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I


The Tattooed Girl



1


HE HAD KNOWN it must happen soon. And yet he wasnt prepared for it happening so soon.


I cant do it any longer. No more.


He meant, but could not bring himself to acknowledge, I cant live alone any longer.


2


Easy is the way down into the Underworld: by night and by day dark Hades door stands open ... He smiled at these lines of Virgil floating into consciousness like froth on a stream. He told himself he wasnt frightened: his soul was tough as the leather of his oldest boots.


He would hire someone to live with him. And really he did need an assistant for his translation project.


He was a discreet man, a private man. To friends whod known him for more than twenty years, and even to most of his relatives, an enigmatic man.


And so his initial inquiries were discreet, made among acquaintances in the city rather than friends.


I need an assistant ...


He disliked the sound of this. Need?


Id like to hire an assistant.


Or, Im thinking of hiring an assistant.


Better to make it more specific, defined.


Im thinking of hiring a research assistant for a few months beginning in November.


Adding, Preferably a young man.


Women, even quite young women, had a disconcerting habit of falling in love with him. Or imagining love. He would not have minded so much if he himself were not susceptible to sexual longings as some individuals are susceptible to pollen even as others are immune.


Seigl was sexually susceptible: less so emotionally susceptible. Hed had a number of love affairs since late adolescence but had never wanted to marry nor had he been weakened, or flattered, by anothers wish that he marry. Intimacy, on a daily basis. Hourly! How is it accomplished? He laughed, but it was a serious question. How is intimacy accomplished? Even while deeply involved with a woman with whom hed shared a residence in Rochester, Seigl had kept his house in the hilly suburb of Carmel Heights and worked there much of the time.


The love affair had ended abruptly several years ago. Seigl had never understood why, exactly. But if you love me? Why would you shut a door against me? hed asked in all sincerity. For finally a door had been shut against him, disturbing as a riddle in a code Seigl couldnt crack.


The tyranny of convention. Marriage, family. Seigl hated it.


So, a female assistant was not a good idea. And there were practical reasons for preferring a young man to live with Seigl through the winter months in this glacier-gouged upstate New York terrain where the weather could be treacherous.


And so he began to make inquiries. Hesitantly at first, even shyly. Seigl was a large bewhiskered gregarious-seeming man who in fact prized his independence, even his aloneness. Joshua Seigl? Hiring an assistant? To live in his house ... ? Word spread quickly in Carmel Heights, he knew. He hated to imagine himself talked-of, even without malice. Always hed been self-sustaining, self-sufficient. As a writer hed never applied for a grant. He had never accepted a permanent teaching position at a university because hed felt, early on, the powerful attraction of teaching, as an emotional substitute for writing. (The curious mesmerizing intensity of teaching! A brightly lighted space to shield us from the darkness surrounding.) Seigl wasnt a vain man and yet: hed long taken pride in resisting the efforts of well-intentioned others to make him less alone.


Join you? Why?


A question hed kept to himself.


Yet now he was weakening, now a new alarming phase of his life had begun. Yes, he would hire an assistant: ideally, a graduate student in classics. Since Seigls project was Virgil, someone who knew Latin. The assistant might also help with household accounts, pay bills. Do secretarial work, filing, computer processing. (The computer screen had begun to dazzle Seigls eyes. The luminous afterimage quivered in his brain through nights of disturbed sleep.) If things worked out, the assistant might live in guest quarters on the ground floor of Seigls house ...


Seigl made discreet inquiries among his wide, casual acquaintance in the area: administrators and faculty at the University of Rochester, at the Jesuit-run College of Mount Carmel, at the Eastminister Music Conservatory where, since his fathers death, hed taken Karl Seigls place as a trustee. He didnt wish to place a formal notice in any publication that would include his unlisted phone number or e-mail address, and he was even more reluctant to make inquiries through friends.


His parents had died several years ago. This house wasnt theirs, but Seigls maternal grandfathers, which hed inherited by default. Seigl and his older sister Jet were trust-fund beneficiaries of a family estate. The subject of finances embarrassed Seigl, and made him restless. His Marxist sympathies aroused him to a vague self-disapproval and yet: receiving an income freed him from any obsession with money-making. There was a purely romantic, unworldly quality to Seigl, his discomfort at being paid for his writing, for any expression of his spirit. For wasnt writing a spiritual endeavor, in essence? It was conceived in the privacy of a mans heart, and therefore had to be pure, uncontaminated by greed.


Maybe, hed lived too long alone.


He dreaded his sister Jet hearing of his plan to hire an assistant, knowing how possessive she was of him, her younger brother whom shed ignored while they were growing up. Joshua! Dont let a stranger into your life, you know I am here for you.


Jets language, which grated against Seigls ear, was taken from pop-culture almost exclusively. Her values, her relentless enthusiasm. Once Joshua Seigl had become well-known in intellectual circles, Jet had turned her basilisk-eyes upon him, greedy and yearning.


Jet was self-named: Jet Steadman-Seigl. In fact, shed been baptized in their mothers Presbyterian church as Mary Beth Seigl. But this bland name lacked the manic glamor of Jet Steadman-Seigl and had to be cast off. (Steadman was their mothers surname, one that signaled inherited money and social position in the Rochester area since the 1880s.)


Their parents marriage, intensely romantic at the start, had been what is quaintly called mixed. That is, Protestant, Jew. Seigls full name was Joshua Moses Seigl. There was a name with character! Hed been named for his fathers father who had been a rich importer of leather goods in Munich, Germany, in the 1920s and 1930s; not many miles from the small rural town with the name, at that time innocuous, Dachau.


THE DOORBELL RANG, the first interviewee had arrived.


Seigl sighed. Good luck!


The young man was a twenty-six-year-old classics scholar who came highly, in fact lavishly recommended by the Jesuit president of the College of Mount Carmel. He was articulate and intelligent and knew Latin, Greek, German, French, and a smattering of Italian. Like one with exquisite taste in food forced to swallow something very coarse, he spoke with barely concealed disdain of doing secretarial work when required. A young man with brattish charm who reminded Seigl of himself at that age. Seigl admired the way he dared to court him with verbal thrusts and parries and disagreements on the relative merits of English translations of the Iliad, the Odyssey, the Aeneid. Finally Seigl said, rising, Thank you! Your opinions are impressive. May I see you to the door?


The second interviewee was more promising. Initially. A graduate student in twentieth-century European history at the University of Rochester who shook Seigls proffered hand with just the right degree of force and modesty. As if hed practiced for this interview he gave precise answers to Seigls questions, while licking his lips nervously and staring at Seigl as if memorizing him. Seigl, annoyed, saw the young mans eyes drift to a nearby bookshelf into which Seigls several books, in English and in foreign translations, in hardcover and paperback, had been crammed; there were copies of the recently reissued The Shadows stacked horizontally on the topmost shelf. At last the young man said, with that simpering little smile that invariably accompanies the asinine remark, Im afraid I havent read any of your books, Dr. Seigl. But


Seigl heard himself say briskly, as he rose from his chair, And Im afraid I havent read any of your books either, Mr.. May I see you to the door?


The next interviewee, who came highly recommended by a dean at the Eastminister Conservatory, was a short, compact, smiling and capable-seeming young man in his mid-twenties, a musician and composer who shook hands forthrightly with Seigl and murmured, Im honored, sir! but, to Seigls relief, no more along those lines. Seigl quite liked him, and decided to hire him. Except within ten minutes he himself sabotaged the interview by provoking a quarrel on the merits of traditional and postmodernist music. Seigl said with curious zest, Well! We have a clash of temperaments, I see. But thank you for dropping by.

There came then a perspiring fattish boy with acne and an attitude; an ash-blond Adonis with an insinuating, seductive manner who repeatedly called Seigl doctor; a young man with glittery greedy eyes and a wispy goatee who declared to Seigl almost immediately that he, too, was a novelist.


But not in your style, Mr. Seigl. More, like, minimalist.


Seigl smiled. I see.


Next morning there came an unremarkable but sensible-seeming young man whom Seigl made up his mind to hire, who, when Seigl excused himself to answer a ringing phone, was accidentally glimpsed by Seigl via reflecting surfaces in his study leaning over to peer at framed photographs on Seigls desk; these were only photographs of Seigls immediate family, yet Seigl reacted as if insulted. He strode to the desk and turned the photographs away from the young mans eyes, in a gesture so abrupt and clumsy it alarmed him and left him short of breath. Im sorry. The interview is over. Thank you for your time. Ill see you to the door.


When he returned, he put the photographs away in a desk drawer.


It pained Seigl to expose his house, his cluttered study, his intimate life to the roving eyes of strangers. Maybe it was a mistake to hire an assistant after all ... 


But I must. I have no choice. Its time.


Seigl didnt want to concede, it was more than time.


For a flawed soul yearns to be healed: in secular times, we require the stranger to complete us, where we lack the strength to complete ourselves. And so each time the doorbell rang, Seigls foolish heart leapt.


There came, on the third day of interviews, a young man with the surname Essler, which Seigl knew to be the same name as that of relatives of his father, in Europe. The Esslers had been a large Munich family of the assimilated bourgeoisie who had, like the Seigls, mostly died at Dachau. If the young man knew this, and knew of the possible connection to Joshua Seigl, he gave no sign.


Yet Essler introduced himself frankly as an admirer of Joshua Seigl. Im honored to meet you, sir, ifvery nervous! His handshake was both diffident and eager. His eyelids quivered over avid, staring eyes not unlike (Seigl supposed) his own. He was shorter than Seigl by several inches but strongly built; he looked like a hiker. He told Seigl that he was a third-year Ph.D. candidate at the University of Rochester, Religious Studies, writing a dissertation on post-Holocaust literature, and that of all the material hed encountered, both European and American, The Shadows remained to him the most haunting because it was elliptical and poetic, rarely direct. He said, In the world youve created we see the shadows of things, not the things themselves. We are forced to imagine what the writer doesnt reveal. We become collaborators in shadows ...


Seigl sat stony-faced. All this, so very close to what hed intended in that novel.


Essler, mistaking Seigls silence for complicity, continued eagerly. Its almost as if, though we arent present, we are remembering that we were, once. A long time ago and yet everything seems to be happening right now. As if


Seigl heard himself say, Bullshit. Maybe the novels poetic language is a willful distortion of what wasnt poetic. Maybe the author didnt know enough actual history. Maybe the whole thing was a mistake.


Essler blinked at Seigl as if hed kicked him.


The Shadows was Seigls only work of fiction, and his only book to have found a substantial readership. Through the years it had sold beyond a million copies: impressive for a densely wrought literary novel, if not very impressive in the realm of mega best-sellers. Seigl had long been deeply ambivalent about it. If a stranger had written The Shadows, he would have found it fascinating, seductive; since his younger, callow self had written it, he could hardly be deceived. No artist can deceive himself! In the years of distancing himself from his early success Seigl had blurted out startling things but hed never actually said the novel might be a mistake, and he was red-faced now, embarrassed and annoyed at himself. For here was the most unconscionable sort of vanity.


Somehow, Seigl was on his feet. Looming over the startled younger man who was still seated, awkwardly. Seigl was a tall bearish man with springy dark hair, untidy whiskers, and shiny slightly protuberant eyes so dark as to appear black. Friends spoke of him behind his back as Rasputin: an avalanche about to slide.


Yet the avalanche never slid. Not yet.


Essler got to his feet, confused. Still he smiled, like a son who has been ambiguously rebuked. Was the interview over? So suddenly? So abruptly? Had he offended the very man he so admired? How had he offended?


Seigl said grudgingly, as if relenting, Hell. One never knows. Art is the easy strategy, life and history are too hard. Even the repudiation of art can be an easy way out.


Whatever this meant, Essler didnt get it. He said, apologetically, II didnt mean to be so personal, Dr. Seigl. Its just that I first read The Shadows when I was thirteen, I was extremely impressionable, and it made a powerful impression on me. I didnt read it, I memorized it, practically! You see, I was only just becoming aware of the Holocaust, about which my parents had never spoken, and myheritage. (Heritage! Seigl grimaced.) I asked my parents about relatives of my fathers family, the Esslers, whod died in Dachau. They were upset and, at first, didnt want to tell me much, but ... Seigl was staring at the floor. He said nothing to encourage more of this. Truly, he didnt want to hear! When Essler went on to speak of Seigls play Counter/Mime, Seigls translations from Greek and Latin poetry, Seigls essays collected in Visions of the Apocalypse, Seigl stood frowning and somber, ominously
silent. He was dismayed, liking this young man so much. We may be distantly related. Cousins? Not impossible.


Sure, he was falling for Essler. The kid was obviously superior morally and spiritually to the arrogant youth Joshua Seigl had been at that age. Seigl wanted badly to grip Esslers tremulous hands to still them and assure him, Fine! Youre hired. Im not a great man but its fine, I will hire you.


Yet thinking, no. Impossible. He means to write about me. Hed devour me alive.


Mid-sentence, Essler fell silent. He saw that the interview was over. He wouldnt be offered the job. His boyish face stiffened, suffused with hurt.


Seigl led him back to the front door. He could think of no banal pleasantries. He could not meet the young mans eye. Yes, he knew he might have offered to give Essler a copy of one of his books, inscribed to him, but the possibility was repugnant, such vanity! His vision swam. On an edge of a carpet in the foyer Seigl tripped and lost his balance for a split second, and Essler caught immediately at his elbow.


Dr. Seigl? Are you?


Seigl drew away. For certainly he was all right. He said curtly, Will you latch the gate, Mr. Essler, on your way out?


Seigl tossed away Esslers name, telephone number, address and a reprint of an essay by Essler on post-Holocaust literature that had appeared in an academic journal, so there would be no temptation to summon him back.


NEXT CAME AN adjunct instructor at Genesee County Community College whose specialty was computer technology. A burly young man whom Seigl was determined to hire and yet: the way in which he enunciated Doctor Seiglsounding like Doktor See-gullset Seigls teeth on edge. You could wonder if this character was mocking him. Seigl brought the interview to an abrupt end by saying, Excuse me. Im afraid my doctorate is only honorary. Especially, I am not Herr Doktor.


The burly young man went away rebuffed and sullen. Seigl had a sensation as of sand, sliding, beneath his feet.

When the next candidate arrived, Seigl thought, Im becoming ridiculous even to myself.


Yet this young mans edgy manner, his evasive eyes and smudged skin and snuffly breath made the thought of hiring him impossible. Seigl shuddered at the prospect of hours spent in the young mans close proximity, let alone weeks, months. A sour smell emanated from him. In the itinerant years of Seigls early twenties when hed traveled frugally in Europe, hed often stayed at student hostels and residences with youths like this one, and hed vowed that when he was fully an adult and had the luxury of adult freedom, he would never subject himself to such encounters again. Thank you. I have your number, Ill be sure to call if ... What a crude liar Seigl was. The young man snuffled in contempt.


Afterward the room smelled of oily hair, underarms, constipated melancholy; the sour breath of anothers soul. A sound of faint snuffling, too, seemed to linger, like a jeering echo of Seigls own increasingly anxious breathing.


Imagination. Open a window!


What a mistake hed made, sending Essler away.


Next came a likely candidate: a paralegal named Boyd Bixler who had strong recommendations from the Seigl family lawyer. Seigl felt optimistic at once greeting this vigorous moustached thirty-one-year-old who made no pretense that hed read Seigls writing. No pose of reverence here, no toadying. No breathing down Seigls neck. Bixler was a little older than Seigl had anticipated, but intelligent and capable and in need of a good part-time job in the Carmel Heights area. Seigl said, The job might turn out to be more than part-time. And the salary would be proportionate. He made up his mind to hire Bixler, hed had enough of interviews, but almost immediately, as in a script with a comic subtext, Seigl began to be distracted by the way in which hairs in the young mans bushy, moist-looking moustache stirred as he breathed, and their amiability hit a snag when Bixler asked, Would you be wanting me to drive you places, Mr. Seigl? Like a chauffeur?
Seigl said, Possibly, yes. When it isnt practical for me to fly. If I dont want to drive myself, but need to work in the back of the car. Bixler pressed for details: How many miles, on the average? Seigl said, annoyed, It depends. I wouldnt expect to be driven to New York City, for instance. But to Buffalo or Albany, maybe. How often do you go to those places, Mr. Seigl? Bixler asked gloomily. Seigl said, Not very often, if I can avoid it. Bixler said, stroking his moustache in a fretful manner, And would your assistant be expected to help out with parties? Like, serve drinks? Food? Seigl said stiffly, I rarely give parties. Bixler said, And housecleaning? Dishes, vacuuming, like that? Seigl said, I hire professionals for such tasks. My assistant would be working mostly in this room, my study.


At this point Seigl excused himself saying he had to make a phone call. He needed to get away from the younger man stroking and picking at that damned moustache.


No: he was determined to succeed with this candidate. A paralegal, who might be of help in legal matters. Seigl had an almost superstitious dislike and distrust of lawyers.


He stayed away for several minutes. Hed have liked to flee the house. No you dont: finish this task. You need an assistant. When he returned, before entering his study he paused in the corridor to peer into the room. There was Bixler on his feet and restless, swaggering about Seigls study examining his bookshelves with a disdainful expression. Through the house Seigl had perhaps fifteen thousand books. Too many. Some were new but most were secondhand, ordered through the local bookstore or more recently the Internet, and a number had been inherited from his father whod been obsessed with the history of Germany and Austria before the rise of the Third Reich. Seigl had shelved most of his books by subject and alphabetically but many of the more recent purchases were floaters. He was running out of bookshelves, his very brain was filling up.


In his study, Seigl kept his most cherished books: a bookcase of first editions and limited editions. Unlike certain of his friends he wasnt a collector. (Hed come to see something naive and futile in the very concept of collecting now that first-edition copies of The Shadows were priced as high as $5,000 in dealers catalogues.) Still, over twenty years of collecting hed acquired some valuable books.


Seigl watched alertly as Bixler, imagining himself alone and unobserved, took up a book and opened it, still with that disdainful expression on his face. Seigl thought, alarmed, Hes going to crack the spine, yet of course Bixler did nothing of the sort, merely opened the book and leafed through it. And his expression wasnt so much disdainful as skeptical. Why is this book so valued? Why is any book so valued? Seigl felt some sympathy with the position. In the new millennium, books had become the repository of the past; but the very past was being questioned.


Seigl entered the room to see that Boyd Bixler was holding a slender volume titled Anna Livia Plurabelle, a sixty-one-page excerpt from James Joyces Finnegans Wake published in 1928 in an elegant hand-set edition of eight hundred copies signed by Joyce in his delicate filigree hand. Seigl said, exuberantly,  O tell me all about Anna Livia! I want to hear all about Anna Livia. Does Joyce interest you, Boyd? Bixler said, stroking his moustache, Well, to be honest, Mr. Seigl, not to read. But to own, sure. Something like this must be worth a mint, eh?


Seigl stopped dead in his tracks. Coldly he said, holding out his hand, Give the book to me, please. Ill see you to the door.


Bixler departed stunned, chewing at his moustache.


Seigls final candidate was a young man unnervingly like the first. Another brilliant scholar from the College of Mount Carmel who knew several languages including Latin, Greek, and German but was dubious about secretarial work and typing. He spoke in a voice heavy with irony as if he and Joshua Seigl were in league together across the generational divide against a tide of American mass-cult products and performers. Seigl countered his dislike of young Mr. Kempton by offering him coffee. He took him on an abbreviated tour of the house which he saw, through Kemptons narrowed eyes, as rundown and slatternly. You always wonder what houses up here on the Hill look like inside, the young man said tactlessly, now I know. Seigl had no idea how to interpret this enigmatic statement though it seemed to him impudent. He took Kempton out onto the stone terrace at the rear of the house where a canvas chair had been blown over in the previous nights wind and puddles
from a recent rain glinted with an eerie savage sheen. Through young Kemptons eyes Seigl saw the view from the terrace as if it were new to him: the Tuscarora River two hundred feet below, a tangle of trees, vines, sumac on the riverbank; the hazy old industrial city on the far side of the river with its concentration of high-rise buildings at the city center, looking at this distance like a necropolis; beyond the city, a dozen miles to the north, the smudged pebbly-blue of Lake Ontario. Kempton leaned onto the wrought iron railing, gazing out. In the wind, his lank thinning hair blew fretfully. He wore a fresh-laundered white shirt for the interview, trousers with a conscientious crease, absurdly large jogging shoes. He intoned,  Apparent rari nantes in gurgite vaso.  (This was Virgil, book one of the Aeneid: Odd figures were glimpsed in the waste of waters.) Seigl winced at the prospect of having to bear on a daily, intimate basis this priggish parody of his own
long-vanished youth.


That railing. Dont lean too hard on it.


The annoying Kempton seemed scarcely to hear. Or, playing the reckless son, chose to take no heed of his elders caution. Seigl, who was outside on his terrace constantly, in all weathers, working at a table, pacing restlessly about, staring dreamily into space, rarely saw it. He wasnt a property owner who took the owning of property as a responsibility. This property in the citys most distinguished old residential neighborhood was one Seigl had inherited, not one hed sought; coming into its possession, hed simply moved into a few of the furnished rooms as a squatter might have done, and left the others unexplored. Prestige meant no more to him than it meant to the numerous birds (the messiest being mourning doves, pigeons, and seagulls) that dirtied the terrace. He had no pride of ownership, feeling so little ownership, but seeing now the condition of the terrace, the splatter of bird excrement across even windows, and the rust-flecked wrought iron railing that creaked when his
young visitor leaned his elbows on it, Seigl felt a stab of dismay.


Thinking, If he falls through, if hes killed, I will be to blame.


Kempton said in a snide nasal voice, Sir, you probably dont even see this view. I mean, people who live on the Hill take their views for granted.


Do we?


Seigl was preparing to grab hold of Kemptons arm if the railing broke. The two might fall together and their broken, bloody bodies would be discovered not in the river but in the tangle of trees and foliage and storm debris on the bank. What lurid headlines, what extravagant concocted tales would follow in the wake of such a denouement ... 


Mr. Kempton? Come.


Seigl took the young man, now brooding and sulky, back into the house. There was a definite odor here, embarrassing to Seigl, of unwashed flesh, laundry, hair lotion as in a low-budget youth hostel in the Netherlands. Kempton slicked back his fine, thinning hair with a sniff of reproach. The matter of salary had yet to be negotiated: Seigl had made inquiries, knew what research assistants were generally paid, and was prepared to nearly double the sum. For now he was feeling desperate, like one rapidly running out of oxygen.


Im not married, I dont have a family. Did I explain?


No. But I knew.


Seigl laughed. And how did you know?


Kempton shrugged. As if to say, Its obvious from this place. Or, Everyone knows of your sorry private life, Seigl.


Seigl led Kempton downstairs, a flight of narrow steps that left him oddly dizzy, to show the young man the room that would be his if he accepted the position Seigl had no choice but to offer him.

Seigl saw to his relief that this room was all right. He had not glanced into it for months. (Years?) It was a guest suite with an adjoining, smaller bedroom and bathroom; its tall narrow windows overlooked not the vertiginous river view but a foreshortened view of evergreen shrubs and flaming sumac and a fraction of the grandly ugly English Tudor mansion next door. The furnishings were covered in chintz, the carpet was of good quality, there was even a small-screen television that had not been used, Seigl supposed, in a decade. In the white-walled bedroom was a handsome old brass bed with a pale satin coverlet; an elegant brass chandelier hung pointlessly from the ceiling, gauzy with cobwebs. Seigl was mortified to see, crammed into a bookcase in a corner of the room, an overflow of paperback books from his library. Their presence here signaled their exile even as, in a patch of waning sunlight, their titles were enhanced. Erich Neumanns massive The Origins and History of Consciousness, Karl Jasperss
Reason and Existenz, Carl Jungs The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious and Symbols of Transformation, Herbert Marcuses Eros and Civilization. And a dozen paperback copies of Seigls Visions of the Apocalypse: Ancient and Modern, a collection of far-flung essays that had originally appeared in small-circulation intellectual journals, which Seigl should have given away long ago except for shyness. Now, their very presence in such quantity exuded an air of desperate vanity.


Kempton, whod been perusing these titles as if they possessed some significance, said, sniffing, It must be a good feeling, to know, sir, that youve made it.


Seigl winced. The intercalation of the subtly damning sir stung like iodine on a fresh wound.


Seigl turned on his heel and careened into the other room.


(He would recall afterward: not a walk but a careen. A roaring in his ears and a bizarre pins-and-needles sensation in his right leg.)


Kempton followed. His schoolboy brashness had turned at once to repentance. Mr. Seigl? Did I say something to offend you?

Offend? In what way?


If so, Im sorry.


The interview was over. Seigl led the younger man back upstairs. In the front hall they stood awkward as a couple uncertain of their future. Kempton said, I would like the job very much, sir. Except Im not sure ...


Seigl said quickly, Take your time. I havent even told you the salary.


... that I need or want to live here. See, I can commute. I live just down the Hill, actually. On Huron. Kempton paused. He sounded both embarrassed and proud. Im living with my fiance. She teaches English at Holy Redeemer.


Seigl said, I see. Then the position isnt right for you, Mr. Kempton, after all.


But


Thank you for coming to see me, Mr. Kempton. Maybe I walk you to the door?


Basta!


Seigl had several more highly recommended numbers to call, but tossed them away.


He thought about Essler. It would be no problem looking the young man up in the phone directory. But he was through with that, wasnt he? The dead hand of the dead dead past.


Disgusted with himself. These strange moods that were coming over him, short temper, willfulness, self-sabotaging. He wanted without knowing what he wanted. Hed never been like this, always hed been rational and reasonable to a fault. The worlds perfect victim, his sister chided. Now hed wasted hours of his own and others. Hed exploited the good will and hope of young people who were in need of jobs, hed wasted the time of the men and women whod provided him so generously with recommendations. He was an utter fool. What the hell is wrong with me? Im hiring only an assistant, not an heir.


He realized then. That was exactly what he was hiring: someone to outlive him.


Joshua Seigl was thirty-eight years old.


3


THE TATTOOED GIRL, as she would be called by some observers, began to be noticed along Mount Carmel Avenue in the fall of the year. Her first name was known to be Alma and for some time she had no last name.


The Tattooed Girl shyly entering the vestibule of Trinity Church at midday, fumbling with the heavy front door as, from inside, the harsh chords of an organ sounded like muffled thunder: the organist was practicing, the interior of the church was darkened, a smell prevailed of chill incense, polished pews ... A face and a voice accosted her Sorry, miss. Church isnt open.


At Calico Cupboard, at Bon Appetite, at The Grotto Tavern & Restaurant, at Premiere Hand Laundry and Renes Fine Apparel faces and voices informing Sorry, miss. No openings.


The Tattooed Girl had the look of flotsam that had floated up from the city below to this hilly district of small expensive shops, bakeries, restaurants. An improvident tide would seem to have lifted her to Carmel Heights and deposited her here as a river, after a flood, retreating from its banks, deposits debris in its wake.


Amid such debris, it requires a sharp yet patient eye to discern treasure.


4


IMMEDIATELY, his keen predators senses were aroused.


Though he didnt approach her immediately. He was a sidelong slantwise type. One of those silentglidinglethaldeep-sea predators with lateral vision, eyes on both sides of a flat blade of a face.


Dmitri as he was known at The Caf. Possibly this was his real name, though probably, frequent patrons of The Caf thought, not.


His last name was Meatte. There was no romance or mystery to Meatte.


Hed sighted the girl with the disfiguring facial tattoo or birthmark the previous day, in fact. Shed appeared on Mount Carmel Avenue wearing a backpack and carrying an oversized shoulder bag and other bags with the dazed look of a Greyhound bus passenger who has gotten off, or been ejected, in a place utterly unknown to her. Dmitri watched to see if she intended to beg: Mount Carmel was not hospitable to beggars. She looked too earnest and pained to be a hooker, and not nearly glamorous enough, though her hair was ash-blond, tumbling past her shoulders, and her face was young, sensual, striking; round and boneless as pulpy bread dough. Her skin was very white except for a magenta, moth-shaped mark on her right cheek. Her eyes were bruised and droopy-lidded and her small glistening mouth was slack as if she were breathing rapidly through it, a breath that was shallow and quick. Her forehead was low. Her breasts swung inside her shirt heavy as the breasts of a nursing mother. She was a fleshy girl who
might have been sixteen or thirty. Dmitri wondered how shed gotten to Carmel Heights. And why. It was at least four miles, mostly uphill, and across a bridge, from the shabby bus station downtown.


Unless someone had given the girl a ride. A man, or men.


Her home was elsewhere. In the impoverished going-to-seed countryside of upstate New York or western Pennsylvania. If a girl, she was a runaway; if older, a woman whod walked away from her life without a backward glance.


Shed been dropped off by unknown persons. Theyd had their use of her, and abandoned her.


Almost, you could feel sorry for her.


Almost, a thrill of pity.


Dmitri wondered where shed spent the previous night. If someone in this new place had taken her in, he too had abandoned her.


Now it was a wanly sepia late-October afternoon shifting to dusk, and autumn chill. The Caf, a popular French-style bistro, still had sidewalk tables for patrons. Dmitri observed the girl with the blemished cheek making her way with seeming nonchalance yet unerring instinct to one of the outermost tables where she sat in a wire-backed chair, in a liquidy movement that suggested both relief and utter exhaustion. Dmitri Meatte, lover of strays and starvelings, felt a sexual charge. Almost he could hear Oh! oh God! in the girls murmured voice though she hadnt said a word. Oh God I am so tired.


He busied himself clearing other tables, as if oblivious of her. He would not hurry to her as hed have hurried to a legitimate customer. Nor would he ask her to leave as hed have banished a male vagrant, or a less desirable female.

Fortunately, the proprietor of The Caf wasnt on the premises.


Fortunately, no one was waiting for a table. Most of the tables were vacated.


Sharp-eyed Dmitri had noticed immediately that the girl was sitting not at one of the cleared tables but at a messy uncleared table. What would have repelled legitimate customers attracted her. Wineglasses with a little wine remaining, a single espresso cup, two plates containing crusts of sourdough bread and the remains of potato salad and dill pickles. Dmitri knew her strategy: like a feral cat that senses it must not arouse suspicion by betraying hunger and must make only slow, cautiously executed moves, she would sit casually for as long as she could bear it; she would glance neither to the left nor the right; she would appear to be watching, with a faint smile, mourning doves on the pavement near her feet waiting to be fed as theyd been fed sporadically through the afternoon by diners; at last, she would pick up a bread crust and break it into bits and toss them to the mourning doves even as, with a sleight of hand worthy of a magician, she would lift the other crust to her mouth and eat it. As the
birds cooed and scolded and fluttered their wings to beat one another away from the meager bread-bits, the girl would scoop up the potato salad in her fingers and lick her fingers clean. Panting now, reckless, she would lift the wineglasses in rapid succession and drain them ... Dmitri made it a point to turn away from the girl, hoisting a heavy tray to his shoulder. He wouldnt watch. Let her do what she would. He pushed his way through swinging doors into The Caf.


Thinking, Poor cunt.


WHEN HE RETURNED to the sidewalk a few minutes later, it was to discover that the girl with the blemished cheek and snarled straw-hair had moved to another uncleared table. But there were only emptied beer glasses and a crumpled bag of potato chips here. She seemed to have given up foraging for food and sat slumped forward amid the dirtied plates, her head on her arms. Dmitri stood over her and saw with interest that the girls forearms and the backs of her hands were finely marked as with calligraphy, or embroidery; where her hair parted to reveal a portion of the milky nape of her neck, there was a filigree of magenta and dull red. The marks on the girls hands, across her knuckles, looked like wispy remnants of lace gloves. If these were tattoos, they werent very vivid or emphatic; they looked more like a miniature language. The needle tracks of a junkie mainlining heroin, morphine, Demerol? Like a dogyet an elegant breed, a borzoiDmitri stooped to sniff the girls odor:
female, fleshy, underarm hairs, a dense bush of pubic hair, fattish voluptuous young-girl breasts with nipples like soft blind eyes, moist creases in belly, thighs, buttocks ... A swoon of sexual need came over him, like a suddenly ringing phone.


Excuse me? Miss?


The girl lifted her head and stared at him. She had mineral eyes threaded with tiny broken capillaries. Junkie eyes, maybe. Or the eyes of one who is exhausted.


On her right cheek, hovering beneath the eye, was a moth-figure, or a faint iridescent gray-magenta smudge in the shape of a moth, about the size of Dmitris big blunt thumbnail.


Is that a tattoo, or a birthmark?


It was Dmitris style to speak forcibly with females who didnt reside in Carmel Heights. From experience hed found it to be exactly the style such females responded to.


Stricken with embarrassment the girl touched her cheek. As if shed imagined it might be hidden, private. And this stranger had seen.


She shook her head, mutely. She rose clumsily from the chair. She would shrink away like a kicked dog. She groped for her soiled denim backpack, her fake-leather bag that had overturned beneath the table. Dmitri glanced quickly about and saw that, except for two chess players deeply engrossed in their game, the outdoor caf was empty. Wait. Im your friend. He touched the girls shoulder, not lightly but firmly, reassuringly. He gathered in his hand a wad of her dried snarled hair as he would, later that night, grab a wad of her scratchy pubic hair. He saw with pitying tenderness that she was wearing a mans shirt shed been given, obviously it didnt fit her, oversized at the shoulders and even at the breasts; and a pale-rose gauzy wraparound skirt that fell to her ankles, layers of fabric so diaphanous it seemed without texture or design. She was very attractive despite her slattern look. Perhaps because of her slattern look. The milky skin, the slack sensuous-red
mouth, a soft babys face beneath the strained and frightened face of a woman closer to thirty than sixteen. Dmitri smiled. Gently he said, Dont know? If its a tattoo, or if you were born with it?


For he was one whose questions must be answered. You quickly learned: Dmitris questions must be answered promptly and honestly.


Yet the girl mumbled inaudibly. She would have run from the caf leaving behind some of her possessions if Dmitri hadnt blocked her way. He took her hand and gripped it tight. Hey. I told you, Im your friend. Youre safe with me. I wont call the cops.


He liked it that, at once, the girl believed him. The wish to believe him was so strong. Not a panicked feral creature, this sad-eyed girl, but a domestic creature who has been beaten and traumatized but can be reclaimed.


ALMA, she was.


No last name?


Yes the mark on her cheek was a tattoo. Maybe it was meant to be a moth, how should she know.


The other marks, yes they were tattoos. Sure.


Crude tattoos, Dmitri observed. Wondering whod done them.


(Prison tattoos? That was a possibility.)

He was feeding her now, watching her eat. Not leftovers from customers plates but decent leftovers from the kitchen hed heated up himself. Sometimes watching females gorge themselves disgusted him but Alma was different. A beautiful soft fleshy goose you wanted to fatten. Stuff her milky white face and throat with the richest foods till her liver swelled, ripened, burst.


It was Thursday, a chess night at The Caf. Hed brought the girl inside and seated her at a booth near the kitchen door. Alma was more intelligent than hed believed. Out on the street hed thought she might be mentally retarded, schizzy, a junkie. Maybe she was a junkie, or a drinker, obviously there was something wrong with her but it might be, he was speculating, a wrongness that could be turned to advantage. Poor girl. Poor beautiful girl. Eat all you want. Somebody has treated you very badly.


Tears of relief and gratitude glistened in her bloodshot eyes.


Her mouth was full, she couldnt yet thank him.


He loved it that she ate so hungrily. She even lowered her head toward the plate, strands of brittle ashy hair fell into her food, and he lifted them out, amused as an indulgent father. His girl was so clumsy! So sensual. He was becoming sexually aroused watching her. Her rapidly chewing mouth, heavy-lidded eyes, glimpses of her slightly stained, imperfect teeth and her moist pink tongue he imagined would be scratchy as a cats tongue ... Saliva glistened in the corners of her mouth, she wiped her mouth repeatedly on the back of her hand, scarcely pausing in her eating. Dmitri loomed over her, liking it that he was making her self-conscious: this meant she placed a value on his opinion of her. He had the power to make her uneasy, anxious. He would knead her soft white skin like bread dough. He would turn her inside out the way, tugging with a forefinger, you can gut a fish.


More? Ill bring more.


Alma was embarrassed of eating so ravenously in his presence yet she ate ravenously for she needed to eat, and in that need she was unashamed. Dmitri saw in the girl a fleeting, socially-determined embarrassment masking a deeper absence of shame.


Very good. If you are the Tattooed Girl, you must be without shame.


He wanted to talk more about the tattoos. Whod perpetrated them upon her?


Alma seemed not to hear his question. Her eyes were moist and heavy-lidded as if she were in the throes of lovemaking. She ate, lowering her head. Dmitri closed his fingers in her hair and gave her a small jolt.


She winced. She told him she didnt know, didnt know who had marked her up. She didnt know their names.


Their names?


Alma laughed. It was a hissing, explosive laugh. A laugh of no mirth. Her eyes squinted nearly shut, in this sudden convulsion of laughing. Unconsciously she was squeezing her upper arms against her rib cage. As if lifting her heavy breasts. She said she didnt know, maybe there was one and maybe there was more than one, it had happened a long time ago, she never thought about it.


Or maybe another woman marked you. In prison?


Dmitri was one to fasten onto theories. Could be a strength, could be a weakness. Obviously, his sign was Capricorn. Brooding, egoistic, unforgiving, self-sufficient. Controlling.


He wanted to know: whered she come from?


Her eyes blinked slowly. Just now? Orthen?


Then.


Her forehead crinkled. As if she was trying to remember. She said, almost inaudibly, what sounded like AkronAcheron? Dmitri asked her to say it again and again she said what might have been AkronAcheron. But this place wasnt in New York State, it was in Pennsylvania. In the mountains.


Where, Alma said giggling, theres been fires since 1962.


Dmitri doubted this. Fires since 1962?

Sure.


Dmitri squeezed Almas chin between his thumb and forefinger.


Obviously, youd be a fool to believe everything this female says.


Alma caught that look. She wasnt so sleepy-eyed as she appeared. She protested yes there were fires where she came from. Down in the mines. Started before she was born. A long time before.


Yes? And when was she born?


Almas expression turned crafty. She didnt want to answer this question. Dmitri guessed she was trying to calculate his age. He was older than he looked.


Dmitri glanced about The Caf. No one was watching.


He took Almas hands in his. They werent very attractive hands for a woman so feminine. The fingers were stubby, with broken and dirt-edged nails. And the crude tattoos like cobwebs sticking to her skin. Like graffiti, or drunken speech. Dmitri moistened his thumb and forefinger and rubbed at the tattoo on the back of Almas right hand, thinking it was nothing but filth and would come off.


It didnt. The tattoo was real enough, inked into Almas skin.


Tiny grains of dirt did roll up beneath his fingertips, however.


Dmitri laughed. What a dirty, coarse child Alma was. Havent had a bath in a while, eh? Ill give you one tonight.


GOOD EVENING, Mr. Seigl.


Good evening, Dmitri.


Espresso, Mr. Seigl?


Please.


Each exchange the waiter had with Joshua Seigl followed this pattern: Dmitri anticipated Seigls request which was predictable as clockwork, and was met with a look of startled gratitude, as if a genie had materialized beside the older man.


Three nights a week after The Caf closed as a bistro serving meals, chess players congregated at the rear of the restaurant in an area where tables were smaller, and inset with chessboards; floorboards were unfinished; there were no potted ferns, cloth napkins, romantic candlelight. In an earlier incarnation dating back to the somber years 196869, The Caf had been a coffee shop and gathering place for antiVietnam War poems to be chanted and amateur musicians to perform; its walls were raw, roughened brick, and its ceiling hammered tin. For some reason germane to the mutinous energies of the era, several windows in this space had been painted in black panels, and these panels remained like blinkered eyes. Atmosphere meant little to the dozen or so hardcore chess players who were oblivious to all except the boards before them and their opponents poised hands.


The youngest was seventeen, a high school boy with sand-colored hair and a perpetual squint; the oldest was a professor emeritus of medieval philosophy at the College of Mount Carmel, in his early nineties. There was a stocky, attractively buff-faced woman of about thirty-five with hair trimmed short as a mans, a self-employed taxidermist from the small town of Niles, New York; there was A.G., a former Rochester elementary school principal of whom it was said hed been urged into retirement for reasons never made public; there was a plumber-poet, or poet-plumber, a veteran of the 1960s who wore his straggly gray hair in a ponytail. There was a grimly convivial middle-aged man from St. Catherines, Ontario, who spoke of chess as his legalized habit. There was Fen, the player generally conceded to be the best of the lot, at least when he wasnt in a nervously manic state and likely to sweep chess pieces off the board in mid-game; Fen too was middle-aged, with a goatee and shaking hands; rumored
to have been a chess prodigy whod had a nervous breakdown at a world chess tournament in Paris in the early 1970s on the eve of what should have been his great triumph. There was the younger, aggressive Hector Rodriguez, who took up more space than his small burly frame would seem to require. There was Joshua Seigl.

Is this table satisfactory, Mr. Seigl?


Perfect.


Big bewhiskered absentminded Seigl sank heavily into his usual place at his usual table, where, this evening, he would play his usual brooding chess game with the palsied, near-blind but cunning Professor Emeritus, which game would stretch on to midnight when The Caf closed.


Seigl smiled, rubbing his hands together heartily. A shy man, yet determined to seem gregarious in such settings. He was much liked, perhaps even loved, among the chess addicts for his kindness, wit, and good humor even when he lost. Chess, Seigl said, sighing, like humankind, a useless passion. But here we are.


In the chess culture there are crucial caste distinctions, but the great distinction is between the chess addict and the mere chess player. No chess genius is not a chess addict though a chess addict may not be a genius. Seigl wasnt one of the addicted, and so not one of the best, though he took the game seriously, sighed and muttered to himself, struck his forehead with his fist, often stumbled away from the game board to pace outside The Caf, waiting for his opponents dreaded move. Dmitri with his shrewd predators eye singled out Seigl among the motley chess players as the only individual of interest, or promise. It seemed to Dmitri (who occasionally played chess himself, but only with opponents he knew he could beat) that Seigl was different from the others: he freely chose to play chess five or six times a month at The Caf as a respite from life, while the other players were driven to play of necessity: chess was their lives.


Your espresso, sir.


Why, thank you.


Absorbed in the crucial opening moves of the game, Seigl glanced up blinking at the graceful-gliding waiter whod materialized out of nowhere. Had he ordered espresso? Evidently.


His elderly opponent, professor emeritus of medieval philosophy, drank only ice water. He supported one finely trembling big-veined hand with the other and leaned over the chess table like a vulture.


Will you have an espresso, too, John?


But John grunted no, irritated with so much talk.


Dmitri backed off, but would keep an eye on Seigl through the evening. (As he was keeping an eye on the tattooed girl now nodding off in a corner booth.) When Seigl glanced up, unconsciously seeking him, Dmitri would glide forward anticipating his request: another espresso?


Of habitual customers of The Caf, Seigl, who sometimes dined in the bistro with friends, was known for his generous tips. Though he drank sparingly, he often left tips with a drunkards wayward largess. Amid the chess players, who had little money, and were by nature tightfisted, Seigl could be depended upon to leave behind not coins but bills, and not one-dollar bills, either. Dmitri sensed that Seigl was ashamed of having money, crumpling ten-dollar bills to push beneath plates for a waiter to discover only after Seigl had slipped away. (Sometimes, depending upon who Seigls chess opponent of the evening was, Dmitri had to salvage his tip, which could be as much as thirty dollars, before Seigls chess opponent finessed a bill or two into his own pocket. Fen, the ex-prodigy now eking out a living in Mount Carmel by tutoring students in math, was the most treacherous.) To be thanked by waiters was an embarrassment, too, to Seigl; of The Cafs staff, it was only Dmitri with
whom Seigl felt comfortable, for only Dmitri knew how to express gratitude in just the right, understated tone. Thinking I know, sir! How clumsy it is for you, giving money to people like me whose rotten luck in life is that they must serve you, and not you them. And maybe one day our situations will be reversed, what then?


It didnt help that Joshua Seigl was a Jew. Or maybe it did help, Dmitri hated Jews.


Seigl was glancing up from the chessboard, crinkling his forehead like an overgrown baby. That big-boned swarthy-Semitic face Dmitri supposed some women would think was handsome, even sexy. Distinctive as something hacked out of stone. Yes, Dmitri hated this man: hated serving him, accepting his lavish tips, having to be grateful and having to like him.


Dmitri glided forward gravely smiling. Cigarettes, sir?


Why, yes ...


Your usual brand?


Please.


Unfiltered Marlboros. Crude, virile, cowboy-American.


And matches. Dmitri would bring a matchbook embossed with The Caf. For Seigl never carried matches, as he never carried cigarettes.


Dmitri liked it that Seigl, who came so often to The Caf and left such generous tips for waiters, was a minor celebrity locally. Among the general population no one would have heard of Joshua Seigl, of course, yet, in the affluent suburb of Carmel Heights, everyone who mattered knew him by sight. Seigl had published a much-admired novel as a young man. Hed lived in the area most of his life. He was from a well-to-do local family. (Dmitri wasnt one hundred percent bitter about rich Jews because there had to be a genuine money-making talent, possibly a gene, in the Jewish soul; their success couldnt be purely cunning and conniving.) Dmitri had never seen Seigls house on the Hill but he supposed it must be one of those old stone mansions overlooking the Tuscarora River, protected from people like Dmitri Meatte by six-foot wrought iron fences, electronic burglar alarms, private security police cruising in unmarked cars.


Cigarettes, sir. And matches.


Thank you ...


Seigl glanced up smiling and grateful but vague-eyed: he wasnt remembering Dmitris name. It was nearing 11 P.M. He and the elderly professor were in their second hour of chess. Seigl was hunched over the chess pieces, leaning on his elbows. Dmitri cast a veiled glance seeing that Seigl didnt appear to be winning.


Winning, losing: it never seemed to matter to Seigl. Maybe it was a Jewish thing, such equanimity. Seigl would leave as generous a tip in either case. To show hes superior. Untouched like the rest of us.


As a student at the city university a decade before, Dmitri had read Shadows. Or was it, The Shadows. Maybe he hadnt actually read the book but hed skimmed it, he knew what it was about. The usual Jewish subject: the Holocaust. When certain kinds of things happen to a race you have to wonder why, dont you? Rotten things happened to everybody if you looked back far enough in history, you didnt see other people blaming who they were for what was done to them. And maybe, just maybe, they deserved it? Some of them, anyway. Not the Jewish type to which Joshua Seigl belonged (anyway, so far as Dmitri knew) but the other types, the moneymakers and connivers. Dmitri had heard that the Jews of Europe hadnt made much effort to escape or to fight the Nazis. Theyd expected other people, American soldiers for instance, to do their fighting for them. It was like that in Israel now. The U.S. always bailing Israel out, billions and trillions of dollars down that rat hole, well hows
about we dont bail them out for a change, give the Palestinians a break. At the time of Hitler, Dmitri read, thered been plenty of Jews who converted to Christianity, guess why? To save their skins. Not out of any love of Jesus Christ. (Not that Dmitri was religious, he was not. He didnt give a shit for religion, God had never given a shit for him.) Whining, bellyaching, blaming people for whatever happened which some historians were doubting ever happened, in fact. The Holocaust might be a hoax. Biggest hoax of the twentieth century.


Another espresso, sir?


Why, thank you.


Seigl smiled up at Dmitri from the quagmire of the chess game in which most of his pieces, the red, seemed to have disappeared from the board. His face gleamed with an interior heat. His lips were thin and strained inside the bristling black whiskers that seemed to fit him loosely.


Courteously Seigl asked the elderly professor if he would like a drink and the elderly professor said, as if doing Seigl a favor, yes all right: Johnnie Walker Black on the rocks. Seigl winked at the waiter signaling hed be paying for both drinks, and Dmitri glided away smiling, but disgusted. Of course youll pay, that old fucker isnt going to pay a dime, none of the bastards do, Mr. Seigl, havent you fucking noticed by now?


It infuriated Dmitri sometimes, that Seigl, a Jew, was such a pushover in practice. Maybe he was too brainy for his own good and needed somebody to tell him the score.


For Dmitri did admire Joshua Seigl, in fact. You had to admire the man whatever you thought of the race. And maybe the race wasnt all bad; Jews were benefactors of charities and libraries and things like that. Dmitri knew from the newspaper that the Seigls were that kind of family: gave money for a new wing of the Mount Carmel Childrens Hospital, for instance. Money for the art museum, the music school. There was Joshua Seigls picture in the paper, a man trying to smile but looking trapped. Of course, people like the Seigls have money to give away, which not everybody has, and maybe if you had that much money youd be a hot-shit benefactor too and get your picture in the paper. Dmitris family on both sidesMeattes, Dillehoyswerent exactly of that class, that was sure. If they ever got their hands on money, sure as hell they wouldnt be giving it away.


Dmitri felt a knife blade turn in his gut. Pain like sheer rage.


You had to be an asshole to give your money away, what if you need it sometime and its gone? Down some fucking rat hole.


Here you are, Mr. Seigl. And you, sir ...


In his large startled voice Seigl said cheerfully, Thank you, Dmitri. The elderly professor, hunched over the chessboard touching his fingertips lightly across his pieces, didnt trouble to glance up. But hed take a big swallow of the whiskey in a few seconds, Dmitri knew.


Old mick fucker, Dmitri shouldve spat into the Johnnie Walker.


Next time, for sure he would.


Seigl said, Dmitri, here. Id better pay now before ... Before he forgot, was probably what Seigl meant to say. Dmitri accepted the bills, which were far in excess of the tab. His heart soared: there were such good vibes between him and Seigl tonight.


Not like his ancestors, this Jew. Couldnt be. More like some holy fool. Turning the other cheek, giving away possessions.


Sir, thank you.


In the Rochester Sun-Times the other day, Dmitri read that his customer Seigl had endowed a scholarship at the Eastminister Music Conservatory. Endowed: that meant a lot of money. Dmitri hadnt read anything of Seigls after that first book, but he had a dim awareness that Seigl had written others, and that he gave talks and lectures in the area, and hed had a play produced somewhere. New York? Dmitri wasnt into reading much lately. His job wore him out, made him cynical and impatient with just words. When hed been a student at the university hed wanted to be a writer, composing his own performance pieces, monologues and lyrics like Bob Dylan (except Dmitri had a better voice than Dylan and was better looking, and sexier), also hed wanted to make movies from his own screenplays. What came of his plans he didnt know, it was a combination of bad luck, bad timing, bad vibes, drugs messing up his head. But he did remember drifting into the rear of
an auditorium and hearing a talk by Joshua Seigl titled The Problem of Evil: Theirs, and Ours. The point of it was that there was no actual problem because there was no evil, and there was no devil, only a misuse of language, and people demonizing one another, Dmitri didnt remember what Seigl said too clearly but he remembered being impressed, the speaker had a forceful but warm way about him, and was obviously some kind of genius, the fact he was a Jew-genius didnt enter into the picture. Thats what I am meant to be, somebody like that, Dmitri thought. Too fucking bad hed been stoned for most of his year and a half of college.


It was 11:30 P.M. Half an hour until closing. Dmitri checked that Alma, his girl for the night, who knew for how many nights, was still slouched in the booth where hed placed her, like a big boneless rag doll comatose with her head resting on her arms and her blemished face hidden.


Alma. Dmitri mouthed the name aloud, tasting it. Probably that wasnt the poor cunts name, she looked like a girl whos lost her name but still it tasted good. Al-ma.


That stiff ash-blond hair did look like a dolls hair. Not a human-hair doll, but the cheap kind.


The other waiter spelled Dmitri for a few minutes: he used the toilet, had a quick joint out the back door with the kitchen boys. When he returned to The Caf, there was somebody hanging over Seigls table, clearly annoying him. Dmitri heard Excuse me? Are you Joshua Seigl? I This happened sometimes, mostly when Seigl was having dinner, and Seigl usually responded with embarrassment, annoyed but too polite to send the stranger away, and if Dmitri was in a position to intervene he always did, deft as a bodyguard. Saying, as he did now, Excuse me, the gentleman does not wish to be interrupted. This is a private game. The man, not a regular customer, began to argue with Dmitri, and Dmitri repeated, This is a private game. The gentleman does not wish to be interrupted.


Seigl had risen awkwardly to his feet. Hed nearly upset the chess table. His face was flushed with annoyance, and a look like guilt; his hands were shaking. But he didnt intervene as Dmitri led the man away.


At the chess table, Seigls opponent sat motionless, staring at the pieces as if catatonic. He hadnt heard the interruption, or was choosing to pay no heed. Very slowly, with claw-like fingers, he lifted a chess piece, deliberated for several seconds, then returned it to its square. By this time the board was nearly emptied of pieces. It was endgame, the time of crisis.


Seigl picked up his cigarettes and went outside, pacing on the sidewalk and smoking. When Dmitri came to join him, he appeared to be muttering to himself, exhaling smoke agitatedly. He stared out at Mount Carmel Avenue, where traffic was sparse at this hour. Across the street and at nearby Trinity Square the shops and boutiques were darkened; a Starbucks up the block was brightly lighted, and Mount Carmels last remaining independent bookstore, the Book Seller. Dmitri said, in a voice keyed low to placate, to soothe and to assure, Mr. Seigl? Im sure sorry about that. But it wont happen again, I promise.


Seigl muttered, Its nothing. I overreacted.


In the middle of a chess game, anyone would be upset ...


Not the middle. The end. Im not upset. It was utterly trivial.


But you never know, sir. That other time


Dmitri was recalling a ridiculous exchange of some months before. Two mildly inebriated women had approached Seigl as he was having dinner with friends in the bistro; they wanted autographs from him, but also attention from him. When Seigl tried to discourage them, one of the women became incensed. It had been a distressing incident at the time, like all such scenes in public places, but not without its comic elements.


Dmitri, not Seigls waiter that evening, had had to watch from across the restaurant. Hed been disgusted that the matre d hadnt intervened more readily. A good way to lose a celebrity customer.


Seigl wasnt listening. No doubt, Seigl had forgotten this incident.


Seigl took a final suck of his cigarette and snapped it into the gutter. Utterly trivial. I should shake hands with anyone who wants to shake hands with me. Except, he said, with a harsh laugh, I seem incapable of doing it.


Dmitri protested, You dont have to shake hands with anybody you dont want to, Mr. Seigl. Who ever said that?

Lost in thought Seigl stood plucking and scratching at his beard, staring at the street. Looking like a man, Dmitri thought pityingly, waiting for his pocket to be picked. He wore a sporty khaki vest with numerous pockets and zippers, over a rumpled white dress shirt with rolled-up sleeves exposing brawny, wiry-haired forearms. The shirt was untucked behind. The vest was unbuttoned, revealing the beltless waist of Seigls trousers which were baggy yet of good quality lightweight wool. Seigl looked like a man who has dressed quickly in the dark, a man who avoided mirrors. On his feet were his usual jogging shoes, water-stained and gleaming dull white in the shadows, enormous as hooves. A big ungainly man with a curious kind of grace.


Seigl sighed. Hed been running his hands impatiently through his hair that stood up now spiky, disheveled with a lunatic energy. His wiry black beard glistened moistly around his mouth. He said, in a tone meant to be amusing:


A mere trifle consoles us, Dmitri, for a mere trifle distresses us. Pascal knew.


Pascal ... ?


A luminous soul in a crippled body.


Dmitri pretended to understand. Waiters are primed to such duplicities. Hed been a waiter for more years than he cared to acknowledge. Waiter: waiting.


Pascal had a familiar ring. Didnt sound Jewish but maybe. Seigl was stuck on that Nazi-Jewish crap, poor bastards brainy head must be stuffed with it.


Seigl returned to the caf and went to use the mens room at the rear. Youd have thought the man was slightly drunk, the way he moved brooding and swaying like an accident about to happen. Dmitri watched as Seigl lurched by the booth in which Alma was sitting. Nearly colliding with a chair, shoving it out of his way with both hands. Dmitri woke Alma with a rough shake of her shoulder. She groaned, confused. Dont h-hit me ... Dmitri closed his fingers in her straw-hair and shook her until her bruised dolls eyes popped open. Baby. Its all right. Its Dmitri, your friend. Nobodys going to hit you. Alma flinched at these words as if in fact they were blows. Her face was puffy and sallow-skinned, her mouth looked less sensual now than merely hurt, swollen. Dmitri asked how Alma felt and she shook her head dazed. She wasnt feeling too good. He hadnt medicated herhe had a half-dozen oxycodone tablets loose
in his pocketbut she was behaving as if he had. Well be out of here pretty soon. Twenty minutes. Hang on, honey. Dmitris gonna take care of you real well. When Seigl returned from the mens room he saw Alma, and paused. She was yawning, a wide humid yawn, unconscious as a cat. Stretching her supple arms. And the heavy breasts inside the mans shirt, suddenly straining at the cloth. On her boneless white baby face the mothstain quivered as if it were alive. Dmitri, hand on the girls shoulder, stroking her, said in a low suggestive voice, My friend Alma, Mr. Seigl. Shes new to Carmel Heights. But Seigl was already backing off, as if hed seen too much.


Dmitri smiled. Seigl the Jew bachelor. Sexy look but (probably) a mommas boy.


Or was Seigl gay? That would explain a lot.


Still, you could see that Seigl had been struck by the girl. Surprised. The Tattooed Girl had a look about her like she wasnt wearing any clothes but didnt know it. But you knew it. Seigl wasnt the type to betray curiosity, though. Too canny. His social class, living on the Hill. Jew snobs. Looking down their Jew noses at slut white trash.


Seigl returned to his chess game. Elderly professor emeritus smiled a small cruel smile moving a knight at last.


Seigl murmured, Shit.


It wasnt like Joshua Seigl the classy Jew. He would pretend he hadnt said it, saying now, louder, laughing, Touch, my friend. I knew it was coming but not so soon.


THE CAF WAS CLOSING. Seigl had bought everybody drinks, and now the motley crew of chess players was departing. Seigl had disappeared in his usual abrupt way leaving behind a small wad of bills for Dmitri to count eagerly. Alma baby, its worth the wait sometimes. Though there was a turn in his heart as of a small tarnished key: hed get his revenge on the Jew, someday.


The Tattooed Girl rose swaying on her feet. She looked like a girl with two flat feet and the kind of boobs, shed waddle like a duck if she didnt watch it. In this state, she wasnt going to watch it. Cringing and making a soft cooing noise, guided by Dmitris hand (gentle, not-so-gentle) at the nape of her neck. The best kind of female meat, that would move in the direction in which she was nudged, unresisting.


Not toward the front of the restaurant where it was darkened and locked up and the closed sign in the door but toward the rear red-light exit, into the alley smelling of rancid greens and a short dreamy walk to Dmitris car.


If drugs hadnt messed up his life, fuck it. Hed have graduated from college and maybe hed be making films by now, hed be making CDs and performing in places like Madison Square Garden. He had the talent, hadnt had the fucking breaks. Genius is ninety-nine percent breaks. The females hed be screwing would be rich mens daughters or wives not slut white trash and hed have married one of them by now. He was twenty-nine years old.
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... friend Alma. New to Carmel Heights ... 


Sure hed dreamt of the Tattooed Girl. Waking with an erection painful as toothache. But it faded, fled. Blood leaking out of it like a ticking clock. Already hed ceased thinking of her. His brain churned with more pressing matters.
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BUT IF ITS A nerve disease, what causes it? Diseases have causes, surely.


A pain in the ass. Seigl could hear himself. Hed become one of those distrustful patients who, intelligent and educated and accustomed to being deferred to, cant accept the passive role but must press their doctors for information, facts; interrogating instead of listening, like lawyers.


Of course, Seigl was uneasy, too. No matter his poise.


The neurologist told him that numerous causes have been suspected. But no single cause has yet been isolated.


In any case, Seigls tests were inconclusive. There was no reason to believe that he had the illness they were speaking of. There was no reason to believe that Seigl had any illness at all.


Seigl heard this. With a pounding heart he heard.


Nonetheless he asked, as if the pursuit of facts was the goal of this conversation and not the assuaging of an individuals private anxiety, But this disease you call a congeries of symptoms. Is it hereditary?


Seigl was thinking of his fathers melancholy, that deepened with the years. Faint tremors in his eyelids and hands. Karl Seigl had been a large, imposing, dignified man and yet: something had hollowed him out from within, you could see.


The slowness of his speech. As if sometimes he had to summon words from a distant place and time.


Munich, Germany, in the 1930s. And then Dachau in the 1940s.


No, the neurologist said firmly. It isnt believed to be inherited.


Seigl persisted. Surely there must be a gene? Theres a gene for everything now.


If so, this gene hasnt been isolated.


Well, is it contagious? The illness.


No. Its certainly not contagious.


Except in spirit, possibly?


To this, the neurologist pondered a reply. He regarded his distinguished but irascible patient as if Joshua Seigl were speaking in code or alluding to some commonly shared joke which he, an educated and cultured man himself, ought to recognize.


But the neurologist could only repeat that no nerve disease or condition is contagious. And that Seigl should recall that his test results were inconclusive.


Seigl said,  Inconclusive. I should be grateful, I suppose.


Yes, the neurologist said, you should.


Blood work. Electrocardiograph. Colonoscopy (in a blissful sedated state, hed wanted this one repeated). Tests for collagen disorder (two Steadman relatives had died of quirky, deadly dermatomyositis) and for thyroid imbalance (in late middle age, Seigls mother had had a thyroidectomy). Magnetic resonance imaging that left him exhausted and rueful.


Yet hopeful: for the tests showed nothing conclusive.


According to the neurologist, the minute loss of muscle tone in Seigls face and neck suggested, but only suggested, the possibility of a condition called myasthenia gravis, which can be treated with medication if diagnosed early. And there was a barely discernible trace sclerosis of the myelin sheath, the insulating tissue that covers the nerve fibers. Seigl, listening to the neurologists maddeningly matter-of-fact words through a heightened pounding of his heart, seized upon sclerosis and asked if this meant that he might have multiple sclerosis?or, worse yet, for hed been hastily reading about diseases of the nerves, Lou Gehrigs disease, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis? Again, the neurologist assured Seigl: no, this meant nothing of the kind. These were very remote possibilities. The results were, as hed said, inconclusive. Your symptoms, as youve reported them, might be the result of undetected allergies, minute disturbances
of metabolism, fatigue, stress ...


Seigl was on his feet smiling. He reached over to shake the neurologists hand.


Doctor, thank you. Im grateful for this consultation.


He left the neurologists office on the crowded campus of the University of Rochester Medical School in very good spirits. He went away whistling. The battery of tests had been expensive, but illuminating. He felt a thrill of elation: like a gambler who has recklessly tossed dice, and has not lost, and has not exactly won. This was one of those situations where not-losing was infinitely more crucial than winning.


 Stress.  Seigl laughed aloud.


He was striding to his car in a nearby parking garage. A damp wind off the river cooled his face which had become uncomfortably warm in the doctors office. He drew a deep delicious breath. He was certainly having no trouble walking now. His legs felt strong, muscled, reliable as theyd been when he was in his early twenties, hiking in the Bavarian Alps. The piercing ache in his back after a hard game of tennis with a friend the previous week had long since vanished. The blurry double vision with which hed been waking some mornings had vanished.


Imagination! Exaggeration! I should be ashamed of myself.


He ran up the remaining flight of concrete steps to Level C where his car was parked.
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The gods thought otherwise.


Next morning, running in Mount Carmel Cemetery, Seigl fell.


His legs had buckled beneath him, suddenly. He lay stunned on a gravel path. Walloping heartbeat like a fist pounding him in the solar plexus. Yet his first reaction was embarrassment, that someone might have seen Joshua Seigl take a clumsy fall.


He tried to lift himself, and could not.


God damn ...


Shameful to be lying in a public place, exposed to strangers eyes, helpless as a broken-backed snake!


Seigl tried to think what might be wrong. (Seigl didnt want to think what might be wrong.) A man builds his body like armor, even a brainy guy like Joshua Seigl. Strong arms, muscled shoulders and biceps, and forearms, strong wrists, for just such emergencies. A mans disdain for the female body is: no armor, only just flesh.


It was 7:20 A.M. No one else was in the cemetery, that Seigl could see.


Hed fallen so suddenly, he had had no warning. One of his ankles was throbbing with pain. But he didnt believe he was seriously hurt.


Inconclusive the neurologist had said.


No reason to think the worst, Joshua. You should be grateful, in your place I think I would be.


Seigl would think: strange that he should have fallen here, in this place that had become special to him.


Mount Carmel Hill above the river was a glacier hill, a drumlin, so steep that paths and roadways zigzagged from side to side like frantic snakes. The landscape was rock ledges, gulches, chasms and thin trickling streams that in flood time became raging creeks flowing into the Tuscarora River two hundred feet below. The old Catholic cemetery through which Seigl ranor, in frigid weather, hikedon an almost daily basis was a place of beauty and neglect; of wind-ravaged oaks and juniper pines amid a necropolis of grave markers, tombstones, rotted-looking crosses and shabby yet fierce-eyed angels, family vaults in neo-classic design with columns, fluted porticos, solemnly carved names, dates, exhortations from a simpler era. I will lift up my eyes unto the hills, whence cometh my help. My help cometh from the Lord, who made heaven and earth. Below was the river, and beyond the river was the aging industrial city in the anemic haze of dawn, with its concentration of high-rise buildings and spires amid squat
rectangular shapes and old, abandoned flour mills on the river, like a mirror-replica of the cemetery above. Except for traffic moving on the elevated expressway, and plumes of pale smoke lifting skyward, the city looked uninhabited at this distance.


This was a tortured landscape, glacier-gouged many millions of years ago, and always there was something strange and haunting about it that stirred Seigls imagination. Intellectually, it gave him nothing. He knew that. The history of the regionexplorers, original settlers, battles and treaties with the Iroquois, Huron, Seneca Indians, the precarious establishment of a British-empowered civilization that threw off its links to England in a paroxysm of revolutionary fervor in 1776meant little to him. He was European by temperament, not American. And, though hed been a novelist once, and believed he would be again, by nature Seigl was a philosopher: philosophers hate history.


For to be a philosopher is to wish to believe that the human mind transcends the contingencies of time. To be a philosopher is to believe that the human mind is not yoked to time; philosophy is of the timeless spirit, while history is solidly of the earth.


Philosophy frees, history enslaves.


I am not my ancestors Seigl thought desperately. I am not my father, I am scarcely myself.


His eyes shone with tears. Everywhere he looked he saw eerily beautiful shimmering double images. A marbled sky above the river at dawn and, only a few yards above his head, patches of oak and sumac brilliant as neon.


You look as if youve had a good day, Joshua?


It was fine, Sondra. But now is better.


The evening before, hed taken a friend to dinner. Like a fool hed rushed to celebrate. The word inconclusive ringing in his ears like a deranged recess bell.


Seigl would order one of the most expensive wines on the menu. He would leave a twenty percent tip. He would laugh delightedly, a big bewhiskered untidy man drawing the attention of other patrons.


Is that Joshua Seigl? And who is with him?


Seigls friend was Sondra Blumenthal, professor of Religious Studies at the university. An attractive woman of about Seigls age with a fine chiseled face, intelligent eyes. Seigl had known her for years. Their friendship had begun when Seigl, in the first flush of literary success, asked to review a slew of theological-philosophical books for the prestigious New York Review, had passed judgment scathingly on all but Blumenthals From Genesis to Revelation: Ways of Re-Visioning the Bible, though hed been critical in his praise. Theyd met soon afterward. Seigl was grateful for Sondras company, often at short notice. She had been married briefly, a long time ago; of that disastrous marriage, Sondra had never spoken, and Seigl had not inquired. He cherished the womans good common sense, particularly when he endured periods of working intensely without feeling he accomplished anything of merit, or when he was in a despondent mood, which came to the same thing.


These weaknesses of character of which Seigl could never bring himself to speak to another person. Shame!


Seigl confided to Sondra, it was a day of gratitude.


Sondra asked why: had he hired his assistant?


No. Hed changed his mind.


But why? Sondra asked. It had sounded like a good idea.


Seigl sat silent, drumming his fingers on the tabletop. He didnt recall telling this friend that he was looking for an assistant. He was certain he hadnt.


He told her he didnt need an assistant really. He could hire a typist as hed done last time, to type his manuscript drafts onto hard disks. The prospect of having another person in the house, a stranger, at close quarters ... Seigl shrugged, indicating distaste.


Sondra asked Why, then? Why gratitude?


Seigl said enigmatically Why not? Maybe because I didnt hire an assistant.


He wasnt going to tell Sondra about the neurologist, the tests. The inconclusive results.


Nor about his reasons for having taken the tests.


Sondra offered to read Seigls manuscript when it was in a state to be read, and Seigl thanked her. Often the two exchanged works-in-progress for mutual criticism. In recent years, Seigl hadnt had much to give to Sondra; he disliked most of what he wrote, though at the outset he was usually absurdly optimistic.


Sondra asked, was it his translation of The Aeneid hed been working on, and Seigl said yes. Hed made a start a few years ago, re-examining the poem from the perspective of the contemporary world of divisiveness, nationalism, blood-consciousness and blood-feuds. Hed never been a great admirer of Virgil; hed much preferred Homer. But there was something now in The Aeneid, the shaping of an individuals destiny by historical, not personal forces, that excited him. The founding of a city, and of a civilization; the subordination of individual desire; the Trojan hero, so very unlike the Greek brute Achilles, carrying his elderly father on his back ... 


Seigl spoke with his usual enthusiasm. His friend seemed so very engrossed with his words. Shed read an uncompleted essay Seigl had written on The Aeneid a few years ago, and other, related work of his he had yet to shape into a coherent whole.


Remember, Joshua? I encouraged you not to quit.


Sondras eyes brimmed with feeling. Seigl wanted to reach out impulsively to take her hand; Sondra Blumenthals ringless hand, that rested uncertainly on the tabletop. But he hesitated. He knew that Sondra would misinterpret such a gesture, as other women had done. Seigl was often filled with feeling, a kind of generalized love, or excitement; a kind of Eros; yet not love as Sondra would wish to interpret it, nor even erotic desire which is impersonal, swift, and pitiless in its rapacity. Seigl fumbled to express himself. Fumbled somehow with the wine menu and there went the candlestick holder, the burning candle toppling onto the tabletop.


Ive got it, Mr. Seigl. No problem!


A dark-clad waiter materialized to set things right.


And may I tell you our specials for this evening, sir? Madam?


It was the slim-hipped slick-haired young waiter who reminded Seigl of one of the minor gods. Mercury, maybe. Now you see him, now you dont.


Exotically named: Dmitri?


By all means, Dmitri. Do tell us.


A recitation. Appetizers, first courses, entres. How, better yet why, could a waiter remember so many items of virtually no significance, night after night; how could a man so humble himself in the role of waiter, servant; the role of serving others, with a smile? Carrying in trays of food, hauling away dirtied plates and garbage. Seigl shuddered imagining himself in such a demeaning role.


Yes youd do it. And worse. To live. If required.


Dachau. Bergen-Belsen. Buchenwald. Theresienstadt. Maybe you wouldnt have lived, but you would have tried.


Choucroute garnie ... braised beef shanks with pine nuts and sultanas ... risotto with smoked salmon. And for dessert ... 


Seigl made a show of listening with enthusiasm to the waiter but he never remembered such recitations. Invariably he ordered a meal hed ordered many times before. Sondra was the one to incline her head to listen, even to ask questions. Taking the occasion seriously. And why not, occasions like these are to be taken seriously.


Seigls gaze was drawn to the rear of the restaurant. The booth, now empty, beside the swinging doors to the kitchen.


Why?


IT WAS 7:20 A.M. Though ten or more minutes had passed. Seigl, perspiring inside his clothes, didnt want to think, yes time has stopped.


His watch, a thin gold disk of a face, grainy leather band, hed had since 1986, in commemoration of an honorary doctorate of humane letters hed received at a New England liberal arts college, was badly cracked across its front and obviously damaged within. In his fury and self-disgust Seigl wanted to rip it from his wrist and throw it down.


God damn rotten luck. Fucking luck.


For it seemed to him luck, merely: losing his footing in the loose gravel, falling. Falling hard.


He was half-crawling, half-dragging himself to a grave marker about fifteen feet away. The marker was older and weatherworn and low enough so that he could hoist himself up onto it, stretch and massage his legs. The left leg was gradually regaining sensation: a bizarre feeling as of tiny roiling stinging ants. The right leg, which worried him more, was still strangely numb. This leg dragged at him like a false leg prankishly attached to his body.


At least he hadnt broken anything. Leg, arm. Hadnt sprained an ankle, dislocated a shoulder. Twenty years ago hiking in Arizona hed broken his collarbone in a fall. Sixty miles from the nearest medical clinic in Flagstaff and a medic to give him a shot of painkiller.


Mightve cracked his head. And then?


Fuck this. Come on.


There was something ridiculous about a fallen man. A middle-aged ex-prodigy. Like one of those rotted stone angels blown from its haughty perch atop a family vault.


Seigls great-grandfather had reputedly married into the Munich-Catholic haute bourgeoisie with the understanding that this act would make of him and his progeny non-Jews in perpetuity. Appropriate then that the great-grandson who could believe in no religion, who in fact disdained the very concept of religion as one of the evils of mankind, should be struck down in this place.


It was the fault of the sauvignon blanc of the previous night. Seigl had had too much of a good thing. Sondra had said several times she hadnt seen Joshua so lighthearted in some time and hed allowed his dear friend to think that, yes shed had much to do with his mood.


Thinking of Sondra. A pang of regret. Guilt. Theyd said goodnight at the restaurant, kissed cheeks and departed to their separate cars. Seigl had made a blunder in their conversation, seeming not to recall the name of Sondras eleven-year-old son or even, in his vague affable way, that this son existed.


If hed had a workable cell phone (which he didnt: the damned thing was always failing to function) and if hed brought it with him (of course, he had not: why would he want to carry a cell phone while jogging?) he might have called Sondra Blumenthal and explained his predicament and Sondra would have come to get him, help him. She lived several miles away, on the other side of the river. Though possibly she was at the university. Immediately Sondra would have come to him, ascending the long hill to Mount Carmel, making her way into Mount Carmel Cemetery and along the winding, zigzagging roadway. She would discover him sitting on the grave marker abashed and annoyed as hell ... 


The vision faded. Seigl would never have called Sondra, even if hed had the damned cell phone. He could not. Simply could not.


Essler. The young man, a kinsman hed seemed, whom Seigl should have hired as his assistant, but had not. He might have called Essler.


We see the shadows of things, not the things themselves ... We are forced to imagine what the writer doesnt reveal.


Essler had spoken in praise, and warmly. Speaking as the reader of The Shadows. He had not intended criticism of course. Yet the words seemed to Seigl stinging, ironic. In the flush of youthful ambition Seigl had dared to appropriate, by way of his fathers obsessive memories, the tragedy of his grandparents lives and deaths, though hed known nothing firsthand, and the details of the deaths were unclear. His very ignorance, hed obscured in a gossamer-like prose. Of course, The Shadows was fictiona work of the imagination. It was not a family memoir, not the work of a Holocaust survivor and had not been presented as such. And yet: Seigl was wracked with an undefined shame when he thought of it. When he was introduced as the author of. His success of twelve years before seemed to him now a kind of card trick: somehow, hed impressed his influential elders. The Shadows had been the lead review-essay in the most distinguished of American literary publications,
and the identical thing happened in England, with a launching in the Times Literary Supplement comparing the young novelist to Elie Wiesel, Primo Levi, Aharon Appelfeld ... Hed been the twenty-six-year-old find of the season. A very deft card trick, the kind you can execute only once.


And hed been naive, then. In his young-mans arrogance. Seeing the world in fairy-tale terms. There is good, there is evil. Evil preys upon good. The tragedy of history.


His parents had been immensely proud of him. And yet.


His mother had wanted him so badly to marry, to marry. Marry!


In the last months of her life, fretting. You never found the woman you liked, did you try? Did you try hard enough? And now its too late.


Mom, no. It isnt too late.


It is! Too late for me to have a grandchild.


In The Shadows hed evoked elliptically the confused impressions of his Seigl and Schiff relatives transported to the Nazi death camp a quarter-century before he was born. Not invention but imagination. The stories haltingly told to him by his father who, aged seven, in 1939, had been sent to live with relatives on Eighty-ninth Street at Fifth Avenue in New York. And so Karl Seigl had had an American self: yet always, as he would one day confide to his son, he was a posthumous being, and moved like a ghost among living human beings, a wraith out of Hades. What was strange and magical to Seigl during the months of composing The Shadows was the fact that Karl Seigl himself hadnt been a firsthand witness to most of his familys experiences; he, too, had been told fragments of history, by the few relatives whod survived and contacted him in the 1950s. Family history as a sort of immense spiderweb spanning part of two continents. If you know spiderwebs, you know that they are
spun with infinite precision and patience; according to the spiders genus, they conform to a design; yet individual spiders spin variants of this design. If broken in one area, the web is constructed to hold in other areas. Nine-tenths of a cobweb might be broken yet the one-tenth would remain, holding fast, distinctive. Seigl had thought of himself as re-weaving a spiderweb, re-constructing and re-strengthening. A shimmer of fading impressions had been woven into a work of apparently durable prose, secreted by Joshua Seigl, born 1964.


One of the motifs of The Shadows had been the yearning of displaced, homeless people for home. The physical dwellings, views from windows, trees, gardens, filigree of cracks in ceilings, random and unremarked sights of surpassing beauty and anguished worth, once they are lost. Joshua Seigl whod never in his lifetime been lost, a cherished son, had played a ventriloquists trick in reverse, taking as his own the voices of others who yearned for home.


Now he knew the feeling. Now, he was no trickster of words.


Hoisting himself up, grunting. Atop the grave marker of one Horace Joseph Renneker 18431871. He massaged his legs roughly. Sensation was returning in the left leg, which thrummed and throbbed like roiling ants, and more slowly returning to the right leg.


Now, he had something to report to the neurologist.


He was bareheaded, his tweed cap had fallen off and lay in the grass too far away for him to retrieve. Still it was 7:20 A.M. by his wrecked watch.


Hello? Help ...


Seigls voice was faint, blown by the wind. He cupped his hands to his mouth. Below the hill, perhaps a quarter-mile away, the cemetery groundskeeper lived in a small stone cottage. If the man happened to be outside ... 


Hello? Hello!


So Seigl called into the wind. Not panicking: hed be able to drag himself, if all else failed. And sensation was returning to his legs, which maybe meant muscle-strength, too.


Easy is the way down into the Underworld: by night and by day dark Hades door stands open; but to retrace ones steps and to make a way out to the upper air, thats the task, thats the labor.
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Dont hit me.


Dont hurt me.


Dont send me away, please ... 


But why would he send her away when the Tattooed Girl was of use. So long as there was interest in the Tattooed Girl.


I cant go back.


Im so tired ... 


Im not pregnant I swear. Im not sick like with any ... disease.


A female mollusc she seemed to him. Boneless, white. As if somebody split open a giant shell, spilled out what was inside. Some guys are crazy for it. Female thats big soft floppy breasts all over.


The Easy Inn, the Bide-a-Wee. Where Dmitri had his reliable contacts.


This place I came from, they dont want me back.


My own family, see ... Theyre kind of pissed.


Also in the county theres what they call bench warrants ... 


I dont know why. I dont!


I got mixed up with these people. These guys. They were trading in some stuff.


All some people want to do is fuck you up. If they cant fuck you, fuck you up.

Makes me so tired sometimes I want to die. But I wont.


Because I believe in God, yes. I believe in Jesus Christ as a hope someday, to come into my heart. Someday.


A mollusc is so soft you want to squeeze and squeeze until your fist shuts upon itself ... But better not. Yet.


Hey listen: Im not dumb! People misjudge me, see?


I can do lots of things not just ... 


Like wait tables, kitchen work. Been a nurses aide, clerked in stores. I worked in a strip club in Pittsburgh, needed the money but I hated the work. Guys coming on to you all the time. Like youre raw meat and theyre flies, or worse.


I graduated from high school. Akron Valley High. I did! I got my drivers license when I was sixteen. I was going to start classes at Akron Community College but ... OK youre laughing at me, I guess. But I did these things.


DIDNT LIKE TO kiss her or be kissed by her, her mouth was so wet and needy. And the tattoos.


They were mildly intriguing. Nothing to turn a guy seriously on. A guy who is into tattoos, body piercing, that kind of shit. To that kind of guy, Alma would be a disappointment.


In bright light the tattoo on her face looked like a faded bloodstain. Like a bruise from her eye that had slid down onto her cheek. Like her face which was this soft baby-girl face was marred, marked. Like a moth with frayed wings spread like it was trying to fly away except when you look closer the things dead, wont ever fly. And you want to swat it. Pow!


Oh! Oh why ... Whyd you hit me, honey, I didnt do anything wrong did I?


Right away Almas guilty. Takes the blame. Sleepy wide eyes and slutty hair like broom sage so dry somebodys going to light a match and toss it. The temptation is to swat the moth again, too. Pow!


Oh, honey! Dont, hey please dont hit me, Im sorry, Im sorry for whatever dumb thing I did, honey please?


AT THE EASY INN. He made the arrangements with the manager. They hadnt been in contact for six, eight months ... Thought you were out of the business, Mikey. Welcome back.


Hed taken her back to the house with him. Bathed her, disinfected/fumigated her. Shampooed the heavy tangled hair with his own bare hands fascinated if slightly revulsed. There was so much of this female, quivering in the soapy water. Practically kissing his hands she was so grateful. Hed fed her, hed spoken kindly to her. He knew how to speak to strung-out females. Lost females. Females that other guys, including possibly their own fathers, have scraped off their shoes like dog shit.


I love you. Let me ... let me love you?


Wet, the Tattooed Girl smelled like a wet dog. Big beautiful white breasts like bags of warm milk. Nipples like big brown wide-open lidless eyes. And goose pimples in the flesh around the eyes. Just to touch her, stroke her head like a dog, Alma shuddered with being so happy, so grateful, grabbed his hands and kissed them so he laughed, embarrassed.


Shrewd-eyed seeing how fleshy this girl would get, one day. A female in her prime, already shes past her prime. Those boobs would droop to her waist by age forty-five. And at the waist she was soft, flabby. He pinched, his pinches were rough. And her belly, so round he thought for sure she was pregnant but she insisted no, she could not be pregnant, wasnt pregnant, a few days later she began to bleed which was disgusting but a relief.


Still, she looked pregnant. Fatty thighs, hips. That belly that was so tight and round like a drum. And the big milky breasts. Some guys are crazy for this, actually. Theyd pay extra.


I told you: it wasnt done in any prison.


It wasnt done by any girl.


OK maybe I was inside a, whats it called, detention center for women, in Pittsburgh. Not a sentence, just booked. Forty-eight hours. Maybe some other place ... But I was let go.


He didnt know how he felt about the tattoos. They made Alma a novelty, which is good, but they were amateurish, the ink was faded. Like scribblings, some asshole jabbing with a needle. On the back of the girls neck, on her right shoulder, belly, buttocks, on the insides of her thighs. On the belly there were what looked like open gashes leaking blood. Or the raw female cunt leaking blood. Sick-o. But some guys would like it, Dmitri knew.


Honey, I told you: I didnt know their names. Whoever did this to me. But definitely it was men, or a man.


I dont remember too much what happened. It was a weird time for me. I know, I am lucky to be living. Not everybody is.


I run into those bastards again, Im gonna kill them. Ill get a gun. Or a knife. Think I wont? I will!


Im tougher than I look. Smarter, too.


FUCK AND FUCK and fuck and her wet screams in his ear. And her white mollusc-body heaving and bucking beneath him. And the scratchy-dry pubic hair, and the moist sucking-slapping noises between her legs. He sank himself into her up to the hilt. He pumped, spaded her like with a shovel. One of those sharp-curved pointed shovels. He had to press the palm of his hand over her mouth to quiet her. Subdue her. He was dripping sweat. Felt like blood drops oozing from his forehead like a fucking crown of thorns leaking blood down Christs face. He was crazy for this female. He had a wish to finish himself off and her just closing his hands around her throat, and squeezing. And squeezing.


Eager as a puppy licking his hands. Oh I love you! Love you so much. You saved my life ... 


WHICH WAS TRUE. He did, and she owed him.


HE DOLED OUT meds to her. It was a ritual with all his girls: capsules on the palm of his hand lifted to the girls mouth, and the quavering-grateful way she craned her neck for them, swallowed them down. He liked the sensation. He was a kind person, basically. The gene for being a doctor, a healer. The gene for leadership. Almas wide wet fishy-gasping mouth aroused him. The way she breathed like her head was stuffed. Hed grip the nape of her soft neck, push the meds against her mouth and hold his hand against her mouth until she swallowed, swallowed again, began to whimper, choke. Mollusc is so soft you want to squeeze squeeze squeeze.


He wouldnt, though. She trusted him. He was a trustworthy guy. He had a soul, in his dreams he saw it bright and shining as a copper penny on the pavement.


Except: possibly when he was finished with her. When she went stale on him. That had to happen, thats life.


Hed have lots of takers. Customers. Sign her over to some guy whod pay $$$ for the privilege of whatever hed wish to do with the Tattooed Girl with no last name.


There was this in her favor: nobody was looking for the Tattooed Girl. Judging from what shed said, nobody gave a shit about her.


Codeine. Oxycodone. Demerol. Anectine. Dmitri Meatte had his sources at the university hospital. Strung-out orderlies, nurses aides. Himself, he had not dealt seriously in five years. Hed gotten out of the business in time. Just in time.


If he made it to thirty in another few months which it looked like he would, he wouldnt be dying young like hed expected.


Hey no. Hey honey ... no.


See, I love you. I love you.


I can do other things, let me? Please?


The Tattooed Girl wasnt cooperative always. There was this side to her, and it was a surprise, and he didnt like surprises. Like a big balloon youve blown up, a rubber balloon, suddenly its resisting you.


No! I wont!


Her eyes rolled white in her head. She flailed, kicked. He had to take extreme measures. It began to be, after a week, ten days, twelve days of his investment, shed wake up sometimes not the Tattooed Girl but Alma, and Alma had her own way of behaving. The Tattooed Girl was basically sweet female meat that could barely utter a coherent sentence and her eyes were out of focus and she breathed through her mouth like a dog and gave off a wet doggy heat but Alma was different, Alma could look straight at you and see you.


I said no I wont. Oh please, honey ... 


Im not going out there again. Im not.


He laughed, enjoying this. This cunt! This cunt was too much. Trying to fend him, Dmitri, off with her feeble outspread fingers like trying to fend off machine gun fire with your bare hands. Made him laugh aloud. Cunt, he called her, fat cunt, knocked her staggering backward with a clip to the jaw, so hard he hurt his knuckles, one-two slamming her in the fat boobs, hed knock her fucking teeth out, she tried this shit again.

A human punching bag, the Tattooed Girl.


Every guy needs this, sometimes.


Her mouth was bleeding. Her nose. Handful of hair yanked out. A tear in one of the soft dopey-looking nipples. Toe of Dmitris leather boot slammed between her legs, tearing. The Tattooed Girl screamed, fell to her knees clutching herself there between her legs like it was something precious she needed to save. Began to puke onto the rug which was more disgusting than funny.


SHE STOPPED TALKING. Hours, days. But she was unresisting now.


Those flat glassy eyes on him. Accusing him?


But no, she loved him. The Tattooed Girl loved who screwed her up the ass, kicked her in the cunt. Knew the names to call her.


He drove her to the Easy Inn Motel where hed done business in the past. St. Paul Street South near the Greyhound station. There was a minimum of risk. Guys would pay $50. Some would pay $75. It added up. Except the Tattooed Girl was clumsy, dazed like a sleepwalker. Trying to smile, licking her lips like they hurt her. She wasnt a pro, didnt have the knack even when she tried. Youd be led to believe that any female looking like her would be a natural but not this one. Alma couldnt suck a guy off to save her life, not even Dmitri she was crazy for, said she owed her life to, not even him. Mellowed on enough oxycodone to put out a wild cat, still she couldnt. Strictly amateur. The poor bitch choked, gagged. Breathing loud like an asthma attack practically. Guys ended up disgusted, or feeling sorry for her. It wasnt exactly a turn-on.


He was thinking hed have to dump her someday. Maybe soon. He knew just the place. Nowhere near the city. Thirty miles away at Point Huron on the lake. This empty stretch where you could walk out onto a spit of land, there was a drop-off and the water below was at least twenty feet deep. And an undertow would carry the body out farther. Hed weigh her down of course. No one would know. No one would trace her to him. He didnt even know her name. And she didnt know his.


Honey, why? I love you ... 


The tattoos were shit. If you had tattoos, you had gorgeous tattoos not shit like that. He thought of taking her to be tattooed across the river. The breasts, maybe the nipples. The big soft sweet white ass. He thought of dosing her with Anectine, the muscle relaxant, hauling her over to Rochester to this guy he knew, tattoo artist he called himself, it was a great idea except it could mean trouble, revealing Alma to somebody who knew him and what if something happened to her afterward, and the cops came looking for Dmitri Meatte ... 


In his new life waiting tables at The Caf he was clean. He was believed to be one hundred percent clean even by people who sniffed around him pretty closely. All that could change.


Its OK, honey? Is it? I dont have to ... ? I can work some other way?


SHE GOT THE wrong idea, and giving her the right idea took some time. Eventually it was the Bide-a-Wee in Waterloo. One-storey cinder-block motel by the Thruway. Two of the crimson neon letters were burnt out so it was Bid-a-We. Shed begin to lose it half into the room. Like a big windup doll waking, blinking her eyes and seeing where she was and going crazy. No please. Nooooo.


Like a TV turned up loud. You wanted to kick in the screen to stop the noise.


GOD DAMN! He was disgusted with her lying on the floor twisted in the torn-out covers. A stink of vomit. Vomit in her hair. She was lying curled up, naked, knees to her breasts that looked rubbery, flattened out. Where the guyd left her obviously disgusted. Her mouth was open and damp looking like a fishs where the hook has torn the flesh and she was whistling-breathing. Hed left her for two hours, that was the arrangement, drove to a tavern in town and returned and there she was alone, looking like shed been kicked around pretty seriously and who the fuck could blame the guy. The TV was on loud, Dmitri turned it off. Hed thought she was unconscious but she was aware of him saying in this eager pleading voice like hed plugged her in and immediately she was back to saying this. I can work some other way, honey. Give me a chance?
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IN THE BOOK SELLER, negotiating the familiar creaking spiral staircase to the third floor, where antiquarian and secondhand books in history, philosophy, classics and the occult were shelved, Seigl swore under his breath, hauling himself in an upward direction by way of the railing. His cane, useful on reasonably level surfaces, was useless here.


Seigls cane! Friends, acquaintances, shopkeepers and virtual strangers in Carmel Heights expressed the most ridiculous surprise and concern, seeing it for the first time. Youd think Jesus Christ was hobbling about nailed to His cross. Seigl learned to steel himself for the inevitable: Joshua? Is something wrong?


Tersely Seigl replied, My knee. Or, My back. Or, Turned my ankle, jogging. Sometimes he attributed the knee ailment to jogging, sometimes the back ailment. Sometimes he answered with an unsociable grunt.


Strangely, the cane was often singled out for examination. As if it were Seigls surrogate limb, one that could be examined without embarrassment. Seigl had intended to buy a cheap utilitarian cane at the Carmel Heights drugstore where such items were sold along with walkers, wheelchairs, bedpans and portable oxygen tanks, but rummaging through a closet in his house hed found this specimen, very likely a cane used by his Steadman grandfather. It was sleek and polished as a mahogany carving, with a slightly discolored yet impressive ivory handle. It had, Seigl thought, a certain je ne sais quoi, which is more than one could expect of a prosthetic limb.


Often, in conversation, Seigl spoke of the cane dismissively as temporary. Often in public he disdained to use it. (If he could walk reasonably well without it.) Yet, recalling the incident in Mount Carmel Cemetery, he carried it with him. It gave him an unexpectedly dandyish look. No doubt there was something primitive and appealing about a cane to which both men and women responded unconsciously. A talismanic scepter, a sword. A sleekly stylized phallus.


Seigl smiled. A mahogany phallus was a far better idea than a merely fleshly, mortal penis, you had to suppose.


Someone was speaking his name: Joshua?


Yes? Hello.


At the top of the stairs there stood an attractive Carmel Heights matron, wife of a lawyer, a woman with literary pretensions, a social acquaintance rather than a friend, who had not seen Seigl before with his cane. She was asking him about it now: Is something wrong? Did youinjure yourself? Smiling uncertainly, and touching her perfectly coiffed streaked-blond hair.


Seigl hooked the cane over his arm. His face flushed with heat.


Politely Seigl greeted this woman (whose name he couldnt remember, though hed been a guest in her home) and assured her he was fine, asked after her and her husband and, before she could exclaim anything further, or invite him to a dinner party, he eased into the next aisle of books.


Rude! Seigl was undeniably rude. His beard bristled with rudeness. Even his cane clattered.


Blame the medication, Seigl thought. Who knew what the side effects might be, with a steroid base.

Seigl lurched along the aisle of crammed floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, amid a smell of old books. The third, top floor of the converted Victorian house was stuffy and overheated; there were unexpected crannies and alcoves and narrow doorways through which you had to stoop, to enter; Seigl was too big and impatient for the place, yet invariably he returned. Out of revulsion at the contemporary world, Seigl had increasingly turned to the ancient world, drenched in its own species of blood, yet remote, sanctified by distance and the eloquence of its language. This was a kind of romanticism, Seigl knew. A privileged indulgence. Absurd for him to be translating the Aeneid, instead of confronting his own subjects, but what were his subjects? Many things engaged his interest but nothing sustained this interest for very long.


Seigl examined a leatherbound set of an 1882 Oxford edition of Senecas Epistles. Formerly the property of a Carmel Heights physician whod died a few months before. No doubt, these volumes hadnt been opened in decades. Seigl liked Seneca on the subject of suicide. The wise man will live as long as he ought, not as long as he can. You wanted to die before the matter of dying was taken from you; you wanted to depart before suffering a final, terrible illness.


Or worldly disgrace, failure. Kill yourself before losing your dignity.


Seneca, denounced by political enemies, was said to have comitted suicide calmly.


Seneca, an older contemporary of Jesus who outlived Jesus by more than three decades.


Seigl had returned chastened and frightened to Morris Friedman, M.D., who was no longer the neurologist but his neurologist. Seigl had the cheerily grim idea that Friedman would be his neurologist for the remainder of Seigls life.


How long do I have to live, Doctor? Seigl had wanted to ask. As myself, I mean. Not crippled, incapacitated. Not in a wheelchair. Not in a bed.


He hadnt asked. Friedman wouldnt have given him any kind of straight answer. Exactly what was wrong with Seigl hadnt yet been determined but it was now likely that he was suffering, at age thirty-eight, the onslaught of one of those mysterious nerve diseases after all.


Multiple sclerosis was only one of the possibilities. There were others, rarer and in some cases more deadly.


Yet: no diagnosis had been given him. Tests were still inconclusive. Certain of Seigls symptoms seemed to point to one disorder, others to other disorders. Conversely, there were symptoms common to these disorders which Seigl didnt (yet) have. And the symptoms from which he did suffer had so far been sporadic, unpredictable. He protested, I can go for days without ...


Stumbling, falling. Mis-stepping.


On good days he walked, hiked, jogged (cautiously). A good day had come to be a kind of (secret) holiday.


(For Seigl, desperate not to be found out, just yet, by the community, still more by his relatives, had become inordinately secretive. Hed never shared secrets readily, kept his private life private, but now he was becoming parenthetical: he felt like an eclipsed moon. He was still there, but you couldnt see him.)


Every man ought to make his life acceptable to others, but his death to himself alone. Seigl leafed through volume four of the Epistles. His hands shook, but he could disguise it by resting the heavy book against a shelf.


He was breathing quickly. His face felt smudged, after the encounter with the woman. (But why so irritable with her, why so arrogant? She meant only well. She likes you. Why shouldnt she like you, why react as if she wanted to sink her talons into your flesh like a harpy? There are no harpies in Carmel Heights.)


Fifteen days since the humiliating incident in the cemetery. Since that time, Seigls entire sense of himself had changed. He felt that every molecule had changed. There was matter and anti-matter in the universe, and hed taken for granted that, being an American born in 1964 of well-to-do parents, he was matter, and he mattered. Now, he understood that he was becoming anti-matter. Death rising up his legs like the cold that rose in Socrates legs as the old man lay dying in prison. In Mount Carmel Cemetery, Seigl had tasted that cold.


The proud young author of The Shadows. He whod written so poetically about death, others deaths. Somehow, even while transcribing the Holocaust, Seigl had seemed not to understand that all this applied to him, too.


Jet had called him the other evening. Her voice breathy and husky in his ear. Joshua? Why havent I heard from you in weeks? Months? Unless I call you? Why is it always up to me, to call you? It isnt as if you have family obligations. It isnt as if you have a demanding job. A pause. Jet, a rich woman, yet prided herself on having just such a job: demanding. Ive been having premonitions lately. About you, Joshua. You were in an emergency plane landing. You were carried out in some sort of wire contraption. When I saw you, your face was so changed, like melted wax, I hardly recognized you. I woke screaming, this was just last night, and too frightened to sleep, and all day today Ive been exhausted, my assistant said to me, JetI encourage Evie to call me Jetare you having a migraine? And I said Their parents had died within three years of each other, in the mid-1990s, and on nearly the same
date in early December. That time was rapidly drawing near. Seigl shut his eyes, listening to his sisters monologue of accusation and angry affection, and when Jet worked herself up to her usual conclusion, that Joshua didnt love her, nor did he love himself, otherwise hed have nourished his talent, not scattered it promiscuously, and the only solution was for Jet to come and visit with him for a while, Seigl said curtly, Jet, Im fine. Everything is fine. Your dreams are about you, not me. Im too busy to have a house guest. Im beginning a new project. Now I must hang up. Someones at the door.


A homegrown Cassandra, Seigls sister Jet. It mystified Seigl how this vain, narcissistic woman could have a premonition about him, his health, at such a time.


Seigl had told no one about his consultations with Friedman. If his condition progressed, to use the ironic medical term, his friends and relatives would find out soon enough. Hed begin by calling Sondra Blumenthal ... 


Thank God neither of his parents was living. He had no obligation to tell them.


Seigls mother, Irene Steadman, had been a very attractive, seemingly weak woman whod controlled others with the threat of her emotions: you never wanted to make Irene cry, for Irene in tears could make you feel sick with guilt. Seigl could imagine trying to console her. Mother, Im sorry I got sick! Hey, I didnt mean it. A nerve disease was worse than the failure to marry, to give her a grandchild. (Years ago, Irene had given up on her daughter Mary Beth a.k.a. Jet. Irene had sadly acknowledged that Jet wouldnt make a fit mother to any imaginable child.)


As for Karl Seigl, his sons illness wouldnt have seemed to him very surprising. Shouldnt a Jew expect the worst, for his children as for himself? Beneath the businessmans surface, American personality, thered been this other. Seigl shuddered to envision his fathers eyes. His look of resignation, guilt. As if he were a criminal discovered in his crime. Unstated the words would pass between them Always I knew, Joshua. Something terrible would happen to my children.


A comedy routine! A Kafka scenario turned upside down.


Maybe it was crude to think so, but yes, Seigl was relieved that his parents were dead.


Somehow, Seigl had managed to make his way home from Mount Carmel Cemetery that morning, after his fall. Using a broken tree branch as a kind of cane, hed made it without requiring anyones help. (And no one had seen him.) Almost, he could have told himself that his legs had merely cramped. Severe case of runners cramp on a cold morning.

Now he was on steroids. Not a strong dose, Friedman said.


The immediate goal was remission. Blocking the progress of the deterioration. Beyond that, Seigl shouldnt think.


Fortunately, though he sometimes walked with a cane, and, on bad mornings, had trouble swinging his legs (heavy as sacks of wet cement!) out of bed, Seigl had no trouble driving his car. Once seated, his two-hundred-pound-plus weight solidly on his buttocks, he was fine. Exerting pressure on the gas pedal, the brake, fine. (He was in terror of his drivers license being taken from him. His father, in the last years of his life, had refused to stop driving though his vision had dimmed and his reflexes were slow as those of a man underwater.) Getting himself into the car, a not-new Volvo, was sometimes tricky, and hoisting himself out of it, that unthinking shift of balance you take for granted until youre losing it, was trickier.


Negotiating the nineteen stone steps to his house. Descending to the sidewalk, ascending to the front door. In wet weather it was becoming a challenge. In snow, ice, it was going to be treacherous.


Friedman had asked Seigl tactfully if he lived alone, if he had a family close by. Yes, said Seigl. And no.


I thought I explained ... I told you ...


Hidden from Seigl by rows of books, a man was speaking with exaggerated patience as if to someone very young or very stupid.


Books in these boxes are on consignment, and should be shelved over here. See?


A pause, and a timid murmur, and the man said in a voice heavy with sarcasm,  Consignment? Dont know what consignment means? Therere dictionaries all over this place. English, French, German, Latin.


This was the Book Seller owner Lee Scanlon, chewing out one of the staff. Seigl had heard such scoldings in the past, and didnt approve. No doubt, Scanlon intended his remarks to be humorous; at times they were arias, made to be overheard. The Book Seller paid low wages, hired mostly college students who quit after a few weeks of humiliation. Often these were Asian, East Indian. This one was a girl, Seigl could hear her low, faltering, apologetic voice. Scanlon interrupted, Never mind! Just do it.


When Scanlon saw Seigl, his demeanor immediately changed. He became jovial, flattering. Dr. Seigl! Good to see you. Scanlons shrewd eye took in the cane, which Seigl wasnt using at the moment, but Scanlon understood from the tension in Seigls jaw that no commentary on this cane was wished. Havent seen you in a while, Doctor. I suppose youve been busy ... Seigl was impatient to move on, but had to be polite; he needed to feel welcome in the Book Seller, for which he felt an unreasonable sentimental attachment, as he often felt for lost causes. Each man was wary of the other: years ago, Scanlon had cornered Seigl in the store, pressing poems upon him, identifying himself as a poet in the surreal/Ashbery tradition. (Though John Ashbery had long ago departed upstate New York, hed been born in Rochester and had grown up on a farm in Sodus, on Lake Ontario.) Scanlon featured the poets books, new and old, prominently in the Book Seller,
as he featured other distinguished locals like Joshua Seigl. Seigl had finally told Scanlon that he rarely read contemporary poetry if he could avoid it, especially poetry in the surreal/Ashbery tradition.


Scanlon had a way of standing near Seigl, breathing on him. As a dealer eyes a rare, valuable book whose owner is clueless of its worth, so Scanlon eyed his most celebrated customer. Today, as often in the past, Scanlon alluded to Seigls genius. Hed read a brilliant essay of Seigls in, where was it, the London Review of Books, or was it TLS ... It was a theme of Scanlons that Joshua Seigl had a vast audience of both gentiles and Jews eagerly awaiting his next novel. Not wanting to reply ironically, still less turn and lurch away, Seigl stood silently. This is why, he thought, so-called artists become surly and reclusive; not out of a sense of their superiority, but of their failure to be sufficiently superior. Scanlon was speaking grandly of Seigls audience: you were meant to envision a gargantuan football stadium in the American heartland crammed with these ghostly folks, all of them waiting impatiently for Joshua Seigls
second novel.


At last Scanlon backed off with a cheerful excuse of needing to return to work downstairs. He spoke of dropping by The Caf to play chess with Seigl one of these evenings. Seigl said, Good!


Seigl walked on. He saw, in the next aisle, a girl crouched over a carton of secondhand, mostly coverless books, awkwardly stacking them on the floor. She was young, perhaps twenty years old, with a very pale face and synthetic-looking ash-blond hair spilling untidily over her shoulders. She was biting her lower lip, working her mouth as if trying not to cry. When Seigl approached she glanced up nervously. Seigl saw, on her right cheek, what looked like a birthmark.


This girl hed seen somewhere before: where?


Wordless, Seigl stooped to lift several books out of the carton for her. As he bent over his face flushed with blood. Man, God, and Religion in Late Medieval Europe. Science and Magic in 15th-Century France. The Origins of Demonology. Thou Shalt Not Suffer a Witch to Live: A History of European Witchcraft. The Satanic Black Mass. Any new delivery of secondhand books to the Book Seller was of interest to Seigl, at least in theory. These were weighty, decades old, smelling of mildew. A deceased professors library, hastily dismantled and dispersed by his heirs. Seigl heard himself say, Nothing so sad as unwanted books. Like spurned hearts.


The girl turned blank blinking eyes toward Seigl, wiping her nose with the edge of her hand. She wore a soiled lime green Book Seller smock over a cheap red turtleneck sweater, jeans that fit her fleshy hips snugly, and new-looking sneakers, without socks. Seigl set the heavy books on a nearby shelf as she rose to her feet, murmuring what sounded like Thanks ... The girl was at least six inches shorter than Seigl with a childish face round as a full moon and strong-looking arms and shoulders. The mark on her cheek was unfortunate: it made her look smudged, despoiled. Your impulse was to reach out and brush the blemish away. Seigl said gently, Youre new here, I gather. Dont let Scanlon bully you.


He moved on. He didnt want to make the girl more self-conscious than she already was. And he was hardly a man to speak to strange women in public places; he wasnt a man who took much notice of other people, even sexually attractive young females.


Seigl thought of himself as a connoisseur of female beauty, but at a remove. Always, with Seigl, there was this remove. Like a pane of glass between himself and the Other. He admired the females of Botticelli, Titian, Ingres, Vermeer, Manet (Olympia), Degas ... Less so the females of twentieth-century art, where, amid the fracturing of planes and surfaces, you could actually find a female shape. Living women Seigl tended to disregard as objects of contemplation. They were too human and immediate, too much like himself. Yet hed never had a relationship with a woman very different from himself. Hed never had relations with prostitutes, for instance.


The fleshy young woman with her unnaturally white, soft skin and mica-glinting eyes reminded Seigl of prostitutes hed seen in Prague a few years before. Very young, often slightly plump, glamorously made up, sulky, perhaps tired, yet childlike in a kind of stubborn innocence. Hed seen such girls off duty, so to speak, sitting in bistros with their lovers or pimps, and had wondered at their lives. He hadnt known whether to pity them, or feel outrage or even uneasiness on their account. Did they resent their lives? Were other lives available to them? What right has an American observer to feel pity, even sympathy, for them, if they dont feel this way about themselves?


Seigl spent some time browsing along the shelves. Hed nearly forgotten the girl. When he approached the staircase, he saw her kneeling now on the bare floorboards, lifting books from another carton. Seigl was touched by her awkwardness. She was working with methodical slowness. Clearly she was frightened of making a mistake. Seigl came by, and took a book from her hands. This can go here, see? Its the third volume of the series. Seigl smiled down at the girl who was blinking up warily at him. The moth-shape on her cheek looked as if it were about to quiver into life and fly away.


The girl said, uncertainly, Youre a friend of his? Mr. Scanlon?


No.


You like books, though? Her voice was startling: flat, nasal, scratchy, as if it must hurt her to speak.


Seigl frowned. The girls naivete was both charming and annoying. Yet he knew she was sincere. One must honor such sincerity.


Not all books. Most books, no, I dont.


This answer seemed to baffle her. She rose tentatively from the floor, brushing hair out of her eyes. Seigl heard himself asking her name, and at once she said, with a girlish, obedient little tuck of her chin, Alma.


As if she had no surname. Or her surname wasnt important, as Alma herself wasnt important.


Seigl now heard himself say, My name is Seigl. Joshua.


Youre a ... doctor, I guess?


No. Not a doctor.


But he called you doctor.


Hes mistaken.


Alma smiled, taken slightly aback by Seigls manner. She didnt know how to read him, Seigl supposed. He was nearly forty: in her eyes, old. His untrimmed whiskers, tweed cap, professional and aloof air, his way of speaking marked him as a certain type; yet he seemed almost to be conspiring with her. Speaking so bluntly of Scanlon, as if he and Alma were in league against the bookstore owner.


Seigl said, amending the harshness of his words, Most people are mistaken about most things, Alma. Most adults.


Alma smiled doubtfully. As if thinking: but adults must be trusted, who else can I trust?

Seigl saw a wavering part in Almas hair, a thin blue vein beating at her right temple. Her eyes were minutely bloodshot, yet beautiful thick-lashed eyes, moist and yearning. Her teeth were small and uneven and slightly stained. Seigl was touched by the blemish on her cheek, the disfigurement of what might have been Almas beauty. He was disturbed to see further blemishes, ugly birthmarks or tattoos, or scars, perhaps burn scars, like webbing on the backs of both her hands, of the color of old, dried blood.


Seigl asked Alma how long shed been working in the Book Seller, and Alma lifted a hand and moved the fingers in silent counting. What a literal mind! Clearly, Alma meant to be exact.


Four days. It seems longer.


Yes, Im sure it does. And where do you live?


The eyes went vague, evasive. Different places ...


But youre not from Carmel Heights, Alma.


It was a statement, not a question. The girl mumbled, as if embarrassed, I guess not.


Ashamed of wherever she was from. Assuming that this big bewhiskered kindly man, overbearing as Scanlon in his own way, would pity her, or dislike her.


Seigl was consumed with curiosity. And wonder at himself. This isnt like me he wanted to protest. This isnt me. The gleaming ivory-handled cane hooked over his arm made him into a dandy. The Irish cap slanted on his stiff springy hair. His swarthy-Semitic good looks, something boyish and irreverent in his overlarge, glistening dark eyes. Seigl was hardly a dandy, and not a man who spoke to strangers in bookstores. Hardly a boy. Yet he smiled down at this awkward buxom girl standing so passively before him. Like a young farm creature, a sleek young calf for instance, waiting to be herded in one direction or another.


Seigl had seen Alma before, he was certain. The name Alma seemed distinctly familiar. He wasnt a man to remember names nor even faces but hed seen this face before, and recently.

At The Caf? The last time hed played chess?


There was something disagreeable about the association. Later, he would try to recall why.


Though Alma seemed to be self-conscious in Seigls gaze, she made no move to ease away from him. You could see her summoning her courage to ask this older man a question, as a nervous schoolgirl might ask her teacher a question; not the brightest student, but one who rarely spoke. She stammered slightly, mispronouncing words. Telling Seigl that she had been looking through some of these booksespecially Thou Shalt Not Suffer a Witch to Live: A History of European Witchcraftand she wondered, were these things real? Had there been real witches? Or was it all made up, like in a movie? Eagerly she leafed through the book to point out to Seigl pages of illustrations, drawings and woodcuts of grotesque female witch-figures, ugly scenes of torture, sacrifice, immolation. In one illustration, captioned The Divine Mother, the Hindu goddess Kali was represented with two faces, one benevolent and the other fierce and barbaric.


Seigl checked the front of the book: it had been printed in Great Britain in 1922 by the publisher Kegan Paul. It looked reputable, if lurid. Witches arent real, I guess? Alma asked wistfully. Seigl said, Witches were believed to be real at one time in history, and they suffered for it. Alma said, Because a witch cant win? God hates witches? Seigl said, No. God neither loves nor hates witches. God isnt a factor here. Only humankind. For the witch-hunters, witches were heretics who had to be punished because they undermined the authority of the Roman Catholic Church; some of those persecuted as witches are believed to have been Cathars, a dissident Catholic sect. For those who imagined themselves witches, and there may have been significant numbers of these, witchcraft was a collective delusion. A way of compensating economic, political, social powerlessness on the part of most women and some men.
Seigl stopped short, embarrassed at seeming to lecture. Of all things, he didnt want to bore this girl who stood so ardently before him.


Butwere there witches? I dont understand.


No, and yes. There were no witches. There is no Devil, and there is no empowerment from the Devil. But there were those who were perceived to be witches, and those who so perceived themselves.


But they were killed anyway, I guess? The witches?


Yes. For centuries. Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live. 


Seigl shut the book. Those ugly illustrations. He felt a wave of revulsion for the ignorance and cruelty of history; for the fact of his own involvement, as one who chose to know such things. By now hed meant to leave the Book Seller. Hed been here far longer than hed anticipated. Scanlon would be watching for Seigl to come downstairs: watching, and waiting. And the girl was far behind in her shelving. Seigl felt implicated, responsible. He said, Alma? Quit this place. Come work for me.





End of sample
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