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Dedication

For Julie





Epigraph

Alla ti e moi tauta philos dielexato thymos

—HOMER

I am the absence

of field.

This is

always the case.

Wherever I am

I am what is missing.

—MARK STRAND
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1

FROM THE CLIFFS, PANNING DOWN, BEHOLD THE STILLNESS of the valley in the predawn darkness. Pierced now by the northbound Montrealer. The locomotive’s headlight like a shot of morphine sliding through the sleepy forest canopy, a rapid wedge of illuminated treetops flying ahead like a ghostly manta ray escorting the train to its rendezvous point at the tiny depot just over the bridge where the tracks cross the dogleg of the Dog River. From our craggy outlook, also now behold a more sinuous thread of light. A car coming from the opposite direction, winding downhill, arriving at the depot just ahead of the train. A woman steps out of the car, in a thick winter coat, despite it being late July. Her driver, clearly unhappy to be playing chauffeur this early in the morning, steps forward to smoke as they wait. The woman stands by the car—let’s say it’s a 1939 Ford Deluxe—looking more flamboyant or nervous would be hard to say. The driver listens to the pulse of crickets and burble of river until the volcanic approach of the locomotive obliterates the meadow and the river and everything for miles around as it comes seething into the depot. The woman hurries forward to greet a younger, clearly frantic woman helping a wispy half-dead-looking man who only groans, but with the same peculiar accent as his employer. The driver drags the luggage off the Pullman, hauling several boxes as heavy as if packed with earth. He’s used to hauling heavy things now for this woman. She actually had him haul a piano up to the second-floor guest room in preparation for this mysterious guest, even though there was already a grand piano in the downstairs parlor. The two women practically have to carry the foreign gentleman to the car where he collapses on the back seat, clutching at his shoulder in agony. And his employer snaps for him to go, to hurry, as if they were trying to beat the rising sun. As they climb back up the steep hill, past the chauffeur’s own place, a barn at the bottom of the private drive, the composer looks pale and catatonic in the rearview mirror, flinching at the branches that scrape like talons against the window. Seeing the great house at the top of the hill, lit up like a riverboat on the Danube, is reminiscent to the composer of the mountain sanatoriums he had gone to since a child for a lifetime of unspecified ailments. Though, of course, the driver cannot know that. And the house is not a sanatorium. The woman, Agatha Illés (later Fassett), had bought it out of her own nostalgia for the Hungarian countryside. She hoped Béla would feel the same. She had not known him in Budapest—of course she had known of the great Béla Bartók, who was a virtual myth and cult in his native land, however vaguely known here—but had only come to know him and his young second wife, Ditta, in New York, as a member of the émigré community. Agatha had fled Budapest several years ahead of the Bartóks, on the eve of Nazi occupation, and had helped them settle and find a furnished apartment, and in the process had become close friends with Ditta. This being the Bartóks’ first summer as exiles, and knowing how New York rattled Herr Bartók’s fragile nerves, Agatha had invited them to come to Vermont. She knew Béla to be difficult, aloof, imperious, and sometimes even cruel, but she was shocked to see him in the state he had arrived. Ditta, she thought, did not seem entirely herself either. Ordinarily, it daunted her how the master’s eyes seemed to look right through her, but as he entered her house now his senses seemed somehow turned perfectly inward, so that he did not appear to take in much of anything, and without uttering a word—he had not spoken since hobbling off the train—he went to his room and did not show his face again for two days.

After Ditta returned to the kitchen, she told Agatha how it had come on so suddenly. Just a few hours after leaving Penn Station such a change had come over him. The excruciating pain in his shoulder attacking without explanation. How he had become so panic-stricken when he couldn’t move his arm at all. She said she had never seen him so frightened. He hadn’t slept a wink on the train. He had writhed, in utter torment, clasping his shoulder and neck in agony until he had fallen into this awful stillness, this eerie apathy. She did not know if it was the war or the result of work. Not that he had composed anything so far in America. He was focused now on the manuscript he had been busy preparing for the past twenty-plus years—the ethnomusical work of peasant songs collected on his field outings in Transylvania, the pages of which he had carried all this way to Vermont in those monstrous boxes. He had still not finished transcribing and deciphering their contents. But as the songs had been the source and inspiration for his own profound transmutation as an artist, if their code remained undeciphered, the same code he had worked into his own eerie compositions, he might never fully grasp the internal meaning of his own work. Ditta only hoped this time away in the country would improve his mood and health. So far he had not been able to work in America. New York City drove him mad. She told Agatha how Bartók was at his best in nature, how he had always been at his most wholesome, his most natural self, where he could be his most real.

He did not reappear at all that day, nor the morning of the next day, nor at lunch or dinner. Once when Agatha peeked in to check on him she saw how he had managed to hang a blanket over the window to block out the light. In the gloom, the boxes sat heavily where Matthew had dumped them in a corner of the room . . . It was not until midnight of the second night that Agatha heard him banging on his wife’s door. She came out into the hall where she heard him insisting that he heard a strange noise. Something outside his window. A voice crying . . . Crying out to him from the woods, he said, imploring his wife to hear it as well. Soon the housemaid, Martha, was awake, too, and appeared with a lamp. They all stood in the upstairs hall, in the sputtering lamplight, straining to hear. But the women heard nothing. He said he thought it might be a cat. The women still heard nothing, but it occurred to Agatha now that she had not seen one of her cats, a gray Persian named Lulu, in over a day.

Bartók insisted the women follow him at once.

And so Agatha, Ditta, and the housekeeper had gone stumbling through the dark, following the pale figure of Herr Bartók, in his slippers and old flannel bathrobe, tapping his cane over roots and fallen branches.

He stopped after a bit, his elegant nostrils flaring in the dark woods. He leaned on the cane, with eyes closed, studiously breathing in the night fragrance, ears pricked. “It’s coming at regular intervals,” he said, turning his head to the side as if counting, taking in its tempo. “It’s as though she needed time to rest before her next cry.” When the women insisted they still heard nothing, Bartók shrugged, disbelievingly, and said he supposed that meant he was stuck as their guide, “since the deaf cannot lead the deaf.”

And then he sprinted off again, receding into the trees, backlit by the women’s dancing flashlight beams. When he paused again, turning his head this way and that, his skin glowed in the moonlight with the pallor of carbon monoxide. Only a few years earlier, when casting about for the right model for the fictional composer in his new novel, Doctor Faustus, Thomas Mann had arranged for a meeting with Bartók, noting that the Hungarian’s head was so translucent it looked “carved from a cube of ice.”

Geschnitzt aus einem Eiswürfel.

He would ultimately settle on the more approachable Arnold Schoenberg, father of the twelve-tone technique and the Second Viennese School.

Bartók’s eyes blazed now from this cube of ice in the dark. He looked around as if he heard not only one cat, but as if they were surrounded by a whole chorus of cats dancing around them in the air. He clenched his shoulder with his hand.

“Don’t tell me you can’t hear it now,” he said, before abruptly turning down a passage of slanting pines, moving farther into the chamber of dark woods. “This way,” he urged. “This way.”

When they next halted, the women could finally hear something. There it was. The distinct meow of a cat. They jabbed their flashlights up into the dark slash of branches, until they saw the gray speck and feline eyes. Lulu mewled back down at them piteously.

“What are you going to do next?” Bartók said, evidently seeing his role in the rescue operation as complete. “That tree must be at least five stories high. How will you ever get her down?”

In the end, Agatha sent Martha back to wake her grumpy caretaker, Matthew, to make him drag out a ladder to fetch Lulu. By now, he had been putting up with the rigmarole of preparing for the maestro’s arrival for weeks.

“Of all the city-crazy things,” Agatha later reported the old Vermonter had grumbled in her memoir about Bartók, after she had had him haul the piano to the second floor, presumably with help. “Even my old grandmother wouldn’t have done a thing like that. She was crazy, good and proper, and proved it too by dying in the nuthouse in Waterbury.”

The town of Waterbury, three short train stops away, was synonymous with the Vermont State Hospital (formerly, Vermont State Asylum for the Insane), and his grandmother presumably was a resident when fever therapy and daily enemas were still the favored treatment for neurasthenics, schizophrenics, and shell-shocked veterans from the Great War, and so on.

While they waited, Bartók sat on a fallen tree. Ditta and Agatha huddled beside him in a mesh of moonlit shadow. The master’s face was as cold as the papery white birches that glowed around them like crooked ghosts. His long fingers stroked the skin of the dead tree. “This old birch must have been dead for a long time,” he said in his slow baritone, tilting his head, as if to hear some indistinct and faraway burrowed thing. Even the cat had gone silent. “Under the thin bark I can hear regiments of invading bugs. Grinding, eating, scurrying. Drilling their way through layer after layer of this white body—gnawing out its very heart.”

It was inconceivable that at this same hour, four thousand miles away, in the Ponary forest, death squads were digging pits in broad daylight to fill with the residents of Vilna. That his own country had become collaborators to this darkness. An abomination. A jackal to Germany’s lion.

Then the apparition came floating toward them, the rungs stuttering in the forested moonlight, as Martha returned with Matthew, who carried a wooden ladder perched on his shoulder. A hammer dangling from his belt. As the caretaker approached, he growled as if he had been called out in the middle of the night by very stupid or even insane children, but just before he got to the tree where the cat was stranded, Bartók quickly stood and made his exit into the woods . . .

One had to wonder how such a strange creature could have had such success collecting songs from the earth-made peoples he sought in the wilds of Transylvania. He was so feeble, so aloof, so off-putting, with such a wan and acrid personality. How the easygoing peasant folk must have received him without snorting in his face one can only guess: a klatch of bemused grandmothers, pausing from their work to regard this strange dink from the city, with his thin white hair and odd manners, come all this way just to meekly, icily, ask if they would sing for his pleasure. He was as pale as a winter parsnip. He had the complexion of a garlic clove. As obsessed as he was with tempo, you could have spent half an afternoon frisking his skinny frame before you found a pulse. More than anything he looked like a man grimly in need of a transfusion. One of his closest friends would describe his voice as “gray and monotonous.” Though, to be fair, he didn’t really have friends. Bartók’s colleagues at the Academy, in Budapest, who sometimes detected the sweetish faint odor of chloroform on his person—he carried a vial in his pocket to euthanize beetles and other six-legged beasties that caught his eye, while wandering the countryside on his peasant hunting expeditions—found him bland, one of those almost offensively mild persons. Sullen, puritanical, anemic, timid, like some mute and slippered monk shuffling the catacombs. Though, surely, a few of the bábas noticed the thick wrists beneath his threadbare cuffs. Wrists like a butcher’s from chopping away hours at the piano.

Though of course, they marveled at the machine he brought to suck the songs from their bodies. Szörnyeteg, they called it. The “monster.” His Edison phonograph. This was the machine Bartók had used to record peasants singing and then integrated the essence of those folk songs into his own serious compositions. He dragged it over the rutted roads of Maramureş, and Székely Land, lashed to an oxcart, on the hunt for fresh plasma. When the bumpkins were gathered round he would load one of the wax cylinders, set the stylus on the groove, and demonstrate the apparatus like a colonial officer showing the natives how the Gatling took the belt before mowing them down in their huts. Once he’d gained the trust of the hill folk, he would wait until the end of the day, for the village maidens to return from picking apples, or haycocking, or whatever it was peasants did when they weren’t singing and getting drunk. Rapt, he sat across from them in the sputtering lamplight. When they opened their mouths to sing, he lowered the arm, and the needle bit into the turning cylinder . . .

Like Rumpelstiltskin, he hurried back to Budapest, and his unpadded headphones, to spin these bales of dung-flecked straw into chaotic threads of Lydian gold. Instead of shooting syphilis into his veins, like the fictional Leverkühn in Doctor Faustus, in a bargain for genius, he had infected himself with a virus far more ancient, the ancestral Magyar strains. But when audiences suckled on the usual Viennese milk heard his compositions, they fled in horror. If anyone still needed convincing that the ancestral Hungarian, the Magyar, was, indeed, a “breed of Satan,” here was proof. Perhaps it was his presence as much as the barbaric music. The gaunt sickly weakling—Herr Bartók—was transformed into a terrifying soul onstage. However meek in real life, here in the theater, behind his piano, the pale maestro leapt about the keys like a panther, like Menelaus crouching through the dark, spear in hand, creeping up to the wall. And then, between movements, during that excruciating pause when some old fuck might be permitted his long withheld cough, you realized to your dismay that the blazing gaze of the master was turned upon you . . . The audience had fallen away into darkness, it was only you and the maestro. And during this brief unreal moment it felt as if you had become the subject of a new arrangement stirring in the composer’s mind. As if the whole time he had been playing, he had been hunting, stalking, and only now, when it was too late, did you realize that he had smelled your blood.

* * *

THE NEXT MORNING, AFTER poor Lulu’s high-wire escapade, like all future mornings, Bartók hadn’t come downstairs until lunchtime. According to Agatha’s memoir, The Naked Face of Genius: Béla Bartók’s American Years (Houghton Mifflin, 1958), he seemed cheerier, and the strange shoulder pain seemed to be gone. Noticing a wooden spoon, he took it down from its hook to fondle the sturdy handle. He seemed mesmerized by the simple kitchen implement.

“Ah, it has been a long time since I’ve seen a spoon like this,” he said (again, according to Agatha). He gazed into its ladle as if into the pool of a Florentine baptismal font. “Just the thing for stirring goulash in a huge cauldron at harvest time, or on some other great occasion—like a gypsy wedding.” Then, as if spotting something wrong with the spoon, he veered course. “No, that’s all wrong—not gypsies. They have no use for a tool like this.”

He hung it back on its hook, disenchanted.

He shook his head. Revising his memories, or vice versa. “They hardly ever boil their food. It’s too slow to suit their temperament. A quick roast over a roaring fire—pigs that die suddenly and no one knows how—a chicken that just happens to fly into their hands, that is their tradition. They have no other way.”

He knew the Roma well.

“Did I ever tell you, Ditta, the story of the chicken bones and the gypsy girl?” he asked his wife as he sat down and began carefully examining the bread set before him. When she said that he had not, he said it was on one of his earliest trips to Romania. “A hot midsummer day. I was eating my lunch in the yard of a run-down little inn on the outskirts of a small town at the very edge of a forest. It wasn’t much of an inn, but it was a resting place for occasional travelers and their horses.” He buttered a piece of bread as he spoke. “The yard was completely deserted and I was eating there alone. Only a little cat came to make friends with me, rubbing herself against my legs. She was not after food, she merely wanted my companionship, for when I put down a plate of chicken bones for her, she just sniffed at it politely and then walked away.” He lifted the butter knife in surprise. “Suddenly, I saw a young gypsy girl coming out of the woods, as silently as a shadow—almost before I could realize what was happening she scurried right up and snatched the bones from the plate and darted back into the woods. Without thinking, I jumped up and ran after her as fast as I could.” He chewed the bread uncertainly and shook his head as if still tortured by his choice to take pursuit. “Even as I was running I was disturbed and filled with sadness, for I feared she might think I was chasing her to punish her for stealing the bones. I knew no matter how fast I ran I could never catch up. I would never be able to reassure her and take away that look of a frightened animal.”

He set the bread down as if suddenly disgusted. “It was a compulsion, an urgent desire to comfort her, to tell her something, or to give her something . . .”

After he had given up on the gypsy girl, he said, and was walking back to the inn, he had noticed how exposed the roots of the trees were, as if the earth had been washed away in a flood, leaving behind a network of tangled arteries, and how he had then been set upon by a great flurry of black flies that pursued him and buzzed about his head as he made his way back. With this, Bartók set down his napkin and practically leapt from the table. Story over.

Moments later he could be seen out the kitchen window. Fronds of silver fern and Queen Anne’s lace riffled around his spare frame as he crouched to inspect a pinecone. He sat for a long time, on the hillside of the lawn, holding the cone to his ear. He turned it slowly in his long hands, examining the strobilus from every angle, before prying it apart, one scale at a time, and staring at its symmetrical innards. But at the first sign of a storm, as the sky turned dark above the mountains, he scurried back to the dim sanctuary of his room. And was not to be seen for the remainder of the day.

* * *

THE FOLLOWING DAY AT lunch, when he was passed the breadbasket, he turned fiercely to Agatha. “How many different kinds of tasteless sponge do you parade in this house under the name of bread?!”

She tried to make light of it, saying that she only had the newfangled electric oven, which she agreed was no proper way to make bread, not like in the old country.

“That electric machine, or generator, or whatever you call the thing that keeps thundering all night like an angry Vesuvius!” He winced and swallowed one of the aspirin he had lined in a row beside his water glass. “It does something to the night, it upsets the balance, injects a foreign element, distorting the vibrant rhythm and harmony of the summer darkness. With that constant rumbling in my ears I find it impossible to follow even the most simple line of thought. I have abandoned entirely the idea of working here, that is, of doing real work. Luckily I have enough other things to keep me busy.”

Shortly after this, Herr Bartók demanded that he be provided with some bacon so he could cook for himself in his room. “But I mean a solid piece of it, not one of those paper-thin tasteless slices that you call bacon here. Then I could prepare a little supper for myself, toasting the bacon and a piece of bread over the chimney of my lamp as I used to do when I stayed in so many faraway country places. Oh yes, many times that used to be my evening meal and it was a good meal, too.”

From then on, according to Agatha’s wondrous talent for recollected dialogue, he kept a package on the sill of his room, in brown paper, and the aromatic alchemy of lamp oil and bacon could be smelled at all hours of the night.

He gradually expanded the ambit of his timid excursions beyond the lawn to include short walks down the private drive to the main road, stopping to inspect, or so it appeared to Agatha, every single tree and leaf, as if he were entranced by each new alien form of life. He would return from these short wanderings with clumps of moss or wild apples stuffed in his pockets. Or perched on his finger a ladybug: a new insect he had never seen and which he regarded as an exotic discovery.

One day, together, they went down the hill to Matthew’s barn, where, on the way, anticipating a visit to a member of the authentic New England peasantry, Bartók spoke on the beauty of rustic, pastoral things, swishing his cane, jacket flung rakishly over one shoulder. A simple sprig of straw, for Bartók, was alive with intensity. “For me, straw has other associations, too, the warm, steaming beds of animals sheltered in barns and stables against the cold of winter. Straw alive with fermentation—a smell so active that it actually verges on becoming sound!”

But when he actually laid eyes on the place, he was aghast. Agatha reports a kind of “horror” came over his face. Admittedly, Matthew was more idle tinker than true farmer. But when Bartók saw the muddy animals stranded amid the dilapidated tractors and rusted car parts jacked up around the yard on old tree stumps, he said: “Take one look at those poor beasts, those winter-wounded bodies. The summer sunshine is never long enough to smooth and heal their ravaged hides before the merciless cold is on them again. And now I will be forced to think of them every day this coming winter, every day I will feel through my own body the horror and torment of their existence, never knowing the hour when their icy hovel will finally collapse on them some bitter windy day.”

And so on.

On a longer hike, Bartók saw fit to condemn the sonic quality of the New England ground beneath their very feet. “What a cold landscape this is. The soil is cold, stony, hollow, unyielding.” He tapped the ground with his cane. “Hear that sound, how hard it is? Stone upon stone. No life in the depth of it.”

But then, coming to a highland pasture, he thrust the cane into a mound of helpless dung. “There is life feeding on this dead heap,” he exclaimed, poking and stabbing it, waiting for Agatha and Ditta to get closer, as crickets snipped past his head in the air. “See how the worms and bugs work busily, making little tunnels and passages, then soil enters, bringing with it stray seeds. Soon pale shoots of grass will appear, and life will complete its cycle, teeming within this lump of death.” As he continued to jubilantly maim the pile of shit, he uttered the Hungarian with insolent glee. When he saw it embarrassed Agatha, he pounced.

“What a pity,” he said, wiping the cane in the meadow grass, “not to be able to feel the strength and purity of real words. How vulgar substitute words are, by suggesting they cover something ugly or evil. These words are accepted naturally by people who live in close connection with the earth. Words with special power and beauty, used by people who work, rest, and make love on this soil, and call every part of their bodies by these direct and inevitable names, names used with both gusto and tenderness. Those who try to change these words, covering their real meaning, are the ones who cast ugliness upon words and meaning alike.”

He then launched into one of the more ribald folk songs he had picked up on one of his excursions to his authentic and radiant pure lands—hitting the vulgar reprise with sadistic joy. One has to credit Agatha for documenting these repeat humiliations inflicted on her by her celebrated houseguest.

She was so undone by the composer that he had even put her off how to walk.

“Oh, you again,” he called out as she tiptoed past his door. “You always make me feel there is a burglar in the house. Can’t you walk just normally?”

“I can’t,” she said. “I really can’t. Something won’t let me. I wish I could fly whenever I have to go by your door.”

“I wish you could too,” he said, turning back to the wispy, onionskin pages of his Romanian folk songs that still confounded him. The papers were heaped in bundles and piles across the table and unmade bed, their true code perhaps forever undeciphered. “Although the flap of your wings would no doubt irritate me exactly the same. All rhythm has its natural law—this kind of restraint is nothing but a mockery.”

From then on, Agatha wrote, she tried to walk “with as much freedom as I could produce, but he recognized my step in spite of my new style.”

It’s really no wonder she shoveled so much sawdust into his mouth in her memoir. Nor can you blame Agatha for enjoying a little schadenfreude of her own when some unannounced company from New York arrived and she got to witness the cringeworthy spectacle of the master reduced to a quivering, inept jellyfish. He was never prepared for such invasions on his membrane.

“Don’t let them in!” he said to Martha when she came to announce the visitors waiting in the living room. “Please, tell them anything you like, just keep them away!”

“Béla, please see them,” Ditta begged. “Just for a short while. They’ve driven all the way from New York. Going and coming, it takes two days, and they came only to see you. Can’t you give them just a little time?”

Seeing no way out, bewildered and discombobulated, his voice was tense and meek. “I can’t help it if they have two days to throw away. I haven’t even a minute to waste.”

Finally, though, seeing that Ditta would not help him out of this corner, he stood and walked stiffly into the next room, his face at once transformed into the aloof mask that would befit a stoic taking the hemlock.

“It still amazes me,” Ditta confided to Agatha, “how he is completely without conception of what an everyday conversation is.”

No matter how he abused her, however, when Agatha saw Bartók coiled before the blazing fire on the night of a storm, drawn into himself, inert and gloomily shapeless, clenching his shoulder with a haunted and hunted look, she felt sorry for him. Coming to America had been a kind of death for Bartók. In America he was just one more invisible old man. No longer famous, he was ill, poor, and even, for the first time in his life, without a piano. The one he had used exclusively for tours in America had been recalled for lack of payment. Now that he knew what it was to be truly uprooted, as he huddled before the hissing fire, with rumbles of mountain thunder going off in the distance like mortar rounds, his confinement was complete. The one immutable thing they shared in common, Agatha knew, more than being Hungarian, was that of being a refugee. She understood why he stared at the roof over their heads as if it were only the flimsiest, most laughable of illusions. No matter how much he liked to romanticize the bucolic glories of his youthful excursions, where he had roamed so much out of doors, exposing himself to the raw and direct, to the wild venerated real, the source of his life’s work, and his genius, the one thing he would never be able to take for granted again, as an exile, was sanctuary from the elements. The asylum of shelter. Only a refugee could really know this elemental fear. The idea of the elements had lost its romance.

* * *

BY LATE AUGUST, HOWEVER, as the nights were getting cooler, Bartók seemed to be taking more kindly to Vermont. While out on a country drive one weekend, seeing the tourist signs for the famous nearby granite quarry, Bartók announced that he would not be entirely opposed to visiting the Rock of Ages. This was the pit that had dredged up the stone for millions of monuments and gravestones and mausoleums in America and had yet managed to advertise itself as if it were an amusement park. Agatha was reluctant. It was overcast and looked like rain, but Bartók insisted that his finely calibrated senses could detect no hint of rain in the air. “It’s too cold for rain,” he said.

So they drove on, Agatha opening up the flathead V8, but with the radio silent since Bartók would not stand for it.

After checking in at the Visitors Center and poking over the chintzy souvenirs and postcards of beetle-size men scuttling about the terraced shelves, workers eating out of lunch pails on steep subterranean cliffs evocative of stranded Arctic explorers posing for the final group shot before they succumbed to cannibalism, they walked out past the silent compressor plant and its cold brick smokestack into a landscape preternaturally still and muted. Especially now that it was Saturday and work had shut down for the weekend. It all felt as though it had been mined not only of its precious stone but of any habitable planetary atmosphere. The sky was a ghoulish lead ceiling. Dead spectral trees stood coated in a marmoreal haze of ashy pulverized rockdust. Running alongside the first pit was a line of flatbed cars loaded with enormous white granite slabs, a Hadrian’s wall mounted on iron wheels, destined for the mill turbines and the bright wet blade powerful enough to cut halfway through the Devonian. Cantilevered and cruxed around the rim of the quarry stood fir-timbered tower cranes, derricks spooled with heavy lift cable fit for a god-size neck, and the shack where the hoist engineer lowered the dented gondola that carried the men down to its most arcane depths.

But today the great pits were empty of men. Agatha and Ditta, shivering in their coats, found the deserted rubbled landscape dismal, but the stillness seemed to give Bartók tranquil composure. He walked around the great empty pit, a limp jacket over his frail, birdish shoulders. The gloomy hushed landscape seemed like a balm, and he was eager to travel deeper into the quarry, as if each next pit, each new abyss, held more promise than the last.

At one of the deepest pits he got down on hands and knees and lowered himself onto his stomach to peer over the edge. Down at the wee equipment that had been tarped for the weekend, the tiny cranes, tiny tractors, tiny doll-size outhouses perched on the bowel-wrenchingly immense ledges. While the petrified women stood by, too terrified to object, he reached into the negative yawn of space to snatch at one of the dangling rope ladders. As he swayed the rope back and forth, it clattered, sending small echoes down the canyon wall. No doubt, it was the cold exacting precision of the quarry’s operation that pleased him most. The cascade of extreme and fretful perspectives. The staccato pilot holes stitched across the blast lines. The symphonic shelves, like calving icebergs, sheared as cleaved bone. Tense diagonals of cable and rope. The pure cuboid interior.

At one point the women lost sight of Bartók. He did this sort of thing from time to time. Went missing. Vanished. Ditta started to grow uneasy, but soon enough they found him after going a bit farther into the interior. He was standing at the edge of an abandoned, flooded pit. Here they had come to the outermost reach of the quarry. A place long mined of all possible meaning. Shoes perched on the brink, the composer was contemplating the black mirror that twinned the white cliffs. The gravity of the chasm seemed to hold him mesmerized. As if he were somehow telepathically linked, through the heft of iron in his blood, the veins of his arms, to the underground vein of billion-year-old rock beneath his feet.

They had gone farther than planned. And now, seeing the darkening sky, and the certainty of rain, they decided to turn back. By the time they could see Agatha’s car, they were exhausted, but at least they had been spared the rain. Before getting to the car and escaping this depressing gray landscape, however, the silence of the quarry was broken by the high wail of an air-raid siren.

They stopped in dead fright. The Valkyric howl came down from the sky at the same time it seemed to blare up from the depths of the pits. And then the employee who worked in the Visitors Center came running out to escort them to the shelter.

Reassuring them that it was only a practice, he left the trio in the cramped dim space, a storage closet or the like, a back room. They stood pressed against the cold wall, waiting out the torturous mechanical scream. It ascended in a long and winding sinister bend. Pitched to an inhuman minor third—a centrifugal B♭ and D♭—the wail hurled out to its most extreme and upward apogee, whereupon it began its hellish reentry, falling back endlessly on itself before starting up again.

Agatha could see, through the vibrating haze of fear that blurred apart his dim outline, how Bartók was disintegrating. Trying and failing with all his will to withstand some malevolent shift in the laws gluing together the universe. As if the siren signaled a violent hypercorrection in Earth’s orbit—a sudden acceleration in its turning, so that outside the blank room where they were imprisoned all had been jarred and swept out into the rush of space, and the debris of the former world was whirling about the smoking planet now in a thick belt of pulverized mountains, cities, cathedrals, battleships, and scraps of the locomotive outside, already loaded with the slabs of rock that portended the world’s end, streaking around the wasted globe in an exploded-view schematic of piston rods, crankshafts, staybolts, spindle nuts, and a fiery gust of rivets and superheated steam vapor leaking into the vacuum of space . . .

The very sanity of the world derailed.

Then, abruptly, the noise ceased. And the man from the Visitors Center reappeared and showed the disoriented trio out to their car, chuckling. “Well, here we are, all still in one piece!”

They drove back home in silence.

It was only at dinner that Agatha realized Bartók had not spoken a word since the siren. He had retired at once to his room when they had come home from the quarry. But now, in the flicker of candlelight, he looked more than his usual ill at ease. His skin had a yellow pallor. But most disturbing was the expression of simple terror on his face.

“What’s wrong, Béla?” Ditta looked at him, truly scared. “Was it the air-raid drill? It was only a practice, not a real one.”

With apparent effort, he turned to regard his wife, trembling. And then, in one of Agatha’s eeriest transcriptions of the maestro’s words, Bartók whispered . . .

“For me it was a real one. Real and terrible. All the stones of the quarry were falling, shaking houses, shattering windows, burying people and animals.” As he spoke, the hollow gravity of his pupils, each like a dank and drafty drainpipe, tugged at the candlelight. “A single stone, alone, wiped out civilizations—and that siren was deafening millions.” He closed his eyes and the candle guttered. “Piercing their hearts as they ran under the falling bombs in the merciless crushing finality of destruction. There is a war. The bombs are falling. This very minute, like the minute before, somewhere, always somewhere, and there is no escaping from it anymore . . .”

And then he announced that he would be leaving as soon as possible, the next day. Ditta pleaded with her husband to stay, not to leave, to take a few days to recover his nerves, but there was no changing his mind. He insisted that he wanted to go alone, as well, and that she could return to New York in a few weeks’ time. In the end it was only two notes, an interval of unimaginable discord, B♭ and D♭, that had undone the master of noise.

The next day he did not remove himself from his room until it was time to go to the station. To catch the southbound 10:24 that was late and did not leave until nearly midnight. Over the mountains, the stars blazed. They waited in the cold night air at what was not much more than a shed. At Bartók’s insistence, Agatha had not recruited Matthew to play chauffeur, so the women, instead, had to lug his suitcases and heavy boxes into his roomette when the train arrived. He would get a porter at Penn Station. Fortunately, this was a few months before one of the patients in Waterbury, a deaf and dumb lunatic named Edwin, would escape and try to sabotage trains on the same line by chopping the ties with an ax. This, after Edwin had set fire to the hospital’s dairy barn, killing six calves, a cow, and three bulls—the smoke billowed over the asylum for days. He was presumably spared the tortured music of his sacrifice.
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“All the manuscript had been burned, and the blue flames were flickering amongst the white ashes. The cylinders of your phonograph too were thrown on the fire, and the wax had helped the flames.”

Here I interrupted. “Thank God there is the other copy in the safe!”

—DRACULA, CHAPTER 21, DR. SEWARD’S DIARY

BÉLA BARTÓK MEMORIAL HOUSE, BUDAPEST. EMBEDDED in the papier-mâché hills are little electric peg lights that blink awake when you press one of the buttons. The buttons are arranged on a brass panel, with each blink corresponding to a village where Béla Bartók collected. The mountains are built low to the floor, so you have to get down on hands and knees, like a child, really, to see, though I am the only one down on hands and knees, trying, with great difficulty, to reach up for a button while simultaneously framing the shot. My device, an iPod Touch, has a chrome mirror backing, so I am able to see myself contorted into this inane position in pursuit of documentation.

It’s the sort of info-diorama you might see at a tourist center in the Poconos. The mountains themselves, on first glance, look more or less topographically sound. Otherwise it is a bald and artless simulation, without so much as a fake tree. A lot like my father’s old model train layout in the basement, I think. With a notable degree of verisimilitude, he had made a simulacrum of our sad little mountain town, only a few miles down the road from where the master had spent his ill-fated summer in Vermont. But my father, who was installed in our own village as resident shaman, aka United Methodist pastor, put more of his creative energy into the mechanical details. Water tanks. Crossing signals. Gravel conveyors. Loading bunkers. Maintenance shops. But no fake shrubs or flower beds, no dead tree fall, no foliage, no serene cows enjoying the shade of a spreading elm along the riverbank. No pastoral. Just some raw mountains and a few river cliffs carved hastily out of high-density pink foam substrate with a steak knife.

The model train track circled the little church where he preached, the funeral home, the cemetery, the IGA, Lions Club, the little diner where he wrote the first drafts of his sermons, and the train station, of course, with little plastic gray men waiting with briefcases and newspapers, and even a complex of redbrick buildings and tall wrought-iron fence that stood in for the sprawling campus of the asylum, only a block south of our house. In some inexplicable way, my father’s model eerily captured how the town, designated as a containment unit for toxic psychic waste, was diseased through and through, caught as it was in the disturbed radius of the state hospital.

Everywhere you turned were heavily sedated casualties, residents of the halfway homes that lined Main Street, zombie courtiers with day passes from the castle on slow Thorazinic walks around the block. More than once on my way out the door in the morning I had to step over a patient nodding off on our porch.

I remember the sour electric smell of the train’s motor. The bouquet of electro emissions, ozone, in my nostrils.

One detail my father had not failed to include: the smokestack behind the hospital I imagined was used for disposing of the incurable. It was only the generator, of course, that produced heat for the sprawling campus, and juice for electroshock treatments, but still, I kept an eye on it. It towered behind the wall of maples that bordered the field behind our house. The field where I compulsively dug holes, odd, solitary, morbid child that I was. Most of the field had gone fallow and was only a cloddy inarable meadow, except for one tiny corner that my mother had brought to life and kept cultivated as a garden.

Far out in the field, I spent many hours digging these foxholes to hide from the external world. They were deep enough that sitting at the bottom of one, I was sometimes able to suspend the solipsistic illusion of being the only survivor from some bloodless rapture, orphaned under a lid of autumn sky. After the leaves dropped, the smokestack was as stark as the steeple of my father’s church across the street. Such were the gothic parameters of my childhood.

After service, still in his robes, before he changed, my father would descend to his private dungeon, with a mason jar of bourbon, to amuse himself by arranging the tiny figurines that wandered the grounds of the asylum to do perverse things behind 7 North, or the B Building.

I remember climbing around like a cat on this elevated stage—the platform was built high up off the basement floor, adjusted to my father’s giant height—and delving into the parallel universe of HO track and switch towers, peering into the tiny pink-grated windows of the asylum, down the bore of the smokestack, as if I were soaring over the real world shrunk down, with the dizzying freedom of a sparrow, until one day I got too close to the edge and fell, cracking my chin on a very unsimulated concrete floor in an orgy of blood and pain. As I fell I thought I could see cinders raining down on papier-mâché forests . . .

I can still feel my father sweeping me up, his drink crashing to the floor, then fleeing with me in his arms, hurrying across the yard and weaving through the fussy flower gardens kept by our neighbor the dentist, dodging the quarry of fountain-sized holes that my brother’s dog, Clyde, had dug in his petunias, and dancing around this flowery obstacle course, slipping and stumbling, the worn heels of his wingtips, always polished Saturday night while watching the game with a near-final draft of his sermon at hand, crumbling over the craters, pausing once to take a swipe at the dog, with one foot, and nearly kicking my brother—whom I can now also see, fuzzily, lying half in/half out of the hole, snorting moronically as dirt sprayed him in the face from between the dog’s hindlegs, my brother who was a fraction off, grazed maybe, in some hard-to-define way slightly out of tune—but as blood gushed down my chin I felt as safe as I have ever felt, held aloft in my father’s flowing arms, embraced by his comforting hugeness, the scent of Old Spice and Johnnie Walker Red and snuffed church candles reposited in the billowing robes, as soft as the folds of animal pelt.

The dentist could never keep up with the devastation incurred on his yard by our dog. I still remember how the dentist’s fingers tasted of soil as they probed my bloody mouth. I’d bitten clear through my lower lip. I remember the laughing gas: as if I were a gypsy moth the dentist had caught laying my ravenous eggs in his Night Gladiolus, before dropping me in a vial of chloroform. I fluttered drunkenly upward . . . batting at the fluorescent panel as my legs kicked out in the air beneath me.

Piped into his office was classical music.

“És az utolsó. Most. Vége.”

“Yo, we’re going upstairs.”

This is the voice of my guide and translator, Bob. He and the Hungarian docent are already ascending, though I’m still down at floor level taking pictures of the toy Carpathians.

As we climb up to the second floor, the docent, who wears a leather jacket, and buckles on his shoes, points to the banner in the stairwell embroidered with the entire score of Bartók’s Third Piano Concerto, his final piece, written in exile in New York City. The stairs go up one more flight, but then dead-end at the wall. The guide explains how this is because after the Third Piano Concerto, see, that was it? In fact, even after the ambulance had been dispatched to his fifth-floor apartment on West Fifty-Seventh Street, Bartók spent his last frantic moments trying to get down the final seventeen bars. The EMTs had to drag him away from the unfinished score. So the story goes.

The dead-end stairs seem pretty heavy-handed, but the docent is clearly proud of the symbolism. Regardless, I’m not interested in the Third Piano Concerto. My business here concerns the Third String Quartet.

On the next flight is a lot of the weird furniture Bartók brought back from Transylvania. He furnished his whole house with the stuff. It’s all painstakingly carved: geometric stars and hexes and other hill-folk glyphs, somewhat oversize.

Upstairs, Bob and the Hungarian are standing in front of a cabinet, laughing. The docent points at a small box behind the glass.

“Our latest exhibit,” Bob translates. “Bartók’s last butt.”

I look in the case. “The last cigarette he smoked?”

“This is new,” Bob says.

I regard the little twist of yellowed butt, set like an engagement ring. The docent talks quickly. Bob translates. “In 2006 they were doing a complete renovation here and called in somebody to work on the piano, this famous instrument restorer. He took the whole thing apart and found that inside.”

Idly, I wonder which string it was found under. Perhaps Bartók put the butt there on purpose for some kind of special effect.

“They checked—it’s a Tisza Mayfly brand cigarette. [Hungarian] And that’s what Bartók liked to smoke. [Hungarian] So somehow or other it got between the strings of the piano. [Hungarian] It was brought as a gift to his son.”

“That’s really beautiful,” I say.

“Igen, igen.”

Here and there are photographs of Bartók with his wife and children, one of the master in a polka-dotted ascot and suspenders, playing a giant crank instrument with strings and a kind of primitive keyboard.

“Hurdy-gurdy,” Bob says. He takes his camera out of his leather fanny pack to get a picture. “Last traditional player died seven years ago.”

Bob is originally from Teaneck, New Jersey, via the East Bronx. His dad was a cop. But he’s lived in Budapest for the past thirty years. He knows a lot of random shit, like that Yoda’s particular syntax was inspired by a Hungarian tech on the set of The Empire Strikes Back. But his main thing is klezmer. Not the honky-wonky clarinet-heavy wedding band American klezmer. His specific niche: Carpathian klezmer. He spent years tracking down the sacred-original stuff in Transylvania. Mostly his hunting days are over now. But he does have a band.

Inside another case we regard Bartók’s cuff links, stamps, a well-worn pocket metronome. If you read accounts by his students, you quickly learn how he put tempo, almost cruelly, above all else. He demanded a precision impossible to duplicate and would shame those who could not master it. Whereas some composers leave tempo at least somewhat up to later generations for interpretation, Bartók’s scores strictly dictate exactly how each note should register in time. For instance, on the autograph manuscript of his Third Quartet, he designated that each quarter note must be equal to 88 beats per minute, then changes it twenty short bars later to 76 BPM. A very subtle shift.

We wander over to a roped-off room. It is the master’s studio.

There is his coffin, black and shellacked. Did I say coffin? I meant piano. Black and shining, the track lighting sends streams, like rivulets of thawing ice, dribbling across the lid. The room is otherwise sparse. A leather chair by the window. The window is like any window. But the only thing of interest to me is the machine on the desk in the far corner.

“Is that the actual phonograph he collected with?” I say, sticking my head into the room past the velvet rope.

“NO NO NO.”

“Don’t lean over it,” Bob says. “They’ve got a sensitized alarm system.”

The amplifying horn is octagonal, painted tin. The headphones rest beside it. His son, Peter, writing in his book, My Father, describes how his father’s study was always inexplicably filled with flying insects. Covering the window, crawling on the walls. He wondered if, somehow, “perhaps the bugs felt safe near him.”

“Is it possible that I could get closer?”

“Gramofon . . . Igen?”

Bob grunts. “Uh-huh.”

I dictate into my phone: “Ornate octagonal horn. Tin? What model number?”

Bob looks at me. “Did you want to go closer for a photo or something?”

Yes, I do. I am drawn to it like a winter moth. Though it doesn’t appear they are going to let me. The thing is, it was this machine, more than anything else, that allowed Bartók to become Bartók. His whole method relied on this advantage: to go out into the world, collect bits of direct experience, make faithful transcriptions, then feed it to his inner gargoyle. I feel it somehow holds the secret to my entire investigation.

As a young man, Bartók had not shown great promise as a composer. He was a superb performer, was thought to have a brilliant future as a pianist, but there was no burning inspiration to his early creative work. Of course, he was set back by the strange bouts of illness that had plagued him since childhood. The terrible skin affliction that had encased him head to toe for the first five years of his life. The child had avoided mirrors with lust. This vile virulent membrane had divided him from everything but the affection of his mother. The exanthem was cured by arsenic when he was five, but the sense of confinement never left. “Nothing could speak more eloquently of my innocence at this time than the belief that I could make my boundaries disappear,” he said once in a rare, unguarded moment. “For only much later comes the discovery that one remains confined, to a lesser or greater degree, forever.” During his second year at the Royal Academy of Music in Budapest, in 1900, he began to spit blood and was forced to take a half year’s absence to recuperate in South Tyrol. Aside from this deferred year, his main obstacle was no different than for any other young composer of his time. Like most of his contemporaries, he was starving for something new, feeling, in general, that Western music had shot its diatonic wad. For a while he followed the path blazed by Strauss who espoused “new ideas must seek new forms” and who would do away with the stale fetters of the sonata, reordering and transforming themes, and for a time, Bartók, too, began to generate a handful of interesting, alchemical pieces with inversions, rotations, retrograde-inversions, motivic permutations that gave off the overall tonal impression of dangerous laboratory experiments.

But it wasn’t until the summer of 1904, while Bartók was at a summer resort in Gerlicepuszta, a village in northern Hungary (now Slovakia), when he would overhear a nanny cooing a lullaby and discover his true master. He was there to work on his Piano Quintet. But, then, one day, while composing, he was interrupted by a voice from the next room over. At first it must have perturbed him immensely. He was always fanatical about working in absolute silence. In his studio, he muted out his family with a thick leather blanket. In exile in New York, many years later, he would leave the shower running as a kind of white noise machine. But now, he set down his pen and sought out the girl. Surely, she was flustered, faced by this fanatical wraith of a man, demanding to know what it was she was singing, and she must have been apologetic, no doubt thinking she had disturbed him, for certainly the nanny had had to listen to his terrifying piano from morning till night. (But it was surely excruciating for Bartók as well, who had so much difficulty breaching his own boundaries, the ones he had felt since he was a child and the loathsome, itchy red blossoms that had kept him confined and isolated from other children, that had created that original sense of separation he had never gotten over, but now, however painful, however difficult, he violated his own boundaries to reach out, to go out of bounds, and when the young woman realized the gentleman was not scolding her, but just curious, she told him it was only a simple song she had grown up listening to her grandmother sing.)

He heard the music of chopping wood. Mud. Geese. Thatched roofs. Men with folksy tools: scythes, mattocks, hods, and weird twisty pitchforks. Black pines and roots growing out of stream banks. Peasant women embroidering at dusk.

Somehow Bartók found the courtesy and charm to persuade her to sing it again so he might copy it down in his journal. The song was about an apple that had fallen in the mud. It really could not have been simpler. Bartók looked at it there, this apple in the dark mud, like a shining clot of blood, and he picked it up, and turned it this way and that, and he scribbled down the melody to better understand the shape of this thing which he could not yet grasp. But where did the tree that dropped apples such as this grow? The girl told him she was from Transylvania. Her name was Lidi Dósa. And then, eager to get back to her charge before her employer returned, and perhaps just as eager to separate from the strange man, she departed and they never met again.

The encounter left Bartók wandering, confused, in a strange new orchard. Transylvania? It was a backwater, not a place one would ever think to turn for inspiration. More to the point: it was impossible that such music could still exist. Everyone knew—this opinion most confidently championed by Franz Liszt—that if there was anything resembling a traditional Hungarian folk music, it was the verbunkos preserved by the more romantically in-vogue gypsies, and that the dissipated peasants themselves had long ago left their songs rotting in the weeds. And yet a few years later Bartók would set out there with a sack of wax cylinders and a phonograph tied to an oxcart, in pursuit of this ancient form that in one afternoon had reshaped his entire mind.

It was by using his machine, like a meat grinder, to record the scabbed and melancholy folk songs he had scavenged in the hills, melding his high theoretical mind with that raw open music, that made for the elixired hybrid Bartókian style. The Transylvanian ballads and colindes and hora lungă that he listened to under his scratchy headphones, during all-night sessions in his parlor, until his ears were nicked, like a cryptographer possessed, had transformed him into a new kind of composer, in some ways nearer to meek shaman than aspirant to the tradition of Vienna. It was an angelic, grotesque metamorphosis.

He was still deciphering these new “codes” when he brought his boxes up to Vermont to stay with Ágota (Americanized as Agatha). I had once tried to visit the old house, where he had stayed with Ágota Illés, just down the road from Waterbury, but it turned out that the local fire department had burned it down in the late sixties to chase off a coven of hippies who had been squatting on the abandoned property. Local farmers had evidently grown tired of late-night bongo circles keeping awake their cows. Standing in the empty meadow, however, I had quickly grasped that if Bartók had ever peered out his heavy drapes (his guest room had been in the northeast corner of the upper wing), he would have had an unimpeded view of the green peak that cast its shadow over my own childhood village, which my father had so painstakingly sought to replicate in miniature, right down to our ramshackle train depot, just two stops north of Riverton, where the pale maestro had arrived that July night back in 1941.

But now the docent won’t let me see the machine. I am most intrigued by its power to generate such perfect replicas. You never read of him ever having trouble with the machine either. No malfunctions due to dust from the long crooked dirt roads gumming up the governor shaft or fine brass gears. It operated with perfect fidelity. My search for clues is not helped by the fact that the docent is unfamiliar with the bizarre circumstances under which the autograph manuscript of the Third String Quartet had gone missing. When I tell the story, or what I’ve sorted out, at any rate, over the course of my investigation, which sounds even more farfetched and sordid as I try to
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