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1
The Diva Warms Up

SOMEWHERE IN THE distance a bass viol vibrated. She struggled to remember what it meant: an angry person coming who wanted to hurt her. She tried to get to her feet but the floor was so heavy it pulled her down. Or maybe someone had attached weights to her legs while she was kneeling in front of the Madonna. The bass sounded more loudly and she panicked. She wrestled with her nightdress, which bunched above her waist as she thrashed about. Then saw the man leaning over her, his face red-black with fury.

“No, don’t kill me! I didn’t do it, it was someone else, they put weights on my legs!” She could hear herself laughing as she exposed herself to him, her voice bouncing from ceiling and walls and echoing over and over. “Look: I’m not hiding anything!”

“You goddamned bitch!” he hissed. “I wish I could kill you!”

He grabbed a pillow and pushed it toward her face. Someone else wrapped her flailing arms and legs in sheets and tied them tight around her body. She was coughing, gagging, praying for air, and then she was awake.

She fingered her throat. The muscles were so tense that it hurt to touch them. She couldn’t remember the dream now, or even the events of the previous night, but the shadow of the ominous hovered below the surface of her mind. She stretched an arm out for her robe and snatched at empty air. Fear choked her: she was in a twin bed, not her own canopied throne, and she’d gone to bed—been put to bed?—in her clothes. Her silk skirt had bunched up as she slept, making an uncomfortable knot against her lower back.

She flung the covers away and jumped up, much too fast: the room rocked around her and her pantyhose-clad feet slid on the floorboards. Her stomach heaved. She looked about and found a waste can just in time. She hadn’t eaten much recently; all that came up was a sour mouthful of green fluid.

Shuffling along on her knees, she scrounged on the bedside table for a Kleenex. A clock radio caught her eye. One o’clock. Could that be right? The blinds were pulled but sunshine seeped around their edges: it couldn’t be one in the morning, but what was she doing in a strange bed in the middle of the day? Unless the clock was wrong.

She had been going to La Bohème. It might be amusing to see what a community company could do with it, that was why she was wearing her black shantung skirt. She remembered dressing, and even, if she concentrated hard, having a drink with her escort before they set out. That had been around six. She had a vague recollection of the restaurant, of a waiter being rude to her, but none whatsoever of the performance. Maybe they’d skipped it. What had her escort’s name been? An admirer, there were too many to remember them all. This man had even opened his home to her for the last six weeks, but he often drank so much at dinner that he couldn’t stay awake through the theater.

Next to the clock radio was a family photo: Becca dressed as Queen Esther for a Sunday school pageant, dark curls springing in wiry corkscrews around her head, Harry gazing at her with mushy fondness. Becca was a ringer for Harry, the same round face, dimpled cheeks, but pretty—on Harry those features looked like a frog’s. She herself had always preferred Queen Vashti, the beauty standing up to the king’s pointless commands, over the bleating, vapid Esther.

So she was in Harry and Karen’s guest room—silly of her not to recognize it straight away when she’d lived there after Harry forced her to leave Italy, yammering as he always did about her extravagance. If only she were home—her real home in New York, not the apartment where she’d been staying the last few weeks—she could send someone for tea and a masseuse.

At least she could take a shower. She pulled off her pantyhose and dropped them on the floor. The guest bathroom was at the other end of the hall, so she couldn’t undress in here, but she could take off her bra: it had slipped up on her in the night and was digging into her breasts. No wonder she felt as though she were being choked.

There was a large stain down the front of the blouse. Had that been there when she put it on? She hoped she hadn’t embarrassed herself by wearing dirty clothes to a restaurant.

She draped the blouse around her shoulders, the silk cool against her nipples. Maybe it was long enough to use as a dressing gown. As she measured the ends against her thighs Harry’s bellow sounded.

“Is she going to sleep all day? Where does she think she is? Goddam New York in the goddam Plaza Hotel?”

A female murmuring, too soft for her to tell if it was Karen or Becca, and then Harry’s bellow again. “Go in there and get her up. She’s been asleep since four, which God knows is longer than I have, and I want to talk to her royal highness.”

A diffident knock followed by Becca’s head poking around the door. “Oh! You’re awake. Daddy wants to talk to you.”

She pointed to her throat and shook her head.

“You’ve lost your voice?” Becca asked, coming all the way into the room. She was fourteen now, her teeth white behind the barricade of braces, but her hair still a wiry cloud. Instead of Queen Esther’s blue flowing robe she wore layered tank tops over shorts and combat boots.

“Janice? Are you up? We need to talk!” Harry’s blare made her wince.

“She’s lost her voice!” Becca called back, enjoying the drama.

“Then she can goddam find it.”

Harry stomped into the room, but seeing her breasts exposed beneath the draped silk blouse he blushed and looked away. He grabbed Becca and tried to frog-march her from the room.

Becca wriggled free. “Oh, Daddy, you act like nobody I know has breasts. We see each other naked all the time after soccer. I look at my own, for pity’s sake.”

“And don’t talk to me like that: I’m not one of your classmates.” It was an automatic plea, lacking conviction. “Janice, button up your damned shirt and come into the kitchen. We’re going to talk.”

Someone had dumped her jacket and purse on the floor by the dresser. She picked up the jacket and made a great show of arranging it neatly on the back of the chair, pulling on the sleeves to straighten them while Harry snapped futilely behind her. Another show of fussing in her purse for a pen. HOT TEA, she wrote in block capitals on the back of an envelope that she found on the dresser. SHOWER. She gave Becca the envelope and went down the hall to the bathroom, drowning Harry’s protests by turning on the taps full blast.

When the room was filled with steam she stepped under the shower and started kneading the muscles in her shoulders. She let the spray bathe the back of her throat, gargling slightly, then turned her back to the water and gently trilled her tongue along the edge of her front teeth. Using the trill, she moved up and down a half scale in the middle of her range, barely making a sound. When her neck muscles started to relax, she began a series of vowel exercises, still staying in the middle of her range but letting the sound increase a little.

After perhaps twenty minutes of vocalizing someone hammered on the bathroom door, but there wasn’t any point in responding: it was undoubtedly Harry. Not only did she know what he had to say, she’d only get a chill and have to start over again if she stopped now. For another ten minutes she eased her voice into shape within the protective steam, until she deemed it safe to get out of the shower and finish exercising in the music room.

She carefully wrapped her throat in a towel before leaving the tub, keeping her neck covered as she dried herself, then kicking the used towels into a pile in the direction of the clothes hamper.

A cotton dressing gown hung on the back of the door. Karen’s, no doubt, judging by the vivid magenta flowers and tiers of lacy sleeves, but no one she cared about would see her in it and it was better than putting on that soiled blouse again.

The gown had a complicated set of ribbons; she tried to tie it up high enough to protect her chest from the air conditioner’s drafts. To be on the safe side she took another clean towel from the shelf and draped it across her neck. She held her silk blouse over the heap of damp towels: surely Karen would have enough sense to dry-clean it instead of throwing it into the washing machine? She’d remind her as soon as she finished her workout.

Of course, Harry didn’t have a real music room, but the family room held a badly tuned piano, the one from her parents’ house she’d used when she first started singing. As she walked back past the bedroom and down the half flight of stairs she hummed, letting the sound fill her head with the tickling that told her her breath was flowing well. Becca ran up behind her and handed her a mug of tepid tea. She didn’t break stride or stop humming, but did nod a regal thanks.

In front of the piano she let the humming turn back into vowels, and then into trills. At the end of half an hour she was sweating freely but feeling pleased with her flexibility. Partway through she had gulped down the tea and held the cup out for a refill. When Becca didn’t respond she turned, surprised, to find the room empty. The child used to like to listen to her practice. Still humming, she walked back to the bathroom and filled the cup with hot water from the tap.

Karen popped out of the kitchen as she passed. “Oh! When you’re done will you put the towels in the hamper? I’m not doing a wash until Tuesday. Do you want some lunch? Harry had to—”

She turned her back on the nagging voice, not interested in anything Harry might have to do, and returned—still humming—to the family room to finish her workout. In the past she always concluded with “Vissi d’arte’ from Tosca. Her own voice, soaring to that final high D, exhilarated her with its freedom and power. But today she knew at some unacknowledged reach of her mind that she would never manage the aria, and that failure to do so would crack her self-control in front of Karen and Becca. She contented herself with a couple of German art songs that did not place great demands on the voice.

Drying face and chest with the towel in which she’d swathed her throat, she left it on the floor by the piano. The mug she took with her to the kitchen, even placing it in the dishwasher. Harry would not be able to say she showed absolutely no consideration for his wife.

Karen had moved to the backyard, bending over in faded shorts and shirt to do something with the garden. A dull vibration overhead meant Becca was upstairs listening to a pounding bass that passed for music with today’s teenagers. The child had actually preferred that to her own workout? She snorted like a high-bred racehorse.

Mercifully, Harry had disappeared altogether. Maybe the mounds of scrap iron called to him even on Sundays. She could eat lunch in peace. Not that there was much in Karen’s refrigerator to tempt her: the remains of the family’s Sunday bagel breakfast, with bright-colored squares of lox that looked like linoleum scraps; leftover roast lamb; cheese—which would produce phlegm in her throat—and iceberg lettuce. Wrinkling her nose she took out a bagel and a grapefruit and put on water for coffee.

Becca thudded down the back stairs into the kitchen. “Did you get your voice back?”

“Well enough to vibrate the glasses.”

Without raising her voice, simply by using perfect airflow, she threw out a sound that returned a high-pitched whine from Karen’s crystal. It was a trick that had delighted Becca as a toddler, and even now made her grin.

“Daddy’s furious, but he decided not to give up his golf date for you.”

“Harry’s prone to furies. Any special reason?”

Becca hugged her knees. “Because Piero Benedetti called him at two this morning to get you out of jail.”

She felt a jolt behind her diaphragm. Jail? Her hands shook as she picked up the mug of coffee and a large pool slopped onto the table. Becca went to the sink for a sponge and mopped the table.

“Darling, is this what teenagers do for fun these days? Make up stories to shock the older generation?”

“Mom said you’d probably pretend not to remember.” Becca’s green eyes were tinged with worry.

“What am I supposed to have been in jail for? Trespassing on the Minsky scrap heap?”

Years of training allowed her to produce a mocking trilling laugh despite the giveaway trembling of her hands. “And what on earth does Piero have to do with it? The last I heard he was in New York closing out the Met production of The Ghosts of Versailles.”

“You called him. Or somebody called him, and he called Daddy, who had to drive all the way into Chicago to get you. Daddy says he should have just let you rot there, it would have done you good.”

“Oh, Jan—oh, good, you’re up.” Karen had come in and was washing mud off her hands at the sink. “We need to talk. About last night.”

“Becca has been spinning me some kind of ghoulish teenage tale,” she said lightly. “But I don’t think you should encourage that kind of prank. And I don’t think you need to involve yourself in my activities.”

“Don’t need to involve myself?” Pots as well as glassware rattled at Karen’s shriek. “Piero Benedetti called us in the middle of the night after you had woken him at home. Don’t you remember any of it? Look at me, and don’t smirk in that oh-I’m-so-superior-to-you way! You made a spectacle of yourself at La Bohème last night. Even without the arrest, two of my neighbors already called to tell me. You hummed loudly throughout the first act, and then, deciding that the poor girl getting her chance to debut in a miserable community production didn’t deserve to be the center of attention, you actually got up and sang over her voice in the third act. And now you sit here in my kitchen, eating my food, after dropping dirty towels all over the house, trying to pretend you don’t remember a damned thing about it.”

“I don’t think she does remember, Mom. We read about it when we covered alcoholism in our health class this spring. You can be so drunk you can’t remember what you did, especially if it was embarrassing.”

“Becca! Are you—is it possible that you are calling me an alcoholic?”

“Oh, please!” Becca’s eyes, which used to watch her in adulation, held so much misery she had to look away. “It just makes it so much worse when you lie, when everybody knows that’s why you’re in Chicago instead of New York. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. You can’t help it. It’s a disease, and if you could only admit—”

She swept the dishes off the table, enjoying the crash and the alarm in Karen’s and Becca’s faces when they shattered. “If you’ve quite finished your extraordinary remarks, will you find some clean clothes for me to wear? I’ll call someone to come out and pick me up.”

“Be my guest. But you can’t borrow any more of my clothes. You took my Donna Karan suit the last time you were here and when I finally got you to return it, you’d spilled something on it that the cleaners couldn’t get out.” Karen took a breath. “And Harry wants you to get a job. He’s tired of supporting you.”

“Does he want me to drive a truck at the scrap heap? Now that would be a sight worth seeing.”

“Janice, you can do what every other retired diva does: you can—”

“My name is Luisa Montcrief, and I am not retired!” She wished she hadn’t wasted the dishes on Becca’s childish remark: her fury was real this time, and needed a physical vent. “I am just as eager to leave this town as you are for me to go, but my manager has so far been too lazy to get me the engagements I desire.”

“Well, call him, and take something you don’t desire.”

“And have everyone join you in saying I’m a has-been? I think not!”

“Look, even if you’re not retired, would it kill you to give a few lessons? There must be people in Chicago who think you have something worth saying about singing.” Karen’s tone didn’t hold out much hope at the prospect.

“Very well: I will call my manager in the morning and remind him that I’m getting impatient.” She swept from the room, every inch a diva.

“What were you doing making her tea? I thought I told you not to wait on her.” Karen fetched the broom from the utility closet and stabbed at the broken crockery with it.

Becca pulled a strand of hair straight and sucked on it. “She misses all the attention.”

“But it’s not your job, miss, to be her maid-audience-secretary, or whatever it is she thinks she needs at the moment.”

“She made the glasses ring for me,” her daughter offered.

“It’s just like your father to go off golfing and leave me to deal with her,” Karen grumbled. “She’s his twin, after all, not mine, I married him for better or worse, not her.”

“She’s your worse,” Mom, that’s all. Anyway, Daddy did try to talk to her, but she locked herself in the bathroom for hours.”

Karen forced her face into a tight smile. “I know, sweetie: your aunt makes me feel helpless and that brings out the worst in me.”

“It was fun when she was famous,” Becca said. “Remember when we got to have dinner with Jackie Onassis? Corie didn’t believe me—I had to show him the photographs. You looked so tough in that red dress. Of course, I looked like a little porker, a seven-year-old porker with an Orphan Annie fright wig.”

“Darling, you looked adorable. As you do this minute, although you know I’m not crazy about those combat boots.”

“So why do you call her Janice when she hates it so much she changed it decades ago?”

“People have been encouraging your aunt to deny reality since she was seventeen. She doesn’t need help from me along those lines—in fact, just the reverse. It’s time she stopped playacting and faced up to her drinking problem.”

“But even before she, well, stopped getting engagements, you and Daddy insisted on calling her Janice. Janice Minsky, what a name. I wouldn’t be a star with that name, either. Not that someone like me will ever be a star. Why couldn’t I take after her, or you, and be tall and skinny? Why do I have to look like Daddy, the short squatty toad side of the family?”

“What is with you and the animal kingdom today? First you look like a porker, and now Daddy is a squatty toad.” Karen dumped the fragments into the waste can with a bang. “Minsky’s good enough to pay for your riding lessons, young lady! If your aunt had been able to accept being a Minsky, maybe she wouldn’t turn to gin to get her through what else she doesn’t like about herself.”

The diva swept back into the room in the rumpled black shantung. Karen tried not to notice the white blouse: it was out of her own closet, but she wasn’t up to fighting her sister-in-law for possession.

“I called my car service. They should be here shortly.”

“Do you have money to pay for that car?” Karen demanded, hands on her hips.

“Don’t worry: it’s not coming out of Becca’s college fund. Someone will reimburse the man when I get back into town.”

Becca sucked in her breath at the sight of the blue Rolls when it pulled into the drive. She ran upstairs to call Corie, to urge him to run over to watch her aunt’s triumphal exit.

But when the diva got back to the city, the man she’d been staying with opened his apartment door only long enough to dump her suitcases outside. He would not pay for the limo. He would not ‘lend’ her money to pay for it, let alone a hotel room: he knew what a deadbeat she was. And if she could get the money from her brother to pay him back, then she could just go to her brother and get it up front, right now. He had been beaten up by the police last night for trying to defend her honor when she’d made a total fool out of both of them. He didn’t think his kidneys would ever be the same. He did not want to see her again.

She left the cases in the hall and went back down to the car. She was not an alcoholic, despite Becca’s ill-natured remarks. Just the shock of the man’s totally rude behavior made her want a drink to calm down. And now here was the driver demanding payment in a truly rude fashion. She would have to call her manager and tell him never to use this service again. Come to think of it, she needed her manager to give her an account number to charge the rental to. And her address book was in one of the cases still upstairs in the hall. It was all too complicated for words: Harry would have to pay for the car after all. Maybe for a place to spend the night as well. In the morning she would call New York and get them to wire her any new royalties that had come in on her recordings. Her manager ought to do something for her: she had made his career, after all. She gave the driver Harry’s MasterCard number and told him to collect her bags and take her to the Ritz.


2
Resident in Purgatory


Utilization management is God, and Hanaper is its prophet. This morning paramedics brought in a guy who wanted to launch himself from the sixteenth floor of the State of Illinois building onto the atrium below. He thought he was a chicken and could fly—a secretary grabbed him as he was teetering on the railing. A homeless man who often wanders through State of Illinois building, the medics say.

Hanaper, conducting rounds, was called to emergency room, dragging me along since it was my patient we were seeing when he was paged. The ambulance crew filled Hanaper in on what had happened, told the great doctor they thought the guy was schizophrenic.

H cut them off: “Does either of you have a license to practice medicine? I thought not. I’m the head of psychiatry here at Midwest and don’t need paramedics to make diagnoses for me.”



The homeless man was sitting on a gurney, twitching, muttering, rolling his eyes in panic. Hanaper walked up to him. While nurses and other patients looked on, he bellowed, “You know you’re not really a chicken, don’t you, my man?”


Poor devil, frightened at surroundings, people staring, white man in doctor’s gown shouting in his face, mumbled “no.” Hanaper turned to the paramedics, told them there was nothing wrong with the guy, to take him home.

Paramedics said, man homeless. They didn’t think he belonged on streets, couldn’t look after himself—survives by foraging for scraps in garbage cans. And Hanaper, bless him for consistency, said that proved he knew how to find food.

All this time I’d hovered in the background, part of the scenery like one of the gurneys. But at that point I tried protesting. The meek stammering protests of a resident worried about his job? Or just of Lily’s son, nervous of anyone in authority?

Either way it didn’t matter. H cut me off: “If you are willing to assume financial responsibility for this man, Dr. Tammuz, you may make all the diagnoses you want. If not, let’s get back to the patients we pay you to look after.”

And so on to the dreary round of trying to recommend hospitalizations that are too expensive and therefore unnecessary, or even worse, long-term outpatient psychotherapy. Even the hint of wanting to talk more to a patient brings out the Fear of Freud in Hanaper.

When I accepted this residency, thought of it as great opportunity to learn real psychotherapy on the job. Of course, Dr. Boten was still here then. Didn’t know that he and Hanaper were engaged in great battle over direction of psych dept—the outcome never in doubt as the utilization management team was backing Hanaper. Now Boten is gone, forced to leave, concentrating on private practice. The hospital grudgingly runs outpatient clinic on Weds, afternoons. Group therapies on Friday nights, but they love those—big moneymakers, treating alcoholism among rich overworked businessmen. No room for the kind of patient who needs more than Prozac or a shot of Haldol.



Hector, writing in an upper bunk in the on-call room at the hospital, using a tiny reading light to keep from rousing his sleeping colleagues, put his pen down in sour memory of the day’s frustrations. He and Hanaper had returned from the emergency room to the ward, where Melissa Demetrios, the senior resident, was waiting with a new rotation of medical students. They had stopped outside the room of a woman Hector had admitted the previous afternoon. A worried daughter brought her in when she found her mother with her possessions piled around her in the middle of the living room, saying only that she was gathering strength for the journey.

Hector recited the bare facts, then added, “Her cat died last month and that seems to have upset her, maybe heightened an existing sense of anomie. I’ve ordered a general workup to make sure she’s not just suffering from a vitamin B deficiency or thyroid problems, but I would recommend talking to her several more times before—”

“Prozac, Tammuz. Have you ordered a trial dose for her?”

“Not until I have a better sense of—”

“Prozac is the recommended treatment for compulsive collectors and hoarders.”

“She’s not really a hoarder, sir; she’s making these clay figurines, at least according to her daughter, or—”

“Writing on scraps of paper, isn’t she, collecting them around herself? Sounds like an obsessive-compulsive disorder. Obsessive-compulsives respond well to antidepressants. Twenty milligrams a day, you’ll find it effective.”

And as Hector stood stubbornly in the hall Hanaper said impatiently, “Have you written that down, Tammuz?”

“I think it’s premature, sir. What if her problem turns out to be—”

“When you’re responsible for this ward you can make that decision. I want her started on twenty milligrams of Prozac. Stat!”

It was typical of Hanaper to punctuate routine pronouncements with medical jargon. Tammuz sometimes wondered if the department head had forged or stolen the diplomas ostentatiously framed in his office, learning the little he knew about medicine from medical shows on TV.

When Tammuz had still not written down the order on the woman’s chart, Hanaper pulled him to one side for a confidential chat, making sure to speak loudly enough for the new students to overhear. “Dr. Tammuz. We have an obligation to cure people as fast as possible. Contrary to your emotional pleas, that obligation is not just to the institution, or our management team, but to the patients themselves. And, really, Tammuz, if you could choose between a pill that solved your problems in ten days, versus an analysis that might take a decade, wouldn’t you choose the pill? Oh, no, come to think of it, you wouldn’t.”

Hanaper gave the students a would-be hilarious account of Tammuz’s interest in—“infatuation with”—psychoanalysis, then swept the group into the new patient’s room, where he informed her with loud cheeriness that Dr. Tammuz would be giving her a pill that would make her feel good as new.

“Not that those big black eyes of his can’t help you, too, eh?” And Tammuz, hating himself, had written out the order.

The woman, from the middle of a nest of torn-up paper towels on which she was writing, said, “I don’t take pills. They’re against my religion,” and went back to rearranging the paper towels.

Tammuz had been unable to suppress a smile. Fortunately he was standing behind Hanaper. Melissa and the students stirred restively, not wanting any of the department head’s wrath deflected toward them.

“I thought her name was Herstein.” Hanaper whirled around to look at Tammuz. “Isn’t she Jewish?”

The resident Jew. “I don’t know, sir: you’d have to ask her.”

“How can pills be against your religion if you’re Jewish?” Hanaper asked one of the other students, not the patient, whom he typically discussed as if she weren’t present.

“It’s in the Mishnah,” Mrs. Herstein said unexpectedly from behind her barricade. “You think you’re an expert on life’s vexing problems, young man, but you would do well to study the Mishnah.”


Hanaper flustered to be called “young man,” promptly takes it out on us. Melissa gets chastised for sending a patient to long-term care without running it past review panel: insurance denied, now what do we do, family may bring malpractice suit if she commits suicide after discharge as Melissa thinks she’s in danger of doing.

A relief to go to afternoon clinic. At least people with anxiety disorders admit they have a problem.



At the end of his stint in the outpatient clinic, Hector tried to slide out of the hospital for a walk along the lakefront. He hoped that half an hour in the May sunlight would wake him up enough to get him through his looming on-call shift tonight. Melissa Demetrios intercepted him as he was heading to a back staircase.

“Dr. Stonds wants to take a look at our caseload,” she said. “Hanaper likes all the residents to be present—in case Stonds blows up we can take the blame.”

“Stonds?” After seven months at Midwest, Hector knew the neurosurgeon wielded enormous power in the hospital, but he didn’t understand why Stonds cared about psychiatry cases.

“Dr. Stonds cares about everything that affects the well-being of Midwest Hospital and its patients,” Melissa intoned, lowering her voice a register in an attempt to mimic Hanaper.

Hector laughed. “Yes—but does he look at all the admissions? When does he have time to scoop out brains?”

“I can’t believe this is the first time we’ve been summoned to the master’s office since you’ve been here.” Melissa looked around to make sure they weren’t in anyone’s radar range. “Stonds’s grandfather—the original Dr. Stonds—was one of the founders of this hospital, back in the 1890s, so the family has always had a lot of clout here. When Abraham—our Dr. Stonds—was a neurosurgery resident, neurology and psychiatry were one department, and they learned how to treat ‘diseases of the nerves.’ That’s still how Abraham thinks of mental illness. Somehow he persuaded the hospital to let him review all the neurology and psychiatry cases.”

“Oh, a kind of droit du seigneur,” Hector said. “It fits in with the medieval atmosphere this whole hospital exudes.”

“Droit du seigneur?” Melissa echoed. “Oh, you mean like barons getting to sleep with the peasants’ daughters. I suppose. And he certainly likes to act like a grand seigneur. He lives in baronial splendor on the Gold Coast, in a huge apartment on one of those quiet streets near the Cardinal’s palace. You’ll get invited there for dinner in the summer—he always has new residents in at the end of their first year. His older granddaughter is incredibly gorgeous, by the way, so if you could get her to fall in love with you, you’d never have to grovel to Hanaper again.”

Hector snorted. “Yeah, but then I’d have to grovel to Stonds, which would probably be worse. Or the granddaughter, if she’s anything like him. Is she a doctor?”

Melissa shook her head. “Nope. A lawyer. So the good news is that the Stonds empire will die out with the old man. The bad news is, even if he is seventy-seven everyone says he’s still really sharp in the OR, And he shows no sign of wanting to step away from his fiefdom.”

Melissa’s beeper sounded. She read the number on the display. “Hanaper. Time to grovel. Hector, I know you really believe in psychotherapy, but try not to mention it this afternoon—it will make your residency so much easier.”


Followed Melissa down the hall to join Hanaper and the other two psych residents on our procession to the surgery wing. Don’t mention psychotherapy in discussing psychiatry patients—I’d laugh if it didn’t make me cry. Or the other way around!

Watching Hanaper bow and scrape to Stonds is almost worse than watching him send a psychotic homeless man back onto the streets. Like all bullies he’s obsequious to those with greater authority.

As the new kid on the block I had the privilege of having my work dissected by the Great White Chief. Hanaper brought up what he refers to as my “devotion to outmoded methods,” so Melissa’s advice was all for nought as I had to explain my belief in nonchemical therapies. Stonds is too full of his own greatness to share Hanaper’s cheap sarcasm over the talking cure, but he rumbles good advice at me.

“In my day, young man, people were infatuated with Freud. They thought analysis would solve any and all psychiatric problems. But just look at the state modern society is in. A direct result of the permissiveness encouraged by letting people find excuses for their problems, ducking personal responsibility. Pharmacology is making important strides with some of these more intractable cases. The important thing is getting people up and working again.”

I said the only thing possible under the circumstances: “Yes, sir.”

Then Hanaper, as a parting joke, brought up my new patient’s comment about the Mishnah. I thought Stonds was going to explode all over us. “These neurotic women who like to sit around reading ancient texts and pretending they know something about life. I don’t want to hear any more about it, Hanaper. Get her out of the hospital. I’m sure someone who’s really ill could use that bed.”

The Great White Chief got up to leave. On his way out said, Oh, Hanaper, by the way, I want you to see someone for me. Hanaper tugs at his forelock: your wish is my command, O King.

Luisa Montcrief, the GWC says. A diva whose family is concerned about her. The Minsky family—they gave three hundred thousand to the cancer research pavilion after old Mrs. Minsky died here of a glioblastoma. We owe them some attention. I told poor Harry Minsky his sister could stop by your office at eleven on Friday.

Naturally Hanaper scrambles to rearrange his schedule, which means we all have to rearrange ours as well since H wants us to sit in, see how you really conduct a patient interview. But putting off our own patients is unimportant. After all, at the name of Stonds, every head must bow, every tongue confess him king of glory.




3
The Ugly Duckling

MAYBE EVERY TONGUE in the hospital paid liphomage to Dr. Stonds, but it was a different story in his fifteen-room apartment on Graham Street. Well, yes, Mrs. Ephers, the doctor’s housekeeper (his shadow, his executioner, young Mara muttered), certainly declared the doctor’s glory. Mrs. Ephers had spent her adult life not exactly worshiping so much as building a temple around him, with herself as its high priestess.

And his elder granddaughter Harriet, the beauty, yes, she led her life according to his precepts. At thirty-two she had her reward, senior associate at Scandon and Atter, the dervish of a half-dozen clients, including the Hotel Pleiades, where she handled lawsuits by angry guests, trips and falls by careless employees, attempts by the city to duck responsibility for sidewalks in front of the building, doing it all with so much energy that during the day she’s almost invisible, matter moving at the edge of light, a translucent pillar of color—turquoise today for the fabric of her suit.

But the doctor’s wife and daughter, well, Mrs. Ephers could only say it was a blessing in disguise that they died while pursuing their separate unpleasant destinies. And as for Mara, the doctor’s younger granddaughter—as she glowered at Mrs. Ephers across the dinner table, her large frame and wiry black hair a repulsive contrast to Harriet’s pale petiteness—the housekeeper wished for the five thousandth time that she’d talked the doctor into putting Mara up for adoption when the child was dumped in their laps.

When Mara was little, she knew the Ugly Duckling turned into a Swan, that Cinderella got the handsome prince, that the poor homely sister who waited patiently by the hearth, taking abuse from the stepmother, would encounter a witch who showered her with gold, while the spoiled older sister found her brocaded gowns covered in pitch.

Mara was sure that one day she would look in the mirror and see her mass of rough curls transformed into long straight hair, soft as silk, just like Harriet’s. It would still be black, not golden, but that was all right, for Snow White had hair the color of a raven’s wing. But her skin would change from its muddy olive to Harriet’s—Snow White’s—Cinderella’s—clear pinky-white. She would have a wide circle of friends and suitors, as Mara labeled her sister’s boyfriends in her six-year-old, fairy-tale language, and be magically gifted in ballet or tennis.

And Harriet, well, Mara couldn’t wish her magical sister evil, Harriet wouldn’t be permanently deformed, but something very bad would happen to her that would make her sorry for all the times she had ignored or ridiculed Mara, told on her to Grandfather or Mrs. Ephers. And then Mara, magnanimous in victory, would tell the witch that she forgave her sister, to take the spell off her, please. And Harriet would be restored to her normal beauty, her normal circle of friends, but she would give them all up to look after Mara. I’m so sorry, she would say, curtseying low to the ground. Can you ever forgive me for all the pain you’ve suffered?

At that point, Mrs. Ephers appeared in the doorway of Mara’s bedroom. Young lady, dinner is on the table. As it always is at this hour. You’re big enough to tell time, you shouldn’t need me to fetch you. Your grandfather is waiting for you. He works hard all day to make a nice home for you; the least you can do is be punctual at the dinner table. Are your hands washed? And did you even try to run a brush through that hair? Although a garden rake might be more useful.

Mara set herself secret goals and tests. If she could walk to school every morning for a week without once stepping on a crack … if she made Mephers smile and say “thank you” to her three days in a row (for the housekeeper could be wooed, with a cup of tea brought while she was ironing Grandfather’s shirts—no laundry could be trusted to get them just right—or a bouquet of flowers, until some bigmouth complained they’d seen Mara picking them out of the Historical Society’s garden) … if she got a perfect score on two spelling tests, or arithmetic, and Grandfather said, “Well done” … when she turned eight … But at no point did her hair straighten or her skin turn creamy pink. And when she got her first period, two weeks before her twelfth birthday, and no change occurred in her crackling bush of hair, she knew she was doomed for life.

The next thing everyone knew she was a moody teenager. What happened to you? Mrs. Ephers said. You were always so good at school; your grandfather is not going to be happy with this report card.

Long sessions with Grandfather, impatiently taking time from his crowded schedule to coach Mara. It’s a quadratic equation—what does that mean? I know you know the answer to this, Mara: don’t play stupid, it isn’t cute. There’s a big competitive world beyond these walls and I’m trying to prepare you to take part in it. You won’t always be able to live here, you know.

“I know,” she screamed one night. “I know you’ll leave the apartment to Harriet, she gets everything, she even had her own father. You hate me for being born and now you want to prove I can’t do anything right so that I kill myself or run away and leave you and Mrs. Ephers and Harriet in your little heaven here.”

And slammed into her bedroom, in total defiance of the household law against slamming doors.

It was Harriet, getting ready for her bar exams, who came into Mara’s room later that night. “They’re old. They don’t know how to talk to a teenager.”

“So I’m supposed to feel sorry for them? They’re always telling me how ugly I am. Nothing I do will ever be as good as what you did.”

“You’re not ugly. When you don’t scowl you have a strong and interesting face. Godfrey was saying so last night.” Godfrey Masters, the suitor of that particular era.

“He did?” Mara’s dark brows met in suspicion, but her scowl lightened, even though strong and interesting was a poor second to beautiful and charming.

None of the suitors stayed around for long. Mara wondered if Harriet drove them away on purpose, fearing that if she married, she would follow their mother and grandmother into the ether.

First Grannie Selena, who got pregnant while Grandfather Stonds was finishing his residency. She could have waited—after all, he’d come home from a difficult war, to finish the medical training he interrupted to serve, but selfish was the first word you’d think of with her.

That was from Mrs. Ephers, who had known Selena since Dr. Stonds installed his bride in the family apartment in 1942. Even when he was in love with Selena, haunted by her quicksilver charm, he knew she’d never manage a house. So Mrs. Ephers arrived, not so much to spare Selena any worry (you couldn’t imagine such a self-indulgent woman worrying about anyone else’s comfort, anyway) as to make sure the doctor had nutritious meals waiting when he got home, and freshly ironed shirts morning and evening. For even at twenty-five, sweetly sick with love, Dr. Stonds liked an orderly schedule.

In those days the doctor’s mother was still alive, but something about Selena drove her from her own home, Mrs. Ephers never did understand what exactly. Words were exchanged behind closed doors. Selena emerged with her secretive inward smile and old Mrs. Stonds, eyes still red from weeping, packed her things—including the Stonds family silver, a gift to her own husband’s mother from Princess Marguerite, grateful for the treatment to her epileptic son—and moved out to Palm Springs where her married sister lived.

And then Mrs. Ephers had to put up with Selena for those two long years the doctor was overseas. Maybe Selena hoped to drive Mrs. Ephers away along with the doctor’s mother, but the housekeeper was not one to turn her back on her friends, or leave a poor man like the doctor in the lurch. Selena, dreaming, head always in a book when the doctor was around, certainly didn’t languish dreamily in the family temple during his war years. Mrs. Ephers could tell you a thing or two about Selena, if she weren’t too well brought up to gossip.

No sooner did the doctor return, with his star for the Battle of the Bulge, and a suitcase full of Chanel No. 5 from his stint with the Army of Occupation, than Selena got herself pregnant. Mrs. Ephers well remembered his frustrated anger when Selena told him. She was in her fourth month and just beginning to show. He’d been furious, and who could blame him. I thought you used a diaphragm, he shouted. I lost it, Selena replied. When all the time it was in her dresser under the silk camisole she’d also stopped wearing when the doctor came home.

Mrs. Ephers pulled out the diaphragm and handed it to her after Dr. Stonds left the next morning: I didn’t realize you were looking for this, Mrs. Stonds. And of course Selena hadn’t known what to say. She should have known by then not to tell fibs around Mrs. Ephers—this with a meaningful look at Mara, prone to fibbing, to dramatizing herself and her orphan situation.

Well, Selena had a healthy girl, named her Beatrix—without consulting her husband, who planned on naming the baby for his own mother—nursed the infant for a time, and then, one day the poor doctor came home from the hospital, where he was already making a name for himself in neurosurgery despite his youth and two-year absence and whammo, there he was with a baby and no wife, just a note saying Selena had gone looking for something.

Mara knew this much because Mrs, Ephers told her, oh, about once a week, as a prelude to a lecture on getting off her lazy butt and helping out, doing her homework, practicing her ballet, after all, when Harriet was her age she was already—winning the Nobel prize in physics, dancing Swan Lake with Nureyev, winning Olympic medals for horseback riding—Mara would shout, to drown Mrs. Ephers’s litany of her sister’s accomplishments. But that wasn’t until she was thirteen or fourteen, by which time well aware that compared to her sister—there was no comparison.

Where did Grannie Selena go? Mara used to ask Mrs. Ephers when she was little. Didn’t my mommy ever hear from her? Is that why I never hear from my mommy? Trying to get some assurance against her terror, that Beatrix left because Mara was in some inherent way evil, that even as a baby it was so obvious that Beatrix fled from her.

Did I invite you to mind other people’s business? Mrs. Ephers would respond. Your grandmother’s life came to a fitting conclusion, and as for your mother, the less said, the better.

Beatrix means “the voyager.” In her note Selena said she hoped her daughter would grow up to be a great adventurer, an explorer. And no, the note was no longer in existence: the doctor had chosen not to keep reminders of this painful episode.

At first Beatrix looked as though she was going to be a credit to Mrs. Ephers and the doctor. She went briefly to Smith—old Mrs. Stonds’s school—before marrying one of her father’s residents when she was nineteen. She set up housekeeping on the North Shore, gave birth to Harriet, busied herself with the Women’s Board at the hospital, seemed primed for a life of home and service.

But then Harriet’s father died, in a car accident toward the end of the Vietnam War, and Beatrix began to drift. She wandered into the hippie world, a little late in the day. The doctor started hearing ominous reports through the hospital gossip network, of booze and men, drugs and rock stars. Much as the doctor would like to believe in nurture over nature, Beatrix obviously had Bad Blood in her, or she wouldn’t have made a mockery of his wonderful rearing of her.

Against his will Grandfather had to take Harriet in, poor little thing wouldn’t have had a scrap to eat or wear if he hadn’t come to the rescue. A disgrace, the way Beatrix left her alone at night in that big house up in Winnetka, and the filth—her husband’s life insurance could have paid for a housekeeper, but Beatrix just put that money up her nose.

Dr. Stonds had already raised one child. Oh, well, Mrs. Ephers did the hands-on work—changed the diapers, nursed Beatrix through chicken pox, saw she had new shoes for school, and that she got her homework done on time—but his had been the guiding genius. After one girl on the premises without a mother, he didn’t want another.

But what a doll Harriet turned out to be, what a perfect gem, taking to law and order like a proverbial duck flung into Lake Michigan. The doctor doted on Harriet. Mrs. Ephers doted on her. She let Harriet call her “Mephers,” even though it was hard to imagine someone with so rigid a back unbending to a nickname. Harriet had curls like spun silk, she got straight A’s all the way from Chicago Latin through Smith and then her University of Chicago law degree, she rode horseback, ice-skated, dated only socially acceptable men.

From age six to thirteen she and her grandfather led an idyllic life, Mrs. Ephers hovering around tying their shoes and combing their hair and generally singing celestial hymns morning, noon, and night, at least as Mara heard the story. Every now and then Beatrix popped in on them, but Harriet very properly turned her back on her mother’s expensive gifts: they all knew where she’d found money to buy them, thank you very much.

Then one day, when Harriet was thirteen, Beatrix showed up nine months pregnant. After an eighteen-month stretch where she never even gave Harriet a phone call. What a mother. And Mara’s father? Who knows who the man in question was, although, given the muddy skin and curly dark hair that the baby emerged with, one suspects the worst. Beatrix provided Harriet with an unwanted sister, and then, like her own mother, drifted off, never to be seen again.

“Drugs,” Mrs. Ephers would say, brushing Mara’s hair so hard her eyes teared. “Drugs and booze were all she cared about. Voyager.” Yes, she liked to laugh and say she was a voyager, that she had tripped out…. Stand still, missy, while I put a ribbon in your hair so you look nice for dinner. Harriet would stand like a little princess while I brushed her, and then give me a kiss and thanks for making her pretty. What do I get from you besides fussing and cussing? There’s no doubt who your mother was, that’s for sure. If it weren’t for your grandfather I’d let you run around like the savage you want to be. He works hard to make it possible for you to live in this nice apartment, you do your part by looking pleasant and speaking nicely to him.”

One afternoon when she was fifteen Mara went downtown to the Herald-Star’s offices and looked through back copies of the paper until she found her grandfather’s wedding. Her grandmother wore a glossy veil that covered her shoulders and merged with the fabric of the wedding gown. The microfilm blurred the photograph; Mara couldn’t tell if Selena had been dark or fair. She was almost as tall as Grandfather, who was five foot ten, and she was smiling, not in rapture like some of the brides, but inwardly, as if she knew some secret that you longed to learn.

Mara read the short text three or four times, looking for clues about her grandmother but finding none. Selena was given in marriage by her father, August Vatick, a professor of Assyriology at the University of Chicago. The newlyweds planned to honeymoon in Mexico before Grandfather raced back to his medical studies.

Mara scrolled forward, looking for any other family news. Her mother’s birth was announced in the August 1946 paper, a Happy Event on the society pages, the column headed by a stork with a diaper in its mouth. Beatrix Vatick Stonds, seven pounds eight ounces at birth, home on Graham Street with Selena (Mrs. Abraham Stonds), both doing well.

In April 1947, the paper reported on a tragedy to the well-known Chicago Assyriologist August Vatick and his family. Wife and daughter dead with him in a snowstorm in the Taurus Mountains, where he had been looking for remains of a temple to the goddess Gula. Selena, his only child, dead as well, survived by famous doctor husband and baby Beatrix in Chicago.

Mara thought the Herald-Star overdid the account of Grandfather’s grief at his wife’s death: she couldn’t imagine him caring enough about anyone to grieve for them. Maybe he was like Henry the First, a school friend suggested, burying his heart with his dead wife and never smiling again, but even someone with Mara’s storytelling proclivities couldn’t imagine Grandfather burying his heart anywhere but in himself.

By the time Harriet was born, the papers no longer had society pages. Neither Harriet nor Mara merited a line of type for entering the world. But Harriet’s father’s last name had been Caduke, so Mara searched for his death in 1972, to find if there was anything suspicious about it. Dr. Harold Caduke had died on Lake Shore Drive, the Herald-Star, reported, when the car he was driving crossed the median strip at the curve over the Chicago River and slammed into an oncoming station wagon. A medical student in the front seat with him was also killed in the collision. Ah ha! So Harriet’s father had been cheating on their mother. But that didn’t help Mara find out what became of their mother, or why Grannie Selena left Beatrix behind when she went to Iraq.

Mara looked up “Assyriology” in the dictionary: “the study of the language, history and antiquities of Assyria.” Very helpful. Ancient history, maybe. Grandfather had a friend who studied that, a Professor Lontano, who often came to dinner on Graham Street, or went to the theater with Grandfather. Mara called her to see if she knew anything about Great-grandfather Vatick.

“I told Abraham not to wrap Selena in such a cloud of mystery,” Professor Lontano said on the phone. “There was nothing mysterious about her or her family. Her father worked on the Assyrian Dictionary but his real love was excavation. He went back to Iraq as soon as the war was over…. No, not the Gulf War, what do they teach you in school, anyway? If it had been the Gulf War he’d still be alive today. World War Two. Your grandmother went out to see them after your mother was born…. No, I don’t know why. I only met her briefly, Dr. Vatick was at my first dig, near Nippur, when Selena arrived…. But, Mara, I was a young student in philology, and he was a distinguished professor. We seldom spoke…. Your grandmother? Well, she was very beautiful, as I recall, perhaps somewhat willful, but we were really the slightest of acquaintances.”

Sucking her teeth thoughtfully—which distended her cheeks into what Grandfather called her “chipmunk” look: not your most attractive expression, Mara, so that she took to doing it whenever she wanted to irritate him—Mara checked out a selection of books on the history of ancient Iraq.

Mrs. Ephers demanded to know what made her want to read about that? in a tone which told Mara that the Ancient Near East was a sensitive nerve on Graham Street. But Grandfather said nothing when Mrs. Ephers mentioned it at dinner. He only said it was high time Mara showed an aptitude for something, and maybe archeology ran in her blood. Disappointed not to rouse a more active response to Assyriology, Mara returned the books to the library and went back to irritating Grandfather by rewriting operas.

When she was eleven and Harriet was busy with law school, Grandfather started taking Mara to the symphony and the opera. Mara, not used to attention, proclaimed an enthusiasm for opera—so difficult for a child to understand and respond to, therefore so much more meritorious in her to like. In her teens, she found a kind of release in the extravagant emotions onstage. Luisa Monterief, singing the “Willow Song” from Otello, carried Mara to the brink of suicide.

In her teens, too, she started calling herself a feminist, to annoy the doctor, who said that like all ideologies feminism was an excuse for mental sloth. Mara began fighting with him on all subjects relating to women, including opera. Why did the women always die, while their stupid lovers beat their chests in remorse? She wrote revisions of Rigoletto and Madama Butterfly, since she couldn’t revise her family’s history. Grandfather was disgusted: if you’re going to start playing games with music as well as the rest of your life, we’ll have to discontinue these outings. And so their brief rapport dissolved.

Mara muddled on through Chicago Latin. Although she didn’t achieve Harriet’s stellar grades, she performed brilliantly on the SAT and was easily accepted at college. But a wish to choose her own school, perhaps a big state university, couldn’t stand up to the family tradition of Smith. After all, Harriet had gone there, had loved it. Mara knew by now she wouldn’t develop straight hair or smooth white skin if she went to Smith, but she could still imagine a glittering circle of friends and lovers like her sister’s.

But once there, away from the buckram of Grandfather Stonds to give her shape, she drifted, making few friends, finding no milieu, turning to alcohol as the easiest way to prove to one and all that, really, she was Beatrix Stonds’s daughter even if she had no father to identify with. Until after her third semester, the college—not liking to offend the grandchild of a rich donor, but really left with no choice—kicked her out.

Back in Chicago she got out of bed to go to work, but spent long hours listening to music and writing in her journal. At night she meandered through the netherworld of the city, to the jazz clubs, the dyke bars, the places where other rootless people swirled.

Blood will tell, Grandfather said grimly to Mrs. Ephers, I was right to name her Mara; for the Lord has dealt very bitterly with me.
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