was, unmistakably Chinese. Now who in 1927 had encountered such an intermarriage, even among the Riviera’s population of gamblers and gigolos, its yachtsmen and consumptives and inexhaustible reserves of deposed, transient countesses living off pawned tiaras? In the summer months, when sun worshippers overtook the city of Nice—women walking bare-legged on the boulevards, and bare-lipped, too, tennis skirts no lower than the knee and not a smudge of lipstick, their hair bobbed, their necks brown and muscular, canine—May Cohen looked not so much out of style as otherworldly.

Despite the heat, she received her eleven candidates in traditional dress: a mandarin coat of pink silk embroidered with a pattern of cranes and fastened with red frogs, matching pink trousers, and tiny silk shoes that stuck out from under their hems like two pointed red tongues.

Her abundant and absolutely black hair was coiled in a chignon. Pulled back, it accentuated a pretty widow’s peak, a forehead as pale and smooth as paper. Her eyes were black and long, each brow a calligraphic slash; her full lips were painted red. She had a narrow nose with nervous, delicate nostrils—imperious, excitable nostrils that seemed to have been formed with fanatical attention. But each part of May, her cuticles and wristbones and earlobes, the blue-white luminous hollow between her clavicles, inspired the same conclusion: that to assemble her had required more than the usual workaday genius of biology. At fifty, her beauty was still so extreme as to be an affront to any sensible soul. Her French, like her English, was impeccable.

Of the remaining seven applicants (those who did not disqualify themselves by staring), the first offered references from a local sanitarium. Perhaps this explained his solicitousness, his tender careful moist gaze, as if she were moribund. “Please accept my apologies,” she said. “You won’t do.”

The second was, she decided, an idiot. “You have had—it was an accident?” he asked, and she smiled, but not kindly.

The third, a narrow, ascetic Swiss with an inexpertly sewn harelip and a carefully mended coat, looked as if she needed employment. But she wrinkled her nose with fastidious disapproval, and May rang for the houseboy to see her out.

The fourth’s excitement as he glimpsed the tightly bound arch of May’s right foot, his damp hands and posture of unrestrained anticipation: these presaged trouble. May uncrossed her legs, she stood and bid him a good afternoon.

The fifth and sixth changed their minds.

The seventh, who was the last, would have to do. He was taciturn; and that, anyway, she approved.

“When do I start?” was his longest utterance.

“Today,” May said. “Now.” And the houseboy provided him with bathing costume, towel, and robe, a room in which to change.

May, using her jade cane, slowly climbed the stairs to her suite of rooms, where she took off all her clothes except the white binding cloths and red shoes—for without them she couldn’t walk at all—and put on her new black bathing costume. She pulled the pins from her hair, brushed and braided it, and, wearing a white robe so long that it trailed, began her long walk down the stairs. On the way she met Alice, her niece, breathless and ascending two at a time.

“I’m late,” Alice explained, unnecessarily. And then, “Please!” as May blocked her way with her cane.

“For what?” May asked. “For whom?”

“I’m meeting him at the Negresco. We’re having tea, that’s all, so don’t let’s quarrel.” Alice tried to push past, but May held the cane firmly across the banister. “Look, he’ll think I’m not coming!”

“Just remember.” May pointed the tip of her cane at Alice’s heart. “We all die alone.”

“Please! I haven’t time for this now!” Alice made an exasperated lunge for the cane, which May abruptly lowered so that Alice lost her balance; she ended sitting on the step below her aunt’s feet.

May looked down at her. “I’m more fortunate than you.”

“And why is that?” The words came out tartly, and Alice scowled, she stuck her chin out belligerently; still, she considered her aunt remarkable for the tragedies she’d survived.

“Because,” May said. “Opium is a better drug.”

“Well,” Alice said, after an amplified sigh. She stood up. “Any advice?” she asked, sarcastic.

May shrugged. She raised her perfectly symmetrical eyebrows and turned up an empty white palm. “Avoid marriage,” she said. “Obviously.” She continued down the stairs, Alice watching as she navigated the foyer, her white robe trailing over the parquet, her abbreviated steps invisible, disguised. Through the salon and out to the pool: who could guess how she hobbled?

In the garden, on a chaise he’d pulled from the shade of an umbrella into the afternoon sun, the young man was waiting. Sprawled long-legged on its yellow cushion, the robe folded, unused, at its foot, he opened his eyes at the sound of the patio door; he stood as May approached. A low stool had been placed just at the very lip of tile that overhung the stairs descending to the shallow end of the long blue pool, and May sat on it. The young man watched in silence as she untied the sash of her robe and pulled her white arms from its white sleeves, let it fall back from her shoulders before bending to unbind her feet.

Because she was so graceful in all her movements, the clumsiness with which she entered the pool surprised him. Still, the young man said nothing, he made no move to help May as she used her arms to maneuver herself from the low seat to the edge of the pool and from there onto the steps.

For a moment she rested on the highest one, submerged only as far as her waist and looking into the water. Under the pool’s refracting surface her feet appeared no more foreshortened than any other woman’s.

She turned to him, her hand on the side. “Well?” she said, and he nodded. He hopped onto the diving board, executed a conceited dive and came up gleaming, grinning, as relaxed and easy in the water as a Shanghai boatman.

SHANGHAI. What city could be farther from the pristine and clear, the enviably sparkling coast of southern France than dirty, seething Shanghai, her filthy waterways? The other side of the world, and yet as immediate and implacable as the underside of consciousness: flowing, undammed. Undammable. May carried it with her, the fetid Whangpoo hung with haze, busy with ferries and junks, the occasional body of a dead addict or whore bobbing between hulls. Barges sinking low under the weight of coal and cabbages, steamers along the jetties exchanging cases of biscuits for crates of tea, wines for silks. Mail boats disgorging their sacks of correspondence and journals, wedding banns, death notices, the occasional love letter smothered among missionary reports and month-old European newspapers.

“TAKE A DEEP BREATH. Keep your mouth closed.”

May hesitated, and he put his hands on her shoulders and pushed her slowly down, under the water’s surface. She watched silver streams of bubbles escape her nose, then came quickly up with her eyes burning, grabbed for the side, his shoulder, anything to keep from sinking. Drowning.

“Not bad,” he said. And again, after she’d stopped gasping, he pushed her gently under. They did this for an hour.

“You have to be comfortable with your head underwater,” he said. “Holding your breath.”

Not once did he mention her feet—not on the first day, not subsequently—and the fact that he didn’t earned him her respect.

If she came downstairs late for her lesson, she found him doing chin-ups on the end of the diving board, easily pulling his torso up out of the deep end. Through the trees, the sun scattered the surface of the pool with bright shards. Over and over, he lifted himself out, disturbing the water just enough to make them dance.

After breathing came kicking. He brought a life preserver and told her to hold it and kick hard enough to travel the length of the pool and back. She made slow progress and stayed close to the side. Three times she stopped to catch her breath. He swam next to her, propelling his big body as if it were weightless, turning from stomach to side to back. A gap separated his front teeth; through it he sent up silver arcs of water when he did the backstroke.

“If you don’t get so you don’t need to rest, you won’t make any progress.” He made the comment noncommittally, as if he didn’t care much, either way. His eyelashes, bleached white by the sun, clumped together into wet, starry points, and his tanned face conveyed the benign condescension of an animal trainer. She liked it, his detachment; she preferred it. Her successes, her failures: these were not his but hers. They belonged to her.

IN THE NEXT WORLD, May had been warned, she would find a lake under whose surface swam those women who had borne children. The lake was a lake of blood. Blood lost each month and lost in childbirth. The blood of stained cloths washed in the rivers.

To ease the sufferings of the dead, the temple bell, as wide and as clamorous as that in the firehouse, was lined with their hair, a few strands taken from each and stuck to the cold metal with a dab of wax or a smear of rice syrup. With every strike of its clapper, one swimmer could come up for a gasp of air. Or so May’s mother explained, many years before—a lifetime ago—when Chu’en took her past the joss house and May asked why it was that tangled drifts of dark, shining hair blew through its dusty forecourt.

May and her mother had stared past the sedan chair’s curtains. “I’m never going there,” May said, shaking her head. “Not to that lake.” Her mother didn’t answer. Instead, “Hurry! Hurry!” she called out to the boys carrying the chair. They were late returning home; May’s grandmother would be angry.

…   

ARMS WERE HARDER than legs. She tried holding the life preserver with one arm while stroking with the other, but in the end he had to support her while she practiced. He stood in the shallow end and held her up on the surface of the water with his broad palms. The feel of his hands against her ribs, his frown of youthful concentration, their formal yet physical intimacy—these reminded her of a time when she was as young as he, and working as a prostitute in Shanghai.

“No. No. Your timing is off. You turn your face up out of the water when you lift your arm. You take a breath as you lift.”

WHEN SHE WAS HOME, Alice watched the lessons from the balcony outside her bedroom, her vigil silhouetted by the white curtain behind her.

May didn’t do things casually. She wouldn’t pursue swimming for the pleasure of it. Certainly not for the exercise, never on the advice of a physician. She must have some sort of a … a plan.

Crawl, back, breast, side: Alice tracked May’s progress through the strokes, her own arms folded, her dark head dipped apprehensively.


THE CZAR’S CLOCK

ALICE BENJAMIN HAD BEEN SEPARATED FROM May only once, in 1913, when she was twelve years old and was discovered in her aunt’s dressing room, rolling up sticky balls of opium for May to smoke in her long ivory-and-silver pipe. Alice had made a dozen or more of them, the size of marbles, and had lined them up on the vanity table among perfumes and creams, when her mother walked in. Was that the moment that everything changed?

Until then, all the family had lived together in the same big house on Bubbling Well Road in Shanghai: Aunt May and Alice and Alice’s sister, Cecily; the girls’ father, Dick Benjamin, and their mother, Dolly, and their mother’s brother, Uncle Arthur, who had fallen in love with a Chinese prostitute and then indulged the bad taste or poor judgment or whatever it took to induce an otherwise intelligent white man to marry a native—a whore!—even so beautiful and cultured a one as May.

“Now that,” Dolly said, looking at the dark crescents of opium under Alice’s fingernails. “That is the final final straw.”

“It’s not as if anything were happening,” May said. “You know I love Alice as if she were my own. I’d never smoke in her presence.” But May’s declarations of love were no comfort to Dolly. In the inevitable alignments of familial sympathies, Cecily belonged to Dolly, Alice to May, and Dolly had long worried about her sister-in-law’s influence over her younger daughter.

“Anyway, Alice prepares her pipe all the time,” Cecily said, eager to tattle. “She’s been doing it for years.”

“She most certainly has not!” the girls’ governess protested.

“Yes I have!” Alice said, for how could she resist arguing with the know-it-all Miss Waters, with her face that looked as if it would shatter if dropped? The governess was as vain as a debutante about her pale skin and swallowed arsenic tablets to maintain its china-like luster.

“You see,” May said, when Alice told her about the little white pills, “I was right when I said she was poisonous. I wouldn’t kiss her if I were you.”

But Abelard’s Complexion Tablets were one thing, and opium was quite another. Just like that, Alice and Cecily were taken out of day school and enrolled in a London boarding school, far far away. “Seven thousand, eight hundred and forty-some-odd miles,” calculated Uncle Arthur, who had an amateur’s delight in geography.

“High time, too,” said their father, and he made the usual observations about Shanghai’s climate, the malarias and miasmas and Whangpoo River gases.

To get to London, the sisters and their mother and governess and amah went by train. First to Harbin on the Chinese Eastern Railway, its cars dusty and black, and then all the way west to Moscow on the beautiful blue Great Siberian Express, and then on to Paris via the Nord-Express, and from Paris to Calais and on across the Channel. A very long trip and one that would convince Alice’s mother that it was too late, Alice ought to have been separated from her aunt years before. For when she at last arrived in London at Miss Robeson’s Academy for Young Ladies, Alice Benjamin was immediately famous. Infamous: stared at and whispered about, as the girl who had gotten off a train with a strange man. And admitted it!

Yes, Alice had stepped off the express into a city in Siberia, a place she’d never been, holding the hand of a man she didn’t know, an army captain. Only twelve years old, but not so young that she didn’t know better than to go willingly off with a stranger. The police had come, of course, a gorodovoi in his shining boots. And for three days the family was delayed in Kuybyshev, a place that wasn’t even a place, as no one had ever heard of it. But Alice wouldn’t say any more. She did answer questions about the express. Yes, it was luxurious, if a bit stuffy. The windows didn’t open.

As insurance against claustrophobia—to which her mother particularly was susceptible—Alice’s father had reserved three train compartments for the five of them, enough room, according to the booking agent, for twelve persons.

May went with them to the railway station, and at the prospect of separation from her aunt, Alice cried all the way along North Honan Road, right up to the unfailingly overwhelming sight of the station’s crowds of beggars and peddlers and lepers and thieves, a smattering of addicts lying insensate underfoot.

“The whole damn danse macabre,” Alice’s father said, and he took his handkerchief from his pocket, rubbed it between his palms. He was irritable, as he always was on those days he took off from his brokerage, leaving his fortunes—the future!—even briefly in the hands of his partners.

May kissed Alice and said, “Now you must stop crying, really you must, darling,” and Alice did. For as her mother feared, Alice was entirely in thrall to her aunt; she did anything to please her.

Because of a mishap with the brougham (a broken axle as they turned out of their private drive), the family disembarked at the station from a convoy of rickshaws: Alice and May in the vanguard, followed by Alice’s mother and father, then Cecily and Miss Waters and at last the amah, squeezed between two precariously swaying towers of luggage.

“It says,” Miss Waters said once again, “that the dining-car attendants speak English, German, French, and Russian. And that the bathrooms have marble tile.” She had a brochure from the Wagon-Lits Company and, when not afflicted with migraine, consulted its pages frequently, reading over and over of the comforts it promised. “A stateroom with lounges, armchairs, and writing tables. Private toilet rooms with porcelain bathing tubs. Hot water, and fresh linen daily.

“Since the completion, in 1904, of the Circumbaikal Loop,” she announced, “a train can cross Siberia in eight days.”

“You read that already,” said Cecily, sitting down on a trunk, watching as their father disappeared into the crowds in pursuit of a porter.

“We have our own food,” their mother said.

“Yes,” said the governess.

“So we don’t need waiters who speak four languages.”

“No,” Miss Waters conceded.

They did have food: three hampers full. Fifty bottles of Vichy water, twenty packages of Lu biscuits, jars of peaches and pears, apples and apricots, all canned by Dah Su and his slavish staff of cookboys. Packets of tea and cocoa, imported oranges, each wrapped in pink tissue paper printed with a honeycomb design, sixteen tins of Portuguese sardines, four jars of lemon curd, four tubes of anchovy paste (looking like toothcream, only brown), two dozen eggs (laid by their own chickens and hard cooked in their own kitchen), five pounds of chocolates filled with liqueurs (a gift from May, who eschewed the purely practical), a bottle of L’Angoustin bitters, eight tins of potted meat, twelve tins of Bear Brand Swiss condensed milk, and two Dutch cheeses sealed up in black wax—all packaged items imported at considerable expense only to journey back toward Europe. But who in his or her right mind would buy Chinese staples?

Besides the food, they carried towels and linens, a rubber lining to put between them and the train’s bathtub, books, stationery, pens, ink, decks of playing cards, and boxes of stereopticon cards, as well as the viewer, needlework, toys, and of course clothes and toilet articles, everything packed into three leather-bound trunks with brass fittings, a set of matching train cases, and one hatbox.

Two larger, dark blue trunks, filled with what the sisters needed for school, would travel in the express train’s luggage car at a surcharge of twenty-one rubles, forty kopecks. Nothing was inspected by the Chinese Eastern, but at Harbin and innumerable stops along the way west, each piece of luggage would have to be carried off the train by Russian porters (who would have to be tipped generously if they weren’t to mishandle and drop them), opened, and examined on the platform.

As usual when under the care of their father, the family arrived at the station early and were forced to fill time. In the crowded first-class lounge, Dick read the North China Daily News, and Dolly walked around and around the hampers, mentally reviewing their contents: servings that had been added up, divided by five, added up again, and then doubled in case of disasters or delays, so that the traveling party could last for weeks without using the dining cars, whose fare the Wagon-Lits Company declared equal to that of the best restaurants in Europe.

Dolly Benjamin was convinced that cholera and typhus and hepatitis—every imaginable tragedy—were waiting for her to relax her vigilance. Disease would enter the bodies of her family through the indulgence of a suspect ice cream, an unwrapped sweet. Who knew what went on in the train’s kitchen, or in the kitchens of the best restaurants of Europe, for that matter?

BUT THE GRAND express was grand, especially after two days on a dirty Chinese train. Its compartments contained all the promised amenities, seats upholstered in a dark blue brocade, walls covered with embossed leather. A large mirror tilted out from the wall above the divan, and Cecily stood on the cushion and looked in it. She smoothed her eyebrows with her finger, licking its tip and then applying a sheen of saliva to the fine dark hairs. The large windows were of double panes of thick glass to protect against the cold, their tops etched with a design of urns and garlands. The writing desk was stocked with paper and envelopes bearing the words Compagnie Internationale des Wagon-lits, just as in a hotel. On the wall was a framed print of the icebreaker Baikal, its three stacks belching black smoke. The ship was moving across the frozen lake, cutting a dark trench through the surface. In its wake, great white slabs of ice floated on black water. To the left of the ship, on unbroken ice, rested huge sledges, three reindeer harnessed to each; and between them stood a small group of men, shapeless in layers of furs.

Alice sucked the end of her brown braid as she looked at the photograph. Her braid was as thick as her mother’s arm and long enough to sit on. She wasn’t a pretty child when compared, as she inevitably was, with her older sister, Cecily, with her serene eyes and pink cheeks, her smooth curls. Alice was dark and fierce, with lips too full, too hungry, for a little girl.

She brought her eyes close to the glass covering the picture. Beneath his fur hat, each man had a beard and a mustache like her father’s. The print was dated 1900 and there was a copy of it in each of the three compartments they had booked, side by side in the long blue coach with the number 578 painted in white on the side. Miss Waters and the amah were to share the compartment closest to the front of the train; after them came Alice and Cecily; and last their mother, who had an entire compartment to herself in order to prevent anxiousness brought on by sleeping too close to another person, or in case of headache or stomachache, or whatever might keep the shades drawn, the sleeping berth down, and the door locked, as it sometimes was at home.

After a guard came to check their passports, another man, in a belted black blouse and voluminous trousers tucked into shining black boots, knocked at each compartment door and introduced himself as the provodnik, or porter, who would come back at nine o’clock with their linen and make up the berths.

“What time is it now, if you please,” Cecily said.

And the man took off his hat to answer. “Half past noon,” he said, in his good English.

“But how can that be?” said Cecily. “We’ve already had lunch and tea.”

“Yes,” said Alice. “It must be time for supper.”

The provodnik withdrew a leather folder from under his arm and from it a printed table of local times throughout Russia. He handed this to their mother, and another copy to the governess, evidently lumping the diminutive amah in with the children and deciding, as might a waiter who needs to economize on menus, that such a document would be wasted on her. As the women looked at the table, printed both in Russian and in French, he explained that these real times were irrelevant in that between Harbin and Moscow meals would be served and beds made up according to imperial time, and that arrival and departure times as well were always based on the czar’s clock. He paused, audibly inhaling and then releasing air through his nostrils, then handed them another long folded paper, the timetable of the International Express stops. Were they to get off the train, he cautioned, they must lock their compartments, they must carry their passports, and they must remember that three bells would announce each station departure: one a quarter of an hour before, another five minutes before, and the last immediately before. At Irkutsk, they would be changing carriages, as the imperial Russian track that lay west of that city was of a narrower gauge than the one to the east.

“The dining car?” Miss Waters asked, her voice rising an octave, a function of hope despite Mrs. Benjamin’s insistence that they wouldn’t be using it.

“Open from seven in the morning, imperial time, until nine at night.”

“But,” said the governess, noting from the table of local times that Harbin was six hours and twenty-five minutes ahead of St. Petersburg, “Doesn’t that mean that breakfast will be served in the middle of the … That is to say, when it’s … well, lunchtime?”

The provodnik looked at her. “Seven, imperial time, until nine.”

“Yes,” said the governess, moving quickly on to the other object of her devoted interest. “The bathtub, it is—”

“Porcelain. In the lavatory to the rear of the carriage.”

The amah made a sour face. “No washee train tub! No belong clean! Belong dirty! Dirty!” She turned on the governess. “What you belong fooloo woman! Make too much care for porcelain! Who know who go tub before! Porcelain no count for no matter.”

The provodnik looked witheringly down at the old Chinese woman in her blue tunic and trousers and flat black shoes, and then turned back to the governess. Clearly he felt she was the only one of the party of travelers who had any real appreciation of the marvels of this train, which would carry them thousands of miles westward, toward Europe, toward the czar and civilization. And away from the ignorant Chinese, this one in their midst no more than a generation’s distance from savages who defecated in their own rice paddies and washed their armpits with urine. What could such a person—a person who wasn’t even a person—understand about hygiene?

He bowed slightly, so slightly that the motion might almost have been mistaken for a shudder, as if he were suddenly aware how cold it was in the corridor of the coach, and said that he must attend now to other business.

It wasn’t until after the third and last warning bell, when they were pulling slowly away from the brick terminal, that they saw the other passenger in their car, a Russian officer in white tunic and blue trousers. He paced twice up and down the corridor, stroking his gray mustache with his right thumb and forefinger in a nervous, sweeping motion, and then stopped outside the compartment in which Alice, Cecily, their mother and governess were still trying to decipher the timetable, and knocked. Miss Waters retracted the lead into her silver mechanical pencil and folded her page of calculations; their mother stood and opened the door.

“Captain Litovsky,” the officer said, and he bowed deeply from the waist, removing his white-and-black hat and then replacing it before he was quite upright. “Engineer with the Imperial Command.”

“Mrs. Benjamin,” their mother said. “And my daughters, Cecily and Alice. Their governess, Miss Waters.”

The adults exchanged politenesses; the girls stared at the officer, ignoring Miss Waters’s grimace of disapproval. He had a fascinating habit of touching first the brim of his hat, then his mustache and his collar, his pockets, and at last what seemed to be the stock of a phantom pistol holstered at his hip—either that or the hilt of an equally invisible sword.

“Why do you speak English?” Alice interrupted.

“Alice!” said her mother.

“That’s all right,” said the captain, staring at Alice and looking almost frightened, as if he’d seen a ghost. “I … I … I have children, myself,” he stammered.

“Tell me,” said their mother. “Is it usual that the train should follow so eccentric a schedule? The, uh, pov—provodnik said that meals would follow St. Petersburg time even here, in Eastern Siberia, and …”

“Lunch is served at dinner!” said Miss Waters.

“I’m sorry?” said the captain.

The governess handed him the tables along with the equations she’d made on the Wagon-Lits stationery. “Look for yourself,” she said.

He held them under the reading lamp’s fringed shade, bending over to see them clearly.

“Not that it really matters in relation to meals, as we won’t be using the dining car, but if the beds aren’t turned down until dawn—”

“By why shouldn’t you use the dining—” he said, interrupting first Miss Waters and then himself and looking out the window as if at something that surprised him.

“Captain?” said their mother after a minute. “Sir?” For he was standing very still, rigidly erect even for an officer, and he dropped the timetables and Miss Waters’s calculations and began once again the mysterious series of motions from hat brim to mustache and so forth. His face was immobile, his eyes wide and unmoving. Behind his pupils, though, Alice thought she saw a terrible velocity, as if he were dropping through space. And then, suddenly, he did fall, right onto the floor.

For a minute, no one moved, no one attempted to help him. He lay on his back, his feet projecting out of the compartment door and into the corridor, and he spoke in three languages at once, Russian words mixed up with French and English. “Nitchevo,” he muttered. “Nitchevo.” The expression was one he would use again later, and translate for them: It doesn’t matter.

Tears squeezed from his shut eyes, saliva from the corners of his mouth. He said a name, too, several times. Olga! Olga! He said it loudly, as if calling to the woman from far away, as if he were afraid she might not be able to hear him. And then he was still, his body relaxed as though asleep.

“He’s taken a fit,” Miss Waters concluded.

“Go,” their mother said. “No. You stay, and I’ll go with the girls to get the, the porter, whatever he’s called.”

But by the time they had returned with the provodnik, the governess was in the corridor and the captain inside their compartment, with the door shut and the curtain drawn.

“What’s happened?” said their mother. The provodnik tried the door handle.

“It’s locked,” he said, knocking. “Sir!” he said. “Zdrastvuyti! Hello! Captain, I must ask you to open the door. This is not your compartment!”

“Perhaps he’s dead,” Cecily said.

“No, I can hear something,” said their mother. “Why on earth did you leave him!” she asked the governess.

“I don’t know,” said the governess. “What I mean is … Here,” she said. “I took your bag and the passports.”

The amah made a snorting sound.

“Captain!” the provodnik said. “Pazhalsta! Please! I must insist that you open the door immediately.”

And he did. “Can I help you?” He bowed, an expression of aggrieved suspicion on his face. Perspiration stood out in large drops on his forehead; he removed his hat and wiped his face with a large pink silk handkerchief.

“Sir!” said the provodnik. “What do you … Are you all right?”

“Why shouldn’t I be? I was just … I was writing a report.”

“He’s mad,” the governess said. “He’s intoxicated.”

“This is not your compartment,” said the provodnik.

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean,” said the provodnik, “that this compartment, number one-sixteen, is the compartment of Mrs. Benjamin, and that yours is three doors to the rear, number one-nineteen.

“One, one, nine,” he added when the man did not respond. Captain Litovsky stared silently at them all. He twisted his beautiful handkerchief into a pink rope and bound it nervously around his knuckles.

“See,” Alice said. “That is my doll on the seat, and Cecily’s cards are there on the writing desk.”

The captain turned and looked at the doll. He touched the brim of his hat, his mustache, collar and pockets and the missing weapon at his hip. “Yes,” he said at last. “You must please forgive me. I haven’t been entirely well since … I’m not myself.

“I’m going to take the waters at Sergievsk. At the springs, the springs near Kuybyshev. It is on the advice of my physician. I have a cottage reserved for the fifteenth of the month.” He slipped his hand inside his tunic, as if searching for some confirmation of what he was saying, and handed the porter a worn leather billfold inside of which were two creased banknotes, an envelope with a broken wax seal and his propiska.

“This is your pass. I need your ticket.” The provodnik sounded irritable. “If you have your ticket on your person, I’ll show you that one-nineteen is—”

“Yes, yes. I remember now.” Litovsky turned to Mrs. Benjamin and her daughters. “Forgive me,” he said. “I … I … I am … I am honorab—I am discharged. I am returning to my home and taking the waters en route.”

“Of course,” said Alice’s mother. “Please, let’s not talk of it anymore. We were concerned only for your health.”

“Yes. It is … I am …”

“Shall I take you to your compartment?” the provodnik said.

The captain followed the porter meekly down the corridor, swaying slightly with the motion of the train.

“What happened to him?” Alice asked.

“An attack of some sort. A kind of—”

“He may be a drunkard,” the governess said.

“He’s an engineer, an officer of the Russian army!” said Alice’s mother.

“Well that certainly wouldn’t prevent him from drinking. It may even be a requirement.” Miss Waters allowed herself a small, malicious smile.

“Who do you suppose Olga is?” Cecily said.

Miss Waters was counting the envelopes in the writing desk. “His wife, probably.”
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