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“Beauty is terror.

Whatever we call beautiful, we quiver before it.”

DONNA TARTT, The Secret History



Chapter One

She was easy to spot.

Her skin was almost blue-white. As usual, at the corner she said goodbye to the other girls; he saw her part from the heads of pink hair, tight black curls, a blonde pixie cut. Watched her follow a narrow asphalt footpath that led around the corner to a pedestrian tunnel under the busy motorway.

He’d been in the tunnel, walked its sixty feet back and forth. He had done this most mornings this week, on his way to the office. No one noticed him. He was just a man wearing a suit, carrying a briefcase, going to work. When a lorry passed on the road above, the caged fluorescent lights that hung from the ceiling buzzed louder. Sometimes cyclists whizzed towards him through the tunnel, but they always stayed on their side of the yellow line painted down the centre of the path. Each day before he left the tunnel, he stopped and looked at the yellow paint, imagined it blotted by a puddle of blood, a small broken body stretched across the line.

Today, while he waited for her to pass by, he sat at a table next to the café window and flipped through the pictures they’d sent him. Four snapshots of the girl with long, dark hair. The girl, with a rucksack, on her way to class. On a sports field, wearing muddy football cleats. Sitting on a lawn, sipping a juice box. Walking home from school with a group of friends, passing in front of the café.

He had an allongé and ate a cannoli, slowly. He glanced at his reflection in the glass: a translucent, freckled hand, copper hair he had cut every three weeks at the salon. Ironed dress shirt, slate sports jacket.

As the girl left her friends, she flipped her dark hair from her collar. Locks splayed over her heavy rucksack.

He walked into his flat. It faced west and had beautiful evening light. Unfortunately, he had been distracted and let the kitchen get messy. White dishes streaked with jelly and tomato sauce filled the sink. Bloated bread and pizza crusts clogged the drain. He was almost out of clean cutlery; a collection of dirty utensils was sunk beneath two inches of water. Small islands of white and green mould floated on the surface.

He cringed at the sight and smell of the mess as he walked through to the living room. He hated letting things go like that, but this project had kept him too busy for housework.

He put on John Cage’s “Cheap Imitation.” The speakers wired in each corner of the room pulsed with eerie piano. He sat on his black leather sofa, pulled the photos from his briefcase and set them on the heavy marble coffee table. A trio of flies migrated out of the kitchen. He stood and shooed them, then poured himself a glass of Scotch. As he swallowed the smoky liquor he looked at the pictures again.

The one of her sitting on the lawn with her hair up was the best, he decided. He liked the pictures, but he almost didn’t need them anymore. He would destroy them tomorrow, according to plan.

The books and DVDs they had sent him were in a long box under the coffee table. The kit they had sent was there too. He sat down again, popped the lid off the box and pulled out the blue satin pouch. He untied the string, felt the metal blade and the ceramic talisman inside. Then he closed the pouch and started to think about which film to watch that evening.

Before he’d met them, he didn’t have these books or movies about the Blood Countess. It was a bit lonely. He went to work at the software company, input data and printed reports. He’d earned a promotion last year, but still his boss wanted him to go faster, produce more reports and numbers. Sometimes on Fridays he went to the pub with some co-workers. He went to the gym twice a week. But these were all things that everyone else he knew did too.

Then he met them, and learned about how the Countess killed hundreds of girls. How people helped her with the girls and the blood. It kept her beautiful. More beautiful and exciting than filling a computer with numbers or running like a rat on a treadmill.

He’d never hurt anyone before. But he’d always thought about it. About what it would feel like to attack someone, to hold his hand on their chest while their heart stopped beating. Once, he had poisoned a stray dog, stood over the mutt while it convulsed and died, but that didn’t stop his thoughts. It only fed him, teased him. When he met them it was like they could sense it immediately, but instead of looking away or making an excuse not to talk to him in the coffee line, like some people did at his office, they liked him more because of his fantasies. And now he had instruction, inspiration. He had a goal.

Between melancholy piano notes, he heard a squeaking in the corner by the fridge. This building was old, so if he didn’t remember to keep the holes plugged the mice got in. He would do the dishes, get groceries and plug the holes after he finished with the project. But for now, he’d only had time to pick up some sticky traps at the corner store last week.

He chose a DVD from the box and put it on the table. Downed the rest of his Scotch, then stood up from the smooth leather sofa. He saw the mouse in the sticky trap. Its body shook, strained against the glue that shackled its feet. He picked up the trap, held it upside down, then sideways. He was amused every time the rodent squealed louder.

He put the trap on the counter. Thumb on the mouse’s right back leg. Snap. The next one. Snap. Both front legs. Crack, crack. He batted the trap between his hands, laughed at the loose shimmy of the animal’s body above its broken limbs.

He found a clean paring knife in a kitchen drawer. The mouse’s squeals were quieter; its eyes fluttered. “In a moment, mouse,” he said as he stroked the top of its head. He ripped the dull knife through the fur and sinew of the mouse’s neck.

They bled best when cut at the throat.



Chapter Two

I moved across the Atlantic to speak to the man in the next room.

I am five minutes early, but the orderlies have him ready. Beige hospital pants and top, standard-issue sneakers: Martin Foster looks much like any other patient I might interview in a day. He’s seated in one of Stowmoor’s observation rooms and I watch him through the one-way window. He scrunches up his nose and cheeks to push up his tortoiseshell-framed glasses, then sticks out his lower lip slightly and blows his shaggy ginger hair off his forehead.

I know his file off by heart. He is thirty-one. He is five foot nine. No history of substance abuse. No prior criminal charges.

Two years ago, he abducted a fifteen-year-old girl who was walking home from school in Leeds. He beat her, restrained her and branded her palms with a small ceramic block that he heated with a blowtorch. The engraved block seared an imprint of the letter B, bordered by a circle of vines, into the girl’s skin. He slashed her neck with a Renaissance-era dagger, bled her to death and bit pieces of flesh from her thighs. He said he believed her blood had the ability to wash away the freckles that still pepper his face and arms. Upon arrest, he told police he was paying homage to sixteenth-century serial killer Elizabeth Báthory.

I am one of his psychologists. Martin Foster is waiting for me to enter the examination room.

My family and friends wonder why I choose to do this. Spend the majority of my time in psychiatric facilities, around murderers, sociopaths, pedophiles. Insane and violent criminals. Even my boyfriend, Henry, sometimes says, “Watch it around those lunatics.” I wonder if he worries I could catch it, be lured from my role of psychologist and succumb to some latent psychosis. Watch it, your sanity. Watch the line. What I don’t say is that the line is hardly there. It’s as blurry and fluid as the slope of the shore, from beach to the shallows to water over your head to the open sea. And I’m not really supposed to believe in that spectrum. I’m in the business of treating, of reforming those who stray from the norm. But we’re all there on the slope. I think the difference is whether you’ve manoeuvred yourself into a position where your head’s above the sea.

I do this because I want to know about extremes. About the sublime edges people retreat into and lash out from. I want to know about people who deviate from what society has authorized as acceptable behaviour. About their fixations and obsessions, those quick dark moments when the safety doesn’t catch and they tell the lie, forge the cheque, steal the car, use the knife. What pushes them over the threshold of idea into action. Foster claimed he was pushed by Báthory. His obsession with her defines his violence and was the catalyst for the perfect and sudden bloom of his disorder.

The truth is, I don’t spend the majority of my time with murderers, thieves or psychopaths. I spend most of it theorizing about them and analyzing their assessments. I assemble reports and photocopy files. I write articles and grant applications. And when I have the opportunity to be in a room with a patient, it’s usually a brief and sanitary encounter, an intake assessment or an annual report. I read the file and the patient appears. I ask the pre-set questions and record the responses. It’s clinical, it’s detached and it’s designed to be that way. The past actions of the patient, their sublime edges, become text, a piece of paper in a file.

I’ve been trained well. I push the paper and win the grants. I do the bulk of my assessments almost by rote. But with Foster, it’s different. His case grips me, a boa constrictor. It breathes; he’s more than text on a page.

I straighten Foster’s chart, stack my folder on top and make sure I have two working pens. I open the door and walk into the room. “Hello, Mr. Foster. I’m Dr. Winston. We’ve met before briefly, with Dr. Sloane and Dr. Abbas.” I sit down across from him.

“I remember.” He leans forward, puts his elbows on the table. “You’re the new girl.”

I set my folder in front of me and line the pens up beside it. “I’m a new psychologist on your team, yes. I’m heading up your annual assessment this year.”

He pulls his elbows off the table, slowly. “Wonderful.” He crosses his legs, puts his hands behind his head. “Let’s get on with it, then.”

“In general, how are you feeling today, Mr. Foster?” I say, flipping open my folder.

“I’m quite fine, thanks.” He smiles. He keeps looking at me. “Your hair looks lovely. A ponytail suits you, Dr. Winston,” he says. “Very shiny, so much nicer than mine,” he says, stroking his short red hair. “I haven’t been able to get to the salon lately. Still, us gingers need to stick together, am I right?”

Involuntarily, I run my hand along my ponytail but stop myself halfway. “We’re going to move right into the standard measures of this interview. I’m sure you’ve been administered questionnaires like this before. I’m going to ask you a series of questions—”

“You’re not too freckled for a ginger.” He’s still staring. “Not freckled at all, really.” Another smile. “Tell me some of your beauty secrets?”

“Mr. Foster.” I pick up my pen and look directly at him. His grey-blue eyes don’t blink. “Let’s focus on the task at hand.”

“But you know some of mine.” He motions towards my stack of materials. “It’s only fair you should share some of yours.”

I ache to take this bait, to see what I could win from his cat-and-mouse. But I’ve been trained well. “Please answer the following questions with a yes or no response...”

I lead him through the standard battery and check anger, violent thoughts, sleep patterns, mood. I’m on question seven before he deviates.

“Do you often feel anxious or concerned about day-to-day matters?” I ask.

“Well, that depends,” says Foster.

“It’s yes or no. Do you often feel anxious or concerned about day-to-day matters?”

“These questions, if you’ll forgive me, Dr. Winston, are rather dull.”

“I appreciate your patience in answering them, Mr. Foster. We’re almost through. So, do you often—”

“Feel anxious, yes, you’ve repeated the question once already. Well, I suppose it depends on what my day-to-day matters entail. And how you define feel. I believe most people say that they feel things right away. Like if something happens to make them upset, they’re upset right then. But I don’t see it like that.”

It’s a yes or no answer. I shouldn’t, but I indulge. “Oh?”

“It’s like I see the feelings first, and then I feel them later. Do you know what rage looks like? It’s exquisite. And love. They’re all beauties, radiant. I see them, like pictures.”

“And this is important to you?”

“Very. Imagine if you could see emotions without feelings, appreciate them with your eyes, with your mind. Feelings limit the senses.”

“But you feel at some point?”

“Yes, but later. Later.”

I circle “no” for question seven.

“And you?” he asks. “Do you feel anxious day-to-day? A lovely girl like you in here with us loons?” He smiles.

I try not to smile back. “As a professional, I object to the use of the term loons.”

“But seriously, Dr. Winston. It doesn’t rattle you? You don’t look over your shoulder when you leave at night?” He says this in a soft, cajoling voice.

This time, I bite. “Why would I do that? If the loons, as you put it, are in here.”

“Well, before we were in here, we were out there. You never know who may be about, Dr. Winston.” He grins, adjusts his glasses and presses his torso against the edge of the table.

“A risk we all take, Mr. Foster. Now, to finish...”

I insist that he stick to yes or no for the remaining three questions. When I finish, I stack my folder on top of his chart and stand to leave.

“What was your first name again?” Foster asks.

“I didn’t say. It’s not of any relevance.”

“Do you know someone wrote about me? In a psychology journal. Someone named Dr. Danica Winston. The library here gets all the journals. I ripped out the article. I keep it in my room.”

I grasp the back of the chair. “Oh? It has your name in it?”

“No. But I know it’s referring to me.”

I never thought he’d read the article.

“Well, there have been many things written about you,” I say. “Your case attracted a lot of attention in the papers.”

“The papers!” says Foster. “Oh, they love me! But they’ll print anything remotely sensational. This was an article in a psychology journal.” He lowers his voice and says in a mock-professorial tone, “It’s quite serious.”

Bill, the guard, raps on the door. “Everything okay?” he mouths through the small wire-reinforced window.

I nod to him, push in the chair and look at Foster. “You should be careful about ripping pages out of library material. Good afternoon.”

I knock on the door and Bill lets me out.

I walk down the hall to my office, careful to take even, measured footsteps even though I want to skip with excitement. My first solo interview with the infamous Martin Foster.

Back in my office I open Foster’s chart, place copies of the assessment questions inside and file it neatly under F in my increasingly full drawer. I’ve only been here a week and a half but already the patients’ assessments seem relentless, a steady onslaught of interviews and filing. I thought I would get a break from administrative drudgery after I finished the long string of paperwork to apply for this fellowship at Stowmoor. It seems as if the last six months of my life have been devoted completely to filling out forms and asking for letters of reference and writing a perfect statement of intent. And as Carl, my graduate supervisor, reminded me again and again, as prestigious as my fellowship is, it’s not a permanent position. Moving to England means I’ll have to log extensive, supervised clinical hours before I can become officially chartered here. And those hours won’t count towards certification if I move back home.

But still, I took the leap. And now I’m here, on Foster’s case. I slide his file into the cabinet. My fingertips quiver and not even the fluorescent office lights can mask my glow.

“So it went well, did it?”

Dr. Abbas steps into my office. He does this at the end of most afternoons. I haven’t figured out if he’s checking up on me or just trying to be friendly. “That look on your face—it’s a look of satisfaction. Brilliant,” he says.

“Oh, yes. The session went well,” I tell him.

“Very good. Heading out for the day now?”

“I’m on my way.” I log off my computer and tuck my notepad into my desk drawer. “Are you leaving too?” I ask.

“Not quite. I’ve got a late one.” He runs his hand over his short black hair, which hasn’t yet started to show any grey, even though his beard is salt and pepper. “Last-minute appeal tomorrow or something.” Dr. Abbas specializes in addictions, and he’s often called in to testify as an expert witness.

“Right, then,” he says, turning towards the hall, “if you hurry you’ll still catch the 5:45 train.”

I say goodnight to Kelly at the reception desk. James opens the iron gate, then shuts it behind me. The metal clang vibrates in my chest. I walk down the windowless grey stone hallway. The air is cool, mildewy; I button up my jacket. The hum of the florescent lights and the dull click of my footsteps echo as I walk towards another gate at the end of the corridor. Finally, I pass under a high, ornately sculpted archway. It is the main exit through the eighteen-foot brick, razor-wired walls that surround Stowmoor Psychiatric Hospital. I remember Foster’s words, but I don’t look over my shoulder.

I turn the deadbolt of our basement flat.

The room is humid and smells like melted crayons. There are puddles of red wax on newspaper and a Portishead album streaming from the stereo.

“Hey there,” says Henry. He stands up from behind the sculpture he’s working on, a throne made entirely out of wax and steel wire. It’s a deep wine colour and almost as tall as me. “You walked all the way from the tube without an umbrella?”

“Forgot again.” I hang up my soggy coat by the door and make my way over to him. I step lightly on the newsprint, dodge red puddles.

“Over two weeks here, think you’d remember by now.” He puts down the stainless steel carving pick he’s holding and smoothes back the damp frizzies that have sprung from my ponytail. “This,” he says, making a sweeping movement with his arm, “couldn’t be avoided.” Newsprint covers the floor from wall to wall, even in the kitchen. He’s pushed our bed into the corner and covered it with a black tarp. The throne is in the centre of the room.

“The rest of my tools came from Halifax today, and I just had to get started. It’s for the Fantasy and Disaster festival next month.” He gestures towards the sculpture with a wax-covered palm, as if it’s something I could possibly miss. “I called today, but they told me I won’t get my studio at the college until Tuesday. I couldn’t wait. You like?”

I shuffle through the newsprint and displaced furniture and look at the throne from the front. It’s over five feet tall, with two thick, black metal wires protruding from the wax at the top of the chair back. The wires spiral downward and support a lacy web of red droplets. Wires curl out of the ends of the arms as well, covered in the same lace of wax. The rest of the chair is solid red, smooth and polished to a dull shine. The seat is slightly concave, and the front curves out and down into a red claw on each front foot. Henry has begun to sculpt a pair of eyes on the back of the throne; they’re emerging from the wax, heavy lids, smooth like rocks you find at the bottom of a riverbed. The whole thing is fluid and sanguine, some large, distorted piece of flesh.

I look up at him. “You did all of this today?”

“Well, I only have a few weeks. And the wax had already come. So?”

“Interesting,” I say.

“Interesting?” mimics Henry. “You don’t mind if I keep it here indefinitely?”

“Well, how indefinitely?” When Henry cleaned out his studio in Halifax, he left a sculpture (inspired by sheep bowels, he said) in my living room for three weeks.

“Maybe it can be a new chair for the kitchen. I can make another one for you—matching thrones, king and queen of our basement studio suite?” He lifts my ponytail and kisses the back of my neck.

“No, no, no, kidding,” he laughs. “It will be out of here next week, when I get my studio space. I’ll get one of the keener undergrads to come by and give me a hand with it.”

“Thanks,” I say, putting my arm around his waist.

“So, how was your day with the crazies?”

I hop over his tools and clumps of newspaper and make my way to the kitchen table.

“Just kidding, cherry blossom.” He smiles at me and starts to clean the wax off his hands. “I know how you love them.”

“It was good,” I say. “Very good.”

“Ah—finally met your favourite subject?”

“I can’t discuss specifics.” I try to sit on one of the kitchen chairs, but there’s a foot of iron wire and some rags on the seat. I stand and fidget. I’m dying to share that I had time alone with Foster today. “You know, confiden—”

“Yeah, yeah. Confidentiality.” He pulls off his wax-streaked T-shirt, tosses it into the hamper and leans his tall frame against the bathroom door. “What do you want to do for supper?”

“Did you want me to go pick something up?”

“I can run out. I’ve been in here all day; I wouldn’t mind. Sit down, get dry.”

Everything except the kitchen table is covered with plastic and newspaper, or heaped with piles of magazines and boxes. “Is it okay to take the tarp off the bed now?”

He grabs his keys off the hook. Tosses them in the air and catches them, a metallic jingle as his palm snaps shut. “Most definitely take the tarp off the bed.” He takes an umbrella from the rack at the door. “Curry okay?”

“For sure.”

“Oh—you got some mail. It’s on the table. Back in a minute.”

Beneath an empty coffee cup on the kitchen table are two envelopes. I set aside the cup, pick up the letters, pull the tarp off a corner of the bed and sit down. One is from Stowmoor, confirming direct deposit of my paycheque in the bank. The second has a return address in the city, probably an office. Not junk mail. The envelope is maroon, and my name and address are handwritten in a yellow-gold ink. Inside, I find a card.


	Danica,

	You are hard to keep track of. I asked your supervisor, Carl, in Halifax, for your address—you do not mind? You know I am in London now? So you must meet me. Friday, September 27, at Tiger Tiger, 20:00. I have something new. My hair is blonde now, but you will still recognize me.

	Maria



I reread it five times. The Portishead album ends, then starts again from the beginning, synthesizers and string instruments calling from the speakers. By the time Henry comes back with the food, I’ve tucked the card into the bottom of my purse.



Chapter Three

On Friday night the tube is full of tourists with street maps; they’re headed for Mamma Mia!, Dirty Dancing, Oleanna. A group of schoolboys cluster in the middle of the car, their light blue dress shirts untucked and wrinkly. The train jerks to a stop, then roars on again, dirty underground air pushed into a wind. A tall teenage boy presses the length of his body against the pole I’m holding. There’s no place to sit down or shift to, so I shimmy my hand up the bar away from the crush of his blue-shirted stomach to the gap between his shoulder and his cheek. On the up side, standing means I won’t wrinkle my outfit. Taupe linen skirt and a navy halter, backless. Beige iridescent heels.

The train pulls into Leicester Square and I step into the human river that flows from the underground. A woman with a dark bob and a full-length leopard-print trench coat pokes my arm on the escalator. “What time is it?”

“Quarter to eight,” I tell her. She pushes past me.

“Show’s starting soon!” she calls out, stilettos clacking against the tile at the top.

Tiger Tiger is a short walk from Leicester Square. I’ll be early. The Soho streets are congested with theatregoers, grey and black jackets over dress shirts, designer shoes hitting the cobblestones.

I pass a pub and decide to pop in to use the bathroom, but instead I gravitate towards the warm oak of the bar. I risk wrinkling my skirt, sit on a stool and tell the bartender I’ll have a gin and tonic. I flip the beer mat over and over, take a big breath and consider staying here for the rest of the evening.

“It’s happy hour, love. Four quid. You here alone?” The bartender sets my drink down. He has shaggy brown hair and looks like Noel Gallagher.

“Meeting someone later.” I hand him a five-pound note. He smiles and says he’ll be back. I drink half the highball in two swallows, gin fizz buzzing my nose.

I walk into Tiger Tiger at ten past eight. Dance music plays, and even though the floor won’t be full until midnight I still have to pay a twelve-pound cover. It’s early, but the speakers are pumping out an M.I.A. song about BMWs and Ibiza, backed by heavy synthetic bass. I turn left into the lounge, past a waterfall fountain that cascades down the wall. A few couples are nestled in the little booths scattered at the edges of the room. Candles flicker on the tables. A group of five young women are seated at a table in the middle of the space. They are drinking Bellinis, their long acrylic nails clicking against the large, round glasses. Two men, thirtyish—I imagine they’re businessmen who just wrapped a huge merger in the city—are having Stellas and staring at the girls.

Maria isn’t in sight; has she stood me up? She’s done it before. But then I see three tables at the far end, raised on a dais. The area is dark except for one small lamp hung from the ceiling. Two of the tables are empty, but a figure with blonde hair occupies the one farthest to the right. She’s facing away from me, but then she drapes her arm over the back of her chair and turns around. Automatically, I stand a little straighter. Maria smiles, and even in the low light her chandelier earrings shine.

I walk over to her. “Danica! Jó estét.” Maria greets me with two cheek kisses and a long hug. I take a slow breath and smell her gardenia perfume before she releases me. I linger, then pull away slowly. She’s wearing a low-cut black silk dress, and her hair falls in light waves past her shoulders. “You look wonderful,” she says.

“And you,” I reply. Maria is ten years older than me but is easily one of the most beautiful people in the room.

“Sit.” She points to the black upholstered bench across the table from her chair. There is a martini waiting for me, three olives.

“I didn’t think I’d hear from you again.” I wait a beat. “You know, after you left in Budapest.”

“Ah, Budapest. Nonsense.” She flicks her wrist, dismisses everything with a swish of her hand. “I ordered for you,” she says, gesturing towards the drink. “Send it back if a martini is not still your favourite.” She crosses her legs and takes a sip of her red wine.

“So,” says Maria, “you are working at Stowmoor? Your old supervisor, Carl, he tells me this.”

“Yes. Started a few weeks ago.”

“Have you met Foster?”

Is she just fishing or does she know I have? I stifle a smile, think how badly she would like to know about my tête-à-tête with Foster last week. “Can’t discuss that. Confidential.”

“But it’s only me, Dani.” She blinks her doll eyes a couple of times, blue irises bright next to dark liner and thick black lashes.

In the past this display might have swayed me. I’m still taken with the effect, but I say, “I can’t discuss it, Maria.”

“Fine. But I assume, then, there is something you could say.”

“Your note said you had something?” I sip my drink.

“Yes, that. Carl told me you have moved in with an artist. Living in Shepherd’s Bush. Not as trendy as you would hope?”

“Well, it’s kind of exciting. There was a murder in the park by the tube station last week. And the grocery is close by.”

She tries to make me feel like a ghetto-dwelling undergrad eating ramen noodles from a Styrofoam cup. How did she get all this information from Carl? I consider leaving. Maria leans back, re-crosses her legs, then leans forward again. She lowers her chin slightly, tilts her head and smiles.

“I have them, Danica. Báthory’s diaries.”

“You don’t!” How could she possibly have them? We’d found nothing in Budapest. The diaries were only rumoured to exist; there was a reference or two in old history books, a note that sixty years ago someone read a report that someone claimed to have seen them. It was harder still to find any information on where the diaries might currently be. But we’d decided to search.

“I could not take them from the library. But for three days, they let me read them.” Maria smiles, reaches for her silver clamshell purse and pulls out some lip gloss.

“What library? In the archives? How did you find them?”

When I was in Budapest, Maria had said the logical place to start was with the National Archives. We climbed up Castle Hill in mid-July heat; the archives office was in one of the grey stone buildings amid the spires and staircases. Maria led me through a wooden double door, down a hallway to a little office where three ladies worked at old cherry desks. Rows and rows of card catalogues lined the walls of the room. Maria spoke with the ladies for a few minutes. Finally, she turned to me with a translation: we’d need an exact catalogue number for any box we wanted to retrieve.

“How can we know what box we want?” I asked. “Where are the records of what’s in each box? Can’t they do a database search on the computer or something?”

“Dani, here it is different. The records, they are not all on computers.”

I looked around the office again. There was an old microfiche reader in the corner and a mid-nineties-looking PC on one of the ladies’ desks. “Are you serious? Where are the records, then?”

Maria waved at one of the card catalogue stacks.

“The entire archival records for the whole country are in card catalogues?”

“They have started, with the digitization. But for now, only paper records are complete. The ladies, they have said we can order up all the boxes of the Báthory family, and then we can look. But the diaries, there is no guarantee they will be in the boxes. They say people, before us, have tried to look and found nothing.”

I began to understand why no one had officially discovered the diaries. Still, if we put in the work and went through absolutely everything, maybe we could find them. “Well, how many boxes are there? When can we go through them?”

“They said there are perhaps fifty. But Dani, things here, they take time. The boxes, it will take four months for them to arrive.”

“Four months? Where are they?” I asked.

“They are in the storage cellars, below the castle. The archives, they are very large. Here, things are more complicated than I think you are used to, Dani,” she told me.

In the dim light of Tiger Tiger, I wait as Maria finishes dabbing clear shiny gloss onto her lips, rearranges her purse and snaps the clamshell shut before she answers me. “They were not there, where I looked at first. It was a bit challenging. It was necessary to speak to several people.”

“Who? Where were the diaries?”

“The diaries were not in the archives of the Báthory records. I consulted with some historians at the universities, in Budapest, then Szeged. The story, it is too long for tonight.”

Of course it is. “But you saw the diaries? You read them?”

“I transcribed them, and translated them.”

“Into English?”

At this, Maria laughed. “Always impatient! Now they are for the most part in modern Hungarian. But I have started on English copies and I have brought my transcripts here.”

“How long will you be in town?”

Another laugh. “I am here for many months. On contract with the Museum of London. Did you not notice my address on the card?”

“Yes, but—”

“I am consulting on the Jacob exhibition. But they do not work me too hard yet. I am thinking of using my spare time to write the diaries in English. After that, I will go with the original plan. Publish a modern edition.”

She finishes her wine, sets the glass on the table and looks at me without a shade of guilt. The original plan was for us to search for the diaries together.

“So you’ve started translating them already? How far along are you?” I had fantasized about pulling the diaries out of a long-neglected pile of manuscripts. I’d pictured Maria and I passing Báthory’s words between us, the paper she had touched.

I had been fixated on the idea of finding the diaries. It had become a cherished distraction from the requirements of my program, the jumping through hoops, the ferocity of Carl’s insistence that I compete for every possible award. One day I made the mistake of mentioning to Carl that I had an interest in finding the manuscript and maybe contributing to an edition of the diaries. “That’s a vanity project, Danica,” he had said. “Chasing after a myth. Where is the scholarly merit? How much time would this take away from your training?”

Maybe it was vanity that had motivated me. The belief that I was entitled to a more interesting reality than an academic life could provide. Even now I’m angry with Maria for continuing the project without me. But still, I’m compelled; if she has them, I want to see them.

“The translations? I really have not gotten anywhere yet.” Her mobile beeps from her purse. She pulls it out. “Ah, text from Edward.”

I’ve drained my martini. Maria slowly packs her purse, picks her coat off the hook on the wall. She wraps the grey fur over her dress and pulls a black belt taut around her small waist.

“You’re leaving?”

“This place,” she tilts her head and sniffs, “it is not where I wish to spend a Friday night.” I take a second look, notice the frayed rayon seat covers and several blobby stains on the floor. The businessmen have accumulated a half-dozen empty beer bottles with labels half peeled.

I stand too. “But will you show them to me?”

“You would not think I would keep them from you?” she says as she pulls her hair out of her collar and lets it fall around her face. A man around my age walks onto the dais. “Ah, Edward,” she says and kisses him. “Danica, here is Edward. He is an arts columnist at the Guardian.”

“And sometimes I write for the less illustrious Time Out London, too,” he says. Edward is handsome, what you would expect for Maria. He’s immaculately groomed, and his chocolate-brown dress shirt complements deep brown eyes and a tan. “A pleasure,” he says, holding out one hand to me while keeping the other around Maria’s waist. I shake his hand half-heartedly and hear Maria introduce me as “a friend and colleague.”

“Dani, I will be in touch,” she says as she and Edward float down from the dais and across Tiger Tiger’s lounge.

She lured me and won. I’m angry and disappointed. And embarrassed that I’m disappointed, that I even came at all. Of course she would drag me out and then abandon me, leave me sitting in a dark corner in a tacky club, alone on a Friday night. It’s my own fault; I shouldn’t have given her the chance. I have a Ph.D. in clinical psychology and still I fall for her. She’s not a balanced, empathetic person. She’s manipulative, selfish, opportunistic. I will recite all of this to myself repeatedly and not respond to her again.

But if she’s telling the truth, she has Báthory’s diaries.

I storm around the West End for a while. Theatre signs, lit up and pulsing, spur me to walk faster. I pass through the red glow from Thriller, the yellow glare from Avenue Q. Soon the streets are teeming with people filing out of shows, making their way to overpriced bars. I want to diffuse my anger among the chatter of the crowd and dull my craving to see Maria again. Groups of friends bunch together on the sidewalk, divide the flow of people striding around them. I’m jostled into the roadway twice and decide to push onto the underground and go home to Henry. It’s only quarter to eleven, but he’s already in bed, flipping through a Marcel Duchamp book he’s fished from one of our yet-to-unpack boxes. He takes off his reading glasses when I come through the door. I crawl on top of him, coat and heels still on, and land a gentle kiss in the hollow of his neck. “Hey, Venus,” he says, pushing off my coat, undoing my halter. He turns me onto my back and pushes my hands above my head, and I welcome the weight of his body on mine. I close my eyes and try to erase Maria and her gardenia smell. Imagine the diaries dissolving, bookworms devouring every slip of parchment, every copy Maria might have made.



Chapter Four

Two days later, a message from Maria turns up in my inbox:


	So lovely to see you the other night. The first of many meetings, I am sure. For now, a snippet for you. 

	x, M.



She has attached a file called “Báthory Vienna.” Immediately, I click on it.


	Vienna, November 14, 1599

	I am much pleased with Dorca and Fizcko this evening. This morning I was sure they would fail to deliver what they have been promising me all week, and that the only punishment to be witnessed tonight would be their own beatings. But Dorca found such a pretty girl, with truly sable hair, rare for a peasant. And Fizcko constructed the perfect cage, barbs strong and sharp as steel tusks. I told Helena Jo not to clean after our play—I want to wake tomorrow and see the rusted blood thick on the cellar floor. Fizcko followed my instructions exactly. After supper (the duck was not warm enough) he waited until I was comfortably seated in the cellar. The girl was bound, ankles together, wrists behind her back, a coarse-woven sack over her head. She moved little, having had no food since Tuesday; any longer and they are too limp for my purposes, any less and they are not desperate enough. She was crumpled on her side near the brick furnace, where she could feel the heat and hear Fizcko setting the long irons. Her hair spilled past her shoulders, out of the brown sack, long knotty waves of the purest black. She was without a dress, wore only a dirty ragged petticoat, a patched and rough corset, the kind poor women stitch together. Whenever Fizcko turned the irons, the clangs echoed in the cellar and the girl would let out a noise, goaded, I presume, by fear: a sort of half moan, tailed with a tiny, high-pitched shriek. Sometimes the shrieks would come in waves, three, four at a time, as if all her body could do was take in small snatches of air and force them out in minute spurts. I hoped her gag was tied tightly, cutting into the corners of her mouth, rubbing that pink flesh raw as slaughtered beef.

	The cage sat directly before me. It was black iron, the bars set just wide enough apart for a girl to extend an arm, maybe a leg if she wasn’t too stout. Just wide enough so Dorca could jab her with the irons, enough so I could see every futile movement she made, could watch exactly how she moved to impale herself on those tusks. There was a constellation of spikes, all at least eight inches long, protruding inwards. To the top of the cage was fastened a chain, which was threaded through a pulley; once the girl was inside, Fizcko would hoist her up. In this cellar space it wouldn’t be very high, but high enough for the cage to swing at least a foot above my head. This old house used to be a monastery; thank God those Augustinians made such a sturdy, high basement. The bottom of the contraption was a steel grill, strong enough to hold a frantic dying girl, open enough to let her blood rain down below.

	At last the pokers were heated. Fizcko gathered up the crumpled girl and stood her in the cage. He moved to take the sack off her head before I reminded him to stop and loose only her hands, so that she could do the rest. Fizcko locked the door to the cage and told the girl to untie her own feet, take off her blind and gag. She started to scream as soon as she saw where she was, locked fast in the maw of my spiked cage, with Fizcko hunched and dirty outside the bars, stoking the furnace. She cursed in German at him, and he brandished a glowing iron towards her. The girl whimpered and stumbled back, screamed again when her forearm scraped against a spike: a half-moon mark, fresh red, sprang up on her skin. She was an easy bleeder.

	She kept looking towards me, taken, I imagine, with what she saw. Helena Jo bleached my hair just last week, so now it looks like white-gold silk. I had the girls do my hair up today, a twist at the crown. They put in the ruby combs that Ferenc brought back from the Turks. Just before supper I changed my collar to a stiff white lace. I must have looked like an angel, all golden and light and glittering. I could calm these half-starved, frightened girls before they died, kill them quick, draw a knife blade across their pale throats, their skin soft and easy to split as an apricot. I could explain to them that their virgin blood had a purpose, would contribute to the preservation of my beauty, that they are dying to serve one greater than themselves. But I would miss their screams, their tears.



I sit for a minute, then close the file. But the images remain with me. The scared girl, the cage. Báthory describing herself as an angel.

But there’s no description of the actual murder, and Maria’s only given me a half story about how she supposedly found the diaries. She hasn’t sent or mentioned any photos, any documentation proving she’s seen the real, original volumes. This fragment could be from anywhere; she could have written it herself.

On the other hand, she could be telling the truth and have actually found them. She has a background in curatorial studies, knows libraries and archives. She’s always mentioning museums she hopes to work for or has been on contracts with, conferences she’s attended. Always around successful, seemingly well-connected people. She could have met the right professor at a museum reception, learned about a yet-to-be-catalogued stash of papers in a university rare books library. Maybe she’s poring over her transcriptions right now and translating more and more into English, building her manuscript for publication. I feel a flutter of jealously.

I became fascinated with Báthory years ago. During under-grad I’d often look through a plastic milk crate of one-dollar giveaways at the used bookstore in the strip mall behind my apartment. The bookstore was one of the only good things about living in the suburbs on a bus line that ran only until midnight, in an institutional, faux-wood-linoleumed, excessively scrubbed and whitewashed apartment block. One day I found her, in a book called Weird and Wicked: Women You Never Want to Meet.

I read and reread the chapter; she caught in me like burrs. The stories of her tortures, the images of what she committed, pricked me when I was walking between classes, shopping for a new dress, sitting under the dryer at the salon while my highlights developed.

I have been mostly lucky, or maybe unlucky, in that I’ve never experienced anything horrifying in my life. When I was about fourteen, one of my friends at school told us about her tabby cat, Frisco. She found him lying under the potentilla with three of his legs cut off, bone splinters and ground flesh at the stumps. He was half conscious, his pink tongue clamped between his front teeth. He had been roaming in the field; her dad was swathing the wheat and Frisco got caught in the blades. That he made it back to the house was pure adrenalin, homing instinct. He stayed under the potentilla until her mom wrapped him in an old bath towel. Her dad had to get off the tractor, find the rifle and shoot the cat.

It became a story boys at school would retell, one or two hunching over and flailing, miming the de-limbed cat, another pretending to hold a gun, aim, shoot. And shoot again and again until they were all laughing, playing charades with their imaginary guns and the memory of a cruelly injured cat. The rest of that year I’d sometimes see my friend stare blankly at nothing during class or at a party. I thought it had to be Frisco and the boys’ constant re-enactment of the incident that made her chew her cheek, made her eyes fix on empty space. I imagined that the world was never exactly the same for her after she saw her pet maimed and dying. I’ve never had an experience like that, something that gnawed at me in every pause and that changed the taste of things. I know I should be grateful, but I’m curious, envious to see what it’s like to pass through a version of reality and to see your world differently than you are able to understand it right now. Reading about Báthory didn’t completely change me, but it spurred me, dug in just enough to encourage my curiosity of what it might be like to experience the horrific.

After that book I searched further in the library and online. I took a course called “History of Eastern Europe, 1450–1600,” where we mostly learned about the Ottoman Empire, but I managed to put her in a footnote for my term paper. I kept Weird and Wicked on my desk at home. She was my spectre, my something sparkly amid the faux hardwood, the white walls, the never-past-midnight bus rides.

Technically, I was fixated. Though now I don’t necessarily think about Báthory every day. I don’t idolize her like Foster does. There’ve been long stretches when she hasn’t even crossed my mind. But what my interest in her churned up is something that goaded me. What makes somebody lie, steal, kill? And how do you know who is capable of what?

It’s hard to know for sure. Are people innately normal, genius or insane, if you can even define these terms? Or can these things be nurtured? The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders—the DSM, we call it—was first published only in the fifties. The International Classification of Diseases—the ICD, which they more often use here—has a longer history, but its goals are similar. With every new edition of these texts, new disorders are “identified.” A disease is shaped and given a name. Someone decides that if you have certain traits, you have Disorder X. But open the most recent editions, the DSM-IV or the ICD-10, and you discover we all have traits classified as maladaptive. How many people do you pass on the street in a day? One in a hundred has psychopathic tendencies. When do tendencies and traits add up to an absolute, a diagnosis; when do traits prompt actions; when do those actions cause others harm? Where is the line between healthy and unhealthy, and who gets to draw it?

I’m supposedly trained to address these questions in a measured and professional manner. Even when I interview forensic patients, the situation is extremely controlled. I read about a patient’s history in a file, I go sit in a room across from him or her for a few minutes, ask questions from a script, calculate a score and stick one more piece of paper in the case history. It’s my job to observe and to record. To be detached. I’m getting good at it. I can interview a criminal who shot someone during a robbery, then ran over two people with his truck during his failed getaway, write up the report and not think about him or his victims ever again.

But it’s different with Foster. And Báthory. Twenty minutes after reading Maria’s attachment I’m entering test scores in a spreadsheet, but my mind lingers on the image of the countess: platinum blonde, dressed in white, the cage with the spikes. No clinical assessment, no sanitized environment. Hot irons and a dirty basement and Báthory welcoming the blood. No limits on money, power or resources. For a time she was above any law or church. She was evolved into a perfect manifestation of her disorder. Unfettered and terrifying beauty. Compare her to this spreadsheet in front of me, the patients corralled into small grey siderooms, the clockwork click-click of the nurses’ med cart, all in some way necessary, perhaps even good, things. But not beautiful.

I pull up Maria’s email message and hit reply.





End of sample
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